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Chapter 1: Breach Triage

The wall was still moving under my boots when they brought me the third one.

Burrowers had come up through the Westwall footings an hour before light, which is what burrowers do when the ground goes soft after rain and nobody has bothered to sound the drains. The curtain shook as a table shakes when a big man leans on it. Dust sifted down out of the stones in long gray threads and settled into open wounds faster than I could clean them.

I worked with my sleeves rolled, my satchel open on the flags, and a lamp hooked over my shoulder on a bent iron rod, because the College had decided some years ago that a field medic did not require an assistant.

“Left leg,” I said. “Put him down on his right side. Not flat. His right side.”

The two wall-men holding the stretcher put him down flat. Men carrying a screaming friend hear noise instead of instructions. I turned him myself. The pikeman’s thigh had a hole in it the size of a fist, and the flesh around the hole was the wrong color, a boiled gray, and it smelled of hot copper and torn muscle and nothing else.

The absence was good; it meant this was only a hole.

I packed it, tied it off, and wrote his name on his own forearm in grease-pencil. The mark went on faster than a docket and was harder to lose.

“You’ll keep the leg,” I told him. “You’ll limp for a season and drink free on it for two.”

“Doc,” he said, “I can’t feel my foot.”

“You can’t feel your foot because I tied your leg above the bleed, and in a moment I will untie it, and then you will feel your foot so much that you will wish you hadn’t asked.” I moved to his other side and got two fingers under his ankle. “Wiggle.”

He wiggled. All five toes, in the sloppy uncoordinated way a man’s toes move when they still belong to him.

“Good. That’s your nerve. Nothing above it is going to kill you today.” I stood. “Next.”

The aid line ran along the inside of the Westwall’s stair buttress, out of the wind, which meant it was also in the path of every runner going up and every casualty coming down. Fifty feet away and forty feet up, the wall’s mouth had opened, and I could hear the Wing fighting in it.

You always hear the auxiliaries before you see them. The tearing bark of a wolfkin call. The deep flat shout of an orc bracing a line. The wet crunch of something far stronger than a man doing in one motion the work a company of men would need an hour and twenty deaths to do.

They had been at it since the first horn. The College would credit the hour to the wall companies. The wall companies would know better. Neither fact would ever reach the Menace Board, which is chalked by people who were asleep.

The chirurgeons had their station at the top of the stair, under a lamp, with a folding table and brass instruments laid out on white linen. The practical difference between a medic and a chirurgeon lay folded across that table.

A chirurgeon had linen.

“Boone!” One of Prill’s men, leaning over the rail with a slate in his hand. “Are you sorting down there?”

“I’m working down here.”

“You’re not authorized to sort.”

“Then don’t send me anyone,” I said. Having delivered the official truth, he went away relieved of any need to think about it.

They sent me another dozen in the next hour.



I stopped arguing with chirurgeons at twenty-one after wasting ten minutes being right over a boy who died while we spoke. Now I walk the line and breathe.

Burn gives char over the sweetness of skin that will slough. An opened gut gives sweet rot under blood. Bone carries clean struck-flint mineral. Shock is cold tallow, fear wearing a physical coat.

Everything a wound will become has already begun, and the air brings it to me. An old drover once supplied a frightened word for the gift. I keep that word hidden with everything else.



The burrower broke through the drain grate at the bottom of the aid line, forty minutes before dawn, in the middle of the fourth casualty.

A burrower’s attack begins without warning by design. The grate stayed silent. The stones held until a wet-sack drag rasped over gravel, the iron vanished, and something passed through the hole with the unfinished anatomy of a creature that had never needed a shape.

Twelve feet of it, and only about six on the surface. Segmented, the color of an old bruise, with a mouth built on the general principle of a hand mill. Its front third rose and turned and tasted the air, and the air smelled of a ward’s worth of wounded men.

Somebody screamed. Somebody always does; it is not a failing.

I did not scream. I got hold of the stretcher nearest to the drain, the one with the boy on it whose collarbone I had just wired, and I dragged him backward six feet, which was the only useful thing on this earth that I was equipped to do.

“LANE!” I shouted, because it was the only other one. “Wall-men, off the stair face! Everybody OFF the wall! Give it the lane!”

They did it. Frontier soldiers seldom stop to think under a breach, but they move, and a voice with no doubt in it can put them exactly where they need to be.

The aid line emptied off the buttress wall like water going out of a tipped pan, and left a clear lane of open flagstone from the drain to the stair.

The burrower came up that lane, because the lane was where the air was moving, and it came up the lane fast.

Halfway up it, coming down the stair four steps at a time with her ears sealed tight against the noise, a wolfkin auxiliary of the third company met it.

She hit it at the join of the second and third segment with a boarding axe and about four hundred pounds of downhill. The axe went in. She rode it down. The burrower folded around her like a closing fist. She had already slipped free and reached its back when the second stroke split the sensory ring at the base of the head. One enormous spasm sent a stretcher, a water butt, and one very unlucky wall-man across the flagstones. Its severed ring gave one last blind twitch, then the whole twelve feet collapsed into meat.

The auxiliary put her boot on it. She pulled the axe out and turned toward the men she had just saved. Every gaze fled hers.

She was capped. I could see it from where I knelt: the dull black cold-iron on her upper canines, snug and lightless, catching nothing of the lamp. Her grade was chalked on the Board a hundred yards away and it said C.

“Auxiliary,” I said. “You’re cut.”

She looked down at herself, mildly surprised. A burrower’s mandible had opened her forearm from the wrist to halfway up.

“Come here,” I said. “Sit on that.”

She came, and sat, and let me work, and she watched the wall-men with an expression that was not resentment. Resentment would have been easier to look at. It was the expression of someone reading a familiar page.

“You called the lane,” she said.

“I was closest to the drain.”

“You called the lane,” she said again. “They cleared it.” After that she fell silent. I flushed and packed her arm, then told her to have it checked in three days. She said she would come to the infirmary, not the theater. She clipped the final consonant hard enough to bare the word’s blade, while cold tallow sharpened beneath the blood on her arm. I looked up.

She was already gone, back up the stair.

The unlucky wall-man, the one the spasm had thrown, was dead before I reached him. Broken neck. Nothing under my hands but a warm shape.

I marked him with grease-pencil and moved on, because the line remained full.



They brought me Reik at the gray edge of the light.

He was propped against the buttress by two of Prill’s orderlies with a chirurgeon’s chalk mark on his boot that read STABLE, which is the word this College uses to mean not our problem, and his right forearm was black and shiny where somebody had put a hot iron to it.

He was a big man. Slab-built and gap-toothed, with old campaign wear carved so deeply around his eyes that the thirty-odd years he later claimed sounded like modesty. He would carry that same battered face into sixty if the frontier let him. His eyes were half shut and his color was bad and his breathing was even, which was the trouble.

I stopped. The aid line receded until one scent occupied the whole world.

Crushed beetle-shell and sour cider.

It came off him in a slow patient tide, sweetish, sharp, faintly green, riding under the honest smells of blood and burnt meat and fear. Once you have smelled burrower venom you never lose it. It gets into a shelf in the back of your head and it sits there for the rest of your life.

I knelt. “Sergeant.”

He got one eye open. “You’re the stitch-boy.”

“I’m the stitch-boy. What’s your name?”

“Reik. Tomas Reik. Third company.” He tried a grin and got about half of it, and the half he got was the reason I liked him immediately. “They done me already. Said I’m stable. Said wait.”

The cautery was good. That was the trouble with it. A competent chirurgeon had sealed the surface of that wound in a hard black crust, and under the crust, running along the ulna in a narrow pale tract that nothing in this world would show them, burrower venom was walking up his arm toward his heart at the speed of a slow man’s stroll.

Their instruments said his pulse was strong, his breathing steady, his bleeding stopped.

Their instruments were right. Their instruments were also going to bury him by tomorrow noon with a very tidy chart.

“Sergeant,” I said. “Your arm is poisoned. The cautery trapped it under the seal. I have to open it again.”

Reik studied my face until another scream rose from the breach mouth. The buttress swallowed it and threw it back.

“They said stable,” he said.

“They read a pulse. I read the wound.” I was already laying it out: scalpel, forceps, small cautery, the twist of boiled linen, the green bottle. “You have six hours before your hand starts to feel like it belongs to somebody else. After that it stops being an arm problem and becomes a heart problem, and I cannot help you with the second one.”

“And if you open it and you’re wrong?”

“Then you bleed, I close it, and you tell the mess that the stitch-boy cut you for nothing.” I looked up at him. “You will enjoy that. Yes or no, Sergeant. There are nine men behind you.”

His gaze followed the black cautery crust from wrist to elbow. He put his head back against the stone.

“Cut, then.”

I cut.

The crust came away in a flake like the shell of something baked. Beneath it, the tissue had already turned glassy and dark. Opening the tract along the bone brought the smell up hard enough to sting my eyes: beetle-shell, cider, then the flat mineral wrongness of a wound committed to its course. I got the forceps in. The little pale channel showed where the venom had run. I laid it open from end to end, three inches, four, down to muscle that was pink, stupid, honest.

Reik made a sound like a door being forced.

“Talk to me,” I said, working. “Tell me about the man who cauterized you.”

“Fat.” A gasp. “Clean hands. He whistled.”

“He whistled.” I flushed the tract with the green bottle: water, wine spirit, and a bitter thing I distill myself out of marsh-root, which appears on no requisition anywhere in this fortress. “That’s a chirurgeon’s whistle. It means the numbers are behaving.”

“Numbers.” Reik laughed. The laugh turned into something else. “Numbers.”

“Hold still, Sergeant.”

I cut the dead tissue away. All of it, and more than he could spare, because burrower venom does not negotiate and neither do I. At that, I packed the wound open with linen soaked in the green bottle, which hurts far more than the cutting. I strapped the arm into a sling and gave him the useful version of his future: he would keep it, lose about a third of the meat, and never again win a wrestle on that side.

He was gray by then, and sweating, and looking at me in a way I have learned to dislike.

“Nobody looked at me,” he said. “Twenty minutes I sat here. They walked past me twice.”

“They looked at their instruments.”

“You didn’t.”

I wiped my hands. My hands are the only clean part of me on any wall I have ever stood on. It is the one vanity I have.

“Don’t make it a story, Sergeant,” I said.

He kept looking at me anyway.



The breach mouth closed at first light, and the Wing came down out of it.

They descended the long stair two and three at a time, in kit designed by somebody who had never had to fight in it, streaked to the elbow and past. A wolfkin went by with a mandible buried in her shoulder plate, her jaw locked against the pain, and did not slow. Two harpy-blooded runners carried a wounded man between them with their wings strapped down in the regulation harness, their talon-tipped feet gripping the stair edge like the stone was a branch.

Behind them, filling the stair, came the orc.

Six feet and some inches of green-bronze, and across her shoulders a section of the inner scaffold, a squared oak beam fourteen feet long, dragged out of the stretchers’ way because the stretchers needed the way. She had a broken tusk. They mostly do. The College calls the docking post an integration standard, and the post outside the theater has a groove worn into the top of it from all that integration.

She set the beam down on the flags with a boom that broke through my boots. She straightened. She saluted the lieutenant at the bottom of the stair.

He was writing on a slate. He did not look up.

She held the salute three full seconds. When the lieutenant gave her nothing even then, she dropped it, turned, and went back up the stair for the second beam. Her face while she did it was the most disciplined thing I saw that morning.

At the top of the stair, Chirurgeon-Major Ansel Prill was folding his linen.

He was a soft-bodied man of forty-eight with scrubbed pink hands, and he stood in the lamplight with his spectacles pushed up and watched his orderlies pack the brass away in its case, each instrument to its own felt bed. He smelled of chalk dust and vinegar. He always does. Some men have a smell you could pick out of a burning city.

He saw me at the bottom of the stair with my sleeves rolled to the elbow and my arms red to the wrist.

“Boone,” he called down, pleasantly. “Did we do well?”

“Four dead,” I said.

“Four.” He nodded, pleased, and his spectacles caught the lamp. “Providence.”

“Providence and a wall,” I said, and he laughed, and went to write the report that would credit the chirurgeons.

It would not be a lie. What nobody understands is that a perfectly accurate account can omit everything nobody chose to measure.



Captain Ines Weller found me at the foot of the stair with the sun coming up over the Verge behind her, turning the empty miles of wild country the color of a bruised peach.

Thirty-eight, wiry, dust-brown crop cut for a helmet and not for a mirror. Her kit was worn to function everywhere it touched her and worn through everywhere it did not. She wore her wedding ring on a leather cord outside her collar, as wall officers did, because a ring on a hand is a finger you lose.

“Boone.”

“Captain.”

“You cut Reik.”

“I did.”

“After Chirurgeon-Major Prill’s man wrote him stable.”

“After that,” I agreed.

Weller tracked a cloud shadow crossing the Verge while she conducted an entire argument inside her own skull and let me hear none of it.

“Three of my write-offs walked out of your infirmary this season,” she said. “Kellow. Ost. The boy with the drake bite whose name I keep failing to remember, which he will never forgive me for.”

“Brune.”

“Brune.” She nodded slowly. “My husband tells me I have a memory for terrain and none at all for people. He says it in a tone.”

“He’s not wrong.”

“He is never wrong. It’s insufferable.” She turned and looked at me directly, which not many officers do. “Here is what I am going to do, medic. I am going to keep sending my worst down this stair to the wrong end of the aid line, where a certain underpaid person happens to be standing. I am not going to write that down anywhere. And you are not going to make me explain it.”

“No, Captain.”

“Good.” She started away, and stopped. “The report will credit the chirurgeons.”

“It always does.”

“It always does,” she agreed, and went back up her stair.



The great yard at first light smelled of dew, horse, cold stone, and cheap frying oil. On a trial week, the stalls come out before the sun and immediately fry things.

Caldmoor was built to hold a line. Barracks, armory, stables, works yard, granaries, and arena all supported the walls. The south bastion squatted at the yard’s end, with the unspoken Pens beneath it.

At the yard’s center, facing the barracks, parade line, and every window that mattered, stood the Menace Board.

Ten feet high and twenty across. Black slate in an oak frame, rubbed soft gray by two centuries of chalk and rag. Every auxiliary of the Auxiliary Beast Corps, which the College calls the Wing when it is feeling fond, is on that Board: name, line, company, grade.

E through S, top to bottom.

The fortress lived by that public arithmetic. A woman walked past the Board on her way to a wall and read what the College had decided she was, in chalk, where the entire garrison could read it too. The brokers read it. The betting stalls read it and set their odds from it and post those odds on a slate three paces away, which somebody complained about once, years ago, and which nobody has ever moved.

They were re-chalking for Trial Day. Two clerks up ladders with a list, and a small crowd watching them work, because in a fortress the size of a town, watching two men copy a list is entertainment.

RYSKA. Wolfkin. Champion wing. B.

Undefeated two years. Duel champion of Caldmoor War College. Graded B, safed champion, a phrase this Board invented and remains very proud of.

I stood before that letter as a man studies a bruise on his own arm and tries to remember what he hit.

“Master Boone!”

Sorrel came at me across the yard as a barrel comes down a hill.

Master Quartermain Sorrel was fifty-five and round and ink-stained to the second knuckle, and he had three chins that had been earned entirely through professional anxiety. He is the broker-clerk of the Pens. When the Culling Board decides a woman is spent, Sorrel is the man who writes down what she is worth. When somebody wishes to buy her contract out again, Sorrel is the man who tells them what it will cost.

Those two numbers live in the same head. They are not the same number. The difference is his.

I have been paying that difference for six years.

“Fine morning, Master Boone, a very fine morning.” He fell in beside me, huffing, ledger under one arm. “A hard night on the Westwall, I hear. Six dead? Eight?”

“Four.”

“Four!” The number pleased him like a good price. “Providence.”

Everyone in this fortress says the same word about the dead. I have started counting.

“Now.” He had the ledger open one-handed, thumb finding the familiar entry without looking. “The badger-kin. Fenn.”

“I know.”

“Eleven marks and the contract is discharged. Eleven! After four years of installments.” He dabbed his forehead. “You could have bought a horse, Master Boone. You could have bought two horses and a bad wife.”

“I have a mule.”

“You have a mule and a grievance.” He sighed expansively, inviting history to apologize for misunderstanding him. “Eleven marks and she is yours. Or rather she is nobody’s, which with you is the same transaction, since you will simply feed her and she will simply stay. I have never understood your ledger, and I have understood the ledgers of some very stupid men.”

I counted coin into his palm out of a purse that was supposed to last me to month’s end. It came to nine marks and some coppers. The purse afterward folded nearly flat.

Sorrel counted the coin with his eyes, checked my face, then wrote in the ledger.

“Two,” he said, “on the day you have it.”

“On the day I have it.”

“You will make me a poor man.”

“You’ll make you a poor man, Sorrel. I’m just here every week.”

He laughed as he laughs, three quick wet notes. Next, his eyes went past me to the Board. His fingers clamped around the ledger until its leather cover bowed, his smile emptied, and cold tallow leaked through the pomade at his collar. He had recognized a danger on the slate and decided I was safer if he left it unnamed.

Next, he was gone, bustling, wishing somebody else a profitable morning.



I turned and watched the south gate, because it was Thursday.

The salvage wagon goes out twice a week and nobody in the yard turns a head. High-sided freight bed, canvas roped down over the load, a driver and a toll-man on the bench, and a small painted board hung off the tailgate with the contractor’s mark. SALVAGE.

The word covers broken kit, butchered breach-beasts rendered down for cook-fat, bone-meal, and whatever else the College wants carried beyond the gate. The College generates a lot of dead animal and it has to go somewhere.

I stood downwind of the south gate with my hands in my pockets, and I let the wagon roll past, and I breathed in.

Under the canvas, under horse and wet rope and tar, came the smell I have been smelling for six years.

Gland-oil. There is nothing else like it. A heavy sweetness that goes past sweet and out the other side: orange blossom sealed too long in a jar, with a warm animal note underneath. After the wagon passed, it stayed in the back of my throat and made me want to spit.

They render it from the glands of beast-blooded women. In the capital it goes into perfume. By weight it is worth more than saffron.

Beneath the gland-oil came horn ivory, dusty and faintly sweet, like old piano keys in a shut room.

A thinner thread followed: feather and lanolin, something that had been alive, packed dry in wax paper.

The wagon rolled out the south gate onto the ford road. The toll-man yawned and scratched himself. The gate guard waved them through without looking up, because he waves that wagon through twice a week and has for years, and a routine repeated twice a week for years disappears into the scenery.

I have the routes. I have the days. I have a bestiary ledger under a loose flagstone in my quarters with fourteen pages in the back that are not about beasts.

I had nothing anybody would call proof. A scent could not testify, and a stitch-boy’s scent-read did not rise even to the dignity of an opinion.



I was walking back across the yard when the wind changed.

It came off the training line along the east palisade, and it brought me forty auxiliaries at their dawn circuit: leather, sweat, iron, dust, the honest animal smell of the Wing at work.

Through the middle of all of it ran a wire drawn through cloth:

Burnt honey over storm-front cedar.

I stopped walking.

The scent arrived warm and dark, its edges carrying honey scorched by one minute too long in the pan. Beneath it ran the cold green resin a cedar wood releases when the pressure drops, giving the molt a structure my nose could follow across the yard.

Sickness turns sour and thins as the body loses its argument. This scent ran rich, structural, alive: a body building its adult form.

I turned toward the palisade.

She was running the circuit alone, as she did every dawn, and even at a hundred yards the ground appeared to yield her a private lane through forty soldiers.

She descended the line at a long steady lope, and my eyes went where they always go, and I stopped pretending otherwise a long time ago.

Boots light and braced, calves cut hard, running on the front of the foot as a hunting animal runs. Long legs, deep-cut at the thigh from two years of nothing but this. Narrow hips, and a low gray tail hanging straight behind her, swinging easy with the stride. A hard flat waist, and a back that worked under a sweat-damp shirt in one long line of pure function. Above it a small high chest, strapped down under a kit vest stripped of every ornament, because she had cut every ornament off it herself with a knife.

Storm-gray hair, thick, braided tight for the run, hanging past her shoulder blades.

And her face, as she came around the turn and took the light: cool fair skin flushed with effort, a white seam of old scar along the jaw, and eyes whose color I could see at a hundred yards because they were pale wolf-amber with a black ring around the iris, and they did not blink the way other people’s do.

Ryska. Twenty-three years old. Champion wing. Undefeated.

Graded B.

Her ears found me before her head did. They swung across a hundred yards of trampled yard, gray and upright, and locked.

From there, her stare found me. She did not slow, and her stride did not change. She simply fixed me with a direct, unblinking stare reserved for an obstacle that had already failed to make her step around it.

At that, the palisade line took her.

Her mouth had been open with the running. I had seen the caps: cold-iron hammered snug over both upper canines, dull and black and lightless. Two years now. The Board did it after her second title, and it is in the record as a safety standard, and she saluted the officer who signed it.

Burnt honey and storm-front cedar followed her around the palisade turn, warm and dark beneath the fresh salt of exertion.

Cold damp climbed through my boots as the great yard carried on around me, and I did the arithmetic I did not want to do.

Three weeks. Three was the safe estimate; anything beyond it meant gambling on sleep, luck, and a world that never left a soldier alone.

Three weeks before her body finished deciding what it meant to become, and started becoming it, in front of everyone, in a fortress with a chirurgeon-major who had a table and a word for that smell.

The Board would write fever over a body building itself stronger. After that, Prill’s people would treat that lie with a knife.



The infirmary is a long stone room off the north side of the yard with eleven cots, two windows that do not close properly, and a door that sticks in wet weather. Behind it is the den: my quarters, a storeroom full of things the College has forgotten it owns, and a kitchen with a stove that has been dying gracefully for a decade.

I got back to it a little after full light with every regular cot occupied and a sergeant in the twelfth.

Reik was awake. His gaze followed me from cot to cot through the entire round. By the time I reached him, he had worked himself up into saying it.

“That auxiliary,” he said. “The wolfkin. On the stair.”

“What about her.”

“She’d have died for us.” He shifted his strapped arm. “They wouldn’t look at her.”

“No.”

“Why is that?”

I checked his packing. It was clean. He would live, and he would be insufferable about how he lived, and in a month he would be telling this story in the mess with an extra burrower in it.

“Because if they looked at her,” I said, “they’d have to look at what they did to her, and it’s early, and nobody wants to do that before breakfast.”

Reik rubbed one thumb along the edge of his sling, testing the cloth as if the answer might be stitched into it.

“You’re not what they say you are,” he said.

“I am what they say I am, Sergeant. I’m the stitch-boy. Go to sleep.”



When they were all down, I went into my quarters, shut the door, and lifted the loose flagstone by the bed.

I lifted the bestiary ledger from beneath it, wrapped in oilcloth. It is a real ledger, and most of it is a real bestiary: burrower anatomy, drake vitals, a dire-pack alpha’s weight distribution, wound patterns, venom timings. It is honest work and it is the reason I am alive.

The last fourteen pages are not about beasts.

They cover wagon days, routes, weights, maker’s bites, and how gland-oil rides under different cargo. Six years of an unasked nose, written for nobody.

On the wall above the desk, where another man would keep a mirror, I keep the contract wall.

Nine contracts bought over six years with money I did not have. Four women dead. Three gone from the marches. One working a lower-town kitchen and rightly not speaking to me. One badger-kin cook named Fenn, two marks from nobody’s, with no intention of leaving.

I sat at the desk, opened the ledger to a clean page, and wrote the date. The empty line beneath it held me there until the yard’s distant frying pans began to hiss.

I dipped the pen before caution could put the page away and wrote:

Wolfkin, F, 23. Champion wing. Molt-onset, stage zero, building. Est. three weeks to first stage.

Below it I added:

Cold-iron caps, both upper canines, two years in place. No completed wolfkin molt recorded at Caldmoor in nineteen years.

And under that, because I am a coward in one very specific way and this was the sentence I did not want to write:

The Board reads molt-onset as fever.

I set the pen aside, slid the ledger beneath the stone, and counted what remained in the purse after Sorrel. Beyond the shutter, her boots kept their lone hard rhythm along the east palisade.

It would not buy her a week.


Chapter 2: Trial Day

Two days later the yard filled up before dawn, and the College put on its face.

Trial Day at Caldmoor is the closest the frontier comes to a holiday. The stalls go up along the colonnade, braziers smoking beside fry-pans, little slates of odds propped against the counters. The barracks empty. The lower town climbs the hill in its second-best coats. Wall-men who have not slept since their watch ended stand shoulder to shoulder with granary clerks, stable boys, and both men’s wives. Every face turns toward the Menace Board.

I went because I am required to go. A trial line needs a medic standing at the end of it, in case somebody’s honor requires stitches.

I also went because I wanted to see what Prill would do.

The Board had been chalked fresh in the night, every name of the Wing, in the clerk’s fat upright hand. A boy of about twelve went along the front of it with a rag on a stick, wiping the ledge, and the garrison watched him do it as though the rag were part of the appointed display, which by now it probably is.

RYSKA. Wolfkin. Champion wing. B.

Three paces to the left, the stalls had their own slate up.

RYSKA v. VORST. EXHIBITION. Ryska 1 to 6. Vorst 4 to 1. NO WAGERS ON DURATION AFTER LAST TIME.

“Doc.” The stall-keeper was a broad woman named Gerty with a scar through one eyebrow and no illusions about anything. She leaned over her plank counter. “Six to one against the cadet. You want a piece?”

“On my pay?”

“You could put up the mule.”

“The mule has better judgment than I do,” I said. “It would want odds.”

She laughed, and went back to writing numbers, and that was the last easy minute of the day.



The brokers entered at the top of the hour, and I smelled them before I saw them.

Clove pomade. Three of them, in good coats, standing under the colonnade where the light was flattering and the wind did not reach. Visiting men. Not garrison. They stood the way buyers stand at a horse fair: at ease, and pleasant, and entirely uninterested in anything but the animals.

Clove is a strong smell, and it is chosen because it is a strong smell. It is what a man puts on when he needs something covered.

It never covers it. Under the clove, faint, patient, worked into the wool of their coats over years, came the smell of the trade: gland-oil sweetness and the dusty note of horn ivory, and under that the thin dry ghost of carrion. They had spent years in rooms full of it. The trade had worked through coat after coat until carrion lived in the wool.

One of them had a ring on his little finger with a seal I could not read from where I stood. He was watching the trial line, and he was watching it as you watch a paddock, and every so often he said something quietly to the man beside him, and the man beside him wrote it down.

I stood at the end of the trial line with my satchel at my feet and let the wind bring them to me. A smell could identify the trade without supplying a crime I could act on, so my hands stayed empty.



Commandant Hadrian Dreyer came out onto the Board stand at the ringing of the hour, and the yard rose around him with the sound a crowd makes when it loves a man.

He was fifty-four and he looked like the last page of a recruiting pamphlet. Silver-cropped, parade-straight, campaign-lean, in a uniform so immaculate it seemed to be an act of respect toward everyone looking at it. He wore the Redwinter ribbon on his breast, and he wore it modestly, tucked in among plainer honors, and the modesty was his loudest display.

He raised one hand and the yard went quiet as a room goes quiet for a father.

“Good morning, Caldmoor.”

It carried. That was Dreyer’s gift. He never shouted, and he never needed to; his voice found the back of the yard on its own, warm and unhurried and regretful, as a good doctor’s voice finds the back of a ward.

“Nineteen years ago this autumn,” he said, “I was a lieutenant at Redwinter.”

The yard did not make a sound.

“I will not describe it. Many of you have heard me try. I will say only this.” He let his hand fall. “A company of good soldiers died in one night, in the dark, at the hands of a thing that had been, that morning, a woman they trusted. She did not choose it. Hear that clearly. She did not choose it, and it happened anyway, and eighty-one men and women paid for it.”

He looked out over the yard, and he let them see him remember.

“Redwinter is why we remember,” he said. “Eighty-one dead are why we cap them. Every soldier of the Auxiliary Beast Corps who stands on our wall stands there safe, and stands there ours, and stands there alive. I would rather bear their hatred than bury another company.”

Agreement moved through the yard.

A person expecting cruelty to wear an ugly face would have found only the frontier’s ideal commandant. The yard nodded. The wall-men nodded, and the granary clerks nodded, and two rows in front of me an auxiliary with a clipped harpy’s harness strapped across her back nodded, because she has been told that story since the day she enlisted and it is the only story anybody has ever offered her that makes what happened to her mean something.

A date, a number, and a dead company gave the story everything frightened citizens wanted from certainty.

From forty feet, I breathed him in at the end of the trial line: soap, wool, boot-black, sword oil, and the dry settled smell of a man who sleeps well.

His pulse-sweat carried the even salt of conviction. Fear had not waxed his collar, and deceit added no sour edge beneath the soap.

He believes it. Whatever else is true, he believes it, and I have never once caught him in the smell of a lie. No fact in my ledger frightens me more.



They read the grades aloud.

The adjutant read the public measure aloud, company by company and name by name. Every woman on the list stood at attention and heard what she was worth before the garrison.

Some of them get cheers. The C-grades of the wall companies get a good roar from their own men. The E-grades receive four hundred people’s indifference: faces turning toward the stalls, hands dropping, conversations resuming while the women remain at attention.

I watched a fennec-line scout stand through her E. Small, blonde, ears like sails, all of eighteen inches of ear standing straight up while the adjutant said “insufficient menace” in the voice of a man reading a laundry list. Her hands stayed at her sides while both enormous ears held rigid at attention.

She had a satchel on her hip stuffed with paper.

I filed that. I file a great many things.

Then: “Champion wing. Ryska. Wolfkin. Grade B: safed champion.”

And the yard erupted.

They loved her. That fact has to stand before everything that followed. Four hundred people put their hands together for a woman with cold-iron hammered into her mouth, and they meant it, and they would have been genuinely offended if you had told them what they were applauding.

They love her as a town loves a chained bear.



She came out onto the trial line and I made myself look at her properly, because you can only do that on a trial day, when everyone is looking.

She had come out of the champion’s arch with no fuss at all: no salute to the stand, no lifted arms, nothing for the crowd. Just walking, in stripped kit and fingerless sparring wraps, and she went to the mark and stood on it.

Braced boots, weight forward on the balls of her feet even standing still, the stance of somebody whose body has decided that resting is a thing other people do. Runner’s calves. Long hard thighs. Narrow hips with the low gray tail hanging still, absolutely still, which took her something to do; I could see the effort of it in the base of her spine. Flat waist. Shoulders lean and square and set.

Her chest was small and high beneath the straps of her vest, moving with each breath. I noticed. Then I made myself go on looking anyway, at all of her, how I would look at a wound: completely.

Braid down her back like a dropped rope. The white scar on her jaw.

And her eyes came up and swept the crowd once, level and unhurried, and stopped on the Board stand where Dreyer stood applauding her, and held there for a single second longer than a happy soldier would hold it.

Her tail gave one short, hard lash toward Dreyer.

She spent the anger in that single stroke, then locked it low behind her again. Her face did nothing at all, and the crowd never saw a thing.

Burnt honey and storm-front cedar rolled off her across forty feet of open ground, warmer than two days ago, heavier, deeper into that dark sweet turn, and my mouth went dry, and I stood with my hands at my sides.



Champion-Cadet Vorst came out to a roar of his own, and he earned it, because he is genuinely good and genuinely likable and he was, that morning, the best swordsman of his year and knew it.

Twenty-four, golden, silvered gauntlets that his family paid for, and the loose easy confidence of a young man the crowd has always been kind to.

He saluted her. She measured him once.

They fought for one hundred and ten seconds, and I counted them, because Gerty pays out on duration and I wanted to know what she was going to lose.

He opened well: fast, textbook, a beautiful high-line feint that would have taken most of the champion wing in the throat. She was not there. She was never anywhere he put his sword. She moved as a wolf moves through a wood, which is to say she went where the space was and she did not waste one thing, not a step, not a breath, not a flourish for the stands.

She let him work. She let him get his combinations off, and the crowd cheered every one of them, and she gave ground in a slow spiral that anybody who has ever hunted would have recognized and nobody in that yard did.

After that, she was inside his guard.

She took his wrist. She turned him. She put him down on the sand on his back with an economy that made the fall look like an accident of his own, and she was over him with a wooden training blade at the notch of his throat, and her lips drew back from her teeth in what the crowd read as a snarl of triumph and what I read, from twenty feet away, as a smile she had forgotten to hide.

And the caps were in it. Two dull black stubs of cold-iron where a wolf’s fangs should be, sitting in that smile like nails in a good table.

She had won a duel in front of four hundred people with her teeth pinned dead, and she had done it in a hundred and ten seconds, and the yard screamed itself hoarse for the College that had done the pinning.

Vorst lay in the sand laughing and raised his hand. She took it and hauled him upright. The crowd loved that moment best, perhaps because it was the only real thing in the ring: he said something to her, she answered with four words, and he laughed again.

The stalls paid out. Gerty was going to have a bad week.

I stood at the end of the trial line, and the wind came off the sand, and I smelled the truth of it under all that sweat and pride.

Burnt honey. Storm-front cedar. Rising.

Health ran through every carrier. Her body was building toward its adult shape while the men beside the line prepared to name that work a disease.



Prill’s medics took her at the line.

They did it well, which is to say they did it gently and immediately and in full view, so that it looked like care.

Two orderlies in chirurgeon’s whites with a folding stool and a lamp, and Chirurgeon-Major Ansel Prill himself coming down off the stand with his instrument case, unhurried, spectacles catching the sun.

“Champion,” he said warmly. “One moment of your time, if I may. Routine.”

Her gaze dropped to the stool, then returned to him.

Training won the argument her eyes had started. She sat because two years ago she was taught to sit, and four hundred faces watched, and she is a soldier.

He took her pulse. A little brass tube inspected her pupils. He held the back of his hand against her cheek, which is a thing you do to a child, and she let him, and her tail did not move at all, and the base of her spine was rigid.

Eight feet away, I stood with my satchel, because a medic stands at the end of the trial line, and the open air carried every scent between us.

Prill smelled of chalk dust and vinegar, as always.

Beneath the vinegar came cold tallow.

Prill gave off the waxy sweat of a man performing a verdict already written. Fear and decision are cousins to the nose; this carried the sourness of a candle guttering in a cold room, rising from his collar while his face pretended to discover the numbers.

He had the verdict before he touched her.

I know what that smells like, because I had spent six years learning what it smells like, and I stood there in the sun with my hands empty and I felt my face move.

Just once. Just a flinch, a tightening at the mouth, nothing a crowd would see.

Her ear came around.

Ryska did not turn her head. She was sitting on a stool in front of four hundred people with a chirurgeon-major’s hand on her jaw, and she did not turn her head. But one gray ear swiveled off her skull and pointed at me, and stayed pointed, and I understood that she had heard my breath change.

“Hmm,” said Prill.

He nested his brass tube in its fitted place on the linen, and he took his spectacles off, and he polished them.

“Feral onset,” he said.

He said it kindly. He said it as you tell a man his father has died.

“Early readings only, Champion. Nothing to be alarmed by today. But I am obliged to log it, and I am obliged to say it to your face rather than to a page, because I think that is owed to a soldier of your standing.” He put his spectacles back on. “Elevated temperature. Sensory hyperacuity. The pulse is fast and it is not fast from the duel.”

“I fought,” she said. It was the first time I heard her voice up close. Low alto, clipped, with nothing wasted in it. “That’s what a pulse does.”

“Of course.” He smiled. “Of course it is.”

He wrote on his slate.

He filled one line, then another, and polished his spectacles before adding a third.

Her body carried neither fever nor sickness. She was the healthiest body in that yard by a distance, and her body was doing what wolfkin blood does at twenty-three, and the smell of it was burnt honey and storm-front cedar and it was one of the finest things I have ever smelled in my life.

“Thank you, Champion,” said Prill, and turned away, and the orderlies folded the stool.

She sat there until the orderlies had packed away every instrument used to condemn her. Then she stood and looked straight at me across eight feet of trampled sand, with a chirurgeon’s chalk mark drying on a slate behind her.

Neither of us said anything. What was there to say. I was a stitch-boy with an empty satchel and she was the champion of Caldmoor, and I had flinched, and she had heard it.

The klaxon went off.



Bull-drakes hit the gate line late that morning with the entire garrison standing in the yard.

Nothing arranges disaster better: four hundred witnesses, three charging beasts, and no aid line between them.

Three drakes, which is two more than the gate line was built to hold, coming up out of the scrub south of the ford road at a full gallop. A bull-drake is eleven feet at the shoulder and about four tons and it does not stop for a gate: it stops for a wall, eventually, if the wall is a good one. The gate line took the first one and lost nine men doing it.

The crowd did what crowds do. It moved everywhere at once.

The northward surge struck the row of stalls and folded back on itself. There was only one gate out of the great yard on that side, and the stalls were in front of it. The crowd stopped being a crowd and became four hundred people in a stone box with a war at one end.

I planted my satchel in the middle of the yard, on the open flags, in front of everybody, and I started sorting.

There was no aid line, buttress, stair, or white linen. There was me on the sand. Casualties came back through the gate arch on doors, shields, and in their friends’ arms. The garrison packed itself around us with nowhere to go, leaving its people nothing to do but watch.

So they watched.

“Here.” I pointed at the flags to my left. “Bleeding, awake, will keep. Here.” To my right. “Bleeding, not awake, right now. Down there, by the trough, anybody screaming.”

“Screaming’s bad!” somebody shouted.

“Screaming is breathing,” I said. “Bring me the quiet ones.”

They brought me a gut-shot pikeman marked for the theater. I settled my palm on his belly, leaned over the wound, and breathed in. Sweet rot under blood: fruit forgotten in a warm room.

“His bowel’s opened,” I said. “He goes now, and he goes to a table, and if you take him up the theater stair with the queue that’s on it he will be dead before he reaches the top. Take him to my infirmary. Second cot. There’s a lamp lit and a kettle on. Tell whoever’s there to get his kit off and boil the long forceps and I will be there in an hour.”

“The Chirurgeon-Major has him marked for observation,” said the orderly.

“Then observe him in my infirmary,” I said. “Move.”

They moved.

The next one they laid at my feet was an auxiliary, and everyone handling her believed she was dead.

She was a holstaur-line stores hand, big, gentle-faced, gray as ash, laid out on a plank with her hands folded because somebody had taken the trouble to fold them. There was a drake’s horn-graze along her ribs and one arm at the wrong angle and she was not breathing that anybody could see.

The orderly with the slate wrote a mark on it.

I knelt down and I lowered my face close to her mouth and I breathed in.

And I got warm straw, fresh sweat, and living blood.

Warm straw, fresh sweat, and living blood held uncontested. Sweet rot was absent, and the cold mineral emptiness that gathers on the dead after about ten minutes had never begun.

Two fingers settled under the angle of her jaw and I waited, and I counted, and at twelve seconds I felt it: one slow soft thud, like something moving in a deep room.

“She’s alive.”

“Sir,” said the orderly, “there’s no pulse.”

“There is a pulse. It’s four to the minute.” I got my hands under her shoulder and heaved. “She’s beast-blooded and she is deep-shocked, and holstaur lines go slow when they go down; they do not stop, they go SLOW, and if you bury her she will wake up in the ground. Help me turn her.”

The orderly did not move.

A wall-man moved. His example broke the orderlies’ spell; two more came in beside him. They turned her while I opened her airway, splinted the arm, then strapped her ribs. Ten minutes later she coughed hugely, vomited on my boots, and opened her eyes.

The yard made a noise.

I did not look up. That was the moment, and I knew it was the moment, and I kept my head down and my hands working, because the only thing worse than four hundred people watching you save a woman everybody had written off is four hundred people watching you enjoy it.

I wiped her vomit from my boot on the back of my trouser leg, stood, and said, “Next.” The waiting hands gave me the next one.

I worked the yard for three hours in front of the entire garrison of Caldmoor War College.

I called a dozen of them, and I told them why while I did it, because giving reasons saved the time questions would cost: this one is a bleeder and you cannot see it, that one is not dying, that one is, this one’s leg comes off, this one’s does not, that man’s fear is the only thing wrong with him, give him water and put him in the shade and stop treating him like a corpse.

Every call proved out inside the hour, on the flags, in the open, in front of the stalls and the brokers and the Board.

Every one.

The bull-drakes kept hitting the gate while I worked. Each impact drove a hard shudder through the flags and shook dust from the Board’s oak frame. The gate crews had dropped the first beast in the arch, but its four-ton carcass had become a ramp for the second. I heard timber split beyond the crowd and watched the standing rail bow as people pressed away from the sound.

“Give me twelve paces,” I told the nearest wall sergeant. “Clear them from the trough to the arena stair. If the gate gives, the drake takes the open lane instead of trampling my quiet ones.”

His attention passed from my gray wool to the holstaur coughing herself alive at my feet.

“You heard him,” the sergeant shouted. “Twelve paces. Move every bloody stall.”

The crowd moved. Stall-keepers ripped stakes out of the ground. Two granary clerks overturned Gerty’s counter and dragged it clear while she rescued her coin box and swore at each of them by ancestry. An open lane suddenly appeared across the yard just as the second drake climbed the dead one’s plated back and drove its beak through the inner gate.

The wall company met it with three hooked chains. The first snapped. The second caught behind the foreleg. The third wrapped the neck. Forty men leaned until their boots slid in blood and sand. The drake came six yards into the yard anyway, eleven feet at the shoulder and so furious that the nearest casualty sat up despite a broken collarbone.

Ryska hit its blind side.

She had come off the trial line wearing her sparring wraps. Capped, freshly condemned, and moving with the same economy she had used on Vorst, she ran the trough rim, planted one boot on the beast’s plated shoulder, and buried a dropped spear through the softer hinge behind its jaw. The impact did not kill it. It turned the head half a foot, which let the gate crew’s last chain bite. Human wall-men hauled. The capped champion drove the spear deeper. Together they put four tons of bull-drake onto the flags.

The crowd saw that too.

The drake had barely stopped sliding when a runner brought me a boy whose chest plate had folded inward. Brass instruments would have called the ribs the problem. My nose found the clean struck-flint trace of three fractures, but no sweet rot from a punctured lung. I cut the straps, levered the plate open with a stall iron, and his first full breath came out as a scream.

“Good,” I told him. “Keep doing that.”

A woman at the rail repeated it. The instruction passed mouth to mouth while they carried him toward the infirmary, and the people nearest my line began to learn the difference between noise and danger. They passed water without being told. They held blankets as screens. When I said a quiet casualty came first, nobody argued that the screaming man looked worse.

The work changed them from an audience into hands.

A butcher from the lower town tore clean strips from his own apron when my linen ran short. Gerty abandoned her odds and braced a screaming pikeman’s good leg while I pulled a splinter of gate timber from the other. The stable boy who had folded the holstaur’s hands carried water until both sleeves were red and learned to ask, before touching anyone, whether they could feel their feet.

A drake struck the gate again. The open lane held. Nobody rushed across it. When I pointed to a quiet woman near the trough, four strangers reached her together, but only one knelt within hearing.

“Breathing shallow,” I said. “Loosen the chest strap. Don’t pull her upright. You, shade her eyes. You, count ten breaths and tell me if any one of them catches.”

They obeyed without turning the work into panic. On the ninth breath she coughed and drew the tenth without a catch. The butcher laughed once from relief, then caught himself and asked what came next.

“Keep counting,” I said. “Useful people keep counting.”

That had never happened to me in public before. I had spent six years being right in dark rooms.



Before the last stretcher left, the holstaur I had called alive sat upright beneath two blankets and asked for the name of the man who folded her hands. An orderly pointed out a terrified stable boy at the rail. She thanked him for trying to give her dignity, then told him never to trust stillness in beast-blood again.

The lesson traveled faster than any report. By noon, three wall-men had repeated my instructions back to new helpers: quiet first, screaming later; warm the beast-blooded before declaring them gone; ask the nose when instruments disagree. They did not understand my gift. They had learned useful behavior anyway.

Dreyer came to me on the wall afterward.

The drakes were down by then, the gate line was holding, and the yard was full of people who had discovered they were going to live and did not know what to do with the feeling. I was on the fighting step, washing my arms in a bucket, and my hands were shaking, which they always do afterward and never do during.

He came along the step alone, without his adjutant, stepping over a dead drake’s foreleg without looking at it.

“Medic Boone.”

“Commandant.”

“You called a dead woman alive.”

“She wasn’t dead.”

“No,” he agreed, “she was not.” He looked out over the wall at the Verge, at all that country, and the wind moved the silver at his temple. “I watched you from the stand. Do you know, I could not see what you were doing. I could see that you were doing it. I have commanded soldiers for thirty-one years, and I could not tell you the method.”

“There’s no method. I look at wounds.”

“You look at wounds,” he repeated, pleasantly.

He gave the harmless answer room to sour between us before turning his pale, mild eyes on me and reading my face as a man reads a page.

“Remarkable nose, medic,” he said.

The wind moved. My arms were wet to the elbow, and cold.

“The Board should make better use of you,” said Commandant Hadrian Dreyer, and he smiled at me with real warmth, and he clapped me once on the shoulder, and he went away down the fighting step to say something kind to a sergeant.

I stood there with a bucket of red water and my sleeves rolled up, and I felt the day tip onto a different axis.

He had said my name. In six years, he had never once said my name.



They re-chalked the Menace Board at dusk, while the yard remained full of people carrying their friends home.

The crowd told me before the Board did. A little knot of people stood at its foot as people stand when they have found something they were not looking for, and Gerty from the stall was among them, not writing anything down.

I walked over.

Somebody moved aside for me, which had not happened yesterday.

The chalk was still damp.

RYSKA. Wolfkin. Champion wing. B

	


Degraded stock. Feral onset. Culling scheduled: the tenth.

That was all. There was room on the slate for more and the clerk had not needed it.

Somebody behind me said, “It’s a mercy, really.” Somebody else said, “She won this morning.” A third voice said, “That’s what feral is, though, isn’t it. That’s what it looks like right up until.”

I stood in front of that chalk with my satchel on my hip and my hands still smelling of another woman’s blood.

Seven days.

The crowd drifted. The braziers went out. The boy came along with his rag on a stick and wiped the ledge under the chalk, carefully, and did not touch the letter.

I stayed until it was dark. The damp chalk kept its shape.


Chapter 3: The Order in Her Hand

By the time Ryska’s B had been struck through and the yard lamps came on, I already knew the theater had prepared for her. I had begun before Trial Day raised its first banner, carrying crates through the south bastion while the College still slept.

The culling theater sits at the head of the south bastion stair, behind a set of double doors painted the same gray as everything else in Caldmoor, with a brass plate that says CULLING BOARD: MEDICAL COMMAND, and under it, in smaller letters, a line about the preservation of the Corps.

There is a delivery every third morning. Linen, spirit, lamp-oil, charcoal, and the theater’s own stores, which come up from the works yard on a hand-cart pushed by whichever orderly drew the short duty.

I found that orderly in the works yard at six and told him I already had a delivery for the theater. This was true in the narrowest sense: the previous night I had spent an hour requisitioning four pounds of boiled linen the theater neither wanted nor needed, knowing it would sign without reading. Free linen has never once been refused.

He was delighted. He handed me the cart.

Most infiltration is no grander than that. Somebody is always tired, and everybody is happy to be relieved of a hand-cart.



I pushed the cart up the bastion stair and through the double doors into the theater’s supply wing. My pace stayed slow while I counted.

Six guards on the culling squad’s rotation board, in chalk, with the names rubbed and rewritten enough times that the slate was going gray. Two on the door of the theater proper. Two at the stair head. Two loose, which in practice means two men playing cards in a storeroom.

The rotation changes at dawn and at dusk. There is a gap of about eleven minutes at each change, when the men coming off are at the board and the men coming on remain in the mess arguing about who is at the board.

Eleven minutes. I wrote it on the inside of my wrist with grease-pencil, under the sleeve.

The supply wing smelled of soap, iron, and cold stone. I let the cart crawl while I sampled the air from one end of the corridor to the other.

Charcoal. Lamp-oil. Boiled linen, which smells of nothing, which is the point of it.

And, in the third room on the left, behind a door standing half open, the smell of new iron.

I stopped the cart.

It was a small room with a bench and a rack, and on the rack, in a wooden tray lined with oiled paper, were the pins.

There were perhaps sixty of them. Cold-iron. They are not much to look at: a stubby shaft the length of a finger joint, a flattened head, a coarse thread cut into the shank. You would take them for furniture nails if you did not know.

They go into the base of a horn. They go into a wing joint. There are longer ones with a curved plate for a jaw, and I have seen the scar those leave, and I saw one that morning, three days old in my memory, on a champion’s face.

I picked one up.

Cold-iron is not cold. Soldiers made that part up. It is just as cold as the room it is in, and it is dull, and it is heavy for its size, and it does one thing that no other metal does: it sits in living tissue and it does not let the tissue finish anything.

I turned it over and looked at the head.

There is a mark there. Not a maker’s stamp, nothing so official. It is a bite: the little crescent nick a bad swage leaves on the head of a pin when the die is worn on one corner. Every pin in that tray had it, in the same place, at the same angle.

I had seen that bite before.

I had seen it on the corner of a crate, on the ford road, ten months ago, when a salvage wagon threw a wheel and I stopped to help because a medic stops, and I spent four minutes with my hand on the corner of a crate that smelled of gland-oil and wax paper, and I ran my thumb over a nick in the iron banding while the driver swore at his axle.

The same worn die.

I checked the remaining pins one by one instead of trusting the first. Sixty heads, sixty crescents. Five had a second burr on the shank where a tired smith had failed to dress the thread. I remembered that burr under my thumb from another crate band, on another Thursday wagon, three winters earlier. A shared die had bitten both pieces of iron, years apart.

A theater orderly crossed the corridor while I held the tray. I lowered my head as if counting stock and listened to his boots pass the door. He carried polishing cloth, a mallet, and a folded gray shift under one arm. The shift smelled of sharp lye over old fear-sweat. Used, washed, issued again.

When his steps faded, I restored every pin to its groove and aligned the oiled paper just as I had found it. The tray accounted for the finished work; the bench showed me what the fitters had left behind. Fine black filings sat in the grain beside a tin of surgical grease. One filing clung to my wet fingertip. Cold-iron from fresh-threaded stock, made here or fitted here within the week.

The theater’s pins and the trade’s crates came off the same anvil.

The pin returned to its shallow groove. I straightened the oiled paper and pushed my cart down the corridor, face blank despite the drumbeat in my chest.



The duty office is at the end of the supply wing and it has a hatch you leave the paperwork at.

I laid my requisition on the ledge and knocked twice on the brass plate, and while I waited I leaned on the hatch and looked in, and I breathed.

Ink. Lamp-oil. A man’s cold breakfast.

Beneath those lay oak-gall ink freshly applied over scraped vellum.

The combination has a smell of its own, one of the few capable of making me want to break something. Vellum that has been scraped smells faintly of dust and hot skin; it is a smell like the inside of an old glove. Fresh oak-gall ink over the top of it is sharp, iron-bitter, wet. The two together mean a document that said one thing yesterday and says another thing today, and it means it was done recently enough that the ink has not finished curing.

Enough of it sharpened the air across the room.

It came off a stack of orders on the corner of the clerk’s desk, tied with tape, waiting for a signature they had already been given.

“Yes?” The clerk came to the hatch with his pen in his fist.

“Linen for the theater,” I said. “Four pounds.”

He signed for it without reading it, and he did not look at me, and I went away and left my hand-cart with the orderly at the top of the stair and he thanked me warmly.



I found Sorrel in his counting room off the south bastion, which is a low vaulted place with a good stove, a very good stove, better than any stove in the infirmary, and two ledgers open on the desk.

Two. He shut one when I came in.

He did it smoothly, without hurry, as you close a door on a room you would rather not explain, and every fold of his ruined face arranged itself into a beam.

“Master Boone! Twice in one week. My heart.”

“Two marks,” I said, and put them on the desk.

Sorrel looked down at the coins.

They were the last two marks I had. They were, specifically, the two marks I had been holding back to buy antivenin from a Verge trader who comes through in autumn. The College had halved my antivenin line four years ago without restoring it; burrower season had only just begun, and I had six vials left.

Two marks of antivenin meant perhaps four vials, perhaps four men over a winter.

Fenn was one woman, and she was sixty-something, and she could not lift a stretcher, and she had been owned by this institution for thirty-one years.

I set the two costs beside each other and put the coins on the desk anyway. If you want to understand me, start there. I will not be defending it.

Sorrel picked them up. He weighed them in his palm. His thumb worried the milled edge of one coin while an expression I could not entirely read crossed his face.

The coin disappeared into his drawer. His pen took its place, scratching through the final balance in the ledger that remained open. He turned the book around so I could see and drew a line under the entry.

“Discharged,” he said. “Contract of Fenn, badger-kin, kitchen, thirty-one years’ service to the College and the Culling Board. Bought out entire.” He blotted it. “Congratulations, Master Boone. You have purchased a very short, very angry woman.”

“Where is she?”

“Where she has been every morning for twelve years.” Sorrel spread his hands. “In a kitchen. Where else does a badger-kin go?”

I got to the door and he said, “Master Boone.”

I turned.

He stood behind his desk with one hand flat on the closed ledger. His smile had vanished, exposing the toll-taker beneath: a man who had spent his life between two doors, charging everyone who passed.

“The wolfkin,” he said. “The champion.”

I waited.

“No concern of yours,” said Sorrel, and sat down, and opened the other ledger. “A profitable morning to you.”



Old Fenn was four feet ten inches of gray-striped badger-kin with forearms like dock rope. When I told her she was free, she inspected my face, turned the pot in the basin, and resumed scrubbing.

“Fenn.”

“I heard you.”

“Your contract’s discharged. You’re not owned by anybody. You can go anywhere you want.”

She scrubbed.

“There’s a coach on the ford road twice a month,” I said. “You’ve got family in the lower marches. You’ve told me about them for four years.”

“I have told you about them,” she agreed, “because you would not stop talking to me while I was working, and a woman must fill the silence with something.”

She turned the pot over and put it on the rack, and she wiped her hands on her apron, and she looked up at me, all four foot ten of her, with an expression of the purest contempt I have ever been shown.

“Your kitchen,” she said, “is a crime.”

“My kitchen is fine.”

“Your kitchen has a stove that leans. Your kitchen has one knife and it is a scalpel. There is a pot in there with something in it that I believe has developed opinions.” She untied her apron, folded it, and put it under her arm. “You have a full ward and you feed them broth out of a bucket.”

“Fenn.”

“I am not going to the lower marches,” said Old Fenn, “to be a burden to a nephew who has forgotten my face, when there is a stove not two hundred yards from here that will kill somebody by winter.”

She walked out of the Culling Board’s kitchen without looking back. The refusal to turn supplied her only sentiment that day. From there, she crossed the yard, entered my infirmary, and took possession of it.

She approved of nothing. She has never once approved of anything. Within two hours the stove was drawing properly, every occupied cot had been fed, and the pot with opinions had gone straight from her inspection to the midden. Sergeant Reik, sitting up in cot twelve with his arm slung, was telling anyone with a blanket how the stitch-boy had cut the poison out of him under fire while burrowers broke through the floor.

There had been one burrower. It had come up through a drain. It had not been anywhere near him.

“Sergeant,” I said, passing.

“Doc,” said Reik, radiant.

“There were no burrowers coming up through the floor.”

“There were coming up through the floor,” said Reik, to the ward, “and the Doc, he don’t even look up.”



Astrid was at the stores window in the afternoon with a ledger, a keyring, and an expression of complete disinterest that fooled nobody who had ever met her.

The College stores occupy a long stone hall behind the armory. Astrid runs it and has for as long as I have been alive. She is forty-seven, harpy-line, five foot eleven, built on the general architecture of a ship’s figurehead: broad shoulders, deep chest, strong hips. A quartermaster’s leathers covered the lot, with a jacket that gave up arguing with her a decade ago and now simply does what it is told.

Her hair is dark red, the color of oxblood, streaked hard with iron gray, and she wears it in a working crown-braid that has never once come loose in my memory.

Under her jacket, across her back, the harness sits where the harness has sat for nineteen years, and neither of us has ever mentioned it, and I had not seen it off her.

My requisition slid across the counter.

She read it without picking it up.

“Antivenin,” she said. “Six vials. Cold-iron chisel, one, fine. Wax paper. Lamp-oil, two pints.” She looked up over the page. Copper-brown eyes, hawk-sharp. “Boy, you have written ‘chisel, cold-iron, fine’ on a document.”

“I have.”

“On a document that goes in a box.” She turned and reached into the racks behind her, and came back with the chisel, and put it on the counter; from there, she took the requisition, and tore it in half, and put the halves in her apron pocket. “Now you have not.”

“Astrid.”

“Two pints of lamp-oil is generous for a man who goes to bed at nine.”

“I read.”

“You do not read.” She swung a crate up onto the counter one-handed, fifty pounds of it, as a clerk turns a page, and started counting vials into a straw-packed box. “You have never read a thing in your life that did not have a wound in it. Do not lie to a quartermaster, Callum. I have been counting what you take out of this room since you were eleven years old and I could not reach the top shelf without help, and you were the help, and you were a terrible thief even then.”

“I was an excellent thief.”

“You were a loud thief.” She pushed the box across. “Eight vials.”

“I asked for six.”

“You asked for six because six is what you can pay for.” She was already writing in her ledger, and what she was writing was six. “Take the box, Boone, and get out of my stores.”

It has been that way for fifteen years, and I have never found a way to say thank you that she will not walk away from.

She raised me. That is the plain shape of it. I will put it down once, since the yard has never been able to leave it alone. Born on the Verge and orphaned there, I was taken in at a courier waystation on the ford road by a culled harpy quartermaster. She was not my mother and never once pretended to be. No relation. She fed me, worked me, taught me weather, ledgers, and how to read a wind. At fifteen, she got me a place at Caldmoor, the only door on the frontier a poor boy with a strange nose could walk through.

She has never told me what happened to her wings.

She has never used the word.

I knew what the harness was by the time I was nine. Since then, I had not once said the word aloud in her hearing. It belonged to her. She kept a particular silence around it, and I would not break that boundary for anything on this earth.

“Boone.”

I turned in the doorway.

Astrid leaned on the counter with both forearms, her expression closed and unreadable, her eyes entirely too intelligent.

“The champion,” she said. “The wolf. They’ve chalked her.”

“I saw.”

“Everyone saw.” She looked at me. She has a stare that has made grown quartermasters change their invoices. “The yard is making a public meal of its sadness. They are being sad about it in the mess right now, over their supper, and they will be sad about it for a week, and then they will not be able to remember her name.”

“Probably.”

“Callum.” Her voice did not change at all. “Whatever it is you are about to do with a cold-iron chisel and two pints of lamp-oil, do it properly.”

I went out into the yard.



At sunset I returned to the infirmary with the theater’s eleven-minute weakness written under my sleeve and the cold-iron chisel on my desk. The Board had just struck Ryska from B to D.

She passed through my window at the second hour after sunset, on the third day of the month.

I was awake. I had been awake since before dawn with the ledger open and the chisel on the desk, and I had heard the mule shift in the lean-to, which is how I knew something was in the yard, and then I heard ten minutes of perfect quiet, which is how I knew what it was.

Wolves do not sound like anything. Their craft begins and ends with absence.

The shutter swung inward without a sound. A hand took the sill. She flowed over it in one motion that started beyond the window and finished inside my quarters, weight low and back to the wall.

She had come off duty. Stripped kit, sparring wraps covering her hands, braid loosened to a rope over one shoulder. She filled the room in a way that had nothing to do with size.

Her ears swept sharply back.

Her tail was low and absolutely still.

“You flinched,” said Ryska.

I set the pen aside.

“On the trial line,” she said. “When the pink one put his hand on my face. Before he opened his mouth, before he said a single word, you flinched, stitch-boy, and I heard your breath go, and I have been thinking about that since the trial.”

“Yes.”

She stopped. I do not think she had expected yes.

Her eyes were the pale amber of a lamp behind horn, with that black ring around them, and they went over me and over the room, the desk, the door, the window she had come in by, the second window she would leave by. She was reading exits. She had been reading exits since she was a child. It is what her line does in a strange room and she was not even aware of it.

From there, she took a folded paper out of the front of her kit and threw it on my desk.

“Read it.”

I unfolded it.

It was an order of the Culling Board, and it was made out in her name, and it was dated the night of Trial Day, and it scheduled her for the theater on the tenth of the month at the sixth hour, for degenerative feral onset, non-recoverable, and it authorized the standard schedule of measures, which is a phrase that means everything.

Under that were three signatures. Chirurgeon-Major Ansel Prill. A theater warden. And an examining chirurgeon named Halbrecht.

Down the left margin, a clerk’s neat hand supplied the readings: temperatures, pulse, the dates of examination.

Four examinations. Over ten days.

“How did you get this?”

“It was in the theater duty office,” she said, “and now it is not.”

I laughed. It came out before I could stop it, one flat unhappy note. The corner of her mouth twitched before she forced it level.

“Ryska,” I said. “Chirurgeon Halbrecht has never examined you.”

“No.”

“You’ve never been in that room in your life.”

“Once. Two years ago.” Her lip curled, and the cold-iron showed, dull and black. “When they put these in.”

I bent over the paper and I lowered my face close to it and I breathed in, along the margin, along the signatures, along the line of readings.

Oak-gall ink, fresh, three days old at the most, sharp and iron-bitter and still curing.

Scraped vellum lingered beneath it, faint, dusty, and hot.

“This document said something else,” I said. “Ten days ago it said something else, and somebody took a knife to it, and scraped it, and wrote your readings in over the top.” I straightened. “They backdated your fever. They wrote your sickness into the past so it would have a history by the time they killed you.”

Ryska planted both feet square to the desk. Her tail stopped against one boot while she took the order back and laid one claw beside each false examination date. The first claimed she had been fevered while she was on a three-day range patrol with the champion wing. The second put her in Halbrecht’s room during a public drill that Vorst and half the cadet tier had watched. The forgery had not been built to survive her attention. It had been built to survive without ever being shown to her.

“They didn’t expect me to read it,” she said.

“They expected you on a table before anyone asked.”

Her nail moved to the final temperature, a neat invented rise ending at the point where Prill’s trial-line reading began. “They gave the story a slope.”

“A body failing by degrees looks more persuasive than a knife appearing in one afternoon.”

“Halbrecht’s signature leans left.”

“You know his hand?”

“He signs the champion-wing injury book every month. His real H leans right.” She folded the order along its old crease, careful despite the fury in her hands. “Your nose says scraped vellum. My eyes say a clerk copied a signature he had seen but never learned. Two instruments. Same answer.”

She set the paper down between us.

“Give me the diagnosis,” she said.

“You already know it.”

“I know what the forged order isn’t,” she said. “Tell me what my blood is doing, with your mouth, stitch-boy. For two years I have been telling myself their story. I want the true one out loud before I decide what to do about it.”

So I said it.

“You’re not sick,” I said. “There is nothing wrong with you. You are twenty-three years old and your blood is doing precisely what wolfkin blood does at twenty-three, which is that it is getting ready to finish you.”

Her ears went back flat.

“It’s called a molt, the last change your body has left to make. When it’s done you will be bigger, stronger, faster, and more than you are now. Everything you are now will still be there, because the change belongs to you.”

“Feral,” she said.

“An unsupported molt can make the next three days the worst of a woman’s life. Leave her alone through it and her changing body burns through itself. The Board calls that crisis feral, then uses the name to justify what comes after.” I picked up the order. “This is what happens after, at Caldmoor. This is what has always happened, and this is why nobody here has ever seen a completed molt, and this is why you have never in your life met an auxiliary who finished.”

“The caps,” she said.

“Hold it dead. That’s what cold-iron does. It sits in living tissue and it will not let the tissue finish anything. They put it in your mouth after your second title and they told you it was a safety standard and you saluted the man who signed it.” I laid the order between us. “The iron suppresses the change. It does not make the change wrong.”

The stove settled with three soft iron ticks before either of us moved.

Her hands had closed on nothing. The wraps creaked.

“Why,” she said. Her voice had dropped almost out of hearing. “Why would they.”

“Because a horn is worth twelve marks a pound in the capital, and a wing is worth more, and gland-oil is worth more than saffron by weight, and a salvage wagon goes out of the south gate twice a week and has for six years.” I gave her the facts in a clipped, undecorated cadence. Any ornament would have turned them into a performance. “The harvest is proven. I suspect command fears whatever a completed soldier becomes as well, but suspicion is not evidence. The wagons are evidence. Keep your anger on what we can put our hands on.”

Ryska turned away from me.

She stood facing my wall with her shoulders shaking. Her claws pressed through the sparring wraps and scored four pale tracks into the table edge before she forced both hands open. Rage smelled of hot salt and the copper bitten from her own tongue.

“I saluted him,” she said, to the wall.

“I know.”

“I have saluted him every morning for two years. I stood on that line and I let him call me safe.” She turned around, and her eyes were wet and absolutely furious and she did not touch them. “I thought it was a tithe. I thought it was what you pay. Every soldier pays something, you give up your name, you give up your town, you give up your years, and I thought the teeth were mine to give. I have been so proud of paying it.”

“Yes.”

“Don’t.” She bared them at me, the capped, ruined, pinned-down teeth. “Don’t say yes at me like a chirurgeon.”

“Then stop asking me questions you already have the answers to,” I said, “and ask me the one you came here for.”

That stopped her.

She crossed the room and came right up into my space, close enough that I felt the heat coming off her. Three inches shorter than me made no difference at all. Burnt honey over storm-front cedar rolled from her, hot and heavy, shrinking the room around us.

“What are you,” she said.

“A medic.”

“Medics don’t read a molt across a yard before the Board’s instruments do.”

“No.”

“What are you?”

So I told her that, too.

“There’s a word,” I said. “It’s not in any book you’ll find in this fortress. Molt-Carrier.” I watched her face. “It means I may be able to get you through what comes next.”

Ryska laughed.

It was an ugly sound and I did not blame her for it.

“You’re telling me,” she said, “that a stitch-boy with a satchel can fix what they did to me.”

“I’m telling you there may be a way through. If you come back, I will show you the evidence and explain the cost. Not this hour. Your anger is making an exit look like an answer.”

“Prove it.”

“No,” I said.

She blinked.

“I won’t audition for you at the second hour of the night. Read your own body. Read this room. If you want the rest, come back on your own feet.”

I went to the window and I opened it.

A cold early-autumn wind came in off the yard. It carried horse, damp stone, and the oiled iron of a patrol changing watch. Somewhere down at the gate a horse shifted.

“The cull is the tenth,” I said. “That’s seven days. You are already too big for those caps, and you can feel it, and you have been telling yourself it’s a toothache. When it gets worse, it will get worse fast, and Prill’s men will call that deterioration and they will move the date up, because they are not stupid and neither is he.”

She held her ground between my desk and the open window, her stolen death warrant behind her.

“Go on,” I said. “You know the way out.”

She came to the window. She stopped, right there, a foot away from me, close enough that I could see the pulse going in her throat, and she looked up at me with those pale ringed eyes, furious and cornered and burning.

I stood there without touching her or moving out of her way.

Her tail moved.

Once. A single slow sweep, low, behind her, and I saw her feel it happen, and I saw her face change, and I watched a woman who had never lost control in public discover that a part of her body had already answered without asking.

She reached the sill, then stopped and looked back at the tools on my desk.

“The chisel,” she said. “Cold-iron.”

“Cold-iron releases its own grip better than steel. If you return, it may matter.”

“May.”

“I don’t promise what I haven’t earned.”

She considered that, then pointed at the ledger. “And that?”

“Bodies, beasts, wagons, mistakes. Mostly mistakes.”

“Mine in there?”

“Your scent, your jaw, and the time I think you have. I kept bedroom guesses off the page and marked every future estimate as uncertain.”

One ear tipped toward me. “Show me tomorrow. All of it. If I come.”

“If you come, you read every line about you and correct anything I got wrong.”

That landed differently from reassurance. The Board had written her future without asking. I had offered her a pen.

Outside, a patrol crossed the yard. She waited until their boot rhythm passed, measuring the silence between men with a wolf’s patience.

“The order says the tenth,” she said. “If they move it?”

“They will move it if their forged readings begin losing the argument with your body. Watch the duty boards. Smell fresh ink. Come sooner if your jaw swells or your hearing changes.”

“You expect me to trust your diagnosis.”

“No. I expect you to test it.”

Her tail moved once.

She went out the window without another word.

I picked her culling order up off my desk, and I held it out into the dark.

A hand emerged from nothing and took it. I listened until the window frame stopped carrying the faint vibration of her departure, then checked the yard. No patrol had seen her. The culling order left with the woman it condemned; the chisel remained on my desk with the next move waiting in its edge.

A patrol lantern crossed the far wall and vanished.

“Seven days,” she said, from somewhere I could not see, and then there was only the yard, and the cold, and a horse shifting at the gate.


Chapter 4: Den

She came at dusk on the fourth day of the month, and she passed through the door.

She could have used the window again. Instead she crossed the public ward where every patient could see her choose the entrance meant for people who intended to stay. A wolf uses the window for a place she has not decided about.

She walked in through the front of my infirmary at the end of evening rounds, past a full row of cots and a sergeant with a slung arm, in stripped kit with her braid down, and stood in the middle of the ward while every man in it stopped talking.

“Champion,” said Reik, into the silence, delighted.

Ryska ignored him with such totality that he sat back and looked at his blanket.

Her eyes found me at the far end with my hands in a basin.

“You’ve got a patient,” she said.

“I’ve got a full ward.”

“You’ve got one who’s about to make a noise,” she said, and jerked her chin at the man on the last cot, a wall-man named Kessit with a dislocated shoulder who had been waiting an hour for me to finish being busy so he could stop being brave about it.

She was right, of course. Her nose lacks my gift, though a wolfkin hears a man’s breathing change three cots away.

I dried my hands and went to him. Ryska followed, taking her place at the foot of the cot with folded arms and a champion’s scrutiny.

“Kessit. Lie back. Breathe out all the way.”

“Doc, last time it took three of you and a strap.”

“Last time you were fighting me.” I planted my knee against his ribs and took the wrist and the elbow. “Look at the ceiling. Tell me what you had for supper.”

“Beans and something.”

“Something,” I said, and turned the arm.

It went in with a small wet clunk that is one of the better noises in medicine. Kessit said a word about my mother, tested the joint, and laughed when it answered him without pain. He lay there moving his fingers and looking at them with the deep foolish pleasure of a man whose arm has come back.

I strapped it. I told him a week, no lifting, no ladders, and he would not listen about the ladders.

When I stood and turned around, Ryska had not looked away from my hands.



I took her back through the den door and let her conduct the inspection she had come for.

The den is three rooms behind the infirmary and it is not much.

My quarters held a cot, desk, chair, one loose floor flag, and a window overlooking the mule’s lean-to with its strip of yard. The storeroom contained everything the College had forgotten it owned: crates, bale-cloth, a broken cot, forty years of nobody throwing anything away. The kitchen was largest. A long scarred table occupied its center. The stove, leaning until yesterday, now stood square because a badger-kin had corrected it with wedge and hammer, then said nothing afterward.

Boiled linen, lamp-oil, marsh-root spirit, woodsmoke, old stone, and yesterday’s new arrival of onions gave the place its smell.

It is warm. It is the only warm place in the north wing. The stove runs all night because there is always somebody in the ward who cannot afford to be cold, and the heat comes through the wall, and the den holds it.

Ryska walked it.

She did not touch a thing. She traced the walls of all three rooms, inspecting the door, both windows, the ceiling, the floor, and the corner pierced by the stove pipe. At the contract wall, she read every one of the nine pinned papers. Her attention moved to the bestiary ledger’s spine, then into the storeroom, though she did not cross its threshold.

At that, she returned to the kitchen, choosing the wall that gave her both door and window. Her tail hung low and easy. Some of the battle tension left her shoulders.

I did not say a word during any of it. You do not talk to a wolf who is reading a room. You let her finish.

Old Fenn emerged from the pantry with a bowl and slammed it on the table.

“Sit,” she said.

Ryska gave her the full champion’s stare.

“You are nine pounds under what you were in the spring,” said Old Fenn, “and you are running the palisade at dawn on a cup of tea, and your hair is dry as straw at the ends, and if you fall over on my floor I am not moving you. Sit.”

There was a pause during which the champion of Caldmoor War College considered her position.

She sat.

She ate two bowls, a third of a loaf, and half a pot of tea. Fenn watched with absolute disapproval, putting more in front of her every time the bowl showed its bottom. Neither woman said a word for the length of the meal.

That was the first meal Ryska ever ate in the den by choice. Nobody made a speech. She ate.

Only after she put down the second empty bowl did I see how carefully she had watched Fenn fill the first. No ration mark, no tally, no glance toward the Board. Fenn had measured hunger instead of grade and answered it with another ladle. Ryska’s whole body understood the difference before her face did. Her shoulders lowered a fraction, then she drew the bread nearer without asking who had paid for it. In this fortress, being fed without appraisal was its own kind of evidence.

When the bowls were empty, Fenn stacked them and took the tray toward the ward.

“Reik’s packing needs changing,” she said. “Kessit will try to climb something if left unwatched. I expect this conversation to be finished before either man defeats common sense.”

The ward door shut behind her. Her steps crossed the public room and stopped beside Reik’s cot, well beyond ordinary hearing.



When the bowls were gone, I opened the ledger across the table and laid the shell beside its pages.

