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Chapter 1: Spill

The mark woke up under my sleeve ten seconds before anybody on the causeway started shouting.

The homesick tug I’d carried down the Saltway for four days was still there underneath, the steady southward lean I’d learned to walk with like a bad knee. This sat on top of it, and it was heat. A coal pressed into the inside of my left forearm, sudden and specific, pointing hard to the left of the road.

Seaward.

I turned my head and looked where it pointed, and at first there was nothing to see but the flats.

South of the marsh the Saltway gave up on country and became a road through nothing. It ran on a raised causeway of old fitted stone, two wagons wide at the crown, with a slope of tumbled riprap down each side into salt-mud the color of wet ash. On the landward side the mud went back half a mile to dunes and scrub. On the seaward side it went out forever, flat and shining, cut by channels, until it met a gray line that was either the sea or the sky giving up.

Dunmore’s train was strung along the crown in a line, twelve wagons of cloth and hardware, oxen leaning into their yokes, drivers half asleep in the late afternoon heat. Annika walked the head of the line. I walked the middle, where the heavy wagons were, because if something went wrong it would go wrong where the weight was.

The gray line on the seaward horizon got closer.

It came across the flats low and brown, a wave that didn’t break, moving faster than water had any right to move over mud. The sun caught it in flecks. Crusted backs. Dozens of them, then more.

“Annika,” I said. I didn’t shout. Shouting makes oxen stupid.

She was already looking. Through the echo I felt her focus run out across the flats, past where normal eyes give up. Her voice came back down the line flat and clean.

“Brinehounds. A pack, sixty plus. Something big behind them. Plated. Moving like a cart with legs.”

“Shellback,” said the driver beside me, and dropped his whip.



I had perhaps forty seconds, and I spent the first five of them reading the causeway.

Width at the crown: two wagons and a hand. The seaward lip was old stone, salt-eaten, and in places the riprap had washed out from under it so the edge hung over nothing. The landward lip was better. Mud either side, deep enough to take a man to the waist and an ox to the belly. Nothing on four legs was coming up that slope fast. They’d come up where the riprap held, which was in three places I could see, and then they’d come along the crown.

So the crown was the site. Everything else was mud.

Which wagons carried weight? Dunmore’s manifest lived in my head because a man who escorts cargo should know what he’s escorting. Wagons six and seven: hardware. Iron barrel hoops, coiled cable, nail kegs packed in straw. Wagon eight, more hardware. The rest were cloth, light and useless as a wall.

“Dunmore!” Now I shouted, because the caravan master was five wagons back. “Six and seven, I’m turning them across the road. Get everything behind them. Everything.”

Dunmore was a sunburnt careful man who counted wheels before coins. He didn’t argue. I liked him for it.

I took the lead ox of wagon six by the halter and hauled her head right while the driver hauled the brake, and the wagon slewed across the crown with its rear wheels grinding at the seaward lip. Wagon seven’s driver understood before I reached him. He swung his team the other way, and the two beds came together at the tail in a crooked V, nose to nose, a wall of oak boards and iron hoops across the full width of the causeway.

“Kegs,” I said. “Off the beds, under the wheels. Chock them.”

The drivers threw nail kegs down like men throwing sandbags against a flood, and I kicked them under the wheels myself, one, two, three, four, feeling the wagons settle and bite. Each keg weighed as much as a boy, and packed hard against a rim on fitted stone, it held better than any chock a wainwright ever sold me.

The gap where the two tails met was a yard wide. Big enough for one hound at a time. That was where the fight would be.

Annika was on the roof of wagon five, behind the wall. I didn’t see her climb it. I felt her settle there in the echo, a warm point of focus above and behind my left shoulder, and when I glanced up she had the black-cored yew bow strung and an arrow on the string and her eyes already out on the flats.

“Two guards with me at the gap,” I said.

Dunmore’s guards were contract men from Rendhaven’s south road, competent and underpaid. Two of them came. One was older, heavyset, a boathook in his fists instead of a spear because the boathook was what he’d grabbed. Hennick, his name was. He’d told me on the second night that he had a daughter getting married in Morvant and he meant to dance badly at it. The other was younger, Rafe, with a short spear and eyes too wide.

“Here’s how this goes,” I said. “They come through the gap one at a time because the gap only fits one. Rafe, you’re low, spear at chest height, you don’t thrust, you just hold the point there. They run onto it. Hennick, you hook anything that gets past the point and drag it into the wheel. I kill what you hook.”

“And if two come at once?” Rafe said.

“Then the gap’s bigger than I think it is, and I’ll apologize.”

Hennick laughed. Rafe didn’t.

The pry-blade came off my hip, Durn’s forging, and settled into my hands.

The tide hit the causeway.



It came up the riprap in the three places I’d read, and then it came along the crown, and the sound arrived all at once: claws on stone, a baying that wasn’t quite a dog’s voice and wasn’t quite anything else, and under it the dry rattle of crust.

Brinehounds were dog-sized and looked like somebody had built a dog out of an eel and a grudge. Long-bodied, low, gray-pink skin crusted over the back and shoulders with salt so thick it formed plates. Their heads were all mouth. Their eyes were small and milk-white, and they didn’t seem to need them.

The first one came through the gap and ran onto Rafe’s spear exactly as promised.

The second one came through over its body, and Hennick hooked it by the foreleg and dragged it into the wheel, and I brought the pry-blade down across the back of its skull. The crust took some of it, and that wasn’t enough to save it.

“Again,” I said, mostly to myself, and the word came out in Durn’s voice.

Above me the bowstring snapped, and snapped, and snapped. Annika wasn’t shooting into the pack. She was painting it.

Silver points bloomed in my vision. Two of them, out among the crusted backs on the causeway beyond the wall, set by her eyes and cast through the echo into mine so I saw them as clearly as lamps. Skyline Marks. She’d put them on the leaders: the big hounds running at the front of each surge, the ones the rest followed.

She shot the marked ones, one after another, through gaps in the press no ordinary archer would have seen as gaps.

The pack faltered. Without leaders, a hunting pack turns into a crowd, and a crowd at a narrow gap is a crowd that jams. They piled against the wagon-wall, scrabbling at the boards, biting at iron, and only one or two at a time found the gap.

We killed those.

I lost track of the count. My forearms burned. Hennick’s boathook went in and out with a sound like a man gaffing fish. Rafe stopped looking scared and started looking busy, which is the best a young man can hope for in a fight.

“Davin.” Annika’s voice, quick and clipped. “Driver on the landward side. Wagon four. They’re coming up the bank behind the wall.”

I looked.

The landward riprap was better than the seaward, but not perfect. Three hounds had found a way up it behind wagon four, and the driver of wagon four, a gray-haired man named Bertil who’d been asleep on his bench five minutes earlier, was standing on his own wagon tongue with a whip and a look of total betrayal.

The middle hound gathered itself to leap for him.

Silver bloomed on the wagon tongue at Bertil’s feet. Her mark. Her sightline.

I didn’t decide it. I took it.

The world folded inward and through. One heartbeat I stood at the gap with dead hounds around my boots; the next I was on the wagon tongue beside Bertil with my shoulder already turning into the leaping hound. It hit the pry-blade instead of the old man’s throat. I took it off the tongue and down into the mud on the landward side and rode it there, kneeling on its crusted back, until it stopped thrashing.

Veilstep. Annika’s sight, my body. The fusion rode what she could see and spent what I had.

One, I counted, standing up with the mud to my thighs. Three a day was safe.

The other two hounds on the landward bank took Annika’s arrows in the space of two breaths.

Bertil looked down at me from the tongue with his whip still raised.

“Get behind the wall,” I said.

“I was going to,” he said, with great dignity, and went.



The shellback arrived while I was climbing out of the mud.

It came along the crown behind the last of the pack like a cart that had decided to stop being pulled, and it was bigger than a cart. Six legs, short and thick as pilings. A body plated in overlapping shell the color of a barnacled hull, crusted white at every seam. A blunt wedge of a head, all brow-plate, built for one job.

It put its head down and rammed the wagon-wall.

Wagon six jumped a foot sideways. Two nail kegs blew out from under its wheels and went rolling off the seaward edge into the mud. Hennick went down on his back. The gap where the two tails met opened from a yard to two, and through it I could see the brow-plate grinding forward, pushing, and behind it the stubby legs bracing on stone.

The hounds that were left came for the widened gap.

“Up,” I said, and hauled Hennick to his feet, and put him back on the wheel with his hook.

Rafe was holding the gap alone. Two hounds came through together, and he got his point into one, and the other went under the spear and took him across the thigh, and he screamed and kept his feet. I got there. I put the pry-blade’s hooked end into the second hound’s jaw from below and levered its head back and up until something in its neck agreed with me.

The shellback rammed the wall again.

I wasn’t going to beat a thing like that with a pry-blade and two guards. It was a wall with a will, and I’d brought walls down by their footings for a living.

So I looked at what it was standing on.

The beast had come up close against the seaward lip to get its angle on the wagons. Its two hind legs were braced on the crown’s last yard of fitted stone. That yard was the bad stretch. I’d read it in the first five seconds: old stone, salt-eaten, riprap washed out from under it so the lip was a shelf with nothing below but the slope and the mud. The shelf was holding the shellback’s back end because nobody had asked it to do anything else.

Right beside the shellback’s haunches, three yards back from the wall, stood wagon eight.

Hardware. Iron hoops. Cable. Kegs. The heaviest thing on the road.

“Cable!” I shouted. “Off eight. Dunmore! Your men on the cable.”

Dunmore understood before I finished. He was there with four drivers and the end of a coiled cable off wagon eight’s bed. I took the end, ran it around the wagon’s rear axle and back, and put it in their hands.

“When I say pull, you pull toward the wall, and I mean toward it. I want her going over the edge sideways, rear end first.”

“You want my wagon in the mud,” Dunmore said.

“I want your wagon in the mud with that thing’s back legs under it.”

His eyes went from the shellback to the lip and back, and I watched him work it out.

“Pull on his word,” he told his drivers.

The pry-blade went under wagon eight’s rear wheel, between the rim and the stone, into the gap where the shelf had already started to crack away from the crown. I’d been watching that crack for three minutes as the shellback rammed. Every ram shook it a little wider. Old stone tells you when it’s done. You just have to be listening.

I set my feet. I put my back into the bar.

“Pull.”

The wagon tilted. Iron hoops shifted in the bed with a sound like a church bell falling downstairs. The drivers hauled, and the wagon went over the seaward lip the way I wanted it, rear first and sideways, and its whole weight came down on the bad shelf just behind the shellback’s hind legs.

The shelf let go.

A yard of old fitted stone broke off the causeway in one slab and slid down the riprap, and the shellback’s back legs went with it. Its rear end dropped. Its brow-plate came up off the wagon-wall with a scrape of shell on oak. For a moment it hung there with its front legs on the crown and its back half going down into salt-mud, and then wagon eight rolled the rest of the way over the edge and came to rest across its haunches, and the mud took the back end of a cart-sized animal to the hips.

It bellowed. The sound came up through the stone into my boots.

Still alive, and foundering. Front legs scrabbling at the crown, back legs gone, the plated body twisting as it tried to drag itself up out of the mud with a wagon on top of it. Every twist sank it a little more.

Silver bloomed on its head.

It sat just under the brow-plate, on a thin dark line between the brow-plate and the next plate down, where the eye sat in a socket of crusted seam. Annika had found the gap in the armor from the roof of wagon five and put her mark on it.

“Eye-seam,” she called. “Left side. It opens when it bellows.”

I went up the side of wagon six, onto its bed, across the iron hoops, and dropped off the far end onto the shellback’s brow-plate.

It was like standing on a tilting boulder that hated me. The plate was wet and crusted and the whole head swung as the animal fought the mud. I got a knee down. I got a hand into the crust at the plate’s edge and held on.

It bellowed.

The seam opened.

I put the pry-blade into it edge-first, the way you put a bar into a joint when you want it to stay there. It went in a hand’s width and stopped against something hard. I put my whole weight on the bar’s back end and levered.

Something gave inside the skull. The bellow cut off. The shellback’s front legs straightened once, stiff as posts, and then folded, and the great plated head sank down onto the causeway stones with me still on top of it.

I stayed there a moment with my hands on the bar, breathing. Below me the mud made a slow sucking noise as it settled around the body. Behind me the last hounds were dying on Hennick’s hook and Annika’s arrows.

Then it was quiet, except for the oxen, who had opinions.



We had one dead.

Hennick had gone back to the gap when the shellback’s front end came off the wall, because that was where I’d put him, and a hound that had been lying among the bodies under wagon six’s wheel wasn’t as dead as it looked. It came out low under the gap and took him behind the knee and then at the throat when he went down. Rafe killed it with his spear from the ground, one leg useless under him. By the time I got there Hennick was looking at the sky with his boathook still in his hands.

I knelt beside him and closed his eyes with two fingers and left the boathook where it was. He’d meant to dance badly at his daughter’s wedding in Morvant. Somebody else would have to do it for him.

Osk, the driver of wagon three, had been mauled across both forearms trying to keep a hound off his oxen. He’d keep his arms. Annika stitched him on the tailboard of wagon five while he cursed her, her mother, and the needle’s mother, and she ignored every word.

Rafe’s thigh was a long shallow tear. He’d walk to Hessel Ford on it, badly.

Bertil, unhurt, brought me a waterskin and stood there while I drank it as if he expected a report.

“Thank you,” he said finally.

“You stayed on the tongue,” I said. “Most men run. Running’s worse.”

“I was too frightened to run.”

“That counts.”

Dunmore walked the length of the train with his hand-slate in one hand and a wheel-spoke in the other, counting. Wagon eight was gone, half-sunk in the mud with a dead shellback under it. Wagons six and seven were scarred but sound. The rest hadn’t been touched. Eleven of twelve. One guard dead, three men hurt. He counted it again, slower.

I went down the seaward riprap to look at the shellback while there was light.

Dead, it would hold still long enough to be read.

The plates were what I’d expected: overlapping, crusted at the seams, built to take a blow head-on and shed it sideways. The legs were thick as pilings for a reason. An animal that rams walls needs to brace against them.

But on its left flank, in the space between two plates where the skin showed through gray and leathery, there were scars.

Round. Each the size of a copper mark. Old ones healed white and puckered, newer ones still red under a crust of dried salt. They ran in a pattern down the flank: a row of them, evenly spaced, the way a man’s hand falls when he does the same thing to the same place over and over.

I put my thumb against one. The scar was slightly sunken, as if something hot had been pressed into the skin and held there.

“Burns,” Annika said behind me. She’d come down the riprap without a sound, which she always did, and which still impressed me more than I let on. She crouched beside me in the mud. Her ponytail swung over one shoulder, gold against the gray flats.

“Burns in a row,” I said. “Same spot. Same size. Over and over.”

She was quiet for a moment, reading them the way she read sign on a trail.

“Something’s been handling that animal,” she said.

“Handling.”

“Driving it. Goading it.” She touched the newest one with one fingertip. “These are goad marks. Drovers use something like them on oxen down south, but never this deep, and never this many. This animal’s been hurt in the same place for months by somebody who wanted it going in one direction.”

I looked out at the flats, where the tide had come from. Gray mud and wet channels again, as empty as if nothing had ever crossed them.

Wild animals don’t carry brands. Wild tides don’t come out of turn on a dry afternoon with no bell. Two odd facts don’t make a pattern. But they make a man start watching for a third.

“Filed,” I said.

She wiped the salt off her fingertip onto her leggings and didn’t argue.



Dunmore found us when we climbed back up onto the crown.

He held out his hand-slate so we could both see it. It was a cheap thing, wood and a sliver of stone set into the grain, the kind every caravan master on the Saltway wore on a cord. He’d entered us on it in Rendhaven before we left the south gate. Names, contract, rate: what any master enters for an escort he’s paying.

That mattered more than I’d understood on my first day in this world.

A season ago I’d saved Bram Teller’s legs on this same road off anybody’s slate, and the Rendhaven stone had handed the deed to Tobbin’s guards. A deed belongs to whoever’s contract it falls under.

Today, I was on the slate.

Light moved in the sliver of stone as Dunmore pressed his thumb to it, cool and pale, running through the grain and resolving into letters.

[DEED RECORDED: TIDE-SPILL DEFENSE, SALTWAY CAUSEWAY. ESCORT OF RECORD: D. KOLT / A. VELD. WITNESS COUNT: 9.]

Under it, smaller:

[DAVIN KOLT. LEVEL 13.]

Nine witnesses. Dunmore, Bertil, Osk, Rafe, five more drivers. Hennick would have made ten. The stone didn’t count the dead.

Annika read it over my shoulder. She didn’t smile, which with her is the same thing as cheering.

“Paid both ways,” she said, deadpan.

It was the newest line on our chalk wall back on Lantern Row, the one I’d written in my own bad hand the night before we left: if someone will pay us to go where we’re already going, we take the purse. Four days on the road and it had earned its first receipt. Escort pay for the trip, and a deed on the stone for the fight.

I touched the edge of the slate where my name sat in the light, and didn’t say anything at all.

Dunmore lowered the slate. He looked at the half-sunk wagon, and at the dead shellback under it, and at me.

“I’ve run this road nineteen years,” he said. “I’ve lost wagons to the mud and drivers to the hounds. I’ve never seen anyone use the road as a weapon.”

“The road was already a weapon,” I said. “It just needed aiming.”

He made a noise that might have been a laugh in a less careful man, and went off to count his wheels again.



We made camp an hour before dark on a stretch where the causeway widened into an old way-stop: a ring of fitted stone with a fire-pit, a cistern under a slab, and on the landward side, a freshwater runnel that came down off the dunes into a stone basin somebody had built for travelers a long time ago.

Before the fire was lit, Annika stopped at the edge of the way-stop and looked back up the road.

I felt her go still. The reaching stillness, her eyes going out past where mine stopped.

“Rider,” she said quietly. “On the dune ridge. A mile back, maybe more.”

I followed her line. The dunes on the landward side, back up the road, ran in a long low ridge, gold going red in the last of the sun. I saw nothing at all.

“Alone?”

“Alone. One horse. He’s been pacing us since noon, I think. I saw dust earlier and didn’t trust it.” A pause while she looked harder. “He’s stopped. He stopped when we stopped.”

“Face?”

“Too far. Even for me.” Her jaw tightened. “Dark coat. He sits a horse like a man who’s ridden a long way and expects to ride further.”

I didn’t say the name. Neither did she. I’d sat behind a rack of drying yarrow in Serna’s shop the night before we left Rendhaven and listened to a man with a chain-link brand on the inside of his right wrist count silver into a careless boy’s hand for a description of my arm. He’d asked two questions. Which arm. Which road.

I said it anyway, because we don’t keep things from each other. We’d written that one down two months ago.

“Marr.”

“Maybe,” she said. “Or a herder. Or a courier who doesn’t like company.” She looked at the ridge a moment longer. “But probably Marr.”

“He’s not coming closer.”

“No. He’s watching. He wants to know how we travel.” She turned away from the ridge, deliberately, as if refusing to give him the satisfaction of being looked at. “Let him learn. We travel paid.”

We set watches anyway. Two on, two off, the drivers taking the middle hours, our own turns at dusk and dawn when a rider would be most likely to move.



She went to wash at the basin while I built the fire.

I built it the way I always did: a shallow pit dug into the old ashes, a berm of sand on the seaward side to hide the light from the flats, the wood stacked to draw instead of to blaze. The drivers watched me do it and then built their own fire the same way without being asked.

I looked up, and stopped looking at the fire.

She’d stripped to her linen shirt and her leggings and knelt at the basin’s edge with her sleeves pushed up past the elbow, washing salt-mud off her arms. The light was going red and long across the dunes. It found her through the gap between two way-stop stones and laid itself across her like it had been waiting all day for the chance.

The shirt was thin. She’d worn it through two months of contracts and four days of salt road. Wet at the front where she’d splashed herself, it clung, and the firm full curve of her breasts pressed against it, nipples peaking hard in the cool coming off the water. Her ponytail had come half loose in the fight. Gold strands stuck to her damp neck.

She knelt with her weight back on her heels, and the line of her went from her shoulders down the long curve of her back to the flare of her hips, and there the leggings did what they always did, which was fail completely to hide the round, strong, heart-shaped ass of a woman who’d walked ten thousand miles and climbed every one of them.

My mouth went dry. My hands stopped on the firewood.

Two months, a shared roof, a founding bond, and that view still hit me like the first time I’d seen it on a creek-bank before we’d ever touched. My body had never been informed it was supposed to be used to her.

She lifted her hands out of the water and looked at them.

There was something new there. I’d felt it through the echo for a week without knowing what it was: a small hard ache at the tips of three fingers on her right hand. Calluses. The black-cored yew bow she’d chosen in Rendhaven pulled heavier than her old one, heavier than any bow she’d ever owned, because her uncapped draw could finally carry it. Her fingers were still learning the new string. The skin there had gone hard and shiny and pink at the edges.

She pressed her thumb across them, testing, and I felt the press as a faint pressure in my own fingertips.

She looked up across the way-stop, directly at me, and her green eyes held mine a beat too long.

The echo hummed.

It does that when we’re both thinking the same thing. Warm and amused, and very aware of where my eyes had been.

“You’re staring,” she called softly.

“I’m keeping watch.”

“On the basin.”

“Threats come from everywhere.”

One corner of her mouth was losing an argument with a smile. She stood, shook the water off her hands, and walked back to the fire with the wet shirt clinging and her hips moving in a way she knew perfectly well I was going to watch. She sat down next to me, close, closer than the fire required, her shoulder against my arm and her damp hair against my neck.

“New calluses,” I said.

“New bow.” She held up her hand to the firelight. “It’ll take another month before the string stops arguing with me.”

I took her hand and turned it over and ran my thumb across the hard pink pads. She let me. Her fingers curled against mine.

“Worth it?”

“I put an arrow through a hound’s eye at a hundred and forty yards today through a gap in the pack the width of my palm,” she said. “Yes. Worth it.”



Later, with the fire banked and the first watch on, I lay on my bedroll looking up at a sky so full of stars it seemed crowded and let myself think.

I wanted things. I’d learned not to be embarrassed about it.

I wanted C-rank. The purse was good and I’d wear the sigil, but what I wanted was the print: my rank in public, by a stone that couldn’t be bought, in front of people who had never heard my name. A scoreboard that tells the truth is the rarest thing I’ve ever found. On Earth I’d been priced at the bottom of somebody else’s work order. I meant to spend the rest of my life being counted.

I wanted the trade south. Morvant, the dungeon city, three times Rendhaven’s size by every account, where the contracts were bigger and the halls were worse and crews came back rich or didn’t come back.

I wanted the answer at the end of the bearing. The mark had pointed south since the day the crossing-light dropped me in the Saltway mud, and since Velgrim it had told me, in burned letters, that the south remembered. Remembered what, it never said. It just pointed.

It had left one other thing in the new ring: a single banked ember, one motion’s worth of shade for the worst second of a fight. I’d spent it once, on a hill-field, on a bolt aimed at Annika’s chest. Over the weeks since, it had crept back into the edge of the ring, and it sat there now, warm and waiting.

And I was afraid.

A man with a chain-link brand had paid good silver to know which road I’d take. He’d paid extra for the answer without being asked. Somewhere on that dune ridge he was lying in the dark the way I was lying in the dark, and I didn’t know what he wanted my arm for, only that the men who wore his brand hunted what the crossings brought, and they didn’t ask twice.

I didn’t like the fear. I’d stopped pretending I didn’t have it.

Annika came back from her watch an hour before midnight and lay down beside me without a word. She put her head on my left arm, on the wrapped mark, the side she always chose, and pulled my other arm over her like a blanket she’d paid for.

She was asleep in a minute. On the road she always was: instantly, and lightly enough to wake at a footstep.

I lay there with her weight on the mark and her breath slow against my shoulder.

The mark pulsed under her cheek, and not south.

I lay very still and waited for it to come again. The bearing I’d carried for two months was still there, the long homesick southward lean. But this was a second thing on top of it, brief and sharp, like a finger tapping the inside of my wrist, toward the sea and the flats where the tide had come from on a dry afternoon with no bell, driving an animal that had been burned in the same place a hundred times.

Out there under the mud and the channels and the shining nothing, something was old.


Chapter 2: Hessel Ford

“That,” Dunmore said, pointing with his wheel-spoke, “is the last wall between the Saltway and the sea. Don’t lean on it.”

We’d come over the final rise of the causeway two days after the spill, with Rafe riding in the back of wagon five and complaining about it, and Osk driving one-handed with his stitched forearms held up off the reins like a surgeon’s. The rider on the dune ridge had shown himself once more on the second morning, a dark speck at the limit of Annika’s sight, and then not again. Annika didn’t believe in the not-again. Neither did I.

Hessel Ford lay below us on the river-mouth where the Hessel came down out of the dunes and gave itself to the flats.

I’d been told it was a walled town. That undersold it. It was a town that had been built by people who expected to be attacked by the ocean on a schedule, and every stone of it said so.

The Saltway went down off the rise and became a ford-causeway: a long low spine of fitted stone laid right across the river-mouth, wide enough for two wagons and barely higher than the water. At low tide it was a road. At high tide, judging by the weed-line on its flanks, it was a suggestion. On the far bank it climbed again into the town proper, a tight huddle of slate roofs and stone chimneys packed inside a ring of walls like teeth in a jaw.

The landward walls were ordinary. Gray stone, a gate, a guardhouse.

The seaward walls were something else.

They were black. Basalt, quarried somewhere far away and hauled here at a cost I didn’t want to calculate, laid in courses so massive each block would have needed a crane and a crew of twenty. Tide-walls. They ran along the town’s whole seaward face and out along the river-mouth in two long arms, and they were tall, three times a man’s height at the parapet, and thick enough at the base to drive a wagon along the top.

They were also failing.

I saw it before we’d come halfway down the rise, and once I’d seen it I couldn’t stop seeing it. The basalt had been patched with timber in a dozen places, great squared beams bolted across gaps where blocks had been knocked out and never replaced. Some of the patches were new, still yellow. Most were gray and soft-looking, the wood gone punky with salt. And along one stretch of the seaward face, maybe eighty yards long, the wall leaned, only a little: a hand’s width out of true over its full height. Enough to see if you were looking. Enough to know that the footings under that stretch had been eaten out by the sea and were now sitting on whatever the sea had left.

“How long has that stretch been leaning?” I asked Dunmore.

He squinted at it. “Leaning? Looks straight to me.”

“It’s not.”

“It’s held nineteen years of my passing.”

“It’s held nineteen years of your passing because nothing pushed it hard enough,” I said. “Something’s pushing it now.”

Dunmore looked from me to the wall and back. He didn’t argue. He’d watched me drop his best wagon on a shellback. He’d adjusted his opinion of my opinions.

Above the walls, at the near end of the seaward face, a square stone tower stood with a great bronze bell hanging in its open top. The tide-bell. Out on the river-mouth point, a quarter mile beyond the town’s last roof, stood a lighthouse: a tall white column gone gray with salt and neglect, its lamp-room glass dark and crusted. Dead, by the look of it, and dead a long while.

And beyond all of it, the flats. They shone in the afternoon light like a sheet of wet slate going out to the edge of the world, cut through with channels that caught the sun in silver threads. Somewhere out there, a mile or more beyond the walls, a low hump of sand rose against the shine. The mark warmed when my eyes passed over it.

I kept looking at it until the wagon in front of me stopped and I nearly walked into the tailboard.



The landward gate had a crowd outside it.

It was a camp, and nobody in it was buying anything. People had pitched themselves against the gray landward wall on the river’s near bank in a long ragged line of lean-tos and handcarts and blankets strung on poles. Families, mostly. Old people sitting on bundles. Children doing what children do in a camp, which is run around being loud and occasionally getting yelled at. A few goats. A smell of smoke and too many people in one place.

“Refugees,” Dunmore said. “From the outlying hamlets up and down the flat-edge. The tides have been taking them one at a time all season. They come to the Ford because the Ford has walls.”

“And the Ford lets them in?”

“The Ford doesn’t have room to let them in. Or bread to feed them.” He shrugged, an old man’s shrug. “So they wait out here. For the road to open, or the walls to fall, or for something else.”

The something else was parked by the gate.

Three wagons, long and high-sided, painted dark green, each one with a sigil on its side panel in white: an anchor over three wave-lines. Morvant’s harbor sigil, Dunmore told me. Men in clean aprons stood at the wagons’ tailboards handing out bread. Real bread, round loaves, still warm enough that I could smell them from the road. A line of refugees stretched back from each tailboard. One of the aproned men was talking to a family at the head of his line, his voice friendly and carrying.

“Passage south, no charge to start. Work in Morvant for anyone who can lift. A roof over your head by tomorrow night. You’ll be off this mud and dry.”

The family nodded. The father took the bread with both hands.

I watched it for a while as the train crawled toward the gate.

It looked like kindness. Warm bread to hungry people, passage to people with nowhere to go. Maybe it was. I’ve been wrong about people before, usually in the direction of thinking too well of them.

But I’ve been poor, and I’ve been the cheapest name on a crew sheet, and I learned young that nobody feeds strangers at a gate for free. Somebody always pays for the bread.

I counted the wagons and the men at the tailboards anyway. The itch didn’t go away.

Annika walked beside me with her eyes on the wagons. Through the echo I could feel her attention settle on them, narrow and patient, and stay there.

“Morvant charity,” she said.

“Charity has an address,” I said. “These have a sigil.”



The road to Morvant ran south from the Ford’s far gate along a strip of higher ground between the flats and the dunes. The tide road, Dunmore called it. It was half a day’s ride to the dungeon city, and Dunmore’s contract ran all the way there.

The tide road was closed.

A pole-barrier lay across the far gate with a wall-crewman sitting on it, and the wall-crewman’s job, as far as I could tell, was to say “closed” to anyone who asked.

“Road floods during bells,” he said, when Dunmore asked. “And the clock’s been running short all season. Last bell came days ahead of the board and took a cart off the road with the driver still on it. Wall-captain’s orders now: road shuts four days out and stays shut till the water drops after. Could be a week. Could be more.”

“Bells?” I asked.

The crewman looked at me like I’d asked what water was.

“Tide-bells,” Annika said quietly. “The beast-tides. They ring the bell when one comes.”

“Ah.” I looked back at the bronze bell in its tower. “And the road goes under.”

“The whole flat-edge goes under,” the crewman said. “And everything on it. You don’t want to be on the tide road when the bell rings, northerner. You want to be on a wall.”

Dunmore did his counting. It took him the length of the walk back to the wall-hall.

“I’ll hold my train here till the road opens,” he said finally. “Pay the leg you’ve done, hold the Morvant leg till we can run it. You two’ll want work meanwhile.”

“Paid both ways,” Annika said.

“Paid the way I’ve done it,” Dunmore said, “which is fair, and the rest when we roll.” He counted silver into her hand on the spot, the full rate for the leg from Rendhaven to the Ford. She counted it again, out of habit, and nodded.

“And the work?” I said.

He pointed his wheel-spoke at a low black building squatting against the seaward wall’s inner face. “The Ford pays crown-rate for any blade that’ll stand on its walls. Go see the wall-captain. Tell him Dunmore sent you. Tell him about my wagon, if you want him to listen.”



The wall-hall was built into the base of the seaward wall itself, its back wall being the inner face of the basalt, and the first thing I did when I walked in was lay my hand on that back wall and feel it.

Cold. Damp. Solid, here. This section’s footings were good.

“You always do that?” Annika asked.

“Every building I’ve ever walked into.”

“I know. I’ve watched you do it to a privy.”

“The privy at the Pike had a cracked sill. I was right about it.”

“You were right about it,” she agreed, “and the innkeep still hasn’t forgiven you for saying so.”

The wall-hall was one long room with a low ceiling of ship-timbers and a floor of flagstones worn into dips by generations of boots. Benches along the walls. A rack of spears. A slate board covered in chalked names and numbers: the wall roster, stations and shifts. At the far end, set into a stone cradle against the basalt, was a stone.

It was smaller than Rendhaven’s gate stone, waist-high, the light in it slower and dimmer. A lesser stone, Annika had told me on the road. It could read a sheet and record a deed. It couldn’t change a rank. For that you needed a hall’s great stone, and the nearest great stone was in Morvant.

The hall was full of wall crews. Thirty or forty of them, men and a handful of women, sitting on the benches and eating and arguing and mending gear. They had the look of people who did hard dangerous work for not quite enough money and had stopped expecting anything else: weathered, sea-burned, loud. Tide-wall tattoos on a lot of forearms, a wave-line inked around the wrist, one line for every season held.

The wall-captain stood at the roster board with a lump of chalk.

Gethin Moor. Fifties, I guessed, with a weathered seaman’s face and a gray beard cut short, the kind of short a man keeps when he doesn’t want salt and spray caught in it. He had a voice made for shouting over surf, and when Dunmore’s name got us through to him he used it at a normal volume and the whole room still heard.

“Two more blades. Good. I’m out of timber and out of men and the bell’s due in four days. You’ve wall experience?”

“I’ve taken walls down,” I said. “I know how they stand up.”

He looked at me properly for the first time. “Northerner. Dunmore says you sank his wagon on a shellback.”

“On purpose.”

“He mentioned that.” Moor jerked his chin at the stone. “Crown-rate’s three marks a day each, plus bounty per beast, plus nothing if you run. I need every blade on my roster read at the stone so I know what I’m putting on my wall. Hand on it. Both of you.”

Annika went first. Her read was clean and quick, a scout’s sheet, Pathfinder and D, and nobody in the room cared.

Then I put my palm flat on the stone, and the stone read me out to the whole wall-hall.



The light came up out of the stone slow and cool and printed itself in the air above the cradle, where everybody could see it.

[D. KOLT. LEVEL 13. CLASS: SUMMONER. REGISTERED SUMMONS: ONE (UNCATALOGUED). RANK: D. TRANSFER OF RECORD: RENDHAVEN.]

Beneath it, small, a silver mark like a pen-stroke: the countersign of an S-class assessor, threaded into my record at the Rendhaven stone two weeks ago by a silver-haired woman who’d looked at me exactly long enough to file me forever.

Moor squinted at the silver mark. His chalk stopped halfway to the board. He didn’t say anything about it.

The room did.

It started at a bench near the roster board, a big sea-burned man with three wave-lines around his wrist, who read the panel aloud for the benefit of anyone who couldn’t see it.

“Registered summons, one.” A pause. “Uncatalogued.” He said the word like it was in a foreign language. “What’s uncatalogued?”

“Means they couldn’t find it in the book,” said the woman beside him.

“Which book?”

“Any book.”

Somebody at the next bench laughed. “Means some Rendhaven clerk didn’t know how to spell none.”

That got a real laugh, the whole bench, and it spread.

“No, no.” The big man was enjoying himself now. “I’ve heard of this. Soft northern halls. You pay the clerk, the clerk writes a summon on your sheet. Doesn’t have to exist. Just has to be paid for.”

“Bought it on paper.”

“Rendhaven’ll sell you anything. They sold that one a rank.”

“D-rank summoner,” somebody said, “who’s never summoned anything bigger than a bar tab.”

The laughter was different from Rendhaven’s. In Rendhaven, a season and a lifetime ago, the hall had laughed at me because my sheet said I was trash and they believed it. These people had me down as a fraud: somebody had lied on my behalf and I’d let them.

I stood there with my hand still on the stone and let them have it.

It’s a strange thing to be accused of lying when the lie is that you’re weaker than you are.

Annika stood beside me with her arms folded and her face entirely blank. In the echo she went cold and dangerous. Then, deliberately, the cold eased back a notch and held there, like a hand coming off a knife hilt without letting go of it.

“Let them,” I said under my breath.

“I am letting them,” she said, through her teeth. “I’m letting them very hard.”



That’s when the woman came down the wall-stair.

The wall-stair ran up the inside of the basalt at the hall’s far end to a door that let onto the wall-walk, and she came down it at a run, taking the last four steps in one jump and landing on the flagstones with a slap of boots that turned every head in the room.

My eyes went to her chest first. There was no help for it. There was no help for it for any man in that room, and she knew it, and from the way she landed she’d been knowing it a long time and had decided to enjoy it.

She wore a sleeveless leather jerkin laced up the front, and the jerkin had been made for a woman with a great deal less bust than she had, or else she’d had it made that way on purpose. Her breasts were heavy and full and high on a compact frame, and they strained the laces so hard each crossing of cord had pulled the leather into a little ridge. When she landed off that jump they bounced, hard, and settled, and the laces held by what looked like an act of faith.

My blood went south so fast it made me lightheaded. I kept my face where it was. That took effort.

Freckles. That was the next thing. Freckles everywhere: across her nose and cheekbones, across her bare shoulders and arms, down her chest into the laced V of the jerkin, getting denser as they went down, as if they had somewhere to be. Her skin was fair under them and already flushing pink from the run down the stair.

Her hair was copper-red, thick, worn in one heavy braid that hung over her right shoulder and down past her waist, and at the tail of the braid a brass ring caught the lamplight.

She had broad shoulders for a woman her size, the shoulders of somebody who’d spent years setting a spear against things that wanted to go through her, and her forearms were wrapped in leather from wrist to elbow. A spear rode across her shoulders like a yoke, both wrists hooked over the shaft. She stood planted, compact and thick-thighed, short and dense and immovable, a hand shorter than Annika and built like she’d been packed into herself by somebody who didn’t want to waste space.

On her jaw, on the left side, was a fresh bruise, purple going green at the edges. She wore it like a medal.

Her eyes were hazel shot through with gold, bright and laughing, and they were already looking at me. Specifically, they were looking at me looking at her.

Beside me, Annika’s eyebrow went up. One eyebrow. The audit.

The echo had carried the jolt of it straight to her, heat and all. The eyebrow said: I felt that, and I’m going to remember it, and later you’re going to hear about it.

The redhead looked at the panel still hanging in the air over the stone. She read it top to bottom, slowly, her lips moving on “uncatalogued.” Then she looked at me again and grinned with all her teeth.

“That’s not a rank,” she said. “That’s a clerical error.”

The room roared.



“Elka,” said Moor, without turning around from his board. It was a weary sound. He’d said that name in that tone many times before.

“Captain.” She swung the spear down off her shoulders, planted its butt on the flagstones, and leaned on it. “I’m just saying what everybody’s thinking. A summoner with a summon nobody can name? On a D-rank sheet? From Rendhaven?” She looked me up and down, a slow, frank, unhurried once-over that ended at my wrapped left sleeve and stayed there a moment before it came back up to my face. “What’s your summon do, northerner? Fetch the clerk?”

“Mostly it does paperwork,” I said.

She laughed. The sound was enormous, a belly-laugh with no shame in it, and it went up to the low timber ceiling and came back down. The rest of the room laughed too, but they were laughing at me. She was laughing at the joke.

It was a different sound, and I noticed.

“Tell you what,” she said, still grinning. She turned to the room, raising her voice into something with a crier’s ring to it, the voice of somebody who’d been heard over crowds. “Bell’s due in four days. I’ll put a week’s wall-pay on the tide-board at the Bell, tonight, that the northern clerk runs before the first beast hits the wall. Who’s taking it?”

Nobody was taking it. Nobody wanted the other side of that bet. The room laughed harder.

“Nobody?” She turned back to me, eyes bright. “What about you, clerk? You want the other side? Bet on yourself?”

“I’d take that bet,” I said. “But I’m not allowed to bet on myself. It’s a term.”

“A term.”

“We have terms.”

“Who’s we?”

I nodded at Annika. Annika looked at Elka the way she looked at a trail she hadn’t decided whether to trust.

Elka gave Annika her first real look. Her eyes went over her once, quickly, professionally: the longbow, the stance, the place she stood in the room, which was where she could see both doors. The redhead’s grin stayed put, but her eyes narrowed a hair: a fighter re-measuring somebody’s reach.

“Huh,” she said. “Well, terms are terms.” She hoisted the spear back across her shoulders and hooked her wrists over it. “Four days, clerk. Don’t run. It’d break my heart to win that easy.”

She went out the hall’s street door with her braid swinging and her laugh trailing after her, and the room went back to its benches and its jokes, and somebody started a song about Rendhaven clerks that I suspected had been invented on the spot.

Moor finished chalking our names on the roster. He chalked mine under a heading I couldn’t read from where I stood.

“Seaward wall,” he said. “Starting tomorrow. Learn the walk before the bell. Don’t let Elka bother you. She bets on everything. She loses most of it.”

“Does she run?”

He snorted. “Elka takes the worst spot on any wall I put her on. Every bell. On purpose.” His eyes went to the silver countersign again, and then to my wrapped sleeve, and stayed there. “I’ll find out what you are in four days, northerner. Same as everybody else.”

The sheet lied about me again. Fine. I’d let it. It had done good work for me in Rendhaven.

But I kept thinking about that bread.



We went out onto the wall-walk while there was still light. I wanted to see the leaning stretch from the top.

“She’s good,” Annika said as we climbed. Her voice was even and considering, the voice she used for reading ground. “Elka.”

“You can tell from the stair?”

“I can tell from how she stood at the bottom of it.” Annika glanced back at the hall. “She stands like she’s been knocked down by something bigger than her and got up anyway. Many times. She plants her feet before she plants the spear. Somebody taught her that the hard way.”

“She called me a clerical error.”

“She called your record a clerical error,” Annika said. “The record got the laugh. You got the look.” A pause. “Also, you stared.”

“Everyone stared.”

“Everyone else didn’t broadcast it straight into my skull. It was very loud.”

“I’m sorry.”

“You’re not sorry.”

“I’m a little sorry.”

“You’re not even a little sorry. I’d know.” She looked at me sidelong, green eyes level, and the echo carried amusement across, mostly, and under the amusement a cool, careful interest, the interest of a scout watching a new animal come down to the water. “I’m not jealous, Davin. I’m auditing. There’s a difference.”

“What’s the audit say?”

“The audit’s still running.”

The wall-walk was wide enough to drive a cart along, flagged with basalt slabs gone slick with spray. Merlons every few yards, chest-high. Tide-torches in iron cages set along the parapet, unlit. Below the seaward face the mud went out flat and wet to the channels, and the channels went out to the sea’s edge, and the wind came off it cold.

I walked toward the leaning stretch with my hand on the parapet, feeling the stone. Good. Good. Good. Then, at a timber patch, soft. Then good again. Then, as I came to the start of the eighty yards that leaned, not good at all.

The stone was cold under my palm, and under the cold, through the basalt and down past the footings and out under the mud, something pulled.

The mark woke all at once. Heat, sharp, the same flare I’d felt on the causeway before the spill. My left arm turned toward the flats without asking me, the wrapped forearm lifting off the parapet as if a string tied to my wrist had gone taut.

I let it point. I wanted to know where.

It pointed out across the mud, past the channels, toward the low hump of sand a mile beyond the wall that I’d noticed from the rise, and then past the hump and into the ground beneath it.

Annika’s hand closed over my wrist. She felt it through the echo before she saw it, the homesick lean gone sharp and specific.

“There,” she said quietly. “It’s not south this time.”

“It’s under the flats,” I said. “Whatever it is. It’s right out there.”


Chapter 3: Wall Rates

At dawn the seaward wall smelled like a wet dog that had died in a fish barrel, and I loved it immediately.

I walked it from the tide-bell tower to the far end of the river-arm with a lump of chalk in one hand and the other on the parapet, and I read it the way my uncle had taught me to read a building that the owners swore was sound. Slowly, every stone, trusting nothing I hadn’t touched.

Annika walked beside me with her bow on her back and a heel of bread in her hand, watching me work. She’d done it on a hundred structures by now. She claimed it was like watching a man read a book with his palms.

“Tell me,” she said.

“The basalt’s good.” I slapped a merlon. “Whoever built this knew what they were doing. Big blocks, tight joints, battered face so the base is wider than the top. It sheds a blow. You could hit it with a shellback every hour for a hundred years and it’d shrug.”

“But.”

“But they built it on sand.” I leaned out over the parapet and pointed down the seaward face to the mud. “Every tide that comes in pulls a little sand out from under the footings and every tide that goes out doesn’t put it back. That’s called scour. It’s slow and patient, and it’s how the sea wins every argument it has.”

She leaned out beside me. The wind took loose gold strands off her ponytail and laid them across her mouth, and she pushed them aside without looking. “And the timber?”

“The timber’s a lie.” I walked her to the nearest patch, a great squared beam bolted across a gap where two blocks had been knocked out. I dug my thumbnail into it and the wood gave like cheese. “Salt gets in. Wood goes soft from inside. It looks like a beam and it’s holding like a blanket. Every timber patch on this wall older than a year is a hole with a picture of a wall painted over it.”

“How many patches older than a year?”

“About thirty.”

She looked back down the wall at the gray patches and counted them herself.

We kept walking. I chalked marks as I went: a short line for sound stone, a slash for soft timber, a circle for a crack I wanted to watch. By the time we’d come to the leaning stretch, the parapet behind us looked like a ledger.

The leaning stretch was eighty yards long and I walked it twice.

The second time I wasn’t reading the stone. I was reading the damage.

“Annika.”

She heard something in my voice and came to stand beside me.

“Look at the patches,” I said. “Look at their color.”

She looked. Down the wall behind us, the timber patches were gray, old, soft. On the eighty yards we stood on, they were yellow. New. Five of them in eighty yards, and two of them so fresh the bolt-heads still had the smith’s scale on them.

“These are this season,” I said. “These two are from the last tide. These three from the one before. The rest of the wall hasn’t needed a new patch since spring.”

“So the last two tides hit here.”

“The last two tides hit here and only here. The same eighty yards. Every block knocked out of this stretch is on the seaward face at the same height, about a shellback’s head off the mud.” I laid my palm on the newest patch. “A tide is a lot of animals coming out of the sea. Animals spread out. They hit whatever’s in front of them. If you throw a bucket of gravel at a wall, the gravel hits the whole wall.”

“But this gravel hit eighty yards.”

“Twice.”

She set her bread down on the merlon without looking at it. In the echo I felt her focus narrow and go still, the way it did over sign on a trail.

“Tides don’t aim,” she said slowly.

“No,” I said. “They don’t.”

“Something’s aiming them.”

“Something’s aiming them at the part of the wall that’s already failing.” I took my hand off the patch. “Which is either a very unlucky sea or somebody who’s done this before and knows what a weak stretch looks like.”

We stood on the wall and looked out at the flats. The sand-rise sat a mile out, a low hump against the shine. The mark warmed when I looked at it. It had been warming every time I looked at it since yesterday.

“Do we tell Moor?” she asked.

“We tell Moor this stretch is going to fail.” I turned away from the flats. “We tell Moor the rest when we can prove it. A northern clerk with a forged record telling the wall-captain that somebody’s aiming the sea at his town? He’d laugh me off the wall.”

“He might not.”

“Maybe not,” I said. “But I’d rather show him.”



Moor was at the tide-bell tower’s foot with two crewmen and a cart of timber that wasn’t enough.

He listened to me for exactly as long as it took me to say “the leaning stretch is going to fail,” and then he held up one hand.

“I know it is,” he said. “I’ve known since spring. I’ve written to Morvant for timber four times and gotten one cart, which you’re looking at.” He kicked its wheel. “I’ve asked for blades and gotten whoever wanders in off the Saltway. Which is you.” He didn’t say it with any malice. He said it the way a man reports the weather. “I can’t rebuild eighty yards of wall in three days with a cart of planks and a crew that’s buried four of its own this season. So the stretch is going to fail. I know. And when it fails, the bell will be ringing and the tide will be in it, and my crews will stand there and hold it with spears till it stops.”

“There are other ways to hold a gap than spears.”

“I’m sure there are, northerner. Rendhaven ways. Up north they’ve got walls with nothing behind them but cows.” He wiped spray off his face with one big hand. “Down here it’s simple. The bell rings, you’re on the wall. That’s the whole contract. You’re on my roster at the leaning stretch with Elka, because that’s where I need blades and that’s where she always is. Learn it. That’s what I’m paying you for.”

He turned back to his cart. That was all I was getting.

I liked him anyway. He had one cart of planks and a wall eighty yards from falling, and he hadn’t run. He’d paid for his gruffness.



The wall-yard was a square of packed sand behind the wall-hall, fenced with old ship-timber, with a rack of practice spears at one end and a water butt at the other. At midmorning it was full. Wall crews drilled there between shifts, like crews everywhere: pairs sparring, a few men throwing spears at straw butts, a lot more standing around the fence offering advice nobody had asked for.

Elka was in the middle of it, putting a big crewman on his back with the butt of a practice spear.

She did it laughing. She did everything laughing. She hooked his ankle with the spear’s foot, levered him off balance with the shaft against his chest, and put him on the sand so gently his head didn’t even bounce. Then she stood over him with one boot planted and the spear’s blunt point on his breastbone.

“Dead,” she announced. “Again. That’s three. You owe me a drink.”

“You owe the board forty-one marks,” said the crewman from the sand.

“Which is why I need you to buy me a drink.”

The fence laughed. She hauled the crewman up by the wrist and slapped his shoulder and turned around and saw me at the gate.

Her face lit up like somebody had handed her a present.

“Clerk!”

The word went across the yard and turned every head. I’d been called a lot of things in this world. Trash, porter, summoner, partner. She’d called me that in the wall-hall. Out here, in front of the whole yard, she said it like it was the funniest word in the language and she’d invented it personally.

“That’s not my name,” I said.

“It’s your rank.” She tossed a practice spear to a crewman and took another one off the rack, a long ash shaft with a padded leather knob in place of a head. “Come on. Come in. Let’s see what Rendhaven puts on paper.”

Nobody made me. Moor had told me to learn the wall. He hadn’t said anything about the yard.

But the crowd on that fence was going to decide what I was whether I liked it or not, and I’d rather it decided while I stood in front of it than behind my back.

I took the pry-blade off my hip and handed it to Annika. Somebody passed me a practice bar from the rack, iron with the edges ground off, about the weight of my own. I stepped through the gate.

“Rules?” I said.

“First down three times,” Elka said. “Or first to give up. Nobody gives up.”



Round one, she owned me.

I’d sparred spearmen in Durn’s yard. I’d never sparred one like her.

She stood with her feet set wide and her weight low and the spear held long, back hand at the butt, front hand loose a third of the way up, and the padded point went where she wanted it before I’d decided where I wanted to be. I came in once and the knob caught me in the stomach. I came in again from a different angle and the shaft cracked across my forearm and the knob came round and caught me under the chin, lightly, the touch you give when you could have done it hard.

Her reach was a wall. A short woman with a long spear makes a big circle, and she lived at its edge and let me come to her.

And she moved.

She set and thrust and recovered in one motion, and every thrust came up through her legs and her hips and into her shoulders and out through the spear, her compact body one piece. Her braid whipped. Her heavy breasts swung and bounced against the strained laces with every lunge, hard enough that I could hear the leather creak, and each time I caught myself watching I took a padded knob in the ribs for it.

Third time, I went down. She hooked my ankle the same way she’d hooked the crewman’s and put me on the sand.

“Clerk’s down,” she called to the fence. “Round to the Ford.”

The fence cheered. Somebody was already taking bets.

I lay on my back on the sand and looked at the sky and did what I’d learned to do in Durn’s yard after every loss. I went back over it, and skipped the hits, and looked at the half-second before each thrust.

She loaded her lead shoulder.

Every time. Before every thrust, her front shoulder dropped a finger’s width and came forward: the small dip a body makes before it puts weight into something. It was tiny. It was fast. It was the tell of a fighter who’d learned her trade against things that didn’t watch shoulders: animals, beasts, things in pits.

I got up.

“Round two,” I said.



Round two, I didn’t try to get past the point.

I watched her lead shoulder. When it dropped, I didn’t step back. I stepped in, sideways, half a pace, and brought the practice bar up against the spear’s shaft just behind the padded head, angled across the thrust to meet it. Then I turned my wrists.

A spear is a lever. So is a pry bar. Two levers crossed at an angle, and the one with its fulcrum closer to the meeting point wins. My hands were a foot from where the bar met her shaft. Hers were six feet back. I turned my wrists and her spear went where the bar sent it, sideways and down, and the point drove into the sand at my feet.

She stared at it.

The fence went quiet.

“Huh,” she said.

She pulled it out and set again. Shoulder dropped. I stepped in, met it, turned it. Sand.

Third time she was ready for it, or thought she was. She didn’t drop the shoulder. She just thrust from where she stood, all arm, no body, and it was fast but it was light, and I let it come and caught the shaft against my side with my elbow and walked down the length of it into her guard before she could recover.

I put the bar’s blunt end against her collarbone. Lightly. Her own courtesy, handed back.

“Down,” I said.

She was looking at me like I’d pulled a coin out of her ear.

“Round to the clerk,” somebody at the fence said, uncertain.



Round three, she came at me with everything she had.

No tell now. She’d learned. She thrust off a planted foot without loading the shoulder and the point came like a thrown thing and I barely got the bar across it. She didn’t recover. She drove through, closing the distance herself, pressing her spear’s shaft against my bar with all her compact weight behind it, and we stood there for one moment with the two shafts crossed between us and her face a foot from mine.

She was flushed. Freckled skin gone pink from her cheekbones down her throat and into the laced V of her jerkin. Sweat beaded on her lip. Her breath was coming hard and her chest heaved against the laces with it.

Her hazel-gold eyes were laughing.

I shifted my feet. She shifted hers. Neither of us gave.

Then she did something I didn’t expect. She dropped.

She let her legs go out from under her and fell backward, pulling me with her by the spear-shaft, meaning to throw me over her as she landed. It was a pit trick, a trick for something bigger than you that’s pushing too hard. It would have worked on a bigger man.

I let go of my bar.

She fell backward onto the sand, alone, holding her own spear against nothing, and I stood over her with my hands empty.

She lay there on her back with the spear across her body and her braid fanned out red on the sand and her chest heaving, and for a second I couldn’t tell what she was going to do.

She laughed, up at the sky, a huge helpless laugh, the laugh of somebody who’d just been surprised for the first time in a long time and liked it.

I offered her my hand.

She slapped it aside.

Then she looked at it, and looked at me, and took it.

I hauled her up. She was heavier than she looked, dense the way good timber is dense, and she came up fast and stood in front of me still holding my hand, still breathing hard, still grinning.

“That’s a draw,” she said.

“If you say so.”

“I say so.”

“You read my shoulder.”

“You load it.”

“Nobody’s ever read my shoulder.”

“Nobody you’ve fought could read.” I let go of her hand. “Beasts don’t watch shoulders.”

Her mouth went flat for half a breath, the laugh gone out of it, then back.

“Clerk,” she said. This time it sounded like a title.



Annika had been leaning on the fence through all three rounds with my pry-blade across her forearms. When Elka walked over to the water butt, Annika was standing right next to it.

They looked at each other.

I watched it from the middle of the yard. I’m not stupid. I stayed in the middle of the yard.

“You’re the scout,” Elka said. She scooped water over her head and let it run down her face and neck and into her jerkin. “Pathfinder, the stone said. What’s a Pathfinder?”

Annika didn’t answer. She turned and looked out over the wall-yard fence, out over the wall, out over the flats where the morning spray was blowing off the channels in long white veils.

A gull was riding the wind out there, maybe two hundred yards off, a speck of white in a white sky.

Annika’s eyes went out over the spray. I felt the echo sharpen, felt her reach.

A point of silver bloomed on the gull. I saw it. Elka couldn’t, not through the eyes, but she saw Annika’s hand move. Annika’s bow came off her back and an arrow came out of her quiver and went on the string and the string went back to her jaw and released, all in one motion, faster than I could follow, and two hundred yards away through the blowing spray the gull folded and dropped into a channel.

Annika lowered the bow.

“That,” she said.

Elka stared at the empty patch of sky where the gull had been, and then, for a good while, at the bow.

“Fine,” she said. “That’s a good trick.”

“It’s not a trick.”

“Everything’s a trick if you do it well enough.” Elka grinned, and there was something in the grin that hadn’t been in it before: competition, warm and bright. “You’ll have to show me that again sometime. When I’ve got money on it.”

“I don’t bet.”

“Everybody bets.”

“Not on terms,” Annika said, and walked back to me with my pry-blade, and handed it over without a word. The echo was carrying a small dry warmth from her, the warmth she gave off when she’d found good ground.

“Well?” I said, low.

“She dropped the first three to that crewman on purpose before you got there,” Annika said. “So he’d win his drink back. Then she took three off him so he wouldn’t notice. She owes the board forty-one marks and she still bought a man his pride.” A beat. “The audit continues.”



The Cracked Bell was down a lane off the wall-hall square, a long low building with walls of the same black basalt as the tide-walls, as if the town had built it out of leftovers.

Inside, the ceiling was ship-timbers, real ones, curved ribs and planking salvaged from hulls, so that drinking there felt like drinking upside-down in the belly of a boat. The ribs were black with a hundred years of smoke. Lanterns hung from them on chains and swung slightly in the draft from the door. The floor was flagstone strewn with sand. The tables were hatch-covers on trestles. The bar was a single great beam of salt-gray oak laid across two barrels, and behind it, hanging from a bracket on the wall, was a bell.

It was brass, the size of a big man’s chest, and there was a crack in it from the lip almost to the crown, a dark jagged line you could fit a fingernail into.

“Rang a tide the year the walls were built,” said the man behind the bar, watching me look at it. “Rang so hard it split. Never rang again. They hung it here so it’d have somewhere to retire.”

He was in his sixties, bald as an egg, with sleeve-garters holding his shirtsleeves up off his forearms and chalk on every finger of both hands. Brannick, the keeper. I’d heard his name three times on the way in.

I’d heard about the tide-board more.

It covered the whole back wall: a single huge slate, gray-black, scrawled over every inch with chalk in a dozen hands. Names, times, numbers, crossed out and written over and crossed out again. At the top, in Brannick’s square capitals: BELL. And under it, in columns, the hour and the day each bettor thought the next tide-bell would ring, and how much they’d put on it.

“The town bets on the bell,” Annika said.

“The town bets on everything,” said Brannick. “The bell’s just the biggest thing to bet on. I run it like a bank. Fair odds, honest payout, and I hold the stakes. Nobody’s ever been cheated on my board.”

“Nobody’s ever won much on it either,” said a crewman at the bar.

“That’s because you all bet with your hearts instead of your heads.”

Halfway down the left column, in big looping letters, was the name ELKA, and beside it a number that had been crossed out and rewritten so many times the slate had worn pale. Forty-one, it said now. Under it, in fresh chalk: 1 WK WALL-PAY. CLERK RUNS.

“She’s put it up already,” I said.

“Came in last night and put it up before she ordered,” Brannick said. “Elka’s debt on my board is the oldest standing account in the Ford. Older than some of my barrels.”

“What if somebody wanted to bet against her? On the clerk not running?”

“Anyone can.”

“What if the clerk wanted to?”

Brannick looked at me over the bar for a long moment. Then he picked up a rag and started wiping a cup.

“A man who bets on himself,” he said, “isn’t making a wager. He’s making a confession. I don’t take confessions. I’m a barman, not a priest.”



The gossip came to us without asking. We sat at a hatch-cover table wearing strangers’ faces, and the room decided to educate us.

“You’re the clerk,” said a gray-bearded crewman who sat down at our table uninvited with his mug. “Elka’s clerk.”

“I’m nobody’s clerk.”

“You are now. She named you. Once Elka names a thing it stays named.” He drank. “You know who she is? Down south?”

“Tell me.”

He looked pleased to be asked. “The Red Braid. That’s what they called her in the warrens. Under Low Morvant. The fighting pits.” He lowered his voice, which in a tavern means he raised it slightly so the next table could hear too. “Four years she fought down there. Debt-fighter. And they loved her. Crowd’s favorite. You know why?”

“Why?”

“Because she laughed. Every fight. Beasts, men, whatever they put in with her. Stood on the sand and laughed at it.” He shook his head. “Nobody laughs down there. You’ve got nothing to laugh about down there. And she did, and they loved her, and they bet on her like she was a god.”

“And then?”

“And then she bought herself out.” He tapped the table with one thick finger. “Bought herself and her whole family’s debt. With her own winnings. Walked out the front door of the warrens on her own feet.” He sat back. “You know how many champions have done that? That anyone remembers?”

“How many?”

“One.” He drank. “She came home. Joined the Guild. Holds this wall for crown-rate, takes the worst spot every bell, and spends every copper she earns in here.” He nodded at the tide-board. “Bets it all. Loses most of it. Doesn’t care.”

“Why not?”

The old crewman shrugged. “Ask her. Nobody else has gotten an answer.”

I filed it. Annika, across the table, filed it harder. I felt her do it, a cold neat click like a ledger closing.



We took the Bell’s loft for the week.

It was one room under the roof, up a ladder-stair from the back of the tavern: a low slanted ceiling, a bed big enough for two people who liked each other, a chest, a washstand, a door with a good bar, and one window that looked out over the seaward wall to the flats. Brannick charged us a mark a night and said the bar was a gift.

I checked the door first. Oak, a hand thick, iron strap hinges, a bar that dropped into iron brackets. Somebody had built it to keep out more than drunks.

Annika checked the window. Two floors up, no ledge, a sheer drop to the lane. She opened it, leaned out, looked down, looked up at the roof edge above, and closed it again.

“Good room,” she said, and dropped her pack on the side of the bed nearest the door.

We counted the purse on the bed: Dunmore’s leg-pay, what was left from the Velgrim purse after the gear and the cottage’s year of retainer, the Saltway spill bounty that would come through at the wall-stone. At crown-rate, three marks a day each, a week on the wall would earn more than a month of vermin contracts in Rendhaven had.

“We’re doing well,” I said.

“We’re doing well for people who are going to stand on a failing wall in three days and hold a sea off it with a stick,” Annika said. She stood, took a lump of chalk out of her pocket, and stood on the bed to reach the roof-beam that ran over it.

She wrote on the beam in her neat clean hand, the same hand that had written NOBODY GETS LEFT on a cottage wall two months ago:

PAID BOTH WAYS.

She stepped down and looked at it.

“We carry the wall with us,” she said.

“We carry the wall with us,” I said.



Later, with the lamp out and the noise of the Bell coming up through the floor, I lay with my hands behind my head and looked at the dark where the beam was.

I liked this town.

I liked the walls because they were failing honestly. They didn’t pretend to be sound. They just stood there, eaten from underneath, held up by gray beams and stubbornness, and every crack told me exactly what it was going to do next.

Moor, too. A man who kicked his own timber cart like it owed him money.

And I liked the redhead.

That was harder to put away. I tried.

She’d laughed with me. I’d liked it more than I should have.

Professional interest, I told myself. She was the best spear on the wall. I’d be standing next to her in three days at the worst spot on a failing stretch. A man ought to know who’s standing next to him. That’s all it was.

“You’re broadcasting,” Annika said from the dark beside me.

I said nothing.

“It’s very loud,” she said. “Whatever you’re telling yourself, the rest of you isn’t listening. It’s like listening to a man explain to his own dog why he isn’t hungry.”

“It is professional interest.”

“Then you’re a very interested professional.” The bed shifted as she rolled toward me. Her hand settled on my chest, light, warm. The echo carried amusement, a little smug, and under it, cool and patient and very awake, the audit still running. “Go to sleep, Davin. You can be professional at her in the morning.”

I went to sleep.



The bell woke us.

The sound landed like a blow. It came through the roof and the walls and the bed and my bones, one huge bronze note from the tower at the wall’s end, and then another, and then another, rolling over the town and out across the flats in waves.

I was on my feet before the third note with the pry-blade in my hand. Annika was already at the window.

“Midnight,” she said. “It’s midnight. It’s not due for two days.”

Below us, the Bell erupted. Chairs went over. Boots hit the stairs. Brannick’s voice shouting about the board, about the bets, about two days early and every line on the slate wrong. Out in the lanes, doors banged open. Torches lit. Somewhere down by the wall-hall a man was shouting names.

Annika leaned out the window. I felt her reach out over the wall into the dark, and felt what she found there.

“They’re coming,” she said. “I can hear them on the flats. A lot of them.”

And from the street below, rising over all of it, one voice I already knew, loud and bright and laughing like this was the best news she’d had all week.

“Clerk! You running or climbing?”


Chapter 4: First Bell

The tide came as sound before it came as anything else.

I stood on the seaward wall-walk at the leaning stretch with the tide-torches being lit down the parapet one by one, each iron cage blooming orange in the dark, and I listened to the flats. Out there past the reach of the light there was nothing to see. Black mud, black water in the channels, a black sky with no moon. But the sound came across it like thunder across a plain, from everywhere at once.

Baying first. Brinehounds, hundreds of them, that wrong half-dog voice rising and falling in a long ragged chorus. Then under it, deeper, a rattling like dry bones in a sack, like armor plates knocking together on a march. Shellbacks. More than one. And under that, a hiss and slap, a sound I didn’t know, like wet rope being snapped against stone.

“Lashers,” said the crewman beside me, a narrow man with five wave-lines tattooed round his wrist. “In the spray. When the water comes up behind the beasts, they come with it. Keep your head below the merlons when you hear that sound.”

“What do they do?”

“Take it off,” he said.

The crews were coming up the wall-stairs in a steady stream now, spears and boathooks and a few axes, wall-leathers half-laced, finding their stations by torchlight and chalk. Moor stood at the tide-bell tower’s foot bellowing the roster in his surf-voice. The bell itself had stopped. The silence it left was worse.

Annika had gone up the tower. It was the highest point on the seaward face, and from the open bell-platform at its top she could see the whole length of the wall and a long way out over the flats. I felt her up there, a warm point high and to my left, already reaching out into the dark.

Elka was at the leaning stretch.

Of course she was. She stood at the parapet near its middle, where the lean was worst and the newest timber patches were, with her spear grounded upright beside her and her braid hanging down her back and her chin up. Four crewmen stood with her. They looked like men who’d been put somewhere they didn’t want to be. She looked like a woman at a party.

She saw me and grinned.

“Clerk climbed,” she announced to the crewmen. “Somebody owes me a week’s pay.”

“You bet he’d run,” said one of them.

“Then I lose and I’m happy about it. Two wins in one night.” She looked me over in the torchlight. “You here to fight or to take notes?”

“Both,” I said. “The stretch is going to fail tonight.”

