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Chapter 1: The Squad at Dawn

I had the boy’s fractured forearm laid out on the table, one hand braced above the break and the other around his wrist, when the boots came into the yard.

Six pairs, walking in step on frozen ground. Step is a choice. Men crossing a yard at that hour to fetch bread or relieve a watch walk like men. Men who have been told to arrive somewhere at a specific minute walk in step, because the step is part of the message.

“Hold that light where it is,” I said.

The wall-man holding the lamp held it where it was. He was nineteen and gray in the face and he had been holding the lamp for forty minutes without complaint, which made him better company than most chirurgeons.

The patient’s name was Ottry, a mason’s apprentice off the works yard, and he had put his arm through a cracked window sash trying to free a frozen shutter. The glass had gone in above the wrist and come out somewhere near the middle of the forearm; when he fell away from it, the sash caught his hand and snapped the radius two inches above the wrist. The works-yard foreman had done the reasonable thing and wrapped it tight and sent him to the theater, and the theater had been closed until seven, so he had come to me, bleeding through three layers of wool, at five in the morning in the middle of winter.

The wound smelled of blood and lamp-oil and the sour metal of old window lead. Beneath those sat the clean struck-flint note of broken bone, sharp but uncomplicated. No sweet rot, no green wrongness, no cold gray note of tissue that had already decided to die. It was a bad cut and a clean break and nothing worse, and the relief of that is hard to explain to anyone who does not do this work. I had already washed the glass track and closed it with six wire stitches. The displaced radius was the last job before the splint.

“One pull,” I told him. “Then the splint, then you can be sick.”

“I’m not going to be sick.”

“You’re going to be sick in about ninety seconds. Everyone is. It’s the bone going back where it belongs.”

The boots stopped outside the infirmary door. Somebody worked the latch, which sticks in wet weather and had frozen solid overnight, and then somebody put a shoulder to it, and the door came in with a bang and a shower of frost off the lintel.

Six men in Culling Board gray. Cudgels and short blades. Behind them a thin young chirurgeon in whites with a leather writ-case under his arm, and behind him the cold.

Ottry looked up. His pupils were already wide.

“Eyes on the ceiling,” I said. “Count the beams.”

“There’s four beams.”

“Then count them slowly.”

The sergeant came down the ward between the cots. He was a square, competent-looking man in his forties, and he had the careful, measured courtesy of somebody performing a job he had been told was legal and suspected was not.

“Medic Boone.”

“Sergeant.”

“Decommission detail. We’re here for the auxiliary Ryska, wolfkin, champion wing.” He put a hand on the writ-case the young chirurgeon carried, without taking it. “Review line. She’s been called for examination.”

“She’s not here.”

“We’ll have a look.”

“Have a look,” I said. “Mind the third cot. He’s got a chest drain and he’ll bleed on you if you jostle him, and I’m not stopping in the middle of setting a broken arm to fix your uniform.”

I drew his wrist straight in one controlled pull. The broken ends seated under my hands with a small hard shift, and Ottry counted all four ceiling beams in one breath without screaming.



I had known they were coming for three nights, and I had known it from a smell.

The theater’s duty office sits along the culling wing’s north passage, and I have a standing reason to walk that passage twice a week: the stores clerk there signs off my antivenin allotment, which the Board halved in autumn and has not restored. On the third night after first frost I walked it at the wrong hour and got a lungful of something I have smelled maybe a dozen times in my life and never once for an innocent reason.

Fresh oak-gall ink over scraped vellum.

Erasure has a smell. Good vellum is scraped and rubbed to take ink, and when a man scrapes a page that has already been written on, the nap comes up and the old size comes off in a dust that smells like a wet dog in a dry room. Fresh ink laid over it goes sharp and iron-bright by comparison. The two together mean a document is being made to say something it did not say yesterday.

I stood in that passage with my allotment slip in my hand and counted three separate sheets in progress and one date being changed, and I went home and moved my people.

Ryska went onto Weller’s patrol roster the next morning: a documented ten-day rotation on the east circuit and the ford-road pickets, signed by a gate captain, witnessed by her own sergeant, counter-marked at the guardhouse every dawn and dusk in a book anybody could go and read. Piri went up. Piri lives up when she is not sleeping. Minna took the long courier loop that starts at the south granary at four in the morning, because Minna will do anything for the den except be somewhere she can be looked at when she is being useful.

The den behind the infirmary held a cold stove, a made bed, an empty clothes chest, and nothing else worth carrying away.

Six men and a writ found it at dawn on the first day of the worst seven weeks of my life.



They were thorough. I will give them that.

They went through my quarters, the storeroom, the kitchen, and the pantry, and they lifted the lid off the flour bin and put their hands in it, and one of them tapped along the back wall of the storeroom for eleven feet, and stopped four inches short of the shelf-back that opens.

Nobody found the flagstone by my bed. Nobody found the passage behind the jars. They were not looking for a passage. They were looking for a wolf.

The young chirurgeon in whites did not search anything. He stood in the ward with his writ-case held against his chest like a man in a crowd protecting a purse, and he watched me work, and he wrote nothing down. He had nothing to write.

“Sub-Chirurgeon Grell,” he said, when he had waited long enough to feel foolish.

“Boone.”

“The auxiliary’s convalescent status was signed by you.”

“It was.”

“In autumn.”

“In autumn.”

“The Board finds it irregular that a convalescent is on a wall rotation.”

“The Board should find it encouraging,” I said. “That’s what convalescence is for.”

He had a laugh in him somewhere and killed it. He was maybe twenty-five, and his hands were clean, and he had a small ink-stain on the inside of his middle finger where a man rests a pen. Under the whites and the vinegar he smelled of nerves: thin sharp sweat, the cold-tallow edge of a man doing a thing he would rather not do and has not yet decided how to feel about.

Not fear of me. Fear of arriving back at the theater with nothing.

The sergeant came back down the ward and shook his head once.

“Empty,” he said.

“There’s tea,” I said.

The sergeant stopped.

“What?”

“There’s tea. Fenn keeps a pot on from four. It’s terrible, but it’s hot, and you’ve been standing in a yard since before light on a morning that’s minus something.” I held Ottry’s wrist aligned while the lamp man slid two padded slats into place, then tied off the last splint wrap and checked the fingertips for warmth. “You can take it standing in my ward or you can take it standing in the yard. I don’t care which. I do care that you came in here with cold hands and a blade and I have eleven men asleep who don’t need to wake up to that.”

Six men looked at their sergeant. Their sergeant held my gaze through two breaths, then glanced at his men’s bare red knuckles.

Old Fenn came out of the kitchen with the pot.

Four foot ten of gray-striped badger-kin in a flour apron, with forearms like dock rope and an expression apparently built without any provision for approval. She carried the pot in one hand and six tin cups threaded on the fingers of the other, and she set them down on the end of the dispensary bench with a clatter that woke two patients, and she looked up at six armed men in Culling Board gray.

“Cups go back on the bench,” she said. “I count them.”

Then she went back into her kitchen.

They drank the tea. It was terrible. One of them said thank you to the wall in general, and the sergeant collected the cups himself, all six, and set them on the bench in a row, and I understood that he was a man who had been given a job and would do it and would also count cups, and that his name would be worth knowing.

“Sergeant.”

“Hask.”

“Hask. When they send you back, send a runner first. I’ll have her here or I’ll tell you where she is.”

“That’s not how a decommission detail works, medic.”

“No,” I agreed. “It isn’t.”

They went out. The door did not close properly behind them. It never does.

Ottry threw up into the bucket at ninety-four seconds. Within tolerance.



Chirurgeon-Major Ansel Prill arrived after. His way. He enters rooms once somebody else has made them easy.

Forty-eight, soft-bodied and scrubbed pink at the hands, he came in with the light behind him and stood at the foot of the nearest cot with his hands folded, and he looked down the ward at the blood on my table and the boy asleep on it, and he took his spectacles off and began to polish them on the hem of his coat.

“Boone.”

“Chirurgeon-Major.”

“An early morning.”

“They’re all early.”

“Mm.” Circle, circle, held up to the light, circle. “Convalescents keep strange hours, I find.”

“So do inspectors.”

“So they do.” He put the spectacles back on and looked at me through them with the mild, unhurried, entirely incurious attention of a man reading the label on a jar he has read a hundred times. Chalk dust and vinegar. Under it that morning, faint and new, a thin thread of something that was not either: the dry paper-and-clove smell that comes off a man who has been going through old files by lamplight.

He had been reading. Recently. At length.

“Your antivenin allotment,” he said. “I gather there was a query.”

“Every week since autumn.”

“Stores are difficult in winter.”

“Stores are excellent in winter. Stores were emptied into the works yard in autumn.” I wiped my hands. “Was there a patient, Chirurgeon-Major, or is this the visit?”

Prill smiled. It is a small kind smile and it is the most frightening expression I know on a human face.

“The Board is studying a number of things,” he said. “It studies slowly. It is thorough.” He looked once at the two men sitting in the public room by the stove with their slates on their knees, the observer pair, who had been sitting there since autumn and would sit there until the world ended. “Do keep well, Boone. You look tired.”

He went.

Quiller, the shorter observer, wrote something on his slate. Nesk, the taller one, did not, because Nesk has worked out that if only one of them writes, I only have to watch one of them.



Weller was at the east gate with the dawn relief and a face like a woman doing sums she disliked.

The great yard of Caldmoor in deep winter is a different country from the yard in autumn. The mud freezes into ridges that turn an ankle. The Menace Board wears a skin of frost that the clerks scrape off with a rag on a pole every morning, so the grades read through a gray smear like letters seen underwater. The betting stalls burn braziers and sell fried bread and hot small beer and do not close, because Caldmoor will bet on anything and cold has never stopped a man wagering.

Two hundred yards of that, and then the wall, and then the Verge going white and empty to the horizon.

Ryska came in off the ford-road picket with the relief at first light.

Ten weeks since the breach and I still lose a half step when she comes through a gate.

She had been five foot ten in the autumn. She is six foot two now, and the extra is not stretched over the same woman: the frame carries it, deeper through the chest, longer in the thigh, the shoulders squared out into something a doorway has to think about. She came up the frozen ruts at a walk with the cold coming off her kit in a haze, and my eye went where it goes and I stopped apologizing for that a long time ago. Braced boots. Long cut thighs working under winter leathers. Narrow hips and the low gray tail hanging straight and easy behind her. A hard waist, a back that moves in one line. Storm-gray hair braided for the wall, frost in it where her breath had frozen on the way past.

The mane down her spine is the part the garrison cannot stop looking at. It shows above the collar in weather like that, dense and pelt-lustrous, and it moves when she does, and it is the single most honest thing about her, because it says what she is and the Board’s chalk says A+ and only one of those is true.

Her ears found me across sixty yards of yard and swung.

Then the rest of her turned, and the pale wolf-amber came up and locked, and she kept her face still in kit in public, and her tail moved once against her leg. A different statement altogether.

“Stitch-boy.”

“Champion.”

“They came.”

“They came.”

“How long were they in my room?”

“Nineteen minutes. They put their hands in the flour.”

Her lip lifted a fraction off the fangs. Those are hers again, white and long and wholly her own, and the garrison has had ten weeks to get used to seeing them and has not managed it.

Weller came down off the gate stair, pulling her gloves back on. Thirty-eight, wiry, dust-brown crop, wedding ring on its cord outside the collar. Gate command restored by acclamation after the breach, which the Commandant had allowed with calculated magnanimity, as a man allows the weather.

“Boone.”

“Captain.”

“I can sign her onto the east circuit for ten days,” Weller said. “I can probably sign her for ten more on a ford-road escort if the freight runs, which in this weather it may not. I cannot sign her onto a patrol roster every day between now and thaw, and if I try, some clerk in the works yard will notice that my rotation has a hole shaped exactly like a wolf in it, and then it stops being a rotation and starts being a fraud, and then I’m no use to you at all.” She looked at Ryska, not at me. “That’s the arithmetic. I’d rather say it once, out loud, in front of both of you.”

“Understood,” I said.

Ryska pulled her braid over her shoulder and cracked the frost out of it with her thumb.

“Then I’ll give them a reason to want me on the wall more than on their table,” she said.

Weller considered that.

“You have something in mind?”

“No. He does.” She jerked her chin at me without looking. “He’s had something in mind since he moved my bed.”

“I have four things in mind,” I said. “Two of them are stupid.”

“Bring me the other two,” Weller said, and went back up her stair.



The runner found me at the infirmary door at seven.

Not a klaxon. For a season now every part of me that matters has been trained to come awake at horns, and a boy in a wool cap trotting across a frozen yard with his hands in his sleeves means something has gone wrong in a way the fortress does not consider an emergency.

“Doc. The brig wants a medic.”

“For who?”

“For two.” He was out of breath and pleased with himself. “They’re dead, Doc.”

I went and got my satchel. The satchel is the reason they let me into rooms.



The College brig is under the north range, six cells cut into the footing stone, and it is one of the few places in Caldmoor that is warmer than the yard, because it sits against the bakehouse flue. It smells of wet stone, cold iron, piss, and yeast, in that order, and the yeast is what makes it unbearable. Nobody expects a jail to smell of fresh bread.

Two cells at the far end had their doors open and lamps lit outside them.

Bray Ollick was in the first one, on his back on the plank bed with one arm hanging down. Forty-odd, ford-road tough gone soft in the purse, river-boot swagger all the way out of him now. In the autumn I had taken him alive at a burning still and listened to him lie until his lies ran out. He had been due for transfer to the capital assize in a week, in irons, with a written account of everything he had said about the Gilder’s Bench.

The enforcer lieutenant was in the second cell, four paces along. He had crossed a river to get away from me in the autumn and come back inside the walls with a paymaster’s token and five men to burn my infirmary, and he had been the only one of them taken alive.

They were the two mouths I owned. Both shut in one night.

The turnkey stood outside with his lamp and his keys and a face the color of the wall.

“Nobody came down,” he said, before I asked. “Nobody. I’d have heard the outer door.”

“What’s your name?”

“Pell.”

“Pell. Nobody’s accusing you of anything in the next four minutes. Stand there and hold that lamp still.”

I went into Ollick’s cell first.

The body was cold and stiff at the jaw and loose at the knee, which put him at four to six hours, so somewhere between one and three in the morning. His face was flushed a strange bright color that does not belong on a dead man in a cold room. There was vomit on the floor beside the bed, thin and mostly water, and a tin cup on its side under the plank.

I knelt and put my face over the cup and breathed in.

Small beer. Sour, weak, the dead cellar note the College brews by the barrel and feeds to prisoners because it is cheaper than clean water and does not go bad.

Under it, riding up out of the tin like a wire drawn through cloth: crushed cherry pits. Bitter, sharp, faintly sweet at the back, the smell you get out of a mortar when you crack stone fruit kernels for oil and take one breath too many over the bowl.

I have smelled that twice before, both times in a bottle, both times with a label on it.

I set the cup down where I found it and went to the second cell and put my face over the second cup, and got the same thing, from the same beer, at the same strength.

Same cup. Not the same vessel; the same measure, the same brew, the same dose, poured out of one jug into two tins and carried four paces.

I checked both doors. No scratches at the wards. No bright metal in the keyhole. No forcing anywhere, on any hinge, in either cell.

Then I stood in the passage between them and worked the air.

Wet stone. Cold iron. Yeast. The turnkey’s own smell, wool and tallow and the sharp animal fear of a man who is going to be blamed for this by lunchtime.

And through the tallow, thin, three or four hours stale but unmistakable in a passage that never sees a stranger: clove pomade.

That smell is a whole economy in this fortress. Brokers wear it because it sits over carrion. Culling sergeants on harvest pay wear it because the brokers do and men copy the men who pay them. It is the smell of a man who has money coming from a direction he does not name.

I have smelled it on a wagon bench, on a pavilion table over wine while a man bid on a living woman’s organs, and on a sergeant’s collar at the north gate the morning six badges went up in a coil.

Now here, four paces from two corpses, in a cell block with no forced door.

“Pell. Who comes down here?”

“Me. The other turnkey. The bread man twice a day.”

“Who else has keys?”

He looked at me with the expression of a man being asked to say something out loud that he would prefer to keep as a private thought for the rest of his life.

“The watch office,” he said. “And the theater has a set, because they take prisoners for examination sometimes. And there’s a spare on the Commandant’s board that nobody’s touched since I’ve been here.”

“The theater has a set.”

“For examinations,” he said, unhappily.

I wrote nothing. I never write anything in front of anyone.

“Pell. Two things. First: those cups don’t get washed, they don’t get emptied, and they don’t leave that floor. Second: you tell the watch officer what you told me, in those words, and you don’t add anything to make yourself look better.”

“Was it poison, Doc?”

“It was cherry-pit oil in small beer,” I said. “Somebody with keys came down this passage between one and three, gave two men a drink, watched them take it, and went back up.”

Pell’s lamp shook. I put my hand under it and steadied it. It was the only useful thing I could do for him then.

Two rungs of a ladder I had spent a season climbing, and I had put them both in a box with a lock on it, and someone inside these walls had reached into the box with the College’s own keys.

The silver-stag token I had taken off the lieutenant’s body-warm chest in my own surgery in October now pointed at a corpse.



I went up out of the brig and out of the north range and across the yard to the river gate. I had a smell in my head and no evidence in my hands, and when I have no evidence I go and stand somewhere useful and breathe.

The river gate is the small one, the freight gate, cut through the east curtain where the ground falls away to the Verge river. In summer it takes barge traffic off the wharf below. In deep winter the wharf is a shelf of ice and the gate should be dead.

It was not dead.

Two men were sweeping the gate passage. There were runner marks in the frozen slush of the ramp, the long parallel scoring that a loaded sled leaves and a wagon does not. Somebody had thrown fresh grit down over them, but grit does not go on a ramp that nothing uses.

I stood downwind of the gate arch with my hands in my pockets for eleven minutes, same as every Thursday since I came here, and let the cold air come up off the river and through the arch and into me.

Fish-ice first: the mineral, slightly rotten smell of a frozen river with a fishery on it. Honest, and it belongs.

Pitch under that, hot and resinous. Somebody had been sealing sled runners with pitch in the lee of the gatehouse, recently enough that it had not weathered.

And through the middle of both of them, warm and heavy and unmistakable, going past sweet and out the other side into something animal:

Gland-oil.

Orange blossom sealed too long in a jar. It got into the back of my throat and stayed there and made me want to spit, as it always does.

I had burned their still in October. I had broken their courier line and taken their crew boss and put a manifest in Weller’s evidence store. And here it was at seven in the morning on the first day of winter, three hundred yards from the Menace Board, riding through a freight gate that had no business being open, over the smell of fresh pitch on sled runners.

They had not stopped. They had moved onto the ice.

I stood there long enough that one of the sweepers looked at me.

“Morning,” I said.

“Morning, Doc.”

“Cold work.”

“Colder tonight,” he said, and swept.



The den at midday had a stove going, a pot of something on it, and my whole family in it, which happens perhaps twice a week and is the only thing I would fight the world to keep.

Piri came down off the roof walk through the storeroom hatch, dropped the last four feet, and landed on the balls of her feet without a sound. Four foot eleven of fennec scout in cut-down leathers with too many pockets, sand-blonde crop wind-wrecked, huge cream-edged ears swiveling once around the room out of pure habit before she decided it was safe to be indoors. She has been on the roofs since first light in weather that would take the skin off a face, and she went barefoot the second the hatch shut, because she will not wear boots in the den and I have stopped fighting about it.

“Six of them,” she said. “Nineteen minutes. Two more in the yard we didn’t count, standing by the works-yard corner watching your chimney. They left when the six left.”

“Faces?”

“One was Grell. The other one had a limp on the left and coughs like a man who sleeps in a stone room.” She scaled the bench, then the table, then sat cross-legged on the map chest with her heels tucked. She has sat that way since the day she moved in. “I could hear the flour bin from the roof. They put their hands in the flour, Callum.”

“I know.”

“That’s a hundred and ten pounds of flour Fenn’s going to sieve while telling everyone about it.”

“I heard that,” said Fenn, from the kitchen.

Minna came in from the yard door on the same breath, still in her courier jacket with the satchel across her body and snow on her shoulders, and closed the door with her hip because both hands were full. Five foot four of bunnykin with caramel waves escaping every tie, warm hazel eyes doing inventory on the room before she was fully through the doorway, and the jacket doing what the jacket does, which is lose. She set down a bread crate, a bundle of tallow candles, and a folded paper, in that order, because there is an order.

“Muster tomorrow,” she said. “Full garrison, second muster horn. It’s on the boards at the granary, the works yard, the north range and the wharf stair, which is four boards, which is one more than they used for the harvest exhibition, which means it’s important and they want it heard.” One lop ear swung toward the works yard. “Also they’ve re-lit the works yard furnace, which they don’t do in winter. Also the wagon crews are on double shifts. Also I’m cold and somebody’s going to give me the stove side.”

Ryska got up off the stove side without a word and moved down the bench.

Minna sat in the warm spot with the enormous dignity of a woman who has won something.

“What are they building?” Piri said.

“Wagons,” said Minna. “Big ones. Long beds. Iron fittings.” Her ears, which hang soft past her jaw and are the most misread thing at this College, did not move at all. From Minna, that stillness is what a flinch is from anybody else. “I heard the hammers through the granary floor at four this morning. Eleven men working iron in the dark in January. I counted.”

For a moment, every face remained turned toward the table.

Old Fenn came out and put a bowl in front of me and stood over me until I picked up the spoon, which defines our relationship.

I told them the brig. All of it: the cups, the four paces, the unforced doors, the theater’s key set, the clove pomade three hours stale in a passage that never sees a stranger.

Ryska’s ears went flat and stayed flat.

“They killed our witnesses inside our own walls,” she said.

“They killed their own witnesses,” I said. “Ollick was going to the capital in a week with a written account. The lieutenant had a token on him tying a Bench paymaster to five armed men inside a College fortress. Somebody upriver decided that was two mouths too many, and somebody down here had the keys and the price.”

“Which one?” said Piri. “Upriver, or down here?”

“Both. That’s what makes it a lane.”

Minna had her chin on her fist and her eyes half shut. Running numbers. She would like not to be interrupted.

“Then the trade’s still moving,” she said, “or they wouldn’t bother tidying.”

“It’s on the river,” I said. “Ice road. Sled runners fresh-pitched at the freight gate and gland-oil coming through the arch at seven this morning.”

Piri’s ears came up and swung forward and locked, both of them. What happens when you hand her a problem shaped like a line on a map.

“Sleds on ice,” she said, with her whole face changing. “Callum. Sled runners on a frozen sheet carry. Half a mile, easy, in still air. More if the ice is thick and clean. I can hear a loaded sled through a river.”

“I know,” I said. “That’s why I told you.”



The contract wall is above my desk, where another man would keep a mirror.

Nine old contracts hung in their rows: four women dead, three gone from the marches, one working in the lower town and not speaking to me, and Old Fenn discharged but still feeding my household.

Three newer Pens buy-outs hung beneath them. Two were still owed: two living women, two prices, two dates.

The third paper hung a little apart, a black ribbon through its corner: Yeva. Deer-kin, twenty-eight, culled sprinter, dead at the east curtain during the breach with her hands on a stretcher and a burrower’s mass coming down the rubble at her. Under her name, in Minna’s small square hand, her wall-company roll number, because Weller named her as a soldier before witnesses on the night she died. The number was a public receipt for the stretcher line she held, not the thing that made her human.

Minna keeps the debt ledger now. It is hers by den law and I do not touch it.

She came and stood beside me at the wall with the ledger under her arm and did not open it.

“Two,” she said.

“Two.”

“You can’t pay them before spring.”

“No.”

“And after tomorrow’s muster you may not be allowed to pay them at all.” She said it evenly, in her brisk courier voice, the one she uses for road conditions. “That’s why they’re mustering the whole garrison for a thing they could put on a board, Callum. You don’t call four boards and a muster horn to announce good news. You call it to make people applaud something while it happens.”

I read the twelve papers from top to bottom, then read the two owed names again.

Twelve papers. Two owed. One with a ribbon. And under the south bastion, four hundred yards from where I was standing, in clean straw and good light, four hundred women who had been told every day of their lives there that they were lucky.

“Then we stop being a ledger,” I said.

Minna’s ears twitched.

“Say that again.”

“Six years I’ve been buying them out one at a time with money I don’t have. It worked because it was small enough that nobody looked at it.” I put my finger on the two owed names. “Tomorrow they’ll take that away. Fine. It was never going to be enough anyway. Two a year against four hundred is not a rescue, it’s a hobby with a good conscience.”

“Callum.”

“We’re not buying them any more,” I said. “We’re taking the thing that pays for them apart.”

Ryska had come to the doorway. She stood in it with her arms folded and her head tipped, filling it, and her tail moved once.

“Starting where?” she said.

“Starting on the river. Everything the Board schedules rides on money, and their money is on the ice tonight and every night until thaw.” I turned around. “Piri gets me the lane. Minna gets me the works-yard schedule. Ryska stays documented and visible on Weller’s roster and does not go near any of it until we’ve got something that makes the garrison want her on a wall.”

Ryska’s ears went back.

“You’re benching me.”

“I’m spending you somewhere better.”

She looked at me for four long seconds with the level wolf-amber challenge that used to make lieutenants find a reason to be elsewhere, and I looked back. We settled this in the autumn and neither of us has any interest in unsettling it.

Her tail moved again. She turned her head a fraction and let me see the side of her neck, which in this den means one thing, and is not a small thing to be given in a kitchen doorway in front of a bunnykin with an inventory face.

“Fine,” she said. “But when it’s loud, it’s mine.”

“When it’s loud, it’s yours.”

“Good.” She pushed off the doorframe. “I’m eating everything Fenn cooked.”

“You always do.”

“I always will.”



The badge was on the infirmary window sill when I went to shut the shutters at dusk.

Brass, the shoulder pattern the theater’s squads wear, the College’s spread-wing stamp on the face. Somebody had laid it level in the exact center of the sill, dead square to the frame, in the four inches of snow that had gathered there since noon.

There were no marks in the snow around it. Not a print, not a smear, not a scrape. The badge sat in an untouched white bed as if it had been lowered onto it from directly above by something with no weight and patience enough to wait out winter.

Its four points had been filed smooth. Not ground off. Filed, evenly, on every point, with the unhurried care of somebody who had time and intended you to know it.

I did not pick it up straight away. I put my hands on the sill either side of it and put my face down close to the brass, into the cold coming off it, and breathed in.

Cold riverstone. Wet slate off a hill in a north wind, mineral and dark and old.

Under it, exactly as it had been on six badges nailed to the College gate in a coil at the end of the autumn, exactly as it had been in an empty stall in row seven of the Pens with nineteen-year-old scorch marks on the wall: pain. Not a wound’s pain, not a fever’s. The steady chemical wrongness of a body that started to become something on a night nineteen years ago and was stopped halfway, and has been stopped there every hour since, and has never once for a single minute been anything but stopped.

Piri came down the roof ladder behind me, fast, both ears rigid.

“Callum, there was nothing,” she said. Her voice was pitched high and tight and furious. “I was on the roof walk the whole hour. I had the yard, the arch, the north range and the granary line. There was nothing on the roofs. There was nothing on the ground.”

“I know.”

“I would have heard weight.”

“I know.”

She came and stood beside me and looked at the brass square in its perfect bed of untouched snow, and her ears flattened slowly back along her skull.

“She’s inside the walls,” she said.

“She’s saying good morning,” I said, and picked the badge up.


Chapter 2: Consolidation

They mustered the garrison at the second muster horn in a yard cold enough to crack a water butt, and the Commandant of Caldmoor War College came out onto the Board stand and gave four hundred women a date.

He did it beautifully.

Hadrian Dreyer is fifty-four years old, silver-cropped, campaign-lean, and he wears his uniform like an old blade wears its edge: without ornament and without apology. He came out of the north range at the second muster horn exactly, not a minute early to seem eager, not a minute late to seem important, and he walked to the front of the stand and stood in the wind with no cloak while eleven hundred people got themselves arranged in front of him.

He waited for them. The trick, and it works every time. A man who waits without impatience for a fortress to settle has already told the fortress he owns the hour.

“Thank you for standing in this,” he said.

His voice carries without being raised. He has never once, in all my time here, raised it.

“I will be brief, because it is cold and half of you came off a night watch.”

They laughed. Eleven hundred people, in that wind, laughed, and I stood at the back of the medical line with my hands in my armpits and watched them do it.

“Two things,” said Dreyer. “One is a matter of arithmetic. The other is a matter of conscience, and I will take the conscience first, because I have been putting it off for four years and this winter I find I cannot.”

He let that sit. He is very good at letting things sit.

“Beneath the south bastion of this College there is a stockyard.”

The yard went quiet in a new way.

“We do not talk about it. It has a clerk and a ledger and a straw allowance, and it holds women who wore this College’s kit, stood on this College’s walls, and were graded spent by a board of physicians whose findings I have never once overruled and do not intend to begin overruling now.” He turned his head, taking in the stand, the companies, the stalls. “Some of them have been down there four years. Some longer. They are fed. They are warm. And I have walked those rows, and I will tell you plainly that I came up out of them the last time and could not eat my supper.”

Somewhere in the ranks a man said something low and approving.

“No woman who served this frontier should winter in a stockyard,” said Dreyer. “So she will not. The consolidation of the Pens will be complete by thaw.”

They cheered him.

Eleven hundred soldiers and stall-keepers and stable hands stood in a frozen yard and cheered the man who had just put a date on four hundred women, and they cheered him because every single word he had said was true.

“The works yard has been commissioned,” he went on, over the noise, gently, settling them like a man settles a nervous horse. “You have heard the hammers. The transport is being built now, and it is being built properly, because it is a hard road in a hard season and I will not have it done cheaply. Every woman below that bastion will be brought up out of it, in weather like this, in transport built for the purpose, and this College’s arrangement with her will be concluded honorably.”

Concluded honorably.

I stood in the medical line and did the arithmetic on that phrase in about a second and a half, and my hands stopped feeling cold.

“The second matter is the Board’s own,” said Dreyer. “We have had an extraordinary autumn. I have signed more re-grades in four months than my predecessor signed in a career, and I have signed them gladly, and I will sign more. But a grade that moves three letters in one trial is a grade that requires understanding. The Culling Board has therefore opened a review of doctrine across the high grades, and the auxiliaries concerned will be examined in the course of the winter, with no interruption to their duties, and no shame attached to any of them.” He smiled, which he does rarely and well. “Caldmoor is not afraid of its own soldiers. It is merely curious about them. That is the difference between a war college and a garrison.”

More applause.

“One administrative note and I will let you get warm,” he said, as if remembering. “Until the consolidation is complete, there will be no further transfers of stock out of the Pens. No sales, no buy-outs, no reassignments. It would be indecent to sell a woman in the last season of her keeping. Everything below that bastion is now the College’s own responsibility and will remain so until the last of them is up in the light.”

He inclined his head to the garrison.

“Go and get warm,” he said. “You have my thanks and my regret for the hour.”

They cheered him a third time as he walked off the stand, and a stall-keeper started shouting hot beer prices before the Commandant was fully down the steps.



Minna found me in the crowd. She had been standing six feet from the clerk’s table at the foot of the stand for the whole address, she had her head tipped and her eyes half shut and both lop ears aimed like a pair of open doors. Not where a courier stands.

“Say nothing yet,” she said. “I’m holding it.”

“Hold it.”

“I’m holding it in a queue and I don’t want to drop any of it.” She put her hand on my chest without looking at me, palm braced. The gesture that means stand there and be a wall. She stood breathing for another twenty seconds with her eyes shut in a yard full of people going in every direction.

Then she opened them.

“Tonight,” she said. “At the table, with everyone, because I want to say it once.”

“That bad?”

“It’s not bad,” said Minna. “It’s worse than bad. It’s precise.”

Across the yard, at the corner of the works-yard wall, Master Quartermain Sorrel stood alone.

Fifty-five, round, ink-stained, sweat-sheened in weather that had frozen the pump. He had his ledger under his arm, and he was not bustling. In all my time I had only seen Sorrel moving, usually toward whichever wind paid best. He stood with his ledger clamped to his ribs and his mouth slightly open and he looked at the Board stand like a man holding a knife somebody had just put in his hand and walked away from.

I moved to go over.

Piri, at my elbow, out of nowhere, both ears forward.

“Not in the yard,” she said. “Two observers, a clerk, and the sergeant from yesterday, all within thirty feet of him.”

She was right. I let him stand there.

He looked over once, and found me, without the three-note laugh, without a fine morning.

He looked away first.



The door of my infirmary opens inward, which has never mattered until an orc came through it.

I was ten minutes back from the muster with my coat still on when it happened. She hit the latch with her thumb and came in sideways at the shoulder, turned her head to clear the lintel, and straightened up inside my ward, and the room got smaller in a way rooms do not usually get smaller.

Six foot four.

I have treated orcs since I came to Caldmoor. Set collarbones and drained abscesses and stitched an orc’s calf in a rainstorm on the east palisade. I know the scale. She was not simply tall; she was built for absorbing force and returning it, assembled with a single purpose and no wasted material.

Boots planted at shoulder width the instant she stopped, and that stance told me most of what I needed: a woman who has spent her working life at the front of a formation stands as if the ground might move. Legs like the pillars under a gate arch, thick through the thigh, thicker through the calf, drill-hardened past anything a yard produces by accident. Above them the kit did what kit does on that build, which is fail: legion-correct auxiliary leathers, worn correct, belted correct, and unable to disguise the heavy round weight of her, deep and powerful, the kind of frame that makes a bench creak in a way that has nothing to do with fat.

A thick waist over a dense core. Broad shoulders. A chest strapped flat for drill and clearly considered by its owner to be a piece of equipment rather than an argument.

Olive-green-bronze skin, weathered at the hands and forearms, one long pale burn-line up the inside of the left wrist.

And then the face, and then I stopped cataloguing and started reading.

The left tusk was broken. Snapped square across at a hand’s breadth from the lip and filed flat afterward by somebody in a hurry, and around the root the skin carried the puckered white scar that a docking post leaves when the block is set badly and the wood takes skin with the ivory. The right tusk was whole and white and long, which made the broken one impossible to look away from.

Gold eyes. Not amber, not brown. Gold, direct, and they had already finished looking at me before I finished looking at her.

Jet-black hair pulled up into a high war-tail, tight enough to lift the eyebrows, the regulation knot she has evidently worn since she was young enough to be told to wear it.

She dropped a bundle of papers on my table. It sounded like a dropped brick.

“You’re the medic they whisper about,” she said, at a volume calibrated for a parade ground and applied to a stone room twenty feet across.

Two patients woke up.

“I’m a medic.”

“Don’t be modest at me, bone-setter, I haven’t got the hours.” She put one finger on the papers. “Read those.”

“Who are you?”

“Renka. Auxiliary, orc line, twenty-seven years old, formerly captain of the Ninth Auxiliary Company, currently a showcase.” She said all of it in the same clipped report cadence, including the last word. “Read them.”

I read them.

Fourteen dated reports, written in a strong square hand: ration seals broken and re-sealed, harvest crates hidden under ration marks, salt fish counted twice, and three meat allotments arriving two hundred pounds short. A supply lieutenant named Skell appeared on every manifest and never at a load-out.

And in the eleventh report, in the same square hand, one sentence with no decoration on it at all:

Subject crates carry a sweet oily smell not consistent with fish, salt, tallow, or bone-meal. I have raised this three times.

I put that page down and looked up at her.

“You wrote fourteen of these.”

“I wrote thirty-one. Those are the fourteen with the seals in them.” Her jaw set. The broken tusk moved when it did. “The rest are in a box under my cot and they’re the same song.”

“What happened to the thirty-one?”

“Nothing,” said Renka. “That is what happened to them. I filed them up the line for a year. They were read. They were acknowledged. Two of them came back with a note thanking me for my diligence.” She said the word diligence like something that had gone rotten in her mouth. “And then I stopped filing and went and stood in Skell’s yard at dawn and asked him in front of his own clerks what the crates were, and eleven days later I was at the docking post in front of my own formation with a block under my jaw.”

I looked at her wrist burn, and at her boots, and at the broken tusk, and then I did the thing I do.

I breathed in.

Under the honest layers, wet wool and cold iron and the drill-yard smell of a woman who had been working since before light, there was a hot mineral note like a forge’s floor when the fire has been banked for the night and the stone is still giving it back. Cold-forge iron. Clean fury, under total control, no adrenaline spike, no shake in it, the smell of anger that has been carried so long that the body has built a place to keep it.

Layered through that, staler, a year deep, the stale gray tallow of a person who has been told repeatedly and kindly that she is imagining things. That has a smell. It is not fear. It is what fear turns into when nobody will confirm it.

And under all of it, faint, structural, building from somewhere below the sternum and up along the spine, warm and dark and getting stronger:

Hot iron quenched in pine-pitch.

I stood there in my own ward with fourteen pages in my hand and my whole chest going cold and level.

“The seals,” I said.

She blinked. “What?”

“The re-sealed ration seals. You didn’t catch those by looking at them. You caught them because the resin was wrong. College seal resin is spruce-pitch and lamp-black and it goes brittle in a week. A seal that’s been lifted warm and pressed back has a soft edge and it smells of fresh pine and burnt wick for about three days after, and you were checking crates inside three days of load-out because you knew the wagon schedule.”

Renka went absolutely still.

“And the sweet oily smell that isn’t fish, salt, tallow, or bone-meal,” I said. “Orange blossom sealed too long in a jar with something animal under it. That’s gland-oil. It’s rendered out of beast-blooded women and by weight it’s worth more than saffron in the capital, and there is no honest reason for it to be riding under a ration seal in a company’s winter allotment.”

I set the papers down.

“And Skell,” I said. “When you stood in his yard at dawn and asked him in front of his clerks. He didn’t smell angry.”

“No,” she said. Her voice had dropped out of parade volume. “He smelled like a wet coat.”

“Cold tallow. That’s fear. That’s not a man insulted by an accusation, that’s a man who has been found.” I picked the eleventh page back up and put my finger on the line about the crates. “You were right in the first month and you were right every month after, and the Board voided your command track and broke your tusk because you were right where clerks could hear you.”

The stove ticked three times before either of us spoke.

Gold eyes are very hard to read. Everything else on her was easier: the war-tail, the planted boots, the enormous hands hanging open at her sides and then not open.

“You smell it too,” she said.

“I smell most things.”

“No.” She took one step forward. “Say it plainly, medic. I have spent one year, one entire year, being handled. My own men looked at me sideways by the end. There is a word for a captain who keeps reporting a smell nobody else can find, and every officer on this frontier used it about me while smiling at my face.” Her chin came up. “So say it plainly or don’t say it.”

“You were right,” I said. “Every report. Every date. The graft is real, the crates are the harvest trade, and Skell is a middleman on a lane that runs from this College’s own culling theater to a counting-house in the capital.”

Renka, twenty-seven years old, orc line, formerly captain of the Ninth Auxiliary Company, put one hand on the corner of my table and leaned some of her weight on it, and the table took it.

She did not cry. It would be easy to be sentimental and she would hate it: she did not cry, her eyes did not shine, her voice did not thicken. She put her hand on my table and breathed out through her nose once, very long, the long slow exhale of a soldier when a strap that has been cutting into her for a year is finally cut.

“Right,” she said.

“Right.”

“Then that’s the year done with.” She straightened, and the parade volume came back on like a lamp. “Now. Mara.”



“Holstaur,” said Renka. “Twenty-five. Six foot two. She hauls the feed carts in the Pens because they gave her the feed carts, and she does the work of three women because she’s built for it and because she’s incapable of watching someone struggle without taking the weight off them, which is why they gave her the carts.”

She was pacing my ward, which took four strides in each direction and made every loose thing on my shelves shiver.

“Row nine. Graded non-combatant stock at intake, aged eighteen, because a chirurgeon looked at a girl who could lift a cart axle off the ground and decided she was livestock temperament.” Her hands opened and closed. “They filed her horn-nubs flat at enlistment. Cosmetic standard, they call it. Then they graded her E for insufficient aggression, and then they graded her spent at twenty-three, and she has been in that stockyard for two years hauling feed to the women they took her down there with, and she says thank you to the guards. She says thank you. Bone-setter, she thanks them for the straw.”

“How do you know her?”

Renka stopped pacing.

“She was my company’s stores hand for a year before they graded her,” she said. “The Ninth got given draft-stock and rejects, that was why the Ninth existed, and I built the best shield-line on this frontier out of it, and she was one of the ones who came to me broken and did every hard job on that camp without ever once being thanked by anybody with rank.” Her chin came up. “When they came for her, I yelled at a colonel. Full parade volume, in his own corridor, about the difference between temperament and grading. It cost me a month’s pay and it did not move her one inch out of that stockyard.”

“And this morning she’s on a list.”

“This morning,” said Renka, “your Commandant stood on that stand and told eleven hundred people that no woman should winter in a stockyard, and they cheered him, and I stood in the fourth rank at parade rest and did the arithmetic on the phrase concluded honorably, and then I came here.”

She turned around and looked at me, and the gold went very steady.

“Everybody in this fortress whispers that the medic in the north-yard infirmary does things that don’t add up,” she said. “Grades that move. Caps that come off. A wolf that was on a culling list in autumn and is six foot two now and eats at your table. I don’t care what the mechanism is. I have not come here to be told a secret.” Her voice dropped, dropped all of it, out of parade and into something low and quiet that I would learn by thaw meant she was serious past arguing. “I have come here to ask the only man at Caldmoor who believed one word I said to do something about my friend before the thaw.”

“Sit down,” I said.

“I don’t need to sit.”

“Sit down anyway. You’ve been standing at attention in a frozen yard for an hour and your left knee’s been taking your weight wrong since you came through my door, and if you’re going to be useful to her by thaw I’d rather you weren’t limping.”

Renka checked my face for any sign I was joking.

Then she sat on my dispensary bench, which complained, and stuck her left leg out, and said, “It’s an old strain,” in the exact tone every soldier in the world uses to mean it is not an old strain.

“It’s the medial ligament and it’s four years old and it never healed straight,” I said, with my thumbs on it. “You brace on that side. You’ve been bracing on that side since before the tusk.”

“Outside edge of the left boot,” she said, glancing down. “And I set that gauntlet tighter when the knee starts dragging. You read the whole brace before I sat down.”

“And you came through my door left shoulder first.” I found the spot. She did not flinch, which meant it hurt considerably. “I can’t fix it. I can strap it so it stops getting worse. Come back tomorrow before drill.”

“That’s not what I came for.”

“No,” I said. “What you came for is this: the consolidation clock is real, the wagons are real, the phrase concluded honorably means exactly what you think it means, and I have been trying to empty that stockyard two women a year since I came here, and this morning they made even that illegal.”

Renka’s gold eyes came up.

“So it’s over,” she said.

“So it’s changing,” I said. “The ledger’s dead. I can’t buy them out any more. Which means from today we stop paying the Board for women and start taking apart the thing that makes the Board money, because everything they’ve scheduled, the wagons, the hammers, the double shifts, all of it rides on freight, and their freight is moving tonight.”

She sat on my bench with her hands on her knees.

“You have a plan,” she said.

“I have a lane and a nose and a fennec who can hear a sled through a river.”

Renka’s broken tusk showed before she had decided to permit the grin.

“That,” she said, “is more than I’ve had all year.”



The river gate went at the fourth hour of the afternoon, in the iron-blue light you get before a winter dusk.

There was no klaxon at first. Ice-burrowers do not announce, and the wall-men on the freight gate had spent the whole season watching an ice shelf do nothing.

What happened was that the flagstones of the gate passage lifted.

Not shattered. Lifted, the same slow heave as floorboards when something large turns over underneath them, and the two men sweeping the ramp went down on their backs, and then a section of the passage floor eight feet long simply rose and fell in and a burrower came up through it into the arch.

Winter burrowers are a different animal from the autumn kind and worse in one particular way. In summer they are fast. In deep cold they are torpid, slow, and stupid, and they do not care about any of that, because a twenty-foot segmented thing the color of an old bruise does not need to be fast when it is coming up through the footing of a gate you are standing in.

I was two hundred yards away at the granary with a splint in my hands.

“Aid line at the freight gate,” I said. “Now. Bring the granary door down flat, that’s the stretcher.”

I got there at a run with four men behind me carrying a door.

The gate passage was chaos of the specific kind I have learned to work inside. The first burrower had folded most of the way through and was grinding its front third along the arch wall, taking the render off in sheets, and its mouth was grinding in a slow lateral rotation, and it had a wall-man’s boot in it and most of the leg the boot belonged to. There was a second one behind it still coming up through the broken floor. Somebody was hitting the first with a halberd. Roughly as useful as hitting a bridge.

The armored segments turn a blade. Everybody knows that and nobody remembers it while it is happening.

“Get off the face of it,” I shouted. “Off the face. It follows air. Get the wounded upwind, up the ramp, up, move them UP.”

They moved. A voice with no doubt in it puts men where they need to be, and years of practice count.

And then the shield-line arrived, and it was one person.

Renka came down the gate ramp at a heavy run with a cargo hook off the wharf stack in her right hand, six feet of ash with an iron beak on it, and she went past me and into the gap between the burrower’s head and eleven men, and planted.

I have watched auxiliaries fight since my first winter here. Most of them fight as strong people do: by hitting things. She did not do that. She set her boots, took the hook two-handed, and put the beak of it into the joint between the first and second segment at the top of the swing, and then she did not pull. She levered, and turned the whole front third of the animal fourteen inches off its line, into the arch wall, and held it there.

“HOOKS,” she bellowed. “You, you, and the one with the halberd, drop that and get a hook. Take the second segment, both of you on the same side as me. On my word. Not before my word.”

Two wall-men and a wharf hand ran and got hooks. They got hooks because a voice told them to in a cadence they had been obeying since they were recruits, and because there was a woman holding twenty feet of burrower off the arch by main force in front of them while she said it.

“Now.”

Three hooks went in on the same side.

“Turn it. Turn, turn, all the way, that’s it, keep the beak buried, don’t chop at it, TURN.”

They rolled the head of the animal over on its long axis, exposing the pale segmented underside and the ring of dark sensory tissue at the base of the skull that every burrower has and no burrower can protect once it is upside down.

“There,” she said. “Anyone with an edge. That gray band. Not the plate, the band.”

A gate corporal put a boarding axe into it twice and the whole twenty feet went to meat.

The second one came up through the broken floor and Renka let go of her hook and turned to meet it and the wall-men turned with her, and they took it in the passage in about four minutes, and there was one more wounded and nobody else died.

She never once told them she was a captain.

I worked the aid line at the top of the ramp: two crush injuries, one man with his leg gone below the knee whom I got a tourniquet onto in eleven seconds and who will live and will hate every minute of the next year, three lacerations, and one gate corporal who had bitten most of the way through his own tongue and was more upset about that than about anything else in the passage.

Scent work in the middle of it, because the nose does not switch off: the wound on the man with the leg smelled of blood and cold and torn muscle and nothing green, no beetle-shell, no cider. Winter burrowers do not carry venom like the autumn kind. Their venom glands go quiet with the cold. I have that in my ledger from three years ago and it was the single most useful thing I knew that afternoon, because it meant I could close six wounds fast instead of laying six wounds open.

When it was done, Renka came up the ramp with the cargo hook still in her hand and burrower fluid frozen down her front in a sheet, and stood over me while I finished the tourniquet, and looked at what I was doing.

“You called the lane,” she said.

“So did you.”

“Two floor lifts,” she said. “Eight feet under the first body, twelve behind it. I counted them after you called the second one.”

“That’s what I read. Two bodies making two lengths of stone move.”

Renka nodded once, the judgment corroborated instead of explained.

“Good,” she said.



The garrison talked about her all evening. I heard it in the ward, in the yard, at the stalls. Not with the nervous ownership they use for the Wing. They talked about her like soldiers talk about an officer they’d follow through a gate.

She had it hooked and she just held it there.

Told me to drop the halberd. I dropped the halberd.

Didn’t even know who she was.

By evening, a winter-rotation rumor had gone through the auxiliary barracks. A freight clerk had been told to count far-marches crates under the Ninth’s company mark, though no posting stood on the works-yard boards yet.

Her men were being measured for distance on the same day their captain walked into my infirmary.

I found Renka in the last light, planted square before the blank strip beneath the rotation headings while frost settled on her shoulders. She read the empty space twice, said nothing, and walked toward the barracks.



At the den table that night, Minna put both hands down on the wood and said the thing she had been holding since the second muster horn.

“He lied twice,” she said. “Once about the timing and once about himself, and I don’t care about the second one.”

Piri’s ears came up.

“The timing,” said Minna. “He said by thaw four times. Four. And every time he said the word thaw, his heart did the thing.” She tapped two fingers on the table, quick and level, then a stumble in it. “It wasn’t fear or shame. It was the little hop you get when a person says a number they’ve already replaced with a different number. He knows an earlier date, and he’s known it long enough that saying the wrong one costs him only that single beat.”

“How much earlier?” I said.

“That I can’t hear.” She pinned the loose fringe back with one impatient finger, furious with the limits of her own ears. “But he said transport is being built now and his chest was dead calm on it, so the wagons are on the real schedule, not the announced one. Watch the wagons and you’ll have the date.”

Ryska sat back, tugged once at the end of her braid, and planted her other hand on the table.

“The hammers are on doubles,” she said.

“The hammers are on doubles,” Minna agreed.

Piri had gone very quiet with her chin on the table, doing the thing she does where she looks like she has fallen asleep and is in fact three moves ahead.

“Callum,” she said. “The gate went today.”

“It did.”

“The freight gate. The one you told me this morning has fresh pitch on the ramp and gland-oil in the arch.” Her enormous ears rotated slowly forward. “The whole east curtain and the burrowers came up under that one.”

Piri’s ears fixed on the passage while Minna’s pencil stopped. It might have meant nothing. Ice-burrowers follow moving air and rotten footings and there were both in that passage.

I wrote it in the bestiary ledger anyway, dated, one line, and shut it.

“The lane’s on the ice,” I said. “Piri, I want the river. Every night this week, both banks, as far downstream as you can get and back before light, and you do not cross the ice, you listen from the bank.”

“I know how to listen from a bank.”

“Say it back to me anyway.”

“From the bank,” she said, with enormous patience. “Because a fennec through the ice is a very small brown lump under a lot of very cold water and you would be tedious about it for the rest of your life.”

“Minna, the works yard. Shifts, deliveries, iron weights, and the day they stop building beds and start building fittings, because that’s when we’ll know how many.”

“Already started.”

“Ryska stays documented. Renka comes to me at dawn to have that knee strapped and after that she’s ours if she still wants to be.”

Ryska’s ears twitched. “She hasn’t said so.”

“She said it in fourteen reports and a cargo hook,” I said. “She’ll say it out loud somewhere with fewer people in it.”

“The buy-outs are over,” I said. “We’re going to break the trade that pays for the wagons, starting with the river, and keep going up until we run out of river.”

Old Fenn snorted.

“And when you run out of river?”

“Then we’ll want a bigger nose,” I said, and picked up my spoon, and she let me eat.


Chapter 3: Riverstone

Three days passed between the consolidation muster and the night the wind brought her past my chimney. I spent them moving Ryska through witnessed patrols, checking Piri’s river watches, and counting the culling escort’s turns with Minna while the works-yard hammers ran through every dark hour. By the night of Day Five, everyone had a route and nobody had slept enough.

I went up onto the roofs at the third hour because the wind changed.

The entire reason. There was no plan on paper, no assignment, nothing I could have written down and defended. A woman who can put a filed badge in four inches of untouched snow on my window sill is either the most useful asset on this frontier or the thing that ends us, and she had come inside the walls twice in one season and both times I had learned about it after she left.

I wanted to be the one standing there when she arrived.

I went up through the storeroom hatch with soft boots on, no lamp, and the wind out of the north across my face. The only correct direction to hunt in and the only one you almost never get.

Caldmoor’s roofscape in deep winter is a country of its own. The great yard’s ranges are flagged and pitched in long shallow slopes broken by chimney stacks, and everything on it that night was under two inches of old snow gone to crust, and the crust took a print and held it. The braziers at the betting stalls threw orange up the north range’s face and made the shadows behind every stack absolute. Below and to the east the wall walk had a lamp every forty paces and a bored man walking between them.

The infirmary chimney was warm. I put my back against it and worked the wind for a long minute.

Cold riverstone. Wet slate off a hill.

Under it, the other thing: the mineral leach of inflamed scale-seams, cold stone steeped in old copper, from a body stopped in the middle of changing nearly two decades ago. Wounds resolve one way or the other. This had held the same pitch hour after hour, year after year, without one minute of relief.

She was north and east of me, upwind of nothing, moving along the granary roof.

I went after her.



The first two minutes were mine.

I took the ridge of the north range at a crouch, kept the chimney stacks between myself and the yard braziers, and made the granary gable without putting a boot anywhere that would sound. There was a coil-track on the granary lead: not a print, a track, a broad flattened channel through the snow crust maybe two hands across, pressed and not scuffed, running north along the roof valley and over the ridge.

I followed it over the ridge, and it went along the valley for thirty feet, and stopped.

Not faded. Stopped, at a clean edge, with unbroken crust in every direction beyond it.

I turned around.

The track behind me had been mine coming up. Now there was a second one crossing it at an angle I had not seen made, running back the way I had come, toward my own chimney.

She had gone over me. Somewhere in the last four minutes something the length of a barge had crossed above or behind me on a roof I had personally cleared, and I had heard nothing, and smelled nothing, because I had been walking directly into my own wind like a man following a lamp.

I stood on the granary roof in the cold and understood exactly how this was going to go.

Then I laughed once, quietly, at myself, and went back along her track, because the only thing more foolish than being herded is being herded and sulking about it.



She took me across four roofs, and every one of them was mine.

That was her design, and it took me until the third roof to see it. She did not take me anywhere new. She walked me back over my own route in reverse: the north range ridge, the stack I had sheltered behind, the flat lead above the dispensary where I go to smell the wind at dawn, the roof walk of my own infirmary. Every place I had thought I was invisible.

Halfway along the dispensary lead, in the exact center of the flat where I stand every morning, she had left a badge.

Brass. Points filed smooth. Laid dead square in untouched snow.

I did not pick it up. I stood over it and let the message land, because it was a good message and it deserved to.

You come here at dawn. I have watched you come here at dawn.

I went up onto my own roof walk.

She was on the parapet at the far end, against the sky.



The infirmary roof walk is a flagged strip six feet wide with a waist-high parapet, running the length of the building, and at the north end it meets the old fire-watch platform where the College used to keep a beacon. She was on the platform, above me, and the smoke off the betting-stall braziers was rolling up past her in a thick orange column, so that what I got first was not a shape but an absence in the smoke.

Then she moved, and the absence had a top and a bottom.

The top was a woman. Shoulders, arms, a fall of dark hair, the line of a throat and a jaw, a human silhouette leaning slightly forward with its weight on nothing.

The bottom was not.

Coils, in mass, banked below and behind her along thirty feet of parapet and platform, the thickness of a man’s chest at the widest and shifting continuously, no single length of it seeming to be the part that drove the motion.

And where the smoke light caught her, she was wrong.

Patched. Iridescent scale in fields and islands, green-black and oil-bright, and between the fields, bare skin. Not scarred skin. Skin that had been turning into scale at Redwinter and had been told to stop halfway, so that the two surfaces met along raw unfinished seams, like a window broken and reglazed by somebody who had run out of the right glass. It caught the brazier light in a hundred places and missed it in a hundred others.

She was magnificent, and looking at her hurt, and both of those things were true at once and neither cancelled the other.

Cold riverstone came down off the platform at close range and went through me like a hand closing.

I stopped fifteen feet short and put my own hands out from my sides, empty, and stood still.

For a while she did not say anything. Neither did I. A tracker who fills a silence has decided he is more important than what he came to find.

“You walk quiet,” she said.

Her voice was low and unhurried and came from a chest deeper than a human’s. It had a rasp in the bottom of it like a hinge that has not been oiled since the day it was hung.

“Not as quiet as you.”

“No.” She was silent a moment. “You went up your own wind. That’s not a fool’s mistake, that’s a hunter’s mistake. It told me more.”

“That was the idea.”

“Was it.” Something in the coils shifted, redistributing thirty feet of weight without a sound. “You came up here to be looked at.”

“I came up here to stop finding out after.”

She made a sound that was not a laugh and was in the same family.

Then she leaned forward, and her head came down out of the smoke into the brazier light, and I saw her face for the first time: strong-boned, weathered, a wide mouth, dark eyes with a vertical set to the pupil that the light narrowed while I watched. Middle-aged in the manner stone is middle-aged.

She breathed in. Long, deliberate, through her mouth as much as her nose, tasting the air as her line does.

“You smell like a den,” she said.

I said nothing.

“Your kind smelled like that. Before.” The rasp went further down. “I was young and there was a man at Halgate crossing who smelled like that, and when he came through, every beast-blooded woman in the waystation slept the whole night. Nobody could say why. My mother knew why. Her mother had a word for it.” She let two heartbeats go past. “Carrier.”

She said it the same as a dead friend’s name spoken to a stranger. Level, and finished, and without one grain of hope in it.

I stood in the cold with my hands out from my sides, offering nothing, denying nothing, and she watched me not do either, and I understood that she had not asked a question and was not waiting for an answer.

“They took the word out of the bronze,” I said.

“They took more than the word.” The coils moved again, a long ripple that carried her whole mass six feet along the parapet without her upper body changing height. “You have four beast-blooded women in that house under us. Three carried. Two finished, one still crossing slowly. The old badger is the fourth, and no Carry has touched her. I have smelled every difference from this roof for a season and did not believe any of them the first month.”

“That arithmetic is right,” I said.

“Better than your wind-work, then.”

Her coils shifted six feet along the parapet without disturbing the smoke, and I worked the air because I could not help it and because it was the only thing I had that she did not.

There was no spike in her. None. A lie has a shape in the air: a little bright acid rise under whatever the mouth is doing, and I have caught it under practiced calm on brokers, clerks, chirurgeons and one Commandant. There was nothing like that anywhere on that platform. What came off her was old and settled and level: riverstone, and pain at an unvarying pitch, and something underneath that I could only read as patience. Not a smell, exactly, but I wrote it down that night anyway.

“You want something,” I said, “or you’d have gone north an hour ago.”

“I want nothing from a den.”

“Then why the sill?”

The pause went longer than the others.

“Because they put a squad on the stockyard escort this week,” she said, “and I am one woman, and there are six of them, and their sergeant counts his heads wrong on purpose.”

She flicked her hand.

Something small and heavy landed on the parapet stone beside me and sat there rocking slightly.

A badge. Points filed smooth. Third of three.

“That one wears it,” she said. “The rest of his squad draws the Pens escort on the sixth day, twelfth hour, past the works yard and down the bastion stair. What you do with that is your business, Carrier. I have watched a den before. Some of them were kennels with better straw.”

“Come down and smell mine.”

For the first time, the coils stopped.

“No,” she said.

And she went off the platform backward into the smoke without a sound, thirty feet of her following the part of her that had spoken, and the roof was empty, and the cold came back in.

I stood there long enough for my hands to hurt.

Then I picked up the badge.



The den at midnight looked like a war table. It was one.

Minna had cleared the supper things, which nobody was allowed to help with, and laid out the middle of the table with her palm as always, and Piri had her map case open and her grade-slip archive out of the wall bag, and Ryska had come in off the dusk relief with frost in her braid and had not yet taken her kit off.

Three badges on the wood in a row.

“Sill, dispensary lead, parapet,” I said. “In that order, over two days.”

Piri had one of them in both hands, turning it under the lamp with her ears pressed forward and her nose almost on the brass.

“This one’s issued out of the theater in the spring quarter,” she said. “See the punch on the reverse, that little crescent under the wing. They changed the punch die two summers ago because the old one was chipping. Anything with the crescent is at least four years in service, and squads turn over, so this has been on three or four shoulders.” She flipped it. “But it’s been polished on the face and not on the back, which is a man who polishes what shows.”

“Can you tell whose?”

“No. But she can tell us whose, and she did, and she gave us the day and the hour, which is either extremely generous or extremely convenient.” Piri set it down. “I want to say the second one. I’m going to say the first one, because I’ve been on the wrong end of a person deciding I was too convenient to believe.”

Piri kept every E-grade slip she had ever received in the wall bag, and used them now to date a punch die without one word about the irony.

Minna picked up the third badge, held it, and put two fingers against the metal like a woman checking a kettle.

“Sixth day, twelfth hour, works yard to bastion stair,” she said. “That’s Sergeant Vell’s rotation. I know his heartbeat.”

Piri’s ears swung around. “You know a culling sergeant’s heartbeat.”

“I know forty heartbeats on the courier round, and his is one of the bad ones,” said Minna, with no particular emphasis. “He signs for the stockyard straw delivery on the sixth and the twentieth. I hand him the docket, he counts his escort out loud for me because he thinks I can’t count, and every time he says the number his chest does the hop.” She looked up. “He says six. There are seven.”

Ryska stopped in the middle of unbuckling her vest.

“He’s carrying a man off the roster,” she said.

“He’s carrying a man off the roster twice a month,” said Minna, “and that man is walking down into the Pens with an escort and coming back up with it and never appearing on a page.”

Ryska’s half-loosened vest hung forgotten from one hand.

“That’s the poisoner,” she said.

“That’s a way for anyone with keys to be somewhere without being anywhere,” I said. “Which is a different thing and a bigger one.”

I put my finger on the badge with the crescent punch.

“Piri, the sixth. I want that escort walked from the works yard to the bastion stair and back, on your ears, from a roof, and I want a count. Not names, not faces, a count. If Minna’s right, the number that goes down and the number that comes up will not be the same as the number on the sergeant’s mouth.”

“And if the seventh one’s carrying a jug of small beer,” said Piri, “I will personally enjoy the next part of this winter.”

“Minna. You take the straw docket on the sixth same as always. Nothing different. Do not look at anybody. Just hand him the paper and let him count out loud.”

“That,” said Minna, “is what I do anyway. It’s very restful being underestimated in a doorway.”

Ryska pulled the vest off over her head and dropped it on the bench.

“And me,” she said.

“You’re on Weller’s roster at dawn.”

“I know what I’m on.”

“Then you know the answer.”

Her ears dropped.

She did not argue. The difference between last season and now, and it costs her every time.



Piri went up to sleep on the roof walk under three blankets, which she does when there is a night worth being awake for. Minna took the ledger to the nest and the lamp with it. Old Fenn banked the stove, told me the tea was there and that she was not going to bring it to me, and shut her kitchen door.

Ryska went back to the front room.

She stood in the middle of my quarters with her braid half undone and her jaw set, and she took a torn square of paper out of her belt pouch and put it on the table in front of me.

A requisition tag. The bottom third of one, ripped along a fold. College gray, theater stamp, and on the ruled line in a clerk’s careful copperplate:

R. Ryska, wolfkin, champion wing. Review line. Examination pending.

“That was nailed to my billet door when the detail came up empty,” she said. “One of them left it. Nobody’s admitted which.”

“Where’s the rest of it?”

“In the brazier at the east gate. I burned it in front of the relief and then I stood there for eleven minutes so nobody would think I’d gone anywhere.” Her voice had gone very level. On her, that register matches mine. “I have been on a wall for two days with my own name on a piece of paper in my pocket, being witnessed.”

“Good.”

“Don’t.”

“You were witnessed, and there’s a book at the guardhouse with your name in it twice a day in a captain’s hand, and that book is why six men searched a flour bin instead of a woman.” I put the tag down. “It’s working. That’s all I said.”

“It’s working.” Her lip came off the fangs. “It’s working and I stood in a gate arch for two days like a dog in a doorway while my own name went past me in somebody’s pocket, and every one of those bastards looked at me and saw a wolf on a piece of string.”

She took two steps and stopped.

The tail said the rest of it. It had been low and stiff since she came in, and it moved once, hard, against her leg.

Then she reached up and pulled the braid the rest of the way out, and the storm-gray came down over her shoulders, and she turned her back to me and swept it forward off her neck with one hand.

Her answer was the nape under my hand. A wolfkin does not give the back of her neck to anything she does not trust with her life, and she has given it to exactly one person on this frontier, and she does it when her words have run out.

I crossed the room.

I did not hurry. That is half of it with her: she comes to the end of what she can carry, and she puts her nape in the air, and the last thing she needs is a man who arrives at the same speed as her fury.

I put my hand on the back of her neck, over the mane, and closed it.

What came out of her was all breath, no language.

“Bed,” I said. “Face down.”

“Make me.”

“I said what I said.”

She turned her head just enough to look at me over her shoulder, and the wolf-amber was already going heavy at the edges, and she bared every one of those fangs at me in a grin.

Then she went, and lay down on my furs face down, exactly as told, and put her hands up over her head on the pillow because she knew I would want them there.



I took her kit off her.

Slowly, because she was in no state to be quick with, and because I have learned that the slower I go the faster the fury burns down into something she can actually use.

The winter leathers first, laces at the calf, one boot and then the other set aside off the furs. She growled into the pillow when I did not go straight to the next thing.

“You’re doing this on purpose.”

“Yes.”

“Stitch-boy.”

“Champion.”

The under-trews came off. The shirt I took last, pushed up her back inch by inch, and she lifted her ribs off the furs to let it go and dropped down again with a huff that dared me to go slower.

The apex frame in lamplight is the best thing I have ever been given to look at. I kept those exact words to myself.

Long, cut, deep thighs. Runner’s calves gone heavier through the belly of the muscle since autumn, the dense gain of a predator that has stopped running from anything and started ending fights. Narrow hips. The low gray tail, which had stopped being stiff about ninety seconds after I put my hand on her neck and now lay curled and moving. A back like the underside of a bridge, and down the length of the spine, from the base of her skull to the small of her back, the storm-gray mane: dense, thick, luminous where the lamp caught it, the single physical fact that the doctrine of this College was written to prevent.

She turned her face on the pillow and watched me look at her.

“Well?”

“Be quiet.”

“Make me.”

I put my knee on the furs and my hand back on her nape and pushed her down, and she went, and a low growl bled into the pillow, already halfway to the thing she denies she does.

“Hands where they are.”

“They’re where they are.”

“Then don’t move them.”

I set my weight over her. Prone, her legs together and mine outside them, my forearm braced beside her ribs and my hand still closed on the back of her neck. She is a very large woman now. I have to work for the angle in a way I hadn’t last winter, and she likes that I have to work for it, and she likes even more that it does not slow me down.

“Callum.”

“I know.”

“Now.”

“No.”

She snarled into the pillow.

I got my other hand under her hips and lifted her, just enough, and she took the hint and got her knees under herself, and the lumbar hollow deepened, that long deliberate arch that turns a soldier into a demand, and her tail went up and over to the side and stayed there.

I ran my palm down the length of that arch and found her wet enough that my hand came away slick.

“That’s from what,” I said. “The paper, or me?”

“Both,” she said, muffled. “Mostly you. Some of the paper.”

“Tell me what you want.”

“I want you to hold me down.” Her voice cracked out of its usual controlled register into something rawer. “I have been standing up straight in front of men who want me on a table for two days and I want you to put me on my face and not let me up, and I want it now, stitch-boy, before I chew through your pillow.”

“Yes,” I said. “That.”

I gripped the mane at the base of her skull, took her wrists in my other hand and crossed them at the small of her back, and slid into her in one long push.

She keened.

The apex body took me differently than the champion’s did. Deeper to reach the end of, tighter through the first few inches, and hot like a banked stove. When I bottomed out against her, she went rigid from shoulders to toes and then boneless all at once.

“Oh,” she said. “Oh, there.”

I set a slow rhythm.

Slow is the cruelty and slow is the point. She wanted it fast; she wanted to be taken apart in ninety seconds and left in pieces and not have to think until morning. So I gave her long, deep, unhurried strokes with my hand fisted in her mane and her crossed wrists pinned under my weight, and I made her feel every single one of them from the entrance to the end.

“Faster.”

“No.”

“Callum.”

“You get what I give you.”

She fought it for about forty strokes. She braced her knees and tried to drive back onto me and take the pace herself, and I stopped moving and held her still with her hips against my hands until she made a sound of absolute outrage into the pillow, and then I started again at exactly the pace I had been using, and she gave up and took it.

The moment. Every time. The precise instant the fight goes out of her shoulders and something else comes into her spine.

“Good,” I said.

“Shut up.”

“Say it back.”

She said nothing for three strokes.

“…good,” she said, and hated herself, and pushed her nape harder into my hand.

I leaned down over her and put my teeth on the standing mark at the join of her neck and shoulder, the one I put there in the autumn and have renewed since, and bit down slow, and she came.

It arrived like a hunting cry going through a wall. Her back locked, the mane came up under my palm, and she clamped down on me in a series of hard rolling pulls that had nothing polite in them at all, and the cry that tore out of her had no consonants in it.

I did not stop, and I did not speed up.

“That’s one,” I said against her neck.

“Bastard.”

“Two.”

“I can’t.”

“You can. You did last week.”

“That was last week.”

“Then you’ve had a rest.”

She laughed, wrecked and furious and out of breath. A raw broken thing perhaps four people in the world have ever heard from her.

I turned her over.

I got her off her front, hooked one enormous thigh over my arm, put her on her back with her hair everywhere and her tail trapped and thumping, and went into her again with her looking straight up at me.

“There,” I said. “Eyes on me.”

“They’re on you.”

“Keep them there.”

The pace went up now, because now was the time for it. Her breath tore. I gave her my forearms and she held them, and she held on hard enough to leave marks and I did not tell her not to. The flush was climbing out of her chest into her throat, which on that cool fair skin reads like something spilled.

“Callum. Callum, I’m going to.”

“Do it.”

“Say it.”

“You’re mine,” I said. “Undefeated, apex, six foot two and half the garrison scared of you, and when you come you do it on my furs with my hand on your throat. Now.”

I put my hand on her throat, not tight, and she went over the edge on the word.

The second one took longer to break and lasted twice as long. She arched clean off the furs, high enough that I had to follow her up, and her heels dug in, and I felt her whole abdomen ripple against me in waves I could count, and through the middle of it the sound finally came loose out of her chest: the low broken purr with a whine folded through the middle of it that she had denied making since autumn.

She did not deny it this time. She held onto my arms and made it into my shoulder with her eyes shut.

I finished inside her about ten strokes later, buried as deep as she would let me go, with her legs locked at the small of my back and one hand fisted in my hair.

Afterward neither of us moved until her tail resumed its slow sweep against the furs.

I rolled onto my back and pulled her down over me, her chin on my sternum and her heavy warmth covering me from chest to shin. Her tail moved slowly against my leg.

“Again,” she said.

“Give me a minute.”

“You had a minute.”

“I had eleven seconds.”

“That’s a minute in wolf.”

I gave myself four. Then I gripped her waist, lifted her astride, and seated her where I wanted her. My hands stayed hard on her hips from the first downward stroke, setting the depth and holding her to the slow rhythm I chose no matter how urgently her tail lashed. When I changed the pace, she followed it. The second round ended with her prone again, my hand on her nape and my teeth on the other mark. She came quietly that time, shaking, with no sound except the purr.



After, I did the round.

Wrists first, both of them, turned over under the lamp: red where I had held them crossed, no white, no numbness, pulses clean at the thumb. Then the shoulder marks, one old and one older, both closed, neither broken. Then her breathing with my hand flat under her ribs, counting.

“You do this every time,” she said, into the pillow.

“I do.”

“You did it the night I couldn’t stand up.”

“Especially then.”

She turned her head. In the low light her eyes had gone all the way to molten and stayed there, and she held my eyes through five slow breaths with an expression she has never once let anybody in this fortress see on her face.

“It took an hour,” she said.

“What did?”

“In the autumn. The first months. It took you an hour to get me to stop.” She said it in her field-observation voice, stripped of any inflection. “Tonight it took you about four minutes. I noticed. I want you to know I noticed and that I’m not upset about it, because you look like a man about to be careful with me.”

“I was going to be careful with you.”

“Don’t.” She put her forehead down on my chest. “It’s the same wolf. There’s just more of her, and she trusts you more than she did, and that means she stops faster. That’s not a loss. Say it isn’t a loss.”

“It isn’t a loss,” I said. “It’s the point.”

She hummed once against my ribs and lay there, and for about ten minutes we did not talk at all, which with Ryska is a form of conversation.

Then she said, “The brig.”

“What about it?”

“You said theater key set.” She had her eyes shut. “I’ve been on the east circuit for two days and I’ve walked the night watch gaps because there was nothing else to do with my head. There’s a crossing between the north range and the brig stair where the wall lamp doesn’t reach and the watch turns his back for about forty seconds every circuit. That’s the only unlit way down there after midnight. It’s twelve feet from the theater’s supply door.”

I lay still.

“Anybody coming down from the watch office would come the other way,” she said, “past two lamps and a man at a desk. Anybody with a theater key comes out of the theater supply door, crosses twelve feet of dark, and is on the brig stair without passing a single lamp. It’s not a route. It’s a door and a stair with a shadow between them.”

“How sure?”

“I walked it four times. I could smell the yeast off the bakehouse flue the whole way, which means the air moves from the brig up that crossing, which means anyone standing in it is downwind of nothing and upwind of everything.” Her ear flicked against my jaw. “That was for you. I don’t care about yeast.”

I put my hand back on her nape and left it there.

“That’s the second half of Minna’s seventh man,” I said.

“That’s what I thought.” She yawned enormously, all the fangs. “One more thing, and then I’m going to sleep on you and you’re not moving.”

“Go on.”

“When Weller’s thing comes up. The hunt, or the escort, or whatever it is you’ve had in your head since you moved my bed.” She did not open her eyes. “I volunteer. Publicly, in the yard, in front of the stalls, where the Board has to watch a crowd want me.”

“That’s the plan.”

“I know it’s the plan. I’ve known it was the plan for three days. I’m telling you I’m doing it my way: loud, and in front of the betting stalls, and I want the odds board to have my name on it before the Board’s had breakfast.” Her mouth moved against my chest. “They can’t table a champion the yard is cheering. That’s their own custom. Let them choke on it.”

“That’s exactly it.”

“Good,” she said. “I got there myself. Say I got there myself.”

“You got there first,” I said, “and I was waiting for you at the gate.”

She growled, pleased, and went to sleep on top of me with her apex weight settled across my ribs and her hand loosely closed around my forearm where the scar-lace runs. I counted her breathing until it settled to fourteen a minute, then added a seventh man to a squad of six.



Dawn came up gray with the third badge sitting on my desk in the ring of the lamp.

Piri came down through the hatch with her hair standing on end and the cold rolling off her, and she looked at the badge and then at me, and blew on her hands.

“Sixth day,” she said. “Twelfth hour.”

“Works yard to the bastion stair.”

“That’s tomorrow.” She scaled the desk and sat on it with her heels swinging and her ears aimed north, out over the wall, at a Verge that had been silent for two days in a way she had already started to dislike and could not yet explain. “Callum. She could have walked past that squad any night this winter and taken their badges off them on the north road like she does.”

“She could.”

“She didn’t. She gave them to you.” Her ears came round to the front. “Why?”

“Because there are seven of them,” I said, “and she can only reach the ones who walk out the gate.”


Chapter 4: Row Nine

The winter headcount goes down at the tenth hour of the sixth day, and Master Quartermain Sorrel signs four tally-clerks through the stockyard gate because four is what the count takes and nobody has ever checked which four.

Two of them that morning were me and Piri.

We went in through the south bastion stair in clerks’ coats with slates on strings, and Sorrel walked ahead of us with his ledger and his three chins and his hands sweating in the cold, saying nothing at all, which for that man is the same as a scream.

Renka had wanted to come. She had wanted it at parade volume in my kitchen at six in the morning with her fists on my table.

“You cannot get into a stockyard,” I had told her. “You are six foot four, you are green, you are the most looked-at auxiliary in this fortress since Tuesday, and the guards on that gate have been briefed to look at exactly one thing this winter, which is people who do not belong.”

“She’s my friend.”

“That’s the other reason.”

Renka had gone very still, which I was learning meant she had reached the part of an argument where she knows the answer and dislikes it.

“Say the other reason out loud, medic.”

“You would not be able to leave her there,” I said. “And today, we have to leave her there.”

She had stood in my kitchen for a long moment with her teeth working around the broken tusk.

“Bring me the row,” she said at last. “Row, condition, weight. Everything you’d write about a patient. I want it in the format.”

That is how she processes a thing she cannot punch. Not many people know their own machinery that well.



The Pens under the south bastion is a stone hall two hundred feet long and forty wide, with a barrel roof, twelve deep stalls to a row, sixteen rows, and two or three tiered bunks built into most stalls. A full row held twenty-four women without crowding and thirty when the count swelled. Lamp-hooks every twenty feet were kept lit day and night because a woman in the dark makes noise and a woman in good light does not.

It is warm. It is dry. There is clean straw in every stall, changed twice a week, and a water line with taps at each row-head, and a stove at either end of the hall with a woman detailed to it.

Its cleanliness is what makes it unbearable, and what keeps four hundred people upstairs from thinking about it. There is no filth to be angry about. There is nothing you could put in a report. It is warm and clean and well-lit and it smells of straw and stone and lamp-oil and four hundred bodies, and every one of those bodies belongs to a woman who wore this College’s kit and stood on this College’s wall and was told, by a physician, in writing, that she was spent.

They are awake. That is the part that still catches under my ribs every time. They are not drugged and they are not broken and nobody has taken their minds. They sit in clean straw in good light with capped fangs and clipped wings and cold-iron pins under old scar tissue, and they mend kit for the stores because it gives them something to do, and once a day somebody comes down and tells them they are lucky.

In the autumn, the rows had been quiet.

They were not quiet now.

I felt it four steps off the stair and it had nothing to do with my nose. The talk stopped in a pattern as we came down the aisle: not the dead silence of women who have given up (that spreads outward), but a rolling clipped hush that closed behind us and started again as we passed. What a barracks does when strangers walk through.

At row four somebody was working a bed-slat against the stone edge of a stall wall with long even strokes, never pausing when Sorrel looked at her, and Sorrel walked past with his mouth pinched shut.

In row six, three women were sitting on one bunk with their heads together and a piece of chalk.

“They know,” I said.

“They have been told a beautiful thing about wagons,” said Sorrel, without turning around, “and they are neither stupid nor new.”

Then the wind changed in the hall, as it does when the stair door opens above and the stove draws, and my scent went down the rows ahead of me.

Heads came up.

Not all of them. Perhaps one in five, and every one of them beast-blooded in a line with a nose or an instinct that still worked under two years of cold iron. A lynx-kin at the row-three head stood up off her bunk and stared at the aisle with her nostrils flaring and no idea in the world why she had done it. Two stalls further down a woman with clipped harpy stumps under her shirt pressed her palm to the wall.

I kept walking. There is nothing else to do, and the one thing I cannot afford in that hall is to be a man who stops.

Piri, beside me, hooded, ears folded flat down under the wool, muttered without moving her mouth: “You’re doing the thing.”

“I know.”

“You did it in autumn too. You walk in there and half the row wakes up like somebody opened a window.”

“I know.”

“I’m just saying I have felt it from the inside,” she said, “and it is not nothing, and you should stop looking guilty about the only involuntary thing you do.”



Row nine is a feed row. The stalls are shorter, the aisle is wider, and it takes the carts that run the water and the fodder and the laundry down to the far end and back.

Mara was in the middle of it with a cart.

I want to describe this correctly. The College has described it incorrectly on a form and that form is the reason she is down there.

She is six foot two and built like a thing that arrives. Not tall as Ryska is tall, all length and function; broad, deep, heavy through the shoulder and the back and the arm, with the strength distributed as it is in animals bred for draft work: everywhere at once and without display. Cream-white hair, cut short and tied off her face with a strip of rag. Warm honey-tan skin. A worn feed apron over stockyard issue.

On her forehead, at the hairline, two flat pale discs of scar where horn-nubs had been filed off at the base seven years ago, and around each one the faint ring of dead skin that a bad filing leaves.

She was hauling a feed cart down row nine that should have taken three women, and she was doing it one-handed, because her other hand was carrying a bucket, because the trip for the bucket would have been a second trip and she had decided against it.

And she was talking to the stalls as she went.

“There’s yours, and there’s yours, and I put more in the second one because you didn’t eat yesterday and I noticed.” A voice like warm gravel, low and unhurried, with an apology folded into the bottom of it. “No, don’t get up. Don’t get up. I’m already here, aren’t I? It’s no work if I’m already here.”

The cart rail was oak, an inch and a half thick, and where her hands habitually took it, the wood was compressed. Not worn. Compressed, in the shape of fingers, pressed in like a green sapling deforms around a wire.

I stopped four feet away and did the thing I do.

Straw. Warm stone. Clean sweat. Lamp-oil. Milk-warmth of the holstaur line, which is a real smell and a gentle one, like a byre in the morning, and which the doctrine of this College has managed to file under temperament.

And underneath all of that, layered so deep that I had to hold still and take a second breath to be sure of it, banked and airless and without any spike or flare or tremor anywhere in it:

Fury.

Not anger. Anger is hot and it moves and it goes somewhere. This was compressed. It had the smell of a cellar fire, the kind that gets into a coal seam under a house and burns for years without a flame ever showing at ground level, and it had been burning down there for a decade at least, and every ounce of it was under absolute control.

Nothing else in my working memory matched the inside of that woman.

She set the cart down and looked at me, and her face was placid and kind.

“You’re not a clerk,” she said.

“No.”

“You’re the medic from the north yard.” She wiped her hands on the apron. “I’m sorry, I don’t mean to be forward. It’s only that you have a satchel strap wear on that coat and the coat’s new, and clerks don’t carry satchels.”

“That’s good work.”

“It isn’t.” She smiled, and ducked her head. “I just look at people. It passes the time.”

“Mara.”

Her hands stopped on the apron.

“Renka sent me,” I said.

For about half a second, the placid arrangement of her face came apart.

A great many people had received news in front of me. This was not joy and it was not grief. It was the expression of somebody who has spent two years constructing a way to think about a person, and has just had the construction hit.

Then it went back together, and the calm came down over it like a shutter, and it was so complete and so practiced that if I had blinked I would have believed the second face.

“Oh,” said Mara. “That’s kind of her. She shouldn’t.”

“She’s been filing reports about the crates for a year.”

“I know she has.” She picked up the cart rail again, and the oak creaked under her hand, one long sound in the middle of a warm quiet hall. “I want you to tell her to stop, please. Tell her Mara said to stop.” Her voice did not change at all. That was somehow the worst of it. “She’s got the Ninth. She’s got two hundred people who came in as nothing and are soldiers because she made them soldiers, and she is going to lose that company arguing about a woman in row nine who is perfectly comfortable and has enough to do.”

She was already moving down the row with the cart. I walked beside her. It was that or stand there.

“Mara.”

“They gave me the feed run,” she said. “That’s a real job. I do the water on the odd days and the laundry on the even ones. There’s a girl in row twelve who won’t eat unless someone sits down next to her, so I sit down next to her. That’s a real job too. Nobody’s hurting me and nobody’s hurt me since I came down here.” She stopped at a stall, ladled feed, moved on. “You go up those stairs today and you tell Renka that. Say Mara is fine, and Mara said to keep her captaincy, because Mara is going to be extremely put out if she loses it over this.”

She hadn’t known.

I stood in a warm well-lit stockyard and understood in one breath that the Board had broken a war-captain’s tusk at a docking post in front of her own formation, voided her command track, and posted her company to the far marches, and nobody had come down these stairs to tell row nine any of it, because nobody comes down these stairs to tell row nine anything.

I could have let it go. It would have cost nothing that afternoon.

“They took it in the autumn,” I said.

The cart stopped.

“What?”

“Her command track was voided in the autumn. They broke her left tusk at the docking post in front of her formation and posted her as an integration showcase, and this week somebody started counting the Ninth’s campaign crates for a far-marches winter rotation. No posting yet, but the threat is in the freight yard.” I said it complete, without padding. Half of a thing like that is a cruelty. “They took her company from her a season ago. She still came up my steps this week to ask me to get you out before the thaw.”

Mara stood in the middle of row nine with a feed ladle in her hand.

She did not make a sound. Her face did not move. Her breathing did not change; I was watching for it, and it did not.

The oak cart rail broke.

It did not snap loudly. It gave along the grain with a sound like a knuckle cracking, a compression fracture six inches long under the place where her right hand rested, and the rail sagged half an inch and stayed there.

She looked down at it.

“Oh,” she said. “I’ll have to mend that.”

“Mara.”

“I’ll have to mend that before the water run, because the cart won’t steer with a soft rail, and if it won’t steer I’ll have to carry the barrels, and then somebody will make a remark about it.” She set the ladle in the bucket. Her hands were perfectly steady. “Thank you for telling me the truth. Most people don’t, down here. They think it’s kinder.”

“It isn’t.”

“No,” she agreed. “It isn’t.”

She looked at me then, and for one moment the shutter was not quite down, and what I saw behind it did not belong on that gentle face at all, and the sight of it stayed with me.

“Is she well?” said Mara.

“She’s furious and she’s healthy and she took a burrower off a gate arch on Tuesday with a cargo hook and made eleven wall-men do what she told them.”

Mara’s chin came up half an inch.

“Yes,” she said softly. “She would.”

Then the shutter came down the rest and she was placid again, and she picked up the broken rail with one hand and lifted the entire front of a loaded feed cart clear of the flagstones to look at the underside of it, and set it down without a sound, and went on down row nine ladling feed to women who did not get up because she had told them not to.



The empty row was row two.

It had been full in the autumn. I had walked it with Sorrel’s headcount and counted eleven women in it and written none of them down. Writing them down was more dangerous for them than for me.

Now it was straw, swept, and twelve open stalls with the bunks folded back against the walls.

“Row two,” I said.

Sorrel kept walking.

“Consolidated,” he said.

“To where?”

“Master Boone.” He was sweating harder in a cold hall than he had sweated in the yard in the autumn. “I have signed you through a gate as a tally-clerk. I can imagine in exact detail what will happen to a broker-clerk who is discovered to have done so. Please do not increase the number of questions in the air around my person.”

“To where, Sorrel.”

He walked eight more paces.

“Ahead of schedule,” he said. “That is all I will say in a hall with lamps in it.”



The transport was standing in the stockyard’s loading court, at the bottom of the bastion ramp, under a tarp, with two works-yard men eating their bread beside it.

It was the first one. You can always tell the first one of anything: the joins are over-built, the ironwork is heavier than it needs to be, and somebody has painted it.

Twenty-two feet on the bed. Long, low, iron-shod wheels, a driver’s bench and a rear step. Under the tarp the sides came up four feet in slatted oak, and the slats were bolted, not pinned, and at the top of each upright there was a lug.

I walked around it once with my slate in my hand, counting nothing, and Piri drifted along the far side pretending to check a delivery mark and running her fingertips over the lugs at eye height.

The lugs were cold-iron.

Not iron. Cold-iron, which is a different metal and comes off a different anvil, and I know it by now from four years of taking it out of women’s bodies: the color, the weight, the dull dead way it takes lamplight and gives nothing back.

There were sixteen lug points on that bed, spaced at four-foot intervals along both rails, each one drilled through for a bar.

Twenty-two feet of bed. Sixteen lugs. Cold-iron.

You do not fit cold-iron to a wagon that is taking women somewhere. Cold-iron does one thing in this world: it suppresses a molt and it poisons the tissue around itself over years. It is not a restraint. Rope is a restraint. Cold-iron is what you fit when the cargo is beast-blooded and you intend it to stay quiet and stay pinned for the whole journey, and you do not care what the metal does to it on the way.

I put my hand on the rail, palm down, the same pressure as a hand on a chest taking a pulse.

The wood was new. It smelled of resin and fresh saw-cut and linseed. The lugs smelled of cold-iron and cutting oil, and under the cutting oil, faint, was a maker’s bite I had smelled before: a forge-note, a specific mineral signature that comes off a particular fuel at a particular temperature, and I had last had it in my nose in the autumn off a rack of pin molds in a burning still with the College’s surgical stamp on them.

The same forge that makes this College’s culling pins had made the fittings for the mercy wagons.

I took my hand off the rail.

“Nice bit of work,” I said to the nearest works-yard man.

“That’s a beauty, that is,” he agreed, with his mouth full. “Eleven more on the stocks. They want all twelve by the first thaw and they’ll get eight if they’re lucky, because the ironmongery’s slow.”

“Twelve.”

“Twelve.” He swallowed. “Forty a load, they reckon.”

Twelve wagons. Forty a load.

Four hundred and eighty.

There were four hundred and six women under that bastion.



Sorrel’s counting room is a stone box off the stockyard’s upper landing with a desk, a stool, two lamps, a stove that does not work, and shelves of ledgers going back further than anybody has ever had a reason to look.

He shut the door behind us and stood with his back against it.

Then he began to talk.

It was, at first, exactly what it has always been. The salvage rate on a spent grade in a wet season. The difficulty of accurate weights. The regrettable necessity of the difference between the two numbers in his head, and how a man in his position, Master Boone, a man with no rank, no protection, and a wife’s grave in the lower town, must live in the space between what is written and what is true, and how he had always, always, dealt with me honorably within the limits of a very narrow profession.

He talked for two full minutes without stopping, praising the College, lamenting the season, and objecting to the difficulty of ink in cold weather.

And then he stopped in the middle of a sentence.

He stood against his own door with his ledger clutched to his chest, and his face did something I had never seen it do.

“They have re-titled my books,” he said.

“What?”

“Do you understand what I am telling you?” His voice had gone thin. “In the autumn, this ledger was a stock register. Names, rows, grades, dates of intake, dates of sale, the contract price, the buy-out price. That is a trade. It is a filthy trade and I have kept its books for eleven years and I have never once pretended otherwise to you or anyone.” He opened the ledger with shaking hands and turned it around on the desk and pointed at the top of a fresh page, at a heading written in a clerk’s copperplate that was not his own hand.

CONSOLIDATION SCHEDULE. LOAD. ROW. WEIGHT. DISPOSITION.

“That came down on the second day,” said Sorrel. “That is my hand under it. That is my column of names, medic, in my hand, copied by me, because copying names is my work and I did it before I read the heading.” He was shaking now. “I am an appendix. My eleven years of books are an appendix to a thing with a date on it, and every entry I have ever made becomes, when they put that word at the top, a line in an order to destroy a woman.”

“Sit down,” I said.

“I will not sit down.”

“Sorrel.”

“I count things.” He put both hands on the desk and looked up at me, sweating, round, ridiculous, wholly serious. “I have counted stock and coin and straw and salt for thirty years and I have taken a shameful cut from every column and I do not defend it. But I have never once in my life counted toward zero.” His jaw worked. “There is no rate on that page. There is no buy-out. There is nothing at the end of that column except a smaller number, and then a smaller one, and then none, and a man who keeps that ledger is not a broker, he is a clerk of the last day of four hundred people, and I find, Master Boone, that I am not able to be that.”

His fingers left damp marks on the desk.

Then he took a second book out of his coat, a small one, and put it in my hands.

“That is the true count,” he said. “Four hundred and six. Names, rows, grades, condition. Nine of them will not survive a long haul in a wagon in February whatever anybody’s intentions are, and I have marked those nine, and if you do nothing else with that book I would like somebody to know their names.”

I looked at it. I left it closed in front of him.

“And the vaults,” he said.

My head came up.

“You knew about the vaults.”

“Master Boone, I have signed the straw for the level below this one for eleven years.” Sorrel dabbed his forehead with a cloth. “The Pens share footings with the harvest stores. They were dug in the same century and they were dug by the same men. The feed cellars run under row twelve and come out at the vault passage, and the vault passage comes out at the water-gate stair, and both doors are on the same key ring.”

He sat down at last. The stool creaked.

“There are exactly two complete key rings for that entire level,” he said. “The Board holds one. The other is in this room, in that drawer, because the transfer of stock is my responsibility and always has been.” He looked at the drawer, and then at me, and his terror was absolutely real and he held anyway. “I have not decided what I am going to do with it. I would appreciate it if you did not ask me today.”

“I’m not going to ask you today,” I said.

“Thank you.”

“I’m going to ask you on the day it matters, and you’re going to know it’s the day.”

Sorrel laughed. Three quick wet notes, and no humor in any of them.

“Yes,” he said. “I rather thought that was how this would go.”



We went out through the feed cellars, and the guard rotation came early.

A stockyard under a deadline accelerates without warning the people inside. Sorrel’s headcount should have had us out by the eleventh hour. At a quarter to, we were under row twelve in the low cellar passage with the straw bales and the fodder bins, and the boots came on above us and ahead of us at the same time.

Piri had my sleeve before I heard it.

“Four coming down the twelve stair,” she breathed. “Two in the passage ahead, walking away, slow. There’s a third with them. He’s stopped.”

“Where’s the vault door?”

“Forty feet, on the left, and the two are past it.”

“Then we go past it too.”

We went along the passage at a fast quiet walk with the ceiling four feet over my head and the smell of fodder and stone in my nose, and forty feet on, the wall on the left stopped being wall.

The vault doors are oak banded in iron, twelve feet across, set back in an arch with a stone lintel, and they were not locked because two men and a lamp were inside.

We had to pass through nine feet of open doorway with a lit room on the other side of it.

We went through fast and low behind a stack of bins, and I got one look, and one breath, and I have both of them still.

Cold-iron stock in bar and rod, racked along the left wall in the quantities a foundry ships and a College consumes, enough to cap and pin and clip every beast-blooded woman on this frontier twice.

Casks along the right, thirty or forty of them, waxed, stacked three high on their sides in cradles.

And in the middle, on shelving, in wax paper, tied in bundles with tags: horn ivory. Sawn horn, in graded lengths, sorted by weight.

The smell came out of that room in one solid mass. Gland-oil, forty casks of it, orange blossom sealed too long in a jar with a warm animal note under it, so thick in the cold air that it coated the back of my throat in one breath. Horn ivory, dusty and faintly sweet, old piano keys in a shut room. Feather and lanolin. Wax. Cold-iron.

Everything they have ever taken.

Stored under the women they took it from.

Forty feet of stone, and above it a warm well-lit hall where a holstaur with a broken cart rail was ladling feed and telling somebody not to get up.

Piri had her hand around my wrist and she was pulling.

Boots struck the passage beyond the bins. She drew me sideways into a gap between fodder stacks barely wide enough for one clerk, then climbed onto the bin brace so both our coats cleared the boards. One enormous ear pressed to the timber beside my head. Her left hand flattened against my sternum, not intimate, counting and controlling each breath so neither of us shifted the fodder.

“Shallow breaths,” she whispered.

I obeyed the scout. She listened with her whole body while the patrol passed: one finger raised for the first pair, a second for the lagging man, then her palm closing against my chest when a boot stopped six feet away. Fodder dust settled on my tongue. The guard cleared his throat, adjusted a belt buckle, and followed the others.

Piri held us motionless through twelve fading heel-strikes. One tap meant wait. Two meant clear.

I put her down without scraping a board. We went out through the feed cellar hatch into the lower works court eleven minutes late, and neither of us spoke until the vault door was two walls behind us.



The escort came past row nine at the twelfth hour.

I saw it from the stockyard’s upper landing with a slate in my hand, and Piri heard it from the granary roof three hundred yards away, and both of us counted.

Sergeant Vell came down the aisle at the head of them with the straw docket in his fist, and he stopped at the row-head and counted his escort out loud, as he always does, in the enormous patient voice men use when they believe a courier cannot count.

“Six,” he said. “Six of us, and I’ll sign for six, and you can tell your quartermaster.”

Minna, in the doorway with her satchel and her fringe in her eyes, said, “Six,” and wrote it down, and handed him the docket without looking at anything.

There were seven men in that stair passage.

Piri counted seven sets of boots down and seven back, from a roof, through eleven feet of stone and a stair turn, and she gave me the gait of each of them afterward and could pick the seventh out of a crowd by his heel-strike for the rest of the winter.

And as they came past row nine, one of them got bored.

That was all it was, and that small boredom deserved an exact accounting. A man at the back of a squad, walking down a warm hall past women who cannot do anything to him, saw a small woman standing where he wanted to walk, and put his hand out and shoved her out of his path, the casual force you’d use to move a chair.

She was nineteen. Marten-kin, four foot ten, capped, and her name was Ansy and I learned it later.

She did not go anywhere, because Mara was already there.

I did not see her move. I was looking at the sergeant. What I saw was the aftermath: the guard’s hand arriving on a shoulder that was not Ansy’s shoulder, because a holstaur had stepped into the space between them with her hands full of laundry, and the shove landing on the point of that shoulder with all the man’s weight behind it.

Mara did not brace. There was no time to brace, and bracing is a thing you can see, and she did not do it.

She simply stayed where she was.

The guard bounced. Not far, half a step, but he had to take it, and his own arm buckled at the elbow, and everything about the moment told everybody watching exactly how much force it had actually taken to move nothing at all.

“Sorry,” said Mara, warmly. “That’s my fault. I’ve got the laundry, you see, I’m terribly wide with it.”

The guard looked up at her.

He was six foot and change and armed, and she was two inches taller and holding a laundry basket and apologizing.

The hall had gone silent. Not fearful; watching.

Something crossed the man’s face that appears an inch before a soldier runs, and twice on a wall is enough to know it. Then he stepped around her, wide, and went on down the aisle at speed without a backward glance, and the sergeant at the front never knew any of it had happened.

Mara set the laundry down and put her hand very briefly on the top of Ansy’s head, and said something to her too quietly for me to hear, and picked the basket back up and went on with her work.

The cellar-fire smell rolled off her down the length of the row, banked, airless, and absolutely without one flicker of flame at ground level.

I went up the bastion stair with a clerk’s slate in my hand and a book of four hundred and six names inside my coat, and I stood in the frozen yard at the top and breathed clean cold air until my hands worked again.

Then I went and found Renka, and gave her the row, in the format.

That night, behind the shut shelf-back with the den secure, Piri caught my sleeve and pulled me down until her nose rested at my throat. Her ears flattened only after she had listened to every wall and confirmed we were alone. The dark-rimmed eyes went hungry in private, where they belonged.

“Cellar concealment does not count against my hour,” she said.

“It counted as fieldwork. Your hour comes later.”

She breathed me in once, smiled, and let go.


Chapter 5: The Ice Road

The brief took one line. I had spent two days making sure it would.

“The lane moved onto the river,” I said. “We kill it there, before the thaw pays for the wagons.”

Six people around my table on the seventh night of winter. Weller had come herself, which she does not do, and had stood in the doorway with her gloves in her hand for eleven minutes and then sat down, which she does even less.

Piri had the river drawn on the table in chalk: both banks from the College wharf to the second bend, the fishery shacks, the rot-ice at the outflow, the shelf where the ice goes thick and clean and blue.

“Three nights running I’ve had runner-song off the sheet after midnight,” she said. “It’s not one sled. It’s a train. You can hear the difference: a single runner sings and stops, and a train sings in a rhythm because the second and third are riding the first one’s cut.” Her ears were flat forward. “Loaded, they groan. They were loaded going downstream and empty coming back, which is backwards for a supply run and correct for an outbound freight.”

“How far?”

“I had them at the second bend, which is a mile and a quarter. On the bank, in still air, through clean ice.” She shrugged one shoulder. “It’s not clever. Ice carries. It’s just that nobody’s ever asked a fennec to sit on a frozen river for three nights.”

“Somebody should have,” said Renka.

She had been at the end of the table since the start of the brief with both fists planted beside Piri’s river map, and she had not said one word until then. She had spent the day and a half since I gave her row nine in the format doing nothing anybody could see, which I now understand is what she does when she is loading.

“Second thing,” she said. “Your nose and mine on the same air, medic, and I want to be clear in front of witnesses that I am not going to be decorative. I have a nose that is worth something on a river. I’d like to use it.”

“That’s why you’re on the ice.”

“Good.” She sat back. “Then finish the brief, because there’s a wolf who hasn’t spoken in ten minutes and it’s making my neck itch.”

Ryska was standing against the wall with her arms crossed.

“I’m not going,” she said.

“You’re not going.”

“Say why. Out loud. In front of the captain.” Her ears were flat. “Because if I have to hear one more person be tactful about it I’m going to put a hole in your wall.”

Weller answered before I could.

“Because I have signed you onto a documented east-circuit rotation,” she said, “and at the eleventh hour tonight you will be counter-marked at the gatehouse book in front of a relief sergeant, and at dawn you will be counter-marked again, and between those two marks a freight lane is going to be destroyed on the river ice.” Weller turned her hand over. “And when the Board comes looking for the wolf they cannot find, they will find her in a book, twice, in my handwriting, with a witness. That is worth more to me than your teeth, auxiliary, and it is costing me my best blade and I want you to know I know it.”

Ryska held Weller’s gaze until the captain finished pulling on her second glove.

“Good,” she said. “Someone said it.”

“I’ll say it again in a fortnight when I want something.”

“Do.”

“Two crossbows,” Weller went on, to me. “Off the gate stores, signed out to a wolf-control detail, which is a real form and a real problem and I have used it four times this winter honestly. Wharf gate stays on the latch from the eleventh hour. And Boone.” She stood and pulled her gloves on. “If you are seen, I did not know.”

“You didn’t know.”

“I didn’t know,” she agreed, “and I will be extremely convincing about it, because I will be furious.”



Minna came and got me at the tenth hour with her hand around my wrist.

“Nest,” she said.

“We go out in an hour.”

“You go out in an hour and forty minutes, because I asked Piri when the ice is quietest and it’s after midnight, and you’ve been standing in your kitchen since supper doing arithmetic at a wall.” She had not let go of my wrist. “Op eve. Den rules. I’ve decided.”

Old Fenn, at the stove, said, “Take him,” without turning around.

“I’m taking him.”



The nest is what my storeroom became when a bunnykin courier requisitioned it in the autumn and never gave it back.

Furs on the floor two deep. Quilts she made herself out of whatever the stores wing had given up on, in nine colors, stacked and layered against the walls so every wall is soft to the shoulder. A small stove that she stole, whose provenance I leave alone. Bundles of dry lavender and marsh-root in the rafters because she likes the smell and because I once said offhand that the room smelled of sacking. A lamp with a punched-tin shade that throws holes of light over everything.

It is the warmest room in Caldmoor and I have watched a war-captain stand in the doorway of it and forget what she came to say.

Minna shut the door and put her back against it and looked me over with a quartermaster’s inventory stare.

“Coat off.”

“Minna.”

“Coat off, and then everything else, because you have been out in the cold twice today and once at the stockyard, and I am going to look at you before you go and stand on a river.” She held her hand out, palm up. “You are not a special case. Everyone who comes back into this den gets looked at. It is simply that most of them do not argue.”

I took the coat off.

She inspected me with the same thoroughness she gives contraband: in order, and out loud. Shirt off, and she ran two fingers along the ridge of the old rib scar. Sleeves, and she turned both my forearms over under the punched-tin lamp and read the scar-lace where it runs: the fine branching silver from the wrists up past the elbows, and the newer growth that has come up over my collarbone since the breach and does not go under a sleeve any more.

She traced that one with her thumb, which she does every time, and which I have stopped pretending not to notice.

“No new,” she said.

“No new.”

“Good.” She put her palm over it. “It went past your collar in the autumn and it has not moved since and I would like to keep it there for at least one entire season, which I understand is a large ambition in this house.”

“Minna.”

“I know.” She looked up. Warm hazel, and the flush had already started at the top of her chest. The inventory was done. Something else had begun. “Get in the nest.”

“Say it properly.”

Her mouth curved.

“I have decided,” said Minna, “that no one walks onto night ice out of my den unfed, unrested, or unclaimed, and you have had the supper and you are not getting the rest, so it’s going to have to be the third one.”

“Then take the jacket off.”

“You take it off. It’s your claim.”

I took it off her.

The courier jacket has been losing a war since the day I met her. It came off her shoulders and down her arms and she shrugged out of it and let it fall, and underneath it the linen was doing no better, and I put my hands on her waist, which is the small tucked place between everything else, and lifted her, and she made a delighted noise and locked her thick thighs around me on the way to the furs.

She is warm through to the center. No description gets it. Ryska burns. Minna is warm as a bed is warm.

I put her down in the middle of the nest she built and stripped her out of the linen and looked at her.

Soft heavy breasts settling as they came free, the weight of them shifting when she breathed, dark and full and flushing already. The tucked waist. The wide generous flare of her hips and the thick soft thighs still open around where I had been standing. Caramel hair everywhere in the furs. Lop ears lying long and soft past her jaw against the quilt.

And the rose flush, climbing: chest first, then the throat, then all the way up into the roots of the ears.

“You’re doing the looking thing,” she said.

“I am.”

“I like the looking thing. It’s very slow and it makes me feel enormous.”

“You are enormous.”

“Callum Boone.”

“In the specific places,” I said, and put my mouth on one of them, and she stopped being witty for about ninety seconds.

I took my time over her breasts because that is where she goes soft fastest, and because the sound she makes when I use my teeth on the underside of one is worth walking across a fortress for. She got both hands into my hair and held on and arched into my mouth, and the powder tail started up under her, flagging in short satisfied beats against the fur.

“Now,” she said. “Now, now. Face to face, I want to see you, I’ve decided.”

“You’ve decided.”

“I have.”

“Tell me exactly what you’re asking for.”

“Get in me,” said Minna, in her brisk decree voice with all the wickedness folded through the middle of it, “and be slow about it, because you’re going out to do something stupid on a river and I want it to take long enough to remember.”

I got her knees apart with my hand and pushed into her in one long slow stroke, and she took all of it and shut her eyes and let her head go back into the furs.

“Oh,” she said. “There he is.”

She is tight and hot and slick and she keeps her legs open exactly as long as it takes for me to be all the way in, and then she wraps them, and the plush grip of those thighs at the small of my back is a thing I can still feel hours later.

I started slow. She had asked for slow.

Twice, when I picked the pace up out of habit, she slowed me down: heels dug in, hips rolling under mine at half speed, all her soft weight working against my rhythm until I matched hers. The third time she did it I stopped altogether, deep, stayed there, and pressed my palm to her sternum.

“Look at me.”

Her eyes came open.

“You get slow because I’m giving you slow,” I said. “Not because you set it. Understood?”

The flush went two shades deeper and her tail hammered the fur.

“Understood,” she said, delighted. “Do it anyway.”

“I was always going to.”

I fucked her slowly, root to tip and back again, with my weight on my forearms and her face six inches under mine, until her breath shortened through four distinct stages. The flush filled in. She got both hands around the back of my neck and held on and started to talk. She always does, and what she says belongs to no one else.

“Deeper. Like that. Right in, that’s it.” Her warm murmur had dropped and roughened. “You’re going out there and you’re coming back and you’re going to fill me again, that’s the arrangement, that’s an order I can’t give so it’s a decree.”

“Is it.”

“It’s a decree. Den law.” Her voice broke on a stroke. “Ah. Callum. Give it to me and keep giving it to me. I want it all in me and I want to keep it while you’re gone, I want to be walking around this den full of you at dawn.”

“Then get your knees up.”

She got them up.

I folded her: hands behind her knees, knees to her shoulders, all her soft abundance opened and pinned under my weight with her hips tipped up to take it. Her eyes went wide and her mouth came open.

“That’s the one,” she said. “That’s the one, that’s the one, oh.”

The press changes everything about her. The angle goes deep enough that every stroke lands somewhere she cannot talk through, and her breasts move with it, and the powder tail flags hard enough to shake the quilt, and the flush that started at her chest climbs to the tips of the ears.

I set a heavier rhythm and held her there and took her apart with it.

“You’re going to come,” I said.

“I know. Yes. Keep.”

“Say it.”

“Fill me.” Her hands scrabbled at my forearms and got hold of the scar-lace and held on. “Fill me up, keep me full, don’t you dare finish anywhere but in me, I want every drop of it, I want to be dripping when you go out that door.”

Halfway through that sentence, both ears twitched sideways toward the yard wall.

And she grinned around her own gasp.

“Renka’s pacing,” she panted. “Down by the west stair. Been at it fourteen minutes. Boots and boots and turn. She’s pretending she’s not waiting for you.”

“Minna.”

“I’m filing her,” said Minna, and then I put my hand under her jaw and stopped her being funny.

She came about forty strokes later, hard, with her thighs locked around my ribs and her whole body arching up off the furs, and both lop ears rose fully upright out of the quilts and stood there. The one tell that cannot be faked, that lives wholly outside her conscious control.

I did not stop. I worked her through it and out the other side, and her second one rolled into the tail of the first before it had finished, and she got a fistful of fur in each hand and sobbed a broken syllable into my shoulder that might have been my name.

“Now,” she said. “Now, now, in me, please.”

I buried myself and came inside her.

She held on with her thighs and her arms and her internal pulls, working me through it with a greedy patience, and I stayed deep afterward, held inside her, and let her keep it.

For a minute neither of us said anything.

Then she wriggled, and hummed a long warm note of ownership into my collarbone, and clamped her thighs when I moved.

“No.”

“I have to be on a river in forty minutes.”

“You have to be on a river in fifty-one minutes, I counted. Stay in me.” Her eyes were syrup-slow and her ears had come down soft and warm along the quilt. “You can have thirty of the fifty-one and then I’ll let you go and pack your kit, which I have already packed, and packed better.”

I gave her about twenty of them. Then I sat back, lifted her astride, and lowered her onto me with my hands locked around her hips. I drove her down at the rhythm I chose from the first stroke, slow enough that she could not rush a single inch, and made her hold my eyes while I set every rise and fall. She called me two names and came apart on me a third time with her ears up and the flush at full bloom.

I finished in her again and she made a small triumphant sound like a woman closing a ledger.



Afterward, I pressed the thumbprints rising on her left hip and checked for tenderness, then counted her breathing with my hand under her ribs. She drank all the water I handed her. A quilt, which she took and then put over me instead.

“You did the thing,” she said.

“I did the thing.”

“I like the thing.” She lay against my side with one ear on my chest and one aimed at the door. “Now be quiet a moment. I’ve got something and I want to say it right.”

I was quiet.

She lay there with her eyes shut and her ear over my heart for perhaps a minute and a half.

“I ran the muster back on Day Five,” she said at last. “In my head, from the opening word, with the heartbeats in it. I put the decisive comparison in the heartbeat ledger that night: all four hops, in order, witnessed by Piri. What I did not have then was the works-yard count to tell me which date the hops belonged to. I have that tonight. It turns out I can fit the two records together best when I’m somewhere warm and nobody’s asking me anything, and even better when I’ve just been thoroughly seen to, which is an unfair thing about my ears and I’ve made peace with it.”

“Go on.”

“He said by thaw four times. Every time, the hop. I told you that.” She tapped two fingers on my sternum, level, level, level, stumble. “What I couldn’t do in the yard was hold the four of them next to each other. I can now. And they’re not the same hop, Callum. The first one was small. The fourth one was bigger, and it came a half-beat earlier.”

“Meaning what?”

“Meaning by the fourth time he said it he was thinking about the real date,” said Minna, “and the real date is close enough to make a man’s chest jump when he steps over it with his mouth. You don’t get that hop about something eight weeks out. You get it about something you can see.”

She sat up. The lamplight went through her hair.

“And there’s the other thing,” she said. “The hammers.”

“The doubles.”

“Not the doubles. The rhythm.” Both ears came forward. “I’ve been listening to that works yard through the granary floor since the second day. Eleven men on iron. On the second day they were building beds, which is a slow blow, a lot of adzing and very little iron. Since the fifth they’ve been fitting. Fitting is a fast blow and it’s twelve to a lug and I have counted the lugs, and they are doing four hours of fitting a night on top of the day shift, which is not a crew that has eight weeks.”

“How long have they got?”

“They’ll have eight wagons finished in twenty-nine days at that rate, and twelve in about forty if they don’t kill anybody.” She looked at me. “So somebody has told them eight is enough for the first move.”

“Eight is three hundred and twenty.”

“Eight is three hundred and twenty,” Minna agreed, “out of four hundred and six, in one night, and the ninth to twelfth follow when they’re ready.”

I lay in the nest and looked at the punched-tin holes of light on the rafters.

“There’s one more piece,” she said, “and it’s the one I’m sure of, so I’ve kept it last, because I like a strong finish. There’s a stall-keeper at the north end who runs the moon book. Every winter he takes bets on the dark nights, because the freight crews pay him for the calendar and he sells it back to everyone else. I’ve been buying honey-bread off him since I was on the courier round.” Her powder tail gave one decisive flag against the quilt. “The dark of the moon is thirty-one nights from tonight.”

The stove ticked.

“You’d move four hundred women in the dark of the moon,” said Minna, “if you wanted a road with nobody on it, and a night with nothing overhead, and a garrison asleep. That’s what a courier would do, and I am a very good courier.”

“Thirty-one days.”

“Thirty-one days, not fifty. He gave the yard fifty and kept thirty-one.” She lay back down against me and put her ear on my chest through twelve slow beats. “You’ve gone up,” she said. “That’s not home pace.”

“No.”

“Well.” She tucked the quilt over my shoulder, because surrendering jurisdiction is beyond her. “Go and break their money, then. And come back and be slow at me about it.”



We went out through the wharf gate at half past the eleventh hour and down onto the river.

The Verge river in deep winter is a road that hates you. Four hundred feet across at the College reach, frozen bank to bank, and the surface of it is not flat: it is a wreckage of plate ice shoved and refrozen in ridges, with wind-scoured stretches in between that are black and clear and show you the water underneath.

A big river sings under ice all night, a long low tonal groan that travels for miles and comes up through your boots into your teeth, and every so often it cracks with a sound like a whip in a stone room and the river sheet booms and your body tries to leave without you.

Piri went ahead on the north bank with her boots off and wool over her feet.

“Rot-ice at the outflow, forty feet out, don’t be clever,” she said. “Clean shelf from the second groyne to the bend. That’s their road.”

“How do you know?”

“Because they’ve been using it for a week and there’s grit on it,” she said. “Nobody grits a river unless they’re driving it.”

Renka came down the shelf beside me with her nose up.

“Pitch,” she said.

“Pitch.”

“Fresh, and horse, and smoke, and something under it.” Her broken tusk caught the starlight when she turned her head. “That’s the crate smell. That’s my ration seals, medic. That’s the thing I have been trying to describe to officers for a year with the word sweet.”

“Gland-oil.”

“Gland-oil.” She breathed it again, deliberately, like a woman confirming a wound. “It’s worse when you know.”

“It is.”

We put ourselves in the lee of the second groyne, a stone-and-timber wing running forty feet into the river to break the ice in spring. We waited an hour and ten minutes in the cold, and Piri lay prone on the ice-shelf at the tip of it with her cheek against the sheet and her ears out.

At eight minutes past one she lifted one finger.

“Three sleds,” she breathed. “Loaded. Eleven hundred yards. Four horses, no, five, one’s a spare on a lead. Six on foot. And there’s a picket ahead of them at the bend, standing still, and he’s been standing there long enough to settle into a forty-second stamping rhythm.”

“How many on the picket?”

“One. He’s cold and he’s stamping every forty seconds and he is about to be very surprised.”

Renka worked the air.

“Two,” she said. “There’s a second one downwind of the first, forty yards further on, and he’s not stamping.”

Piri’s ears swiveled.

“…she’s right,” she said, in a tone of pure professional outrage. “He’s got his feet in straw. That’s why I didn’t have him.”

“That’s why there are two of us,” said Renka, with enough satisfaction to warm the riverbank.



The bust took nine minutes.

We took the pickets first, quietly, one each: Renka simply walked out of the dark behind the man in the straw and put a hand over his face and lifted him off the ice, and I put the sap into the base of the stamping one’s skull from behind the groyne timber with the crossbow I never fired lying in the snow beside me.

Then the train came round the bend into a hundred yards of black clean sheet with a stone groyne on one side, an orc on the shelf, a fennec on the bank, and a medic in the middle of the road with a lamp.

I lit the lamp. That was the tactic. Nothing on a frozen river at one in the morning is more alarming than a single stationary light.

The lead teamster hauled up so hard the second sled came into the back of his.

“Nobody has to be cold and wet tonight,” I said. “Hands off the traces.”

Four of them had knives out inside two seconds. Fair enough. Then Renka came up onto the shelf behind them.

She stood up out of the dark at six foot four with a boarding axe hanging in one hand and let the starlight find the tusks, and one of the four sat down on the ice.

“Hands off the traces,” I said again.

They came off the traces.

And then one of them ran.

He was maybe twenty, and he had been on the second sled, and he did the exact wrong thing that a frightened man does on a river: he left the road. He went off the gritted shelf at a sprint, out into the black clear stuff where the outflow keeps the water moving under the sheet, and he was forty feet out and running well when the ice made a noise like a door being kicked in and he was gone.

There is a specific silence after that. The night stops.

“Rope,” I said, already moving. “Renka, don’t follow me out, you’ll take the shelf with you. Piri, the sled traces, cut me two lengths and throw.”

“Callum, that ice is-”

“I know what it is.”

I went down hard.

You do not walk on rot-ice. You lie down on it and you spread yourself over as much of it as you can and you move like a man swimming in wool, and all the while it talks under your ear, a sequence of small cracks running away from your ribs in every direction like something being written.

He was in the hole, thirty-eight feet out, going under and coming up and going under, and he had already stopped shouting. The bad sign. Black water takes the breath out of a man in the first four seconds and takes his hands in the first thirty.

I got to nine feet and the sheet started to hinge.

“Rope.”

The trace hit my back. I got it, made a loop, threw it wrong, hauled it back, threw it again and put it over his shoulder on the third try, and he was too far gone to hold it, so I flattened out another arm’s length, got my hand into his collar, and pulled.

He came up on the edge and the edge broke.

He came up on the next edge and I got my forearm under his armpit and hauled with every muscle in my back while somebody on the bank hauled on the trace, and he came out of the hole onto the sheet like a landed fish, and then both of us were sliding backward over black ice with the crack-writing running out around us.

Renka had the trace. She had taken it off Piri and set her boots on the shelf and she brought us in the last thirty feet by main strength, hand over hand, without moving her feet at all.

I got him onto the grit, cut his coat off him with my shears, got him out of every wet thing he was wearing in under a minute, and put my own dry coat and two horse blankets round him and made two of his own crew lie down on either side of him and hold him.

“Do not rub him,” I said. “Do not give him drink. Hold him and breathe on him. His name?”

“Dob,” said one of them, terrified. “He’s Dob.”

“Dob. You’re going to shake so hard you think you’re dying. You’re not dying. The shaking is the treatment.”

Dob shook for nine minutes on a frozen river surrounded by the crew of the freight he had been running and the people who had just stopped it, and then he was blue-lipped and alive and looking at me with the specific expression of a man who has been fished out of a hole in the world.

“Why,” he said.

“Because you’re a teamster on somebody else’s freight,” I said. “You’re not who I came for.”

Dob turned his head and looked at the crates.

“Ask me, then,” he said.



The sleds carried salt fish, packed proper, in barrels, on the top layer.

Underneath, in the false floor: eleven harvest crates. Horn ivory in graded lengths, wax paper, tagged. Four casks of gland-oil. A bale of feather packed dry.

And in the lead sled’s box, in an oilskin wallet, a letter.

It was sealed with a silver stag over a bridge, proud on the left, the same die as the token I took off an enforcer lieutenant’s chest in my own surgery in the autumn and the same die as the coin nailed under six badges on the College gate at the end of it. The seal was unbroken. The letter was addressed to a factor and not to a crew, which meant it had come down the lane, not up it.

I broke it and read it by lamp on the ice with a river groaning under my boots.

Six lines. No names except the one on the seal.

Winter lots to be taken before the thaw muster. The Bench will not accept spring delivery on stock already indexed. Confirm your capacity for a full lift and the river’s condition to the second bend. Arrangements for the escort are made and paid.

I read it three times.

“That’s not a wagon of horn,” said Renka, at my shoulder.

“No.”

“That’s a buyer telling a factor to lift living stock before somebody else destroys it.”

“That’s exactly what it is.”

There were two clocks. The Board meant to empty the Pens by the dark of the moon. The Gilder’s Bench had bought and indexed some of those women and would not lose paid-for freight to the Board’s schedule.

Two predators, and four hundred and six people between them.

“Medic,” said Renka.

“I know.”

“No, you don’t, because I have just worked out the third thing and you’re still on the second.” Her voice had gone very low. “If the Bench is lifting before the muster and the Board is loading at the muster, then somewhere in the next thirty-one days those two are going to arrive in the same stockyard on the same night.”

I folded the letter and put it inside my shirt.

“Yes,” I said.



Dob told us the lane’s shape on the ride back, sitting up in the sled with three blankets round him and my coat over the top, and nobody had to ask him twice.

The ice road runs from the College wharf gate to the second bend, and from the second bend to the north-bank landing, where the freight goes off the sleds and onto barges frozen in for the winter and stored under sheds. From the landing there is a track up to a forge that works all night.

“Big place,” said Dob, through his teeth. “Coke and quench. They’ve got the College’s contract on one wall, framed, in gilt, and I’ve seen it, and I’ve also carried molds out of the same shop in a covered barrow at two in the morning.”

“Whose forge?”

“Hessel’s.”

I sat in the back of a stolen freight sled on a frozen river and put a name to the anvil.



We locked the cargo in Weller’s evidence store at the fourth hour, and the six crew went into the wharf-gate lock-up on a charge of night freight without a gate pass. A real offense with a real fine and no interest to anybody upstairs.

I checked all six before they went in, because they were my patients now whether anybody liked it or not, and because a man’s coat tells you things.

The fourth one had a scarf.

Grease-wool, good quality, wrapped twice. I had my hands on his jaw checking a tooth he had lost to the ice when I got it, close, at four inches, coming off the wool where a neck warms it:

Clove pomade.

Not a ghost, not stale. Worn in, long and close, as a smell soaks into wool when a man stands beside somebody every day, or borrows a coat, or is handed one.

“Where’d you get the scarf?” I asked him.

He looked at me with the blunt resentment of a man who has been arrested and does not know why the medic is interested in his neck.

“Off the man who pays us,” he said. “He hands them out at the landing. Every man on the crew has one.”



Renka walked back up the wharf stair beside me at the gray edge of the light with her boots ringing on the stone and her breath going up in a column.

She had been quiet since the ice.

“I want to say a thing,” she said, “and I’m going to say it in the open air, standing up, because I have carried it for three days and I want it on the record.”

“Go on.”

“I watched you put your coat on that boy.” She kept looking straight ahead up the stair. “He was on their sled. He was running their freight. He’d have put a knife in you an hour earlier if he’d been braver. And you went out on rot-ice for him and then you gave him your coat and stood there in your shirt in February.”

“He was a patient.”

“That is what I mean.” She stopped on the landing and turned around, and up close in the gray light the gold was very steady. “I have served under eleven officers. Two were good. None of them would have gone out on that ice, and I would not have expected them to, and I would not have thought less of them for it.”

She squared up, and put her hands behind her back, and delivered it like a report.

“I’m twenty-seven years old,” she said. “I built the Ninth Auxiliary out of draft-stock and rejects and it is the best shield-line on this frontier and it is four hundred miles away because I asked a question in a yard. I have no company, no track, and no place to stand, and the College has posted me as a showcase, which means my job is to walk around being an argument.”

“I know what your job is.”

“Then hear the terms, medic, because I’m bad at this part.” Her jaw worked around the broken tusk. “Mara first. Get her clear of your Board’s arithmetic before the thaw. That’s the price, and I’ll pay whatever the other half of it costs and I won’t ask you what the other half is.”

“And after.”

“After.” She breathed out. “If your den takes captains nobody wants, then I’m done asking the College for somewhere to stand. I’d rather stand with you.”

I let that sit in the cold for a moment. It deserved to.

“I’m twenty-six,” I said. “You should know that, since you gave me a number.”

“You look older.”

“I’ve had a season.”

“You’ve had a season.” Something moved at the corner of her mouth.

“Here are my terms,” I said. “The den doesn’t take ranks. It takes people. Nobody in it is a showcase, a captain, a champion, or a mascot at my table, and nobody earns their place by being useful, because if that’s the rule then the first one who breaks a leg gets nervous.”

Renka held my gaze until the gray dawn reached the top of the wharf stair.

“That’s a bad way to run a war,” she said.

“It’s a terrible way to run a war.”

“Good,” she said. “I’ve had the other kind.”

And she grinned, broken tusk and all, like the sun coming up crooked over a wall.


Chapter 6: The Rail

I had told Ryska, Piri and Minna what I was in three different rooms. Each had done the arithmetic on every kindness afterward. Now Renka needed the same truth.

I got four hours of sleep after the river, then found Renka doing press-ups on the frost outside the auxiliary barracks.

“Come to the den,” I said. “Bring nothing.”

She looked up at me from the ground.

“Is this the part where you tell me the secret,” she said, “because I told you I didn’t come for the secret.”

“It’s the part where I stop letting you work in the dark,” I said. “You’ve had a year of that.”

Renka got up off the frozen ground, put her jacket on, and came.



I did it in the kitchen. The kitchen is where this den does everything that matters, and Old Fenn’s presence has a way of keeping people honest.

I put my bestiary ledger on the table and opened it to the pages I keep inside these walls: the molt tables, the stage notes, the twenty years of my own handwriting and Astrid’s before it, the drawing of a wolfkin jaw in cross-section with the cold-iron cap seated in it and the tissue around the seat marked out in careful stipple, because I drew that from a woman’s actual jaw and the tissue actually looked like that.

Then I rolled my sleeves up past the elbows and put both forearms on the table under the lamp.

“Ask,” I said.

Renka sat down. My bench made its opinion known. She looked at the ledger, and then at my arms, and I watched her gold eyes go along the scar-lace from wrist to elbow and up, following the fine silver branching where it comes over my collarbone now and does not go back under anything.

“I’ve seen those from across a yard,” she said. “The wall-men have a story about them.”

“They have four stories about them.”

“They have a good one and three stupid ones.” She put one finger just above my wrist, not touching. “This is burn?”

“It’s what happens to a man who does what I do, too often, for too long.”

“And what do you do?”

So I told her.

I gave her the diagnosis without decoration. The temper readings were a molt, the last adult growth of her line. Cold-iron did not treat it; the metal suppressed it and poisoned the tissue it touched. The Carry let a chosen woman cross safely, den-close, and the razored office had once trained men for that work.

There was one left.

“Me,” I said. “My nose is the smallest part.”

Renka sat absolutely still.

Ryska had gone for my throat with her voice. Piri had cried and then asked eleven questions. Minna had said well obviously and started planning meals.

Renka sat still for thirty seconds. I counted. I was nervous. Then she said:

“How many can you carry before it kills you?”

That sentence told me more about her than any answer I had expected.

“Two at once is heavy,” I said. “Three at once nearly put me in the ground in the autumn. There’s no table for it. Nobody’s written a table for it in nineteen years because there’s been nobody to write it about.”

“Then we’ll write one.”

“Renka.”

“No, listen to me, because this is the part I’m good at.” She pulled the ledger around and turned it to a blank page with the broad flat of her enormous hand. “You have a capacity. Everything has a capacity. A wagon has a capacity, a shield-line has a capacity, a man carrying stretchers up a stair has a capacity, and a man finds his limits in the dark with nobody counting. That’s how you kill him.” She tapped the page. “You have been guessing. From today somebody counts. Load, duration, recovery, what you eat, what you look like after. That’s a logistics problem, medic, and I have spent my adult life doing logistics with people’s lives in the columns.”

I studied the blank load column she had ruled beside my scar-lace.

“You understand what I’ve just told you,” I said. “Not the tables. The other part.”

“That there’s a thing in me that the Board has been calling a temper for a year.”

“Yes.”

“And that the docking post wasn’t discipline.” Her jaw set around the broken tusk. “It was maintenance.”

“Yes.”

Renka breathed out through her nose, long and slow, the same long exhale she gave in my ward on the second day when a strap she had been wearing for a year came off.

“Say the rest of it,” she said. “You’ve been sniffing at me since I came through your door and being polite about it. What is it you smell?”

I breathed in.

Under the honest layers, the cold-forge iron, the drill-yard sweat, the wet wool: the thing that has been getting stronger every day since she first shouldered my lintel. Hot metal quenched in pine-pitch. It is a resinous, dark, thoroughly physical smell, the smell of a smith’s shop where they are burning green wood, and it has been building in her from the sternum outward and up the spine.

“Hot iron quenched in pine-pitch,” I said. “That’s the orc line. That’s yours specifically. It’s been building since before you knocked, and it’s a long way past a beginning.”

“How long have I got?”

“That’s not the question.”

“Then what’s the question?”

“Whether you want it,” I said. “It doesn’t work any other way. It can’t be assigned. It can’t be bought, it can’t be ordered, and it will not start in a den a body doesn’t trust, which is the single most useful law in this world and the reason I’m still alive.”

Renka closed the ledger.

“I told you my terms on a stair in the dark,” she said. “Mara first. And after that I’d rather stand with you than ask this College for another place to put my boots.” Gold, direct, no theater in it at all. “I’m twenty-seven, I know what I’m asking for, and I don’t say things twice.”

“Then we’re clear,” I said.

“Good,” said Renka, and reached past me and took the last of the bread off Fenn’s board, “because I have been extremely hungry all morning and nobody in this house will discuss it.”

“I heard that,” said Fenn, from the stove.

“You were meant to.”



Ryska came in off the east circuit at noon and the two of them settled it in about ninety seconds without anybody raising a voice, which I understand is unusual and which I had no part in whatsoever.

I was at the bench splinting a wall-man’s finger. Renka was at the table with the ledger and a stub of charcoal, ruling columns. Ryska came through the door with frost in her braid, stopped, and looked at the orc sitting in her den.

Renka put the charcoal down and stood up.

Six foot two and six foot four, in a room built for neither of them, four feet apart.

Nobody bared anything. Ryska’s ears went halfway back and stopped there. Renka’s chin came up. They looked at each other for a slow count of five, and then Ryska walked a half circle around her, unhurried, close enough to touch and not touching, and came back around the other side, and Renka turned her head to follow her without turning her body. That was the point.

“You take the walls,” said Ryska.

“I take the walls,” Renka agreed.

“I hold the den.”

“You hold the den. I’d have been insulted if you’d offered me it.”

Ryska’s lip came off the fangs, and it was not a threat.

“He’s mine,” she said.

“He’s the den’s, and the den’s yours, so that’s the same sentence with better arithmetic.” Renka sat back down at my table. “Also I eat enough for three and I’d like that understood at the start rather than discovered.”

“You will not out-eat me.”

“Auxiliary, I have out-eaten a company.”

“I am a company.”

They were still arguing about it two hours later. Fenn stood in her kitchen doorway with a spoon and watched them with the expression of a woman watching weather come up the valley and calculating the cost of it.

“Two of them,” she said to me. “In my kitchen. Every day.”

“Yes.”

“You’ll want a bigger pot.”

“I’ll want a bigger stove.”

“You’ll get a bigger pot,” said Fenn, and shut the door.



The history came out that afternoon, and she gave it to me in the format: the only way she can hand anybody anything that hurts.

“Ninth Auxiliary Company,” she said. “Formed nine years ago out of what the wall companies wouldn’t take. Draft-stock, rejects, three deserters they wanted to make an example of, and a holstaur stores hand who’d been graded non-combatant at eighteen.” She was standing at my window with both palms braced on the stone sill, looking out at the works yard. “Two hundred and six on the roll at strength. Best shield-line on this frontier by the fourth year and I will fight the man who says otherwise, and I have.”

“You built it.”

“I built it. I don’t say that as a boast, I say it as a fact about who is responsible for it.” She rocked once on her heels. “In the winter of the fourth year we were on the far marches and our allotment came in at eleven hundred pounds against a signed thirteen. Three times running. That is two hundred pounds of meat a month out of the mouths of people who were standing watch in snow.”

“Skell.”

“Skell.” She said the name like a stone being set down. “I filed thirty-one reports over twelve months. I was thanked for my diligence. In the thirteenth month I went and stood in his yard at dawn and asked him in front of his own clerks what was in the crates, and he told me to mind my temper, and I did mind it, medic. I minded it beautifully. I did not touch him. I stood there and asked the question three times without lifting either hand from my belt, then I walked away.”

“And eleven days later.”

“Eleven days later I was on the parade square at Caldmoor in front of my own formation with a colonel reading out an integration standard.” Her voice did not change at all. “It’s a post. Waist high, oak, with a block cut into the top of it. You kneel. You put your jaw on the block. They put the chisel in and they use a mallet, and it takes four seconds, and it is not done in a theater because it is not medicine, it is a standard, and standards are demonstrated.”

She was quiet for a moment.

“Two hundred and six people watched,” she said. “That’s the part. Not the tusk. I’d have given them the tusk in a back room and never mentioned it. They took it on the square so that every soldier I ever made would see what happens to a captain who asks a question out loud, and then they gave me back to my own company for six days before they voided my track, so that I could stand in front of them and give orders with my face like that.”

My hands stayed still on the ledger. There was nothing useful to say.

“And now they’re measuring your company for four hundred miles of winter road.”

“And now they’re measuring my company for four hundred miles of winter road,” she said, “so that when I finally do something, there will be nobody in the room who remembers me as anything but the showcase.”

She came back to the table and put her hand down on my ledger.

“How long,” she said, “does a stage take?”

“Yours? Hot and fast. Your line runs three of them and they run like a forge fire.” I closed the ledger under her hand. “Hours, not days. It’s the one mercy in the system.”

“Good,” said Renka. “Then I’d like to start tonight, and I’d like to do it somewhere specific.”



The night training yard at Caldmoor is two hundred feet of raked sand behind the west barracks with a timber rail down the long side of it.

The rail is waist-high on a human, thigh-high on her, four inches through, set on oak posts sunk deep enough that a shield-line can hit it at a run and not move it. It is there so that recruits can learn footwork against something that does not yield: you brace your hip on the rail, you set your boots, and somebody hits your shield until you learn what a line feels like when it holds.

Renka drilled on that rail as a recruit. Then she drilled other people on it for nine years.

She was standing at it in the dark when I came out at the third hour of the night with my kit over my shoulder, in half kit and no cloak, in weather that had put a skin of frost along the timber’s length, and she was steaming faintly in the starlight, the slow steady heat big warm things put off in a hard freeze.

“You’re late.”

“I’m exactly on time. You’re early.”

“I’ve been early for nine years.” She turned around and put her back against the rail and folded her arms. “Do you know what they did with this yard after they broke my face? They gave the night drill to a lieutenant who counts cadence like a man reading a shopping list.”

“That’s what you’ve been thinking about out here.”

“That’s what I’ve been thinking about out here for twenty minutes in the cold, medic, which should tell you something about my state of mind.” Her teeth showed. “Right. Terms. I’d like them said out loud because I have watched men be delicate at me all my life and it makes my skin crawl.”

“Say them.”

“I want you.” Blunt, at conversational volume, in a frozen yard. “Twenty-seven years old, sober, awake, and I have wanted it since you told me I was right about the seals. Not for the carry. If the carry never happened I’d still be standing at this rail.”

“Noted.”

“I’m not finished.” She pushed off the timber and crowded me, and she does crowd; it is a physical event when she decides to be closer to you. “I don’t break, bone-setter. Ask my last three sparring partners. Whatever you’ve got in your head about handling something my size, throw it away, because if you spend tonight being careful with me I will know, and I’ll be polite about it, and I will never ask you again.”

“Is that all of it?”

“That’s all of it. Yes or no.”

“Turn around,” I said.

Renka blinked.

“What?”

“You gave me your terms. I’m giving you mine, and mine start with you turning around and putting your hands on that rail.” I set my kit down on the sand, kept my voice level. Raising it with her is the one thing that would have made this a contest. “You’ve been standing in the cold for twenty minutes working out how to dare me. You don’t have to dare me. You have to do what I tell you, and then you’ll find out whether I’m careful.”

She stood there.

Gold eyes in starlight are a strange thing. They actually catch what light there is, like a coin at the bottom of a well.

Then her stance changed, in the small way that a soldier’s does when the drill actually starts, and she turned around and put both hands on the frosted rail.

“Right,” she said, to the dark. “Well. That was efficient.”



I took her out of the kit slowly, and she hated it, and that was most of the point.

The gauntlets came off first, one and then the other, set on the rail beside her hands. Then the jacket, which she had to let go of the rail to shrug out of, and which she put back down again without being told. Then the strapping across her chest, which she considers equipment and which came away in one long turn while she stood there breathing harder than the work justified.

The leathers I took down over her hips myself, and that took a while, because her sheer breadth filled both my hands and because I stopped twice.

The frost was coming off the rail in a haze around her hands.

I stood back and looked at her. Looking is not a courtesy; it is the first thing I do with anybody and she had earned the full survey.

Boots planted at shoulder width in raked sand, out of pure habit, even now. Pillar thighs, drill-hardened, the muscle standing out along the outside line where nine years of bracing put it. And above them the thing the legion kit spends its entire life failing to disguise: heavy, round, powerful, the deep curve of her taking the starlight along the top and going to shadow underneath, and the long hollow of her back running up from it to the shoulders in one unbroken line as she leaned onto the rail.

Olive-green-bronze skin in a hard frost, steaming.

The high jet war-tail, pulled tight enough to lift her brows, hanging down between her shoulder blades.

My mouth went dry and my hands wanted a job.

“Are you going to say anything,” said Renka, over her shoulder, “or is this a survey.”

“It’s a survey.”

“How am I scoring.”

“Put your feet further apart.”

She put her feet further apart, and a low groan rolled out of her that cracked the parade voice clean in half.

I got my hands on her.

Both palms spread at the small of her back, and then down, taking the weight of her, feeling the muscle under the softness and how her powerful curves changed shape as she leaned in. I have set bones on this woman’s frame and I thought I understood the scale of her. I hadn’t understood the scale of her.

“Right,” said Renka. “Here’s a thing you should know about me, since we’re being efficient. I like a hard hand and I don’t want a discussion about it. If you’ve got some notion that a woman my size wants to be stroked like a horse, you can put it down.”

“Say what you want.”

“Don’t make me spell it.”

“Spell it.”

She growled. A new sound, and one I intend to hear again.

“Spank me,” she said, at parade volume, in an empty yard, with frost on her hands. “Like you mean it, medic. I can smell polite from here.”

So I did.

The first one cracked across the frozen air and a breath punched out of her, low and settled, like a woman dropping a heavy load, and the print of my hand came up on her in a slow dark bloom.

“One,” I said.

“That’s not a count.”

“It’s my count.”

“Ha,” said Renka, and then, “again.”

The second landed on the other side, harder. The third came back to the first. By the fourth she had stopped talking and her hands had shifted on the rail, and by the sixth the broad heavy curve of her was hot under my palm and she had dropped her forehead down onto her own forearms.

“Seven,” I said.

“Cadence,” she said, muffled. “You’re supposed to. Say the cadence.”

“I’m not one of your recruits.”

“No,” she said. “No, you’re not.”

I put my hand between her thighs and found her absolutely soaked, and she swore at the frost in three syllables, and I took her war-tail in my other fist and wound it once and pulled her head back.

“Still want it rough,” I said.

“I want it rough, I want it now, and I want you to stop asking me questions I’ve already answered.”

I bent her over the rail and fucked her.

She had to come up on her toes for the first stroke and she came up on them without being told, and after that she stayed exactly where I put her. Renka’s whole frame went taut at once, and then the taut went out of her shoulders in stages, one after another, like a rope being paid out.

“There it is,” she said. “There it is, oh, that’s, right, that’s, medic, that’s the argument.”

“Hands stay on the rail.”

“They’re on the rail.”

“Then don’t move them.”

She did not move them. I had her war-tail wound in my fist and my other hand hard on her hip, and I set a pace that was long and deliberate and nothing she could have drilled into a company. She tried to drive back and take it fast. I gave her one hard stroke that rocked her up onto the timber, no warning, then went right back to slow.

The outraged growl at the deceleration was worth the entire winter.

She tried it again. I did the same thing: one punishing depth that stole her breath, then slow again, like nothing had happened. The pattern was: try to take, get overwhelmed, lose the thread. By the fourth time her hips stopped fighting and her shoulders dropped three inches.

“You’re doing that deliberately.”

“Yes.”

“You are an absolute-” and then I went in deep and she lost the end of the sentence somewhere past my hip-bones.

The trash-talk went down in stages, each lost clause more honest than the one before it. It started as full parade commentary. It became short remarks. The short remarks became words, and then the words became noises with shapes to them, and then somewhere around the point where I got my hand into the war-tail up close to her nape and put my weight through her into the rail, it became nothing at all except gold eyes over her shoulder, unfocused, and one syllable at a time.

“More.”

“Yes.”

“There.”

She came like that, bent over her own drill rail with her hands white on the timber, and it went through her in a long roll from the shoulders down, and I felt it happen around me and held her through it and did not let up.

And in the middle of it, the light started.

It came up at the base of her skull first, right where the war-tail was wound around my fist. Ember-orange, low and banked, the exact color of a forge floor after the fire has been damped for the night, and it ran from my hand down her spine in a slow spill, gathering at the small of her back and pooling out across the print of my palm on her skin, and it lit her from the inside so that the frozen yard went ember-orange.

Renka lifted her head and looked at her own arms on the rail, glowing.

“Ah,” she said. “Right. That’ll be the stage, then.”

“That’ll be the stage.”

“Is it supposed to feel like.” She stopped. Started again. “Like the moment before a line hits. All the way through.”

“That’s about right.”

“Then don’t stop,” said Renka, “because if this is what it feels like I want it happening while you’re doing that.”



I got the oil out of my kit.

It is not a romantic bottle. It is the same neutral oil I use for a burn dressing, and it lives in a green-stoppered flask in the front of my satchel, and when I put my knee on the sand and set it down beside her she looked at it and then at me and started laughing, low and dirty, with the ember light rolling up her spine.

“Requisitioned,” she said.

“Field expedient.”

“That’s a quartermaster’s word and I’d like it noted that you used it.” She got her elbows down onto the rail and pushed her hips back at me and there was nothing at all left of the parade voice. “Right. The other thing. I want the other thing, and I want it slow to start and I want you to keep going after I tell you to hurry up, because I always tell people to hurry up and I am always wrong.”

“You’ll get exactly what I give you.”

“That,” said Renka, “is the correct answer.”

I took my time.

I oiled my hands and I worked her open with my thumb first, unhurried, while she braced on the rail and told me at length and in detail about the frost, the sand, the general quality of my bedside manner, and the fact that she had been thinking about this since the wharf stair. Then two fingers, slow, in and out and turning, and the commentary shortened. Then more oil, poured warm off my palm, and she stopped narrating and started breathing.

Her spine was ember-lit by then. It came up through the skin like coals under ash, brightest under my hands, tracking wherever I touched her, and by the light of her own molt I could see the print I had left on her and how it was settling into her, red going dark.

“Now,” she said. “Now. Come on. Medic.”

“Not yet.”

“I have been in the field nine years, I do not need-”

“Not. Yet.”

She dropped her head and swore into her arms and took another minute of it, and by the end of that minute she was pushing back onto my hand and had stopped forming words at all.

Then I put myself against her and pushed in, slow.

What came out of her was nothing she had ever let anyone hear. It rose from the bottom of that enormous chest and had nothing in it that belonged to a war-captain.

“Breathe out,” I said.

She breathed out.

“Again.”

She breathed out again, and I sank the rest of the way into her, and the ember-light flared up her back bright enough to throw my shadow across the sand.

I held still until her breathing lengthened and the tight ring of muscle eased around me, both hands spread over her.

“Talk,” I said.

“Nnh.”

“Renka. Talk.”

“Full,” she said. “It’s. Ah. That’s the sentence. There aren’t any other words.”

I laughed once. Not something I do often. Then I started to move.

Slow, because I said it would be slow, and because everything about her wanted it faster and that was precisely why she was not getting it. Long, deep, unhurried, with my fist back in the war-tail and my other hand pinning her chest down to the frozen timber between her shoulder blades, and she took every single one of them and a grunt broke out of her at the bottom of every single one.

“Harder.”

“No.”

“Callum.”

“No.”

“Please,” said Renka, war-captain of the Ninth Auxiliary, at a volume I could barely hear, and that was the moment the last of it went.

Then I gave it to her hard.

I had her hips in both hands and I drove into her and the rail took it, forty feet of oak and sunk posts built to hold a shield-line, groaning under the two of us on every stroke. She stopped being able to keep her feet under her and I held her up. She got one hand back and clamped it on my forearm and held on hard enough to leave four marks I found the next day. I didn’t mind.

The cadence went. That was the thing I noticed: she had started counting under her breath at some point without knowing she was doing it, the drill-count, the old rhythm of nine years, and somewhere in the middle of it the count fell apart. Never came back.

“Say what you want,” I said.

“You. All of it. Don’t you dare-”

“Where.”

“In me. In me, finish in me, I want to walk back across that yard knowing it.”

I put my hand around the front of her throat, not tight, just there, and pulled her up off the rail against my chest with the war-tail still in my fist, and she came apart in my arms for the second time with her body locked and the ember-light flooding out under her skin from every place I was holding her, so bright that the frost on the rail went orange for the length of it.

I finished in her while she was still going.

We stayed upright through six slow pulses of light: two people steaming in a frozen yard while the fire settled down her spine.

Then Renka’s knees went and I got an arm around her and put her down on my folded jacket on the sand and checked her before the shaking could take her knees again.



I turned both her hands over under the yard lamp. The timber had printed a hard line across each palm and taken skin off the heel of the left one; the frost burn on her fingertips was superficial. I got the flask out and made her drink all the water.

Then the marks, which were considerable and which I looked at properly, pressing with two fingers at the edges of each while she made remarks about my technique.

“Is that a professional inspection?”

“Yes.”

“It doesn’t feel professional.”

“That’s because you’re glowing,” I said. “Hold still.”

Then I checked the tusk, which is the only part of her I had not touched all night, and she went very quiet when my thumb went to the root of the broken one.

“That hurts.”

“It’s supposed to hurt. Does it feel hot?”

“Everything feels hot.” She turned her head and looked at me sidelong. “What’s happening to it?”

“Come and find me at dawn.”



She found me at dawn.

She came through my kitchen door with her jacket half on and no dignity whatsoever and stood in the middle of the room with her hand over her mouth.

“Medic.”

“Let me see.”

She took the hand away.

At the root of the broken left tusk, where there had been a filed stump since autumn, there was ivory. A quarter of an inch of it, new and white and clean, standing proud of the old break like a shoot coming up through a stump.

Piri came off the map chest and up onto the bench for a better look. Minna came out of the nest with the ledger already open. Ryska stood in the doorway with one shoulder against the frame, tail curled around her ankle, and something on her face I could not read. I let it alone.

“That’s a nub,” said Piri.

“That’s a nub,” I agreed.

“It’s going to grow back.”

“Orc lines run three stages,” I said. “Hot and fast, hours apiece, and the ivory comes back with the molt. By her last one that will be a full pair.”

Renka stood in a warm kitchen at dawn with her fingers on her own face.

“They broke it in front of two hundred and six people,” she said.

“I know.”

“How long?”

“Weeks. Not months.”

She lowered her hand and looked around my kitchen at four women and an old badger-kin cook, and her jaw worked, and then the parade voice came back on like somebody had lit a lamp.

“Right,” she said. “Breakfast. All of it. And then somebody find me a mirror that isn’t the size of a playing card, because I intend to look at this several times a day for the rest of the winter and I refuse to be furtive about it.”

“There’s a mirror in the surgery,” said Minna.

“That’s a shaving mirror.”

“It’s the only mirror in this den, Renka, because the man who lives here would not own one if he weren’t obliged to look at other people’s stitches.”

“I am going to fix this house,” said Renka.

Before the second breakfast, I took her to the auxiliary yard’s load frame. The crossbar carried iron shoes marked in the same raw-strength bands used at intake, a crude measure but an honest one. Her last test before the docking post had stopped at C: the B load rose an inch and settled back onto its catches. That morning she lifted B clean to the hip, added the A shoes herself, and brought those up without a hitch. The frame groaned. Renka stood under it grinning.

“Two bands,” she said, looking at the raised iron.

“Two full grades of raw strength,” I said. I entered it beside the tusk nub: Stage one. C baseline to A on the load frame.

She lowered the bar under control, then went back inside and finished breakfast as if moving two hundred pounds of iron beyond her old limit were an item crossed off a morning list.



Her nose sharpened into its new range an hour later, and it earned its keep before noon.

We crossed the great yard together at the eighth hour, both of us bound for the stores window, and halfway across, in the middle of open ground with three hundred people going in every direction around us, Renka stopped dead.

I have seen a hound do that. On a person, the total arrest of motion was stranger.

“Wait.”

“What.”

“Wait.” Her head came around slowly to the left, and her nostrils flared, and she took two short breaths and one long one through her mouth. “Clove.”

I turned into the wind and worked the air, and I got nothing. Three hundred people and a brazier and a fried-bread stall between me and whatever she had.

“Where?”

“Moving. Left to right, past the north range door.” Her eyes tracked something I could not see. “Man in whites. Carrying a case.”

I found him then: a theater orderly, thirty-odd, in the gray-white of the culling wing, walking at a working pace with a long instrument case under his arm, going from the north range toward the theater’s supply door.

“How strong?”

“One thread,” said Renka. “It’s not on his hands and it’s not in his hair. It’s low. Waist height.”

“That’s the case.”

“That’s the case.”

I put my satchel strap over my shoulder and went and got in front of him.

Nobody refuses a fortress medic four seconds; everyone has something wrong.

“Morning,” I said. “Give me your right hand.”

He stopped. “What?”

“Your right hand. You’ve been favoring the thumb since the north range door and you’ve got the case tucked under the arm on that side to keep the weight off it.” I already had his wrist. “How long?”

“A week? It catches when I-”

“It catches when you turn a key,” I said. “It’s the base joint. It’ll be worse by spring and you’ll drop something expensive.”

With his thumb in my hands, I breathed fourteen inches from the felt-lined case.

Clove pomade. Worn in, not fresh, the kind that gets into a coat lining over months.

Chalk dust and vinegar under it: the theater, honest and expected.

And out of the case itself, faint, coming off old felt that has held the same shapes for years and takes a smell and keeps it:

Crushed cherry pits.

Bitter, sharp, faintly sweet at the back. The exact thing that came up out of a tin cup in a brig cell four paces from another tin cup, on the first day of winter, at the wrong end of a night with no forced door.

My hands kept examining his thumb while the rest of me stopped.

“Strap it,” I said. “Two fingers of linen, figure of eight, and come to me in a fortnight if it’s still catching.”

“Thank you, Doc,” said the man who had carried the poison.

He went on toward the supply door.



The den had it apart inside six sentences.

“I want his routine,” I said. “Not his name yet. Where he sleeps, where he eats, what door he uses at what hour, and where he goes on his rest day.”

“Mine,” said Piri, already up on the bench pulling her wall bag down.

“Minna. He’ll queue at the pay window on the tenth. Get behind him.”

“Behind him and one to the left,” said Minna, “because the pay window queue turns and I want his chest, not his back. Yes.”

“Renka. You do not go near him.”

Renka’s chin tightened.

“He murdered two men in a cell,” she said.

“He murdered two men in a cell for somebody, and I want the somebody.” I tapped the table once. “Right now he is a wire that runs from the culling theater to a paymaster. If we take him, the wire goes dead and we’ve got one orderly and a hanging. If we leave him standing, he’s ours, and he doesn’t know it.”

“That’s the harder play.”

“It’s the better one.”

Renka thought about it for exactly as long as it took her to finish somebody else’s bread.

“Agreed,” she said. “But I’d like it on the record that I hated it.”

“Noted.”

“In the ledger.”

“Minna, put it in the ledger.”

“I’ve already put it in the ledger,” said Minna.



The works-yard boards go up at dusk, and I have made a habit of reading them, because in this College the boards are where the real orders live and the speeches are where the pretty ones go.

Renka got there first.

I came across the frozen yard in the blue light with my collar up and she was standing in front of the posting board with her arms loose at her sides and the frost coming down on her shoulders, absolutely still, planted as she had been in front of the last one.

I read it over her shoulder.

Ninth Auxiliary Company: far-marches winter rotation, effective immediate. Acting captaincy conferred, Lieutenant J. Serrick, pending review of establishment.

Two hundred and six people, four hundred miles away, with no leave to come home on and a human lieutenant sitting in her chair.

Renka read it twice. I watched her eyes go back to the top.

Then she reached up and put one finger on the board, on the word acting, and left it there for a moment, and took it away.

“Serrick,” she said, “counts cadence like a man reading a shopping list.”

And she turned around and walked back toward the barracks with both fists closed at her sides, and she did not say one other word about it. From her, that silence was a scream.


Chapter 7: The Record Hunt

You cannot ask the Board for anything.

The first thing you learn here and the last thing anybody acts on. A request goes up the line and comes back changed, or comes back late, or does not come back, and the man who made it has told the Board exactly what he wants, which is the most expensive information he owns.

So you do not ask. You put the thing in the yard and let the yard want it.

The frost-tusker had been on the ford road for eleven days by then, and it had done my work for me.

It took a freight team on the eighth day of winter: four horses, a driver, and a load of salt and lamp-oil bound for the way-fort at Merrow. The driver got up a tree. The horses did not. On the eleventh day it came back and did the same thing to a second team on the same stretch of road within two hundred yards of the first, which is what a boar does when it has learned that a particular place produces food, and after that the freight men stopped running the ford road altogether and the price of lamp-oil in the lower town went up by a third.

The stalls had already named it. They named it as stall-keepers do, off a story that had been improved twice on its way in: a hunter’s boy had counted nine tusks on it, because it had a splintered set on the left where it had broken and grown crooked, and by the time the story reached the great yard the animal had nine tusks and had eaten a horse whole.

Ninefang.

Gerty had a book open on it by the ninth day.

She runs the betting stall at the north end of the yard, broad, scarred through one eyebrow, and without sentiment about anything that can be priced. She had three columns chalked on her board: whether it would be killed before thaw, by whom, and how long the thing would take once somebody got in front of it.

I went and stood at her stall and bought fried bread to have something in my hands.

“Doc.”

“Gerty.”

“Come to bet?”

“Come to eat.”

“You never eat.” She watched me not eat the bread. “You’ve got that look. Last time you had that look my cash box had a hole in it for a fortnight.”

“Who’s on the board for the boar?”

“Nobody yet, and that’s the trouble.” She flicked her chalk at the column. “Freight’s off the road, oil’s up, and the Board’s answer is a standing patrol that goes out on Tuesdays and comes back on Tuesdays. There’s not a wall-man in this fortress who’ll take a nine-foot boar with a spear on a patrol schedule, and every one of them knows what it would need.”

“What would it need?”

Gerty looked at me for a moment with her eyebrow scar going up.

“It’d need somebody to call the old hunt custom,” she said. “Open grades, before witnesses, with the tusks measured at the trial line.”

“That’s an old custom.”

“It’s a good custom.” She started chalking a fourth column without being asked. “Last one was six years ago. Bull-drake off the north track. Every company came out for the measuring.”

“Huh,” I said, and left the bread on the counter, and went to find Reik.



Sergeant Tomas Reik is thirty-four, slab-built, gap-toothed, and has a burn scar up his left forearm from the night in the autumn when a burrower opened a gate footing and I put my hands into him on a stone floor and did not let him die.

He tells that story to anybody who will stand still. He has told it to me. It is better every time. In the current version I say something at the end that I did not say and would never say, and I have stopped correcting it, because the version he tells is doing more work in this fortress than the truth ever did.

I found him in the mess at the east barracks with eleven men and a pot of tea.

“Doc.”

“Sergeant.”

“Sit down, we’re talking about the boar.”

“Are you,” I said, and sat down.

I did not tell him anything directly, because that matters to the way this College works. I sat with eleven wall-men and drank terrible tea and said, at the appropriate moment, that a frost-tusker’s mass makes it a liability in a creek bed and an advantage anywhere else, which is true. And later, when somebody asked, that the last record hunt I could remember was the drake off the north track, and that the tusks from that one were still nailed over the door of the gatehouse, which is also true, and which I had checked that morning.

And once, near the end, when a corporal said it was a shame there was nobody at Caldmoor who could take a thing like that on foot, I said nothing at all, and looked at my tea.

Eleven men looked at each other.

“There’s the wolf,” somebody said.

“There’s the wolf, and there’s the orc who took a burrower off the freight gate arch with a cargo hook,” said Reik, into his cup.

That was on the eleventh day.

By the twelfth, three companies were arguing about it. By the evening of the twelfth, Gerty had a fifth column and a queue, and the works-yard men were betting against the wall companies, and somebody had chalked ONE NIGHT ONLY on the stall board in letters a foot high. Optimistic in every direction.

And on the morning of the thirteenth, Ryska called the hunt herself.

There was no authorization to wait for. The old combat custom required three things done in public: a fighter naming the quarry at the challenge post, a wall captain sponsoring the escort, and open-grade witnesses willing to walk out. Once those deeds were witnessed, the proof-event existed. The Board could send adjutants to measure it or surrender its place in the record.

The stalls were already shouting when Ryska walked into the middle of the great yard at the eighth hour, at a volume I hadn’t heard from her.

I did not stage it. We had agreed the shape of it in the dark eight nights before, and she had told me she was doing it her way, and her way turned out to be this:

She came off the east circuit in kit, walked to the challenge post at the foot of the Menace Board with the morning crowd between her and the stalls, and put her hand on the chalk board beside her own grade.

Then she said, “I’ll take it.”

The yard turned around.

“The boar,” said Ryska, into the space that had opened. “The one on the ford road. I’ll take it under the old hunt custom, and I’ll do it in front of anyone who wants to walk out and watch.”

There was a beat of silence with about four hundred people in it.

Then Gerty’s stall came apart.

Six years at this College. I have heard the yard make noise for a duel and for a grade and for a drake’s head coming through the gate on a cart. Never for somebody volunteering to go out and do work, and I stood at the edge of it with my satchel on my shoulder and watched a garrison decide, out loud, in one minute, that it wanted the wolf on a road and not on a table.

She did not look at me once. That was the discipline of it and it was hers.

Weller came down off the gate stair while the stalls were still shouting, and stood beside Ryska in front of the yard, and said, “Gate company escorts,” in the level voice of a woman signing something she has already decided to pay for.

That put her rank in the pot too. She did that in public because in public it cannot be quietly undone.

And then, because this College never gives you a thing without attaching a hook to it, the Board’s answer came down within the hour, and it was elegant.

Auxiliary R. Renka, orc line, attached to the record hunt as integration showcase. By order of the Commandant’s office.

Renka read it in the yard with one hand resting on the hilt of her utility knife and the other hanging open.

“There it is,” she said.

“There it is.”

“He can’t stop it, so he’s put me in it.” She tipped her head. “If I fail out there in front of two Board adjutants, I’m the safed captain who couldn’t, and every argument about what a molted auxiliary would be dies with the story. If I do it, I’m the Board’s marvelous tame orc and he pins the medal on his own coat.”

“That’s his trap.”

“It’s good work,” said Renka, with genuine professional appreciation. “That’s a well-set trap, medic. I’ve set worse.”

“There’s a third door.”

“Say it.”

“You do it in front of witnesses so completely that the story can’t be owned by anybody,” I said. “You don’t do it as a showcase. You do it as a captain, with a plan you made, in front of two adjutants and a betting runner and eleven wall-men who will tell it for the rest of their lives, and the version that gets back here is theirs and not his.”

Renka’s broken tusk showed with the new white shoot standing at the root of it.

“You know,” she said, “for a man who works with a needle, you have an unpleasant mind.”



The muster took a day and a half, and it is the part of an expedition nobody writes down.

Piri packed like a woman who has been in a crate once. Everything she owns went into a scout’s roll and then came out again and went in a second time in a different order, and the third time I looked she had cut two ounces off it and was rethreading the ties. She carries a folding knife in her boot, a second one in her collar, and a length of wire that has no explained purpose. She packed a full day’s water when the road has three fords on it.

“That’s weight,” said Renka.

“That’s a day,” said Piri.

“There’s water at Merrow.”

“There’s water everywhere until there isn’t.” Piri did not look up from the roll. “I’ll carry the weight.”

Renka opened her mouth, looked at the fennec, and shut it again. The fastest anybody has ever learned anything in this den.

Minna was staying. That had been settled without a word being spent on it: the den has an observer pair sitting in the public room, a counting-house clerk who is now ours and is terrified, and a works yard that needs its hammer-count taken every night, and none of that can be done from a road.

Minna accepted it. Minna doesn’t sulk; she administrates.

What she did was pack every saddlebag in the column, personally, and put a wrapped honey-bread loaf in the bottom of each one, and say nothing whatsoever about it to anybody, so that on the second night out eleven wall-men and two Board adjutants each independently discovered that somebody had thought about them.

Old Fenn came out to inspect the field rations, planted one floury fist on her hip, and loomed over the crates.

“Hard biscuit,” she said. “Salt pork. Salt pork. Dried apple. What’s this?”

“That’s the standard column ration,” said the quartermaster’s boy.

“It’s a punishment,” said Fenn.

“It’s what stores issues.”

“I know what stores issues, I’ve been eating it since before your father was a rumor.” She put a fist on the crate. “Where’s the fat? You’re sending them into a freeze on biscuit and lean pork and they’ll be cold from the inside out by the third night. Come here.”

She went back into her kitchen and came out with eleven pounds of rendered tusker dripping in a crock, and put it on the wagon herself without explaining it to anybody.

Renka checked the straps.

That is a thing she does and cannot stop doing. She walked the column at the muster with her thumbs hooked into her belt and then, one by one, without asking, she went along the line and checked every man’s shoulder strap and belt seating and the buckle on every saddle girth. She did it fast, thumb and two fingers, the automatic check of a thing examined ten thousand times, moving on before anybody could take offense.

The first two men she did it to went stiff.

The third one said, “Ma’am.”

By the eighth, the men further down the line were standing straighter as she came, and by the eleventh they were letting her, and one of them said “thank you, Captain,” out loud, and there was a small pause in the yard while everybody in it decided to have heard nothing.

Renka’s face stayed absolutely still. She finished the line and came back and stood beside me.

“Don’t,” she said.

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You were about to say something.”

“I was going to say your knee’s holding.”

“Oh,” said Renka. “Well. It is.”

Ryska caught the back of my coat as I turned toward the stable line and drew me behind the last wagon, into a slot hidden from the Board adjutants by stacked fodder sacks. She still wore full winter kit, braid tight, every buckle ready for the road. Only her tail betrayed anything, brushing once across my shin before curling close.

“Strap check,” she said.

“Renka checked it.”

“Not hers. Yours.”

She took my hand and put it on the harness crossing her ribs. The leather was sound. Beneath it, the completed apex body held a steady furnace warmth, no molt-light, only living muscle under my palm and the faint cedar of her skin. My gaze tracked down the long line of her legs, back to the narrow hips the kit could not soften, then up to the pale amber eyes watching me do it.

“You’re documented on the road now,” I said.

“I know.” Her ears tipped toward me. “And you’re going to spend three days being useful in front of witnesses. I wanted one useful thing before we left.”

I tightened the strap one hole, though it had not needed it, then closed my hand on her nape under the braid. Her breath caught. The tail struck my boot.

“When the camp is set,” I said, “you come to my bedroll and ask properly.”

The challenge in her stare went molten at the edges. “Make sure the bedroll can survive it.”

I released her first and stepped back into the yard. She followed ten seconds later, parade-straight and smelling of banked want.



We went out through the south gate on the morning of the thirteenth day of winter with nineteen people, four wagons and a rolling smell of hot fat off Fenn’s crock.

Weller’s gate company gave us eleven wall-men under a corporal named Dannel, who has a betting hand he talks about constantly and a good eye for ground. Two Board adjutants rode with us to witness the kill and measure it at the trial line, one of them a young man who wrote everything down and one of them older and slower and wholly uninterested in anything except getting back indoors. Gerty sent a runner, a boy of about fifteen with a betting book and a horse better than anybody else’s, because the stalls needed the result faster than the column would carry it.

And the four of us. Ryska on point because she cannot be anywhere else. Piri gone in the first ten minutes and reappearing at intervals like weather. Renka walking, because she said the horse would be doing all the work and she would rather arrive with legs.

The ford road in deep winter is a white cut through gray country.

I had gone out that road a hundred times, in every season, on salvage days and supply rides and one night in autumn with a burning wagon behind me. That week made it a different country. The marches went out white and open on both sides to the ridge line, with the scrub showing through in black wire-scratches, and the sky sat down on top of it in that low unbroken winter lid that takes the shadows out of everything and makes distance impossible to judge. The road itself was two frozen ruts and a crown of ice. The fords were plates of gray ice with a black seam running down the middle where the current still ran.

Cold silence, and the wagon wheels breaking through crust, and eleven men’s breath.

We came on the first freight wreck four miles out.

It had been a good sled, and it was folded. That is the word. The tusker had come into the near side of it at speed and the frame had gone over and around a birch trunk and set there like wet paper pressed onto a stone, and the load, salt in sacks and lamp-oil in tins, had gone out across forty feet of snow and frozen in place. Somebody had come back for the oil. Nobody had come back for anything else.

The horses were still there. Three of them, mostly bone, worked over by everything in the marches that eats.

Dannel stopped his men and let them look at it. Well done of him.

I walked the wreck with my hands in my pockets and read the ground. The tusk gouges in the birch were four feet off the snow. The wreck’s near side had been struck twice, once low and once higher after it went over, and the second strike had gone through two inches of ash plank like a mattock through turf.

“That’s not a fight,” said Renka, beside me. “That’s demolition.”

“It’s mass at speed.”

“It’s mass at speed with something behind it.” She crouched by the gouges and set her palm inside one. “Nine feet, they’re saying?”

“They’re saying nine feet because the boy said nine tusks.”

“Mm.” She stood up. “Well. It’s tall enough to hit a sled rail at four feet, and the second strike came after the sled was down, which means it didn’t run through and keep going. It stopped and worked.”

She said that in a completely level voice and everybody within earshot got quieter.



The thing that bothered me through the first day arrived by accumulation. It took me hours to understand it, and the order matters.

Winter country smells.

That sounds absurd. Everybody thinks a hard freeze scrubs the world clean, and it does scrub some of it, cold takes the top note off anything. But a snowed march in deep winter is full of animals, and animals in winter are denned, and a den is warm. Warm means it breathes. Under two feet of snow in a bank there is a mustelid or a fox or a family of hares packed together and giving off dung-warmth and old bedding and breath, and it comes up through the snow in a thin steady column that you can find from twenty yards if the air is still and you have my nose.

I have hunted this country since I came to the frontier. On a still cold day I can walk a mile of the ford road and count six dens without looking at the ground.

I counted none.

Not one, in eleven miles. No fox. No hare-warren. No badger sett breathing through its spoil heap. There were tracks, and old ones, and a few new ones going the wrong way, and there was no warmth anywhere under any bank on either side of that road.

An absence has no carrier. The problem with it. I can tell you what a burrower’s venom smells like and where in a wound to find it, I can tell you which of three crates on a wagon has a girl in it, and I have no way at all to describe a thing that is not there. It is not a smell of emptiness. It is the failure of an expectation, twenty times an hour, from dawn to camp.

I said it out loud to Piri that afternoon, because saying a thing to Piri is how I find out whether it is real.

“How far back?” she said, immediately.

“Since the second ford. Maybe before. I wasn’t counting before.”

She dropped off the wagon rail and went sideways off the road into the drift with her ears up and was gone for eleven minutes. When she came back she got up beside me and sat with her heels swinging, silent. That was worse than anything she could have said.

“There’s a fox earth on the south bank at the second ford,” she said. “Three entrances. I’ve heard fox in that earth in autumn every year I’ve been here.”

“And?”

“And it’s empty and the snow’s undisturbed over two of the entrances.” Her ears went flat. “Callum, foxes don’t go anywhere in February. Where would a fox go?”

I wrote it in the bestiary ledger that night by firelight. One line, dated. No denned beasts, ford road, mile 2 to mile 11. Absence. No bearing.

I hate writing a thing I cannot put a bearing on.



They hit the camp at the fourth hour of the night.

We had made a good camp: the wagons in a shallow horseshoe with the open side to the rock, two fires, pickets out at forty paces, and Renka had walked the perimeter at dusk and moved one picket eleven feet because he had put himself downwind of the fires and could not have smelled a byre.

That was the picket who survived.

What came in were the herd’s outriders. A frost-tusker king does not run with a herd exactly; he runs near one, and the young boars of that herd stay ahead and to the sides of him, and they are three hundred pounds each and stupid and quick, and they had come down the wind toward the fat in Fenn’s crock.

The first one went through the picket line at the north corner into the firelight and hit a wall-man before anybody had made a sound.

Then everything happened.

Ryska took the second one in the air.

I saw that and I will keep it. The boar came through the gap between the second and third wagon at a dead run, and she came off the wagon bed at it, sideways, and met it at chest height in the middle of the gap, and the two of them went down together in the snow in a spray of firelit red and she got her hand into its lower jaw from underneath and broke its neck against her own hip with a sound like a bough coming down.

She got up. It did not.

“Two more,” she said, and went out past the fire.

Renka stayed put.

The difference between them, and it is worth the ink. The wolf goes to the animal. The captain waits for the animal and makes the ground do the work. She planted herself between the third boar and the fires with her spear butt in the frozen ground and her boot on the butt, and when it came she did not brace and hold it, she turned it: took the charge on the angled shaft, walked her hands, and levered three hundred pounds of running boar off its line and into the fire.

The camp went up in a shower of sparks and burning wood and screaming pig, and eleven wall-men who had been about to panic instead got a target that was on fire.

“HOOKS,” she bellowed. “Long weapons on the burning one, short weapons behind me, in a line, on me, NOW.”

They came. Every one of them. They were still forming when the fourth and fifth came in and hit a shield-line four seconds old and did not get through it.

It took perhaps ninety seconds.



The picket at the north corner was under a carcass when I got to him.

The first boar had gone over him and died on top of him with two feet of Ryska’s spear in it, which is the only reason he was alive at all, because the tusk had gone in through his thigh and come out again and the carcass had then pinned the leg still. A man who thrashes with a wound like that opens the vessel and is gone in ninety seconds.

“Don’t move,” I said. “Don’t move, don’t move. Listen to my voice. What’s your name?”

“Corrin.”

“Corrin, you’re going to be fine and I’m going to lie to you at least twice in the next ten minutes, but not about that.” I got my hands under the carcass and found the wound by feel, in the dark, under three hundred pounds of hot dead pig. “Two of you on the shoulder, two on the hip, and you lift it straight up on my word and not one inch sideways. Renka, don’t help. You’ll lift too fast.”

“Understood,” said Renka, from somewhere behind me. She stayed where she was, which cost her something.

They lifted it. I had my thumb in the wound track before the carcass cleared him, and the vessel was intact, and I could have wept.

I worked on him at the fire for forty minutes and he will keep the leg.

And in the middle of it, elbow-deep in a man’s thigh with the firelight going and eleven people holding lamps at every wrong angle, I got the other thing.

The boar’s blood was wrong.

I have my hands in animal blood most weeks of my life. Boar blood is boar blood: iron, hot, faintly sour, with a barnyard rankness to it that comes off the fat. This carcass had all of that, and under it, coming up out of the body cavity as it cooled and opened, something clean and mineral and sweet.

Quenched steel. Hot metal dropped in water, and a sweetness behind it that does not belong anywhere in an animal.

Molt-shell.

I know that smell better than I know my own hands. It is what a shed molt-shell smells like when you break a piece of it: the discarded armor of a woman’s old form, which the culling theater sells by the hundredweight and the wilds have somehow developed an appetite for.

I stood up in the middle of a wrecked camp with my hands red to the elbow and went and got a lamp and opened the boar’s gut on the snow while nineteen people watched me do it.

There was shell in it. Not much. Fragments, a dozen of them, none bigger than a thumbnail, worked smooth at the edges from passing through an animal that had been eating them for a while.

“That’s not food,” said Renka, crouching beside me.

“No.”

“Then why?”

“I don’t know,” I said, and put two fragments in an oilcloth and wrote the line in the ledger, and shut it.



Piri came in at dawn with her ears up and snow in her hair to the crown and her face doing the thing it does when she has been right about something for three years.

“Callum. Get up.”

“I’m up.”

“You’re vertical, that’s not up.” She dropped a folded square of oilcloth on the wagon tail and spread it out. “Half a day off our line. North-east. I went out to the ridge to get the herd’s bearing and I came back on a different contour and put my foot on a curb.”

“A curb.”

“A curb stone. Dressed. Cut.” She had her survey out, her own, three years old, drawn on the back of two grade slips and a requisition form because that is what she had. “There’s a road under the snow. It runs north-east along the contour for as far as I could walk it, which was a mile and a half, and it is not a track, it is a made military road, cambered, with a curb on the down side and drainage cut into the uphill, and there are trees growing out of it that are older than I am.”

“Nineteen winters of trees?”

Piri went very still.

“About that,” she said. “Yes. About that.”

I looked at the survey, and then out at the white country going north-east, and then at the older Board adjutant, who was asleep sitting up against a wagon wheel with his hat over his face.

“There’s only one thing north-east of here on a made road,” I said.

“I know.”

“Say it anyway.”

“Redwinter,” said Piri.



We came up on the last ridge before the thickets in the gray of the fourteenth morning and I stood at the top of it and read the wind for a full minute while nineteen people waited.

Ahead, south and east: tusker musk, thick and rank and unmistakable, a big male’s territorial reek laid down over half a mile of thicket, wallow-stink and rot and the pissed-on ground of an animal that has stopped being nervous about anything.

Behind: College smoke, thin, a day and a half back on the wind, wood and coal and the works-yard forge.

And north, off the empty country where nothing was denned and nothing breathed under any bank for eleven miles:

Cold riverstone. Wet slate off a hill.

She had been pacing us since the second ford.

“Well?” said Ryska.

“The king’s in the thickets and he’s been there long enough to stop moving on,” I said. “That’s tomorrow.”

“And after tomorrow?”

I looked north-east, at the long white contour where a dead road ran under the snow toward a fort that had been shut since Redwinter, with a smell on the wind that lived out there.

“After tomorrow,” I said, “we take the old road.”


Chapter 8: Ninefang

We spent a full day not hunting it. Nobody puts that part in the story afterward.

Renka called that. Renka deserved the credit. The young Board adjutant wrote a great deal that week and none of this; what reached Caldmoor was nine seconds in a creek bed.

She stood on the ridge on the morning of the fifteenth day with the thickets going out below us in a gray-white tangle two miles across, and she looked at it as she had looked at my ledger.

“No,” she said.

Dannel, who had been about to give an order, closed his mouth.

“We don’t go in there today,” said Renka. “That is four hundred acres of blackthorn and alder under snow, with a beast in it that can go through a freight sled. If we walk into that we will find him at eight feet in cover where he can turn and we can’t, and then we will carry two men out and go home and tell the yard the boar was clever.” She hooked both thumbs into her belt. “We are going to spend today finding out where he drinks, where he beds, and where he walks between the two, and tomorrow we are going to be standing on that road before he is.”

The young adjutant said, “The witnesses can stay six days before supplies turn us home.”

“Then we have six days,” Renka agreed, “and I intend to use two of them being extremely boring.”



Piri had him inside two hours.

She came off the west edge of the thicket at a run that put no weight on the crust and got up onto the wagon rail beside me with her ears hard forward.

“He drags.”

“Which side?”

“Left front.” She was delighted, lit up in the specific register she reserves for moments when the world has handed her something only she can use. “I’ve been listening to that thicket since dawn and there is a very large animal in it moving twice a day, and when he moves he makes two sounds: a heavy four-beat, and a scrape. The scrape is the left tusk. It’s broken and it’s grown out crooked and it comes down below his jaw line, and when he walks it cuts a furrow.”

“How deep a furrow?”

“Deep enough that I found it,” said Piri, “under two nights of snow, from thirty feet up a tree.”

She took me to it.

The furrow ran along the thicket’s north edge in a line as straight as a ruled margin: a groove two fingers deep in the frozen ground, filled and refilled with wind-crust, running from the alder cover down the slope toward the creek. Beside it, either side, the print. A frost-tusker’s fore-print is a cloven mark the size of a soup plate, and this one had spread at the toe under the animal’s weight, which happens in an old boar as it does in an old bull.

Piri put her small bare foot inside one and it did not reach the edges.

“That’s the road,” said Renka, behind us. “That’s his road. He’s used it enough to cut stone.”

I went down it on my hands and knees for a hundred yards, and that is where I found what I had actually come out to find, though I did not know it yet.



The wallow was in a hollow below the alders where a spring keeps the ground soft enough to work even in a freeze.

It was churned to a black soup and refrozen in ridges, and it stank in the specific way that a big male’s wallow stinks: urine, rot, wet hair, and the rank oily musk that a boar lays down on everything it owns. The hollow reeked of it. I stood in it and my eyes ran.

And around the edge, on the alder trunks at chest height on a nine-foot animal, he had been rubbing.

That is normal. A boar rubs to shed hair and to lay scent. What is not normal is what comes off on the tree, and what came off on those trees was blood and old serum, dried in layers.

I put my face close to the bark and breathed.

Infection. Sweet, thick, the particular rotting-fruit stink of a suppurating wound that has been open for months and is being kept open. And under it, unmistakably, iron.

Not blood-iron. Metal.

I went back down the wallow and found the shed hair frozen into the mud, and in it, in three places, hard flecks. I picked one out with my knife point and held it in my palm.

A broken barb of iron the length of my thumbnail, rusted black, with a fragment of leather thong still through the eye of it.

“Renka.”

She came down and crouched beside me and I put it in her hand. She turned it over twice.

“That’s a goad,” she said. “That’s a harness goad. That’s the barbed sort you set inside a strap so the beast steers off the pain.”

“Yes.”

“On a wild boar.”

“On a wild boar.”

She stood up, and she went very slowly around that wallow, and she found two more.

“Somebody tried to work him,” she said. “Somebody put a harness on nine feet of frost-tusker and tried to make it steer.”

“Somebody tried and failed and lost the harness and left the barbs in him,” I said. “That’s a year old at least. The scar tissue’s rolled over the top of them and it’s been suppurating ever since and every step he takes hurts.”

Dannel, at the lip of the hollow, said, “Why would anyone do that?”

Nobody answered him.

I know exactly one operation on this frontier that has both a reason to make a beast steer and the stomach to try it on something that size, and it is the same operation that in the autumn goaded a bull-drake into an under-shielded arena and called it a strength trial and framed it as an honor.

I put the barbs in oilcloth with the shell fragments from the boar’s gut.

“He isn’t a rogue,” I said. “He’s a piece of failed salvage work with a year of infection in his face, and he closed the ford road because the ford road is where he learned that things that hurt him come from.”

“That’s not an excuse,” said Renka.

“No. He’ll still kill everyone here.”

“Good. I dislike being sad about work.”



She picked the ground at noon.

The creek runs out of the thicket’s north side into a bed twenty feet wide and eight deep, frozen to the gravel, with the banks scoured back by spring floods into a clean cut. His road went down into it at a shallow ramp, along the bed for sixty yards, and up the other side to the water at the spring head.

Renka stood in the middle of the bed and turned a full circle.

“Here,” she said. “Sixty yards of frozen gravel between two cut banks. He can’t turn in it at speed, he can’t leave it without slowing to climb, and there is nothing in it for him to put his shoulder into.” She pointed up the ramp. “Wolf on that ramp. He’ll come down it after her, because a thing that size does not decline a chase down a slope it knows. She turns him at the bottom and comes out left, up the low bank, and after that she does not come back into the bed for any reason whatever.”

“Say that part again,” said Ryska.

“You do not come back into the bed. If it goes wrong, it goes wrong on top of me, and you standing in it will make it worse and I will not have my kill ground crowded.” Renka did not soften it. “Once he is in the bed and turned, the fight belongs to whoever is standing in the middle of it, and that is me, and it is going to last about four seconds.”

“And if it lasts eight?”

“Then it lasts eight,” said Renka, “and you can come back in, and I will be extremely glad to see you.”

Ryska’s ears went up.

“Fine,” she said.

“Fennec on the high bank at the bend. I want the timing called: distance, speed, and the moment he commits. I do not want a warning, I want a number.”

“Forty, thirty, twenty, and then his name,” said Piri.

“Why my name?”

“Because by then you’ll be too busy for numbers.”

Renka considered that.

“Correct,” she said.

“Escort on the top of both banks with hooks and long spears and nobody, nobody, in the bed,” Renka went on. “Adjutants where they can see. Boy with the betting book beside them where he can see, because he’s the one who has to tell it. Medic-”

“Medic on the low bank at the bend with a stretcher party and everything unpacked,” I said.

“Medic on the low bank.” She looked at me. “You’ll want to be closer.”

“I always want to be closer.”

“Don’t be,” said Renka.



He came down the road at the tenth hour of the sixteenth morning, an hour after we were in place, and everybody found out the boy’s story had been wrong about the tusks.

Ninefang did not have nine. He had two: one whole, one broken and split into crooked tines that had multiplied in every retelling.

He stood nine feet at the shoulder. A frost-tusker that height carried close to five tons of muscle, fat and bone: a wall of black bristle and grease with a head on the front like the prow of a barge. The sound of him moving was not an animal’s sound. It was a freight load shifting.

He came out of the alders at a walk with his head down and the crooked left tusk cutting its furrow, and his massive length went past the cover at forty yards and I understood, with my heart going, that everything I know about mass had been theoretical.

The tusks were plow blades. The right one came out and up and back over itself in a full curve, ivory the color of old bone, worn flat along the outer face where he had been rubbing it on trees for fifteen years. The left was the broken one, splintered eight inches from the tip and grown out wrong afterward, hanging low, and the left side of his face below the eye was a mass of wet scar with the hair worn off it.

“Forty,” said Piri, from the bank. Flat and clear.

Ryska stepped out onto the ramp.

She did not shout at it. She stood at the top of the ramp in the open with her spear low and let it see her, and when it lifted its head she took two steps down the ramp toward it, which no sane creature does.

The boar came.

“Thirty.”

Nine feet of it going from a walk to a run inside two strides, and the ground actually moved. I felt it in my boots on the bank, a fast heavy tremble like a wagon crossing a bridge.

“Twenty.”

Ryska went down the ramp ahead of it, and let it close to inside two lengths, and keeping my mouth shut took more discipline than anything else in the kill ground.

At the bottom of the ramp she planted her left foot on the frozen gravel and cut hard right across its face.

The bait and the risk: you have to be close enough that the animal cannot ignore you and quick enough to be somewhere else. Its head swung after her, the crooked tusk came round and took a slice out of the bank where her hip had been, and its mass slewed on the gravel and came down the bed instead of up the ramp, exactly where it had been sent.

Ryska went up the low bank in three strides and stayed out of the bed.

“RENKA,” said Piri.

Renka was standing sixty yards down the creek bed with a boar spear in her hands, and she had not moved once.

I have watched a great many people brace for something. Almost everybody who braces gets it wrong: they widen, they lower, they lean into the thing that is coming, because everything in a body says make yourself heavy. She did none of that. She stood square and easy with her boots at shoulder width and the spear held low and slanted across her body at a shield-line’s carry, and she let nine feet of frost-tusker come down sixty yards of frozen creek bed at her, and she waited.

At about fifteen feet she moved her left foot eleven inches.

That was all. I was watching for it and that was all there was: a shift of her weight off the center line, the width of one boot, taken at the last possible moment so that the animal’s head could not correct.

He went past her right shoulder.

And as he went past, she put the spear up under the jaw hinge, two-handed, from below, with every muscle driving out of the ground behind it, and buried the head to the crossbar.

The impact folded the spear shaft into a bow. Renka’s back foot cut a trench through frozen gravel, and for one impossible fraction of a second the boar kept moving while she did not. The crossbar struck hide. The point tore through the soft hinge under the jaw, crossed the mouth, and found the base of the skull. Blood sheeted down the ash shaft over both her fists.

Ninefang’s head came up hard enough to show the scarred underside of his throat. His front legs kept running without ground under them; his hindquarters drove into his shoulders. Nine feet of boar pitched over its own forequarters and hit the creek bed with a crack like a gate beam failing. Gravel jumped against my boots on the bank. The right tusk carved a white arc through the ice, the broken left dug in, and the carcass slewed sideways for eleven feet before its weight stopped.

The spear tried to wrench free with it. Renka went down on one knee, walked both hands up the shaft, and forced the point deeper rather than letting nearly five tons roll her under. One rear leg kicked once close enough to split her sleeve with a dewclaw. She leaned away by inches, held the kill, and waited until the last tremor left the bristles.

Renka was still standing where she had been standing. She had her hands on the spear and the spear was still in it and she had gone down onto one knee with the shaft to keep the point buried, which is the only reason she was not underneath the thing.

For three seconds, every hand in the party stayed fixed where it was.

Then Dannel’s wall-men made a noise that was not a cheer, and the boy with the betting book was already running for his horse.

I slid down the low bank before the gravel stopped jumping. Ninefang’s last kick had opened Renka’s sleeve from wrist to elbow, but the dewclaw had only scored the leather. I checked the arm anyway while she kept one hand on the spear.

“Skin’s whole,” I said.

“Boar isn’t.”

Ryska came down only after eight heartbeats, exactly as ordered. She looked at the eleven-inch trench under Renka’s back boot, then at the spear buried to its crossbar. Her tail made one slow sweep.

“Four seconds,” she said.

“Three and some change,” Piri called from the bank.

The younger adjutant arrived with his book open. He inspected the kill angle from both sides, made Dannel point out where every witness had stood, and marked Renka’s boot trench with two crossed stakes before anyone touched the carcass. The proof-event had happened too fast for him to control. He controlled the evidence instead, which was competent work.



The measuring took forty minutes and it was the most solemn thing I have ever watched a drunk fortress do at second hand.

Field custom is old and specific: the tusks are measured at the trial line on return, but the first measure is taken over the carcass in front of the witnesses so that nobody can improve the animal on the way home. The young Board adjutant did it himself with a knotted cord and a folding rule while the older one held the other end and complained about his fingers.

Outer curve of the right tusk: twenty-two and a half inches.

The first measure pulled the cord tight along the outer curve while Dannel held the jaw steady with a hook. The second used the folding rule in six short chords, each mark called aloud to the older adjutant. On the third, Renka herself cleared packed snow from the ivory’s base with her bare thumb so nobody could claim they had started from the wrong point.

Twenty-two and a half inches every time.

The young adjutant set the cord beside the rule for the betting runner to see, then sat back on his heels in the snow.

“That’s over,” he said.

“Over what?” said Dannel.

“The College record for a frost-tusker is nineteen and a quarter. It’s been nineteen and a quarter since before I was born.” He looked at the cord in his hands as if it had done something to him. “This is three inches over the record.”

He wrote it in the book. He chalked it provisional on his slate: field measure, provisional, subject to the trial line.

Then he stood up and looked at Renka, and I watched a young man with a Board appointment work out that he was going to have to write a sentence he didn’t want to write.

“Auxiliary,” he said. “Every witness here saw you make the kill.”

“They did,” said Renka.

He swallowed. “Then the credit is yours.”

Renka stood over nine feet of dead boar with the frost coming off her shoulders and her broken tusk and the new white shoot standing at the root of it, and she looked at the ivory on the animal, and then at the adjutant, and said something in orcish that I do not have and have never asked her to translate, and which made Dannel’s corporal laugh so hard he had to sit down.

The boy with the betting book went south at a gallop with the numbers and kept riding for four hours.

The wall-men had started calling her Captain by the time the carcass was rigged.

I heard the first one do it by accident, in the middle of asking about the hoist, and hear himself do it, and go red. She did not correct him. By dusk they were all doing it, and it was not an accident any more, and the older adjutant heard it eleven times and wrote nothing down, which was the most useful thing that man did all week.



We butchered him on the creek bank into the night.

That is not a footnote. Nine feet of living boar had been close to five tons. Once hide, head, bone, offal and ruined tissue were separated out, the usable meat came to nineteen hundred pounds, and the College winter stores were four weeks off their forecast. Renka ran that butchery like a resupply: quartering line here, hide there, offal to the fire, the wagons repacked with the heavy quarters low and forward, two men on salting, one man doing nothing but keeping edges sharp.

“Half of that goes to the works-yard mess,” she said, “and I want it known where it came from, because there are eleven men in that yard building wagons and one of them will talk to us in the spring.”

“That’s a long game,” said Dannel.

“Everything’s a long game, corporal. Sharpen that.”

I took the head myself, and the goad-scars with it: I cut the scarred left cheek free and laid it out on the hide and dug the iron out of it in front of two Board adjutants with a lamp held over my shoulder.

Four more barbs. All of them the same pattern, all of them with thong through the eye, all of them buried in a year of rolled scar tissue with abscess tracks running back from each one into the muscle.

The young adjutant watched me do it. He wrote nothing down.

“You should write that down,” I said.

“I don’t know what it is.”

“It’s a harness goad, it’s set in leather, and the leather rotted off him a year ago.” I set the fourth barb in the oilcloth beside the other three. “You don’t have to know what it means. You have to be a man who wrote down what was in the animal’s face, because before thaw somebody may ask you.”

He held my gaze while the nearest meat fire cracked twice.

Then he took out his book and wrote it down, and I do not know his name and I hope he lives a long time.

And then I opened the stomach.

I had been putting it off, because I knew, and because the knowing was going to be worse in company.

A double handful.

Molt-shell fragments, worn round and smooth as river pebbles, some of them the size of a hen’s egg. Iridescent along the fracture faces where they had not been worn, as any shed shell is, catching the lamp in green and oil-black. That quenched-steel sweetness came up out of the opened gut into the cold air so thick that Renka turned her head away and Ryska’s ears went flat from twenty feet.

I laid them out on the hide and counted them. Nineteen.

“He’s been eating it for months,” I said.

“Where does an animal find that?” said Renka.

“The culling theater sells shell by the hundredweight to salvage contractors. The contractors dump what won’t render.” I stood up and looked north-east, into the dark, along the line of the buried road. “There’s a harvest-waste dump somewhere in these hills, and it isn’t new, and there is a made military road running out of this country toward a place with nobody in it.”

“And the beasts are eating it.”

“The beasts are eating it,” I said, “and I do not know why, and I am tired of writing that sentence.”



The meat fires burned all night and I slept badly. Normal. And Ryska came and sat against me at the second one. Not normal.

She avoids it in front of the garrison. She had done it before eleven wall-men and two Board adjutants, and I noticed and said nothing, because naming the gesture is how you get a wolf to stop.

She sat down on my left with her back against the wagon wheel and her shoulder against my shoulder, and after a while her tail came over and lay across my knee, which she has never once done in company either.

We watched Renka across the fire.

She was drilling a watch rotation nobody had assigned her. Four men, two hours on, two on standby, sleeping in kit with their boots on the fire side, and she had them repeat the relief order back to her twice.

“She’s going to try and run our walls,” said Ryska.

“She already runs our walls. She’s been doing the den perimeter for a week.”

“I know she has. I checked.” Ryska’s ear flicked. “She moved the water butt.”

“Was she wrong?”

“No,” said Ryska, with real disgust. “It was in a bad place for nine years and I never saw it.”

I let that sit.

“The den’s going to get louder,” I said.

“Good.”

“That’s it? Good?”

“That’s it.” She turned her head and put her jaw briefly against my temple, which is a thing wolves do and which she would deny in daylight. “I hold the den. She holds the walls. I don’t want the walls; I want the door. And I would rather have somebody standing outside it who counts things than a quiet house.”

She was silent a moment.

“Also she is going to be intolerable about that boar for the rest of her life,” said Ryska.

“Yes.”

“I’d have gone straight down the ramp at it.”

“I know.”

“It would have worked.”

“Probably.”

“It would have taken forty seconds and I’d have a hole in me,” she admitted, “and that eleven-inch thing she did was the best piece of work I have seen anybody do with their feet in two years, and I am never telling her that.”

She leaned in and set her jaw against my temple, firm and warm, then turned her shoulder under my hand until my palm covered the standing mark I had put there. She held that pack contact for three heartbeats and let go.

Then she got up and went to relieve a picket nobody had asked her to relieve.



Piri found the coil-track at first light, and she found it inside our own picket line.

She came and got me without saying anything. That told me.

It ran along the outside of the wagon horseshoe, into the camp between the second and third wagons, past the fire we had let die, and up to the evidence panniers where I had stowed the oilcloths.

The panniers had been opened.

Not forced. Unbuckled, both straps, and gone through, and buckled again on the correct holes.

I took everything out and laid it on the wagon tail. Every barb was there. Every shell fragment was there. The oilcloth with the face-scar iron in it had been unfolded and folded again in a different pattern than mine, tighter, squared at the corners.

She had come into a camp with nineteen people and four watches in it, a body-length from where two men were sitting awake, and she had read the harness gall by moonlight, and she had packed my evidence better than I had.

Renka came around the wagon and stopped dead, and her hackles did something that I do not think she knows about. The hair came up along her forearms and the back of her neck and her frame seemed to gain another size.

“There is a track,” she said, very quietly, “through my picket line.”

“There is.”

“I set that line myself.”

“I know.”

“How.”

“She doesn’t walk,” I said. “Weight distributed over thirty feet of body doesn’t press crust like a boot does. She came in over the middle of the horseshoe and out the same way.”

Renka crouched by the track, pressed her hand into it, then lifted her palm to her nose. Almost nobody else thinks to test ground that way.

“River,” she said. “Cold stone. And something.”

“Pain.”

“Is it?” She looked up at me. “It smells like a wound that’s been dressed wrong for a very long time.”

“That’s exactly what it is.”

The riverstone hung over that camp for an hour after dawn. I could still find it in the air when we broke the fires down, which means she had been there a long time and had not been in a hurry to leave.

She had taken nothing.

One detail followed me for the next two days: a woman who collects badges off culling squads had gone through the only physical evidence of a harness rig on a wild animal, and she had put every piece of it back.

She was not stealing from us.

She was checking our work.



We took the old road at noon on the seventeenth day, and it was under the snow exactly where Piri had said it was.

You could feel it through the wagon wheels before you could see it. Eleven miles of camber and curb, cut stone under two decades of leaf-fall and drift, running north-east along the contour with birch growing out of the drainage cuts thick as my wrist. The Board adjutants had objected for about four minutes at the muster that morning. Dannel ended it by choosing the old road as expedition commander: the ford road was unsafe with laden wagons and a wounded man, which was true. No form chose the ground for him.

Nobody spoke much on that road.

The country changed as we went. The scrub thinned and gave way to old cleared land gone back to birch, and then to the long straight lines of what had been fields, and then, in the fourth mile, to the burnt stumps of an orchard: eighty trees in rows, snapped off at four feet and blackened, with nearly two decades of suckers grown up out of the roots and frozen.

Nobody had cut those trees down. Something had gone through them.

And still nothing denned. Eleven miles that day. Not one warm bank.

We came up the last rise at dusk on the seventeenth day of winter, and Redwinter was below us.

A garrison town in a fold of the hills, with a curtain wall and a gate and a great hall’s roofline sagging in the middle of it, and every stone of it burnt black under a smooth unbroken lid of white. No smoke. No track. No bird.

The gate stood open. It had stood open since the burning, and the snow had drifted through it in a long clean tongue that nothing had ever walked on.

Dannel halted the column without being told.

I got down off the wagon and walked forward ten paces on my own and stood at the top of the rise and worked the air, and the wind came up out of that dead place and into my face.

Ash. Old, cold, dead ash, the full weight of years, the dead mineral nothing that a burned town becomes.

And under it, everywhere, in the stones and the snow and the fold of the hills:

Cold riverstone.

This was no passing trace on the wind. Riverstone had settled into the ground itself, the smell of a place somebody had lived in.

“Callum,” said Piri, at my elbow, very small.

“I know.”

“She lives here.”

“Yes,” I said, and picked up my satchel, and started down toward the gate.


Chapter 9: Redwinter

The snow inside the gate had never been walked on.

Everything else followed from that untouched snow. Nineteen winters of drift had come in through that open gate and lain down on the main street and been packed by its own weight into a smooth blue-white shell, and it went away from us up the street between the houses in a single unbroken sheet, over the doorsteps, over the well head, over whatever was under it, and there was not one mark on it anywhere.

No fox. No hare. No bird had walked it. Nothing had crossed that street since the last snow of the last autumn, and nothing had crossed it the autumn before, and nothing had crossed it for as long as the town had been dead except a thing that does not leave prints.

Dannel stood at the gate with eleven men behind him and held.

“Corporal,” said Renka.

“Captain.”

“Wagons stay outside the wall. Two men on the horses, because horses will not like this. Four men at this gate facing out, and I want them facing out, not in.” She was talking quietly, which she does not do. “Nobody goes into a building alone. Nobody picks anything up.”

“Yes, Captain.”

Nobody remarked on the word.



Redwinter was a garrison town of about four hundred souls, and it burned in one night nineteen years ago. The fire was the smallest thing that happened to it.

The gatehouse still held the shapes of ordinary duty. A rusted tally hook hung beside the inner arch. Three stone pegs marked where watch cloaks had dripped above a drain cut into the flags. The porter’s stool had burned down to four black legs trapped under fallen slate. Past it, a cooper’s yard stood with barrel hoops fused into the snow crust, and a child’s wooden sled projected from a drift under the eaves of what had been a bakery. None of those things had moved far enough to become dramatic. That made them worse. A town had stopped between one duty hour and the next, leaving its small work exactly where hands had dropped it.

The main street ran two hundred yards from the gate to the parade ground, with stone-footed timber houses on either side, every one a black shell with snow along its sills. The timber went. The stone stayed. Doorframes stand up out of the drifts with nothing behind them. Half a chimney breast remained with its firebox, its mantel shelf and, on the shelf, a tin candle-holder, still there, black.

Snow had filled the interiors level with the window sills, preserving a geography of absence. The smithy was identifiable by an anvil sunk crooked into the drift and hammers scaled red on a wall rack. The infirmary had three iron bedframes in a row, all bowed toward the street as if heat had pushed them. Across from it, the old stores building still wore a faded weight board under its eaves: salt, oats, lamp-oil, winter wool. The listed numbers ended midway through a line. Wind moved powdered snow through the roofless rooms and made a dry whisper against burnt stone, the only sound in a place built for four hundred voices.

I walked that street and read the burn.

You can tell a great deal from where a fire scorched a building, and what I read on that street was wrong from the fourth house on. The lintels were charred deepest on their inner faces. The scorch on the doorframes flared out and up from inside the rooms, tapering as it came out into the street. Two houses had their window openings burnt back to a wide bevel on the inside sill and almost nothing on the outer face.

A town that burns from a fire in the street burns from the outside in. Wind takes flame up the fronts, the fascia goes, the roof goes, and the inside cooks last.

These houses had burned from the inside out, all of them, at once.

“That’s not a raid,” said Ryska, at my shoulder. She had her ears pinned and had had them back since the gate. “Somebody fired every house at the same time.”

“Or something did.”

“With what?”

I had no answer for her, then.

The well was in the middle of the street where the two roads cross, a stone drum with a lead roof gone to a green ruin, and it was full.

Not full of water. Full to within four feet of the top with iron.

I got a lamp over it and looked down and saw what somebody had spent a long night throwing away: cold-iron. Caps and clips and pins and the long bar stock they are cut from, hundreds of pieces of it, a theater’s full supply thrown down a well in the dark, and every single piece of it buckled.

Not rusted. Cold-iron does not rust as honest iron does. Buckled: the bars bowed along their length, the caps opened out of round, the pin stock kinked like wire pulled through a die by something that was not a die.

Whatever came off those women that night, it did not come off with a chisel.

Piri looked into the well for four seconds, then walked away and stood with her back to it. I let the distance remain hers.



The parade ground was heaved.

Two hundred feet square, flagged in local grit-stone, laid down flat by somebody’s engineers a hundred years ago, and it looked like a frozen sea. The flags had come up in a dozen places in mounds and ridges, tipped on edge, full slabs canted six feet into the air with the frozen soil under them exposed and slumped.

They had been pushed up from beneath.

I got down into one of the openings with a lamp, and the hole under it went down and away at an angle, smooth-sided, a yard and a half across, packed and glazed with the polish that a burrower’s flank leaves on the wall of a working run.

I counted eleven of them across that square.

“Eleven galleries,” said Renka behind me. “Into a walled garrison town. Through a flagged parade square.”

“Yes.”

“That’s not a breach, medic. That’s a siege engine.”

“It’s not a siege engine either,” I said. “Burrowers don’t take towns. They follow moving air and rot and wounded prey. They come up under wall footings because footings crack, they do not come up in the middle of a garrison’s parade ground in eleven places at once.”

“Then what does?”

I stood in a hole in a nineteen-year-old parade ground with a lamp in my hand, silent, because I had begun to have an idea, and I was not going to say it out loud until the building at the top of the square had finished telling me.



The great hall stood across the head of the parade ground: stone to the eaves, a slate roof with its ridge broken and sagging into the middle, and double doors twelve feet high with the ironwork still on them.

The doors were barricaded from the inside.

We could see that from the square, because the left-hand door had rotted through at the bottom over the years since the burning and slumped enough to open a gap two feet high, and through the gap, jammed up against it, was the end of a wagon bed.

Renka put her shoulder to the right-hand door and it moved four inches and stopped.

“There’s weight on it.”

“There’s everything on it,” I said, and went in through the gap on my belly with the lamp held out in front of me, because I am the smallest of the three of us who was going in and because it is my job.



They had built it out of the town.

That is what I found on the other side of that door, and I lay on the floor of the great hall of Redwinter with a lamp in my hand and got up very slowly and turned a full circle, and it took me a long minute to understand what I was looking at.

The barricade filled the whole end of the hall. Two wagon beds on their sides, wheels off, chocked. Benches, eleven or twelve of them, stacked and cross-braced. Trestle tables. A cast-iron field forge, the kind a company armorer carries, four hundred pounds of it, dragged from wherever it had stood and set against the doors as a stop. Roof timbers. A grain hopper. Somebody had gone out into a burning town and brought back everything with mass in it and built a wall inside a building.

It had taken hours. You do not do that in a panic. You do that with a plan and a work party and a man standing over it saying where the next thing goes.

The hall behind it was long and high and open to the sky at the middle where the ridge had come down. Snow had drifted under the break in a white cone twenty feet across; everything outside the cone was dry, black, and exactly as it had been left.

At the rear of the hall, behind the snow cone, the floor had failed.

It had not fallen with the roof. The flags there were lifted from below, their underside faces polished in broad gray sweeps. Between them opened a burrower run five feet across, slanting under the north wall. Its mouth was partly choked with roof slate and a fallen beam, but a passage remained along one side, broad enough for a mature burrower. Soot coated the upper wall of the run going inward from the hall and thinned as it went down. Whatever used it had left after the fire.

I lowered the lamp into the opening. The packed side held bristles, old bone chips, and a strip of Culling Board gray dragged six feet below floor level. It was a withdrawal path, not a fresh mystery. The hall had never remained sealed after the doors were barred. Something had broken in from the parade side, fed, and gone back into the earth through the rear gallery.

In the middle of the floor, past the drift, stood the wagon.



It was a culling theater’s field wagon of a generation ago: a long low four-wheeled bed with a folding canopy frame and a step at the back, painted in a gray that is still the gray they use. The canopy was gone. The frame stood over it in bare hoops like the ribs of something.

Bolted through the bed, on heavy iron feet, was the rig.

I have seen the modern one. It stands in the culling theater at Caldmoor under a sheet and it is used four times a year and I have walked past it two thousand times. This was its grandfather, and it was bigger, and everything on it was cold-iron.

Two hoops on a hinged frame, scaled to close over a body at the chest and the hips. A folding table with strap slots cut into the edges at the shoulder, wrist, waist, thigh and ankle, and the straps still hanging off it, gone to black leather cord. Anchor chains at the four corners of the wagon bed, each one ending in a cuff. A crank yoke at the head end for closing the hoops.

It is not a surgical frame. I want to be exact, because I have spent half a decade being exact about this. A surgical frame holds a body still so that a chirurgeon can work in a small area with accuracy. This holds a body at five points, in cold-iron, with chains at the corners, and there is nothing on it that gives a chirurgeon access to anything except the head.

You do not build that to operate on a woman.

You build that to hold a woman while her body tries to become something, for as long as it takes, with cold-iron closed over her chest and her hips.

And it was burst.

Both hoops. They had opened outward from the center line, and the cold-iron had not sheared or snapped: it had stretched and then torn, and the torn ends had curled back on themselves in long petals, and the crank yoke at the head end had been pulled out of its bed with the mounting bolts still in it, and the bolts had come through four inches of oak.

I put my lamp up close and looked at the torn metal, then braced my palm against the wagon bed until the grain bit into it.

“Callum,” said Ryska, from the gap in the door.

“Come in,” I said. “Both of you. Come in and don’t touch anything and I’ll tell you what I’ve got when I’ve got it.”



The bones were between the rig and the doors.

Eleven squad men. I counted them twice by skull because that is the only honest count, then by boot heel, and got eleven both times. The chirurgeon on the wagon made a twelfth human body.

They were inside their own barricade. They were spread across the floor of the hall between the wagon and the barricade, and every one of them that had fallen in a readable attitude had fallen facing the doors.

I went along them with the lamp, on my knees, one at a time.

Culling Board gray, gone to rags on the bone. Three of them had short blades still in the hand or beside it. Two had cudgels. One had a boar spear, which is not issue, which means he had picked it up off somebody in the town.

The bones themselves told me the rest, and I did not enjoy it.

Long bones snapped through in two and three places. A pelvis crushed on the left side. Ribs stove in over a span too wide for a man’s foot. And on eight of the eleven, on the shafts of the femurs and humeri, lay gnaw-marks: paired grooves, converging, the broad scrape of an incisor working for marrow. Old. Weathered. Made while the bones still held grease.

The breached floor at the rear made their sequence legible. Beasts had forced the front, killed the squad between the doors and rig, fed in the hall, then followed the strongest source deeper into the room and withdrew down the gallery. The barricade had not preserved a sealed chamber. It had made a killing pocket with one exit the men never knew was opening behind them.

I mapped the bodies before I touched anything. Five lay in a shallow fan ten to twenty feet from the doors, feet toward the rig, heads and weapons toward the barricade. Three more had fallen along the wagon’s left side. One was under a bench with both forearms broken across his face. Two reached the rig and died beside it, still facing the entrance. None showed the radial blast injuries I would expect from the hoop’s failure: no iron fragments in bone, no bodies thrown outward from the wagon, no scorching on the backs of their clothing. The burst and their deaths were separate events.

The first five carried crushing injuries across their fronts. Ribs driven back, one sternum split, one shoulder socket flattened from above. The three beside the wagon showed paired punctures through pelvis and thigh at the height of burrower mouthparts. The man under the bench had survived long enough to crawl; soot lay beneath his knees, but not beneath the blood-dark patch where his chest had rested. He had moved after the hall caught fire.

I followed the damage toward the doors. The low outside panel had been gnawed through in an oval three feet wide before the left wagon bed shifted down over it. The bed’s near axle was crushed inward, and deep in the oak lay three smooth plates of burrower mouth shell. One plate still bore oak fibers beneath its cutting edge, driven in from the street side; another had snapped after the wagon dropped. Direction and sequence, both preserved in wood. Soot lay beneath the fallen axle but not atop its fresh split, proving the drop happened after the fire began. The splinter faces were pale beneath the ash-dark wood, protected until the barricade shifted. Beasts had opened that aperture from the street. Later, as the barricade settled under their weight, the wagon dropped and partly closed it again. That explained why the doors still looked barred from inside and why the squad faced them when they died.

At the rear gallery, the soot line reversed. Hall soot streaked down into the run; clean earth had not spilled up over it. Bone chips and gray cloth had been dragged away from the room. Entry through the doors. Feeding across the floor. Withdrawal through the earth. A complete path with a direction at every point.

A chirurgeon’s roll lay open near the wagon, brass instruments in felt beds, old pattern, some still in place. A canvas satchel spilled a double handful of cold-iron pins across the floor in a fan, still bright.

And at the head of the rig, on the wagon bed, one skeleton on its own.

Whites, not gray. Older cloth, better cloth. He had gone down half on the bed and half off it, and his left wrist was through one of the corner cuffs and the cuff was locked, and the key was in the lock.

He had chained himself to his own rig.

I crouched there until the lamp handle warmed in my grip.

“He locked himself on,” said Renka, very low.

“He locked himself on.”

“Why would a man-”

“Because whatever was coming through those doors, he had decided that the one place he was not going to be was anywhere it could drag him,” I said. “Or because the rig was failing and he thought his weight on the anchor chain would hold it. Take your pick. He had time to think of it, and he had time to turn the key, and then he stayed there.”

There was a ring of keys on his hip, iron, eight of them on a split ring, and the tag stamped with a mark I have seen on nothing made in the last fifteen years: the old Culling Board stamp, a hand over a wheel.

I took it. That is looting a grave and I did it anyway.



Then I did the thing I do, and the hall gave it to me all at once.

I stood in the middle of the floor between the burst rig and eleven dead men with the lamp down at my side, and I shut my eyes and worked the air of a room that had been sealed since the night of the fire.

Cold ash. Stone. Old leather. Dust, the fine dry dust of a place with no damp in it.

And through all of it, everywhere, in the stones and the timbers and the black beams overhead, baked into the fabric of the hall as smoke gets into a smokehouse:

Burnt honey.

Storm-front cedar under it, and both of them gone wrong. Scorched. It is the smell of a molt, and I know it better than any smell in the world; I have had it in my nose across a training yard and under a fever diagnosis and rising off a woman’s skin in my own furs with my hands on her. It is a warm rich smell and it means a body is doing the biggest thing it will ever do.

This was that smell, cooked and ruined and stopped, and it was nearly two decades old and it was still there.

Wolfkin.

I opened my eyes and looked at Ryska. She stood eight feet away with one hand over her mouth and her mane raised along her spine. She had caught it before I did because it belonged to her own line.

I crossed to her before I gave the verdict. Her free hand seized the front of my coat, not to pull me closer but to hold herself where she stood. Under the dead woman’s scorched cedar came Ryska’s living scent, steady apex warmth over a sudden copper edge of grief. Her tail had wrapped once around my calf so tightly that I felt each tremor through my boot.

I put my palm on her nape. No molt-light answered; her crossing was complete. The muscles beneath her mane yielded one hard degree under my hand, and pale amber eyes locked onto mine.

“Say it,” she said through her fingers.

“It’s a wolfkin molt,” I said. “Final stage. It never finished.”

Her claws closed in my coat. Want moved under the grief, not separate from it: the wolf’s need for the one hand that had held her through the same crossing and refused to let go. She bared her nape further into my grip.

“Later,” I said quietly.

“You’d better mean that.”

I tightened my fingers once, an answer and an order to hold. She did.



Before I assembled the verdict, Renka cleared the hall. The adjutants and wall-men had seen the burst hoop, the squad bones, and the gallery mouth. They had not heard what the burnt honey meant, and they did not need to. She sent them to secure the street and inventory the well, then stood in the doorway until the last boot crossed the parade ground. Only Ryska, Piri, Renka and I remained.

I gave the reconstruction once, without inflection. The objects were doing the work.

“Nineteen years ago a culling party came out here with a theater wagon and a restraint rig and a satchel of pins,” I said. “The Redwinter garrison had beast-blood in it. They took every beast-blooded woman in one night. That is the purge, and the intake stamps for it exist and I have seen one.”

“One of the women was in her final stage.”

I put my hand on the burst hoop.

“You cannot cull a woman mid-crossing. It is the one rule that has never had an exception. A final stage cannot be stopped, it cannot be paused, and it cannot be held: interrupt it and it kills her, from the inside, all at once, the same violence as a boiler splitting.”

I turned the lamp on the torn metal, and on the fused gray-green crust along the inside curve of both hoops, which is shell, which is the shed armor of a woman’s old form, and which had fused to the cold-iron in the heat of what happened there.

“They put her in this and they closed it. She burst it. And the fire in this hall started here, at this rig, and went outward, because I have read the scorch on every wall in this room and it radiates from this wagon.”

Piri’s ears went rigid beneath her hood.

“That’s the part they use,” Renka said. “The burst, then the dead company. They cut out everything between.”

“And everything after,” I said.

I picked up the lamp, walked past them, and put my hand on the barricade.

“Look at what they built. Wagon beds, benches, a forge. That took hours, and there were eleven of them, and they did it after she was already dead, because there are no woman’s remains on or beside that rig. Eleven squad men and one chirurgeon are here. Their victim is not.”

“Then who were they hiding from?”

I took them back to the bottom rail of the left-hand door and set the lamp against the outer face, beside the gap.

The wood down there was chewed. A foot and a half of oak had been worked from the outside by something with paired incisors through hours of patient gnawing in a sealed, airless hall where no daylight reached the work, splintered inward, the grain lifted in long fibers.

“Eleven galleries in the parade ground,” I said. “Gnaw on the outside of these doors. Eleven men fallen facing them with their bones cracked and eaten. They were not barricaded in against a woman. She was already gone. They barricaded themselves in against what came up out of the ground afterward.”

Ryska’s claws scored five pale tracks in the doorpost.

“A final stage burst in the middle of a garrison town,” I said, “and every beast in these hills came for it, and it was still coming for it after she was dead, and the town went up, and eleven men in Culling Board gray built a wall inside a stone hall and died behind it.”

I stood up.

“Redwinter was not a feral molt that killed a company,” I said. “Redwinter was a culling that interrupted a final stage. The Board did that. And then they wrote it down the other way and built nineteen years of knives on top of it, and every cap on every woman in that fortress is holding a lie shut.”

The wind came through the break in the roof and moved the snow in the drift cone.

Piri looked from the rear gallery to the chewed doors, checking the line a scout’s way. Renka held the broken hoop like a captured weapon. Ryska stood nearest the ruined rig, breathing her dead line-sister’s scorched molt from the stone.

No one argued. The chain of objects left nothing to argue with.



Renka took the rig apart with her hands.

She wanted the hoop. I wanted the hoop and had been working out how to cut a section of it free with the tools I had, and she came over and looked at where I had my saw against the torn petal of the cold-iron and said, “Move,” and put both hands into the tear and worked it back and forth eleven times and broke off two feet of it.

She stood there holding a piece of a thing that had held a woman still while her body tried to finish.

“They make these to a pattern,” she said.

“They do.”

“There’ll be a mold for that hoop somewhere. And a forge that pours it.”

“There is.”

“Good,” said Renka, and put it in the pannier.

I took a fused shell fragment off the inside curve, with the cold-iron still married to it. The fragment showed three layers under the lamp: old shell on the inner face, a glassy band where living molt had softened against heat, and cold-iron driven into both. No later fire could have made that sandwich. The shell had been pressed against the hoop while the crossing was active.

I wrapped it in clean linen, then oilcloth, and made Renka witness where it came from before it went into the pannier. It was the best piece of evidence I had ever held.

I took the key ring off the dead chirurgeon.

I took nothing else, and I made them leave the eleven where they were, and we came out through the gap in the door into a dark blue evening.



Ryska got hold of my wrist on the way down the steps and stopped me.

She had been silent since the smell. Her mane was still up. She stood one step above me with the ruin behind her and the hills going black, then put her forehead against mine, hard, once, and let go.

“Later,” she said.

“Later.”

“Not tonight and not here.” Her voice had gone down into the register she has instead of grief. “But you and I are going to have a conversation about that room, stitch-boy, and you are not going to be tactful in it.”

“No.”

“Good.”

She went past me down the steps to where Piri was standing in the middle of the parade square with her ears rigid and her arms wrapped around herself, and put a hand on the back of the fennec’s neck, and stood there with her.

The wolf’s vocabulary, and it works.



The coils were across the snow between us and the gate.

They had not been there when we went in. They came out of the dark to the left of the street and lay in a long broad flattened track all the way across it, and where they crossed the unwalked drift the shell of it was pressed down and not broken.

Dannel had already taken the adjutants and wall-men through the gate to the wagons under Renka’s order. They carried an inventory of buckled iron and a story about an unstable ruin, not the reconstruction. The burnt-honey verdict remained inside the pack.

Renka’s boot came down. Everything stopped.

Skalla was in the gateway.

The gate arch at Redwinter is fifteen feet high and burnt hollow, and she was under it with the last of the light behind her from the west, and I saw all of her at once.

Thirty-odd feet, banked in mass under the arch. The upper body of a woman, arms folded, shoulders square, the fall of dark hair moving in the wind off the hills. And below and behind and all around, the coils, thick as a man’s chest, iridescent in fields and islands where the scale had come in, and bare between them where it had not, and along every border between the two the molt-seams: raw, unfinished, ridged, catching what light there was and stopping it dead.

Nineteen years, held at the halfway mark.

She was the most magnificent thing I have ever seen and I could not look at her for long.

Only the pack stood with me in the burnt street.

“You read graves well, Carrier,” said Skalla.

The old word went down the empty street and into the ruin behind us. Ryska, Piri and Renka already knew it; no witness waited beyond them. Skalla had chosen her ground, but not an audience.

Her head came down out of the arch’s shadow, and the dark eyes with the vertical set to them found me across forty feet of blue snow.

“Now read mine,” she said.


Chapter 10: Half-True

The word stayed in Redwinter.

Skalla had called me Carrier after Dannel took the adjutants and wall-men through the gate to the wagons. Only Ryska, Piri and Renka heard her. They already knew what I was. By the time the escort returned to build camp, she had gone into the ruined hall and the pack had closed around the old word.

Dannel asked what had delayed us. Renka showed him the rear gallery and the unstable door, then set him to moving the camp inside before the weather came down. The adjutants inventoried a burst restraint hoop, twelve human bodies, buckled cold-iron in the well, and an old breach path. They never heard the burnt-honey verdict. Redwinter remained a ruin full of alarming objects, not a corrected history they could carry home.

That distinction was thin and deliberate. A fact could be guarded. A word could be guarded. Eleven loyal men could not be asked to forget a founding lie once they understood it, so we never made them hold it.



We made the fire in the great hall, on the flags, under the break in the roof where the smoke could go up.

That was Renka’s decision and it was the right one. The men were not going to sleep in that town, so they were going to sit up in it, and it is better for a soldier to sit up in the room he is afraid of than out in the street imagining it.

She set the watch, doubled it, then pushed Dannel, Kelso, both adjutants and every wall-man out to the barricade line, beyond the hall’s broken rear corner and well out of earshot. Each got a reason so none had to feel excluded.

Only the pack remained when Skalla came in through the gap in the door, and thirty feet of her came in after, and she put herself along the cold half of the hall with the burst rig between her body and all of us.

She did not come near the fire. She stayed at the edge of its light with the wagon and the rig at her back, and she looked at that wagon more than she looked at any of us, and when she spoke she spoke to a point about four feet above it.

“Sit,” she said. “It is a long report and I am not going to give it twice.”



Here is her testimony, as she gave it, in the order she gave it.

“There were nineteen of us at Redwinter with beast-blood in us,” said Skalla. “Fourteen in the garrison, five in the town. Wolfkin, two orc, a bear-line woman from the north whose name I will not say in front of humans, three harpies off the courier line, and me.”

She stopped there for a moment.

“The squad came through the south gate at dawn in two files. Twelve gray coats, one chirurgeon, two wagon hands. Their axle had a white notch on the left hub and the rear team limped, because the near horse had thrown a shoe two miles out and they would not stop. I was sergeant of the east watch. I counted them in. That number has lived in my head longer than my own age.”

Her claws rested on the flagstone, spread and motionless.

“They took the armory before breakfast, the infirmary by the fourth hour, and the square by the sixth. Three squads of our own garrison were sent to the north fields on a false sighting. The human captain argued once, behind a closed door. He came out with a split lip and told us the inspection was lawful. By noon the docking posts stood where the company formed for roll. They used our rope, our mallets, our water buckets. Made the garrison carry its own tools to the square.”

Renka’s fingers tightened around her knees.

“The list was not made that morning,” Skalla continued. “They knew every name, line, age, grade and old injury before they crossed the gate. Vessa’s was marked in red. Mine too. The rest were black. Red meant wagon. We learned that by watching which women the squad did not take to the posts.”

“They came in the last week of autumn with a theater wagon and a squad and a chirurgeon in whites, and they had the docking posts up in the square before the second hour. It was not called a purge. It was called a standards inspection.” Her voice had no anger in it at all, which was worse than anger. “They did twelve of us at the posts in one day. Caps, clips, pins. Those twelve went onto one intake list afterward, including the three harpies. The two harpies who could not be persuaded to kneel had their wings taken on the ground, which takes longer and is done with a different tool, and one of them made no sound at all and the other one made sound for both of them.”

“Vessa and I were the two red names held for the wagon. The five remaining beast-blooded residents were outside the square when the galleries opened: three died with the wall squads and two vanished in the fire. Twelve on the intake, two selected for the rig, five lost in the town. Nineteen. I have counted that sum every winter since.”

Nobody at that fire moved.

“My crossing had started four days before,” she said. “That is not a thing you can hide from a chirurgeon with a clean nose, and they had one, and I was on the list for the wagon, not the post. They wanted a mid-crossing subject on the rig. It was a chance to observe.”

“To observe,” said Renka.

“That is the word he used. I remember the word.” Skalla’s coils moved once, a long redistribution of weight along the dark of the hall. “I broke the theater line at the second hour of the evening watch and went out over the east wall and up into the hills, and I got two miles, and then the crossing came to its top and there was nobody. No den. Nothing to hold on to.”

She looked at the rig.

“You know what happens,” she said.

“I know what happens,” I said.

“Then I will not describe it. It took all night and I have had every hour of it since.” She said that in her weather-report register. “When I could move again I was what you are looking at, and I have been this for nineteen winters, and it does not stop, and it will not, and I have stopped expecting it to.”

Piri had her hands over her mouth. Ryska had not moved. Renka was sitting on a stone block with her forearms on her knees and her head down.

“And the rest of it,” said Skalla, “I heard from a ridge.”



“There was a woman called Vessa,” she said.

The name went into the hall and sat there.

“Wolfkin. Twelve years in that garrison. She held the left of the line at the ford fight when I was nineteen and I stood on her flank and neither of us moved, and afterward she gave me her ration because I had been sick with fear and could not hold anything down and she said a line-sister eats.” Skalla’s mouth did something. “She was a big loud woman and everybody in Redwinter owed her something.”

“She was the one in the rig,” I said.

“She was the one in the rig.” Skalla’s head came round. “Her crossing was further on than mine. They had her on the wagon by dark, because you cannot make a final stage kneel at a post. And in the middle of the night I heard the town.”

She stopped.

“I was two miles up the hill and frozen into what I am now, and I could not walk, and I heard Redwinter die from the ridge. I heard the iron go. I heard the hall. I heard men screaming inside a stone building until the voices stopped, and I heard the fire, and by morning there was nothing down there but smoke and there has been nothing down there since.”

Her gaze stayed on the rig until the fire settled and one iron strap clicked in the cooling air.

“For nineteen years,” she said, “I have known exactly what happened here. Vessa went feral in the restraints and butchered a company, and they burned her out of this hall, and every cap on every woman on this frontier since has been justified by her. The Board is right. That is the part nobody will say out loud in front of me, so I will say it in front of you: on the only night that mattered, the Board was right, and my line-sister proved it for them.”

Her hands, which are a woman’s hands with claw at the ends of the fingers, opened and closed once on nothing.

“I have hated her bones since that night,” said Skalla. “I have come down into this hall in the spring and stood over what is left of her people and I have hated her. Do you understand what I am telling you, Carrier? I hate her because she made it true.”



There was no spike in her.

That limit belongs beside every other entry in my working ledger. I found it that night and have kept finding it since.

I sat eleven feet from a woman giving a nineteen-year-old account of the worst night of her life and I worked the air the entire time she was talking, and there was nothing in it but riverstone, and pain, and old ash off the fire. No acid rise. No bright wrong note under the words. Nothing at any point.

She believed every syllable of it.

And half of it was wrong.

A lie has a carrier. I have built a life on that. A sincere error does not, because there is nothing in the body to make one: her heart and her glands and her breath were all telling the truth, and the truth was that she thought her friend had killed eleven men.

My nose’s limit in one sentence. It tells me what a person believes. It has never once told me what happened.



I did it with the objects, and I went slowly, because she was going to have to carry it afterward.

“Skalla. Stand up on your coils and come to the doors with me.”

“I know what is on the doors.”

“Then tell me what’s on the doors.”

She did not move for a moment. Then she came, and the hall seemed to shift with her, and she put herself beside me at the barricade with her head down at my height.

“Gnaw,” she said.

“Where?”

“Outside face.”

“How much?”

“A foot and a half up the bottom rail, both leaves, worked from the outside in.” Her voice had gone level and professional; she was reading a wound and she knew it. “Rodent pattern. Paired incisor. Burrower.”

“And the barricade.”

She turned her head and looked at the wagon beds, the benches, the cross-bracing, the four hundred pounds of field forge chocked against the doors.

“Built from the inside.”

“How long does that take eleven men?”

“Two hours,” said Skalla. “Three.”

“And the rig.”

“Burst.”

“Burst outward. From the inside of the hoops. And the scorch on every wall in this room radiates out from that wagon. There are no woman’s remains on or beside the rig. Eleven squad men lie between the rig and doors, with one chirurgeon cuffed to the wagon making twelve human bodies. Every readable posture faces the doors.” I put the lamp on the chewed rail. “The beasts forced this aperture from outside, fed across the hall, then left through the polished gallery at the rear. Entry and withdrawal are both still in the stone. Say it.”

She stayed silent.

“There are eleven galleries under that parade ground,” I said, “driven up through flagstones from beneath, in a walled town, which burrowers do not do. They came for what was happening in this hall. A final stage in the open smells like nothing else in the world and it carries for miles, and they came, and they kept coming after she was dead, and every house on that street was fired from the inside because eleven galleries came up under a town at once.”

“They chained her,” said Skalla.

“They chained her at the crossing, and it killed her, and it killed her as it kills everyone, and while she was dying every beast in these hills started walking toward Redwinter.” I turned the lamp on the burst hoop. “That metal was pulled apart from the middle by a body coming through it. It was not cut off her afterward. She was in it when it went, and she went with it, and she never took one step in this hall.”

The hall was very quiet.

“Vessa killed nobody,” I said. “Not one of these men. She was dead before the doors were shut. They barricaded themselves in against what her dying brought, and they died to it, and the Board wrote her name on the grave because the alternative was writing their own.”

Skalla put out her hand.

She put it down on the burst hoop, on the torn petal of the cold-iron, and she stayed like that for a long time with her head down and thirty feet of her absolutely still in the dark of a hall she has lived beside since the purge.

I let her have it. Nobody at that fire made a sound. Renka got up at one point and Ryska put a hand on her arm and she sat back down.

Two breaths. All she gave it, in the end. I counted, because I count things.

Then she took her hand off the iron.

“Names,” she said.

“Skalla.”

“The squads still standing. The Redwinter party had eleven men in this room and a chirurgeon on that bed, and there were more of them outside, and some of those men are alive and drawing a pension in a garrison town, and their sergeants went on to make other sergeants.” Her voice did not rise at all. “You have a fortress full of paper and a broker who counts. Names, Carrier. I will have their badges.”

I did not say yes.

I did not say no either. She noticed and let the answer remain open; her claws eased one fraction off the hoop.



She came back to the fire’s edge afterward, which she had not done before, and looked at me for a while.

Then she looked at my forearms.

I had my sleeves rolled, because I had been working, and the scar-lace was showing from the wrists to the elbows and up over the collar where it goes now, silver-pale in firelight and impossible to mistake for anything else.

“You are burning yourself down,” she said.

“That’s what carrying takes.”

“I know what it is. I have seen it on a man’s arms before.” Her head tilted. “Do you know what I have been doing all season, Carrier? I have been on your roofs. I have watched four women come and go out of one house. The wolf sleeps facing the door. The small one sleeps on your chest. The soft one runs the ledger and the new one is measuring your walls for a watch rotation.”

“Yes.”

“They are fed. They are warm. They are safe.” She let a beat go past. “The Pens are fed and warm too.”

Ryska came off the stone so fast that I had to put an arm out.

“Sit down,” I said.

“She is not going to stand in this hall and say that to you-”

“She’s going to say exactly that to me, and you’re going to sit down, because it’s the only question in this business worth answering and she’s the only person on this frontier who’s asked it.”

Ryska sat down. Her mane was up. Her tail stayed rigid.

Skalla watched all of that with great attention.

“You keep them,” she said to me. “You keep them fed and warm and you file them under a kinder clerk, and they love you, and the fortress leaves them alone because they are yours instead of the Board’s.” The rasp went down into the bottom of that deep chest. “I have seen four dens in all that time. Two of them were kennels with better straw. The women in them would have told you they were happy. One of them told me so through the bars of a very comfortable room.”

“I don’t have an argument for you,” I said.

She waited.

“I’ve got nothing,” I said. “There isn’t a thing I can say in a burnt hall that isn’t exactly what the keeper of a good kennel would say. So I’m not going to say it.” I put another piece of wood on the fire. “Come to Caldmoor. Come in through my window at any hour you like, unannounced, and walk into that den and smell them, and if what you get off them is anything other than four women who could leave in the morning, then you take my badge off me and nail it wherever you nail the others.”

Piri said, “He doesn’t have a badge.”

“He knows what I meant,” said Skalla.

She never came. She never said no, either.

She said, “That is the first time anyone has invited me anywhere in nineteen years,” in a completely level voice, and then she went out of that hall and into the dark, and the coils went over the barricade without touching it.



Renka sat by the fire until the last split log collapsed to coals, the burst hoop across her knees.

“Medic.”

“Captain.”

“When she said observe.” Renka turned the piece of cold-iron over. “The chirurgeon on that bed put a woman on a rig at her crossing to watch what happened. And it burst and it took the town with it. And the report that went back to the capital said feral molt.”

“Yes.”

“So somebody in that theater knew, from the first night, exactly what a chained crossing does.” Her gold eyes came up. “And all these years later they are still chaining them. That is not a mistake anybody is repeating out of ignorance.”

“No.”

“Then it is a method,” said Renka.

Nobody had anything to add to that.

Ryska came and sat down against me on the other side and put her shoulder into mine, wordless, and I felt her breathing go slow next to my ribs for the first time since the smell. After a while she reached over without looking and put her hand around my forearm, over the scar-lace, and left it there, and her thumb moved once.

Piri fell asleep on my other side sitting up with her ears still moving, which she does, and slid down against my chest in stages over about ten minutes, and Renka took her cloak off and put it over the fennec without comment and went to check the watch.



The key ring was on the evidence pannier at dawn.

She had coiled a track around the pannier, twice, a knot holding the ring in place on the top of the flap where I could not fail to see it.

I had left it in the bottom of that pannier under two oilcloths, and I had buckled the straps myself.

Eight keys had gone in.

Seven came back.

I sat on the wagon tail in the gray light and counted them four times. The split ring had been opened and closed with something strong enough to do it cleanly, and the tag with the old Culling Board stamp was still on it, and the key that had been in the cuff at the chirurgeon’s wrist was still on it.

The missing one was long, iron, with a barrel and a squared bit. A door key. Not a cuff key, not a padlock: a door, and a heavy one.

“She took a key,” said Piri, at my elbow, ears down.

“She took a key.”

“To where?”

“I don’t know.”

“Callum, that’s a door key off a nineteen-year-old ring in a dead town and she went through four straps to get it, and she left the other seven, which means she knows exactly which door it is-”

“I know what it means,” I said. “Write it down. Date it. We’ll find out when she wants us to.”



We lost a man into the ground four miles out.

The old road runs along the contour with the drainage cuts on the uphill side, and two decades of leaf-fall and drift had filled one of those cuts and frozen it over into a bridge of crust that looked exactly like the road.

Except it was not a drainage cut underneath. It was an old burrower run, driven up under the road bed and collapsed, and the span had been holding on frost and habit.

Kelso went into it up to his chest and then all the way in.

The hole was four feet across. The run under it went down at a steep angle for twelve or fourteen feet and then leveled out and ran away into the dark under the road.

Renka had the column stopped and reversed off the bridge inside eleven seconds.

“Off it. Everybody off it, back the way you came, walk in the tracks you made. Corporal, get the wagons a hundred feet back and put the horses on the downhill side.” She was already shrugging her pack off. “Fennec. Where is he?”

Piri was prone on the crust at the lip with her ear over the hole and one hand up for silence.

“Down and left,” she said. “Twenty feet, maybe twenty-two. He’s breathing and he’s making noise into fabric, which is his own coat over his face, which is good. There’s soil moving on him. Slow. It’s still settling.”

“Is the run holding?”

“The roof’s holding for now and it will not hold for a man’s weight going down it.”

“Then it takes mine,” said Renka, “because I am not sending anybody down a hole to be crushed. Rope.”

“Captain-” Dannel began.

“Corporal, listen to me carefully, because I am going to say it once and then I am going to be busy.” Renka took the rope off him and put it over her own shoulder and started making it fast around her chest. “I go down the shaft as far as the bend and I stop there. My shoulders will fit and I will make them fit. From the bend I am an anchor and a pair of hands, and I do not go one foot further into that run whatever I hear. The medic goes past me with the ears in front of him, because he is the only one who can do anything at the end of it, and he is small enough not to bring the roof down.”

“I’m small enough,” said Piri.

“You are small enough to get to him and you cannot splint him. Doc. On me.”

I went down on her rope.

The run under that road was three feet high and glazed and it stank of old earth and cold, and the dark in it was total four feet past the shaft. Piri went ahead of me on her belly with her ears out and her nose down, stopping every few feet with her hand back to stop me, listening to soil I could not hear.

“Here. Stop. There’s a slump ahead and it’s live.”

“How live?”

“It’s got about a hand’s width of movement in it and it’s talking.” She wormed sideways. “Round. Round, not through. Come to my voice and put your hand where my hand is.”

Kelso was on his back under eleven inches of settled soil with his left leg pinned under a fallen roof slab and his coat over his face, exactly as she had said, and he was conscious and had not moved a muscle in four minutes because Piri had shouted down the shaft at him not to.

I got the soil off his chest with my hands. I got my fingers along the leg, in the dark, by feel, and found the break: tibia, mid-shaft, angulated, closed, with a pulse at the ankle that I found on the second try and nearly wept about.

The slab pinning him was not one slab. It was three plates of grit-stone laid like roof tiles, the upper two carrying the road bed and the lowest resting across his shin. Pull the bottom one and the other two would follow. I put Piri’s hand on the exposed edge.

“Tell me when the load changes.”

She flattened one ear to the soil. “It’s moving every time he breathes. Less than a finger.”

I cut Kelso’s trouser leg away, packed folded wool against both sides of the break, and slid a short splint along the inner calf before we moved any stone. Then I fed a rope loop under his boot and back along the leg, not to pull him out but to keep the broken ends from shifting when Renka took his weight.

“Captain,” I called back through the dark. “Tension only. One hand’s worth.”

The rope tightened. Renka could not see us and still gave exactly one hand’s worth.

Piri listened. “Load’s off the heel. Roof unchanged.”

I wedged my pry bar under the lowest plate and raised it an inch. Soil hissed down my sleeve. Kelso made a strangled sound into his coat and did not move. Piri shoved a split board into the gap, then another. We built clearance a finger at a time until I could draw his leg straight without dragging bone across bone.

“Kelso, can you hear me.”

“Yes, Doc.”

“You’ve broken your shin and it’s a clean break and your foot’s alive and I’m going to splint it here in the dark and then four people are going to pull you out on a rope, and it is going to be the worst eleven minutes of your life.”

“Right.”

“Are you going to shout?”

“Probably.”

“Shout as much as you like,” I said. “Just don’t wriggle.”

I finished the splint in a live gallery under a nineteen-year-old road with Piri holding a lamp in her teeth. Twice she told me to freeze. The second time, something in the roof forty feet down the run came down with a soft heavy whump that put dust in the lamp.

“The collapse is walking toward us,” she whispered around the handle. “Slow. Three roof plates since the first one.”

I tied Kelso’s wrists to the chest loop so panic could not make him grab the walls. Piri crawled backward ahead of us, one hand on the rope and one on the floor, calling each solid patch. At the shaft bend, Renka lay wedged shoulder to shoulder against the glazed sides, boots planted above, making her frame into a living pulley.

“On my count,” she said. “One, take. Two, settle. One, take.”

She moved Kelso six inches per pull. I kept both hands around the splinted leg and followed on my elbows, taking the rotation out before each rise. Halfway up, the road bed cracked overhead and dropped a sheet of dirt across my back. Renka stopped the rope without being told. Piri pressed her ear to the wall, waited through three falling pebbles, then tapped Renka’s boot twice.

The count resumed.

Renka brought him out from the bend hand over hand, without shifting her feet.

Then she took me out, and then Piri, and then she came up the shaft last with her jacket torn off both shoulders and her arms bleeding in eleven places from the glaze, and stood on the road and put her hands on her knees and got her breath.

The snow bridge failed behind her before she had drawn three full breaths. A ten-foot section of the old road folded into the run with a muffled roar and sent a gray plume through the shaft. Piri had already marked the safe edge with three broken spear shafts. Renka lifted one hand without looking round.

“Nobody crosses the stakes. Wagons stay downhill. Dannel, build me a litter lane on the tracks we came in by.”

The order went down the escort and became motion. Two wall-men stripped wagon bows for litter rails. The younger adjutant braced a wheel while the older man cut lashings. Neither waited for a human officer to repeat her.

Kelso’s left boot had gone pale with cold. I cut the laces instead of pulling it over the break, found warmth in three toes and a clean pulse behind the ankle, then opened the temporary splint far enough to check that the broken ends had not rotated during the haul. The wool packing held. No blood under the skin, no sharp mineral shift in the wound’s clean struck-flint note. Pain, swelling and a closed break, still ours to manage.

“Do I keep it?” Kelso asked.

“You keep the leg. Whether you keep the boot depends on the quartermaster.”

“Worse odds on the boot, then.”

I bound the splint again from ankle to knee, leaving room for the swelling that would come before Merrow, and made Dannel repeat the circulation check: warm toes, color under the nail, pulse behind the ankle. If any one of the three changed, the column stopped and the bandages came open.

Two Board adjutants and a corporal of the gate company had spent the last half hour taking orders from an orc, passing them to an escort, and doing them.

I washed Renka’s forearms in snowmelt while Dannel dressed Kelso’s stretcher lashings exactly as she had ordered. Eleven cuts held road grit; three needed stitches. She watched the escort reform over my shoulder without flinching once, not even when I found stone beneath the deepest flap.

Dannel checked the litter knots, looked to Renka, and waited.

“Column forward,” she said.

He passed the order.


Chapter 11: The Column

We came south off the old road on the nineteenth morning with nineteen hundred pounds of boar, a broken leg, a burst hoop, a fused shell, a seven-key ring and a record chalked provisional, and I did the arithmetic on the way. It is the only accounting that settles me.

Ahead of us: a Board that would have the hunt’s result before we arrived, and a Commandant who had already worked out how to own it.

Behind us: a factor upriver who wanted her lots lifted before the thaw, with a letter in my shirt telling her to confirm her capacity.

Flanking: a woman with thirty feet of body and a badge collection, who had been three feet from my evidence in the dark and had put it back better than she found it.

Under all of it, the clock. Nineteen days gone. Nineteen to the dark of the moon.

And in the wagons behind me, nineteen hundred pounds of usable meat: nine hundred and fifty assigned to the works-yard mess to buy one conversation in the spring, the other nine hundred and fifty bound for general winter stores.

I was adding weight to that wagon every day and I knew it while I was doing it, and I did it anyway, and that sentence accounts for my worst habit.



The narrows are eleven miles north of Merrow where the road comes down to run beside the river between two cut banks, and it is the only place on that road where you cannot go around.

Everybody knows it. It is the place a column tightens up without being told.

Piri stopped the column four hundred yards short.

She did not shout. She came down off the wagon rail and got her hand on the lead horse’s cheek strap and stopped it walking, and the wagon behind stopped, and the column concertinaed to a halt in about six seconds with everybody looking at a fennec who had gone completely rigid.

“Callum.”

“Talk.”

“Cold.” Her ears were both locked forward and her eyes had gone distant and unfocused. She stops seeing in order to hear. “Wax and cold. There are strings creaking on both banks.”

“How many?”

“Wait.” She turned her head an inch. “Six left, five right, and there’s a twelfth further back who isn’t holding a bow because he isn’t creaking.”

That was her warning. A crossbow left spanned in a hard frost creaks as the prod comes to temperature and the string takes up, and a man holding one against his shoulder for a long wait shifts his grip, and the difference between a bowstring creaking and a branch creaking is a thing you can learn in a hundred hours of lying on a frozen riverbank listening to sleds.

She had been listening to that country for six days.

“Down,” said Renka, in a voice that did not carry twenty feet and moved nineteen people. “Everyone off the road, wagons crosswise, horses behind the wagons, shields off the packs. Corporal, your four on the left wheel, the rest on the right. NOW.”

The first volley came in eight seconds later, and it came in high, because they loosed early.

That heartbeat made the difference between cover and corpses. They had ranged the road for a column walking down it in file and we had turned into a fortification, and eleven quarrels came into the space where nineteen people should have been strung out and instead found four wagons crosswise.

Two men were hit anyway.

The first was a wall-man named Prow who took one through the meat of the shoulder and sat down hard and was extremely surprised about it. The second was a horse, which screamed, a sound that still cuts through every other noise, and went down in the traces and dragged half the second wagon around, which as it happens improved our position.

And the third was Dannel, who put his hand up on the wagon rail to look and had it opened from the little finger to the wrist by a quarrel that went on and buried itself in the load.

“Down, corporal,” I said, and got him by the collar and pulled.

“That’s my betting hand,” said Dannel.

“I know.”

“That is my actual betting hand, Doc.”

“I know. Hold it up. Above your heart. Do not look at it.”

He looked at it.

“Ah,” said Dannel.



The fight lasted about four minutes and we won it with three people.

Renka held the line. She had eleven wall-men, two adjutants, four horses and a wounded man behind four wagons, and she made that arrangement into a fortification with her voice: shields up on the wheel gaps, spears out under them, nobody standing, nobody looking, and every man given a specific thing to hold so that no man had time to be afraid in general.

“Left wheel, you are the left wheel, you do not care about the right bank. Prow, breathe out. You are not dying, you are annoyed. Adjutant, put the book down and get behind the axle. THAT axle.”

Twice a quarrel came through a shield gap and hit the load. Once one went into the wagon bed a hand’s width from her boot, and she did not look at it.

Piri called them.

She lay under the second wagon with her cheek in the frozen mud and both ears out and gave me the west bank by sound: which men had spanned, which had not, when a man moved from one tree to another, when the loading rhythm went ragged on the left because somebody’s fingers had gone.

“Four have gone off the string on the left. They’re re-spanning. Now, that’s now, Callum, they’re all four down on the spanning hook.”

“Ryska.”

“I heard her,” said Ryska, and went.

She went up the west bank.

Not along it. Up it: eleven feet of frozen cut, straight up, hand over hand into the scrub, in the fifteen seconds while four men were bent over spanning hooks with their bows on the ground.

I did not see what happened in that scrub and neither did anybody else. What we heard was one shout, and then nothing for about eight seconds, and then at least six sets of feet moving west through the brush, and then a crossbow came out of the treeline and landed in the road.

She came down the bank with blood on her forearm that was not hers and one man by the back of his coat, and dropped him on the frozen mud.

The right bank stopped shooting.

Their professionalism showed in what they did not do: press. Amateurs press. Ollick’s toughs on the ford road would have pressed and we would have killed all of them.

These men had lost four out of eleven in eight seconds and they withdrew in good order, up the east bank and away from the water, without anybody breaking cover.

And from the treeline, at about a hundred and fifty yards, an older man’s voice called out across the river narrows, quite conversationally, in the tone of a man who has finished a piece of work he did not enjoy. I did not know then that the voice belonged to Brannock, called the Knacker, an ex-soldier in his fifties. The weathered grain carried command earned before he sold it.

“That’s enough of that.”

Nobody moved.

“Bone-setter,” the voice said. “The Bench wants its lots. Keep the meat and the ivory, it’s yours, you earned it. Give back the trade.”

“Who am I talking to?” I called.

There was a pause, and I heard, quite distinctly, a man laugh at the fact that I had asked.

“You’ll get told when it’s useful,” he said. “You’ve had two rungs off me since October and I’ve had four men off you in a minute, and I’d rather neither of us made a habit. Look after that corporal’s hand.”

And that was all. No demand, no threat, no theatrics.

Renka stood up off the wheel and looked out at the empty treeline, her mouth a hard line.

“That’s an officer,” she said.

“That’s an officer.”

“Ollick was a crook with a wagon. That man ranged both banks, put twelve on a choke point, took a bad first minute, and cut his losses at exactly the right moment.” She was almost admiring, one professional recognizing another. “He’ll do that again and he will do it better.”



I read the ones they left.

Four dead in the scrub on the west bank and one alive on the road with Ryska’s knee-print on his back, and everything about them was wrong in the same direction.

The crossbows were matched. Four of them, same maker, same prod, same span, with a proof-mark stamped in the stock: a crowned anvil over three bars. A capital armory mark, not something a river crew buys off a wagon.

The camps behind them on the bank were cold. No fires, no ash, no scrape of a cook pot; they had lain up in that country in February with no fire, which takes discipline that most soldiers do not have and no criminal has ever had in my experience.

And nothing had been taken off their own dead. Not a purse, not a boot, not a good knife. On the ford road Ollick’s men stripped each other before they were cold.

“They’re paid in advance,” I said.

“That’s what it means,” said Renka.

I went and put my face close to the live one, who was face down on frozen mud with a wolf standing over him, and I breathed in.

Road tar, first: the black stuff you get on your hands from a rope that has been dressed for weather, and on your boots from a landing stage.

Crossbow wax under it, sharp and resinous, the specific dressing you rub into a string in a hard freeze so it does not fray.

And under both of those, deep in his wool, the stale greasy note of drover’s tallow. The smell a man’s coat carries when he has been sleeping among freight animals for a fortnight.

Tar, wax, tallow. Together. Layered in that order.

I had never smelled that combination on anybody before, and I have smelled it eleven times since, and every time it has meant the same thing.

“You,” I said to him, “are a long way from a landing stage.”

He did not answer. Fine. He told me plenty by being quiet in the right way.

Before we moved, I went back to Prow. The quarrel had crossed the shoulder above the joint and buried its head in the wagon board behind him, pinning coat to wood without entering the chest. I cut the shaft short, freed the cloth, and worked the wound by scent before I touched the iron. Blood, wool grease, crossbow wax, and clean struck-flint from a chipped ridge of shoulder blade. No sweet rot, no opened lung, no vessel pumping under the plug.

“This is going to hurt less if you stop helping,” I told him.

“I haven’t helped yet.”

“You keep trying with your face.”

Renka braced him from behind while I drove the quarrel through along its own line instead of dragging the barbed head backward. Prow made one hard sound into his sleeve. I packed both openings, bound the arm to his chest, and made him walk ten paces before I let the column form. The hand stayed warm. His breath stayed even. One more man for Merrow’s kitchen table, and no corpse added to the unseen commander’s arithmetic.



Fort Merrow sits eleven miles south of the narrows on a spur above the road, and it is not a fortress, it is a walled inn that the College keeps a corporal in.

Twenty feet of stone curtain around a yard the size of two barns, a gate that shuts, a well, a stable line down the north side, and the long low way-house itself with a hall on the ground floor and eight rooms up a stair.

The hall smells of wet wool, wood smoke, tallow, horse, spilled beer gone into the boards, and the sharp barnyard reek that comes up the stair from a stable full of animals under the same roof. There is a fire the size of a cart at the far end that never goes out, and eleven kinds of harness hanging on the walls because everybody who has ever broken down on that road has left something behind, and a woman named Bel who keeps it and who has one price for a room and no interest whatsoever in your business.

We came in through that gate at dusk with a wounded corporal, a broken leg, four wagons and nineteen hundred pounds of boar, and Bel looked at the load, and at Renka, and at the boar’s head lashed on the second wagon with its tusks wrapped in sacking, and said, “There’s four rooms and the hall, and you’ll want the corner one for the leg because it’s over the kitchen and it’s warm.”

I got Kelso onto the kitchen table with two lamps and re-set the leg properly, which I had been putting off for a day and a half. A live gallery is a bad place to be exact.

Then I did Dannel’s hand.

I took the fourth and fifth fingers at the middle joint, because the quarrel had opened the hand from the little finger through the metacarpal and the tissue below was ruined and lying to me about it, and the alternative was a man with two dead fingers on a working hand and a rot in six weeks.

The useful hand had to be built around what remained. I tied the torn side vessel, found the flexor line for his middle finger under two layers of blood, and tested it by moving the fingertip before I closed. The tendon slid clean through its full surviving range. I made him touch thumb to index, then thumb to middle, before the swelling closed his hand. Both contacts held under clean linen. That mattered more than the missing side. Once healed, those three digits could buckle armor, hold reins and close a tourniquet one-handed. I pared one splinter from the outer metacarpal, folded living skin over the cut ends and left a drain no wider than packing cord. Thumb, index, middle: grip, pinch, writing. If fever stayed away, he would keep all three, and the hand would still close around a spear shaft firmly enough to hold a wall.

Renka held the lamp at my shoulder without moving it once. Piri sat outside the kitchen door and told every curious wall-man that the next person through would lose two fingers for symmetry. Bel boiled linen and said nothing about the blood soaking into her table.

Dannel watched me do it. He would not take the drink.

“Straight answer, Doc.”

“Two fingers, and you keep the thumb, the index and the middle, which is everything that matters. You’ll write, you’ll hold a spear, you’ll do everything you did except play a lute.”

“I can’t play a lute.”

“Then you’ve lost nothing.”

Dannel looked at his hand on the table with the two fingers gone and the linen going on.

“That’s my betting hand,” he said.

“You’ve said.”

“No, listen.” He was gray to the lips and grinning like a lunatic. “I’ve been putting money down with that hand for eleven years, right, and I have never once come out ahead. Never. Not one season.” He held it up. “Reduced capacity. That’s a saving, that is. Doc, I want it written in the return that this injury has improved my finances.”

I looked at him for a moment.

“Adjutant,” I said, “write that down.”

“I’m not writing that down.”

“Write it down,” said Renka, from the door, “or I will come over there.”

He wrote it down.



Piri had the room at the end of the gallery.

She had picked it herself while I was still on the stair, which I found out afterward, and she had picked it for reasons: end wall onto the yard so nobody sleeps beyond it, one window with a shutter that bars from inside, the stable directly below so the sounds of the building are downward, and a door that latches with a hasp instead of a thumb-latch.

She had also, I discovered, arranged the entire evening.

“Room’s paid,” she said, when I came up. “Bel’s had her money, and she thinks it’s for a medic’s kit-store, which is why the kit’s on the bed. Watch is set: Renka’s got the gate and the stable line, Ryska’s got the roofline and the road, and I have handed my own rotation to Renka for a bribe.”

“What bribe?”

“Tusker jerky futures.” She shut the door and dropped the hasp. “Twelve pounds of it, off the strips Fenn’s going to make when the meat gets home, payable on delivery. She accepted. There was a negotiation.”

“You bribed a war-captain with meat that doesn’t exist yet.”

“I bribed a war-captain with meat that doesn’t exist yet,” Piri agreed, “and I want you to understand that she took it extremely seriously and made me shake on it.”

She put her back against the door.

Four foot eleven of fennec scout in cut-down leathers she had been living in for seven days, sand-blonde crop wrecked to one side from a wagon-bed nap, six days of frozen road under her fingernails, and both enormous ears standing straight up.

“You’re between things,” she said. “You’ve been between things for a week. There’s a boar dead, there’s a ruin behind us and a fortress in front of us, and Kelso’s leg is set and the corporal’s hand is off and everybody in this building is asleep or on a watch that I arranged.”

“Piri.”

“So you are not between things any more,” she said. “You’re mine until the watch changes.”

Her ears came down flat along her skull.

That gets me. In the field they never stop moving; they are hunting all the time, every direction at once. When they pin back and hold it is because everything in her has turned around and aimed at one thing in the room.

She crossed the floor, and she was on her knees between my boots before the door had finished settling on its hasp.

“Twenty-one,” she said, looking up. “Awake, fed, and I’ve been thinking about this since the narrows. A horrible thing to admit and I’m admitting it.”

“Say the rest.”

“I want it in my mouth and I want you to make me work for it,” said Piri, “and then I want the rest of the hour.”

I got my hand into her hair and held her there for a moment, just held her, and watched her eyes go.

The field scout disappeared from her face by degrees. Her pupils blew out until the dark-brown iris was a ring, and the stark dark limbal line around it stands out, and her whole face changes: the wit goes off it and something hungrier and much simpler arrives.

“Breathe,” I said.

She breathed in through her nose against my stomach, deep, and her ears shivered.

“Cedar smoke,” she said, muffled. “From the fires. Under that, clean iron, that’s your hands, you washed them in snow and there’s still boar on the cuff. Under that.” Another breath, longer, and her eyes glazed over the top of it. “Ruin-ash. You’ve had that on you for two days, it’s in the wool of your collar, that dead hall is still on you. And riverstone, that’s her, that’s off the pannier, that’s on your sleeve. And under all of it there’s you. There’s the den. There’s.”

She stopped. She had run out of nouns, which happens.

“There’s home,” she said. “You smell like coming home from something.”

“Open your mouth.”

She opened her mouth.



I gave it to her slowly because she scores every second.

Both her hands came up and around me, and they do not meet, and that fact never stops doing something to me. She started at the head and worked with her tongue flat and her eyes locked up on mine the entire time, and she has never once looked away in her life, and every time it lands like a hand around my throat.

and then she took me in, going at it as she does everything: with a plan, a target, and a running count.

She got two-thirds and held it, and I felt her throat work, and she pushed further and took me to the base and held there with her nose against me, and her ears, which had been pressed down, quivered and started to come up.

I let her have four seconds and then I pulled her off by the hair.

She came off gasping with her eyes streaming and a look of enormous satisfaction on her wet face.

“Four,” she said hoarsely. “That’s four. Last one was three and a half.”

“You’re counting seconds.”

“I’m counting seconds, I’ve been counting seconds since the first time, and anybody who tells you a personal record isn’t worth having has never had one.” She wiped her mouth with the back of her wrist. “Again. Longer. Hold my head, you hold it better than I do.”

I held her head.

I set the pace after that, all of it, and she gave every inch of it to me: hands braced on my thighs, throat working, small sharp canines carefully out of the way, those eyes coming up through the wet to check that I was watching. When she started to get greedy and take it faster, I stopped her by the hair and made her wait with her mouth open and her tongue out until her ears started to shake, and then gave it back to her on my terms, and she made a high, ruined, delighted noise around it that I felt all the way down.

“Five,” I said.

She hummed a note of triumph that a woman with a full mouth should not be able to produce.

Then I pulled her off and lifted her one-armed from her knees by an arm under her ribs. Her whole body came into the air, a size contrast she has strong feelings about, before I put her on her back on the room’s one table with her legs over my shoulders.

“Oh,” she said. “Oh, that’s not what I planned.”

“I know.”

“I had a plan.”

“Not anymore.”

“Piri.”

“Yes.”

“Stop talking.”

She stopped talking for about ninety seconds and then started again in a completely different register.

She is small everywhere and she is loud about all of it. I had her leathers off and my mouth on her and both her thin strong thighs shaking either side of my head, and she got her hands into my hair and pulled and told me at length and with great precision what she wanted, and the precision degraded steadily until it was one word repeated.

She came the first time with her heels locked behind my neck and her back off the table and both ears standing bolt upright.

She lost her count then. I know because she told me.

“That’s gone. My count’s gone. I had a number and it’s gone.”

“Do you want it back?”

“No,” said Piri, “I want the other thing, and then I want to finish the first thing, in that order, and if I sound organized it’s because I refuse to be undone in front of witnesses.”

“There aren’t any witnesses.”

“You’re a witness.”

I picked her up from the table one-armed and carried her to the bed. She asked for the shutter-facing position before I set her down.

“Ears out,” she said, breathless. “I know I sold the watch, but I would still rather know.”

“Then you face the shutter because I’m putting you there.”

I sat against the headboard, turned her in my hands, and lowered her astride facing away. Her back met my chest. I locked one arm across her ribs and closed the other hand over her hip before I drove her down the first inch.

“You listen,” I said. “I set everything else.”

“Yes. Exactly. Ah, Callum.”

I lifted her, held her suspended until her small body shook, then seated her at the depth and rhythm I chose. She could have braced her hands on my thighs and tried to hurry; I caught both wrists in one hand against her stomach instead. My free hand spanned her waist and controlled every rise. She went from talking to a thin high sound with her mouth open and her head back on my shoulder. Her ears tracked the yard, stable and road until pleasure shook their bearings loose.

“Callum. I’m.”

“Come when I tell you. Hold it.”

Her pussy clenched around me in frantic little pulls. I made her wait through three more measured strokes, then bit the command beside her ear.

“Now.”

She came apart in my arms, fine-boned frame locked, ears snapping bolt upright, hands flexing uselessly in my grip. I held her through every aftershock and kept her exactly where I wanted her until the last contraction eased.

“Mouth,” she whispered. “Please. I want the day on my tongue.”

I lifted her off, turned her toward me, and put her on her knees between mine.

“Open. Eyes up.”

She obeyed. I finished in her mouth with both hands controlling her head and her dark-rimmed gaze locked on mine. She took every pulse, swallowed on my order, then sat back on her heels with her chin shining and her ears upright and reported.

“Five seconds held, two peaks, one carry, one swallow,” she said. “That’s a good patrol.”

“That’s a good patrol.”

“I’m going to write it down.”

“You are not going to write it down.”

“I’m going to write it down in a code,” said Piri, with enormous dignity, and climbed onto the bed and collapsed onto my chest like a dropped coat.



I circled each slender wrist with thumb and finger, checking the faint pressure marks, then pressed two fingers under her jaw hinge while I watched her face.

“Sore?”

“No.”

“Piri.”

“Slightly. In a way I am extremely pleased about.” She turned her head and bit my thumb, gently, then let go. “Water.”

I got her the water. She drank all of it and gave me back the cup and put her ear on my sternum, and lay there breathing with both of them slowly coming down out of the vertical.

“Right,” she said, at about the eleventh minute. “Work.”

“Now?”

“Now, because I’m going to be asleep in four minutes and I’d rather say it than dream it.”

She held up one hand and started counting off on her fingers.

“Eleven bows on the banks and one man behind who never spanned a string, which makes twelve, and the twelfth is the one who talked. Four dead, one taken. That leaves six bowmen and him.” Her ears twitched. “They went off east and north, up out of the cut and along the contour, and they moved on a bearing, which means they had somewhere to be and not just somewhere to not be.”

“How far did you hear them?”

“Eleven or twelve minutes, and that’s not the good part.” She turned her head and looked up at me with her chin on my chest. “A mile behind their line, off the north bank, there was a laden sled. Creaking. Standing still, and then moving, and then standing again, the same rocking motion a sled makes when it’s being loaded and shifted, not driven.”

“At night. A mile behind an ambush.”

“Nobody hauls a laden sled a mile behind an ambush for fun,” said Piri. “That’s a depot. They’ve got a store on the north bank and they were staged out of it, and I have a bearing on it and I can find it again from the water.”

I lay in a paid room over a stable at Fort Merrow with a fennec on my chest and did the arithmetic for the third time that day.

The ice lane was broken. The courier line was broken. The still had burned in October. And every single one of those things had been feeding a landing stage on the north bank of the Verge river with a forge above it, and now I had a depot, a bearing, a maker’s bite, and a name.

“Hessel’s forge,” I said.

“Mm,” said Piri, into my shirt.

“That’s the next one.”

“Mm.”

“Piri.”

She was asleep. Her ears were still moving.



We came under the College gate at dusk on the twenty-first day with the wagons, the meat, the head on the second wagon and a corporal’s two fingers in a pot of spirits because he insisted.

The yard came out.

I have seen Caldmoor turn out for a trial day and for a drake’s head on a cart and once, after the breach, for a champion who came out of an arena with a dead bull-drake behind her. This was different. This was nineteen hundred pounds of tusker entering a fortress that had been on short winter rations for a month: nine hundred and fifty to the works-yard mess and nine hundred and fifty to general stores. It was also a record on a slate and a betting stall that had been paying and taking on it for nine days.

Gerty was on her counter, standing on it, shouting numbers.

They had chalked it already. The runner had beaten us home by two days and the yard had done its own arithmetic, and up on the Menace Board, in the frost-scraped square where the grades go, somebody had written the field measure in letters a foot high.

TUSKER, RECORD. 22½ IN. PROVISIONAL, TRIAL LINE TO CONFIRM.

And underneath it, in the auxiliary column, small, in a clerk’s hand and not the crowd’s:

R. RENKA, ORC LINE. D STRUCK. RE-ENTERED C. PROVISIONAL, PENDING REVIEW.

Renka stood in the middle of the great yard in the last of the light with the frost coming down, boots square beneath her as she read it.

Two letters given by a crowd’s arithmetic. One word underneath holding both of them by the collar.

“Pending review,” she said.

“That’s the Board giving with one hand.”

“That is the Board giving with one hand,” Renka agreed, “and putting the other hand on the chalk.”

She turned around and went to see the meat weighed in, because she had promised half of it to a works-yard mess and she is a woman who delivers freight.


Chapter 12: Chains on the Stores

The Board answered the record hunt while we were on the road, then stacked the remaining blows on the cold morning we returned. None was worth complaining about on its own.

The craft of the man. I have watched him do it since I came to Caldmoor and I still only see the shape of it afterward.

The first thing waiting on the works-yard boards before breakfast was this:

Ninth Auxiliary Company: far marches rotation extended indefinitely. Establishment review deferred.

The posting offered neither season nor term. Indefinitely gave the exile no end, while deferred promised attention on a date that did not exist.

The second deed waited in my own public room when I came back from reading it.

Two cots. Made up, blankets squared, one either side of the stove, with Quiller’s slate on one and Nesk’s boots under the other, and both observers sitting on the ends of them in their coats looking at the middle distance like men who have been posted somewhere and know it.

“Morning,” said Quiller.

“You’ve moved in.”

“Winter crowding,” he said. “North range is full. We’ve been reassigned billets.”

“To an infirmary.”

“To a ward with eleven cots and four of them empty.” He had the decency to look at his slate. “It’s the Board’s arithmetic, Boone, not mine.”

It was very good arithmetic. Two men who had been sitting in my public room twelve hours a day were now sleeping in it, which put a Culling Board pair inside my walls at every hour of the night, four rooms from a door that opens out of a shelf-back.

“Third cot’s got a chest drain in it and he groans,” I said. “You’ll want the far one.”

“We’ve had the far one,” said Nesk, who almost never talks.

The third deed I did not find until I went across the yard for my antivenin allotment and discovered that the stores wing had chains on the doors.



Two Board clerks were there when I arrived, and Astrid was in the doorway.

The stores wing takes up the north range’s lower floor: three long rooms with a counter at the front, sky-doors in the loft above for hoisting, and a smell that I know better than the smell of my own quarters, because I grew up in a building that smelled like it. Sacking. Lamp-oil. Rope. Dried apple. Cold stone and the mineral flatness of a room full of iron goods, and over all of it the wax-and-ink smell of ledgers that get opened forty times a day.

There was a chain through both door rings and a Board seal on a lead tag, and one of the clerks was carrying out an armload of ledgers to a handcart while the other stood and made a list.

Astrid stood in her own doorway with one hand on the empty key hook and watched them do it.

I had known her since I was six, but the functional facts were the ones that mattered in that corridor.

Five foot eleven, broad-shouldered and strong-hipped, built on the scale of a woman who had spent thirty years lifting freight and never asked anybody to take an end. Quartermaster’s leathers outlasted three sets of hinges on those doors. A keyring on her belt had worn a permanent shine into the hide at her hip. Her high-laced boots stayed on in all weather because of what was inside them. Everything about her read as work, authority and exact placement.

Oxblood dark-red hair going iron-gray at the temple, wound up in a working crown-braid that she re-pins twice a day without looking. Olive-bronze skin weathered to the color of a saddle, wind-lines at the eyes. Copper-brown eyes, hawk-set, that inventory a room the same as other people breathe.

Under the jacket, across her back, the harness. Two straps and a buckle across the shoulder blades, worn under everything, every day, since the intake. Nobody at Caldmoor has ever asked her about it. Nobody at Caldmoor is that stupid.

At close range, under sacking, lamp-oil and wool, the harness gave the strain a concrete carrier. Old leather warmed by her back. Medicinal pine resin worked into the straps where they crossed scar tissue. Beneath both came a faint copper-salt seep from skin compressed over clipped wing stumps, constant rather than infected, two decades old and located exactly where the buckles bore down.

The smell meant living tissue held in the wrong position for so long that pressure had become its resting state. I had once called the verdict phantom sky in my private thoughts. The nose itself read leather, resin, scar-salt and compression.

The younger clerk came out with the second armload.

“Page fourteen,” said Astrid, to nobody.

He stopped.

“Your list. Page fourteen, third entry down: lamp-oil, seventy gallon in eight barrels, marked short by one.” Her voice is low and dry and it carries about as far as she wants it to. “It isn’t short. There are nine barrels and one of them is a half. It has been a half since October because the gate company took thirty-five gallons in a bucket relay during the breach and nobody’s clerk was standing in the yard writing it down at the time, on account of the burning.”

The clerk shifted his grip on the ledgers.

“Page twenty-two, first entry: cordage, hemp, four hundred fathom. Nearer three hundred and sixty. The difference went over the east curtain as stretcher line on the night of the breach and eleven of it came back and I put the eleven under salvage on the facing page, which you have not read, because you are copying and not reading.” She had not moved out of the doorway. “Page thirty-one is going to say I am forty pounds of nails light. I am not forty pounds of nails light. Nails are counted by weight and your predecessor weighed the keg.”

“Ma’am, I only-”

“And page forty,” said Astrid, “is blank, because your Board sealed a wing at the height of a winter and did not appoint anybody to keep the entries during the sealing, so from Thursday your list stops describing this building and starts describing a room nobody is writing in. You will be asked about page forty. I would begin thinking about it now.”

The older clerk had stopped writing.

The younger one had gone red from the collar up and had sweat on him in a corridor cold enough to see his breath, and I read it off him from eight feet: thin, sharp, immediate, the cold-tallow of a man who has understood that he is out of his depth in front of a witness.

They took the cart and went.

Astrid watched them all the way to the corner, and then reached up and re-pinned her braid, which she does when she has finished with something.

“Doc,” she said.

“Astrid.”

“You’re back.”

“Two days.”

“I heard about the boar.” Her mouth moved. “Half the works-yard mess is eating it. A very old trick and I would like it known I noticed.”

“That wasn’t me.”

“No, it’s the orc, and it’s good work, and I would have done it in the same order.” She looked at the chain through her own door rings with a farrier’s eye for bad iron. “Well. Come in and sit down, and we’ll have tea in my sealed wing, which we cannot, because there is a chain on it.”

“How long?”

“Since first horn. Shrinkage review pending, which means nothing. That’s the point of it.” She said it without heat. “They came at first light with a smith and a cart and a form.”

“Why now?”

Astrid looked at me for a moment with the copper-brown going level.

“Boy,” she said, “don’t be slow in front of me. It’s insulting.”

She was right. I had known the answer in the yard and avoided it for the length of a corridor.

They had not sealed her stores to find theft.

They had sealed her stores to find me: six years of a medic’s requisitions signed off generously by a quartermaster who raised him, six years of bandage linen and lamp-oil and antivenin and small unremarkable kindnesses that had gone out of that wing into an infirmary that keeps freed women and does things the Board cannot explain. Every anomaly they have been hunting since the breach has a supply chain, and every supply chain in this fortress runs through one counter, and that counter is kept by a woman with a nineteen-year-old intake stamp and a harness under her jacket.

“They’ll find nothing,” said Astrid. “I want you to hear me say that once, in a corridor, and then not raise it again.”

“Astrid-”

“Nothing.” Her eyes came up. “Not one copper. Nineteen years, boy. Do you think I have been keeping those books to be liked?”



The garrison answered inside a day of the seal, and nobody organized it.

By midday there were three handcarts standing in the north range corridor outside a chained door, and a queue of quartermasters’ boys from the gate company, the works yard and the east barracks. By the time I crossed the corridor that afternoon on Day Twenty-One, Astrid was standing there with a slate and a stub of chalk, running the stores wing from the wrong side of its own doors.

“That’s a Fourth Company requisition and you’ll take it to the works-yard annexe.”

“They sent me back, ma’am. They can’t find the mattock heads.”

“They can’t find the mattock heads because the mattock heads are in the annexe under a tarpaulin behind the winter tentage, where I put them in the autumn, because the annexe is a shed and I do not leave edged tools where a shed leaks.” She chalked it. “Tell their clerk: second bay, left of the door, under the green tarpaulin, and tell him I said so, and if he wants to argue he can come and argue in this corridor where I am standing all day.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Before supper, the works-yard annexe had quietly begun sending every requisition it could not solve to a woman sitting on an upturned crate in a corridor, and Caldmoor’s supply flowed around a Board seal like a river going around a stone, without anybody at any point doing anything that could be written down.

Most of this fortress owes her something. That explained the loyalty. There is not a company at Caldmoor that has not had a thing found for it out of hours by that counter.



The yard did its own arguing in the two days before our return, and by the morning we came through the gate it had become a habit.

The stalls started it. Gerty had paid out ruinously on the tusker and had taken the loss with the enthusiasm of a woman who understands that a busy board is worth more than a full box, and she had opened a new column: whether the provisional would confirm at the trial line, and what grade would follow.

The chant started on the second evening at the north stalls. It is not clever. Somebody says a letter and forty people say it back, and it goes on for about ninety seconds and stops, and the next night it goes on for two minutes.

They were saying B.

Not S. The thing Ryska’s crowd shouts, the thing the Board has learned to survive by pretending not to hear. B, for the orc, for a record kill in front of witnesses. Modest, achievable, and therefore impossible to dismiss as a mob being romantic.

The Board’s answer stayed in the auxiliary column in a clerk’s hand: PROVISIONAL, PENDING REVIEW.

And every morning that word had an asterisk beside it.

Frost-scratched, small, neat, high on the chalk board above the reach of a short man, in the exact place where a clerk’s eye lands last, and every morning a clerk went out with a rag on a pole and wiped it off, and every morning it came back.

On the morning we came home it came back twice.

“That’s a very good asterisk,” I said, at the den table.

“Is it,” said Piri, upside down on the bench with her heels on the wall.

“It’s a very consistent asterisk.”

“That’s the mark of a diligent asterisk.” Her ears did not move at all. That told me. “You should ask the Board about it. They seem to have a lot of feelings.”

Minna did not look up from the ledger.

“She’s been going up the north face at the second hour,” she said. “There is a downpipe.”

“Traitor,” said Piri.

“Vibration through the granary wall, two nights running, at the same hour. If you’re going to commit a crime, commit it at irregular intervals like a professional.”

“I am a professional.”

“You are an artist,” said Minna. “That’s different, and you will be caught.”



The orderly’s dead-drop came together on the night of our return because Piri does not stop.

She had built the routine around the expedition instead of pretending she had been in two places. Two every-third-day cycles were hers before departure. Minna tracked the next two from the courier round while Piri was away, recording the same long walk and the same halt beside the works-yard hoarding. Piri laid the four observations together when we came home, one course at a time, dated, and without guessing.

She put it on the table as a strip of paper eleven inches long with the hours ruled off.

“He sleeps in the theater orderlies’ billet in the north range, third floor,” she said. “Wakes at the fifth hour, eats in the theater mess. He carries the instrument case on Mondays and Thursdays, which are the days the theater sharpens, and he is the only orderly who carries it, which is why the case is his and not anybody’s.” She tapped. “Here’s the interesting one. Every third day, he walks the long way to the mess. Out the supply door, down past the works yard fence, along the hoarding, and in through the far gate. That’s four hundred yards further in weather that has taken the ears off two sentries this month.”

“Every third day.”

“Every third day, and he stops once, at the same place, and does his boot.”

“His boot.”

“He kneels down and does something to his boot beside the works-yard hoarding, at the third post from the corner, where there’s a flagstone that rocks.” Piri’s ears came forward. “I watched the first two. Minna tracked the next two while we were away. Four cycles, the same boot every time.”

I went and looked at it that night with a lamp shuttered down to a slit.

The flagstone by the third post rocks because the frost has lifted its bedding. Under it, in a hollow scraped out of the packed grit, there was nothing at all. Exactly what a working drop looks like on the day between, and around the edge of the hollow there was chalk-dust, and on the underside of the stone where a man’s thumb goes to lift it, worn into the grit:

Clove pomade.

Same as the case. Same as a scarf on a teamster on a river. Same as a brig passage between two cold cups.

Twenty feet away, on the other side of the hoarding, eleven men were working iron by lamplight on a wagon bed, and the hammers went on all the while I was crouched there.



Minna took the pay window on the tenth, and stood behind him and one to the left.

“He’s terrified,” she reported, that evening, with her chin on her fist. “Not nervous. Terrified, continuously, at rest: a man who has been terrified for so long that it has become his ordinary condition. His heart at rest is faster than yours is when you’re carrying somebody.”

“And when he took his pay?”

“That’s the thing.” One lop ear flicked against her jaw. “The clerk counted out his College pay, which is eleven and six a month, and his chest didn’t move at all. Nothing. Not a flicker of anything, no relief, no pleasure, nothing.” She looked up. “Callum, a man on eleven and six a month who feels nothing when he is handed his pay is a man for whom eleven and six is not the money.”

“Somebody’s paying him properly.”

“Somebody is paying him enough that he has stopped caring about his wage, and not enough that he has stopped being afraid. The exact amount you pay a man you intend to keep.” She made a note. “I like him for the brig. More with every beat.”

“Then he stays exactly where he is.”

Renka’s teeth came together. Ryska’s ears went flat. Piri said nothing. Worse.

“He stays where he is,” I said again. “He is one end of a wire, and the other end of that wire is a man who pays syndicate rates for College keys, and I would rather have the wire than the man.”

“And if he poisons somebody else?” said Renka.

“Then that is on me,” I said. “I’d like that in the ledger too.”

Minna wrote it down without a word. The most frightening thing she does.



Renka caught me on the walk back, in the dark between the works-yard hoarding and the north range, and she does not so much catch a man as arrive in the space he was going to be in.

“Medic.”

“Captain.”

“I want to say a thing about the wire and then I want to say a different thing, and I would like you to hear both without being clever.”

“Go on.”

“You’re right about the orderly. I hate it. I have said so, it’s in the ledger, and that’s the end of my complaint.” She stepped in. She stands close enough that you have to look up, which she knows perfectly well. “The other thing is that I have been rebuilding a watch rotation for four days, and every time I get to the second hour I think about a rail with frost on it, and I have decided to tell you that rather than continue to be inefficient about it.”

The starlight was doing what it does to gold eyes.

“That’s your terms?” I said.

“That’s my terms.”

“Then here’s mine.” I set two fingers against her breastbone, stopping her lean without pushing. “Not tonight. Tonight you’re taking the walls, because we’re going out on the river inside the fortnight and I want your perimeter finished. Tomorrow you come and get that knee re-strapped, and after that, when I say, you’ll get exactly what you got before and more of it.”

Renka stopped moving.

“When you say,” she repeated.

“When I say.”

The broken tusk showed, with a quarter inch of new white ivory standing at its root, and the growl she made was not annoyance.

“Right,” she said, unevenly. “Yes. That’s. Right.” She stepped back, hooked her thumbs into her belt, and about forty percent of the parade voice came back on. “I’ll take the walls, then.”

“You will.”

“You’re an unpleasant man, medic.”

“Second hour,” I said, “is when the north face downpipe is busy. Use the granary stair.”

She was laughing when she went.



Astrid came to my kitchen on the first night of the seal, storeless.

The word she used, and I have not been able to lose it since. She came in out of the cold at the eleventh hour with snow on her shoulders, and stood in the doorway of the one room in that infirmary that will have her at full size, and said, “I find I am storeless, and I dislike my own quarters, and your cook makes better tea than mine.”

“My cook makes terrible tea.”

“Yes,” said Astrid, “but she keeps enough of it on for a siege.”

Old Fenn, who has known her for four years and fought her over a flour allotment twice, put the pot on the table with two cups and went out and shut the door, which Fenn has never done for anybody.

The den was empty around us. Ryska was on the roof with Piri. Minna had taken the ledger to the nest. Renka was walking a perimeter nobody had assigned her.

We drank the tea. She asked about the leg I had set in a gallery and I told her, and she asked what I had used for the splint and I told her that too, and she said it was a poor choice and that a barrel stave would have been better, and she was right.

Then she turned her cup around on the table twice, which she does when she is deciding something, and said:

“I ran a waystation on the courier line for eleven years before this.”

“I know. I lived in it.”

“You lived in the back of it and you were sick every winter and you had a habit of standing in the doorway smelling the weather, which frightened two of my drivers.” She turned the cup again. “There was a woman on that line before you came. Before I had the station. When I was still running the mail myself.”

I put my own cup down. Stayed where I was.

She has told me perhaps four stories about her own life in twenty years. I know the name of her first station master, the fact that she once broke a man’s wrist over a short weight, and that she has no family living. That was all I knew. She had raised a fortress’s worth of other people’s business out of a ledger and has never once volunteered a page of her own.

“She could smell storms,” said Astrid. “Two days out. Not the same gift you have; she was not doing what you do. It is a thing the courier lines used to breed for and did not know they were breeding for. She would stand in a yard in Fourth-month with the sky as blue as a plate and tell a factor that his freight would sit for two days if it left on Tuesday, and the factor would laugh, and the freight would sit for two days.”

“What was she called?”

“That’s the question, isn’t it.” Astrid smiled at the table, briefly, with no pleasure in it at all. “She had a name from her mother and she had the other one.”

“The other one.”

“On the courier lines the harpy women took a second name,” said Astrid. “You earned it in the air, and it belonged to the route you flew and to nobody else, and you did not use it on the ground, and no one who was not on the line ever heard it. It went on the roll with the route. When a woman retired, the name retired with her and the line did not give it out again.”

She turned the cup once more, then stopped it with both thumbs.

“That woman’s name was retired,” she said, “on the day the College bought her contract. It was struck off the roll at the counting-house in the ordinary way, because a contract had changed hands and a route had a hole in it and the clerk did what clerks do, and I would like it understood that the clerk was not being cruel. He was tidying.”

The stove ticked. Out on the wall somebody called the hour and got an answer.

“And she came here,” said Astrid, “and they took her-”

She stopped.

I have heard her stop in that exact place perhaps two hundred times in twenty years. It is not a hesitation and it is not grief; it is a mechanism, worn smooth, older than I am. The sentence arrives at the word, and the word does not come, and she goes around it: the surgery, the intake, what was done in the autumn of that year, my back, the straps. She has a practiced vocabulary for going around one syllable, and she has used it in front of me, and in front of the Board, and in front of nineteen years of people, and I have always left it alone, because you do not push a woman toward a thing she has walled off, you stand where she can see you and you wait.

I had been waiting nineteen years.

Astrid put both hands down on my kitchen table.

“They took her wings,” she said.

Flat. Level. Not loud. She said it as she sets everything down: in exactly the place she meant, and then took her hands off.

And then she said nothing else at all, and neither did I, because the one thing I could have done wrong in that kitchen was to make a noise.

We sat there for perhaps a minute and a half.

Then Astrid stood up, and took her cup to the basin, and washed it, and set it upside down on the board, a gesture she has been making since before I could reach a table.

“Your antivenin comes through the annexe from Monday,” she said. “They will short you by two bottles and I will get them back on Wednesday. Do not go and argue about it, you argue like a man with a stitch in his hand.”

“Astrid.”

“Goodnight, Doc,” said Astrid, and went out into the snow, and shut my door behind her properly, which nobody in this building has ever managed.



I sat in that kitchen until the tea went cold in the pot.

Then I went into my quarters and lifted the loose flagstone beside my bed and took out the oilcloth and unwrapped it, and took out the page I have carried since October.

It is nineteen years old, and it is a Pens intake sheet, and it is written in a clerk’s hand with a stamp at the head of it: one intake, one date, twelve women out of a purge at a garrison town called Redwinter.

Halfway down there is a line. Harpy, courier line, contract purchased, disposition: College stores, administrative stock.

I have had that page in an oilcloth under a flagstone for four months. I took it to her after the breach and she read it once and poured two cups and talked about the waystation years, and I let her keep the door shut, and I have been carrying it ever since. A man holding somebody else’s coat around a fortress waiting for them to be cold.

And I sat on the edge of my bed with it in my hands and understood, four months late, exactly what I had been doing.

It was never my page to hand her. It was hers to come and take.

I wrapped it up again and put it back under the stone, and I did not put it in my satchel, and I did not go and knock on any doors.



I went up onto the wall at midnight because I could not sleep and because a man with a nose should spend an hour a night using it.

The east curtain at that hour is a walkway between lamps with a bored sentry on it and the white Verge lying out beyond the parapet.

The Verge went out from the wall to the horizon under a sky with no moon worth the name in it, and it was flat, and it was silent, and I stood there and worked the wind coming off it for twenty minutes and got what I have been getting for a fortnight.

Nothing.

Not emptiness. I entered it exactly in the ledger that night, because someone might later need the date. Winter country carries. There should be denned musk, dung-warmth off banks, the sour of a dire-pack lying up in a fold three miles out, the cold-fat reek of a drake nesting under a scarp. On a still night in February off the Verge I can normally count six or seven things out there without trying.

There was none of it, and the absence had an edge to it, and its edge mattered more than its scale. It was not the smell of empty country.

I checked the parapet lee where wind normally dropped evidence: hare fur, a drake scale once, grit from burrower spoil. That night the drift held only soot from our chimneys. Below the wall, old tracks crossed and recrossed the crust toward the deep country, all outbound, their hollows softened by days of blown snow. No newer print ever returned over them, not even the light stitch of a fox returning through snow to its hidden den. Wind had softened every outbound edge, fixing the departure several nights behind us.

It was the smell of country that things had gone out of.

North of the gate, downwind of me by two hundred yards, in the lee of the old boundary stones where nobody goes at night, there was cold riverstone and old pain, sitting still.

She had been there four nights running. She was not moving. She was not hunting. She had come south off her dead town behind us and parked herself outside the walls of Caldmoor like a picket, and I had stopped being able to decide whether she was watching us or watching for us.

I turned around and looked the other way, down into the fortress.

The works yard was lit.

Eleven men on the night shift under lamps on poles, in a hoarding a hundred and forty yards long, and the wagon beds standing in a row in the light with the first four already up on their wheels and the fittings going on. The hammers came up the wall in a rhythm that did not vary: twelve blows to a lug, a pause, twelve blows to a lug.

I counted along the row.

Six beds. Two more framed.

Seventeen days to the dark of the moon.

I went down off the wall. Sleep was not in the cards.


Chapter 13: Table Law

A still moves. A courier line moves when four men take another road. A forge is a chimney, water and forty tons of stone.

It took me four months and two dead men to look at Hessel’s north-bank forge, because a College contract plate on his gate said we bought our surgical steel there. I had spent a season looking past the building at its wagons.



I went to Sorrel’s counting room at the second hour of the night, in through the coal chute as I have gone in since October, and found him awake with a lamp shielded down to a thumb of light and his coat on over his nightshirt.

He has got thin. That is not a figure of speech; the clerk who used to have three chins of professional anxiety now has two and a half of them, and his collar stands away from his neck, and his hands have developed a habit of tidying things that are already tidy.

“Medic.” He did not jump. He has stopped jumping, which worries me more than the jumping did. “You will want the freight book.”

“I want the barge ladings.”

“You want the barge ladings, yes, and you will not like them, and I would like a moment to explain why before you look, because when you look you are going to be very quiet, and when you are quiet I find myself talking, and I have been talking too much this winter.”

He put the book on the table and turned it round to face me and put his finger on a column.

“Every Bench lading on this river this winter,” he said, “has entered the College river gate.”

I looked at the column.

“Not passed it,” said Sorrel. “Entered it. In at the water stair, unladen and re-laden at the College wharf, out again. Under a stores docket for a mill I have never in nine years been able to find on a map. There is no mill. There is a docket, and there is a barge, and there is a wharf that belongs to this fortress.”

“Where do the dockets come from?”

“The works-yard annexe,” said Sorrel, “since the north range was sealed, which I would like recorded as a coincidence that I do not believe in.”

I read the column twice.

Every rung I had broken lay outside the walls: ford crew, courier line, still and ice lane. Sorrel’s book showed a trade with a key to Caldmoor’s water stair, moving through our wharf under ordinary dockets for years.

“That’s not smuggling,” I said.

“No,” said Sorrel, unhappily. “Smuggling is what you do when a thing is forbidden. This is freight.”

Under lamp oil, ink and ledger dust, Sorrel gave off cold continuous fear-tallow. He had smelled that way since he stopped taking money from both hands.

“Sorrel.”

“Yes.”

“When did you last sleep in your own bed all night?”

“That,” said Sorrel, “is a very unkind question from a man who has come in through my coal chute at the second hour.”

“Answer it.”

“The eighth day.” He straightened a pen that was straight. “I sleep in the counting room. There is a bolt on this door and there is not one on that one, and I have got into the habit of being where the bolt is. It is not fear, medic, it is arithmetic. I have counted the number of people who know what I have given you, and it is a low number, and every one of them is a person who would be paid well for it.”

“Then move.”

“To where? Your infirmary is watched by two Board men who sleep in it.”

“I’ll find you a hole.”

“Find me the forge first,” said Sorrel, and pushed the book an inch further toward me, “and then we will discuss my accommodation, and I will be very tiresome about the terms, because I have discovered late in life that I am worth something and I intend to be insufferable about it while it lasts.”



The den table at midnight had three sources on it and a lamp in the middle.

Piri had the river drawn out in charcoal from the narrows down to the College, freehand, from memory, and it is better than the surveyed one in Weller’s map chest and everybody in the room knows it.

“The sled I heard behind the ambush was here.” She put her finger on the north bank, twelve miles up. “Bearing, and a distance I’d stake my ears on: the loading noise came off still water and level ground, and there’s only one stretch like that on that bank in twelve miles, because the rest of it is scree.”

“The landing stage.”

“The landing stage.” She moved her finger three inches. “And that’s above it.”

Renka leaned over the table on both fists.

“I’ve had the north-bank draft twice this week off the east wall at the fourth hour,” she said, “when the wind swings and comes down the river instead of across it. Forge-coke. Coal, not charcoal, which is a man who can afford coal. Twice.”

“And?”

“And under the coke, the sweet one. The rancid orange-blossom thing.” Her lip curled off the broken tusk. “The one that gets on the inside of crates. It’s not strong. It’s not fresh. It is in the smoke of that fire, medic, which means it has been in that building long enough to be in the soot.”

I got up and went into my quarters and lifted the flagstone and brought back the oilcloth roll, and out of it the thing I have carried since October: a cold-iron pin, four inches, taken out of a rack at a burning still, with a maker’s bite on the shank where the tongs have gripped it a thousand times.

I put it on the table next to my own surgical spike out of my kit.

Same bite. Same two nicks in the jaw of the tongs, printing the same two nicks into the metal, on a pin bound for a woman’s jaw and on a probe bound for a wound.

“One anvil,” said Renka.

“One anvil.”

Minna reached across and picked up the pin and turned it under the lamp, and her lop ears did the thing they do when she is not going to say the polite version.

“So the man who makes the knives you use to save people,” she said, “makes the knives they use to break people, and gets paid twice, and the College nailed a plate on his gate for it.”

“Yes.”

“And his barges come in our water gate.”

“Yes.”

“Well,” said Minna, and put the pin down very precisely in the middle of the map, “that’s this fortress in one bit of iron, and I would like it noted that I’ve been saying so since the breach in a less organised way.”

Ryska had not said anything.

She stood at the end of the table with one thumb tracing the charcoal river and her ears half back, and when she did speak it was to the map and not to any of us.

“How many men in a night crew?”

“Six,” said Piri. “Maybe eight. Hessel sleeps over the counting house; there’s a stove flue on that end and it draws all night.”

“And the ice?”

“Two feet, and it’s honest ice out of the middle of the channel. It’s the margins that lie.”

“Then we go over the middle,” said Ryska, “which everybody with sense says you never do.”

“Everybody with sense doesn’t have me,” said Piri.



After five nights of Quiller and Nesk sleeping between my stove and patients, I stopped trying to move the watchers and started feeding them.

“Patient education,” I said, at breakfast.

“That’s not a thing,” said Piri.

“It is from Thursday.” I finished my tea. “The Culling Board has posted two trained observers into a public ward. That is a rare opportunity for the improvement of Board medicine and I intend to make full use of it. Fenn.”

Fenn looked up from the porridge with the ladle in her fist.

“You’ve been complaining for four years that nobody in this fortress understands what a bowel is.”

The old badger-kin put the ladle down.

“Nobody in this fortress,” she said, with terrible relish, “understands what a bowel is.”

“An hour a day. Both of them. Chairs, and a proper diagram.”

“I’ll want the slate.”

“Take the slate.”

By Saturday, Quiller knew more about abscess drainage than Prill’s observers wanted to know, while Reik brought three wall-men to retell how I opened his cauterised shoulder during the breach. The story improved every time.

In the current version I say something. At a casualty line I name the injury and the next pair of hands. Speeches waste blood.

“And he stood up,” said Reik, “and he says: that man is full of poison, and I’m going to let it out, and if the Board doesn’t like it they can come and stand where I’m standing.”

“I did not say that.”

“Doc, you were in shock.”

“I was setting a tourniquet.”

“He was in shock,” Reik told Quiller, gravely, “which is why he doesn’t remember the speech.”

Behind the lessons, four to six wall-men, auxiliaries and workers kept the chairs between the stove and my inner door occupied at every hour. Their splinters, stiff necks and old coughs could all wait. So could they. No one gave an order, and the queue did not break.

“That’s a lot of splinters,” said Quiller, on the second evening, looking down the ward.

“It’s a hard season for hands,” I said.

“Mm,” said Quiller, and wrote something on his slate, and then, after a while, rubbed it out again with his thumb.



Renka came for her knee on the Friday and brought an argument with her. Her way of bringing a gift.

I had her up on the bench with the leg out straight and the old strapping cut away, working my thumbs along the outside of the joint where the ligament has been complaining since a boar hit her at speed, and she sat there and let me and talked at the ceiling.

“The fennec says twelve river miles,” Renka told me. “The rabbit says hearing works-yard hammers through the fortress is harder.”

“Through stone,” Minna said.

“Stone carries,” said Piri, upside down on the bench. “February air over water swallows sound.”

“I hear lies through walls.”

“I hear the man arriving to tell them.”

Renka smiled. “A nose tells you what the thing is.”

“A nose told you clove after I put you past the theater door four mornings running,” Piri said. “Fieldcraft.”

Renka’s head turned slowly. “You baited me.”

“I positioned an instrument.”

Minna wrote without looking up.

“Four pounds of jerky,” Renka said. “In the bribe ledger, not Piri’s hidden futures market.”

“Minna, she’s found it.”

“I found it in Fourth-month,” Minna said. “Promising nonexistent jerky for completed services is not a market. It is a scandal.”

I finished the strapping, figure of eight, two turns above and two below, then cupped the joint and pressed along the ligament.

“Weight on it.”

Renka stood up and put weight on it and rolled her knee twice, and the bench was extremely glad to be relieved of her.

“Better.”

“You’ll go through a hole in a wall on that tonight.”

“I will go through a hole in a wall on that tonight,” she agreed, and then crowded me, which she does like weather: no warning, all at once, and standing too close in a room with three other women in it. “Medic.”

“Captain.”

“You said when I say.”

“I did.”

“That was four days ago.”

“It was.”

“I am simply establishing,” said Renka, at parade volume, “that I have an excellent memory.”

“Noted,” I said. “Go and drill your three men.”

She went, laughing, out through my door, and Piri said, “She is going to be insufferable when it happens,” and Minna said, “She is going to be insufferable either way, that is her nature,” and I got on with the op.



I needed nine gallons of lamp-oil that would not appear on any requisition in this fortress, and there is exactly one person at Caldmoor who can make nine gallons of anything not exist.

She was in the north range corridor on her upturned crate with the slate on her knee, in her coat, with a queue.

On the fifth day of the seal, Caldmoor’s quartermaster still ran the fortress from an upturned crate outside her chained stores, using one slate and her memory.

“Second bay of the annexe, under the winter tentage, and tell him I said the word tentage so he knows it came from me.” She chalked a line. “Next.”

“Astrid.”

“Doc.” She did not look up. “You want something you can’t sign for.”

“Nine gallons of lamp-oil.”

“No, you don’t.”

“I don’t?”

“You want rendering-still oil, which is a different animal and burns hot and dirty in a closed stove, and you can’t have nine gallons of it because there isn’t nine gallons of it in this fortress since the autumn, when a person unknown to me took the last of it out on a Thursday.” She turned the slate over. “You can have six of pitch-oil and two barrels of tallow ends off the chandler’s floor, which will do the same work slower and smell worse, and you will want a coil of slow-match and you have not thought about slow-match because you never do.”

“Slow-match was on my list.”

“You have thought about it in the last four seconds.” She wrote. “It goes out of the annexe on Thursday as works yard, hoarding lamps, renewal, because the works yard is burning four hundred lamp-hours a night on those wagons and nobody on this earth is going to audit an oil docket against a hoarding, and if they do it will be in the spring, and by the spring I will have thought of something.”

She tore the chit off and held it out without turning her head.

“Astrid.”

“Take the chit, boy.”

“They sealed this wing to find my name in your books.”

“I know exactly what they sealed this wing for,” said Astrid, “and you will notice that they have now had my books for five days and have not come back with anything, and that they are not going to, and that a woman whose books are sealed for review is the safest quartermaster on this frontier to be doing business with, because every copper of it is being counted twice by people who are looking for the wrong thing.”

She looked up at me then, copper-brown, level, unbothered, with her crown-braid re-pinned, her keys at her hip, and the chain on the stores door behind her.

“Also,” she said, “you have your op face on, and you had it when you were nine, and it is a great deal less subtle than you think it is. Next!”



Weller found me at the water stair the day after, in the cold, looking at a wharf that has never once appeared in any conversation I have had about the harvest trade.

She did not ask what I was looking at.

“Three of my people have taken leave to visit family,” she said, to the river.

“That’s generous of you.”

“It’s a hard season. Men get homesick.” She put her boot up on the bollard. “They’ll be back on the twenty-eighth. Anything that happens between now and then happens to men who are not on my roster, in a place I have not been told about, and if you are about to tell me about it I will have to walk away in the middle of your sentence.”

“Understood.”

“Their names are Corliss, Vetch and Dannel.”

“Dannel’s got eight fingers.”

“Dannel,” said Weller, “has volunteered with a degree of enthusiasm that I found personally alarming, and pointed out that he is now considerably lighter on one side. I did not have an answer for that. Do you have an answer for that?”

“No.”

“No.” She took her boot off the bollard. “One more thing, and then I’m going to go and be somewhere else. That contract plate on Hessel’s gate.”

“What about it?”

“Nothing,” said Weller. “Nothing at all. It’s a lovely plate. I’d hate for anything to happen to it.”

She went off up the stair with her hands in her jacket and her breath going up behind her, and I stood on a College wharf and worked out that the gate captain of Caldmoor had just told me which wall of a building not to burn.



The surgery empties at the ninth hour.

That is not a rule anybody made. It is what happens: the public ward settles, Fenn banks the stove, the last splinter goes home, and the surgery at the far end with its one long scrubbed table and its two lamps and its wall of instruments goes quiet and stays quiet until somebody bleeds.

I was in there on the night of the twenty-sixth writing the op down in my own shorthand, because a plan that is only in your head is a plan that changes when you are frightened.

The door opened and Ryska came in and shut it behind her with her heel.

She had come off the dusk relief. Kit still on, frost still in the braid, the cold coming off her in a wave that reached me across the room. She stood there a moment with her hand still on the door.

Then she crossed to my table and put one arm along the top of it and swept it clear.

Carefully. There were two lamps, a tray of instruments, my ledger, an ink bottle and a roll of linen on that table, and she moved all of it to the bench in one long unhurried motion with the flat of her forearm, and nothing rang, and nothing fell, and the ink stayed upright.

Six foot two of apex wolfkin can put a scalpel tray down like a woman setting a table.

“That took practice,” I said.

“It took thinking about.” She got up and sat on the table with her boots on the rail and looked at me, and her ears were forward, and her tail had come out from behind her and was moving. “I’ve been thinking about it since the ruin.”

“Which part.”

She reached up and pulled the braid out.

The storm-gray came down over her shoulders. She swept it forward off the back of her neck with one hand and held it there, and turned her head to the side, and gave me the nape.

Not a word in it. There has never been a word in it.



I put my hand on the back of her neck.

She has a mane now, from the base of the skull down the spine’s full line, and when you close your hand in it there is a moment where her weight decides, and then she comes with your hand instead of against it.

“Lie down,” I said.

“On your table.”

“On my table.”

“That’s where you put people you’re going to cut.”

“That’s where I put people who need holding still,” I said. “Face up. Boots off my rail.”

She kicked the boots off and lay back on my surgical table with her hair spilling off the end of it and her hands loose at her sides. She looked at the ceiling and breathed out until the last frost-smoke left her lungs.

I took her kit off her there.

I did it slowly and in the right order, because I have taken armour off enough dying people to have opinions about the sequence. Straps first, both shoulders, laid over the bench. The winter over-jacket. The vest, unlaced from the bottom, peeled up and lifted off over her head with her arms up like a woman being undressed by weather.

She let me. The trust of it. She lay on my table and let me get her out of everything she had been standing up in for fourteen hours, and every time I stopped she opened her eyes and looked at me, patient, unhurried.

The under-shirt came off last. She lifted her hips for the leathers without being asked.

Her small high chest with the cool fair skin flushing already down the sternum. The taut stomach with the new depth through it. The long cut thighs. The tail, hanging off the table’s edge, moving in slow arcs.

And under the leather and the frost and the cold-forge smell of a woman who has been standing on a wall, the thing that is only hers: burnt honey gone to something warmer since the first frost, and storm-front cedar, and under both of them tonight, faint and sharp, the cold-tallow of a fear she has not once mentioned to anybody.

“Tell me,” I said.

“No.”

“Ryska.”

Her teeth closed.

“When I went over,” she said, to the ceiling. “At the breach. In the back room, when the wall was coming down. If you had gone.”

“I didn’t go.”

“I know you didn’t go. I’m telling you what I’ve been carrying since I saw that rig.” Her hands had closed on the edges of the table. “They chained a woman at her crossing and it burst her, and I looked at those hoops, and I thought: that was four hours of my life in a room with a burrower in the cellar, and the only thing between me and that hall was a man who would not take his hands off my shoulders.”

“That’s right.”

“Don’t say it kindly.”

“I wasn’t going to.”

I put both hands on her collarbones and pressed her down, and leaned over her.

“Here’s what you’re getting tonight,” I said. “You’re not getting fast. You’re not getting to fight me and lose in ninety seconds and go to sleep about it. You’re going to lie on my table and hold still and take exactly what I give you, for as long as I decide, and you’re going to be looked at the entire time.”

Her pupils went out wide.

“That’s the worst thing you’ve ever said to me,” she said.

“Do you want it?”

“Yes.” Immediately. Flat. Absolutely certain, in the voice she uses to call a lane. “Yes. Do that.”



I turned her over halfway through and pinned her wrists crossed at the small of her back, but that came later.

First there was a long time where I did nothing but keep her still.

I got up onto the table with her, which it took, and settled my weight over her, and held her wrists above her head in one hand, and went into her slowly enough that she got out three separate complaints about it before she stopped being able to finish sentences.

“You’re doing it on purpose.”

“Yes.”

“You always. Ah.”

“Finish the word.”

“I hate you.”

“Finish the other one.”

“Slower,” she said. Not what she meant to say. The truest thing she said all night. After that her next six breaths carried no words.

Weight is both the cruelty and the medicine with her. Every wolf instinct in that body wants to drive, to work, to make the thing happen at her pace and win it. So I did not let her. I pressed my full weight down through my hips and chest until she was pinned against the table under me with nowhere to go, my hands locked over hers, my ribs on her spine, the length of me pinning her so completely that her wolf’s strength achieved nothing no matter how she strained.

She tried. Hips rolling, shoulders flexing, the whole predator’s body working against mine for leverage it could not find. I stayed heavy and unhurried and gave her exactly the depth and pace I chose, and when she pushed, she moved nothing.

The fight lasted maybe a minute. Then I felt it go. It goes out of the shoulders first, and then out of the hips, and then something else comes in behind it and she goes heavy beneath me, and the tail, which has been thrashing, curls and stays.

“There,” I said.

“Callum.”

“Eyes.”

She opened them. The wolf-amber had gone all the way molten with the dark limbal ring standing hard around it, and she looked up at me, held my gaze for the rest of it, and the flush came up out of her chest and over her throat and into her face while I watched.

“You don’t stop,” she said.

“No.”

“That’s what I. That’s what I came in here to.” Her breath tore. “Whatever’s at the door. Whatever’s coming through the cellar. You don’t take your hands off. Do you know what that is? Do you know what that is to something like me?”

“Tell me.”

“It’s the only place in the world,” said Ryska, “where I’m allowed to not be the one holding it.”

Then she came, with her wrists still in my hand and her eyes still open, and it was nothing like the noisy furious thing on my furs three weeks ago. It went through her in one long deep roll from the hips outward, and she kept looking at me all the way through it, and her throat worked, and what came out of her was low and broken and had no fight in it anywhere.

“That’s one,” I said.

“Don’t count,” she said. “Not tonight. Just keep going.”

So I kept going.

I turned her over at some point after that, because I wanted her mane in my hand and my teeth on the mark, and she went where I put her without one ounce of resistance and got her arms up over her head on the wood. I crossed her wrists at the small of her back and pinned them there under my palm and took her slow and deep against my own surgical table with my other hand fisted in the storm-gray at her nape, and a continuous low vibration poured out of her into the boards, something I felt through the table more than heard.

The second one built over fifty slow strokes. I knew where she was by the tail, which had gone rigid, and by the muscle jumping in her thigh, and by her starting to say my name at the bottom of every stroke, quietly, like a woman counting steps in the dark.

“Now,” I said, and put my teeth on the standing mark at the join of her neck and shoulder and bit down.

She went, and the whine-purr came up out of her chest without one second of denial, the low broken thing with the crack folded through it, and she gave it away freely into my table and shook and kept shaking, and I stayed in her through every aftershock with my weight down on her back and my hand in her mane and did not let her go anywhere.

I buried myself to the root a dozen strokes later and let go, and she clenched around every pulse of it like she was trying to keep me past the last of it. I stayed there afterward with my forehead between her shoulder blades until both our breathing came down. Neither of us spoke.



Afterwards she sat on my surgical table wrapped in my coat with her legs hanging and re-wrapped her own wrists, which she does not need to do and which she enjoys.

I turned both wrists under the lamp: red bands, no white, pulses clean at the thumb. The mark on her shoulder, which had opened a little at the edge and needed nothing. Her breathing, with my hand flat under her ribs, counting.

“Thirteen,” I said.

“Is that good?”

“It’s your good. Drink that.”

She emptied the cup, and handed it back and looked at me over the rim with her eyes gone lazy, and then she said, quite suddenly:

“There’s nothing out there.”

“I know.”

“No, listen.” She put the cup down. “I’ve been on the east circuit six nights. I want you to have this from me and not from the fennec, because she’ll give you a bearing and a count and I’m going to give you the other thing.” Her ears came forward. “It isn’t empty out there. Empty smells like a thing. Cold rock and old snow and the river, and one fox at three miles, that’s an empty night on the Verge and I’ve stood in a hundred of them.”

“And?”

“This is a yard before a duel,” she said.

My hand tightened on the cup.

“You know what I mean. You’ve stood in one.” Her hands were still. “The stalls stop shouting, and the sand’s raked, and there’s four hundred people in that yard and not one sound in it, because everybody in the place is waiting for the same thing to start. That’s what I’m standing on top of every night. That country has not gone away. It has gone quiet, all of it, at once, and it is waiting for something, and I do not have any idea what.”

I got up and went to the shutter and opened it two inches and put my face into the gap.

North wind off the Verge, cold enough to take skin off. And in it: rock. Old snow. Woodsmoke off our own chimneys, cut hay, the latrine trench, horses. Everything inside the wall.

Beyond the wall, out to the horizon, across nine miles of breach country in the middle of a hard winter with a hundred dens and holes and scrapes in it, there was nothing at all coming back to me.

I shut the shutter.

“Write it down,” I said. “In your hand, with the date, and give it to Minna for the ledger.”

“You’ve written it down four times.”

“Then it’ll be five, in a different hand,” I said, “and one day somebody’s going to want to know exactly when we knew.”



The op went on the table the next morning and it took two hours, and Renka ran most of it. The reason it worked.

“Cross at the fourth hour, a mile below,” Piri said. “Slack water means quiet ice. We pass the known rot patch on my line; nobody watches it.”

Renka had the slag channel drawn out on the back of a stores docket.

“The slag chute opens toward the river without a door,” Renka said. “That’s our entry, and I intend to be smug about it.”

“How wide?”

“Wide enough for a barrow. Which means wide enough for me, at an angle, with my head turned, and I want somebody to say out loud now that it will be funny, so that nobody says it on the night.”

“It’ll be funny,” said Piri.

“Thank you.”

“Evidence first: molds, ladings, orders. All on the sled before fire. We burn the molds, pattern racks and counting house. The east shed with the College contract plate stays untouched.”

Ryska’s ears went flat. “Why?”

“Because when the Board sends somebody up there in a week to look at the ashes,” I said, “I want them to stand in a yard where every single thing the trade owned is slag and every single thing the College owned is untouched, and I want them to work out for themselves that whoever did it could tell the difference.”

Renka started laughing, low, into her hand.

“That’s not arson,” she said. “That’s an audit.”

“Minna.”

“Withdrawal: a hay sled at the rot patch, then dry clothes, hot water and bread at the ford road,” Minna said. “Do not let Renka find the bread early.”

“Breakfast bread and operational bread use different accounts,” Renka objected.

Everyone repeated the plan in their own words. Then Renka drilled our three unofficial volunteers on entering a wall breach in the correct order.

I stood at the window and watched a war-captain teach two wall-men and an eight-fingered corporal how to be a shield-line of three.

Then I packed my satchel: green flask, oil, sap, chisel, linen, and the tongs-bitten pin out of the oilcloth, because I wanted it with me when I stood in the room where it was made.

“Tonight, the fourth hour,” I said. “The Board’s knives come from somewhere.”

Ryska picked her kit up off the bench.

“So let’s go and meet the smith,” she said.


Chapter 14: The Foundry

We went over the middle of the river at the fourth hour of the twenty-seventh day, seven of us in a line with twelve feet between each pair of boots, on ice that Piri had walked twice in daylight and once in the dark.

Nobody spoke on the crossing. The only sounds across that black mile were the dry noises of a sheet taking weight: a tick under the boot, a low complaint to the left, then a crack running ahead of us like something opening its eyes.

Corliss stopped dead when that one went.

Piri turned around, walked back down the line to him, put her hand on his chest, palm firm, and said, at a level nobody four feet away could have heard, “That was the sheet settling on the shelf, a hundred yards left, and it is exactly what honest ice sounds like when it is holding. The ice that is going to kill you does not make a sound at all. Walk.”

He walked.

The Board graded that judgment E for three years. Piri does not promise safety; she identifies the noise.



The north bank came up as a black line with an orange smear over the top of it, and the smear was the forge.

You could see Hessel’s works from a mile out on the ice, which tells you everything about how safe that man had been made to feel. Two stacks going. The glow of a banked forge-fire put a low red on the underside of the smoke. Lamps on poles down the landing stage, four of them, burning good oil all night for the benefit of nobody, because the barges were locked in and no barge was going anywhere until the thaw.

And on the wind off it, at half a mile, with my face turned into it and my eyes shut:

Coke. Coal-coke, sharp and sulphurous, honest.

Hot iron and hot scale, the dead mineral smell of a floor that has had metal on it for thirty years.

Quench-steam, which is its own thing and which I have loved since I was a boy at a waystation forge: water off hot steel, mineral and clean.

And in the quench-steam, in it, cooked into it, the sweetness. Rancid orange blossom over hot water. Gland-oil, boiled off, going up a chimney with the honest smoke and coming down on a river a quarter mile away.

They were quenching in it.

Somebody had decided rendered harvest oil made a serviceable quench bath and pouring it away would be waste.

Renka came up beside me on the ice with her breath going sideways.

“You have got a face on you,” she said.

“They’re quenching in it.”

She turned into the wind and took two short breaths and one long one, and I watched her get it. Watched her jaw set around the broken tusk.

“Then this building dies tonight,” said Renka.



The slag chute is a stone throat in the river wall, four feet across at the mouth, sloping up into the works at about one in three, with twenty years of cooled slag under it in a heap on the foreshore that we came up the back of.

There was no door on it. There is never a door on a slag chute. You do not put a door on the place you throw rubbish out of.

Piri went first, and was gone into the black without a sound, and came back into the mouth of it forty seconds later hanging upside down out of the dark with her ears out.

“Yard alarm,” she breathed. “Rope, wall bracket, six feet inside the east door. If the crew comes out hurried, his hand reaches it before his boot reaches the step.”

“Kill it.”

“Killing it.” She was gone again.

She did not cut the rope; the first man would notice. She climbed the inside wall, removed the alarm’s iron striker with a pin and twist of wire, then showed me the striker on her palm like a picked flower.

“Now they can pull it as much as they like,” she said.

Renka went in second, at an angle, with her head turned, and it was funny, and nobody said so. Pride hit me hard enough to warm the riverbank.



The working forge was one soot-roofed room, forty feet by ninety. Two hearths breathed under banks of ash and coke, their low red pulsing with the draught. Thirty years of heat lived in the flagstones beneath our frozen boots.

Tools covered the walls: tongs ranked by jaw from pin-size to man-length; hardy tools and swages in sawdust beds; hammers hanging handles-down, polished dark by generations of hands. Two anvils sat knee-deep on elm stumps, each worn hollow where the work always fell.

The smell of it in layers: coke and ash on top; the mineral flatness of quench water; the cooked-fat reek of hoof-parings from a farrier’s day, which is a smell everybody who has ever stood in a smithy knows; leather; a mouse somewhere; and the pale sweet wrongness in the steam over the barrels, which had no business in that room and was in every cubic foot of it.

And down the far end, past the anvils, past the honest work, the racks.

Renka’s hand came up in the dark and closed on my shoulder before I got there, and she put her mouth an inch from my ear.

“Card game,” she said. “Two walls that way. Four men, tallow candle, and they have been eating onions, and one of them has a dog.”

“How far?”

“Fifty feet and a stone wall. They are not coming out for an hour.” She let go. “Also I want it recorded that I got that before you did.”

“Noted.”

“In the ledger.”

“Later.”



The racks were the reason we had come and they were still worse than I had made room for.

Pin molds. Rack on rack of them, in graded sizes, standing in wooden frames as you would store printers’ blocks: the two-piece iron molds a man closes on a spoon of molten cold-iron to cast a pin. I had seen one before, at the still, in a crate, and thought at the time that I was looking at the trade’s manufacture.

I had seen a sample case. This was the factory: four hundred molds in eleven anatomical sizes. My thumb fitted the first cavity well enough to name it.

A jaw cap. Adult wolfkin, left side.

Below it stood smaller paired molds and broad curved seats like the one I had once chiseled from a woman’s back. Somewhere, a table reduced women’s bodies to measurements. Here those measurements had become iron.

“Doc,” said Dannel, from the third rack, in a voice I had not heard him use.

“I see them.”

“There’s a wee one.”

“I see it.”

“Doc, why is there a wee one?”

“Because they enlist at eighteen,” I said, “and some lines are small. Take the wall end of the rack and start passing molds. We take one of every size and the rest goes in the fire.”

We took eleven molds, one of each size, out of that building on my back and on Corliss’s, and I have them still, and one day a great many people are going to look at them.

The rest of it we got in six minutes, working the counting house end while Piri lay on the rafters over the door with the yard in her ears.

Bar stock of cold-iron in the corner, forty feet of it, dull and gray and wrong in a room full of bright steel. Ladings in the desk, a winter of them, every one showing a College water-gate entry. And on the spike over the desk, the standing order, on good paper, in a clerk’s hand, under a silver stag pressed into blue wax:

Winter lots, Bench account, all molds and pin stock to be held at readiness; delivery prior to thaw muster. Payment on the third instant, as before.

Renka read it over my shoulder, breathing out through her nose.

“As before,” she said.

“As before.”

“Medic, that is a man being told to make caps for women who have not been culled yet.”

“That’s a man being told to have them ready,” I said, “for a date.”

I put the paper in my shirt.



Then the lanterns came down the landing stage, and everything about the night changed.

Piri came off the rafter onto the floor in front of me without a sound and had her hand on my forearm.

“Barge,” she said. “Four men on poles, two lanterns. And it has been sitting out on the ice above the bend with no lights on it for at least an hour, because I heard a pole knock a gunwale twice and thought it was the ice, and I want that recorded as my mistake.”

“Recorded. How long?”

“Two minutes.”

“Everybody in the roof.”

We went into the roof. There is a purlin walk over the counting house end of that building where they store dry timber, and seven of us got up onto it and lay prone among the stacked billets with our faces at the gaps, and we stayed there while a woman from the capital came into the room below us and did her business.



She came in with two men and a lantern and she took her gloves off before she spoke, the detail that stays with me.

Her dark ankle-length fur belonged to the capital, as did boots finer than any Caldmoor officer’s. Gray touched her pinned hair; her face might have been forty-five. A stag marked the seal ring on her bare right hand.

“Master Hessel is asleep, Factor Quennel,” one of her men said.

“Wake him or do not, I am indifferent. Where is the lot? And tell Brannock that the four men he spent at the narrows come out of his own account. I will not pay twice for failed security.”

She had a voice like somebody reading out numbers she has read out before.

They brought the lot in on a hand-cart from the shed off the east end.

Four crates. Cold-iron fittings at the corners, ventilation slots cut high in a pattern I recognized from a burning wagon on a ford road in October, and the smell that came up into that roof off them when the cart wheeled underneath us went through me like a chisel: terror-salt going quiet under peppercorn, four times over, layered, three days old and two days old and one day old, and I lay on my belly in a roof twelve feet above four living women and put my forehead down on a timber.

Renka’s hand came across the gap between us and closed on the back of my collar.

She held on to my collar, which was the correct instruction to give me at that moment, and I lay still.

Below us the factor walked down the line of crates with the lantern and had the lids taken off, one at a time.

“This one is thin.”

“She’s been three days on the ice, Factor.”

“They are all three days on the ice; that is what the ice is for.” She moved the lantern. “This one has a mark on the shoulder. Was that us?”

“Loading.”

“Then load better. Winter freight bruises the goods, and a bruise is a discount, and I do not carry discounts up a river at my own cost.” She snapped the lantern shutter half closed. “Ration them properly from here. There is no profit in delivering a corpse, and there is very little in delivering a woman who arrives looking like a rescue.”

She put her glove back on.

“The Board’s people will want their payment in coin and not in credit, which is new, and which tells me they expect their own arrangements to end,” she said. “Pay them in coin. Take everything they offer off-book between now and the thaw. There will not be another winter like this one.”

And then she stood for a moment in the middle of a forge floor with a lantern in her hand, and I worked her.

My trade, and I did it, and it is the strangest reading I have taken off a human being.

Rosewater, good soap, orris oil, stored fur, ink and old wine. Beneath them, faint in her wool, lay the faint cold vault-stink of the Pens: straw, stone, despair and ammonia from too many bodies kept in one air. She had spent time inside those rows.

She carried no fear. No cold tallow, no acid effort of deception, not even the sweat of a woman twelve miles up a winter river. Four crated women in a midnight foundry were ordinary accounts to her.

I have smelled murderers. Murderers are afraid. Ollick was afraid of everything and Brannock’s men in the scrub were afraid in the disciplined way that soldiers are.

She was a woman doing her accounts.

“Lids,” said the factor. “I will be at the barge. We move at first light.”

She went out.

And I put my mouth against Renka’s ear and said, “Change of plan.”



Evidence, withdrawal, fire became four women first. I gave it in nine words: crates, chute, then fire. Renka passed the change by taps and a hand signal Corliss knew from her drill.

We took the yard Renka’s way. She shut the card crew inside their counting house by bracing the door with one shoulder; the dog barked itself hoarse beyond it. Ryska dropped the two cart men at the east door without a shout. Piri ran the chute and returned with the sled line.

And I got the lids off four crates with a pry bar and a hammer, and told four women in a hot dark room, one after another, in the most level voice I own, exactly who I was and exactly what was going to happen next.

“My name’s Boone. I’m the College medic at Caldmoor. You’re going out through a hole in that wall onto a sled, and then across a river, and then into a kitchen with a fire in it, and there is no part of this where anybody sells you. Can you walk?”

Three could walk.

The fourth was a bunnykin about Minna’s age with a leg gone bad under a cold-iron shackle that had been on it too long, and she looked at me and believed nothing out of my mouth, and I did not have time to earn it, so I picked her up.

Vetch took the crate she came out of, because the crate had the shackle bolt in it and the bolt is evidence, and that is how Vetch got burned.



The fire rose while we carried. Four men escaped the counting house through a window; one raked up the hearth for light, and two months of oil-soaked floor ash caught like a filling sail.

I was on the chute with a woman over my shoulder. Renka came off the counting-house door with the frame still in her hands and threw it, and got Corliss and the last crate ahead of her down the slope. Vetch went back.

His crate caught burning on the chute lip, blocking our only exit. He wrapped one arm around the burning corner and hauled.

Oil in the crate felt burned hotter than wood. Vetch emerged without a sleeve, cooked wrist to elbow, sat on the ice and said, “Do the girl first.” It was untrue and correct.

I did the girl first. Then I did him.

Piri opened the river with a sled pole. I held Vetch’s bare arm in near-freezing water for two hundred counts while he swore.

And when I had it out and had the green flask open, I put my face down to the burn to check for the thing I check for, and got what I had known I was going to get and had hoped not to.

Rancid orange blossom. In the wound. Cooked into the meat of a man’s forearm with his own skin.

The quench-bath oil had been in the crate lining, and the crate lining had gone into him.

“That’s going to want a flush,” I said.

“Is that bad?”

“That’s bad. Bite the strap.”

I emptied the green flask through that arm, then two pints of water melted over a sled lamp. Vetch made noise through most of the twenty-minute flush. Behind us, Hessel’s forge sent up a column visible from Caldmoor’s east wall.



Master Hessel, a prosperous forge-wright in his fifties, came out of the counting-house door in his nightshirt with a strongbox under his arm and a coat over his shoulders and no boots on.

In his burning building’s light, the barefoot smith hurried down the icy stage. Two furred men took his strongbox and put him in the Bench barge’s well.

The barge took its time.

The barge poled out slowly into the black, fire rising behind it. No one aboard shouted or ran.

And a woman in a dark fur coat stood at the stern with a lantern and looked back at the building, and then along the bank, and then up.

At the roofline of the shed I was crouched behind, forty yards away, in the dark, with a burned man’s arm in my hands.

She held it. Two seconds, maybe three, on nothing, on a shadow that could not possibly have had a face in it.

Then she turned the lantern away and the barge went up the river.



While I worked, Renka dragged four hundred molds between the hearths, tipped cold-iron bar over them and pulled a burning roof timber onto the heap with tongs no human could close.

Cold-iron does not burn. It slumps. The molds sagged into one fused gray mass the size of a cart, too tangled to separate or lift. The College-contract shed remained untouched because Renka had soaked the connecting roof with two buckets of quench water before she started, a precaution she had not announced and I had not considered.

She came out through the chute last with the tongs still in her hand and her eyebrows gone and stood on the ice looking back at it.

“Right,” she said. “That’s the anvil.”



We got four women, seven of our own, a burned arm, eleven molds, a winter of ladings and a standing order across a mile of river ice and up the ford road to a sled with hot water on it, and into Old Fenn’s kitchen before the gray came into the sky.

Fenn took one look at the four of them and asked nothing.

Fenn had water heating, quilts coming, and the bunnykin’s shackle leg raised and poulticed before my coat was off.

The tallest, about fifty, stood with pale iron bands around both wrists and inventoried every kitchen exit.

“You’re College,” she said to me.

“I’m the College medic. That’s true and it’s not the useful part of it.”

“Where am I?”

“Caldmoor infirmary. Two Board men sleep four rooms away, but this is Fenn’s door.”

“Nobody comes through it,” Fenn said from the stove.

“I came out of a Merrow row eleven years ago, and a purge before that. Three sales began with someone telling me where I was.”

“Fair,” I said. “Sit or don’t. The tea stays bad.”

She sat down.

Later, when Minna had the names, one of them stopped me at the door with a hand on my sleeve.

“You’ll want to know,” she said. “Her, the tall one. She came out of a garrison town nineteen years ago in a mass intake, and she’s got a stamp on her paper same as mine, and I’ve seen your quartermaster’s face in the yard.”

“Say the rest.”

“Same intake,” said the woman. “Same page. There were twelve of us.”



Renka’s quarters are in the auxiliary barracks on the west side, at the end, with a wall that backs onto the drill store and no neighbours on one side, which she chose.

She had gone straight there off the ice with her hair singed and the smell of burning in every fibre she owned, and I came across the frozen yard in the last of the dark with the reek of a burnt forge on me too, and she was standing in her doorway in half-armour with one hand gripping the frame, waiting.

“Medic.”

“Captain.”

“I want to report.” She stood aside from the door. An invitation and a dare in one movement. “One arson. Four rescues. Eleven molds. Zero casualties on my line, one burn on yours, and a factor of the Gilder’s Bench poled up her own river with nothing in her hold but a smith in his nightshirt.” She shut the door behind me. “That is a clean sheet, and I would like it inspected.”

The room is a war camp. She has a bed she does not use, a war-chest at the foot of it that came off a wagon from the Ninth nine years ago with her name burned into the lid, a stand for her kit, a whetstone, and nothing else at all: no hangings, no clutter, one lamp.

She was still in the breastplate and the arm harness with her war-tail scorched short on one side.

“Take it off,” I said.

“That’s the inspection?”

“That’s the first part of it. Buckles.”

She went for the first buckle herself and I put my hand over hers and stopped it.

“I said the buckles,” I said. “I didn’t say you.”

Renka’s gold eyes came up, and something in her went quiet, and she put her hands down by her sides and let me get her out of it.

I removed the pauldrons, opened all four breastplate straps, lifted the arm harness free, then made her stand while I unlaced the smoke-soaked gambeson without hurrying.

The trash-talk started around the gambeson.

“I could have had that off in nine seconds.”

“Turn around, Captain.”

“You’re not even going to answer that.”

I turned her myself.

The under-shirt came off over her head and left her in nothing at all in a cold room with the ember of a lamp on her, and I stood back and looked at her properly, because looking is the first part of every examination I have ever done and because she had earned the survey twice over.

Six foot four of orc in a room built for a human. Planted boots she had not taken off, pillar thighs, drill-hardened, the outside line of the muscle standing out where nine years of bracing put it. The heavy round weight of her that no legion kit has ever once managed to disguise, and above it the long deep hollow of her back, and the shoulders that go with a shield. Olive-green-bronze skin gone gold in lamplight, still steaming faintly at the shoulders from the walk. Soot on her forearms in streaks. The high jet war-tail, half of it burnt off short, still pulled tight.

And at the root of the broken left tusk, a full half inch of new white ivory, standing proud, catching the lamp.

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

“I’m staring at your tusk.”

“That’s my face.”

“It’s grown a quarter inch in three weeks,” I said. “Come here.”



She came to me. Then I took her by the war-tail and put her over her own war-chest, and she went.

“Hands on the lid.”

“On the lid.”

“Feet apart.”

“Medic,” said Renka, into the dark, with her hands braced on nine years of her own career, “I have been thinking about this chest since the river and I would like you to know that I am not going to be quiet about any of it.”

“I’d be disappointed.”

“So do it properly. You know the thing I want.” Her voice dropped out of parade and into the low register that she keeps for the things she means. “Say the count out loud. I want to hear a count I’m not giving.”

“You’ll get my count.”

“Then start it.”

I laid the first one across her hard enough that the crack of it came back off the far wall, and the breath left her in a rush, the same settled exhale as the yard, and the print came up on her in a slow dark bloom.

“One.”

“That’s a real one.”

“Two.”

The second landed opposite, the third and fourth lower and harder. By five she had stopped critiquing me; by eight her forehead rested on the lid and the heavy curve under my palm was hot and darkened.

“Nine.”

“Yes.”

“Ten.”

“Yes. Yes. That’s.”

I stopped and found her drenched between the thighs.

“Cadence,” she said.

“Count it.”

She used the nine-year drill count that had kept four hundred boots together. At seven I wound her war-tail around my fist, pulled her head back and entered her, taking the count out of her.

“Gone,” I said.

“Gone.”

I took her over her own chest, hard, with the tail in my fist and my other hand spread between her shoulder blades pinning her chest down to the lid, and the chest groaned under us on every stroke. She got one hand back and clamped it on my forearm and I let her have it, and she held on hard enough that I found the marks two days later.

Then I stopped, all the way, and held her still.

“No,” said Renka.

“Yes.”

“Medic, I will pay you.”

“Oil.”

“Oh,” she said, and her whole spine changed shape.

I oiled and opened her without haste until two fingers turned deep and reduced her commentary to breath.

“Now.”

“Not yet.”

“I hate that answer.”

“Liar.”

I entered slowly, making her breathe out twice before I seated fully. Her hands locked under the chest lid.

“Talk.”

“Full. Don’t you dare go slow.”

I went slow.

And that is when the light came up.

It started at the base of her skull where my fist was in her war-tail, ember-orange, low and banked, and it did not stay there this time. It came down the length of her spine in one long spill and then out, sleeving her back from the shoulders to the hips, brightening under every place my hands were and running out from there into the skin. The print of my palm on her stood out dark against it, and then went gold at the edges, and the bare room went ember-orange.

Under my hands her body changed while I was in it.

Her frame took up under my hands. Muscle thickened across her back in a dozen strokes; her shoulders widened, her weight increased, and her voice dropped half an octave.

“Renka.”

“I know,” she said, wrecked. “I know, I can feel it, keep going.”

I kept going.

I gave it to her hard then, with the war-tail wound in my fist and her hips in my other hand, and the war-chest walked six inches across the floor and neither of us cared. The trash-talk had gone. What was left was one syllable at a time and gold eyes over her shoulder, unfocused, and the ember-light rolling up her back under my hands in waves that got brighter every time she took a stroke.

“Say what you want.”

“You. Finish. In me. I want to lie here after and know it.”

She came apart with her frame locked and light flooding from every place I held her, throwing the kit stand’s shadow onto the ceiling. I stayed deep through each rolling contraction and finished while her growing ivory scored four bright grooves into the war-chest.

She noticed that afterward.

She rose on one elbow as the ember-light faded, saw what her tusks had done to nine years of war-chest, and laughed from the chest, delighted and appalled.

“That is a full pair coming,” she said. “That is a full pair, medic, look at the gouges, that is two of them.”

“I’d noticed.”

“Two hundred and six people watched them take it,” said Renka, and put her thumb in the groove, “and I am going to keep this chest until I die.”



I checked both palms where the lid had printed them, cleaning a split at the base of one thumb. She emptied the water flask. Then the marks on her, which were considerable, checked properly with two fingers at the edge of each while she made observations about the professional detachment of my hands.

“How does that sit?”

“Hot.”

“Sore in the morning?”

“Extremely, and I intend to walk to drill anyway, and I intend to enjoy it.”

Then the tusk, thumb at the root, and she went very quiet and let me.

“Longer,” I said.

“How much?”

“Get your mirror.”

She got the shaving mirror off the stand and held it up and turned her jaw to the lamp, and studied the new ivory in silence.

Then she put the mirror down and lay on her back on the floor of her own quarters, on the boards, with her arms out, and looked at the ceiling.

“Second stage,” she said.

“Second stage.”

“And there’s three.”

“There’s three.”

“Good,” said Renka. “Write it in the book. Load, duration, what you look like after. You look like a man who has carried two women through a wall and burned a factory in one night, so write that too, and then eat something before I make you.”

She sat up.

And then she stopped, and her nostrils went, and she leaned in and took two short breaths and one long one off my collar, and her face changed completely.

“Hold still.”

“What.”

“Hold still.” She had my collar in her fist. “There is a thing on you and it is not yours and it is not off the fire.”

Her nose worked four inches from my throat.

“Road tar,” she said. “Crossbow wax. Drover’s tallow, under both, in that order.”

The floor went a long way away.

“Where on me?”

“Right shoulder. Front of the collar. You have been within arm’s reach of it tonight for long enough for it to transfer, and you have not been within arm’s reach of anybody tonight except-”

“Except four crated women, three of my own, and the men who carried the factor’s cart.”

We looked at each other.

“Her guard,” said Renka.

“Her guard.”

“Medic, the Bench and the man on the riverbank are the same command chain.”

“They’re the same purse,” I said. “Which means the factor didn’t hire enforcers. The enforcers came with the account.”



At dawn, foundry smoke stood above the east wall while the works yard stared. A College contractor had burned to the flags, yet the Board offered no notice, muster word or breakfast rumor. Its silence measured the depth of the trade.

Then I went and looked at the works-yard hoarding, at the third post from the corner, at the flagstone that rocks.

It had been used in the night. The grit around the hollow was scuffed fresh, and the underside had a new thumb-print of clove in it, and in the bottom of the hollow, where a thing had been laid down and taken up again, there was a scatter of chalk-dust.

The chalk dust preserved the corner of a long rectangle and the smaller off-square room hidden at its back. Somebody had passed a plan of my infirmary, including the shelf-backed storeroom.


Chapter 15: The Kill-Crew

The man came into my public ward on the thirty-first day with a bandaged hand and a story about a barrel hoop, and he was the best liar who has ever sat down in front of me.

I did not catch him. Minna did.

He came in at the ninth hour of the morning when the ward was busy. Correct. He took the third seat in the queue and not the first. Correct. He had a genuine injury under the linen, a shallow flap off the base of the thumb, four days old and going along nicely. Very correct indeed: a man who wants a reason to sit in a room for an hour should have something on him that a medic can look at without becoming interested.

He was bored. Perfectly, ordinarily bored, a man who has spent a morning waiting his turn: he looked at the ceiling and the stove and the queue, he sighed twice, he asked Quiller whether the tea was any good and got told the truth about it.

And Minna came through with an armload of linen and stopped in the middle of the floor.

She did not look at him. That is her craft. She put the linen down on the end cot and straightened it, and did it again, and stood there with her head very slightly turned and her lop ears hanging perfectly still, and then she came into the surgery and shut the door.

“Third in the queue,” she said. “Bandaged hand, brown coat, boots too good.”

“I saw the boots.”

“His heart is wrong.”

“Wrong how?”

“He is sitting there like a man waiting for a medic and his chest is doing what a chest does before a race.” She had her fists on my table. “Not fear. Fear’s got a shiver in it and it goes up and it stays up. This goes up and comes down, up and comes down, in a pattern, over and over, about every forty seconds.” Her ears came round. “Callum, I know what that is. Reik’s men do it in the arch before a sortie. He is rehearsing something in his head and every time he gets to the end of it his heart runs.”

I went out and gave the man his tea myself.

The trick, one I use for six years and counting: nobody refuses a cup from the medic, and to take it he has to hold his hand out, and his hand comes toward my face.

Road tar, first, in the seams of his fingers.

Crossbow wax under it, sharp and resinous.

And in the wool of that too-good coat, stale and greasy and unmistakable, drover’s tallow.

“How’s the hoop wound?” I said.

“Healing, Doc.”

“Let me see it before you go.”

“I’ve an hour yet,” said Brannock’s man, comfortably, and drank my tea.



I went back into the surgery and stood with my hands braced on the table for about four seconds. All I allow myself. Then I started making the day.

“Piri.”

She came off the map chest.

“There’s a man in my ward and he is one of the twelve from the narrows. Do not look at him. He goes out that door within the hour and I want to know where he sleeps, who he drinks with, and how many of them there are, and I do not want him to have the faintest idea that anything happened here this morning except a cup of bad tea.”

“Ears.”

“Go.”

She went out through the back and up. Her way.

“Minna. The chalk in the flagstone.”

“The floor plan.”

“There were two shapes in that dust and I only read one of them, because I am a vain man and I assumed the interesting building in this fortress was mine.” I got the ledger open. “Long room, door at the end, storeroom off-square at the back. That’s me. But there was a second mark under it. Smaller, separate, four lines and a hatch.”

Minna went very still.

“A counting room has a hatch,” she said.

“A counting room has a hatch.”

“That is Sorrel’s office in the south range and it is twenty yards from the Pens gate.”

“That’s right.”

“And he sleeps in it,” said Minna, “because he is frightened, and everybody who is watching him knows he sleeps in it, because a man who never comes out of a room at night is the easiest man in the world to find.”

Her powder tail had gone rigid. Her verdict made physical.

“They did the brig,” she said. “Two men in cells with keys and a cup. That is the same job in a different room.”

“Yes.”

“And they have got a plan of both buildings and they have had it for four days.”

“Yes.”

“Then we are late,” said Minna, “and I would like everybody to stop being impressed with themselves about a burnt forge and get on.”



I had it in my head, all day, like a bad tooth.

Here is the arithmetic, and it is the only part of that winter I am ashamed of. A month before, I would have gone to Sorrel at noon, in daylight, and moved him. Straight out of that office and into a hole and hang the consequences. He was a man in danger and walking past that has always been the failure built into me.

I did not do it that day, and the reason I did not is that a broker-clerk moved in daylight is a broker-clerk who is missing, and a man who is missing is a man who has been warned, and a crew that knows its target has been warned goes to ground and comes back in the spring with better information.

So I left him at his desk with a knife coming for him, and used him.

Renka said it out loud at the table that afternoon. Somebody had to.

“You are baiting a hook with a fat clerk.”

“Yes.”

“He does not know he is a hook.”

“He’ll know by dusk. I’m not going to let a man be killed and I’m not going to move him, so he gets told at the last hour when telling him can’t change where he is.”

“That is the correct order,” said Renka, “and I want it written in the ledger that I said so, because if it goes wrong I would like the record to show that the war-captain approved of the plan and not merely the arithmetic.”

Minna wrote it in the ledger.



Piri came back at the fourth hour with the answer on a strip of paper.

“Five,” she said. “Not twelve. Six of them are billeted with the winter teamsters under the works-yard hoarding, which is a different problem and I am leaving it alone because you told me to leave it alone and I want that noticed. Five are in the town outside the west gate, over a cooper’s, and they came out at the second hour today and looked at a building and went away again.”

“Which building?”

“South range. Sorrel’s.” Her ears were flat. “They looked at it for eleven minutes from three positions and then two of them went and looked at the Pens gate. They were working out how much noise they could afford.”

“Weapons?”

“Blades. No bows, and that matters, because the narrows crew was a bow crew and bows are for outside.” She sat down on the map chest. “Callum, they are not coming to take him away and ask him questions. You bring a bow if you want a man on a road. You bring knives to a room.”

“How do they come in?”

“Hatch and door, and one on the roof of the coal store where he can see the yard.”

“Time?”

“After the second hour of the night watch, before the fourth. That’s when the south range yard is empty and the Pens guard change is done.” She looked up. “That’s tonight. They have had four days and their map is four days old and the thing they are watching has not moved. There is no reason at all for them to wait.”



I told Sorrel at the eighth hour, in his counting room, with the lamp shuttered down.

“Tonight,” I said. “Five of them. They come at the hatch and the door after the second hour of the night watch.”

Master Quartermain Sorrel of the Culling Board’s Pens sat very still behind his own desk with his pen in his hand, and I watched a man of fifty-five find out that he had been right about every one of the noises he had been hearing for three weeks.

He put the pen down.

“I see,” he said.

Then he took his spectacles off and cleaned them on his sleeve. Prill had made the same gesture a hundred times as a lie; Sorrel simply needed four seconds.

“May I ask a question, medic?”

“Ask.”

“How long have you known?”

“Since the ninth hour this morning.”

“Ah,” said Sorrel.

“I could have moved you at noon.”

“You could have moved me at noon, and then five professionals would have found an empty room and gone away into the spring, and you would have had a live clerk and no crew.” He put the spectacles back on. “I have made worse arrangements than that with better people. I am not going to weep about the arithmetic, medic, I am simply going to observe that I have spent my entire life being extremely careful never to be worth killing, and I find the promotion disagreeable.”

He got up and went to the shelf and put his hand on a ledger, and left it there.

“I have been robbed by professionals,” he said. “Twice. In the ordinary way of business, and both times I was polite and both times I paid, and there was nothing personal in any of it.” He turned around. “I have never in my life been protected by them. I would like to say that I find it far more alarming.”

“You’ll be in the room.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“At your desk, in the lamp, doing what you do.” I put the sap on his blotter. “This works because five men come through two openings into a room with a fat clerk in it who is exactly where he has been every night this month. If that chair is empty when the hatch comes up, they go out the way they came and I never see them again. You are the reason they walk in.”

Sorrel looked at the sap on his blotter for a long moment.

“And if I say no?”

“Then I move you tonight and we do it another way, and I’ll tell you now the other way is worse for everybody including you.”

“Yes,” said Sorrel, unhappily. “Yes, it is. I can count.”

He sat back down in his chair and squared the papers in front of him with both hands, and picked up his pen, and dipped it.

“I shall be here,” he said. “Doing the winter fodder returns, which are due, and which nobody will believe I was doing, and which I actually am doing, because if I am to be murdered I would prefer the fodder returns to be up to date.”



We took that room apart and built it into a box between the ninth hour and the second hour of the night watch.

Renka ran it, and she ran it as she built shield-lines out of draft-stock: giving every single person one job and one place and no opinions.

“You do not chase,” she said. “Nobody in this room chases anybody. A man who runs out of that door runs into the wolf and the wolf is not in this room, so if you chase him you are simply a person who has left his post in the dark.” She put her finger on the floor. “Corliss, that corner, with the bench. When the hatch comes up you push the bench over it. Not onto him. Over it, so the next one has to lift a bench to get in. That is your only job tonight.”

“Yes, Captain.”

“Fenn.”

Old Fenn stood in the corner of that counting room, four foot ten, with a pot on a brazier and her arms folded.

“I know my job,” she said.

“Say it anyway.”

“Nobody gets the door end of this room. If they come to the door end of this room they get the pot.” Fenn looked up at her. “In the face, and low first, because a man puts his hands up and it goes in under.”

“That is correct,” said Renka, “and it is horrible, and I would like you on my line.”

“I’m sixty-eight.”

“That is why I want you.”

Piri went up onto the roof of the coal store to take the position their watcher would want, and to be there first. The entire trade in one sentence.

Ryska went out into the dark of the yard and I lost sight of her for two hours. That is where she works.

And I stood in the shadow of the shelf-back with a sap in one hand and my satchel on the floor beside my boot, and Renka set herself against the wall beside the door, where the lintel is low and where six foot four of orc becomes a piece of architecture, and we waited while a fat clerk did his fodder returns in a ring of lamplight and his pen scratched and scratched without once stopping.



They came a quarter hour after the second hour of the night watch.

Piri gave them to me from the roof through the shutter gap in five taps and a pause and three taps: five on the ground, three coming.

The two who did not come were the two Ryska got. I have never asked and she has never told me, and both of those men were alive in the morning and neither could say afterward what had happened to him, which I understand is a kind of professional courtesy.

The door and the hatch went at the same moment.

The hatch is a shuttered opening in the wall a yard square, at chest height, where a broker takes in paper without opening his door, and there is not a man alive who can come through one quickly. The first of them got his shoulders and one arm in, and Corliss put the bench over the gap and stood on it.

The door end got the other two.

The first man through went two steps into that room, saw a clerk at a desk, and did what he had come to do. He took three fast strides at a seated man with a knife low and turned in.

He never reached the desk.

Renka came off the wall behind him and took him by the back of the neck and the belt and put him into the floor, and I do not know how to describe what that sounds like except to say that everything on Sorrel’s desk jumped and the pen went out of his hand.

The second one was the professional.

He came in wide, saw the size of the thing that had just gone past him, and did the right thing, which was not to fight it: he turned for the door he had come in by, and Fenn stepped out of the corner and put a pot of water off a brazier into him at chest height, and he went down screaming with his hands to his face, and she stood over him and said, “Stay down,” and he stayed down.

The one in the hatch got me.

He had his arm and his shoulder through and he had a knife in the hand and he was working it toward the bench, and he was shouting something, and I came up under the hatch out of the dark on the inside of the wall where he could not see anything at all, and hit him once across the base of the skull with a lead-weighted sap.

He went slack in the hole with his boots off the ground on the other side.

Four seconds. Perhaps five.

From the door coming in to Renka putting her boot on a man’s back and asking whether anybody had been hurt took less time than writing the sentence, and Sorrel sat behind his desk through the entirety of it with his hands flat on the fodder returns and did not move a muscle, and afterward he was still sitting there when I looked, breathing very carefully through his nose, with an ink blot going into the paper under his pen.

“Master Sorrel.”

“Yes.”

“Are you injured?”

“No,” said Sorrel. “No. I have ruined a return.”

We bound all five of them in their own mail sacks, repeating what we had done to Ollick’s men on the ford road. It had become a habit because messages ought to rhyme.



The take came off them on the floor of that counting room and it was the best night’s evidence of the winter.

Blades, five, all of a pattern, with the crowned anvil over three bars stamped into the tang. The same capital armoury mark that was on four crossbows in the scrub at the narrows.

Money. Not much on four of them; a fortnight’s decent wage. On the fifth, in a thin purse under the shirt, forty-one silver crowns so new the milling had not been worn off one edge, and I put my nose in that purse and got mint-oil off fresh cloth and the clean metal smell of coin that has never been in a market, and that is Bench silver out of a capital counting-house paid on the day.

Advance pay. Same as the narrows. Same as men who lie up in February with no fire.

And in the coat of the man who had taken the door first, folded in oilcloth against his ribs, three pages.

I read them on the floor with a lamp on the boards while Renka stood in the doorway and watched the yard.

It was a schedule. Not the muster’s pretty version and not anything posted before: a working document, ruled in columns, listing the Pens by row, with numbers by each, and dates in the margin.

And three of those dates were circled.

The first was the dark of the moon.

“Sorrel.”

“Yes.”

“What’s this?”

He came and looked over my shoulder and made a small sound.

“That is my count,” he said. “That is my own winter count, medic, off my own returns, and that is not my copy, because my copy is in that drawer and I looked at it an hour ago.”

“Who else has it?”

“Nobody has it. The Board’s wing has a fair copy for the consolidation, and I keep the working one, and the fair copy does not carry my row numbers because the Board does not care about my row numbers, and this,” he said, and his voice did a thing I had not heard it do, “this has my row numbers on it. Somebody in that wing sold a copy of my own arithmetic to a man who intends to use it, and the man who sold it is a man I know.”

“Circled dates.”

“Those are not mine.”

“No,” I said. “Those are his. Three windows, and the first one’s the dark of the moon.”

Renka came off the doorframe.

“They mean to lift their lots during the decommission,” she said.

“They mean to lift their lots while the wagons are running and everybody in this fortress is watching the wagons.” I folded the pages back into the oilcloth. “The Board empties the Pens on a schedule. The Bench takes what it has paid for out of the middle of the confusion. Two clocks, and it is one clock, and it starts in seven days.”



Sorrel gave us the rest of it that night in Fenn’s kitchen at the eleventh hour with his coat over his nightshirt and his hands shaking around a cup, and it was the single most valuable half hour of the winter.

He did it on the table. Fenn had been making bread; the boards were floured; and a broker-clerk drew the harvest vaults of Caldmoor War College in flour with his finger while an old badger-kin cook stood over him with flour to both elbows and refused to be impressed.

“Here is the stockyard. Here are the rows, one to sixteen, running east. Under the rows, at the level of the old foundations, are the vaults, because they were the fortress cisterns before the well was cut and they are the driest cold rooms in this hill, which is why the Board uses them, and which is the only reason anybody chose them and there is nothing sinister in the choosing.” He drew a line. “The feed cellars connect. There is a passage from the cellar under the twelfth row to the vault doors, and it was cut for barrows, and there is a grille in it that has not been locked in nine years because the man who has the key is me.”

“How big are the vaults?”

“Six chambers. The largest is fifty feet.” He drew them one by one. “Ivory in the two dry ones. Casks in the third, and the casks are why the hill smells as it does to you and to nobody else. Cold-iron stock in the fourth. Fifth and sixth are shell.”

I looked up.

“Shell?”

“Molt-shell,” said Sorrel, and would not look at me. “Crated. Ninety-one crates as of the autumn return, and I have counted them personally, and I would ask you not to ask me anything further about that particular number tonight.”

Nobody asked him.

Then he sat back and put both hands on the floured table and said the thing he had come to say.

“There are two complete key rings for the Pens gates,” said Sorrel. “Exactly two. The Board’s wing holds one, in a case, in an office with a man in it at all hours. And the second is mine, because stock transfer is my function and a transfer cannot be made by a man who has to ask someone else to open a gate for him.”

He took a ring out of his coat and put it on the flour.

Sixteen gate keys, iron, on a plain hoop worn shiny.

“I told you what I would not count,” he said. He pushed the ring an inch across the table. “Count these.”

I did not pick them up.

“You keep them,” I said. “In your coat, where they’ve always been, and you carry on being a man with keys. On the night, you bring them to the person I tell you to bring them to, and until then nothing about you changes.”

“Nothing about me changes,” said Sorrel, “except that I am not going to sleep in my counting room any more, because I have discovered this evening that I have limits.”

Fenn put a plate down in front of him.

He looked at it.

“That is for me?”

“It’s stew,” said Fenn. “I don’t like you.”

“Madam, nobody does.”

“You’ll sleep in the store off the scullery. There’s a cot. There’s a bolt on the inside and I have the outside one and you’ll hear me put it across at night and take it off in the morning, and you’ll eat what I put in front of you at the hours I put it there, and if I find you in my larder I will take a finger.”

“That is entirely fair,” said Sorrel. He glanced toward the shelf-back passage, then away with deliberate speed. “One condition of my own. I know there is an answer behind that shelf, and I have survived thirty years by declining to inventory certain rooms. Whatever your den hides, I choose not to know more.”

“A sound survival policy,” I said.

“My only remaining one.”

“And you’ll keep your hand-fluttering compliments out of my kitchen,” Fenn said. “I know what one of your pretty phrases costs and what you charge for it.”

Sorrel picked up his spoon.

“Madam,” he said, “I have been billeted on a woman who despises me, in a scullery, at the age of fifty-five, and I would like it understood that I have not eaten this well since I was a boy.”

“Eat your stew.”



Which is how the den reached thirteen: four barge women, Fenn, Sorrel in the scullery, four bonded women, a medic, and two Board observers sleeping through all of it. Their report called the night a dispute among clerks in the south range.

And on the fourth night after the forge, the pack held a meeting about me.

I knew it was coming. Ryska had that look. Renka had been sharpening nothing in front of strangers for two days, which she does when she is composing a statement.

What I expected was the fight. We have had that fight since the breach: what each rescue costs, and who it belongs to, and Ryska’s voice going up and my own going down, and nobody winning, and Piri crying at the end of it in the furious way she does.

Not what happened.

Minna put a document on the table.

It was four pages, in three handwritings, ruled, with columns.

“Right,” she said. “This is your winter. Page one: everybody you are currently feeding, housing, dressing, paying for, or hiding, with what each of them costs a week in stores and in hours. Page two: the hours. Page three: the carrying. Page four is a proposal and you will read it last or I will read it to you out loud in front of everyone.”

I read page one.

Thirteen people, a burnt corporal’s dressing changed twice a day, a shackle leg, two contracts still owed out of the first frost, a clerk in a scullery, three men on leave visiting family, and the entire supply of a household running out of a stores wing that has a chain on it.

“That’s the ledger,” I said.

“That is the ledger. Now here is the argument we are not having.” Minna planted both palms on her four-page answer. “We have had it four times. You will not stop. You cannot stop; it is not a habit, it is how you are made, and every one of us worked that out separately and none of us has been able to shift you an inch. So we have stopped trying to shift you.”

Piri put her chin on the table.

“We staffed it instead,” she said.

“Page four,” said Minna.

Page four was an organisation.

Watch and warren, it said at the top, in her hand, a courier’s phrase that has stayed with me since.

Ryska: den interior, watch rotation, first response, and the authority to take him off his feet if he goes over.

Renka: perimeter, walls, the volunteers, the training of anybody the den acquires who can hold a spear.

Piri: ears, network, routes, and the sleep. Under the sleep there was a schedule with my name on it and hours ruled off, and a line that said no carrying within four hours of a night op, initialled by three people.

Minna: stores, debts, ledger, and the count of everything and everyone.

And at the bottom, in a fifth column, in Renka’s blocky hand:

Load record. Carrier. To be kept nightly. What he took on, how long, what he looked like after. Signed by whoever was in the room.

“You want to weigh me,” I said.

“We want to weigh you,” said Renka, “because you are the only piece of equipment in this operation that nobody has ever weighed, and I have watched men break under loads that would have been perfectly safe if somebody had been writing them down. You will not stop carrying. Fine. Nobody in this room is asking you to stop carrying. But you are going to be counted, medic, and when the number gets to where I say it is dangerous, I am going to say so out loud in front of these women, and then it will not be your decision any more, because it will be four people’s.”

I sat there with four pages in my hand.

“You’ve built a company,” I said.

“I have built a company around a man who will not admit that he is the ground it stands on,” said Renka. “Sign it.”

“It’s my own household.”

“Sign it.”

Minna put the pen in my hand.

I signed it. A version of me from October would have argued for an hour and won on points and lost the winter, and he is the reason I had the sense to stop being him.

Ryska did not say a single word through the signing. She stood at the end of the table with her fingertips resting beside the pen and her ears forward, watching me read, and when the pen went down she came and took the chair beside me and put her boots up on my bench. From her, that was a standing ovation.



Minna caught me at the nest door that night with the lamp in her hand.

“Sit down for a minute,” she said.

“Minna.”

“One minute. I have had four women and a clerk and thirteen dinners today and I have not had two minutes of you since the river.” She put the lamp on the shelf and got hold of my collar in both hands and pulled my forehead down onto hers, and stood there with all her warm weight against my front, and I put my hands on her hips and let a minute happen.

She smelled of flour and lamp-oil and honey-bread and the warm sweet-hay of her.

“You’ve gone thin at the jaw,” she said, into my shirt. “Your heart’s fast. It has been fast for a week and it does not settle when you lie down, and do not tell me it does, because I can hear it through the wall and I have been counting.”

“That’s the winter.”

“It is not the winter.” Her lop ears brushed my cheek. “Seven days. Then whatever’s coming comes, and after that I am going to feed you for a month and you are going to let me.”

“Is that a decree?”

“That is a decree,” said Minna. “I’ve decided. Now go to bed, and take the wolf with you, because she is being unbearable in the corridor pretending she isn’t waiting.”

“I can hear you,” said Ryska, from the corridor.



The works-yard boards went up at dusk on the thirty-second day.

Works yard: wagon crews doubled, night shift extended. All frames to be complete and fitted by the ninth instant.

The ninth instant is the dark of the moon.

Behind the hoarding, the hammers went on: twelve blows to a lug, a pause, twelve more. Nine wagon beds stood on their wheels, with three more framed.

Twelve wagons, built to a count somebody had supplied.

Behind me, in the lit window of the north range, Chirurgeon-Major Prill stood at the glass with his spectacles in his hand and a cloth, polishing them, watching the yard.

He had been at it when I came out.

He was still at it when I went in.


Chapter 16: The Drawer

The audit died on the thirty-third day at the tenth hour of the morning, in a corridor, in front of nine people, and nobody rescued anybody.

The chains had gone onto Astrid’s doors on Day Twenty-One. The formal audit began on Day Twenty-Nine and ran through Day Thirty-Three, five days of clerks trying to make twelve days of physical lockout produce a theft that was not there.

It was done without me and would have been done the same if I had never been born.

Two Board clerks came back to the north range with the handcart and the ledgers on it and a third man behind them, older, in a good coat, who did the talking.

Astrid was on her crate. She had been locked out for twelve days.

“Quartermaster Astrid.”

“That’s me.”

“The shrinkage review is concluded.” He had a paper and he was going to read from it, and she let him, which was the cruelest thing she did all morning. “The Board finds no material discrepancy in the stores accounts of the north range for the period examined.”

“Which period?”

The man looked at his paper.

“Nineteen years,” he said.

“That’s right,” Astrid said. “Read the finding all the way through.”

There was a pause in that corridor of the sort you could have cut into blocks and sold.

“The examination discloses,” said the man, “an accumulated credit to the quartermaster in the sundries account.”

“A credit.”

“Of nineteen pounds, six shillings and fourpence.”

“Nineteen pounds, six and four,” Astrid agreed, “and I will have it in coin, and I will have it before the thaw, and you may tell whoever sent you that I am aware they will try to pay it in kind.”

She stood up off her crate.

“Do you want to know what that is?” she said, and she did not raise her voice, and the corridor got it anyway. “It’s every item that has gone out of this wing in nineteen years without a signature on it. Bandage linen to a medic with no allotment. Lamp-oil to a night watch in a hard winter. Six pounds of nails to a gate company that had a hole in a hoarding and no requisition book. Blankets. Boots. A pot of goose grease to a woman in the works yard with a burned child.” She put her hands behind her back. “Every one of them entered on the day it went, under sundries, priced at the College rate, and paid for out of my wage on the quarter, for nineteen years, because I was bought by this fortress as administrative stock and I have never once in my life given away something that was not mine to give.”

The younger clerk had gone the colour of a wall.

“You sealed my doors for twelve days,” said Astrid, “looking for the medic’s name in my books. It’s in there. It’s in there four hundred times, in my hand, with a price beside it, and every one of those prices came out of my pocket, and the total of it is that this College owes me money.”

She held out her hand.

“Keys.”

The older man gave her the keys.

She did not check them. She turned around and unlocked her own doors and pushed them both open, and went in, and hung the keyring back on the wall behind the counter on the nail it has lived on since before I could reach that counter, and then took it down again and re-hung the ring key by key in her own order: by weight, heaviest at the shank, because that is how a woman who has opened forty doors a day for twenty years learns to find one in the dark.

Then she rolled her sleeves and said, “Right. Twelve days of nothing put away in the wrong places. Who is first?”



Orsa came into the kitchen that afternoon.

Orsa came looking for scullery work and found Astrid at my kitchen table, a meeting no careful plan of mine could have improved.

I was at the bench with my back to them.

I heard the tea cup go down.

“Orsa,” said Astrid.

“You’re alive,” said the tall woman.

Neither of them moved for a long moment. Then Orsa came forward and put her hand on the table, and Astrid put hers on top of it, and that was their embrace. Soldiers do exactly that at a wall after a night that killed people they knew.

They were together in a square during the Redwinter purge. I did not know that until that afternoon. There were three harpies off the courier line at Redwinter and two of them would not kneel, and one of the two made no sound at all, and it was Orsa who made sound for both of them.

“I heard you went to the College,” said Orsa.

“I did.”

“Stores?”

“Stores. Nineteen years.”

Orsa nodded slowly, once, and stood there in a warm kitchen in a borrowed coat with irons-marks at both wrists.

“They had me at a garrison, and then a mill, and then a man in the marches who had four of us,” she said. “I’ve been sold three times. I’ve been on a river in a box for three days.” Her mouth moved. “You look well.”

“I look like a woman who has been keeping books.”

“You look well, Astrid.”

“Yes,” said Astrid, “and I have had a roof and a wage and a fire in the winter since the purge, and you have been in a box, and I would like you to say the thing you are being polite about, because we are both too old for the other way.”

Orsa looked at her.

“Do they still call you what they called you here?” she said. “Or did you leave that on the road as well?”

“I never had it here.”

“No,” said Orsa. “No, you wouldn’t. That’s the part I could never work out about you.” She straightened up. “Where’s the cook? I’m to see about the scullery.”

“Through there.”

“Right,” said Orsa, and went.

Astrid sat at my kitchen table until the cup went cold between her hands. I kept my back turned at the bench. There are moments where the correct medicine is to face away from somebody.

Then she said, “That woman came out of a crate on a river six nights ago.”

“Yes.”

“On your ice, out of your fire, into my colleague’s kitchen.”

“Yes.”

“And you have said nothing to me about it for six days.”

“I was going to say something to you about it tonight.”

“Were you,” said Astrid, and got up, and washed her cup, and set it upside down on the board.



I saw the two of them at the boundary stones at dusk.

That was not arranged either. I was coming back from the works-yard hoarding along the outside of the north range with my collar up, and the light was going blue, and there is a place at the end of the range where the wall turns and the old boundary stones stand in the drift outside the ditch, and the quartermaster of Caldmoor was standing at the parapet gap looking down at thirty feet of lamia in the snow below.

I stopped in the shadow of the buttress. Neither of them looked at me, and both of them knew exactly where I was, because one of them raised me and the other one has smelled me coming for a season.

They were already talking.

“Row three,” said Skalla, from the dark. “The square at Redwinter. You were in row three.”

“I was.”

“Then say it to me. What did they take?”

There was a silence of about four heartbeats.

“Everything below the neck that flew,” said Astrid.

The coils moved in the snow.

“You went to a fortress,” said Skalla. “You took their wage. You kept their books. Nineteen years of it, and every day of it you walked past a docking post in a yard and put your hand on a ledger.” Her voice went down into the bottom of that chest. “One of us kept her cage oiled.”

“And one of us still fits hers,” said Astrid.

Nothing at all in the dark.

It was two survivors of one crime giving each other the exact truth in words neither could have borne from anyone else.

The coils stopped and held for a long moment. Then Skalla came up out of the drift until her head and shoulders were level with the parapet, and she studied the older woman’s face through four measured breaths.

“Nineteen winters,” she said.

“Nineteen winters.”

“Does it stop hurting?”

“No,” said Astrid. “It stops surprising you.”

Skalla considered that.

Then she gave a salute she did not repeat that winter: she put her fist to the place where a shoulder-belt would cross a chest, and inclined her head about four inches, and held it, as soldiers who have gone years without a uniform salute the ones who were there.

And went, before Astrid could give it back to her.



Astrid came to my door at the eleventh hour the following night, Day Thirty-Four, with snow on her shoulders and a file in her hand.

Not my file. Hers.

She had gone into her own stores wing on the first night of having it back and pulled her own intake papers out of the College’s dead records where they have sat since the year I was seven, and she came across the yard in the dark with them under her arm, and knocked, which she has never once done in twenty years.

“Sit down,” I said.

“I’ll stand.”

“Astrid.”

“I’ll stand, boy, because if I sit down I’ll do this at a table and I have spent nineteen years doing everything difficult at a table.” She put the file on my table instead. “You’ve been hauling my purge around in that satchel since October.”

“Under a flagstone. Since the autumn.”

“Under a flagstone.” Her mouth moved. “That’s worse.”

“I took it to you in the autumn.”

“You did, and I poured you a cup and talked about the waystation years and let you carry it out of my kitchen, and you let me do it, and I have carried that anger all winter.” Her hands were planted on the table on either side of the file. “You have been standing where I can see you since you were six years old. Waiting. You did it about the wind and you did it about the ledgers and you did it about this, and I have never once thanked you for it because I have been furious about it since the day you were tall enough for it to count.”

She turned the file around to face me.

“Put it down,” said Astrid. “Pick me up instead.”



I did not move for a moment. A man who moves too fast at that sentence has made it about himself.

“Say it all,” I said.

“You want all of it in a kitchen, at my age.”

“I want it in your words, once, so that neither of us ever has to do it again.”

“Right,” said Astrid.

She took a breath, and set it down with her usual precision: level, with corners, in exactly the place she meant.

“I am forty-seven years old. I ran the mail before you were born and I have kept this fortress’s stores since you were seven, and I picked you up out of a waystation back room because you were a Verge orphan with a nose and nobody else was going to, and I fed you and taught you weather and ledgers and how to read a wind, and that is what I was to you and there was never one drop of blood in it.” Her eyes came up. “I am not your mother. I am not your kin. I have never once pretended to be either and I would take the head off anybody who said it in my hearing, because it is not the truth and because the truth is uglier and simpler and mine. You have been a grown man for eight years, and I have known what I wanted for at least four of them, and I have done nothing about it, and I would have gone on doing nothing about it until I died in a stores wing.”

“And now?”

“Now a woman I stood in a square with came out of a crate in my colleague’s kitchen this afternoon and asked me what they still call me here.” Astrid’s voice did not change at all. “Nineteen years, boy. I have gone around a word since the autumn of that year. I said it in this kitchen a fortnight ago and the sky did not fall and the ledger still balanced, and I have not slept properly since, because it turns out that the only thing holding the arrangement together was that I would not say it.”

She put one hand on the intake file.

“Wings,” said Astrid. “I want them back.”

“They can’t be sewn back on.”

“I know what they can’t be. I have known what they can’t be for nineteen years and I have watched three women come out of your den with things on them that were taken off, and one of them has tusks growing, and I am the quartermaster of this fortress and I count. So don’t you dare be careful with me now.” Her chin came up. “Can it be done?”

I got up and went to the flagstone and lifted it and brought back the ledger, and put it on the table beside her file, and opened it to the pages where twenty years of my handwriting and Astrid’s own from before it run together.

“It’s never been done,” I said. “That’s the honest answer. A molt suppressed that long doesn’t go away. It banks. Your line runs a molt in stages like everyone’s does, and yours has been sitting under a harness since I was seven, and when a carry starts it will not run at the pace a girl of twenty runs at. It will compress. Everything that should have happened over a season is going to come through you in days.”

“How many days?”

“Five,” I said. “That’s my number. I’ve thought about it since the breach and I’ve done the arithmetic four ways and it’s five, and it might be six, and if it’s six then I am carrying you through the thing I know is coming on the dark of the moon while I am also standing on a wall.”

“And you’ll be under it throughout.”

“That’s the job.”

“That is not the job,” said Astrid. “That is what the Carry takes, and I have looked at your arms. Say what it costs.”

“Everything I’ve got and probably some I haven’t. There’s no table for it. Nobody has ever carried a woman your age with that many years on her, and I will not stand in my own kitchen and tell you I know what happens on day four, because I don’t.”

“Good,” said Astrid. “Now you’ve said one true thing, we can proceed.”

“There’s the other half.”

“I know the other half. It’s been in that ledger since I could read it.” She did not look away. “It doesn’t work unless I choose it, and it doesn’t work if I’m afraid of you, and it can’t be bought or ordered, which is the only law in this world I have ever fully approved of.” She turned the ledger around, closed it, and put her palm on the cover. “Forty-seven years old. Sober. Nobody sent me and nobody knows I’m here except a wolf who watched me cross the yard and did not say a word.”

“She’ll have moved the watch by morning.”

“She’d moved it before I got to your door,” said Astrid. “I saw her go up the stair with the roster in her hand while I was still deciding, and I want you to know that is the single kindest thing anybody has done for me since Redwinter, and if either of you mention it I will deny this conversation.”



She unstrapped the harness herself.

The harness coming off is what I will not lose. The rest of the night lives behind that one act.

She had me stand where the lamp was, in the back room, with the file closed on the table and the door shut, and she took the quartermaster’s jacket off and hung it on the chair like a woman finishing a shift. Then the keyring, on the peg. Then the belt.

Then she reached up under the back of her shirt with both hands and worked the buckle at the shoulder blades, and it took her a while, because it is a stiff buckle and it has been done up every morning since the intake and the leather has taken a set.

The straps came loose. She pulled the harness off over her head with the shirt, both at once, a harness worn under everything since before the man in front of you could walk, and she put it down on the chair, and turned around and faced me.

“Well,” said Astrid. “Look at it, then. You’ve been the only man on this frontier who wasn’t allowed to.”

I looked.

Broad through the shoulder, deep through the chest, an olive-bronze weathered brown at the arms and neck and pale where the shirt has been for two decades. Strong-hipped, strong-thighed, built on the scale of a woman who has never in her life asked anybody to take an end. The crown-braid still up, oxblood streaked iron. Copper-brown eyes, level, doing an inventory of my face while I did one of her.

And the front of her, freed of a jacket that gave up arguing about it years ago: heavy, and full, and low with the weight of them, the deep warm line between them going down into shadow. My mouth went dry and my hands got a job to want.

And across her back, above the shoulder blades, high, either side of the spine, the stumps.

Nineteen-year-old surgical work. Two arcs of pale scar, wide as my palm, the tissue over them thick and tight and immobile, and under it, on both sides, the shape of what is still there: the joint, the anchor, the mass of muscle that has never had anything to move and has never once stopped being wired for it.

That strain had been coming off her since I was old enough to know what I was reading. Standing in front of it, I had nothing to say for a moment.

“That bad,” said Astrid.

“That’s not what my face is doing.”

“Then what is it doing?”

“It’s a medic looking at two decades of held tension in a shoulder girdle,” I said, “and wanting to put his hands on it.”

“Then put your hands on it,” said Astrid, “and if you are gentle with me I will requisition somebody else.”

I put my hands on her.

Both palms, spread, one over each stump, warm skin under warm skin, and that big frame went rigid under my hands and then let go all at once with a sound I had never heard her make.

“Oh,” said Astrid. “Oh, that is not what I.”

“Stand still.”

“Boy-”

“Stand still.”

She stood still.

I worked the tissue around those scars with my thumbs as I would work any nineteen-year-old contracture, from the outside in, following the grain, and she put both hands on the wall in front of her and dropped her head, and the sounds she made stopped being remarks.

“You’ve a filthy pair of hands on you,” she said, into the wall.

“That’s the profession.”

“That’s not the profession, I’ve been handled by chirurgeons, that is-” and then I put my thumbs into the joint itself, into the place where the mass of muscle anchors and where nothing has touched her since the intake, and her knees dipped and a raw gasp tore out of her like something coming off a hook.

I caught her under the ribs. Her heart was going like a bird’s.

“That’s a shock response,” I said.

“That is a shock response,” she agreed, breathless, “and I would like it noted in your ledger, and I would like it done again immediately.”



I turned her in my hands, stripped my own shirt off, and caught both her wrists before she could reach for anything else.

“You asked. I lead.”

The needling in her eyes held for one beat, then warmed into approval. “There is the medic.”

I placed her fingers on the scar-lace where it crossed my collar and let her trace it. From the wrist, along the forearm, over the inside of the elbow, up.

“Four hundred entries,” she said. “That’s what you’ve spent on other people’s daughters.”

“It’s what it costs.”

“I’ll be having a page of my own for this,” said Astrid, “and I’ll be keeping it, because somebody in this fortress ought to be pricing you properly.” Then she got her hand around the back of my neck and pulled my head down and kissed me, and it was not a careful kiss, and there was nothing in it of two decades of anything except appetite that had been made to wait.

I put her against the wall.

I mapped her with my hands and mouth and took my time about it, and she talked the entire way down, dry and increasingly ragged, because that is her and it never stops being her.

“That’s better. That’s much better. There’s enough of me to require a plan-”

“I have a plan.”

“Do you. Ah. Do you indeed.”

“Down.”

“That’s a tone.”

“Astrid.”

“I’m going,” said Astrid, and went down onto the furs with her braid still up and her hands out, and I went with her.

The heaviest weight in this fortress, freed, in lamplight, moving when she moved. I put my mouth on her and she stopped narrating for about a minute and a half, and then started again in a completely different register, and when I got a hand between her thighs and found how far past ready she was she swore at the ceiling in a way that would have stopped a wagon train.

Then she got hold of my wrist.

“Right,” she said, hoarsely. “Here’s the requisition, and I want it filled exactly. Get the oil out of that kit of yours.”

“That’s a burn dressing.”

“That is a neutral oil in a green-stoppered flask and I have signed for eleven cases of it in my life,” said Astrid, “so do not tell me what it is. Requisitioned.”

I got the oil.

I kept the flask, tipped the oil into my palm, and spread it through the deep valley between her breasts while she watched my face. I worked the heavy skin slick from collarbones down, then placed her hands where I wanted them, one to either side.

“Hold them together for me.”

“Requisition accepted.”

I pressed their slick weight around my cock, closed one hand over hers to set the pressure, then pulled the crown-braid out of its pins so oxblood and iron fell over her shoulders.

“There he is,” said Astrid.

I fucked the valley she had made and she held herself together for me with both hands and looked up the length of my body the entire time with her copper-brown eyes gone heavy and her mouth doing something wicked, and the commentary went on, and got shorter, and got breathier.

“That’s it. That’s the stores full and no mistake. Damn, boy, you’ve grown up-”

“Quiet.”

“Make me.”

I put my thumb in her mouth and she sucked it and laughed around it and went quiet, and after that there was only the sound of the two of us and the lamp guttering.

I turned her onto her back and settled over her, one forearm braced beside her head, the other hand spanning her hip. I entered her slowly and stopped deep after the third stroke, holding her beneath me while the old instinct to set a working rhythm moved through her hips.

I caught that attempted rhythm in my palm and pressed her back into the furs.

“You wanted slow and deep,” I said. “You get both at my pace. Hands over your head.”

Astrid obeyed, oxblood-and-iron hair spread under her arms, massive breasts shifting between us with each breath. The hawk-sharp challenge in her eyes warmed rather than vanished.

“There is no my turn,” I said. “There is what I give you.”

“There’s the command register,” she breathed. “Very ambitious from above.”

I withdrew nearly to the head and drove in one measured inch at a time, making her take the whole depth without helping it along. At the bottom I held still until her body clenched around me and her prepared remark broke into a low sound.

“You’ll get every stroke when I give it,” I said. “You’ll still be under me in the morning.”

“That’s an appalling promise.”

“Do you want it?”

“Yes. Now stop pricing it and collect.”

I took both her wrists in one hand above her crown and set the pace with the other hand locked on her hip. Slow enough that every stroke had a beginning and an end. Deep enough that the matriarch certainty kept breaking into raw noise. When she tried to rise for more, I gave her exactly one harder thrust as reward and then took it back again, and her breath shattered.

“That’s extortion,” she managed.

“That’s the terms.”

“You’re going to give me one every time I beg for it and then go back to torturing me.”

“Yes. Ask nicely and you get more of them.”

She fought the terms for about two minutes. Longer than I expected. Then her hips stopped driving and she whispered “please” into the air between us like she was signing a requisition she’d been putting off for years.

Her braid had come fully apart. Her thighs opened wider. The heavy weight of her chest rolled against mine with every thrust, and her dry commentary frayed sentence by sentence.

“You have spent six years,” she said, breath catching, “using that tone on officers in my stores wing. I did not expect it to work on me.”

“Does it?”

“It is working now, isn’t it.”

I shifted her knees higher and drove hard for a short stretch until she lost the rest of the answer, then slowed again while her whole body shook with the denied momentum. Her fingers flexed above her head. Her eyes stayed locked on mine.

“Say it,” I told her.

“You’re going to make me ask.”

“Yes.”

“Then make me come,” Astrid said, all the armor gone out of the bawdy line. “Keep me under you and make me take it.”

I released her wrists only to slide both arms beneath her shoulders. My palms seated over the clipped stumps, skin to skin, and I drew her upper body against my chest without giving up the position above her. Her knees locked around my ribs as I drove deep again.

“You’re magnificent,” I said.

“The other one.”

“Mine,” I said, “for as long as you choose, and I don’t share the ledger.”

She came hard beneath me, hips trapped under my weight, talons flexing into the fur. The contractions rolled around me in long, gripping waves, and through the middle of them she forced out one word.

“Wings,” said Astrid.

Russet-copper light kindled directly under my palms.

It started at both scars and spread beneath her skin from the points of contact, the colour of banked coal seen through a stove grate. It lit the underside of her jaw, the sweat across her breasts, and the low ceiling above us. When I tightened my hold, the glow strengthened and traced the old surgical lines as if her body were drawing over them in fire.

She felt it before she saw it. Her back arched into my hands and a sound tore out of her that no ledger notation could hold.

“That’s it,” I said. “That’s your stage.”

“It’s warm.”

“It’s the carry.”

“It’s warm,” Astrid said, and her voice cracked straight across the word.

I kept both palms planted over the stumps and held her through the shaking. The light remained bright only where my touch fed it, spilling outward in slower branches while I gave her the last deep strokes at the pace I had chosen from the start.

I finished inside her with her still clenching around me. She stayed beneath me afterward, forehead against my shoulder, while my hands remained on her back and russet-copper light banked under both palms.



When I lifted my palms from the stumps, the russet light thinned from a crawl to embers and faded. I checked both wrists, which she found hilarious, then the palms gone white from the wall. My hand settled under her ribs to count her breathing while she lay on her back on my furs with ordinary warmth returning to her shoulders.

“You’re counting me.”

“I’m counting you.”

“What am I?”

“Nineteen at rest, which is fast for you,” I said. “You’ll be like that for five days. Your body’s decided to do all of it in a week and it’s going to eat and it’s going to burn and you’re going to be very hot to the touch and you will not be leaving this room.”

“I have a stores wing.”

“You have a deputy.”

“I have never had a deputy in my life.”

“You have Orsa,” I said, “who ran a courier station for eleven years before somebody put her in a box, and who is at this moment reorganising Fenn’s scullery against Fenn’s express instructions, and who will run your counter for five days and enjoy it.”

Astrid lay there.

“That’s the cleverest thing you’ve ever said,” she said. “Get me some water, and then get the ledger, because I want the entry made properly and I want to watch you make it.”

I got the water. I got the ledger.

Day one. Harpy line, forty-seven. Stage one at the eleventh hour. Russet-copper at both stumps, from the palms. Molt-scent: singed feather-sheath over high-wind cedar.

I read that last part out loud to her, because she asked.

“Singed feather,” she said. “That’s what I smell like.”

“Under the storm-line cedar, which is the rest of you and always has been.”

“And you have been smelling that on me for twenty years.”

“Since I was six.”

“And you never said.”

“You’d never said,” I said.

Astrid put her arm over her eyes.

“Right,” she said, after a while. “Then here is the other half of the requisition, and it is the part I have not said yet, and then I would like to sleep in this bed instead of crossing that yard, which I have never done in all those years.”

“Say it.”

She reached over and got the file off the table while I kept one palm seated over the nearer stump, russet light moving outward beneath it, and opened it on the furs between us.

Twelve names on one intake page. A stamp at the head of it, and a date, and a garrison town.

“There were twelve of us,” she said. “Orsa is out of a crate and in a scullery. I have known for four months, since you put this in front of me in a kitchen, that some of the rest were bought by this College, because that is what happens to a purge: the ones nobody wants get warehoused where the buyer already is.” Her finger went down the list. “Your clerk has a true count of the Pens. Rows and names and grades. I want it, tonight, and I want to sit up in this bed with a lamp and cross it against this page, because I have carried twelve names for nineteen years and I would like to know which of them are twenty yards under the south bastion while I am lying here glowing.”

I went and got Sorrel’s count.

We did it at the second hour of the morning, the two of us, in a back room, with a molting woman propped on my pillows in my shirt and a stub of pencil in her hand, and it took an hour, because the Pens count is four hundred and six names long and the intake page is written in a clerk’s copperplate that had faded.

Three.

Three of Astrid’s twelve are alive under the south bastion. Row four, all three, which means they were graded together nineteen years ago and have been kept together ever since by nothing but the tidiness of clerks.

She wrote their row and their numbers on the intake page herself, in pencil, beside their names, in a hand that did not shake at all.

Then she closed the file and put it on the floor and lay back.

“Five days,” said Astrid.

“Five days.”

“And the moon is in four.”

“The moon is in four.”

My palm remained over the nearer stump. She turned her head on my pillow and looked at me as the russet light moved once under her collarbone from that contact and went quiet.

“Then you had better be a great deal better at your trade than anybody has ever needed you to be,” she said, “because I intend to be standing in that stockyard when it opens.”


Chapter 17: The Vigil

By noon on the first full day of Astrid’s carry, the back room held a wide bed, two water jugs, a covered pot, clean linen, a lamp, a chair nobody used, and a slate on a nail with the hours ruled off in Renka’s blocky hand. The spare room was twelve feet by fourteen, one shuttered window, one stove flue, no wasted motion. Renka had even marked a clear path from bed to door for water, food and emergency hands.

Nobody came through that door except the four of them and Fenn. I stayed against Astrid through every watch.

The first day was warmth.

The honest word for it. Russet-copper light at both stumps, low and banked, coming up under my palms whenever I laid them there and fading when I moved. Her skin ran hot: not fever-hot, forge-hot, an even heat all over that made the room too warm and had Fenn opening the shutter two inches at noon and swearing about it. She ate four times in the day, enormous meals, and slept in stretches of an hour and a half, and in between she talked.

Astrid talks in a carry. I did not know that about her. In nineteen years I have had perhaps forty sentences of her history and in the first two days of that week I got a hundred.

“Third-month, on the north line. We used to fly the last twelve miles into Halgate over the flats with the wind coming off the salt and the ground the colour of a copper pan. Twelve miles. That’s nothing. That’s a joke of a distance.” She was on her front with her cheek on her folded arms and her eyes shut, and the light moved at her shoulders when she breathed. “There was a woman on the Halgate leg who could do it in the dark. Not by moon. By the smell of the flats. That’s your trade, boy, in a woman with no nose to speak of.”

“How did she do it?”

“By being twenty-two and unable to imagine dying,” said Astrid, “which is a navigational aid and not a virtue.”

And later, half asleep, at the fourth hour of the morning, with her hand around my forearm:

“You bank at the corner of the barn. Everybody banks at the corner of the barn, because the roof throws warm air off it in the afternoon and you can take a full turn on that without a wingbeat, and I could do it with a mail sack and a broken finger, and I have not thought about that barn for nineteen years and I have been thinking about it since the eleventh hour.”

“That’s the molt.”

“That’s the molt. It’s dreaming me. Shut up and hold on.”

She did not say the other name. It came near the surface twice on that first night, both times in the middle of something else, and both times she stopped and went around it as she has gone around a word since I was seven, and I did not push, because you do not push at a thing a woman has walled off; you stand where she can see you and wait.

I have got good at waiting.



Renka entered the cost of that opening stretch in the load record, in her own hand.

Day one. Carrier under continuous load from the eleventh hour. Nose bleed at the fourth hour of the morning, left side, four minutes. Ate: everything Fenn brought. Slept: two hours in pieces. Scar-lace: no advance. Appearance after: gray about the mouth, hands steady.

The scorched-cedar started on the first morning after the carry began.

That is my own smell in my own blood and it is the only warning my trade has ever given me. Everybody else’s body tells them things with pain. Mine tells me by turning my own breath into the inside of a burnt-out cook fire, and I can taste it at the back of the throat before I can feel anything at all, and when I can taste it the sensible thing to do is stop.

I did not stop, because you cannot stop, because a carry is not a thing you can put down halfway and pick up in an hour. The woman’s body is already in the water. You are the bank.

“Doc.”

Minna, at the door, with a bowl.

“Your nose is going again.”

“I know.”

“You did not know, you have been asleep with your eyes open for a minute and a half, I have been standing here.” She came in and put the bowl down and knelt on the boards and looked at me, and then reached up and put two fingers under my jaw, and counted.

“That’s ninety-six,” she said.

“That’s about right for the first full day.”

“It is not about right for anything. I have a page of your heartbeat going back to the autumn.” She wrote on her wrist in pencil, which she does. “Eat that. All of it. And when Piri comes off the roof at the sixth hour you are going up into the loft with her for an hour, and that is not a suggestion, it is on the rota that you signed.”

“Minna.”

“You signed it,” said Minna, and went.



The Wing came on the first full day without organization, and that morning stayed with me longer than the battle.

It started with three of them.

Two auxiliaries off the east curtain night watch and one of the works-yard porters, all beast-blooded, all capped or clipped or pinned, standing in my public ward at the seventh hour of the morning with complaints.

A thumb. A cough. A boot rub.

They sat down in the chairs along the wall facing my inner door and they waited, and they were seen, and they did not leave. They sat back down in the queue at the far end and started again.

By noon there were seven.

By the second hour there were nine, and there were never fewer than nine in that room until the sixth day. They came off shift and went to my ward instead of to their beds. They brought their own bread. They arrived with things wrong with them that were real and trivial: hangnails, a stiff neck, a two-week-old bruise that a woman had suddenly decided was worth a professional opinion.

They sat facing the door.

Ears tipped, tails stilled, bread changed hands, but nobody spoke. At no point did anyone name what they were doing, which is why it worked and the reason no officer at Caldmoor was ever able to describe it as anything. There was no gathering. There was no petition, there was no delegation, there was no assembly of auxiliaries, all of which are things a Board can act on. There was a queue for the medic, which is the most ordinary object in a fortress, and it happened to be nine women deep at every hour of the day and night, and it happened to be composed entirely of soldiers, and it happened to be sitting between the world and a door.

Quiller and Nesk had cots in the middle of it.

“Busy,” said Quiller, that afternoon.

“It’s a hard season for hands,” I said.

“It’s a hard season,” Quiller agreed, and looked at his slate, and left it blank.



Prill came at the fourth hour of the first full day with two men and a writ.

The writ was for a post-onset examination and named nobody, which was the interesting part: it authorised the examination of any auxiliary presenting with febrile onset within the infirmary establishment. The generic fever language kept the Carry outside Prill’s knowledge even while the net aimed at the hidden work.

He never got past the stove.

He came in and stopped, because there were nine women sitting in chairs between him and the length of the ward, and the room was warm and smelled of bread and wet wool and eleven kinds of ointment, and there was a queue, and a fennec on the counter swinging her heels, and Old Fenn’s voice from the kitchen telling somebody that they would take the tea and be grateful.

“Medic Boone.”

“Chirurgeon-Major.”

“I am conducting examinations.”

“Then you’ll want the end of the line,” I said. “It moves quickly.”

The woman nearest the door, a bull-line auxiliary off the gate company with a bandage on a thumb that did not need one, stood up.

Not at him. She stood up because standing up is a thing a soldier does when a senior officer enters a room, and she did it correctly, and so did the other eight, all at once, at attention, in a warm ward, in perfect order, facing him.

Nine capped women standing to attention is the most menacing thing I have ever seen and not one part of it was actionable.

Prill stood there in his whites for about four seconds.

“As you were,” he said.

They sat down.

“I shall return when you are less crowded,” said Prill.

“There’s a queue most days,” I said.

He took his spectacles off in the doorway and polished them, and put them back on, and looked down the length of that ward at the nine of them, and I watched a clever man understand precisely what he was looking at and precisely how little he could do about it.

Then he went out with his writ unserved, and the second-to-last woman in the queue, who had been sitting with her chin down and her cap-scars showing, put her hand over her mouth.

Vorst came at the sixth hour.

Champion-Cadet Vorst of the Board’s own wing, silvered gauntlets, twenty-four years old, golden as a coin, came into my public ward in front of thirty witnesses and sat down at the end of a queue of nine beast-blooded auxiliaries and waited an hour and twenty minutes to have me look at a splinter in the web of his left hand that I could not find with a lens.

I could not find it. It was not there.

“That’s a clean hand,” I said.

“It aches,” said Vorst, looking straight at me.

“Does it.”

“Deep in. Comes and goes.” He turned it over. “Might be worth watching. I might have to come back tomorrow.”

I put a drop of my antiseptic on a patch of skin with nothing wrong with it and strapped a piece of linen over it.

“Keep it dry,” I said. “Come back tomorrow.”

“Thank you, Doc,” said Vorst, and went out past the Board’s two observers and across the great yard in the open, in daylight, where the Board stand and the north range windows and every officer at Caldmoor could see exactly which door he had come out of.

Reik told me afterward that the betting stalls opened a column on it within the hour.



Piri had the loft watch at the sixth hour of the first full day and she had bought it.

“Renka took my roof for three pounds,” she said, coming down the ladder backward with her boots on the rungs. “Which is robbery, and I paid it, because the loft has the hatch and the roof does not, and there is a hierarchy of watches that nobody in this den will admit exists.”

The infirmary loft is a long dusty half-floor over the surgery with a plank floor, a stack of straw ticks, the map chest, and a hatch that comes out onto the roof walk. It is warm because the surgery flue goes through it, and in the late afternoon the light comes through a single vent and cuts a bar of gold across the boards. It is the only place in that building where you can hear everything and be seen by nothing.

“You’re between shifts,” said Piri.

“For an hour.”

“For an hour and ten. Minna ruled on it and wrote it down.” Piri sat on the map chest with her heels swinging and both ears aimed at me. “I have not touched you since Merrow, which is two weeks, and I have been extremely good.”

“You said something greedy in the corridor at the third hour.”

“Corridors don’t count.” She slid down and came between my knees, ears flattening. “Twenty-one. Awake. Fed. I have a plan.”

“So do I. Hands behind your back.”

Her prepared argument died behind parted lips. She obeyed.

I stood, caught her wrists in one hand, and backed her into the map chest. “You arranged the hour. I decide what happens in it.”

Piri’s dark-rimmed eyes went wide and hungry. “Yes. Please.”

I lifted her onto the chest, stripped off the cut-down leathers, and put her on her back over the maps with her heels on my shoulders.



I held her wrists behind her and looked down the fine-boned length of her on the map chest: slim legs framing my shoulders, compact hips already lifting toward me, small high breasts rising fast, huge ears flattened with want. Her scent sharpened into sun-warmed sand and clean sweat.

“You wanted ten minutes with your mouth,” I said. “You get mine first.”

“That is an excellent correction.”

I put my mouth on her and stopped the rest of the sentence. Her small body bowed over the maps. I held her hips pinned with one forearm and worked her slowly, tongue and fingers together, refusing every impatient lift until she took the rhythm I gave her.

“Hands stay behind you.”

“They are. Callum, please. Right there.”

“Quiet enough to hear the wall.”

She tried. The attempt lasted three strokes of my fingers.

Her first peak came with both heels locked behind my neck, back arched clear of the chest, and ears snapping bolt upright. I kept my mouth on her until the rapid contractions eased beneath my tongue, then raised my head and made her meet my eyes.

“One,” I said.

Piri dragged in a breath through her nose. The dark pupils widened until the brown became a narrow ring. “You smell like two days in the back room. Cedar smoke. Clean iron. Singed feather and high wind. Ryska on your shoulder.” Her gaze glazed as she took another breath. “And den under all of it. Stronger than all winter. Going straight through me.”

“Good. Keep looking at me.”

I lowered my mouth again.

And she got about four breaths of afterward, and then she went absolutely rigid in a completely different way.

Her ears came around. Both of them, together, off to the north, and locked.

I have learned not to talk when that happens.

She lay under me with her chest heaving and her eyes gone distant, unfocused, listening to something through a plank roof and a mile of frozen air, and her hand came up and closed on my wrist and gripped, hard, and stayed there for a slow ten count.

“Piri.”

“Wait.”

I waited.

“It’s gone deeper,” she said.

“The quiet.”

“The quiet.” She sat up on her elbows. Her ears did not come back. “Callum, for nine days there has been nothing on the Verge, and I have said so and you have written it down, and I have been walking around with the feeling that I was listening to an empty room. This is not an empty room. This is a room with the door shut.”

“How far out?”

“All of it. Everything from the wall to as far as I have. And there is one more thing and I hate it.” Her voice had gone very precise. What happens to her under pressure. “Two nights ago I could hear the river working under the ice at four miles. Tonight I can hear the river at four miles and I cannot hear one single thing between here and it, and rivers do not clear a country.”

I sat back on my heels.

“Log it,” I said.

“I will log it.”

“Now?”

Piri looked at me for a long moment. Her ears were still up and aimed north and her whole small frame was still shaking from what I had just done to her, and I watched her make the call.

“No,” she said. “The quiet keeps. It has kept for nine days and it will keep for fifty minutes, and if I get up off this floor now to write a line in a book I will have let the thing that is out there take an hour that is mine.” Her chin came up. “I’m holding both watches. Get back down here.”

“Say it properly.”

“I want you inside me and I want the north wall in my ears at the same time and I refuse to choose,” said Piri, “and that is the most honest sentence I have ever said out loud.”

I pressed her back onto the maps.

“Then we finish both watches,” I said. “Legs where I put them.”

I spread her slim thighs over my shoulders and returned my mouth to her. The north wall remained in front of her ears. My hand held her pelvis still while I brought her up again, slower this time, making her listen and feel at once.

“The quiet keeps,” she gasped. “You don’t.”

“Correct. Come for me again.”

The second peak broke her count completely. Her heels dug into my back, ears rigid toward the roof even as her pussy pulsed against my tongue. I worked her through the last trembling contraction, then lifted her one-armed from the map chest and set her on her knees between my boots.

She looked up, breathless and delighted. “Now my plan?”

“Now mine. Hands behind your back. Mouth open.”

Piri obeyed, offering herself without the running score she had used at Merrow. I gripped her cropped hair and fed my cock between her lips at the pace I chose. Her eyes stayed up. Each controlled push took her deeper until her nose met me and her throat worked around the base.

I pulled her off before she could count it.

“Again,” I said.

She opened eagerly. I used her mouth in long, measured strokes, pausing with her throat full whenever her ears began to shake. The scent-drunk look deepened until tears stood under her dark-rimmed eyes and every breath through her nose drew more of me into her.

“Whose shift?” I asked.

She came off just far enough to answer. “Yours. I’m yours. Finish it.”

I put her back where I wanted her and came in her mouth, one hand controlling her head, the other at her fine throat to feel each swallow. She took every pulse and held my gaze until I ordered her off.

Piri sat back on her heels, chin wet, ears upright. “Quiet logged before proof. Hour defended. Scout thoroughly rewarded.”

“That report can stand.”

She climbed into my lap and collapsed against my chest.

Her body softened first. Her ears did not. One rested against my jaw; the other remained rigid toward the north wall, turning by fractions each time the roof timber settled. I put my palm between her shoulder blades and felt pleasure still fluttering through her while every scout’s nerve stayed deployed beyond the room.

“Do you think it knows we’re listening?” she asked.

“I think absence is evidence, not a mind.”

“That is a careful answer.”

“It’s the answer I have.”

She breathed at my throat, sorting me from dust, maps, hot flue-brick and the faint winter air coming around the hatch. Her ear twitched once beneath my cheek.

“I’m happy,” she said. “That’s the bad part. There’s something wrong across four miles of Verge, Astrid is burning through your hands downstairs, and I am happier than I have ever been in my life. It feels disloyal to the danger.”

I tightened my arm around her. “Joy isn’t a sentry post. It doesn’t abandon anything by being here.”

“That sounds suspiciously wise.”

“Don’t spread it around.”

She laughed against my skin, small and breathless, while the north-facing ear never moved.



I circled each wrist with thumb and finger, found no marks, then pressed two fingers under her jaw hinge while she pretended not to enjoy the care. She drank all the water.

Then she got dressed, and lit the lamp, and got the log out of the map chest and wrote four lines in it and dated them and read them back to me out loud.

First full day of the carry. Verge silence extends beyond four miles. River audible at four miles; nothing audible between. Country covered over rather than empty. Logged by P., scout, this hour, before any horn.

“Before any horn,” I said.

“Before any horn,” said Piri. “I have been right and early three times in my life and been graded E for all of them, and this time it is written down in front of the fact with the hour on it, and if I turn out to be wrong I will eat this page in the yard.”



Renka crossed at the second hour after dusk on Day Thirty-Five.

She came in with it on her. Renka arrived at her final stage on her own feet, the only crossing in my records to begin that way. Her line does it hot and fast, three stages like a forge fire, and she had spent the day drilling volunteers on the west sand with it building in her and had said nothing to anybody.

She stood in the door of my back room with her jacket over her arm, and she was steaming in a warm room.

“Medic.”

“How long?”

“Since the fourth hour. It started in my back and now it is in my teeth.” Her gold eyes were wholly molten and did not look like they were seeing much of anything. “I have finished the perimeter roster and I have given the west sand to Corliss and told him what to do, and Ryska has the door. I am not going to be any use to anybody for a night and I would rather do it here than on a barracks floor.”

“Get in here.”

Astrid moved over.

Astrid made room. A forty-seven-year-old harpy in the middle of the oldest molt ever attempted rolled over on my furs, glowing, and said, “Come on, then, Captain. There’s a warm side and a wall side and you’ll want the wall.”

“That’s your carry,” said Renka.

“It’s a big bed and he’s got two hands,” said Astrid. “Don’t make an occasion of it.”

So I ran two.

I have run two before, earlier that winter, and it took a week off my life. This was worse and this was easier, both at once: worse because Astrid’s load is the heaviest thing I have ever been under, easier because an orc crossing takes one night and comes in surges, and between the surges there is nothing to do but keep a hand on her and breathe.

The surges came four times.

They come up out of the base of the spine. You feel them before they arrive, like a horse gathering under you, and the light goes first: ember-orange kindling at the nape and spilling down, brighter each time, until on the fourth one the back room went the colour of a forge floor and I could see the grain of the boards.

Astrid watched the third one from eight inches away with her chin on her fists.

“That’s a fine colour,” she said.

“It’s the orc line,” I said.

“It’s better than mine.”

“It is not better than yours.”

“It’s brighter than mine.”

“You’ve got four days left,” I said, “and yours will be bright enough to read a manifest by.”

“I shall hold you to that,” said Astrid, and put her hand on Renka’s shoulder without asking. Renka did not object, and the two of them lay there while I worked, one on either side of me, glowing different colours in the dark.

The fourth surge took an hour and it took everything I had.

I do not remember the end of it clearly. I remember Ryska’s voice at the door twice. I remember Minna putting a cup against my mouth and telling me to drink it and not to talk. I remember the sound of a bed frame giving up somewhere around the third hour, a slow splintering crack under a weight it had never been designed for, and Renka laughing about it through her teeth in the middle of the worst of it.

And I remember what came out the other side.

She got off that broken bed at the fifth hour of the same night and stood up in a room with an eight-foot ceiling and had to put her head to the side.

Six foot eight. That is Minna’s measurement, taken against the door frame at dawn with a stick of chalk and no discussion. Everything about her had gone up in scale and none of it had gone soft: shoulders like a gate lintel, arms that had found another two inches of reach, her frame denser, heavier, and more, and her jet war-tail down her back with the singed half of it grown out black and gleaming.

And at both sides of her jaw, white, clean, curving up past her lip and standing proud of it:

Tusks.

A full pair. Grown out of a broken stump and a filed root in under four weeks, and the left one, the one they took on a parade square in front of two hundred and six of her own people, matched the right one exactly.

Renka put her fingers on them.

She stood in the ruined back room at gray light and touched her own face. Astrid’s hand settled over Renka’s wrist; Piri’s ears lowered; Ryska guarded the door.

Then she looked at me.

“Well,” she said, and her voice had come down a third and gained a room’s worth of resonance. “Now the yard salutes or it doesn’t. Either way’s fine.”



She walked the great yard at the seventh hour at her full height, head high the entire way.

I watched it from the infirmary steps with a cup of Fenn’s tea going cold in my hand.

She came out of the west range and went diagonally across four hundred feet of open frozen ground in her own kit with the straps let out, past the Menace Board, past the betting stalls, past the works-yard hoarding where eleven men were hanging iron on wagon beds, and the yard did what a yard does when something the size of a door comes through it.

Silence fell in a moving circle around her.

A works-yard carter stopped his handcart. Two wall-men off the gate company came to attention without being told and were still standing there when she had gone past. A Board clerk with an armload of paper went sideways into the colonnade and stood among the pillars. And Gerty, on her counter at the north stalls, in front of forty people, took the rag off her odds board, wiped out an entire column, and stood there with the chalk in her hand and no idea at all what to write in it.

Renka went to the Menace Board.

She stood in front of it with her thumbs hooked into her belt, the same square posture she had brought to the works-yard posting the night they gave her company to a lieutenant, and she read her own line: R. RENKA, ORC LINE. D STRUCK. RE-ENTERED C. PROVISIONAL, PENDING REVIEW.

Then she reached up, which she could now do without stretching, and put one finger on the frost-scratched asterisk beside review that has come back every morning for a fortnight.

She left it there.

She tapped it twice, like a woman acknowledging a colleague, and turned around and went to breakfast.



Astrid’s second stage came up at noon of the third day while I had my hands pressed to her back.

The light was the same colour and twice as strong. I kept my left palm seated over the nearer stump while I examined her with my right; when I finally lifted that last point of contact, the glow thinned and faded instead of remaining under her skin. She had gone lighter. The strangest bodily change of the carry: I had my arms around a woman built on the scale of a freight wagon and she weighed less against me on the third day than she had on the first, and her ribs had changed shape under my hands, and when I put my ear to her chest her breathing had gained a resonance outside any human baseline I knew.

Hollow-boned. It is in the ledger from twenty years ago in her own handwriting and neither of us said it out loud.

And on both stumps, breaking the old surgical scar tissue from underneath, wet and dark and no longer than my thumb, the first russet pinfeathers.

Astrid put her hand back over her own shoulder and touched them, holding perfectly still through twelve slow breaths.

“Right,” she said, at last, unevenly. “Well. There’s a thing.”

“Stage two.”

“I know what it is.” Her voice had gone very careful. “Boy, I want you to say the number out loud.”

“Two more days. Your last stage lights on the fifth and you come out of it the morning after.”

“Two more days,” said Astrid, and put her forehead down on the pillow, and shook, once, and got hold of it. “And the moon?”

“The night after tomorrow.”

Out through the shutter gap, across the yard, in the works-yard hoarding, the hammers were going in the daylight for the first time since the winter started, which meant a shift and a half working through the noon break.

Twelve wagon beds on their wheels.

Ten of them with the cold-iron fittings on and gleaming, and the last two going up while I listened.


Chapter 18: Apex, Handled

The yard spent one full day working out what to do about her, and I watched most of it from the infirmary steps between carry shifts with a cup of tea going cold in my hand, and it was the best entertainment of the winter.

It started at the stores window at the eighth hour.

A supply sergeant named Ackley, who has run the works-yard issue counter for six years and who is a competent, unimaginative, thoroughly decent man, looked up from his book to serve the next in line and found himself addressing a chest at eye level.

“Morning, Sergeant,” said Renka, from somewhere above.

“Morning,” said Ackley, to her sternum. “Sorry.”

“For what?”

“I don’t know,” said Ackley.

He stood there for a moment holding his pen.

“Right,” he said, at last. “What do you want, Captain?”

And that was the first time anybody at Caldmoor called her Captain in an official transaction, and he did not notice that he had done it, and the four men behind her in the queue all noticed, and by noon it was in the mess.



The betting stalls got there before the Board did. The way of this fortress.

Gerty had wiped her odds board the previous morning and stood there with the chalk in her hand and nothing to write. By the afternoon she had solved the problem in the manner of a professional: she had ruled the board into a new column headed ORC, RE-GRADE, with the letters running from D up to A and prices under all of them, and a second small column at the end, unlabeled, with no price in it at all.

“What’s that one?” I asked her.

“That’s the one I’m not taking money on,” said Gerty.

“Which one is it?”

“That’s S, Doc, and I’m not taking money on it, because I took money on S in the autumn for the wolf and the Board didn’t post it, and I paid out on custom and it cost me my box.” She rubbed chalk off her hands. “I’ll write the letter. I’m not pricing it. Let ’em look at it.”

She had written it high on the board in the corner where a clerk’s eye lands last.

By the fifth day of that week there were three of them up there in three different hands, and the rag on the pole could not keep up.



The other half of the yard’s answer came in writing. That told me it was serious.

Two wall-lieutenants of the Fourth put in a request, on paper, through channels, to be transferred off any rotation that placed their sections under, beside, or in support of the auxiliary R. Renka, orc line, citing operational unfamiliarity.

Weller showed it to me herself, in the gate arch, with her breath going up.

“That’s not fear,” I said.

“No, it isn’t.” She folded it. “Fear is a thing a lieutenant hides. This is a thing a lieutenant writes down and files, because he has worked out that by thaw it will be useful to have written it down.”

“They’re getting ahead of something.”

“They’re getting ahead of the day they’re ordered to stand behind her,” said Weller, “and when that day comes they want a piece of paper that says they said so first. That’s not cowardice, that’s careerism, and it is the single most dangerous thing in this fortress and always has been.”

And I heard the rest of it at noon in the wall-company mess, where I go twice a week to look at hands, from a lieutenant of the Second at the end of a table, in his ordinary voice, in front of thirty men.

“One of them was a maybe,” he said. “You could tell yourself one was a freak of the season. Two is a chain of command.”

No one argued with him. Two men looked down at their bowls; another stopped cutting his bread. Two had been on the east curtain in autumn and owed their lives to the first one.

Two motives, one doctrine. I have had them both in front of me since October: the harvest under the south bastion, and the thing in the mouth of a lieutenant of the Second who has never stolen a copper in his life. The vaults are the money. He is the reason the money was ever allowed.

I went back and wrote his sentence in the ledger, word for word, with the date, next to the vault layout Sorrel drew in flour.



Weller took her round the south bastion that afternoon.

Officially it was an orientation. There is a form of words for it: familiarisation of showcase auxiliaries with fortress defences, which exists because visiting officers like to be shown things and because somebody has to walk them about.

What it actually was, I got from Renka afterward, and it took her two hours to tell me because she recited every part of the tour.

“She showed me the bastion like a colleague showing a position she does not like,” she said. “Not a visitor’s tour. She started at the top and worked down, and she said the words if this fails eleven times, and she said them like a woman who has counted.”

“What’s wrong with it?”

“Everything and nothing. It is a good bastion and it was built to be shot from, and every defense points outward. The stockyard is inside it and there is no interior line at all; if you come up under the rows there is nothing between you and the great yard but a stair and a gate.” Renka had her hands on the table, moving things. “The lock crew keys are on a peg in a guardhouse. The Pens gates open outward and must be opened in sequence from the west, because the east end funnels the rows together. Start at the east and the first bodies block the later rows until the whole yard jams. And every single defensive fitting on that stockyard, every bar and hasp and chain, is designed to keep something in.”

“What did she say at the end?”

Renka smiled with the full pair of them.

“She stood at the bastion stair,” she said, “and she looked at the yard, and she said, doctrine says I cannot give you a command. And I said nothing, because there is nothing to say to that. And then she said: custom says acclamation is older than doctrine. Funny thing, custom.”

“That’s a loaded sentence.”

“That is a sentence a woman says once in her career,” said Renka, “in a stairwell, with nobody else on it, to somebody she has decided about.”



She came to my door at the second hour of the night and she came loud.

I had four hours of slack. Astrid’s second stage had settled into a plateau by the evening of the third day: heat, appetite, the light gone while my hands were off her and no surge due, and she had pressed her hand to my chest at midnight and said, “Boy, you are radiating like a stove and I want this bed to myself for two hours, and I want you fed and I want you out, and Fenn is coming to sit with me and lie about her stew.”

Ryska took my place on the pallet edge with the roster on her knee.

And I was halfway across the yard toward the west range when a voice came out of the dark at parade volume from about nine inches above where a voice should be.

“MEDIC.”

“Captain.”

“I have been thinking,” said Renka, arriving, “and I have concluded that there is a professional matter outstanding between us.”

“Have you.”

“I have. It concerns a piece of equipment that has changed specification since it was last inspected.” She crowded me. A physical event the new scale has made into a weather system; I had to put my head back. “New reach. New mass. Entirely new stamina, which I have tested this afternoon on a hill with a log, and which is considerable. And I would like it noted that there is not a man in this fortress who could handle any of it.”

“Is that the report?”

“That’s the report.”

“It’s a very loud report.”

“That is because it is a dare, bone-setter,” said Renka, “and I have been building it for four hours and I would like it received in the spirit in which it is offered.”

I looked up at six foot eight of orc in a frozen yard at the second hour of the night with her gold eyes catching what light there was, and I did not raise my voice, because raising it at her is the only mistake that would have turned any of this into a contest.

“Your quarters,” I said. “Go there now, get out of the kit, and be over the chest when I come in.”

Renka stopped.

Every part of her locked: the shoulders, the hands, the tail of a sentence she had been about to finish. She stood there in the cold for about two seconds, and then something happened in her face that I have only ever seen there: a war-captain discovering all over again that the thing she came to fight is not going to fight her.

“Right,” she said, unevenly.

“Say it back.”

“Quarters. Kit off. Over the chest.” Her jaw worked around a grin she could not get rid of. “That is the shortest conversation we have ever had.”

“Go.”

She went.



Her quarters had been rebuilt for the new scale that morning by Renka herself, with an axe.

The cot was in three pieces against the wall. In its place, on the floor, was a pallet of doubled furs and two straw ticks laid the long way, which she had assembled in eleven minutes and which she described to Minna as practical bedding for a soldier of my dimensions.

Minna had objected to the terminology in writing.

The objection was pinned to the door. I read it on the way in. Noted for the record that the arrangement described by Captain R. as a bivouac is a nest, and that den nomenclature is den-internal law and not a matter for the walls.

Underneath it, in Renka’s blocky hand: Objection dismissed. It has no quilts.

Underneath that, in Minna’s: It will.

I shut the door behind me.

She was over the war-chest, and she had done exactly what I told her, and she had done it in the dark, and she had left one lamp burning on the stand at head height where it would light her.

“You took your time.”

“I stopped to read your door.”

“That woman is going to fill this room with soft furnishings and I am powerless,” said Renka. “Are you going to stand there?”

“I’m looking.”

“Then look properly, because there is a great deal more to look at than there was nine days ago, and I am cold.”

I looked properly.

Six foot eight and every inch of it built up: shoulders wide as a gate lintel, the long deep hollow of her back running down from them, and the heavy round weight of her at the end of it, olive-green-bronze in lamplight, hands braced on nine years of her own career and four bright ivory gouges in the lid where she put them the last time. Pillar thighs, gone thicker. Boots off, feet planted at shoulder width out of habit even now. And down her back the jet war-tail, grown back to its full length, hanging heavy between her shoulder blades.

I spread my palm over the small of that back, ran it down, and took the weight of her. She made a low sound that had nothing to do with the cold.

“Terms,” she said.

“You already gave me your terms in the yard.”

“I gave you a dare in the yard.”

“Same document.” I put my other hand in her war-tail and wound it once and took up the slack, and her head came back, and her spine did the thing it does. “Here’s mine. I’m not doing one thing differently tonight because you got bigger. Same room, same chest, same hands. If you wanted somebody impressed you should have knocked on a different door.”

Renka laughed, low, into the dark, and it came out of her new chest with a resonance that went through the floor.

“That,” she said, “is the entire reason I came.”

“Tell me exactly what you want.”

“Twenty-seven. Sober. Apex, which is a word I intend to be unbearable about.” Her gold eyes came round over her shoulder. “I want the trunk remembered and the new body tested. Harder than before, because I can take harder now and I have been thinking about that all day like a woman with a filthy mind, which I am.”

“Leave the count alone,” I said.

Renka looked back over one shoulder. “That is a suspicious instruction from you.”

“Tonight I want the captain quiet enough to hear her own body. Hands stay on the chest.”

I gave her the first strike without warning. My palm cracked against the heavy curve of her ass and the bare walls threw it back at us.

Her whole frame jolted. “Right. No count. Understood.”

The second landed lower, the third opposite. I spaced them instead of turning them into drill, making her wait through the heat of each print before the next one arrived. Without cadence to hide inside, her parade commentary had nowhere to go. By the fifth strike it had shortened to breath. By the seventh she had lowered her forehead to the old gouged lid and pushed back for what I had not yet given.

“Ask for the next one.”

“Again.”

“Properly.”

“Put your hand on me again, medic. Hard.”

I did, and the eighth settled her all the way down.

I ran my palm over the darkened skin, then between her thighs, and found the proof running warm down them. Her new scale made every reaction larger: more heat under my hand, more muscle shifting beneath the soft weight, a deeper sound rolling out of the chest that had grown with her.

“Off the trunk,” I said.

That surprised her. “You ordered me onto it.”

“And now I’m ordering you onto the pallet. Knees down, chest low. Show me what the new reach does when I put you where I want you.”

Renka pushed away from the war-chest and went to the doubled furs. On her knees, six foot eight folded forward with her forearms planted and her broad ass raised, she occupied most of the pallet Minna refused to call anything but a nest. The war-chest stood at its head, old gouges catching lamplight like tally marks from a previous campaign.

I knelt behind her and caught the war-tail near the base.

“Twenty-seven,” she said, voice already rough. “Sober. Apex. Still want all of it.”

“Good. Hold the floor.”

I entered her in one hard stroke.

The new frame did take it differently, but I refused to turn the difference into hesitation. I put one knee between hers, spread her to the angle I wanted, and drove her forward across the pallet until her reaching hands caught the bottom edge of the war-chest.

“There,” Renka said. “That’s the adjustment.”

“Quiet.”

I set a hard, even rhythm from behind with the war-tail in my fist and my other arm around her waist. The furs kept her knees from slipping. The floor let me use the whole new depth of her body without asking the chest to bear it, and every stroke moved the massive line of her from shoulders to hips in one controlled wave.

She tried one parade remark about structural capacity. I pulled the war-tail tighter, changed the angle, and took the rest of the sentence out of her.

“Hands stay on the trunk.”

“They’re on it.”

“Ass up.”

She arched higher on command. The dark handprints across her shifted under my palm, hot and visible in the lamplight.

I worked her through the first rise without stopping or holding back. The new structure: no careful interruption, no frozen count. I gave her sustained force and made the apex stamina spend itself against the pace I chose. Her voice dropped lower by degrees until the room held only the slap of my body against hers, the pallet ropes creaking, and single words forced out of a captain who could command a wall but could not command one stroke here.

“Harder.”

“Take this first.”

“Taking.”

“Then show me.”

She came with both hands locked on the chest edge and her new body bearing down around me in long, powerful contractions. I kept driving through them, slower only at the very peak so she had to feel each pulse instead of outrunning it. Her war-tail went slack in my fist. Her forehead nearly touched the gouged lid.

When the last aftershock eased, I withdrew and turned her myself.

“On your side. Back to me.”

Renka rolled onto the pallet, one huge thigh drawn up, the other stretched long. I settled behind her, fitted my chest to her back, and put her upper hand on the war-chest so she still had the old wood under her palm without repeating the old position.

“Oil,” she said.

“You remember one word.”

“It is the important one.”

I warmed the oil between my hands and spread it where I intended to use it. Side-lying changed the preparation completely. I had one arm under her ribs holding her open against me and the other hand working her slowly, thumb first and then two fingers, with her raised leg hooked over mine so she could neither close nor hurry.

Her trash-talk did not become a count this time. It became a report on the new body, broken into pieces as I opened her.

“More sensitive. At the edge. The molt changed the, ah. There.”

“I know where.”

“Of course you do. Insufferable man.”

I curled my fingers and her insult ended in a groan.

“Tell me when the stretch is clean.”

She moved once against my hand, testing herself with a soldier’s honesty instead of bravado. “Clean. I want you.”

“Full sentence.”

“I want your cock in my ass. I want the same hands on an apex body and I want to learn that nothing important changed.”

“Nothing important changed,” I said. “Stay open.”

I kept her on her side and entered from behind, one controlled push at a time, my forearm locked across her waist and my mouth beside her ear. The angle gave her nowhere to brace except my body and the palm she had on the old chest. Each inch drew a deeper sound from her, but I did not use the breathing orders from the rail or the stopping game from the last time. I kept moving, steadily, making the preparation prove itself under pressure until I was seated and her full weight had relaxed back against me.

“Medic.”

“Report.”

“Full. Clean. Very much yours.”

“Good.”

I took her that way until the floor pallet bunched beneath us and her raised leg shook over mine. Then I rolled her forward onto her knees without withdrawing, came up behind her, and drove her toward the war-chest with the new reach of both our bodies finally spent on the callback.

Her forearms landed on the lid. My fist took the war-tail. My other hand spread over the dark palmprints on her ass.

“Now you get the hard part,” I said.

Renka’s gold eyes found me over her shoulder, molten and already losing focus. “That was the sentence I came here for.”

I gave it to her hard.

The pallet absorbed our knees while the trunk held only her forearms. Nothing walked across the boards. The new stamina let me build instead of rush: one relentless rhythm until her first low cries blurred together, a brief change of angle that made her hands skid across the lid, then the deepest pace of the night with her war-tail wrapped around my fist and her apex body moving exactly where I put it.

“Who handles the apex?” I asked.

“You do.”

“Again.”

“You handle me. Same hands. Same command.”

Her second climax hit with enough force to bow her spine and drive her jaw down. Both new tusks struck the lid beside the old gouges and cut two clean channels into the oak. She laughed once in the middle of the cry, astonished and delighted, then lost even that as the contractions took her.

I drove through every one of those contractions without slowing, locked both hands on her hips, and came undone with my chest over her back, both of us steaming above the furs.

She stayed folded over the pallet’s edge until her breathing dropped below thirty, forehead beside the fresh marks.

Then Renka lifted her head, put one thumb into the left-hand gouge, and started laughing from the bottom of her new chest.

“Matched,” she said. “Look at that. The left went as deep as the right.”

“Two hundred and six people watched them take it.”

“And tonight both went into my own war-chest while you had me on the floor where I belong,” she said. “That arithmetic finally comes out clean.”



I cleaned the split in one palm, checked every darkened mark, and made her empty two water flasks while she criticized my professional detachment.

“Sitting?”

“Tomorrow, absolutely not.”

“Standing?”

“Standing is fine. I intend to stand a great deal tomorrow, in front of people, at my full height, and every time I shift my weight I am going to think about this room and nobody in that yard will have the faintest idea.”

Then the tusks, thumb at the root of each, checking the seat.

“Any give?”

“None.”

“Any pain?”

“No,” said Renka, and went quiet for a moment. “That’s the thing nobody warned me about. It stopped hurting. I have had a hole in my face since autumn and I stopped noticing it like you stop noticing weather, and it is gone, and I keep touching it, and I am going to be doing that for the rest of my life.”

She sat up on the furs and pulled the war-tail over her shoulder and started re-plaiting it, and looked at me sideways.

“Right,” she said. “Den business, and then you’re going back to her, because you have been watching that wall for a quarter of an hour and I know what that means.”

“Say it.”

“The watch.” She worked the plait. “Ryska holds the den. That’s settled and it was settled the first day and it is correct: she sleeps facing the door and she is the last thing anybody who gets through that door ever sees. The rabbit runs everything inside it. The fennec runs the ears and the routes and half a garrison’s worth of gossip.”

“And you.”

“I’m the wall,” said Renka. “Outside. Perimeter, approaches, the volunteers, the roofs, and everything from the infirmary door outward to wherever I decide the edge is. Not because I am the biggest, although I am. Because it is the job nobody in this den has ever actually held, and I have held one my adult life and I am extremely good at it.”

“Granted.”

“I did not ask you to grant it.”

“You did,” I said. “You asked at parade volume in my yard and I gave it to you in a stairwell four hours ago by not arguing.”

Renka thought about that.

“That is true,” she said, “and it is very irritating, and I am taking the watch anyway.”



She found it at the fifth hour of the morning crossing the supply yard, and she found it because a nose that has come up a full grade in under four weeks does not stop working when its owner is walking to breakfast.

I was with her. We were going to the annexe.

She stopped dead in the middle of open ground.

“Wait.”

“What.”

“Wait.” Her head came round slowly. Nostrils flaring, two short breaths, one long one through the mouth. “Tar.”

I turned into the wind.

Road tar, in the seam of it, off the winter teamsters’ lines under the works-yard hoarding where forty men sleep among the freight animals in a hard season. Crossbow wax under it, sharp and resinous, out of place in a yard where nobody is issued a crossbow. And under both, stale and greasy, drover’s tallow.

I had it. Faint, but I had it.

“How many?” I said.

Renka walked twenty paces along the hoarding with her head up, and stopped, and came back eight, and stopped again.

“Six,” she said. “Six men’s worth, in four places, and it is layered. Two days. Three, on this end.”

“They’re not coming for the moon,” I said.

“They are already here,” said Renka. “They have been billeted three days among the winter teamsters, in a fortress with two gates and a wall, and nobody has looked at them once, because a teamster is furniture.”



The easy move was to take them at noon: six men in a hoarding, finished inside a minute. It would buy six mercenaries in cells and warn Brannock to move the extraction into a shape we did not know.

So we mapped them instead.

Renka did the smell. She walked the works-yard fence four times that day on her own business, at four different hours, with the wind from four different quarters, and by the afternoon she had them separated: not six men in one flop, but two and two and one and one, and two of them not sleeping where they ate.

Piri did the feet.

She has a bootfall library. No better term has presented itself. She lay on the hoarding roof with her chin on her hands for six hours and picked out six sets of steps in a yard where four hundred men walk every day, and gave them to me by weight, stride and habit: the heavy one drags his right heel; the tall one takes the plank walk in four steps where everybody else takes five; two of them walk together and neither of them talks, which teamsters never do.

Minna did the hearts.

She queued behind them at the works-yard water butt with a docket in her hand, which is her trade, and stood in a doorway and let herself be underestimated for four hours.

“All six are wrong in the same way,” she reported that evening. “Resting rate low. Very low, for men doing that much lifting; these are men whose bodies have been trained. And none of them have the fortnight-rhythm.”

“The what?”

“Everybody in a fortress on a wage has a rhythm; it goes up before pay and down after it. Teamsters bet, teamsters drink, teamsters get letters.” She rubbed one thumb over the edge of her satchel buckle. “These six have nothing at all going on inside them except waiting. They are the flattest six men I have ever listened to, and I have listened to a lot of men.”

We put them on a map: four flops, two dead-drops, a route each, the hours they were out and the hours they were not.

And we left every one of them exactly where he was.

Ryska hated it. She stood at the end of the table with her ears back while I said it and she did not argue, which cost her, and afterward she came and put her forehead against my shoulder in the corridor for four seconds and then went and ran the palisade circuit until she could not feel her hands.

“They will be inside our walls when it starts,” she said, afterward.

“They will.”

“With knives, in the dark, in a fortress full of our people.”

“Yes.”

“And we know all six by name of habit and we could take them any time we like.”

“Any time up to the hour it matters,” I said. “And on that hour they are not six men in a hoarding. They’re the enforcer tier, standing in a place we chose, on a night we knew about, walking into a plan we made in advance. That’s worth what it costs, and it costs exactly this: two days of you being furious.”

Ryska stood there for a moment.

“Two days,” she said. “Then I want them.”

“You’ll have them.”



Astrid’s second stage crested at dusk on the fourth day.

I had my hands on her back when it came, and there was no mistaking it: the russet went up under the skin from banked to burning in the space of a minute and stayed there, and she got her hand into the furs and held on, and the surgical scar tissue over both stumps split from underneath along its full length like a seam being cut from the inside.

No blood to speak of. Two lines of it and that was all.

What came through was feather.

Not pinfeathers. Feathers, wet and dark and packed, unfurling as they dried, russet at the vane and iron-gray along the shaft, and by the time the surge let go of her there was a hand’s length of new wing standing off each of those old scars, half-grown and folded and impossibly, obviously real.

She lay on her front with her cheek on her forearm and did not move through twelve slow breaths. Her breathing had that new resonance in it, the hollow-boned note I had heard for the first time at noon of the third day and had not written down for fear of being wrong.

Her scale had changed under my hands. She has not lost a pound of frame; she has lost weight, which is a different thing, and it is in the bones, and a woman who lifts fifty-pound crates like ledgers now weighs against my arm like something that was built to be carried by air.

“Boy.”

“I’m here.”

“Put my hand on it.”

I took her hand and put it back over her own shoulder onto the wet new feathers, and closed her fingers around them.

Astrid held on.

She did not sob. Men who could not read her had misdescribed her for years. She lay on my furs with her hand full of her own wing and her face absolutely still and the tears came up and stood in her eyes and did not fall, and stayed there for a long moment, and then went back to wherever she keeps things.

“Well,” she said, in a voice that had been sanded off. “There’s the wind resistance.”

“There it is.”

“Nineteen years I have been making that joke about this chest.” She turned her head. “And it turns out it was about the other thing all along, and everybody who ever laughed at it was laughing at a woman telling them the truth in the only voice she had. Isn’t that a piece of work.”

I did not answer that, because there was no answer.

“Two days,” she said.

“One and a night. Your last stage lights tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow is the moon.”

“Tomorrow is the moon.”

She kept her hand on her own shoulder through twelve more breaths.

“Then you had better eat something,” said Astrid, “and go and let the fennec tell you whatever she has been standing in my doorway trying not to interrupt about for the last ten minutes.”



Piri had been in the doorway for ten minutes.

She was on the threshold with her back against the frame and both ears aimed at the shutter, and her face had nothing playful in it at all, which happens perhaps four times a year.

“Say it,” I said.

“It’s back.”

“What is?”

“Everything.” Her ears did not move. “For nine days there has been nothing out there and the nothing kept getting deeper, and I logged it and dated it and you have it in the book in three hands. Twenty minutes ago it stopped.”

“Stopped how?”

“There is movement on the Verge,” said Piri. “Movement across the full width of my hearing at once, from the north-east round to the south. It is too broad for one animal or one pack, and all of it started in the same hour, coming the same way.”

She swallowed.

“Callum, I have been listening to that country for four years,” she said. “Beasts move at night in ones and twos and they wander, and you hear them start and stop and stop again. This is not that. This is a country that has been holding still for nine days and has just started walking, and it is walking toward us, and it is doing it quietly.”

I went to the shutter and opened it two inches and put my face into the gap.

North wind off the Verge, cold enough to burn.

And in it, for the first time since the turn of the winter, something coming back: musk, not one animal’s worth or ten, but the broad dense reek you get off a herd ground, spread wide and low across the northern quarter and getting stronger while I stood there with my eyes shut.

Under it, hot iron. And storm-front cedar, at a scale I have smelled exactly once in my life, on the night the east curtain fell.

I shut the shutter.

“Get Renka off the wall and get Weller out of her bed,” I said. “Everybody at the table in a quarter of an hour.”


Chapter 19: Stonecount

Piri gave it to them at the sixth hour of the afternoon on the fourth day, in my public ward, standing on a bench because the table was full, with her map case open and nine people around her and Captain Ines Weller of the gate company standing at the back with her thumbs hooked into her belt and her cap still on.

She did not start with the alarm. She started with the log.

“First full day of the carry,” she read, “which was two days ago. Verge silence extends beyond four miles. River audible at four miles, nothing audible between. Country covered over rather than empty. Logged before any horn.” She turned the page. “That is dated in my hand and it was witnessed at the time by the man who signed the load record, and I am reading it out first because in about four minutes I am going to say something that sounds mad and I would like the record to show that I was early before the fact.”

“Nobody in this room doubts you,” said Weller.

“Captain, I have three years of grade slips in a wallet that say otherwise, and none of them are yours, and I would still like it read into the log.”

Weller took out her book.

“Read it again,” she said, “slowly.”

She entered the two-day-old warning with its hour before the thing happened, without one word of argument.

Then Piri gave them the rest.

“It came back at dusk,” she said. “Not all at once, which is what I said first and what I was wrong about. It came back in order.” She had four charcoal lines on her map, running in from the north and north-east, curving. “There are four of them. Four approaches, moving from about six miles out, on parallel bearings, and they are not walking at the wall.”

“Where are they walking?”

“Here.” She put her finger on the map, south and east of the great yard, on the mass of the south bastion, and held it there. “All four of them come in on the bastion footings. They bypass the gates, the curtain, and the east stair they used in autumn. Every bearing ends at the bastion.”

“That’s rock,” said Reik.

“That is rock with the stockyard on top of it.”

“Beasts don’t pick a spot.”

“That’s the second thing.” Piri’s ears pressed forward and down. She does that before she says the sentence she does not want to say. “They are keeping station on each other. That is what I am hearing and I have listened to it for four hours before opening my mouth. When the north-east lane speeds up, the north lane slows. When one stops, they all stop, and then they all start again inside a minute, and I can hear the gaps hold at about the same width the whole way in.”

Reik stopped rolling a map cord between his fingers.

“Say the word,” said Weller.

“Captain-”

“Say it in my hearing so I can write it down and put my name under it.”

Piri looked up.

“They are coordinated,” she said. “Four columns, spaced, timed, converging on one point, at a walking pace, in silence. Beasts do not do that and I know they do not do that and I am telling you they are doing it.”

Weller wrote it down.

She wrote it in the wall-company log, in ink, with the hour, the date and the name of the scout who reported it. Then she signed beneath the entry and closed the cover. Piri’s warning existed before the impact, under her own name.

“Right,” she said. “Now tell me how deep.”



Minna answered that one, and it took her three hours and four floors and it broke her open.

She went down to the infirmary cellar first, and lay on the cold stone with her cheek and one full ear against the floor, which is not a thing she can do for very long because of what it does to her neck. She stayed there for a quarter of an hour.

Then she came up and went to the granary, and lay on the granary floor.

Then the works-yard weighbridge, which is a slab of stone the size of a cart bedded into rammed earth and which she says is the best listening post in this fortress. Then the south bastion stair itself, at the eighth hour of the evening, in the dark, with a wall-man of Reik’s standing over her pretending to check a lamp.

She came back at the ninth hour of the evening with her hands filthy and her fringe stuck to her forehead and sat down in the middle of the den table without taking her coat off.

“Right,” she said. “Get the ledger. This is going to be a lot of numbers and I want all of them written down as I say them, because I am going to be able to say them once.”

Ryska got the ledger.

“There are four lanes and they are not new,” said Minna. “That is the first thing and it is the important thing. Three of these are the autumn’s. They are the same galleries that came under the east curtain in the autumn, the ones we fired and dropped, and they have been reopened from underneath and extended, and whatever went through the collapse went through it slowly, because there is a change in the note where the old lane meets the new work, and the new work is better made.”

“Better how?”

“Rounder. Steadier. The autumn lanes wandered. These run.” She put her finger on the wood. “Second thing. There is a fifth working and it is not a lane, it is a chamber, and it is under the stockyard at the level of the old cisterns, and it is where all four of them are going.”

“How do you know it’s a chamber?”

“Because when they dig in a lane the sound comes to me along a line and when they dig in a chamber it comes at me from a spread.” She was not looking up. “Also because it is loud. It has been loud for two days and I thought it was the works yard and it was not the works yard, and I want that in the ledger too because I lost us two days.”

“Nobody lost two days,” said Renka.

“I lost two days.”

“Minna.”

“Write it down,” said Minna, “and then we will not talk about it again, and I will not do it again.”

Ryska wrote it down.

“Third thing,” said Minna. “Numbers. On the weighbridge at the second hour I counted the strike rate in the chamber for two hundred beats of my own heart, and then I counted the pauses, and there is a shift change. There is a shift change, Callum. Every so often the rate drops for about forty seconds and then comes back up with a different rhythm to it, the same pickup you hear in the works yard when the fresh men take the hammers.”

She looked up at last.

“They are working in reliefs,” she said. “Under my feet. Under the stockyard, at the level of the old cisterns, in shifts, and there are enough of them to have shifts.”



I did the last piece on the south rampart at the tenth hour with my eyes shut, and it is the piece I should have had during the breach.

The wind that comes off the Verge in a hard winter comes down over the ridge and across nine miles of frozen country and hits our north face and rolls along it. The same wind I work every night.

But the wind that goes out is the one that matters, and it goes out over the south bastion, because the ground falls away there and the hill breathes downhill in the small hours.

I put myself on the south rampart, downwind of my own fortress, and worked what Caldmoor sends into the dark.

Woodsmoke. Latrines. Horses. Bread. The warm honest reek of four thousand people and their animals.

And under it, coming up out of the ground itself, out of the vents and the stair-heads and the cracks in nineteen-year-old mortar, the plume.

Gland-oil, rancid orange blossom, in quantity.

Horn ivory. A dry sweetish thing like old teeth.

Shell. That one stopped me: the quenched-steel sweetness of molt-shell, ninety-one crates of it under six feet of stone and going out over the marches on the night air like a lamp in a window.

I stood on that rampart until the cold worked through both soles and numbed my toes.

For nineteen years the Culling Board had filled those cisterns with everything cut from a woman that could be sold, dried, rendered or crated. The vaults breathed it into a country where every living thing hunted by nose.

Caldmoor had baited a trap with its own crimes, and only one nose on the frontier could read the shell in it.

I went back down the stair and put it in the ledger in four lines and left the conclusion blank. I had where and I had what. The missing why had followed me since the breach, and I refused to enter a guess beside evidence in the ledger.

The beasts were coming for the parts.



Weller took it up the hill at the eleventh hour that night and she took it honestly.

She knew exactly what it would cost and went anyway. Nothing about the climb up that hill was naive.

She went to the Commandant’s own tower with the wall-company log under her arm and a fennec scout’s four bearings and a bunnykin courier’s shift-count, and she stood in front of Hadrian Dreyer, war hero of Redwinter, and told him that four coordinated approaches were converging on the south bastion, that the working under the stockyard was manned in reliefs, and that in her professional judgement the College had between one and two days.

She was in there for a quarter of an hour. She came out with the log under her arm and her face like a struck shovel.

“He listened to every word,” she said. “He asked four questions and every one of them was a good question. He asked whether the scout’s bearings were instrument or ear. He asked what the count was, and I gave him Minna’s number, and he wrote it down himself. He thanked me by name and said he would act tonight.”

“And?”

“And he will,” said Weller. “That’s the part I want you to hold on to, Doc, because I’ve been thinking about it all the way down the stair. He believed me. Every word. He is not a man ignoring a warning.”

The postings went up before midnight, all three of them, in the ordinary way, on the ordinary boards.

South bastion: watch establishment reduced to one section, gate priority. Effective immediately.

Reserve companies to concentrate at the west gatehouse for rapid response. Effective immediately.

Pens: guard establishment reduced to a lock crew of four. Stockyard gates to be chained and held closed for the duration of operations, to prevent stock dispersal.

I read all three twice in the frozen dark while the hoarding lamps hissed behind me.

Renka read them over my shoulder.

“He has taken the guard off the thing they are digging under,” she said slowly, “and put the reserve a quarter of a mile away at the gate, and chained the gates of the stockyard shut.”

“Yes.”

“With four hundred and six women inside it.”

“Four hundred and six,” I said. “Sorrel’s count.”

Ryska’s ears had gone back and stayed there. Piri had both hands over her mouth. And Minna, who had been standing at my elbow with the ledger, went completely still. The calculation was done and she did not like the answer.

“He is not ignoring the warning,” said Minna. “He believed her. He acted on it. That’s what those three postings are, they are all responses to what Weller told him, and every single one of them is exactly the wrong way round.”

“Finish the arithmetic.”

“The consolidation is twelve wagons and four hundred people and a road in winter,” said Minna, “and it is going to cost him money, and time, and men, and there is going to be a column of women crossing this frontier where anybody can see them, and somebody somewhere is going to have to sign for the end of it.”

“And?”

“And if the breach takes the stockyard tomorrow night,” she said, “the consolidation completes itself. No wagons. No column. No signature. A tragedy at a fortress in a hard winter, and a Commandant who warned everybody and did what he could with the men he had.”

Piri’s ears pressed back. Reik’s mouth tightened once and stopped.

“Right,” I said, eventually, and my voice had gone down into the level place it goes.

“Callum,” said Ryska.

“He gets tomorrow night,” I said. “We get tomorrow night as well, and we know four hours earlier than he thinks we do, and there are two key rings in this fortress and I have got the second one in a scullery. Everybody at the table at the sixth hour. Sleep before that, all of you, and that is not a suggestion.”



Minna came for me at the second hour of the morning with a lamp and no patience whatsoever.

“Twenty minutes,” she said.

“Minna.”

“Twenty minutes. Den law. I have counted them.” She had me by the wrist and she is not a large woman but I caught her wrist, turned her toward the nest, and walked her through the curtain ahead of me. “You are between surges, she is asleep with the wolf sitting on the end of the bed, the council is at six, and if you tell me you have work I will hit you with the ledger.”

“I have work.”

“You have twenty minutes of me first,” said Minna, “and then you can have the rest of the night for your work, and you will do the work better, and I have the numbers on that too.”

She pulled me into the nest and dropped the curtain and it was warm in there, built-warmth she had made permanent: quilts three deep on the floor, furs, the good blankets off a stores lot that never reached the barracks, and a lamp in a niche she cut into the wall with a chisel and did not ask anybody about.

She got her jacket open before she got the curtain straight.

“Twenty minutes is not enough time to be delicate,” she said. “So we are not going to be, and I want you to know that I have been thinking about this since the eighth hour and I have got progressively less reasonable about it all night.”

“Say it.”

“I want you in me right now and I want you to stay there for all twenty minutes.” Her hazel eyes came up and the flush was already going up her chest and into her throat. “And I do not want to be careful with each other tonight, Callum. I want the other thing. I want you heavy and I want you deep and I want to be kept.”

“On your back.”

“Yes.”

“Now.”

“Yes,” said Minna, and went down into the quilts and pulled me after her by the collar.



The warm abundance of her came out of that uniform all at once, as it does, and it never once stops doing what it does to me. Heavy soft weight freed and moving. Wide hips and the thick soft thighs already coming up and open. Fair-warm skin going rose from the sternum up, and the caramel waves out of their tie and everywhere, and the powder tail flagging behind her against the quilts.

Her lop ears hung soft along her jaw. The honest ones. They only ever do one other thing.

“Don’t look at me like a medic,” she said.

“I’m not looking at you like a medic.”

“You are, you always start like a medic, you did it in the autumn, you count me before you touch me-”

“Ninety-four at rest,” I said, “which is fast for you, and you have been on stone floors for six hours and your neck is going to seize up tomorrow, and I am going to look at you exactly as long as I want to look at you. Legs up.”

Minna made a small ruined noise and put her legs up.

I went into her in one long push with both her thighs over my forearms and her hips off the quilts, and she took every inch of it and swore in the warm murmur that is only ever heard in that room.

“Oh. Oh, there. That’s the one, that’s it. Callum. There.”

“Twenty minutes.”

“Twenty minutes,” she agreed, breathless, and got her heels crossed at the small of my back.

I gave her the press from the first minute because it is what she asked for and because it is hers. Knees to her ears, her soft weight folded under me and taking every inch, my hands planted on the quilts either side of her head and my mouth where I could reach her, and the pace was mine and it was not gentle.

She talked. She always talks.

“Deeper. Like that. Don’t stop, don’t you dare go careful because of tomorrow-”

“I’m not going careful.”

“You’re not. Damn, you’re not.” Her hands were on my forearms, on the scar-lace, both of them. “Tomorrow you are going to be in a back room with your hands on a woman while the world comes apart out there and I am going to be somewhere else, and I need this tonight, I need this specifically-”

“Say what you want.”

“Fill me,” said Minna, straight into my ear, in the warm murmur with the wicked edge in it that no one else in this fortress has ever heard. “Fill me up and come back to me. That’s it, that’s the one sentence, that’s the only order I’ve got and I can’t give orders, so it’s a decree. Fill me and come back.”

“Minna.”

“Say it back.”

“I’m coming back.”

“Say the rest.”

“I’m going to fill you,” I said, into her throat, “and keep you full, and then I’m going out there and I’m coming back to this room, and you’ll be in this nest counting me in.”

Her ears twitched. Her body clenched around me hard enough to stop me dead for a second.

“That’s it,” she said, wrecked. “That’s it, that’s the one, again-”

I kept the press deep, slow and heavy until her thighs stopped trying to hurry me, then I sat back on my heels, lifted her astride, and locked both hands around her wide hips before lowering her onto me. Her hands braced on my chest and her heavy breasts swayed in the lamplight, but every rise and fall came from my grip. I set four minutes of slow, punishing depth while she made noises into my shoulder.

Then I put her down on her back again and pressed her knees to her chest and finished it as she started it.

She came apart at about the sixteenth minute.

I know it was the sixteenth because she told me afterward, because she had counted every minute, and the only sensible response to that woman was love.

It went through her stacked, one on the next before the first has finished, and the flush came up over her chest and throat and into her face, and her thighs locked around me like law, and the tail went rigid, and her lop ears came up.

All the way up. Bolt upright, off her jaw, standing.

The one thing about Minna that cannot be faked, it happens twice: at her peak, and at true alarm.

And in the middle of it, with her ears standing straight up and her body in spasm around me, the light came.

Cream-gold. It kindled under my hands where they were spread over her hips and ran out from both of them at once, up over the curve and in toward the middle of her, and it did not fade, and it got brighter, and it flooded the nest so that every quilt in that room went the colour of a lamp with the shade off.

She went rigid under me and her eyes flew open, and she was not looking at me.

She was looking down.

“Oh,” she said. “Oh. Oh, I can hear-”

“Minna-”

“Callum, don’t move, don’t you dare move, I can hear the-” and then the next one took her and she came again with her back off the quilts and the light pouring out of her hips, and she was laughing and crying at the same time and she was still listening.

“Forty,” she said. “Forty seconds. That’s the shift. That’s the shift change, that’s them, I’ve got them, I’m through the floor.”

I held her through every convulsion and stayed exactly where I was, and she came a third time about a minute later with her nails in my forearms and finished it with a raw sound outside every register I knew from her.

I came with her on the third, buried to the root, and every pulse of it fed the light pouring off her hips until the nest glowed like a lantern. She got her heels crossed behind me and held me in through six counted breaths afterward, saying “keep me full” into my throat six times, in that warm ruined murmur, until she stopped being able to say anything.



I withdrew and lifted her upright in the glowing nest with my palm locked over her hip. Cream-gold remained brightest under that contact and thinned everywhere else. Hair everywhere, she wiped her face with the back of her wrist and said, “Get the ledger, right now, before I lose it.”

“Minna.”

“Ledger, Callum, I am the only person in this fortress who has this and I have had it for four minutes.”

I got the ledger.

I lowered her gently onto her front and knelt beside her, keeping one hand firm across her lower back while she pressed her cheek to the floorboards. Cream-gold traced outward from my palm over her hips as she shook and held one hand out for the pencil.

And she counted.

“Four lanes,” she said. “I have all four now and I have them separately, which I did not before. Two are on the same tempo and they are the outer pair. There are two hundred and eleven strikes to the minute in the chamber, give or take four, and that is not one thing digging, that is a floor of them working together. The shift comes at about the quarter hour and it goes for forty seconds.”

“Direction.”

“South-east up to the junction, then it turns.” She moved her cheek an inch on the board. “The junction is under the fourth row of the stockyard. Twenty-two feet down, at the cistern level, and it is going up.”

“How fast?”

Minna lay there with her ear on the floor of a nest for two solid minutes.

“They will be through by tomorrow’s dusk,” she said. “Not midnight. Dusk. And it will be in the fourth row, and if the gates are chained then everybody in rows one to sixteen goes into the same corner and they cannot get out of each other’s way.”

I wrote that down.

Then I put the pencil down and picked her up off the floor, because she had started to shake in earnest, and put her in the quilts and got a blanket round her and held on until it passed.

“That’s your stage three,” I said, into her hair.

“I know what it is.”

“Through stone at conversational effort. Not straining. That’s a change of grade, not a good night.”

“I know what it is,” said Minna, into my chest, and then, after a while, in a small voice: “There’s another one after this, isn’t there.”

“There is.”

“How long?”

“Bunnykin run shallow and slow. That’s the line; it isn’t you.” I had my hand firm on her back. “Ryska did four stages in nine weeks and hers is done. Yours is slower than this winter. Months, not days, perhaps, but no honest timetable exists, and I will be here when it comes.”

“No timetable,” said Minna.

“None I would trust.”

“Good,” she said. “I have got a great deal to organise and I would rather not be interrupted.”

She stayed against me until her heartbeat settled under my palm. When I lifted my hand from her back, the cream-gold thinned at once and faded, leaving only ordinary post-stage warmth under her skin.

Then she put two fingers on my sternum, and stilled, and counted.

“Seventy-one,” she said. “That’s slower than it was at the posting board.”

“Is it.”

“You went up to a hundred and four in front of those three notices and I did not say anything at the time because there were people watching.” Her ears brushed my jaw. “Seventy-one now. You are steadier than they are, do you know that? I have got a chamber of things digging under this fortress in shifts and their rhythm wanders and yours does not.” She patted me twice. Her full stop. “Stay like that tomorrow.”



The council sat at the sixth hour of the morning of the fifth day and it took forty minutes and nobody wasted a word of it.

I laid it out on the den table with a lamp on either side and every one of them standing.

“Dusk,” I said. “The junction comes up in the fourth row of the stockyard at dusk, and the four lanes arrive on the bastion footings at about the same hour, and the three that are not the junction are there to make us look at the walls. The gates of the Pens will be chained and there will be four men on the locks and no watch on the bastion, and the reserve will be at the west gatehouse with a quarter mile of yard between them and any of it.”

Nobody argued with any part of that. They had all done a piece of it.

“Renka.”

“Medic.”

I put Sorrel’s key ring on the table and pushed it across the wood, and it went the length of the table and stopped against her hand.

“Sixteen gate keys,” I said. “That is the second complete ring in this fortress and there is no third. At dusk you go to the stockyard and open every gate, in order from the west end because the east end funnels, and you get four hundred and six women out into the yard and behind a line.”

Renka picked the ring up. It looked small in her hand.

“That is a standing order disobeyed in front of witnesses,” she said.

“It is.”

“And a lock crew who will have the posting in their hands.”

“They will.”

“Good,” said Renka, and put the ring inside her breastplate, and that was her only comment.

“Weller will be at the gatehouse when the stockyard breaks,” I said. “She cannot command two battlefields at once, and we will need her at the first one.”

“Then I’ll take it,” said Weller, from the end of the table, “and you can all stop being delicate about my career.”

She looked directly at Renka.

“At the first horn, my south-bastion section is yours. Reik, Prow, the lock crew, and anyone from my company who reaches that yard will follow your voice. I am saying it here, before witnesses, while the lamps are lit. Tomorrow, anyone who needs paper can write down that my soldiers obeyed the right commander in the dark.”

Renka closed her hand around the keys.

Weller offered her forearm. Renka gripped it once, hard, officer to officer. Neither said thank you, because there are things you do not say at a table when the deed already said them.

“Astrid’s wagon,” said Minna, next.

“That’s done,” I said. “There is a stores wagon standing at the foot of the south stair since last night, loaded with arms, stretcher poles, linen and four barrels of lamp-oil, and its docket says the works-yard annexe and its whereabouts are unaccounted for, and two quartermasters who owe Astrid a great deal put it there and have already forgotten about it.”

“She organised that from a bed.”

“She organised that from a bed with a lamp and three pieces of paper, between surges, at the fourth hour,” I said. “Do not ever suggest to her that she was resting.”

Piri had the tower. Fire-control from the south bastion’s own signal platform, with the ranges and the lanes and every bearing she has taken for nine days; her voice, and two of Reik’s men to carry it.

Minna had the relay. Her nature: the routes, the cellars, the tunnels she mapped herself, and a rabbit’s ears in the middle of a fortress under assault, carrying my triage calls and my kill-lanes out to five places at once.

Ryska took the worst gap. Not an assignment. It is what she is.

And Reik had the east, and the whisper network, and one job that mattered more than any of them: he had six names.

“Six teamsters,” I said. “Renka has their flops, Piri has their feet, Minna has their hearts. Nobody touches one of them today. At dusk, when the first horn goes, you put a man on each flop and you sit on them, and you do not go in, and you do not fight them, because they are not going to be in the flops. They are going to be moving to whatever they were paid to do, and the man you have watching is going to follow at forty yards and tell my scout where they went.”

“And then?”

“And then we take the enforcer tier at once,” I said, “in the place they chose, on the night they chose, which is the only night all winter when they will all be standing in the same fifty feet of ground.”

Reik grinned his gap-toothed grin.

“That’s a mean plan, Doc.”

“It’s their plan,” I said. “We’re just going to be standing in the middle of it.”

I put both hands on the table. The room held its breath.

“The Board has built a trap under this fortress and filled it with four hundred women,” I said. “Tonight it springs. We are going to spring it our way.”



Dawn on the fifth day came up the colour of dirty milk. Astrid asked me to describe it, so I kept my left palm planted over the nearer wing-joint and leaned far enough to look through the shutter’s two-inch gap.

The great yard was already awake. Not busy: awake. Different, and a garrison does it about eighteen hours before anything happens, without anybody telling it anything.

Nine wall-men stood in the middle of the yard looking up at my building.

The back room’s shutter faces the yard. It had been closed for five days, and my contact fed russet-copper light through the gaps, around the frame and along the seam where the boards met the stone. It was not a lamp’s light or anything like a fire’s, but a slow deep banked glow the colour of coal under ash, strong enough to lay a bar across the frozen ground and up the wall of the range opposite.

It pulsed from beneath my palm at about the rate of a woman breathing in her sleep.

One of the wall-men, a big Fourth Company man I had stitched during the breach, took his cap off.

The man beside him removed his cap too. Neither looked embarrassed. They stood in the cold with caps in hand, watching the light come through a medic’s shutter.

I lowered the shutter and kept that part from Astrid.

I told her the sky was the colour of dirty milk with a hard edge to the wind out of the north-east, and she said that was a snow sky that would not snow, and she was right. Then she put her hand out and I took it.

Her skin was hot enough to hurt.

“It’s coming,” she said.

“I know.”

“Not tonight. Now. Today. I can feel it stacking up in my back like weather off the flats.” She got her eyes open. “How long do I have before it lights?”

“Noon,” I said. “Maybe a little after.”

“And the dig?”

“Dusk.”

Astrid lay there for a moment doing arithmetic that she has been doing all her life with better numbers than these.

“Six hours between,” she said. “That’s not enough, is it.”

“No.”

“No,” she agreed, and closed her eyes. “Then get your hands on me, boy, and let’s find out what nineteen years weighs.”


Chapter 20: The Oldest Molt

It lit at nine minutes past noon.

I know the time because Minna was standing in the door with the ledger and she wrote it down, and because we had all been watching the light for two hours, the same helpless attention you give a pot.

There is a thing that happens at the top of a final stage. Four times now, and it is the same every time: the light stops being a glow and becomes a source. Up to that point it is under the skin, banked, and you can put your hand over it and dim it. At the crossing it comes up out of her as water comes up out of a spring, and it is not warm any more, it is hot, and the room stops being a room and becomes the inside of a lamp.

Astrid’s went russet-copper from the base of her skull to the small of her back in the space of four breaths.

She had been lying on her front with her forearms folded under her cheek. She went rigid, all at once, from the hips outward, and made a sound with no shape to it, and both three-quarter-grown wings, nearly full-length but unfinished, came up off her back and opened as far as they could open, which was not far, and the back room turned the colour of a forge at full draught.

“That’s it,” I said. “Astrid. That’s the crossing. Everything you’ve got now.”

“I know what it is-”

“Don’t fight the top of it. Let it climb.”

“Boy,” said Astrid, through her teeth, “I have carried freight my adult life, and I know when a thing is coming up on the rope, and this is coming up on the rope, so shut your mouth and hold on.”

I put both palms over the joints, one either side of the spine, and held on.

For the first hour it went as a final stage goes.

The frame lengthens. It does not feel like growth; it feels like a building being surveyed and corrected while you have your hands on it. The wing-joints came forward and up under my palms, half an inch and then another, seating themselves into a shoulder girdle that had spent two decades learning to be something else. Feather came in fast, wet and dark and unfolding: the three-quarter-grown span thickening through the first hour, nearly all of its final length built by the second, russet and iron-gray in bars, the outer pinions still soft as new leaves. The smell of it filled the room: singed feather-sheath over high-wind cedar, Astrid’s molt-scent, stronger than anything I had ever taken off her skin before.

She talked at the start and then stopped talking.

By the second hour her jaw was set and she was doing the thing that people who have worked hard all their lives do: spending the pain instead of resisting it. I sat with my hands on her and fed her what I had and watched the arithmetic getting worse.

At the third hour it stopped.

It stopped outright: all the effort still going in, all the noise still happening, nothing at all moving forward.

The light held steady. The wings hung incomplete at three-quarters of their final length, the outer pinions still in sheath. Her back stayed hot enough to blister. And the enormous engine of it went on running at full power and did not advance one thread.

I gave it twenty minutes to be a plateau.

It was not a plateau.



The operational fact was simple: Astrid’s final stage could not be interrupted without killing her. Now it had stalled with both wings nearly full-length but unfinished, and the active crossing kept burning without advancing.

My hands were the only structure available.

So I gave her everything I had.



She knew before I told her. Of course she knew; she has been reading the weather off other people’s faces since before I could walk, and she was lying six inches from mine.

“Say it,” she said, at about the third hour and a half.

“You’ve stalled.”

“I can feel that. Say the rest.”

“You’ve come up to the crossing and you haven’t got the structure to get over it, and it’s going to keep burning until it can’t.” I did not take my hands off her. “Nineteen years is a weight. That’s all this is. Your body has done everything correctly and there is more of it than there is of me.”

Astrid lay still for a moment with her cheek on her forearms.

“How long?”

“I don’t know.”

“Boy, you have carried four women and you know what everything in this world weighs. How long.”

“Hours,” I said. “Six, maybe eight. It won’t be quick and it won’t hurt at the end, and I am telling you that because it happens to be true and not because it is a comfort.”

“Right.” Her voice stayed level. “And your part of it?”

“I go until it goes.”

“That is not an answer to the question I asked.”

“It’s the only one I’ve got.”

She turned her head then, and looked at me from four inches away with the light coming up out of her own back and filling the room, and there was nothing in her face except a woman doing sums.

“Nineteen years I have been the most careful person in this fortress,” said Astrid. “I have counted every nail. I have never signed a thing I could not stand behind. And I have spent one week doing the least careful thing I have ever done in my life and I want it on the record, since you keep a record, that I would do it again this evening.”

“Astrid.”

“Don’t. I am not saying goodbye, I am filing an opinion.” Her hand came off the furs and closed on my forearm over the lace, hard. “Keep going. If it takes both of us then it takes both of us, and I will not have you letting go at the end out of some idea about my age. You will hold on until you cannot, and then you will still be holding on, because that is what you are, and I have known it since you were seven and would not come off a dog that was bleeding.”

“That’s an instruction.”

“That is a requisition,” said Astrid, “and I have signed it.”



My memory of the next two hours came in pieces. Minna’s notes and Renka’s load record later fixed the order.

I know that I went in past the first warning at about the fourth hour, which is the taste at the back of the throat: scorched cedar, the inside of a burnt-out cook fire, my own blood telling me to stop.

I know I went past the second one, which is the hands. Not shaking: slow. There is a moment where you tell your fingers to do a thing and there is a delay before they do it, and any medic who has been awake for three days knows exactly what that is and knows there is no arguing with it.

I know that somewhere in there my nose started bleeding and Piri put a cloth in my hand and I did not take it, because I was not taking my hands off, so she held it against my face through four soaked cloths, kneeling on the boards, with her ears flat.

And I know that at about the fifth hour the room went gray at the edges and stayed that way.

The scar-lace advanced while they watched. Existing silver branches over my collarbone flared pearly-white, then split into finer lines that burned across the base of my throat and climbed the left side of my neck. Minna saw them first. She pressed two fingers beside the new branch and snatched them back from the heat.

“It’s moving,” she said.

I could feel each line etching upward under the skin, a hot wire drawn a finger’s width at a time. By the time it reached below my jaw there was no collar in Caldmoor that could cover it. Renka entered the advance in the load record while Ryska kept my hands centered on Astrid’s joints.

The warning that frightens the people watching. Grayout is not fainting; you can talk through it, and I did, and everything I said was apparently sensible. It is the light going out of the corners of the world one degree at a time until you are looking down a pipe at your own hands.

“Callum.”

“I’m here.”

“Look at me.”

“I’m looking at the joint.”

“You are looking at a place four inches to the left of the joint,” said Ryska, “and you have been looking at it for a minute and a half.”

“I’m fine.”

“Say the count on her back.”

“…say the what.”

The last clear thing I have.



My memory breaks there. Later, four people gave me the same sequence without disagreeing on one detail, which they otherwise never manage.

I went down at the sixth hour.

Not backward. My hands stayed where they were: that is the only part of this I am proud of and it is not a virtue, it is a reflex trained into me by twenty years of holding wounds shut. My body quit around my hands. Renka got my shoulders before my head reached the frame and held me upright against the side of the bed with one arm, and Astrid, who could not see any of it and could not have got up if the room had been on fire, said, “What. What was that. What was that noise.”

Nobody answered her, which she has never quite forgiven.

Ryska took one look and went out of that room and up the ladder onto the roof walk.

I was not conscious for the best decision anybody made that winter.

She had made it an hour before.

She told me afterward, level, in her field-observation voice: she had gone up at the fifth hour to check the roofs, and she had smelled cold riverstone off the north parapet, close, and she had stood there and worked out what she would do if the thing she could see coming actually arrived.

“She has been on our roofs since first frost,” Ryska said. “Every night. She has never once come down and she has never once gone away. She is not hunting us; she has had a hundred chances. She is waiting for something, and I decided on that parapet that if it went wrong downstairs I was going to find out what she was waiting for, because she is the only living creature on this frontier who has been in the middle of a crossing and come out the other side of it.”

“That’s a lethal risk.”

“You were on the floor,” said Ryska. “Risk had stopped being a thing I was measuring.”

So she went out onto the roof walk and called across the dark, once, and said seven words.

“He’s down. She’s stalled. Come in or go.”

And Skalla came in through the window.



I woke up on the floor with my back against the bed frame and both my hands still pressed to a molting woman’s shoulders, which somebody had arranged for me, and thirty feet of lamia in my back room.

She had come through the shutter and taken it off its pins doing it, and the coils were banked from the window to the door in a long slow curve that filled half the floor, and her upper body was over me, and the room stank of cold wet stone and pain.

“You are not dead,” she said.

“Give it an hour.”

“That is the first joke I have heard in nineteen years that I did not want to break something about.” She looked past me at the bed. “Do not move your hands.”

“I wasn’t going to.”

Skalla put her head down close to Astrid’s back and breathed in, long and deliberate, through the mouth as much as the nose, tasting air as her line does.

Astrid, face down, hot enough to cook on, with her jaw locked, said, “That’ll be the sister, will it.”

“That will be the sister.”

“Then say something useful, sister,” said Astrid, “because I have got about an hour left in me and this is a poor room to spend it in.”

Skalla did not answer her.

She turned her head and looked at the four women in that room, and then at me, and I watched her go somewhere a long way back.

“Your kind were never meant to carry alone,” she said.

“Say that again.”

“It is not a fact I learned. It is a thing I saw when I was a girl, and I had not recalled it in nineteen years because there has been no reason to.” Her voice went down into the rasp at the bottom of her chest. “There was a man at Halgate crossing who was what you are. When a woman went over, he did not do it alone in a room. Her people came. Her line-sisters, her pack, whatever she had: they put their hands on him.”

“On the carrier.”

“On the carrier. Between the surges. Not on her; on him.” The coils moved once, a long redistribution. “I remember thinking it was a discourtesy. She is the one going over, and they are all touching the man. I have carried that picture around for a lifetime and it never meant anything until I came through your window.”

“Why does it work?”

“I do not know why it works,” said Skalla. “I know that it was done, and that it was done always, and that the old ones had a saying about it which I heard as a child and did not understand.” She looked at the bed. “The den feeds the carrier so the carrier can feed the crossing. Your Board burned the knowing along with the office, and what is left is one man on his own doing the work of a house.”

Ryska’s grip tightened on the bed frame. Piri’s ears rose.

Then Renka said, “Positions,” in a voice that got everybody moving before they had decided to.



It took us four minutes to build and it saved two lives, and I could not have designed it, because it is not a design, it is people arranging themselves around a man on the floor.

Ryska came in behind me and got both knees down on the boards either side of my hips and put her chest against my back and her arm across my shoulders and her chin on my head, and closed her other hand around my forearm over the scar-lace, hard.

Piri got in at my back under Ryska’s arm, small enough to fit, with both her hands spread between my shoulder blades and her forehead against my spine.

Minna knelt at my left side and put her hands over mine on Astrid’s shoulder, palm on the back of my hand, fingers laced over my fingers, and pressed down so that the contact went through me and not around me.

And Renka got behind the arrangement and braced it, one enormous hand spread across Ryska’s back and the other on the bed frame, and held four people and a bed in place with her weight.

What came through them felt like ballast, not warmth or borrowed strength. There is a moment on the ice when you have gone too far out on a bad sheet and you feel the ice working under you, alive and unreliable, and then you get one boot back onto shore rock and the world stops moving. It was that. The pull that had been going out of me since noon into a woman’s back stopped taking me with it, and started taking something else instead, and the something else did not run out.

The gray went out of the edges of my vision in about a minute and a half.

The taste of scorched cedar did not go away. It has never entirely gone away since. But it stopped climbing, and I got my hands back, and I put them where they had been and pushed.

“Astrid.”

“Still here.”

“It’s going to move now.”

“You have been saying that for an hour, boy.”

“I’ve been lying for an hour,” I said. “Now it’s going to move. Feel for it.”

And it moved.



It took two hours more at the pace of freight hauled up a slope.

Every surge went through the arrangement of us: the surge would gather in her back under my hands, and I would feel it start to take more than I had, and then it would take it from behind me instead, out of a wolf’s arm and a fennec’s palms and a rabbit’s fingers laced through mine and an orc holding all of us upright, and I would still be there at the end of it.

The light climbed all the way up.

By the second hour it was not russet-copper any more; it had gone up past copper to something with white in the middle of it, and the back room was too bright to look at directly, and the bar of it coming out through the shutter gaps lay across the frozen yard and up the wall of the north range like a road.

Fenn came in twice with water and said nothing about the lamia in the doorway.

The third time she came in she brought a cup of tea, and she walked the length of that room past thirty feet of coil, and she held it up.

Skalla had put herself at the door. Not in the room and not out of it: her upper body inside the frame and her mass filling the doorway and the passage beyond, facing out, with her back to us and her head turned to watch the length of the corridor and the ward door beyond it, and she had been like that for two hours without moving or speaking.

She looked down at the cup.

She took it in both hands, gently, as if remembering something fragile whose use she had forgotten, and held it until the steam thinned to nothing before she drank.

Then she drank it.

“That is terrible tea,” she said.

“Everybody says that,” said Fenn.



It broke at dusk.

Astrid’s back went slack under my hands between one breath and the next, and the light dropped by half, and her breathing changed, and I got my thumb on the pulse at her neck and found it running fast and even and strong.

“That’s the top,” I said. “You’re over the top of it.”

“Am I.”

“You’re through the middle. The rest is building.”

Astrid lay there in a room the colour of a forge and got her eyes open and looked at me sideways with her face wrung out and nineteen years of held-down want and terror and fury sitting right on the surface of it where anybody could have read it.

“How long?” she said.

“Hours. Not days. You’ll come out of it before morning.”

“Boy-”

And then every klaxon in Caldmoor went off at once.



There are four alarm points at Caldmoor and each of them has its own note, and in six years of Caldmoor drills not once had more than two sounded together.

They went in overlapping order: the east curtain first, then the north gatehouse, then the river gate, then the south bastion four seconds behind the others, and then all four of them running at the same time in a pattern that no drill in the College’s book produces, because the book does not contain a drill for every wall at once.

Under it, through the floor, through twenty feet of stone and the hill’s mass, something else began.

Minna’s hands came off mine. She went down on the boards with her ear against them and her body rigid.

“It’s the junction,” she said. “It’s the junction, they’re through, the fourth row is open.”

“How long ago?”

“Now. That is happening now.”

Piri was already at the window with the shutter off its pins, both ears out into the dark, and she called it in the clipped, fast, precise voice she keeps for the only thing she has ever been good at and been graded E for.

“North-east lane at the bastion footing, that’s a tide, that’s burrowers. North lane is heavy and slow, that’s drakes on the ramps, they’re coming up the debris slope where the autumn fell in. West of the river gate there’s something running in the shadow of the wall, low and fast and a lot of it, dire-pack, winter-lean.” Her ears swung. “And the bastion. The bastion is the real one. It’s coming up out of the ground inside the wall.”

Four points at once, exactly on her four lanes, exactly at the hour she said, aimed exactly where she said.

The klaxons went on. Under them I could hear the yard filling: boots, shouted numbers, a horse screaming somewhere, a section sergeant bawling for lamps.

And under all of that, four rooms and one wall away, four hundred and six women in a chained stockyard with something coming up through the floor of the fourth row.

I looked at my hands.

They were planted on the shoulders of a woman in the last hours of a crossing that would kill her if I lifted them.

I did not waste a breath agonising over it. Since the sixth hour of the morning I had known exactly where I would be standing when this started, and I had spent the council building a battle that five people could fight while I sat on a floor. The only thing left was to say it aloud fast enough to matter.

I looked up.

Renka was already putting her armour on.



She had it out of the corner and was into the gambeson before I opened my mouth, and she did every buckle while I talked, and she was buckled and gauntleted inside ninety seconds, which I have since learned is faster than any wall-man at Caldmoor can do it.

“Say it,” she said.

“Stockyard first. Everything else is second.” My voice had gone down and level and stayed there. “Sixteen keys, west end, in order, don’t let them funnel east. Weller’s south section already has your command from her own mouth. Take the ring in your right hand, take her soldiers at the stair, and if the lock crew argues you don’t argue back, you go past them. Get the rows out into the open ground under the bastion and put a line across the stockyard mouth and hold it, and every woman who can hold a spear goes into that line.”

“Arms?”

“Astrid’s wagon is at the foot of the south stair with four barrels of oil, a stand of spears and sixty stretcher poles, and its docket says the annexe. Break it open and hand it out.”

“Understood.”

“Ryska.”

Ryska was at the door with her kit already on. She had put it on at some point in the last two hours without leaving the room and I had not noticed.

“The worst gap is where the junction came up,” I said. “It’ll be inside the wall in the fourth row, and there will be nothing between it and four hundred people but you until Renka has the gates open. You go there and you hold the hole in the ground and nothing gets past you.”

“How long?”

“Until she’s got them out.”

Ryska bared every fang in that grin she has, the one from the trial line.

“Finish the order,” she said.

“You’re the only thing on this frontier that can do it,” I said. “Go.”

She went.

“Piri, the signal platform on the bastion. You’re fire-control: ranges, lanes, and where the next one is coming from, and you keep two of Reik’s men beside you throughout and you do not go down onto the ground for anybody.”

“Two men and a whistle,” said Piri. “I want Kelso, he’s got a leg in a splint so he can’t be brave.”

“Take him.”

“Callum-”

“Go.”

She stopped in the doorway for half a second, came back, put her forehead hard against my shoulder for the length of one breath, and went.

“Minna.”

“Relay,” said Minna, already tying her hair back. “Everything you say gets to Weller, Reik, Renka and the tower and comes back to you. I know the cellars better than the guides do and I can hear a fight through a wall, and I am not going anywhere near the fourth row.”

“Yes you are, eventually, and when you do you’ll go through the west cellar and not the stair.”

“West cellar. Yes.”

“Get Reik moving on the six flops now, before the teamsters do. Watch, don’t take. Tell him the words I used.”

“‘Sit on them and follow at forty yards,’” said Minna, and was gone through the ward at a run.



Which left one.

Skalla had not moved out of the doorway. She had turned her head when the klaxons started and she had watched it for ninety seconds without a word, with her back to us, filling the passage.

I thought a great deal about how to ask for something from a woman who has spent nineteen years being asked for nothing.

“Skalla.”

“Carrier.”

“The Bench has men inside these walls,” I said, “and they are going to lift four crates of women out of the Pens water-gate tonight under cover of all this, and the gate is at the bottom of the bastion where nobody will be looking, and I have no one left to give it to.”

The coils went absolutely still.

“You are asking me for a doorway,” she said.

“I’m asking you to shut one.”

“With no names in it for me.”

“There will be names in it,” I said. “There will be badges on every one of them and you can have the lot, and if you want the men themselves alive at the end of it that is between you and your own line, and I am not going to pretend I’ll ask you afterward what you did.”

Skalla turned round.

She came up over the coils until her head was under the ceiling, and she looked past me at the bed, at a woman lying in a road of her own light with two nearly full-length but unfinished russet wings on her back and her fists closed in the furs, hours out from a crossing she had not been allowed to have for nineteen years.

She looked at that through two full klaxon cycles.

“Nobody stood in the door for me,” she said.

“No.”

“There was no one at the top of that hill. There was a wind and a rock and my own hands, and there has been every hour since.” Her head came round. “You know what I am asking you and I am not going to say it, because you are a clever man and I have watched you all winter.”

“You want to know whether it’s worth it.”

“I want to know whether that woman gets out of this room,” said Skalla, “and whether the thing that comes off that bed at dawn is a soldier or a kennel dog with better feathers, and I am going to be at your water-gate until sunrise finding out.”

She went past me and her mass moved through that room like a river turning.

At the window she stopped.

“When she is over,” she said, “somebody is to come and tell me. Not send. Come.”

And thirty feet of half-molt lamia went out of my back room and down the outside of my building into the dark of the worst night Caldmoor has had since Redwinter, to hold a water-gate for a den she has not agreed to trust.



The room emptied.

I heard the ward door go, and boots in the yard, and Renka’s voice out there in the dark somewhere getting somebody moving, and then the building went quiet around me, the sudden specific quiet of a place everybody has just run out of.

Old Fenn shut the ward door on the inside and put the bar across it, and I heard her set the big pot on.

I put my hands back where they belonged.

Under them, Astrid’s back was burning, and the light was climbing again in slow strong pulses, and the wings had opened another finger’s width on both sides while I was giving out orders.

“Boy,” she said.

“I’m here.”

“Where is everybody?”

“Out.”

“Where’s the wolf?”

“In a hole in the ground under the stockyard.”

“And the orc?”

“Opening sixteen gates.”

Astrid was quiet for a moment. The hill shook once, a long way down, and dust came off the beams.

“And you’re sat on the floor of a back room with your hands on an old woman’s shoulders,” she said.

“That’s right.”

“While your entire household fights a war.”

“That’s right.”

“Say the thing you say,” said Astrid. “The one you have been saying to yourself since the autumn, because I can hear you not saying it and it is making me tired.”

I sat there on the boards with a fortress coming apart around me and my hands full of the only thing in the world I could not put down.

“A carrier stays,” I said. “That’s the trade. Everybody else gets to run at the noise.”

“Good,” said Astrid. “Then stay, and be quick about the rest of it, because I intend to be standing up before morning and I have never in my life been late for anything.”


Chapter 21: Thrown Open

I fought that battle from a floor, in the dark, with my hands on a woman’s shoulders, and nothing in my trade had ever demanded more.

Minna turned that floor into a command post in the first ten minutes, and the relay was hers entirely. She put a runner in my ward doorway, one of Reik’s youngest, a boy of nineteen with a good voice and no imagination, whose only job was to stand at the end of the passage where he could hear me and shout what I said down the ward to the next one. She put the second in the infirmary door. The third was in the yard at the head of the south stair.

And Minna herself moved.

Nobody believes how much ground she covered. She did not sit at the end of a chain; she ran its full length all night, cellar to yard to bastion stair and back, four hundred yards a circuit, with her ears doing the work of a signal tower, and she came through my room every eleven or twelve minutes with the battle in her head and gave it to me in the clipped courier’s cadence she has used on the College mail circuit since she was twenty.

“East curtain holding. Reik’s got two companies on it, he says the tide’s shallow and it’s a shove, not a push. Drakes are on the north ramp, four of them, one’s down. River gate’s got dire-pack in the wall shadow, Weller’s shooting into it, she says they aren’t trying to get in, they’re keeping her looking at them.”

“Fixing attacks.”

“That’s what she said, in worse language. Bastion.”

“Give me the bastion.”

“The junction came up in the fourth row like I said and it is wide, it is not a hole, it is a collapse thirty feet across and it is still falling in.” Her ears were pinned to her skull. “Ryska’s in it.”

“In it?”

“In the hole,” said Minna. “She went down into the gap and she is standing on the pile at the bottom of it and she is not letting anything up.”



The lock crew had four men and a posting order and they were doing their job.

Contempt would have made the lock crew simpler than they were. Four gate-guards with an order from the Commandant of Caldmoor, standing in front of a chained stockyard with the ground shaking under them and four hundred women screaming on the other side of the bars: they had done nothing wrong up to that point except be where the order put them, and the senior of them had already sent a runner twice for instructions and had got nothing back, because the man whose instructions they wanted was at the west gatehouse with the reserve.

They were still standing there when Renka came out of the smoke at the head of the south stair.

What happened next took less than a minute and I have it from six people, and the six accounts differ in every detail except two.

Everybody agrees that she came up that stair at her full height and did not stop walking.

And everybody agrees about the word.

She had Sorrel’s sixteen keys in her right hand and three of Weller’s south-bastion soldiers at her back, living witnesses to the command their captain had given. She walked into four men with a chain between them and said:

“Move.”

They moved.

The senior man got out one sentence of the posting and she went past him while he was saying it, and he ended up walking backward beside her still reading it aloud, and she took the chain off the first gate with the key and dropped forty pounds of iron on his boots, and by then his men had understood that they were now bystanders and had taken the only honourable position available to bystanders, which is to help.

Two of them held lamps for her.

She opened them from the west end, in order, exactly as we had said at the table, because the east end funnels and a funnel with four hundred frightened people in it is a grave. Sixteen gates serving sixteen internal rows. She called the muster as she went, in the parade voice, and it rolled over women who had spent between one and nineteen years being told to be quiet.

“FIRST ROW ON YOUR FEET. Out the west end, follow the wall, do not run, do not carry anything you cannot carry at a walk. SECOND ROW. You are behind them and you do not overtake. Anyone who cannot walk, sit down where you are and put your hand up and somebody will come for you, and somebody WILL come for you, because I am counting this yard and I will know.”

Minna gave me that verbatim through my door, breathless, on the third circuit, and I made her say it twice.

“They’re not panicking,” she said. “Callum, they are not panicking. She’s got them in rows in a yard with the ground coming up and they are moving like a company.”

“Because somebody’s counting.”

“Because somebody’s counting,” said Minna, and went.



The arms came out of the wagon.

Astrid’s wagon, standing at the foot of the south stair since the previous night under a docket that said the annexe, with a tarpaulin on it and nobody’s name attached to it anywhere.

Renka put her fist through the hasp and had it open in one movement, and then she did the thing that I think of when I think about what she is: she did not hand out the weapons.

She put the two freed women nearest the wagon in charge of the wagon.

“You. You. Names.”

“Corrie.”

“Ferrell.”

“Corrie and Ferrell hold this wagon and issue from it. Spears go to anybody who says they can hold one. Stretcher poles to everybody else. Nobody takes two of anything. If a row comes past without arms it is because you were slow, so do not be slow.”

And she walked away from it and left them to it, and they did it, and they were still doing it four hours later.

The stockyard armed itself in about nine minutes.

There were bed-slats in that yard. I saw them myself later, and the image still catches: in among the spears off the wagon there were women carrying bed-slats sharpened at one end on the stone of a wall, made ready over weeks, and every one of those women had made a weapon and hidden it and waited and told nobody, in a stockyard where they were told daily that they were lucky.

The shame the Pens teach came off that place in one gate’s swing. I know exactly what it smells like when it goes, because Minna carried the smell of it into my room on her coat: four hundred people who had stopped being ashamed, all at once, and the air off them was hot iron and sweat and no fear-tallow at all.



Sorrel counted them out.

I did not send him. Nobody sent him. Old Fenn told me afterward that he came out of the scullery store at the first horn fully dressed, which means he had been lying on a cot in his coat and his boots waiting for it, and that he took his working ledger off the nail and asked her for a lantern and went out of that kitchen into the worst night of the winter without saying anything at all.

He walked from the infirmary to the south stair alone, through a yard with drakes on the north ramp, and he stood at the west end of the stockyard beside a woman opening gates and he counted four hundred and six people out of the Pens by name.

By name, with the row against each, in a ruled book, in ink, in the dark, with his hands shaking so badly that Corrie had to hold the lantern for him.

I have that book. Every one of Sorrel’s four hundred and six names has a tick beside it, a row number and a time in four-minute intervals. No surprise additions, no missing women hidden by a third total. A frightened broker-clerk stood in the open while the ground shook and reconciled the true count exactly.

Renka told me afterward that at about the third hour, when the tide came up the second time and the line at the mouth bent, somebody shouted at him to run.

He kept his eyes on the book.

“I am in the middle of row five,” said Master Quartermain Sorrel, “and if I stop now I will not know who is missing.”



Row nine’s gate fouled.

It was the ninth opening in the east half of the sixteen-row stockyard and its chain had been drawn through the bars at an angle by whoever chained it, and when Renka put the key in the lock the bolt turned and the gate did not move, because the chain had bound itself into a knot behind the hinge post under the weight of the crowd pressing on it.

She got her hands on it and pulled, and the gate stayed.

There were twenty-eight women in that row.

That is when Mara came forward.

I did not see it. Ninety people did. Minna was at the west end and heard it, which for her is the same as seeing it, and she gave it to me in my doorway with her hands still shaking.

The gates in the Pens are hung on a frame of oak and iron, ten feet by eight, and they weigh what a gate weighs, and they are set into a stone jamb with a beam across the head of them.

Mara took her feed apron off, folded it, and put it down on a stone.

Then she went to the fouled gate and got her shoulder under the head beam where it crosses the hinge post, and she said, “Would everybody step back, please,” in that voice like warm gravel apologising for taking up space.

And she straightened her legs.

The beam came out of the stone. The frame lifted, and the hinge pin came up out of its seat, and the gate came with it, and she turned the entire assembly out of the jamb with twenty-eight women in front of her, walked four steps sideways with it, and laid it down flat on the ground like a table she was setting.

Renka lowered her keys. A wall-man forgot to close his mouth.

Then row nine went out over their own gate, walking on it, and Mara stood there beside it with her hands loose at her sides and said, “Mind the edge, it’s rough on the one side.”

Twenty years the Board has graded that woman non-combatant stock. Livestock temperament, filed under a doctrine that could not tell the difference between gentleness and weakness. Never once had to.

She spent the rest of that night carrying the wounded. Four at a time: two over the shoulders and one under each arm, at a fast walk, from the stockyard mouth to the infirmary steps and back, for six hours, and when it was over she asked Fenn whether there was anything wanted doing in the kitchen.



The line went up at the stockyard mouth at about the second hour of the fight, and it is the reason there is a College standing.

The geography is simple and horrible. The stockyard sits inside the south bastion with one open mouth about forty yards wide that gives onto the lower yard and the bastion stair. Everything coming up out of the fourth row had to come through that mouth to get at the fortress, and everything coming out of the rows had to go through it to get away, and for about twenty minutes both of those things were true at the same time.

If the mouth had gone, four hundred unarmed people would have been in the open with a burrower tide behind them.

Renka built a line across it out of what was standing there.

Eleven wall-men who had come down off the bastion when their section was pulled. Two of the lock crew. Corrie and Ferrell off the wagon with thirty-seven women behind them who had been handed a spear four minutes earlier and had never held one. A gate-company sergeant who had come to find out what the noise was.

And her voice.

I have heard a great many officers give orders. Three good ones in my career. What she did at that mouth was not orders; it was a woman describing to fifty-three people exactly what was about to happen to them and exactly what each of them was going to do about it, in advance, in a voice that carried the length of a stockyard over a klaxon.

“You are a line. You are not fighting a thing each, you are holding a wall, and a wall does not step forward. SPEARS, you are not stabbing anything, you are holding it out and leaning on it and the man beside you is doing the same and together the points make a hedge. When a thing comes onto your point you do not push, you BRACE and you let it push itself onto you.

“Poles at the back: when a woman in front of you goes down you take her place before she has finished falling.

“Wall-men. You have all done this. Show them how.”

And then, because she is what she is, she put herself in the centre of it, where the ground was worst.

They held that mouth for four hours.

The second surge showed what Renka had built. Three burrowers hit the spear hedge together, armored heads low, using the first body as a ramp. The left spear shaft split where an old knot ran through the ash. Corrie dropped the useless half, stepped into the gap with a stretcher pole, and braced its iron-shod end against the breastplate of the creature climbing over its dead. The Pens woman beside her copied the angle before Renka had to say a word.

“Back rank, replace left. Front rank, do not chase the body. Let it block the next one.”

A wall-man moved up. A clipped harpy from row three took his old place behind him and put both hands between his shoulder blades. The burrower pushed. Fifty-three bodies received the force through spear wood, boots, palms and the person behind each person. The line bent six inches and stopped.

Renka walked behind it with one hand on shoulders as she passed, finding the weak footings by touch. She moved two women, reversed one spear, and put a frightened lock guard beside a row-eight veteran who showed him where to set his heel. No speech about unity. No pause for anybody to decide what they thought of anybody else. A wall was failing, so she made a better wall out of what stood there.

The tide came up out of the fourth row in three surges, and the first one nearly took the left of the line, and a wall-man of the Fourth called Prow, who took a quarrel in the shoulder at the narrows and had been telling everybody about it for a fortnight, went down under a burrower and was pulled out by two Pens women who had never handled anything sharper than a feed hook.

Human soldiers took orders from an uncapped apex orc that night for four hours, in front of the garrison, under a chanted count, and lived because of it.

Not one of them was ordered to. There was no officer at that mouth with the authority to place a single man under her, and everybody there knew it, and the line ran on the oldest arrangement in soldiering, which is that in the dark, at the bad end, people obey whoever is obviously right.

Custom is older than doctrine.

Weller had said it in a stairwell two days before, on the record, deniably.

That night four hundred witnesses cashed it.



Ryska held the hole.

Everything reached me in fragments, and the fragments were enough.

Minna, second circuit: “She’s in the gap.”

Piri, relayed from the tower on the fourth: “Tell him the gap’s still shut.”

Reik’s runner, on the fifth: “The sergeant says to tell you the auxiliary’s up to her knees in it and she’s laughing.”

and on the sixth circuit, Minna arrived in my doorway with her ears pressed back and her eyes enormous.

“They’re chanting,” she said.

“Who’s chanting?”

“The Fourth. On the bastion wall above the fourth row, where they can see down into the collapse.” She swallowed. “They’re chanting the letter.”

“Which letter?”

“Which letter do you think,” said Minna, and went.

The reports gave me the hold a wound at a time. A burrower tore the stone from under Ryska’s left foot; she wedged that leg knee-deep between two slabs and made the collapse brace her. A dire-wolf came over the pile high and she caught it by the throat, used its weight to sweep two smaller bodies back into the shaft, then threw it down after them. When her right forearm opened, she shifted the sensory ring to her left fist and kept the torn arm against her ribs until the bleeding slowed.

Nothing passed her. The creatures could not mass more than two abreast on the broken slope, and she refused to climb high enough for them to surround her. Every time the pile settled she gave ground by one deliberate step, found the next footing with her heel, and became the same obstruction lower down.

At the sixth hour Renka sent the first spear pair from the freed line. They lay prone on the rim because there was no standing room and drove down over Ryska’s shoulders on her calls: left low, center high, wait, now. Four pairs rotated after that, two working and two binding hands split by recoil. Ryska never left the throat of the breach. Support changed what reached her; it did not change who held it. Every spear withdrew on her word so no steel fouled the narrow footing when she shifted.

They chanted for a quarter of an hour by Minna’s count. A hundred and fifty men of a human wall company, standing on a rampart in the middle of the worst night of their lives, looking down into a hole where one woman was holding a thirty-foot collapse against everything that came up it, shouting a letter the Board has refused to post twice.

She held the collapse alone for six hours. During the remaining five, Renka’s freed line drove spears down past her shoulders while she remained the stone in the throat of the breach. At dawn she climbed out with her mane full of dust, both forearms striped by long bloody lacerations that stopped above the fascia and spared tendon, and a burrower’s sensory ring in her fist. The Board would have to put an answer beside her name, with the garrison watching.



Weller wrote names.

That is what the gate captain of Caldmoor did in the middle of a four-point breach, between assaults, standing at the head of the south stair with the rolls-book open on a stone and the ink freezing on the nib so that she had to breathe on it every third name.

I missed it at first. Minna understood it immediately. That is why she started sending women to Weller.

“Name.”

“Corrie, ma’am. Row six.”

“Full name.”

“Corrie Anselm.”

“Corrie Anselm, gate company, this date.” Scratch. Breathe. “Next.”

The book did not free anyone. Open gates did that. Burning wagons, spears in four hundred hands, a line holding the stockyard mouth, and a garrison that had watched the discarded save it made the freedom physical.

Weller wrote because erased women deserved a soldier’s receipt spoken in public. A name, a company, a ration number: not permission to be free, but proof of who had fought while the College shook. Yeva’s name had gone into that book in autumn with witnesses, and Weller used the same honor at scale.

She got through a hundred and six names before dawn. The rest she entered over the next two days in the yard, where every woman stood armed, fed, witnessed, and visibly unwilling to cross the Pens threshold again. The Board had lost its stockyard before the ink touched paper. Weller’s roll made the garrison say each lost name aloud.

Three of those names went on at about the fourth hour, together, in one entry.

I have the page. Astrid has it now, framed, over her desk. The single most sentimental thing that woman has ever done and she will deny it to the grave.

Row four. Three harpies, aged forty-four, forty-six and fifty-one, taken in one purge nineteen years ago at a garrison town two days’ ride from here, warehoused ever since under the same stone as the crates of what was cut off them.

Weller wrote their names.

And then, because they asked her to, and because she is not sentimental either, she sent them where they wanted to go: up the yard, past the fighting, to hold the approach to my infirmary door, which they did for the rest of that night with three spears and no armour and eleven wall-men who joined them because they could not think of a good reason not to.

The purge stood in the road outside my building all night, guarding the woman it was supposed to have finished.

Nobody arranged that either.



My half of it went like this.

I sat on the boards with my hands on Astrid’s shoulders and the light climbing under them, and I ran a casualty line four hundred yards away through a nineteen-year-old boy and a rabbit.

“Gut wound at the stair head, they want to move him.”

“Don’t move him. Pack it, boards under him, tell them to leave him where he is and mark him with a lamp, he’ll keep an hour.”

“Fourth Company man with an arm off below the elbow.”

“Tourniquet’s already on him or he’s dead, so it’s on him. Loosen it every quarter and shout at him about his mother, he’ll want to sleep and he mustn’t.”

“Two crush injuries out of the fourth row.”

“Both to Fenn’s kitchen, not the ward, the ward’s full. Fenn knows what to do about a crush.”

“There’s a drake on the north ramp that won’t die.”

“Nobody’s asking me about drakes.”

“Reik is.”

“Then tell Reik the ramp is debris and a drake on debris has to plant its back feet, and to put his spears into the back legs and not the head, and to stop being romantic about it.”

That went on for six hours.

And somewhere in the middle of it, at about the third hour, the other thing started, and it took me an hour to understand what was happening to me.

I could feel them.

Not hear, not smell, not guess: feel, as you feel the weather change on your skin before you look up. Ryska in the hole in the ground, four hundred yards away through a fortress, running hot and steady and then not steady, a long ragged patch at about the fourth hour that had me shouting for Minna before her runner arrived to tell me the left of the line had nearly gone.

The link carried one body-deep flash with the danger: Ryska’s nape beneath my fist on the surgery table, the standing mark under my teeth, her apex warmth yielding to the same command it trusted now. Want and battle-fury struck the same nerve.

The sense ran one way. I could read her distress, not send a word through it. I kept my hands on Astrid and told the doorway runner, “Ryska. One step lower. Brace the left slab and hold.” Minna carried the physical order across the yard. Minutes later the ragged patch steadied through Ryska’s own discipline and a better footing.

Piri remained up on the platform, tight and bright and very high. Minna kept moving, her pulse circling the fortress. Renka held the mouth absolutely level, hour after hour, like a wall footing.

Pack-sense has been mine since the first frost and it has covered a wing of a building.

That night it covered a fortress.

I wrote that in the ledger the next day in four words, because there was nobody to compare notes with and because, unlike every other gain in my trade, I could not spend it on somebody else.

The other thing I had was the wind.

At about the fifth hour it swung and came across the south bastion, and what came up off that broken ground went into my back room through a shutter with no pins in it, and I sat there with my hands on a woman and read it, because I cannot stop.

The vaults were open.

The plume that has been going quietly out of this hill for nineteen years came out all at once through a thirty-foot hole: gland-oil in casks, horn ivory, and ninety-one crates of molt-shell, the quenched-steel sweetness of it rolling over the College thick enough to taste.

And everything alive in nine miles of country was walking into it.

The pattern stayed in my head all night and has never left: They did not come at the walls. Three lanes held our attention on three walls and the fourth came up through the floor of the one building in this fortress that has a generation of harvested parts stacked under it, and when I finally got my head up and worked the full plume, every single thing out there was pulling toward that hole like iron filings on a table with a lodestone under it.

I logged it without comment.

I have not written what I think, because what I think is not evidence.



The cost.

A woman called Aldis died at about the fifth hour holding a stretcher line at the stockyard mouth.

She was deer-kin, twenty-six, culled sprinter, out of the row Yeva ran in before the autumn, and she had been free for one hour and eleven minutes. Nobody had given her a spear because there were none left when she came out; she had a stretcher pole, and she was the fourth of four carrying a wall-man up the slope when the second surge came onto the left, and instead of dropping her end she put the pole down and put herself between the stretcher and the thing that was coming, and the three others got him up the stair.

Renka’s line closed over the top of her ninety seconds later.

Weller entered her name on the roll at dawn, with the date and the word posthumous, then made the two Board adjutants witness the honor. The next erased soldier would have a name spoken before hers could be buried.

Her death reached the back room in two facts: Aldis was dead, and the stretcher she guarded had reached the stair. I said her name once, put the hour beside it in the casualty ledger, and turned back to the fourteen people on my ward floor and the woman crossing under my hands. Aldis of row seven died as a soldier of the gate company. The work she protected was still moving.

The Fourth Company man lost the arm below the elbow. He lived. His name is Ganny and he sells rope in the lower town now.

Prow lived.

And at about the sixth hour, in the works yard, behind the hoarding, the mercy wagons burned.

Twelve wagon beds, ten of them fitted, standing in a row with a hundred and forty feet of hoarding around them and lamps on poles, and something went into that hoarding while every man in the fortress was at a wall or a stair, and the works yard went up in one column that lit the underside of the smoke from the bastion to the river gate.

Nobody claimed it. Nobody has ever claimed it.

The Board’s inquiry into the loss of twelve consolidation wagons found that a hoarding lamp had been overturned during the emergency, which is a sentence that will do for a great many things.

I have never asked. There is one person on this frontier who was outside the walls that night with nothing to hold and a reason, and she has never mentioned it, and I intend to leave it exactly there.



Minna came through my door for the last time before dawn at a dead run and did not stop at the frame.

“Two things,” she said. “Fast.”

“Give me.”

“The vault breach has gone quiet and it is the wrong kind of quiet. The tide’s pulled back off the mouth and Renka’s line has nothing in front of it for the first time in four hours, and Piri says from the tower that the downward movement is at least twice the mass of the last surge and none of it is coming up.”

“They’re massing.”

“They are massing, and Piri says twice what came out the first time.”

“Second thing.”

Minna’s lop ears came up.

Not at her peak, and not for me. The other one. The one she cannot fake.

“There are lanterns at the water-gate,” she said.

I got very still.

“How many?”

“Three, and they are being worked.” She had her hands braced on my doorframe. “Long, short, long. Then dark. Then two short. Callum, that is not a man carrying a lantern, that is a man signalling with one, and there is an answer coming back off the ice.”

Six hours of apocalypse, four hundred women in the open, a hole in the ground with a wolf in it, and a professional standing at a river gate at the bottom of the bastion working a shutter lantern on schedule.

“That’s Brannock,” I said.

“That’s the extraction.”

“Get Reik’s watchers on the flops.”

“Already gone,” said Minna, “an hour ago, and all six of them moved at the first horn and all six of them went the same way, and the way they went is down.”

She was already turning.

“Tell Piri where they are and tell her to take the six,” I said. “Tell Renka to hold the mouth and give the water-gate to the lamia, and Minna, listen to me: nobody, nobody, goes into that vault breach after anything. Whatever’s down there can have it.”

“And you?”

Under my hands, the light was coming up out of Astrid’s back like a road being lit, and the wings had opened another hand’s width on both sides, and her breathing had changed into something with a new depth behind it.

“Tell them an hour,” I said. “Tell all of them: an hour, and then I’m sending them a harpy.”


Chapter 22: Wings

Brannock did everything right.

He was no fool. His night failed because three separate people had prepared for him over a fortnight, none visible from where he stood.

His plan was excellent.

He put six men inside the walls three days early, billeted among the winter teamsters where nobody looks, with nothing on them and nothing to do but wait. He timed the lift to the hour of the assault, which he could do because somebody in the Board’s wing had sold him a schedule with the true dates on it. He came to the Pens water-gate, which is a barred arch at the bottom of the south bastion where the old cistern outfall runs down to the river, forty feet below the level of the stockyard and out of sight of every wall in the fortress, and he came to it with four empty crates, a set of manifests already made out, and a river crew standing off on the ice with poles.

Four crates. He was not there to loot a stockyard. He was there to collect four specific women that the Bench had paid for, out of a chaos that would be blamed for their absence, and to be gone before the dawn count.

It was a professional’s operation and it should have worked, and it failed for three reasons in the first ninety seconds, and none of them were his fault.

The first was that his six inside men walked out of their flops at the first horn and were followed at forty yards the whole way by six of Reik’s wall-men who had been sitting on those flops since dusk.

The second was that a fennec on the signal platform had spent four hours learning what six sets of boots sounded like on frozen ground.

And the third was that when he came up the outfall with a lantern and his crates and looked into the arch of the Pens water-gate, the gate was already occupied.



Piri’s calls reached me from the tower through three runners. The men at the water-gate brought back the same shape at dawn, one of the few fights that night clear enough for every witness to agree on.

The water-gate arch is nine feet high, iron-barred, with a wicket in it that the water-gate key on Sorrel’s ring opens.

Skalla did not open it.

She went into the arch from the inside and filled it.

Thirty feet of coil banked into a nine-foot stone opening: her mass wound up into the arch from the sill to the springing of the stones, layer on layer, patched scale and shadow moving continuously in a space nine feet wide, and her upper body up at the top of it with her head turned sideways under the keystone, looking down into a lantern.

The man who was carrying that lantern is called Deakin and he is alive because he dropped it and ran up the outfall instead of down it.

Brannock did not run. Everybody agrees on that too.

He stood on a frozen outfall channel with four crates behind him and looked up at a thing out of a legend blocking the only door he had come for, and he said, in the voice of a man who has priced a job and found the price has changed:

“Well. That’s new.”

And Skalla said, “Put the boxes down.”

They put the boxes down. All of them. Six men who had killed two prisoners in a College brig and shot up a column at the narrows put four empty crates on the ice and stepped back from them, because there is nothing else a sensible person does.

Then the six from the flops arrived from the landward side, running, exactly on time, straight into the ambush that Piri had built out of their own routes: two of Reik’s people at the head of the stair, four more in the store-cut, and the approach lit by a signal platform that could hear which way a boot was turning.

They were bound in nine minutes.

Piri called each movement before the men made it. One runner shouted from the stair whenever a boot changed on the ice, and Skalla answered by shifting a coil-width, closing the space the man had meant to use. Reik’s wall-men never charged. They came down in pairs with hooked poles, caught ankles and wrists against stone, and pulled each fighter away from the others before binding him. The enforcers had trained for a firing line and an open withdrawal. They found a narrowing tunnel with a living gate at one end and six patient soldiers at the other.

The last man drew a capital proof-marked knife and went at the coils. Skalla took the thrust on a scaled section, rolled once, and enclosed him from boots to shoulders without striking him. She held him while he spent his breath fighting pressure that never tightened enough to break him. When his knife dropped, she unwound him onto the ice at Reik’s feet.

Nobody died at that gate. That is not sentiment, it is the arithmetic of a woman with thirty feet of body in a nine-foot arch: there is no fight available. Two of them tried and were simply wound up and set down again, and one of them broke a wrist doing it to himself.

She took their badges.

Not the College kind: she went along the line of them where they lay bound on the ice and cut the guild-marks and the paid-men’s tokens off their coats, one at a time, with a claw, and put them somewhere on her person, silent the whole time.

Then she looked up the outfall.

Brannock was not there.



He went into the vault breach.

Given the ground and information available to him, the decision was correct.

He was cut off landward by Renka’s line across the stockyard mouth, which had not moved in four hours. He was cut off riverward by whatever was in the arch. He had a fortress full of soldiers above him and a river of black ice below, and forty feet away up the outfall there was a thirty-foot collapse in the fourth row of the Pens with the wind coming up out of it and no living creature within a hundred yards of the lip, because the tide had pulled back into it an hour before and everybody at Caldmoor with a nose or an ear knew exactly what that meant.

He did not know what it meant. He had no nose and no scout. What he had was a hole with nothing standing in it, which to a man who has spent his adult life reading ground looks exactly like the one open flank.

He took his last five men into the vault breach at about the seventh hour.

I felt it happen.

Nobody saw inside that collapse. I was on the floor of my back room with my hands on Astrid’s shoulders and the wind coming through the shutterless window across four hundred yards of broken ground when, at about the seventh hour, the plume changed.

Under the gland-oil and the ivory and the shell, for about a minute and a half, there was blood and terror and the crack of several old vault braces failing together, and then there was neither, and then the plume went back to what it had been.

I marked the hour in the ledger. What I do. I wrote four words after it.

Brannock, in the inventory.

They found him in the spring, or found enough of him to identify by the capital proof-marks on everything he owned, forty feet down among the crates of the trade he had been hauling for eleven years, in a cistern full of the parts of women.

I took no satisfaction from that end. I marked the hour and went back to the living.



Quennel was never on the ice.

The barge stood off the far bank all night with no lights on it, three-quarters of a mile downstream, and she watched through a glass.

I know that because Piri heard the poles.

“She was there from before the first horn,” she told me, afterward, ears flat. “Standing off. Not moored, holding position with two men working poles against the current, which is four hours of work for nothing unless you have decided in advance that you will not be putting your boot on that bank whatever happens.”

“She never intended to be in it.”

“She never intended to be in it,” said Piri. “She sent a man to fetch her freight and she watched him do it from the water, and when it went wrong she turned round and went upriver at a walking pace with the College burning behind her, and Callum, the thing I want you to have is the pace. She did not run. She was not frightened at any point. I could hear the rhythm of those poles all the way to the bend and it never changed once.”

Empty hold. Cargo-less, ninety-one crates of paid-for goods left in a burning hill, an enforcer tier in the ground and in a stockyard’s ropes, and a factor of the Gilder’s Bench poling home unhurried in the dark.

She has our faces. She had a full look at me across a forge floor in lamplight and she held on my shadow for three seconds from the stern of a barge, and there is a book somewhere upriver in a capital counting-house with this winter entered in it as a loss and a set of prices beside our names.

That belonged to the capital reckoning ahead, not the battle in front of me. I let her go. Four hundred people stood exposed in my yard and a woman was crossing on my furs.



Astrid crossed at dawn.

The last hour outran every comparison I knew. What happened was this.

It came up at about the eighth hour with the sky going gray at the shutter. The light had been climbing steadily for an hour, and it stopped being a glow under the skin and became the room: the back room went to the colour of a forge at full draught and then past it into something with white at the heart of it, and I could not look at her back directly, and the bar of light coming out of my shutterless window lay across four hundred yards of frozen yard and up the face of the north range and put a moving shadow of the window frame on the stone.

I had both hands on her shoulders and the pack’s four hours of ballast still in my spine, and I held on.

Everything came at once.

The wing-joints seated. The only way I have ever been able to describe it: the two anchors that had been coming forward and up for five days went home into the shoulder girdle with a movement I felt through both palms, and after that they were not surgery scars with something growing out of them, they were joints, articulating, and she had four limbs and two more.

The pinions came out of sheath.

Her height stayed five foot eleven. The change opened through her ribs and shoulder girdle instead, widening the flight frame while her bones shed weight. Her breathing deepened into the resonant note I had heard beginning at noon on the third day.

And the wings opened in my back room, and there was not room for them.

They came off her back at full length and hit the ceiling and both walls at once. She was face down on my furs with her fists in the fur and her body shaking, and above her, filling a room twelve feet by fourteen, were fourteen feet of harpy’s wings, russet in the vane and iron-gray along every shaft, wet and steaming in the cold coming through the window, opening and closing once, twice, like something testing a hinge.

The light went out all at once.

Not faded. Gone, snuffed like a lamp when you drop the shade: one second the room was white and the next it was gray dawn and a woman breathing on my furs, and there was nothing at all under her skin but ordinary warmth.

Completion. No molt-light after a molt. There is nothing left to light.

“Astrid.”

Nothing.

“Astrid.”

She got a hand under herself and pushed up onto one elbow and turned her head.

Copper-brown eyes, hawk-set, exactly the same, in a face that had gone somewhere I have never been and come back.

“Where are they,” she said.

“On your back.”

“I know they are on my back, boy, I can feel them, that is the problem, get out of the way.”

She got up.

I got out of the way.

She came off those furs and stood up in my back room to her new height with fourteen feet of wing jammed into a twelve-foot space, and she got one look at the ceiling and made a noise of pure quartermaster’s exasperation and said:

“Roof. Now. This building is a disgrace.”



The infirmary roof walk is a flagged strip six feet wide the length of the building with a waist-high parapet and the old fire-watch platform at the north end.

I went up the ladder first because she made me. She came up after me through the hatch and it took her three attempts and enough language to wake the ward below, and she came out onto the leads in the gray of that morning with the smoke of a burning works yard going up behind her and a fortress lying broken and smoking and holding underneath.

Caldmoor at dawn on the ninth day of the second month.

Four hundred women in the lower yard in rows under a war-captain’s muster. The bastion mouth held. A hole in the ground with a wolf sitting on the lip of it. The east curtain intact, the north ramp a slaughterhouse, the works yard a hundred and forty feet of embers, and the tide going back off the walls as water goes off a shingle: not broken, not routed, withdrawing, in order, down into the ground.

She stood at the parapet and looked at all of it for about four seconds.

Then Astrid opened her wings.



They went out to full span in one movement, and they did not stop where I expected them to stop, and then they did not stop where I expected them to stop the second time.

Russet and iron-gray. Twenty feet, near enough, from tip to tip. The trial line measured it two days later with a tape and then a second tape. It was longer than the College had a record of, and longer than her own courier-line record from when she was twenty-two, a measurement she now cites with considerable pleasure.

The sun was not up. The light was coming along the underside of the smoke from the east, and it caught her full span at once from below, and every feather in it went the colour of a banner that has been rolled up in a chest for a very long time and taken out and shaken.

The garrison saw it.

Not all at once: it went across that fortress in a wave, company by company, spreading like a rumour through a yard. The stretcher line at the south stair stopped. Then the men on the bastion wall. Then the lower yard, four hundred freed women and fifty wall-men and a war-captain in the middle of a muster count, turning and looking up.

And Caldmoor held its breath.

Six hours of klaxons and screaming and iron, and in about twenty seconds the entire fortress stopped making noise, and four thousand people stood in the wreckage of a night and looked at a woman on an infirmary roof with her wings open against the dawn.

Astrid stood there with the wind coming up off the yard under her and her braid half down and her hands loose at her sides and let them look.

Then a voice from the lower yard shouted something with no words in it.

I do not know who started it, and I have asked. Minna says it was one of the freed rows and not a wall company. Renka says it came off the bastion. Reik says it was the works-yard mess and has told me so four times with a different detail each time.

Whoever it was, the yard picked it up.

It went up off four hundred freed women in a stockyard, and it was answered off the bastion wall by a hundred and fifty men of the Fourth, and then by the gate company, and then from the tower by a fennec’s scream, and then by every capped, clipped, pinned auxiliary in that fortress in whatever voice the knives had left her, and then by the human companies, who did not have a tradition for it and did it anyway.

The Wing answered its own doctrine at garrison scale in the smoke, and the cry held for ninety seconds before breaking into separate company voices.

And Astrid, forty-seven years old, quartermaster of Caldmoor War College, purchased as administrative stock in the year I turned seven, put two wingbeats into a cold dawn wind and went off my roof.



She was not ornamental and she has never been ornamental for one hour of her life.

She flew that morning for forty minutes and the first thirty of it was work.

I stood on the leads and watched a woman who had not been in the air since before I was born find out in about ninety seconds that she still knew how: the first turn was ugly and the second was not, and by the third she had stopped thinking about it and had gone up the wind off the south face to about two hundred feet and started to use it.

Then she went to work, and she did it in the voice she uses at a counter.

She came down over the lower yard at forty feet with the wind singing in twenty feet of wing, and shouted, in a stores-clerk’s cadence that carried the length of that fortress:

“Casualty cluster east of the gatehouse, thirty-odd, nobody’s got them. Second wall, in the shadow, they cannot be seen from the stair. WELLER. East of your gatehouse, thirty.”

Two circuits later:

“There is one lane still live and it is the north-east, off the footing, and it is bringing them in six and eight at a time. The other three are finished. Put everything on the north-east.”

And then, coming down over the works yard with the embers under her:

“Stretcher party foundered in the vault smoke, four of them, they’ve gone the wrong side of the spoil heap and they are walking into it. MARA. Sixty yards left of where you are standing and go NOW.”

The garrison learned in ten minutes what an air-wing is.

I watched officers who had spent their entire careers under a doctrine that says a beast-blooded woman is a hazard to be managed stand in a broken yard and take fire-direction from two hundred feet, and take it gratefully, because it was correct and it was fast and it was arriving in a voice that had been telling them where their mattock heads were for nineteen years.

She landed on the fire-watch platform at the end of it with an unnecessary amount of drama and stood there breathing hard with her wings half-mantled and open triumph rearranging the face I had known since childhood.

“Well,” said Astrid.

“Well.”

“That will do.” She looked down at her own forearm, at nothing, and then out at the smoke. “Boy, I am going to sit down for a moment and I would prefer to do it before anybody comes up that ladder.”

I got a hand under her elbow and she sat down on the leads with her back against the parapet and twenty feet of wing folded awkwardly around her, and checked her carefully: pulse, which ran like a bird’s but matched the hollow-boned frame she now carried; the joints, both of them, thumbs at the anchor, checking the seat; the pinions, which were shedding sheath and needed nothing; the shoulder girdle, a wholly new piece of anatomy, one I was seeing for the first time on any living woman. I tested each new primary feather for blood at the sheath and found every one dry, seated, warm and responsive to her smallest shoulder movement. The left side lagged by one fraction, as expected, but held its own weight.

“Verdict,” she said.

“You’ll want to be careful of the left one for a week. The old surgery took more off that side and the muscle’s behind.”

“And the rest of it?”

“The rest of it flew,” I said.

Astrid put her head back against the parapet and shut her eyes and laughed, once, low, and then went quiet until her breathing settled, and I sat down on the leads beside her and let a fortress smoke.



Ryska came out of the ground at the ninth hour.

Eleven witnesses gave me the climb afterward, and for once their accounts agreed on one particular.

The collapse in the fourth row is thirty feet across and about eighteen deep, a funnel of broken stone and spoil with the mouth of the gallery at the bottom of it, and she had been standing on the pile at the bottom of that funnel since the second hour of the night before.

When the last of it withdrew, she stayed where she was for another hour, because she is not a woman who assumes.

Then she came up the side of the funnel.

She came up it slowly, on her hands as much as her feet, in full daylight, in front of the south face of the fortress and about two hundred people who had stopped whatever they were doing when the first movement showed at the lip. Stone dust an inch thick in the storm-gray mane, from the crown of her head to the small of her back. Both forearms opened and strapped with somebody’s shirt. Her kit gone at one shoulder completely.

At the top she stopped, and got a knee up onto the lip, and stood.

Six foot two of apex wolfkin standing on the edge of a hole she had held for eleven hours with a burrower’s sensory ring hanging from her left hand.

Nobody cheered.

All eleven witnesses agree on what came next, and none can explain it. Two hundred people watched her come up out of that ground and not one of them made a sound, and the Fourth Company on the rampart above her, who had chanted a letter at her all night, took their caps off instead.

She looked around at the yard.

Then she dropped the ring on the stone, and walked to the stockyard mouth where Renka’s line was standing down, and sat on a barrel, and put her head back against the wall, and let a freed woman off row six put a cup of water in her hands and stand over her while she drank all of it.

Renka told me afterward that the first thing she said, with her eyes shut and her head against the stone, was: “Did I miss the harpy?”

And that when they told her yes, she said, “Good,” and went to sleep sitting up.



The tide went back with the light.

Piri came off the signal platform at the ninth hour and had to be carried down the last eight rungs by Kelso, who has a splinted leg and did it anyway, and she came into my ward on her own feet and then sat down on the floor because her legs had finished.

She had been calling ranges for nine hours.

“It’s gone,” she said. “All four lanes. They pulled out through the collapse from about the seventh hour and the last of it went twenty minutes ago and there is nothing in the ground under this fortress that is moving.”

“That’s the first good thing anybody’s said tonight.”

“It isn’t good,” said Piri.

She got her head up.

“Callum, I had my ears on that collapse for six hours and I want to tell you what I heard going out of it, and I want you to write it down in your own hand, because you are the only person who will understand the size of it.”

“Go.”

“They were carrying.”

I sat down.

“Crates,” said Piri. “Casks. I have listened to freight all my life, I grew up beside a road. That is a laden sound and it is a completely different sound from a live thing moving. There was dragging, there was rolling, there was that hollow knock a cask makes when it goes over an edge, and it went on for four hours, and every bit of it was going down into the deep lanes and away north-west.”

“How much?”

“All of it,” said Piri. “There were ninety-one crates of shell under that stockyard three days ago and the vault is empty this morning and I heard every single one of them go out of it.”

Renka came to my doorway, filthy to the shoulder, muster list in hand. Her chin tightened once before she held out the page.

“Beasts do not loot,” said Piri, into the quiet.

“No.”

“They do not carry things away to somewhere else. They eat where they kill or they drag a carcass to a den and I have watched them do both, and this is not either of those things. It was a removal, Callum. It was done in shifts and it was done in order and the last thing out was the heavy stuff, which is how you load a wagon.”

She rubbed her face with both hands.

“It didn’t fail,” she said. “I’ve sat on that platform avoiding the fact for two hours. It did not fail and we did not beat it. It came for what was in that cistern, and it took four hours to load, and then it withdrew, with what it came for, and every single thing we did last night was fought on top of a robbery.”

Nobody in that room had anything to add.

I wrote it in the ledger in her words with her name against it, and the date, and the bearing north-west, and then I put the pencil down. What I think is still not evidence.



I went out onto the infirmary steps at the tenth hour of the morning with a cup of Fenn’s tea in my hand and let it go cold.

My sleeves were rolled because I had been working since dusk. The scar-lace has gone past the collar now; it came up over the tendon on the left side of my neck during the stall and it is not going back under anything, and the first three people who spoke to me that morning looked at it and then made a point of not looking at it, and that is going to be the rest of my life.

The yard was a strange country.

Four hundred and six women standing in the open under a gray sky in rows that nobody was making them stand in, with the smoke of the works yard going up behind them, being counted by a six-foot-eight orc with a muster list and the parade voice down to conversational.

They were not going back inside.

Nobody said it. There was no announcement, no refusal, no incident of any kind that a Board could write down. It was simply visible in that yard at the tenth hour, in four hundred and six bodies, that the stockyard under the south bastion had stopped being a place where anybody lived, and that if a man came down the stair with an order about it he was going to have a very interesting conversation.

Mara went past me with two wounded across her shoulders and one under each arm, at a walk, for the last time that morning, and said, “Excuse me, Doc,” and went up the ward.

Ryska came out of the lower yard with stone dust an inch thick in her mane and both forearms strapped, saw me on the step, and did not come over, because she had eleven of Reik’s people behind her and a wolf holds the door.

She looked up at the roof instead.

Astrid was sitting on the parapet of my fire-watch platform in the gray light with her wings half-mantled and a mug of Fenn’s tea, watching the north-west horizon over the smoke, and she has kept that habit ever since, and the garrison has got so used to the silhouette that the men mark the hour by it.

I breathed in.

Smoke, and blood, and cold stone, and burnt timber, and four hundred people who had stopped being ashamed. Under all of it, thin and unmistakable, running along the ground like water finding its level: thaw. Two days out, three at most.

And on the north wind, moving away, already a mile past the boundary stones and going: cold riverstone and old pain.

She had not said goodbye. She never says goodbye. She went at first light with a coat full of enforcers’ badges and a nineteen-year-old question, and she left six bound men, an empty water-gate, and a hoarding full of ashes that nobody has ever claimed.

I put the cold tea down on the step.

“Doc?” said Reik’s runner, at my elbow. “Captain Weller’s asking what you want done about the Board’s stand for tomorrow.”

“Tell her nothing,” I said. “Tell her the yard’ll do it.”

“Sir?”

“Chalk pays tomorrow,” I said. “All of it.”


Chapter 23: What the Board Owes

Chalk day came two days after the battle, and the Board did not call it.

First: the yard called the reckoning itself. That was what changed that winter. There was no trial day, no muster, no posted notice. The yard simply filled at the eighth hour of the morning of the eleventh, four thousand people with the smoke still going up off the works yard behind them, and stood in front of the Menace Board and waited for somebody to come and write.

Gerty opened her stall at first light and refused a single bet.

“Not today,” she told me, standing on her counter with both chalky fists on her hips. “Today’s a payout, Doc. I’ve been running this book since the autumn and I’d like to see it settled.”

The clerk came out at the ninth hour with the rag and the chalk and a slate of entries in his hand. He looked at that crowd, climbed onto his box, and read every entry aloud instead of writing in silence. Nobody had told him to.



Renka first, because the record confirmed before anything else.

They had brought Ninefang’s head down from the works-yard store where it had been curing since the twenty-first day, and mounted the tusks on the trial line’s measuring frame in front of the crowd, and two adjutants ran the tape across the greater one in the old way with witnesses either side.

TUSKER: TWENTY-TWO AND A HALF INCHES. CONFIRMED. COLLEGE RECORD.

That went up first and the yard made a noise.

Then the battle entries, read off Weller’s log by the clerk in a voice that got steadier as he went: the stockyard mouth held four hours; a line built from freed women, wall-men volunteers and a gate-company section; casualties at that mouth, nine wounded, one dead; the lower yard cleared of four hundred and six persons in twenty-six minutes.

And then he wiped out PROVISIONAL, PENDING REVIEW and stood on the box and chalked, in letters a foot high:

R. RENKA, ORC LINE. C STRUCK. A.

Four thousand people came off the ground.

The cheering held through three full readings of her name. The stalls were shouting numbers, the works-yard mess was banging something metal, and the Fourth Company had started a chant with her name in it, and Renka stood at the front of the crowd at her full six foot eight with her hands behind her back and her jaw set. Not a muscle moved.

Then the clerk chalked the second line, and that was the one that mattered.

COMMAND COMMENDATION: SOUTH BASTION, THIS ACTION. ENTERED IN THE WALL-COMPANY LOG BY CAPTAIN I. WELLER.

A voided command track cannot be restored. Weller instead entered in a wall-company log that an orc auxiliary had commanded humans and freed women in defense of the south bastion, held the formation, and earned a gate captain’s commendation.

Doctrine forbade it. The signed log recorded that it happened. The crowd cheered that line longer than Renka’s grade.

Renka read it, and then she turned round and looked at Weller across forty feet of crowd, and Weller looked back at her, and neither of them did anything at all with their faces, and that is how two officers say a thing in public.



Piri next, and hers took the longest to read, because the clerk read her log into the record.

Weller had put Piri’s dated warning, four bearings, coordination verdict and arrival estimates into the wall-company log. Each lane arrived within a quarter-hour of her prediction.

Four thousand people heard an E-grade scout proved right in advance, in writing.

Then he chalked:

P. PIRI, FENNEC LINE. B STRUCK. A. SCOUT-OF-RECORD, SOUTH BASTION ACTION.

She was up on the stall counter next to Gerty with her heels swinging and both ears standing bolt upright, and when it went up she put her hands over her face for about four seconds and then took them away and was composed.

She has a wallet in a wall bag with three years of grade slips in it, every one of them E, every one of them stamped insufficient menace.

She kept it in her pocket that day and mentioned nothing, and afterward she came down off the counter and read her own line alone until both ears finally lowered from the vertical.

“Twice over,” she said, when I got there.

“Twice over?”

“Scout-of-record for the autumn and scout-of-record for this one.” She did not look away from the chalk. “Callum, they had to write the reason down. That’s the part. The book going to the capital says this fortress was saved because somebody believed a named scout. They cannot file my warning as anecdote again. The cost is mine. The fact is theirs forever.”

“You know.”

“I know,” said Piri, “and I am going to be absolutely unbearable about it for years.”



Minna’s went up third and the yard did a thing nobody expected.

M. MINNA, BUNNYKIN LINE. C STRUCK. B. STONE-COUNT COMMENDATION: THE APPROACH UNDER THE SOUTH BASTION, COUNTED AND TIMED THROUGH STONE, THIS ACTION.

Minna arrived with her old MASCOT docket pinned to her satchel, one hard ink line through the stamp. She had kept it four months for this.

Thirty couriers by the north stalls struck their satchels together thirty times, the line’s applause when both hands carry a bag.

Minna stood in the middle of the great yard and blew her fringe out of her eyes and cried furiously for about four seconds and then went and organised something.



Ryska’s went up last.

They read the battle entries first and they are the longest entries in that log. She held a thirty-foot collapse in the fourth row of the stockyard for six hours alone, until the rows were clear, and then held it for five more with two of Reik’s people feeding her water over the lip. The kill count stood in Weller’s cramped hand, too high to sound sensible even beside the hole that proved it.

R. RYSKA, WOLFKIN LINE. BATTLE HONOURS, SOUTH BASTION ACTION.

And under it, in the same hand:

GRADE: A+ CONFIRMED. FURTHER RE-GRADE PENDING DOCTRINE REVIEW.

The yard went quiet for about two seconds.

Then it started booing, and this time it did not start with the stalls.

The Fourth Company’s hundred and fifty wall-men started it. The gate company and works-yard mess joined, then the yard. Four minutes of booing carried no joy. The clerk stood stranded on his box with the chalk.

Third time. The strength trial in autumn. The chalk after the east-curtain breach. And now.

Gerty settled her book at noon and paid out every S-line bet in her box at the posted odds.

“On what?” said the runner from the works yard, who had come to argue and found himself being handed money.

“On custom,” said Gerty. “The Board reads the letter and the yard says the letter. That’s two chalks and one of them’s in my book.”

She had it written up on her board in her own hand by the second hour and it was still there in the spring: PAID ON CUSTOM. S.

Ryska read Gerty’s paid S twice that afternoon, tail moving in one slow sweep.

“That woman is going to get herself fined,” she said.

“She’s already been fined.”

“How much?”

“Two crowns and a warning, in the autumn, for the same thing.”

“Then I owe her a boar,” said Ryska. She never mentioned it again, and there was a boar on Gerty’s counter within the fortnight and neither of them ever discussed it.



Astrid flew at the second hour of the afternoon.

Caldmoor’s two-hundred-foot trial line had confirmed duels, strength, kills and records since before the Cull. Its custom was simple: perform before witnesses and be entered as someone who could perform. Identity had no clause.

She came out onto that sand in quartermaster’s leathers with the back cut out of them by Minna in one afternoon and a hem that had been let down twice, and the yard’s answer stayed in my ears for days.

They measured the span first.

Astrid opened her wings beyond the fourteen-foot standard tape. While the yard laughed, a brick-red adjutant sent for another and joined them tip to tip before four witnesses.

WING SPAN: NINETEEN FEET, NINE INCHES.

The old courier-line record for that route, which is on a plate in a counting-house upriver and which she has never once mentioned to me in twenty years, is eighteen feet four.

“Well,” said Astrid, on the sand, to the adjutant, in a voice that carried. “Write it down properly, boy. I have been considerable trouble to earn a foot and five inches.”

Then she flew the circuit.

The requalification circuit at Caldmoor is a courier’s course from the old days: out over the west curtain, north around the granary stack, east the length of the fortress above the ranges, and back over the great yard to land on the trial line inside a chalked square eight feet across.

She flew it in a little over four minutes.

The last leg came in down the length of the yard about sixty feet up with the garrison beneath her, and she turned at the north stalls and banked, and I heard Minna say “oh” out loud beside me, because that turn was not a soldier’s turn. It was a courier’s, taken on the warm air off a roofline, in the exact way she had described to me half asleep on the second night of the carry: you bank at the corner of the barn.

She landed in the chalked square with about a foot to spare.

The Board chalked it because four thousand witnesses had just watched the flight and every soldier in that yard had staked a grade on the same combat custom. Refusal would have meant facing the crowd whose deeds gave the Board its authority. The clerks chose chalk.

So the clerk went up on his box with the rag, and wiped out a line that had been on the College’s establishment since the year I turned seven, and chalked the strangest entry in the Menace Board’s history.

A. ASTRID, HARPY LINE. ADMINISTRATIVE STOCK: STRUCK.

ENTERED, AUXILIARY BEAST CORPS. GRADE B, REQUALIFIED ON THE WING.

The noise from that yard exceeded every trial and breach cheer in my memory.

But that was not the moment. The moment came about a minute later, and I only caught it because I was looking the wrong way.

Along the rail, in a block, four hundred and six women were watching that chalk go up. Culled, clipped, capped, pinned, warehoused, most of them for years. And I watched the understanding go along that rail from woman to woman like a fuse.

The College had just entered a purge victim, nineteen years cut and nineteen years shelved, onto the Wing rolls, at a grade, by its own trial custom, in chalk.

Which means it can be done.

Which means there is a road, and it has been walked, and everybody standing at that rail had just watched somebody walk it.

The sound I will take out of this winter: not the cheer for the wings, but the four hundred people at a rail all starting to talk at once.



Then Dreyer came out onto the Board stand and took the victory off us in ninety seconds.

A lesser man would have hidden and a stupid one fought. Dreyer waited for the noise to crest, then came forward alone in battle-worn field dress, Redwinter ribbon and a visible bandage no one could question. He let them study a fifty-four-year-old man who had not slept.

And then, in that warm, regretful, unhurried voice:

“Caldmoor has stood.

“Four hundred and six souls came out of the south bastion on the night of the ninth, and not one of them was left inside it. That is the sentence I intend to write to the capital, and I will write it with my own hand.

“For two seasons this College has carried a burden it did not know how to lay down. Those women were the Board’s charge, and its conscience, and I have said before that no woman should winter in a stockyard. I did not intend that they should leave it in the manner they did.” A beat, exactly the right length. “I have never been more glad to be overtaken by events.

“The consolidation of the Pens is complete. The stockyard under the south bastion stands empty by my order, and it will not be filled again. Its residents are released, this day, to auxiliary enlistment under the wall companies, and Captain Weller will have the rolls closed by the week’s end.”

He let that land.

“They have served,” said Hadrian Dreyer. “The College honours service.”

The yard cheered him.

Most of it. Without softening the record: most of that yard, including a great many of the men who had bled two nights before, stood in the cold and cheered the Commandant of Caldmoor for emptying the Pens.

He had chained the gates, thinned the watch, moved the reserve and put four men on the locks. Each posting would survive as a tired commander’s reasonable mistake. Now the liberation was his mercy, signed by the man who built the machine.

I stood forty feet from that stand with the wind coming across it and I worked him, because I always work him.

Under the wool and the leather and the clean linen and the man himself, who smells of soap and horse and nothing else, thin and cold and unmistakable off the Board stand, from four men and not from him:

Fear-tallow.

The Board was sweating through its own decree. The clerks, the adjutants, the two Culling Board men behind him: all of them frightened, all of them holding still, all of them applauding.

Not him. There was nothing on Dreyer at all except a fifty-four-year-old man with a bandaged hand who had been awake for two days.

Weller came and stood beside me while it was still going on and looked at the crowd and not at the stand.

“There it is,” she said.

“There it is.”

“He just enlisted your victory,” said Weller. “Every part of it, in one speech, and by next season there will be men in this yard who will tell you the Commandant opened those gates himself.” She put her hands behind her back. “So make the next one too loud to sign.”



The rest of it happened quietly over two days, as this College does its real business.

The theater orderly with the clove pomade in his coat was transferred to the marches garrison on a dawn posting three days after the battle, ahead of any question anybody might have thought to ask, with a travel warrant and a fortnight’s pay in advance.

I read that posting twice in the gray light and stayed until the transferred man’s name stopped looking like a wire I could still follow. Our wire, cut and coiled and put away tidily by a man who tidies as he goes.

Prill withdrew the observer pair the same morning. Quiller and Nesk packed their cots and their slates and went, and Quiller stopped in my doorway on his way out with his kit under his arm.

“Boone.”

“Quiller.”

“That’s a busy ward you keep.”

“It’s a hard season for hands.”

“Mm,” he said, and stood there for a second longer. “The bowel lectures were educational.”

“Fenn will be delighted.”

“They were,” said Quiller, and went, and he never came through my door again.

And Prill I saw once, at the top of the yard, on the afternoon of chalk day.

He stood at the north range window looking down at the Menace Board with its four new entries on it and a harpy on the trial line with a tape across her wings, and he had his spectacles on his face.

He kept them on. He stood there for about a quarter of an hour, absolutely still, with his hands at his sides, watching a woman who had been on his own establishment as administrative stock for nineteen years get entered onto the Wing rolls by his own institution’s custom.

A man like that spends a career collecting. He had every anomaly of two seasons in a box on his desk and I have no doubt at all that he had them in order.

And somebody upstairs had just told him that the collection was closed, and that he would not be publishing.

A collector forbidden to publish is more dangerous than one who is not. I had not yet found which way Prill would break.



The den had its own chalk day that night, and Minna had it scheduled.

I mean that literally. There was a piece of paper.

“Den law is being re-cut,” she announced at supper, “because we are five, and the old arrangement was made when we were four, and I am not having anything important run on habit.”

“That’s the third amendment this season,” said Piri.

“The third amendment was the watch rota and it was necessary.”

“The third amendment was you annexing the roof.”

“The roof is interior,” said Minna, “because it is over the interior. The border is the door.”

“The roof is a wall,” said Renka, “and walls are mine.”

“The roof is a lid.”

“Both of you stop,” said Ryska, and they stopped, which is the only thing in this den that reliably works.

Ryska stood up at the head of my table with her forearms strapped and stone dust still in the roots of her mane and put her knuckles on the wood.

I had opened both dressings that morning. The long lacerations were sealed, fascia and tendons intact, grip clean, no heat or swelling. I cleared her for movement with one condition: no pressure across the cuts and no torque at either wrist. She had called that insulting and obeyed it anyway.

“Den law,” she said. “Say it back after me and then we eat.”

“We’ve eaten,” said Piri.

“Then say it back after me and we go to bed. The pack shares the den. The den shares him.”

“The pack shares the den,” said Minna, “the den shares him.”

“The wall stands watch last.”

Renka’s head came up.

“That is a new line,” she said.

“It’s your line. You took the watch, so you take the last of it.” Ryska’s ears were forward and her tail was moving. “You come in when the perimeter’s set. Nobody argues with you about the perimeter, and nobody starts without you, either. That’s both halves of it.”

There was a pause.

“That is the most graceful thing anybody has ever said to me,” said Renka, “and I would like it in the ledger.”

“It’s in the ledger,” said Minna, who had been writing since Ryska stood up.

“And the schedule?” Renka asked.

Minna read from her paper. “Renka is twenty-seven and gets the good furs. Piri is twenty-one and gets wherever. Ryska is twenty-three and holds the door after. I am twenty-two and take the finish. Callum is twenty-six, commands the whole arrangement, and is not permitted to pretend he misunderstood the schedule.”

“My entry is wherever?” Piri said.

“Your own word. Four people organizing by instinct made a queue on my stairs. Never again.”

All four looked at me.

“Well?” said Renka.

I got up and blew out two of the three lamps, which is the only speech I have ever needed to make in that room.

“Nest,” I said. “All of you.”



Ryska went first because Ryska goes first.

She had her kit off before we were through the curtain and she came at me as she does when she has been holding something all day: she got both hands in my shirt and put me into the wall of her own nest, already trying to turn the room with her momentum. I caught her at the waist, turned her into the wall without touching either dressed forearm, then released her so she could sweep the mane off her neck and give me the nape.

“Fast,” she said. “I want it fast and I’m holding the door tonight.”

“Then get down.”

She went down on the furs on her front with her hands crossed over her head and her hips already coming up.

I took her exactly as she asked for it: hand fisted in the storm-gray at her nape, her palms spread harmlessly on the fur above her head, my bracing forearm set across her upper back clear of both dressings, hard and short and absolutely without ceremony. She came inside four minutes with her face in the fur, her tail rigid, and every muscle in that apex back locked.

And I put my teeth on the standing mark at her neck and shoulder and renewed it while she was still going, and she made the whine-purr into the furs in front of three other women, unhidden, past caring.

Then she got up, kissed me once, hard, took her shirt and put herself down across the nest’s threshold facing the outer door with her back against the frame and her ears up.

She did not leave. The arrangement; she has never explained it to anybody and it has never once required explaining. The wolf claims first and then the wolf holds the door, and everything that happens in that nest for the rest of the night happens behind her.

“Next,” said Ryska, without turning round.



Piri arrived in my lap on the way across the room. How she travels.

“I am between things,” she said, “which you may recall is a phrase I have opinions about,” and she was on her knees between my boots before I had got my back against the furs.

Piri breathed me in, eyes darkening to the limbal ring.

“Wolf, iron, stone dust, and you,” she murmured. “Ready.”

I caught both her wrists behind her back with one hand and angled her chin up with the other. “Open. No scoring tonight.”

She obeyed. I fed my cock into her mouth at the pace I chose, kept her on the edge of full depth, then pulled her off before she could turn it into a contest.

“A pack scene without numbers,” Piri said hoarsely. “Cruel.”

“Minna confiscated the scoring,” Renka observed from the far furs.

“For the duration,” Minna said. “By den law.”

I put two fingers over Piri’s lips before she could appeal. “Behind me. Between transitions.”

She went delighted, ears high, muttering that suppression of scout data was how institutions fell.



And then it was Renka’s turn, and she had been waiting on the far side of that nest for a quarter of an hour, fingers drumming against one planted thigh, watching, and getting louder by the minute.

“I would like to observe,” she said, “that this arrangement puts the wall last.”

“That’s the line you called graceful an hour ago.”

“That was before I had to watch every minute.” Gold eyes molten in the low light. “I have been sat here like a woman in a queue at a pay window and I have got extremely large opinions and nowhere to put them, and I am now going to make trouble.”

“Get over the edge of the nest,” I said. “Now.”

Renka stopped.

Then she laughed, from the bottom of that new chest, and got up and went to the raised timber edge that Minna built to hold the furs in, and put herself over it: hands down, feet planted, six foot eight of apex orc bent over the sill of a rabbit’s nest with her war-tail down her back.

“Terms,” she said.

“You’ve had my terms four times.”

“Say them in front of these women.”

“You get what I give you,” I said, “at the pace I give it, and the count is mine.”

“Ha,” said Renka, and then, “yes,” and put her forehead down on her forearms.

I gave her the spanking first because she asked for it at the rail and at the war-chest and because nothing else on this earth settles her like it. Six of them, hard, alternating, and by the fourth the trash-talk had gone out of her voice and by the sixth the print of my hand was standing up dark across her and she had stopped being able to hold a sentence.

I reached over the sill, gathered Renka’s wrists in one hand, and pinned them to the far side. Ryska came off the threshold and settled beside Renka’s head, close enough for the orc to read the wolf’s approval while keeping both healing forearms loose.

My hand held her down. The wolf witnessed it. Everybody in that room understood the difference, and Renka’s spine changed shape.

“Oh,” said Renka.

“Cadence,” I said.

She started to count and got to four.

Then I oiled my hands and took my time with her, unhurried and thorough, with the fennec giving a running commentary from behind my shoulder that got her told to be quiet twice and did not stop either time, and by the end of it the war-captain of the Ninth Auxiliary was making one long low noise into a rabbit’s furs with her wrists pinned under my hand and a wolf watching from inches away.

I went into her slowly and she lost the count for good.

“Full,” she said. “That’s. That’s it. Ah.”

“Talk.”

“Can’t.”

“Then don’t.”

I took her over that sill with my fist in the jet war-tail and the nest moving under us, and she came apart twice: once at about the ninth minute, hard and fast, and once at the end with her wrists still under my hand and her gold eyes rolled up and unfocused and her tusks buried in a quilt that Minna had made herself and which has four holes in it to this day and which nobody has ever been allowed to mend.

I followed her over that edge about three seconds later, locked deep, and felt her clench through every aftershock like she was trying to keep me exactly where I was.

She stayed over the sill until her cadence returned in fragments, breathing, and then said, into the fur, in a different voice:

“That’s the pack, then.”

“That’s the pack.”

“Right,” said Renka, and got up, and went and lay down across the threshold beside Ryska like a gate that had fallen in, and was asleep in about four minutes.



Minna took the finish, as usual, because somebody had to bring me back down.

She had been in the middle of that nest throughout with her jacket open and her hair down and the rose flush up her chest and her tail flagging, running her own den, and when it came to her I caught her by the waist, put her down into the quilts, and she locked her thighs around me and did not let go of me again all night.

Face to face. That is hers and it never changes.

“Slow,” she said. “Everything else in this room has been fast and loud and I want the other thing. I want you heavy and I want to see you.”

“You’ll get it.”

“And I want you to stay after.”

“I’m staying.”

“Promise the morning too.”

“Fill you and stay,” I said, into her throat, “and be here in the morning, and be here the morning after that.”

Minna laughed low in that warm murmur with the wicked edge in it and locked her heels at the small of my back.

I took her slow and deep face to face in the middle of her own nest with three other women asleep and half-asleep around us, through the last lamp’s full measure of oil, and she came twice in the stacked cascade hers always build to, with the flush climbing into her face and her lop ears standing bolt upright, and I finished deep in her at her demand and stayed exactly where she wanted me.

There was no light.

For two seasons the great signature of my life had been colour rising under my hands from women’s skin. In that nest on that night, none appeared.

Ryska is finished. Piri is finished. Renka is finished, and the light went out of Astrid’s back at dawn on the ninth and will never come again.

Only Minna has anything left ahead of her, and she is not in a stage, and bunnykin run shallow and slow.

So the den was dark, and warm, and full of steady breathing, and the only thing in that room that caught the last lamp was my own forearms, where the scar-lace runs silver-pale from the wrists to the elbows and up past my collar now, faintly pearlescent in low light, which disappears from my own sight at the collar and which Minna traced with two fingers from my wrist to the hidden edge at my collar without saying anything.

The scar-lace is the ledger of this winter, and it is written on me, and every woman in that room can read it.



Astrid came to the doorway at some point after that.

She had been on the roof since dusk, which she does now and which the garrison marks the hour by, and she came down through the hatch and along the passage in a robe with her wings folded down her back and her hair loose, and stood in the door of that nest looking at the four of them and me.

Nobody moved.

“Well,” she said, dry as chalk dust. “That is enough soldiery to take a gate in one room.”

“Astrid.”

“Don’t arrange your faces. I’m not coming in, and it isn’t shyness. When I join this circus, it will be scheduled a week ahead with a stock list. I require the good furs, considerable oil, and a week for your recovery.”

Piri snorted into my ribs.

“Carry on,” Astrid said.

And she went back up the ladder onto my roof, and sat on the parapet of the fire-watch platform with her wings half-mantled and a blanket over her knees, and kept the watch until dawn.

The first watch she has chosen to stand in nineteen years.



I woke at the fourth hour with a rabbit asleep on my chest, a fennec wedged under my arm with her ears still moving, a wolf at the threshold and an orc across the door, and I could not get back to sleep, so I did what I always do and got up and went to the desk and lit one lamp.

There were two files on it.

The first is Astrid’s intake sheet, closed now, with three row numbers pencilled beside three names in her own hand, and all three of those names are on a wall-company roll and two of them are billeted in my ward with a spear each and strong opinions about the watch.

That drawer is open. It took nineteen years and five days and it is open and it will stay open.

The other one came out of the Pens records in the chaos of the ninth, and I have not told anybody I have it.

It is nineteen years old, the same intake, the same purge, a different page.

Lamia. Redwinter garrison. Subject taken mid-crossing, escaped custody, unresolved. Disposition: none.

I had not opened it past the first page. A file carried for someone is not the same as a file kept about her.

Somewhere north, thirty feet of half-finished woman walked a cold road with a coat full of badges.

I left the file shut. At dawn, a runner brought the Commandant’s compliments: he would call on the infirmary that morning.


Chapter 24: The Silent Verge

Four days after the chalk, thaw came all at once and from underneath. The fortress ticked with eaves and gutters; yard ice became four hundred puddles in a day.

Mud came first, then dung-warmth from the stables, midden rot and one green thing somewhere. Winter smelled of stone, iron and cold. Thaw smelled alive.

The morning Mara moved into my building.

Nobody assigned her. Four days after Weller entered her on the wall-company roll, Mara climbed the infirmary steps with a stores crate two men had failed to shift. “Where would you like this, Doc?”

“That’s the heavy stores. Through the ward, second door, the room with no window.”

“Right,” said Mara.

By noon she had reorganised my heavy stores, moved the salt barrel onto sound flooring, and uncovered four linen crates I had been requisitioning around for two years.

At the second hour she came and stood in my surgery doorway with her fingers laced loosely over her apron. Her tell for when the ceiling is closer than she would like.

“I have finished,” she said.

“I noticed.”

“I could do the cellar.”

“The cellar’s a bad floor.”

“I know,” said Mara. “That’s why I’d like to do it, before somebody carries something down there and finds out.”

Old Fenn came past with a pot and stopped dead in the passage and looked up at six foot two of holstaur standing in my doorway apologising for existing, and I braced myself, because Fenn has run that kitchen and the ground floor of that building as an absolute monarchy for four years and has never once permitted an assistant.

“Can you cook?” said Fenn.

“No.”

“Good,” said Fenn. “You’ll do the water and the wood and the heavy pots and you’ll not touch a seasoning.”

And she went on down the passage, and that was that, and Minna wrote it in the ledger that evening under a heading of her own devising: Mara, holstaur, twenty-five. Load-bearing. Category: walls.

One other note about that day, made in the bestiary ledger and not in the household one, because it is mine and not the den’s.

She came past me in the passage at about the fourth hour with a barrel on her shoulder, and the thaw draught came through the ward door behind her, and I got what has always come off that woman since the day I met her in row nine.

Hay-warmth. Clean straw. Warm stone. Milk-calm: a real smell, one that belongs to her line.

And underneath, banked so low and held so tight that it takes a nose like mine to find at all: fury.

A decade of it. Cellar-fire deep, controlled absolutely, not one degree cooler than it was in the Pens.

She is free now because the gates are open, the wagons are ash, and she chose where to stand afterward. The roll carries her name as a soldier’s receipt; the warm bed and mountain of work are things she claimed for herself. She is the gentlest person in this fortress and still, by a distance, the angriest.

I wrote four lines about it, told nobody, and kept watching her.



Dreyer came at the eleventh hour.

He came alone, on foot, across a thawing yard, with no adjutant and no escort, in the field dress with the Redwinter ribbon on it, and he knocked on the frame of my public ward like a man visiting a colleague.

Fourteen patients, two of Reik’s people and Orsa at the linen press went silent.

“Medic Boone.”

“Commandant.”

“May I have your surgery for ten minutes?”

In the closed surgery he inspected the instruments, scrubbed boards, stove and green-stoppered flasks absent from every requisition.

“I have never been in this room,” he said.

“No.”

“Twenty-two years at Caldmoor, and never inside my infirmary’s surgery. That criticizes me, not you. Other men bring me the casualty numbers.”

He put a folded paper on my table. “You earned a proper delivery, not a clerk handing it to you before forty watching faces.”

I opened it.

Medic C. Boone, College establishment, is seconded to the forward deep-sweep column, spring muster, in the office of column medical officer. Duration: the season. Destination: the deep Verge beyond the last way-fort, on the axis of the winter incursion’s withdrawal.

In recognition of exceptional field craft.

I read it twice, and my hands did not do anything, because I had known since the moment his boots came up my steps that whatever was in his hand would be exactly this good.

The paper did not make the decision. I had chosen the deep Verge before he crossed my yard, because the winter tide had carried a generation of harvested parts north-west and nobody else at Caldmoor could track the absence it left.

Dreyer’s menace was personal and physical: he had found the trail I meant to follow and placed my name in its deepest kill ground under his command. The posting took me four weeks from my den into nine hundred square miles of silent country, along the route of the stolen parts. If the column failed, he could stand at my funeral with clean hands and honest regret.

I was going anyway. Now he knew exactly where I would be.

“That’s a good posting,” I said.

“It is the best posting in my gift,” said Dreyer.

“Who asked for me?”

“I did.” He did not blink. “Colonel Halloran will command the column and he asked for two chirurgeons and a surgeon’s mate. I gave him one chirurgeon and you, and I did it over his objection, because he does not know you and I do.” His pale gray eyes went to my forearms, where the sleeves were rolled. “That is not flattery, medic. I have read every casualty return out of this College for six years. Since you came, the wall companies’ survival at the aid line is better by a fifth. A fifth. Nobody in the capital would believe that number if I sent it, and I have not sent it, because I do not quite believe it myself and I have watched you work.”

“Then you know what happens to that number while I’m four weeks away.”

“Yes,” said Dreyer.

He said it kindly. The horror of him.

“The frontier is accounts, Boone. Every good done in one column comes from another. You will save fewer men there than here, but that column walks toward whatever came through my south bastion. If it goes blind, it may not return, and next winter’s arithmetic becomes ugly.”

“So you’re spending me.”

“I am allocating you,” said Dreyer, “which is the only verb I have. If it consoles you, I do not enjoy it.”

“It doesn’t console me.”

“No,” he agreed. “It has never consoled anybody. Spring muster is the fourth week of Third-month. You have six weeks.”

He put on his gloves and stopped at the door.

“My compliments on the quartermaster’s recovery,” he said.

I did not move.

“Nineteen years is a long convalescence.” He was looking at the door and not at me. “I signed the intake that put her in my stores, you know. Nineteen years ago, in my second year in this chair, as a captain’s endorsement on a list of twelve. I remember the list. I remember that she was the only one on it who asked me a question.”

“What did she ask?”

“She asked what the College intended to do with the parts,” said Dreyer.

The stove ticked.

“I find myself remembering a good deal this month,” he said. “Old offices. Old words. Things that were filed away before you were born by men who thought they were being merciful, and things that were taken out of the record afterward by men who thought they were being tidy.” He turned round then and looked at me with that mild regretful face, and there was nothing behind it that I could read, and every useless limit of my nose burned at once. “A commandant forgets nothing, medic. He merely chooses what to know aloud.”

“My regards to your household,” said Hadrian Dreyer. “It is a very fine ward.”

He passed his patients and a woman entered in his ledger at the Redwinter purge, then crossed the thawing yard alone.



I worked the air he left: soap, wool, horse, linen, belt oil and a warm man’s skin. Beneath it, nothing. No spike at quartermaster’s recovery, old offices or old words.

That was not innocence. It was the most important verdict my nose gave me in two seasons.

Discovery has a carrier: the acid brightness of a mind moving fast. I had caught it on Prill, Ollick and brokers pricing bodies. Dreyer gave me only banked ash, knowledge so old it had lost all heat.

Dreyer had always known what a Molt-Carrier was: when he endorsed twelve women nineteen years ago, and when someone razored the office’s third article from a bronze plate. I did not know whose hand held the tool or why its last man was left to set bones for stable wages.

Dreyer had known the word before this winter. Now he had my name.



Nine of us held evidence night in the kitchen. Renka laid the scullery door across two barrels, and we covered it end to end.

We set out the petaled cold-iron hoop and fused shell fragment; the eight-key ring missing one; Hessel’s eleven pin molds; the Bench order for winter lots, prior to thaw muster; Brannock’s advance silver and the true schedule taken from his kill-crew; and, alone at the end, Sorrel’s ring.

“Name it, then box it,” I said.

Piri kept the map.

“Crew and courier line, autumn: dead or broken. The still: burned. Ice road: broken on the eighth. Foundry: burned on the twenty-seventh, molds recovered.

“Enforcer tier.” Her ears went flat. “The narrows and the counting-room crew failed. At the final extraction Brannock fielded eleven men plus himself: six inside men were bound at the water-gate; five river crew followed him into the vault breach; Brannock and those five died below.”

Her finger stopped on bare wood.

“That’s the frontier ladder. Everyone who lifted a crate, drove a wagon, poled a barge or held a knife between the Pens and the river is dead, bound, or upriver in a nightshirt.”

Nobody cheered. The gutter dripped.

“Above it?” said Renka.

“Above it there are two things,” I said. “The Bench, which is a counting-house in the capital with a factor who has our faces, and whatever the Bench answers to, which nobody in this room has ever seen, and which pays for four hundred women a year without asking a single question about where they come from.”

“That is a long way from here.”

“It’s six weeks’ travel and it is why this trade exists,” I said, “and it is not this year’s work.”

“And the other one?” said Ryska.

I set two fingertips on the bare wood at the end of the row.

“The other one is the Verge,” I said.

Renka turned one slagged mold under her thumb.

“There were ninety-one crates of shell under the south bastion and there are none this morning. There were casks and ivory and a generation of everything that has been cut off a woman on this frontier since before I was born, and it went out of that hole in shifts, in order, heavy load last, north-west into the deep lanes.” I looked round the table. “And every single beast that came at these walls on the ninth pulled toward that plume like iron to a lodestone, and when they had it they went home.

“That is not a breach. A breach is animals coming through a hole. This was a column coming for stores.”

“You will not announce that from a wall,” said Weller, from the end of the table.

“No.”

“Good,” she said. “Because men hear the word column and start obeying the shape of it before they understand the danger.” She turned her cup round. “Off the record, in a kitchen: I have been on this frontier for eleven years and I have never seen anything on the Verge take a thing away and leave the food behind. There were forty dead on that ramp on the tenth and not one of them was eaten.”

Sorrel, at the end of the table, with a plate of Fenn’s stew cooling untouched in front of him, said, “May I say something extremely obvious?”

“Say it.”

“You have all spent the winter breaking the men who took the parts,” said Sorrel, “and this morning the parts are in the ground with something that wanted them more than the Bench did, and nobody at this table can tell me what it wants them for.”

He picked up his spoon.

“I would find that far more frightening than the capital,” he said, “if I were the sort of man who let himself think about it, which I am not, thank you, and I would like more bread.”



Skalla came at dusk.

Skalla came over open ground from the boundary stones, not the roofs. Two sentries saw thirty feet of lamia and independently looked elsewhere.

She came to Fenn’s kitchen door.

And she stopped at the threshold stone and put the first coil-width of herself across it and no more.

It was not caution; she had removed my shutter coming through the window. One coil-width inside the doorway was a negotiation everyone understood.

Fenn fed her at the threshold without a word about it. A bowl on the stone, and bread, and a cup, and Fenn went back to her stove without hovering. The highest courtesy that woman has.

Skalla ate.

She ate fast, then slowly, then sat with the bowl in her hands and let the kitchen’s warmth reach her face.

I sat down on the floor on my side of the threshold, which put my head lower than hers, and let her take her time.

“They chalked her,” she said, eventually.

“They did.”

“On the wing. Entered. I was on the granary roof.”

“You were at the trial line?”

“I was on the granary roof and I could see the yard, and I heard four thousand people make a noise about a woman with wings, and I have never once in nineteen years heard a fortress make that noise about one of us.” Her head turned. “Nineteen feet nine.”

“Nineteen nine.”

“Vessa dwarfed every doorway in her last form,” said Skalla. “Nobody alive remembers that but me, and now there is you.”

We sat there.

Then she asked the version she had honed all winter.

“You opened the Pens,” said Skalla. “I watched an orc take sixteen chains off sixteen gates against a standing order, and I have watched four hundred women refuse the stockyard for four days, and it is the best thing I have seen done on this frontier in my lifetime.”

“But.”

“But Dreyer stepped into it.” Her voice dropped to the rasp. “He stood above the women you opened those gates for, named their freedom his mercy, and took the cheer. You freed them and he wore the deed. So tell me, Carrier: how do you free a woman from a kennel that learns?”

I did not have an answer.

She had hunted these men since Redwinter with her own body and a filing knife. I had four hundred and six names on a company roll that Dreyer had already turned into a paragraph for the capital.

“I don’t know,” I said. “I don’t know yet.”

“That is not an answer.”

“No. Here’s what I’ve got instead.” I pressed my fingertips into the boards. “Two seasons ago I could get one woman out at a time by paying a broker with money I didn’t have. This winter four hundred and six came through open gates in twenty-six minutes, the wagons burned, and every soldier in Caldmoor watched them hold the wall. Dreyer stole the cheer, but he could not put those women back behind bars. Next time we make the deed larger than the man trying to stand inside it.

“I am not going to pretend to you that I have the end of it. Endings have never been my part of the work. I have a den, a nose, the task in front of me, and a door that stays open.”

Skalla looked at me until water dropped from the eaves between us four times.

“That door,” she said.

“Stays open.”

She turned her head and looked past me down the passage into the den, where four women were arguing about a quilt and one of them was laughing, and where the last of the day was coming down the stair from a roof hatch with a wing-shadow across it.

She watched until Piri won the quilt argument and Renka’s laugh reached the kitchen.

Then she came up off the threshold and took something out of her coat and put it on the stone.

Badges.

All of them. Her entire collection: two decades of culling-squad badges, points filed smooth, brass and blackened brass and two of dull silver, thirty or forty of them tied through with a leather thong and lying on my kitchen doorstep in a heap the size of two fists.

“Skalla.”

“They are heavy,” she said.

“That’s not what I asked.”

“You did not ask anything.” She was already going. “I have carried those for nineteen years and I am going north, and I would rather not carry them there.”

“North where?”

“North,” said Skalla.

She stopped at the corner of the range in the last of the light, thirty feet of her in the mud of a thawing yard, and did not turn round.

“When it takes you out past the last way-fort in the spring,” she said, “keep your nose on the ground and your people close, and do not go into anything that smells of nothing at all.”

“How do you know about the column?”

“Because I was on your roof this morning,” said Skalla, “and a commandant does not walk across his own yard on foot for a small thing.”

And she went, up the open ground and over the ditch and out past the boundary stones, and the cold riverstone went off the north wind by degrees over about a quarter of an hour, and I stood in my doorway until I could not smell her at all.

Her file is still in my desk. I still have not opened it past the first page.



Astrid requisitioned me at dawn.

The note came down with Orsa at the sixth hour, written on the back of a stores docket in the hand I know as well as my own.

One medic. Signed out to me until noon. Returned worn.

The north range store-loft is over the three long rooms of the stores wing: a high space under the roof timbers with the hoist beam running down the middle of it and the sky-doors at the gable end, two great shutters on a bar that open onto forty feet of nothing above the yard.

She had them open.

First thaw came through that doorway in a wide gray-gold slab and lay across the boards, and the loft smelled of sacking and dried apple and rope and cold stone and, underneath all of it that morning, wet earth and the river running again.

The harness was hanging on a peg by the stair head.

She had put it there herself on the twelfth. Two straps and a buckle, the leather set into the shape of a back that no longer exists, hanging on a nail like a retired flag, and she has never once taken it down and she has never once let anybody else throw it away.

Astrid was standing in the sky-doors with her back to me and the thaw wind coming in on her.

Quartermaster’s leathers, the jacket cut open down the back by Minna and re-laced with two cords, the keyring on her hip. Braid up. And the wings, folded down her back to the hocks, russet and iron-gray, adjusting once as I came up the ladder. They did that now without her thinking about it.

“You’re late.”

“I was setting a collarbone.”

“You were setting a collarbone at the sixth hour of the morning for a man who broke it three days ago, which is not urgent, and you are avoiding this because you have got a piece of paper on your desk with the deep Verge on it,” said Astrid, and turned round. “Say the thing about the column.”

I stayed standing. “Spring muster. Fourth week of Third-month. Six weeks.”

“And you are going.” She came over and stopped in front of me, copper-brown eyes level and hawk-set.

“I’m going.”

“Yes,” said Astrid, “you are, and I have known it since the boy came down with the news, and every one of those women downstairs has known it since dinner, and the reason nobody has fought you about it is not that we are being brave. It is that you are the only man on this frontier who can track an absence, and the absence took ninety-one crates of shell into the ground three miles from where that column is going to be walking, and if you were not going I would be trying to work out how to make you.”

I held her gaze.

“Right,” I said.

“Right.” Her mouth moved. “So that is settled, and we will spend the six weeks provisioning it properly, and I will be doing the provisioning, and now I would like to be looked at.”



She unlaced the leathers in the sky-doorway.

That is deliberate and I know it is deliberate, because that woman has been staging goods in doorways her entire working life and knows exactly what the light does at the mouth of a loft. She stood in the middle of forty feet of open air with the thaw coming in behind her and unlaced the front of the jacket one cord at a time, and then took it off her shoulders and let it go, and shook the wings out half-mantled to get the cloth past them, and stood there.

Forty-seven years old, in first light, at altitude, with twenty feet of wing half-open behind her.

A great many women in my life, looked at with the level attention I was trained to and a few of them with the other kind, and there is nothing on this frontier that looks like that.

“Well,” said Astrid.

“Come here.”

“That is very brisk.”

I closed the distance, stripped my own shirt off, and caught her wrist before she could reach for me. I placed her fingers on the new branch of scar-lace at my collarbone.

“That’s the fifth day of you,” I said.

Astrid traced it to the tendon, her dry answer gone for one held beat.

Then I turned her, put her down on the furs she had laid over the boards, and mapped the new shoulder girdle with both hands before entering her. Three slow strokes face to face took the edge off her prepared wit. I rolled beneath her without breaking contact, lifted her by the hips, and set her astride.

“Report,” I said.

“Forty-seven. Flying six days. Shoulder girdle aching like a bad debt.” Her wings adjusted behind her. “I want this slow, in daylight, where I can see everything. And you run it, because being told is the most restful discovery of my age.”

“Hands on my chest. You move when I move you.”

“Middle management returns.”

I lowered her onto me in one long, unhurried descent, controlling both hips from the first inch. Her noise went out through the sky-doors and over the yard.

I raised her nearly clear, held her until the new flight muscles trembled, then brought her down at my pace.

“Again,” she said.

“You don’t set the count.”

“No,” Astrid breathed. “I merely audit it.”

I gave her another slow stroke, deeper, and took the sentence away.

For the next quarter hour I moved her on me, setting every rise and descent with my hands on her hips and a word. She surrendered each change and got filthier about it by the minute.

“That’s what you are, isn’t it,” she said, breathless, somewhere in the middle. “You are middle management. All hands and instructions and nobody ever elected you.”

“Slower.”

“Yes,” said Astrid, and went slower, and swore at the roof timbers.

And about two thirds of the way through the thing happened that neither of us was ready for.

I had her rocking on me with my hands hard on her hips, and she came forward over me, and to balance herself she put both wings half out.

Not consciously. The entire point of it. Twenty feet of wing came out and adjusted, twice, three times, an arm going out on a stair, catching the air in the loft, and she felt herself do it and stopped dead in the middle of what she was doing and looked over her own shoulder.

“Oh,” said Astrid.

“That’s flight.”

“That is balance. That is the balance coming back, that is not thinking, boy, I did not do that-” and her voice went right through the middle of the word and she put her face down into my neck for a moment, and I got both arms around her and held on and did not say anything, because a man who talks over that moment deserves nothing.

Then she sat up, and wiped her face with the back of her wrist, and said, in a wholly different voice:

“Right. Wind resistance.”

“Astrid-”

“No, listen to me, because I have waited nineteen years to say this properly.” She had her hands on my chest and her eyes were absolutely dry and absolutely molten. “Nineteen years I have been making a joke about my chest in front of drivers and clerks and every officer in this College, and every one of them laughed, and not one of them ever once heard what I was actually telling them.”

She rolled her shoulders and the wings came out again, further, deliberately, filling the loft.

“Wind resistance,” said Astrid.

I gripped her hips and drove her hard for forty seconds with the fortress waking below us, then slowed her back to a deep measured roll. She obeyed laughing and called me a name lost under the wingbeats.



I lifted her off me before the end and put her on her knees in the thaw light.

“Green flask,” I said.

“Requisitioned?”

“By me. Hands behind your back.”

I poured the oil into the deep valley between her breasts and worked it over the heavy skin until she shone from collarbones down. Then I pressed both breasts around my cock, set the pressure with my palms, and took the fallen braid in one fist.

Astrid looked up through iron-streaked oxblood hair, commentary already ragged. “That is the stores properly occupied. Damn, look at you.”

“Quiet.”

“Make me.”

I put my thumb into her mouth. She sucked it and laughed around it while I fucked the slick valley between her breasts at the rhythm I chose. My free hand went between her thighs, two fingers curling inside her and my thumb on her clit, tying every thrust across her chest to the pressure building lower.

“You come when I tell you,” I said.

Her hawk-sharp eyes went molten. “Yes.”

I drove faster, held her breasts tight around me, and worked her to the edge until her new wings began to tremble.

“Now, Astrid.”

She came apart on her knees in first light with a noise I had never heard from her.

The wings flared full span in one involuntary snap, twenty feet of russet and iron-gray filling the dawn-lit loft. Their wind put out the lamp and knocked a crate of tallow candles eight feet onto the boards.

I kept her breasts closed around me through the flare and chose the finish: across the oiled weight of her chest and up her throat in heavy pulses. She held still until I released her, then looked down through unfocused eyes.

“Stores received,” she said hoarsely.

Then she started laughing, and could not stop, and had to put her forehead down on my shoulder, and every time she looked at the smashed crate of candles on the floor she started again.



I checked her pulse, both wing-joints at the anchor, the lagging muscle behind the left one, her shoulder girdle and palms. Then water.

“You do this every time,” said Astrid, sprawled in the furs with a wing over both of us like a quilt. She started doing that on the second morning, and the den had entirely surrendered to it.

“I do.”

“You did it to me at seven years old when I put my hand on a stove.”

“Especially then.”

“Mm.” She turned her head. “Right. Business. Get the slate.”

“Now?”

“Now. You’re gone for a season, and this house’s outside accounts will not run on goodwill. I hold stores, contracts, debts and requisitions. Minna holds den law. The infirmary door is the border.”

“Minna agreed?”

“She drew the door with its border in red and put it on the kitchen wall. We pretended to fight for forty minutes and then spent two excellent hours on your contracts.”

She reached over and got a page out of her jacket and put it on my chest.

It was ruled in her hand, and headed in her hand, and dated.

Boone, C. Carrier. Load record: standing.

“My ledger,” Astrid said. “Every carry, stage and hour under load; every cost; the lace measured from your wrist monthly, by me.”

“With a tape.”

“Measured things last longer. When you return in autumn, I measure again. If the number moves too far, I make organized trouble.”



The den rewrote the contract wall on the last night before I began packing.

For half a decade that wall held contracts bought from the Pens with money I lacked. Four women named there were dead; two debts remained at thaw.

The freed women did it themselves.

About twenty freed women came up behind Corrie, Ferrell and Orsa and asked to see the wall.

Corrie found her own name on one of the two outstanding.

She read the purchase language twice, then said, “That’s four crowns and eleven you’ve been paying on me since the autumn.”

“Four and eleven.”

She glanced toward the open yard, where the mercy wagons were ash and the Pens gates stood off their hinges. Sorrel’s retired stock ledger lay on Fenn’s shelf with its columns crossed through by the women it had counted.

“Nobody buys me now,” Corrie said. “Not because a clerk changed my status. Because the stockyard is gone, the broker surrendered his book, and four hundred women will break anyone who comes with a price.”

She touched her name on the contract. “This still calls me a purchase. I refuse that too. I’d rather have the four crowns.”

And she took the paper off my wall herself, tore it in half, then in half again, and put it on the table.

The last one went the same way.

Six years of that habit, closed out in about four minutes by two women who had been free for eleven days, and I stood there and let it happen, and Minna put her hand between my shoulder blades and left it there.

Then they put up the new one.

It is a muster list. Minna ruled it and Astrid priced the stores against it and Renka wrote the sections, and it covers the wall now: four hundred and six names in companies, with rows for the ones who need training and rows for the ones who can already fight, and at the bottom of it, in Renka’s blocky hand, one line that goes with a letter she sent south the day after the chalk.

Ninth Auxiliary Company: returning at thaw. Establishment two hundred and six. Captain: pending.

“That’s a joke,” I said.

“That is not a joke,” said Renka. “That is a fact with a hole in it, and I am going to be standing in that hole at the gate when they march in, and Lieutenant Serrick can explain the situation to me at his leisure.”

At the centre of the new wall, where the debt ledger had hung, Minna pinned Piri’s map of the north-west withdrawal route. The folded posting sat behind it, reduced to a corner of paper beneath charcoal lines leading into the deep Verge. The route was the threat. The paper merely admitted Dreyer knew it too.

I opened the shutter on thaw-mud, meltwater, river current, woodsmoke, horses and four thousand people. Beyond them, across the deep Verge where every den and old kill should have opened to spring, the wind carried nothing.

Behind me, Astrid said, “Six weeks. Start packing.”

I kept my face to the scentless north.
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