It is about the size of a man’s palm. The shard resembles something between horn, bone, and old glass. Lamplight brings out a faint iridescence; its surface feels warm, its mass far lighter than it should be. It emerged from a wash on the deep Verge four years ago, where a lot of them come out, carrying a trace of quenched steel over something sweet.

Ryska studied the shell, then picked it up.

“What is it?”

“Shell.” I turned the ledger around so she could read it. “That’s what you leave behind.”

She turned it over in her hands.

“When a molt finishes,” I said, “the old frame comes off. Not like a snake, nothing so tidy: it goes in pieces, over days, in the last stage, and it dries and it hardens. Out in the deep wilds there are places where you’ll find drifts of it. Old ones. Big ones.” I put a finger on the ledger page, where I had drawn one to scale, years ago, with a rule. “That one was a harpy, and she was standing about seven feet when she finished, and she died a very long time ago, and nobody at Caldmoor has ever seen a wolfkin shell because there has not been a completed wolfkin molt on this frontier in nineteen years.”

She set the shard down very carefully.

“How does the rest of it work?” she asked.

So I told her.

“The change comes in separate surges,” I said. “Each stage runs a night or two. Your senses double, then double again. Your frame fills. Your teeth come in. Toward the end, your body starts unmaking things that are load-bearing. The lethal window opens when you are neither one thing nor the other, unable to stop or go back.”

“And it kills how often?”

“Alone? Often enough that they built a doctrine on it.” I met her eyes. “The woman does not go mad. A body doing that much work needs something to work against; with nothing there, it burns through itself. It’s not so different from a birth going wrong in a room with nobody in it.”

Ryska’s jaw was set. “And with a carrier?”

“It finishes,” I said. “That’s all. It just finishes. The body still does every hard part. A Carrier does not make the molt happen, and he cannot choose its shape. He gives it a steady living frame to work against when its own frame is changing too quickly to hold.”

She studied the shell again. The shard looked small between her callused fingers.

“How do you know any of this if no one here has seen it?”

“Fragments. Drovers who knew one sentence and were afraid of the next. Old Verge songs stripped of everything useful except the practical lines. Bodies I reached too late. My nose, mostly.” I tapped the ledger. “I write what repeats. I cross out what doesn’t. This is not guesswork, Ryska. It is fieldcraft with too many graves behind it.”

Her thumb traced the sawless edge of the shell. “And if your fieldcraft is wrong?”

“Then I tell you where it is uncertain. I do not sell certainty I haven’t earned.” I held her gaze. “The danger is real. So is the change under your skin. So is the fact that your tail answered this den last night, and that you returned through its door today. Your body has already supplied evidence. You decide what it means.”

Her tail gave one slow sweep before she pinned it against the chair leg.

“Traitor,” she muttered.

“Best instrument in the room.”

She looked toward the stove as if its banked coals had made the remark. Across the empty kitchen, the iron clicked softly as it settled.

I laid my hand flat on the table, palm up, and left it there.

“Days of it,” I said. “Skin to skin. Close enough that your blood can find mine and keep finding it all the way through. A den is a warm room and a man who does not smell like a threat to you, for as long as it takes.”

“And if I don’t want you touching me?”

“Then it doesn’t work,” I said. “That’s not me being delicate. That is the mechanism. Your body will not molt against something it distrusts. It cannot be ordered, it cannot be bought, and it cannot be done to you by a man who has you strapped to a table, and it cannot be done by a man you are afraid of, or a man you are indebted to, or a man you have decided to endure.” I took my hand back. “It will simply stop. Every time. It is the only honest mechanism in this entire fortress.”

Her thumb worked the shell’s sawless edge twice, then stopped.

“And you,” she said. “What does it cost you?”

“Nothing worth discussing.”

Both ears drew tight against her hair.

“Don’t,” she said, “lie to me in your own kitchen.”

Her tail went rigid beside the chair while she waited for the part I would rather spend than name.

“It costs me skin,” I said. “The load runs through me. It burns, and it leaves marks, and enough of it will put a man down.” I rolled my sleeve back and showed her my bare forearm, which at that point was nothing but old field scars and a burn from a lamp. “Nothing there yet. There will be. Ask me again in a week and you’ll be able to see what you cost me, and those marks give me no claim on you. They record the carry’s price, nothing more, and I would rather you knew it than found it out in the dark.”

Ryska traced every old field scar on the bare forearm, then returned to the unmarked skin at my wrist.

“Why?” she said.

“I can’t stand at a trial line and watch it happen again.” The words scraped my throat on the way out. I had meant to give her an unvarnished answer; what she got was the rawest truth I had spoken all week.



She stood up.

She walked to the window and stood with her back to me, and outside, across the yard, the Menace Board was a gray shape in the dusk with a lamp under it, and you could see the letter from here if you knew where to look, and she knew where to look.

“I’m twenty-three,” she said.

“I know.”

“How old are you?”

“Twenty-six.”

She nodded slowly, as if that were a thing that mattered, and perhaps it was.

“When I was eighteen I walked out of the marches with nothing, and I took the enlistment because citizenship-of-service was the only door anybody was going to open for a wolfkin girl with no line and no coin.” Her voice was very level. “I was champion in a year. Do you know what I thought that meant?”

“Yes.”

“I thought it meant I’d bought it.” She turned around. “I thought I had paid for a place, with my body, in a fair market. And I have been standing on a line for two years, in front of four hundred people who love me, saluting the man who priced my horns before I grew them.”

She crossed the room.

She came to the table, planted both hands, and leaned. Her braid slid from her shoulder and hung. With the lamp behind her, I could not see her face properly, only a lean, coiled shape held utterly still.

“I’m not dying as their lapdog,” she said. “I have thought about it all day and there is nothing else in it. They will put me on that table and take me apart and the yard will be sad for a week and forget my name, and every capped girl on that wall will watch it happen and learn that this is what happens.”

“Yes.”

“So.” Her eyes came up. “If my blood has already picked your den, stitch-boy, then I’m picking it too. On my feet. Not on their table.”

The infirmary’s single oil lamp guttered twice and stood up again. Beyond the shutters, a watch horn marked the hour and reminded us how little night remained.

“Tell me your choice plainly,” I said. “The carry needs that, and so do I.”

“I want the carry,” said Ryska. “I’m choosing it. Yes.”



Fenn returned only after Ryska had chosen, carrying Reik’s soiled bandages in a covered pail. I banked the stove and shut the ward door. Fenn took one look at us, went to her cot without a word, and I took the wolf into the den.

The room was warm. I put the lamp on the desk, turning the flame down to the color of a coal. Then I sat on the edge of the cot and took off my shirt without hurry, my gaze never leaving her.

“Kit off,” I said.

Ryska did not move.

“Now, Champion.”

Her pupils widened. The gray tail stopped in mid-sweep, then moved once against her will. Her ears angled toward me. A champion accustomed to choosing every movement had heard a command she wanted to follow.

She unbuckled her kit and let it drop, and the sparring wraps came off her hands, and she pulled the strapped vest over her head, and she stood naked in my den’s lamp-glow.

Cool fair skin over hard, honest muscle. Long cut thighs. Narrow hips, the gray tail low and moving now, moving on its own, and she did not seem to know it. A flat, ridged stomach. Old training scars: a white line across the forearm, a knot of tissue on one hip.

Small high breasts tightened in the cold air. My attention lingered; my blood went where blood goes while my hands stayed at the point where they were.

Storm-gray hair. Wolf-amber eyes with that black ring. Ears half back.

I could smell her from six feet away and it went straight up the back of my skull: burnt honey, storm-front cedar, and, under it now, low and warm and rising, the other thing, the thing a body puts on the air when it has decided about someone.

“Come here,” I said.

She came.

“Lie down. On your side, facing the wall.”

“Why the wall?”

“You’ll sleep facing the door if I let you, and a wolf on watch never sleeps at all. Lie down.”

She lay down.

I settled behind her and drew the furs over us. My chest met her back, one arm crossed her body, and my palm rested over the hard line of her sternum. I held her there.

The first night asked nothing beyond holding one another.

She was rigid. Every muscle in her from her heels to her neck was strung tight as a bow, and she lay there in the dark with her back against a man’s chest and her fists closed, and it took an hour, an entire hour, before the first thing let go, and it was her shoulders.

I said nothing. I kept my hand where it was and I breathed slow, because breath is the loudest thing a body says.

Her ribs began to move with mine.

Somewhere in the second hour her tail slid up and lay along my thigh and stayed there.

During the third hour, I felt her go: everything in her released in a long shudder from the shoulder down, and her head settled against my collarbone and her breath went out of her in a sound that was not quite a whine and not quite a purr, low in the throat, and she strangled it halfway through. Her fist closed in the fur, tail trapped hard against my thigh, every betrayed part of her suddenly under guard.

I rested my mouth against the warm skin at the back of her neck and said, very quietly, “That’s it. That’s all it is. Sleep.”

She slept.

I learned the shape of her trust one released muscle at a time. Her fist opened against the fur. The line between her brows eased. One ear remained turned toward the door for another quarter hour, then softened toward my breathing instead.

The change affected me more than the light would later. A woman trained to sleep as if every room might betray her had reassigned one small part of her vigilance to the sound of my lungs. I kept each breath slow and even, giving that ear nothing alarming to find.

The ward made its ordinary night noises beyond the wall: Reik snored, Kessit muttered about ladders, Fenn opened the stove and shifted a coal. Each sound tightened Ryska for half a breath. Each time my palm stayed steady over her sternum, and each time she settled faster.

Near midnight she surfaced from sleep. “If someone comes through that door?”

“Fenn hits them with a pan. I wake up after.”

“Bad plan.”

“Proven plan.”

Her tail pressed once against my thigh. “You wake first.”

“Sleep, Champion.”

This time she obeyed without another circuit of the room.

An hour after midnight, my palm began casting a storm-gray shadow across her ribs. Faint as breath on glass, the glow spread from beneath my hand in fine branching threads, climbed the line of her spine, then faded and returned with her breathing.

It lit the underside of my arm. Her pulse stayed even beneath the glow.

I lay in the dark in a stone room in a fortress scheduled to kill her on the tenth, six days away, and I watched a light I had waited my whole life to see move slowly up a woman’s back, and I did not move a muscle, and I did not sleep at all.



The horn went at the fourth hour.

Not the breach klaxon. The lower one, the one that means the palisade and not the wall: probe, contact, get up.

Ryska was off the cot and into her kit before I had my boots on. Her eyes stayed half shut while two years of champion drill dressed her body.

“East palisade,” she said. Her ears were up. “Dire-pack. Six, maybe eight.”

“You can hear them?”

She turned her head toward me, and in the lamp-dark her eyes had a shine they had not held at dusk.

“I can hear them chewing on the stakes,” she said. “Get your bag.”



Weller’s company was already at the east stair when we got there, and if she was surprised to see her medic arrive at a night alarm with the graded-for-death champion of Caldmoor at his shoulder, she did not spend a second of anybody’s time on it.

“Boone. Two sentries down at the third bay, they’re alive, I have not got anybody to spare to go and find out how alive.” She was pulling her helmet strap. “Champion, I did not see you, and if anybody asks, you are not here.”

“Understood, Captain,” said Ryska, and went over the palisade.

She did not go through the gate. She went up the inside of the stakes and over the top of them like water going up a wall, and she was gone into the black.

I went out the low gate with two of Weller’s crossbows and a lamp, and we found the sentries at the third bay in the mud with a dire-wolf standing over them.

A dire is not a wolf. It is what happens when the Verge decides to make a wolf and does not stop. Shoulder-high, blunt-headed, all chest and jaw, and this one had a sentry’s spear through the meat of its shoulder and had not noticed.

It turned to look at us and it was still turning when Ryska emerged from the dark behind it.

She hit low at the hock and took the leg out from under it. By the time the beast went down, she had reached its neck. No motion wasted. She killed it as another person might close a door. It kicked twice, then stopped. Ryska rose from the mud breathing hard, hair in her face and forearm laid open by a raked claw. Honey and cedar rolled from her at twice their dusk strength.

“Two more in the ditch,” she said. “One’s a flanker. It’s circling.”

“Go.”

She went.

I got down in the mud with the sentries. The first one was screaming, which meant he was fine: a bad forearm, tendon showing, no artery. The second one was quiet, and I did not like that, and I got my face down against him and breathed him in.

Torn muscle, blood, mud, urine, fear.

Blood, mud, and fear occupied the wound without sweet rot or the crushed-beetle-shell bite of venom.

“You’re not dying,” I told him. “Stop deciding that you are. Look at me. You’ve got a hole in your thigh and no bleed worth the name, and in a month you’ll be lying about this.”

His gaze found mine. He started breathing again in a way that meant something.

Half my work is persuading a frightened body to reconsider its own funeral.

The ditch wind veered while I steadied him. I lifted my head into the new current.

The pack alpha had come up to the stakes forty feet away and stopped there, and it was watching us. Not charging. Watching. Big, black-muzzled, gray through the shoulders.

And it stank.

Wet dog-iron, which is what a dire-wolf smells like: rain and metal and hot animal. That was there. That was correct.

But beneath it, worked deep into the animal’s breath and the wet mat of its chest fur, lay old blood plus something sweetish, heavy, greasy. Appallingly familiar. I had smelled it that morning under a canvas tarp going out the south gate.

Gland-oil.

Rendered, spilled, and rotted. Not fresh from a body. Days old and gone rancid and eaten.

That thing had been at the harvest waste. It had been eating what the trade throws away.

The alpha stood at the stakes and looked at the fortress as a man looks at a larder.

A second dire came low through the ditch before Ryska reached it. One of Weller’s crossbowmen loosed too early. The bolt struck shoulder instead of throat, turning the beast rather than stopping it, and it hit the stake line with enough force to throw mud over my lamp.

“Left bay!” I shouted. “It follows blood and moving air. Close the wounded behind the stakes and open the center lane.”

The crossbowmen moved without asking why. One dragged the quiet sentry behind the timber. The other kicked loose brush out of the center gap. Wind pulled through it. The wounded dire swung its blunt head toward the draft and charged the opening just as its kind always did.

Ryska met it between two stakes. She planted one boot against the inner brace, caught the beast under the jaw with both hands, and used its own speed to drive its skull sideways into the sharpened oak. The stake punched through the soft hinge under the ear. The dire’s convulsion shook the palisade, but she held it there until the legs folded.

The crossbowman stared at her. “Champion, that was twelve hundred pounds.”

“It was moving,” she said. “Moving things help.”

Her forearm streamed blood from the earlier rake. I caught her wrist as she stepped past and put my nose near the wound. Honest blood, claw dirt, no sourness from tooth or venom.

“Meat only,” I said. “You keep the arm.”

“I planned to.”

The dying beast’s kicks drew the alpha’s gaze from the fortress to Ryska. Its ears lowered. Not submission. Calculation. The gland-oil in its chest fur rolled stronger as it breathed, rancid sweetness over wet iron, and it backed one deliberate step away from the stakes.

Ryska emerged from the ditch behind it. The alpha turned and ran. She did not chase, because she is not stupid; it fled into the black of the Verge, which swallowed it whole.

I knelt in the mud with a bleeding boy under my hands and I said nothing to anybody, and I wrote it down two hours later in the back of the ledger, in the part that is not about beasts.



We came back in through the guard post at the east stair at the gray edge of morning, and I stopped, because the theater’s duty roster is nailed on the wall of that guard post where the runners can read it.

It had been changed.

Fresh oak-gall ink, wet enough that the top line was still shining, laid over a line that had been scraped out with a knife.

CULLING: R., wolfkin, champion wing. THE SIXTH. Sixth hour. Readings expire.

Tomorrow.

They had moved it up by four days, and they had written a reason on the wall of a guard post for the runners to read, and the reason was that the readings expire.

I stood there in my muddy boots with a lamp in my hand, and I understood it perfectly, as you understand a wound: Prill would have to examine her again before the theater because his own procedure required it. If he waited even two or three more days, her rising strength, changing jaw, and sharpened senses would stop resembling deterioration and become impossible to misname. He had moved the knife ahead of those unmistakable readings.

He was not moving the date because she was worse. He was moving it before her body destroyed his diagnosis, and he had known he would need to since the trial line.

“Doc,” said Ryska, behind me.

I did not turn around.

“You’ve read it,” she said.

“Yes.”

She read it herself. I heard her breathing change.

“One day.”

“One day,” I agreed.

I raised the lamp and examined her properly for the first time since the ditch.

She was filthy to the knee, dire-blood dried across one forearm, hair wrecked by the night. Yet she stood in the gray light with her shoulders loose and her chest working, better than she had looked on the trial line in front of four hundred people.

Along her jaw, over the white scar, the skin had drawn tight and shiny around a small swelling. A new smell came off it beneath the molt into the cold morning air, unmistakable and foul.

Pus-sweet copper. The abscess had declared itself in the night.

I cleaned the claw cut on her forearm before touching the jaw. Mud held grit from the ditch, but no tooth fragments and no dire-spit. She watched my hands in the guard-post light while Weller’s company reset the outer stakes behind us.

“The light earlier,” she said. “Under your palm.”

“Active molt. Contact makes the work visible.”

“Anyone can see it?”

“Anyone in the room. Which is why the shutters stay closed.”

Her gaze moved to the soldiers repairing the palisade. “And if one of them sees?”

“Then the secret gets a witness. We avoid that until avoiding it costs more than exposure.”

She absorbed the rule like field doctrine. “No light outside the den.”

“Your body may force the light into view. We manage that risk when it comes.”

“Better answer,” she said.

I reached out and turned her face to the light with two fingers under her chin, and she let me, which two days ago she would not have.

“What,” she said.

“Your jaw’s poisoned,” I said. “It’s been poisoned for two years and it is about to get very fast. That thing has to come out of your face before anything else happens to you, and it has to come out before the sixth, because on the sixth there will be six men and a wagon in the yard.”

Ryska stood in the gray light with my hand on her chin.

She touched the swelling once, winced, and dropped her hand.

“Then take it out,” she said.


Chapter 5: Eleven Minutes

I found Weller on the east curtain at noon, watching her men re-face a stretch of parapet that a drake had leaned on.

“Captain.”

“Boone.” She did not look around. “You are going to ask me for something.”

“Yes.”

“Ask it standing over there, then, where the runner can see you and think you are talking about the drains.”

I went and stood over there.

“Tomorrow at dawn,” I said, “the theater’s culling squad forms up in the yard. Six guards, the Chirurgeon-Major, a wagon. Their business will take them about twenty minutes and it will start at the sixth hour.”

Weller watched her men work.

“I need eleven of those minutes,” I said. “I need the six guards out of the yard and up a stair, and I need it to be somebody’s idea other than mine, and I need it to be an idea nobody can argue with.”

“Uh huh.”

“Last night a dire-pack put its teeth on the east palisade stakes. Two sentries down. That is a structural matter.”

“It is a structural matter,” Weller agreed, tonelessly.

“A prudent captain,” I said, “might want a walk-through of the palisade footings, at dawn, by men who are standing around in the yard doing nothing, given that a wall company has a right to requisition idle hands for an urgent inspection, and given that it would be very difficult for anyone to explain afterward why they refused.”

Weller scraped a loose bead of mortar from the parapet with one thumbnail.

A gull went over the wall and out toward the Verge, which is a bad sign for the weather and means nothing else at all.

“You understand what you’re asking,” she said. “Not what you’re asking me to do. What you’re asking me to be.”

“Yes.”

“Because I’ll be the officer who marched a theater detail up a stair while something happened downstairs, and everyone in that squad will remember my face.”

“Yes.”

Weller turned around and looked at me.

Her dry, appraising stare took my request apart without wasting a muscle.

“I keep coming back to the men your infirmary gave back to me this season,” she said. “Three who would be under the yard right now, and instead one of them is on that parapet with a hod of mortar, being loud.” She jerked her chin. “That one.”

“Kessit.”

“Kessit.” She spat over the wall. “Eleven minutes.”

“Captain.”

“Don’t thank me,” she said. “It is worse when you thank me. Go away, Boone.”



I spent the rest of the day boiling things.

Surgery begins with repetition. Boil the linen and instruments. Strop the blades. Lay everything out in the order your hands will need, reconsider it, wash, then return and inspect the arrangement again.

The cold-iron chisel emerged from the fire and went into the water and emerged from the water. It is a fine, flat, cruel little tool, ground to a chisel edge at one end and dressed square at the other, and it is the only object in my satchel made of the same metal they drove into her.

The choice was deliberate. Cold-iron gives up its grip on cold-iron. It is the only thing that will crack a pin loose without taking the bone with it. There are perhaps four men on this frontier who know that, and three of them work in the culling theater.

Ryska slept most of the day.

She slept in my cot behind closed shutters, one arm over her eyes, tail hanging off the edge. The ward’s noise did not wake her. Neither did Fenn dropping a pan. Yet the instant a runner’s boots entered the infirmary at the wrong pace, she woke without any transition.

I put my head around the door.

“It’s a boy with a splinter,” I said.

“It’s a boy with a splinter running,” she said, and lay back down, and her ears did not settle for a full minute.

Every room she had slept in required her watch. The den would have to teach her otherwise in the single day remaining.



She ate at dusk, and she ate like a company.

Fenn put a stew on the table, and a loaf, and a dish of the little bitter greens that grow on the Verge and that only badger-kin think are food, and she stood at the end of the table with her arms folded across her chest like a docker’s foreman while the champion of Caldmoor War College worked through the pot.

“More.”

“There isn’t more.”

“There is plenty more,” said Fenn. “It is behind me and you are not going to get it by looking at me like that, girl, I have been looked at by worse than you and I outlived them. Ask.”

Ryska put down her spoon.

Fenn held the ladle over the pot. Ryska stared at it while my chewing slowed, stopped, and left the room to the small hiss of the stove.

“May I have more,” said Ryska.

“You may.”

She got more. She ate that too, along with a second loaf. The final crust defeated her. She sat back with both hands on her stomach, tail loose across the chair rung, wearing an expression of profound and slightly stunned wellbeing. Old Fenn took the pot away with the air of a woman proven right for the rest of her life.

“Your cook,” said Ryska, “is a tyrant.”

“She’s a badger-kin,” I said. “They’re all like that. It’s why nobody keeps them.”

“Your kitchen,” said Fenn, from the pantry, “is still a crime.”

Ryska gave a startled huff through her nose.

The huff came short and rough, amusement caught by surprise, and she looked faintly appalled that it had escaped her.



By the ninth hour she was burning.

I felt it before I saw it: heat rolling off her in waves, as a stove pushes when its door opens. She sat on the edge of my cot, forearms planted on her knees. Hair stuck to her temples; shallow breaths barely moved her chest, and her pupils had swallowed the amber almost to the ring.

And the smell of her had changed.

Beneath burnt honey and storm-front cedar rose hot iron plunged into cedar-water, hard, wet, and green-edged. I had smelled that stage once at fifteen on a woman nobody knew how to help. She died two days later.

“It’s starting,” I said.

“I know it’s starting.” Her voice was low and torn. “I can hear your heart. I can hear the mule. I can hear a man three rooms away scratching himself, and it is repellent, and my skin does not fit.”

“Your skin doesn’t fit because your skin is being rebuilt from the inside. It gets worse before it gets better. Look at me.”

She looked at me, and her eyes were wild.

“You are not going mad,” I said, in the flattest voice I own. “You are not going feral. This is the third hour of a thing that will take nights, and every part of it is your own body doing its work. Hold onto that, because in an hour you will not be able to hold onto much.”

“Then get over here,” said Ryska, “and put your hands on me.”



I sat on the cot behind her and put my palms flat between her shoulder blades. A struck grunt burst from under her ribs.

Storm-gray branches raced from beneath my hands, climbed her spine, forked along the ribs, and poured into the small of her back. Unlike the previous night’s breathing glimmer, this light held, pulsed with her heart, and filled the room.

I had seen the glimmer the night before. I had never seen a stage seize the light and hold it under my hands.

She dropped her head and let it happen. Her shoulders shook while long, ragged breaths dragged through her teeth.

“Doc,” she said.

“I’m here.”

“That is not,” she said, “what I meant.”

She turned around.

She turned on the cot and rose onto her knees before me, light still moving under her skin. Her fist closed in my shirt. Black-blown eyes burned into mine while my nose found what her body wanted beneath the molt.

“For two years,” she said in a low, cracked, furious voice I had never heard from her, “men have looked at me and seen a price. The chirurgeon puts his hand on my face, then writes down my weight. Brokers stand under the colonnade with their little books. But you.” Her lip pulled back off her caps. “You stood eight feet away with your fists closed. You FLINCHED for me. Then you told me the truth in your kitchen without asking for a single thing.”

“Ryska.”

“I don’t want to be tended,” she snarled. “I don’t want to be handled and I don’t want to be nursed and I do not want another man on this frontier being gentle at me. Do you understand?”

“What do you want from me?”

“I want you to take me,” she said.

Ryska had never given ground and lived comfortably with it. She released my shirt anyway, turned her head, swept the braid off one shoulder, and bared her neck.

I sat very still.

A wolfkin bares the vessels of her throat only to someone trusted with her life. Her pulse beat beneath the soft skin under her jaw, close enough for my mouth or my knife, and she held the pose without looking away.

“Look at me,” I said.

She turned her head back. Her eyes were streaming and she was not crying; her body was simply doing everything at once.

“You’re twenty-three,” I said. “I’m twenty-six. You’re mid-stage and burning. Give me a clear yes.”

“Yes,” said Ryska. “I’m choosing it. Take me, stitch-boy, before I lose my nerve and kill you.”



I stood up and took her by the hair.

Not hard. I gathered the braid at its roots and used my fist to turn her face upward, watching the change move through her.

The change ran through her from shoulders to heels. Tension drained from her shoulders only to gather lower, tighter, somewhere else entirely. Her mouth opened on a sound too low for language, drawn from beneath her ribs. It did more to me than anything she had ever said with words.

“Off,” I said, and let go, and stepped back.

She fumbled the vest over her head. Her shaking made the straps fight, so she answered with a low frustrated growl and tore the cloth while I watched. The wraps followed in a flurry of curses and bared teeth. She flung the last strip away and knelt on my cot with nothing between the lamplight and her skin, slow storm-gray threads still crawling up her back.

I looked at her. I took my time, and I let her see me take it, and she flushed from the sternum to the throat while I did.

Long cut thighs, braced apart on the furs. Narrow hips. That hard flat stomach with its ridge of muscle, the old white scar across the forearm, the strapping-marks pressed into her ribs. Her small high breasts tightened with every breath, nipples drawn hard and dark by the cold. Watching them lift made my mouth go dry like a man who had walked too long in the sun. Behind her, the gray tail moved and moved, sweeping the furs in a slow arc beyond either awareness or control.

And the smell coming off her between her thighs, cutting straight through the honey and the cedar and the hot forge-water of the stage: her cunt, wet, wanting, an animal fact in a stone room. She was soaked. She had been soaked since the kitchen.

“Your tail’s talking,” I said.

Ryska’s ears flicked back in offended unison. “Shut up.”

“It’s been talking since the kitchen. So has the rest of you.”

“Shut UP,” she said, and her voice cracked in the middle of it, and I got my hand around the back of her neck and closed it.

My fingers closed around the loose skin and muscle of her scruff, the nape where a wolf carries her young and takes her mate. I gripped it as I would a thing I intended to keep, and Ryska came apart in one long shudder from the crown of her head to her heels. Her eyes rolled closed.

“Down,” I said.

She went down.

Face into the furs, shoulders down, hips up, without a single word of instruction, and her spine hollowed out in an arch so deep it stopped my breath: the small of her back scooped low, the tight athlete’s curve of her ass tipped up and back, her thighs braced and shaking. The tail swept aside on its own and stayed there, held out of the way, offering, and there was nothing of her hidden from me at all. Pink and swollen and slick to the inside of both thighs, everything she had spent two years keeping behind a parade face, put up in the lamplight for one man.

The champion of Caldmoor War College, presenting.

And the light ran down her spine into that arch and pooled there, storm-gray, bright enough that it laid a shadow of her shoulder blade on the wall.

“Look at me,” I said.

She turned her head on the furs to look back over her shoulder. Hair veiled half her face; her eyes burned black and gold through it, wide open, holding mine. She maintained that contact through every touch. Not once did she look away.

I put my hand between her shoulder blades and drew it slowly to the base of her spine. Light followed my palm like water finding a channel, and she made that sound again, the one from the first night, the one she had swallowed.

I dragged my hand lower and slid two fingers into her. She jolted forward on the furs with a curse. I worked them slowly, reaching deep while her hips chased each stroke. She burned around my knuckles like a fever patient; inside four passes, wetness ran down my wrist.

“Doc,” she said. Thick. Barely a word.

“I’ve got you.”

One hand opened my belt while the other stayed on her nape. My cock came out painfully hard. I dragged its head once through the mess she had made of herself, slowly from clit to opening. Ryska’s spine snapped tighter, and she answered in the old Verge-marches tongue with something almost certainly obscene.

“Now,” she said. “Now, now, now.”

I fed her the first inch and stopped.

Her body locked from nape to heel, then released beneath my hand.

Her heat hurt. She was slick, tight, burning like something in a forge. I pushed steadily; she took me in one long drive that tore a raw, cracked, unbelieving noise from her. Her back arched harder. Claws entered the furs and ripped them. Her body fought the stretch, lost by degrees, then yielded another inch at a time. Somewhere around the middle, her breathing stopped working properly.

“Oh,” she said. “Oh, you.”

“That’s it.”

“That’s not.” Her voice was wrecked. “You are too. There is too much of you.”

“You’re taking it.”

“I am aware of what I am taking,” she snarled into the furs, and I bottomed out against her and her snarl turned into a broken, gulping sound, and her cunt closed on me in a long shuddering clutch that nearly ended me right there.

I held there. I made her hold there.

“Move,” she growled.

“No.”

“Doc.”

“You’ve spent two years telling every part of your body what to do,” I said, and I leaned my weight down onto her, my chest against her back, my hand sliding from her nape up into her hair, my mouth at her ear. “Stop.”

And I gathered her wrists.

Both of them, crossed, in one hand at the small of her back, and settled my weight across them, pinning her: her face turned on the furs, her arms locked, her hips held up by nothing but her own arch and my grip.

Ryska’s spine locked under me and her tail froze against the furs.

After that, she pushed. Once, hard, a full-body test with every ounce of a champion’s strength behind it, an honest wolf’s answer to being held down.

She did not move an inch.

I felt her understand it, and I felt what it did to her, because her whole body flooded: heat, and wet, and a long broken sound out of her open mouth, and she clenched around my cock in a rolling greedy pull that had nothing to do with her mind at all. She went boneless under my hands and stopped being a champion at all.

“Good,” I said, and started to move.

I took her hard.

I kept the pace slow and drove deep, dragging almost out of her before each stroke sent her forward into the furs and my grip hauled her back by the wrists. The wet sound of it filled the den, obscene and steady, skin on skin, her breath punched out of her in bursts. She took it, and she took it, and every single time I bottomed out she made a noise that got closer to the thing she had been swallowing for two days.

“What do you need?” I asked.

“No.”

I tightened my hold, reminding her who had set the pace. “Use the words, Champion.”

“Harder,” she said into the furs, a raw request sharpened like a challenge.

I tightened my hold. “You take what I decide.”

Her answering shudder told me she wanted exactly that. I laughed low against her shoulder and drove deeper on my terms.

The cot walked across the stone beneath us. My fist stayed in her hair, my weight held her wrists, and her ass rang against my hips until Ryska, undefeated in the ring for two years, lost the last of her control in loud, ragged pieces.

“Whose is this,” I said.

“Don’t.”

“Whose.”

“Yours.” It emerged from her like something torn loose. “Yours, yours, it’s yours, do not stop, do not you dare stop.”

The room filled with light.

It flooded from beneath my hands and did not stop: storm-gray, running from every point where my skin touched hers, up her spine, over the ribs, down her arms, spilling into the furs, until storm-gray radiance filled the den and the lamp was nothing and the shadows swung on the wall.

The current lived inside her too, running through each contraction into my body. No medic’s vocabulary covered it, so I did not reach for one. She was working. Muscle, bone, blood: every layer labored beneath me, remaking itself. Each stroke drove her deeper into that work. As she climbed, I smelled the stage take hold. Hot iron in cedar-water filled the room, sharp, green, enormous, mingled with her cunt, my sweat, and the intimate scent of us together.

“Stage one,” I said, against her ear. “It’s taking. Right now. You’re doing it.”

“Doc,” she gasped. “Doc. Doc.”

“That’s what that is. That’s what it feels like when it works. That’s your own body coming back to you, and it’s coming back on my cock, and you’re going to feel every inch of it.”

“Don’t stop.”

“I’m not going to stop.” I pulled her up.

I hauled her upright by the hair and throat until she knelt with her back flush against my chest, head fallen on my shoulder, my cock buried to the root. One hand slid between her legs to find her clit, slippery and swollen beneath two fingers. The other kept her exactly where I wanted her.

“Ohh,” said Ryska. “Oh, no. No.”

“Yes.”

“That’s not.” Her hips stuttered. “That’s not fair. That’s not.”

“Take it.”

“I’ll come.”

“Take it, Ryska.”

I worked her clit in slow flat circles and fucked up into her from underneath, short and deep, holding her open on me by the throat and the hair, and she started to shake apart in my arms like a wall footing giving.

She came.

It went through her like a seized muscle releasing from end to end. Her back arched off my chest; her head fell back; her mouth opened. Her cunt clamped around my cock until I saw white. Then she went in waves, deep pulling contractions milking on and on while heat spilled down both our thighs. Light flared from her skin and printed the window bars on the far wall.

And she howled.

Not loud. She caught it, at the last second, some part of her still on watch in a fortress full of enemies, and she turned her face into my forearm, pressed her open mouth hard against the meat without closing her teeth, and howled into my arm. I held her through all of it while molt-light ran hot beneath her mouth.

I did not know it was burning. I had other things happening.

I lowered her to the furs.

My grip at her nape guided her face-first into the furs, and I finished with her hips locked back against mine, every stroke seating to the root while her spine burned as a long storm-gray line under my palm. Her climax had not released her. Slow, rolling contractions dragged at me every time I pulled back; I stopped fighting them and let them take me.

It surged from my spine like something breaking. I set my teeth into the join of her neck and shoulder, biting down hard as I came inside her. Deep, claiming surges emptied me into her, each long jolt shaking both our bodies. I held myself there and let her feel every one of them. I felt her take it. Her body tightened as she understood she was being filled. A raw, wolfish keen tore out of her as she shoved back onto me to take more.

Her keen broke as her body locked around me. The second climax rolled straight out of the first, wringing me dry, and its aftershocks continued long after I had spent the last of myself inside her.

When I finally pulled out of her she whimpered at the loss, once, and then bit the fur to kill the noise. My cum ran back out of her and down over her thighs in the storm-gray light, and she felt it happen, and she pushed her face into the furs and let out a long unsteady breath that had a purr buried somewhere underneath it.

And when I lifted my head, the mark was there. Deep, red, mine, sitting on the top of her shoulder where her kit strap crossed.



Her wrists came first. I rolled each into the lamplight, pressed my thumbs along the bones I had held, and watched the white impressions warm to pink. Two fingers beneath her jaw gave me a pulse descending evenly. Last came the bite on her shoulder, broken skin holding the exact print of my teeth. I cleaned it while she watched through half-shut eyes and trusted my hands with the tenderness after their force.

“Verdict, medic,” she said.

“You’ll live. You’re marked, you’re bruised, and you’re going to be sore in the morning in a way that has nothing to do with the pin.”

“Good,” said Ryska.

Once the bite was clean, she stretched across me with her face in my neck and her tail curled over both our legs. The light beneath her skin sank slowly toward embers. In the deepening dark, she made the sound.

The whine-purr. Low, in her chest, rolling and broken and utterly involuntary.

She heard herself do it.

She buried her face deeper against my throat and caught the sound behind clenched teeth, one heel digging a furrow through the bedding.

I did not say one word.

She let it go. She let it come, all of it, and she pressed her forehead into my collarbone and purred like a broken engine and I lay there in the dark of my own den with a champion coming apart on my chest and I did not move a muscle.

“If you tell anyone,” she said, eventually, muffled, “I will kill you.”

“Your secret stays here.”

“I mean it.”

“I heard you.”

Her purr slowed when one claw found the newly tight skin at the edge of my wrist.

“Your arm,” she said.

I lifted it.

The light was almost gone out of her by then, but there was enough. From the heels of both hands across both wrists and the lowest inches of my forearms, my skin was laced with a faint branching pattern, silver-white, like frost on a window or the figure lightning leaves in wood.

It had not been there at supper.

I turned it over. It did not hurt. It ached, deep, as a bone aches in the cold, and it was warm to the touch, and under my own skin it caught the last of her light and threw it back faintly, pearl-colored.

Ryska sat up.

She took my wrist in both hands and followed each silver branch from my palm to the last mark above it. Her thumb stopped on the newest branch. The hard set of her jaw loosened; both ears lowered, and fear for me put a cold edge beneath the cedar in her breath.

Words would have made the mark a debt, so she bent her head and put her mouth against it, open and harmless, and held it there.

“Two nights,” she said. “Two nights, and it’s already up your arm.”

“It’s not a debt.”

“I did not say it was a debt.” She let go. She lay back down along my side and put her arm over my chest. “Sleep, stitch-boy. You’ve got a squad in the yard at dawn.”



She woke me two hours before it with her hand on my mouth.

“Don’t talk,” she breathed. “Listen.”

I listened. I heard the stove ticking.

“Six men in the theater mess,” said Ryska. “Across the yard, through two walls. They are having their breakfast and I can hear every one of them chewing.”

I sat up.

Her ears were forward and her eyes were bright and she looked, in the dark, like something that had been let out of a cage. The molt-light was gone. What was left was the rest of it.

She had gained half an inch through the shoulder and new density under the skin. Her grown canines pushed the cold-iron caps proud of the gum. When she planted one palm on the cot to rise, its oak frame scraped six inches across the stone before she checked the motion. Yesterday that shift would have taken both arms and a deliberate shove. Roughly one Menace grade of strength had arrived in the night, and she had not yet learned where it ended.

“Tell me what you can smell,” I said.

“I can’t smell like you.”

“You can smell better than you could yesterday. Tell me what’s in that room.”

Ryska lowered her chin and separated the distant room one breath at a time, tail held clear of the cot so its movement could not distract her.

“Beer,” she said. “Old beer, in two of them: they drank last night and they’re sweating it. One of them has an infected tooth, I can smell the rot in it from here, which is disgusting, and you have ruined me forever, and I want you to know that.”

“Go on.”

“Fear.” Her ears drew back a fraction. “Cold. Waxy. That’s what fear is, isn’t it. Two of them are frightened. The young ones.”

“That’s the smell.”

“And.” She stopped. Her lip curled. “Two of them are wearing scent. Cloves. Sweet. It’s over them like a coat and it isn’t theirs. A broker leaned close enough across a table to rub pomade into their collars and cuffs.”

I lay back on the cot and looked at the ceiling.

Two frightened guards carried broker-clove from a recent handshake. Someone had promised them salvage shares from a body still running the palisade.

“Doc,” said Ryska. “Your face has gone quiet.”

“Get dressed,” I said. “Wake Fenn. Tell her to boil everything in the kitchen.”



We ate before light, all three of us, standing.

Fenn had the water on and the linen in it and she did not ask a single question, and she put bread in front of us anyway, because there is nothing that happens in this world that will stop that woman feeding people.

I laid it out on the table like a wound.

“The squad forms at the sixth hour in the yard,” I said. “Prill will be with them and he will want you at the theater by the quarter, he is punctual, and his own procedure requires a final examination and he will not skip it, he has never skipped one in his life.”

“So he examines me,” said Ryska, “and I am not sick, and he sees it.”

“He examines you and writes down whatever he has already decided.” I laid the chisel on the table. “Our whole chance fits inside Weller’s eleven minutes.”

I set my finger on the table.

“At six, Weller marches that squad up the east stair for an urgent inspection of the palisade footings. She is a wall captain and they are idle hands and she has the right, and refusing her costs Prill more than obeying her does, and she will be extremely boring about it and it will take eleven minutes.”

“And in those eleven minutes,” said Ryska, “you cut cold-iron out of my face.”

“Yes.”

She looked at the chisel.

“How bad.”

“Bad,” I said. “It’s in the bone. It’s been abscessing for two years, so the bone is soft, which makes it faster and much filthier. You will not be able to be quiet. There is no drug in this fortress that does not put you to sleep, and if you are asleep you cannot walk out that door afterward, and you have to walk out that door.”

“Then I won’t be quiet.”

“Then the ward will hear you,” I said, “and the ward is full of wall-men who owe me their legs, and none of them are going to say a word, and I am telling you that now so you do not have to hold it in.”

Ryska sat back, twenty-three, chalked D, scheduled for the sixth hour, fangs pushing at their caps and my mark beneath her shoulder strap.

“And afterward?” she said.

“Afterward you walk out into the yard on your own feet,” I said, “in full kit, with a recovery certificate in my hand and every one of those six men watching, and you chalk your name under the re-grade line with the garrison packed around the post. It’s the oldest custom this College has. Nobody has invoked it in twelve years. Once it’s on the Board with a crowd standing at it, the Commandant cannot refuse it without looking like precisely what he is.”

Ryska began, slowly, to smile.

It was not a nice smile. It had cold-iron in it, and it was about to have less.

“You want me,” she said, “to challenge for my grade. Two hours after you take a chisel to my skull.”

“Yes.”

“In front of the men who booked the wagon.”

“Yes.”

“Stitch-boy,” she said, “I could kiss you.”

“Later,” I said, and took the chisel over to the stone, and sat down, and began to whet it.


Chapter 6: Before Breakfast

The culling squad formed up in the great yard at the sixth hour, in the dark, in good order.

I watched them from the infirmary window with the lamp out.

Six guards with pole-arms they would not need, standing easy in two ranks. A theater wagon with a canvas cover and a bed lined in oilcloth, backed up to the foot of the bastion stair with the horse in the shafts and a boy at its head. And Chirurgeon-Major Ansel Prill in his whites with his instrument case under his arm, standing to one side, quite still, looking up at the sky as a man does when he is early and has decided to enjoy it.

There was dew on the flags, silver in the weak light. The braziers at the stalls were not lit. Along the top of the barracks the sky had gone the color of a fish’s belly and nothing else in the world had happened yet.

Behind me, in the surgery, Ryska sat up on the table and took her braid out.

“They’re here,” she said.

“I watched them form.”

“Six.” Her ears were forward. “One of them is the one with the tooth. He is going to be no use to anybody today.”

“Lie down, Champion.”

She lay down.



I had cleared the surgery to the walls. Table in the middle, three lamps on it, everything else gone or boiled or under a cloth.

There was a leather strap on the table that I had not put there. Fenn had. She had put it there without a word, while I was at the stone, and I had looked at it and left it, and I did not intend to use it, and I was not going to be the man who did not have it.

Ryska lay flat on her back on my table with her head turned to the left, and I got the lamp low and set the mirror to throw the light onto her jaw, and I looked at the scar.

Two years of it.

It runs along the angle of the mandible, a white seam three inches long, and the yard has always assumed it is a training scar, because a champion collects scars and nobody asks.

The white line came from a badly closed surgical incision. Beneath it, seated in the jawbone, waited an evolution pin.

The Cull has three methods. A cap for the fangs. A clip for the wings. And a pin for the rest: a two-inch shaft of cold-iron driven into a load-bearing bone, where it sits for a lifetime and performs cold-iron’s sole function, which is that it will not let living tissue finish anything.

The crowd saw the caps whenever she smiled. The hidden pin did the deeper work of holding her molt dead.

I put my nose an inch from her jaw and breathed.

Pus-sweet copper, and under it the dead-mineral flatness of bone made sick by two years of iron, and under that, running through her, hot iron in cedar-water, rising.

“Right,” I said.

Her eyes came around to mine.

“I am going to tell you what I am doing while I do it,” I said. “You will want to know. If I stop talking, you will assume it has gone wrong.”

“And if it goes wrong?”

“I’ll still be talking,” I said. “That’s how you’ll know.”

She snorted.

She tested the truth of my promise against my face. Satisfied or out of alternatives, she took hold of the table edges in both hands until her knuckles went white, then nodded once.

I picked up the chisel.



“You have wondered why you are molting at all,” I said, “with two years of cold-iron in your head.”

I laid the scalpel along the old scar and opened it.

The tissue separated with almost no resistance, which told me everything, and the drainage that emerged from it made Old Fenn, six feet away with the linen, turn her head.

“This is why,” I said. “It’s been rotting. The pin went in badly; the bone went septic around it. For two years your own body has been eating the bed that thing sits in, working the iron loose inside a hole full of rot.” I got the retractors in. “Their pin failed, Champion. Your blood ate it out of the bone. Its failure is the only reason you are alive, changing, instead of graded quiet. Hold onto that. Nobody in this fortress has learned a more useful fact about cold-iron. I cannot tell any of them.”

There it was.

The head of the pin, a flat black disc the size of a thumbnail, sitting in a bed of gray-green wet, and when I touched it with the forceps I felt the bone under it give, and my stomach turned over, and I said nothing about that at all.

“The bone’s soft,” I said. “That means this comes out faster and much filthier, and it means I take some of your jaw with it, and it means you will have a hole in your face for ten days that I will pack twice a day and you will hate me for.”

She said something. It was not polite.

I seated the chisel’s edge against the head of the pin.

“Cold-iron gives up its grip on cold-iron,” I said. “It is the only thing that does. This tool exists for that reason. Four men on the frontier know it, and three work up that stair.”

I hit the chisel once with the mallet.

The sound went through her skull, a hard dead crack like a stone splitting in a fire, and Ryska came off my table from heels to shoulders and slammed back down onto it and she made a noise I am not going to write down.

The pin turned.

Ryska’s left hand came off the table and caught my wrist. Her grip ground the small bones together, demanded steadiness rather than retreat, and released.

“Still talking,” I said.

“You had better be.”

“The thread has broken free on the upper side. The lower barb is still seated. One more strike, smaller. Then pressure, not force.”

Fenn changed the basin without being asked. The old one held gray-green drainage, blood, and the black grit of bone that had spent two years dying around iron. She put the clean basin beneath the jaw and braced Ryska’s shoulder with both rope-thick forearms.

Outside, Weller’s voice moved across the yard. Six guards answered. Boots shifted.

I set the chisel lower by the width of a thumbnail. The wrong angle would split the mandible. The right one would make the barb follow the softened channel it had cut for itself. My nose found the clean mineral edge of living bone beneath the rot and gave me the boundary no lamp could show.

“Breathe out,” I said.

Ryska breathed out.

I struck.

The barb released with a dull movement I felt through the tool more than heard. Her heel hammered the table once. The cracked plank under her right hand lengthened another inch.

“Loose,” I said. “Now it comes.”

I got the forceps on it and drew it out of her jaw, slow, grinding, wet, two inches of cold-iron black as a stove-lid with two years of her body’s argument dried onto the threads.

The final barb tore through softened bone and surrendered. I dropped the pin in the basin, where it rang like a bad instrument struck for the last time.

The abscess came out after it in a rush, all of it, two years of it, and I got the drain in and packed the tract and Ryska lay on my table with her hands closed on the edges of it and the wood cracked under her right hand, an actual split running out from under her fingers into the grain.

“Doc,” said Fenn.

“I heard her.”

“You have four minutes.”

“Then stop talking to me.”

I did the closure in three, and I left it open at the angle for the drain, and when I put the last stitch in I sat back on my stool and my hands were perfectly steady and the rest of me was not.

Her fangs remained capped.

I looked at them, sitting there behind her lip, two dull black stubs of cold-iron, and I wanted them out of her mouth so badly that my hands ached with it.

But there was no time, and there was no reason, and there was, in fact, an argument against it that I did not enjoy: a woman who walks into the yard with her fangs capped is a woman the Board can continue calling safe.

I needed them to look at her and see the champion they had chained.

For eleven more days, I needed the yard to keep believing it.



Out in the yard, at three minutes past the sixth hour, Captain Ines Weller began to be boring.

I heard it through the shutters. She had a carrying voice when she chose to have one, and she had chosen.

“Chirurgeon-Major. My compliments. I require six men.”

“Captain, I am on the Board’s business.”

“I don’t doubt it. There is a dire-pack that put its teeth on my palisade stakes the night before last, Chirurgeon-Major, and there are two footings on the east curtain that I want walked before full light, and the standing order on structural inspection is that a wall company may requisition idle hands.” A pause. “Are these hands idle?”

“They are not idle, Captain, they are formed.”

“Formed,” said Weller, “is not tasked. I am tasking them. Sergeant, up the stair.”

“Captain, I must protest.”

“Protest at the top,” said Weller. “It’s a better view.”

I heard six pairs of boots go up the stone.



I packed her face, strapped it, and got her upright. She swayed once, corrected against my shoulder, and took the cup of Fenn’s tea I closed into her hand. She drank it in one motion without tasting it.

Her jaw was already closing.

I mean that as a plain observation. Under the packing, along the tract of the abscess, the swelling was going down while I watched. There was a faint gray shimmer running along the line of her jaw, in and out with her pulse, and the tissue was drawing itself back together at a speed no human face has ever done anything.

Molt-light. Faint, local, and busy.

Her body had been holding a war along that jaw for two years, and I had just pulled the enemy out of it, and it had two years of healing banked.

I changed the blood-soaked packing once more before she stood. The fresh linen stayed clean along the upper tract, proof the remade tissue had already closed around the vessel instead of merely hiding the bleed.

“Say something,” I said.

She said something.

She said it with all of her teeth. The obscenity came out only a little thick, every word distinct. From the pantry came a single rough huff that might have been laughter in another woman.

“Clear speech,” I said.

“That’s four,” said Ryska.

She got off the table.

She stood up off my surgical table with a hole in her jaw, a drain in her face, and half a pint of somebody else’s blood on my apron. Her spine straightened beyond the posture she had carried for two years. She rolled her shoulders back and found a taller, easier balance than the one she had worn for two years.

The obscenity had put her voice back where she wanted it. She went to the ward door and opened it. The wall-men in the regular cots looked at her, and nobody said one word.

Reik sat up.

“Champion,” he said.

Ryska looked at him.

“Nothing,” said Reik. “Nothing at all. Never seen you.” He lay back down. “Wasn’t here.”



I wrote her recovery certificate at my desk with her standing over me pulling on her kit.

It is a form. It exists. Every infirmary at every fort on the frontier has a pad of them, and they mean nothing whatsoever except that a medic has looked at a soldier and said she is fit for the line.

Auxiliary Ryska, wolfkin, champion wing. Foreign body removed from right mandible. Infection drained.

Fit to stand and fight. C. Boone, field medic.

I signed it and I blotted it and I looked at it.

It was not a lie. Every word was accurate, which made it useful and guaranteed nobody would forgive me for using it.

“Well?” said Ryska.

I handed it to her.

She read it twice, folded it into the front of her kit, and looked at me. She rocked once onto the balls of her feet. Anticipation sharpened her grin until the capped teeth made it dangerous.

“They’re going to know,” she said.

“They’re going to understand every word,” I said. “Prill will look at that paper and he will understand every word of it and he will not be able to touch a single one.” I stood and untied my apron. “Go and stand on the trial post. Don’t run. Don’t gloat. Stand there like it’s a Tuesday.”

“And you?”

“I’m going to go and watch,” I said, “with the rest of the yard.”



The garrison was coming out for its breakfast when she walked into the great yard in full kit.

She went across it at an unhurried pace, straight down the middle, past the stalls that were only then unshuttering, past the water trough, past the Menace Board with her name on it and the letter D and the word DEGRADED, and she did not look at it.

The yard began, in ones and twos, to stop.

The trial post stands at the head of the arena line: a squared oak column twelve feet high, black with age, with iron rings on it and two centuries of chalk-dust ground into the grain. There is a slate face on the front of it. On trial days the adjutant chalks the day’s card there.

The rest of the year it is empty, and it is the one place in Caldmoor where any soldier of the Corps may write.

Ryska walked up to it, and she took her recovery certificate out of her kit, and she slapped it against the post, flat, and held it there with the heel of her hand.

She let the certificate hang there like an accusation, then took the chalk off the ledge.

In the gray morning, with a hundred people beginning to gather and the culling squad’s boots still coming down the east stair behind her, the champion of Caldmoor War College wrote her own name under the re-grade line.

The stalls went off like a powder store.

Gerty threw both shutters wide and climbed onto her own counter with chalk in one hand and a heel of breakfast bread in the other. “Challenge custom! Witnessed at the post! Nobody leaves until the adjutant dates it, and anybody claiming she chalked before the sixth hour can put coin behind the lie.”

The nearest wall-men formed a rough half circle without being ordered. Reik stood among them with his slung arm and began naming witnesses in a voice meant to reach the barracks windows. Kessit, forbidden ladders and therefore naturally on one, shouted that he had watched Ryska cross the yard under her own power. A stable boy repeated it, then a granary clerk found his nerve and added his voice. Within a minute the challenge belonged to too many eyes to be rubbed away in the quiet.

The culling squad came off the east stair into that wall of witnesses. The man with the infected tooth saw Ryska standing at the post and stopped so abruptly the guard behind walked into his back. The two carrying broker-clove went pale. Their promised share had just acquired a crowd, a date, and an old custom they could not drag onto a wagon.

“She’s chalked!” Gerty was up on her plank counter with her arms out. “She’s CHALKED, on a Thursday, she’s chalked the post, WHO’S ON THE POST, somebody get me the card, WHO’S ON THE CARD?”

“Vorst,” somebody said.

“VORST!” Gerty screamed. “VORST’S ON THE CARD! I’ll take money on Vorst!”

Within forty seconds, three hundred people queuing for porridge became a crowd.



Prill descended the last of the east stair with his squad behind him and stopped dead.

I was thirty feet away, leaning against the colonnade with my arms folded and my sleeves rolled down, and I had a clear view of his face, and I will keep it.

His gaze moved from the post to Ryska standing beneath it in full kit, ears high and jaw strapped, then dropped to the certificate under her hand.

He walked over.

The crowd let him through, and got quiet, because a crowd always knows.

“Champion,” he said.

“Chirurgeon-Major.”

“You are scheduled.” He said it gently. “You are scheduled at the theater at the quarter hour and it is now nearly half past. There has been an infection, I see. A dressing. You should be in a bed.”

“I have a certificate,” said Ryska.

Prill took it.

He read it in the gray light before three hundred witnesses. His eyes caught on fit to stand and fight.

He took his spectacles off. He polished them.

“Who signed this?”

“I did,” I said.

The crowd turned. I walked out from the colonnade because three hundred people were looking at a woman with a hole in her face, and somebody was going to stand beside the work.

Prill held the certificate between two fingers. “A field medic’s note does not suspend a Culling Board order.”

“Didn’t ask it to,” I said.

Ryska took the paper from his hand, slapped it back against the trial post, and drove the chalk into the oak beside her name. The stick broke. She used the larger half to underline the challenge.

“It says I can stand,” she said. “I am standing. The post says I can fight. I have chalked.”

A living champion stood beneath her own public challenge while the old oak wore her name and the crowd closed around her.

Gerty raised her chalk above the stalls. “Witnessed challenge! The card is open!”

“Witnessed,” Reik called.

“Witnessed,” Kessit shouted from his forbidden ladder.

The word went around the half circle. Stable boys, wall-men, granary clerks, then champion cadets leaning from the barracks windows. Each repetition made the physical act harder to erase. The certificate proved only that she could stand on the sand. Her feet, her chalk, and their eyes did everything else.

Prill looked past her to the squad. Six armed men waited beside an oilcloth wagon while the garrison counted them. The man with the infected tooth shifted his pole-arm. One broker-paid guard turned his shoulder as if clove pomade could hide him from a hundred noses.

“Champion,” Prill said, lower, “you are scheduled.”

Ryska set the broken chalk on the ledge. “Then your schedule has lost a fight to the post.”

The yard liked that. Laughter broke from the wall-company line, not kind laughter, and the guards understood that dragging her now meant dragging a standing challenger through her own witnesses before any blade had crossed the trial sand.

Prill could have ordered it. The squad could have tried. Neither man nor custom physically prevented him. What stopped him was the ring of bodies, the open betting books, the champion’s name in fresh chalk, and every face turned toward whatever deed he chose next.

He polished his spectacles again. The crowd waited.

A door opened on the Board stand.



“Caldmoor,” said Commandant Hadrian Dreyer, “honors its customs.”

He had come from the Board stand. Nobody had seen him arrive, and everybody stood aside as he moved through the crowd fastening one spotless glove at the wrist.

He stopped in front of the trial post, brushed a fragment of broken chalk from its ledge, read Ryska’s name, and smiled.

“A challenge on the post,” he said, and he said it warmly, with real pleasure, and he turned to the yard. “How long has it been?”

“Twelve years, sir,” said an adjutant.

“Twelve years.” He shook his head. “Twelve years, and half of you did not know it could still be done. Well. It can be done. It has always been able to be done. Any soldier of the Corps may challenge her own grade at the post, before the garrison, at the next trial, and the Board may not refuse her.”

His attention settled on Ryska with warmth, regret, and what I would swear on anything I have was genuine, unforced admiration.

“Champion,” he said, “you will fight on the seventeenth.”

The yard roared.

Vorst descended from the champions’ barracks with his silvered gauntlets tucked under one arm. He took in Ryska’s strapped jaw, the broken chalk under her hand, and the armed squad hemmed in by wall-men.

“You want me again?”

“I want my grade,” she said. “You happen to be standing in front of it.”

Vorst smiled despite himself and stepped to the post beside her. More champion cadets followed him. Reik’s wall-men filled the other side until Prill’s squad faced a corridor of soldiers who had made their answer physical without drawing a weapon.

Behind them, the theater boy began turning the wagon around. Its oilcloth bed had come for a body and was leaving empty. The horse resisted the shafts, backing crooked while the culling guards scattered out of its way. Its empty bed rattled very loudly against every rut in the flags. Ryska watched the wagon make its humiliating half-circle without moving from beneath her name.

The man with the infected tooth spat beside the wheel. One broker-paid guard told him to stop drawing attention. Stage-one Ryska heard both from across the yard and repeated the exchange to me without turning her head.

As it crossed the yard, wall-men struck spear butts once against the flags. Nobody called it applause. The impacts pursued the empty oilcloth bed to the bastion stair, each one reminding Prill that dragging Ryska now would require his six guards to push through soldiers whose friends slept in my ward. Ryska stayed beneath her chalk until the last wheel vanished.

The sound changed as it spread. The first blows came from Reik’s company, slow and separate. Then the stable hands joined with shovel hafts against the trough. A baker from the lower town struck his flour paddle on Gerty’s counter until she threatened him with the broken half of Ryska’s chalk. Champion cadets at the barracks rail answered with gauntleted fists against oak.

Prill heard the yard build a rhythm around the empty wagon meant to carry her body. His pink hands stayed folded over his instrument case, but vinegar sharpened off his collar each time another company took up the beat. The two clove-marked guards stopped walking in step. One hurried ahead; the other lagged behind, both suddenly eager to look unconnected.

Ryska’s fingers rested against the white dressing on her jaw. Under it, the local gray shimmer pulsed once, answering the hard percussion of a garrison that had watched her choose the post. She did not lift her hand to acknowledge them. She simply stood straighter, an injured soldier beneath her own name, and made every blow belong to her.

“And Chirurgeon-Major,” said Dreyer, without turning, “send the wagon back. I will not have my garrison watch six armed men drag its standing champion through a line of her comrades before breakfast.”

“Sir,” said Prill.

“The crowd has chosen the arena,” Dreyer said pleasantly. “Choose whether your men walk away from it.”

Dreyer held the yard’s gaze until his choice looked like generosity. Then he turned toward the Board stand. As he passed Prill, he stopped, put one hand on the man’s shoulder in a fatherly way, and said something to him quietly.

I was twelve feet away and I could not hear it over the crowd.

But I have spent my life watching faces at close range, over bodies, in bad light, and I read the shape of the words on his mouth as clearly as if he had written them down.

Before the trial.



The squad dispersed.

Ryska caught the two broker-paid guards with her sharpened nose as they passed. Her ears angled after them.

“Fourth and fifth,” she said. “Clove on both. Relief underneath.”

“Same read.”

“Can we take them?”

“Not for a smell. We use what they told us: a broker expected your body soon, and the squad expected payment. Now both know the schedule can bleed.”

She touched the certificate inside her kit. “Then we make the seventeenth expensive.”

“Publicly.”

Her smile strained the caps. “Good.”

I stood where I was, in the middle of the yard, with the crowd surging around me toward the stalls, and I let the six guards walk past me, and I breathed them in as they went.

Sweat. Wool. Beer, in two of them. The infected tooth, closer than I liked.

And in the fourth and the fifth, walking together, in step, saying nothing: relief.

The cold tallow they had carried up and down the east stair had vanished. Relief left the broker’s clove exposed, worked into their collars, cuffs, and the wool over their shoulder blades.

And their voices, when they got past me, had a particular sound.

“Seventeenth.”

“Eleven days.”

“He said suspended, not cancelled.”

“That’s right. That’s what he said.”

They feared neither her nor what would happen to her. They were calculating the delayed arrival of their share.

The garrison surged toward the betting stalls, shouting odds over my head. I stayed beside the trial post and thought about six men in a mess room pricing a champion’s body by the organ, in advance, then put my hands in my pockets because it seemed like the safest place for them.



The salvage wagon went out the south gate at eight.

I do not know why I went to watch it. It goes out twice a week and I had a full ward to see to and a woman with a hole in her jaw who would need the packing changed at noon, and there was nothing on that wagon I had not smelled a hundred times.

Habit took me there. The noisy yard supplied another reason; I badly needed somewhere quiet and downwind to think.

I stood at the south gate in the shadow of the arch with my back against the stone.

The wagon descended from the works yard: high sides, canvas roped down, a driver and a toll-man on the bench. The toll-man was a new one. Big, red-necked, river-boot swagger, and he was wearing enough clove pomade to knock a bird out of the air.

Three crates in the bed. I could see the corners of them through the gap in the tarp.

The wheels came past me and the wind came under the arch and I breathed in.

Gland-oil. Horn ivory. Wax paper.

Then peppercorn struck me: whole and crushed in a huge quantity, packed into a crate, its smell coming off that wagon like a wall.

Caldmoor grew no pepper and shipped none south. A hundredweight of whole pepper leaving its gate beneath a salvage tarp had been packed for one purpose: to smother whatever lay below it.

Beneath it lay the thin, chemical wrongness of the sweetish medicinal reek of the sleeping-draught used to keep a struggling body limp.

A fainter thread moved beneath the drug.

I went off the wall. I went three steps out into the road after the wagon before I knew I was doing it, and I stopped myself, with my hands closed, and I stood there on dew-slick flags with my head up and my eyes shut and I pulled the air in through my nose in long deep drags while the wagon rolled away down the ford road.

Terror-salt.

Terror-salt is the name in my ledger, because no other name fits. This came from a female body held in fear so long that the sharp struggle-scent had thinned toward the quiet brine of surrender. I had smelled that fading progression exactly twice in my life, and both times somebody died.

And through the middle of it, sharp and dry and hot, like a fox in a summer field:

Fennec.

Small. Female. Beast-blooded, and alive, and drugged, and going out of the south gate of Caldmoor War College in a crate packed with pepper on a wagon marked SALVAGE.

The bored gate guard lazily waved them through without looking up. I memorized the wheel’s chipped spoke, the toll-man’s red scarf, and the middle crate’s burned corner. If we lost the scent after dark, those details would keep the right wagon in front of us.

I followed the wagon to the outer edge of the arch, keeping the stone between me and the toll-man’s backward glance. Pepper struck first and stung my eyes. The drug came beneath it in uneven waves, strongest when the middle crate rocked over a rut. Terror-salt weakened with every yard.

Three crates. The rear held dry horn, dusty and still. The front carried oil, its heavy sweetness sloshing against wood. The middle breathed.

I counted the wheel turns until the wagon passed the bend where the ford road dropped out of sight. At its loaded pace it would cover eleven miles before dark and stop at Hallow Ford because every team stopped there. The new toll-man wore river boots. Two escorts sat under the tarp. The driver favored his right shoulder and would unhitch slowly.

By the time the last wheel vanished, the pursuit had a place, an hour, and a shape.

I went back through the gate at a run only after nobody on the wagon could see me run.

At the infirmary I drew the ford road from memory and marked the wagon’s pace against sunset. Ryska counted escort scents. Fenn packed burn salve, water, and enough bread for a night outside. At the wall clock’s noon strike, I circled Hallow Ford.


Chapter 7: Living Cargo

“There’s a girl in a crate on the ford road,” I said, “and she’ll be dead by tomorrow. We take the wagon at the ford, tonight, when they rest the team.”

Ryska was already reaching for her kit.

“Sit down.”

“No.”

“You have a hole in your jaw.”

“I have a hole in my jaw,” she agreed, “and a drain in my face, and I am nine pounds heavier than I was on Tuesday and I can hear a horse breathing in the lower town. Which of those do you think is going to matter tonight?”

Her half-finished braid hung over one shoulder. At four in the afternoon she had already planted herself between the kitchen table and the door, weight pitched onto the balls of her feet, with a hard bright purpose in her face that had not been there a week ago. I recognized it because I had put it there.

She had a wagon to hit. Somebody had made her a piece of freight, and now there was somebody else in a crate, and she had somewhere to put two years of it.

“Fine,” I said. “But you do precisely what I say.”

“I always do precisely what you say,” said Ryska.

Fenn, at the stove, made a noise.



The ford road runs south out of Caldmoor for eleven miles through scrub and stone and then it drops into the shallow crossing at Hallow Ford, which is a bad name for a good ford, and there is nowhere else to water a team between the College and the Split Antler.

A loaded salvage wagon does not run that road at night. It stops at the ford, rests the horses, waters them, and goes on at first light.

Every carter on the frontier knows the habit. Nobody keeps it secret. I had it in the ledger, dated, six years of it.

Weller met me at the sally port at dusk with two crossbows and a face like a closed door.

“I have not seen you,” she said.

“No, Captain.”

“There are two crossbows missing from my company stores and I will discover this tomorrow and be extremely angry about it.” She handed them over. “There is a dire-pack in the scrub south of the ford road. That’s in my log. It is TRUE, Boone. A wall captain who loses two crossbows to wolf-control operations is an idiot, and idiots do not get investigated.”

“Thank you, Captain.”

“Don’t.” She looked past me at Ryska, standing in the shadow of the arch with her hood up. “Champion. You are confined to quarters pending trial.”

“Am I,” said Ryska.

“You are. It’s on a board.” Weller turned and walked back up her stair. “Boards get wet,” she said, over her shoulder.



We went out on foot, cutting away from the road at the third mile to travel parallel through the scrub. Ryska ran all eleven miles in silence. I did not. By the last two, I was tasting blood.

She waited for me twice. She did not comment on it either time, which cost her something.

We came up on the ford an hour after dark.

We did not go straight in. I circled the ford once downwind while Ryska watched the road and read the camp one body at a time. The old driver slept deep and evenly. The toll-man’s clove rode over singed boot leather from the morning’s yard. One escort had beer on his breath. The other had lamp-oil on his cuffs and kept walking between the fire and the wagon, which made him the one most likely to destroy the load if the camp turned.

I drew the ford in the damp shingle with one finger.

“Picket on the road-head,” I said. “Ryska takes him and stays high until I move. I take the toll-man. If the escorts wake without alarm, we bind them. If either reaches the tarp, the cargo comes before the man.”

“Which crate?” she asked.

I breathed through the pepper haze. The wind shifted around the wagon’s high side and brought me three separate answers: dry ivory in the rear, sealed fat in the front, poppy-sweet breath in the middle.

“Middle. Whatever happens, middle.”

Ryska scraped the little map away with her boot. “And if they fire it?”

“We pull the crate before we fight the fire. Wood can burn. She can’t.”

Her jaw tightened under the dressing. “Good plan.”

“No. Necessary plan. Good plans include daylight and more than two people.”

“We have water,” she said, glancing at the ford.

The corner of her mouth threatened to move. I gave her the breath of a laugh the plan deserved, and we set out.

The wagon was drawn up on the near bank with the team out of the shafts and hobbled at the water, and there was a fire going, and it was all just as I had drawn it in my head, and you should never let yourself feel good about such accuracy, because the moment you do, the world stops cooperating.

Four men.

The driver, an old man, slept against a wheel beneath a blanket. The toll-man with the clove pomade sat by the fire, boots off. Then there were two escorts. They were the problem, because escorts on a salvage wagon are not carters. Young and armed, they wore the loose sprawl of men told they guard something valuable who have decided to be bored about it.

One of them was up at the road-head, sitting on a rock with a spear across his knees. The picket.

I pressed my mouth to Ryska’s ear.

“The picket,” I breathed. “Silent. If he shouts, this turns into a fight around a crate with a live girl in it.”

She was gone.

I did not see her go. I was looking at the place where she had been kneeling; after that, I was looking at flattened grass, and nine seconds later, up at the road-head, the man on the rock stopped being a shape with a spear and became a shape lying down, and there had not been one sound.

I went in along the bank.



Later noise made more of my part than the ford deserved. A ring would have exposed me in minutes; I was a rawboned medic of twenty-six, trained by other people’s wounds rather than a drill yard.

The road gave me different tools: a sap, exact knowledge of the skull’s thin places, and no hesitation.

The sap is ten inches of leather with a lead shot in the end of it and it lives in my satchel between the forceps and the bandage roll, and it has been there for six years, and I have used it four times.

The toll-man was sitting at the fire with his back to the water, warming his feet, and he never knew there was anyone within a mile of him.

I emerged from the dark behind him and hit him behind the left ear, above the mastoid, where the bone is thin and the blow does not kill.

He went down into the fire.

A medic does not leave even an enemy facedown in a fire. I dragged him clear by the collar. The first escort rounded the wagon before I had straightened and saw me.



“HEY!”

That is how it goes loud. One man with a full bladder rounds a wheel at the wrong moment and shouts the least imaginative word in the language; no horn is required.

He came at me with a short blade and he came fast, and I made the only intelligent move available to a medic, which was to put the fire between us.

“Ryska!”

She came off the top of the wagon.

She had gone up it while I was in the light and I had not heard a thing, and she came down on him from above and there was a sound like a sack of stones going off a roof, and that man’s shoulder tore free of its socket on the way to the ground.

The second escort ignored us and sprinted straight for the wagon.

He climbed onto the bed and ripped back the tarp. Firelight exposed three crates, plus the torch in his hand. I understood his intention about two seconds before he acted. Two seconds is not enough.

“NO,” I said.

He put the torch into the crate.



It went up like a haystack.

Peppercorn, straw, and dry pine burn like a haystack. A wall of flame rolled off the wagon bed. Down at the water, the horse lines went mad; the escort jumped clear, fleeing into darkness as orange light and the roar of burning pine swallowed the ford.

He had fired the wrong crate.

His mistake kept the rescue alive. Frightened and half blind in the dark, he had torched the tailgate crate full of straw and horn ivory. The middle crate already smoked, but had not yet caught.

I went up onto the bed.

There was a girl in a box and the box was catching. I was on the wagon before the arithmetic finished, with heat stripping the hair from my forearms and the crate handle already burning into my palms.

I got my hands under the middle crate and it did not move, because it was eight feet of pine full of straw and pepper and a person, and it weighed as much as I did.

“RYSKA.”

She was there.

She came up onto the burning wagon bed beside me and put both hands under the corner of that crate and she picked it up.

She was five foot ten, a little under twelve stone, and hours out of surgery. She picked up the end of a crate that two carters would have used a plank and a ramp for, and she walked it off the back of a burning wagon with her ears folded tight against her hair and her lips off her teeth and her eyes streaming from the smoke.

We got it down onto the shingle.

Behind us the wagon went up properly, and the light of it went a hundred yards down the water, and the escort with the dislocated shoulder made the mistake of coming back for his friend.

Ryska met him at the wheel.

She hit him once, and she hit him with her open hand, and he went into the front wheel of a burning wagon hard enough that the wheel broke.

She stood over him with her chest going.

“Champion,” I said.

Her stance stayed planted, chest heaving above the man.

“Ryska.”

Her head came around. Fire burnished her eyes to hard gold, and there was nothing in them I recognized.

“He’s done,” I said. “Come here and hold this lamp.”

She came at once. Her hands shook around the lamp’s handle, but she held it steady over my work.



The burning wagon shifted behind us. One rear wheel collapsed, spilling sparks across the shingle toward the crate. Ryska kicked gravel over the nearest tongues of flame while I dragged the box farther from the heat by its rope handle.

The horses had fouled their hobbles in panic. If they broke loose, one would trample the crate. Ryska cut both lines, slapped the nearer team animal toward open water, then seized the second bridle and turned it downstream.

“Clear,” she said.

I checked the box seams. Smoke entered through the drilled holes, but the pine remained cool on the underside. Whoever lay within still had air, measured in minutes.

“Crowbar. Wagon kit, driver’s side.”

Ryska returned with the iron and the driver’s water skin. I soaked a strip of my shirt and laid it over the air holes before forcing the first nail, crude protection against smoke while the lid came free.

The crate had a lid nailed down with six nails and drilled with a ring of small holes at one end, which is the detail I have never been able to put out of my head. Somebody had drilled air holes.

Somebody had thought about it.

I got the lid off with the crowbar from the wagon’s kit and the smell surged from it and hit me in the face.

Peppercorn, so thick it was like a blow. Crushed, packed in loose all around, pounds of it, and under it the sweetish medicinal reek of a sleeping-draught, poppy and something else, poured down a throat that was not swallowing well anymore.

And under that, faint, thin, quiet, going out like a lamp running dry:

Terror-salt.

She was folded in the bottom of it in the straw, on her side, with her knees up under her chin.

She wore a veteran scout’s weather in miniature: service leathers cut down twice yet hanging loose, a worn tool belt riding narrow hips, and old wire-scars crossing her forearms in fine white lines. The professional marks made the delicacy of her frame more startling, never less grown.

Sand-blonde hair, cropped short and badly, dusty with pepper. Golden-tan skin gone gray. Freckles across the nose. Her hands were bound in front of her with cord and her wrists were so fine that the cord had been wrapped four times.

And her ears.

They had taped them flat.

Fennec ears, the size of a man’s two hands, folded down against her skull and strapped with linen tape wound twice around her head, because ears like that hear everything, and a scout who can hear a picket can hear a buyer.

“Doc,” said Ryska. Each word sounded scraped raw.

“Lamp closer.”

I got two fingers under the angle of the girl’s jaw.

Her pulse was there. It was a bad pulse: fast and thin and skipping, the pulse of a body that has been held under a drug for two days and has decided to stop arguing.

“She’s alive.”

I got her out of the crate.

She weighed nothing. I have carried grown men down a wall stair on my back and I have carried this fortress’s dead, and I lifted a living woman off a bed of straw with one arm under her knees and one under her shoulders and it was like lifting a coat.

I put her down on my own coat on the shingle by the fire.



I cut the tape off her ears before reaching for the antidote. Urgent medicine could spare the few seconds required to end that particular cruelty, and I would make the same choice again.

The scissors went under the linen at the back of her skull and I cut it and unwound it. Her ears rose from her head slowly, like something opening. The left twitched, then the right, and both turned toward the fire as soon as the last winding fell away.

With that small cruelty ended, I got to work.

Cord off the wrists. Pulse. In the lamp, her pupils were blown wide and slow. She breathed twelve times a minute, which is not enough. I tipped her head back, straightened the airway, then pinched the web of her hand hard. Nothing.

“Poppy,” I said. “And they’ve been dosing her for days, and the last one was too much, because whoever’s dosing her doesn’t know what she weighs and doesn’t care.”

I had it in the satchel. Every frontier medic carries it: bitter root, ground in a stoppered horn. Mix it with water and wine spirit, get it into the patient, then wait. It is the vilest thing in medicine. It works.

I got it into her, settled her head on my knee in the light of the burning wagon, and put my fingers on her carotid. Then I counted.

“Breathe,” I told her.

Ryska knelt down on the other side of her.

“Is she going to live?”

“I don’t know.”

“Doc.”

“I don’t know,” I said. “She weighs about as much as a sack of flour and they gave her a man’s dose for two days and she has been in a box breathing pepper. Hold the lamp still.”

Her respiration approached fourteen, held there through three shallow pulls, then climbed to eighteen.

Her heart steadied.

I rolled her onto her side when the first convulsion took her. The antidote does not politely wake a body. It tears the poppy off the breathing center and leaves everything else scrambling to catch up. Her stomach clenched. Bitter fluid and pepper-stained spit came out onto the shingle instead of into her lungs because I had expected it.

“Hold her shoulder, not her ears,” I told Ryska.

Ryska put one hand across Piri’s upper arm and the other behind her back. The contrast was brutal: the champion’s hands enclosed a wrist two fingers could circle.

I flushed Piri’s mouth with clean water, checked her pupils again, then listened to her chest with my ear against the small ribs. Air moved on both sides. Ragged, but clear. Pepper had irritated her throat without settling deep in the lungs.

“Blanket tighter. She has no reserve for cold.”

Ryska wrapped my coat around her and tucked it with the same hands that had broken a man against a wheel.

“What else?”

“Time. Small drinks when she can swallow. Food tomorrow, not tonight. If she sleeps, we wake her every quarter hour and make her tell us her name, her age, and where she is.”

“And if she can’t?”

“Then I dose again and carry her home faster.”

The pulse under my fingers gathered strength. Its thread gained width; the skips resolved into a regular beat. When her ears twitched toward my voice, I allowed myself one full breath.

Her temperature remained low. I warmed the antidote horn between my palms before giving the next mouthful, then watched her throat until the swallow completed. Ryska kept the blanket sealed at the scout’s shoulders while the burning wagon painted both their faces orange.

“Breaths?” she asked.

“Twenty-two. Too quick now, but strong and fighting the drug. Quick is a better problem than twelve and falling.”

Piri’s right hand flexed against the shingle. The fingers closed, opened, then scratched weakly at the pepper dust stuck to her palm. I washed each one clean so she would not rub the grit into her eyes when she woke.

A tremor moved from her narrow shoulders to her knees. It lacked the hard rhythm of another convulsion. Cold, exhaustion, and a body rediscovering muscles after too much poppy. I tucked my coat beneath her fine-boned back and raised her chin a finger’s width to keep the airway open.

“She looks breakable,” Ryska said.

“So does a snare wire. Scouts survive by making size somebody else’s concern.”

One enormous ear turned toward me at the word scouts. The movement was small, deliberate, and alive.

At that, she moved.



Her nose woke first. She lay limp from ears to heels, and her hands were still open, and her eyes were still shut, and her nostrils flared, twice, and her head turned.

Toward me.

Her face came around and up and she pressed it into the inside of my wrist, where my sleeve was pushed back, where the skin is thin and warm and a man’s smell sits.

And she breathed in.

She breathed in as a drowning man comes up. She took a great shuddering pull of air off my skin, arching her small frame with it as a cracked fennec whimper caught in her throat. She breathed again. Then again, deeper each time. Her hands rose from the shingle, closed around my forearm, and held on.

Her ears stood straight up.

“What,” said Ryska, “is she doing?”

“She’s finding a den,” I said.

And I sat very still and let a half-conscious stranger hold onto my arm and breathe, and I did not move it, and I did not say anything else. Nothing else needed saying, and my throat had closed.

Her eyes came open.

Huge, dark brown, with a stark black ring around them, and they came up and found my face in the firelight and did not go anywhere else.

“What’s your name?” I said.

Her huge dark eyes searched my face as if fixing a landmark.

“Piri,” she said. It came out cracked and dry and small. “Piri.”

“How old are you?”

Her brow tightened as if the question required a map. “Twenty-one.”

Twenty-one, with years of field scars already visible beneath the dirt.

“Piri,” I said. “I’m Callum. You’re out of the crate. You’re on the ford road and the wagon’s burning and the men who put you in there are on the ground. Nobody is going to touch you again tonight.”

Piri blinked at me, very slowly. Her nose worked against my wrist as if comparing me to a memory.

“You smell like a house,” she said.

She went out again with her grip unbroken around my arm.



We stripped the wagon while it burned.

The escort with the shoulder was unconscious. The other one had vanished into the scrub. I let him go. Chasing a frightened man through darkness is how you earn a knife in the lung. The driver was seventy if he was a day. He had slept through the fire’s first minute, then woken to a broken axle and a burning livelihood. Now he sat on a rock and wept. I put a blanket around him and told him to stay there.

“What did they tell you was in the middle crate?” I asked him.

“Pepper,” he said. “They paid me to drive sealed freight. I never looked in any of them. I swear it.”

I stood next to him and breathed him in while he answered. Shock, smoke, old age, and no cold-tallow spike beneath the claim. He had driven a wagon because somebody paid him, and he had not looked in the crates.

A sealed crate and a paid driver had kept his ignorance intact enough for him to sleep.

The two crates that had not burned held horn ivory, packed in straw, and gland-oil, in six small sealed casks with a cooper’s mark on the head.

I broke one cask open on the shingle to be sure. The smell came up: rancid orange blossom, heavy and sweet and warm and utterly wrong, and Ryska took two steps back before she knew she had done it, then stood with her lip curled and both ears turned sharply from the cask.

“That’s a woman,” she said.

“That’s four or five.”

She counted all six casks in the firelight, nostrils pinched against what they held. The count gave her anger a task. She went to the toll-man, who was beginning to stir, searched his coat, and returned with a piece of paper.



It was a manifest fragment, torn along one edge, and it was greasy, and it had been folded four times and carried in a pocket for a week.

It listed the load. Ivory, oil, sundries. It listed the wagon and the driver.

And at the bottom, in a clerk’s hand, was the routing.

Consigned via the SPLIT ANTLER, eighth day, courier collection. Onward, capital account.

The Split Antler.

I stood on the shingle at Hallow Ford with a burning wagon behind me and a fennec scout unconscious in my coat, and I read the name of the waystation I grew up in.

It is a day’s ride out on the courier line. It is a long low building with a stable and a taproom and ten beds you would not want, and it smells of tallow and wet wool and horses, and I know every board in its floor, because I ran messages out of it barefoot from the age of six until the year the College took me.

And a girl in a box had been routed through it, and the paper said courier collection, and somebody would be waiting there on the eighth day with panniers.

“Doc,” said Ryska. “Your face.”

“I know that place,” I said.



We fired what would not burn and pushed the casks into the ford so they broke on the stones, and I do not know if that was sensible and I do not care.

We left the ruined wagon sinking into embers and walked eleven miles home in the dark with a fennec scout unconscious over Ryska’s shoulder in a fireman’s carry. The champion of Caldmoor could do that all night and I could not do it for a mile. I said nothing about it, and neither did she, which is the closest thing to a kindness she was capable of that week.

Piri woke twice.

The first time she was frightened, and she thrashed, and Ryska put her down and I got in front of her and let her find my wrist again, and she calmed in about four seconds, and I hated that. The speed of her surrender to safety sickened me.

The road home took the rest of the night. We stopped every quarter hour by my count. At the first stop Piri could give her name but not the day. At the second she gave her age again and called Ryska a very large dog, which Ryska accepted as proof of brain function. At the third she kept down three swallows of water.

The old driver remained at the ford with the bound men, a full skin, and enough distance from the burning wagon to survive it. I left the shoulder set and the toll-man breathing. Before we moved, Ryska used the broken wagon slats to brace the old driver’s shelter against the wind, then left him our spare tinder without comment. The same hands that had broken an escort against a wheel made sure a harmless carter survived the night. Piri saw it through half-open eyes.

The escort who fled carried the warning ahead of us, but a warning on foot still moved slower than a wolfkin carrying one small woman straight up the road.

The second time she was almost lucid.

She lay against a rock in the dark with her ears going and her eyes half open and she talked in an exhausted, breathless mumble, the way people do when the drug is coming off and the guard is down.

“Three walls,” she said. “I said it three times.”

“Said what?”

“The pattern.” She turned her head. “They come along the wall. They test it. They’re walking the wall, testing one stretch after another, and the third one is where they break. I said it. I named the Westwall footings in the spring, and it went in the file, and they said thank you, auxiliary.”

“Piri.”

“I graded E.” She laughed. It was awful. “Insufficient menace. Do you know what an E means, medic? Weakness has nothing to do with it. An E-grade woman’s warning dies at the clerk’s desk. They call it anecdote instead of intelligence and never send it farther.” “So I filed more. I filed for three years. And then a man came to the barracks and said my contract had been sold to a salvage contractor who needed a tracker’s nose.”

Her fingers picked at a charred thread on my coat until it came free.

“They put pepper in the box,” she said, “so I couldn’t smell where they were taking me.”

I sat back on my heels in the dark on the ford road.

“How long since you ate?” I said.

She thought about it, seriously, as a scout thinks about a question.

“What day is it?” said Piri.



The last miles hurt. Smoke had tightened my chest, both palms were blistered from the crate, and the road rose steadily toward Caldmoor. Ryska never complained about Piri’s weight. She shifted the scout once, careful of the enormous ears, and kept the same ground-eating pace.

Piri woke near the ninth mile and caught a fistful of Ryska’s collar.

“Wolf?”

“Yes.”

“Not the box?”

“No box,” Ryska said.

Piri breathed against her shoulder, found some trace of the den on Ryska from nights in my room, and loosened. Ryska adjusted her grip to shelter the scout’s head from every jolt. Neither mentioned it.

We entered through the sally port an hour before dawn and Weller was not there, which was correct, and there were two crossbows to return, which I did not, because she had told me she would be angry about them and it would have been rude to spoil it.

Fenn had the stove lit.

She took one look at the small unconscious person in Ryska’s arms and pointed at the cot nearest the fire, and put water on, and said absolutely nothing.

I laid Piri down, cut her boots off, and got a blanket over her. Fenn warmed bricks for her feet and measured water by the spoon so a starved stomach would keep it. At each quarter hour I woke her.

“Name?”

“Piri.”

“Age?”

“Twenty-one. Still.”

“Place?”

Her ears moved through the infirmary’s sounds. “The house-smelling room.”

Good enough. I sat with my hand on her wrist, counting, until the sun came up.

Ryska kept the doorway through every quarter-hour check with her arms folded, guarding Piri’s hard-won sleep as fiercely as she had guarded us on the bloody ford road.

Fenn checked Piri’s fingers for cold damage while Ryska unpacked the scorched satchel. I entered each dose, each change in her pulse, and every waking answer in the ledger. Soot streaked the page where my blistered hand dragged across it.

Outside, dawn exposed a black seam of smoke on the southern horizon. Ryska watched it through the infirmary window, one thumb rubbing soot from the scorched satchel’s buckle.

“Three crates,” she said. “In darkness and fire, you took the one with the girl in it.”

The exposure was no longer an abstraction. Ollick’s people would reconstruct the choice exactly as Ryska had, and every road out of the ford would carry their question toward Caldmoor.

I closed the ledger over Piri’s strengthening pulse count. “So before they find the answer, we break the next piece of their route.”


Chapter 8: Forty-One Seconds

Eleven days is a long time to wait for a fight, and it is no time at all to hide a woman in plain sight.

She could not stop being seen. That was the trap of it. A soldier under challenge who vanishes into an infirmary is a soldier who has something wrong with her, and all Caldmoor was watching her jaw heal, so she ran the palisade every morning at dawn where every barracks window could count her strides.

Every night she came in through my window, took off her kit, and got into my cot. Storm-gray radiance traced the pressure of my hands across her skin while neither of us named the arrangement, because naming it would have invited argument.

Her jaw closed on the eighth of the month. I took the drain on the ninth.

By the eleventh the hole in her face had become a pink dent, and by the fourteenth it was a white line lying at the point where the old scar had been, and she inspected it in the polished back of a pan and said, “Good,” and that was the entire conversation.

She kept the scar. She wanted the scar, and the blunt satisfaction in her face told me not to ask her to explain it.



Piri stayed.

I did not ask her to and she did not ask me. On the second day after the rescue she got out of the cot by the fire and walked the infirmary from end to end, twice, checking the windows, and then she sat down on the floor in the corner nearest the ward door and went to sleep with her back against the wall.

On the fourth day after the rescue she was eating everything Fenn put in front of her and demanding more with a directness that badger-kin apparently find delightful.

On the sixth she started reorganizing my instrument tray, which she did without permission and without comment, and which proved, on inspection, a substantial improvement.

On the ninth she vanished for six hours and came back with a full report on the movements of the College’s water carts, which nobody had asked her for.

“You’re not fit for duty,” I told her.

“I’m not on duty,” said Piri. “I’m bored. Your water carts are being loaded in the wrong order and it costs the north wing forty minutes every morning. I’ve written it down.”

Her ears never stopped. Recovery made their independence visible: they tracked the room constantly while her face attended to something else. She would be looking at you and one ear would swivel back toward the ward door and I would learn, four seconds later, that somebody had come in.

She slept in her leathers for nine nights. On the tenth, the sixteenth of the month, she stopped. Before dawn on Trial Day I found her wearing one of my shirts, which came down past her knees, and she met me with absolute defiance and dared me to say anything.

I did not say anything.

Ryska did.

“That’s his.”

“It’s warmer than mine,” said Piri.

“It’s HIS.”

“He has three.”

“He has two,” said Ryska, “and one of them is in the wash.”

Piri sat beside her on the same bench and stole a piece of bread from her plate. Ryska’s gaze tracked the stolen bread; her tail shifted, opening a narrow space at her flank. She let Piri eat.

Piri ate the bread without looking away. Ryska returned to her meal as if no privilege had just been granted.



The Board tried to kill her on the sixteenth.

I smelled it at dusk.

I was crossing the yard with a bucket, which is what I am doing whenever anything important happens, and the wind came around off the south bastion and brought me the theater wing.

Lamp-oil. Far too much of it, freshly lit, at the sixth hour of the evening, in a building whose surgical wing is dark by five because the Board does not operate at night. Nobody in that theater had any business burning that many lamps.

Beneath the oil, a thin, cold, waxy tide came down the stair:

Fear-tallow. Six men’s worth.

The bucket pulled at my hand while I stopped beneath the Board and counted the hours left to them.

Tomorrow morning she fights at the post, in front of the garrison, with a challenge chalked and money on it. If she wins, the Board chalks a new grade and the culling order dies, because you cannot cull a soldier who has just re-graded before a full arena of witnesses.

That gives them one night.

A woman taken out of her quarters at midnight, by six men, in a fortress where the yard empties after dark, does not appear on any board at all. She appears on a slate the next morning, and the slate says:

Escaped feral. Destroyed resisting.

And the yard would be sad about it for a week, and the stalls would refund the bets, and Vorst would salute an empty post, and by winter nobody would be able to remember her name.

I went and got Ryska off the palisade.

“Don’t run,” I said. “Walk. Go and be visible in the mess for an hour. Eat where people can see you. Then go back to your quarters, put a lamp on, leave the shutters open, and come out the window at the ninth hour.”

Her weight settled forward by a fraction while the rest of her went motionless.

“Tonight?”

“Tonight,” I said.



They came at midnight.

Piri heard them.

She was sitting cross-legged on my kitchen table with a map spread on her knees and a bit of charcoal in her hand when she stopped so sharply that both ears snapped toward the champion-wing barracks, and she said:

“Six men. Champion wing barracks. Two on the stair, four in the corridor.” A pause. “They’ve got a hand-cart. It’s got a bad wheel.”

I did not go and look. There was no reason to go and look, and one very good reason not to.

Ryska was in my den, in my cot, two rooms away, with her kit on the floor and my hands on her, and she had been there since the ninth hour.

She had not been in her quarters at all. Her lamp had been burning in an empty room since dusk, and her shutters had been open, and her blanket had been turned back.

“Now they’re in her room,” said Piri.

She was very calm. She reported it as a scout reports: even, rapid, precise, no color.

“Now they’re standing in it,” she said. “Nobody’s talking.” Her ears twitched. “One of them just kicked something.”

I sat with my back against the wall of my own den with Ryska’s spine along my chest and my palms flat against her ribs, and I did not move, and she held herself motionless, and two rooms away a fennec scout narrated the failure of a murder in an even voice.

“They’re arguing,” Piri said. “About who tells the pink one.”

Ryska laughed silently against my collarbone. I felt it go through her.



Her second stage took her an hour later, and it took her hard.

It broke through the floor of her, and she arched off my chest with a sound I had to catch in my hand, and the light went up out of her skin in a wave, storm-gray, so bright that it lit the underside of the ceiling beams and threw my own shadow across the door.

I got her down onto the furs and I held her through it.

She burned for four hours while I held her skin to skin in the dark. Every crest drove my hands toward the places where the light gathered, and she made noises into my shoulder that no one else in this world has heard.

Twice her grip bruised my forearms.

Once, near the end, she turned her head and got her mouth against the lace on my right arm, the fine silver branching that had been there since her first stage, and she pressed her open mouth against it and held it there, and the sound she made was the low broken whine-purr, and she did not stop it, and she did not deny it afterward.

At the fourth hour it let her go.

She lay across me in the dark with her heart slamming and sweat running along both our ribs. My palms measured the changed span of her shoulders, the denser forearm over my chest, and the jaw that had shifted against my collarbone.

She was bigger.

There is no gentler way to put it. Half an inch through the shoulder on the fifth night, and now another, and a density under the skin like packed rope, and her forearm across my chest was thicker than it had been at supper. Her hands had grown. Her jaw had squared. The bones of her face, under the skin, had moved, and moved toward something.

Behind the caps, her fangs pushed so hard that when she breathed with her mouth open I could hear the seams of the cold-iron creak.

“Doc,” she said, in the dark. “You’re worried.”

“I’m not talking.”

“You don’t have to talk.” She lifted her head. Her eyes had a shine in them and there was no lamp lit. “You’re worried, and you’re pleased, and about ten minutes ago you were angry about something, and it wasn’t me.”

My fingers stopped against the changed breadth of her shoulder.

“What can you read from me now?”

“You’re worried,” said Ryska, slowly, “and I know that because your sweat changed. Through the wall. When Piri said the pink one’s name, I was two rooms away with my head under a blanket and I knew what your face was doing.”

She sat up.

Her hair fell forward and the shine in her eyes did not go away.

“I can smell your mood,” she said. “No wolfkin can do that.”

“It is now,” I said.



Six men found an empty room.

Six men and a hand-cart with a bad wheel found a burning lamp, a turned-back bed, and no champion.

They stood there for ten minutes.

With no woman to put on the cart and no writ to justify a wider search, they had to leave. A murder scheduled for midnight in a fortress leaves no paper anywhere; paper is the one thing its planners cannot afford. They had come with a hand-cart and an understanding, and when the understanding did not have a woman in it, all six of them had exactly nothing to hold in their hands.

Piri tracked them back through the walls by ear. Two returned to the theater. One went to Prill’s quarters. Three split up and searched the yard covertly, betrayed by the little sounds of men testing doors they had no reason to test.

“North colonnade,” she reported. “One at the bathhouse. One outside the lower infirmary. They’re checking whether she moved somewhere obvious.”

I kept both palms on Ryska’s ribs. Her stage had climbed enough that the storm-gray threads followed the pressure of each finger, contact made visible. She heard the search too. Her ears turned toward each distant bootfall while the rest of her stayed against me.

“They’ll come here,” she said.

“Not tonight. The public ward is full of Weller’s men, and Reik has been telling your recovery story to anyone with functioning ears. A squad entering my infirmary at midnight would leave witnesses.”

“They entered my room.”

“Your room belongs to the champion wing. Mine belongs to twelve loud patients and a badger with a cleaver. Different defenses.”

From the kitchen, Fenn said, “It is a carving knife. A cleaver lacks finesse.”

Ryska’s silent laugh moved through my chest. The light brightened where my arms tightened around her.

The searchers passed the infirmary twice. The second time one paused outside long enough for Piri to whisper his breathing count from two rooms away. She tapped twice on the pipe. Reik answered the signal with theatrical coughing and asked, at full volume, whether the stranger outside needed a bedpan. The boots moved on.

They tried the lower store passage next. Piri tracked the bad wheel by its irregular complaint across the yard, one squeal every third turn. The hand-cart stopped beneath our shutter. Leather creaked. A man whispered that the champion could not have crossed open ground without a sentry seeing her.

“She didn’t cross it,” another answered. “She was here already.”

That voice carried broker-clove. Ryska’s ears sealed against my shoulder as if shutting out the man’s voice. The light beneath my hands brightened, her body answering anger as readily as pleasure or fear.

“Steady,” I said against her hair. “They’ve found the right building, not the right door.”

Piri slid from the table and disappeared through the false store passage. A minute later a crate crashed down in the public storeroom and woke the ward. Fenn began swearing about careless orderlies. Reik joined in with detailed criticism of military cart maintenance. Three patients demanded to know who was interfering with their sleep.

The men outside listened to a thoroughly occupied infirmary become louder by the second.

One tried the outer latch. It opened onto the public ward, where a wardful of awake wall-men and one badger-kin stared at him.

“Lost?” Fenn asked.

“Inventory check.”

“At midnight.”

“Board business.”

Fenn handed him a mop. “Then start with the blood under cot seven.”

The ward laughed. The man’s heart kicked hard enough that Piri heard it through the wall. He put the mop down and withdrew with what dignity remained.

The hand-cart’s bad wheel receded toward the theater. Piri returned through the swinging shelf with dust in her hair and raised two fingers: both corridors clear.

Ryska turned her face into my forearm so the squad would not hear the laugh she could no longer keep entirely silent.

We held the carry until dawn.

Prill’s face, at the arena the next morning, was its own kind of chalk.

He stood at the Board stand in his whites with his instrument case, and he was perfectly composed, and he greeted the adjutant, and he took his spectacles off and polished them for a very long time.

He did not once look at me.



The arena was full an hour before the card. Eleven hundred people packed the stone benches and standing rail, with more on the armory roof.

At the stalls, bettors ran three deep, shouting numbers at Gerty, who had gone hoarse by nine.

RYSKA v. VORST. RE-GRADE CHALLENGE. Ryska 3 to 1. Vorst 2 to 1 on.

Three to one against. Down from six.

The garrison had watched her run the palisade for eleven days with a strapped jaw and they had done their own arithmetic, and it was not the Board’s arithmetic.

“Doc.” Gerty leaned over her counter with her rag hand and her chalk hand. “Straight question. Straight answer.”

“Ask it.”

“Is she whole?”

I read the slate.

“Put your money on the wolf,” I said.

Gerty searched my face for a second and a half. At that, she turned around and rubbed out three to one and wrote two to one and said, “SHORTENING,” at the top of her lungs, and the queue at her stall doubled.



The trial line filled.

Dreyer presided from the Board stand, bare-headed in the autumn light. He rested both hands on the rail and made a short address about Caldmoor’s customs, the Corps’ honor, and what it cost a soldier to challenge her own grade. He said it beautifully. He meant every word of it.

He had signed the order that put six men in her room at midnight, or a man very close to him had, and he stood in the sun and spoke about honor, and the smell that came off that stand was soap and wool and boot-black and nothing else at all.

Vorst came out to a roar.

He was in his silvered gauntlets and he had a fresh grip on his blade and he had spent the entire interval being told by every man in his year that he was going to be the one who beat the chained bear at last, and he believed about half of it, which is the most dangerous amount.

Vorst’s cheers had barely settled when Ryska came out.

The yard made a sound I have never heard it make.

She emerged from the champion’s arch in stripped kit, braid down her back, ears up. She stopped on the mark and stood in the light with a white scar on her jaw, two years of cold-iron remaining in her mouth.

She was bigger. Everyone could see it. She had been on that trial line eleven days ago and she was not the same size, and the front rows knew it, and a murmur went along the standing rail like wind in barley.

“She’s grown,” somebody said.

“That’s the fever,” said somebody else. “That’s what it does.”

The man in front of him, a wall sergeant with a strapped arm and a gap-toothed grin, turned around. “I’ve seen fever, friend. That there is a soldier who’s been eating.”



The fight took forty-one seconds.

The first five belonged to Vorst. He crossed the sand behind the high feint with his rear heel light and his silvered guard closed, just as his instructors had built him. Ryska gave him the opening he expected, one pace of apparent retreat toward the watered edge.

He committed.

Her left ear tipped before his shoulder moved. Stage-two senses read the cut in his breath and the leather creak at his wrist. She planted on dry sand a handspan short of the wet strip, let his low line pass through the space her knee had occupied, and drove her forearm under his sword elbow.

Vorst recovered faster than he had in their previous duel. He rolled with the contact, reversed his grip, and made the silvered edge travel backward along her ribs. It was honest skill. The cut opened red through her kit.

The front rows flinched. Ryska did not.

Vorst saw the blood and tried to reset distance, correctly reading injury as a reason to make her reach twice. Ryska denied him the second pace. Her tail counterbalanced the turn; one boot cut across his retreat line before his silvered guard came home.

She had bought the inside line with blood and meant to keep it.

She got hold of his wrist. She turned it. She took him off his feet.

And the throw she used was a control throw: she did not slam him, she put him square on his back in the sand with his own blade lying eight feet away and her forearm across his chest, and she stopped.

Her mouth came open an inch from his throat.

Eleven hundred people saw it. Every tier watched the champion of Caldmoor with her teeth an inch from the artery of the Board’s golden boy, and they saw the two dull black caps of cold-iron sitting on her fangs where the points should have been.

She held it. Three full seconds. Long enough for every person in that stand to understand what she had chosen not to do.

Once the choice belonged to every witness, she rose, put her hand down, and hauled him to his feet.

Vorst stood in the sand, blood tracking from his scraped elbow over one silvered gauntlet. He pushed the hair out of his eyes, measured the woman who had spared him, then stepped back and brought his heels together. His blade hand rose in the square, unadorned salute soldiers gave one another after surviving the same field.

And the arena erupted.



Vorst’s cut had cost her more than the stands understood. Blood soaked her side beneath the vest, and every breath pulled the wound wider. She refused the stretcher.

“You walk to the Board or you fall here,” I told her at the gate. “No heroic third option.”

“Board.”

I packed the ribs under her open kit while Piri reported the crowd outside. The betting stalls had stopped paying. Gerty stood on her counter holding every marker in the air until the grade moved. Vorst remained beside the trial post, blood on his own elbow, refusing to leave before the woman who beat him received her letter.

Ryska rose under her own power. I kept one hand near her back without touching. The arena passage climbed twenty-two steps. She took each at the same pace.

At the top, the full crowd saw the champion emerge wounded and upright. The cheer rolled from the arena into the yard ahead of her. By the time she reached the Menace Board, the adjutant already held chalk and the clerk already held the rag.

The packed yard left the Board one option: chalk the result where everyone could see.

The adjutant came down carrying chalk and rag. He stood at the great Board with the crowd packed behind him, then rubbed out the D, the word DEGRADED, the line about the culling scheduled for the sixth. That date had already gone badly stale; every morning, the boy with the rag on a stick had carefully wiped around it.

And he wrote:

RYSKA. Wolfkin. Champion wing. A.

Three letters. In one trial.

Gerty’s stall paid out until she ran out of coin and started writing markers. At dusk she continued writing them, laughing like a woman ruined by something she was glad to witness.

The crowd stayed beneath the Board, reading the unqualified A where the condemned D had been. The Wing read it longest.

A capped wolfkin from Third Company touched her own iron, then the new A, as if measuring the distance between them. Two clipped harpies stopped on their way back to duty and stood shoulder to shoulder beneath the slate. Nobody made a speech. Ryska’s body had moved three letters in public, and every cut woman in the yard silently recalculated what her own grade concealed.



I treated her ribs at the ringside.

The wound required work where she sat, and she was not walking anywhere until I closed it. I rolled my sleeves up; you cannot suture with a cuff in the field.

She sat on the rail with her kit open and the silvered cut running under her breast along the ribs, four inches, clean, not deep.

I knelt and I worked, and behind me the front three rows of the arena rail leaned in to watch the champion get stitched, the way crowds do.

And they saw my forearms.

Both of them, from the wrists across the low forearms: fine silver branching lace, like frost on a window, like the figure lightning leaves in green wood, catching the afternoon light with a faint pearl shine across my wrists and low forearms, then fading well below the elbows.

It had not been there in the spring.

Conversation died along the rail in a staggered line. A betting marker stopped clicking against the stone. Someone inhaled sharply behind me while I placed the fourth stitch. I finished the line, tied it, and cut it without looking up.

“Doc,” said Ryska, quietly.

“Don’t move.”

“Your arms.”

“I know what my arms look like.”

She put her hand on my wrist. In front of the front three rows of the arena, in front of the stalls, the Board, and all Caldmoor, the newly-chalked A-grade champion of the War College put her hand around a field medic’s scarred forearm and held it. Her gaze traced every silver branch before her fingers opened.

Behind me, at the rail, Sergeant Tomas Reik said, to nobody, in a voice that carried further than he intended:

“That’s what it costs him.”



The arena did not empty quickly. Vorst crossed the sand after his arm was dressed and asked to see Ryska’s wound. Curiosity drove him; he wanted to understand the exchange he had lost.

“You took the silver to close,” he said.

“Yes.”

“The old you wouldn’t have reached me before the second cut.”

Ryska met his gaze. “The old me was carrying iron, infection, and a grade written by men who bet against their own chains.”

Vorst looked toward the Board stand. “I fought honestly.”

“You did.”

“They didn’t.”

He saluted again and left with less certainty than he had brought.

At the rail, Gerty handed Ryska a betting marker worth more than my month’s pay.

“Your share for ruining me,” she said.

Ryska gave it to the infirmary fund before anyone could call it gratitude. The crowd saw that too. By dusk, every retelling included the three-grade jump, the controlled win, the spared cadet, and the betting marker donated to the stitch-boy’s ward.

The locks on my infirmary were changed that afternoon.

I returned from the arena with my satchel and found a College locksmith on his knees at my door, fitting a new plate while a Culling Board clerk watched him test two keys. The clerk gave one to me. The second disappeared into his own pocket.

A second key.

Before I crossed the threshold, a stores runner opened my antivenin cupboard, counted six vials, removed three, and carried them away in a padded box. He offered no explanation and I asked for none. The empty rings in the straw said everything. I shifted the surviving vials into a padded field roll before the runner reached the yard.

Prill’s auditor was already in the ward. Vinegar clung to his clean hands while he made an orderly open each cupboard in turn and asked, pleasantly, who mixed our bitters, who held the night keys, and which patients had received anything not drawn from College stores.

A new lock bit into my own door. Three antivenin vials had physically vanished. A man with vinegar on his hands was already asking my orderlies what I kept in my cupboards.

Dreyer found me in the yard at dusk.

He stood six paces from the infirmary door, turning one of Ryska’s discarded betting markers between gloved fingers. He did not close the distance. Behind the ward windows, Prill’s auditor had stopped pretending to inspect a cupboard and was watching us through the glass.

“Medic Boone.”

“Commandant.”

“An extraordinary recovery,” Dreyer said. “Eleven days from a septic mandible to a re-grade at the post. I have been a soldier for thirty-one years and never seen its equal.”

He turned the marker edge-on. RYSKA was inked across one face; the odds that had favored her death occupied the other.

“Instruments fail,” I said. “People recover.”

“Both true. Neither usually moves three letters in front of eleven hundred witnesses.” His tone stayed warm, but his attention passed over my rolled sleeves, the new lock, and the auditor framed in the window. He was no longer admiring a useful medic. He was measuring the space around one. “The Board is studying the cause.”

“They took half my antivenin to help themselves think.”

The marker made one slow turn through his fingers. “Then give them nothing less useful than a locked cupboard, Boone. Curiosity becomes clumsy when starved.”

The hunter had courteously warned the brush how his hounds would move.

He set the betting marker on the Menace Board’s ledge rather than hand it to me. Across the yard, Prill’s auditor left the window at once.

“Good evening, medic,” Dreyer said, and walked away without once putting his back fully toward the infirmary.



Before dusk I tested the changed lock. The Board’s key opened the outer ward and stores cupboard, but not the loose flagstone beside my bed or the private den door, whose old latch belonged to no current inventory. I moved antivenin, the wagon ledger, and the cold-iron fragments out of every space the new key reached.

Ryska watched from the kitchen. “They put a hand inside your room.”

“So we decide what the hand finds.”

Piri’s ears turned toward the locksmith leaving the yard. “He told the Board clerk there are three interior doors.”

“There are four.”

Her quick smile appeared. “Good building.”

“Bad counting. Better defense.”

Piri moved her bedroll into the infirmary that night.

She did it while I sat at the kitchen table with the locksmith’s note in front of me. I heard her go out, and come back, and go out again, and on the third trip I got up and looked.

She had taken the corner behind the stove pipe, warm enough for sleep and positioned to watch both doors. A bedroll, a sack, and a rolled bundle of maps supplied the structure. She was building a nest with a scout’s economy: everything in reach, nothing in the walkway, one exit at her feet, another at her head.

“That’s not your billet,” I said.

“No,” said Piri.

She went on tucking the blanket.

“They’ll notice.”

“They won’t,” she said. “I’m an E-grade with no posting. There isn’t a man in this fortress who could tell you where I’m supposed to sleep, because there isn’t a man in this fortress who’s had to know for three years.” She sat back on her heels and looked up at me with those huge dark-ringed eyes, and not so much as an ear-tip moved, which from her is a shout. “It’s quiet here.”

“Every cot is occupied. Four men snore, Reik talks in his sleep, and Fenn threatens the stove after midnight.”

“It’s quiet,” said Piri, “here.”

And she lay down in her nest of maps with her back to the stove pipe and her face toward me, and she pulled my shirt up over her nose, and she breathed in, once, deeply, with her eyes shut.

Her ears went slack.

She was asleep in about nine seconds. Ryska took the floor between Piri and the ward door without discussion. I banked the stove, checked both women once, and left the new lock to guard an empty cupboard.


Chapter 9: The Scout Nobody Heard

“You’ve been sleeping on paper,” I said.

Piri looked up from her bowl with her cheeks full.

It was two days after the trial, nearly a fortnight since the rescue, and she had been eating robustly since the poppy cleared, which is what happens when a body discovers how much hunger it survived. Fenn had taken it as a personal challenge. There was a pie.

“Your bedroll,” I said. “It crackles. It’s been crackling for two weeks and I assumed it was straw, and this morning I picked it up and it weighs nine pounds.”

Piri swallowed.

The accusation emptied her mouth faster than swallowing did. She put down her spoon, fetched the bedroll, dropped it on my kitchen table, and cut the seam open with a scout’s knife.

Paper emerged from it like grain out of a split sack.

Maps. Dozens of them, and then more than dozens: hand-drawn on requisition backs and ration dockets and the blank ends of other people’s reports, folded to eighths, packed flat, three years of them.

She spread them across my table and my table was not big enough.



I stood over that table for two hours.

The maps surpassed anything the College had given its officers. For three years, that same College had called their maker negligible. Better than anything in Weller’s map chest. Better than the survey the Corps of Engineers did of the east curtain in the spring, and I have seen that survey, because I had to treat the man who fell off it.

She had drawn every foot of the eastern wall circuit, marking footings, drains, old sumps, every place where bedrock rose and every place where it did not. She had marked soil. She had marked water. In the margins, a small neat hand recorded three years of burrower probes: dates, hours, exact emergence points, depth, and number.

Her scale changed by terrain instead of convenience. The wall stayed fixed at one thumb-joint to fifty paces, while each gallery widened into its own inset where she could record roof thickness, draft direction, and the interval between strikes. She had corrected one bearing three times, each correction dated, because rain changed the way the old culvert carried sound and she refused to let spring measurements pretend to be autumn ones.

Symbols along the margins separated what she had seen from what she had heard. An open triangle meant surface evidence. A filled one meant a sound confirmed from two positions. Half-filled meant only one listening point, useful but unproven. There were no decorative certainties anywhere on those pages.

On the last four sheets, she had made the comparison no one else attempted.

She had laid them over each other.

“Look,” she said. She stood on a chair beside me. Four foot eleven is four foot eleven, and the table is the table. “Spring, two years ago. They come up here, at the sump, and they don’t get through. Nine of them. Then a fortnight later, forty yards north, at the culvert. Then a month later, another forty yards north, at the old sally gate footing.”

“They’re walking.”

“They’re WALKING.” Both ears snapped forward. “The pattern is deliberate. Picture a hand traveling along a wall in darkness, testing each brick for looseness. When they find one, they don’t go through it that night. They leave, then come back with everything.”

She dragged a fourth sheet over.

The overlays had registration marks in the corners, tiny triangles cut with a knife so every copied wall line settled over the last. She had numbered each probe by order rather than by year. When the sheets stacked, the numbers made a slow procession northward.

“These gaps,” I said. “Here, here, and here. No probe recorded.”

“Because those stretches sit on bedrock. They tested them and found nothing worth surfacing for.”

“You heard tests that never breached?”

Piri reached into the torn bedroll and produced three more scraps. “Scrape only. Six hours each. I filed one and stopped filing the others after the clerk asked whether fox ears also heard ghosts.”

The marks ended precisely where the bedrock rose on the engineers’ survey. A clerk could dismiss one strange scrape. Stone did not coordinate its lies across three years.

Piri had even recorded the weather above every underground sound. Heavy rain blurred distance but did not shift bearing. Frost carried the scrape farther through the wall without changing its point of origin. She had spent three seasons testing her own ears for error before asking anyone else to trust them.

I laid a strip of cord along the probe points. The curve tightened toward the Westwall breach. “They shortened the interval each time.”

“Because they learned the wall.” Piri’s finger tapped the last mark. “The hand wasn’t only feeling. It remembered where it had already pressed.”

Ryska entered from the ward and leaned over the table. Her tail froze as she read the progression.

“A hunter circles wider after a bad approach,” she said. “This circles narrower.”

Piri came up on her toes and jabbed one finger at Ryska. “Yes. Exactly.”

Two different predators, one conclusion. I marked the agreement in the margin.

“The Westwall footings,” she said. “That’s this year. It’s the tenth probe in a walk that started in the spring, and it was the last one before they broke through, and I filed it, and the file said thank you, auxiliary.”

I checked the date on the sheet.

She had filed it four days before the breach that put a hole in Sergeant Tomas Reik’s arm and killed four men on my aid line.

“Four days,” I said.

“Four days.”

I braced both hands among her layered maps.

“There’s more,” said Piri.

She delivered it carefully, measuring my face for the familiar dismissal. Three years of expensive lessons had taught her what happened whenever she said this part aloud.

“Go on.”

“The walks follow the wagons,” said Piri.



She laid the last map over the top of the others. The final overlay widened beyond Caldmoor’s stones and covered the Verge.

The ford road. The waste ground south of the works yard where the College dumps what it does not want. The old harvest-waste tip that everybody in the fortress knows about and no one has ever looked at, and nine other tips beyond it that nobody knows about at all, because a scout walked out there on her own time and found them.

And she had drawn the salvage routes on it. Where the wagons go. Where they turn. Where they stop and unload the parts of the load that are not worth carrying to the capital.

And under each dump, she had written a date. In the wall maps beneath it, the same hand aligned the probes: a fortnight behind, a mile closer, walking in.

“They come where the smell goes,” said Piri.

She delivered the finding without a tremor. Repetition and punishment had pared every trace of appeal from her voice.

“The breaches follow the waste,” she said. “Every time. You dump a load of shell and bone and rendering-slop in a hollow on the Verge in the spring, and by autumn there’s a burrower gallery half a mile from it, and by the next spring they’re at your wall. They follow what Caldmoor throws away. Our wall happens to stand across the route.”

Old Fenn’s scrubbing had stopped. Ryska had been standing in the kitchen doorway for some time, a cup forgotten in her hand.

I surveyed three years of a woman’s life spread across my kitchen table and read what it said. It was true, so obviously true that I could not understand how I had failed to see it. The answer lay beneath my hands: I had never seen the wall maps, she had never seen the wagon routes, and no room in this fortress had ever put those two things on the same table.

Her E kept the maps from my table. My stitch-boy status kept the wagon routes from hers.

“Piri,” I said.

“Don’t.” The fennec’s fists closed against her thighs as she stood on a chair in my kitchen. “I know what it sounds like. I know what an E-grade with a theory sounds like. I have heard the tone a dozen times and I would rather you just say it now and get it done.”

“What do you need,” I said, “to prove it?”

She stopped.

Her fists opened in careful increments.

Her huge dark-rimmed eyes stayed on me while her shoulders slowly uncurled, as if a burden had shifted off them one strap at a time.

“What?”

“You’ve given me a pattern,” I said. “It’s the best piece of work I’ve seen in six years in this fortress. What I don’t have is a body. I don’t have a chamber, I don’t have a nest, I don’t have evidence I can put on a table and make a captain examine.” I set my finger on the map, on the nearest gallery, nine miles out. “So. What do you need?”

Piri’s mouth opened.

Nothing emerged from it.

She stood on the chair with her eyes fixed on mine until they filled entirely against her will. She wiped them with the heel of her hand, furious at the betrayal.

“You believe me,” she said.

“I’ve read your maps.”

“Nobody reads them.”

“I read them,” I said. “It took two hours. It’s the only thing I’ve done today. Now answer the question, Auxiliary, because I have a wolf, a satchel, and about ten hours of daylight, and I’d like to be at that gallery by dark.”



She came to me that night in the kitchen with the lamp down.

I was at the table with the ledger open, her maps beneath it. She came in barefoot, wearing my shirt, both hands hidden behind her back. She stopped in front of me and did not sit.

I allowed myself to see her properly.

I had been carefully not doing that for two weeks. She had come out of a crate, and there is a very ugly thing a man can be to a rescued patient. I was not going to be it. She had been a patient. She had been a body with a bad pulse in the bottom of a box of pepper, and I had put my hands on her how I settled both hands on anybody.

Nearly a fortnight of food, untaped sleep, and surplus energy had returned Piri to herself. She stood in my kitchen wearing my shirt with her chin up, recovered and choosing, and pretending I could not see her would have become a different kind of lie.

She was very small and very finely made. Wrists I could circle with a thumb and finger. Slim quick legs coming out from under the hem of a shirt that hung to her knees, and small bare feet, and a stance she was not aware of, weight over the balls of the feet, ready to move, always.

Her hair was sand-blonde and cropped short and it stuck up on one side because she cuts it herself with the same knife she uses for everything else. Sun-freckles across the nose. Under the loose shirt, a fine straight frame with no softness anywhere in it, wiry, made entirely of endurance.

Her enormous ears stood straight up, cream-edged and turned toward me, trembling faintly with the fear she refused to voice.

“I’ve decided some things,” said Piri.

“Go on.”

“First.” She held up one finger. “I’m not going back to the barracks. I know I’m not billeted here. I know there’s a rule. I’m going to keep sleeping behind your stove pipe and if anybody asks I’m going to tell them I’m assisting with stores, and I’m going to be so useful to you that by the time anyone works out I’m not supposed to be here it will be too late.”

“That’s not a bad plan.”

“It’s a very good plan,” said Piri. “I’ve had nearly a fortnight to make it.”

“What’s second?”

She raised the second finger, then stopped as it began curling toward her palm. I watched her straighten it by force of will.

“Second is the reason,” she said. “And I want to say it in the right words, because I’ve been getting the words wrong my whole life and it has cost me everything I had.”

I set the pen aside.

“I’m twenty-one,” said Piri. “You’re twenty-six, Fenn told me, she tells me everything, she is a menace. I’m an adult and I’ve been an adult for three years and I have made every decision about my life alone in the dark with no one to ask.”

“All right.”

“When you cut the tape off my ears,” she said, “before you did anything else. Before you looked at my pulse. You cut the tape first.”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Because they’d been taped for two days,” I said, “and it was the most disgusting thing I have ever seen done to a person, and I wanted it off her.”

Piri’s eyes closed.

She closed her eyes beside the kitchen table and breathed in, deep and slow, through her nose. Her ears folded backward against her skull as a shudder traveled from her heels to her crown.

“You smell like a house,” she said.

“You said that on the ford road.”

“I say it every day,” said Piri. “I say it inside my head about nine hundred times a day. You smell like cedar smoke and cool iron warmed by a hand and a stove that’s been going all night, and it is the only thing in nineteen years that has ever made my chest stop hurting, and I have been sleeping four feet from it for a fortnight, hoarding every breath like warmth before winter.”

She opened her eyes.

“I want to know what that is,” she said. “And then I want to say what I want, and I want you to let me say it in one go, because if you interrupt me I’ll lose my nerve.”

So I told her.

I gave her the truth she personally needed, without making her sit through the mechanism Ryska had already heard.

“Molt-Carrier,” I said. “That’s the old word. Ryska knows. The den-scent means safety. If you stay, you stay because you say so.”

Piri listened without moving.

“Right,” she said slowly. “Then I know what I’m asking for.”

Decision carried her around the table. She stopped in front of me and looked up.

“Then here’s what I want,” said Piri. “Two things, and I want them out loud.”

“Say them.”

“I sleep where the den-scent is,” she said. “I don’t owe you that choice. I want it. I’ve been cold my entire life, and I found the one warm room on this frontier. Say I can stay.”

“Stay.”

Her weight shifted closer to me.

“Second.” Her voice went hard, suddenly, and her chin came up with it. “You believe me first.”

I waited.

“I spent three years watching evidence arrive after the dead,” she said. “When I tell you I’ve heard danger, act on my word in the first second. Check the map afterward. Ask the captain afterward. Believe me before the wall falls.”

The lamp went down and stood up again.

“Auxiliary Piri,” I said.

“Yes.”

“Anything you tell me you have heard,” I said, “I will act on before I check it. In the first second. In front of anyone. That is a promise and I am not going to break it, and it is going to get me into a great deal of trouble.”

Piri drew breath and could not make the second half of it work. One reaching hand missed the table and corrected without looking. The failure broke her remaining distance. She crossed the two steps between us and pressed her forehead hard against my chest.

Two upright, trembling sails framed my face.

“Good,” she said, into my shirt. “That’s settled. Don’t hug me, I’ll cry, and I’ve got work.”



We went out to the gallery two days later, at dusk, the three of us.

Weller signed us a hunt chit for a soldier-burrower cull, which is a real thing that real medics really do not go on, and she wrote it in her own hand and said nothing.

The Verge past the east palisade gives way to scrub, then stone, and finally the long broken country where the ground is not to be trusted, and it was cold, and there was no moon worth the name.

Piri walked in front.

Out on open ground, everything her maps had promised acquired a body. The small, tightly wound woman from my kitchen flowed ahead of us like she had been poured into the terrain. She would cover forty yards in a soundless sprint, drop, freeze, press one ear to the ground, hold for eight seconds, and be up and gone before the sound of her landing had finished.

Twice she stopped us with an open hand.

The first time, she came back and pointed at forty feet of perfectly ordinary-looking stony ground and said, “Roof’s out. That’s a collapsed gallery, the fill remains unstable, you’ll go through to your waist and something will come and eat your legs.” She scratched a mark in the dirt with her heel. “Round.”

The second time she did not say anything at all. She simply stood with one hand up for a full minute with both ears rotating, and then walked us in a hundred-yard arc around a hollow, and afterward, when I asked, she said, “Breathing.”

“How many?”

“Six,” said Piri. “Asleep. Two of them are big.”

Ryska, behind me, made a low sound in her throat.

“You are ridiculous,” she said. Her tail lifted in a clipped, approving sweep toward Piri.



The approach to the gallery took us through a wash choked with shale. Piri stopped at every bend and made us wait while she separated falling grit from deliberate movement. Once she pointed at a hairline seam in the bank.

“Vent,” she said.

I crouched beside it. Cool air breathed out in slow pulses carrying wet slate, char-smoke, and the faint quenched-steel sweetness I had learned from molt-shell. The pulse matched no wind aboveground. Something deep below was moving enough air to ventilate a working nest.

“How many mouths connect?” I asked.

Piri listened with one ear near the seam. “At least four. This is the smallest. The main opening is ahead.”

Ryska tested the shale under one boot. “Retreat route?”

Piri pointed behind us without looking. “The ridge, then the dry wash. If I say run, don’t use the path we entered on. The sleepers in the hollow wake if the ground carries three sets of feet together. Spread five paces and step on stone.”

We obeyed her. The smallest person in the party moved us through country that could swallow all three, and neither the champion nor the medic questioned one instruction.

The gallery mouth opened under an overhang, ten feet across and worn smooth into a road that descended into the rock at a shallow angle, with the walls scored by generations of passing bodies. A soldier-burrower took us on the ramp forty yards in.

It emerged from a side-cut in absolute darkness and it went straight for the lamp, which is what they do, and I lost the lamp.

Later retellings awarded the medic a useful role in that darkness. In fact, I dropped the lamp and fell over backward.

Ryska killed it.

She killed it in the pitch black with her ears and her nose and nearly twelve stone of what she had become. It lasted perhaps four seconds: something enormous hit the rock wall twice, followed by the wet crunch of the neck giving way. Her voice came perfectly level from about six feet above where I was lying:

“Get the lamp, Doc.”

I got the lamp.

The soldier-burrower was nine feet long and had a head like a smith’s hammer and she had broken its neck against the wall.

The lamp had landed in a shallow drainage groove instead of shattering. I crawled toward its glow while Ryska held the dark. Chitin scraped farther down the ramp.

“One more,” Piri whispered. “Larger. It stopped when the first died.”

Ryska put one bloody hand against the wall and listened through her palm like an ordinary fighter might, though her ears did the real work. “It’s waiting below the bend.”

“Then we don’t give it the bend,” I said.

I retrieved the lamp, turned the shutter down to a slit, and set it behind the dead soldier-burrower. Its body blocked most of the road. Piri climbed the wall seam above it. Ryska took the near side. I poured a narrow line of lamp-oil across the chitin and stepped back.

The second beast came when the flame caught. It charged the light, found its dead nestmate wedged across the ramp, and reared to climb. That exposed the pale sensory ring at the base of its head. Piri called the movement a heartbeat before it happened. Ryska drove the broken first beast’s own mandible through the ring and dropped the larger one across the barricade.

“Now there are two,” she said.

“Structural improvement,” I told her.

Piri’s ears twitched with a laugh she kept silent.

“They’re bigger down here,” she said. She was breathing hard. Her eyes threw the lamplight back green.

“That’s a soldier caste,” I said, “and there shouldn’t be a soldier caste in a gallery this small.”

“No,” said Piri, from further down the ramp. “There shouldn’t.”

The next words came thin and wrong.

“Doc,” she said. “Come and smell this.”



Beyond the bodies, the road divided. Piri chose the left fork because eggs clicked behind the right wall and the left carried the deeper draft. We passed grooves worn waist-high in the rock by armored bodies. Mineral had begun filling the oldest channels, proof that generations had used this nest.

The nest chamber was forty feet down and it was the size of the infirmary.

The ceiling bowed low near the entrance, then lifted into a black dome webbed with ventilation cuts. Warmth breathed from the egg galleries in damp pulses. The floor yielded slightly beneath my boots, not with mud but with layered fragments grinding against one another like thin crockery. Pale edges caught Piri’s shaded lamp, winked, and disappeared as we moved.

The burrowers had shaped the room through use rather than tools. Armored flanks polished the lower walls. Claw points had cut parallel ladders into the ramps. Along one side, fist-sized pellets of packed clay closed older passages, each plug scored with a different generation’s mandible marks. Piri stopped at every seam and listened before allowing the lamp farther in. Ryska kept her body between us and the open road, one hand resting against stone that trembled with distant movement.

It stank. No cleaner word deserved the chamber. Burrower musk is a smell like wet slate and old char-smoke, and in a chamber that size, with that many of them living in it, it goes into your clothes and it stays for a week.

My sleeve covered my face for one breath. I forced it down again, because I was not there for my comfort.

And I breathed.

Wet slate. Char-smoke. Chitin. The ammonia reek of a den.

Running from wall to wall beneath it came a sweet, hard, metallic wire:

Quenched steel.

I stopped walking.

“Bring the lamp,” I said.

They brought the lamp, and I got down on my knees on the floor of a burrower nest nine miles beyond the Verge, and I slid my hands into the bedding.

No earth, dung, or leaf-litter lined the chamber. Molt-shell formed the bedding, the floor, and the packed edges of the walls.

Molt-shell, in fragments, some the size of a thumbnail and some the size of a dinner plate, iridescent in the lamplight, warm-colored and faintly translucent, and it was everywhere. It was the floor. It was packed into the walls of the chamber and worked into the sides of the egg-galleries and it lay in drifts in the corners a foot deep.

Tons of it.

And every single piece of it had a cut edge.

I held one up to the lamp. A curved plate the size of my palm, and along one side of it, clean and straight and unmistakable, the mark of a bone saw.

“That’s theater waste,” said Piri.

Her voice was very small.

“That’s what they cut off us,” she said. “That’s what goes on the wagons. That’s what the tips are for. And they’ve built their nursery out of it.”

I knelt there in the dark with a piece of a woman in my hand.

I would never know whose body had shed it. It had come off somebody in a room under the south bastion, and it had gone out of the south gate in a crate, and it had been dumped in a hollow on the Verge because it was not worth the freight to the capital.

And the burrowers had come, and come, and come, and built their young a house out of it.

“Why,” said Ryska. She was standing in the chamber mouth with her hand on the rock. Her ears pointed in opposite directions, one toward the dead gallery and one toward me. “Why would they want it?”

“I don’t know,” I said.

“Doc.”

“I don’t know,” I said. “I am not going to guess. I’m going to write down what’s in this room and how deep it is and how many galleries run off it, and I’m going to put a bearing on it, and I am going to say nothing else, because the moment I start guessing I stop being able to smell.”

I filled a satchel with it.

Piri mapped the chamber before we withdrew. Three egg galleries, two ventilation seams, one older passage sealed with packed clay. She marked every cut-shell drift by depth and noted which pieces bore theater saw marks. Ryska stood over the dead soldier-burrowers while I wrapped representative fragments separately so no later handler could claim one cut had contaminated another.

“You want all of it,” Ryska said.

“I want enough that a competent captain can touch three different pieces and know this was not one discarded shard carried by chance.”

Piri added the chamber bearing and signed her map. Evidence in three hands: her survey, my scent notes, the saw-cut shell itself. Each source could stand if another was challenged. I wax-marked every wrapping with its chamber position.

Then I sat on the chamber floor with my back against a wall of somebody’s shell and wrote it all in the ledger by lamplight. Ryska held the mouth while Piri listened to the dark. At the bottom I wrote, and underlined:

The wilds come where the harvest goes.

I did not write anything after that. There was nothing I could prove.

We left the eggs untouched. We had come to prove a pattern, not kill young in a nest, and Ryska guarded our retreat from anything mature and willing to fight.



We came in over the palisade an hour before dawn with a satchel full of shell and a soldier-burrower’s head in a sack for Weller’s log.

Piri fell asleep on the east approach, standing up, leaning against a boulder, mid-sentence.

Ryska picked her up without breaking stride and carried her the last four miles, and Piri put her face in the wolf’s collar and slept through all four miles with her ears twitching.

I walked behind them both with the shell on my shoulder.

In the kitchen Fenn fed us, and threatened us, and went to bed.

I sat at the table and watched the two of them settle it in their own language.

Piri emerged from the ward in my shirt with her bedroll under her arm.

Ryska was already stretched out in front of the stove with her back against the wall and her tail out along the floor, because she does not sleep in the cot until I go to the cot, and she never has.

Piri stopped.

They held each other’s gaze. Piri’s bedroll crackled once under her tightening arm; Ryska’s tail stopped against the floor.

Piri went around her. Widdershins, close, one full circle, ears back, eyes down, while Ryska tracked every step without moving a muscle. On the second circle Piri moved closer, and on the third she stopped, right at the wolf’s flank, and stood there.

Ryska lifted her arm.

Piri dropped into the space, flat against her side, curled small, and pulled the blanket over both of them, and put her head down against Ryska’s ribs.

“You snore,” said Ryska.

“You growl in your sleep,” said Piri.

“I do not.”

“You growl,” said Piri, into her side, “like a kettle.”

Ryska put her arm down over the fennec, and her ears went soft, and she looked up at me across the kitchen with an expression that dared me, absolutely dared me, to say one word about any of it.

Piri fell asleep, but the great fennec sails kept working. One tracked the stove. The other followed Ryska’s breathing, then settled when the wolf shifted her arm to leave both enormous ears free. Pack order negotiated down to the practical detail: protection without smothering the instrument.

Ryska dragged the edge of her storm-gray quilt over Piri’s bare feet. Piri, asleep, found the wolf’s wrist and held it with both hands.

I moved the gallery samples away from the stove, updated the map bearing, and left the two scouts guarding one another in front of the fire.

The comment Ryska dared me to make stayed safely behind my teeth.

Later, Piri woke from a bad dream with both ears folded protectively over her skull and one hand reaching for missing tape. Ryska caught the hand before it found her skull. She placed Piri’s palm against the wolf’s steady ribs and waited until the scout matched her breathing.


Chapter 10: Supply Round

The courier came in on the Tuesday supply round and left half my infirmary reorganized behind her.

I had my back to the door, counting linen, when the light changed and a crate struck my counting table. The shelf shook.

“Boone, Callum. Field medic, north wing infirmary.” A bright, brisk voice in a small room, used to being obeyed. “Three crates. Two are yours. The third one is yours as well but it isn’t on the docket, so if anybody asks, you never got it, and I have never met you.”

I turned around.

She was five foot four and built along the general lines of an argument you were going to lose.

My appraisal began at her boots and climbed, and Minna offered plenty to arrest it. Thick soft thighs worked beneath the skirt of her courier’s jacket, each quick step striking the floor with more authority than a woman that size had any business generating. Wide hips rolled as she shouldered the door frame aside. A cream-white powder tail flicked once when the crate landed. Above it, the satchel belt cinched a small tucked waist that made every curve around it louder.

Her uniform jacket was fighting a war it had lost some years ago. The front of it was strained across a soft heavy chest, and she had dealt with the second button’s defeat using a bit of leather cord and no patience.

Caramel-brown waves, escaping a tie, with a fringe she blew out of her eyes as she straightened up. Fair-warm cream skin. Warm hazel eyes that went over my infirmary once, fast, and inventoried it.

And lop ears, caramel-furred, hanging soft past her jaw, swinging with her movement.

Beneath road dust, fresh wool, and the warm yeast of honey-bread, my nose caught old paper-ink rubbed into her cuffs and the cold tallow of hurt banked so long it had learned not to move. Fresh fear had no place in it. Years of smiles and dismissal had banked the hurt cold, teaching her to seize a useful task before anyone could wave her aside.

“You’re staring,” she said.

“I’m counting linen.”

“You’re staring at my ears, which everyone does, and then at the jacket, which everyone also does, and I’ve been on my rounds since four and I don’t care about either.” She got the crate open with a pry bar she produced from somewhere. “Your antivenin’s been halved. That’s not in my remit and it’s not my business and I’ve brought you six anyway from the Westwall’s line, because the Westwall’s medic died in the spring and nobody’s told the stores clerk, and his allocation has been going into a cupboard for five months.”

She set six vials on my table in a neat row.

“Don’t ask me how,” she said. “Ask me and I’ll have to lie, and I’m a terrible liar, my ears go.”

With the stolen medicine safely counted, she reached into her satchel and unwrapped a cloth parcel.

Honey-bread. Oven-warm.

“Nobody ordered this,” I said.

“No. Your ward is full, four men are frightened, and nothing settles a frightened man like something sweet he never had to ask for.”

Her inventory swept my infirmary once and found the next offense. She crossed to the supply shelf and, in the middle of the conversation, began taking it apart without a word.



“That’s my shelf.”

“It’s a crime.”

“That’s the second time this month a woman has said that in this building.”

“Then perhaps,” she said, moving my splint stock down to waist height and my sutures to eye height, “there are two women in your life who can see.” She stepped back, assessed the shelf, and moved the tourniquets six inches to the left. “You reach for the sutures forty times a day and they were above your head. You reach for the boiled linen twice a day and it was at your hip. Whoever built this shelf built it for a man who never uses it.”

“I built it.”

“Yes,” she said. “I know.”

She blew her fringe out of her eyes and stuck out her hand.

“Minna,” she said. “Bunnykin. Courier corps, second circuit. Twenty-two.”

I shook it. Her hand was small and warm and there were calluses across the palm from a rein and a satchel strap.

“Callum,” I said. “Twenty-six. And you’ve been in my infirmary for four minutes and reorganized it.”

“You’re welcome,” said Minna.



Fenn emerged from the pantry.

The two of them assessed each other for approximately one second.

“You’ll want the stove,” said Fenn.

“I’ll want the stove,” Minna agreed, “and a look at that flue, because it’s drawing wrong and you’ve got soot on the sill.”

“I said that to the medic.”

“He didn’t listen.”

“He does not listen,” said Fenn, “he is a man, and I have been telling him about that stove for a fortnight.”

“I’ve got a courier’s brush in my kit.”

“Bring it through.”

In the time it took me to put six vials of stolen antivenin in a cupboard, the badger-kin cook and the bunnykin courier formed a government. I realized I had already lost the vote.



I found the docket in the crate.

It was a standard courier’s manifest, and her name was on the bottom of it, and stamped across the top in red, in a block, was one word.

MASCOT.

I stood and read the stamp.

There is no rank called mascot, no such posting or duty in the Corps.

In practice it means: morale asset. Feed her, keep her running rounds, file her hearing reports as anecdote, and never let citizenship-of-service accrue. It is a stamp for something the College finds endearing rather than useful.

Minna returned through with a soot-brush in her hand, and saw me holding it, and stopped.

Her flush swept from her chest through her throat to the tips of her lop ears, deep rose.

“Give me that.”

“Minna.”

“It’s a stamp.” She took it out of my hand, folded it, and put it in her jacket. “It’s a stamp on a docket and it’s been there for two years and I don’t want to talk about it and I’ve got a flue to clean.”

She went back to the kitchen.

I did not follow her, because you do not follow a person who has just told you where the edge is.



She was on her knees at the stove with her head in the flue when every movement stopped.

I was at the table. The brush stopped halfway through a scrape. One boot remained outside the hearth, planted at an awkward angle, while her muffled voice lost every trace of its usual brightness.

“Callum.”

“Yes.”

“How long has your east curtain been digging?”

I set the pen aside.

She emerged from the flue with soot on her nose and sat back on her heels. Her ears had lifted halfway and pointed at the floor.

“There’s something under the east curtain,” she said. “Deep. Well under the footings. The vibration runs too steadily for a probe or scrape. Whatever is making it has not come near the surface.” She put one hand flat on my kitchen floor. “It’s a dig. It’s steady, and it’s been going for three days, because I felt it on Saturday on the courier road and I felt it yesterday from the granary and I’m feeling it now through your floor, and it hasn’t stopped.”

“Through my floor,” I said. “From the east curtain.”

“Four hundred yards,” said Minna. “I know how that sounds.”

I crossed to the drawer and opened the ledger to a blank page. The book slid across the table with the pen beside it.

Minna inventoried the blank paper, the pen, and finally my face. Her tail stopped flicking.

“Write it down,” I said. “Date it. Time it. Say what you heard, how deep you think it is, and how sure you are, in your own words, and sign it.”

Her hazel eyes fixed on me while the brush remained suspended in one hand.

“Nobody,” she said, “writes them down.”

“I do,” I said. “I’ve been writing down what a fennec scout heard for two weeks, and it has turned out to be worth more than every survey in the Corps of Engineers’ map chest, and I have a wolf who can hear a man chewing across a yard, and now I have a bunnykin who can feel a dig at four hundred yards through a stone floor.” I pushed the pen at her. “So write it down. And then keep writing it down, every day, wherever you are on your rounds, and date it, because before long somebody in this fortress is going to need to know at the moment when this started and this ledger may be the only record anyone kept.”

Minna picked up the pen and ruled the page into four columns before writing a word: location, time, depth, confidence. Her fast courier’s hand filled each one, added the three prior dates from memory, then drew a line beneath the entry and labeled the next blank row THURSDAY.

“Daily readings,” she said. “Same four positions on every circuit. If the rhythm shifts, the old page stays beside the new one so nobody gets to pretend the change was always there.”

She signed, blew the ink dry, and pushed the ledger back to me. The signed page had already become a procedure in her hands.

“That’s the flue done. I’ve got ten more stops and I’m behind.” She scrubbed the soot from her face, packed the brush, and hooked her satchel over one shoulder. “I’ll be back Thursday with the good honey. Before then, move everything in that pantry six inches apart so I can discover why it is the worst-organized room in a building where people are trying not to die.”

And she was gone, bustling, ears swinging, before I had said one word.

Fenn came and read the ledger over my shoulder.

“That one,” she said, “is going to be a problem.”

“Is she.”

“She has decided about you,” said Old Fenn. “I have seen that face on a badger-kin, and it does not come off.”



The posting came down on Wednesday. Ryska’s old company, the fourth auxiliary, was ordered on a twelve-day deep sweep past the last waystation.

It wore the ordinary face of an autumn honor and carried an adjutant’s signature. Everybody in my kitchen recognized the murder inside a minute.

“They’re going through the low country,” said Piri. She had the map on the table before Ryska had finished reading the posting, and she was already tracing it. “Look at the route. They come out of the Verge gate, down the ford road, and then they cut west across the flats at the tenth mile.”

“So?”

“So my map says there are three galleries under those flats,” said Piri, “and the biggest one is the one we were in, and forty women walking across the roof of it in column is going to drop the gallery roof under the column in the dark.”

Ryska stood with the posting in her fist.

“I can’t stop a posting,” she said, so quietly the words barely crossed the kitchen. “I have a grade and a scar and a name in chalk and I cannot stop one line of a posting.”

“No,” I said.

“They’re my company.”

“I know.”

“I ran with those women for four years.” She turned around, shoulders pitched forward while she breathed like she had been running. “Ost. Halvir. Rekka. They pulled me out of a drake’s mouth in my second year, all three of them, and they will walk out of that gate on Friday because a man in a good coat wrote a line, and the ground will open under them, and it will be filed as a breach loss.”

Ryska’s fist crushed the posting into a narrow strip. Piri’s charcoal hovered above the map while Fenn set down her knife.

“Piri,” I said. “How long would it take you to draw the flats?”

Piri was already drawing them.



I took it to Weller on the east curtain at dusk, and she read it standing up, and she read it twice.

“This is an E-grade’s map,” she said.

“Yes.”

“This is an E-grade’s map,” Weller said again, “and I am about to reroute a company march on it.”

“Yes.”

Her thumb traveled twice along Piri’s marked north track.

“I can’t cancel a posting,” she said. “I have not got the rank and I would not survive the attempt. What I can do is write a note to the officer commanding that column, who is a man named Halloran who owes me his career, and tell him that the ground at the tenth mile is unsound, and that there is a perfectly serviceable track a mile north of it that adds two hours to his march.” She folded the map into her jacket. “And Halloran will take the north track, because he is not an idiot, and he will never know why, and nobody will ever be able to prove that anything at all happened.”

“That’s the idea,” I said.

“Precisely the idea,” said Weller, “and I want it on record that I hate it, because it means that the only thing standing between forty women and a hole in the ground is a captain’s private note and a favor from ten years ago.”

“Yes, Captain.”

“Get off my wall, Boone.”



The auditor came on Thursday.

He was a small, dry man in a Culling Board coat with an ink-case on his belt, and he did not knock. When I emerged from surgery, he had taken the center aisle of my ward as if it were an assigned post.

“Medic Boone. I am attached to the Chirurgeon-Major’s inquiry into unregistered stimulant sources in the north wing. I will need to see your stores.”

“Help yourself.”

He looked faintly disappointed.

He went through my cupboards for two hours.

I let him. I rolled bandages, answered without inflection, and watched him work. He was not asking. An asker wants to catch you. A collector wants to know.

He noted everything on my shelf. He counted the vials. When he asked about the green bottle, I named the contents: water, wine spirit, marsh-root. I supplied the proportions; he wrote each one down. Then he asked to smell it, so I let him.

Under the vinegar and chalk dust, his skin gave me the bland, unchanging salt of patience. Fear never waxed it; a lie never sharpened it.

He believed in what he was doing, and he was in no hurry, and that is a great deal worse than a bully.

“The auxiliary,” he said, at the end, closing his ink-case. “Ryska. Wolfkin.”

“What about her.”

“She presented with a septic mandible and a fever. Eleven days later she performed at the trial post at a standard three grades above her posted level.” He looked up mildly. “That is a very remarkable recovery, Medic. The Chirurgeon-Major would like to understand it.”

“So would I,” I said.

He waited.

I dried my hands.

“I’ll tell you what I think,” I said, “and you can write it down, and you can take it to him, and he can do what he likes with it. I think that when you take two years of active sepsis out of a soldier’s jaw, she gets the two years back. That’s all. She’d been fighting an infection in her own skull since before her second title, and she was winning duels anyway, and when I cut it out she got everything back at once, and it looked impossible because nobody had ever seen what she was without it.”

He wrote it down.

“And the tonic?” he said.

I stopped.

“What tonic?”

“The one you give the auxiliaries,” said the auditor, pleasantly. “Three of the wall-men in your ward have mentioned it. A bitter tonic. For strength.”

I went to the cupboard and put a brown bottle on the table.

Gentian, wormwood, marsh-root, and wine spirit made it appallingly bitter and medically useless. I gave it to frightened, uninjured wall-men because an empty-handed patient will often decide he is dying.

“Take it,” I said. “Analyze it. It’s gentian and wormwood.”

The auditor uncorked it and sniffed it and his eyes watered.

“It’s very bitter,” he said.

“It’s supposed to be,” I said. “If it wasn’t bitter they wouldn’t believe in it.”

He rubbed his thumb once over the seam of his glove before he answered. The tonic had given his collection a neat false center. He corked the bottle, put it in his case, wrote something down, thanked me for my time, and left.

He would test it. He would find gentian and wormwood. And for perhaps three weeks, the Chirurgeon-Major of the Culling Board would be looking in the wrong cupboard.

A bottle of bitters bought me three weeks.



Piri’s molt took her that night.

It came on fast. Fennec lines run quick: their stages are hours where a wolfkin’s are nights, and by the seventh hour she was burning.

I found her sitting on the kitchen floor with her back against the stove and her knees up, both ears drooping tight around her head while she breathed hard, hands closed on her own arms.

“It’s starting,” I said.

“I KNOW it’s starting.” Her eyes came up and they were enormous and black and glazed. “Everything smells like you. Everything in the world smells like you. Fenn’s soap smells like you. The stove smells like you. I went out into the yard an hour ago to get away from it and your scent has soaked the yard and I returned.”

“Sit up.”

“I can’t.”