Her grin didn’t change. Her eyes did. “I know. That’s why I’m on it.”



I went to find Moor.

I’d spent the walk up from the Bell reading the stretch from memory: every chalk line I’d made that morning, every crack I’d circled, every patch I’d slashed as soft. The leaning eighty yards weren’t one problem. They were one problem with three places it was going to start, and the worst of them was a twenty-yard section in the middle, right where Elka stood, where the footing had gone out so far that the face was resting on two timber patches and the habit of standing up.

When the tide hit that section, it would go, and there was no if in it. And when it went it would go the way unplanned collapses always go, all at once and in whatever direction the load found easiest, and it would leave a twenty-yard hole in the wall with a heap of loose basalt in it for the tide to climb.

Twenty yards is too wide to hold. Fifteen feet isn’t.

Moor was at the tower’s foot with his chalk and his roster, and I gave it to him in four sentences, because he had a tide coming and no time for a fifth.

“The middle twenty yards will fail tonight, and when it fails it’ll leave a hole you can’t hold. I can drop it first, on purpose, in two pieces, folded outward so the rubble lies in the mud like the arms of a V. The point of the V is a gap fifteen feet wide at the wall line, and everything that comes over the flats at that stretch gets funneled into that one mouth. Fifteen feet you can hold with four spears.”

He stared at me.

“You want to knock down my wall,” he said. “During a tide.”

“It’s coming down anyway. I want to choose where.”

“That wall’s held the Ford for a hundred years.”

“That wall’s held the Ford for a hundred years,” I agreed. “That stretch has held it for about ten more minutes.”

He looked at me the way men look at me when I’ve said something true they don’t want to hear. I knew the look. I’d seen it on foremen and owners and a town council once, all of them standing in the footprint of something I’d told them was going to fall.

Then he did something none of them had ever done. He walked over and looked.

He went up the stair and down the wall-walk to the leaning stretch with me behind him, and he looked at my chalk marks in the torchlight. I showed him the two patches holding the middle section. I put his hand on the soft one and let him push his thumb into it. I showed him the crack in the third course down, the one that had opened two fingers wider since morning. I showed him where the face had moved off the line of the stretch on either side, a hand’s width out of true, and how the crack ran.

He didn’t say anything for a while. Out on the flats the baying was closer. The rattling had a rhythm now, a march.

“How long?” he said.

“Give me two men on lines and every wedge on your timber cart. Five minutes.”

He looked out at the dark, where the sound was coming from. He looked at the crack.

“Do it,” he said.



There are two ways to bring down a wall.

The first is the way most people think of: hit it until it falls. That’s how the sea does it, and the sea has all the time in the world. It’s also how fools do it, and they usually end up under it.

The second way is to find what’s holding it up, take that away in the right order, and let the wall decide to fall where you want it to. The wall does all the work. You just make the decision for it.

The middle section was standing on two rotten patches. Remove the patches and it would fall. Remove them in the wrong order, and it would fall on us. Remove them in the right order, with the right wedges driven in the right places to give the stone a hinge to turn on, and it would fold outward on its hinges.

I chalked the hinge points while Moor’s crewmen ran for the timber cart. One at each outer end of the twenty yards, low, where the basalt still sat on good footing. The stone would pivot on those. Then I chalked the cut: dead center of the section, where the crack in the third course already ran, where the wall was already trying to split.

“You,” I said to the narrow crewman with five wave-lines. “And you.” A big young man with a boathook. “Lines on these two merlons. When I say, you pull them outward. Seaward. Hard. You’re telling the top of the wall which way to fall.”

“And if it falls on us?”

“Then I was wrong, and you’ll have the satisfaction of knowing it for about half a second.”

The narrow crewman laughed, a short bark. The big one didn’t. They both took the lines.

I drove the wedges. Oak, from Moor’s one cart, cut long and thick. Into the hinge points first, hammering them up under the outer ends of the section where they’d take the weight as it turned. Then into the crack at the center, opening it, not much, just enough to tell the two halves they were two halves now.

Elka watched from the parapet with her four crewmen. She’d stopped grinning. She was watching my hands.

The baying hit the base of the wall.



The first of them came out of the dark into the torchlight at the foot of the stretch: brinehounds, a long gray-pink wave of them, crusted backs glittering, all mouths. They hit the mud at the wall’s foot and kept coming, climbing over each other, scrabbling at the basalt.

Then, behind them, the first shellback.

It came straight at the middle section as if somebody had drawn it a map. Head down. Plates rattling. It hit the wall right at the cut and I felt the stretch shudder under my boots.

The crack in the third course opened another finger.

“Now,” I said, and put the pry-blade into the soft patch on the left.

The rotten timber came apart like wet bread. All it had wanted was permission. A slab of punky beam fell outward and the stone above it had nothing to sit on.

I went right. Second patch. Same.

“Pull!”

The two crewmen hauled their lines. The wedges at the hinge points groaned and took the weight. The crack at the center opened all at once from the parapet down to the mud, a dark line splitting the wall like a cleaver going through a loaf.

Twenty yards of basalt began to turn.

It was slow at first, a hundred years of standing reluctant to quit. The parapet leaned outward, and leaned further, the merlons dipping toward the flats like heads bowing, and for one long second the whole section hung there at an angle with nothing holding it but momentum and the wedges at its outer ends.

Then it went.

Two halves. Each one pivoting on its outer hinge, swinging outward and down like gates thrown open, the stone grinding against stone at the hinges with a scream I felt in my teeth. The two halves fell seaward into the mud at an angle, their tops landing twenty feet out from the wall and their bases still locked to the footings at either end. The noise was enormous. The ground jumped. Basalt blocks broke loose and rolled and the wave of brinehounds at the base disappeared under them.

The shellback at the center, the one that had been ramming the crack, looked up just in time to see the right-hand half come down on top of it.

I didn’t see what happened to it. I saw a cloud of spray and mud and powdered stone go up into the torchlight, and when it settled there was a heap of black basalt where the shellback had been, and one plated leg sticking out of it, not moving.

The dust drifted. The torches guttered and steadied.

Where the middle of the leaning stretch had been there was now a V. Two long arms of tumbled basalt lying out in the mud at an angle, and at the point of the V, at the wall line, a gap.

Fifteen feet wide.



Something went wrong in my left shoulder when the right half came down.

I’d been on the pry-blade at the second patch when it went, and the stone’s turn had caught the bar and wrenched it, and I’d held on a fraction too long. The joint went hot and loose. I stood on the wall-walk with my left arm hanging and my right hand still on the bar and the mark burning under the wrap and looked down at what I’d made.

It was ugly. It was exactly what I’d drawn.

On the parapet either side of the gap, the crews were silent. For one long moment the only sound on the wall was the baying from the flats and the wet slap of rubble settling into mud.

Somebody laughed, a wild disbelieving bark, the sound a man makes when the thing he’s been dreading for months just happened in a way he didn’t know was possible.

The noise the crews made after that was different from any noise they’d made at me before.

Elka was already going down.

She went over the parapet and down the inner face of the broken wall by the rubble, half-sliding, half-jumping, her spear held out to the side for balance and her braid flying, and she landed in the fifteen-foot gap at the point of the V with her feet planted and her spear set before the dust had finished falling.

Three crewmen went down after her. The big one with the boathook. A woman with an axe. A man I didn’t know with a spear as long as Elka’s.

Four people. Fifteen feet.

The tide came over the rubble.



I’d seen Elka spar. I hadn’t seen her fight.

In the yard she’d been talking with me. Down in that gap she was telling the tide to shut up.

The brinehounds came down the arms of the V in a flood, funneled by the tumbled stone as I’d planned, and they hit the mouth at the gap two and three at a time, and Elka was waiting for them.

Set. Thrust. Recover.

Every thrust killed something. She didn’t waste a motion. Her spear went into a hound’s open mouth and out the back of its skull and came back clean and went into the next one, and the next one, her compact body driving each thrust from the ground up, feet to hips to shoulders to point. The torchlight caught her braid whipping behind her and the sweat already shining on her freckled shoulders and the heavy swing and bounce of her breasts against the jerkin’s laces as she lunged and recovered, lunged and recovered, the leather creaking with every stroke.

She was laughing.

Over the baying and the clatter of claws on stone and the screams of the crewmen when something got through, I could hear it, rolling up out of the gap into the night like she was at a festival. The crewmen beside her fought better for it. I could see them do it. They stood straighter. They held.

She was the best thing on that wall. Everybody on it knew it.

I went down the rubble to the inner side of the gap with my left arm useless and the pry-blade in my right, and I stood behind her line where the hounds that got past the spears came through, and I killed them. One-handed. The bar’s hooked end in a jaw, a lever, a twist. It worked.

High and to my left, the bowstring started.



Annika was on the tower’s bell-platform two hundred yards up the wall with the whole funnel laid out below her like a map.

I felt her reach. I felt the echo sharpen until it was almost painful, drawn tight as her string at full draw. And then the silver points bloomed in my vision.

Three Skyline Marks, held at once, out in the spray beyond the funnel’s mouth where the water was coming up the flats behind the beasts. Three long dark shapes rising out of the foam on whiplike limbs, each one lit by a silver point only I could see. Lashers. Eel-bodied things the size of a man, with four long lashing arms where a fish would have fins, rising out of the incoming water to strike at anything on the rubble.

In Rendhaven she’d set three on the bridge lanes, fixed points on still ground, and let them go the moment the matriarch moved. Three held on moving targets in the spray, kept and shot and re-set at fighting speed, was a different animal. I felt the third moving mark land in her like a muscle she’d only ever used standing still, and what came back across the echo was so fierce it almost knocked me off my feet: ownership, a woman taking back a piece of herself the ladder had kept in a drawer for years.

Her arrows went into the three marks one after the other, and the three lashers fell back into the foam.

Light flared at her belt. I couldn’t see it from the gap, but the jolt of it came down the echo and hit me in the chest.

The un-cap in Velgrim had said a new tier was available. Tonight, on a tower in a town that had laughed at us, she’d walked through it.

She marked three more. She shot three more. The lashers stopped rising at the funnel’s mouth and started rising further out, where she couldn’t reach them yet.



The mark burned the whole fight.

This was a steadier heat than the causeway’s, hard under the wrap, pointing out past the funnel into the dark, toward the sand-rise a mile out, as if whatever was coming over the flats was carrying the smell of something the mark knew.

It wanted out. I could feel it wanting.

I could have called the shade. Twice in the first hour I could have used it: once when a knot of hounds came over the rubble’s left arm instead of down it and nearly took the axe-woman off her feet, and once when a shellback calf got its head into the gap and Elka and the boathook man held it by main force for ten seconds while the calf tried to walk through them.

I didn’t. The shade was mine and I’d use it when it was worth what it cost: worth the drain, worth the pull, worth showing a town of strangers what lived under my sleeve. A tide on a wall with a funnel holding wasn’t that.

So the sleeve stayed down and the bar stayed in my hand, and I held the line like everybody else.



The wedge came in the third hour.

The tide had thinned. The hounds were coming in ragged groups now, and the lashers had pulled back with the water, and the crewmen at the gap had started to look like men who might live through the night. I’d climbed back up the left arm of the rubble to the broken parapet above the gap, because I’d left something unfinished there.

When I’d chalked the drop, I’d chalked one more cut: a section of the parapet itself, right above the inner end of the left arm, overhanging the gap. Six merlons and the wall-walk under them, cracked from the drop, sitting on one wedge I’d driven in on the way down. A second drop, held in reserve for whatever the first one didn’t settle.

I was standing over it when the three shellbacks came.

They came out of the dark together, three of them, shoulder to shoulder, plate against plate, moving as one animal, and they hit the mouth of the V at a run. The hounds scattered in front of them. The rubble arms shook.

A wedge. Three animals locked together so their combined weight hit one point. A wall-breaker.

Elka saw it coming.

She did something I hadn’t seen her do all night. She dropped her stance. Lower. Wider. Her spear came back to drive, the butt tucked tight against her hip, the point aimed dead at the gap between the lead shellback’s brow-plates, and her body sank and set behind it like a spring being wound.

The crewmen on either side of her saw it too. I watched their faces change. They knew that stance. They’d seen it before, and whatever they’d seen it do, they stepped back from her to give it room.

She launched.

And nothing happened.

I saw it. I was right above her and I saw every piece of it. Her body moved like a body that expected to be thrown: her weight pitched forward past her feet, her arms locked, her legs drove her off the stone. Everything was set for a charge with more behind it than any human body could produce on its own. A skill. A thing she’d done so many times her muscles had built themselves around it.

It didn’t come.

She lurched forward a single step on her own power, off-balance, overcommitted, her spear-point skidding off the lead shellback’s brow-plate. Her foot slipped on wet stone. She went down on one knee in front of three cart-sized animals moving as one with nothing between her and them but air.

The look on her face was a look I’d seen once before, on a woman in a barrow with her leg in a thread-whip and her flat calm breaking. It wasn’t fear. It was disbelief, the specific horror of a body betraying you in the one moment you needed it.

She scrambled back. She was fast. The shellbacks were faster.

I kicked the wedge out.



Six merlons and the walk beneath them came off the top of the wall in one piece. It was a smaller drop than the first, and I’d aimed it better, and I’d had three hours to look at exactly where it would land.

It landed on the wedge.

Basalt came down on the middle shellback’s back like a hammer on a nail, and the middle shellback went flat into the mud with its legs splayed, and the two on either side of it, locked to it plate against plate, went down with it, tangled, thrashing, pinned at the shoulders under a slab of wall-walk.

Elka was on her feet by then. So were the crewmen. They went into the tangle with spears and boathooks and the axe, and I came down the rubble with the pry-blade, and between the five of us we found every seam in every plate and opened them.

It took a long time, and nobody on the wall enjoyed it. When it was done, the three of them lay dead in the mouth of the V and nothing else came over the rubble behind them.

Elka stood on the dead lead shellback’s brow-plate, chest heaving, blood to the elbows, and looked up at me.

Our eyes met across the gap.

She knew I’d seen it. I knew she knew. I watched her decide whether to pretend I hadn’t, and I watched her decide not to, and I watched her not say anything at all.

She just looked at me. Then she jumped down off the shellback and went back to the mouth of the gap and set her spear again, as if nothing had happened, and waited for whatever came next.

Nothing came next. The tide was done.



We lost two.

Corm, the narrow crewman with five wave-lines on his wrist, who’d held the line on the merlon while the wall came down and then gone down the rubble to fight the gap. A hound took him low in the second hour and another took him in the throat before anyone could reach him. I’d talked to him for ten minutes in my whole life. He’d laughed at my joke about the wall falling on us.

And a young man named Wil, who’d been on the wall six weeks. A lasher took him off the rubble’s right arm in the first hour, before Annika found the range. They never found him.

The funnel held. Nothing got past the gap. Nothing got into the town.

At dawn the crews went down the wall-stair to the wall-hall in a long tired line, and Moor stood at the wall-stone with his chalk and his roster and counted kills.

He counted them in public. Every crew’s tally, every beast, every name. The stone took the count as he spoke it and the witnesses’ thumbs on its face, one after another, crewman after crewman, forty-one of them who’d been on the seaward wall and seen what happened at the leaning stretch.

Then he put his hand on the stone and read it out.

[DEED RECORDED: TIDE DEFENSE, HESSEL FORD SEAWARD WALL. D. KOLT / A. VELD / E. CORRAN. WITNESS COUNT: 41.]

[DAVIN KOLT. LEVEL 14.]

The hall was full. Crews on every bench, crews standing along the walls, crews in the doorway. Sea-burned, blood-crusted, tired to the bone. The same people who had laughed at my panel two nights before. The same big man with three wave-lines on his wrist who’d asked what uncatalogued meant.

Nobody laughed.

I waited for it. I’ll admit that. Part of me stood there at the stone with my left arm strapped across my chest in a sling Annika had made out of my torn right sleeve and waited for somebody to make the joke about the Rendhaven clerk. It didn’t come. The room just looked at the panel, and then at me, and then went back to its own exhaustion.

Moor chalked a new line on the roster beside my name. When I got close enough to read it, it said: STRETCH.

Annika came and stood at my good shoulder and held her hunter-slate out to me with a face carefully emptied of everything.

[ANNIKA VELD. PATHFINDER. TIER TWO: SKYLINE MARK, THREE HELD.]

I read it twice. She let me. Then she put it back on her belt as if it were a receipt for bread.

The only person who said “clerk” all morning was Elka, and she said it differently.



She found me on the wall-walk an hour later.

I’d gone back up to look at the V in daylight. It was worse than it had looked by torchlight and better than I’d feared. The two arms of rubble lay out in the mud where I’d drawn them, and the gap at the point was fifteen feet wide and dark with blood, and the dead shellbacks lay in it like boulders. The wall on either side of the drop stood straighter than it had stood yesterday. With its worst twenty yards gone, the rest of the stretch had less to carry. I’d suspected it would. It was nice to be right.

My shoulder hurt like a bad tooth.

Elka came up the stair and along the wall-walk and stopped beside me at the broken parapet. She’d washed her hands and face. The rest of her was still filthy: blood dried brown on her forearm wraps, mud to the knees, her jerkin stained black down one side. Her braid had come half undone. The bruise on her jaw had a new friend on her cheekbone.

She stood looking down at the V until the gulls came back to it.

“You dropped my wall,” she said.

“It was going to fall on you.”

“I know.” She didn’t look at me. She looked at the gap, at the place where three shellbacks had come at her and she’d gone down on one knee in front of them. “That’s why I’m not hitting you.”


Chapter 5: Clerk

We slept through most of the day after the bell, and when we came down the loft ladder the next morning the Cracked Bell was already full, and Elka was standing on a table.

“Brannick!” She had a purse in one hand and her other fist on her hip and her voice pitched to reach the back of the room and probably the lane outside. “Bring your chalk. I’ve come to pay my debts like an honest woman.”

“You’ve never been an honest woman in your life,” said Brannick, but he came out from behind the oak-beam bar with a lump of chalk and a rag.

“Then today’s a historic occasion.” She jumped down off the table. The hatch-cover rattled on its trestles. She landed in front of the tide-board, the huge slate wall with its columns of names and hours, and slapped the purse into Brannick’s chalky palm. “One week’s wall-pay. Twenty-one marks. On the line that says the clerk runs.”

The room was watching now. Crewmen at every table, a few of them still bandaged from the night of the bell. They knew the bet. Everyone knew the bet. She’d made it in front of the whole wall-hall.

Brannick counted the coins on the bar one at a time, a banker’s count. Then he went to the board, found the line halfway down the left column that said 1 WK WALL-PAY. CLERK RUNS, and wiped it out with one long stroke of the rag.

“Paid,” he said.

“Paid!” Elka threw both arms up like she’d won something. The room laughed. A few people clapped. She turned to them and bowed, and when she came up out of the bow her braid swung over her shoulder and the brass ring at its tail clacked against her jerkin’s laces. “Witness it! Elka Corran lost a bet!”

“You lose bets every week,” somebody called.

“I lose bets every week and I tell nobody. This one I’m telling everybody.” She snatched the chalk out of Brannick’s hand before he could stop her, turned to the board, and wrote a fresh line in her big looping letters right where the old one had been.

NEXT BELL. DUSK. 5 MARKS.

“You just lost twenty-one marks,” Brannick said.

“I lost a bet,” Elka said. “I’m not stupid enough to stop betting.”

Then she turned around, saw us at the foot of the loft ladder, and her face changed. The grin stayed where it was, but her eyes went bright.

She crossed the room, pulled a stool up to our table without being asked, sat down on it backward with her arms folded on its back, reached across, and took the heel of bread off Annika’s plate.

Annika watched it go.

Elka bit into it. “I’m in,” she said, with her mouth full.

“In what?” I said.

“Your crew.” She swallowed. “You need a line. You’ve got eyes.” She pointed the bread at Annika. “And you’ve got whatever you are. Clerk. Rigger. Wall-dropper.” The bread pointed at me. “But you don’t have anybody to stand in front of you when the thing you dropped the wall on decides it’s not dead yet. That’s a line. I’m a line. I’m the best line on this wall.” She took another bite. “So I’m in.”

Annika looked at her bread in Elka’s hand. Then she looked at Elka.

“That was my bread,” she said.

“It was very good bread,” Elka said. “Thank you.”



I’ve hired crews. On Earth, I mean, toward the end, when my uncle got too old to run jobs and I ran them for him. I learned to skip how strong a man was, or how fast, or how brave, because anybody can lie about those. I asked what he carried.

So I asked her the questions I’d ask a beam.

“What do you carry?”

She blinked. “What?”

“On the line. What can you hold? How long? Against what?”

She thought about it. I liked that she thought about it. “Brinehounds, forever. Anything that comes at me on four legs and doesn’t outweigh a cart. Lashers, if they come out of the water where I can see them. One shellback, alone, if I’ve got good stone under my feet and somebody to finish it.” She chewed. “Two shellbacks, for a while. You saw.”

“And what can’t you carry?”

“A wedge.” She didn’t hesitate. “Three together. You saw that too.”

“Where do you break?”

That stopped her. Just for a second. The grin stayed, but her fingers tightened on the stool’s back.

“Ribs, left side,” she said. “Old wound. If something gets inside my spear on the left I’m slower turning. Knees are fine. Back’s fine. I don’t break.” She looked at me steadily. “Next question.”

“The wedge,” I said. “On the wall. You dropped into a stance I hadn’t seen you use. Like you were about to do something big. And then you didn’t.”

Her eyes didn’t move off mine. The grin didn’t move either. But I’d seen faces go the way hers went then: everything stays exactly where it was, and somebody turns off the light behind it.

“Bad night two cycles back,” she said lightly. “Long story. Ask me drunk.”

“I’ll hold you to that.”

“Everybody does,” she said, and took another bite of Annika’s bread.



Annika set the terms. She always sets the terms, the way other people clear their throat.

She held up her right hand and counted on her fingers. She’d counted for me the same way at a guild window two months ago, when I was an E-rank nobody she’d decided to partner with against every sensible instinct she owned.

“One. I lead the scouting. If I say a trail’s bad, it’s bad, and nobody argues about it until we’re somewhere safe enough to argue.”

Elka nodded.

“Two. Nobody splits from sight-line without a call. You go out of my sight, you tell me first. Every time.”

“Fine.”

“Three. Loot’s even. Three ways. Every purse, every bounty, every scrap of salvage.” Annika’s eyes stayed level. “Even.”

“Even three ways,” Elka said. “Generous.”

“Four.” Annika’s fourth finger came up and her voice went flat, the precise flat that meant this one mattered more than the others. “Nobody lies to the crew. Lie to the board. Lie to the wall-hall. Lie to the whole south if you have to. Never to us.”

Elka weighed that one. Then she held up her own hand and counted, mimicking Annika’s gesture exactly but with a grin all over it.

“My turn. One. I lead the line. When there’s a wall or a gap or a door that needs holding, I’m standing in it, and I decide how it’s held.”

Annika considered. “Agreed.”

“Two. I get the worst spot on any wall. Always. Don’t argue with me about it, don’t try to protect me from it, don’t put me somewhere safer because you’ve decided you like me. The worst spot’s mine.”

I opened my mouth. Annika’s eyes flicked to me. I closed it.

“Agreed,” Annika said.

“Three.” Elka’s grin got bigger. “Loud is allowed.”

“Loud,” Annika said, “is tolerated.”

“I’ll take tolerated.”

They looked at each other across the hatch-cover table, the golden scout and the copper spear. Annika’s bow thumb tapped once against her knuckle, and Elka saw it, and I watched her file it, like I’d filed her shoulder.

“And you?” Elka turned to me. “You’ve got terms, clerk?”

“One,” I said. “I rig. When I say a structure’s coming down, it comes down. You don’t stand under it. You don’t argue about it. You move.”

“Clerk,” Elka said. “You dropped a wall on a tide. I’ll do what you say about walls.”



At noon she took us up on the wall-walk.

The tide was gone. The flats were mud and channel and gulls again, innocent as a swept floor, with the V of tumbled basalt still lying in the mud below the leaning stretch and the dead shellbacks being butchered for their plate by crews with saws. Gulls everywhere. The smell was enough to make a man’s eyes water.

Elka walked the parapet with her spear across her shoulders, and she showed us her town.

“That’s the far bank.” She pointed across the river-mouth with her chin. On the other side of the ford-causeway, a scatter of buildings huddled behind a low wall of their own: houses, a chapel with a squat tower, a long boat-shed. “That’s where I’m from. My family ran the ferry. The ford’s only a road at low water. The rest of the time somebody has to get you across, and for forty years that somebody was a Corran.” She said it with pride and something else under it. “Pole-ferry. Big flat thing. My father could pole it across at full flood with a wagon on board and never wet the wheels.”

“Could?” Annika said.

Elka didn’t answer that. She pointed at the tide-bell tower instead. “That bell. You hear it, you’re on the wall. Doesn’t matter if you’re eating, sleeping, drunk, or in somebody’s bed. My grandmother used to say the bell was the only thing in the Ford anybody ever obeyed.”

“Did she obey it?”

“She was the bell-ringer for thirty years.” Elka grinned. “She obeyed it with a rope.”

We came to the leaning stretch. She stopped at the broken parapet above the V and looked down at the gap for a while without saying anything. The crews below had pulled the last of the dead hounds out of it. There was still blood on the stone.

“Corm,” she said. “Corm Hadley. Five seasons on this wall. He had a wife who sells eel pies at the landward gate and he never once ate one, because he said he’d seen what she put in them.” She looked at the place where he’d gone down. “Wil. Wil Ostry. Six weeks. He came in from one of the flat-edge hamlets after the tide in spring took his family’s house. Eighteen. Couldn’t hold a spear right. I was teaching him.” She stopped. “I was teaching him.”

Neither of us said anything. There wasn’t anything to say that would have been worth her hearing.

After a while she breathed in through her nose and let it out, and the grin came back, slower than usual, but it came.

“Anyway,” she said. “That’s the Ford.”

I looked at her standing on the broken wall with her spear grounded against her boot and the sea wind pulling loose red strands out of her braid. Loud, everyone said. Mouthy. Elka bets on everything. Elka’s debt is the oldest standing account in the Ford.

She knew the name of every man who’d died on her wall, and what his wife sold, and how long he’d been there.



That evening, climbing the ladder-stair to the loft after supper, Annika stopped on the rung above me and looked down.

“She looked at you like a purse she’d already won,” she said.

I stopped too. “And you?”

“I looked at her,” Annika said, “like a woman who’s going to make my life very loud.” She considered that. “And then I looked at you.”

“And?”

“And you looked at her like you look at a wall you’re not sure you’re allowed to touch.” She climbed the last two rungs. “Come up. It’s raining.”



The rain came in off the sea after dark and stayed. It drummed on the loft’s slanted roof a foot above the bed and streamed down the one window in sheets, so that the flats outside were nothing but a gray blur with the black shape of the seaward wall cutting across it. Beyond the wall, out on the river-mouth point, I could just make out the column of the dead lighthouse, darker than the dark around it.

I stood at the window looking at it. I couldn’t have said why. Something about a tall building nobody used.

Below us the Bell had closed. Brannick had banked the fire and barred the street door an hour ago, and the tavern under our feet was dark and empty and silent except for the rain. I’d barred our own door. My left arm was strapped to my chest under my shirt, the shoulder throbbing along with the rain. Annika had wrapped it fresh after supper with the same hands that had stitched Osk on a tailboard.

Behind me, I heard her stand up from the bed.

She came up behind me without a word, and I felt her hooking two fingers through my belt at the back, and she pulled.

I let her pull me. Backward, away from the window, one step and then another.

“You’re looking at a lighthouse,” she said.

“It’s a good building.”

“It’s a dead building.” She turned me around by the belt. She was standing close, inside my reach. She stands there when she’s decided something. She’d taken her boots off and her leathers and was in her linen shirt and her small-clothes and nothing else, her legs bare, the ponytail still up. She held my eyes past the point of professional, and then past that. “There’s a live one right here.”

It hit me all at once across the echo: her want, which had been building since the causeway, since the basin, since the stair where she’d told me I was broadcasting. It came across warm and specific and heavy, like a palm laid flat on the back of my neck. I’d felt it simmering under the audit for days. She’d let it simmer on purpose. Now she was done waiting.

My own answer went back across to her before I’d decided to send it. It landed. Her mouth curved.

“You’ve wanted me since the causeway,” she said.

“I’ve wanted you since the gravefield wall.”

“Since the causeway again, then.” Her hands slid up my chest, careful of the sling. “We were on the road six days with drivers on every side of us. We’re on a wall now with a whole town on every side of us. The road’s getting loud, Davin. I want you before it fills up.” She hooked her fingers into the front of my shirt. “Say your half, D-rank.”

“I want you,” I said. “All of it. Now.”

“Good,” she said, and pulled my head down and kissed me.



She tasted like the Bell’s bread and the salt that was in everything in this town. Her mouth was hungry and unhurried at the same time, which is a thing only she can do. I put my good hand in her hair at the back of her head, found the tie that held the ponytail, and drew it down slowly. Gold came loose over my fingers, heavy and warm, spilling down her back. She made a low sound against my mouth when it fell.

“One arm,” she said. “You’re working one-handed tonight.”

“I’ve worked one-handed before.”

“You’ve never worked me one-handed.” She stepped back and pulled her shirt off over her head in one motion and dropped it on the floor.

The lamp was low on the washstand. It threw gold across her and left the rest in shadow. Her breasts were full and high and firm, the nipples already peaked tight in the cool damp of the loft, and the light caught the faint freckles across her shoulders I’d counted more than once. Below them her waist went in trim and hard, and then her hips flared out, and I stood there with my one good hand at my side and looked at her like I had on a creek-bank before I was allowed to.

She watched me look. Her eyebrow went up.

“Bed,” she said.

I sat on the edge of the bed. She stood in front of me and slid her small-clothes down her strong thighs and stepped out of them, and then she was bare in the lamplight, and the flush was already starting at the base of her throat.

I put my good hand on her hip and turned her, and laid her back across the bed, and knelt on the floor at its edge.

“Heels,” I said.

She put her heels up on the bed’s edge on either side of me, knees bent and spread wide, opening herself. Her pussy was already wet. I could see it shine in the lamplight. She propped herself on her elbows to watch me, her golden hair spread out across the blanket behind her.

I put my mouth on her.

I took my time. I always take my time with her. She tastes of clean sweat and sun-warmed skin and her, and there’s nothing on any world I’ve walked on that I’d rather do with my mouth. I licked her the full length, unhurried, and her hips lifted to meet the first long drag of my tongue. I found her clit and circled it, light, and read her. Every small shift of her hips, every tightening of the strong thighs on either side of my head, every breath. Her body told me where it wanted the weight, one inch at a time.

“Slow,” she said. “You’re being very slow.”

“You’re very wet.”

“I’m aware of that.” Her voice was already going flat. “I’m aware of that, summoner, and I’d like you to do something about it.”

I slid two fingers into her and curled them, and she stopped talking.

Her heels dug into the bed’s edge. Her hips started to rock against my mouth in a slow hard rhythm. I felt it climbing in her, coiling tighter with every pass of my tongue, and I matched it, built it, kept my fingers working steady inside her while my mouth stayed exactly where she needed it. Her hand came down into my hair and gripped.

“There,” she said. “There. Don’t you dare move.”

I didn’t move.

She came with her heels digging into the blanket and her spine lifting off the bed in a deep arch, her thighs locking hard around my head, her pussy clenching on my fingers in long slow pulls. She made one low sound, rough, from the bottom of her chest, and that was all she gave the room. The pact gave me the rest. It hit me low and hard, her finish arriving in my own body, so sharp my cock jumped in my trousers. I stayed with her through it, slow, gentle, until she pushed my head away with a shaking hand.

“Enough,” she said. “Up. Clothes off.”



I got the trousers off one-handed. She helped, impatient, and then shoved me back onto the bed with both hands flat on my good shoulder. My cock stood up hard against my stomach. She looked at it, then at me, and didn’t bother hiding that she liked what she saw.

She knelt on the bed between my legs, wrapped her hand around the root of me, and looked up the length of my body with the same level green audit she gives a contract she’s already decided to sign.

“Fair’s fair,” she said, and took me in her mouth.

She never puts on a show. She went down slow and deep and deliberate, lips tight, tongue pressing along the underside on every pull back, her fist at the base keeping time with her mouth. Her eyes never left my face. She watched every twitch of it with dry satisfaction, the way she’d watched the shellback’s eye-seam from the roof of wagon five, waiting for it to open. My good hand fisted in the blanket. My hips came up off the bed without asking me first.

She put one palm flat on my stomach and pressed them back down, and kept going, unhurried, insistent, until my breath went ragged and my thighs started to shake.

Then she stopped, on a count only she was keeping. She let me slide out of her mouth wet and aching, sat back on her heels, and wiped her lips with the back of her wrist.

“Six days,” she said.

“What?”

“Six days on the road behind me. You’ve been staring at my ass for six days, Davin. Every mile. I could feel it through the echo like a hand.” She swung a knee over and straddled my hips, and then she turned around. Facing away. Her back to me. She braced her hands on my knees. “So watch it.”

She reached between her own thighs, took my cock in her hand, and sank down onto it.

I watched.

The lamp was behind her and to the side, and it lit her like it had been placed there on purpose. Her back was a long gold curve from her shoulders down to the narrow dip of her waist, and then her hips flared out and her ass was right there in front of me, round and full and muscled, the perfect heart-shape of it spread over my hips as she took me in. She went down all the way. Her pussy was wet and hot and tight around me and she didn’t stop until I was buried in her to the root and her ass was pressed flat against my stomach.

She held there. The stretch of it reached me from her side of the pact, the fullness, and I heard her breath go out of her in one long shudder.

Then she started to ride.

Hands braced on my knees. Spine arched deep, so her ass tipped back toward me and I could see every inch of my cock sliding in and out of her. Her hair swung down her back, gold and loose, swaying with the rhythm. She rode me with an athlete’s control, rising slow and dropping hard, the muscles of her ass and thighs flexing and rolling with every stroke. I’d have paid the Velgrim purse to watch it, and she knew it.

She looked back over her shoulder at me. Green eyes. Flush on her cheeks. Lips parted.

“Report,” she said.

“What?”

“Six days you’ve stared at it. Report, rigger.” She dropped down hard on my cock and held there. “Structural report. Now. I want to hear it.”

I laughed. She ground down on me and the laugh turned into something else.

“Load path,” I said, and my voice came out rough. “Your weight’s coming down through your hands into my knees. That’s your front bearing. Your back bearing is me.” I laid my good hand on the small of her back, right at the deepest point of the arch. “Here. This is where the curve turns. Everything above it is pushing down, everything below it is pushing back. You’ve set your hips at an angle that puts the whole load right on…”

She rose and dropped, and I lost the sentence.

“Keep going,” she said.

“Your glutes are carrying the lift.” I slid my hand down from her back over the round swell of her ass and squeezed, hard, and felt the muscle flex under my palm as she rose. “Both sides, even. Good balance. When you drop, they let go and your thighs catch you. When you rise, they fire first. Every time. That’s why you can do this all night. You’re not lifting with your back. You’re lifting with the strongest thing on your body, and it’s…”

“Don’t stop.” Her voice was tightening. Faster. Her hips were moving faster too, the rhythm breaking from slow and controlled into something urgent. “Keep reading. Keep reading me.”

“You’re tightening,” I said. My hand was full of her ass and I gripped it hard and pulled her down onto me. “Your pussy’s clamping down every time you hit the bottom. You’re carrying more load than you were a minute ago and your arch is going deeper, it’s going to fail, it’s going to give, you’re about to go.”

She came.

She came in the middle of my sentence with her spine bowed so deep her hair brushed my stomach, her hands clawing at my knees, her pussy clenching around my cock in hard rolling pulses. What came out of her was flat as a blade: “Keep. Reading.” I kept reading, I told her everything I could see and feel, the shudder running down her back, her thighs shaking, her ass trembling in my hand, and I had to grit my teeth not to follow her over.



When she came down she was panting, slumped forward with her forehead almost on my knees.

I didn’t let her rest.

I sat up, wrapped my good arm around her waist, and rolled us both. She went down flat on her stomach on the blanket with a startled grunt, and I came down along her back, my weight on her, my chest to her shoulder blades, my hips against the round curve of her ass. I took my weight on my good arm. My cock found her again and slid back into her from behind, slow, deep, all the way.

“Oh,” she said into the blanket. Just that.

I pinned her hips down with mine and moved. Slow. Deep. Long strokes, each one all the way in and almost all the way out. Her ass cushioned every thrust. My mouth was at her ear.

“You came hard,” I said, quiet. “Your whole back’s still shaking. I can feel it against my chest. Your pussy’s still twitching around me. Every time I go deep you tighten on the way out, like you don’t want to let me leave.”

She made a sound. It might have been a word.

“Your hands are fisted in the blanket,” I said. “Your toes are curled. Your shoulders are flushed red all the way across. You’re going to come again. Not yet. Soon. I can feel it starting.”

“Don’t,” she said through her teeth, “tell me what I’m going to do.”

“I’m just reading what’s in front of me.”

“Then read faster.”

I didn’t. I kept it slow. I kept it deep. I kept my weight on her hips, pinning her to the bed, and I felt her start to push back up against me, trying to make me move faster, and I didn’t let her. Her body bucked under mine. Her breath came in short hard pulls.

“Davin.” It wasn’t a request. “Davin.”

“Tell me.”

She turned her face out of the blanket. Her cheek was flushed, her hair stuck to her mouth, her eyes half shut and glazed and green.

“In me,” she said. “All of it. Fill me.” She pushed back against me hard. “Fill me like we’ve got a house to come back to.”

That did it. I drove into her hard, harder, and she said “yes” flat and fierce into the blanket, and I buried myself in her as deep as I could go and came.

It pulsed out of me in thick heavy spurts, deep inside her, and she came again under me on the second pulse, her pussy clenching around my cock and milking it, her body bucking up against mine, and her finish poured across the pact in one hard bright wash on top of my own, so I came twice over. I said her name into her hair. She held me there inside her with every muscle she had until there was nothing left.



Afterward I lay on my back with my good arm around her and the rain still drumming on the roof a foot above us. My shoulder hurt like the devil. I didn’t care.

She lay on her side tucked into my good shoulder, careful of the sling, her cheek on my chest. Her hair was everywhere. Her thigh was across mine. When she’d shifted to lie down I’d felt the warm slick of what I’d left in her spill out onto both of us, and she’d made a small satisfied sound about it and not moved at all.

The lamp guttered. The rain went on.

“She’s going to ask for you,” Annika said into the dark.

I didn’t pretend not to know who she meant. “I know.”

“Soon. She’s going to come right out and ask. That’s the kind of woman she is.”

“I know.”

Annika was quiet for a moment. Her fingers traced a slow line across my chest.

“I’m going to make her ask me first,” she said.

I lay there and listened to the rain.

“I know,” I said.


Chapter 6: Goad Marks

“Step where I step, clerk, or the flats will eat you to the hip and I’ll have to dig you out with my spear, and I’ll charge you for it.”

Elka went down the seaward wall’s outer stair three days after the bell with a twelve-foot ash pole in one hand and her spear slung over the other shoulder, and at the foot of the stair, where the basalt ended and the mud began, she stopped and put the pole’s butt down in front of her and leaned on it.

It sank a hand’s width and stopped.

“Good,” she said. “That’s crust. Crust holds.” She stepped onto it. Then she put the pole down again a stride ahead and leaned, and it sank to her wrist before it stopped. “That’s not. See the color? Darker. Wetter. That’s soup under a skin. Go round.”

She went round.

Annika and I followed with our own poles, which Elka had handed us at the wall-hall door like a priest handing out candles. I carried mine in my right hand, my left arm still strapped across my chest in Annika’s sling, the wrenched shoulder grumbling every time the crust gave under my boot. Annika went second because she’d decided she would. I went last because I weighed the most and if anybody was going to find the soup, it should be the man who could best afford to lose a boot.

It was dead low water. The tide road was still closed, would be closed for days yet while the flat-edge drained from the bell, and Moor had no use for us until the next one. Elka had come up to the loft at first light, banged on our door, and announced that if the clerk wanted to know where tides came from, the clerk could come and look.

I’d wanted to look since the moment I’d seen those new timber patches.



The flats were not what they looked like from the wall.

From the wall they looked like one wet sheet of slate. Down on them, they were alive.

The surface was a crust of salt, white-gray, glittering where the low sun caught it, crazed with cracks like the glaze on an old pot. It crunched under my boots, and under the crunch there was give, a softness that went down a long way. Every step felt like walking on thin ice over a bog. In places the crust had broken and the mud below showed through, black and glossy.

Channels cut through it everywhere. Some were narrow enough to step over, a foot wide and a foot deep, with an inch of water trickling down them toward the sea. Some were wide enough to need a running jump. Some you couldn’t jump at all, and Elka led us along their banks looking for the place where they shallowed. They branched and rejoined and branched again like veins in the back of a hand, and the water in them moved, always, sliding seaward in silver threads.

Shell-grit crunched in the crust. White shells, black shells, broken shells by the millions. Gulls stood everywhere on one leg and watched us pass with flat yellow eyes. Little crabs scuttled sideways into holes as our shadows reached them. Out toward the sea, a line of herons waded a far channel like old men looking for something they’d dropped.

And everywhere, a smell. Salt, and rot, and under both of them something warm, a breath, like the whole flat was a sleeping animal and we were walking on its skin.

The sand-rise was a mile out.

It sat up out of the flats like a whale’s back breaking the surface, a long low hump of wind-blown sand, gray-gold, scrubbed with tough salt-grass on its crown. As we got closer I could see its seaward face had a hole in it.

A black hole. Big enough to drive a wagon through. Ragged at the edges, crusted white with salt where the air came out of it.

And air did come out of it. I could feel it from two hundred yards away: a cold, steady breath on my face, flowing out of the hole and across the flats like a draft under a door.

“The Gullet,” Elka said. “The Teeming’s nearest mouth. There’s a dozen of them out on the flats and up and down the coast, but this is the big one this side of Morvant. Most of the tides that hit the Ford come out of there.”

The mark came alive.

On the wall it had been warmth. Out here it was a pull, a hand closing around my left wrist through the wrap and drawing it toward the black hole as steady as a rope on a winch. My arm lifted against the sling strap, and the shoulder under it lit up like a struck nail, before I caught it.

“It’s that,” I said quietly, to Annika. “Whatever the arm’s been pointing at since the causeway. It’s in there, under us.”

Annika’s hand found my wrist. Her fingers tightened as the pull reached her through the echo, the long hard drag of it.

“Strong,” she said.

“Stronger than anything in Velgrim.”

Behind us, Elka had stopped. I didn’t turn around. I felt her eyes on my wrapped arm, on Annika’s hand around it, on the way I was holding it still against the pull. She’d heard me say “the arm.”

She didn’t ask. I waited for it, and it didn’t come. When I finally looked back at her she was leaning on her pole looking out at the Gullet with her face perfectly empty: a woman setting something aside to look at later.



We found the first channel a quarter mile from the Gullet’s mouth.

I almost walked past it. It looked like every other channel on the flats: a cut in the crust, a foot and a half wide, an inch of water sliding along the bottom. Then I looked along it.

It was straight.

Ruler-straight, running from the Gullet’s mouth out across the flats as far as I could see. I followed it with my eye toward the Ford, and kept following it, and saw that it ran dead at the one part of the seaward wall that now had a fifteen-foot gap in it and a V of tumbled basalt lying in the mud.

“Elka,” I said.

She came and stood beside me and looked along it.

“Huh,” she said.

“Channels on the flats don’t run straight,” I said. “Water makes channels. Water’s lazy. It goes around things. It finds the low spot and wanders through it. A channel made by water looks like a snake. This looks like a ditch.”

“It’s a ditch,” Annika said. She’d crouched at the channel’s edge and was running her fingers along the crust where it had been cut. “Look at the walls.”

I crouched beside her.

The channel’s sides were sheer. The crust on either side broke off in a clean line, like bread cut with a knife, and below the crust the mud showed the marks of a tool: flat, broad scoops, each one about the width of a man’s hand and a half, overlapping in a row.

“Shovel,” I said. “Square-bladed. Somebody cut this by hand.”

“When?” Annika said.

I looked closer. Some of the scoops were softened at the edges, slumped, their lines blurred by water and time. Others were sharp, the marks still crisp. The sharp ones were cut right over the soft ones.

“Twice,” I said. “At least. It was cut, and it slumped, and somebody came back and cut it again. Recut every cycle, if I had to bet. A channel like this wouldn’t last more than one tide before the mud filled it back in. Somebody’s keeping it open.”

“Why?” Elka said.

“Walk it,” I said. “Let’s find out.”



We walked it toward the Gullet.

Every forty or fifty paces there was something in the channel.

The first one I found with my boot. It was a lump in the channel’s bottom, about the size of a loaf of bread, dark red-brown, half-buried in the mud. I dug it out with the pole’s end and turned it over.

It was a cake. Salt, pressed into a brick, and something dark mixed into it that had dried to a crust. It smelled like a butcher’s floor.

“Blood,” Annika said.

“Salt and blood,” I said. “Pressed together. Animal blood, I’d guess.” I broke a corner off it. It crumbled. Inside, it was still slightly damp.

Beside me, Elka let her pole fall back against her shoulder and didn’t pick it up.

“Blood-salt,” she said. “Catchers use it. Brinehounds go mad for it. They’ll follow the smell of one of those for a mile, over anything. You drop a line of those cakes across the flats and every hound in the tide follows the line.” She didn’t sound like she was guessing.

“Every forty paces,” I said. “From the Gullet’s mouth to the Ford’s wall.”

“A road,” Annika said. “A road made of blood for the hounds to follow.”

The second thing was stranger. Twenty paces past the cake there was a post driven into the channel’s floor. Short, thick, about a foot of it showing above the mud, and the top of it was covered with stretched hide, lashed tight with gut, like a drumhead.

A drum. Hammered into the bottom of a ditch in the middle of the flats.

I put my hand on it. The hide was stiff and salt-crusted. When I tapped it with one knuckle it made a dull, deep note that I felt more than heard, a thud that went down into the mud and kept going.

The mark jumped.

A flinch this time, as if somebody had poked it.

I pulled my hand back.

“What does that do?” I said.

Elka didn’t answer. Annika looked at the drum-stake and then at the Gullet’s black mouth, two hundred yards ahead of us, breathing its cold steady breath across the flats.

“It calls,” Annika said slowly. “That note goes down. If something down there hears it…”

“Then something down there comes up,” I said.

We found four more drum-stakes before the Gullet, and eleven more cakes. Then I found the place where the men had stood.



It was on a low bank of firm crust just off the channel, fifty paces from the Gullet’s mouth.

The crust had been trampled flat by boots. A lot of boots, standing in one place half the night, shifting their weight like men waiting for something. In the middle of the trampled patch was a fire-pit, a shallow scrape with a ring of shell-grit around it and black charcoal in the bottom.

I put my hand in the charcoal. Cold. But when I dug down a finger’s depth it was dry, and the crust around the pit was still discolored from heat.

Hoof-prints led to the patch from the landward side and away again. Ponies, I thought, or small horses: shallow round prints, unshod. Four or five animals.

All around the drum-stake nearest the patch, the crust was beaten down in a ring, scuffed and churned, as if men had stood around it for hours stamping their feet.

Or swinging their arms.

“They beat the drums,” I said. “Here. They stood here at night with a fire and beat that drum.” I looked at the charcoal. “Three nights ago. The night of the bell.”

“How do you know?” Elka said.

“The fire’s cold but it’s dry under the top layer. The sea’s come up over the flats five or six times since the bell, the ordinary twice-a-day sea, and soaked everything low. Not this bank. This bank’s higher. It stays dry. But the top of the pit’s been rained on.” I stood up and looked at the sky. “It rained last night. I listened to it on the loft roof. So the fire’s older than last night. And it’s no older than the bell, because the hoof-prints are still crisp, and crust like this holds a print about three days before the wind softens it.”

“So the night of the bell,” Annika said.

“The night of the bell.” I pointed back down the channel toward the cakes. “And those cakes were laid two days before that. The newest ones are still damp inside. A salt cake dries through in about six days on the flats in the sun. These have been out here four or five.” I turned and looked toward the Ford, a mile behind us, its black walls low on the horizon. “Two days before the bell, somebody cut this channel fresh and laid a line of blood from the Gullet to the weakest stretch of the Ford’s wall. Then on the night of the bell, they came out here and beat those drums.”

“And the bell came two days early,” Annika said.

The wind came across the flats and ticked shell-grit into the cold fire-pit, grain by grain, and for a while that was the only sound on the bank.



Elka found the hook-prints.

She’d wandered away from us while I was crouched in the fire-pit, walking a slow circle around the trampled patch with her eyes on the ground, and I heard her stop. Not the sound of her boots stopping. The sound of her stopping. The way the noise a person makes just by being alive suddenly isn’t there.

I looked up.

She was standing at the far edge of the patch, looking down at the crust. Her face had gone still, and this time nothing was being saved for later.

I went over. Annika came behind me.

In the crust at Elka’s feet were holes. Pairs of them, a hand apart, punched into the crust and dragged: a deep round hole, then a long curved scrape running off from it. Like something had been driven into the ground, hooked, and pulled.

There were dozens of them. All around the edge of the patch, in a ring.

“Goad-hooks,” Elka said.

Her voice was quiet. I’d never heard her voice go that quiet. I hadn’t known it could go there.

“Iron poles. Long. A spike at the end and a hook behind the spike.” She held her hands apart to show the length, then curved one finger to show the hook. “You poke with the spike. You pull with the hook. Catchers carry them. They use them to drive beasts. Herd them. Move them where they want them to go.” She looked at the marks. “These are Low Morvant hooks. The spike’s square. Morvant smiths make them square.”

“How do you know?” Annika asked. She knew how. I knew how. She asked anyway, gently, and waited.

Elka looked up from the marks. Her eyes were dry.

“I’ve been on the end of one,” she said.

She stood there quiet a while, and then she turned and walked a little way off along the bank and stood with her back to us, looking at the Gullet.

Annika and I didn’t follow. We stood by the hook-marks and let her have her quiet.

I’d known her less than a week. In that week I’d heard her laugh at a wall-hall, laugh at a sparring loss, laugh at a tide, laugh at the tide-board, laugh at a dead man’s wife’s eel pies. I’d never once heard her quiet like this.



The wagon ruts were where the flats met the dunes, a quarter mile landward of the Gullet.

Annika found them. She’d gone back along the channel toward the Ford, reading the crust, and then she’d turned off it and walked toward the landward edge of the flats where the salt gave way to sand and scrub. I felt her stop. Then I felt her go still and sharp, the way she does over fresh sign.

“Davin.”

They were wheel-ruts. Two of them, parallel, cut into the firm sand at the flats’ edge where it was dry enough to take a wagon. They came down out of the dunes from the tide road and ended at the edge of the crust, and there they turned, in a wide arc, and went back up into the dunes the way they’d come.

A wagon had come down here, stopped, turned around, and left.

I crouched and measured the gap between the ruts with my pole. Then I measured it again.

“Seven feet and a hand,” I said.

“That’s wide,” Annika said.

“That’s very wide. Dunmore’s wagons run six feet between the wheels. Most road wagons do. This is wider.” I stood up. “This is a long-bed. A high-sided wagon built to carry a lot of something that isn’t heavy.”

“People,” Annika said.

I’d seen three wagons like that outside the Ford’s landward gate. Long and high-sided. Painted dark green. A white anchor over three wave-lines on every side panel.

“I paced their wheels,” I said. “At the gate. When we came in. I wasn’t looking for anything. I just do it.” I looked at the ruts. “Seven feet and a hand.”

“The relief wagons.”

“Somebody drove one down here, empty.” I followed the ruts with my eye back up into the dunes, toward the tide road. “They came down here. Right here. Where they could see the Gullet.”

“When?”

I looked at the ruts’ edges. Sharp. Crisp. The sand at the bottom still had the faint ribbing of the wheel’s iron rim pressed into it.

“Before the bell,” I said. “Last night’s rain barely touched these. They’re sheltered by the dune. But they’re older than the hoof-prints at the fire. A day older. Maybe two.”

Annika crouched and put two fingers in the rut.

“They don’t come after the tide,” she said. “They come before it. They come and look at the Gullet, and then they go back and wait at the gate.”

“They come and make sure,” I said, “the bread will be needed.”



I stood at the edge of the flats and built it out loud, mostly for me. I needed to hear it said in the right order before I’d believe it.

“Somebody cuts a channel from the Gullet to the weakest stretch of the Ford’s wall. They line it with blood-salt so the hounds follow it. They drive drum-stakes into it so they can call whatever’s down there up. Then they come out on the night they choose and beat the drums, and the tide comes up two days early, and it comes straight down the channel at eighty yards of rotten wall.”

Annika let me talk. Elka had come back from wherever she’d gone along the bank and was standing a few paces off, listening.

“The tide breaks the wall, or it breaks the hamlets on the flat-edge, or it breaks both. People lose their houses. People lose everything. People come to the Ford because the Ford has walls, and the Ford doesn’t have bread. And the wagons are already waiting at the gate. With bread. And passage. And a roof in Morvant.”

“They aim the sea,” Annika said.

“They aim the sea at the poorest people on the coast and then sell them a way out.”

My voice had gone quiet. I heard it go. I’ve learned to notice when it does that.

I’d seen this ledger before, in Velgrim, on a man named Ferro Brant’s marching order: rookies first at every blind turn, because rookies were cheaper than veterans and dead porters didn’t split purses. It was the same arithmetic. You spend the cheapest people on the sheet and you collect what’s left. Ferro had done it with a smile and a round of beer. Whoever was doing this did it with bread.

I’d been on the wrong end of that pricing my whole life. I’d sworn in a barrow I’d never watch it done to anyone else.

“Where do the wagons go?” I said. “After the gate. Where do they take them?”

“Morvant,” Elka said.

Her voice was still quiet, but it was steady now. She’d come back from wherever she’d been.

“They go to Morvant,” she said. “They go to the warrens. Under Low Morvant.” She looked at me with those hazel-gold eyes that were usually laughing and weren’t. “I know exactly where they go.”



The goal came to me then, on the edge of the flats with the Gullet breathing its cold breath on the back of my neck. It arrived like a load path, obvious once I’d stopped looking at the wrong things.

“Where do the tides come from?” I said. “The Gullet’s only a door. What’s on the other side of it?”

Elka looked at the black mouth. “The Teeming. It’s a warren. A living one. It goes down under the flats and under Morvant and under the sea, and nobody knows how far. Crews go in from Morvant’s side all the time. Through the Sluice. They take the upper halls. Brood-drones, hounds, shellbacks. It’s good money if you come back.”

“And the bottom?”

“The den-heart.” She said it the way the old crewman in the Bell had said the Red Braid, like a name out of a story. “The Brood Queen. Every tide that’s ever come out of the Teeming comes out because she birthed it. She’s down there in the dark at the bottom of everything, and she breeds, and when she’s bred enough, it all comes out at once. The tide clock.” She shook her head. “No crew’s reached the den-heart in forty years. The last crew that tried, their names are on a plaque in Morvant’s hall. Bronze. Nobody’s tried since.”

“Somebody’s been reaching her,” I said. “Somebody’s been feeding blood down that hole and beating drums at her to wake her up early. If you can reach her to feed her, you can reach her to kill her.”

Annika looked at me. Elka looked at me.

“Break the tide at its source,” I said. “Kill whatever’s at the bottom. No den-heart, no tide-clock. No tide-clock, nobody aims a tide at anybody.” I nodded back toward the distant black walls of the Ford. “That’s a deed a stone can’t argue with. Forty years nobody’s done it. I want C-rank, and I want it off that.”

“And the people?” Annika said quietly. “The ones the wagons already took?”

“We get them back.”

Elka laughed, short and hard, with no joy in it at all.

“Out of the warrens? Clerk, you don’t know what you’re saying.”

“No,” I agreed. “I don’t. Not yet.” I looked at the drum-stake standing in the channel’s floor. “Which is why we start with whoever cuts these.”



The catchers came out of the Gullet while we were standing there.

Annika saw them first. She always does. Her focus snapped out along the flats through the echo, and then she said, quietly, “Four. At the mouth.”

They came up out of the black hole into the light. Four men in leather and oilcloth, salt-stained to the knees. Each one carried a long iron pole over his shoulder with a square spike at the end and a hook behind it. Goad-hooks. Behind them, two of them dragged a sled: a low wooden platform on long runners, with a net heaped on it and lashed down.

They stopped at the mouth and looked across the flats at us.

Three figures, two hundred yards away, standing on their channel. One of them with his hand on their drum.

For a long moment nobody moved. The four catchers stood in the Gullet’s mouth with the cold breath of the Teeming blowing past them, and we stood in the middle of the flats with our poles, and the gulls walked between us.

Then one of them said something to the others, too far for words to carry. And they turned around and went back into the hole. Sled and all.

Elka took a step forward. I put my hand on her arm.

“The water’s turning,” Annika said.

She was right. I could feel it in the crust under my boots: a faint vibration, a softening. The channels around us had started to run the other way. Landward. Still slow. It wouldn’t be slow for long.

I wasn’t following four men into a dungeon mouth with the tide coming in behind me.

“Let them go,” I said. “We know where they live.”

Elka stood with my hand on her arm and stared at the black mouth where they’d gone. Then she let out a breath and nodded.

I looked down at the sled’s tracks where it had turned in the Gullet’s mouth. Two runners, sunk into the soft crust. I paced the gap between them with my eye. Three feet and a finger. Narrow. Long. Built to drag something heavy over mud.



We filled one channel before we went back.

It was an experiment, and we all knew it wouldn’t be enough. Fifty paces of it nearest the Gullet’s mouth, kicking the crust down into it from both banks, stamping it flat, digging out the blood-salt cakes and throwing them in a heap. It took the better part of an hour, with the water rising around our ankles by the end of it.

Halfway through, Elka stripped her jerkin off.

She did it without ceremony, because she was hot and the jerkin was leather and the sun had come out over the flats like a hammer. She unlaced it with three quick pulls and peeled it off and slung it over her spear where it stood planted in the crust, and underneath she wore a sleeveless linen shift gone thin and gray with washing, and it was soaked through with sweat.

I was stamping crust into a ditch, one-armed. I kept stamping crust into a ditch. I want that on the record.

But the wet shift clung, and every stamp of her boot sent a heavy bounce through her breasts that the shift did nothing at all to stop, and the freckles ran down her throat and vanished into the neckline of the shift. Sweat ran down her throat. Her nipples stood hard against the linen in the cold breath coming out of the Gullet.

She caught me looking. She looked right back, eyes bright, and stamped the crust again, harder, and grinned.

From three paces away, Annika sent me a single dry pulse of amusement so precise it might as well have been a raised eyebrow.

I went back to the ditch. When we were done the channel was a shallow dent in the crust, and the next tide would scour it out again, or whoever had cut it would come back with a shovel.

But we’d know. We’d look at it from the wall and we’d know whether they’d come.

Elka finished it off.

She walked to the last drum-stake, the one nearest the Gullet, the one with the beaten ring around it where men had stood in the dark swinging their arms. She looked at it. Then she lifted her boot and kicked it, hard, at the base, where it went into the mud.

The post snapped. The hide drumhead tore. The stake fell over flat into the channel’s water.

She stood over it with her braid hanging over her shoulder and the rising tide running around her boots.

“Somebody’s going to come fix that,” she said, and her grin came back for the first time since the hook-marks, wide and wicked.

“I want to meet him.”


Chapter 7: Relief

The bread was still warm when they handed it out, and that was the first thing about the relief wagons that made me angry.

You don’t get bread that warm at a gate at dawn by accident. Somebody had baked it in the dark. Somebody had planned for the bread to be warm at the exact moment the refugees woke up hungry and walked out of their lean-tos to see three dark green wagons with white anchors on their sides and steam rising off the loaves on their tailboards.

It smelled like every good morning of my childhood. It was the best-run thing I’d seen in the Ford.

I stood against the landward wall beside the gate with my left arm in its sling and my right hand resting on the pry-blade at my hip, and I watched the relief wagons work.

Annika was above me on the gate-wall. Elka was beside me, leaning on her spear, eating an apple she’d taken from somebody’s stall on the way down. We’d come to watch. Nothing more. I wanted to see the machine run before I touched it.



The man in charge was called Coyle.

I knew his name because people at the head of every line said it, the way people say the name of a man they want to like them. Mister Coyle. Thank you, Mister Coyle. He was in his forties, soft-spoken, a little heavy through the middle. His forearms were thick as a baker’s, and his cuffs had flour on them. He wore a clean apron over decent clothes and moved down the line of refugees at the middle wagon with a basket of loaves on his hip, handing them out with both hands, looking each person in the face.

His eyes were the only thing about him that wasn’t warm. They were a ledger-man’s eyes. Quick. Pale. Doing sums.

“Passage south, no charge to start,” he said to a woman with two children clinging to her skirts. His voice was low and kind and didn’t carry, so that everyone in line leaned in a little to hear it. “Bread on the road. Work in Morvant, good work, honest work, for anyone who can lift or sew or haul. A roof by tomorrow night. Off this mud. Dry.”

“No charge?” the woman said.

“No charge to start,” Coyle said.

I heard the word start, and kept hearing it.

He handed her two loaves and walked her to the wagon’s tailboard himself, and there, nailed to the tailboard’s side, was a board.

It was a plain plank, sanded smooth, about the size of a cupboard door. It was covered in thumbprints, not writing. Hundreds of them, in rows, each one inked dark and pressed into the wood, and beside each row a few scratched tallies.

A younger man in an apron stood at the board with an inkpot and a stylus.

“Name?” he said to the woman.

She told him. He scratched something. Then he held out the inkpot, and she put her thumb in it, and he guided her hand to the board and pressed her thumb onto it at the end of a row.

“Passage,” he said, and scratched a tally beside the print. “Bread on the road.” Another tally. “Roof, first week.” Another. “That’s you, then. Up you go.”

She climbed into the wagon with her children and her two loaves, and she looked happy. She looked like a woman who’d been rescued.



I watched three families go through it before I said anything. I counted the tallies.

“Passage south,” I said quietly to Elka. “One debt. Bread on the road, another debt. A roof in Morvant, another debt. Each one by the week, I’d bet. Each one small.”

Elka had stopped eating the apple.

“And at the bottom of it,” I said, “work in Morvant. Good work. Honest work. Against the debt.” I watched the stylus scratch. “Every step’s small. Every step’s carrying the next one. Bread’s carrying passage. Passage is carrying the roof. The roof’s carrying the work.” I’d built scaffolds like that, a long time ago, for a foreman who never paid for the right timber. Every board fine on its own. Every board loaded just under where it would fail. And at the bottom of the stack, one footing carrying all of it. “What’s at the bottom?”

Elka put the apple core in her pocket.

“The work doesn’t pay the debt,” she said. “The work never pays the debt. The roof costs more than the work pays. You work all week and at the end of the week you owe more than you did. And when you owe enough, somebody comes around and explains to you that there’s a kind of work that pays very well. Better than anything. It pays so well that if you’re good at it, you can work off everything you owe in a year. Two.” She looked at the board with its rows of inky thumbs. “You just have to be good at it.”

“The pits,” I said.

“The warrens.” She said it quietly, the way she’d said “goad-hooks” on the flats. “The bottom of the stack.”

“How many of those people know that?”

“None of them,” Elka said. “Nobody ever does. Not till they’re there.”



The boy was at the third wagon.

I noticed him because he wasn’t in line. He was standing beside it, a skinny kid of maybe fourteen with sea-tangled brown hair and boots three sizes too big for him, holding the arm of an old woman who sat on a bundle by the wall with a blanket around her shoulders and her face gray. She was coughing. A deep, wet, rattling cough that didn’t stop.

Two of the relief men were talking to him. Big men, aprons over leather. One of them had his hand on the boy’s shoulder.

“There’s a wagon tomorrow,” he was saying. Friendly. Reasonable. “She can come on that one when she’s feeling better. You come along today and we’ll get you settled and you’ll have a bed waiting for her.”

“She can’t travel,” the boy said. “She’s sick. I’m not leaving her.”

“She’ll be fine. The Ford’ll look after her.”

“The Ford won’t look after her. The Ford doesn’t have any food.” His voice cracked on food. “I’m not leaving her. I said.”

The relief man’s friendly face didn’t change. His hand tightened on the boy’s shoulder. He glanced at his partner, and the partner gave him a short nod, quick and practiced.

“A fit lad like you,” the partner said, “is worth three of her, son. Think about it. You go now, you work, you send for her. That’s how it’s done.”

“No,” the boy said.

They picked him up.

They did it the way men do something they’ve done before: one on each side, a hand under each armpit, lifting him off his feet in a single smooth motion so his too-big boots kicked at nothing. The old woman cried out and tried to stand and couldn’t. The boy yelled, twisting. Nobody in the line moved. Nobody in the line looked.

They were carrying him toward the wagon’s tailboard and the board with the thumbs on it.

I was already walking.



I didn’t run. Anger has never made me fast. It makes me cold and quiet and slow, and the distance between the wall and the wagon was eleven paces and I took every one of them at the same unhurried pace, and by the time I got there the two relief men had noticed me coming and had stopped walking.

“Put him down,” I said.

The one on the left looked at me. Big, sure of himself, a man who’d done this enough times to know nobody ever stopped him. His eyes went from my sling to the pry-blade, and he smiled.

“Morning, friend. Just helping the lad. He’s a bit upset.”

“Put him down.”

“Look, friend…”

He let go of the boy with his right hand so he could put it on my chest, and push. A friendly push. A get-out-of-my-way push.

I took his wrist as it came.

I didn’t need two hands for it. A wrist is a joint and a joint is a hinge, and a hinge only goes one way. I caught his wrist, turned it the way it doesn’t go, and kept turning. It went with a sound like a green stick. He made a high thin noise and went down on one knee in the mud, holding his arm.

The boy dropped out of their grip and fell on his backside.

The other one came round the boy at me, fast, both hands up. He was quicker than his partner, which didn’t help him. The pry-blade came off my hip in my right hand and I turned it flat in the swing and laid it across the side of his knee, not hard, not with the edge, just the flat of good forged iron with my hips behind it. His leg folded. I followed it down and put the flat across the back of his shoulders and he went face-first onto the gate’s cobbles and stayed there.

It took about as long as it takes to say.

I stood over the two of them with the bar in my hand and the boy on the ground behind me and my left shoulder howling in its sling.

The whole gate had gone quiet.



There were five more relief men at the three wagons. I watched them all decide, at once, that this needed handling. They came from the tailboards, not fast, spreading out, like men who mean to put somebody on the ground and want him boxed first.

Then somebody laughed.

Elka stepped up beside me with her spear in one hand, its butt grounded on the cobbles, and laughed, loud enough to turn the whole bread line round, rolling it out across the gate like she’d just heard the best joke of her life.

“Oh, boys,” she said. “Boys, boys, boys.” She shook her head, grinning, braid swinging. “One arm. He did that with one arm. You want to see what he does with two?” She leaned on her spear. “Or with me?”

The five relief men stopped.

They knew her. I watched it go through them. They saw something older than the Ford’s best spear, older than Elka Corran who bets on everything and loses: something from the south. Two of them looked at her braid, at its brass ring, and I saw them think a name.

And they looked up.

Annika was on the gate-wall directly above the middle wagon. She hadn’t said a word. She wasn’t going to. She stood at the parapet with the black-cored yew bow drawn to her jaw and an arrow on the string. The point moved slowly from one man to the next and stopped on nobody.

The relief men reconsidered.



Coyle came round the end of the middle wagon with his basket still on his hip.

He took it in. The man on his knees with the broken wrist. The man face-down on the cobbles. The boy. Me. Elka. The archer on the wall. His pale eyes went over all of it, adding it up, the same look he’d given the thumbprints on his board. When he was done he smiled.

It was a good smile. Warm. Sorry. The smile of a man whose staff had overstepped.

“My apologies,” he said. “My men get overeager. They want to help everyone.” He looked at the boy, and the smile softened. “The lad doesn’t have to come, of course. Nobody has to come. It’s charity.”

“Good,” I said.

“Gerrit. Hask.” He spoke to the two on the ground without looking at them. “Get up. Go see to that wrist.” They got up. They went. Coyle stayed where he was, smiling at me.

“You’re new to the Ford,” he said.

“I’m on the wall.”

“The northern summoner. The one who dropped the stretch.” He nodded slowly, as if confirming something he’d been told. “I’d heard you broke things.”

“Walls.”

“And wrists.” The smile didn’t move. His eyes moved, down to my sling, over to the pry-blade, back up to my face. Measuring. Pricing. “Master Ostrander will want to meet a D-rank who breaks his porters,” he said pleasantly. “He collects remarkable things.”

I didn’t know the name. I put it with the bread and the board.

But I felt Elka go still beside me.

I glanced at her.

Her face was smiling. Her grin was right where it always was. But her knuckles had gone white on the spear-shaft, and for one second she looked at Coyle the way I’d seen her look at the hook-marks on the flats.

Then it was gone, and she was laughing again.

“Tell your master the Ford says hello,” she said.

Coyle looked at her a moment longer than he needed to. Whatever he decided, he kept.

“I will,” he said, and went back to his wagons.



I couldn’t stop the rest of them.

That’s the hardest thing I’ve ever had to watch, and I’ve watched men die.

I could stop two men carrying a boy who said no. I couldn’t stop a woman with two children who said yes. I couldn’t stop a man with a sick wife and a baby who looked at the warm bread and the dry wagon and the promise of a roof and made the only choice a hungry man ever makes. They weren’t being taken. They were going. Free adults, choosing bread.

What was I going to say to them? Don’t go, the debt’s a trap, the work’s a lie, at the bottom of the stack there’s a pit? With what proof? With a broken drum-stake and a blood-salt cake and the word of a northern clerk with a forged record?

And if I said it, and they believed me, and they stayed: what would they eat?

Twelve families went into the wagons that morning. I counted them. I stood there by the gate with my bar in my hand and my shoulder howling and I counted them, every name the young man with the stylus scratched, every thumb pressed into the wood. Forty-some people. Children. Old men. A girl who couldn’t have been more than sixteen carrying a younger sister on her hip.

You can drop a wall on a tide. You can’t drop one on hunger.

The wagons rolled out the far gate at midmorning, onto the tide road south, past the pole-barrier the crewman lifted for them without a word. The tide road was closed to everyone but them. Morvant charity has an address and a sigil and, apparently, a pass.

I watched them go until the dunes took them.

Annika came down off the gate-wall and stood beside me. She laid her hand on the middle of my back, where nobody else could see, and left it there.

What came across the echo from her was the same thing I was feeling, held steady. Two people looking at the same load and knowing it was going to fail and that they couldn’t shore it today.

“Not today,” she said quietly.

“Not today,” I said.



The boy’s name was Tib.

He told me while I was crouched beside his grandmother, looking at her color and listening to her cough. Her name was Orla. She’d come in from a hamlet called Saltreach on the flat-edge when the spring tide took it, and Tib’s mother and father with it. He was all she had. She was all he had. She’d been coughing for three weeks.

“Serna would give her yarrow and steam,” I said, more to myself than to him. “Bonesetter in Rendhaven. She’d say it’s in the chest and it needs drawing out.”

“Can you do that?” Tib said.

“No. But I know who can tell me who can.” I stood up. “The wall-hall has a cutter. Go see him. Tell him the clerk sent you.”

“You’re the clerk?”

“Apparently.”

He looked at me with very wide eyes. They were gray-green, sea-colored, too big in his thin face.

“Why’d you do that?” he said. “The men. Why’d you stop them?”

“You said no,” I said. “Nobody listened. Somebody should.”

He thought about that for a long moment, very seriously.

“Can I work for you?” he said.

“I don’t need anybody to work for me.”

“I can run messages. I know every lane in the Ford. I can carry water up the wall. I can fetch things.” He was talking fast now. “I’m fast. I’m the fastest in Saltreach. I was.”

Annika had crouched down beside Orla and was tucking the blanket closer around her shoulders. She looked up at me over the old woman’s head.

“A copper a day,” I said.

Tib’s mouth fell open.

“Everybody gets paid,” I said. “That’s a term. You run messages to the wall-hall. You carry water when there’s a bell. You don’t go on the wall when there’s a bell, ever, not even once, not even if I’m about to die. And you look after your gran.”

“A copper a day,” Tib said, as if it were a fortune. To him it was.

Annika straightened up. She put her hand on Tib’s shoulder and turned him around so he was facing the gate, and the wall, and the lane behind him.

“First lesson,” she said. “When you come into a place, any place, you stand where you can see both doors. Here.” She moved him a step to his left. “Now you can see the gate and the lane. If something comes through either one, you see it before it sees you.”

Tib looked at the gate. He looked at the lane. He planted his too-big boots and stayed put.

“Why?” he said.

“Because then you get to decide what happens next,” Annika said. “Instead of somebody else.”



Moor was in the wall-hall when I went to tell him about the wagons. He was at his roster board with his chalk, and he listened without turning around.

“Since spring,” he said when I’d finished. “The relief wagons started coming in spring. Right after the first early tide. They come every week or so. More since the bells started coming fast.”

“Do you know what happens to the people they take?”

“I know they don’t come back.” He put the chalk down. He turned around. His weathered face looked tired in a way it hadn’t the night of the bell. “I’ve got a town with forty crewmen on the wall and a camp of two hundred outside the gate and enough grain to feed the town till the first frost. Not the camp. The town. I wrote to Morvant for grain for the camp. I got bread wagons with an anchor painted on the side.” He shook his head. “I don’t like it. I’m not stupid. Nobody gives bread away in a famine for nothing. But you tell me what I’m supposed to do, northerner. Tell me what I’m supposed to say to a man whose children are hungry when the only bread in the Ford is on a wagon going south.”

I didn’t have an answer.

He nodded slowly. As if I’d said something.

“That’s what I’ve got too,” he said, and turned back to his board.

On my way out I found Tib on the wall-hall flagstones by the door.

The cutter had seen him and sent him off with a twist of yarrow for his gran and a promise to come by at noon, and instead of going home he’d stayed, crouched on his heels over a stub of chalk somebody had dropped. He’d drawn three marks on the stones in front of him. A short straight line. A slash. A circle.

They were mine. He’d copied them off the parapet, where I’d chalked the whole seaward walk the morning of the bell. He’d got the slash backward.

“What are they?” he said, without looking up. “Everybody on the wall walks round them. Nobody knows what they say.”

I crouched down beside him, which my shoulder didn’t thank me for.

“Short line’s sound stone,” I said. “Means you can put your weight there. Slash is rot. Don’t stand on it, don’t lean on it, don’t tie a rope to it. Circle’s a crack I want to watch.” I took the chalk out of his fingers and turned his slash the right way round. “Leans this way. Same way the rot runs.”

He took the chalk back and drew all three again underneath, careful, his tongue in the corner of his mouth. Then he drew one more on his own: a line with an arrow on the end.

“What’s that one?”

“That’s mine,” he said. “That’s the way out.”

I looked at it a while. It was a better mark than half the ones I’d invented.

“Keep it,” I said. “It’s a good mark.”



Elka came up the loft stair that night.

I heard her coming from the bottom of the ladder. Brannick had closed the Bell an hour before, but the street door was still unbarred for the night watch to come and go, and she’d come in through it and up the back way. Her boots on the rungs. A pause at the top. Then a knock on our door that wasn’t really a knock, more a single flat-palmed slap.

Annika was asleep, or was doing a very good job of looking like it. I got up and took the bar off and opened the door.

Elka was sitting on the top rung of the ladder-stair, with her back against the wall and her knees up. She’d changed out of her wall-leathers into a loose linen shirt that fell off one shoulder, freckles all down it, and a pair of old trousers rolled to the calf. Her feet were bare. Her braid was half undone, the red hair loose and wild around her face, and in the light from our doorway she looked younger than she did on the wall, and much more tired.

She had a bottle in one hand. It was about a third gone.

She looked up at me, and the grin came, but it came slow.

“Clerk.”

“Elka.”

“You asked me something. In the Bell. You said you’d hold me to it.” She held up the bottle and looked at it as if it had told her something disappointing. “I’m not drunk enough yet.”

“That’s all right.”

“No. It’s not.” She put the bottle down on the rung beside her. She looked at the dark ladder-well below her for a while. When she spoke again the pit-crier and the laugh had both gone out of her voice, and what was left was just a woman talking.

“Ostrander,” she said. “That name. The one Coyle said.”

“I saw your face.”

“I know you did. You see everything. It’s very annoying.” She almost smiled. “Harl Ostrander’s who I bought myself out of.”

She let that sit.

I didn’t say anything. I sat down on the floor of the loft’s doorway, across from her on her rung, and waited. From the bed behind me, I felt Annika not be asleep at all.

“Ask me the rest when I’m drunker,” Elka said.

She stood up. She was steady on her feet. She wasn’t anywhere near drunk.

She picked the bottle up off the rung and held it out to me. When I took it her fingers stayed on the neck a moment longer than they needed to, warm against mine.

“Keep that,” she said. “I’ll need it back later.”

Then she went down the ladder in the dark, barefoot, and I heard the street door close behind her.

I sat in the doorway with her bottle in my hand.

“Well,” Annika said from the bed. “That’s a woman with a story.”

“That’s a woman with a pit-master,” I said.


Chapter 8: Breakline

The drop-gate took three days to build, and by the second day I wasn’t building it alone.

I hadn’t asked for help. I’d gone down to the funnel at dawn the morning after the relief wagons left, with my left arm still strapped to my chest and Tib trotting behind me carrying a bag of chalk and a coil of line he could barely lift, and I’d started marking out salvage on the beach below the river-arm where the sea had been leaving wrecked ships for a hundred years.

By midmorning there were six crewmen on the beach with me. Nobody had told them to come. They’d just come down the wall-stair, one and then another, and stood around watching me chalk a hull-rib until one of them said, “That one?” and I said, “That one,” and he went and got a saw.

By the second morning there were fifteen.

The idea was simple. The funnel at the leaning stretch worked, and it would go on working, because the arms of rubble didn’t care how many beasts came down them. But the mouth was the problem. Fifteen feet wide, and everything the tide had came through it to the line. Four spears could hold it. Four spears could also die holding it, the way Corm had.

So: a gate. A door you open and close; a gate you drop.

We built it from ship-timber. Hull-ribs, mostly, curved oak as thick as my thigh, salvaged off the beach and sawn and pinned together into a frame that could cover the funnel’s mouth. Iron spikes along its bottom edge, hammered out of old anchor-chain at the wall’s forge. It weighed about what a shellback weighed. That was the point.

It hung over the mouth on a timber gallows the crews raised on the rubble’s inner end, a great A-frame of two masts lashed and pinned, with a crossbeam across the top. A rope ran from the gate up over the crossbeam and down the other side to a counterweight.

The counterweight was a boulder. Basalt, from the drop, in a cargo net I’d bought off a chandler in the Ford’s back lanes for a price that made Annika audit me.

“Explain the boulder,” she said, standing on the rubble with her arms folded while four crewmen hauled the net up onto its platform.

“The boulder lifts the gate,” I said. “Without it, it takes twenty men to raise that thing. With it, it takes four. After it drops, we reset it.”

“And to drop it?”

I showed her the trigger. It was a short iron blade on a pivot, set against the rope where it ran off the crossbeam, with a cord tied to its handle that ran down the gallows’ leg to a cleat at the bottom. Pull the cord, and the blade swung and cut the rope. Gate drops. Boulder drops too, harmlessly, on its own side. It’s not complicated.

“One man fires it,” I said. “Four men reset it. And whatever’s standing in the mouth when it drops stops standing.”

“How many times have you built one of these?”

“This is the first.”

She looked at the gate hanging over the mouth. She looked at the boulder in its net. She looked at me.

“It’ll work,” I said.

“I know it’ll work,” she said. “I’m auditing the chandler. You overpaid for that net by two marks.”



On the third morning Annika took my sling off.

She did it in the loft, with me sitting on the edge of the bed and her standing between my knees, and she did it carefully, thoroughly, and without asking whether I was ready. She unwound the strapping. She put one hand on my shoulder and the other under my elbow and lifted my arm out to the side, watching my face.

It hurt, though not the way it had: a deep stiff ache, a joint that remembered being wrenched and wanted me to remember it too.

“Up,” she said. “Over your head.”

I put it over my head.

“Now around.”

I went around. It caught at the top. I breathed through it and kept going.

“You’ll do,” she said. “No heavy levering for a few days. No hanging off anything. Drill it.” She let go of my arm and stepped back, and for a moment she just looked at me, sitting there shirtless on the edge of the bed with my arm in the air like a man asking a question in school. Her mouth twitched. “You look ridiculous.”

“I look healed.”

“You look healed and ridiculous,” she said, and kissed the bad shoulder once, lightly, before she went to find her boots.



Elka taught me to set a spear that afternoon.

It was her idea. She’d been watching me work on the gate for three days with a look on her face I couldn’t read, and when I came down off the gallows that afternoon with chalk on my hands she was waiting at the bottom with two practice spears.

“You fight with a bar,” she said. “Fine. You’re good with it. But you stand next to me on a line, you need to know what I’m doing. What setting is. Otherwise you’ll get in the way.”

“I don’t get in the way.”

“You got in the way of a shellback wedge,” she said. “Which I’m grateful for. But next time I’d like to know you’re coming.” She tossed me a spear. I caught it with my right hand and my left shoulder grumbled. “Come on. Wall-yard.”

The wall-yard was empty at that hour. She took me into the middle of it and planted her own spear’s butt in the sand.

“Everybody thinks the spear holds the line,” she said. “It doesn’t. A spear’s just a stick. You can’t hold anything with a stick. Watch.”

She set.

She did it slowly so I could see. Butt into the sand behind her right heel, angled back. Her right foot planted on top of the butt, pinning it down. Her left foot forward. The shaft angled up and out in front of her, point at about chest height on something charging. Her front hand loose on the shaft, guiding. Her back hand low, near the butt, pressing it into the ground. Her weight forward, leaning into the angle, so the line of her body continued the line of the spear.

“Now,” she said. “Push it.”

I put my hand on the spear’s head and pushed.

It didn’t move. I pushed harder. It didn’t move. I leaned all my weight on it, my bad shoulder protesting, and it didn’t move an inch, and she stood behind it with her feet planted and barely looked like she was trying.

“See?” she said. “I’m not holding that. The ground’s holding that. The butt’s in the dirt, and the dirt goes all the way down, and the dirt doesn’t move. All I’m doing is aiming it.” She grinned. “You don’t hold the line. The ground holds the line. You just aim it.”

I looked at her, and at the spear, and at the angle of it into the sand.

“It’s a shore,” I said.

“A what?”

“A raking shore. When a wall’s leaning and you need to hold it up, you put a beam against it at an angle, with the foot of the beam braced into the ground. The beam doesn’t hold the wall. The ground holds the wall. The beam just carries the load from one to the other.” I walked around her, looking at the spear from the side. “Your foot on the butt is the sole plate. Your back hand’s the cleat. The angle’s everything. Too steep and it skids. Too flat and it buckles.”

She was staring at me.

“That’s,” she said. “That’s exactly. Nobody’s ever said it like that.”

“It’s the only language I’ve got.”

“Show me, then. Rigger.” She stepped out from behind her spear. “Set it.”

I set it badly.

The butt skidded in the sand on the first try. The angle was too steep. On the second try it was too flat and when she pushed on it the shaft bowed and the point dipped. On the third try I got the angle and forgot the foot, and she kicked the butt out from under me and the whole thing fell over.

She laughed until she was hanging off her own spear.

“You build walls,” she said, wiping her eyes. “You build walls for a living.”

“I knock walls down for a living.”

“That I believe.”

I set it again. This time I thought about it like a shore. The foot first. Find the ground. Then the angle. Then the lean, the body continuing the line. Then I stopped thinking and let my hands do it the way they’d done it ten thousand times with timber.

She pushed. It held.

She pushed harder. It held.

She stopped laughing.

She came around behind me and put her hands on my hips and moved them, a finger’s width, forward. Her body was close against my back, warm and solid. I felt the heavy press of her breasts against my shoulder blades through her jerkin and my shirt. Her breath was on my neck.

“Lean in more,” she said, low. “Like you mean it.”

I leaned in more.

She pushed on the spear from the front. It didn’t move.

“Huh,” she said quietly. She stood there with her hands still on my hips a moment longer than she needed to. Then she let go and stepped back. “You’re getting it.”

“Badly.”

“Badly better,” she said. “That’s how everybody gets it.”



Annika came down to the wall-butts the next day to watch Elka throw.

The wall-butts were at the far end of the wall-yard, a row of straw targets on posts against the inner face of the seaward wall, for crews to practice throwing spears. Elka was the best thrower on the wall, everyone said, and she’d been saying so herself since the bell, loudly, and at some point between the second day and the third she’d made the mistake of saying so in front of Annika.

“Fifty paces,” Elka said. “Loser buys the round.”

“Fine,” Annika said.

Elka threw first. She took her stance, drew back, and threw, and the spear went out in a flat hard arc and hit the straw butt dead center with a thump that shook the post.

She turned around grinning.

Annika strung her bow, nocked, drew, and put an arrow through the hole Elka’s spear-point had made. It went through the straw and out the back and stuck quivering in the basalt behind the target.

Elka stopped grinning.

“Seventy,” she said.

They went back to seventy. Elka threw. It hit the butt, high and left of center. Annika put an arrow dead center.

“Hundred.”

At a hundred paces Elka’s spear hit the butt’s edge and stuck at a drunk angle. Annika put two arrows in the center, one after the other, so fast I heard both strings before the first hit.

“That’s rigged,” Elka said.

“It’s not rigged,” Annika said.

“The wind’s wrong for a spear. It’s blowing straight off the sea. Spears catch wind, arrows don’t.”

“The wind’s the same for both of us.”

“It’s not the same. You’re shooting lighter. Lighter’s faster. Faster’s less wind. Rigged.” Elka held up two fingers. “Also the targets favor arrows. Arrows make little holes. Little holes look like center. My spear makes a big hole. A big hole looks like it’s all over the place.”

“That’s not how holes work.”

“Three.” Elka held up a third finger. “You’ve got that skill. The Pathfinder thing. You can see the air move, you said. You’re cheating with your eyes.”

“I’m shooting with my eyes. That’s the point of eyes.”

“Four.” Fourth finger. “You’ve been practicing. I can tell. Nobody shoots like that without practicing. That’s unfair.”

Annika looked at her. Elka looked back, red-faced, four fingers in the air, totally serious.

And Annika smiled.

The full smile, the one that changes her whole face and makes her green eyes go bright and crinkled at the corners. The one I’d only ever seen when she was looking at me, or at a good bow, or at a contract that paid twice what it should. She smiled at Elka like that, wide and open, and the echo carried a little burst of something warm and surprised.

Elka saw it. I watched her see it. She lowered her four fingers.

“I’ll buy the round,” Elka said.

“Yes,” Annika said. “You will.”



The slate fell out of Elka’s belt-pouch that evening, at gear-check on the wall.

We were sitting on the parapet at the leaning stretch, the three of us, going over kit before the light went: Annika re-fletching arrows, Elka re-wrapping her forearms, me oiling the drop-gate’s trigger pivot. Elka leaned over to reach for her spare wrap and the pouch at her belt tipped, and a small wooden slate slid out of it and clattered onto the wall-walk at my feet.

I picked it up. It was a hunter-slate, the kind Annika carried, a sliver of stone set in wood. It had lit up when it hit the stone. I didn’t mean to read it. I read it anyway. I read everything.

Elka reached for it. Then she stopped with her hand out, and looked at my face, and didn’t take it.

She let me read it.

[ELKA CORRAN. LEVEL 22. CLASS: LANCER. RANK: D. BREAKLINE: SEALED.]

Level twenty-two. Higher than me. Higher than Annika. A woman who’d fought four years in pits and four more on walls had a level to show for it.

And one word at the end of the panel that didn’t belong on a slate.

Sealed.

I held it out to her. She took it. She looked at it in her hand for a moment, then put it back in the pouch and pulled the drawstring tight.

“Breakline,” she said, before I could ask.

Annika had stopped fletching.

Elka was quiet for a while. She looked out at the flats going gold in the sunset, at the V of rubble below us, at the drop-gate hanging over the funnel’s mouth on its gallows. When she talked, she didn’t laugh first.

“It’s a charge,” she said. “A Lancer’s charge. The big one. You set, and then instead of letting the thing come to you, you go to it. Everything you’ve got. Your body and your spear, one line, and the skill takes the line and throws you down it like a ram. Faster than you could ever run. Harder than you could ever hit.” She put her hand flat on the parapet. “I could go through a shellback with it. Through. In the front and out the back.”

“Two cycles back,” I said.

She nodded. “Shellback wedge. Three of them, like the other night. On the river-arm. They had a wall crew pinned against a broken patch, six men, no way out. And I was the only one close enough.” She shrugged, very small. “So I Breaklined the wedge. Went through the lead one. And it was good, it was the best one I’d ever done, I came out the other side and the other two were turning to come at the crew and I just… kept going. Set again. Charged again. Through the second one.” Her hand was flat on the stone. “And the third one.”

“How many can you do?” Annika asked quietly.

“Two,” Elka said. “Two in a day, if I’ve slept and eaten. That’s what my body can carry. I did three before anyone could have stopped me. And then I don’t remember much. They told me I lay on the river-arm and bled out of my nose and my ears and my eyes. They told me Brannick came down with the cutter and the cutter said I’d be dead by morning.” She took her hand off the stone. “I wasn’t. I woke up four days later and I was fine. And I picked up my spear and set it and reached for Breakline and it wasn’t there.”

“Sealed,” I said.

“Sealed. Locked. My class did it. That’s what classes do, the Guild says. They protect you from yourself.” She laughed, finally, short and bitter. “Like a door in my own body, and somebody else has the key, and the somebody else is me.” She looked at me. “I’ve been the best spear on this wall for two cycles with my best move locked away. And I can’t get it back. And nobody can tell me how. And every bell I set my feet and reach for it anyway because my body doesn’t know it’s gone.” She looked at the place in the funnel’s mouth where she’d gone down on one knee. “You saw.”

“I saw.”

She waited. I think she was waiting for me to say something about it. To be sorry. To tell her it would come back. To tell her I could fix it.

I didn’t know if I could. Annika’s cap had been the ladder’s. This was something else.

“Show me what it was,” I said.



She showed me in the wall-yard, at dusk, with nobody else there.

She took her real spear, not a practice one, and stood at one end of the yard facing a straw butt at the other end, forty paces off. She set. I watched her set and I watched it closely, and I saw her body do the thing I’d seen it do in the funnel: drop lower, wider, the spear’s butt tucked tight against her hip instead of planted in the sand, her compact weight sinking down behind the point.

“Half,” she said. “Without it. Just what I’ve got.”

She went.

It was fast. It was very fast. She covered the forty paces in a handful of strides, her braid streaming behind her, her spear and her body one line, just as she’d said, and she hit the straw butt with the spear-point and her full weight and the post cracked and leaned.

It was a good charge. Any spear on any wall would have been proud of it.

I watched her body at the end of it, as she came to a stop with the spear buried in the straw, and I saw what I’d seen in the funnel. At about the twentieth pace, her stride had changed. Gone longer. Her weight had pitched forward past where it should have been, braced to be carried. Her body had been waiting for something to take over.

And nothing had.

She’d caught herself. She’d finished the charge on her own legs.

“There,” I said. “Twenty paces. That’s where it was.”

She pulled her spear out of the straw and turned around. Her face was flushed from the run, freckles dark against pink.

“How do you know that?”

“Your body leaned into it. Like a man stepping on a stair that isn’t there.”

She tucked the spear under her arm and didn’t answer for a breath.

“Every time,” she said. “Every time I charge. Twenty paces. I feel it. Like missing a step in the dark.”

“It’s still there,” I said. “Your body still knows exactly where it goes. It’s locked, not gone.”

She looked at me across the darkening yard for a while before she answered.

“Locked’s worse,” she said. “Gone, I could stop reaching for.”



The spill came the next afternoon, a day of hot sun and no wind, with the bell nowhere near due and every line on the tide-board days away from it.

It was small. Small for the Ford, anyway. Annika saw it first from the tower, a brown smear on the flats coming in off the Gullet with no bell and no warning, and by the time the tower’s watch rang the hand-bell for crews it was halfway to the wall.

We were at the funnel in two minutes. Elka was in the mouth before I got there, of course, with three spears beside her. I took the gallows. Tib came running up the rubble with a water-skin and I sent him back down so fast his too-big boots nearly came off.

“Spill,” said the crewman next to me on the gallows platform, peering out. “Between bells. We don’t get spills between bells.”

“You got one on the Saltway causeway not two weeks back,” I said.

He looked at me.

“Nobody on the wall heard about that,” he said slowly.

“Somebody did,” I said.

Brinehounds first, as always. A pack of thirty or so. Annika marked their leaders from the tower and dropped them, three at a time now, as easy as breathing. The pack came down the funnel’s arms without its leaders and hit Elka’s line ragged, and Elka’s line killed them.

Then two shellbacks, coming together, side by side but not locked into a wedge, heading for the mouth.

They came down the funnel. The arms of rubble walked them toward the mouth whether they wanted to go there or not. Elka’s line took two steps back, the way we’d drilled it that morning, out from under the gate’s shadow.

The shellbacks came into the mouth.

I pulled the cord.

The iron blade swung on its pivot and cut the rope clean, and the boulder in its net dropped off its platform on the far side of the gallows, and the drop-gate fell.

It fell fast. It was meant to. A shellback’s weight in hull-oak and anchor-iron, falling eight feet onto two animals standing where it had been built to fall. The spikes along its bottom edge went into their backs between the plates, and the gate’s weight came down behind the spikes, and the two shellbacks folded under it and went flat into the mud of the mouth and didn’t move again.

The sound it made was the best sound I’d heard in a month.

Annika’s arrows cleaned up the lashers in the spray. Elka’s line cleaned up the last of the hounds. The spill was over in less time than the bell took to ring. Zero dead on the wall. Two crewmen with bites. Nobody hurt bad.

Four crewmen reset the gate. It took them about as long as it took me to drink the water Tib brought back up the rubble.

I sat down on the gallows platform with the water-skin and felt something come up through me, slow and warm, that I hadn’t felt since I’d stood on the Rendhaven stone. A thing I’d built. A thing I’d drawn and chalked and argued about and paid too much for a net to hold up. It had worked the way I’d said it would, first time, and men who’d have died under those shellbacks were standing on the rubble below me laughing.

Moor read the stone in the late afternoon. The wall-stone recorded the spill to the crews on the wall. It recorded the two shellbacks under the gate to me.

[DAVIN KOLT. LEVEL 15.]



When we went into the Bell for a drink after the reading, there was already a new line on the tide-board. The crews had gotten there first.

It was halfway down the left column, under the bets for the next bell, in three different hands. Somebody had chalked: CLERK. Under it, somebody else: HOW MANY TIDES BEFORE HE DROPS SOMETHING ELSE. And under that, a column of numbers and names, laid out like the bell bets.

TWO, said one. ONE, said three others. NEXT ONE, said Brannick’s square capitals, with a mark beside it showing the house was taking that one at short odds.

“They’re betting on me,” I said.

“They’re betting on you dropping things,” Annika said. “It’s a compliment. In the Ford.”

“Is it?”

“Elka’s on the board,” Annika said. “Nobody here bets on things they don’t like.”



We went back up to the wall at sunset to check the gate’s reset, and Elka sat on a merlon.

It was at the leaning stretch, above the funnel, with the sun going down red behind the dunes and the wall-crews below us dragging the last dead hounds out of the mouth. She climbed up onto the merlon’s broad top and sat on it with her legs swinging over the inner side, facing the wall-walk and facing us, with her back to the flats. Then she unlaced her jerkin.

She did it one cross of cord at a time, without looking at her hands. She was looking at me.

“Hot,” she said, to nobody in particular.

The jerkin came open to her sternum. Underneath it she wore nothing. She pulled the two sides apart a little to let the air in and leaned back on her hands on the merlon’s top, and the open laces fell away to either side of the deep freckled valley between her breasts. Her skin was pink from the fight and slick with sweat. The freckles went down, further than the open leather would let me follow. The heavy curves of her breasts pushed against the edges of the open leather, held in by nothing but the angle of the jerkin and her own lack of concern.

My cock went hard so fast I had to shift my weight on the flagstones.

Elka didn’t look at me. She looked at Annika, who was sitting on the wall-walk below her with her back against the parapet, re-stringing her bow.

“He’s staring,” Elka said.

Annika didn’t look up from her bow. “He stares at walls like that too.”

“Walls don’t stare back,” Elka said, and grinned at me over the top of her open jerkin, eyes bright and wicked.

I realized, standing there with my face hot and my body completely on her side, that she’d chosen that merlon on purpose. The wall-crews working the funnel below couldn’t see the inner face of it. Nobody on the wall-walk could see it except the three of us. She’d worked out every sightline on that wall before she’d untied a single lace.

Annika finished stringing her bow. She tested the draw. Then she looked up at Elka on the merlon, a long level look, a scout reading new ground.

“Lace up,” she said. “You’ll catch cold.”

“I never catch cold.”

“Then lace up because I said so.”

Elka laughed and laced up. Slowly. Still looking at me.



We were coming down the wall-stair at dusk when Annika stopped on the stair with one hand on the parapet and her eyes already out past the funnel. She was looking past the gate, out across the flats toward the south, where the tide road ran between the mud and the dunes.

“Davin.”

I looked where she looked. I saw nothing but the flats going gray.

“Catchers,” she said. “Half a mile out. Four of them. And a sled.”

Elka came back up the stair beside us.

Annika narrated it for us, quietly, as if it were a trail. Four men with goad-hooks, out on the flats in the dusk where the spill had come from. One of the shellbacks from the spill hadn’t come to the wall; it had gone down in a channel, stunned or hurt, and was lying there. The catchers had a net over it. They were working it with the hooks, prodding, pulling, getting it to drag itself onto the sled. Now four men were hauling the sled with the shellback on it toward the south. Toward the tide road. Toward Morvant.

“They’re harvesting the tide,” Elka said, low.

I watched the place where Annika said they were, a gray nothing going dark.

“They’re not harvesting,” I said. “They’re farming.”


Chapter 9: Morvant

“Open,” said the crewman on the pole-barrier, at dawn on the tenth day after the bell.

He said it in exactly the same voice he’d used to say “closed” for twelve days, lifted the pole, and went back to looking at the tide road running south between the dunes and the drying flats.

Dunmore had his train moving inside an hour.

He’d waited out the closed road in the Ford with the patience of a man who’d waited out roads for nineteen years, and he’d spent the wait doing what careful men do: greasing axles, mending harness, and counting his wagons every morning to make sure none of them had wandered off. Eleven wagons. He’d sold the cable off wagon eight’s wreck to Moor for the Ford’s wall and counted that too.

“Last leg,” he said to us at the far gate, with his hand-slate out. “Ford to Morvant. Half a day if the road’s dry, a day if it’s not. Same rate as the rest.”

“Paid both ways,” Annika said.

“Paid the way I’ve done it,” Dunmore said, and entered us.

We weren’t leaving the Ford for long. The next bell was eleven days off by every line on the tide-board, and Moor had made it very clear that when it rang he expected to see the clerk on his gallows and Elka in his funnel and the Pathfinder on his tower. But eleven days was long enough to finish an escort and see a city. And I’d been looking at the tide road for the better part of two weeks, and I wanted to see where it went.

Elka came with us. She didn’t ask. She just turned up at the far gate with her spear over one shoulder and a pack on her back and announced that someone had to show the northerners where not to step in Morvant, and it might as well be the person who’d stepped in all of it.

We brought trophies. Shellback plate from the spill, sawn into slabs, three of them wrapped in sacking in the back of wagon five. A bale of lasher hide, cured on the Ford’s racks. Morvant’s chandlers paid well for both, Elka said. The Ford’s chandlers paid badly for both, because the Ford’s chandlers knew you couldn’t take them anywhere else.

Tib came to the far gate to see us off. His grandmother was sitting up now, in a cot at the back of the wall-hall where Moor’s cutter could keep an eye on her, and she’d stopped coughing blood.

“You’re coming back,” Tib said. It wasn’t a question.

“Before the bell,” I said.

“Bring me something from Morvant.”

“Like what?”

He didn’t know. He looked at Elka, as if she would.

“Carry water for the crews every day we’re gone,” Elka said, “and I’ll bring you sugar bread. The good kind, off the harbor stalls, with the burnt sugar on top.” She pointed her spear at the wall-stair. “Go carry water.”

He went.



The tide road was sand and shell-grit packed hard by a hundred years of wheels, running along a ribbon of high ground between the dunes on our right and the flats on our left. The flats were draining after the bell. Channels ran seaward in silver threads. The salt-crust had dried white in the sun.

We weren’t the first on the road.

A mile out of the Ford I saw them: two long parallel grooves cut into the soft crust at the road’s seaward edge, narrow, deep, running south. Runner tracks. A sled had been dragged along the road’s margin, heavily loaded, sinking deep. I didn’t have to measure. I measured anyway.

Three feet and a finger.

“Catchers’ sled,” I said to Annika.

“Fresh,” she said. “This morning. Before the barrier lifted.”

“The barrier’s not for them.”

“No,” she said. “The barrier’s for everybody else.”

Dunmore’s wheels rolled over the runner tracks all the way to Morvant. I watched them all the way. Every mile. They never turned off.



A low continuous roar came over the dunes as the road climbed a long slope away from the flats, like surf that never drew back, and for half a mile I took it for the sea.

It didn’t break or rest between waves. It was steady, and it was a city.

We came over the crest of the slope at noon and I stopped walking.

Morvant sat on cliffs.

They were white-gray, salt-crusted, sheer, rising two hundred feet straight up out of a bay of black water. The city had been built on top of them and down the face of them and into them, stacked and layered and terraced like something a child might build with blocks if the child had been very patient and somewhat mad. Stone buildings at the top, big ones, with towers and domes and long colonnaded fronts. Below them, clinging to the cliff-face on ledges and terraces cut into the rock, narrower buildings, taller, leaning out over the drop. Below those, at the foot of the cliffs, crammed onto the strip of land between the rock and the harbor, a tangle of roofs so dense I couldn’t see the streets between them.

And everywhere, cranes.

I’ve worked with cranes. I’ve rigged them, inspected them, cursed them, and once watched one fall over in a high wind and take a third-floor wall with it. I love cranes the way some men love horses. Morvant had more cranes than I’d seen in my life. Timber cranes on the harbor docks, swinging cargo off ships. Great treadwheel cranes on the cliff-tops, hoisting loads up two hundred feet from the harbor on ropes as thick as my arm. Smaller cranes on every terrace, lifting stone and timber and barrels from one level to the next. The whole city was rigged. It moved up and down its own face on ropes and pulleys like a ship moves on its rigging.

“Look at that,” I said. “Look at those treadwheels. Look at the way they’ve stepped the hoists so each one only lifts a third of the cliff, and then the next one takes it. Look at that counterweight on the big one, it’s a whole cart full of stone. Somebody here knows what they’re doing.”

“He’s happy,” Elka said to Annika.

“He’s very happy,” Annika said. “He gets like this about cranes.”

“How often does he see cranes?”

“Not often enough, apparently.”

I didn’t care. I stood on the crest of the dune and looked at a city that held itself up by rope and stone and good engineering, and something in me that had been tight since the relief wagons let go a little.

Then I looked to the left.

Where the cliffs ended at the south side of the bay, there was a wall. It was a dam, a huge curved barrier of stone and timber, as tall as the cliffs, built across the mouth of something. A dark gap in the land behind it, a ravine or a gorge, and the wall sealed it off from the harbor.

Along the wall’s top, I could see figures. Hundreds of them. Banners. Spear-points catching the sun.

“The Sluice,” Elka said. “The Teeming’s main mouth. The big one. Everything that comes out of the Teeming on this side comes out there. They walled it a hundred years ago and they’ve been holding it ever since.” She pointed at the banners. “Mercenary companies. The city hires them by the season. Every company on that wall gets paid by the beast.”

The mark had been quiet on the road. It woke now, looking at the Sluice, and what it gave me was warmth rather than pull, the same small knock it had given me at the Gullet.

Same thing. Bigger door.



The Delvers’ Guild hall in Morvant was on the cliff-top in Upper Morvant, and it was three times the size of Rendhaven’s.

That’s not an exaggeration. I paced it. A hall the length of a city block, stone-built, high-roofed, with windows along both sides and a floor of polished granite. Three contract boards instead of one, each the size of a barn door, two of them covered in postings, the third half bare. Crews everywhere. Hundreds of them. Sitting at long tables, standing in knots, lining up at a row of clerk windows that ran down one whole wall. Ranks I’d never seen in Rendhaven: C-sigils as common as D’s, B-sigils at half the tables, and one woman by the far door with an A on her shoulder that nobody found remarkable.

The great stone stood at the hall’s far end.

Stone was the wrong word. It was a tower, a single column of the same pale crystal-veined rock as Rendhaven’s gate stone, but three times as tall, rising out of a stone cradle in the floor nearly to the hall’s roof-beams. Light moved in it slowly, up and down, like something breathing. Every few minutes someone would put their hand on its base and the light would climb up out of the stone and print a panel in the air above them, a deed recorded, a level gained, and nobody in the hall would look up.

I went to the clerk windows to log our transfer.

The clerk was a narrow young man with ink on his fingers and a ledger the size of a door in front of him. He didn’t look up. He held out his hand for my transfer-record, and I gave it to him, and he copied it into his ledger without reading it. He held out his hand for Annika’s. Copied it. Elka was already registered here from years back; he found her in an older ledger and stamped it.

“Logged,” he said. “Next.”

He never once raised his eyes.

I stood there for a moment, waiting for something. A laugh. A comment. Somebody to read the word uncatalogued out loud and ask what it meant. In Rendhaven the hall had laughed at my sheet. In the Ford the hall had laughed at my sheet’s forgery. Here, the clerk had copied it into a ledger and never looked at it at all.

Nobody laughed. Nobody looked.

Morvant was too big to misread anyone. It simply didn’t read them.

I started laughing. I stood at the clerk window and laughed, quietly at first and then not quietly, and the clerk looked up for the first time and frowned at me and said “Next” again, louder.

“What’s funny?” Elka demanded as Annika steered me away. She was scowling. She looked furious. “What’s funny about that? He didn’t even look at you. He didn’t even read it. You dropped a wall on a tide, you built a gate that killed two shellbacks, and he copied you into a book like you were a sack of grain.” She glared back at the clerk window. “That’s insulting. That’s insulting to you.”

“It’s perfect,” I said.

“It’s insulting.”

“Elka.” I stopped walking. “Everywhere I’ve been in this world, the first thing anybody does is read my sheet and decide what I am. Trash. A fraud. A clerk. And I let them, because it’s cover, because a man everybody’s already decided about is a man nobody’s watching.” I looked down the length of the enormous hall, at the hundreds of crews and the three great boards and the tower of a stone breathing light. “This place hasn’t decided anything. It doesn’t know I exist.”

“That’s what I said. It’s insulting.”

“That’s the cheapest cover I’ve ever been handed,” I said.

She looked at me, and then, for help, at Annika.

“Is he always like this?”

“Always,” Annika said. “You get used to it.”

“I don’t want to get used to it,” Elka said. “I want somebody to look at him.” She said it like a threat.



The hall-warden was reading the Teeming’s state to the room when we got back from the windows.

He stood on a low stone dais beside the great stone with a ledger open on a lectern in front of him. Sixties, heavy-set, in a long dark hall coat that looked like it weighed as much as armor. He had tired eyes, deep-set and pouched. When he spoke he didn’t raise his voice and it carried to every corner of a hall the length of a city block, over hundreds of crews, without seeming to try.

“Hall-warden Esk,” Elka murmured. “He doesn’t like anybody. Don’t take it personally.”

“The Teeming,” Esk read, “is breaking records.”

The hall didn’t go quiet. Morvant’s hall didn’t go quiet for anything. But the noise dropped, and heads turned.

“The tide clock runs, historically, forty days between bells. This season the natural gaps have run thirty, then twenty-five, then twenty-one. The road towns north report spills between bells. Hessel Ford reports a bell two days early.” He turned a page. “The tide-readers at the Sluice report that the Teeming’s breath has gone warm. Old men say that’s a sign. I report it because I’m paid to report it, not because I believe old men.”

Somebody laughed. Esk didn’t.

“The upper halls remain workable. Contracts are posted on the second board. Brood-drone culls, hound packs, shellback salvage. Rates are up. Losses are up.” He looked out over the hall. “The deep halls remain closed. Nobody has passed the den-heart.”

He paused there. Then, as if it were simply another line in the ledger:

“The Brood Queen has not been reached in forty years. The last crew to make the attempt are on the plaque by the door. Nobody’s tried since. I don’t recommend it.”

He closed the ledger and stepped down off the dais, and the noise came back up.

I turned and looked at the door.

There was a plaque beside it, set into the stone. Bronze, gone green at the edges, the size of a shield. Names engraved on it in a column. Eight of them. Above the names, two words.

THE DEEP.

I’d stood at the rookie wall on my first morning in Rendhaven and read the chalked names of the dead, painted over every season so the wall would have room for new ones. This was its southern cousin.

“Forty years,” Annika said beside me, low.

“Nobody’s painted over them,” I said. “Nobody’s needed the room.”

Under my sleeve, the mark leaned south and seaward, toward the Sluice and whatever its wall was holding shut.



The Sluice walls were two hundred feet high where they met the cliffs and a hundred and fifty where they curved across the gorge. I walked along the base of them with my hand on the stone until Annika told me people were staring.

The Gray Spears held a stretch near the south end.

I recognized the sergeant before he recognized me. He was on a timber stair up the inside of the wall, a tally-slate in one hand, counting something: barrels, maybe, or men. Scar-lipped, weathered, a professional’s level calm on his face, tide-wall tattoos running up both forearms. He’d stood on a hill-field outside Velgrim Barrow a month ago and told Ferro Brant to fight his own robbery.

He finished his count. He counted it again. Then he looked down the stair and saw me.

He didn’t smile. I don’t think he knew how. But his eyes stayed on me a count longer than they’d stayed on his barrels, a man putting a face back together with something it had done.

“Kolt,” he said.

“Sergeant.”

He came down the stair. He looked at Annika and nodded once. He looked at Elka and her spear and her braid, and his gaze stopped on the brass ring for one count before it moved on.

“Thought you’d be in Rendhaven. Spending that crown.”

“Spent it,” I said. “Came south for more.”

“Most do.” He looked at the salt-crust on our boots. “Ford work?”

“Wall contract. Crown-rate.”

“Good rate. Bad wall.” He tucked his slate under his arm. “The leaning stretch?”

“I dropped it.”

He looked at me with no expression at all.

“Course you did,” he said.

I asked him about the wagons.

“Dark green,” I said. “White anchor over three waves. Long beds. They come down the tide road from the north.”

His face didn’t change. But he glanced up at the wall-walk above us, at the long curve of the Sluice’s top, his own post.

“Every night,” he said. “After dark. They come in off the tide road and go round the end of the Sluice and down the cliff road into Low Morvant.” He paused. “Never up. Never to the hall district. Never to the market. Down.”

“You’ve watched them.”

“I watch everything on this wall,” he said. “I’m paid to. Sometimes I’m paid twice.” He looked at me steadily. “I don’t get paid to wonder where wagons go. So I don’t.” He turned back to his stair. Then he stopped. “You want to know where wagons go, Kolt, you follow them. That’s free advice. It’s the only kind I give.”



I saw Ferro on the way back from the Sluice.

He was on a work platform halfway up the inner face, a long timber shelf where a gang of men were hauling stone in baskets up from the gorge floor and passing it to masons on the wall-walk above. Twenty of them, in a line, under the eyes of four Gray Spears with crossbows. They weren’t in chains. They didn’t need to be. They were on a shelf eighty feet up a wall with nowhere to go.

He was third from the end.

I wouldn’t have known him. That’s the truth of it. He’d lost weight, the prosperous middle going and the broad heavy shoulders gone ropy and hard. His oiled beard was a salt-crusted tangle. His shaved crown had burned red and peeled and burned red again. He wore a laborer’s shirt with the sleeves torn off and his arms were scabbed from the basket-ropes. He was hauling stone, and he was doing it with his head down, steady, a man doing work he knows he’ll be doing for years.

He straightened up to pass a basket and saw me.

His mouth opened. I saw the gap where the gold tooth had been, a dark hole in the front of his grin. It wasn’t a grin anymore.

He looked at me for one second. Maybe two.

Then he looked down first.

He went back to the basket-rope and hauled the next load up and passed it on, and didn’t look up again.

Annika stood beside me on the gorge road. She looked up at him on his shelf. She looked at him exactly as long as it took to be sure it was him and he was real and he was where she’d put him.

She turned away, and I felt something in her shut through the echo, cold and clean and final, like a cellar door dropping closed. She didn’t look at him again.

Elka looked from Annika to the man on the shelf to me. “Who’s that?”

“Somebody who priced people,” I said. “And got the math wrong.”

She looked at Annika’s back, walking away down the gorge road, very straight. She looked at the man hauling stone. She didn’t ask anything else. She just walked after Annika and fell into step beside her, close, not saying anything at all.



The chandler was on the harbor docks at the cliff’s foot, in a stone warehouse full of tar-black rope and men counting money. We came down to it on the long switchback cliff road, past terraces of leaning tenements and crane-stations where treadwheels groaned and ropes as thick as my arm sang overhead, and I made Annika wait while I watched one of the big hoists lift a full cargo net two hundred feet straight up the cliff-face without a wobble.

“You’re doing it again,” Annika said.

“Look at that. They’re running a second rope off the counterweight to brake the descent. That’s beautiful.”

“He’s doing it again,” Elka said.

“He’s always doing it,” Annika said, and took my arm and walked me down the hill.

Dunmore’s train was drawn up on the quay at the bottom, eleven wagons backed against a cloth-merchant’s warehouse, his drivers passing bolts down to men with handcarts. Dunmore stood at the tailboards with his wheel-spoke and his slate, counting bolts out as if each one might try to escape. Osk had his stitched arms in the air again, directing.

“Your leg’s good,” Dunmore said when he saw us. “I’ll pay it when my buyer’s paid me, and not before.” He pointed his spoke up the quay, where three of his wagons were already taking on barrels and crates. “Found a northbound load the hour we rolled in. Salt fish, harbor glass, rope. As far as the Ford and no further. I’ll sit there till the tides settle.”

“Not Rendhaven?”

“Not in a season like this.” He looked out at the black harbor water as if it had personally offended him. “I’m not running the causeway north with the flats spitting tides out of turn. I lost a wagon to it already. I’d rather wait behind the Ford’s walls.” He considered me. “With a man on them who knows how to drop things.”

We pulled the shellback plate and the lasher bale out of wagon five and carried them along the quay to the chandler’s.

The chandler was a heavy man with a heavy beard and the expression of someone who had never once paid full price for anything in his life. He turned our shellback plate over twice, sniffed the lasher hide, and named a price.

Elka laughed in his face.

It was a short sharp bark, the laugh you give a man who’s just told you something so stupid you can’t believe he said it out loud.

“That’s an insult,” she said. “That’s an insult to me, to my crew, to the shellback, and to the shellback’s mother.” She put one boot up on the chandler’s counting-table and leaned on her knee. The jerkin’s laces creaked. The chandler’s eyes went exactly where every man’s eyes go, and stayed there. “That’s Ford plate. Off the leaning stretch. Off the spill. You know what’s been happening at the Ford?”

“I hear things,” said the chandler, looking at her face with an effort.

“Then you know the Ford’s had two spills and a bell in two weeks and every chandler from here to the river’s been begging for plate. And you know this.” She slapped the top slab. “Look at it. Look at the thickness. Look at the seam-line. That’s a shellback that lived ten years. Do you know how hard it is to kill a ten-year shellback without cracking its plate?”

“Very,” said the chandler.

“Very,” Elka agreed. “It took a gate. A big gate. This man built it.” She jerked her head at me. “So you’re going to pay for gate-plate. Not Ford plate. Gate-plate.”

“There’s no such thing as gate-plate.”

“There is now,” Elka said. “Double.”

They went at it for a quarter of an hour. I watched it the way I’d watched her spar. She was magnificent. She shouted, she laughed, she threatened to take the plate to his rival across the dock and named the rival, she pounded the counter, she leaned in close enough that the chandler started sweating, she called him a thief, a pirate, a fishmonger’s disappointing son. He gave ground a coin at a time. She took every coin. At the end she walked out of the warehouse with a purse half again what he’d first offered and the chandler sitting behind his counter looking like a man who’d been robbed and enjoyed it.

“Where did you learn that?” Annika said, outside, with something in her voice I hadn’t heard her use on Elka before. Respect. Professional, careful, real.

“The warrens,” Elka said. “You learn to haggle when everything costs more than you’ve got.” She counted the purse into three piles on a bollard. “Even. Three ways.”

Annika looked at the three piles. She counted them with her eyes, all three, twice.

“Even,” she said.



We took a room in a harbor inn for the night, a narrow tall place wedged between two warehouses with a view of the black water from its one window. The room had two beds. Elka took one and announced that she snored and that we should be grateful for the warning. Annika and I took the other.

At dusk I stood at the window and looked out over the harbor.

Ships at anchor, dark against the darker water, lanterns at their mastheads. The cranes along the dock gone still for the night, black shapes against the sky like the skeletons of enormous birds. Above me, two hundred feet up the cliff, the windows of Upper Morvant coming alight one by one, and somewhere up there among them, the great hall with its three boards and its tower of a stone.

I wanted that stone.

The rank, yes. But what I kept seeing was the clerk’s ink-stained fingers copying me into his ledger without a glance, and a green bronze plaque by the door with eight names on it that nobody had needed to paint over in forty years, and room under THE DEEP for a line that was a deed instead of a name. One day that clerk was going to stop halfway down a page because he’d finally read what his hand was writing, and Esk was going to turn a page in his ledger he’d stopped expecting to turn.

Morvant hadn’t noticed me yet. Fine. I’d been noticed late my whole life, and the late ones always noticed hardest.

From the bed behind me, Annika caught the want of it through the echo. She didn’t say anything.

“Clerk.”

Elka had gone to the door. She stood in it with her spear in one hand and her braid over her shoulder and a look on her face I hadn’t seen there before. Neither laughing nor quiet. Something in between, something tight and bright and wound up, like a spring before it goes.

“Come on,” she said. “Both of you. Bring your weapons.”

“Where?”

She led us down the inn’s back stair and out into a lane that ran along the cliff-foot behind the warehouses, and along the lane to a place where a stair went down into the ground. It was no cellar stair: wide, stone, worn into dips by more feet than I could count, going down into the dark under the cliff. Torches burned in brackets on its walls, getting smaller as it went down.

From below, a sound came up. Voices. A lot of them. A roar that rose and fell like surf.

And a smell. Sawdust. Sweat. Smoke.

And blood.

Elka stood at the head of the stair with the torchlight from below catching the red of her braid and the gold in her eyes. She looked down into it without blinking.

“Pit night,” she said. “Stay close and don’t bet on anything that’s still breathing.”


Chapter 10: The Warrens

The stair went down a long way, and the farther it went the older the stone got.

At the top it was Morvant’s work: squared blocks, good mortar, iron torch-brackets bolted into the walls. Forty steps down the blocks got bigger and the mortar got worse. Eighty steps down there was no mortar at all, just huge rough-dressed stones fitted dry, sweating salt. A hundred and twenty steps down I put my hand on the wall and it wasn’t stone anymore.

It was something else. Pale, porous, ridged in long ripples like sand on a beach after the tide goes out. Crusted white with salt. Damp. Warm.

Warm the way a living thing is warm.

“The old dungeon edge,” Elka said, without looking back. “The Teeming used to come all the way up under the cliffs. Before the Sluice. They walled it off and built on top. The warrens are what’s left in between.”

I took my hand off the wall. Under my sleeve, the mark had gone hot.

The roar got louder.



The stair ended at an arch, and through the arch was the pit.

It was a bowl quarried out of the rock in rough steps going down and down to a floor of sand forty feet below the arch where we stood. The steps had been built over with wooden stands, tier after tier of planking on timber trestles, rising from the sand all the way up to the ceiling’s edge. They were packed. Dock workers in tar-stained shirts. Fishwives with their sleeves rolled. Merchants in good coats sitting on cushions they’d brought from home. Sailors off the ships in the harbor. Hundreds of people, shoulder to shoulder, eating and drinking and shouting, and all of them looking down.

The ceiling was the old dungeon’s: that pale rippled stuff, arching overhead like the inside of a shell, sweating. Water dripped from it in places onto the stands and nobody cared. Torches burned in iron rings along every tier and filled the bowl with smoke that hung under the ceiling in a brown haze and stung my eyes. Behind the masonry of the lowest tiers, where the stands didn’t reach, I could see the old walls showing through: salt-crusted, ridged, damp, glistening in the torchlight like the inside of a mouth.

The sand at the bottom was dark in patches. Raked over. Still dark.

Along one side of the bowl, below the lowest tier, there was a row of cages.

Iron. Floor to ceiling bars, set into the rock, each cage the size of a horse stall. There were twenty of them. Most of them had people in them. Men, mostly. Some women. Sitting on the stone floors or standing at the bars, looking out at the sand.

And above it all, at the far end of the bowl, cut into the rock wall high above the sand, was a box.

A balcony, really. A deep alcove carved into the cliff and fronted with a carved wooden rail. It was carpeted. I could see the carpet from across the bowl, a deep red. It was lit by lamps instead of torches, warm and steady, and it had chairs in it, good ones, and a table with bottles on it. From up there you could see everything: the sand, the stands, the cages, every face in the bowl.

Somebody was sitting in it. One man. I couldn’t make out his face from the arch.

“Stay close,” Elka said, and her voice was perfectly normal and light. “Don’t make eye contact with anybody who’s taking bets. Don’t make eye contact with anybody who looks like they’re taking bets. And don’t look at the cages for too long. They notice.”

“Who notices?”

“Everybody,” she said, and went down into the stands.



We found a place on the fourth tier, wedged between a fishwife with a basket of fried eels and three dockers who were already drunk. Annika took the seat on the end, where she could see the arch we’d come through and two more stairs on the far side of the bowl. I sat in the middle. Elka sat on my other side with her spear upright between her knees and her face turned toward the sand.

She didn’t look at the box. I noticed that. Everybody else in the bowl looked at the box at least once a minute. She didn’t look at it at all.

“What’s on?” I asked the fishwife.

She looked at me like I was simple. “Debt-bout.” She pointed at the sand with a fried eel. “Him.”

A man was coming out onto the sand through a gate in the bowl’s floor.

He was a fisherman. You could see it in the way he stood, the rolling stance of a man who’d spent his life in boats. Thick forearms, weathered face, maybe forty. He was carrying a short spear. He held it like an oar.

He’d never been a fighter. You could see that too.

“How much does he owe?” Annika said quietly.

“Twelve marks,” said one of the dockers. “Says on the board.” He jerked his chin at a slate by the arch with chalked columns on it. “Win this, he’s square.”

“Win this against what?”

The docker grinned.

A second gate opened on the other side of the sand, and two brinehounds came out of it.

They didn’t come out running. They came out jerking and stumbling, twisting at the ends of long iron poles with hooks on the end. Goad-hooks. Two men held each pole, handlers in leather aprons, and they were driving the hounds forward with the hooks in the loose skin at the backs of their necks. Every time a hound tried to turn back, a handler jabbed it with the spike end, and something on the spike’s tip flared red, and the hound screamed and lunged forward.

I knew those scars now. Round. The size of a copper mark. In a row.

The handlers got the hounds to the middle of the sand. Then they unhooked them, all at once, and stepped back fast behind a low wall.

The hounds stood there for a moment, crusted and shaking, their milk-white eyes rolling. They were half mad with pain. I could see it in how they moved. Then they smelled the fisherman.

The crowd started to roar.

“How long?” shouted a man two tiers down. “How long, how long?”

The betting slate by the arch had a column for it. Chalked numbers. Counts. The crowd was betting on how long a fisherman with a short spear would last against two goaded brinehounds.

He lasted a count of about forty.

He got the spear into one of them. He did that much. He held it out in front of him like an oar and the first hound ran onto it, as hounds will, and it went in deep, and the crowd roared at that because it meant the count would go higher. Then the second hound came round the side while he was trying to pull the spear back out.

The second hound took him by the thigh and dragged him down, and the spear stayed standing in the first one, quivering, with nobody holding it. The crowd counted the last of it out loud, all together, like children counting out a game of hide, and when the count stopped he’d stopped too.

I made myself watch it all. That was the least I could do.

When it was over, the handlers came out with their goad-hooks and drove the surviving hound back through its gate, and two men with a hand-cart came out and took what was left of the fisherman away, and a boy with a rake came out after them and raked the sand.

The crowd paid out. Coins went from hand to hand all around us. The dockers next to me were laughing. One of them had won.

I sat with my hands flat on my knees.

Something came up from low in my gut and spread out through my chest and down my arms until my hands on my knees felt like they were made of the same iron as the bars on those cages.

This was it. This was the bottom of the stack.

A man owed twelve marks for passage, bread, a roof. So they put him on the sand with a stick and sold tickets to watch how long he took to die.

Annika’s knee pressed against mine. Hard. The echo carried a cold, steady brake, like a hand on a rope. I knew what it meant without words: not here, not with three hundred people between us and the door.

Her knee stayed there after the brake was set, warm and deliberate, the only clean thing in the bowl.

She was right. She was always right about ground.

I sat. I banked it. I learned every face, every gate, every handler.

Then I looked at the cages.



Elka was already looking at them.

She hadn’t looked at the sand during the bout. I’d noticed that too. She’d sat with her spear between her knees and her eyes turned somewhere a little to the left of the fight, at the iron bars along the bowl’s wall, and her face had been calm and pleasant, with nobody behind it.

“Third cage from the left,” she said, so quietly I barely heard her over the crowd. “The man at the bars. Red shirt.”

I looked. A tall thin man in a faded red shirt, holding the bars with both hands, staring at the raked sand.

“Marl Tasker,” she said. “Far bank. He mends nets. He mended my father’s nets.” Her voice didn’t change. “The man sitting behind him is his brother Fen. They came through the gate on the relief wagons. I saw them get on. I didn’t stop them.” She was quiet for a moment. “I didn’t think. I didn’t think it would be this fast.”

A week. A week from a thumbprint on a board to a cage beside a pit.

“Can they see us?” I said.

“No. The torches are between.” She didn’t move. “I’d rather they didn’t.”



The man in the box stood up.

The roar dropped. The bowl was never silent, but it came down. Heads turned toward the box all around us. The fishwife beside me put down her eels.

He came to the box’s carved rail and stood there with one hand resting on it and looked out over his pit.

I’d been trying to make out his face since we came in. Now he was in the lamplight at the rail and I could see him.

Fifties. Lean. Weathered the way the men on the flats were weathered, his face burned dark by salt-wind and creased deep around the eyes from squinting across water. His iron-gray hair was cropped short against his skull. He wore a dark coat, well cut, good wool, over leather that had seen hard work. A B-rank sigil on his shoulder, dull, unpolished, as if he’d stopped caring what it said a long time ago.

His hands were the thing. Even from across the bowl I could see them on the rail. Scarred. The backs of them and the fingers crusted with old burn-scars, pale shiny patches over and over. A handler’s hands. A man who’d held hot iron near living things for years and gotten burned by it and kept holding.

Across his other arm, resting there like a scepter, was a staff. Iron-shod at both ends. One end was thickened into a chamber of some kind, a knob of black iron with holes in it, and from the holes came a faint red glow, like coals.

A goad. The biggest goad I’d ever seen.

He didn’t speak for a while. He just stood there and let them look at him. I watched it happen across the whole bowl: the crowd leaning in, hushing each other, waiting. He didn’t need to raise his voice, or anything else. They gave him their attention because he was the only thing in that bowl that wasn’t moving.

Ferro had needed a room to love him. This man only needed it to watch, and that was worse.

“Harl Ostrander,” Elka said beside me, still not looking up. As if I’d asked.

Then his eyes swung across the stands and stopped on our tier.

Stopped on Elka.

He smiled. It was a thin, patient smile, a man looking at something he’d lost and found again.

“Well,” he said.

It was quiet. It carried to every corner of the bowl, like Esk’s voice in the great hall. Every person in the stands heard him.

“The Red Braid came home.”



The bowl erupted.

I’ve heard crowds. I heard Rendhaven’s plaza roar when the stone printed my rank. This was louder. This was every person in that pit coming up off the planking at once, a wall of sound that slammed off the rippled ceiling and came back down twice as loud. They knew her. Every one of them knew her. They were stamping and screaming and pointing at our tier, and the dockers beside me were staring at Elka with their mouths open, and the fishwife had dropped her basket.

“Red Braid!”

“Red BRAID!”

“She’s back! She’s fighting!”

“Is she fighting? Is the Red Braid fighting?”

Elka stood up.

She stood up slowly, with her spear in her hand, and turned to face the bowl, and smiled.

It was the biggest smile I’d ever seen on her. Huge. Bright. A champion’s grin. She lifted her free hand and waved to the crowd, a big easy wave, the wave of somebody who’d done this a thousand times and loved every one, and the crowd went even louder.

She didn’t look at the sand once. Her eyes went everywhere: the stands, the ceiling, the arch, the box. Everywhere but the raked dark sand forty feet below her.

I’d seen her smile at a tide. I’d seen her laugh on her back in the wall-yard. This wasn’t that. This was something she was doing with her face because her face had learned to do it, a long time ago, on that sand, so that nobody would ever see what was underneath.

Annika sent me something very quiet down the pact. She’d seen it too.

Elka sat back down. The roar went on for a while without her. Then it died, slowly, because the man in the box hadn’t moved and hadn’t said anything else, and they were all waiting to see what he’d do.

He was looking at me.



A man in a leather apron came down the stands to us a few minutes later and said, politely, that Master Ostrander would be pleased if the Red Braid and her friends would join him in the box.

“No,” Elka said pleasantly.

“Yes,” I said.

She turned and looked at me. Her face was still smiling. Her eyes weren’t.

“I want to see him,” I said quietly. “I want to see him close. I want him to see me.” I held her eyes. “We don’t have to stay.”

She chewed on that for three steps. Then she looked at Annika.

Annika’s eyebrow went up a hair and came back down. Yes.

“Fine,” Elka said. “But I’m not sitting down.”



The box was up a private stair cut into the rock behind the stands, a narrow curving passage with two men in leather standing at the bottom and two more at the top. They looked at my pry-blade and Elka’s spear and Annika’s bow and didn’t ask for any of them. Weapons went up that stair because the pit-master wanted them to.

It was warmer up there. The lamps were good lamps, brass, with glass chimneys. The carpet was thick. There was wine on the table, and bread, and a bowl of fruit that had come off a ship, and a chair at the rail with a cushion on it.

Ostrander was standing at the rail with his back to us, looking down at the sand. The goad-staff leaned against the rail beside him, its iron tip glowing.

He turned around when we came in, and smiled at Elka.

“Elka,” he said. Just her name. The way you’d say the name of a horse you used to own.

“Master Ostrander,” she said. The same pleasant voice she’d used to say no to his messenger. She stood just inside the box’s entrance with her spear grounded beside her. She didn’t come any further.

He didn’t seem to mind. His eyes went from her to Annika, quickly, a glance, weighing her. Then to me.

They stayed on me.

His eyes were pale gray. Washed out by years of salt and glare. They didn’t do sums the way Coyle’s had. They looked at me the way a man looks at an animal on a sale block before he’s thought about price: what it was, what it might be good for, whether it was interesting.

“The northern summoner,” he said. “With the uncatalogued line.”

I didn’t answer. He didn’t expect me to.

“Coyle mentioned wrists,” he said. “He said you broke a porter’s like kindling, one-handed, with your other arm in a sling. He said you dropped the leaning stretch at the Ford on a tide, on purpose, and turned the rubble into a funnel. He said the Ford’s crews have started betting on what you’ll drop next.” He tilted his head. “I like to know about remarkable things. I collect them.”

“So I’ve heard,” I said.

“Have you?” He looked pleased. “From whom?”

“Your relief captain.”

“Ah.” He smiled. “Coyle talks. It’s one of his virtues. People like him. They trust a man who talks.” He picked up a cup of wine off the table and held it, not drinking. “Sit, please. All of you. I don’t bite.”

“Your hounds do,” I said.

He looked at me over the cup. His pale eyes sharpened.

“My hounds do,” he agreed. “That’s what they’re for.”



He talked. He talked about himself like other men talk about their gardens, and he didn’t seem to care whether we listened.

“I was a handler,” he said. “Twenty years on the flats. B-rank. I took beasts out of the Teeming for the guild, for the city, for anybody who paid. Brood-drones for alchemists. Lasher hide for the tanneries. Shellbacks for their plate. Good money. Honest work.” He turned the cup in his hand. “Then one season I watched a crew on the Sluice wall pay to watch a shellback bull fight a pack of hounds that had come out with it. A tide-leftover, cornered in a gorge. They paid. They stood on the wall and threw coins at the man who’d cornered it so he’d let it go on longer.”

He looked down at his pit.

“I realized I was in the wrong end of the trade. The tide gives me beasts. The tide gives me fighters.” He gestured with the cup at the cages, at the stands, at all of it. “I give Morvant a show, and everyone eats.”

He said it without any shame at all, not even the kind a man hides. He said it the way I’d say a wall needed shoring. A plain statement of how a thing worked.

“Everyone,” I said.

“Everyone who matters.”

“The fisherman?”

He shrugged. “The fisherman owed twelve marks. Now he doesn’t.” He drank, finally, a small sip. “Everyone eats.”

Beside me, I felt Annika go cold. Behind me, I felt Elka not move at all.

I kept my voice level. “And the people in your cages?”

“Are fighters,” Ostrander said. “Or will be. Some of them will die on the sand. Some of them will win. Some of them will win a great deal.” He looked past me, at Elka. “Some of them will win enough to buy their way out. It has been done.” He smiled at her. “Once.”

Elka smiled back at him, wide and white and perfectly pleasant.



He showed us his champion before we left. He insisted.

There was a second, smaller window at the back of the box, a slit in the rock looking down into a space behind the pit, below the stands. A pen. A deep one, cut into the old dungeon rock, thirty feet across, with iron bars across its mouth as thick as my wrist.

Something was in it.

I thought it was a hill at first. A low, dark, ridged hill in the torchlight at the bottom of the pen. Then it moved.

A shellback. A bull. I’d fought shellbacks on the causeway and watched them die under the drop-gate at the Ford, and they’d been the size of carts. This was the size of a house. Its plates were black with age and crusted so thick with salt they looked like stone. Its head was a wedge of brow-plate as wide as a wagon. And all over it, every plate, every seam, every visible inch of the leathery skin between the plates, were scars.

Round. The size of a copper mark. Thousands of them.

It turned its head and looked up at the window, and its eye in its socket was small and old and red-rimmed, and it was the most tired thing I’d ever seen.

“Old Iron,” said Ostrander behind me, fondly. “Eleven years. Never lost. The crowd loves him.” He came and stood at my shoulder and looked down at his beast. “I took him off the flats as a calf, from a tide-leftover. I’ve been goading him every day since. He’s the finest animal in the south.” He smiled. “He doesn’t like anybody. He likes me least of all. But he does what I tell him.”

The bull’s eye stayed on the window. On him.

I took all of it with me: the bars, and the depth of the pen, and the gate in its far wall that led out to the pit’s floor, and how the old animal’s eye followed the man who’d burned it ten thousand times.



On the way down from the box I saw Sorn.

He was on the second tier, just below the stair, at a table set into the planking: a little desk with a cashbox on it and a slate and a lump of chalk. A betting table. A line of people stood in front of it holding out coins, and he was taking them and chalking odds on his slate with quick neat strokes, and calling them out in a light, agreeable voice I’d heard in a buried barrow saying “I tally. I just tally.”

He was running odds on how long people lasted.

He’d survived two Velgrim collapses. He’d crawled out of a buried hill once with me and once on his own. He’d sold everything he’d seen to anyone who’d pay. And he’d come south and found the one business in the world built entirely on surviving: watching other people not.

He looked up as we came down the stair.

He saw me. His quick eyes went over me once, top to bottom, pricing. Then over Annika. Then over Elka and her braid, and the chalk in his fingers stopped moving on the slate.

He tipped his hat.

The gesture was exactly the same as it had been in Rendhaven. A small tip of the brim, a little nod. Hello, I see you, I’ve noted what you’re worth.

Annika’s hand found my arm. “Sorn,” she said under her breath. “He’s going to sell us.”

“He’s already sold us,” I said. “He’s just working out the price.”



Annika mapped the warrens the whole time we were in them. I felt her do it. She’d been doing it since the stair, her Pathfinder senses reaching out through the old rock, reading every passage, every current of air.

She told me on the way out, quietly, as we climbed the long stair.

“Three stairs up to Low Morvant. The one we came down, one on the far side of the bowl, one behind the cages that goes up to a warehouse on the dock. All guarded.” She took two more steps. “And a tunnel.”

“Where?”

“Behind the beast pens. Behind Old Iron’s pen. A passage going down and north. Under the flats, and it breathes.” She glanced at me. “Cold salt air coming up out of it. Steady. Like the Gullet.”

“The Teeming.”

“It’s a road,” she said. “There are runner-marks on the floor of it. Worn deep. Three feet and a finger apart.”

I stopped climbing. So did she.

“The catchers’ tunnel,” I said. “They don’t drag the sleds along the tide road all the way here. They take them into the Teeming somewhere and bring them through underneath.”

“Somewhere near the Ford,” Annika said.

“Somewhere like the Gullet.”

We kept climbing.



Elka didn’t say a word the whole way up the stair.

It was a hundred and fifty steps from the pit’s arch to the lane at the cliff’s foot and she climbed every one of them behind me in absolute silence, her spear in her hand, her boots heavy on the worn stone.

I’d heard her go quiet at the hook-marks, and at the gate. Those had been moments. This was the whole stair.

Annika walked beside her without a word. She didn’t touch her. She just walked beside her, step for step, close, and let her be quiet.

We came out at the top into the lane behind the warehouses. It was full dark. The air was clean after the pit’s smoke. Somewhere a bell was ringing on a ship. The stars were out over the black water.

Elka stopped at the top of the stair. She stood there with her back to the hole in the ground and breathed the night air in through her nose, slowly, three times.

Then she turned around and looked at me. Her face had nothing on it. She’d left all of it on the stair.

“Now,” she said, “I’m drunk enough.”


Chapter 11: The Red Braid

I’d brought her bottle.

I hadn’t planned to. I’d found it in my pack that morning at the Ford, wrapped in a spare shirt where I’d put it the night she left it on the ladder, and I’d thought about leaving it in the loft and then hadn’t. She’d asked me to hold it. So I’d held it.

So when she said she was drunk enough, I took it out of my pack and held it out to her.

She looked at it. She looked at me.

“You carried that from the Ford,” she said.

“You said you’d need it back.”

Her mouth opened and closed once before the grin caught up with it. Then she took the bottle and pulled the cork with her teeth and spat it into the harbor.

“Come on,” she said. “I know a wall.”



The wall was the harbor’s seawall, a long arm of stone that curved out from the cliff-foot into the black water to shelter the anchorage. It was wide enough to walk two abreast and had iron bollards along its top every twenty paces for mooring lines, black lumps against the starlight. At its far end was a squat little tower with a lantern in it. Between the tower and the city, nobody.

Elka walked out along it until the city’s noise had dropped behind us to a murmur. Then she sat down on the edge with her legs hanging over the water and her spear laid down on the stone beside her, and took a long drink.

I sat beside her. Annika sat on the nearest bollard, a few paces back, with her bow across her knees. Close enough to hear. Far enough to be out of it if she was needed out of it.

The water slapped against the wall below us. The ships at anchor creaked. Somewhere out in the dark a buoy-bell clanked, slow, on the swell.

“You want to hear it,” Elka said.

“I want to hear whatever you want to tell me.”

“That’s a very good answer. That’s a clerk’s answer.” She drank again. “I’m going to tell you anyway. Annika too. Annika’s listening.”

“I’m listening,” Annika said from her bollard.

“Good. Somebody should.”



She told it loud.

That surprised me at first. I’d expected the quiet. But she started out in the pit-crier voice, the big carrying one, as if she were announcing a bout, and she laughed between the sentences, and if you hadn’t been listening to the words you’d have thought she was telling a funny story about a drunk uncle.

“The ferry,” she said. “You saw the far bank. My family ran the ford-ferry for forty years. My grandfather built it. My father ran it. Big flat pole-ferry, I told you, my father could cross at full flood with a wagon on board and never wet the wheels.” She laughed. “He was so proud of that. He’d tell everybody. Every wagon. ‘Never wet the wheels.’ Like it was a title.”

She drank.

“Eight years ago. I was nineteen. An early tide came.” She leaned hard on early, as if it were a word with its own weight in the Ford. Moor said it the same way. “Not a bell-tide. A spill, before the bell. Nobody was ready. My father was halfway across the river-mouth with the ferry and two wagons on board when it came over the flats. He tried to pole back. He didn’t make it.” She laughed again, short. “Wheels got wet.”

Annika didn’t say anything. Neither did I.

“So that was the ferry gone, and my father gone, and two wagons gone that we’d contracted to carry, and their cargo. And the merchants who owned the cargo wanted paying. And the ferry had debts on it already, for the timber, for the iron. And my mother had my two brothers, and they were twelve and nine.” She tipped the bottle and looked at it. “And then the relief wagons came.”

“Eight years ago?”

“They didn’t come every week then. Just after the bad tides. A few wagons, to take the people who’d lost everything.” She shrugged. “And they bought debts. That was the other thing they did. You owed a merchant, the merchant would sell your debt to the relief captain for half, glad to be shut of it. And then you owed the relief captain.”

“Ostrander.”

“His captain then wasn’t Coyle. Somebody else. Somebody worse at smiling.” She drank. “He came to my mother. He said the debt was too big. He said a family like ours couldn’t pay it. He said he’d take her and the boys to Morvant, and they’d work it off, and they’d have a roof.” Her voice didn’t change. Still loud. Still bright. “I knew what he meant. Everybody on the flat-edge knew what the warrens were, even then. Nobody said it. But my mother would have gone. She’d have gone because she didn’t know what else to do, and the boys would have gone with her, and the boys were twelve and nine.”

She put the bottle down on the stone beside her.

“So I went instead.”



“I walked up to him at the gate,” she said, “and I said, ‘I’m nineteen and I can fight. I’ve been carrying a spear on the far-bank wall since I was fifteen. Take me. Put me on the sand. I’ll pay it off.’” She laughed. “And he looked at me. Up and down, the way he looked at his hounds. And he said yes.”

“Four years,” I said.

She stretched her legs out over the water. “In the cages and on the sand. Hounds. Shellback calves. Lashers in a flooded pit, once. Other debt-fighters, sometimes, when he wanted the crowd to have a change.” She said that last part lightly and kept going. “I was good. I was very good. I didn’t die. Everybody else I went in with died, and I didn’t. And after the first year they started to bet on me. Not on how long I’d last. On whether I’d win.”

“The Red Braid.”

“The Red Braid.” She pulled the braid over her shoulder and looked at the brass ring on its tail, turning it in her fingers. “I didn’t name myself that. The crowd did. Because of this. It used to come loose in the fights and whip around and they’d scream. So I started braiding it tighter, and putting a ring on the end, so it’d swing. So they’d scream more.” She let it go. “It’s a costume, clerk. I’m twenty-seven and I’ve been wearing a costume for eight years.”

“Why did they love you?”

She pulled the braid back over her shoulder and started re-plaiting the last hand’s length of it, fast and tight, though it didn’t need it.

“Because I laughed,” she said.

Her voice had changed. The pit-crier was gone out of it.

“Every fight. From the first one. I walked out on that sand the first time with a borrowed spear and two hounds coming out of the gate at me, and I was so scared I thought I’d be sick, and I started laughing. I don’t know why. I couldn’t stop. I just stood there and laughed at them.” She looked out at the water. “And they died, and I didn’t. And the crowd went wild. Because nobody laughs down there. You saw. Nobody has anything to laugh about.”

“So you kept doing it.”

“So I kept doing it.” Her fingers had stopped on the braid. “You want to know why?”

“Yes.”

“Because they were betting on how long I’d last.” She said it simply, with no laugh at all. “Every bout. Every time I walked out on that sand there were three hundred people up there betting coin on how long it’d take something to kill me. And there was nothing I could do about that. Nothing. They owned the bout. They owned the count. Ostrander owned the sand and the gate and the hounds and the debt. They owned everything that happened to me down there.” She turned and looked at me in the starlight. Her hazel-gold eyes were bright and dry. “Except the laugh. The laugh was mine. They could watch me die, and bet on it, and cheer. But they couldn’t make me cry about it. That was the only thing on that sand that was mine.”

The water slapped against the wall.

“And at twenty-three,” I said.

“At twenty-three I’d won enough.” The grin came back, slow, real this time. “I won more than anyone had ever won down there. I won so much that he couldn’t keep moving the number. He tried. He tried for a whole season. And then one night I walked into his box with a purse and put it on his table in front of everybody and said, ‘That’s me. That’s my mother. That’s my brothers. That’s the ferry’s timber and the ferry’s iron and two wagons of somebody else’s wool. Count it.’ And he counted it.” She laughed, and it went out over the dark water and came back off the cliff. “And it was enough. And I walked out the front door on my own feet. Nobody does that. Nobody ever does that. I did that.”

She picked up the bottle and toasted the harbor with it.

“So I came home. I joined the Guild. I took a wall contract at the Ford, because the Ford’s where I’m from and the Ford’s wall is the only thing standing between my mother’s house and the next tide. And I take the worst spot every bell because I’d rather it was me than somebody’s father. And I spend every copper at the Bell because…” She stopped. She looked at the bottle in her hand. “Because what else would I do with it? Save it? For what?”

She drank.

“And now I pick who watches,” she said.

“In the pits, I didn’t get to pick. Three hundred people every night and none of them chosen. Now I pick.” She glanced sideways at me. “The Bell. The wall. The tide-board. I’m loud, and everybody looks at me, and that’s because I said so. I want them looking. I pick it. Every time.”



I thought about what to say for a while.

There’s a kind of man who’d have said he was sorry. There’s a kind who’d have said she was brave, or strong, or that she didn’t have to be loud anymore, or that she was safe now. All of those men would have meant well and every one of them would have said something she’d heard a hundred times from people who didn’t understand a word she’d just told them.

She’d built her own comfort already. She’d built it out of a laugh on a pit floor at nineteen, and she’d been living inside it for eight years.

She needed somebody to hear the terms.

“Then we pick together,” I said.

She turned and looked at me.

“Who watches,” I said. “You pick. I’ll pick with you. Nobody on this crew ever gets watched by anybody they didn’t choose.”

From her bollard behind us, Annika said one word, flat and certain, the way she logged a deed.

“Terms.”

Elka stared at me. Then she looked back over her shoulder at Annika on the bollard. Then she started to laugh.

It came up out of her like water out of a spring, helpless and real, and she put her hand over her face and laughed into it and her shoulders shook, and when she took her hand away her eyes were wet.

“Terms,” she said. “Gods. You two. Terms.”

“We have them,” I said.

“I noticed,” she said, wiping her eyes with the back of her wrist. “I noticed that about you.”

She leaned against me.

She did it without asking, her shoulder settling against my arm and then her whole weight after it, her head on my shoulder. Her hair smelled like sea-salt and smoke and the dark beer of the Cracked Bell. Her body was warm and solid along my side, compact and heavy, and through my shirt I could feel the press of her breast against my arm, full and soft, rising and falling with her breathing.

I didn’t move. I didn’t want to.

Behind us, Annika stayed on her bollard. But I felt her through the echo, watching, warm and very interested, like a scout watching good ground come clear at dawn.



“Your turn,” Elka said after a while, without lifting her head off my shoulder.

“My turn for what?”

“Your story. You’ve got one. You’ve got a sleeve you never roll up and an arm you hold like it’s somebody else’s and a way of looking at things that isn’t from here.” She tapped my wrapped forearm with one finger. “That. What’s under that, clerk?”

I’d known she’d ask. I’d known since the flats, since I’d said “the arm” out loud and watched her decide not to ask.

Annika had gotten the true minimum on a hill above a wayshrine two months ago, before she’d trusted me with anything else. It had been enough for her then. It had been honest. It would have to be honest now too.

“It reads old things,” I said. “Graves. Old dead. Old seals, places where something was shut up a long time ago. It pulls when it’s near them. Like a compass.” I looked down at the wrap. “It’s been pulling south since the day I got here. And since the Ford it’s been pulling at the flats. At the Gullet. Under it.”

“What is it?”

“I don’t know.”

“Where’s it from?”

“It came with me. When I crossed.” I paused. “I’m not going to show it to anyone. Not yet.”

She lifted her head off my shoulder and looked at me in the starlight. Her eyes went to the sleeve and then past me, to Annika on her bollard.

“She’s seen it,” Elka said.

“She has.”

“And she trusts it.”

“She trusts me,” I said. “That’s different.”

Elka thought about that.

Then she grinned, slow and wide. “A clerk with secrets,” she said. “My favorite kind of clerk.”

She put her head back on my shoulder. She didn’t ask anything else.



I sent word up to the box the next afternoon by the leather-aproned man at the pit’s top stair, asking whether Master Ostrander would receive the Red Braid’s crew that evening. He sent word back within an hour.

He would be delighted.

“Why are we going back?” Elka said in the inn room while we got ready. She was sitting on her bed re-wrapping her forearms and not looking at either of us. “You saw him. You saw the pit. What else do you want?”

“I want the price,” I said.

“Of what?”

“Of the Ford’s people. The Taskers. The twelve families from the gate. Everybody from the Ford in his cages.” I buckled the pry-blade onto my hip. “I want to know what it costs to buy them out.”

She stopped wrapping.

“You can’t afford it.”

“Probably not.”

“Then why ask?”

“Because I want to hear what number he says,” I said. “I want to hear what he thinks a person’s worth.”



The box was the same: the carpet, the lamps, the wine. The pit below us was in the middle of the evening’s card, a pair of debt-fighters on the sand against a goaded shellback calf, the crowd roaring the count.

Ostrander was at the rail.

He wasn’t alone.

There was a man standing at his shoulder, a half pace back and to one side, where a bodyguard stands, or a partner who doesn’t want to be noticed as one. He wore a long dark coat, plain, road-worn, buttoned to the throat. He was tall and rangy, with salt-dark hair cropped close to his skull and a wind-scoured face that didn’t do anything at all.

I noticed him the way you notice a crack in a wall you’ve walked past before, one piece at a time.

He didn’t look at us when we came in. He was watching the pit.

“The Red Braid,” said Ostrander, turning, smiling. “And her northerners. Welcome. Wine?”

“No,” I said.

“A practical man.” He set down his own cup. “You asked to see me. I’m curious why.”

I told him. I named the Taskers. I named the twelve families from the Ford’s gate, as many as I’d counted. I named every Ford face Elka had picked out of the cages. I asked him what it would cost to buy their debts. All of them. Cleared.

He listened the way a man listens to music he likes. When I finished he tipped his head to one side and looked at me with those pale eyes.

“Money,” he said. “You want to talk about money.”

“I want to know the number.”

“The number,” he said thoughtfully, “is impossible.” He smiled. “For a D-rank crew. Three of you, with a wall contract at crown-rate and some shellback plate to sell. I could tell you the figure, but you’d only go away and try to raise it, and you’d fail, and you’d be sad.” He picked up his wine again. “For a city, it’s possible. If Morvant wanted to buy the Ford’s people back, Morvant could. Morvant doesn’t. Nobody does. That’s why they’re mine.”

I’d expected something like that. I’d still wanted to hear it said.

“However,” Ostrander said.

He set down the cup again. He leaned on the rail, and his eyes went to my left arm. To the sleeve. To the wrap underneath it.

“There’s another kind of currency,” he said. “You have something I’d value a great deal more than any debt. I’d pay for it. I’d pay a great deal.” He smiled. “The trick.”

“Which trick?”

“The uncatalogued one.” His voice was soft and pleasant. “A summoner whose summon no stone can put a name to. I’ve heard stories, you know. My friend here brought some of them south. About a barrow in the north. A shape that came out of nowhere and tore the dead apart. A thing that caught a crossbow bolt out of the air.” He tilted his head. “I’d like to see it. I’d like to own it. I’d like to put it on my sand and let Morvant watch it fight Old Iron. Sell me the trick, northerner, and I’ll clear every Ford debt in my cages tonight, and you can walk them all home.”

“No,” I said.

He waited. When I didn’t add anything, his eyebrows went up.

“Just no?”

“Just no.”

“You haven’t even asked what I’d do with it.”

“You told me,” I said. “You’d put it on your sand.”

“It would be the greatest thing Morvant had ever seen.”

“It’s not for sale,” I said. “And neither are they. I’ll get them out the other way.”

“There is no other way.”

“Then I’ll build one,” I said.



He didn’t get angry. I was watching for it and it didn’t come. He just leaned on his rail and looked at me, with something sharpening in his pale eyes, the same thing I’d seen there the night before when I’d said his hounds bit. Interest. A collector looking at something that had just turned out to be rarer than he’d thought.

“A pity,” he said, and turned back to the rail.

The man at his shoulder lifted a cup of wine.

He did it slowly. He did everything slowly. His right hand came up out of the dark coat’s sleeve, and the sleeve slid back an inch on his wrist, and the lamplight fell on the inside of it.

A brand. Old, healed, raised and shiny. A ring of linked shapes burned into the skin. Like a chain wrapped once around the wrist and pressed in hot.

My hand closed on the sleeve-tie before I knew it had moved.

I knew that wrist. I’d seen it through a thumb-wide gap in a rack of drying yarrow in Serna’s back room the night before I left Rendhaven, counting silver one coin at a time into a careless boy’s hand. Which arm? Which road?

I looked at the coat again. Plain, road-worn. And along its seams, where the panels joined, the stitching wasn’t straight. It was looped. Linked. Chain-stitched.

Veyland Marr.

He drank. He lowered the cup. The sleeve slid back down over the brand.

Then he turned his head and looked at me.

Once. Just once. No expression at all, no threat in it, no challenge. His eyes went over me like a man looking at a door he’s already decided to come back to: noting the lock, the hinges, the frame.

Nobody in the box moved.

Below us the pit roared, the count going up and up. Ostrander leaned on his rail, watching his sand. Annika stood beside me with her bow on her back and her face completely blank, and through the echo I felt her go so cold and still it was like standing next to a drawn blade. Elka stood behind us at the box’s entrance with her spear grounded, looking from me to the man in the dark coat and back.

Marr turned back to the pit.

“Thank you for your time, Master Ostrander,” I said.

“Come back anytime,” said Ostrander, not turning around. “I mean that. I’ll be thinking about your trick.”



We went down the private stair.

Halfway down, a man was coming up.

He squeezed against the rock wall to let us pass. Narrow, mouse-brown hair, a face built to be forgotten, a cashbox under one arm. Sorn. He’d left his betting table to someone else for the evening and he was climbing to the box.

He tipped his hat to me as we passed.

I went down four more steps. Then I stopped and turned, in the curve of the stair where the shadows were deep, and looked back up.

Sorn had reached the top. The two guards at the box’s entrance didn’t stop him, but they didn’t let him in either. He stood at the curtain that hung across the box’s back, waiting, hat in hand, the cashbox under his arm. Through the curtain’s edge I could see the lamplight, and the shape of Ostrander at the rail, and the dark shape standing at his shoulder.

After a moment, a hand came out from behind the curtain and waved him in.

The curtain fell closed behind him.

I knew exactly what he had to sell. Everything he’d seen in Velgrim. Arm-fire in a buried barrow. A shape that came out of nowhere and pulled the dead apart. And everything he’d have bought secondhand about the hill-field afterward: the shade catching Ferro’s bolt, the one word I’d given them, summoner. And my name, which he knew, and the road I’d taken, and the woman I’d taken it with. He’d sold half of it once to Ferro. He was selling the other half now, to people who’d pay better.

I watched the curtain.

“Davin,” Annika said quietly, from below me.

I came down.



The fear came on the stair.

I’ll be honest about it. That’s the only way it does me any good.

It started under my ribs and went cold all the way out to my fingertips, and my right hand found the sleeve-tie again. My legs kept going down the stair. The rest of me was back up in that box, looking at a brand.

He’d been the rider on the ridge. Or he’d passed us on the road at night, riding hard, while we slept behind a sand berm with the drivers on watch. Either way, he’d known which road. He’d known since Serna’s. He’d come south ahead of us, and he’d arrived first, and he’d found the man in the south who collected remarkable things, and he’d stood at his shoulder.

In Rendhaven he’d bought a description of my arm.

In Morvant he’d bought a pit-master.

He didn’t hunt by chasing. He went where his quarry was going and bought the ground before it got there.

Annika’s hand found the back of my belt as we went down. What she sent down the echo was nothing complicated at all: just her, right here, behind me, steady.

The fear didn’t leave. It sat low behind my breastbone the whole way down, and I breathed around it.



At the bottom of the stair, where it opened out into the pit’s lowest tier, Elka caught my arm.

She caught the right one, not the left, and turned me round to face her, in the noise and the torch-smoke with the crowd roaring the count over our heads, her face close to mine.

“Who’s the chain?” she said. Low. Not laughing.

I looked at her. I looked at the sleeve on my left arm, and the wrap under it, and I thought about how much to say and how much not to.

“The reason I keep my sleeve down,” I said.

She looked at the sleeve.

She kept looking at it, standing there in the torch-smoke with three hundred people screaming over her head about how long a man would last.

This time, she didn’t make a joke.


Chapter 12: Terms for Three

I told them on the tide road, an hour out of Morvant, with the cliffs going blue behind us and the flats opening out white on our right.

I didn’t wait for a camp or a fire or a good moment. There are no good moments for telling people that a man who chains things has bought the ground under their feet.

“The man in the box,” I said. “At Ostrander’s shoulder. His name is Veyland Marr.”

Annika already knew the name. She’d heard it from me the night I came home from Serna’s, every word. I tell her everything. But she listened again anyway, walking on my left with her bow on her back and her eyes on the road ahead, because she checked everything twice and always had.

Elka didn’t know any of it. She walked on my right with her spear riding one shoulder and her face turned toward me and didn’t interrupt once.

So I told it from the beginning. The night before we left Rendhaven. Serna’s back room, after closing. A rack of drying yarrow between me and a careless boy who’d once seen my arm. A man with a chain-link brand on the inside of his right wrist counting silver into the boy’s hand, one coin at a time. Two questions. Which arm. Which road. Two extra silver pieces for the second answer, without being asked.

“Durn warned me,” I said. “The yard-master in Rendhaven. Twice. He said there are orders that hunt what crossings bring. He called them chain men. He said they don’t ask twice. They arrive.”

“And he arrived,” Elka said.

“Before us. He was the rider on the dune ridge after the spill. Or he passed us in the dark. I don’t know which. Either way, he got to Morvant first.” I looked at the road ahead, the long pale strip between the dunes and the flats. “And he found the one man in the south who’d want what I’ve got, and he stood at his shoulder.”

“Ostrander wants your trick,” Elka said slowly.

“Ostrander wants it for his sand. Marr wants it for whatever chain men want things for. They’ve each got a reason. They’ve found each other.” I took a breath. “And Sorn.”

“The hat man,” Elka said. “The betting table.”

“The hat man was in a barrow with me in the north. He saw the thing I keep under my sleeve. Some of it. He sold what he saw once already, to a man who tried to have me killed in my own house for it. He went up to that box last night after we came down. I watched him go through the curtain.” I looked at her. “He’s sold the rest of it by now. Everything he knows. My name, my road, my face, my partner’s face. Probably yours.”

Elka walked for a while without saying anything.

“So,” she said finally. “A hunter. A pit-master. A ledger-man.”

“Yes.”

“Three men who want you in a cage.”

“Two who want me in a cage. One who wants to be paid for the key.”

She thought about that. Then she nodded, once, sharp, like she nodded at a wall-roster when Moor put her name at the worst spot.

“The chain,” she said. “What does he carry?”

It was the question a pit-fighter asks first: what’s in his hands when the gate opens.

“Two short blades on his belt,” I said. “A coiled steel-core lash beside them. That’s what he wore in Serna’s back room, over road leathers with chain-stitch seams.” I thought about the box. “Last night the coat was buttoned to the throat. I couldn’t see any of it. That doesn’t mean it wasn’t there.”

“Which hand?”

“Right. The brand’s on the right wrist. He lifted the cup with it.”

“How does he stand?”

“Half a pace behind Ostrander’s shoulder, all evening. He didn’t shift his weight once. Not when the crowd roared, not when we came in, not when I said no.” I’d been turning that over since the stair. “Most men shift. They lean on a rail, they cross their feet, they rock. He stood like a post somebody had set in concrete.”

Elka nodded slowly.

“The fidgeters spend themselves before the gate opens,” she said. “You learn that your first month. The ones who stand still are the ones you watch, because they’re saving it all for you.” She looked down the road toward the Ford. “I never liked the still ones. They’re the ones who don’t make mistakes.”

“Everybody makes mistakes.”

“The still ones make them late,” she said. “When it’s too late to matter.”

She walked a few paces without saying anything. Then she glanced at me sideways.

“Why are you telling me?” she said. “Annika knows. She’s your…” She waved her hand at the space between us. “Whatever she is. Bonded. You don’t owe me any of this.”

“You’re crew,” I said.

“I’m crew ten days.”

“Crew’s crew,” I said. “Nobody lies to the crew. That’s one of hers.” I nodded at Annika. “I don’t get to keep things back because you’re new. If they’re coming for me they’re coming through whoever’s standing next to me. That’s you, at the next bell. You get to know what you’re standing in front of.”

Elka studied me as we walked.

“Clerk,” she said, very quietly, the way she’d said it on the wall-walk after the bell. Then she looked ahead at the road again and started whistling something tuneless through her teeth, and kept it up for a mile.



We’d left Morvant at midafternoon, later than I’d meant to, because Dunmore had paid out our last leg at the harbor in a long careful ceremony of counting and recounting, and because I’d found a rope-maker on the docks and Annika had needed to audit the transaction. By the time the sun went red over the dunes we were still a long way from the Ford, and the tide road had a way-stop halfway: a ring of old fitted stones on a dune’s shoulder above the flats, with a fire-pit in the middle and a view of the sea.

We made camp there. I built the fire as always: in a pit, behind a berm, the light thrown up instead of out. Annika walked the dune’s shoulder in a slow circle, reading the ground, and came back and said nobody had been on it in three days but foxes.

Elka cooked.

I hadn’t known she could. She took the salt fish and the hard bread and the onions we’d bought in Morvant and did something to them in our one pan that made the way-stop smell like a tavern on a holiday. She cooked like she fought: loud, fast, sure, singing under her breath, slapping my hand away when I reached for the pan.

“You’ll eat when it’s done, clerk.”

“It smells done.”

“It smells almost done. Almost done is a different thing. Sit.”

I sat. Annika, sitting across the fire with her back against one of the way-stop stones and her knees drawn up, watched the exchange with an expression I couldn’t read.

The pan’s handle was iron and the fire had gotten into it. Elka tore a strip off the rag she’d wiped the fish with, wound it twice round her palm, and tied it off with one hand and her teeth, a quick twist and tuck that took less time than it took me to see it.

“Again,” Annika said.

Elka looked up. “What?”

“That knot. Do it again. Slower.”

Elka grinned and pulled it loose and did it again, slower, holding her hand up in the firelight so Annika could see. A loop round the thumb, a cross, the tail pulled through with the teeth and snugged down against the wrap. “Pit hitch,” she said. “For when something’s opened your arm and you’ve only got the one hand left and nobody’s coming. You can tie it off bleeding. You can tie it off in the dark.” She shrugged. “Everybody on the sand knew it. The ones who didn’t, you only saw once.”

Annika took a spare bowstring out of her pouch and tied it round her own forearm, over the bracer, one-handed. The first time it slipped. The second time it held, tight and neat, and she pulled on the tail and it didn’t give.

Elka stared at it.

“That took me a month,” she said. “That took me a whole month and two bad nights.”

“You were nineteen and scared,” Annika said, untying it. “I’m twenty-six and paying attention.” She put the bowstring away. “It’s a good knot. Thank you.”

Elka opened her mouth, closed it, and went back to the pan with her ears gone pink under the freckles. I’d never seen Elka lost for words. I put it away with the things I’d want to see again.

When the fish was done, it was very good. We ate it off the pan’s lid with our fingers, the three of us around the fire with the stars coming out over the sea, and nobody talked about chain men or pit-masters or ledger-men. We talked about the chandler’s face when Elka had called his mother a disappointment. We talked about the cranes. Elka asked Annika how she’d learned to shoot and Annika told her about a fence-post and a wheelwright’s yard and two older brothers who wouldn’t share the sling, and Elka laughed until she had to wipe her eyes.

It was good. I hadn’t known how much I needed it to be good.

Then Elka put down the pan-lid, licked her fingers, wiped them on her trousers, and looked across the fire at Annika.

“I want him,” she said.



She said it to Annika, and she didn’t even glance at me. She looked straight across the fire at Annika with her hazel-gold eyes perfectly level and her face perfectly serious, and she said it flat, like her “I’m in” at our table in the Bell.

“I want him,” she said again. “Not to keep. I know he’s not mine to keep. To have.” She folded her hands in her lap. “You were here first. So I’m asking you.”

Annika looked back at her across the fire.

She didn’t move. Her face didn’t change. Her bow thumb, resting on her knee, didn’t tap.

I opened my mouth.

“I’m sitting right here,” I said.

“I know,” said Elka, still looking at Annika.

“You’re asking her. About me. And I’m sitting right here.”

“Yes.”

“Doesn’t anybody want to ask me?”

“Later,” said Elka.

“Later,” said Annika at the same time.

They both kept looking at each other across the fire, as if I’d been a gust of wind. I closed my mouth.



Annika held up her right hand. She held up one finger.

“Three questions,” she said.

“Ask,” said Elka.

“One.” Annika’s voice went flat. The terms-voice. “Are you here for the crew, or for him?”

Elka didn’t hesitate. “Both,” she said. “And I’ll die for the crew.”

Annika’s eyes didn’t move off her. She waited.

“I mean that,” Elka said. “I don’t say it about people. I’ve never said it about anybody but my mother and my brothers. I’m saying it now.” She shrugged. “I want him. I’ll die for you. Both of you. Those are different things and they’re both true.”

Annika held up a second finger.

“Two. Will you lie to me?”

“I lie to the tide-board,” Elka said promptly. “I lie to Brannick about my debt. I lie to the wall-captain about my ribs. I lie to crowds for a living.” She leaned forward. “Never to crew. Not once. Not ever.”

Annika held up a third finger.

“Three.” She paused. The corner of her mouth went, and she put it back. “Will you make him stupid?”

Elka grinned.

“Yes,” she said. “Absolutely. Briefly.” She sat back. “Then I’ll give him back.”

The fire popped. Out on the flats the buoy-bell was clanking somewhere far off, slow, on the swell. Annika sat with three fingers in the air and looked at Elka over them while the fire popped twice more.

Then she lowered her hand. And she held it up again, with all five fingers spread, and started counting them down.

“Terms.”

Elka rapped her knuckles once on her spear-shaft where it lay beside her, the sound she made at the roster board when Moor gave her the worst spot.

“He leads.” First finger. “In bed, in the field, in the dark. He runs it. You’re loud. He runs it.”

“Fine by me. I like a man who runs things.”

“The finish inside is mine.” Second finger. Annika’s voice didn’t change at all. It stayed precise, exactly as level as when she’d said he leads. But through the echo I felt it land in her like a stake being driven into ground. “In me. Only me. That one’s mine.” A beat. “Non-negotiable.”

Elka looked at her. Her grin went, and she looked at Annika the way you look at somebody else’s spear when they lay it down in front of you.

“That one’s yours,” she said. “I wouldn’t touch it. I’d write it on a wall.”

“You get loud.” Third finger. “Nobody lies. Nobody gets left.” Fourth, fifth.

“Deal,” said Elka. “Loud’s my best feature.”

Annika lowered her hand.

The two women looked at each other across the fire, and then Annika’s bow thumb tapped once, slowly, against her knuckle. And Elka saw it, and I watched her understand exactly what it meant, and she grinned so wide I thought her face would split.



They both turned and looked at me.

I’d been sitting there through all of it with my back against a way-stop stone and the empty pan-lid in my lap. I’d been the subject of a negotiation between two women for ten minutes and neither of them had once glanced in my direction.

“Well,” Annika said. “Go on.”

“Go on and what?”

“It’s your turn.”

I looked at Elka. She looked at me. In the firelight her freckles were dark on her cheekbones and her braid was over her shoulder and her eyes were gold and bright and waiting.

“Ask me,” I said.

Elka’s eyebrows went up.

“You asked her,” I said. “You asked her three questions and set terms and shook on it. Nobody asked me. It’s my bed too. Ask me.”

Elka’s face lit up.

She leaned forward on her knees in the sand, across the fire, close enough that I could feel the heat of it on her side and see the light dancing in her eyes. She grinned at me like I’d just pushed the whole pot across the table to her.

“Dare you, clerk,” she said.

I looked at her. At the grin, at the freckles, at the heavy curve of her breasts pushing at her jerkin’s laces as she leaned toward me across the fire. At the eyes that had been laughing at me since a wall-hall stair and the woman who’d lain on her back in the sand of the wall-yard and laughed at the sky.

“Yes,” I said. “I want you. I’ve wanted you since you came down that stair.”

“Since the stair?”

“Since the stair.”

“I knew it.” She turned to Annika. “Since the stair! I told you!”

“You didn’t tell me anything,” Annika said.

“I told you with my face.”

“Your face says a lot of things,” Annika said. “Most of them are loud.”



The kiss was hers.

She came around the fire on her knees, quick, and before I’d put down the pan-lid she’d taken my face in both her hands and kissed me. Hard and fast. She kissed like she’d been planning it since the stair: hot and greedy, laughing against my lips, a low delighted sound I felt in my own chest.

My hand went to her waist. The leather of her jerkin was warm from the fire. Under it she was solid, dense, strong. I pulled her closer and she came, and for a moment she was half in my lap with her heavy breasts pressed against my chest and her braid falling over my shoulder and the brass ring at its tail cold against my neck.

Then she stopped.

She pulled back. Just a few inches. She was flushed, freckles dark on pink skin, breathing hard, her eyes bright. Her hands were still on my face.

“Not in the sand,” she said.

“No?”

“No.” She let go of my face and sat back on her heels, licking her lips. “I have standards.”

“You have standards.”

“I have exactly one standard.” She held up a finger. “Not in the sand.”

Across the fire, Annika made a sound I’d rarely heard her make in front of anybody but me. It was a laugh. A real one, short and helpless, startled out of her before she could stop it. She put her hand over her mouth. Her green eyes over her hand were shining.

Elka looked at her, delighted. “She laughed. Did you hear that? She laughed.”

“I didn’t laugh.”

“You laughed.”

“I coughed,” said Annika, through her fingers. “There’s sand in the air.”

“There’s sand in everything,” said Elka. “That’s why I have the standard.”



We came into the Ford at noon the next day, over the last rise of the tide road, and the first thing I saw was Tib on the far gate’s pole-barrier, waving both arms over his head like a man flagging down a ship.

His grandmother was sitting up in a chair outside the wall-hall in the sun, wrapped in a blanket, with a bowl of something hot in her lap. She’d stopped coughing. Moor’s cutter had given her a poultice for her chest and told her to sit in the sun, and she was sitting in the sun like it was a job.

“You came back,” Tib said, when he’d run all the way from the gate.

“I said I would.”

“Before the bell.”

“The bell’s not due for eight days.”

“I know,” he said. “I just wanted to say you did.” He looked at Elka. “Did you bring me anything?”

“I brought you this,” Elka said, and gave him a sugared knot of bread she’d bought from a stall in Morvant and carried a day and a half in her pack, and he ate it standing there in the gate in three bites.



Moor called us into the wall-hall that afternoon. He had the tide-board’s numbers chalked on his roster.

The numbers were Brannick’s. He’d sent Tib down to the Bell to copy the whole left column of the tide-board onto a slate, every bell in the last two years and the hour it rang, and then he’d sat at his table in the wall-hall with the slate and his own roster and a lamp, and he’d worked the gaps out himself. I could tell he’d done it several times. There were chalk marks all over the table where he’d worked it and wiped it and worked it again.

“Look at this,” he said.

He’d written the gaps between bells in a column. The number of days from one tide-bell to the next, going back two years.

Forty-one. Thirty-nine. Forty. Forty-two. Thirty-eight.

Then, this season: thirty. Twenty-five. Twenty-one.

And beside the last, the one we’d held at the funnel: nineteen. Two days early.

“The natural gaps are shortening,” Moor said. “Every cycle. By five days, then four. And something’s pulling the bells earlier still, on top of that.” He looked at me. He didn’t say what. I’d told him about the lure-channels and the drum-stakes the morning after Elka kicked one flat. He’d listened, and gone out to the flats with two crewmen to look at the filled channel himself, and come back and not said anything for an hour. “Next bell’s due in eight days if the clock holds at twenty-one. It won’t hold. If it shortens again, sooner. If they pull it, sooner than that.”

“And after that?”

He tapped the column with a thick finger. “Brannick has a theory. The old men in the Bell have a theory. Their grandfathers had the same theory.” He looked tired. “When the clock breaks, the Teeming doesn’t send a tide. It sends everything.”

“Everything,” I said.

“A full vent,” said Elka.

She’d been standing at the back of the hall, leaning on her spear. She said it quietly.

“Everything it has,” she said. “All at once. Every hound, every shellback, every lasher, every drone. Every egg that’s hatched in the brood-halls since the last vent. It all comes out at once.” She looked at the roster board with its chalked stations. “It happened when my grandmother was a girl. She told me about it. The Ford lost the whole river-arm. Three hundred dead. They rebuilt the walls after and swore it’d never happen again.”

Moor nodded slowly.

“Brannick put a line on the board this morning,” he said. “Best guess of every old man in the Bell. Within three bells, they say. And the last of them at the dark moon.” He looked at me. “The dark moon’s about three weeks off.”

“Can the Ford hold it?” I said. I already knew.

Moor didn’t answer right away. He looked at his roster, at his forty crewmen and their stations. At the funnel and the gate on the leaning stretch, chalked in on the plan. At the rest of the seaward wall with its thirty rotten patches.

“No,” he said. “Not a full vent. Not with forty men and one funnel.” He put his chalk down on the table. “When the clock breaks, the Ford breaks with it. And there’ll be relief wagons waiting at the gate, I don’t doubt, to pick up whatever’s left.”

The hall had gone quiet behind us.

I hadn’t noticed it happen. A wall-hall in the afternoon is never quiet: crews eating, crews arguing, somebody sharpening a spearhead on the flagstones. But Moor had a voice made for shouting over surf, and he hadn’t lowered it, and the benches had heard every word.

I turned around. Thirty faces, sea-burned, looking at the slate on Moor’s table and the column of numbers on it. Nobody made a joke. Nobody said clerk. A woman with an axe across her knees put down the bread she’d been eating and didn’t pick it up again.

“Three weeks,” somebody said at the back. He said it the way you’d say a name at a grave.

Moor didn’t turn around. He picked his chalk back up and drew a box round the last number in the column, the nineteen, and then he drew a line under the whole column and left the space below it empty.

“Wall-walk at dawn,” he said to the room, at the same volume. “Every crew. I want every timber patch on the seaward face looked at by somebody who knows what rot looks like.” He jerked his chin at me without looking. “He’ll show you.”



On the roster board, as we left the hall, I saw Elka’s name had been moved.

She’d been on the funnel. Now she was chalked in on a different line: CORNER TOWER. NIGHT. TOMORROW.

“Watch rota,” she said, seeing me look. “Moor pulls one of us off the funnel every few nights to sit the corner watch-tower. At the angle where the seaward wall meets the river-arm. You can see the whole flat from up there, and the Gullet.” She grinned. “It’s very boring. You sit there all night and look at mud and nobody comes up until the second bell when your relief climbs the ladder.”

“The second bell.”

“The second bell after midnight. The town bell, not the tide-bell. Brannick rings it from the Bell’s roof.” She hoisted her spear back across her shoulders. “Nobody comes up before then. Nobody. Not for anything.”

She started to walk away down the lane toward the Bell. Then she stopped and looked back over her shoulder at me. The braid swung. The brass ring caught the afternoon sun.

“Come keep me awake, clerk,” she said, and walked on.



That night in the loft, Annika undressed by the window with her back to me, and lay down on her side of the bed with her back to me, and pulled the blanket up over her shoulder.

I lay on my back and looked at the beam above the bed where PAID BOTH WAYS was chalked in her neat hand.

I checked the echo twice, carefully, like a beam I was about to trust my weight to. What came back was calm, and under the calm something warm and settled and a little pleased with itself, the feeling of a woman who’d sat across a fire and set terms and gotten every one of them.

“Annika.”

“Mm.”

“Tomorrow night.”

“I know about tomorrow night. I was there when she said it.” She didn’t turn over. “I said terms. I set them. They’re good terms.”

“They’re very good terms.”

“I said terms,” she said again, into her pillow. “I didn’t say I’d be asleep.”

I lay there.

There was a long pause. The Bell’s noise came up through the floor. The sea breathed on the flats outside the window.

“I will be asleep,” she said. “Go tomorrow.”


Chapter 13: The Watch-Tower

“No. No. Elbow in. You’re holding it like a broom. Does it look like a broom?”

“It looks like a stick,” said Tib.

“It’s a spear,” said Elka. “It’s a spear and you’re holding it like a broom, and if a brinehound comes at you while you’re holding it like a broom it’s going to sweep you right up and eat you.” She took his elbow in one hand and pushed it in against his ribs. “There. Like that. Now your foot.”

I was sitting on the wall-yard fence with a coil of new rope across my knees, splicing an eye into its end, and I’d stopped splicing ten minutes ago.

She was teaching him to set.

She’d found a short practice spear for him somewhere, cut down to fit a fourteen-year-old’s arms, and she’d taken him into the middle of the wall-yard in the morning sun and shown him exactly what she’d shown me, step by step. The butt in the sand behind his heel. The foot on top of it. The angle. The lean. She’d planted her own spear beside his so he could copy it, and she was walking around him now, correcting him with her hands, pushing his shoulder down, pulling his back foot an inch wider.

“The ground holds it,” she said. “Not you. You’re too skinny to hold anything. You just aim it.”

“How do I aim it?”

“You look at the thing you want dead,” Elka said, “and you point at it, and you don’t stop pointing.”

Tib looked at the straw butt at the far end of the yard as if it had personally insulted his grandmother. He pointed his spear at it. He didn’t stop pointing.

Elka stood back and looked at him. Then she came round in front of him and put her hand on the spear’s head and pushed.

It didn’t move.

“Huh,” she said.

She pushed harder. It didn’t move. Tib’s face had gone red with effort and his skinny body was shaking, but his foot was on the butt and his elbow was in and the ground was holding it.

Elka stepped back and laughed loud enough to scare a gull off the fence.

“Look at that,” she called across to me. “Look at that, clerk. He got it in a morning. Took you two days.”

“It took me an afternoon.”

“It took you an afternoon to get it badly.”

Tib was grinning so hard his face looked like it might break.

I sat on the fence and watched her teach. She was patient. I hadn’t expected that. She was loud and she was rough and she called him a broom-sweeper and a skinny gull-chick, but every correction was exact and every one was kind underneath, and when he got it right she told him so in a voice that made him stand up straighter.

She’d been teaching Wil, she’d said. On the wall. Before the lasher took him.

I watched her push Tib’s shoulder down another finger’s width, and I liked her for it more than I’d planned to.



Annika and I built the second drop-gate in the afternoon.

The first one had worked so well at the spill that Moor had come down to the funnel himself the next morning and stood under it a good while looking up at it, and then he’d said, “Another one. The river-arm end of the stretch. Can you?” And I’d said yes, and he’d gone away without saying anything else, which from Moor was the same as a speech.

The river-arm end didn’t have a funnel. It had a gap of its own, a smaller one, where the seaward wall met the arm that ran out along the river-mouth and the basalt had cracked along the join. Tides hit it every bell, never as hard as the stretch, but often.

We built it the same way. Ship-timber gate, iron-spiked foot, a gallows over the gap, a counterweight boulder in a net, a cut-trigger. The crews hauled for us without being asked now. Fifteen of them came down that afternoon, and three more showed up halfway through with a cart of salvaged hull-ribs they’d found on the beach and dragged up on their own.

Annika worked the trigger mechanism while I worked the frame. She’d watched me build the first one and asked a dozen questions about it, and now she built the trigger herself with her clever careful hands, filing the blade, setting the pivot, testing the cord’s pull until it released clean every time with no more than a finger’s weight.

“Good?” she said, when it was done.

I came and looked at it. I tested it. It was better than mine.

“Good,” I said.

“Better than yours.”

“Better than mine.”

She looked pleased. She didn’t smile. She patted the trigger once, like a dog that had done its trick, and went to help the crews raise the gate.



At dusk, Elka went up the corner tower.

The watch-tower stood at the angle where the seaward wall turned and became the river-arm, a square stone tower two stories higher than the wall-walk with a ladder-stair inside it, open at the top. Its top was a platform of thick planking under a slate roof held up on four stone pillars, so the watch could see in every direction and stay out of the rain. A broad parapet ran around the platform at waist height, wide enough to sit on, with a merlon at each corner.

I watched her go from the wall-walk.

She came along the wall in her wall-kit, jerkin laced, spear on her shoulder, braid swinging behind her with the brass ring catching the last of the light. She passed me without looking. She walked to the foot of the tower and swung herself onto the ladder-stair and climbed it, fast and sure, and I watched her compact strong body go up the rungs and disappear into the dark of the tower’s inside.

She didn’t look back once.

That was the invitation. I knew it like I know a wall is going to fall. Everything about her said look at me, and right then she’d made very sure not to look at me at all.



I went up at the first quiet hour.

The Ford’s town bell rang the hours from the Bell’s roof, a small tin-voiced bell that Brannick rang by hand. The first after midnight had rung a while ago. The town was dark and quiet. The wall-walk was quiet. The crews on night watch were at their stations along the parapet, sitting with their backs to the merlons, half asleep. Nobody saw me go to the corner tower. Nobody was looking.

The ladder-stair creaked.

Every rung. Old wood, salt-dried, pinned into the stone with iron. Every time I put my weight on one it groaned like an old man getting out of a chair. The sound went up the tower’s inside and out the top and I thought it must be audible halfway across the Ford.

I came up through the hatch at the top onto the platform.

Moonlight. The moon was a fat half, a week short of full, and it hung low over the dunes behind the town, bright and white, and it silvered the flats from the foot of the wall out to the horizon. Everything was black and silver. The channels shone. The sand-rise of the Gullet sat a mile out like a grave mound. The slate roof over the platform threw a square of shadow, and the moon came in under it from the landward side and lit the platform’s boards and the broad stone of the parapet.

Elka was sitting on the parapet with her back against the seaward merlon and one leg drawn up. Her spear leaned against the pillar beside her. She was looking at me.

“Every rung,” she said. “You hit every single rung. I counted. Thirty-one.”

“It’s a creaky ladder.”

“It’s a very creaky ladder. Anybody coming up it, I hear them from the bottom.” She smiled. “You know when the second bell is?”

“No.”

“I do.” She pulled her other leg up and sat cross-legged on the broad parapet. “I’ve sat this tower a hundred times. Brannick’s slow. He rings the first late and the second later. The relief watch is Dobb Harrow and he’s never been early to anything in his life. He’ll hit the bottom rung about the time the second bell’s done ringing.” She tilted her head. “You’ve got until then.”

“That’s not very long.”

“No,” she said. “That’s the point.”

She looked at me in the moonlight with her hazel-gold eyes and her chin up and her lips parted.

“Anybody could come up that ladder,” she said softly. “Anybody. Any time. Dobb could be early for once in his life. A crewman could come up to report something. Moor does rounds sometimes.” She didn’t stop smiling. “We’d hear them. Thirty-one rungs. That’s all the warning we’d get.”

“And you want that.”

“I want that.” She swung her legs down off the parapet and stood up. “Dare you, clerk.”

“You’re on watch,” I said.

She stepped toward me across the moonlit boards. Close. Inside my reach. Her eyes didn’t leave mine.

“So watch,” she said.



She did it out loud. Of course she did.

She stepped back into the moonlight, just out of my reach, where the light came in under the roof’s edge and lit her full. She put her hands up to the top of her jerkin’s laces. And she started to talk.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” she said. Low. A whisper with a crier’s ring in it, a voice built for crowds pitched down for one man. “Lords of the stands. Fishwives. Dockers. Sailors off the boats. Gentlemen in good coats on your cushions.” She pulled the first cross of lacing loose. “Tonight. One night only. On the high platform. The Red Braid, ladies and gentlemen.”

Another cross. The laces creaked as they gave.

“Opens the bout.”

She held my eyes and kept them. She didn’t look down at her own hands. She pulled the laces loose cross by cross, slowly, narrating each one (“and that’s the second, and the crowd goes wild”), and the jerkin’s front came apart a finger’s width with every pull. The freckled valley between her breasts opened in the moonlight. Then the inner curves. Then the jerkin was loose to her navel and she shrugged it off her shoulders and let it fall behind her on the boards, and stood there bare to the waist in the silver light.

My breath went out of me.

The flats had given me a sweat-soaked shift, and the merlon a jerkin open to the sternum. This was the whole of it. Her tits were heavy and full and high on her compact body, bigger than they had any business being on a woman her size, round and firm and swaying gently with her breathing. The moonlight lay across them like silver poured on cream. And the freckles went down. They went all the way down, as I’d somehow known they would: dense across her chest, scattered over the upper swells, dusted across the full curves and darkening around nipples that were pale pink and already drawn up hard and tight in the sea wind.

“They keep going,” I said. My voice came out rough.

She laughed, low and delighted. “I told you they keep going.”

“You didn’t tell me. You showed me on a merlon and made me guess.”

“And did you guess right?”

“I guessed they kept going,” I said. “I didn’t guess how far.”

She ran her hands down over herself, from her collarbones over her breasts, lifting them, letting them fall. They bounced and settled. She was watching my face while she did it, and whatever she saw there made her grin wider.

Along her left side, from under her arm down over her ribs, there was a scar. Long, pale, puckered at one end. Old. The pit, she’d said. Ribs, left side. And on her forearms, where she’d unwound the leather wraps and left them on the parapet, more scars: small and round and white, the size of a copper mark.

She saw me see them. She didn’t cover them.

“Pit souvenirs,” she said lightly. “Don’t look too long. They get jealous of the other parts.”

“I like all of it.”

“You haven’t seen all of it,” she said. “Yet.”



She came to me across the boards and put her hands flat on my chest and pushed me back two steps, until my shoulders hit the stone pillar behind me. Then she went down onto her knees in front of me on the planks.

She didn’t hurry. She looked up at me the whole time.

Her hands went to my belt. She unbuckled it one-handed, narrating (“the champion approaches the gate”), and opened my trousers, and pulled them down my hips, and my cock sprang out into the cold sea air, already aching for her.

She looked at it. Then up at me.

“Oh,” she said. “Oh, clerk. They didn’t put this on your sheet.”

“It’s uncatalogued,” I said.

She laughed into my thigh, helpless, until her eyes ran. When she lifted her head again her lashes were wet with it.

Then she took me in her hand, and her laugh stopped, and she put her mouth on me.



I’d known her oral would be a performance. I hadn’t known how much I was going to like being the audience.

She started slow. Her lips at the head, soft and wet, just there, a kiss and then another. Her tongue tracing the ridge underneath. Then a long slow lick from the base all the way to the tip, her eyes on mine all the way up. Then she took the head into her mouth and held it there, warm and wet and sucking gently, and looked up at me with my cock in her mouth and her eyes laughing.

She pulled off with a wet sound.

“Watch this, clerk,” she whispered, and went down.

She took me deep. Deeper than I expected. Her mouth slid down my length in one slow, deliberate stroke until her lips were wrapped around the base and her nose was pressed against me, and she held there, throat working around me, eyes up, unblinking. Then back. All the way. Her tongue dragging along the underside.

My hands found the stone pillar behind me and gripped it.

“Like that?” she said, off me, her lips shining. “The crowd’s on their feet, clerk. Listen to them.”

Down again. Up. Slow, wet, rhythmic, a long sliding pull with her lips tight and her tongue working, and between strokes she talked. Little whispers. Commentary. “And she takes it all, ladies and gentlemen.” A lick around the head. “The northerner’s holding the pillar, look at that, he’s holding on for his life.” A long deep stroke. “Look at his face. Oh, look at his face.”

She found the rhythm that made my knees go weak and kept it. Faster. Her hand joined her mouth, wrapped around the base, twisting slightly with each stroke. Wet sounds. Her breathing hot through her nose. The moonlight on her bare freckled shoulders and the heavy swing of her breasts with every bob of her head.

I felt it start to build at the base of my spine. My hips moved on their own.

She felt it too. She pulled off. All at once, completely, and sat back on her heels and looked up at me and laughed.

“Not yet,” she whispered. “Oh, not yet. The bout’s not over.”

I stood there against the pillar with my cock wet and throbbing in the cold air and my knees not entirely mine, and she knelt in front of me grinning like she’d won every bet on the tide-board.

She did it again.

Down. Slow. Deep. The same rhythm, building again, her hand and mouth together, her eyes on mine. I lasted longer the second time, or she let me, and she took me right up to the edge, so close I could feel it gathering in my balls, and then pulled off again laughing.

“Twice,” she said. “Twice, clerk. How many can you take?”

She reached up and took her own braid, the heavy copper rope of it, and put it in my hand. She wrapped it once around my fist herself and closed my fingers over it.

“There,” she said. “Now you can hold on to something better than a pillar.”



That was when I took it back.

She’d been running the bout. She’d been running it beautifully. And I’d let her, because I’d have stood against that pillar till dawn to watch her do it. But under all of it she was still performing.

I wanted to see what was underneath.

I tightened my fist in her braid, just enough for her to feel it. Her eyes went wide.

“Up,” I said.

She came up. I didn’t let her stand. I bent and got one arm under her knees and the other behind her back and lifted her, and she was heavier than she looked and I didn’t care, and I carried her the two steps to the parapet and set her down on its broad inner ledge with her back against the seaward merlon.

“Clerk,” she said.

“You’re on watch,” I said. “Watch the flats.”

I pulled her trousers down her thick strong thighs and off over her boots and dropped them on the boards. She was bare in the moonlight now, all of her, sitting on the parapet’s stone ledge with the whole moon-silvered flats spread out behind her and the Gullet a black hump on the horizon. Her thighs were heavy and muscled, freckled too. Between them, her pussy was flushed and swollen and shining wet, a tuft of copper hair above it.

I knelt on the boards in front of her and put her left heel up on the corner merlon, spreading her open.

“Oh,” she said. “Oh, you’re going to…”

I put my mouth on her.

She tasted sharp and sweet, brine on her skin and her under it, and she smelled of wall-tar and the Bell’s woodsmoke, and she was wet enough that the first long lick of my tongue came away slick. She made a sound that wasn’t a word. She tried to laugh and it broke halfway through into a gasp.

There was a bell coming and I didn’t hurry anyway. I licked her from the bottom to the top with the flat of my tongue, slow, and felt her thighs jump on either side of my head when I reached her clit. I sucked it gently between my lips. I went back down and pushed my tongue into her and felt her clench around it.

“Clerk,” she gasped. “The crowd. Ah. The crowd is…”

“There’s no crowd,” I said against her. “There’s me.”

I slid two fingers into her. She was tight and hot and soaking. I curled them up against the spot inside her that made her hips buck off the stone and put my mouth back on her clit, and worked her with both, steady, patient, reading every twitch and shiver and gasp.

Her laugh kept breaking. She’d start it and it would come apart into gasps, and she’d start it again and it would turn into a moan halfway, and her heel dug into the merlon and her hand came down into my hair and gripped.

I lifted my mouth an inch off her.

“Your heel’s shaking on that merlon,” I said. “So are your thighs. You’re closer than you’re pretending.”

“I’m not,” she gasped, “pretending anything.”

“You’ve been pretending since the ladder,” I said, and put my mouth back on her.

“Oh, gods,” she said. “Oh, gods. Clerk. Oh.”

The ladder-stair creaked.

One rung. Deep in the tower below us. A single long groan of old wood.

She froze. I froze. We both held perfectly still, my mouth on her and her hand in my hair and her heel on the merlon, listening.

Nothing.

The wind. It had been the wind, or the tower settling, or nothing. Or someone standing at the bottom deciding whether to climb.

Elka started to laugh. Silently. She shook with it. She pressed her face into the crook of her own arm on the merlon to muffle it, and her thighs trembled on either side of my head, and she didn’t stop, or push me away, or sit up. She laughed into her arm and pushed her hips harder against my mouth.

I went back to work.

She came about a minute later, with her heel jammed against the merlon and her face still half-buried in the crook of her arm. The laugh broke for good. What came out of her instead was a cry, short and high, and she smothered it in her own arm before it could reach the wall-walk, her teeth set in her freckled forearm until it turned into a groan. Her pussy clenched on my fingers in quick hard pulses, a fighter’s rhythm, nothing slow in it anywhere. Her heel kicked once against the merlon’s stone like she meant to shove the whole tower into the sea. She shook all over, flushed pink from her thighs to her throat, and I kept my mouth on her, gentling, until she shoved my head away and slumped against the merlon panting.



I stood up. I wiped my mouth on the back of my hand.

She looked up at me from the parapet. Her face was flushed, her hair coming loose around it, her eyes half-lidded and glazed. Her breasts were heaving.

“That,” she said, “was not the bout I planned.”

“I know.”

“I had a plan.”

“I know.”

“I had a whole plan, clerk. With an order.” She reached for me. She caught my shirt in both fists and pulled me in close. “Now what?”

I picked her up again.

I slid my hands under her thighs and lifted her off the parapet, and she wrapped her legs around my waist without being told, locking her ankles behind my back, her arms around my neck. She was compact and dense and heavy in my arms, all muscle and curve, and I turned and walked her three steps across the platform and put her back against the tower wall where the slate roof came down to meet the stone.

My cock was right there against her. Wet from her mouth and aching. She reached down between us and took it in her hand and guided it, and I let her weight come down.

I slid into her.

She was soaking wet and so tight I had to stop halfway and breathe. She made a sound against my neck, a long low groan, and her thighs tightened around my waist and pulled me deeper. I held her against the wall with my hands under her ass and my hips braced, and I sank into her the rest of the way until I was buried in her to the root and all her weight was resting on me.

“Oh,” she said against my neck. “Oh, oh, look at that. The champion’s taken the…”

I started to move.

I drove up into her slow and hard. Her back against the wall. Her legs locked round me. Her weight in my hands, held up by me and the stone and nothing else. Every stroke went deep, and her body answered every one of them.

Her tits bounced between us. Heavy and full, pressed against my chest and then swinging free with every thrust, freckled and moon-silvered, her nipples dragging against my shirt. I watched them. I couldn’t not watch them.

“And he’s driving now,” she gasped, “he’s driving her into the wall, ladies and gentlemen, oh, look at him go, he’s…”

I went harder.

“He’s. Ah. The crowd.”

Harder. Deep, relentless, her back thudding softly against the stone with each stroke and her legs clamping tighter around me.

“The crowd’s on their,” she said, and that was all.

Her commentary didn’t trail off. It stopped. Mid-sentence. I felt it go out of her the way you feel a beam stop humming when the load comes off it. Her arms tightened around my neck. Her face pressed into my shoulder. Her legs locked so hard around my waist I felt it in my ribs.

She went quiet.

Her breath came hard and hot against my neck and her body moved with mine in total silence.

I held her against the wall and drove into her and put my mouth by her ear.

“You stopped talking,” I said. “Good. Stay right there. I’ve got you.”

I felt her climbing. Her pussy getting tighter and wetter around me, her thighs starting to shake, her nails digging into the back of my neck.

She came in silence.

She went rigid in my arms. Her back arched off the wall. Her mouth opened against my shoulder and nothing came out of it at all, not a sound, just her breath stopping, and then her pussy seized on my cock and gripped, and gripped again, quick and hard as a fist on a spear-shaft, so tight I had to stop moving and just hold her there while it went through her. She shook, legs and arms both locked around me. Her freckled flush ran from her breasts all the way up her throat to her face.

It went on a long time.

When it let her go, she sagged against me, boneless, her forehead on my shoulder. She was breathing like she’d run the length of the wall.

I held her there.



I was still hard inside her. I was close, so close, and I started to move again, slow.

She lifted her head.

“Wait,” she said. Hoarse. Her voice was back. “Wait. Wait. Put me down.”

I stopped. I let her legs slide down off my waist and her feet touch the boards, and she stood leaning against the wall for a moment with her legs shaking.

Then she slid down the wall onto her knees in front of me.

“In my mouth,” she said, looking up at me. Her eyes were bright and wet and fierce. “I want to see it. I want to see you finish. I want to watch your face.” She took my cock in her hand, slick with her, and pulled me toward her. “In my mouth, clerk. All of it.”

She took me back into her mouth, and this time she didn’t tease.

She sucked me hard and fast and deep, her hand pumping the base, her eyes locked on mine throughout, and I put my hand back in her braid where she’d wrapped it, and it took about ten strokes. Maybe less. I felt it gather at the base of my spine and come up through me the way the sea comes up a dry channel at the turn, all at once with nothing to stop it, and I said her name into the moonlight like a curse, and I came.

She didn’t pull back. She kept her lips sealed tight around the head and her eyes on mine and took every hot thick spurt of it, her throat working, her hand milking me through all of it. She watched my face all through it. I watched hers. She looked delighted with herself.

When I was done, she pulled off. She opened her mouth and showed me. Her tongue was white with it.

She closed her mouth and swallowed, deliberately, and licked her lips, and grinned up at me.

And down in the dark of the Ford, from the roof of the Cracked Bell, Brannick’s little roof-bell started to ring.



The second bell.

She heard it. I saw her hear it. Her eyes went wide and her grin went wider and she started to laugh out loud, nothing silent about it now. She laughed so hard she fell back off her knees and sat down on the boards with her bare legs splayed and her hand over her mouth, shaking with it.

“The bell,” she gasped. “Oh, gods. Dobb.”

Somewhere far below us, at the foot of the tower, a door banged.

A boot hit the bottom rung of the ladder-stair.

Elka moved.

I’ve seen her move on a wall in a tide. This was faster. She was up off the boards and into her trousers and her boots and had her jerkin off the planks and over her shoulders before the second rung creaked. She laced it as she walked. I watched her do it. Nine crosses. Nine seconds. Her fingers flew. By the time she’d reached her spear against the pillar she was fully dressed and laced to the collar and her braid was flipped back over her shoulder and she looked exactly like a woman who’d spent the whole night bored on watch.

I was still getting my belt buckled.

“Over there,” she hissed, and pointed at the far corner of the platform, the landward one, where the roof’s shadow was deepest. “Look at the town. Look like you’re checking something.”

I went and looked at the town.

The hatch at the top of the ladder-stair came up and a head came through it. A big, sleepy, bearded man with a lantern, yawning.

“Corran,” he said. “All quiet?”

“All quiet, Dobb,” said Elka.

Her voice was perfectly steady. She was standing at the seaward parapet with her spear in her hand and her chin up, looking out at the moonlit flats like a sentry on a recruiting poster. She’d licked her lips. She still had my taste on her mouth. I knew it and she knew it and Dobb Harrow had no idea.

“Who’s that?” said Dobb, lifting his lantern toward my corner.

“The clerk,” said Elka. “He came up to look at the gate-gallows from above. He’s very interested in gallows.”

“At this hour?”

“He’s northern,” Elka said, as if that explained everything.

Dobb looked at me. I looked at the gate-gallows on the stretch, two hundred yards away in the dark, with what I hoped looked like professional interest.

“Huh,” said Dobb.



We walked back to the Bell through the dark lanes of the Ford.

It was quiet. The town was asleep. The moon had gone down behind the dunes and the stars were out, and the lanes were narrow and black between the stone houses, and our boots were loud on the cobbles.

Neither of us said a word for three lanes.

Halfway to the Bell, in a lane so narrow the roofs nearly met above it, she stopped. She turned around and put her palm on my chest and pushed me gently back against a wall. Then she kissed me.

Nothing like the fire. Slow. Soft. Her mouth warm and unhurried on mine, her hand flat over my heart, her body leaning lightly against me in the dark.

When she pulled back she didn’t step away. She stood there with her forehead almost touching mine.

“That’s the first time in years,” she said quietly, “that nobody was betting.”

She said it plainly, in the dark, without a laugh anywhere near it.

Then she turned and walked on toward the Bell, and after a moment I followed her.


Chapter 14: The Gullet

They’d dug our channel out two nights after we filled it, and they’d kept it open since.

The morning after the watch-tower I stood at the parapet at low water and looked at it again: a straight black line cut through the crust from the Gullet’s mouth to the funnel, sharp-sided and fresh, recut since the last time I’d looked, and a new drum-stake standing upright in the channel’s floor where Elka had kicked the old one flat, with new hide stretched over its head.

They kept fixing it. Just like she said they would.

“I wanted to meet him,” Elka said, standing beside me at the parapet with her arms folded. “I didn’t get to meet him.”

“He doesn’t fix it out here,” Annika said. She was looking out at the Gullet, her Pathfinder sight stretched across the mile of crust to its mouth. “He comes out of the mouth and goes back in. The tracks start and stop at the hole. Every time.”

“So the stakes come from inside,” I said. “The cakes. The spare hide. Whatever they use to recut the channel. They keep it in there somewhere close to the mouth and bring it out when they need it.”

“A camp,” Annika said.

“That’s my guess.” I looked at the black hole in the sand-rise a mile out. “We can fill channels every day for a month and they’ll dig them out every night. We kick stakes over and they’ll drive new ones. You don’t fix a leak by mopping the floor.” I turned away from the parapet. “You go find the pipe.”



It took us two days to get ready, because I don’t go into anything I haven’t read, and you can’t read a dungeon from the outside.

So we read everything else. Annika spent both dawns on the corner tower with her Pathfinder senses reaching out across the flats, watching the Gullet’s mouth breathe. She clocked when the catchers came out and when they went back in: an hour after dead low water, every second day, and back in before the turn. She counted them. Never more than six.

Elka told us everything she knew about the Teeming’s upper halls from four years of listening to catchers talk in the warrens’ cages. Most of it was wrong, she said. Catchers lie about the Teeming like fishermen lie about the sea. But some of it was true, and she sorted the true from the lies for us like a woman sorting good shells from broken ones: the halls breathe warm; the floor pools go deep without warning; the brood-drones nest in the walls and come out at noise; lashers live in anything wet enough to hide them.

And the water. Always the water.

“Dead low water’s your door,” she said. “The Gullet’s mouth sits just above the low-tide line. When the sea’s out, the mouth’s dry and you can walk in. When the sea turns, it comes back across the flats and fills the channels, and then it fills the mouth, and then it fills the first halls.” She drew a curving line on the Bell’s hatch-cover table with spilled beer. “You’ve got about four hours from dead low to the turn. After that you don’t come out the way you went in. Maybe you don’t come out at all.”

“Four hours,” I said.

“Four hours from the moment the water stops going out. Not from the moment you walk in. You’ll lose half an hour getting across the flats to the mouth.”

“Three and a half.”

“Three and a half,” she agreed. “And then you’ve got to get back across the flats before they flood behind you.”

“Three,” Annika said.

“Three, then.” Elka wiped the beer-line off the table with her sleeve. “Plenty of time to get killed in.”

I bought rope. Of course I bought rope. I bought sixty yards of good tarred hemp from the chandler who’d overcharged me for the net, and Annika audited it, and for once she didn’t argue the price. I bought iron sand-anchors, long spiked stakes with rings at the top, the kind the Ford’s fishermen drove into the flats to moor their skiffs at low tide. I bought chalk. I bought three of the ash poles Elka had taught us to walk with, and we practiced walking the flats in a pole-line: single file, the leader probing, the rest stepping exactly where the leader stepped, each person roped to the next at ten-foot intervals so that if anybody went in, the others could haul them out.

Tib carried the rope. He wanted to come. I told him no in a voice that made him not ask twice.

On the morning of the third day, Moor came down to the wall-hall door as we were leaving, and looked at our ropes and our poles and our anchors, and at the Gullet a mile out on the flats.

“Nobody goes in there from this side,” he said.

“Somebody does,” I said. “Every second day.”

He held my eyes long enough to make sure I’d heard him. Then he nodded once and went back inside.



We went in at dead low water with the sun barely up.

Pole-line across the flats. Elka leading, probing, picking the firm crust. Annika second, her eyes on everything. Me last, with the rope coiled over my shoulder and the anchors clanking on my back. We were across in twenty minutes, faster than we’d ever done it.

The Gullet’s mouth breathed on us as we came up to it. That cold steady draft on our faces, moving in and out like breath from a living throat. Up close, the hole was bigger than it looked from the wall, wide enough to drive two wagons through, its edges ragged and crusted thick with white salt like frost around a cave mouth. The crust had cemented the sand-rise’s crown into something like stone.

I drove an anchor into the firm sand just outside the mouth and tied off the end of the rope to it. Then I laid my palm on the crust at the mouth’s edge and felt it.

Warm. Damp. Faintly, very faintly, it pulsed.

The mark under my sleeve did more than pulse. It pulled. Hard. Down and in, toward the dark, as it had pulled on the flats the first time we’d stood out here, but closer now and sharper. I could feel the bearing in my bones like a rope drawn taut.

“In,” I said to Annika. “In and under.”

“I know,” she said. “I can feel it pulling you.”

Elka kept quiet. But she looked at my arm.



The Teeming was alive. That was my first thought when we came down out of the mouth into the first gallery, and it never left me while we were in there.

Velgrim had been dead. Dead stone, dead bone, dead air that nothing had breathed in a thousand years, everything sealed and locked and waiting. The Teeming wasn’t waiting for anything. It was busy.

The gallery went down at a slope from the mouth, a tunnel twice my height and three times as wide, and its walls were that pale ridged stuff I’d seen in the warrens under Low Morvant, crusted over with salt. But here the salt was wet. It sweated. Water stood on the walls in beads and ran down them in thin streams and pooled on the floor. The ridges in the walls ran in long curving lines, like ribs, like the inside of a throat, and they were warm under my hand.

The floor was rock and sand and shell-grit, and every few yards there was a pool in it. Tide-pools. Some of them a hand deep. Some of them black, and I couldn’t see the bottom. Things moved in them. Little things, mostly, crabs and shrimp and pale eyeless fish that flicked away from our boots. Once something bigger turned over in a black pool as we passed it, and the water bulged and settled, and nobody said anything about it.

There were husks everywhere. Shells. The cast-off skins of things that had grown out of them: brood-drones, Elka said, the Teeming’s swarm-fodder. They lay in heaps against the walls, hollow and translucent and dry, crunching under our boots like old leaves.

And the smell. A fish market’s back alley at the end of a hot day. Salt and guts and rot and something sweet under it, like fruit gone bad. The air coming up from below was warm, warmer than outside, and moist, and it moved against my face in a slow steady rhythm. In. Out. In.

The whole place was breathing.

“Gods,” Elka said quietly, behind me. “I’ve heard about this my whole life. I’ve never been in it.”

“It’s a building,” I said. “It’s just a building that’s alive.”

“That doesn’t help.”

“It helps me.”

I chalked the walls as we went. Run-lines, as I’d chalked Velgrim’s junctions for Pell. Arrows pointing back to the mouth. Slashes where the floor was soft. Circles around pools I didn’t like. The salt was wet and the chalk smeared, so I pressed hard and went over every mark twice.

Annika led. She went ahead of us down the slope with her bow strung and an arrow on the string, and I felt her through the echo reaching out into the dark as she’d reached through Velgrim’s buried galleries: reading. She read the pools and told us which ones were deep. She read the walls and told us where they were hollow, where something had tunneled through behind the crust and left a skin over the gap. She read the floor and found the paths worn into it, smooth troughs in the rock where something heavy had dragged itself up and down a thousand times.

“Brood-paths,” she said quietly. “The beasts come up this way to the mouth. Every tide.” She put her hand on a smooth trough. “And this.” A second line beside it, narrower, sharper. “Runners. A sled. They drag it up and down the same path the beasts use.”

“Three feet and a finger,” I said.

She measured it with her eyes and nodded.



The catchers’ camp was in a dry chamber off the main gallery, two hundred yards down from the mouth.

Annika found it before we saw it. She stopped dead on the slope and held up her hand, and through the echo her focus pulled so tight that my own breath stopped.

“Light,” she breathed. “Left. Around the bend. Firelight. Voices.” A pause while she reached. “Six. And animals. Caged.”

We went forward along the wall with no light of our own, in the dark, with Annika’s hand on the rock leading us.

Around the bend, the gallery’s left wall opened into a side-chamber. It was round, maybe forty feet across, with a high domed ceiling of that wet ridged crust. It was dry. The floor was higher than the gallery’s, a raised shelf of rock, and the water that ran everywhere else in the Teeming ran around it, not through it. Someone had chosen it carefully.

There was a fire in the middle of it. Six men around the fire. Catchers. Leather and oilcloth, salt-stained, goad-hooks leaning against the wall beside them, iron spikes and hooks catching the firelight. Two of them were eating. One was asleep. Three were sitting on crates, talking low.

Along the chamber’s back wall there were cages. Five of them, wicker and iron, each the size of a big dog. Brinehounds in every one, crusted, pacing, their milk-white eyes rolling. Goad-scars on every flank.

Stacked beside the cages: blood-salt cakes, a whole wall of them, piled like bricks. A heap of drum-stakes, some with fresh hide on them, some bare. Rolls of hide. Shovels, square-bladed. A net-sled, empty, on its long runners.

Above the cages, the ceiling bulged. The crust had grown down there in a thick heavy lip, an overhang like a frozen wave, pale and wet and crusted. I looked at it hard.

I knew that shape. I’d seen it on a hundred old buildings. A cornice that had taken on water for too long. It looked solid. It was hanging from the crust at its root and nothing else.



I gave the plan in hand-signs, the chalk language Annika and I had worked out on granary-swarms and boar-culls two months ago, and Elka watched our hands and caught most of it.

The cages first. If the catchers got the cages open, we’d be fighting five goaded brinehounds in a dark chamber and six men with hooks at the same time. So the cages couldn’t open.

Annika would take the men by the cages. Elka would hold the chamber’s mouth, where it opened onto the gallery, so nobody got out and nothing got in. And I’d deal with the cages.

Elka grinned when she understood her part, all teeth in the dark.

Annika drew.

She’d held three marks on the tower at the First Bell. In a dark chamber with firelight and six moving men, she held three again without breathing hard. Silver points bloomed in my vision on the three catchers nearest the cages.

She shot the first one through the throat before the others knew we were there.

The chamber came apart.



The other one by the cages went for the latches. That was what he was there for, and he was fast. Annika put an arrow through his hand where it reached and pinned it to the wicker. He screamed.

I was already moving.

I went along the chamber’s wall in the dark at the edge of the firelight, fast, low, the pry-blade in my hand, and nobody looked at me because they were all looking at the archer. I got to the cages. I went past them. I went to the place in the wall just beside the back cage where the overhang’s root met the chamber’s side, and I looked at it for one second, reading it.

Wet crust. A crack running along the root, old, salt-filled. The whole lip hanging from that crack like a door hanging from one hinge.

I put the pry-blade into the crack and leaned.

The overhang came down.

It came down in one piece, a slab of wet salt-crust the size of a cart, and it landed across the tops of all five cages at once with a sound like a building falling in. Wicker crushed. Iron bars bent. The hounds inside screamed and went silent or kept screaming but couldn’t move. The man she’d pinned was under it too, half under, screaming.

Dust and salt-spray went up into the firelight.

The cages weren’t going to open for anybody.



Behind me, the rest of the fight had found Elka.

Four catchers left on their feet. Two came at the chamber’s mouth with goad-hooks. The iron spikes on their tips were glowing faintly red, salt-chambered like Ostrander’s staff.

Elka stood in the mouth with her spear set.

She didn’t have a funnel here, or a wall, or a gate. She had a gap in a rock wall six feet wide and a spear and her feet. It was enough. The first catcher came at her with his hook out, trying to snag her spear and pull it aside. She let him snag it. She let him pull. And as he pulled, she stepped into the pull and drove her spear’s butt into his chest instead of her point, knocked the wind out of him, and when he doubled over she brought the shaft across the back of his neck and put him on the floor.

The second one got his hook into her.

I saw it go in. He came at her from the side while she was finishing the first man and he drove the goad-hook’s spike into her left side, low, just above the hip, through the leather of her jerkin. The red-glowing tip went in and the hook behind it caught. He hauled back on the pole.

Elka laughed.

She laughed. With a hot iron hook in her side, being dragged off her feet by it, she threw her head back and sent it rolling up into the domed ceiling like she’d just heard a wonderful joke. The catcher holding the pole stared at her.

She grabbed the pole with her free hand and pulled it toward her. The hook tore out of her jerkin and her side with a sound I didn’t like, and the catcher came stumbling forward on the end of his own pole, off balance, right onto the point of her spear.

She held him there for a moment. Then she let him slide off.

“Ow,” she said, and looked down at her side. Blood was coming through the torn leather. “Ow. That’s a new hole. I had enough holes.” She laughed again, shorter. “Goad-hooks. I hate goad-hooks.”

The last two catchers were running.

They’d been at the back of the chamber, the sleeper and one of the eaters, and they’d seen the overhang come down and the archer and the woman in the mouth laughing with a hook in her, and they hadn’t stayed to see what came next. There was a second way out of the chamber, a narrow crack in its back wall I hadn’t seen in the dark, and they were through it before Annika could draw again.

I went after them two steps and stopped.

The crack led down. Steeply, into black, and the mark under my sleeve was pulling that way so hard my arm lifted off my side, toward the deep and whatever waited at the bottom of it.

“Let them go,” Annika said. “We don’t know what’s down there.”

She was right. I lowered the bar.



Four down. One dead by the cages with an arrow in his throat. One dead in the mouth. One alive, groaning, the wind knocked out of him, on the floor at Elka’s feet.

The man Annika had pinned, half under the slab, who’d stopped screaming and was just breathing in short hard gasps, his hand still nailed to a crushed cage.

We tied the two living ones and left them. I’d send Moor’s crewmen in for them at the next low water, if they were still alive. I wasn’t going to drag two catchers across the flats with the water turning.

I looked at what was in the camp.

The cakes went in a heap by the fire. The stakes went on the fire, hide and all, and burned with a smell like scorched leather and hair. The shovels I broke. The net-sled I levered over onto its side and stove in with the pry-blade until its runners were splinters.

In a crate beside the fire, where the three catchers had been sitting talking, Annika found a map.

It was hide. Scraped thin, like parchment, and drawn on in charcoal and something dark that might have been blood. Crude. A catchers’ map, made by men who couldn’t write much, all lines and arrows and little scratched symbols. But I could read a plan when I saw one, and this was a plan of the Teeming.

The Gullet’s mouth at the top. The gallery we’d come down. The chamber we stood in, marked with a little scratched fire. And from the chamber, two lines.

One went down. Steeply, through a series of chambers marked with symbols I didn’t know, getting deeper and deeper, to a great circle drawn at the bottom of the hide. In the circle, a scratched mark like a many-legged thing. And beside the line going down to it, one word, written in big crooked letters by a man who’d learned his alphabet late.

FEEDING.

The other line went sideways. Long. Inland. It ran along the hide’s bottom edge and off the side of it, toward the place where a city would be, if the hide had been big enough to show one.

“The den-heart,” Elka said, looking over my shoulder. Her voice was quiet. “That’s the den-heart. And that’s the road to the warrens.”

“Feeding,” Annika said.

“They go down there to feed her,” I said. “That’s what the blood-salt’s for. Not just the hounds. Her.” I rolled up the hide. “And they come back along that one with whatever the tide leaves them.”

I put the map inside my shirt. It was a load path drawn by the men who built it.



The flood started while I was rolling up the map.

I didn’t hear it at first. Annika did. I felt her go rigid through the echo and turn her head, and then I heard it too: a deep rushing sound from somewhere below us in the Teeming, like a river in a narrow gorge, and under it a hissing, and a clicking. A lot of clicking. Like dry beans poured on a stone floor.

“Drones,” Elka said. “That’s drones. The noise woke them.”

“How many?”

“All of them.”

They came out of the walls.

The crust on the gallery walls outside the chamber, the wet ridged stuff, had holes in it I hadn’t noticed, little round openings a hand wide, hundreds of them, and out of every one of them came a brood-drone. Pale things, the size of a cat, all legs and chitin and a mouth that opened sideways. They poured out of the walls and down onto the gallery floor in a clicking, chittering flood and turned toward the noise. Toward the chamber. Toward us.

“Back to the mouth,” I said. “Now.”

We went. Out of the chamber and up the gallery, Annika first, Elka behind her bleeding through her jerkin, me last with the pry-blade. The drones came up the gallery after us and I turned and met the first wave at a narrow place where two pools pinched the floor, and I killed them with the bar, two and three at a time, crushing chitin, levering legs. They died easily. There were just a great many of them.

Annika’s bowstring started behind me, steady, putting arrows into anything that got past.

And the rushing sound got louder.

“The water,” Annika called. “Davin, the water’s coming up. It’s early. It’s coming up from below.”

She was right. I could see it. The pools in the gallery floor were rising, all of them, all at once, overflowing their edges and spreading across the floor in sheets, fed from below instead of in at the mouth. The Teeming was breathing in, and when it breathed in, the sea came with it, up through the deep halls, filling everything from the bottom.

We’d counted the turn from the outside. We hadn’t counted on the inside.

There was a side-gallery off the main slope, a dip in the floor, and it was filling fastest. Water poured into it from somewhere below, black and foaming.

Elka was in it.



She’d gone down into the dip to get around a knot of drones on the main slope. It had been dry when she’d stepped into it. Ten seconds later it was knee-deep, and ten seconds after that it was waist-deep, and she was turning to come back out of it with her spear high over her head when the water around her came alive.

Lashers.

They rose out of the black foam on their whiplike limbs, three of them, four, eel-bodied things the size of men, each with four long lashing arms, coiling up out of the water around her. A knot of them, woken by the flood, or living in whatever deep pool the water was rising from.

The first lash took her across the shoulder and she staggered. The second took her spear-arm.

She set.

She did it in water up to her waist, with lashers rising all around her. She dropped into the stance, the low wide one I’d seen her drop into in the funnel’s mouth, the spear-butt coming back tight to her hip, her body sinking down behind it. Breakline. I saw her reach for it. I saw her body launch forward into the charge it had been built around.

Nothing.

She lurched forward into the water on her own strength, a single heavy stride, and the lashers’ arms wrapped around her and pulled, and she went under.

The black water closed over her head.



I didn’t think about it.

That’s not true. I thought about it for one breath. I thought: two women are watching. I thought: one of them has seen it before. I thought: the other one hasn’t, and doesn’t know what it is, and once she sees it she’ll never not have seen it.

I thought: she’s under the water.

I decided.

I tore the wrap off my left forearm with my teeth and my right hand at once and let it fall into the flood. The mark was blazing. Both rings, black-red, alight from inside, the light crawling out from under where the wrap had been. I put my bare arm out over the water toward the place where she’d gone under.

I called.

The shade came out of me.



It came out as it always does: talons first, black, curved, the length of my forearm, tearing out of the air above my wrist. Then the rest of it, pouring out after, the black plate and the furnace-red seams glowing between the plates like a forge seen through the cracks of a door, a man-height shape that wasn’t a man, that had never been anything like a man. The drain hit me in the same heartbeat. Cold, deep, right through the middle of me, like somebody had pulled a plug at the bottom of my chest and everything I had was running out of it.

The shade didn’t look at me. It looked where I was looking.

At the water. At the lashers.

It went into the flood like a dropped anvil.

It took them apart the way it takes everything apart. The way I’d take a building apart, if I had talons and no need to breathe. It didn’t go for the lashers’ bodies. It cut the arms holding her first, the ones wrapped round her and dragging her down: four talons, four arms, one motion. Then the next lasher’s arms. Then the next. Then it seized the biggest one by the head where the four arms met the eel-body and tore it in half along its length. The rest went quicker.

The water foamed red-black in the torchlight.

I went into the dip after it. Up to my waist, then my chest, the cold of the water nothing against the cold of the drain. I couldn’t see her. I reached down into the black.

My hand closed on something heavy and soft and rope-thick.

Her braid.

I pulled.

She came up out of the water by the braid, coughing, choking, her face white and her eyes wide, and I got my arm around her waist and dragged her back up the slope out of the dip and onto the main gallery’s floor, and we both went down on the wet rock together, gasping.



Behind us the shade stood up out of the water.

The lasher knot was gone. Pieces of it floated in the dip. The shade stood in the flood to its waist, black and silent and steaming where the cold water met its seams, and the red light of its seams lit the water around it and the dripping walls and the drone husks floating on the surface.

It turned around. It took its time about it, and when it stopped, it was facing her.

Elka lay on her back on the wet rock with her chest heaving and seawater running out of her nose and her braid half undone and soaked dark red, and she lifted her head and stared at it.

She stared at the shade. Then she turned her head and stared at me, kneeling beside her with my bare left arm burning black-red and my body shaking with the drain and gray creeping in at the edges of my sight.

She stared at the shade again.

Then she started to laugh.

Coughing and laughing. Seawater and laughing. She rolled onto her side on the wet rock and laughed until she choked and kept laughing anyway, helpless, delighted, coughing up the Teeming between laughs.

“I KNEW it,” she wheezed. “I knew the stone was wrong. I knew it, clerk. Uncatalogued.” She pointed a shaking finger at the shade. “Uncatalogued, my ass.”

The shade stood in the water with its seams glowing and looked at her.

It didn’t move. It never does anything I don’t want it to. But it turned its whole attention on her, its furnace seams angled toward her like a forge-mouth turned to the work, and it waited.

I knew that waiting. I’d seen it once before, in a buried barrow, over a woman with her leg in a thread-whip.

The mark burned. The letters wrote themselves across my gray-edged sight, slow, in the burned script nobody else could see:

[A SECOND STANDS UNSEALED. PACT AVAILABLE.]



I didn’t offer.

The water was rising. The drones were still out there in the gallery, clicking. We had maybe an hour before the turn caught us in the mouth, maybe less. Elka was bleeding from a goad-hook and full of seawater and had just watched a demon come out of my arm.

I wasn’t going to seal a vow in a flooding dungeon on a whim, with a woman who’d just been dragged out of the water by her hair. A pact is for life. I wasn’t going to ask for one with the sea coming in.

But I wasn’t going to lie to her either.

“Elka,” I said. My voice came out rough. “It’s saying something. The mark. The letters only I can see.”

She stopped laughing. She looked at me, still coughing.

“It says a second one stands unsealed,” I said. “It says a pact is available. It means you.”

She stared at me. Water dripped off her chin.

“I don’t know what that means to you yet,” I said. “I’m not going to tell you here. Not like this. It’s not a thing you say yes to on a wet floor with the tide coming in. When we’re out, I’ll lay it out properly. All of it. Everything it does and everything it costs. And you can say whatever you want.”

Her eyes went from me to the shade and back, and stayed.

“You’d better,” she said.

I let the shade go. It went back into my arm as it always does, folding into itself, the seams dimming, the black plate pouring back down into the mark until there was nothing in the water but the pieces of what it had killed. The drain hit me again when it went, a second wave of cold, and I swayed on my knees and Annika’s hand caught my shoulder from behind.

She’d been there all along. Standing over us with an arrow on the string, keeping the drones off.

“Up,” she said quietly. “We go now.”



We went.

Annika led us up the gallery with her marks lighting the way, silver points on my chalk-lines, one after another, so even with the gray at the edge of my sight I could see where to put my feet. The drones came at us in knots and she shot them and Elka, bleeding, half-drowned, spearing one-handed, killed what Annika missed. I followed with the pry-blade and a body that felt like it was made of wet sand.

The water came up behind us all the way. The pools filling. The gallery floor going under in sheets. By the time we reached the mouth the sea was coming in from the outside too, across the flats, filling the channels, and we came out of the Gullet into gray morning light with the water around our ankles and rising.

Pole-line. Elka leading even bleeding. Annika second. Me last on the rope. The crust going soft under our boots as the sea came back across it. Halfway to the Ford the water was at our knees. Three-quarters of the way it was at our thighs and running, and Elka’s pole kept finding soup, and we went round and round and round.

We came up the outer stair at the funnel with the tide at our heels, close enough that the water lapped the bottom step as my boot left it.

Tib was at the top of the stair. He’d been there since dawn, and nobody had told him he could.



Moor read the deed at the wall-stone that afternoon.

The stone took it as it had taken Annika’s witness in Rendhaven, as stones take crew-witness everywhere: each of us putting a thumb to its face for the others’ kills. Annika for mine and Elka’s. Elka for Annika’s and mine. Me for theirs. Cross-crew. Nobody else had been down there to see it, and nobody had to be. The stone records what’s witnessed, and we’d witnessed each other.

[DEED RECORDED: CATCHERS’ CAMP CLEARED, THE TEEMING (GULLET). D. KOLT / A. VELD / E. CORRAN. WITNESS: CROSS-CREW.]

[DAVIN KOLT. LEVEL 16.]

Moor looked at it a while. “Nobody goes in there from this side,” he said finally, to nobody in particular.

“Somebody does,” Elka said. “Every second day.” She grinned at him. Her side was stitched under a fresh shirt. “Not anymore.”

He sent four crewmen in at the next low water for the two catchers we’d left tied. They came back with one. The other had been under the slab when the water came up.

The one was a hired digger off the hamlets, a shovel-man paid by the day, who knew the channels and the camp and nothing past the camp. He’d never seen the warrens. He’d never been told where the cakes came from or who the drums were for; he cut trenches where he was told and took his coin. Moor got all of that out of him in an hour and put him on a cart north.



That night, in the loft, Elka came up the ladder-stair without knocking.

She didn’t sit on the top rung this time. She came in through the door, past Annika at the window, past me on the edge of the bed, and sat down cross-legged on the floor between us. Right in the middle of the room. Her side was bandaged. Her braid was still damp. She’d put on a dry shirt and old trousers and her feet were bare. The shirt was one of Brannick’s, borrowed from behind the bar, far too big in the shoulders and not nearly big enough anywhere else; it slid off one freckled shoulder when she sat and strained across her chest when she breathed, and my eyes went there and I let them. She’d watched me drag her out of the sea by her hair today; she could watch me look.

She saw me look. For once she didn’t grin about it.

She looked from me to Annika and back.

“What else does it do?” she said.

She asked it straight, as she’d asked me what I carried at our table in the Bell.

So I told her.

I told her the truth. The pact. What it is. A spoken thing, both ways, two halves. For life, unless betrayal breaks it. I told her what it did for Annika: not to me, to her. That it doesn’t make me stronger. It makes the partner more. More of whatever she already is. It finds what’s been locked or capped and opens it. I told her it has rules. I told her it has costs, and I don’t know all of them yet, and some of them are mine to pay and some might be hers. I told her it makes an echo, a thread between us, so I’d feel where she was and some of what she felt, and she’d feel me.

“And it needs a yes,” I said. “A real one. Not one you give me because I pulled you out of the water. A yes with nothing pushing on it.”

Elka sat on the floor and looked at me.

“Prove it,” she said quietly. “The more part.”

Annika moved from the window.

She sat down on the floor beside Elka, close, their knees almost touching. She took her hunter-slate out of her belt-pouch and put her thumb on it and turned it, and thumbed back through its record, past the deeds and the levels, back two months to a night in a buried barrow. The old line printed faint and cool in the stone’s sliver, and she held it out for Elka to read.

SCOUT TO PATHFINDER. UNCAPPED. SEALED SKILLS RESTORED.

“The ladder capped me for three years,” Annika said. Her voice was very level. “I had all of this in me the whole time.” She tapped the slate. “Locked. He opened it with a few words on a barrow floor, and I could see the air move.” She looked at Elka steadily. “Three marks on the tower at your First Bell. That’s what it does. It doesn’t give you anything that isn’t yours. It just gives you back what’s yours.”

Elka took the slate. She held it in both hands and read the line twice.

Then she gave it back.

She didn’t say anything.

She sat there on the floor between us in the lamplight with her damp braid over her shoulder and her bandaged side and her hands in her lap, and she was quiet. Completely quiet, the quiet of a woman standing very still in front of a door she’d thought was locked forever, looking at the handle.


Chapter 15: Spoken on the Wall

The drums woke me before the bell did.

I’d been sleeping badly since the Gullet. The mark wasn’t the trouble; it had been quiet since I’d let the shade go, slack as a hauling line once the load is set down. It was me. I’d lie in the loft with Annika warm against my arm and the sea breathing on the flats outside the window, and I’d think about a woman sitting cross-legged on the floor in a borrowed shirt, looking at a door.

She hadn’t said anything about it in two days. Neither yes nor no. She’d gone back to the wall and drilled and laughed at the tide-board and let Moor’s cutter re-stitch her side, and every time I’d looked at her she’d looked back, and neither of us had said a word.

I’d told her she could take as long as she wanted. I’d meant it. I’d regretted meaning it every hour since.

So I was awake at the window in the gray before dawn when the sound came across the flats.

It was low. So low I felt it in the floorboards before I heard it. A deep slow thud, and another, and another, a heartbeat the size of a building coming up out of the ground a mile away. Then more of them, out of time with each other, overlapping, a whole field of slow thuds rolling across the mud toward the Ford.

The mark jumped under the wrap.

It flinched, as it had flinched on the flats when I’d tapped a drum-stake with one knuckle. Then it flinched again. And again. In time with the drums.

Behind me, Annika sat straight up in bed.

“Drums,” she said.

She was out the door before I’d turned around.



I went up the seaward wall-stair at a run with the pry-blade in my hand and my boots half-laced. The wall-walk was gray and empty in the half-light. The tide-torches had burned down to coals in their cages. A few crewmen on night watch were standing at the parapet, staring out at the flats.

“What is that?” one of them said to me. “What’s that sound?”

I didn’t answer. I was looking where he was looking.

Out on the flats near the Gullet, a mile off, there were fires.

Five of them. Small, orange, scattered in a rough line across the crust between the sand-rise and the Ford. And around each fire, dark shapes moving. Men. Swinging their arms in a slow steady rhythm, up and down, up and down. I couldn’t see what they were hitting. I knew.

The channel we’d filled. The channel they’d dug out again. The stakes they’d replaced.

They were beating the drums.

High above me and to the left, on the tide-bell tower, Annika had reached the platform. She settled there and reached, her senses going out across the flats like a net cast over water. Then the echo went cold.

“Davin.” Her voice came down from the tower, flat and carrying. “Coyle. At the second fire. I can see his face.”

“The bell’s not due for two days.”

“It’s not a bell,” she said. “They’re calling it.”

Then she turned around on the platform and looked the other way. Landward. Over the town, over the roofs, to the landward gate and the camp of lean-tos against the gray wall beyond it.

She was silent a moment.

“The wagons,” she said. “The relief wagons. They’re at the gate. All three of them. Hitched. Lined up.”

I turned and looked. From the wall-walk I couldn’t see the landward gate over the town’s roofs. I could hear it in her voice.

“They weren’t there last night,” I said.

“They came in the dark,” Annika said. “Before the drums. They’re ready.”

They don’t wait for tides. They make them. And the wagons come first.

I’d known it. I’d read it in the wheel-ruts at the flats’ edge and said it out loud. But knowing it from ruts is a different thing from seeing it laid out at dawn: drums on the flats, wagons at the gate, and a town full of people asleep in between.

Then, out across the flats, beyond the fires, I saw the brown line.



Annika rang the bell herself.

The bell-ringer was an old man who slept in a room at the tower’s foot, and by the time he’d woken and climbed the tower’s stair she’d already taken the rope. The great bronze note came down over the Ford like a hammer on an anvil. Once. Twice. Again and again. Doors banged open all over the town. Torches flared in the lanes.

I was at the funnel’s gallows by the third stroke.

The crews came up the wall-stairs in a flood. Half-dressed, half-awake, spears and boathooks and axes. Moor’s voice came from the tide-bell tower’s foot in a roar over the bell, calling stations. Elka came up the funnel’s rubble two steps at a time with her spear in her hand and her braid unbraided, a red storm down her back, her jerkin laced crooked over the bandage on her side.

She saw me on the gallows platform. For one second our eyes met.

A breath later she was in the funnel’s mouth with her spear set and four crewmen beside her, and the tide was coming over the flats.



It was the worst one yet. I knew that within a minute.

The First Bell had been a bell-tide: big, but loose, the beasts coming however they came. The spill between bells had been small. This one came straight.

It came down the channel, every beast of it. I could see it in the gray light: the brown wave of brinehounds running in a column, not a crowd, right along the line of blood-salt cakes in the channel’s floor, straight at the funnel like water down a gutter. Behind them, shellbacks. More than at the First Bell. Eight, ten. And in front of the shellbacks, leading them, two bigger shapes.

Bulls.

Neither of them was Old Iron. But they were twice the size of the shellbacks behind them, plated in black, crusted white, heads like battering rams. They came side by side down the channel at a lumbering run, and the drums thudded behind them, and the tide came on like a fist swung by somebody who knew exactly where the jaw was.

“They’ve aimed it,” said the crewman beside me on the gallows. His voice cracked. “How have they aimed it?”

“Drums,” I said. “And a road made of blood.”



The funnel worked.

I’ll say that for myself. Everything I built at the Ford worked as I’d built it to work. The arms of rubble took the brinehound column and fed it down into the mouth, and Elka’s line killed it in the mouth: set and thrust and recover, same as at the spill. Annika’s arrows came down from the tower in threes. Three marks, three shots, three hound-leaders dead, again and again. The pack came apart at the mouth.

The first pair of shellbacks came down the funnel behind the hounds, and Elka’s line stepped back out from under the gallows, as we’d drilled it, and I pulled the cord.

The gate fell. Two shellbacks went flat under hull-oak and anchor-iron.

At the river-arm end of the stretch, two hundred yards along the wall, Dobb Harrow was on the second gallows, the one Annika had built the trigger for. I saw him pull his cord when a knot of hounds came over the rubble at the river-arm gap. I saw his gate fall. I heard the crews there cheer.

Then the first bull came up the rubble at the river-arm.

It went for the gallows.

I don’t know if it was goaded to do it, or if it just hit the biggest thing in its way. But it came up the rubble beside Dobb’s dropped gate and rammed one leg of the gallows’ A-frame with its brow-plate, and the leg cracked. Dobb went off the platform backward into the rubble. The bull rammed again. The crossbeam came down. The counterweight boulder in its net swung free, wild, on the end of its rope, and smashed into the frame’s other leg, and the gallows went over sideways into the funnel’s outer arm in a tangle of masts and rope.

The gate lay where it had fallen. Nobody would ever raise it again. And beyond it, the river-arm gap was open, and the tide was coming over the rubble into it.

“Elka!” Moor’s voice, from somewhere along the wall. “The river-arm! The arm’s open!”

She looked at the funnel’s mouth. Hounds still coming. The crewmen beside her were holding. She looked at the river-arm, two hundred yards off, with the bull coming up through the wreck of the gallows.

Worst spot on any wall. Hers. On terms.

She went.

She went along the wall-walk at a dead run with eight crewmen behind her, the ones off the funnel’s flank, spears and axes and a boathook, and they reached the stretch of wall between the funnel and the river-arm gap just as the second bull hit it from below.



The second bull went for the wall itself.

That stretch was the last of the leaning eighty yards. Thirty yards of it, between the funnel and the river-arm. I’d looked at it every morning since I’d dropped the middle. It stood straighter now with the worst section gone. But it was still standing on bad footings, still scoured underneath, and there were still two of the old soft patches in it that I’d chalked with slashes and never had the timber to fix.

The bull hit the wall right between them.

I felt it in the gallows under my feet. A deep shudder through the stretch. Then a sound I knew better than any sound on any world: the long low groan of stone that’s been asked to hold more than it can.

The wall-walk cracked.

Two cracks opened across the wall-walk’s flags, one on the funnel side of where Elka’s crew stood, one on the river-arm side, like somebody drawing two lines with a knife, and widened, and the section between them, thirty feet of wall with nine people on top of it, tilted outward a hand’s width toward the flats.

And stopped.

It hung there. Tilted. The cracks on either side of it a yard wide now and still opening, dark and deep, going all the way down through the basalt. Elka and her eight crewmen stood on a slab of wall that had come loose from the rest and was leaning out over the funnel’s outer arm on nothing but the bull’s own body wedged under it and the crust of a hundred years of salt.

The bull had its head and shoulders jammed into the crack at the section’s foot. It was pushing. Grinding. Every shove levered the section another finger’s width out.

There was nowhere for them to go.



From the gallows I saw it all. I saw the crewmen on the tilted section staring at the cracks on either side of them, too wide to jump, opening. I saw one of them try. He didn’t make it. He went down into the crack between the section and the funnel side and didn’t come up.

I saw Elka at the section’s seaward edge, looking down over the parapet at the bull grinding at the foot of her wall.

I saw her set.

She did it right there on the tilting flags with the wall moving under her feet. The low stance. The spear-butt tucked tight against her hip. Her body sinking down behind the point, aimed straight down the outer face of the wall at the bull’s back where it jammed into the crack below her.

Breakline. She was going to charge off the top of a falling wall and drive her spear down through a bull.

She launched.

Nothing.

She lurched a single step on her own strength and caught herself on the parapet’s edge, one hand clawing at the merlon to keep from going over. The bull ground. The section tilted another finger.

I heard her make a sound like a door slamming in an empty house.



High on the tide-bell tower, Annika screamed.

A short hard sound of pain, cut off. It came down the echo like a slap: hot, sharp, a line of fire across my left forearm that wasn’t mine.

I looked up. A lasher had come up out of the spray at the tower’s foot where the water was rising, and one of its long whip-arms had come up over the bell-platform’s parapet and laid her open. Her bow arm. The left. I could feel the blood running down it through the echo, warm, fast.

She didn’t stop shooting.

She set her jaw and drew through the pain, and the echo brought me every inch of it, the string coming back to her cheek with her forearm pouring blood. Three silver points bloomed in my vision. Three arrows. Three lashers falling back into the foam at the tower’s foot.

“Annika!”

“Stitches,” she called down, tight and level. “Later. Go, Davin.” Another three points. “I’ve got the tower. Go get her.”

And a fourth silver point bloomed in my sight.

It landed on the wall, on the flagstones of the tilted section, right at Elka’s feet, at the end of a sightline from the tower that ran straight over the funnel and the crack and the falling wall.

Annika’s mark. Annika’s eyes. Laid there for me.

I took it.



The world folded inward and through.

One heartbeat I stood on the gallows with my hand on the cut-cord and the funnel below me. The next I was on the tilted wall beside Elka with the flags lurching under my boots and the bull grinding below us and the cracks open and black on either side.

One, I counted, in the back of my head where I always count it. Three safe.

Elka turned and saw me.

Her face. I’ll remember her face. White under the freckles. Her eyes huge. Her braid loose and wild around her shoulders, red against the gray sky. She’d just reached for the thing her body was built around and it hadn’t come, on a falling wall, with seven people behind her who’d followed her there.

“Clerk,” she said. “How did you…”

“Listen to me,” I said.

The section groaned. Tilted. Another finger.

“Thirty seconds,” I said. “That’s all we’ve got before this goes, and I’m going to spend them telling you the truth. Listen.”

She stared at me.

“The letters in the Gullet,” I said. “They said a pact’s available. With you. This is what it is. It’s spoken. Both ways. Your half and mine. It’s for life, unless one of us betrays it.” I held her eyes. “It doesn’t make me stronger. It makes you more. More of what you already are. Whatever’s locked in you, it opens. I don’t know what it’ll open. I don’t know what it costs you. I know what it did for her.”

The bull below us shoved. The wall lurched. A crewman behind Elka cried out and grabbed the parapet.

“If any part of you says no,” I said, “any part, then you say no, and I’ll drop this section. I can drop it. I’ve been reading it since we got here. I’ll put it down into the funnel the way I put the middle down, on its outer edge, as straight as I can make it, and we ride it down together, all nine of us, and we take our chances in the mud.” I didn’t look away from her. “That’s the other way. It’s a real way. It’s not a good one. But it’s yours if you want it.”

The section tilted.

“Your choice,” I said. “Right now. Nothing on you but this.”



She laughed.

It was the laugh she must have had on her first day on the sand at nineteen: helpless, terrified, enormous. She laughed with the wall falling under her and the bull grinding and her braid whipping in the sea wind and her face white as salt.

“You absolute idiot,” she said. “You absolute northern idiot. Thirty seconds.”

“Twenty,” I said.

“Twenty.” She grabbed the front of my shirt in her fist. Her eyes were wet and bright and laughing and so scared. “I’ve wanted you since you dropped my wall. You know that. You’ve known that. And I’ve wanted more since I was nineteen and standing on that sand with a borrowed spear, wanting to be more than the count. More than the bet.” Her fist tightened. “I’d rather be more beside you than safe behind anybody. I’ve been safe, clerk. I’ve been safe for four years on this wall. Safe is a cage with a nicer view.”

“Say your half,” I said.

She held my shirt. She held my eyes.

“My half,” she said. Her voice came out of the laugh, steady underneath it, the voice from the harbor wall. “My spear. My line. My laugh. Given. Yours.” She swallowed. “Answered.”

“My half,” I said. “The echo, whatever it carries. My strength, all of it. My back, every wall. The rig, every time. No lie between us. Nobody left.” I put my bare left hand over her fist on my shirt. “Yours.”



The seal took.

It went through our joined hands, hot, the shape of a circle closing. The mark flared under the wrap so bright it lit the wrap from inside, black-red light crawling out around the edges. I felt it reach into her. Through my hand and her hand and down into her, searching, as it had searched in Annika in a barrow. A key feeling for a lock in the dark.

It found the lock.

I felt it. Clear as a load coming true. Something in her that had been shut, deliberately, from the inside. It wasn’t the ladder’s cap. It was her own. Her own class had put it there to keep her from charging herself to death, and it was a good lock, a careful one, and it was protecting her the only way it knew how.

The mark reached past the lock to the thing the lock was protecting, and steadied it. Gave it a floor to stand on. And once the thing underneath was steady, the lock didn’t need to hold anymore. It just turned.

A great smooth click.

The burned letters wrote themselves across my sight:

[PACT SEALED. DAVIN KOLT AND ELKA CORRAN. THE PACT AMPLIFIES THE PARTNER.]

At Elka’s belt, her hunter-slate lit up. Cool and pale and public, printing itself in the gray air between us where she could read it, where the crewmen behind her could read it:

[ELKA CORRAN. CLASS: LANCER TO TIDEBREAKER. UNCAPPED. BREAKLINE: STABILIZED. SEALED SKILLS RESTORED: 2.]

The echo opened.

It came in on top of Annika’s. I felt it arrive like a second voice in a room where there’d only been one: Annika’s, high and to my left, steady, hurting, fierce; and now Elka’s, right here, right in front of me, so loud and bright and close it nearly knocked me off my feet. Terror. Wonder. A huge rising swell of hope she hadn’t let herself have in two cycles. And under it, a feeling I knew from my own body, from a plaza in Rendhaven where a stone that had laughed at me finally printed my rank in front of everyone.

The feeling of being measured true.

Elka looked down at the slate. Her lips moved. Tidebreaker.

She looked up at me and her eyes went wide, because she’d felt it too. Through the new echo. Me. Right there, inside her, where nobody had ever been.

“Oh,” she said. “Oh, clerk.”

The section lurched.



She let go of my shirt.

She turned to the parapet’s edge. She looked down the outer face of the wall at the bull jammed into the crack below us, grinding, levering.

She set.

Low. Wide. Spear-butt tight to her hip. Her compact body sinking down behind the point, the way it had sunk a minute ago, the way it had sunk at the First Bell and in the Gullet’s flood. Her body reaching for the thing it was built around.

This time it was there.

She launched off the top of the wall.

Breakline.

I saw it. Shades and bone-tides and a thing the size of a barn that lived under a hill, and none of it had readied me for Elka going down the face of that wall.

She didn’t fall. She went. Her body and her spear became one line, just as she’d told me on the parapet, and something took the line and threw it. She went down the outer face of the wall faster than falling, a red streak with a spear-point at the front of it, and she hit the bull where its back met its shoulders, between the plates, and didn’t stop.

She went through it.

In at the shoulders. Out under the belly. Like a ram through a door. The bull jerked and lifted off the wall’s foot with the force of it and folded around the hole she’d made, and the momentum carried it backward, off the wall, off the rubble, tumbling down the funnel’s outer arm into the mud below with its legs in the air.

Elka landed in the rubble at the wall’s foot, on her feet, spear in hand, black blood to the shoulders.

And she howled.

It tore out from the bottom of her lungs, a long ragged furious joyful sound that went out across the flats over the tide and the drums and the bell, the sound of a woman who’d been reaching for the same missing step for two cycles and had finally landed on it. It came down the new echo so hard my eyes stung.

Up on the tilted section, the seven crewmen were staring down at her with their mouths open.

With the bull gone from under it, the section stopped tilting. It groaned once and settled back a finger’s width toward true, wedged in place by its own weight and the cracks on either side biting closed on it.

It held.



The other bull was coming.

The one that had torn down Dobb’s gallows. It had come through the wreck at the river-arm gap and turned along the wall’s foot, and now it was coming toward us along the outer arm of the funnel, through the shallow water and the rubble, head down, at a lumbering run. Straight at Elka where she stood in the rubble at the wall’s foot, alone.

She saw it coming. She didn’t run.

She planted her spear.

She took the other stance, the one she’d taught me in the wall-yard and taught Tib the morning before the watch-tower. Butt into the rubble behind her heel. Foot on the butt. The angle, the lean, the line of her body continuing the line of the spear. The point aimed dead at the gap between the bull’s brow-plates.

Set.

Something happened when she set it. Something in her steadied like a wall settling onto good footings, and it steadied in me too. Her slate lit at her belt again, cool and small, and the line printed in the air at her hip where I could read it: SET LINE. When she planted, nothing passed her. Nothing. For as long as she held.

She held. The bull came on.

The mark under my sleeve burned, and new letters wrote themselves across my sight:

[FUSION AVAILABLE. FELLING LINE.]



I took it as I’d taken Annika’s mark on the gallows, without stopping to decide.

I saw her line through the echo. Her spear, set, aimed, a straight line from the rubble behind her heel through her body and down the shaft and out past the point toward the bull. A line like a chalk-line snapped on a beam. A line that went somewhere.

The mark reached for it. My summoner-self reached for her line. They met, and fused, and I called.

The shade came out of me and went down her line.

This time it came out all at once, whole, the full black-plated weight of it, and fell. Like a beam felled from the top of a building, like a tree going over, a straight-line drop along the line her spear made. It fell down her line from above and behind her, past her shoulder, along the shaft, out past the point, and hit the bull with its whole mass at the end of the line.

It split the bull.

From the crown of its head to the root of its tail, along the seam between its plates. One stroke. The shade’s full weight coming down along a line that had been aimed exactly, by a woman who’d been aiming spears at things most of her life, and the plates came apart like a log under a splitting maul.

The bull’s two halves fell away to either side of Elka’s spear-point.

And the shade was gone.

It didn’t fold back into my arm. One strike, and spent, and nothing left of it but a smell of hot iron on the wind and a black scorch-line in the rubble running from Elka’s heel out past where the bull had been.



My legs went.

I was on the tilted section, at the parapet, and my legs just stopped holding me and I went down on my knees on the flags. My nose was bleeding. I could feel it, hot, running over my lip. The world went gray at the edges and then gray in the middle, and through the gray the pull came up.

The pull. Hard. Harder than I’d felt it since the cottage roof. A tide in my blood, turning my body toward the flats, toward the Gullet, toward the deep. My knees started to turn on the stone. My hands started to reach.

Two echoes caught me.

Annika’s, from the tower: sharp and furious, cutting through the gray like a hook through net, a hand hauling north. And Elka’s, from the rubble below, a heat that filled my ribcage, loud, still howling, so full of joy it shoved the pull back down by sheer volume like a crowd drowning out a single voice.

Two of them. Crowding each other. Louder than one. I couldn’t tell where one ended and the other began. But they were both pulling the same way, and the way they were pulling was toward them.

I stayed on my knees on the wall. I didn’t turn toward the flats. I breathed.



The tide broke a quarter of an hour later.

Without the bulls it was just a tide. The funnel took it. The crews took it. Annika’s arrows took it, three at a time, from a tower with blood running off her elbow. Elka took it, from the rubble at the wall’s foot where she’d planted, and nothing passed her. Nothing. I watched a pack of brinehounds come at her set spear and break around it like water around a pier.

When it was over, the drums on the flats stopped. Annika watched the fires go out one by one from the tower and called it down to me as it happened: the dark shapes around them mounting ponies, riding away south along the tide road, toward Morvant.

The crews on the wall had seen everything.

I understood that before I understood anything else. The wall-walk was lined with them. Two hundred people, crews and townsfolk who’d come up to fight or to carry water or just to see, all along the parapet from the tide-bell tower to the river-arm. They’d seen a man appear out of nowhere on a falling wall. They’d seen a woman go down the face of it like a thrown spear and through a bull. And they’d seen a black shape with burning seams drop out of the sky along her line and split a second bull from end to end.

I knelt on the flags with my nose bleeding and waited for the word.

Demon. That was the word I was waiting for. The word that ends things. I’d been waiting for it since the hill-field at Velgrim.

It didn’t come.

“That’s it,” somebody said, a crewman down the wall, staring. “That’s the summon. The clerk’s summon.”

“The uncatalogued one,” said somebody else. Slowly. Like he was tasting it.

“Uncatalogued,” said a third voice, and laughed, wild and shaky. “Gods. No wonder the clerk couldn’t spell it.”

The word went down the wall. Summon. The clerk’s summon.

“Forged,” said the big crewman with three wave-lines on his wrist. He was standing at the parapet ten feet from me, the one who’d asked what uncatalogued meant on my first day. He was looking at the black scorch-line in the rubble below. “They said his record was forged.”

“It was,” said the woman beside him. “Forged short.”



Six dead.

I learned the names later, from Moor, at the wall-hall, while the cutter stitched Annika’s forearm and Elka sat on a bench with black blood drying on her arms and her new class burning in her like a fever. The man who’d tried to jump the crack. Two at the river-arm when the gallows came down: one of them was Dobb Harrow. Three more along the wall where the lashers came up in the spray.

The wall held and nothing got through to the town.

And while all two hundred people in the Ford were on the seaward wall watching a tide, the relief wagons had left.



Tib told me.

He’d been on the inner wall-stair with water-skins, where he was allowed to be, carrying water up to the crews at the top and running back down for more. From the stair’s upper landing you could see over the town’s roofs to the landward gate. He’d seen the camp outside the gray wall come awake when the bell rang. He’d seen the relief men go through it, shouting. The walls are failing. The tide’s coming through. Get in the wagons. We’ll take you south where it’s safe. He’d seen people running for the wagons. He’d seen the wagons fill.

His grandmother had gone back to their lean-to in the camp three days ago. She’d said she wasn’t going to take a cot in the wall-hall from a wounded crewman. She’d said she was well enough. She’d said a lot of things. She was too stubborn to argue with and too weak to walk.

He’d seen the relief men lift her into the third wagon.

He’d seen the wagons go out the far gate and down the tide road south. Thirty people, he said. He’d counted. He’d counted them like I’d counted the twelve families, standing on the stair with a water-skin in each hand, too far away to do anything at all.

He told me all of it standing in front of me in the wall-hall with his face dry and his boots planted where Annika had taught him to plant them, where he could see both doors.

“They’ll put her thumb on that board,” he said. “Like the others. Like she’s a tally.”

“She’s not a tally,” I said. “She’s people.”

He looked at me for a while with his sea-colored eyes.

“She’s people,” he said, the way you’d say a term.



I found Elka on the wall an hour later.

She’d gone back up. Of course she had. She was sitting in the rubble at the foot of the tilted section, where she’d landed, on a block of basalt with her spear across her knees. Her braid was still loose, a red tangle down her back. The black blood had dried on her arms and cracked. Her slate was in her lap.

She wasn’t looking at the slate. She wasn’t looking at the funnel, or the dead bulls, or the scorch-line in the rubble, or the crews hauling bodies out of the mouth.

She was looking landward.

Past the wall, past the town, past the roofs and the landward gate to the tide road where it ran south between the dunes. Empty. Gray sand. Wheel-ruts. Nothing else.

I could feel her in the new echo. I’d feel her for the rest of my life now. The class burning in her, Tidebreaker, a fire in every muscle. The stabilized thing at the center of her where Breakline lived again. The joy, still there, still howling somewhere down at the bottom of her like the sea under the flats.

And on top of it, cold and heavy and settling: grief, and under the grief, the count. Thirty.

She sat in the rubble with her new class in her arms and looked at the empty road.

She wasn’t laughing.


Chapter 16: Two Keys

The Ford buried its dead on the dune behind the landward wall, where the sand was dry and the sea couldn’t reach, and it buried them fast, because in a town that lives on a tide clock you don’t leave graves open overnight.

Six of them. A row of six holes in the gray-gold sand, dug before dawn by crewmen who’d stood on the wall the morning before and watched the men they were digging for go down.

I’d dug one of them. Nobody had asked me to. I’d come up the dune in the dark with a borrowed spade and found four crewmen already at it, and one of them had looked at me and then at the next stretch of sand and said “There,” and I’d dug where he pointed. It’s the only thing I’ve ever known how to do for the dead. Make the ground ready for them. Make it square.

Dobb Harrow went into the fourth hole. He’d been late to every watch of his life and on time for the one that killed him, and the crewman beside me said so out loud while they lowered him, and three people laughed and two of them cried, and that was his eulogy. It was a good one. Better than most men get.

Elka stood at the end of the row with her spear grounded and her braid redone tight, and she said every name as they went in. First name and last. The hamlet or the lane each one came from. How long they’d held the wall. She didn’t read them off anything. She knew them.

Annika stood beside me with her left forearm bound in clean linen from wrist to elbow. Moor’s cutter had put eleven stitches in it at the wall-hall the morning before while she sat on a bench and watched him do it and corrected his knots twice. She hadn’t let go of her bow since. In the echo the arm was a low steady throb, hot at the edges, the kind of pain a body puts down as work and keeps going.

When the last hole was filled, Moor came down the row to me.

He didn’t make a speech. Moor doesn’t. He stood in front of me with sand on his boots and his face gray with no sleep, and he took a purse off his belt and held it out.

It was heavy. Heavier than a day’s pay. Heavier than a week’s.

“Crown-rate,” he said. “Three of you. Three bells, in advance.”

I didn’t take it right away. “You don’t pay in advance.”

“I don’t,” he agreed. “I’ve never paid a blade in advance in eleven years on that wall. Blades take the coin and go south.” He kept holding it out. “You won’t.”

I took it.

He nodded once, as he’d nodded at the cracks the night of the First Bell, and went back up the row to stand at Dobb Harrow’s grave a while longer by himself.

That was the Ford’s verdict, paid in advance. I’ve had worse verdicts from better-dressed men.

He filled the six stations before noon. No blades were coming to the Ford this season, so he filled them with men out of the camp outside the landward gate, saltmen and fishermen from the drowned hamlets who’d watched the wall hold from the wrong side of it and walked up to the wall-hall asking for a boathook. Moor wiped six names off his roster and chalked six new ones under them. Forty again, on the slate, and six of them had never held a wall in their lives.



The Bell was full by midmorning, the way it’s full after a funeral, with people who don’t want to be alone and don’t want to talk about why.

I heard it the moment I came through the door.

“There’s the Ford’s summoner.”

It was the big crewman with three wave-lines round his wrist, the one who’d asked what uncatalogued meant on my first day and read my panel aloud to the whole wall-hall for a laugh. Sten Callow, his name was. I’d learned it on the wall since, as you learn the names of the men who hold the section next to yours. He was at the bar with a mug. He didn’t say it like a joke. He said it like a man naming a thing that was his town’s now, like “there’s the Ford’s bell.”

A few heads turned. A few mugs lifted.

I didn’t correct him.

I stood in the doorway of the Cracked Bell with sand on my knees from a grave and let it stand.

“The clerk’s summon,” someone said at a table near the hearth. “You see it go down the line? Like a tree falling?”

“I saw it.”

“Split that bull like a log.”

“Forged short,” somebody quoted from the back, and everybody in the room knew whose line it was and which wall she’d said it on, and Sten Callow lifted his mug toward a woman at the far table, who lifted hers back.

Brannick slid a mug down the oak beam at me without being asked. “On the house,” he said. “Once. Don’t get used to it.”

“I won’t.”

“Good. I’d hate to start liking you.” He went back to wiping cups.

Dunmore was at a table by the window with his wheel-spoke across his knees and a plate of eggs, and he raised the spoke at me in greeting. His train had come back up from Morvant a week ago loaded with northbound cargo, salt fish and harbor glass and a load of Morvant rope I’d been eyeing, and it had been sitting in the Ford’s wagon-yard ever since, because the causeway north had taken two spills in a week, and Dunmore didn’t move wagons on a road that was lying to him.

“I’ll wait till the road’s honest,” he’d told me. “Nineteen years. The road’s never been this dishonest.”

Now he looked at me over his eggs. “Heard you did something to a bull.”

“I didn’t. She did.” I nodded at Elka, who’d come in behind me and was already halfway to the tide-board with a lump of chalk.

“Heard there was a black thing.”

“There was.”

He chewed. He considered. “I sank a wagon for you,” he said finally. “Whatever you are, you’re good for the wagon.” And went back to his eggs.



Elka came back from the tide-board with chalk on her fingers and a key in her fist.

It was iron, long as my hand, black with age and salt, with a bow the size of a ring and a bit cut in the old square way. She slapped it down on our hatch-cover table in front of Annika like she was laying down a winning card.

“Lighthouse,” she said.

Annika looked at the key. “What about it?”

“It’s ours.” Elka sat down on a stool backward and folded her arms on its back. “I asked Moor at the graves. The wall-hall owns it. Nobody’s lived in it since the flats silted and the ships stopped coming in close. Nobody wants it. It’s nearest the tide of anything in the Ford. Every bell, the water comes right up round the point and the whole thing stands in the sea.” She grinned. “One copper a month.”

“A copper,” I said.

“A copper. I talked him down from two.”

“You talked him down from two coppers.”

“He said two, I said one, he said fine.” She shrugged. “He’d have given it to me for nothing. I wanted to pay something.” She looked at Annika. “Paid both ways. You pay, it’s yours.”

Annika picked up the key. She turned it over in her stitched hand, reading it like sign. The bit was worn bright where it had turned in its lock a thousand times. The bow was rough with salt.

“The loft’s a mark a night,” Annika said.

“The loft has a bed for two and a floor for me,” said Elka. “I’ve been sleeping on Brannick’s spare cot behind the barrels half the nights of four years, and on my mother’s floor across the river the other half. The cot smells like the bottom of a cask. I want a door.” She put one finger on the key and slid it an inch toward the middle of the table. “I want a door that the three of us have the key to.”

Nobody said anything for a moment.

“Three keys,” Annika said.

“There’s only one key,” said Elka. “But I’ll get the smith to cut two more.” She stood up. “Come on. Come see it. I want to see your faces.”



The point ran out from the Ford’s river-arm into the mouth of the Hessel like a finger pointing at the sea.

It was rock. Black rock, the same basalt as the walls, but natural, broken and tumbled, slick with weed below the high-water line and white with gull-droppings above it. A causeway of fitted stones ran out along its spine from the end of the river-arm, narrow, barely wide enough for a cart, and the sea had been chewing at its edges for a hundred years and had gotten about halfway through.

The lighthouse stood at the end of it.

From the wall it had looked like a dead white column. Up close it was a building, and I fell in love with it in about four seconds, as hard as I’d fallen for the Ford’s walls.

It was tall. Taller than the tide-bell tower, taller than anything in the Ford. Round, tapering, built of dressed white stone gone gray-green with salt-crust and lichen and a century of weather, and at its foot it was wide as a house and at its top it was narrow as a chimney. It sat on a plinth of the black rock that had been squared off and built up so the door stood a man’s height above the point’s highest tide-line. Iron stair-rungs ran up the plinth to the door. Above the door, the wall went up and up, pierced every so often by a narrow window, the windows spiraling around the column like the thread on a screw, which told me before I’d been inside that the stair spiraled too.

At the very top was the lamp room: a cage of iron mullions and thick glass panes, most of them still in place, crusted white with salt so they looked like frosted sugar. Around the lamp room ran a gallery, a narrow walkway with an iron railing, hung out over nothing.

I laid my palm on the plinth.

Good. Cold, dense, dry. The black rock under it went down into the point, and the point went down into the sea floor, and whoever had built this had found the bedrock and set it straight on top.

I put my hand on the white stone of the column above the plinth. Good. Tight joints. Lime mortar, old and hard, a little powdery at the face where the salt had gotten in but sound behind. The walls at the base had to be six feet thick. I stepped back and looked up the tapering line of it and couldn’t find a single place where it had moved off true.

“It’s perfect,” I said.

“It’s dead,” said Elka, delighted.

“It’s perfect. Look at the batter on it. Look at the way the courses step in. They built it to stand in a gale with the sea round its feet and it’s been doing it for a hundred years and it hasn’t moved a finger.” I put my hand back on the stone. “Nobody’s touched it since they stopped lighting it, and it doesn’t care. This is the best building in the Ford.”

“He’s doing the crane face,” Elka said to Annika.

“It’s the lighthouse face,” said Annika. “It’s worse. Don’t encourage it.”

Elka went up the iron rungs to the door and fitted the key into the lock. It took both her hands and a grunt to turn it. The door was oak, iron-strapped, black with age, and it swung inward on hinges that screamed.

Inside was a round room with a stone floor, cold, smelling of salt and old oil and pigeons. In the middle of it, rising out of the floor and going straight up into the dark, was a column of stone a little wider than a barrel: the central shaft. Around it, hugging the outer wall, the stair began. Stone treads, each one cut as a wedge and set into the wall at its wide end and into the shaft at its narrow end, so the stair was a spiral of stone wedges climbing between the two, the outer wall and the inner column holding each other up.

I put my hand on the shaft. It was hollow. I could feel it, a faint draft breathing through a slot in its side at floor level.

“Weight-well,” I said. “There’s a weight in there.”

“A what?”

“A weight. On a chain. The lamp at the top must have turned. Clockwork. A big weight in the shaft, wound up to the top, falling slowly all night, and the falling turns the lamp.” I put my ear to the slot. Far up in the dark, very faint, something iron creaked against stone. “It’s still up there.”

Elka looked at me like I’d told her the lighthouse had a ghost.

“How do you know all this?”

“Where I’m from, they built lighthouses the same way.”

“Where you’re from,” said Elka, “they must have built everything.”

“Not everything,” I said. “Just most of the things I’ve knocked down.”



She counted the stairs.

She did it out loud, from the first tread, in the pit-crier voice. She started at a normal volume and got louder as she went, and she made us count with her. That was the rule, she said, inventing it on the second step. On the first climb into a new home, everybody counts.

“One. Two. Three. Clerk, I can’t hear you.”

“Four,” I said.

“Louder. Five.”

“Six,” said Annika behind me, in the voice she used for ledger entries.

“SEVEN,” shouted Elka, and the stone shaft rang with it, and something startled in the dark far above us and went flapping out of a window.

Every twentieth step or so there was a window, a narrow deep slot through six feet of wall, and the light came through it in a hard white bar across the stair and the shaft. Through the first one I could see the river-arm. Through the third, the whole Ford, small and black and huddled behind its walls. Through the fifth, the flats, the Gullet a gray hump out on the crust. Somewhere around the sixtieth stair I stopped looking out the windows because the view kept making me stop.

“Eighty-one. Eighty-two. Clerk, you’ve stopped counting.”

“I’m reading the treads.”

“You can read and count. Eighty-three.”

“Eighty-four,” I said. The treads were worn in the middle, dished by a century of keepers carrying oil. Every one was sound.

At a hundred, Annika’s breath through the echo was steady and her stitched arm was a hot throb. At a hundred and ten, Elka was still shouting and the shaft was still ringing. At a hundred and twenty I could hear her grinning.

“A hundred and twenty-five. A hundred and twenty-six.” She stopped on the last stair below a landing and turned around to look down at both of us with her braid swinging and her face flushed from the climb and her eyes so bright they hurt to look at. “Together.”

“A hundred and twenty-seven,” we said.



The keeper’s rooms were two of them, one above the other, at the top of the stair under the lamp room.

The lower one was the bigger: round, the same shape as the column, twelve feet across, with the weight-shaft coming up through the middle of the floor and going up through the ceiling. Two windows. A cold hearth built into the wall, with its flue running up inside the stone. A plank shelf. A hook where a lamp had hung. Nothing else. Salt on the floor, feathers, a broken chair.

The upper one, up a short ladder through a hatch, was smaller, and above it another hatch opened into the lamp room itself.

I went up. I had to.

The lamp room was a cage of light. The glass panes were so salt-crusted they let in a soft white glare from every side, as if I were standing inside a cloud. In the middle of the room, on a stone plinth waist-high, stood the lamp: a great brass thing, green with verdigris, a ring of oil reservoirs around a central burner, with a frame of brass mirrors and thick curved glass lenses around it that had once thrown its light twenty miles. The weight-shaft came up into the plinth from below, and a brass gear-train ran from the plinth to the lamp’s base. Turned by the weight. I’d guessed right.

I put my hand on one of the reservoirs and tipped it. Something sloshed. Old oil, gone thick. A little.

A door in the glass let out onto the gallery. I pushed it open and stepped out.

The wind hit me full in the face.

The gallery was three feet wide, iron plates bolted to brackets in the stone, with a railing waist-high. Below it, nothing. Ninety feet of nothing, down the curving white flank of the column to the black rocks of the point and the sea breaking white around them. The tide was up. The water stood all round the point and broke against the plinth, and from here the lighthouse looked like what it was: a stone finger stuck up out of the sea.

And all around it, everything.

The Ford, behind its black walls, small as a toy. The river-mouth, brown and wide. The dunes going north to the horizon, the Saltway threading through them. And the flats, out to the edge of the world on the seaward side, wet and white and silver, cut with channels, with the Gullet a dark hump in the middle of it all.

The mark tugged once, toward the Gullet and the ground under it.

I stood at the rail with the wind in my face and the whole country spread out under me like a plan on a table.

You could see everything coming from up here. Every tide, every sled, every wagon on the tide road. You could see a man on the flats a mile off. You could see the light of a fire.

Annika came out onto the gallery behind me. She stood beside me at the rail without a word, her bow on her back and her stitched arm held close to her body, and she looked out over the flats with her sight thrown wide, reading the country: every channel, every bank, every place the crust was soft.

“Good ground,” she said.

“Best ground in the Ford.”

Behind us, from inside the lamp room, Elka shouted something about how there were pigeons living in the lamp, and how she was going to evict them, and how they’d better not have names.

Annika didn’t smile. It cost her something.

“It’s a good building,” she said. “I’ll give you that.”

“It’s a great building.”

“It’s a great building with all those stairs,” she said, “and I’ve got a stitched arm and you’ve got a bad habit of buying rope, and we’re going to be carrying both up them every day.” She looked at me sideways. “I love it.”



We moved in that afternoon.

It didn’t take long. We didn’t own much. Three bedrolls, three packs, Annika’s bows and quivers, Elka’s spears, my rope, which was more than I’d admit to. Tib carried half of it out along the point’s causeway in four trips and up the stair every time and didn’t complain once.

We laid the three bedrolls out in the lower keeper’s room in a rough curve around the hearth, and I swept the salt and feathers out the window, and Elka went up into the lamp room and had a long loud negotiation with the pigeons that ended in the pigeons leaving.

Annika took a lump of chalk out of her pocket and walked to the wall beside the hearth, where the plaster was smoothest, and wrote.

She wrote from memory, without looking at anything. Her hand was the same neat clean hand that had written the first of these words on a cottage wall on Lantern Row two months and a hundred miles ago. Today she wrote my lines too.

NOBODY GETS LEFT

EVERYBODY GETS PAID

Under that, the newest one, the one she’d chalked on the Bell’s loft beam:

PAID BOTH WAYS

She stepped back and looked at it.

The wall. Our wall. The thing we carried with us.

Elka came down the ladder from the lamp room with feathers in her braid and stopped in front of it. She’d never seen the cottage. She’d heard about it. She stood in front of the three lines with her hands on her hips and read them, slowly, lips moving, as she’d read my panel at the wall-hall on the first day.

She held out her hand to Annika for the chalk.

Annika looked at her hand. Then she gave her the chalk.

Elka walked up to the wall, stood on her toes, and wrote under Annika’s three lines in huge looping letters that took up as much plaster as all three of Annika’s put together:

LOUD IS ALLOWED

She stepped back, beaming, and handed the chalk back.

Annika took it. She looked at Elka’s line for a moment. Then she stepped forward and wrote, very small, very neat, directly underneath it:

(TOLERATED)

Elka stared at it. “You can’t amend my term.”

“I didn’t amend it,” said Annika. “I annotated it.”

“That’s the same thing.”

“It’s a very different thing.” Annika put the chalk back in her pocket. “An amendment changes the term. An annotation explains it.”

Elka looked at me for help.

“She’s got you,” I said.

“She’s always got me,” said Elka, and laughed, and threw herself down on the nearest bedroll, which happened to be the middle one, and declared it hers.



We tested the echoes on the flats the next morning, because I’d stopped being able to ignore what they were doing to me.

It had started on the wall, when the seal took. Two voices in a room where there’d been one. I’d thought it would settle. It hadn’t. For two days I’d walked around the Ford with both of them in me at once, Annika steady and low and to one side like a lamp in a window, and Elka loud and bright and everywhere, like a bonfire somebody had lit in the next room. They didn’t blend. They sat side by side in my chest and argued about which one I was going to feel next.

I needed to know what it was. I needed to know what it did under load.

So at dead low water we went out on the flats, a quarter mile from the wall, and I stood in the middle of a bank of firm crust with my eyes shut and the two women walked away from me in different directions.

“Where’s Annika?” Elka called, from somewhere to my right.

I pointed without opening my eyes. Behind me and to the left. A hundred paces. Walking slowly, reading the ground, calm. A little bored.

“Where’s me?”

I pointed right. Eighty paces. Walking fast, swinging her arms, excited, hungry because she’d skipped breakfast, and thinking about the tide-board.

“How’d you know I’m hungry?”

“You’re broadcasting it.”

“I’m always hungry.”

“You’re especially hungry. And you’re thinking about the board.”

There was a silence from my right.

“That’s terrifying,” Elka said. “That’s actually terrifying, clerk.”

“Run,” I said. “Both of you. Away from me. Fast.”

They ran.

I felt them go. Both echoes stretched, both direction-senses moving, and I stood in the middle and tracked them with my finger like a man tracking two birds. It was easy. Easier than I’d thought.

Then Elka laughed, somewhere off to the right, a big whooping laugh as she jumped a channel. And her side of me went up like a wave hitting a wall: joy, exertion, a rush of blood and breath and speed, huge and bright and loud.

And Annika was gone.

I stood on the flats with my finger pointing at nothing. The left side of my chest was empty. There was only Elka, loud as a bell in my ribs, running and laughing and jumping channels, and under her, nothing, as if somebody had blown out the lamp in the window.

One second. Two. My heart had stopped doing its job. Three.

Then Elka landed and slowed, and her wave dropped back down to ordinary loud, and Annika came back into my left side like a lamp relit: there, a hundred and fifty paces off, still running, steady and fine.

I opened my eyes. I found I’d gone down on one knee in the crust.



They came back fast. Annika first. She’d felt my end of it, the sudden lurch of fear through the echo, and she crossed the flats to me at a dead run with her stitched arm held against her ribs.

“What happened?”

“I lost you.”

Her hand stopped on her bow.

“Three seconds,” I said. “Elka jumped a channel and laughed, and her side got so loud it drowned you out. I couldn’t find you at all.” I got up off my knee. “You were gone.”

Elka came up, breathing hard, her face going from grin to something else as she heard it.

“I drowned her out?”

“You drowned her out. You didn’t do anything wrong. You were just loud.” I looked at the two of them. “That’s the cost. I’ve been waiting to find out what it is. That’s it.”

I’d spent two days thinking two echoes would be twice as good as one. Twice the direction, twice the sense, twice the warning. It isn’t. It’s two voices in one room, and when one of them shouts, you lose the other one. Two echoes don’t double anything. They crowd.

“In a fight,” Annika said, slowly. She’d gone straight to the load.

“Yes,” I said. “If one of you is in trouble, really in trouble, terrified or hurt, her side’s going to be louder than anything. And I might lose the other one. For a few seconds. When it matters most.”

Annika studied me, and I watched her take it in.

“Then we fight knowing it,” she said. “We call positions out loud. We don’t trust the echo in a crisis. We trust our voices.”

“Yes.”

“Good. Now we know.” She looked at Elka. “Can you feel me?”

“No,” said Elka. “Not at all. Only him.” She looked outraged about it. “Why can’t I feel her? I want to feel her. I want to know when she’s laughing at me.”

“Always,” said Annika. “Assume always.”

“See, that’s exactly the kind of thing I’d want to feel.”

“Each pact’s its own,” I said. “It runs between me and one partner. It’s not a net. It’s two ropes.” I touched my chest, left side, right side. “I’m the post they’re both tied to.”

Elka looked at me, then at Annika, then at the empty space between the two of them where nothing ran at all.

“That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard,” she said. “Who designs a thing like that?”

I thought of a broken stanchion at the center of a pact-circle under a barrow, and a chain-and-circle shape where something had once been bound, and said nothing.



We drilled Felling Line in the afternoon, on the same bank, with nobody but the gulls to see.

I’d taken it on the wall without thinking. I wasn’t going to fight with it again until I knew its rules.

So we found them, one at a time, the hard way.

The first rule I already knew. She had to set. Holding the spear wasn’t enough, or pointing it; she had to plant it the way she’d taught me in the wall-yard: butt in the ground behind her heel, foot on the butt, the angle, the lean, the line of her body continuing the line of the shaft. And her Set Line had to be up, that steadying in her I’d felt through the echo on the wall.

I had her hold her spear without setting it, and reached for the fusion, and there was nothing there to reach for. Just a woman holding a stick.

She set. The line was there at once, as clear in the echo as a chalk-line snapped on a beam: from the butt behind her heel, up through her body, down the shaft, out past the point, and on, straight, aimed.

“Second rule,” I said, and walked away from her.

Fifty paces. A hundred. Two hundred. At about three hundred paces her echo was thinning, like a voice heard across a field. At four hundred it was a whisper, still there the way Annika’s is still there at the far end of a quarter-mile, but faint. And at four hundred I reached for the fusion and couldn’t find her line at all.

“I have to be inside your echo,” I called back. “Well inside. If I can’t feel you clearly, I can’t find the line.”

“How far?”

“Two hundred paces. Less is better. So stay close.”

“Clerk,” she shouted across the flats, delighted, “that’s the most romantic thing you’ve ever said to me.”

I walked back. Annika, sitting on a hummock of crust with her bow across her knees and her stitched arm in her lap, said nothing at all, but I felt her amusement come across the echo like a raised eyebrow.



The third rule was the one I’d been afraid of.

I called it on a target: a heap of crust and drift-timber we’d built at the end of her line, forty paces out, about the size of a shellback. She set. I found her line. I reached.

The shade came out of me and fell.

With an ordinary summon, the shade pours out of the mark, talons first, and stands up, and stays, and the drain comes in slowly, a cold running out of the bottom of my chest. Felling Line isn’t like that. The shade comes out of me whole and all at once, and the drain comes all at once too, a single hard pull like somebody yanking a rope tied round my ribs. And then it isn’t standing beside me. It’s falling, down her line, like a felled tree going over, and it hits whatever’s at the end of the line with its full weight in one straight stroke.

It hit the heap of crust and timber and the heap came apart from end to end like a log under a maul, timber split down the grain, crust smashed to powder in a straight line. And the shade was gone. Spent. No folding back into my arm. No second motion. One strike, and nothing left but a black scorch-line across the flats and a smell like a blacksmith’s quench-tub.

I stood there breathing.

“One,” I said.

The drain was bad, though nowhere near the wall, where I’d gone to my knees with my nose bleeding. Cold and hollow in the middle. A little gray at the edges.

We built a second heap. She set. I called.

Two. The heap split. The shade was gone. The drain hit me on top of the first one, and the gray came in further, and I felt the south-pull stir under my ribs like something turning over in its sleep. It wasn’t strong yet, only awake.

“How’s that?” Elka called.

“Fine,” I said. “That’s two.”

Annika was standing now. She’d gotten up off her hummock without my noticing. She was watching me without blinking.

“And three?” she said.

I knew what she was asking. I’d known the moment I took the fusion on the wall that I’d have to find out where it stopped. With Veilstep I’d found the edges in a quarry in Rendhaven, a bruise at a time.

“Build it,” I said.



The third call didn’t land right.

It was wrong the moment I reached. Her line was there, clear and straight. The mark answered. The shade came out of me and fell. But it came out thin, like a beam that’s been planed down to half its thickness, and when it hit the heap it didn’t split it. It cracked it. A long ragged break down the middle, the heap half-collapsed, timber splintered but not cleaved, crust broken but not powdered.

Half weight.

And then it was gone, and something went out of me with it that didn’t come back.

I went down on both knees in the crust. My legs had decided they were done for the day without consulting me. My nose was bleeding. The gray had come all the way in to the middle of my sight and was sitting there like fog. And the south-pull, which had been stirring, sat up.

It was nothing like the cottage roof: a steady lean, a hand on my shoulder turning me, gently, toward the Gullet and the dark under it.

Annika was there. Her hand on my back. Her voice, low, right at my ear. “North. Here. North.”

I breathed. I let her voice be the thing I was holding on to.

“North,” I said.

Elka came running across the flats from her line and dropped to her knees on my other side, and her fright came down the echo so loud it nearly knocked Annika’s out of me again. The left side of my chest flickered.

“Elka,” I said. “Quiet. In here.” I touched my chest. “I’m losing her.”

Elka went still. She grabbed the fright in both fists and shoved it down, hard, the way she’d learned to shove things down on the sand, and her side of me dropped to a low tight hum. Annika’s came back clear.

“Sorry,” Elka said.

“Don’t be. Now you know.”

I knelt there a while longer, until the gray thinned and the pull sat back down, and then I tried to call the shade. Just a plain summon. Just to see.

Nothing.

I reached for it and the mark was there, warm under the wrap, but the place where the shade lived was empty. I reached into it like a pocket for a key I knew I’d put there, and found only lint.

I tried again an hour later, back in the keeper’s room, sitting on my bedroll with Annika watching me. Nothing. I tried at sunset. Nothing. I tried at full dark with the stars out over the flats and both women sitting on either side of me not saying anything.

Nothing.

“It’s gone,” Elka said quietly.

“It’s gutted,” I said. “It’ll come back.” I hoped. I didn’t say that part. “Dawn, I think. That’s what it feels like. Like a fire that’s gone to ash and needs the night to cool before you can light it again.”

I tried again in the gray before dawn, lying awake with Annika’s head on my marked arm and Elka sprawled on her stomach on the middle bedroll with one foot hanging off it.

The shade came. Talons first, black plate, furnace seams, standing up in the keeper’s room in the dark with its head bent under the ceiling. It looked at the window. It looked at me. I let it go.

So that was the rule. I said it out loud to both of them over breakfast, because a rule you don’t say out loud isn’t a rule, it’s a hope.

“Felling Line. You set, I’m in your echo, the shade drops down your line. One strike, full weight, then it’s gone. Two in a day, safe. A third lands at half weight and guts the shade till the next dawn. No shade at all. No Felling Line, no summon, nothing.” I looked at Elka. “Two. Never three. Not unless there’s no other way and I’ve decided it’s worth having nothing afterward.”

“Two,” said Elka.

“Two,” said Annika. She’d written it down. I saw her do it, that evening, on the wall, in small neat letters off to one side of the terms, where it wouldn’t be a term but would be there: FL: 2. 3 = NONE TILL DAWN.

Under it, smaller still: VS: 3.



Elka tested her own edge the next day, without being asked, and I watched her do it from the gallery.

She went out on the flats alone at low water with her spear and found a long bank of firm crust, and she set at one end of it and Breaklined down its length, and it came through the echo like a wagon going off a cliff, that enormous throw and rush. She came out the far end on her feet. She walked back. She did it again.

Three. Four.

On the fifth, she set, and stood there with her spear back and her body sunk down behind it, and didn’t go.

I knew why. It reached me as clearly as it reached her. There was a floor under Breakline now, the steady thing the mark had given her on the wall, and the first four times her charge had come down onto it like a boot onto stone. On the fifth set, she reached, and the floor was still there, but it had gone soft under her, like a plank that’s taken too much weight and is about to tell you about it.

She stood on the flats a long time with the spear back. Then she lowered it.

She came up the long stair that afternoon and dropped down onto her bedroll and lay on her back looking at the ceiling.

“Four,” she said. “Four’s safe now. I used to get two. Two, and the third nearly killed me.” She held up four fingers and looked at them as if they belonged to somebody else. “Four. And on the fifth it told me. It told me, clerk. The floor went soft and it said, that’s enough, and I could hear it. It never told me before. It just let me go until I fell off.”

“That’s what stabilized means,” Annika said, from the window where she was re-fletching.

“I know what it means.” Elka was still looking at her four fingers. “I didn’t know it would feel like that. Like somebody put a railing on a stair.”

She drummed the four fingers on her own breastbone for a while, counting them again.

Then she rolled over on her bedroll and grinned at me, the full grin, freckles bunched up under her eyes.

“Four,” she said. “Gods. I could go through four bulls.”



Term Nine arrived in the south that evening, and Elka mourned it like a death in the family.

It started with a deck of cards. She’d brought it from the Bell, a greasy old pack with half its corners gone and a two of fish drawn in on the back of a blank card in charcoal to replace the one somebody had lost, and after supper she sat down cross-legged on her bedroll by the hearth and shuffled it with a pit-fighter’s speed and dealt three hands.

“Stakes,” she said. “Coppers. Low. Friendly.”

Annika looked at the hand in front of her and didn’t pick it up.

“We don’t play cards,” she said.

Elka stopped shuffling. “What?”

“Pact-partners don’t play cards against each other. It’s Term Nine.”

“There’s a Term Nine?”

“There are a lot of terms,” I said.

“There’s only four on the wall.”

“There’s four on the wall,” Annika said. “The rest are on the wall in Rendhaven.” She picked up her hand at last and looked at it without expression. “In Rendhaven, two months ago, I drew a good hand at the Pike against a dockhand’s pot. A very good hand. Davin was in it with me, holding cards he’d have played all week, and he folded them before I’d finished picking mine up. He felt me draw. The echo carries a strong hand like a struck bell.”

“He knew your hand.”

“He knew I was pleased. It’s the same thing at cards.” She put her hand down. “Then he cleaned me out twice more off nothing but the temperature of my hands. So I banned it. I wrote it on the wall myself. Term Nine: no cards.” She held Elka’s eyes. “You’re on the echo now. He’ll know your hands. You can’t play him, and he can’t play you. Not for stakes. Not for anything.”

Elka looked at her cards. She looked at me.

I looked back at her. I didn’t have to try. She was sitting there broadcasting it so hard it was like sitting next to somebody humming.

“That’s a very good hand,” I said. “Better than good. You’re trying not to grin.”

She threw the cards in the air.

“No,” she said. “No. No, no, no.” They fluttered down all over the keeper’s room, and three queens and a jack came down face up on the boards between us. One landed in the cold hearth. “I’ve played cards since I was six. I played cards in the cages. I played cards on the wall at every watch for four years. I’ve never been caught out bluffing in my life. And you’re telling me I can’t bet against you?”

“Or her,” I said.

“I can’t feel her.”

“But I can feel you. And if you sit across from her with three queens and I’m in the room…”

“You’d tell her.”

“I’d never tell her,” I said. “But my face would. She reads my face better than you read a board.”

Elka stared at me. Then at Annika. Then at the cards on the floor.

“Never again,” she said hollowly. “I can never play the two people I’d most like to take money off. Ever. For the rest of my life.”

“For the rest of your life,” Annika agreed.

Elka flopped onto her back on her bedroll and put her arm over her eyes.

“I’m in mourning,” she announced. “I’m in mourning for my card game. Don’t speak to me.”

“How long?” said Annika.

“Forever.”

It lasted about a quarter of an hour, which was when she remembered she could still bet on the tide-board, and on the wall-yard, and on Brannick’s dice, and on whether the gulls on the gallery rail would fly before the bell, and she sat up and started counting off on her fingers, for our benefit, every last thing she could still gamble on that wasn’t us.



Living with her echo was like living with weather.

She broadcast everything. She didn’t know how not to. She’d spent four years learning to hide what she felt behind a laugh so a crowd couldn’t see it, and she was very good at that, at the outside of her face. But the echo doesn’t run on faces. It runs underneath. And underneath, Elka had never had to hide anything from anybody, because nobody had ever been close enough to see.

So I felt all of it. When she was hungry, which was always. When she was bored, which was a restless itch across the back of my hand. When she was thinking about the tide-board, which felt like counting. When she was thinking about a fight, which felt like a fist closing.

When she was thinking about me.

That one I felt the first evening, while she was changing out of her wall-leathers by the hearth.

She did it without ceremony or any interest in privacy. She pulled the laced jerkin off over her head and dropped it, and stood there in the lamplight in nothing but her linen shift, and then pulled the shift off too to put on a dry one, and for a moment she was bare to the waist in front of the cold hearth with her braid down her back and her heavy freckled breasts swaying as she reached for the clean shift.

I wasn’t looking. I was sitting on my bedroll oiling the pry-blade.

But the moment she knew I’d glanced up, I knew she knew.

A hot, pleased, wicked little pulse went off right in the middle of my chest. She’d felt me look. And she liked it. And she let me feel how much she liked it. She took longer finding the clean shift than any woman in history has ever taken to find anything.

I oiled the same hand’s width of blade four times.

Across the room, Annika looked up from her fletching. She looked at Elka, bare-breasted in the lamplight, searching for a shift she was holding in her other hand. She looked at me, going over that hand’s width of blade a fifth time. What came down her echo was dry and amused and very, very interested.

“You’re both broadcasting,” she said. “I can only feel one of you and it’s still too loud.”

Elka laughed and pulled the shift on.



Annika taught her to read me the second evening.

I don’t think they’d planned it. Elka had come in from the wall and found a torn bracer on the shelf, Annika’s, the left one, the one the lasher had cut through on the tower before it cut through Annika’s arm. The leather had been laid open in a long ragged slash, and the buckle had torn off. Annika had been meaning to get it to a leatherworker.

Elka had taken it off the shelf without asking, sat down cross-legged by the hearth with an awl and a hank of waxed thread from her pack, and started stitching it.

Annika had watched her do it for a while, from her bedroll, without saying anything.

Elka’s stitches were small and tight and very fast. Pit stitches, she said, without looking up. You learned to sew leather in the cages because nobody gave you new kit, and you learned to sew it fast because the bout was in an hour.

Annika came over and sat down beside her by the hearth, close enough to watch.

“He’s thinking,” Annika said after a while, quietly, to Elka.

I was sitting on my own bedroll with a coil of new rope in my lap, splicing. I didn’t look up.

“How do you know?” said Elka, also quietly, also not to me.

“Watch his right hand.”

They both watched my right hand. I kept splicing.

“There,” said Annika.

My right hand had gone to my left forearm and touched the tie of my sleeve. I hadn’t noticed. I took it away.

“He does that,” said Annika. “When he’s thinking about something hard. He reties the sleeve. Or touches the tie. It’s the thing he’s most careful of in the world, and when his mind’s on something else, his hand goes to check it.”

“What’s he thinking about?”

“I don’t know. Something hard.” Annika tilted her head. “You’ll feel it through the echo before you see it. A sort of tightening. Like a rope taking up slack.”

Elka shut her eyes and reached for me, clumsily, the way you reach for a stair that isn’t lit. She found something.

“Like a rope,” she said. “Yes.” Her eyes opened. “He’s worried.”

“He’s always worried,” said Annika. “Worried’s his resting state. That’s different. That’s thinking.”

“How can you tell the difference?”

“Worried, he goes still all over. Thinking, he goes still everywhere except that hand.”

I kept splicing. They kept watching me, the two of them by the hearth, the gold head and the red one side by side, Annika’s stitched arm resting on her knee and Elka’s awl going in and out of the leather.

“What else?” said Elka.

“When he’s angry, he gets quieter. When he’s very angry, he gets polite.”

“I’ve seen that.”

“When he’s frightened, he talks about load-bearing.”

“I’ve seen that too.”

“When he wants you,” said Annika, very calmly, “he stops looking at you and looks at whatever wall’s nearest.”

Elka burst out laughing. She laughed so hard she dropped her awl. My face went hot.

“He did that,” Elka gasped. “He did that at the wall-hall. The first day. Stared at me once, hard, then looked at the back wall the rest of the time I was talking to him.”

“He looked at the back wall of the Pike the first month I knew him,” said Annika. “I thought he was checking it for cracks.”

“Was he?”

“He was checking it for cracks,” said Annika, “and he wanted me. He can do both.”

Elka picked up her awl and went back to stitching, still grinning.

When she finished, she held the bracer up to the lamp. The slash was closed in a neat, dense line of stitches, and she’d sewn a new buckle on, a brass one, from somewhere. She handed it to Annika.

Annika turned it over, looking at the stitching, and buckled it onto her right wrist, the unhurt one, and flexed her hand twice to feel how it sat.

Elka watched her flex it and then got very busy winding the leftover thread round her fingers, and didn’t look up from it for a good while.

Annika didn’t take the bracer off all evening.



I couldn’t sleep that night, and in the last hour before dawn I gave up trying.

I left them both asleep, Annika on her side where my arm had been with her stitched forearm curled against her chest, Elka on her stomach across the middle bedroll with one arm flung out into the space I’d left, and went up through the lamp room and out onto the gallery with a coil of the new Morvant rope and a knife. Both threads came with me. Annika’s a cool weight at my left side. Elka’s a slow warm hum, like a banked fire.

I sat with my back against the lamp room’s cold glass and the wind off the flats in my face, whipping rope-ends in the dark, and was afraid.

The mark was quiet tonight, a banked coal under the wrap. What I was afraid of was a wall.

I’d gotten there in time. Barely.

In two weeks or less the clock would break, and what came wouldn’t be a tide. It would be everything. Every hound and shellback and lasher that the Teeming had bred since Elka’s grandmother was a girl, all at once, at a wall I’d spent three weeks shoring with drift-timber and salvage and other people’s courage. Moor had said it plainly. The Ford couldn’t hold it. Not with forty men and one funnel.

And the two of them would be on it. Annika on the tower, because that’s where her eyes did the most good. Elka in the worst spot, because that was a term.

I’d lost Annika for three seconds on the flats because Elka laughed. What would I lose on a wall in a full vent, with both of them screaming?

I sat there and looked at it as I look at everything: as a load. How much weight. Where it comes from. What carries it. What fails first.

I didn’t have an answer yet. I only had the question, and by the time the sky went gray over the dunes, forty feet of rope whipped tight at both ends that I hadn’t needed.

The mark stirred under the wrap, toward the flats and whatever lay beneath them.



Tib came up the stairs a few hours later.

I heard him from the bottom. The lighthouse carries sound up the shaft like a flute, and his boots on the first tread came up to the keeper’s room as clear as if he’d been standing in it. One step, then another. Then a long run of them, fast. Then slower. Then a pause, around the sixtieth, where he stopped to breathe.

He started again.

Annika looked up from her bow. Elka, who was sitting by the window with her spear across her knees, waxing the shaft, looked at the door.

He came up all the way. It took him a long time. When he came through the door into the keeper’s room he was red-faced and breathing hard and dusty to the ankles, and he stood in the doorway where Annika had taught him to stand, where he could see both the stair and the window.

He looked at me.

“When are you getting my grandmother back?” he said.

The keeper’s room went quiet.

I put down the rope I’d been splicing. I didn’t stand up. I looked at him where he stood in the doorway, a skinny fourteen-year-old with sea-colored eyes too big for his face, who’d stood on a wall-stair with two water-skins and watched his grandmother lifted into the third wagon, and counted.

I don’t lie to crew. It’s a term. It’s not the easiest one.

“Soon,” I said. “Not today. Not tomorrow. I don’t know the day yet. But soon.”

His face didn’t change. He’d expected something worse, or something better, and he was deciding which one this was.

“You don’t know where she is,” he said.

“I know exactly where she is,” I said. “I’ve seen the place. I know how to get there. I don’t know how to get her out yet without getting her killed. When I know that, I’ll go.”

He stood there a long time.

“That’s the truth?” he said.

“I don’t lie to crew.”

“I’m not crew,” Tib said. His chin had started to go. He stopped it. “Not really. I just carry water.”

Elka put her spear down.

She got up off the windowsill and walked across the keeper’s room to him and crouched down in front of him, so her face was level with his, and put both her hands on his skinny shoulders.

“You are now,” she said. “Same copper. Different word.”

He looked at her. He looked at Annika, sitting on her bedroll with her bow across her knees. He looked at me.

Annika’s bow thumb tapped once against her knuckle.

Tib saw it. He’d been watching us long enough to know what it meant.

“Crew,” he said, very quietly, trying the word out.

“Crew,” said Elka, and stood up, and shoved his shoulder so he staggered. “Now go back down and tell Brannick I want my good pan. Crew runs errands. That’s the copper.”


Chapter 17: Owned

“It’s coming in from the southwest,” Annika said, “and it’s going to sit on us till midnight, and anything on that wall that isn’t nailed down is going to be in the Hessel by morning.”

She was standing on the funnel’s rubble with her face turned to the sea and her stitched arm held against her ribs, reading the sky like a trail. I looked where she looked. The horizon over the flats had gone the color of a bruise. The gulls were all on the ground. The air had that heavy, close, waiting feel it gets before something large arrives, and the wind coming off the water had changed its mind about which way it was blowing three times since dawn.

“How long?” I said.

“Noon. Maybe before.” She sniffed. “It smells like rain on hot iron. That’s a big one.”

I looked back at the tilted section.

It still stood where it had stopped four days ago: thirty feet of seaward wall between the funnel and the river-arm, broken loose from the rest along two cracks a yard wide and leaning out over the flats a hand’s width off true, wedged in place by its own weight and the cracks biting closed on it. It had held through four days of ordinary tides. It hadn’t held through a storm.

A storm doesn’t push on a wall the way a tide does. A tide hits the foot. A storm hits everything, all at once, from the top down, and it hits it for hours, and it finds every crack and puts water in it and then pushes on the water.

“It’s going to go,” I said.

“Tonight?”

“If the wind comes round to the west, tonight. If it stays southwest, maybe not.” I put my hand on the leaning parapet. Cold, wet, shivering very faintly under my palm. The cracks on either side of it hummed when the gusts hit. “I don’t want to find out.”



I didn’t have time to drop it right. Thirty feet of wall wasn’t coming down in one morning, with a storm on the way and crews standing under it. But I had time to hold it.

I got Moor’s crews and every timber the Ford had left, which wasn’t many. I got Dunmore’s spare axles, which he gave up after a long count and a longer sigh. I got the broken masts from the river-arm gallows, the one the bull had torn down, which were still lying in the funnel’s outer arm in a tangle of rope.

And we shored it.

Raking shores, as I’d explained them to Elka in the wall-yard when she taught me to set a spear. Long timbers set at an angle against the wall’s outer face, their feet bedded into the funnel’s outer-arm rubble below in sole-plates I chalked and the crews dug, their heads wedged up under the lip of the seaward course. Six of them, in pairs, each pair a little steeper than the one below it, so the load came down through all of them together and nothing carried more than its share.

The crews knew how to haul now. They knew how to hold a line and drive a wedge and when to stand back. They hauled timber in a rising wind with their hair whipping into their eyes and didn’t wait to be told twice.

“Like a spear,” said Sten Callow, standing back to look at the first pair. “Like a set spear.”

“Exactly like a set spear,” I said. “The ground holds it. The timber just aims it.”

He looked at me. “Elka said that.”

“Elka said it first.”

He nodded, as if that settled something, and went to get the next mast.

By the time the first rain came across the flats in a gray wall the six shores were in, and the tilted section was standing on twelve feet of drift-oak and bad salvage and the ground of the Ford, and when the first real gust hit it, it hummed and settled and held.

What we’d built was a crutch. But a crutch holds a man up until he can get to the bonesetter.



Elka came up the funnel’s rubble while I was wiping the rain out of my eyes.

She was soaked already. Her braid hung heavy and dark down her back and her jerkin was black with water and plastered to her, and the rain ran in streams off the freckles on her shoulders. She stood in front of me grinning, with water dripping off her chin.

“Brannick’s short a barman,” she said. “Storm night. Everybody comes in off the wall and drinks till it’s over. He needs hands.”

“And?”

“And I owe the board.” She shrugged. “I’ve owed the board for four years. He said I can work a shift against it. A mark a shift.” She grinned wider. “I’ll be gone all night. Probably till the storm breaks. Maybe longer. I might have to sleep behind the barrels like the old days.”

I looked at her.

She looked back at me with her eyes perfectly innocent. Down the echo came nothing innocent at all. A warm, bright, pleased little hum, the feel of a woman who’d just dealt a hand she knew was good.

“Elka,” I said.

“Brannick’s terms,” she said. “I’m just following Brannick’s terms.” She looked past me at Annika on the rubble, and her grin went soft at one corner. “It’s a good night for a lighthouse. Storm on the shutters. Nobody coming up the stair.” She stepped back. “Lock the door.”

She went down the rubble at a run, toward the town, braid swinging, laughing at something, and was gone into the rain.

Annika had heard all of it. She came down off the rubble and stood beside me, and we both looked at the place where Elka had disappeared.

“She’s giving us the lighthouse,” Annika said.

“She’s paying off her board with my night’s sleep.”

Annika was quiet for a moment.

“I’m going to have to be nice to her,” she said. “I don’t know how I feel about that.”



The storm came in properly around noon, and by then we were at the top of the long stair with a sack of iron pins and a hammer.

The lighthouse’s keeper’s room had two windows, narrow deep slots through six feet of stone, and each one had a pair of storm-shutters on its outer face: heavy oak boards on iron pintles, with a bar that dropped across them on the inside. They hadn’t been closed in years. The pintles had rusted. One shutter on the seaward window had come off one of its hinges entirely and hung there by the other, banging in every gust like somebody knocking to be let in.

The lamp room was worse. Three of its glass panes had cracked in the years nobody had looked after them, and one had a hole in it the size of my fist where a gull or a stone had gone through, and the wind was coming through the hole with a sound like a bottle being blown across.

So we fixed it. The two of us. Like we’d put the cottage on Lantern Row back together after the knives: the fallen gear rack, the broken chair, real glass for the workroom the hired men had come through, and nothing but a free afternoon and each other’s hands.

She held. I hammered. I drew the old pintles out of the stone with the pry-blade’s hooked end and she passed me the new ones from the sack, one at a time, without my having to ask. I drove them. She hung the shutter on them while I held its weight. We didn’t talk much. Two months of work together, and the echo, and we moved around each other in that narrow window-slot like two hands of the same body.

The rain hammered on the outside of the stone. The wind howled across the window-slot and tugged at the shutter while we hung it.

“Left,” she said.

I moved it left. It dropped onto its pintles. It swung shut, square in its frame, and I dropped the bar across it and the howl cut off to a muffled roar.

We did the other window. Then we went up into the lamp room and I cut boards from the broken chair to cover the holed pane and the cracked ones, and she held the boards while I pinned them into the iron mullions with nails I’d bent into hooks, and the lamp room went from a cage full of wind to a cage full of muffled gray light with the storm beating on every side of it.

When it was done we stood in the lamp room beside the old brass lamp and listened to the lighthouse take the storm.

It hummed. Very faintly. It was nothing like the hum of the tilted wall, which was the sound of stone worrying about whether it was going to stay up. This was the hum of a building that had stood in storms like this a hundred times and was going to stand in a hundred more. The whole column was singing with the wind, a deep low note I could feel through the soles of my boots, steady as a heartbeat.

“Listen to it,” I said.

“I’m listening.”

“It’s not even trying.”

“I know.” She laid her hand on the brass plinth under the lamp. “I can feel it through you. It’s like being inside a bell.”



She said it while we were coming down the ladder.

I was below her, on the ladder from the lamp room down to the keeper’s room, and she was above me, and she stopped on the rung where she was and looked down at me the way she’d looked down from the Bell’s loft stair the night she told me Elka looked at me like a purse she’d already won.

“I watched you,” she said. “On the wall. When the seal took.”

I stopped on my rung.

“I was on the tower,” she said. “My arm was open. I could feel it all, through you. The echo opening. The second one, coming in next to mine.” Her voice had gone flat. “I watched you make room in yourself for her. I felt you do it. Right next to where I am.”

I waited, and let her finish setting it down.

“I waited to be jealous,” she said. “I thought I would be. I’ve seen it in crews. A captain takes a second, and the first goes sour. I’ve seen it go sour in a week.” She held my eyes. “It didn’t come. I waited four days. It didn’t come at all.”

“No.”

“No. And that surprised me.” She came down a rung. “What I felt instead was something else. I’ve been trying to name it for four days. I don’t have a name for it yet.” Another rung. Her face was level with mine now, the two of us on the same ladder in the gray storm-light from the hatch above. “I want something that’s only ours. That doesn’t go anywhere else. That keeps growing, while everything else does.”

She didn’t say the word. I felt her not say it.

“You’ve got it,” I said.

“I know I have,” she said. “I want more of it.”

She came down the last rung and stepped off onto the keeper’s room floor. I stepped down after her. The storm hit the shutters like a fist.



The keeper’s room was dark with the shutters barred. I lit the one lamp we owned that worked and hung it on the old hook beside the weight-shaft, and its light came up gold and small and filled the round room, and the storm went on outside, muffled, enormous, the rain drumming on the shutters and the wind howling round the column.

She stood by the hearth.

She’d taken her boots off at some point on the stairs. Her leathers were damp from the rain on the funnel. Her ponytail was still up, gold, high on the back of her head, field-tight. Her stitched forearm was held across her body, the linen pale against the dark leather.

She looked at me across the room with her green eyes.

She held my eyes and didn’t let go of them.

The seaward shutter banged once against its bar, hard, a gust finding its edge.

I crossed the room. I stood behind her. I put my hand up to the back of her head and found the tie that held her ponytail, and I didn’t pull it. I drew it down the way I’ve learned she likes it: one long slow slide, so she feels every inch of her hair come loose. The gold came down over my hand and over her shoulders and down her back in a heavy warm spill, and her scalp prickled under my fingers and the feeling ran all the way down her, slow, like water finding a crack.

She turned around inside my arms.

“Terms update,” she said.

Her voice was low. Her eyes were on mine.

“Say yours,” she said.

“I want you,” I said. “Tonight. All night. The storm can have the rest.”

“Not enough.” Her palm came up against my chest. “Say all of it. The new terms. What you want that you didn’t want in Rendhaven.”

I looked at her. At the green eyes, close and level. At the flush already starting at the base of her throat.

“I want everything you want,” I said. “Whatever you’re not saying yet. I want that too. I want it the day you’re ready to say it.”

The flush climbed.

“That’ll do,” she said, and pulled my mouth down to hers.



Elka kissed hungry and fast. Annika kissed deliberately. Slow and sure and completely certain of where she was going, her mouth opening under mine, her hand sliding up from my chest to the back of my neck and staying there, holding me exactly where she wanted me.

She undressed me first.

She did it standing in the lamplight with her golden hair loose down her back, and she did it like she checks her kit before a contract: thoroughly, in order, not skipping anything. My shirt. My belt. The pry-blade, which she lifted off my hip and set against the hearth with care, as if it were hers. My boots, kneeling to unlace them, and while she was kneeling she unbuttoned my trousers and pulled them down, and my cock sprang up thick and ready in front of her face.

She looked at it. Then up at me. Dry. Satisfied.

No commentary. That’s not her way. She took me in her hand, her good hand, and wrapped her fingers around the base, and put her mouth on me.

It was precise. Her lips closed around the head and her tongue pressed flat against the underside, and she took me in an inch at a time, watching me the whole while with her green eyes level and dry. She was studying me like a trail she already knew the end of, just to make sure.

She found the rhythm she wanted and kept it. Slow. Deep. Her mouth wet and tight and warm, her hand moving with it, twisting slightly at the base. She didn’t hurry. She watched what each stroke did to me and adjusted the next one by a hair. The echo was carrying it back to her: the heat, the throb, the way my hips wanted to move and didn’t. Every time they nearly did, her pulse kicked low in my gut and her eyes went smug.

My hand went to her hair. She let it stay there. She didn’t let it guide her.

“Annika,” I said.

She pulled off. Her lips left the head with a soft wet sound. She came off me and stayed kneeling, looking up, mouth shining and her eyebrow up, and there was nothing in the echo but cool, pleased control. She’d stopped because she’d decided to stop, at the moment she’d picked, and not a second later.

“Your turn,” she said.



I picked her up.

She let me. She weighs less than she looks, which isn’t saying much, because she’s all muscle and bone and strong long legs, and I carried her the four steps to the bedrolls by the hearth and laid her down on mine. I undressed her there. Her leathers, wet and stubborn, peeled down her strong thighs. Her shirt, over her head. She lay back on the bedroll naked in the lamplight with her gold hair spread out under her, and I looked at her.

I’d looked at her a thousand times. On a creek-bank. In a cottage. In a bathhouse. On a road. It had never once gotten cheaper.

Her breasts were full and high, the nipples drawn up tight and pink in the cool of the stone room. The freckles across her shoulders I knew by heart. The flush, already climbing from her collarbones. Her waist, trim and hard. And then the flare of her hips and her long strong legs, and the place between them, wet already, the lamplight catching on her.

Her stitched arm lay across her stomach.

I took it gently by the wrist and lifted it. I laid it above her head on the bedroll, carefully, the linen-wrapped forearm resting on her loose hair, out of the way of anything I was about to do.

“Leave it there,” I said.

“Is that an order?”

“It’s a terms update.”

Her mouth tucked in at one corner. She left it there.

I went down between her legs and put my mouth on her.



Nobody was coming up that stair tonight. There was a storm on the shutters and nowhere either of us had to be until the world ended, so I spent the time like a man who’d been saving it.

I gave her one long unhurried pass with the flat of my tongue, and her hips came up to meet it. I found her clit and didn’t go to it. I worked around it, wide, slow, and she settled back down and waited. Every stroke of my tongue came back to me doubled across the echo: the touch of it on her and the feel of it in her, both at once, a warm pulse low in my own gut every time I moved.

She tasted clean and sharp, and she smelled of rain and bowstring wax and warm leather. Her thighs were warm against my ears.

“Slow,” she said, as an observation rather than a complaint.

“Yes.”

“Good,” she said, and that was the last word she said for a while.

I read her. That’s what I do. I read every tightening in her thighs, every change in her breathing, every small lift of her hips. I found the place where the load was going and I stayed there. My tongue on her clit, slow and even. Both my hands on her hips, pressing them down into the bedroll, so she couldn’t lift into me and couldn’t hurry it. She had to take it at my pace. Every time she tried to rise I held her there, and the echo told me exactly how much she liked being held.

Her good hand came down into my hair. Her stitched one stayed above her head, where I’d put it. She kept it there. She was choosing to, every second, and the echo let me watch her do it.

She came slowly, deeper than the sharp bright peak she’d had in the Bell’s loft, a swell lifting a boat, and it reached me through the echo long before it reached her face. She never moved the arm. Everything else she had strained up toward my mouth: her hips against my pinning hands, her heels, the long muscles of her back, her good hand dragging my head in, all of it rising in one slow push I held down to the bedroll while the stitched forearm stayed where I’d laid it. Under my tongue she throbbed, slow and heavy, and she let out a long low exhale that went on and on.

I didn’t lift my head until she let her thighs fall open and her hand went slack in my hair.



I came up over her.

She was lying there with her eyes half shut and her lips parted and the flush gone all the way down her chest, and when I came up over her she opened her eyes and looked at me, green and glazed and steady.

“Now,” she said.

I took her legs.

I took them behind the knees and folded them back toward her, her strong thighs coming back against her ribs, her knees toward her shoulders, until she was folded open under me and her ass was lifted off the bedroll and tipped up toward me. It’s not a position you can do to a woman who isn’t strong. She’s strong. She went into it like a scout going into a crouch, easy, her hips rolling up, her body offering itself up to me at an angle I’d never had her at before.

I lifted her ankles onto my shoulders.

She looked up at me between her own knees. Folded under me, open, her golden hair spread out on the bedroll and her stitched arm still above her head where I’d put it. Her ass was round and full and lifted high in my hands. Her pussy was right there, shining, open.

“Oh,” she said quietly. “Oh, I see.”

“Tell me.”

“You’re going to go very deep.”

“Yes.”

“Good,” she said. “Go.”

I went into her.

All the way. One long slow push, my full weight coming down behind it, and she was so wet and so open in that folded shape that I slid in to the root in one stroke, as deep as a man can go. I felt the end of her. It hit both of us at once across the echo, that impossible fullness, and her eyes went wide and her breath stopped in her open mouth.

I held there. Buried in her. My weight on her. Her ankles on my shoulders and her knees by her own ears.

Then I started to move.



Slow, at first. Long slow strokes, all the way out to the head and all the way back in to the root, my full weight driving down into her on every one. The angle was steep and deep and every stroke hit her somewhere new. I watched her face. I watched her take it.

Her composure went the way it always goes, in pieces. First the eyebrow, which had been raised, came down. Then the dry line of her mouth came apart. Then her breath started coming short and fast, hard little pulls through her open lips.

The storm beat on the shutters. The wind howled round the column. Down at the bottom of the weight-shaft, something iron creaked as the building flexed in the gusts.

“Harder,” she said.

An order.

I gave her harder.

I let my weight come all the way down, and I was done being slow. Deep, relentless, driving down into her folded body with the full load of everything I had, and the bedroll slid on the stone under us, and her ass slapped against my thighs on every stroke with a sound that cut through the storm.

“Davin,” she said. “Davin. Tell me whose this is.”

“Mine,” I said. My voice was rough. “All of it. I’m hitting the end of you every time and you’re taking it. You’re not fighting it. You’re pulling me in.”

“Ours,” she said. “Say ours.”

“Ours.” I drove down into her and held there. “Your ass is up in my hands and it’s mine to hold. Your pussy’s squeezing me on the way out like you want to keep me.”

“I do. I’m keeping you.”

“Then keep me.”

She opened the echo.

She did it on purpose. She reached for it and pulled it wide, as she had in a bathhouse on the eve of a barrow, and on a shrine hill when she’d made the echo stand open for good. Everything she felt came through it at once, flooding into me: the fullness, the stretch, the weight of me driving into her, the heat building low in her belly, and under all of it a want that sat low and heavy behind her navel, hungry and certain, that I’d never felt from her so clearly before.

I nearly lost my rhythm.

“Breed me,” she said.



She said it level, looking up at me between her own knees with her green eyes wide open and fierce.

“Not now,” she said, before I could speak. “Not now. Not this season. Someday.” She pushed up against me, her hips rolling under my weight. “But I want you to know I want it. I want it. You hear me? Every drop. Every time. Like it’s practice.”

I couldn’t speak. She could feel exactly what those words did to me, through an echo she’d thrown wide open, and her heartbeat slammed against the left side of my chest hard enough that I felt it in my teeth, and the feedback came back into me twice over.

“Every drop,” she said again, faster. “In me. Where it belongs. Where it’s going to belong.”

I drove into her. Harder. Deeper. The storm hit the shutters and I matched it, stroke for stroke, my weight coming down into her folded body like a pile-driver, and she took every one of them and pushed up for more.

Her ankles slid off my shoulders. Her legs came round behind my back instead, and locked, and pulled.

“Close,” she said. “I’m close. Don’t stop.”

“I’m not stopping.”

“Don’t you dare stop.”

It built in her through the open echo, and this time it came as a wall of water, building and building, higher and higher, and I was building with it, the two of us climbing the same thing at the same time with the echo wide open and no way to tell anymore whose climb was whose.

She looked up at me. Her lips moved.

“Family,” she said.



Once. Out loud. Flat and fierce, right into my face.

The word she hadn’t said on the shrine hill. The word that had stood at the edge of every sentence she’d said since, like a guest at a door. The word she’d stood on a ladder this afternoon and kept behind her teeth.

She said it. And then she came.

It hit her all at once, the way a held load lets go. She went rigid under me. Her back bowed. Her legs locked round me so hard I felt her heels drive into the small of my back. Her pussy beat around my cock, slow and heavy, each pulse a little longer than the last, and a raw low cry tore out of her chest.

And the echo whited out.

Everything she felt came through the open echo at once, and it was too much. My vision went white, a white no overdraw had ever given me. For one heartbeat I couldn’t see the room or the lamp or her face. I could only feel. Her body, from the inside. Her finish, in my own skin.

I came.

I don’t remember deciding to. My body decided for me. I drove into her one last time as deep as I could go and held there, buried to the root, and it pulsed out of me in long thick spurts, deep inside her, and the echo handed every one back to me from her side. Her legs locked tighter to keep me there. Her pussy clenched on each pulse and pulled it deeper. I kept coming. It went on longer than it ever had, as if the word she’d said had found something in me I hadn’t known was there and emptied it into her.

When the white cleared, I was still inside her. Her legs were still locked behind my back. Her eyes were open, and wet, and fixed on mine.

Neither of us said anything. The storm beat on the shutters. We breathed.



After a while she unlocked her legs.

I pulled out of her slowly. She made a small sound as I went. And then I felt it before I saw it: the warm slick spill as what I’d left in her came out, down over her, onto the bedroll. A lot of it. More than I’d thought. It ran out of her in a slow thick stream and pooled under her, and she didn’t move to stop it. She lay there folded open in the lamplight with her pussy swollen and flushed and dripping, and looked down at it, and then up at me, with an expression on her face I’ll keep.

She looked like a woman looking at something that belonged to her.

I lay down beside her. She turned onto her side and fitted herself against me, her cheek on my shoulder and one knee hooked over mine. Her hair was everywhere. Her stitched arm was still above her head. She’d never moved it.

The storm was easing. I could hear it. The gusts were coming further apart and the rain had gone from a hammer to a hiss.

She lay there for a while without saying anything.

Then she put her right hand flat on her own belly.

Low. Just below her navel. I’d seen her do it once before, at a cottage window the morning after the knives, one absent second, her hand resting on herself while she looked out at the lane. She hadn’t noticed then. I had. I’d never said anything.

She noticed now. She looked down at her hand, and she left it there.

“That was the heat talking,” she said.

The audit voice, back on duty.

I waited.

“Mostly,” she said.

I didn’t laugh. I wanted to. I didn’t, because she wasn’t joking, and the echo said so plainly, and laughing would have been the wrong word in the wrong place.

“Not now,” she said, after a while, still looking at her hand. “I meant that. Not this season, with the vent coming and a chain man buying pit-masters. Not till after.” She counted it, as she counts everything, on the fingers of the hand that wasn’t on her belly. “After the tide. After C. After a lot of things.” She looked at me. “But someday. Closer than it was. I wanted you to know where I’ve put it.”

“I know where you’ve put it.”

“Good.” She closed her eyes. “Don’t get smug.”

“I’m not smug.”

“You’re broadcasting smug,” she said, eyes still shut, “straight into the side of my head.”



Elka came up the stairs at midnight.

The door creaked open, and a wall-crew song about a lasher and a fishwife came through it ahead of her, most of the words missing and the ones she knew sung louder to make up for it. Her echo came in with the song, warm, happy, beer-loose, tired, and very pleased with itself.

Annika was asleep against my arm. She didn’t wake. She did open one eye.

Elka stood in the doorway with the lamp from the stair-landing behind her and her braid half undone and her jerkin unlaced to the sternum and a smell of the Bell’s dark beer coming off her like heat off a stove. She was wet from the walk out along the point. She’d taken her boots off at some point and was carrying them in one hand.

She looked at us.

At the two of us on my bedroll, tangled, bare, under one blanket. At the lamp burned down low. At the scatter of clothes across the floor, leathers and shirt and a belt and a ponytail-tie lying by itself near the hearth. At Annika’s open eye, looking back at her.

At whatever was on our faces.

“Oh, GOOD,” Elka said.

She said it like a woman whose plan had come off exactly as drawn, down to the last chalk line. Then she dropped her boots by the door, walked across the room in a straight line that only wavered a little, fell face-down on her bedroll, and was asleep before she’d finished landing.

Annika closed her eye.

“She planned that,” she murmured. “I’m going to have to be nice to her.” Her mouth curved against my arm, and she went back to sleep.



I woke before dawn, as I always do, and went out onto the gallery.

The storm had blown itself out. The sky was washed clean, gray going to pearl over the sea, the last stars still out over the dunes. The air was cold and wet. Everything was very still. The flats below were brimful, every channel glinting, the Gullet out in the wet like a boat hull turned keel-up.

The tilted section of the seaward wall was still standing. From up here I could see the six shores bracing it, black lines against the black stone. It had held. Something in my shoulders that had been braced since noon finally let go.

I looked south, out along the flats toward the tide road.

There was a light out there.

Small. Yellow. Steady. Out on the far sand, a mile and a half off, past the last of the channels, in a place where nobody should be at this hour, the morning after a storm, with the flats running with water and the crust gone to soup.

A lantern.

It moved along the flats’ edge, north, toward the point. Stopped. Moved again, like a lantern carried by a man walking carefully on bad ground, looking for something.

Then a second light, behind it. And a third.

I didn’t need Annika’s eyes to know what they were.

Handlers. Out early. On the flats before dawn after a storm, with lanterns, walking toward the one building in the Ford that stood all by itself at the end of a rock in the sea.

I watched them until I was sure.

Then I went back inside and woke them both.


Chapter 18: Driven

By full sunrise the lanterns were going back the way they’d come: three yellow points bobbing south along the flats’ edge, paling as the light came up, until the glare off the standing water swallowed them. Annika had watched every step they’d taken in between.

“Three,” she said. “Handlers. Goads on their shoulders, a lantern each. They came up the flats’ edge from the south and walked right out to the foot of the point.”

She was on the gallery in her shirt and nothing else, barefoot on the cold iron, her stitched arm held against her ribs and her hair still loose from the night, gold and wild in the dawn wind. The shirt was mine. The wind pressed it flat against her, against the high firm curve of her breasts and the long line of her back, and lifted its hem off the backs of her strong thighs, and I had a whole night of her still in my body and it didn’t matter at all; I looked anyway. She felt me look. One glance back over her shoulder was the only acknowledgment I was going to get with handlers on the flats. I stood behind her. Elka stood behind me, holding her head with both hands and squinting at the sunrise like it had insulted her family.

“What did they do?” I said.

“Walked the causeway.” Annika’s sight was stretched out along the point’s spine toward the river-arm, reading the ground the men had walked an hour ago. “Slowly. One of them paced it. Counted. Another one went down onto the rocks on the seaward side and looked up at the tower. A long time. The third stayed on the flats with the lanterns.” She paused. “Then they went back south the way they came.”

“Measuring,” I said.

“For a siege, not a visit.” She turned and looked at me. “The causeway, the rocks, the plinth, the door. How far from the Ford’s wall. Whether the wall can see the foot of the point at night. It can’t. The river-arm’s in the way.”

Elka lowered her hands from her head. “They’re coming here.”

“Yes,” I said.

“For what? There’s nothing here. Three bedrolls and a pigeon-lamp.”

“There’s me,” I said.



I walked the lighthouse that morning like a man walking a building he’s been told he has to hold.

I’d walked it before, the day we moved in, and loved it. Now I walked it again and looked at it the other way round, for what could get in instead of what held it up.

One door. Oak, iron-strapped, a hand thick, set in the plinth at the top of a run of iron rungs a man’s height above the rock. A good door. A door that would stop a man, or three men, or a pack of hounds for as long as it took them to get bored. A door that would not stop a shellback for more than three rams, if the shellback had good footing on the rungs’ landing and somebody behind it with a goad.

The base room: round, stone-floored, wide as a house, the weight-shaft rising out of its middle. Nothing to hide behind. Nothing to hold.

Then the stair.

Stone wedge after stone wedge, spiraling up between the outer wall and the shaft, each one set into both. I walked up it slowly, counting, reading. The treads were a little under four feet wide at their outer edge, narrower against the shaft. A man could fight on them. Two couldn’t fight side by side. Anything coming up them came up one at a time, along a curve, so you never saw more than a few steps ahead.

At the nineteenth step, the stair passed the first window. Somebody, a long time ago, had widened the window-slot on the inside to let in more light, and to do it they’d cut back into the stair’s outer edge, so for three treads the stair was no wider than a big man’s shoulders.

I stood on the narrow treads and looked down the curve of the stair to the base room, and up the curve of it to the next window.

“Here,” I said.

Elka, coming up behind me, stopped. “Here what?”

“Here’s where you set.”

She looked at the narrow treads. She looked down the curve. She looked up it. She put her spear’s butt down on the stone behind her heel and her foot on it and leaned into the angle, aiming down the stair, and something in her face settled.

“Here,” she agreed.

The weight was still at the top of the shaft.

I’d heard it creak the first day. Now I went up into the lamp room with a lantern and looked into the top of the shaft where it came up through the lamp’s plinth, and there it was: an iron drum the size of a small barrel, black with rust, hanging on a heavy chain from the brass gear-train that had once turned the lamp. Somebody had wound it to the top the last night the light burned and nobody had ever let it down.

I put my hand on it. Cold, solid, rough with rust. I tried to move it. It swung a finger’s width on its chain, ponderous as an anchor on its cable, and settled.

“How heavy?” said Annika, from the hatch.

“As heavy as two of me. Maybe more.”

“What are you going to do with it?”

I looked from the drum to the gear-train it hung from. Then I went down the ladder into the keeper’s room and out onto the top of the stair and looked down the spiral, wedge after wedge of stone curving down and around the shaft into the dark.

A spiral stair is a chute. You don’t think of it that way, walking up it. But it is. A round thing set rolling at the top of a spiral stair goes all the way to the bottom, bouncing off the outer wall and the inner column, picking up speed on every turn, and anything on the stair when it comes down is going to be under it.

“I’m going to get it out of the shaft,” I said, “and put it at the top of the stair. On a cradle. On a rope.”

Annika followed my eyes down the spiral.

“And when something’s on the stair,” she said.

“I cut the rope.”

It took us the whole morning.

There’s a hatch in the side of the shaft at the top, under the lamp room floor, where the keepers had once reached in to oil the chain. I widened it with the pry-blade and a borrowed hammer until the drum would fit through. Then I rigged a block to the lamp room’s iron roof-beams and ran a line through it, and the three of us hauled the drum up off its chain and swung it out of the shaft and lowered it, inch by inch, onto the keeper’s room floor. Elka took most of the weight on the line. She was very pleased about it.

We rolled it, carefully, out the keeper’s room door to the head of the stair, and I built a cradle for it out of the last of the broken chair and two planks off the lamp room’s boarded panes: a wedge-shaped chock that held it on the top tread with its long axis across the stair, ready to roll. A rope tied from the chock’s front edge around the weight-shaft’s column and back to a cleat. Cut the rope, the chock falls away, the drum goes.

I tested it with a bucket of sand. The bucket went down the spiral like a bell-ringer’s dream, clanging off the walls all the way to the bottom.

“That,” said Elka, delighted, “is horrible.”

“That’s the idea.”

After that I went up to the lamp and tipped its reservoirs.

There was a little oil left in them. Old, thick, gone half to varnish in the years since anyone had lit the lamp. Enough to fill a bucket a third full. I took it all the way down the long stair and stood in the base room and looked at the bottom flight.

“You’re going to burn our stairs,” said Annika.

“I’m going to oil our stairs,” I said. “Whether they burn depends on who comes up them.”

I painted the bottom eight treads with it. Thick, shiny, stinking of old fish-fat and resin. Then I scattered sand on the ninth and tenth so we’d have somewhere to stand coming down.

Annika walked the windows while I worked. Every landing, every slot, up and down the column. She stood at each one and looked out and reached, reading the ground below: the rocks, the causeway, the flats, the angle down to the foot of the point. When she came back down she’d chalked a small mark beside six of the windows, low on the wall where nobody but us would notice.

“Those six see the foot of the point,” she said. “Those six are mine.”



We drilled Felling Line on the causeway at noon.

I needed to know if it would work inside. A stair is not a flat. A stair curves. Felling Line runs on a straight line, and I wanted to know how short a straight line could be and still carry the shade’s full weight to its end, because if Elka set on the nineteenth step and aimed down the curve, she wouldn’t have forty paces of straight line. She’d have twelve feet.

So she set on the point’s causeway, aimed at a heap of drift-timber we built twelve feet in front of her, close as the stair would let her be.

“Too close?” she said.

“We’ll find out.”

She set. I found her line. Short. Clear. A chalk-line snapped short. I called.

The shade fell down it like a beam dropped from a gantry. It didn’t have far to go and it went the whole way, and the drift-timber heap came apart in a straight line from end to end, and the shade was gone.

One.

The drain hit me. The cold pull through the ribs. I stood there on the causeway and breathed through it.

“Works,” said Elka.

“It does.” I looked at the black scorch-line on the causeway stones. “Short’s fine. It doesn’t need room to fall. It just needs a line.” I counted it out loud. “That’s one. I’ve got one more today, full weight. A third, and there’s nothing till dawn.”

“Then don’t drill another,” said Annika.

“I’m not going to.”

She studied the scorch-line, then the tower, then the flats’ edge to the south where the lanterns had been at dawn.

“Good,” she said.



The day went down red over the dunes. The flats drained. The channels went from brimful to half to a trickle, and the crust came back up out of the water white and wet and crazed with cracks, and the tide went out and out and out until the point stood on dry rock with the sea a long way off.

Dead low water. Full dark. The moon wasn’t up yet; it was past full and wasting, and it wouldn’t climb out of the sea for an hour or two.

I was on the gallery when they came.

I saw the lanterns first, a dozen of them this time, strung out across the flats to the south, low and moving, coming up from the tide road toward the point. Then, under the lanterns, in the gaps between them, a moving dark that I couldn’t see clearly.

“Annika.”

She was beside me before I’d finished saying it. She looked. She reached out across the dark flats, past the lanterns, into the moving dark, and read it piece by piece, cold and fast.

“Hounds,” she said. “Thirty, maybe more. Goaded. They’re being driven in a pack. Six handlers with goads around them, front and flanks.” A pause. “Behind them, a shellback. One. Big. Two handlers on it with long goads. It’s dragging something.”

“What?”

“Wait.” Her eyes narrowed. “A sled. No. Two sleds. One’s got a frame on it. A big crossbow, I think, on a mount. Like a whaler’s. And a coil of line.” Another pause, longer. “The other sled’s a cage.”

I didn’t say anything. I found I’d put my hand on the sleeve-tie.

“Bars,” Annika said, very flat. “Iron. Small. Big enough for a man to sit in. Not stand.” She turned her head and looked at me in the dark. “It’s for you.”

Behind us, the keeper’s room door banged open and Elka came out onto the gallery with her spear in her hand, her braid flying, her jerkin half-laced.

“I heard,” she said. “Gods. I heard.” She looked out at the lanterns. “Behind the cage. Who’s behind the cage?”

“Six more,” said Annika. “Nets. Long poles with nooses. And lashes.” She was reading it. “Steel. I can see the lamplight on them. Coiled steel lashes on their belts.”

Steel-core lash. The kind a man in chain-stitched road leathers had worn coiled on his belt in Serna’s back room the night he bought my arm.

“They don’t want me dead,” I said.

It came out low and level, a man reading a figure off a slate.

“They want you whole,” said Annika.

I counted.

Thirty hounds. A shellback. Eight handlers on the pack and the shellback. Six in the cage-crew. A crossbow on a sled. A cage. One long stair. One door. One weight on a rope. A third of a bucket of oil on eight treads. Six windows chalked by a woman with eleven stitches in her bow arm. One Felling Line left, full weight. Three Veilsteps. Two partners, and me.

“Annika,” I said. “Your windows. Kill the goads. Not the hounds. The men holding the goads. Without the goads the pack’s got no aim.”

“They’ll still come,” she said. “They’ll be smelling blood-salt. They’ll come at the door.”

“I know. But they’ll come at the door like a crowd, not like a spear. And the shellback won’t come at all if nobody’s burning it.” I looked at her. “Start with the shellback’s handlers.”

She didn’t answer. She was already going, back through the lamp room and down the hatch toward her first window.

“Elka,” I said. “Nineteenth step.”

“Nineteenth step,” she said.

“When the door goes, I’ll come up behind you. You hold them on the narrow treads. Set Line. As long as you can.”

“A minute,” she said. “Maybe more. I’ve never tried it on a stair.”

“A minute’s plenty.”

“And the shellback?”

“If it gets through the door,” I said, “it’ll try to come up the stair, and it won’t fit, and it’ll jam itself at the bottom. And when it does, you aim down the stair at its head.”

She grinned in the dark. I heard it more than saw it. “And you drop the sky on it.”

“I drop the sky on it.”



Annika’s first arrow went out of the forty-third step’s window while the pack was still two hundred yards off the foot of the point.

I was on the stair below her, going down to the base room, and her draw came through the echo, then the release, then, a heartbeat later, the small cold click inside her that meant a hit. Then another. Then she moved, fast, up the stair to the next chalked window, and drew again.

Through the slot I could see the lanterns. One of them, at the back of the pack where the shellback was, dropped and rolled on the flats and went out. Then a second.

The shellback’s handlers. Both of them, in four breaths.

I heard the shellback bellow, out in the dark. It was a sound of confusion, not rage: a big animal that had been burned forward every step of the way for an hour, suddenly not being burned. I heard it stop.

Then I heard a voice shout something on the flats, and a whip crack, and the shellback start moving again. Somebody else had picked up a goad.

Annika killed him too.

But the pack was still coming. Annika had been right. They didn’t need goads now. They’d been driven a mile with blood-salt smeared on the flats in front of them and they could smell where the smell went, and the smell went to the foot of the lighthouse and up the iron rungs and onto the door.

They’d painted my door.

I heard the first hounds hit it. A scrabbling, a thud, a frenzy of claws on oak and iron. The baying came up through the base room and up the shaft and filled the column like the inside of a drum.

I stood in the base room with the pry-blade in my hand and watched the door shake.

The door held against the hounds. It was built to hold against weather and the sea, and thirty brinehounds scrabbling and biting at it were less than either. The oak took their claws. The iron straps took their teeth. They piled against it and howled.

The shellback was another thing.

I heard it coming, like a cart on cobbles: a heavy rhythmic thudding on the point’s rock, getting closer. Annika had killed three goad-men. Somebody was still burning it. I heard the hiss of the goad and the bellow, and the thudding came faster.

The hounds scattered off the door.

It hit.

The whole lighthouse rang. I felt it come up through the stone floor into my boots and up the shaft and away overhead, a deep booming shudder. The door bowed inward a finger’s width in its frame. The iron bar across it shrieked in its brackets.

“Elka,” I called up the stair. “Get set.”

“I’m set!”

It hit again.

The bar bent. I watched it bend, the thick iron bowing in the middle like a bent nail. One of its brackets tore halfway out of the stone, the old mortar crumbling in a puff of dust.

I went up the stair without hurrying. The bottom eight treads were slick with oil and I’d put sand on the ninth and tenth for exactly this, and I stepped from the floor to the sanded ninth in one long stride, and from there up the curve to where Elka stood on the nineteenth step in the narrow place by the window with her spear set and aimed down the stair.

She didn’t look at me. She was looking down the curve.

I stood on the twenty-second step behind her, high enough to see over her shoulder, close enough to feel her line in the echo like a taut rope under my palm.

It hit a third time, and the door went.

It didn’t open. It came apart. The bar snapped in the middle and the bracket tore the rest of the way out of the stone and the oak door split down its grain from the bottom strap to the top, and the shellback’s brow-plate came through the middle of it, and the two halves of the door folded in on either side of its head.

The hounds came over its back.

They poured into the base room in a crusted gray-pink flood, baying, mad with salt and the smell of a mile of blood, and they went straight for the stair because that was where the people were.

The first ones hit the oiled treads.

I’d hoped. I hadn’t known. A brinehound is built for crust and mud and wet rock, and its claws are made to dig in. Old lamp oil on smooth stone isn’t crust or mud or wet rock. The first four hounds hit the bottom tread at a run and their feet went out from under them like a man stepping on ice, and they went down on their sides on the oiled stone and slid, scrabbling, and the hounds behind them ran into them and went down too, and for one long moment the bottom of my stair was a heaving, sliding, howling pile of crusted bodies that couldn’t stand up.

Then they did what packs do. They climbed over each other. The ones on top found the ones below and used them for footing, and came up the pile, and onto the sanded ninth tread, and up the curve.

To the nineteenth step, where Elka was waiting.

On a stair she was something else again.

The first hound came round the curve onto the narrow treads and ran onto her point. It went through its open mouth and out the back of its skull and it died there on the shaft, and she didn’t pull it free. She didn’t need to. The next one ran into the first one’s body, and the third ran into the second, and they piled against the dead hound on her point and pushed.

They pushed with everything they had. Three, four, five of them, shoulder to shoulder on the narrow treads, their claws digging into the stone, driving forward into the spear-point with the dead one on it, a whole pack’s weight bearing down on one shaft of ash.

It didn’t move.

Set Line sat in the echo, steady as a keel. Her foot on the butt, the butt locked in the stone joint behind her heel, her body leaning into the angle, and every ounce of that pack arriving at her point and going nowhere at all.

Nothing passed her.

They tore at each other trying to get past. They climbed over each other’s backs and found the stair’s ceiling, low over the narrow treads, and couldn’t get over the pile. They tried to get under the spear and found the dead and dying piled there. They bayed and screamed and the sound filled the stair and came up the shaft and rang off the stone far over our heads.

Elka laughed.

It was low and steady, under her breath, between her teeth, the way I imagined she’d laughed on the sand at nineteen. “Come on,” she said to them. “Come on. Come on, then.”

She’d held them thirty seconds when Annika’s voice came down from somewhere far up the stair, pitched to carry.

“Davin. The cage-crew’s moving. They’ve stopped at the foot of the point. They’re setting up the crossbow.”

“Where’s it aimed?”

“Up,” she said. “At the gallery.”

At forty seconds, the shellback came in.

It had stood in the doorway with the broken door around its head for the better part of a minute, bellowing, its handler somewhere outside burning it. Now it came through. It forced its cart-sized body through the door-frame with a scream of iron strap and stone, scraping its plates on the jambs, and into the base room. It turned in the round room, slow and heavy, and came for the stair.

The stair foot was four feet wide. The shellback was eight.

It came anyway. It put its brow-plate down and drove into the stair foot and jammed its head and shoulders into the first turn of the spiral, onto the oiled treads, and its feet went out from under it on the oil, like the hounds’. It went down on its knees on the stone with its head wedged in the stair and its body filling the base room behind it, and it bellowed and shoved, and the whole stair groaned.

The hounds that were left in the base room, behind it and around it, were trapped. They couldn’t get past it to the stair. The ones on the stair, above it, against Elka’s spear, couldn’t get back down.

Its head was straight down the stair from Elka’s point. Twelve feet. A straight line, from the butt behind her heel, through her body, down the shaft, past the point and the dead hound on it and the pile of living hounds behind that, down the curve, to the gap between the shellback’s brow-plates where it was jammed in the turn.

“Elka,” I said.

“I see it,” she said. “Clerk. I see it.”

She shifted her aim by a finger’s width, and I found her line.

The shade came out of me and fell down it.

All at once, whole, a black plated weight with its seams glowing like the mouth of a kiln, dropping out of the air behind Elka’s shoulder and down along her spear and on, past the point, through the pile of hounds on the narrow treads like a beam falling through a scaffold. It didn’t stop for them. They were on the line. It took them in its fall, and kept going, down the curve, the twelve feet of stair, to the end of the line.

It hit the shellback between the brow-plates, and the shellback split.

Crown to tail, like the bull on the wall. I heard the plates go, a sound like a ship’s keel breaking, and the stair shook, and the shellback opened along its spine and slumped down into the base room in two halves.

The shade was gone. Two.

The drain took my legs. I went down onto one knee on the twenty-second step. The gray came in at the edges and stayed there. Under my ribs, something stirred, turned over, settled.

Two. Full weight. I had nothing left that I could spend without spending everything.

“Clerk!” Elka’s voice, the laugh gone out of it. “Clerk, there’s more. In the room. They’re coming over it.”

There were. The hounds that had been trapped behind the shellback in the base room were climbing over its split body onto the oiled stair, and the ones that had been on the narrow treads, the ones not on the line, were still alive, and Set Line was going. I could feel it slipping in the echo. A minute and more. She’d held them a minute and more, and the steadying in her was starting to shake.

“Up,” I said. “Elka. Up. Now. Past the top. Past the weight.”

She didn’t argue. She pulled her spear out of the dead hound and turned and came up the stair past me at a run, taking the steps two at a time, and I went after her.

I wasn’t fast enough, with the drain in me and the gray at the edges.

Something hit my left thigh from behind.

Teeth. A brinehound’s long jaw, all teeth, closing on the back of my thigh above the knee and holding. It had come round the curve faster than the rest. I felt the teeth go in, deep, through my trousers and into the muscle, and the shock of it went straight up my spine.

I turned on the step with the hound hanging off me and brought the pry-blade down on the back of its skull. Once. The crust took some of it. Twice. Its jaw opened. I kicked it off me down the stair into the next one coming up.

My leg was wet. My leg was very wet. I went up the stair on it anyway.

A hundred and twenty-seven stairs. I’d counted them with Elka the day we moved in, out loud, in the light, laughing. I went up them now in the dark with my thigh pouring blood and a pack of hounds on the curve behind me and the drain in my chest like a hole in a hull, and I didn’t count them. I just went.

Elka was at the top. She stood at the head of the stair by the drum in its cradle with her spear in her hand, looking down the spiral, and when she saw me come round the last turn her face went white.

“Your leg.”

“Rope,” I said. “Get behind me.”

She got behind me. I went past the drum and turned and put my hand on the cleat where the rope was tied.

The first hound came round the turn below. Then the second. Then a crowd of them, filling the curve, baying, scrabbling up the stone.

I cut the rope.

The chock fell away. The drum rolled.

It went off the top tread and down onto the next with a sound like an anchor chain running out through a hawse, and then it was going, rolling, tumbling, bouncing off the outer wall and the inner shaft and picking up speed with every turn. It went down into the hounds on the stair like a millstone going through wheat.

I didn’t watch it. I heard it. Everybody in the Ford must have heard it. The iron booming and clanging down the stone spiral, louder and louder and then further and further away, and under it the screaming, and under that the sound of bodies, and then a final enormous crash as it hit the bottom and smashed into the split shellback in the base room.

Then nothing but howling, and dying, and far below, a whimpering, and the drip of something.

I stood at the head of the stair with my hand on the empty cleat.

“Gods,” Elka breathed behind me.

I took the lamp off its hook by the keeper’s room door. It was lit. Low, but lit. I looked down the spiral to where the oil-painted treads were, a hundred and twenty steps below, and the shellback and whatever hounds were still moving in the base room.

I threw it.

It went down the shaft-side of the spiral, end over end, and I didn’t hear it land. I saw it. A glow, far down, small, and then a bloom of orange that came climbing up the curve of the stair, and the smell of burning oil and burning hair, and the howling turned into something else.



“Davin.” Annika’s voice, from above. From the lamp room. “Gallery. They’re coming up the outside.”

I’d forgotten. I hadn’t forgotten. I’d been listening for it the whole time, and now it was here.

I went up the ladder into the lamp room. My left leg didn’t want to climb a ladder. I made it.

Annika was at the lamp room’s seaward door, crouched beside it with her bow drawn and an arrow on the string, looking out through the gap. The boarded panes rattled in the wind. Through the cracked glass on the landward side I could see, far below, the glow of the fire in the base room coming out through the broken door, orange on the black rocks.

“The crossbow fired twice,” she said, not looking at me. “Harpoons. Barbed. With steel line on them. The first one missed. The second one’s in the gallery rail on the north side.” She drew a little further. “Three men climbed. One fell. Two are on the gallery. A third’s on the line.”

“Where?”

“North side. Coming round toward the door. I can’t get a shot. The column’s between us.”

“Stay here,” I said. “Cover the door.”

“Davin, you’ve got one leg.”

“I’ve got two,” I said. “One of them’s just complaining.”

I went out the seaward door onto the gallery.

The wind hit me. The dark hit me. The gallery was three feet of iron plate hung out over ninety feet of nothing, and it curved away from me round the column in both directions so I could only see a few yards either way. Below, far below, the sea was a black sheet with the fire’s glow on the rocks at the point’s foot. Above, the sky, black and crowded with stars, and on the sea’s edge to the east a dull orange glow where the wasting moon was thinking about rising.

I went north round the curve with my back to the lamp room glass.

They came round the other way.

Two men. Leather and oilcloth, salt-stained. One had a long pole with a noose on its end. The other had a steel lash, uncoiled, three yards of braided wire with a lead weight on its tip, and he was swinging it slowly at his side the way a man swings a sling before he lets it go.

They saw me. They stopped.

The one with the noose-pole grinned.

“That’s him,” he said. “That’s the arm.”

He said it like a fisherman pointing out the fish.

The lash came first.

It came round the curve of the column at me low and fast, the lead weight whistling. I got the pry-blade up and the lash wrapped round the bar instead of my neck, and he hauled, and I let him haul, and went forward with the pull into the noose-pole man, who’d been trying to get his noose over my head and found me inside his reach instead.

I hit him with my shoulder. The gallery was three feet wide and he had nowhere to go. He went back into the rail, hard, and the noose-pole came up between us and I got my free hand on it and shoved it up and sideways, and his hands went with it, and he went with his hands. Over the rail.

He didn’t scream. He was too surprised. I heard him hit the rocks a long time later.

The lash man was already pulling his lash back off the pry-blade and swinging it again. I went at him. My leg folded on the second step and I went down on one knee on the iron plate, and the lash came round and took me across the left forearm.

It wrapped. Three turns of braided steel round my forearm, round the wrap, and the lead weight slapped into my wrist, and he hauled.

The wrap tore.

I felt it go. The linen I’d wound round my arm every morning for three months, every morning since a crossing-light dropped me in the Saltway mud. It tore under the steel and fell away in strips, and my bare forearm was in the lash’s coils with the mark on it.

The mark was burning.

Both rings. Black-red. Lit from inside, the light crawling out between the steel coils and up my arm. In the dark of the gallery it lit the steel coils red. The lash man saw it. His face, in its glow, went slack.

“Gods,” he said. “It’s real.”

He was still holding the other end of the lash.

I could have called the shade. I felt it there, under the mark, in the place it lives. It wasn’t gutted yet. Two Felling Lines spent, the drain sitting in me like ice, but I could have reached for it and pulled, and it would have come. Talons first.

I’d made the rule on the flats with my nose bleeding. Two. That was the rule.

There was another way. There was a man holding the other end of a steel lash wrapped round my arm.

I took hold of the lash with my bare left hand, the marked hand, and pulled.

He came. He didn’t let go. Men who hold lashes for a living never let go; it’s the first thing they learn. He came stumbling along the gallery toward me on the end of his own lash, and I came up off my knee into him with the pry-blade’s hooked end, under the ribs, like a bar under a beam I wanted to lift.

I lifted.

He went over the rail. The lash went with him. It unwound off my arm in three fast hissing coils, stripping skin, and then it was gone over the edge after him, and I knelt alone on the gallery with my arm bare and bleeding and burning in the dark.

Nobody alive on that gallery had seen it. Nobody alive.

The harpoon was buried in the rail on the north side, its barbs bent round the iron. The steel line ran off it, taut, down into the dark. I could feel it humming. Someone was on it. Someone was climbing.

I put the pry-blade’s hooked end under the harpoon’s shaft, where it went through the rail’s bracket, and found the angle, and leaned.

My leg and my arm both screamed, and the barbs shrieked against the iron.

The harpoon came out of the rail.

It went over the edge with the line still on it. I heard a shout, far down, and then the line went slack, and then nothing.

I sat down on the gallery’s iron plate with my back against the lamp room’s glass and my bleeding leg out in front of me and my bare marked arm in my lap, and breathed.

Below, on the flats, the lanterns were moving. Going away. South. Fast. A dozen of them, then ten, then six, strung out across the dark, back toward the tide road, toward Morvant. I watched them go.

The sled with the cage on it went with them. Empty.



Annika found me there. She came round the gallery from the seaward door with her bow in her hand and an arrow still on the string, and stopped, and looked at me.

At my leg. At my arm.

She knelt down beside me without a word and took my bare forearm in both her hands, her stitched one and her good one, and turned it to the faint light from the fire below.

The mark was still glowing. Dimmer now. Both rings. Under them, across them, three long red welts where the lash had stripped the skin, already weeping.

“Nobody saw,” I said.

“I know.”

“The two on the gallery. Both over. The one on the line, too.”

“I know. I watched the lanterns go.” She kept looking at my arm. “Six are dead out there. The goad-men. Mine.” She didn’t say it with any pride. She reported it like a trail. “One more’s alive. He went into the rocks on the landward side when the shellback’s goad-man fell. He’s been lying there since. He’s got one of my arrows in his calf. He’s not going anywhere.”

“Good,” I said.

“Davin.”

I looked at her.

She’d stopped looking at my arm. She was looking at my face, hard, in the dark, and through the echo came something I’d felt from her before, in a barrow when her calm broke and on a cottage roof when she found me facing south. A cold that wasn’t calm at all.

“They had a cage,” she said.

“I know.”

“It was your size.”

“I know.”

She didn’t say anything else. She took her own belt-knife and cut a strip off the hem of her shirt and wound it round my forearm, over the welts, over the mark, tight and neat. Then she cut another and started on my thigh.



We found him at dawn.

The fire had burned out in the base room by then. It had burned the bottom flight of the stair black, eight treads charred and stinking, and it had burned the split shellback and the hounds that died on the oil, and the base room was a blackened, reeking cave with the iron drum lying in the middle of it, dented, on top of everything.

The door was gone. Splinters and a bent bar and two torn iron straps.

Elka went out first over the wreck, with her spear. Annika came after, with her bow. I came last, with my leg bound and my arm bound and the pry-blade for a walking stick.

He was lying in the rocks on the landward side of the point, where Annika had said he’d be, curled up in a crevice between two boulders with his knees pulled in. He’d broken her arrow off in his calf to make it easier to hide, and the stub stuck out of his leg like a nail out of a board. He was salt-scarred, thirty or so, with a burned handler’s hands and a face that had stopped being frightened some time in the night and gone to something duller and more practical.

He watched us come with his hands in plain sight.

“Don’t,” he said, when Elka’s spear came down level at his chest. “I’ll talk. I’ll tell you everything. Just don’t.”

“Name,” I said.

“Grist.”

“Who sent you, Grist?”

He looked at me. He looked at the bound arm. He looked, for a moment, at Elka’s face, and his eyes stopped moving.

“You know who,” he said.

I’d made plenty of trades with men who had something I needed, and the truth always came easiest when they could see what it was buying.

“Your life,” I said. “Whole. Walking. You tell me everything you know and you tell me true, and you walk out of here on that leg. You lie to me once and I’ll know, and you won’t.”

“How will you know?”

I looked at him. I didn’t say anything.

He looked at my arm again. He swallowed.

“All right,” he said.

He told us. He told it plainly, the way a man tells a trade he’s worked a long time. He didn’t dress it up and he didn’t beg.

Ostrander fed the Brood Queen.

He fed her blood-salt. The catchers took it down through the Teeming in sleds from the warrens, along a tunnel that ran from the deep pens under Low Morvant out under the flats to the den-heart. They tipped it into the water where she lived, and drummed, and she came up to it and ate. And every time she ate, she bred faster. And every time she bred faster, the clock got shorter.

“He’s rousing her early,” I said. “Every feeding.”

“Every feeding,” said Grist. “That’s the point. That’s what the cakes are for. The ones in the channels are to aim the tide. The ones at the den-heart are to make it.”

“And the drums?”

“The drums call it. Down below, to wake her. Up on the flats, to bring it to the wall you want.” He shifted his leg and winced. “He’s got it timed like a clock. Better than a clock. He knows when she’ll go.”

“When?”

Grist looked at me.

“The dark moon,” he said. “He’s been working toward it all season. Every feeding, every drum. The old clock was going to break anyway, he says. He’s just making it break when he wants it to, and where.” He nodded at the Ford, its black walls a quarter mile off across the river-arm. “There. All of it. Everything she’s got. All at once. Down the channels at that wall.”

“The full vent,” Elka said. Quietly.

“The full vent. He wants the whole Ford broken. Every family in it. In the wagons, and down the road, and in the cages.” He said it without heat, a man reporting another man’s plan. “He says the Ford’s been holding out on him for eight years. He says after the dark moon there won’t be a Ford.”

“When’s the dark moon?” I said. I knew. I wanted to hear him say it.

“Twelve days.”

“And me?” I said.

Grist’s eyes went to my arm and stayed there.

“The chain man,” he said. “The one in the box. He pays. Crown-gold. For you.” He swallowed again. “Whole. That’s what he said. Ostrander told the cage-crew. Whole, arm and all. Alive. Nobody touches the arm. Nobody cuts it. He wants you in the cage with the arm still on you and the arm still working.” He licked his lips. “He paid half in advance. Ostrander showed us the coin. To make us keen.”

Crown-gold. For my arm, working. A stranger in the rocks with an arrow in his calf had just said it out loud.

My right hand went to Annika’s bloody strip of shirt over the mark and held on, and her hand closed over mine.

“One more thing,” I said. My voice was quiet. “The feeding. What about after a vent? After the tide’s out?”

Grist looked surprised. As if he hadn’t expected that question.

“After a vent, the den’s empty,” he said. “Near enough. Everything she’s bred goes out with the tide. Up the halls, out the mouths, at the walls. For an hour or so, after, there’s nothing down there but her. Her and a few stragglers.” He shrugged. “That’s when we go down. To feed her again. Get her breeding again straight away. The handlers say you can walk right up to the water and she won’t even look at you. She’s tired, after.”

“An hour,” I said.

“About an hour.”

I put that away where I’d find it again.



Elka didn’t kill him.

I’d half thought she would. She stood over him the whole time he talked with her spear level, wearing the smile she’d waved at the warrens’ stands, wide and bright, and none of it real. When he’d finished, and I’d nodded, and Annika had nodded, Elka stood there over him a while longer.

Then she lowered the spear.

She was quiet. That was the thing I noticed. She just went quiet, all at once, as she had at the hook-marks on the flats. And she reached down and took Grist by the collar and hauled him up onto his one good leg.

“You’re going to the Ford,” she said. “To the wall-hall. Moor’s got a lock-up under the tide-bell tower. You’re going in it.”

Grist looked at her, then at me.

“He said I’d walk.”

“You’ll walk,” said Elka. “To the lock-up.” She held him up by the collar. Her voice didn’t rise at all. “I’m not going to kill you. I want to. I’m not going to. You’re going to sit in the Ford’s lock-up, under the Ford’s bell, and every crewman on that wall is going to come by and look at you. Every one. The ones who buried Dobb Harrow. The ones whose cousins went south in the wagons.” She leaned in. “And the Ford gets to look at you. That’s what you get. The Ford gets to look.”

Grist looked at her face a long while. Then he looked down.



Moor took him at the wall-hall.

He listened to all of it as he listened to everything: standing at his roster board with his back to us and his chalk in his hand, not interrupting. When I got to the dark moon he put the chalk down. When I got to the cage, and the crown-gold, he turned around.

He looked at Grist, sitting on a bench with his arrow-stub leg out and two crewmen standing over him. He looked at me, at my bound thigh and my bound arm.

“Lock-up,” he said to the crewmen. Then, to me: “Stone.”

I put my hand on the wall-stone. I didn’t want to. My arm was bound and the mark under the binding was still warm and I didn’t want to put it anywhere near anything that read. But the stone reads deeds, not arms, and Annika put her thumb to its face beside mine, and Elka put hers, cross-crew, as after the Gullet.

The light came up slow.

[DAVIN KOLT. LEVEL 17.]

Moor read it without comment. He went back to his board and picked up his chalk and looked at the column of bells Brannick had given him, and the line at the bottom that said DARK MOON.

He wiped out the number beside it and wrote a new one.

	




The lighthouse stank of burned oil and hounds when we went back.

We dragged the dead out of the base room all afternoon, the three of us and Tib and four crewmen Moor sent out along the point, and threw them off the point’s end into the sea for the gulls. We rolled the iron drum to one side. We left the shellback’s two halves for the crews to butcher; Elka said its plate would buy us a door.

Annika chalked a new line on the keeper’s room wall while we were at it, off to one side by the door, away from the terms, where she’d put the Felling Line count. It said: ONE AWAKE.

“From tonight,” she said, when Elka asked. “Nobody sleeps in this building unless one of us is awake. Every night. Turns.” She looked at me. “Including you. Especially you.”

Nobody argued. Elka took the first turn without being asked.

I sat down on the first unburned step of the stair, the ninth one, the one I’d sanded, with my bad leg out in front of me and my back against the shaft, and looked at the black wrecked treads below me and counted the days.

Twelve.

Twelve days until the dark moon. Twelve days until Ostrander opened the Teeming at the Ford like a sluice-gate, and a man with a chain on his wrist waited at the bottom of it with a cage my size. And a price on my arm I could finally put a number to: crown-gold, half of it already paid, for a man delivered whole.

I didn’t tell myself it was fine. It wasn’t fine. I looked at it straight, like a load, and I said it out loud, because I don’t keep things from them.

“We can’t hold a full vent,” I said. “Not the three of us. It’s too much weight for the wall, and the wall’s going to fail.”

Elka was sitting on the iron drum in the middle of the burned room with her spear across her knees, looking at the broken door. She didn’t look up.

“Then we stop needing to hold it,” she said.

Annika was standing in the doorway, where she could see the point and the stair both, with her stitched arm held across her body and her other hand on her bow.

“Then we need somebody else to hold it,” she said.


Chapter 19: Paid Both Ways

“You want to go into the Teeming,” Moor said, “on the night it empties itself at my wall.”

“After,” I said. “Not on. After.”

I’d drawn it on his roster board in chalk, because Moor listens better to a drawing than a speech, and because I’d needed to see it drawn myself before I’d believe it. It was ugly, and it was the best I had. A line for the Ford’s seaward wall. A V for the funnel. A hump for the sand-rise, and a black mark in it for the Gullet’s mouth. And from the Gullet’s mouth, going down, a long crooked line copied from the catchers’ hide map that I’d carried inside my shirt since the camp: chamber, chamber, chamber, down and down, to a circle at the bottom with a scratched many-legged thing in it.

Moor stood in front of it with his arms folded and his face giving nothing away. Behind him, at a table by the wall-stone, Annika sat with her stitched arm on the table and her bow across her knees. Elka sat on the table itself, swinging her boots, with her spear leaning against her shoulder.

“Say it again,” Moor said. “All of it. Slow.”

So I said it again.

“The dark moon, the Teeming vents. Everything it has, all at once, out of every mouth on this side, down the channels at your wall. Grist says Ostrander’s been feeding it to break on that night. I believe him.” I tapped the V. “The Ford can’t hold that. You’ve said so. Forty men and one funnel. It’s too much load.”

“I’ve said so.”

“So the Ford doesn’t hold it alone.” I tapped the wall again. “We hire spears. Real ones. Twenty, if we can get them, professionals, men who hold walls for a living and don’t run. We rig every gate and funnel and shore I can build in eleven days. The Ford holds the vent. It doesn’t have to hold it forever, just long enough.”

“Long enough for what?”

I moved my chalk to the Gullet.

“Grist says that after a vent, the den empties. Everything she’s bred goes out the mouths at the walls. For an hour or so after, there’s nothing down there but the Queen and a few stragglers.” I drew the line again, down the crooked path to the circle at the bottom. “That’s when the catchers go down to feed her. That’s when we go down to kill her.”

Moor kept his arms folded.

“No den-heart,” I said, “no clock. No clock, no tides out of turn. No tides out of turn, no refugees at your gate, no relief wagons, no debt-boards, no cages under Low Morvant.” I put the chalk down on the ledge of the board. “You can’t drop a wall on hunger. But you can drop one on the thing that makes the hunger. That’s the plan.”

Moor stood looking at the board a long time.

“Forty years,” he said finally. “Nobody’s been to the den-heart in forty years. You’ve seen the plaque.”

“I’ve seen the plaque.”

“Eight names on it. Good crews. Better than anybody in the south now. They went in through the Sluice with forty days of clock and a whole company behind them.” He turned around and looked at me. “You want to go in with three. Through a hole in the flats. In the hour after a full vent, with the water coming back.”

“Yes.”

“Why would that work when theirs didn’t?”

“Because they went in when she was full,” I said. “They went down through a warren with every hound and shellback and lasher she’d bred standing between them and her, and they fought every one of them on the way down, and by the time they got to the bottom they had nothing left.” I looked at the board. “We’re going down when she’s empty. When everything she’s got is up here, on your wall, fighting your spears. We go in behind it. Through the back door, while she’s tired.”

Moor looked past me at the two women, Annika at the table and Elka on it.

“And you agree with this?” he said to them.

“I’m the one who said we stop needing to hold it,” said Elka.

“I’m the one who said somebody else holds it,” said Annika.

Moor looked at the two of them. Then back at the board. He unfolded his arms.

“The Ford pays crown-rate,” he said. “Twenty spears, through the vent. Three marks a day each. Ten days: from the day they come till the day after the dark moon. Whatever’s in the war-chest after that is yours to spend on timber.” He picked up his own chalk and wrote a number on the board, under my drawing, in his square hand. “That’s what the Ford’s got. It’s not enough. I know men who hold walls for a living. They won’t come down here for crown-rate.”

“Then we’ll make up the rest,” I said.

“With what?”

“With whatever we’ve got.”



The tide road to Morvant took half a day on two good legs. I didn’t have two good legs.

So I rode the tailboard of a fish-carter’s wagon, sitting on a crate of salt cod with my bitten thigh stretched out in front of me and my bound arm in my lap, while the carter’s mule plodded south along the high ground between the dunes and the flats and the morning came up white over the sea. Annika walked beside the tailboard with her bow on her back. Elka walked on the other side with her spear sloped over one shoulder, and every mile or so she hopped up onto the tailboard beside me to rest her feet, and the carter shouted at her, and she hopped down again.

“How’s the leg?” she said, the fourth time.

“Holding.”

“You said that an hour ago.”

“It held for an hour.”

She looked at it. The binding Annika had put on it was dark at the back where the teeth had gone in. The skin around the edges of it had gone tight and hot. It was the kind of bite that needed a cutter and a week of rest, and it wasn’t going to get either.

“In the pits,” Elka said, “when a hound got your leg, you poured salt in it. Lots. Rubbed it in. It hurt like fire and the leg didn’t go bad.”

“I’m not putting salt in my leg.”

“You’re in the salt country, clerk. Everything’s got salt in it.” She hopped off the tailboard before the carter could shout. “Even you, by now.”



The Gray Spears’ stretch of the Sluice had a stair up its inner face and a long timber gallery along it two-thirds of the way up, where the company lived between tides: bunks under a canvas awning, a cook-fire in an iron basket, racks of spears and shields, and twenty or thirty men sitting around in gray cloaks doing the things soldiers do when they’re paid to wait. Mending. Dicing. Sleeping. Arguing.

The sergeant wasn’t on the gallery. A man with a bandaged ear told us he was at the Anchor and Barrel, down on the harbor, as he was every evening between tides, and that he didn’t like being disturbed there, and that we’d find him at the table in the back corner with his back to the wall.

We found him at the table in the back corner with his back to the wall.

The Anchor and Barrel was a harbor tavern built into the cliff-foot, half cave and half warehouse, dark and low, a fried-fish place with tar on the beams. Sailors at the bar. Dockers at the long tables. Mercenaries in three or four different colors scattered through the room, each company keeping to its own tables like dogs keeping to their own corners.

The sergeant sat alone with a mug and a plate of fried whitebait and a slate on the table in front of him, counting something twice. He looked up when we came to his table. He looked at my leg, and my arm, and how I was standing, and took note of all three.

“Kolt,” he said.

“Sergeant.”

“Sit, if you’re going to. You look like you need to.”

I sat. Annika sat beside me. Elka pulled a stool over from the next table and sat on it backward, folding her arms across its back, and the sergeant looked at her for a moment longer than he’d looked at the rest of us.

“The Red Braid,” he said.

“The Ford’s spear,” said Elka.

He considered that. “The Ford’s spear,” he agreed, and turned back to me. “You’ve got the look of a man who’s come to buy something.”

“Twenty spears,” I said. “Your best. At Hessel Ford. Through the dark moon.”



He didn’t answer right away. He took a piece of fried whitebait off his plate and ate it, slowly, head and all, looking at me.

“The dark moon,” he said.

“The Teeming’s going to vent. Full. Everything it’s got. And it’s aimed at the Ford.”

“Aimed.”

I told him. I told him as I’d told Moor, plainly, with my hands flat on the table: the channels, the blood-salt, the drums, the cage-sled, Grist in the rocks. The relief wagons waiting at the gate. I didn’t say the name Ostrander. He didn’t need me to. I watched his face while I talked and I watched the name arrive there by itself somewhere around the drums, and settle.

When I finished, he sat back against the wall.

“Twenty spears,” he said. “Through a full vent. At a wall that leans.”

“It doesn’t lean anymore. I dropped the part that leaned.”

“So I heard.” Something moved at the corner of his scarred mouth that on any other man I’d have called a smile. “Course you did.” He picked up his slate and turned it over in his hands. “My company’s forty on the Sluice. The city pays us by the season and by the beast. If the Teeming vents, the Sluice takes some of it too, and I’m paid for every head that comes over the dam. So I’d be taking twenty men off good paid wall, through the worst night anybody’s seen in forty years, to stand on a bad one half a day north.”

“Yes.”

“For crown-rate.”

“Crown-rate’s what the Ford’s got,” I said. “Three marks a man a day. Ten days. Twenty men. Six hundred marks.”

He didn’t even look at the number. “No.”

“No?”

“Crown-rate’s for crewmen who live there,” he said. “Men who’ve got a wife on the far bank and a mother at the gate. They’ll stand on a wall for three marks because the wall’s got their own house behind it. My men’s houses are in Rendhaven and Kessel and on the boats. They don’t stand on anybody’s wall for three marks. They stand on it for pay.” He put the slate down. “A thousand.”

Elka made a sound like a kettle.

“A thousand marks,” the sergeant said, ignoring her. “Five a man a day. Twenty spears. Ten days, the vent at the end of it. My best. They’ll hold whatever you put them on and they won’t run, and when it’s over they’ll go home. They won’t stay one hour past ten days, and they won’t go one step past the wall. That’s the price.”



I’d expected it. I’d worked it out on the tailboard of the fish-cart, and I’d come out somewhere close.

I took Moor’s purse off my belt and put it on the table. “Six hundred. From the Ford.”

The sergeant didn’t touch it. He looked at it.

I took my own purse off my belt. Ours. The crew’s. Everything the three of us had put together since the causeway: escort pay from Dunmore, crown-rate from the wall, bounties from the spills and the First Bell, the shellback plate Elka had haggled out of a chandler’s grip, the last of what was left from the Velgrim purse after the cottage’s retainer and the bow and the gear. Moor’s three bells in advance, every coin of it. I’d counted it twice on the fish-cart, the way the sergeant counts.

“Two hundred and forty,” I said. “That’s the crew.”

Annika had counted it with me. When it went onto the table, something in the echo pulled tight and cold, a rope taking the load: every mark we owned, and some we were going to need.

The sergeant looked at the two purses. Eight hundred and forty.

“Short,” he said.

“I know.”

He waited.

And Elka started to laugh.



This one was low and delighted and wicked, the chuckle of a woman who’s been holding a card under the table all night and has finally been asked to show it. She reached into her jerkin, down into the laced front of it, and the sergeant found something interesting to look at on his slate, and she pulled out a leather purse that had been sitting there warm against her breasts all the way from the Ford.

She dropped it on the table on top of the other two. It landed with a heavy chink.

“A hundred and fifty-nine,” she said.

I stared at it.

Annika stared at it.

“Where,” I said slowly, “did you get a hundred and fifty-nine marks?”

“I won it.”

“You won it.”

“On the board.” She was grinning so wide I thought her face would split. “Well. In the book. Brannick’s got a book under the bar for bets people don’t want chalked up where the whole Ford can see. Private bets. You pay extra for the privilege.” She leaned forward on her stool. “I made one bet in the book. Only one. Ever. The day after the clerk built his gate.”

“What bet?” said Annika.

Elka looked at her. Then at me. Her eyes were bright and enormously pleased with themselves.

“Five marks,” she said. “At forty to one. That the clerk’s summon was real.”



Nobody said anything.

The sergeant looked from Elka to me and back, and his eyebrows went up a quarter of an inch. On that face it was a shout.

“The day after the gate,” I said.

“That very day.” Elka nodded. “You’d dropped my wall. You’d built a thing out of a ship and a boulder that killed two shellbacks the first time anybody pulled the cord. You’d read my shoulder in the wall-yard, which nobody had ever done. And everybody in the Ford was still laughing at that word on your sheet. Uncatalogued.” She shrugged. “And I thought, a man who can do all that doesn’t need to buy a summon on paper. If it says he’s got one, he’s got one. Nobody else would take the bet. Brannick gave me forty to one because he thought I was drunk.”

“Were you?”

“A little.” She grinned. “Then the bull went down the wall in two pieces in front of two hundred people, and Brannick paid me out the next morning, with a face like he’d swallowed a lasher. Two hundred marks.” She frowned slightly. “Well. A hundred and fifty-nine. He did something to it. He does sums. I don’t argue with Brannick’s sums, he’s never cheated anybody.”

“Two hundred at forty to one on five is two hundred,” said Annika.

“I know. I can count.”

“You were paid a hundred and fifty-nine.”

“Brannick said it was right. He showed me a stub. I didn’t read it.” Elka waved her hand. “It doesn’t matter. I didn’t spend it. I put it in my jerkin and I’ve been carrying it around ever since, and I didn’t know why, and now I know why.” She pushed it across the table toward the sergeant with one finger. “There. Count it. You look like you count things.”

The sergeant looked at her.

“Faith,” I said quietly. “You bet on me. Before you knew.”

Elka grinned at me. “Clerk,” she said, “it was faith with odds.”



The sergeant counted it.

He counted it twice, as he counts everything, on the table in front of him, coin by coin, the three purses spread out and stacked in neat little towers of ten. The Ford’s six hundred. The crew’s two hundred and forty. Elka’s hundred and fifty-nine.

When he’d finished the second count he sat back.

“Nine hundred and ninety-nine,” he said.

“Short one,” said Elka.

The sergeant didn’t answer that.

“One mark,” said Elka. “One. You’re not going to sit there and tell me twenty spears won’t come for one mark short.”

“I’m going to sit here and tell you the price is a thousand,” said the sergeant, without any heat at all. “I didn’t say nine hundred and ninety-nine. I didn’t say near enough. My men don’t hold walls near enough.”

Elka opened her mouth.

Annika put her hand flat on the table.

She didn’t do it hard. She did it with a precise finality, the way she sets down a full quiver: once, and it stays. Her stitched forearm lay along the table beside the coins, the linen pale against the dark wood. The sergeant looked at her hand. Then at her face.

“A boss-share,” Annika said.

The sergeant’s eyes narrowed a hair.

“The Brood Queen,” said Annika. “She’s had a standing bounty in Morvant’s hall for forty years. Nobody’s claimed it. Esk reads it out every season. It’s grown fat. And the salvage off something that size will be worth more than the bounty, if what Elka says about plate is true.” She didn’t blink. “A fifth. Of the bounty and the salvage. To your company. On top of the thousand, less one.”

The sergeant studied her.

“If you kill her,” he said.

“When we kill her.”

“If you don’t, you’ll be dead and I’ll be short a mark.”

“Then you’ll have the satisfaction of knowing it,” said Annika, “for about half a second.”

It was my line. I’d said it to a crewman on a merlon with a wall coming down. She hadn’t been there. The crews had been retelling it in the Bell for a month. She’d kept it.

The sergeant made a sound. It came out of his chest, low, short, rusty, like a winch that hasn’t been turned in years. It took me a moment to understand that it was a laugh.



He put out his hand.

I took it. His grip was dry and hard as a cleat.

“Twenty spears,” he said. “Through the vent. Ten days. A fifth of the Queen.” He held my hand a moment longer and looked at me with his hard professional eyes. “We hold walls. We don’t do dungeons. Whatever you three go down that hole to do, you do it yourselves. My men stand on the Ford’s wall and nowhere else.”

“That’s all I’m asking.”

“I know it’s all you’re asking. I’m saying it so it’s said.” He let go. He swept the three purses into one with the side of his hand and tied it off and put it inside his coat. “The twenty come north with you tomorrow. My corporal brings them. I follow in two days, when I’ve handed my stretch of the Sluice to another file and counted it twice.” He picked up his mug. “You’ll want to drill them on your gates.”

“I’ll want to.”

“You’ll want to,” he agreed, “and they’ll want to be drilled, and they’ll complain about it the whole time. Ignore that. Complaining’s how they say yes.”

He drank. Then he set the mug down and looked past me, across the dark tavern, toward the door that led out to the harbor and the cliff road and, beyond the cliff road, the gorge and the Sluice.

“Brant’s on my wall,” he said.

I didn’t say anything.

“Hauls stone. Every day. Doesn’t talk much.” He looked at his mug. “Works like a man who knows exactly what he cost.”

He left it there. I didn’t ask him to go on. I nodded once, and he nodded once, and he went back to his whitebait.



We took the same room at the harbor inn. Two beds. Elka took the one by the window. Annika and I took the other.

I sat on the edge of it and Annika unwound the binding on my thigh by lamplight and looked at the bite.

It wasn’t good. It wasn’t bad. Four deep punctures where the long front teeth had gone in, and a ragged half-moon of shallower ones around them, the edges red and swollen and hot to the touch. She cleaned it with spirit from her kit, and I didn’t make a sound, and she said “You’re making a sound” anyway, because she could feel me not making one.

Across the room, Elka was at the window, taking her braid down.

She did it slowly. She’d been on the road all day and in a tavern all evening and the braid had gotten loose and tangled, and she pulled the brass ring off its tail and set it on the sill and started working the plaits apart with her fingers, from the bottom up. The copper came loose in waves. By the time she’d reached the nape of her neck it hung down her back to her waist, thick and rippled from the braid, copper going to fire in the lamplight.

She’d taken her jerkin off. She was in her linen shift, and it was thin, and she stood with the lamp behind her and the window in front of her and the harbor lights beyond the glass, and the lamp came through the linen and showed me the whole heavy shape of her. The broad shoulders. The full high weight of her breasts, swaying a little as she worked her hands through her hair. The compact curve of her waist into her strong hips.

I wasn’t looking at her. I was looking at the bite on my own leg.

Through the echo, she let me know she knew exactly what I was looking at.

It came across hot and wicked and on purpose, like a hand sliding flat under my shirt, and with it something lower, a deliberate slow curl of want that she wasn’t trying at all to hide. She didn’t turn around. She lifted her arms over her head and gathered all that loose red hair up in both hands, the shift pulling tight across her back and her breasts lifting with it, and held it there a moment, and let it fall.

My cock stirred. It didn’t care that my leg had holes in it.

Annika tied off the fresh binding and looked from me to the window and back.

“Not tonight,” she said.

“I know.”

“You’ve got four holes in your leg and a lash-burn on your arm and we’re up at dawn to catch a ledger-man.”

“I know.”

“I wasn’t talking to you,” said Annika, and raised her voice a fraction, without turning her head. “Not tonight.”

At the window, Elka laughed. Low. Delighted. She turned around in the lamplight with her red hair all down her back and her shift barely pretending to be a shift, and grinned at both of us.

“I was only brushing my hair,” she said.

“You were broadcasting,” I said.

“I’m always broadcasting.” She climbed into her bed and pulled the blanket up to her chin and lay there looking at the ceiling, still grinning. “Somebody should brush their hair at you, clerk. You’d sleep better.”

I didn’t sleep better.



Annika found Sorn’s stair in the gray before dawn.

She’d mapped the warrens the first night, all of it, through the old rock: three stairs up to Low Morvant, the one we’d come down, one on the far side of the bowl, and one behind the cages that came up into a warehouse on the dock. The pit closed at dawn. The betting tables cashed up and the men who ran them took their boxes home.

“Not the main stair,” Annika said, standing in the lane outside the inn with her sight sent out across the harbor-front, through the warehouse walls, down into the ground. “He doesn’t like crowds unless he’s selling to them. The warehouse stair. It comes up behind the fish market.”

“You’re sure?”

“I watched him come up it last time.” She looked at me. “I watch everyone come up everything.”

The fish market was a long stone shed open on the harbor side, with a slate roof on iron posts and a floor that sloped down to gutters running to the water. At dawn it was waking: boats coming in to the steps below it, men carrying baskets of silver fish up from the boats, women at long stone gutting tables in oilcloth aprons slitting bellies with short knives and throwing the guts into the gutters. Gulls everywhere. Cats everywhere. A smell that went up my nose and stayed there.

At its landward end, between two warehouses, a door in a blank stone wall. That was the stair.

We split. Annika went round to the market’s far end, the only way out on the landward side that wasn’t a warehouse wall or the harbor, and stood in it with her bow strung and an arrow on the string, not aiming at anything. Elka went up. I didn’t see how. One moment she was beside me in the lane; the next I heard her boots on slate overhead and saw her on the market’s roof, walking the ridge with her spear across her shoulders like a woman out for a stroll along a wall.

I walked into the fish market. Slowly. With my bad leg.

I didn’t have to do anything else. I just had to be standing there when he came up.



He came up at sunrise with his cashbox under his arm and his hat on his head and a face built to be forgotten, and he came out of the door in the warehouse wall, and the first thing he saw was me standing between the gutting tables twenty feet away.

He stopped.

His eyes did what they always did and priced the room: me first, the market second, the door behind him last.

He went back for the door. Elka dropped off the roof’s edge in front of it, landed in a crouch on the cobbles, and stood up with her spear and grinned at him.

“Morning,” she said.

He went sideways. Down the length of the market, between the gutting tables, fast, cashbox clutched to his chest, toward the landward end. A fishwife shrieked. A basket of mackerel went over. He dodged round a table and slipped on a gutter full of guts and caught himself on the next one, and kept going.

Annika stepped into the gap at the far end. She just stood there, in the only way out, with her bow.

He stopped again.

He looked back. I was walking down the market toward him, slowly, without chasing. I don’t chase. My leg was bitten and my arm was burned and there was nowhere for him to go, and when the other man has nowhere to go, you have all the time in the world.

He looked at the harbor. He looked at the black water, and the gutting tables between him and it, and the women at them with their short knives, who had stopped gutting to watch.

He looked up. Elka had gone back up onto the roof’s edge and was standing on it right over his head with her spear held down at him like a fishing pole.

He looked at me.

And I watched Sorn do what Sorn does. I watched him price the moment. Quickly. Correctly. The way he’d priced a ledge in a buried barrow, with an arrow pointed at him and a finger on a pair of lips, and decided he’d seen nothing.

He put the cashbox down on a gutting table.

“I’ll talk,” he said.



He talked.

He talked fast and plain, a salesman’s patter. He told it to me standing between two gutting tables with fish guts to his ankles and a fishwife watching him from three feet away with a knife in her hand, and he told it like a man reading a ledger.

He’d sold Ostrander everything. The barrow. The shade in the dark. The arm, burning. The thing that took the bone-tide apart and the thing that caught Ferro’s bolt at the barrow mouth. The name, which he had, and the partner’s name, and the road we’d taken south.

“What did you get?” I said.

“A license.” He nodded down the market toward the warehouse door. “A table in the warrens. Second tier. Best spot in the bowl after the box. It’s very good money. People bet more when they can see the blood from where they’re sitting.”

“And the chain man?”

Sorn’s quick eyes went to my arm. The binding Annika had put on it the night of the raid.

“Paid me a bonus,” he said. “Separate. Afterward. He came down to my table after you’d gone and put a gold piece on it. Gold. I’ve never seen gold on a betting table.” He licked his lips. “For the name. That’s what he said. ‘For the name. Just the name.’”

“My name.”

“Davin Kolt.” He said it carefully. “He made me say it twice. Then he made me spell it. He wanted it spelled right.” He paused. “He wrote it down.”

The fish market went on around us. Gulls. Water slapping at the steps. A boat coming in, men shouting.

“Did he say what he wants it…” I said, and the rest of the sentence wasn’t there.

I stood in the fish guts with my mouth open on a word that wouldn’t come. My throat had locked like a seized winch. I could feel my pulse in the bitten leg, slow and heavy, and the cold coming up from my boots, and I couldn’t find the end of my own question.

“For,” Elka said from the roof’s edge above us, very quietly. “What he wants it for. That’s what the clerk’s asking, hat man. Did he say.”

Sorn looked up at her, and back at me, and for once he didn’t price anything.

“He didn’t say,” he said. “Men like that don’t.”

He wrote it down.

A name is a door. A name you can say to anybody, anywhere, in any town on any road in the world, and somebody will turn around.

I breathed.

Names are what scoreboards print. That’s what I told myself, standing in the fish guts. I’d wanted my name on a stone since the day the light dropped me in the mud. I’d wanted it printed and read and known. You don’t get to want that and not want the other thing that comes with it. A name that the halls know is a name the hunters know too.

My throat unlocked. I found my voice where I’d left it.



“The drummers,” I said.

Sorn blinked. He’d been braced for something else.

“Ostrander’s drummers. The catchers who go down to the den-heart. Tell me about them.”

“I don’t…”

“You run odds in the warrens,” I said. “You hear everything. Everybody who works for Ostrander comes past your table and puts down a coin. Tell me.”

His eyes went round the three of us, the roof’s edge over his head, the far end of the market, and came back to me.

“Every third night,” he said. “They go down the inland tunnel from the deep pens. Six or eight of them, with sleds of blood-salt and the drums. Coyle runs them now. He used to run the wagons, and he still does when there’s a tide, but the drums are his too since spring.” He hesitated. “They’re betting there’ll be no Ford by the dark moon. They’ve got a line on it in the bowl. Coyle put fifty marks on it himself.”

“And on the night itself?”

“They’ll be down there.” He said it simply. “All of them. At the den-heart. Drumming it out. Coyle told the bowl. He said he wanted to be there when it went, to see it go.” Sorn’s quick eyes flicked to my face and away. “He said it’d be the biggest thing anybody ever saw.”

I set it in order in my head. Coyle. The drummers. The den-heart. The dark moon.

They’d be down there when we came.



Elka dropped off the roof.

She landed on the cobbles beside the gutting table and stood there with her spear grounded, looking at Sorn. She was tapping her spear-butt on the cobbles, slow and even, the way a crier counts down the last seconds of a bout.

“What do we do with him, clerk?”

I looked at Sorn. Narrow, mouse-brown, forgettable, standing in fish guts with his hat in his hand. He’d sold me twice. He’d sold Annika’s name and Elka’s face and our road. He’d stood in a buried barrow with us and tallied while the dead came, and he’d crawled out alive twice, and he’d come south and set up a table where people bet on how long other people lasted.

I’d been paying the price of men like him my whole life. Men who make their living off the bottom of the ledger and never once stand on it.

“Nobody gets left,” I said.

Elka looked at me.

“It’s a term,” I said. “It’s ours. It doesn’t say nobody we like.” I looked at Sorn. “Even garbage.”

Annika had come down the market from the far end without my noticing. She stood beside me now with her bow lowered, and I felt her through the echo: cold, level, and in complete agreement. She’d said those exact words over Garran in a barrow, with his leg crushed and the threads crawling toward him. Even garbage.

“Get out of the south,” I said to Sorn. “Today. Leave the table. Leave the license. Go be a survivor somewhere else, somewhere I’m not, and if I ever see you in a town I’m standing in, I’ll…”

He tipped his hat.

He did it while I was still talking. A small tip of the brim, a little nod. Then he picked up his cashbox off the gutting table and walked past Annika and out of the far end of the fish market into the dawn, not hurrying, not looking back, and was gone round the corner of a warehouse before I’d finished my sentence.

Elka stared after him.

“He didn’t let you finish,” she said.

“He never lets anybody finish.”

“He tipped his hat at you. In the middle of it.” She sounded almost admiring. “That’s the rudest thing I’ve seen a man do with a hat.”

“That’s Sorn,” said Annika, and turned and walked back toward the inn without looking at the place where he’d gone.



The sergeant’s twenty were waiting at the north end of the gorge road at noon: twenty men in gray cloaks with spears and shields and packs, a corporal with a broken nose and a voice like a gate-hinge, and a mule with a cart full of more spears and more shields and a barrel of something the sergeant said was salt pork and the men said wasn’t.

They looked at me. At my leg. At my arm. At the two women. One of them, a lanky man with a gap in his teeth, said something to the man next to him that made the man next to him laugh.

“Complaining,” Annika said under her breath.

“Saying yes,” I said.

We walked north on the tide road with the Spears behind us. I rode the mule-cart’s tailboard. The men walked in a loose file, like soldiers on a road they know is safe, talking among themselves and paying us no attention at all.

Elka and Annika walked side by side in front of the cart.

They’d been arguing since the gorge.

“Gambling,” Annika said.

“Faith,” said Elka.

“You put five marks on a line at forty to one in a book under a bar because you were a little drunk. That’s gambling.”

“I put five marks on a line at forty to one because I’d looked at him and seen what he was. Everybody else was laughing at his sheet. I wasn’t. I looked.” Elka swung her spear off her shoulders and planted it, walking, like a staff. “That’s faith. Faith is when you look at something and decide it’s true before anybody can prove it.”

“Faith doesn’t have odds.”

“Mine does. Mine has very good odds.” Elka grinned. “Forty to one. I’d do it again.”

“You can’t do it again,” said Annika. “Term Nine.”

“Term Nine’s about cards.”

“Term Nine’s about betting against your pact-partners.”

“I wasn’t betting against him. I was betting on him.”

Annika opened her mouth. She closed it. She walked a few steps in silence.

“That’s still gambling,” she said.

“It’s faith with odds,” said Elka. “I said that already. It’s a whole thing. I’m going to put it on the wall.” She turned around and walked backward in front of them, looking at me on the tailboard. “Clerk. Tell her. Was it faith or was it gambling?”

I thought about it. I thought about a woman who’d watched me build a gate out of a ship and a boulder and decided, before anybody had seen a shade or a seal or anything at all, that the word on my sheet was true. Who’d put her money where nobody else would. Who’d carried a hundred and fifty-nine marks against her chest for a week without knowing why, and put them on a table for twenty spears she’d never met to stand on her wall.

“It was faith,” I said.

Elka turned to Annika in triumph.

“With odds,” I said.

“See?” said Elka. “See?”

“I see,” said Annika, very dry. “He’s agreeing with both of us so neither of us hits him.”

“That’s how he does it,” said Elka, delighted. “That’s exactly how he does it with walls.”

Behind us, the Spears had stopped talking among themselves. I glanced back. The lanky one with the gap in his teeth was watching the two women argue with an expression of deep and total confusion.



We came over the last rise of the tide road in the late afternoon, and the Ford lay below us on the river-mouth with its black walls and its slate roofs and the tide-bell in its tower and the lighthouse standing white on the point.

The sun was behind us. The light lay across the town long and gold. Out on the river-arm I could see the funnel’s V, and the drop-gate on its gallows, and the six shores holding up the tilted section.

On the wall-walk above the far gate, somebody was waving.

Both arms. Over his head.

Tib.

He’d seen us come over the rise. He’d been watching the tide road. I didn’t know how long he’d been up there. Moor had told him not to go on the wall, and I’d told him not to go on the wall when there was a bell, and there wasn’t a bell. So he was on the wall.

He waved and waved. Then he turned and shouted something down into the town, and I heard it carry up the road faintly, high and cracked and joyful.

Behind me, twenty gray cloaks came over the rise in a file and stopped beside the mule-cart and looked down at the Ford.

“That’s the wall?” said the lanky one.

“That’s it,” I said.

He looked at it for a while. At the funnel. At the shores. At the sagging timber patches all along its seaward face, thirty of them, gray and soft.

“It’s a bad wall,” he said.

“It’s a terrible wall,” I agreed.

He nodded. He shifted his pack on his shoulders. And then, very quietly, to nobody in particular, he said: “Good. Bad walls pay.”


Chapter 20: Gallery

The bite on my thigh had gone hot at the edges, and Elka had decided the cure was salt.

She knelt on the keeper’s room floor with my left leg across her knees and a fist-sized lump of gray sea-salt in her hand, turning it over like a whetstone she fully intended to use.

“Hold still.”

“I am holding still.”

“You’re flinching. I can feel you flinching. I can feel it through the thing.” She looked up at me perfectly serious. “In the pits, when a hound got your leg…”

“You told me.”

“I’m telling you again. You poured salt in it. Lots.” She held up the lump. “The leg didn’t go bad.”

“The leg isn’t going bad.”

“The leg’s hot,” she said, “and it smells sweet at the edges, and I’ve seen that smell before. It’s the smell before it goes bad.” She looked at Annika, who was sitting on her bedroll by the window watching us with her stitched arm in her lap. “Tell him.”

Annika looked at my leg. She’d been looking at it every morning and every night for three days, unwinding the binding, sniffing it, rewinding it. She didn’t like it either. I’d felt her not like it every time.

“She’s right,” Annika said.

I looked at the salt. I looked at the four punctures in the back of my thigh, red-rimmed and swollen, and the half-moon of smaller teeth around them, and the faint sweet smell coming off them that I’d been choosing not to notice.

“Fine,” I said.

Elka grinned. She broke the lump of salt in half on the stone floor with the butt of her knife. She ground one half to powder in her palm. Then she pressed it into the bite with the heel of her hand, hard, all at once, like a patch slapped onto a leaking hull, and rubbed.

I didn’t make a sound.

I’m told I made a sound. Annika says it was a word. She says she’s never heard me use that word before and she’s going to remember it.

“There,” said Elka, sitting back on her heels, grinning, with salt all over her hands. “That’s the worst of it. Now it’ll heal.”

“That’s your bedside manner?”

“That’s the pit’s bedside manner. There weren’t any beds.” She wiped her hands on her trousers and started winding fresh linen round my thigh, quick and tight and not at all gently. “You want gentle, ask her.”

“I’m not gentle,” said Annika.

“No,” Elka agreed cheerfully. “But you’re quieter about it.”



Annika’s stitches came out the same morning.

Elka did that too. Annika held out her left arm across her knees and Elka knelt in front of her with her belt-knife and a lamp, and picked out eleven stitches one at a time with the knife’s point, each one a little tug and a snip and a flick of black thread onto the floor. She did it fast, pit-fast, and she didn’t miss and she didn’t nick. Annika watched every one come out.

Underneath, the cut had closed into a long pink seam from the back of her wrist halfway to her elbow. Puckered at one end where the lasher’s barb had gone deepest. Clean.

Annika turned her arm in the lamplight and looked at it.

“Another scar,” she said.

“A good one,” said Elka. “Look at that line. That’s a lasher. Nobody gets a lasher on the bow arm and keeps shooting. They’ll talk about that on the wall for years.” She gathered up the snipped threads off the floor and dropped them in the cold hearth. “It goes with the one on your shoulder.”

Annika looked up at her sharply.

The scar on her shoulder was high on the left, small and white, from a wolf contract the spring I met her, when she was still solo and nobody was watching. It was under her shirt. It was always under her shirt. I’d counted it, on a creek-bank and a cottage bed and a bathhouse floor. Nobody else had bothered to.

“You’ve seen my shoulder,” said Annika.

“I’ve seen your shoulder,” said Elka. “On the wall-walk, the first week, when you were changing your shirt behind the merlon because it was full of lasher-spray.” She shrugged. “I wasn’t looking. I just saw.” She stood up and went to put her knife away. “It’s a good scar. I liked it. I didn’t say anything because you didn’t know me.”

Annika watched her back for a while. Then she looked down at her own arm, with its new pink line, and the old white one I knew was under her shirt above it.

She drew the bow that afternoon without flinching, for the first time since the tower. Full draw, to her jaw, and held it, and let it down. She did it three times. Then she put the bow away and went and sat by the window, quiet, and something in her settled into place in the echo, like a joint that’s been out going back in.



The sergeant came north on the second day after us with his slate under his arm and a pack on his back and a mule behind him loaded with spare shafts, and he went straight to the wall without stopping at the Bell or the wall-hall or anywhere else, and stood at the top of the wall-stair at the leaning stretch and looked at it.

He didn’t say anything. He looked.

His twenty had been on the Ford’s walls for two days. They’d come into the town in a gray file behind the mule-cart with the whole Ford standing in the lanes to watch them pass, and Moor had met them at the wall-hall and read them onto his roster at the stone, twenty sheets in a row, C and D and one B, men who’d held the Sluice for three seasons and knew what a tide was. The Ford’s own crews had stood along the walls of the hall and watched them read.

They’d spent the two days complaining. About the salt pork, about the Bell’s beer, about the wall-walk, about the spray, about the funnel, about the six raking shores under the tilted section, which one of them called “a wall on crutches” and another one said he’d seen worse in Kessel and a third one said nobody had seen worse anywhere. They’d hauled timber for the river-arm’s new gallows all the while they were complaining, and set the masts and raised the crossbeam and hung the gate, and they did it fast and well and without being asked twice.

Now the sergeant stood on the wall-walk and looked at what I’d built.

I walked him through every piece of it. I don’t know how to walk anybody through anything any other way.

The funnel first. The two arms of tumbled basalt lying out in the mud like the sides of a V, and how they’d been dropped, on hinges, in two pieces, and why. The fifteen-foot mouth at the point of the V. The way the arms walked every beast that came over the flats at that stretch into the mouth whether it wanted to go there or not.

He looked at it.

The drop-gate on its gallows over the mouth. The ship-timber frame, the anchor-iron spikes along its foot, the counterweight boulder in its net, the cut-trigger. I showed him the trigger. I let him pull the cord with the rope unhooked so he could feel the blade swing. I showed him how four men reset it.

He looked at it. He pulled the cord three times. He didn’t say anything.

The new gallows at the river-arm, the one his own men had just hung. The six raking shores. The second drop of parapet I’d cut above the funnel’s inner end, a spare, like the one before the First Bell. The new timber patches the crews and his men had bolted over the worst of the old soft ones, thirty of them, every one chalked.

He walked the stretch behind me with his slate under his arm and his scarred face giving nothing away. At the end of it he stood on the river-arm, by the new gallows, and looked back down the wall the way we’d come.

“How long have you been in the south?” he said.

“Thirty days, near enough.”

He looked at the funnel. At the gates. At the shores.

“Thirty days,” he said.

He was quiet a while. I’d stopped expecting anything else.

Then, as we came back down the wall-stair toward the wall-yard, with the evening coming in off the flats and the gulls going home, he stopped on the bottom step.

“The gate,” he said. “The drop-gate. On the funnel.”

“What about it?”

“There’s a mouth in the Sluice at the north end. Where the dam meets the cliff. A gap the city’s never closed because they can’t get timber across it without losing men. It comes out narrow. Fifteen feet. Maybe twenty.” He looked at me. “Draw it for me. The gallows. The trigger. The counterweight. All of it. I’ll have my men build one at the Sluice.”

“You want my gate.”

“I want your gate,” he said. “I’ll pay for the drawing. It won’t be much.” He looked back up the stair at the wall. “My captain will ask me who designed it. I’ll tell him a northern clerk with a bad leg who’s been in the south thirty days.” He started walking again. “He won’t believe me. Draw it anyway.”



The jug came up the stairs at sunset in Elka’s arms. A big brown stoneware one from the Bell, corked with wax, sloshing with something dark. She’d carried it up the whole stair on top of everything else she’d carried that day and she set it down on the keeper’s room floor with a thump and announced that she’d earned it.

“From Brannick,” she said. “On the house.”

“Brannick doesn’t do anything on the house.”

“He does when I tell him the clerk’s buying the next round of his boss-share.” She grinned. “He’s very interested in the boss-share. Everybody in the Bell’s very interested in the boss-share. They’ve got a line on the board about it.”

“What line?”

“How much it’ll be.” She pulled the cork with her teeth. “They don’t have a line on whether. Only on how much.”

The evening was clear. The wind had dropped to almost nothing, and what there was came off the sea, cool and salty. We took the jug and three cups out through the lamp room onto the gallery, all three of us, and sat down on the iron plates with our backs against the glass and our feet toward the rail and the whole country spread out below us going dark.

The Ford’s lights were coming on. Lanterns in the lanes, small and gold. The tide-torches along the seaward wall, unlit; there wasn’t a bell. The Spears’ cook-fire on the wall-yard, and a sound coming up off it of men complaining in harmony. Far out on the flats, nothing. The Gullet was a darker hump against the dark, without a lantern or a fire anywhere near it.

“Eight days,” said Annika, looking at it.

I didn’t say anything. I drank.

Elka poured. The stuff in the jug was black and thick and sweet and burned going down like hot tar. Elka drank hers in one swallow and poured another. Annika sipped hers and looked at it with deep suspicion. I drank mine slowly and felt it go down into my chest and sit there, warm, beside the two echoes.

We didn’t talk about the dark moon. We’d talked about it all day. We’d talk about it all day tomorrow. Up here, for a little while, we talked about other things. The Spears’ complaining. Brannick’s face when Elka told him the boss-share line. Tib, who’d shown up at the wall-yard that morning with a spear-wrap he’d braided for Elka out of red cord, so badly done it looked like a knotted snake, and how Elka had wrapped her spear in it on the spot and refused to take it off.

I’d been there for that. He’d come across the wall-yard holding it out in both hands, as Durn had once held a pry-blade out to me, and stopped in front of her and said, “It’s red,” in case she hadn’t noticed. “Like the braid.” Elka had turned it over in her hands twice and laughed once, short and startled, the way you laugh when somebody hits you somewhere you didn’t guard, and then she’d knelt in the sand and wound it onto her spear right there while he watched, every lumpy turn of it.

Later, near midnight, the moon came up out of the sea.

Half of it. Lopsided, orange at first and then paling to white as it climbed, laying a long rough road of light across the black water and the wet flats toward the point. It lit the gallery. It lit the iron rail and the white stone of the column behind us and the three of us sitting there with our cups.

Elka set her cup down on the iron. Her second sat beside it, full, untouched since she’d poured it.

She’d decided it that afternoon, on the stair with the jug in her arms; a warm hard certainty had sat in her echo all the way up the spiral. Now she stopped waiting. It came through like a bowstring let go: sudden and sure.

She turned to Annika.



“You keep score anyway,” Elka said.

Annika looked at her over her cup.

“Everything,” said Elka. “You keep score of everything. You count your arrows out loud. You count the purse twice. You counted the stitches when I took them out. I heard you, under your breath.” She leaned toward her on the iron, close, her face in the moonlight bright and grinning, and under the grin her hand had gone tight on her own knee. “So keep score of this.”

“Of what?”

“Of me.” Elka didn’t look at me. She kept her eyes on Annika’s. “And him. Out here. Tonight.” She took a breath. “You watch. That’s all. You sit and you watch and you keep score, the way you do. I want you to see.”

Annika was silent.

I stayed out of it. I sat with my back against the lamp room glass and my cup in my hand and the moon on my face and my cock already stirring in my trousers, and I let them settle it. It wasn’t my settling to do yet.

Annika looked at Elka.

She looked at her as she had across the fire on the tide road: audit-mode, level, giving nothing away. Through the echo she considered it, all of it, as she considers ground before she crosses it. And under the consideration, quiet, building, something I hadn’t expected and she hadn’t either. Interest. Real interest. Hot and curious and very awake.

She put down her cup.

She stood up. She went back through the lamp room door, and I heard her go down the hatch into the keeper’s room, and for a moment I thought that was her answer.

Then she came back up with a blanket over her arm and a chair in her other hand. The plain pine one Elka had carried up from the Bell on her back the day after the raid, because I’d spent the old broken one on lamp room boards and a drum cradle and she refused to eat sitting on a bedroll. She dragged it out through the lamp room door onto the gallery and round the curve of the column a few yards, into the lee where the wind didn’t reach and the moonlight did. She set it down on the iron plates facing the place where we sat. She sat in it. She arranged the blanket over her knees. She reached out and took the jug from where it stood by Elka’s cup, and set it on the iron beside her chair, within reach.

She folded her hands in her lap.

“Begin,” she said.



Elka laughed.

It went out over the rail and down into the dark and came back up off the rocks. She turned to me with the laugh still on her face and her eyes bright and wild in the moonlight.

“Dare you, clerk,” she said.

I set my cup down.

“Yes,” I said. I said it plainly. I wanted it plain. “I want you. Here. With her watching.”

“Good,” said Elka.

“But listen.” I leaned forward off the glass toward her. “You’re performing. I know you are. You want her to see a show. That’s fine. Put it on. But I’m running it.” I held her eyes. “You perform. I run it.”

Her grin went wider. Down her echo came a hot, sharp, delighted spike, like a hound catching a scent.

“Run it, then,” she whispered.



She stood up on the gallery in the moonlight and started taking her clothes off, and she did it for Annika as much as for me.

She did it in the voice, or a whisper of it, with the crier’s ring in it, pitched low so it wouldn’t carry down to the Ford, the voice she’d used on the watch-tower. “Ladies and gentlemen.” Her hands at the laces of her jerkin. “Honored judge. In the chair. The scorekeeper.” She pulled the first cross loose and looked at Annika as she did it. “Tonight on the high gallery, for one judge only, the Red Braid.”

Another cross. Her eyes went from Annika to me.

“And her clerk.”

The jerkin came open. She pulled it apart cross by cross, and the moonlight found what was under it: her heavy freckled breasts, full and high and pale in the white light, the freckles dense across them and darkening at the nipples, which were already hard and drawn up tight in the cool sea air. She shrugged the jerkin off her broad shoulders and let it drop on the iron behind her.

The wind came round the column and touched her. Gooseflesh went up across her chest and her shoulders, and her nipples tightened further, and she laughed under her breath and didn’t cover herself.

I watched her. I watched her body react to the wind. I watched the moon on her. My cock was hard and aching against my trousers and I didn’t move to do anything about it yet.

She was looking at Annika.

Annika sat in her chair with her hands folded on the blanket and her face in the moonlight completely composed. She looked at Elka’s breasts, frankly, the way she looks at a bow she’s thinking of buying. Her eyebrow didn’t move. But in the echo her heartbeat changed. Just a little. A beat faster.

Elka’s trousers went next. She bent and unlaced her boots and kicked them off, and peeled the trousers down her thick strong thighs and stepped out of them, and stood bare on the iron gallery in the moonlight with her braid over her shoulder and the compact freckled weight of her shining white and copper against the dark sky.

“Well, judge?” she whispered.

“Keep going,” said Annika.



Elka came to me.

She knelt down in front of me on the iron plates where I sat against the glass, and put her hands on my belt, and opened it, and pulled my trousers down off my hips, and my cock rose into the cold air between us. She looked at it. She looked over her shoulder at Annika.

“You’ve seen this,” she whispered. “But you haven’t seen me do this.”

She bent and took me into her mouth.

She did it for the chair. Every stroke. She took me slow and deep, the long deliberate slide down to the root that she’d done on the watch-tower, but this time she did it turned a little to the side, so the woman in the chair could see her lips stretched round me and her cheeks hollow and her throat working. She came up off me with a wet sound and turned her head and looked at Annika with my cock shining in her hand.

“Like that,” she whispered. “He likes it like that. Slow.”

She went down again. Her eyes came up to mine. Then slid sideways to Annika. Then back to mine. Back and forth, between the two of us, the performer working two rooms at once.

She was winning both rooms and she knew it, and I let her have about a minute of it.

I put my hand in her hair.

I closed it at the back of her head, where the braid started, and lifted, gently, and she came up off me with a soft wet sound and looked at me with her eyes wide.

“That’s enough,” I said.

“I wasn’t done.”

“I know you weren’t.” I leaned forward and kissed her. Hard. Her mouth was hot and wet and tasted of me and the black sweet stuff from the jug. When I let her go she was breathing fast. “Lie down.”



I’d brought my bedroll up onto the gallery at sunset, without knowing why. Some part of me had known. I unrolled it on the iron plates now, across the width of the gallery with its foot against the glass and its head against the rail, so that whoever lay on it would lie across the gallery’s width with the column behind her feet and the drop behind her head. I folded my cloak into a thick pad.

“On your back,” I said. “Hips on that.”

She lay down. I slid the folded cloak under her hips, lifting them, tilting her up toward me. Her head lay at the bedroll’s far end by the rail. Her braid spilled off its edge onto the iron plates. Her thighs fell open.

I knelt between them.

I didn’t go into her right away. I put my mouth on her first: one slow lick, long enough to count, from bottom to top through her soaking pussy, and she gasped, loud, and her hips came up off the cloak toward me.

“You don’t get to perform on my time,” I said against her. “On my time, you get this.”

I did it again. Slower. I found her clit and sucked it into my mouth and held it there, and she made a sound that wasn’t in the crier’s voice at all.

“Oh,” she whispered. “Oh, judge. The judge should see this. The judge should. Oh.”

“The judge sees everything,” said Annika, from her chair. Composed. And through the echo, under the composure, her heartbeat going faster still.

I lifted my head. Elka was flushed from her chest to her throat, freckled pink in the moonlight. Her thighs were trembling on either side of my head. She was wet enough to shine.

I came up over her on my knees. I took her legs behind the knees and hooked them over my forearms, and lifted, and her hips came up higher off the folded cloak, tilted toward me. I put the head of my cock against her.

She was laughing and gasping at once. “Clerk. Fuck me. In front of her. Now.”

I went into her.



Deep. Slow. One long push, all the way to the root, her hips lifted on the cloak and her legs over my arms so I could go deeper than I’d gone on the tower, and she was soaking and tight and hot and she took all of it. Her back arched off the bedroll. Her heavy breasts lifted and swayed. A long shuddering groan came out of her that went out over the rail into the night.

I started to move.

Steady. Deep. Every stroke all the way in, the angle driving up into her from below with her hips lifted, and every stroke her tits bounced in the moonlight, full and freckled and swinging, the nipples dark and hard, the moon catching the sweat that was starting to shine between them. I watched them move, and then I watched her face.

She tipped her head back.

Off the end of the bedroll, over its edge, so her head hung down toward the iron plates and her braid lay on the gallery behind it, and her face was turned upside down. Toward the chair. Toward Annika.

She looked at Annika upside-down while I fucked her.

“Look,” she gasped. “Look at him. Look at his face, judge.”

Annika looked at my face.

“He’s reading me,” Elka said. The crier’s whisper, fraying already. “Like a wall. He’s reading me like a wall, look at him, he’s got that look, the one he gets when he’s looking at a crack, he’s…”

I slowed down.

I slowed until I was hardly moving at all. A long, long slide out, so slow she could feel every inch of me leave her. Then a long, long slide back in. Then stopped. Buried in her. Still.

Her commentary broke off.

“Clerk,” she said.

I didn’t move.

“Clerk. What are you…”

“You’re narrating,” I said. “I’m running it. I told you.”

“I know, I’m just…”

“You want it?”

“Yes.”

“Then ask me for it. Not for her. For me.”

She stared up at me from upside-down, her face flushed and her eyes huge in the moonlight. Her want hit me low and frantic, and under it, the performer, scrabbling for her lines, and finding nothing to say that wasn’t for an audience.

“Please,” she said, in nobody’s voice but her own. “Please. Davin. Please.”

She never used my name. She’d called me clerk since a wall-hall stair. She used it now.

I gave it to her.



I drove into her. Hard. Deep. Fast. The bedroll slid on the iron and the folded cloak bunched under her hips and her legs bucked over my forearms. Her tits swung so hard in the moonlight they slapped together. Her pussy clamped round me on every stroke.

She tried to laugh. It came apart in her mouth. She tried again, and it turned into a gasp. She tried a third time.

Then she stopped trying.

She went quiet.

The commentary gone, the laugh gone, the crier gone. Her head hanging back off the bedroll with her eyes wide open on Annika in the chair and her lips parted on breath and no words at all. Her body moving under mine. Her hands on the iron plates, open, flat.

Silent.

I felt it in the echo, and I knew Annika could see it in her face, and I knew the silence was the most naked thing either of us had ever watched her do.

She came in it.

Her back bowed up off the bedroll. Her thighs clamped on my forearms. Her pussy locked down on my cock and held, and then let go in hard short bursts, one, two, three, and her freckles drowned in a flush that climbed her from the breasts up, and she didn’t make a single sound. Her mouth stayed open and her eyes stayed open and fixed, upside down, on the woman in the chair, and she shook all over in total silence while I held her through it.

I was close. I’d been close since her mouth. I held on until the last of her pulses had rolled through her, and then I pulled out of her, fast.

She knew. She’d written it into her own terms by a fire on the tide road. Inside was Annika’s. Hers was where she could see it.

I took my cock in my hand and came across her.

It went over her breasts and her belly in long thick ropes, white on freckled pink in the moonlight, across the heavy swell of her tits and down the soft curve of her stomach to her navel. My other hand found the rail behind her head and held on. She lay under me with her head still hanging off the bedroll, upside down, and her eyes still on Annika, and let it land on her, and didn’t move.



The gallery went quiet. Just the sea down on the rocks and the wind round the column and the three of us breathing.

Elka lay there with her chest heaving and my cum shining across her freckles in the moonlight. Her head was still tipped back off the bedroll. Her braid was spread out on the iron plates. She was shaking a little, all over, as she’d shaken on the watch-tower.

In the chair, Annika hadn’t moved.

She sat with her hands folded on the blanket in her lap. Her face was composed. Her eyebrow was level. But I’d felt her heartbeat through the echo for the last ten minutes and it hadn’t been composed at all, and there was a flush high on her cheekbones that the moon was very kind to, and her knees were pressed together under the blanket.

She looked at Elka and considered her while the sea went in and out on the rocks below.

“Seven,” she said.



Elka’s head came up off the bedroll so fast her braid whipped.

“SEVEN?”

“Seven,” said Annika.

“Seven?” Elka sat up, half up, propped on her elbows, my cum running down between her breasts, staring at the chair with an expression of total outrage. “I give you the show of my life, I give you the best I’ve got, I come so hard I can’t see, and you give me seven?”

“Seven,” Annika said again, calmly. She held up one finger. “The laugh lost you points. In the middle. Twice. You were trying to keep the show going instead of letting it go.”

“The laugh’s my best feature!”

“Not then.” Another finger. “The silence got them back. The silence was the best thing I’ve ever seen anybody do.” She lowered her hand. “So, seven.”

Elka stared at her.

Then she laughed, helpless and real, shaking from the ribs out, and fell back onto the bedroll with it, and rolled onto her side, and kept rolling, laughing so hard she couldn’t breathe, toward the edge of the gallery and the rail and the ninety feet of nothing.

I caught her by the ankle.

She lay there with her foot in my hand and her face against the iron plates, still laughing, tears running out of her eyes.

“Seven,” she wheezed. “She gave me seven. I’m going to put it on the board. I’m going to put it on the wall. I’m going to have it carved on my grave. Seven.”

“You’ll get an eight,” said Annika. “Someday.”

“When?”

“When you stop laughing in the middle.”



Annika got up out of her chair.

She took the blanket off her knees and came across the gallery to us, in the moonlight, and shook it out. Elka was lying on her side on the bedroll, still breathing hard, still shaking with the last of the laughter. I was kneeling beside her with her ankle still in my hand.

Annika laid the blanket over both of us. She tucked it round Elka’s bare shoulders, and over my back, like tucking a bedroll round a man asleep on a cold road.

Nobody had asked her to.

Then her hand stayed.

It rested on Elka’s head. On her hair, where the braid had come half loose, red and tangled from the bedroll. It rested there a moment. Then it moved, very lightly, once, the way you’d smooth the hair of somebody you’d watched do something brave.

Elka’s fingers curled slowly into the bedroll under it.

It came down her echo: a jolt, small and sharp and astonished. And then something softer, opening slowly, like a fist uncurling.

Annika took her hand away.

“Next time,” Elka said quietly, with no laugh anywhere in it, her face still against the bedroll. “Next time you’re not in the chair.”

Annika looked down at her. The echo carried her considering it, and the flush still high on her cheekbones, and a heartbeat not quite back to where it lived. She decided not to decide.

“We’ll see,” she said.

She went back inside.



I lay on the gallery with Elka under the blanket and the moon going up the sky over the sea, white now, small and sharp.

She was asleep almost at once, all the way under, like she’d been dropped. She’d curled against my side with her head on my chest and one heavy thigh across mine and my cum drying on her stomach, and her echo had gone from a bonfire to a warm low hum, the sound of something banked for the night.

Inside, through the glass, I could see the glow of the lamp in the keeper’s room below the hatch, and Annika’s shadow moving.

I lay there and looked at it.

Two echoes. One here against my ribs, warm and loud even asleep. One there behind the glass, quiet and still awake, still thinking. And me between them, where both lines came down.

The shape of the household had moved tonight, the way a building moves when you add a floor, every load finding a new path to the ground. They all came down through me. I meant to keep it that way.



When I came in, carrying Elka half-asleep and protesting that she could walk, Annika was standing at the chalk wall by the hearth.

She had a piece of chalk in her hand. She wasn’t writing anything. She was just standing there, looking at the wall in the lamplight. At the three lines in her own neat hand at the top. At the big looping line under them that Elka had written the day we moved in:

LOUD IS ALLOWED

And under that, small and neat, in Annika’s hand:

(TOLERATED)

I put Elka down on her bedroll. She was asleep again before she landed.

Annika didn’t turn around. She stood looking at the wall a while longer.

Then she lifted the chalk, and drew a single small straight line through the middle of the word in brackets. Neatly. Precisely. Right through it, end to end.

She put the chalk back in her pocket and went to bed.


Chapter 21: The Held Tide

The Gullet breathed on the back of my neck all the while I was digging.

It was dead low water, two hours after dawn, seven days before the dark moon, and I was on my knees in the sand-rise thirty paces from the Teeming’s mouth with a short-handled spade, digging a grave big enough for three people. That’s what it looked like. That’s what Elka kept calling it, cheerfully, every time she came back up the slope with another armload of hull-planks from the sled.

“How’s the grave, clerk?”

“It’s a hide.”

“It’s a box in the ground with a lid on it,” she said, and dropped the planks beside the hole. “Where I’m from that’s a grave.”

“Where you’re from they bury people in the dunes,” said Annika, from the crown of the sand-rise above us, where she stood with her bow strung and her eyes on the Gullet’s black mouth. “Not next to a dungeon.”

“That’s because nobody was ever stupid enough to want to be buried next to a dungeon,” said Elka, “until now.”

I kept digging.

The sand-rise was the right place. I’d walked it three times at low water, reading it, before I’d put a spade in it. It was a long hump of wind-blown sand a mile seaward of the Ford, with the Gullet’s mouth breaking out of its seaward face like a wound, and the crown of it was crusted with salt so thick it had cemented the top layer of sand into something like soft stone. The vent would come out of the mouth and go over the flats toward the Ford. It would go round the sand-rise, not over it. Water and beasts both take the easy way.

Mostly.

On the landward flank, thirty paces from the mouth and twenty feet up, above the highest weed-line I could find, the crust was thick and the sand under it was dry and packed. That was where I dug. A pit seven feet long, five wide, five deep. I’d cut the crust off the top of it in slabs, carefully, and stacked them to one side, because they were going back on.



The box went in on the second low water.

We’d built it in the Ford’s wall-yard over two days, with the Spears complaining about the hull-planks and helping anyway. Hull-oak, two layers thick on every side, the inner layer running one way and the outer layer running across it, pinned through with iron. The floor the same. A roof of three cross-beams of salvaged mast, the thickest timber in the Ford, with hull-planks laid across them double, and the roof sloping a hand’s width from one end to the other so water wouldn’t sit on it.

“Why so heavy?” the corporal with the broken nose had asked, watching me pin the roof-planks.

“A shellback bull weighs about as much as a loaded wagon,” I said. “Maybe two. If one walks over this, I want it to keep walking.”

“Will it hold?”

“Not if it’s just timber.” I put my hand on the roof. “Timber alone, a bull steps on the middle of a plank, the plank breaks. But I’m going to put a foot and a half of sand on top of it, and the crust back on top of that. Sand spreads a load. A bull standing on sand over a beam doesn’t push on the beam where its foot is. It pushes on a cone of sand, and the cone pushes on the whole roof. The roof carries all of it together.” I’d tapped the cross-beams. “That’s the trick. Bury it deep enough and anything that walks over it is just walking on a hill.”

The corporal had looked at the box a good while. “You’ve done this before.”

“I’ve dug people out of things like this,” I’d said. “After. When nobody did the sum.”

We hauled it out on the catchers’ net-sled. Moor’s crewmen had dragged it out of the Gullet with the last living catcher, and the Spears had given it new runners. It went out at the morning’s low water and into the pit at the evening’s, lowered on ropes. It sat at the bottom of the hole like a coffin for a giant. Elka stood at the edge and looked down at it, leaning on her spear.

“Three of us,” she said. “In that.”

“Three of us in that.”

“For how long?”

“As long as it takes a full vent to come out of the Gullet and go past.”

“How long does that take?”

“Nobody knows,” said Annika from the crown. “Nobody alive’s seen one.”

Elka looked at the box a while longer. Then she jumped down into the pit, and lowered herself into the box through its open hatch at the downhill end, and lay down on its floor on her back with her spear along her side. Her voice came up out of it, muffled.

“It’s very cozy,” she said. “Put that on the board.”



The hatch was the part that took the longest, and the part I was proudest of.

A hide’s no good if you leave a hole in the hill to get into it. The vent would come past and something would smell the hole, or fall in it, or just put a foot through it. So the hatch had to close from the inside and bury itself.

I built it into the downhill end: a square of doubled hull-plank on leather hinges that swung up and in. Above it, on the slope, I rigged a sling. Canvas, stout, lashed to two stakes driven into the crust at the top of the pit, and the sling filled with sand, a big sagging belly of it, held up by a single cord that ran down through a hole in the hatch-frame to the inside.

“You pull the cord,” I said, “and the sling tips. All that sand comes down over the hatch. Buries it a foot deep. From outside it’s just more sand-rise.”

“And getting out?” said Annika.

“You push the hatch up. It’s on hinges. The sand comes in on top of you and you dig. It’s dry sand. It runs. You’ll be out in a minute.” I looked at her. “I tested it. In the wall-yard. With Tib on top.”

“Tib was on top of the sand?”

“Tib was very proud. He’s never been a structural load before.”

The breathing tube went in last. A length of copper pipe I’d bought from the harbor chandler in Morvant, thumb-thick, meant for a ship’s bilge pump, running from a hole in the roof’s high end up through the sand to the surface. I capped the top of it with a little hood of woven wicker, the kind fishermen use over their bait-pots, so sand couldn’t fall in and water couldn’t run in, and I hid the hood in a tuft of the salt-grass that grew on the crown. From two paces off you couldn’t see it. From one pace off you couldn’t see it either; Annika tried.

We shoveled the sand back in over the roof in the dusk, all three of us, until the box was buried a foot and a half deep, and then we laid the crust slabs back on top of that like fitting tiles back on a roof. Elka stamped them down. She did it like she’d stamped crust into the channel that first day, hard, with all her weight, and I watched her do it and thought about a shellback bull standing in exactly that place.

When we walked down off the sand-rise in the last light, with the sea starting to turn behind us, I looked back at it.

There was nothing there. Sand, crust, a tuft of grass. A hill.

The Gullet breathed out its long cold breath across the place where we’d be lying in seven days, and didn’t notice.



Elka had set in the water the morning before I broke ground on the hide.

That was the other thing. I’d thought about it for two days, lying awake on my bedroll in the keeper’s room with Annika’s head on my arm. Grist had told us about the den-heart: a brine-cistern, a great black pool in a chamber at the bottom of everything, under a dome of salt-crust. The Queen lived in the pool. Anything we did to her we’d be doing at the water’s edge, or in it.

And Felling Line runs on Elka’s set.

“You’ve set on stone,” I said, standing at the edge of a channel at the flats’ edge with the morning sun on the water. “On sand. On a wall. On the stair. You’ve never set in water.”

“I’ve stood in water,” Elka said. “I stood in water in the Gullet.”

“And Breakline didn’t fire.”

“That was before.”

“I know. But a set’s not Breakline. A set needs something solid under the butt.” I nodded at the channel. Brown water, knee-deep, sliding seaward over a bottom I couldn’t see. “What’s under that?”

She looked at it. She put her spear’s butt down into the water in front of her and leaned on it, and it sank a hand into the mud and kept sinking.

“Soup,” she said.

“Soup. Set on soup, and the line’s got nothing under it.” I walked along the channel’s bank, reading it, until I found what I wanted: a place where the channel ran over a shelf of the old rock that lay under the flats in places, the water going shallow and clear over a gray slab. “Here. Rock under water. Find it with your feet. Find it with the butt. Set on it.”

She stepped down into the channel. The water came to her knees, cold, and she gasped and swore and laughed. She felt along the bottom with her boots, as she’d taught us to feel the crust with a pole. She found the rock’s edge. She put her spear’s butt down into the water, into the angle where the slab’s edge met the mud below it, and her foot on the butt, and leaned.

Set.

It came through the echo: that settling. It wasn’t quite the way it felt on dry stone; something in it was wobblier, more alive, as if the water were pulling at the line. But it was there.

“Again,” I said. “Somewhere else. Faster.”

She did it again. And again. She did it twenty times that morning, up and down the channel, in water to her knees and then to her thighs and once, swearing, to her waist, and by the twentieth time she could find the rock under the water and set on it in the time it took her to breathe out.

Then I called it.

Once. That was all I’d let myself spend. We floated a dead drift-log down the channel toward the end of her line, and she set on the slab with the water swirling round her thighs, and I found her line, wobbly and alive but straight, and called.

The shade left me all at once and went down her line into the water.

It didn’t care about the water. It went through the surface like a beam dropped into a pond, and the channel exploded upward in a wall of brown spray as tall as the lighthouse’s door, and when the spray came down the drift-log was in two pieces drifting apart, and there was a black scorch-line in the rock of the channel’s bottom that you could see through the clearing water.

Elka stood in the channel with her spear set and water streaming off her face and her braid, staring at it.

“It works in water,” she said.

“It works in water.”

“It works in water.” She started to laugh. “Clerk. Clerk, it works in water.”

“I know,” I said. I was on one knee on the bank with the cold drain in my chest, counting. One. “Now you know too.”



Grist drew us the den-heart in the lock-up under the tide-bell tower.

He’d been there nearly a week. It wasn’t a bad lock-up, as these things go: a dry stone room with a cot and a bucket and a barred door, and food twice a day, and every crewman in the Ford coming by to look at him through the bars. Elka had been right about that. They came in ones and twos, all day, and stood there and looked at him without a word, and went away again. By the end of the week Grist had stopped looking back.

I spread the catchers’ hide map on the floor outside his bars and gave him a lump of charcoal through them.

“Show me,” I said. “Everything. From the Gullet down. Every turn.”

He knelt on his side of the bars and studied the map. Then he started drawing on it, slowly, carefully, a man who’d walked a route a hundred times putting it down for the first time.

“Camp,” he said, touching the little scratched fire where we’d found the cages. “Then down the crack at the back. You saw it. It goes steep for a long way. Then a hall. A big one. Brood-cells all down both walls, little holes like a wasp’s nest. That’s where the drones live.” Charcoal. “Then it splits. Left goes to the pools, the deep ones, where the lashers breed. You don’t go left.” A heavy black X. “Right goes down a ramp. Wet. Always wet. The floor’s worn smooth from the sleds. That’s the feeding gallery. We keep the cakes there, stacked, so we don’t have to haul them all the way from the warrens every time.”

“How far?”

“From the camp? An hour, walking careful. Half that at a run, if you know it.” He drew a long curve. “The feeding gallery comes out on a ledge. High. You look down from it into the den-heart.” He drew a circle, a big one, and inside it a smaller one, filled in black. “That’s her pool. The cistern. It’s brine, not water. Thick. Hot, almost. It breathes.”

“And the roof?”

He looked up at me through the bars.

“Salt,” he said. “A dome. Big. Bigger than the Bell, bigger than the wall-hall. It glitters in the torchlight. It drips.” He hesitated. “The handlers don’t like to look at it. It cracks sometimes. You hear it go, up there in the dark, and bits come down into the pool.”

I put that away carefully. A dome of crust over a pool, cracking, shedding. I could feel the shape of it in my head.

“The drummers,” I said.

He drew a ledge on the far side of the circle, across the pool from where the feeding gallery came in. “There. A shelf, halfway up the wall. Stakes driven into the rock along it. That’s where they drum. You can’t get to it from the feeding gallery except along the edge of the pool, and the pool’s edge is…” He made a face. “Wet.”

“And the tunnel? The one to the warrens?”

He drew a line from the drummers’ ledge, out the far side of the circle, and off the edge of the hide. Long. Inland.

“There,” he said. “Behind the drummers. That’s how they come and go.”

Elka had been standing behind me throughout, leaning on her spear, not saying anything. Now she crouched beside me and looked at the line going off the map’s edge.

“It comes out in the deep pen,” she said.

Grist looked at her.

“The deep pen behind the beast-cages,” said Elka. “Under the stands. Where he keeps Old Iron.” She wasn’t asking. “I was in the pits four years. Catchers used to come through Old Iron’s pen at night, through a gate in the back of it, with sleds. Dragging things. We could hear them from the cages. Old Iron would scream when they came through. He hated the sleds.” She touched the end of Grist’s line where it ran off the hide. “That’s where this comes out. Behind his bars.”

Grist held her eyes until he couldn’t. Then he nodded, once.

I took the charcoal off him and drew a small square at the end of the line, behind the bars, the way I’d mark a load-point on a job I meant to come back to.



The bell rang in the small hours of the day after, five days before the dark moon, right when the old men in the Bell had said it would.

I was awake. I’d been awake for an hour, lying on my bedroll in the keeper’s room listening to the sea and to Elka snoring, waiting for it, and when it came it came up through the stone of the lighthouse like a hand on my chest. One great bronze note from the tide-bell tower across the river-arm. Then another.

Elka stopped snoring mid-snore and sat straight up.

“That’s on time,” she said, blinking. “That’s on time. Brannick’s board’s going to pay out. Somebody in the Bell just got rich.”

“Up,” said Annika, already on her feet with her bow.

I walked the stations at a run, in the dark, with the bell going overhead and the torches being lit down the parapet one by one, as my uncle used to walk a site before a drop. I wasn’t looking for anything new. I was checking that everything I already knew was still true.

The funnel. The arms of rubble lying out in the mud like the sides of a V. The fifteen-foot mouth at the point of it. Twelve Spears in the mouth and on the rubble either side of it in a double file, shields up, spears out, the corporal with the broken nose at their head, and Elka in front of all of them at the mouth’s center, because that was a term, with her spear upright in her fist and Tib’s lumpy red wrap knotted round its shaft.

The drop-gate on its gallows over the mouth. Boulder in its net. Blade on its pivot. Cord on its cleat. Four of Moor’s crewmen at the cleat’s foot to reset it.

The river-arm. The new gallows the Spears had raised, the new gate hanging from it, Moor’s best crewman at its cord. Eight more Spears at the gap below it with the sergeant himself among them, counting.

The tilted section, on its six shores. I put my hand on the nearest shore going past. It hummed. It held.

The spare. Six merlons of parapet above the funnel’s inner end, cut through and sitting on one wedge, as I’d cut one before the First Bell. I put my hand on the wedge.

Tib. On the inner wall-stair, two landings down from the top, with a water-skin over each shoulder and a look on his face like a man going to war.

“Below the parapet,” I said, going past.

“Below the parapet,” he said. “I know. I know. Moor told me. You told me. Annika told me twice.”

“Then that’s four times.”

“Elka told me too,” he said. “She said if I put my head above the parapet she’d tie me to the bell-rope.”

“She’d do it.”

“I know,” said Tib, with deep feeling.

The tide-bell tower. Annika at the top of it, on the open platform under the bronze bell, which had stopped ringing now, its last note still humming in the stone. She stood at the seaward parapet with her bow drawn and her eyes out on the dark flats. I felt her up there, high and to my left, fixed as a star.

And me. On the funnel’s gallows platform, with my hand on the cord, and my thigh bound under my trousers and nearly healed, and the mark under my sleeve already warm.

Everything I knew was still true.

The tide came down the channels, every channel, straight, like the drummed tide in the dawn when Annika’s arm was opened. Somebody had drummed the clock even on time. They wanted it aimed.

It came at the funnel in a column, not a crowd.

The brinehounds hit the mouth first. A wave of them, packed, a hundred or more, crusted backs glittering in the torchlight, pouring down the arms of the V toward the fifteen-foot gap and the woman standing in it.

Elka set.

It came down her echo as clearly as if I’d done it myself. Foot on the butt. Butt in the joint between two basalt blocks behind her heel. The angle. The lean. Her line, straight out of the mouth into the oncoming flood.

Set Line.

The first hounds hit her point and stopped dead. They hit the spear and the dead ones on it, and the live ones behind piled up against them and pushed, a whole wave’s weight bearing down on one set spear, and nothing moved.

The Spears killed them.

That was the thing I’d wanted to see. That was what I’d paid a thousand marks less one for. The twelve gray cloaks in the mouth didn’t try to hold the line. Elka was holding the line. They stood on either side of her and behind her, shields up, and put their spears over her shoulders and past her hips into the packed hounds piling against her set, thrust and recover, thrust and recover, the way men thrust who’ve done it a thousand times on a wall they’re paid to stand on.

They were very good at it. They didn’t talk. They didn’t shout. They just killed.

“Set,” Elka called over the baying, in the field-call, with no laugh in it. “Holding! Holding!”

And the hounds died on her line.

The lashers came up out of the spray on the left, along the seaward face, where the water was coming in fast across the flats behind the tide.

Annika marked them before they reached the spray-line.

Three silver points bloomed in my vision out in the dark beyond the funnel’s left arm, three long shapes rising out of the foam. Three arrows. Three shapes falling back.

Three more points. Three more arrows.

Then the spray-line moved. The water was coming in faster at the river-arm than at the funnel, and the lashers went with it, a knot of them rising out of the foam two hundred yards along the wall toward the river-arm gap where the sergeant’s eight were standing, too far round the curve of the tower for her to see from the platform.

She saw it, and I felt the decision snap shut in her.

She went off the tower along the parapet. She dropped from the bell-platform onto the wall-walk below it and went along the top of the wall at a speed nothing on two legs should be able to make, her feet hardly touching the flags, a gold streak in the torchlight. Windstep. The burst footwork the un-cap had given her back in a buried rotunda, two months and more ago, that she’d used in Gravemaw’s vault and hadn’t needed on this coast until tonight. She went along the parapet faster than the spray was moving, faster than the water was coming in, and stopped dead at the merlon above the river-arm gap with her bow already drawn.

Three points. Three arrows.

The knot of lashers at the river-arm came apart before it reached the gap.

She turned, and Windstepped back along the parapet toward the tower, and stopped halfway, and marked three more.

On the wall-walk below her, a Ford crewman who’d been standing at a merlon with a boathook stared after her with his mouth open.

“Did you see that?” he said to the man beside him. “Did you see her go?”

“I saw her go,” said the man beside him.



The shellbacks came after the hounds were thinning.

A pair, side by side, down the left arm of the V. Elka’s line saw them coming and did what we’d drilled it to do: the Spears in the mouth took two long steps back out from under the gate’s shadow, and Elka came back with them, still set, the line moving like one animal.

The pair came into the mouth.

I pulled the cord.

The blade swung. The rope parted. The gate fell, hull-oak and anchor-iron, and the two shellbacks went flat under it in the mouth with a sound like a barn falling down.

“Reset!” I shouted, and four Ford crewmen went for the counterweight line, and the gate went back up on its gallows in the time it took the next wave of hounds to come down the arms.

Two hundred yards along the wall, I heard the river-arm gate fall. I heard the crews there cheer. I heard the sergeant’s voice, level and carrying, counting.

The wedge came in the second hour.

I saw it before anyone. Three shellbacks coming down the channel toward the funnel side by side, plate locked against plate, moving as one animal. A wall-breaker. The same thing that had come at Elka the night of the First Bell, when she’d dropped into her charge-stance and reached for something that wasn’t there and gone down on one knee in front of it.

She saw it too.

Something went through her echo that I’d never felt from her before, cold and clean and sharp-edged, like a blade laid flat on a whetstone. She rolled her shoulders once, as she did in the wall-yard before a bout, and spat to one side.

“Clerk,” she called, level.

“I see it.”

“Don’t drop the gate.”

I looked down at her from the gallows. She was looking at the wedge coming down the arms of the V. She didn’t look up at me.

“Don’t drop the gate,” she said again. “Leave it up. Give me the mouth.”

I took my hand off the cord.

The Spears beside her saw her change her stance. I watched them see it. The corporal with the broken nose said something sharp, and all eleven of them stepped back from her, two long steps, as the Ford’s crews had stepped back from her on the night of the First Bell. Giving her room.

She dropped lower. Wider. Her spear came back off its set, the butt coming up out of the stone joint and tucking tight against her hip, the point aimed at the gap between the lead shellback’s brow-plates, her compact body sinking down behind it.

The wedge came into the mouth, and she launched.

Breakline fired.

It had fired on a falling wall, through a bull, the morning she got it back. It had fired four times in a row on the flats, testing. This was the first time it had fired at the thing that took it from her.

She went into the wedge like a bolt through a plank.

Her body and her spear one line, and the line thrown, a red streak in the torchlight with a point on the front of it. She hit the lead shellback between the brow-plates and went through it. Through. In at the head, out at the back, and the momentum carried her on into the middle shellback, and through its shoulder, and out the far side between the middle one and the third, and she landed on her feet in the funnel’s arm behind the wedge with her spear in her hands and black blood to her shoulders.

The wedge came apart. The lead animal dropped where it stood. The middle one staggered sideways into the third, and the third, unlocked, turned in confusion with nothing to push against, and the Spears in the mouth went into it with their spears and found every seam.

Elka stood in the rubble behind them, breathing hard.

She turned around and looked up at me on the gallows.

She didn’t howl as she’d howled on the wall. She didn’t laugh. She just looked at me with her face streaked black and her braid loose and her eyes blazing, and down the echo came one thing, hot and huge and so clean it hurt: a woman standing at the exact spot where she’d once gone down on one knee, standing up.

“One,” she called. Breaklines. She was counting. Of course she was counting.

“One,” I called back.



The bulls came in the third hour, out of the dark at the tail of everything, as the big ones always come.

Two of them, a few minutes apart: one down the left arm of the V and one down the right. Each one twice the size of a shellback, black-plated, crusted white, heads like battering rams.

The first came into the mouth.

Elka was set again. She’d gone back to the mouth after the wedge and set without being told, and the Spears had closed in round her again, and now she was standing in the fifteen-foot gap with her line straight out into the funnel at the oncoming bull.

Her line came up in the echo. Straight. Clear. A level bubble sitting dead center.

I called.

The shade dropped out of the dark above the gallows, past Elka’s shoulder, along her spear, past the point, into the bull at the end of the line, and the bull split from crown to tail and the two halves fell away to either side of the mouth, and the shade was gone.

The drain hit me like a dropped load on a short rope. I held the gallows’ crossbeam and breathed.

One.

The second bull came down the right arm.

Elka reset. I watched her pull her spear out of the stone joint, step a half-pace left to clear the first bull’s halves, find a new joint with her butt, plant, lean. Her line came up again, straight and clear.

I called.

Two.

The second bull split. The shade was gone. The drain hit me on top of the first and the gray came in at the edges of my sight and sat there, and under my ribs something stirred and turned over.

I stood on the gallows with my hand on the crossbeam and the gray at the edges and looked out at the funnel, and saw a third shape coming down the left arm.

A big shellback, an old one, scarred and slow, the last thing out of the dark at the very tail of the tide. Bigger than the pair that had gone under the gate. Coming at the mouth at a lumbering run.

Elka saw it. She reset. Her line came up a third time, aimed dead at the gap between its brow-plates.

The fusion was there. The mark was warm under the wrap. It would have been easy.

A third would gut it till dawn.

I looked up at the spare. Six merlons above the funnel’s inner end, sitting on one wedge.

“Elka!” I shouted. “Back! Two steps!”

She didn’t argue. She pulled her spear and went back two steps, and the Spears went with her, the line stepping back out of the mouth’s inner end like one animal, as we’d drilled it at the gate.

I was already off the gallows and on the parapet, my thigh screaming, the gray at the edges of my sight, and I put the pry-blade’s hooked end against the wedge under the spare and leaned.

The old shellback came into the mouth as the wedge came out, and six merlons and the walk beneath them came off the top of the wall and landed on its back.



It was over an hour after that.

The tide thinned as they do, the hounds coming in ragged groups and then in ones and twos and then not at all, and the lashers pulled back with the water, and the last of the shellbacks foundered in the funnel’s arms under the Spears’ spears and the crews’ boathooks. By the time the sky over the sea went gray, the funnel was a heap of dead and the mouth was dark with blood and the Spears were leaning on their shields, and nothing was coming over the flats at all.

I sat on the gallows platform with my back against the A-frame and my legs out in front of me and the gray thinning slowly out of my sight.

Tib came up the rubble with a water-skin. He’d stayed below the parapet all night. He’d come up now because the tide was done, and he’d known it was done before anyone told him, from the way the crews’ voices had changed.

He handed me the skin. I drank.

Then I heard it.

It started somewhere along the wall toward the tide-bell tower. A voice. A crewman’s voice, counting. Then another voice, along the wall the other way, counting too. Names. The crews were calling the roll, as they did after every bell, every man on every station calling out the names of the people beside him so the wall-captain could count who was left.

I’d heard them do it after the First Bell. I’d heard them stop, and start again, and stop. Two names missing. Corm. Wil.

I’d heard them do it after the drummed tide in the dawn. Six names missing.

They called it now. Station by station, down the whole length of the seaward wall, from the tower to the river-arm and back. Every name. And at the end of every station, somebody called out the same thing.

“All here.”

“All here.”

“All here.”

I sat on the gallows and listened to it come down the wall toward me, station after station. All here. All here. At the funnel, the corporal with the broken nose called his twelve and Elka’s name with them, and every one of them answered, and he said “All here,” plain as a tally, and the Ford’s crewmen on the rubble either side of him looked at each other.

At the river-arm, the sergeant counted his eight twice. “All here.”

Moor’s voice, at the tower’s foot. Calling it out to the whole wall.

“All here.”

There was a silence.

And then the Ford made a sound.

It started low and ragged along the wall-walk, crewmen and townsfolk who’d come up to carry water and watch, a sound like something being let go of that had been held a very long time. It went up. It went along the wall and down the stairs into the lanes and the lanes took it up, people coming out of their doors in the gray dawn. It went on and on.

No dead. Not one. The first bell all season with no names to bury.

Tib stood beside me on the gallows platform with the empty water-skin in his hands and listened to it, and then he sat down very suddenly on the planks beside me and put his head on his knees.

I put my hand on his back and left it there.



Moor read the stone at dawn.

The wall-hall couldn’t hold everyone, so Moor had the stone’s cradle carried out. Four crewmen and two Spears lifted it, the waist-high stone in its iron cradle, and carried it out of the wall-hall’s door and set it down in the square in front of the wall-hall with the sun coming up over the sea behind it. The square filled. Crews. Spears. Townsfolk. The refugees from the camp outside the landward gate, who’d been let in through the gate for the first time that season to shelter from the tide and hadn’t been made to leave.

Three hundred people. More. I stood beside the stone with Annika on one side of me and Elka on the other, and looked at them.

Sten Callow was in the front row, the big crewman with three wave-lines round his wrist. The woman who’d stood beside him on my first day and said that uncatalogued meant they couldn’t find it in the book. The man who’d said a Rendhaven clerk couldn’t spell none. The whole bench that had laughed.

Moor opened the ledger and started at the top.

He read the season. Every bell. Every spill. Every deed recorded on that stone since the spring, in his surf-voice, carrying to the back of the square. The First Bell: the leaning stretch, the drop, the funnel. The spill between bells: the gate. The catchers’ camp in the Gullet. The drummed tide in the dawn: the wall, the bulls, the dead. He read the names of the dead. He read them all. It took a long time.

Then he read the night.

He put his hand on the stone. The crews came forward, one after another, and put their thumbs on its face, crewman after crewman, Spear after Spear, townsfolk who’d carried water and the boy on the inner stair who’d stayed below the parapet. It took a long time too. Nobody hurried it.

The stone’s light climbed out of it into the dawn and wrote the night across the air over the square, where everyone could read it.

[DEED RECORDED: TIDE DEFENSE, HESSEL FORD. HELD. NO LOSSES. D. KOLT / A. VELD / E. CORRAN. WITNESS COUNT: 312.]

Under it, smaller:

[DAVIN KOLT. LEVEL 18.]

Nobody laughed.

Sten Callow looked at the panel. Then he lifted his boot and brought his heel down on the cobbles of the square. Hard. Once.

The woman beside him did it too.

Then the bench. Then the next bench. Then the whole front row, and the row behind it, and the Spears at the back, who didn’t know the custom and learned it in about two heartbeats. Boot-heels on cobbles. The delver’s applause. It had come south with us somehow, and the Ford had kept it.

Three hundred heels on stone, in the dawn, on and on.

I stood there by the stone and let it come at me. I didn’t do anything. I just stood there with my hands at my sides and let a town that had called me a forgery stamp the ground for me until the cobbles shook.

I felt both of them on either side of me, one in each echo. Annika, warm and fiercely proud, the feeling I’d felt from her once before at a stone in Rendhaven. Elka, so full of it she came off hers like heat off a forge.

I didn’t lose either of them. Not for a second.



Moor came to me after, when the square was clearing. He stood in front of me by the stone with his chalk-stained hands and a whole night’s tide still on him, and looked from me to the faded air where the panel had been, and back.

“Your record’s still wrong,” he said.

I waited.

“It’s wrong the other way,” said Moor, and went back into the wall-hall to chalk the dark moon on his board.



The Ford holds a wall-night after a held tide. It’s a custom older than the walls, Brannick told me, from the days when the Ford was a ferry-stop with a palisade and they’d drink on top of it after the sea went back out, to show the sea they weren’t afraid of it.

It hadn’t held one all season. It held one that night.

They carried the Bell’s barrels up the wall-stairs on poles, four men to a barrel, and set them on the wall-walk every fifty yards with a tap in each. They lit every tide-torch on the seaward face, so the whole wall burned with them from the tower to the river-arm, a line of fire over the dark flats. People brought food up from their houses. Somebody brought a fiddle. Somebody else brought a drum, and was told very firmly by six crewmen to take it home, and did.

The Spears drank on contract. That was how the corporal put it, with his broken nose in a mug: ten days, the contract said, and drinking wasn’t excluded. They sat in a row on the parapet at the funnel with their legs hanging over the inner side, complaining about the beer, and drank a great deal of it.

Tib ran the lantern-pole.

It was a long ash pole with a hook on the end, for lighting the high tide-torches, and the boy who ran it on wall-nights was the boy the town chose, Brannick said, and the town had chosen Tib. He went along the parapet with it from the tower to the river-arm, lighting the cages the crews had missed, holding the pole up in front of him like a banner, and he did it with his chin up and his feet planted and his face so serious you’d have thought they’d knighted him.

Nobody on that wall so much as smiled at him.

Annika had let her hair down.

I didn’t see her do it. I came along the wall-walk from the funnel with a mug in my hand and found her sitting on the parapet near the tower with her back against a merlon and her bow beside her and her golden hair loose down her back, all of it, catching the torchlight, and she was laughing at something a crewman’s wife had said, the real laugh, out loud, in front of a stranger.

She saw me and stopped, and looked at me, and didn’t look away.

I lost my count of the barrels on the parapet somewhere around nine.

What came down the echo was warm and low and very deliberate.

Elka was dancing.

Somewhere along the wall toward the river-arm, with the fiddle going and the crews clapping, she was dancing on the wall-walk with three crewmen at once and none of them could keep up. She’d taken her jerkin off. She was in her shift, and her braid was flying, and the torches lit her freckled shoulders and arms and the heavy bounce of her under the linen as she spun, and half the wall was watching her. She wasn’t watching them. Every few turns her eyes came round and found mine down the wall and held them.

I stood between the two of them on the wall-walk with the fire burning on the flats’ edge and three hundred people drinking and singing around me, and felt both echoes at once, warm.

Elka finished her dance. She came along the wall-walk toward me through the crowd, flushed and sweating and laughing, and when she reached me she didn’t stop. She walked right into me. She put her arms round my neck and her hot damp weight against my chest and kissed me in front of half the Ford, hard and fast and laughing, and the crews nearby whooped.

While she was kissing me, her hand went into my pocket.

I felt it go. I didn’t stop it.

She stepped back, grinning. She held up what she’d taken.

The lighthouse key. The copy the smith had cut for me, iron, long as my hand, still bright where the file had cut it.

She held it up in the torchlight. She didn’t hold it up to me.

She turned and held it up to Annika, sitting on the parapet twenty feet away with her golden hair loose down her back.

Annika looked at the key.

She looked at Elka, holding it up, grinning, flushed, waiting.

She looked at me.

Then she nodded once.


Chapter 22: Wall-Night

The stair was swept.

I saw it the moment I came through the broken door with Annika behind me and Elka ahead of us both, the lighthouse key swinging from her fingers on its cord. The bottom eight treads, the burned ones, still black and stinking faintly of old oil, had been swept clean of ash. So had the ninth and tenth, where I’d scattered sand the day of the raid. So had all the rest of them, all the way up. Somebody had gone up the spiral on her knees with a brush and a pan.

“When did you do this?” I said.

“This afternoon,” said Elka, going up ahead of us two at a time. “While you were asleep. While she was asleep. While the whole Ford was asleep after the bell. I didn’t sleep.” She looked back over her shoulder, grinning in the light of the lamp in her hand. “I had a plan.”

“You swept the stairs.”

“I swept the stairs. And the keeper’s room. And the lamp room.” She went round the curve and her voice came back down the shaft, ringing. “I carried up the Bell’s best blankets. Brannick’s. The ones he keeps for when a ship’s captain stays. Four of them. Up every one of those stairs, clerk. On my back. That’s how much of a plan there is.”

Annika, behind me, said nothing at all. In the echo she was amused. Very interested. And under the interest, steady, a deliberate warm current that had been building in her since a wall-walk and a nod.

Behind us and below, through the window-slots, I could hear the Ford’s wall-night. The fiddle. Singing. The barrels being tapped. A long line of tide-torches burning along the seaward wall at the edge of the dark.



The lamp room was clean.

She’d swept it. The salt and the pigeon-feathers and the dust of a hundred years were gone, and the stone floor shone faintly in the light of her lamp. The boards I’d pinned over the broken panes were still there, but she’d scrubbed the salt-crust off the panes that were left, every one, so instead of frosted sugar they were clear dark glass with the stars behind them and the torch-lit wall below.

On the floor around the brass lamp’s plinth, she’d laid the blankets. Thick wool, dyed deep red and blue, piled two deep, spread in a soft wide circle round the plinth’s base.

On the plinth itself, beside the lamp, three cups. Clean. Empty. And beside them a stoppered jug.

“Untouched,” said Elka, following my eyes. “Till after. That’s in the plan too.” She set her lamp down on the plinth’s edge and turned round to face both of us with her hands on her hips. Her braid was over her shoulder. Her jerkin was still off from the dancing, and she was in her linen shift, and it clung to her damp with sweat and the night air, and she was flushed pink from the collarbones up and her eyes were blazing.

“All of us,” she said. “Tonight. Here.” She took a breath. “I’ve planned it. There’s a plan.”

Annika looked at her.

Her eyes went round the lamp room, slowly, the way she looks at a campsite before she agrees to sleep in it. The swept floor. The blankets. The cups. The scrubbed glass. The plinth.

“Tell me the plan,” she said.

Elka told her.

She did it like she’d told us the Ford from the wall-walk, like she’d told the chandler what his plate was worth: loud, fast, sure, with her hands going. She didn’t blush or hedge. She laid it out like a bout card: who, and where, and in what order, and what came after what. She’d thought about every piece of it. She’d thought about the blankets and the lamp and where the light would fall. She’d thought about the cups.

Annika listened to all of it with her arms folded and her face giving nothing away.

I listened too. I stood by the hatch with my back to the wall and my cock already hard against my trousers from the first sentence, and listened to a woman I’d watched hold a funnel against a hundred hounds describe, in pit-crier detail, exactly what she wanted the three of us to do on Brannick’s best blankets, and kept my mouth shut. It wasn’t mine to say yet.

When she’d finished, Annika was quiet for a moment.

“The plan’s good,” she said.

Elka’s grin went so wide it looked like it hurt.

“One term,” said Annika. She unfolded her arms. “The finish is still mine.”

“I KNOW,” said Elka. “I wrote it into the plan. It’s in there. Third part. I said it out loud. You weren’t listening.”

“I was listening. I’m saying it anyway, so it’s said.”

“It’s said.”

They both turned and looked at me.

“And I run it,” I said.

“Obviously,” they said.

At the same time. In the same voice. And then they looked at each other, startled, and Elka burst out laughing, and even Annika’s mouth gave way at one corner.



“One more thing,” said Elka. “Before.”

She turned to the lamp.

She’d bought oil. I hadn’t known. A jug of good whale-oil from the chandler in the Ford’s back lanes, clear and pale, which must have cost her most of a week’s crown-rate. She’d filled the old brass reservoirs with it that afternoon, all of them, and trimmed the wicks, which had sat dry and stiff for years, with her belt-knife.

She took her lamp off the plinth’s edge and opened its little door and touched its flame to the first wick.

It caught.

Then the next, and the next. A ring of flames inside the brass housing, small and blue at first and then yellow, steadying. And then the mirrors behind them and the great curved lenses around them did what they’d been built to do a hundred years ago and hadn’t done since.

The light went out of the room.

It went outward, all of it at once, gathered by the brass and the glass into a single huge beam that shot out through the clear panes and away over the dark like a road made of fire. It hit the river-mouth. It hit the far bank. It hit the flats. It didn’t turn, because the weight that had turned it was at the bottom of the stair with a dent in it. It just burned, steady, a great white arm of light laid out across the sea.

Inside the lamp room, the light that was left was gold and soft and everywhere at once, coming off the brass and the lens-glass in a glow like late afternoon. Behind the lenses the flames were too bright to look at. On the panes, the lens-glare was a solid white blaze. You couldn’t see out through it. Nobody outside would be able to see in.

Below us, on the Ford’s walls, the singing stopped.

Then it started again, louder. People shouting. Pointing. Even from the lamp room I could hear it, a great ragged cheer going up along the line of tide-torches.

The lighthouse was lit.

“They can see it,” said Elka, standing at the glass with the light on her face. “The whole Ford. The whole flats. They can see the light.”

“They can’t see in,” I said.

“No,” said Elka. She turned around. Her face was gold in the lamp-glow and her eyes were wide open and full of the light. “But they know we’re up here. All of them. And they don’t know what we’re doing.” She grinned. “Let them wonder.”



She started with Annika’s hair.

She came across the lamp room to where Annika stood by the plinth and stopped in front of her. Close. Closer than she’d ever stood to her. Annika didn’t step back.

“May I?” said Elka.

Annika looked at her.

“Yes,” she said.

Elka reached up behind Annika’s head. Her fingers found the tie that held the golden ponytail high and tight, field-fashion, as on the tower through the tide. Elka drew it out. Slowly. The gold came down over her hands and over Annika’s shoulders and down her back in a heavy shining spill, and Annika’s breath went out of her, very quietly, and in the echo she went loose at the back of the neck. She does that for nobody but me. And now for Elka.

Elka didn’t keep the tie.

She turned and crossed the lamp room to me and pressed it into my palm. Closed my fingers over it.

“Your job,” she said. “I’m the stage-hand.”

I undressed Annika.

I did it in the lamp-glow with Elka watching from the plinth’s edge, and I did it as I always do with her: slowly, in order, every piece a beat. Her bracer, the one Elka had stitched. Her belt. Her shirt, over her head, and her golden hair coming through the neck of it and falling back down across her bare shoulders. Her boots. Her leggings, peeled down her strong thighs, and I knelt to take them off over her feet, and when I came back up I came up her whole body with my eyes.

Elka came off the plinth and stood beside her, and pulled her own shift over her head, and dropped it.

And I looked at them.

Gold and red. Side by side in the gold light, a foot apart, both of them bare, both of them flushed, both of them looking at me.

Annika: tall, long-legged, her body all clean hard lines curving into fullness. Firm high breasts, the nipples drawn up tight and pink. The trim hard waist. And the flare of her hips into the round heart-shaped ass that I’d watched walk ahead of me down a hundred miles of road. Her golden hair loose to the middle of her back. Her green eyes on mine.

Elka: a hand shorter, compact, dense, built like she’d been packed into herself. Broad spear-shoulders. Heavy full breasts, bigger than any woman her size had a right to, high and round and freckled all the way down, swaying with her breath. A thick strong waist going into thick strong thighs, and the copper hair between them. Her braid half undone, red over her shoulder. Her hazel-gold eyes laughing at me for looking.

My cock was so hard it hurt. I stood there and looked from one to the other and back like a man who’d walked into a room and found two of the best things he’d ever seen sitting side by side on a table, and couldn’t decide where to look, and decided he didn’t have to.

And the echoes.

Both of them at once. Annika’s, low and to the left, warm and so full of want it was like standing near a banked forge. Elka’s, loud and bright and everywhere, a bonfire, crackling with nerves and joy and hunger. Crowding each other in my chest, louder than either alone, and neither giving ground.

I didn’t try to sort them.

“Kneel,” I said.

They knelt, both of them, on Brannick’s blankets, side by side, in front of me. Annika undid my belt. Elka pulled my trousers down. They did it together without looking at each other, as if they’d practiced, and my cock stood out between them in the gold light, aching.

They both looked at it.

They looked at each other.

“Me first,” said Elka. “I’ll show you how I do it.”

“I know how you do it,” said Annika. “I watched.”

“You watched from a chair. Close is different.” Elka grinned at her and leaned in.

She took me in her mouth her way: slow and deep and loud about it, her lips stretched round me, sliding down to the root, her eyes coming up to mine and holding. She came off me with a wet sound and turned her head and looked at Annika with my cock shining in her hand.

“See?” she whispered. “Slow. All the way. And you look up at him. He likes it when you look up. He goes very still. Like a wall that’s about to come down.” She licked the head, a long slow lick, still looking at Annika. “There. Feel that? He just did it.”

“I felt it,” said Annika.

“Now you.”

Elka held my cock out to her. Like a woman offering someone a spear.

Annika took it.

She didn’t look at Elka. She looked up at me, green eyes level and dry and completely unimpressed by the show she’d just been shown, and she put her mouth on me and did it her way.

Precise. Silent. Her lips closing tight just below the head, her tongue pressing flat against the place underneath that she’s known about since a cottage on Lantern Row. She didn’t take me deep yet. Slow, small, exact movements, every one landing where she meant it to, watching what each one did to me and adjusting the next by a hair. She didn’t perform. She just knew.

My hand went to the plinth’s edge and held it.

Elka watched with her mouth open.

“Oh,” she said. Quietly. “Oh, that’s. Oh, you’re good at that.”

Annika didn’t answer. She took me deeper. Slow. Watching me.

“That’s not fair,” said Elka. “You didn’t even look at him like you meant it. You looked at him like you were checking his arrows.”

Annika pulled off. She sat back on her heels. She looked at Elka.

“I was checking his arrows,” she said. “He’s got good ones.”

Elka folded over onto the blanket, helpless.



They shared me after that.

One and then the other. Elka’s mouth, deep and loud and laughing. Annika’s, precise and silent and watching. Back and forth. Elka would take me down to the root and hold there with her eyes up, and come off me gasping, and Annika would take the head between her lips before Elka had finished breathing. Their faces were close. Closer. Elka’s hair brushing Annika’s cheek. Annika’s breath on Elka’s mouth.

Both of them at once, after that. Elka on one side of my cock and Annika on the other, their lips sliding along me from base to head together, their tongues meeting at the top.

And Elka stopped.

She was looking at Annika. An inch away. Over my cock.

“Can I?” she whispered.

Annika looked at her. The echo carried her considering it. Her heartbeat going fast. The want in her, deep and certain, and something under it that was surprise.

“Yes,” said Annika.

Elka kissed her.

Right there. Over my cock, with it still wet between them. Her mouth on Annika’s, soft at first, asking, and then less soft, and Annika’s hand came up and took hold of the back of Elka’s head and kissed her back.

My knees nearly went.

I stood over them in the gold light with my hand gripping the plinth and watched the two of them kiss, gold and red, their mouths moving together, their lips wet with me, and both echoes poured into me at once: Elka’s astonished, bright, delighted; Annika’s deep and warm and decided. I couldn’t breathe.

They broke apart. Both flushed. Both breathing hard. They looked at each other, and then both of them looked up at me.

“Well?” said Elka, hoarse.

“My turn,” I said.



I took Annika by the shoulders and laid her back on the blankets.

She went down easily, her golden hair spreading out across the red wool, her strong thighs falling open. I knelt between them. She was wet. Very wet. I could see her shine in the lamp-glow.

I put my mouth on her.

She arched. Just a little. A small sharp lift of her hips, and a breath out through her nose, and her hand coming down into my hair.

Elka sat back on her heels beside us. She didn’t touch. She watched.

And she narrated.

“And in the near corner,” she whispered, crier’s ring in it, and this time the name she called wasn’t her own. “Fresh off the tower, friends. The Pathfinder. Undefeated. Never once been loud in her life.” She leaned closer, watching. “And the clerk goes down on her long and slow, the way he does, like he’s got all night and means to use every hour of it.” I moved my mouth lower and set my thumb on Annika’s clit, and felt her thighs tighten. “And there, he’s found it. Thumb on the bell-rope, tongue down below. Look at her. Oh, look at the Pathfinder’s face.”

I pushed my tongue into her and kept the thumb moving, slow and steady.

“Oh, she felt that,” Elka breathed. “Judge felt that. Look at her stomach. Oh, look at her.”

“Elka,” said Annika.

Level. Perfectly composed, with my tongue inside her and my thumb on her clit and her hand fisted in my hair.

“Use that mouth for something,” she said.

There was a short silence.

Elka leaned over her and kissed her breasts.

Annika’s side of the echo gave me all of it. Elka’s mouth on her breast, warm and wet, closing over her nipple, sucking. Her tongue. Her teeth, very lightly. Then the other breast. Then up, along Annika’s collarbone, the freckles there I’d counted on a cottage bed, and up her throat, kissing, licking.

All the while my mouth stayed on her and my thumb kept its rhythm.

Annika’s heel slid on the wool and didn’t find its grip again, and that was the first crack. Her breath went next, coming short and fast through her nose. Then her hips, rocking against my mouth. Then her hand in my hair pulling, and her other hand going up blindly and finding Elka’s loose red braid and burying itself in it.

“Davin,” she said, faster now. “Don’t stop.”

I didn’t stop.

“Elka. Don’t stop.”

Elka didn’t stop either.

She came with both of us on her, and the thing she held on to was Elka: her fist dragging on Elka’s braid so hard Elka gasped against her throat, hauling her down like a rope she meant to climb. She didn’t make a sound at first. Then one, low, like a bowstring let down slow from a full draw. She beat hard against my tongue, and the echo threw it into me so hard my cock jerked against nothing.

I kept my mouth soft on her until her other hand let go of my hair.

When I lifted my face, Elka was looking at me over Annika’s heaving breasts with her mouth wet and the gold of her eyes swallowed almost to the rim by black.

“She came,” Elka whispered. “She came with my mouth on her.”

“She came with both of us on her,” I said.

“Same thing,” said Elka, and laughed, unsteady.



I stood up.

“Annika,” I said. “Up. On the plinth.”

The lamp’s plinth was a broad drum of stone, waist-high, wide as a cart. The brass lamp sat in its middle, burning, warm, the light pouring out of it through the lenses. Around the lamp’s housing, on the plinth’s top, ran a ledge of stone three feet wide where the old keepers had stood to trim the wicks.

Annika got up off the blankets. Her legs weren’t quite steady. She sat on the plinth’s edge, and then lay back, and her hips stayed at the edge and her shoulders and head went back onto the ledge, toward the lamp.

“Elka,” I said. “Behind her.”

Elka climbed up onto the plinth. She sat on the ledge with her back against the warm brass of the lamp-housing and her thick legs out on either side, and she drew Annika’s head and shoulders up into her lap. Cradled it there. Annika’s golden hair spilling over Elka’s thighs. Elka’s heavy breasts above Annika’s face, upside down.

The light came out of the lenses behind Elka and lit both of them from behind in a blazing gold halo. I couldn’t look straight at it. I looked at them instead.

I stood between Annika’s thighs at the plinth’s edge. I took her hips in my hands. Her ass was right at the edge, round and full in my palms.

“Say it,” I said.

Annika looked up at me between her own breasts. Her eyes were glazed and green and fixed on mine.

“Fuck me,” she said. Flat. “Now. In front of her.”

I went into her standing, her hips at the stone’s edge and my feet planted on the floor and my hands holding her where I wanted her. All the way in, in one long slow push, and she was so wet from my mouth and so open from her first finish that I slid in to the root. Her back arched on the plinth. Her head pushed back into Elka’s lap.

I started to move.

Slow and deep. Long full strokes, all the way out and all the way in, the plinth’s stone edge hard and cool under her ass and my hands, the lamp’s warm brass behind the woman holding her head.

Annika’s hands went up and back, over her head, and buried themselves in Elka’s hair.

Elka’s braid had come almost all the way undone by now, her hair loose round her shoulders in a red mess, and Annika’s hands went into it and gripped. Both fists. Holding on.

Elka bent down over her, upside down, and kissed her.

Her mouth on Annika’s mouth, upside down, her red hair falling round both their faces like a curtain. Annika kissed her back. I could see it. Their mouths moving together in the gold light while I drove into Annika at the edge of the stone.

Elka lifted her head and looked at me.

“Her face,” Elka whispered. And this time she wasn’t performing. This time she was telling me something I needed to know. “Clerk. Her face. Her eyes are shut. Her mouth’s open. She’s arching every time you go all the way in. There, she did it. She does it every time. She’s flushed all the way down to her tits. Her eyelashes are wet.” She looked down at Annika’s face, upside down in her lap, and back up at me. “She’s so close. You can’t see it from there. I can. She’s so close.”

I drove into her harder.

“Oh,” said Elka. “Oh, she liked that. Her whole face went… do that again.”

I did it again.

Elka reached down.

Over Annika’s body. Down past her breasts, her stomach, her hand flat on the trim hard belly and sliding lower, to where I was moving in and out of her, and her fingers found Annika’s clit, and pressed.

Annika’s fists tightened in Elka’s hair so hard Elka yelped.

“Yes,” said Annika, through her teeth. “Both of you. Yes.”

Elka was on her knees on the plinth now, bent over Annika, one hand working her clit while I drove into her, and her own pussy was right there, beside Annika’s shoulder, open and wet and shining in the lens-light. She wasn’t touching herself. She was waiting. I could feel her waiting in the echo: a bright hungry ache, held down hard because this was Annika’s part of the plan.

I didn’t make her wait.

“Elka,” I said. “Come here. Closer.”

She looked at me. She shifted forward on her knees, on the plinth’s ledge, until her hips were right by my shoulder where I stood at the plinth’s edge.

I reached up with my right hand, still driving into Annika with my left on her hip, and slid two fingers into Elka.

She was soaking. Hotter than Annika and tighter and wetter, and she let out a high astonished squeak, and her hips pushed down onto my fingers.

“Ride them,” I said.

She rode them.

Kneeling on the plinth’s edge, one hand still on Annika’s clit, her hips rocking down onto my hand, her heavy freckled breasts swinging above Annika’s face. I fucked Annika with my hips and Elka with my fingers, the same rhythm, both of them moving with me.

I leaned forward and put my mouth on Elka’s pussy.

She was right there. Kneeling at the edge of the stone with her thighs spread and her hips at my face, and I bent forward over Annika without stopping and licked Elka from my fingers up to her clit. She cried out. Annika, under us, felt me lean deeper into her with the bend of my body and gasped, short and sharp.

Mouth. