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Chapter 1: Flash Water

The trekking-pole tip had punched a clean round hole in the wet sand, and the rim of that hole was still crisp.

I crouched over it with my headlamp off and the gray canyon light coming down sixty feet of sandstone onto my hands. Sand holds a print the way a bad memory holds a grudge, but only for so long. Wet sand slumps. This rim hadn’t slumped. Somebody had leaned weight on a carbide tip right here inside the last hour, and they’d leaned it hard, the way you lean when the leg on that side has quit taking orders.

“Command, Ballard,” I said into the radio clipped at my collarbone. “I’ve got sign. Fresh. Maybe forty minutes.”

The radio gave me static and half a word. Lou, at the trailhead, three miles back and four hundred feet up. The canyon ate everything else.

Above me the slot was a crooked ribbon of sky, pale and clean and innocent. That was the problem with slot canyons. The sky over your head tells you nothing. The storm that kills you is twenty miles upstream, sitting on a mesa you can’t see, dumping an inch of rain on slickrock that sheds it like a tin roof. All that water goes looking for the lowest place in the county, and the lowest place in the county is the bottom of the crack you’re standing in.

The air moved against my face. Cold. Wet-cold, cellar-cold, coming down the slot from upstream like the canyon was breathing out.

I didn’t like that breath. I’d felt it twice before in six years on the county team, and both times I’d been out of the bottom inside of ten minutes and still heard the water go by under me close enough to touch.

I stood up and kept reading.

Three people. The report said so and the ground agreed. A men’s eleven in a Vibram lug, heavy on the outside edge, a man who walked like he’d played football and his knees remembered it. A men’s nine, narrow, light, quick turnover; the friend. And a women’s eight that told the whole story by itself: the right foot planted flat and clean, the left heel dragging a little furrow behind it every step, the toe coming down late and crooked.

Left ankle. Rolled, not broken. Broken, she’d have been carried, and the elevens would’ve gone deep. They weren’t deep. The big man was walking beside her, not under her.

“Kendra Haskell,” I said, to nobody. The wife. Forty-one, per the report. Husband Rob, forty-four. Their friend, a guy named Reuben with no last name in the call, because the sister who’d phoned it in at six that morning hadn’t known it.

They’d been due out at dark yesterday.

I went downstream twenty yards at a jog, swinging my eyes left and right, ground and walls, ground and walls. The slot narrowed until my shoulders brushed both sides. Red rock, smooth as skin, slick at the bottom with a film of clay from the last time the canyon had run. I knew exactly how high the last time had been. There was a log jammed crossways between the walls eleven feet over my head, bleached white, and a ring of drift grass stuck in the cracks at the same height all the way along.

Eleven feet. That was a normal flood. I’d seen thirty.

At hip height on the left wall there was a scrape. Fresh, pale, the varnish on the rock scored down to the orange underneath, three inches long. Somebody had stumbled and caught themselves on a pack strap buckle. Somebody else had grabbed them. On the sand below it, the eights crossed over the elevens.

He’d taken her weight there. They were slowing down.

I keyed the radio again. “Command, Ballard. They’re moving downstream, slow. Woman’s favoring the left leg. I’m close.”

Static. Then Lou, clear for one second, the way radios sometimes are when you least need the miracle. “Ty, NWS just pushed a flash flood warning for the upper drainage. Cell’s been sitting on Horse Mesa an hour. You have maybe twenty minutes. Maybe less. Get out of the bottom.”

“Copy,” I said. “Twenty minutes.”

I didn’t get out of the bottom.

People used to ask me about that, after other calls, at the bar, at the sheriff’s department barbecue. Why go on, when they tell you to come out. And the honest answer is that I had a short list in my head of people I hadn’t found in time, and every name on it had been somebody I’d been told to stop looking for. The last one was a woman from Provo whose name had been in the paper. I’d read her sign a day late, two summers back. I’d been very good at my job for six years, and I still had a list.

I wasn’t adding a married couple and a man named Reuben to it because a radio said twenty minutes.

So I ran.

Another fifty yards and I found the wrapper. A Clif Bar, white chocolate macadamia, folded in thirds lengthwise and then in half, and tucked into a crack in the rock at shoulder height. Nobody had dropped it. Somebody had placed it. A careful person had eaten that bar and wanted to carry the trash out and then thought better of having it in a pocket where it might catch, and put it somewhere it couldn’t blow away.

The friend. The nines. A careful person, and he’d been thinking about the way out. He’d been looking for high ground.

I looked where he’d have looked.

Thirty yards on, the slot opened into a bowl the size of a living room, with an undercut alcove in the right wall at chest height, a dark mouth in the rock like a pulled tooth. Water had carved it over a thousand years of floods. A careful person with a hurt friend and a sky going wrong would see that alcove and think: dry, sheltered, up off the floor.

It was the worst place in the canyon. Every flood that came through that bowl hit the bend and drove straight into that alcove like a fire hose into a bucket.

“Kendra,” I called. “Rob. Reuben. Search and Rescue. Say something.”

“Here.” A man’s voice, cracked from shouting earlier, from inside the dark. “We’re here. Oh, Christ. Here.”



They were wedged in the back of the alcove like three people waiting out a hailstorm under a bus shelter. Rob Haskell, big and gray-bearded, with his arm around his wife. Kendra pale and sweating, left boot unlaced and the ankle swollen up over the collar of it like rising bread. Reuben in the front, skinny, fifties, a reading-glasses-on-a-cord kind of man, holding a dead phone like it might come back to life if he believed in it hard enough.

“We heard thunder,” Reuben said. “Way off. We thought we should get up off the floor.”

“You did right to get up,” I said, which wasn’t true, and was the only useful thing to say. “Now we’re going higher. Right now.”

“She can’t climb,” Rob said.

“She’s not going to climb. I’m going to pull her.”

I was already working. The bowl’s left wall stepped up in two ledges, the second one maybe fifteen feet off the floor, a shelf of hard rock with a dark line of old flood scum below it and none above. Above the scum line meant above the last big one. That was the best I was going to get. There was a horn of rock on the second ledge’s lip, and a crack behind it I could sink a cam into.

The air was colder now. It moved steadily up the slot from upstream, pushed ahead of something.

And there was the smell. People who haven’t been in a flash flood think water smells like nothing. A flood smells like a whole desert being turned over at once: crushed juniper, wet dust, sage stems and cow pies and the rotten-egg breath of mud that’s been cooking at the bottom of potholes all summer. It comes before the water does. It comes on the wind the water pushes.

I smelled it and my scalp went tight.

“Okay,” I said. “Listen to me. You’re going to hear a noise in a minute like a freight train. Don’t look at it. Look at me.”

I went up the first step with the rope over my shoulder, chimneyed the second with my back on one wall and my feet on the other, and topped out on the ledge. Cam in the crack. Sling around the horn. Two points, equalized, a locker on the master point. I built a pulley out of the gear on my harness the way I’d built a thousand of them, on canyon rims and riverbanks and once off the bumper of a sheriff’s truck, and I didn’t let my hands go fast, because fast hands drop things.

“Kendra first,” I called down. “Rob, put this around her like I showed you. Leg loops. Snug.”

He’d never seen one before in his life and he got it on her in thirty seconds anyway, because he loved her and because terror makes good students.

The sound arrived while I was hauling her.

It starts low, under your feet, in your boots more than your ears. Then it climbs. Rocks the size of cars rolling over each other a mile upstream, and the slot walls catching that sound and passing it down like a whisper down a hallway. At first it’s only a growl, and the growl never stops getting bigger.

“Look at me,” I said to Kendra as she came up the wall in jerks, her face gray, her bad foot banging the rock. “Hey. Look at me, not at the canyon.”

She looked at me. She had brown eyes and they were huge. She came over the lip and I dragged her onto the ledge by her harness and clipped her short to the anchor, and she held on to my wrist so hard I had bruises from it later.

“Rob,” I yelled. “Now.”

He was heavy and he was strong and he climbed half of it himself, which helped, and he rolled onto the ledge next to his wife and grabbed her and they both started crying, and I didn’t have time for it, so I pushed his leg in out of the way with my boot and threw the rope back down.

“Reuben. Let’s go.”

The water came around the upstream bend while he was clipping in.

I’ve tried to tell people what it looks like. It isn’t a wave in the way they imagine a wave, a clean blue curl. It’s a wall of brown porridge with trees in it. It’s logs and tumbleweeds and a dead cow and boulders all moving at the same speed, chest-high at the front and rising, and a spray of mud and foam coming off the top of it like smoke. It is the color of chocolate milk and it moves like it’s angry with you personally.

Reuben saw it and froze.

“Climb,” I said. Quiet. Quiet works better than loud, on frozen people. “Climb, Reuben. Now.”

He climbed. Good man. He got his hands on the first step and his feet under him and I hauled with everything in my back, the rope burning across my palms even through the gloves, and he came up the chimney like a sack of feed, and then his left boot hit the clay film on the second step and slipped.

He went sideways. The rope held him, but he swung, and his weight came onto the anchor at an angle I hadn’t built for, and he hung there with his feet kicking over nothing and his hands slapping smooth rock, a foot below the lip, and the brown water was fifty yards off and coming.

I could’ve let the anchor take him. It would’ve held. It also would’ve left him dangling at the scum line, and the scum line was where the water was going to be in about nine seconds.

I let go of the haul strand, dropped onto my belly on the ledge with my legs hooked behind the horn, reached down, and got both hands under his boot.

“On three,” I said. “One.”

I didn’t bother with two or three. I pushed.

I’m not a big man, but I’ve hauled people up walls for a living, and I put my whole body into it, chest and shoulders and thighs, and Reuben came up over that lip like he’d been fired out of something. Rob caught him by the pack. They both went over backward onto the ledge.

And my legs came unhooked from the horn.

It’s a small thing, the way it happens. I’d pushed down and out, and the push had to go somewhere, and it went into me, and my hips slid on that clay-slick rock and kept sliding. There was a moment where I thought, I’ll catch the sling. My hand went for the sling. My hand hit the anchor instead, and the anchor was a cam in a crack, and a cam doesn’t care about your hand.

I went off the ledge backward and fell eight feet onto the first step and bounced.

I remember Kendra screaming my name. I’d told them my name, on the way up. Ty. She screamed it.

I remember my rule, which was the only rule, the first thing they teach you and the last thing you forget. Everybody walks out.

The ledge was above the scum line and the anchor was good. I’d built it. I knew my work.

Everybody walked out except the man who’d made the rule.

The water hit me like a truck hits a deer.



There’s a lot I don’t remember.

Brown. Cold. The awful weight of it, the way it picks you up and turns you over and over like a sock in a dryer. Something hard across my back, a log or a rock, and the rope still slung across my chest twisting tight until I couldn’t breathe even if there’d been air. Mud in my mouth. Mud in my nose. That freight-train roar so loud it had stopped being sound and turned into pressure, into the inside of my skull pushing out.

I fought it. You’re not supposed to fight it. I knew that; I teach it. Feet downstream, on your back, ride it out, look for an eddy. And I couldn’t find down to put my feet toward.

Then I stopped fighting, because a body stops when it’s out of air.

Then dark.

Then cold mud against my cheek, and a different kind of quiet.



I came up coughing.

It wasn’t a choice. My body did it without me, a convulsion that started below my ribs and threw me onto my side and hauled water up out of me in a long sour gush. Then another. Then I was on my hands and knees in black mud with my forehead nearly touching it, coughing and coughing, a hot ugly sound like a sick dog, and between the coughs I was trying to breathe and the breaths wouldn’t come all the way down.

When they did come down, they hurt. Every one of them hurt. I took them anyway.

I don’t know how long that lasted. Long enough that my arms started shaking from holding me up. Long enough that I knew I was alive by how much I hated it.

Water lapped my boots.

I crawled away from it. I didn’t decide to. I was six feet up the bank on my elbows with mud in my teeth before I understood what my body had just done, and when I understood it, I lay still with my face in the grass and let my heart slam against the ground.

Moving water. Lapping at my heels. And everything in me, everything below the part that thinks, had screamed get away from it.

That was new. I’d lived on rivers my whole life. My father ran the Colorado for a living, back when he was sober enough to. I’d swum Westwater at fifteen on a bet. Moving water had been my job and my playground and the thing I trusted most in the world, after rope.

Now it was the thing that had killed me, and my body knew it, and my body wasn’t going to forget.

I rolled over onto my back.

The sky was wrong.

That was the first clear thought, and it came in plain and flat, a tracker’s thought. Sky’s wrong. It was dusk, the color of the inside of a peach going gray at the edges, and there were two moons in it.

One was ordinary-sized and ordinary-colored, a pale half-moon just clearing a ridge of black pines. The other was smaller, fuller, and the color of old brass, and it hung low in a different part of the sky, as if it had its own business and wasn’t interested in the first one’s.

I looked at them both for a while.

Then I sat up and looked at everything else, because two moons is one piece of sign, and you never read from one piece.

I was on the bank of a river nowhere close to the canyon. This was a wide, shallow, braided river, maybe eighty yards across, running fast and clear over cobbles, with a ford just downstream of me where the water broke white and shallow over a gravel bar. Alder thickets crowded both banks, their leaves just starting to yellow. Behind the alders the ground rose into hills dark with pine, real pine, tall straight trunks with the bark going orange in the low light.

There was no red rock. There was no slickrock, no juniper, no desert. There wasn’t a sign of a road, a power line, a contrail, or a beer can. In six years of SAR I’d never once stood anywhere in America, not the deepest wilderness in Idaho, without at least one beer can in sight if you looked hard enough.

I looked hard enough. Nothing.

I looked at myself. That was easier. My red softshell was torn across the back from shoulder to hip and soaked through. Harness still on, two lockers still on it, the rest of my rack gone. Thirty meters of static line still slung bandolier-style across my chest, twisted into a mess, cutting into my neck. Cargo pants. Trail boots, both of them, laced, full of water. My folding knife in its pocket clip. My radio gone. My helmet gone. Something warm running down the side of my face from my scalp, and when I touched it my fingers came back red.

Head wound. Scalp wounds bleed like crazy. I knew that. I put my palm on it and pressed and sat there on the bank of a river I didn’t know, under two moons, and bled.

That’s when the letters came.

They were in the air in front of my face, maybe arm’s length away, and they were the color of lantern light. Warm gold, the gold of a kerosene lamp seen through a window on a cold night, steady and soft-edged. They didn’t float, exactly. They were just there, the way a word is there when you’ve been staring at a page too long and close your eyes.

[Class detected: Warden. Recording.]

I read it twice.

Then I closed my eyes and opened them, and it was still there, and then it wasn’t. It didn’t fade. It finished, like a sentence finishes.

“Okay,” I said out loud. My voice came out like gravel in a can. “Sure.”

There wasn’t any big reaction. I was cold and hurt and my lungs were full of knives, and in my experience the body handles the emergency first and the mind gets the bill later. I filed it with the moons. Sign. Read it later. Not enough of it yet.

I was dead. That was one reading. I’d gone off a ledge into a flash flood in a slot canyon with nobody below me, and nobody survives that. The math is the math.

Or I wasn’t dead, and I was somewhere else, which my mind refused to go any further into than that.

Either way, the water was still right there, and the dusk was coming down, and I didn’t have a fire, a dry layer, or a radio. Those were problems I knew how to solve.

I unslung the rope and started coiling it, because when I don’t know what to do with my hands, I coil rope. Butterfly coil. Over the shoulder, back, over, back. The rope was wet and gritty and it felt like the only friend I had.

A horn blew.



It came from downstream and off to the right, over the alders. A real horn, an animal horn by the sound of it, long and low and wavering, a sound made to carry. It rose, held, and dropped off.

A hunting horn.

My hands stopped on the rope.

People. Somewhere close. A horn meant people, and people meant fire, food, shelter, and some answers about which planet I’d washed up on. I finished the coil and slung it, got up, almost fell down, and got up again.

Then I did what any tracker does when he hears something and doesn’t know the ground.

I went high to look.

There was a knob of pine-covered ridge behind me, maybe a hundred feet of climb. I went up it slow, one hand on the trees, stopping to cough twice and once to throw up river water into a fern. At the top the pines thinned, and the ridge ran out into a bare shoulder of rock, and I lay down on it on my belly the way the Army had taught me eleven years ago, and looked down at what the horn had been calling.

There was a meadow below me.

Long and oval, maybe three hundred yards end to end, tall grass gone tawny with autumn, bright in the last of the light. The river bent around its south end. On its west side, below my ridge, the ground fell into a gully choked with alders, a dark green seam running along the meadow’s whole flank. On the east side, at the far edge, there was a low rise with a line of brush along it that was too straight to be brush.

A hide. A hunting blind. I could see the cut ends of the branches, pale against the green, from three hundred yards. Built today, maybe yesterday. Behind it, a glint. Then another. Metal. A man shifted his weight and for a second I saw the whole shape of what he was holding against his shoulder: a stock, a short thick bow laid crossways at the front of it. Crossbows. Eight or ten men lying behind cover with crossbows, and not doing a great job of hiding the metal.

And in the middle of the meadow, out in the open, all alone, there was a woman tied to a stake.

I put my hand over my eyes against the low sun and looked harder.

A stake, a thick post driven into the ground, with a rope from it to a belt around her waist. Maybe twenty feet of rope. Enough to move in a circle. Not enough to run. She was standing, not sitting, and she had a bow in her hand, a long recurve, an arrow nocked and down. She was facing the hide, or facing the north end of the meadow, it was hard to tell.

She had something on her head. I squinted.

Ears. She had ears on the top of her head. Tall pointed ones, and the low sun came through the edges of them and lit them rust-red.

And there was something big and pale moving behind her, low down, sweeping side to side. A tail.

I lay there on that rock and watched a woman with fox ears and a fox’s tail stand tied to a post in the middle of a meadow, at dusk, while men with metal hid behind a brush line three hundred yards away.

It wasn’t hard to read. I’d seen it done with goats.

Bait.

They’d staked her out for something. Something they wanted to come into the open, into the meadow, where their weapons could reach it from the hide. She was the goat. She had a bow, which meant they expected her to do something about whatever came, or which meant they wanted it to look like a fight. Either way, she was the thing at the center of the killing ground, and she was tied there.

Something cold came up in my chest. The river hadn’t put it there.

I’m not a hothead. I don’t do anything fast that I can do right. But I’d spent six years walking into canyons after people other men had decided weren’t worth the risk anymore, and the sight of somebody tied in the open with a rope around her waist so she couldn’t run went right down the center of me like a hot wire.

What were they hunting?

I didn’t have to wonder long. The ground told me.



There was a game trail at the foot of my ridge. I’d crossed it on the way up without looking, which tells you how bad off I was, because I always look. I went back down to it now, fast and quiet, and crouched over it in the failing light.

The first print made me sit back on my heels.

It was in the soft dark soil where the trail dipped through a seep, and it was a bear print. I’ve seen a lot of bear prints. Black bear, grizzly, the big brown bears up in Alaska on a training trip. I know the shape: the wide pad like a fat crescent, the five toes in a row in front of it, the claw marks out ahead of the toes. Grizzly claws leave marks way out in front, two inches, three.

This print had all of that.

I put my hand down beside it, fingers spread wide, thumb to little finger. My spread hand is a little over nine inches. The print was wider than my hand. The front pad alone was wider than my hand. The claw marks were four inches out ahead of the toes, and they were punched deep, like the claws were the size of railroad spikes.

I took my hand back and wiped it on my pants.

There was a second print. A third. I read them the way you read a page, left to right. The stride was long and even, a walk, not a run. The back feet stepped almost into the front prints, overstepping just slightly, the way a big animal walks when it’s relaxed and moving with purpose. The left front print was different from the right: it was shallower on the inside edge, rolled out, and the toes on that foot spread a little wrong, like the foot had been broken once and healed crooked. An old wound. The bear was favoring it, not much, just enough to take weight off the inside of that paw.

The edges of the prints were sharp. In the seep, water was still seeping slowly into the bottoms of them, and it hadn’t filled them yet.

I touched the bottom of the nearest one. Cold water, a quarter inch deep. Ten minutes old. Maybe less.

A few yards on there was scat in the middle of the trail. A pile the size of a bucket. I’m not squeamish about scat; it’s the most honest thing an animal leaves behind. I put the back of my fingers close to it without touching. Warm. It was still giving off heat into the cooling air. Seeds in it, berry seeds, and hair, and bone fragments, and the hooves of something small swallowed whole.

Right now I only cared about two things.

How big. Big. Bigger than any bear on Earth. Fourteen hundred pounds wouldn’t cover it. Two thousand, maybe. Something out of a nightmare about bears.

And which way.

The trail ran south along the foot of my ridge, along the top of the alder gully. And the prints were all pointed south.

I stood up and went along them at a crouching jog, thirty yards, fifty. Here the bear had stopped. The prints bunched; it had stood a while. A broken alder stem at shoulder height, my shoulder height, still wet and green at the break where it had pushed through. The leaves on that stem were turned, their pale undersides showing, and they hadn’t turned back.

It had stood here looking out at the meadow through the alders. I could see why. From this spot, through a gap in the leaves, you could see the stake and the woman tied to it, a hundred and fifty yards off, gold in the low sun.

Then it had turned and gone down into the gully, behind the meadow.

I followed it ten yards to the gully’s lip and looked down. The alders were thick down there, dark, a tunnel of green with a trickle of creek at the bottom. Fresh mud smeared on the alder trunks at bear height on the downhill side. The bear was moving down the gully, behind the meadow’s west edge, staying in the cover, going south.

Toward the stake. Behind the stake.

I looked across the meadow at the hide on the far east side. Then I licked a finger and held it up, though I already knew. The wind was out of the east. Steady, cool, coming across the meadow from the hide toward me.

The men in the hide were upwind of the meadow.

Every animal that lives by its nose, and a bear lives by its nose more than anything alive, comes into bait from downwind. It wants the smell of the thing it’s hunting coming to it, not its own smell going ahead. A bear that big hadn’t gotten that big by walking into the open across a meadow with three hundred yards of wind carrying man-stink into its face.

It had smelled the men in the hide from the trail. It had smelled the woman. It had stood in the alders and looked at all of it and done the arithmetic.

And it had gone around.

It was going to come out of the gully behind her, from the west, from the downwind side. Out of thick cover, ten yards from the stake. It was going to come out on her blind side, with the woman between it and the crossbows, so that anyone shooting at it from the hide would have to shoot through her.

The men in the hide were on the wrong side of the meadow.

They didn’t know. They couldn’t. The bear had read their ground better than they’d read its.



The smart thing would have been to stay on the ridge. I was hurt. I didn’t know where I was, who those people were, or why one of them was tied up for the others to shoot around. I didn’t know if she’d been staked as punishment, or volunteered, or if this was just how they did things here and walking into the middle of it would get me killed by every party involved.

And I’d just died. You’d think that would make a man careful.

It didn’t. It never once crossed my mind to stay up there. Maybe that’s what dying does. Or maybe it’s just what I am. I’ve been told it’s my worst trait by people who loved me, and I’ve never once been able to fix it.

Somebody was tied to a post, and the thing that was coming for her was coming from the side nobody was watching.

I went down the ridge.

The bear had the gully, so I took the open side. I went straight down the ridge’s south shoulder through the pines, skidding on needles, grabbing trunks, my lungs on fire and my scalp still bleeding into my collar. I came out at the meadow’s north edge, where the grass was waist-high, and ran.

Running through tall grass is like running through water. It grabs your knees. I ran anyway, high-stepping, the rope bouncing on my shoulder. I wasn’t quiet. There wasn’t time to be quiet. The light was going amber-red and long, and my shadow ran out ahead of me across the grass like a stretched-out giant.

Somebody in the hide shouted. A man’s voice, angry, too far to make out words. I didn’t look.

I was a hundred yards from her. Seventy. She’d heard me. She turned.

She drew on me.

It was beautiful, and I say that as a man who was about to get shot. It was one movement, no wasted motion. Her bow came up, her draw hand went back to her jaw, her body turned side-on, and the arrow was pointing at the center of my chest before I’d taken two more strides. She didn’t hurry it. She didn’t hesitate. She just did it the way I’d tie a bowline, because she’d done it ten thousand times.

I stopped thirty yards out with my hands open at my sides.

And she spoke, and I understood her.

I want to be clear about that, because it was the strangest thing that had happened to me so far, stranger than the moons or the golden letters. The words weren’t English. They didn’t sound like any language I knew, and I’ve heard a lot of them; Army, remember. The sounds were low and clipped, with a little trill on some of them. But the meaning came through as clean as if she’d said it in a Moab diner.

“One more step,” she said, “and you’re the thing I’m here to shoot.”

I didn’t take another step. I pointed past her, over her shoulder, at the alders.

“Bear’s in the gully behind you,” I said. “It went around downwind. It’s coming out ten yards back, on your left, any second now.”

I heard my own voice come out in her language. I didn’t think about it. I didn’t have room to.

She didn’t turn around. You don’t turn your back on a stranger with a drawn bow to look where he’s pointing. That’s the oldest trick in the world, and she wasn’t stupid. But her ears moved.

Both of them swiveled back, independent of her face, independent of her eyes, which never left mine. They turned toward the gully like satellite dishes. Except the right one didn’t turn all the way.

That’s when I saw her properly.

I’m not proud of the timing, but a man’s eyes do what they do, and mine were wired up hot with adrenaline and cataloging everything in front of them. Long legs, braced wide in the grass, in buckskin breeches that had been torn at one knee and sewn back up with neat small stitches; soft boots that came up past her knees, nearly to mid-thigh. Hips that flared wide off a waist I could’ve closed my hands around, and above them, side-on to me in the archer’s stance, the high round curve of an ass that the buckskin was stretched across like a drumhead. My eyes went there and stuck, and my mouth went dry, half-drowned as I was, and I made them move.

A green linen shirt, wrapped and belted, with a leather harness across her chest. Arms and shoulders like a swimmer’s. Long hair the color of honey, blond with gold in it, loose down her back except for a braid on the bow side, pulled away from the string. A face that wasn’t soft: high cheekbones, a straight nose, a mouth set flat. Eyes the color of whiskey held up to a lamp, amber, with a ring around the iris so dark it looked drawn on.

And the ears. Tall, pointed, russet-gold on the front and black on the backs, standing up out of that honey hair. And behind her, the tail. A full brush, thick, the same red-gold as the ears, its tip pure white, held low and still, a counterweight.

She was the most beautiful thing that had ever pointed an arrow at me, and the arrow didn’t waver.

And her right ear was wrong.

Her left ear stood straight up, swiveled hard back toward the gully, trembling with how hard it was listening. Her right ear only made it partway. It sat lower, tipped out a little to the side, as if something were holding it down. At the base of it, half-hidden in her hair, there was a band of dull gray metal clamped tight around the root of the ear. Not jewelry. Jewelry is made to be seen. This was made to hold.

The ear strained against it. I could see the strain in the hair at its base, the little muscles under the skin fighting, the way you see a climber’s fingers fight a hold that’s too small. The ear wanted to stand up and listen with the other one, and it couldn’t.

I didn’t know what it was. I knew what it was doing.

“You’re bleeding,” she said.

It came out low and dry, a little hoarse, like she didn’t talk much and didn’t plan to start now. The arrow didn’t move off my chest.

“Yeah,” I said.

“On my meadow.”

“Sorry about that.”

Her eyes held mine. She didn’t drop the look. Most people, when a strange man stares at them, look away or look past. She looked straight into me with those dark-ringed amber eyes like she was reading something written on the inside of my skull, and taking her time about it, with a twenty-foot rope around her waist and a crossbow line behind her and a bear coming.

I forgot, for about a second, that I was bleeding.

Her left ear flicked. Once.

Then her eyes went wide.

She didn’t turn. Whatever she’d heard, her body heard it before she did; her weight shifted onto her back foot and her tail came up off the ground, rigid, the fur along it rising.

Behind her, ten yards back on the left, the alders exploded.


Chapter 2: The Bait-Line

The bear came out of the alders like a house sliding off its foundation.

I’d been telling myself on the ridge that it was big, two thousand pounds, a nightmare about bears, and I’d been telling myself wrong. The alders didn’t part for it. They went flat. Trunks as thick as my wrist snapped under its chest with a sound like a string of firecrackers, and it came through the gap it made at a rolling, shoulder-heavy run, and the ground under my boots thirty yards away jumped at every footfall.

Its back was higher than my head. The hump over its shoulders stood up like a hill. Its fur was long and dark brown frosted with silver at the tips, and the low red sun lit every guard hair on it into a halo, so that for a second it looked like it was on fire. Its head was the size of a wheelbarrow. Its mouth was open.

And there was a light in it.

In its chest, behind the breastbone, under the thinner fur of the throat where it ran into the barrel of its body, a dull red glow beat like a coal somebody was blowing on. Every time the bear’s lungs heaved, the coal brightened. When they emptied, it sank back to a dark garnet smolder, almost black.

I had no word for it, and no time to find one. My body knew what the whole animal was, which was death, and it put every hair I had straight up off my skin.

The fox-eared woman turned.

She’d known it was coming a full second before it broke cover, and that second was everything. She was already moving when the alders went flat, pivoting on her back foot, the bow swinging off my chest and around toward the gully in the same smooth arc. She didn’t run. You can’t outrun a bear, and she had twenty feet of rope tied to her waist besides.

The bear covered the ten yards in two bounds and reared.

It went up on its hind legs right on top of her. It was ten feet tall standing, maybe more, and it blotted out the sun, and its front paws came up and out like a man spreading his arms for a hug, each one wider than a shovel blade with claws like curved black knives. It roared, and the glow in its chest blazed up so bright I saw the shadows of its ribs inside it.

She backed. Three steps, four. The rope went taut against the stake behind her and stopped her short.

That’s when I moved.



I’d been reading the bear the whole time it came at her, because that’s what my eyes do. I read its left front paw coming down on that first bound out of the brush. I’d seen the print on the trail: the inside edge shallow, the toes spread crooked. Now I saw the foot itself land, and it landed rolled to the outside, and the whole left shoulder hitched as it took weight. Old break. Badly healed. It hurt every time it landed.

An animal that hurts on one side turns away from that side. Every time. You see it in horses, you see it in dogs, you see it in men.

“Old wound left front,” I shouted. I was running. “When it comes down it’ll swing right. Go left.”

She didn’t look at me. Her ears did. Both of them snapped toward my voice for half a heartbeat and then back to the bear.

The rope. The rope was the problem. Twenty feet from her waist to the stake, pulled tight now, a straight line across the grass. If the bear came down and swung right and she went left, the rope would catch her halfway and hold her right under its jaws like a boat on a short mooring line.

I hit the rope ten feet from the stake with my folding knife already open.

I’d carried that knife for eight years. Serrated half and plain half, a half-inch longer than the county allowed, and I’d cut a thousand pieces of tangled line with it. I put the serrations on the rope, laid my weight on it, and sawed twice. Hemp, three-strand, thick as my thumb. It parted on the second stroke with a crack like a whip and the cut end leapt away through the grass.

The rope went slack against her waist and her hips knew it before I’d straightened up: her weight dropped, her stance changed from braced to free.

The bear came down.

It dropped onto all fours right where she’d been standing, a crash I felt in my knees, and as it came down she shot it.

I never saw her draw. I’d seen her draw on me and it had been fast, and this was faster. The arrow was just there in the bear’s face, buried to the fletching in the meat under its left eye, and she was already reaching back over her shoulder for the next one.

The bear screamed. It’s an awful sound, a bear’s scream. Higher than you’d think. It threw its head back and swung its whole front end around, right, away from that bad left foot, exactly the way I’d said, the way every hurting animal turns.

She went left.

She went left like she’d been doing it all her life. Two quick steps, inside the bear’s swing, toward its bad side, toward the shoulder that couldn’t follow her. The bear’s right paw came around in a flat swat that would’ve taken her head off if she’d been where she was. It missed her by a foot. Its left paw came around after it, slower, clumsy on the bad leg.

Slow isn’t the same thing as missing.

One claw caught her. I saw it hit her outer thigh just above the boot and come away red. She didn’t make a sound. She staggered, caught herself, and nocked.

The bear reared again. It was angry now, bloody-faced, an arrow standing out of its cheek, and it went up high to come down on her with its whole weight. That’s what they do when they mean to finish it. Up, and then down, and then nothing left of you but meat in the grass.

When a bear rears its front legs lift out and away from its chest, and the place where the leg joins the body opens up like a door. There’s a soft spot there, a hollow behind the joint where the armor of shoulder muscle thins out. The heart sits right behind it. I’d learned it from an old hunting guide in Montana, a man who’d killed eleven grizzlies in defense of clients and talked about every one of them like a funeral.

“Behind the hinge,” I yelled. “Under the arm. Now.”

She shot.

The arrow went into the hollow behind the bear’s right foreleg, just under the armpit, at an angle slanting up and in. It went in all the way, until the fletching disappeared into the fur. I’d never seen a bow do that to a living animal.

The glow in the bear’s chest went out.

It flared once, bright as a coal in a forge when you pump the bellows, so bright I could see the shape of the heart around the arrow, and then it was gone, and the chest was just dark fur.

The bear stood there on its hind legs for one more second. It looked down at her. I’ve seen a lot of animals die and I swear it looked down at her like it was surprised.

Then it came down where she’d been standing a breath earlier. She’d already moved. It came down on its face in the grass, all two thousand pounds of it, and the ground jumped under my feet one last time, and it didn’t move again.



It was quiet.

A bird started up somewhere in the alders, as if nothing had happened. The grass hissed in the wind. My heart was going like I’d run an hour. My hands, when I looked at them, were steady, which surprised me.

She stood over the bear with a third arrow nocked and her bow half-drawn, not trusting it. Her left ear was up and swiveling. Her right ear sat low under its gray band. Her tail was up off the ground and puffed to twice its size, the white tip quivering.

Blood was running down her thigh into her boot. A lot of blood. The claw had laid her buckskin open in a flap the length of my hand, and under it I could see the meat of her leg, a long red furrow welling up and spilling over.

“You’re hurt,” I said.

“I know.” She didn’t look at it. She was still watching the bear.

“It’s dead. The light went out.”

That brought her eyes to me. They went over my face, quick, and her pupils opened wide in the amber and stayed that way. Then she let the bow down, slow, and took the arrow off the string and held it.

“You saw the crown go out,” she said.

“The glow in its chest. I saw it.”

Her ear canted toward me a moment longer. Then her knee gave, and she sat down in the grass beside the dead bear like somebody had cut her strings.

I was beside her before I’d decided to be. I pulled off my torn softshell, balled it up, and put it against her thigh with both hands, and leaned on it.

She made a sound then. A short hiss through her teeth. Her hand came down on my wrist, hard, claws. She had claws, short ones, at the ends of her fingers, and they went into the skin over my tendons just enough to sting.

“That hurts,” she said.

“It’s supposed to. Pressure. You’ve opened a vein, not an artery, or you’d be gray already. I’m not letting go.”

Her claws stayed in my wrist. She didn’t push me off.

“Who are you?” she said.

“Ty Ballard.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the only one I’ve got right now.” I pressed harder. Blood came through the jacket’s fabric, warm, between my fingers. “Are those the people you were bait for?”

She looked past me.



They came across the meadow at a jog. Ten of them. Men in brown leather jerkins and wide-brimmed hats, crossbows held across their chests, quivers of short heavy bolts at their hips. They spread out a little as they came, the way men do who’ve been taught to, but not as much as they should’ve.

They’d been three hundred yards away when the bear broke cover. A man can run three hundred yards through tall grass in a minute if he’s in a hurry.

These men had taken about four.

The one in front was lean and long-jawed, with a narrow face like the blade of a hatchet. Late thirties. A sharp-brimmed hat, a ragged little beard, and his jaw going steadily on something. His right hand held his crossbow by the stock, and that hand had a burn scar across the back of it, shiny and puckered, a scar a man gets from reaching into a fire on purpose. The crossbow was cocked. A bolt sat on it, ready.

He looked at the bear. Then at her. Then at me. Then he spat a wad of something green into the grass.

“Well,” he said. “Somebody’s been busy.”

“Captain,” she said. A word for a thing, with no greeting in it.

“Fox.” He walked around the bear’s head without hurrying. Big as it was, it was dead; his men lowered their crossbows and started chattering, slapping each other, one of them whistling at the size of the paws. The captain stopped at the bear’s chest and looked down at it.

Then he lifted his crossbow and shot it.

The bolt went in just behind the shoulder, a thud like a fist into a sack of grain, and stood there, short and black-fletched, quivering.

“Mark it,” he said to the man beside him, not looking at anyone. “Bait-line on Alder Meadow, ridge bear, crowned. Taken by the Huntmaster’s party under Captain Stoll. My bolt.”

“Your bolt,” the man said, grinning.

“Huntmaster Brannoch’s crown,” the captain said, and spat again. “Cut it out before it cools.”

Two men knelt by the bear’s chest with long heavy knives.

I looked at the bolt. Then I looked at her.

She was looking at nothing. Her face had closed, the way a pond goes smooth after you throw a rock in it and wait. Her eyes were on the grass a yard in front of her.

But her right ear moved.

It flicked once, sharp, against the gray band at its base. Just once. It was such a small movement that if I’d blinked I’d have missed it. The band held it down and it fought the band for half a second and lost.

I know what it looks like when somebody takes a hit they’ve taken a hundred times before. I’ve seen it on the faces of kids whose fathers drink. I’ve seen it in the mirror. I saw it on her face, under all that stillness, and I saw it in that ear.

My hands were still on her leg. I took one of them away, and nodded at the captain’s bolt, and said what I saw.

“That bolt went into a dead animal.”



Nobody heard me at first. They were all talking.

So I said it again, louder, and that time they heard. The chatter stopped. The two men with the knives looked up. The captain turned his hatchet face toward me and stopped chewing.

“What’d you say?”

I put my hand back on the jacket on her leg. “Hold this,” I told her. “Hard.” Her eyes said don’t, and she put her hand over the jacket anyway.

I got up and walked to the bear.

I knew exactly why I did it. Because I’d spent six years telling families the truth about what I’d found, and the truth is the only thing you have that’s worth anything when the trail goes cold. Because somebody had shot a dead animal and called it a kill, in front of the woman who’d actually killed it, and she’d taken it like a blow she was used to. I didn’t know anything about this place. I knew that.

I knelt by the bear’s shoulder, where the bolt stood out of the fur.

“Look at this,” I said. “Here.”

I parted the fur around the bolt with my fingers. The hole was clean. Round, tight, the fur pushed in around the shaft like a sleeve, and dry. A little dark seep at the very edge of it, a bead, no more.

“When you shoot a living animal,” I said, “its heart is pumping. Blood comes out of the hole. It wells up around the shaft and runs down the hair. You can see it in the fur, which way it ran, how much. This bolt has none. Not a drop. The fur’s dry right up to the shaft.” I looked up at him. “Its heart had already stopped when you shot it. I watched it stop.”

I got up and walked around the bear’s head to the arrow under its right foreleg.

That one was a different story. The fur all around the hollow behind the joint was soaked, black-red, matted into spikes. Blood had sprayed out of it and run down the bear’s side in a sheet and puddled in the grass underneath, a puddle as wide as a tabletop, already thickening. A living heart had pumped all that out around that arrow in the five seconds the bear stood there.

“And this one,” I said, “killed it.”

I put my hand flat on the blood-soaked fur so they could all see the red on my palm when I lifted it.

“Her arrow. Under the arm, into the heart. The bear came down because of this. You put that bolt in it a full four minutes later, because that’s how long it took you to get here.”

Nobody said anything.

The wind moved the grass. One of the crossbowmen behind the captain shifted his feet and looked at his boots. Another one looked at the captain, then quickly away. The two men with the knives just stayed where they were, knives in their hands, crouched by the bear’s chest like they’d been told to freeze in a game.

The captain started chewing again. Slowly. He looked at me with eyes the color of dishwater.

“Where’d you come from,” he said, the way a man asks a dog.

“The river.”

“Where’s your token?”

“I don’t know what that is.”

He nodded to himself, like I’d confirmed something. “No token. No post. Walks out of the river and tells a Company captain what his own bolt did.” He shifted the crossbow in his scarred hand. “You know what we call a man on the Line with no token, friend?”

“No.”

“Deserter,” he said, and hit me.

He didn’t do it himself. He just nodded, and the man nearest me reversed his crossbow and drove the butt of the stock into the side of my head, right where I’d been bleeding.



I went down. I didn’t go out. It was close.

The world went white and then gray and then came back slowly, tilted, the grass huge in front of my face and the bear a dark mountain beyond it. My ear was ringing. Somebody kicked me in the ribs, not hard, just enough to move me along. I rolled onto my back and lay there looking up at the two moons, which were still there, and still wrong.

Over to my left, I could see her. She was sitting where I’d left her, both hands on my jacket on her thigh. She didn’t look at me. She didn’t move.

Her right ear flicked again against its band, twice, and sank back.

“String him up on the alder,” the captain said, somewhere above me. “Deserters hang. Line law.”

“Lampguards are coming, Cap.”

“So? Lampguards hang deserters too.”

“It’s Wyck’s patrol.”

A pause. The captain said a word I didn’t know, in a tone I did. Then: “Cut the crown. Fast. I want it in the sack before she gets here.”

I turned my head.

There were lights coming along the river. Lanterns, six or seven of them, swinging on poles, bobbing along a track on the far side of the meadow where the river curved. People carrying them. The lanterns were the only warm color in the whole valley now that the sun was down, a moving string of orange beads in the blue dusk.

At the bear’s chest the two men had cut through the hide and were sawing into the breastbone. It made a noise like somebody dragging a sack of gravel. One of them reached into the opening up to his elbow, braced his boot on the bear’s ribs, and pulled.

It came out with a wet sound.

He held it up. It filled his hand and then some, a lump the size of a big man’s fist, rough on the outside like a geode, and the color of dried blood. Dark red going black. Then the last of the dusk light caught it and it lit, faintly, from inside. A deep slow garnet glow, like the bear’s heart had still been trying to beat in there.

“That’s a crown,” I said, mostly to myself. My voice was thick.

The man holding it laughed. “That’s a crown, he says. Like he’s never seen one.” He dropped it into a leather sack another man held open. “That’s two hundred silver at the Highlantern fair, deserter. That’s a winter’s oil for a post. That’s going on the Huntmaster’s Wall.”

“She killed it.”

“Nobody kills anything,” he said cheerfully, cinching the sack, “that a captain didn’t bolt.”



The lampguards came over the rise at a fast walk. Seven of them, with tall poles on their shoulders and a lantern hanging from each one, the lanterns wrapped in iron cages. They wore short capes over their jerkins, the color of a pumpkin, of lantern-glass, a bright warm orange that stood out against the dusk like a fire. Every one of them carried a crossbow slung across the back.

The one in front was a woman. Short, square, built like a well-stacked woodpile. Fifty or so, with an iron-gray braid as thick as my wrist hanging down her back, and a face that had been out in the weather every day of her life and had stopped caring about it. She had a crossbow on her back, like the others, and her hands were empty, and she walked straight up to the captain as if he were a post someone had left in the road.

“Stoll,” she said.

“Sergeant Wyck.” The captain smiled with half his mouth. “Out late.”

“I heard a horn and a bear and a lot of men shouting. I came to see who was dying.” She looked at the bear. She looked at it for a while. Then she looked at the woman sitting in the grass with the bloody jacket on her leg, and her mouth went tight for a second, and then she looked at me, lying on my back with my head bleeding. “Who’s that?”

“Deserter,” said Stoll. “No token. Came out of the river and started telling me my business. We were about to hang him.”

“Were you.” She came over and stood above me. She didn’t help me up. She just looked down. She had pale gray eyes in a nest of wrinkles, and they went over me like a woman sorting apples. My face. My hands, which were lying on my chest. She crouched, without asking, and took my right hand and turned it palm up and looked at it.

I knew what she was looking at. The calluses. A rope man has rope calluses: a band across the palm where the line runs, thick pads at the base of the fingers, the skin worn shiny on the inside of the thumb. My hands had been holding rope for twelve years. They said so.

She put my hand down and looked at my boots. She frowned at them. Vibram soles, synthetic uppers, speed laces. I could see her not knowing what they were and deciding not to say so.

“Get up,” she said.

I got up. It took me two tries, and the meadow swung around me like a bucket on a rope, and I stood there swaying.

“Stoll says you told him his business. What business?”

“His bolt went into a dead bear,” I said. “Her arrow killed it.”

The sergeant didn’t look surprised. She didn’t look surprised at all. She looked at me with those weather-gray eyes for three long seconds and then turned and walked to the bear and knelt by its shoulder exactly where I’d knelt.

She parted the fur around Stoll’s bolt with two thick fingers. She looked at it. Then she went around the head to the other side and looked at the blood puddle under the arm, and the soaked fur, and the arrow sunk to its fletching.

She stood up and wiped her fingers on her cape, which was why the orange on it had gone dark in patches over the years.

“Huh,” she said.

That was all.

“Crown’s in my sack, Sergeant,” Stoll said. “Bolted and marked. You want to argue it at the Wall, argue it with the Huntmaster.”

“I don’t argue at Walls.” She turned back to me. “You’ve got no token. A man on the Line with no token’s one of two things. A deserter, or a recruit.”

“I’m not either.”

“You’re about to be one or the other.” She reached into a pouch at her belt, and her hand came out closed. “Open your hand.”

I opened it. She put something into my palm.

It was a sliver of stone, flat, the size of my thumbnail, rough on one side and polished on the other. Dark red, nearly black. A piece of a crown. I could feel it was a piece of one; it had the same geode roughness as the thing the man had dropped in the sack.

“Close it,” she said. “Every man the Line takes holds a shard. It warms to the blood. Gets a little red in it, like a coal. That’s your token, and your name goes on my roll, and you’re a recruit, and Stoll can go hang himself instead of you.” She looked at Stoll when she said it. “Close your hand, boy.”

I wasn’t a boy. I closed my hand.

The shard got warm. That was the first thing. Warm as a coffee cup, a heat that came from inside it, pushing out into my palm. It got warmer. Then my fingers lit up.

The light came through them. Through the skin, the way a flashlight comes through your fingers when you cup it, so you can see the dark shapes of the bones. Except the light coming through my fingers wasn’t red. It was gold. Warm, deep, steady gold, the color of the letters I’d seen on the riverbank, the color of a lamp in a window on a cold night.

It lit my hand from inside. It lit the bottom of my chin. It threw long shadows of my fingers out across the trampled grass.

Every lampguard there stopped moving.

I don’t mean they got quiet. I mean they stopped, the way deer stop when a branch cracks, mid-step, mid-breath. One of them had his lantern pole half-lifted to shift it to the other shoulder, and it stayed there. Stoll’s jaw stopped working on his gum. Even the bird in the alders shut up.

Sergeant Wyck studied my hand. Her face did nothing at all.

“Huh,” she said again, quieter.

Behind her, the youngest of the lampguards, a skinny kid with a big Adam’s apple, said in a whisper so soft I almost didn’t catch it: “That’s Warden-gold. That’s the songs. My gran used to sing about it.”

“Ebbe,” said the sergeant, without turning around, “shut your mouth and bind that hunter’s leg before she bleeds out on my patrol.”

The kid shut his mouth.

The letters came while my hand was still glowing.

[Warden: Level 1.]

[Sign-Reading: Rank 1.]

They sat in the air in front of me, gold on the blue dusk, and nobody else so much as glanced at them. That told me something too. Only mine.

Level one, I thought. Twenty-nine years old, twelve years on rope, six on the county team, two deployments reading ground for the Army before that, and I’d just been told I was level one.

Somebody somewhere had a sense of humor. I didn’t love it.

I opened my hand. The gold went out of my fingers slowly, like a lamp being turned down, and the shard sat there in my palm, dark red, faintly warm.

“Keep it,” Sergeant Wyck said. “You’ve made it a token whether I like it or not.” She turned around. “Stoll. Go home.”

“That’s the Huntmaster’s crown.”

“Did I say it wasn’t?” She stared at him. “You’ve got your crown. You’ve got your bolt. Take them to the Huntmaster and tell him all about it. This man’s on my roll, and you’ll be leaving him standing up.”

Stoll looked at me. Then at the lampguards, seven crossbows on seven backs. Then at me again, at my hand where the light had been. His eyes stayed on my hand a second too long. He was a man who counted things, and he’d just seen a thing he couldn’t count.

“The fox stays with you, then,” he said. “She’s bleeding on my wagon otherwise.” He spat. “She’s spent anyway. Look at her.”

He went. His men went with him, the bear sack slung on a pole between two of them, and they didn’t look back at her, not one of them.



The kid named Ebbe knelt by her leg and opened a satchel full of linen strips and a pot of something that smelled of pine tar. He was careful and he was quick and he’d done it before. I knelt on the other side, because when he lifted my jacket away the blood came up fast again, and I put my hands back on her and held pressure above the wound while he cleaned it.

“You can let go,” she said to me.

“When he’s tied it off.”

“I’m not going to bleed out from a scratch.”

“That’s not a scratch. That’s eight inches of laid-open quad muscle. I’ve seen men faint from less.”

“I’m not a man.”

“No,” I said. “I noticed.”

It came out before I thought about it. Her eyes came up to mine, sharp, measuring, and then down again. Ebbe kept his eyes on his work like a man who’d decided he was deaf.

He packed the wound with the tar-smelling stuff, and laid linen over it, and bound it round and round her thigh, tight. She didn’t make a sound. I watched her jaw while he did it and saw the muscle there jump, twice, and her claws curled into the grass and tore up a little of it. That was all.

“Can you walk?” Sergeant Wyck asked her.

“Yes.”

“You’re going to walk to Fordwatch on that.”

“Yes, Sergeant.”

“Then you’ll have a shoulder.” She looked at me. “Recruit. You’re a shoulder.”

So that’s how I met the Lantern Line. Drowned, bleeding, level one, and a shoulder.



Fordwatch was two miles off, up the river and over a low hill. The lampguards strung out ahead of us in a file, their caged lanterns bobbing, and we came along at the back, slower.

She leaned on me. She didn’t want to. I could feel her not wanting to in the stiffness of her arm across my shoulders, the way she kept trying to put weight on the bad leg and pulling it back. After the first half-mile she gave up trying. Her arm went heavier. Her hip came against mine. Her weight settled into my side warm and solid, an athlete’s weight, all of it muscle.

I’d carried people out of canyons. I’d never once carried anybody who felt like that.

The moons were both up now. The big pale one sat high and the small brass one hung low over the hills behind us, and between them they put out enough light to walk by. Not enough to see colors. Enough to see her.

I looked.

Her boots first, because they were next to mine. Soft dark leather, laced up the outside, and they came up over her knees almost to the middle of her thighs, so that above them there was only a strip of buckskin, and the bandage on the left one pale in the moonlight. Her legs inside those boots were long and strong, an archer’s legs, a runner’s, the muscle moving in her thigh when she stepped.

Above the boots, the buckskin. And above that, the curve of her hips flaring out from her waist so hard and so wide that every time she swung her good leg forward I felt it bump my side. Her ass rode high and round and heavy under the leather, the muscle shifting under it each step. A body like that makes a man forget, for a few seconds, that he’s got a head wound.

Then her waist, belted, narrow, where my hand was resting to hold her up. I could feel the heat of her through the linen. I kept my hand still.

The leather bow-harness crossed her chest in a diagonal strap, and above the strap her breasts were high and firm under the green linen of her shirt, not big, a perfect handful each, and the night had gotten cold. The linen was thin. Her nipples had drawn up hard against it, two points pressing out through the cloth on either side of the harness strap, framed by it.

I looked at the path.

Then I looked back, because I’m a man and I was alive.

Her throat. Strong, long, a pulse moving in it. Shoulders broad for a woman’s, built by drawing a heavy bow ten thousand times. Her face in profile against the brass moon, high cheekbone and straight nose and that hard mouth. Her honey hair falling loose down her back, silver now in the moonlight. And her ears, tall and black-backed, swiveling slowly as she walked, picking up every sound in the dark: the river, the lampguards’ boots, an owl.

Her tail swung behind her, low. Every few steps it came around and brushed against my calf. Soft. Thick fur, softer than I’d have believed, warmer. I couldn’t tell if she was doing it on purpose. I didn’t think she could tell either.

And her right ear.

Her left ear stood up tall and moved like a living thing. Her right one didn’t. It rose when she listened and then stopped, about two-thirds of the way up, and tipped out a little to the side, and stayed there. The gray band at its base caught the moonlight, a dull dead shine. I could see the skin around it in the moonlight now that I was close: a ridge where the band pressed in, the fur worn short around it, and the little muscles at the root of the ear twitching, pulling, trying to lift the ear past the band and failing, over and over, every time she heard a new sound.

It kept trying and never got there.

I wanted to take that band off her so bad my hands hurt.

“You’re staring at my cuff,” she said.

“Is that what it’s called?”

She didn’t answer that. We walked. Her tail brushed my calf.

“What does it do?” I said.

“Keeps me safe.” Her voice was dry as a creek bed in August. It was the voice of someone reciting.

“It doesn’t look like it keeps you safe. It looks like it’s holding you down.”

Her steps hitched, and it wasn’t the leg.

“Sergeant Wyck calls you recruit,” she said. “Stoll calls you deserter. What do I call you?”

“Ty.”

“Ty.” She tried it out. “Svala. Svala Redbrush. Twenty-six years old, Two-Lantern, Huntmaster Brannoch’s party.” She said the last part the same way she’d said keeps me safe. Reciting. “Four years at two lanterns.”

“Is two lanterns good?”

“It’s what I’m allowed.”

That wasn’t an answer either.

We went up the hill. At the top she stopped, and I stopped with her, and she stood there with her arm across my shoulders and breathed. I could feel her breathing against my side. Her hand on my shoulder was tight.

“Why’d you say it,” she said.

“Say what?”

“Out loud. To Stoll.” She turned her head and looked at me. Her eyes in the moonlight had gone almost black, just a band of amber around huge pupils, and the dark limbal edge around that. “That my arrow killed it. You didn’t know anything. You didn’t know who he was, or who I was, or what the Huntmaster does to people who say things like that. You’d been on the Line an hour. They could have hanged you.”

“They tried.”

“Why?”

I thought about it. I wanted to give her a real answer, because she was asking a real question, and she didn’t look like somebody who asked many.

“Because it was true,” I said.

She looked at me for so long that one of the lampguards up ahead stopped and turned around to see what we were doing. Her mouth opened a little, like she was going to say something, and then it closed again. Her tail hung low and motionless behind her. Her left ear was pointed straight at me. Her right ear trembled against its band.

She didn’t have an answer for that.

“Keep walking, recruit,” said Sergeant Wyck from up the path. “She’s not getting any less bloody.”

We walked.

Fordwatch sat on the next hill. I saw it come up over the rise: a black wall of timber, sharpened logs stood upright in a ring, with the glow of cookfires behind it and the shapes of roofs. Smoke. Dogs barking. A gate with two lanterns hung at either side.

And in the middle of it all, on the very top of the hill, a tower.

It was timber, square, three stories tall, with a heavy peaked roof and open sides at the top, like a bell tower with no bell. And in the top of it, in a cage of black iron as big as a car, there was a light.

It was the gold that had come out of my hand: deep, warm, alive. It pulsed slowly, like the crown had pulsed in the bear’s chest, and it threw its light out over the walls of the post and down the slope of the hill in every direction, a wide soft circle that lit the grass and the road and the faces of the lampguards as they came into it.

Svala’s weight shifted on my shoulder as we stepped into the circle of that light. She breathed out, long, the way you breathe out when you walk into a warm house from the cold.

Her right ear stayed where it was, low against the cuff. The light didn’t touch it. I don’t know why I’d expected it to.

She pushed off my shoulder and limped the last thirty yards to the gate on her own.


Chapter 3: Fordwatch

Somebody was beating a barrel to death below my window.

That was what woke me. A mallet on oak, a steady double knock, tock-tock, tock-tock, then a pause, then a scrape, then the knocking again. I lay on a straw tick in a loft that smelled of horses and pine pitch, with a wool blanket over me that weighed about as much as a dog, and listened to it for a while before I remembered I was dead.

Then I remembered I wasn’t, apparently, and sat up.

My head told me about it. There was a lump over my left ear the size of a hen’s egg where Stoll’s man had laid his crossbow stock, and dried blood in my hair stiff as glue. My ribs ached where somebody had kicked them. My lungs still felt raw, like I’d breathed smoke. But I’d slept, which surprised me, and I could stand up, which surprised me more.

The loft had a gable window with no glass in it, just a shutter propped open on a stick. I went to it and looked out.

Fordwatch Post in daylight was a ring of timber on a hilltop, maybe two hundred yards across. The palisade logs were bark-stripped pine, sharpened at the tops, sixteen feet tall, and they’d been there long enough to go silver-gray with weather except where somebody had replaced one, and those stood out yellow as new teeth. There were three of the yellow ones on the north wall alone, all in a row. Something had come through there, not long ago, and somebody had fixed it fast.

Inside the ring the ground was packed dirt worn into paths. I could read the paths like a map. A wide one from the gate to the tower in the middle, deep and rutted, wagon traffic. A narrower one from the tower to a long low building with smoke coming out of three chimneys, foot traffic, heavy, people going back and forth all day. A cookhouse. Paths branching off it to a row of smaller houses with sod roofs, and to a well with a stone lip worn smooth on the side where people leaned to draw, and to a stable, which was where I was.

Below my window was a cooper’s yard. Barrels in every stage of being born: piles of staves, iron hoops leaned against a wall, a fire pit for bending wood, and a barrel half-made, held together by a temporary hoop, with a big bald man in a leather apron going around it with a mallet driving the hoop down. Tock-tock. He had forearms like hams. He didn’t look up.

There were lampguards everywhere. Those bright orange capes. Two on the gate, one on a walkway that ran around the inside of the palisade at shoulder height, three more in the yard doing something with a cart. And other people too, not in orange. Men and women in leather and wool. A boy chasing a goat. A woman with a basket of onions.

And hunters. I knew they were hunters before I knew anything else about them. Two of them were sitting on a bench by the cookhouse door in the sun, a woman with round dark ears and a short striped tail, and another woman with long ears that hung down past her jaw like a hound’s. Both of them had bows beside them. Both of them had a dull gray band clamped at the base of one ear.

In the middle of everything was the tower.

By daylight it looked older than the rest of the post. The timbers at its base were black and thick as a man’s waist, pegged together with wooden pins I could see from here, and the stone footing they stood on was cut stone, fitted, not piled. At the top, in its iron cage, the light was still burning. Gold. Even in full morning sun it was gold, a warm pulse up there like a heart beating slow, and its light fell down over the yard in a circle you could see if you knew to look. The grass inside the circle was greener. The dogs slept inside it.

I stood at the window with my hand on the frame and looked at that light.

I’d been a tracker since I was a kid and an Army scout and a SAR man for a living, and every one of those jobs had taught me the same thing: the first day in new country, you don’t do anything. You watch. You learn where people walk. You learn what’s been fixed and what hasn’t, and where the trouble came from last time.

The trouble had come through the north wall, and they’d fixed it with three new logs. And something in that light kept it from coming back.

I put on my boots, which were still damp, and went down to find out what.



Sergeant Wyck was at the Crown Wall.

I found her by following the busiest path to its end. The Wall stood against the base of the tower on its south face, facing the gate, where anybody walking into Fordwatch would see it first. It was a wall of planks, heavy split-oak planks set upright and fitted edge to edge, maybe twenty feet wide and twelve tall. The wood had gone dark with age and smoke.

And it was covered in crowns.

They hung in rows. Each one was nailed to the planks through a hole bored in its edge, a big square iron nail through each, and they ranged from the size of a walnut to the size of a man’s two fists together. All the same dark red, dried-blood red, almost black. The sun hit the Wall at a slant and they glinted like a hundred garnets set in old wood.

Beside every crown, nailed flat to the planks, was the thing that had killed it. An arrow, mostly. A few crossbow bolts. A spear, a short-hafted boar spear with its head still dark with old blood. Under each crown and its shaft, a name was painted in white letters on the wood. And above the names, at the tops of the columns, there were lanterns. Little painted lanterns, gold paint gone dull, in rows. Some columns had one. Some had two. One had three.

I stood in front of it with my hands in my pockets and read it.

“That’s a Crown Wall,” said Sergeant Wyck. She had a pair of little round spectacles on her nose and a slate in her hand, and she took the spectacles off and stuck them in a pocket like they’d insulted her. “Crown comes out of a beast’s heart, goes one of two places: up there in the lantern, burning, or here on the Wall, under the name of whoever killed it. Paint on top says how many lanterns she runs, One to Five, and the paint only changes when the post saw her earn it.”

That was three lines. She didn’t seem to need more.

“She,” I said.

“Mostly. Men hunt crowns too, but it takes a crossbow company to do what one beastkin hunter does with a bow.” She looked at me sidelong. “How’s the head?”

“Still on.”

“Good. I’d hate to waste a shard.” She looked back at the Wall. “You were looking at something.”

I was. I’d been reading the shafts.

Most of the crowns had arrows beside them. Different arrows, different fletching; the hound-eared woman on the bench had a column of four crowns, and every arrow beside her crowns was fletched in gray and white barred feathers. The dark-eared woman with the striped tail had two, with plain brown fletch. Consistent. Each hunter makes her own arrows, or has them made the same way, so she can find them in a carcass.

But there was a column near the middle of the Wall, wider than the others, with a lot more crowns in it. Seven. And the shafts nailed beside them weren’t arrows. They were crossbow bolts, short and black-fletched, and one boar spear. And the name painted underneath was BRANNOCH, and the paint at the top was five gold lanterns in a row.

“Who’s Brannoch?” I asked.

“Huntmaster of the Lantern Company’s first party,” said Sergeant Wyck, “and Five-Lantern champion of the whole Line, and the best-loved man from here to the duchy.” She said it without any expression at all. “He’ll be here by noon. He’s coming for his bear.”

“Your bear,” I said, “isn’t his bear.”

Her chalk stopped on the slate.

“I don’t argue at Walls,” she said. “Told you that.” Then she put her spectacles back on and went back to her slate.



I went to find Svala.

The hunters slept in a long house behind the cookhouse, a timber hall with a sod roof and a row of shuttered windows down each side. I knocked on the doorframe, which was open, and a gray-haired woman with round mouse ears looked up from a pot of something on a brazier and pointed down the hall without saying a word.

Svala was in a bunk at the back, sitting up against the wall with her bound leg stretched out on the blanket in front of her. She was dressed. Her bow lay across her lap, and she was running a waxed cloth down the string, slow, all the way from tip to tip, then back.

She’d been asleep, I thought, and not long ago. Her hair was mussed on one side, honey-gold and loose, and there was the crease of a blanket on her cheek. She looked less like a weapon in the morning. Not much less.

Her ears came around toward me before her eyes did. The left one swiveled and stood tall. The right one rose, stopped at its two-thirds, and stayed there against the cuff.

“Recruit,” she said.

“Hunter. How’s the leg?”

“Attached.” She went on waxing the string. “Ebbe came by at dawn and looked at it and went pale and tied it up again. He says it will scar.”

“It’ll scar,” I agreed.

“I have others.” She drew the cloth down to the bottom limb of the bow and stopped. “Are you here to tell me what you see?”

“I’m here to see how you are.”

“I’m fine.”

“I can see that’s not true.”

Her hands stopped on the bow. She looked up, and I saw the dark ring around her irises in the gray light from the shutters, and the amber inside it gone cool. Her ears were both pointed at me now. Her tail had come around from behind her and lay across her lap beside the bow, and the tip of it was moving, slow, just the white part, back and forth.

“You don’t stop,” she said. “Do you.”

“I’m told it’s a problem.”

“Who tells you?”

“Everybody who’s known me more than a week.” I sat on the end of the next bunk over, which was empty. “You were reciting, yesterday. When I asked what the cuff does. You said ‘keeps me safe’ like somebody taught you to say it.”

She didn’t answer. A sparrow had gotten into the hall and was banging against a shutter at the far end. The mouse-eared woman got up and opened it and the bird went out.

“Somebody did teach me to say it,” Svala said finally. “Somebody teaches all of us.”

“What happens if you don’t say it?”

She looked at me, and the left side of her mouth went up just slightly, a dry twist, the first thing I’d seen her face do that wasn’t stillness.

“You’re about to find out,” she said, “what happens when you do.”



Brannoch’s party came through the gate a little before noon on two wagons.

I heard them before I saw them. A crowd heard them. People started drifting out of the cookhouse and down from the walkway and in from the cooper’s yard, and kids ran ahead to the gate, and by the time the first wagon rolled in under the gate lanterns there were fifty people in the yard and somebody had started clapping.

The wagons were long, flat-bedded, pulled by teams of big shaggy horses with feathered feet. Painted, too: the sideboards had been done in dark green with gold lantern shapes along them, a row of five, the same five lanterns that topped Brannoch’s column on the Wall. Men in brown jerkins and wide-brimmed hats rode on the beds and walked alongside: Stoll’s crossbowmen, more of them than had been at the meadow. Twenty or so. Stoll himself on the bench of the second wagon with his boots up, chewing.

On the lead wagon, standing, there was a woman, and every eye in that yard went to her.

She stood at the front of the wagon bed with one hand on a rail, riding the sway of it without moving her feet. She was tall. Taller than me, maybe, or close to it, and slender in a way that made her look taller still, long-legged and long-waisted, with a dancer’s straight back. She wore a fitted coat of white wool trimmed in gold braid, cut close to her waist and flaring out behind over her hips, and white breeches tucked into boots polished like mirrors. A bow lay across her back, and the bow was gilded.

Her hair was white, silver-white, perfectly straight and long, falling past her shoulder blades without a strand out of place. Her face was pale and fine-boned and absolutely calm, and she had eyes so pale a blue that from twenty yards off they looked like ice in a creek.

Rounded ears, pale, with faint gray spots on them, set up in all that silver hair. And behind her a tail, long and thick, pale and spotted like the ears, held perfectly still while the wagon swayed under it.

At the base of her right ear there was a cuff like Svala’s. Except hers was gold.

It shone in the noon light. Somebody had plated it, polished it, made it bright as the paint on the wagon, so that it looked like an earring, like jewelry, like a choice. She stood there in the front of that wagon with her ice eyes on the middle distance and her gold cuff catching the sun for everyone in Fordwatch to see.

The crowd cheered for her. She didn’t move.

“Isveta Kalm,” said Sergeant Wyck beside me. She’d come up without my hearing, which told me something about her. “Snow-leopard. The Company’s showpiece. Twenty-nine and Three-Lantern, and they’ve had her riding on the front of a wagon since she was nineteen so every town on the Line can see that cuffs are safe.”

“Are they?”

“Look at her,” Wyck said. “Does she look hurt?”

She didn’t. That was the point. That was the whole point of her, standing up there in white and gold, and I understood it the way you understand a billboard: somebody had paid for her to be looked at.

But a billboard doesn’t hold its tail like that. Nothing at ease holds still that hard. Her tail didn’t sway one inch with the wagon. It was like watching somebody hold their breath for a mile.

As the wagon rolled past, her ice-blue eyes came down off the middle distance and went across the crowd, and stopped on me.

I don’t know why. I was just a man in a torn red jacket at the edge of a crowd. She looked at me for one second, two, with no expression at all.

Then her eyes went back to the middle distance, and the wagon rolled on.



Something landed in the dirt in front of me.

It came off the back of the second wagon, over the tailboard, and it landed in a crouch on both feet with a puff of dust, and straightened up grinning. A woman. Small. Maybe five-two, and built like a coiled spring.

“Oh, look at this,” she said loudly. “Look at these. What are these?”

She was pointing at my boots.

“Boots,” I said.

“Those aren’t boots. Boots are made of something that used to be alive.” She crouched and poked one with her finger. “What is that, cloth? Painted cloth? Did you lose a bet?”

“Something like that.”

“And look at your face.” She stood up and put her hands on her hips and studied me with her head on one side. “You’ve got a lost puppy face. Did you know that? Big sad eyes. Somebody kicked you and you came back for more. Stoll! Is this him? Is this the one who walked out of the river?”

“That’s him,” said Stoll from the wagon bench, without looking.

“Pity.” She looked me up and down and grinned wider. “I thought he’d be taller.”

She was a lot to look at, and she knew it, and she made sure you knew she knew it. She’d vaulted off a moving wagon barefoot. Her feet were bare and dirty and her shins were wrapped in strips of leather from ankle to knee, and above the wrappings her legs were short and thick with muscle, a sprinter’s thighs, the muscle standing out every time she shifted her weight. She wore short leather breeches that stopped high on those thighs and fit her like they’d been painted on. When she turned to yell at Stoll I got a look at the back of them, at a small round ass so tight and high that the leather couldn’t find anywhere to wrinkle.

Above the breeches, a strip of bare waist, flat and pale and freckled. Then a sleeveless leather jerkin, cut down and laced up the front, laced loose. She was small-chested, high and firm, and the jerkin was thin, scraped leather, soft as a glove, and her nipples pressed out through it in two hard points that the leather did nothing at all to hide. Two long knives rode at the small of her back in crossed sheaths, their handles sticking out past her hips.

Freckles everywhere. Across her nose and cheeks and shoulders, thick, a darker pattern in them like spots on a cat. Pale green eyes, sharp and bright and moving all the time. Copper-red hair cut short and ragged, falling into her eyes so she had to keep tossing it back.

And her ears. Lynx ears, tall and pointed, with long black tufts on the tips that stood up like paintbrush bristles. And a short bobbed tail, no longer than my hand, twitching behind her.

“What are you looking at?” she said.

I was looking at her cuff.

It was on her left ear, at the base, gray ward-silver like Svala’s. But it sat wrong. I couldn’t have said exactly how at first; I just knew, the way you know a knot is tied wrong before you can see which crossing is backward. Then she tossed her hair out of her eyes and turned her head, and I saw it.

Svala’s cuff was a single band. Smooth, a seam on the outside where it closed, nothing else. This one had a seam on the outside, and a second one on the inner face, the side against her skull, a fine dark line running all the way around it like it had been made in two pieces and joined. It was thicker than Svala’s, too. Just slightly. It sat out from her head a little more, as if there was more of it than there needed to be.

And it sat at a different angle against her ear. Tighter at the back. Her ear didn’t strain against it the way Svala’s did. It didn’t fight at all.

She caught me looking.

For one breath she stopped smiling. All of it went out of her face at once, the grin, the mischief, the noise, and her pale green eyes went still. One hand drifted back toward the knives at the small of her back and stopped there.

Then the grin came back like a door slamming.

“Like what you see, wick?”

“What’s a wick?”

“You are.” She laughed, spun around and vaulted back onto the wagon’s tailboard in one bound. “Zin Kerran. Bait-runner, Huntmaster’s party. I’ve run more crowns into crossbow lines than you’ve had hot dinners. You’ll want to remember me.”

“She’s twenty-four and she’s run bait two years,” Stoll said from the wagon bench, without looking. “Don’t feed her.”

“I’ll try,” I said, to her.

She grinned at me over her shoulder. Then she reached up, gripped the rail of the wagon above her head with both hands, and stretched.

It was a long stretch. Long and slow and luxurious, like a cat in the sun, and she did it facing away from the crowd and toward me. Her back arched, deep, her spine hollowing out, her small ass pushed back in those painted-on breeches. Her arms went up over her head. The jerkin rode up her ribs and showed a band of freckled skin all the way around. Her bobbed tail flicked up.

She held it. She looked back at me over her shoulder, at my face, and watched me look.

Then she laughed, loud and bright and delighted, and dropped down into the wagon bed out of sight.

The crossbowman on the wagon bench next to Stoll laughed too. Stoll didn’t. He was watching me, chewing.



The Huntmaster rode in last, on a horse.

It was a big gray horse, seventeen hands at least, and the man on it was as big as the horse made him look. Broad through the chest and shoulders, thick in the arms, a big head with close-cut brown hair going silver at the temples, and a beard trimmed short and neat. His face was brown from the sun and creased from laughing. He wore a long cloak over his shoulders, dark green wool, and on the left shoulder of it someone had painted five lanterns in real gold leaf, so that they caught the sun every time he moved. There was a short heavy spear slung behind his saddle, a boar spear with a cross-guard below the head. Rings on his fingers. Lots of them.

The crowd went up like a bonfire when they saw him.

People shouted his name. Kids ran alongside the horse. He leaned down from the saddle and slapped hands with them, laughing, and his laugh was big and round and clear like a bell, and it rang out over that whole yard. He tossed a coin to a kid. He called the cooper by name and asked after his barrels. He called the hound-eared hunter on the bench by name and told her she looked well, and she went pink.

He swung down off the horse at the Crown Wall and the crowd made a ring around him.

“Sergeant Wyck,” he said, and took her hand in both of his. “Ottoline. You look younger every season.”

“I look exactly the same every season, Varek,” she said. “That’s the problem.”

He laughed. Everybody laughed. He turned to the Wall.

“Captain.”

Stoll came forward with the leather sack. He opened it and took out the crown from Alder Meadow and held it up, and the crowd made a sound, an ahh, because in the noon sun it glowed. Deep and red and slow, a coal.

“Ridge bear, crowned, off Alder Meadow, yesterday at dusk,” Stoll said loudly. “Taken by the Huntmaster’s party.”

“By the Huntmaster’s party,” said Brannoch, and smiled, and the crowd cheered.

A lampguard brought a ladder and leaned it against the Wall. Stoll went up it with the crown in one hand and a nail in his teeth. At the top of the Huntmaster’s column, under the five gold lanterns, there was a bare place on the planks with an old bored hole, and he set the crown over the hole and drove the nail through it with three blows of a hammer. Then he took a bolt out of his belt, a short black-fletched bolt with a dark stain on its head, and nailed it flat beside the crown.

His bolt. The one he’d shot into a dead animal.

A man with a pot of white paint went up after him and painted, very neatly, under the crown: ALDER MEADOW. RIDGE BEAR. And the column’s name at the bottom, BRANNOCH, was already there, so he didn’t need to paint that.

The crowd cheered again.

I stood at the back and watched the whole thing. I watched the crown go up and the bolt go up beside it, and I didn’t say anything this time, because I’d learned something yesterday about saying things out loud in front of men with crossbows, and because I was busy watching how it worked.

That’s what I was doing. Reading it. Who stood where. Who cheered first and who cheered because others were cheering. Which lampguards looked at the bolt and then looked away. Sergeant Wyck standing with her arms crossed, her face giving away nothing at all. Zin Kerran sitting on the wagon’s tailboard swinging her bare feet, not cheering, cleaning her nails with the tip of one of her long knives.

Isveta Kalm, still standing in the lead wagon, her eyes on nothing. Her tail held still.

And Svala.

She’d come out of the hunters’ hall on her bad leg and was standing in the doorway, leaning on the frame, with her bow in one hand. She wasn’t watching the Wall. She wasn’t watching the crown or Stoll or Brannoch.

She was watching me watch.

Her amber eyes were on my face, steady, across fifty yards of yard and crowd. Her right ear was tipped low against its cuff and her left was pointed straight at me. I could see her reading me back. Seeing what I saw.

When I met her eyes she didn’t look away.



Brannoch found me in the cookhouse an hour later.

I’d gone in because I hadn’t eaten in what felt like two days and might have been a whole lifetime, and a gray-haired woman carrying a basket of bread out of the cookhouse door had looked me up and down and pointed me at a bench and a cook with a ladle. It was a long smoky hall with a fire at each end and trestle tables down the middle, and I had a bowl of something with barley and mutton in it and a heel of dark bread, and it was the best thing I’d ever eaten in my life.

Then a shadow fell across the table and the bench across from me creaked under a lot of weight.

“You’re the one who walked out of the river,” said Varek Brannoch.

Up close he was even bigger. He’d taken off the cloak; under it he wore a fine linen shirt, open at the throat, and his chest and arms filled it out like a man who’d been strong all his life and liked to stay that way. His eyes were brown and warm and creased at the corners. He was smiling, and it was a good smile, open and friendly and interested, the smile of a man who likes people and wants them to like him back.

He set two cups down on the table, pewter cups with something dark in them, and pushed one across to me.

“Fordwatch black,” he said. “Ober’s wife won’t let him sell it but he keeps a cask. Drink.”

I drank. It was some kind of dark beer, strong and bitter. It was good.

“Ty Ballard,” he said. “Stoll told me. And he told me what you said, out on the meadow.” He leaned back and laughed, and several people at the next table looked over and smiled just from hearing it. “I’d have paid to see his face. Daggan’s a good captain, but he’s got the sense of humor of a fence post.”

“He’s got the aim of one too,” I said. “He shot a dead bear.”

Brannoch laughed again. It never once sounded forced.

“He probably did,” he said. “He probably did. You know how it is out there. Somebody gets a shot off, somebody else’s shot lands, everybody’s shouting. Who can say?” He shrugged his big shoulders. “But I’ll tell you who can say. A man who can read a dead animal like that, in the fur, with his hands. Ottoline says you showed her the blood on it. Says you were right.” He leaned forward on his elbows. “I’ve got twenty crossbows and three bows and not one man in my party who can track worth a damn. Do you know what you’re worth to me?”

“I’ve got a feeling you’re going to tell me.”

“Forty silver a season,” he said. “Your keep. A cut of every crown the party takes. A horse. Better boots.” He glanced down at my feet and grinned. “And you’d never be a wick in your life. You’d ride with the Huntmaster’s party, the first party of the Line. People would cheer you through gates.” He spread his hands, and his rings caught the firelight. “All you’d have to do is what you did yesterday. Find me the beasts. Tell me where they’ll come from.”

I looked at his hands.

I didn’t mean to, at first. It’s habit. People are always telling you who they are with their hands. Rope calluses, like mine. A carpenter’s flat thumb. A mechanic’s knuckles, scarred and nicked. A guitar player’s fingertips.

Brannoch’s hands were big and strong and covered in rings, and there were calluses on them. Thick pads across the palms and the inside of the fingers of both hands, in a band, from gripping a haft. A spear. A heavy spear, gripped hard, two-handed, for years. Good calluses. Honest work, once.

But a bow leaves its own marks. I’d seen it on the hound-eared woman in the crowd at the Wall, close enough to count her fingers: a groove worn into the pads of the first three fingers of her right hand, a deep hard line where the string sat, and a callus in the web of her left between thumb and finger where the bow handle pressed. Svala had the same. I’d seen it on her hand on my wrist yesterday.

Brannoch had none of it. His string fingers were smooth. The web of his left hand was soft. There was even a faint pale band on the third finger of his right hand where a ring had sat for years, the skin under it as soft as a baby’s.

A man who draws a war bow can’t wear a ring on his string hand. It’d tear his finger off.

This man hadn’t drawn one in years. Maybe never.

And there were five gold lanterns painted on his shoulder, for the crowns he’d killed with the bow he didn’t use.

“I appreciate it,” I said. “No.”

His eyes stayed warm and the creases stayed creased. The smile just stopped moving, like a picture of one.

“No?” he said pleasantly.

“No.”

“Can I ask why?”

“I don’t think I’d be good at it,” I said. “I’ve got a habit of saying what I see.”

He looked at me for three long seconds with that frozen smile. Then he laughed, and it was the bell again, big and warm, and he reached across the table and slapped my shoulder hard enough to slop my beer.

“An honest man,” he said, getting up. “An honest man on the Line. Ottoline will want you stuffed and mounted.” He picked up his cup and drained it. “Well, the offer’s open. Until it isn’t.” He smiled down at me, warm as summer. “Good luck, Ty Ballard. They say the dead posts are very quiet this time of year.”

He went out. People called his name as he went, and he called theirs back.

I sat there with my beer and found I’d closed my hands around the cup hard enough to dent the pewter. I made them open.



In the yard, Stoll was taking Svala’s bow.

He did it in front of the Wall, where people would see. That was part of it. Svala was standing on her good leg with her bow in her hand and her quiver on her back, and Stoll stood in front of her with three of his men behind him, and he held out his scarred hand, palm up.

“Party property,” he said.

Svala didn’t move.

“The Huntmaster says you’re spent,” said Stoll, loud enough for the yard. “That leg won’t hold you on a bait-line, and he’s not carrying a lamed fox to Highlantern. You’re off the hunting roll till the Muster. You’ll sit here with Wyck’s lampguards and heal up and think about how you lost us a bait-line yesterday.” He wiggled his fingers. “Bow and quiver. Party property, issued by the Company. Hand them over.”

“I made those arrows,” Svala said.

“With the Company’s shafts. Company feathers. Company iron.” Stoll smiled. “Hand them over, fox.”

She stood there.

I was thirty yards away, coming out of the cookhouse door, and I stopped.

I heard it before I understood it. A thin sound. High and fine, a whine, like a wet finger on the rim of a glass. It was so faint I thought at first it was in my own ears, left over from the crossbow butt. I turned my head and it got stronger.

It was coming from Svala.

From her ear. From the cuff. The dull gray band at the base of her right ear was singing, a hair-thin whine at the edge of hearing, and I could see her ear jerking against it, the muscles at its root bunching and pulling, hard, again and again, the way a belay rope jumps when something heavy is fighting the other end of it. Whatever was in her had come up hard and fast and slammed into that band like a fist into a door, and the band was holding, and it was screaming as it held.

Nobody else heard it. I looked around. The crowd, the lampguards, Stoll’s men; none of them so much as glanced at her ear.

Her face gave him nothing. Smooth and empty, her eyes on Stoll’s hand.

She held out her bow.

Stoll took it. She unslung her quiver, full of arrows fletched in rust-red goose feathers, and gave it to the man beside him. The cuff sang the whole time, thin and high, a sound like somebody screaming three miles away.

“Good fox,” said Stoll.

He turned and walked away with her bow over his shoulder.

The whine faded. It went down slowly until I couldn’t hear it anymore. Her right ear stopped jerking and lay low against its band.

She turned and limped back to the hunters’ hall without looking at anyone. Without looking at me.

And from the steps of the cookhouse, raising his cup, Varek Brannoch called out over the yard in that big carrying voice:

“Thirty-five days, Fordwatch! Thirty-five days to the Autumn Muster at Highlantern! And this season, the Brindle King comes down to the hunt line, and his crown’s going to hang on my Wall!”

The crowd roared.

I found Ottoline Wyck at my elbow again. I hadn’t heard her come. I was starting to think I never would.

“The Brindle King?” I said.

“This season’s crown-beast. A dire boar out of the Deepwild, the size of a wagon, they say, and it’s been smashing bait-lines along the whole north Line since midsummer.” She looked at the crowd. “Every season the Company names one, the biggest crown anybody’s seen in the year, and every party at the Muster stakes it to the hunt line. Whoever’s stand takes it, takes the purse.” She looked at the Wall. “Brannoch’s taken it four seasons running.”

“With whose arrows?”

She didn’t answer that.



At dusk I went walking, because I needed to.

I went along the inside of the palisade, under the walkway, reading the wall. Where it had been patched. Where the earth at the foot of it had been dug by something, claw marks a foot long in the clay, and filled in again. The three new logs on the north side, and the gouges in the old logs beside them, deep, at a height of twelve feet.

Behind the stables there were two wagons parked: Brannoch’s, the green-and-gold ones, unhitched. Men’s voices on the other side of them. I didn’t mean to stop. I stopped anyway, in the shadow of the wagon’s tall wheel, because one of the voices was a bell.

“It’s not the King,” Brannoch was saying, “but it’s a crown, and it’s a good size.”

“It’s a very good size.” The other voice was soft and precise and a little bored, a voice like a clerk’s. “Redmarch’s widow has kept it in a box under her bed for two years. Her husband took it off a ridge bear the winter before he died. She’ll sell. She needs to sell; her post’s lantern is down to embers and the Company’s cut her oil. I can have it to you at Highlantern before the Muster, cleaned up, with a fresh bolt in it.”

“How much?”

“Ninety silver.”

“For a crown that’s been in a box?”

“For a crown that will hang on your Wall a week before the Muster, Varek, and put you one ahead of the southern huntmasters on the purse.” The soft voice sighed. “You’re being careless. You always want more than you can count. One more crown on the Wall and you’re clear. Don’t haggle over ninety silver.”

I moved, just enough to see around the wheel.

The man with the soft voice stood next to Brannoch in the last of the light. He was round and pale, soft-faced, well fed, wearing a long coat with a thick fur collar turned up around his ears. A chain around his neck, and on the chain a little brass tube with glass in the end, a jeweler’s loupe. He had it in one hand and was turning it over and over between his fingers like a worry stone. His hands were soft and plump and white, and there wasn’t a ring on them, not one, and not a callus either. Hands that had never held anything heavier than money.

“Buy it, Imber,” said Brannoch. “Fiske, you’d haggle the paint off my own Wall if I let you.”

“I’ll send to Redmarch tomorrow.”

They walked off toward the cookhouse together, talking about wagon axles.

I stood in the shadow of the wheel for a while.

They hadn’t said my name once. They’d been talking about buying a dead man’s crown from his widow and putting a fresh bolt in it, and they’d been talking about it like two men buying a used truck.

Yesterday I’d thought it was one captain and one bolt. It was the whole Wall.

I went back through the yard. The tower light had come up gold against the dark, and the Crown Wall stood in its glow, all those crowns gleaming like coals in old wood. Brannoch’s column in the middle, eight crowns now, and none of them with an arrow beside it.

Somebody was sitting at the foot of it.

Svala. She’d pulled a three-legged stool out of somewhere and set it at the foot of the Wall and was sitting on it with her bad leg out, a leather scrap across her knee. In one hand she held a lump of stone, black and glassy, the size of a hen’s egg. In the other she held a short piece of antler. And she was knapping, striking the stone with the antler in quick small taps, turning it, striking again, and little black flakes fell off it onto the leather and glittered in the lantern-light.

She was making an arrowhead.

She didn’t have a bow anymore. She didn’t have a single arrow. She sat under the Huntmaster’s column with her crowns hanging over her head under another man’s name, and made an arrowhead anyway, tap by tap, without looking up.


Chapter 4: Grayfen or the Road

The bear had come down out of the north at a dead run.

I’d walked back out to Alder Meadow in the dark to find that out, two miles under the brass moon with my head still pounding, because something about that bear had been nagging at me since the gully. And I found it in the gray before first light along the riverbank north of the meadow, where the bear had come down to the water a day before it ever smelled Svala.

Running prints look nothing like walking prints. A walking bear sets its feet down flat and heavy, heel to toe, a big lazy roll. A running bear lands on its toes. The front pads punch deep and the heel barely kisses the ground, and the toes spread wide to grip, and the claws dig in like cleats and throw dirt out behind. These prints were all toe. The claw marks were gouged two inches deep and the dirt thrown out behind them in fans. The stride was twice as long as anything I’d seen in the gully.

It had been running hard, along the river, coming south.

A mile north of the meadow I found where it had stopped running. It had gone into the river up to its belly and stood there a long time; the mud on the bank where it came out was churned and pocked, and there was hair caught on a snag, long silver-tipped guard hair. On the trunk of a pine above the bank, at the height of my face, there was a smear of blood and a tuft of that same hair. Rubbed off. The bear had stood up and scrubbed its shoulder against that tree like a dog scratching a flea.

I looked at the blood. Dried brown, a day old. Not much of it. A wound on the shoulder, high up, raked. A bear takes a wound like that from another bear in a fight over ground. Or from something that wanted the ground worse than the bear did.

Two thousand pounds of bear with a crown in its chest. And something had run it a long way out of its home country, bleeding, all the way down to the Line.

I looked north up the river for a while. The pines went on and on, black and orange, and beyond them were hills, and beyond those, a gray haze I couldn’t read at all.

Then I walked back to Fordwatch.



Sergeant Wyck was sitting on the steps of the tower in the dawn with a cup of something steaming between her hands and her spectacles pushed up on her forehead. She watched me come through the gate. She watched me come all the way across the yard.

“You’ve been out,” she said.

“Back-trailing the bear.”

“Of course you have.” She drank. “Sit down before you fall down. Ober says you were up and gone before the roosters.”

I sat on the step below her. My legs were glad.

“I need to know what a wick is,” I said. “Zin Kerran called me one.”

“Zin calls everybody something.” But she set her cup down. “Recruit’s a recruit. A recruit with no party, no clan and no name the Line cares about is a wick. The Company posts wicks where a lantern needs a body.” She looked up at the tower light, still burning gold in the dawn. “Every post on the Line is the Company’s because there’s a lantern lit in it and a body sitting under the lantern. Dead post with nobody in it, any duke’s man can walk in and call it his. So the Company keeps a body there. You sit in the dead post, you keep the claim, and you burn down.” She shrugged. “Like a wick.”

“How long do they last?”

“Depends on the post.”

“Which post’s the worst?”

She drank before she answered.

“Grayfen,” she said. “Northern ford. Last lantern before the Deepwild. Red Night took it two winters back, and the Company pulled out the next spring. There’s a lantern still burning up there on its last crown-ember. We send a wick up every few months to sit under it. The last one walked back down in a week and wouldn’t say why. The one before him didn’t walk back.”

“Post me there.”

She pulled her spectacles down off her forehead, looked at me through them as if I might come clearer, and pushed them back up.

“Three reasons,” I said. “The bear came down out of the north running. I tracked it this morning. Something chased it off its own ground and wounded it doing it, something that scared a two-thousand-pound animal with a crown in its heart. Whatever that is, it’s north, and Grayfen’s the post in its way. Somebody ought to be up there who can read what’s coming.”

“That’s one.”

“A dying lantern can be relit. You said it yourself. Crowns go one of two places. Somebody brings a crown up there, the light comes back.”

“Somebody,” she said.

“And the third thing.” I looked at the Wall across the yard, where the crowns were starting to glint as the sun cleared the palisade. “Grayfen hasn’t got a captain.”

She didn’t answer right away. She drank her coffee, or whatever it was. A lampguard on the walkway called the hour. The cooper’s mallet started up in the yard. Tock-tock.

“I went out to that bear myself,” she said finally. “Yesterday, after you’d gone to sleep. I took a lantern and two men and I knelt by it in the dark and I put my fingers in Stoll’s bolt-hole, and I put them in the fox’s arrow-hole.” She turned her cup in her hands. “Thirty years I’ve been a lampguard. I’ve seen a few hundred dead beasts. I’d never once thought to look at the blood until a drowned man pointed at it.”

“Most people don’t.”

“Most people,” she said, “aren’t stupid enough to do it in front of Daggan Stoll.” She stood up, and her knees cracked. “Grayfen. All right, Ty Ballard. You’re a wick and I’ve got a dead post that needs one, and the Company won’t care which body I send. Come with me.”



She took me to a storehouse behind the tower and opened it with a key on a thong around her neck, and started handing me things.

A pack, canvas and leather, old but sound. A wool blanket, thick and gray. A pair of lampguard breeches in heavy brown leather, and a wool shirt, oatmeal-colored, scratchy as a cat’s tongue. A leather belt. A skinning knife in a sheath, the blade six inches long and the handle wrapped in cord. A flint and steel and a tin of char-cloth. A sack of oats, a sack of dried peas, a slab of smoked mutton wrapped in cloth, a little crock of salt. A water skin.

And a spear.

It was a lampguard’s spear, ash-hafted, six feet long, with a leaf-shaped iron head and a short crossbar below it like the one on Brannoch’s boar spear. The haft was worn smooth and dark at the two places where hands went.

“I’m not supposed to give you any of this,” she said, while I strapped it all on. “A wick gets a blanket and a sack of oats and the road. Everything else is Fordwatch’s, and Fordwatch is short.”

“Then why?”

“Because I checked the bear.” She shut the storehouse door and locked it. “And because you’re going to Grayfen, and I’d like the next wick to find more than your boots.” She looked down at them. “Though Saints know nobody would steal those.”

“They’re good boots.”

“They’re painted cloth. Zin told the whole cookhouse.” She almost smiled. “One more thing. Up north you’ll see beastkin without a cuff on them, sooner or later. They come down out of the hill clans sometimes, grown women the Company hasn’t found yet, or a cuff fails. You see one, you get inside walls and you stay there. An uncuffed beastkin is a Red-Runner, and a lampguard shoots a Red-Runner on sight.”

“What’s a Red-Runner?”

“Pray you never see one.” She turned toward the gate. “The north road’s that way. Grayfen’s a day and a half if you don’t dawdle, and you look like the type who doesn’t.”



Svala was waiting at the gate.

She was standing on her bad leg like it was a good one, with her weight carefully on the other, and she had a pack on her back and a bow in her hand. Not her bow. This one was shorter and plainer, a lampguard’s flatbow, dark wood with no carving on it. Over her shoulder she had a long leather bag tied at the neck, and in her other hand a bundle of raw arrow shafts bound with twine.

She’d braided her hair off her bow side, a tight honey-gold rope down over her left shoulder. Her face was set.

“Ulla’s spare,” she said, lifting the bow slightly, before I’d asked. “She owes me for a winter. And Ebbe’s sergeant’s lampguards owe me for a bear, so I took some shafts off the cart.” She glanced at Wyck. “The sergeant didn’t see.”

“The sergeant’s blind as a mole,” said Wyck.

I looked at Svala. Then at the bow. Then at her leg.

“Where are you going?” I said.

“Grayfen.”

“Why?”

She turned her head and looked across the yard at the Crown Wall in the morning sun. Brannoch’s column in the middle, eight crowns and their shafts.

“Grayfen’s Wall is empty,” she said. “There’s no captain there. No party. No Huntmaster.” She turned back to me. Her amber eyes were steady and cool and absolutely certain. “A crown nailed on Grayfen’s Wall goes under the name of whoever brings it in. I’m going. I’ve decided.”

“It’s a dead post,” I said. “The sergeant says the last wick but one didn’t walk back. You’ve got eight inches of laid-open thigh, a borrowed bow and no arrows. Whatever ran that bear down out of the north is up there somewhere. You’ll be at the end of the Line with a man you met two days ago, and if anything goes wrong, there’s nobody coming.”

“Yes,” she said.

“I want you to know what you’re walking into.”

“I know what I’m walking into.” Her mouth twisted, dry. “I’ve been walking into it for four years with Stoll behind me. At least you’ll be in front.”

I looked at her a while longer. She looked back. Her left ear was up and steady, pointed at me. Her right ear sat at its two-thirds, low against the cuff.

I wanted her to come. It wasn’t only the bow, though God knew I needed one. It was her standing there on a leg that should’ve had her in bed, having already decided, daring me to talk her out of it.

I don’t talk people out of things they’ve decided. I’ve never seen it work.

“Okay,” I said.

She blinked. It was the only sign she’d been braced for a fight.

“Okay?”

“It’s your leg. It’s your name.” I hitched the pack higher on my shoulders. “Can you walk a day and a half on it?”

“Watch me,” she said, and walked out the gate.

Sergeant Wyck made a sound behind me that might have been a laugh. I turned around. She was already walking away toward the tower.

“Grayfen,” she called back over her shoulder, without turning. “Try not to burn down too fast.”



The north road wasn’t much of a road. Two wheel ruts through the grass, overgrown in the middle, wandering up the river valley through stands of alder and pine. Nobody had driven a wagon on it in a long while. The ruts had gone soft and green.

Svala set the pace and I let her. It was slower than she wanted and faster than she should have, and I didn’t say anything about that either. She walked the way people walk who’ve been hurt before and know exactly how much they can lie to their own body: short careful steps on the bad leg, long ones on the good, her weight shifting smooth so the wound didn’t pull. Every half-mile she’d stop, as if to look at something, and stand there with her weight on the good leg until her jaw unclenched.

I stopped with her every time and looked at whatever she pretended to be looking at.

Around midmorning we came to Copperpine.



It sat on a bench of land above the river where the valley narrowed, a ring of black stumps on a low rise. That’s what it was now. A ring of stumps.

The palisade had burned. Not all of it; on the river side there was a stretch of wall still standing, gray and sound, twenty logs long. But the rest of the ring was charcoal, logs burned down to blackened teeth a foot or two high, and the grass had grown up between them already, tall and yellow, with fireweed in it gone to fluff. A gate frame stood on its own in the middle of the ruin, two tall posts and a crossbeam, with no wall on either side of it, the gate itself lying flat in the weeds where it had fallen. Some kind of vine had grown up the posts.

Inside, the buildings were shells. A long house with its roof fallen in and the rafters sticking up black against the sky like ribs. Smaller houses, just chimneys now, stone chimneys standing alone with the walls burned away from them. A well. A stable with its back wall gone.

And in the middle, the tower.

It was the same build as Fordwatch’s: black timber on a cut-stone footing. It hadn’t burned. Whoever had put the torch to Copperpine had left the tower alone, or the tower was too old and too thick to catch. It stood up out of the ruin with its peaked roof still on and its open top empty, and the iron cage at the top of it hung there black and cold.

No light in it. Nothing.

We walked in through the gate frame, because it seemed rude not to.

It was quiet inside, the quiet of a place where people lived once, an emptier quiet than wilderness, which is always full of small noises. Grasshoppers clicked in the weeds. A crow sat on the long house’s ridge-beam and watched us. The path from the gate to the tower was still there, worn into the ground under the grass, and I walked it without thinking, because that’s where the feet had gone.

There were bones in the long house. Animal. Somebody had eaten in there, after.

“When?” I said.

“Last spring.” Svala had stopped inside the gate. She was looking at the tower. “Copperpine had six hunters. Two died in the winter when a sounder came through the north wall. The Company decided the lantern wasn’t worth the crowns it burned. They pulled the last four hunters south to Fordwatch and Redmarch, and the lampguards with them, and they let the lantern go out. The deep beasts came the first night after. Burned it, probably by knocking over a brazier. I don’t know. Nobody was here.”

I walked to the Crown Wall.

It was at the foot of the tower like the one at Fordwatch, a wall of split oak planks, smaller, maybe twelve feet wide. The planks were scorched along the bottom where the grass fire had licked them. The painted names were still there, white letters gone gray: a column of names, a column of numbers. The little painted lanterns at the tops of the columns. One. One. Two. One.

And no crowns. Not one. Just holes.

I stepped close and looked at the holes.

Every crown on a Wall is nailed through a bored hole in its edge. The nails had been square iron, big ones. They were gone too. The holes they’d left in the oak were square and clean, and around each hole the wood was dented. A crescent-shaped dent on the left side of each one, sharp-edged, pressed deep into the grain. On the right side of each hole, the wood had splintered up and outward, all the splinters lifted the same direction, like the hair on a dog’s back stroked the wrong way.

A bar. Somebody had set the flat end of an iron bar into the gap between each crown and the wood, and put the curved heel of the bar against the plank to the left of it, and leaned. The heel had dented the wood. The crown had popped out to the right, and torn the splinters up with it.

Every hole, the same dent, the same splinters. Same bar. Same man, working left to right along the rows.

No claw marks. Not a single scratch on the planks. A beast that wanted a crown would have torn the boards down. This had been done carefully, by somebody with a tool and the time to use it.

“They stripped it,” I said. “Before they left. The Company. Somebody with a pry bar took every crown off this Wall, one at a time, left to right. Right-handed. They took their time.”

Svala came up beside me slowly on her bad leg.

“The crowns were still in the Wall,” I said. “Thirty, forty crowns. That’s light. That’s this lantern lit for another two years. Instead of burning them, they pried them out and took them south.” I put my finger in one of the crescent dents. “And let the place go dark.”

Svala didn’t say anything for a while.

“There were four crowns in that column.” She pointed at the first column of names with her chin. “Oona Morrish. I knew her. She was a fair bow.”

“Where is she now?”

“Redmarch.” Her mouth was a line. “Her crowns are at Highlantern, probably. On somebody’s Wall.”

I looked at the empty holes. Then at the dark cage at the top of the tower.

“Let’s go,” I said.



She taught me bow-sign a mile past Copperpine, because I asked.

We’d stopped to eat at a spring where the road crossed a little side-creek, and I’d been turning it over since the Wall. How a crown got under the wrong name. How anybody could prove it hadn’t.

“At the meadow,” I said, “I knew your arrow killed the bear because the bear was still warm and I watched it happen. But a crown on a Wall. A crown in a sack. It’s been cut out of the beast, cleaned, it’s been carried around. How would anybody know whose shot made it?”

She was sitting on a rock with her bad leg straight out in front of her, eating a piece of the smoked mutton. She chewed for a while, looking at me.

“You really want to know,” she said.

“I really want to know.”

She put down the mutton. Then she reached into the leather bag at her shoulder and took out an arrow, the only finished one I’d seen her carry since Stoll took her quiver. She must have built it last night, under the Wall. The shaft was one of the raw ones from the lampguard cart, straight birch, and the fletching was three goose feathers dyed a deep rust-red, the same as the arrows Stoll had taken. And the head.

She held it out to me. I took it.

The head was black and glassy, like obsidian but darker, with a faint oily sheen. Three blades, not two, set at even angles around the point like the fins on a rocket, each one knapped down to an edge so fine it caught the light like wire. I touched one with my thumb and it opened the skin without my feeling it.

“Fen-iron,” she said. “It comes out of the bog-pits in the eastern hills. It looks like stone and it breaks like stone and you knap it like flint, but it’s heavy, and it holds an edge like steel, longer than steel. My mother’s line has worked it for two hundred years. Every Redbrush woman knaps her own heads. We don’t buy points from a smith.”

“Three blades.”

“Three blades. Most hunters shoot two, a flat head. Two blades cut a slit. Three blades cut a star.” She held out her hand and I gave it back, and she held it up so the sun came through the edges. “A two-bladed head goes into a beast and it opens a line. The beast’s muscle closes the line behind it. A three-bladed head opens three lines at once and they can’t close. It bleeds. It bleeds like the bear bled.”

“What does it do to a crown?”

She looked at me with something like approval.

“A crown sits in the heart,” she said. “When you shoot for the heart, if your aim’s true, the head goes through the heart and hits the crown. The crown’s hard. Harder than the head, almost. But not quite.” She set the point of the arrow against a flat stone between us, gently, and turned it, so I could see how the three blades and the point met. “Fen-iron’s harder than anything else that grows in a beast. When a three-bladed fen-iron head strikes a crown, it nicks it. The point and the three blades. It leaves a little mark on the outside of the stone like a star, three points around a center.”

She drew it in the dirt with her claw. A dot, and three short lines radiating out of it, evenly spaced. A star.

“Every crown I ever killed,” she said, “has that on it.”

I looked at the star in the dirt.

“Fletching too?”

“Goose, dyed with alder bark and rust. I dye my own.” She ran a finger along the rust-red feathers. “No one else on the Line uses that color. I chose it when I was twenty, so I’d always find my arrows.”

“And draw weight. Can you read draw weight from a wound?”

She tilted her head. “How do you know about draw weight?”

“Hunters where I come from talk about it. How deep a shot goes.”

“It’s a heavy bow, mine. My own bow, the one Stoll has. A big draw. Most hunters on the Line couldn’t pull it. When it hits a beast, it goes in deep, all the way, like the bear. Fletching inside the hide.” She lifted her chin at the flatbow lying beside her. “Ulla’s spare is lighter. It won’t go so deep. If you found two of my arrows in a beast and one went to the feathers and one went in halfway, you’d know which bow.” She drew a line in the dirt with one claw. “And the angle. I shoot from low. I’m tall for a fox, but I kneel when I can. My arrows go in rising. A crossbow’s shot from the shoulder, standing, and it goes in flat or falling.”

“Your arrow went into the bear rising,” I said. “Under the arm.”

“Yes.”

“And Stoll’s bolt went in flat.”

“Yes.”

“Why didn’t you ever say?” I said. “The star. If every crown you ever killed has your mark on it. Why didn’t you ever tell anybody?”

Her right ear jerked once against the cuff, the way it had in the meadow.

“I did,” she said.

She picked up her mutton and began to eat again, and didn’t look at me.

“The first season. The first crown they hung under Brannoch’s name, I went to Stoll and told him to look at the star on it. Then I told the Huntmaster.” She chewed. Swallowed. “And Stoll staked me on a bait-line in the Scarrow Hills for a week. No bow. A knife. Just to see if I’d come back. I came back.” Her voice didn’t change at all. “After that I stopped saying it. But I never stopped knapping the star.”

“Nobody looked,” I said.

“Nobody looked.” She tossed the last of the mutton to a jay that had been watching us from a branch. “Why would they? They knew what the paint said. Two-Lantern hunters don’t kill crowns.”

Her right ear lay flat against its cuff.

I picked up a pebble and dropped it on the star in the dirt, right in the center of it.

“I’m looking,” I said.

She stopped. She didn’t turn. But her tail, which had been lying in the grass behind her rock, moved, one slow curl.

“You’ll get yourself killed,” she said, to the ground between her boots.

“I’ve done that already,” I said. “Turned out okay.”

She made a sound that might have been a laugh if it had been let out all the way. It wasn’t. She got up, picked up Ulla’s bow, and started walking.



The creek crossing was in the afternoon, and I hated every second of it.

It wasn’t a big creek. On a map it’d have been a thin blue line, the kind you step across in August. But it was coming down out of the hills to the west with the last of some storm in it, and it had come up a foot over its banks and gone the color of milky tea, and it was moving. Fast. Thirty feet across, waist deep in the middle at a guess, with a standing wave curling off a rock in the center and a hiss along its whole width like a pan of grease.

The road went down to it and stopped and came out again on the other side. The ford was where the road said it was. The water didn’t care.

I stood on the bank and looked at it and my whole body went cold.

Two days ago moving water had been the thing I knew best in the world. Now my hands had gone clammy and my throat had shut like a fist, and the base of my skull was saying back, back, get back from it, in a voice I didn’t recognize as mine. I could feel it hitting me again. Brown, cold. The shove of it. My chest trying to cough up water it didn’t have.

I stood there. My knees wanted to sit down.

“You don’t like water,” Svala said behind me.

“Not anymore.”

She came up beside me and looked at my face, and then at the creek, and then at my face again.

I unslung the rope.

“Upstream,” I said, and my voice came out steady, the way it’s supposed to, which surprised me. “Where it’s wide. Follow my feet.”

I was already walking. I found the place, forty yards up, where the creek spread out over a gravel bar and broke into white riffles a hand deep on the near side and maybe knee deep in the middle. There was a sturdy alder on our bank and another on the far one, almost straight across.

I tied the rope off to the near alder with a bowline. Then I tied the other end around my waist.

“If I go in,” I said, “don’t come after me. Just haul.”

“You’re going first?”

“I’m going first.”

I went in.

The cold hit my shins and went straight up my spine into my teeth. The current grabbed my boots and pulled, steady, insistent, like a big dog hauling on a rope. I faced upstream. I set the butt of the lampguard spear in the gravel ahead of me and leaned on it like a third leg, and I moved one foot at a time, shuffling, never lifting a foot clear, feeling for the bottom with my boot before I put any weight on it.

The water came up to my knees. Then over them.

My hand was white on the spear haft. I couldn’t make it loosen. My throat had closed down to a pinhole. I breathed through my nose, slow, the way I’d taught a hundred scared people to breathe on a hundred ledges, and I took another step. And another.

Halfway across the water hit mid-thigh and the current leaned on me like a shoulder in a crowd and my left boot slid on a rock. I froze. Didn’t fight it. Let the spear take my weight. Found the bottom again with my boot, an inch at a time, and set it, and went on.

Then the water was going down. Knee. Shin. Ankle. Gravel.

I walked up the far bank on legs that didn’t belong to me and put my hand on the far alder and stood there, breathing.

Then I tied the rope off, tight, a hand-line across the ford at waist height, and turned around.

“Come across on the line,” I called. “Face upstream. Hands on the rope, never let go of it with both at once. Shuffle your feet. Take your time.”

She came. Her bad leg was a problem in that current and she knew it; she kept it downstream and let the good leg do the work, both hands on the rope, her bow slung across her back and her pack high on her shoulders. The water came up over her boot-tops at the center and she gasped at the cold, and her tail went straight up behind her, puffed out, out of the water, like a flag.

I don’t know why that was the thing that got me. But I laughed. Just once, out loud, my throat still tight.

She looked up from the water and glared at me across the creek with those amber eyes. Then she kept coming.

When she reached the bank I took her arm and pulled her up out of it. She was shaking a little from the cold. So was I.

“You were afraid,” she said, the way she’d report a track.

“Yes.”

“You went in anyway.”

“Somebody had to tie the rope.”

Her eyes went from my face down to the rope, the bowline at the alder, the hand-line strung tight and humming across the brown water.

“You knew exactly what you were doing,” she said.

“I teach it. Used to.”

“Who taught you to be afraid of it?”

“The last river I was in,” I said, and went to untie the rope.



We made the waystation at dusk.

It was a stone shell beside the road on a hillside, two miles short of a stand of black spruce where the valley closed in. Somebody had built it to last, back when the Line ran this far with traffic on it: field-stone walls three feet thick, mortared, a single long room with a hearth at one end and a doorway at the other. The roof was mostly gone; a few rafters still spanned the walls at the hearth end, and somebody had thrown pine boughs over them a long time ago, and the boughs had gone brown. The rest was open to the sky. The door was gone too. There was just a gap in the wall, five feet wide, where it had been.

I walked around it once before we went in, because I always do.

Elk had been bedding in the lee of the north wall. Deer droppings by the doorway, old. A porcupine had been chewing on the doorframe. And on the bare dirt below the spring fifty yards downhill, where the road crossed a trickle of water, there were wolf tracks.

I crouched over them.

They were wolves the way the bear had been a bear. Four toes and a pad, the claws showing, the shape I knew, but the size of a big man’s palm. Six of them, at least, maybe seven. They’d come down to drink at the spring in a line and then milled around it. One set was bigger than the rest, the front feet especially, broad and heavy. One set was smaller and rounder, the prints closer together. A yearling. Two of those.

The tracks were sharp-edged in the damp dirt. This morning. Maybe this afternoon.

“Gloam wolves,” Svala said behind me. “They hunt at dusk.”

“They come back to water at the same time every day?”

“Most days.”

I looked at the sky. The sun was down behind the western ridge. The light was going blue.

“We’ve got an hour,” I said. “Maybe.”



We spent it working.

I gathered wood. A lot of wood, as much dead pine and spruce as I could carry, armful after armful, stacked high along the hearth wall. Svala sat on the floor by the hearth with her bad leg out and her bundle of raw shafts, and her antler and her lump of fen-iron, and knapped. I don’t know how she did it so fast. Tap, turn, tap, turn, little black flakes falling into her lap. She’d finished three more heads by the time I’d carried in my fourth load of wood, and set them in split shafts with pine pitch and sinew, and she was on the fifth.

Six arrows. That’s what she’d have.

“Enough?” I asked.

“It’ll have to be.”

I built the fire on the hearth, and then I built a second one, a big one, out in the middle of the floor, ten feet in from the doorway. Between the two fires the room was lit end to end.

Then I looked at the room.

Three feet of stone, eight feet high. Too high for a wolf to jump, even a wolf that size, and too smooth to climb. One way in: the doorway, five feet wide. The roof was mostly gone, but the walls had held. A wolf would have to come through the door.

“They’ll come through the gap,” I said. “Only way in. I’ll hold it. Can you get up on the wall?”

She looked at the wall by the hearth end, where the rafters still crossed it. Then at her leg.

“Yes.”

“Up there you can shoot down into the doorway and out across the slope in front of it. They’ll be lit up by the fire. You’ll be in the dark.”

“And you’ll be in the doorway,” she said, “lit up.”

“That’s the idea.”

She got up, tested the leg against the wall once, then started climbing.

It took her a while with the leg. I gave her a boost at the end, my hands on her boot, the same way I’d boosted Reuben in a canyon that already felt like a hundred years ago. She went up onto the top of the wall at the hearth end and crouched there on the thick stone in the dark beyond the firelight, with Ulla’s bow in her hand and her six arrows laid out beside her on the stone.

I took the spear and a burning branch from the fire and went and stood just inside the doorway.

And we waited.



They came at full dark.

Wolves never come all at once. The first sign was the birds. A thrush that had been singing in the spruce went silent in the middle of a phrase, and didn’t start again. Then a long way off down the valley, a jay, scolding. Then nothing.

Then eyes.

They came up out of the dark below the doorway in pairs, green-gold in the firelight, low to the ground. Two pairs. Four. Six. Seven. They spread out across the slope in front of the waystation, twenty, thirty yards off, and stopped there, at the edge of the light, and watched us.

I could see them now. The firelight touched them at the edge and they were huge. Gray-black, shaggy, with long legs and deep chests and heads like an anvil, taller at the shoulder than my waist. The biggest one in the middle of the line was bigger than all the others. A female. I could tell from her shape, narrower in the head, longer in the body. She stood still and the others moved around her.

I watched her. I knew wolves, Earth wolves. I’d sat in a blind in Yellowstone with a biologist for three days once on a training rotation, watching the Lamar Canyon pack. The thing about wolves is they’re a family. They work together. And they have a plan, and if you read the plan you can break it.

She circled.

She went off to the left, slowly, along the edge of the light, low, her head down. Then she came back. Then she went off to the right. She was looking at the doorway. At me. At the fire. At the walls.

The others watched her.

She came back to the middle and circled again, the same line, left, back, right. Twice.

Then she sat down.

“She’s going to commit,” I said, low, toward the wall where Svala was. “The lead female. She’s circled twice and now she’s waiting. When she gets up again, she’s coming. The young ones’ll go first.”

“Which young ones?”

“Two yearlings. Left side of the line, the smaller ones, the ones that keep moving. They can’t sit still.” I’d seen it at the spring, the rounder prints, closer together. I saw it now: two smaller wolves on the left side of the line, shifting their feet, whining, darting forward a step and back. “They’ll go for the fire side. Young wolves always go for the light. They think it’s the weakness. They’ll rush the door on the left, where the fire’s brightest, and the big ones will come behind them on the right when I turn to deal with them.”

“How do you know that?”

“Because that’s what I’d do if I was her.”

The lead female stood up.

The yearlings broke first.

They came out of the dark at a dead run, side by side, low, straight for the left side of the doorway where the fire in the middle of the room lit it up brightest. Exactly where I’d said. They came in a gray rush, fast as a pair of hounds slipped loose, their mouths open, and they were so big and so fast that for half a heartbeat my body wanted to step back.

The first one died before it reached the door.

I didn’t see the arrow. I heard it. A short flat snap from the wall above me, and the lead yearling’s head jerked sideways mid-stride and it went down in a heap and slid, and the second one jumped over it and kept coming.

I swung the burning branch into its face.

It was right in the doorway. It came in off the ground in a leap and I met it with the branch, fire first, full in the eyes, and it screamed and twisted in midair and landed on its side half in the doorway, and I put the spear into it.

I’d never killed anything with a spear before. It’s harder than you’d think. The leaf-head went in behind the shoulder and stopped on something hard and I had to put my whole weight on it, and the wolf thrashed under me and bit the haft, and I leaned and leaned and felt the point go through and it stopped thrashing.

“Right side,” Svala said. Calm. Like she was reading me a grocery list.

I looked right.

Three of the big ones were coming up the slope at the right of the doorway, low and fast and silent, while my spear was stuck in a dead yearling on the left. That was the plan. That had always been the plan. Send the young ones at the light, make the man turn to them, and come in on his blind side.

I’d known it was the plan and I’d still had to turn. There wasn’t any other way to do it.

I let go of the spear and stepped right with the branch.

Svala shot the first of the three in the chest from twenty feet. It dropped like a sack. The second one came on over it and I met it with the fire, and it shied from the fire, but it didn’t stop, and it hit me.

It weighed what I did. More. It hit me in the chest with its forepaws and drove me back two steps, and its jaws snapped shut an inch from my face so close I felt the hot breath, and I got the burning branch up between us and jammed it into its mouth. It reared back screaming. Its teeth had closed on the branch. I let go of it and the wolf staggered away with fire in its mouth, shaking its head, and the third one was coming past it.

I didn’t have a weapon. I had my hands.

The third wolf came through the doorway at my legs.

And Svala shot it through the top of the head from above. It was so close I felt the wind of the arrow pass my ear. The wolf went down at my feet so hard its chin hit my boot.

Four.

I looked up. The lead female was standing at the edge of the light, thirty yards off, with the last of the pack around her. One of them, and the one I’d burned, which was standing off in the dark rubbing its muzzle against the ground and whining.

She looked at me. Her eyes were green-gold and steady, and very intelligent.

I bent down without taking my eyes off her and pulled my spear out of the dead yearling. It came out hard. I set the butt of it on the ground and stood in the doorway with it.

She looked at me a while longer. At the four bodies on the ground. At the wall above me, where the arrows had come from.

Then she turned and went down the slope into the dark, and the others went with her, and they were gone.

I stood there.

The fire crackled. Somewhere a long way off down the valley, one wolf howled, long and low, and then another one, and then it was quiet.

I sat down in the doorway, because my legs told me to.

There was blood on my hands, and my chest hurt where the wolf had hit it, and my hands wouldn’t stop shaking long enough to wipe them, and I sat there in the doorway with the dead wolves around me, breathing.

“Three arrows left,” Svala said from the wall.

“Good shooting.”

“You read them,” she said. “The circling. The young ones. You said where they’d come and they came.”

“Wolves are wolves.”

“They’re not where I come from.” A pause. “Those are gloam wolves. Hunters go out in fives to take a pack like that. Lampguards won’t sleep out of walls in gloam country.”

“Well,” I said. “I didn’t know that.”

Then a box of gold letters lit up in front of my face and I nearly put my spear through it.

[Sign-Reading: Rank 1. Reads recorded: 41.]

Forty-one.

I sat there in the doorway with the dead wolves and looked at the letters until they went out. Somebody, somewhere, had been counting. Forty-one times since I’d come up out of that river I’d looked at something and read it. The bear’s foot. The blood on the fur. Brannoch’s hands. The pry bar. The wolves.

I wasn’t sure how I felt about being counted. It sounded like the Company. Then again, it sounded like the county, too, and the county had never once said I’d done well.

“What are you looking at?” said Svala.

“Nothing,” I said. “Come on down. I’ll help you.”



There was only the one blanket.

Mine. Sergeant Wyck had given me one and Svala had packed her bow and shafts and fletching and a water skin and nothing else, because she hadn’t stopped to think, or because she’d been carrying what mattered to her.

“Take it,” I said.

“Don’t be stupid. It’s cold.” She looked at the blanket, and then at me, and then at the fire. “It’s a big blanket.”

“It is.”

“You’ll lie still.”

“I’ll lie still.”

She weighed the blanket in one hand like she was judging a pelt. Then she lay down on the floor by the hearth on her side with her back to the wall and her bow beside her, and lifted the edge of the blanket.

I lay down beside her, on my back, with the spear on my other side. There was a hand’s width between us. The blanket was wool and smelled like Fordwatch’s storehouse, dust and cedar. The fire was warm on my face. Above us, through the gaps in the brown pine boughs, the brass moon looked down.

I lay still.

She was asleep almost at once. I could tell from her breathing. It went long and slow and deep, a hunter’s sleep, ready to wake in an instant. I lay there listening to it and to the fire and to the night outside, and watching the doorway past my boots.

Sometime in the second hour she turned over.

She turned toward me in her sleep, and as she turned her tail came around. It came over my legs, heavy and warm, a whole thick brush of fur lying across both my thighs like a second blanket, and settled there. The white tip of it curled against my knee.

I didn’t move.

Her breath was on my shoulder. Her knee had come up against my hip. She was very warm. Every inch of her that was touching me was warm, and her tail on my thighs was the softest thing I’d ever felt, and I lay on my back on the floor of a ruined waystation with my heart going like I was back in the doorway with the wolves, and I didn’t move a single muscle.

I’d said I’d lie still.

I lay still for about four hours. I don’t think I slept. I watched the doorway. I counted the gaps in the roof. I kept seeing the star in the dirt. And every time she breathed, her tail shifted on my legs, and that was harder to stop seeing than the star.

At gray dawn she woke all at once, like a snap of fingers.

She didn’t move either, for a moment. I felt her wake. Her breathing changed. Her whole body went alert along my side. Her ears, which had been lying soft in sleep, came up. Her left one turned toward me. I kept my eyes on the doorway.

I felt her look down at her tail, lying across both my thighs.

I felt her look at my hands, flat on my chest, exactly where they’d been when I lay down.

Then she lifted her tail off me, slowly, curled it back behind her, and sat up.

“You lay still,” she said.

“I said I would.”

“All night.”

“Most of it.”

She looked down at me for a long moment. The gray light was on her face and her hair was loose from its braid on one side and her amber eyes were doing something I couldn’t read yet, and I’d read most of her by now.

“Hm,” she said, and went to pick her arrows out of the wolves.


Chapter 5: The Dead Post

“That’s far enough, Company.”

The voice came across the river like a rock skipped over it. Old, hoarse, and very sure of itself.

We’d come down out of the spruce at the end of the north road a little before noon, and the road had simply stopped at the water. A gravel landing, a stout post sunk in it, and a rope. Thick rope, thicker than my wrist, tarred black, running from the post on our side out across the river in a long sagging curve to another post on the far bank. Halfway between, the rope dipped so low its belly was combing the current, leaving a little V of white water behind it like a fishing line.

On the far bank there was a raft pulled up on the gravel, a flat log raft with a rail, the kind you pull hand over hand along a ferry rope.

And beside the raft there was an old man with a crossbow pointed at my chest.

“I’m not Company,” I called.

“You’ve got Company breeches and a Company spear and a Company blanket on your pack,” he called back. “And Wyck’s knot on the blanket roll. I’d know it anywhere. Ties everything like she’s lashing a coffin.” He shifted a clay pipe from one side of his mouth to the other. “You’re Company.”

“Fair enough.”

“What’s the fox?”

Svala said nothing. Her ears were both turned toward him across the water. The right one tipped low.

“A hunter,” I said. “She’s with me.”

“Company hunter. Got the cuff and all.” He shifted the crossbow. It was a big one. Heavier than Stoll’s, with a steel bow and a cranequin on the stock, the kind you crank back with a handle, the kind that throws a bolt through a door. “What do you want at Grayfen?”

“Sergeant Wyck posted me here.”

“Course she did.” He bit down on the pipe stem. “The last wick she posted, I let him across and he ate my fish for a week and cried in the lodge every night and walked back south. The one before that I let across and he walked off into the fen on the third night and I found his boot in the spring.” He lowered the crossbow an inch. “I’m tired of letting wicks across, Company. Swim if you want over. Or don’t.”

I looked at the river.

It was a big river. Wide, eighty yards or so, coming down out of the north from the dark hills, and fast. It ran clear and cold over cobbles, broken into braids by gravel bars, and right at the ford it spread out wide and broke white over a long bar, which was why the ford was there. In August you could probably wade it. Today it was running high from the same rain that had swollen the creek, knee-deep at the edges and deeper in the channel along this near bank, where it ran dark and glassy and smooth.

Smooth water is fast water. I looked at the rope instead. That was easier.

Something was wrong with it. The rope sagged in the middle, a lot more than it should’ve. A ferry line wants to be tight as a guitar string, so a raft can pull along it without dipping into the current. This one had a belly in it like a hammock. And the reason was right in front of me, at the post on our side of the river.

The knot.

Whoever had tied it had wrapped the rope around the post a couple of times and tied it off with a knot I knew. Everybody knows it. It’s the first knot most people learn, the one you tie your shoes with without the bows. A granny. A granny knot, slipping, the rope crawling around it a little at a time every time the current pulled. I could see the tar on the rope polished bright where it had crept through the knot. I could see the old position it had crept from, a darker band in the tar a foot back along the line.

A foot of slip. It had been creeping for weeks. A few more and the whole thing would let go and the line would go down the river like a snake.

“Your ferry line’s slipping,” I called.

The old man didn’t say anything.

“The knot on this post. It’s a granny and the current’s walking it. It’s crept a foot. Another month and you’ll lose the line.”

“I know my own rope, Company.”

“You didn’t tie that one,” I said, “or it’d be tied right.”

Silence across the water.

“My boy tied that rope,” the old man said finally. “Eight years back.”

I didn’t say anything. I set my spear against the post and put my pack down and went to work.

I didn’t untie the granny. Untying a knot under that much load would let the whole line go. Instead I took my own rope, my thirty meters of static line, and tied a prusik onto the ferry rope a little out from the post. It’s a friction hitch; it grips a bigger rope when there’s load on it and slides when there isn’t. Then I ran my line back around the post, through a loop, and back to the prusik again. A trucker’s hitch. Mechanical advantage. Three to one, near enough.

I braced my boots on the gravel and hauled.

The ferry rope came up out of the river. Slowly, a little at a time, the belly in it lifting, dripping, the V of white water behind it shrinking and then vanishing as the line cleared the surface. I hauled until my shoulders burned and the black line across the river went straight and humming.

Then I took the slack I’d made in the ferry rope, between the prusik and the post, and tied it off around the post properly. Round turn and two half hitches. Then a second round turn, and the tail backed up with a stopper.

I let my own line go slack. The ferry rope held. Tight as a bowstring, straight across, humming in the wind.

I coiled my line and stood up and looked across the river.

The old man had lowered the crossbow all the way. He was staring at the rope.

Then he leaned the crossbow against the raft and got hold of the ferry rope with both hands, and started pulling the raft across.



It took him a long time, hand over hand along the line, the raft bucking in the channel, and he complained the whole way.

“Trucker’s hitch,” he said when he got close, loud enough to be heard over the water. “Saw a drover tie that once. Thirty years ago. Never got the trick of it.” Hand over hand. “And now I’ll have to learn it, won’t I, because Wyck’s sent me a wick who ties knots and I’ll have to look at that every day.” Hand over hand. “Can’t stand a man who ties a knot better than me.”

The raft grounded on our side. He stood on it with his hands on the rail and looked me over.

He was old. Sixty, sixty-five. Short and bowlegged, his legs bent out at the knees like he’d spent his whole life astride something. White stubble, a nose that had been broken more than once, and small sharp blue eyes. And no left ear. Just a ragged, puckered scar where the ear should have been, the skin pulled smooth and shiny over it, and a notch in his white hair above it where the hair didn’t grow. Something had taken it off in one bite.

The clay pipe in his teeth was unlit. He smelled like a smokehouse.

“Hamlin Tedge,” he said. “Ferryman. Get on.”

I picked up my spear and my pack.

Then I stood on the gravel looking at the raft lifting and settling in the edge of the current, and my legs didn’t want to step onto it. The raft was solid. The ferry line was tight. It was the safest crossing on the whole river and I’d just made it that way myself. My legs didn’t care.

I made them care. I stepped on.

The raft dipped under my weight and I grabbed the rail hard enough to hurt my hand. Hamlin saw it. His sharp little eyes went to my hand, locked on the rail, and then to my face.

He took his pipe out of his teeth and put it back. That was the whole comment.

Svala stepped on behind me without rocking it, bad leg and all. Hamlin looked at her ear and grunted.

“Brannoch’s fox,” he said.

“Not anymore,” said Svala.

Hamlin grunted again and began to pull.



Grayfen came up out of the river as we crossed toward it, and I read it as it came.

The post stood on a bench of high ground on the north bank, thirty feet above the river, where the river bent east. It was a palisade ring like Fordwatch’s, smaller, maybe a hundred yards across, of the same sharpened pine. But nobody had kept it. The logs had gone silver and then gray-black with weather, and some of them had rotted at the base and leaned, and some had fallen outright. I counted the gaps as we crossed: one on the river side, two on the east side facing the fen, a big one on the north side where three logs together had gone down and lay rotting in the grass outside. Nobody had replaced a single log. No new yellow teeth here.

East of the post, the land dropped away into the fen.

It went on for miles. Gray. That was the color of it, the reason for the name: a gray-green sea of reeds and sedge and dead standing timber, flat as a table, broken by channels of black water that reflected the sky. A mist lay over it even at noon, low, in patches, like smoke over a battlefield. Dead trees stood up out of it here and there, gray and bare, and on the nearest one a heron stood on one leg, watching us.

North of the post, past the gap in the palisade, the ground rose into pine and then into the dark hills I’d seen from the road. The Deepwild. It looked the same as the rest of the country, pines, hills, sky, except that the trees stood close and dark and there weren’t any roads, any trails, any cut stumps. Nobody had ever cut a tree up there.

And in the middle of the ring, the tower.

It was older than Fordwatch’s. I could see that from the river. The cut stone at its base wasn’t fitted stone; it was huge blocks, each one bigger than a man, set without mortar, so old they’d gone green with moss in their seams. The timber of the tower above them was black as iron. Its roof was steep and shingled and half the shingles were gone. Built against its west face was a long low building of logs with a sod roof, three chimneys, and a gable end that ran right up against the tower wall and joined it.

At the top of the tower there was a cage, and in the cage there was a light.

It wasn’t gold. That’s the first thing I saw. Fordwatch’s light had been gold, warm, living, beating like a heart. This was red. A dull red, the red of the coals in a campfire at three in the morning when nobody’s fed it for hours, the red of a stove going cold. It was so faint in the noon sun I could barely see it. It didn’t pulse. It just sat there, dim, like something holding its breath.

“How long?” I said.

Hamlin didn’t ask what I meant. “Ask her,” he said.



I could see the paths before we reached the gate.

That’s how you read an inhabited place: by the feet. A post with fifty people in it is a web of paths, worn ruts going everywhere, to the well, to the privy, to the gate, to each other’s doors. A post with two people in it has two paths.

Grayfen had two. One ran from the river gate up to a smokehouse by the east wall, short and beaten hard, and that was Hamlin’s: smoke still curled out of the smokehouse roof and there were racks of split fish hanging outside it. The other one ran from the lodge door to the base of the tower. It was the only other path in the whole ring. Everywhere else the grass had grown up thigh-high over the old paths, and you could only tell where they’d been by the way the grass grew a little shorter along their lines.

That path to the tower was worn deep. Worn to bare dirt, a foot wide, a groove pressed into the ground by somebody walking it over and over, twice a day, every day, for a long time. Two winters’ worth of walking. A narrow foot, light. Barefoot, in places, where the dirt was soft. I could see the toe-prints.

Snares hung on the palisade by the lodge door, a dozen of them, neat loops of braided wire on pegs, every one of them oiled. A rack of rabbit pelts drying in the sun. A woodpile, split and stacked and covered with bark. A garden behind the lodge, small, fenced with woven willow against deer, with kale in it, and beans going brown on their poles.

Somebody had been keeping this place alive alone. Somebody who was very good at it.

The lodge door was open.

She was standing in it with a spear.



She didn’t point it at me. She held it the way you hold a spear when you know exactly what to do with it, slanted across her body with the point low, both hands on the haft, a boar spear like Brannoch’s but plainer, with a crossbar under the head and the haft worn black with years of hands. She stood in the dark of the doorway and didn’t move.

That’s what I noticed first. How she didn’t move.

People move. Even when they’re standing still they move: they shift their weight, they breathe, they blink. This woman was so still in that doorway that for a second I thought she was a carving. She didn’t shift her weight. Her fingers didn’t move on the haft. Her eyes were on me and they didn’t blink. She’d gone still the way a deer goes still in the trees when it hears you, freezing, waiting to see if you’ve seen it, every muscle wound tight under the stillness and ready to go.

Prey-stillness. I’d seen it a thousand times through a pair of binoculars. I’d never seen it on a person.

“So they sent another one,” she said.

Her voice was soft. Low and warm, with no edge in it at all, and it was the softest threat I’d ever heard.

“Sergeant Wyck sent me,” I said.

“The Company sent you.” Her eyes went to Svala. Then to my Company spear and my Company breeches and my Company blanket. “To sit under the lantern and wait for it to go out. Or to pry the last crown-ember out of the housing and carry it south, so the Company can burn it somewhere it counts.” She said it gently. “There’s not much left to strip, Company man. You’ve had the rest.”

“I’m not here to strip anything.”

“That’s what the last one said. Then I caught him on the tower ladder with a bar.”

I didn’t say anything to that. I was reading her.

Her feet first, because I always look at the ground first, and her feet were on it. Bare. She was standing barefoot on the worn boards of the lodge’s threshold, her toes curled a little against the wood. Above them, under the hem of a long gray wool skirt, a glimpse of calf, and her calves were something to see. Long, hard-muscled, the muscle standing out in a clean sweep from ankle to knee, the legs of somebody who’d run a great deal once and maybe still did.

The skirt was undyed wool, gray, plain, and it fell over hips that were wide and soft and full, much wider than Svala’s, the dress pulling across them where she stood. A leather apron tied over it, the strings knotted at a soft waist. A woman’s body, all curves, generous, nothing hard about it except the spear.

Above the apron the dress was laced up the front in a bodice, and her breasts were very heavy. The bodice was losing. The laces were pulled as tight as they’d go and the wool still strained between them, and the gaps between the crossings showed the curve of her, pale, under the gray. The sleeves were rolled to the elbow. Her forearms were strong.

I looked up. I had to make myself.

Her face was calm and adult and still. A broad face, a strong jaw, a full mouth. Large eyes, dark brown, almost black in the doorway, steady on mine. Older than Svala. Thirties, later thirties. There were lines at the corners of her eyes and her mouth that had come from weather, and from something else.

Her hair was chestnut-brown, thick and wavy, tied back loosely with a leather thong. Out of it rose two ears, long and soft and oval, set out to the sides of her head, the fur short and fawn-brown. A doe’s ears. The right one was turned toward me, trembling very slightly, the only part of her that moved. The left one hung lower and didn’t move at all.

Behind her skirt, low, I saw a flick of white. A short tail, white underneath, held flat.

And her hair.

It was pulled forward over her left ear. Deliberately. A thick hank of it, drawn down from the thong and laid across the base of that ear, so that you couldn’t see what was there. But I could see that it was something. The hair didn’t lie flat. It bunched over a hard shape at the root of the ear. And at the edge of it, where the hair didn’t quite cover, there was a glimpse of skin that was wrong: ridged, puckered, shiny, scar tissue in a ring. And the edge of a band of metal, dark, almost black, not the dull gray of Svala’s cuff but darker. Older.

She saw where my eyes were going. Her hand came off the spear and tucked the hair down over it, quick, a gesture so practiced it hardly looked like one.

Then her hand went back to the spear.

I looked past her. Past her, I could see the long hall of the lodge, dim, a fire on the hearth, a pot hanging over it. I could see the path to the tower, worn into the ground. The snares, oiled. The garden. The woodpile, stacked with bark over it against the rain.

“You’ve held this post alone,” I said. “Two winters.”

She didn’t move.

“You and the ferryman. You keep the snares and the garden and the smokehouse. You walk to that tower every morning and every night to check the light.” I nodded at the path, worn deep into the ground. “Barefoot, mostly. There’s a cut on your right foot, a few days old, you’re putting a little weight on the outside edge to keep it off the floor.” I looked back at her. “You stayed when the Company left.”

She didn’t move. But her right ear did. It swiveled a little forward. Toward me. The left one under her hair didn’t move at all.

“Somebody had to,” I said.

She stood there in that doorway, still as a carved post, the spear across her body, her dark eyes on mine.

Then she lowered the spear.

Not all at once. An inch. She let the point drop one inch, and stopped, and looked at me. Another inch. She looked at Svala. Another inch. It took her almost a minute to bring that spear down from across her body to her side, and every inch of it she looked at me like she was deciding all over again.

When it was down, the point resting on the threshold, she let out a breath.

“Annelie Fernlow,” she said. “Doe-kin. I’m the runner for Grayfen Post.” A tiny pause. “I was the runner. There’s nothing left to run.”

“Ty Ballard.”

“Company man.” She said it like a name. Then she looked at Svala, and Svala looked at her. Svala’s right ear went flat against the cuff. Annelie’s flag tail went down tight. Old business, whatever it was.

“I know you,” Annelie said softly. “Svala Redbrush. Brannoch’s bow.”

“Not anymore,” said Svala for the second time that day.

Annelie’s dark eyes went over her. The bad leg, the borrowed bow, the cuff. “And what does Brannoch’s bow want at Grayfen?”

“A Wall,” said Svala, “without his name on it.”

The two of them looked at each other. Svala’s ears were both turned forward, her right one low. Annelie’s right one was held still and level. Neither of them blinked.

“Well,” said Annelie at last. “We’ve got one of those.”



She showed me the Crown Wall.

It was on the tower’s south face, like the others, a wall of oak planks under the tower’s overhanging roof where the rain wouldn’t reach. Twelve feet wide, ten tall. The planks were dark and old. And there were no crowns on it.

But there were names.

Seventeen of them. They ran down the Wall in two columns, painted in white, carefully, every letter the same height. Beside each name, a number. And above the columns, two little painted lanterns at the top, side by side. Just two.

I read them. Paint is sign too.

The paint was thick. It had been painted over and over, layer on layer, so that the letters stood up off the wood like the raised letters on a gravestone. Somebody had painted these names, and then painted them again, every year. I could see the brush strokes. They all went the same way, left to right, top to bottom, the same pressure, the same little hook at the end of every stroke where the brush lifted. One painter. Every name.

The numbers beside the names were small. Three. Two. Four. Two. One. Five. Two.

There were no crowns on the Wall. But there were nail holes. Old ones, dozens of them, empty, in rows. Nobody had pried these; the wood around the holes was clean. No crescent dents, no splinters. These crowns had been taken down gently, by hand, one at a time.

“What are the numbers?” I asked.

Annelie stood beside me with her spear. She looked at the Wall, not at me.

“The crowns they fed the lantern,” she said. “On the Red Night.”

She told it short. She didn’t make anything of it. She said it the way people say things they’ve said to themselves so often the words have worn smooth.

“Two winters ago. Midwinter, the longest night. Something came out of the Deepwild. A surge. We get them, a few times a generation; the beasts come south all at once for a reason nobody knows. This one was bigger than any I’d seen. Bigger than any the old hunters had seen. They came all night. Boars, bears, wolves, things I didn’t have names for. Thousands.” Her voice didn’t change. “There were seventeen hunters at Grayfen, me among them, and eleven lampguards. The hunters were cuffed. Two lanterns. We couldn’t run any harder than that. You can’t hold a surge at two lanterns. We held it anyway.”

She looked at the names.

“The lantern holds the deep ones out of its radius. That’s what it does. A big beast won’t cross into crown-light. But the bigger the light, the more crowns it burns. When the surge came, we burned everything. Every crown on this Wall. We took them down and fed them into the housing one at a time, all night, to keep the light big enough to hold the walls. Seventeen hunters killed what they could and brought the crowns up the tower ladder still warm out of the beasts and put them straight in the fire.” She stopped. “By dawn the Wall was empty and the surge had broken. Sixteen hunters and one lampguard to paint.”

Up on the walkway behind us a raven called.

“And then the Company left,” I said.

“In the spring. The Company said Grayfen cost more crowns than it was worth. They took the lampguards south, all ten that were left. Some to Redmarch. Some to Fordwatch. Some to Copperpine.” Her mouth went thin. “I’ve heard about Copperpine.”

“I’ve seen it.”

“Then you know what the Company does with a post that costs it crowns.” She looked up at the red ember in the cage. “They told me to go south with them. I’ve been the runner here seventeen years. I’m thirty-seven years old and this is the only post I’ve ever had.” A pause. “Somebody had to keep the names.”

I looked down the columns. Seventeen names. At the bottom of the second column, the last one, the paint was thicker than any of the others. Many more layers. The letters stood up off the wood so far they cast shadows.

KENDAL BREDE. And beside it, no number. Just a word: LAMPGUARD.

I didn’t ask. She didn’t say. But she didn’t look at that name, the whole time we stood there, and everybody else’s name she’d looked at.



The tower ladder went up the inside of the tower, through three floors, each one a square room of black timber with narrow window-slits. The first floor was storage, empty racks. The second had a cot and a table and a dead brazier; the lampguards’ watch-room, once. The third was a room that took up the whole top of the tower under the cage, with a grate in its ceiling.

The lantern-room.

It was warm. That surprised me. Even with the light down to an ember, it was warm in there, a dry steady heat like a room with a woodstove, and the heat came down from the grate in the ceiling. A column of heavy cut stone ran down the room’s west wall from the plinth above, as thick as a chimney, and went on down through the floor. I’d seen the other end of it from the yard: it ran the whole height of the tower’s west flank, right where the lodge was built against it. The lantern’s heat came down that stone like heat down a stovepipe, and whatever room on the other side of it was the lodge’s loft would be the warmest bed in Grayfen.

Annelie went up a short ladder to a trap in the ceiling beside the grate, pushed it open, and climbed out. I followed her.

We came up into the cage.

It was iron, black iron bars as thick as my thumb, curving up into a dome over our heads, big enough to stand in. The wind came through the bars. And in the middle of the cage, on a stone plinth as high as my waist, stood the housing.

That’s what they called it. It looked like a stone basin, a huge one, as wide as my arms could spread, carved out of a single block of some dark gray rock. Its sides went up and curved inward, like a cupped hand, and its rim was blackened with soot. In the bottom of it lay a bed of ash, gray and fine. And in the ash, a coal.

That was the crown-ember. It was the size of my thumb. Dark red, crusted, half-buried in ash, and it glowed. Barely. A deep slow sullen red, like a coal breathing its last.

And that was the whole light of Grayfen.

“It’s been losing a finger’s width a night since the frost started,” Annelie said. She knelt by the housing and looked at it with her hands on her knees. “I measure it. Every morning, every night. It was a crown as big as my two fists when the surge broke; it was the last one, the last one we had. It’s burned for two years on what it had left.” She held up her fingers, three of them. “Three nights. Then it goes out.”

“And then?”

“And then the light goes, and the Deepwild walks in.” She said it simply. “Not all at once. The small ones first. Then the big ones. They’ll come in through the north gap, and they’ll take the lodge, and the smokehouse, and the ferry.” She looked at me. “Hamlin and I talked about it. We’ll go across the river when it goes. We’ll go south.”

“No,” I said.

She looked at me. “No?”

“We’ll relight it.”

Annelie stared at me. Svala, who’d come up the ladder behind me and was standing at the trap with her bad leg on the top rung, made a small sound.

“With what?” said Annelie.

“A crown.”

“From where? The crowned ones are in the Deepwild. You’d need a party. Five hunters.”

“There’s a crowned bear’s worth of tracks between here and Fordwatch,” I said. “The thing that chased it here is north of us somewhere. There are crowned beasts in this country. There’s one within three nights’ walk. There’s always one.” I looked at the ember. “I’ll find it.”

“You’re a wick, Company man,” she said. “You’ve got a Company spear and no party and a lamed hunter with a borrowed bow.”

“Yes.”

“And you think you’re going to find a crowned beast in three nights and kill it and bring its crown up this ladder.”

“Yes.”

Her right ear was turned toward me now, and it wasn’t trembling anymore. It had gone still.

“Why?” she said.

I didn’t have a good answer for that. I had the true one.

“Because you kept the names,” I said. “Somebody ought to keep the light.”



The ember sat in the ash. I knelt beside her by the housing and looked at it, and while I looked, gold letters came up in the air in front of me, small and dim, like the light itself.

[Grayfen Post: Ember (failing). Radius: 40 paces.]

Forty paces. I looked out through the cage bars and down. Forty paces from the tower in every direction would be the lodge, the Wall, the path. Just barely. The smokehouse was outside it. The ferry was outside it. The north gap in the palisade was half again as far.

Forty paces of red light, three nights from going out.

I looked back at the housing.

There was a mark on it.

On the side of the basin facing me, under the soot, where the rim curved out. I’d almost missed it. It was carved into the stone, shallow, and so worn down it was nearly gone, and the soot of years lay over it in a black crust. But my eyes go to marks. Every mark on anything is somebody’s sign.

I leaned closer and rubbed a little of the soot away with my thumb.

It was a circle, carved. And inside the circle, a single straight line, upright, from top to bottom. And at the top of the line, a little curve, like a flame. That was all. The grooves of it were rounded and soft, worn by weather and hands, the stone around them polished. Old. Older than the tower timber. Older than the palisade by a long way. The cage above us had the Company’s mark stamped into the iron at its base, five little lanterns in a row, crisp as a coin. This mark was nothing like it.

“What is this?” I said.

Annelie looked. “It’s always been there. It was there when the Company came. The Company built the tower around the housing, not the other way.” She shrugged. “Old people’s mark. Nobody knows.”

I touched the line with my fingertip. It was smooth as glass.

She was kneeling right beside me. When she leaned in to look, her hair swung forward over her shoulder, and the hank she’d drawn down over her left ear fell away.

I saw it.

It was a cuff, like Svala’s, at the base of the ear. But it was old. Dark, nearly black, the metal gone the color of an old iron pot, and it was thick, heavier than Svala’s, crude-looking, with a raised seam on the outside like a weld. And it wasn’t sitting on her ear. It was in it. The skin around it had grown up over its edges in a ridge of scar, pink and white and puckered, so that the band was sunk into the root of the ear like a ring sunk into a tree. The fur was gone from the ear for an inch above it. Fifteen years. More. The ear above it was held low and stiff, much lower than Svala’s. It didn’t strain. It didn’t twitch. It had stopped fighting a long time ago.

I didn’t think. That’s my excuse. My eyes read it and my hand went up after it, the way my hand goes to a track or a wound, to touch the edge of the scar and feel how deep that band had gone.

Her hand closed on my wrist.

Quick. Quicker than I’d have believed anybody could move from that stillness. Her fingers closed around my wrist before my hand was halfway to her, and held it there in the air between us.

“Don’t,” she said softly. “Company man.”

Her fingers were warm. Very warm, and strong, and the pads of them were rough from snares and spear-haft and kale. They wrapped around my wrist all the way, her thumb pressed against the inside of it over the pulse, and I knew she could feel how hard it was going.

I didn’t pull away. She didn’t push me back.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I didn’t mean anything.”

“I know what you meant.” Her dark eyes were on mine, very close. “You were reading it.”

“Yes.”

“Don’t,” she said again, even softer.

She held my wrist a moment longer. Longer than she needed to. Her thumb moved, just slightly, on the inside of my wrist, once, like she was checking the pulse there, or like she’d forgotten what she was doing with it.

Then she let go.

She drew her hair back down over her ear with her other hand, the same quick practiced tuck, and stood up, and her skirt brushed my shoulder as she went past me to the trap.

Svala was standing in the trap with her arms crossed, watching. She stepped aside to let Annelie down.

“Grave-keeper,” Svala said as she passed, dry as kindling.

Annelie stopped on the ladder. She looked up at Svala, and her face did nothing, and her right ear went flat back against her hair for just a second, then up again.

“Brannoch’s bow,” she said, just as quiet, and went on down.



Svala came and knelt beside me by the housing where Annelie had been. She looked at the ember. She looked at the old mark on the stone. She didn’t look at me.

“Three nights,” she said.

“Three nights.”

“You don’t know where a crowned beast is.”

“Not yet.”

“I can’t run on this leg. I can’t chase. I’ve got six arrows, two of them cracked, and a bow too light to put one through a crowned beast’s ribs past forty paces.” She turned her head and looked at me with those amber eyes. “And the grave-keeper doesn’t trust either of us, and the ferryman thinks you’re a wick, and if you’re wrong, we sit in this cage and watch it go out.”

“Yes.”

The wind came through the cage bars and moved her hair.

“Tell me what you need,” she said.

I stood up and went to the cage bars and looked out. East, the fen, gray, endless, the mist moving on it. The dead trees. A heron flying low over a channel. North, the dark wall of the Deepwild. South, the river. West, the hills.

Where do big animals go in a fen?

They go where there’s water they can stand in and grass they can eat and something they can’t get anywhere else. They go where there’s salt.

“Annelie,” I called down the trap. “Is there a salt lick near here? A seep. Anyplace the deer go to lick the ground.”

There was a silence from below.

Then her voice came up the ladder, soft and careful.

“There’s a salt seep at the edge of the fen,” she said. “A mile east, where the fen meets the hill. Why?”

“Because whatever’s crowned in that fen,” I said, “has to drink.”


Chapter 6: Ember

The velvet was hanging off the alder in strips, twelve feet up.

I had to stand on a hummock and reach to touch it. It was skin, really, the soft furred skin that grows over an elk’s antlers in summer while the bone underneath is growing, and in autumn the bone hardens and the velvet dies and the elk rubs it off on whatever’s handy. This elk had found an alder sapling at the edge of the fen and thrashed it to ribbons. The bark was stripped off it from my knees to well over my head. The trunk was gouged and polished. And the velvet hung from the broken branches in long gray-brown rags, still a little damp on the inside, the fur on it gone stiff, blood-crusted at the edges where it had torn away.

Twelve feet up. On Earth a big bull elk rubs at six, seven feet. Its antlers start at its head, and its head’s at a man’s height, and the tines spread up and out from there.

This one’s head was a good bit higher than mine. Its rack started where most elk’s ended.

“Marrow-elk,” said Annelie, beside me. She stood at the foot of the hummock with her spear. “That’s what we call them. For the antlers. They go white as bone in the autumn.”

“You’ve seen it.”

“Last autumn. From the hill.” She pointed with her chin at the long ridge above the fen. “Wolves had it at the seep. Six of them. It killed four and the others ran. When it was fighting, its chest lit up like a coal. It’s crowned. It’s the only crowned beast I know of on this side of the river.”

“Why didn’t you hunt it?”

“Alone?” She looked at me. “On two lanterns, with a spear?”

I didn’t say anything to that. I got down off the hummock and went on reading.



The salt seep was a mile east of the post, where the fen met the foot of the ridge. A gray mud flat the size of a ball field, where groundwater came up out of the hill through some layer of rock that salted it, and spread, and dried, and left a white crust on everything. The crust was broken and trampled to soup by hooves. Deer. Moose, or whatever passed for moose here; I found prints the size of my two hands. Something like a wild cow. A lot of birds. Every animal in the fen came here to lick the ground.

The elk came here too.

Its prints were easy to find, once I knew what to look for, because they were the biggest on the flat. Split hooves, each half as long as my foot, and splayed. That’s what a fen-elk does. In hard ground an elk’s two toes stay close together, a neat heart shape. In soft ground they spread wide apart to keep the animal from sinking, like a snowshoe, and the dewclaws behind them punch into the mud. These prints were splayed so wide there was a hand’s width between the toes. This animal lived in mud. It had feet for it.

It had a route. Big animals almost always do, especially when they come to water. They come the same way every time, because the same way is the way they know is safe, and they follow it until it isn’t. This elk came out of the fen on a long low ridge of hummocks, a sort of causeway of firmer ground that ran out into the reeds from the foot of the seep. There was a trail worn into the top of it. Deep. Generations of elk had walked it.

I knelt at the place where the hummocks met the mud flat and read the newest prints.

They were on top of everything. That’s what told me when. On the flat the herons had been fishing the shallows all afternoon; you could see their long-toed tracks everywhere, delicate, like somebody had been stamping the mud with a three-pronged fork. The elk’s prints went right through the heron tracks and broke them. So the elk had come after the herons. But a fox had trotted along the edge of the flat in the night, a little line of neat prints, and the fox’s prints went right over the elk’s and pressed the edges of them in. And there was dew in the bottoms of the elk prints, a skin of it, the kind that settles in the dark.

After the herons. Before the fox. Before the dew.

“Dusk,” I said. “It comes at dusk.”

I went a little way out along the hummock trail, carefully, because the fen on both sides was black water under the reeds and I didn’t know how deep. I found three sets of the elk’s prints, one on top of another, each one a little more worn and blurred than the one above it. Last night, the night before, the night before that. All exactly on the same line. All coming in off the hummocks at the same place and crossing the flat to the same spot on the far side, where the salt crust was thickest and the mud was licked into grooves by a big tongue.

“Every night,” I said. “Same line. At dusk. It comes in off the fen along this ridge, crosses the flat, licks there, and goes back the same way.”

“How long have you been in the Wildmarch, Company man?” Annelie said.

“Three days.”

Her free ear turned forward. She looked at the prints, then at me again.

“Three days,” she said.



We planned it that afternoon, the three of us and Hamlin, in the lodge.

The lodge was a long room with a fire at each end and a table down the middle made of a single split log on trestles, and benches. There was a loft over the east end, up a ladder against the tower wall. There were pelts on the floor and pelts on the benches, and bunches of herbs hanging from the rafters, and an iron pot on a crane over the west fire with something in it that smelled like rabbit and onion. It was clean. Everything in it was mended. Every chair, every pot, every pelt. It was a room that one woman had kept alive for two winters, and you could feel her in every inch of it.

“Svala can’t chase,” I said. “So she doesn’t. We bring the elk to her.” I drew on the table with a burnt stick from the hearth. “The hummock trail comes in off the fen here and crosses the flat to the lick. There’s a stand of willow beside the trail, right at the edge of the flat, about twenty paces off it. We build a blind in the willow. Svala sits in it, on her knee. When the elk comes off the trail onto the flat, it’ll be broadside to her at twenty paces.”

“With Ulla’s bow,” Svala said.

“Twenty paces. You told me it won’t go deep at forty. At twenty?”

She thought about it. “At twenty I’ll put it through.”

“Good. Annelie.” I looked at her. She was sitting at the end of the bench with her spear leaning against the table beside her and her hands folded. “The elk comes at dusk. But dusk is long. It might come early, or it might hang back in the reeds until full dark, and in full dark Svala can’t see to shoot. I need it to come when there’s light.” I tapped the table where I’d marked the fen. “Its bed’s out here somewhere. I need somebody to go out into the fen behind it before dusk and move it. Not chase it. Just push. Let it know something’s behind it, so it comes in a little early along the trail.”

“You want me to drive it,” Annelie said.

“I want somebody fast. Who knows the fen.”

Her hands stayed folded.

“You told me you were Grayfen’s runner,” I said.

“I was.” She looked at Svala. Svala looked back.

“Seventeen years,” said Svala. “Everybody on the Line knows the name Fernlow, grave-keeper. Don’t pretend you’ve forgotten how to run.”

Annelie’s right ear went flat for a second. Then up.

“I’ll drive it,” she said to me. She didn’t look at Svala. “For the lantern. Not for you, Company man. If the elk crown burns in that housing, then I’ll have kept the light and the names both. That’s why.”

“That’s fine,” I said. “That’s a good enough reason for me.”

“And where will you be?”

“On the hummocks at the trail mouth. With the spear and a torch. If it turns back toward the fen, it has to go past me.” I looked at Hamlin. “Hamlin. I need you on the ford.”

The old man was sitting by the east fire with his unlit pipe. “Why?”

“Because the light’s going out, and everybody at Grayfen will be a mile east of the post at dusk, and somebody ought to be watching the river in case something comes across it.”

He looked at me with his small sharp eyes. “Something like what?”

“I don’t know yet. That’s why you watch.”

He chewed his pipe-stem. “Sitting on a cold riverbank in the dark,” he said, “with my crossbow, while the three of you have all the fun.” He scowled at the fire. “Fine.”



We built the blind that night by the last of the red light, Svala and I, while Annelie went home to the post. We cut willow and wove it into a screen in the stand by the trail, a curved wall waist-high to a kneeling archer, open at the back so she could get in and out. I set it so the trail came past it broadside at twenty paces. I checked the wind three times.

The wind came off the hills at dusk, west to east, down the slope of the ridge and out over the fen. Cold air sinking. That put the blind downwind of the trail. Downwind is good. A deer can’t smell what’s downwind of it.

“It’s the right side,” Svala said, watching me lick my finger and hold it up for the third time.

“I know.”

“Then why do you keep checking?”

“Because the bear went around,” I said.

She was quiet for a while, weaving willow.

“You think the elk will?”

“I think every animal that lives long enough to grow a crown has learned something about men,” I said. “I don’t know what this one’s learned yet.”

She finished a row and tied it off with a twist of bark. Her hands were quick and sure. In the red light her hair looked like copper and her face was very serious.

“What do you see when you look at me?” she said suddenly.

I didn’t answer right away.

“At the meadow,” she said. “On the road. You look at me the way you look at the ground. Like you’re reading something.” Her voice was careful. “I want to know what it says.”

I sat back on my heels and looked at her. I thought about lying, and didn’t.

“It says your right ear has been trying to stand up for four years,” I said, “and it can’t.” I paused. “And it says you’re the best bow I’ve ever seen, and you’re limping on a leg that should’ve had you in bed for a week, and you’d rather walk into the fen on it than sit and wait for anything else to be taken from you.”

Her hands stopped on the willow.

Her ears had both turned toward me. Her right ear was trembling against the cuff, the little muscles at its root bunching and pulling. Her tail had come around beside her in the reeds, and the white tip of it was curled tight.

“That’s what it says,” I said.

She picked up another willow wand and started weaving again.



The elk came early.

We were in position an hour before sunset. Svala in the blind, on her knee, Ulla’s bow across her thighs and six arrows stuck point-down in the mud beside her; she’d knapped two more the night before by the lodge fire, and sat up past midnight fletching them. Me on the hummocks at the trail mouth fifty paces out from her, lying flat in the reeds with the spear beside me and a torch, unlit, and the flint and steel in my hand. Annelie gone. She’d left an hour before us, barefoot, into the fen, going around the long way through the reeds to come up behind the elk’s bedding ground, and I hadn’t heard her go. I’d watched her walk into the reeds and the reeds closed behind her and that was all.

The light went gold, then copper. The wind came down off the ridge, cold, west to east, the way it should. Herons stood in the shallows. Frogs started up in the reeds, first one, then a dozen, then a whole chorus, a sound like a hundred thumbs running over the teeth of a hundred combs.

And then, a long way out in the fen, the frogs went quiet.

It wasn’t all at once. It was a line. A line of silence, moving. Out in the reeds, a quarter mile off, the frogs stopped in one place, and then a little closer, and then closer, the quiet coming toward me through the fen like a ripple coming across a pond. Whatever was moving out there was big enough that every frog it passed shut up.

It was early. It was too early. The sun was still a hand’s width above the ridge.

Annelie had pushed it, I thought. Then I looked closer at the line of silence and saw that it wasn’t coming straight in. It was coming fast, and it was coming in a curve.

The wind gusted.

I felt it on the back of my neck. It wasn’t the steady downslope breeze anymore. Something had happened to it. The sun was still up, the hill’s face was still warm, and the air coming down off the ridge had hit the warm face of the slope and rolled, an eddy, a little curl of air turning back on itself. For a few seconds the wind went the wrong way. East to west.

From the blind toward the trail.

The line of silence in the fen stopped.

Out in the reeds a hundred and fifty yards from me, something stood up.

I saw the antlers first. They came up out of the reeds like a dead tree rising, white, bone-white in the copper light, a rack so wide I couldn’t believe it. Each side of it was a branching crown of tines, twelve or fourteen points each, the beams as thick as my thigh. Under them a head the size of a barrel, long-faced, with a heavy dewlap swinging under the jaw. Then the neck, and the shoulders, and the body.

It was bigger than a draft horse. Much bigger. Its shoulders were higher than the top of my head would’ve been standing on another man’s, and it was dark brown, almost black on the legs and neck, shaggy with a mane of long coarse hair down the front of its throat. In its chest, under the mane, a dull red glow beat once and sank.

It had smelled her.

I watched it smell her. I watched its head come up, high, its nose working, the nostrils flaring, and turn toward the willows where Svala knelt. The eddy had carried her scent straight down the trail into its face. It knew exactly where she was.

It put its head down.

A bull elk with its head down and its antlers out in front is a battering ram. This one dropped its rack until the white tines were pointed like a hayfork straight at the willow stand, and it started to come, off the trail, straight through the reeds toward the blind, splashing, the black water flying up around its legs, its feet throwing up mud, gathering speed.

It had forgotten the lick. It was coming to kill the thing that smelled like a hunter.

And it was coming in a line that would cross the trail mouth fifty paces from me, and keep going, and hit the blind from the side Svala’s bow wasn’t facing.

I came up out of the reeds.

“Svala,” I yelled. “It’s on you. Off the trail, your right. It’s charging the blind.”

I didn’t wait to see if she’d heard. I ran.

I ran out along the hummocks toward the elk’s line with the spear in one hand and the dead torch in the other, because I needed it to see me. I needed it to look at me instead of the blind. It had a nose full of her and it was coming in hard and fast and nothing was going to turn it except something closer and louder.

“Hey,” I shouted. “Hey!”

Its head came around.

And then I saw Annelie.

She came out of the reeds behind the elk at a dead run, and I had never seen anything move like that.

I had watched professional athletes. I had watched deer bolt and horses race. This was something else. She came out of the reeds behind the elk barefoot, with her gray skirt hiked up and knotted at her thigh and her spear held level at her side in one hand, and she was flying. Her legs were a blur. Her bare feet hit the tops of the hummocks and left them, one, two, three, a hummock every stride, and the water and the reeds between them didn’t touch her. She was running on top of the fen. Her hair had come loose and streamed out behind her, chestnut and wild. Her face was perfectly calm.

She was gaining on the elk. On a bull elk at a full charge, on her two bare feet, cuffed at two lanterns, she was gaining on it.

She’d come up behind it to push it, the way I’d asked. And it had broken early and fast, and she’d chased it.

The elk heard me shout. It saw me on the hummocks. And it did the thing animals do when something comes at them from in front and something else is behind them.

It started to turn.

I saw it start. I saw its weight go back onto its haunches, and its left foreleg plant and stiffen, and its whole huge body begin to pivot on that left foreleg like a door on a hinge. Its head was coming around. Its rack was coming around, white tines sweeping, a wall of bone ten feet wide. And at the end of that swing, at the end of that arc, right where those tines would come down, was Annelie, ten strides behind it and coming fast, running straight into it.

It was going to wheel on her. It was turning back the way it had come to get out between the two things it didn’t like, and it was going to go straight over the top of her.

“Annelie,” I shouted. “Left! It’s wheeling on you! Go left, now!”

She heard me. She didn’t look at me. She didn’t break stride. She just changed direction, mid-air, between one hummock and the next, a sideways leap so sudden and so long that she seemed to hang there for a second over the black water, and she landed on a hummock six feet to the left of where she’d been going.

The elk’s rack came around and swept through the space she’d been in, and hit nothing.

And as its flank came past her, broad and dark and shaggy, she put her spear in it.

She didn’t throw it. She ran it in. She took two strides alongside the elk’s swinging body and drove the boar spear into its side behind the ribs with both hands and all her weight, and the crossbar under the head stopped it a foot deep in the elk’s flank, and she let go of it and threw herself flat in the reeds.

The elk screamed. It’s a terrible sound, a bull elk’s scream, a high piercing whistle that goes up and up into a shriek. It stopped dead with the spear standing out of its side and swung its head around toward the spear, toward the pain, and in doing it turned its whole body broadside.

To the willow stand.

I heard Svala’s bow. Just the string. A single flat thrum like somebody plucking a bass fiddle.

The arrow went into the elk’s chest just behind the left foreleg, a foot above the brisket. I saw it go in. I saw the rust-red fletching vanish into the brown hair. It went in rising, at an angle, the way she’d told me on the road; she was on her knee in the blind, shooting up into it from below.

The glow in the elk’s chest flared up so bright I could see it through the hide and the mane. Bright and red and then gold-edged, for half a heartbeat, like a stove door opening. Then it went out.

The elk stood there. Its legs were spread. Its head came down, slowly, the great white rack lowering until its tines touched the reeds. It took one step. Another. Then its front legs folded and it went down onto its knees in the black water, and then over onto its side, with a splash that threw water ten feet in the air and sent every heron in the fen up into the sky in a white cloud.

It didn’t get up.



Annelie was sitting up in the reeds when I got to her, soaked to the waist and splattered with mud, her hair hanging in her face. She was breathing hard, deep and fast, and her eyes were enormous, and they were fixed on the elk.

“Are you hurt?”

She shook her head. She didn’t look at me.

“You ran,” I said. “I’ve never seen anybody run like that.”

“I haven’t run like that,” she said, “in a long time.”

Her voice was soft, and the calm had gone out of it. It shook at the bottom, as if her breath hadn’t caught up with her yet.

I gave her my hand. She looked at it. Then she took it and let me pull her up.

Her hand was hot. Really hot, the skin fever-warm, and it was trembling. It was shaking in mine like a runner’s hands after the last mile. I held it a moment longer than I needed to.

She took it back.

Svala came limping out of the willows with her bow in one hand and her five arrows in the other. She stopped at the edge of the flat and looked at Annelie and Annelie looked at her.

“Fifteen years in a cuff,” said Svala.

Annelie’s free ear went back.

“You ran like a Long Run woman,” Svala said, and she meant it.

Annelie didn’t answer that. She turned and went to get her spear out of the elk.



I cut the crown out by the light of the torch, kneeling in the black water at the elk’s chest.

It was hard work. The breastbone was thick, a keel of bone like the prow of a boat, and I had Sergeant Wyck’s skinning knife and Annelie’s hatchet from the lodge and nothing else. I cut the hide back and split the brisket and broke into the chest cavity and the smell came up hot and heavy, blood and hide and the green stink of a gut that had been full of fen grass. I didn’t mind it. I’d field-dressed deer since I was eleven. This was just more of it.

The heart was the size of a bucket. Svala’s arrow was through the top of it, the shaft broken, the fen-iron head lodged on the far side. And next to the arrow, nested in the thick muscle of the heart wall, there was a hard lump. I put my hand into the hot heart and closed it around the lump and pulled.

It came out with a sucking sound and filled my whole hand.

It was rough on the outside, like the bear’s, a geode of dried-blood red. Bigger than the bear’s. Heavier. And I turned it over in the torchlight and there on its surface, on one side, was a nick. A fresh, bright, star-shaped nick in the dark stone. A dot, and three short lines radiating out from it, evenly spaced.

“Your star,” I said.

Svala was standing over me with the torch. I looked up at her. She was looking at the star on the crown in my hand, and her face had emptied out. Her right ear was trembling.

Then the crown woke up.

It started to glow. In the bear’s chest it had glowed red; in the man’s hand at the meadow it had glowed red. Here in my hand it started to glow red and then, from somewhere deep inside it, gold came up into the red like a flame coming up in a coal. It spread. In a few seconds the whole crown in my palm was burning a deep steady gold, lighting my hand from underneath and throwing my fingers’ shadows up across the women’s faces.

It was warm, like a creek stone that’s sat all afternoon in the sun, like the shard had been, a heat that came from inside it and pushed out against my skin.

Annelie had gone still beside me. Svala’s torch had dipped.

“What is that?” Annelie whispered. “What are you?”

“I don’t know,” I said.

That was the truth. I did know what the gold letters had said, on the riverbank and in Fordwatch. One word. But I didn’t know what it meant, and I wasn’t going to say it out loud in the middle of a fen to a woman who’d just been told by everyone she’d ever trusted that the Company’s word was law.

“Let’s get it home,” I said, and stood up.



The ember had shrunk.

We came up the tower ladder in the full dark, Annelie first with the torch, then me with the crown wrapped in my jacket, then Svala, slow, on her bad leg. Hamlin had come up from the ford and stood at the bottom of the ladder with his crossbow, looking up. When we came up through the trap into the cage, the wind was cold through the bars and the stars were out and the housing was dark.

Not quite dark. In the bottom of the great stone basin, in its bed of ash, the ember was the size of a pea. It glowed. Barely.

“It’s going faster at the end,” Annelie said. “It won’t see the third night. Maybe not tomorrow’s.”

I unwrapped the crown. It was still gold in my hands, steady, warm. Annelie looked at it, and then at me, and then she stepped back and held the torch up and waited.

I didn’t know how to do it. Nobody had told me. So I did what seemed right. I leaned over the rim of the housing, and I set the crown down in the ash, gently, right beside the dying ember. The way you’d lay a log on a fire.

Nothing happened.

For three seconds, nothing happened at all. The crown sat there in the ash glowing gold where my hands had been and the ember sat beside it glowing red, and the wind came through the bars, and I thought, I’ve got it wrong, there’s a trick to it, there’s something you’re supposed to do.

Then the ember touched it.

The ember didn’t move. But something passed between it and the crown, some thread of red going into the gold, and the crown caught.

It went up like a match in a hayloft.

The light came out of the housing in a single slow bloom. Gold. Warm, deep, living gold, so bright that the black iron bars of the cage over our heads lit up as if they’d been painted, and threw their shadows out across the night in long spokes. The light rose out of the stone basin and filled the cage and went out through the bars, and down.

It went down the tower. I watched it go. I stood at the bars with my hands on the cold iron and watched the gold light pour down off the top of the tower like water over a dam, and spread out across the yard below. It hit the lodge roof and lit up the sod and the grass growing in it. It hit the Crown Wall and the seventeen names leapt out of the dark, white and raised, every one. It ran across the yard over the long grass, lighting every blade, and the grass swayed in the wind and the light moved on it like light on water. It reached the smokehouse, and the racks of fish, and the woodpile, and the snares on their pegs, and every one of them threw a long gold shadow. It reached the palisade, and climbed it, and lit up the gray logs along the whole east side, and spilled out through the gaps.

It beat. Slowly. Like a heart. Every beat it pushed a little farther out, and every beat the warmth of it came up through the iron bars into my hands.

Hamlin, at the bottom of the tower, said a word I didn’t know, loud.

I could hear the fen. All the frogs, out there in the dark, had gone quiet.

Svala had come to the bars beside me. She stood with both hands wrapped around the iron and her face lit gold from the side and her eyes huge, and the light was in her hair and in her eyes and on her mouth.

And her right ear lifted.

Not all the way. A fraction. I saw it. The ear that had sat at two-thirds height for every hour I’d known her, tipped out to the side and held low by its cuff, came up. Maybe the width of a finger. The little muscles at its root eased, the way a fist eases when you finally open it. It stood a little taller in the gold light than it had stood in four years.

She didn’t notice. She was looking at the light.

But Annelie noticed. I saw her see it. She was standing on the other side of the housing with the torch forgotten in her hand, and her dark eyes went from the light to Svala’s ear, and stayed there. Her face went slack for one breath, the way a woman’s does when she sees a door she’d stopped believing in. Her hand went up toward her own left ear, under its hank of hair.

Then she turned away. Fast. She turned her back on both of us and went down through the trap, and I heard her bare feet on the ladder, going down quick.

The letters came.

[Grayfen Post: Ember (steady). Radius: 60 paces.]

[Wardlight unlocked. While your post’s lantern burns, beastkin within its light run steadier.]

[Warden: Level 2.]

I read them. Then I looked at Svala’s ear, standing a finger taller in the light of my post’s lantern.

I stood with her at the bars and watched the light breathe out over Grayfen.



Hamlin complained about it at supper.

“Now I’ll have to sleep with a sack over my head,” he said, with his mouth full of rabbit. “Two winters I’ve slept in the dark like a decent man. Now there’s a light in my smokehouse brighter than noon.” He chewed. “Fish won’t smoke right.”

“Fish won’t care,” said Annelie.

“Fish will care. Fish are particular.” He pointed his spoon at me. “You. Wick. What’s next? You going to find a dragon to light my privy?”

“If you want,” I said.

He grunted. But when he went out to his smokehouse after supper, he stopped at the door and looked up at the tower, with its gold light beating slow against the stars, and stood there for a long time with his unlit pipe in his teeth, and didn’t say anything at all.

Annelie washed the bowls. She didn’t talk much. Once, when she reached up to hang a pot on its hook, the gold light from the shutters fell across her face, and she closed her eyes and stood there with her hand on the pot for a moment. Then she opened them and went on.

She’d made up a pallet for me in the loft. I hadn’t asked for it. There were furs and a straw tick and my blanket folded at the foot, and a candle in a clay dish.

“It’s warm up there,” she said, without turning around from the washing. “The lantern-stone runs up the wall. It’s the warmest bed in Grayfen. The hunters used to fight over it.” A pause. “Nobody’s slept in it since.”

“Thank you,” I said.

She didn’t answer.



The loft was warm.

Annelie hadn’t exaggerated. The east wall of it was the tower’s own flank, the great column of cut stone that carried the lantern’s heat down from the housing, and the stone was warm as an oven brick. The floorboards ran right up to it, wide planks of old pine, and they’d soaked up the warmth until the whole loft was dry and close and drowsy as the inside of a bread box. I lay on the straw tick in my shirt and breeches with the blanket kicked off and felt the heat coming up through the boards under me.

And the light. The loft had a gable end with a slatted vent in it, to let the smoke out, and through the slats came the light from the tower. The crown-light, falling down from the top of the tower outside, gold. It came through the vent in bars and lay across the floorboards and across my legs in stripes. Gold, dark, gold, dark. It beat. Slow. Every few breaths the stripes brightened and faded.

I lay there and looked at it and thought, I live here.

It came in like that. Simple. Not I’m posted here, or I’m stuck here. I live here. Under that light, at the end of the world, in a dead post with a woman who’d kept the names and an old man who couldn’t stand my knots. Four days. Four days ago I’d been dead. And now I was lying in a warm loft looking at stripes of gold on the floor and the word that came into my head was that one.

I didn’t know what to do with it. So I lay there with it.

The ladder creaked.

I didn’t move. I heard it creak again, one rung, two, slow, uneven. Somebody climbing with one good leg and one bad one, taking their weight carefully on the good side. A pause at the top.

Then Svala came up through the hatch into the loft.

She’d washed. Her hair was wet and combed out and hanging loose down her back, darker gold with the water in it, and her face was clean. She was wearing her green linen shirt, wrapped and belted, and nothing else but the bandage on her thigh. No breeches. No boots. Her legs were bare from the hem of the shirt to the floor, and in the barred gold light they were long, and smooth, and the light lay across them in stripes as she stood up out of the hatch.

She came across the loft and sat down on the edge of my pallet.

She sat carefully, her bad leg stretched out in front of her, the good one tucked under. She didn’t look at me right away. She looked at the light coming through the slats.

“I’ve decided,” she said.

Dry. Like she was telling me what she’d decided to have for breakfast.

I sat up.

My heart had started going hard the second I heard the ladder. It was going harder now. I looked at her, at the side of her face lit gold, her wet hair, the line of her throat, her bare legs. At her right ear, which was standing a finger higher than it had stood that morning, in the light of my lantern. And I wanted her badly enough that I had to put my hands flat on the furs to keep them still.

But I asked. Once. Plain.

“You’re sure?”

She turned her head and looked at me with those amber eyes, the dark ring around them sharp and black in the gold light.

“Yes,” she said. “I’m sure.” Then: “And I’m not made of glass. If you treat me like I’m going to break, I’ll push you off this loft.”

I laughed, once, under my breath, and some of the fear went with it.

“Okay,” I said.

I reached for her.



I kissed her first.

She tasted like cold well water and something under it that was just her, warm, a little salt. She kissed me back hard. She kissed like she shot, fast and sure, her hand coming up into the back of my hair and pulling me in, her mouth opening under mine. Her claws pricked my scalp. I put my hand on the side of her face and felt her jaw move as she kissed me and her ear brush my fingers, warm fur, twitching.

I found the belt of her shirt. I untied it.

The green linen fell open.

She wasn’t wearing anything under it. The shirt slid off one shoulder and I pushed it off the other and it fell down her arms, and she shook it off her wrists, and then she was sitting on my pallet naked in the barred gold light with her wet hair down her back.

I looked. I took my time about it. She let me.

Her breasts were high and round and firm, a perfect handful each, the skin there paler than her shoulders, with small pink nipples that had already drawn up tight and hard in the warm air. The light lay across them in a gold stripe. Below them her ribs, and then her waist, and her waist was so narrow it didn’t look real, and below it her hips flared out wide and strong. Her belly was flat and hard. Below it, a little thatch of hair the same honey-gold as her head, darker, and her thighs pressed together, and the white bandage around the left one.

“You’re staring again,” she said.

“Yes,” I said. “You’re beautiful.”

Her ears went back, both of them, flat against her wet hair for a second, and came up. Her throat had gone pink. I watched the flush climb it, from her collarbones up to her jaw, slow, like the light climbing the tower.

“Lie back,” I said.

She looked at me a moment longer. Then she lay back on the furs.

I was careful of the leg. I went down her body slowly, kissing, her throat, her collarbone, the hard little nipple of her left breast, which made her suck in a breath through her teeth, and the right one, which made her hand close in my hair. Her stomach, which jumped under my mouth. I put my hands on her thighs, gently, above the bandage on the left one and on the inside of the right, and opened them.

She let me. Her thighs trembled under my hands, the long muscles quivering.

She was wet already. I could see it, the gold light catching it on the pink lips of her pussy, slick, open. I put my mouth on her.

She made a quiet, startled “oh” with no air behind it, like somebody who’s stepped into water they thought was cold and found it warm.

I took my time.

I’d been told my whole life I was a patient man. I’d waited out cold trails and frozen people and the families of the dead. I’d never been as patient as I was in that loft. I licked her slow, from the bottom of her slit to the top, flat-tongued, tasting her, salt and musk and something wild and sweet under it. I found her clit with the tip of my tongue and circled it, light, and felt her hips jerk. I kept circling. I slid my hands under her and took her ass in both of them, and it filled my hands, round and heavy and firm, the muscle tightening under my fingers every time she jerked.

“Ty,” she said. Just my name. Like a question.

I didn’t answer. I sucked her clit into my mouth, gently, and she made the sound again.

Her tail moved.

I felt it before I saw it. It had been lying under her, between her and the furs. Now it lifted. It lifted up and swept aside, out from under her hip, curling away to her right, clearing the way. All by itself. She hadn’t asked for anything. She hadn’t said a word. Her brush just lifted and moved aside and lay curled on the furs beside her, the white tip trembling.

I knew what that meant.

I slid one finger into her. She was so hot inside, and so tight, and so wet, and she closed around my finger like a fist. I crooked it and found the place inside her, the rough little spot behind her clit, and pressed, and licked her clit at the same time.

Her thighs closed on my head. Both of them, bad leg and all, clamping down on my shoulders and my ears so I couldn’t hear anything but her pulse. They were trembling. Her whole body was trembling. Her hands were in my hair. Her breath was coming short and quick through her nose.

“Oh,” she said. “Oh. Oh.”

I kept going. I didn’t speed up. I didn’t change anything. I held her ass in my hand and her clit in my mouth and my finger deep in her and kept the same slow rhythm, patient, until she came apart.

She came quietly. That surprised me. I’d expected her to be loud, somehow, or I hadn’t expected anything. She came with her back arching up off the furs and her thighs clamped on my head and her pussy clenching on my finger in long hard pulses, and she didn’t make any sound at all except her breath, which stopped, and then started again in a long shuddering gasp. Her hands pulled my hair hard enough to hurt.

I licked her through it. Slow. Until her thighs let go of my head and fell open and she lay there on the furs breathing.

I came up and looked at her.

She was flushed pink from her throat all the way down to her breasts. Her nipples were standing hard. Her lips were parted. And her eyes were open, staring at the rafters, wide, surprised, like somebody had just told her something she’d never heard before.

“That,” she said, and stopped.

“Yeah.”

She turned her head on the furs. Her mouth twisted. “You’re pleased with yourself.”

“A little.”

She looked at me with those whiskey-colored eyes. Then she sat up, put both hands on my chest, and pushed me over onto my back.



She was strong. I’d known that. I hadn’t known it like this, her palms flat on my chest, shoving me down onto the furs and holding me there while she got my shirt off over my head and then went to work on my breeches. She was impatient with the laces. She pulled them loose and yanked the leather down my hips and my cock came free and she stopped.

She looked at it. Her ears went straight up, both of them, as high as the right one could go.

“Well,” she said. “That explains the boots.”

But her eyes had gone wide and the flush on her throat went darker, and she wet her lips.

She threw her good leg over me and straddled me, her bad leg out to the side, stretched long on the furs, the bandage pale. She was careful about it. She settled her weight on her good knee and her hands on my chest. I could feel her over me, wet, hot, the slick of her against the head of my cock.

I put my hands on her hips. I held her there.

“Look at me,” I said.

She looked at me.

“Now,” I said.

She sank down.

Slowly. She went down on me an inch at a time, her eyes locked on mine, her mouth falling open. She was tight. I could feel her stretch around me, feel her body make room, and I watched it in her face: her eyebrows drawing together, her breath going ragged, her claws digging into my chest. She took half of me and stopped, and breathed. Then she took the rest of me all at once, sinking down until she was sitting on my hips with all of me inside her, and she let out a long low breath like somebody setting down a heavy load.

“Oh,” she said. “There’s a lot of you.”

“You can take it.”

“I know I can take it.” Her voice had gone rough. “I’m taking it.”

She started to move.

She rode me the way she did everything. Strong, smooth, no wasted motion. She rocked her hips forward and back, slow at first, her palms flat on my chest, her bad leg stretched out on the furs and her good knee doing the work. Every time she rocked forward I slid out of her a little and every time she rocked back I went deep, and every time I went deep she made a little sound in her throat.

I held her hips and watched her.

The gold light came through the slats and lay across her in stripes. Across her breasts, swaying, the nipples hard. Across her flat belly, the muscles moving under the skin. Across her throat, flushed. There was a sheen of sweat on her collarbones that caught the light every time it brightened, gold on gold. Her wet hair fell over her shoulders. Her back arched as she rode, deep, her spine hollowing out, so that her ass pushed back and her breasts pushed forward, and I slid my hands down off her hips and took her ass in both hands and held on.

It was heavy and round and it moved in my hands every time she did, the muscle flexing under my palms. I gripped it. I pulled her down onto me harder.

She gasped. “Yes,” she said. “That.”

“You like that?”

“Yes.” Her eyes were on mine. Locked. She didn’t look away, not once. The amber had gone almost all black, a thin gold rim left around her pupils. “Do it again.”

I did it again. I gripped her ass and pulled her down hard onto my cock and pushed up into her at the same time, and she cried out, short and sharp, the first loud sound she’d made.

“You’re so tight,” I said. “I can feel you squeezing me. Every time I go deep.”

“Don’t talk,” she said. “Just.”

“I’m going to talk. I’m going to tell you what I see.” I pulled her down again. “Your throat’s red all the way down. Your nipples are so hard they look like they hurt. You’re dripping all over me.”

“Ty.”

“And you can’t stop looking at me.”

She couldn’t. Her eyes were fixed on mine. She was riding me faster now, her hips snapping forward and back, and the dry edge had gone out of her voice altogether. She wasn’t making jokes. She wasn’t making anything. She was just saying short plain things, one at a time, between breaths.

“Deeper,” she said.

“Like that?”

“Yes. Like that. Don’t stop.”

“I’m not stopping.”

“Good.” Breath. “Good. I’m close.”

“I know. I can feel it.”

And then her right ear rose.

I saw it go. It was in the gold light, a stripe of it falling right across the side of her head, and I saw the ear that had been held at two-thirds height for four years, the ear that had lifted one finger in the cage that night, lift. And lift. And keep lifting. The little muscles at its root tightened and pulled and the ear went up, past where the cuff had always stopped it, up, until it was standing straight and tall beside the left one, both of them up, both of them pointed at the rafters, trembling.

The cuff at its base was warm. I could see it. The dull gray band had gone faintly bright, like metal left out in the sun.

She stopped moving.

All at once. Her hips stopped. She sat on me with all of me deep inside her and her hands on my chest and held there. Her eyes left mine and went up, and to the side, toward her right ear, like she could see it.

She felt it. It was all over her face.

One breath. Her ear stood straight up.

Two breaths. Her lips parted. She didn’t make a sound.

Three breaths.

Then it sank. Slowly, the muscles easing, the ear tipping, back down to its two-thirds against the cuff.

She looked down at me. Her eyes were wet.

She didn’t say anything. She put her hands over mine, where they were gripping her ass, and pressed them there. Then she slid her hands up my arms, and took my wrists, and pinned my hands down on the furs over my head, and leaned over me, and started to ride me again.

Harder now. Much harder. Her hips slamming down onto me, her breasts swinging over my face, her wet hair falling around us both like a curtain. She was holding my wrists down and I let her, because I wanted to see her do it, and because I could have broken that hold any second I chose and we both knew it.

I pushed up into her. I set my heels in the furs and drove up into her every time she came down, meeting her, harder, setting the rhythm under her.

“Now,” I said. “Come for me. Now.”

She came.

She came with her eyes locked on mine again, her hands crushing my wrists, her claws digging in, and this time she made a sound. It was low and broken and it went on and on. Her pussy clamped down on my cock and pulsed, hard, squeezing me in long wet waves, and her whole body shook on top of me, her thighs and her belly and her arms, and her brush came around and slapped against my leg and curled there.

I couldn’t hold it. I didn’t want to.

“Svala,” I said. “I’m going to come. Inside you.”

“Yes,” she said. “Yes. In me.”

I drove up into her one more time, as deep as I could go, and held her there with my hips, and came.

It went on a long time. I came in long hard pulses deep inside her, my whole body locking up under her, a groan coming up out of my chest from somewhere under the ribs. I could feel myself filling her. I could feel her pussy milking me, still clenching around me, pulling me dry. She held my wrists down and stayed sitting on me, all the way down, with all of me deep inside her, and didn’t move, and I didn’t want to, until I was done.



She lay down on me after.

She let go of my wrists and lay down on my chest with her face in the side of my neck and her wet hair spread out over both of us, and her breath slowing. I was still inside her. She didn’t move off. I put my arms around her and felt the sweat cooling on her back, and her heart going under my hand, slowing, slowing.

Her tail moved.

It came around over her hip and down, and wrapped around my thigh. All the way around, the thick warm fur of it coiling round my leg like a vine round a post, and the white tip of it tucked in against the inside of my knee. And it stayed there.

We lay in the barred gold light for a long time.

“Ty,” she said finally. Against my neck.

“Yeah.”

She was quiet for a while. When she spoke again her voice had some of its edge back, but only a little.

“Four years,” she said. “Every crown I killed, they hung under his name. Every arrow I made was party property. Every bed I slept in was a Company bed. Every hour of every day was on somebody else’s books.” She breathed. “That’s the first thing in four years nobody can claim.”

I held her.

After a while I felt her mouth move against my neck, and I realized she was smiling.

“You’re still pleased with yourself,” she said.

“Very.”

Her tail tightened on my thigh, once, and she was asleep before I could say anything else.


Chapter 7: Ford School

Hamlin dropped the gate pin on my foot at seven in the morning and said it was my fault for having feet.

“You were standing where I was dropping it,” he said.

“You dropped it where I was standing.”

“Same thing.” He bent and picked it up. It was an oak pin as long as my forearm and as thick as my wrist, freshly whittled, white and smelling of green wood. “If you’d stand where a man expects, a man wouldn’t drop things on you.”

My foot hurt. I’d decided at dawn, lying in the loft with Svala’s tail wrapped around my leg and the gold light coming through the slats, that the gate was first. Everything else could wait a day. The gate couldn’t.

Grayfen’s gate was two leaves of heavy plank on the south wall, facing the river, and one of the two leaves had been lying flat in the grass for two winters. It had come off its pins on the Red Night. Annelie said a boar had hit it. I’d looked at the pins that morning and seen the truth of it: the old pins had been iron, and they hadn’t broken. They’d been pulled. Something had hit the gate hard enough to rip the iron straight out of the post, and the holes in the post were torn and splintered and oval, stretched in the direction of the blow, like a buttonhole on a coat that’s been yanked too many times.

You can’t rehang a gate in a torn hole. So Hamlin and I had cut the gatepost back to sound wood, a hand’s depth, and bored new holes with his auger, and he’d whittled new pins out of oak from the Red Night pile.

The Red Night pile was behind the lodge. Annelie had shown it to me at first light, standing beside it in her bare feet with her arms folded. Two winters ago, after the surge, she’d gone around the post and gathered every piece of timber that had been broken off anything. Palisade logs, rafters, doors, the planks of the lampguards’ houses that the beasts had torn down. She’d stacked it all under a sod roof on stone footings to keep it dry. Hundreds of pieces, sorted by length.

“I didn’t know what it was for,” she’d said. “Only that somebody might need it.”

So I needed it. We took the gate leaf from the grass and two cross-braces from the pile and pinned them on with more of Hamlin’s oak, and then we lifted the whole thing, the two of us and Annelie on the end of a pry pole, and got the leaf’s hinge-straps onto the new pins.

It swung. Hamlin pushed it closed and it met the other leaf with a solid thock, dead center. He pushed it open and it swung back without a sound.

He swung it twice more, like he didn’t trust it.

He knocked his cold pipe against the gatepost. “Two winters I’ve been dragging that thing shut with a rope every night.”

“Now you don’t have to.”

“Now I’ll have nothing to do of an evening. I’ll take up drinking.”



The platform went up the next day.

I wanted to see. That was the whole of it. Grayfen sat on its bench of high ground with the fen to the east and the Deepwild to the north and the river to the south, and the palisade was sixteen feet high and blind as a boarded window. The tower had window-slits in it. But window-slits are for shooting, not watching; you can see straight out of them and nothing else.

I wanted a place where somebody could stand and see the whole country at once. The fen, the ford, the north gap, the treeline. Read it the way I’d read Alder Meadow from the ridge.

So we built one on the tower’s north flank, twenty feet up, a head higher than the top of the palisade. Annelie found the timber in her pile: four long straight logs that had been the corner posts of a lampguard house, and a stack of good thick planks. Hamlin had the tools: an adze, a two-man saw, an auger, a drawknife, a mallet, and a bucket of pegs. And I had rope.

Most people building a platform would nail it or peg it. I lashed it. I’d learned square lashing as a Boy Scout and done it on every job since, building litters and anchor frames and once, in a canyon in the San Rafael Swell, an entire bridge across a slot so a crew could bring out a man with a broken pelvis. You lay one pole across another, and you wrap them, around and around, crossing the corners, and then you frap it, wrapping between the poles to cinch it all tight, and it holds like iron. It doesn’t loosen in the wet the way pegs do. It flexes in the wind and doesn’t break.

Hamlin watched me lash the first corner with an expression like a man watching his dog do arithmetic.

“Rope,” he said.

“Rope.”

“You’re holding a platform up with rope.”

“Yes.”

“What happens when it rots?”

“You lash it again. Takes an hour.” I cinched the frapping turns and threw a clove hitch on the end and tested it with my whole weight, hanging off the crossbar. It didn’t move. “Pegs split. Nails rust. Rope you can see failing a month before it fails.”

He came over and pulled on it. Hard. Then harder. Then he hung on it, his short bowlegged weight swinging off the end of the crossbar, his boots off the ground.

It didn’t move.

He let go and dusted his hands and looked at it.

“Show me that,” he said.

So I showed him. He was slow at it and his hands were stiff and he swore at the rope like it had insulted his mother. But by noon he’d lashed a corner himself, and it held, and he stood back from it and looked at it with his pipe clenched in his teeth and didn’t say anything at all, which I’d learned already was how Hamlin Tedge said thank you.

Svala hung the planks.

She’d come out at midmorning in her buckskins and her boots, walking better on the bad leg than she had any right to. Beastkin heal fast, Annelie had told me; faster than men, a good deal faster. The wound was closing under the tar and linen at a rate I’d never seen on a human leg. She couldn’t run yet. But she could climb, and she could stand on a crossbar twenty feet up with her weight on her good leg and take planks from me and lay them across the joists and peg them down, quick and neat. When she reached up for a plank her shirt came untucked from her belt and I saw a strip of her back, gold in the sun, and the muscles along her spine.

“You’re staring,” she said from above me, without looking down.

“I’m checking your footwork.”

“My footwork’s fine.”

“I can see that.”

She looked down at me then. Her ears were both up, and the right one was standing high, short of straight but higher than it had stood at Fordwatch. The Wardlight did that; she’d noticed it at breakfast, when Annelie handed her a bowl of porridge, and stopped with the spoon halfway, and put her hand up to her own ear. She hadn’t said anything about it. But all morning, inside the radius, her ear had stood a finger taller.

“Hand me a plank, Ty,” she said, “and stop checking my footwork.”

I handed her a plank.

By evening of the second day the platform was done. It was a deck of thick planks twelve feet square, lashed to four poles that ran from the ground up the tower’s flank, with a rail around it at waist height and a ladder up one side. The lantern-tower’s light poured down over it from above. From the deck you could see everything: the fen stretching away gray and endless to the east, the ford and the ferry rope and the river running south, the north gap in the palisade, and beyond it the dark wall of the Deepwild, pines and pines and hills.

I stood on it at sunset with my hands on the rail and read the whole country at once.

It was the best thing I’d built since I died.



I taught the ford school on the third morning, before Ottoline came.

It wasn’t my idea, exactly. It came out of breakfast. Svala had said something about my face on the ferry raft, Hamlin had snorted into his porridge, and Annelie had said, in her soft way, that it was a strange thing for a man to be so afraid of water and still go to the river every morning to look at it.

“I look at it because I’m afraid of it,” I said. “You watch what scares you.”

“Hamlin crosses that ford every day,” Annelie said. “So do I. We’ve lived on this river half our lives.”

“And you’ve been lucky,” I said.

That went over about like you’d think.

So I took them down to the ford after breakfast, all three of them, Hamlin muttering behind, and stood them on the gravel bar at the edge of the river and taught them.



“Moving water,” I said, “is the most dangerous thing in the Wildmarch.”

Hamlin laughed out loud.

“Most dangerous thing,” he said. “In the Wildmarch. Bears the size of wagons, gloam wolves, whatever’s walking around in the fen at night. And the wick says water.”

“More people die in moving water than anything else where I come from,” I said. “More than animals. More than falls. More than cold. Because they think it’s water. They think it’s the stuff in the bath. It’s not.” I picked up a dead branch off the gravel, as thick as my arm and as long as my leg, and walked down to the river’s edge with it. “It’s this.”

I threw the branch into the current at the head of the bar where the water ran fast and knee-deep over cobbles.

It went. Fast. The water grabbed it and spun it and took it down the bar, bumping on stones, and at the foot of the bar where the river narrowed and ran deep and smooth along the far bank, the branch hit a submerged boulder. It caught. One end jammed against the upstream face of the rock, and the current pushed the other end down and around, and in about two seconds the whole branch had been folded against the face of that boulder and pinned there underwater, quivering, while the river poured over it.

It didn’t come up.

“That’s a man,” I said. “That’s what the water does to a man who tries to stand up in it.”

Nobody laughed.

“Here’s how it goes,” I said. “You’re crossing a ford. The water’s above your knee. You slip. The current takes you. You’re a grown man, so you do what grown men do; you try to stand up. You put your foot down.” I put my boot down hard on the gravel. “And your foot goes between two rocks on the bottom, and wedges there. And the current hits you in the back. And folds you over. Face down. Into the water. With your foot stuck behind you.” I let that sit. “And you can’t push yourself up, because there’s a ton of water a second coming down on your shoulders. A man can drown in thigh-deep water ten feet from the bank with his friends standing right there. I’ve pulled them out.”

Annelie had gone still. Svala was watching me with her arms folded, her ears forward.

“So here’s the rules,” I said. “First rule. Never stand in moving water above the knee. If you have to cross, and it’s above your knee, you don’t wade. You find another way. Second rule.” I held up my hand. “If the water takes you, you don’t stand up. You don’t fight it. You lie on your back. Feet downstream, up on the surface, toes out of the water, so your feet hit the rocks first and not your head. And you look downstream, and you watch for the place where the water goes slow, and you swim at an angle to it.” I drew it in the gravel with my boot: the river, a body in it, an arrow pointing across and downstream. “Ferry angle. You don’t swim straight across. You point your head upstream, at an angle, and you swim, and the current does half the work and pushes you across.”

“Like the raft,” said Hamlin slowly.

“Exactly like the raft. That’s why you angle the raft when you cross. The current hits the side of it and pushes it across the line.” I looked at him. “You do it every day. You just never thought about why.”

He chewed his pipe-stem.

“Third rule,” I said. “Somebody else is in the water. You don’t go in after them.”

“What?” said Annelie.

“You don’t go in after them. Not first. You throw them something. A rope.” I unslung my coil. “Throw it past them, downstream, so the current carries it to them. Tell them to hold it on their chest, on their back, feet downstream. You don’t hold your end in your hands; you pass it around your back, around your hips, and sit down, and let the rope swing them in to the bank like a door on a hinge.” I showed them, sitting on the gravel with the rope around my hips. “Your body’s the anchor. And you go in only if there’s no other way, and only tied on.”

I stood up.

“That’s all of it,” I said. “Three rules. Questions?”

Svala looked at the branch, still pinned underwater against the boulder at the foot of the bar, quivering.

“You said you’d show us,” she said.

I had said that. At breakfast. I’d said it because I’d known even then that you can’t teach swiftwater on a gravel bar; people don’t believe the river until they feel it.

My throat had already gone tight.

“Yeah,” I said. “I’ll show you.”

I tied the rope around my waist, a bowline, and handed the other end to Hamlin.

“Sit down,” I told him. “Rope around your hips. If I go under and don’t come up, you don’t come after me. You sit there and haul.”

He looked at me. Then he sat down on the gravel with the rope around his hips, the way I’d shown him, and braced his boots.

I walked into the river.



It wasn’t easier than the creek.

The water was cold. Colder than the creek, the color of glass, coming down out of the north from the dark hills. It came over my boots and filled them and the cold went up my shins like fire. Ankle-deep. Shin-deep. The current pulled at my boots, steady, insistent, and I faced upstream and set my feet one at a time and felt the cobbles shift and roll under them.

Knee-deep.

My jaw had locked so hard my back teeth ached. The old brown dark was right there behind the cold, close enough to put a hand on. So I did what I’d always done for frightened people on a rope. I gave my mouth a job.

“Face upstream,” I said, loud, for the bank. “Feet wide. You don’t lift one foot till the other one’s set.” I was talking to them. I was also talking to me, the way I used to talk a hiker down a scree slope, and the man in the river listened to the teacher a little better than he’d have listened to himself.

I stood there, knee-deep, with the water piling up white against my legs, and I breathed.

In through the nose. Slow. Out through the mouth. Slow.

I could feel the three of them watching me from the bank. Svala and Annelie standing, Hamlin sitting with the rope. The river roared.

I took another step.

The water came up over my knee, to the bottom of my thigh, and the current put its whole weight against my legs, and I felt my right foot start to go. The cobble under it rolled. I didn’t fight it. I let my weight come down on my left and let the right foot slide off the rolling stone and find another, and set it, and stood.

“That’s above the knee,” I called back. I had to raise my voice over the water, and the words came out level because I was saying them for somebody else. “Feel that? That’s where it starts to want you.”

Then I lifted both feet.

It took me instantly. It’s always faster than you think. One second I was standing and the next the river had me, and I was going, sideways, downstream, the cold closing over my chest and my shoulders, and the panic came up in me so hard and fast I nearly screamed. I wanted to stand up. Every cell in my body wanted to put my feet down and stand up and get my head out of the water.

I didn’t. I rolled onto my back.

Feet downstream. Toes up, out of the water. Head up, chin tucked, looking downstream past my boots. The river carried me down the bar, bumping, my heels hitting stones, my back skating over the cobbles, fast, the water roaring in my ears.

I looked downstream.

Ahead of me, the boulder. The one that had pinned the branch. The water poured over it smooth and dark, and I could see the branch under the surface, pinned there, quivering. And to the left of it, near our bank, a slow place. An eddy, behind a gravel spit, where the water turned and went back upstream in a lazy circle.

I pointed my head upstream at an angle toward the eddy, rolled onto my front, and swam.

I caught myself counting strokes under my breath. One, two, three. I used to count them out loud for whoever was on the end of my line, so they’d have a number to hold on to instead of the water, and here I was counting for nobody. Ferry angle. The current hit my side and pushed me across. Four, five, and I was out of the fast water and into the eddy and the river let go of me all at once, like a hand opening, and I was floating in slow green water behind the gravel spit with my breath sawing in and out of me.

I put my feet down. It was waist-deep and still. I stood up.

I walked out of the eddy onto the gravel, dripping, and had to put my hands on my knees and stay bent over a while, letting the river run off the end of my nose.

I heard footsteps on the gravel, and Svala was standing over me. She’d come down along the bank, fast, on her bad leg. Her ears were flat back against her head. Her right one was trembling.

She stood there, looking at me, with her fists clenched at her sides.

“Like that,” I said. My voice cracked in the middle. I cleared my throat. “Feet downstream. Ferry angle. Find the eddy.”

Annelie had come up behind her. She wasn’t looking at me. She was looking past me at the eddy behind the spit, and then up the bar at the fast water, measuring the distance between them with her eyes.

“How long before the cold takes a man’s hands,” she said, “in that?”

“Ten minutes if he’s lucky. Five if he’s fighting it. After that he can’t hold a rope, so you’d better have thrown it already.”

She nodded slowly, like she was putting it somewhere she’d be able to find it again. Her eyes went to the line around Hamlin’s hips and stayed there.

“You watch what scares you,” I said, and straightened up, and coiled the rope.

Hamlin was still sitting on the gravel with the rope around his hips. He’d never had to haul. He sat there looking at me and then at the river and then at me again.

“Well, damn,” he said.



Ottoline Wyck came over the north road at noon on a two-wheeled cart pulled by a mule, with Ebbe and another lampguard walking beside it with crossbows.

I saw her from the platform half an hour before she reached the ford: a small square figure in an orange half-cape, sitting up on the cart’s bench, coming out of the spruce at the end of the road. She saw the platform too. I watched her see it. The cart slowed. She shaded her eyes and looked up at it, and at me on it, and at the light burning gold over Grayfen in full noon, and the cart stopped altogether.

She sat there on the bench, looking at the light.

Then she clucked to the mule and came on.

Hamlin went down and pulled the raft across for her. She drove the mule onto it, cart and all, which took some doing and some language, and Hamlin pulled them back across the river with Ebbe and the other lampguard helping on the rope, and she drove up off the gravel and through the gate, the new gate, swinging open on its new pins without a sound.

She stopped the cart in the middle of the yard under the tower and looked up at the light.

“Huh,” she said.

“Sergeant,” I said.

“Recruit.” She climbed down off the bench, stiff, and stood with her hands on her hips. She looked at the gate. She looked at the platform. She looked at the light. She looked at me, wet to the chest from the river and still damp, and at my hands. “You found a crown.”

“Svala killed it.”

She looked at Svala, who had come out of the lodge and was standing in the doorway. “On that leg.”

“From a blind,” Svala said. “On my knee.”

“Marrow-elk,” I said. “Out of the fen.”

Ottoline looked up at the light again. Its gold lay across her face and caught the iron in her braid.

“Two winters,” she said. “Two winters there’s been nothing north of the river but dark. Not even the ember showed from the road. I came to see if you were dead.”

“I’m not.”

“I can see that.” She turned to the cart and threw back the canvas over the bed. “Well, then. Don’t just stand there. Help me unload.”



She’d brought everything we needed and a good many things she shouldn’t have.

Salt, two sacks of it. Arrow shafts, a bundle of a hundred, straight-grained ash, seasoned. Svala’s breath went out of her when she saw them. Bolts for Hamlin’s crossbow, three dozen, heavy, square-headed. A cask of lamp-oil for the lodge lamps. A crock of pine tar. A coil of new rope, good hemp, sixty feet. Flour. Dried beans. A wheel of cheese wrapped in cloth that Hamlin looked at like it was the face of a long-lost son.

“None of this is Fordwatch’s,” Ottoline said, as we carried it into the lodge. “You understand. It fell off a wagon.”

“Several wagons,” I said.

“Fordwatch has a lot of wagons.” She set a sack of beans down on the table. “The Company’s cut oil to every northern post this season. Fordwatch, Redmarch, the lot. Crowns are going south to the duchy posts this year, to the towns that pay. That’s what they tell us. So we’re short.” She looked at the beans. “But a lantern that burns is a lantern that burns. If you’ve lit Grayfen, then Grayfen’s on the Line again, and the Line takes care of its own. Whatever the Company says.”

Annelie was standing by the west hearth, still, watching her.

“The Company left us,” Annelie said.

She said it softly. No heat in it. Just a fact, the way she said everything.

Ottoline looked at her. The two women looked at each other across the lodge, the square gray lampguard in her orange cape and the doe-kin in her apron with her hair pulled down over her cuff.

“Yes,” Ottoline said. “It did.”

She didn’t argue it. She just stood there and let it be true.

Annelie looked at her a moment longer. Then she turned back to the hearth and stirred the pot.



Ottoline found me on the platform an hour later, while Ebbe and the other lampguard were watering the mule. She came up the ladder slowly, breathing hard at the top, and stood at the rail beside me and looked out at the country.

“Good platform,” she said.

“Thank you.”

“Rope,” she said.

“Hamlin’s already had that conversation with me.”

She grunted. Then she looked north at the Deepwild for a while.

“News,” she said. “Three things. You’ll want to hear them.” She didn’t look at me. “First. The Brindle King hit Redmarch’s bait-line six nights ago. That’s the crown-beast Brannoch’s been crowing about. A dire boar. They had a cuffed hunter staked on a meadow below the post and nine crossbows on the hide, and the King came through the hide. Three crossbowmen dead. The hunter too. They found the stake, they said. Not much else.”

“Second. Brannoch’s party has gone out hunting the King’s sign. North and east of Fordwatch. He wants it staked on a bait-line and its range known before the Muster, so that when the beaters drive it down to the hunt line, his stand’s the one it runs at.” She glanced at me. “He’s got no tracker. He’s got Stoll. Stoll’s been out six days and found nothing but Redmarch’s dead.”

“And third.”

“Third.” She turned her head and looked at me with those weather-gray eyes. “Stoll’s been asking where Svala went.”

I’d been expecting that one. It still landed.

“What did you tell him?”

“I told him she went where hunters go when they’re off a party roll till the Muster, which is anywhere they please.” Ottoline’s mouth went thin. “He didn’t like that. He’s a man who likes to know where his things are.” She looked back at the Deepwild. “He’ll find out. Somebody will see the light from the Copperpine hill and talk about it at the cookhouse, and he’ll put it together. And Brannoch needs her bow for the Muster. Whatever he says about her being spent.”

“Why?”

“Because the Brindle King’s a dire boar the size of a wagon with a hide like a church door,” said Ottoline, “and a crossbow bolt bounces off it. Somebody has to put an arrow in its eye. He’s got Isveta. Isveta’s good. Isveta’s not Svala. And there’s nobody on the Line with a bow like Svala’s. Everybody knows it. Nobody says it.”

I looked down into the yard. Svala was there, sitting on the edge of the lodge porch with the bundle of new arrow shafts across her knees, sorting them. She was holding each one up to her eye and sighting down it, checking it for straightness, and putting it in one of two piles. The sun was on her hair. Her right ear stood a finger high in the Wardlight.

“I’ll be here,” I said.

Ottoline looked at me sidelong.

“That’s what I’m afraid of,” she said.



She left at midafternoon. She wanted to make the waystation by dark; she’d heard about the wolves. We’d told her about the wolves. She’d listened to Svala tell it with her eyes on me the whole time, and said “Huh” twice.

At the gate she stopped the cart and looked up at the light one more time.

“Keep it burning, recruit,” she said.

“Ty.”

She chewed on that a moment. Then she almost smiled.

“Keep it burning, Ty,” she said, and drove out through the gate and down to the raft.



The bath-house was a little stone building behind the lodge, against the south palisade where the bench dropped to the river.

I’d found it the first day, walking the palisade, and stood inside it a long time. Somebody had been very clever. It was built of round river-stones mortared together, with a stone floor and a stone tub sunk into it big enough for two people, and a fire-pit under the tub with a flue that ran up the wall. You built a fire in the pit, and it heated the stones, and the stones heated the water in the tub. The water came in through a clay pipe from a spring above the post, and there was a wooden plug in the bottom of the tub that let it out through another pipe to the river.

Annelie had been keeping it. Of course she had. The flue was clean and the pipe was clear and there was dry wood stacked beside the fire-pit.

That evening after supper I lit the fire for Svala, because her leg was stiff from the ladder and the platform and the river and she’d never once complained about it and I was tired of watching her not complain.

She came out after dark in her linen shirt with a towel over her shoulder and stood in the doorway of the bath-house watching me feed the fire-pit.

The water in the tub was steaming. I’d tested it with my wrist. Hot, not scalding. The steam hung in the air under the low stone ceiling, and there was one lamp on a shelf, a little clay oil-lamp with Ottoline’s new oil in it, and it turned the steam gold.

“It’s hot,” I said, standing up.

“I can see that.” She came in. “Ty.”

“Yeah?”

She untied her belt.

She let the shirt fall. She did it without looking at me, matter-of-fact, the way she’d hang up her bow at the end of a hunt, and stepped out of it, and stood there in the steam naked except for the linen on her thigh. She unwound that too. The wound underneath was a long red line, closed, healing, puckered and pink at the edges and dark in the middle. She looked at it a moment. Then she stepped down into the tub.

She sank down into the hot water slowly with a long breath out, her eyes closing, until she was sitting with the water up to her collarbones and her hair floating out around her shoulders. Her tail floated up behind her, a great sodden mass of red-gold fur, darker in the water.

“That’s good,” she said. Not to me.

I stood there by the fire-pit. I should have gone. I knew I should have gone.

“Wash my back,” she said.

She said it with her eyes closed. Same voice she’d used for the planks.

I knelt on the stone by the edge of the tub. There was a lump of soap on the shelf, gray and hard, Annelie’s make, smelling of pine, and a rag. She leaned forward in the water and pulled her wet hair over one shoulder, baring her back to me.

I looked at her back before I touched it.

The lamplight lay gold on it, on the long muscles on either side of her spine, wet and gleaming. Her shoulders were broad and strong, an archer’s shoulders, and the shoulder blades moved under the skin as she leaned forward and folded her arms on her knees. There was a scatter of pale gold freckles across them, faint, like dust. Her spine went down in a long groove into the water, and the water lapped at the small of her back, and below that, under the surface, wavering, I could see the swell of her hips and the curve of her ass on the stone bench of the tub.

I wet the rag. I soaped it. I put it on her shoulder.

She made a little sound.

I washed her. Slowly. Her shoulders first, the rag in small circles, working the soap into her skin, and then the back of her neck under her wet hair, and her shoulder blades. Her skin was hot from the water and slick with soap and under it the muscles were knotted hard, from the ladder, from the platform, from four years of drawing a bow too heavy for most people to pull. I put the rag down and used my hands.

I pressed my thumbs into the knot under her right shoulder blade and she groaned. Out loud. Then stopped, like she’d surprised herself.

“There?” I said.

“There.”

I worked it. Slow, steady pressure, my thumbs on either side of her spine, and I felt the knot give and melt under my hands, and she let her head fall forward and breathed out. I moved down. The long muscles on either side of her spine, one at a time, my palms flat on her wet back, sliding down. The soap made my hands slick and they went over her skin like it was oiled. I got to the small of her back, where the water was, and slid my hands around the sides of her waist and held her there, my fingers on her ribs and my thumbs on her spine.

She was so warm. Her waist was so narrow in my hands.

She’d stopped moving under my hands, waiting to see what happened next.

Her ears were turned back toward me, both of them. Her right one was standing high.

I slid my hands down her sides, under the water. Over the flare of her hips. She breathed in.

“Ty,” she said.

I leaned in and put my mouth on the back of her neck, under her wet hair, where her spine began. She tasted of soap and river water and her. She tipped her head forward to give me more of it. Her tail moved in the water behind her. It came up, slow, heavy with water, and curled around my wrist where my hand was on her hip.

“Ty,” she said again.

And from the river side of the post, from down by the ford, came the flat heavy crack of Hamlin’s crossbow.

Then Hamlin’s voice, high and cracked, yelling.

“Ford! Something at the ford!”



Svala came out of that tub like a salmon going up a falls.

She was out and on her feet on the stone floor, streaming water, before I’d stood up. She grabbed the towel off her shoulder and wrapped it once around her hips, and that was all. She didn’t stop for the shirt. She went out the door of the bath-house naked to the waist, barefoot, soaking wet, with her hair plastered down her back and her tail dripping, and ran for the lodge porch where she’d left her bow, on her bad leg, without a limp I could see.

I ran after her. I grabbed my spear from where I’d left it at the bath-house door and went for the gate.

She beat me there. She had her bow and a fistful of arrows and she went up the ladder to the walkway beside the gate like it wasn’t a ladder at all, and stood at the top of the palisade with the night wind on her wet skin and the towel around her hips and an arrow on the string, and in the gold light from the tower she looked like something carved on the prow of a ship.

Her breasts were bare and wet and gleaming in the light, her nipples tight from the cold air, her back arched as she drew. I saw it and my blood went hot and I went up the ladder after her.

I stood beside her at the top of the wall and looked down at the ford.

The light from the tower reached out across the yard, across the palisade, down the slope to the river’s edge. Sixty paces. It ended just about at the water. The ferry post and the landing were on the edge of it, the gravel half-gold and half-dark.

And at the edge of the light, at the water’s edge, there was a pig.

A boar. Young, a yearling. Big as a pony. It stood in the shallows below the landing, knee-deep, black and bristled, with a long snout and small eyes that caught the light and threw it back green. Its tusks were short, curved, yellow. There was a crossbow bolt standing out of its hindquarters. Hamlin’s. It stood there in the water and didn’t run.

It was looking at the ford.

“Wait,” I said.

Svala had the arrow drawn to her jaw. She didn’t loose. She held it.

The boar waded forward. Three steps, into deeper water, toward the middle of the ford where the gravel bar ran. The water came up over its belly. It stopped. It stood there a long moment with the water piling up against its side, its head up, looking across the river.

Then it turned around and waded back. Up onto the gravel, out of the water.

It went twenty yards upstream along the bank, at the very edge of the light, and stopped, and went in again. Belly-deep. It stood there. It looked across. It came back out.

It did it a third time, twenty yards downstream from the landing.

“It’s testing the crossing,” I said.

“It’s a pig,” said Svala. Her voice was tight; she’d been holding that draw a long time.

“It’s not drinking. It’s not crossing. It’s going in three places to see how deep the ford runs. It’s looking for the shallowest line across.” I watched it come out of the water the third time and stand there on the gravel. “It’s not here for us. It’s not here for the light. It wants to know how to get across this river.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know yet.”

The boar turned its head and looked up at the palisade. At us. Its little green eyes caught the light.

“Now,” I said.

Svala loosed. The arrow went into the boar’s shoulder with a sound like a fist hitting meat, and the boar screamed, a high piercing squeal like a pig at a slaughter, and spun around and ran. It didn’t run into the river. It ran upstream along the bank, out of the light and into the dark, crashing through the alders, and we heard it go a long way off, squealing, and then nothing.

Svala let her bow down. She was breathing hard. Her skin was all goosebumps in the cold.

“I hit it,” she said.

“You hit it.”

“Not in the heart. You said now and I was too slow. I was looking at it testing the water.” She sounded annoyed with herself.

“It’s a yearling. It’ll live.” I was already going down the ladder. “Hamlin. Bring a torch.”



I read it by torchlight at the water’s edge, with Hamlin holding the torch and Svala standing behind me wrapped in my red jacket, which I’d found on the walkway and put over her shoulders, and which came down to her thighs.

The yearling’s prints were in the shallows where it had gone in. Three places, just like I’d watched. At each one it had walked in on a straight line, its sharp split hooves cutting into the gravel, and the line of prints went out into the river as far as the water let me see and then came back on itself, turned around, the hooves set deeper on the way back where it had dug in to push against the current. In, out. In, out. In, out.

And on the bank, at the edge of the alders, at the very edge of the torchlight, there were more prints.

A lot more.

I walked along them slowly with the torch. A line of hoofprints in the soft mud at the foot of the trees, a dozen pigs at least, standing side by side, packed tight. Not moving around. Standing. Their prints were deep and square and evenly spaced, the feet planted. Twelve of them, maybe more. Some yearling-sized. Some much bigger. One set at the end of the line so big and so deep that it made the yearling’s look like a fawn’s.

They’d stood there in a row at the edge of the trees, in the dark, just outside the light. And watched.

“It’s a scout,” I said.

Hamlin held the torch higher. His face had gone gray under the stubble.

“A sounder sends a young one out first. To the new place. To see if it’s safe.” I crouched and put my hand down beside the biggest print. My spread hand didn’t cover it. “The rest of them were standing right here, watching it try the ford.”

Svala came up behind me in my jacket. She looked down at the big print by my hand.

“If that’s not the King,” she said, “I don’t want to meet the King.”

“Something that walks with him, maybe.” I stood up.

Out in the dark upriver, very far off, a pig squealed once and stopped.



I couldn’t sleep that night.

I lay in the loft with the gold stripes of light across the floor and saw the yearling go in and out of the water, three times, and the row of prints at the tree line.

Svala wasn’t in the loft. She’d gone up to the walkway after we got back, in her shirt and her buckskins, with her bow, and she hadn’t come down.

Around midnight I got up and went to find her.

She was on the east wall, walking. Up and down, along the walkway behind the palisade, from the gate to the north corner and back again. Slowly. Her bow in her hand, an arrow on the string. Her eyes on the fen.

I stood at the foot of the ladder and watched her walk. She didn’t see me. Or she did and didn’t look.

She walked like she was caged.

Her shoulders were tight. Her tail was held out stiff behind her, the fur on it standing up, twitching at the tip. Her steps were too even, too measured, the steps of somebody making herself walk slowly when every muscle in her body wanted to run. At the north corner she stopped and stood there staring out into the dark of the fen, and her whole body was shaking with a deep fine tremor, like a wire under too much load.

And I heard it. Faint and thin and high, from all the way across the yard. A whine. Like a hornet in a jar.

Her cuff was singing.

She stood there at the north corner of the wall with her back to me and her right ear jerking against its band, again and again, the way it had jerked at Fordwatch when Stoll took her bow.

Nobody had taken anything from her tonight. Nobody had shamed her. She’d just stood naked on a wall in the cold and drawn a bow on a pig, and gone back to walking, and whatever was in her under the cuff hadn’t stopped running.

I stood at the foot of the ladder and listened to that thin high whine go on and on in the dark.

It was louder than it had been at Fordwatch.


Chapter 8: Tusk Height

“Put your hand in it,” I said.

Svala looked at me, and then at the pine, and then put her hand in it.

The scar ran across the trunk at the height of my shoulder. Two grooves side by side, each one as wide as two of her fingers and deep enough that she could lay her fingers in it to the second knuckle, gouged through the bark and into the white wood beneath. The grooves ran at a slant, up and to the left, the way a slash goes when the thing doing the slashing swings its head. Pitch had bled out of them and run down the trunk in long amber tears and hardened. Old pitch on the bottom, cloudy and gray. Newer pitch on top of it, clear and gold.

The same tree had been marked over and over, all summer, in the same two grooves.

“Tusks,” Svala said.

“Tusks. A boar whets its tusks on a tree to keep them sharp. And to mark it. Tells every other boar this ground is taken.” I put my own hand flat against the trunk under the scar. The bottom of the lower groove was level with the top of my shoulder. “When a boar whets, it puts its head down and hooks up. The bottom of the scar’s where the tip of its lower tusk sits when its head is low.”

She worked it out. I watched her do it; her eyes went from the scar to the ground and back up.

“Its tusk tips are as high as your shoulder,” she said, “with its head down.”

“Yes.”

“Then its back is higher than your head.”

“A good bit higher.”

She took her fingers out of the groove and wiped the pitch off on her buckskin. Her ears were both up, swiveling slowly, listening to the forest. Her right one stood a shade higher than it had at Fordwatch; out here, past the light, it was already sinking back.

“That’s the King,” she said.

“And it’s been sharpening on this tree all summer.”



We went out through the north gap at first light, Hamlin complaining from the walkway that nobody ever told him anything, and went north.

I’d decided it on the ford bank, with Hamlin’s torch over the prints. The scout yearling had wanted to know how to get across the river, and the dozen pigs that stood in the dark watching it try had a big one with them, and the bear had come down out of the north bleeding. I didn’t know what any of it meant yet. But I knew what Grayfen needed. It needed to know where the King lived, and how big it was, and which way it was going, before the King came down to the ford and told us itself.

“It’s a day’s work,” I’d said. “North of the post, into the edge of the Deepwild. Find its range. Come back by dark.”

“You and who?” Annelie had said.

“Svala’s leg is healing.”

“Svala’s leg is a week off a bear’s claw,” said Annelie.

“Svala’s leg is fine,” said Svala, “and Svala can hear you both.”

So we’d gone, Svala and I, and left Annelie on the light with her spear and Hamlin on the ford with his crossbow. Annelie had stood in the north gap and watched us go and hadn’t said anything else, and I’d felt her watching all the way up the first ridge.

North of the post the land rose in long pine ridges, one behind the other, like the swells of a sea. There were no roads here. There were no trails but game trails, and nothing that had ever been cut by a man. The pines were huge. Their trunks went up gray and bare for sixty feet before the first branch, as thick at the base as a small car, and the ground under them was a deep soft bed of brown needles that swallowed sound. It was dim. The light came down from far above, green-gold, in shafts, with dust moving in it.

It felt like walking into a cathedral that had never had a priest.

And it was full of sign.

That’s the first thing I’d noticed. Back home, in the canyons, you could walk all day and see a few deer tracks and a coyote. Here there was sign on every square yard of ground. Tracks of every size crossing the needle bed, layered. Scat on every log. Hair caught on every rough piece of bark. Bird feathers. Bones. A whole forest of animals living on top of each other, big and small, and most of the big ones were bigger than they had any right to be.

Svala walked a pace behind me and to my left, her bow in her hand, an arrow nocked and down. She didn’t talk. She listened. Every so often she’d put a hand on my arm and I’d stop, and we’d stand there while her ears turned, and then she’d take her hand away and we’d go on.

I read. She listened. We were a good team. I noticed that, too.



We found the wallows an hour after the tusk-scar.

They were in a hollow between two ridges where a seep came out of the hill and spread into a muddy bottom. The whole hollow had been dug up. Torn. Rooted, the soil turned over in long furrows like a plowed field where the pigs had shoved their snouts into the ground and pushed, looking for roots and grubs. The furrows were deep enough I could have lain down in them.

And in the middle of the hollow, the wallows. Three of them. Shallow basins of mud dug out of the seep, each one roughly the size and shape of a wagon bed, full of gray-brown muck with a skin of water on top. The sides of the biggest one had been pushed up into rims by the weight of something lying in it and rolling.

I crouched by the rim of the biggest one.

There was hair in the dried mud of the rim. Bristles, stiff, long, as long as my hand. I pulled one out and held it up to the light.

It was banded. Dark brown at the root, then a band of black, then a band of gold, then black again at the tip. Like a brindle dog’s coat. Striped. I pulled out another and it was the same, and another, all of them banded in the same brown and black and gold.

“Brindled,” Svala said.

I laid the bristles in my palm and looked at them. “It lay here. Not long ago. The mud on the rim’s still damp on the inside, and the water in the bottom’s still cloudy. It hasn’t settled. Last night, maybe early this morning.” I looked at the rim. “It lay here and rolled, and when it got up, it went to the rub-tree.”

The rub-tree was at the edge of the hollow. A big pine, thicker than the others. Its trunk was polished. From the ground up to a height of eight feet or more, the bark had been rubbed smooth and glossy, and it was coated in a thick shell of dried mud that shone like glazed pottery. A boar comes out of a wallow covered in mud and rubs it off on a tree. Over and over, all summer, until the tree wears a coat of it. Bristles were stuck in the mud glaze everywhere, banded brown and black and gold.

At the very top of the glaze, eight feet up, there was a broad smooth place where something had leaned its shoulder.

I stood with my back to the tree. The top of my head came up to about the middle of the glaze.

“Wagon-sized,” I said. “They weren’t lying.”

Svala said nothing. She was looking at the rub-tree, at the polished shoulder-place high above my head.

Then she looked at something else.

“Ty,” she said.

At the foot of the rub-tree, on the needle bed, there was an arrow. Broken. The front half of it was gone; there was just the back half of the shaft, splintered, and the fletching. Goose feathers, three. Rust-red.

Svala picked it up.

“Mine,” she said. “From last night. The yearling.”

I took it from her and looked at the splintered end. The splinters were packed with bristle, black and coarse, yearling-coarse. It had been rubbed out against the tree. The yearling had come here after we shot it at the ford, all the way back up into the Deepwild in the night, to its sounder, and scrubbed the arrow out of its shoulder on its father’s tree.

“It came home,” I said.

Svala looked north, into the trees.



The bed-ground was a hundred yards beyond the hollow, on a south-facing slope where the sun came through.

Pigs bed in a group. They dig out shallow scrapes in the ground, each one just big enough to curl up in, and line them with needles and grass, and sleep side by side in a pile like puppies. You can count a sounder by counting the beds.

I counted them.

Twelve scrapes, small to large. Two yearling-sized. Six that were bigger, sows, each one as long as I was tall. Three that were bigger still, young boars, maybe; their beds were rounder and deeper. And one more.

The last bed was set apart from the others, uphill, at the top of the slope. It was a crater. A hollow scooped out of the slope as long as a wagon and half again as wide, pressed so deep into the earth that its bottom was bare rock, the needles all crushed to powder around its rim. Brindled bristles lay in the bottom of it like straw on a stable floor.

“Twelve,” I said. “Eleven and the King.”

Svala looked at the crater. Then at me.

“Why’s it apart?”

“Big boars don’t usually bed with a sounder,” I said. “A sounder’s sows and young. The big boars run alone. They come to the sounder in season, to breed, and then they go off again.” I looked at the crater, uphill from the rest, where the big one could lie and look down over all the others. “This one’s living with them. All year. Sleeping above them.”

“Is that wrong?”

“It’s not right,” I said. “Not for any pig I know.”



We found her half a mile past the bed-ground.

The crows found her first. I saw them before I saw anything else, black shapes dropping down through the pine canopy and settling, and heard them, a harsh gabbling quarrel over something on the ground. Svala’s hand closed on my arm. I stopped. Her ears were both pointed straight ahead.

“Somebody’s dead,” she said.

“Yes.”

“A person. I can hear the crows on cloth.”

We went forward slowly. When we came close the crows went up in a black cloud, cursing, and sat in the trees above and watched us with their heads on one side.

She lay face-down on the needle bed in a little clearing among the pines. A woman. Beastkin. Short and broad-shouldered, stocky, in hunter’s leather. Her hair was black with a broad white streak running through it from her brow to the back of her head, and her ears were small and round and set low, furred in gray. A badger’s ears. A short thick tail, gray-brown, lay flat on the ground behind her.

There was a cuff at the base of her right ear. Ward-silver, gray. Intact.

There was a crossbow bolt in her back.

It stood out from between her shoulder blades, a little to the left of her spine, short and thick, square-headed, fletched with three vanes of stiff orange-dyed feather. Lampguard orange. The color of Ottoline’s cape.

And the pigs had been at her.

I’m not going to describe that. I’ve seen it before, on other bodies, in other places, and I’ll leave it at what it is. The sounder had found her, and they’re pigs, and pigs eat what they find.

Beside her, stuck upright in the needles at the edge of the clearing, there was a slat of wood. A split piece of pine about two feet long, the kind you’d split off a log for kindling. Somebody had pushed it into the ground, and on it, in black letters smeared with a thumb, somebody had written two words.

RED-RUNNER.

Svala made a sound. A small one. Then nothing.

I looked at her. She was standing at the edge of the clearing, staring at the dead woman’s face, which was turned to one side on the needles. Her own face had gone white under the tan. Her ears were flat against her skull. Her tail hung between her boots.

“You know her,” I said.

“Haldis,” she said. “Haldis Prosk. From Redmarch. She was a good bow. She did the bait-line at the Scarrow Hills with me. That week.” She stopped. “She brought me water.”

I didn’t say anything for a while.

Then I knelt beside Haldis Prosk and read her.



Start with the blood. Always start with the blood.

There was a pool of it under her. Under her chest, soaked into the needle bed, a dark stain as wide as a tabletop, dried to a black crust on top and still tacky underneath. Heart’s blood. A lot of it. It had come out of her chest, from the front, where the bolt had gone through her and come out between her ribs. It had poured out of her into the ground while she lay there face-down, and it had pooled, and it had soaked in, and it had dried.

Then the wounds the pigs had made. I looked at them, close, because I had to. Torn flesh, bitten and ripped. And they hadn’t bled.

Not the way a wound bleeds in the living. The edges of them were pale. The meat was gray-pink, not red. There was no blood welling up in them, no blood spattered on the needles around them, no blood running down from them into the ground. They were dry. A heart that’s pumping pushes blood out of every wound you give it. These wounds had been made in a body whose heart had already stopped.

She’d been dead when the pigs found her. Long enough for her blood to stop moving.

“Her hands,” I said.

I lifted Haldis’s right hand off the ground, gently, and turned it over. Her forearm, her palm, her fingers. Short claws, like Svala’s, whole and clean. No cuts, no scrapes, nothing under the claws but a little dirt. Her left hand the same.

A woman fighting a sounder of pigs gets her hands and arms cut to ribbons. That’s what you do; you put your arms up. You claw. You fight. Haldis Prosk’s hands were clean.

She’d never had the chance to fight anything.

“Her bow,” I said.

It was lying beside her. Strung. Unbroken. An arrow lay a few inches from her hand, out of the quiver, as if she’d been reaching for it, or as if it had fallen out when she fell. Her quiver was still on her back, half full.

And her cuff. I leaned close and looked at it, at the base of her right ear. Gray ward-silver. Intact. Clamped where it had always been. No cracks. No marks. Nothing.

“She wasn’t a Red-Runner,” I said.

My voice came out so quiet I barely heard it myself. Svala heard it. Her ears came up.

“Her cuff’s on. It’s not cracked, it’s not open. She was cuffed when she died. So she was running at two lanterns, like everybody else.” I looked at the slat stuck in the ground with its two words. “Whoever wrote that knew it. Or didn’t care.”

“Then who shot her?”

I looked at the bolt in her back. Then I went around her, slowly, and looked at the ground.

The needles don’t hold tracks well. They’re too soft, too deep. But a man who walks in a hurry kicks needles, and kicked needles lie wrong; they’re turned, their pale undersides up, scuffed into little furrows, and if you get low and look along the ground toward the light you can see where the bed’s been disturbed. I got low. I looked toward the light.

Two lines of scuffed needles came into the clearing from the south. Side by side, close together. Two men. They came into the clearing, they stopped about ten paces from where Haldis lay, they stood a while. They went up to her. They stood over her. Then one of them went to the edge of the clearing, where the slat was, and came back. And they both went out again, south, the way they’d come.

Back toward the Line.

The bolt had gone into her back at a slant, a little downward. I knelt and sighted along it, the way Svala had taught me to sight along an arrow-wound, and followed the line it made back up the slope behind her, south, uphill. Thirty paces off, at the top of the slope, there was a fallen log. A man could have knelt behind it and rested a crossbow on it.

I went up to the log. The bark on its top was scraped. A short pale gouge, fresh, an inch long, where something hard had rested on it and slid. A crossbow’s fore-end.

And in the soft dirt behind the log, under the needles, where the ground was bare, there was the print of a knee. And beside it, a boot. A heel, square, with a ring of hobnails around its edge.

Lampguard boots had hobnails. I’d seen Ebbe’s at Alder Meadow, and the other lampguard’s at Grayfen, yesterday.

So did half the crossbow companies on the Line.

I came back down to Svala.

“She was running,” I said. “South. Toward the Line. Back the way she came, toward Redmarch. Running hard; her tracks under the needles are long.” I’d found them, coming in, three or four places where her feet had dug through to the dirt. “Somebody was waiting behind that log at the top of the slope. Thirty paces. She came up the slope toward the Line. Somebody stood up behind that log. She turned to run back the way she’d come, and he shot her in the back as she turned. Down and in.” I pointed. “She went down here. Face-first. She never made the trees.”

Svala said nothing.

“Then two men walked down and stood over her for a while,” I said. “And one of them went and cut a slat off a log and wrote on it, and stuck it in the ground. And they went south.”

“How long ago?”

“Six days. Seven.” I looked at the pool of blood, at the crust on it. “Around the night the King hit Redmarch’s bait-line.”

Svala’s breath went out of her. I heard it go.

“She ran from the bait-line,” she said. “The King came through the hide. She was staked on the meadow. Somebody cut her loose, or she cut herself loose, and she ran.” She was staring at Haldis’s face. “She ran north. The wrong way. Away from the Line, away from the King. Into the Deepwild. And then she turned and tried to come back.”

“And somebody was waiting for her.”

“And somebody wrote Red-Runner.” Svala’s voice cracked once, in the middle, and she stopped. Her right ear was jerking against its cuff. I could hear it, very faintly. The whine. “So that whoever found her,” she said, “wouldn’t look.”

Nobody looks at the blood.

I looked at the slat with its two smeared words.

“I’m not leaving her for the crows,” I said.



That’s when Svala’s head came up.

Her ears snapped around, both of them. Not north, where the bed-ground was. East, and then south of east, tracking something that was moving through the pines below us in a long slow curve. She didn’t move anything else. She just stood there braced, with every hair on her body standing up.

“Ty,” she said. “They’re coming. From behind us.”

I didn’t hear anything. Then I did.

It started as a sound like distant thunder. A rumble, low, felt in the feet more than heard. Then it got closer and it broke up into pieces, and the pieces were hooves. Many hooves. Drumming on the needle bed, coming up toward us through the pines from the south. And over the drumming a sound I’d heard on hunts in Texas, a coughing grunt, a woof, a deep explosive bark like a big dog with its mouth shut.

All morning the wind had come down out of the north into our faces, steady and cool, carrying the forest to us and our smell away behind us. The sounder hadn’t come down that wind at us. It had gone wide, east and then south, in a long hook through the trees, and come up into the breeze we’d been leaving behind us all day. Our smell had been lying on it like a trail of crumbs.

Something had brought them around to the downwind side and then let them have us.

“Tree,” I said.



I’d been looking at the trees around the clearing since we walked into it, because I always look. Most of the pines had no branches below sixty feet. You can’t climb a tree like that without spikes.

But on the east side of the clearing there was one that had been struck by lightning years ago. Its top was gone. And it had grown back the way struck pines do, sending up a crowd of new branches out of its broken trunk, and some of those had come out low. Twelve feet off the ground, there was a thick limb jutting out sideways. Above it, others.

Twelve feet. I’d seen the scar on the tusk-tree.

“East side,” I said. “The broken one. Go.”

She went. On her bad leg, at a dead run, across the clearing. I went behind her. At the foot of the tree I bent and laced my fingers together and she put her good boot in my hands without breaking stride, and I threw her up. She caught the limb with both hands and swung and was on it, crouched, in one movement, her bow still in her hand. She turned and reached down for me.

I jumped. Caught the limb. She grabbed the back of my belt and hauled, and I got a knee over the limb, and then I was on it beside her, both of us crouched on a branch as thick as a man’s waist twelve feet off the ground.

“Higher,” I said. “There. That fork.”

We went up another eight feet, to where the trunk split into three, and wedged ourselves into the crotch of it. There wasn’t much room. My back was against one branch and her back was against my chest, and I had my arm around her waist to hold us both, and the spear braced across the fork beside us.

The sounder came into the clearing.



They came out of the pines at a dead run, all of them at once, like a flood coming around a bend.

I’ve hunted wild pigs. In Texas they’re a plague; the ranchers will pay you to shoot them. A Texas hog is three hundred pounds on a big day, black and rangy and mean, and I’ve seen one tree a man for an afternoon.

The sows came first. Six of them, shoulder to shoulder, and each one was the size of a pony, a dark mass of muscle and bristle on short thick legs, with a long wedge-shaped head and small furious eyes. They ran with their heads low and their snouts up, testing the air, and their hooves threw up fountains of needles. Behind them the yearlings. One of them had a fresh wound on its shoulder, scabbed over. Svala’s yearling. Then three young boars, bigger than the sows, longer in the tusk, each tusk a curved yellow hook as long as my forearm.

They came into the clearing and found Haldis’s body and swept past it, and found our scent, and found the tree.

They came straight to it. They circled it, woofing, their snouts up in the air, and their eyes found us up in the fork.

The noise was unbelievable. They grunted and squealed and barked, a deafening chorus, and one of the young boars put its forefeet up on the trunk of the pine and stood there on its hind legs with its snout stretched up toward us, its jaws working, foam dripping from its tusks. It was tall enough, standing, that its tusk-tips came within a few feet of the lower limb. Another one hit the trunk with its shoulder. The whole tree shook. I felt it go through my back and Svala’s back against my chest.

“Can you shoot from here?” I said into her ear.

“Yes.”

“The young boars. The one on the trunk first. Then whichever’s hitting the tree.”

She didn’t answer. She shifted her weight against me. I felt her draw.

You’d think a tree would be a bad place to shoot a bow. It is. There’s no room. The branches get in the way of the limbs and the string, and there’s nothing to brace your feet against. She did it anyway. She leaned out to the right, away from the trunk, with my arm around her waist holding her in, and drew Ulla’s bow sideways, tipped almost flat, and looked down past the lower limb at the young boar standing on the trunk with its snout in the air.

The string thrummed.

The arrow went into the boar’s throat, right under the jaw, and through. Twelve feet down, at an angle, at a target that was moving, from a fork in a tree. The boar dropped off the trunk and fell on its back and kicked and squealed, a horrible high noise, and the other pigs went crazy.

She had another arrow on the string before it stopped kicking.

The second young boar was hitting the tree. Backing off, putting its head down, and charging the trunk, hitting it with its shoulder so hard the whole pine boomed like a drum. It backed off again. It was getting ready to hit it again. It put its head down.

She shot it in the top of the spine, right behind the head, as it lowered its head to charge. It went down like somebody had pulled the plug on it. Its legs just folded and it lay there.

Two.

The sounder backed off. They’d lost two of their big ones in the space of ten breaths, and they didn’t understand it, and they backed off from the tree and stood in a ring around it at a distance, grunting, their eyes on us, their snouts working.

They didn’t leave.



We stayed in that fork for an hour.

I don’t know if it was an hour. It might have been less. It felt like a day. The pigs stood in a ring around the tree and grunted and rooted at the ground, and every so often one of the sows would come forward and put her snout up and woof at us and go back. They weren’t going anywhere. They had us treed and they knew it.

Svala had six arrows left. She didn’t shoot any more of them. There were nine pigs down there, and you don’t start a fight you can’t finish.

So we waited.

There wasn’t anything else to do. We were wedged in the fork with her back against my chest and my arm around her waist and the spear braced beside us, and every time a sow hit the trunk the whole tree shook and we held on.

She was warm. Her whole back was pressed against me, from her shoulders to her hips, and I could feel her breathe. I could feel her heartbeat. Through her back into my chest, fast at first, slamming, then slowing. Slowing. Her hair was in my face. It smelled like woodsmoke and pine pitch and her. Her ass was pressed back against my hips in that narrow fork and there was nothing at all I could do about it. Her tail was crammed down between us, the thick soft brush of it trapped against my thigh.

I was very aware of all of it. I was trying very hard not to be.

She was aware too. I could tell. She’d stopped moving against me, the way she had in the bath-house, and her ears had turned back toward me, both of them, the left one and the right one, both up.

“Ty,” she said, to the branch in front of her.

“Yeah.”

“Is that your spear.”

I didn’t say anything.

“Because your spear’s over there,” she said, “on the branch. I can see it.”

I closed my eyes.

“There’s a sounder of dire boars at the bottom of this tree,” I said, “and a dead woman, and a pig that knows which way the wind blows. I’m doing my best.”

She laughed.

It was the first time I’d heard it. A real laugh, low, short, out of her chest, that shook her against me and shook the branch. She put her hand over her mouth to stop it. Her shoulders kept shaking. Her tail shifted between us, and she leaned back into me, harder, deliberately, and turned her head so her mouth was right at my ear.

“When there aren’t pigs under us, Ty Ballard,” she said.

Then she settled back against me and looked down at the pigs.

My pulse was going in my ears. Hers, through her back, matched it.



The King came out of the trees while we were still sitting there.

I felt it before I saw it, the same way I’d felt the bear: through the tree. A heavy, slow vibration, coming up through the roots and the trunk into the fork, like a truck idling somewhere nearby. The pigs around the tree felt it too. They went quiet. All of them, at once. They stopped rooting and grunting and turned their heads to the north, toward the trees, and stood there.

Then it came out of the pines.

It walked. It didn’t run. It walked out of the shadows of the trees into the clearing slowly, in no hurry at all, like a man walking into a room he owns.

I’ll tell you what it looked like, because I’ve thought about it every day since.

It was the size of a wagon. Svala had said it and I’d half-believed it, and the tusk-scar had told me and the rub-tree had told me and the crater of its bed had told me, and none of it had told me anything. It was a mountain of muscle covered in bristle, standing on legs as thick as tree trunks. Its back was as high as the shoulder-place on the rub-tree, higher than I could have reached with the spear held over my head. The hump of its shoulders stood up like a hill. Its head was enormous, a long heavy wedge, with a face like a battering ram and eyes small and dark and set deep, and its tusks came up out of its lower jaw, the left one curving back over its snout in a great yellow hook as long as my arm and as thick at the root as my wrist, the right one snapped off a foot short in some old fight and worn blunt.

I filed that the way I’d file a limp on a man I might have to chase someday.

And it was brindled. All over. Its whole hide was striped in bands of dark brown and black and a dull dirty gold, running down its flanks in wavy lines like the grain in a log. The light came down through the pines and fell on it in shafts and the stripes moved as it walked.

It was breathing hard. It had come a long way, fast. And with every breath its chest lit.

Under the bristles of its throat and chest, behind the breastbone, a glow came up out of it each time its lungs filled. Red, and brighter than the bear’s crown or the marrow-elk’s had ever been. A deep, fierce red, like a forge, beating with its breath. It lit the bristles on its chest from inside so that they glowed like copper wire. It went down when it breathed out and came up again when it breathed in. Each time it came up I could see the shadows of its ribs.

That was its crown. Somewhere in that chest, there was a crown the size of my head.

It stopped in the middle of the clearing, beside Haldis’s body. It looked at the two dead young boars by the foot of our tree. It looked at the sounder, standing in their ring.

Then it looked up at us.



I was waiting for it to charge. Everything I knew about pigs, every hunt in Texas, every story I’d heard, told me what was going to happen next. A boar that size, finding two of its young dead at the foot of a tree and the things that had killed them sitting up in the branches, would go berserk. It would hit the tree. It would hit the tree until the tree came down, and then it would kill us.

It didn’t charge.

It stood there in the middle of the clearing with its chest glowing and looked at us. Not up at us like the sows had, snout in the air, eyes rolling. It just looked. It turned its head slightly, so that one small dark eye was on us. And that eye moved.

It looked at Svala. It looked at the bow in her hand. It looked at the arrows in the boars on the ground. Then it looked at me. Then at the tree. It looked at the limb we’d climbed up onto, twelve feet off the ground, and at the trunk below it, and at the fork where we sat. Slowly. One thing, then another. Like it was reading us.

I’ve been looked at by a lot of animals. Bears, wolves, a cougar once on a ledge in Zion. They look at you like animals do: what is it, is it food, is it a threat. Then they decide. That’s all an animal’s look is. A question and an answer.

This wasn’t that.

This was the way I’d looked at the bear’s prints in the gully. The way I’d looked at the hide on Alder Meadow. Measuring. Working it out.

It was looking at the tree the way I’d look at a wall I wanted to get over.

The hair on my arms stood up.

“Svala,” I said, barely moving my mouth. “Don’t shoot it.”

“I wasn’t going to.” Her voice was barely there. “I’ve got six arrows. Look at it.”

We looked at it. It looked at us.

Then it grunted. Once. A deep low sound, almost too low to hear, that I felt in my chest more than heard.

And the sounder moved.

All of them. At once. They turned away from the tree and fell in behind the King, the sows and the yearlings and the last young boar, in a line, like soldiers falling in. The King turned south, away from its bed-ground. Toward the slope where Haldis Prosk had run, toward the fallen log, toward the ford, toward the Line.

It walked south, out of the clearing, into the pines, and the sounder followed it, and the drumming of their hooves went away from us through the trees, south, south, getting fainter.

It didn’t look back.



We sat in that tree for another long while after the sound was gone.

Finally Svala said, “Pigs don’t do that.”

“No.”

“I’ve hunted boars since I was twenty. I’ve hunted crowned boars. When you kill one of a sounder, the boar comes for you. Always. You don’t kill a boar’s young and walk away. It looked at us like it was counting.”

“It was,” I said.

She turned her head and looked at me over her shoulder. Her amber eyes were very close.

“It went south,” she said. “Toward the Line.”

“Toward people.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “But it wasn’t running from anything. It wasn’t wounded. It wasn’t hungry; its sounder was fat. It knew exactly where it was going.” I looked south through the trees. “And it took them with it.”

Svala looked south too.

Then she let out a breath and put her bow across her knees.

“You said you wouldn’t leave her for the crows,” she said.



We buried her in the clearing, under the pine we’d climbed.

It took most of the afternoon. We had my skinning knife and Svala’s hands and my spear, which I used like a digging bar to break up the ground under the needle bed, and the ground was full of roots. Svala dug beside me with her bare hands. She didn’t say anything. She didn’t ask me if I was sure, or tell me we should be getting back, or remind me that the light would be going soon and there was a sounder of dire boars between us and Grayfen. She just knelt down beside me and dug, her claws tearing at the roots, the dirt black under her nails and up her forearms.

When the hole was deep enough I lifted Haldis Prosk out of the needles, which wasn’t easy, and laid her in it on her back. I took the bolt out of her first. It came out hard. I laid her bow beside her, and her quiver, and Svala knelt down at the edge of the grave and reached in and took the arrow that had been lying by her hand and laid it on her chest and folded her hands over it.

I looked at the arrow before she did it.

It had a fen-iron head, like Svala’s. Black, glassy. But two-bladed, not three. Flat. And on the edge of each blade, near the base, there was a little notch knapped into the stone. A small sharp nick on each side, like a bite taken out.

“Two notches,” I said.

“Two notches. Haldis knapped them on every head she ever made. One for her, and one for her sister. Her sister died at Copperpine, the winter the sounder came through the north wall. Haldis said that way her sister’d be on every kill.” She folded the dead woman’s hands over the shaft. “Every crown Haldis ever killed has a double nick on it. Two little marks, side by side.”

Two notches, side by side. I said it over to myself twice so I’d have it.

We filled the grave in. Svala packed the dirt down with her hands. I rolled a stone onto it, the biggest one I could move, so the pigs couldn’t dig her up again. Then I went to the edge of the clearing and pulled the slat out of the ground. The one that said RED-RUNNER.

I looked at it for a while.

Then I took my knife and split it lengthwise down the middle, through the words, and split each half again, and threw the pieces into the trees.

When I turned around Svala was standing by the grave, looking at me.

She came over and took my hand, the one that wasn’t holding the knife. Her palm was black with dirt. So was mine. She held it.

“Let’s go home, Ty,” she said.



We came back to the north gap at dusk.

We’d come fast and careful, the long way around, east, to stay off the sounder’s trail. Twice I’d found where they’d crossed ahead of us, south, a trampled swath through the pines as wide as a road, and both times we’d waited until I was sure they were gone. The King’s tracks were in it, huge, splayed, sunk deep in the needle bed. They were going south both times, in a straight line, with no rooting along the edges.

Going somewhere.

When we came out of the trees on the last ridge, Grayfen’s light was up below us. Gold, steady, burning on the top of the tower, beating slow. Hamlin was on the north walkway with his crossbow. Annelie was on the platform.

I saw her see us. She’d been standing at the rail looking north, and I saw her straighten, and her hands come off the rail. She stood there.

Then she turned and went down the ladder, and by the time we’d come down the last slope she was waiting in the north gap, with her spear in her hand and her face perfectly calm.

“You’re late,” she said.

“We buried someone,” I said.

Her eyes went from me to Svala, to the dirt black up both our forearms and under Svala’s claws. Her face stayed calm.

“Who?”

“Haldis Prosk,” Svala said. “Redmarch. Somebody shot her in the back and wrote Red-Runner beside her.”

Annelie’s right ear went back, flat.

“And the King?” she said.

“We found it,” I said. “It’s a dire boar the size of a wagon, with a sounder of nine left and a crown in its chest that lights up like a forge.” I looked south, past the post, down the river, toward the road and the Line beyond it. “And it’s not up there anymore. It’s coming south. It’s walking toward people. On purpose.”

Annelie looked south down the river the way I had. Then she stood aside in the gap to let us through, and walked straight across the yard to the south gate, the one that faced the ford and the road and the Line, and checked the bar on its new pins, and I heard her test it twice.


Chapter 9: Wild-Lore

The sounder had crossed the river three miles downstream, at a riffle where the water ran wide and broken over a gravel bar no deeper than a man’s shin.

Hamlin and I found it the next morning. Hamlin ferried us over at first light and we went down the south bank on foot, because I wanted to know, and because Hamlin said if I was going to walk off into the dark woods looking for a pig the size of his smokehouse, I wasn’t doing it without a crossbow behind me. The crossing was right where I’d guessed it would be: the first place below the ford where the river spread out shallow enough for a yearling to wade without swimming. The scout had tested three places at Grayfen and found them all too deep. So the King had taken its sounder downstream to the next one.

The prints came down out of the trees on the north bank in a churned swath, went straight across the bar, and climbed out on our side through a thicket of willows they’d flattened like a herd of cattle going through a fence. On the south bank they turned and went south, along the foot of the hills, away from the river.

The King’s prints were on top of all the others. It had crossed last.

“Watching its back,” I said.

Hamlin had stopped at the edge of the willows and was looking at one of the King’s prints with his crossbow held loose across his body. The print was in the mud at the waterline, sharp-edged, and it was as wide as his chest.

“Two winters,” he said finally. “Two winters I’ve sat on that ford with my crossbow. Every night. Waiting for something to come across it.” He jabbed his pipe stem at the river. “And it goes three miles down and crosses where I can’t see it.”

“It tested your ford first,” I said. “It sent the yearling. It saw the light, and it saw the palisade, and it saw you. And it went somewhere else.”

Hamlin chewed his pipe-stem and said nothing.

“Where does this lead?” I asked. “South along the hills.”

“Saltlick,” he said. “Two hours. Big meadow, salt seep, a creek coming down through a cut on the east side. Deer go there. Elk. The Company used to stake bait-lines there in the old days when there were hunters at Grayfen to stake them.” He looked at me. “You think it’s going to Saltlick?”

“I think it’s going to the Line,” I said. “And Saltlick’s on the way.”



Annelie made me sit down to eat that night.

It started with the porridge at breakfast, and went on to the rabbit stew at noon, and by supper she’d had enough of it. I’d come in from the platform with my bowl in one hand, eating as I went, standing at the end of the table with my spoon going and my eyes on the north gap through the open door, the way I’d eaten every meal of my life since the Army. And she came up behind me without a sound and put her hand on my shoulder and pushed.

Just firm. Her palm flat on the top of my shoulder, warm through my wool shirt, pressing down.

I sat. There was a bench behind me. I don’t know how she’d known it would be there.

“Eat sitting down, Company man,” she said. “Like a person.”

“I eat faster standing up.”

“I know. I’ve watched you. You eat like a crow that thinks somebody’s going to take it away from you.” She went back to the hearth. “Nobody’s going to take it away from you. Sit.”

Across the table, Hamlin snorted into his bowl. Svala, at the far end by the east fire, didn’t look up from the arrowhead she was knapping. But her mouth twitched.

I sat. I ate. The stew was good. It had wild onions in it, and something peppery Annelie had found in the fen, and the rabbit had been snared that morning. It was better sitting down. I wasn’t going to tell her that.



The lesson started because I asked about the songs.

We were sitting at the long table after supper with the lamps lit and the fires banked, the way the four of us did most nights now. Hamlin by the east fire with his pipe, mending a net. Svala in the corner beyond him, in the shadow past the lamplight, sitting cross-legged on a pelt with her leather scrap across her knees, knapping. Tap, tap, turn. Tap. The little black flakes of fen-iron falling. She’d made thirty arrows since Ottoline’s shafts came. She was making more.

Annelie sat across from me, mending a shirt. Mine. I hadn’t asked her to. She’d taken it off the peg where I’d hung it, the one the wolf had torn, and sat down with it and a needle and a spool of linen thread, and was putting a patch on the shoulder.

“At Fordwatch,” I said. “When the Sergeant gave me the shard. One of the lampguards said something. Ebbe, the young one.” I looked at my hands on the table. “He said it was Warden-gold. He said his grandmother used to sing about it.”

Annelie’s needle stopped.

Then it went on again, slowly. In and out.

“I’ve heard the songs,” she said.

“What’s a Warden?”

She didn’t answer right away. She put a few more stitches in the patch. In the corner, the tapping had stopped.

“It’s an old word,” Annelie said. “Older than the Company. Older than the Line, maybe.” She drew the thread through and bit it off. “You have to understand the Wild first, Company man, or the songs won’t mean anything. Do you understand the Wild?”

“No,” I said. “Teach me.”

She looked at me across the table. Her dark eyes were steady. Then she set the shirt down in her lap.

“All right,” she said.



“Every one of us carries it,” she said. “Every beastkin. Fox, lynx, deer, badger, all the clans. It’s in our blood. It wakes when we’re grown. Nineteen, twenty, twenty-one; it’s different for everyone, but never before a woman’s grown. That’s the law of it, like water running downhill. And when it wakes, it’s everything you are, all at once, made bigger.” She lifted her hand off the shirt and opened it. “Your eyes see farther. Your ears hear more. Your legs are faster. Your arms are stronger. And your clan’s gift comes up in you. A fox’s ears and her eye for an arrow. A lynx’s night sight. A doe’s legs.” She closed the hand. “That’s the Wild.”

“How strong?”

“That depends on how hard you run it. There are five lanterns.”

“Like on the Wall.”

“The Wall’s painted from the Wild. The Wall came after.” She touched the table with one finger. “One lantern is a beastkin walking. The Wild’s there but it’s sleeping. You’re a little quicker than a human, a little stronger, you see a little better in the dark. That’s all.” Another finger. “Two lanterns is the Wild awake. You’re running. You’re hunting. Your legs are twice what a man’s are and your ears hear a bird land a hundred paces off. Every hunter on the Line runs at two lanterns.” A third finger. “Three lanterns is the Wild at full stride. Four.” She stopped. “Five, in the songs, is a woman who can outrun a horse and hear a heartbeat through a wall and put an arrow through the eye of a crowned bear at three hundred paces in the dark.”

“Why don’t they?” I said. “Run at three. Four.”

The lodge had gone quiet. Hamlin’s netting needle had stopped. I could hear the fire.

“Because of the Red Run,” said Annelie.



“The Wild wants to run,” she said. “That’s the first thing you have to understand. It’s not a tool you pick up and put down. It’s alive. It wants to go faster, and harder, and farther, always. When you run it at two lanterns, you can hold it. It pulls, but you can hold it, like a strong horse on a short rein.” She looked at her hands. “Past two lanterns, it starts to pull you.”

“Pull you where?”

“Into the Red.” Her voice was soft. “The Wild builds. Past two lanterns, it feeds on itself. It goes up and up and it doesn’t come down. Your heart goes up and it doesn’t come down. You can’t think. You can’t stop. You can’t see who’s in front of you; you just run, and you kill whatever’s there, and you keep running, and it gets bigger and bigger until it burns you out.” She paused. “A woman in the Red Run kills everybody near her. Her own clan. Her own children. Her own man. And then she runs until her heart bursts in her chest, and she dies.”

“It’s real,” Annelie said. “I want you to understand that, Company man, because the Company didn’t make it up. The Red Run is real. I’ve seen it. Before I was cuffed, when I was a girl, I saw a deer-kin woman go into the Red at the river meadows. She killed four people before the hunters brought her down. One of them was her sister.”

I believed her. I could see it in her face.

“That’s why the cuffs,” I said.

“That’s why the cuffs.” She nodded at Svala’s corner, without looking. “Two lanterns. No more. The cuff holds the Wild at two lanterns and it can’t go higher, and so it can’t go into the Red. Nobody runs Red with a cuff on. That’s what the Company says. Safety.” She bent to the patch. “And it’s true. Nobody does.”

“Then what’s wrong with it?”

She looked up at me. Her eyes had gone dark.

“Nothing,” she said. “Except that every hunter who wears one can never be more than she is right now. Ever.” She looked down at the shirt in her lap. “And except that a two-lantern hunter can’t kill a crowned beast. Everybody knows that. It takes a crossbow company. So when she does, it was the crossbows.”

The tapping in the corner had stopped altogether.



“How do you know?” I said. “When someone’s going into the Red. Before it’s too late.”

“There are signs,” said Annelie. “Three of them. Every hunter learns them before she’s ever cuffed. Your mother teaches you, or your clan.” She held up three fingers. “The eyes. When the Wild’s up, our eyes take the light. You’ll see it in the dark, like a cat’s eyes in a torch. That’s normal. But when you step into shadow, the shine goes. In the Red, it doesn’t. It stays. You can stand in a pitch-black room and her eyes will be burning like coals.”

One finger down.

“The breath. A woman running hard breathes hard. Then she stops running, and her breath goes up, and it comes back down. Like anybody’s.” Her hand rose and fell. “In the Red, it goes up and it doesn’t come back down. It goes up, and up, faster and faster, and she can stand perfectly still and her breath keeps climbing.”

Second finger.

“And the ears. In the Red, both ears go flat. Pinned back against her head, flat as you can lay them, and trembling. Not with fear. Like something pulling them.”

Third finger.

“Two of them, she’s close,” Annelie said. “Three, and she’s gone. And then all anyone can do is kill her before she kills them.”

I sat there thinking about it.

“How far apart are they?” I said. “Two signs and three. Hours? Minutes?”

Annelie looked at me with something like approval. “It’s different for every woman. Sometimes a day. Sometimes a breath.”

“And can she come back? From two?”

“Sometimes. If she stops. If she gets somewhere quiet and still and lets the Wild settle. If someone talks her down.” She shook her head. “But it’s hard. It’s like trying to stop yourself falling off a cliff by thinking about it.”

“Is there anything that helps?”

She put three stitches in the patch before she answered.

“In the songs,” she said, “there was.”



“In the songs, there were Leads.”

She said the word carefully, the way you say a word in a language you don’t speak much anymore.

“A long time ago, before the Company, before the Line, the clans had Leads. A Lead was a person who could steady the Wild. Not a beastkin; a human, or something else, the songs don’t agree. A woman would go to her Lead and ask him, and he’d answer, and after that, when she ran, he’d hold her Wild steady. Like a hand on a rope in fast water. She could run at three lanterns. Four. Five. All the way up, as hard as she wanted, and the Red never came. Because he was holding it.”

“How?”

“Nobody knows. The songs don’t say. They only say how it begins.” She looked at me. “She asks. Out loud, in words. She asks him to lead her. And he answers. And that’s all, and that’s everything. It can’t be ordered. A clan chief can’t give a woman a Lead and say run. Her father can’t. Her husband can’t. It can’t be bought, and it can’t be traded, and it can’t be forced.” Her voice had dropped. “The Company’s tried. My grandmother told me this. In the early days, when they were first building the Line, they took clan women from the hills as captives and stood men in front of them, men the Company thought might be Leads, and held crossbows on them until they said the words.”

In the corner, Svala’s antler hung over the stone and didn’t come down.

“It didn’t take,” said Annelie. “Never once. The words aren’t the bond. The asking is. And a woman who’s made to say the words isn’t asking.” She drew a breath. “And there’s this. The bond doesn’t make you want him. It can’t. If there’s nothing in her for him already, there’s nothing for it to hold. It only takes what’s there and makes it more. It’s not a love charm. It’s a lantern. It only burns what’s already in the lamp.”

“And the Wardens?” I said.

“The Wardens were the Leads for whole clans. That’s what the songs say. One Warden, and a whole clan of hunters running at full Wild behind him. They kept the old lanterns. They lit them with their hands.” She looked at my hands on the table. “The songs say a Warden’s hand would light a crown gold. Not red. Gold. Like the light in the tower.”

Hamlin’s netting needle had stopped again.

“The last Warden was three hundred years ago,” Annelie said. “That’s what the songs say. Three hundred years. The Lead-lines died out and the Wardens went away and the old lanterns went dark. And then the Company came, and built the Line, and made the cuffs.” She picked up my shirt again. “And now nobody sings the songs but grandmothers, and nobody asks anybody to lead them, because there’s nobody to ask.”

She put the needle into the patch.

“Ebbe’s grandmother,” she said softly, “should keep her songs to herself.”



I asked her a lot more questions that night. I’ve always asked a lot of questions. It’s how you learn new country.

How long did a Lead-bond last? For life, the songs said, unless one of them broke it. Could a Lead have more than one? The Wardens had whole clans. What did the Lead get out of it? Annelie didn’t know. The songs didn’t say. Something, she thought, but the songs were about the women, not about him. Could a woman ask and be refused? Yes. A Lead could say no. Was the Red Run the same for everyone? No. Some women went into it at the top of two lanterns and some could run nearly to three before the signs came.

She answered everything, carefully and quietly, in that soft voice. She didn’t ask me why I wanted to know.

In the corner, Svala didn’t knap another arrowhead the whole time. She sat there in the shadows past the lamplight with the fen-iron in one hand and the antler in the other and didn’t move, and listened, and I could see the shine of her eyes from across the room.

Her right ear was turned toward Annelie the whole time. As high as it would go.



Svala’s fever came the next night.

I’d half-expected it. I’d been watching her since the Deepwild. Since the King’s eye on us in the clearing, and Haldis Prosk face-down in the needles with the slat beside her. She’d been quiet. Quieter than usual, which in Svala was saying something. She’d walked the palisade every night. She’d knapped arrows until the small hours. She’d come up into the loft late and lain down beside me with her back against my chest and her brush across my legs and gone to sleep almost at once, and I’d lain awake with my arm over her listening to the cuff.

It sang, those nights. In her sleep. Faint and thin, a whine like wind across a bowstring.

On the night after Annelie’s lesson, it woke me up.

I don’t know what time it was. Late. The loft was dark except for the stripes of gold light coming through the slatted vent, beating slow across the floor. Svala was lying on her side with her back to me, and she wasn’t still.

She was running.

Her legs were moving. Under the blanket, in her sleep, her legs were moving, both of them, fast, a jerking scrambling motion, a sprinter’s legs running a race in her sleep. Her hands were clenched. Her shoulders were rigid. Her whole body was taut as a drawn bowstring, and it was hot. She was burning up. I could feel the heat coming off her back into my chest from six inches away like I was lying next to a stove.

And the cuff was screaming.

A thin, high, piercing whine that came out of the dark at the base of her right ear and went into my head like a needle. It was louder than I’d ever heard it. Louder than at Fordwatch, louder than on the wall. Her right ear was jerking against it, hard, over and over, slamming against the band.

“Svala,” I said.

She woke up running.

I’ve seen people wake from nightmares. They sit up. They gasp. They don’t know where they are. Svala didn’t do any of that. She came off the pallet in one movement, from asleep on her side to on her feet in a crouch, and she was moving before she was upright, across the loft, toward the ladder.

I went after her.

She went down the ladder without touching the rungs. She dropped through the hatch into the lodge and hit the floor and was out the door before I’d got my feet on the ladder. I came down after her, half-falling, snatched my red jacket off its peg by the door and dragged it on as I ran, and went out into the yard. The gold light lay over everything. She was crossing it, fast, barefoot, in nothing but her linen shirt, heading north across the long grass. Toward the north gap in the palisade.

Toward the Deepwild.

“Svala!”

She didn’t stop. She was faster than me, a lot faster, even on the leg. She was going to be through the gap and into the trees in ten seconds and I was never going to catch her.

I ran anyway. And as she reached the gap, where the light thinned out over the fallen logs into the dark, she stopped.

Just stopped. Like she’d run into a wall. She stood there at the edge of the gold light, swaying, her hands clenched at her sides. Then she turned around and ran back the other way, toward the tower, toward me. Past me. She went past me close enough that I felt the heat coming off her, and she went to the ladder of the watch-platform on the tower’s north flank and went up it in three pulls.

I went up after her.



She was standing at the rail on the north side of the platform when I came up, with both hands wrapped around it, staring out at the Deepwild.

The light from the tower above us fell down over the platform, gold, beating. It lit her up from above, her hair, her shoulders, her hands on the rail. The wind came off the Deepwild cold and steady and pressed her linen shirt against her body. Beyond the palisade, beyond the north gap, the dark pines stood up black against the stars.

She was shaking. Her whole body, head to foot, in a deep, fast, fine tremor she couldn’t stop.

I stopped at the top of the ladder.

“Svala,” I said.

She didn’t turn around.

I moved along the rail until I could see her face from the side, slowly, keeping my hands where she could see them. I didn’t touch her. I’ve talked a lot of people off a lot of ledges, and the first rule is the same as the first rule in the river. You don’t go in after them. Not first.

I read her.

Her eyes first. She was staring out at the dark, and the light from the tower was behind her and above, so her face was half in its gold and half in the shadow of her own hair. Her eyes were in the shadow. And they were burning. Two points of amber light, shining out of the dark under her brows like coals at the bottom of a fire, steady. I watched them. She didn’t blink. She turned her head slightly, deeper into the shadow, and they didn’t fade. They should have faded. Annelie had said they’d fade. Every animal’s eyes catch light and lose it when they turn away.

They didn’t fade.

One.

Her breath. She was breathing through her open mouth, quick and shallow, her shoulders rising with it. I counted. Fast. I kept counting. It was faster at the end of the count than at the start. I counted again. Faster again. She was standing at the rail, not running, not moving except to shake, and her breath was going up, and up, and it wasn’t coming back down.

Two.

Her ears. Her left ear was pinned flat back against her skull, flat as a folded glove, and it was trembling. Fast. A fine shaking, like a leaf in wind. Her right ear wanted to. I could see it wanting to. It was straining back against the cuff, the muscles at its root bunched and pulling, trying to go flat with the other. The cuff held it. It stayed up at its two-thirds, jerking, screaming, held.

Two of three.

The cuff was the only thing holding her right ear off the third sign. That was the only thing between her and gone.

“Svala,” I said. “Look at me.”

She didn’t.

“Svala. It’s Ty. I’m right here. I’m on the platform with you. Look at me.”

Her head turned. Slowly. Her burning eyes came around and found me, and there was nothing in them I recognized. There was just the Wild, looking out of her. Looking at me the way the King had looked at us in the tree.

Then she blinked. Once.

“Ty,” she said.

Her voice was a croak, strangled down to almost nothing.

“Yeah. I’m here.” I didn’t move. “You’re on the platform. At Grayfen. You’re inside the light. You’re safe.”

“I can’t,” she said. “It won’t. It won’t stop.”

“I know.”

“I can’t stop it. I’m trying. It wants. It wants to run. I can’t.”

“I know. I’ve got you. I’m going to help.”

“You can’t,” she said, and her voice cracked. “Nobody can. Ty. I don’t want to hurt you.”

“You won’t hurt me,” I said. “Breathe with me.”



I’d done this before, though never with the Wild. With panic, which is a kind of wildness, the body running away with itself. A woman on a ledge in the San Rafael who’d frozen thirty feet above a dry wash and couldn’t stop screaming. A man pinned in a car in a creek in a flood, the water coming up, who’d started to hyperventilate so bad he was going to pass out and drown in two feet of water before I could cut him free. A kid in the Army, on a hill in a country I’m not going to name, who’d seen his best friend die and couldn’t stop breathing.

You can’t think somebody down. You can’t argue them down. You breathe them down.

“In,” I said. “Through your nose. Watch me.”

I breathed in. Slow. Through my nose, my chest rising, my shoulders still, so she could see it. I held it at the top.

“Out,” I said. “Slow. Through your mouth.”

I breathed out. Slower than in. Long. Emptying.

She watched me. Her burning eyes were fixed on my chest. Her breath was still going fast and climbing.

“In,” I said again. “With me. Try.”

She tried. Her breath went in ragged, jerky, catching halfway, and came out in a rush. But it went in with mine. It went in when mine went in.

“Good,” I said. “Again.”

Again. In, through the nose. Out, through the mouth. Slow. Her breath went in with mine and came out too fast, but it came out. In. Out.

“I’m going to touch you,” I said. “Your back. Is that all right?”

She stared at me. Then she nodded, a jerk of her chin.

I stepped closer, slow, and put my hand on her back. Flat, between her shoulder blades, over the linen. She was burning hot. Her heart was going under my palm so fast the beats blurred together. The muscles of her back were locked. I didn’t press. I just put my hand there and let her feel it.

“In,” I said.

We breathed in. I felt her ribs move under my hand.

“Out.”

Out. Slow. I let my hand rise and fall with her back.

I kept doing it. I don’t know how long. In, out, in, out, my hand on her back and my voice low and steady and the light from the tower beating over us both. Every few breaths I slowed it down a little more. Lengthened the out-breath. She followed me. Her breath went in ragged and came out ragged, but it came out longer. And longer.

The trembling in her back eased a little.

“I’m going to put my other hand on your chest,” I said. “Over your heart. All right?”

A nod.

I put my left hand flat on her breastbone, between her breasts, over the linen. Her heart slammed against it. I held her between my two hands, front and back, like you’d hold a bird you’d caught, and I breathed.

“Feel my hands,” I said. “That’s all. Just feel them. Feel where you are. You’re on the platform. The wood’s under your feet. The rail’s in your hands. The light’s on your hair. I’m here.”

“Ty.”

“I’m here. Breathe.”

She breathed.

And slowly, slowly, under my hands, her heart came down.

I felt it. I’d felt it come down a hundred times in other people, and it’s always the same: the beats separate. They stop blurring together and start being beats again, one, and one, and one. Then they space out. Then they slow. Hers did. It took a long time. But under my left palm her heart went from a blur to a running beat to something like a person’s, and her breath followed it down, slower, longer, until it was going in and out on its own, with mine, steady.

I looked at her ears.

Her left ear had come up off her skull. It wasn’t flat anymore. It wasn’t trembling. It was standing, tired, half up, the way an ear stands when its owner is exhausted. Her right ear had stopped straining against the cuff. It sat at its two-thirds. The whine had gone down, fading, until I couldn’t hear it at all.

I looked at her eyes.

She turned her head a little, into the shadow of her hair.

The shine faded. It went down, slowly, until they were just her eyes again. Amber. Wet. Looking at me.

She let go of the rail.



She didn’t fall. She just leaned. Sideways, into me, her whole weight coming against my chest, her face going into the side of my neck. I put my arms around her and held her up. She was still hot, but not burning. She was soaked with sweat. Her shirt was stuck to her back. She was shaking again, but it was a different shake now, the ordinary kind, the kind that comes after.

We stood like that for a long time at the rail with the Deepwild dark beyond us.

“It’s been getting worse,” she said finally, into my neck. Her voice was hoarse. “Since the meadow. Every night. I wake up and I’m running and I don’t know where. Last night I woke up on the palisade walk with my bow in my hand and no arrows.” She breathed. “I’ve never had two signs before. Never. Four years of the cuff and I never had one. Not one.”

“Why now?”

“I don’t know.” Then: “Yes I do.”

I waited.

“Because it doesn’t hold it down anymore,” she said. “It holds it, but it doesn’t hold it down. Not since the light. Not since the loft.” She lifted her head off my shoulder and looked at me. Her eyes were wet. “It’s like the Wild knows there’s somewhere to go now. And it wants to go there. And the cuff won’t let it. And it’s fighting.”

“It’s going to kill me,” she said, without any heat at all. “Isn’t it. The cuff. If the Wild keeps fighting it like this. I’m going to go into the Red one night, two signs, three, and there won’t be anybody on the platform, and Annelie’s going to have to put her spear in me.” She swallowed. “Or Hamlin. Hamlin will. He’s got a heavy crossbow.”

“Nobody’s putting anything in you.”

“You can’t promise that.”

“I just did.”

Her mouth twisted, a ghost of the old twist.

“I’m not asking you for anything,” she said. “You understand. I heard what Annelie said. All of it. I’m not asking you.”

“I know,” I said.

She held my eyes. Her right ear trembled.

“You know,” she said.

“I know you’re not asking.” I put my hand on the side of her face, my thumb on her cheekbone, wet.

She put her own hand over mine on her face and held it there.



I don’t know how long we stood there before I said it.

She’d stopped shaking. Her body had gone loose against mine, heavy, the way a body goes after a fever breaks. But her heart was going again under my hand where it had slid down to her waist. Fast, but going the way a heart should. And she was looking at me in the gold light with her lips parted and her eyes on my mouth.

I wanted her. I’d wanted her since the bath-house. Since the tree. Since the loft. Since a meadow with a bear in it.

But she’d just come back from the edge of the Red, and I wasn’t going to take a single thing she didn’t hand me.

“Svala,” I said.

“Yes.”

“Do you want me?”

Her right ear tipped toward me.

“Right now,” I said. “Here. Do you want me.”

She didn’t answer at once. Her eyes went over my face. Her ears came forward, both of them, the left one standing tall and the right one as high as the cuff would let it.

“Yes,” she said. Then, harder, with a little of the old edge coming back: “Yes. And stop being careful with me, Ty. I’m not glass. I told you.”

“You were in the Red ten minutes ago.”

“I was on the edge of it.” Her hand came up into my hair. “And you brought me back. And now I need to feel like this body’s mine again. All of it. So stop being careful.”

I stopped being careful.



I kissed her hard, harder than in the loft. I put my hand in her hair and pulled her head back and took her mouth and she opened under me and kissed me back like she was starving. Her claws went into my scalp. Her other hand went to my belt.

I backed her up against the lantern post.

It was the corner post of the platform, the big log that ran up from the ground and along the tower’s flank to the lantern housing above, the thick round pole I’d lashed the rails to. It was warm. The lantern’s heat came down through the tower and the post had soaked it up, and when I pressed her back against it she gasped at the warmth on her sweat-cold skin.

I pulled her shirt up. She lifted her arms and I pulled it off over her head and dropped it on the boards, and she was naked against the lantern post in the gold light with the night wind on her.

Her skin was all gooseflesh. Her nipples were hard as stones. Sweat was drying on her in the cold, gleaming on her collarbones and between her breasts in the light from above. Her breasts rose and fell, fast. I bent and took one of her nipples in my mouth and sucked it, hard, and she made a sound and arched against the post, pushing her breast into my mouth.

“Ty.”

Her hands were at my breeches. She got the laces loose. She got her hand inside and wrapped it around my cock and squeezed and I groaned against her breast.

I took her wrist and pulled her hand off me.

“Not yet,” I said, and went down on my knees on the boards.

She looked down at me, startled. I put my hand under her good right thigh and lifted it over my shoulder, and her heel settled against my back, and she had to grab the post behind her to stay up. Then I put my mouth on her pussy.

She was already wet. She tasted of salt and fever-sweat and her, and I licked her open slow and found her clit and pressed my tongue flat on it, and her whole body jerked against the warm wood.

“Ty,” she said. “Ty. That.”

I held her hips to the post and didn’t let her move. I worked her clit with my tongue until her thigh was shaking on my shoulder and her fingers were knotted in my hair, both fists, hauling at me, her breath coming in short plain pieces.

“In me,” she said. “I want you in me. Ty.”

I gave her one more slow stroke of my tongue, all the way up, because I wanted it, and then I stood.

I lifted her leg.

I put my hand under her good thigh, the right one, and lifted it and hooked it over my hip, and she wrapped it around me and pulled me in. Her back was against the post. Her other foot was on the boards, on its toes. I pushed my breeches down out of the way and fit myself against her and she was wet, she was soaking, and I pushed into her.

She cried out. Short and sharp. Her head went back against the post.

I took her standing there against the lantern post, her leg locked around my hip and her hands on my shoulders and her back pressed to the warm wood, slow at first, deep, and then harder. Every time I drove into her she rose up on her toes. The post was solid behind her. It didn’t give. Nothing gave but her.

“Like that,” she said. Gasping. “Yes.”

“Your ear’s trying to stand. I can see it.”

“I know. I can feel it trying.”

Her eyes were open. They were on mine. Amber in gold light, not burning now, just wide and black-pupiled and fixed on me.

I pulled out of her.

She made a sound of protest. I didn’t let her finish it. I took her by the hips and turned her around, so her front was to the rail, so she was facing out toward the Deepwild, and I put my hand flat on the middle of her back and pressed her down.

She went. She bent forward over the rail, her hands wrapping around it, her arms straight. Her back went down into a long deep curve. Her ass came up and back toward me, round and heavy and high, the gold light running over it.

And her brush lifted.

It came up off her thighs, slowly, thick and red-gold and heavy, and swept aside. Out of the way. To the left, curling over her hip, clearing her for me. The same as in the loft, and it hit me harder the second time, knowing what it meant.

I looked at her like that. Bent over the rail of my platform with the Deepwild black and endless in front of her and her ass up for me and her tail lifted out of the way. Her pussy pink and swollen and wet between her thighs. Her spine curving down in a deep hollow under my palm and then rising into the swell of her ass.

“Ty,” she said. Over her shoulder. “Now.”

I put my hand in her hair. I took a fistful of it at the back of her head, honey-gold and damp with sweat, and I held it, and I pushed into her from behind.

She took all of me in one long stroke. She was so wet I went in to the root and she cried out and her hands clenched on the rail.

I held her there. My hips against her ass, all of me inside her. My hand in her hair. My other hand on her hip.

Then I fucked her.

I took her hard over that rail. Deep, long strokes, pulling almost all the way out of her and driving all the way back in, my hips slapping against her ass. I could watch it. I looked down and watched my cock sliding in and out of her, wet and shining in the gold light, and her ass bouncing every time I hit it, the round heavy flesh rippling, and I put my hand flat on the small of her back and felt the deep curve of her spine under my palm, hollowed out, holding her ass up for me.

Her knuckles had gone white on the rail. Sweat was coming up across her shoulders, and the lantern-light caught it and turned it gold.

“Svala,” I said. “You’ve got the best ass I’ve ever seen.”

She laughed. Breathless, short, choked off when I hit her hard.

“You can look at it,” she said. “You can look at it whenever you want.”

“I’m looking at it.”

“I know you are.” Breath. “I can feel you looking.”

I pulled her hair, just enough to lift her head, to arch her neck back, so she was looking out over the rail at the Deepwild. She moaned.

“Look at it,” I said in her ear, leaning down over her. “That’s where you were going to run tonight. Into that. It’s dark out there and it goes on forever and there’s nothing in it but things that want to eat you.” I drove into her, deep. “And you’re not out there. You’re here. Over my rail. Taking my cock.”

“Yes.”

“Say it.”

“I’m here.” She was gasping. “I’m here, I’m here, I’m taking it, Ty, don’t stop.”

“I’m not going to stop.”

Her right ear was trembling. I could see it, in the gold light, beside my hand in her hair. The cuff at its base had gone faintly warm and bright, the gray of it shining, and I could hear it, very faint. Singing now. A thin high sound, like a guy-line humming in a steady wind, but softer than before, and higher.

I kept going.

She was close. I could feel it. Her pussy was getting tighter around me, clenching on me every stroke, and her breath was coming in short broken pants, and her claws dug into the rail’s grain. Her thighs had started to shake.

And then she said it.

“Keep it in me.”

She said it hoarse, to the Deepwild, not to me. And I felt her stop for half a second under my hands, like she’d surprised herself. Like she’d heard her own mouth say it and didn’t know where it had come from.

Then she said it again. Louder.

“Keep it in me. When you come. I want all of it. Keep it in me, Ty.”

My chest went tight as a set anchor. I drove into her hard and held it there, deep, and bent down over her back with my mouth at her ear.

“I’m going to fill you up,” I said. “Deep as I can get it. And you’re going to keep it.”

“Yes.”

“You’re going to feel it in you all night.”

“Yes. Ty. Yes.”

“It’s mine,” I said. “In you. Nobody else’s.”

“Yours,” she said. “Yes. Yours.”

She came.

She came with a shout. Her fists were locked on the rail and she threw her head back against my grip on her hair, and the sound tore out of her and went over the rail into the Deepwild, low and raw and long, the loudest thing on the whole north bank. Somewhere out in the black, something small broke cover and ran.

Inside her, everything went tight around me at once, a hard wet grip that dragged at me on every stroke, and her knees buckled. I caught her. I held her up by the hip and the hair, and she hung there between my hands and the rail, shaking, and her brush stood straight out over her hip and then dropped and lashed itself around my leg.

The cuff was hot against my knuckles. My fist was wound in her hair right beside it, and the thin high note was climbing with her, so close to my skin I could feel it as much as hear it, like a plucked wire.

“Keep it in me,” she said into the dark. Broken. “Ty. Keep it.”

I hauled her back onto me by the hips, buried myself to the root, held her there against the rail, and came.

I emptied myself into her. My seed went deep in her, and I pressed my hips flush to her ass so there was no gap anywhere for any of it to leave by, and my hands bit into her hips so hard I’d see the marks on her in the morning. All of it in her, where she’d asked for it. Where nobody could ever pry it loose and nail it up under another name.

The rail creaked under her fists. She didn’t let go of it and she didn’t pull away. She pushed back against me and took all of it, and at the very end I felt her squeeze down on me once more, slow and on purpose, like a woman closing her hand on something she meant to keep.

When it was over I stayed there. Bent over her. Inside her. My forehead on her sweat-wet back between her shoulder blades.



“Keep it in me,” Svala said, after a while. Into the dark. Her voice was hoarse and she sounded like she couldn’t believe it. “I said keep it in me.”

“You did.”

“Twice.”

“Three times,” I said. “If you count ‘I want all of it.’”

There was a silence.

“I meant it,” she said.

“I know you did.” I kissed the back of her neck. “I could tell.”

She started to laugh. It came up out of her slowly, low, shaking her under me. And then I was laughing too. Just once, low, into her back. At her. At me. At the whole thing. At how much she’d meant it, and how much I had.

We laughed, bent over the rail of that platform at the end of the world with the Deepwild in front of us, until she said “Ow, Ty, my leg,” and I pulled out of her slowly and turned her around and held her up.



I sat down on the boards with my back against the lantern post and took off my red jacket and wrapped it around her, and pulled her down into my lap. She came. She curled up against my chest with the jacket around her and her legs drawn up and her head under my chin. Her brush came around and wrapped my thigh.

I put my arms around her and held her and we looked out at the Deepwild together. The stars were out over it, thick, both moons down. The cold wind came off the trees. The light from the tower above beat slow and gold over us both.

Her cuff was still faintly warm against my chest. I could feel it through my shirt, cooling.

“Ty,” she said.

“Yeah.”

“That wasn’t your Lead,” she said, careful. “What happened. The breathing. My heart coming down.” She paused. “That wasn’t a Lead, was it. It couldn’t be. Annelie said she has to ask. Out loud. In words.” She lifted her head and looked at me. “And I haven’t asked.”

“No,” I said. “You haven’t.”

“So it wasn’t that.”

“It wasn’t that. That was just breathing. I’ve done it for a lot of people.” I tucked her hair behind her ear. Her left ear. Then, carefully, her right. She let me. “It was just me.”

“Nobody asked you to do that,” she said.

“Nobody asked you to ask,” I said.

She didn’t say anything to that. She looked at me a moment longer with those amber eyes, and then she put her head back down under my chin and her hand flat on my chest over my heart.

Her right ear was pressed against my collarbone. It was trembling, a little, against the warm cuff, like something on the edge of a decision.

I sat with her on the platform until the sky went gray, and by then the cuff had gone cold again.


Chapter 10: Bait for the King

There was smoke in the south.

I saw it as the sky went from gray to pale gold over the fen, with Svala asleep in my lap on the platform and my jacket wrapped around her. Two hours south, maybe more. Low along the line of the hills, where they folded down toward the river. Four columns of it, thin gray threads going straight up in the still dawn air, close together, and then flattening out at the top into a haze where they hit the cold layer above.

I watched it without moving.

Four fires, close together, all lit about the same time. That’s not a homestead. A homestead has one chimney. That’s not a forest fire either; a forest fire’s one big dirty column, black at the base, and it moves. These were small and steady and pale. Cookfires, the kind you light at dawn when you’ve slept out and want breakfast before you start work. Green wood in two of them; those columns were grayer and thicker. Somebody hadn’t bothered to find dry.

A camp. A big one. Twenty men or more.

I looked at where it was.

Two hours south along the foot of the hills. The way the King’s sounder had gone, after it crossed at the riffle. The place Hamlin had told me about. A big meadow with a salt seep in the middle and a creek coming down through a cut on the east side.

Saltlick.

Svala stirred against my chest. Her ears came up first, before her eyes opened, turning toward the smoke as if she could hear it.

“What,” she said. Hoarse.

“Somebody’s camped at Saltlick,” I said. “Twenty men. Since last night. Green wood in their fires, so they came in after dark and didn’t look for dry.” I looked at the four threads of smoke. “Who on the Line would camp twenty men two hours from Grayfen, in the King’s country, three days after it came south?”

She sat up. She looked south. Her ears went back.

“Stoll,” she said.



“It’s Brannoch’s party,” Annelie said. “Let them.”

We were in the lodge, the four of us, and I was already packing. Water skin, rope, knife, spear. Svala was at the table restringing Ulla’s bow with a new string she’d twisted herself out of sinew and linen thread. Annelie stood at the hearth with her arms folded and her face calm.

“They’re staking it,” I said. “That’s what Ottoline said. Brannoch wants the King on a bait-line before the Muster so he knows its range. They followed its sign south from where it crossed the river, the same as I did, and they’ve found where it’s feeding. And they’ve set up on Saltlick to stake it.”

“Then let them stake it.”

“They’ll have it wrong.”

Annelie went still at the hearth.

“I’ve seen how they do it,” I said. “At Alder Meadow. They put the bait in the middle of the meadow and the crossbows in a hide on the edge, and they wait for the beast to walk out into the open and go for the bait. That’s what you do with a bear that’s never seen a crossbow. It works on a bear that hasn’t learned anything.” I tied off the water skin. “The ridge bear at Alder Meadow went around them. It came down the gully behind the stake. The King tested the ford with a scout and went three miles downstream to cross where Hamlin couldn’t see it. It looked at us up in that tree like it was reading a page.”

“So?”

“So it’s not going to walk out into the open at Saltlick and go for the bait while twenty crossbowmen watch it come.” I stood up. “Hamlin. The creek cut on the east side of Saltlick. Which way does it run?”

Hamlin was by the fire with his pipe. He took it out of his mouth.

“Comes down out of the hills to the north-east,” he said slowly. “Cuts in deep, ten feet, twelve. Runs along the north end of the meadow under the bank and then bends away south along the east side.” He frowned. “Why?”

“Where would you put a crossbow hide at Saltlick? If you were staking a beast coming down out of the north.”

He thought about it. “North end. On the bank above the cut, looking out over the meadow. The cut’s at your back. Nothing comes over a twelve-foot bank.” He stopped. He looked at me. “Oh,” he said.

“It came down the hills from the north,” I said. “It’ll smell the camp a mile off. It’ll see the hide. It’ll see the bait. It’s going to do what it did at the ford. It’s going to go around.” I picked up my spear. “It’ll go into that creek cut upstream, where nobody’s watching, and walk down it under the bank where the crossbows can’t see. And it’ll come up out of the cut right behind the hide.”

“And then?” said Annelie.

“And then somebody on that meadow dies.”

The lodge was quiet. The fire popped.

“It’s Brannoch’s party,” Annelie said again. Softer. “It’s Stoll. It’s the men who staked her.” She looked at Svala. “Everybody on the Line heard what he did to her in the Scarrow Hills. Who shot Haldis Prosk in the back, maybe. Let the King have them, Company man. Let it.”

I didn’t answer right away.

She wasn’t wrong, and I knew she wasn’t, and I’d have said the same thing a few years ago about other men, in other places.

“Who do they use for bait?” I said.

Annelie said nothing.

“Svala,” I said. “Brannoch’s party. They had you on the line at Alder Meadow. Now you’re here. Who’s on the line at Saltlick?”

Svala finished tying off the bowstring. She tested it. Then she looked up at me.

“Zin,” she said.



I went. Svala came with me.

I didn’t ask her to. I didn’t ask her not to. She stood up from the table with the bow in her hand and a quiver of thirty arrows on her back and looked at me, and I looked at her, and that was the whole conversation.

Annelie walked us to the gate. She didn’t say anything else about Brannoch. At the gate she stopped and folded her arms.

“You can’t leave it,” she said quietly. “Can you.”

“No.”

“Any of it. Anyone.”

“I’ve never been able to.”

She looked at me a moment longer. Her right ear was turned toward me and her mouth had gone thin, the way it went when she measured the ember.

“Come back,” she said. And turned around, and went back to the lodge.



We ran it.

Two hours, Hamlin had said, walking. We did it in a little over one. South along the foot of the hills on the sounder’s trail, which was as wide as a road and as easy to follow, the King’s prints sunk deep in it every few yards. Svala ran ahead of me on her healing leg and I ran behind her, and I’d never run that fast for that long in my life, and I’d never once in my life been passed by someone who’d been bleeding from the thigh not two weeks before.

The King’s prints were fresh. Last night. It had lain up in the hills and come on again in the dark. It hadn’t stopped to root or wallow once. Going south, steadily, like it had somewhere to be.

A mile short of Saltlick, they turned.

I almost missed it. I’d been running with my eyes on the trail and the trail went straight on, south, a broad swath of churned earth toward the meadow. And the sounder’s prints went straight on with it, nine pigs’ worth, sows and yearlings and the one young boar.

But the King’s prints weren’t in it anymore.

I stopped so fast I nearly fell. Svala heard me and stopped and turned. I went back twenty yards, crouching, reading. There. The King’s tracks came down the trail with the others, and then they stepped off it to the left. East. Into a thicket of hazel, where the branches were broken at the height of my chest and bent forward, all leaning the same way, all pushed east. The prints went into the hazel and didn’t come back.

I followed them ten yards into the thicket. The prints went east, then bent south-east, around the shoulder of the hill. Away from the trail. Away from the meadow.

Toward the creek.

“It sent them straight in,” I said. “The sounder. It sent them down the trail into the meadow.” I looked at the nine pigs’ prints going on south without it. “So the crossbows would see pigs coming down from the north and think that was it. And it went around.”

Svala looked at the hazel thicket. Her face had gone white under the tan.

“It used its own sounder for bait,” she said.

“Yes.”

We ran.



We came over the last rise above Saltlick at the edge of the trees and I lay down on my belly and looked.

The meadow was big. Bigger than Alder Meadow, a long oval of tall autumn grass gone gold and copper, half a mile from end to end, running north to south along the foot of the hills. In the middle of it was the salt seep, a gray flat of mud and white crust the size of a house, trampled to soup. On the east side the ground fell away into the creek cut. I could see it from here, a dark line of willows and alders running along the bottom of a steep bank, and the glint of water.

The cut came down out of the hills at the north-east corner and ran along the whole north end of the meadow under a high bank before it bent and ran south along the east side. Just like Hamlin had said.

And on the north end of the meadow, on top of that bank, with their backs to the cut, was the hide.

It was a long low wall of cut brush, fifty yards long, and behind it were the crossbows. I could see them from here, lying in a line, the glint of metal and the brown of their jerkins. Twenty men, maybe more. Stoll would be among them; I couldn’t see him. They were facing south, out over the meadow, toward the place where the sounder’s trail came in off the hills at the north-west corner.

The sounder had already come in. I could see the pigs. Nine dark shapes at the salt seep, rooting and wallowing in the gray mud, a hundred yards from the hide. Nobody was shooting them.

They weren’t what anybody was waiting for.

On the west side of the meadow, opposite the creek cut, there was a stand. A tall platform of logs lashed together, twenty feet high, with a ladder up one side and a railed deck on top. Somebody was standing on the deck. Tall. Slender. White coat. Silver hair. A gilded bow in her hand, catching the morning sun, flashing gold every time she moved.

Isveta Kalm. On display. In the middle of a hunt. Standing up on a platform twenty feet high where every man in the party could see her and where she could see everything and touch nothing.

And out in the middle of the meadow, between the salt seep and the hide, running, was Zin.



She was dragging a blood-sack.

I could see it from the rise. A big leather bag on a rope, dark and wet, bumping and sliding through the grass behind her. She was running a long loop across the meadow from the salt seep toward the hide and back, laying a blood trail through the grass. Laying it fresh, again and again, so the smell of it would hang over the whole meadow. So the King would come to the smell and walk out into the open.

She ran fast. Even from up on the rise I could see how fast. Her short legs were a blur, her bare feet flashing, her copper-red hair bright as a fire in the gold grass. The blood-sack bounced behind her. She went right past the pigs at the seep, so close one of the sows turned its head and woofed at her, and she laughed. I could hear it from the rise. A high, wild, delighted laugh, loud enough that some of the crossbowmen in the hide laughed too.

Then she turned at the end of her loop and ran back past the pigs again, closer.

She was showing off. She was making a show of it, running right past the sounder like it was a game. For the crossbowmen. For Stoll. For anybody watching.

They’d put her in the middle of a meadow with a bag of blood and twenty crossbows on her back and the biggest crowned beast on the Line somewhere in the hills, and she’d made it a show. A show was something she was doing.

“Ty,” Svala said beside me, her mouth almost in the grass. “The cut.”

I looked.

At the north-east corner of the meadow, where the creek cut came down out of the hills, the willows along the top of the bank were moving.

There was no wind. The grass on the meadow was still. Every other tree on the rise was still. But a line of willow tops along the edge of the cut was shaking, one after another, coming down the cut from the hills toward the meadow. Toward the hide. Shaking like something big was pushing its way down the creek bed underneath them, brushing their trunks with its shoulders.

Coming down the cut. Under the bank. Toward the place where the hide sat on top of it with twenty crossbows facing the wrong way.

“Go,” I said.



We went down off the rise at a dead run, toward the hide. Toward the cut.

It was four hundred yards. Too far. I knew it was too far before we’d taken ten strides. I yelled anyway.

“The cut! Behind you! It’s in the cut!”

They didn’t hear me. Or they heard me and it didn’t mean anything. A man shouting at a hunt is just a man shouting. A few heads turned in the hide. Somebody laughed.

Svala didn’t yell. She stopped running. She planted her feet in the grass three hundred yards out, drew, and shot.

I didn’t see where she was shooting until the arrow landed. She put it into the top of the bank behind the hide, at the edge of the cut, right where the willow tops had stopped shaking. Into the earth. Into nothing.

She’d shot at the noise. At the place she’d heard it stop. With her ears.

She drew again.

And the King came up out of the cut.



It came up the bank behind the hide the way the bear had come out of the alders. All at once, in an explosion of earth and willow and water. The bank was twelve feet high and it went up it in two bounds, its huge forefeet digging in, throwing mud and stones down behind it, its back legs driving. Svala’s second arrow hit it in the shoulder as it came over the top and it didn’t even flinch.

Then it was on the hide.

It went into the line of crossbowmen from behind like a boulder going through a fence. The men never had a chance to turn. It hit the brush wall from behind and the brush wall exploded outward and men went with it, flying, crossbows and all. I saw one man thrown ten feet in the air. I saw another go under its front feet. It swung its head through the line and its tusks went through the brush and through the men behind it, and the screaming started.

It came through the hide in four seconds.

Then it was out on the meadow. And it stopped.

It stood there in the long grass with its chest glowing like a forge and the brush of the hide hanging off its tusks and men lying in the wreckage behind it, and it looked at the meadow. At the sounder at the salt seep, which had scattered at the noise. At the men running from the wreck of the hide, south, every which way. At the stand on the west side with the white figure on it.

At the woman in the middle of the meadow with the blood-sack.



Zin had seen it come up out of the cut. She’d been at the far end of her loop, near the hide, when it hit, and she’d dropped the blood-sack and run. South. Away from it, toward the seep. Fast. So fast.

But she’d been running all morning with a sack of blood, for the crossbows. She’d been running for hours.

And there was a hole.

I saw her hit it. At the edge of the salt seep where the ground was soft and churned by the pigs, there were holes everywhere where they’d rooted, and her bare foot went into one of them in full stride. Her leg twisted under her. She went down hard, rolling, in the gray mud at the edge of the seep, and came up onto her knees with her hand on her ankle, and tried to stand, and fell again.

The King turned its head toward her.

It had blood on it now. Blood on its tusks, blood on its snout, brush and mud and blood hanging off it. It looked at Zin in the mud. And it put its head down.

And charged.



I was running. I’d been running since the rise and I was two hundred yards out from Zin when the King came through the hide, a hundred when it turned its head. Too far. It was too far, it was always going to be too far, and the King was a lot faster than me.

But I was reading it.

I’d watched it come through the hide. I’d watched it swing its head through the line of men. And it didn’t swing the way I’d thought it would. Pigs gore with an upward hook, head down and then up and to the side, ripping. A boar that size uses both tusks. I’d seen it at the rub-tree, two grooves side by side.

But this one hooked left. Every time.

I’d seen it through the hide. It went in head down and came up hooking left, sweeping its head to the left as it rose, again and again, three men in a row, all to the left. Its left tusk was the long one. The off-tusk. I could see it now as it put its head down to charge Zin: the left tusk long and curved and yellow, a great hook as long as my arm. The right one shorter. Snapped off a foot short in some old fight, the broken end worn blunt.

It used the long one. It hooked left. Every time it charged something, it came through and hooked its head up and left to rip with the long tusk. That was what it did. That was its habit. A beast that big doesn’t change its habits for a man.

If it came through Zin and hooked left, the side of her that was safe was its right.

I went right.



I don’t remember all of it. I remember pieces.

I remember the grass, waist-high, grabbing at my legs, and the ground shaking under my feet as the King came. I remember Zin in the mud at the edge of the seep, on her knees, her face turned toward the King, absolutely white under her freckles. She’d drawn one of her long knives. She was holding it up in front of her. A knife. Against that.

I remember her tail. Her short bobbed tail, which had been twitching every time I’d seen her. It had gone completely still.

I remember the King’s chest, glowing, coming at us across the meadow like a train with its headlight on.

I came in at an angle from the King’s right, its short-tusk side, running flat out. I hit Zin from the side. I didn’t stop. I didn’t slow down. I just grabbed her around the waist with my left arm as I went past and kept going, and she came up off the mud like a sack of feed, and she screamed something, and I was carrying her, running, to the right, east, toward the creek cut.

The King came through the place where she’d been kneeling.

I felt it. I didn’t see it. I felt the ground jump and felt the wind of it go past my back, and heard it hit the mud where she’d been and plow through it. And then I heard it turn.

It turned left. It hooked left with its head as it went through, tearing up the mud where she’d been with its long tusk, exactly as I’d read it. And then it wheeled around and came after us.

It was fast. God, it was fast. Something that size shouldn’t be that fast. It covered the ground between us in no time at all. I was running for the creek cut with Zin under my arm and the edge of the bank was ahead of me, twenty yards, ten, and I could hear it behind me, its breath roaring, its feet drumming, getting closer.

Five yards.

I didn’t stop at the edge. I threw us over it.

I jumped off the top of the bank with Zin in my arms and turned in the air so my back was to the cut, and as we went over, the King reached the edge behind us.

It hooked. Left. I saw it out of the corner of my eye as I fell, its huge head sweeping up and left, the long tusk swinging.

The tip of it caught me.

It came as a line, not as pain. A cold line, drawn across my left side, from just under my armpit down along my ribs nearly to my hip. Like someone had laid a length of icy wire along my side and pulled it tight. Then we were falling and the bank was going past and we hit the side of it, and rolled, and went down through the willows in a tangle and landed in the creek.



The water was cold. Shallow, thank God. Knee-deep, running fast over stones. We landed in it on my back with Zin on top of me and I went under and came up gasping, my throat locking, the panic slamming into me, and I made myself not stand up, not fight it, roll, get my head up.

I got my head up. I got my knees under me. I had Zin by the jerkin.

The King was standing on the edge of the bank above us.

Twelve feet up. It stood on the lip of the cut with its forefeet on the edge, looking down at us in the creek, its chest glowing, its breath coming in great roaring gusts. Its long tusk had blood on the tip. Mine. The bank was steep, almost straight, crumbling mud and willow roots. It couldn’t come straight down after us. It was too big. It would fall.

It knew that. I watched it know. It looked at the bank, at the drop, at the willows. It looked along the edge of the cut, north and south, looking for a way down. It turned its head to the left.

There was a place, thirty yards south, where the bank slumped down into a ramp of fallen earth. I’d seen it as we jumped. It saw it now.

It started to move toward it.

Then an arrow hit it in the face.

It went into the King’s cheek, under its right eye, and stuck there quivering. The King screamed. It’s a horrible sound, a boar’s scream, a shriek like metal tearing. It swung its head toward the meadow.

A second arrow hit it beside the first. A third hit the soft place under its jaw.

I couldn’t see her from the creek. I could hear the string, though, a flat steady thrum, thrum, from somewhere out on the meadow. Svala. Planted in the grass, shooting. Not at its chest; the chest was armored in muscle and bristle and a bow like Ulla’s would never get through it. At its face. At the soft places. Its eyes, its snout, the hinge of its jaw.

A fourth arrow took it in the snout. It shook its head, and the arrows stuck in its face shook with it, rust-red fletching flying.

The King backed away from the edge of the bank. It stood on the meadow out of my sight and screamed, and I heard Svala’s bow again, thrum, and the King’s scream went higher.

Then I heard it go.

Its feet, drumming, moving away north up the cut toward the hills, back the way it had come. Running.

The sound got smaller. And smaller.

And then it was gone.



I knelt in the creek with Zin in my arms, holding her up out of the water, and then I couldn’t kneel anymore, and I sat down in it, and the cold water came up to my chest. I didn’t care. I sat there in the creek and breathed.

“Gods, wick,” Zin said. “You’re leaking all over me.”

Her voice was small and shaking, nothing like the voice that had filled the Fordwatch yard. She was lying across my lap in the water with her arms around my neck and her face very close to mine. Her pale green eyes were huge.

“Yeah,” I said.

“That’s a lot of you. In the water.”

I looked down at my side. My shirt was torn open from my armpit to my hip and the edges of the tear were red. The water around me was going pink, swirling away downstream in a long thin ribbon.

I put my hand on it. Under the shirt. I felt along it.

It was long. Very long, from the armpit down across the ribs. But the edges of it were close together under my fingers, and the bottom of it, when I pressed, was hard. Bone. Rib. The tusk had raked me, not stabbed me. It had laid me open like a sliced ham, skin and some of the meat under it, along the ribs, and the ribs had stopped it.

Shallow. Long and shallow. It would bleed like hell and scar like hell and it wasn’t going to kill me.

“It’s not deep,” I said.

“It’s very long.”

“It’s not deep.”

Her face was white under all those freckles. Her tufted ears were flat back against her copper hair, and trembling.

Her tail was still. Completely still. Like a rabbit’s when the hawk goes over.

“It hooked left,” she said. “You went right. You knew it would hook left.”

“I watched it go through the hide.”

“Nobody watches that,” she said. “Nobody watches that and thinks about which way it’s going.”

“I do,” I said.

Her mouth opened and nothing came out of it.

Then her face crumpled in the middle, and she buried it in my neck, and she started to shake. Her arms were locked around my neck and her whole wiry body was shaking against me in the cold water, and I held her there in the creek.

After a while her tail moved.

It twitched. Once. Then again.



Svala came down the slumped part of the bank thirty yards south and splashed up the creek to us. She had her bow in her hand and her quiver a third empty and her face was white and furious.

She looked at me, at the blood in the water, at my side.

“Is it deep?”

“No.”

She knelt in the creek beside me and put her hand on the wound under my shirt without asking, and felt along it, the whole length of it, her fingers pressing. I hissed. She ignored me. When she got to the bottom she pressed hard, and felt the rib, and her face changed a little.

“Not deep,” she said.

“I told you.”

“You’re a liar about wounds. I’ve watched you.” She took her hand away. It was red. She wiped it on her buckskin and looked at Zin, curled in my lap with her face in my neck. “Zin.”

Zin lifted her head.

“Svala,” she said. Her voice was a little steadier. Then, with a ghost of her grin: “You ran off with a wick.”

“I did.”

“Is he any good?”

“Shut up, Zin,” said Svala, and her voice cracked in the middle, and she put her hand on Zin’s copper hair, once, and took it away again.



We got out of the creek and up onto the meadow at the slumped place.

The hide was gone. There was just a long scattered wreck of brush where it had been, and things in the wreck I didn’t look at very closely. Three men. Three of Stoll’s crossbowmen, dead in the brush where the King had come through them. Others were wounded, sitting or lying in the grass, and men were kneeling by them. Somebody was crying. Somebody else was swearing, a long steady stream of it in a high cracked voice.

The sounder was gone too. Scattered back into the hills when the King ran.

Stoll was standing in the middle of the wreck with his crossbow in his scarred hand, cocked, looking north at the hills where the King had gone. He wasn’t hurt. There wasn’t a mark on him. His jaw was going steadily on his spruce gum.

He turned and saw us coming. Me with blood all down my left side, Svala with her bow, Zin hopping on one foot between us with her arms over both our shoulders.

He looked at Svala. Then at me.

Then at Zin.

“Bait-runner,” he said.

Zin didn’t say anything.

“Can you run on that?” He nodded at her ankle. It had swollen up already, purple and fat above the wrapped shin. She was holding it off the ground.

“Not today,” Zin said.

“Not for a month, looks like.” Stoll spat green into the grass. “We’ve got three dead and seven hurt and the King’s run back into the hills with a face full of the fox’s arrows, and I’ve got to have it on a bait-line again before the Muster. With a bait-runner that runs.” He looked at her ankle again, and his face didn’t change at all. “You’re spent.”

“Daggan,” said Zin.

“Spent,” said Stoll. “Off the roll. The Huntmaster’ll pay you through the end of the month.” He turned away. “We’re pulling out. Back to Fordwatch. Get the wounded on the wagons.” He raised his voice. “Pulling out!”

He walked away across the wreck of the hide, shouting orders. Men started moving. Lifting the wounded. Gathering crossbows out of the brush.

Nobody came for Zin.



Brannoch rode across the meadow a little after that, on the big gray horse.

He came from the south end, where I hadn’t seen him: there was a little knot of horses down there at the edge of the trees, out of the way, a couple of men holding them, and a man in a fur collar I recognized. Fiske, sitting on a mule, holding his loupe. Brannoch rode up from there at a slow walk, and he looked at the wreck of the hide, and at the dead men in it, and his big handsome face was full of sorrow.

“Gods,” he said. Loud. Everybody could hear. “Oh, gods. Ruel. And Pasco. And young Marlo.” He swung down off the horse and knelt by one of the dead men and put his ringed hand on the man’s chest and bowed his head. “Good men. Good men, all three of them. I’ll see their families paid. Every copper. You have my word.”

The men around him nodded. Some of them looked at him with their eyes shining.

He stood up and wiped his hand on his green cloak and turned, and saw us.

Saw Zin, between Svala and me, hopping. Saw her ankle.

“Ah, Zin,” he said. And his face went sad, so sad, the corners of his mouth turning down and his warm brown eyes going wet. “Poor girl. Poor girl. That’s a bad one. Well. You knew the work.” He shook his head slowly. “We’ll miss you on the line, sweetheart. Nobody runs bait like you.”

He didn’t come any closer.

Then he looked at Svala. And his smile came back. Warm, fond, delighted, like a man seeing an old friend.

“Svala,” he said. “There you are. Shooting the King in the face, I hear. Good girl.” He laughed. It rang out over the dead men in the hide. “When you’re done playing with the wick, come home. Your bow’s waiting for you at Fordwatch. I’ve had it oiled.”

Svala didn’t say anything at all. She stood there with Zin’s arm over her shoulder and looked at him. Her face showed him nothing. Her right ear was jerking against its cuff. I could hear it. Thin and high.

Brannoch looked at me last. At my side. At the blood.

“And Ty Ballard,” he said, warmly. “Look at you. The King give you that?”

“Yes.”

“Lucky it didn’t take your liver.” He smiled. “Very lucky. I’d watch that luck, son. It runs out.”

He swung back up into the saddle.

“Pulling out!” he called, and rode away south toward the horses without looking back.



I looked across the meadow at the stand on the west side.

Isveta Kalm was still up there. Twenty feet up, on her railed deck, in her white coat, with her gilded bow in her hand. She hadn’t come down. She hadn’t moved.

She’d been up there the whole time. She’d been up there when the King came up out of the cut. When it went through the hide. When it charged Zin. When Svala was standing in the grass putting arrows in its face, one after another. She’d had a bow in her hand the whole time, a good one, and she was a Three-Lantern hunter, and she’d been standing on a platform with a clear shot at the King’s whole flank for the entire fight.

She hadn’t fired a single arrow.

I looked at her across the meadow. She was looking back at me. Her face, at that distance, was a pale perfect oval, calm, without expression, the way it had been on the front of the wagon at Fordwatch.

Then I looked at her hands.

Her left hand held the gilded bow at her side. Her right hand was on the rail of the stand. And her fingers were curled around the rail hard. So hard. Her claws were out. I could see them from there, even at that distance, because the sun was on them; five short pale curved claws sunk into the top of the log rail of that stand. Deep. Deep enough to split it. There were long pale gouges in the bark of the rail on either side of her hand, fresh, where her claws had dug in and dragged.

Her face was perfect. Her tail was held perfectly still behind her.

Her hand was tearing the rail apart.

She held my eyes for one long moment across the meadow. Then she turned away, and went down the ladder, and walked toward the horses without looking back.



The party pulled out.

They put the dead on one wagon and the wounded on another and they went south, down the road toward Fordwatch, with Brannoch riding at the front and Stoll walking at the back with his crossbow on his shoulder. Nobody looked back at us. Fiske went by on his mule, and he glanced at me, once, and his eyes went to my side, and then to Svala’s bow, and then away. He was holding the loupe.

It took them a long time to go. When they were gone, the meadow was quiet. Just the wind in the grass, and the creek in the cut, and a crow somewhere, and the wreck of the hide.

Zin was sitting in the grass. Svala had wrapped her ankle tight with a strip of my torn shirt. She was sitting with her leg out in front of her, looking down the road after them.

She looked small. She was small anyway, five-two, but she’d been loud enough at Fordwatch to fill the yard. Now she just sat there in the gold grass with her copper hair in her eyes and her knives at the small of her back and her swollen ankle in front of her, and watched the road where they’d gone, and she was small.

Her hands lay open in her lap, and for once they weren’t doing anything.

I sat down beside her. My side hurt like fire. Svala had packed it with moss from the creek bank and bound it with the rest of my shirt, and I could feel it pulling every time I breathed.

“So,” I said.

Zin didn’t look at me. She looked at the road.

“Spent,” she said. “Off the roll. Pay to the end of the month. Two years. Two years I ran bait for him. I ran in front of a crowned bear at the Scarrow Hills. I ran in front of a gloam pack at the Copperpine meadow. I ran in front of the King, twice, and both times I lived. And he says, you knew the work.” She laughed. It wasn’t her laugh. It was a thin little sound. “I did know the work. I knew it better than any of them.”

“You know what the work is, wick?” she said. “The work is, you run in front of the thing that wants to eat you, so that the men with the crossbows can watch it come. And they bet on whether you’ll make it. They’ve got a book, at Fordwatch. A betting book. Stoll keeps it. Zin makes it back, two to one. Zin goes under, five to one. I made it back twenty-six times. Somebody won a lot of money on me.”

“Who lost?”

She turned her head then, and her pale green eyes were wet.

“Nobody ever bet against me,” she said. “Not once. Not one time in two years. Not one of them.” She laughed again, the thin one. “You know what that means? It means none of them ever thought I was worth anything but bait. Not enough to bet I’d go under. Not enough to bet I’d do anything else.”

She wiped her eyes with the back of her wrist, hard, like she was angry at them.

“You’d have died,” I said. “Today. If I hadn’t been there.”

“I know.”

“Brannoch didn’t come close. Stoll didn’t. Isveta stood on a stand with a bow and didn’t loose.”

“I know.”

“So you’re off the roll,” I said. “You’re spent. You’ve got pay to the end of the month and a bad ankle and two knives.” I paused. “What are you going to do?”

She took her time looking at me. My face. My side, bound in my own torn shirt with blood coming through it. At Svala, standing a little way off with her bow, watching us.

Her face settled, slowly, the way a spooked horse finally lets its head down when it decides you aren’t going to hurt it.

“Where’s your post, wick?” she said.



The gold letters came while I was still deciding how to answer that.

[Warden: Level 3.]

[Sign-Reading: Rank 2.]

They hung in the air over the gold grass, over Zin’s copper head, and she looked right through them at me, waiting.

Rank 2. Some days the System and I agreed.

“North,” I said. “Two hours. Across the ford. There’s a light.”

Her grin came back. Slowly, crooked, a little wobbly at the edges. But it came.

“There’d better be food,” she said.



I carried her home.

She couldn’t walk on the ankle and Svala had my spear and her bow and the rest of the gear, so there wasn’t anything else to do. I crouched and Zin climbed up onto my back and wrapped her arms around my neck and her legs around my waist, and I stood up, and my side screamed at me, and I started walking.

I’d carried packs heavier than Zin Kerran. She was dense and wiry, all muscle, a sprinter’s thighs and hard little arms, and she settled onto my back like a jockey, her knees gripping my hips, her chest pressed against my shoulders through her thin jerkin. I could feel her breasts through the leather against my back. Small and firm. I could feel her nipples. I was trying not to.

She knew it. Of course she knew it.

We’d gone maybe half a mile when she put her mouth right against my ear and bit it.

A nip, her sharp little teeth closing on the top of my ear and letting go.

Her cuff was against the side of my head, cold, colder than the rest of her, and heavier than a band that size had any right to be.

“Hey,” I said.

“Wick,” she said, right in my ear. Her breath was hot. “You saved my life.”

“I noticed.”

“I owe you.”

“You don’t owe me anything.”

“I owe you,” she said. “And I always pay what I owe. Ask anybody.” She shifted on my back, deliberately, her thighs tightening around my hips, her chest rubbing against my shoulders. “So I’ve been thinking about how I’m going to pay you.”

“Zin.”

“First,” she said, “I’m going to wait till you’re healed up. I’m not a monster. I’m going to wait till you can lie on your side. And then I’m going to get you down on your back somewhere nobody can hear, and I’m going to take your breeches off with my teeth.”

I kept walking. I looked straight ahead.

“And then,” she said, “I’m going to put my mouth on you. And I’m going to take my time. I’m going to take so much time. I’m very good at it, wick. I’m the best on the Line. I’m going to make you beg.” She bit my ear again, harder. “And I’m going to look at you the whole time. I like to look. And when you can’t take it anymore, I’m going to swallow every single drop.”

“Zin,” said Svala from behind us.

Zin stopped.

“He’s bleeding,” said Svala. “If you make him any harder he’ll fall over and we’ll have to carry both of you.”

There was a short silence.

Then Zin started laughing. A real laugh, this time, her own laugh, loud and high and wild. She threw her head back and laughed so hard she nearly fell off my back, and I had to grab her legs, and that hurt my side, and I swore, and that made her laugh harder.

“Gods,” she gasped. “Svala. Gods. I missed you.”

“I know,” said Svala.

Behind me, I heard Svala laugh too. Just once. Low. Like it had got out past her.

Zin’s tail was twitching against the back of my leg, quick and steady, the whole way home.


Chapter 11: The Lynx Comes North

“That’s my fish.”

Hamlin said it from the smokehouse door the next morning, in a voice I hadn’t heard him use before, low and terrible, like a man finding his house robbed.

Zin was sitting on top of the woodpile with her bad ankle propped up on a log and a whole smoked trout in her hands. She’d already eaten the head. She looked at Hamlin over the top of it with her pale green eyes, chewing.

“Is it?” she said, with her mouth full.

“It was on my rack.”

“It was on a rack,” Zin agreed. “Outside. In the open. With nobody guarding it.” She took another bite. “On the Line, that’s called a gift.”

“That’s my best trout. That’s a three-day smoke. That’s alderwood and juniper.”

“I can tell.” She licked her fingers. “It’s very good. You’re a genius, old man. Is there more?”

Hamlin stood in the smokehouse door. His face went through several colors. Then he turned around and went back into the smokehouse, and I heard the door bar drop into its brackets from the inside, and that was the last anybody saw of him until noon.

Zin grinned at me across the yard.

“I like him,” she said.



She’d been at Grayfen for less than a day and she’d already been everywhere in it.

We’d come in at dusk the night before, me with my side bound up in bloody shirt-rags and Zin on my back and Svala carrying everything else, and Hamlin had pulled us across on the raft without a word, looking at the blood. Annelie had met us at the gate. She’d looked at me, and at the shirt-rags, and at Zin, and her face hadn’t done anything at all. Then she’d stepped aside and let us in, and I’d put Zin down on the bench in the lodge, and that was the last quiet minute Grayfen had for a while.

Zin was loud. I’d known that. I’d seen her at Fordwatch, vaulting off a wagon and yelling about my boots in front of fifty people. But Fordwatch was a big post, and the noise went out into it and got lost.

Grayfen was four people and a light. Zin filled it up like water filling a bucket.

She talked. All the time. At supper she’d talked straight through the stew, telling Svala everything that had happened in Brannoch’s party since Svala left: who’d got drunk at Fordwatch, who’d slept with whom, which crossbowman had shot himself in the foot cocking his bow, how Stoll had lost forty silver on a dice game to a mule-driver and had to pay it in bolts. She talked through Annelie putting fresh moss on my side. She talked while Hamlin smoked his pipe by the fire, and asked him why he only had one ear, and when he told her a bear had taken it, she asked him if the bear had kept it as a souvenir, and Hamlin had looked at her for a long time and said, “Probably,” and gone to bed.

She’d slept in the lodge on a pile of pelts by the east fire, curled up very small, and been up before any of us. When I came down the loft ladder at dawn she’d already hopped on one foot around the whole inside of the palisade, looked into every building, climbed up onto the watch-platform, which she shouldn’t have been able to do on that ankle, and found the woodpile and the trout.

“How’d you get up the platform ladder?” I asked her, later.

“Arms,” she said, and flexed one. It was small and wiry and the muscle stood out on it like a knot in a rope. “I’ve climbed out of worse holes than that ladder, wick.”

By noon she’d found Annelie’s whetstone.

It was a long gray stone, fine-grained, set in a wooden cradle on a shelf by the west hearth, and Annelie used it for her kitchen knives and her snare-wire and the point of her boar-spear. She’d had it fifteen years. I knew that because I’d asked about it, the first day, and she’d told me. It had been her husband’s.

Zin sat down on the hearthstone with it in her lap and both of her long knives beside her, and spat on the stone, and started sharpening.

She was good at it. Fast, even strokes, the blade held at the right angle, the edge singing on the stone. She did the first knife and then the second and then the first again, humming something tuneless under her breath.

She ran the black-horn one last, and I saw the chip in its point, a nick the size of a barley grain that she sharpened around and never out.

“Luck,” she said, when she saw me look.

Annelie came in from the garden with an armful of kale and stopped in the doorway.

She stood there with the kale and looked at Zin sitting on her hearth with her whetstone in her lap. Her face was calm. Her ears had gone absolutely still.

Zin looked up.

“Good stone,” she said. “Fine grit. You don’t see many like this south of the river.” She tried the edge of her knife on her thumbnail. “You want me to do yours? I’m better than you. I can tell from the wear.”

There was a long, long silence.

“Put it back,” said Annelie, “when you’re done.”

She went to the table and set down the kale and started chopping it with one of her own knives. Very hard. The knife came down on the board with a sound like an axe.

Zin watched her for a moment. Then she grinned and went back to sharpening, and hummed louder.



She tested all of them. I worked it out by the second day.

She’d stolen Hamlin’s fish to see what he’d do, and taken Annelie’s whetstone to see what she’d do, and she watched them both afterward the way I watch a track.

Hamlin had barred himself in his smokehouse. Annelie had chopped kale like she was killing it.

Neither of them had told her to leave.

I saw her see that. On the second night, at supper, she went quiet for almost a full minute and looked around the table at the four of us. Hamlin by the fire. Annelie at the hearth. Svala beside her on the bench. Me across from her. Her eyes went from face to face. Then she put her head down over her bowl and ate, and didn’t say anything else until it was empty.

Her tail twitched the whole time. Quick and steady.



With Svala it was different. With Svala it wasn’t testing at all.

They’d been in Brannoch’s party together for two years, Zin running bait and Svala on the bow, and they fell back into it like two halves of something. It was strange to watch. Svala didn’t talk much and Zin never stopped, and somehow it worked. Zin would talk for five minutes and Svala would say four words, and Zin would laugh like it was the funniest thing she’d ever heard, and keep going.

“You know what Stoll said when you left?” Zin said. They were sitting on the porch on the second afternoon, Svala knapping arrowheads and Zin with her ankle up, eating an apple she’d found somewhere. “He came back to the party with your bow. And Stoll stood there in the yard at Fordwatch and held it up, and he said, ‘The fox ran off with the wick.’ And everybody laughed. And then he said, ‘She’ll be back in a week when he’s dead.’ And everybody laughed again. And then he went and put your bow in his own tent.” She bit the apple. “He’s had it in his tent ever since. He takes it out at night and looks at it. I’ve seen him. He sits in the door of his tent and looks at your bow like he’s trying to figure out how it works.”

“He can’t draw it,” said Svala.

“Gods, no. He tried. At Fordwatch. Got it halfway and his arm shook so bad he nearly put an arrow through the cooper’s barrels.” Zin cackled. “Isveta can’t either. Brannoch had her try. She got it to her chin and held it there and said, ‘It is a fine bow,’ in that voice, you know the voice, and gave it back.”

Svala’s hands stopped on the fen-iron. Just for a second. Then went on.

“She can draw it,” Svala said. “She just won’t.”

Zin stopped chewing and looked at her.

“She won’t,” Zin said, and it was the shortest thing I’d heard out of her.

Then she was off again about something else, and Svala went on knapping, and I sat on the steps below them with my side throbbing and listened to them, and I realized I was smiling.



Zin’s ankle was a sprain.

I’d checked it at Saltlick, in the grass, while she cursed me. I’d checked it again in the lodge with better light, and on the second morning I checked it again, because swelling changes the picture. She sat on the bench with her leg across my knees and her copper hair in her eyes and complained the whole time.

“You’ve got cold hands.”

“Hold still.”

“You’ve got cold hands and you’re poking my ankle and it hurts.”

“I know it hurts. That’s what I’m checking.” I had her foot in my hands and I was pressing, gently, along the bones. The swelling had gone down overnight a lot faster than I’d have expected on a human; beastkin heal fast, the way Annelie had said. The purple was going green at the edges. “Does it hurt here?” I pressed on the knob of bone on the outside of her ankle.

“No.”

“Here?” Just below it and forward, on the soft place where the ligament runs.

She swore. Creatively. At length. I’d never heard some of those words.

“That’s a sprain,” I said. “The ligament on the outside. You rolled it in the pig hole. If you’d broken the bone, it’d hurt on the bone, and it doesn’t.” I pressed along the long bone of her shin, all the way up, and she shook her head. “And if you’d torn it all the way through, your ankle would wobble when I did this.” I moved her foot, carefully, side to side. It didn’t wobble. “It’s not torn. It’s stretched. Five days. Maybe four, the way you heal.”

She looked at me sidelong through her hair.

“How do you know all this?” she said.

“I used to pull people out of canyons. You learn what’s broken and what isn’t.”

“What’s a canyon?”

“A crack in the ground with walls on both sides and a river at the bottom.”

“Sounds stupid,” said Zin. “Why would anybody go in one?”

“That’s what I always wondered.”

She laughed. Then she looked at my hands on her ankle, and at my face, and stopped laughing.

“Nobody ever checked my ankle before,” she said.

“Nobody?”

“I rolled it on a bait-line at Copperpine last spring. Stoll looked at it and said run on it or go home.” She shrugged. “I ran on it.”

I wrapped her ankle again, tight, with a clean strip of linen Annelie had given me, figure-eights around the heel and up the shin, and tied it off.

Her tail was twitching.



I read her cuff on the third day.

I’d been looking at it since Fordwatch. Every time she turned her head, my eyes went to it, the way your tongue goes to a chipped tooth. It sat wrong. It had always sat wrong. And since Saltlick I’d been seeing it every day, a few feet away, at supper and on the porch and on the bench with her foot in my lap, and every day it sat a little more wrong in my head.

I asked her. That seemed important. I asked her on the porch on the third afternoon, while Svala was out on the platform and Annelie was in the smokehouse arguing with Hamlin about salt.

“Can I look at your cuff?”

She was sitting on the porch rail with her bad foot up, cleaning her nails with a knife.

“Why?”

“Because it’s not like Svala’s. I’ve been looking at it since the wagon at Fordwatch. I want to know why.”

Her face had gone careful. The knife had stopped moving.

“Look, then,” she said, and tipped her head.

I came close and looked.

Her left ear. Tall, pointed, tawny-gray on the back with a black rim, and the long black tuft at its tip standing up like a paintbrush. Soft. The fur on it was short and dense and fine, softer than it looked. At the base, where the ear rose out of her copper hair, the cuff.

It was ward-silver, like Svala’s. The same dull gray. But I’d been right at Fordwatch: it was thicker. Maybe twice as thick as Svala’s, a heavier band. And it had two seams.

The first was on the outside, where the band closed around the ear. That was the same as Svala’s; every cuff had that. It was a fine line where the two ends of the band met, so closely fitted you could barely see it.

The second was on the inside. On the inner face of the band, the side that sat against her skull, where you’d never see it unless you got close and looked under. A fine dark line running all the way around the band, from one end of the outer seam to the other. Like the band had been made in two layers, an inner one and an outer one, and joined.

“Can I touch it?” I said.

She hesitated. Then: “Yes.”

I put my fingers on her ear. Very gently. At the base, above the cuff, where the fur was softest.

Her ear twitched under my fingers. Fast, a quick shiver. Then again. It wasn’t pulling away. It was just twitching, the way skin twitches when you touch somebody who hasn’t been touched in a while.

“Sorry,” I said.

“It’s fine.” Her voice had gone a little rough. “Your hands are cold.”

“They’re always cold.”

I lifted the ear, a little, with two fingers under it. Not much. Just enough to feel how the cuff pulled at the root.

It pulled differently from Svala’s. I’d held Svala’s ear in the loft, in the platform’s light. Her cuff was a light band that clamped. This one dragged at the root of Zin’s ear like a sinker on a line.

There was something inside it.

I tilted my head and looked at the inner face of the band, along the second seam. And at the bottom of the band, at the point where the cuff sat lowest against her skull, right at the root of the ear where the ear met her head, there was a hole.

A tiny one. Needle-fine. I’d never have seen it if the sun hadn’t been at the angle it was. A pinprick in the inner face of the band, right on the seam, perfectly round, pointing inward.

Pointing at her.

Then I took my hand away from her ear and stepped back.

“What?” she said.

I didn’t answer right away. I’d lain beside Svala in the loft and felt her Wild through her back, pressing up against that band every night like water against a dam.

Svala’s Wild pushed on her cuff. Every day. All the time.

Zin’s didn’t.

I’d been watching it for three days. Zin inside Grayfen’s light, which steadied the Wild; Svala’s ear had come up a finger in that light, and stayed up. Zin’s ear hadn’t. Not a hair. And it wasn’t because Zin’s Wild was weaker. I’d watched her at Saltlick, running the blood loop. I’d watched her climb the platform ladder on one foot. Her Wild was strong. It was right there under her skin all the time, like a fire under a blanket.

But it didn’t push on her cuff. It stayed back from it. It held off. The way an animal holds off from a trap it can smell.

It was waiting.

“Zin,” I said.

“What.”

“Has your Wild ever pushed on this?”

Her tufted ears flicked back.

“Svala’s does,” I said. “All the time. You can hear it. The cuff sings when her Wild comes up against it. Her ear fights it. Has yours ever done that?”

She was quiet.

“No,” she said finally.

“Never?”

“Not once. Not since they put it on.” She was looking at me very carefully now. “I thought it was because I was a good runner. That I’d learned to keep it under two lanterns.” She paused. “Svala’s the best bow on the Line. Everybody knows she pushes. I thought I just didn’t.”

“I don’t think that’s it.”

“Then what is it?”

I told her. Plain. I didn’t know any other way.

“There’s something inside your cuff,” I said. “It’s twice as thick as Svala’s. It’s got a second seam on the inside, like it’s been made in two pieces. It’s heavier than it should be. And there’s a hole in the bottom of it, on the inside, pointing at the root of your ear.” I held her eyes. “I don’t know what it is. But I know this. Svala’s Wild pushes on her cuff because it knows if it pushes hard enough, the cuff will give. Yours doesn’t push. Because it knows something different.”

“What does it know?”

“I don’t think your cuff breaks,” I said. “If your Wild climbs past what it can hold. I don’t think it breaks like Svala’s would. I think it bites.”



She laughed.

It was very loud. It came out of her all at once, high and wild, and she threw her head back on the porch rail and laughed like I’d told her the best joke she’d ever heard. She laughed so hard she nearly fell off the rail. She slapped her knee. She wiped her eyes.

“It bites,” she said. “Gods. It bites. Wick. You’re the strangest man on the whole Line.”

She kept laughing. And as she laughed, I watched her tail.

It had been twitching when I first touched her ear. Quick and steady, the way it always did. When I lifted her ear and felt the weight of the cuff, it had slowed. When I said there’s something inside, it had stopped.

Now she was laughing, throwing her head back and slapping her knee and wiping her eyes, and her bobbed tail was lying on the porch rail behind her, completely still.

I’d seen it go still like that once before. In the mud at Saltlick, with the King coming at her across the meadow.

She stopped laughing. Slowly. The last of it went out of her, and she sat there on the rail, and looked at me, and didn’t say anything for a while. Her pale green eyes were steady.

“You really think that,” she said.

“Yes.”

“You don’t know what it is.”

“No. Not yet.”

“But you think it bites.”

“Yes.”

She looked at me a while longer. Then she looked away, out at the yard, at the gold light lying across the long grass.

“The Cuffwright put it on me himself,” she said. “Fennick. I’d never seen him before. Thin little gray man with silver all over his fingers. They brought me to his bench at Highlantern two seasons after I made Three-Lantern. I was twenty-two. He looked at me for a long time. Like I was a horse he was buying. And then he took a cuff out of a box, not off the shelf where the others were. Out of a box. And put it on me himself.”

“Did he say anything?”

“He said, ‘This one’s for the ones who talk back.’” She laughed again, a short one. “I thought he meant it’d be tighter.”

She turned the knife over in her fingers and didn’t look at me.

I stood there on the porch with her. I didn’t know what to say to her. I didn’t have anything to give her but what I’d seen.

“I’ll keep reading it,” I said finally.

She turned her head and looked at me.

“Every day,” I said. “Until I know what it is.”

Her grin came back slowly, crooked, a little careful.

“You can touch my ear any time you like, wick,” she said. “Just warm your hands up first.”



She told me what she knew about Brannoch’s plans that night.

I didn’t ask. She just did it. We were sitting at the table after supper, the five of us, and Zin was picking at the last of the bread and talking about nothing, and then, between one sentence and the next, she wasn’t talking about nothing anymore.

“He needs your bow, Svala,” she said. “For the Muster.”

Svala looked up from the arrow she was fletching.

“For the King,” said Zin. “Isveta can’t take it. Everybody knows. Brannoch’s had her on the stand at three bait-lines this season and she hasn’t loosed once. Not once. Stoll thinks she’s scared. Brannoch thinks she’s sulking.” She tore off a piece of bread. “And a crossbow bolt bounces off the King like a pebble. Redmarch’s crossbows put four bolts in it before it came through their hide, and none of them went in past the head. So he needs someone who can put an arrow in its eye at the Muster, in front of the galleries. And there’s only one bow on the Line that can do that.” She looked at Svala. “And it’s sitting in Stoll’s tent, and the fox it belongs to is up here.”

“I’m off the roll,” Svala said. “Till the Muster.”

“You’re off the roll so you’ll heal. That’s what they told everybody.” Zin shook her head. “Nobody thought you’d leave. Nobody ever leaves Brannoch’s party. Why would they? Where would they go?” She grinned without any humor in it. “Where’s a two-lantern hunter going to go, with her name on nothing?”

Svala didn’t say anything. Her right ear was jerking against its cuff.

“He’s going to send Stoll,” Zin said. “To bring you back. He said so. I heard him say it at Fordwatch, the last night before we went out after the King, to Stoll, in Ober’s cookhouse, with a cup in his hand and that big laugh. ‘Go up to Grayfen before the pale moon’s at half and bring my fox home. And while you’re there, put out the wick.’” She looked at me. “That’s you.”

“I figured,” I said.

“Stoll was going to go up after Saltlick. That was the plan. Stake the King at Saltlick, get its range, and then go north to Grayfen on the way back.” She shrugged. “But the King came through the hide, and now he’s got three dead and seven hurt and he’s had to go back to Fordwatch to get more men. So it’ll be a few days.” She counted on her fingers. “The pale moon’s past a quarter now. It’ll be at half in two nights. Three at the most.”

“How many men?” I said.

“Whatever he’s got left that can still walk, and he’ll pick the ones who don’t mind the dark. Eight. Ten. He won’t come up the road in daylight like a lampguard patrol. He’s not stupid. He’ll come at night. From somewhere you’re not looking.” She glanced at the open door, at the dark beyond it. “I’ve watched him do it to deserters. He likes the dark and he likes coming from behind.”

I nodded slowly.

“And the other thing,” said Zin. “Fiske.” She tore off another piece of bread. “That soft little man with the loupe. He bought a crown from a widow at Redmarch. Ridge-bear crown, a big one. Her husband killed it a couple of winters back, and she’s kept it in a box ever since, and Fiske paid her ninety silver for it. I saw him give her the money. She cried.” Zin chewed. “He’s taking it to Highlantern for the Muster. He’s going to put a fresh bolt in it, one of Stoll’s, and Brannoch’s going to hang it on his Wall a week before the Muster, so he’s one crown up on the southern huntmasters for the purse.”

I’d heard that. Behind the wagon at Fordwatch, in the dark. Fiske’s soft voice: I can have it to you at Highlantern before the Muster, cleaned up, with a fresh bolt in it.

He’d done it. It was already done.

“He’s been buying crowns off dying posts for years,” said Zin. “Everybody in the party knows. The posts in the south with no hunters left and the lanterns going dark. Fiske goes around with a purse and buys their last crowns off them, and they hang on Brannoch’s Wall at Highlantern.” She shrugged again. “And the ones that aren’t bought are ours. Svala’s, mostly. Some of mine, from after they cuffed me. Knife-kills, when a beast came through the stake. Stoll never let those go on my column. Isveta’s, a few. And a couple from women who aren’t on the Line anymore.”

“Haldis Prosk,” said Svala.

Zin’s tail stopped.

“We buried her,” Svala said. “Ty and I. Up in the Deepwild, by the King’s bed-ground. Somebody shot her in the back when she ran from the Redmarch line, and put a Red-Runner slat beside her.”

Her face had gone white under the freckles. The bread in her hand had stopped halfway to her mouth.

“Haldis,” she said. “Gods.”

“She owed me three silver,” Zin said finally. Her voice cracked. “From dice. At Copperpine.” She put the bread down. “She was terrible at dice.”

She got up from the table and hopped on one foot to the door and out into the yard, and was gone for a long time.



Annelie tended my side on the fourth day, in the bath-house.

She’d been looking at it every day since we came home. Changing the moss. Washing it with the pine-tar water that stung like a hornet. Looking at it with her calm dark eyes and not saying anything. On the morning of the fourth day she’d looked at it longer, and pressed on the edges with her thumb, and frowned.

“It’s not closing at the top,” she said. “Where it’s deepest. Under your arm. It keeps pulling open every time you lift your arm, and you lift your arm every time you climb that ladder. Which is twenty times a day.”

“I need to climb the ladder.”

“I know. So I’m going to sew it.” She stood up. “Come to the bath-house. I need hot water and I need steam, and the blood’s dried into the moss and I want it soft before I take the moss out.”

I went to the bath-house.

She’d already lit the fire under the tub. Of course she had. The water was steaming and the low stone room was full of it, the air thick and warm and wet, the little clay lamp on the shelf turning the steam gold. She’d laid things out on the stone bench beside the tub: a bowl of hot water, clean linen, a pot of pine-tar salve, a curved bone needle and a coil of fine waxed thread.

“Shirt,” she said.

I took it off. It hurt. She watched me do it and didn’t help, which I appreciated.

“Sit.”

I sat on the edge of the tub, on the warm stone, with my left arm up and resting on the shelf so the wound was open to the light. She knelt on the bench beside me with the bowl of water and a rag.

And she started to work.

She was careful. She was very good at it, I could tell that right away. She’d done this before. Many times. She soaked the moss with hot water until it went soft and then picked it out of the wound a piece at a time with her fingers, gently, never pulling. When a piece stuck she soaked it again and waited. When it came out she looked at what was under it. She washed the wound with the hot rag, from the top down, in short careful strokes, and the water ran down my side pink.

The steam rose around us. It was very warm. It had soaked into her dress almost at once, and into her hair, and the chestnut waves had gone damp and dark and were curling around her face. She’d pushed her sleeves up past her elbows. Her forearms were wet.

She was very close.

She had to be. She was kneeling on the bench beside me with her face a foot from my ribs, looking at the wound, and to see under my arm she had to lean in, and when she leaned in she leaned against me. Her shoulder against my arm. Her hip against my thigh. Her breath on my skin, warm, every time she leaned close to look.

I looked at the wall. I looked at the lamp. I looked at the steam.

I didn’t look at her. I tried not to.

“This will hurt,” she said, and threaded the needle.



It hurt.

She put eleven stitches in the deep part, under my arm and down over the first two ribs, where the tusk had gone in furthest. Each one was a little bright spike of pain, the needle going in on one side and out on the other and the thread pulling through, and then her fingers tying it off, quick and neat. She didn’t hurry. She didn’t talk. She just knelt there beside me in the steam and sewed me up like she was mending a shirt, one stitch at a time.

I watched her do it. I’d tried looking at the wall, and the wall was boring, and she was right there.

The steam had soaked her through by then. All of her. The undyed gray wool of her dress had gone dark with the wet and it clung to her, everywhere, heavy as wet wool always is. It clung to her arms and her shoulders and her back and the soft curve of her belly, and it clung to her breasts.

They were very full. I’d seen that at the lodge door, with the spear, with the laces straining. I hadn’t seen it like this. The wet wool lay over them like a second skin, and they were heavy and round and soft under it, and when she leaned in to put a stitch in under my arm they pressed against my side. Warm. Through the wet wool, against my bare skin, pressing in and then easing back as she drew the thread through, and pressing in again with the next stitch.

The lacing of her bodice had come a little loose in the steam. It gapped between the crossings. Through the gaps I could see the pale wet skin of her, the deep shadowed valley between them, and a bead of water running down into it.

I looked at the lamp again. Hard. I thought about the King. About Stoll. About the pale moon at a quarter.

She put in another stitch. Her breast pressed against my ribs. Her breath was on my side, and it wasn’t as steady as it had been at the start.

I felt her notice. Her hands didn’t stop and her face didn’t change, but her ears, which had been tipped forward toward the wound, locked where they were. The prey-stillness, the way she’d stood in the lodge door.

She tied off the stitch.

She didn’t start the next one. She knelt there with the needle in her fingers and her hand flat on my ribs below the wound, her palm warm and wet on my skin, and she didn’t move.

Her hand was on my side. Flat. Her fingers spread over my ribs. I could feel every one of them. And as I sat there, not breathing, her thumb moved. Very slightly. Back and forth, once, across the skin below the wound, the way it had moved on the inside of my wrist in the lantern cage on the first day.

I looked at her.

She was looking at my side. At her own hand on it. Her face was very close and calm and the steam had beaded on her skin, on her forehead and her cheekbones and her upper lip. Her dark eyes were fixed on her hand. Her lips were parted.

Her other hand came up. Slowly. It came up and touched my chest, just above the wound, flat, her palm over my heart.

Under it my heart was going hard enough that she had to feel it.

She looked up at me.

Her eyes were dark. Wide and black in the gold steam-light, and close, and full of something old that had been shut up a long time and was looking out.

Neither of us said anything.

She leaned in. A little. An inch. Her breath on my mouth.

Then she stopped.

I saw her stop. I saw her decide it. Her whole body went still against me, and her eyes closed, and she stayed there for one breath, two, with her hand on my heart and her face an inch from mine. Then she opened her eyes, and sat back on her heels, and took her hands away.

“Not yet,” she said softly.

Her voice was steady.

She picked up the needle again.

“Not yet, Warden,” she said.



She’d never called me that.

I’d been Company man since the lodge door. Company man at the table, Company man at the seep, Company man when she pushed me down onto the bench to eat. Never anything else.

She didn’t look at me when she said it. She was already putting the next stitch in. But she’d said it, quietly, carefully, the way she’d said the old words at the table a week ago. Lead. Warden. Like a word in a language she didn’t speak much anymore.

I sat on the edge of the tub in the steam with my arm up on the shelf and let her finish sewing me up.

She put in the last stitch. She tied it off. She smeared the whole length of the wound with pine-tar salve, from my armpit to my hip, her fingers slow and careful, and laid clean linen over it, and stood up.

“Don’t lift your arm for two days,” she said. “And don’t climb the ladder.”

“I have to climb the ladder.”

“I know,” she said. “Climb it with the other arm.”

She picked up the bowl and the rag and went out of the bath-house into the cold, and I heard her bare feet on the path to the lodge, going quick.



I sat in the bath-house a long time after she’d gone.

The steam went on rising off the tub. The lamp burned gold. My side throbbed under the linen in a long hot line, eleven bright spikes where the stitches were, and my heart was still going too fast, and I could still feel her palm flat on my chest.

The four of them had been at the table at supper. Hamlin with his pipe by the fire. Annelie at the hearth. Svala and Zin side by side on the bench, Zin talking with her mouth full. The light from the tower coming through the shutters gold and slow. The smell of rabbit stew and woodsmoke and pine-tar. Annelie’s hand on my shoulder, pushing me down onto the bench. Eat sitting down, Company man. Like a person.

I’d been in a lot of places in my life. Army posts and county stations and rented rooms over hardware stores in towns I couldn’t name now. I’d never once, in any of them, counted heads at night before I went to sleep.

I’d been doing it at Grayfen since the second night. Lying in the loft in the gold stripes of light and counting. Hamlin in the smokehouse. Annelie in her room at the west end of the lodge. Svala beside me. And now Zin, curled up small on the pelts by the east fire. Four.

The word came in while I was sitting there. Not “I live here,” like the first night in the loft, in the striped light. A shorter one. Simple and plain.

Home.

I sat there on the edge of the tub in the steam, with my side on fire and my heart going, and let it sit there. Grayfen. A dead post at the end of the Line, with a light on it, and four people in it, and a man coming in two nights with crossbows to put out the wick.

I wasn’t going to let him.

I stood up, carefully, and put my shirt back on with one arm, and went out of the bath-house into the cold gold dusk.



They were all in the yard.

Svala on the platform, at the rail, looking north. Zin on the porch with her ankle up, sharpening a knife on Annelie’s whetstone, which she’d taken again. Hamlin at the smokehouse door, glaring at her. Annelie at the woodpile with an armful of split pine, her damp hair tied back again, her face perfectly calm, not looking at me.

I stood in the middle of the yard and looked at them. Then I looked at the palisade. At the gaps in it. One on the river side, two on the east side facing the fen, the big one on the north side where three logs had gone down. Four gaps. Two nights. Five of us to hold them, counting Hamlin and his crossbow, which I did.

“Zin,” I said.

She looked up from the whetstone.

“You said he likes coming from behind. From somewhere you’re not looking.” I turned slowly, looking at the palisade all the way around. The river. The fen. The north gap and the Deepwild beyond it. “If you were Stoll, and you wanted to come into Grayfen at night with ten crossbows, where would you come from?”

She considered it. Then she put the knife down, and grinned, the real grin, sharp and bright.

“Give me a map, wick,” she said, “and I’ll show you.”


Chapter 12: Lead

Zin drew the map in the ash of the west hearth with the point of one of her knives.

“Here’s the post,” she said. A circle. “River.” A long wavy line under it. “Fen.” A wide scribble to the right. “Deepwild.” Spiky little trees across the top. “Now. If I’m Daggan Stoll and I’ve got eight men who can still walk and one who can’t stop crying about Saltlick, where do I come in?”

We were all crouched around her, the five of us, in the gray light of the morning after the bath-house. Hamlin with his pipe. Annelie with her arms folded. Svala sitting on the hearthstone with her bow across her knees. Me with my left arm held tight against my side, because Annelie had told me not to lift it and was watching to make sure I didn’t.

“Not the ford,” said Hamlin. “I’d see him.”

“Not the ford,” Zin agreed. “Stoll hates water. And he knows there’s a man on the ford with a crossbow that throws a bolt through a door, because I told him so myself at Saltlick, when I was trying to get him to leave me a wagon.” She drew an X through the river. “Not the north gap, either.”

“Why not?” I said. “It’s the biggest gap. Three logs down.”

“Because it faces the Deepwild.” She grinned without any humor. “Stoll’s men are crossbow company boys out of the duchy. Town boys. They’ll go into the fen in the dark because it’s a fen; it’s mud and frogs. They won’t go into the Deepwild in the dark for any money. Not after Saltlick. Not after they watched the King come up out of that cut.” She drew an X through the trees. “They’d rather face you than walk past those pines at night.”

She put the knife-point on the scribble of the fen.

“Here,” she said. “The east wall. Two gaps in it, both facing the fen. The reeds come up to within forty paces of the wall, maybe less, and they’re taller than a man. He can walk eight men right up to the edge of your light in the reeds and you’ll never see them. And then he’s forty paces from two holes in your wall.”

I looked at the map.

“He’ll do one more thing,” Zin said. “He always does. I told you. He likes coming from behind.” She drew a little arrow, going around the circle of the post, from the fen on the east, around the north side, to the west. “He’ll send one man around. One or two. While the rest of them are making noise at the east wall, one man goes around in the dark and comes in where you’re not looking. I’ve seen him do it to a deserter’s camp at the Scarrow Hills. Eight men in front shouting and one man behind the tent with a knife.”

“Where?”

She looked at the circle. At the post. At the walls.

“Wherever you’ve forgotten about,” she said.



We built for two days.

There wasn’t time to rebuild the palisade. Four gaps and the logs we’d need were green, and setting a sixteen-foot palisade log is a day’s work for three men with a team of horses. We didn’t have three men or a team of horses. We had me with one arm, Hamlin with two old ones, and three women who’d never set a palisade log in their lives.

So I didn’t rebuild it. I changed it.

The two gaps on the east wall I closed. Not with logs; with timber frames from Annelie’s Red Night pile, rafters and planks lashed into crossed barricades as high as my chest, wedged into the gaps and roped to the logs on either side. A man could shoot over them. A man couldn’t walk through them. If Stoll’s men wanted in from the fen side, they’d have to climb, and a man climbing a barricade with a crossbow is a man who isn’t shooting.

The river-side gap I left alone. It was a single fallen log by the bath-house, a gap no wider than a man’s shoulders, and it opened onto a steep bank down to the river. Nobody was coming up that bank in the dark without a rope.

The north gap I left open.

“Open,” said Annelie. She was standing in it beside me, looking out at the Deepwild. “You’re leaving it open.”

“It’s in the light,” I said. “Look.”

It was. The tower light lay over the whole north side of the yard, gold, and spilled through the gap and out onto the grass beyond for a few paces. Anything that came through that gap would come through into the light, from the dark, and stand there lit up like a target on a range.

“If he sends a man around,” I said, “and the man comes through here, Svala sees him from the platform before he’s three steps in.”

“And if he doesn’t come through here?”

“Then he comes through somewhere I’ve forgotten about,” I said. “And I’m trying not to forget about anywhere.”

Then I did the other thing.

Ottoline’s cask of lamp-oil was still half full. I took it down to the east wall with Hamlin, and we went out through the gate and around the outside of the palisade to the fen side in daylight, and cut brush. Dead willow and reed and dry fen-grass, armfuls of it, and we stacked it in three heaps out at the edge of the reeds, forty paces from the wall. Right at the edge of the light. Right where the reeds came closest.

I poured the oil on them. All of it. Hamlin watched me empty the cask with an expression like a man watching his last bottle of whiskey poured on the ground.

“That’s lamp-oil,” he said.

“Yes.”

“For lamps.”

“It’s going to light a lamp.”

He looked at the three soaked brush heaps sitting at the edge of the reeds. Then at the wall. Then at the platform, up on the tower’s north flank, where you could see the whole east side of the post and out over the fen.

“Oh,” he said. Then he tapped his pipe stem against his teeth, thoughtfully, looking at the nearest heap.



Svala made fire arrows the second afternoon.

She’d never made them before; you don’t use fire arrows on a beast hunt. But she knew how they should work, and she worked out the rest. She took six of her shafts and wrapped the heads in strips of linen soaked in pine-tar, tight, just behind the fen-iron, and tied them off with sinew. She tested one in the yard, lit, and shot it into the woodpile from forty paces. It flew true and stuck and burned.

“It throws the flight off,” she said. “The weight’s wrong at the front. They drop.” She frowned at it. “I can hit a brush heap. I can’t hit a man.”

“I don’t need you to hit a man with it,” I said. “I need you to hit a brush heap.”

“Three of them.”

“Three of them. In the dark. From the platform.” I looked at her. “Can you?”

She looked at me like I’d asked if she could breathe.



On the second evening I walked the fen edge alone, at dusk, outside the east wall.

Annelie told me not to. Svala told me not to. Zin told me I was a fool, at length, using words I had to ask her about afterward. I went anyway, because I wanted to see the ground before it got dark and I wanted to see it alone. People talk. Talking makes you look at people.

I walked the line of the reeds slowly, from the south-east corner of the palisade to the north-east, forty paces out. I looked at everything. The mud at the reed edge. The reeds themselves. The water in the channels.

Halfway along I found it.

A reed. Snapped. At the height of my knee. It was a tall fen reed, green-gray, hollow, as thick as my thumb, and it had been bent over and broken by something passing, and the broken end was still green and wet inside. Fresh. Today. The reeds on either side of it were bent too, the same way, pushed inward, toward the fen.

On the stem of the broken reed, just below the break, there was a smear of mud.

Not fen mud. Fen mud is black and fine and stinks. This was brown. Gritty. Road mud, off the bottom of a boot that’s been walking on the north road from Fordwatch.

At boot height. On the inside of the reed, the side facing out of the fen, the way it would be if a man had come out of the reeds to this spot, and stood here a while, and gone back in.

I crouched there.

Somebody had stood here this afternoon, at the edge of the reeds, at the edge of the light. Forty paces from my east wall. And looked at it.

Counting gaps.

I stood up and walked back to the gate. I didn’t hurry.

“Tonight,” I said to Svala, at the gate.

She nodded and went to get her bow.



Hamlin on the ford. Down on the gravel at the ferry landing with his heavy crossbow cranked and a bolt on the string and two more in his belt, in the dark below the edge of the light. He could see the river and the ferry line and the near bank and the outside of the south wall. Nobody was crossing that river or cutting his rope while he was there.

Annelie at the gate. Inside it, in the shadow of the gate leaf, with her boar-spear. The gate was barred. If anybody came through it, they’d come through it onto the point of that spear.

Zin on the lodge roof. She’d gone up there at dusk on her healing ankle, barefoot, and lay flat along the sod ridge with her knives beside her. From up there she could see the whole yard: the woodpile, the smokehouse, the Crown Wall, the north gap, the bath-house, the inside of the palisade all the way around.

Svala on the platform. Twenty feet up, at the rail on the east side, with Ulla’s bow and a quiver of thirty arrows and the six fire arrows laid out on the boards at her feet beside a clay pot of coals I’d carried up the ladder one-handed. From the platform she could see out over the top of the east wall to the fen beyond. To the reed edge, and the three heaps of oil-soaked brush.

And me. Everywhere. Up and down the ladder, along the inside of the wall, at the gate, at the platform, at the north gap. That was my job. Reading. Telling them what was coming before it came.

The light burned gold over all of it.



The frogs told me.

It was full dark, an hour past moonrise. The pale moon was up and at half, the way Zin had said, and the brass moon not yet risen. I was on the platform beside Svala, and the fen was loud. It always is at night: a whole wall of sound, frogs and insects and the cries of night birds, coming in over the east wall like the noise of a crowd at a ballgame.

Then, a quarter mile out, the frogs did what they’d done at the salt seep: a seam of quiet opened in the noise and started walking toward us.

But it wasn’t one seam this time.

It was three. Three lines of silence, side by side, a few dozen yards apart, coming in through the fen toward the east wall. Each one a narrow ribbon of quiet in the noise, moving at a man’s walk, slower and more careful than the elk’s had been, stopping and starting again.

“Three groups,” I said to Svala. “Coming through the fen. Three abreast.”

Her ears were both turned out toward the fen. Her right one stood high. She didn’t answer. She was listening.

“Three each,” she said after a while. “Boots in the water. I can hear them. Three men, three, and three.” She paused. “No. Three, three, and two. One of the middle ones is heavier. He walks heavier.”

“Seven and Stoll,” I said.

Out in the fen, a heron went up.

It lifted out of the reeds off to the north, beyond the left-hand line of silence, with a harsh croak that went up into the dark, and I heard its wings beat. Herons roost at night. They sleep in the reeds on one leg and they don’t move unless something makes them.

Something had made that one. And it was north of the three lines. Off to the side, by itself.

“One more,” I said. “North. Going around.”

Svala turned her head and looked at me. Her eyes caught the tower light and shone.

“He likes coming from behind,” she said.

“Yes.”

“Where?”

“I don’t know yet.” I watched the place where the heron had gone up. It was north-east, out past the corner of the palisade, at the edge of the Deepwild where the fen met the pines. “Zin was right. They won’t come through the north gap; it faces the pines. So he’s going to go around the north side outside the wall, in the dark, and come in somewhere on the west.”

“There’s nothing on the west,” Svala said. “It’s all wall.”

“Then he’ll come over it.”

I went to the rail on the other side of the platform and looked down into the yard.

“Zin,” I said, just loud enough.

Her head came up off the lodge ridge.

“One coming around the north side. On his own. He’ll come in on the west or by the river. I don’t know where. Watch the whole west side.”

She lifted one hand, flat, and put it down again, and went back to lying on the ridge. Her knives glinted.

I went back to Svala.

The three lines of silence had come almost to the reed edge.



They stopped there. At the edge of the reeds, at the edge of the light, forty paces from the east wall. I couldn’t see them. The reeds were too tall and the light ended at the edge of them, and inside the reeds it was black. But I could see the reed-tops moving where they’d stopped, a little shiver, in three places. Right where the brush heaps were.

Good. That was where I’d put the brush heaps.

Then a voice came out of the reeds.

“Fox!”

It was Stoll. High, nasal, carrying. He was in the middle group.

“Fox, I know you’re up there. I can see you on your little platform. The Huntmaster wants his bow back. And the bow wants its fox.” A pause. “Walk out through that wall and come home and we’ll leave the wick standing. That’s a good offer. That’s the best you’ll get tonight.”

Svala didn’t move. Her arrow was on the string.

Her right ear was jerking against its cuff. I could hear it. Faint, thin, high. The whine.

“Fox!”

She didn’t answer him. I did.

“She’s not his,” I said.

My voice went out over the wall into the dark. It didn’t come out loud. It came out quiet, the way it does when I’m angry, and it carried anyway.

There was a silence in the reeds.

“Well,” said Stoll. “Well, there’s the wick.” I heard him spit. “Light him up, boys.”

The bolts came over the wall.



The first one hit the rail of the platform six inches from my hand with a sound like an axe going into a log. The second went past my head so close I heard it hum. The third hit the tower wall behind us and stuck there quivering.

Crossbows are fast and hard and flat. A bolt doesn’t arc like an arrow. It goes in a straight line, faster than you can see, and it hits like a hammer. And they could see us. That was the thing. We were up on the platform in the tower light, lit gold from above, and they were in the reeds in the dark, and they could see every move we made.

“Down,” I said, and we went down behind the rail.

More bolts. They hit the rail, the platform, the tower. One came through the gap between two rail-planks and buried itself in the boards an inch from Svala’s knee.

“Now?” Svala said.

“Now.”

She came up off her knees with a fire arrow on the string. She’d touched the pitch-wrapped head to the coal pot as she rose, and it caught with a whoosh and burned orange, and she drew and loosed in one movement, over the rail, out into the dark.

The arrow went out over the wall in a long bright arc. A little drop at the end of it, the way she’d said. It came down into the middle brush heap, at the edge of the reeds, and stuck.

The heap went up.

Lamp-oil burns hot and fast and bright. The whole brush heap went up at once, a great roaring yellow tower of flame twice the height of a man, and it threw its light out in every direction. Into the reeds. Behind the reeds.

And there they were.

Three men. Right beside the middle heap, crouched in the reeds with their crossbows up, caught in the sudden glare like deer in headlights. Close. So close. One of them had his crossbow at his shoulder, aimed at the platform, and he was frozen, his face white, staring at the fire ten feet from him.

Svala had the second fire arrow up before the first heap had finished catching. It went into the south heap. The south heap went up. Three more men, lit.

The third arrow went into the north heap. Two more. And back at the middle heap, the third man of that group, the heavy-footed one, a lean hatchet-faced man in a wide-brimmed hat with his crossbow in a burn-scarred hand, scrambling back from the fire into the dark.

Stoll.

The fen lit up like daylight for forty paces along the reed edge, three great towers of fire, and Stoll’s men were standing in the middle of it.

“Now,” I said. “Shoot.”



She shot.

She took the man in the middle group who’d been aiming at the platform. Through the shoulder. He spun around and went down in the reeds screaming. She took the next one in the thigh. She shot fast, the arrows going out over the wall one after another, steady, and the men in the firelight were scrambling, ducking, running back into the dark of the reeds, and some of them were shooting back.

Bolts hit the platform. The rail. The tower behind us. I was down behind the rail with my one good arm, watching, calling.

“South group, two left. One running for the barricade.”

She shot. He went down short of it.

“North, behind the fire. Stoll’s there. He’s moving left.”

She shot. Missed. Stoll was gone into the dark.

And I heard it.

The whine.

It had been there all along. Since Stoll’s first shout from the reeds. Since the bolts came over. Faint and thin and high, the note I’d been hearing for two weeks. I’d heard it under everything, under the bolts and the fire and the screaming, and I’d known what it was and I’d kept going because there wasn’t anything else to do.

Now it went up.

All at once. Like somebody turning a dial. It went from a whine to a shriek, high and piercing, louder than I’d ever heard it, louder than the night she’d run in her sleep. It went into my head like a drill. It came from the base of her right ear.

I turned and looked at her.

She’d stopped shooting.

She was on her knees behind the rail with an arrow on the string, and she wasn’t drawing it. She wasn’t doing anything. She was kneeling there, rigid, shaking, her whole body vibrating like a struck wire. Her hands on the bow were white. Her back was locked.

I read her. There wasn’t anything else to do with my eyes.

Her eyes. The firelight from the fen was behind her, and the tower light was above her, and her face was in the shadow of the rail. Her eyes were burning in that shadow. Two coals. Amber, gold, fierce. Steady. Not fading.

One.

Her breath. Fast, through her open mouth. I listened. Faster. Faster than a second ago. Climbing. She was kneeling still and it was climbing.

Two.

Her ears.

Her left ear was pinned flat against her skull, trembling. And her right ear. It had always been held up at its two-thirds by the cuff, held off from going flat with the other, the one thing between her and the third sign. I watched it. I watched the muscles at the root of it bunch up, hard, harder than I’d ever seen them bunch, and pull. And pull. The cuff screamed.

And the ear went down.

It went flat. Against the cuff. The cuff was still clamped on its root, and the ear forced itself down past where the cuff had always held it, folding over the band, pinned flat against her skull beside the other one. Trembling. Both of them. Both ears pinned flat, and shaking.

Three.

Annelie had said: three, and she’s gone.



“Svala,” I said.

She turned her head and looked at me.

There wasn’t anything in her eyes I knew. There was just the Wild. Burning, gold, looking out at me. It was reading me. It was measuring me. It wanted to go over that rail and over that wall and out into the fire and the reeds and kill every man in them with its hands and keep going. Into the fen. Into the Deepwild. It wanted to run until there was nothing left.

I could see all that. I could see her in there, too, under it. Way down. Holding on.

A bolt hit the rail above our heads. Splinters rained down on us.

“Ty,” she said.

It was barely a word. Strangled. Like she’d had to haul it up a rope, hand over hand.

“I’m here.”

“Ty. I can’t. It’s. I can’t hold it.”

“I know.”

“I’m going to go over. I’m going to go over the wall. I can feel it. I can’t stop it. I’m going to kill Annelie, she’s at the gate, I’m going to go past her and kill her.” Her voice cracked. “Ty.”

“I’m here. I’m not going anywhere.”

She was shaking so hard the bow was rattling in her hands. Her burning eyes were fixed on mine. Her breath was going up and up and up. And under it, way down under the Wild, I saw her decide.

I saw it. I’d seen people decide things in the worst moments of their lives, and it always looks the same: the middle of them goes quiet and settles.

She said it.

“Lead me.”

Her voice was clear. It cut through the cuff’s scream and the fire and the bolts and the men screaming in the reeds. Plain. Hers.

“Ty Ballard. Lead me. Please.”

I didn’t think about it.

“I’ll lead you,” I said. “I’ve got you, Svala. I’m leading. Run.”



I felt it take.

Every climber knows the moment a fall catches. You’re on belay; your partner’s above you on the wall; and they come off. And for a heartbeat the rope’s slack, and they’re falling, and then the rope comes tight. It comes tight all at once, through your hands and your harness and your whole body, and there’s a weight on the end of it. Their weight. Their whole life, hanging on the line, held. You feel it in your chest. You feel it in your feet. You’re holding them.

It was like that.

A line came tight in me. It ran from somewhere in the middle of my chest out to her, across the two feet of platform between us, taut, humming. And there was a weight on it. A huge weight. It came onto the line all at once and it was hers. Her Wild. All of it. Pulling like a fallen climber on a rope, like fast water on a body, with everything it had.

And I held it.

I didn’t know how. I didn’t have to know. It was like holding a fall. You don’t think about it. You just plant your feet and lock your hands and hold.

The scream of the cuff changed.

It went down, from a shriek to a whine to a hum, a low steady note like a guitar string, like a ferry rope in the wind. Singing.

Her ears came up.

Both of them. The left one first, coming up off her skull, rising, standing tall. Then the right one. It came up off the cuff where it had been forced flat. It rose past the band. It went up past two-thirds. It went up almost all the way, almost straight, standing nearly as tall as the left one, trembling, and the cuff at its root was glowing. Faint. Gold. Like a coal with a flame waking.

Her breath came down. I heard it come down. Long and slow. In. Out. Steady.

And her eyes.

She was looking at me, still. And she turned her head, into the shadow of the rail, and the burn went out of her eyes. It faded, the way frost goes off a shingle roof when the sun finds it, and left her eyes behind. Amber. Clear. Hers. Looking at me.

She took a breath.

Then she came up off her knees and shot.



I’d watched Svala Redbrush shoot for more than two weeks. Bear, elk, wolves, pigs, the King. I’d thought I knew what it looked like.

I hadn’t seen anything.

She shot like water coming down a canyon. She didn’t stop. She didn’t seem to aim. She just drew and loosed and drew and loosed, so fast that the next arrow was on the string before the last one had hit, and the string-thrum of Ulla’s bow was a steady rhythm like a drum.

The first arrow went out over the wall into the firelight and through the hand of a man crouched by the middle heap, cocking his crossbow. Through his hand. Pinned it to the crossbow’s stock. He screamed and dropped it.

The second went through the hand of the man beside him. The same. Through the back of his hand as he reached for a bolt in his belt, through his palm, into his belt. He fell over backward into the reeds.

I hadn’t called either of them. She’d seen them herself.

“Svala,” I said. “The gate.”

There was a man at the south-east corner of the palisade. I’d just seen him. He’d come around outside the wall from the south group, down along the foot of the palisade toward the river, in the dark under the edge of the light where the fire didn’t reach, and he was kneeling now, at the corner, with his crossbow up. Aiming along the outside of the south wall. At the gate. At the gap between the gate leaf and the post, where Annelie was standing in the shadow with her spear.

He had a sergeant’s cord on his shoulder. Gray-bearded, heavy-set. Calm. He’d done this before. He was taking his time.

Svala turned, and drew, and I saw her eyes go to him. Forty paces. In the dark. Past the corner of a wall. A man kneeling under the edge of the light with a crossbow at his shoulder.

She shot him through the throat.

He went over sideways without a sound. His crossbow went off as he fell, and the bolt went up into the sky, into the dark, and was gone.

At the gate, Annelie had heard the crossbow. She looked out through the gap. She saw him lying there. She looked up at the platform, at Svala, and her face, in the gold light, had gone white.



That’s when it happened. The other thing.

I was looking at the corner where the sergeant lay, and Svala was beside me reaching for her next arrow, and something opened.

A door opened in my head that hadn’t been there. It opened onto a room I’d never been in. And the room was full of sound.

I could hear everything.

The fire in the reeds, roaring, every crackle of it separate. The men screaming, each voice its own, the one with his hand pinned and the one in the thigh and the one in the shoulder. The frogs, a long way out in the fen, starting up again. The river, at the ford, every ripple of it over the stones. Hamlin breathing, down on the gravel. Annelie breathing, at the gate. The tower light, above us, humming, a deep slow hum like a cello.

And behind the woodpile, a click.

Small. Metallic. The sound of a crossbow’s nut catching the string. The sound of a man cranking back a bow, quiet, careful, a click and then a ratchet-whisper and then another click.

Behind the woodpile. Inside the palisade. Twenty paces from the lodge.

I’d forgotten about the woodpile. It was stacked against the inside of the west wall, by the lodge, six feet high and covered with bark against the rain. And the west wall behind it was solid, sixteen feet of log, no gap.

He’d come over the wall. The man who’d gone around north, the one who’d sent the heron up. He’d gone around the outside of the post and come over the west wall behind the woodpile, where the woodpile hid him from the platform. From Zin on the ridge. From all of us. And he’d been crouched behind it in the dark this whole time, waiting, while we watched the fire.

And now he was cocking his crossbow.

It was Svala’s ears. I knew it as soon as I’d heard it. I was hearing what she heard. Her fox’s ears, both of them standing tall and staying there, hearing everything in that whole post, and I was hearing it with her.

“Zin!” I shouted. “The woodpile! Behind it! A man!”



Zin came off the lodge roof like a hawk off a branch.

She didn’t climb down. She didn’t use the ladder. She ran along the sod ridge three steps on her healing ankle and jumped. Off the end of the lodge roof, out over the yard, twelve feet down, in a long flat leap that carried her over the top of the woodpile, and she landed on the other side of it on top of the man crouched behind it.

I heard it. Her bare feet hitting his back. The breath going out of him. His crossbow clattering on the ground.

Then I heard her knives.

It was very fast. Two short sounds. A grunt. And then Zin’s voice, high and wild and laughing, from behind the woodpile.

“Got him, wick! Got the sneaky bastard! He was behind the wood the whole time! Gods! Gods, did you see me jump?”

I didn’t answer her.

The room in my head had closed.



It closed like a door slamming, and everything went dull.

All of it. All at once. The sounds went first: the fire, the screaming, Zin’s laughing, all of it went muffled and flat, like I’d put my head under a pillow. Like cotton in my ears. I could hear things, but barely, far away, through a wall. Then my eyes. The firelight in the fen went smeared. The tower light went soft and blurry, a gold smudge. The edges of things went gray.

I put my hand on the rail. I could barely feel it. My fingertips had gone numb.

I knelt there behind the rail like a man who’d been hit on the head. I couldn’t hear. I couldn’t see. I couldn’t feel my own hands.

A bolt hit the rail beside my head. I felt it more than heard it, a jolt through the wood.

Then a hand on my collar. Hauling me down. Svala, pulling me flat on the boards behind the rail, her body over mine, her mouth at my ear, saying something I couldn’t hear.

“Ty. Ty. What’s wrong? Ty.”

I could barely hear it. It was coming from the bottom of a well.

“I can’t hear,” I said. My own voice sounded far away. “I can’t see. It’ll pass.”

“What happened?”

“I heard what you heard,” I said. “The woodpile. That was you.”

She stared at me. Her face was a smeared blur of gold. I couldn’t see her expression.

I lay on my back on the boards and waited.

It took about a minute. It felt like an hour. The sounds came back slowly, from far away, a little at a time, like somebody turning up a radio. The fire. The men screaming. Svala’s breathing over me. Then my eyes came back, the blur sharpening, the gray going out of the edges. Then my fingers. Pins and needles, prickling, and then the feel of the rough boards under them.

I sat up.

Svala was crouched over me with her bow in one hand, staring at me. Her ears were standing up, both of them, high. The cuff on her right one was glowing faintly gold.

“I’m all right,” I said.

“You went white. Your eyes went white.”

“I’m all right. It’s passing.”

She didn’t look like she believed me. But she let go of my collar.

I got up onto my knees and looked out over the rail.



The fight was over.

It had been over for a while, maybe. I’d missed the end of it. The three brush heaps were burning down, their flames lower now, orange instead of yellow, smoking. In their light I could see the reed edge, trampled and bloody. The man with the arrow in his shoulder was being dragged back into the reeds by another man. The two with their hands shot through were already gone. The sergeant lay where he’d fallen, at the south-east corner of the palisade, on his side, not moving.

Behind the woodpile, Zin was standing at the foot of the west wall, cleaning her knives on her breeches and swearing up at the top of it.

Out in the reeds, a voice.

“Wick!”

Stoll. Hoarse now. Somewhere back in the dark, past the firelight.

“Wick, you hear me? You’ve got a lucky fox and a lucky lynx and a lucky old man with a crossbow. And you’ve killed a Company sergeant.” A pause. I heard him spit. “That’s not done. You hear? That’s not done. I’ll be back. With more than eight.”

I didn’t answer him.

After a while, I heard them going. Out through the fen, splashing, carrying their wounded, cursing. The lines of silence going away from the post, the frogs stopping and starting behind them. Fading.

Gone.



I counted heads.

I always count heads. It’s the first thing you do after any of it, a rescue, a fight, a flood. Before anything else. You go around and count, and you don’t stop until you’ve got them all.

Hamlin, on the ford. He’d put a bolt through the leg of one of the south group who’d slid down the bank under the smoke to cut the ferry line; I hadn’t even known. He was sitting on the gravel with his crossbow across his knees and his pipe in his teeth, and when I came down he looked up at me and said, “Lost my best bolt in that one,” and nothing else. One.

Annelie, at the gate. Standing in the shadow of the gate leaf with her spear, exactly where I’d put her. She looked at me when I came. She looked at the sergeant lying at the corner outside the wall. Her face was white and calm. Two.

Zin, behind the woodpile. Grinning. Bouncing on her healing ankle. A cut on her cheek where the man had caught her with his elbow, bleeding a little, which she didn’t seem to notice. The man was gone. She’d put a knife through the meat of his crossbow arm and another along his ribs, and while I lay on the platform deaf and blind he’d got out from under her and gone back up the west wall one-armed and over the top.

“Like a squirrel,” she said, disgusted. “A town boy. One arm. I’ve never seen anything climb like that.” She kicked the crossbow he’d left behind. “I was busy landing.”

She told me about the jump four times in a row. Three.

And Svala.

She’d come down from the platform after me. She was standing in the middle of the yard in the gold light with her bow in her hand. Her arms were at her sides. She wasn’t moving.

Both her ears were up. The cuff on the right one was still glowing. Faint, gold, a coal under ash. It hadn’t stopped.

Four.

Five, counting me.

The letters came while I was standing there counting.

[Lead: Svala Redbrush asked. You answered.]

[Lead-bond: Trailbound.]

[Pack-Sense unlocked. You may borrow a bonded beastkin’s sense for a breath. Your own senses dull after.]

[Warden: Level 4.]

I read them twice. Then I looked at Svala, standing in the yard with both ears up.

Trailbound.

She was looking back at me across the yard. She was shaking again. A different shake. Fine and fast, all over.

Then she turned and went into the tower.



I gave her a while.

I went out with Hamlin and Annelie to the sergeant at the corner of the wall and we brought him inside, because you don’t leave a man for the crows, even a man who’s come to kill you. We laid him in the old storeroom at the bottom of the tower and covered him with a pelt. His name was Gorm Yelland. It was sewn into the collar of his jerkin. He’d been forty or fifty, gray in the beard, with a scarred crossbowman’s thumb, and he’d come up the Line to Grayfen in the dark to shoot a doe-kin woman standing in a gate.

Svala had put an arrow through his throat at forty paces in the dark around the corner of a wall.

I went to the west wall after, with a torch, and read where the woodpile man had come over. A scrape in the gray bark at the top of the logs where a grapnel had bitten, fresh and pale; two scuffs below it where his boots had walked up the outside. Blood on the logs going back over, a lot of it, smeared in long streaks where he’d hauled himself up one-armed. On the far side, in the grass, more blood, and his tracks going away north and then west around the post, running, toward the road.

He’d make it to Stoll. Zin’s cuts would make him remember her without killing him.

Then I climbed the tower.



She was in the lantern-room.

It was warm. It was always warm. The heat came down through the grate in the ceiling from the housing above, steady, dry, and the stone column on the west wall glowed with it. And the light came down too. Through the grate. Gold, pouring down through the iron bars in a great square shaft, laying a gold grid on the floor and the walls. Beating. Slow.

She was standing in the middle of it.

She’d put her bow down against the wall. She was standing under the grate in the shaft of gold with her hands at her sides and her face turned up toward the light, and she was shaking. Her hair was loose. It had come out of its braid in the fight and it hung down her back in a wild honey-gold tangle, and the light lay on it and made it burn.

Both her ears were up. Both of them. Standing tall. The right one was trembling at the very top, at the tip, where it had never been before. The cuff at its base glowed in the gold light, a band of faint warm fire.

She heard me come up through the trap. She didn’t turn around.

“I asked,” she said.

“You asked.”

“Out loud. In words. Annelie said. And I. I didn’t plan it. I didn’t. I was going over the wall and I was going to kill her and I didn’t have anything else, Ty. I didn’t have anything else to hold on to. So I asked.”

“I know.”

“And you said yes.”

“I’d say it again.”

She turned around.

She came across the room to me fast, three long strides, and grabbed the front of my red jacket in both fists. She was shaking. Her whole body. Her eyes were wide and wet and amber and clear, hers, looking up into mine from a foot away. Her ears were both up, both pointed straight at me.

“I’m going to ask you again,” she said.

“Svala.”

“Not like on the platform. Not like a hunter going over a wall.” She pulled on my jacket. “Like a woman. Who’s decided. I’ve decided, Ty. I want you to lead me. Tonight. All the way. I want to feel it in me.” Her fists tightened. “I want it in my body. So I know it’s real. Will you?”

I looked down at her. At her face. At the cuff glowing at her ear.

“Yes,” I said.

“Tell me how.”

“I’m going to take this jacket off and lay it on the floor under the light. And I’m going to take you down onto it, and take everything off you. And I’m going to put my mouth on that ear, and on your cuff, and I’m going to listen to it sing.” I put my good hand on the side of her face. “And then I’m going to have you. Under the light. Until you can’t remember anything but my name.”

She stared up at me.

Then she pulled me down by the jacket and kissed me.



She kissed me like a woman four years thirsty.

I let her. For a while. Her mouth on mine, hot and open and desperate, her fists in my jacket, her body pressed against me from knee to chest. I could feel her heart going. I could feel her shaking.

Then I took over.

I took her face in my hand and turned it. I put my mouth on her jaw, and her throat, under her ear. She stopped breathing for a second. I moved up, slow, along the line of her jaw to her right ear. To the base of it. To the cuff.

I kissed it.

The ward-silver was warm under my lips. Warmer than I’d expected, warm as skin, warm as a loaf just off the hearth, and as I touched it with my mouth it sang. A thin high note, sweet, like a whetstone ringing off a good blade. Singing. I could feel it against my lips. A faint fine vibration, humming. It went into my teeth.

Svala made a low cracked sound, half a sob, from deep in her chest. Her knees buckled. I caught her with my good arm around her waist and held her up, and kept my mouth on her cuff, and the cuff sang against my lips, and she shook in my arm.

“Ty,” she said. “Ty. Oh. That.”

“I can hear it,” I said against her ear. “It’s singing.”

“I can feel it. I can feel it all through me. Don’t stop.”

I didn’t stop. I kissed the cuff and the ear above it, the soft fur at the root, the base of it where the skin was ridged from four years of the band. I ran my tongue along the edge of the cuff where it met her skin and she cried out and her claws went into my back through my shirt.

I let her go, just long enough to take my jacket off and throw it down on the floor under the grate. In the shaft of gold. On the warm stone.

Then I took her down onto it.



I got her out of her clothes slowly.

The harness first. I unbuckled it and slid it off her shoulders and let it fall. Then the green linen wrap; I untied the belt and it fell open, and I pushed it off her shoulders, and she shrugged out of it. Her breasts in the gold light, high and round, the nipples hard and dark pink and tight. Then her boots. I knelt at her feet and unlaced them, one, the other, and drew them off her legs, slow, and she leaned back on her hands on my jacket and watched me do it. Then her buckskins. I pulled them down over the flare of her hips, down her long legs, the pale scar on her thigh where the bear had caught her, and off.

She lay on my red jacket on the warm stone floor of the lantern-room, naked, in a grid of gold light, with both her ears up.

The light came down through the grate in bars and lay across her. Across her breasts, across the narrow waist and the wide flare of her hips, across her thighs. The sweat of the fight was still on her, drying, and the light caught it on her collarbones and between her breasts and on the long muscles of her stomach and made it shine. Gold on gold. Her skin was flushed. The pink had come up her throat already, from her collarbones to her jaw.

Her eyes were on me. Amber, black-rimmed. Wide open. Not looking away.

Her brush lay beside her on the jacket, curled, the white tip trembling.

“You’re beautiful,” I said. “You’re the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen. And you’re mine. You asked.”

“I asked,” she said. “I’m yours.”

I went down on her.

I didn’t wait. I didn’t tease. I put my hands on her thighs and spread them and put my mouth on her, and she was soaking, she was dripping, and she tasted like salt and musk and smoke and her, and I dragged my tongue up the whole open length of her and finished on her clit, and she arched up off the jacket and cried out.

I did it again. And again. I held her thighs open with my good hand and my bad arm braced on the floor, and I licked her slow and deep and then I found her clit and sucked it into my mouth and held it there and flicked it with my tongue, fast, and her hips came up off the floor and her hands went into my hair and her knees drew up and squeezed my shoulders.

Above me, through her thighs, I could hear the cuff.

Singing. Higher now. A clear thin note in the warm air of the lantern-room. Climbing.

She came fast. Faster than in the loft. A minute, maybe less. Her thighs locked on my ears and her back went up off the floor in a bow and she came on my mouth with a low raw sound, her pussy pulsing against my tongue, wet running down my chin. I licked her through it. She shook.

When she let go of my head I came up and looked at her.

She was lying on the jacket with her arms flung out and her chest heaving, flushed from her throat to her breasts, staring at the grate above her. Her eyes were bright.

“That’s one,” I said.

She turned her head on the jacket. Her brush flicked once against the stone.



I got out of my clothes one-armed. Shirt over my head, careful of the stitches; breeches and boots into the corner. She watched me do it, up on one elbow, and when her eyes went to my cock her ears went straight up.

I lay down on my back on the warm stone beside her, and took her by the hips, and turned her.

She let me move her. I brought her over me facing away, toward my feet, her back to me, her knees on either side of my hips.

“Like that,” I said. “I want to watch you.”

She looked back at me over her shoulder. Her hair fell down her back in a honey-gold tangle all the way to her waist.

And her brush lifted.

It came up off my legs slowly and swept aside. To her right, curling over my wrist where my good hand lay on the floor. It wrapped around my wrist. Once. Warm, soft, thick, coiling around my wrist and holding on.

She reached down between her legs and took hold of my cock and fitted me against her, and sank down.

I watched her take me.

I watched it from behind. Her ass, round and heavy and high, coming down onto my hips. Her spine, a long deep curve from her shoulders down to the small of her back. Her waist, so narrow, flaring out into those hips. I watched her pussy stretch around my cock and swallow it, inch by inch, slick and pink and shining in the gold light. She went down slow. She made a sound in her throat the whole way down. When her ass came to rest on my hips and there was nothing of me left outside her, she stopped and stayed there, and breathed, and her back arched.

It arched deep. Her spine hollowed out and her ass pushed back against my hips and her shoulders went back and her head went back, toward the grate, toward the light above, like she was trying to drink it.

“Ty,” she said. To the light.

I put my hands on her ass. Both of them; my side screamed, and I didn’t care. I filled my hands with her. The round heavy flesh of her ass, warm and firm, spilling out of my palms. I gripped it.

“Ride me,” I said.

She rode me.

She rose up off me slow, until only the head of my cock was inside her, and came back down. Slow. And again. And again, faster, her hips rolling, her ass coming down on my hips and rising, and I held it in my hands and watched it. From behind I could see everything: her pussy rising off my cock and leaving me slick with her in the grate-light, then sliding back down over me until I was gone into her again. Her ass landed on my hips every time and spread there, and I felt the weight of it settle into my palms. I watched her back arch and her spine curve, and a bead of sweat start between her shoulder blades and roll the whole way down to my hands.

Her brush was wrapped around my wrist. It tightened every time she came down.

“You’re so deep,” she said, over her shoulder. “You’re so deep in me.”

“Your cuff’s getting louder every time you come down.”

“I’m not doing it on purpose.”

“I don’t want you to stop.” I gripped her ass and pulled her down harder. She gasped. “I want to watch it. Your ass taking me. Your back. Your hair.”

“Look then.”

“I’m looking.”

“Keep looking.” Breath. “I like you looking.”

The cuff was singing. I could hear it over her breath and over the wet sound of her riding me. A high, clear, sweet note, rising. And the gold glow at the base of her ear was brighter. I could see it from behind her, through her hair, a band of soft gold fire.

And I could feel the line.

The thing that had come tight on the platform. It was still there, running from the middle of my chest out to her. And it wasn’t just tight. It was humming. Like a rope with a weight on it in the wind. Every time she came down on me it hummed louder, and every time the cuff sang, the line sang with it, and I could feel her Wild on the end of it, pulling. Climbing. Up, and away from the Red.

I wanted to see her face.

I sat up. I put my arm around her waist from behind and held her against my chest, my cock still deep inside her, and I rolled us.

She went down onto her back on my jacket with a gasp and I came down over her, between her thighs, and pushed back into her in one long stroke, and she cried out. Her legs came up and locked around my back. Her heels dug into me. Her arms went around my neck.

Her face was right under mine. Flushed. Wet. Her eyes wide and fixed on me.

“There you are,” I said.

“Ty.”

I fucked her.

Slow first. Long deep strokes, all the way out and all the way in, watching her face. Then harder. Then hard. My hips driving into her, her heels pulling me in, her nails in my back, the warm stone under my knees and the gold light pouring down on both of us through the grate. My side was on fire. The stitches pulled. I didn’t care about anything in the world but the woman under me.

“Please,” she said.

It was the plainest I’d ever heard her, every joke gone out of her voice.

“Please what?”

“Please don’t stop. Please. Harder. I need it. I need you.”

“You’ve got me.”

“I know. I know I do. Please.” Her eyes were locked on mine. “Please, Ty. Don’t pull out. When you come I want all of it in me. I want to feel you.”

“Then you’ll have all of it,” I said. “Right here. Under the light. Every bit of me, as deep as I can put it.”

“Yes. Please. Yes.”

“You asked for me,” I said. “And I said yes. And you’re mine now. Every part of you. Nobody gets to hang you under their name ever again.”

“Yours.” She was shaking. “Only yours. Ty.”

She was close. I could feel her tightening around me, clenching, and the cuff at her ear was singing so high it was almost a scream again, but clear, a piercing note like a bird. The gold at the base of her ear was blazing. And the line in my chest was humming so hard it hurt.

“Your cuff’s burning, Svala,” I said. “Your ears are both up. Let go.”



She came.

And her eyes lit.

I saw it happen. I was looking right into them, a few inches away, and they were amber, wide and wet and fixed on mine, and then they weren’t. Gold came up into them. From somewhere deep, the way water comes up into a seep hole you’ve dug, slow and then all at once. It filled them. Her eyes burned lantern-gold, soft and bright and clear and warm, the same gold as the light pouring down on us from the housing above, the same gold as the letters only I could see. It lit her whole face from inside.

And the door in my head swung open again, and I was in her.

I could hear what she heard. Everything. The light humming above us, low and deep. The fire in the reeds, a long way off, crackling down to embers. The river at the ford. Zin’s voice, down in the lodge, laughing at something. The cuff at her own ear, singing, so loud and so close.

And a heartbeat. Close. Very close. Pounding, hard, right against her. Fast. Right in her ears.

It was mine.

I was hearing my own heart, through her ears, from inside her, pressed against my chest. Hearing it the way she heard it. Huge and close and pounding for her.

It went the other way too. I know it did. Because she gasped, at the bottom of her climax, with her gold eyes wide open on mine, and her hands came up and took my face, and she said “Ty, I can hear it, I can hear you,” and I knew she meant my heart, and I knew she was hearing it with me.

She came for a long time. And I heard it.

That was the strange part. Through her ears I heard my own heart hammering against her chest, and under it the wet sound of us, and inside her I felt a slow hard squeeze that kept time with that heartbeat, beat for beat, as if her body had found the drum and was marching to it. Her back arched up off the floor into the gold falling through the grate, and her heels dug into my back, and her gold eyes stayed open and locked on mine the whole time.

Then I heard my heart stumble. Through her ears, from inside her, I heard it miss a beat and break into a gallop, and I knew what it meant before the rest of me caught up.

I drove into her as deep as I could go and held there, and came.

It came up from the soles of my feet and broke loose from the bottom of me, and I groaned into her mouth and flooded her. Deep. Surge after surge of it, under the light, and with every surge her locked legs cinched me tighter. I held her hips down against mine and didn’t move and gave her all of it. All of it.

She held me there. Her legs were locked around my back like a prusik under load. Her arms around my neck. Holding me inside her.

“Stay,” she said into my mouth. “Stay. Don’t. Stay in me.”

I stayed.



The door closed after a while.

It closed gently this time. It eased shut, and her heartbeat in my ears and the light’s hum and the river all went quiet, and then the dullness came. Softer than on the platform. My ears went muffled and my eyes went a little blurred and I lay on top of her with my face in her neck and waited for it to pass, and I didn’t mind it at all.

When it passed, I lifted my head.

The gold was going out of her eyes slowly, like color going out of a coal nobody’s blowing on. Back to amber. She was looking at me.

Her ears were both up. Both of them. Standing tall in the light. The right one was trembling at the tip.

I rolled off her carefully, onto my good side, and pulled her against me. She came. She turned onto her side facing me and pressed her face into my chest and her hand flat over my heart.

Her brush came around over her hip, and down, and wrapped around my thigh. All the way around. Tight.

We lay like that under the grate for a long time.



“It’s still warm,” she said.

She’d reached up and touched her cuff. Her fingers on the band at the root of her right ear. Feeling it.

“It’s still warm,” she said again. “It’s not cooling.”

I put my fingers beside hers. She was right. The ward-silver was warm as her skin. Warmer. It had stopped singing, but it hadn’t cooled, and the faint gold glow was still in it, a band of soft light under her hair.

“It’s been an hour,” she said. “Hasn’t it? Since the platform. More.”

“About that.”

“It should be cold. It’s always cold. It’s ward-silver. It’s been cold against my ear for four years.” She ran her finger along it. “It’s warm.”

She started to laugh.

It came up out of her slowly. Low, from her chest, shaking her against me. She lay there on my red jacket on the floor of the lantern-room in the gold light with her fingers on her own cuff, and laughed. It wasn’t the laugh she’d let out in the tree. It was one I’d never heard from her, low and steady, and her eyes were wet, and she pressed her face into my chest and laughed into it.

“It’s warm,” she said into my chest. “Ty. It won’t cool down.”

“No,” I said. “I don’t think it’s going to.”

Her brush tightened around my thigh.

Down in the yard, Zin was singing on the lodge porch, very badly, something about a jump.


Chapter 13: A Crown Under Her Name

The fog came off the river before dawn and filled Grayfen like milk filling a bowl.

I was standing in the reeds outside the east wall when it came, forty paces out, where the brush heaps had burned. I’d been out there since the first gray. Somebody has to read the ground after a fight, and it has to be read before the dew lifts and the frogs and the herons walk all over it, and I hadn’t slept anyway. I’d sat in the lantern-room with Svala asleep on my red jacket under the grate until the gold started to go thin at the slats, and then I’d pulled my boots on and come down.

The heaps were black rings now, still smoking a little where the oil had soaked into the ground. The reeds around them were burned off at the knee. Past the burn the reed edge was trampled flat in a long ragged line where eight men had stood and then gone back into the fen in a hurry.

I crouched in it and read.

Blood first. Always the blood. There was a lot of it in the middle group’s ground, a black smear in the mud where the man Svala had shot through the shoulder had gone down and rolled. A second patch three paces off, smaller, spattered in a fan across the reed stems at hand height: one of the two whose hands she’d pinned, shaking his hand as he ran. A third by the north heap, a long drip-line going away into the fen, every drop a little farther from the last. A man running with a hole in his thigh.

Then the drag. Two heel-grooves in the soft black mud, side by side, a body’s width apart, going away east. Somebody had been dragged. The grooves were deep at the start and shallow after twenty yards, where the men pulling him had found their footing and started lifting. The thigh man, or the shoulder man. Not dead. You drag the dead differently. You don’t bother lifting.

And Stoll.

I found his print where he’d stood by the middle heap with the fire coming up in his face. A long narrow boot, a heel worn down on the outside edge. Heavier than the others. Svala had heard it in the dark, through the fen: one of the middle ones walks heavier. I’d thought he was a big man. He wasn’t. I’d seen him at Alder Meadow and Fordwatch; he was lean as a rake handle. I put my fingers in the print and felt the depth of it and looked at the next one, and the next, and saw why. His left print was deeper than his right. A lot deeper. He’d been carrying something on his left side, heavy, the whole way in and the whole way out.

A second crossbow, I thought. Or a pack of bolts. Or a crowbar.

I filed it. Then the fog came over the reed tops and the world went white, and I couldn’t see my own boots.



I went back to the wall by feel. Hand on the palisade logs, walking south along them and around the corner until I came to the gate. The fog was so thick the tower light was just a smear of gold somewhere above my head, big and soft and directionless, like a lamp seen through a sheet. Sound went strange in it. My boots on the grass sounded far away. The river, which should have been somewhere ahead of me, seemed to be everywhere.

Hamlin was standing just inside the gate with his crossbow, a short dark shape in the white.

“There’s a bear,” he said.

“Where?”

“North side. Came down out of the Deepwild in the night.” He took the pipe out of his teeth. “I was up on the north walkway, after. Couldn’t sleep. Man doesn’t sleep after he’s put a bolt in somebody.” He said it like he was telling me about the weather. “About the third hour I heard it in the fen, north of the heaps. Big. It came down along the fen edge to the burn and nosed around the heaps a long while. Then it went back up north toward the gully, about an hour ago.” He looked at me through the fog with his small sharp eyes. “Heard it breathe from the wall. You don’t forget a bear breathing.”

“You didn’t wake me.”

“You weren’t asleep,” said Hamlin. “And I wasn’t going to go up that tower and look at whatever you two were doing in it.”

I let that go.

“The blood,” I said. “It came for the blood in the reeds.”

“That’s what bears do. Pigs too. Anything with a nose.” He shifted the crossbow. “Came a mile down out of the gully in the dark for it, and found nothing but burnt brush and a lot of town boys’ leavings. It’ll be hungry and cross and it’ll go and lie up in Blackspruce Gully till dark. They always do. Thick cover, water at the bottom, and nobody goes in it.”

“Blackspruce Gully.”

“North of the post. A mile up.” He turned his head and looked at me sideways. “Why are you asking me which way it went, wick?”

I looked up at the soft gold smear of the light, high in the fog.

“Because Stoll’s coming back with more than eight,” I said. “And when he does, I want there to be a crown on that Wall with her name under it.”

Hamlin chewed his pipe-stem for a while.

“Crowned bear,” he said. “In fog. In Blackspruce Gully. With your side sewn up like a feed sack.”

“Yes.”

Hamlin knocked the cold pipe against his palm.



Svala was awake when I came up through the trap.

She was sitting on my jacket under the grate with her knees drawn up and her arms around them, wearing her green wrap and nothing else, her hair loose down her back. The fog had come into the tower and hung in the lantern-room in a fine white haze, and the gold from the housing came down through it in a solid column, like light through water. She was sitting in the middle of the column.

Her ears were both up. The right one stood nearly as tall as the left. The cuff at its root glowed faint and warm. It had glowed all night.

Her face was calm.

“It didn’t cool,” she said.

“I saw.”

“I woke up twice and touched it. It’s like a stone that’s been in the sun all day.” She put her fingers to it again, gently. “It’s never been warm in four years. Not once. It’s ward-silver. It’s supposed to be cold. That’s the whole point of it.” She took her hand away. “Where’ve you been?”

“Reading the reeds.” I sat down on my heels in front of her. “There’s a crowned ridge bear in Blackspruce Gully. North of the post. It came down the fen edge last night for the blood and went back north to lie up.”

She understood before I’d finished. Her ears came forward, the left one first, then the right.

“Today,” she said.

“Today. Before Stoll comes back. Before the Muster. Before Brannoch can put anything else on a Wall.” I held her eyes. “A crown on Grayfen’s Wall with your name under it, and your arrow beside it. Your star on the stone. Nobody’s bolt.”

Her hands had stopped on her knees.

“In the fog,” she said.

“It’ll hide us as well as it hides the bear.”

“I can’t see in fog, Ty. Nobody can.”

“You can hear in it.”

She got up off the jacket in one smooth movement and went to the corner where her bow leaned against the wall, Ulla’s bow, the plain lampguard flatbow, and picked it up and looked at it. She ran her thumb down the string.

“It’s a light bow,” she said. “For a ridge bear.”

“Then don’t shoot it in the chest.”

She turned around. Her mouth went up on one side.

“Where would you like me to shoot it, Warden?”

It came out dry, a joke at my expense, the way she’d say it to Zin. But her ear stood straight up when she said it, and the cuff under it brightened, just for a moment.

“Somewhere small,” I said.



Annelie was at the north gap when we came down.

She’d heard. Of course she’d heard; Hamlin had told her, or she’d seen us come out of the tower, or she’d just known, the way she seemed to know everything that happened inside her palisade. She was standing in the gap with her spear and her arms folded over the haft, the fog curling around her bare feet, and she looked at me the way a woman looks at a dog that’s eaten something off the table.

“Your stitches,” she said.

“They’re fine.”

“They’re three days old. You lifted your arm to load the pot of coals on the platform last night. I saw you. You pulled the top three.” She tilted her head. “I can see the blood through your shirt from here, Warden.”

I looked down. She was right. There was a dark line soaked through the wool along my side, under the arm.

“It’ll hold,” I said.

“It’ll hold until you climb something.”

“Then I’ll climb with the other arm.”

Her right ear went back, flat, and came up again. Then she unfolded her arms and stepped close and took hold of my shirt and pulled it up under my arm, without asking, same as in the bath-house, and looked.

Her fingers were cool from the fog. She pressed the edge of the wound once, below the top stitch, and I hissed, and she let the shirt fall.

“Three of them are open,” she said quietly. “The rest are holding.” She looked up at me. “If you come back with more than three open, I’m going to sew them with fishing line, and I’m not going to warm the needle.”

“Fair.”

“It isn’t fair. It’s what you’ll get.” She turned to Svala. Svala looked back at her. The two of them had hardly said a word to each other since the night of the raid, and I didn’t know what they’d say now.

“Bring him back,” Annelie said.

Svala’s ears came forward.

“I’ll bring him back,” she said. “He’s carrying the crown.”

Annelie’s mouth moved at one corner. It might have been the start of a smile.

She stepped out of the gap to let us by.

I left Zin on the lodge roof and Hamlin on the ford, and Annelie walking the fen wall with her spear. Stoll had lost a sergeant and taken seven men home bleeding; he probably wasn’t coming back this morning. Probably wasn’t good enough. I knew he liked coming from behind. I told Zin to watch the west wall, the woodpile, anywhere I’d forgotten about.

“I’ll watch your woodpile, wick,” she said from the ridge, lying flat on her belly in the fog with her chin on her fists. “Bring me back a bear liver. I want to eat it raw in front of Hamlin.”

“Why in front of Hamlin?”

“Because he’ll hate it,” said Zin, with deep satisfaction.



We went out through the north gap.

It was worse in the fog. Ten paces past the palisade the post was gone behind us, the tower light a gold stain somewhere over my shoulder. The ground under our boots stayed dry and firm, pine needles and root, and I took us east along it to pick up the bear’s line where Hamlin had heard it go back north. A few hundred paces east of the north gap, where the bear’s line bent down toward the fen edge, the ground went soft and a channel cut across it, black water sliding toward the river under a skin of fog, chest-deep and pulling, with one wet log laid over it where Hamlin crossed to run his snares. I could hear the water under it but not see it. I put my boot on the log, and the log shifted, and every muscle from my neck to my knees went to wood and stayed there.

Svala came onto the log behind me. She put her hand flat on the small of my back, under the jacket, and left it there the whole way across.

The far side came up out of the fog all at once, black mud and a gray stripe of alder, and I stepped off onto it before I’d quite reached the end of the log, and stood in the mud and breathed.

Then I looked down.

The prints were right there at the edge of the water.



You don’t see a lot of sign in fog. You see what’s at your feet, and a little ring around it, and nothing else. But what’s at your feet you see very well, because there’s nothing else to look at, and the wet makes every edge sharp.

The bear had come up out of the channel right where the log landed. It had waded it on the way back from the reeds, the same as it must have waded it coming down. Its prints were in the black mud of the bank. Big, as big as the Alder Meadow bear’s, wider than my spread hand at the pad, the claws punched four inches out ahead of the toes. Water had run off its fur as it came out, a lot of water, and pooled in the bottoms of the first few prints and then dripped in a line beside them as it walked, a trail of dark wet spots on the moss going up the bank. The spots hadn’t dried. In this fog they wouldn’t dry for hours. But the water in the first prints was clear. The silt had settled to the bottom. That takes time.

“An hour,” I said. “A little more.”

Svala crouched beside me with her bow across her knees and looked at the prints. She touched one with a claw.

“It’s not running,” she said.

“No. Walking. Heavy. It’s full of fen water.” I pointed at the stride. “That’s a bear that came a mile down out of the gully and waded the fen twice in a night and found nothing to eat at the end of it. It’s tired and it’s wet and it’s in a bad mood, and it went straight back up toward its bed.”

“How do you know it’s in a bad mood?”

I pointed at the first alder at the top of the bank. A sapling as thick as my wrist. It had been bitten clean through at the height of my chest, the top lying in the mud, and the white wood at the break was chewed and splintered, the teeth marks deep. Nothing had been eaten. The bear had walked past a tree and bitten it in half for the hell of it.

Svala looked at the tree.

“I’d be in a bad mood too,” she said.



Blackspruce Gully began a mile up.

The bear took us there. It didn’t wander. It went up out of the fen onto the first pine bench and turned east along it, walking the edge where the pines met the alder scrub, and I followed its line through the fog, reading it in pieces. A stone turned over at the edge of the trail, its pale underside up, the earth beneath it still dark and wet and full of beetles; the bear had flipped it walking, looking for grubs, not stopping. A strand of long silver-tipped hair snagged on a dead branch at the height of my eyes. A place where it had stood and shaken, like a dog, and the needle bed was spattered in a ring around the prints, dark drops thrown out ten feet in every direction.

Then the bench broke and the ground fell away into the gully, and the bear went down into it, and so did we.

I’d never been in a place quite like it.

It was a crease in the hills, steep-sided, maybe two hundred yards across at the top and narrowing to a stream at the bottom you could step across. The sides were choked with black spruce, dark and narrow as spears, and between the spruce, alder. The alder here was old, gray-barked and twisted, growing out of the slopes at angles and then turning upward, their trunks crossing and recrossing so that the whole gully side was a lattice, a cage of gray trunks and branches with dark leaves going yellow. Moss on everything. Moss on the trunks, moss on the rocks, moss hanging off the branches in long pale beards. Big boulders lay scattered down the slopes, some of them the size of a car, gray and green and furred, and the stream at the bottom ran between them, loud, a steady hiss.

And the fog lay in it like water in a ditch. It filled the gully to the brim. I could see maybe fifteen feet. Beyond that the alders just faded, trunk by trunk, gray into white, until there was nothing.

Everything dripped. The fog condensed on the leaves and ran down them and fell, a steady patter, all around us, everywhere, so that the whole gully sounded like it was raining in a place where it wasn’t raining.

I stood at the top and read it as well as I could. Where the slope was steepest. Where the boulders lay. Where the stream would be. Where a bear would lie, if I were a bear, tired and wet and cross, wanting cover and water and a rock at my back.

Low. Near the stream. Against something big.

“I can’t see a thing,” Svala said beside me, barely a breath.

“Neither can it.”

“It doesn’t need to see. It’s got a nose.”

“The wind’s going up the gully,” I said. I’d been checking it the whole way, a wet finger, the drift of the fog. “Off the stream, uphill, toward us. It can’t smell us. It can only hear us.” I looked at her. “And you can hear it.”

She turned her head and looked down into the white. Her ears went out, both of them, wide, turning.



We went down slowly.

I went first, one step at a time, reading the ground at my boots because that was all I could see. The bear’s line went down the gully side through the alder lattice in a bear’s zigzag, and I could follow it: crushed moss, a scraped root, the deep heel-dig where it had braced coming down a steep pitch. Svala came behind me with an arrow nocked and down. We didn’t talk. Every step I put my foot down on the moss slowly, heel and then toe, feeling for sticks.

Halfway down, Svala’s hand closed on my shoulder.

I stopped.

We stood there in the white with the alders dripping around us. I couldn’t hear anything but the drip and the stream. I looked at her.

Her eyes were closed. Her ears were turned forward and down, toward the bottom of the gully, and they were moving. Small movements, back and forth, a little left, a little right, the way a dowser walks a field. Her lips were parted.

“I can hear it,” she whispered. “Breathing. Slow. Asleep, or nearly. Big chest. But I can’t tell where.”

“How far?”

“Close. Fifty paces. Sixty. Below us.” Her brow drew down. “But it’s everywhere. The fog’s throwing it. The rocks are throwing it. It’s coming from the left and from straight ahead and from the right, all at once.” Her ears swung, and swung back. “If I shoot at the sound I’ll put an arrow in a rock and it’ll wake up on top of us.”

I looked down into the white. Somewhere down there, fifty or sixty paces, was two thousand pounds of wet, cross, crowned bear, and I couldn’t see it, and she couldn’t place it.

The platform. The door in my head, and the room behind it full of sound. The click behind the woodpile.

I didn’t know if I could open it on purpose. I’d never tried. It had opened on its own both times. But I could feel the line. That was the thing. I’d been feeling it all night and all morning, the line that had come tight in my chest on the platform when she asked. It was still there, running from the middle of my chest to her, two feet away, humming faintly, like a rope with weight on it in a wind.

I put my attention on it, like a hand on a rope, feeling for what was on the other end.

“Svala,” I whispered. “Keep listening. Don’t stop.”

She didn’t open her eyes. “What are you doing?”

“I don’t know yet.”

I pulled on the line.



It opened.

It didn’t swing open like it had on the platform. It came slowly, like a heavy door on old hinges, and I had to lean on it. Then it was open, and I was in the room, and the room was full of the gully.

Every drip. That was the first thing. Every drop of water falling from every leaf of every alder on that whole slope, each one separate, each one with its own small sound, tick, tack, so many it should have been noise and wasn’t, because her ears sorted them. I could feel them sorting. That one near, that one far, that one on a leaf, that one on a rock. The stream at the bottom of the gully, not a hiss anymore but a hundred separate voices of water, each stone it ran over making its own note. A bird, somewhere far up the other slope, picking at bark. My own heart, very loud, from two feet away.

And under all of it, the breath.

Slow. Deep. A long drawn rasp going in, a pause, a longer sigh going out. It was so big. It was the biggest thing in the gully. And she was right; it was everywhere. It came off the fog from every side. It came bouncing off the rocks.

But I knew the rocks.

That was mine. That was the part that wasn’t hers. I’d stood at the top of the gully and read the slope, the way it fell, where the boulders lay. I’d seen them in the white before we came down: a line of them along the stream, the big ones, three or four. And the breath was bouncing off them. I could hear it bounce. A clean sharp echo off something flat and hard to the left, and a softer one off something rounded straight ahead, and a third, faint, from the right, off the far slope. Three echoes. And one sound under them, the true one, the one that came first, a fraction of a breath before the echoes, low and close and warm.

It came from just right of straight ahead. Down. Near the stream. And it was muffled on one side, deadened, as if something huge and solid sat right behind it.

The rock. The big rounded one. It was lying with its back against the downhill side of the big rounded boulder, on the near bank of the stream, facing us, asleep, with its whole body between us and the rock.

The door closed.



It slammed. Like the first time.

This time it took my hands before anything else. The spear haft went out of my fingers without ever leaving them. I was holding it; I knew I was holding it; there was nothing there. Then my feet. The moss under my boots stopped being moss and became a floor I had to take on faith.

I took a step, because I’d been about to, and I didn’t feel the root.

My boot caught on it and I went forward and I couldn’t feel what I was falling on, and I thought, very clearly, this is a stupid way to wake up a bear.

Svala caught me.

Her arm came around my chest from the side and stopped me, hard. That was the one thing in the world I could feel. Not her hand, not her shoulder; just the bar of her arm across my ribs, holding me upright on that slope while everything else went to cotton. She put her mouth right against my ear and said something. It was a buzz, far off.

I stood there in the fog with that arm the only thing I knew for certain, and waited.

It came back the way feeling comes back into a hand you’ve slept on: pins first, then the whole of it. My fingers burned, and then I could feel the haft again, and the bark of the alder I’d grabbed without knowing. The drip. The stream. The fog sharpened, trunk by trunk.

And her. Her arm around my chest. Her body pressed against my side. Her breath on my ear.

“Ty,” she was saying. “Ty. I’ve got you. Ty.”

“I’m here,” I said. My voice came out rough. “I’m back.”

“You went white again. Like the platform.” Her arm didn’t let go. “What did you do?”

“I borrowed your ears.”

“Did you,” she said.

“It’s against the downhill side of the big rounded boulder by the stream. Just right of straight ahead. Sixty paces. Lying with its back to the rock, facing up the slope.” I turned my head and looked at her. She was very close. “It’s asleep.”

Her amber eyes were wide, and close, and her face had gone strange, like somebody who’d had a door in their house their whole life and just found out somebody else had a key to it.

“You heard what I heard,” she said.

“Yes.”

“And you knew where it was. And I didn’t.”

“You heard it. I knew the rocks.” I put my hand over hers on my chest. “It was both.”

Then she took her arm away, slowly, and stepped back, and nocked her arrow again, and her ears turned down the slope.

“Show me the rock,” she said.



I didn’t take her closer. That would have been the obvious thing, and the obvious thing in that gully was death. Sixty paces through alder lattice in fog with a bear at the bottom, you get to fifteen paces and you can see it, and at fifteen paces it can see you, and a ridge bear covers fifteen paces in a breath.

So we went across.

The gully side we were on ran down to the stream; the other side ran up from it. And on the other side, a little downstream, there was a shelf. I’d seen it at the top: a flat outcrop of gray rock sticking out of the far slope above the alder, bare, with nothing growing on it but moss. It was higher than the stream and higher than the boulder. From that shelf, if the fog would lift for a breath, you’d be looking down at the boulder from across the gully, seventy paces, with the whole stream bed between you and the bear.

We went down to the stream a long way downstream of the boulder, quiet, and crossed it on stones, and went up the other side through the alders and came out onto the shelf from behind. It took most of an hour. My side was on fire. I could feel the open stitches pulling and something wet under my shirt, and I didn’t look at it.

The shelf was slick with moss and wet. Svala knelt at the edge of it on one knee and laid three arrows point-down in the moss beside her, and nocked the fourth, and looked across.

White. Nothing but white. The fog filled the gully between us and the far side like a solid thing.

“I can hear it,” she said. “Over there. Low.”

“Can you see the rock?”

“No.”

“It’ll lift,” I said. “Fog in a gully lifts when the sun gets on the ridge. It doesn’t lift all at once. It tears. A hole here, a hole there, for a breath, and closes again.” I knelt beside her. “When it tears over the rock, you’ll have one breath. Maybe two.”

“And it’ll be asleep.”

“It’ll be asleep. Lying down. You won’t have its heart. Its chest’ll be against the ground and its shoulder will be in the way and that bow won’t go through either.” I looked across at the white. “You’ll have its head.”

“Its eye,” she said.

“That’s the shot.”

“At seventy paces. In fog. With a lampguard’s flatbow.” She didn’t look at me. “Ty. I couldn’t hold that cuffed. I’ve never made that shot in my life. Not at two lanterns. Nobody makes that shot at two lanterns.”

I didn’t say anything for a moment.

Her right ear was standing up beside me. Tall. Almost as tall as the left. In the gray light the cuff at its base was glowing faintly, a band of warm gold under her wet hair, and I could hear it if I listened. A low hum, singing softly, like a ferry rope in a light wind.

“You’re not at two lanterns,” I said.

She turned her head and looked at me.

“You haven’t been since last night,” I said. “I can see it. Your ear’s up. Your eyes take the light and give it back. Your breath’s slow; you’ve been kneeling on cold rock for five minutes and your breath hasn’t moved.” I nodded at the cuff. “And that’s singing. It’s not screaming. It’s singing. You’re right up at the top of what it’ll hold, and you’re steady there, and it’s holding you, and you’re not going anywhere.”

“Because of you.”

“Because you asked,” I said.

She turned back to the white.

“Then make it lift,” she said.



I couldn’t make it lift. But I could make the bear lift.

I waited until I felt the sun. You can feel it, in fog, before you can see it: the white goes a shade warmer, a shade brighter, and the air on your face changes, and somewhere above you the top of the fog is starting to burn. Up on the ridge behind us the light came. The gray went pearl. The pearl went gold at the top.

Below us, the fog began to move.

It didn’t lift. It slid. A slow drift down the gully, toward the river, the whole white mass of it moving like a glacier, and as it moved it thinned in places and thickened in others. A trunk would appear across the gully, gray, and vanish again. A rock. A stretch of stream, silver, and gone.

“Ready,” I said.

“I’ve been ready since Fordwatch.”

I picked up a stone. A good one, the size of an egg, from the moss at the edge of the shelf. I’d been looking at the far slope through every gap. I knew where the boulder was now; I’d seen the top of it twice, a gray round hump coming out of the white and going back in. And I’d seen the slope above it, a stretch of loose shale under the alders where nothing grew.

When the fog thinned over the shale, I threw the stone.

It went across the gully and hit the shale above the boulder, and the shale went. A small slide, a clatter of flat stones skittering down the slope through the alders, loud in all that dripping quiet, and the stones bounced off the top of the boulder and fell, and I heard one of them hit something that wasn’t rock.

The bear woke up.

I heard it. I didn’t need her ears for that. A deep startled grunt, and then a huff, like a bellows, and the heavy scrape of something enormous getting to its feet on wet ground. Then a sound I’d heard at Alder Meadow, a low moaning roar, angry, confused.

And the fog tore.



It tore right over the boulder.

A hole opened in the white, ragged at the edges, and through it, seventy paces away across the gully, I saw the bear. It had come up off its bed onto its hind legs against the boulder, as bears do when something startles them, standing up to see, and it was standing there in the hole in the fog. Brown frosted with silver. Wet. Its fur plastered and dripping. Its huge head up and turning, looking for what had thrown stones at it, its small dark eyes going across the slope, up, down, across. Its chest glowed. Faint, a dull garnet under the wet fur, beating slow with its breath.

It was looking up the slope where the shale had come down. It was facing a little left of us. Its head was turned three-quarters, and its right eye was toward us.

I kept my mouth shut and let her see it.

She drew.

She came up off her heel onto her knee and drew Ulla’s bow in one long smooth pull, and the string came back past her jaw, past her ear, farther back than I’d ever seen her draw it, to the corner of her mouth, and the light bow bent in her hands into a deep curve and creaked. Her back arched. Her ears were both straight up. Her eyes were on the bear, amber, catching the light coming down through the hole in the fog, and the cuff at her right ear was singing so loud I could hear it over the stream, one clear note, high and sweet.

She held for half a breath. Less.

The fog was closing. The edges of the hole were sliding in.

She loosed.

The arrow went out over the gully in a long flat line. I saw it go. I saw the rust-red fletching in the gold light, a tiny thing, flying, and I saw the bear’s head, and I saw the arrow arrive.

It went into the bear’s right eye.

The bear didn’t scream. It didn’t roar. It just stopped. It stood there on its hind legs against the boulder with a rust-red fletching standing out of its eye socket, and its head stopped turning, and its mouth came open. The glow in its chest flared, bright, red going gold at the edges for half a heartbeat.

Then the fog closed over it.

I heard it come down. A long slow crash in the white, branches breaking, something huge going over sideways off the boulder, and the ground shaking under the shelf, once. Then a sound like a sack of grain dropped off a wagon. Then the stream, and the drip.

Nothing else.

Svala knelt on the shelf with the bow still raised, her string hand still at the corner of her mouth, and didn’t move.

“Did I,” she said.

“Wait.”

We waited. A minute. Two. I listened with my own ears, which weren’t hers. No breath. No movement. The drip, the stream, a bird starting up again far away.

“It’s down,” I said.

She lowered the bow. Slowly. Her hands were shaking with the fine fast tremor of somebody who’s held a heavy draw too long.

She looked at her hands. Then at me.

“Seventy paces,” she said.

“About that.”

“In fog.”

“Yes.”

“With Ulla’s bow. Through the eye.”

“Yes.”

She looked across at the white where the bear had been. Her ears were standing straight up, both of them. A flush had come up her throat. And I watched it come up into her face, slowly, from somewhere very deep, like a full bucket coming up out of a well.

“Ty,” she said.



It was lying on its side at the foot of the boulder, half in the stream, when we got down to it.

It was as big as the first one. Bigger, maybe. Wet, it looked smaller, the way a wet dog looks smaller, and then you got close and saw the paws, and the head, and the size of it came back. The arrow was in its right eye up to the fletching. It had gone straight back through the socket into the skull behind it, and that was all it had needed to do.

The crown in its chest had gone dark.

I knelt by it. Then I stopped, and stood up, and stepped back.

Svala glanced up from the bear.

“Your bear,” I said. “Your crown. You cut it.”

She slung her bow across her back and drew her skinning knife from her belt, the one I’d seen her use on the wolves at the waystation and on the elk’s hide at the seep, six inches of plain steel worn thin from sharpening. She knelt in the stream at the bear’s chest and put her hand on the wet fur over the breastbone.

She worked.

She was good at it. Better than me. She’d done it more. She knew where the breastbone joined and where it didn’t, and she went in under the arm and opened the chest with the knife and her hands and her claws, fast and clean. The steam came up out of the bear into the fog. The stream ran red past her knees. She reached into the chest up to her elbow, and her face set with concentration, and she braced her boot on the bear’s ribs and pulled.

It came out into the gray light in her hand.

Dark red. Rough, like a geode. The size of her fist and a little more. Dripping.

She turned it over. And there, on the face of it, a little to one side, where the arrow hadn’t touched it because the arrow had gone in through the eye: nothing. Smooth stone. No star.

“No star,” she said.

“You shot it in the eye.”

“I’ve never killed a crown without the star.” Her voice was odd. “Every crown I ever killed has my star on it. That’s how.” She stopped.

“That’s how you’d prove it,” I said.

“Yes.”

I knelt in the stream beside her. I put my hand under hers, under the crown, and lifted it a little, so the light from above fell on it through the thinning fog.

“Take the arrow out,” I said. “Out of the eye. Nail the arrow beside it, the way they do. Rust-red goose, your knap, your fletch. Everybody at Grayfen watched you walk out of the gate with that bow and that quiver this morning.” I looked at her. “And nobody’s going to be standing at the Wall who doesn’t know whose arrow it is.”

“And if they say it’s not mine,” she said.

“Then they can come and look at the hole in the bear’s head,” I said, “and the hole in the fog, and the shelf, and count the paces themselves.”

Her right ear came forward, just a little.

Then the crown woke up in our hands.

It started to glow. Red, and then gold came up into the red from inside, the way the marrow-elk’s had, spreading through the stone like sunrise coming down a canyon wall, the rim first and then all of it. In a few breaths it was burning gold in both our hands, lighting her face from below, lighting the fog around us, lighting the wet fur of the bear and the red water of the stream.

She stared at it.

“It does that for you,” she said. “It did it at the seep. In your hands.”

“It’s in your hands too.”

“It’s in yours. It never does that. Not in mine. Not in anyone’s. A crown glows red in a hand. It burns gold in the lantern. Never in a hand.” Her eyes were bright. “Ty. What are you?”

It was the second time someone had asked me that, holding a crown. Annelie had asked it at the seep, and I’d said I didn’t know. I still didn’t, all of it. But I knew more than I had.

“A Warden,” I said. “That’s what it says. In the gold letters. The ones only I can see.”

She knelt there in the red water with the bear behind her and the gold crown in both our hands, and said nothing for a while.

“Annelie told us what that means,” she said finally. “At the table.”

“She told us what the songs say.”

“Yes.” She looked down at the crown. “The songs said you’d light it gold.”



We stopped on the pine bench above the post to rest.

My side needed it. I’d felt two more stitches go on the climb out of the gully, a tug and then a warm loosening, and Svala had heard me make a sound and stopped and made me sit. She sat beside me on a fallen log with the crown in her lap, wrapped in my red jacket, which she’d pulled off my shoulders on the gully floor and wound around it like a baby. She had her green wrap on under her harness, damp with fog, and the cold didn’t seem to bother her at all.

The fog was going. Down the river it still lay in the bottom of the valley, white, but up here the sun had found us, and the pines were steaming, and the light came down through them in long gold bars.

“There’s a choice,” I said.

She turned the bundle in her lap.

“Ottoline said it the first morning, at Fordwatch. A crown goes one of two places. Up there,” I pointed with my chin down the slope, where the top of Grayfen’s tower was just coming clear of the fog below us, the gold light burning in its cage, “or on the Wall.”

She looked at the tower.

“The lantern’s holding,” I said. “I checked it last night before I came up to you, and again at dawn. The elk crown’s burning down. It’s not much bigger than my fist now. But it’s steady. It’s got weeks in it. Not months. Weeks.” I looked at her. “If we put this in the housing, the light gets bigger and lasts longer, and we’re safer. If we put it on the Wall, the light’s exactly what it is now. And it says your name.”

She didn’t answer. She sat on the log with the crown in her lap and looked down at the tower.

“What do you want?” she said.

“It’s your crown.”

“I know whose crown it is,” she said, a little sharp. “I’m asking what you want.”

I thought about it. I wanted her to have it. That was the true answer. I wanted to see her name painted on a Wall in white letters with a crown under it and her arrow beside it and nobody’s bolt. I wanted it the way I’d wanted to cut the rope off her waist at Alder Meadow.

But I also wanted the light big. I wanted Grayfen safe. I wanted Annelie not to have to measure the ember with her fingers every night.

“I want both,” I said. “And I can’t have both. So it’s yours.”

She looked at me sidelong.

“You’re dodging.”

“I’m not. You asked what I want and I told you. You pick.”

She unwrapped the crown in her lap, a little, so the gold of it shone up out of the red cloth into her face.

“Four years,” she said. “Thirty-eight crowns. I’ve counted them. Every one, I know where it is. I know which Wall it hangs on and whose name is under it. Thirty-one at Highlantern. Seven at Fordwatch, counting the Alder Meadow bear.” Her voice didn’t change. “I know them like other women know their children’s birthdays.”

She covered the crown again.

“The Wall,” she said. “One. Just this one. Just once.” She looked at me, and her eyes were steady. “The next one goes in the lantern. I promise. The next one and the one after that and every one after it. But I want to see this one under my name.”

“Okay,” I said.

“Okay?”

“It’s your crown,” I said. “And it’s a good choice.”

She leaned over on the log, without a word, and put her forehead against my shoulder, and left it there.



There was a cart on the south bank when we came in through the north gap.

I saw it from the top of the last slope: a two-wheeled cart with a mule in the shafts, standing on the gravel by the ferry post, and three figures beside it, two in orange capes and one in orange, short and square. Hamlin was halfway across the river on the raft, pulling toward them.

“Ottoline,” I said.

“She was here eleven days ago,” said Svala. “Why’s she back?”

I didn’t know.

Hamlin pulled them across. The cart and the mule and Ottoline and Ebbe, the kid with the Adam’s apple, and a second lampguard I didn’t know, a big slow-moving man with a black beard. The raft groaned under all of it. We’d crossed the yard to the gate by the time it grounded on our side, and Ottoline drove the mule up off the gravel and through the gate and stopped beside us and sat on the bench and looked down at me.

She looked tired. Her face was gray under the weather and there were dark smudges under her eyes. Her iron braid had come half loose. She looked like a woman who’d driven all night.

She looked at me. At my side, where the blood had come through my shirt in a long dark stripe. At Svala, in her damp green wrap and her harness, with my red jacket bundled in her arms and glowing gold through the cloth.

At the bundle.

“Huh,” she said.

“Sergeant,” I said. “You’re back early.”

“I was on the Copperpine hill last night with the road patrol,” said Ottoline. “First time anybody’s camped up there since the spring. I wanted to see for myself.” She looked north, past us, at the tower. “And there it was. Gold. On the north sky, low down. First time in two winters anybody’s seen anything north of Copperpine but black.” She looked back at me. “Then about the second hour, there was fire under it. Orange. Three points of it, together. Burning hard.”

“Brush heaps,” I said. “Lamp-oil. Your lamp-oil.”

“I gathered that.” She climbed down off the bench, stiff, her knees cracking, and stood in front of me. “I thought you were burning. I put Ebbe and Garran on the cart and drove through the night. Garran’s never forgiven me.” The big bearded lampguard grunted. “Then I come over the last rise this morning and the light’s still burning and there’s no smoke but a little in the fen, and Hamlin’s on the ford telling me you’ve gone off into the fog to kill a bear.”

“We killed it,” said Svala.

Ottoline looked at the bundle in her arms. Then at Svala’s face.

“I can see that,” she said.



I showed her the reeds first, because she asked, and because she’d have gone and looked anyway.

She walked the burned heaps with me and looked at the trampled reeds and the blood. She looked at the platform from out there, at the bolts still standing in its rail and its planks, a dozen of them, more, black-fletched. She looked at the east barricades. She went back inside the gate and looked at the woodpile and the grapnel scrape on the west wall and the long smears of blood going over it.

Then I took her to the storeroom at the bottom of the tower and lifted the pelt off Gorm Yelland’s face.

She looked at him a long time.

“Yelland,” she said. “Gods damn it.”

“You knew him.”

“Twenty years. He was a lampguard at Fordwatch before he went to the crossbow companies. Before the money. His wife keeps a stall in the cooper’s row. She sells candles.”

“Show me where,” she said.

I took her out through the gate and around the south-east corner of the palisade to where he’d knelt. The grass was still flattened. The blood was still there, black, soaked into the ground. I showed her how he’d knelt, and which way he’d been facing. I showed her the line of sight from where he’d knelt, along the outside of the south wall, to the gap at the gate leaf where Annelie had stood in the dark with her spear.

Ottoline knelt where he’d knelt, with her bad knees, and looked down that line. She stayed there, not moving.

“He was aiming at the gate,” she said.

“At Annelie. Standing in it.”

“From outside the wall. At night. With a cocked bow.” She got up. Slowly. “Who shot him?”

“Svala.”

“From where?”

I pointed up at the platform. At the rail. Forty paces, and the corner of the wall between, and the dark.

Ottoline looked up at the platform. Then back at the flattened grass. Then at the platform again. She was pacing it in her head. She got the answer, and didn’t believe it, and then did.

“Huh,” she said, to the grass.

She didn’t ask me anything else about it. She turned around and walked back to the gate.

“I’ll take him home,” she said, over her shoulder. “On the cart. His wife’ll want to bury him. I’ll tell her a bear got him on the road.” She stopped in the gateway. “I’ll tell Stoll something else.”

“What?”

She looked back at me.

“That I knelt where his sergeant knelt,” she said, “and I looked where his sergeant was looking.”



We nailed it up in the middle of the afternoon.

Everybody came. Hamlin from the ford, Annelie from the fen wall with her spear, Zin down off the lodge roof in one long jump that made Ebbe yelp. Ottoline and her two lampguards. Eight of us standing in the long grass in front of Grayfen’s empty Crown Wall in the gold light, with the fog all burned off now and the sky over the fen gone a hard clean blue.

Hamlin brought the ladder from the smokehouse. He’d been planning to use it on the smokehouse roof for two winters, he said, and never got around to it, so it might as well be used for something.

Annelie brought the paint.

She had it in a clay pot with a lid, white, the same white as the seventeen names. She kept it in a box under her bed, she said, for the spring, when she repainted the names. She had a brush with it, a good one, horsehair, its handle worn smooth and dark from years of her hand. She stood at the foot of the Wall holding the pot and the brush and looked up at the planks.

“Where?” said Svala.

She was standing at the foot of the ladder with the crown in one hand and her arrow in the other. She’d pulled the arrow out of the bear’s eye on the gully floor, carefully, and washed it in the stream and wiped it dry, and it was whole. Rust-red goose feathers. Her black three-bladed fen-iron head, the edges still fine.

Annelie didn’t answer right away.

She looked up at the Wall. At the two columns of names, seventeen of them, white and raised, every letter painted over and over, every spring, in the same careful hand. At the two little painted lanterns at the top. At the empty planks above them, where nothing had hung since the Red Night.

“There,” she said. She pointed. Above the names. At the top of the Wall, in the middle, over both columns, under the overhanging roof of the tower. The highest place on the planks.

Svala looked at her.

“Over them?” she said. “That’s their place, grave-keeper. That’s the top of the Wall.”

“They’re dead,” said Annelie softly. “They don’t need the top of the Wall.” She looked at Svala, and her dark eyes were steady. “They fed every crown they had into that lantern, and every one of them would have given her eye teeth to see a living name go up over them. They’d want it at the top. I knew them.” She held out the paint pot. “Kendal would have wanted it at the top.”

She’d said it out loud. KENDAL BREDE. LAMPGUARD. The name at the bottom of the second column that she never looked at, painted so many times the letters cast shadows.

Svala’s ears had come forward, both of them.

“All right,” she said.

She went up the ladder.



She went up it fast and clean, the crown in one hand and the arrow in her teeth by the shaft. At the top she hooked one boot around the rail and leaned out against the planks. Hamlin had given her four nails and his hammer; she’d put the nails in her harness and the hammer through her belt.

There was an old bored hole up there. I hadn’t seen it from below. Annelie had known it was there. A crown had hung there once, before the Red Night, and been taken down by hand and carried up the tower ladder and burned.

Svala set her crown over the hole.

She held it there with the flat of her hand, and took a nail from her harness, and set it through the crown’s edge into the hole, and took the hammer from her belt and drove it in. Three blows. Each one rang out over the yard, sharp and clean, and the crown shivered on the planks. It had gone back to red, in the sun, away from my hands. A deep slow garnet, glowing faintly in the shade under the tower roof.

Then she took the arrow out of her teeth.

She laid it flat on the planks beside the crown. Rust-red fletching up. Black fen-iron head down. She held it there with her palm and drove a nail in beside the shaft, bending it over the wood to pin it, the way they’d pinned Stoll’s bolt at Fordwatch. Then a second nail near the head. Two blows each.

She stopped. She stayed there at the top of the ladder with her palm flat on the planks beside her arrow, and her forehead nearly touching the Wall, and didn’t move.

The yard had gone quiet enough to hear the river.

Annelie went up the ladder after her, halfway, to where she could reach the planks below the crown, with the paint pot hooked over her wrist by a thong and the brush in her other hand. She dipped the brush. She held it a moment, the way you’d hold a pen before you sign something you can’t take back.

Then she began to paint.

She painted slowly. Every letter the same height as the seventeen below it. The same strokes, left to right, top to bottom. The same little hook at the end of every stroke where the brush lifted. I’d read that hook on the Wall the first day, on every name. Now I watched her make it.

S. V. A. L. A.

The white went onto the dark old oak bright and wet and shining in the light.

R. E. D. B. R. U. S. H.

She finished the last stroke and lifted the brush and held it there, away from the wood, and looked at what she’d painted.

SVALA REDBRUSH.

Under it, she painted one more thing. Smaller. BLACKSPRUCE GULLY. RIDGE BEAR.

Then she came down the ladder.



Zin howled.

She threw her head back and let out a long high lynx scream that went up over the yard and over the palisade and out across the fen, and every heron for a mile went up out of the reeds at once, and Ebbe dropped his crossbow.

“SVALA REDBRUSH,” Zin screamed, at the top of her lungs, at the sky. “SVALA REDBRUSH, YOU GORGEOUS FOX! LOOK AT IT! LOOK AT IT, GODS DAMN IT!” She grabbed Hamlin by both shoulders and shook him. “Old man! Do you see it? Do you see her name?”

“I see it,” said Hamlin, being shaken. “Let go of me.”

“Do you see it?”

“I see it.” He pried her hands off. He looked up at the Wall. And then he grunted. Once. A short deep sound, from the chest, the sound a man makes when he’s lifted something heavy and set it down in the right place.

Ottoline stood at the back with her arms folded and her spectacles in her hand, looking up at the Wall, at the crown and the arrow and the white wet letters, her face as shut as a gate. But after a long while she put the spectacles on, and looked again, closer, and then took them off and put them back in her pocket.

Svala was still at the top of the ladder.

She hadn’t come down. She’d stayed up there with her palm on the planks. Now she took her hand away, slowly, and looked at her name. The paint was still wet. It shone.

Four years. Thirty-eight crowns, and she knew where every one of them was, and none of them said this.

This was the first in four years.

I watched her read it. Her ears were both up. Her right one stood almost straight, tall, trembling at the tip, and the cuff at its base had gone bright in the shadow under the roof, a band of soft gold. Her brush hung straight down behind her, not moving at all. And her eyes, when she turned her head and looked down at me, were wet and enormous, the amber holding the light.

She came down the ladder.

Not all the way. She came down until she was a few rungs above me, where her face was level with mine, and she stopped there, holding the rails, and looked at me.

“Ty,” she said.

Then she let go of the rail with one hand and took my face in it and kissed me.



This one was in the open. In the long grass, in the afternoon light, in front of the Wall and everybody standing at it. She kissed me from three rungs up the ladder with her hand on my face and her mouth open on mine, hard and slow and long, and she didn’t stop when Zin started whistling, and she didn’t stop when Ebbe made a noise like a kettle, and she didn’t stop when Hamlin said “Oh, for the love of,” and walked off toward the smokehouse.

I didn’t stop either.

I put my hand on her waist, on the warm linen at her waist, and held her there on the ladder, and kissed her back. Her brush came around the side of the ladder rail and curled over my wrist. She made a sound into my mouth, low, from her chest. I could feel her heart going through my hand.

When she finally pulled back, her lips were red and her eyes were bright and her throat had gone pink from her collarbones to her jaw. She looked at me from three rungs up, breathing.

“That’s mine too,” she said, just to me.

“Yes,” I said.

She came down off the ladder past me and walked away across the yard toward the lodge, not fast, her brush swinging, her back straight, her head up.

Zin was still whistling. Ebbe had gone red to the ears. Ottoline was looking at the sky with great interest.

I looked for Annelie.

She was standing at the foot of the Wall where she’d been, with the paint pot and the brush still in her hands. She’d been watching. I saw her see me look. She turned her face away, fast, toward the Wall, toward the seventeen names. Her free ear had gone back, flat.

Then it came up again.

And she turned her head, and looked back at me. Straight at me. Her dark eyes were steady and calm, and she held my eyes across the long grass for one breath, two, three, and didn’t look away.

Then she put the lid on the paint pot, and went inside.



Ottoline found me on the platform at sunset, the way she had the first time.

She came up the ladder slower than before, and stood at the rail beside me, and looked out at the fen going copper in the last light. Below us in the yard, Ebbe and Garran were loading Gorm Yelland onto the cart, wrapped in an old sail Annelie had found in her Red Night pile, and tying him down. Ottoline didn’t watch them.

“I saw it,” she said.

“The crown?”

“The crown. The arrow. The bear.” She looked at me sidelong. “I walked up the gully while you were all drinking Hamlin’s beer. Garran and me. I found the bear at the foot of the rock, half in the stream, with a hole in its eye you could put your thumb in. I stood on that shelf across the gully. I paced it.”

“Seventy?”

“Seventy-four.” She shook her head slowly. “I’ve been a lampguard thirty years. I’ve seen a lot of hunters. Two-Lantern hunters don’t make that shot. Three-Lantern hunters don’t make that shot. In fog.” She looked down into the yard, where Svala had come out of the lodge and was sitting on the porch steps in her green wrap, knapping, with Zin beside her talking and talking. “I’ll say so. To anybody who asks. I saw a ridge bear come out of Blackspruce Gully dead with a Grayfen arrow in its eye, and I saw the crown go up on Grayfen’s Wall under her name, and I saw the arrow nailed beside it.” She paused. “That’s all I’ll say. Because that’s all I saw.”

“That’s enough.”

“It’s not enough,” said Ottoline. “That’s what I came up here to tell you.” She turned and leaned her back against the rail and looked at me with her tired gray eyes. “He’ll say she stole it.”

“Brannoch,” she said. “When he hears. And he’ll hear, because Ebbe can’t keep his mouth shut in a cookhouse to save his life, and I won’t ask him to. He’ll say she stole it from his party. That she took it off a bear his men had bolted, or she pried it off his Wall at Fordwatch when nobody was looking, or she bought it off some dying post the way Fiske does.” Her mouth went thin. “Because everybody on the Line knows a Two-Lantern hunter can’t take a crown alone. It’s why the cuffs. And if one did, then the cuffs are wrong, and nobody on this Line wants the cuffs to be wrong. Not even the ones who hate them.”

She folded her arms.

“So they’ll believe him,” she said. “Over a fox with a light bow and a wick in a red jacket. They’ll believe him because it’s easier than believing her.”

“Then they’re going to have to look at it,” I said.

“At what?”

“At the crown. At the arrow. At the bear’s eye.” I looked down at the Wall, at the crown glowing faint and red in the dusk under the tower roof, at the white letters. “Every kill leaves sign. Somebody has to stand in front of it and look.”

Ottoline studied me.

“You keep saying that,” she said.

“It keeps being true.”

She snorted. Then she pushed herself off the rail and went to the ladder and put her hands on it, and stopped.

“Eighteen days,” she said. “To the Muster. I counted them on the cart. Brannoch will be at Highlantern a week before it with his whole party, and his Wall will be hung with every crown he’s got, and the Brindle King will be somewhere in the hills above the Muster valley, waiting for the beaters.” She looked back at me. “And if that fox walks into the Muster with her name on Grayfen’s Wall, he’s going to have to answer for it in front of the whole Line. And he’s not a man who answers for things.”

“I know.”

“So he’ll come for her first. Before the Muster. With more than eight.” Her gray eyes held mine. “You’ve got eighteen days, Ty Ballard. Don’t spend them in the river.”

She went down the ladder.

I stood on the platform a while longer. Below me in the yard the light came up gold as the sun went down, and the Wall lit, and the seventeen names leapt out of the dark, raised and white, and above them, at the top of the Wall, the new name, still wet, shining.

Svala looked up from the porch steps. She found me on the platform. She held my eyes across the yard.

Then she lifted her chin at the Wall, and went back to her knapping.

On the cart, Gorm Yelland lay under his sail with his boots sticking out the end. Ottoline climbed up onto the bench beside him and gathered the reins, and looked at the Wall one more time, and said something to Garran I couldn’t hear.

Garran laughed.

“Let him say it,” Svala said from the porch, just loud enough to carry up to the platform. “Let him say it at Highlantern. In front of the Wall.”

She tapped the antler on the fen-iron, and a flake fell off, black and glittering.


Chapter 14: Watchers

“If I drown, wick,” Zin said, “I’m going to haunt your boots.”

She was standing knee-deep in the eddy below the ford in the gray before sunrise, with one end of Hamlin’s net in her fists and the river sliding past her shins, and she was grinning. Her copper hair stood up in a wild crest where she’d slept on it. Her jerkin was laced about halfway and the cold had found everything the laces didn’t cover.

“You won’t drown,” I said. “It’s an eddy. It’s barely moving.”

“It’s moving. I can feel it moving. It’s trying to get up my breeches.”

“Then stand still.”

“I don’t stand still,” said Zin. “I’ve never stood still in my life. It’s bad for me. Ask anybody.”

I was on the gravel spit at the bottom of the eddy, where I’d come out of the river on the third morning shaking. Hamlin’s net lay in a long wet heap at my feet, linen cord knotted into a mesh a hand wide, with cork floats along the top and clay weights along the bottom. He’d mended it himself all autumn. He’d handed it to me at the gate this morning like a man handing over his firstborn, and said if I tore it he’d tear me.

The idea was simple. You stretch a net across the slow water at the foot of a ford, where the fish come out of the fast current to rest, and leave it, and in the morning it’s full. Hamlin had done it every autumn for twenty years. He’d stopped two winters ago, because a net takes two people to set and he’d only had Annelie, and Annelie had the whole post.

So I’d said I’d do it. And Zin had said she’d help, loudly, at supper, mostly to annoy Hamlin, who didn’t want her near his net.

“Walk it out,” I said. “Slow. Feet on the bottom. Keep the top line up.”

“I know how a net works, wick.”

“Do you?”

“No,” said Zin cheerfully, and walked it out.



She was good at it, once she stopped complaining. She waded out across the eddy with the net’s head-rope over her shoulder, paying it out as she went, and the cork floats bobbed up in a line behind her. She went farther out than I’d have liked. The water came up to her thighs. Her bobbed tail stuck straight out behind her, rigid, the fur bristling, up like a flag. She was holding it out of the river with every muscle she had.

I watched more than her tail.

The wrapped shins first, the leather strips dark with river water, and above them those short dense sprinter’s thighs, muscle standing out on them like cord, the cold water piling up white against them. The leather breeches had soaked through and gone black and clung to her. Her small round ass, tight and high, the wet leather painted onto it. A strip of bare freckled waist where the jerkin had ridden up as she lifted the rope. The jerkin itself, thin scraped leather, soaked now, plastered to her ribs and her small high breasts, and in that cold her nipples stood out through it like two pebbles under a wet sheet. Her freckled shoulders, bare and shining. The copper hair. The tufted ears, laid flat with the cold.

And the cuff. It caught the gray light at the base of her left ear, dull and thick. It sat out from her skull a little more than it should, and it rode low, like it was full of something. My eyes went to it. They always did.

She looked back over her shoulder and caught me looking. Not at the cuff.

“Like what you see?” she called.

“Watch your feet.”

“I’m watching yours.” She grinned. “You’re standing on the net.”

I was. I stepped off it.

She laughed at me all the way across.



We had it set by sunup. Head-rope tied off to a drift log on the far side of the eddy, foot-rope weighted down along the bottom, the corks in a long curve across the slow water like a necklace somebody had dropped. Zin waded back out, shaking the water off one leg and then the other, and sat down on a rock at the edge of the gravel and wrung out her breeches without taking them off.

“Now what?”

“Now we wait until tomorrow and Hamlin takes the fish out.”

“Tomorrow.” She looked at the net with deep disappointment. “I thought we’d get fish.”

“We’ll get fish. Tomorrow.”

“I wanted fish today.” She sighed. “Hamlin’s got a rack of trout in the smokehouse. A whole rack. Six of them. I’ve counted. He moved them inside after the first one, but he’s got a lock on that door like it’s a duke’s treasury, and the roof’s sod, and I’ve looked, and you can’t get in through the roof without him hearing.”

“You looked.”

“I looked yesterday. While he was on the ford.” She wasn’t the least bit ashamed. “I’ll get in. I always get in.”

I left her on her rock and walked along the edge of the water.

I always walk the ford at dawn. It had become a habit in the two weeks I’d been at Grayfen, like the lantern at dusk, like counting heads. Walk the near bank, cross on the raft, walk the far bank, and read what’s come down to the water in the night. You learn a river that way. You learn what drinks at it and what crosses it and when.

So I crossed on the raft, alone, hand over hand along the rope I’d tightened the first day. It still made my throat close. It always would. I’d stopped expecting otherwise.

On the far bank I walked the gravel, slowly, from the ferry post upstream and then down.

Otter. A fox, small, a real one, the kind on all fours. Heron tracks, everywhere, delicate. A doe and fawn, last night, drinking and going back.

Then the stone.



It was a flat stone at the very edge of the water, just below the first of the spruce, where the bank came down steep out of the trees onto the gravel. A ford stone. A big flat rock that sits half in and half out of the water, and every animal that comes down to drink at that spot steps on it, because it’s the easiest way down off the bank. Its top was furred with a thin green slime of algae where the spray from the ford reached it, slick and dark.

And there was a scuff on it.

A crescent. Pale, clean, bright. Somebody had stepped on that stone with the edge of a hard boot-heel and it had skidded on the slime, a little, and scraped the algae off down to the bare gray rock in a curved line as long as my finger. It was still wet. The algae at the edges of it was still torn, the little green threads sticking up, not lying flat yet. Algae grows back over a scrape in a day or two, and lies down over it in a few hours as the water dries and wets it.

These threads were standing up.

Last night. After dark, probably. Not long before dawn, maybe.

I crouched beside it and looked at the bank above it.

Nobody had come down to the water. There were no prints on the gravel below the stone. Whoever had stepped on it had come down out of the spruce to the edge of the bank, put one foot on the ford stone, skidded, caught himself, and stayed there. Looking. Then gone back up.

I went up the bank after him.

Under the first spruce, the ground was soft. Needles, and under the needles, dark earth that held a print. And there was a print there. Two of them. Boots. A man’s, broad, heavy, the toes turned out a little. He’d stood here a long time; the prints were pressed deep and then pressed again a hand’s width over, where he’d shifted his weight from one foot to the other. And another, side by side. Shift. Shift. A man standing in the dark for an hour, getting cold, moving his feet to keep the blood going.

And beside them, a hand’s width to the right of his right foot, a mark.

Square. A little smaller than my palm. Pressed hard into the earth, with a flat bottom and four small round dimples in it at the corners, like rivet heads. And around it, a ring of scuffed earth, where the thing that made it had been turned, and lifted, and set down again.

A crossbow butt. The iron plate on the end of the stock, riveted on. He’d stood here leaning on it, butt-down in the needles, the way a tired man leans on a rifle. For a long time.

And on the needles beside the prints, a wad of something green. Chewed. Spat.

I picked it up on the point of my knife and looked at it.

Spruce gum. Chewed to a gray-green pulp and spat out.

I stood under the first spruce on the south bank and looked across the river at Grayfen.

From here you could see the whole of it. The bench of high ground, the palisade, the gold light in the cage at the top of the tower, the platform on its flank, the lodge roof. The gate. The ferry landing. In the dark last night, with the tower burning gold, a man standing here would have seen everything that moved in the light. Who walked the wall. Who stood on the platform. When the watch changed. Which windows were lit.

One man. A crossbow. A long time.

He’d watched us.

I flicked the gum off my knife into the river and went back down to the raft.



“Stoll chews that,” Zin said, when I told her on the gravel. She’d stopped wringing her breeches. “All his men do. He gives it to them. He says it keeps them awake on a hide.”

“It might not be Stoll’s.”

“It’s Stoll’s.” Her hands had closed into fists on her knees. Then she opened them, one finger at a time, and wiped them on her wet breeches. “He’s counting your watch, wick. That’s what he does before he comes. He did it to the deserters at the Scarrow Hills. Three nights, a man in the trees counting.” She looked across the river at the spruce. “He’ll know who’s on the platform and when. He’ll know Hamlin sleeps on the gravel. He’ll know Annelie walks to the tower at dusk and dawn.” She looked back at me. “He’ll know you’re in the loft.”

“Then he’ll know something that changes tonight,” I said.

“You’re going to change the watch.”

“Every night. Different times, different people, different places.” I looked up at the platform. “He wants to count. Let him count. Let him count something different every time.”

Zin grinned slowly.

“You’re a nasty man, wick,” she said. “I like you.”



Annelie’s smokehouse wasn’t Annelie’s. That was the first thing I learned about it, and the second thing was that you didn’t say that to Hamlin.

It was a squat log building by the east wall with a sod roof and no windows, and a firebox at the back under a clay flue that drew the smoke up and through a set of racks inside. Hamlin smoked his fish there, on the upper racks. Annelie smoked meat there, on the lower ones. They’d been doing it for two winters, side by side, and they had a set of rules about whose wood went in the firebox and whose racks were whose that I suspect neither of them could have written down but both of them would have killed over.

When we came up from the ford, Annelie had a haunch of the bear on the lower racks.

I hadn’t known she’d gone for it. She’d gone up the gully with Hamlin and a pack-frame the afternoon before, after the paint was on the Wall, while Zin and Svala and I were drinking Hamlin’s beer, and made three trips before dark, and come back the last time with the hide rolled up and tied. Ottoline and Garran had been up there too, pacing the shot from the shelf, and Garran had carried a haunch down on his shoulders without being asked. She’d spent the night cutting it into strips. Now the smokehouse was full of it, dark red slabs hanging on the lower racks in the blue smoke, and the whole east side of the yard smelled like a good butcher’s shop.

She was standing in the smokehouse door feeding alder chips into the firebox when Zin came past.

Zin stopped. She looked into the smokehouse. At the bear on the lower racks. At the trout on the upper racks. Six of them, split and golden, hanging in the smoke.

She looked at Annelie.

“Good morning, grave-keeper,” she said sweetly.

“Good morning, bait-runner,” said Annelie, without looking up.

“That’s a lot of bear.”

“It’s a big bear.”

“Is any of it for me?”

“All of it’s for all of us,” said Annelie, “when it’s smoked. Which is three days.” She fed another handful of chips into the firebox. “Not before. Not one strip.” She looked up at last. “And Hamlin’s trout are Hamlin’s. And they’ll be Hamlin’s in three days, too.”

Zin looked at her. Annelie looked back.

They had the look of two old dogs in a yard. Neither of them blinked.

Then Zin smiled, bright and wide and innocent as a summer morning, and went off toward the porch, where Svala was waiting for her with a bundle of shafts and a pot of glue.

Annelie watched her go. Then she looked at me.

“She’s going to steal his trout,” she said.

“Yes.”

“Again.”

“Yes.”

Annelie sighed, the sigh of a woman who’d run a post alone for two winters and had just realized she’d now be refereeing a feud as well.

“Warden,” she said. “Will you help me with the housing this afternoon? It’s leaning.”



Svala was teaching Zin to fletch on the porch steps.

Zin was bad at it. That surprised me. I’d watched Zin’s hands for a week by then; they were fast and sure, quick with a knife, quick with a whetstone, quick at stealing fish. But fletching wants patience. You split the goose feather down its quill with a blade and shave the quill thin and flat, and trim the vane to shape, and glue three of them to the shaft at even angles a third of the way around, and bind them on with sinew wound so fine and tight you can barely see it. It’s slow, fiddly, finger-numbing work, and every vane has to sit exactly right or the arrow won’t fly true.

Zin had glued her first feather on crooked. Then her second. Then she’d glued her thumb to the shaft.

“Gods,” she said. “Gods’ teeth. Svala. Svala, I’m stuck.”

“I can see that,” said Svala.

“Get it off.”

“Pull.”

“I’ll pull my thumb off.”

“You won’t,” said Svala. “Hide glue. It’ll come off with the skin.”

“With the skin?”

“Some of the skin.” Svala didn’t look up from her own work. She was fletching too, steady and quick, her fingers moving in small precise motions, the sinew winding around the shaft in a blur. She’d done six arrows in the time it had taken Zin to glue her thumb. “That’s why you don’t put your thumb in it.”

Zin looked at her thumb, glued to the shaft. Then she pulled.

“May every goose on the Wildmarch die of the itch,” she told the feather, “and the gander first.”

Svala’s brush flicked once.

I’d come up to the porch to tell them about the stone, and I stood at the bottom of the steps and listened to them instead. Zin swearing at a goose feather and Svala trimming another vane with her skinning knife in one smooth stroke. Zin bent over the shaft with her tongue between her teeth, trying again, and getting it crooked again, and Svala reaching over without a word and taking the feather off and putting it back on straight, and Zin watching her hands.

They’d been in a party together two years. One on the bow and one on the bait-line. I’d seen what that party was. I’d seen what it did with them.

And here they were on a porch in the sun, gluing feathers.

“What,” said Svala, without looking up.

“Nothing,” I said.

“You’re standing there.”

“I’m allowed to stand.”

“You’re standing there looking pleased,” said Svala, “and Zin’s got hide glue in her hair.”

“I don’t have glue in my hair,” said Zin. She put her hand up. “Oh, gods. I have glue in my hair.”



The housing was leaning. Annelie was right. I’d seen it at dawn and forgotten it, because of the stone, and she’d seen it at dawn too, on her walk to the tower, and she hadn’t forgotten anything.

The great stone basin sat on its plinth in the middle of the cage like a cupped hand. The plinth was waist-high, cut stone, square, older than the tower timber. And between the basin and the plinth there were wedges. Oak wedges, six of them, driven in under the basin’s rim all the way around to hold it level. You’d never see them unless you knelt and looked.

Two of them on the east side had rotted.

I could see it when I knelt. They’d gone dark and soft and crumbly, like old cork, and the basin had settled onto them a finger’s width. Enough that the ash in the bottom of the housing had slid east, and the crown-ember, the last of the marrow-elk’s crown, burned down now to not much more than the size of my fist, had rolled down the slope of the ash and come to rest against the east wall of the basin. The light leaned with it. If you stood in the yard and looked at the cage, the gold fell a little heavier on the east side. On the fen wall. Less on the west.

“It happens every few years,” said Annelie. She was kneeling beside me on the other side of the plinth. “The heat cooks the wedges. Kendal used to do it in the spring. Before the Red Night. I haven’t done it. I didn’t want to move it. I didn’t know if I’d move it wrong and it would go out.”

“We won’t move it wrong.”

She looked at me across the plinth, and the question was all over her face.

“Slowly,” I said. “That’s how you don’t move a thing wrong.”

Then she nodded.



It took most of the afternoon.

You can’t lift a basin like that. It weighed as much as a cart. What you can do is lever it, a little, on the low side, and slide a new wedge in under the old one, and drive it, and then pull the rotten one out in pieces, and do it again on the other side. Hamlin had cut new wedges out of his oak that morning, six of them, smooth and pale. I had my rope and a pry bar from the storeroom and a mallet. Annelie had her hands, which were steadier than mine.

So we worked. Side by side on the stone floor of the cage, with the heat coming off the housing into our faces and the light burning gold over our heads and the wind coming through the iron bars. I’d set the bar under the rim, and lean on it, and the basin would lift by a hair, and Annelie would slide the new wedge in and hold it, and I’d tap it home with the mallet, one tap at a time, and then we’d stop and look at the ember, to see if it had moved.

It never did. It sat against the east wall of the basin, glowing gold, steady.

She talked while we worked, a little. She wasn’t a talker. But the work was slow and the cage was warm and after the first hour she started telling me things, the way you tell things to somebody you’re working beside, without looking at them.

“I ran the Long Run,” she said.

I was tapping in the third wedge. I kept tapping.

“You know what it is?” she said.

“Svala said it at the seep. That you ran like a Long Run woman.”

“She would know.” Annelie held the wedge steady with two fingers while I tapped. “It’s a relay. Every winter, on the longest night, the Line carries fire. From Highlantern north, post to post, a runner from each post, carrying a lantern-pot of crown-fire from her own post’s lantern to the next post, and lighting it there, and that post’s runner carrying it on. All the way up the Line. All the way to the end. To here. Grayfen was the end. Grayfen’s runner was the last leg.”

“From Fordwatch?”

“From Fordwatch. A day and a half’s walk, on the road. In the snow, in the dark, on the longest night of the year.” Her voice didn’t change. “The record was eleven hours. Fordwatch’s gate to Grayfen’s lantern. It had stood for sixty years.”

I stopped tapping.

“I ran it in nine,” said Annelie.

I looked at her.

She was looking at the wedge under her fingers. Her face was perfectly calm. But her right ear had come forward, standing tall. The left one, the one under her cuff, stayed low and stiff the way it always was, unable to move.

“I was twenty,” she said. “The first winter my Wild was all the way up. I didn’t know how hard to run, so I ran as hard as I could. I came over the north road in the dark with the pot on my back and the snow coming down so thick I couldn’t see my own feet, and I didn’t stop once, and I came down to the ford and I didn’t wait for the raft. I went across the ice. The ice was thin. It cracked under me the whole way. I could hear it. I didn’t stop.”

“Nine hours.”

“Nine hours and a little. They rang the bell at Fordwatch when I left and Grayfen rang the bell when I came in, and they wrote down the times.” She smoothed her thumb over the new wedge. “It still stands. Seventeen years. Nobody’s come close.”

“The fastest legs on the Wildmarch,” I said.

“That’s what they said.” Her mouth moved, very slightly. “I was very proud of it.”

I tapped the wedge home. One tap. Two. It sat flush.

“Did you run it again?”

“Twice.” She took her fingers away from the wedge. “The next winter, and the one after. Not as fast either time. Ten hours. Ten and a half.” She smoothed the new wedge with her thumb. “Then the Company cuffed me. The spring I was twenty-two. Among the first of the new cuffs, the heavy ones. And the next winter I ran the Long Run cuffed. At two lanterns.” Her voice was soft. “It took me fourteen hours. I came in after midnight with a cold pot and the bell rang and I didn’t look at the time.”

“I didn’t run it again,” she said. “After that. I stopped. The year my cuff went dark.” She touched it, just once, under her hair. “That’s what they call it. When the silver goes black like this, the way an old spoon does. It went dark that year, and I stopped running.”

“Who runs it now?”

“Nobody. Not for Grayfen.” She looked at the ember in the basin. “Grayfen hasn’t sent a runner since the Red Night. Grayfen hasn’t had a light to carry.”

She stood up, and dusted her hands on her apron, and looked at the fourth wedge, still rotten, on the east side.

“That’s all,” she said. “That’s the Long Run.”

She didn’t say anything else about it. I knew she wouldn’t. I picked up the pry bar.



It was on the fifth wedge that I saw the mark again.

I was lying on my side on the stone floor with my cheek nearly on the plinth, looking under the basin’s rim to get the bar seated right, and the light from the housing came down over the rim and lit the underside of it. The part of the basin that sat on the plinth. That nobody had seen in years, maybe in a hundred years, because you’d have to lift the basin to see it.

The mark was there.

The same mark. The circle, and the line upright inside it, and the little curl of flame at the top of the line. The same as the one on the side of the basin under the soot, the one I’d rubbed with my thumb the first day. But this one was sharp. Crisp. Down here under the rim, out of the weather and the hands, the stone hadn’t worn. The grooves were cut deep and square-edged, and the inside of them was smooth as glass, as if somebody had polished them.

And it was a row of them.

All the way around the underside of the rim, as far as I could see in the gap, the mark repeated. Circle, line, flame. Circle, line, flame. Spaced evenly, each one a hand’s width from the next, running around the basin like a ring of letters around the edge of a coin.

I lay there and looked at it.

“Warden?” Annelie said.

“There’s more of them,” I said. “The mark. Under the rim. A whole row. All the way around.”

She got down on the floor beside me without a word and put her cheek down on the stone next to mine and looked. Her hair fell forward over her face. I heard her breath stop.

“I’ve never seen that,” she said, into the stone. “Kendal never said.”

“He’d have had to lift it to see it.”

“He never lifted it. He only wedged it. Seventeen years. I’ve knelt at this housing twice a day for seventeen years.”

We lay there side by side on the stone floor of the cage with our faces a hand’s width apart, looking up under the rim of a basin older than the Company at a row of marks nobody had seen in longer than either of us knew. Her shoulder was against mine. I could feel her breathing.

“What does it mean?” I said.

“I don’t know.” Her voice was barely there. “The songs don’t say. The songs only say that the Wardens kept the old lanterns. Not what they put on them.” She turned her head and looked at me, very close, her cheek still on the stone. Her dark eyes were enormous in the gold light coming down over the rim. “Do you know?”

“No.”

“Svala says you see letters. Gold ones, that nobody else can see.” A breath. “Do they know?”

“They haven’t said anything.”

She looked at me a while longer, from that close. Her face was still. I could see the gold light in her eyes, and something behind it, the same thing I’d seen in the bath-house, the thing that had been closed up a long time.

Then she sat up, and pushed her hair back over her cuff, and looked at the wedges.

“Two more,” she said. “Before dark.”



The light stood straight when we were done.

I went down into the yard to look. The ember had stayed where it was, and that was all right; the ash had leveled and it would settle. But the gold fell even now. On the fen wall, on the river wall, on the lodge roof and the woodpile and the north gap, the same on every side.

Hamlin came out of the smokehouse and looked up at it.

“Leaning,” he said. “Two winters it’s been leaning.”

“It was leaning a finger,” I said.

“A finger’s a finger.” He chewed on nothing. I looked at him. He was chewing on nothing. His jaw was going, the way it always did around his pipe stem, and there was no pipe.

“Where’s your pipe?”

His jaw stopped.

He looked at me. His small blue eyes had gone very cold.

“Ask the lynx,” he said.



She’d hidden it in the smokehouse.

At first, all anybody knew was that Hamlin Tedge had come back from the ford at noon and gone to the peg by the smokehouse door where he hung his pipe when he wasn’t using it, and it wasn’t there. He’d hung it there every day for twenty years. And it wasn’t there, and Zin Kerran was sitting on the lodge porch fletching an arrow very badly and humming.

Hamlin had gone straight to her.

“Where’s my pipe?”

“What pipe?” said Zin.

“My pipe.”

“I didn’t know you had a pipe,” said Zin. “I’ve never seen you smoke it. I thought it was a kind of tooth.”

There’d been a long silence. Then Hamlin had turned around and gone back into the smokehouse and barred the door, and Zin had gone back to her fletching, and Svala had said, without looking up, “You hid it in his own smokehouse.”

“I don’t know what you mean,” Zin said.

“You were in there this morning. Before the net. I heard the bar.”

“I don’t know what you mean,” said Zin, and hummed louder.

So that was where the pipe was. In Hamlin’s own smokehouse. Somewhere. And Hamlin had spent the afternoon in there with the door barred, looking for it, while his trout hung over his head in the smoke, and he hadn’t found it. Zin had sat on the porch all afternoon listening to him look.

I don’t know what Hamlin did that afternoon in the smokehouse besides look for his pipe. But I know that at supper Zin went to the peg by the lodge door where she hung her knife belt, the two long knives in their crossed sheaths, and took the belt down to put it on, and stopped.

One of the sheaths was empty.

The right one. Her best knife. The long one with the black horn handle, the one she’d had since she was nineteen, the one she sharpened on Annelie’s whetstone every morning whether it needed it or not.

She stood there by the door with the belt in her hands, looking at the empty sheath. Her thumb went into it, all the way to the bottom, like the knife might be hiding in there.

Then she turned slowly and looked across the lodge at Hamlin.

He was sitting by the east fire, eating bear stew, with a willow twig in his teeth where his pipe should have been. He didn’t look up.

“Old man,” said Zin.

Hamlin chewed his twig.

“Where’s my knife?”

“What knife?” said Hamlin.



They told me together, the two of them, after supper.

I’d come down off the platform after I’d set the watch rotation, Hamlin first on the platform, then me at the change, then Zin for the hours after midnight, and Svala at dawn, with Annelie walking the fen wall in between whenever she pleased, because nobody was going to tell her otherwise. Different times than last night. Different again tomorrow. I’d come down the ladder into the yard and they’d both been standing at the bottom of it waiting for me. Svala with her arms folded. Zin a little behind her, which I’d never once seen Zin be. Behind anybody.

“We want to tell you something,” Svala said.

“All right.”

Zin didn’t say anything. That was the other thing I’d never seen. Zin not saying anything. She was standing with her weight on one foot and her hands behind her back, and her tail was twitching, fast, faster than I’d seen it.

Svala looked at her. Zin looked at the ground.

“Tell him,” said Svala. “You asked me. You tell him.”

Zin’s ears went flat. Then she lifted her head and looked at me, and her pale green eyes were bright, and she said it all at once, fast, the way she said everything.

“I asked Svala if I could watch. You and her. When you’re at it.” She waved a hand. “In the loft. I asked if I could watch. Not now. Not tonight. Just. Sometime. And she said yes.” She took a breath. “And I asked if she’d watch me. Later. With you. If you want. And she said she’d think about it, and then she said yes to that too.”

She stopped. Her face had gone pink under the freckles. Zin Kerran, blushing.

I looked at Svala. Her ears were both forward.

“She asked me this afternoon,” Svala said. “On the porch. With glue on her thumb.” Her mouth twisted. “I told her she was a filthy little bait-runner and she should keep her eyes on her fletching.”

“She did,” said Zin. “She said exactly that.”

“And then I thought about watching her,” said Svala. “And I said yes.”

She said it plainly. She held my eyes and said it like she’d say anything else she’d decided.

“I’ve known her two years,” she said. “On a bait-line, and a hide, and a wagon, and a party. I’ve watched what they did to her. Every captain on the Line has watched her run in front of a crowned beast for money. Nobody ever asked her what she wanted to be watched doing.”

Zin was looking at the ground again. She scuffed one bare foot in the dirt. Then the other.

“So I said yes,” said Svala. “For me, it’s yes. If you want it. It’s your loft too.”

I looked at the two of them. At Svala, standing there with her arms folded and her chin up, saying it plain. At Zin, behind her, pink, with her hands behind her back and her ears flat and her tail going like a hummingbird’s wing.

“Zin,” I said.

She looked up.

“Ask me,” I said. “Not her. Me.”

She stared at me. Then her grin came, slow and crooked and a little shaky, and her ears came up.

“Can I watch, wick?” she said. “You and Svala. Can I?”

“Yes,” I said.



I talked to Svala that night first. In the loft, before.

I hadn’t planned to. It just came. We were lying on the pallet in the gold stripes from the vent with the warm stone at our backs, her head on my shoulder and her brush across my legs, and the lodge quiet below us, and somewhere down there Zin moving around by the east fire, restless, not sleeping. Svala had asked me something about the river. About the ford school, and why I’d gone in when I was so afraid of it.

So I told her.

About the canyon. The storm on the mesa twenty miles off. The cold breath coming down the slot. Kendra and Rob and Reuben in the alcove, the anchor, the haul. Reuben’s boot slipping on the clay. The push. I told her about the water coming around the bend, and what it looked like, and how it took me. I told her I’d drowned.

She didn’t say anything while I told it. She lay there with her head on my shoulder and her hand on my chest and listened. Her ears were turned toward me.

“You died,” she said, when I stopped.

“Yes.”

“And woke up on the river below Alder Meadow.”

“Yes.”

She was quiet.

“That’s why you went in,” she said. “At the ford. To show us. Because the river killed you, and you wanted us to know what it does.”

“Partly.”

“What’s the rest?”

I looked at the stripes of gold on the rafters.

“There was a woman,” I said. “Before. Two summers before the canyon. A hiker. She went out alone into the San Rafael and didn’t come back, and they called the county, and the county called me. I read her sign wrong. Not wrong. Slow. There was a place where she’d gone off the trail, and I didn’t see it for half a day, because I was tired, because I’d been out two days on another call and hadn’t slept. I found the place. I found her.” I stopped. “A day late. Her name was in the paper.”

Svala’s hand stayed where it was.

“I’ve got a list,” I said. “Everybody who does this has a list. People you didn’t find in time. She’s the last name on mine. Or she was.” I looked at the rafters. “Kendra and Rob and Reuben walked out. I’d bet my life on it. I did.”

Svala’s hand pressed flat on my chest. She didn’t say she was sorry. I was glad.

“That’s why you can’t leave it,” she said. “A trail. A person. Haldis in the needles. Zin in the mud at Saltlick. You can’t leave any of it.”

“No.”

“Annelie said that. At the gate. ‘You can’t leave it.’”

“She was right.”

Svala was quiet a long while. Her brush shifted on my legs.

“My mother’s line is the Redbrush,” she said. “You know that. The eastern hills. There’s a valley there with bog-pits at the bottom of it where the fen-iron comes up, black, like stones. Every Redbrush woman goes down into the pits at twelve with her mother and comes up with her first piece. You keep it. You don’t knap it. It’s the first thing that’s yours. My mother’s still there. In the house the signing purse bought. She makes arrowheads for the hill hunters, and she sends word every spring with the drovers. She thinks I’m the best bow on the Line.”

“You are.”

“She thinks my name’s on the Wall at Highlantern. Every spring she asks how many crowns. And every spring I send word back. A number. The true number. She thinks they’re under my name. I never told her they weren’t.”

“This spring,” Svala said, “I’m going to send her word that there’s one. One. Under my name. At Grayfen.” Her mouth moved against my shoulder. “She’ll think I’ve had a very bad year.”

I laughed, low, and she felt it, and I felt her laugh too, against my chest.

“Tell her it’s the best year you’ve had,” I said.

“I’m going to,” said Svala.



The hatch creaked.

The trap in the loft floor at the top of the ladder, a square of old planks on leather hinges that we left open at night for the warm air from the lodge fires. It creaked, softly, a hinge taking a little weight at the edge of the frame.

I didn’t move. Neither did Svala.

But her ears moved. Both of them. They turned, slowly, toward the hatch at the far end of the loft, and stayed there.

She lifted her head off my shoulder and looked at me. In the gold stripes her eyes were amber and steady and calm.

“She’s there,” she said, as if she were naming a bird.

“I know.”

“At the hatch. On the ladder. Just her eyes.” Svala’s left ear canted toward it. “I can hear her breathing. She’s trying very hard not to.”

I looked down the loft. The hatch was a dark square in the floor at the end, beyond the last stripe of light. I couldn’t see anything in it. But I could see the edge of the frame, and on the edge of it, very faintly in the light that came up from the lodge fires below, two small pale shapes. Fingertips. Holding on.

And above them, catching a little of the gold from the vent, two points of pale green.

“Do you want this?” I said to Svala.

“I said yes,” she said. “I meant it. And I want you to kiss me. Now. And I want her to see you do it.”

I kissed her.



I kissed her slow. I put my hand in her hair and turned her face up to mine in the stripe of gold and took her mouth, and she opened under me and kissed me back, slow and deep. I could taste her. Woodsmoke and salt and her. Her hand came up flat on my chest and slid up to the side of my neck and held on.

I knew we were being watched. I’d thought it would make me feel strange, and it didn’t. It made me feel like every inch of my skin was awake.

I kissed her harder. I rolled her onto her back on the pallet and came over her and kissed her throat, under the jaw, where the pulse was. She tipped her head back to give it to me. Her ears were still turned to the hatch. Both of them. Listening. Her right ear stood up tall and trembling in the gold light, and the cuff at its base had begun to glow.

She knew exactly where Zin was. She was letting her look. She was turning her face in the light so Zin could see it.

I put my hand on her waist, over the green wrap. On the belt. My fingers found the knot.

At the hatch, a breath. Quick. Caught.

Svala heard it. Her whole body went soft and hot under me, and her hips came up against mine, and her brush came around from under her and curled over my wrist on her belt, holding my hand there. She made a sound, low, in her throat.

“Ty,” she said, pitched to carry.

I wanted her. God, I wanted her. I wanted to pull that knot and open that wrap in the gold light and take her right there on the pallet with those two pale green eyes on us from the dark. I could feel how much she wanted it. I could feel how much the eyes at the hatch wanted it.

And I stopped.

I took my hand off the knot. I lifted my mouth off her throat. I stayed over her, propped on my arms, and looked down at her in the stripe of light.

She looked up at me. Her eyes were wide and dark, the amber gone narrow around the black. Her lips were wet and parted.

“Ty?” she said.

I turned my head and looked down the loft at the hatch. At the two green points of light in the dark.

“Zin,” I said.

The green points went still.

“Not from a ladder in the dark,” I said. I kept my voice level. “You asked, I said yes. That means you’re in the room.” I held the green eyes. “When you’re both in the room. Both of you. Where I can see you both.”

There was a long silence.

Then the fingertips on the edge of the hatch let go. The green points dropped away. I heard the ladder creak, once, twice, going down. And then, from the lodge below, soft, a laugh, a small one, nothing like her big wild one. Breathless. The laugh of somebody who’d just been given something she didn’t know how to hold.

“Yes, wick,” she said, from the bottom of the ladder.

Then nothing. Her feet, going to the east fire. The pelts rustling.



Svala lay on her back under me and looked up at me.

“You stopped,” she said.

“Yes.”

“I didn’t want you to stop.”

“I know.”

“She didn’t want you to stop.” Her ear twitched toward the hatch. “I could hear her heart from here. It was going like a bait-runner’s.”

“I know.”

Her ears had come around from the hatch and were both pointed at me now. Her right one stood tall. The cuff at its base was still glowing faint gold.

“Why?” she said.

I thought about how to say it.

“Because she’s been watched her whole life,” I said. “From hides. From stands. From behind crossbows, by men betting on her. Always from the dark. Always from where she couldn’t see them back.” I touched her face. “I’m not going to be one more pair of eyes in the dark. And I’m not going to let her be one, either. If she’s going to watch, she’s going to do it where we can see her. In the room. Where it’s hers.”

Her hand came up and cupped the back of my neck, and she pulled my head down until my forehead rested against hers.

“You’re a strange man, Ty Ballard,” she said.

“Zin says that.”

“Zin’s right.” Her breath was warm on my mouth. “When?”

“When she’s ready. When you’re ready.” I kissed her, once, light. “When I say.”

Her mouth moved against mine. It might have been a smile.

“Good,” she said.

Her brush wrapped around my thigh. She turned over onto her side with her back against my chest, and pulled my arm over her, and was asleep almost at once, a hunter’s sleep.

I lay awake a while longer, with her warm against me and the stripes of gold going bright and dim across the rafters.

Down in the lodge, Zin was humming. Softly. Badly. Something I didn’t know.



I went up to the platform at the change, an hour before midnight, and took the watch from Hamlin.

He went down the ladder without a word, chewing his willow twig. At the bottom he stopped and looked up at me.

“Lynx is up,” he said. “Awake. By the east fire. Saw her when I came through.”

“She’s on after me.”

“She’s not sleeping. Just lying there. Looking at the fire.” He chewed. “Smiling.”

“She does that.”

“Not like that she doesn’t.” He squinted up at me with his small sharp eyes. “What’d you do to her, wick?”

“Nothing,” I said.

Hamlin snorted and went to the smokehouse.

I stood at the rail and looked south across the river at the dark line of the spruce on the far bank. The tower light reached the water and stopped, and beyond it the spruce stood black and solid as a wall. I couldn’t see anything in it. I couldn’t see the ford stone or the soft ground under the first tree or anything at all.

But I knew where he’d stand. And I knew he’d come back, because a man who counts doesn’t stop until he’s sure of the number.

I hardly took my eyes off the spruce for two hours.

Once I did. A little after midnight a small dark shape came across the yard below me and crouched by the ash heap at the foot of the tower. The heap where Annelie emptied the ash she raked out of the lantern housing every few weeks; a long gray mound against the stone footing, soft and fine and deep. Zin was on her knees in it, digging with both hands, ash flying up around her in a gray cloud in the tower light. She was swearing. Steadily. In a low furious voice that carried all the way up to the platform.

After a while she stood up. She was gray from her elbows to her fingertips. Gray on her knees. Gray in her hair, mixed in with the glue. And she had her knife.

She stood there in the yard, holding it up, looking at it. Covered in ash, the black horn handle gone the color of a dead fire, the chip in its point packed gray.

She looked at the smokehouse, where Hamlin was asleep.

Then she looked up at me on the platform, and I saw her teeth flash in the gold light.

“It’s war, wick,” she said, not loud. “Tell him. It’s war.”

I went back to watching the spruce.

And a little before Zin came up to take the watch, with gray ash in her hair and her black-handled knife in her fist, I saw something move in the dark at the foot of the first tree on the south bank.

A shift, no more. The faint pale shape of a face, turning toward the post, catching the edge of the gold from across the water. Then nothing.

He was there.


Chapter 15: Red-Runner

Hamlin’s net was so full of fish that it had dragged its corks under.

I saw it from the gravel spit at first gray, before the sun: the curve of floats across the eddy had sunk in the middle, pulled down into the slow green water by the weight of what was hanging in the mesh below them. The water there was boiling. Silver flashes, tails slapping, a whole length of the net twitching and heaving like something alive.

Hamlin stood beside me with his willow twig in his teeth and looked at it.

“Well, I’ll be,” he said.

“Good night for it.”

“Twenty years,” he said. “Twenty years I’ve set that net in that eddy. Best I ever had was forty fish.” He spat out the twig and put a fresh one in. “That’s more than forty.”

“Maybe the light brings them.”

“Maybe the light brings them,” Hamlin said, in the voice of a man who’d been told the moon was cheese. But he was already wading in, in his boots, up to his knees in the cold, to get hold of the head-rope. “Get the other end, wick. And if that lynx comes down here, you hit her with something.”

I waded in after him. Knee-deep in an eddy is nothing. My throat closed anyway.

We had the net halfway in, a heaving silver mass of trout and something broad and bronze I didn’t know the name of, flopping on the gravel around our boots, when Svala’s voice came down off the platform.

“Ty.”

Just my name, clear and fast.

I looked up. She was at the rail on the south side, bow in her hand, looking across the river at the far bank.

“Somebody’s coming,” she said. “Running. Through the spruce.”



I heard it a breath later. Branches. A body going through spruce too fast to care what it hit, the dry crack of dead twigs going, the whip of live ones. Coming down the slope on the south bank toward the water.

Then out of the trees, onto the gravel at the foot of the first spruce, right by the ford stone with the scuff on it, came a woman.

She came out of the trees all at once, too fast, and she didn’t stop. She hit the gravel at a dead run and kept running. She went straight down the bank into the river.

I saw her for maybe four seconds before the water had her. That was enough.

Small. Slim and wiry, built like a whip. Dark hair, a deep brown, cropped short and plastered to her head with sweat. Round ears, dark, set close to her skull, and behind her a long bushy tail, dark brown, streaming out, the fur on it standing straight up. A hunter’s leathers, torn. A bow on her back, a short one, slung crossways. Bare feet, black with dirt, and blood on them.

And her face.

She was running with her mouth open, and her eyes caught the gold light from Grayfen’s tower across the river and threw it back like two lamps. Bright. Burning. She ran straight into the river at the ford, where the water was fastest, without looking, without slowing, and the river came up her shins and her knees and her thighs and she didn’t seem to feel it.

She was running at the light.

“Marten,” said Hamlin, beside me. “That’s a marten-kin. Look at her eyes.”

I was looking.

She made it a third of the way. Then the channel near the far bank, the deep one, the dark glassy one I’d hated from the first day, took her legs out from under her and she went down.



I was already moving.

I don’t remember deciding. I remember the rope coming off my shoulder into my hands, because it was always there, and I remember the coil, and I remember running down the gravel to the head of the ford, upstream of where she’d gone in, because you always throw from upstream. I remember Hamlin shouting something behind me.

She came up. Twenty yards out from the far bank. She’d been rolled and she came up thrashing, both arms going, her head going under and coming up, and the current had her and was carrying her down the ford, toward the bar, toward the big boulder at the foot of it where the branch had been pinned on the third morning.

She was trying to stand up.

I saw her do it. Her feet went down, looking for the bottom. That’s what everybody does. And the bottom was there, cobbles, chest-deep, and her foot found it and the current hit her in the back and folded her forward and she went under again.

Third rule. You don’t go in after them. You throw them something.

I threw.

The rope went out over the water in a long flat arc, the coil paying out of my left hand, and it went past her. Downstream of her. That’s the trick. Throw past them, and the current takes the line down to them. It hit the water three yards below her and the river grabbed it and swung it, and the line came across her in a long curve just as she came up again.

“Grab it!” I yelled. “The rope! On your chest!”

She didn’t hear me. Or she heard me and it didn’t mean anything. Her eyes were burning gold and fixed on the tower behind me, and she wasn’t seeing a rope or a man or anything but the light.

But her hands found it. People’s hands do. Something in the water touches you and your hands close on it, whether you mean them to or not.

She had it.

I sat down.

I sat down on the gravel hard, the rope around my back and across my hips the way I’d shown them on the third morning, my boots braced against the cobbles, and the weight came onto the line all at once and nearly pulled me into the river after her. I leaned back. I let the rope take it. And the river did the rest.

It swung her. The current pushed her downstream and the rope held her and she came around on the end of it in a long arc, like a door on a hinge, out of the fast water of the channel and across the ford toward our bank. Bumping on the cobbles. Going under. Coming up. The rope burned across my back.

She hit the shallows at the foot of the bar, thirty yards downstream of me, and the river let go of her.



Hamlin got there first. He’d run down the gravel while I hauled. He grabbed her by the back of her jerkin and dragged her up out of the water onto the stones, and she came up out of it in one motion and hit him.

She didn’t mean to. I don’t think she knew he was there. Her arm came around backward, fast, and her elbow caught Hamlin across the side of the head where his missing ear had been, and he went down on the gravel like a sack.

She was up. On her feet. Crouched. Her bow was gone, lost in the river, and she had nothing in her hands, and her claws were out. Long ones. Longer than Svala’s, curved, dark. She stood there on the gravel at the edge of the water in a crouch with the river streaming off her and her tail puffed to twice its size and her eyes burning, and she looked at me.

Her eyes were somebody else’s: the Wild’s, and it didn’t know my face. I’d seen it look out of Svala on the platform.

I didn’t go to her. I stopped ten feet off, on the gravel, with my hands open at my sides.

And I read her. Fast. The way you read somebody on a ledge.

Ears first this time, because the ears were what had kept Svala on the near side of gone. Her right ear was pinned flat to her wet hair. The left one was fighting to follow it, held up by a ward-silver cuff that wasn’t whole.

There was a crack across it. Clean, straight, from the top edge of the band to the bottom, on the outer face, where it had hit something hard. A rock. The band had opened along the crack, just a hair, a dark line no wider than a thread, and the two halves of the cuff had shifted against each other so they didn’t quite meet anymore. It was still on her ear, and it was giving a little more with every breath she took.

Her breath was climbing while she stood there. Her eyes burned in the ferry post’s shadow and didn’t thin. Two signs, and the third hanging on a cracked band.

“Hey,” I said.

Her lips came back off her teeth.

“Hey,” I said again, quieter. “You’re out. You’re out of the river. You made it.”

Nothing. Her breath went up.

“You were running at the light,” I said. “I saw you. All the way down the bank. You were running at that light like it was the only thing in the world.” I didn’t move. “It’s right here. You’re on the edge of it. You’ve got one foot in it. Look.”

She didn’t look. Her eyes stayed on me.

“Three steps,” I said. “That’s all. Three steps up the gravel and you’re in it. All the way in. Then it can help.”

I didn’t know that. I didn’t know anything about what the light would do for a woman whose cuff was cracked and whose Wild was two signs from gone. I’d seen what it did for Svala’s ear. I’d read the gold letters. While your post’s lantern burns, beastkin within its light run steadier. That was all I had.

I took one step backward. Up the gravel. Away from her. Into the light.

“Come on,” I said.

She stared at me. Her breath was going up and up.

I took another step back.

She came.



She came up the gravel one step, and then another, crouched, her claws out, following me the way an animal follows something it hasn’t decided whether to kill. Out of the shadow of the ferry post. Up the slope of the bank. Into the gold.

The light was on her. All of it. Coming down from the tower, across the yard and the palisade and the slope, gold on her wet dark hair and her dark ears and her bushy tail and her torn leathers. She stood in it.

And she stopped.

She stood there in Grayfen’s light, crouched, shaking, and the light was on her, and her body went soft.

A little at a time. Her shoulders came down an inch. Her claws, curled and ready, uncurled a little. And her left ear, the one with the cracked cuff, the one that had been fighting to go flat, stopped fighting.

It came up. A finger’s width. It stood.

I put my own hand flat on my chest where she could see it, and let it rise, slow, and fall, slower. I didn’t tell her to copy me. People on ledges don’t take orders. They take rhythm.

She watched my hand.

She tried. Her breath was still half river; it caught on a wet crackle at the bottom of her chest, like water left standing in a pipe, and she bent over and coughed up a mouthful of the ford onto the gravel. Then she tried again. The second one held. The third one went in when mine did.

It took longer than it had with Svala on the platform. Svala had had my hands on her and the light and her own will, and the cuff still holding. This woman had a cracked cuff and two days of running behind her and a river in her lungs. But the light was on her. Her ribs quit heaving like a blacksmith’s bellows and started working like ribs. Every out-breath I gave her, she hung onto for a count longer than the last one.

I checked the eye-shine the way Annelie had taught it: in shadow. The ferry post threw a bar of dark across the gravel at her feet, and when she ducked her head to cough, her face went down into it. The gold held there in her eyes for a breath. Two. Then it thinned, the way the shine goes off a wet stone as it dries, a little more every time she looked down.

Her claws went next. They’d been out since the river, hooked and ready; now they slid back into her fingertips one at a time, the way a sleeper’s fist comes open, and her hands lay loose on her knees.

Her right ear, the free one, came up off her skull. Halfway, wobbling, as if she had to hold it there by main strength. The left one stayed at its finger’s width under the cracked band and quit fighting even that. Neither ear was pinned. The third sign had never come, and the other two were leaving.

She was looking at me. Her eyes were dark brown. I could see that now. Dark brown, and wet, and very young, and terrified.

“Who,” she said. Her voice was a croak. “Who are you.”

“Ty Ballard,” I said. “This is Grayfen. You’re inside the light.”

Then her knees went, and she sat down on the gravel in the gold.

The letters came.

[Wardlight: Kirsi Hennick steadied.]

[Warden: Level 5.]

Kirsi Hennick. I hadn’t known her name until the System told me. I looked at her, sitting on the gravel with her arms around her knees and her wet tail wrapped around her bare feet and her chest going up and down, slow, slower.

“Kirsi,” I said.

Her head came up. She stared at me.

“How do you know my name?”

“Lucky guess,” I said.



Hamlin was sitting up on the gravel, holding the side of his head and swearing.

“Hit me,” he said, when I got to him. “She hit me. On the ear. On the ear that’s not there.” He took his hand away and looked at it. There was blood on it. Not much. “Sixty-three years old. Bear took the ear. Now a marten’s had the hole.”

“Can you stand?”

“I can stand.” He stood. He wobbled. “Where’s my crossbow?”

“By the net.”

He went to get it. He walked a little crooked, but he walked.

Svala was coming down the slope from the gate. She had her bow and a quiver, and her ears were laid back, and she was walking fast. Annelie behind her with the spear. Zin behind Annelie, barefoot, half-dressed, her knives in her hands and her copper hair standing straight up, yawning.

Svala stopped on the gravel above Kirsi and looked down at her. Kirsi looked up. Her ears went flat.

“Hennick,” said Svala.

Kirsi stared at her.

“Redbrush,” she said. Her voice cracked. “You’re Svala Redbrush. Brannoch’s bow.”

“Not anymore.” Svala looked at the cracked cuff on her left ear. Her mouth went tight. “What happened?”

Kirsi looked down at her own hands. Her claws were still out. She looked at them like she’d never seen them before, and slowly drew them in.

“I fell,” she said. “Off the Kettle Rocks, above Redmarch. Three days ago. Chasing a crowned stag up the scree. I went off the edge and fell twenty feet and hit my head on a rock, and when I woke up my cuff.” She touched it. Her fingers were shaking. “It was cracked. And the Wild came up. It came up and it didn’t stop.”

“And you ran,” said Svala.

“I ran to the post. To Redmarch. To get the lampguards to open it with a key and put on a new one. That’s what you do. That’s what they tell you to do.” She swallowed. “The corporal took one look at me and put a bolt on his string.”

“So I ran,” said Kirsi. “North. I didn’t know where. I just ran. Two days. They came after me. I could hear them behind me, the whole way. Their boots. The corporal shouting.” She looked up at the tower. At the light. “And then last night I came over a hill and I saw it. Gold. On the sky, in the north. And I remembered. The cookhouse at Redmarch. Somebody’d said, there’s a light at Grayfen again. Somebody on the Copperpine road saw it.” She stared at it. “So I ran at it.”

“I didn’t know what else to do,” she said.

“You did right,” I said.

She started to shake.

Annelie was there before I could move. She’d come down the gravel without a sound, her spear in one hand, and she knelt down in front of Kirsi in her wet skirt on the stones and put her free hand on the back of the girl’s neck, flat. Warm. Firm.

“How old are you?” Annelie said softly.

“Twenty-three.”

“When did you eat?”

Kirsi didn’t answer.

“That’s what I thought,” said Annelie. She stood up, and took the girl by the arm, and lifted her to her feet with no apparent effort at all. “You’re coming inside. You’re going to eat, and then you’re going to sleep.” She glanced at me. “Warden?”

I was looking across the river.



There were men on the far bank.

They’d come out of the spruce at the foot of the slope, the way Kirsi had, but slowly. Spread out. Six of them. Orange half-capes, lampguard orange, the same color as Ottoline’s, as Ebbe’s, as the fletching on the bolt in Haldis Prosk’s back. Crossbows. All six of them had their crossbows up.

The one in front was square. Square shoulders, square jaw, a square-cut brown mustache. Forty or so. He walked the way some men walk who’ve been told how to stand their whole lives and decided early that whoever told them was right. Straight-backed. Chin level. Every step the same length as the last. He had a corporal’s knot on his shoulder and his crossbow up at his cheek, and it was pointed across eighty yards of river at the girl on Annelie’s arm.

“Step away from her,” he called. His voice carried clear across the water. “That hunter’s a Red-Runner. Step away and let us have the shot.”

Annelie didn’t move.

Kirsi had gone rigid on her arm. Her ears had gone flat again, both of them. I heard her breath catch. I turned my head and looked at her eyes and they’d come up gold, burning, in the shadow of her hair.

“No,” I said to her. “Look at me. Not at him. At me.”

Her eyes came off the river and found mine. I let my breath go long and slow where she could hear it, and she followed it down. The gold went down with it. Enough.

I turned back to the river.

“She’s not running,” I called.

The corporal didn’t lower his crossbow.

“Her cuff’s cracked,” he called back. “I saw it at Redmarch. A cracked cuff is a Red-Runner. That’s the doctrine. A cuffed hunter whose cuff fails is a danger to every living soul on the Line, and she’s put down before she can kill anybody, and that’s the end of it. I’ve chased her two days.” He shifted his feet, still aiming. “I’m not going to stand here and argue doctrine with a wick in a red jacket. Step away.”

“Corporal,” said a voice behind him. Young. “Corporal, she’s.”

“Shut up, Ruane.”



I looked at the men behind him.

That was what I did. I’d been doing it since they came out of the trees. A line of men with crossbows is just a line of men, and every one of them is standing a different way, holding a different way, and if you look you can see who’s going to shoot and who isn’t.

Four of them were aiming. Steady, crossbows at their cheeks, the bolts on the strings, their fingers on the levers. Men who’d done this before.

The one on the end wasn’t.

He was young. Twenty-five, twenty-seven, with a face so freckled it looked rusted, and a lampguard’s iron helmet that was too big for him, so it sat down low on his forehead and wobbled when he moved. He had his crossbow up like the others. But it was pointed at the gravel two yards in front of Kirsi, at the water’s edge. And his finger was lying alongside the stock, off the lever.

He was looking over the bolt at Kirsi’s face.

That was Ruane.

Then I looked at Svala.

She’d gone up the gravel without a word, back to the foot of the palisade, and up the ladder to the walkway beside the gate. She was standing at the top of the wall now in the gold light, side-on to the river, with an arrow on Ulla’s string and the bow half-drawn. She was aiming at one lampguard.

The corporal.

“Corporal,” she called. “You’re in my light.”

He looked up at her. I saw him see her. I saw him see the bow, and where it was pointed, and the distance, and come to the answer anybody would.

“That’s Brannoch’s fox,” said one of the men behind him.

“I know who it is,” said the corporal.

Hamlin had found his crossbow. He’d gone to the ferry post, the one I’d tied off the first day, and he was standing beside it with the heavy crossbow cranked and a bolt on the string and the steel bow of it laid across the top of the post, steady as a rock. He was aiming at the rope. At the far post, on the south bank, where the ferry line was tied off.

Hamlin didn’t say a word. Everybody on that bank could see where it was pointing, and what would happen to the rope, and what would happen to anybody trying to cross on it.

So we stood there.

Six crossbows on the far bank. One bow on the wall. One crossbow on the rope. And eighty yards of river in between, fast and cold and gray-green, with the sun coming up over the fen and the mist lifting off the water in long slow curls.

The corporal didn’t lower his crossbow.

“Brackett,” he called. “Corporal Brackett, Redmarch lampguard. And I don’t care whose fox that is. Doctrine’s doctrine. That hunter’s got a cracked cuff and her eyes were burning gold not two minutes ago, I saw them. If I let her go and she goes Red in your lodge tonight and kills all of you in your beds, that’s on me.” He shifted his grip. “I’m not letting her go.”

“She’s not going Red,” I said.

“You don’t know that.”

“I do,” I said. “I can see it.”

He laughed, short, with nothing in it. “You can see it.”

“So can you,” I said. “If you’ll look.”



I walked into the river.

I didn’t think about it much. If I’d thought about it I wouldn’t have done it. I just knew that eighty yards of water was too far to show a man anything, and that Brackett wasn’t going to come across it, and that if he was going to see what I needed him to see, somebody had to stand where he could see it from.

So I walked down the gravel past Hamlin and the ferry post, into the ford.

The water came over my boots. The cold went up my legs into my spine. I faced upstream, the way I’d taught them, and set my feet one at a time on the cobbles, and felt them roll. Ankle. Shin.

“Ty,” said Svala from the wall. I heard it over the water.

Knee.

The current took hold. It always does. It came down out of the north cold and fast and green and piled up white against my legs, and I could feel it wanting me.

Then my eyes did a thing they hadn’t done at the creek or the ford school: they found Brackett’s trigger finger, forty yards off, lying along the stock of his crossbow, and stayed there. And for whole seconds at a time I forgot the river. It was a different fear, with somebody else’s life on the end of it. Smaller and harder. It fit through a crossbow’s trigger guard, and there wasn’t room left in me for the water.

I kept walking.

I walked out to the middle of the ford, where the gravel bar ran under the water, where it was shallowest. Knee-deep. Never above the knee. First rule. It came up over my kneecaps and stopped there and pulled, and I stood in it, facing the far bank, forty yards from Brackett and his crossbows.

I’d put myself in front of her. That was part of it. Every crossbow on that bank that wanted Kirsi had to shoot past me.

Brackett’s crossbow came around, a little. Toward me.

“That’s far enough, wick.”

“I’m not coming over,” I said. I had to raise my voice over the water. “I just want you to look.”

“At what?”

“At her,” I said. “Behind me. On the gravel. In the light.” I didn’t turn around. “Look at her ears.”

He didn’t answer.

“Every hunter on the Line learns the three signs before she’s cuffed,” I said. “Her mother teaches her. Her clan. And every lampguard learns them too, because you’re the ones who have to shoot. So you know them, Corporal. Tell me the third.”

Silence.

“The ears,” I said. “In the Red, both ears go flat. Pinned to the skull. Trembling. Look at hers.”

He looked. I saw him look. His eyes went past me, over my shoulder, up the gravel to where Kirsi stood on Annelie’s arm in the gold light.

I knew what he was seeing. I’d seen it just before I walked in. Her left ear up, over the cracked cuff, standing. Her right ear up. Half up, tired, trembling a little, but up. Both of them standing on her head in the light.

“They’re up,” I said. “Both of them. Now the second sign. The breath. In the Red it goes up and it doesn’t come down. Look at her chest.”

He looked.

She was standing on Annelie’s arm. Her chest was going up and down. Slow. Slower than mine, probably. I hadn’t seen her breathe in a minute. I’d seen it on the gravel when it came down, and I’d seen the light on her.

“It came down,” I said. “You saw her come out of the river. She was heaving. Now look. It’s down. It went up, and it came back down. Like anybody’s.”

His crossbow hadn’t moved. But his eyes had.

“And the first,” I said. “The eyes. In the Red, the shine doesn’t go when she steps into shadow. Anybody’s eyes shine in torchlight. A Red-Runner’s shine in the dark.” I raised my voice. “Kirsi.”

Behind me, I heard her breath catch.

“Step into the shadow,” I said. “Under the gate. Where the light doesn’t reach. Annelie, take her.”

I heard them move. I didn’t turn. I kept my eyes on Brackett, on his face, on his crossbow, and I watched his eyes follow them up the slope. I heard Annelie’s bare feet on the grass and Kirsi’s beside them, slower. I heard them stop.

The gate was open. The gold light from the tower came down over the yard and the palisade, and under the overhang of the gateway, between the two leaves, there was a square of shadow where the light didn’t fall.

“Look at her,” I said. “Look at her eyes.”

He looked. His eyes narrowed across forty yards of water, and focused, and held.

I didn’t need to turn around to know what he was seeing. A girl standing in the shadow of a gateway, in the dawn, with dark brown eyes. No gold in them. No burn. Just eyes, catching a little of the light from outside the shadow, and giving it back, and losing it when she turned her head.

“She’s not running,” I said. “She was close. Two signs, on the gravel. I saw them. Now she’s got none.” I held his eyes. “She came over a hill in the dark and saw a light and ran at it for her life. And the light’s holding her.”



The river talked. Nobody else did.

The river pulled at my legs. The cold had gone all the way up into my belly. I was shaking, a little, and I couldn’t stop it, and I didn’t try. The sun was coming up over the fen behind me and throwing my shadow out across the water toward the far bank, long and thin.

Brackett stood on the gravel with his crossbow at his cheek.

“Her cuff’s cracked,” he said finally. But his voice had changed.

“Yes.”

“A cracked cuff doesn’t hold.”

“Not all the way,” I said. “Not outside the light.”

“And inside it?”

“Inside it,” I said, “you just saw.”

His mustache moved. His jaw was working on something.

“Doctrine,” he said, “says I shoot her.”

“Doctrine says you shoot a Red-Runner,” I said. “She’s not one. You know the signs. You just read them. All three.” I paused. “You’ve got good eyes, Corporal. You saw her ears from forty yards. Most men wouldn’t have.”

He didn’t say anything.

Behind him, the young one moved.

Ruane. The one with the freckles and the helmet too big for his head. He’d been standing at the end of the line with his crossbow pointed at the gravel. Now he lowered it. All the way. He lowered it until the stock was against his hip and the bow was pointed at the ground at his feet, and he stood there holding it like that, and looked at Brackett.

“Ruane,” said Brackett, without turning around. “Get your bow up.”

Ruane didn’t.

“Ruane.”

“She’s not running, Corporal,” said Ruane. His voice shook. It was a young voice, a little high, and it shook, but it carried. “Look at her. You can see it. You told us yourself, the signs, at Redmarch, a hundred times. She hasn’t got any of them.” He swallowed. I saw his throat go. “I’m not shooting a girl standing in a gate.”

“That’s an order.”

“I know it is, Corporal.”

He didn’t raise the crossbow.

The other four men on the line hadn’t moved. Two of them had looked at Ruane when he spoke. One of them had lowered his own crossbow an inch, and then, seeing Brackett’s back, put it up again. But not quite as high.

Brackett stood there.

Then he lowered his crossbow.

He didn’t do it fast. One inch, and a stop, and another inch. When it was down, the stock against his hip, he looked at me across the water. His square face was set like a hammerhead.

“You think you’re clever, wick,” he said.

“No,” I said. “I think she’s not running.”

He looked past me at Kirsi in the gate. Then up at Svala on the wall, still half-drawn, still pointed at him. Then at Hamlin at the ferry post, his crossbow laid across the top of it, steady.

“Next time she’s outside your light,” Brackett said, “she’s mine.”

He turned around.

“Back,” he said to his men. “Back to Redmarch.”

They went. Up the gravel, into the spruce, one by one. Brackett last, straight-backed, every step the same length. He didn’t look back.

Ruane went after them. At the edge of the trees he stopped and turned around and looked across the river at the gate. At Kirsi.

Then he took his helmet off. It was a strange thing to do. He just took it off and held it against his chest for a moment, like a man in church. His hair underneath was the same rust color as his freckles.

He put the helmet back on and went into the trees.



I came out of the river and sat down on the stones before my knees could decide for me.

I don’t remember the walk back across. I remember the cold. Then the gravel was under my boots and Hamlin’s hand was on my arm, rough, dragging me the last few steps out of the water.

Hamlin stood over me with his crossbow.

“Well,” he said. “That’s twice.”

“Twice what?”

“Twice you’ve walked into my river in front of me like it’s a bathtub.” He chewed his twig. “Your hands are shaking.”

“Yes.”

“Your lip’s bleeding.”

I put my hand up to my mouth. He was right. There was blood on my fingers. I hadn’t felt it. Then I remembered: on the gravel, when I’d hauled Kirsi in, she’d come up out of the water swinging and hit Hamlin, and I’d been right behind him, and her other elbow, or the back of her hand, had caught me in the face. I’d felt it and forgotten it. My lower lip was split, a short deep cut on the inside, and it was bleeding down my chin.

“Marten’s got a good elbow,” I said.

Hamlin grunted.

“You’re cracked, wick,” he said. “Cracked as that marten’s cuff.” And he went to see about his net.



The fish were still on the gravel. Dozens of them, silver and bronze, some of them still flopping. Hamlin knelt down among them and started counting, out loud, in a low voice, slapping each one into a basket as he counted it.

“Forty-one. Forty-two.”

Zin was crouched beside him. She’d put her knives away. She was watching him count with her chin on her fists and her tail twitching.

“Forty-three,” said Hamlin. “Don’t.”

“I didn’t do anything.”

“You’re thinking about it.” He slapped another into the basket. “Forty-four.”

“I’m just sitting here.”

“You’re sitting there thinking about my fish. I can hear you thinking about them. Forty-five.”

“What’s that one?” said Zin, pointing at the broad bronze one.

“River bream. Forty-six. You can’t have it.”

“I don’t want it. It’s ugly.”

“It’s the best fish in the river. Forty-seven.” He looked at her sidelong. “I’ll know if one goes missing.”

“How?”

“Because I’m counting them,” said Hamlin, “out loud. In front of the Warden.” He slapped another fish in. “Forty-eight. So if there’s not fifty-three in this basket tonight, he’ll know whose stomach they’re in.”

Zin looked at me. I shrugged.

“He’s got you,” I said.

“He hasn’t got me,” said Zin. “He thinks he’s got me.” She looked at the basket. “Fifty-three?”

“Fifty-three.”

She looked at the fish on the gravel. She counted them with her eyes. I watched her lips move. Then she looked at Hamlin with sudden, terrible delight.

“There’s fifty-four,” she said.

Hamlin stopped counting.

He looked at the fish on the gravel. He counted them himself, his lips moving, his finger going down the line. He got to the end. His face went through a number of colors.

“You put one there,” he said.

“I’ve been sitting here with my chin on my fists the whole time,” said Zin. “In front of him.”

Hamlin looked at me.

“She has,” I said.

Hamlin looked at the fish for a long time. Then he looked at Zin. Then he picked up the extra fish, the fifty-fourth, a small trout, and looked at it closely, as if it might have a confession written on it.

“It came in the net,” he said slowly.

“It came in the net,” Zin agreed.

“You didn’t put it there.”

“I didn’t put it there.”

“Then why are you smiling like that?”

“Because you can’t count, old man,” said Zin, and got up and went off up the gravel toward the gate, laughing, with her tail twitching.

Hamlin watched her go. Then he put the fifty-fourth trout in the basket, very carefully, and recounted the whole basket from the beginning, out loud.



Svala found me in the smokehouse.

I’d gone in there to get out of everybody’s way. Annelie had Kirsi in the lodge, by the west fire, wrapped in a pelt with a bowl of bear stew in her hands, eating like a hunter three days off the trail while Annelie sat beside her. Zin was on the porch with the fish basket, which she wasn’t supposed to be near, and Hamlin was on the porch watching Zin. Nobody needed me. And I was still shaking from the river and I didn’t want anybody to see it.

So I went into the smokehouse, where the bear meat hung on the lower racks in the blue haze and the trout hung on the upper ones, and stood in the warm smoky dark with my hands on the rack-post and breathed.

The door opened behind me and closed. The bar dropped.

I turned around.

She was standing with her back against the door. She’d put her bow down outside. Her face was calm. Her ears were both pointed at me, and the right one was standing tall, and the cuff at its base glowed faintly gold in the dark, the only light in that whole smoky room except the red line of the firebox under the flue.

“You walked into the river,” she said.

“Yes.”

“In front of six crossbows.”

“Yes.”

“Up to your knees, where you told us never to stand. With your throat shut so tight I could hear it from the wall. And your hands shaking so hard you couldn’t have held a cup.”

“It worked.”

“I know it worked. I watched it work.” She came off the door. Two steps across the dirt floor, and she was in front of me, close, in the smoke. “I had an arrow on his throat the whole time. If one of them had shot you. If one of them had so much as twitched.”

“I know.”

“You don’t know.” Her hand came up. She took my chin in it, hard. She turned my face toward the red glow of the firebox and looked at my mouth.

“She hit you,” she said.

“It was an accident.”

“I know it was an accident.” She looked at the cut on my lip. The blood had dried on my chin. Her thumb moved, very lightly, below it. “It’s still bleeding. Inside.”

“It’ll stop.”

She leaned in and licked it.

Slow. Her tongue on my lower lip, warm, wet, along the cut. It stung. I didn’t care. She did it again, and her mouth closed over my lip and she sucked it, gently, and I tasted my own blood in her mouth. Her hand let go of my chin and slid around to the back of my neck and held on.

I put my hands on her waist. She was very warm in the smoke. She pressed against me. Her breasts against my chest, through the linen. Her hips against mine. Her brush came around and curled once around my calf and let go.

She pulled back.

Her lips were wet. There was a little of my blood on the lower one. Her eyes were amber in the dark, catching what light there was, and wide, and the cuff at her ear was singing. I could hear it. Faint. A low warm hum.

“Later,” she said.

“Svala.”

Her thumb pressed the back of my neck. “Not now. Not in the smokehouse with Hamlin on the porch and a marten girl in the lodge who doesn’t know where she is.” Her mouth twitched. “And not while you’re still shaking.”

“I’m not shaking.”

“You’re shaking, Ty,” she said. “I can feel it in your hands. I can feel it from here.” Her hand went up, briefly, to her own chest, over her heart. Then down.

She let go of me, and lifted the bar, and went out.

I stood in the smokehouse a while longer, in the blue haze with the bear meat hanging around me, with my lip stinging and the taste of my own blood and her mouth on it.

I wasn’t shaking anymore.



Kirsi slept for most of the day.

Annelie put her in the room at the west end of the lodge, her own room, on her own bed, and closed the door and sat outside it on a stool with her spear across her knees. I don’t think she slept either. Every time I came through the lodge, she was there, sitting on the stool, mending something or peeling something or just sitting, with her eyes on the door.

“She’s twenty-three,” Annelie said, when I stopped beside her at noon. Quietly, without looking up. “She’s been cuffed two years. Redmarch put it on her at twenty-one.” She drew a needle through the hem of something. “She told me while she ate. She’s never killed a crown. She’s never been on a Wall. She’s a marten from the south hills; her clan hunts sable and marten in the winter for the fur. The Company bought her contract for twelve silver.”

“Twelve.”

Annelie’s needle went in and out. “And a cliff cracked her cuff, and a corporal she’d lived beside for two years put a bolt on his string and pointed it at her face.” She bit off the thread. “And she ran two days through the hills toward a light she’d heard about in a cookhouse.”

“She asked me,” said Annelie, “if she could stay.”

“What did you tell her?”

“I told her it wasn’t mine to say.” She looked up at me then. Her dark eyes were steady. “It’s your post, Warden.”

I looked at the closed door.

“She can stay,” I said. “As long as she wants. She doesn’t owe anybody anything. Not me. Not you. Not the post.” I thought about it. “If she wants to hunt, she hunts. If she wants to go, she goes, and we’ll walk her to wherever she’s going. But as long as that cuff’s cracked, she stays inside the light. Brackett meant it.”

“I know he did.” Annelie went back to her mending. “I’ve known Brackett since he was a new lampguard at Redmarch who couldn’t grow that mustache. He always means it. He’s not a bad man. He’s a man who’s decided not to have to think.”

“Those are the dangerous ones.”

“Yes,” said Annelie. “They are.”



Kirsi came out at dusk.

She stood in the lodge doorway in a borrowed shirt of Annelie’s, much too big, the sleeves rolled up four times, with her dark tail wrapped around her bare ankles and her round dark ears turned forward and her cracked cuff showing at the base of the left one. She looked at the yard. At the Wall with its one crown and its eighteen names. At the tower. At the gold light coming down.

At me, sitting on the porch steps with a rope in my lap, coiling it.

She came and sat down on the step below me, a careful distance off. She sat with her knees drawn up and her arms around them and looked at the light.

“It’s warm,” she said finally, to her knees. “The light. I can feel it. On my skin. Like sun.”

“It does that.”

“It’s in here, too.” She put her hand flat on her own chest. “Like something’s holding on to the back of my shirt. Not tight. Just holding on. So I don’t fall. I can feel the Wild. It’s still up. It’s higher than it’s been since they cuffed me. But it’s not pulling.” She looked at me. “Why isn’t it pulling?”

“I don’t know all of it,” I said. “The light holds it steadier. That’s what it does. It won’t let you run past where the crack’s let you go. But it’ll keep you from going Red while you’re in it.”

“And outside it?”

I didn’t answer that.

She looked at the edge of the light, out past the palisade, where the gold ended and the dark of the fen began. Her ears went flat for a second. Then came up.

“I’m not going outside it,” she said.

“Good.”

Then she said, without looking at me, very fast, the way a shy person says the thing they’ve been working up to:

“I can hunt. I’m a good bow. I lost mine in the river but I can make another one, I know how, my mother taught me. And I can set snares. And I can skin anything. And I know the south hills, every pass, every creek. And I can stand a watch.” She swallowed. “I want to be useful. I don’t want to just sit inside your light and eat your bear.”

“You can be useful,” I said. “Starting tomorrow. Tonight you eat the bear.”

She looked at me sideways. Her dark brown eyes were wet.

“Why did you walk into the river?” she said.

I thought about how to answer that.

“Because he couldn’t see you from where he was standing,” I said. “And somebody had to stand where he could.”

She put her face down on her knees and stayed like that, and her shoulders shook, and I sat on the step above her and coiled my rope.



Svala was on the platform when I went up at the change.

She was standing at the south rail, looking across the river at the spruce. She didn’t turn around when I came up the ladder.

“He was back,” she said. “Last night. Your man in the trees. I heard him go, about the fourth hour. Heavy feet. He stood where you said, under the first spruce.”

“Did he see anything?”

“He saw Zin on the platform, singing.” Her ear flicked. “Badly. He’ll think we put her up there to scare him off.”

“Maybe we did.”

She almost smiled. Then she didn’t. She looked at the far bank.

“He’ll hear about the patrol,” she said. “Brackett’s men will talk at Redmarch, and Stoll drinks at Redmarch. Somebody’ll tell him about the wick walking out into the river.”

“Let him.”

“They’ll tell Stoll there’s a cracked-cuff marten in the post. A Red-Runner. Inside Grayfen’s walls. And Stoll will tell Brannoch. And Brannoch will tell everybody at the Fordwatch cookhouse that the wick at Grayfen is keeping Red-Runners in his lodge. And they’ll believe him.”

“I know.”

“Every one of them that sees that light from now on,” Svala said, “will know there’s somewhere a cuffed hunter can run to.” She turned her head and looked at me. In the gold light her eyes were amber and calm. “That’s what you did this morning. Not just her. You told the whole Line.”

I looked south at the dark line of the spruce.

“Good,” I said.

She stepped close and put her head against my shoulder and stood there.

Below us in the lodge, someone laughed. Short and surprised and very young. Kirsi. And then Zin’s voice, loud, telling her something about a fish.

“Later,” Svala said into my shoulder.

“You said.”

“I’m saying it again,” she said. “So you remember.”


Chapter 16: Zin’s Game

The boar coughed three times before it came.

I heard it from the east barricade, where I was crouched behind the lashed planks with my spear in the gray before sunrise. A deep, short, barking grunt, out in the reeds at the edge of the light. Then a pause. Then another. Then a pause, longer. Then the third.

Then the reeds broke and it came at the wall.

It was a young boar, nowhere near the King’s size, maybe a year and a half, the size of a big pony, black and rangy, with yellow tusks the length of my hand curving up out of its jaw. It came out of the reeds at a flat run and hit the base of the palisade twenty paces north of the barricade with its shoulder, low, right where the logs met the ground, and the whole wall boomed. Then it backed off. It stood there at the edge of the light with its snout working, looking at the log it had hit.

Then it went to the next log, and put its tusk against the base of it, and pushed.

I didn’t move. I watched.

It pushed on that log. Then the next. Then the next. It went along the foot of the palisade at the very edge of the light, slowly, testing each log with its tusk, like a man going along a fence kicking the posts. Most of them didn’t move. It went past them. Then it came to one that did. An old log, silver-gray, rotten at the base where the rain had got into it. The boar put its tusk to it and pushed and the log leaned. Just a little. A hair.

The boar stopped.

It stood there a long moment with its tusk against the rotten log. Then it grunted, once, short and low, and turned and went back into the reeds.

And somewhere out there in the gray, another one answered.



There were three of them.

I’d seen the tracks at dawn the day before, after Kirsi. I’d seen them again this morning, fresh, and I’d come out to the barricade an hour before light to wait, because the tracks said they came at first gray. Three sets of split hooves along the outside of the east wall, at the edge of the light. Going up and down. Stopping at every log.

Now I watched all three of them do it.

They came out of the reeds one at a time, from different places along the fen wall, and each one went along a stretch of the palisade, pushing on logs. One took the stretch north of the barricade, one took the stretch south of it, and one took the north-east corner where the east wall met the north. They didn’t overlap. They didn’t go over the same logs twice. When one found a log that leaned, it stopped, and pushed again, harder, and then grunted that short low grunt and went back into the reeds. And when one grunted, the others stopped, and listened.

They were young. All three. The young boar, the last of the three from the bed-ground that Svala hadn’t killed in the tree. And two yearlings, grown now into something bigger than any yearling I’d ever seen, one of them with a pale ridged scar on its shoulder where Svala’s arrow had gone in on the night of the bath-house. The yearling that had come to the ford and tested the water three times.

Testing again.

I counted. They pushed on every log along the east wall and the north-east corner, all of it, maybe a hundred and twenty logs. Seven of them leaned. I watched each one. I marked them in my head, the way you mark the holds on a climb.

Then the light came up gold over the fen, and the three of them went back into the reeds, and were gone.



“They’re mapping it,” I said.

We were at the long table in the lodge, all six of us, with the dawn coming in gray through the shutters. Annelie had made porridge. I’d drawn the palisade on the table in ash with my finger, the same way Zin had drawn it before the raid. A circle. The barricades on the east side. Seven marks.

“Seven logs,” I said. “Rotten at the base. They lean when you push them. The boars found every one.”

“They’re pigs,” said Hamlin. “Pigs root. They push on things.”

“They pushed on a hundred and twenty logs, one after another, along the whole fen wall and the north-east corner,” I said. “Three of them, each on his own stretch. They didn’t overlap. They didn’t go back. When one found a weak log, he stopped and grunted and the other two listened.” I looked at Hamlin. “That’s not rooting. That’s a survey.”

Hamlin chewed his willow twig.

“The yearling,” said Svala. “The one from the ford.”

“The one from the ford,” I said. “It tested the water in three places to find the shallowest line across. Now it’s testing the wall to find the weakest logs.”

“And then?” said Annelie.

“And then it goes home and tells the King.”

“Boar don’t send scouts,” said Kirsi. She was sitting at the end of the bench beside Annelie in her borrowed shirt with the sleeves rolled four times, holding her porridge bowl in both hands. It was the first thing she’d said at the table. “I’ve hunted boar in the south hills since my Wild woke. Not three. Not in a line.”

“These ones do,” said Zin. She was sitting on the table. Not at it. On it, cross-legged, at the end, eating porridge out of the pot with her fingers while Annelie pretended not to see. “The King’s got them trained like a crossbow company. I watched it at Saltlick. It sent its whole sounder down the trail into the meadow so the crossbows would look at them, and went around through the cut.” She licked her fingers. “It’s clever. It’s cleverer than Stoll.”

“Everything’s cleverer than Stoll,” said Hamlin.

Zin pointed at him with a porridge-covered finger. “That’s the first nice thing you’ve said, old man.”

“It wasn’t nice. It was true.”

“Same thing, from you,” said Zin.

I looked at the seven marks in the ash.

“It’s learning us,” I said. “The ford. The wall. It tried the water and the water was too deep and it went three miles downstream. It’s trying the wall now. When it knows where the wall’s weak, it’ll know where to come in.” I looked at them. “We’re going to kill the scouts. And we’re going to fix the wall where they found it weak. Today.”

“How do you kill three boars in the reeds?” said Annelie.

“You don’t go into the reeds,” I said. “You wait for them to come out.”



They came back at noon.

I’d thought they might. Pigs feed at dawn and dusk and lie up through the middle of the day, mostly. But these weren’t mostly. I’d seen the King’s sounder at the bed-ground and at Saltlick and at the ford, and every time it had done something I didn’t expect. So I’d put Kirsi on the platform at midmorning with Annelie’s old horn and told her to blow it if anything came out of the reeds, and gone to work on the stakes.

She blew it at noon. One long note, wavering, nervous.

I was in the yard with Hamlin’s axe and a pile of sharpened pine. I dropped the axe and went up the ladder.

“There,” said Kirsi. She was pointing. Her ears were flat and her dark tail had wrapped itself around her own leg, tight. “North. By the corner. In the reeds. I saw them.”

I looked. At first I didn’t see anything. Then the reed tops moved. Just past the north-east corner, at the edge of the light, in three places. Three shivers in the gray-green, moving slowly along the edge.

“Good eyes,” I said.

She looked at me sideways. Her ears came up a little.

“They’re going to the corner,” I said. “The north-east. That’s where two of the rotten logs are, side by side. They found them this morning. They’re coming back to look again.” I watched the shivers. “One at a time. Same as at dawn.”

“Do we shoot them from here?” said Kirsi.

“From here they’re in the reeds and you can’t see them,” I said. “You’d be shooting at noise. Even Svala can’t do that well.” I leaned over the rail. “Zin. Svala.”

They were already at the foot of the ladder. Both of them. Svala with her bow and a full quiver. Zin with her knives, both of them, the black-horn one clean now and shining. She’d spent an hour last night getting the ash out of it.

“North-east corner,” I said. “Three of them. They’ll come out of the reeds one at a time to push on the two rotten logs. Zin, can you get over the north wall and down to the corner outside without them hearing you?”

Zin grinned up at me. “Can a fish swim?”

“Svala. The walk-way above the corner. When one comes out to push, you take it. Don’t wait for the others.” I looked at her. “They grunt three times before they commit. Every one of them. Short barks, a pause between. I heard it at dawn, all three. When you hear the third grunt, it’s coming.”

Svala nodded, once.

“And Zin,” I said. “When the first one goes down, the other two are going to break. One way or another. Back into the reeds, or along the wall. If one comes along the wall toward the corner, it comes past you.”

Zin’s grin went wider. She drew both knives at once and spun them.

“Then it comes past me,” she said, “in pieces.”

“Kirsi.”

She looked up at me.

“Stay on the platform,” I said. “Inside the light. Annelie’s bringing you a bow.”

Kirsi stared at me. “A bow?”

“Annelie’s bringing you a bow,” I said again. “If one breaks south along the fen wall, toward the barricade, it’s yours.”



Annelie came up the ladder a minute later with the bow in her hands.

It was a short bow, a marten’s bow or a fox’s, dark wood with horn tips, beautifully made, with a grip wrapped in old leather gone black and smooth. The string was new; Annelie had strung it herself, I could tell, the way the loops were whipped. She’d had it in the rafters of her room, wrapped in an oiled cloth, with the others.

There were others. I’d seen them once, in the dark at the back of her room, a row of long wrapped shapes laid across the rafters. I hadn’t asked. I’d known what they were.

“It was Brit Aune’s,” Annelie said. She held it out to Kirsi. “She was a marten. From the south hills, like you.” Her voice was soft. “Two crowns on the Red Night. Her name’s on the Wall. First column, fourth from the top.”

Kirsi looked at the bow. She didn’t take it.

“I can’t,” she said.

“You can.” Annelie held it out. “She’d want it used. A bow in a rafter’s just wood.” She looked at the girl, steady. “Svala’s already tried every one of them. None draw heavy enough for her. Grayfen’s dead shot light bows.” Her mouth moved, very slightly. “That one will fit you.”

Kirsi looked at her. Then she reached out and took the bow, slowly, with both hands, the way you’d take something that might break.

She tried the draw. Her arm came back smooth and steady to her jaw and held there. The bow bent sweet and even, the horn tips flexing.

“Oh,” Kirsi said. Very small.

“Arrows,” said Annelie, and handed her a quiver. Twelve shafts, rust-red fletching. Svala’s. “The fox made those for whoever needed them.” She looked at me. “That’s what she said.”

I looked down at the yard. Svala was at the foot of the north wall with her bow, about to go up the walkway. She didn’t look up at the platform. But her right ear was turned toward it.



It went the way I’d said it would. Mostly.

The first boar came out of the reeds at the north-east corner ten minutes later. The young boar, the biggest of the three. It came out slow, snout working, and walked straight to the two rotten logs side by side at the corner and stood there in front of them, looking at them.

Svala was on the walkway directly above it, twenty feet up, flat behind the top of the palisade. It didn’t see her. It didn’t look up. It was looking at the logs.

It grunted.

Short, deep, a bark. I was on the platform with Kirsi, forty paces off, and I heard it clear.

A pause. The boar lowered its head. It put its tusk to the base of the first rotten log.

The second grunt.

The boar shifted its weight back onto its hind legs. Its shoulders bunched. It was going to hit that log. Hard. To see if it would go.

A longer pause. The boar’s whole body coiled.

Svala rose up over the top of the palisade with the bow drawn.

The third grunt.

She loosed.

The arrow went straight down into the boar’s back from twenty feet, behind the shoulder, between the ribs, at an angle so steep it was almost vertical, and went in to the fletching. The boar’s legs folded under it like a table with the legs kicked out. It didn’t even squeal. It went down on its belly in front of the rotten log and lay there.

The reeds behind it exploded.

Both yearlings broke at once. They’d been in the reeds ten yards back, waiting, listening. And they did what I’d said one of them would do and what I hadn’t thought both of them would: they split. One went straight back into the reeds, east, away from the wall, crashing. The other came out of the reeds and ran along the foot of the palisade.

North. Toward the corner. Toward Zin.

She was waiting for it in the angle of the corner, outside the wall, crouched in the grass with her back to the logs, and I don’t think the yearling ever saw her. It came around the corner at a dead run along the foot of the north wall with its head low and its tusks up, a mass of black bristle the size of a pony, and Zin came up out of the grass in front of it all at once.

She didn’t stand in front of it. Nobody stands in front of a running boar. She went up and over.

I saw it. She went straight up off the ground, both feet, a standing leap, and the yearling went under her, and as it went under her she came down on its back. Astride it. Both knees clamped on its spine behind the shoulders. Her knives were already in her hands.

The yearling screamed and bucked.

She rode it. For three bucks, four, she rode it like a bronc at a rodeo, her knees locked and her body moving with it, laughing, I could hear her laughing from the platform. And on the fourth buck, when its head came up, she reached down on both sides of its neck at once and drew both knives across its throat.

It went down at a run. Nose first into the grass. Zin went over its head and rolled and came up on her feet ten yards on, still laughing, both knives in her hands, red to the wrists.

“Did you SEE that?” she shrieked. “Wick! Did you SEE that?”

“I saw it,” I said.

“I RODE it!”

“I saw.”

She threw back her head and howled.



The third one was gone. Back into the reeds, east, crashing away through the fen. I watched the reed tops shake behind it, going away from the wall, and then they turned.

South.

It had gone east into the reeds, away from the corner where it had seen the other two die. And now it was turning south. Along the fen wall. Inside the reeds, at the edge of the light, running parallel to the palisade. Toward the east barricade.

Where it could come out of the reeds onto open ground in front of the lashed planks, and look for a way in. Or go past the barricade to the south-east corner, to the gate. It didn’t know where it was going. It was just running away from the corner, along the wall, the way a frightened animal runs along a fence.

“Kirsi,” I said.

She was already turning. She’d seen it too. Her bow was up, Brit Aune’s bow, an arrow of Svala’s on the string.

“It’s in the reeds,” she said. Her voice was shaking. “I can’t see it.”

“It’ll come out,” I said. “There’s open ground in front of the barricade. The reeds stop short of it, ten paces. The brush heaps burned them off. It’ll come out into that open ground. It has to cross it to go on south.”

She shot me a look that wanted to ask how I could know that. She didn’t ask.

“Nothing hides where there’s nothing to hide in,” I said anyway.

She looked at the open ground in front of the barricade. The black rings of the burned heaps. The burned-off reed stubble, flat and gray. Her ears went flat. Her tail was wrapped so tight around her leg that I could see her knee whitening under it.

I read her, fast. The shine went out of her eyes when she turned her head into the rail’s shadow, her breath was quick but level, and her ears were laid back with plain fright, nothing pinned or trembling. She was scared, and that was all she was.

“You’re in the light,” I said. “You’re steady. I can see it. You’re scared, and that’s fine, that’s just scared.” I put my hand on the rail beside hers, close enough for her to feel it there. “Breathe out when it comes. Shoot on the out-breath.”

Her eyes flicked to me, then back to the open ground.

The reeds at the edge of the burn shook.

The yearling came out.

It came out fast, running flat, its head low, black against the gray stubble, and it went across the open ground in front of the barricade at a dead run, heading south. Ten paces of open ground. Two seconds, maybe. Maybe less.

Kirsi breathed out.

She shot.

The arrow went into the yearling’s side just behind the foreleg, low, and it stumbled. It didn’t go down. It kept running, three strides, four, staggering, and went back into the reeds on the far side of the open ground, and was gone.

“I hit it,” Kirsi whispered. “I hit it, I hit it.”

“You hit it,” I said. “Wait.”

We waited. The reeds on the far side shook, and shook less, and stopped.

A long squeal. Then nothing.



We found it twenty yards into the reeds on the far side, lying on its side in the black water with Svala’s arrow in it, the rust-red fletching just showing above the hide behind its foreleg. Through the heart. It had run a few steps on it before its body knew it was dead.

Kirsi stood over it with Brit Aune’s bow in her hand and stared at it.

She was shaking. All over. Her ears were up now, both of them, the left one standing over its cracked cuff, the right one high. Her tail had come unwrapped from her leg and was puffed out behind her twice its size, the fur standing straight up.

“It’s dead,” she said.

“It’s dead.”

“I killed it.”

“You killed it. Through the heart, at forty paces, running.” I looked at her. “That’s a good shot. With a bow you’d never drawn before this morning.”

She looked at the boar. Then up at the platform, where she’d shot from. Then at the light coming down gold over the palisade, at the edge of which we were standing.

“I wasn’t steady,” she said. “I was so scared. I thought it’d come up. The Wild. I thought when I drew, it’d come up and I’d go.” Her voice dropped. “It didn’t. It came up a little. And then it didn’t pull.” She looked at me. “It held.”

“The light held it.”

“No,” said Kirsi. “I held it. And the light held me.” She swallowed. “That’s different.”

“Yes,” I said. “That’s different.”

Svala had come up behind us through the reeds. She was standing at the edge of the burn with her bow, looking at the dead yearling. At the arrow in it. Her arrow, from the quiver Annelie had given Kirsi.

“That’s a good shot,” Svala said.

Kirsi turned around. She looked at Svala. Svala looked back.

“With my arrow,” said Svala. “So I’ll take half the credit.”

Kirsi stared at her. Then, very slowly, she smiled.



We set the stakes that afternoon.

Seven logs, rotten at the base. I couldn’t replace them; we had green pine, and green pine for a palisade log is a day’s work each with three men. So I did what I’d done with the barricades.

Hamlin and I cut stakes. Pine, as thick as my wrist, five feet long, the tops sharpened to a point with the axe and then hardened in the fire, held in the coals of the firebox until the points went black and hard as horn. Forty of them. We drove them into the ground outside the palisade at the foot of each rotten log, three and four and five to a log, angled outward and upward, so that anything that came to push on that log with its shoulder would come onto the points first. Chest height on a boar. Throat height on the King.

Svala and Zin helped. Kirsi helped, from inside the light, handing stakes over the barricade. Annelie came out with her spear and stood at the edge of the reeds the whole time, watching the fen.

When we were done, it looked like the north-east corner and the east wall had grown teeth. A row of black points sticking out from the foot of the palisade, angled at the reeds.

Hamlin stood back and looked at it with his twig in his teeth. Then he took the twig out and pointed it at the stakes, one row after another, like a man counting sheep.

“It’s not a wall,” I said.

“No,” said Hamlin. “It’s better than a wall. A wall just stands there.” He looked at the stakes. “These want something.”

I looked at the reeds, where the boars had come out at dawn and noon. Where the King had sent them to look.

“Let it come look,” I said.



Zin claimed it at dusk.

I was in the yard, coiling rope. Svala was sitting on the lodge porch with her knapping leather across her knees. Kirsi had gone into the lodge with Annelie, who was teaching her how to smoke boar ham, which as far as I could tell mostly involved Annelie saying “no” quietly and Kirsi saying “sorry.” Hamlin was on the ford. The yard was gold with the tower light and blue with the coming dark, and the two boars Svala and Kirsi had shot were hanging from the tripod by the smokehouse, gutted, and the one Zin had ridden was hanging beside them.

And Zin came across the yard straight at me, fast, and took hold of my belt.

She didn’t say anything first. She just walked up to me in the middle of the yard and hooked her fingers into my belt at the front, all four fingers of her right hand, down inside it against my stomach, and pulled. Hard. I came forward a step before I knew it.

“Wick,” she said.

She was looking up at me. She had to; she came up to my chest. Her copper hair was in her eyes and she didn’t toss it back. Her pale green eyes were bright, and her ears were flat against her head, and her tail was going so fast behind her it was a blur.

“You said,” she said, loud enough for the porch to hear. “When we’re both in the room. You said that. Two nights ago. Up the ladder. I heard you.” Her fingers tightened in my belt. “I want to be in the room. Tonight. Now. I’ve been wanting it since I rode that pig.” She swallowed. “I want you to fuck me, wick. And I want Svala to watch. And I want to watch her watch.”

I looked down at her.

She was shaking a little. Her fingers in my belt were steady. But her whole wiry body was humming, vibrating, like a wire in the wind.

“You sure, Zin?” I said. “You want this?”

She stared at me. Her ears came up. Her mouth opened.

Then she laughed. Out loud. Wild and bright and high, in the middle of the yard, with her fingers still hooked in my belt.

“Gods, yes, wick,” she said. “Yes. What have I been standing here shouting? Yes. In the bath-house. With your fox watching. Yes.”

“Then you’ll have it,” I said.

She laughed again. Helplessly. She put her forehead against my chest and laughed into my shirt.

I looked over her head at the porch.

Svala had stopped knapping. She was looking at us across the yard. Her face was calm. Her ears were both forward, the right one standing tall, the cuff at its base catching the gold light.

“Svala,” I said.

She set down her antler and her fen-iron. She set down her knapping leather. She stood up.

“I’ve decided,” she said. Then: “Yes.”



The bath-house was hot already.

Zin had lit the fire under the tub an hour before. She’d been planning it. Of course she had. The water was steaming and the low stone room was full of it, thick and warm and wet, and the one clay lamp on the shelf turned it gold. The fire-pit under the tub threw up a red glow from below. The stone floor was warm under my bare feet. The stone bench along the wall was warm. Everything was warm.

Svala sat down on the bench.

She sat at the end of it by the lamp, in her green wrap and her buckskins, with her back against the wall and one boot drawn up on the bench and her arms around her knee. She sat there and looked at us, and her face in the lamplight was calm and her eyes were amber and steady.

Zin stood in the middle of the room and looked at her.

“You’re watching,” Zin said, and her voice had gone small.

“I’m watching,” said Svala.

“You’re not going anywhere.”

“I’m not going anywhere.” Svala’s brush shifted on the bench. “Unless you take too long. Then I’m going to sleep.”

Zin laughed. Short. Breathless. She turned around and looked at me.

“Wick,” she said.

“I’m here.”

“Take your shirt off,” said Zin. “I want to see the scar.”



I took my shirt off.

The tusk scar ran from under my left arm all the way down my ribs nearly to my hip, a long red line, the stitches out of the bottom half now and the top half still in, five of them new where Annelie had put them back with fishing line, as promised, and without warming the needle. It looked bad. It looked worse than it was.

Zin came up to me and put her fingers on it.

She traced it. From the top, under my arm, down along my ribs, slowly, all the way to the bottom. Her fingers were callused and hard and very warm. She just traced it, and looked at it, and her ears had gone flat and stayed flat.

“You got that for me,” she said.

“I got that for jumping off a bank.”

“With me.” She looked up. “For me.”

“It’s a scar, Zin.”

“It’s mine,” she said. “That scar’s mine. I’m keeping it.” And she leaned in and put her mouth on it, on my ribs, at the bottom of the long red line, and kissed it.

Then she dropped to her knees.



Loud. Fast. All at once, like everything Zin did.

She was on her knees on the warm stone in front of me and she had my breeches open before I’d finished looking down at her. Her hands were quick and sure. She pulled the laces loose and shoved the leather down my hips and my cock came out and she stopped.

Just for a second. She stopped with her hands on my thighs and her face a hand’s width from my cock and looked at it.

“Oh,” she said. “Oh, gods, wick.” She looked up at me. Her eyes were huge. Then she looked over her shoulder at Svala on the bench. “Svala. Svala, look at it. Are you looking? Look at the size of it.”

“I’ve seen it,” said Svala.

“You’ve had that? In you? All of it?”

“Several times.”

“Gods’ teeth and toenails,” said Zin, and turned back, and wrapped her knife hand around the base of my cock, and put her mouth on it.

She didn’t go slow. She took the head of me in her mouth all at once, hot and wet and tight, and sucked, hard, and I made a sound I didn’t plan. Her tongue went around me. Her hand pumped the base. She pulled back off with a wet pop and looked up at me with her lips shining, grinning.

“You liked that,” she said.

“Yes.”

“I can do better.” And she did.



She took her time after that. More time than I’d have believed she had in her. She’d said on the road from Saltlick that she was the best on the Line, and she’d said she’d take so much time, and she’d said she liked to look. And she did all of it.

She licked me from the base to the tip, slowly, her tongue flat and wet, and then down again. She kissed the head of my cock, little wet kisses, all around, and then took it in her mouth again and sucked, slow, her cheeks hollowing, her eyes on mine. She held me in her fist and ran her tongue around under the head where it’s most sensitive, over and over, until my knees started to go, and then she stopped and laughed at me.

And the whole time, she was looking.

Her eyes went up to mine and held there, pale green, wet, laughing, shameless. And then they went sideways. To the bench. To Svala.

Every time. She’d take me deep, and hold, and her eyes would slide over to Svala to see if she was watching. And then back to me. And then to Svala again.

Svala was watching.

She hadn’t moved. She sat at the end of the bench with her arms around her knee and her back against the warm wall, and she watched every second of it. Her throat had gone pink. I could see it in the lamplight from across the room, the flush climbing up from the neck of her wrap to her jaw. Her lips were parted. Her ears were both forward, straight at us. And her brush had come around from behind her and was lying across her lap, and the white tip of it was moving. Slowly. Back and forth.

Zin saw it.

She laughed around my cock. I felt it. The vibration of it went straight up through me, a long helpless hum, and she pulled off me, gasping, laughing, and pressed her forehead against my thigh.

“She’s watching,” Zin said. “Wick. She’s watching me suck you. Her tail’s going. Look at her tail.”

“I see it.”

“I’ve never.” She stopped. She laughed again. “Nobody’s ever watched me do anything I wanted to do.”

She looked up at me. Her eyes were wet.

Then she took me in her mouth again, as deep as she could go, her fist around the base and her lips stretched around me and her throat working, and she held there, and looked straight across the room at Svala while she did it.

I put my hand in her hair.

I didn’t pull. I just took hold. A fistful of copper at the back of her head, soft and wild and damp from the steam, and I held it, and I set the pace. Slower than she’d been going. Deeper. I moved her head on me the way I wanted it, and she let me, and her eyes came back to mine and went wide.

“Like that,” I said.

She hummed. Yes.

“Look at her,” I said. “Keep looking at her. She’s watching you take it.”

Her eyes slid to Svala. Her ears went flat. Her tail was going so fast behind her it was making a sound against the stone.

I held her there for a long time. Her mouth on me, hot and wet and willing, and her eyes on Svala, and Svala’s eyes on her, and the steam rising gold around all of us. I could feel myself getting close. I could feel it building at the base of my spine.

And I stopped.

I pulled her off me by the hair, gently, and she came off with a gasp, her lips red and swollen and shining, a string of spit between her mouth and my cock. She stared up at me.

“Why’d you stop?” she said. Breathless. “I was going to make you come. I was so close to making you come.”

“I know,” I said. “Get up.”



She got up. I lifted her the last of the way.

I took her by the waist and lifted her onto the wide warm rim of the stone tub, with the steam coming up behind her off the water. She sat there with her heels hooked on the stone and her hands braced on either side of her and looked at me.

“Wick,” she said.

I took her jerkin off.

It was laced loose; it always was. I pulled the laces the rest of the way and opened it and pushed it off her shoulders. She shrugged out of it and let it fall into the tub behind her. She didn’t care.

Her breasts were small and high and firm, and freckled. The freckles ran down across her shoulders and her collarbones and over the tops of her breasts, thick, lynx-dark in places, and her nipples were pink and hard as pebbles. They’d been hard all day. I’d seen them through the jerkin at the ford, at the table, on the porch, in the reeds when she rode the boar. Now I put my thumbs on them and she gasped and arched.

“They’re sensitive,” she said. Fast. “They’re so sensitive. Don’t.”

“Don’t?”

“Don’t stop,” said Zin.

I bent and put my mouth on one. She cried out. Loud. She grabbed my hair in both fists and held my head there and cried out again, and her whole body shook on the edge of the tub, the hard little muscles of her stomach jumping under my chin.

“Svala,” she gasped. “Svala, look what he’s doing.”

“I see,” said Svala, from the bench.

I got her breeches off. They were short and tight and wet from the steam and they fought me, and she laughed at me while I fought them, and then they were off and on the floor and she was naked on the edge of the tub. Her short dense sprinter’s thighs. Her small round ass on the warm stone. The thatch of copper hair between her legs, the same color as her head. Her bobbed tail, twitching against the rim behind her.

I spread her thighs and knelt between them on the warm stone floor.

“Oh,” said Zin. “Oh, no. Oh, wick.”

I put my mouth on her.



She tasted different from Svala. Sharper. Sweeter. She was already soaking. She’d been soaking since she was on her knees; I could see it, shining on her thighs. I licked her slow from the bottom to the top and she screamed, a real scream, high and wild, that bounced off the stone walls of the bath-house and went out through the door into the night.

“Shh,” I said against her.

“I can’t shh! I don’t shh! Fire and fishguts, wick, do that again!”

I did it again.

She came apart on my mouth fast. Faster than I’d expected. I’d barely found her clit, hard and swollen at the top of her slit, and circled it twice with my tongue and sucked it into my mouth, and her sprinter’s thighs snapped shut around my ears and her heels drummed on the side of the tub and she came. Loud. Laughing. Her hands in my hair, pulling. Her pussy pulsing against my mouth. A long high helpless giggling scream that went on and on.

I didn’t stop. I licked her through it. I slid one finger into her, and she was tight, so tight, and hot, and still pulsing, and I curled it up toward her belly, hunting, until I hit the swollen spot that made her yelp, and rubbed it, and she came again.

“Wick, again, I’m going to again,” she gasped. “Don’t you dare stop.”

She came a third time. That one made her cry.



When I stood up she was lying back on the rim of the tub with her shoulders against the wall and her arms flung out and her chest heaving. Her freckles had gone red. All of them. Her whole body had flushed, her chest and her throat and her face, so that the freckles stood out dark on the pink like a scatter of seeds. Her eyes were wet and wide and unfocused.

She was laughing. Quietly. Helplessly. Little breathless giggles that shook her.

“Wick,” she said. “Wick. I can’t feel my legs.”

“You don’t need them.”

I picked her up.

I took her under the ass with both hands and lifted her off the rim of the tub, light and dense with muscle, and she locked her sprinter’s thighs around my waist without being told and her wiry arms around my neck. Her ass in my palms, tight and firm, the muscle hard under it. Her breasts against my chest. Her face in front of mine, wet and red and laughing.

I turned and put her back against the wall.

The bath-house wall was river-stone, round stones mortared together, warm from the fire and wet from the steam. Her back hit it and she gasped. I held her there, pinned between me and the warm stone, her legs locked around my waist, my hands under her ass.

My cock was right against her. Wet. Her eyes went wide.

“Wick,” she said, grinning, “I’ve seen smaller crowned bears.”

“You’re going to take it,” I said, “and Svala’s going to watch.”

She made a sound that was half laugh, half moan.

I looked over my shoulder at the bench.

Svala was sitting forward now. She’d let go of her knee. Her boots were flat on the floor and her hands were flat on the bench on either side of her and she was leaning toward us, and her eyes were wide, the amber gone dark. Her wrap had come loose at the throat. Her flush ran down into it.

“Svala,” I said. “Look.”

“I’m looking,” she said.

I lowered Zin onto my cock.



Slowly. She was so tight that I had to go slowly, and I did, an inch at a time, holding her up against the wall with my hands under her ass and letting her down onto me by her own weight. She was wet enough that it didn’t hurt her. But she felt every inch of it. Her eyes went wider and wider and her mouth fell open and her breath went short and fast and high.

“Oh,” she said. “Oh, gods, wick. Oh, gods, you’re. Oh, that’s. Svala. Svala, he’s so.”

“I know,” said Svala.

“You KNOW?” Zin gasped. “You’ve been having this the whole time and you didn’t tell me?”

“I told you.”

“You didn’t tell me it was LIKE THIS.”

I let her down the last inch.

She stopped talking.

She hung there on me, pinned to the wall, all of me inside her, her legs locked around my waist and her arms around my neck and her eyes wide open, staring at me from a hand’s width away. Her mouth was open. She wasn’t breathing.

Then she breathed. And laughed. A small high helpless sound, right in my face.

“Full,” she said. “I’m so full. I’m so full I can feel you in my throat.”

“Good.”

“Move,” she said. “Wick. Please. Move.”

I moved.



I fucked her against that wall.

Slowly first, because she was that tight, long slow strokes, all the way out and all the way in, her back sliding against the wet warm stone. Then harder. Her heels kicked at the backs of my thighs. Her arms locked around my neck. Every time I drove up into her she cried out, a high bright sound, and every time I pulled back she laughed, breathless, a little gasp of a laugh, like she couldn’t believe what was happening to her.

Her hard nipples dragged against my chest. Her freckled face was right in front of mine, red, wet with steam and sweat and tears, her copper hair plastered to her forehead. Her ears were flat. Completely flat, laid back against her skull, the black tufts quivering.

Her tail was a blur.

“Look at her,” I said in her ear. “Look over my shoulder.”

She looked. Over my shoulder. At the bench.

I didn’t need to look to know what she was seeing. I could hear it. Svala’s breath, across the room, fast and short. The creak of the bench as she shifted. And the cuff. Very faint, under the slap of skin and Zin’s cries and the hiss of the steam. Singing.

“She’s,” said Zin. “Wick. She’s touching herself. Through her breeches. She’s. Oh, mud and mothers.”

“She’s watching you,” I said. “She’s watching you take me. And it’s making her wet.”

Zin came.

It hit her all at once, out of nowhere, in the middle of a laugh. She’d been laughing at something, at Svala, at me, at the whole thing, and the laugh broke in the middle and her whole body seized. Her pussy clamped down on my cock so hard I nearly lost it. Her legs locked. Her nails went into my back. And she laughed. That was the thing that undid me. She came on me pinned to that wall with her head thrown back against the stone, and she was laughing. A real laugh, helpless, out of the bottom of her, shaking her whole body, tears running down her face, laughing and coming and laughing.

And from the bench, Svala laughed too.

I heard it. Low, short, out of her chest. The same laugh I’d heard in the pine tree with the pigs underneath us. She laughed with Zin, across the room, because Zin was laughing, because there was nothing else to do with it.



Svala came off the bench.

I felt her before I saw her. Her hands on my back. Flat, warm, sliding up over my shoulders. Her body against my back. She was still dressed. Her wrap was open. I could feel her breasts against my shoulder blades through the loose linen, and her nipples, hard.

She leaned past my shoulder and kissed Zin.

I was still inside Zin. Still holding her up against the wall. And Svala leaned in past my shoulder and put her hand on Zin’s flushed face and kissed her. On the mouth. Slow. Zin made a sound into it, a whimper, and kissed her back.

I watched them. From a hand’s width away. The fox and the lynx, kissing over my shoulder, Svala’s honey-gold hair falling against Zin’s copper, Svala’s hand on Zin’s freckled cheek. Svala’s eyes were open. Amber, heavy-lidded. She was looking at me while she kissed her.

She pulled back. She looked at Zin.

“Again,” Svala said. “I want to see you do it again.”

Zin stared at her.

Svala put her hand down. Past my hip. On Zin’s hip, where Zin’s thigh was wrapped around my waist. She took hold of it. Then she looked at me, and her eyes said what she wanted, and I gave it to her.

I started to move again.

Svala’s hand on Zin’s hip guided her, lightly. She just held on, and pulled, a little, in time with me, so that every time I drove up into Zin, Svala pulled her down onto me. Zin’s head fell back against the wall. Her mouth opened.

“Svala,” she gasped. “Svala, what are you doing?”

“Helping,” said Svala.

“Svala. Svala, you filthy fox.”

“He’s deep in you,” said Svala, right beside Zin’s ear. “Isn’t he. I know how deep. I know how it feels.” Her hand pulled. “Take it.”

Zin came again. Faster this time. Laughing again. Svala kissed her through it. I could feel it, every pulse, and I could feel myself right on the edge.



I pulled out of Zin.

She made a sound of protest, and I didn’t let her finish it. I lifted her off me and set her down on her feet on the warm stone floor, and she stood there on legs that didn’t work, swaying, and put her hand on the tub to hold herself up.

I turned around and took Svala by the waist.

Her eyes were wide.

“You,” I said.

“Ty.”

I pushed her wrap off her shoulders. It fell. I got her buckskins down. She helped, kicking them off, her boots, everything, fast, and then she was naked in the steam, flushed from her throat to her breasts, her nipples hard, her thighs wet. She’d been wet since Zin went to her knees. I could see it.

I put her down on the bench.

On her back, on the warm stone, where she’d been sitting. Her honey hair spilled off the end of it. I came down over her between her thighs and she wrapped her legs around me and pulled me in, and I pushed into her in one long stroke, all the way, and she cried out, low and raw and broken, out of her chest.

“Yes,” she said. “Yes. Now. Ty.”

Zin was there. On her knees on the floor beside the bench, by Svala’s head. She’d come over on her knees because her legs wouldn’t hold her. She put her hand on Svala’s face and turned it toward her and kissed her.

I fucked Svala on that bench with Zin kissing her.

Hard. I didn’t have slow left in me. I drove into her, deep, her legs locked around my back, her heels pulling me in, her hands on my shoulders. Zin’s mouth on hers. Svala’s moans going into Zin’s mouth. Her right ear was standing straight up, and the cuff at its base had gone bright, gold, glowing, and it was singing, high and clear, loud enough to hear over everything.

“Ty,” said Svala, between Zin’s kisses. “Keep it in me.”

“I’m going to.”

“Keep it in me. Ty. With her watching. I want her to see.”

“She’s going to see,” I said. “She’s going to see me fill you.”

“Yes.”

Zin pulled back from her mouth and looked down at her, from a hand’s width away. Her eyes were huge.

“He’s going to,” Zin whispered. “Svala. He’s going to come in you. I can see it in his face.”

“I know,” said Svala.

“Can I watch?”

“Watch,” said Svala.

I came.

I drove into Svala to the root and stopped there, and Zin bent and took Svala’s mouth again right as I let go, so the cry Svala made went into Zin and not into the room.

I spilled into her in thick hot spurts. Svala’s back came up off the steam-slick bench in a bow, her heels digging into me, and deep inside she shuddered around me, a rolling tremor that answered every spurt. She was coming with me. Zin broke the kiss to look. Her face hung right beside Svala’s, her eyes going from Svala’s to mine and back, her mouth open, her hand on Svala’s cheek, watching all of it.

Svala’s eyes never left mine. Amber, black-rimmed, glazed and wide. The cuff beside Zin’s fingers sang so high it rang off the river-stones.

Svala’s brush came around and wrapped my thigh. Tight.



I stayed in her a long time.

Zin was lying across Svala’s chest by then, half on the bench and half off, her cheek on Svala’s breast. Svala’s arm was around her. I was still over both of them, propped on my arms, still inside Svala, breathing.

The steam rose. The lamp burned gold.

Then Zin laughed into Svala’s skin.

“What,” said Svala.

“Nothing,” said Zin. “Just.” She laughed again. “You laughed. When I came. On the wall. You laughed.”

“You were laughing.”

“I know I was. I always do. It just comes out.” She lifted her head and looked at Svala. “You never laugh.”

“I laugh.”

“You laughed in a tree once,” said Zin. “With pigs under it. He told me. And once at me, on the Saltlick road.” She put her chin on Svala’s breast. “That’s three in your life.”

Svala’s mouth twitched.

“Four,” she said. “If you count tonight twice.”

Zin stared at her. Then she put her face down on Svala’s chest and laughed until she was crying again.



I pulled out of Svala slowly, and she made a small sound and tightened her legs on me for a moment, and then let me go. I sat down on the warm floor with my back against the bench, beside Zin’s legs. My side hurt. One of Annelie’s fishing-line stitches had pulled. I didn’t care about that at all.

Zin slid down off the bench onto the floor beside me. She curled up small against my side, the good side, with her head on my chest and her knees drawn up. Her tail lay across my legs, short and soft. She was quiet. For once. Completely quiet.

Svala lay on the bench above us on her side, with one arm hanging down and her fingers in my hair.

We stayed like that a while.

Then Zin said, against my chest:

“Lead me.”

I didn’t say anything.

“Warden,” she said, and the word sounded strange in her mouth, like a coat she’d borrowed. She’d called me wick from the moment she saw my boots. “Lead me. Please. I want what she’s got. I want it to sing. I want to run at three. I want.” She stopped. Her voice was shaking. “I’m asking. Out loud. In words. The way the grave-keeper said. I’m asking you to lead me.”

I looked down at her.

She was looking up at me. Her pale green eyes were wet and wide and very serious. Her ears were up. Both of them. The right one standing tall. The left one, under its cuff, standing tall too.

It didn’t strain. It never strained. That was the thing.

I looked at the cuff. In the lamplight, a hand’s width from my face. Dull gray. Thick. The second seam, on the inner face.

I’d been watching it the whole last hour. On the wall, when she came, laughing, her whole body seizing. When she came on my mouth. When she came with Svala’s hand on her hip. Every time, her Wild had come up. I’d seen it. Her eyes catching the light. Her breath. The heat coming off her skin.

And every time, it had stopped short of the cuff.

It came up to the cuff and stopped. Like water coming up to a wall and not touching it. Her cuff hadn’t warmed. It hadn’t sung. Not once. It had stayed cold and gray and silent the whole time, while Svala’s burned gold on the bench beside her.

Her Wild knew what was in it.

“No,” I said.



She stopped breathing.

Then she sat up. Fast. She pulled away from me and sat up on the floor, on her knees, and stared at me.

“No?” she said.

“No.”

“Why not?” Her voice went up. Loud. “Why not? You did it for her. She asked and you said yes. I’m asking. I’m asking out loud, the way you’re supposed to. Why not me?” Her face had gone red. “Is it because I’m bait? Is it because I’m loud? Is it because she’s the best bow on the Line and I’m a bait-runner with two knives? Because I can run, wick. I can run better than anybody.”

“Zin.”

“Don’t you Zin me. Don’t you.” She was shaking. Her fists were clenched. “You just had me against a wall. You just had me screaming. And now you won’t. You won’t even.” Her voice cracked. “Why not?”

“Because of your cuff,” I said.

She stopped.

“Your cuff’s not like hers,” I said. “I told you on the porch. I told you what I saw. A second seam. A hole on the inside. Heavier than it should be.” I held her eyes. “If I lead you, your Wild’s going to climb. That’s what the Lead does. It steadies you so you can climb past two lanterns, past three, as high as you want to go. And when it climbs past what the cuff can hold, the cuff’s going to give.” I didn’t look away. “Svala’s will break. Yours won’t. Yours is going to bite.”

Her fists came open.

“I watched it,” I said. “Tonight. The whole time. Every time you came, your Wild came up. And every time, it stopped short of your cuff. It wouldn’t touch it. Svala’s sang. Yours stayed cold.” I put my hand out, slowly, and touched her cheek. “Your Wild knows what’s in that cuff, Zin. It’s been knowing for two years. It’s been keeping you alive.”

Her face had gone white under the red. All of it at once.

“I’m not going to lead you up into that,” I said. “Not until I know what it is. Not until I know how to get it off you without it killing you. I won’t do it. Not for anything. Not even because you asked.”



The anger went out of her face first. Slowly, like water going out of a ditch. Then the fear came into it. She sat back on her heels on the warm stone floor, naked, with her copper hair in her eyes and her hands in her lap.

Her tail had gone still.

Completely. Like it had been in the mud at Saltlick. Like it had been on the porch rail, when she laughed at me.

“You think it’d kill me,” she said.

“I think it might.”

“You don’t know.”

“Not yet.”

Her eyes went past me, up, to Svala on the bench. Svala was lying on her side, her hand still in my hair, looking at Zin. Her face was calm. Her ears were both pointed at Zin, and her right ear was trembling.

“Svala,” said Zin. “Did you know?”

“He told me,” said Svala. “After the porch. I’m sorry, Zin.”

Zin looked at her. Then back at me.

Then she reached out and took my hand. My right hand. And she lifted it, and put it on her ear. On the cuff. She held my fingers there, pressed against the cold gray band, the second seam under my fingertips, the faint hard edge of the needle-hole on the inner face against my thumb.

“Read it,” she said.

“Zin.”

“Read it. Every day. You said you would. On the porch.” Her voice was shaking. “You said every day until you know what it is.” Her hand pressed mine harder against the cuff. “Read it every day. And when you know what it is, you find out how to cut it. And when you’ve cut it, I’m going to ask you again. And you’re going to say yes.”

I looked at her.

“Promise,” she said. “Warden. Promise me.”

The cuff was cold under my fingers. Cold as a stone at the bottom of a river.

“I promise,” I said.

She held my hand there a moment longer. Then she let go. She let out a breath, all the way, long and shaking. And she lay back down on the warm floor beside me, curled up against my side, with her head on my chest.

Her tail stayed still a long time. When it moved again, it was to curl over my shin and stay there.

Svala’s fingers moved in my hair. Slow.

“Read it every day, Ty,” she said, from the bench above us. “I’ll make sure you do.”

“I’ll make sure he does,” said Zin, into my chest.

“We’ll both make sure,” said Svala.

Zin laughed, barely, and wet.


Chapter 17: Back-Trail

“Deep-cats first,” Annelie said. “Because they’re the ones that will kill you.”

She was standing in the north gap at first light with her spear across her body and her bare feet in the dew, and she wasn’t letting us out of it. Not until she’d finished. I’d learned not to argue with Annelie in a doorway.

“They’re the size of a horse,” she said. “A small horse. Gray and brown in stripes, like shadow under trees. Long tails. They live deep, past the second ridge, and they hunt alone, and they don’t make any sound. None. A deep-cat can walk across a floor of dry leaves and you won’t hear it, Svala won’t hear it, and I’ve never once heard one, and I’ve lived on the edge of the Deepwild for seventeen years.” Her voice didn’t change. “Kendal saw one. Once. He said it was like watching a piece of the dark get up and walk.”

“How do you know they’re there?” I said.

“You don’t,” said Annelie. “That’s what they are.”

Svala was beside me with her bow and two quivers. Zin on my other side, with her knives and a pack she’d stuffed with so much smoked bear that it bulged at the seams. Both of them were listening. Even Zin, who didn’t listen to anybody.

“What else,” I said.

“Ghost-elk on the high ridges. Pale, almost white. Crowned, some of them. They walk the ridge spines at dawn and dusk where they can see both sides, and they’re not dangerous unless you corner one.” She lifted a finger off the spear haft. “Gloam wolves. You know those. Ridge bears. You know those too. Old boars, past the bed-ground, as big as the King’s young ones or bigger, and meaner. Rock-badgers in the scree, as big as a dog and twice as angry.” Another finger. “And the marrow-elk in the fens. That’s all I know. That’s all anybody at Grayfen ever knew. Two days in, the hunters said, and after that it’s songs.”

“What’s the biggest paw?”

She thought about it. “The ridge bear’s. The front paw of an old male. Wider than your spread hand.” She looked at me. “Why?”

“Because I want to know what I’m looking at,” I said, “when I find something bigger.”

Annelie’s free ear went back, and up.

“Don’t find anything bigger,” she said.



It was my idea. All of it. I’d had it since the reeds.

The King had sent three scouts to map Grayfen’s wall. It had tested the ford with a yearling. It had used its own sounder for bait at Saltlick and gone around through the cut. It had looked at Svala and me in a pine tree like it was counting us, and then walked south toward the Line, toward people, on purpose.

Every bit of sign I’d read on that animal said it was doing something no pig had any business doing. And I didn’t know why.

So I wanted to know where it came from.

“Its back-trail,” I’d said at supper. “Not where it went. Where it came from. Before this summer. Before it brought its sounder south. There’s a trail up there somewhere, going back into the Deepwild, to wherever it was living before it decided to come down here.” I’d put my hand flat on the table. “A sounder of twelve doesn’t walk soft. It leaves a road. Even a month old, I can follow it.”

“Why?” Annelie had said. “Why does it matter where it came from?”

“Because something chased the bear out of the north,” I said. “A long way, bleeding. I tracked it the morning after I came to the Line. And something made a boar the size of a wagon start living with its sounder all year and walk them south like a crossbow company.” I looked at her. “I want to know if it’s the same something.”

“Eleven days to the Muster when you get back,” Annelie had said finally. “If you get back.”

“We’ll get back.”

“You can’t promise that.”

“No,” I’d said. “But I can try.”



So we went. The three of us. Svala because I needed her ears and her bow, and because she’d have come whether I asked or not. Zin because she’d stood up from the table and said, loud, that she was the fastest thing on two legs on the whole Line and if anybody had to run back to Grayfen with a message it should be her, and because I needed somebody who could see in the dark.

Annelie stayed on the light. Hamlin on the ford. Kirsi on the platform, with Brit Aune’s bow and a horn and a long list of things Annelie had told her not to do.

“Four days,” I’d told Annelie in the gap. “Two in, two out. If we’re not back in five, don’t come after us.”

“I wouldn’t,” said Annelie. “I’m not a fool.”

But she stood in the north gap and watched us all the way up the first ridge, and when I looked back from the top she was still there, a small still shape in the gap with her spear.



We went north past the bed-ground in the morning.

I knew the way. I’d come up it with Svala two weeks before, the tusk-tree and the wallows and the crater the King had slept in. It was all still there, gone cold. The wallows had dried to cracked mud. The rub-tree’s glaze had flaked in places. The beds on the slope were full of fallen needles. Nobody had slept in them since the King took its sounder south.

At the clearing we stopped.

The stone was still on the grave. I’d rolled it there myself. The biggest one I could move, gray and lichened, sitting on the turned earth under the lightning-struck pine. Nothing had dug at it. The needles had already started to cover the dirt around it.

Zin went and crouched beside it.

She didn’t say anything. That was strange enough, coming from Zin, that Svala and I both stood back and let her be. She crouched there by the grave with her knees up and her arms around them. Then she dug in her pocket and took something out and set it on top of the stone.

A die. A little bone die, yellowed, its spots worn down to faint dents.

“She was terrible at dice,” Zin said. To the stone. “Every game. Every single game at Copperpine, she’d lose and lose and swear she’d win it back.” She touched the die with one finger. “She owed me three silver. I’m calling it square.”

She stood up and wiped her hands on her breeches, twice, though there was nothing on them.

“Let’s go, wick,” she said. “Before I get sad. I’m terrible when I’m sad. Ask anybody.”



The back-trail was a mile beyond the bed-ground.

I found it the way you find a road in the dark: by its edges. The sounder hadn’t come down to the bed-ground on any one path. It had come down a dozen ways, over the summer, wandering. But above the bed-ground, on the slope of the second ridge, all those wandering paths came together. Into one. A swath through the pines as wide as a wagon road, trampled into the needle bed, the needles crushed and pushed aside and the ground under them packed hard. A month old, maybe more. The edges had blurred. New needles had fallen on it. But you could see it from fifty yards off once you knew how to look: a long shallow groove running up and over the ridge, going north, where the ground was a shade darker and flatter than the ground on either side.

“That’s it,” I said. “That’s where they came from.”

Svala looked at it. “It’s a road.”

“Twelve pigs walking in a line for days. Some of them heavy.” I crouched and put my hand on the packed ground. “The King’s on top. Look.” There, at the edge, a print. Old, slumped, its sharp edges long gone. But the size of it. The depth. The way the hoof had driven down through the needles into the earth below and left a hole you could have set a bucket in. “It walked last. Like it did at the riffle. Watching its back.”

“How far?”

“I don’t know yet,” I said. “That’s why we’re here.”



The Deepwild changed as we went.

I’d been in its edge. The first ridge past the north gap, the bed-ground, the clearing. I’d thought I knew what it was. Big pines, deep needles, sign everywhere.

I didn’t know anything.

Past the second ridge, the trees got bigger. Not taller; they were already as tall as trees get. Bigger around. Trunks so thick that the three of us holding hands couldn’t have reached around one, gray and furrowed like the skin of something old, going up out of sight into a roof of green so high and so thick that the light under it was the color of deep water. There was no undergrowth. Nothing grew under those trees. Just the needle bed, deep and soft and brown, a foot thick, and the trunks standing up out of it like the pillars of a building, a long way apart, in every direction, as far as I could see.

And it was quiet.

That was the thing. On the first ridge there’d been birds. Squirrels. Jays scolding. The ordinary noise of a forest. Here there was almost nothing. A tick of something in the bark high up. Our own feet in the needles. Our own breath. The quiet pressed on my ears like water does when you dive deep.

The sign was bigger too.

Everything was. A track in the needles that I thought at first was a bear’s, and then saw was a badger’s, a rock-badger, Annelie had said, as big as a dog; the print was as big as my palm, and the claws were as long as my fingers. A rub on a trunk that was a deer’s, by its height and its shape, but a deer that stood as tall at the shoulder as a horse. Bones at the foot of a tree, a whole skeleton, picked clean, of something I couldn’t name at all: long-legged, long-skulled, with teeth like a dog’s and hooves like a goat’s.

“What’s that?” I said.

Svala looked at it. Her ears went flat.

“I don’t know,” she said. “I’ve never been this far in.”

“Nobody has,” said Zin. Her voice was small. She was walking very close to me. Closer than she ever walked to anybody. “Nobody comes this far in. Not hunters. Not the Company. Not anybody.” She looked up at the green roof. “I don’t like it, wick. It’s too quiet. Things that are this quiet are listening.”

I didn’t like it either. I didn’t say so.

We followed the King’s road.



We camped that first night in the angle between two of the great trunks, where their roots came together and made a wall on two sides. I built the fire small and in a pit. Svala took the first watch with her bow across her knees, and she didn’t sleep after. Neither did Zin. Neither did I, much. We lay in the root-angle with our backs against the old gray bark and listened to the Deepwild not making any sound at all.

Once, a long way off, something called. Long and low and rising, like a horn, and nothing I knew.

Svala’s ears came around toward it and stayed there until it stopped.

“Elk,” she said finally. “A bull. Bugling. I think.”

“You think.”

“It’s the right sound,” she said. “It’s the wrong size.”



We found the King’s bed-trees in the middle of the second day.

The road had gone north the whole way. Over a third ridge, and down into a valley so deep the light at the bottom of it was green as glass, and up a fourth. On the far side of the fourth ridge, the ground leveled into a long bench, and the great trees thinned, and there was a meadow.

The King’s old home.

I knew it the second I saw it. You could have known it from a mile off. It was the bed-ground at the edge of the Deepwild again, but bigger, older, worn deeper. Wallows, five of them, dried now, cracked, each one the size of a wagon bed. The whole meadow rooted up and torn, the soil turned over in furrows so deep and so old that grass had grown up in the bottoms of them. Bed-scrapes on the slope above, a dozen of them, and above those, apart, uphill, the crater. Bigger than the one at the first bed-ground. Deeper. Its bottom bare rock.

It had lived here a long time. Years.

And around the edge of the meadow, the rub-trees.

Six of them. Six of the great pines, at the edge where the trees began, each one with its trunk polished smooth and glazed in dried mud from the ground to a height of eight or nine feet, glossy as fired pottery. The King’s trees. It had come out of its wallows every day for years and rubbed itself on these trunks, and the glaze on them was as thick as my thumb, layer on layer, ring on ring, like the rings in a cut log.

I walked to the nearest one and looked at it.



You can read a rub-tree like a book.

A boar comes out of a wallow covered in wet mud and leans against the trunk and rubs, up and down, side to side. And the mud on it comes off on the bark. And it takes the shape of the boar’s hide when it does. Every bristle, every scar, every patch of bare skin. Pressed into the wet mud on the tree like a seal pressed into wax. Then it dries. And the next day the boar does it again, and the next layer goes on top. And in a dry place, where the rain doesn’t wash it off, the glaze keeps every one.

I’ve seen hunters in Texas read a boar’s size off a rub-tree, and its age, and which side it favors. I’d done it myself. Now I put my face close to the King’s tree and read it.

The bristles were there. Banded brown and black and gold, stuck in the glaze everywhere, the brindle pattern pressed into the mud in long wavy lines, the way the hide had lain against the bark. I could see where its shoulder had been, the hump, eight feet up. Its flank, lower. Its haunch.

And across the flank, there were lines.

Four long smooth lines in the glaze, the opposite of bristle, running at a slant across the pattern of the bristles, parallel, evenly spaced, where nothing had pressed into the mud at all. Where the hide had been bare. Like four ridges of scar tissue, hairless, raised, running across the King’s side from its shoulder back toward its haunch.

I looked at the next layer of glaze. They were there too. And the next. And the one under that. In every layer, at the same place on the flank, the same four smooth lines.

I peeled back a flake of the glaze with my knife, carefully, as deep as I could go. Down to the oldest layers, nearest the bark, dark and hard.

They were there.

Scars. Four of them. Across its flank. Healed. Old when it first started rubbing on this tree. Years old.

I put my hand flat against the glaze, across the four lines, my fingers spread. Thumb to little finger, a little over nine inches.

The outside two lines were wider than my hand.



“Claws,” said Svala, behind me.

She’d been standing there watching me. Zin beside her. I hadn’t heard them come up.

“Four of them,” I said. “Across its flank. Here.” I traced them on the glaze. “Old. Healed. Years old.”

“A bear,” said Zin. “A big ridge bear. Before it was the King. When it was young.”

“Annelie said the widest paw she knows is an old male ridge bear’s front paw,” I said. “Wider than my spread hand.” I put my hand on the glaze again. “These claws were wider than that. Not the paw. The claws. From the first to the fourth. Half again as wide as my hand.” I looked at it. “Whatever made these had a paw twice the size of the bear’s.”

The meadow was quiet. The wind moved the grass in the old wallows. A long way off, high up, something ticked in the bark.

“There’s more,” said Svala.

She was looking up.

On the trunk of the next great pine, the second rub-tree, above the glaze. Way above it. Fifteen feet off the ground, maybe more, higher than I could have reached standing on a horse. There were marks in the bark.

Four of them. Gouges. Long, parallel, raking down the trunk at a slant. Old. So old the tree had grown over them; the bark had rolled up around the edges of each gouge in thick gray lips, the way bark grows over an old ax-cut, healing, and the wood in the bottom of them had gone gray and hard. They were longer than my arm. And the space between the first and the fourth was wider than my shoulders.

I stood under that tree and looked up at them.

Fifteen feet up. Something had stood up against this tree, years ago, and raked it. The way a cat rakes a post. Marking it.

“Is it the same?” said Svala. “As the scars?”

“The same spacing,” I said. “The same width.” I looked at the King’s rub-glaze, eight feet up the first trunk, at the four smooth lines across the place where its flank had been. Then up at the rakes on the second trunk. “The same thing.”

“So something raked the King,” said Zin. “Years ago. And raked this tree. And the King lived.”

“And then the King stayed here,” I said, “for years. Right under it. Rubbing on the tree next to it every day.”

I looked at the meadow. At the wallows, and the beds, and the crater. At the King’s home.

“Until this summer,” I said.



The road out of the meadow went south. I’d known it would. That was the road we’d followed in, coming north, but going the other way, the way the King had gone when it left. And now that I was standing at the head of it, at the meadow’s south edge, where the sounder had gathered and set out, I could read the start of it.

I hadn’t been able to read it on the way in. You read a trail better going the way it went. Now I walked the first hundred yards of it slowly, with Svala and Zin behind me, and I read it.

The pigs had been running.

On the way in I’d seen the road as a road, a broad flat groove. Now, at the start of it, I could see the prints in the bottom of it, sunk deep into the old soft ground at the meadow’s edge before the needle bed took over. Toe-heavy. Splayed. The dirt thrown out behind them in fans. Twelve pigs running flat out, packed tight together, shoulder to shoulder, all at once.

And on the trees.

On both sides of the road, at the height of a pig’s flank, on the trunks of the great pines, there were smears. Dark. Old, dry, brown. Blood and hair. On the left side of the road, every twenty paces or so, a smear on a trunk, as if a pig on the outside of the pack had been shoved against it running. On the right side of the road, the same. Evenly spaced. Left. Right. Left. Right. A smear, and a smear, and a smear.

I looked at one closely. The hair in it was coarse and dark. Sow’s hair, or yearling’s. And in the smear, under the hair, the blood had run. Down the bark, in a thin dry line. It had been fresh when it hit the tree. Bleeding. The pig had been bleeding from its flank when it rubbed against the trunk going past.

Every smear was the same. A pig on the outside of the pack, bleeding from a wound in its flank, brushing a tree as it ran.

“Wounds,” I said. “On the outside pigs. The left side of the pack and the right side. All of them. Bleeding from the flank.” I looked down the road. The smears went on as far as I could see. Left. Right. “Something cut them. On the flanks. While they ran.”

“Something chasing them,” said Svala.

“Not chasing.” I pointed at the smears. “If you chase a sounder, you come up behind it. You hit the ones at the back. The slow ones. On the haunch.” I pointed at the left-hand trees, and the right. “These are the outside ones. On both sides. The flank, not the haunch. Something was running alongside them. On both sides of the pack. And every time one of them tried to break out of the line, it got cut.”

I crouched at the edge of the road. In the dirt there, half-buried under old needles, there was scat. Pig scat. I’d seen a lot of it. Pig scat’s usually a pile, firm, dropped where the pig stands. This wasn’t a pile. It was strung out along the road in a long loose spatter, wet when it fell, dropped by an animal running. Loose. Watery. Every few yards, another one.

“Fear-mud,” said Zin behind me. “That’s what the hunters call it. When a beast’s so scared it can’t hold its gut. I’ve seen it on the bait-lines. When a crowned beast comes and the pigs smell it.”

I stood up.

I looked at the road going south. At the smears on the trees on both sides of it, evenly spaced, left, right. At the fear-mud strung along it.

“It was herded,” I said.

Zin’s tail had stopped.

“The King didn’t decide to go south,” I said. “It didn’t decide anything. Something came to that meadow this summer and put it and its sounder on this road and ran them. Ran alongside them. Cut the ones that tried to break out. Drove them south.” I looked at the road. “Toward the Line.”

“Like a dog driving sheep,” said Svala.

I didn’t answer that.

“Something that can drive the King,” Svala said.

I looked back over my shoulder at the meadow. At the second rub-tree. At the four old gray rakes fifteen feet up its trunk.

“Let’s go home,” I said.



We didn’t go back the way we’d come.

I’d thought about it, in the night. The road we’d come in on followed the valleys, low and easy. But north of Grayfen, between the bed-ground and the river, the land ran up into a long high ridge, the north ridge, that Hamlin said ran east and west above Blackspruce Gully all the way to the fen. If we came back along that ridge instead of the valleys, it’d be a half-day longer, and we’d see a stretch of country I’d never seen. And I wanted to see it.

That was the honest reason. I wanted to see it.

So we came out of the deep trees on the fourth morning onto the spine of the north ridge, high and windy, with the pines thinning out to scrub and bare rock and the whole country laid out below us: the Deepwild going away north in waves of black-green, and south, very far off, a thread of smoke that was Grayfen.

And on the ridge spine, there were beds.

Elk beds. I knew them the second I saw them. Long oval hollows in the grass on the lee side of the ridge top, just below the crest, where an elk would lie with the wind at its back and its eyes over both sides of the ridge. Five of them, in a row, old and new. One fresh. The grass in it still pressed flat, still warm when I put my hand in it.

And beside the fresh bed, a track. An elk’s track. A big one. Split hooves as long as my hand and narrow, not splayed like the marrow-elk’s. A hard-ground elk. A ridge elk. And on the rock at the edge of the bed, caught on a juniper, a tuft of hair.

Pale. Almost white. Long and soft and silver-gray, with a little dark at the root.

“Ghost-elk,” said Svala, beside me.

I looked at the bed. At the track going away from it along the ridge spine, east, toward the rising sun. At the next bed, a hundred yards on, older. And the next.

“It walks the spine at dawn,” I said. “Annelie said. Where it can see both sides.” I followed the track with my eyes. “It beds here at night, just under the crest, out of the wind. At first light it gets up and walks east along the spine. You can see the trail. It’s worn into the rock. It’s done it every morning for years.”

“Is it crowned?”

I crouched by the bed again and looked closer. At the grass pressed flat in it. At the way it was pressed, and where.

In the middle of the bed, where the elk’s chest had lain against the ground, the grass was scorched.

Browned a little, dried, in a patch the size of my two hands. Like something warm had lain on it a long time. Like a coal.

“It’s crowned,” I said.

I stood up and looked east along the ridge spine, at the trail worn into the rock, where it went along the crest toward the rising sun. The beds, the track, the scorch in the grass, the trail, the hour it walked. I wanted that elk, and I didn’t know yet what for.



The boots were an hour east along the ridge.

Hobnails. I saw the print in a patch of mud below a seep on the south face of the ridge, where we’d come down off the spine to find water. A square heel with a ring of nail-heads around it. Lampguard boot. The same print I’d seen in the dirt behind the log above Haldis Prosk.

Then another. And another. A line of them, coming along the south face of the ridge from the west, several men walking. I counted. Five. Six. Going east.

“Lampguards,” said Svala.

“Six of them. Two days ago.” I looked at the prints. “Going east along the ridge. Toward the fen.”

“Brackett,” said Zin.

“Maybe.”

I followed them along the south face of the ridge. They went east for a quarter mile, in a line, steady. And then, at a place where the ridge face fell away in a steep slope of scree and scrub toward a ravine below, the line broke.

One set of prints went off the trail.

Three steps down the slope, toward the ravine. And then nothing. The scree below the third step was torn up, a long raw scar in the loose rock, going down the slope out of sight over the lip of the ravine.

Somebody had fallen.

And on a rock at the lip of the scree, there was blood.



“No,” said Svala.

I was already at the edge of the scree, looking down. The ravine was deep. Fifty feet, maybe more, its walls steep and broken, choked with scrub and fallen timber at the bottom. I couldn’t see the bottom from here. I could see the scar the falling body had torn in the scree, going down and over the lip.

“No,” Svala said again. She’d come up behind me. “Ty. No.”

“Somebody fell.”

“Two days ago. You said it yourself. Two days. If they fell fifty feet into that ravine two days ago, they’re dead.”

“Maybe.”

“And if they’re not dead, their own patrol would have gone down after them.”

I looked at the other prints. The five who’d stayed on the trail. They’d stopped at the lip of the scree. Milled around. Stood a while. I could see where they’d stood, where they’d crouched at the edge, looking down. One of them had gone down the scree a little way, ten feet, and come back up; his prints dug in going down and dug in harder coming back up, scrambling. Then all five had gone on.

East. Along the ridge. Away.

“They looked,” I said. “One of them went down a little way. Then they left.”

“Then they decided he was dead,” said Svala. “They’d know. They were there.”

“They decided,” I said. “That’s not the same as knowing.”



She grabbed my arm.

She turned me around by it, away from the edge, and made me look at her. Her face was calm. Her ears were flat back against her head, both of them.

“Listen to me,” she said. “Ty. Listen.”

“I’m listening.”

“We’re two days’ walk from home, in country no hunter at Grayfen has ever seen. We’ve just found something with a paw twice the size of a ridge bear’s, and we don’t know where it is. The King is somewhere between us and home.” She held my arm. “The Muster’s in eleven days. Brannoch’s going to come for me before it. Stoll has a man in the trees counting our watch. And it’s afternoon. In four hours it’ll be dark.”

“I know.”

“Down there,” she said, “is a lampguard. From a patrol that came to Grayfen five days ago to put a bolt in Kirsi. From a Company that shoots cuffed women in the back and writes Red-Runner on a slat beside them. And he’s probably dead. And if he’s not, he’s got a broken leg at the bottom of a ravine and you’ll have to get him out of it, and carry him, two days, through country where we just found that.”

She pointed back north, at the Deepwild, without looking.

“What it costs,” she said. “Not just you. You. Me. Zin. Annelie, at the gate, if we don’t come back. What it costs. For a lampguard.”

I looked at her.

She was right. Everything she’d said was true, every word, and I knew it, and I’d have said it myself to anybody else. Two days old. Fifty feet. A ravine full of timber. The light going. A Company man.

“I know what it costs,” I said.

“Then don’t.”

“I can’t,” I said.

She didn’t let go of my arm.

“You can,” she said. “You’re choosing not to.”

“Yes,” I said. “I am.”

We stood there on the ridge with her hand on my arm and the wind coming up the face of the scree. Her eyes were bright, and hard.

“Svala,” I said. “His patrol stood at the top of that scree and decided he was dead because it was easier than going down and finding out. That’s what they did. That’s all they did.” I looked past her at the scar in the scree. “I’ve been the one at the top of the slope. More than once. I’ve been the one who decided. And I’ve got a list.”

Her face changed.

“I’m going down,” I said. “You don’t have to come.”

She let go of my arm and swore once, short and ugly, the way a hunter swears at a snapped string. She turned away from me and looked out over the ravine, with her fists clenched at her sides and her tail stiff behind her, and her right ear trembling against its cuff.

“Of course I’m coming,” she said. “You idiot.”

Zin had been standing a little way off the whole time, watching us. She hadn’t said anything. Now she came over and looked down at the scree, at the scar going over the lip, and then at me.

“For the record, wick,” she said, “I’m with the fox.”

“I know.”

“I’m still coming.”

“I know,” I said.



He was alive.

I heard him before I saw him. Halfway down the scree, on a rope tied off to a juniper at the top, picking my way down the scar where he’d fallen, I heard a sound from below. A voice. Thin and cracked and very weak.

“Hello? Hello. Is somebody. Please.”

“Search and rescue,” I said. It came out of me before I thought about it. Six years of saying it. “Stay where you are. Don’t move. I’m coming down to you.”

A silence. Then a sound that might have been a laugh, or a sob.

He was at the bottom of the ravine, where the scree ran out onto a jumble of fallen timber and rock. He’d come down the whole slope, fifty feet, rolling, and hit the timber, and the timber had stopped him. He was lying wedged in the angle between a fallen pine and a boulder, on his back, with his legs twisted under him. A lampguard. Orange half-cape, filthy and torn. A crossbow lying beside him, smashed. An iron helmet, too big for him, lying a few feet off in the rocks, dented.

Freckles. His whole face was freckled, so thick it looked rusted, under the dirt and the dried blood.

Ruane.

He looked up at me as I came down the last of the scree. His face was white. His lips were cracked and gray. His eyes were wide.

“You,” he said. “You’re. The wick. From the ford.”

“Ty Ballard,” I said. “What’s your name?”

“Corlis.” His voice cracked. “Corlis Ruane.”

“Okay, Corlis,” I said, and knelt beside him. “Let’s have a look at you.”



His left leg was broken.

Below the knee, the shin. I could see it before I touched it. The leg lay at an angle no leg should lie at, and the breeches over it were torn and stiff with dried blood. I cut them open with my skinning knife and looked.

It wasn’t through the skin. That was the first thing. The bone hadn’t come out. That was the best thing that could have happened to him, and I said so.

“It doesn’t feel like the best thing,” Corlis said.

“It is. Trust me.” I put my hands on the leg, gently, above and below the break, and felt along it. He gasped. “Both bones. The big one and the little one. Clean breaks, I think. Swollen. Bruised. But the skin’s whole, and your foot’s warm, and that means the blood’s still getting to it.” I touched his toes. “Can you feel that?”

“Yes.”

“Wiggle them.”

He wiggled them. His face went gray.

“Good,” I said. “That’s good.”

The rest of him was bruised and cut and scraped from the fall, everything, but nothing else was broken that I could find. I checked his head; a lump on the back of it, the size of an egg, where it had hit the rocks, but his eyes tracked my finger and his pupils were the same size. I checked his ribs, his arms, his neck. Cuts. Bruises. A dislocated finger on his left hand, which I put back while he was looking at my face, and he yelled. That was all.

“Two days?” I said.

“Two days.” He swallowed. His lips were so dry they’d cracked and bled. “Two nights. I’ve been. I had my water skin. It ran out this morning.” He looked at me. “They looked for me. The corporal. They came to the edge and called. I called back. I called and called. Clemmons came down a little way and looked, and I called, and he went back up.” His voice broke. “I don’t think they heard me. I think the wind was wrong.”

I looked up the ravine wall at the scree. At the scar he’d made. At the lip of it, fifty feet up, where Svala and Zin stood looking down.

The wind came down the ravine. Down, from the ridge, toward the bottom. It would have carried his voice away from them.

“The wind was wrong,” I said.

“I thought they’d come back,” he said. “I kept thinking. Tomorrow. They’ll come back tomorrow with ropes. They didn’t come back.”

I gave him my water skin. He drank it all.

“Why were you up here?” I said. “On the ridge. Brackett’s patrol.”

He looked at me over the water skin.

“After the ford,” he said. “After Grayfen. The corporal said there were two more from Redmarch. Two more hunters who ran, when the King hit the bait-line. Before her. Before the marten. He said they’d have gone north into the Deepwild, the way the badger-kin did, and he was going to sweep the ridge for them. For Red-Runners.” He swallowed. “He put me on point. In front. Because of the ford. Because I wouldn’t.” He stopped. “He said if I wanted to look at Red-Runners so much, I could look at them first.”

“And you fell.”

“The first night. In the dark. He wanted to keep going after dark, along the ridge, and I was on point, and I went off the trail.” He looked at his leg. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry I’m such a. I’m sorry you had to come down here.”

“Don’t be sorry,” I said. “Be still. We’re getting you out.”



I’d hauled people out of worse places.

A ravine fifty feet deep with a slope of scree on one side isn’t the worst. The worst are the slots where the walls are straight and wet and there’s no place to build an anchor. This had junipers at the top, old ones, rooted deep in the rock. It had a slope you could drag a man up, if you did it right. And I had sixty feet of Ottoline’s hemp and thirty meters of my own static line and two locking carabiners still on my harness from a canyon in another world.

I built it like every haul I’d ever built: anchor first.

An anchor at the top, around the biggest juniper, a wrap and a bowline, backed up to a second juniper with a sling of hemp. The static line run down the scree to Corlis. A litter. That was the hard part. I didn’t have a litter. I made one: two lengths of pine cut from the fallen timber at the bottom, stripped with my knife, my red jacket and Svala’s green wrap laced between them with the hemp. A travois, really, and a poor one. Good enough.

I splinted his leg first. Two straight sticks of pine, padded with moss, one on either side of his shin from the knee to the ankle, and lashed them tight with strips cut from his own cape. He screamed when I straightened it. I’d told him he would. He screamed and then he was quiet and then he thanked me, which people always do and which I’ve never known how to answer.

Then I lashed him to the travois, and tied the static line to the head of it, and went back up the scree to the top.

“It’s a haul,” I told Svala and Zin. “Here’s how it goes.”

I showed them. A Z-drag, the simplest one there is: the rope from the litter comes up to the anchor, runs through a carabiner on the anchor, back down the slope to a prusik knot you’ve tied onto it below, through a second carabiner on the prusik, and back up to your hands. Pull on that, and it pulls the prusik, and the prusik pulls the main line. Pull three feet of rope and he comes up one, but every pound you put on it lands on the litter as three. An old rigger’s trick that every SAR team on Earth uses because it’s the one that works when you’ve got nothing.

“You pull,” I said to them. “Both of you. On this. Slow and steady, never jerk it. When the prusik gets up to the anchor, you stop, and I reset it. Then you pull again.”

“What are you doing?” said Zin.

“I’m going down with him,” I said. “Beside the litter. On the slope. To keep it from catching on the rocks and tipping him over.”

Svala’s ears went back.

“On the scree,” she said. “Under the litter. With two women hauling on a rope above you and a man with a broken leg on top of you.”

“Yes.”

She took hold of the rope.

“Tell me when,” she said.



It took two hours.

Fifty feet doesn’t sound like much. It’s not much, on flat ground. On a slope of loose scree, dragging a travois with a man lashed to it, with the rocks sliding under your boots and the litter catching on every outcrop, fifty feet is a long way. I went up beside him, on the downhill side, on my knees half the time, my shoulder against the travois to keep it from swinging, steering it around the rocks with my hands. Every few feet the prusik reached the anchor and Svala called “Stop,” and I locked off the line and climbed up and reset it and climbed back down to him. Over and over.

Svala and Zin hauled. Steady. Slow. I could hear them above me, Zin swearing on every pull.

“Pull, you lump-footed fox, pull, pull, gods rot every rock on this hill and the goat that made it.”

“Stop,” said Svala.

That was all Svala said the whole two hours. “Stop,” and “Go.”

Corlis didn’t make a sound. He lay on the travois with his eyes shut and his jaw clenched and his hands gripping the poles so hard the tendons stood out on the backs of them, and every time the litter jerked over a rock his breath went in through his teeth and he didn’t let it out.

At the top, they pulled him over the lip and I came up after him and lay on my back in the grass beside the junipers, breathing, with my hands torn and my knees bleeding and my whole body shaking.

The light was going. It had gone gold over the ridge. In an hour, less, it’d be dark.

Corlis turned his head on the travois and looked at me.

“Search and rescue,” he said. Weakly. “What is that?”

“It’s what I used to do.”

“Is that what you do now?”

I looked up at the sky going gold.

“I guess it is,” I said.



We camped on the ridge below the junipers, in the lee of a rock outcrop where the wind couldn’t reach. I built a fire. I didn’t make it small this time; I wanted it big and bright, with a man on a litter who couldn’t run and the whole Deepwild at our backs. Svala cut spruce boughs and packed them thick across the travois poles under Corlis, then unlaced her green wrap from the frame and shrugged back into it, cold and creased, and buckled the harness over it. Then she went out and came back with a brace of grouse she’d shot along the ridge. Zin cooked them. She was better at it than I’d have guessed.

Corlis ate a little. Then he slept. Hard. Two nights awake and afraid will do that.

Svala took the first watch. She sat on top of the rock outcrop above the fire, with her bow across her knees and her ears turning, slowly, out into the dark. I lay down by the fire with my back to the rock and my spear beside me. Zin lay down on my other side, curled tight.

I didn’t mean to sleep. I did.



I woke up because the fire had gone quiet.

I didn’t hear anything. I didn’t feel anything. I just woke up, all at once, with my eyes open, and the fire had burned down low, red coals, and the ridge had gone quiet in a new way, like it had stopped breathing.

Svala was on the rock above me. I could see her shape against the stars, sitting up, her ears turned east along the ridge.

She hadn’t heard anything either. I could see it in the set of her. She was listening hard, and there was nothing.

I looked at the dark past the fire.

Nothing. The ridge, black. The scrub. The rock. The stars over it.

Then a piece of the dark moved.



Annelie had said it. Like watching a piece of the dark get up and walk.

It came off the rock beside Svala’s, the higher one, behind me, the outcrop I’d put my back against. It came off the top of that rock without a sound and dropped. Onto me.

I saw it for half a heartbeat as it came. Gray and brown in stripes, like shadow under trees. Long. So long. A body as long as a horse’s, low and thick through the shoulders, and a head like a cat’s but wider, flat, with the eyes set far apart and catching the coal-light green. And it didn’t make a sound, moving or dropping. Not a scrape of claw on rock, not a breath.

It hit me.

I’d gotten the spear up. I don’t know how. My hands had found it in the dark beside me and got it up between us as it came down, the haft crosswise, and it came down on the haft with its whole weight and drove me flat on my back on the rock.

It weighed as much as a horse. The breath went out of me. The haft of the spear was across my chest, pinned under its forelegs, and its head was right above mine. Its jaws opened. I could see the teeth. Long, curved, yellow-white in the coal-light, longer than my fingers. Its breath was hot and stank of blood and old meat.

It bit at my face.

I got the spear haft up. Into its mouth. Crosswise, behind the long teeth, and it bit down on the ash wood and I heard the wood crack. Its claws were on my shoulders. I felt them go in, shallow, and keep sinking. Its weight bearing down. The haft cracking in its jaws.

I couldn’t move. I couldn’t breathe. I could see its eyes, green and flat and absolutely calm, a hand’s width from mine, and I knew, very clearly, the way you know things at the bottom of a river, that in about two seconds the haft was going to break, and then it was going to have my throat.

I’d been here before. At the bottom of the brown water, in the dark, with no air.

I didn’t fight it. There wasn’t anything to fight with.

Zin landed on its back.



I didn’t see her come. Nobody sees Zin come. I heard her, a short high scream of pure fury, the lynx scream, and then her weight hit the cat’s back from above and behind, and the cat jerked.

She’d come off the other rock. Svala’s rock. She’d been asleep beside me, and then she wasn’t, and she’d gone up the rock and off it in the dark, because she could see in the dark and I couldn’t, because she was a lynx, and she’d seen it come off the rock, and she came down on its back.

Astride it. Her knees locked on its spine. Both knives in her hands.

She put them in.

Both of them, at once, on either side of its spine, behind the shoulder blades, as deep as they’d go. I felt the cat convulse on top of me. Its jaws opened on the haft. It screamed. The first sound it had made. A deep coughing roar that went out across the ridge and came back off the rocks.

Its weight came off me.

It reared up off my chest, twisting, trying to get at the thing on its back. Zin held on. She’d pulled one knife out and put it in again, higher, at the base of its neck, and she was holding on to that knife with both hands and her knees locked and her whole wiry body flattened against its back, and it twisted and bucked and she held on.

I rolled. Off the rock. Into the coals. I felt them burn through my shirt and I rolled out of them and came up on my knees with the broken spear in my hands.

And Svala shot it.

From the rock. Twenty feet. In the dark. With Zin on its back. She put the arrow into the cat’s side behind the foreleg, low, in the place where the heart sits. She put it there with Zin a foot above it, clinging to the cat’s neck. And then another. Right beside the first.

The deep-cat stopped bucking.

It stood there for a second, on all four legs, with Zin on its back and two arrows in its side and Zin’s knife in its neck. Its green eyes looked at me. Calm. Still calm.

Then it lay down. Slowly. The way a cat lies down by a fire. And put its head on its paws. And died.



Zin slid off its back.

She stood there in the coal-light with her knives in her hands, red to the elbows, her copper hair standing straight up, her chest heaving. Her ears were flat. Her tail was puffed to twice its size, every hair on it standing straight up.

“Wick,” she said. Her voice was shaking. “Wick. Are you. Are you dead?”

“No,” I said.

“Its claws were in you. I saw it. It had you.” Her voice went up. “It had you, it had you on your back, it was going to, I saw its teeth, wick, I saw its teeth on your face.”

“It didn’t.”

“It nearly did!”

She dropped the knives. She came across the coals to me in two steps and grabbed my face in both her bloody hands and kissed me.

Hard. So hard it hurt. Her mouth crushed against mine and her teeth hit my lip, the bottom one, the one Kirsi had split at the ford, and I felt it open again. I tasted blood. Hers or mine or the cat’s, I couldn’t tell. She didn’t care. She kissed me like she was trying to climb inside me, her hands on my face, her wiry body shaking against mine, and she was making a sound into my mouth, a high furious whimper, over and over.

I put my arms around her and held her.

She pulled back. Her face was a hand’s width from mine. Wet. Her eyes were wet. There was blood on her mouth.

“Don’t,” she said. “Don’t you ever. Don’t you ever do that again.”

“Do what?”

“Lie there under it!” she yelled. “Like you’d already decided! I saw your face! You weren’t even fighting! You were just lying there looking at it like it was a river!”

She put her face in my neck and shook.



Svala came down off the rock.

She came down slowly, and stood over the dead deep-cat, and looked at it. At its size. At the stripes on its hide, gray and brown, like shadow. At her two arrows in its side, the rust-red fletching just showing.

Then she looked at us. At Zin, clinging to my neck, shaking. At me, kneeling in the ash by the coals with my shirt burned through on one shoulder and blood running down both shoulders from the claw marks and my lip split open again.

Her ears were both up.

And the corner of her mouth went up.

Just the corner. Just a little. The twist I’d seen on the first day, on the meadow, when she’d said, you’re bleeding on my meadow.

“She split your lip again,” Svala said.

“I noticed.”

“That’s twice now. The same lip.” Her brush swung once behind her. “You should stop letting women hit you in the mouth, Ty.”

Zin lifted her head out of my neck and glared at her.

“I didn’t hit him,” she said. “I kissed him.”

“I saw,” said Svala.

She went back up the rock to finish the watch. She sat down on top of it, with her bow across her knees, and turned her ears out into the dark.

But I saw her look down at us, once. At Zin in my arms. And her right ear was trembling.



Corlis had slept through all of it.

That’s what he said in the morning, anyway. He woke at dawn and saw the deep-cat lying dead by the fire, as big as a horse, with its head on its paws, and he made a sound like a man stepping on a snake.

“What is that?” he said.

“Deep-cat,” said Zin. She was sitting by the fire picking claw out of the cat’s paw with her knife, to keep. “It tried to eat the Warden. I stopped it.”

Corlis looked at me. At the claw marks on my shoulders, bandaged now with the last strips of his own cape. At my lip.

“Is that true?” he said.

“Yes,” I said.

He stared at Zin. She didn’t look up from the claw.

“Thank you,” he said to her. Very formally. “For saving him. He saved me.”

Zin looked up. She looked at him, a lampguard with a broken leg on a travois, from a patrol that had come to put a bolt in Kirsi. Her pale green eyes were very cool.

“I didn’t do it for you,” she said.

“I know,” said Corlis. “Thank you anyway.”

Zin looked at him a moment longer. Then she went back to the claw.



It took all the next day to get home.

I carried him. Not all the way; for most of it he was on the travois, and Svala and I dragged it, one on each pole, down off the ridge and through the pines along the edge of the Deepwild, south, toward the post. Zin scouted ahead. She’d go ahead a mile and come back and tell us what was in front of us, and go ahead again. She never stopped moving. She never stopped talking, either, except when she was ahead, where we couldn’t hear her.

Twice I had to carry him. Once where the trail went down a cut too steep for the travois, and once across a creek, thigh-deep and fast, above the line I’d told them never to cross, with no other crossing for a mile either way and the light going, my breath stopped at the top of my chest the whole way over and my hand clamped on his wrist so hard he had my finger-marks on it that night. I carried him on my back, his arms around my neck and his splinted leg sticking out, and he didn’t say anything except “Sorry” every few steps until I told him to stop.

My shoulders hurt. The claw marks pulled every time I lifted him. My lip throbbed. The tusk scar along my ribs ached. I didn’t care about any of it.

We came down out of the pines onto the last ridge above the post at dusk.

Grayfen’s light was burning below us. Gold. Beating slow in its cage on top of the tower, pouring down over the palisade and the yard, reaching out across the slope toward the trees. I saw it come up through the trees as we came down the last slope, and I stopped, and looked at it.

So did Corlis. He was on my back. I felt him lift his head.

“That’s it,” he said. “That’s the light.”

“That’s Grayfen.”

“From the ford. When I wouldn’t. I didn’t think I’d see it again.”

Hamlin was on the north walkway. I saw him see us. I saw him stand up off the walk with his crossbow and stare up the slope. Then he went down the ladder and grabbed a torch out of the brazier and came out through the north gap and up the slope toward us, fast, faster than I’d ever seen him move.

He met us at the edge of the trees, breathing hard, the torch held high.

“Wick,” said Hamlin. He was staring at me. At the bandages on my shoulders, the split lip, the man on my back. “Wick. You look like hell.”

“I feel like hell.”

“Who’s that?”

“Corlis Ruane,” I said. “From the ford. Brackett’s patrol. The one who wouldn’t.”

Hamlin looked at Corlis. At the orange cape, filthy, torn. At the splinted leg.

“Well,” he said to him. “You’d best come in, then.”

He handed the torch to Zin and took the poles of the empty travois and started dragging it down the slope behind us, complaining under his breath about the weight of nothing.

In the north gap, at the foot of the slope, there was a shape. Small. Still. With a spear.

She’d been there, I think. The whole four days. Or most of them.

I carried Corlis down the last of the slope. Svala on one side of me, Zin on the other. Into the light. The gold came down over us, warm on my face, and I felt it on my skin like sun. The last mile, I’d carried him. The last hundred yards were the longest.

Annelie stood in the gap and watched us come.

She looked at me, and at the man on my back, and at Svala and Zin, and her dark eyes went over all of us, counting.

Then she stepped aside to let us in.

“Five days,” she said, as I went past her. “You said four.”

“There was a ravine.”

“There’s always a ravine,” said Annelie.

She came in last, behind all of us, and stood her spear against the gap post, and for the first time in five days she let go of it.


Chapter 18: The Lantern Thieves

Zin looked at me like I’d asked her to eat a rock when I told her to charge me.

“Charge you,” she said.

“You’re the boar. Come at me. Like a boar.” I was standing in the middle of the yard in the morning sun, in my shirt, with a stick in each hand. One long, one short. I held them up at my jaw, pointing forward, the long one on the left. “These are your tusks. The long one’s on the left. The short one’s on the right. Come at me.”

“I’ve run in front of more boars than you’ve eaten, wick.”

“Then you know how they come,” I said. “Show the others.”

It was the morning of the thirty-first day. Four days since we’d come in through the north gap with Corlis on my back. Six days to the Muster.

I’d spent the four days getting Grayfen ready for whatever was coming. Annelie had set Corlis’s leg properly the first night, with real splints from the Red Night pile and a lot of quiet instructions he obeyed like a dog obeys a whistle, and he’d been lying on a pallet in the lodge ever since, white-faced, saying thank you to everyone who walked past him. On the second day Annelie had taken the rest of the stitches out of my side, and the fishing-line ones too, and put salve on the claw marks the deep-cat had left on my shoulders, and told me that if I came back from anywhere else with anything else open she would let it rot. On the third day Hamlin had made Corlis a crutch out of an ash fork from the woodpile, and Corlis had stood up on it and walked the length of the lodge and back, and Zin had clapped.

And on all four days, I’d looked at the wall.

The stakes were still standing at the foot of the seven rotten logs, black-tipped, angled at the reeds. Nothing had touched them. No scouts had come. No boars at dawn or at noon. The fen had been quiet for four days, and the reeds at the edge of the light hadn’t moved except with the wind.

I didn’t like it.

So I’d called the school.



They sat on the porch steps in a row. Kirsi at one end, with Brit Aune’s bow across her knees and her round dark ears turned toward me. Corlis at the other end, his splinted leg stuck out straight on the step below him and his crutch beside him and his too-big helmet on his head, because he’d said he felt naked without it. Svala leaning against the porch post above them with her arms folded, watching. She’d said she wasn’t in the school. She was there anyway.

Zin stood in front of me in the yard with her hands on her hips.

“Fine,” she said. “Fine. I’m a boar.” She put her head down. “Grrr.”

“That’s a dog.”

“It’s a boar.”

“Boars don’t growl,” I said. “They grunt. Short. Like a cough. Three times. That’s the first thing.” I looked at the porch. “Every boar we’ve seen. The three scouts at the wall. The young boar Svala shot from the walkway, the yearling Zin rode. Every one of them grunted three times before it committed. Short barks, a pause between, and the pause before the third is the longest. And after the third grunt, it comes.” I looked at Zin. “Do it.”

Zin looked at me sideways. Then she put her head down again and coughed.

It was a good cough. Short, deep, a bark from the chest. She’d heard a lot of boars.

She paused.

She coughed again.

A longer pause. Her weight went back onto her heels. Her shoulders bunched.

She coughed the third time, and came at me.



She came fast. She always did. Head down, low, straight at my belly, the way a boar comes. And I didn’t step back. I watched her come, and at the last second I put the long stick down, the left one, and brought it up and across and to the left, in a hard sweeping hook, at the height of her hip.

She wasn’t expecting it. It caught her across the side and turned her, and she stumbled and went sprawling in the long grass.

“Hey!” she said from the grass. “That’s cheating!”

“That’s the King,” I said.

I looked at the porch. Kirsi was staring at me. Corlis’s mouth was open.

“The King’s long tusk is on its left,” I said. “The off-tusk. The right one’s snapped short, a foot short, worn blunt. I saw it at Saltlick. I watched it go through Stoll’s hide, three men in a row, and every time it came through a man it hooked up and left with the long one.” I held up the long stick. “Every time. That’s its habit. A beast that size doesn’t change its habits for a man. It’s lived years hooking left, and it’s going to hook left until it dies.”

“So if it comes at you,” said Kirsi slowly, “you go right.”

“You go right. Its short side. Where the long tusk can’t reach.” I looked at Zin, getting up out of the grass, spitting out a blade. “I went right at Saltlick with Zin under my arm. It hooked left through the place where she’d been kneeling, and missed us. It caught me going over the bank because I was too slow.” I touched my side, the long pink scar under my shirt. “I went the right way.”

“How do you know it’ll hook left?” said Corlis. “If it’s never charged you before. How do you know what it’ll do?”

It was a good question. I liked him for asking it.

“I’ve watched it,” I said. “Every animal has a habit. Which foot it leads with. Which way it turns. Which side it favors when something hurts. The bear at Alder Meadow had an old break in its left front foot, and every time it came down, it swung right, away from the pain.” I nodded at Svala. “She shot it when it swung.”

“Under the arm,” said Svala, from the porch post. “Behind the hinge.”

“Behind the hinge,” I said. “That’s the third thing.”



I gave Zin the sticks.

“You’re the boar again,” I said.

“I’m always the boar.”

“You’re good at it.” I stepped back. “This time I’m the hunter. Kirsi, come here. Bring your bow.”

Kirsi got up off the step, slowly, and came out into the yard with Brit Aune’s bow in her hand. She stood beside me without moving. Her tail had wrapped itself around her own ankle.

“Zin’s going to come at us,” I said. “Three grunts. Then she charges, and she hooks left with the long stick, like the King. When she hooks, her head comes up and around.” I put my hand on Zin’s shoulder, the left one, and moved it, slowly, the way the hook would go: down, then up and left, the left shoulder lifting, the right one dropping. “See that? When the King hooks left, its whole front end swings left. Its left shoulder goes up and away. And its right shoulder comes down and forward.” I pressed on Zin’s right shoulder, where it had come forward. “And right behind the right shoulder, where the leg meets the body, there’s a soft place.”

“The hinge,” said Kirsi.

“The hinge. Where the armor of the shoulder thins out. Every big animal has it. A bear, an elk, a boar. The muscle there’s thin and the ribs are thin and the heart is right behind it.” I put my finger on the place on Zin’s side, behind her right shoulder, under her arm. “On a boar the King’s size, its whole chest is armored. Bristle and hide and muscle as thick as my hand. A crossbow bolt bounces off it. Ottoline said so; Zin said so. That’s why Brannoch needs a bow. But when it hooks left, the right hinge opens. For one breath. Like a door.”

“And you shoot through the door,” said Corlis.

“You shoot through the door.”

Svala unfolded her arms.

She came down off the porch steps into the yard and stood beside Kirsi. She didn’t look at me. She looked at Zin’s side, at the place under my finger.

“Not there,” she said.

I looked at her.

“Not there. A hand lower.” She put her own finger on Zin’s side, below mine, a hand’s width down and a little back. “When it turns, the hinge opens and the shoulder blade rolls up. The heart doesn’t move. It stays where it was. If you shoot where the hinge looks open, you’ll hit the shoulder blade coming up.” She pressed. “You shoot low. Behind the elbow. Rising. At an angle, into the chest, toward the far shoulder.” She looked at Kirsi. “From your knee. Not standing. Standing, you’ll shoot down into the blade. From your knee, you shoot up under it.”

Kirsi stared at her.

“That’s how I killed the bear,” said Svala. “At Alder Meadow. From low, rising.” She looked at me at last, one ear canted my way. “He doesn’t know that part. He’s not an archer. He reads where the door is. I know how to go through it.”

I didn’t say anything for a moment.

“She’s right,” I said. “Listen to her.”

Svala’s ears came forward.



We did it twenty times.

Zin coughed three times and charged with the sticks and hooked left, and Kirsi knelt and drew and held the draw at the third cough and loosed on the hook, aiming low behind the elbow. No arrows; just the string, snapping, and Svala calling it. “Too high.” “Too soon.” “There.” Kirsi got it wrong eight times. Then she got it right four times in a row.

Corlis watched from the step with his crutch across his knees, his face very serious under the helmet. On the twelfth charge he said, “She’s dropping her left shoulder before the third grunt. Zin, I mean. If you watch her shoulder you know the hook’s coming before she coughs.” And Svala turned and looked at him, and then said, “Yes. Good.” And Corlis went red to the rims of his ears.

On the twentieth charge, Zin tripped over her own feet and went down in the grass and lay there on her back with the sticks crossed on her chest.

“I’m dead,” she said to the sky. “You’ve killed me. I was a good boar and you’ve killed me, and I’m going to haunt every one of you. Especially the fox.”

“You were a terrible boar,” said Svala.

“I was the best boar on the Line.”

“You growled,” said Svala. “Twice.”

Zin lifted her head out of the grass and looked at her. Then she put her head back down and laughed, and Kirsi laughed too, a small surprised sound, and covered her mouth, and Corlis laughed, and his helmet slid down over his eyes, and he had to push it back up.

I stood in the yard with my arms folded and watched them.

Three grunts. The off-tusk hook. Low behind the elbow as it turns. I said it to myself once more. Six days.



It rained that night.

It came in off the Deepwild an hour after dark, cold and steady and hard, an autumn rain that came down straight and didn’t stop. It drummed on the lodge roof and the sod and the platform planks. It hissed on the palisade. It turned the yard to mud. It ran off the eaves in sheets and filled the ruts and puddled in front of the Wall and came down on the fen in a long gray roar that drowned out every frog for a mile.

I’d changed the watch again that night, the way I’d changed it every night since I found the scuff on the ford stone. Kirsi on the platform first, from dusk, because she wanted to, and because she had the best eyes for the dark that we had outside Zin. Me after her. Then Zin. Then Svala at dawn. Hamlin on the gravel, under an oiled hide, with his crossbow.

I’d checked the walls before dark. The stakes. The barricades. The gate bar. The north gap, open, lit gold by the light. The river-side gap by the bath-house, one fallen log, no wider than a man’s shoulders, opening onto a bank so steep that nobody could come up it in the dark without a rope.

I’d checked it twice. Once at dusk, and once after the rain came in, because a man had come over our west wall on a grapnel the night of the raid and I hadn’t stopped thinking about him since. I’d stood in the gap with the rain running off my hood and looked down the bank at the river. It was a straight drop of fifteen feet onto rocks the river was already covering, the water climbing white over them as the rain fed it. No man stands on that in the dark in this rain to swing a hook. I’d thought: nobody’s coming up that.

I went up to the loft at the third hour and lay down beside Svala with the rain drumming on the roof a foot above my face, and the gold light coming through the slats in stripes, and I listened to the rain for a while. And I slept.



The stripes went out.

No sound did it. I’d been sleeping in that loft for four weeks with the tower light coming through the vent slats and lying across my face in bars of gold, beating slow, and my body had learned it the way it learns the sound of a clock in a room. When it stopped, my body knew before I did.

All at once. Gold, dark, gold, dark, and then just dark.

I was on my feet before I knew I was awake. My hand found the rope by the pallet. Svala was up beside me, a shape in the black, her ears up. I heard her breath stop.

“Ty,” she said.

“The light’s out.”

“It can’t be out. It’s got weeks. You said weeks.”

I was already at the hatch. I went down the ladder in the dark by feel, into the lodge, and it was black in there, pitch black, the fires banked to embers. Somebody was moving. Zin, up off her pelts by the east fire, her knives out. Annelie’s door opened at the west end and I heard her bare feet on the boards.

“What,” said Zin. “Wick. What is it.”

“The light,” I said. “Light a torch. Now.”



The cage was black.

I stood in the yard in the rain with a torch from the lodge fire spitting and hissing in my fist and looked up at the top of the tower, and the cage was black. The day we came it had at least held a red coal on its last night. Now there were the iron bars against a black sky, and nothing in them.

And the rain coming down on everything. On the Wall. On the seventeen names and the one above them. On the crown under Svala’s name, glowing very faintly red in the torchlight, the only red thing in the whole post.

Kirsi was on the platform. I could see her shape at the rail. She was turned toward the cage above her, looking up, and she wasn’t moving. Then she turned and came down the ladder so fast she slid the last few rungs.

“I heard it,” she said. Her voice was shaking. “Ty. I heard it. Up there. A hiss. Like water on a fire. And then the light went.” She was staring at me. “I didn’t hear anybody. I didn’t see anybody. I was watching the fen. I was watching the north gap. I swear to you. I didn’t hear anybody go up.”

“I know you didn’t.”

“I was watching.”

“I know. You were watching out.” I was already moving, toward the tower door. “They were already in.”



The tower door was open.

It was a heavy plank door at the foot of the tower on the east side, where the storeroom was. We never barred it from outside; the only way to it was through the yard. It stood open now, a black square in the black stone, and the rain blew in through it.

I went in with the torch.

There was mud on the storeroom floor. A track of it, wet, black, coming in through the door and going across the stone floor to the foot of the ladder. Fen mud. Black and fine, the kind that stinks. Two sets of boots.

I crouched over them with the torch.

Two men. One big, with a wide heavy tread, the toes turned out. I knew that print. I’d seen it pressed into the soft earth under the first spruce on the south bank, standing, shifting from foot to foot, beside the mark of a crossbow butt. The watcher. And another one, smaller, narrower, light on his feet. Both in crossbow-company boots, the square-toed kind with the heavy welt.

They’d come in through the door and gone straight to the ladder. They hadn’t looked around. They’d known exactly where it was.

Of course they had. One of them had stood on the south bank and watched this post every night for a week.

I went up the ladder.



The lantern-room was black and still warm. Dry heat coming off the stone column on the west wall. No light through the grate. Just the dark, and the rain drumming on the roof, and a smell.

Steam. Wet ash. And salt.

I went up through the trap into the cage.

The rain was coming through the bars. The wind. The housing sat on its plinth in the middle, the great stone basin, and I held the torch over it and looked in.

The ash was soaked. Black, wet, slopped into a mud, and there was water standing in the bottom of the basin. Gray water. I put my finger in it and touched it to my tongue. Salt. Somebody had brought a skin of fen-water with a fistful of salt in it, and poured it over the ash. And the ember.

The ember was gone.

There was a hollow in the wet ash where it had been. Against the east wall of the basin, where it had rolled when the wedges went, before Annelie and I reset them. A round hollow, the size of my fist, where the last of the marrow-elk’s crown had sat for twenty-six days. And on the rim of the basin above it, in the soot, two marks. Parallel. Narrow. The marks a pair of iron tongs makes when they’re braced on a rim to reach down.

They’d lifted it out with tongs. And put it in something. And poured the salt-water on what was left so it couldn’t catch again.

I stood in the cage in the rain with the torch and looked at the hollow in the ash.

Below me, the lantern-room trap creaked. Svala came up through it. Then Annelie. They stood beside me at the housing and looked into it.

Annelie made a sound. A very small one.

“It’s gone,” she said. “It’s gone. Two winters. The last crown. And then the elk.” Her voice was soft. “It’s gone.”

“They took it,” I said. “With tongs. In something they could carry it in. A pot.” I looked at the tong-marks on the rim. “A fire-pot. Clay, lidded. The kind you carry coals in on a cold night.”

“Why?” said Svala. “Why take it? Why not just drown it?”

I didn’t answer right away. I was thinking. And the answer, when it came, came from somewhere I didn’t expect.

“The Muster,” said Annelie.

Svala looked at her.

“The Muster custom,” said Annelie. “Every party that goes to the Muster lights its stand’s brazier with fire from its own post’s lantern. Carried in a lantern-pot. Crown-fire burns gold. Nothing else does.” She looked at Svala. “A dark post has no crown-fire. A dark post sends no party.”

Svala’s ears went flat.

“Six days,” said Annelie. “Six days to the Muster. And Grayfen is dark.”



I came down the tower ladder so fast I burned my palms on the rails.

I didn’t need to think about where they’d gone. I’d seen the mud on the storeroom floor. Fen mud. They’d come out of the fen. But they hadn’t come in through the fen wall; the barricades were there, the stakes, Svala’s arrows. They hadn’t come in through the north gap; it had been lit, and Kirsi had been watching it.

They’d come in the one way I’d ruled out.

The river-side gap was by the bath-house. One log down. No wider than a man’s shoulders, opening onto fifteen feet of steep bank and rocks and the river.

There was a rope hanging down it.

I saw it as soon as I came around the bath-house with the torch. A rope, wet, hemp, tied off around the base of the log beside the gap with a hitch I didn’t like, and hanging down over the edge of the bank into the dark. And on the log, a scrape in the moss. A grapnel had bitten there. Three tines, fresh, pale, gouged into the gray wood where somebody standing on the rocks below had swung it up and hooked the log.

I’d looked at that water twice and decided nobody would stand in it to throw.

Two men had.

I stood there in the rain and looked at it, and for a second, one long cold second, I couldn’t do anything at all. I’d stood in that gap at dusk and again in the rain and called it safe. Because of what I’d decided a man wouldn’t stand in. And a man had done it.

Then I stopped thinking about it, because there wasn’t time.

The tracks went down the rope. Mud on the knots where boots had braced. Down the bank. At the bottom, on the rocks, the river was running shin-deep and white over the place where they’d stood to throw. And the tracks went east. Along the foot of the bank, on the rocks, toward the fen.

“Zin,” I said.

She was beside me. She’d come down from the lodge with her knives and nothing else, barefoot, in her short breeches and her jerkin, her copper hair plastered flat with rain.

“Can you see them?”

She looked down the bank into the dark. Her eyes caught the torchlight and threw it back green.

“Tracks,” she said. “On the rocks. Going east. Toward the reeds. I can see in the dark, wick. You can’t. Leave the torch.”

“I need to see the sign.”

“Then I’ll see it for you,” said Zin. “Come on.”

She went down the rope like she was falling.



The chase came in flashes.

The rope, wet and cold, burning my hands. The rocks at the bottom slick as glass in the rain. Zin ahead of me, a small dark shape in the black, moving fast along the foot of the bank and calling back to me over her shoulder.

“Here. Two of them. The big one’s slipping. He fell here, look, his hand’s in the mud.”

I didn’t have the torch. I’d left it at the top. I couldn’t see anything but the dark and the rain and the faint gray of the river to my right, and Zin’s voice ahead of me telling me what she saw. I’d never tracked anything by somebody else’s eyes before. It was like reading a map while somebody drew it under my feet.

“They went into the reeds,” Zin said. “Here. Where the bank runs out into the fen. They’re going east. Through the reeds.” A pause. “No. They’re turning.”

“Which way?”

“South. Toward the ford. They’re going around. Through the edge of the reeds, along the river, toward the ford.”

Of course they were. They’d come in through the fen and up the bank on a rope, and now they had to get home. And home was south. Across the river. And the only place to cross the river in the dark, in the rain, without a raft, was the ford.

The bar. The gravel bar under the water, knee-deep in August. Thigh-deep tonight. Fast.

“They’re going to wade it,” I said.

“In this?” said Zin. “They’ll drown.”

“They know it,” I said. “They’re going to try anyway.” I started to run. “Come on.”



We came out of the reeds onto the gravel at the ford.

It was so dark I couldn’t see the far bank. I could barely see the water. Just a long gray-black roar in front of me, louder than I’d ever heard it, the river up with the rain and running hard over the bar. And somewhere out in it, in the dark, a voice.

“Hold it! Hold the gods-damned pot!”

“I’m holding it!”

Two shapes. In the river. Out on the bar, thirty yards from the near bank, waist-deep. I could just see them against the gray of the water: two dark lumps, leaning, struggling, the water piling up white against them. One big. One small.

The small one had something in his arms. A round shape. A pot.

Zin went past me like a thrown knife.

She didn’t go into the river. She went along the gravel, upstream, to the head of the bar where the reeds came down to the water, and into the reeds, fast, low, and I lost her.

I went to the water’s edge.

“Drop it,” I called. “Drop the pot and come back. You won’t make it across. Come back and you live.”

One of them laughed. The big one. A short ugly bark.

“That you, wick?”

“It’s me.”

“Come and get it,” said the big one.

And the small one, out on the bar, waist-deep, turned and threw the fire-pot into the river.



I saw it go. A round dark shape against the gray of the water, arcing, and a faint red glow under its lid as it turned in the air. The last of the marrow-elk’s crown. Grayfen’s light. Twenty-six days of it.

It hit the water downstream of the bar, in the deep channel, the dark one, and went under.

And came up.

The pot floated. For a breath. The lid was sealed with wax or pitch and there was air in it, and it bobbed up in the channel below the bar and spun, and the current had it. It went down the channel toward the boulder at the foot of the bar, toward the eddy where Hamlin’s net had been. Bobbing. Sinking a little more every time it went under.

I went in.



I’d told them at the ford school, on the third morning. Third rule. Somebody’s in the water, you don’t go in after them. Not first. You throw them something. You go in only if there’s no other way, and only tied on.

I didn’t have anything to throw. My own coil was on the bank where I’d dropped it to go down the thieves’ line, forty yards back. I didn’t have time to go and get it. The pot was in the channel and sinking, and in another thirty seconds it would be in the deep water at the foot of the boulder, and it would fill, and go down, and I’d never find it in the dark.

I went in anyway.

The cold hit me like a wall, night cold, rain cold, worse than the creek or the ford in the morning. It went into my chest and squeezed. The current had me before I’d taken three steps; it took my legs out from under me on the bar like they weren’t there, and I went down.

And came up. On my back. Feet downstream.

I don’t know how. I’d taught it to them on the gravel on the third morning and I’d done it myself, once, in daylight, knee-deep, with Hamlin on the rope. And now I was in the river in the dark in the rain, in fast water, over my head, with no rope, and my body did it. Without me. It rolled onto its back and put its feet downstream and its toes up and its head up, and it looked downstream.

The panic was so big I couldn’t see past it. The water was in my mouth, my nose, my ears, and I was back in the slot with the log across my back and the rope across my chest twisting tight. It was all of it, all at once, and the oldest part of me was screaming stand up, stand up, stand up, get your head out.

I didn’t stand up.

I looked downstream. Past my boots.

And in the gray dark of the channel, ten yards ahead of me, bobbing, there was a round black shape.



I swam at it.

Ferry angle. Head pointed upstream and across, a little, toward the near bank. The current hit me on the side and pushed me across the channel, toward the eddy, toward the pot. Four strokes. Five. The pot went under. Came up. Went under.

I reached for it.

My hand closed on air. It went under again, right in front of me, and I put my face in the water and reached down into the black and felt for it, and the current turned me over and I lost my angle and went down.

Under.

Down in the black, with the river roaring in my ears and my lungs empty and the cold in my chest like a fist.

My hand touched it.

Clay. Round. Smooth. Rough where the lid met the body. I closed my hand on the handle and held on. And kicked. Up. Up toward where the gray was. And came up gasping in the edge of the eddy, behind the gravel spit, with the slow green water turning me around in a lazy circle and the pot in my fist.

The river let go of me, the way it had on the third morning.

I put my feet down. Waist-deep. Still. I stood up in the eddy in the dark with the rain coming down on my head and the pot in my arms, and I couldn’t breathe, and I couldn’t stop shaking, and I didn’t care.

I had it.



I didn’t have it.

I knew it before I opened it. The pot was heavy. Too heavy. Full of water. And it was cold in my hands. It should have been warm; a fire-pot with a crown-ember in it is warm through the clay, like a cup of coffee. This one was as cold as the river.

I opened it anyway.

I pried the lid off with my thumbs, standing waist-deep in the eddy in the dark, and water came out of it. And inside, in the bottom, under the water, there was a lump. I put my hand in and closed it around the lump and brought it up.

It was black. Dull. Cold. A lump of something like coal, the size of my fist, crumbling a little at the edges where my fingers pressed.

Nothing in it, not a spark of red or gold.

The river had got into the pot when it went under the first time. And a crown-ember in water dies the way a coal dies in water. All at once. Hissing. And then it’s just a stone.

I stood in the eddy and held it.

Twenty-six days. Annelie running on top of the fen; Svala’s ear going up a finger in the cage. All of it, in my hand. Cold.

I closed my fist on it and walked out of the eddy.



Zin was in the reeds at the head of the bar when I came up the gravel.

She was standing over a man. He was lying on his back in the mud at the edge of the reeds, half in the water, and he wasn’t moving. The small one. The one who’d thrown the pot. She was crouched over him with her knee on his chest and one of her knives at his throat, and the other one was bloody to the hilt in her other hand.

“He came back,” she said, without looking up. “When the pot went in. The big one went on across. This one turned around and tried to come back. To the bank. He couldn’t make it across.” She looked down at him. “He came out of the water into the reeds and I was there.”

I looked at the man.

He was young. Younger than Corlis. A thin face, a weak chin, a wisp of beard. He was looking up at Zin with his eyes wide open, and there was a lot of blood on the front of his jerkin and it was spreading into the mud under him.

“Is he alive?”

“For a minute,” said Zin.

I knelt beside him.

He looked at me. His lips moved. Nothing came out.

His right arm was lying in the mud beside him, palm up. His sleeve had pulled back from his wrist. And on the inside of his wrist, burned into the skin, there was a mark. Old. Healed. Shiny scar tissue, raised. Five small circles in a row, each one the size of a fingernail. Five lanterns.

“Stoll’s brand,” said Zin. “Every man in Stoll’s company has it. He does it himself. The day you sign. With a hot nail.” She looked at me. “I watched him do it to a dozen of them. They line up for it. They think it makes them somebody.”

The man in the mud moved his lips again.

“Didn’t,” he said. A whisper. “Didn’t mean.”

“Cap said,” the man whispered. “Just the pot. Just the light. No one hurt.” He swallowed. Blood came out of the corner of his mouth. “Just the light.”

“Just the light,” I said.

He looked at me. Then past me, up, at the sky over Grayfen, where the tower stood black against the rain with nothing in its cage.

He stopped breathing.



The big one was gone.

I stood on the gravel and looked across the river into the dark, and listened, and heard nothing but the water. He’d made it across, or he hadn’t. Either way, he was gone. And either way, Stoll would know by tomorrow night that Grayfen was dark.

Zin stood up off the dead man. She wiped her knives on his jerkin, both of them, slowly. Her hands were shaking.

“Wick,” she said. “What’s in the pot?”

I opened my fist and showed her.

She looked at the black lump in my palm. Then she looked up at me. Her pale green eyes were wide.

“It’s dead,” she said.

“It’s dead.”

“The light.”

“Yes.”

She looked up at the tower. At the black cage.

“No light,” she said. “No crown-fire. No pot to carry. No party at the Muster.” Her voice cracked. “That’s it. That’s what he wanted. Brannoch. Not you. Not her. Just that. Keep her out of the Muster. Keep her bow off the hunt line in front of the galleries. Keep her name off the Wall at Highlantern.” She laughed. Thin. “And he did it with two boys and a fire-pot and a skin of salt water.”

I was looking past her. At the far bank. At the dark spruce.

At the edge of the river, where the light from the tower should have reached the water, and didn’t.

The light kept the deep beasts out of its radius. Ottoline had said it. Annelie had said it. A big beast won’t cross into crown-light.

There wasn’t any crown-light.

“Zin,” I said. “Get back up the bank. Now. Tell Svala and Annelie. Tell Hamlin. Everybody on the wall.”

“Why?”

“Because the light’s out,” I said. “And they’ve been waiting for it.”



They came an hour before dawn.

I’d known they would. I’d stood on the platform in the rain, soaked to the bone, shaking with cold, with a torch in one hand and my broken spear in the other, the one the deep-cat had bitten, lashed back together with rawhide; and I’d looked at the fen. At the reeds at the edge of where the light had been. And I’d known.

The scouts had mapped the wall. Seven rotten logs. Every one of them. And then nothing had come for four days. The King hadn’t given up. It had been waiting.

For the light to go.

And it went, and the Deepwild walked in.

I heard them before I saw them. The rain had slackened, and the frogs had started up again in the fen, and then they stopped. All at once, a wall of silence this time, coming in through the reeds from the east and the north, wide, moving.

And then the grunting.

Short. Deep. Barks from the chest. A dozen of them. Two dozen. Coming out of the dark from the fen in a long ragged chorus.

Three grunts each.

“They’re coming,” I said. “North-east corner. The stakes.”



I’d had an hour, after the ford. It was enough. Barely.

The first thing I did with it was climb to the platform and look at Kirsi.

Her light was gone too. I’d thought about that the whole way up the bank from the river. Kirsi’s cuff was cracked. The Wardlight had been holding her. And now there was no Wardlight. While your post’s lantern burns, the gold letters had said. It wasn’t burning.

Her eyes held the torch-shine a breath too long when she turned into the shadow, then let it go; her breath was fast but level; her ears were up.

“I can feel it,” she said. “The Wild. It’s up. It’s pulling. Not much. But it’s pulling. Like somebody let go of the back of my shirt.”

“Can you hold it?”

“I don’t know.”

“Annelie,” I said. And Annelie came up the ladder and stood beside Kirsi on the platform with her spear, and put her hand on the back of the girl’s neck, flat and warm, and left it there. Kirsi’s ears came forward a little. Annelie stayed.

For once, Annelie wasn’t in the door.

Corlis had the north gap. He’d insisted. I built a fire in it, as big as I could make it, with timber from the Red Night pile and pitch from Svala’s glue-pot, and left him there on his crutch to feed it. If the light was gone, the fire was the light. It wasn’t crown-light. It wouldn’t keep a deep beast out. But it would let us see one coming.



They hit the stakes.

I saw it from the walkway above the north-east corner, the same place Svala had shot the young boar from. She was on her knee beside me with every arrow we had in Grayfen in three quivers at her feet, and Hamlin was at her other shoulder with his heavy crossbow and every bolt Ottoline had brought. The reed edge exploded in the dark at the north-east corner and they came out of it, a mass of black bristle in the torchlight, sows, six of them, the King’s sows, each one the size of a pony. And two more behind them, bigger. Old boars. Gray in the muzzle, scarred, with tusks as long as my forearm, deep-country boars I’d never seen, that had come down out of the Deepwild in the dark when the light went out.

The King wasn’t with them. I knew that before I’d even looked properly. I’d have felt it in the ground.

They hit the corner where the scouts had found the rotten logs, the way the scouts had told them to. All eight of them at once, in a rush, heads down, going for the base of those two rotten logs side by side.

And the stakes were there.

The first sow hit them at a dead run, chest-high, and the stakes went into her. Three of them. Fire-hardened pine, black-tipped, angled up and out. She screamed. A long terrible scream. She hung there on the stakes with her legs kicking and the second sow hit her from behind, and the third, and they piled up against the stakes in a heap of bristle and blood and screaming, and the rotten logs behind the stakes shuddered and held.

“Now,” I said.

Svala shot.

She shot down into the heap from the walkway, twenty feet, fast, the arrows going into the pigs one after another, behind the shoulders, into the backs of their necks. Hamlin’s crossbow went off beside her with a crack like a branch breaking, and a sow at the edge of the heap went down. Kirsi was shooting from the platform, the highest place on the post, with Annelie’s hand still on her neck. I could hear the string.

The first rush broke.

The sows that could still move backed off the stakes, screaming, and went back into the reeds. Two of them didn’t move. The first sow, hanging on the stakes. And one Hamlin had shot through the head.

The two old boars hadn’t touched the stakes.

They’d come out of the reeds with the sows, and they’d stopped short. I’d seen them stop. Ten yards back from the corner, standing at the edge of the reeds in the torchlight, gray-muzzled and scarred, watching the sows hit the stakes. Watching them scream.

Then they’d turned and gone back into the dark.



“They’re going around,” I said.

Svala was nocking another arrow.

“The old ones,” I said. “The two big boars. They didn’t hit the stakes. They watched the sows hit them and they went back into the reeds.” I was already looking along the wall. North. Along the north wall, in the dark, toward the north gap. “They know the corner’s got teeth now. They saw it.”

“Where?”

I looked at the north gap. Three logs down. The biggest hole in the palisade. The one I’d left open because the light had lain over it gold, and anything that came through it came through into the light and stood there lit up like a target.

There wasn’t any light now. There was Corlis on a crutch, and a fire.

“The north gap,” I said. “That’s where the second rush comes. Not the corner. The gap. Biggest hole in the wall, faces the Deepwild, a fire and a man on a crutch and nothing else.” I turned. “Everybody to the north gap. Now. Svala. Hamlin. Zin.”

I shouted it. I don’t shout. I shouted.

“ANNELIE. THE GAP.”



We got there just ahead of them.

I don’t know by how much. Seconds. I came down off the walkway and across the yard at a dead run in the mud with my broken spear, and Svala beside me, and Hamlin behind us with his crossbow, swearing, and Zin came off the lodge roof, where she’d lain flat on the ridge all night, in a long flat leap, and landed running. And Annelie.

Annelie came down the platform ladder without touching the rungs.

She came across the yard to the north gap with her spear in her hands and her skirt hiked and knotted at her thigh and her bare feet barely touching the mud. She passed me. She passed Svala. She came to the north gap, where Corlis was standing on his crutch beside the fire with his torch, and she put herself in the gap.

Between the fire and the dark. Her spear across her body, the point low, both hands on the haft.

In the door.

Corlis stared at her.

“Get behind me, lampguard,” Annelie said. Softly.

He got behind her.



The two old boars came out of the dark.

They came out of the pines north of the gap at a run, side by side, gray-muzzled and enormous, their tusks yellow in the firelight, and they came straight at the gap. Straight at the fire, and the woman standing in front of it.

They grunted. Both of them. Once. Twice.

“Svala,” I said. “The left one. Low behind the elbow. When it hooks.”

She was on her knee in the mud beside the fire. She’d gone down onto it without being told. Ulla’s bow was drawn.

The third grunt.

They came.

The left one hit the fire first. It went straight through it, scattering burning timber in a spray of sparks, and came out of the other side with its bristles smoking, and put its head down, and came at Annelie.

And hooked.

Not left. Right. Its long tusk was on the right. I saw it in the firelight a second before it happened, and I yelled. “RIGHT! It hooks RIGHT!” And Annelie moved.

She went left, a step and a half, sideways, out of the hook. The way she’d gone left at the seep, in the air, between one hummock and the next. The boar’s tusk came up and around through the place she’d been and caught nothing but smoke. And as its head came around, its left side opened.

Svala shot.

Low, behind the left elbow, rising. From her knee. At ten feet.

The arrow went in to the fletching. The boar’s legs went out from under it at a run and it went down on its chest in the mud at Annelie’s feet and slid, and its tusk went into the ground a foot from her toes.

The other one hit her.



It came in behind the first, a breath behind, and it came on Annelie’s left, where she’d stepped. Right where she’d stepped. And it didn’t hook. It just hit her.

She put the spear in it.

She didn’t run. She didn’t flinch. She set the butt of her boar-spear in the mud behind her heel and dropped the point and let it come. The second boar ran onto the spear the way a fen-elk runs onto a pike, at full speed, and the leaf-head went into its chest under the jaw and the crossbar under the head stopped it a foot deep, and the shock of it went up the haft into her hands and drove her back. One step. Two. Her bare heels plowed the mud.

She held.

The boar screamed and twisted on the spear and its tusks were a foot from her belly, snapping, and she held it there. Both hands on the haft. Her whole weight leaning into it. Her face perfectly calm.

Hamlin shot it through the eye from six feet.

It went down. Off the spear. Into the mud beside the first.

Annelie stood in the north gap with her spear still out in front of her, dripping, and looked down at them. Her chest was heaving. Her hair had come loose and hung in her face. Her skirt was black with mud to the thigh.

Behind her, Corlis Ruane stood on his crutch with his torch and his mouth open.

“Gods,” he said. “Gods. Ma’am.”

“Don’t call me ma’am, lampguard,” said Annelie. She hadn’t turned around. “Feed the fire.”

He fed the fire.



They came twice more before dawn. The sows. What was left of them. Four. They came at the corner again, at the stakes, and then along the east wall, and each time Svala and Hamlin and Kirsi shot from the walkway and the platform, and each time they broke and went back into the reeds, fewer. The last time, only one came out. It stood at the edge of the reeds in the gray light and looked at the wall, at the stakes with the dead sow still hanging on them, at the arrows.

Then it turned and went back into the fen, alone, and didn’t come again.

Dawn came up gray over the fen. The rain had stopped. The frogs had started up. Mist lay on the reeds in long white bands.

I counted heads twice to be sure. Seven, counting me.

Everybody walks out.

The letters came while I was standing in the yard counting.

[Grayfen Post: Lantern: dark.]

That was all. Just that. No radius. No grade. Dark.

I looked at it until it went out. Then I looked up at the black cage at the top of the tower, against the gray sky.



I was still standing there when Annelie came down off the platform.

I don’t know how long I’d been standing. I’d stopped feeling it. I was soaked through. My shirt, my breeches, my boots, everything, from the river and the rain and the night, and the dawn wind was coming off the fen cold and steady, and I’d stopped shivering a while ago, which I knew was bad and couldn’t make myself care about.

I had the black lump in my fist. The dead ember. I hadn’t put it down.

She came across the yard to me. She had a blanket. A thick gray wool one, from her own bed. She came up to me and shook it out and put it around my shoulders.

Her hands were shaking.

I’d seen her hands shake once, at the seep, after she ran, and never since. They’d been steady as stone in the bath-house, sewing me up, and steady at the north gap an hour ago, with a boar on the end of her spear a foot from her belly. Now they were shaking so hard she could barely hold the edges of the blanket together under my chin.

She held them anyway. She pulled the blanket tight around me, and tucked the edges in, tight, and held it there with both hands, at my throat.

Her dark eyes were wide. Her face was calm.

“You went in the river,” she said. “In the dark. Without a rope.”

“Yes.”

“Zin told me.”

“I had to get the pot.”

“I know.” Her hands tightened on the blanket. “I know you did.”

She didn’t say anything else.

She stood there, holding the blanket closed at my throat, looking up at me. And then she went up on her toes, and put her hands on either side of my face, and pulled my head down, and kissed my forehead.

Just that. Her mouth on my forehead. Warm. Soft. For a long breath. Her hands on my face were shaking.

Then she let go of me.

She didn’t explain it. She stepped back, and looked at me one more time, and turned around and walked back across the yard to the lodge, and went inside.

I stood in the yard in the blanket.



Svala found me there.

She came down off the walkway and stood beside me, and looked at the black cage. She didn’t say anything about Annelie. I don’t know if she’d seen. I think she had.

“Six days,” she said.

“Five,” I said. “Five and a half.”

“Three days to Highlantern on foot. So we need to leave in two. With a lantern-pot of crown-fire. Which means we need a crown in two days. In the housing. Burning.” Her ear canted toward me. “Do you know where there’s a crown in two days?”

I opened my fist.

The black lump lay in my palm, cold, dead, crumbling at the edges.

Then I closed it again, and looked north. Past the north gap, where the two old boars lay dead in the mud beside the embers. Past the pines. To where the land went up into the long high spine of the north ridge, gray in the dawn, with the mist lying on its flanks.

Where a pale elk with a coal in its chest got up out of its bed under the crest every morning at first light, and walked east along the spine toward the sun.

“Yes,” I said.


Chapter 19: Relight

The lantern-stone was cold.

I woke with my hand flat against it, as I had every morning for a month, and the stone under my palm had the temperature of a creek rock. There was no light through the vent slats. Svala was asleep beside me in a knot of blankets with her back against my ribs and her brush pulled over her own bare feet. For four weeks the east wall of the loft had been warm as a bread oven, and now it was only a wall, and the cold came off it and lay along the floorboards like water.

I’d slept two hours. Maybe less.

The dead ember was still in my fist. I’d gone to sleep holding it. I opened my hand and looked at it in the gray that came up the ladder hatch from the lodge fires: a black lump the size of a hen’s egg, crumbling at one edge where my fingers had worried it. It left a smear of black on my palm like charcoal.

Below me Zin was humming when she should have been asleep.

Then I thought about the rope hanging down the river-side gap, and the grapnel scrape in the moss on the fallen log, and how I’d stood in that gap twice and looked down the bank at the white water over the rocks and called it safe because of what I’d decided a man wouldn’t stand in.

I’d done that before. On the San Rafael, two summers before the flood. Decided a woman wouldn’t have gone off the trail at a certain place because it was a stupid place to go off a trail, and lost half a day finding out she had.

I lay on my back on the cold boards and let that sit on my chest for about as long as I could stand it. Then I got up, because there was a crown somewhere on the north ridge, and it wasn’t going to walk into the housing by itself.



The lodge was cold too.

It was strange how much. I hadn’t understood how much of Grayfen’s warmth came down that stone column from the housing until it stopped. The two hearths were burning, and Annelie had built them up high, but the long room had a damp chill in it like a church in winter, and the gold that had come through the shutters every morning for a month wasn’t there. Just gray light. Ordinary, flat, morning gray.

Everybody looked older in it.

Annelie was at the west hearth with the porridge pot. Kirsi sat on the bench beside the hearth in Annelie’s too-big shirt with a bowl in her hands and Annelie’s palm flat on the back of her neck. Annelie was stirring the porridge with her other hand and hadn’t taken the first one away. I didn’t think she’d taken it away since the platform.

Corlis was on his pallet with his splinted leg out and his helmet on, sitting up against the wall. Hamlin sat at the end of the table with a willow twig in his teeth, looking at nothing. Zin was on top of the table, cross-legged, with her black-horn knife in her lap and Annelie’s whetstone beside her.

Annelie hadn’t said anything about the whetstone.

I noticed that.

“Wick,” said Zin, without looking up. “You look like something the river spat out.”

“It did.”

“Twice,” said Hamlin.

Svala came down the ladder behind me. She’d put on her buckskins and her green wrap and braided her hair off her bow side, tight, and she came across the lodge and sat on the bench across from Kirsi without saying anything, and took the bowl Annelie handed her.

I went and stood at the end of the table.

I put the dead ember down on the boards in front of me. Everybody looked at it.

“There’s a ghost-elk on the north ridge,” I said. “Crowned. I read its beds coming back with Corlis. It walks the ridge spine east every morning at first light, the same trail, worn into the rock.” I picked the ember up again. “We’re going to kill it.”



I drew it on the table with the dead ember.

It made a good line. Soft and black, like a stick of charcoal, and it crumbled a little as I drew, and left black dust on the boards. I didn’t think about what it was. I drew the river, and Grayfen on its bench, and the ford. North of the post, Blackspruce Gully, a crease. And above the gully, running east and west, the long line of the north ridge, and its spine.

“I found its beds here,” I said, and tapped the west end of the line. “Five of them in a row, under the crest, and one fresh. The grass in the fresh one was scorched where its chest lay. That’s the crown. It’s been lying on it long enough to brown the grass.”

“That’s two days out,” said Annelie quietly. She’d come to the end of the table. Her hand was still on Kirsi’s neck; she’d brought Kirsi with her, bowl and all, and Kirsi stood beside her like a new recruit beside her sergeant. “Where you found Corlis. That’s two days in and back, Warden. You don’t have two days.”

“I don’t think it’s there now.”

Annelie’s ear turned toward me.

“Ridge elk drift,” I said. “They follow the feed along the spine. The five beds were old and new, a hundred yards apart, one after another, going east. It’s been working east along that ridge all autumn. That was six days ago.” I drew the line of the spine again, east, toward the gully. “If it’s kept moving the way it was moving, it’s a lot closer than two days now.”

“If,” said Annelie.

“If,” I agreed. “So today, I go find out.”

“And if it’s not there?”

“Then I find another one.”

Zin’s whetstone had stopped.

“Ghost-elk don’t come down off the spines,” said Annelie. “Kendal tried for one, twice. You can’t get near them. They lie where they can see both sides of the ridge, and they walk where they can see both sides, and they see you a mile off.”

“We’re not going to get near it,” I said. “It’s going to walk past us.”

“Where?”

“That’s today too.”

She looked at the black line on her table. Then at me. She didn’t say anything for a while.

“The spine ends over Blackspruce Gully,” she said. “At a knob of rock. The old hunters called it the Lookout. You can see the whole fen from it, and the river, and the post.” Her voice was soft. “If it walks east every morning, that’s as far as it can walk.”

I looked at the east end of my line, where the ridge came down above the gully.

“Thank you,” I said.



“I’m coming,” said Zin.

“No.”

“I’m coming, wick. I’m the fastest thing on two legs on the whole Line and I can see in the dark. I’ve got the best eyes in this post.”

“Zin.”

She stopped.

“Grayfen’s dark,” I said. “No light. No Wardlight. The sounder’s been hit and it’s scattered, but it hasn’t gone anywhere, and there were two old boars in it last night that came out of the deep country because the light went out. They know it’s out. Every beast past that north gap knows it’s out.” I looked at her. “I need eyes on this post at night. Eyes that work in the dark. There’s one pair in Grayfen.”

Her ears had gone flat. Then they came up.

“You’re sweet-talking me,” she said.

“Yes.”

“It’s not going to work.”

“It’s working a little.”

She glared at me. Then she picked up her knife and went back to the whetstone, harder than she needed to.

“Fine,” she said to the knife. “Fine. But if a pig comes through that gap tonight and eats the lampguard, I’m not cleaning it up.”

Corlis, on his pallet, cleared his throat.

“I’d as soon not be eaten,” he said, “if it’s all the same.”

“Then stay off the menu,” said Zin, and spat on the stone.

“Kirsi.”

Kirsi looked up from her bowl. Her round dark ears turned toward me. In the gray light I could see the cracked cuff at the base of the left one, the dark thread of the crack, the two halves not quite meeting.

I read her without making a show of it: the shine held one breath in her eyes when she turned out of the firelight, then went; her chest had risen and fallen like anybody’s since I came down the ladder; both ears were up. Half a sign, maybe less.

“How is it,” I said.

“Worse at night,” she said. She didn’t look away from me, which I gave her credit for. “In the day I can feel it pulling, but I can hold it. Last night when the light went I thought.” She stopped. “Annelie held on.”

“Annelie’s going to hold on today,” I said. “And tonight Zin’s going to be with you on the platform. Both of you. All night.”

Kirsi looked at Zin. Zin looked up from the whetstone.

“I’ll sing to you,” said Zin.

“Please don’t,” said Kirsi.

Zin stared at her. It took her a breath to understand she’d been made fun of. Then she laughed so loud Hamlin dropped his twig.



There was a new haft by the lodge door when I went to get my spear.

I’d left the spear there last night, the broken one, the deep-cat’s bite lashed back together with rawhide, and it was gone. In its place stood a straight length of ash, six feet, peeled and dried and dark with age, with the spear’s leaf-head seated on the end of it and pinned through with an iron rivet, and the crossbar lashed below it with fresh sinew.

I picked it up. It was good wood. It had been somebody’s spear haft before, years ago; the two places where hands went were worn smooth and dark, and the wear fit my hands.

Annelie was at the hearth with her back to me.

“From the pile,” she said, without turning around.

“When did you do this?”

“Last night.” She stirred the pot. “I wasn’t sleeping.”

I looked at the haft. At the worn places. They weren’t new. They’d been made by somebody else’s hands a long time ago.

I didn’t ask whose. I had a feeling I knew, and I had a feeling she’d go still if I asked, and I didn’t want to make her go still.

“Thank you,” I said.

She didn’t say anything. But her free ear turned back toward me and stayed there until I’d gone out the door.



We went out through the north gap at midmorning.

Corlis was there on his crutch, feeding pine into the fire he’d kept going in the gap since the light went out. He’d built it up into a bank of flame across half the gap, and he stood beside it with his helmet on and his face streaked black with smoke, and he swung his crutch aside to let us by.

“Warden,” he said.

“Keep it high,” I said. “All day.”

Past the fire the ground ran up toward the pines. At the top of the first rise I stopped and looked back. No light on the tower. A dark cage, and a thread of smoke from Corlis’s fire, and that was all. My throat was tight, and for once it wasn’t water doing it.

Svala stood beside me. She didn’t put her hand on my back this time. She stood with her bow across her shoulders and looked down at the post with me.

“Ty,” she said.

“Yeah.”

“Last night you went in after a clay pot.”

“I know.”

“In the dark. In that river.” She nodded south, toward the ford. “With no rope.”

“I know, Svala.”

She looked at the post a while longer.

“I’m only saying,” she said, “that a man who’ll swim that for a pot can walk away from a dark post for one day without looking like he’s going to his own hanging.”

I looked at her. Her mouth had gone up on one side.

“That’s very helpful,” I said.

“I thought so,” said Svala.

Down in the gap, Corlis threw another log on the fire, and the smoke went up straight in the still air.



The north ridge came up out of the pines in a long shoulder of rock and scrub, a mile past the head of Blackspruce Gully, and we were on its spine by noon.

It was a different country up there. The pines thinned out and went short and twisted, bent over by the wind, and between them the ground was bare gray rock furred with lichen, pale green and rust-orange and a gray-white like old bone, in patches as big as tablecloths. Juniper grew in the cracks, low and dense, blue with berries. The wind came over the crest steady and cold out of the north, and you could see forever. North, the Deepwild going away in black-green swells, ridge behind ridge. South, the river, and the fen spread out gray to the east of it, and on its bench above the water, Grayfen, very small, with no light on its tower.

I stood and looked at the post for a moment. It looked like what it had been the day we came. A ring of gray logs and a dark cage.

Then I turned around and read the spine.

The trail was right where I’d thought it would be. Just below the crest on the south side, out of the wind, where an animal walking east could see over the top of the ridge with one eye and down the south face with the other. It was worn into the rock. Rock doesn’t wear easily, but the lichen along it was gone, scraped off in a strip a foot wide, and the bare gray stone underneath had a faint polish to it, like a doorstep worn by a hundred years of boots.

Something had walked this trail every morning for a long time.

I followed it west.



I found the fresh bed a mile along.

Svala found it first, actually. She stopped dead on the trail ahead of me with her ears up and her nose working, and then she pointed with her chin at a hollow below the crest. A long oval of grass between two outcrops, out of the north wind, with juniper screening its downhill side.

The grass in it was flattened. Pressed down in the shape of a big animal lying on its belly with its legs folded under. And in the middle of the hollow, where the chest would have been, a patch the size of my two hands was browned and dry, the blades curled, like grass beside a campfire.

I put my hand in it. Cool now. But the curl in the grass was crisp, and when I pressed a blade it snapped instead of bending.

“Last night,” I said. “It lay here last night. It got up before dawn.”

“It moved,” Svala said. “Like you said.”

“Ten miles closer, near enough.” I stood up. “It’s been drifting east along the spine all autumn, feeding on the juniper. You can see where it’s browsed.” I pointed at the junipers along the crest. Their outer tips were bitten off, the cut ends pale, and the ground under them was scattered with dropped berries. “It’ll bed somewhere along here every night now, until the juniper runs out or the snow comes.”

I followed the trail out of the bed, east.

It was easy reading, once I had the line. A pellet pile just past the bed, dark and glossy and still soft at the center when I broke one with my thumbnail, dropped this morning as the elk got up and started walking. A long silver-white hair snagged on a juniper at the height of my chest, lifting in the wind. Hoof-scars on the bare rock of the trail, pale crescents where the hard edge of a hoof had slipped on wet stone in the dark. A ridge elk’s hooves are narrow and hard and they don’t splay like the marrow-elk’s; they leave a sharp clean heart-shape in dirt, and on rock they leave these little bright crescents where the edge bites.

It had walked east. Steadily, at a walk, without stopping to feed. A morning walk, the way a man walks out to his porch with his coffee.

We followed it east for a mile, back the way we’d come, along the trail below the crest.

To the Lookout.



Annelie had been right. You could see everything from it.

The spine ran out at the east end in a knob of gray rock that stood up over Blackspruce Gully like the prow of a ship, bare and round-topped, with the gully dropping away on three sides of it, steep, into the black spruce and the alder and the fog that still lay in the bottom of the crease. From the top of the knob you looked out over the whole country to the south and east. The river, bending. The fen, gray and endless, with its channels shining. The post.

And on the very top of the knob, a ring of rock with no lichen on it at all.

A circle, a yard across, scraped bare and polished. And around its edges, a scatter of pellets, old and new. And in the middle of the bare ring, standing up out of the polish like stars on a dark sky, a cluster of fresh bright hoof-crescents, four sets of them, overlapping, as if something big had stood here and shifted its feet a little while it stood.

“It stands here,” I said.

Svala was beside me. She looked at the bare ring.

“Every morning,” I said. “It walks out from wherever it bedded, east along the spine, to here. And it stands on this rock at first light, facing east.” I crouched and touched the hoof-crescents. They all pointed the same way. East-south-east. At the fen. At the sunrise. “It’s watching the sun come up. Or it’s watching the country. Both sides, like Annelie said.”

“And then?”

I looked at the hoof marks again. At the edge of the bare ring, on the west side, the crescents were different: twisted, smeared, a pair of them dug in deeper on one edge than the other.

“And then it turns around,” I said. “Here. On its hind feet. Pivots, like a horse in a pen, and walks back west along the spine to feed.”

Svala looked down the spine to the west, along the trail we’d just walked twice.

“So it walks this,” she said, “both ways. Every morning.”

“Out at first light. Back after sunrise.”

“Where do we take it?”

I stood up.

“Not here,” I said. “Here it can see everything. That’s why it comes.” I turned and looked back along the spine. “Somewhere it can’t.”



I walked the trail west from the Lookout slowly, a third time, looking at it the way the elk would look at it walking out in the gray before sunrise.

Most of it was open. That was the point of a ridge spine, for an animal that lived by its eyes: you could see a mile in every direction, and anything that wanted you had to come across bare rock to get you. But three hundred paces back from the Lookout, the spine pinched.

Two boulders stood on the crest there, gray and lichened and as big as cabins, and the trail went between them. The gap was narrow. Six feet, maybe. An elk walking east would come down a little slope to it, into the shadow between the rocks, and go through the gap with stone on both sides of it and nothing to see but the trail in front of it and the sky above. For three or four strides, it would be blind.

And on the south side of the gap, below the crest, the face of the ridge fell away in a steep slope of scree and juniper and broken ledges. Eighty paces down it, there was a cleft in a rock shelf, deep enough to kneel in. I went down to it. From the cleft you looked up the slope at the gap between the boulders, at the place where the trail came out of the far side of it into the open again. Broadside. Eighty paces up. With the sky behind it.

“There,” I said.

Svala came down the scree behind me and knelt in the cleft and looked up the slope.

“It’ll come out of the gap into the light,” she said. “Against the sky.”

“Against the sky. Broadside. At a walk. Not looking at us, because it’ll have just come out of the shadow and it’ll be looking ahead, east, at the Lookout, where it always goes.”

“Eighty paces.”

“About that.”

“Rising.” She looked up at the gap. “Into the chest. Behind the elbow.” Her eyes narrowed. “With Ulla’s bow.”

“You put one through a bear’s eye at seventy-four.”

“In fog. Sitting still. This is moving. In half-dark.” She turned her head and looked at me. “A pale elk, against a pale sky, before sunrise.”

I licked my finger and held it up. The wind on the south face came over the crest from the north and tumbled down the slope, cold. In the morning it would be the same, stronger: the night air on the ridge top going cold and heavy and pouring down the south face toward the river like water off a roof. It would come from the gap, down the slope, to us. Everything we smelled of would go down the hill behind us, away from the elk.

“The wind’s ours,” I said.

“The light isn’t.”

“No,” I said. “The light isn’t.”

She looked up at the gap a while longer. Her right ear was standing tall, almost straight. The cuff at its root had a faint warmth to it in the cold air; I could see the gray of it a shade brighter than metal ought to be, and if I was quiet I could hear it hum, low.

It had been warm since the lantern-room. It hadn’t cooled once, even last night, with the post dark and the old boars at the gap.

“Ty,” she said.

“Yeah.”

“I asked Annelie something this morning.” She didn’t look at me. She was still looking up the slope. “While you were drawing on her table with a dead crown.”

“What did you ask her?”

“What comes after the trail. In the songs. You told me what the gold letters said. Trailbound. So I asked her what the songs called the next one. She didn’t answer for a while. I thought she wasn’t going to tell me. Then she said: trail, and run, and hunt, and kin. Like a hunt with somebody you’d trust at your back. First you’re on his trail. Then you run with him. Then you hunt with him. Then you’re kin.”

“Run,” said Svala. “That’s the next one.”

“Yes.”

“I want it.”

She turned her head. In the gray light on the scree her eyes were amber, steady, calm.

“Tonight,” she said. “I want to ask for it tonight. I know what it does to the cuff. I’ve been feeling it since the lantern-room. It’s sitting right up against the top of the band and it’s warm and it hums, and every time I think about you it hums louder. If I go up a tier, it’s going to go up against that band harder. Maybe it cracks. Maybe more.” She held my eyes. “And tomorrow I want to make that shot at three lanterns. Not two and a half. Three. Steady. So I’m going to ask you for it tonight, Ty. On purpose.”

“Svala.”

“I’ve thought about it. It’s not the Red talking. You can look.” She tilted her head, her ear toward me, offering it. “Look.”

I looked. Ears up, both. Breath slow. Her eyes in the shadow of the cleft, catching the light from the slope and giving it back, and losing it when she turned her face away.

Steady.

“I see it,” I said.

“Then?”

“Then yes.”

She let out a breath, slowly. Her ear came forward.

“Not the loft,” she said. “The loft’s cold. The whole post is cold.” Her ears tipped toward me. “Annelie told me about a place.”

“Annelie did?”

“She said the hunters used to go there. After a Long Run, in the winter, to get the cold out of their legs.” Svala looked down the slope at the gray fen, far off to the east of the post. “A basin, she said. A half-mile into the fen, past the second channel. The water comes up out of the ground warm and it never freezes.” She paused. “She said take a spear and a torch and go before full dark, and mind the black water on the left.”

I didn’t know what to say to that.

“She was very calm about it,” Svala said. “She told me like she was telling someone where to find the salt.”



We came back down off the ridge in the early afternoon. I read the spine one more time from the bottom, from the gully’s west rim, with the sun behind me; I wanted to see the gap between the boulders the way it would look from below with the light behind it, and I wanted Svala to see it. She stood beside me on the rim with her arms folded and looked up at the two boulders on the crest without saying anything. Then she nodded, once, and we went down off the rim toward the post.

Hamlin met us on the slope above the north gap with his crossbow, come out to see who was walking down out of the trees. He looked at my face and then at Svala’s and grunted.

“Found it, then,” he said.

“Found where it’ll be.”

He chewed on that, then jerked his chin down the slope. “There’s a fire in your north gap as big as my smokehouse. That lampguard boy’s been feeding it all day like it’s his mother.”

The post was strange without the light.

I’d forgotten what it looked like. The yard in plain daylight, gray grass and gray logs and the gray stone of the tower, and nothing gold on any of it. The Wall under the tower roof with the seventeen names and the one above them, and the ridge bear’s crown glowing faint and red in the shadow, the only red thing in the whole ring. It was a smaller place without the light. It looked like what the Company thought it was.

Corlis was at the north gap on his crutch, feeding pine into a fire that had grown since morning into a long bank of flame across the whole width of the gap. He’d built a little stack of split wood within reach of where he stood so he wouldn’t have to move. When he saw me he straightened up, as much as a man on one leg can straighten.

“Nothing’s come, Warden,” he said. “Some crows. A fox. The little kind.”

“Good.”

“I could keep it like this all night.”

“You’re going to,” I said. “Zin will be on the platform. You’ll be here. If she yells, you throw everything on that fire you’ve got and get behind it.”

He nodded. He looked at the fire, and then out through the gap at the pines.

“I was down there two days,” he said. “In the ravine. It’s different, knowing what’s in there.”

“It is.”

“I keep thinking I’ll see it. That cat.”

“You probably won’t,” I said. “That’s what they are.”

He looked at me. Then, very slightly, he smiled under the too-big helmet.

“Annelie said that,” he said. “She said it to me this morning. The exact words.”



Zin was teaching Kirsi to sharpen.

They were on the lodge porch, the two of them, Zin cross-legged with Annelie’s whetstone in her lap and Kirsi beside her with a skinning knife, and Zin was holding Kirsi’s wrist and moving it for her, back and forth along the stone.

“Not like that,” Zin was saying. “You’re stroking it. It’s not a cat. Push. Like you mean it. Like the stone said something about your mother.”

“My mother’s dead,” said Kirsi.

“Like it said something about her grave, then,” said Zin, without missing a stroke. “Push.”

Kirsi pushed. The blade sang on the stone.

Annelie was in the doorway behind them, with her arms folded. Watching. Her whetstone in the lynx’s lap, her husband’s whetstone, the one she’d had for fifteen years and chopped kale like an executioner over on the first day. She watched Zin move Kirsi’s wrist. She watched the blade.

She didn’t say anything at all.

Then she turned and went back inside, and I heard her at the hearth, and she was humming. Softly.

Hamlin came across the yard from the smokehouse with his willow twig in his teeth and a look of black murder on his face. He’d been in there again. He had soot on his forehead and a cobweb in his white stubble.

He stopped at the bottom of the porch steps and looked at Zin.

“I’ll find it,” he said.

“Find what?” said Zin, sharpening.

“I’ll find it, lynx. I’ll take that smokehouse apart log by log.”

“Then where will you smoke your fish?”

Hamlin opened his mouth. Then he closed it. He looked at her with his small blue eyes, and his face very nearly moved, and then didn’t, and he turned around and went back to the smokehouse.

“He’s getting close,” said Zin to Kirsi, delighted. “He looked up. Did you see? He looked up.”



I found Annelie in the cage at dusk.

She’d walked the path. Lodge to tower, as she’d walked it twice a day for two winters, the groove in the grass worn to dirt by her bare feet. There was nothing up there to check. The housing was dead, the ash in it soaked and slopped and gray, the bowl of it cold. She’d gone anyway.

When I came up through the trap she was kneeling beside the plinth with one hand flat in the wet ash.

She didn’t look around. She knew it was me.

“I measured it,” she said. “Every night and every morning. A finger’s width. Three fingers. A pea.” She moved her hand in the ash, slowly, the way you’d stroke the coat of an animal that had died. “I don’t know what I’m measuring now.”

I knelt on the other side of the plinth.

The rim of the basin was cold under my hand. The wind came through the bars. The circle-and-flame mark under the soot on the side of the basin, the one I’d rubbed with my thumb the first day, was just a shape in the dusk.

“It’ll burn tomorrow,” I said.

“You don’t know that.”

“No.”

She looked at me across the basin. Her dark eyes were calm. Her hair was pulled down over her cuff. But not quite as far down as it had been the first day. I could see the edge of the scar. She hadn’t tucked it.

“Svala said you told her about the basin,” I said.

Her right ear went back. Flat. Then up.

“She asked,” Annelie said. “This morning. About the songs. And then she asked if there was anywhere at Grayfen that was still warm.” She looked down at the ash. “There is.”

“Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me, Warden.” Her voice was soft. “It’s a basin of water in a fen. It doesn’t belong to anybody. Kendal and I went there. After my first Long Run. The winter I was twenty. I couldn’t feel my legs from the knee down and he carried me out there on his back through the snow, and put me in the water, and sat on the stones and told me I was a fool.” She stopped.

I didn’t say anything.

She looked at me. A long look, across the cold basin, in the last of the light.

Then she took her hand out of the ash and wiped it on her apron and stood up.

“Mind the black water on the left,” she said. “Past the second channel. There’s a hummock that looks like a hummock and isn’t.” She went to the trap. “And come back by the fourth hour, or Hamlin will shoot at you from the walkway on principle.”

“Annelie.”

She stopped on the ladder.

I didn’t know what I’d been going to say. I’d just said her name. She stood there on the ladder with her head below the level of the trap, looking up at me, and her face was still, and she waited.

“Keep the girl steady,” I said.

“I will.” She looked at me a moment longer. “Bring the fire back, Warden.”

She went down.



The basin was half a mile into the fen, past the second channel, and the black water on the left was exactly where she’d said.

We went out at the last of the light, Svala ahead of me with her bow and a torch, me behind with the spear and a blanket rolled over my shoulder. Past the burned brush heaps at the reed edge, black rings now. Along a ridge of firm hummocks that ran out into the reeds like the marrow-elk’s causeway. Across the first channel on a fallen dead tree, and the second on stones. On the left, past the second channel, there was a hummock that looked like every other hummock, round and grassy and solid, and Svala stopped and looked at it with her ears turned toward it, and then poked it with the end of her bow.

The bow went in up to the grip. The grass on top of it rippled like a blanket over water.

“Not that one,” she said, and went around it.

The basin was on a little rise of rock in the middle of the reeds, where something old and stony came up out of the fen like the back of a buried animal. You heard it before you saw it: a soft steady trickle, water running over stone, under the frogs. Then the steam. It came up off the rock in a pale breathing column, lit faintly from below by Svala’s torch, and drifted east on the night wind and thinned out over the reeds.

And then the basin itself.

It was a bowl in the rock, natural, maybe ten feet across, worn smooth by the water and by a long time. Its sides sloped in, gentle, like the inside of a cupped hand, and at the bottom of it a spring came up through a crack in the stone and filled it, and the overflow ran out over the lip on the east side in a thin sheet and trickled away into the reeds. The rock all around the rim was flat and wide and dark, and when I put my hand down on it, it was warm. Warm as a hearthstone. The water had been heating it from underneath for longer than anybody had been coming here.

There was moss on the warm rock. Thick and soft and green as velvet, the only bright green thing I’d seen in the fen. And on one flat slab beside the lip, somebody a long time ago had cut a ring of shallow cups in the stone, the kind you’d set a lamp in.

The sky was clear. The stars had come out over the fen as thick as they’d been over the platform, and the brass moon was low in the west, sitting on the edge of the world. North of us, past the reeds, the Deepwild was a line of black against the stars. West, Grayfen was a dark shape on its bench with a fire in its north gap. The only light in the country was that fire, and our torch, and the stars, and the faint red of the bear crown on the Wall, which I couldn’t see from here but knew was there.

The frogs were loud. Every channel in the fen. A wall of sound.

Good. As long as the frogs were loud, nothing big was moving.

Svala set the torch in one of the old lamp-cups in the stone. It caught the steam and turned it gold.

She stood at the edge of the basin and looked down into the water. Then she unslung her bow, and her quiver, and laid them on the warm rock within reach of the lip. Then she turned around.

“I’ve decided,” she said.

It came out dry. Then she heard herself say it, and her mouth twitched.

“I keep saying that,” she said.

“You do.”

“Zin’s going to start saying it back to me.”

“She already does. When you’re not in the room.”

The dryness went out of her face all at once, like fog off a gully when the sun gets on it.

“I want Runbound,” she said. “Tonight. From you. I want to ask you for it here, in the water, and I want you to give it to me, all of it, and I don’t want you to be careful with me. Not with the cuff. Not with anything.” She held my eyes. “Will you?”

“Yes,” I said.

“Say it.”

“Yes. I’ll lead you up. As far as you want to go. Here. Tonight.” I put the spear down against the rock and came to her. “And I’m not going to be careful.”



I undressed her by the torch.

The harness first. I unbuckled it at her shoulder and let it slide down her arm and set it on the rock beside her bow. Then the belt of her wrap. She stood still while I untied it and let the green linen fall open, and the cold air of the fen came in under it and she shivered, once, all over, and her nipples drew up tight and hard in the cold before the linen was even off her shoulders. I pushed it off. She shrugged out of it.

The steam came up around her. Gold where the torch caught it.

I went down to her boots. The laces had soaked through in the fen grass and swollen tight, and I worked the knots loose with my thumbnail while she put her hand on my shoulder for balance, and I tugged the wet leather down her calves until she stood on the warm rock barefoot. The buckskins came next. I hooked my fingers in the waist and eased the damp hide down a hand’s width at a time, peeling it off her hips and the round of her ass, until it gave all at once and slid down those long runner’s legs, past the pale scar, into a heap on the rock.

Then she was standing on the warm rock in the steam and the torchlight with the stars behind her and nothing on her at all.

I looked at her.

It had been a month. I’d seen her like this in the loft and on the platform and in the lantern-room. It didn’t matter. It hit me in the chest the same way every time, a hard warm blow under the breastbone, and my hands were already reaching.

Her body in the gold light. The long legs, strong, the muscle in her thighs standing out when she shifted her weight. The hips flaring out so wide and round from that narrow waist that the torch threw a shadow in the curve of it. Her belly flat and hard, rising and falling. Her breasts high and firm, the nipples dark pink and pebbled hard from the cold, the gooseflesh standing up around them. The archer’s shoulders. Her throat, already going pink, the flush starting at the hollow between her collarbones and climbing.

Her face. Calm. Eyes on me. Amber, with that dark ring drawn around the iris like ink.

Both ears up. The right one standing almost as tall as the left, trembling at the tip. The cuff at its base warm and faintly bright in the torchlight, a band of dull gold.

And behind her, her brush, lifting off the backs of her thighs in the cold air, curling.

“You’re shaking,” I said.

“It’s cold,” she said. “Get in the water with me, Ty.”



I got out of my clothes fast. She watched me do it. Her eyes went down my body and stopped where they always stopped, and her left ear went straight up and the right one strained up after it, and she wet her lips. Then she turned and stepped down into the basin.

The water took her to the waist at the edge and to her ribs in the middle. She went in slowly, with a long breath out through her teeth, and the steam rose around her in a cloud, and she sank down until it was at her collarbones and closed her eyes.

“Warm,” she said.

I went in after her.

It was hot. Hotter than the bath-house tub, hot enough that it stung at first and then didn’t, and it went into my legs and my back and my shoulders, into the claw marks the deep-cat had left and the long pink tusk scar on my ribs, and loosened everything in me I hadn’t known was tight. It smelled faintly of hot stone and iron. The bottom of the basin was smooth under my feet, and warm, and sloped up gently on every side.

Still water. Water that didn’t move.

My throat didn’t close. I noticed that. I stood in that basin up to my chest and waited for it, and it didn’t come. I don’t know why. Maybe because the water was still and warm and smelled like a hearth. Maybe because she was in it.

She opened her eyes and looked at me across the steam.

“You’re not afraid of this,” she said.

“No.”

“Good.” She came across the basin to me. “I don’t want you thinking about the river tonight.”

She put her arms around my neck.



We kissed in the water for a long time.

Slow. There wasn’t any hurry. That was the thing about the basin; it was warm and still and dark around us and the frogs were singing and the post was half a mile away, and for the length of a night there wasn’t anything I needed to read or anybody I needed to count. Just her. Her mouth, warm and wet, opening under mine. Her hands in my hair. Her body against me in the hot water, the whole length of her, slick, her breasts against my chest and her belly against mine and my cock hard against her stomach under the water.

I put my hands on her waist. Then lower. I slid them down over the flare of her hips under the water to her ass and took it in both hands and pulled her against me, hard, and she made a sound into my mouth.

“Ty.”

I lifted her. The water took her weight. I lifted her by the ass until her breasts were level with my mouth, and her legs came up around my waist and locked there, and I put my mouth on her.

Her nipple first. The left one, hard as a stone, hot from the water and cold from the air at once. I took it in my mouth and sucked it and ran my tongue around it, slow, and she gasped and her hands closed in my hair. I didn’t stop. I sucked harder. I moved to the right one and did the same, and then back, and I held her up in the water by her ass with her breasts in my face and her legs locked around me, and I took my time with them. Licking. Sucking. Grazing the hard tips with my teeth until she cried out.

“Ty,” she said. “Ty. Your mouth.”

“You like that.”

“Yes.” Her claws pricked my scalp. “Yes. Don’t stop.”

I didn’t stop. I could feel her pussy against my stomach under the water, hot, hotter than the water, pressing against me as she rocked her hips. I could feel her heart going, through her breast, against my mouth. And above me I could hear the cuff. Humming. A low warm note in the steam, rising a little every time I sucked her nipple.

“It’s singing,” I said against her breast.

“I know.” Her voice had gone plain already. “I can feel it. In my teeth. In the soles of my feet.”

I let her slide down me in the water until her face was level with mine again, her legs still around my waist. My cock was right there under her, between us, and she reached down under the water and took hold of it and fitted it against her and looked at me.

“Here first,” she said. “Face to face. I want to see you.”

“Then look at me.”

She looked at me, and sank down.



I went into her slowly in the hot water and she held my eyes the whole way down.

The water made her slicker than I’d ever felt her. She took me in one long slide, all the way, until the water closed over the place where we joined and her legs locked tight around me with nothing left to take, and she let out a breath that shook.

“There,” she said.

I held her there and let her feel it.

I held her by the ass, under the water, and moved her. Slow. I lifted her a little and let her down, and lifted her and let her down, and the water moved with us in slow waves that lapped up over her breasts and down again, and she put her forehead against mine and breathed.

It was gentle. It was the gentlest we’d ever been. There was time, that was all. The water was warm and the night was long and she was right there, an inch from my face, with her eyes open on mine and her breath on my mouth, and every time I lifted her and let her down she made a small sound in her throat and her pussy squeezed me.

“Tell me what you see,” she said.

“Your throat’s red. It’s red down to your tits. The steam’s on your face and your eyelashes are wet.” I let her down slow, deep, and held her there. “Your ears are up. Both of them. The right one’s shaking.”

“What else.”

“The cuff’s bright. It’s gone gold at the edges.” I could see it, through her wet hair, a band of light at the root of her ear. “It’s humming. Every time I go deep it hums higher.”

“Go deep, then.”

I went deep.

She cried out, soft, and her arms tightened around my neck.

I could feel the line. I’d been feeling it all day, the way you feel a rope you’ve got your hand on even when you’re not looking at it. Now it was humming with the cuff, and every time I moved inside her I could feel her Wild on the far end of it. Pulling up. Climbing. Steady, like a climber going up a crack hand over hand with the rope coming tight behind her, sure of every hold.

“I can feel it,” she said, against my mouth. “Ty. I can feel it climbing.”

“I know. I’ve got it.”

“I know you’ve got it.” Her voice cracked. “That’s why I’m not afraid.”



She pulled off me.

She did it all at once, and before I could say anything she’d turned in the water and put her hands on the warm rock at the edge of the basin and climbed out. She knelt on the moss on the rim on her hands and knees, dripping, steam coming off her whole body in the cold air like smoke off a horse in winter, and she looked back at me over her shoulder.

“Like this,” she said. “Now.”

I looked at her.

She was on all fours on the warm green moss at the lip of the basin, in the gold light of the torch, with the stars over her and the black of the Deepwild behind. Her back went down from her shoulders in a long deep curve, the spine hollowed out, a groove of shadow running down the middle of it with water standing in it, and then it rose. Into the curve of her ass. High and round and heavy and wet, the water running down off it in the torchlight, gleaming. Her thighs were apart. Her pussy pink and swollen and open between them, slick, a string of wet running down the inside of one thigh that wasn’t water.

And her brush.

It lifted. It came up off the backs of her thighs and swept aside, to the right, clearing her. Then it did something it had never done. It came back. It curled around in the air, slow, heavy and wet, reaching back toward me where I stood in the water at the edge of the basin, and it wrapped around my thigh. Tight. Pulling.

Pulling me to her.

“Gods,” I said.

“Come here, Ty.”

“Not yet,” I said.

I didn’t climb out. I stayed where I was, in the water to my waist at the lip of the basin, and took her hips in my hands and held her there on the moss, right at the height of my mouth.

Then I put my mouth on her.

She jerked. The brush clamped on my thigh under the water. I licked her from her clit up, one long slow stroke, and she tasted of herself and of the spring, hot and faintly of iron, and she said my name into the moss like a curse.

“Ty. I said now.”

“I heard you.” I spread her with my thumbs and pushed my tongue into her, and her hips tried to rock back onto my face, and I held them still. “You’ll get it when I give it to you.”

I ate her slow. Her clit swollen hard under my tongue, her thighs shaking on either side of my face, the steam coming off her wet skin against my cheeks. Every time I sucked on her clit the cuff’s note jumped a step higher. When she’d torn the moss up in strips and was pushing back against my mouth with small broken sounds she didn’t seem to know she was making, I stopped.

“Now,” I said.

I came up out of the water onto the warm rock behind her, into the moss, and took her hips in my hands, and pushed into her.



She took all of me in one stroke and her head went down between her shoulders and she groaned into the moss.

I held still. Deep in her. My hips pressed against her ass, my hands on her hips, her brush wrapped around my thigh holding me there. I could feel her pussy fluttering around me, clenching and letting go, getting used to me again.

“Deeper,” she said. Into the moss.

“I’m all the way in you.”

“Deeper. I don’t care. Deeper.”

I pulled her back against me by the hips and leaned into her, and went deeper, and she cried out.

Then I fucked her.

Slow first. Long strokes, easing back until I was barely in her and her pussy clung to the tip of me, and then back in, all the way, until my hips met her ass and the round heavy flesh of it pressed and spread against me. The torch showed me all of it: my cock drawing out of her slick and steaming in the cold night air, then sinking back into her heat. Her ass shuddered with every stroke, the water still running off it in streams. I put my palm flat on the small of her back, in the hollow where the water stood, and felt the arch of her spine hold under my hand, the little pool in it trembling every time I hit.

Then harder. My hips slapping against her, the wet sound of it loud in the steam over the frogs, the warm rock under us. Her hands clawing at the moss. Her brush tightening around my thigh every time I drove into her, like she was pulling me in herself.

The cuff was singing. Loud now. A clear high note, rising, louder than I’d ever heard it, louder than the lantern-room. I could see it through her wet hair where it fell over her shoulder, a band of gold fire at the root of her right ear, and her ear above it standing straight up. Straight. All the way. As tall as the left one.

“Svala,” I said. “Your ear. It’s all the way up.”

“I know.” She was gasping. “I can feel it. I can hear everything. Ty, I can hear the frogs in every channel. I can hear the river. I can hear your heart.”

“Then listen to it.”

“I’m listening.” Her voice broke. “Ty. I want it. I want all of it. In me. When you come. I want you to fill me up and I want to keep it. Keep all of it in me.”

“You’ll keep it.”

“All of it. I don’t want to lose any of it.”

“You’re not going to lose any of it.” I leaned down over her back, my chest on her wet spine, my mouth at her ear, the cuff singing an inch from my lips. “I’m going to come so deep in you you’ll feel it tomorrow on the ridge. You’ll feel it in you when you draw.”

She made a sound like a sob.

“Yes,” she said. “Yes. Ty. That’s mine. You can’t hang that under anybody’s name.”

“Yours,” I said. “And you’re mine.”

“Yours.” She pushed back against me, hard, meeting me. “Keep it in me. Keep it in me. Ty, all of it, I want all of it.”



I felt her going.

Her pussy tightened on me so hard I had to stop moving for a second. Her back arched up under my chest and then down, deep, her ass pressed back against my hips. Her hands tore up two fistfuls of moss. And the cuff went up and up, the note of it climbing past anything I’d heard from it, past the lantern-room, past the platform. Thin and clear and sweet, like the ring an axe-head gives when it bites a frozen log.

“Look at me,” I said.

She turned her head. Over her shoulder, her cheek against the moss, her wet hair in her face. Her eyes found mine.

They were gold all the way across. Lantern-gold, filling them, soft and bright and burning, the same gold as the crown in my hands at the seep, the same gold as the light that wasn’t on Grayfen’s tower tonight. It lit her face. It lit the steam around her face.

She came.

And the cuff cracked.

I heard it. We both heard it. Under the sound she made, a sound she bit off against her own wrist, under the frogs, under my own breath, there was a sound like ice on a pond in the first hard cold. A sharp clean crack, high and small and absolutely clear, like a lake giving way that had held all winter.

She froze.

So did I.

I was still buried in her, and she was still coming, her inner muscles working on me in ragged shocks she had no say over. But the rest of her had locked on her hands and knees on the warm rock, a shred of torn moss hanging from each fist, her eyes still burning gold at me over her shoulder. Neither of us breathed.

I looked at the cuff.

There was a line on it. Thin as a hair, bright as wire. Running across the band from the top edge to the bottom on the outer face, where the gold glow was brightest. A crack. The gold light was coming through it. Brighter in the crack than anywhere else on the band, a thin line of fire.

The cuff was still on her. Still whole, mostly. Still singing. But it had a crack in it.

She was looking at my face. She couldn’t see it. She’d heard it.

“Ty,” she said. Very small.

“It cracked.”

She stared at me. The last of it went through her while she stared, one long slow clench around me, and let go.

Then she laughed. Once, low, out of her chest, with her face turned down into the moss. The laugh from the pine tree with the pigs under us, dry even now. Her shoulders shook with it, and she pushed back against me, hard, and held there.

That was the end of me.

I grabbed her hips in both hands and pulled her back onto me as hard as I could and buried myself in her, all the way, and came.

It came up out of me with the ice-crack still in my ears. I shot my load into her in hard jets, and every one rocked her forward on the warm stone, her knees skidding in the wet moss, until I drew her back and held her there with her ass flattened against my hips. The rock under my own knees was as warm as skin. Steam came off her back into my face. She took every jet and pushed back for more, holding me at the root like her body had decided nothing was leaving. She didn’t try to move. She stayed down on the moss with her brush wrapped so tight around my thigh it hurt, breathing hard, and then saying my name.

“Ty. Ty. Ty.”

I stayed in her.

I stayed in her when I’d finished. I bent over her back and put my arms around her waist and held her there, on the warm rock, with all of me still deep inside her and all of it still in her.

“Not yet,” she said, and her brush tightened. “Not yet.”



The letters came while I was still inside her.

[Lead-bond: Runbound.]

I read it in the steam over her shoulder. It hung there gold for a breath, and the line in my chest thickened, like a rope that had been a single strand becoming two, three, braided. Stronger. Humming.

Then the door opened.

It opened by itself, gently. And it didn’t close.

I was in her ears. The whole fen came in. Every frog in every channel, each one separate, every small voice in its place. The spring at the bottom of the basin, bubbling up through its crack in the stone. The torch hissing in its cup. An owl, a long way off, over the Deepwild. The river, half a mile away, every riffle at the ford. Somebody singing on Grayfen’s platform, badly, a lynx voice, a song about a fish.

And my heart. Huge and slow and close against her back.

And I knew she was in mine. I don’t know how I knew; I just did. Her breath caught under me, and she said, “It’s so quiet in you,” and I knew she meant my ears, my human ears, how little I could hear, and she was laughing about it.

It stayed open a long time. A breath. Two. Ten. Longer than it had ever stayed. I lay on her back on the moss in the steam and listened to the fen through her and she listened to it through me, and neither of us moved.

Then it closed.

Gently. Like a door easing shut on a quiet house. And the dullness came, and it was bad this time. Longer. My ears went to cotton and my eyes to gray smear and my fingers to nothing, and I lay over her blind and deaf and numb for what felt like a long while, and I didn’t mind it at all. I could feel her under me, faintly. Her breath. That was enough.

When it passed, she’d turned her head and was looking at me. Her eyes were going back to amber. Slowly. The gold draining down out of them like the last light off a ridge.

“You went white,” she said.

“I know.”

“Longer than before.”

“I know.” I eased out of her, slowly, and she made a small sound, and I lay down on my side on the warm moss beside her and pulled her against me. “It’s worth it.”

Her right ear had sunk back a little against the cracked band, to a finger short of the left, still higher than it had lived for four years, and trembling there like it remembered being all the way up.

She put her fingers up to her cuff.

Slowly, carefully, as if she were touching a cut. She found the crack with her fingertip and ran her finger along it, top to bottom, the hair-thin line of gold, and her face went young all at once, twenty again.

“It’s cracked,” she said.

“Yes.”

“Four years.” Her voice was barely there. “It’s cracked.”

She laughed again, once, with her finger on the crack and her eyes wet.

Her brush came around over her hip and wrapped my thigh.



We slept at the water’s edge, on the warm rock at the lip, on the moss, with our legs in the basin up to the knee and the blanket over us and the steam rising around us. She slept on my chest with her ear against my heart, the cracked cuff against my collarbone, warm as a coal. I didn’t sleep much. I lay on my back and looked at the stars and listened to the frogs, which I could hear with my own ears and no others now, and every time they went on singing I let out a little more breath.

At the fourth hour I woke her.

“It’s time,” I said.

She came awake all at once, as she always did. Her ears came up. She lifted her head off my chest and looked at me in the dark, and then at the stars, reading them for the time.

“It’s time,” she agreed.

She touched the crack in her cuff once more, lightly, the way you’d check a knot before you trust it. Then she got up and went to get her bow.



We came back along the fen edge in the dark with the torch, to the north gap.

Hamlin was waiting there, beside Corlis’s fire. He didn’t say anything. He looked at us coming up out of the reeds, and looked at Svala’s ear, at the faint gold line I could see across the cuff even in the torchlight, and his small eyes went to my face, and then he turned around and put another log on the fire.

Svala didn’t touch me. She stopped beside me at the edge of the firelight and said, so only I could hear:

“Zin’s still singing.”

I listened. I could just hear it, over the crackle of the fire. Up on the platform, dark, a small shape at the rail, and a voice going up into the night about a fish.

“What’s the song?” I said.

“A fish that wouldn’t stay on a rack.” Svala’s ears tipped back. “It’s got eleven verses. In every one the fish gets away from an old man with one ear.”

I laughed. I didn’t mean to. It came out of me in a short bark, there in the firelight at the gap, and Hamlin, with his back to us, said something filthy under his breath, and we turned north and went up into the dark toward the ridge.



We were in the cleft below the gap an hour before first light.

The climb up the ridge in the dark had been slow and careful, and my legs were shaking a little by the end of it from the scree, and Svala’s weren’t. She’d gone up the south face ahead of me in the starlight, sure-footed, and waited at the top for me with her ears turned up the slope.

Now we knelt in the cleft, side by side, and waited.

It was cold. The night air was coming down off the spine as I’d known it would, heavy and cold, pouring down the south face past us toward the river. It went past my face steady as a creek. Everything we were went down the hill behind us. Nothing went up.

Above us, eighty paces up the slope, the two boulders stood black against a sky that was going, very slowly, from black to deep blue. The gap between them was a slot of darker black.

Svala had four arrows stuck point-down in the dirt of the cleft beside her knee, and a fifth on the string. Ulla’s bow lay across her thighs. Her eyes were on the gap.

I looked at her.

I read her. Her breath, slow and steady, a long breath in and a longer one out. Her shoulders loose. Her hands loose on the bow. Her eyes, in the dark, catching the faint blue of the sky and giving it back, and the shine not fading when she turned her head toward me, and not burning either. Steady. Like a lamp turned to exactly the height you want it.

Both ears up. The right one nearly as tall as the left, held just shy of it by the band at its root.

The cuff at its base was singing. Very faint. And the note had changed.

I’d heard it sing for a month. It had a sound like a wet finger on the rim of a glass, clear and fine. Now the note had a buzz in it, a little rough edge, like a bell with a crack in it: it still rings, but you can hear the crack.

She knew I was looking.

“Three,” she said, without taking her eyes off the gap.

“I know.”

“I can feel it. It’s at the edge of three. Right at the lip of it, and it’s holding there. It’s not pulling. It’s never been like this. It’s like standing on a ledge and knowing you won’t fall.” Her mouth moved. “Like the rope on the platform. Like you’re holding the other end.”

“The cuff?”

“Holding. Just.” She breathed out. “By a thread.”

The sky went from deep blue to gray.



It came out of the west along the spine at first light. The sign had said it would.

I didn’t see it. That was the first thing. I was watching the place where the trail came down to the gap from the west, and the light was gray and flat and coming up slowly, and the rock of the spine was pale gray lichen and pale gray stone, and I was watching as hard as I’ve ever watched anything.

And Svala’s ear twitched.

“It’s coming,” she breathed. “Walking. Two hundred paces. I can hear its feet on the rock.”

I looked. Nothing. The spine above the gap, pale, gray, empty.

Then a piece of it moved.

It was so pale. That’s why they call them that. It came down the slope toward the gap at a slow walk, and it was the color of the rock, the color of the lichen, the color of the gray light, a silver-white animal moving against a silver-white ridge under a silver-white sky, and if it hadn’t moved I’d never have seen it at all. It was big. Taller than a horse at the shoulder, long-legged, narrow, built for rock. Its antlers were thin and high and swept back, white as bone, and in the gray they looked like the dead branches of a juniper. Its head was up. It was looking east.

In its chest, under the long pale hair of its throat, there was a faint red glow, coming and going with its breath. That was the only part of it I could see clearly. A coal walking along the ridge in the dawn.

It came to the gap and went into the shadow between the boulders.

I lost it.

Gone. The gap was a slot of dark between two gray rocks and there was nothing in it, not a shape, not a movement, nothing. The red of its crown was hidden by the rock. It would come out the other side in three strides, four, and it would be broadside against the sky for a breath, two, and then it would be past, walking away from us east along the open spine toward the Lookout, rump on, and the shot would be gone.

And I couldn’t see the far end of the gap. The light was wrong. The sky behind the boulders was brighter than the rock, and the slot was black, and my eyes couldn’t find the edge of it.

“Svala,” I whispered. “Can you see where it comes out?”

“I can hear it in there. I can’t see its feet. It’s too dark between the rocks. I don’t know which stride it comes out on.” Her draw hand was at the string. “If I wait to see it, it’ll be past.”

I didn’t think about it. I didn’t have time to think.

I reached for the line in my chest and pulled.



It opened like a door kicked in, and this time it opened onto her eyes.

I don’t know how I chose that. I just reached for what I needed, and what I needed was to see.

The world changed.

The gray dawn went sharp. Every edge of every rock on that slope cut clean, the way a print stands up in wet sand, and the gap between the boulders wasn’t a black slot anymore. It was a passage. I could see into it. I could see the trail on the rock floor of it, and the lichen on the walls, and the elk in it, walking. Pale. Clear. Every hair on it. Its long legs moving, and its white antlers swaying, and its breath smoking from its nostrils in the cold.

And I could see its feet.

Her eyes saw it. I knew what it meant. The left foreleg reaching forward. The right hind coming up under the body. The weight shifting forward onto the left fore, settling. That’s how a walking elk moves, a four-beat walk, and when the weight comes onto the leading fore, the next leg to move is the opposite hind, and then the body comes forward over the fore and the other fore reaches out ahead. And it was a stride and a half from the end of the gap. The right fore was about to reach. When it reached, it would reach out of the shadow into the light.

“Next step,” I said. “The right fore comes out of the gap. When it does, the chest is clear behind it. Now. Draw now.”

She drew.

I saw her draw out of the corner of her own eye, which is not a sentence I ever expected to say. I saw the bow come up and the string come back past her jaw, through her eyes, the arrow lying along the edge of her sight like a line drawn on the world. I saw the elk’s right forefoot lift.

And the door slammed.



I went blind.

All at once. The sharp gray world went out like a snuffed wick, and I was kneeling in a cleft on a ridge in the dark of my own head with no idea at all what was happening eighty paces up the slope.

I didn’t see the shot. I didn’t hear the string. I didn’t know if there’d been a string to hear. I couldn’t feel her beside me. There was no ridge and no elk and no Svala, just a place where they had been a breath ago.

I knelt there and didn’t know, and I thought about her alone on that slope at the edge of three lanterns with her cuff cracked and a crowned bull elk above her, and I couldn’t do anything about it at all.

It came back like it always did, from far off, a little at a time, until I was a man kneeling in a cleft with a spear haft in his hands again.

And Svala, beside me, on her knee, with Ulla’s bow lowered and her string hand still at her jaw, looking up the slope.

I looked up the slope.

The elk was standing on the open spine twenty paces east of the gap, broadside to us, against a sky gone pale gold at the eastern edge. It stood with its head up and its white antlers against the light. There was a rust-red fletching standing out of the hair just behind its right elbow, low.

The glow in its chest flared.

Red going gold, like the elk’s at the seep and the bear’s in the gully. Bright for half a heartbeat. Then out.

It took one step. It took another, east, toward the Lookout, toward the sun coming up. Its legs folded under it like a camp stool, front first, then the back, and it went down on the spine and lay there on the pale rock with its head still up for a breath.

Then its head went down too.



“You went,” Svala said. Her voice was strange. “Right when I drew.”

“I went blind,” I said. “I came back after.”

She turned her head and looked at me. Her eyes were wide, the amber gone almost clear in the dawn.

“You were in my eyes,” she said. “I felt you. You were in my eyes and you told me which step.” She looked back up at the elk. “And then you went, and I shot. I didn’t wait. I shot when you said, on the step you said, and it came out of the gap on that step. Exactly on it.”

“Where’d it go in?”

“Behind the right elbow. Low. Rising.” She was still looking at the elk. “At eighty-one paces. I counted coming up yesterday.” Her voice cracked a little. “Through the heart, Ty. I felt it go through.”

I reached over and put my hand on the back of her neck.

Her cuff was hot under my fingers, like a stone left in a fire. It was singing, low and rough, the cracked note, and when I touched it the crack under my fingertip was a hair wider than it had been at the basin. I could feel the edge of it now. A tiny step in the metal where one side of the crack stood a fraction higher than the other.

Holding. By a thread.

“Your cuff,” I said.

“I know.” She didn’t look at me. “I felt it go when I drew. Not all the way. Just a little.” She put her own hand up over mine on her neck. “It’ll hold to Highlantern.”

“Will it?”

“It’ll hold till I tell it not to,” said Svala.

She stood up, slinging the bow, and started up the slope toward her elk.



She cut the crown herself.

She was fast. The ghost-elk’s breastbone was narrower than the marrow-elk’s and its hide was thinner, and she opened it with her skinning knife and her claws in the gray-gold light on the spine while I held the head and the wind came over the crest at our backs. Steam came up out of the chest into the cold. She reached in to the elbow and her face set and she braced her boot and pulled.

It came out in her hand dripping and dark.

It was smaller than the bear’s. The size of a big man’s fist. But it was dense, heavy for its size; she bounced it in her palm and her eyebrows went up. And on one side of it, bright and fresh in the dark stone, there was a star. A dot and three short lines. Her arrow had gone through the heart and found it.

She looked at it a moment. Then she cut a square of the pale hide off the elk’s flank with her skinning knife and wrapped the crown in it, hair side in, tight, and tucked it inside her harness against her ribs.

“I’ll carry it,” she said. “It’s mine till it’s in the housing.”

I didn’t argue. It glowed through the hide, faint and red, a coal against her side.

“Let’s take it home,” she said.

I looked at the elk. A big pale bull lying on the spine with its antlers on the rock, half a ton of meat and the rest of a hide I’d have given a lot for, in a winter.

“Hamlin’s going to say we wasted it,” I said.

“Hamlin can come up here with the cart,” said Svala. “We don’t have time to carry an elk.”

She was right. I hated it anyway. I cut the backstraps off it, two long dark ropes of meat, and wrapped them in the blanket, because I couldn’t make myself leave all of it. And then we went down off the ridge, Svala a step ahead of me with the crown against her ribs and one hand flat over it the whole way down.



Grayfen saw us coming.

I don’t know who saw first. Zin, probably, from the platform; she’d have seen the red glow at Svala’s side from a mile off, through the trees. By the time we came down off the last ridge the whole post was at the north gap.

All of them. Annelie in the gap with her spear. Kirsi beside her, with Annelie’s hand on her neck. Corlis on his crutch with a smoking brand in his free hand from the gap fire. Hamlin at the gap post with his crossbow. Zin coming down the platform ladder and across the yard at a dead run, barefoot, shrieking something.

“A crown!” she was shrieking. “She’s got a crown! Wick! I can see it, it’s glowing, it’s coming through her harness!”

I came down the last of the slope behind Svala and didn’t look at anything but the post.

Hamlin looked at the red glow under Svala’s hand.

He didn’t say a word. He just got out of the gap, for once without a word about his knees.



We went straight up the tower, Svala first with the crown against her ribs, me on the rungs behind her.

The others stopped at the bottom of the ladder. Then I heard Annelie’s bare feet on the rungs below me. Then a scramble that was Zin, and Hamlin swearing that his knees weren’t made for ladders, and Kirsi’s light steps last. Corlis stayed at the foot of the ladder, swearing at his leg.

Up through the storeroom and the watch-room and the lantern-room, into the cold cage at the top of the tower, crowding in around the plinth under the iron bars with the wind coming through. Six of us in a space meant for two, counting Hamlin, who had his head and shoulders up through the trap because there was no room for the rest of him.

The housing was dead. The ash in the basin was wet and gray and slopped against the east wall where the salt-water had pooled. Annelie had raked it level the night before, I saw. Smoothed it. Like making a bed.

Svala unwrapped the crown from the square of pale hide and put it in my hands.

It woke up in my palm. Red first, the dull garnet of the beast’s blood. Then gold, coming up through the red from somewhere deep inside the stone, spreading, until the whole crown was burning a soft clear gold. Steady. Warm. Lighting the bottom of the cage and the underside of the bars and all their faces, crowding in around me. Svala’s face, closest, with the gold in it and her eyes on my hand.

And I didn’t know how to do it.

That first night, with the marrow-elk’s crown, there’d been an ember. A last red thread of the old fire, and I’d laid the new crown down beside it and the ember had touched it and it had caught. There was no ember now. There was nothing in that basin but wet ash and cold stone and salt.

I knelt by the plinth.

“Warden,” said Annelie beside me. “There’s nothing to light it from.”

“I know.”

“The Company used to bring an ember up from Fordwatch. In a pot. When a lantern went out. They’d carry the fire up the Line from the nearest post that had one.” Her voice was soft. “That’s what the Long Run was, once. Before it was a race.”

“I know,” I said. I was looking at the crown in my hand. At the gold. “Annelie. What do the songs say?”

She didn’t answer right away.

“They lit them with their hands,” she said.

I put my hand into the housing.



I didn’t set the crown down this time. I held it. I reached down over the cold rim with the crown in my palm and set the back of my hand down in the wet ash, with the crown cupped in my fingers, and held it there.

The ash was cold. Wet and gritty and cold against my knuckles.

Nothing happened.

I knelt there with my arm in the housing to the wrist and the crown burning gold in my hand and the ash cold under it, and for a long breath, two, three, nothing happened at all. Five people behind me, not breathing. The wind through the bars.

Then the ash under my hand got warm.

I felt it. Under my knuckles, through my skin. The cold went out of the wet ash. It went warm. Then hot. Steam came up out of it around my wrist in a thin hissing wisp, and the salt-water in the bottom of the basin bubbled once, and went to vapor, and was gone.

And the gold went out of my hand.

Not out. Down. Into the ash. I watched it go. The light ran out of the crown through my fingers like water running out of a cupped hand, and into the ash under it, and spread. Gold. Through the gray. A ring of it, and a wider ring, the ash catching fire around my hand from underneath, glowing, the whole floor of the housing lighting up gold from the center out like a sheet of paper catching from a match held under it.

I took my hand out.

The crown sat in the middle of the burning ash, alone, and it caught.



It went up as the marrow-elk’s had, that first night. Slowly, and then all at once.

The light came up out of the housing in a single breathing bloom. It filled the bowl of the basin and rose over its rim and filled the cage, gold, so bright the iron bars over our heads lit up like they’d been painted, and their shadows went out across the morning in long spokes.

I stood up and went to the bars with my hand still black with ash and stinging. It reached the gravel at the water’s edge this time.

Behind me, somebody made a sound. Small and high and young.

I turned around.

Kirsi was standing at the bars on the other side of the cage with the gold light on her face and Annelie’s hand on her neck, and she’d put both her own hands over her mouth. Her round dark ears had come up. Both of them. All the way. The left one standing over its cracked cuff, tall and steady. Her eyes were wet and dark brown and the gold was in them, the light’s gold, reflected, not her own.

“Oh,” she said through her hands. “Oh. It’s holding. It’s holding again.”

Annelie took her hand off the back of the girl’s neck.

Slowly. The way she’d lowered her spear in the lodge door. One finger, and then another, until her palm was an inch from the girl’s skin, and then away. Kirsi stood in the light on her own.

Annelie looked at her hand. Then at me.

Her dark eyes went from my face to my hand, black with ash to the wrist, and stayed there. Her lips parted.

The letters came.

[Grayfen Post: Ember. Radius: 70 paces.]

[Warden: Level 6.]

I read them. Seventy paces. Ten more than the marrow-elk.

I looked down at my hand. The ash on it was warm. Under the ash, my palm was pink, and it stung like I’d held it too close to a stove, and that was all.

“They lit them with their hands,” Zin said. Quietly. She was staring at my hand too. “That’s what she said. The grave-keeper. Just now. I thought it was one of her songs.” She swallowed. “Gods, wick.”

Hamlin was still wedged in the trap, the rest of him hanging on the ladder below. He looked at the light, then at me.

“Fish won’t smoke right again,” he said. His voice was rough. Then he went back down the ladder fast, before anybody could see his face.



Annelie brought the pot down from the rafters of her room.

I didn’t know she had it. Nobody did; Svala told me later she’d never seen it, and Svala had been through every corner of that lodge looking for arrow shafts. It was wrapped in an oiled cloth, like the bows. Annelie came out of her room with it in both hands and set it on the long table and unwrapped it.

A lantern-pot.

Clay, round, the size of a man’s head, with a lid that fitted down into a lip and a little vent in the lid no bigger than a fingertip. An iron bail over the top, worn bright where a hand had gripped it. Straps of old leather on the back, gone dark and stiff, so it could be carried like a pack. The clay was scorched black on one side from the inside out. Like something had burned in it a long time, over and over.

She stood looking at it.

“I carried it three winters,” she said. “The Long Run. Fordwatch to here.” She touched the bail. “Then one more, after they cuffed me. It’s been in the rafters since.”

She picked it up and went out of the lodge and up the tower with it. I went with her. In the cage she knelt at the housing and took the lantern tongs off their hook on the bars, black iron, long, and reached down into the gold. She didn’t touch the crown. At the edge of it, where it sat in the burning ash, the stone was already shedding: little flakes of it, glowing, the size of a thumbnail, crumbling off into the bed of light the way a log sheds coals. She lifted one in the tongs. Gold. Burning. She laid it in the pot, on a bed of hot ash she’d scooped in first with a little iron shovel, and covered it with more ash, gently, until only a gold glow showed through.

She put the lid on. The vent glowed.

She tied a little leather pouch to the bail. Ash from the housing, she said. Fresh.

“Every night,” she said, “lift the lid. A pinch of fresh ash. Three breaths. Lid down. Not more. If you smother it, it dies. If you let it breathe too much, it burns down to nothing. It’s only ever gone out once, in my hands. The year I was cuffed. Two hours short of here, in the snow.” She stood up with the pot. “Don’t let it go out, Warden.”

She put it in my hands.

It was warm. Through the clay, through my palms. Warm as the crown had been. It was heavier than it looked.

“I won’t,” I said.

She looked at me a moment longer. Then she turned and went down the ladder, and I heard her say something in the lodge below, sharp, to Zin, about the backstraps.



There was one more thing.

Svala found it on her pack when she went to pack it. She came out of the lodge holding it, with a strange look on her face, and stood on the porch and looked at Annelie, who was at the woodpile.

It was linen. White, unbleached, fine and heavy, folded small and tied with a thong. Svala untied it and shook it out. A hunter’s wrap. Long, the kind that crossed over the breast and tied at the waist, but cut away at the back, open from the shoulders to the waist, with ties at the neck.

“It was on my pack,” Svala said.

Annelie didn’t look up from the woodpile.

“Grayfen sends its hunters to the Muster in white,” she said. “So the galleries know which stand is ours.” She split a log. “The back’s open for the harness. The old women said a bow should feel the wind on the skin.” She split another. “It was mine. I was twenty. It won’t fit me now.”

Svala stood there with the white linen in her hands.

I watched them. Svala on the porch, Annelie at the woodpile with her axe, neither of them looking at the other. I thought about the lodge door the first day, with the spear in it. Brannoch’s bow. Grave-keeper.

“Annelie,” Svala said.

Annelie looked up.

Svala didn’t say anything else. She just looked at her. And then she folded the white wrap again, carefully, along its old creases, and tied it with the thong, and put it inside her pack against her back, under everything else, where it wouldn’t get dirty.

Annelie watched her do it. Then she went back to the log.

“Keep it out of the mud,” she said.

“I will,” said Svala.



We left at noon.

Four days to the Muster. Three days of road, Grayfen to Fordwatch to Highlantern, if the creeks were down and the north road was dry and nothing came out of the spruce at us. One day to spare, and not a lot of slack in it.

Ty Ballard, Svala Redbrush, Zin Kerran. A lantern-pot of gold fire on my back, a bow, two knives, a spear on an old haft, my rope. That was Grayfen’s party.

Annelie stood in the gate with her spear. Kirsi beside her, on her own, in the light, her ears up. Corlis on his crutch, his helmet on. Hamlin on the gravel by the ferry post with his crossbow and his twig.

I counted them.

Four. And the light over them. Seventy paces of it, gold, reaching down the slope to the water.

Hamlin pulled us across. At the far bank he tied off the raft and stood there with his hands on the rope and looked at Zin, who’d jumped off before the raft grounded and was standing on the gravel stretching, her arms over her head, her jerkin riding up.

“Lynx,” he said.

Zin looked at him.

“When you come back,” said Hamlin, “I’ll have found it.”

Zin grinned at him. Slow and wide and bright.

“No you won’t, old man,” she said.

He looked at her. Then he turned around and started pulling himself back across the river, and over the noise of the water I heard him say something to the rope. It might have been “We’ll see.” It might have been something worse.

Zin laughed all the way up the bank.

Svala walked beside me with her bow across her shoulders and her right ear standing higher than I’d ever seen it carried on a road, almost level with the left, not quite, the gold crack across the cuff at its base catching the noon light. I could hear it singing. The cracked note. Low and rough and steady.

Where the road topped the first rise I turned around.

Grayfen’s light was on the tower. Gold, beating slow, in full daylight, a small warm coal on the gray bench above the river.

Svala stopped beside me and looked back too.

“It’ll still be there,” she said.

“I know.”

“Then stop counting them, Ty,” she said, “and walk.”


Chapter 20: Highlantern

Zin blew on the fire like it owed her money.

She was crouched over the lantern-pot in the doorway of the ruined waystation with the lid in one hand and her cheeks puffed out, and she blew, and stopped, and blew again. Three breaths. Annelie had said three. Zin did four, because Zin had never in her life done anything the number of times somebody told her to, and the gold under the ash woke up and brightened and threw her freckled face into light from below like a storyteller over a campfire.

“There,” she said. “Look at it. It loves me.”

“Lid,” said Svala.

“It wants to breathe.”

“It’ll breathe itself to death. Lid, Zin.”

Zin put the lid on. The little vent in it glowed gold, like an eye. She sat back on her heels and looked at it like she’d built it herself, and then looked at me.

“I’m better at this than you,” she said. “You were scared of it last night. You blew on it like it was a sleeping bear.”

“It’s the only fire Grayfen’s got off the tower.”

“That’s what I said,” said Zin. “Scared.”

It was the first night out. We’d come down the north road from Grayfen in the afternoon, fast, the pot on my back in its old leather straps, warm against my spine through my shirt.

The waystation was where the wolves had been. I walked around it before we went in, and read it. The wolf sign was old. A week, maybe more. The lead female’s broad prints at the spring, going down to drink and coming back, alone. No yearlings with her. The pack hadn’t come back to this place since the night of the doorway, and when she came, she came by herself, and drank, and went.

The bones of the four we’d killed were still in the grass outside the gap, scattered by foxes. Svala stood looking at them for a while.

“Three arrows left,” she said. “That night. I remember thinking three arrows and a man with a torch.”

“You had enough.”

“I had you.” She turned away from the bones. “And now I have thirty-four arrows and a cracked cuff, and I’m walking south to put a crown on the biggest Wall on the Line. In a month.”

“A little more.”

“A month and two days,” said Svala. “I’ve been counting too.”



We slept in the waystation with the pot between us.

It was strange, that pot. It sat on the hearthstone with its little gold eye glowing, and it gave off a warmth like a coal in a warming pan, and all three of us lay around it on the floor in our blankets like spokes around a hub. Svala on one side with her back to the wall and her bow beside her. Zin curled up on the other, a pile of copper hair and leather. Me in the middle with my back to the hearth.

Zin couldn’t sleep.

I heard her not sleeping for an hour. Turning. Sighing. Then, in the dark:

“Svala.”

“What.”

“Let me see it.”

A pause. Then the rustle of a blanket, and Svala sitting up, and the faint gold of the pot’s eye on her face. She tipped her head toward Zin.

Zin reached out and touched the crack in Svala’s cuff.

I watched her do it. She put one fingertip on it, gently, and ran it down from top to bottom, and stopped. Her face in the gold glow was very serious.

“It’s warm,” she said finally.

“It’s been warm for two weeks.”

“Mine’s never been warm. Not once. Two years.” She took her finger away. “It’s cold right now. Feel it.”

She didn’t offer it to Svala. She turned her head and offered it to me.

I reached over and put my fingers on her cuff. The heavy one, the two-seamed one, at the root of her left ear. She held still.

It was cold. Colder than the night air. Cold as a key left out overnight, all the way through, like it had never been warm in its life and never would be. Under my fingertip I could feel the edge of the inner seam, and the faint hard lip of the needle-hole.

“Still cold,” I said.

“I know.” She lay back down. “I just wanted you to say it.”



Copperpine’s black ring went by on its bench above the river in the middle of the second afternoon, its tower dark, its Wall stripped. Svala didn’t look at it. Zin did, and went quiet for almost a mile.

We came into Fordwatch at dusk on the second day, and Ottoline Wyck was at the gate.

She’d seen us coming. Of course she had; there was a lampguard on the walkway who’d have seen three hunters on the north road a mile off, and one of them carrying a pot with a gold glow coming out of its lid. She was standing between the two gate-lanterns with her arms folded and her spectacles in her hand and her iron braid over her shoulder, and she watched us come up the hill the whole way.

“Huh,” she said, when we got close.

“Sergeant.”

“Ty.” She looked at the pot on my back, and kept looking. “That’s Annelie Fernlow’s pot.”

I hadn’t known she’d know it.

“I’d know it anywhere,” said Ottoline. “There’s a chip in the lip on the left side, where she knocked it on the gatepost going out. The year she was twenty. I was on the gate that night. Seventeen winters ago. I rang the bell when she left.” She looked at the pot’s little gold eye. “I’ve never heard the Grayfen bell. Nobody here has. It’s a day and a half off. But we heard about it. Nine hours.”

“She told me.”

“Did she.” Ottoline looked at me sidelong. “She never told me. I asked her once, a few winters after, when she came down with the cart. What it was like, coming over the ice. She looked at me like I’d asked her to show me her underthings and said, ‘Cold, Sergeant.’” She put her spectacles in her pocket. “She won’t thank me for remembering. Come in. You’ll sleep in the stable, and Ober will feed you, and you’ll tell me why that pot’s lit when my road patrol saw Grayfen go dark three nights ago.”



I told her in the cookhouse, over Ober’s barley stew, with Svala on one side of me and Zin on the other, eating like somebody had told her it was the last bowl on the Line.

The lantern thieves. The rope down the river-side gap. The salt-water in the housing. The pot in the river and the dead ember. The boy in the reeds with five lanterns burned into his wrist. The old boars at the north gap. Annelie on the spear.

Ottoline listened to all of it with her hands around her cup and didn’t interrupt. When I got to the brand, her mouth went thin.

“Stoll came through yesterday,” she said. “With what was left of his crossbows. Four on their feet. Two with their hands done up in rags. One with a hole in his thigh that he’ll never walk right on. And a big one with his boots full of river.” She drank. “The big one said he’d been out fishing.”

“He was out watching Grayfen for a week.”

“I know he was.” She set the cup down. “I told Stoll something. When he came through. I told him what I said I would, that day on your platform.” Her gray eyes held mine. “I told him I’d knelt where Gorm Yelland knelt and looked where Gorm Yelland was looking. In front of his men.”

“What did he say?”

“Nothing. He chewed his gum and looked at me. Then he went on south.” She turned the cup. “He’ll be at Highlantern by now. With Brannoch. They’ve been there six days. The whole party, and the Huntmaster’s wagons, and that poor gilded girl on the front of them.”

“Are you coming?”

“To the Muster?” Ottoline snorted. “The whole Line goes to the fair, and every post sends its hunters, and somebody has to keep the lanterns lit while they’re gone. That’s me.” She looked at Svala. “You’ll go to the great Wall.”

“Yes,” said Svala.

“And you’ll stand under it.”

“Yes.”

Ottoline turned her cup a quarter turn on the table.

“Good,” she said.



In the morning, before we left, Svala went and stood at Fordwatch’s Crown Wall.

I watched her from the stable door. She stood in front of it in the early light with her bow on her back, very straight, looking up at the middle of the Wall. At Brannoch’s column. Eight crowns under the five gold lanterns, black bolts and one old boar spear nailed beside them. The newest at the top, the Alder Meadow bear, with Stoll’s bolt beside it.

She stood there a long while. Then she reached up and touched the bottom crown of the column, the oldest, with one finger. Just touched it.

Seven of them were hers. She’d told me.

Ottoline had come out of the tower door with a cup of something steaming. She saw Svala at the Wall. She stopped on the tower steps and watched her, the way I was watching. Then she took her spectacles out of her pocket and put them on and looked at the Wall too. At the column. At the crowns. She looked for a long time, through her spectacles, frowning.

Then she took them off and put them back in her pocket and went back inside.



Sedgemere Fen was half a day south of Fordwatch, where the road came down out of the hills and bent along the edge of the Deepwild.

I’d heard of it. Ottoline had told me the night before, over the stew: keep to the logs, she’d said. Don’t step off them. Don’t let the lynx step off them. It’s not a fen like Grayfen’s. Grayfen’s fen is reeds and channels and you can get out of it. Sedgemere has no bottom.

I didn’t understand what she meant until I saw it.

The road came over a low ridge of pine and dropped, and below it the land went black. That was the first thing. Grayfen’s fen was gray; this was black. A wide flat basin of black water and dark brown reeds, still as glass, going away for a mile or more to the east and south, with dead trees standing up out of it gray and bare and leaning at angles, their roots long rotted out from under them. The water didn’t move. There was no current, no ripple, no channel running. It lay there like oil in a pan, and the sky was in it upside down, and the dead trees.

And the road went across it.

It had been built a long time ago. Logs, laid crosswise side by side over the black water and the peat, a road a cart wide made of split trunks, each one half-sunk in the muck. Corduroy, they call it back home, for the ridges. You walk on the round backs of the logs, one to the next, and they’re slick with green slime and moss, and some of them have rotted soft in the middle, and some of them roll when you step on them, a little, in their beds of mud, like a loose stair.

The road went out across the fen in a long curve. On the west side, the Deepwild came down to the edge of the black water: old pines, huge, standing right at the brink with their roots in the peat, close together and dark. On the east side, the reeds. Tall and brown and dense, taller than a man, with islands of willow scrub standing up out of them on hummocks of firmer ground.

A heron stood in the shallows at the edge of the reeds. It watched us come down off the ridge onto the logs and didn’t move.

I stood at the top of the corduroy and read it.

The logs. Rolled ones, here and there, their ends shifted in the mud. Somebody’s cart had gone across in the last week and the wheels had pressed a dozen logs deeper on the east side than the west. The reeds along the road on the east side, thick, close, near enough to touch, for a long stretch in the middle of the fen. Willow on a hummock island forty paces off the road on that side. You could hide twenty men in those reeds and the road would go right past them.

And halfway across, where the road bent nearest to the Deepwild’s edge, a channel.

A cut through the peat, black, narrow, maybe twenty feet across, and deep. You could tell it was deep by the color; the rest of the fen was dark, and this was darker. A slot of pure black in the black. The corduroy road didn’t cross it. The road stopped at the channel’s edge, and on the far side it started again, and between them there was one log.

A single huge pine, laid lengthwise across the channel, its bark long gone and its back worn smooth and flat by feet and wheels. A bridge. There’d been a rail on it once; the stubs of the posts were still there, rotted to nothing.

I walked out to it and stood at the near end and looked down into the channel.

I couldn’t see the bottom. I couldn’t see anything. The water was black and still and it went down and down, and my reflection looked back up at me out of it, and my throat closed down so hard I had to step back.

“Ty,” said Svala, behind me.

“I’m all right.”

“You’re not.” She came and stood beside me and looked down at the black water too. Her ears went flat. “That’s worse than the river.”

“It’s not moving.”

“That’s why.” She looked along the log bridge, at the far side of the channel.

Zin came out along the corduroy behind us, hopping from log to log, and stopped at the edge of the channel and looked down, and for once she stopped hopping.

“I don’t like it, wick,” she said.

“Neither do I.”

“Then let’s not stand here like three ducks.” She looked at the reeds, at the willow island. “I’ve been on enough bait-lines to know a place somebody could hide in. This whole fen’s a place somebody could hide in.”

I looked at it all for a while longer. The log bridge. The black channel under it. The reeds and the willow island forty paces off on the east. The old pines on the west, at the edge, with their roots in the water. The heron, still not moving.

Then I stepped up onto the log. The near end shifted under my boot as I put my weight on it, a hair, east, toward the deep, and settled. I filed it. Then I crossed, one foot in front of the other, with my throat locked and the pot on my back and my eyes on the far end, and didn’t look down.

“You’re reading it,” Svala said, on the far side. She’d crossed after me, quick and light. “Like you’ll need it.”

“I read everything like I’ll need it.”

Her eyes went from me to the fen, the reeds, the log.

“Then read it twice,” she said.



We camped that night in a stand of oak above the road, south of the fen, and fed the pot, and came into Highlantern a little after noon on the fourth day.

You see it a long way off. That was the first thing.

The road came up out of a river valley into rolling farm country, the first I’d seen on the Line: fields, hedges, stone walls, sheep, a mill with a water wheel turning slow in a millrace. Real roads, graveled, with ruts worn deep by a hundred years of wagons. Carts going the same way we were, a lot of them, piled with barrels and bales and crates, and people walking beside them in their best clothes. And ahead, on top of a long high hill above it all, a town.

It was big. Bigger than anything I’d seen since I came up out of the river. A ring of walls, not timber but stone at the bottom and timber at the top, gray and brown, climbing the hill in tiers, with roofs inside them going up and up, tile and slate and shingle, chimneys smoking. Banners on the walls. Green and gold, the Company’s colors, the five lanterns.

And at the top of the hill, over everything, a tower.

It made Grayfen’s look like a lamp on a stick. It was stone all the way up, gray, square, five stories, with a cage of black iron on top as big as a barn. And in the cage, a light. Gold. Burning in full noon so bright you could see it from three miles off, a second sun sitting on the top of the hill, beating slow. Its light came down over the whole town and spilled out past the walls onto the fields, and the grass for a long way around the hill was greener than the grass anywhere else.

I stood in the road and looked at it.

“How many crowns does it burn?” I said.

“Nobody knows,” said Svala. “The Company doesn’t say.” She was looking at it too. “A crown a week, they say in the cookhouses. More, in the winter.”

A crown a week. Annelie had measured Grayfen’s ember with her fingers every night for two winters.

“That’s a lot of light,” I said.

“That’s what the Muster’s for,” said Zin. “To feed it.”



The gate was a tunnel through the stone, two wagons wide and twenty paces deep, and it was jammed. Carts and people and horses and dogs and a herd of goats somebody was driving in for the fair, all trying to get through at once, and lampguards in orange at the far end shouting at everybody and nobody listening. We went through it in the crush with the pot on my back and Svala’s bow over her shoulder and Zin’s hand hooked in the back of my belt so she wouldn’t get swept off.

Then we were through, and in.

Highlantern on the eve of the Autumn Muster was the loudest place I’d ever been.

I’ve been to the state fair in Salt Lake. I’ve been to the rodeo in Cheyenne, and a stock auction in Texas with two thousand head of cattle. This was all of those at once, packed inside a ring of stone on a hill. The streets went up in steps and terraces toward the tower, narrow, cobbled, and every one of them was full. Stalls along both sides selling everything: meat on skewers, smoking over braziers; bread; cheese; pelts; arrowheads; boots; crossbow bolts by the bundle; little painted wooden lanterns for children; carved crowns of red glass that a man was swearing on his mother were real. Music from every direction. Fiddles. Drums. A man with a pipe like a bagpipe, wailing. People singing, people arguing, people selling, and over all of it the light from the tower, gold, coming down on everything like warm water.

And hunters.

They were everywhere. Beastkin women in hunting leathers, with bows and spears and knives, from every post on the Line. A tall woman with long hare’s ears and a spear. Two women with round ears and striped tails walking arm in arm. An old woman, gray-haired, with heavy round ears and a cane, sitting on a step with a cup, watching the crowd go by with an expression like a judge. They were all cuffed. Every one. I saw the dull gray at the base of every ear, up and down every street, a hundred of them, two hundred, and every one of them held an ear a little low.

I read the crowd as we went. Where people walked and where they didn’t. Where the lampguards stood, at the corners, in pairs, with their crossbows slung. Where a crowd this size would break if something frightened it: downhill, toward the gate, through streets too narrow to hold them. Where trouble would start, if it started: the drinking tents, by the sound of them, up ahead and to the left, where the shouting was loudest.

“Wick,” said Zin, at my elbow. “Your face is doing the thing.”

“What thing?”

“The reading thing. Like everybody in this town’s a set of footprints.” She grinned. “Stop it. It’s a fair. Look at something nice.”

So I looked at the Wall.



The great Crown Wall of Highlantern stood across the whole north side of the fair square at the top of the town, under the tower.

I’d thought Fordwatch’s was big. Fordwatch’s was a fence. This was the side of a barn, the side of a church, a sheer face of dark old oak planks fifty paces long and as high as four men standing on each other’s shoulders, roofed over by a long timber eave that kept the rain off it, with ladders on wheels standing at intervals along its foot. The planks had gone black with age and smoke. The whole face of it was covered.

Crowns.

Hundreds of them. More than I could count. More than I’d ever thought there were in the world. They hung in columns down the whole fifty paces of the Wall, nailed through bored holes in their edges, dark red and garnet and almost black, from the size of a walnut to the size of a man’s head. The light from the tower came down over the eave and fell across them at a slant, and they caught it. Every one. They glowed. The whole Wall glowed faintly red, like a bank of coals in a forge seen through a doorway, and when the tower light beat brighter, the Wall beat with it.

Beside every crown, nailed flat to the oak, the thing that had killed it. Arrows. Bolts. Spears. A few knives. Under every column, a name in white. Over every column, painted lanterns in gold. One. Two. Two. Three. Two. One. Four.

And in the middle of the Wall, under the eave, where the light fell brightest, the widest column of all.

BRANNOCH. And over it, five gold lanterns, bright and fresh, as if they’d been repainted that morning. And under the lanterns, in rows of five, forty crowns. Every one with a black bolt nailed beside it, and not an arrow among them.

Thirty-one of them were hers.

I stood in the square with the crowd moving around me and the music going and looked at that column. I didn’t count them. She’d told me the number on a log above a river with a bear crown in her lap.

Svala stood beside me. She wasn’t looking at the column. She was looking at the ground in front of it, the cobbles at the foot of the Wall where the ladders stood. Her brush hung behind her without a twitch in it.

Her right ear was up. Almost all the way; the band at its root still held back the last of it. The cracked cuff at its base was singing low, the rough note.

“Svala,” I said.

“Don’t,” she said. “Not here. Not yet.” She lifted her eyes to the column, once, and down again. “Tomorrow.”



Zin found the betting boards.

They were in a row along the east side of the square, under awnings: big planks painted black and chalked over with names and numbers, with men in front of them taking coin and chalking up wagers, and crowds around each one, shouting. Zin went to the biggest one like a moth to a lamp. I went after her. You don’t let Zin Kerran go into a crowd of drinking crossbowmen alone.

“Muster crown hunt,” she read aloud, standing on her toes. “The Brindle King. Look, wick. They’ve got every party’s stand. Huntmaster Brannoch, Highlantern’s first party, one to two.” She snorted. “One to two. You’d have to bet two silver to win one. Huntmaster Corrow, Redmarch, six to one. Huntmaster Yeske, Saltmarch, five to one.” She ran her finger down the board. “The southern parties. The duchy posts. Eight to one. Ten to one.” She stopped. “Where are we?”

I looked. At the bottom of the board, in small chalk, somebody had written GRAYFEN, and left the space beside it blank.

The man taking coin at that board was big and bald with a leather purse on a strap across his chest. He saw us looking. He saw Zin’s cuff and my red jacket and the pot on my back, and he grinned and picked up his chalk.

“Grayfen,” he said, loud, to the crowd. “The dead post’s sent a party!” He chalked a number in the blank. “There. Who’ll take a hundred to one on the wick?”

The crowd around the board laughed. A few people turned to look at us. One of them was a crossbowman in a brown jerkin with a cup in his hand, and his laugh stopped when he saw Zin’s face, and he looked away fast.

Zin smiled at the bald man very sweetly.

“I’ll remember you,” she said.

“Do,” said the man, still grinning.

There was a second board beside the first. Smaller. Different: not the crown hunt. It said PITS at the top, in red chalk, and below it a list of names in pairs, with odds beside them. Fights. Zin read down it with her lips moving.

“Who’s this?” she said. Her finger had stopped near the top. “Teodora Vasca. Lioness. Southern pits.” She squinted at the chalk beside the name. “There’s no odds. It just says UNBEATEN.”

“Nobody’ll take the other side,” said a hound-eared woman beside us, gray-streaked, and drank.

“I’d pay to watch that,” said Zin.

“You’d pay to watch anything,” said Svala, behind us.

Zin turned around. “That’s true,” she said. “But I’d pay extra for that.”



The square went quiet at the far end.

It started at the Wall and came toward us: people stopping talking, turning, looking, one after another, in a wave. Then a sound came up behind the quiet. Cheering. Clapping. A lot of it.

And a laugh like a bell.

“There they are!” said Varek Brannoch. “There they are! I heard you’d come! Make way, friends. Make way. Let me see them.”

The crowd parted. He came through it.

He was dressed for the fair. The dark green cloak, with the five gold lanterns on the shoulder catching the tower light so bright it hurt to look at. A white linen shirt open at the throat. Rings on every finger. His beard trimmed. His big brown face creased with smiling, and his arms out wide, as if he meant to hug all three of us at once. Behind him came his people. Stoll, chewing, with his crossbow on his back. Fiske, in his fur collar, with his loupe. A dozen crossbowmen. And Isveta Kalm, a pace behind Brannoch’s left shoulder, in white.

Brannoch stopped in front of us and looked us over, beaming.

“The wick,” he said. “And his strays.”

The crowd laughed. It wasn’t a cruel laugh, mostly. It was the laugh a crowd gives a man it loves when he’s being funny, and he knew it, and he let it go on.

“Look at this,” he said, to the square. “Look, everybody. Grayfen. A month ago it was a dead post at the end of the Line with a one-eared ferryman and a grave-keeper and a lantern on its last ember. And here they are at the Muster.” He put his hand on his heart. “It warms me. It truly does.” He looked at the pot on my back. At the little gold eye in its lid. His smile got wider. “And they’ve brought fire! Gods, it’s real. Crown-fire, carried three days down the Line to light a brazier at a stand nobody’s going to see.” He shook his head, fondly. “That’s devotion, friends. That’s the spirit of the Line.”

The crowd cheered. Somebody shouted “Grayfen!” and somebody else laughed.

Brannoch looked at Svala.

His face went softer. Warm. Like a man looking at a daughter who’s run away and come back.

“Svala,” he said. “Sweetheart. You look well. Better than well. The north agrees with you.” He tilted his head. “Your bow’s in Daggan’s tent. Oiled, like I said. Strung fresh. Any time you want to come and get it, it’s yours.” He paused. “And everything that goes with it.”

Svala didn’t say anything. She looked at him. Her ear was straight up, and the cracked cuff at its base had gone bright, and I could hear it singing, the rough low note, louder.

Brannoch’s eyes went to it.

I saw them go. Just for a second. To her ear, standing higher than it had stood in four years under his name. To the gold line across the gray band. His smile didn’t move. His eyes did. They went sharp, the way a man’s eyes go when he sees a crack in something he owns.

Then they came back to her face, warm again.

“Well,” he said. “Think on it.”

He looked at me last.

“Ty Ballard,” he said, warmly. “You’ve done a remarkable thing up there. I mean that. Everybody’s talking about it. A light on the north sky.” He clapped me on the shoulder, hard. His hand was heavy, the palm hard with old spear-callus. “I’d heard you’d lost your lantern, though. Some trouble with thieves?”

“Some,” I said.

“Terrible. Terrible thing. The north’s full of bad men.” He shook his head. “And yet here you are, with a pot full of fire. I’d love to know where you found a crown so quick.”

“On a ridge,” I said.

He laughed. The bell. “On a ridge! Of course.” He turned to the crowd. “On a ridge, he says!” They laughed with him.

Then he turned back to me and leaned in, close, still smiling, and said, so only I could hear it:

“You should have taken my forty silver, son.”

He stepped back. Out loud again: “Good luck tomorrow, Grayfen!”



Isveta was standing on a dais.

I hadn’t seen it at first. It was at the foot of the great Wall, under Brannoch’s column: a low wooden platform, a foot high, draped in green cloth with gold lanterns stitched on it. When Brannoch moved on through the crowd toward the betting boards, she didn’t follow him. She stepped up onto the dais and stood there, under the forty crowns with the black bolts beside them, in the full gold of the tower light, and the crowd turned to look at her.

That was what the dais was for.

I looked at her too. Every man in that square was looking at her, and most of the women, and she’d been put there so they would.

Her boots first, because they were at the height of my eyes. White, polished like mirrors, the light sliding on them, laced to the knee. Then her legs in white breeches, long, longer than Svala’s, slender and straight, the line of them going up and up from the boots without a single wasted curve. She stood with her heels together like a dancer.

Then she turned. Brannoch had called something to her from across the square and she turned her head toward him, and her body turned with it a quarter, and the white-and-gold coat swung. It was cut close at the waist and cut away behind, in two long tails that fell from the small of her back to the backs of her knees, and when she turned, the tails parted and swung, and under them her ass was high and round and tight in the white breeches. High on a slender frame. A curve that didn’t belong on a woman built that narrow, and did, and stopped my eyes there for a second before I made myself move them up.

Her waist, narrow, belted in gold. A chest that was slight under the fitted coat, a dancer’s chest. Her shoulders square and straight. Her throat long and pale. Her hair, silver-white, straight as rain, falling down her back past her shoulder blades without one strand out of place.

Her face. Pale, fine-boned, perfect. Ice-blue eyes that didn’t blink. A mouth that didn’t move.

Her ears, rounded and pale with faint gray spots, up in all that silver. The gold cuff at the root of the right one, polished bright as a coin, shining. And behind her, her tail. Long and thick and pale and spotted, hanging straight down behind her, the tip just off the green cloth of the dais.

It didn’t move at all. In a square full of noise and music and shouting and children running between people’s legs, with a crowd of two thousand people looking at her, her tail hung behind her as still as if it had been carved out of the same oak as the Wall.

I knew what it meant when a tail held still that hard.

Her eyes came down off the middle distance.

They came across the crowd, slowly, and they stopped on me.

They stayed on me. One breath. Two. That was as long as they’d stayed at Fordwatch. Three. Four. Her face didn’t change. But her eyes stayed on mine, ice-blue and absolutely steady, and went to my face, and then to Svala beside me, to Svala’s ear standing straight up with the gold crack across the cuff, and stayed there a breath, and came back to me.

Five. Six.

Then Brannoch’s laugh rang out from the betting boards, and her eyes went back to the middle distance, and she didn’t look at us again.

Svala had seen it.

“She looked at my cuff,” Svala said.

“I saw.”

“She’s never looked at me. Four years in the same party. On the same wagon. She looked past me every day like I was a barrel. She looked at it.”

I looked at the dais. At the woman in white standing under forty crowns, a few of which, Zin had said at the table at Grayfen, had been killed by her own arrows.

“What do you think she saw?” I said.

Svala didn’t answer that.



The stands were called at sundown.

It was a custom, Zin told me, more show than ceremony. Every party at the Muster gathered in the square in front of the great Wall, and the Huntmaster whose party had taken the crown-beast the season before stood up on a cart and called the stands on the hunt line, one by one, for the crowd. Best stands first, to whoever he pleased. It was supposed to be a gift, Zin said. The champion’s courtesy.

Brannoch had taken it four seasons running.

He stood up on the tail of one of his green-and-gold wagons with a cup in his hand and the crowd packed in around him, and called them. He made a joke for every one. Redmarch’s party got the stand on the south slope, “where Corrow can sleep in the shade like he did last year.” Saltmarch got the willows by the stream, “so Yeske’s boys can wash their feet.” The duchy parties got the middle of the line. The crowd laughed at every joke. Brannoch kept the center stand for himself, the one straight down the valley from the beaters’ drive, where the Brindle King would come when the beaters pushed it out of the hills. He didn’t make a joke about that one. He just smiled.

He saved Grayfen for last.

“And Grayfen,” he said, and the crowd went quiet to hear it. He looked down at us from the cart, standing at the back of the crowd with our pot. “Our friends from the north. Where shall we put them?”

He pretended to think about it. The crowd waited.

“The east gully,” he said. “The old stream cut at the east end of the valley. Down in the ditch.” He spread his hands. “The wick likes jumping into ditches, I hear. He jumped into one at Saltlick with my bait-runner in his arms.”

The crowd roared.

It went on a long time. Brannoch let it. He stood up on his cart and drank and smiled and let them laugh, and when it finally died down he raised his cup to us across the square.

“Light your little brazier in the gully, Grayfen,” he said. “If the King comes your way, give a shout.”



Zin was white with fury.

“The gully,” she said. We were walking down through the town toward the gate in the dusk, the three of us, against the crowd. Her voice was shaking. “The gully. Nobody gets the gully. It’s at the far end of the line, behind a bend, in a ditch. You can’t see the hunt from it. The galleries can’t see it. Nothing comes down it. The beaters drive down the valley and the gully’s off to the side, away from the drive.” She kicked a cobble. “It’s where they put you when they want to say you’re nothing. Last year it was a party from some dead post in the south with two hunters and a dog. The dog was the best of them.”

“Good,” I said.

She stopped dead in the street and stared at me.

“Good?”

“I want to see it,” I said. “The valley. The hunt line. The gully. Before dark.”

“Why?”

“Because Brannoch’s been here eight days,” I said, “and the King’s been somewhere in the hills above that valley for most of them. And I want to know what both of them have been doing.”



The Muster valley lay below Highlantern on its north side, a long shallow bowl of grass between two arms of hill, a mile from end to end.

We came down into it as the sun went. The town was behind us on its hill, the tower light pouring down over the slope, and the valley below it was in shadow already, blue and cool, with the grass gone silver. At the far end, the north end, the hills closed in and went up steep and dark with pines, and past them, beyond the last ridge, I could see the edge of the Deepwild. That same black line of old trees I knew from Grayfen. It came right down here, to the top of the valley, a day and a half south of Fordwatch.

The hunt line ran across the valley near its south end.

It was a line of stakes, waist-high, painted white, driven into the grass from one side of the valley to the other in a long curve. Every fifty paces or so there was a stand: a wooden platform a little higher than the stakes, with a party’s pennant on a pole beside it and an iron brazier on a tripod in front of it, empty, waiting. Tomorrow each party would light its brazier from its pot. Tomorrow the hunters would stand at their stands with their bows and crossbows, and the galleries would be full.

The galleries were on the west slope. Tiers of timber benches climbing the hillside above the line, a thousand seats, more, all empty in the dusk. From them you’d see the whole valley spread out below, the hunt line, the stands, the long grass going north to the hills.

Everything except the gully. Zin was right. At the east end of the line the valley floor dropped away into a cut, a dry old streambed ten feet deep, winding out of the hills to the north, choked with willow and alder. The last stand on the line was perched on its lip with a little bare pole and no pennant on it. From the galleries you’d see the top of that pole and nothing else.

I walked the line first. Then north, up the valley, toward the hills.



The beaters’ lanes started a quarter mile north of the line.

They were marked with stakes too. Taller ones, head-high, with rags tied to the tops, red rags, in two long rows running up the valley floor toward the hills like the sides of a funnel. Tomorrow, Zin said, the beaters would go up into the hills at first light, a hundred men with drums and horns and rattles, and spread out in a long line through the pines at the top of the valley, and come down through the trees making as much noise as they could. Anything in those hills that didn’t like noise would run from it. Down the valley. Between the rows of rag-stakes. Toward the hunt line.

Toward whoever stood at the end of the funnel.

I walked the rows of stakes. Slowly. Reading.

They were old stakes, most of them. Gray, weathered, the rag on top faded to pink. Driven into holes they’d been driven into for years; the grass around them was trampled flat in a little ring where the beaters always stood. The two rows ran straight up the valley from the north and narrowed toward the hunt line and aimed, more or less, at the middle of it.

Then, halfway down, they didn’t.

On the east row, eleven stakes from the bottom, the line bent a few degrees. The stakes from there down ran a little to the west of where they should have, and the funnel they made, the mouth of it, didn’t point at the middle of the hunt line anymore.

It pointed at the center stand. Brannoch’s.

I crouched by the first stake where the line bent and looked at the ground.

The stake was gray and old, like the others. But the dirt around its base was fresh. Dark, crumbly, turned over, not grown over with grass the way it was around the stakes above. And a foot to the east of it, in the old trampled ring, there was a hole. A round hole the width of the stake, filled with loose earth that had been kicked into it and stamped down and hadn’t settled yet. The old hole. The stake had been pulled out of it and moved a foot to the west and driven in again.

I looked at the top of the stake. The wood was crushed there, the grain split and splayed, the way it splits when a mallet drives it. The crushed wood was fresh-broken and pale as new bread.

I went to the next one. The same. And the next. Eleven stakes on the east row, and nine on the west row across from them. Every one moved, a foot, a foot and a half, west. Every one with a filled hole beside it and a pale mallet-split on its head.

“Last night,” I said. “Somebody pulled twenty stakes and moved them and drove them back in. In the dark. With a mallet.” I touched the pale wood. “This morning, maybe. Before the dew was off. The dirt’s still dark.”

Svala crouched beside me. She looked at the filled hole, and the stake, and the line of stakes bending away down the valley toward the center stand.

“It bends the drive,” she said.

“A few degrees. That’s all it takes.”

“Toward him.”

Zin had gone on down the valley ahead of us, between the rows of stakes, with her head down, looking at the grass. Now she stopped. She crouched. She put her hand flat on the ground, and then lifted it and looked at her palm in the last of the light.

“Wick,” she said.

We went down to her.

The grass between the rag-stakes was pressed flat in a strip a yard wide, running straight down the funnel toward the hunt line, in a long smear, the stems all bent the same way, south, as if something heavy had been dragged over them. And on the pressed grass, dark, dried, in a long broken streak, there was blood.

“That’s a drag,” Zin said. “That’s a bait-sack drag. A big one. Pig’s blood and offal, in a hide, dragged on a rope.” She looked down the strip of pressed grass toward the center stand. “Somebody ran a blood-line down the funnel last night. Right to his stand.” She looked at her red palm. “Somebody did my work.”

“So the King comes down the drive,” I said, “smelling blood the whole way. And the drive bends it to his stand.”

“Paid,” said Svala.

“Paid,” said Zin. “The beaters. You don’t move twenty stakes in the dark unless somebody’s paid you to.” She wiped her hand on the grass, hard. “He’s got the beaters. He’s got the drive. He’s got the blood. He’s got the stand in front of the galleries and a dozen crossbows and Isveta on a platform and every eye in Highlantern on him.” She looked at me. “That’s how he’s taken the crown-beast four seasons running, wick. That’s how. He doesn’t have to hit it. He just has to be standing where it comes.”

“And he needs somebody to put an arrow in its eye when it gets there,” said Svala.

Zin wiped her hand on the grass again, though it was already clean.



I went up into the hills first. They came behind me and let me read, because I’d stopped talking.

The rag-stakes ended at the top of the valley where the pines began. The beaters would come down through those pines tomorrow. And somewhere up there in the pines, or past them, in the edge of the Deepwild, was the King. It had been there six days. Ottoline had said it would be. Somewhere in the hills above the Muster valley, waiting for the beaters.

I went up through the pines to the edge of the old trees, where the Deepwild came down.

It took me half an hour of reading to find its sign, and when I found it, I knew it the way you know a man’s handwriting.

A rub-oak. An old one, broad, at the very edge of the Deepwild where the pines gave way to the great dark trunks. Its bark had been scraped off from the ground to well above my head, and the bare wood was glazed in dry gray mud, and in the mud, brindled bristles. Brown and black and gold, banded. Stuck in the glaze everywhere. And above the glaze, at the height of my shoulder, a gouge in the oak. One. A single deep groove, curving up and to the left, as long as my forearm. Not two, side by side, like the scar at the first bed-ground. One.

The long tusk. The left one. The short right tusk, snapped off a foot short in some old fight, didn’t reach the bark anymore when it whetted. Only the long one did. And it hooked left.

And in the mud glaze, lower down, at the height of my chest, where its face would have rubbed when it scrubbed its head against the trunk, there was something else.

I leaned close and looked at it.

A splinter. Wood. Pale. Ground into the dried mud of the glaze and broken off short, with the frayed end of it sticking out. I worked it loose with the tip of my knife. It came out as long as my finger: the broken end of an arrow shaft. Birch. And clinging to the end of it, ground half to nothing in the mud and bark, a scrap of feather.

Rust-red.

I held it up. Svala came up behind me and looked at it.

“Saltlick,” she said finally. “The face.”

“It’s been rubbing your arrows out of its face,” I said. “On this tree. Against the bark, like the yearling rubbed yours out of its shoulder at the bed-ground.” I looked at the gouge. “Six days, maybe more. It’s been living up here, right at the edge, waiting.”

“For the beaters.”

“For something,” I said.

I found its tracks below the oak. Deep, splayed, as wide as Hamlin’s chest. They went down out of the old trees into the pines, east, along the edge of the hills. Not south, down toward the valley and the rag-stakes and the funnel. East.

I followed them.



They went to the gully.

The old stream cut came down out of the hills at the east end of the valley, the dry bed winding through the pines in a crease of its own, and the King’s tracks went down into it. Into the dry streambed, under the willows and alder, where it couldn’t be seen from anywhere but the lip.

And then they came back up.

I stood at the head of the gully and read it twice to be sure. The tracks went down into the cut. Followed it south, toward the valley, a long way, two hundred paces, three, in the soft sand of the dry bed, under the cover of the willows. And then stopped, and turned, the big prints pivoting in the sand, the toes dug deep where it had swung its weight around. And came back up the gully, north, the way they’d come, and out at the top into the pines.

Twice. Two sets, going down and coming back. One a few days old, the edges slumped. One from last night, sharp, the sand at the bottom of the prints still dark with damp.

It had walked down the gully. Almost to the valley. And stopped, and looked, and turned around, and come back.

Twice.

“It’s scouting it,” I said.

Neither of them said anything. Zin was crouched on her heels beside me, both hands flat on the rock, and her tail had gone still behind her.

“Like the yearling at the ford,” I said. “Like the three at the wall. It’s walked down this gully twice to see where it comes out. To see if it’s clear.” I looked down the cut toward the valley, toward the place where it opened out at the east end of the hunt line, under the little bare pole of the last stand. “It’s not going down the drive.”

“So the drive’s for nothing,” Svala said slowly.

“It’s going around. It always goes around.” I stood up and looked at the gully. “Tomorrow the beaters come down through those pines making all the noise in the world, and the drive’s bent and the blood’s laid and every man and woman in that valley is looking at the center stand. And it’s going to come down here. Where nobody’s looking.”

I turned around and looked at both of them.

“Down the gully,” I said. “To the east end of the line.”

“To the stand nobody wants,” said Svala.

“The one he gave us.”

Zin let out a breath. Slowly. And then a laugh, short and disbelieving and low.

“He gave it to us,” she said. “Brannoch. Up on his cart. In front of the whole square.” She started to laugh harder. “Down in the ditch, he said. The wick likes jumping into ditches.”

“He did say that,” I said.

“If the King comes your way,” said Zin, laughing so hard she had to put her hand on a willow, “give a shout.”

Svala didn’t laugh. She was looking down the gully, toward the valley, with her arms folded and her right ear standing nearly as tall as the left and the cracked cuff singing at its root.

“I’ll give a shout,” she said.



We came back up through the town in the dark.

It was louder at night. The tower light was the only light that counted, gold over everything, but there were torches too, and lanterns on poles, and braziers burning in the streets for the meat-sellers, and the music had gotten faster and drunker. We had a patch of ground for Grayfen’s camp outside the walls on the north side, with the other parties, on the slope above the valley; a lampguard had pointed at it with his crossbow when we came in, a bare spot of grass between a midden and a ditch, as far from the gate as you could get and still be at the Muster. Svala went down to it to feed the pot.

“Go and get something to eat,” she said. “Both of you. Something hot. I’ll mind the fire.”

“Come with us,” I said.

“No.” She looked up at the tower, and then at the town, the noise of it, the crowd. “I don’t want to be in it tonight. I want to sit by the fire and knap and not have anybody look at me.” Her mouth twisted. “Tomorrow they can all look.”

So Zin and I went back in through the gate.

Zin wanted to see the tents. All of them. She wanted to see the pit tent, where she said the lioness would be fighting tonight, and the place where they sold candied apples, and the man with the glass crowns so she could tell him to his face that he was a liar. She went through the crowd ahead of me like a knife through cheese, and I went after her because I wasn’t going to let her go alone. Stoll’s men were drinking in the tents. Every one of them knew her. Every one of them had watched her run bait.

We were coming along the back of the betting tents, the row of them on the east side of the square, in the alley between the canvas and the town wall where the tent-ropes were staked, when I heard Stoll’s voice.



I stopped. Zin didn’t, for a step, and then she felt me stop and stopped too, and turned, and saw my face, and her ears went flat.

The voice came from the other side of the canvas. The tent beside us, a big one, dark inside; a storage tent, by the shape of the crates I could see through a gap in the flap. There was a lamp in it, turned low. Two shapes against the canvas.

“Forty crowns,” Stoll was saying. Low and sharp. “Forty, on that Wall. And thirty of them came home in my sack. You know they did. I carried them. I cut half of them out myself.”

“I know what you carried, Daggan.” The other voice was soft. Precise. A little bored. Fiske. “I’ve seen your sack.”

“And my cut’s the same as it was the day I signed. Thirty crowns I carried, and a crossbow sergeant’s cut for it.” Stoll’s voice went lower. “You know what thirty crowns are worth in the south, Imber? You know better than any man alive. You sell them.”

“I sell what Varek tells me to sell.”

“You sell what you like and you tell Varek what he wants to hear.” A pause. Something being chewed. “I want a bigger cut. After tomorrow. When the King’s on the Wall. I want it in silver, and I want it from you, not from him, because he’ll forget.”

“He won’t forget,” said Fiske. “He never forgets a thing that’s owed to him. Only things he owes.” A sigh. Long. Tired. “Varek’s careless, Daggan. You know it and I know it. He wants more than he can count. He’s always wanted more than he can count. He wants the purse, and the fox back, and the lynx dead, and the wick’s head on a stake by the north road, and he wants all of them by tomorrow night, and he wants them without paying for any of them.” The soft voice went softer. “And you want more than you’ve earned. Between the two of you, I’ll be lucky if I can sell a single crown south this winter without somebody looking at it closely.”

“Nobody looks at crowns.”

“Somebody’s started to,” said Fiske.

Silence on the other side of the canvas.

“The wick,” said Stoll. Contemptuous. “He’s nothing. A wick in a red coat. He got lucky at the meadow and lucky at Saltlick, and he’s got a fox who’s forgotten her place, and tomorrow he’ll be standing in the east gully with his little gold pot watching the King come down the valley to Varek’s stand. Like everybody else.”

“He lit a dead post inside a week of mustering,” said Fiske. “Then your boys put it out with a skin of salt-water, and five days later he walks through the gate up there with a pot of crown-fire on his back.” A pause. “With what, Daggan? You told me there wasn’t a crown within three days of Grayfen.”

Stoll didn’t answer.

“I don’t like what I don’t understand,” said Fiske softly. “And there’s something else I don’t understand.” The soft voice dropped further, so that I had to lean toward the canvas to hear it. “The Cuffwright’s come down off his bench. He hasn’t set foot in the fair for a Muster in eleven years. He’s taken the window over the chandler’s on the tower street, the one that looks at the Wall, and he’s sitting in it, and he hasn’t said why.” A pause. “I asked him. Do you know what he said?”

“What?”

“He said he’d come to see a cuff.” The lamp in the tent flickered. “I don’t like it, Daggan. I don’t like any of it. Take your cut up with Varek after tomorrow, if there’s anything left to cut.”

The flap at the front of the tent opened and closed. Soft footsteps on the cobbles, going away. Then heavier ones, after a moment, the other way, and the sound of somebody spitting.

I stood in the alley between the tent and the wall for a while.

Then I turned and walked away along the tent-ropes. Zin came with me. She didn’t say anything for a long time. Her hands stayed on the hilts of her knives the whole way.



We’d gone fifty paces down the alley when she took hold of my belt.

The back of the betting tents. Dark, between the canvas and the old stone of the town wall, with the tent-ropes going up over our heads and the stakes in the cobbles. The music was close. On the other side of the canvas, twenty paces off, a fiddle and a drum going fast, and people stamping, and a man singing something about a girl in Saltmarch. Torchlight came through the canvas in a yellow glow. A wagon stood in the alley against the wall, a big one, a freight wagon with its shafts down and its wheels as tall as my chest, chocked.

Zin got two fingers through my belt buckle and walked me backward into the shadow of that wagon.

“Wick,” she said.

Her voice was high and quick and shaking. She was looking up at me in the dark under the wagon bed, and her pale green eyes caught the torchlight through the canvas and threw it back, and her ears were flat against her skull, and her hands had come off her knives. Her tail was twitching. Fast.

“I need it,” she said. “Now. Here. I’ve been standing in that alley listening to Daggan Stoll talk about cutting crowns out of beasts I ran in front of, and that fat soft man talk about the Cuffwright, and I need to not be scared for about ten minutes.” Her fingers tightened in my belt. “I want you in my mouth. Right here. With that fiddle going and Stoll’s boys drinking on the other side of that canvas. And then I want you in me against this wheel, quick, and I want to be loud, and you’re going to have to stop me.”

She looked up at me.

“And anybody could come down this alley,” she said. “Any time. That’s the point.”

“Zin.”

“Say yes, wick.” She was grinning, but it was shaking at the edges. “Say yes before I lose my nerve. I don’t have much of it left tonight.”

I looked at her. At the torchlight in her eyes. At her tail.

“Yes,” I said.

“Gods,” said Zin. “Good.”

“But I set the pace,” I said. “Not you. You’ve got ten minutes, and I decide what happens in them.”

She stared up at me. Then her ears went flatter, if that was possible, and she bit her lip, hard, and laughed, quiet, through her teeth.

“Yes, Warden,” she said.



She went down to her knees in the dark under the wagon bed.

Her hands were in my belt before Stoll’s voice had faded out of my head. Fast hands. The laces. The leather pushed down. My cock came out hard in the dark and she made a sound, a little gasp, and took it in her fist.

“Every time,” she said. “Every time I forget how much of you there is. By Hamlin’s ugliest fish.”

Then she put her mouth on me.

She wasn’t slow. There wasn’t time for slow. She took me in all at once, hot and wet and greedy, her lips stretched around me and her fist pumping the base, and she sucked hard, her cheeks hollowing, her head moving fast. Her tongue went everywhere. She pulled back and licked me from the root to the tip in one long wet stroke and took me in again. She was making sounds around me, hungry, wet.

On the other side of the canvas the fiddle went faster. Somebody laughed, loud, close. A man’s voice, just through the tent wall. “Another, Hobart! Another, before the hunt!”

Zin’s eyes came up to mine. Wide. Shining. Delighted.

She’d heard it. That man was ten feet away with a canvas wall between us, and she was on her knees in the dark with my cock in her mouth, and she was looking up at me to make sure I knew it.

I put my hand on the back of her neck, under the ragged edge of the crop, and stopped her dead.

“Don’t rush it,” I said. “Nobody’s betting on you tonight.”

She hummed around me. Yes. I started her again with that hand on her nape and moved her the way I wanted, and it was slower than she wanted, until she was taking as much of me as she could and her eyes were watering and her throat was working, and I held her there, and she shook.

“That’s it,” I said. “Look at me.”

She looked at me. Her eyes were swimming. Her ears were so flat they’d disappeared into her hair.

A footstep. On the cobbles at the far end of the alley. Then another. Somebody coming.

Zin froze. I felt it go through her. Her whole body went rigid on her knees in front of me with my cock in her mouth, and her eyes went wide, and she didn’t pull back.

I didn’t let her.

I held her there by the nape, still, and looked down the alley over the top of her head. A shape at the far end. A man, a lampguard by the cape, walking slowly along the back of the tents. Fifty paces off. Forty. He stopped at a tent-rope and looked up at it, and tugged it, and went on.

Coming this way.

Zin’s throat moved around me. A swallow. Her eyes were locked on mine. Her nails had dug into my thighs.

“Up,” I said.



She came up off her knees on the word, with her mouth wet and open and her eyes huge, and I lifted her.

I got my hands under her small round ass and lifted her and put her back against the big wheel of the wagon, against the spokes, in the black shadow under the wagon bed where the torchlight didn’t reach, and she hooked her ankles behind me and got a fist in my collar and I could feel her heart slamming against my chest.

“He’s coming,” she breathed. “Wick. He’s coming down the alley.”

“I know.”

“He’s going to see.”

“He’s not going to see.” My hand was already at her breeches. The laces. She was fumbling at them with me, frantic, laughing without any sound at all, her whole body shaking with it. “He’s going to walk past. And you’re going to be quiet.”

“I can’t be quiet.”

“Then I’ll make you.”

I got her breeches down off one leg, over the wrapped shin, and she kicked them off her foot and they hung from the other ankle, and she was bare from the waist down against the wagon wheel in the dark. I could feel her against me. Wet. Hot. She was soaking.

The lampguard’s footsteps. Thirty paces. Twenty.

I pushed into her.

She took me slowly, because there was no other way to take me, a little and then a little more, her whole weight hanging on my hands and the spokes biting into her back, and her mouth fell open and she drew in a breath to make a sound, and I put my hand over her mouth.

Flat. My palm over her lips. Firm. I held it there.

Her eyes went wide over my hand. Her pussy clenched on me so hard I had to stop.

The footsteps came level with the wagon.

Ten feet away. The other side of the wheel. I could hear him breathing, a big man, a little out of wind from the hill. I could hear his crossbow creak on its sling. He stopped. Right there, beside the wagon, at the next tent-rope, and I heard him tug it. A grunt. Another tug.

I was all the way inside her. I didn’t move. She didn’t move. She hung there on me against the wagon wheel with her ankles crossed at the small of my back and my hand over her mouth and her eyes on mine, enormous, swimming, and I felt her pussy flutter around my cock. Once. Twice. Pulsing.

She was coming.

On the danger. With a lampguard ten feet away tugging a tent-rope. Without me moving at all. She came on my cock with my hand over her mouth and her whole body seizing against the wagon wheel, so hard a spoke knocked once against the hub behind her back. Her eyes rolled back. Her nails went into the back of my neck. Inside she snatched at me in quick hard catches, one on top of the next, fierce as the rest of her, and she didn’t make a sound because I didn’t let her.

Then she bit me.

Her teeth closed on the meat of my palm, hard, under my hand. She bit down to keep from screaming. I felt her teeth break the skin. I didn’t move my hand.

The lampguard grunted and let go of the rope and walked on.

His footsteps went away down the alley. Twenty paces. Forty. Gone around the corner of the last tent, back into the noise of the square.

Zin let go of my palm with her teeth. And laughed into it.

Helplessly. Her face pressed into my hand, her breath hot and wet against my palm, her whole body shaking with it on my cock, a long breathless laugh that went on and on, with tears running down her face onto my fingers.



“You bit me,” I said into her hair.

“You put your hand on my mouth.” She was still laughing. Barely any sound. “What did you think I’d do?”

“That.”

“Then why’d you do it?”

“Because I knew you would,” I said, and started to move.

She stopped laughing.

I fucked her against that wheel. Hard and fast and short, because the lampguard might come back, because anyone might, because that was what she’d asked for. My hands under her ass, holding her up, slamming her down onto me. The spokes of the wheel creaked behind her back. Her heels drummed on my spine. My hand was over her mouth again and her breath was coming through my fingers in short hot gasps and her eyes were locked on mine and she was making sounds into my palm, little broken sounds, and on the other side of the canvas the fiddle was going and a crowd was stamping and the man was still singing about the girl in Saltmarch.

“Look at you,” I said, my mouth by her ear. “Up against a wagon with your breeches round your ankle and a whole fair on the other side of that wall. Anybody could walk down here. Anybody.”

She whimpered into my hand.

“And you’d still be taking it. Wouldn’t you.”

She nodded, frantic, against my palm.

I could see her in the bit of torchlight that came under the wagon bed. Her freckled throat, flushed dark. Her jerkin half off one shoulder. Her chest rising and falling, the nipples standing hard through the thin leather like they’d been all day. Her ears flat. Her tail, hanging down under her, twitching so fast it was a blur against the spokes.

And her cuff. At the root of her left ear. Gray, and dull, and heavy.

Cold. Even now. Even with her coming again on me, I could feel it, her pussy starting to tighten, and her Wild coming up in her, the heat of it on her skin, the light in her eyes. It came up and up and stopped short of that band. And the band stayed cold and gray and silent.

I didn’t stop.

She came again. Harder. Her back arched off the wheel and her teeth went into my palm again and she screamed into it, really screamed, a muffled high wild sound that the fiddle swallowed. And I let go. I drove up into her one more time and held her there against the spokes and came deep inside her, hard, with my face in her neck and her laugh starting again under my hand.



She slid down off me after a while and stood on her own feet on the cobbles, swaying. She put her hand on the wheel to hold herself up. Then she pulled her breeches up her leg and laced them, quick and neat, and pulled her jerkin straight on her shoulder, and pushed her copper hair out of her eyes.

She looked up at me. Her face was wet and flushed and bright.

“Better,” she said.

“Good.”

“Much better.” She took my hand, the right one, and turned it over and looked at the palm in the torchglow. Two neat curved rows of tooth-marks, and a little blood. She looked at them, pleased with her work. “There. Now you’re marked too.”

“I noticed.”

“Svala’s going to ask.”

“I’ll tell her.”

“Tell her I said it was her turn next.” She let go of my hand. Her tail was twitching, steady and quick. “Wick. Listen.”

I listened.

“Brannoch’s beaters,” she said. Her voice had gone quick, and there wasn’t any laughing left in it. “The ones who moved those stakes. I know where they drink. Every Muster they drink in the same tent. The third one from the end of this row, with the green flag on the pole. Brannoch pays their slate the night before.” She jerked her head at the canvas. “I’m going to go and sit in it.”

“Zin.”

“Not to do anything. To listen.” She looked up at me. “They know me. I ran bait in front of those men for two years. They think I’m a mouth with legs. They’ll drink and talk with me sitting right there, and they’ll tell me which way they’re driving, and where the drums start, and when.” Her mouth twisted. “Men always tell me things. They never think I’m listening.”

I looked at her.

“Keep your knives in your lap,” I said.

“I always do.” She grinned, the real grin, sharp and bright. “Go back to your fox, wick. She’s feeding the fire. Tell her about your hand.”

She turned and went down the alley toward the end of the row, quick and low, her tail twitching, and at the corner of the last tent she looked back once over her shoulder at me and lifted her chin.

Then she went around the corner toward a tent with a green flag on its pole, and the noise of the fair swallowed her.


Chapter 21: The Hunt Line

The first horn went up from the tower at gray dawn, and the whole hill answered it.

I was awake already. I’d been lying on my back on the cold grass at Grayfen’s camp with the pot between us and my hands on my chest, watching the sky go from black to blue, and when the horn went up from the top of Highlantern it was so loud and so deep I felt it in the ground. A long note, low, rising, held. Then from every camp on the slope around us, from every party’s fire, other horns answered it. Ram’s horn and cow’s horn and brass. Fifty of them. A hundred. Until the whole north side of the hill was one long bellowing chord going out over the valley in the dawn.

Then drums, from the town. Then a cheer, from somewhere, from a lot of throats.

Svala sat up beside me.

She didn’t say anything. She sat with the blanket around her shoulders and looked down at the valley below the camps, blue in the half-dark, the hunt line a faint white curve of stakes across it, and her right ear stood up nearly straight.

Zin was asleep on the other side of the pot, curled up. She didn’t wake for the horns. She’d come back from the tent with the green flag a little after midnight, smelling of somebody else’s beer, and dropped down beside me on the grass and talked fast and low for ten minutes, and then fallen asleep in the middle of a word.

I’d lain awake a long time after with what she’d told me.



“Drums at first light,” she’d said. “From the top of the valley. The beaters spread out across the hills in a line from the west ridge to the east ridge, and they come down through the pines banging everything they’ve got.” She’d been lying on her side facing me, her eyes catching the gold of the pot. “But they don’t spread out even. That’s the thing. They’re paid to bunch up on the west and the middle and push hard down the funnel, toward the bent stakes. A silver a man, from Stoll. I saw the purse. So the east end of the line is thin. Six men, maybe, on the east ridge. Old ones. The ones who drink too much to be trusted with the middle.”

“So the east hills aren’t being beaten,” I’d said.

“Not hard. Not to speak of.” Her tail had twitched. “Which is where the gully comes down. Which is where you said the King’s going to come. They don’t know that, wick. Nobody in that tent knows. They think they’re driving it to Brannoch like they have for four years.”

“What else?”

“Stoll’s got four crossbows on Brannoch’s stand. Good ones. And Isveta on the high stand behind it, twenty feet up, with her pretty bow, where the galleries can see her. Brannoch’s not standing on the line at all. He’s on his horse behind it. He always is. When the beast comes down the funnel the crossbows put bolts in it to slow it, and Isveta’s supposed to put an arrow in its eye, and if she won’t,” she’d paused, “they wait till it’s close enough and put twenty bolts in its face, and somebody dies, and it goes down. And Brannoch rides out in front of the galleries with his spear and puts it in the heart and the crowd goes mad.”

“Somebody dies?”

“Last year a beater. The year before, a bait-runner.” Zin had looked at the pot. “Not me. Other years.”

Then she’d said something else, and her voice had dropped, and gone small.

“One of them said the Cuffwright came down to the valley last night. To the hunt line. In the dark, with a lamp. He walked along the stands and looked at every one.” She’d swallowed. “He stood at ours a long time, the beater said. At the east end. And then he went back up.”

I’d looked at her.

“I don’t know what it means,” Zin had said. “I’m just telling you.”

Then she’d gone to sleep in the middle of telling me what the beater had said about the Cuffwright’s fingers.



Svala dressed in the white at dawn, by the pot.

She’d unwrapped it from the inside of her pack, where she’d carried it all the way from Grayfen against her back under everything else, and it had come out clean. Unbleached linen, heavy and fine, the color of new cream. She stood up in the gray light and shook it out and looked at it a moment. Then she took off her green wrap and stood bare to the waist on the cold slope and put it on.

I watched her do it. I wasn’t going to look anywhere else.

It crossed over her breasts in front, two panels of white linen drawn over and wrapped around her ribs, tight, and tied at the side of her waist with a long tie, and it held her close the way the green one never had. High and firm, her breasts under it. Her nipples drawn hard in the dawn cold and showing through the heavy linen in two clear points. Then the ties at the back of her neck. She reached up and tied them herself, a quick knot, and let her hands fall.

And her back was bare.

All of it. From the knot at the nape of her neck down to the waistband of her buckskins. The linen fell away on both sides of her spine like curtains drawn back from a window, and her whole back was there in the gray light. The broad archer’s shoulders. The faint scatter of gold freckles across them like dust. The long muscles on either side of her spine. The groove of the spine itself, running down, deep, between them, into the small of her back, where it curved in, hollowed, and then out again into the rise of her ass in the tight buckskin.

She picked up the harness and put it on over the white. The leather strap went across her bare back on the diagonal, from her right shoulder to her left hip, and across her chest in front, framing the white wrap, pulling it tighter. She buckled it. Then her quiver, on her back, its strap across her bare skin.

She bent and pulled on her boots. Soft dark leather, laced up the outside, up past her knees, nearly to the middle of her thighs. She laced them with her foot up on a stone.

Then she braided her hair. Off her bow side, the left, a tight rope of honey-gold down over her left shoulder and her left breast, clearing the right side of her head. Clearing her right ear.

She turned and looked at me over her right shoulder.

Her back to me. Bare, from the neck to the waist, with the harness strap across it and the white linen falling away on either side. Her spine curving in at the small of her back, deep, and her ass high and round below it. Her brush, curled around her right thigh against the boot, the white tip against her knee. Her head turned, looking back at me over that shoulder, with her eyes amber in the dawn.

Both ears up.

The right one tall. Not quite as tall as the left; the cracked band still held back the last inch of it. And at its base, the cuff, with the gold line of the crack across it, singing. Rough and low.

She was smiling, a real smile, wide and warm, with her teeth showing. I’d only seen it twice.

I forgot what I’d been about to say.

“Ty,” she said.

“Yeah.”

“You’re staring again.”

“Yes.”

“Good,” said Svala. “Stare.”

Behind me, from the blankets, Zin woke up, and sat up, and looked at Svala, and whistled. Long and low and filthy.

“Gods,” she said, hoarse with sleep. “Gods, fox. Brannoch’s going to fall off his horse.”

“That’s the idea,” said Svala, and turned around, and tied off her braid.



She looked at my hand while we ate.

I’d wrapped it the night before with a strip of linen, the palm, and she’d seen the wrapping when I came down to the camp and hadn’t said anything. Now, in the light, she took my wrist in her fingers and turned my hand over, and unwrapped it, and looked at the two curved rows of tooth-marks on the meat of my palm.

“She bit you,” she said.

“She did.”

Svala looked at Zin. Zin was eating smoked bear with both hands and looking at the sky with great interest.

“Was there a reason,” said Svala.

“There was a lampguard,” said Zin, to the sky. “Ten feet away. Pulling a tent-rope.” She chewed. “It was the best ten minutes I’ve had in two years.”

Svala looked at the tooth-marks a while longer. Then she wrapped my hand up again, neatly, and tied it off, and gave it back to me.

“Good,” she said.



The galleries filled while the sun came up.

I’d never seen so many people in one place. The fair the night before had been a crowd moving. This was a crowd sitting, all of it packed into the tiers of timber benches climbing the west slope of the valley, and more on the grass above the benches, and more on the hill above that, standing, all the way up to the town wall. Thousands. Every post on the Line had come. Every town in the duchy within three days’ ride. Farmers and drovers and lampguards and coopers and children on their fathers’ shoulders, women with baskets, men with cups already. Brokers in fur collars along the front rail with their loupes on chains around their necks. Hunters, beastkin, every one of them cuffed, sitting in the parties’ own section of the galleries in a long row of ears and tails above the line.

The noise was like weather. It went up and down. It never stopped.

Lampguards stood along the foot of the galleries in a long orange line, crossbows slung, between the crowd and the valley floor. Thirty of them. Forty.

“That’s the Crowner,” said Zin.

She was pointing with her chin. In the middle of the galleries, on the front rail, right above the line of lampguards, an old man was sitting by himself on a stool somebody had brought down for him. He was stooped and gray and very thin, and he wore a leather apron over his coat, an apron stained in white and gold and red, and his hands were folded on top of a cane. Big hands. Huge, for a man that thin. Knuckled and scarred, the hands of somebody who’d held a spear for a long time. A brass loupe hung on a chain around his neck. Beside his stool, on the rail, there was a hammer.

“Tobiah Ness,” said Svala. “He’s been the Crowner at Highlantern forty years. He was a hunter before. He paints what the crowd saw. That’s the custom. Nobody tells him what to paint.”

“Is that true?”

“It’s true.” She looked at the old man. “And the crowd only ever sees what it’s told it’s seeing.”

I looked at the old man on his stool, with his hands on his cane, looking out over the valley. He wasn’t looking at the center stand. He was looking at everything. Slowly, end to end, the way I look at a piece of ground.



The braziers were lit at full sun.

That was the custom too. Every party on the line went out in turn, in front of the galleries, and carried its fire from its pot to its brazier, and lit it, and the crowd cheered or didn’t. Highlantern’s first party went first. Brannoch’s crossbowmen marched out from behind the line in a column, with a lantern-pot on a pole carried high between two of them, a big one, brass and glass, burning gold from the great tower’s own fire. They marched to the center stand. Stoll tipped the pot over the brazier and the gold fire went into it and the brazier went up, a column of gold flame higher than a man, and the galleries roared.

Brannoch rode out behind them on his gray, and waved, and the galleries roared louder.

Redmarch went next. A small party, four hunters and a huntmaster, an old gray-bearded man with a limp; they had a clay pot like ours, and their brazier went up gold, smaller, and the galleries cheered, politely. Saltmarch. The duchy posts, one by one. Every brazier on the line, gold. Every party, a cheer.

Grayfen went last.

We walked out from behind the line at the west end and went along it, past every stand, past every party, the whole half-mile of it, to the east end. That was the custom. The last party walks the line. I had the pot on my back. Svala walked beside me in the white, with her bow in her hand and the harness on her bare back and her braid over her shoulder. Zin on my other side, in her jerkin and her short breeches, with her knives at the small of her back and her chin up.

The galleries jeered.

Enough of them, anyway. It came down off the slope at us in a long rolling wave, laughter and whistles and somebody calling “Wick! Wick!” and somebody else shouting something about ditches, and the betting men at the front rail calling odds. A hundred to one. Two hundred. A crossbowman at Brannoch’s stand made a noise like a pig as we passed, and the men around him laughed.

I didn’t look at them. I was looking at the gully.

We came to the east end of the line. The last stand, on the lip of the old stream cut, with its bare pole and no pennant and its empty brazier on its tripod. Below it, the gully went down into the willows and wound away north into the hills. From here the galleries were a long way off up the slope to the west, and most of them couldn’t see us at all past the bend in the valley.

Svala looked down into the gully. Her ears went out, both of them, turning.

“Nothing,” she said. “Not yet.”

I took the pot off my back and set it on the ground by the brazier.

Zin had the tongs. Annelie’s tongs, the black iron ones from the lantern-cage; Annelie had tied them to the bail beside the ash pouch. Zin knelt by the pot and lifted the lid. The gold came up out of the ash, warm, alive, three days down the Line and still burning. She reached in with the tongs and lifted the coal out of its bed of ash, a flake of the ghost-elk’s crown the size of a thumbnail, glowing.

She stood up and held it over the brazier.

“For the grave-keeper,” she said, so only we could hear.

She dropped it in.



It caught.

The kindling in the brazier was the same as every brazier on the line, dry pine and pitch the lampguards had laid in them at dawn, and the coal went into it and for a breath nothing happened. Then gold came up through the pine: the same deep living gold as the light over Grayfen, as the light on the top of Highlantern’s tower, as the fire in Brannoch’s brazier at the center of the line. It came up out of the iron in a column as high as my head and stood there burning against the morning, and the heat of it came out over us, and Zin stepped back from it with her face lit gold.

Up on the slope, the jeering stopped.

A piece of it went first, and then the piece beside it, and then a wide swath of the galleries going quiet, the ones who could see us, the ones on the east end, looking down at the last stand on the line in its ditch with its gold fire going up.

It was gold. That was all. The same as all the others. Every party at the Muster had carried crown-fire to its stand, and every brazier on that line was burning gold.

But everybody on that slope had been told for two winters that Grayfen was dark.

“Grayfen burns,” somebody said up there. I heard it. A man’s voice, carrying, surprised.

Then, from somewhere in the hunters’ section of the galleries, an old woman’s voice, high and cracked:

“That’s the Long Run pot! That’s Fernlow’s!”

Then the noise came back, and the betting men were calling odds again, and the moment was gone.

But Svala was looking up at the galleries. At the hunters’ section, where the old voice had come from. Her brush lay against her boot without a twitch in it.

“They know the pot,” she said.

“Ottoline said they would.”

“She ran it nine hours,” said Svala. “Seventeen winters ago. And they still know the pot.” She looked at the gold fire for a while after that.



The drums started at the top of the valley a little after.

I heard them come over the hills from the north. Faint at first, a long way off, a beating like a heart under a blanket. Then horns. Then a sound like a hundred men shouting at once, and banging on things, pots and kettles and the flat of axes on tree trunks, and rattles, and whistles. It came down through the pines at the top of the valley in a long ragged line from the west ridge to the east, getting louder.

The galleries went quiet, all of them, to hear it. Then they started to cheer. A rising cheer, going up and up with the drums.

I watched the hills.

The hills above the funnel and the rag-stakes, where the pines came down to the top of the grass. Because before you see the beast you see what the beast moves, and before you see what the beast moves you see what’s afraid of the beaters.

The birds went up first. All along the top of the valley, out of the pines, ahead of the drums, crows and jays and little brown birds, in a long line from west to east. They lifted in front of the beaters as the beaters came down through the trees, a rolling wave of birds going up and settling and going up again, getting closer.

The line of birds went up evenly. West to east. All the way across.

Except at the east end.

At the east end, above the gully, the birds were going up early. Ahead of the line. A quarter mile ahead of where the beaters on the east ridge would be by now. A knot of crows went up out of the pines above the head of the gully, cawing, and wheeled, and didn’t settle. Then another knot, closer, lower down. Then a pair of jays, lower still, right where the gully came down out of the trees into the willows.

Something was moving down the gully ahead of the drive.

The beaters were a quarter mile behind it. It was moving down the gully on its own, and the birds were going up out of its way.

“Svala,” I said.

She’d already turned. Her ears were both swung north, toward the head of the gully, tall.

“I hear it,” she said. “In the gully. Walking. Heavy. Very heavy. Slow.” She swallowed. “It’s not running from the drums, Ty. It’s walking.”

“Where?”

“Four hundred paces. Coming down.”

Beside the brazier, Zin’s fingers had stopped on her knife hilts. I looked at them, and she saw me look, and she drummed them once on the horn, on purpose. Then they were still again.

“I’m fine,” she said. “I’m fine, wick. I’m just a lynx standing next to a ditch with a pig the size of a wagon coming down it.”



I set it out for them. Plain. Short. The way you set out a haul on a ledge: everybody knows their job before the rope goes taut.

“It’ll come out of the gully mouth there,” I said. I pointed. Below the stand, where the dry streambed came out of the willows onto the valley floor. “It’ll stop. It always stops. It looks first. It looked at us from the clearing and it looked at the meadow at Saltlick and it’ll look now.”

“At what?” said Svala.

“At us. At the line. At the galleries. At whatever’s moving.” I turned to Zin. “Zin. Up on the lip of the cut. There, on the bank above the gully mouth, behind the alder. Ten feet up. It can’t come up that bank at you; it’s too steep. You’ve got your knives. You’re not bait. You don’t move unless I say. When it’s down, you come off that bank and you cut the crown.”

Her ears went flat. Then she nodded.

“Not bait,” she said.

“Never again,” I said. “Not with me.”

She went up the bank above the gully mouth in two long bounds and lay flat on the lip behind an alder with her chin on her knives, and I couldn’t see her anymore.

“Svala.” I turned to her. “At the stand. On your knee, by the brazier. Low, so you’re shooting up into it. I’m beside you, on your right, with the spear. When it comes, it’s going to grunt. Three times. Short. Like Zin in the yard.” I held her eyes. “After the third, it commits. Before the third, it’s deciding. Don’t shoot it while it’s deciding. Shoot it when it’s decided.”

“And then it hooks left.”

“And then it hooks left. And we go to its right. The short side.”

“And low behind the elbow,” she said. “Rising. As it turns.”

“As it turns.”

She went down on her right knee by the brazier, beside the bare pole, with Ulla’s bow across her thigh and five arrows stuck point-down in the dirt by her knee. The gold fire beside her lit the white of her wrap and the bare skin of her back.

I stood beside her with the spear. On her right. A pace back.

Down in the gully, the willows started to move.



It came out of the gully mouth walking. Slowly. Like something that owned the ground.

It was bigger than at Saltlick. It wasn’t, really; nothing grows that fast. But it looked bigger, coming up out of the dry streambed onto the open grass in the full morning light with nothing around it to give it size but stakes and a brazier and a woman on one knee. The hump of its shoulders stood up higher than the stand. Its back was a long brindled hill, brown and black and dull gold in wavy bands like the grain in an oak plank, and the light slid on the bristles as it moved. Its legs were tree trunks. Its head was a battering ram, long and heavy and low, and the long left tusk came up out of its lower jaw and curved back over its snout in a great yellow hook as long as my arm, and the short right one was a blunt stump beside it.

Its face was scarred. That was new. Pale lines, healed, across the snout and cheeks, and one under the right eye, and a puckered knot of scar on the soft place under the jaw. Svala’s arrows. Saltlick. It had rubbed them out on the oak and they’d healed and left it marked.

It was breathing hard. It had walked a long way down the gully. And every time it breathed, its chest lit.

The glow came up under the bristles of its throat and chest, red, fierce, a forge with the bellows going, and the light of it came through the hide in the shape of its ribs. It went down when it breathed out. It came up when it breathed in. Each time, it was brighter than the gold brazier burning beside Svala.

It stopped at the gully mouth.

It looked.

It turned its huge head and looked at the stand. At the brazier and its gold fire. At Svala on her knee, in white. At me. Its small dark eyes went from her to me and back. It looked at the bank above it where Zin was lying behind the alder, and stayed on that a breath, and I knew it knew she was there.

Then it turned its head and looked west. Along the hunt line. At the galleries.

Up on the slope, the noise had stopped.

All of it. Thousands of people, and the drums still going at the top of the valley, and the beaters still shouting, and the galleries had gone completely silent. The ones on the east end could see it. The ones on the west end could see the ones on the east end standing up. Then everybody was standing. I could hear it, the whole slope coming to its feet at once, a sound like a wind going through a wheat field.

Then somebody screamed.

A long high scream, from up there, and then shouting. The beaters at the top of the valley had come out of the pines into the head of the funnel and found nothing. Nothing in front of them. The bent stakes and the blood-drag and the center stand, and nothing coming down the funnel to it. The drums faltered, and stopped, and started again ragged.

And from Brannoch’s stand, half a mile west along the line, men were running.



Stoll’s crossbowmen. They’d seen it. Somebody on Brannoch’s stand had looked east along the line, the way the whole slope was looking, and seen the King standing at the gully mouth by the last stand, by Grayfen’s brazier, and shouted. And Stoll’s men had come off the center stand and were running east along the hunt line toward us. Four of them first, then more. A dozen men with crossbows, running across the open valley floor in front of the galleries, strung out, shouting.

Running toward the biggest crowned beast on the Line. Across open ground. With nothing between them and it but grass.

The King turned its head and looked at them.

I watched it look. I watched its small dark eyes find them, the running men, the noise, the crossbows glinting. I watched its ears come forward. I watched its weight shift.

Off its forelegs. Back. Onto its haunches. The way a boar settles before it goes. And its head came around, slowly, away from us, toward them.

It was going for them.

They were noise and movement on open ground, coming at it, a dozen of them, and we were a fire and a woman on one knee and a man standing still. It had looked at all of it and weighed it, and the running men were the bigger threat. It was going to turn its back on the stand and go west along the line into them. Into twelve men on open ground with crossbows that wouldn’t go through its hide.

They’d die. Most of them.

“Ty,” said Svala. “It’s going for them.”

“I know.”

“Let it.”

I didn’t answer.

She turned her head and looked up at me from her knee.

“They’re Stoll’s,” she said. “Those are the men who staked me. Who shot at Annelie in the gate. Who threw Grayfen’s fire in the river. Let it have them.”

“No,” I said.

She stared at me.

“Everybody walks out,” I said. “If I can make them.”



She looked at me, on her knee in the white, with the King’s weight going back onto its haunches thirty paces in front of her.

Then her mouth went up on one side, and it wasn’t the old twist.

“You idiot,” she said. “You beautiful idiot.”

She drew.

And I felt the line come tight.

I’d felt it every day since the platform. Running out from the middle of my chest to her, humming, a rope with a weight on it. It had been thick since the basin. Braided. Strong. Now, as she drew, the weight on the far end of it came down all at once, the way a climber’s weight comes onto the rope when she lets go of the rock on purpose and leans back on it.

She was going up.

“Ty,” she said. Through her teeth. The bow at full draw, the string at the corner of her mouth. “Lead me. All the way up. Now.”

“Go,” I said. “I’ve got you. Go all the way.”

She went.



I felt it climb.

Through the line, through my chest, through the soles of my boots on the grass. Her Wild going up, steady and fast, with none of the platform’s Red coming up under it like a flood under a door. Hand over hand up the rope, every hold sure, climbing up into three lanterns and all the way to the top of it without slowing down, because she knew exactly where she was and exactly where she was going.

The cuff screamed.

It had been singing rough and cracked since the basin. Now it went up through every note it had ever sung in one long rising howl, through the whine and the hum and the clear high note of the lantern-room and the piercing axe-ring of the basin, and past them, up, into something so high and thin and loud it turned to pressure, a needle in my ears. I saw the lampguards at the foot of the galleries put their hands to their heads. I saw a horse at the far end of the line rear.

The gold line of the crack across the band blazed.

Her right ear stood so tall above the screaming band that it trembled at the tip like a struck wire.

“Svala,” I said.

“I know,” she said. “I’m telling it.”

The cuff shattered.



All at once. A crack, sharp and high and absolutely clear, louder than the scream had been, so loud that the galleries heard it half a mile off and every head on that slope jerked. And the band at the root of her right ear came apart.

It didn’t fall. It burst. Outward, in every direction, in a spray of light.

Gold. Lantern-gold. The gold of the crown in my hand at the seep, of the letters only I could see, of Grayfen’s light pouring down off the tower that first night. The ward-silver of the cuff went into a thousand pieces and every piece was burning, a tiny spark, a fleck of gold fire, and they went out from her head in a bright spinning cloud, wide, wider than her shoulders, glittering, turning in the morning light like sparks off a blacksmith’s hammer. They hung in the air around her. Around her head and her bare shoulders and the white of her wrap and the drawn bow. Drifting. Falling slowly, the way snow falls when there’s no wind, gold, burning, settling on the grass around her and on the brazier and on my arms and in her honey hair.

Every eye in that valley saw it. I know they did. I heard them. The whole slope drew a breath at once, and the sound of it came down off the slope like a wave going out.

And in the middle of the falling gold, Svala Redbrush knelt on one knee with her bow at full draw.

Her ears. Both of them, straight and tall and free, the right one with nothing at its root but a ring of pale skin where the band had been for four years, standing as high as the left one, higher, turned forward, trembling with how hard it was listening.

Her eyes were gold, clear and soft and steady, from the inside, like a lamp in a window.

Her breath was slow. In. Out.

She didn’t move.

The letters came, gold in the gold.

[Ward-silver cuff: overloaded.]



The King had stopped.

It had been going back on its haunches to go west into Stoll’s men, and the crack of the cuff had gone off thirty paces from it like a shot, and the gold had burst out in the air. It had stopped with its weight still back and its head half-turned, and it was looking at her.

Not at the running men. At her.

At the woman in white in a cloud of falling gold, with her bow drawn.

It looked at her. Reading. Measuring. Its small dark eye on her face.

Its right eye.

She shot it.

The arrow went out from her bow in a flat hard line I could barely follow, and it went into the King’s right eye, and stopped there, with the rust-red fletching standing out of the socket.

The King screamed.

It was the worst sound I’d heard on the Line. A shriek like iron tearing, so loud it hurt, going up and up. It threw its head back and swung it around, away from the pain, and the arrow in its eye swung with it, and its whole huge front end came around. Toward us. Away from the running men. Toward the thing that had hurt it.

Toward Svala.

It put its head down.

“Here it comes,” I said. “Count with me.”

It grunted.

Short. Deep. A bark from the chest. I felt it in my ribs. The galleries heard it; I heard a sound go up from them.

“One,” I said.

Its head was low. Its long tusk was up. The forge in its chest was going, bright, brighter.

A pause.

It grunted again. Short. Deep.

“Two.”

Svala had her second arrow on the string. She’d drawn it while the King screamed. She held it, on her knee, the string at the corner of her mouth, her arm steady as stone, her eyes gold.

A longer pause. The longest. The King’s weight went back. Its shoulders bunched, the brindled hill of them rising. Its hind legs gathered under it.

Its left shoulder dropped.

Corlis had said it. On the porch step with his crutch, on the twelfth charge in the yard. If you watch her shoulder you know the hook’s coming before she coughs.

“It’s going to hook left,” I said. “When it comes, go to its right with me. The short side. Don’t shoot till it turns.”

“I know.”

The third grunt.

It came.



Two tons of boar, coming at a run over thirty paces of grass, head down.

I’d seen it at Saltlick. I’d seen it come through Stoll’s hide like a boulder through a fence. Seeing it come at you is a different thing. The ground shook, every stride, a hammer blow coming up through my boots into my knees. The grass in front of it went flat. Its tusk was a yellow sickle swinging up out of a wall of brindled bristle, and its one good eye was on her, and its chest was a furnace, and it was coming so fast that thirty paces was nothing. Twenty. Fifteen.

“Its right,” I said. “Now.”

I stepped to my left, out of its line, onto its short side. She came up off her knee and went with me, one long stride, the bow still drawn.

The King went through the grass where she’d knelt a breath before, and the brazier with it.

And hooked left.

The way it always did. The way it had through Stoll’s men at Saltlick and through the mud where Zin had knelt and at the edge of the creek cut when the tip of that tusk had opened my ribs. Its head came up and swung left, the whole front end of it, the long tusk ripping up through the empty air where she’d been, through the smoke of the brazier, and the brazier went over in a spray of gold fire, and the King’s left shoulder went up and away from us.

And its right came down.

Down and forward, toward us, as the hook swung its front end left. The armor of muscle over that shoulder rolling up. The hinge behind it opening. The soft place under the right elbow, where the leg met the body, where the bristle thinned and the hide was thin and the heart sat right behind it.

A door.

She was on her knee again. I didn’t see her go down. She was just there, on her right knee in the grass at my side, low, the bow drawn, the arrow pointing up.

Low behind the elbow. Rising.

She loosed.

The arrow went in under the King’s right elbow to the fletching. All of it. Gone into the brindled hide like a stone into water. Rising, into the chest, toward the far shoulder, through the thin place, through the ribs.

Into the heart.

The forge in its chest flared.

I saw it through the hide. I saw the light of the crown blaze up red, and gold, and so bright that the shape of the heart around it showed through the bristles, and the shape of the arrow through the heart.

The King reared.

It went up on its hind legs in the middle of its hook, the way a horse goes up when it’s hit, and its whole front end rose up over us. Over her. A wall of brindled hide and bristle and that yellow sickle of a tusk, ten feet up, twelve, blotting out the sun. Screaming. Its forelegs pawing the air.

Its throat was open. The soft place under the jaw where one of her Saltlick arrows had left a knot of scar. Stretched. Bare. Right above her.

She had the third arrow on the string. I don’t know when she’d drawn it.

She shot it straight up into the King’s throat from her knee, at six feet.



It came down.

It came down where she’d been. She’d already rolled clear of the falling weight, and I’d grabbed the back of her harness and pulled. It hit the grass on its chest and the ground jumped under us, once, so hard I felt my teeth clack together. Its chin hit the earth and plowed a furrow. Its long tusk dug a yard of turf up and flung it.

It slid. It slid a body’s length on its chest across the grass and stopped.

At her feet.

Its head lay a yard from her boots. The arrow in its eye. The arrow under its jaw. Its one good eye was open, looking at her, small and dark.

The forge in its chest flared once more. Gold, all the way through, so bright the bristles of its throat went transparent.

Then it went out.



Nobody made a sound, in the valley or on the slope. All those thousands, and the drums at the top of the valley had stopped, and the beaters had stopped shouting, and Stoll’s men had stopped running and were standing out on the open grass a hundred paces west of us with their crossbows hanging from their hands, and nobody said anything. The only sound was the gold fire from the overturned brazier, crackling in the grass where it had spilled.

Svala stood up.

She stood up slowly out of the grass beside the dead King with Ulla’s bow in her left hand, in her white wrap with the harness across her bare back, with gold sparks still drifting down out of the air around her and caught in her hair. Her ears were up. Both of them. Standing straight and tall on her head in the sun, and the right one had nothing at its base but pale skin.

She looked at the King.

Then she lifted her face and looked up the slope at the galleries.

That was when they made a sound.



It started on the east end. The ones who’d seen it from closest. A shout, one voice, two, and then a dozen, and then it went along the slope from east to west like a grass fire going up a hill in a wind, and then the whole slope was on its feet roaring. I’ve heard crowds. I’ve heard a stadium in Salt Lake when the home team scored in overtime. I’ve never heard anything like that. It came down off that hill at us like the water had come down the slot canyon, a wall of it, and it didn’t stop.

They were shouting something. I couldn’t make it out at first. Then I could.

They were shouting about the gold.

Zin came off the bank above the gully mouth.

She came off it in one long flat leap and landed running, and came across the grass to the King with both knives out and her tail twitching so fast it was a blur, and she was laughing, a breathless, shaking, disbelieving laugh.

“Fox,” she said. “Fox. Fox. Gods, fox. Your ear.”

“I know,” said Svala.

“Your ear’s up. Both of them. Your cuff’s gone. It went up like a fire in a hayloft and the whole valley saw it. The whole valley, Svala.” Zin was crying. She didn’t seem to notice. “And you put three in it. Three. The eye and the heart and the throat. In front of everybody.”

“I know,” said Svala again.

“Do you know?” said Zin. “Do you?”

Svala looked at her. And then her face broke open, and she put her hand over her mouth.

Zin dropped her knives in the grass and threw her arms around her.



I let them have it. A breath. Two.

Then I looked west.

Stoll’s men were coming. They’d started again, at a walk this time, across the open grass along the hunt line, crossbows up, and Stoll was at the front of them, chewing. Behind them, from the center stand, a gray horse was coming at a trot with a big man on it in a green cloak with gold on its shoulder.

“Zin,” I said. “The crown.”

She let go of Svala. She looked at me, and at the men coming, and wiped her face with the back of her hand, and picked up her knives.

“Yes, Warden,” she said.

She went to the King’s chest.

She was fast. Faster than Svala at the ghost-elk. She went in under the right foreleg where Svala’s second arrow had gone, at the thin place behind the elbow, and opened the hide with her black-horn knife in one long stroke and then the other knife, crossing, and got both hands into the cut and pulled it wide. The steam came up out of the King into the cold morning air in a white column. She went in after it. Her arm, to the elbow, to the shoulder, her whole wiry body pressed against the dead King’s side, her cheek against the bristles, and her face set with concentration, and she braced both bare feet against its ribs and pulled.

It came out with a sound like a boot coming out of deep mud.

She stood up holding it in both hands, and staggered under the weight of it.

It was the size of my head. The size of a big man’s head. Dark red, rough as a geode, wet, with the King’s blood running off it down her forearms. And it glowed. Red. Deep and slow and fierce, the forge that had been in its chest, still burning, a coal the size of a melon in her hands. The light of it lit her face from below, her freckles, her copper hair.

She held it up. Over her head. Toward the galleries.

The roar came down again, louder.

I looked at the crown. At the side of it facing me. At the place on its face where Svala’s second arrow had gone through the heart.

A star. A dot and three short lines. Bright and fresh in the dark stone.



Stoll’s men got there.

They came up around the King in a ring, a dozen of them, crossbows up, and they didn’t look at us. They looked at the King. Stoll stopped at its shoulder, the left one, the one that had gone up and away in the hook, and looked down at it, and spat green into the grass.

Then he raised his crossbow and shot it.

The bolt went into the King’s left shoulder with the same sound it had made at Alder Meadow. A fist into a sack of grain.

“Bolt it,” said Stoll. “All of you.”

They bolted it. A dozen crossbows went off into the dead King’s hide one after another, thud, thud, thud, into the shoulder and the flank and the neck, until it bristled with them, short and black-fletched, standing out of the brindled hide like quills.

None of them went in past the head. I saw that.

The gray horse came up at a trot and stopped beside the King, and Varek Brannoch looked down from it at the dead beast with its hide full of black bolts, and at the crown in Zin’s bloody hands, and at Svala standing in the grass in white with gold in her hair. At her right ear. At the pale ring of skin at its root.

His face emptied for a moment.

Then he smiled, and turned the horse broadside to the galleries, and stood up in his stirrups, and raised his ringed hand.

“The Brindle King!” he called. His voice went up the slope big and round and clear, and the roar faltered to hear it. “Taken on the Autumn Muster hunt line by the bolts of the Huntmaster’s party!” He swept his hand at the King, at the bolts standing out of its hide. “My stand’s bolts brought it down, friends. You all saw them. And Grayfen’s fox put an arrow in it at the end.” He laughed. The bell. “Well done, Grayfen! A fine shot at a dead beast!”

Some of the galleries cheered, thin and scattered, nothing like before.

Most of them didn’t.



“Red-Runner!”

It came from behind Brannoch. Stoll. He’d turned, with his crossbow, and he was pointing it at Svala, and he was shouting it up the slope at the lampguards in their long orange line at the foot of the galleries.

“Her cuff’s gone! You saw it! That fox is uncuffed on the hunt line in front of the whole Muster!” His voice cracked high. “Red-Runner! Put her down before she goes!”

Up at the foot of the galleries, the orange line moved. I saw it. Crossbows coming off backs. Thirty of them. Forty. Coming up to cheeks, pointed down the slope at the last stand.

At her.

I stepped in front of her.

I didn’t think about it. I just did it. I stepped into the line between the foot of the galleries and the woman in white, with my spear in my hand, and stood there.

I didn’t shout. I don’t shout. I didn’t make them a speech, either. I said one thing over my shoulder, at an ordinary pitch, and the valley had gone so quiet again that it carried.

“Show them.”



She came up beside me. On my right, at my shoulder, not past me.

She took the arrow off her string and let the bow hang at her side. Then she turned her face into the smoke.

The overturned brazier was still burning in the grass at our feet, and its smoke lay low across the hunt line in a gray drifting bank, and she put her face into the shadow of it and held it there, turned up toward the slope, toward the forty crossbows and the old man on his stool, so the whole galleries could look straight into her eyes.

I watched them with everybody else. In the open sun they’d been gold. In the smoke-shadow the gold went down, as every hunter on that slope had been taught it should since she was a girl. Down, and down, until it was gone, and what was left was amber. Clear. Steady. Looking back at them.

Her breath went in, and out, slow, the harness rising and falling on her bare back. Her ears stood straight on her head, both of them, turned toward the galleries, without a tremble in them.

She held it. One breath. Two. Three. Long enough for every crossbow on that slope to look.

Up at the foot of the galleries, the whole orange line lowered its crossbows at once. Forty of them, end to end, in the same breath, the stocks coming down against forty hips.

Svala turned her face out of the smoke.

She put her palm on my shoulder and turned me to face her, in front of the galleries and the lampguards and Brannoch on his horse and Stoll with his crossbow, and she took my face in her hand.

And kissed me.

On the hunt line. In front of all of them. Slow. She put her mouth on mine and kissed me hard and deep and long, with her hand on my face and her other hand with the bow in it against my chest. Her lips were warm. She tasted like salt and smoke.

And her right ear came down against my cheek.

It just turned, the way an ear turns toward a sound, and the tip of it brushed my cheekbone, warm, soft, the fur on it fine as silk. And flicked. Once. Against my face. A small quick movement, all on its own, like it had been waiting four years to do that.

I put my hand on her bare back, on the warm skin between the harness and the white linen, and held her.

Up the slope, somebody laughed, the good kind. Then somebody whistled. Then the roar came back, and it was different, and it was louder than it had been yet.

On the front rail above the lampguards, the old man on his stool hadn’t moved. Tobiah Ness sat with his big scarred hands folded on his cane, and looked down at us. At the King. At the bolts. At the crown in Zin’s arms.

At Svala’s ear.

Then he picked up his hammer off the rail, and stood up, slowly, leaning on the cane, and started down the gallery steps toward the valley floor.



The letters came while I watched him come.

[Svala Redbrush, the Wild: three lanterns, steady.]

[Warden: Level 7.]

[Sign-Reading: Rank 3.]

I read them over Svala’s shoulder. Three lanterns, steady. Rank three.

It had taken the System a month to notice what Corlis Ruane had seen from a porch step on a crutch.

Down by the overturned brazier, a young hunter from the next stand along the line had come out onto the grass. An otter-kin, round-eared, sleek dark hair, a bow on her back, Saltmarch’s colors on her sleeve. She was kneeling where Svala had knelt, picking things up out of the grass one at a time into her palm. Small curved pieces of gray metal, dull now, the gold gone out of them, lying in the trampled grass like bits of broken shell. She picked them up carefully, the way you’d pick up something that had fallen off an altar.

The pieces of Svala’s cuff.

Svala was looking at me. Her eyes were amber again. Wet. Bright. Her hand was still on my face.

“Both of them,” she said, just to me. “Ty. I can feel both of them.”

“I know.”

“I can hear everything.” She was shaking a little, the good kind. “I can hear the galleries breathing. I can hear Zin’s heart. I can hear the old man’s cane on the steps.” Her thumb moved on my cheek. “I can hear yours.”

“What’s it doing?”

“Being stupid,” said Svala. “Like you.”



Brannoch had turned his horse to face us.

He sat up there on the big gray with the five gold lanterns on his shoulder and the dead King at his horse’s feet and its hide full of his men’s bolts, and he looked down at me. His big brown face was smiling. It hadn’t stopped smiling. It wasn’t moving.

“Well,” he said. Loud, for the galleries. Warm. “Well, Grayfen. That was a show.” He gestured at the King. “Let’s take it up to the Wall, shall we? Let the Crowner hang it where it belongs.”

He wasn’t looking at the crowd when he said it. He was looking at me.

I looked back at him. At his ringed hands on the reins. At the bolts in the King’s hide, every one of them standing out of a dry clean hole with no blood around it.

“Yes,” I said. “Let’s take it to the Wall.”


Chapter 22: The Wall

Tobiah Ness had hands like a pair of shovels, and he held the Brindle crown in both of them like a loaf of bread.

He was standing at the foot of the great Crown Wall in the noon light with the crown cupped in his palms, looking at it and nothing else, with Brannoch a pace to his left in the green cloak with the gold on its shoulder, smiling. He held it up a little, close to his face, and turned it, slowly, a quarter turn and then another, and the red light of it came up out of the stone into his old face and lit the deep lines in it like the cracks in dry mud.

Behind him, the square was full.

I don’t know how many people. More than the galleries had held. They’d come up off the slope and through the gate and up every street of the town behind the King’s sledge, and they’d packed into the fair square around the great Wall so tight that the betting boards along the east side had been pushed over and nobody had picked them up. They stood on the steps of the houses. On the roofs. On the town wall. Children up on the eave of the Wall itself, legs dangling over the crowns, until a lampguard shouted at them and they didn’t come down. And all of them were quiet, a low steady murmur, the sound a crowd makes when it’s waiting for something and doesn’t know what.

The King lay at the foot of the Wall where the oxen had dragged it.

That was the Muster custom. The season’s beast is brought up from the hunt line on a sledge and laid in the square before the great Wall, so the whole fair can see what was killed. Six oxen had dragged it up the hill, with the beaters walking beside them and Brannoch riding ahead, waving. Now it lay on its side on the cobbles with its legs out, as long as a wagon, its brindled hide bristling with Stoll’s bolts like a pincushion. Twelve of them. Thirteen. Short and black-fletched, standing out of its shoulder and its flank and its neck. And Svala’s three arrows, rust-red, in its eye, in the soft place under its jaw, and under its right elbow, to the fletching.

Tobiah Ness turned the crown one more quarter turn, and stopped, and looked at something on it.

Then he lowered it and looked at Brannoch.



Brannoch had already started talking. He’d been talking since the sledge stopped. He was good at it.

“Friends,” he’d said, from the back of his gray horse, and the murmur had stopped to hear him. “Friends. It’s been a long season. A hard one.” He’d taken off his hat. “We lost good men to this beast. Three at Saltlick. Ruel and Pasco and young Marlo, gods rest them. And Redmarch lost three on its bait-line this autumn, and a hunter.” He’d bowed his head. “I don’t forget them. I’ll never forget them. And so I’ll say this now, in front of all of you, before anything else.” He’d lifted his head, and his voice had gone up to fill the square. “The Muster purse goes to their families. Every copper. Every one of the dead. Ruel’s wife, and Pasco’s mother, and Marlo’s girl in Fordwatch. My stand’s purse, for them.”

The square had cheered. A real cheer, warm, from the gut. Women had wiped their eyes. A man near me had said “That’s Varek, that is, that’s the Huntmaster for you,” to nobody, with his voice thick.

I watched him say it, and for a moment I liked him. Standing up there with his hat in his hand and his big brown face full of sorrow, giving away the purse to the widows of the men he’d sent through the brush at Saltlick. It was a good thing to do. It was the right thing. And he did it so well that for one breath I forgot what he’d done to get it.

Then he’d swung down off the horse, and put his hand on the dead King’s shoulder among the bolts, and looked up at the Wall.

“Fifth season,” he’d said. “Tobiah. Hang it under my name.”



Now Tobiah Ness looked at him with the crown in his hands.

“Your stand’s bolts,” Tobiah said. His voice was old and dry and quiet, like wind going through dead leaves, and it carried anyway, because the square had gone still to hear it.

“My stand’s bolts,” said Brannoch warmly. “Thirteen of them. You can count them. They’re in it.” He laughed, a little. “And Grayfen’s fox put three arrows in it at the end, when it was down. A fine shot. I’ll say so. Give her a coin for it.” He turned to the crowd, spreading his hands. “But the bolts brought it down, friends. You saw my men run to it.”

Some of the crowd murmured yes. Some of them didn’t say anything.

Tobiah looked at the bolts in the King’s hide. He looked at the arrows. He looked at the crown in his hands. Then he lifted his head and looked past Brannoch, across the cobbles, to the place at the front of the crowd where we were standing.

Svala in her white, with her harness across her bare back and her bow in her hand, and her ears standing straight up on her head. Zin beside her with her knives at the small of her back and the King’s blood dried brown to her elbows. And me.

“Grayfen,” said Tobiah.

It was just the name of the party that had killed it, said out loud, the way you’d say the name of a man you’d been told to fetch.

But it was an opening. And I’d been waiting for one.

I stepped out onto the cobbles in front of the crowd.

“Look at the bolts,” I said.



I didn’t say it loud. I said it the way I’d said it at Alder Meadow, kneeling by a dead bear in the grass on my first night on the Line, with Stoll’s crossbowmen standing around me. Plain. Flat. A thing I’d seen.

It carried. Everything carried in that square.

Brannoch’s smile didn’t move.

“Ty Ballard,” he said. “Son. The Crowner’s busy.”

“The Crowner asked,” I said. “I’m answering.” I looked at Tobiah. “May I show you?”

Tobiah looked at me. His eyes were pale, washed-out blue, the color of a sky in winter, set deep in a face like a dry creek bed. They went over me. My face, my hands, my boots, like Ottoline’s had the first night.

“Show me,” he said.



I knelt by the King’s shoulder.

I put my hand on its hide, beside the first bolt. The brindled bristles were stiff and coarse under my palm and the hide under them was cooling now, going stiff. The bolt stood out of the shoulder a hand’s length, black-fletched, its shaft slanting a little.

“Here,” I said. “Look.”

Tobiah came and stood over me with the crown under his arm. He bent. Slowly, with his hand on his cane. He looked where I was pointing.

I parted the bristles around the bolt with my fingers.

“When you shoot a living animal,” I said, “its heart is pumping.” I held the bristles apart. The hole was clean. Round. Tight around the shaft, the hide pushed in around it like a sleeve. Dry, without a drop or a bead. The bristles around it as clean as the bristles on its back. “This one has nothing.”

I moved down the shoulder to the next bolt, and parted the bristles, and showed him. The same. And the next. The flank. The neck. Thirteen bolts, and I went to every one of them on my knees, and at every one I parted the bristles with my fingers so he could see, and at every one the hole was clean and dry and the hair around it had never had a drop of blood on it.

The square had gone quiet.

“And they’re shallow,” I said. I put my thumb and finger around the shaft of the bolt in the neck, just above the hide, and pulled, gently. It came. It slid out of the hide with almost no resistance and I held it up. The iron head was barely bloodied at the tip. A finger’s depth, no more. “A crossbow bolt bounces off this hide. Everybody on the Line knows it. Ottoline Wyck at Fordwatch told me so, and Zin Kerran told me so, and I watched it at Saltlick. Redmarch’s crossbows put four bolts in this beast at their bait-line, and none of them went in past the head.” I held the bolt out to Tobiah. “None of these did either.”

Tobiah took the bolt in his big scarred hand and looked at it. At the head. He turned it in the light.

“Into a dead animal,” I said. “They shot it after it was down. All thirteen. I watched them do it. So did everybody at the east end of the galleries.” I stood up. “It was dead on the grass at Svala Redbrush’s feet before a single one of them was in it.”



Brannoch laughed.

It was a good laugh. Big and warm and easy, and it rang out over the square, and some people in the crowd laughed with him out of habit.

“Well,” he said. “Well, that’s a story. The wick’s very good with stories. Ottoline Wyck says he can read a dead bear in the fur.” He shook his head, fond. “And so he’s read my bolts. Shallow. Dry.” He spread his hands. “So it was a hard hide. So my boys were a little late with them, in all that noise. Who can say whose shot struck first in a charge? I couldn’t. Nobody could.”

“I can,” I said.

I went to the King’s right side. To the arrow under its elbow, where the leg met the body. The rust-red fletching was just showing above the hide, in the hollow behind the elbow, and all around it the bristles were black. Soaked. Matted into spikes with dried blood. It had poured out of that hole in a sheet down the King’s side, while the King reared up over us, and it had run down its ribs and its belly and onto the grass of the valley floor and then onto the sledge and it was dried there now in a long black crust as wide as a door.

“Will you draw this one?” I said to Tobiah. “Yourself.”

He handed the bolt to a lampguard beside him without looking, and put the crown in the lampguard’s other hand, and came to the King’s side.

He wrapped his big hand around the shaft of Svala’s arrow, just above the fletching, and pulled.

It didn’t come.

He pulled harder. His face didn’t change. His shoulders did; the old muscle in them came up under his coat, a hunter’s shoulders, forty years ago. The arrow came out of the King’s side slowly, with a long wet sucking sound, a foot of it, two feet, all of it, until the whole shaft was in his hand and the head came out of the hide.

The shaft was red to the fletching, the whole of it from point to feathers, dark with heart’s blood, wet still in the middle where the hide had held it.

And on the three black blades of the fen-iron head, there was grit.

Fine. Red. Like brick dust, or the powder you’d get if you scraped a garnet with a file. Caught in the edges of the blades, in the angles where they met, a dark red dust ground into the black stone.

“That’s crown-grit,” I said. “When a head goes through a living heart and strikes the crown in it, it scores the stone. Takes a little of it off. You can see it on the blades.” I pointed. “There’s none of it on a bolt that went into a hide a finger deep after the heart had stopped. There can’t be. The bolt never got near the heart.”

Tobiah held the arrow up to his eye.

Then he let go of his cane, and it fell against the King’s side, and he took the brass loupe from its chain around his neck and screwed it into his eye, and looked at the head of the arrow through it. A long time. He turned the arrow in the light, slowly, a quarter turn and then another.

The square had gone so quiet I could hear the tower light above us humming.

“Crown-grit,” said Tobiah Ness. To himself.

He took the loupe out of his eye.

He held out his free hand without looking. The lampguard put the Brindle crown into it.



He turned the crown in his hand until the face of it was toward the crowd, and toward the sun, and toward me.

I knew where the star was. I’d seen it on the grass with Zin holding the crown over her head. But I went and stood beside him and pointed at it anyway, so that everybody in the front of that crowd could see where I was pointing.

“There,” I said.

A dot, and three short lines radiating out of it, evenly spaced. Bright and fresh in the dark red stone. A star.

“Svala Redbrush knaps her own heads,” I said. “Out of fen-iron from the bog-pits in the eastern hills, the way every woman of the Redbrush line has for two hundred years. Three blades, not two. When a three-blade fen-iron head strikes a crown, it nicks it. The point and the three blades. It leaves that.” I looked at Tobiah. “Every crown she’s ever killed has that star on it.”

Tobiah looked at the star.

Then he turned to Svala.

“Hunter,” he said. “An arrow.”

Svala came out of the crowd onto the cobbles. In her white, with her bare back and every eye in the square on her. She didn’t hurry. She drew an arrow from her quiver and held it out to him point first, the way you hand somebody a knife, and he took it in the hand that wasn’t holding the crown.

He set the point of her arrow into the star.

It fit. Exactly. The point into the dot, and the three fine black blades into the three short lines, each one sitting in its groove like a key in a lock. He held it there. He screwed the loupe back into his eye and bent over it and looked.

When he straightened up, his mouth had gone hard at the corners, and his eyes had gone somewhere a long way off.

He handed Svala her arrow back.

“Thank you, hunter,” he said.



“That’s one,” I said.

I turned around. I looked up at the Wall.

At the middle of it. At the widest column, under the eave, where the tower light fell brightest. BRANNOCH, in white, and over it five gold lanterns, and under the lanterns forty crowns in rows of five, every one with a black bolt nailed beside it.

“That’s enough, son,” said Brannoch.

He’d stopped smiling, the way the light goes off a ridge when a cloud comes over. It was still there on his face, the shape of it. But the warmth had gone out from under it.

“You’ve had your story,” he said. Quietly. Pleasantly. “You’ve had your show. The crowd’s enjoyed it. Let’s not keep the Crowner from his work.”

I didn’t answer him. I looked at Tobiah.

“There’s forty more,” I said. “On his column. May I read them?”

Brannoch laughed. Short. “The wick wants to read my Wall.”

Tobiah Ness looked at me. He looked at Brannoch. He looked up at the Wall, at the column under the eave, at the forty crowns hanging in their rows with the black bolts beside them. He looked at them a long time. I watched him look. I watched him do something I don’t think he’d done in forty years of standing at the foot of that Wall with his hammer and his paint.

I watched him wonder.

“I’ve hung crowns on that Wall since I was thirty,” he said. Slowly. “I’ve painted every name on it. I’ve driven every nail. I never once looked.”

He bent and picked up his cane.

“Read them,” he said.



There were ladders on wheels at the foot of the Wall. I rolled one to the middle of the column and set its brake and went up it.

Tobiah went up the one beside it. Slowly, with his cane hooked over his arm and his loupe hanging on its chain. A lampguard steadied it for him at the bottom. He was seventy years old and he climbed that ladder like a man who’d climbed a lot of ladders, and at the top he hooked one arm through a rung and leaned against the Wall beside me and got his loupe into his eye.

Below us, the square was so quiet I could hear the crowns humming.

They did. I hadn’t known that. Up close, up on the ladder with my face a foot from the oak, I could hear them. A low sound, almost too low to hear, like the hum of the tower light but deeper, coming off every crown on that Wall. The tower light fell across them through the gap under the eave and they glowed with it, faint and red, and hummed.

I looked at the first crown in Brannoch’s column. The top row. The left.

It was the size of my fist. Dark. Rough. Nailed through a hole in its edge with a big square iron nail. Beside it, a black bolt, nailed flat. Below it, on the oak, in white: SCARROW HILLS. RIDGE BEAR.

I leaned close and looked at the face of it.

And there it was. A little to one side of center, where an arrow through the heart would have found it. A dot and three short lines. Old. The edges of it worn a little soft by four winters of tower light and smoke. But there.

“Star,” I said.

I said it out loud. To the square. And I put my finger beside it, not on it, so Tobiah could see.

He looked. Through his loupe. A long breath.

“Star,” said Tobiah Ness.



I read the next one.

Star.

And the next. Star. A ridge bear from the Copperpine meadow. A gloam wolf, a big one, the crown the size of a walnut, and the star on it so small I had to lean my face against the oak to be sure. A marrow-elk from the Redmarch fens. Another ridge bear, from somewhere called the Kettle Rocks.

Star. Star. Star.

I said it every time. Out loud. One word. And every time, Tobiah leaned in with his loupe and looked, and said it after me.

The square didn’t make a sound through the first five, or the first ten.

At the eleventh, somebody in the crowd said, “Gods,” quite loud, and somebody else told them to shut up.

I went down a row. The ladder creaked. Tobiah’s ladder creaked beside me.

The second row. Star. Star.

The third crown in the second row was different.



It was a good-sized crown. Bigger than the gloam wolf’s I’d just read, smaller than a bear’s. And the mark on it wasn’t a star. It was a notch. A single deep wedge-shaped cut in the stone, clean and sharp, where something with a hard narrow point had gone into the crown and been levered. And on one side of the notch, a tiny second nick, like a flaw. A chip in the edge of whatever had made it.

I knew that chip.

I’d seen it every morning for three weeks, in the gray light on the lodge porch at Grayfen, when Zin spat on Annelie’s whetstone and drew her black-horn knife across it. There was a chip in the point of that knife the size of a grain of barley, where she’d once put it into a rock instead of a beast. She’d never ground it out. She said it was good luck.

I looked down at the crowd.

“Zin,” I said.

She was standing at the front, at the foot of the ladder, with the King’s blood dried on her arms. She looked up at me.

“Is this yours?”

She looked up at the crown. At the notch. Her face went white under the freckles, and then it went red.

“That’s my knife,” she said. Her voice cracked high. “That’s my knife. That’s the gloam-wolf lead bitch at the Copperpine meadow. The spring after they cuffed me. The crossbows couldn’t touch it, it kept circling, and it had Lisbet on the ground, and I went in under it and put my knife up under its foreleg into its heart.” She stopped. “Because the crossbows wouldn’t. Because nobody else would.”

“Knife-point,” I said, to the square. “A knife, with a chip in the point.” I pointed at the black bolt nailed beside the crown. “That bolt never touched it.”

Tobiah leaned in with his loupe.

“Knife,” he said.

There were two more, further down. The same notch. The same chip. I read them both. Zin stood at the foot of the ladder with her fists clenched at her sides and her chin up, and she didn’t say anything else, and her face was wet.



Star. Star. Star.

The fourth row. A long one, all stars. I read them fast now. The square was breathing again. I could hear it. A low sound, going up a little every time I said the word.

The fifth row. Star. Star.

Then a crown with two nicks.

Small. Side by side. Two little marks, close together, each one a short sharp cut in the stone, like two bites taken out of it.

I’d seen those marks once. On the edges of a fen-iron arrowhead laid on a dead woman’s chest, in a grave under a lightning-struck pine in the Deepwild.

I didn’t say anything for a moment. I couldn’t.

I looked down. Svala was standing at the foot of my ladder, beside Zin. She was looking up at the crown. At the two nicks. Her face had gone white.

“Svala,” I said.

“Haldis Prosk,” she said.

Her voice was steady, and it carried. Every word of it.

“Haldis Prosk of Redmarch. She knapped two notches on every head she ever made. One for her, and one for her sister, who died at Copperpine when the sounder came through the north wall.” Svala lifted her chin. “She ran from the Redmarch bait-line at the start of the season when the King came through the hide. Somebody shot her in the back with a lampguard bolt and stuck a slat in the ground beside her that said Red-Runner. Her cuff was whole. Her hands were clean. She never turned around.” Svala’s voice didn’t change. “Ty Ballard and I buried her in the Deepwild under a pine, with her bow.”

The square made a sound, low, like a bull far off.

“Two notches,” I said.

There was another one. Two rows down. The same two small bites, side by side. I read it. Tobiah read it after me.

“Two notches,” he said.



There was a crown near the bottom with a crescent on it.

A curved cut, smooth, like a new moon pressed into the stone. Shallow. Fine. Very clean. Made by a broadhead with a curved edge, polished, a broadhead somebody had paid a great deal of money for.

I didn’t know it. I looked at it and didn’t know whose it was.

“Whose head leaves a crescent?” I said.

Nobody answered.

The square had gone quiet again. Quieter than before. And I looked down, and I saw that they weren’t looking at me anymore. They were looking at the dais.

The low draped platform at the foot of the Wall, under Brannoch’s column, where Isveta Kalm had stood the afternoon before in white and gold for the fair to look at. She was standing on it now. She’d been standing on it the whole time, a pace from the foot of my ladder, in her white-and-gold coat, with her gilded bow on her back, perfectly still, looking at the middle distance.

There was a rail around the edge of the dais. Low, waist-high, carved wood, painted green.

Her right hand was on it. And her claws were in it.

I could see them from the ladder. Five short pale curved claws, sunk into the green-painted wood of that rail so deep the paint had cracked around them in starry webs. She’d dug them in and dragged them, I could see the fresh gouges, pale wood under the green, an inch long on either side of her hand.

Her face didn’t move. Her tail didn’t move. Her ice-blue eyes stayed on the middle distance.

“Isveta Kalm’s,” said Svala, at the foot of the ladder, not looking at the dais. “The Company had a set of heads made for her when she was nineteen. Gilded. Crescent blades. So they’d shine on the Wall.” She paused. “So everyone would know which ones were hers.”

I looked at the crescent on the crown.

Then I looked at the bolt beside it. Black-fletched. Stoll’s.

Everybody in that square could see the bolt, and the crescent, and the woman on the dais.

“Crescent,” said Tobiah Ness.

There were two of them.



There were two more that weren’t anything.

I found them at the bottom of the column. The second-to-last row. Two crowns, side by side. The first was dull. That was what I noticed first. Every other crown on that Wall glowed in the tower light, faint and red, hummed. This one barely glowed at all. Its pits and crevices were full of something gray and fine, ground in deep, the way dust gets into the carving on an old chest that’s been shut in an attic. I put my thumbnail into one of the pits and it came out gray.

It had a mark on its face. A nick. Bright, clean, sharp, square-edged. A bolt-nick. I’d seen a hundred of them on Fordwatch’s Wall. And the nick was bright. Brighter than anything else on the crown. The dust in the crown’s pits was years old, and the nick was days.

And there was no blood in it. You can see blood in a bolt-nick on a crown, if it struck the crown in the heart: the stone’s porous, it takes a stain, the edges of the nick go dark. These were clean as a cut in a cheese.

“This one,” I said, “was in a box.”

The square was quiet.

“For a long time. A year. Two. Somewhere dry and shut, with dust in it.” I put my thumbnail in the pit again and held it up so Tobiah could see the gray. “Then somebody took it out and put a bolt-nick in it with a punch. Last week, maybe. The nick’s fresh and there’s no blood in it, because there was no heart around it when it was made.” I looked at the bolt nailed beside it. “That bolt’s never been in a beast.”

Tobiah leaned in with his loupe. He looked at the dust. At the nick.

The other crown beside it was the same. Older, maybe. A different dust. The same fresh clean nick with no blood in it.

I’d heard Fiske say it himself, behind a wagon at Fordwatch the first day, in the dark. I can have it to you at Highlantern before the Muster, cleaned up, with a fresh bolt in it.

I looked down at the crowd instead. At the back of it, near the toppled betting boards, there was a soft round pale man in a long coat with a fur collar turned up around his ears, and a loupe on a chain around his neck. He’d been standing still. Now, as I looked at him, his hand went up to the loupe and closed around it.

“Bought,” I said, to the square. “Somebody bought these two. Off a dying post. And somebody hung them here with a fresh bolt.”



I came down the ladder.

Tobiah came down his, slower. When he got to the bottom he stood there with his hand on the rung and his loupe hanging from its chain and his cane hooked over his arm, and looked up at the column. At the forty crowns.

The square waited.

“Forty,” Tobiah said finally. His dry old voice. “Thirty-one with the fox’s star. Three with the lynx’s knife. Two with the Redmarch woman’s notches. Two with the crescent. Two bought.”

He turned around and looked at Brannoch.

Brannoch was standing by the King’s head with his hand resting on the hilt of the knife at his belt. His face had set. His big brown face, his trimmed beard, his warm brown eyes, all of it fixed, like a painting of a man.

“Varek,” said Tobiah. “Which of them is yours?”

Brannoch didn’t answer.

Then he laughed.

It came out of him the way it always did. Big. Round. A bell. It rang out across that silent square, over the dead King and the crowd and the Wall, and it was exactly the same laugh I’d heard in Ober’s cookhouse and in the yard at Fordwatch and on the meadow at Saltlick over the bodies of his own men.

Nobody laughed with him.

I listened for it. Every soul in that square and on its roofs and its steps and its walls, and the laugh went out over them, and came back off the stone of the tower, and nobody laughed.

The laugh stopped.

Brannoch stood there. His mouth was still open from it. The warmth was gone out of his face entirely now, and what was left under it was patient, like a man pricing a horse he means to shoot. It was looking at me.

“You should have taken my forty silver,” he said again, just to me.

Then he turned around and walked away.



Stoll went with him. Of course he did. Stoll fell in at his shoulder, chewing, with his crossbow on his back, and the dozen crossbowmen came after them, and they went toward the edge of the square where the crowd was thinnest.

The crowd let them through.

That was the thing that struck me. Nobody shouted. Nobody threw anything. The crowd just opened in front of them, the way it had opened for Brannoch the day before when he came laughing through it with his arms out, and let them pass. But it was different. The day before, people had reached for him. Touched his cloak. Called his name. Children had run beside his horse.

Now they stepped back.

They stepped back from him as he came, and didn’t look at him. Their eyes went to the ground, or to the Wall, or to the person next to them. A man who’d been holding a child up on his shoulders to see turned around and put his back to Brannoch as he passed. A woman pulled her skirts aside. A lampguard at the edge of the square, an old one, gray-bearded, a sergeant’s cord on his shoulder, one of the orange line from the foot of the galleries, looked Brannoch full in the face as he went by, and then looked away, deliberately, the way you look away from a man who’s been caught doing something in public that a man shouldn’t do.

Brannoch walked through it with his head up and his gold cloak swinging. He didn’t look at any of them either. He didn’t look back. His gray horse was led after him by one of Stoll’s men.

He went out of the square.



Tobiah Ness turned back to the Wall.

He didn’t make a speech. He took the hammer off his belt, the one I’d seen on the rail of the gallery, an old hammer with a long haft and a claw on the back of the head worn smooth and bright, and he went up the ladder again, slowly, to the top of Brannoch’s column.

He put the claw of the hammer behind the nail of the first crown. The top row, the left. The Scarrow Hills bear.

And pulled.

The nail came out of the oak with a long shriek. He caught the crown in his other hand before it fell. He held it a moment, looking at it. At the star. Then he handed it down to the lampguard at the foot of the ladder, and reached for the bolt beside it, and pulled that nail too, and let the bolt fall. It clattered on the cobbles. Nobody picked it up.

He went to the next one.



It took a long time. I didn’t count how long. He wouldn’t let anyone help him; a younger lampguard went up the other ladder to do the bottom rows and Tobiah said something to him, low and short, and the young man came down again and didn’t go back up. So the old man did it alone. Every crown. Every nail. He pulled each star-marked crown off the oak by hand and handed it down, and pulled each bolt beside it and let it fall. The bolts piled up on the cobbles at the foot of the ladder in a little heap of black. The crowns went into the lampguards’ hands, one by one, and they laid them on a cloth on the trestle where the Brindle crown had been, in rows, carefully.

The square watched every one.

When he’d done the stars, he did the two with Haldis’s notches. He pulled them down and handed them to Svala, himself, climbing down the ladder to do it. She took them in both hands.

“Where?” he said.

She looked down at them. At the two little bites side by side.

“Here,” she said. “On this Wall. Paint her name under them.” Her voice was steady. “So the whole Line can read it.”

He looked at her. Then he nodded, once, and took them back.

He came to the knife-notched ones. Zin’s three. He put the claw of his hammer behind the first nail, and stopped, and looked down at her.

“Lynx,” he said.

Zin looked up at him. Her face was a mess. Wet and red and furious and proud.

“Leave them,” she said.

Tobiah raised his white eyebrows.

“Leave them where they are,” said Zin. Her voice was shaking but it was loud. Of course it was loud. “Today’s the fox’s. Today’s hers. All of it.” She swallowed. “I’ll come back for mine. When I’ve got my own ears up. I’ll stand here and claim them myself.” She lifted her chin at him. “Don’t you give them to anybody else, old man.”

Tobiah looked at her.

Then his face cracked, just at the corners of the mouth.

“I won’t,” he said.

He took his hammer away from the nail and pulled Stoll’s bolt from beside the crown instead, and let it fall, and left the crown hanging. He did the same with the other two. Three crowns with a knife-notch and nothing at all beside them now, hanging on Brannoch’s column, waiting.

He came to the crescents.

He stood on the ladder with the hammer in his hand and looked down at the dais. At the woman in white with her claws in the rail.

Isveta Kalm didn’t look at him. She looked at the middle distance. Her face was perfect.

Tobiah held there on the ladder a moment. Then he pulled the two bolts from beside the crescent crowns, and let them fall, and left the crowns where they hung.

He came to the bought ones last.

He pried them off the Wall, and their bolts, and came down the ladder with the two dull crowns in one big hand. He walked across the cobbles with his cane. The crowd opened. He walked all the way to the back of the square, to the toppled betting boards, to the soft round man in the fur collar standing beside them with his hand around his loupe.

He held out the two crowns.

“Yours, I think, broker,” said Tobiah Ness. “Nobody killed them for this Wall.”

Imber Fiske looked at him. At the crowns. At the crowd, which had turned to look at him, every face in the square.

He took them. What else could he do? He took them in his soft white hands, and stood there holding them, and the crowd looked at him, and he didn’t say anything at all.

Tobiah turned around and walked back to the Wall.



He’d left a place.

I hadn’t seen him do it. Above Brannoch’s column, to the right of it, under the eave where the light fell brightest, there was a stretch of the oak that was bare. Old bored holes in it from crowns that had been taken down and burned a long time ago, and nothing in them. He went up the ladder to it with his hammer and a pot of white paint a lampguard handed up to him and a brush.

He painted the name first.

The brush went on the old dark oak white and wet and shining in the light. He’d painted more names on that Wall than anybody alive, and he didn’t hurry this one.

SVALA REDBRUSH.

Then the crowns.

He nailed them up under the name, one by one, the thirty-one crowns with her star on them, in rows of five. A lampguard handed them up to him from the cloth on the trestle. He set each one over an old bored hole and drove a nail through its edge into the oak. Three blows. The hammer rang out over the square every time, sharp and clean, and every time it rang the crowd made a sound. Low. Like a breath.

Thirty-one times.

It took him most of an hour. The crowd didn’t leave. Nobody left. They stood in that square in the afternoon light and watched an old man nail thirty-one crowns onto a Wall, and every time the hammer rang, the sound came up out of them again.

Then he came down for the last one.

The Brindle crown. The lampguard handed it to him, and he took it in both his big hands, and looked at it. It was glowing. Red, deep, slow, the size of a man’s head, the forge that had burned in the King’s chest. The star on its face was bright.

He took it up the ladder, and nailed it at the top, over all the others. Over the thirty-one. Under the name.

And then, beside it, he nailed the arrow. The one he’d drawn out of the King’s side himself. Red to the fletching, with the crown-grit still in the blades.



He painted the rank last.

Above the name. He stood on the ladder and looked at the bare oak above SVALA REDBRUSH for a moment, with the brush in his hand. Then he dipped it in a different pot. Gold.

He painted a lantern.

A little gold lantern, the shape of every lantern at the top of every column on every Wall on the Line. Neat. Small. Then a second one beside it. Then he stopped, and the square held its breath, and he dipped the brush again.

And painted a third.

Three lanterns. Gold. Shining, wet, in the light from the tower.

Under them, smaller, in white, the way they painted the place and the beast under every crown, he wrote a line. I read it from the cobbles. Everybody in the front of that square read it, and the ones behind them read it over their shoulders, and passed it back, and I heard it go back through the crowd in a whisper, from mouth to mouth, all the way to the edge of the square and up the streets.

RAN THREE LANTERNS UNCUFFED ON THE HUNT LINE BEFORE THE MUSTER.

He came down the ladder.

He stood at the foot of it with his brush in his hand and gold on his fingers and looked at what he’d painted. Then he turned around and looked at the crowd.

“I paint what the crowd saw,” said Tobiah Ness. “That’s what you saw.”



The square came apart.

It had been holding its breath for two hours, and it let it out all at once, and the sound that came out of it was bigger than the galleries had been. Bigger than anything. It went up off the cobbles and the steps and the roofs and the walls, it went up the tower, it went out over the town and down the hill and across the fields, and people were shouting her name. SVALA. REDBRUSH. Over and over. Hunters in the crowd, beastkin, cuffed women from every post on the Line, were shouting it with their faces wet. A woman near me with hare’s ears and a spear had her hands over her face and was sobbing. The old gray-haired woman I’d seen on the step the day before was standing on it again, on her cane, shouting something I couldn’t hear.

Svala stood in the middle of it.

She stood at the foot of the Wall in her white with her bow in her hand and her bare back to the crowd, looking at her name, and didn’t move.

Then she went up the ladder.



She went up it slowly, one rung at a time. With the whole square watching her go, and the noise of them going up and up the higher she climbed, until she was at the top of it, level with her name.

She stood there on the top rung with one hand on the rail and the other on the oak beside the Brindle crown.

And she turned around.

Her back to the Wall. Her face to the square. Standing on the top of a ladder twenty feet above the cobbles in a white linen wrap with her back bare to her own crowns and the harness across her chest and her braid over her shoulder and the gold light of the tower falling on her. Her chin up.

She looked out over all of them.

Every eye in that square was on her. Every one. The hunters and the lampguards and the brokers and the beaters and the farmers and the children. The galleries’ worth and more. All looking up at her.

She didn’t look away from any of them.

I stood at the foot of the ladder and looked up at her too, and I couldn’t breathe right. My chest had gone tight and warm and heavy, and my eyes had gone hot, and I didn’t care who saw it.

She found me. Down at the foot of the ladder. Her eyes came down through all those faces and found mine and stayed there.

She didn’t smile. Both her ears tipped toward me at once.



Then I saw the gray man.

He was at the edge of the crowd, near the dais, where the noise was a little less. I’d been watching everything, the way I do, and the thing I’d been watching just then was the otter-kin hunter from the Saltmarch stand. The young one who’d knelt in the grass by the overturned brazier picking up the pieces of Svala’s cuff. She was standing at the edge of the crowd with two other hunters, showing them something in her open palm, her face shining. The shards. Small curved gray pieces, a dozen of them, dull, like bits of a broken bowl.

And a man came up beside her.

Thin. Gray. Not old; fifty, maybe. Gray coat, gray hair cut short, a face so ordinary you’d forget it while you were looking at it. He didn’t push. He just came up beside her the way a heron comes up beside a fish, and said something soft. I couldn’t hear it.

The otter-kin looked at him. And her face went white. All the shine went out of it. Her ears went flat.

He held out his hand. There was something in it. Tongs. Small ones, fine, iron, like a jeweler’s.

She opened her palm wider.

He picked the shards out of it with the tongs, one at a time. Carefully. Each one. He lifted each little gray piece up to the light, and turned it, and looked at it, before he dropped it into a leather pouch on his belt. His fingertips were silver, bare of any glove; the skin of them, the first two joints of every finger on both hands, stained a dull shining gray, like he’d dipped them in metal and it had never come off.

I’d heard about those fingers. Zin had told me about them on the porch at Grayfen, laughing, with her tail gone still. A thin little gray man with silver all over his fingers.

The Cuffwright.

He looked at each shard the way I’d look at a track: turning it, reading the edges where it had broken, the face of it, the inside.

When he’d picked up the last one, he closed the pouch. He said something else to the otter-kin, and she nodded, fast, and backed away.

And Imber Fiske came up at his elbow.

Soft and round and pale, in his fur collar, with Brannoch’s two bought crowns still in his hands. He stood at the gray man’s shoulder and said something low. The gray man didn’t answer him. He didn’t seem to hear him at all.

He was looking at me.

Over the crowd. Across twenty paces of noise and bodies and shouting, while everyone else looked up at Svala on the ladder. A long, quiet, unhurried look, his ordinary gray eyes on my face, the way you’d look at a knot you hadn’t seen tied before and wanted to know how it came apart.

Then he turned around and walked away into the crowd, with Fiske trotting at his elbow, and was gone.

Zin had seen him. She was standing beside me at the foot of the ladder.

Her tail had stopped.

I didn’t look at it. I put my hand on her shoulder and left it there.



The crowd broke up slowly. It took the rest of the afternoon. People didn’t want to leave. They stood in the square and looked at the Wall, at the new column under the eave, at the gold lanterns, and talked about it, and some of them came up to Svala when she came down the ladder and touched her arm, or her bow, or just stood near her. Hunters, mostly. Cuffed women. They didn’t say much. One of them, the old gray-haired woman from the step, came up on her cane and looked at Svala’s right ear, at the pale ring of skin at its root, and then reached up with one old clawed hand and touched it. Just the skin. And went away without a word.

A Company man came with a strongbox.

That was the purse. He was a clerk-looking man with ink on his cuffs and two lampguards behind him, and he looked very unhappy, and he looked at Tobiah, and Tobiah said, “Grayfen’s stand,” and didn’t say anything else. So the man opened the strongbox and took out a leather bag and held it out, and looked around for somebody to give it to.

Zin took it.

She took it in both hands and staggered a little under the weight, and stood there looking down at it. Then she looked up at me, and her face had come back. All of it. The grin, slow and crooked and bright.

“Wick,” she said. “Wick. How much is in this?”

“I don’t know.”

“It’s heavy.” She hefted it. “It’s so heavy. Gods. I’ve never held this much money in my life. I’ve never held a tenth of this much money.” She hugged it to her chest. “Can I count it?”

“Later.”

“Can I count it now?”

“Zin.”

“I’m counting it,” said Zin, and sat down on the cobbles at the foot of the Wall with the bag in her lap and started counting.



Tobiah Ness found us by the trestle as the light was going.

He’d painted Haldis’s name. I’d watched him do it, at the end, after Svala’s crowns: HALDIS PROSK. REDMARCH, in white, on the oak beside Svala’s column, with the two notched crowns nailed above it and no bolt beside them, and no lanterns over it. Just the name. Then he’d come down and stood looking at it.

Now he came across the cobbles to us with his cane, and stopped in front of Svala, and looked at the Brindle crown on the Wall above her name.

“It’s the custom,” he said, “that the season’s crown hangs one night on the great Wall. So the fair can see it.”

“I know,” said Svala.

“After that it’s the hunter’s.” He looked at her. “Wall or lantern. Her choice. That’s the custom too. Brannoch kept his on the Wall. Four seasons. His lantern’s the Company’s.”

Svala looked up at the Brindle crown. Glowing red at the top of her column in the dusk, over thirty-one others.

“I made a promise,” she said. “On a log above a river. To him.” She didn’t look at me. “That the next one went in the lantern. And the one after that. And every one after. Grayfen’s lantern is burning on a ghost-elk’s crown the size of my fist. It’s got a month in it. Maybe less.”

Tobiah waited.

“In the morning,” Svala said, “I’m taking it down. With my own hands. And carrying it home.”

“The arrow stays,” said Tobiah. “And the paint.”

“The arrow stays,” Svala agreed.

He nodded, once. Then he looked at me. At my face, and my hands, and the rope on my shoulder.

“You’ve an eye,” he said. “I’ve known two men in my life who could read a beast like that. Both of them dead. Neither of them would have read that Wall.”

“You’ll have made enemies today,” said Tobiah Ness. “More than him.” He tipped his head, very slightly, toward the place in the crowd where the gray man had stood. “I’d mind that one.”

He went away across the square with his cane, slowly, toward the tower.



Isveta passed us a little after.

I don’t think she meant to. Or she did; I couldn’t tell. She came down off the dais at last, when the square was nearly empty and the light had gone gold and long, and walked across the cobbles toward the edge of it, alone, in her white coat with her gilded bow on her back, at an even pace. Her tail held perfectly still.

Her path took her past us. Past the trestle where Svala was standing and I was standing and Zin was sitting on the cobbles counting silver.

She didn’t stop.

She came level with me, and her ice-blue eyes came off the middle distance and found my face, and stayed there for the space of one step. And she said it without slowing, without turning her head, in a voice low and precise and so quiet I barely heard it over the noise of the dispersing crowd.

“You read well, Warden,” said Isveta Kalm. “Read the road home as carefully.”

Then she was past.

I turned and watched her go. She didn’t look back. She walked to the edge of the square and into a street and was gone.

Svala had watched her too. She was standing by the trestle with her ears turned after the white coat.

“She’s never spoken to me,” Svala said. “Four years. Not one word.”

“She didn’t speak to you now.”

“No.” Svala looked at the street where Isveta had gone. “She spoke to you. And she knew I’d hear it.” Her mouth went thin. “That’s how she does everything.”

I looked down at the crescent crowns hanging on Brannoch’s column, two of them, with nothing beside them now.

“She had her claws in the rail,” I said. “The whole time I read them.”

“I know,” said Svala. “I heard the wood go.”



We slept in a loft over a saddler’s shop on a street below the square.

Zin paid for it out of the purse. She’d counted it twice on the cobbles and once more on the way down the street and wouldn’t tell us how much was in it, only that it was enough to buy Hamlin a new pipe and a horse to carry it, and she counted out three coins into the saddler’s hand with enormous ceremony and made him give her a receipt, which he wrote on a scrap of leather, which she put in her jerkin. Then she said she was going out.

“Out where?” I said.

“The tents.” She was already at the ladder. “Somebody’s going to be talking tonight, wick. Everybody’s going to be talking. About her, and about him. I want to hear where he’s gone.” Her face was very serious for a moment. “And about the gray man.”

“Zin.”

“Knives in my lap,” she said. “I know.” And went down the ladder.

She came back two hours after dark. I was awake. She came up the ladder quiet, and sat on the edge of the straw at my feet in the dark, and told me fast.

“He’s gone,” she said. “Brannoch. He left the town before sundown, by the north gate, with his horse and Stoll and every crossbow he’s got left. Ten, eleven. Not his wagons. Not Isveta. Just the men and the horses. North. On the road. Toward Fordwatch.”

“Toward Grayfen.”

“Toward wherever we’re going,” said Zin.

“And the gray man?” I said.

“Nobody knows anything. He went back to his room over the chandler’s on the tower street, and he’s sitting in it with a lamp lit, and the shards are on the table in front of him. Somebody saw him through the window.” She swallowed. “Just sitting there. Looking at them.”

She lay down at my feet, curled up, and pulled a corner of my blanket over herself, and was asleep almost at once, the way she always was after a long day of being Zin.

Even asleep, she kept one hand on her knife.



Svala hadn’t said anything all evening.

She’d come down from the square with the crowd’s noise still going and climbed up into the saddler’s loft and taken off her harness, and her boots, and the white wrap, folding it carefully along its old creases and putting it back in her pack, and lain down on the straw in her shirt with her back to me. She hadn’t slept. I could tell from her breathing.

When Zin was asleep, she turned over.

She came against me in the dark all at once, the whole length of her, and put her arms around me. Her face in my neck. Her leg over mine. Her brush came around over both of us and wrapped my thigh, tight, and her arms locked around my back, and she held on.

She didn’t say anything. She just held on.

I put my arms around her. I could feel her shaking, a deep fine tremor, all through her, like a wire that’s been under a heavy load all day and has just had the load taken off it.

Her right ear was against my jaw. Standing up. Even lying down, even in the dark, it stood up against my face, warm and soft, and twitched every time I breathed.

“Thirty-two,” she said, finally, into my neck. “At Highlantern. Under my name.”

I put my hand on the back of her head.

“And one at Grayfen.” Her arms tightened. “I’m going to send word to my mother. With the drovers. Thirty-three. She’ll think I’ve had a very good year.”

I laughed into her hair. She felt it, and I felt her laugh too, against my chest, small and shaking.

Then she stopped laughing and just held on.

She held on all night. I know, because I didn’t sleep much. I lay on my back in the dark of the saddler’s loft with the smell of leather all around and the noise of the fair still going in the streets below, and Svala wrapped around me like she was holding a line in fast water, and Zin curled at my feet, and I thought about a gray man sitting in a lamplit room looking at a table full of broken shards.

And about the road north. Through a black fen with a log road across it and a single log across a channel with no bottom. Then Fordwatch. Then home.

Every time I moved, Svala’s arms tightened.

“Don’t,” she said once, in the middle of the night, half-asleep. “Don’t let go.”

“I’m not going to.”


Chapter 23: The Fen

The heron wouldn’t land.

I watched it from the top of the ridge where the road came down to Sedgemere, lying on my belly in the brown bracken with my chin on my fists, the way the Army taught me a world away. It was a big gray heron, the same kind that stood in every fen on the Line. It came in low over the black water from the east with its legs trailing and its neck folded, and it set its wings to land at the edge of the reeds on the east side of the corduroy road, a little north of the channel, at a place where the reeds thinned and the shallows ran out pale over a bar of sand.

Its fishing place. Herons have them, the way a man has a chair by the fire. It had stood there yesterday. It had stood there every morning for years, probably.

It came down to within a man’s height of the water.

Then it flared. Its wings went up and back, hard, and its legs came down and kicked at the air, and it beat up and away from the reeds with a croak like a door hinge and went off low over the fen to the north, and circled, and came back.

And tried again. And flared again.

The third time it didn’t come down as close. It went over the reeds at the height of a house and circled twice and flew off to the west, over the old pines at the Deepwild’s edge, and didn’t come back.

Svala was lying in the bracken beside me with her bow across her back and the Brindle crown in her pack. She’d watched it too.

“Something’s in its chair,” she said.

“Somebody’s been sitting in it since before dawn.”



We’d come out of Highlantern before the sun.

Svala had taken the Brindle crown down from the great Wall at first light. I’d gone with her. The square had been empty in the gray, except for a sweeper with a broom and two lampguards at the tower door and an old man on a stool at the foot of the Wall with his hands folded on a cane. Tobiah Ness. He’d been sitting there when we came. I don’t think he’d gone home.

He didn’t say anything. He watched Svala roll the ladder to her column and set its brake and climb it. She went up it fast. At the top she put her hand flat on the Brindle crown, and left it there a moment, and I saw her shoulders move with a breath.

Then she looked down. Tobiah had got up off his stool and come to the foot of the ladder, and he held his own hammer up to her without a word, handle first. She came down two rungs and took it, and went back up, and put its claw behind the nail, and pulled.

She came down with the crown in the crook of her arm like a loaf. Her arrow was still nailed beside the empty hole where it had hung, red to the fletching, with the grit on its blades. Her name was still over it in white, and the three gold lanterns over that, and the line of white words. RAN THREE LANTERNS UNCUFFED.

Tobiah reached up with his cane and tapped the arrow nailed beside the empty hole, once, and said nothing.

Svala nodded to him.

She wrapped the crown in her green wrap and put it in her pack, against her back, where the white had been. The old man watched her do it. Then he nodded once and looked away at the empty square, and we went out of it.



We’d walked hard all morning.

North, out of the farm country, down into the river valley and up into the pines. The same road we’d come south on. I’d been reading it the whole way, every rut and every soft place, because Brannoch had gone up it ahead of us at sundown the day before with his horse and Stoll and every crossbow he had left, and I wanted to know where.

His tracks were on top of everything.

Twelve horses. Shod. Going north at a trot through the night, by the spacing, the hooves setting down in pairs and the clods thrown out behind. One of them bigger than the rest, a broad heavy hoof with a toe-clip on the off-hind shoe that left a little notch at the front of every print: the gray. They hadn’t stopped. They hadn’t camped. They’d ridden through the dark without a fire.

Men who ride all night without a fire aren’t going home.

“He’s not going to Fordwatch,” I’d said, at midmorning, crouched over the gray’s print in a soft place in the road. “He’d have camped. He’d have let the horses rest. He’s going somewhere in a hurry and he wants to be there before we are.”

“Where?” Zin had said.

I’d thought about the road. All of it, from Highlantern to Fordwatch, the way I’d walked it south. The farm country, open, with a lampguard post at the crossroads. The river valley, with the bridge, and the mill, and the miller’s dogs. The pines, a long stretch of them, open under the trees, no cover but trunks. The ridge.

And the fen.

“Sedgemere,” I’d said.

Svala had looked at me. Zin’s tail had stopped.

“It’s the only place on the whole road you can’t get off it,” I’d said. “Three hundred paces of logs over black water with the Deepwild on one side and the reeds on the other. And one log across a channel in the middle with no bottom under it. Everybody walking north has to come across that log one at a time.” I’d stood up. “If I wanted to kill three people on this road and have it look like an accident, I’d do it there.”

Isveta’s voice, low and precise, going past me in the square. Read the road home as carefully.

I’d read it.



Now I lay on the ridge in the bracken and read the fen.

The corduroy road went down off the ridge below me and out across the black water in its long curve, the round backs of the logs shining wet in the afternoon light. On the left, the west, the old pines of the Deepwild came down to the brink of the fen, huge, dark, standing with their roots in the peat. On the right, the east, the reeds, brown and dense and taller than a man, with the islands of willow scrub standing up out of them here and there on their hummocks.

Halfway across, the channel. The black slot in the black, twenty feet wide, where the road stopped and the single great log lay across to the far side.

And on the far side of the channel, a little north of it, forty paces east of the road, the willow island.

I’d read it on the way south. Forty paces off the road on the east side, a hummock of firmer ground standing up out of the reeds with a stand of gray willow scrub on it, dense, head-high. You could hide twenty men in it.

Somebody had.

The willow scrub on the island had changed. That was the first thing. Three days ago it had been a ragged clump, gray, with gaps you could see through to the reeds behind. Now there were no gaps. The side of it facing the road was solid. A wall of brown. And the brown wasn’t willow.

It was reeds. Cut reeds. Bundled and stacked against the willow on the road side of the island in a screen as high as a man’s chest and a dozen paces long, and the cut ends of the bundles were toward me, and they were pale. Green-white. The color of a reed stem the day it’s cut, before it browns.

They were drooping. Just at the tops. The way cut reeds droop by the afternoon after the morning you cut them, when the sap’s gone out of them.

“A blind,” I said. “On the willow island. Reed bundles. Cut last night or before dawn.” I watched the screen. “That’s where the heron’s chair is. Right below it.”

Svala’s ears were turned toward the island. Both of them, straight up.

“I hear them,” she said, after a while. “Breathing. Shifting. A lot of them. Somebody’s chewing.”

“Count them.”

She closed her eyes. Her ears moved, small, a turn left, a turn right.

“Eleven,” she said. “Twelve. One heavier, by the sound of him when he moves. Clinking.” She opened her eyes. “Iron rings. Like a mail shirt. Somebody in that blind is wearing a mail shirt and doesn’t know how to sit still in it.”

“Brannoch.”

“It’ll be him,” said Svala. “He’s never sat in a blind in his life. He sends other people to sit in them.”

I looked at the corduroy. I followed it with my eyes, log by log, from the foot of the ridge below me out across the fen. On the east edge of it, on the side by the reeds, a stretch of perhaps fifty paces south of the channel and fifty north of it, there were reeds bent over. Not many. A few here and there, at the road’s edge, pushed down into the black water and broken.

Men had stepped off the logs there. Stepped off into the reeds and waded out to the island, and come back, some of them, for the reed bundles they’d cut on the far side of the road. Several trips, by the number of broken stems, and every one of them on the same stretch.

“They came across in the dark,” I said. “Rode up the road in the night, left the horses somewhere, walked out on the logs and stepped off into the reeds on the east side and waded to the island. Built the blind before dawn. They’ve been in it since.” I looked at the long open curve of the corduroy. “Anybody coming north walks right past them. At forty paces. And has to cross the log at the channel with them right there, one at a time, with black water on both sides.”

“And the horses?” said Zin.

I’d been looking for them. There. On the west side of the road, at the north end of the fen where the corduroy came out onto firm ground again, the old pines came down to the edge, and under the first of them, a hundred paces back in the trees, something moved that was the wrong color for a pine. A gray. Swishing its tail.

“In the Deepwild’s edge,” I said. “North end. Under the pines. Tied, I’d guess. Somebody with them.”

Zin looked at the gray shape in the trees. Then at the blind. Then at the black water.

“So if we’d walked down there,” she said, “we’d be dead.”

“Yes.”

“And it’d look like what?”

“Like three people from Grayfen tried to cross Sedgemere at dusk, carrying a crown worth more than Highlantern’s purse,” I said, “and something came out of the Deepwild and got them.” I watched the blind. “And their bodies went in the channel. With the arrows and bolts still in them. Where nobody would ever find them.”

Svala didn’t say anything at all. She was looking at the blind. Her ears were up. Her eyes, in the bracken, had gone hard and bright.



I laid it out for them on the ridge.

I’d been working it out since midmorning, crouched over the gray’s print. I’d been working it out longer than that. Since the fen on the way south, maybe, standing at the edge of the channel looking down at my reflection in the black water. Since Isveta’s voice in the square.

“He wants us to come to him,” I said. “On his ground. Across that road, in the open, into his blind, where he’s had a night to read it.” I looked at them both. “So we’re not going to.”

“We have to cross it,” said Zin. “It’s the road.”

“Not today. Today he comes to us.”

“How?”

I put my hand on Svala’s pack. On the hard round shape of the Brindle crown wrapped in the green linen inside it.

“Bait,” I said.

Zin went white under her freckles.

“Not you,” I said to her, before she could say it. I held her eyes until the color came back. “The crown. He came out here because it’s worth more than the purse he lost, and because it’s the King, and because it’s his. That’s what he thinks. He’s thought every crown on that Wall was his for twenty years.” I looked out at the fen. “So I’m going to put it where he can see it. Where he has to come out of that blind and cross open ground to get it. Where the only way to it is that log.”

Svala turned her head and looked at me. A long look.

“You’re going to stake it,” she said.

“On a pole. At the south end of the log, hanging out over the channel. Where they can see it glow from the blind.” I looked at her. “A bait-line. With a crown on the stake instead of a woman. And him in the hide, for once, looking at it.”

She didn’t say anything for a moment. Then the corner of her mouth went up.

“Yes,” she said.

“And we don’t shoot first,” I said.

They both looked at me.

“Not a single arrow. Not a knife. Not until they’ve shot at us. Not until somebody’s seen them shoot.” I looked at Zin. “Zin. How fast can you get to Fordwatch?”



She didn’t want to go.

I’d known she wouldn’t. She sat up in the bracken and stared at me with her copper hair in her eyes and her mouth open, and then she shut it, and then she opened it again.

“You want me to run away,” she said.

“I want you to run to Ottoline.”

“While you two sit here and fight Brannoch’s whole party with one bow and a stick.” Her ears had gone flat. “Wick. No. I’m staying. I’ve got two knives and I’m the fastest thing on two legs.”

“On the whole Line,” I said. “I know. That’s why.”

She stopped.

“Fordwatch is half a day north,” I said. “Walking. On the road. Through that fen.” I nodded at it. “You can’t take the road. So you go back south a mile, into the old trees on the west side, and go around. Wide. Past the horses. Through the edge of the Deepwild, where you can see in the dark and nobody else can. Come out on the road north of the fen, and run.”

“That’s three hours. Four.”

“For you.”

Her ears went back.

“I need Ottoline Wyck and every lampguard she can put on the road,” I said. “Here. By dusk. On that ridge at the north end of the fen, behind the blind, where they can see the channel and the log and the island and everything that happens on them.” I held her eyes. “I need witnesses, Zin. Lampguards. Company. People nobody on the Line can say are ours. If this goes the way he wants, nobody will ever know what happened here. If it goes the way I want, I want the whole Line to know who shot first.”

“And if I’m not back by dusk?”

“Then we wait.”

“And if he doesn’t wait?”

“Then we hold him off till you are.”

She looked at me. At Svala. At the blind, out in the fen, with its wall of drooping reeds.

“You’re sending me because I’m fast,” she said. “Not because I’m small.”

“I’m sending you because you’re the only one of us who can do it.”

Her ears came up. Slowly. Then her tail started to move.

“Not bait,” she said.

“Runner,” I said. “Grayfen’s runner. With a message nobody else can carry.”

She grinned, the real one, sharp and bright and a little wobbly at the edges, and got up out of the bracken in a crouch.

“Don’t die, wick,” she said. “I haven’t finished counting the purse.”

She was gone into the pines before I could answer. I didn’t hear her go. I didn’t see her after the first three trees. A copper flash going south along the ridge, low, and then nothing.

Svala was looking at the place she’d gone.

“She’ll make it,” she said.

“I know.”

“She’ll make it in three hours to spite you.”

“I know,” I said.



We went down to the fen through the trees.

We stayed off the road. It came down off the ridge into the open and out onto the corduroy, and anybody walking down it would be seen from the blind a quarter mile off. So we went west, into the old pines at the Deepwild’s edge, and came down the ridge under them. Slowly. In the deep brown shade under the great trunks where the light came down green and nothing grew and the needle bed was a foot thick and soft as a bed.

It was quiet in there. The Deepwild quiet. I’d forgotten.

We came to the edge of the fen under the pines a hundred paces south of the channel, and followed it north, inside the trees, with the black water on our right through the trunks. Svala went ahead with her bow. I went behind with the spear, and the pot on my back, and my rope.

At the south end of the log bridge, where the road came to the channel and stopped, there was a pine down.

I’d seen it on the way south. A big one, old, blown over at the edge of the fen years ago, so that its trunk lay out along the bank of the channel toward the road and its roots had come up out of the peat in a great round plate of earth and stone as tall as two men, standing on edge like a wall. The root-plate faced north. Toward the channel. Toward the island.

We came up behind it through the trees and stopped.

It was perfect. The root-plate stood thirty paces west of the south end of the log bridge, at the brink of the fen, with the old trees behind it and the black water in front of it. From behind it, you could see the whole channel, and the log across it, and the corduroy going north from the far end of the log, and the willow island forty paces east of the corduroy with its blind. You could see all of it through the gaps between the roots. And a bolt from the island would have to come through two feet of earth and stone to reach you.

Svala knelt behind it and looked through a gap between two roots at the blind.

Ninety paces. A little more. Over open black water and reeds.

“I can hear them better,” she said. “He’s restless. The one in the mail. He keeps shifting. And somebody keeps telling him to be still.” Her mouth twisted. “Stoll.”

“Can you hit them from here?”

She looked at the blind. At the wall of reed bundles. At the willow behind it.

“I can hear where they are,” she said. “Every one. Behind the reeds. Before, I’d have needed to see. Now I don’t think I do.” She looked at me. “Yes.”

I looked at her ear. Her right one. Standing straight up out of her honey hair with no silver anywhere near it now, turned toward the island, trembling at the tip with how hard it was listening.

“Not yet,” I said.

“Not till they shoot,” she said. “I know. You said.”



I made the pole from a dead sapling at the edge of the trees. Straight, as thick as my wrist, twelve feet. I stripped it with my knife. Then I took the Brindle crown out of Svala’s pack and unwrapped it from the green linen.

It glowed in the shade of the pines. Red. Deep and slow. The size of a man’s head. The King’s forge, still burning, in my two hands, and for a breath it started to go gold in my hands. I set it down on the needles before it could. I didn’t want it gold. I wanted it red. I wanted it to look exactly like what he thought it was.

I made a net for it out of my rope. A sling of hemp, knotted around it, the way you’d sling a stone for a throw. And lashed the sling to the top of the pole with a clove hitch and two half hitches and a lashing over that, so it couldn’t slip.

Svala watched me do it.

“If he gets it,” she said.

“He won’t get it.”

“If he does.”

“Then he’s got a crown,” I said. “And Grayfen’s lantern’s got a month left in it, and we come back to Highlantern in the spring and Tobiah Ness has already painted it.” I tied off the lashing. “It’s a stone, Svala. It’s the best stone in the world. But it’s a stone.”

“You’d trade it,” she said. “For us walking out.”

“I’d trade it for a lot less than that.”

She looked at the crown in its rope sling at the top of the pole. Then she looked out through the roots at the blind.

“He wouldn’t,” she said. “He’s never traded a crown for anything in his life.”

“I know,” I said. “That’s why it’s bait.”



I took the pole out to the log.

That was the part I’d been thinking about. I couldn’t plant it from cover. The bridge-log’s south end was thirty paces from the root-plate across open ground, the last few logs of the corduroy and the bank of the channel, and somebody had to walk out there and set it. In the open. In front of the blind.

I’d thought about that a lot.

They wouldn’t shoot. Not yet. That’s what I’d decided, on the ridge, watching the heron. Brannoch had built his blind for three people walking up the road at dusk. He’d planned it for a night. He was a man who planned, and liked his plans, and didn’t like surprises. If a man walked out of the trees by himself and stood at the end of the log in the full afternoon light, a man he wasn’t expecting to see for hours, from a direction he wasn’t watching, Brannoch’s first thought wouldn’t be shoot. It would be why.

He’d want to know. He’d wait to see.

I was betting my life on that. I’d bet it on less.

I walked out of the trees with the pole on my shoulder.

Across the needles at the edge of the pines. Onto the end of the corduroy, the round wet logs shifting under my boots. At the east edge of the last log a reed stood bent over into the black water, broken at the height of my boot, and on the stem below the break there was a smear of brown. Gritty. Road mud on a fen reed, the same as the reed outside Grayfen’s east wall the night before the raid. Men in road boots had stood right here and stepped off into the fen. I didn’t stop to look at it twice. To the bank of the channel. The black water lay in front of me, still, deep, with the sky upside down in it and my reflection standing on its edge with a pole on its shoulder and a red light at the top of the pole.

The water did what it always did to me. My hands went cold on the pole.

I didn’t look at the blind. I didn’t look at anything but the work. I set the butt of the pole in a gap between the last two corduroy logs, where they lay against the bank, and drove it down into the peat underneath with my weight, and leaned it. Out. Over the channel, beside the south end of the bridge-log, until the crown hung in its rope sling a yard out from the log and a man’s height above the black water.

And glowed.

Red. Deep, slow, fierce, like a lamp hung out over a dark river. Its light lay on the black water under it in a long wavering streak. You could have seen it from the ridge. You could certainly have seen it from the blind.

I stood there beside it at the end of the log for a breath.

Then I lifted my head and looked across the channel at the willow island, ninety paces off, and the wall of drooping reed bundles on it.

“Varek,” I said.

I didn’t shout. There was nothing on that water to stop it.

“Your crown’s here,” I said. “Come and get it.”

Then I turned around and walked back to the trees.

Nobody shot me.



I came behind the root-plate and sat down with my back against it, and my legs were shaking, and I let them.

Svala was kneeling at the gap between the roots with her bow across her thigh. She didn’t look at me. She was looking at the blind. But her hand came off the bow and found my knee and squeezed it, hard, and stayed there.

“They nearly did,” she said. “Two of them had their bows up. Stoll told them no.”

“Stoll?”

Her mouth went thin. “He said, ‘Wait. He wants us to.’ And Brannoch said, ‘Let him.’ And then Stoll said a word I’m not going to repeat and Brannoch laughed. Stoll’s not a fool.”

“No.”

“He knows what you’re doing.”

“Then he knows what he’s got to do about it,” I said. “And so does Brannoch.”



Brannoch talked.

He started a little while after, from the blind. That big round bell of a voice, coming out over the black water, warm and easy and amused, like a man calling across a yard to a neighbor.

“Ty Ballard!” he called. “Son! You’re a marvel. You truly are. A month on the Line and you’ve read my Wall, and my bolts, and now my blind.” He laughed. “How did you know? I’d love to know. I won’t ask. A man has his secrets.”

I didn’t answer.

“I’ll be plain with you,” Brannoch called. “I like you. I said so in Ober’s cookhouse and I meant it, and I’ll say it again here. You’re the best tracker I’ve ever seen and you’ve got more nerve than any man on the Line. That’s worth something. That’s worth a great deal.” A pause. “So here’s what I’ll do. You leave the crown on its pole. You and the fox walk back south the way you came, to Highlantern, and stay there for the winter. Nobody follows you. Nobody touches you. And in the spring you can go back up to your dead post and keep it with my blessing.” His voice went warmer still. “That’s a better offer than you’ll get from anybody else on this Line, son. That’s a gift.”

Svala’s hand on my knee had gone tight.

“And the lynx?” I called.

A silence from the blind.

“The lynx is my bait-runner,” said Brannoch. “I’ll want her back.”

I looked at the crown on its pole, glowing out over the black water.

“No,” I said.



He kept talking. On and off, all afternoon.

He was good at it. I’ll say that for him. He tried warm and he tried cold. He tried laughing. He told a story about the first crown he’d ever killed, when he was a lampguard’s boy at Highlantern and nineteen, a gloam wolf with his father’s spear, and it was a good story, and I believed every word of it. He told me about the widows of the men at Saltlick, and how they’d starve this winter without the purse, and how the fox had taken it out of their mouths. He told me about the Red Run, and how no uncuffed hunter on the Line had ever lived a season, and how Svala would go Red by midwinter and kill me in my bed and he wanted to save me from it. He said all of it in that warm round voice, across the water, and some of it was even true.

I didn’t answer him. Not once after the first.

Svala listened to all of it without moving. Once, when he talked about the Red, her ear flicked. That was all.



Twice they tried to come around.

The first time was east. Through the reeds. Svala heard them go: three men slipping off the back of the willow island into the reeds on the far side, wading, going south through the fen toward the channel, to come up on its bank east of the log and get a line on the root-plate from the side.

“Three,” she said. “In the reeds. Coming south.”

I listened. I couldn’t hear anything. I watched the reed tops.

They moved. A shiver, in a line, going south. Then it stopped.

Then a man screamed in terror, high and wordless, out in the reeds.

A great thrashing and splashing followed, and other men shouting, and the reed tops whipping back and forth. It went on a long time. Then a lot of heavy breathing and swearing, and the shiver going back north through the reeds the way it had come, slower.

“One of them stepped off a hummock,” Svala said. Her brush flicked. “Into the black. Up to his chest, I think. They pulled him out by his hair.” She listened. “He’s crying.”

“Ottoline said it has no bottom.”

“Ottoline was right.”

The second time was west.

That was the one I’d been waiting for. Through the pines at the Deepwild’s edge. Two men came out of the north end of the fen where the horses were tied, into the old trees, and worked south through them toward us, slowly, from trunk to trunk. Svala heard them a long way off. I saw them after a while: two brown shapes, a long way back under the pines, coming.

“Don’t shoot,” I said.

“I know.”

“Not till they shoot.”

“I know, Ty.” She was watching them through the roots. She had an arrow on the string. She didn’t draw it.

They came closer. Sixty paces. Fifty. Moving from trunk to trunk the way crossbow company boys move, badly, too much of their bodies out from behind the trees.

Svala raised her voice, just enough to carry through the pines.

“Ludo,” she said. “Your left boot squeaks.”

Both men froze.

“And Corse,” she said, “you’ve still got a bandage on the hand I put an arrow through at Grayfen. I can see it from here. It’s coming undone.” She paused. “Go back to the horses, both of you. Before I put another one through it.”

There was a very long silence in the trees.

Then the two brown shapes went back north. Not trunk to trunk this time. At a run.



The light went long.

I’d been watching it go all afternoon. The sun going down the sky in the west, behind the Deepwild, and the shadows of the old pines coming out across the fen, long and black, reaching east across the corduroy and the channel and the reeds toward the willow island. The black water went from silver to bronze to copper. The crown on its pole, out over the channel, got brighter as the light went, red, a coal in the dusk.

Three hours since Zin had gone into the trees. Four.

Brannoch had stopped talking. I didn’t like that.

“He’s arguing with Stoll,” said Svala. “Low. I can’t hear the words. Stoll wants to wait for full dark. Brannoch wants.” She stopped. “Brannoch wants the crown.”

“I know.”

“He keeps saying it. ‘It’s right there. It’s right there, Daggan.’” Her ear flicked. “He can see it from the blind. He’s been looking at it all afternoon.”

I looked north. Past the island. Past the end of the corduroy, where the road came out onto firm ground and went up the far ridge into the pines on the north side of the fen. The ridge was dark now, a black line against a sky going green at the top. Nothing on it.

Then something.

High and thin and wild, from the top of that far ridge, a sound came out over the fen. A scream, a lynx’s scream, long and rising and full of fury and joy all at once.

It went out over the whole fen and came back off the trees.

I looked at the ridge.

At the top of it, against the green sky, where the road came over, there were shapes. A lot of them. Standing. Small and dark at that distance, and one of them in front smaller than all the others. And on every one of the others, just catching the last of the light, a glint of color.

Orange.

“She’s made it,” Svala said. Her voice cracked. “Ty. She’s made it.”

I counted them. Twelve. Fourteen. Standing on the ridge at the north end of Sedgemere, above the end of the road, where they could see down over the whole fen. The channel. The log. The island with its blind. The crown on its pole, burning red.

And us.

Behind me, on the south ridge, where we’d lain in the bracken that afternoon watching the heron, something moved. I turned my head.

A single shape. Tall. Slender. White. Standing at the top of the road where it came down off the south ridge, alone, against the darkening sky behind it. A pale figure with a long pale tail, held perfectly still.

Isveta Kalm.

She’d followed him. From Highlantern. Alone. On foot, by the look of it, a day on the road behind us.

She stood there on the south ridge and looked down at the fen, and didn’t come any closer.



I stood up.

Svala looked up at me from her knee. Her face went white.

“Ty.”

“They’re here,” I said. “Both ends. They can see everything.” I looked at her. “Now we make them shoot.”

“How?”

I didn’t answer her. I picked up my spear and walked out from behind the root-plate.



I walked out to the end of the log.

Across the needles, onto the corduroy, to the bank of the channel, in the open, with the black water in front of me and the crown burning on its pole a yard to my right. Only it was dusk now. And the blind on the island was ninety paces off across the water. And they’d been sitting in it all day looking at that crown.

I stepped up onto the log.

The south end of it. The great smooth trunk lying across the channel, worn flat on top by a hundred years of feet and wheels. It didn’t move under me. It was solid at this end, sunk deep in the peat of the bank.

I walked out onto it. Three steps. Four. Until I was standing over the black water, with the channel under me on both sides, and the crown on its pole right beside my shoulder, close enough to touch, burning.

My throat was a fist. My legs were water. I stood there.

I turned and faced the island.

“Daggan,” I said.

My voice went out across the water. Quiet. It carried.

“You’ve been chewing that gum since Alder Meadow. She can hear it from here.” I lifted my hand and put it on the pole, beside the crown. “I’m going to take this home now.”

The blind exploded.



They shot at me. All of them. All at once.

I heard it before anything. The flat hard crack of crossbows going off, a dozen of them, together, from behind the reed screen, a sound like a stack of planks dropped. And the bolts came out of the blind across the water in the dusk, faster than I could see, and I didn’t try to see them.

I went flat.

I dropped onto the log on my belly with my arms around it, and the bolts came over me. I felt the wind of them. One went through the space where my head had been with a sound like a hornet. One hit the log a foot in front of my face and stuck there, humming, splinters flying into my eyes. One went into the pole beside me and the pole jerked and the crown swung in its sling, red light going back and forth over the water. One went through the back of my jacket and through nothing else and I felt it tug me like a hand.

Then Svala.



I couldn’t see much of it. I was lying on my face on a log over black water with my arms around it and my cheek against the wet wood. I heard it.

The string of Ulla’s bow. From behind the root-plate. A flat steady thrum, and another, and another, and another, so fast they ran together into a roll, like hail on a roof.

And from the island, screaming.

She shot them through the reeds. Through the reed bundles they’d stacked as a screen, which didn’t stop an arrow any more than a curtain stops a bird. She couldn’t see them. She’d been listening to them breathe for six hours, and she knew where every one of them was sitting behind that screen, and when they rose up to shoot at me they made a sound rising, and she shot at the sound.

At three lanterns. Uncuffed. With nothing at the root of her ear but pale skin.

I heard a man scream behind the reeds and a crossbow fall. Another. A man shouting “My hand, my hand, gods” and another one sobbing. A thrash in the willows as somebody tried to run off the back of the island and went into the reeds, and the thrum of her string, and the thrash stopped and turned into a long wet moaning.

A second volley came. Ragged. Six crossbows, maybe. Five. The bolts went over me and into the bank behind me and the trees.

The string thrummed. Four times. The screaming on the island went up.

I lifted my head.



The reed screen on the island was torn. Rust-red fletchings stood out of it in a dozen places, and through the gaps they’d torn I could see men. Some down. Some crouched behind the willow. Some running, off the back of the island into the reeds, north, toward the end of the road and the far ridge.

Toward the orange capes coming down off it at a run.

And in the middle of the torn screen, kneeling, with his crossbow at his cheek, Daggan Stoll.

He wasn’t running. He hadn’t moved. He was kneeling in the gap in his own blind with his scarred bow hand steady on the stock and his jaw going on his gum, and his crossbow was pointed across ninety paces of black water at the log.

At me.

He’d waited. While everyone else shot and ducked and screamed, he’d waited, cranked and patient, for me to lift my head off the log.

I’d lifted it.

I saw his finger go to the lever.

And an arrow went through him.

It came from behind me and to my left, from the root-plate, so close over my shoulder I heard it pass. A rust-red streak in the dusk. It went across the black water flat and hard and into the gap in the reed screen and into Daggan Stoll’s chest, high, under the collarbone, through the brown leather of his jerkin, to the fletching.

His crossbow went off. The bolt went into the sky.

He knelt there. He looked down at the arrow in his chest. His jaw stopped moving.

Then he fell forward through the torn reeds onto the mud at the edge of the island and lay there, and didn’t move again.



It was quiet then, or close to it.

The men running north through the reeds were still splashing and shouting, and then other voices were shouting at them from the north, sharp, lampguard voices, and I heard a crossbow cranked and a voice I knew very well say “Drop it or I’ll put one through your knee, you idiot,” and Ottoline Wyck was on the corduroy at the north end of the fen with her patrol. And one of the wounded on the island was still sobbing.

But the shooting had stopped.

I got up onto my knees on the log.

My hands were shaking so hard I could barely hold onto it. There was a bolt in the log in front of me, and a hole in my jacket at the back, and splinters in my face. The crown was swinging slowly on its pole beside me, red, back and forth, back and forth, its light going over the black water.

Svala was standing up behind the root-plate. On top of it. On the great round edge of earth and stone, with the old pines behind her and Ulla’s bow in her hand, an arrow on the string, drawn halfway. Her ears were straight up. Her eyes in the dusk had caught the crown’s red light and held it.

She was looking past me at the island.

I turned and looked too.



Brannoch came out of the blind.

He came out of the gap in the reeds where Stoll lay, stepping over him. In mail. A long shirt of it, iron rings to his knees, under the green cloak with the five gold lanterns on its shoulder. He had his boar spear in his hand, the short heavy one with the cross-guard I’d seen behind his saddle at Fordwatch. His big brown face was a mask. No smile on it. No warmth. Nothing.

His men were gone. Down in the willows, or running into the reeds toward Ottoline’s crossbows, or lying in the mud. There wasn’t anybody behind him anymore.

He came off the island into the reeds. Waded. To his thighs. To his waist, in the mail, the black water pulling at him. He didn’t slow down. He came through the reeds to the corduroy road and climbed up onto the logs, streaming black water, and stood there.

Forty paces from the north end of the log bridge.

He looked at the crown.

His eyes went past me, past Svala on the root-plate with her drawn bow, past the lampguards coming down the corduroy behind him and the white figure on the south ridge. The crown. Swinging on its pole over the channel in its rope sling, glowing red in the dusk, the King’s forge, the Brindle crown, the biggest crown anybody on the Line had seen in a generation.

He started walking toward it.

“Svala,” I said.

“I have him,” she said. Behind me. Calm. “Ty. I have him. Let me.”

“No.”

“He’s going to come across that log at you with a spear.”

“I know.”

“Then let me.”

“Let them see him,” I said. “Let them see what he does.”

She didn’t loose. I didn’t turn around to look. But I didn’t hear the string.



He came along the corduroy to the north end of the log bridge with his spear in his hand and black water running out of his mail, and stopped, and looked down the log at me.

I was on my knees in the middle of it. Over the channel. With the crown on its pole hanging out over the water a yard off the log’s south end behind me, and my spear lying on the wood beside my knee.

“Give it to me,” said Brannoch.

His voice wasn’t a bell anymore. It was just a voice. Hoarse, a man’s.

“Come and get it,” I said.

He stepped onto the log.



The north end of the bridge-log didn’t sit like the south end.

I’d felt it on the way south. I’d stood at the north end of it with my throat locked looking at my reflection in the black water, and when I’d stepped up onto it off the corduroy to cross, I’d felt it move.

It was only a shift. The north end of that great old log sat in a bed of peat that had gone soft with a hundred years of water, and a cart had gone over it in the last week, heavy on the east side; I’d seen the wheel-ruts pressed deep in the corduroy. The peat under the log’s north end had given on the east. Just a little. Enough that when I stepped on, the log had rolled a hair under my boot, east, toward the deep, and rolled back.

A man my weight. With a pot on his back.

Brannoch was a big man. A head taller than me and broad as a door. In a mail shirt to his knees, soaked through, with a boar spear in his hands.

He came along the log toward me. Heavy. Fast. Careless. A man who’d walked on Walls and wagons and the backs of other men his whole life and had never once had to think about where he put his feet.

The log rolled.

It went east. Under him. The north end of it turned in its soft bed like a spit turning over a fire, and the flat worn top of it tipped, and his boot slid on the wet smooth wood, and he threw his arms out.

He reached for the crown, past the log and the bank: the crown, hanging out over the black water on its pole, three yards in front of him, glowing. He reached for it with his spear hand, the spear still in his fist, and his whole weight went with the reach, out over the channel, and the log rolled out from under his feet.

He went in.



The black water took him without a sound.

That was the worst of it. Hardly a splash, none of the spray a man throws going into a river. The fen’s water was so still and so thick with peat that it just opened under him and closed over him, the way mud closes over a boot. The mail took him straight down. His green cloak spread out on the surface around the place where he’d gone, floating, the five gold lanterns on its shoulder catching the red of the crown.

Then he came up.

His head. His shoulders. Gasping. Black water pouring off his face and his beard. He’d dropped the spear. His arms came up out of the water, both of them, grabbing at air. He was a yard from the log. He was right below the crown, hanging on its pole above him, red, glowing on his upturned face.

I was on my knees on the log.

I’d come along it to him without thinking. I don’t remember doing it. I was just there, on my knees on the wet wood over the black channel, with the log still rocking under me and the black water a foot below my face. The same water. Still and cold and black and bottomless, the water I’d been afraid of since the morning on the riverbank below Alder Meadow, with Brannoch in it.

I reached out my hand.

“Varek,” I said. “Take my hand.”

He looked at me.

His face was a yard from mine. Black water running down it. His eyes wide and white. He looked at my hand, held out to him over the water, open. Right there. He’d only have had to reach.

He looked up.

At the crown. Hanging on its pole above him, a yard in the other direction. Glowing red. Swinging, slowly, in its rope sling. The King’s crown. Worth more than the purse. Worth more than his Wall. His.

He reached for it.

Both arms. Up. Out of the water, toward the red light, his ringed fingers spread, stretching, the black water sliding off his mail. His hands closed on nothing a foot below the crown.

And the mail took him down.



I went after him.

I was flat on the log with my arm in the black water up to the shoulder, my face nearly touching it, reaching down into the cold for anything, a sleeve, a fistful of cloak, a hand. The cold went up my arm into my chest and squeezed. My fingers found the cloak. Wool, floating. I pulled. It came up out of the water empty in my hand, the clasp torn loose.

I reached again. Deeper. Down past my shoulder, my cheek in the water, the black of it against my mouth.

Nothing.

Cold. Mud. A long way down, somewhere under my fingers, the soft give of peat that had no bottom.

I came back up out of the water on my own, because there was nothing down there to reach for, and found hands already locked in the back of my belt, holding.

Svala’s. Both of them. She’d come out onto the log behind me. I hadn’t heard her. I knelt up on the log with my arm streaming black water and my whole body shaking, and she let go of the belt and knelt behind me with her arms around my chest and held on.

“No,” she said into my neck. “No, Ty. No. He’s gone. He’s gone.”

I knelt there. I looked at the place in the black water where he’d gone down. The surface had closed over it. Smooth. Still. A few bubbles came up, slow, and broke, and then no more. The green cloak lay in my hand, dripping, with the five gold lanterns on its shoulder.

“I offered him my hand,” I said.

“I know. I saw.”

“He could have taken it.”

“I know,” said Svala. “Everybody saw.”



The lampguards came down the corduroy at a run with their lanterns lit.

Ottoline Wyck at the front of them, with her crossbow and her iron braid and her orange half-cape, and Zin beside her. Zin running ahead of all of them, barefoot on the wet logs, her copper hair flying, her knives out. She came down the corduroy to the north end of the log and stopped there at the edge and looked at us, kneeling in the middle of it over the channel, and her face crumpled and came back.

“Wick,” she said. “Wick. Svala.”

“We’re here,” said Svala.

Zin came out onto the log. She didn’t hesitate. She came along it quick and light, and knelt down beside us, and put her arms around both of us at once. She was shaking. Her tail was going so fast it slapped the wood.

“I saw,” she said. “From the ridge. We all saw. The bolts. The way they all went at you at once.” Her voice cracked. “You were just standing there. On the log. With your hand on the pole. Like it was a ledge and you’d already picked your foothold.”

“I had.”

“I know you had,” said Zin. “That’s what I’m angry about.”



Ottoline stood at the north end of the log with her crossbow and looked at us. At me, wet to the shoulder. At the cloak in my hand. At the black water.

“Brannoch?” she said.

“In there,” I said.

She looked at the water.

“Huh,” she said.

Behind her, on the corduroy, her lampguards had the crossbowmen. Six of them on their feet, with their hands on their heads and their crossbows on the logs, and lampguards around them. Three more being carried out of the reeds, wounded, one with Svala’s arrow through his hand, one through his thigh, one through his shoulder, all of them groaning. One being dragged out of the black water at the edge of the island by his hair, sobbing; the one who’d gone in that afternoon, maybe, or another. And Stoll, face-down on the mud at the edge of the island, with two lampguards standing over him not touching him.

Ottoline looked at all of it.

Her voice was very dry and very tired. “Eleven crossbowmen,” she said. “At one man standing on a log.” She looked at me. “First.”

“First,” I said.

“First,” said Ottoline Wyck. “I saw it. My lads saw it. I’d brought the road patrol down to meet you, because I don’t like this fen and I like the Huntmaster less, and we were an hour north of here when a lynx came out of the trees screaming at us. Fourteen of us, on that ridge, with her screaming in our ears to look.” She turned her head and looked south, along the fen, at the far end of the corduroy and the south ridge beyond it, where the road came down. “And so did she.”

I turned and looked.



Isveta Kalm had come down off the south ridge.

She was standing at the south end of the corduroy where it came onto firm ground, at the edge of the fen, in her white coat with her gilded bow unstrung across her back. Alone. A long way from us, a hundred and fifty paces, maybe. Too far to see her face. Close enough to see her stand there, tall and slender and perfectly still, with her long pale tail hanging straight down behind her, looking out across the black water at the log.

She’d seen it. All of it. From the first bolt to the last bubble.

She didn’t come any closer. She stood there a long time, looking.

Then she turned around and walked back up the south ridge, the way she’d come, toward Highlantern. Alone, in the dusk, in white.

She didn’t look back.

Svala watched her go. Her ears were turned after her.

“Four years,” Svala said. “In the same party. On the same wagon. She walked a day to see this. On foot. By herself.”

“Why?” said Zin.

Svala didn’t answer that. She was still watching the white shape going up the ridge into the dark.

“I don’t know,” she said finally. “But I know what it cost her.”



I fished the crown off the pole.

I did it from the log, on my knees, reaching up. I untied the lashing and the half hitches and the clove hitch, one by one, with my wet shaking fingers, and let the rope sling down off the top of the pole into my hands with the crown in it.

It was heavy. Warm. Red, in the dusk.

Then it went gold.

In my hands, from somewhere deep in the stone, the gold came up through the red like cold honey warming by a stove until it runs clear, and spread until the whole crown was burning soft and clear in my palms on the log over the black channel, and it lit our faces, all three of us. Svala’s and Zin’s and mine. It lit the water under us. It lit Brannoch’s green cloak lying on the log beside my knee, and the five gold lanterns on its shoulder.

On the north end of the corduroy, Ottoline’s lampguards had stopped what they were doing to look at it.

“Warden-gold,” said one of them. A young voice. I knew it. Ebbe, with his Adam’s apple, at the end of the orange line, staring. “That’s the songs.”

“Ebbe,” said Ottoline, without turning around. “Shut your mouth and help Garran with that one before he bleeds on my boots.”

Ebbe shut his mouth.



There was a bow on Stoll’s body.

Svala found it. She’d gone out to the island after, when the lampguards had the wounded out and Ottoline had seen to the prisoners, with a lantern, wading through the reeds where Brannoch had waded, careful, testing every step with the end of her bow. I went with her. I didn’t want her going alone.

Stoll lay face-down in the mud at the edge of the island where he’d fallen through the reeds. Her arrow had gone through him and out his back. Lampguards had turned him over by then, and somebody had closed his eyes. His jaw had stopped moving. There was a wad of gray-green gum in the mud by his mouth.

And slung across his back, under him, where he’d carried it all the way from Highlantern, in an oiled leather case, there was a bow.

I thought of a boot print in the burned reeds outside Grayfen’s east wall, the left one sunk deeper than the right. He’d had it on him that night too.

Svala knelt in the mud beside him and looked at it.

Then she unbuckled the case from his body, gently, the way you’d take a thing off a man you didn’t hate anymore because there wasn’t anything left of him to hate. She opened the case. She took out the bow.

It was long. Longer than Ulla’s by a hand. Yew, honey-dark, backed with sinew, with the grip wrapped in rust-red cord she’d dyed herself. It was strung. Brannoch had said he’d had it oiled; it had been. It shone in the lantern-light.

She held it. She didn’t draw it. She just held it, in both hands, kneeling in the mud of the island beside the man who’d taken it from her in the yard at Fordwatch in front of the Wall.

“He carried it,” she said. “All the way up here. To kill me. He couldn’t even draw it.”

She stood up, with the bow in her hands, and looked at it a long while in the lantern-light. Then she put it over her shoulder, beside Ulla’s.



She kissed me on the corduroy afterward, in the dark, when the lampguards had gone on north with the prisoners and the wounded and the bodies on a litter, and Ottoline had said she’d wait at the north end with a fire, and Zin had gone with her to tell her about the purse.

She kissed me hard.

She came at me out of the dark on the wet logs with both bows on her back and took my face in both her hands and kissed me so hard it hurt, her teeth against my lip, her whole body against mine. She was shaking with the thing that comes after.

She pulled back. Her face was an inch from mine in the dark. Her eyes were wet and wild.

“Listen to me,” she said.

“I’m listening.”

“You walked out on that log.” Her voice was fierce and shaking. “In front of eleven crossbows. On purpose. And then you put your arm in that water after him. After him, Ty.”

“I know.”

“I had my hands in your belt the whole time. I could feel how far you’d have gone.” Her fingers tightened on my face. “I’m not going to scold you. I’m too tired. I’ll scold you at Grayfen. At length. With Annelie helping.” She breathed. “Now listen to what I want.”

“Tell me.”

“When we get home,” Svala said, “I want the lantern-room. With the King’s crown in the housing over us and the light coming down through the grate. I want you to take me down on that floor on your red jacket like the night I asked you. And I want you to take me slow, and then not slow, and I want you to look at my ears the whole time. Both of them. Up. And I want you to fill me. Deep. All of it. And keep it there. And then I want you to do it again.” She held my eyes. “That’s what I want. Will you?”

“Yes,” I said.

“Say it.”

“Yes. All of it. The lantern-room. Your ears. Again.” I put my hands over hers on my face. “As many times as you want.”

Her eyes were bright in the dark.

“Good,” she said.

Then the dryness came back into her voice, just a little, just at the edge.

“And then I’m going to sleep for a week,” said Svala, “and you’re going to bring me food, and you’re not going to go anywhere near any water.”

“Fair.”

“You don’t get to say fair,” she said. “You walked out on a log.”

She let go of my face. She took my hand instead, the one with Zin’s tooth-marks on the palm, and held it, and we walked north along the corduroy in the dark toward Ottoline’s fire, with the Brindle crown burning gold in the rope sling over my shoulder and Brannoch’s green cloak left behind on the log over the black water.


Chapter 24: Wick

Ottoline Wyck was at her Crown Wall with a pry bar when I came out of the stable at Fordwatch the next morning.

She was standing on a ladder in the gray dawn with her spectacles on her nose and her iron braid over her shoulder, and she was working, slowly. She had the flat end of the bar set in behind the head of a nail at the bottom of Brannoch’s column, and she leaned on it, and the nail came out of the oak with a long shriek, and a black-fletched bolt fell off the Wall and clattered on the stones at the foot of the ladder.

There were already six of them lying there.

I stood in the stable door and watched her do the seventh. The Alder Meadow bear. The top of the column, the newest crown, the one Stoll had nailed up a month and a week before with three blows of a hammer while the crowd cheered. She set the bar behind the nail of his bolt, and leaned, and pulled it, and the bolt fell.

She came down the ladder.

She stood at the foot of it and looked up at the column for a while. Eight crowns, the bottom seven and the top one, hanging on the dark oak under the name BRANNOCH and the five gold lanterns. Nothing beside seven of them now. Just old nail holes in the wood where the bolts had been.

She saw me in the stable door. She didn’t look surprised.

“I’m not the Crowner,” she said. “I don’t paint. When Tobiah’s man comes north in the spring, he can paint them, if he’s a mind to.” She took her spectacles off and put them in her pocket like they’d insulted her. “But I knelt at that bear in the dark a month ago with my fingers in a bolt-hole, and I’ll not have a bolt hang beside a crown it never touched on my Wall.” She looked at the bolts on the stones. “Not on my post.”

“Seven,” I said.

“Seven stars. I looked at every one of them with these.” She patted her pocket. “Took me most of an hour. My eyes aren’t what they were.” She looked at me sidelong. “She’ll want to see it before you go.”

Svala had come out of the stable behind me. She was standing in the door with both bows on her back, her own and Ulla’s, and her braid over her shoulder, and her ears up. She was looking at the Wall. At the seven crowns with nothing beside them.

She walked across the yard to the foot of the Wall, and stood there, and looked up.

Ottoline watched her a moment. Then she bent and picked up the seven bolts off the stones, all of them, in one square fist, and went into the tower with them, and didn’t come back out while we were there.



Zin had the purse in her lap at breakfast.

She’d had it in her lap since the fen. She’d slept with it. She’d carried it across the corduroy in the dark and up the north ridge and all the way to Fordwatch in the middle of the night with both arms around it, and when Ober had put a bowl of barley in front of her in the cookhouse she’d eaten with one hand and kept the other on the bag.

“Zin,” I said.

“No.”

“I haven’t said anything.”

“You’re going to say something about the purse.” She hugged it. “I can see it on your face. You’ve got the face you had on the ridge when you wanted to go down the ravine for the lampguard.”

Corlis’s ravine. I’d forgotten I had a face for that.

“Brannoch promised it,” I said. “At the Wall. In front of everybody. To the families of the men who died at Saltlick. Ruel’s wife, and Pasco’s mother, and Marlo’s girl here in Fordwatch.”

“Brannoch’s dead.”

“The promise isn’t,” I said. “Somebody heard it. Half the Line heard it. And those three men went through the brush at Saltlick because he put them there, and they didn’t come back, and now he’s not going to pay.” I looked at her. “It’s Grayfen’s purse. Grayfen’s stand took the King. So it’s Grayfen’s promise now, if we want it.”

Zin stared at me.

“Wick,” she said. “That’s half of it. More than half.”

“I know.”

“Hamlin’s pipe. A horse to carry it. Salt for a whole winter. Arrow shafts. Real ones. A new rope for the ferry.” She was counting on the fingers of the hand that wasn’t on the bag. “Boots for you. Gods, wick, boots for you, made of something that used to be alive.”

“Half,” I said.

Her ears had gone flat. Then they came up.

“You’re going to give away the King’s purse,” she said slowly, “to the widows of the crossbowmen who staked Svala at Alder Meadow.”

“Yes.”

“Some of them were probably the ones who laughed when I fell at Saltlick.”

“Probably.”

She looked down at the bag. She was quiet for so long that Svala looked up from her bowl.

“Marlo was nice to me once,” Zin said. “At the Scarrow Hills. I was sick, and he gave me his blanket, and he didn’t want anything for it.” She swallowed. “He was nineteen. He wanted to marry a girl in Fordwatch who sold ribbons.”

She untied the neck of the purse. She reached in, and took out silver, and counted it onto the table between the bowls. Coin by coin. Her lips moving. Then she pushed the pile across to Ottoline, who’d come in from the tower and sat down at the end of the bench without a word some time before.

“For the widows,” said Zin. “From Grayfen.” She glared at Ottoline. “And if you don’t get it to them, Sergeant, I’ll know. I’ve got a receipt.”

Ottoline looked at the pile of silver. Then at Zin. Her weathered face creased at the corners.

“I’ll see it done,” she said.

Zin tied up the purse again, lighter, and put it back in her lap, and went back to her barley.

“Hamlin’s still getting a pipe,” she said, to the bowl.



We came over the last rise of the north road the next afternoon, and Zin saw it first, because Zin always saw everything first, and she screamed.

No words, just a sound, high and wild, the lynx scream she’d used on the ridge above Sedgemere. And then she was running, down the road ahead of us toward the river, with the purse bouncing on her hip and her tail straight out behind her like a flag.

I stopped at the top of the rise.

Grayfen’s light was burning on the tower.

Gold, on the bench above the river, in the cage at the top of the black tower, beating slow against a gray sky. Seventy paces of it, pouring down over the palisade and the lodge roof and the Wall and spilling down the slope to the gravel at the water’s edge. The ghost-elk’s crown, still going. Seven days on. I hadn’t known how much I’d been afraid it wouldn’t be until I saw it was.

Svala stood beside me.

“It’s still there,” she said.

“I see it.”

“I told you.” She looked at it. Her ears were turned toward the post across the river. “I told you to stop counting and walk.”

“I walked.”

“You counted the whole way,” said Svala. “I heard you. Under your breath. At the waystation. In your sleep.”

I’d been counting. I counted again.

On the post’s bank, on the gravel, a short bowlegged shape had come out from the ferry post with a crossbow, and stood there. In the gateway at the top of the slope, a still shape with a spear. Beside it, a smaller one, slim, with a bow. A shape on a crutch in the gap at the corner of the palisade, waving the crutch over its head.

Four.



Hamlin pulled us across.

When he grounded the raft on our side he looked at Zin, who’d got there first and was standing on the gravel hopping from foot to foot with the purse in her arms. He looked at me, and at the pot on my back, and at the crown in the rope sling on my shoulder, glowing red through the hemp. He looked at Svala.

He looked at Svala’s ear for a long time.

At the right one, standing straight up out of her honey hair, as tall as the left. At the bare place where the band had been.

He took his willow twig out of his teeth, looked at it, and put it back. Then he took hold of the rope. My throat closed, as it always did, and the raft went out into the channel and the river went black and fast under the logs, and I held the rail and didn’t look at it. Hamlin pulled. Hand over hand. He didn’t look at me.

Halfway across, without turning around, he said, “Cuff’s gone.”

“On the hunt line,” I said. “In front of the whole Muster. She ran three lanterns with both ears up and put three arrows in the King. The eye and the heart and the throat.”

Hamlin pulled. Hand over hand.

“And the Huntmaster?”

“I read his Wall in the square at Highlantern. Out loud. Crown by crown.” I held the rail. “Thirty-one of them were hers. The Crowner took them down and put them under her name and painted her three lanterns.” The raft bucked in the channel. “Then he waited for us at Sedgemere with eleven crossbows. He went into the black water after the King’s crown and didn’t come out.”

Hamlin didn’t say anything for a long time. He pulled.

“Good,” he said finally.

He pulled the raft the rest of the way across without another word, and grounded it, and tied it off. Then he turned around and looked at me with his small sharp blue eyes.

“You know what’ll happen,” he said. “Drovers will have it by spring. From here to the duchy. And they’ll lie about it. They’ll say the wick from Grayfen walked into Sedgemere and lit a crown gold with his bare hands in front of a dozen lampguards.”

“I did.”

Hamlin looked at me. Then at the crown in the sling on my shoulder.

He bit his willow twig clean in half.



Annelie was in the gate.

She stood in it as she had the first day, with her boar spear held slanting across her body and her bare feet on the threshold, and she didn’t move as we came up the slope. Kirsi stood beside her with Brit Aune’s bow and her round dark ears up, both of them, steady in the light. Corlis had come along the inside of the palisade on his crutch and was standing just behind them with his helmet on, grinning like a boy.

Annelie’s dark eyes went over all of us as we came. Counting. Me. Zin. Svala.

They stopped on Svala.

On her ear.

Annelie went still.

The doe-stillness, every muscle locked under the calm and waiting. Her face didn’t change. Her ears didn’t move. She stood in the gate and looked at Svala’s right ear standing straight up in Grayfen’s light, and she didn’t breathe.

Svala stopped on the slope below her.

They looked at each other.

Then Svala came up the last few steps of the slope and stopped in front of Annelie in the gateway, close, and bent her head a little. Tipped it. Toward Annelie. Offering the ear.

Annelie let go of the spear with one hand.

She reached up slowly and touched the ring of pale skin at the root of Svala’s ear with two fingers. Just touched it. The place where the band had been for four years.

Her hand was shaking.

“It’s gone,” Annelie said. Softly.

“It’s gone,” said Svala.

“The whole way.”

“On the hunt line. In front of everybody. It went up like the lantern did the first night.”

Annelie’s fingers stayed on her skin a moment longer. Then she took them away. She looked at them. Then at Svala’s face.

“Svala,” she said.

Just the name. Svala’s ears came forward.

“I wore your white,” Svala said. “On the line. They all saw it. An old woman in the galleries knew your pot. She shouted your name.”

Annelie’s mouth pressed tight, and her flag tail lifted once behind her skirt and settled. Then she stepped back out of the gate, and lifted the spear, and stood aside to let us in.

“Come in,” she said. “All of you. Before the light goes.”



I went up the tower with the crown.

They came up after me. All of them, up through the storeroom and the watch-room and the lantern-room, into the cage at the top. Corlis stayed at the foot of the ladder, calling up every few breaths to ask what was happening.

The housing was burning.

Gold. The ghost-elk’s crown sat in the middle of the bed of ash, smaller than it had been, the size of a hen’s egg now, its edges crumbling gold into the ash around it, steady. The light came up out of the basin and filled the cage and went out through the bars. Warm on my face. The marks under the soot on the side of the basin, the circle and the line and the little flame, stood out in it, dark.

I took the Brindle crown out of the rope sling.

It went gold in my hands. From somewhere deep, coming up through the red, until the whole great stone was burning soft and clear in my palms, the size of a man’s head, heavier than it had any right to be. It lit the faces crowding in around me. Annelie’s, beside me, dark-eyed, still. Svala’s, across the plinth. Zin’s, pressed against Svala’s shoulder. Kirsi’s. Hamlin’s, in the trap.

I leaned over the rim of the housing and set the Brindle crown down in the ash beside the burning one.

The way you’d lay a log on a fire.



It didn’t wait.

The marrow-elk’s crown had waited, the first night, three long breaths. This one didn’t. It touched the ghost-elk’s fire and the fire went into it like water into dry ground, and it caught, all at once, and the light came up.

It came up as a wave.

It came out of the housing gold and filled the cage so bright I had to shut my eyes. I felt it on my face like the sun. I felt it on my hands, on the rim of the stone, the heat coming up through the soot. When I opened my eyes again the iron bars of the cage over our heads were burning gold as if they’d been forged out of light, and their shadows had gone out across the whole country in great black spokes, and the light was going down.

The yard was gold before I’d got my eyes open, the whole ring of it, like the sun had come out on the post and nowhere else. And it didn’t stop at the palisade.

It went over it.

I went to the bars. I stood with my hands on the iron and watched it go. Down the slope to the gravel, to the ferry post, to the edge of the river. And out over the river. Across the water, across the ford, the whole eighty yards of it, lighting the riffles gold and the deep channel by the far bank gold and the ferry rope a gold line across it, all the way. To the far bank. To the gravel there, and the ford stone with the scuff on it, and the slope going up from the water, and the first of the spruce.

East, it went out over the fen. Over the burned brush heaps and the reed edge and the first channel and the second, out into the gray reeds. A long way. Gold on the reed tops, and on the black water, and on the dead standing trees. Out to where the fen began to go wide and flat and endless, and stopped there, at the edge of it, in a long soft gold line.

North, over the north gap and the pines. West, over the river bend and the hills.

It beat.

Slow. Deep. Like a heart. Every beat it pushed out a little farther, and settled, and pushed again.

Out on the fen, every frog went quiet at once.



On the far bank, at the edge of the spruce, there were men.

I saw them when the light reached them. Five shapes in orange half-capes, standing at the foot of the first spruce where the watcher had stood. Crossbows on their backs. And a square one in front, square-shouldered and square-jawed with a square brown mustache, standing straight-backed in the trees with his arms folded.

Brackett.

He’d been there a while. I could see that from the tower, by how his men were standing, like men who’ve stood in one place most of a day and stopped caring how it looks. Waiting. On the far bank. Outside the light.

Outside where the light had been.

It reached them. It came across the river and up the gravel and up the slope into the spruce and lay on them, gold, on their orange capes and their crossbows and Brackett’s square face. He looked down at himself, at the gold on his own sleeves.

Then he took a step back.

One step. Out of it. Into the shadow of the spruce behind him, where the light didn’t reach yet. And stood there in the shadow, looking across the river at the tower.

Then he turned and said something to his men, and they went up into the trees, and were gone.

Kirsi had seen it.

She was at the bars beside me. She’d come up beside me without my hearing, quiet and quick, and she was looking at the far bank where Brackett had stood. Her eyes were dark brown and wide.

“He said,” she said. Barely a whisper. “Next time she’s outside your light.”

“I know.”

“It’s on his side of the river now.” She swallowed. “It’s on the road. The light’s on the road.”

“All of it,” I said. “Round.”

She looked at the far bank. Then she put both her hands over her face and stood there at the bars of the cage in the light with her shoulders shaking.

Annelie came and put her hand on the back of the girl’s neck.



[Grayfen Post: Wick. Radius: 200 paces.]

[Warden: Level 8.]

The letters came while Kirsi was still shaking. I read them over her head, gold in the gold.

Wick.

I’d heard the word a hundred times since the first night on the Line. Zin, vaulting off a wagon. Stoll. Brannoch, in the square, with the crowd laughing. Recruits, wicks, the Company sticks you in a dead post to keep the light burning and when you burn down they stick in another one.

Wick.

I stood there with my hands on the bars and read it a second time, and then I laughed. Out loud. I couldn’t stop it. It came up out of me in the cage at the top of the tower with five people crowded in around me, and they all looked at me.

“What?” said Zin.

“It says Wick,” I said. “Grayfen. The grade. Ember was the first. The next one’s called Wick.”

Zin stared at me.

Then she started to laugh too. Harder than me. She grabbed Svala’s arm and laughed into her shoulder until she was crying, and Svala was laughing, low, out of her chest, with her ears up, and Corlis, at the foot of the ladder, was laughing without knowing why, and Hamlin, in the trap, said “Oh, for the love of,” and went back down the ladder.

Annelie wasn’t laughing. She was looking at me. At my face, in the gold light, while I laughed.

She was smiling.

I’d never seen it, in a month and more. It was small, and it was at the corners of her mouth, and it was there.



She painted it at dusk.

The whole post came. It was a small post. It didn’t take long to gather. Hamlin with his willow twig, Kirsi with her bow, Corlis on his crutch. Zin on top of the woodpile with the purse in her lap. Svala and me at the foot of the Wall. And Annelie, with her paint.

Two pots this time. The white, from the box under her bed, the one she repainted the names with every spring. And a smaller one, a little clay pot with a tight lid that she’d taken down from the rafters of her room, from the same place the lantern-pot had been. She took the lid off. Inside, the paint was gold. Old gold, gone thick, that she stirred a long time with the end of her brush before it would move.

“The lanterns at the top,” she said, without anybody asking. “Over the seventeen. Kendal painted those. The year before the Red Night.” She stirred. “I’ve kept this since. There’s not much left.”

“Enough?” said Svala.

Annelie stirred the gold a last time.

“For three,” she said. “Yes.”

She went up the ladder.



The Wall was gold in the new light. All of it. The whole face of dark old oak under the tower roof, lit up by two hundred paces of Wick light pouring down off the cage, so bright that every grain in the wood showed and every brush stroke on every letter. The seventeen names in their two columns, white and raised, painted over and over every spring. The two little lanterns at the top of the columns that a lampguard named Kendal Brede had painted the winter before he died.

And above all of them, at the top of the Wall, the highest place on the planks, the ridge bear’s crown from Blackspruce Gully. Glowing red. With a rust-red arrow nailed beside it, and under it, painted the afternoon of the fog, SVALA REDBRUSH, and under that, smaller, BLACKSPRUCE GULLY. RIDGE BEAR.

Annelie stood at the top of the ladder with the gold pot hooked over her wrist by its thong and the brush in her hand and looked at that name.

Then she painted a lantern above the crown, in the last of the bare oak under the eave.

Small. Neat. The same shape as Kendal’s, the same size, in the same hand as the names below. Gold on the dark oak, wet and shining. Then a second, beside it. Then she dipped the brush, and stopped, and looked at the two she’d painted.

She painted the third.

Three lanterns. Over her crown and her name. At the top of Grayfen’s Wall, over the dead.

She didn’t come down right away. She stayed at the top of the ladder with the brush in her hand, looking at the three lanterns and the name and the crown, and the gold light on her face from the tower above, and her free ear had gone as still as the cuffed one.

Then she dipped the brush in the white and painted one more line, under BLACKSPRUCE GULLY. RIDGE BEAR. Smaller.

THREE LANTERNS. THE BRINDLE KING. HIGHLANTERN.

She came down.



Zin didn’t howl this time. I’d thought she would. She sat on the woodpile with the purse in her lap and looked up at the Wall and didn’t make a sound, and her face was wet.

Hamlin grunted. The deep one.

Svala stood at the foot of the Wall and looked up at her name.

Then she turned around, and went up to Annelie, who was standing at the foot of the ladder putting the lid back on the gold pot, and she held something out.

The white wrap. Folded along its old creases, small, tied with its thong.

Annelie looked at it.

“Keep it,” she said.

“It’s yours.”

“It’s Grayfen’s.” Annelie didn’t take it. “Grayfen sends its hunters to the Muster in white. You’ll go again. And the next one after you.”

Svala nodded, once, and put the wrap back inside her shirt, against her skin, and went and stood by me.

She stood there with her shoulder against mine and looked up at the three gold lanterns over her name.

Her brush came around and wrapped my calf.



The two hunters came over the north road at the last of the light.

Kirsi saw them first. She’d gone down to the ford with Hamlin to bring the raft back over, and she came running up the slope to the gate with her bow in her hand and her round dark ears flat and her eyes huge.

“There’s two,” she said. “On the far bank. Hunters. Cuffed. They came down out of the spruce and they’re just standing on the gravel. Looking at the light.” She swallowed. “One of them’s got hound’s ears.”

I went down with her.

They were standing on the gravel on the far bank at the foot of the ferry post, inside the light. Two women in hunting leathers with packs on their backs and bows across their shoulders, dusty from the road, standing very close together the way people stand at the edge of a place they don’t know. One was tall and rawboned, gray-streaked, older, with long soft ears that hung down past her jaw like a hound’s. The other was shorter, with round dark ears set close to her skull and a short striped tail.

I’d seen them before. Both of them. On a bench by the cookhouse door at Fordwatch on my first morning on the Line, sitting in the sun with their bows beside them, both of them with a dull gray band clamped at the base of one ear.

And the hound-eared one, I’d seen since. At the betting boards in the square at Highlantern, drinking, telling Zin about a lioness in the pit tent.

Kirsi stopped at the ferry post on our side. Hamlin was on the rope, waiting on my word.

“Well?” he said.

“Go on,” I said to Kirsi.

She put her hands on the ferry rope beside Hamlin’s and pulled.



She brought them across.

I stood on the gravel and watched her do it. She stood at the front of the raft with Brit Aune’s bow on her back and her cracked cuff showing at the root of her left ear in the gold light, and she didn’t say anything on the way across, and neither did they. The two women stood at the rail and looked at her ear. At the crack in the cuff. At the way her ears stood up.

The raft grounded. Kirsi stepped off first and turned around and looked at them.

“You’re inside the light,” she said. Her voice was steady. “It goes two hundred paces from the tower. All the way round. Over the river and into the fen.” She lifted her chin. “Inside it, you’re steady. Outside it, you’re on your own. That’s the rule. Corporal Brackett of Redmarch is on the north road somewhere and he’ll put a bolt in any cuffed hunter whose cuff so much as cracks, if she’s outside it.” She swallowed. “I know. He tried.”

The hound-eared woman looked at her.

“You’re Hennick,” she said. “The marten from Redmarch. The one who ran at the light.”

“Yes.”

“They talk about you in the Fordwatch cookhouse.” The hound-eared woman’s voice was low and rough. “They said you went Red and the wick walked into the river to show the lampguards you hadn’t.”

“I hadn’t,” said Kirsi.

“I can see that.” The woman looked past her. At me. Then up the slope at the post, at the tower burning gold, at the Wall. “Is that her name? At the top?”

“That’s her name,” I said.



Svala had come down the slope behind me.

She came down to the gravel and stopped beside me and looked at the two women. Both her ears up. The hound-eared one looked at her ear, the right one, standing as tall as its mate, for a long breath. Her own ears, long and soft, moved a little against her jaw.

“Ulla,” said Svala.

“Redbrush,” said the hound-eared woman.

Svala unslung the shorter of the two bows from her back. The plain dark lampguard flatbow, with no carving on it. She held it out across the gravel, grip first.

“You’ll want this back,” she said. “You owed me a winter. I’ve had it a month. Call it square.”

Ulla looked at the bow. She didn’t take it right away. Then she did, slowly, and held it, and looked at it the way you look at a thing that’s been somewhere you haven’t.

“I heard you put a ridge bear down with it,” she said. “Through the eye. In fog.”

“Seventy-four paces,” said Svala.

Ulla turned the bow over in her hands. She ran her thumb down the string.

“I’ve had this bow fifteen years,” she said. “It never did anything like that for me.”

“It never had to,” said Svala.



I read Ulla’s arrows while they talked.

She had a quiver on her back, and the fletching stuck up out of it, and I’d seen that fletching before. On Fordwatch’s Wall, the first morning, beside a column of four crowns: gray and white barred feathers. Every arrow. Consistent, so she could find them in a carcass.

Four crowns, under her own name at Fordwatch. I’d read them that first morning. Her name had been under them, and two lanterns above.

“Four at Fordwatch,” I said. “Under your name.”

Her head came around.

“And how many under somebody else’s?” I said.

She didn’t answer right away. Her long ears lay flat against her jaw. Her face, weathered and gray-streaked, did nothing at all.

“Two,” she said finally. “Under Corrow’s. At Redmarch. When I was lent to his party the summer before last.” Her mouth went thin. “I never said.”

“Barred gray-and-white goose,” I said. “And a two-blade head with a little upward hook at the tip. I saw it on the Wall at Fordwatch. If the head strikes a crown it’ll leave a slit with a hook at one end.”

Her long ears lifted off her jaw.

“He’s going to read them,” said Svala, beside me. “One day. Out loud. He can’t help it.”

Ulla looked at me. Then at Svala. Then up the slope at the Wall, at the three gold lanterns burning at the top of it in the dusk.

“We were in the galleries,” she said. “Agnete and me. At the east end. We saw your cuff go. Everybody saw it. Gold, in the air, like a forge. And you didn’t go Red. You stood there with both your ears up and put three in the King. And then we saw him read the Wall.”

“We left the next morning,” said the other woman. Agnete. She hadn’t spoken before. Her voice was soft and quick. “We didn’t stop at Fordwatch, only to fill our water skins. We just walked. Through the fen; there were lampguards all over it, and blood on the logs. We came straight here.” She looked at the tower. “We wanted to see.”

“See what?”

Her round dark ears had come forward.

“What our own ears do,” said Agnete Inglis, “in your light.”



They did what Svala’s had done, the first night, in the cage.

I watched it happen. They were standing on the gravel in the full gold of the Wick light, at the edge of the river, and I watched their ears. Ulla’s long soft hound’s ears, hanging against her jaw. Agnete’s round dark ones, set close to her skull. Both of them cuffed. Ulla’s on the left, Agnete’s on the right. Dull gray bands, the ordinary kind, a single seam each.

The light was on them.

Agnete’s right ear came up a finger.

Just a finger. The little muscles at its root let go, and the ear that had been held a little low against its band stood a little taller. Her hand came up to it, fast, and stopped an inch away.

“Oh,” she said.

Ulla’s ears didn’t stand. They were hound’s ears; they hung. But the left one, the cuffed one, came forward. Off her jaw, a little, toward the tower, the way a hound’s ear lifts when it catches a sound it wants. And stayed there.

Ulla didn’t touch it. Her eyes had gone wet.

“Inside the light,” said Kirsi, beside them. “Always.”

“Inside the light,” said Ulla.

I looked at them both. Then at Kirsi, standing between them with her cracked cuff and her ears up, telling them the rules. Then up the slope at the post, at the gate, where Annelie had come out to stand with her spear and watch, and Corlis on his crutch, and Zin on the woodpile.

“There’s room in the lodge,” I said. “And food. There’s always food; Annelie won’t let anybody eat standing up.” I looked at them. “Stay as long as you want. Nobody’s keeping a book on you here.”

“And if we want to hunt?” said Ulla.

“Then you hunt,” I said. “And whatever you kill goes on that Wall under your own name. Or in the lantern. Your choice.”

Ulla looked a long time at the Wall.

“Maybe,” she said.

It wasn’t a no.



Hamlin gave Zin the trout at supper.

I didn’t see it coming. Nobody did. The lodge was full, fuller than I’d seen it, nine of us around the long table and the two hearths with the gold light coming through the shutters in bars, and Annelie at the west hearth with a pot of something, and Zin on top of the table at the end with her ankles crossed and the purse in her lap, telling Corlis about the lioness in the pit tent at Highlantern in a great deal more detail than she could possibly have known. She’d come in to supper late, with soot to the elbows and a cobweb in her hair, and wouldn’t say where she’d been.

Corlis listened to all of it with his splinted leg out on the bench and his helmet beside his bowl. When she finally stopped for breath, he looked down the table at me.

“Warden,” he said. He went a little red. “My leg. Annelie says six weeks, and then I can walk on it. Corporal Brackett will want me back at Redmarch when I can.”

“Do you want to go?”

He looked at his bowl. Then at the shutters, and the gold light coming through them in bars.

“No,” he said.

“Then don’t.”

“Can a lampguard be Grayfen’s?” He said it fast, like he’d been working up to it all day. “I’m not a hunter. I can’t run three lanterns. I can shoot a crossbow, and stand a watch, and feed a fire.” He swallowed. “And I’d like to learn the ropes. Your ropes. The haul. The way you got me up out of that ravine.”

I looked at him. At his rusted freckles and his too-big helmet on the bench and his face going redder.

“You stood in the north gap on one leg with a torch while two boars came at it,” I said. “You’re Grayfen’s already. You’ve been Grayfen’s since the ford.”

He stared at me. Then he looked down at his bowl and didn’t say anything else, and Annelie, at the hearth, put another ladle of stew in it without being asked.

Hamlin got up from his bench by the east fire and went out to the smokehouse.

He came back with a trout.

A whole one, split and golden, three days in the smoke, alderwood and juniper. The best trout off the upper rack. He walked across the lodge with it in both hands and stopped in front of Zin at the end of the table and held it out.

He didn’t say anything.

Zin stopped talking. In the middle of a word. She looked at the trout. She looked up at Hamlin. His face was perfectly blank under the white stubble, his willow twig in his teeth, his small blue eyes on a point somewhere over her left shoulder.

The whole lodge had gone quiet.

Zin took the trout.

She held it in both hands, as he’d held it out. She looked at it. Then she set it down on the table very carefully, and put one sooty hand inside her jerkin, and took something out.

A pipe.

A clay pipe, with a long stem, black all the way through, as if somebody had left it in a chimney for three weeks, and it smelled of alder and juniper from across the table.

She held it out to him.

Hamlin looked at it.

“Where,” he said. His voice was strange.

“Up the flue,” said Zin. “In the smokehouse. On the ledge inside, where the clay narrows, above the top rack.” She held it out a little farther. “You walked under it twice a day. You smoked fish under it. You took the whole roof off one end looking for it.” She paused. “It’s been smoking the whole time, old man. It’s the best-smoked pipe on the Line.”

Hamlin took it.

He turned it over in his hands. He held it up to his nose and smelled it. He looked at the bowl. Then he took the willow twig out of his teeth and put the pipe in, where the twig had been, and clamped down on it, and stood there with his eyes shut.

He grunted around it.

He went back to his bench by the east fire and sat down.

Zin picked up her trout. Then she bit the head off, and chewed, and grinned around it at the whole lodge, with her tail twitching.

“I like him,” she said, with her mouth full. To nobody. To everybody. “I’ve always liked him.”

At the east fire, Hamlin made a sound around his pipe that might have been a word.



Zin came up to the cage with me at the change of the light.

I always checked the lantern at dusk. Annelie did too; we’d stopped pretending we weren’t both doing it. But Annelie was in the lodge seeing to the two new hunters, and Zin had followed me up the ladder without asking, and I’d let her.

She stood in the cage beside the housing with the gold pouring up out of it over both of us, and looked at it. The two crowns in the ash, the small one and the great one, burning together. The light was so bright up here now that it hurt to look straight at it, and it was warm as the hearthstone in the basin in the fen, and the iron bars of the cage over our heads hummed with it, low, like wind over the mouth of a jug.

“Wick,” she said. “Read it.”

I looked at her.

“My cuff,” she said. “You said you’d read it every day. You’ve read it every day. On the road, at the waystation, in the stable at Fordwatch.” She turned her head and offered it to me. Her left ear. The tall tufted lynx ear, black-rimmed, with the heavy gray band at its root. “Read it here. In this. You’ve never had this much light.”

I hadn’t. She was right.

I came close.



I put my fingers on the root of her ear, above the cuff, where the fur was softest. Her ear twitched under my fingers. Then held still.

I lifted it. Gently. Two fingers under it. And I turned her head, slowly, with my other hand on her jaw, so that the band at the root of her ear was between my eye and the housing.

Between me and the light.

The Wick light came up out of that housing bright as a forge, and it hit the cuff from the far side, and I looked at the cuff against it the way you look at a leaf held up against the sun.

Ward-silver is metal. You can’t see through metal.

But the inner band, the second band, the one on the inside joined to the outer one along that dark fine seam, was thinner than the outer one. Thinner than I’d thought. Thin as a fingernail, maybe. And in that much light, coming from behind it, so bright, the seam where the two bands joined had gone from dark to gold.

A line of gold.

The light came through the seam. All the way along it. A hair-fine line of light, glowing, running around the inner face of the band where the two layers met. And in the line of light there was a shadow.

Long. Thin. Straight. Lying along the inside of the band in the space between the two layers, from the back of the cuff to the bottom of it. Like a bone in a hand held over a lamp.

A needle.

I followed it with my eye. Along the seam. Its back end was behind the outer band at the back of the cuff, and there was something bunched there, a little coiled shadow, tight, like a spring wound round a peg. And its front end ran down along the inside of the band to the bottom of the cuff. To the lowest point, where the band sat closest against her skull. Where the ear met her head.

To the hole.

The needle-fine hole on the inner face that I’d seen on the porch in the first week, pointing inward. The point of the shadow sat right behind it. Lined up with it. Like a crossbow bolt on the string, lined up with the slot.



I didn’t say anything.

I held her ear up into the light and looked at it, and looked at it, because I wanted to be wrong. I’m not often wrong about sign. I wanted to be wrong about this more than I’ve ever wanted to be wrong about anything.

I wasn’t.

“Wick,” said Zin. “Your hands have gone cold.”

I let go of her ear. I stepped back.

Her pale green eyes were on me in the gold light. Her face had gone blank.

“Tell me,” she said.

I told her.

“There’s a needle,” I said. “Inside your cuff. Between the two bands. Ward-silver, I think, the same as the band. As long as my finger. There’s a spring behind it at the back of the cuff, wound tight, holding it. And the point’s lined up with the hole at the bottom. Right at the root of your ear.” I made myself keep looking at her. “When a cuff overloads, the outer band goes. Like Svala’s. It breaks.” I swallowed. “And when the outer band goes, whatever’s holding that spring goes with it.”

“It’s set to drive in,” I said. “Into the root of your ear. Into your head. If the cuff ever overloads.” I held her eyes. “It wouldn’t break, Zin. It’d kill you.”



She stood in the gold.

I watched her take it. I’d watched families take it on trailheads, in the back of sheriff’s trucks, at kitchen tables. It goes in, and the face doesn’t move, and then the eyes do.

Her tail was still. Completely still.

“The ones who talk back,” she said finally. Her voice was very small. “That’s what he said. Fennick. At his bench. When he put it on me.” She swallowed. “This one’s for the ones who talk back.”

“Yes.”

“I thought he meant tighter.”

“I know.”

She stood there a long time. Then she put her own hand up to her ear, slowly, and touched the cuff. Just touched it. The cold heavy band. Her fingers were shaking.

“It’s been in me two years,” she said. “Every bait-line. Every time I ran. Every time I came back. It’s been sitting there behind my ear, waiting.” Her voice cracked. “And my Wild knew. That’s what you said, in the bath-house. It never touched the band. Two years. It’s been keeping me alive and I didn’t even know what it was keeping me away from.”

“It knew.”

“And if you’d led me.” She stopped. “That night. When I asked. If you’d said yes.”

I didn’t answer that.

Her eyes were wet and wide.

Then her face hardened, slowly, from somewhere underneath, harder than the grin or the laugh had ever let it.

“Then cut it, Warden,” said Zin Kerran.

Her tail moved. Once. Hard.

“I will,” I said.

“Promise me again.”

“I’ve promised you.”

“Promise me again.” She put her hand flat on my chest. Over my heart. “Here. In this light. Where it’s bright enough to see it.”

“I’ll cut it,” I said. “I don’t know how yet. I’ll find out. I’ll read it every day until I know how that spring’s held and what lets it go, and then I’ll find a way to take it off you without it ever moving. And then you’re going to ask me again.” I put my hand over hers on my chest. “And I’m going to say yes.”

She held my eyes. Her hand pressed against my heart.

“You’d better,” she said.

She took her hand away. She wiped her face with the back of her wrist, hard. Then she went to the trap and down the ladder, and I heard her bare feet on the rungs, and then her voice from the lantern-room below, loud, cracked, telling somebody she was going to go and eat the rest of Hamlin’s trout before he changed his mind.

Her tail had been twitching when she went. I’d watched it.



Annelie came up a little after.

I heard her on the ladder. Light, barefoot, unhurried. She came up through the trap into the cage and stood there with the gold light on her, and looked at the housing. At the two crowns burning in the ash.

She didn’t have to measure anything tonight, or for a long time.

She came and stood beside me at the plinth.

“Zin told me,” she said. Quietly. “On the stairs. She was crying and swearing and eating a trout. A needle.”

“A needle.”

Annelie looked at the light.

“Fennick,” she said. “The Cuffwright. He put mine on, too. Fifteen years ago. At his bench in Highlantern. Among the first. He was young then. He looked at me for a long time before he did it. The way a smith looks at a blade he hasn’t decided how to temper.”

She stood there a moment longer. Then she lifted her hands, both of them, and took hold of the thick hank of chestnut hair she’d drawn down over her left ear every day since I’d known her. Every day. Since the lodge door. Every time anybody looked at her.

She drew it back.

Slowly. Over her ear, off it, and back, and tucked it behind with the rest, so that her left ear stood bare in the Wick light, and the thing at its root.



I’d seen the edge of it the first day, kneeling at the housing, when her hair swung forward. A glimpse. A ridge of scar and a band of dark metal.

This was all of it.

The cuff was black, the black of an old iron pot that’s been on a fire for twenty years, darker than Svala’s had ever been or Zin’s was now. Thick and heavy and crude, with a raised seam on its outer face like a weld. And it wasn’t on her ear.

It was in it.

The skin had grown over it. All the way round. Not just up over its edges but over its face, in places, so that the band was sunk into the root of the ear the way a fence wire sinks into a tree that’s grown around it over years. Ridged white scar tissue, puckered and shiny, closed over the metal, and in the places where the metal still showed, it showed through the skin like a stone under ice. The fur was gone from the root of her ear for two fingers’ width above it. The ear itself was held low and stiff and still, and didn’t move when she moved her head, and hadn’t, I thought, for a very long time.

And under it, where the band met the base of the ear, where it should have met the soft root of cartilage as every cuff did, there was no root.

There was bone.

I could see the shape of it. The band went in. Down. Into the hard ridge of her skull where the ear rose from it, and the skull had grown up around it, and over it, and into it, the way bone grows round a pin that’s been set in it too long.

“It’s in the bone,” Annelie said.

Her voice was quiet and even. The voice she talked about the dead in. Firewood and graves.

“It went dark the year I stopped running. And then it went in. A little every winter.” She was looking at the light, not at me. “Fennick’s men came north once, the year after the Red Night, with a key. The Company wanted it back. Every cuff is the Company’s.” Her mouth moved. “The key wouldn’t turn. They tried for an hour. They said it would have to be cut out, and the ear with it, and maybe more. They went back south without it.”

I looked at it.

I didn’t read it out loud. She’d known for fifteen years. She’d pulled her hair over it every time anybody looked so that nobody would read it.

She’d pulled it back for me.

“It’ll never come off with a key,” she said. “Not now.”

“No.”

“Not with a key.”

She turned her head and looked at me. In the gold light, with her ear bare and the black band sunk in her bone, and her dark eyes large and steady. Something was in them that had been closed up a long time. I’d seen it in the bath-house, looking out. I’d seen it on the floor of the cage with her cheek on the stone beside mine, under the rim of the housing.

It had stopped looking out. It was just there.

She lifted her hand and touched my face.

Her palm on my cheek. Warm. Rough from snares and spear-haft and kale. Her thumb moved, once, along my cheekbone, the way it had moved on the inside of my wrist in this same cage on the first day. Like she was checking for a pulse. Or had forgotten what she was doing with it.

She held it there.

I didn’t move. I didn’t breathe. I looked at her.

Then she took her hand away, and stepped back, and left her hair where it was.

“Not yet, Warden,” she said. Softly. “But I’m done hiding it from you.”

She went to the trap and down the ladder. I heard her bare feet on the rungs. I heard her in the lantern-room below, and then the next floor, and then the lodge, saying something low to someone, and a pot being moved on its hook.

I stood in the cage in the gold light for a long time with my hand on the warm rim of the housing.



Svala found me there.

She came up the ladder in her green wrap with her hair loose, out of its braid, honey-gold down her back to her waist, and came up through the trap and stood in the light and looked at me.

“You’ve been up here an hour,” she said.

“Have I.”

“Zin told me about the needle. And Annelie came down with her hair pulled back. All the way. In front of everybody. Ulla nearly dropped her bowl.” She came across the cage to me. “And then she pulled it down again.”

“She showed me.”

“I know she did.” Svala stood in front of me. Close. Her ears turned toward me. “I’m not asking what you saw. That’s hers.”

She reached out and took the front of my red jacket in her fist and pulled, just enough.

“Come down to the lantern-room,” she said. “I told you what I wanted. On the logs at Sedgemere. I meant every word of it.” Her mouth went up at one corner. “And I want Zin.”



Zin was in the lantern-room already.

She was sitting on the warm stone floor under the grate with her back against the lantern-column on the west wall and her knees drawn up and her arms around them, in her short breeches and her jerkin, with her copper hair in her eyes. The light came down through the grate over her in a great square shaft of gold, so bright now, at Wick, that it lit the whole room like noon. The stone of the column at her back glowed with heat. The floor was warm under my boots.

She’d been crying. She’d stopped. She looked up at us coming down through the trap.

Svala looked at her.

That was all. A look, across the lantern-room, in the gold. Svala standing at the foot of the ladder with her hair down and her ears up, looking at Zin on the floor against the warm stone. And Zin looked back. They didn’t need to say any of it.

Zin got up off the floor.

“Fox,” she said. Her voice was rough. “What do you want?”

Svala’s brush lifted behind her.

“I want him to take me on the floor under that light,” she said. “Slow. And then not slow. And I want him to look at my ears the whole time.” She held Zin’s eyes. “And I want you at my head. Holding my wrists. Light. Not tight. Just enough that I know they’re held. And talking to me. In my ear. The new one. I want to hear you with it.”

Zin stared at her.

“Gods,” she said. “Svala.”

“That’s what I want.”

Zin turned to me.

I looked at both of them. At Svala, with her chin up and her hair down her back in the gold. At Zin, small and flushed and wet-eyed, with her ears gone flat and her tail starting, slowly, to twitch.

“Is that what you want?” I said to Zin.

“Yes,” said Zin. Fast. Then she laughed, short and shaky. “Gods, yes, wick. Yes.”

“Svala?”

“I’ve said.”

“Say it to me.”

Her eyes in the light were amber and steady, and going gold already at the edges.

“Yes, Ty,” she said. “Lead me. Here. Now.”



I took my jacket off and laid it on the floor under the grate. In the shaft of gold. On the warm stone. The same place. The red of it in the gold light like a coal.

Then I undressed her.

The green wrap. I untied the belt and let it fall open and pushed it off her shoulders, and she let it slide down her arms. Underneath, against her skin, folded small and tied with its thong, the white. She took it out herself and set it on the floor by the column, carefully, out of the way.

Then her buckskins. I knelt in front of her and opened the lacing at her hip with two pulls and slid the leather straight down her legs to the stone, and she stepped out of it, and she was standing naked in the shaft of gold light in the middle of the lantern-room.

The Wick light came down through the grate in bars, bright as noon, and lay across her. It lay on her long legs, the runner’s calves, the strong thighs, the pale scar on the left one gone almost white now. On the wide round flare of her hips and the curve of her ass behind them, high and heavy, the light sliding on it. On her waist, so narrow between those hips and her ribs that I could have spanned it with my hands. On her breasts, lifting with every breath she took, the light bright enough to show me her nipples pucker and rise while I looked. On her shoulders and her throat, already flushing, the pink climbing up from her collarbones in the gold.

Her face. Her eyes, wide open, on me.

And her ears. Both of them. Standing straight up on her head in the light, tall, turned toward me, trembling at the very tips. The right one with nothing at its root but a ring of pale smooth skin.

Her brush behind her, curling up off the backs of her thighs.

“Lie down,” I said.

She lay down on my jacket on the warm stone, on her back, in the light, with her hair spread out above her head in a gold tangle and her arms at her sides.

Zin came and knelt at her head.

She knelt on the stone above Svala’s hair with her knees on either side of Svala’s head, and looked down at her upside down, and her face was flushed under the freckles, and she reached down and took Svala’s wrists. Both of them. Gently. She lifted them up off the floor and drew them back over Svala’s head, and held them there against the stone. Light. Her quick hands circling Svala’s wrists, loose, barely closing.

“Like that?” Zin said.

“Yes,” said Svala. “Don’t let go.”

“I won’t.”

Svala looked up at me, down the length of her own body, with her arms held over her head and the gold coming into her eyes.

“Ty,” she said.

I went down to her.



I put my mouth on her first. She knew I would.

I spread her thighs on my red jacket and lay down between them on the warm stone and put my mouth on her, and she was wet already, soaking, she’d been wet since the cage. I licked her slow, opening her up with my tongue, the taste of her sharp and familiar after the long road home, and she made a low sound and her hips came up off the jacket.

Above me, Zin said something into Svala’s ear.

I couldn’t hear what. I could hear the sound of it, low and fast and wet, Zin’s mouth right against the tall right ear that had never had anybody’s mouth on it but mine. And Svala’s ear twitched against Zin’s lips, and Svala made another sound.

“Zin,” Svala said, to the grate. “What are you saying to me?”

“Telling you what I see,” said Zin, into her ear. Loud enough for me to hear now. “I can see everything from up here, fox. I can see his mouth on you. I can see your tits shaking every time he licks. I can see your belly going. I can see your pretty pink pussy all wet on his face, and he’s looking up at you, Svala, he’s looking right up the length of you at your ears, he’s not going to stop looking.”

I wasn’t. I licked her, and looked up at her. Her ears, standing straight up over Zin’s hands. Her face, flushed, her lips parted, her eyes going gold.

I found her clit with my tongue and circled it. Slow. And again. And sucked it into my mouth, gently, and held it there, and she cried out.

“He’s going to make you come,” Zin said into her ear. “Like that. With his mouth. And you can’t even put your hands in his hair because I’ve got them.” Her voice was shaking with laughter and want. “You’re all held down, fox. All laid out. And everybody in Grayfen can hear you.”

“Let them,” said Svala. Gasping.

I slid two fingers into her. Slowly. She was so wet they went in to the knuckle in one push and she clenched on them, hard, and I turned my hand palm-up and stroked forward along the front wall of her, slow, until her hips jumped, and stayed right there, and licked, and stroked.

She came.

Her wrists went first, pulling in Zin’s hands, not to get free, just pulling. Then her back came up off my jacket in an arch and her thighs came in hard on both sides of my face, and she came on my mouth and my fingers with a sound that had my name buried in the middle of it and went up through the grate into the cage, her pussy locking and unlocking on my fingers, over and over, faster than her breath.

Her ears stayed up.

Both of them. Through all of it. I watched them over her heaving breasts. Straight up, trembling, the whole time.

“She came,” Zin said, breathless, into her ear. “Svala. You came on his face. I watched you. Your ears stayed up the whole time. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

“Neither have I,” said Svala. Her voice was wrecked. “Ty. Come here.”



I came up over her.

I came up between her thighs on the warm stone and got my breeches down and off, and my shirt, and she watched me do it upside down past Zin’s knees with her eyes gone gold. My cock was so hard it hurt. Zin looked at it too, from above Svala’s head, and her ears went flat, and she bit her lip.

“Saints preserve a poor bait-runner,” said Zin, with reverence. “Fox, look at him. Look at what he’s going to put in you.”

“I know exactly what he’s going to put in me,” said Svala. “Watch my face when he does.”

Then she looked. Her eyes went down my body and stopped and her pussy, under me, against the head of my cock, clenched.

I came down over her on my arms, between her legs, and she wrapped them around my waist and pulled me in with her heels, and I pushed into her.

Slowly.

I’d promised her slow. On the logs at Sedgemere, in the dark. I went into her by slow degrees, watching her face, and her mouth fell open and her breath went out of her in a long shaking sigh, and Zin, above her, holding her wrists, watched me go in.

“There,” Svala said. “There. All of it.”

“All of it,” I said.

I was all the way in her. Deep. Her pussy holding me, tight, hot, fluttering. I stayed there. I looked down at her.

Her face under mine in the light. Gold-eyed. Flushed. Her lips wet. Her honey hair spread over the stone in a tangle above her head, and Zin’s freckled hands around her wrists in the middle of it, and Zin’s freckled face above hers, upside down, flushed red, her pale green eyes huge and fixed on the place where I was buried in her.

“Look at me,” I said.

She looked at me.

I started to move.



Slow. Long strokes. Pulling back until I nearly slipped out of her, and sinking all the way home again, until my hips pressed against hers. Slow enough that I could feel every inch of her taking me. Slow enough to watch it.

I watched her ears.

They stayed up. Every stroke. When I went deep they trembled harder, and turned, both of them, a little forward, toward me, toward the sound of my breath. When I pulled back they settled. Up. Always up.

I’d watched that right ear held low against a gray band for a month. On a meadow with a bear coming. On a road under two moons. On a platform with the Red coming up her throat.

“Your ears,” I said. “Svala. Both of them. Up. The whole time.”

“I know.”

“I can’t stop looking at them.”

“Don’t.” She was breathing hard. “Don’t stop.”

Zin bent down over her. Her mouth at Svala’s right ear. I could hear her now. All of it.

“He’s so deep in you,” Zin was saying. Fast, filthy, laughing a little. “I can see it. I can see his cock going in and out of you, fox, it’s all wet, it’s shining, he’s so big and you’re taking all of it. Every time he pushes in your tits bounce. Every time he pulls out you make a little noise. You don’t even know you’re doing it.” Her mouth brushed the ear. It twitched. “And he’s looking at you like you’re the only thing in the world.”

“I am,” said Svala. Gasping. “To him. I am.”

“You are,” said Zin. “Teeth and tails. You are.”

I went harder.

Harder now, though not fast yet. Deeper. I put my hand under the small of her back and lifted her hips off the jacket and drove into her, and she cried out, and her heels locked hard over my ass, and her wrists pulled in Zin’s hands.

“Harder,” she said. “Ty. Now. Not slow anymore.”

“Not slow,” I said.

And I fucked her.

Hard. Deep. My hips slapping into hers on the warm stone, her heels pulling me in, the wet sound of it loud in the lantern-room over the hum of the light. Her breasts shaking. Her back arching. Her mouth open. Sweat coming up on her throat and her chest and catching the gold light, shining, and the flush down to her breasts. Zin holding her wrists and talking into her ear, faster now, the words coming out of her so fast and filthy they ran together, and laughing, and Svala’s ear twitching against her mouth.

“Ty,” Svala said. “Ty. I want to see you. I want to be on you.”



Zin let go of her wrists.

I didn’t have to tell her. Svala’s eyes went up to her and Zin’s hands opened, and Svala sat up, and pushed me back, both hands flat on my chest, onto the jacket on the warm stone. I let her. I went down on my back in the light. And she threw her leg over me and came up astride me, facing me, and reached down between us and took hold of my cock and fitted me back against her, and sank down.

All the way. In one slow sinking stroke. She settled her whole weight onto me, took every bit of me, and braced her hands flat on my chest and her head thrown back, and her hair fell down her back to my thighs.

“Oh,” she said. To the grate.

I took her hips in my hands. I held her.

Zin came around behind her.

She knelt behind Svala on the warm stone, between my knees, close against Svala’s back, and put her hands on Svala’s hips. Over mine. Her fingers sliding between my fingers on Svala’s skin. And she looked at me over Svala’s shoulder, with her chin on it, flushed and wet-eyed and grinning.

“I’ve got her,” Zin said. “Wick. I’ve got her hips. Tell me how you want her to go.”

“Slow,” I said. “Deep. Make her feel all of it.”

“Like this,” said Zin, and her ears went flat, and she pulled.

Svala rode me. Slow and deep, with Zin’s hands on her hips over mine, guiding, lifting her and bringing her down, and every time she came down I was all the way in her and she made a sound low in her throat. Her breasts were right above my face in the light. I let go of her hip with one hand and took one of them, and squeezed, and put my thumb on the hard nipple and rolled it, and she cried out and came down harder.

Her ears were up. Over me. Standing straight on her head against the grate and the gold pouring through it, so that I saw them black against the light, both of them, the shape of them sharp as a cut-out. Trembling.

Her eyes were gold. All the way. Lantern-gold, burning, soft and clear.

“Ty,” she said. “Ty. I want it.”

“I know.”

“I want it in me. Like at the basin. Like I said on the logs.” Her voice was going, breaking up, coming out in short plain pieces. “All of it. Deep. Fill me up. I want to keep it. I want to keep it all night.”

“You’ll keep it.”

“Make her keep it,” said Zin, over her shoulder, breathless, laughing. “Wick. Fill her up. Rot me, I want to see it. I want to see it run out of her.”

“It won’t run out,” said Svala. “I won’t let it.” She came down hard, and ground on me, and her pussy clenched. “It’s mine. It’s mine. Nobody else’s. Fill me, Ty. Please.”

“Eyes on me,” I said.

She looked at me. Down, from over me, with her gold eyes and her ears up against the light.



She came.

She came down on me one last time with Zin’s hands pulling her hips and stayed there, ground down, all of me buried in her, and her back arched, deep, her spine hollowing, her breasts thrusting up into the light. Under Zin’s fingers and mine her hips jerked once, twice. Inside she bore down on my cock in deep slow heaves, as if her whole body were drawing breath around me. Her hands curled on my chest, claws pricking. Her brush came around behind her past Zin’s knees and wound itself around my thigh.

And she said my name.

Plain. Clear. Looking down at me with her gold eyes wide open and both her ears straight up on her head in the light of my lantern.

“Ty.”

Just that. Like a word she’d been saving.

I came.

I drove up into her and held her down on me, my hands on her hips and Zin’s hands pressing on top of mine, four hands keeping her there, and my whole body went rigid under her, a groan torn up out of my chest. My cock kicked inside her again and again, and every kick pumped more cum deep into her. I watched each one reach her face. Her lips parted on a soundless breath every time. Her gold eyes went wider. Her brows drew together like she was counting. I held her there. She didn’t move. I didn’t want her to. She stayed seated on me, my cock and my seed both locked inside her, and her eyes on mine, gold.

“Oh,” Zin breathed, over her shoulder. “Look at you both.”

Svala didn’t look at her. She looked at me.

“Mine,” she said, just to me.

“Yours.”

She came down slowly onto my chest, with me still inside her, and lay there. Her face in my neck. Her hair everywhere. Her heart going against mine, slowing.



Zin waited a long time.

She knelt behind us on the warm stone with her hands on her knees and her ears flat and her tail going, and watched us lie there. She didn’t say anything.

Then Svala lifted her head off my chest and looked back over her shoulder at her.

“Go on,” Svala said. Dry, a little. Just at the edges. “You’ve been patient. It’s terrible to watch.”

Zin’s face lit up.

Svala eased off me. Slowly, with a sound in her throat, and lay down on her side on the jacket beside me, close, with one leg still over mine and her hand flat on my chest. She was smiling.

Zin came up between my knees.

“Wick,” she said. Her pale green eyes on mine. “I told you. On the road from Saltlick. With you bleeding. I told you what I was going to do.”

“You did.”

“I’ve done some of it.” She bent down. Her copper hair fell forward over my thighs. “I haven’t done all of it.”

She put her mouth on me.

I was still hard. I’d never gone soft. And I was wet with Svala, all of me, and Zin didn’t care. She licked me clean. Slowly. Long hot passes of her tongue up the underside of me, and then again, and again, tasting both of us, humming. She looked up at me the whole time. Then she looked sideways at Svala, lying beside me on her elbow watching her, and her eyes went wide and wet and delighted, and she looked back at me.

Then she took me in her mouth and made it last.

She’d said she would. She did. She didn’t hurry. She’d hurried behind the betting tents with a lampguard coming; there was nobody coming now. She took me deep and held there with her throat working and her fist around the base of me, and pulled back slow, and swirled her tongue round the head of my cock, and took me deep again. Over and over. She took her time because I let her take it, deep and slow, her eyes on mine, until I’d had enough of watching, and then I cupped her jaw in my hand, my thumb at the corner of her stretched mouth, and held her still.

She came off me with a soft wet sound, against my hand, just far enough to talk. Her lips were red and swollen and shining.

“I said I’d make you beg,” she said. “On the road. I said.”

“I don’t beg,” I said. “Finish it. Now.”

Her ears went so flat they disappeared. She made a sound, half a laugh and half a moan, and took me back into her mouth, deep, steady, and she let me, and her eyes stayed on mine, wet and green and shameless.

Svala’s hand slid down my chest and over my stomach. Lay there. Warm.

“Look at her,” Svala said, beside my ear. “Ty. Look at her. She’s been wanting this since Saltlick.”

I looked at her.

I came.

Hard, in Zin’s mouth, deep, with her jaw cradled in my hand, and she took it. All of it. She swallowed, and swallowed, her throat working against me, her eyes on mine the whole time, wide, and her hand tight on the base of my cock, and she didn’t let a drop go. When I was done she stayed there with me in her mouth a long moment longer. Then she pulled back slowly and licked her lips and sat back on her heels between my knees, flushed from her throat to her hair, and started to laugh.

Helplessly. Her whole wiry body shaking with it.

“Every single drop,” she said. “I said. On the road. I said every single drop.”

“You did,” said Svala.

“I always pay what I owe,” said Zin. “Ask anybody.”



They curled on me after.

Svala on my left, on her side, with her head on my shoulder and her leg over mine and her hand flat on my chest over my heart. Zin on my right, curled small against my ribs, with her head on my chest beside Svala’s hand, and her copper hair in my face.

Svala’s brush came around over my legs. Thick and warm and heavy, all the way across both my thighs, the white tip against my knee.

Zin’s bobbed tail lay across my shin.

The light came down on all of us through the grate. Gold. Warm. Two hundred paces of it, going out over the yard and the river and the fen. The stone column glowed at our backs. The floor was warm under my jacket.

Zin was quiet. All the way quiet, her breath slow on my chest.

Then Svala said, against my shoulder:

“Ty.”

“Yeah.”

“Nothing,” she said. “Just saying it.”

Her ears were up against my jaw.



I couldn’t sleep.

I lay there until both of them were breathing slow and deep, and then I eased out from under them. Svala made a sound and her brush tightened on the empty place where my legs had been, and then let go. Zin didn’t wake at all. I put my red jacket over both of them and went up the ladder in my shirt and breeches, through the cage, out the trap, and down the outside to the platform.

I wanted to count.

I stood at the rail of the platform on the tower’s north flank with the Wick light pouring down over me from the cage above, and I counted.

Hamlin, in the smokehouse, with his pipe. The smoke was coming out of the smokehouse roof. He was smoking it in there in the dark. One. Annelie, at the west end of the lodge, in her room. Two. Kirsi, in the lodge by the west fire, where Annelie had made her a bed. Three. Corlis by the east fire, on his pallet, with his helmet beside him. Four. Ulla and Agnete, on the pelts by the east fire too, side by side, close. Five. Six. Svala and Zin in the lantern-room under the grate, under my jacket. Seven. Eight.

Nine, counting me.

A month and ten days ago I’d come up out of a river with nobody.



“You count,” said Annelie.

She was on the platform. I hadn’t heard her come up. I never did. She was standing at the far corner of it, by the lantern post, in her gray wool dress with a blanket around her shoulders, barefoot on the boards, looking north.

“Every night,” she said. “I’ve watched you. Since the second night. You stand at the top of the loft ladder, or up here, and your lips move.” She didn’t turn around. “Hamlin thinks you’re praying.”

“I’m counting.”

“I know. Kendal did it. Lampguards do. You count your people at night, so you’ll know in the morning who’s missing.” She pulled the blanket tighter. “How many?”

“Nine.”

She was quiet.

“Nine,” she said. “On the Red Night there were twenty-eight. At dawn there were eleven.” Her voice didn’t change. “And then there were two of us. Hamlin on the rope, and me.”

I came and stood beside her at the north rail.

Her hair was pulled down over her ear again. The old tuck. I didn’t look at it. I looked where she was looking. North. Over the north gap and the pines, black in the night, and the hills beyond them, and the Deepwild going away in its long dark swells under the stars, ridge behind ridge behind ridge, farther than I’d ever been. Farther than the meadow where the King had lived under a tree with claw-rakes on it fifteen feet up. Farther than anything.

The sky was very clear. Both moons were down. The stars were so thick over the Deepwild that they looked like frost on a black window.

“There’s no light up there,” Annelie said. “There never has been. Grayfen’s the last lantern on the Line. North of here, it’s the Deepwild, and then it’s more Deepwild, and then it’s the songs. When I was young I used to stand in the cage with Kendal and look at it. In the winter, when the air was clear. You could see a long way. Ridges you’ll never walk. And nothing on them. Not one light.”

I looked.

And there was one.



I almost didn’t see it.

That’s how small it was. That’s how far. It was so far north that it sat right down on the line where the black of the last ridge met the black of the sky, and if I hadn’t been looking along that line, the way you look along a skyline for a hunter on a ridge, I’d never have seen it at all. I’d have thought it was a star.

It wasn’t a star. It didn’t move with them. It didn’t flicker. It sat there on the edge of the world, past the last ridge, past anything a map could show, a single point.

Gold.

The gold of the crown in my hand at the seep. The gold of the letters only I could see. The gold of the light pouring down over us from the cage above, two hundred paces of it. A pinpoint of lantern-gold, beating. Slowly. So slowly I had to watch it a long time to be sure. Bright, and less bright, and bright.

Like a heart.

I stood there with my hands on the rail and didn’t breathe.

Then the letters came. Small. Gold. In the air in front of me, between me and the north.

[Last Lantern: sighted.]

I read it twice. It finished, like the first one on the riverbank, and was gone.

The point of gold was still there.



“Annelie,” I said.

My voice came out strange.

“Look. North. Past the last ridge. Right on the line.” I lifted my hand and pointed, slowly, the way you’d point out a hawk to somebody. “There.”

She looked along my arm.

She found the line of the last ridge against the stars, and followed it, and stopped. The doe-stillness took her, every muscle under the calm, locked.

“I see it,” she said finally. Low.

“Has it always been there?”

“No.” Her voice was barely a breath. “I’ve stood at those bars a thousand nights. Kendal and I. Every clear night in the winter for fifteen years. There’s never been anything there. Never.”

“What is it?”

She didn’t answer right away. She was looking at it. The little gold point on the edge of the world, beating.

“In the songs,” she said, “the old Wardens kept a lantern. Past the Deepwild. Past everything. The first lantern, before there were any others. They lit it with their hands.” Her voice had gone soft. “And the songs say that when the Wardens went away, three hundred years ago, they left it burning. And it never went out.”

“The Last Lantern,” I said.

She turned her head and looked at me. Very slowly. Her dark eyes in the gold light from the cage above were enormous.

“How do you know that name?” she said. “That’s not in the songs. The songs just call it the light.”

“The gold letters,” I said. “Just now.”

She looked back north at it.

“It’s been there all along,” she said. To the point of gold. To herself. “Hasn’t it. It’s just that Grayfen’s never burned bright enough before to see it from here.”

I didn’t know.

We stood at the rail side by side and looked at it, the doe-kin and the drowned man, with the Wick light pouring down over us from the cage and the whole post asleep below us, nine of us, and the Deepwild black and endless to the north, and on the far edge of it, a light that nobody had lit in three hundred years, beating.



Then, from the north, the roar.

It came from very far. From somewhere past the ridges, past the meadow with the claw-rakes on its rub-tree, past anything I’d walked or read. Out of the Deepwild in the dark. Low. So low I felt it in the boards of the platform before I heard it, and in the rail under my hands, and in my teeth. It went on and on. It was no bear and no boar, and it wasn’t the bugle of the big elk Svala had heard in the deep trees. I had no name for it, and neither did Annelie, or the songs.

It rose. It held. It went down into nothing.

Out on the fen, the frogs that had started up again went quiet, all at once, for a mile.

Annelie’s hand had closed on my wrist on the rail. Her fingers all the way round it, her thumb on the inside, over the pulse. She didn’t seem to know she’d done it.

“Annelie,” I said. “What was that?”

She stared north into the dark where the sound had gone. Her free ear was flat against her hair. The cuffed one couldn’t move; it stood where it always stood, low and stiff, and that was worse. Her white flag of a tail had come up behind her skirt, straight up.

“I don’t know,” she said.

Her hand tightened on my wrist.

“That isn’t in any of the songs.”


Thanks for reading.
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