“Sit up,” I said, “because you’re going to eat first.”

She stared at me.

“Are you serious.”

“You weigh six and a half stone,” I said. “You’ve been running my errands at full speed for a fortnight. Tonight will burn more than the whole month did, and I know what this work costs. I once watched an unfed woman at the waystation fail before anyone knew how to help her. You will eat. Then you’ll drink a pint of water. After that, we do this.”

Piri looked up at me from the floor, arms clenched across her narrow ribs, her pupils blown and her chest going.

“You,” she said, “are the most infuriating man I have ever met in my life.”

She ate.

She ate a plate of Fenn’s stew and half a loaf on the kitchen floor, back to the stove, hands shaking. I sat opposite and made her drink the water. Her gaze stayed on me above the cup’s rim the entire time; her shoulders remained hunched around the heat in her chest.

When the plate was empty I took it out of her hands and set it aside.

“All right,” I said. “Now come here and tell me what you want.”



She came across the floor on her knees.

She did not stand up. She crossed my kitchen floor on her knees, moved between my boots, and sat back on her heels to look up at me. She chose the floor and that place between my boots. Nobody put her there.

“I want this,” said Piri.

“What did you plan this hour for?”

“I’ve wanted it since the ford road.” Her next words came breathy and thick but stayed sharp, deliberate, entirely hers. They undid me. “I want to know what you taste like. I want your taste in my mouth and your scent on every breath until I can’t remember pepper. I’m twenty-one. I know exactly what I’m asking for. I’ve planned since Tuesday, bribed Fenn with two hours of pantry work, and sent her with Ryska to the granary. They need an hour and a half to get back.” Her eyes lifted toward mine. “I’ve counted every minute since supper.”

“You bribed my cook.”

“I bribed your cook,” Piri agreed, “and I’d do it again.”

I slid my hand into her cropped hair and tipped her face up.

Her eyes closed. Her shoulders dropped, then her spine, then the tension left her legs.

“Look at me,” I said.

She looked up.

“You do what I tell you,” I said. “You go at the pace I set, and if I say stop you stop, and if it hurts you say so in words. Do you understand?”

“Yes.”

“Do you understand every word?”

“Yes,” said Piri. “Yes. Yes. Please.”



I sat back in the chair by the hearth and let her undo my belt.

Her shaking hands needed three tries. I did not help. When she finally saw what she had, both of her ears snapped flat against her skull and a stunned little grunt punched out of her belly.

“Oh,” she said. “Oh, no.”

“Problem?”

“You are a PROBLEM,” said Piri, and put both hands around me.

Both. She needed both, and they still did not meet, and above her two small fists there was still a hand’s width of me standing hard and flushed in the firelight, and she stared at it with her mouth open like a woman doing arithmetic she did not like the answer to.

“There is no sensible way that is going to fit,” she said.

“It’ll fit.”

“Doc.” She wrapped her fingers tighter, testing, and her thumb would not reach her forefinger, and she made a small strangled noise about that. “I am a professional observer of terrain and I am telling you, as a professional, that this is bad terrain.”

“You’ve been planning this since Tuesday.”

“I have been planning it since the FORD ROAD.” Her voice cracked. “I did not know it was going to be like THIS.” She leaned in, pressed her face against me, and breathed.

She breathed me in as she had breathed my wrist on the ford road: a long, deep, shuddering pull, right at the root of me where the smell of a man is strongest, and her eyes rolled closed, and her shoulders came down, and every line of her softened in sequence.

“Cedar smoke,” she said, the words syrupy and slow. “Whetted iron. There’s blood under it, that’s the ward, that’s your day. And under that, the stove. And under THAT, you. Right here. It’s strongest right here.” She turned her face and dragged her nose up the underside of me and breathed again, greedy, both hands still working, her eyelids heavy. “I can find the door, Doc. I planned this hour, bribed the cook, ate the meal, and came here awake.” Her dark-rimmed gaze sharpened despite the hunger in it. “I’m staying on my knees, and I want your scent on every breath while I do what I chose.”

Her tongue came out and went flat against the head of me, once, testing, and she shivered from the ears down.

“Then get to work,” I said.

And she looked up at me with her eyes swimming and her ears flat and she opened her mouth and took me in.



I set her a slow pace and allowed her to show me what she wanted within it, my hand ready to take control the instant her breathing changed.

Slow and greedy, she studied every reaction she pulled from me. Both hands worked beneath her mouth as she sucked at the head of my cock like something she had been given and did not intend to return. Small hungry noises escaped her. Her dark-rimmed gaze never left mine.

Wet, filthy, unhurried sounds filled the quiet kitchen. Spit ran down her knuckles, unnoticed and beneath caring.

The size contrast stripped thought from me. Kneeling between my boots she came barely to my belt buckle, both hands required around me, the corners of her mouth straining as she took what I permitted. I could see myself move in her cheek, and the sight hit like strong spirits.

“Deeper,” I said.

She whimpered around me.

“Take your time,” I said, and got a fistful of her hair, and held her still. “Breathe through your nose. Slowly. I’ll tell you when.”

She obeyed. Tears streamed from her fixed eyes, the flat ears trembled, and each careful breath flared her nostrils against the root of me.

“Now.”

I brought her down.

That night she took a good two-thirds, slowly, past the place where her throat wanted to close, and held it there. I felt the muscle of her working, the tight wet flutter of her swallowing around me, and I watched her fight the reflex and win. Her eyes never left mine. Streaming, blown black, locked up at me from between my boots, and there was nothing in them but triumph.

When I let her up she came off me gasping and coughing, a long string of spit breaking between her lip and the head of my cock, and she was absolutely radiant.

“Did you see,” she gasped. “Did you SEE.”

“I saw.”

“That was more than before. That was more than I thought. I want to do it again.”

“You’ll do it again,” I said, “in a minute.”

I turned her hand over, caught the first glow across her knuckles, and said, “Look at your arms.”

Piri looked down.

Sand-gold spilled across her knuckles and turned the firelit shadows warm. The shimmer raced from the fingers holding me, climbed her arms and shoulders, then flared brightest at the soft roots of her ears.

“Oh,” she breathed. She turned her hand over in the light. “Oh, it’s PRETTY.”

“It’s you,” I said. “It’s your first stage. It’s starting.”

“It’s starting because I’m doing THIS?”

“You chose it,” I said. “You’re den-close. Your body finally has what it needs, and it is going to take everything it can get. Now put your mouth back on me and let it work.”

Piri released a breathy, ravenous whine I will hear for the rest of my life, and she went back down, and the light climbed her arms.



I let her take me to the edge and then I stopped her.

She protested. She actually protested, with her mouth full, a high indignant noise, and I took her by the scruff of the neck and lifted her.

One arm under her waist lifted her from the kitchen floor as easily as a rolled blanket. Her knees folded, her hands flew to my shoulders, and a shocked, delighted cry broke out of her as I carried her through into the den and put her down in the furs.

“Do that again,” she said, from the floor.

“Later.”

I stripped her out of my shirt.

The shirt caught on her ears. She laughed, then went shy for two seconds when she stood bare in the firelight.

Small and fine and golden-tan, freckled across the nose and the shoulders. Small high breasts, tight, with the sand-gold light crawling slowly down over them. A flat wiry stomach. Slim strong legs, and the fine white nicks of old wire-scars on her forearms.

My hands spanned her waist with room, and the contrast sent a visible shiver down her small frame.

“Look at that,” I said.

Piri looked down at my hands around her waist and made a noise.

“You’re going to break me,” she said, hopefully.

“I’m going to take my time,” I said, and put her legs over my shoulders.



She was drenched.

I had smelled her across the kitchen for an hour, but a woman’s scent and her taste are different pieces of evidence. I took my time with the second. She met my mouth swollen, slick, fever-hot; the first slow drag of my tongue through her tore out a noise she muffled badly with both hands.

“Hands off your mouth,” I said, into her. “Nobody’s home but us. I want to hear it.”

She put her hands in my hair instead, and pulled, and did not muffle anything again.

I worked her open with my tongue, found her clit, then stayed there: flat, slow, relentless. In about forty seconds she began coming apart. Her back bowed; her thighs closed around the sustained pressure without reserve.

She came hard, her back lifting off the furs against my restraining arm, her hands fisted in my hair, a high breathless stream breaking into my name.

Her ears snapped upright and quivered. She keened, thighs locking around my head, flooding my mouth and chin while I held her hips down through every aftershock.

I did not stop. Two fingers joined my tongue, curling into the place that turned each flutter into a hard internal clutch. The sand-gold light gathered beneath my hand and traveled toward her ear-roots as a second climax overtook her, leaving her sobbing and my wrist wet to the cuff.

“I can’t,” she said, to the ceiling, in a small wrecked voice. “I can’t do another one.”

“You’ll do another one.”

I sat back against the foot of the cot and hauled her into my lap before her shaking legs could object.

“Now,” I said, in her ear. “Face the fire.”

She twisted around in my hands, legs still quivering and her grin thoroughly wrecked. I turned her by the hips until her back met my chest. My mouth closed on the side of her throat as I lowered her onto me.

She screamed into her own hand.

She was tiny, slick, and blazing hot. The head of me spread her open; she stopped dead with a gasp, every muscle in her small frame locked around the intrusion. She took perhaps half, shuddered, then pushed down until her body stopped her again. I held her hips without helping. She swore at me viciously in three languages.

I felt her stretch around the size she had begged for, every careful inch answered by a flutter, a yielding clutch, and another helpless noise.

“Slowly,” I said.

“You’re EVIL.”

“Slowly, Piri.”

“I hate you. I hate you.” She got another inch and squealed like a kettle. “I hate you so much. Oh. Oh, that’s, there’s more, there’s more of you, how is there more. Doc, I can feel you in my STOMACH.”

“You can feel me where you wanted me.”

“Yes,” she sobbed, “yes, that’s the trouble, all of it, damn you.”

I got my hand flat on her sternum and pulled her back against my chest, and arched her, and let her weight take the rest of it.

A third climax caught her during the descent. Each new inch tightened the arch of her back until her head fell onto my shoulder and her ears stood straight up in front of my face. I held her while her body wrung itself out around me. She was so small and so tight that when she clenched I had to stop and breathe and count backward from ten.

I waited for the spasms to loosen and her lungs to fill before I started to move.

I moved her against my chest at the exact speed I chose, feet off the floor, my other hand circling her clit while successive climaxes shook through her. Her palm found the visible shape of me beneath her flat stomach.

Sand-gold gathered under my hands, ran toward her ear-roots, and flared as the stage took hold.

“I can hear your heart,” she gasped. “Fenn’s too. Two rooms.”

“It’s holding. Chosen and taking.”

She kissed me upside down. “Come in me.”

“Not yet.”

Her pleading only made my control firmer.



I put her down on her knees in the furs when I was ready, and she went, instantly, without being told twice.

She knelt in front of me, hands on my thighs, mouth open, huge eyes locked on mine without a blink. Wrecked, soaked, thighs trembling, greedy with satiation and den-scent. She looked up like a woman handed the one thing she had been asking the world for, determined not to waste a second of it.

“Both hands,” I said.

She used both hands.

“Look at me.”

She looked at me, and she kept looking at me, and she took me as deep as she could and worked her fists on the rest of it, slick with herself and with her own spit, and she made the greediest sound I have ever heard out of a human throat.

“That’s it,” I said. “That’s my good scout. Take it.”

Her ears trembled flat and she moaned around me and went deeper, and that was the end of me.

I came down her throat with my fist in her hair and her name in my mouth, and I held her there through the first pulse and let her have the rest with her mouth open and her tongue out. It went on in hot pulses across her tongue, filling her mouth faster than she could work it down. She swallowed through every one without breaking eye contact, then chased the last from the head of me with her tongue, unbearably smug. I laughed out loud.

“All of it,” she said hoarsely, and sat back on her heels, and wiped a thread of it off her chin with her thumb and put her thumb in her mouth, and her ears stood straight up. “Every drop. Note that.”

“Noted.”

“I want it noted in the ledger.”

“It’s not going in the ledger.”

“It’s a personal best,” said Piri, with enormous dignity, “and it should be recorded.”



She sprawled across my chest and submitted to the medic’s inventory: wrists warm and unmarked, jaw relaxed, each breath taking longer to leave her.

“Are you doctoring me?”

“Yes.”

“Good.” She burrowed closer.

The gold went out of her slowly, sinking back down through her skin like a tide going out, until there was only the fire.

I lifted my arm into the firelight.

The lace had grown another finger’s width past both wrists, fine silver branches washed in the fennec’s warm gold. This time the cost did not sit cold and deep. It prickled beneath my skin like sand that had held the desert sun all day, a dry, bright heat trapped along every new line.

Piri opened her eyes and followed the new silver branch.

She did not say anything.

She took my forearm in both hands, turned it over, and put her mouth gently against the lace. Her lips remained there until the ache beneath the silver eased.

Then her ears caught something my skin could not. She snapped upright, ears straight, and the drowsy, gold-lit woman on my chest became a scout between one breath and the next.

“Doc,” she said.

“What.”

“There’s a man in the infirmary.”

I was on my feet before she finished the sentence.

“Not now,” she said, catching my wrist. “Not NOW. Earlier. This afternoon. The Board’s auditor, the little dry one, the one who took your bitters.” Her ears swiveled. “I could hear his heart from the pantry and I thought nothing of it because I thought nothing of anything this afternoon. He stood in your ward for two hours and his heart stayed slow through both hours, right up until he asked about the wolf.”

She looked up at me in the firelight.

“And then it went fast,” said Piri, “and it stayed fast.”

The fire sank behind me while I stayed beside the hearth, listening.

“There’s more,” she said. “The wagon.”

“What wagon?”

“The one that took me.” She was up on her knees now, and the words were coming fast. “I’ve been trying to get at it for a fortnight and I couldn’t reach it, it was under the drug, it was all in pieces. And it’s just come open.” She put her hands flat against her own head, over her ears, in wonder. “It’s just come OPEN, Doc, I can smell it, I can smell the road from end to end, every hour of it.”

“Piri.”

“They stopped at a waystation,” said Piri. “The second night. I was under a tarp in the yard and I heard the exchange. A courier came for the panniers, and the toll-man was angry because he’d waited, and the courier said he only comes on the eighth day.”

She looked up at me.

“The eighth day,” she said. “Every eighth day, a courier waters at the Split Antler and takes the panniers, and the panniers smell of peppercorn, and he comes at dusk, and he is coming again in six days.”


Chapter 11: The Courier Line

“He comes on the eighth day,” I said. “So we’ll be there on the seventh.”

We built the plan while Minna fitted us for the road. She had taken over the ward’s center aisle with three open saddlebags, a line of borrowed coats, and the severe expression of a quartermaster discovering incompetence in nature.

Piri perched on the medicine cabinet with bread in one hand and drew the courier route directly onto the back of my old field circuit. “He waters at dusk. He changes the panniers in the stable because he doesn’t want ostlers handling them. Then he takes a bed and rides north at first light.”

Minna shoved a folded gray coat against my chest. “How do you know he stays?”

“The toll-man complained about waiting. A man who takes a bed is sure of his welcome.” Piri flicked a crumb off the route at the stable mark. One ear tracked Fenn’s pans while the other stayed aimed at our voices. “He’s done it until the route became habit. Habits are where you kill people.”

Ryska, trying to pull a plain travel cloak over the tail Minna had not allowed enough room for, gave a low sound of agreement.

“Nobody’s killing anybody,” I said.

“Habits are where you catch people,” Piri amended with enormous patience.

Minna circled Ryska once, tugged the cloak straight, and frowned at the gray tail emerging below it. “This disguise announces that a tall hooded woman has a wolf’s tail.”

“I’ll keep the hood low,” Ryska said.

Piri laughed and dropped her bread. Ryska caught it before it hit the floor and ate it.

I moved her to the ward door and put her shoulder against the stone. “This is the Antler’s stable entrance. You’re a hired blade with a wagon on the road. Sit here with your back covered, speak to nobody, and put any wrong man on the floor without noise.”

Her eyes followed my hands as I placed Piri by the medicine cabinet. “The scout works the stable line. Nobody looks twice at a four-foot-eleven hire, and she can hear a heartbeat through the wall.”

Ryska caught my sleeve before I could take my own position. “Where are you?”

I crossed to Fenn’s crowded kitchen doorway and sat on the stool with the borrowed coat bunched badly at my back. “In the taproom. Tired bone-setter, bad spine, buying drinks I don’t want and setting fingers for free.”

“In a room full of Ollick’s men.”

“And a room full of witnesses. One courier will have gland-oil ground into his saddle leather, and I’ll know him before his coat comes off.”

Ryska’s tail struck the sticking ward door once. “I hate it.”

“Good. Minna hasn’t cut a proper tail slit, so you’ll hate it quietly.”

“The cloak is borrowed,” Minna said. “I am not damaging stores for her emotional comfort.”

Ryska glared at both of us, then took her seat against the wall exactly where I had put her. “I’ll hate the entire operation.”

“That’s your cover settled,” I said.



Weller wrote the chit in her own hand at the east stair with her back to me and the wind coming up over the wall.

“Field circuit,” she said. “Courier line. Medic, two auxiliary escorts, three days. The waystations on that road have not had a medic through them since the spring, which is true, and it is a scandal, which is also true, and I have been complaining about it in writing to people who do not read for eight months, which is the most true thing I will say to you today.”

She signed it, and shook the sand off it, and did not hand it over.

“Boone.”

“Captain.”

“The last time I signed you a piece of paper,” she said, “a salvage wagon burned at the ford, and a crate came off it that nobody has been able to explain, and a girl with taped ears is currently reorganizing my map chest without permission.”

“She’s rewriting it,” I said. “It was wrong.”

“I am aware that it was wrong.” Weller turned around. She is thirty-eight and wiry and she has a face like a closed account book, and her husband’s ring is on a cord around her neck under her kit, and she has never once in six years told me a thing she did not mean. “Here is what I want to say and I am only saying it once. I do not know what you are doing. I have decided not to know. That decision has a floor under it, and the floor is that I have four write-offs walking around my wall who should be in the ground, and one of them is my sergeant.”

She held out the chit.

“But you are burning through my ignorance very fast,” said Weller, “and when it runs out, it will vanish without warning, and I will not be able to spend rank I no longer have.”

I took the paper.

“Then I’d better be quick,” I said.

“You’d better be quiet,” said Weller. “Get off my wall.”



The Split Antler stands a day’s ride south of Caldmoor where the courier road bends around the shoulder of the hills. It has occupied that slope for ninety years and will remain when everything I have done is forgotten.

It is a long low building of field-stone and turf, sunk into the slope with its back to the weather. Grass covers the roof. In autumn it goes gold, making the building resemble a hill that has decided to serve beer. Along the eastern wall stand twelve stalls, a paddock, and a water trough carved from one stone, dragged there by oxen before my grandmother was born. Above the door, an antler split lengthwise lies nailed flat beneath so many coats of paint that it no longer has the color of anything.

Inside it smells of tallow, and wet wool, and horse.

The first breath put six barefoot years back into my legs. Tallow smoked from the wall sconces; the Antler had never bought lamp-oil when it could render something cheaper. Wet coats steamed on pegs by the fire, carrying the rain everyone on that road had ridden through and nobody had bothered to mention. Horse came warm and grassy through the stable wall and clung to the men inside as forge smoke clings to a smith.

Beer soured beneath those layers. Old smoke lived in the roof-beams, harness-soap bit sharply from the back room, and the stone floor retained the ghost of every spilled thing ninety years of mopping had failed to lift. I had run messages from that hearth, slept above those stalls, and learned roadcraft by watching Astrid weigh freight behind the counter. Her crown-braid had been oxblood without iron then. Her strapped back had taught me, long before I had words for it, that some questions belonged to the wounded person alone.

She raised a Verge orphan out of a stew-pot and a ledger. Every board in the Antler carried some mark of her work, and I kept my face still among them.

“You’re standing in the door,” said Mattick. “Shut it or leave.”

He had kept the Antler nine years, sixty-odd and barrel-shaped, with one useful eye and one wandering one. He recognized me, drew a terrible beer without charging, and listened to my cover.

“Beds for three, stabling for two horses, medic on circuit,” he repeated. “You look like a man carrying something heavy uphill.”

“Bad road.”

“Road’s the same,” he said, and went to serve somebody else.



I worked the room for two hours because a useful cover has to be true. I re-broke and set a teamster’s crooked finger on the counter. After he swore in two languages and bought me a beer, the room accepted me as its medic.

A boil followed, then a rotten tooth in three pieces, then an old woman’s wet cough and the last of my chest tincture. My sleeves stayed rolled. The silver lace above both wrists caught the tallow-light.

“Burn?” the teamster asked.

“Burn.”

The old woman studied it, plainly unconvinced, drank her tincture, and left without wasting either of our lies.



Throughout it all, I kept breathing.

A roomful of bodies around a low fire. Wet wool. Horse. Beer, with one man’s noon drinking turned sour in his clothes. The hot-fat smell of Mattick’s kitchen. A rotting molar in the corner, three days from an abscess, and I would have to do something about that before I left. A woman with a bad chest and eight winters left in her, and nothing anyone could do about that at all.

At the second bench, beneath saddle-soap and road dust and a very good grade of wool:

Rancid orange blossom.

Gland-oil, sweet and heavy and warm, had been ground into leather over years. A thousand miles of the man’s body heat had worked it into the saddle’s grain until freight, leather, and courier shared one smell.

I finished my beer.

He was about forty with a courier’s build, made out of wire and bad food. Good boots, a very good coat, and a face like a clerk left out in the weather. He drank water from his own horn cup, the possession of a man long familiar with that road. His back stayed to the wall, panniers between his boots. He never looked at the door.

Boredom loosened his shoulders and slowed the salt of his pulse-sweat. I stood four feet from him and found no fear-tallow anywhere, not a thread.



I went out into the yard to piss and Piri dropped from the stable eaves like a cat and landed in the mud without a sound and was standing beside me with her hood up before I had finished turning around, and my heart went off like a struck anvil.

“You,” I said.

“Two guards,” said Piri.

“Piri.”

“Stable, second stall from the end, sitting on the tack chest with a lamp. One is big and he breathes through his mouth, and one is small and quick and he has a knife he keeps taking out and putting back, which is the most frightened noise I have ever heard a man make.” Her ears rotated under the hood. “There’s a third. He’s asleep in the loft over the stalls and he’s been asleep for two hours and I’d leave him there.”

“The panniers.”

“The courier’s got them at his feet in the taproom and he hasn’t let go of them,” said Piri. “The guards have the second set.”

I stopped.

“How many sets?”

“There are two sets,” said Piri. “There’s the pair under his boots that he brought in with him. And there’s a pair on the tack chest in the stable that came in on the mule train from the north an hour before he did, and the big one has been sitting on them like a hen.”

Rain fell between us.

“Watch the yard gate. Whistle for a rider.”

“And you?”

“I’m smelling a mule.”



I went down the stable line with a lantern and my satchel, being a medic looking at a horse’s hock, because a man with a lantern who is walking slowly and muttering is the most invisible thing on the frontier.

The stalls were warm. A dozen horses breathing, and the mules further down, and the tack chest at the end with two men on it and a lamp between them, and I did not go anywhere near them.

I stopped at the fourth stall and put the lantern up and looked at a perfectly healthy gelding’s perfectly healthy leg for about ninety seconds.

And I breathed.

Horse. Straw. Mule, which is horse with an argument in it. Harness-soap. Lamp-oil, cheap, guttering. Two men, one of whom had not washed since the last town and one of whom was afraid, and it was the small one, and his fear had a rotted-tallow edge to it that told me he had done something recently that he had not slept well about.

From the tack chest, a sharper carrier cut through the stable’s honest stink like wire through cheese:

Quicklime.

And hair.

I stood in the fourth stall of the Split Antler’s stable with my hand on a horse’s leg until the mare stamped and nosed my shoulder.

Every medic knows quicklime: it goes on things meant to stop smelling. Beneath it lay human or near-human hair untouched by the lime, a great deal of it.

I patted the gelding’s neck, told him he was a good horse and a credit to his mother. Then I walked back up the line with my lantern swinging, taking my time. A particular pace tells everyone nothing is wrong. I have spent six years learning to hold it while the top of my head comes off.

Ryska was in the dark by the stable door with her back to the wall.

She had her hood down and her ears up and she had been listening to my breathing for eleven miles.

“What,” she said.

“Later.”

“Doc.”

“Later,” I said, and I heard my own voice, and it had gone stripped, quiet, and slow.

Her jaw set. Her tail, which does not lie and has never once lied, froze against the wall.

“All right,” she said.



The Antler’s loft is over the stable and it smells of hay and leather and thirty years of boys.

I went up at dusk to the meeting place I had chosen. The loft offered the building’s only view of the yard gate, and I could not pass that childhood ladder without climbing it.

The tack is hung along the roof-beams. There is a window at the gable end the size of a shield, and it does not close properly, and it never has, and when I was nine I stuffed a rag in the corner of it and the rag remains there.

I sat beneath the gable window where I had slept as a boy. Ryska came up soundlessly, read the room with her stage-two nose, and pushed back her hired blade’s hood. Storm-gray hair fell loose; her ears rose; her tail began to move.

“It smells like you here,” she said. “Old. Everywhere.”

She drew the neck of her shirt aside, showing the fading mark. “Renew it.”

I laid two fingers over the mark and made her hold my gaze. “After the road. In the den. No loft floor, no men beneath us, no mission turned into a game.”

Her tail struck the hay once. Want sharpened her stare, but her chin dipped once in agreement.

“There are three men in the stable under us,” I said, “and a courier in the taproom with a pannier full of quicklime. You go down that ladder, sit against the wall, hold the door, and make no sound. When the road is behind us, I’ll renew this properly.”

Ryska covered my fingers with hers for one heartbeat. “Yes. Den first. Then the mark.”

I removed my hand. The promise remained under her shirt without compromising the work waiting below.

Piri’s whistle cut through the yard.

One short note. The courier had risen. Two low notes followed: the guards had opened the tack room.

I went down the ladder with Ryska behind me and stopped where the loft rail overlooked the stable. The exchange was happening exactly as Piri remembered it. The courier set his road panniers beside the tack chest. The big guard opened the northbound pair. The small one checked each fastening, then passed the courier a folded route strip and a purse.

Every instinct I had said to strike while all four hands were on the freight.

That was the ford plan again. Stop the cargo. Drop the guards. Open what mattered. Leave the enemy counting bodies and missing crates.

I kept my sap in my coat.

Ryska studied my hand resting on the sap. She read the choice before I explained it.

“Let them finish,” I breathed. “We know this room. We don’t know where the full panniers go.”

Her tail went rigid. “You want to follow him.”

“I want to follow the freight to its landing, identify the barge, and see who receives it. Taking these bags only makes them pack another pair.”

Below us, the big guard cinched the exchanged panniers onto the courier’s shoulder yoke. Quicklime and cut hair rose through the stable warmth. The courier signed nothing. He counted the purse by touch and put it inside his shirt.

The third guard descended from the hayloft already dressed for the road. I recognized him when he entered the lamp circle: the young escort who had fled Hallow Ford while the wagon burned.

His bad shoulder still hung lower. He carried a boat-hook and kept looking toward the doors.

“You’re sure nobody followed the medic’s circuit?” the small guard asked.

“Three riders entered,” he said. “Bone-setter and two auxiliaries.”

“Grades?”

“Hoods. One tall.”

Ryska went motionless beside me.

The courier settled the yoke across his shoulders. “I was told I had a bed.”

“Plans changed,” said the big guard. “Barge pulls at midnight. Ollick wants the samples upriver before the nose finds another road.”

There it was. The raid at the ford had changed their habit. They were moving freight through rain and dark rather than trusting the Antler another night.

Piri appeared against the loft’s far wall and held up four fingers, then pointed toward the rear doors. Four saddle horses outside, already tacked.

“We take separate exits,” I whispered. “Piri marks the courier. Ryska takes the ridge. I leave through the taproom and borrow Mattick’s gray. Nobody moves on them until the Antler is behind us.”

Ryska looked down at the man from the ford. Her lip lifted over the caps, then settled.

“And when he sees me?”

“He will. Somewhere we choose.”



The exchange completed.

We let the panniers leave.

I spent ten more minutes in the taproom setting a rotten tooth I had promised myself I would not ignore. That delay was cover and torment in equal measure. The courier and three guards rode north through the stable gate with the samples balanced under the yoke of a pack mule. Piri followed along the roofline until the road bent beyond the paddock. Ryska left through the hay hatch. I finished the extraction, packed the man’s gum, accepted a curse as payment, and asked Mattick for the gray mare.

“Field circuit,” he said.

“Field circuit.”

His good eye moved to the rain-black window. “Your escorts left by different doors.”

“They dislike each other.”

“Astrid taught you better lies.”

He tossed me the stable key anyway.

I rode out alone at an ordinary medic’s pace until the Antler vanished behind the hill. An alder branch bowed over the road ahead. Piri dropped from it onto the mare’s rump and nearly put both of us into the ditch.

“Four ahead,” she said. “Courier, three guards, one mule. They’re pushing too hard for the road. The barge landing is three miles north, below the old lime cut.”

“Ryska?”

A howl sounded once from the ridge, clipped short.

“High and parallel,” said Piri. “Very cross.”

“Good.”

Rain had turned the courier road into two black ruts with a raised strip of stone between them. We did not follow in the ruts. Piri steered us through the alder fringe by the horses’ breathing ahead, while Ryska’s scent moved high along the ridge whenever the wind allowed it.

The guards changed formation after the first mile. The man from the ford dropped behind. The big one rode beside the courier. The small one took the mule’s lead and kept one hand inside his coat.

“They’re talking,” Piri whispered from behind my shoulder. Both ears pointed forward beneath her hood. “Big one says the barge crew got new instructions. Courier keeps asking what instructions. Nobody answers.”

The route descended toward the river through the abandoned lime cut, a narrow shelf carved into blue clay with the slope rising on one side and dropping twelve feet into black water on the other. The barge lantern showed below through the trees.

I smelled the turn before Piri heard it.

Cold tallow surged off the courier’s horse. Fresh fear, not the road’s old caution. Under it came leather drawn quickly from a sheath.

The courier shouted.

We broke cover.

The big guard had looped a cord around the courier’s throat from behind. The small one was driving the pack mule toward the landing. The ford escort held the rear with his boat-hook across the road.

No transfer was waiting at the water. The barge was there to take the samples and leave the courier in the lime cut where rain would erase the struggle. The lane had begun killing its own habits.

“Piri, mule,” I said. “Alive if possible.”

She was gone off the mare before I finished.

I rode straight at the strangling. The gray mare objected to bodies in the road but accepted a boot and bad judgment. I struck the big guard’s forearm with the sap as we passed. His hand opened. The courier fell sideways out of the saddle, hit the stone strip, and rolled toward the river edge.

I dropped after him and caught his coat with one hand. My boots slid in lime mud. Half his body hung over the drop while the barge’s wake slapped black water below.

“Help me,” he gasped.

“Hold the root.”

He found an alder root with both hands. I hauled his collar until his chest came back onto stone.

Behind us the road went loud.

Piri reached the mule by going under its neck, cut the lead, and slapped it uphill away from the fighting. The small guard followed, knife out. She led him three paces into loose chalk, where his boot sank to the ankle. His lunge stopped. She stepped on his wrist, took the knife, and left him face-down in the white mud without wasting a second.

The ford escort saw Ryska come down off the ridge.

“You’re the wolf from the ford,” he said.

He tried to make the boat-hook fill the narrow road. Ryska took the shaft one-handed and walked through the point until his back met the clay wall.

“I’m the champion of Caldmoor,” she said.

Her lip rose. Cold-iron caught the barge light where her fangs should have been. The old wound crossed her face in the space of a breath.

She closed her mouth, took the boat-hook from him, and broke it across her knee. Both pieces went neatly beside the road before her open hand folded him into the lime mud.

The choice cost her. Her shoulders and arms shook afterward, one ear tracking the fallen man while the other turned toward me, fists closed around nothing.

“Ryska,” I said.

“I know.” Her voice came scraped thin. “Freight first.”

That answer was why I trusted her with the road.

The big guard recovered his knife-hand and rushed me while I was still on one knee beside the courier. I lowered the courier to the ground and caught the attacker’s wrist, but the blade’s point dragged four inches along the outside of my left forearm before my thumb found the tendon notch. My hand slicked with blood. The knife dropped. Ryska reached us, took the man by the collar, and set him against the clay. His lungs emptied on impact; the skull remained intact.

Piri returned leading the mule.

“Barge is casting off,” she said.

Below us, poles shoved the hull away from the landing. The crew had watched its shore guard lose and chosen the river. I memorized the painted eye on the stern, the patched square in the sail, and the heavy northward list of a boat carrying freight we had not reached. Trees and darkness took it around the bend before pursuit became anything but drowning with ambition.

We had lost the barge and won its landing. More importantly, the courier lay breathing beside me instead of floating beneath it.



We bound the three guards in their own mail sacks beneath the lime-cut awning. Nobody died. I set the small one’s ankle, packed the big one’s split lip, and checked the ford escort’s bad shoulder after Ryska put it back against the wall. Piri flushed the knife-cut on my forearm and bound it until the bleeding slowed; the dressing pulled whenever I closed my hand, but the tendons still answered.

The courier sat on an overturned lime basket with rope marks rising around his throat.

“They were going to kill me,” he said.

“Yes.”

“Four years. Same road every eighth day. I never opened a fastening.”

“You carried for years. You knew which questions not to ask.”

He looked toward the river where the barge had disappeared. Fear came naked and sharp off him now, with no lie under it.

“I’m paid to carry, not fight,” he said. “Take the panniers. Take the mule. I’ll tell you the route. I don’t work for men who put a cord around my throat.”

“Where does the freight go?”

“North from this landing. Barge to the capital. Gilder’s Bench keeps a private quay under the silver stag.” His fingers touched the rope burn. “Every eighth day for four years. College coin at the Antler, river coin here, and I thought the difference was funny until tonight.”

True.

“Where do the southbound panniers come from?”

“Caldmoor. Tally-clerk’s cart through the south gate.”

True again.

I looked at the exchanged pair on the mule. “And those?”

His gaze dropped. Cold tallow sharpened beneath his wet wool.

“I don’t know what’s in them.”

“You do,” I said. “The lie rose before the sentence ended.”

The courier rubbed the edge of his cuff between two fingers, then looked at the three men bound beneath the awning.

“Samples,” he said. “That’s the word they use. Pens samples for the Bench. I never opened one. I heard enough through walls to know.”

Ryska’s hands closed. Piri put one palm against the mule’s pannier and listened as though a bag of hair might carry a pulse.

“Open them,” the courier said. “If I’m going to lose the road, I want to know what I carried on it.”



The first pair were what I expected. Horn ivory packed in straw. Two small casks of gland-oil with the cooper’s mark I had broken at Hallow Ford.

The northbound pair took the top of my head off.

They held linen sample-bags packed around with quicklime, forty or fifty, each the size of my fist, each tied with cord.

I cut the first open beneath the awning while rain drummed on the lime shed.

Cream-white hair, six inches long, cut with a knife and tied at one end. A curled horn-scraping lay beside it, old ivory in color. The linen tag carried no name.

Row 9. Grade E. Nubs filed.

Piri read over my shoulder. Her ears folded shut against her skull.

“What is it?” Ryska asked.

I opened another.

Sand-brown hair. A gray-brown flight feather cut across the quill.

Row 4. Grade D. Wing-clip 2nd.

Another.

Row 11. Grade C. Cap seams sound.

The courier made a choking noise and sat down hard in the lime dust.

“They’re samples,” I said. “A buyer too distant to travel receives a swatch, judges the quality, and sets his price. Wool, hides, timber.” I placed the row-nine bag carefully on the basket between us. “The Board sends pieces of living women to a man in the capital so he can decide what they’re worth before they’re cut.”

Ryska turned away from the courier before her face could become his punishment. That restraint showed me more than a broken boat-hook had.

The manifests were stitched into the pannier lining under oilskin. Culling-theater paper. Sorrel’s familiar hand. Columns marked SALVAGE. WEIGHT. GRADE. No column for a name. Down the margin: To the Pens, for grading.

Inbound.

I had thought the Pens were merely where the Board put the spent. The manifests exposed the deeper work. Women entered from walls, companies, and failed trials to be held alive, sampled, measured, priced, and cut. The stockyard served as the trade’s grading floor.

At the top of every outbound page stood a silver stag over an arched bridge.

I turned the mark beneath the lantern and followed the proud left edge of the bridge die with my thumb.

Two appearances along one route required a third.

I folded the sheets into my satchel and returned every sample to the pannier. We took all of it.

The courier gave me the barge’s winter timings, the quay signal, and the names of two Antler guards who collected College coin. His information did not make him innocent. It made him useful, frightened, and alive enough to choose differently.

“Walk south,” I told him. “Do not take the Antler road. Follow the old sheep track until daylight and find Weller’s east-company patrol. Tell them Doc Boone sent you with a throat injury and information for Captain Weller only.”

“They’ll arrest me.”

“Yes. They’ll also keep Ollick from finishing the cord.”

He considered the three bound guards, then nodded.

Ryska watched him go down the sheep track. “You trust him?”

“I trust the rope marks and his fear. Weller can decide the rest.”

Piri tightened the mule’s pannier straps. “We let the exchange complete, lost the barge, gained its landing, its timing, and a witness.”

“And the freight,” Ryska said.

“And the freight.”

The courier line had turned on its own man. He walked south toward a captain with the route in his mouth while we took the freight north.



The return ride began in rain with two pairs of captured panniers, one limping mule, and no bound bodies to explain at Caldmoor’s gate.

We took the ridge road home with the samples, four manifests, and the lime landing’s route fixed on Piri’s map. Mattick would hear by morning that his courier had walked south alive. He would understand why we had left by separate doors.

The return took the rest of the night. Piri refused the saddle-bow even when fatigue made her weave. She rode with one ear turned toward the river, stopping us twice to mark the barge’s fading pole-strikes against bends in the ridge road. By the second stop she had worked out three places a new signal lamp could hide if the landing shifted north.

“They’ll change the eighth-day signal,” she said, pressing a charcoal cross beside the old lime cut. “But they won’t change the river. Give me one clear night on the east tower and I’ll hear which landing inherits the freight.”

Ryska steadied the back of Piri’s coat as she remounted. “How long have they sent pieces of us up this road?”

“This courier ran four years. The Cull has run nineteen.”

Her jaw set. “I salute men who price my teeth.”

“They put numbers on the tags because names would spoil a man’s lunch. The trade runs on people refusing to know what they already know.”

“And you can’t refuse,” she said. “Your nose never lets you.”

“No.”

She rode ahead before I could answer what that cost.



Sergeant Tomas Reik was on the sally port at dawn, which he was not rostered for, and which meant he had swapped for it.

He is a slab of a man in his thirties with a gap in his teeth and a forearm that will be shiny and pink for the rest of his life because I opened it up on a wall in the dark and took a burrower’s venom out of it against orders. Repeated tellings had added a lightning storm and, according to one stall-keeper, a speech.

He took my horse’s head without being asked.

“Doc.”

“Sergeant.”

“You’ve been on circuit,” said Reik.

“I’ve been on circuit.”

“That’s what I’ve been telling people,” he said, “for three days, at some length, and I want you to know I have been extremely boring about it.” He looked past me at the horses, the loaded mule, and the wolfkin in a hired blade’s leathers with her hood up. His face did not change. “Come off. Walk with me to the arch.”

We walked to the arch.

“There’s two men in the lower town,” said Reik. “They’ve been in the Broken Wheel for four nights buying drinks for anybody who’ll sit down, and they’re asking about the ford.”

“Ollick’s.”

“River boots and a lot of pomade on the one,” said Reik. “I sat on this gate since three to give you the actionable part before anybody else does.” He stopped under the arch and turned around. “They’re not asking about a wolf.”

The gate torch went sideways in the wind.

“They know a wagon burned,” said Reik. “They know a crate came off it. Everybody knows that, it’s a story now, and half the fortress has decided a dire-pack did it, which is convenient and I have been helping.” He scratched the burn on his arm. “But those two aren’t asking about wolves. They sat in that taproom four nights running and what they want to know is who it was that went for the middle crate. In a fire. In the dark. With three to choose from.”

I said nothing.

“They think somebody’s got a nose,” said Reik.

“Do they.”

“That’s the word they’re using, Doc. They have neither name nor face. They have a nose.” His gaze dropped to my forearms, settling on the four-inch cut along the outside of my left one that I had not yet cleaned. “Then this morning, on top of that, the Board’s little dry man was back in your ward at six, before anybody was up. He wasn’t looking in your cupboards this time. He talked to your patients. Asked who sleeps in the infirmary, how many, whether they’d noticed anything about the smell of the place.”

The east was going gray behind the wall.

“Two of them,” I said.

“Two of what?”

“Two hunts,” I said. “One of them’s from below and one of them’s from above, and they’ve both been given the same clue, and it isn’t a wagon, and it isn’t a duel, and it isn’t a grade.”

Reik waited.

“It’s me,” I said.

Reik put his hand on the horse’s neck and looked out at the road for a bit.

“Aye,” he said, comfortably. “That’s what I thought. That’s why I’m on the gate.”



Minna was sitting on my kitchen floor when we came in.

She sat on the stone with both legs stretched before her, boots off. Her satchel lay beside her; her fringe stuck to her forehead above an open jacket. One ear pressed flat to the floor while the other stood straight up.

She had a pencil in her teeth.

She had my ledger open on her knee and there were ten pages in it in her handwriting that had not been there when I left.

“Don’t talk,” she said, around the pencil.

We stopped in our own doorway. All three of us. A wolfkin champion, a fennec scout, and a medic, standing in the dark in a doorway because a bunnykin courier had told us not to talk.

She counted until her claw had made a row of little dents in the tabletop.

The vibration changed. She sat up, took the pencil from her mouth, wrote the new interval, and looked at us.

“You’re back,” she said. “You’re bleeding. Sit down, I’ll do it, don’t argue, Fenn’s got water on.”

“Minna.”

“I’ve been in every building in this fortress in the last four days,” said Minna. She rose with the ledger against her chest. Her voice had lost its brightness and briskness, dropping instead into a courier’s field report. Everyone in the room stopped to listen. “The granary. The stables. The armory. The old drill-hall they keep hay in now. The east tower, the gatehouse, the works yard, the mess, the wall stair, the pump house. Ten floors. My ear went to every one. I dated it, timed it, wrote how sure I was, in my own words, like you said.”

She turned the ledger around and held it up.

“It’s a lane,” said Minna.

“Give me the finding without the fear.”

“Fixed bearing, ordered floor sequence, constant rate.” Her chin rose. Rose climbed her throat with the force of the report. “Every east-side floor hears it closer in turn. The dig holds its direction and works continuously. It had changing shifts until last night. Now the labor never pauses.”

She lowered the ledger.

“It’s aimed,” she said.

Ryska went to the window and looked east.

“How far?” I said.

Minna put her ear back on my kitchen floor.

She stayed there a long time, and nobody in that room breathed, and out in the ward a man coughed, and the stove ticked.

“Closer than yesterday,” said Minna.


Chapter 12: The Red Stamp

I opened one linen sample bag on my surgical table.

Cream-white hair and a horn-nub scraping lay in lime: row nine, holstaur, good condition. Scalp-oil carried warm stone, fresh hay, health, diet, and lost sleep. The other forty bags remained closed in the stolen pannier. One physical sample already proved the method, and I refused to turn forty living women into an afternoon of clinical inventory.

Somewhere north, a buyer would hold this hair to a good window and set a price on the body it came from.

Old Fenn entered at noon with bread and stood in the door and looked at the single open bag.

“Eat,” she said.

“In a minute.”

“Now, medic.”

“Fenn.”

“You have been in this room since dawn,” said Old Fenn, “smelling women out of bags. You will eat the bread, and then you will go on smelling women out of bags, and you will be a better use to them fed.”

She is four foot ten and I do what she says.



Minna came in on the noon round at a run, without the crate she was meant to be carrying.

Both lop ears stood upright. True alarm.

“Clear the works passage,” she said.

The bread dropped onto the table. “What did you hear?”

“A roof taking load it can’t carry. East-side delivery arch, directly over the old drain. There’s a stone cart entering from the yard and six men under it. Thirty heartbeats, perhaps less.”

I moved before she finished.

The works passage crossed the north wing between the yard and infirmary stores, an ordinary barrel vault that had carried heavy carts for a century. At noon it held a mason’s wagon piled with fresh-cut blocks, two draft horses, four laborers at the wheels, and a foreman walking backward beneath the center arch while shouting at everyone else.

Minna reached the yard door first.

“Stop the team!” she called.

The foreman looked at her courier jacket, saw the old red stamp on the docket at her belt, and smiled with professional patience.

“Round’s closed, rabbit. Use the south door.”

I stepped into the horses’ path and caught the near bridle.

The team reared. The cart stopped with its front wheels one pace short of the arch.

“Move, Boone,” the foreman said. “I’ve got forty hundredweight and no spare axle.”

Minna went down on one knee and pressed her palm to the passage floor. One ear followed. The other aimed at the arch overhead.

The sound reached her through two directions at once. I saw it in the sudden angle of her shoulders.

“Three breaths,” she said. “Everybody out from under it. Now.”

The foreman started to object.

“You heard her,” I said. My voice dropped enough that the nearest laborer let go of the wheel. “Unhitch. Back the team into the yard. Leave the cart where it stands.”

“On whose authority?”

“On the authority of the woman who can hear the roof failing while you’re still arguing beneath it. Move.”

Minna pointed without looking up. “Left horse first. Right trace is holding the wagon’s angle. Cut the left line, then roll the men clear along the wall. Do not pull forward. The drain roof has split beneath the front axle.”

The laborers turned to Minna for the next order and obeyed.

One cut the left trace. Two took the horses backward. The foreman remained under the arch half a second too long, staring at a bunnykin courier kneeling in road dust with one ear to the floor.

Minna’s head snapped up. “Callum.”

I caught the foreman’s coat and dragged him toward the yard.

The floor under the cart dropped.

Not far. Eight inches, then another foot, stone folding into the old drain with a grinding crack that drove dust out through every joint in the arch. The wagon’s front axle punched into the gap. Forty hundredweight of cut stone tipped forward and spilled exactly where six men had been standing.

One block struck the passage wall and sheared off its corner. Another broke the foreman’s dropped tally-stick into three pieces.

Nobody died. Nobody even broke a foot.

Every laborer in the works yard saw why.

Minna stood in the dust with both ears upright and anger flooding rose up her throat.

“That roof warned for two weeks. I filed three reports on this passage.”

The foreman looked from the broken tally-stick to the stone occupying the place where his crew had stood. “Tell me what to brace.”

Minna took the surviving half of his tally-stick and drew the failure line directly on the dusty floor. “Shore from the yard side. Unload from the rear until the axle lifts. Foot traffic stays against the north wall, single file. The break may run another twelve feet east.”

She assigned the six laborers herself. One fetched timber, two started unloading, and another chalked CLOSED across both doors. The foreman repeated her orders without alteration.

Then she collected the three ignored warnings from the works office, nailed them beside the closure chalk, and wrote SAVED SIX beneath yesterday’s entry in the same red pencil used to dismiss it. The snapped tally-stick went through the docket’s string.

“Nobody files this under anecdote,” she said.

“Nobody who saw that cart will try.”

Back in the infirmary, she opened my surgical kit, redirected the leftover force into putting every instrument where it belonged, and placed the red emergency cord within reach of either hand.

“This is still a disgrace.”

“So you’ve mentioned.”



She returned at dusk carrying a bedroll topped by a copper kettle, a wicker basket, and enough quilts to hide her head. She navigated my infirmary from memory behind the swaying stack.

I got up.

“Sit down,” said Minna, from behind the quilts.

“What’s this.”

“This is a bedroll, a kettle, four quilts, my winter boots, my good needles, and a jar of honey that is not for you.” She put it all down on the ward floor and blew her fringe out of her eyes. “And I’ve got a list.”

She took a folded paper out of her jacket.

“That storeroom behind the den,” said Minna, “is full of broken splints, a saddle, nine crates of nothing, and about two hundredweight of damp. I have inventoried it. It has a chimney breast running up the back wall, which means it is the warmest room in this building and you are using it to store rot.”

“Minna.”

“I’m taking it,” she said.

She stripped all brightness from the declaration. Quilts crowded her arms, the list stayed raised in one hand, and her ears pinned back above the straining courier’s jacket as she delivered the words like an officer reading a posting.

“There is a rule about billeting,” I said.

“There is.”

“You’d be in breach of it.”

“I have been in breach of it since Tuesday,” said Minna, “because I have been sleeping in the unheated stable loft over the courier line for two years and it is open to every autumn wind, and I have decided to stop, and I have brought a kettle.”

Her fingers tightened on the list, but her chin stayed high.

“You brought more than bedding,” I said. “Tell me why.”

Her chin came up.

“The den needs a heart,” said Minna. “You’ve got a wolf and she guards it, and you’ve got a fox and she watches it, and you’ve got a cook who feeds it, and there is nobody in this building whose job is to make it a home. There is nobody who knows how many blankets there are. There is nobody who knows that your fennec has not eaten since yesterday morning, which she has not, or that your wolf has been sleeping on stone since the spring because she will not use a cot before you do, or that you have not slept a whole night since I met you.”

She took a step forward.

“So it’s mine,” said Minna. “The heart. It’s mine, I’ve decided, and I’m not asking, I’m telling you, because I have spent two years asking people for permission to matter and it has got me a red stamp and a stable loft. I’m twenty-two. You’re twenty-six. I know what I’m doing and I have thought about nothing else for four days.”

A spoon stopped scraping a bowl at cot three. Reik lowered his cards. Every regular cot was occupied, and every patient had stopped pretending to be asleep.

“And the other part,” I said.

Minna’s flush swept back from her collarbones to the tips of her ears, rose and unmistakable.

“The other part,” she said, “is that I have been organizing your shelves for days so that I would have a reason to be in the room, and I would like to stop doing that now, because I am running out of shelves.”

Behind her, at the stove, Old Fenn put a lid on a pot with a great deal of unnecessary noise.

“Take the storeroom,” I said.

“And before you build anything, you need the same truth Ryska and Piri have. The old word for what I am is Molt-Carrier. Your blood is already building toward a molt. If you choose my den, the change will need continuing skin-close contact as it rises.”

Minna’s ears lifted halfway. “A carry. Yours. Chosen and ongoing.”

“Yes.”

She looked toward the storeroom, then back at me. “Good. I prefer knowing what a room is for before I furnish it.”



She worked for two days and assigned me every heavy task. Together we hauled out the rotten crates, mortared the slit that had carried stable-loft wind through her blanket for two winters, and corrected the chimney draft with her ear on the flue while I shifted stone on the roof.

When the lace in my hand cramped around the trowel, Minna took it away and opened my fingers one by one. “You count everyone else. Who counts this?”

“Apparently the courier who stole my storeroom.”

“Good. Then the post is filled. Sit down.”

I almost told her the mortar would set crooked. Her expression suggested she would mortar me into the chimney if I tried, so I sat on an overturned crate while she finished the seam I had started. Letting another pair of hands finish my work felt worse than the cramp.

Rain began while I capped the chimney. That evening we sat shoulder to shoulder against the warmed stone, the copper kettle muttering between us while water ticked down the new mortar.

Minna counted seven gusts against the shutter before I asked, “How many in the loft?”

Her fingers tightened around her cup. “I used to count them until I knew the shape of a whole winter. Twenty-three hard enough to lift the blanket. Nine that shook the ladder. Forty-one steps from the stable door to my mattress.”

“You said you counted gusts so you wouldn’t count footsteps.”

“Gusts always left.” She stared into her tea. One lop ear folded across her cheek, hiding half her face. “Footsteps stopped outside the hatch. Sometimes it was a groom after tack. Sometimes it was a courier who wanted somewhere private to drink. I never knew which until the latch moved, and everyone who came up smiled when they found the mascot awake. As if fear were another charming thing my ears did.”

The cup in my hand gave a small clay complaint. I loosened my grip before it broke.

“Which paper is hers?” Minna asked.

I knew where her gaze had gone without looking. Through the open door, nine contracts hung on my wall. “Fourth from the left.”

“The one with the black cord.”

“I was three marks short when she died in the Pens. Fever after a clipping infection. I’d promised her the last payment by first frost.”

Minna turned fully toward me. “And you keep the paper because you think forgetting to hurt would be the same as forgetting her.”

“I keep it because I failed.”

“Both can be true,” she said. No brightness softened it. “But if you build a room around failing, you’ll sit there while someone living needs the bed.”

I looked at the mortar dust on her cuff, the kettle she had brought before she knew the room would be hers, and the stubborn warmth she had built where I had stored rot.

“I don’t know how to stop at one,” I said.

“Good. I don’t know how to leave a room badly organized.” Her shoulder pressed mine, solid and warm. “You tell me when the sums turn ugly. I will tell you when you’re being an idiot. That’s reliance, not permission.”

I let the quiet sit between us, then put my unopened debt ledger in her lap long enough for her to see its weight. She did not open it. She set her palm on the cover and returned it when I reached for it.

By the second afternoon the room held shared labor, two truths neither of us had made tidy, and sealed walls no winter wind could enter.

Piri went to look and came back with her ears up.

“What is she doing?”

“I’m not allowed to say,” said Piri, and ate my supper.

Ryska went and stood in the doorway on the second evening until her tail gave one puzzled sweep, then came away with an expression I could not read at all.

“Well?” I said.

“She’s building a warren,” said Ryska.

“Is that a problem?”

The wolf thought about it. Genuinely thought about it, standing at my kitchen table with her thumbs in her belt.

“No,” she said, and sounded slightly surprised.



She came and got me on the second night.

I had been at the table with the manifests, sample bags, and ledger since dark. She appeared in the den doorway with her jacket open and her hair loose from its tie. Her fingers brushed once over the new mortar dust on her sleeve.

“Come and look,” she said.

The storeroom had become a nest. Damp, rot, and dead crates were gone. Fresh straw, beeswax, woodsmoke, bread, four quilts, furs, and every cushion in the north wing filled the warm chimney corner.

It had walls and a mouth facing the door, because a rabbit does not build safety she cannot watch. Bread waited on a board, a copper kettle over the fire, and Minna stood in the middle in stocking feet with her hands behind her back.

“Right.” Her brisk voice dropped warm and unsteady. “A warren-nest is a courtship display. If the person enters, they accept. If they don’t, we burn it in spring and never speak of it.”

The caramel ears swept sharply back, rose at their roots, while her powder tail flagged beyond control. She took a breath.

“Callum,” said Minna. “I’m twenty-two years old, I’ve had two lovers and I liked one of them, I am completely sober, and I have built you a home in a broom cupboard.”

She stepped back into the mouth of the nest and sat down in it, in the middle of the furs, and looked up at me with her jacket open and the fire on her.

“Come in,” she said.



I stepped inside.

I stayed on my feet at the nest’s mouth, caught the front of her jacket, and pulled her up against me. Her mouth opened under mine like a door with no lock on it.

A warm, low, greedy murmur rolled out of her and went straight down my spine.

“Yes,” she said, against my mouth. “Yes, yes, that, do that.”

“Quiet.”

“No.”

“Minna.”

“You’ll have to make me,” said Minna, warmly, “and I’ve thought about that too, and I’m going to be very difficult.”

So I laid her back in the furs.

She went flat onto her back, hair spilling, lop ears spread to either side and arms raised above her. I pulled off the jacket and the shirt beneath it. The uniform front’s exhausted losing war ended in about four seconds when I stopped being polite about buttons.

Firelight found her bare from the waist up in the middle of the nest she had built. I stopped to take in the full soft abundance of her, and she held still in the path of my attention.

She is soft everywhere.

Her heavy soft breasts fell to either side when she lay back, rising with each breath. A deep warm shadow lay between them. Fire-heat had tightened her nipples to dark rose while the flush climbed beneath all that softness in a wave.

Her waist drew tight between the heavy sweep of her breasts and hips a man could break his hands on. Thick soft thighs framed them; the powder tail flagged above. Warmth rolled from her skin in the nest’s firelight. She possessed all that softness without apology, and she watched my face while I looked.

“Well?” she said, and her voice cracked on it.

“You’ve been hiding this under a jacket,” I said, “for two years, on a delivery round.”

“It’s a very bad jacket.”

“It’s a criminal jacket,” I said, and put my mouth on her.

She arched off the furs.

I took my time. She had built the room and issued the decree; now she was in my hands, learning what that meant with gratifying speed. I lifted one heavy soft breast until it filled my palm. My mouth closed over the other without hurry. She rose from the furs and stayed arched, hands in my hair, making a low continuous warm noise that had not become words yet.

I put my other hand flat on her belly and held her down.

“Stay.”

“That’s not fair.”

“Stay, Minna.”

She stayed. She lay with spine arched, fists closed in the furs, breath running fast, lop ears trembling against the blankets. I removed her leggings. Plush thighs came free from hip to knee, warm beneath my hands as I opened them.

She was drenched.

Her pussy was swollen and slick and wetness shone along both inner thighs. I eased two fingers up into that heat, and she lifted her hips off the furs to take them deeper.

“How long?” I said.

“What?”

“How long have you been like this?”

“Since I brought the honey-bread,” said Minna, and then she laughed, a wild helpless laugh, and it turned into something else entirely when I pressed my mouth to her.

She came quickly and without shame, thick thighs closing around my head, tail flagging, my name breaking in her warm murmur. Her grip stayed in my hair until the last contraction loosened, then shifted to my shoulders and hauled me up.

“Come here. Come here. I want you in me.”

I came up over her.

“What do you want from me?”

“Now,” said Minna. “Yes. I want you.”

I caught both her wrists above her head, positioned myself at her opening, and took the pace with one long slow push. She stopped being able to talk.

She was tight, slick, and blazing hot. I fed her every inch of my cock in one unhurried drive, stopping only when my hips met the backs of her thighs. Her eyes rolled back. Her mouth fell open on a cry of pure outrage.

“Oh,” she said. “Oh. That’s, you’re, that’s too much.”

“Minna.”

“That’s too much and it’s exactly enough, do not stop.”

I did not stop.

I covered her in the middle of the nest, eyes locked with hers, fire on our bodies and straw yielding to each drive. Those wide soft hips filled my hands. She wrapped her thighs around my waist and locked them. I have been squeezed by a great many things on the Verge; I would back this bunnykin courier against any of them.

She talked the entire time.

Ryska went silent when pleasure stripped her down. Piri filled the room with breathless reconnaissance. Minna talked, low and warm and filthy, right into my ear, her arms around my neck and every want given the shape of a decree.

“That’s it,” she said. “That’s it, that’s it, deeper, I want your cock deeper, I want all of it in me, I want to feel it tomorrow when I’m carrying crates and I want to know exactly why.”

My hands scooped beneath her wide hips and tipped them to the deeper angle.

She wailed.

“Like that. Oh, like that. Harder. I can take it. I built this nest for exactly this.”

“Look at me.”

Her hazel gaze snapped to mine, blown nearly black, wet, and smiling.

“Fill me up,” said Minna.

Everything in me went white.

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

“I want you to fill me,” she said, in that warm cracked murmur, right against my mouth, with her thighs locked and her tail flagging and her heels in the small of my back. “I want you to come in me and I want you to keep doing it and I want to be so full of you I can hear it. Tuesday settled it. Fill me up and keep me full.”

I got her knees up.

I folded her knees to her shoulders and pressed her thick thighs wide until her body lay open and firmly held by mine. The new angle put my full weight behind the next stroke. She screamed.

“YES. Yes, that, that’s what I meant, that’s what I’ve been thinking about.”

Nothing of her was hidden and nothing of her was closed. Folded up like that she took every inch of my cock straight down into the deepest part of her, and I felt myself go somewhere in her that made her eyes lose focus, and I stayed there and worked her at that depth until she could not form a consonant.

“There,” she got out. “There, there, oh, right there, that’s mine, that’s mine now.”

Her heavy tits shook with every stroke. Breasts, belly, wide hips: all that softness rolled beneath my weight. The fur under her hips had soaked through with what we made together. Her coming climax reached my nose as hot bread, honest sweat, and the rich warmth of a woman about to break for the second time.

The light kindled beneath my hands on her hips.

Cream-gold. Warm as a lamp, carrying the fire’s red beneath it. The light spread from her wide hips under my hands, traveled up her belly, branched along her ribs, then poured down her thighs in a slow tide. It flooded the nest until every quilt in the room turned gold.

Minna looked down at herself between us and her eyes went enormous.

“Am I doing that?”

“Yes.”

“What is it?”

“Your first stage,” I said, and drove into her, and she lost the rest of the question. “That’s your molt. That’s what they’ve been holding down under a red stamp. That’s you.”

“It doesn’t hurt.”

“It’s not supposed to.”

“It’s warm,” said Minna, in wonder, and then, “don’t stop, don’t stop, don’t you dare stop, this is making it happen, isn’t it, you are making it happen.”

“It’s happening because you chose it.”

“Then keep going,” she said, pulling me close. “Fill me and keep me full. Bunnykin say it in a nest. I’m asking for your claim, not a cradle.”

I tightened my grip on her hips. “My nest. My woman. My decision when I fill you.”

Her eyes went syrup-dark. “Yes. Yours. Do it.”

I came into her with knees beside her ears, tail flagging, my hands bruising her hips. My cock stayed buried to the root when I let go. She felt every pulse enter her while the soft body seized in one overwhelming wave, from lifted ears to thighs locked around me.

Her lop ears rose.

Both of them. Those soft caramel lop ears had hung past her jaw for twenty-two years: furious, sleeping, or enduring the word mascot. Now they came up, straight and quivering above her head. A low broken sound, almost a laugh, left her while her pussy clamped around me. Long greedy pulls milked me into her and refused to stop.

Thighs locked in the small of my back, ears standing straight, she milked every pulse from me beneath the cream-gold light pouring off her hips. Laughter tangled with sobs. Keep it, keep it in me, keep it. I stayed exactly where I was.



She asked me to stay inside with her ears still upright and her thighs trembling.

“Please. Keep it in me. That’s the point.”

I stayed buried, settled my weight over her, and pinned her wide hips into the furs with both hands. Her attempt to tighten her thighs met one quiet look from me; she opened them again and made a smug little sound, full and pleased beneath me.

I pressed my mouth to her throat.

“Round two,” she said, hopefully, into my hair.

“Give it a minute.”

“I’ve counted your heartbeat. You’re at ninety-four. You can go again at eighty.”

“You are not,” I said, “going to run this den on my pulse.”

“I am absolutely going to run this den on your pulse,” said Minna.



We went again. I placed her astride me and set each roll of her wide hips until her rhythm broke. Then I rolled her onto her back, settled between her open thighs, and drove deep with measured strokes, her body controlled under my palms and her voice ragged in my ear.

“Again,” she said. “Do it again. Put it in me again. I want all of it, I want you to keep filling me until it doesn’t fit, I want to be so full of you that it’s still there in the morning.”

“You’ll be sore.”

“I’ll be kept,” said Minna, and locked her thick thighs around my waist, clutching both my shoulders as she came and dragged every drop out of me for the second time, ears standing straight up and tail flagging under the quilts.

The gold continued filling the quilts when I checked her wrists, the new bruises at her hips, her pulse, and each full breath. She took water while I confirmed the stage had settled evenly.

Only then did she settle her heavy warmth across my chest in a nest of gold-lit quilts, sticky and spent, thighs still gripping one of mine while her tail gave small satisfied flags. Then she began to count.

Counting is how Minna settles herself. I did not know that yet.

“Sixty-eight,” she said.

“What?”

“Your heart. Sixty-eight.” Her ear was flat on my sternum. “It goes to ninety-six when you’re worried and a hundred and thirty when you’re carrying somebody, and right now it’s sixty-eight, and it’s slow, and I haven’t heard it this slow in all the days I’ve stood next to you.” She patted my chest, twice, like a woman satisfied with a load. “That’s home pace. I’m going to keep it there.”

I looked at the ceiling of a storeroom I had been using for damp.

“Minna.”

“Mm.”

“Your ears went up.”

“They do that,” she said, muffled. “It’s mortifying. They only do it twice: when I’m properly frightened, and when I’m, well.” Her flush came up warm against my ribs. “I can’t fake it. It’s the one thing about me that has never once lied and I have hated it my entire life.”

“Don’t.”

“Don’t what?”

“Don’t hate it,” I said. “It’s the most honest thing in this fortress.”

Minna listened to my heartbeat for six measured breaths, one ear pressed to my sternum.

The seventh count never came. The softness left her body; one ear lifted off my chest and rotated toward the floor. She pushed up on one elbow with her hair in her face and her eyes wide and unfocused.

“Callum,” she said.

“What.”

“Get me the ledger.”



She lay flat on her belly in the mouth of the nest with her ear pressed to the cold stone at the edge of the straw and the ledger open in front of her, naked, glowing faintly gold along the hips, and she counted for ten minutes.

Her pencil moved. She did not look at it.

“Dozens,” she said.

“Give me the count you’d sign.”

“I can’t give you an exact count. I want to and I can’t, so I’ll give you what I have. Write down that I wasn’t sure.” Her eyes fixed on nothing. “Three faces are working. Three digging faces. The strikes aren’t synchronized; they’re rotating. One, two, three. One, two, three. Each face has at least four bodies because I can hear spoil going back faster than fewer workers could move it. More are behind them, carrying. I can’t count those. There are too many.”

“How many can you say?”

“Twelve at the faces,” said Minna. “Fifty behind. Fifty is the number I’ll sign, and the real number is worse.”

“Shifts?”

“They changed twice while you were at the Antler and they haven’t changed since. They’re not resting.” Her ear flattened harder to the stone. “They’re working straight through. And there’s something else and I don’t like it.”

“What changes?”

“They stop,” said Minna. “All three faces. At the same time. For about a minute. And then they start again.”

I sat down on the floor of that storeroom with a pen in my hand.

“Together,” I said.

“Together,” said Minna. “All three. And they can’t see each other, Callum, they’re forty feet apart in solid rock, and they stop together.”

Minna’s pencil rested above the page while the fire ticked twice. Her powder tail had gone completely motionless.

“Write it down,” I said. “Date it. Time it. Say you’re sure.”

“I’m sure.”

“Then say so,” I said, “and sign it, because a competent man is going to read that page in a week and he is going to have to decide whether to believe a bunnykin.”

Minna signed it. The certainty spent, she lowered her head to my leg in the mouth of her nest, the ledger remaining open under her hand and the gold going slowly out of her hips.

“I heard it in the mess, once,” she said, in a small voice entirely unlike any voice I have heard her use before or since.

“Three of them at the officers’ table. They were laughing about the rabbit who puts her ear on the floor.”

I settled my hand on the back of her neck.

“They will never laugh about it again,” I said, “as long as I live.”

Both lop ears lifted halfway and held.



Bunnykin molts run shallow and slow. Early stages rise over days or weeks; the final crossing may take years. Minna called herself my cheapest carry until she saw the new lace at my wrists. My sleep schedule became her property that same night.



At supper, Fenn disapproved of everything while Minna ran the table. Ryska ate double and stole meat only from my plate. Piri stole from Ryska’s, testing the old privilege.

“Wolf. Bread,” Minna ordered.

Ryska stared at her, then ate the bread.

Piri put her face in her hands.



The quilt dispute started at midnight when Minna found Ryska on the floor.

“You have been sleeping on stone since spring. Take the quilt.”

“Rabbit, I have killed things bigger than this building.”

“Then you’ll kill the next one with a warm back. The quilt is storm-gray. Refuse and the fox gets it.”

Ryska’s stare held while Minna shook out the wool and waited, conversational and immovable. I stayed in the kitchen, safely outside a battle no medic could improve.

In the morning the quilt covered Ryska, one hand fisted in it. She never returned it.



The exhibition was on market day.

They hold it in the great yard, under the colonnade, which is the same place they read the grades, and it is the one thing at Caldmoor War College that I have never been able to make myself walk past without stopping, and I have tried.

Its respectability made it worse: clean linen, appraisers’ glasses, horn by cross-section, feather by span, silk on rods, gland-oil in sealed casks. Rancid orange blossom sat beneath market smoke while a fur-collared buyer tapped horn for its tone.

I stood on the colonnade steps with the pack and I slid my hands into my pockets and I listened to the auctioneer.

“Lot thirty-nine. Horn, six pieces, matched, filed nubs, row four. Sample dispatched. We open at ten.”

“Lot forty. Feather, flights, mature. Row four. Sample dispatched.”

“Lot forty-one. Horn scrap, filed nubs, exceptional density, row nine. Sample dispatched, and I am told the sample has been very well received.”

Ryska moved.

She did not move far. She moved perhaps four inches, and it was the four inches that a wolf takes before she takes the rest of them, and her weight went forward onto the balls of her feet, her ear-tips aimed at the auctioneer, and her hand went to a knife she was not wearing because auxiliaries do not carry blades in the yard on market day.

“Champion,” I said.

I did not raise my voice. I never raise it in that yard.

Ryska stopped.

She stood there beside me with her chest going and her lips off her capped teeth, staring down that colonnade at a man in a fur collar tapping somebody’s horn to hear the tone.

“Row nine,” she said.

“Her sample is on my table.”

“That’s a person.”

“Her hair’s cream-white,” I said, “and she’s a holstaur in good condition, with her horn nubs filed flat. She’s been in a stockyard under our feet for at least four years, and I have her sample in a bag on my table because I stole it off a courier’s mule.”

Ryska turned her head and looked at me.

“You know her?”

“I know her hair. I know her horn nubs, her row, and her grade. I know she is going to be sold in pieces to a counting-house in the capital. I do not know her name.”

The auctioneer got twelve for lot forty-one.

Somebody clapped.



Dreyer was on the steps at the far end.

He had come to look at the fair as a commandant looks at a fair, two adjutants behind him, hands clasped at his back. At the horn table he stopped, picked up one piece, replaced it. Something he said made the broker laugh.

He came along the colonnade, paused for a stall-keeper’s boy, and surveyed the immaculate tables like a farmer regarding a field brought in before rain. When his survey reached me, he inclined his head.

I returned the gesture.

Two men nodded across a market. He went up the steps with his adjutants while gland-oil sat in my throat and I made a promise I will not write down.

Beside me, Minna had gone completely still.

Both ears had lifted halfway and pointed, and her hazel eyes had stopped inventorying the colonnade and fixed unfocused on the middle distance in a way I would come to know very well. She was not looking at Dreyer at all. She was looking at the flagstones between his boots and hers.

“Ten paces,” she said.

“What?”

“I had him at ten paces. I could hear his heart.” She turned around. Her face had gone the color of paper. “It’s slow, Callum. It never moved. It didn’t move when he touched the horn, and it didn’t move when the broker laughed, and it did not move one beat when he looked at you, and I have listened to four hundred men lie to me on a delivery round and they all sound the same and he doesn’t.”

She swallowed.

“He isn’t pretending,” said Minna. “He means every word of it. He thinks he’s doing a kindness.”



Sorrel’s counting room is under the south bastion and smells of ink, mice, and thirty years of fear sweated into a profitable career.

He greeted me with the pleasure he always showed a reliable source of coin.

“Medic!” he said. “The autumn accounts are a joy, an absolute joy, I was saying to my clerk only this morning, there is one man in this fortress who pays his installments, and he is not an officer.”

I spread the manifests across his table.

Four sheets. Culling-theater paper. Ruled columns, a clerk’s copperplate, SALVAGE, WEIGHT, GRADE, and To the Pens, for grading down the margin, and at the bottom of the last one, in red wax, pressed with a die he keeps on a chain around his neck:

His seal.

Boots crossed the passage outside his counting room. Through the narrow window I saw two salvage guards rolling an empty iron-banded collection crate toward the south stair. Fresh silver-stag paint shone on its side, and one guard carried the same numbered sample tags we had taken from the courier. The trade had come to collect living stock while Sorrel’s mark still sat on the route.

Sorrel saw the crate too. Its wheels struck the threshold outside, and the fear left abstraction behind.

He stopped talking.

It is a rare thing. I have known him six years and I have heard him stop talking twice, and this was the second one.

He squared the papers on his table once, then again. The edges refused to make the contents orderly. He lowered himself into his chair and became, all at once, a very old fat man in a good coat in a cold room. I watched every drop of blood go out of his face.

His fear broke loose like a bucket overturned.

Cold tallow. Wet, sour, floods of it, the honest reek of a man who is looking at his own death on a table and has already worked out the arithmetic.

“That’s a forgery,” he said.

“No, it isn’t.”

“Forgery, Medic Boone. I want it out of my office.”

“Master Quartermain,” I said, “I have been buying contracts off you for six years and I have watched you seal every one of them, and I could pick your die out of a thousand in the dark. There is no fear-smell in a forgery. It doesn’t have one.” My fingertip settled on the wax. “There’s a great deal of it in you.”

He sat there with his hands on his knees.

“They’ll kill me,” he said, simply.

“Yes,” I said. “If those sheets go to the Board with your seal on them, they will hang you inside a fortnight and they will do it for theft, and the man who signs the order will be very sorry about it.”

“You have not come here to hang me.”

“No.”

“What,” said Sorrel, “do you want?”

I pulled the other chair out and sat down across the table from him, which I had never once done, and braced my rolled-sleeve forearms on his table. His attention dropped to the lace.

The crate rolled past toward the Pens.

“When does the next collection enter the rows?” I asked.

“Thursday. First light. The guards open three rows at once while I count heads. Works-yard hands move feed and crates because nobody else wants the duty.”

“Then two extra hands walk in with the feed cart,” I said. “You keep the guards watching that silver-stag crate instead of our faces.”

Sorrel’s eyes came up. His fear said he understood what would happen if the trade discovered which clerk had opened the way.

Sorrel sat back, his fear undiminished. It would hold him better than purchased loyalty.

“Thursday,” said Sorrel. “First light. Bring a strong stomach.”



The den table, that night, with the lamp down and the ledger open and four heads over it.

“Thursday,” I said. “First light. Two tally-clerks. Me and the ears.”

Piri’s ears came straight up.

Ryska put both hands flat on my table.

“No,” she said.

“Champion.”

“Take me.”

“You are the most recognizable woman in this fortress,” I said, “and there are ten guards on that gate who have watched you fight, and I am not walking the champion of Caldmoor into a stockyard full of the Board’s stock after two rungs of their lane came off in my hands.”

Ryska stood there with both ears locked toward the south stair, her jaw set and the scar white on it. Her claws flexed once against her palms, and she did not argue, which was worse.

“Then bring me back a name,” she said.

She went out into the yard and I heard her start running the palisade in the dark.


Chapter 13: A Small Sound

I ground the cold-iron chisel for six nights because Ryska’s jaw was growing and the caps were not.

A cap is a sleeved tooth fixed by two barbs. I had to wait until changing bone loosened the prison, then lift each barb along its entry path. Too early, and the chisel took living jaw with it.

The sweet green smell of bone under strain strengthened every time she spoke.

“Six days,” I told her over breakfast. “Maybe five. Your third stage will break the seams. When it does, there will be blood, and I need you away from the great yard.”

“Take them before.”

“No. Before the break, the bone continues to own the barbs. Afterward, I lift instead of cut.”

Her fingers drummed once against the table in disgust. “So I wait.”

“Somewhere private. Then you come straight to my table.”



She was somewhere else for four days.

She ran the palisade at dawn, drilled recruits nobody had assigned her, ate double at every meal, and slept in the den with her back against the door. The great yard did not see her once. When the Board’s clerk brought the trial-day roster around, she stood on the east wall with Weller’s company, documented, witnessed, and out of reach.

On the fifth morning she was sparring in the lower yard with a wall-man named Corrig, who is a good spear and a bad loser, and she had him on the sand for the third time in a row, and she laughed.

It was a short bark of triumph, cut off almost as soon as it escaped, more breath than laughter.

That laugh broke her cap seams.



I was forty yards away with my back to it, splinting a cadet’s wrist, and I heard the sound.

It was a small sound. It was two small sounds, one after the other, very close, the noise of a green stick bent past its patience, and every person in that yard heard it and not one of them knew what it was.

I knew what it was before I turned around.

Ryska held the center of the sand with her hands at her sides, her mouth closed, and her eyes very wide. Dark blood slipped steadily between her lips and ran down her chin.

“Champion’s cut her mouth,” somebody said.

“She’s bitten her tongue.”

“Wolf’s bit her tongue, look at her.”

Corrig was getting up off the sand and laughing about it.

I walked. There were maybe seventy people in the lower yard and about a hundred more on the wall stair above it, and a man who runs is a man who has told everybody something is wrong.

I walked across that yard with the splint in my hand.

“Champion,” I said, at conversational volume, “you’ve split a tooth. That’s a two-minute job and it is not going to be interesting.”

Ryska looked at me over the blood.

Her eyes were watering. Her ears folded tight against her hair. Her tail was rigid and her hands were shaking, and she held her jaw shut by sheer trained will, and she was not making a sound.

“Walk with me,” I said.

She walked with me.

She crossed her own drill yard with chin high, mouth full of blood, and hands clenched. Sixty men watched without understanding. She neither staggered nor made a sound, though I have seen soldiers carried off that sand for less.

At the gate of the yard Piri fell into step on her left without a word, and Minna came around the corner of the store-hut on her right with a courier’s satchel over her shoulder, which she had been carrying for four days, and which had my tools in it.

“How did you know,” I said.

“I heard it from the granary,” said Minna.

“I heard it from the roof,” said Piri, “which is farther.”

“Height gave you an unobstructed path. Distance favors the granary, and you are going to confuse the two all week.”

“It is farther and I am going to say it all year,” said Piri, and got the infirmary door open with her shoulder.



I settled her on the surgical table beneath the north window, where cold light fell without shadow. A lamp and the jointed mirror covered the remaining angles. I arranged my tools on boiled linen in the order my hands would need them, then washed.

She lay there with her head turned and blood running out of the corner of her mouth into a bowl and watched me wash my hands.

“You’re taking your time,” she said. It came out thick.

“Yes.”

“There’s blood in my mouth, stitch-boy.”

“There is,” I said, “and there is going to be more of it, and the amount of it is not going to change because I hurried, and the only thing that is going to change if I hurry is my hands. Open.”

She opened her mouth.



Here is what a fang-cap looks like from the inside when it has failed.

The sleeve remained on the tooth. Both sleeves did, upper left and upper right, dull gray-black iron the color of a rain-cloud, sitting where a wolfkin’s canines belong. But the tooth underneath had grown. It had grown up and out and thickened at the root, the growth denied her at nineteen because they had put a lid on it.

And the iron had not moved.

So the tooth had split the sleeve.

Both sleeves had cracked lengthwise up the outer wall, and the new tooth was standing out through the crack, white and wet and enormous, and every time she closed her mouth the broken edge of the sleeve was cutting into the gum.

There was a quarter-inch of bright new fang standing out of a torn iron sheath in the mouth of the finest duelist on this frontier, bright with her own blood.

I counted three beats of blood against the torn sheath before I trusted my hands.

“Doc,” said Ryska.

“I’m here.”

“Your hands have gone still.”

“They do that,” I said.

I picked up the probe.



It took ninety minutes.

With my forearm braced on the table, I lifted each barb in eighth-inch increments and listened through the chisel. Hard bone rang. Soft bone hummed. Live nerve warned through the tool; twice, I touched it.

Ryska arched once, eyes streaming, but kept her jaw open.

“Make noise if you need it,” I said.

“You’ll think it means stop. I don’t want stop. Get on with it.”

“A noise is not stop. The word stop is stop.”

She gripped my shirt and nodded.

The first cap came out in three pieces at the fifty-minute mark, each dead clack against porcelain proof that the iron no longer belonged to her.

Ryska’s eyes rolled toward the tray.

“Don’t move,” I said. “One more.”

The second took forty minutes and fought me throughout. Its barb had turned in the bone. A turned barb must leave along the same curve it entered, and finding that curve meant working the iron through living tissue. I had to hurt her. She lay still and let me.

The second cap went light in my fingers. I lifted it from Ryska’s mouth and put it in the tray. Blood came for thirty seconds, then stopped.

With the iron gone, the light came up.



I settled both hands on her jaw, one on either side, palms flat.

Storm-gray light kindled beneath both palms, tracing into the raw sockets, following the mandible, illuminating the underside of her face like a lamp beneath paper. It entered my palms and climbed my wrists into the lace. The silver branches answered until my forearms shone gray in the cold north light of my surgery, frost taking a window.

“Callum,” said Ryska.

A new chest resonance rolled beneath her voice and vibrated through the surgical table into my wrists. Her remaking jaw gave the sound room it had never possessed.

“Don’t talk,” I said. “Feel it.”

“I can feel it.”

“What does it feel like?”

“Warm,” said Ryska. “It feels warm, Doc, it’s not, it doesn’t hurt, it’s, oh.”

She started to shake with a release I recognized by contrast: pain emptied her face, while this broke it open. She lay on my surgical table with her hands closed around my wrists, jaw cradled in my palms, while storm-gray light ran from her mouth beneath my hands and into my arms. She shook like a woman who had held a door shut for two years and had finally been told she could let go.

The bone moved under my fingers. I felt it, and I do not care how impossible it sounds: I had my hands on a woman’s jaw and felt the bone come back.

An hour later she sat up, touched her remade teeth, and smiled whole after two years of caps. White, long, curved beyond any human tooth, they explained in one visceral second why frightened men had spent nineteen years hiding them.

Ryska sat on my surgical table with blood on her chin and molt-light dying in her jaw and grinned at me with all of it.

“Say something,” she said.

I could not, for a second.

“Stitch-boy,” said Ryska. “Say something.”

“You’ll want to eat,” I said. “The bone’s hungry.”

She laughed at me.

She threw her head back on my table and laughed out loud, fangs bared at the ceiling. Piri came around the door frame at a dead run, certain something had gone wrong. She stopped at the sight and covered her mouth with both hands.



STAGE 3.

I wrote it in the ledger that afternoon, in the column I keep, and I dated it.

Ryska. Stage three. Fangs freed. Cold-iron out, both sides, total. Jaw remade in one hour under carry-contact. Molt-light: storm-gray, jaw and mandible, full body flush during the stage surge.

Senses: hearing now past pack-range. She heard Fenn drop a spoon in the kitchen from the far end of the ward with two doors shut.

Strength: unmeasured. She put my table against the wall with one hand while getting off it and did not notice.

Note. The caps came out with two years of her jaw around them. Live nerve arched her once; she held her head and jaw motionless through it. I have never worked on a body with that much control. I do not think pain will ever choose her movement for her again.

And underneath, because I am honest in that ledger if I am nowhere else:

My arms are worse. The lace has gone to both elbows. It advanced while my hands were on her jaw and I watched it happen in the mirror and did not stop.



The first S-track whisper reached the stalls before noon.

Ryska crossed the yard with her jaw uncovered and smiled once at Corrig. Gerty saw the freed fangs from her counter, lowered her chalk, and wrote a single S beside the champion’s odds with a question mark after it. Two wall-men copied the letter onto their own betting slips. By the time Ryska reached the colonnade, “S-track” had passed through three company lines and one cadet queue.

The Board clerk heard it. He rubbed at an empty place beneath her A as though chalk already stained it. There was no S on the slate, but the garrison had begun reserving the space.

The broker’s pavilion went up on the market side of the yard that afternoon, beside three empty silver-stag crates and a velvet roll of extraction tools.

It is a striped canvas thing furnished with a table, two chairs, and a brazier. They raise it whenever a buyer from the capital enters the fortress. I had watched it go up nine times in six years; before that afternoon, I always kept away.

South wind brought clove pomade from the pavilion, expensive and thick over the dry carrion trace of the trade. I took a satchel and splint and passed as the tired man in gray wool nobody looked at twice.

Sorrel was in the second chair with his ledger on his knee.

The first chair held a man of about forty-five in a fur collar, with a signet on his little finger and a glass on a cord, and he was drinking the College’s wine, and he had a folded paper on the table under his hand.

The buyer had Ryska in his glass.

He tracked her crossing the yard, then opened the velvet tool roll for Sorrel: bone saws, fang clamps, waxed jaw braces, every piece sized for a wolfkin. A workman beside him stenciled RYSKA onto the largest empty crate in silver paint.

“Champion stock,” said the buyer. “The teeth intact. The jaw if your men can keep the hinge clean.”

Sorrel’s voice climbed. “She is alive, graded A, and walking toward us.”

“I can see that.” The buyer turned his glass as Ryska smiled at Corrig with her restored fangs. “Fifty now to the squad that brings her through the theater door. Fifty more when these tools come back used.”

He stacked the coins on the crate lid in full view of two culling guards. One touched the money. The other tested the fang clamp with his thumb.

I stopped under the colonnade arch and checked a boy’s strapping. The physical promise needed no contract: prepared crate, prepared tools, guards paid for immediate access to a living champion.

The buyer took a seal out of his breast pocket, warmed wax at the brazier, and pressed it onto the crate stencil.

The impression showed a stag.

A stag, standing, in silver, over an arched bridge.



I stood in the colonnade with my hand on a boy’s shoulder and finished his strapping.

My invisibility belonged to the work, never my feelings, so the broker remained upright. Ryska was alive in my kitchen with her new teeth, so I finished the boy’s strapping and crossed the yard at an unhurried pace.

I fixed the seal in memory. The die-work on the stag’s shoulder, especially the bridge arch standing a little proud on the left where the die had worn.

I had seen that mark twice now: first on the corner of a manifest in a stable at the Split Antler, then in hot wax on a folded paper in a striped pavilion in my own yard, on a claim against Ryska’s living body while she slept in my den.

In the trade, two appearances of one seal along the same route demanded a third.



Reik came at dusk with two wall-men and stood in my doorway with his cap in his hands.

“Doc.”

“Sergeant.”

“This is Ostry and this is Cobb,” said Reik. “Ostry’s Fifth Company, Cobb’s Second. They’re all right. I’ve known Cobb twelve years and he’s a liar about fish and nothing else.”

The two of them stood in my ward looking at everything but me.

“Sergeant,” I said. “It’s late, and I’ve had a day.”

“Aye,” said Reik. “You’ve had a day. Show him, Ostry.”

Ostry was about nineteen. He rolled up his sleeve and offered his forearm. The wound on its inner face was three days old, closed, clean, healthy, stitched by somebody competent.

“That’s a good stitch,” I said.

“It is a good stitch,” said Reik. “The chirurgeon’s boy did that on Tuesday and it is a very good stitch, and there is nothing wrong with that arm at all, and I have brought him here anyway, and I want you to smell it.”

Cobb stopped worrying the brim of his cap. Ostry drew his injured arm closer while every occupied cot turned toward us.

I held Reik’s gaze until his folded arms tightened across his chest. He had wagered the boy’s trust on my nose. I drew Ostry’s arm beneath the lamp, lowered my face an inch above the stitch line, and breathed.

Beeswax. Boiled linen. Healthy blood. Young skin. Soap.

Under the wax, faint and cold in a healing wound, lay the crushed-beetle-shell bite of burrower venom, three days old and pooled along the ulna. Left alone, it would take the arm at the elbow.

I lowered his arm.

“Sit him on the table,” I said.

Reik did not move. He stood there with his cap in his hands, every line of his gap-toothed face locked in place.

“How bad.”

“He’ll keep the arm,” I said, “because you brought him tonight instead of Friday. Sit him on the table.”

Ostry sat on my table. I opened the excellent stitch and removed the wound no instrument had found. Cobb went white and sat down. Reik watched every cut with folded arms.

At the end of it he put his cap back on.

“There’s four more,” he said. “This week. Men the theater’s passed and their mates aren’t happy about. I’ll bring them at night and I’ll bring them one at a time, and I’ll tell them it’s for the nose.”

“Reik.”

“For the nose,” said Reik, “and not for the Board, and every man that walks in this door knows the difference, and I have made sure of it personally.” On his way out, he put his hand on the door frame, a habit all of them had acquired, which I have asked them to stop doing and which they will not stop doing. “You want to know what they call it on the wall?”

“No.”

“Aye,” said Reik, comfortably. “That’s what I told them you’d say.”



The west-range bathhouse is barrel-vaulted black stone around a hot-spring cistern, with a worn iron rail and four torches whose reflections move across the ceiling.

It is closed to auxiliaries after the ninth hour. That is a standing order, and it is written on a board by the door, and the reason for it is that in the fourth year of the College an orc and a cadet had an argument in the water and the cadet came second.

Ryska has never once obeyed that order in her life.

I went down at midnight to soak my hands. Ninety minutes inside a woman’s jaw had finished them for the day, and the lace had reached both elbows that morning and ached deep in the bone with an old break’s sensitivity to wet weather.

I passed through the arch with a lamp and a towel and she came off the wall beside the door and put me against the stone.

Both hands flat on my chest. One step. Not hard. Just absolutely certain, as she moves when she has decided, and the stone was warm against my back, and the steam was rolling off the water behind her, and her hair was down and wet from the shoulders.

“You,” said Ryska, “have been avoiding me all day.”

“I’ve been working.”

“You have been avoiding me.” She had her face six inches from mine, her tail moving behind her in the lamplight. Steam flushed her bare arms; the soaked undershirt had given up any pretense of doing its job. “You took two pieces of iron out of my head this morning. You put your hands on my face and you gave me back my own teeth and then you went and rolled bandages.”

“There were bandages.”

“There are always bandages, stitch-boy.” She got a fistful of my shirt. “Do you know what I have been doing today?”

“Eating.”

“I have been eating,” she agreed, “and running, and I put Corrig on the sand four more times because I am not a kind woman, and I have been walking around this fortress with my mouth shut so that I do not smile at anybody, and do you know why?”

“Tell me.”

“Because it isn’t theirs,” said Ryska.

Her voice had dropped. The new resonance was in it, under everything.

“They watched me for two years,” she said. “Every trial. Every parade. They watched a wolf with her mouth full of iron and they loved it, they loved it, they cheered me and they bet on me and not one of them ever once looked at my face and thought about what was in it. And now I have got it back, the yard and the Board stand can keep their eyes off it. Vorst too.” She pulled me down two inches by the shirt. “Once. One person. Tonight. In the dark, in the water, where nobody can hear it.”

Her ears drew back against the wet fall of her hair.

She turned her head and she pulled her wet hair off the back of her neck with one hand and she bared her nape at me.

Long, and pale, and steaming in the lamplight, with the wet gray hair pulled aside and the pulse going hard under the skin.

The same signal came from a changed woman. She had bared her nape in the den when she chose me with iron still in her mouth. Now, newly whole, she offered that same absolute trust again, and my blood dropped hard and low.

“Say it,” I said.

“I want you to take it,” said Ryska.



I pressed my mouth to her nape and closed my teeth with precisely enough pressure to hold her there. A shapeless wolfkin whine broke loose and her knees stopped being interested in the job. I got my hand into the scruff of her neck, into the thick loose skin there, and closed my fist. The response ran down her spine in a visible shudder: runner’s knees unlocked, tail dropped, and the hard line of her shoulders released into my hold.

“There it is,” I said.

“Shut up.”

“Say it again.”

“Take it,” she said, into the stone.

I stripped off her wet shirt and threw it into a corner. Her long storm-colored body came free. I turned her beneath the torchlight and looked without hurry. She let me, hating how much she wanted to allow it, while her tail betrayed her the entire time.

Runner’s legs, cut and long, braced apart with muscle standing out along the front of each thigh. Narrow hips. That hard flat stomach with the training scar across the point of the left hip. Her small high breasts tightened in the cold air off the vault, nipples peaked hard and dark beneath a flush climbing over her collarbones.

Then her face. Amber eyes with the dark ring, blown wide, locked absolutely on mine. Her mouth stayed open around quick breaths. Behind her lips stood the fangs, white, long, new, enormous.

She saw me look at them.

Her lip rose slowly until both restored fangs stood fully exposed.

Every hair on my arms stood up.

“Careful,” she said.

“Turn around.”

“Callum.”

“Turn around, Ryska, and put your hands on the rail.”

She turned around.

She put her hands on the rail.

And she arched.

She dropped her shoulders and hollowed her back over the wet iron. Black cistern water caught the new white of her fangs while steam beaded along the deep line of her spine; her tail lifted and swept aside on its own, and she held my gaze through the broken reflection.

The water threw torchlight up her spine.

“Well?” said the champion of Caldmoor.



I got my hand in her hair first, and I gathered it, and I wrapped it once around my fist, and I put my other hand flat between her shoulder blades and pushed her down onto the rail.

She went. She went instantly, and she groaned like a door.

And I did not do anything else for about ten seconds, which nearly killed her.

“Doc.”

“Quiet.”

“Doc.”

I pressed two fingers into her with deliberate slowness, feeling the instant her body yielded around them.

She was drenched. She had been drenched since the doorway, since before the doorway, probably since she woke up that morning with a full mouth for the first time in two years, and she was hot and slick and swollen and she made a wretched, broken, furious noise into her own forearms when I curled my fingers and found the place and stayed there.

“Say it.”

“Now.”

“Say all of it.”

“You are going to make me say it, with my hands on this rail, in a bathhouse, at midnight, like a,” she got out. My thumb found the place that swallowed the rest of the sentence and sent it into the water. “Fine. FINE. I want you inside me, I want it now, I want it hard, and I want you to put your teeth back in my shoulder where they were and I want it to still be there at the trial. Is that enough words, stitch-boy, or shall I write it in your ledger?”

“That’ll do,” I said, and put my cock in her.



Her parade posture collapsed on the first stroke. Two years of squared shoulders came off in one shudder as I entered her slowly. Her body gripped, yielded another inch, then opened enough for me to seat myself to the root and hold her there over the steaming cistern.

“Ryska.”

“I hate you.”

“Look at the water.”

She lifted her head.

The cistern lay black and steaming beneath her, still except where droplets disturbed it. Torches behind us made a bad mirror of the surface, giving us back in wobbling pieces: her arms braced on the rail, wet hair hanging, mouth open, and me behind her with her hair in my fist.

She saw her own fangs.

And she came, right there, on nothing, on the sight of her own teeth in a sheet of black water with a man’s hand in her hair.

I felt it happen. She clamped down on me so hard my vision went at the edges, and she threw her head back into my fist and howled, and the vault took it and gave it back, and I do not think there is a word in the language for the noise a wolfkin makes in a stone room when she has got her mouth back.

I waited until she could see herself clearly again before I started to move.



I took her over that rail until her legs shook against mine and the wood had stamped a red line across her hips.

Hard and slow, entirely at the pace I chose. She wanted another rhythm and made the disagreement clear in three dialects, five names, and every backward push of her hips. My hand flattened against her lower back, holding her exactly where I wanted her. I gave her nothing she tried to steal.

Black stone doubled every wet impact and broken breath. Privacy had stopped mattering.

“You want it faster,” I said.

“Yes.”

“Ask.”

“No.”

So I slowed down. I pulled almost all the way out of her and held her there on the very edge of empty, and Ryska made a noise like something dying and slammed her palm flat on the rail.

“Please,” she said to the water, her voice stripped raw. Every muscle in my back tightened.

She yielded her weight to my hands. I rewarded it with the speed I had withheld, driving her onto her toes until she came with fangs bared at her reflection and claws scoring the rail.

Her knees softened under the aftershock. I caught her before they folded and hauled her upright against my chest, one arm across her collarbones and my hand closing around her jaw. Her heels barely touched the floor. Wet hair covered my shoulder; her spine curved back into me while I kept myself buried to the root.

“Look,” I said into her ear.

The cistern returned us in broken torchlit pieces: my hand on her face, her open mouth, the white fangs she had spent all day hiding from the yard.

“That’s what they capped. They never get it again.”

Steady post-stage warmth filled my palm on her sternum. No molt-light rose. Stage three had settled, leaving her own heat and the silver record of its cost along my arm.

“Callum,” she said. The new resonance frayed at the edges. “More.”

I withdrew and turned her before the emptiness had time to become frustration.

Her back met the warm stone column beside the cistern. I caught one runner’s thigh behind the knee and lifted it over my hip, turning her toward me while my other hand remained at her nape. Water shone over the hard plane of her stomach. Her small breasts rose between us with each rough breath.

“Hands on the rail behind you,” I said.

Ryska reached back and found the iron without looking. The position opened her from the front, left her freed mouth inches from mine, and made the familiar bath rail serve a different law. She could brace. She could not set the pace.

I entered her again on one controlled push.

Her head struck the stone softly. The reflection below caught her fangs as her mouth opened around my name.

“Eyes here,” I ordered.

She dragged her gaze off the water and locked it to mine.

I took her standing against the column, one leg held high, hips pinned by my body rather than her wrists. Every thrust lifted her along the warm stone and settled her deeper when I drew her back down. Her claws scraped the rail behind her but stayed open around it.

“Harder,” she said.

“You keep your eyes on me.”

“Yes. Harder, Callum. Let me feel what they failed to take.”

I tightened my hand at her nape and gave her the force she asked for without surrendering a fraction of the rhythm. The cistern answered every impact. Her tail wrapped my calf, holding the position I had chosen without altering it.

I bent her forward until the old mark at the top of her shoulder lay exposed. My teeth found the fading print and closed over it, deeper than before, until the shock ran through her from bared fangs to braced feet and the new bite fixed my claim into skin that no iron touched anymore.

“There,” I said against the fresh mark. “You asked to carry it into the trial.”

“Harder,” she gasped.

I bit once more with lasting force, then drew her upright by the nape and made her meet my eyes again.

The climax gathered visibly in her face. Flush darkened her throat. Her ears flattened, softened, then tipped toward my voice. The champion’s clipped defiance shortened to single broken sounds while her cunt began pulling at me in warning waves.

“Open your mouth,” I said.

She did.

Freed fangs filled the space between us, white, wet, capable of opening my throat. I put my lace-marked forearm beneath her jaw and held it there, offering neither shoulder nor old mark, only the choice she had come to the bathhouse to make.

“Where do you put them?”

Her gaze never left mine. “Where I decide not to hurt you.”

“Show me.”

Ryska turned her face and rested her open mouth over the silver branches at my wrist. The points touched nothing. Her lips closed around my skin while the fangs remained carefully suspended, a weapon held by the woman who owned it.

I drove her over the edge with my hand locked at her nape.

She came around me in deep, violent waves, mouth harmless on my forearm, a true wolfkin cry trapped hot against the lace. Her leg tightened over my hip. The rail groaned beneath her open hands, but she kept her grip below the force that would bend it.

I kept the pace through every convulsion until control left me. Her restraint with those fangs stripped away mine. I buried myself deep and came inside her in long, forceful throbs, her amber stare fixed on mine. Each one broke against the sight of those new fangs held harmless over my skin, gentleness chosen by the very mouth the College had called dangerous.

She held my arm there until the last aftershock passed. Only then did she lift her lips and display the untouched skin between the fangs.

“Mine to use,” she said hoarsely. “Mine not to.”

“Yours,” I agreed.

Her purr began against my wrist. Its low vibration traveled through the iron rail and wrinkled the black water below.



Steam curled around Ryska as she settled into the shallow end, arms spread along the rim and head tipped back. I took the step behind her and began checking what the rail and my hands had left.

Hands first. The wet iron rail had left red pressure lines across both palms and one scraped knuckle. I opened each fist in the lamplight, pressed the wrist pulse, and watched color return cleanly to every fingertip.

“You’re doctoring me,” she said, without opening her eyes.

“Yes.”

“You always do this.”

“Yes.”

Shoulder next. The renewed mark sat dark red over the old wine-colored print, deeper and clean-edged. I washed it, pressed around it for swelling, and found only the honest heat of newly claimed skin.

“You renewed it,” Ryska said.

“You asked to carry it into the trial.”

She touched the fresh bite, then her freed fangs with one thumb. Her low laugh warmed the steam. “Good.”

“What.”

“Nothing.”

“Ryska.”

“I have a mouth,” she said to the ceiling. “Your teeth are in my shoulder. I hurt in nine places, intend to eat an entire pig, and have not felt like this since I was nineteen.” Without looking, she found my wrist and pulled my arm across her wet collarbones, holding it there. “So shut up and let me sit in the water, stitch-boy.”

She traced the lace with one thumb, up my forearm, past the wrist, to the elbow, where it had not been in the spring.

She stopped there.

Her thumb went back over the last inch of it, twice, slowly, then rested on the newest branch. Concern tightened her mouth. She did not raise the argument while her wet head rested against my knee.



Thursday came in the dark and felt two days early.

The den table at three in the morning. One lamp. The four of us.

“Sorrel’s headcount is at first light,” I said. “Four hundred head. Three rows at a time, a clerk to call and a clerk to mark, and he hires his tally-clerks off the works yard for a copper each and nobody looks at their faces.”

“Two clerks,” said Piri.

“Two clerks.”

“Me and you.”

“You and me.”

Minna put the satchel on the table.

It is a courier’s satchel, old and battered, without one detail that says medic. Minna had packed it herself over three days.

“Right,” she said. “Listen to me and don’t interrupt. I have thought about this and you have not. You have been busy pulling iron out of people’s heads.”

She started laying things out.

“Chalk. Tally-boards, two, both worn, both with somebody else’s marks on the back so they look used. A copper each for your palms; a man who has not been paid does not hold his hand right. Bread for a shift that will run past noon. A clerk who does not eat is a clerk somebody remembers.” She put a small stoppered bottle down. “And that.”

“What is it?”

“Lamp-oil, wintergreen, and the cheapest tallow in the works yard,” said Minna, “and you will put it on your hands and your collar before you go down those stairs, and Fenn made it and it stinks like a bad candle, and it is going to sit on top of you like a wet coat.”

I looked at it.

“You want to mask me,” I said.

“You walk into a stockyard full of beast-blooded women smelling like a den,” said Minna, “and every head in four hundred is going to come up and look at you, and one of them is going to say something out loud, and there are guards on that gate.”

Minna stopped packing the satchel. Ryska’s claw rested motionless beside the lamp-oil bottle.

Piri’s ears had flattened tight to her skull.

“She’s right,” said Piri.

“I know she’s right.”

“They’ll smell you coming, Doc. I’d have smelled you coming. From the crate, half dead, in the dark, with my ears taped, I smelled you coming.”

Ryska stood up from the table.

She went to the window with her back to us and stood there with her arms folded, looking at nothing, at the black yard, and her ears pointed toward the yard beyond the glass while her tail hung low.

“Champion,” I said.

“Bring me back a name,” said Ryska.



The south bastion stair goes down from a door in the wall behind the works yard, and it is a good stair, well cut, with a rope along the wall, because they take a great many people down it and they do not want them falling.

The gate at the bottom has two guards and a lamp.

Sorrel waited at the stairhead in his second-best coat with his ledger under one arm and his face the color of paper. His gaze moved from me to the very small person beside me in a works-yard boy’s split cap that she had altered herself, each ear folded by her own hands into a roomy side pocket with one tug-cord releasing both, and a tally-board under her arm. He pinched the bridge of his nose before opening the gate.

“First light,” he said.

I closed my palm around the copper, as a man does when he has been paid and does not trust his pocket.

“After you, Master Quartermain,” I said.

And we went down.


Chapter 14: The Pens

I had smelled the Pens for six years before standing in them. Their scent climbed the south bastion stair on certain winds, catching at boot height and vanishing when I stood straight. I always knew what it was. I had never gone down to see.

A man should be honest about the shape of his own courage. For six years I bought women out from above through Sorrel. The watched rows supplied the practical excuse. My reluctance to see them supplied the rest, and both facts belonged in my ledger.

On Thursday morning I quit purchasing distance and walked down the south bastion stair to see what my coins had allowed me to avoid.



Immaculate order made the sight harder to bear. Chains, filth, and racks would have made an obvious atrocity, something a decent man could burn down and feel absolved afterward. The Pens offered fresh straw, flushed gutters, and careful husbandry in service of harvest.

The place was spotless. Its neatness made every intended use easier to see.

A long, low undercroft ran beneath the south bastion, dry under its stone vaults and warmed by the same hot spring as the bathhouse. Water moved constantly through the center gutter. Trimmed lamps stood every twenty feet, and high slot windows laid bars of gray morning across the floor, enough light for any visitor to admire how well Caldmoor tended its property.

Fresh barley straw lay a foot deep, dry and turned within the last two days. At the far end, a staff woman worked steadily with barrow and fork, topping up bedding that already smelled better than half the enlisted barracks.

Head-high board partitions divided the rows into expensive, well-built stalls. Each had a manger, a trough fed from the flushed channel, and a sloped stone floor that carried waste away. A number had been burned into every post, with a condition slate hanging beside it.

And in each stall there is a woman.



They stood up when we entered.

The movement traveled unevenly down the near rows as the gate closed behind us. Women rose from the straw, put their hands on the partition boards, and looked.

They were unchained, fed, brushed, and dressed in freshly laundered gray shifts. Combs, cups, and folded cloth occupied manger ledges like the last property of tiny countries. They had been kept in good condition against the day.

Every one had been cut.

I read the near row without meaning to, how I read a ward, one body after another, because my nose does not have an off.

A young wolfkin occupied the second stall, her fang-caps intact and their seams sound. Two years of low fever came off her in burnt honey and cedar, carriers I knew as well as my own name. She stood at the board with her ears held back, eyes fixed on me, nostrils working. Recognition arrived by degrees. Her nose found what I was beneath wintergreen and cheap tallow; her mouth opened; her hand went white on the board.

I met her eyes once and moved my head half an inch, side to side.

Not now.

She shut her mouth.

Past her, a harpy, older, her wings strapped down under the shift, the strapping gone gray with age; a lamia farther on, coiled small in the straw with her upper body against the boards, scale gone dull; a woman I could not put a line to at all, tall, six-fingered, with a long jaw and no teeth left in the front of it, sitting very straight and looking at the wall.

Shame smelled sour beneath the straw in some stalls. In others it had burned out. As my masked den-scent moved down the row, women turned from walls, stood, and raised their chins like soldiers sighting relief.

They did not know my face. Their blood knew safety had walked down the stair.



“Clerk,” said Sorrel.

His voice had gone up into its official register, thin and fussy and loud, pitched to carry to the two guards on the gate, and it was the most useful thing he did all morning.

“Clerk, keep up. We are grading rows one through nine this morning, condition and increment, and I will not have it said that Master Quartermain’s headcount ran to noon. You. Boy.” That was Piri. “Boards.”

Piri handed me a board with the dead-eyed slouch of a works-yard hire who is being paid a copper to be shouted at, and I have never been prouder of anyone in my life.

We went down the row.

A grading worked as follows. The Board would prefer that nobody wrote it plainly, because a thing written down is a thing that happened.

Sorrel called the number. I marked the board. And in between, the assessor did his work, and the assessor was a Culling Board undergraduate with a satchel of little tools, and he went into each stall in turn and he measured them.

He measured horn, turned feather to the slot-light, pressed lamia scale, and called grades with a wool-buyer’s empty efficiency. The women stood because stillness made it end faster. I marked forty bodies in an hour without letting my face move.

Row nine was near the end.



Row nine was the distant silhouette the sample had promised: a very tall holstaur hauling a feed cart two rows over, cream-white hair tied back, filed horn nubs pale beneath her fringe. She moved three women’s weight alone while the assessor called numbers from another stall.

I did not approach. A closer look would have drawn the guards. I marked only the locked facts I could establish there: row nine, holstaur, horn nubs filed, alive.

Sorrel called the next number. I walked on.

At the turn between rows nine and ten, the undercroft changed temperature. Hot-spring warmth collected beneath the low vault and carried every body’s scent along the boards: old feather oil, scale-salve, clean straw, iron buried under healed skin. The water channel whispered through its cut stone as if this were a dairy or a prize stable and not a room arranged around women waiting to be harvested.

A deer-kin woman had scratched a calendar into the inner face of her partition where guards could not see it. Twenty-seven rows of seven marks. Beside it, another hand had begun a new count when hers stopped. A clipped harpy used one flightless shoulder to pass a comb through the partition to a young wolfkin whose capped mouth could not hold it easily. Nothing in the gesture asked to be pitied. It was barracks life forced into stalls, soldiers maintaining one another with the tools left to them.

The younger wolfkin straightened after the glass left her face. Her neighbor squeezed two fingers through the gap once, a silent report that she had held. The wolfkin answered with the same pressure, then turned her capped mouth toward the next woman waiting under the lamp.

The assessor called for the wolfkin to face the lamp. She did. Her neighbor kept one hand through the board gap until the measuring glass came away.

I marked the number and condition. The pencil point cut through the paper and scored the tally-board beneath it.



The empty stall was in row seven.

I would not have marked it without counting. I count everything now because a woman taught me to. Row seven held a gap between stall thirty-one and stall thirty-three: one post-number scorched black, one empty nail without a slate, thin gray straw lying stale and undisturbed. The smell coming off that vacancy stopped me dead.

Cold riverstone. Wet slate off a cold hill. Beneath it, pain layered season over season until mortar, floor, and vault breathed it back. Nineteen years had turned one interrupted body into the stall’s permanent weather.

The top board carried three deep coil-gouges, each cut through the College’s careful finish and blackened by the old fire. The scoring continued across the rear wall at a lamia’s body height, then vanished beneath mortar laid over nineteen-year-old scorch. This had not been a stall damaged in some recent temper. The stone itself had healed badly around the escape.

The straw had not been changed in that stall for a long time. No assessor entered with callipers; neither guard at the gate looked its way. I stood before it with a tally-board, a copper, and my heart going hard, understanding that I had found the one place in the Pens the Board feared.

“Move along, clerk,” said Sorrel, very quietly, at my shoulder, and his voice was not fussy at all. “Please. Move along.”

I moved along.



The old clipping passage ran behind the far rows, reached through a feed door whose lower hinge had rusted half through. Piri heard the recount forming at the main gate before Sorrel did.

“Two patrols. Ten minutes if they argue about the count.”

Sorrel looked toward the gate, then shoved the feed key into my palm. “Behind row twelve. The old fitting bays. Nobody uses them now because the new theater has drains.”

We went through while he walked toward the guards and began losing them in arithmetic at full volume.

The passage had once carried women from the stalls to the Cull. Its walls retained the work in physical layers: black filings in the mortar, old feather oil beneath limewash, cold-iron dust settled into cracks no broom had reached. Hooks lined one side at shoulder height. Each hook held a stripped harness, cap frame, or horn brace retired from service but too expensive to discard.

Objects, kept after the bodies attached to them had been forgotten.

Piri released both ears from her split cap. One turned toward Sorrel’s rising complaint; the other tracked the patrol entering row ten.

“Seven minutes.”

I moved down the hooks and breathed.

Most held the sour metal trace of recent work. One harness near the passage end carried nineteen years of old russet feather oil beneath repeated lye washings. Its broad leather back had been cut open around two empty wing sockets. The straps had shaped themselves to a statuesque woman’s shoulders through years of use before somebody hung it here and issued her a replacement.

A brass property tag remained riveted beneath the buckle.

ASTRID. HARPY COURIER LINE. REDWINTER INTAKE. COLLEGE STORES.

A folded intake page had been stitched into the harness lining beneath it, hidden from damp rather than from discovery. The paper cracked when I eased it free. Its first line carried Astrid’s name, age twenty-eight at intake, courier certification, and the words WINGS CLIPPED, MASS ACTION, REDWINTER. Eleven more women shared the same date and intake stamp. The last entry named a lamia brought in with MOLT ACTIVE beside her condition and SUBJECT ESCAPED, UNRESOLVED written across the disposition column.

One page reduced a dozen lives to inventory: names, measurements, removed parts, disposition. The harness held Astrid’s sweat in the leather, two rust-dark blades in its side loops, and the original intake record the College had expected nobody to retrieve.

I closed both hands around the straps and stood there until Piri touched my wrist.

“She wore that?”

“Nineteen years ago.”

The clipping blades shared the crescent bite from the trade’s forge. One still held a russet feather barb beneath its hinge. I wrapped the intake page between waxed tally sheets, removed the property tag and one blade, and left the harness hanging. Astrid’s pain was not a relic for me to carry through the rows on my back.

Two hooks lower hung a restraint brace twisted almost double. Curved for a lamia’s lower spine, it had burst outward around its cold-iron pin. Fire had blackened one side. Three deep gouges crossed the adjacent wall at the same height as the marks in row seven.

The property plate had been hammered until the name vanished, but its intake stamp remained: REDWINTER. Beside it, punched beyond the hammer’s reach: MOLT ACTIVE. SUBJECT ESCAPED.

The empty stall and the ruined brace supplied the history with no clerk required. A lamia had entered this passage mid-molt nineteen years ago, broken cold-iron and stone on her way out, and carried the unfinished pain north.

“Five minutes,” Piri said.

A wheel squealed behind the next partition.

We followed it into the loading bay.

The current season waited there in wood and iron. Four living-cargo crates stood beneath the hoist, air holes drilled at one end, pepper sacks stacked ready beside them. The nearest crate was empty. The second held a blanket, a water cup, and claw marks on the inner face of the lid. The third had cream-white hairs caught in one corner and a numbered tag wired to its handle: ROW 9.

The fourth crate moved.

Barely. One soft impact from within, then motionlessness.

Piri was beside it before I crossed half the floor. Her ear met the pine.

“Woman. Awake. Holding her breath because she heard us.”

I covered one air hole with my palm and breathed. Young wolfkin, cold-iron caps, terror-salt held rigid under pepper. No drug yet. They had packed her for collection before Sorrel’s count began.

“I’m a medic,” I said through the wood. “You stay quiet while the patrol passes. When I tap twice, we take this lid off together.”

A claw touched the other side beneath my hand.

The crate’s destination had been burned directly into the lid with a silver-stag iron:

M. HARROW. GILDER’S BENCH. CAPITAL.

No outbound ledger could have made it plainer. Living woman, prepared freight, named buyer.

I worked the nails with the cold-iron chisel while Piri held the lid against creaks. The wolfkin inside lifted with us. She came out in a gray shift, perhaps thirty, capped, one cheek bruised where the crate wall had taken her. Her row slate hung from her wrist on twine.

“Can you walk?” I asked.

She nodded.

“Feed cellar. Left at the first junction. A badger-kin named Fenn runs the infirmary kitchen. Tell her Doc sent you and stay behind the swinging shelf until dark.”

Her nose worked through the masking tallow on my collar. Recognition hit. Her bruised face opened around it.

“Den,” she whispered.

“Quietly.”

Piri guided her to the narrow feed hatch and listened until her steps cleared the first junction.

Before the wolfkin vanished, she stopped and turned back. “Letha,” she whispered. “If someone asks who walked out.”

“Letha,” I repeated.

The name changed the rescue from moved inventory into a woman the den would have to feed, hide, and eventually restore. Costs followed names. So did loyalty.

We used the remaining minute to damage the loading system without making sabotage obvious. Piri loosened the hoist’s return pawl by half a turn, enough that the next heavy crate would jam beneath the beam rather than drop on anyone. I poured pepper from three sacks into the wet drain, spoiling the masking supply. The odor surged through the passage and drove two distant guards into coughing fits.

On the wall beside the crates, destination irons hung in a rack: lower-town tannery, river rendering, Gilder’s Bench. The silver-stag iron remained hot from branding Letha’s lid. I quenched it in the feed trough. Steam carried burned pine, old hair, and the rancid orange-blossom trace of previous cargo. The metal had marked more than one living crate.

Beneath the hoist lay a row of fitted transport braces. Wolfkin jaw frame, harpy shoulder yoke, lamia coil divider. Species rendered as freight geometry. I memorized each shape because the wagons being built above would use the same hardware, and knowing how a cage holds a body is the first step in opening it without hurting the woman inside.

Piri tested the feed hatch after Letha. “She found Fenn. I can hear the kitchen pan.”

No alarm followed. Fenn had absorbed a capped stranger into the den’s hidden architecture without needing the secret explained.

“Three minutes. Patrol left row eleven. Coming fast.”

I took the silver-stag destination plank from the lid. Piri took the row tag. The other empty crates offered nobody to free. One living shipment had walked out under her own power, and the buyer’s mark was in my hands.

The loading-bay floor jolted beneath us.

A guard had opened the clipping-passage door. Piri seized my sleeve and pulled me behind the hoist. My heel caught the edge of a bronze panel laid face-down as a repair over an old drain. It tipped under my weight, struck stone, and rang through the passage. Stealth ended there.

Green bronze flashed beneath the grime.

“Now,” Piri breathed.

We should have run. Instead I turned the panel.

It took both of us. Four feet by three, old and brutally heavy, cut down from some larger installation and reused where nobody would look beneath it. The face carried the founding script of Caldmoor, article headings cast in bronze. Dirt filled most of the letters. The third heading remained legible because a deep polished hollow beneath it caught the lamp.

THE THIRD ARTICLE. ON THE OFFICE OF THE MOLT-CARRIERS.

Below the heading, every word had been ground out. Tool grooves crossed the bronze in patient overlapping strokes. The person ordered to erase it had spent hours turning law into a shallow shining wound, after which another practical servant had laid the wounded plate face-down over a drain in the passage where the erased office’s patients were cut.

Molt-Carriers. Plural. An office built into Caldmoor before the knives, physically removed and repurposed beneath them.

Piri stared at the heading. “You belonged here.”

“The office did.” My voice came rough. “Somebody cut out what it did and made the plate part of the floor.”

Piri pulled one of the tally sheets from inside her shirt and laid it over the heading. I rubbed the side of her charcoal across the paper while she held it against the metal. The raised letters showed through first, then the edge of the polished hollow beneath them: a crude but legible field rubbing that could be compared against any later fragment.

Boots entered the loading bay.

We turned the plate back face-down together. It settled over the drain with its old scar hidden against stone, exactly as we had found it. Piri folded the rubbing twice and slid it beneath her shirt.

The secret stayed between the two people crouched over it.

The damaged hoist chose that instant to take the load from an empty test crate. Its loosened pawl jumped, the chain ran backward, and the crate slammed sideways into the pepper stack with a crack that brought every guard in the passage at once.

Pepper burst across the loading bay. Men coughed and swore. One called for the missing crate to be checked. Another discovered Letha’s numbered tag hanging from an empty hook and shouted for the row count.

Piri took the feed hatch. I followed with Astrid’s tag, the clipping blade, the buyer’s branded plank, the concealed rubbing, and one fact the Board did not know we possessed: the Carriers had once been an office built into Caldmoor’s founding.

The recount ended early. We emerged from the feed stair behind stacked barley sacks and rejoined Sorrel at the row gate while both patrols converged on the jammed hoist and Letha’s empty freight position. Their alarm belonged to sabotage and missing stock, not to the razored article lying face-down over its drain.

Sorrel saw three guards sprinting for the loading bay and found one useful instinct. He accused the works crew of miscounting pepper sacks at full volume, turning a search into an argument over inventory. Nobody looked at the two tally-clerks leaving beside him.

We entered for information and left with a woman, a buyer’s mark, and a charcoal impression no guard knew existed. The old office remained dark beneath the floor, and its name stayed pack-only.

Only then, with the exit in sight, did I make the mistake my pack knew I would make.

I bought three of them on the way out.

I did not plan to. The truth of my flaw was plain even to me.

The recount had ended, and Sorrel was walking us back up the near row toward the gate, fussing at his ledger, and we passed row six, and the deer-kin woman was standing at her board.

Twenty-eight, hollowed, cropped fawn-brown hair, a culled sprinter’s long-boned build gone lean in the straw. There was nothing wrong with her. I had read her out of a bag nine days before, healthy and hungry and nothing wrong with her at all, and there she was, standing at the board with her hands folded, looking at me.

She did not ask for anything.

Her lack of hope did it. She did not smell of hope and she did not smell of shame. She had gone past both. She stood at the board of a stall in a stockyard and looked at a tally-clerk with the level, incurious calm of a soldier who has decided that whatever is coming is coming and there is no profit in wanting, and she looked at me, and she memorized my face, as you memorize a thing you are not going to see again and want to have anyway.

“Master Quartermain,” I said.

Sorrel stopped.

“Row six,” I said. “And thirty-one and thirty-three, either side of the burned stall. Buy-out. Standard contract, my installments, the terms you and I have used for six years, dated today.”

Sorrel folded the corner of her paper flat with one blunt thumbnail.

He knew what I was. For six years he had taken coin from a poor medic buying culled women one at a time, fully aware no labor calculation explained it. The wind he served blew toward profitable silence, so he asked nothing.

“Three, medic,” he said, very quietly, “three open contracts in total, and something is coming. I do not know what will be left by spring.”

“Date them today,” I said.

“You cannot pay for them.”

“Date them today, Master Quartermain.”

He wrote them in the book.

The deer-kin woman watched him write, and her calm did not change, and as we passed her stall she said one thing, low, not to me, almost to herself, in the voice of a person confirming a fact for the record.

“Yeva,” she said.

I had her name. Before the day ended, I entered it on the contract ledger beside row six.



We climbed into the works yard beneath a risen sun, the cold hard in the air. In front of the guards I paid Sorrel his copper for the tally-work. I was only a works-yard hire walking off shift, dull, unremarkable, nothing. The fortress passed at boot height without looking.

Piri did not speak until the granary blocked the gate’s view. In its lee, she pulled her release cord, took off the split cap, shook out her hair, and let both ears unfold into the open air. She stopped in the lee of the wall and put her back against the cold stone and stood there for a second breathing.

“Doc.”

“I know.”

“There’s an office.”

“I know.”

“They cut an entire office out of the,” she stopped, and pressed the heels of her hands into her own eyes, hard, as she does when she is filing something too big to hold. “There were men like you. It’s in the bones of the College. Article Three. And somebody removed every word beneath the heading, so you’ve been walking around this fortress for six years thinking you’re a mistake.”

“Piri.”

“You’re not a mistake.” She took her hands down. Her eyes were wet and furious and enormous and absolutely clear. “The office was Article Three. Somebody spent a day with a graver making sure nobody could read what it did.”

My palm settled over the top of her head.

She leaned hard into my palm once, then straightened, pocketed her cap, and became a scout again.

“Home,” she said. “Before Ryska comes looking. She’s been on that palisade since we went down, and I could hear her from the clipping passage.”



I told the pack everything at the den table that night, with the lamp down and five pieces of physical evidence laid where the food usually sat: Astrid’s intake page beside her brass property tag and clipping blade, the silver-stag destination plank from the living crate, and the row tag of the wolfkin who had walked free through the feed cellar.

Before I began, Fenn took a covered pot into the ward and shut the kitchen door behind her. She knew we had gone into the Pens and that the den was restoring women. She did not hear the Carrier office named or learn what had been cut from the charter.

I began with Astrid’s clipped harness, its Redwinter tag, and the intake page naming the twelve-woman purge. The living crate branded for M. Harrow at the Gilder’s Bench came next. Then the empty stall, the twisted lamia brace stamped MOLT ACTIVE and SUBJECT ESCAPED, and the matching coil-gouges. Last, because it changed the shape of everything before it, I described the bronze plate beneath our feet: the office, the third article ground smooth.

I delivered it in the stripped-down cadence I use for bad news, from Astrid’s harness through the razored article, without decorating any of it. Ryska, Piri, and Minna listened. At the end, Piri folded the charter rubbing along the same crease three times. Minna closed the evidence list. Ryska put both hands flat on the table, pushed her chair back, and stood.

“How many,” she said.

“How many what.”

“How many do you owe? Right now. Tonight. Give me the number.”

“Ryska.”

“How many, Callum?”

“Three,” I said.

The kitchen went very quiet.

“Fenn’s paid,” I said, “and free, and here. That’s done. But the contracts open on the books tonight, the ones with my installments against them, the ones I am paying off on a medic’s wage: there are three. All from this morning.”

“Three from this morning.”

“Yeva, and two either side of the burned stall.”

Ryska stood there with her fangs just showing, both ears fixed on me with predatory precision. Her anger had cooled to a precise edge aimed entirely at me.

“You went down into that place,” she said, “with a buyer upstairs putting fifty gold on the day of my death, Sorrel warning that something is coming, and a wage that does not cover the three you now owe, and you stood in a row of women you cannot save and you bought three more.”

“Yes.”

“With money you do not have.”

“Yes.”

“Because you cannot walk past one.”

I did not answer. It was not a question, and it was true.

Minna had gone very still at the end of the table. Piri was looking at the grain of the wood. Ryska leaned over my table. The new resonance in her low voice held no heat now; her shoulders had settled into the immovable posture she used before a killing stroke.

“A man who feeds himself to the knives,” she said, “is spending something that is no longer only his.”

The lamp ticked.

“You have a pack now, stitch-boy,” she said. “You did not have one in the spring and you have one now, and you built it, and you do not get to keep spending yourself down to the bone in the dark and telling us in the morning. That stops. Keep rescuing; I would never ask you to abandon them. From tonight onward, you name the cost before you spend yourself and let us stand beside you while you pay it.”

I looked around my own table.

Piri, who had gone into the Pens beside me and copied an erased office while a patrol entered the loading bay. Minna, who had a debt ledger open in her own hand before I had finished speaking. The kitchen door stayed shut, with Fenn beyond it, freed and unleavable, feeding the very argument being had without hearing the secret at its center. And Ryska, standing over me with her teeth back in her head and her hand flat on my table, telling me I no longer owned my life alone. I had given pieces away one carry and one contract at a time until the pack held a share, and now they were calling the debt.

I could not honestly agree to a promise I might break at the next occupied stall.

But I gave Minna the debt ledger.

I took it from the drawer and put six years of installments into her hands: three open contracts against a wage that could not cover them. “Then you keep it,” I said. “You count it. When I do something you didn’t approve, you’ll at least know its price by morning.”

Minna took the ledger.

She held it tight against her chest. Her flush rose while her fingers spread possessively across the cover.

“This is a promotion,” she said thickly, “and I am going to be unbearable about it.”

“I know,” I said.

“And you’re going to hate it.”

“I know.”

Under the table, Ryska’s tail curled once around my ankle. The private pressure tightened until I followed it to her pale eyes, heavy on mine, one ear tipped toward the den. Fury still held her shoulders, but the tell beneath it carried a promise for later: she had counted me among the living and meant to keep me there.



Later I turned Astrid’s brass tag over. Tool scratches crossed the back where someone had tried to pry it from the old harness and stopped. I wrapped it with the clipped feather barb and intake page, then put all three in the shallow desk drawer. The question belonged to Astrid, and I would ask it with the objects in her hands, not a dead clerk’s permission.

Minna took the debt ledger to the nest, and somewhere beyond the wall the coordinated digging continued under the east curtain.


Chapter 15: Scorched Cedar

I meant to be careful. Ryska insists I walked into overdraw with open eyes. I maintain that silence is not winning an argument. Two women were in active molt at once, a load I had never carried. I had spent a night upright in the Pens, cut two caps from a wolfkin’s jaw the morning before, and lived six years in a body paying a Carrier’s tithe without presenting the bill. I knew every item. I made a careful schedule and kept it for two days.

The morning after the Pens, a wall-man came off the east curtain with a burrower quill through the meat of his thigh, and there was arterial in it, and I was on my feet at the surgery table with both hands in the wound before I had thought about anything at all.

Songs give my flaw a heroic pause it does not possess. By the time thought catches up, my hands are already in the wound.

I got the artery. I removed the quill, tied the vessel, packed the leg, and steadied the man’s breathing. He kept the limb. It was good work. I was proud of it when I stood from the table to wash my hands.

And the room went sideways.



Grayness closed from the edges of the room, draining color with the swift pallor of blood leaving a face. The surgery became wet slate, sound dropped to a distant hum, and when I settled my hand on the table to steady myself, I could not feel the wood.

Then my nose caught up with the rest of the collapse.

My own blood. Under my own skin. Scorched cedar, hot and close and wrong, the exact smell I read off a molt at its worst, coming up out of me, out of my own arms, out of the lace, which had gone from an ache to a burn between one breath and the next and was burning livid to both elbows, no farther.

“That’s overdraw,” I said.

I said it aloud in my stripped-down diagnostic register. It was a diagnosis, nobody else there was qualified to make it, and a man should call his own condition while he remains able.

“That’s overdraw,” I said. “Cedar in the blood. Gray field. The lace is burning. I’ve drawn past the reserve and the reserve is the body and there isn’t any more.”

My legs had been withholding their own diagnosis for several seconds. They resigned.



I did not hit the floor. Minna’s exact account confirms it. Unlike Reik’s account of his rescue, hers contains no bear.

Minna heard it.

She was four rooms away in the nest with one ear on the floor from habit. My knees struck the flags. My hand missed the table. Minna heard both. She crossed three rooms and opened the surgery door before the wall-man on my table finished turning his head. She is not a fast woman. She was fast then.

She got under me.

She is five foot four and soft everywhere. She drove one shoulder into my chest, taking my weight against the wall, then shouted a single word at a pitch that goes through stone. Ryska came off the palisade.

Minna supplied the exact account later. My own memory is gray and broken into pieces: a shoulder under my arm, a wolf’s arms lifting me like a rolled blanket, the ceiling of my ward sliding past, and a low, furious voice repeating my name all the way to the den.



I regained awareness in the nest with three faces over me, the fire on my right side, and my sleeves cut off.

They had cut my sleeves off. That was the first thing I understood, lying there, that my shirt was in ribbons and my forearms were bare to the firelight, and the lace was livid on them, angry silver gone the color of a fresh scar, up to both elbows, where every branch ended.

Piri had my wrist in both her small hands and her thumbs on the pulse, one ear locked to my heart while the other tracked my breathing.

“Ninety-one,” she said. “It was a hundred and forty. It’s ninety-one. Say something, Doc, in words, or I am going to do something we will both regret.”

“Ninety-one’s fine,” I said.

My voice came out wrong, thin, and Ryska’s low warning growl at the foot of the nest traveled through the floor.

“It’s not fine,” said Piri. “You went gray and your legs quit and you said scorched cedar about your own blood, which is a thing you say about a molt going bad, and then you fell down, and I want you to tell me, right now, in your medic voice, what is wrong with you and what fixes it, because I will not have you dying of a thing you could have told us how to fix.”

Piri’s thumbs stayed on my pulse. Minna waited beside her with the ledger already open. At the foot of the nest, Ryska shifted her weight forward until the furs bunched beneath her toes, every line of her aimed at the answer.

I did the thing that costs me the most, which is to explain my own body to people who love it more than I do.



“Overdraw,” I said. “Two active carries, the Pens, surgery, and no reserve left. The lace is the gauge. It burned because I kept working after it reached empty.”

“And the fix?” Minna asked.

“Food, water, sleep, and no surge until the scorched-cedar smell leaves my blood.”

“You knew that before you fell,” Ryska said.

“I knew the signs. The reflex that puts my hands into a bleeder sits deeper than conscious choice. That is why I’m useful and why I’m in your nest with my sleeves cut off.”

Ryska, at the foot of the nest, said, very quietly: “And the fix?”

“Rest,” I said. “Food. Water. Time. The reserve builds back if I let it. There is no medicine for it, there is no tonic, there is nothing to cut. There is only stopping, and stopping is the one thing I have never been able to prescribe myself.”

The fire ticked.

“Then we’ll prescribe it,” said Minna.



For the next three days, the pack improvised recovery measures around my worst fault. The deficit remained measurable: my right hand trembled after a minute of sustained grip, and my nose lost faint carriers beyond twenty paces. For the still raid I surrendered the pole to Ryska on the approach, carried half my normal kit, and agreed that Piri would make every distant scent confirmation until my range returned. Nothing about it was permanent or complete. Minna held the debt ledger and wrote down when I ate and slept because I had just proved I would not remember either under load.

Piri listened to my pulse from the next room and monitored it as regularly as other people checked weather. She began separating worried-fast from carry-fast and the slow, even rhythm Minna called home pace, but she had too little history to call any of them a rule.

Ryska watched the lace while I recovered because her jaw had cost me the elbows. If the silver branches brightened or scorched cedar returned to my blood, she said so without softening it.

They were watch rotations for a man who had collapsed, not a finished answer to the problem. We had no shared gauge for reserve, no tested limit, and no plan sturdy enough to survive a larger den. The argument remained open. The only immediate agreement was that I would name the warning signs before the still raid and keep backup close enough to matter. Nobody received a veto over a woman in need. Nobody, including me, got to hide a collapse until morning.



The inspector came on the second morning, while I remained in the nest recovering.

A young voice asked Fenn for the hygiene register with bloodless courtesy. The auditor had gone away carrying bitters; his replacement brought an unstained coat, a clipboard, and the patient posture of someone assigned to occupy my ward rather than search it.

“Culling Board,” said Fenn. “Hygiene inspection. He has a paper.”

I got up.

I should not have got up. Minna told me so, with the ledger, later. But there are things a man does not do lying down, and one of them is meet a man the Board has put in his ward to watch him, and I put on a whole shirt over the cut one so he would not see the lace, and I went out into my own ward on legs that were nearly mine again, and I was Doc Boone, tired, dull, competent, nothing to see.

He was a pleasant young Culling Board undergraduate with a scrubbed coat and a clipboard. His signed paper was real. It put him in my public room every day for the foreseeable future, giving him nothing beyond a chair and an excuse to watch. I gave him the bench by the sticking outer door, where every patient, pan, and draft crossed his attention before anything reached the den.

“Hygiene,” he said. “The Chirurgeon-Major is concerned about infection control in the field infirmaries. I’m to observe practice. I’ll try not to be in the way.”

“Sit where you like,” I said. “There’s a bench by the door. Fenn will bring you tea and it is terrible.”

He sat by the door.

The den adapted around his presence like a body accommodating a splint. By supper, four women and eleven patients had changed the infirmary’s traffic without one raised voice or one order the observer could write down.

Minna redirected the den’s ordinary traffic. Women bound for the back room stopped using the ward and took the store passage instead. A real shelf appeared across its end, loaded with real jars, swinging on a hinge nobody would ever think to examine. I did not build it. I do not know when Minna did. It remains there.

Piri took the watch. From three rooms away, she learned the difference between the inspector’s bored heart and his interested one. She filed both rhythms. Boredom meant safety; interest meant warning. A particular jar moved to a particular place on the false shelf whenever his attention sharpened, and everyone behind it learned to read the signal.

And the patients were coached.

Fenn coached the patients with terrible tea and good bread. Whenever the observer’s pencil moved, they discussed bitters and ordinary infirmary work in loud, dull voices. Nobody mentioned who slept behind the ward or the light sometimes visible under a back-room door.



Piri came for me on the second night, when I was mostly mended.

As usual, she arrived with a plan already made and a bribe already paid, and she stood in the den door with her arms folded and her chin up, looking at me in the nest with the ledger on my chest.

“You’re at home pace,” she said.

“Am I.”

“You’ve held it since supper. Minna says you slept all night and half the afternoon. You ate everything Fenn put down. Your reserve is returning, even if she can’t measure it, because I can hear your blood running quiet again. The cedar’s gone.” She crouched at the nest’s edge. “I checked properly. I’m not going to hurt you, and you’re not going to fall down. Minna traded me the private linen loft for an hour. I carried up a pallet, three armfuls of warm linen, and no water heavier than one drinking jug because I have learned from watching Minna make bad logistical choices. The inspector left at the ninth hour. His replacement comes at the second. I have spent two days planning this while you performed invalidity with very little grace.” Her dark-rimmed eyes fixed on me. “I want the hour. Let me have it, and tell me if any part of my medicine is wrong.”

Her ears held upright, waiting on the diagnosis instead of the answer she wanted.

“You’re not wrong about the medicine,” I said.

“Then get up,” said Piri, “carefully, because I will catch you and I am small and it will be humiliating for both of us, and come up to the loft.”



The private linen loft above the den kitchen had a door that bolted from within, a low roof, and one shutter opening onto blank north-wall stone. Piri had stripped it of laundry baskets and built a pallet beneath the eaves from folded quilts and fresh linen warmed beside the kitchen flue. Clean cloth hung from the rafters in pale screens. Beeswax, sun-dried flax, and banked stove heat had replaced the bathhouse’s mineral damp with the safe, close smell of a convalescent bed nobody else could enter. The den’s occupied rooms guarded the approach below.

Piri bolted the door, slipped behind one hanging sheet, and sent her clothes out piece by piece: belt, shirt, leggings, then both socks laid together because even appetite did not make a scout careless with equipment.

The linen screen stirred. She stepped around it bare and looked at me.

Small, fine, and golden in the torchlight, she had wrapped one strip of warm linen loosely around her shoulders. Her sand-blonde crop stood up where her shirt had dragged over it; huge dark-rimmed eyes had gone black and bright. Her ears snapped upright when she saw my face, then swept back again. She laughed at herself.

“They do that,” she said. “It’s mortifying. Come here.”

“Drop the linen and come to me.”

The cloth slid from her shoulders. She crossed the dry boards without slowing, bare feet soundless, and put both warm palms flat on my chest. She looked all the way up, pressing her fine-boned frame to me from sternum to thigh. The professional stillness she wore in the field softened into open hunger. She leaned into my sternum and breathed.

“There it is,” she said into my skin, each word slower and warmer than the last. “Cedar and iron. You’re better. You smelled like a wound for two days, and now you smell like the den again.”

She put one ear over my heart and counted six beats before breathing me in again. Pulse first, scent second: her scout’s mind checking both before appetite got anything.

“Steady,” she said. “Lucid, fed, and choosing appetite. I frightened myself enough for one week.”

I put my hand between her shoulder blades. “Then keep the count while I decide what you get.”

“Yes, Doc.”

She verified one more beat beneath her ear before her hands slid down.



I sat against the padded wall and laid her sideways across my lap, one ear kept over my heart. She had expected the familiar place between my boots; the changed geometry made her blink.

“Tonight you listen,” I said. “Forget performance and records. You keep my pulse and take only the pace I give you.”

Her eyes softened. “Yes.”

I guided her mouth to me from the side, one hand at her nape while her body remained stretched across my thighs.

“Hands on me,” I said. “You stop when I say.”

“Yes,” she breathed.

She got both hands around me.

She still needs both. She always will. She looked at her two small hands wrapped around me, then at the length standing above them. Her ears went up, swept back, rose again. A low delighted noise left her before she looked up at my face.

“Watch,” she said. “I’ve been practising. In my head. You don’t practise a thing in your head for two days for nothing.”

“Show me, then.”

She showed me.

She began with slow suction and the flat of her tongue, stopping every few breaths to press an ear to my sternum.

“Climbing a little,” she whispered.

“Keep it falling.”

Her gaze stayed on mine as she returned to me. The restraint cost her more than any endurance game. Her appetite wanted spectacle; fear needed proof that my body remained steady beneath her attention.

I slid one hand between her thighs while I controlled her mouth with the other. She jolted, then settled into the dual rhythm, lips working at the pace I set while my fingers brought her gradually to the edge.

“No counting your own score,” I said.

She breathed a laugh against me. “Only yours. Down one beat.”

I held her there until the rhythm settled under her ear, then let my fingers finish the work. Her climax rolled through the small body laid across my lap without breaking her listening position. One ear snapped upright; the other remained stubbornly against my chest.

Sand-gold light kindled beneath my restraining hand and traveled across her ribs toward the roots of her ears. The second stage opened her range while she remained draped against me, listening.

Her eyes widened. “Cellars. Hot spring under the floor. The replacement inspector two floors up, chewing contraband pastry.”

“Stay here.”

“Here,” she promised, and put her ear back over my heart.

I waited until her breathing steadied and the beat beneath her ear held slow and even for a full minute. With recovery proven rather than assumed, I shifted her from sideways across my lap to kneeling between my knees. The change sharpened her at once. Her ears swept back with delighted recognition, but I kept my fist at her nape and denied her the headlong greed she wanted.

“You proved I’m steady,” I said. “Now you earn the depth you’ve been training for. Slowly. On my count.”

Her dark-rimmed eyes widened. “All of it?”

“If your throat takes it without resistance. I won’t force the depth, and you won’t chase it into panic.”

“Yes, Doc. Please. I want the whole measure.”

She opened for me. I guided her down a careful inch at a time, feeling each swallow and each reflex under my palm. At two-thirds she breathed through her nose, eyes watering but fixed on mine. I held her there until the tension left her throat.

“Again,” I said.

She rose for air, drew one measured breath, and descended under my hand. This time the last distance passed her lips. Her nose settled against me. Her throat closed in a tight, wet swallow around the root of my cock, and both enormous ears sprang upright with naked triumph.

I held her there for three beats. Her hands stayed open on my thighs, her breathing kept its measured route through her nose, and the rhythm never faltered. Her pulse under my fingers ran quick with pleasure rather than distress.

On my count, I released her.

Piri came up gasping, tears on her cheeks and a grin bright enough to start a fire. “Full depth,” she said hoarsely. “You saw it. You counted it.”

“I did. Again, and keep listening.”

She obeyed. Her mouth took me deeper with each controlled pass while one hand returned to my ribs between strokes to verify the beat. Recovery and appetite stopped fighting for ownership of the hour. She had proof of both.

“Unchanged,” she whispered against the head of me. “Still home. Now let me keep the rest.”

I set the final pace with my hand in her sand-blonde crop. She followed every stroke, full depth when I gave it, shallow when I drew her back, her eyes never leaving mine. Control frayed only after I knew my blood remained quiet.

“Open,” I ordered.

She took me to the root and held. I came down her throat in hard pulses, her swallow working through each one while her fingers counted the steady beat beneath my ribs. She kept every drop, then lifted her head slowly and licked the last from me with a scout’s exhausted satisfaction.

“Up one beat,” she said, voice rough. “And full depth. Two findings. Both favorable.”

“You stayed on the work.”

“So did you.”

I washed her mouth and chest with a warm cloth, then checked her jaw and breathing. She remained side-lying against me until the gold settled. Stage two had expanded her hearing; the controlled full-depth hold completed the progression she had worked toward without turning my recovery into a test of pride. One ear rested over my heart. Finding the same steady beat, she smiled against my skin.



Piri stretched across my chest on the padded pallet and refused to let me rise while the clean linen screens shifted in heat rising from the kitchen flue.

“Still one beat high,” she said.

“Dangerous territory.”

“It’s coming down. There.” She gave my chest Minna’s proprietary single pat, and I understood that they had discussed it. “That’s home pace. You’re allowed to have that. Stay in it.”

I checked her wrists. There were no marks; I had controlled her at the nape and jaw instead. The skin inside my grip remained clean. My hand settled on her ribs while I counted the long breaths easing out of her. She allowed the inventory with one limp hand on my chest, ears loose against the pillow, and a smug curve to her mouth.

At dawn Piri hauled one of the seized casks into the kitchen and rolled it beneath the window while Fenn threatened her floorboards. She worked around it on bare feet, listening at each hoop, then scraped wax from the seal into separate saucers.

“Doc,” she called.

I walked in buttoning a clean shirt. “What have you got?”

“The casks from the courier. I couldn’t sort the layers while I was scared about you. I can now.” She crouched by the staves, stage-two ears rotating independently as she compared both ends. “The gland-oil in them isn’t fresh. It’s been rendered and it’s been sitting. And there’s river-clay in the wax of the seals, and tallow-smoke in the grain of the wood, old tallow-smoke worked into the grain as deeply as horse had permeated the Antler. That’s a rendering site. A still. And the clay’s a particular clay, it’s the blue river-clay off the north bank above the ford, and there’s only one bend up there with a landing on it.”

She looked at me.

“I know where they boil it,” said Piri. “I can take you to the door.”

She made me sit at the kitchen table while she reconstructed the route aloud. The cask wood carried three distinct drafts: river clay low on one side, alder pollen high on the other, and forge-coke only when the wind turned north. That placed the still above the bend rather than beside the landing. The old tallow-smoke sat deepest around the hoops, proof the same building had boiled batch after batch instead of merely storing freight.

“There are two approaches,” she said. “Water and bluff. Men carrying casks use water. Men guarding casks will watch water.”

“So we case both before choosing.”

Her smile tilted toward mischief. “You mean we climb the bluff.”

“I mean we case both.”

“Your heart changed when you said it.”

“You’re abusing medical access.”

Piri smiled up at me from beside the cask. “Blue clay, alder, old tallow, north-bank coke. I’ll draw it before breakfast. You’ll sleep again before the raid. Both can be true.”

The target had become more than a scent-memory. It had terrain, wind, and a likely blind side. Piri marked the two approaches on her map, added the wind, and circled the bluff in charcoal. The next rung had a door and a blind side.



The consolidation was announced at muster that morning, on Day Forty-Two.

They call the whole garrison to muster four or five times a year in the great yard. Companies form before the Board stand with the Menace Board freshly chalked behind them. Most musters offer postings, honors, the reading of the roll: material a man can stand through while thinking about his work.

Dreyer read this one himself.

Dreyer rested one bare hand on the rain-dark rail as if the yard belonged under his palm. The Redwinter ribbon sat modestly on his breast, his silver head remained uncovered to the cold, and he spoke without notes in a warm voice that reached the back ranks without rising. He told the full garrison a piece of news that would kill four hundred women, and most of them applauded.

“The College,” he said, “keeps a stockyard.”

Dreyer rested his gaze on the ranks. Boots stopped shifting; the last cough died near the granary line. He waited until the whole yard had leaned toward him.

“You know that it does. Some of you have walked past the south bastion stair, smelled it, and felt ashamed. You were right. I have carried that shame every day of my command.” His thumb traced an old sword cut in the rail. “It is where we keep auxiliaries whose service is done. The spent. The graded-out. For a generation we have called warmth and food a mercy beside exile to the marches. It is a mercy. It is also a warehouse. No soldier should end her service waiting in fresh straw to be forgotten.”

I stood at the edge of the yard with the pack around me and my hands in my pockets and I listened to a man describe the exact truth in order to hide it.

“So it ends,” said Dreyer. “By season’s end. The Pens will be emptied, humanely, with dignity, each woman decommissioned honorably and released from a service she can no longer perform, and the south bastion undercroft will be a store for grain before the year turns. I have signed the order this morning. I will not have it said that Caldmoor kept women in a stockyard one winter longer than it had to.”

And the yard applauded him.

No comment could make the fact worse. The crowd applauded a promise to empty the stockyard after nineteen years of filling it. The promised release was a culling four hundred deep, dressed in dignity, with a capital buyer, a season’s deadline, and wagon cages already under construction. The crowd could not see through Dreyer’s sincere compassion. His sincerity made him dangerous.

“Decommissioned,” said Minna beside me, very low. One foot thumped once, then planted. “That’s a soft word. What’s it a soft word for?”

“Culled,” I said. “All of them. By season’s end.”

Piri had gone white.

“Yeva,” she said.

“Yeva. The harpy in row four. The wolfkin with the sound caps, the woman with no teeth, the holstaur in row nine, those two beside the burned stall. Every woman I stood before and could not carry out. Four hundred by season’s end.”

Across the yard, on the far side, I found Weller.

She stood at the head of her company, chin up, face like a closed account book. She did not applaud. Across the width of the yard, she found me as she always did and held my eye. Her mouth barely moved, shaping a word to nobody.

Clock.

She had counted it before the applause had died. Just as I had. A wall-captain with a husband’s ring on a cord and no rank to spend, standing in a cheering yard, doing the arithmetic that the cheering was designed to prevent.

Dreyer stepped down from the stand to more applause and walked the front of the companies, and stopped, briefly, to say a warm word to a young lieutenant, and moved on, gracious, beloved, the father of the doctrine, the emptier of the Pens.



That night Minna walked us through the infirmary as if inspecting a wall about to be besieged.

She stopped first at the false shelf. Piri hung the inspector’s copied key from the jar that warned the den whenever his interest sharpened. “One collector on the bench, listening with his eyes.”

At the medicine cupboard, I took out the bitter bottle the auditor had returned and pushed it behind the real tonics. “Another collector above him. Patient enough to discover the wrong cupboard eventually.”

Reik waited at the sticking ward door long enough to hand Ryska a Broken Wheel gaming token stripped from one of Ollick’s drink-buyers. Clove pomade clung to the wood. She pressed it into the soft edge of the doorframe, making it a marker we would pass every time we left. “The syndicate asks for a nose now, not a wolf.”

Minna led us through the swinging shelf and fixed the silver-stag plank above the hidden passage. “M. Harrow. Fifty gold already in guards’ hands for Ryska alive.”

The last stop was the works-yard window. She opened the debt ledger on the sill to Yeva and the two stalls beside the burned one, then set a shaving of fresh wagon timber across their names. Outside, hammers drove new iron into cage frames.

“Four hundred women,” she said. “Season’s end. That’s the clock.”

We stood spread through the rooms rather than gathered safely around a table. Every pressure occupied a piece of our home now: key at the false shelf, bitters in the medicine cupboard, gaming token at the public door, buyer’s mark over the secret one, cage timber across three names.

Ryska reached past Minna and pinned one claw through the shaving into the sill. “And you’re going to carry anyway.”

It was not a question. She had her arms folded and her fangs just showing and she was watching me as she watches a thing she has decided to fight and cannot fight yet.

“There’s a still on the north bank above the ford,” I said. “Piri can take us to the door. It’s a rendering site, one of theirs, and it has the pin molds in it if the last three did, and it’s the next rung, and it’s the last one I can reach on this side of the river.”

“You answered the raid. I asked whether you’ll keep carrying.”

“I know,” I said. “Piri, when’s the moon?”

“Dark in four nights,” said Piri.

“Then we go in four nights,” I said. “We move in the dark. We take the still, Ollick if he’s fool enough to be there, and every mold we can carry. After that, nothing remains of this lane on our bank that I have not touched. The rest lies across the river, up the road, in the capital. That part is bigger than four people and a nose.”

Ryska stood up.

She came around the table and she stood over me, and she put one hand flat on the back of my neck, which she does not do, which is a wolf thing and a private thing and not a thing she does at a table in front of the pack, and she leaned down and put her mouth against my ear.

“You went gray and your legs quit three days ago,” she said, low, just for me, with three women making a poor show of studying anything else. “And now you are going to walk into a baited still on the dark of the moon. And I am going to let you, because it needs doing and you are right about it, and I am going to be at your back the entire time, and if you go down again I am going to carry you out over my shoulder in front of every man in Ollick’s crew and I will not care who sees it.”

“Ryska.”

I covered her hand at my neck with mine. “Here is the rule. I name my reserve before we move. I take backup, and I keep it close enough to matter. If the reserve fails, you carry me out and finish the objective. Every cost gets named, and every raid gets backup.”

Fangs showed in her answering smile. “Say the part about me at your back.”

“You’re at my back,” I said. “Try not to enjoy being right.”

“Impossible.”

She let go of my neck and straightened up.

“Four nights,” she said. “The dark of the moon. Then we go and meet the man who boils it.”


Chapter 16: The Still

Piri heard the ambush from the water.

We went up the north bank on the dark of the moon in a flat-bottomed boat borrowed from a fisherman who owed me a son’s arm. I poled slow and quiet along the bank’s shadow while the current pushed at us. Our plan put the landing below the bend and the approach through alder scrub. It was a good plan. Piri killed it before we touched mud.

She had her chin on the gunwale and her ears out over the water when every line of her froze and her hand flattened on my knee.

“Stop poling,” she breathed.

I stopped poling. Ryska, in the bow, went from a woman to a shape.

“There are men in the scrub,” said Piri, so quietly it was mostly shaped air. “Six. Spread. Not moving. They’ve held those positions since before moonrise; their joints are stiff, and I can hear the one nearest us shift his weight and try not to. And there’s a wire.” She tilted an ear. “Two wires. Ankle-height, across the two paths up from the landing, with something hung on them, tin, I think, cups. It’s a killing ground and they’ve had it laid since dusk.”

Ryska turned her head in the dark, one degree.

“He knew we’d come,” she said.

“He knew somebody would come,” I said. “Two rungs of his lane came off in three weeks. He’s not a clever man but he’s a frightened one, and a frightened man who owns a still on the dark of the moon lays wires on his landing and puts his crew in the scrub and waits.”

“So we don’t land at the landing,” said Piri.

“No,” I said. “We land where a man doesn’t put a wire, because a man doesn’t think anybody would be fool enough to come up there.”

I looked up the bank in the dark, at the black mass of the alders, and above them, thirty feet up a cut clay bluff, a red smudge of light where a fire was banked under a roof.

“We go up the bluff,” I said.

Ryska looked at the bluff.

“It’s wet clay,” she said. “At night. In the dark of the moon.”

“Yes.”

“I love it,” she said, and bared her fangs, and took the boat into the shadow under the bluff without a sound.



The bluff was blue river-clay, greased with the night’s damp, thirty feet of it going up at better than a man’s own steepness, and we went up it in the dark like three spiders, and I am not going to pretend I enjoyed it.

Ryska went first and free. She climbed on her fingertips and the fronts of her boots, putting all her new strength into the clay. Where it failed to hold, her claws punched through to harder ground beneath. A knotted line trailed from her belt; she made no more noise than the river.

Piri went up the line hand over hand with her slight weight hanging from her small hands and her boots against the clay, and she weighs nothing, and she was over the lip and lying flat in the grass listening before I was halfway.

I went up the line last, with the satchel across my back and the still-oil in a sealed skin, and my forearms burned from the first handhold to the lip, the lace pulling in the muscle like a bad stitch under strain, and I spent no thought on it. A man climbing wet clay in darkness gives every scrap of attention to the next handhold.

We came over the top into a nettle bank behind the still, on the pathless side. Nobody comes up the bluff.

And below us, laid out in the red firelight, was the entire operation.



The still sat in a hollow above the bend, turf-roofed against the clay with a thatched lean-to and a stone channel to the water. Its smell struck over the nettle bank and stayed in my throat.

Rendered fat. Hot copper. And under it, thick and sweet and industrial, gland-oil, boiled in batches, the honest reek of the trade with all its manners off.

There was a copper the size of a bath sunk in a brick fire-bed, and the fire under it was banked low for the night watch, and it threw red up onto the underside of the thatch, and the reek filled the hollow like the inside of the worst thing I know.

Two men sat at the copper on upturned tubs, a lamp and jug between them. The night crew. Bored. Either nobody had told them about the wire at the landing or they did not care, because danger was supposed to climb from the water while they waited safely behind it.

“Two here,” breathed Piri. “Six in the scrub below, facing the river. And,” her ear turned, “one more, inside. In the lean-to. Older. Heavier. He’s awake and he’s got a heartbeat like a man who’s given orders tonight and is waiting to hear how they went.”

“Ollick,” I said.

“Maybe. He’s the only one up here who isn’t bored.”

I looked at the shape of it in the red light.

“Then here’s how it goes,” I said, low. I laid it out. This time the world would follow the plan, a rare and satisfying mercy. “The six in the scrub face the river with their backs to us. They are the only real danger, which makes their present position useless. We leave them there. By the time they realize the fight is behind them, we have finished it. Piri, take the lamp and the alarm cup. Ryska, enter through the roof thatch above the copper, then hold the lean-to door. I take Ollick. Nobody dies who does not force it. Go.”



Piri went first along the top of the clay bank. One nettle stem bowed and returned; then the lamp between the two bored men went out.

It did not fall or smash. A stable cat that was not a stable cat slipped down the clay behind them and pinched the wick between two wet fingers. In the same heartbeat, she caught the clapper of the tin alarm cup before it could sound.

The thatch above the copper sagged once.

Ryska passed through it feet first in a rain of dry reed. She landed between the two men, drove the nearer one’s face into his own knees, and caught the farther by the collar before his hand reached the fire rake. The roof-thatch tactic put her inside their reach before either could turn toward the door.

The copper was taken before either man managed a shout.

I went for the lean-to.

The door was a hide flap. I passed through low with the sap in my hand. The man inside came off his cot already turning: big, old, carrying a knife. Ollick.

I knew him by smell before I knew him by the red light. Clove pomade, over the flat sweet carrion of the trade, over the sharp cold spike of a frightened man, and under all of it river-boot leather and old fat and thirty years of being the toughest man on a bad road and knowing, tonight, in his own still, that toughness had run out.

“You,” he said.

He knew me. That was interesting and I filed it. He had never seen my face, but he knew me, the way the two in the Broken Wheel knew me, as a fact without a shape: the nose.

“Bray Ollick,” I said. “Put the knife down.”

He did not put the knife down.

He came at me with it, low and fast for a heavy man, a river-fighter’s cut aimed at the belly, and it was a good cut, and if I had been a wall-man it would have opened me.

I am not a wall-man. I am a medic, and a medic knows right where the nerves are, and I have been taking things off frightened men in the dark for six years.

I turned inside the knife and let it pass my hip. My left hand closed around his knife-wrist; my thumb found the inner notch where tendons run over bone. One exact hard press opened his hand whether he wanted it or not. The knife dropped. I brought the sap up under his ear, across the great nerve, and he folded like a wet coat.

The precisely judged strike left Ollick conscious, dazed, and able to answer questions.

I planted my knee across his chest on the clay floor of his own still with the red firelight coming through the door and I looked down at him, and I breathed.



“Here is how this works,” I said. “I am going to ask you things, and you are going to answer them, and I will know whether you are lying. I always know. Every lie will reach me, and you are going to see that I know it, and after a while you are going to stop, because lying to a man who can smell it is the most tiring thing in the world.”

Ollick lay on his back on the clay with my knee on his chest and looked up at me.

“You’re the nose,” he said.

“I’m the nose.”

“There’s a lot of money,” said Ollick, “for the nose.”

“I know. Broker in a fur collar’s put fifty gold on a woman’s dead body upstairs at the College and there’s men in the Broken Wheel buying drinks to find out who smelled the middle crate. I know what I’m worth, Ollick, and it’s more than you’ve got, so let’s not.” I settled my weight. “Where does the freight go?”

“River,” he said. “North. Barge above the ford.”

True. No spike. Riverboots and old fat, steady.

“Then where?”

“I don’t know.”

Cold tallow, up off him like a struck match, sharp and wrong.

“You do,” I said. “Cold tallow rose from you the instant you answered. I told you I would smell the lie. Where does the barge go?”

Ollick shut his eyes.

“The Bench,” he said. “The Gilder’s Bench. There’s a landing in the capital with a stag over it and the barges go there and I have never been and I do not want to go and I take my cut at the ford and I do not ask, and that is the truth, smell it, that’s the truth.”

It was the truth. Riverboots and old fat and a man telling the truth because he had run out of the strength to do anything else.

“The Board’s chalk,” I said. “And your wagons. Same purse?”

Ollick laughed.

It was a bad laugh, wet, up out of a man on his back on a clay floor who has understood that his career is over and there is nothing left to protect.

“Same purse,” he said. “Course it’s the same purse. Where do you think the stock comes from, nose? The theater grades ’em. The Pens holds ’em. The clerk seals ’em, my wagons carry ’em, and the coin goes upriver.” His laugh scraped the clay. “Then it comes back down as everybody’s wage, yours included. Every kitchen in the fortress eats off it under a respectable name. The Board’s chalk and my wagons have always shared one purse. I’m only the man honest enough to keep dirty hands.”

The answer confirmed what the courier, manifests, and razored plate had already established. Nothing in it was new. I recorded it anyway; truth lands differently from the mouth of the man doing the work.

Piri’s warning hiss came from the door.

“The scrub’s turned,” she said. “They’ve worked it out. Six coming up from the river, fast.”



The still burned very well.

Gland-oil boils because it is fat, and fat burns, and a still is a building full of it with a fire already lit under it, and all it wanted was the still-oil across the thatch and a lamp thrown into the copper, and I did both, and the hollow went up orange behind us as we came out over the nettle bank the way we had come in.

But before the copper, I took the molds.

They were in the lean-to, in a chest under Ollick’s cot. The shared maker’s bite on theater pins and crate hardware had told me one forge served both halves of the trade, but this was the first mold I had found. I broke the chest with the boar-spear and took out two double-handfuls of cold-iron pin molds, gray-black, heavy, the negative shapes of the things they drive into women’s jaws and wings and horns. Every one bore the same mark struck into the shank.

The College surgical stamp.

The same stamp marked the instruments in my own satchel and every cold-iron cap I had cut from living tissue. One forge cast the pins and made the tools that placed them. The College mark made the theater and rendering trade a single supply chain, and I put the molds in my satchel. They knocked against my hip at every step down the bluff.

The six from the scrub climbed into a burning hollow, an empty lean-to, their own night crew tied in mail sacks. By the time they understood that the fight had begun behind them and had already ended, we were on the water. We poled hard downstream through the red light of our fire, Ollick bound in the boat’s bottom, molds secured in the satchel, objective taken completely.

One man went into the river after us.

He was the enforcer lieutenant, though I did not know it then. I knew only that a lean hard man came off the bank in a flat dive and struck out after our boat with a knife in his teeth. Ryska buried an oar-blade beside his head and turned him. He reconsidered, swam for the far bank, then climbed out to stand dripping in the burning still’s light while he watched us go.

I marked his smell across the water: road-tar, cold camp, and a discipline the others did not have. I fixed it in memory in case another wind carried it to me.



A crossbow bolt punched through the boat three bends below the still.

Piri heard the second bolt leave the string and pulled Ollick flat before it struck the gunwale where his head had been. Across the river, the escaped lieutenant ran the towpath with four men spread behind him. A second skiff shoved off farther upriver. Our flat-bottom was taking water through a split plank, the molds made poor ballast, and dawn would put us in open current before we reached Caldmoor.

“Reed cut,” Piri said. “Left bank, sixty yards. Dry channel behind it.”

I drove the pole down and turned us hard. Ryska jumped before the bow grounded, caught the line, and dragged boat, prisoner, and all three of us into reeds tall enough to hide the fire-glow on the water.

We did not try to save the boat. Piri tied our hooded lamp to the stern, wedged the pole across the steering notch, and pushed it back into the current with the hood cracked just enough to show a moving ember. The damaged hull drifted south while we went inland through the dry flood channel, Ryska carrying Ollick over one shoulder and me carrying a satchel that struck iron against my hip at each step.

The men on the towpath followed the lamp.

The skiff followed the men.

Piri listened until both pursuit lines passed the reed cut, then took us north through an abandoned sheep wash and over the bluff road. Wet clay sucked at our boots. Ollick recovered enough to complain twice; Ryska shifted him higher and ended the second complaint against her shoulder.

At a roofless lime kiln two miles inland, Reik waited with a mason’s cart because contingency plans are less exciting than boats and more likely to get a prisoner home. He looked at Ollick under the dust sheet, looked at the iron knocking in my satchel, and said, “You’ve been quarrying.”

“Poor-quality stone.”

He examined one mold beneath the cart’s shielded lantern. The College surgical stamp killed his gap-toothed grin. He wrapped the molds separately in lime sacking, hid them beneath actual rubble, and drove us into Caldmoor with six masons starting their shift. The lieutenant found an empty boat downstream and no trail from the water.

By noon Ollick sat in the College brig. It stood inside the Board’s walls, which meant the Board could reach him, but nowhere else could hold him. I signed him in as a salvage crew boss taken in the commission of a crime with witnesses, then met Weller beside the grate.

She wore her wall kit and held one lime-dusted mold in a hand that did not shake. Her attention moved from Ollick to the stamp on the shank.

“College mark,” she said.

“College mark.”

“On a pin mold recovered from a salvage still by a medic and two auxiliaries I did not authorize to be across the river.” She turned the iron once. “Tell me what it proves without giving a speech.”

“One forge supplied the theater’s instruments and the trade’s pins. Same anvil. Same chain.”

Weller closed her fist around the mold.

“The Board can reach this brig. It reached the culling orders, the wagons, and all the keys we’ve followed. Leave this beside Ollick and the mold disappears before supper. The prisoner stops breathing soon after.”

“Then move the mold.”

“Already moving.” She passed it inside her coat to Reik, who left by the service stair without waiting for another word. “Ollick gets food from Fenn’s kitchen, sealed cups, and two wall-men who owe you limbs. The stamp needs nobody’s permission to mean what it says. Get out before the hand with the keys notices us watching it.”



Minna was waiting in the den when I entered, and she had hot water on, and she had that look.

I know the look now. I did not entirely know it then. The inventory-stare came with a flush already rising from chest to throat. It meant she had counted something, reached a decision, and found that deciding carried the same weather as wanting. I passed through the door smelling of smoke, river, gland-oil, and my own tired blood. She looked me over. The inventory-stare sharpened; her tail flagged once. The kettle went down.

“You’re burned black to the collar,” she said. “And there is blood on your sleeve.”

“Ollick’s. The cut beneath it is mine. Coat first.”

I shrugged out of it while she brought the basin and fresh linen, then took the chair beneath the lamp and opened my own shirt for her inspection.

“You inspect,” I said. “Medical touch only until you finish. Tell me every injury you find.”

The brisk command in her face softened into relief at having useful work. “Left forearm, four inches, three days old, dressed crooked because the patient is an idiot. Two fresh bruises over the right ribs. Smoke irritation. Lace stable, no scorched cedar.”

“Open the arm and reset it. Leave the ribs alone.”

“Yes.”

She inspected me with the brisk precision she reserved for a crate damaged on the road: hands and eyes working methodically, turning my arm to the lamp, cleaning the old cut, reading the lace with her fingers as she reads a floor with her ear. She said nothing soft. Her thumb paused over each silver branch before returning to the wound, and the care tightened my throat more effectively than any declaration.

While setting the final stitch, Minna’s ears angled toward the public ward.

“The man on the bench,” she said. “His boredom is false. A bored heart wanders when doors open or pans fall. His holds one deliberate rate whenever he watches the store passage.”

The new range had given us the answer before pleasure entered the room. I kept my arm still while she tied the dressing.

“Warn everyone now. Spoon dropped once means his attention sharpened. Cupboard shut twice clears the passage.”

“Piri needs a silent acknowledgment.”

“Blue jar turned outward on the false shelf.”

From beyond the wall, Ryska said, “The wolf heard you both.”

Minna’s mouth twitched. She placed the blue jar, gave Fenn the signals, and returned. The collector watched a ward become aggressively dull around him before the basin water had cooled.

I took Minna’s wrist before she could reach for the washcloth again.

“Inspection’s over,” I said. “Now stand back and show me what you came here wanting.”

She obeyed. She put down the cloth, stepped into the firelight, and opened her jacket herself. The flush rose from her chest to her ears while my gaze took over from her inventory.

“I waited four hours,” she said. “I want the fear replaced.”

“Good. Undress. Slowly. I decide when you enter the nest.”

Her fingers went to the jacket fast. One look from me slowed them. She peeled off each layer under my eye and left it where I pointed, ending bare in her stockings, heavy breasts rising with the breath she could no longer keep brisk.

“Now wash the smoke from my neck,” I said. “Then present yourself in the furs.”

“Yes, Callum.”

She cleaned the still off me at the washstand, steam rolling from the basin, her care remaining practical. Desire warmed her inventory-stare, but she kept her hands at her sides until I called her forward. When the water went dark, she put the rag aside and crossed to the nest at my nod.

She backed into the furs, opened her thighs, and waited.

“Washed,” she said. “I’m ready.”

I caught her wrists and put them above her head. “You built the room. I decide what happens in it.”

Her flush deepened. “Yes. Please.”

The inventory-stare gave way to want.

“You’re home,” she said.

“I am.”

“You went to a baited still on the dark of the moon six days after your legs quit under you, and you returned, and you’re going to sit there and be fine about it.” Her flush had climbed from her collarbones to the tips of her lop ears, carrying fear sharpened into want. “And I have been sitting in this nest for four hours counting the time, Callum. I heard you leave the infirmary. Every footstep that failed to come back made the room larger. The gate gave me no call. The plan gave me no answer. I had four empty hours and nothing useful to put in them.”

She put both palms against my chest, asking with the pressure.

I caught her wrists before she could move me. “Inspection is over. Now you wait for direction.”

Relief softened her mouth. “Yes.”

I led her backward to the nest and placed her on her side facing me.

“So now you’re back,” she said, “and your heart’s at ninety, and I spent four hours with nothing but the count.”



We stayed on our sides with our eyes level, my arm supporting her neck and one hand controlling the thick thigh hooked over my hip. The angle kept my healing ribs clear while holding the warm length of her body against me.

I entered her on one long, careful push. Minna’s eyes stayed on mine while a warm, shaken murmur crossed my mouth.

“You’re here,” she whispered.

“I’m here.”

“Then keep me close enough to hear it. Fill me where I can count you.”

I set a slow lateral rhythm, drawing her wide hips toward me with each stroke and holding her there until she stopped trying to anticipate the next. Her soft breasts pressed and shifted against my chest; her powder tail flagged against my wrist.

“Your pace,” she said. “I know. I want it.”

“The first round stays slow. You keep your ear on my blood.”

“Yes. And if it stays steady?”

“Then I decide what comes next.”

Her eyes warmed. “Good answer.”

Cream-gold light kindled under my palm at her hip and traced toward her ribs. Her hearing sharpened with the stage. She caught the water behind the wall, the pipes, the quiet labor of my recovering heart, and named each without losing eye contact.

I held her at the edge until fear gave way to presence. “What do you hear?”

“You. Steady. Here.”

“Then come for me.”

Her climax arrived as a deep sustained clench rather than stacked peaks, her whole soft body drawing tight along mine. Both ears rose while she held my gaze. I drove once more, buried deep, and filled her at her warm, lucid plea.

I kept her held against me while the aftershocks eased, my hands firm on her hips and my cock remaining buried where she needed the proof of my return. The gold held steady through the first crest, warm and concentrated beneath my palm.

“One return,” she murmured, forehead to mine. “Better than counting four empty hours.”

I checked her hip beneath my hand, her breathing, and the pulse under one risen ear. When her body gave me three reassuring answers, I guided that ear to my chest and made her listen to mine.

“Falling,” she whispered. “The rhythm’s even, and your blood carries none of the cedar.”

“Check again after one minute.”

She stayed wrapped around me while the minute passed. Fear had gone out of her scent. What remained was hot bread, honest sweat, the cream-gold warmth of a settled stage, and four hours of helpless waiting turning into something fiercer.

“Back at the safe baseline,” she said. Her powder tail gave one hard flag. “You said you decide what comes next. Decide.”

I drew her upright instead of rolling her beneath me.

“I stop treating myself like a convalescent. Against the nest wall. Facing me.”

Her flush deepened. “Yes.”

The nest wall was timber faced with folded quilts, warm from the chimney on the other side. I stood, took Minna beneath the thighs, and lifted. Her back met the quilted timber, chest pressed to mine, soft weight gathered in my arms and both thick legs ordered around my hips.

The change in height startled a breathy laugh out of her. “Callum.”

“Hands around my shoulders. Keep them there.”

She obeyed. Her heavy breasts pressed against my chest, and her wide hips rested entirely in my grip. The wall supported her back. I supported everything else.

“You stay close,” I said. “I do the work.”

Relief moved through her face before hunger replaced it. “Your work. My home. Yes.”

I entered her again on a slow upward push. Her gaze stayed locked to mine, hazel eyes widening as her body opened around me. Once I held her full, I pinned her there between my chest and the quilts until her breath steadied.

“This room held while I was gone,” I said. “Now it holds you where I put you.”

“Then make those four empty hours smaller.”

I drove upward in short, deep strokes, lifting and settling her plush weight with my hands beneath her hips. She had no leverage to set the rhythm. Her thighs held me close, her arms stayed where I had ordered them, and the warm wall returned each movement through her body.

“Whose pace?”

“Yours,” she gasped. “I can hear exactly who owns it.”

Cream-gold light brightened beneath my fingers and traveled across her hips in dense warm branches. Her second stage settled visibly while I held her suspended in the home she had made.

“Receive it.”

“Yes, Callum. Give me all of it. Keep me full where I can see you.”

Her climax gathered inward. Deep contractions closed around me while the rest of her stayed held against the quilts, eyes open, ears rising beside her flushed face. The steady pull of her pussy stripped away my remaining control.

I kept her lifted and drove through every contraction. “Tell me what this night means.”

“You came home,” she sobbed. “You came home to me. Now fill me.”

I pressed as deep as her body allowed and emptied myself into her in a long sequence of homeward throbs, watching each one register in her open face. Her ears stood fully upright. Her powder tail flagged against my wrist while she clung exactly as ordered and the cream-gold glow warmed both our skin.

Only after the last aftershock eased did I carry her back to the furs and lower her onto her back. Her legs remained around my waist; one hand stayed curled at my shoulder as if confirming I had substance.

“Eighty-one,” she said. “Hard work. Even rhythm. The warning carriers stayed absent.”

“And you?”

She tightened once around what I had left in her and smiled with sleepy ferocity. “The wall held. So did I.”

I checked her palms, knees, hips, and breathing, then pulled the quilts around us.



The gold faded from her skin and lingered faintly at the rims of her ears. Minna put my palm over her lower belly, covered it with both hands, and listened until my pulse returned to the rhythm she trusted.

“Household accounting,” she murmured. “Raid closed. Medic received.”

At first light Sorrel arrived to identify Ollick and the stamped molds before Weller locked them away. He praised the den, cursed the weather, and complimented three generations of my ancestors without drawing breath. Sweat darkened his collar as his eyes kept returning to the prisoner in the yard.

Minna stood beside him as if inventorying the molds, her ears angled toward his chest.

“I knew the route,” Sorrel said. “Not the baited bank. Not the knives. I would never have sold your approach to Ollick, medic. You must believe that.”

Cold tallow flooded off him, but no sharp spike cut through it. Minna waited until he had gone, then tapped two fingers against my wrist.

“Real. His heart tried to climb out through his throat whenever he looked at Ollick. It never changed when he denied selling the raid. He’ll hold because he’s terrified not to.”

Sorrel’s fear and the observer’s false boredom had both paid out at her new range.



Four nights later, a west-circuit probe put me on the aid line beneath Weller’s east gate when the standing order showed its teeth.

The west klaxon sounded after midnight. Two Wing companies on the outer works formed to re-enter through the nearest gate. From the fighting step I heard their fists and weapon pommels hammering the closed west timber while a burrower scraped somewhere behind them.

The gate stayed shut without Dreyer’s word.

A runner reached Weller in ninety seconds, breathless and white-faced. “Two companies outside. West captain won’t open. Commandant’s quarters don’t answer.”

Weller looked once toward the western dark, made the calculation, and turned to her gate crew.

“Open east. Reik, take one runner around the inner wall. One word: east. Boone, set your line here. If the probe follows them around, I want the wounded inside the arch, not in the yard.”

The gate crew hesitated a single heartbeat. Weller took the key herself. Iron teeth entered the lock. Chains came off the drum, and the east leaves opened into the dark.

I worked beneath them as the first auxiliaries rounded the outer wall at a dead run. One woman had a burrower rake across her back, clean meat under torn leather. Another carried a companion with a broken ankle. My nose found no venom in either. I strapped one standing and directed the other to the infirmary without leaving the arch.

The probe showed behind the last rank, a single armored head testing the pursuit lane. Weller’s company loosed from both towers. Bolts struck its sensory ring and drove it back into the ground. The last auxiliary crossed. Weller shut the gate herself.

Not one woman died outside it.

At dawn a fresh posting hung on the gate board. Weller’s name had been removed from the command line. Her keys were taken from her belt by an adjutant who could not meet her eyes.

She handed them over, then found me on the curtain.

“I knew the price when I sent the runner,” she said. “He wanted the wall to learn what opening without his word costs. Now it has.”

Cold wind lifted off the stone with frost waiting inside it.

“The next shut gate will matter more,” I said.

“Yes. So tell me when your rabbit’s dig reaches the wall.”

“Soon. I don’t have the day.”

Weller looked east. “Then you’d better have a wall of your own by then, made of whatever the Board threw away.”

She walked off carrying the rolls-book instead of her keys.


Chapter 17: S-Track

The Board could not table her, so it decided to feed her to something.

Once her freed fangs showed in the yard, the stalls began writing S-TRACK beside her odds. The whisper became a chant over three mornings. Wall companies took it up whenever she crossed the great yard, one letter struck in marching cadence, until the Board could either answer the acclaim or admit it feared the grade above A.

Its answer went up in chalk under her name, in the same precise official hand that had once written degraded stock, feral onset, culling scheduled and later been forced to strike it through.

Champion Ryska. Strength Trial. The Arena. Day 52.

By her grade and by the garrison’s acclaim, the Board grants the champion a trial of strength worthy of an A: single combat, the great arena, against a captured bull-drake of the Verge.

The stalls went mad for it. A champion against a drake, in the arena, before every company in the College, is the finest afternoon Caldmoor sells, and the betting book opened within the hour and the odds ran long on the drake, and the yard talked of nothing else, and it was, on its face, an honor.

I read it three times, then went to inspect the drake. A Board-announced honor required examination beneath the harness.



They keep the trial-beasts in the menagerie pens off the arena undercroft, a row of iron-barred stone cells cut into the hillside beneath the seating. It stinks as any place stinks when it holds things that should not be kept. I entered on a medic’s pretext: beasts throw their handlers, and nobody in a menagerie questions the man offering to set a crushed hand.

I looked at the handler’s hand. It was a bad break and I set it, and while I set it I breathed, and I read the drake through the bars twenty feet away, and by the time the splint was on I knew what the Board had built.

A bull-drake is hard and honest: roughly four tons of Verge muscle standing eleven feet at the shoulder, armed with a mattock beak plus a temper. Corner it, the beast fights. Remove the pressure, it stops. A fast, patient champion can turn the mass, tire it, kill it. The stalls thought they had bought that fair trial.

The cell held a different animal, remade through pain.

I lowered my nose to the draft coming off it and I read a tortured animal aimed like a weapon.

There were goad-scars under the harness. Iron goad-scars supplied the plainest finding. Repeated stabbing had opened the shoulders and flanks over days, leaving the wounds hot, sweet, rotten with infection. Every movement hurt. The animal lived inside grinding pain it could neither escape nor understand, and a creature in constant pain does not fight like an honest drake. It fights to end its pain and take the world with it.

There was starved-breath acetone on it. They had not fed it. A fed drake is a slow drake; a starved one is a fast one, light and desperate and running on the sharp acid smell of a body eating itself, and they had starved this one for days so that it would be quick.

Then came conditioned rage-musk. I went motionless to isolate that last carrier. Over days, somebody had used goads, starvation, and another cue, perhaps a clapper plate, color, or smell. Arena, gate, and light had been bound to the worst pain the creature knew. The moment it climbed the ramp into daylight, it would reach the top of its rage already blind, faster, harder, more reckless than any drake taken fresh from the Verge.

A week of goads, starvation, and conditioned pain had rebuilt a healthy bull-drake into the Board’s weapon: fast, vicious, unpredictable, and waiting in an under-shielded arena under the name of an honor. They would make her kill it before a full house or die trying. Either outcome served them. A champion dead in a fair trial became a tragedy for the doctrine to mourn; a champion torn open and barely alive could be honorably retired to a Pen.

I stayed beside the bars until each carrier separated distinctly: infection, starvation, conditioned rage.

Before leaving, I made the handler walk me around the harness under the excuse of checking whether his broken hand could manage the release. The left buckle had been shortened two holes, forcing a metal edge into the worst infected goad-scar. The arena gate’s clapper plate hung from the same side. When it struck, the vibration would travel through the harness into raw tissue and turn pain into the opening charge.

“Who fitted this?” I asked.

“Theater crew. Said it keeps the beast straight off the ramp.”

I loosened nothing. A changed buckle before the trial would tell the Board someone had read the trap. Instead I measured the strap with my fingers, counted the clapper’s swing, and memorized which edge Ryska had to avoid when she took the head.

The drake watched me through the bars. Starvation had hollowed the muscle behind its skull, but the right eye continued tracking without a hitch. Conditioning, wounds, and the anticipated clapper held the drake rigid around its pain.

That distinction belonged in the plan. You do not out-rage a conditioned animal. You break the association, keep it off the clapper’s line, and give it a merciful end before the handlers can drive it back into the cell.

I carried the complete anatomy of the trap home and told her.



She heard me out at the table with her fangs showing and her arms folded: goads, starvation, conditioning, and the under-shielded arena. When I finished, one claw tapped the table precisely where I had drawn the north wall.

“So it’s a rigged trial,” she said.

“It’s a rigged trial.”

“Built to kill me and look like a sport.”

“Yes.”

“And I can’t refuse it,” she said, “because I chalked my own name up as a champion and a champion does not refuse a trial of strength, and if I refuse it the Board gets to say the wolf’s courage failed her the day the caps came off, which is worse than dying, and they know it, which is why they built it.”

“Yes,” I said.

Ryska thought about it.

She did not rage. Small insults light her temper; large ones make her quiet. This was a large one. She sat at my table, chin down, eyes half shut, working the problem as a duelist works an opponent. When she looked up, fear had no place in her face. Only cold, ruthless focus.

“Then I won’t fight the trial they built,” she said.

“What’s the animal underneath their conditioning?”

“They built a fight for me to lose,” said Ryska. “A drake that’s fast and mad and starved, in a ring with no shield, so that I fight the animal they made and it kills me. So I won’t fight the animal they made. I’ll fight the animal that’s under it.” She bared her fangs, slow. “It’s in agony, Callum. You said so. Goads gone bad, a week of pain, half mad with it. I know that shape. They wounded it until every movement became a command, then pointed the pain at me. I spent two years carrying their iron and performing the violence they wanted. I know exactly how that animal thinks.”

She stood up.

“I’ll kill it kinder than they kept it,” she said. “And I’ll do it in front of the garrison, so everyone who cheered this honor has to watch a champion be gentle with the animal the Board tortured, and work out who the monster in that ring actually is.”

Her freed fangs showed across my own table, not in a snarl but in the cold anticipation of a plan she meant to execute.

“Work the infected shoulder, keep it off the north wall, and make the crowd watch you give it the mercy its handlers refused,” I said. “That plan wins the ring and leaves the Board owning every scar on the carcass.”

“I learned the method from a stitch-boy who rolls his sleeves up in a yard on purpose so the garrison has to look at his arms,” said Ryska, “so don’t lecture me about making the evidence public.”

We spent the next hour building the kill around the animal they had actually made.

I drew the arena in charcoal. Dry sand south, watered sand north, lowered shielding along the Board arc. Ryska marked the drake’s likely turn radius with the span of her hand, then widened it when I reminded her that starvation reduced mass without shortening bone.

“First charge comes straight from the ramp,” she said. “They’ll open the gate only after I’m on the sand. It sees movement, commits, and carries me north if I retreat on instinct.”

“So don’t retreat. Cross left before the beak settles, make the bad shoulder take the correction.”

“It turns right to protect the left. That puts its head south again.”

Piri climbed onto the table and moved two cups across the charcoal as beast and champion. “The watered sand changes the sound of its stride. I can call when the left foot starts slipping. I’ll be on the champions’ gate wall.”

“You call only what you hear,” Ryska said. “Strip out encouragement and crowd noise. Give me one word for slip.”

“Mud,” Piri said.

“One for the lowered wall.”

“North.”

Minna added three chalk marks where the stones had been dropped. “If it goes over, the front benches die before anybody reaches the stairs. I’ll clear those benches before the gate rises.”

“How?” I asked.

“Honey-bread spilled on the lower passage and a courier reporting a loose rail. People move for food and danger. I have both.”

She said it with such practical certainty that Ryska stared at her for one beat, then nodded.

“Clear the north arc,” the wolf said. “Quietly.”

The plan did not pretend the trap was fair. It gave every unfair piece a job: wet sand became an audible warning, the bad shoulder became the turn, the lowered wall became an empty section instead of a civilian kill-line. We made the Board’s preparation useful against its own animal.

I folded the charcoal sheet and put it in the ledger. “Tomorrow, we execute this exact plan until the drake gives us a different fact. Then Ryska adapts to the animal, not the script.”

“And kills it kinder,” she said.

“And kills it kinder.”



The fear motive came out in the mess two days before the trial while I was setting Cobb’s split knuckle at the end of a wall-company table. It came from a decent man who had drunk enough to stop guarding his mouth, and I heard every word myself.

Two wall-lieutenants had been posted to the arena guard for the strength trial, which is an ordinary posting, and one of them, over supper, said he would rather not stand it.

“Stand it beside what?” somebody asked.

“Beside her,” said the lieutenant. “The wolf. In the ring, uncapped, with a drake. I’ve watched her fight capped and it was frightening enough. I don’t want to be twenty feet from her with her teeth in and a beast’s blood up. I’ve asked to be moved.”

And another lieutenant, older, further into his cups, said the thing.

“You should ask to be moved off every wall,” he said. “Out of the Corps entirely. Because that’s what’s coming, isn’t it. That’s what the caps were for.” He put his cup down. “You think they put iron on their teeth because they’re worried about a wolf’s temper? A wolf’s temper’s been on this frontier for a thousand years. They put iron on because the day one of them finishes, the day one of them molts all the way, she’s stronger than any three of us and faster than any of us and she’s got a soldier’s training and a grudge, and she outranks every sword on this wall by nature, and there’s a rule that says an auxiliary can’t command a human, and the only thing holding that rule up is that we cut them before they get strong enough to break it. The caps protect human command from what those women become when they finish.”

And nobody at that table said he was wrong.

I tied off Cobb’s bandage and waited. The ranking captain at the next table had heard the statement clearly. He drank, looked toward the capped auxiliaries eating by the far wall, and returned to his supper. The lieutenant received neither correction nor discipline. Worst of all, nobody at either table looked surprised.

I carried the words home and put them on the page facing the harvest crates and the buyer’s name. The doctrine served both motives at once: their parts fetched fortunes in the capital, while the knives kept a finished soldier beneath the men who claimed to own her. Greed occupied one page of my ledger and terror the facing page, both supplied openly by men in a mess and a pavilion who thought they were only describing the weather.



Piri finished the night before the trial.

Her final stage arrived as expected: fast, decisive, and without much warning, while she was on the wall.

She had taken to the east curtain at night because the higher she went the farther she heard. In the small hours she came off the wall at a dead run, her skin dark while her ears stood rigid and strain pulled at her face.

“It’s cresting,” she said as she crossed the den. “It started on the wall. It hasn’t crossed. I need your hand now.”

I took skin contact at once, palm to the back of her neck, the other hand around her wrist. Sand-gold kindled beneath both points of contact and raced toward her ear-roots. She sagged against me while the third stage completed where a carry was meant to complete: den-close, held, uninterrupted.

When the light sank through her skin and went out, leaving only steady warmth, she was a different instrument.

STAGE 3. Full desert-ears range. I wrote it in the ledger with the date.

The strain that had brought her running from the wall remained after the light went out. I made her sit, eat, and drink before telling me what she had heard.

“The Verge,” said Piri. She had the map out before the plate was empty, her hand moving, her eyes fixed on nothing. “I could always hear the near country. Now I can hear past it. Miles. And it’s, Doc, it’s not right, it’s not right at all.”

“Give me the bearing and the scale.”

“There’s mass out there,” said Piri. “A tide spread across miles of the east approach. It moves slowly on one bearing, patient because it knows where it’s going.” She looked up at me. “The bearing is the east curtain, same as the digging. That tide and the lane under the wall aim at one point. They’re timed, Doc. Their rates bring them to the wall together. I’ve counted it three ways, but every set of numbers says the same thing: a very great deal of the Verge is walking toward the east curtain. It arrives in days.”

I sat down across from her.

“Get Minna,” I said.



At midnight Minna overlaid a month of dated tunnel shifts with Piri’s fresh tide bearing. The dig now ran without rest near the footings. Miles of moving mass approached on the same line, timed to arrive when the stone gave.

The two senses revealed an enemy plan: undermine the east curtain, bring the tide to the opening, and put the largest breach in a generation directly behind Caldmoor’s great yard.

“A breach happens where beasts find weakness,” I said. “This one has an hour and an address. That’s an appointment.”

“An appointment,” Piri agreed.

“And when does it arrive?” Minna asked. “Give me the day.”

Piri closed her eyes and listened to the coordinated dig four hundred yards away and a month into its work.

“The digging breaks through in three days, maybe four,” she said. “The tide’s slower, but it’s timed to the digging. Both of them at the wall together.” She opened her eyes. “Days, Doc. Not weeks. Days. And it’s aimed at the east curtain, which is the wall the gate deed taught to wait for the Commandant’s word, and I do not think that is a coincidence, and neither do you, and I do not want to say the rest of it out loud.”

I said the rest of it out loud, because somebody has to.

“He may use it,” I said. “We cannot prove Dreyer knows about the digging, much less that he ordered anything beneath the wall. We can prove he taught the gates to wait for his word. If he learns what is coming, he can ignore the warning, thin the watch, or hold the reserve until the damage serves him. We prepare for that without pretending suspicion is evidence.”

The lamp ticked.

“That’s a lot to build on a rabbit’s ear and a fox’s ear,” said Minna, quietly.

“It’s a month of your ledger, a molt of her range, my nose on the night wind for a fortnight,” I said. “The best intelligence in this fortress, made by three people the Board graded E, E with MASCOT stamped over it, and unfit. It is going to be right. Nobody with rank will believe it, which is exactly why the three of us are the only ones who know.”



I took it to Weller at dawn, because Weller is the one competent adult with a reason to listen and no gate to lose anymore.

She heard it standing on the wall she no longer commanded, in the gray light, with her administrative rolls under her arm and cold dew slick on the stone, and she did not interrupt, and at the end she looked out over the east curtain at the country she could no longer defend. Two patrols crossed below before she answered.

“I believe you,” she said, at last. “I want that said. I believe a fennec who was right about three walls and a bunnykin who has never been wrong and a medic who smelled a war coming before the Board did. I believe all three of you, completely, and it does not matter, because I am on the rolls, Boone, I am administrative, I could not open a gate now to save my own husband, and if I take this to the Board with no rank and no gate they will file me next to my own gate posting and move you both somewhere I can’t reach.”

“I know.”

“So here is what I can do,” said Weller, “and it is not enough, and I want you to hear all of it. I can pre-position kit. I have a company’s worth of gear in an east-stair store that nobody counts, and I can have it ready. I can clear an infirmary surge plan with the wall companies, quietly, medic to sergeants, so that when it comes you are not improvising. And I can send a rider after the companies I know are going to be posted away, with a supply correction, and maybe, maybe, turn one of three around before it’s too far to matter.”

“That’s a great deal for a woman with no rank.”

“It’s the wall,” said Weller. “I don’t need rank to love the wall. I need rank to command a gate, and they took the gate, and they did not take the wall, and there is a difference, and Dreyer has never once understood it, which is going to be the death of him someday, I hope, if there’s any justice, which there isn’t.” She turned and looked at me. “Get me the day, Boone. The exact day, as close as your two ears can call it. I can do more with a day than with a warning.”

“Three days,” I said. “Maybe four. Piri will call it closer as it gets nearer. It’ll come at the east curtain, at dusk, when a thing comes that wants the light behind it, and the reserve will be behind a shut gate waiting for a word.”

Weller nodded, slowly, as you nod at a thing you already knew and hoped to be told you were wrong about.

“Then I’ll get my kit up,” she said, “and I’ll send my rider, and I’ll hope, which I rarely do, and you’ll do whatever it is you do, and we will find out in three days whether an E-grade and a C-grade and a stitch-boy can hold a wall the Commandant means to lose.”



The night before the trial, in the small hours, she brought me her armor.

I was in the arena undercroft, in the little stone armory off the champions’ room where they keep the trial-kit, because I had gone down to check the shielding on the arena floor for myself, to see with my own eyes how under-shielded they had built it, and it was under-shielded, and I was standing there in the lamplight cataloguing how they meant her to die when she came in behind me with her kit over her arm.

She did not say anything.

She put the armor down on the bench, piece by piece, the breast and back, the vambraces, the greaves, the strapping, laying it out in the order she would put it on in the morning, and she did it slowly, and she looked at me while she did it, and I understood what it was.

She was not asking me to check her kit.

A wolfkin does not ask. She brings the thing that matters and sets it before the person trusted with it. If he understands, he understands. Ryska laid her armor on an undercroft bench an hour before dawn, the fight four hours away. Then she pulled the neck of her shirt down, turned her back to me, and bared her nape.

The standing mark was there. Faded again to old wine.

“Renew it,” she said.

“You’ve got a fight in the morning.”

“I have a fight in the morning,” said Ryska over her shoulder, hair pulled aside and nape bare in the lamplight, tail already moving. “They built it to end me in a ring under-shielded on purpose. I will walk into it. I will win, and I will be gentle with the animal they tortured while I do it. That fight has occupied my head for two days. I refuse to give it another hour.” She exposed the mark fully. “Renew this, stitch-boy. Give me one thing tonight that isn’t the Board.”

I closed my hand in her scruff. The response traveled down her spine: shoulders released, knees unlocked, and her tail dropped before curling toward my leg. The sound in the back of her throat belonged nowhere near the public champion.



I picked up the breastplate by its shoulder straps and held it between us.

“Shirt off.”

Ryska stripped it over her head and dropped it across the laid-out greaves. The armor bench waited behind her: waist-high, broad, scarred by generations of champions setting steel onto it too hard. I drew one leather strap over her bare shoulder, let the buckle travel between her small high breasts, then caught it at her waist.

Her tail struck the bench leg.

“You brought armor,” I said. “So armor frames the hour. Turn around.”

She turned. I swept her hair aside and laid the second strap over her other shoulder. Both lengths hung loose across her body, unfastened, the breastplate suspended behind her like tomorrow waiting. I closed my fist in the leather at the center of her back and drew her against my chest.

“Tell me what you came here for.”

“One hard finish,” she said. “Fast. Then you put me in the kit and point me at the drake.”

“That is the plan. Yes or no?”

“Yes. Take me before the bell.”

I bent her head with my grip at her nape and renewed the mark before anything else. My teeth closed over the old print until the wolfkin response ran through her and her hands opened at her sides.

“That lasts through the ring,” I said against her shoulder.

“Harder.”

I gave her one deeper bite, then lifted my mouth. The mark stood fresh and dark above the loose armor strap. It belonged at the beginning tonight, a promise carried into the rest rather than a climax we had already used.

“Against the bench,” I said. “Palms down. Right knee up.”

Ryska faced the scarred oak, braced both hands flat on it, and set her right knee on the edge. Her left boot stayed planted on the floor. The position tilted her long runner’s body across the bench without laying her down: shoulders low, one powerful thigh raised, narrow hips offered at an angle that put her tail across my wrist.

I covered her left hand with mine and spread her claw-tipped fingers against the wood.

“Keep this palm open,” I said. “No gouges in the bench. The Board expects an animal tomorrow. Give me control tonight.”

A low growl rolled through the oak. “Yes, Callum.”

“Give me the whole yes.”

“Keep me standing. Own the pace. Make the ring leave my head.”

I opened her breeches and drew them down past the raised thigh. Her body was already wet, the scent of her sharp with burnt honey, storm-front cedar, and want. Two fingers entered her from behind while my thumb worked her clit. I watched the muscle along her planted leg tighten and the claws of her covered hand flex without closing.

“Quiet,” I said.

“The whole arena could be awake and I would not care.”

“I care. They get your fight. This belongs to us.”

The argument ended in her throat as a rough, contained sound. Her amber eye found me over her shoulder.

I opened my belt and placed myself against her. She started to push back.

My hand tightened over hers. “Stay where I put you.”

The champion stopped herself. Her palm flattened more deliberately beneath mine, shoulders dropping as she surrendered the movement she wanted to steal.

“Good.”

I entered her in one controlled drive.

Her raised knee slid half an inch over the oak and stopped. Heat closed hard around my cock, wet and gripping, while the asymmetry of her stance forced her to take the force through the planted runner’s leg. I held her nape with one hand and her open palm with the other. Nothing bound her. Obedience did the work.

“That’s it,” I said. “Take the one I give you.”

“Give it hard.”

I did.

The bench took the impact through her braced arms while I drove into her from behind, short urgent strokes aimed deep by the raised thigh. Her storm-gray hair slid across one shoulder. The unfastened straps bounced against her ribs and the breastplate knocked softly between her shoulder blades, tomorrow’s armor sounding a private cadence.

Her tail wrapped my forearm. Her left boot dug into the floor. She kept both palms open even when the pace pulled the growl out of her.

“Whose hour?”

“Yours.”

“Whose pace?”

“Yours, damn you.”

I slowed for three strokes, each one deep enough to make her whole stance tremble.

“Then don’t rush what belongs to me.”

Her answer came scraped thin. “Yes.”

Storm-gray light kindled at my hand on her nape. It traced down her spine, ran beneath the loose leather, and lit the breastplate from behind until its edges shone. The old bench took on the gray cast of a storm seen through shutters.

I breathed against her hair and read the stage gathering under sweat and leather: burnt honey deepening, cedar compressed before rain, hot iron losing its harshness as her body approached the last crossing.

“The final stage is close,” I told her. “The trial lights the fuse. The garrison will see what comes after.”

Her amber stare held mine over her shoulder. “Good.”

I pulled out before either of us could finish.

Ryska’s protest came out as a snarl. I caught her around the waist before she could turn.

“Left side. On the bench.”

She obeyed with visible effort. She lowered herself sideways across the oak, bottom leg long, top knee drawn toward her chest. I took her upper wrist and extended that arm along the bench above her head, controlling one limb instead of folding both behind her. Her other hand stayed free against my forearm. Her face remained turned toward me, no wood hiding the amber stare.

I settled behind her in the same side-prone line, chest to her back, and entered again. The new angle drove deeper at once. Her mouth opened around a cry I caught with my hand at her scruff.

“One hard finish,” I said into her ear. “This is where I put it.”

“Yes. There. Keep me there.”

I held her top wrist above her head and worked her from behind, my thigh pinning her lower leg without crushing it. The position denied the bodyweight sequence of our claiming night. Here she could see me, clutch my forearm with her free hand, and feel the coming fight burn out through the long line from her extended fingers to the boot hanging off the bench.

My free hand traveled from scruff to breast, then lower. Two fingers found her clit. Her hips jerked once.

“Hold the line.”

She forced herself still except where my strokes moved her. “Holding.”

“You come when I tell you.”

“Then tell me before I bite the bench in half.”

“Not yet.”

The answer made her ears flatten. I kept her at the edge, rough pace unbroken, while the armor pieces rattled on the floor and the drake breathed somewhere below us. She took the delay as she would take a bad position in the ring: teeth bared, eyes clear, trusting the person who had put her there.

The molt-light brightened under my moving hand, full sleeves of storm-gray crossing her ribs. Her scent crested. Burnt honey opened into quenched iron and cedar water, the final stage close enough to press against my nose without crossing.

“Now,” I said. “Come where I put you.”

Ryska broke around me.

Her top arm pulled against my grip without escaping it. The free hand crushed my forearm, claws held carefully away from skin. Her runner’s legs tightened in opposite directions as fierce contractions seized her cunt around my cock. The true growl fractured into my name and then the whine-purr she gave nowhere else.

I kept the pace hard through the spasms, nape in my palm, her face visible to me throughout. She did not need another bite to know whose body carried the mark. The fresh print stood above the armor strap, already darkening while she came.

“Look at me,” I ordered.

Her eyes found mine through the storm-gray glare.

That did it. Control went out of me. I buried myself to the root and came inside her in hard successive pulses, holding her side-prone across the champion’s bench while her body drew each release deeper. She kept her gaze locked to mine until the last throb passed.

I released the wrist above her head. Ryska left it there, palm open on the wood.

“Stay,” I said.

She stayed while I withdrew and cleaned her with a warm cloth. I checked the braced palm for splinters, the controlled wrist for strain, and the raised knee for pressure bruising. All three came back clean. The renewed bite had firm edges without broken skin. Her breathing descended fast; storm-gray light remained bright beneath my examining hands, the final stage imminent rather than crossed.

“One hard finish,” she said hoarsely. She lowered her arm, sat on the bench, and nudged the breastplate with one bare foot. “Now armor me.”

I pulled her upright and dressed her on the same bench. Greaves first, then breeches retied, breastplate and backplate closed around the storm-gray glow. Each buckle ended the private hour and built the public champion back over it. By the time I fastened the first vambrace, only the fresh mark above the shoulder strap betrayed what had happened there.

Her hand closed around my wrist before I could fit the second.

The new scar-lace had reached my collarbone. Ryska traced its highest branch, and concern tightened her mouth.

“Callum. You are not a supply.” Her voice dropped below the prebattle growl. “Stop leaving pieces of yourself on the table. I love you. That’s my report, every word of it.”

The buckle stopped between my fingers. Her report went through every defense I owned and lodged somewhere no instrument could reach.

I put my forehead against hers. “I love you too. I have been saying it badly with scalpels and bad plans, but I love you.”

Her breath left in one rough pull. The tail curled around my calf and held.

“Received,” she said, stealing my own dry register with a tremor under it.

“Give me your arm.”

She did. I fitted the vambrace, tightened every buckle in sequence, and made her move each joint under load before I let her stand.

“After the fight, you can argue about my reserve with the rest of the pack. This hour belongs to your body and the drake.”

Her fangs showed. “Then watch me be gentle.”

We returned through the service passage to the infirmary. I sent her out through the ward entrance while I cleared the undercroft dust from my boots.



The observer clocked her at dawn.

Piri caught him from the roof walk where she kept watch. She came down and delivered the report without inflection in the gray light, with the trial four hours off.

“The man on the bench,” said Piri. “Your not-bored inspector. He came off shift at the first hour but didn’t go to bed. He stood in the granary arch’s shadow where he could watch the infirmary wing. Ryska came out an hour before dawn in her armor; he watched her, took out a little book, wrote it down.”

My thumb stopped halfway across the newest branch of scar-lace.

“And Minna heard his heart while he wrote it,” said Piri. “From the store passage. She says it went fast, and stayed fast, and it was the same fast the auditor’s went when he asked about the wolf, the collector’s fast, the excited kind. He’s got something now. He’s got the champion leaving the infirmary before dawn in armor on the morning of her trial. He doesn’t have the word. He doesn’t have the mechanism. But he has one true thing written in a book, and one true thing is one more than he had yesterday.”

I stood in my own yard in the gray dawn with a rigged trial four hours off, a wall coming down in three days, and a collector holding one true thing in a little book. Every danger pointed at the same door.

“Then we give every company facts louder than one man’s little book,” I said. “Freed fangs. Restored strength. A merciful kill in the trap they built. I’ll roll my sleeves at ringside, and eleven hundred witnesses can decide what connects the wolf to the medic with the burned arms.”

“That feeds the noose,” said Piri quietly.

“Everything I restore feeds it. I keep choosing the noise because quiet leaves her alone in their ring. Put that in the ledger.”

Piri did. When she closed the ledger, she took my hand and held it for a second, small and hard, before letting go.

“Four hours,” she said. “I’ll be on the ring wall with the sightlines. If they’ve done anything to that arena floor besides under-shield it, I’ll hear it before she steps on it. Go and eat. Minna says your heart is still at war pace and you’re not allowed in the arena until food and ten quiet minutes bring it back to a safe baseline.”

“Tell Minna.”

“Tell Minna yourself,” said Piri. “She’s behind you. She’s been behind you since tell Minna and she has the ledger and she is extremely cross.”

The ledger snapped shut behind me.


Chapter 18: The Strength Trial

The arena smelled of watered sand, crowd sweat, and the infected sweetness of the drake waiting below. Every occupied bench amplified the trap.

Caldmoor’s arena is its oldest structure and its ugliest, and it holds the better part of the garrison, and every available seat was occupied.

It is a sunken oval of packed sand ringed by stone benches cut back into the hillside, with the Board’s stand at the north end under an awning and the champions’ gate at the south, and a shielding wall around the fighting floor that is supposed to come up to a tall man’s chest, and on the day of Ryska’s strength trial it did not.

I had walked that shielding at dawn. Piri had walked it with me. Several sections facing the Board stand had been dropped by a course of stone “for the audience’s view.” A beast driven the right way would find a knee-high lip instead of a chest-high wall, then take the benches and crowd. No honest reason exists to lower shielding for a bull-drake trial. I had recorded it in the ledger. It did not matter, because the lowered stone was already an accomplished physical fact.

We answered the rigged floor by winning on it anyway.

I stood at the champions’ gate with her while they made the crowd wait, because the Board always makes the crowd wait, and the stalls ran their books, and the long money was on the drake.

“Sightlines,” said Piri, at my shoulder. She was up on the gate’s own wall with her ears out over the floor. “The dropped shield runs across the north arc. They’ll drive it toward the Board stand, toward the low wall, because a drake that goes over the wall into the benches is a tragedy nobody planned and everybody profits from. Keep it south. Keep it on the sand.”

“Keep it south,” said Ryska. “Understood.”

“And the floor,” said Piri, “the sand’s been watered on the north half. Wet sand. Four tons turns badly on wet sand; a wolfkin stays sure-footed. They’ve made a fast beast faster and told your footing to fail you right where the low wall is.”

“So I fight on the dry half,” said Ryska.

“You fight on the dry half.”

Ryska rolled her shoulders in the armor I had laid my hands on the night before and looked out at the sand. There was no fear in her at all, only cold, exact focus. She touched the standing mark beneath her shoulder strap once, then looked at me.

“Point me,” she said lightly, but her fingers stayed on the mark and her gaze held mine. “You’ve got the nose. Where’s the animal’s pain worst?”

“Left shoulder,” I said. “The goad-scars are worst on the left shoulder, deep, infected, and it’s carrying itself off that side. It’ll turn hard to the right to keep the left away from you, every time, because every time the left works it screams. Fight the left. Make it use the shoulder it can’t use, and it’ll come apart.”

“Fight the wounded side,” said Ryska.

“Fight the wounded side.”

She bared her fangs at me, the freed-fang expression that is her smile, and pulled her helm down, and the gate went up.



They brought the drake up the south ramp into the light, and it came how I had smelled it would come, at the top of its rage already, blind with a week of engineered pain, and the crowd made the sound a crowd makes and the stalls closed their books.

It is a big animal. Four tons of gray-green Verge muscle on four legs, eleven feet at the shoulder, plated down the spine beneath a low armored skull and a mattock beak. It came up the ramp screaming. Sand struck beneath its dead run as it drove toward the first movement, which came from Ryska. The beast was faster than any drake I had seen taken fresh, exactly as fast as a week of goads and starvation makes a thing.

The first pass nearly ended it.

She read the charge and turned off it as she reads everything. But this drake outran the one she had planned for. Its beak raked across her turning back, opening armor and skin along the shoulder blade, throwing her three steps. The crowd screamed. The long money leaned forward.

She came up bleeding.

And she stopped fighting the fight the Board had written.

I saw it happen from the gate. I saw her get her feet under her on the dry sand with the blood running down her back, and she abandoned the practiced turns used against a healthy drake. Conditioned pain drove this animal, and in one breath she changed from a duelist meeting its charge to a wolf hunting the wound beneath it.

She went for the left shoulder.

Every pass after that she worked the left. She let it turn hard right to protect the bad shoulder, how I said it would, and she went with the turn instead of against it, staying inside on the left, on the dry sand, away from the low wall, and every time the beast tried to bring the left side into the fight to reach her, the infected shoulder took the weight, and it screamed, and it flinched, and it lost a fraction, and she took the fraction.

On the third turn, its rear claw crossed the watered boundary and carved a trench through the sand. Piri called “Mud” from the gate wall before the hip began to slide. Ryska used the warning to pass beneath the beak, struck the harness buckle with the heel of her hand, and sent the clapper plate spinning away from the infected flesh. The next charge came without the metal blow that had trained its panic.

The drake checked itself for half a heartbeat, confused by the missing pain. Ryska gave it room instead of spending the opening on a showy strike. It planted all four feet, found the bad shoulder still screaming under its own weight, and lowered its head. The audience saw the decision. A stunned hush moved across the nearest benches. So did the handlers at the ramp, one already reaching for a goad he could not use in front of eleven hundred witnesses.

“South,” Piri called as the animal drifted toward the lowered stones.

Ryska crossed its sightline and drew it back to dry ground with a sharp slap against the armored cheek. Four tons followed her away from the spectators. Minna’s cleared north benches stood empty behind the low lip; the Board’s intended tragedy had no civilians left in it.

She did not hurry.

Recognition traveled slowly through the packed arena, spreading from the front benches to the roofline. She did not try to kill it fast. She worked it, patiently, cruelly-gently, as you work a thing that is already dying and only has to be persuaded to lie down, and the crowd that had come to see a champion battle a monster watched a champion be careful with an animal, and the mood in the benches changed, slow, like weather.

They started to see it.

They started to see the goad-scars when the beast turned and the sun caught its flank. They saw how it favored the shoulder, how it screamed when it should have roared, the acetone-lean starved look of it, the wrongness of an animal engineered instead of caught. The packed arena had come to cheer a monster. Now hands lowered from mouths, a chant died unfinished in the south benches, and even the betting clerks stopped calling odds as a tortured animal received a merciful death from the woman it had been built to kill. That arrested crowd carried farther than any cheer the arena had produced in twenty years.

I watched it from the gate and read every pass, wanting to know before the crowd did which way it would go. The fast mad thing the Board had built became a tired thing favoring one side, then a slow thing stripped of its engineered rage with nothing left but pain. Pain does not win fights.

She pinned it in the end against the dry sand, both hands on the beak, every restored muscle braced into it, the bad shoulder collapsed under the beast at last, and she put it down with one stroke up under the jaw hinge into the brain, exact and swift, as you put down a horse with a broken leg. It died without another scream.

Ryska stayed crouched until the last tremor left its beak beneath her palms. Then she stood over it in the silence, blood running down her back, turned toward the Board stand, and bared every long white fang at the men who had built the animal, lowered the wall, and watered the sand. The arena read the fact in her freed mouth: their chosen monster had shown mercy, and they would never put iron over her teeth again.



She stood over the animal with freed fangs bared at the Board. No molt-light appeared; her third stage had settled, and the final crossing had not begun. The crowd had plainer evidence: the caps gone, the tortured beast given a merciful death, and a champion upright where the Board’s trap had failed.

Blood reached her belt.

Two handlers ran onto the sand with a canvas meant to cover the carcass. Ryska put one boot on the edge before they could pull it over the left shoulder.

“Leave it,” she said.

The younger handler looked to the Board stand. That was his mistake. Half the north benches followed his gaze, then looked back at the open wound where iron goads had drilled the drake raw.

“Harness off,” Reik called from the wall-company section.

The demand spread differently than a cheer. Men who had come to wager began pointing out shortened straps, the clapper plate Piri had watched spin away, the ribs showing through a starved animal’s hide. A stable-master in the front row climbed the low wall, cut the cinch with his belt knife, and pulled the harness free before an adjutant reached him. The infected shoulder came fully into the sun.

The arena found its voice.

Not Ryska’s name. Not mine. Goaded. The word traveled from handlers who knew what they were seeing to wall-men who knew what engineered pain looked like, until eleven hundred witnesses were chanting the Board’s method over its dead weapon.

That was the public receipt. No burned arms required.

I took Ryska through the champions’ gate while the crowd kept the carcass uncovered. In the undercroft surgery I cut away her broken back plate, washed sand from the four-inch graze, and found meat only: no fractured scapula, no sour drake-spit in the wound.

“Six stitches,” I said. “Nobody out there gets to watch.”

“Good. They have the right patient.”

Piri held the lamp. Minna kept one ear on the arena and reported each new section joining the chant while I closed the wound in private. Ryska gripped the edge of the surgical table, freed fangs showing whenever the needle pulled, and never looked away from the open gate where sunlight fell across the drake’s scarred shoulder.

I tied the final knot, dressed the line, and made her roll the shoulder twice.

“Fit to stand?”

She lifted her damaged armor with one hand. “Fit to collect my chalk.”

When she returned to the sand, the carcass still lay uncovered. The crowd read her clean dressing and the drake’s infected scars as two parts of the same answer.



The Board chalked her that evening.

A full arena had watched her kill a rigged beast mercifully, bare freed fangs, and stand beside the medic whose scar-lace marked every stage of her recovery. The crowd packed the yard for the chalking while the stalls paid out on a drake dead in four minutes. No lower grade could survive those witnesses.

Champion Ryska. A struck through. A+.

The yard roared.

The A+ had scarcely dried when the garrison demanded the letter the Board had withheld. The call began at the betting stalls, climbed into the benches, and became a chant, one reserved letter over and over, a grade not posted at Caldmoor in living memory.

S. S. S.

The Board did not chalk the S.

The clerk stood at the board with the chalk in his hand and checked the stand, received no signal, and the clerk wrote, under the A+, in the same official hand, the words that I have come to hate more than any words in the language:

S-grade pending doctrine review.

And the yard booed.

It had never happened before, not once in six years, and it was the first crack, and it traveled through the garrison rank by rank. The College booed its own Board, in the great yard, on a chalking day, for refusing a grade that the entire crowd had just watched a woman earn. The wall-men booed. The stall-keepers booed. Vorst, the golden boy, the Board’s own duelist, stood at the front of the champions with his mouth closed and studied the chalk. A line between his brows had appeared since autumn. He had seen the same thing they had seen, and for once the Board’s answer did not fit what was in front of him.

Dreyer stood on the stand through the booing, perfect regret arranged across his face. He let it wash over him without response. He does not fight a crowd; he waits for it. Once the noise had spent itself, he raised one hand. Warmly, he said the Board honored the champion’s achievement and would give her grade the careful study doctrine deserved. Because he is very good, most of the yard found that reasonable. The booing died. The S stayed unchalked.

But some of them remembered.

From the arena gate, I watched the wall-men who had booed and meant it. A garrison that learns to boo its Board cannot unlearn the possibility, and I had helped teach it, on purpose, in an arena, that afternoon.



Dreyer answered before the booing finished.

Marching drums sounded under the south colonnade while the clerk still held the S chalk. The Wing’s three strongest companies crossed behind the crowd in full road kit, spearheads bound for travel, their departure advanced from dawn to immediate march. Men stepped aside to let them through without understanding what the movement cost the east curtain. Behind the last rank, quartermaster hands rolled spare shields and spear bundles off the east racks and onto the companies’ wagons.

Then Prill’s oilcloth examination wagon entered from the theater side and parked outside Ryska’s billet. Three days early. Its escort formed up while the yard was still saying S.

Dreyer remained on the Board stand and watched both deeds pass beneath him: strength moving out through the south gate, armed chirurgeons moving toward the champion. He never needed to end the crowd’s protest. He put the answer in motion where everyone could see it and trusted them not to add the pieces.

I did.

By the time the chalking crowd dispersed, the strongest companies were on the ford road, two-thirds of the east watch had been ordered to the inner works, and bare pegs marked the shields sent away with them.

“She stays on the wall,” I told the examination escort. “Follow her there and explain why you want the woman holding your breach mouth.”

We followed the last equipment cart to the emptied east curtain before going home.

Bare shield pegs lined the guardroom. The outgoing companies had taken spare spear bundles, winter cloaks, and two of the four water carts. Somebody had removed the stair’s reserve wedges, small oak blocks used to brace a gate when its chain failed. Under-manning had reached the details a frightened defender only discovers when he reaches for them.

Minna put both ears to the floor. “Dig’s directly beneath the third buttress now. Faster than yesterday.”

Piri stood on the fighting step and listened east. “The tide slows when the dig slows. Speeds when it speeds. Coordination holds.”

Ryska tested the empty spear rack with one hand. “We replace what they took.”

We spent two hours doing it ourselves. Weller had hidden one company’s kit in the old east-stair store; we moved it into reach without waiting for a quartermaster. Ryska carried shield bundles four at a time. Minna rolled water casks by using their own hoops. Piri marked every stair where loose rubble would betray a climber in darkness.

I built three field surgery rolls and tied each to a different station. My hand trembled on the third knot; the overdraw deficit persisted. Ryska saw it, took the cord, and finished under my direction rather than arguing me away from the wall.

“One shake,” I said. “No cedar in the blood. Range normal.”

“Logged,” Minna said. She did not soften the word.

At the third buttress, the stone vibrated under our boots in three synchronized bursts. Dust loosened from a seam and settled on Ryska’s restored fangs. She licked grit from one canine, looked toward the dark Verge, and smiled without humor.

“They emptied my wall and sent a wagon for me,” she said. “Good. Now I know at the point where to stand.”

Piri touched the back of Ryska’s hand. Minna planted herself against the wolf’s other side. The three bodies differed in every possible way, but all faced east.

At the season’s beginning I tried to hide each woman alone. On the stripped curtain, they built one another into a defense no posting had accounted for.

We went home to a full den. I gave them the entire shape: postings, map, day. When I finished, Minna stood from the table and declared a thing.

“Right,” she said. “That’s the war. We can’t fix it tonight. The companies leave at dawn, the wall thins, and none of us is going to sleep. So we are going to bring the pack together instead. Den law, already agreed.”

“Minna,” I said.

“The pack shares the den,” said Minna, and her flush was already up, chest to ears, but it was not the wanting flush, or it was not only that, it was the deciding flush, the one that is the same weather. “The den shares you. We’ve all had you, one at a time, in corners, in the dark, around the war. And there’s a wall coming down in three days that some of us might not walk away from, and I will not have us go into that with the last thing being a posting on a board. So tonight the three of us share you, and you’re going to lead it, because you always do, and I’ve built the nest big enough, I measured, I’ve been thinking about this for a week, Ryska agrees, and Piri agrees, and if you argue I shall be extremely hurt.”

I looked at Ryska.

Ryska was leaning against the wall with her arms folded and her fangs showing and her back stitched and the trial’s aftermath visible on her, and she looked back at me, level, and she said the thing that made it law.

Before anyone entered the nest, I looked at each woman in turn.

Ryska met my eyes and bared her nape. “I want this. All three of us, with you leading.”

Piri’s ears stood high. “I bribed Fenn for the hour and checked every approach. That’s as enthusiastic as a scout gets before she starts taking off her clothes. Yes, Doc.”

Minna’s flush bloomed as she pulled me across the nest’s threshold. “I built this room for choices exactly like this one. Yes. Bring us home.”

I caught Minna’s wrist before she could draw me farther and pointed Ryska and Piri to their places. “The invitation opens the door. I set the order and the pace.”

Ryska’s fangs showed. “Then set them, stitch-boy.” She pushed off the wall. “The pack shares the den. The den shares you. And the wall stands watch last. That’s how it’s always worked. Now stop being a medic about it and come to the nest, because I’ve bled today and I want the one good thing before the wall.”



Before anyone undressed, Minna made us eat.

Blood had dried beneath Ryska’s shoulder dressing. Piri had finished a stage the night before. My recovering grip still trembled when I held the bowl. Minna put food into all four of us before desire could turn another hard week into fresh damage.

We sat around the nest mouth with bowls in our hands. Piri leaned against Ryska’s uninjured side; Minna checked my right fingers between bites. No one spoke about the wall for the first five minutes.

Ryska broke the truce with the one subject none of us had planned for. “I love him.”

Piri’s ears rose. Minna stopped with her spoon halfway to her mouth. I had heard the words under the arena and answered them, but the pack had not.

“Good,” Piri said at last. “That would have been awkward, given the maps I’ve moved in.”

Minna set down her spoon. “He answered?”

“Badly,” Ryska said.

“Directly,” I corrected.

Ryska’s tail curled around my ankle. “Directly after saying received, because he has the emotional instincts of a field splint.”

“But he answered,” Minna said.

“He did.”

The bunnykin’s flush warmed for a reason that had nothing to do with arousal. “Then I want the rule clear. Nobody uses tonight to compete with words spoken before a fight. We are not measuring who has what name for him. We are making sure all four bodies know where home is before the wall.”

Piri nodded. “I know my word. Believed. I don’t need hers.”

“Mine is home,” Minna said. “Also properly fed, which is two words but a superior system.”

Ryska looked at both women. “Pack.”

The single word settled them. Functional warmth had already grown among them, but this was the first time they named their different needs without turning difference into rank.

I set my bowl aside. “And my word is chosen. Three times. None of you entered this room as rescue debt. I choose each of you back.”

Piri’s hands tightened around her empty bowl with sudden emotion. Minna blew her fringe aside though it was not in her eyes. Ryska tightened her tail around my ankle.

“Better than received,” she said.

“Marginally,” Piri agreed.

Only then did Minna clear the bowls, check the bolt, and open the nest into a circle around the fire rather than divided turns. I sat at its center and made all three women face me.

“You move when I place you. You touch where I direct. Tonight the pack shares one rhythm, and I set it.”

Three distinct yeses answered: Ryska’s clipped, Piri’s eager, Minna’s warm and absolute.

I called Ryska forward standing. She stripped and offered her nape, but I did not put her prone. I turned her back against my chest, closed one hand at her scruff, and used the other to open her while the other women watched her tail betray every stroke.

“Stay on your feet,” I told her.

“Yes.”

I entered her from behind while she stood between my knees, her hands braced open on my thighs. Piri knelt in front of us, not on my cock but where I placed her: one small hand circling Ryska’s clit under my direction while Minna steadied the wolf’s hip from the side.

“Slow circles,” I told Piri. “You stop when I say.”

Piri’s dark eyes rose to mine. “Yes, Doc.”

Ryska took my strokes while Piri’s careful fingers obeyed my pace and Minna felt the champion tighten under her palm. A twitch of my fist at the scruff slowed the wolf; one word changed Piri’s circles; my free hand set Minna’s grip at Ryska’s hip.

Ryska came standing, a deep growl shaking through my chest as her cunt clenched around me. I held her through it, then withdrew before my own finish and seated her against the nest wall.

“Guard from there,” I said.

She obeyed, storm-gray and sated, one arm already opening for Piri when I called the scout next.

I placed Piri across Ryska’s thighs, face up, her petite frame supported by the wolf rather than lifted through the same one-armed transition. Minna knelt beside her. At my order, Minna held Piri’s hands above her head while I knelt between the small spread legs and worked her with my mouth.

“Listen to all of us,” I told Piri. “Tell me whose heart changes first.”

Her ears swung wildly. “Mine. Mine is cheating.”

“Then let it.”

Ryska’s claws combed carefully through the sand-blonde crop. Minna kissed the pulse beneath one fennec ear while my tongue brought Piri apart. Her climax snapped both enormous ears upright and bowed her small body across the wolf’s lap; three women felt it happen at once.

Before the aftershocks ended, I rose and offered Piri my cock. She took me from that reclined position, head supported on Ryska’s thigh, both hands around me while Minna stroked her trembling belly. I set every movement with my hand at her jaw.

“No scoring,” I said.

Piri laughed around me. Ryska’s low purr vibrated beneath her skull. The shared sensation made her eyes go wide, and I drew her off before finishing.

“Minna. Center.”

Minna came onto her back at the heart of the circle. I placed Piri against her side and Ryska at her shoulder, then opened Minna’s thighs myself.

“You built the room,” I said. “Now receive the pack inside it.”

“Yes. Bring all of you home.”

I came down between her thighs and entered with my chest over hers. Piri’s ear settled over Minna’s heart while Ryska’s hand covered the other side of the bunnykin’s chest, feeling the warm heavy breast rise with each stroke. At my order Piri put two fingers on Minna’s clit; at my order Ryska kept her hips from chasing me. Their touches served my pace rather than creating three separate performances.

“Who sets it?” I asked.

“You do,” Minna breathed.

“Who holds you?”

“All of you. Because you put us here.”

I folded one thick thigh higher and tipped her hips until each stroke reached the depth she needed. Piri listened to four hearts at once and called the convergence in broken numbers. Ryska watched the door and Minna simultaneously, guard and participant in one body.

Minna came with one ear pressed against Piri’s and the other rising above her own head. Her clenching took me over. I finished inside her while Piri’s fingers maintained the rhythm I had given and Ryska held Minna right where I wanted her.

The pack received the climax collectively: Minna taking every pulse, Piri hearing it through two bodies, Ryska feeling the convulsions beneath her palm, and all three looking toward me.

The den answered the two active stages. Cream-gold poured from beneath my hands at Minna’s hips. Storm-gray kindled where Ryska’s palm covered mine, the imminent final crossing bright enough to sleeve her arm. The colors met along my silver scar-lace: storm at the elbows, warm cream below it. Piri’s completed body gave off no light. She laid one steady, living-warm hand over the old branch her own carry had already written at my wrist.

Piri studied the quiet silver beneath her palm, then the two colors moving above it. “Mine’s done working.”

“Your molt is complete, and your place in this pack hasn’t moved an inch.”

Piri’s face eased. Ryska covered Piri’s hand with her own while Minna tightened around me in a softer aftershock.

“Pack,” Ryska said.

Two active colors painted three distinct shadows against the stone: Ryska gathering toward her final crossing, Minna’s slow stage remaining underway, and Piri complete enough to hold us without burning.

I stayed inside Minna until I chose to withdraw. Then I rebuilt the pack’s shape for recovery: Ryska against the wall, Piri across her thighs, and Minna beside me with water in her hands.

We stayed arranged exactly where I had placed us, their attention flowing outward instead of collapsing inward. Ryska’s guard had survived her climax; her gaze moved between Piri’s breathing and Minna’s pulse while I checked them. Piri, usually reduced to loose ears and a smug mouth by this point, kept one hand on Ryska’s knee and reported whenever the wolf’s stitched shoulder tightened. Minna resisted administering everyone long enough to accept the first cup of water herself.

“Drink,” I told her.

“Piri’s throat is rough.”

“Piri has a cup. Drink yours.”

Minna obeyed, glaring warmly over the rim.

I cleaned the place where Piri’s nails had marked Ryska’s thigh during her climax. The wolf looked down at the tiny crescents and smiled.

“Fox marked the guard,” she said.

Piri’s left ear hid behind the right. “Occupational accident.”

“Keep them.”

The permission moved Piri more than teasing would have. She touched one crescent with a fingertip, then settled her cheek over it.

Minna found Ryska’s tail beneath the quilts and tucked it clear of the dressing on her back. “Tomorrow this tail stays out of my surgical route.”

“Tomorrow your surgical route stays out of my tail.”

“The tail has no authority in my infirmary.”

“Your infirmary?”

They looked at me.

“My infirmary,” I said.

Three women laughed at once: Ryska’s low bark under Piri’s quick bright break, with Minna’s warm rolling murmur beneath both.

Piri’s ears suddenly turned toward the east wall. “Digging still holds. No acceleration during the hour.”

Minna pressed one ear to the floor from beside me. “Confirmed. Three faces, constant shifts.”

Ryska put her hand over mine. “Then the war waited outside the door for once.”

“Only for an hour,” I said.

“An hour is enough to remember why we hold it.”

Minna rolled onto one elbow and reached for the watch slate before anyone slept. She assigned Piri the roof watch, Ryska the door, herself the service tunnels, and Fenn the kitchen reserve. Each woman repeated another’s assignment rather than her own, proof they understood the entire shape rather than a private task.

Piri repeated Minna’s route and emergency signals. Minna repeated Ryska’s fallback point at the east stair. Ryska repeated Piri’s six listening sectors without missing one. I supplied the medical thresholds that would force rotation: blood loss, hearing distortion, tremor, or cedar in my own blood.

Nobody promised heroics. They gave observations, handoffs, and the next person ready. Minna tied a clean strip over Ryska’s graze while the wolf held Piri’s cup; their hands crossed once in the firelight, each occupied with the other.

The east curtain gave a distant shudder through the floor.

Piri’s ears turned first. Minna’s followed toward the stone. Ryska looked at the door.

I set the empty water cup down. “At dawn we take the tunnel heads.”

The fire popped once, and we got dressed.


Chapter 19: The Tunnel Heads

On the second night, I was loading still-oil onto a handcart before the supper bowls had been cleared. Sitting behind the wall while danger approached had become physically impossible.

Minna caught me at the east-stair store and took the first cask out of my hands. “If this is a plan, it requires other people. If it is a collapse, I have already inventoried one this month.”

“Sortie,” I said. “We take the tunnel heads before the tide uses them.”

The plan assembled while we rolled the oil up the east curtain. Minna stopped at each landing, pressed one ear to stone, and called the deep lane’s bearing from her dated ledger. Piri ranged ahead along the fighting step and scratched five marks directly onto the parapet: surface heads she could hear strung along that bearing, close enough for a crew to reach. Ryska shouldered the handcart up the last stair while I went to the crenel and read the night wind.

Beast-musk flooded the eastern miles in tide quantities. It no longer belonged to one animal or even one pack; the smell rose from the country itself. Beneath it ran hot iron and storm-front cedar at a scale I had never read.

“Days at most,” I said. “Piri’s range is right. I can’t call it closer yet.”

Ryska set the cart beside the first parapet mark. “Then we collapse the heads.”

I tapped each of Piri’s five scratches in turn. “Eight people can’t fight that tide in the open. We can burn its roads, drop the gallery roofs, and make the deep lane dig new exits. Every hour we cost them puts Weller’s kit another hour deeper into the wall.”

Piri moved down the parapet, listening east at each mark. “How many can we reach tonight?”

“We learn that on the ground. We drop what we can and leave before success makes us greedy. Greed in a burrower gallery puts a hill over your head, and I’ve carried enough men out from under hills.”

Minna lashed the last cask into place, then handed me a short list of the oil, lamps, splints, and retreat markers she had already loaded. The briefing ended with all of us moving and the objective physically under our hands.

Reik arrived while we checked the lashings. He looked from five parapet marks to three casks of oil, understood the intended arithmetic, and selected four volunteers without asking for a speech. Each man inspected the next man’s lamp before touching his own. The oil skins were passed hand to hand and checked for damp seams, because one leak on a descending sleeve could turn the carrier into the first fire. They had survived long enough to know that borrowed flame deserved two sets of eyes before anyone carried it underground.



We went out at moonrise with Reik and four of his volunteers, the ones who touch my lintel and would not be left behind, and we went with still-salvaged oil, the last of the casks off the north-bank still, which burns like the pit and which I have been saving for exactly this.

The tunnel heads sit out past the east palisade in the broken country before the Verge proper, and Piri took us to each one by ear, walking us around two collapsed traps and one live gallery she heard before we were within thirty feet of it. At each reachable head we used the same sequence: down into the mouth in darkness, oil across the dry shoring and along the gallery throat as far as we dared reach, then a lamp thrown onto the trail and every body out before the fire’s draw emptied the shaft of air.

The first gallery followed the plan because the ground cooperated. Timber props held a roof of turned earth above the shored mouth. I spread still-oil across the dry wood and down the gallery’s throat as far as the lamplight reached. At the entrance, Piri aimed both ears into the shaft and found no diggers close. I threw the lamp. We climbed fast as the draw seized the air, pulling fire down the run like breath through a pipe. Props burned through; the roof followed in a long rolling collapse. Forty feet of the tide’s road ceased to be a road.

We knew the work by the second gallery, and it fell more completely. Reik’s men allowed themselves the quiet whoop of soldiers who had watched danger go right.

“That’s two, Doc,” said a wall-man named Corliss. “That’s two we’ve took off it.”

“Five heads. We’ve done two. Don’t count yet.”

We moved on.

The third fought us.

The third ran deeper, with diggers close inside. Piri caught them climbing toward our light: scrape, click, then the wet-slate smell of freshly turned earth ahead of them.

“They’re coming, Doc. Four, fast. They’ve felt the fire on the draft.”

We fired early, before the oil lay as I wanted. It caught wrong. Flame rushed toward us instead of down the shaft. The first burrower broke through the smoke with its blind beak working; Ryska struck across the neck and hurled it backward into the fire. A second surfaced beside it and met the same answer. Smoke and burning oil filled the head while one wolfkin body blocked the mouth long enough for the deeper fuel to catch.

The rushed burn took its price in the roof. A section released too early and collapsed across the tunnel head. One of Reik’s men, a boy named Adric, stood too close. The slump swallowed him to the knee before Ryska caught his arm and hauled him free one-handed, earth pouring from his clothes while he screamed.

The collapse kept moving after she pulled him. A dark crack raced uphill from the buried boot-print, opened wide enough to swallow a fist, and vented flame across the retreat path. Corliss jumped it. Reik’s next man landed short and slid on both knees toward the mouth.

Piri heard the deeper roof shift. “Left side down. Right shelf holds for six beats.”

Ryska caught the sliding wall-man by his harness and threw him bodily onto the right shelf. I seized the lamp crate before it followed, then kicked the remaining oil skin away from the fire. The third burrower surfaced through the half-sealed gap behind us, chitin black with soot.

“Sensory ring low,” I called. “Smoke has it blind.”

Reik braced his spear across the mouth. Ryska drove the beast’s head onto the shaft rather than wrestling its armored length. Corliss came in from the safe shelf with a pick and broke the exposed ring in two blows. The burrower convulsed beneath falling soil, holding the unstable roof for the seconds we needed.

“Out by the right shelf,” Piri said. “Single bodies. Four beats now.”

Reik passed his men through first. Ryska lifted Adric clear of the broken ground while I stayed behind her long enough to verify the dropped oil would not turn our retreat into a burning trail. The buried burrower shifted once under the roof and the whole mouth settled another foot.

I dragged Adric clear of the fire and put my nose to the leg. Crushed foot, bad. The small bones were gone, but the femoral held and no death rode the blood. By the light of our own fire, I splinted him in the smoke, fast and dirty, good enough to travel. Something from the satchel dulled the pain. I told him he would keep the foot and mostly meant it.

The head remained half-sealed and burning, with a boy down. Partial success had cost one crushed foot while leaving half a tunnel open. Complete victories had never been my trade.

At the half-sealed third head we stayed long enough to make the damage useful. Reik’s men drove two spare stakes into the unstable roof and tied red cloth at the safe edge so Weller’s patrols would not step onto it later. I packed Adric’s foot a second time after the swelling rose, loosened the splint by one finger’s breadth, and made him move every toe.

Piri stretched prone and pressed one ear to the dirt. “The fire is drawing them away from the fourth head. For three minutes, maybe four.”

“Can we use it?” Reik asked.

“Not to enter. To mark the approach.”

Ryska carried Adric while the rest of us moved along the ridge. Piri identified two ventilation cracks connected to the deep lane. We poured the remaining oil into neither. Fire without an exit plan would only drive the diggers toward the wall faster. Instead I took scent samples from both drafts: wet slate, molt-shell grit, beast musk, and the warm tallow note of dozens of working bodies.

Minna could compare those carriers against her floor readings. Even failure gave us the depth and direction of the surviving road.

The fourth and fifth we could not reach.

The deep lane had pulled its heads in past them, further out, closer to the Verge, into ground that was already crawling, and Piri stood at the edge of it in the dark with her ears out and gave one firm shake of her head.

“No,” she said. “Past here five diggers could never make that sound, Doc. The front of the tide is moving under there. There’s mass out there, close, spread wide, and if we go past this line we are seven standing and a wounded boy before all of it, and I will not steer you into that, and you can order me and I will still not do it.”

I looked out into the dark toward the smell.

“Two heads closed and the third crippled,” I said. “The deep lane remains open, but rerouting around our burns should cost them a day.”

Ryska shifted Adric higher against her shoulder. “We bought that day and saved his foot. Take your own advice, stitch-boy. We go home before the front of a tide decides seven standing people smell like supper.”

She was right. I have always hated partial victories, but I turned us for home.



Before we turned, the deepest draft gave my nose the night’s least understood finding.

The deep lane, the one we could not reach, the one the diggers had pulled back into, ran on past the tunnel heads and out under the broken country toward the Verge, and the bearing of it, when I stood at the edge of the reachable ground and read the draft coming up out of the earth, did not run toward a random point in the wild.

It ran toward the harvest-waste dump.

The Board’s dump lay past the east palisade in a fold of dead ground. For nineteen years the culling theater had carted its worthless leavings there: trade offal, shell fragments, spoiled oil, and bone. On the wrong wind it stank of quenched steel, old fat, and rot. I had smelled it a hundred times without considering what else might follow the trail.

The deep lane ran toward the harvest-waste dump before turning toward the wall.

That was the physical fact. Beside it I had only existing evidence: the shell-built nest and the dire alpha fouled with rancid gland-oil. I did not know whether the waste attracted the tide, altered it, or merely lay on the same route. I marked the bearing and refused the conclusion.

Before we withdrew, Reik made the seven mobile members answer by name. Ryska carried Adric and therefore no demolition load. Piri took point. Corliss and two volunteers split the remaining tools. Reik and I carried the unused oil between us so one fall could not spill all of it onto the wounded.

The third head settled again behind us. A tongue of flame showed through a new crack, then vanished beneath falling earth. Reik and Ryska shifted Adric onto a fresh litter while I checked every bearer for smoke confusion and heat damage. Piri listened until the last roof movement stopped.

“Half-sealed,” she said. “The surviving lane continues carrying traffic below it.”

“Mark it dangerous, not closed,” I told Corliss.

He changed the chalk symbol on his route slate from a cross to a broken circle. Partial success recorded as partial, where the next patrol would not mistake our pride for safe ground. The surviving lane remained a live threat on every slate carried home.

At the ridge, two burrowers tested the burned draft from below. Piri called each scrape. We moved in staggered pairs across stone rather than earth, the litter kept level between every handoff. Adric stayed awake by insulting the quality of the carry, which told me the pain dose had not taken too much of him.

Only when all eight of us had crossed the last unstable seam did I let Reik erase our approach marks. We left no bright trail from the damaged heads back to Caldmoor.

We turned for home with the dump’s sweet, cold wrongness on the wind.



Ryska’s final-stage onset warned us on the walk home, but the crossing had not begun.

I felt it before she spoke. We walked close enough for her scent to strike me, and the burnt honey and storm-front cedar that had marked her molt from the first day surged in a thick, close wave. It was no longer building. It was arriving. I stopped in the dark broken country, Reik’s men and the wounded boy ahead, and caught her arm.

“Ryska.”

“I know,” she said.

Tension cinched each word.

“How long have you known?”

“Since the third tunnel head.” She kept walking, because she is a wolf and a wolf does not stop on open ground. “It started when I hauled Adric out of the slump, when I put all my strength into it, my balance shifted and the cedar went sharp enough to burn my nose, and it’s been climbing since, and it’s, Callum, it’s not like the others. The others built. This one’s close. It wants to happen soon, and I have felt it climbing for a mile because I am not going to molt in a burrower field with a tide downwind.”

“You cannot hold it once the crossing starts. It has not started yet.”

“I am holding it.”

“Ryska.” I stopped her with both hands on her arms. “Once it is fully lit, it cannot be interrupted. If the crossing stops, it kills. We get home before that threshold. Until then, this is onset, not crossing.”

She looked at me in the dark. Her amber eyes had widened; her stride kept breaking its practiced rhythm. The gray ears stayed pinned to her skull. The timing frightened her, not the molt.

“The wall’s tomorrow night,” she said.

“I know.”

“And my last stage wants to happen now, and it takes days, and the wall’s tomorrow night.”

“I know.”

“So I may molt through the breach,” said Ryska, slowly, working it, a duelist working a problem she cannot solve and refuses to lose. “The wall comes down while I’m on your table with my body coming apart and remaking itself, and I can’t be interrupted, and I can’t be moved, and the one thing this pack has that turns a breach is me, and I’ll be den-close in a back room with the light coming out of me while the east curtain falls.”

I did not have an answer for that, and I am not going to pretend I did.

“We’ll handle the next necessary step,” I said, because no good answer existed. “We get you home and start tonight, den-close. We buy every available hour. Maybe you cross before the wall and take the breach mouth in true form. Maybe you cross during it, with me holding you while the others hold the stone. Maybe you cross afterward, and we lose the wall to save you.” I held her gaze in the dark. “I don’t know which. I won’t lie to you about it in a field.”

“No,” she said. “You never lie in a field. It’s your worst habit.” She let out a breath. “Get me home, stitch-boy. Start it tonight. And whatever happens at that door tomorrow, you do not stop, you hear me, you do the thing you told me about, you do not stop, whatever’s at the door. I understand it now. I understand her now, whoever she was, in whatever ruin, the one they interrupted. Now walk.”

The return became an exercise in holding a threshold without crossing it. I kept one hand on Ryska whenever the ground allowed, reading the burnt honey and cedar for the sharper note that would mean the final stage had committed. It did not. Her body gathered itself, close and dangerous, but waited.

At the third mile she stumbled once. Reik’s volunteers looked back. Ryska straightened before any man could offer help.

“Onset,” I told her quietly. “Not failure. Your balance points are changing before the frame does. Shorten your stride.”

She adjusted immediately. The stumble did not repeat.

Piri ranged ahead and returned every few minutes with the tide’s bearing. Minna’s distant digging count came to us through a runner Weller had sent to meet the sortie. Three faces kept working. Two burned heads forcing spoil into the surviving deep lane. Our partial success had cost the enemy effort, not stopped it.

Adric woke on the litter near the palisade and asked whether he still owned a foot.

“Probably,” I said.

“That’s not comforting.”

“Comfort costs extra. Movement in all toes. Good color. No rot-smell. Those are better than comfort.”

Ryska, walking beside him with a final molt under her skin, said, “He means yes. He enjoys making patients work for it.”

“Champion,” Adric said, dazed, “you glow when you lie.”

She did not glow. Piri laughed hard enough to lose the path for three steps.

The palisade crew opened before we knocked. Weller had pre-positioned two stretchers, water, and a surge cart at the point where Minna’s plan required. No speeches. Adric went to the ward. Reik’s men went to the wall. Piri climbed for a fresh bearing.

We got her home an hour before false dawn, and Minna had the back room ready before we were through the door, because Minna had heard it coming through the floor as she hears everything, and the den converted itself around a molt as it had learned to convert itself around an inspector: fast, quiet, competent.

Minna took the room. Within twenty minutes, she had stripped the back chamber to its furs, banked the fire, put water on, and made it ready for a woman’s crossing without waiting for instructions. Her low, steady voice laid out the siege logistics as she worked, fear contained in the cadence of a courier reading a manifest.

“Back room ready. Furs deep, fire banked, water on and staying on,” she said, ticking each item off. “The wounded have moved into the store passage, leaving the ward clear for casualties. Fenn has two pots boiling. Your surge kit is on the door shelf, within reach while you keep contact. A chalk line tells runners how far they may enter without breaking your sightline. Lamp-oil lasts three nights.” Her mouth tightened. “If the crossing runs longer, we have a different problem.” She blew her fringe out of her eyes. “Whatever happens, this room holds, because I built it, and I’m not going to lose the first room I ever built to a hole in the ground. Cross her, Callum. The room’s mine. Go.”

Piri took the walls. She climbed to the roof walk with a blanket and turned her full hearing toward the Verge. From that night onward, she would serve as my eyes, call the tide’s approach, and steer the wall. As always, she took the watch with a plan and a bribe already made. She did not come down.

Old Fenn boiled water like a siege cook, because Old Fenn had survived more than one siege. She knew a den under pressure needed hot water, bread, and someone who had decided not to fear. She was that someone: four foot ten of gray-striped opinion. She fed Reik’s wounded boy, packed him off to a cot, then set a pot to boil that did not leave the fire for two days.

I took Ryska into the back room to steady the onset before dawn, den-close and skin to skin, without letting the final crossing ignite. Storm-front cedar hung thick in the air. Faint storm-gray light began kindling beneath my hands where they lay on her. I did not know whether we had days or hours. I bought every minute available; the wall was one day away.



Before I formally started the crossing, Piri entered from the exposed roof walk at false dawn for one hour. She stopped in the back-room doorway, where I was den-close with Ryska, steadying the final-stage onset before the crossing.

“The crossing hasn’t begun?” said Piri.

“Not yet. The onset is steady. Once I start it, I do not leave her skin.”

“Then stay close,” said Piri. “Come to the private roof-access loft with me. The shutter keeps my sightline; my ears keep the watch. You’ve got an hour. I’ve planned how we spend it, and Ryska agrees. I asked her. Half in a molt, she told me to take her hour and stop hovering. Come up.”

I went up.

The roof-access loft sat above the ward behind a bolted oak door, private to the den wing. A broad map chest stood beneath its single east shutter, which Piri had opened just enough to give her ears and eyes the full eastern approach while keeping both our bodies inside. That night the east approach was wrong. A low ember smear lay along the horizon, the sort of distant haze made by too much living mass moving through darkness, and the wind came off it thick with musk and cedar. Piri stood at the shutter with her ears aimed through the gap and her back to me, the distant red haze low on her face.

“I hold the watch,” she said without turning. “The watch holds you. That’s the deal. You have one hour before you must be den-close again. I have miles of the Verge in my ears.” One ear tipped back toward me. “I can hold both. I’ve planned it, and I want it. Give the order that makes the hour mine. The night was hard, the day will be worse, and I want one thing belonging only to me before it begins.”

I moved behind her at the shutter bench and put my hands on her hips.

“Then hold the watch,” I said, in her ear, “and don’t drop it, whatever I do to you.”

A shiver traveled from her shoulders to her heels. Her ears folded toward her hair, then swiveled back toward the eastern watch, the honest barometer of her torn between want and work. She pushed against me, turned her head, and breathed me in over her shoulder while the scout began to go under.

“You smell like smoke, still-oil, the boy’s blood, and the burrower field,” she said, lucid appetite warming every word. “Under it is the den, and under that is you. I’ve held watch and want together for two hours. The watch stays mine. You take command of the rest.”

I turned her in my hands and looked. Distant ember-haze lit her small, fine frame from below; huge dark-rimmed eyes had gone black, one ear fixed on me while the other strained toward the Verge. My palm settled on her sternum over the quick heart. I ran it down across small high breasts and the flat, wiry stomach. Both ears snapped upright before folding back toward her hair.

“Order received,” said Piri. She stretched onto her toes, caught my collar, and pulled me down.



I turned her toward the padded map chest beneath the shutter.

“Lie across it,” I said. “Chest down. Keep your face toward the Verge.”

Piri obeyed at once. She stretched prone over the leather padding, hips at the edge, small bare feet braced on the lower rail. Both enormous ears projected toward the open shutter with nothing behind them to muddy the watch. Her fine-boned back made a taut line down to the compact curve of her ass.

I opened her clothes from behind and folded each layer clear without removing the field belt that held her slate and charcoal. Work remained attached to the scout even while the rest of her became mine.

“Report,” I said, and ran my palm down her spine.

“Center holds the same bearing. Flanks spread another quarter mile. Your hand is distracting. Continue both.”

I laughed once, low, and put two fingers into her.

Her report broke on the next word. She was already slick, heat rising against my hand while the distant ember haze crawled beyond the shutter.

“Eyes on the horizon,” I ordered.

“Yes, Doc.”

I worked her prone over the maps, one hand controlling her hip while the other brought her slowly apart. Every time her forehead tried to drop, I caught her by the cropped hair and restored the sightline. The position left her watch intact and denied her the familiar shelter of my chest.

“What do you hear?”

“The tide. Three, no, four deep lanes under the center. Drakes on the north flank.” Her breath shuddered. “And your heart behind me. Faster now.”

“Keep listening.”

Her first climax caught her across the chest. Slim legs shook against the rail; both ears snapped upright toward the Verge while her pussy clenched around my fingers in quick greedy pulses. I held her hips to the map chest and made her take every aftershock without losing the bearing.

“Movement holds,” she gasped. “Half a point south. I heard it through my own. I am a professional disaster.”

“You’re my scout.”

The words made her arch sharply into my hand.

When the tremors eased, I ordered her to turn and sit on the chest facing me. She obeyed on shaking legs and set her back against the leather map case. The shutter remained beside her shoulder, near enough for one ear to hold the Verge while the other turned wholly toward my voice.

I stepped between her spread legs and entered her face to face.

She took me with a long shaking breath, hands open on the chest at either side of her. I set one of her ankles against my hip and controlled the other thigh in my palm. The new arrangement gave me her eyes instead of the back of her head, her watch divided precisely between east and den.

“You wanted both memories,” I said. “Look at me while the wall comes.”

Piri’s huge dark-rimmed gaze locked onto mine. The ember smear lived at its edges, but I held the center.

“Both,” she whispered. “You believed my warning. Make me remember what that feels like.”

I took her slowly against the map chest, deep enough to make her small body shift over the leather with each stroke. No floor vanished beneath her. She sat where I placed her and watched me own every inch of the pace.

“Bearing?”

“Steady. Center faster.” Her mouth fell open. “You, deeper. Also steady. Extremely unfair.”

“Hands stay open.”

“Yes.”

The discipline turned the watch into heat instead of interruption. One ear tracked the mass beyond the wall. The other followed my breath. Her eyes stayed on mine while I increased the rhythm and her precise reports dissolved into fragments only she could have spoken.

“North drakes. Center lanes. Your cock, damn it, report, center accelerating, you are making professional language impossible.”

“Then use one word.”

“Mine,” she said.

“Wrong direction.”

Her pupils widened. “Yours.”

I held her jaw, drove deep, and made the answer repeat until it came on every breath.

Her second climax rolled through her face to face, eyes open, one ear fixed on the horizon and one trembling toward me. She clenched in quick, tight waves, laughter breaking through the moan when the tide shifted under her own peak.

“Heard it anyway,” she gasped. “Half a point. I never stop, do I?”

“No. That’s why I believe you.”

The simple answer undid what control remained.

I finished inside her at the pace I chose, buried deep between her spread thighs while she held my gaze and took every pulse. Her hands finally closed only when I allowed them, gripping my shoulders with careful, wiry strength.

“Full report,” she whispered into my mouth. “Tide approaching. Scout claimed. Both conditions active.”

I stayed inside until her ankles loosened. When I withdrew, I cleaned her, checked her breathing and jaw, and turned the map chest so its padded corner supported her while she resumed the watch. Her completed-molt warmth remained steady beneath my hands. She sat facing me with solid leather beneath her, the Verge at her shoulder, and both parts of the memory exactly where she had asked to keep them.



Piri leaned back against my chest on the map case beneath the shutter, sweat cooling over her completed-molt warmth while red haze crawled along the horizon. I had checked her wrists and jaw and begun counting her breath when both ears speared toward the eastern dark. Appetite vanished beneath the scout’s full attention.

“Doc,” she said.

“What.”

“It’s formed a head and flanks,” Piri said, every word exact. “The center has fixed on the east curtain and picked up speed. It reaches us tomorrow at dusk. I’d sign that under very sure.”

Fear tightened her fingers around the watch slate, but both ears held the eastern dark and her report cadence never broke.

“You believed me before anyone asked for proof,” she said. “So believe this one too.”

“I do.”

Her shoulders lowered by a fraction. She turned back to the shutter, charcoal already moving across her watch slate to date the deadline.


Chapter 20: The Back Room

The east klaxons cut across Ryska’s crossing at dusk.

Piri’s call had been exact. The deep lane struck the footing while Minna’s last count remained beside the speaking tube, and Weller’s hidden surge carts were already moving before command admitted the wall had been touched.

I was den-close with Ryska when the first stone dropped.

I had been den-close with her for a day and a night, skin to skin behind barred shutters and a banked fire. Storm-front cedar thickened the back room. Her final stage climbed all day, slow at first, then gathering speed. By dusk, steady storm-gray light welled from beneath my hands. It edged the shutters brightly enough that wall-men crossing below looked toward our window, averted their eyes, and touched two fingers to the stone for luck. Hardened soldiers do that only when frightened.

Her body had begun to change.

My hands felt everything happening beneath them: frame lengthening, long bones reaching, muscle laying down denser through shoulders and thighs, storm-gray fur rising in a fine tide along her spine. The work was slow. It was steady. She had begun crossing, and nothing could stop it.

The east answered her changing body with one sustained breach call hammered over the palisade alarm. Beneath both horns, felt through the floor before it was heard, the deep dig went loud as the last of the footing gave.

Ryska’s eyes came open.

“That’s the wall,” she said. Her voice had gone deep, the true-form resonance coming up in it, and it was strange to me even then, even after a day of it. “Callum. That’s the wall, and I’m on your table, and I’m halfway.”

“You’re halfway.”

“I can’t be moved.”

“You can’t be moved.”

“And I can’t be stopped.”

“You can’t be stopped,” I said. “So you don’t move. You don’t stop. You cross while I hold you through it. The pack fights the wall from this room on our behalf. That’s the plan we made, and it’s a good one. It starts now.”

I looked at the door.

Piri was already there. She had come off the roof the second the klaxon changed pitch. Now she stood in the back-room doorway, face white and clear, body pitched toward the east tower, her eyes on mine as she waited for the calls.

“Report,” I said.



“One main stroke,” said Piri, fast and precise. “The surviving deep lane is breaking directly under the east curtain. The footing’s going now. Drakes are moving on the ridge, waiting for rubble they can climb. The tide’s full mass aims through that one mouth. The reserve.” Her ears turned. “It’s forming at the gatehouse a quarter-mile off, behind the shut inner gate. They’re standing in ranks, waiting for the word. It isn’t coming. I can hear the command post. A runner is going to the Commandant’s quarters, but those rooms are dark.”

“He’s asleep,” I said.

“He’s asleep,” said Piri. “Or he’s decided to be. The reserve waits for his word. His word waits for him to wake. That leaves the wall to whatever already stands on it: a skeleton watch, Weller’s one company, her pre-positioned kit, and anybody who runs toward the horn.”

I looked at Ryska on the table, halfway across and glowing, then gave the orders with both hands fixed to a woman remaking herself.

“Here’s the wall,” I said. “Piri, you’re fire-control. Up the east tower, the far one, with the sightlines, and you call the ranges by ear, you call the lanes, you tell the wall where the tide’s thin and where it’s heavy, and you steer every counter-charge to land as the diggers crest. You’re the eyes for every file on that wall now, not just me. Go.”

“Going,” said Piri.

“Minna. Casualty relay, through the tunnels you mapped, the service passages under the yard, you can move a wounded man from the east stair to the infirmary faster than a stretcher over open ground and you know every foot of it. And you’re my voice. You carry my calls to the wall and the wall’s word back to me, because I can’t leave this room and I have to run the line from inside it. Can you do both?”

“I can do both,” said Minna. She was in the door now beside Piri, and her ears were up, both of them, and her jaw was set. “I’ve been running this fortress’s floors for two years for nothing. Now I run them for you. Give me the first call.”

“First call,” I said. “Weller. Tell her the deep dig breaks through at the east curtain footing in minutes, not the gates, the footing, and to put her kit and her company there and nowhere else, and to hold the breach mouth when it comes, and that the pack is on the way but the pack’s teeth are, are delayed.” I would not say molting, not out loud, not even now. “Tell her the medic’s line is at the breach shoulder and the medic is not moving from it. Go. Fast. And Minna.”

She stopped in the door.

“Every hour you buy me here,” I said, “is an hour of her crossing. So buy me hours. Keep the wall standing until she’s done, whatever it costs, and I will owe all three of you a debt I can’t pay, and I’ll pay it anyway.”

Minna looked at Ryska on the table, glowing, halfway to something the doctrine spent nineteen years preventing.

“Cross her,” said Minna. “We’ll hold the wall. That’s the deal. You cross her and we’ll hold the wall and you’ll both come out the other side and I’ll count all your hearts back to home pace. That’s the decree. Now let me go do my job.”

Minna went. Piri followed. Old Fenn came to the door carrying boiling water in one hand, a boar spear in the other. “Cellar’s mine, medic. Anything comes up through the cellar comes through me first.” Four foot ten of gray-striped opinion marched to the cellar door. I was left in the back room with a molting wolf, a wall coming down, and my hands where they had to stay.



I lay with her on the furs through the final crossing, chest to her back, arms around her, palms fixed to her sternum and belly where the light welled strongest. I lent her my structure and felt her use it.

Her frame lengthened. I felt the long bones reach as she grew four inches against me. Her frame opened out, shoulders broadening and chest deepening. Storm-gray fur came down her spine beneath my chin in a living pelt-tide. Her hair thickened into an unfamiliar sheen. Dense muscle laid itself along limbs moving from distance-runner to predator at the top of its line.

Nothing in my experience had prepared me for the irregular surges. Her body rested against me for several breaths, shaking, then a long bone reached under my hand or a band of muscle knitted dense in the space between two impacts from the wall. Her thigh lengthened along mine. The shoulder beneath my chin broadened until my arm had to find a new angle around it. Each change arrived as a separate piece of anatomy doing urgent work, and no two pieces kept the same rhythm. I learned her new proportions by losing the old ones beneath my hands, one familiar landmark shifting at a time.

Every surge cost both of us. The scar-lace burned across my shoulders and chest to the collarbone, no farther, while scorched cedar gathered in the back of my throat. I counted her pulse, my vision, the reach of the silver heat, and the clarity of my own words. A Carrier lending structure had to remain useful himself. When gray narrowed the room, I slowed my breath and settled more of my weight along the furs without reducing contact. Ryska felt the adjustment and shifted one changing hand over mine, giving me her pulse where I could read it without lifting a finger.

I let the crossing take what it needed to give to her, paying in skin while refusing the useless theater of collapsing before the work was done. I paid it, willingly, and the room filled with the storm-front-cedar of it and the light climbed and climbed.

Her fingers lengthened beneath my palms and closed around mine with new strength, careful even during the surge. Pressure increased in measured increments and vanished the instant my knuckles pressed together. Greater power arrived under conscious control. My hands remained around hers, holding her through the change just as before.

She tested that control again when the next wall impact shook the room. Her claws cleared by a finger’s breadth, stopped above my skin, then withdrew. The crossing had given her more force than any body in Caldmoor and had not taken away the woman deciding where each point ended.

Then came the light.

It poured from her until the back room was no longer lit by fire but by Ryska, storm-gray radiance climbing from wherever my hands lay, sternum to heels. It intensified past brightness into pressure, edged the barred shutters in white, and threw the window frame across the yard outside in a great gray cross. Wall-men fighting on the east curtain could see the infirmary back-room window burning gray in the dusk while they held the breach, and did not know what it was, and told each other it was a sign, and it was, though not the kind they meant.

She was not silent.

She talked, low, in the new deep voice, without stopping, half of it to me and half of it to the wall she could hear failing.

“It’s failing,” she said. “Callum, the wall, I can hear it, it’s, the footing’s gone, the breach is open, I can hear the drakes on the debris and I can hear Weller’s horn and I’m here, I’m on a table, I’m halfway, and my wall is coming down.”

“You’re crossing,” I said, against the fur at her nape. “That’s your job right now. That’s the only job you have. Cross. The wall’s Weller’s and Minna’s and Piri’s until you’re done, and they’re good, they’re the best I’ve got, and you cross, and then you go. Don’t stop. Whatever’s at the door. You told me that in a field. Now I’m telling you. Don’t stop.”

“I understand it now,” she said, and her voice broke on it, deep and strange. “The one they interrupted. Whoever she was. Chained in whatever room while her wall, no, I don’t, I don’t know why I keep, Callum it hurts, not the crossing, the crossing doesn’t hurt, the waiting hurts, my people are dying on a wall and I’m on a table.”

“I hear them too.”

“Make it faster.”

“I can’t make it faster.”

“Then hold me harder,” said Ryska, “and don’t let go, whatever comes through that door, promise me, whatever comes through that door your hands do not leave my skin, because if they leave my skin I stop, and if I stop I die, and if I die on a table while my wall falls then they win, they win everything, so hold on.”

I held on.



Minna’s calls passed through the wall in relay, and the battle reached me in fragments: Piri’s ranges, Weller’s answers, casualty reports, stone falling somewhere I could not see. Piri called down the speaking tube, Minna’s feet crossed the passages, and runners reached the ward door with the wall’s answers. Through those reports I assembled the fight and sent orders back.

“Piri’s last call puts the drakes on the north lip,” I said. “Tell Weller to hold the center and let the north lip come onto its bad ground. Piri will call the crest count.”

Minna’s voice, faint, through the tunnel grate: “Carried. She’s holding the center. Piri’s turning the north lip. The line’s bending but it’s holding. Doc, there’s a lot of them. There’s so many. How’s Ryska?”

“Crossing. Tell me the count.”

“Weller’s got maybe eighty on the breach and the tide’s, Doc, the tide’s thousands, and the reserve’s still behind the gate, the word still hasn’t come, the Commandant’s still, they can’t wake him, or he won’t wake, and eighty’s holding a breach that wants a company and it can’t hold forever.”

“It doesn’t have to hold forever,” I said. “It has to hold until she’s done. Buy me minutes. Go.”

She went, and I ran the wall from the furs. I sent each answer back with my hands occupied by her.

I could not see or smell the sealed-off wall. Piri read it from the tower, Minna carried each report through the service tunnels, and I turned those physical relays into calls for the captain at the breach.

“Ask Piri what the south footing carries and relay Weller’s answer. I can’t smell through sealed stone.”

Minna returned a minute later. “Piri sees shell fragments packed into the burrowers’ outer joints. Weller says they are surfacing instead of undermining.”

“Then tell Weller she can meet the observed surfacing head-on, but not to assume why. Hold the center.”

Minna’s voice, faint: “Carried. South end’s holding. Piri says the drakes are massing north.”

“Then the north mass has started moving. Tell Piri to mark the exact crest count. Weller gives two paces, no more, and meets them with the reserve spears when the first drake founders.”

“Carried. Doc, a wall-man’s down at the south end, gut-shot, they want to know.”

“Is he beast-blooded?”

“No.”

“Then it’s a real wound and it’s bad and there’s nothing to do on the wall, get him off to the shoulder-line and I’ll come to him the second I can leave her, and I can’t leave her, so keep him warm and keep the pressure on and don’t let anyone tell him he’s dying, because he might not be. Go.”

Piri’s calls, Minna’s relays, and runners carrying the wall’s answers held the fight together minute by minute. My hands had done harder work. Nothing had demanded more than lying still while other people bled on a wall I could not reach.



The examination squad arrived at my infirmary door at the exact hour the klaxons sounded.

It was the one piece of genuine comedy in that terrible night. I did not laugh.

Prill had ordered Ryska’s “veterinary examination” for that day, and the culling theater’s squad came for her, six men and an undergraduate with a writ, right on the hour, walking across the yard toward my infirmary to take a champion to a theater on the exact evening the largest breach in a generation opened at the wall behind them.

Weller’s casualty runner met them in the yard and followed his training. Six able-bodied men in College coats stood near the infirmary while klaxons screamed; he never asked their business. He conscripted them in Weller’s name for stretcher duty. The undergraduate opened his mouth to object. The runner shouted the one phrase that ends every objection at Caldmoor, “Breach! By the captain’s word!”, and shoved a stretcher into his hands. Thus six members of the Culling Board’s squad spent the battle carrying wounded wall-men under the direction of a fourteen-year-old. The writ never left its case. Fenn told me afterward. She had admitted them with the wounded, served terrible tea, and declined to mention whose window glowed gray three rooms away.

The Board’s knife-men carried stretchers while their intended patient crossed three rooms away. I allowed myself one dry breath and kept my hands on Ryska.



The interruption broke through the cellar an hour into the crossing.

A burrower broke into the infirmary’s own cellar, up through the old feed-drain that connects to the service tunnels, a lone one, ahead of the tide, drawn by the light perhaps, or by the crossing’s scent, and it came up into the dark under my own floor with its beak and its claws, and Old Fenn met it at the cellar door.

I heard it. The wrong mass traveled through the floor into my bones. I could not go. My hands were on Ryska; if they left, she stopped. If she stopped, she died. So I lay with a woman crossing beneath my palms and fought the burrower in my cellar by voice through stone.

“Fenn!” I called. “Cellar drain, the old feed one, it’s come up the feed-drain, it’s between you and the stair, keep the door between you and it, don’t go down the steps.”

“I can see it, medic,” said Old Fenn, from the cellar door, perfectly calm, four foot ten of badger-kin with a boar spear and a pot of boiling water. “It’s an ugly thing.”

“There’s two walking wounded in the ward, the ones who can stand, send them to the cellar door, spears from the rack, and you hold the door, you do not go down, you hold the top of the steps where it has to come to you one at a time up a narrow stair, and you pour the water when it commits.”

“I know how to hold a door, medic,” said Old Fenn, “I held the cellar at Marrow-ford for a night and a day before you were born, now hush and mind your wolf, and let a badger mind her steps.”

The first strike hit the cellar door low enough to shake dust from our back-room lintel.

“Low head,” Fenn called. “Beak at the third stair. Left claw on the wall.”

“Do not thrust yet,” I answered. “It can turn the spear in that width. Let the beak cross the threshold, then pin the sensory ring against the right jamb.”

A wounded man repeated the instruction below so Fenn would not have to split attention between my voice and the creature. The burrower scraped forward. Stone transmitted three quick impacts beneath my shoulder, then one heavier drag as its armored front cleared the turn.

“Now,” I said.

Wood struck chitin. Fenn swore. The beast recoiled hard enough that the water basin trembled beside the furs.

“Glanced,” she shouted. “Ring’s showing.”

“Walking wounded on the left spear. Brace the butt against the top step. Fenn drives from above when it commits again.”

The next rush came straight up the narrow stair, right where its own mass became a trap. The braced spear stopped the head from rising. Fenn’s boar spear came down through the exposed sensory ring. The impacts turned from violent to irregular, then ceased.

Only after Fenn called the body motionless did the cellar door open. The drain itself provided the air path my nose needed: wet slate and crushed shell rose through it, followed by the bitter steam of boiled chitin. No second animal scent reached the opening.

“One body,” I said. “Hold the drain anyway.”

Fenn poured the remaining water and wedged the door with the dead burrower’s own armored segment.

“You haven’t let go,” Ryska said, deep, half-gone into the light.

“I haven’t let go.”

“There was a burrower in the cellar.”

“Fenn killed it.”

“Of course she did,” said Ryska, and almost laughed, and the light flared with it, and the crossing surged.



The last surge gathered while the east wall gave another hard shudder through the floor. Ryska’s new hands closed over mine. Her pulse slowed instead of racing, the body finding control as it gained power.

Her feet changed first. Tendons drew tight along the arches, then the bones lengthened beneath skin hot enough to redden my palms. Each new claw emerged smooth and curved, flexed once against the fur, and retracted before it could tear the bedding. The adjustment traveled into her calves, adding dense bands of muscle without sacrificing the long runner’s line that had carried her around the palisade every dawn.

A wall impact shook the water cup from the stool. I could not reach it. Ryska’s tail, thicker now and heavy with storm-gray fur, swept across the floor and stopped the cup against the table leg before it overturned. Even half-crossed, with her skeleton rewriting itself, she measured enough force to save a clay cup.

“North lip broke,” Minna called through the grate. “Piri turned the drakes into Weller’s reserve spears. Center still holding. Cellar drain remains clear.”

“Tell Weller the next crest comes tighter,” I answered. The tide-musk had begun reaching me through the loosened shutter seam, mixed with pulverized stone. “The beasts behind the first rank are pushing before the front can clear. Give one pace, let them bind themselves in the mouth, then close.”

Minna repeated it and ran. Her footsteps receded through the passage while another structural wave took Ryska.

The change climbed her spine. Vertebrae shifted one after another beneath my chest, each movement precise and brutal, lifting us both by fractions. Storm-gray fur thickened into a pelt-lustrous mane under my cheek. Her ribs expanded against my forearm; one deep involuntary breath pulled enough air to make the fire gutter toward her.

“Still me,” she said, the new voice rough with effort.

“Your hands are careful. Your pulse is even. Your mind is here. Keep choosing the next breath.”

She looked down at our joined hands as another tremor moved through them. “Wall.”

“Holding.”

“You.”

I tasted my own blood at the back of my throat and checked it through the nose: scorched cedar, heavy but stable, no sudden bitter edge of collapse. The room stayed clear to both sides. My words remained mine.

“Holding,” I said.

Her jaw remade around the freed fangs. The muscles along it deepened, giving the white curves room without forcing them against her lip. Her ears grew higher through the storm-gray hair, swiveled toward the battle, then returned to my voice. Every new weapon arrived already under the discipline of the woman who owned it.

The wall struck again. Dust fell into her mane. Beneath us, Fenn ordered somebody to wedge the dead burrower’s segment tighter over the drain. The back room held battle below, battle beyond, and the crossing between them.

I read the crossing at the source: burnt honey no longer scorching, cedar resin clearing, the hot-iron edge cooling toward bare metal after rain. Healthy tissue held without rot; her sweat carried focused effort instead of fear-tallow; her mind remained wholly present in the words she gave me. Every scent moved toward completion.

“One more,” I told her. “Do not chase it. Let it take the shape it wants.”

“Holding,” she said.

I tightened full-body contact. Storm-gray radiance traced outward from my palms, joined across her sternum, and ran the exact new length of her frame. The lace at my collarbone burned but advanced no farther.

Her next breath drew the last cedar-sharp trace out of the room. The crossing finished.

The light rose all at once until the back room turned white. Fire, shutters, even my own hands disappeared. Only her shape remained inside the storm-gray flood. Radiance broke like a wave, rushing down through her skin until ordinary firelight returned to an extraordinary body. My hands remained on the woman I knew as new length and heft settled around her. Four added inches. Dense predator’s muscle along limbs that retained a runner’s unbroken lines. A deeper chest. Larger, careful hands resting in mine. A pelt-lustrous storm-gray mane caught firelight all the way down her spine. Her amber eyes opened with the same dark limbal ring, carrying a calm deeper than any doctrine predicted. Beauty and danger had arrived in one precise form; both made the Board’s arithmetic look small.

She flexed one larger hand and watched each claw clear the fur without snagging it. Her next breath filled the deeper chest slowly; her shoulders adjusted around the new reach before she sat. When she rose, she placed both feet with a predator’s precision, tested the changed balance once, and stopped an overturned cup before it struck the floor without crushing it.

Ryska answered every gain with exact control. She handled the cup and the strained shirt seam more carefully than the champion who had entered the room.

She turned toward the washbasin and stopped when the room’s old proportions surprised her. The rim sat lower against her thigh; the shutter latch fell beneath her shoulder instead of level with it. She tested both without force, learning the den again through ordinary objects. When the borrowed shirt resisted across her broader back, her fingers pinched the strained seam and stopped rather than tearing it.

“Seam,” I said. “Left shoulder. Pull downward, not out.”

She followed the instruction. Thread parted neatly. A body strong enough to stop a drake opened a shirt with less damage than I did on most mornings. The feared shape stood in my back room wearing it too tight across the shoulders, entirely herself.

Her breathing settled at twelve deep breaths a minute. I checked her pupils, pulse, jaw, and the changed heft and balance of each limb before permitting either of us to stand. Completed warmth replaced every trace of active light.

She rose from the furs, and the room seemed to reorganize around her as it does around weather. One hand flexed before her face; then she put those larger fingers to her mouth and touched the longer white fangs. Her amber gaze found mine and held. Her voice, when it came, held the deep resonance without a break, the true one, and its first words filled the room.

“Point me.”

“When I know you’re fit.”

“I can hear everything.” She turned her head toward the east, through the wall, through four hundred yards of stone, and her larger ears swiveled. “The wall. The breach. Weller’s company’s bending, the east stair’s failing, there’s a drake on the debris that’s turned the line, and Minna’s in the north tunnel carrying a boy with a bad leg, and Piri’s in the tower with her voice gone hoarse, and the reserve remains behind the gate.”

She stood, rising taller than she had ever been and filling the low room.

I made her cross the room and turn at speed without bracing. Her first step landed too long; she corrected the second and cleared the table by a finger’s width. My palm settled over her sternum, and I made her breathe through the strange new depth of her chest while I counted. Her pulse recovered smoothly. Settled cedar rode her sweat, with no scorched edge beneath it.

I tossed one raw egg from Fenn’s broth basket without warning. Ryska’s larger hand flashed out, caught it between two claws, and stopped inside one pace. The shell remained unbroken.

From the cellar, Fenn shouted, “If that is my breakfast, the molt will not save either of you.”

Ryska looked at the egg, then at me. Her true-form laugh rolled out low enough to shake dust from the lintel, but the careful claws did not tighten.

We dressed her for the stairs instead of the spectacle. The old breeches stopped below the knee, so Fenn split and tied the seams with bandage cord. Her boots no longer fit; boiled leather wraps gave the larger feet traction on wet stone. Fenn reinforced the failing shoulder seam with sail thread while I checked every strap and the ankle wraps once under load.

“I’m fit,” said Ryska. There was no lie in it and no strain. My nose found no strain in her, only a body finished and whole and stronger than anything on the wall. “I’m more than fit. I’ve never been this fit in my life.”

I looked up at her from the furs, at the apex wolfkin the doctrine was built to prevent, whole, freed, luminous even with the light gone quiet, standing in my back room with her fangs bared in her freed-fang smile, asking me where to go.

“East stair,” I said. “The breach mouth. Weller’s line’s bending there and there’s a drake that’s turned it. Take the mouth. Hold the gap. Everything behind you follows a wolf that’s standing, they always have, and you’re the strongest soldier standing on that wall now, so go and be seen standing, and I’ll be at the breach shoulder with the line, and Ryska.”

“What.”

“Go,” I said. “But you’re not spending yourself down to the bone in the dark alone. You told me that, in this room, about me. It works both ways. If you go down, you go down where Minna can reach you, where I can reach you. Don’t die proving a point. Come back.”

She reached down and got a fistful of my shirt and pulled me up off the furs and put her mouth against mine, once, hard, the new fangs careful, and let me go.

“Come back yourself, stitch-boy,” she said. “Your heart remains at carry pace and I can hear it from here now, and if you put your hands in an artery I’ll smell it across the yard, and I’ll carry you out over my shoulder in front of the entire garrison, and I will enjoy it.”

And she turned, ducked under the lintel, and took the east stair four at a time.


Chapter 21: The Under-Manned Wall

The east curtain failed from the footing upward in one catastrophic motion. Forty feet of ancient stone sank into the void the diggers had made, coming apart as it dropped, and left a rubble slope thirty feet wide at the base, spilling burrowers out of the dark while drakes ramped the debris under a dusk sky gone the color of a bruise. The collapse exposed the old hot-spring conduit beneath the curtain. Steam climbed through broken blocks and turned the breach dust into pale, scalding mud, treacherous under human boots and already hardening in the joints of the first burrowers.

I came up the east stair with my satchel across my back, and the crowd was the first sight waiting for me.

The yard behind the wall was full. At dusk the klaxon trapped the ordinary evening traffic before it could clear: off-shift wall-men, stall-keepers packing trestles, cadets, cooks, and four hundred civilians pressed against the inner buildings while the east curtain came apart. Necessity made them witnesses.

The breach had put every secret under four hundred pairs of eyes. Whatever happened next would belong to the open yard, so we had to win there.

Weller’s company held the breach mouth, and it was bending.

Perhaps eighty people faced the tide, a thin line of wall-men stretched across a thirty-foot gap while drakes ramped the rubble and burrowers crested the footing. They were good. They were holding. They were also losing, slowly, a foot at a time, because eighty cannot hold a breach that demands a company. Weller stood in their center, her voice stripped of inflection and commas. The line bent. A drake came up the debris and turned the north end, and the line was about to break.

The line gave one more foot. Ryska took the breach mouth before it could give another.



I climbed the stair one step behind her and watched her hit the breach.

She went up the rubble slope at the breach mouth in three strides, and she met the drake that had turned the north end of the line, the four-ton armored thing, eleven feet at the shoulder, that eighty trained soldiers had been giving ground to, and she did not turn it, and she did not tire it, and she did not fight it as you fight a drake.

She took it by the beak, both hands, at a dead run, and stopped it.

Stopped it dead, four tons of charging Verge muscle brought up short against a woman braced on a rubble slope, her heels driving into the stone, every new line of muscle and bone braced into it, and the drake’s momentum broke against her like water against a footing. A ragged roar burst from the entire north end of the line, and then she twisted, and put the thing down the slope into three of its own kind, and turned to the breach mouth, and howled.

It was the true-form howl, the first one, the one she could not make for two years with iron in her mouth, and it surged from the new deep chest of her and rolled across the eastern approach, and the burrowers cresting the footing flinched from it, actually flinched, a wave of hesitation going back into the tide, and the wall-men behind her, who had been giving ground for a quarter of an hour, stopped giving ground.

The wall-men had climbed expecting to die in a gap. Ryska gave them a place to stand instead.

The nearest spearman reset on her left without waiting for an officer. Another wall-man dragged his wounded friend clear, seized the dropped shield, and locked it against her flank. A third shouted, “Champion!” with none of the arena in the word. One by one, exhausted soldiers reformed around the apex body doctrine had taught them to dread.

“HOLD ON HER!” Weller shouted, her pressure cadence stripped of every spare syllable. “THE WOLF HOLDS THE MOUTH. NORTH END, REFORM ON HER FLANK. MOVE!”

They moved. Ryska held the center while human shields closed on either side, and the tide broke against the formation they made together.

A second drake climbed over the first before the wall-men had locked their boots. Its foreclaws struck loose rubble and sent two shield-bearers sliding. Ryska stepped into the gap they left, took the armored throat beneath one forearm, and turned its charge sideways across the slope. The beak missed Weller by the width of a hand.

“LEFT FLANK, GIVE HER ROOM,” Weller called.

The shields opened, then closed behind the drake’s head. Ryska had trapped four tons between her body and a human spear line. She drove one clawed hand under the softer jaw hinge and lifted until the beast’s forefeet left the rubble. Three wall-men thrust together where she exposed the throat. Their spearheads entered as one; Ryska supplied the force that carried them through.

The drake collapsed across her legs. She pushed it off without losing the mouth, but a burrower surfaced through the space its body had hidden. The capped wolfkin on her left heard the stone crack and called it. Ryska pivoted on the warning, brought one heel down through the sensory ring, and left the burrower twitching beneath the drake it had followed.

The wolfkin who had called the crack lost her shield under the same body. A human cadet behind her stripped his own from his arm and passed it forward without looking at the cold-iron in her mouth. She caught the grip, tested the balance, then closed the gap over his boots while he drew a second spear. Neither knew the other’s name yet. They knew the same piece of wall, the same failing footing, and the exact second the next body would test it.

“Again,” she said.

That word traveled down the line faster than an officer’s speech. The wall-men reset. One recovered his dropped shield. Another planted a boot against Ryska’s heel to brace her on the sliding mud. True-form strength and ordinary human weight became one footing before the next rush arrived.

Ryska’s stand pulled the off-shift Wing out of the yard crowd.

They had been trapped behind the battle as witnesses when the wall failed: wolfkin with caps dull across their fangs, harpies whose clipped wings sat strapped under half-fastened duty coats, an orc auxiliary with one tusk cut square at the root. None wore full kit. Two carried stall awning poles because the spear rack had emptied. One had run from the bathhouse barefoot, wet hair loose over the old wing straps.

They saw a completed wolf holding the mouth where the Cull’s safest arithmetic had failed. The sight made spectators impossible of them. They broke from the civilians together.

No officer called them. Weller did not have to. The capped wolfkin took Ryska’s left flank with a dead wall-man’s shield. The barefoot harpy planted an awning pole beside her on the right. More graded-safe auxiliaries filled behind them, taking the places of wounded soldiers as fast as Reik pulled those soldiers clear.

Cold-iron flashed in every open mouth and across every bound joint. The knives had left them less than Ryska, yet far more than the Board had ever admitted. They formed on the living proof of what the iron denied them and fought beside her, the clipped behind the restored, until the breach line had a second rank made entirely of women who could see their own possible shape standing at its point.

She looked back once while Weller reset the north flank. Storm-gray mane lifted in the breach wind, runner’s body remade into apex scale, freed fangs bright through the blood on her mouth. Her tail found me at the shoulder-line and gave one deliberate sweep, the private tell crossing a public battlefield. Want hit low and fierce beneath the terror. She was whole, she was holding, and even four tons of dead drake at her feet could not make my eyes read her as anything less than the woman who bared her nape in my den.

I read the tide while it broke, because that is my work even in the middle of a wall coming down, and its scents gave me facts the defenders needed.

The burrowers came first and thickest. They came wrong. A burrower is a blind digging thing, a tunneler that surfaces beneath its target and drops it. It does not choose open air, torchlight, or a line of spears. These did. I put my nose into the breach wind and read what they carried: crushed beetle-shell and sour cider from the beasts, wet slate from turned earth, then the quenched-steel sweetness of molt-shell beneath both. That last carrier lay on them in tide quantities, the same smell I had read in the autumn nest. It coated their outer joints with shell grit. They had crossed or nested in harvested waste. That was all the evidence allowed, and I kept the cause open.

“Burrowers on the footing carry shell grit,” I told Reik. “They’re surfacing in the open instead of tunneling. Tell Weller the observed fight is at the footing, but keep watchers on the ground. We don’t know what the shell means.”

Reik carried it. The finding held, and the defenders stopped fearing the ground beneath their own feet, the worst fear a wall can have, and fought the burrowers in front of them.

The drakes came second on the ramp of debris, honest, big, slow, armored, with no wrongness on them, wild Verge beasts carrying nothing but hunger. Ryska took them at the mouth one at a time as she had taken the first while the line held the flanks. Winter-lean dire-packs entered the wall’s shadow at the edges. Those were Piri’s. Her tower calls turned the flanks before the packs reached torchlight, and they found spearpoints where they expected soft backs.

Three kinds of enemy had been read, named, and answered in their own ways. The breach mouth held on a finished wolf. A fennec’s ears secured the flanks; a medic’s nose told the footing it need not fear the ground. None of us amounted to a company. The first wave broke on our line anyway.



I began at the breach shoulder and abandoned the fixed aid line within minutes.

The footing collapse had split casualty flow into three routes: north rubble, the east stair, and Minna’s service tunnel. A single public row of cots would have repeated the trial-day breach and left two routes untreated. I broke the infirmary into a moving network instead.

Reik held the shoulder station with boiled linen and the men fit to carry. Fenn took the ward tables. I moved through the service tunnels between them, meeting casualties where the stone narrowed and sorting them before they reached daylight. Minna’s relay became the spine: one knock north, two ward, three immediate surgery.

The tunnels forced every diagnosis into intimacy rather than spectacle. I crawled beneath sagging beams to reach a spearman pinned by rubble, put my nose beside his mouth in dust thick enough to chew, and found clean struck-flint bone without sweet rot from a punctured lung.

“Ribs broken. Lung clear. Lift the beam on his exhale.”

Minna carried the call backward. Three Pens women at the junction took the load together. We freed him without opening his chest and sent him toward Fenn.

At the north split, a capped auxiliary lay silent while a human orderly tried to drag her toward the dead alcove. I caught warm straw and living blood beneath the tunnel damp.

“Cold-state. Wrap her and keep moving.”

The orderly obeyed because there was no crowd to persuade, only a tunnel filling with the next stretcher. She woke before they reached the ward and returned carrying water an hour later.

My reduced range after overdraw changed the work. I could not stand at one public point and read every approaching wound across open air. I had to move close, spend my knees on stone, and let Minna’s ears decide where my nose mattered most. Twice my right hand trembled during a ligature. Piri’s runner held the clamp while I tied with the left. The deficit followed me into the tunnels and changed how every wound got treated.

We built three stations out of what the fortress offered. A collapsed wine rack became splint storage at the north route. Two doors laid across grain barrels made Fenn’s second table. The hot-spring channel warmed beast-blooded casualties before deep shock could mimic death. Civilians continued helping, but they followed Minna’s colored cloths and Reik’s route calls rather than gathering to watch diagnoses prove true.

“Red cloth to surgery,” Minna shouted through the junction. “Blue to the ward. Gray stays with Doc.”

A wall-man arrived gray-coded with a burrower quill through the shoulder. I put my nose against the wound: honest meat and ordinary blood, no venom.

“Pack it. North station. He returns when he can close the hand.”

The man closed it before Reik finished wrapping and went back up with a spear in the other.

A clipped harpy passed through next with a drake-graze down her forearm. Deep but uncomplicated, no bone, no vessel. I strapped it while we both walked toward the stair.

“You didn’t ask my grade,” she said.

“I asked your arm.”

Her damaged shoulders drew back to a soldier’s posture before she returned to carrying.

The mobile line let me see the battle’s hidden structure. It also showed what command could not see from above. Every casualty carried the point where the defense had thinned: crushed left hands from one failing shield file, steam burns from the conduit, ankle fractures from the north rubble. Wounds became a map beneath my nose. I sent that map back through Minna one body at a time. At every junction she repeated the finding before she ran, forcing fatigue to carry exact words instead of a blurred warning. The next casualty often arrived by the safer route before I finished tying the first.

Minna’s service route was beginning to crack at its third arch. I rerouted stretchers through the hot-spring passage before the ceiling shed its first stone. Reik shifted the shoulder station ten paces south when drake blood began drawing dire-packs toward the wounded. Fenn sent boiling water down the old feed channel whenever claws sounded beneath it.

No single crowd watched every call. Instead the knowledge traveled with the people saved: a bearer learned cold-state from the woman who woke in his blanket; a granary clerk learned to smell sweet rot because he had carried the gut-shot man directly to my left hand; Pens women learned the route colors and improved Minna’s relay without asking permission.

By the end of the first wave, dozens of trained hands moved the wounded correctly through a circulatory system improvised from collapsing service tunnels by a medic, a bunnykin courier, a badger cook, and a scarred sergeant.

The system survived its own damage. When the third arch finally shed a lintel, Minna heard the fracture travel before the stone dropped and cleared both litters with one shouted color change. We rerouted through the laundry channel, where civilians tore drying sheets into slings and passed the wounded hand over hand above ankle-deep hot water. The detour cost four minutes and no lives. A fixed aid line would have been buried.

Minna marked the dead passage with a red quilt strip instead of a slate. Every later bearer saw color before reading became necessary. By the second hour, even smoke-blind casualties could follow the route by touch: smooth cord toward Fenn, knotted cord toward surgery. The den’s domestic materials became battlefield infrastructure.

A wounded cadet later told me he remembered nothing of the tunnel except Minna’s knotted cord in his fist. He followed it through smoke until Fenn’s hands found him. Survival sometimes came down to a quilt strip prepared by a woman the College called decorative. Minna kept the stained remnant afterward, as the working pattern for every future surge route through Caldmoor.

The Pens women surged from the dark an hour into it.

Reik’s voice changed while I was up to my elbows in a wall-man’s chest. I looked up. Old Fenn stood at the top of the east stair with the boar spear still in her hand and cellar blood on her, and behind her came women I knew.

They had walked out of the Pens.

The Pens guard had run toward the failing wall and abandoned the stockyard gates. Women in the rows heard the klaxons, felt the fortress shake, and understood that the thing outside was worse than the thing holding them. Some simply walked out. In gray shifts, they climbed the south bastion stair, crossed the yard, and came to the wall.

Yeva was at the front of them.

The deer-kin woman from row six had been mine on Sorrel’s ledger for a little over two weeks: hollowed, culled, a sprinter’s long bones gone lean in straw. She climbed with chin raised and hands empty, then found me at the breach shoulder. No question was necessary. One glance gave her the line’s shape as only a soldier understands it. She went to its head and started carrying.

She carried stretchers for the first hour. We lacked hands to bring the wounded from the breach mouth. Then a dozen women came out of the Pens able to carry, and they carried in gray shifts. Women graded spent hauled wounded wall-men off a wall the College had under-manned. The Pens’ taught shame burned away through labor. I watched lowered faces rise and bent backs straighten. By the second hour, some had put down stretchers, taken spears from the dead, and joined the line.

Behind Yeva, Pens women lifted together. Four shoulders went under a fallen beam while two more levered with spears, and the group carried it to the north gap. Among the gray shifts I glimpsed cream-white hair from row nine, no face and no singular feat, only one woman adding her strength to the cohort before disappearing into the work.

A second fresh break opened near the stretcher route before they had fully formed. The lamia in the gray shift anchored her coils around a stair post and caught the front litter before it tipped. Two deer-kin hauled the wounded uphill while the six-fingered woman drove a dropped pick through the burrower’s sensory ring. She used the tool like she had spent years waiting for a task worthy of her hands.

“North side clear,” she called.

“Name?” Reik shouted back.

“Tavra.”

“Tavra cleared the north side,” he repeated, loud enough for the wall. The name moved with the next stretcher.

Another Pens woman tore her laundered shift into bandage strips without waiting to be asked. A clipped harpy climbed the service stair sideways to protect her damaged joints and arrived carrying two spear bundles balanced across her shoulders. Weller pointed her toward the south flank. She went without saluting and was obeyed by three human cadets who had watched her grade read as spent the week before.

They paired by old knowledge before any officer learned enough names to command them: the woman who knew splints beside the woman who could lift, the one who froze under open sky sent into the covered route with a hand at her back.

They changed my aid line too. Women the Board had catalogued by horn, feather, and gland knew how to move bodies through narrow stalls and crowded aisles without dropping them. They built a stretcher relay from the breach shoulder to the east stair in minutes. One lamia braced her coils along the rubble and became a living handrail for wounded soldiers. A clipped harpy used her strapped wing-joints to steady two litters at once.

“Names as they pass,” I told Reik.

He asked each carrier only what she was called. The answers traveled down the line with the stretchers, shouted from one set of hands to the next so nobody could turn those women back into grades and row numbers while they worked.

The civilians heard. By the third hour, stall-keepers were passing water to Pens women by name. A dozen women walked out of a stockyard and helped win the breach before the Commandant’s reserve arrived.

At the east stair, the lamia who could not stand coiled along the steps and passed spears and stretchers faster than any upright relay. A Pens wolfkin with her fangs still capped took the north flank beside the wall-men, spear low, her snarl breaking against the iron while the line held. Tavra, six-fingered and missing her front teeth, carried wounded through the night without wasting one word.

Women who had climbed the stair with their eyes down were shouting corrections across the stretcher line by the second hour. Gray-shift stoops straightened beneath wounded soldiers.

A wall-man tried to thank Tavra after she carried him through the laundry channel. She cut him off with the route color he had forgotten and sent him toward Fenn. Gratitude could wait. Work could not. He obeyed her before remembering that doctrine said he should not, then returned ten minutes later carrying clean linen under her direction.

I marked all of them, by scent, how I mark everyone, so that later, when there was a later, I would know which rows they came from and which contracts to pull. It is the tracker in me and it does not switch off even in a battle, and I am glad of it, because a season from now those marks are a list, and a list is how you empty a stockyard on your own terms instead of the Board’s.



Yeva died in the third hour, holding a stretcher line against a burrower rush.

I was close enough to see every step. The burrowers opened a fresh break in the footing directly beside the stretcher line. Wounded lay on the ground. Women carried them. No soldiers stood between the carriers and the opening. Yeva put herself there.

She did it as a sprinter does a thing, fast, decided, no wasted motion. She dropped her end of the stretcher, took the wounded man’s spear, and entered the fresh break. Alone, Yeva held it for the time needed to pull the wounded clear. She killed two burrowers in a gray shift, a culled deer-kin without training and with every instinct required. The third took her.

It took her fast and it did not take her cheaply. She had bought every bearer time to retreat and spent herself for it. I reached her after the break closed. Nothing remained to do. Yeva knew that before I knelt, looking up with the same level calm she had worn in the Pens after wanting burned out. She said one thing.

“You knew my name,” she said.

“Yeva,” I said.

“Say it to the wall,” said Yeva, and died.

I closed her eyes with my thumb and said her name to the wall.

Weller came off the breach mouth long enough to take Yeva’s spear and plant its butt into the rubble at the head of the stretcher route.

“YEVA’S LINE,” she called.

Pens women and wall-men closed around the named position. Weller returned to the breach before the next burrower crested.



The reserve never came.

A quarter-mile away, behind the inner gate, the College’s reserve stood in its ranks the entire time, formed up, armed, waiting for the Commandant’s word, and the word did not come. The Commandant slept, or had decided to sleep. The gate stayed shut after a month of deeds had taught its crew to wait for his word, and the reserve stood and waited while the east curtain was held by a skeleton watch, one gateless captain’s company, a true-form champion, a stitch-boy’s triage line, and a dozen women out of a stockyard.

The design showed in the night’s anatomy as clearly as it would in an opened wound. Under-man the wall, hold the reserve behind a taught gate, arrive late with the word, save what’s left, grieve over the rest. The design broke because the finished molt he had stripped the wall to prevent stood in the breach mouth holding it for him, while the graded-out, the culled, and the spent walked up from their stockyard to fight for the fortress that discarded them. Dreyer’s arithmetic had accounted for neither a restored champion nor what a person does after someone gives her back her name.

The tide broke against the breach mouth through the third hour and into the fourth. The mouth held on Ryska; the line held on the mouth. My shoulder station kept the wounded alive while a yard full of civilians watched every stretcher pass. They learned to read my forearms. They learned the wolf’s name and saw a woman out of the Pens hold a stretcher line to the death. None of it could be unlearned.

Near the fourth hour, the tide withdrew toward the ridge and gathered itself for another release. Piri’s voice came down through the relay from the tower, hoarse and certain:

“Second wave. It’s massing on the ridge. Bigger than the first. It’s been holding the whole time and now it’s coming, and it’s coming in one full release, not a probe, all that mass together, and the mouth won’t hold a second wave like the first, there’s not enough left standing, Doc, we broke the first one but we’re spent, and the second one’s fresh and it’s huge.”

I stood at the breach shoulder with a dead sprinter behind me, a finished wolf in the gap, exhausted people across the wall, fresh tide massing on the ridge. I did the arithmetic. It did not come out.

The line had fourteen spears unbroken, three shields fit to lock, and fewer than sixty people still able to stand without leaning. Weller rotated the most exhausted behind Ryska in pairs, buying each soldier minutes of water and breath. My aid line returned six lightly wounded to duty with straps and splints, but no medicine could create another company.

Piri’s tower call counted the ridge in layers. Minna’s relay counted our remaining stretchers. Reik counted the living at the breach mouth twice and got a smaller number the second time.

Weller pulled the left file back before the shale lip collapsed, then used the rubble as a funnel. Four beasts crowded into space wide enough for one. Ryska killed the first. Second Company’s archers blinded the next two. A Pens woman with clipped antlers drove a masonry hammer through the fourth’s knee.

The retreat created twenty feet of apparent weakness, and the tide spent bodies trying to take it. Spearmen stabbed from both sides of the funnel instead of meeting mass head-on. When a bull-drake shoved three burrowers into the channel, the dead clogged the passage and turned the living into their own barricade.

Ryska worked at the narrow end, where size had become useless to the beasts. She caught a burrower’s plated head, twisted until the segments jammed crosswise, then ordered the nearest humans to leave the body in place. The next two creatures had to climb their nestmate under spear thrusts. A wall-man who had been too exhausted to hold his shield alone braced it against the carcass and found the dead weight willing to help.

At the south edge, a dire slipped through smoke and seized a bearer by the coat. Sella abandoned neither her corner nor the man. She hooked the masonry hammer behind the beast’s foreleg, dropped her own weight, and held it long enough for Cobb to put a spear through the jaw. The bearer crawled back into the line with half his coat missing.

“Name?” Weller shouted.

“Sella.”

“Sella, hold that stone.”

Weller used only her name plus the immediate task. Sella planted herself at the new corner while two wounded soldiers crawled clear behind her. The line bent around that anchor, surviving another charge. Weller marked it with her own broken spear, then sent water forward in a helmet. Sella drank once before passing left. Cobb drank once before passing right. Nobody took a second swallow until the helmet returned. That small discipline held because everyone saw the same empty bottom, the same waiting mouths.

Fourteen unbroken spears, three locking shields, and fewer than sixty exhausted bodies could not absorb the fresh mass on the ridge. The mouth would go, then the yard, while the reserve arrived at dawn to grieve magnificently over the slaughter.

Minna emerged from the service tunnel and passed the relay without slowing.

She had a carrier’s blood on her, both ears aimed at the ridge and her jaw set. My line did not stop her. She passed me for the wall-drum platform at the head of the east stair, then climbed toward the great signal-drum used to call the watch. Small, soft, and bloody, she reached the place where wall and yard alike could see her. Her hands closed around the sticks.

“Minna,” I said. “What are you doing.”

“I can hear them,” said Minna from the platform. Both ears rose straight above her head as she faced the ridge where the second wave massed. “Every moving layer of the tide has a rhythm, Doc. It surges in a rhythm. I’ve listened to it dig for a month, and it breathes. Moving against that breath costs us. Moving with it means every counter-charge lands as they crest, when they’re weak instead of strong.” Her hands tightened on the stick. “I hear the rhythm. I can beat it. The wall can move on my beat.”

She raised one drumstick.

“Everybody rallies to a drum,” said Minna. “That’s what it’s for. So I’m going to give them one, and it’s going to be the right one, and I’ve decided, and I am not asking.”

And she brought the stick down on the drum, and the wall turned to look at the sound.


Chapter 22: Four Beats

The MASCOT stamp died on the wall-drum platform, and I watched it die, and it was the finest thing I have ever seen a person do with a stick of wood.

She found the rhythm in the first four beats. I do not know how. Thought never entered it; she heard the pattern and answered by reflex, as you catch a dropped cup before deciding to move. The tide massing on the ridge breathed, gathered, surged. That slow, deep rhythm had lived beneath a month of digging, audible only through stone. Minna possessed the ears for it. She had listened for a month. Now she put the pattern into the drum.

Boom. And a pause. And boom-boom. And a pause. The slow deep pulse of a tide gathering itself, laid onto a signal-drum by a bunnykin courier, and the wall could not explain the pattern, but drilled bodies recognized rhythm as readily as one heart recognized another. The exhausted breach line began moving before anyone gave an order.

“On the drum!” Weller shouted, seizing the advantage the moment she saw it. “MOVE ON THE DRUM, EVERY CHARGE ON THE DRUM, THE RABBIT’S GOT THE RHYTHM!”

And the second wave came off the ridge, huge and fresh, the tide’s full mass released in one stroke, and it crashed toward the breach mouth, and the wall met it on Minna’s beat.

Standing at the shoulder-line, I understood what the drum did: it timed the wall to the tide’s own weakness. A tide gathered its strength, then spent it at the crest, committed and extended. A wall charging by instinct met the strong part. Minna’s beat sent our line into the spent part instead. Spears caught burrowers as they crested, before those extended bodies could recover; drakes met the counterstroke at the top of their ramp, after momentum had abandoned them. The exhausted line moved as one body on a bunnykin’s drum. Against a wave twice its size, it struck at the single moment the enemy could not answer. For the first time all night, the tide began breaking against the wall.

I called the reads off the drum, because even a usable rhythm needed a target. My nose read the tide’s shape. Piri’s ears read its timing. Minna’s beat carried both verdicts until the wall fought like one body with a nervous system.

“North lip at the third strike. The drakes are massing there. Meet them at the top.” Minna’s drum gave the count, and the north lip took the drakes at the crest and rolled them back down into their own kind.

“Center’s thin, the burrowers are coming up the middle in a rush, hold the center on the drum and let them break on the spears, don’t chase,” and the center held and the burrowers broke on it, and the wall did not chase, because a wall that chases a broken rush is a wall that opens a gap, and Minna’s beat kept them in line.

And Ryska worked the mouth to the beat too. She had found the rhythm as she finds everything, in her body, and she timed her worst blows to the drum, took the biggest drake of the second wave at the top of its ramp on a downbeat and put it back down the slope with a crack that reached the far colonnade, and the wall-men on her flanks moved when she moved because the drum told them when, and the mouth held, and the second wave, the fresh one, the huge one, the one that should have ended the wall, spent itself against a line that was moving as one animal to a rabbit’s heartbeat.



The civilian closest to the drum began passing the beat by striking a broken spear against stone. Others took it up along the colonnade, not as music but as timing. The sound reached soldiers below the platform who could not see Minna’s stick.

At the south lip, a shield line lost sight of the drum behind smoke. Three stall-keepers relayed the pattern on overturned pans. Boom. Pause. Boom-boom. The line charged on the second strike and caught a burrower column halfway out of the rubble.

Piri adjusted for each change in the tide. Her hand signals descended the tower by runner when her voice failed: three strokes center, two north, one south. Minna changed the drum only after a signal repeated, never chasing one false movement. Weller committed bodies on the beat, and I called the anatomy of each cresting threat from the concrete scent reaching the breach shoulder.

A bull-drake tried the center with two burrowers beneath its forelegs. Rancid shell grit marked the diggers; honest hot hide marked the drake.

“Let the burrowers crest first,” I called. “Break the drake’s knee when its ramp collapses.”

The wall waited through the frightening part. On Minna’s double beat, the front spears drove down. The burrowers rolled. The drake’s left foreleg punched into the sudden gap, and Ryska broke the knee sideways before the beast could recover. Timing turned one impossible mass into three separate, killable bodies.

The second wave lost shape by increments the crowd could see. More importantly, the defenders learned the beat well enough to survive Minna’s momentary mistakes. Each file began counting the long pause under its breath, so smoke, distance, or one missed stroke could no longer blind it. A rhythm born in bunnykin hearing had become shared battlefield knowledge before the next surge reached the rubble. Men too exhausted to remember orders could remember four impacts in their bones, then move together when the pause ended. Her blistered right hand slipped on one downstroke; Sella struck the missing beat against her shield and the south file moved anyway. The rhythm no longer belonged to one exhausted bunnykin. It had become shared fieldcraft, carried by every hand that had felt it save a life.

Minna heard that change before I saw it. Her shoulders dropped half an inch as the answering strikes spread beyond the platform. For two years the College had treated her hearing as a private oddity. Now hundreds of ordinary hands carried one thing she had heard into the bodies beside them, and the knowledge kept working even when her blistered grip failed. A frightened stable boy beneath the platform missed the pause, listened to the spearman beside him correct it, and found the rhythm on his next attempt. Minna heard that too. Her mouth tightened around a smile before the next downbeat took it. Then the stick fell, the wall moved with her, and another crest failed hard against them.

Minna heard the adoption spread. Her mouth tightened with pride, then pain when another blister opened. She shifted the stick to her left hand without losing the pause. A courier below tore padding from his own glove, climbed the platform between beats, and wrapped her right palm while she continued striking with the left. She had spent two years delivering comfort nobody credited. Now the wall delivered it back without being asked.

When the courier jumped down, Minna tested both grips between beats. The wrapped palm could no longer close fully, so she changed the stroke: left hand drove the main pulse, right forearm controlled rebound. The rhythm deepened rather than weakened. Pain became a technical constraint she solved in public, another competence the MASCOT stamp had failed to measure.

Weller saw the modified stroke and changed the counter-charge hand signal to match Minna’s left-led beat. Piri repeated the change from the tower. Within two cycles the entire wall had adjusted to an injured drummer without losing formation. Her left hand drove the pulse. The wrapped right forearm caught the rebound. The flanks stopped arriving late, the center stopped striking early, and the wall spent its strength at the right second.

The south flank nearly missed the lesson when a dire-pack used the drum against us. Five lean shapes waited through the expected double beat instead of cresting with the burrowers, then came over the rubble in the pause when our spears were recovering.

Piri heard claws on stone where the rhythm said there should be none. Her hand signal changed: two south, held flat, repeated.

“False beat south!” the runner shouted.

Weller kept the center facing forward. She peeled four shields from the center and sent them sideways, preserving the formation instead of chasing the new threat. The dire alpha struck the angled shield faces and rode up them. Sella, the Pens woman holding the new rubble corner, put her masonry hammer into its ribs while Cobb caught the second beast under the jaw.

The remaining three split for softer targets behind the line.

I smelled wet dog-iron and old blood before I saw them. “Aid line, close! Litters inside the spear rack. Walking wounded face out.”

The clipped harpy I had strapped earlier kicked the rack over, making a waist-high barricade. Two granary clerks locked stretcher poles across it. A dire hit the crossed wood and stopped long enough for Tavra’s six-fingered grip to drive a surgery stool’s broken leg through its eye.

The last two never reached us. Ryska came off the breach mouth only as far as the flank allowed, killed one with a downward strike, and threw the body into the other’s path. Reik’s spear finished it.

Minna never lost the main rhythm. She inserted one hard warning strike between cycles, marked the deception, and returned to the tide’s pulse before the center could drift. The enemy had adapted. The wall adapted faster because Piri heard the lie, Weller spent only what it required, and the discarded held the place the line called soft. Nobody broke formation to celebrate while the dark ridge continued moving beyond them.

The third adaptation came from beneath the rubble. Burrowers stopped cresting on the visible beat and began striking the underside of the spear line during the long pause. Minna heard claws raking stone below the drum’s own resonance.

She changed nothing for one full cycle. A false correction would have opened the surface line. Her right ear angled down while the left held Piri’s tower. On the next pause she struck the drum rim instead of its skin, a flat wooden crack that carried differently through stone.

The Pens lamia understood before anyone else. She coiled around the front stair post and called, “Underfoot on the rim.”

Weller translated it into bodies. Every third shield knelt while the others stayed high. When the burrowers punched through, they met downward spearpoints beneath an unbroken standing line. The new threat died in its own holes while the surface tide found no gap to exploit.

Minna repeated the rim strike only when the diggers massed below. Piri called the intervals from above. My nose caught fresh crushed-beetle-shell through each opening and told the kneeling files whether venom rode the breach. Three senses, one drum, and a mixed line learned a second language in less than a minute.

The next surface rush tried to hide behind steam from the broken hot-spring conduit. Piri could hear it but no archer could see. Minna shortened the long pause by half a beat. Weller ordered the front rank down. Arrows passed over their helmets on Piri’s count and vanished into white vapor. The answering impacts came in a row, followed by the heavy collapse of a drake whose mass blocked the ramp behind it.

The wall had stopped merely following Minna. It anticipated her grammar. A rim strike meant below. A shortened pause meant blind range. The original four beats still meant crest. Every adaptation added precision without replacing what tired soldiers had already learned.

When the new stroke settled through the line, the pack answered the drum, and the war-cry came just as I heard it from the wall.

Ryska heard the drum, in the breach mouth, and she answered it.

She threw back her true-form head and shaped the howl to rise rather than strike. The earlier sound had turned burrowers through rage and triumph; this long climbing note invited an answer. It went up over the drum, over the wall, over the eastern approach, the long rising howl of a wolf calling a pack, and it was pitched to be answered, and it was answered.

Piri answered it from the tower.

The fennec-scream dropped from the east tower, high and sharp and carrying, the first full scout-cry I had heard from her, high enough to cut through drum and battle, a warning and a defiance and a here. It laid over Ryska’s howl and the drum’s beat, and the wall-men’s heads came up.

The capped auxiliaries broke the garrison open.

Every capped auxiliary on that wall answered too.

Auxiliaries stood throughout the line, as they always did beside the wall-men: capped, graded safe, iron on their fangs, clips on their wings, pins in their horns. The wolf’s call reached them over the fox’s answer and the rabbit’s drum. The first capped wolfkin straightened, planted her spear, then forced a broken howl around the iron on her teeth. A clipped harpy beside her answered with a raw scream. Voice by voice, the response traveled down the line until every auxiliary raised whatever sound the knives had left her.

Howls broke around capped mouths. Clipped harpies screamed. Orc voices rolled beneath them, rough enough to shake grit from the parapet. Every voice carried the damage done to it, and all of them rose together in answer to the uncapped champion, the scout, and the drum.

The second wave struck that ragged war-cry and broke against the wall beneath it.

I had my hands in a wall-man’s chest when the answer came, and I stopped for one second, which I never do. The swallowed growls and broken purrs I had heard for six years returned as one ragged, furious voice. My nose caught hesitation moving through the beasts as their mass faltered before it. The opening gave my hands the stillness they needed, and I tied off the bleeder.

The civilians heard it. Four hundred people pressed against the inner buildings looked up while the cry rang over them. A stall-keeper near my shoulder-line, a fat man who sold hot wine on trial days and had never offered an auxiliary much kindness, stood with tears on his face.

“They’re singing,” he said to nobody. “They’re singing for us.”

At the shoulder-line, with a dead sprinter behind me, I heard the voices drown out the battle. Every broken note belonged to the women who raised it.



The syndicate came for me during the war-cry.

They had timed it well, in their cold way. They waited for the fortress to turn inside out, for every available fighter to be at the east wall, for the infirmary to be empty of everyone but the medic and the wounded, and they came in through the yard-side door of my own surgery while the war-cry covered the sound of it, to burn the evidence and kill the medic, as they had always meant to, after a nose found the middle crate in a fire.

There were five of them, and the escaped lieutenant led them, the lean hard man from the still, road-tar and cold camp under his sweat. I smelled them before I heard them, even at the end of a battle, and I had one heartbeat of warning, which was enough, because I have been getting one heartbeat of warning in taprooms for six years and I know precisely what to do with it.

I was in my surgery with three wounded men on cots when the door opened. I moved before the attackers cleared the threshold, using the narrow entrance to keep five bodies from becoming five blades at once.

I took the first man through the door with the lamp-hook.

The iron lamp-hook hangs beside the surgery door at head height. I had taken a bigger man with it before. This one caught it in the face as he passed through and dropped across the threshold. His body turned the doorway into an obstacle; every attacker behind him now had to climb, and a climbing man is slow.

Six years in taprooms, waystations, and stables had taught me where a body came apart. My surgery supplied edges and obstacles. One heartbeat of warning was enough when I used both.

The second one I took with the sap across the wrist. His knife dropped. My next blow caught him across the ear and put him down onto the first man, and I kicked the fallen knife under a cot where nobody’s hand could find it, because a dropped knife in a fight is a knife that gets picked up, and I have learned that too.

The third one got into the room and took me to the floor. He was stronger, I was tired, and the margin had narrowed to the thumb I drove into the notch under his ear. The pressure would take time. I did not have it. The fourth attacker came over the pile with a blade while both my hands were committed, leaving one real bad second: a man trapped beneath me, another closing with a knife, and no hand free.

The fourth man came over the threshold with his knife low. I released the pressure point under the third man’s ear half a beat early, caught the surgery stool by one rung, and kicked it into the attacker’s shins. He stumbled. I rolled clear, drove the lamp-hook through his knife wrist against the flagstone, and struck his temple with the sap until the blade stayed down.

The third man recovered enough breath to grab my ankle. I stamped the radial nerve at his wrist instead of his fingers; broken fingers would only complicate the brig. His grip opened. I used the same motion to shove the overturned stool beneath the door, narrowing the entrance to a single awkward step over wood and bodies.

Behind me, the gut-shot patient on cot four began sliding toward the floor to get away from the knives. Movement would reopen everything I had tied.

“Stay flat,” I said.

“They’re killing you, Doc.”

“They’re trying. Hold your dressing.”

He obeyed. The man on cot six, one arm splinted, hooked his good elbow through cot four’s frame and kept both beds from rolling when another attacker struck them. Patients became terrain I had to protect and, without asking, made themselves harder terrain to cross.

The fifth attacker kicked the stool aside and came through high, using the pile as cover. I threw the basin. Bloody water blinded him for one step. That step let me catch his knife forearm against the cot rail and fold the elbow over iron until the weapon dropped onto the mattress instead of the floor.

A wounded auxiliary on the last cot trapped the knife beneath her bandaged thigh. She looked at me over a face gone gray with pain. “Busy, Doc.”

“Keep it there.”

I drove my shoulder into the attacker’s chest and put him back across the doorway. The narrow surgery denied them room to surround me, but fatigue shortened every movement. My right hand trembled when it closed on the sap. I shifted the weapon left before the next man could read the weakness.

Piri passed through the roof hatch after that and landed between the cots and the fifth attacker, boot-knife ready, forcing him away from men who could not defend themselves. Fenn’s boiling water struck the doorway behind him and closed his retreat.

I wanted the lean one alive and called it. Piri heard me. When the lieutenant lunged toward her and the nearest cot, she cut the back of his thigh instead of opening an artery. His leg folded, but he caught the cot frame and kept the blade dangerous in his grip. Ryska arrived last, after I was standing and safe. She tore the weapon from his hand, then put him flat before he could reach Piri or the patients.

The fifth man, the lieutenant, we took alive. Piri’s precise cut took his mobility rather than his life, and Ryska kept him flat while we bound him in his own mail sack.

I checked the three men on the cots before I checked myself. All breathed. No fresh blood had reached the floor beneath them. Frightened, but alive.

Only then did I stand at the basin and wash other men’s blood from my hands. My pulse remained at fight pace; my fingers shook hard enough to ring against the copper bowl. I let them. The war-cry still covered the surgery, and the patients had seen steadier hands when those hands mattered.



The lieutenant had the token on him.

I searched him myself, on the floor of my surgery, with the war-cry dying outside as the second wave broke, and in an inner pocket, sewn in as a man secures what matters most, there was a paymaster’s token, a flat disc of good silver, and it was stamped with a die I knew, a stag, standing, over an arched bridge.

The silver stag. On an armed man, inside the College walls, on the night of the breach, sent to burn the medic’s evidence and kill the medic.

I held it in my bloody hand and understood what I was holding. The thread now ran unbroken from capital buyer to armed killer. M. Harrow’s mark appeared on the manifests and the post-mortem claim against Ryska. His paymaster issued silver-stag coin to the field tier. That tier entered College walls on the very night the Commandant under-manned them, intent on killing the nose that was cracking the trade. No innocent reading survived those physical facts. I had the connection in silver, sewn into a mail-sacked lieutenant, with witnesses.

I pocketed the physical token and put it in my satchel beside Astrid’s brass Redwinter tag and the old clipping blade. The courier samples, manifests, and stamped molds remained under Weller’s lock in her evidence store; this silver disc was the only new piece I carried out of the wrecked surgery. With the evidence separated from the prisoner, I handed the lieutenant to Reik, who had come down off the wall as the tide broke. Reik turned the token under the surgery lamp and found the capital die beneath the blood.

“Bench coin on a kill crew inside Caldmoor,” he said. He looked toward the ruined door. “I’ll double the brig watch before another one of Harrow’s men crosses our walls.”

“Bind him in his own sack,” I said. “Use Weller’s handpicked guard, seal his cup and food, and log every person who crosses the corridor. The trade has College keys.”

Reik took the lieutenant away, leaving me in my wrecked surgery with three frightened patients and my hands still shaking. I checked all three again, cleared the fallen knife from beneath the cot, and made room for the next wounded before Reik returned.



The tide receded with the dawn.

The second wave broke against the wall on Minna’s drum and the pack’s cry and did not come again.

At the breach mouth, Ryska did not chase the retreat. Weller held the exhausted line in place until Piri called every audible lane withdrawing beyond bow range. Minna lengthened the pause between beats one measured interval at a time, taking the soldiers’ bodies down from battle rhythm without letting the formation dissolve.

That discipline saved more lives than a triumphant pursuit would have. Exhausted soldiers kept shield contact, checked every fallen beast, and waited for Piri’s all-clear before stepping beyond the rubble. Two drakes feigned collapse on the rubble and lunged when the spears relaxed. Piri heard their breathing change. The wall killed them from formation instead of losing men in the dark.

Only when the last ridge movement turned away did Minna let the final beat roll over the blood-dark rubble and stop. Her hands were blistered through. She wrapped them in a strip torn from an unstamped edge of the docket’s outer wrapping and climbed down without assistance.

The third hour became the fourth and the fourth became the gray edge of morning. The tide, which had come out of the Verge in a weight no one had seen in a generation, withdrew into the broken country in orderly lanes. Its measured departure carried the disturbing shape of an objective completed or abandoned by choice. I filed that thought with the bearing that ran to the harvest-waste dump, and I did not say it out loud, because there was no one to say it to who would not think I had gone mad with exhaustion.

Fresh boots sounded on the east stair. The reserve arrived after the people at the breach mouth had already lowered their spears and begun carrying their own wounded.



Weller left the mixed line standing right where it had fought: human wall-men and Pens volunteers sharing shields on the blood-dark rubble. No slate made the fact stronger. Dreyer had to confront the formation itself when he climbed the stair.

He arrived with the reserve exactly late enough.

Dreyer came up the east stair in the gray dawn at the head of a fresh company. At the breach mouth he stopped, removed one command glove, and put his bare palm against a block still warm with blood and hot-spring steam. The physical gesture claimed intimacy with a wall already held, a battle already won, and a victory other people had bled for while his reserve stood behind a shut gate.

“Caldmoor stands,” he said. His warm, unhurried voice carried down the wall and into the yard, over the exhausted, the wounded, and the dead. Real grief weighted every word. Dreyer meant it, which made him worse. “The east curtain held. It was a near thing, closer than it should ever have been, and we will rebuild what this night broke, beginning now.”

The reserve cheered. Part of the yard joined because Dreyer was beloved and very good at giving grief a uniform after other people had paid for it.

The Wing remained silent.

Capped, culled, and finished auxiliaries looked past him toward Ryska in the breach mouth and the medic at the shoulder-line. Dreyer heard who withheld their voices. His pale gray eyes moved along the quiet ranks, found me, and catalogued the change with courteous regret.

He descended the wall to me.

He stopped in front of my shoulder-line amid the dead, the dying, boiled linen, and blood. First he looked at me. Then at my forearms, bare to the shoulder and laced silver to the collarbone. He inclined his head.

“Medic Boone,” he said. “I am told you held this shoulder all night, and that not a wounded man who reached your line has died who could be saved. The Board is in your debt. The College is in your debt. I am in your debt.” He paused, and his eyes went over the lace on my arms, slow, cataloguing, and back to my face. “Remarkable. You have had a remarkable season. The Board finds itself thinking about you a great deal.”

“Commandant,” I said.

That was all I said. I have learned that the thing to do with Dreyer is to say as little as possible, because he is fishing, always, courteously, and a man who says little gives him nothing to catalogue, and I stood in the dawn with bloody hands and gave him one word. He waited. I returned to the wounded instead of supplying another.

And while he waited I read him, drawing breath even in front of the man who under-manned the wall I had just helped hold. There was no fear on him. No triumph. Real grief for the dead lay over the old settled thing I had smelled on him twice, cold and years deep, the banked scent of knowledge he had chosen not to voice. Standing in the blood of a wall he had tried to lose, cataloguing the burned arms of a medic he could not explain, that banked scent stirred like a coal under breath. The carrier was old and unreadable, so I filed it without assigning a cause.

When my silence proved permanent, he moved down the line and knelt beside a dying wall-man, bare hand closing around the soldier’s bloody fingers while witnesses watched. I marked the care he could offer one casualty and the arithmetic he had spent on hundreds, then returned to my own wounded.



Before dawn Weller paired each wall soldier with a Pens volunteer on the rubble. Sella chose Cobb, who lied about fish and nothing else. When an adjutant asked which company the woman belonged to, Cobb handed Sella the better spear and said, “Mine until relief.” She took first watch beside him. Their shared post was already a physical fact before command found language for it.

The last thing, in the gray dawn, before I let myself feel anything, was Ryska.

She came down out of the breach mouth as the tide finished receding, full new height, storm-gray mane catching the first light. Wall-men stepped back for her the way people make room for weather.

I finished tying the last dressing and reached for another roll.

Ryska closed her hand over it.

“Wall’s held,” she said. “You’re done.”

Her tail curled once around my wrist before she took the roll away, a private claim in full view of the wall. Her shoulders eased toward me, and her pale eyes held mine with the same heavy promise she carried through the den door. Battle blood, smoke, and steady post-molt heat rolled off her. Want answered low beneath my exhaustion.

The armory argument already stood between us. She did not repeat it. She put my satchel over her own shoulder, took my arm, and walked me off the wall while Minna, Piri, and Fenn closed around us.

“Home,” Ryska said.

This time I went.


Chapter 23: Chalk

They re-chalked the Board two days after the breach, under pressure from the crowd.

After a witnessed action, the garrison gathers at the Menace Board for the public score. Hundreds had watched these women hold the wall. The chalk now had to acknowledge what their bodies had done.

So they chalked, and the pack gathered beside the wall-company line. We had earned every letter in blood.



Ryska first, as champion, with the crowd refusing any other order.

The clerk came to her name on the Board, where the A+ from the trial remained. He held the chalk and checked the stand. Along the wall-company line, spear butts stopped shifting and a thousand faces turned toward the empty space beside her grade. The yard knew what it wanted, had wanted it since the arena, and had already booed the Board once for refusing it.

He struck nothing. He added.

Under the A+, in the official hand, he wrote the battle honors: East curtain, held the breach mouth, true form. Cited by the wall company. And the yard roared, because battle honors on a champion are real honors, honestly earned, and the honors were true, and everyone had seen them.

The clerk had barely finished the battle honors when the chant rose again from the stalls into the benches. This time it did not belong only to gamblers. It came from the human wall companies. It came from the men who had held the wall beside her, who had seen a finished molt take the breach mouth and save their lives, and they chanted the letter she had earned, the reserved letter, the one that has not been posted at Caldmoor in living memory.

S. S. S.

The clerk stood at the Board with the chalk in his hand.

The stand did nothing.

And the clerk wrote, under the battle honors, in the same official hand, the same three words he had written after the trial:

S-grade pending doctrine review.

And the yard booed.

But it booed differently this time. The trial protest had belonged to stalls and spectators. This one began in the human wall companies, among men who had bled beside her. Soldiers who watched her earn the letter now gave the refusal a harsher, deeper answer. Dreyer raised his hand and the sound kept rolling, rank after rank, before discipline finally pulled it down. The stalls paid every S-line wager anyway, “on custom.” Coin supplied the chalk the Board withheld, each payout calling the official grade a lie. From beside the Board rail, I watched a fuse take fire that would burn for years, and I banked it, how I bank everything.



Piri next.

The clerk came to her name, and her name had an E beside it, and it had had an E beside it for three years, insufficient menace, the grade that was also a credibility grade, the grade that let them file her warnings as anecdote while three walls fell where she said they would.

He struck it through.

He struck the E through before the assembled companies, and above it he wrote a B, and beside the B he wrote the words that put three years of ignored work into one line: Scout of record. East curtain.

Weller stepped forward without her gate keys and pointed to the east-company scouts.

“Piri calls the route home,” she said.

A dozen human scouts turned toward the fennec instead of their officers. Piri gave three fast bearings. They repeated them, adjusted their map slates, and fell into formation behind her before the Board stand could object.

Her word had become load-bearing through obedience rather than an entry in a log. Piri stood beside me with her ears straight up and her dark-rimmed eyes streaming. I settled my hand on her head. She leaned into it hard once, then led the scouts across the yard.



Minna next.

The clerk came to her name, and her docket was there, and stamped across the top of it, in red, in a block, was the word she had carried for two years.

MASCOT.

The clerk looked at it until the cheering thinned enough for chalk to be heard against slate. Then he made a choice I did not expect. I have wondered since whether the crowd made him do it or some small decent part of a Culling Board clerk did: he drew a line through the word. Every courier and wall company watched the MASCOT stamp disappear. Beside it he struck the E, wrote a C, then added: Wall-drum, east curtain. Rally by acclamation. Commendation.

An adjutant read the drum commendation in an official monotone. He described how a bunnykin courier had timed the garrison’s counter-charge to the tide’s rhythm by ear and rallied a failing wall in the fourth hour. The yard had spent two years laughing at the rabbit who put her ear to floors. Now it heard what that skill was worth and cheered her.

Minna stood at the stall frontage with the lined-out MASCOT docket in her own hand. She had asked to keep it. The paper rested against her chest like the medal it had become. A rose flush climbed to her ears, and she blew her fringe aside before saying, to no one, in a small fierce voice:

“They’ll never laugh about it again.”

“No,” I said. “They never will.”

The chalk changed behavior before the dust settled.

A wall sergeant came to Piri with six scouts and asked for tomorrow’s listening positions. He asked in front of the Board stand, accepted her first answer, and sent two humans twice her size running when she corrected their bearings. Piri’s ears trembled through the exchange, but her voice stayed quick and exact.

Three courier masters approached Minna carrying the cracked wall-drum stick. They wanted the four-beat pattern taught to every relay circuit before the next breach. Minna made them repeat it on the railing until all three could hold the pause without rushing.

“Again,” she ordered.

They did it again.

Ryska’s change was simpler. Human wall-men began leaving an open path between her and the east stair. The space read as operational trust, the room a company gives its strongest responder before the horn. Vorst noticed and stepped aside with the rest.

The Pens women at the rail saw all three responses. Public letters mattered because people moved differently around them, but the deeper victory was bodily: scouts obeying Piri, couriers learning Minna’s hands, soldiers clearing Ryska’s route to the wall.

The crowd did not cheer the three women in one undifferentiated roar. Each woman drew the people who understood what her new letter had cost.

Ryska’s battle honors brought wall-men onto the stall counters, fists raised toward the unchalked S. Piri’s B made scouts along the east-company line lift their route slates, the tools of a trade finally admitted to be load-bearing. Minna’s C sent a drumbeat through the yard as civilians struck palms against railings in the exact rhythm that had saved them.

Gerty paid the S wagers from a lockbox she had been saving for winter repairs. “Custom owes what doctrine refuses,” she said, and wrote Ryska’s marker in red.

A young fennec auxiliary at the back of the Wing removed an E-grade slip from her pocket, folded it once, and held it beside Piri’s new B as if comparing two futures. Near the Board rail, three bunnykin couriers raised their docket satchels when the MASCOT stamp was lined out. Minna saw them and raised hers back.

The clerk had used three pieces of chalk: white for grades, yellow for battle honors, blue for commendations. Dust from all three colors covered his fingers. He kept looking at those fingers as though the distinctions had become harder to maintain once blood from the same wall stood behind every line.

Vorst stood in the crowd for all three chalkings. I watched him because doubt in a true believer is worth noticing. The Board’s golden boy, whom Ryska had beaten honestly in the autumn, stood in the front rank of champions wearing his silvered gauntlets. He neither cheered nor booed when the S was refused. The line between his brows had deepened since the trial. Then the adjutant read the drum commendation in a flat voice, describing what a stamped mascot had done on the wall-drum platform. Vorst turned toward Minna at the yard’s edge, small and soft with her lined-out docket against her chest. His salute stalled halfway. His jaw tightened; the silvered gauntlet lowered while his gaze traveled from the clerk back to her. He remained a believer, but the wall had begun his doubt. I had only watched it happen. I banked that with the rest.

The Pens women stood at the rail in gray shifts. When Yeva’s spear was carried through the yard, every wall company struck its haft once against stone and called her name. The women from the rows answered. No administrative category could compete with a dead soldier’s position continuing to be called on the wall.



My own receipts accumulated in the days after through the garrison’s mouths rather than the Board’s chalk. They tightened the noose because every one was true.

The Wing calls me DOC in the open now, as consistently as if it were a rank. The old names vanished on the wall; the same word follows me to my face and behind my back, which is how a man knows it has become real.

The wall-men touch the infirmary lintel when they pass. They began after the breach. I have asked them to stop; they refuse, putting two fingers to my doorstone as soldiers touch a lintel for luck. I hate it. Reik encourages them. Nothing can be done.

Reik reads my forearms aloud to anyone who asks. A great many ask because the lace has reached my collarbone, beyond any sleeve’s power to hide it. He has turned the explanation into a speech containing weather, casualties, and an invented second burrower. I have heard him give it. The embellishments distort the account, yet its essential verdict holds: “That’s the burned-armed medic. Women the Board breaks walk out of his rooms standing straighter. I don’t know how. I know what I’ve seen. Don’t forget it.”

“I hate the legend,” I told Reik after his third speech that morning.

“Aye,” he said. “Roll your sleeves down, then.”

I looked at the lace shining above both cuffs. He knew I would not hide it. The garrison saw the price, and the Board saw which door to watch. Both consequences traveled with the same bare arms.

At my desk I entered the three receipts that mattered:

Carry-capacity: three concurrent stages held, plus a final stage carried under siege, without collapse. New baseline.

Pack-sense: during the final stage, held across the infirmary and den wing. Beyond it, the battle reached me through Piri’s calls, Minna’s relays, and runners. I can feel the den through its walls now. New baseline.

Scar-lace: collarbone. Both arms, over the shoulders, onto the collarbone, where no sleeve covers. Permanent. Public.

I sanded the entries, shut the ledger, and pulled my sleeves over none of it.



Dreyer answered, quiet as snowfall, in the days after the chalking, and I read every deed of it off the boards and out of the wind: the next campaign loaded into place, one signature at a time.

A decommission squad began drilling at dawn outside Ryska’s billet, pole-arms stacked beside an empty oilcloth wagon. The wall companies chanting S kept their hands off her. The squad’s physical target remained unmistakable.

The Pens deadline accelerated in the works yard: double hammer shifts, finished wagon cages lined wheel to wheel, cold-iron fittings piled ready for installation. Four hundred women now faced a shorter clock, visible in timber and iron.

The observer was replaced by two. Minna listened to both hearts on their first morning and heard the same deliberate stillness. The hunt for the re-grades and the nose had doubled. I had become loud on the wall, and the noose answered by occupying another seat in my ward.

Wall-company voices took up Weller’s name while she stood beside Piri’s new B. The east gate crew removed Dreyer’s appointed replacement from the winch by simply taking orders from Weller again. She climbed the fighting step, seized the iron keys he had left hanging, and ordered two missed repairs before the crowd finished cheering.

Dreyer watched from the stand and chose not to send men into a gatehouse already obeying its captain.

After the crowd dispersed, Weller found me on the restored gate in the frost.

“He’ll come at you with paper and patience now,” she said. “Make sure your next deed is just as loud.”

That night, before Ryska entered the den, I updated the bestiary ledger with the public receipts and laid out water, clean cloth, and enough food for an apex metabolism none of us understood yet. Piri opened a wager on true-form stamina. Minna confiscated the stake as a household fee.

“You cannot tax a scientific inquiry,” Piri said.

“I can tax anything conducted in my nest.”

Ryska heard them through the closed door. Her low laugh passed through the wood before she opened it, but the doubt arrived with her when she filled the doorway.

I had not entirely adjusted to the way she filled the doorway now. She had to duck under my lintel, storm-gray mane brushing the frame, deeper chest and added height making the den look newly small. On victory night she arrived with the Board’s chalk dry, her battle honors entered, and the refused S continuing to echo in boos across the yard. She stopped beneath the lintel. Then she hesitated.

She hesitated. I had never seen her hesitate, not once, not at a culling squad or a bull-drake or a breach, and she stood in the door of the den at her full new height and hesitated. One breath told me why. A thin, unfamiliar thread of doubt sharpened beneath her storm-front cedar.

“What stopped you at the door?” I asked.

“I’m bigger than you now,” said Ryska.

“You’ve been bigger than me since the breach.”

“I’m stronger than anything on the wall. I held a breach mouth with my hands. I’m the apex they built the doctrine to prevent. They can’t grade me, a buyer put fifty gold on my body, and the Commandant marked me for his squad, and I came down here to your den, and I stood in the door, and I thought.” She stopped, holding both larger hands away from her body, and looked at me across the den in the firelight. “I thought: what if it’s different now. What if this body is too large and dangerous for what we were. What if the den doesn’t fit me anymore.”

I did not answer that with words.

I pointed at the furs.

Same as ever. The same gesture I have made since the first carry, since before she trusted me, since the autumn: I pointed at the furs and held her pale amber gaze, and I did not get up, and I did not go to her, and I refused to turn the gesture into a ceremony. It carried the same command it always had. My answer to what if I’m too much now was the unchanged point toward the furs. The den remembered her; the molt had touched everything except the place she held inside it.

Her fangs came up in the trial-line grin, but doubt remained thin beneath the cedar. She crossed the den carefully, lowering herself onto the furs as if testing whether they would bear her. The gesture had opened the reassurance; living in the new body would have to complete it.



I made the choice explicit before touching her.

“You came for my command, and you will have it. We aren’t measuring strength against each other.”

Her amber gaze held mine. “I choose to obey.”

“Then come closer slowly. We learn the new scale instead of pretending it changed nothing.”

That checked her. The doorway gesture had reassured her, but the doubt did not vanish. She crossed the room measuring each step. Her shoulder clipped the hanging kettle and sent it into the wall. She caught it before it fell, but the handle folded in her grip.

Ryska stared at the bent iron. Cold uncertainty returned beneath her steady warmth.

The accident reached deeper than iron. She held both hands away from her body as though the den had become a ward full of fragile patients. Her tail went rigid. The new claws had retracted, but she watched their tips with open distrust.

I took one hand and laid it against my chest over the scar-lace.

“Feel the ribs under your palm.”

“Callum.”

“Feel them. You stopped a drake. You also held my hands during the crossing without breaking one finger. Control already lives in you. We are measuring its new range.”

Her palm settled with deliberate care. Pressure rose, stopped before pain, and eased.

“Watch my face,” I said. “Learn the boundary from me, not the kettle.”

She repeated the pressure, slower this time. The doubt’s scent thinned when my breathing stayed even beneath her hand.

“I broke Minna’s kettle.”

“You caught it before it fell. Copper is replaceable. Open your fingers.”

She obeyed. I pressed each new joint and found no strain.

“That’s the den fitting you,” I said. “Work, correction, another attempt. The furs aren’t magic.”

The line between her brows eased, but the uncertainty remained honestly present.

I stripped her standing. The undershirt tore at one shoulder because neither of us allowed enough room for the new frame. Ryska flinched at the sound.

“Cloth,” I said. “Cheap. Replaceable.”

I made her tear the other seam deliberately. The controlled rip put the choice back in her hands.

With the cloth no longer dictating how she held herself, I looked at her slowly: apex legs dense with restored power, narrow hips broadened just enough for the new balance, hard waist, deeper chest carrying the same small high breasts, storm-gray mane, amber eyes, freed fangs. Her finished scent held settled cedar and warm skin without fever or work left undone.

“On your back,” I said.

She lay on the reinforced floor furs rather than the cot. One claw caught the top quilt and split it. Her mouth tightened.

“Leave the tear,” I said. “Minna will complain, repair it, and charge you honey. That is what home does with damage.”

Ryska gave a shaky huff. “Expensive institution.”

I came over her face to face. Tonight she needed me to see every flicker of uncertainty while I mapped the apex body under my palms.

“Hands open beside your head,” I said. “You keep them open. No gripping the furs.”

She obeyed.

I touched without hurry: new shoulder breadth, deeper ribs, the sensitive line where mane gave way to skin, hips that shifted farther beneath my hands than memory predicted. Every adjustment required a question answered through her body rather than a ledger entry.

“Here?” I asked, pressing below the left ribs.

“Too much.”

I eased immediately and found the new angle. “Here.”

“Yes.”

The correction loosened her jaw. I worked lower, opened her with my fingers, and made her remain still while pleasure replaced vigilance a degree at a time. Her claws flexed above the quilt but did not close.

“You’re learning me again,” she said.

“I love you enough to learn what changed.”

The direct words struck harder now than they had beneath the arena. Her eyes closed. The uncertainty in her scent thinned but did not disappear all at once; it gave ground as each careful touch proved continuity.

I entered her slowly, face to face, watching the apex body receive me. The new depth altered the angle. I adjusted, drew one long leg over my shoulder, and found the place that lifted her true-form growl into a rougher pitch.

“There,” she said.

“Hands open.”

They opened wider.

I took her at a controlled, deep pace, my weight over her and my gaze fixed on hers. Her hands remained open beside her head. I held the angle with one palm beneath her hip, and when she asked for more, I kept the same maddening pace.

“Faster,” she asked.

“Not yet.”

Her tail struck the fur once. She obeyed.

The delayed pace made every response legible. New abdominal muscles tightened visibly before each clench. The deeper chest carried a growl that vibrated into mine. Her leg remained over my shoulder because I put it there, displaying the impossible strength while asking none of it to hold me.

When I finally accelerated, her eyes went molten. “Yes. Your pace.”

“Tell me what fits.”

“You.” A shudder rolled through her. “The command. The room. Even the torn quilt.”

Her climax built slowly enough for both of us to feel the recalibration complete. She clenched around me in powerful measured waves, hands still open, true-form voice breaking on my name rather than a howl. I drove through the aftershocks and finished deep inside her, face close enough to watch recognition replace the last of the doubt.

I remained over her through the last aftershock. When I permitted her hands to close, they settled around my back with exact pressure, the lesson of the bent kettle already learned.

I checked her breathing and the new recovery interval. Her pulse dropped through the expected range in half the time her old body had needed after a hard finish. Steady warmth filled the space between us, but the deeper chest had already settled and her eyes remained alert.

“Again,” she said.

The request came from appetite now, with no cold uncertainty beneath the cedar. The apex body had learned that the den still held it and wanted the next proof in its own language.

I rolled her onto her side and moved behind her.

“Top knee to your chest. Hold it there.”

Ryska obeyed without hesitation. The position folded one long runner’s leg high while leaving the other stretched across the reinforced furs. Her new breadth could not disappear beneath me now. It filled the length of the nest, mane spilling over my forearm, deep chest rising against the arm I laid across her collarbones.

I caught her raised thigh behind the knee and opened her farther. My other hand threaded into the storm-gray mane at its roots, not the scruff, and turned her face until I had both amber eyes in profile.

Her purr deepened. “That’s new.”

“So are you. Keep the leg where I put it.”

“Yes.”

The side angle gave me a different measure of her. Her thigh lay newly heavy in my palm; her hips reached farther, and dense muscle braced along my shins. My palm held her raised thigh exactly where I had put it. When the new weight began to drift, one word stopped her and opened her wider.

I entered her slowly from behind. The first round had left her slick and sensitive; the new angle drew me along a place that tightened her belly and thighs before she yielded. A low true-form growl traveled out of her and into the arm across her chest.

“Same den?” I asked.

“Same man,” she said. “Different lesson.”

“Good. Learn it.”

I set a short, deep rhythm, keeping her curled around my control. Each stroke moved through the new body without copying the force of the first claiming. My palm held her thigh wide. My forearm kept her shoulders against my chest. When her hips tried to chase the pace, I tightened both and stopped her completely.

“Wait.”

Her claws opened against the quilt. “Callum.”

“You asked for the next proof. You take it when I give it.”

The command pulled a broken whine from beneath the growl. Her tail beat once against my calf and fell motionless. I held her full and motionless until the powerful clench around me eased into obedience.

When her body stopped fighting the pause, I moved again.

Her raised leg stayed steady in my palm while I drove deeper. Her breathing reached the bottom of the new chest without a hitch, the thigh held firm beneath my hand, and her claws stayed open against the quilt. Even as pleasure climbed, her tail maintained its controlled curl around my calf. The body that had stopped a drake held the exposed position without strain. I tightened my forearm across her chest; she tipped her face toward mine and waited for the next stroke.

“Who owns the pace?”

“You do.”

I pulled her face toward mine by the mane. “Louder.”

“You own it,” she said in the new voice, rough enough to vibrate against my teeth. “My body changed. Your command didn’t.”

“There she is.”

I released her thigh only long enough to change the geometry. One arm went under both knees. I lifted and turned her across my lap, back to my chest, her long legs opened over mine. The motion would have been impossible with her old proportions and clumsy with the new ones if she had not followed every pressure of my hands. She let me place her upright, then settled onto me again under my grip.

Her surprise became a low laugh. “You moved me.”

“I’ll always move you.”

I hooked her knees over my thighs and opened them wide. My hand closed around her jaw, holding the freed fangs harmlessly away from my skin while the other worked her clit. She could see the changed body from fanged grin to spread legs: long legs spread in the firelight, deep chest moving beneath my forearm, my cock disappearing into her while I lifted her hips and brought her down at the speed I chose.

“Look,” I said. “No fear in it.”

She watched my hands direct the apex body and bared her teeth in a grin. “None.”

The first hard contraction caught her upright. She tried to bow forward; my forearm across her chest brought her back against me, opened and displayed, her head on my shoulder. I kept the measured lift and drop while the climax gathered instead of letting it break all at once.

“Ask for it.”

“Make me come in the body they feared,” she said. “Keep me exactly where you want me.”

I tightened my hold and gave her the speed I had withheld.

Her second climax broke through her in a long sequence of powerful spasms. The new voice failed into the unashamed whine-purr beside my ear, deep enough to vibrate through my teeth. Her claws scored her own open palms and nothing else. Her legs stayed spread over mine while every contraction pulled at me, strength expressed as the depth of what she could feel without losing one grain of control.

I turned her face to mine before my own control went.

“Eyes here.”

Amber fixed on slate-green. I drove up into her, held her down at the root, and came inside her again while she watched me claim the finished body. A sequence of deep, possessive throbs filled her; her cunt answered each one with another slow, greedy clutch. My grip lifted her, lowered her, then held her down at the root through the last pulse. She stayed open in my arms until the final aftershock faded into the steady warmth of a completed molt.

Only then did I lower her to the furs. Settled cedar carried her satisfaction and the startled pride of a woman discovering that greater scale had given my hands new ways to command her. Her claws relaxed open against the quilt.

“Baseline,” she said. “Two rounds. Still fit to fight.”

“Three after a full night’s sleep,” I said. “Possibly more. We test it without a breach waiting.”

Her fangs showed. “Cowardly estimate.”

I checked the thigh I had held, the hinge of her jaw, and the shallow claw crescents in her own palms, then counted her pulse through the recovery interval again. Her heart dropped evenly while mine continued hammering. I entered the result in memory for the ledger: true-form stamina at least twice the old baseline, precision retained through repeated climax, no loss of judgment or control.

From the kitchen came Minna’s outraged voice. “Who bent my kettle?”

Ryska looked toward the door. Her new purr vibrated the water cup beside us hard enough to walk it across the floor.

“I did,” she called. “Put it on my honey account.”

Minna entered carrying the replacement quilt before the last word left Ryska’s mouth. She took in the bent kettle, torn shirt, split fur, and apex wolf on her back beneath me. Her lop ears rose halfway in alarm, then lowered when she heard both our breathing.

“An expensive recalibration,” she said.

Ryska’s uncertainty returned in the careful distance she kept from Minna. “I will replace it.”

“Of course you will. The kettle was copper-lined and the quilt took nine evenings. Your honey account will never recover.” Minna spread the clean quilt over Ryska, then climbed under its edge and planted herself against the wolf’s ribs.

Ryska froze with both arms lifted away from her.

“Callum.”

“Put your arm around her,” I said. “Slowly.”

The larger forearm settled across Minna’s middle. Claws stayed retracted; the hand rested open on the quilt. Minna listened to the deeper heartbeat for six beats, entirely untroubled.

“There,” she said. “The heart of the den remains unbroken. I will still move the copper to a higher hook. Both facts can live here.”

One deep breath cleared the last cold edge from Ryska’s scent.

Piri’s voice passed through the wall. “For independent verification, I volunteer to be carried everywhere for a week.”

“Denied,” I said.

“Biased study.”

Ryska laughed, but her arm around Minna remained gentle. Minna began writing an invoice for the kettle on the back of Piri’s confiscated wager slip.

Before sleep, Ryska drew me close and said the words again without a battle waiting outside.

“I love you. No report this time.”

I put my hand against her finished, steady chest. “I love you. No scalpel required.”

The purr that answered shook the lamp flame but broke nothing.


Chapter 24: First Frost

We chose the season’s next objective while relocating the evidence before two new observers came on shift.

I carried the silver-stag token from the armed lieutenant into the hidden passage. Ryska followed with the branded plank cut from Letha’s living-cargo crate, holding the wood against the wall while I fitted a narrow evidence shelf behind the swinging jars. The same proud-left bridge die marked both objects. The plank tied M. Harrow to a woman packed for shipment; the silver tied his Bench to men sent inside Caldmoor to kill me.

“M. Harrow,” I said. “The Gilder’s Bench. Capital.”

Piri climbed the cabinet to compare the burned stag with the token at eye level. One enormous ear tracked the observers in the ward as she nodded. Minna sorted the remaining papers into the shallow drawer without covering the kitchen in another briefing.

“We remember the route,” she said. “Supper no longer needs to live under manifests.”

The field crew, courier line, and still were broken. The trade above them remained alive upriver, while every hammer blow from the works yard shortened the Pens’ clock.

I drove the last shelf peg. “We go upward when the scent repeats. This winter we stop the wagons and keep the Pens from emptying the Board’s way.”

“Then the capital,” Ryska said.

“Then the capital.”

Piri took the folded charter rubbing from her map case but did not lay it down. She held the charcoal heading against the light leaking through the false shelf, checking once more that the razored hollow remained legible. The bronze itself remained face-down over its drain, and no one outside the pack knew we had turned it.

“And the office?”

“Your copy stays on your body. Mine stays wrapped with the ledger beneath the loose flagstone. We wait for a wreck, a crate, or a scar to connect with it. Nineteen-year-old tracks punish anyone who runs at them.”

Her report cadence tightened with dissatisfaction, but she folded the rubbing along its old creases and returned it to the case. Minna swung the jars closed over the buyer’s mark just as one observer crossed the public ward.

The next campaign had a buyer, a physical clock in the works yard, and one immediate target: the wagons.



I brought Astrid the hardware on the last morning of autumn.

She keeps the stores wing at the far end of the north range. I had kept the intake page, brass tag, and clipping blade in the shallow drawer since the Pens. Now I carried them to her in my satchel, the page wrapped flat between waxed boards and the hardware bundled beside it.

She was at the stores counter with her keys on her hip and her crown-braid wound tight, oxblood streaked with iron now, and her jacket that gave up arguing years ago. She looked up, read my face as she taught me to read weather, and her needle stopped.

“You’ve got a face,” she said.

“I’ve got what they kept.”

I put the intake page on the counter first, then the brass property tag and rust-dark clipping blade. Her name, age at intake, courier certification, and the twelve-woman Redwinter purge remained legible on the brittle paper. REDWINTER INTAKE and COLLEGE STORES were punched into the tag. One russet feather barb still clung beneath the blade hinge after nineteen years.

She looked at it.

She left the hardware between us while her strong, nicked hands flattened against the counter. Her eyes read every mark from the worst night of her life. I held my tongue. At the edge of a person’s oldest wound, you let her decide whether to cross.

After reading every surviving mark, she picked up the tag, turned it once, and set it beside the blade.

Her thumb had found a shallow crescent on the tag’s edge. She rubbed it twice.

“I made that,” she said.

I waited.

“The mark. I tried to pry the plate off the harness on the wagon out of Redwinter. Used a spoon after they took my knife. Bent the spoon. Kept the tag.” Her mouth tightened. “They replaced the harness in spring and kept the old one. Leather costs money. Of course they did.”

“The harness remains in the clipping passage.”

That reached her. Her gaze lifted sharply.

“Still?”

“Straps shaped to your shoulders. One blade in the side loop. I took the tag and one clipping blade. Left the harness.”

Astrid looked toward the stores rafters as though calculating the distance to a passage beneath the south bastion.

“Good,” she said. “It can hang there and accuse the wall. I don’t need it brought home like a dead dog.”

She picked up the blade next. The russet barb beneath its hinge caught the gray window light. Her forefinger stopped a hair short of touching it.

“Mine,” she said. No question.

“Your scent remains in the sheath.”

“Nineteen years. Persistent inventory.”

Her dry register held, but high-wind cedar moved beneath it, grief and anger impossible to confuse with weakness. I stayed silent until she set the blade down herself.

“There was another brace,” I said. “Lamia. Redwinter. MOLT ACTIVE. SUBJECT ESCAPED. Twisted outward. Same marks as the empty stall.”

Astrid’s keys stopped halfway through their habitual turn beneath her palm.

“Same night,” she said. “They did every woman in the row after midnight. The lamia was already crossing when the squad reached her. She broke the lamps. I heard stone come down while they dragged me to the wagon.”

It was the first fact Astrid had ever given me from that night. She offered no name, and I did not ask for one.

“She may be alive,” I said. “Cold riverstone on the empty stall. Nineteen years of pain.”

“Then if you meet her, don’t bring my pity.” Astrid’s copper eyes pinned mine. “Bring competence. Survivors of that row have had enough of being looked at as wounds.”

“Understood.”

Only then did she turn, get two cups, pour from the pot she kept on the stores stove, and push one across the counter to me. She did not say one word about the page.

“The Split Antler had a winter like this one,” she said, “the year I taught you to weigh. Do you remember. The road closed for ten days. The Antler’s beer ran out, and the carters nearly killed each other over the last cup. You were nine, perhaps, when you set a drover’s finger in exchange for it. Did a good job too. I thought, there, that’s the boy sorted. He’s got a trade now. A man who can set a finger never starves on this frontier.”

“Astrid.”

“And you’re not going to starve,” she said. “You’ve got a nose, a trade, and a wall full of people who touch your door for luck. I heard about the breach, boy. News reached every storeroom in the fortress: the medic with the burned arms. I want you to know that I am.” She stopped. Her needle hovered halfway through the stitch. Strong fingers flattened on the counter while hawk-eyes caught on the lace at my collarbone. “That I have opinions about your arms. I won’t waste them aloud because you would only do it again. I’ve known you since you were nine. I know exactly how much good comes from telling you to spend yourself less.”

She drank her tea.

She did not say the word for the damage named by the blade, the word for what had been done to her back nineteen years ago, the word she strapped under her coat and never once said in all the years she spent raising a Verge orphan, she did not say it, and I did not make her, and the old hardware sat between us, recognized and unspoken, and I understood that the drawer was not going to open today.

“I’ll keep them,” I said.

“Keep them,” said Astrid. “You risked enough to take them, and I’m not going to handle them again. I did my grieving for that a long time ago, in the same place you did yours, behind the same trough, and I don’t need to do it twice.” She looked at me, and her voice went dry, and fond, and closed. “Drink your tea, boy. It’s terrible. Everything I make is terrible. It’s a gift.”

I drank my terrible tea with the woman who raised me and nineteen-year-old iron on the counter between us, unspoken, and I let her keep the drawer shut. The objects had been recognized. The question remained hers. I returned them to the shallow drawer and waited.



Minna declared a den holiday on the first morning of frost and moved it out of the nest.

She found me in the pantry after dawn, inventorying marsh-root while Fenn argued with a supplier in the yard. Flour dust silvered Minna’s caramel hair. She closed the pantry door, sat on the broad grain barrel, and opened her jacket.

“Holiday,” she said. “One hour. Different room, because even a sovereign can vary her territory.”

I stepped between her knees. “You present. I decide.”

“Yes. I’ve decided to present.”

I stripped her to the waist against shelves of jars, lifted her heavy breasts into my hands, and made her hold eye contact while my mouth worked each nipple. Flour marked my sleeves; her warm flush climbed through the white dust.

She tried to pull me closer with her thighs. I stopped her with one hand on her knee.

“Wait.”

Her tail flagged against the barrel. “Cruel pantry law.”

“My pantry. My law.”

“It was your pantry for another thirty seconds at most.”

I laughed once, then silenced her with my mouth.

When I allowed her legs around my waist, I entered her standing, face to face, her back braced against the grain sacks. The angle was shallow and close, built for eye contact and one sustained rhythm rather than the familiar deep press. Her arms stayed around my shoulders while I controlled her hips against the barrel.

“Choose me when there isn’t a crisis to solve,” she whispered. “Claim me here, in the least heroic room we own, and bring me breakfast after.”

I tightened my hands on her hips. “Ordinary morning. Same woman. Mine.”

Her smile went soft and hungry. “Yours. And breakfast.”

I took her slowly until her lop ears rose between hanging herb bundles and her climax clenched hot around me. I kept the same measured pace through her contractions, then finished inside her, held her steady through the aftershocks, and remained close while the pantry filled with her quiet, satisfied laughter.

She touched the lace at my collarbone and gave me a private fact.

“I was afraid the den only mattered because war kept proving it necessary,” she said. “This morning I wanted you in the least heroic room we own, with flour on your sleeve. I needed to know ordinary desire continued choosing me when nobody required a courier, a drum, or a heart.”

I pressed my forehead to hers. “I chose you before the drum. I choose you while you’re stealing my pantry.”

“Good,” she said. “Because the pantry is already annexed.”

I checked her hips and breathing, carried her to the washstand because I decided she was not walking there with shaking legs, and brought breakfast back before Fenn returned.

Minna ate half the bread sitting on the grain barrel, bare beneath her open jacket, then looked toward the den with one ear angled through the wall.

“The pantry was the holiday,” she said. “The nest is the rest of it.”

“You declared one hour.”

“Thirty-seven minutes remain. I counted.”

I closed her jacket myself and lifted her from the barrel. “Then you spend them where I put you.”

Her smile went syrup-slow. “Yes.”

I carried her through the kitchen while the fortress conducted an ordinary frosty morning outside: buckets at the pump, stable boys swearing at ice, a farrier ringing iron against iron. The morning asked only for chores, breakfast, and warm hands around cold cups. Minna tucked her face into my neck and listened to that ordinary life as if it were a new country.

The nest retained the warmth of banked coals. I set her among the quilts she had chosen one by one, stripped away the jacket again, and took the extra time the pantry could not hold. There was no barrel at her back, no shallow standing angle, no flour-dusted urgency. I spread her beneath me face to face and made the den’s peacetime rhythm slow enough for every breath to finish.

“Hands around my neck,” I said. “Thighs open.”

She obeyed, soft weight settling into the furs, wide hips offered beneath mine. Her lop ears lay warm along her hair. The flush that had begun in the pantry returned gradually from her chest to her cheeks.

I entered her again on a long, unhurried push. What I had left inside her made the second taking slick and intimate, the wet sound quiet beneath the stove’s tick. She wrapped thick thighs around my waist, but waited for my movement rather than pulling.

“Ordinary enough?” I asked.

“Almost.” Her warm murmur brushed my ear. “Fill me here too. Then stay while I count you down. That’s the holiday I wanted.”

I set a deep, lazy pace, each stroke given room to land before the next. Her heavy breasts pressed against my chest. Her powder tail flagged beneath the blankets in small satisfied beats. No stage light rose; Minna’s settled warmth and the silver lace at my wrists supplied all the proof we needed.

“Keep me full through breakfast,” she whispered. “Keep me full through winter. Not a plan, not a cradle. Just my man’s claim in the home I built.”

“You keep what I give you.”

“Yes. Yours to give. Mine to carry around the pantry while Fenn wonders why I’m smiling.”

I folded her knees high enough to deepen the angle and hold her open under my weight, leaving the urgent compression of battle night behind. Her eyes stayed on mine. Every tightening of her body arrived slowly, stacked one over another until her ears began to rise.

“There,” she breathed. “That’s home. That’s the pace.”

Her climax gathered through a dozen deep strokes and broke in one long, rolling contraction. Both ears stood upright under the quilts. Her pussy milked me with patient, greedy pulls, and I kept moving until her warm murmur lost every word but my name.

I buried myself and came inside her again, filling her at the depth she had asked for. She held me with thighs and internal spasms, tail flagging against my wrist, a private victory with no audience. I stayed deep while her climax eased, then drew us apart slowly and rolled onto my side beside her. She did not put an ear to my heart. Instead both lop ears turned toward the ordinary kingdom beyond the nest.

Fenn argued with the supplier in the yard over the price of onions. Piri scratched charcoal across a map in the kitchen, paused, and stole something crisp from Ryska’s plate. The stolen bite cracked between fennec teeth. Ryska growled without conviction. Somewhere near the stove, a copper kettle gave one newly repaired tick.

Minna’s mouth softened at each sound.

“The kettle survived,” she murmured.

“Barely.”

“The pantry changed hands. The onions are overpriced. Piri has taken the last fried potato and the wolf is allowing the crime.” Her tail gave one small flag under the quilt. “Nothing needs us for one minute.”

The words caught under my ribs and stayed there. She had spent two years making herself necessary to people who called her decorative. Now she lay warm and thoroughly claimed in a room that continued being home without requiring her to administer it.

“Then take the minute,” I said.

She tucked the quilt under my chin, because surrendering jurisdiction entirely was beyond her, and rested her cheek against my shoulder. One ear followed Fenn’s argument. The other relaxed into the furs.

“Wake me when breakfast becomes structurally unsound.”

“That’s usually before it reaches the table.”

Her sleepy laugh faded into three slow breaths. I lay beside her with flour on my sleeve and listened to the den conduct the least heroic morning we owned.

The alarm horns broke the fourth breath.

The badges were on the gate at dawn.

The alarm horns gave the short sequence for an unidentified presence at the main gate, then cut off mid-cycle. I dressed and reached the door before the silence settled. Whatever stopped a trained horn-blower without attacking him deserved my nose.

The crowd at the gate had not yet decided whether to approach or flee. Guards kept a spear-length circle around the oak while the officer of the watch stared at six badges that had not been there at the previous round.

I asked for the facts before touching anything.

“Last inspection?”

“Half an hour before dawn. Gate clean.”

“Horn?”

“The north-road picket found the squad and sent word. We sounded when we saw the badges.”

“Anyone touch them?”

“No. One recruit tried. Reik threatened to break his wrist until the nose arrived.”

Reik shrugged. “Preventive medicine.”

I walked the perimeter first. No footprints survived on the hard yard, but the lowest iron band carried a smear of pale road dust unlike Caldmoor’s darker soil. The badge nails had gone through brass and oak without hammer dents. Whatever drove them possessed enormous controlled force and had chosen not to split the gate.

Piri arrived beside me, listened, and pointed north. “No one on the road now. The squad’s horses are coming in slow. Six riders plus escort.”

Minna pressed one ear to the gate. “Nothing behind it. No hidden dig, no second message.”

Ryska remained three paces back. Her nose worked once. “Pain. Old. And riverstone.”

“Same.”

The main gate of Caldmoor War College is twenty feet of iron-banded oak facing the north road. In the gray dawn, a crowd gathered before it while a ring of guards held everyone back. Six badges had been nailed to the oak, each driven through iron and timber both.

They were culling-squad badges, the brass ones the theater’s squads wear on the shoulder, arranged in a widening serpent’s coil. I had recognized the shape from across the yard.

Only then did I approach the gate through the crowd, and the guards knew me now, and they let me through, and I stood before the badges and breathed.

It rose from brass badges, cold-iron nails, and the wood around them, faint yet utterly specific: cold riverstone, wet slate off a cold hill. Pain soaked the handled metal exactly as it had soaked an empty stall in the Pens, its edges remaining sharp despite nineteen years of depth. Beneath that, with my nose nearly touching the badge, lay the chemical wrongness of a molt frozen mid-stage. A body caught between forms nineteen years ago had never finished and never stopped.

I knew what the evidence suggested.

I had smelled the same cold-riverstone pain twice. First in an empty row-seven stall marked by old scorch and coil-gouges. Now on six badges nailed to a gate in a coil. The twisted restraint brace supplied the rest: REDWINTER punched into its plate beside MOLT ACTIVE and SUBJECT ESCAPED. If the stall and ledger belonged to the same woman, the badge-leaver was probably that survivor, frozen between forms for nineteen years and moving somewhere on the north wind. Beyond that, I had only the evidence in front of me, plus the shape she had chosen to leave.

“They found the squad,” said a guard beside me, low, because the wall talks to me now. “On the north road. Six of them. Alive. Bound, stripped, and, Doc, terrified, they won’t say a word, they’ve asked to be transferred off the frontier, all six, they’re done, they’ve quit, and there’s not a mark on them, and they won’t say what happened, they just keep saying it emerged from the dark and it looked at them.”

The north-road squad arrived while I stood beneath the coil.

Six horses passed through at a walk, led by two pickets. The culling men rode without their shoulder badges and without weapons. No one had bound them now, but each kept his hands visible on the saddle horn. The youngest flinched when Ryska shifted behind me.

I stopped the first horse and asked the rider for his hands. Rope pressure had marked both wrists evenly without breaking skin. His knuckles remained unbruised and his skin carried no defensive cuts. Whoever took him had controlled the encounter so completely he had never landed a blow.

“How many attacked you?” I asked.

His fingers locked around the saddle horn until the leather creaked. River mud, horse sweat, and fear cold enough to flatten every other carrier.

“One.”

“What line?”

He looked toward the badges and swallowed. “Woman above. Serpent below. Wrong between.”

“Did she name herself?”

“No. Asked how many women we’d taken to the theater. Sergeant told her it was lawful duty.” His fingers whitened around the saddle horn. “She said law was a coat cowards put over appetite. Then she took the badges.”

The sergeant stared straight ahead. His clove pomade had turned sour in a night of terror. “She could have killed all six. Chose the straps instead. Filed every badge point smooth while we watched. Took her an hour.”

An hour spent filing badge points while six enemies watched showed disciplined patience. The six lives deliberately spared completed the message.

I checked each man as he passed. Rope marks, cold exposure, fear. Their pulses and pupils stayed free of venom, every bone held, and warmth with water would answer every injury.

Fenn distributed hot broth while the other riders thawed enough to speak. Their accounts agreed: one woman, one enormous coil, no blow after surrender, every weapon stacked rather than broken. She had wrapped the sergeant’s blue hands, built them a windbreak, and tied them where the picket would arrive before cold took their fingers. Then she spent the remaining dark making the two men who remembered their last theater escorts repeat those women’s names until dawn.

“Why?” Reik asked.

“Because terror fades,” I said. “A name gives it somewhere to stay.”

One guard had tried to bargain with his share from a future salvage lot. The lamia had taken his purse, found three silver-stag coins, and nailed one beneath the central badge. I had missed it in the shadow of the spiral.

I worked the coin free. Same die as the lieutenant’s token, bridge arch proud on the left. The badge message therefore reached beyond personal revenge: culling squads, harvest pay, and the capital buyer belonged in one coil.

Ryska rolled the coin across her knuckles, careful with the new force. “She’s mapping the same enemy.”

“From the other direction,” Piri said. “She starts with squads and follows badges inward. We started with wagons and followed cargo outward.”

Minna listened north. “And now she knows the den held the wall. She left the message where Callum would smell it.”

That possibility changed the address. The badges challenged the Board, but the scent invited the Carrier to follow. I refused to assign trust to a stranger who could enter Caldmoor unheard. I also refused to call disciplined mercy madness because the garrison preferred a simpler story.

“We don’t chase her,” I said. “We keep the badge and coin. We watch the north wind. If she wants contact, she knows where to leave it without harming anyone.”

Ryska’s ears angled north. “And if she comes through the window?”

“Fenn gives her tea. Apparently that is our defensive doctrine.”

From the gatehouse steps Fenn shouted, “Only after she wipes her coils.”

The nearest wall-men laughed. Fear loosened enough for them to look at the spiral as a message rather than an omen.

Vorst arrived late, saw the filed badge points, and asked the youngest guard whether the lamia had attacked after surrender. The answer was no.

“Then stop calling the restraint a mauling,” he said to the officer taking statements. “Words ought to fit what happened.”

The correction was small, but it came from the Board’s favored cadet in front of two companies. The officer changed his spoken account from attack to capture without touching a page. Ryska heard and gave Vorst one clipped nod. He returned it.

Letha, the wolfkin we had freed from the crate, watched from the infirmary arch in borrowed clothes. Her caps showed when she whispered, “She came back for the squads.”

“You know stories about her?” I asked later.

“The rows call her the badge-taker. Every few months a squad transfers or quits. We never knew why.” Letha touched her own iron. “She never opened the Pens. She frightened the hands that came down. It was what one woman could reach.”

That kept the badge-taker from becoming an easy saint. She had saved individuals and terrorized knife-men for nineteen years while the stockyard remained full. Her private war preserved lives without changing the machine. My den risked the opposite error, changing the machine while spending its people past endurance.

The badge coil therefore carried a warning for us as well as Dreyer. Rage sustained for nineteen years becomes a road of its own. We would need the woman who walked it, but we would not pretend the road had brought her home.

Piri fixed the north bearing in memory. Minna reconstructed the silent half-hour between gate rounds. Ryska smelled the wrapped badge once and returned it to me.

If riverstone crossed the wind again, we would know whether it approached the den, the Pens, or another squad. The five badges remained on the gate where every knife-man had to walk beneath them. We took the surviving squad to the ward and returned warmth to their hands.

The youngest rider looked at Ryska’s true form and began shaking harder.

Ryska lowered herself enough to meet his eye without looming. “She spare you on purpose?”

“Yes.”

“Then remember the purpose when they hand you another badge.”

He nodded. The answer cost him less fear than any reassurance from me would have. The garrison’s word monster fit the shape they had imagined, not the physical evidence riding through the gate.

Behind me, the garrison whispered MONSTER. The women from the Pens answered with their own name: the badge-taker. Six spared lives and six filed-smooth badges hung between those judgments. Whatever else the coil meant remained beyond my nose.



Dreyer came to the gate in the gray light.

The crowd opened around him. He removed one glove, ran his bare thumb over a filed badge point, then tested the split oak around its nail with the care of a commander inspecting damaged fortification. His mouth flattened while his bare thumb continued testing the filed brass, but my nose found neither fear nor surprise beneath it. Only the old, cold, banked carrier of a man encountering work he had seen before and understood better than anyone alive.

He left the badge under his hand and found me across the gray yard with the coil at his back.

He stayed at the gate and looked across the yard. I met his gaze, two patient men who had circled one fortress for a season. No fear-tallow touched him. Only the old banked scent remained, years deep: knowledge held silent by choice.

Two observers occupied my ward. A culling squad drilled outside Ryska’s billet. Double hammer shifts built wagon cages beneath the Pens. His gaze moved once toward my infirmary door, then returned to the scar-lace at my collar. He remained without the mechanism and the old word, but his people and wagons already converged on my rooms.

He inclined his head to me.

Courteously. With regret. As if we shared something.

I did not incline mine back this time.

The father of the doctrine stood before his own squad’s badges, nailed to his gate in a coil by a woman that doctrine had left unresolved nineteen years ago. I withheld the courtesy. He saw, catalogued the refusal, then turned back into his fortress. There he would grieve magnificently over a squad that had quit and quietly sign whatever came next.



The gate crew removed one badge for me to wrap for its scent and left five visible on the oak. Dreyer watched the living squad pass beneath its own filed-smooth brass, then walked away without ordering the message hidden. His restraint frightened me more than interference would have.

I returned to the den and its contract wall.

I went home through full frost-light with the decision settled in me. The pack was awake. Fenn had breakfast on; Ryska ate double while Piri stole from her plate. Minna stood at the contract wall updating the debt ledger, now hers by den law. I entered my kitchen and faced the wall.

The contracts remained pinned in rows. Two remained owed. Yeva’s closed paper hung beside them with a black ribbon and the words YEVA’S LINE in Minna’s hand, preserving the physical position soldiers continued calling at the east curtain. Astrid’s tag and blade rested in the shallow drawer, recognized, closed, and waiting for her next decision. On the wall, Minna had drawn the shortened consolidation date in red: a clock on four hundred women.

“It’s a lot,” said Minna, at the wall, not turning around.

“It’s a lot,” I agreed.

“The buyer in the capital. The review line with Ryska’s name on it. Two collectors on the bench, a stockyard on a clock, a monster on the north road, and two contracts you can’t pay.” She turned with both ears and her chin raised. “Those are the pressures facing us through winter. I’ve counted them. I count everything. It’s a lot. I wanted the number spoken aloud so nobody mistakes me about its size.”

“I know the size of it,” I said.

I picked up the silver-stag crate plank.

“We hold the Pens through winter,” I said. “They do not empty the Board’s way.”

Ryska looked up from her plate with her fangs showing in the trial-line grin. She did not argue; the objective was good and it was mine. Piri’s ears angled sharply forward. Minna turned to the wall and wrote beneath the consolidation date. Fenn put a plate in front of me, ordering me to eat before I said another word.

I ate it.

And through the open shutter, on the north wind, faint under the frost, cold riverstone and old pain moved north, away from the gate and its coil of badges, and not far.
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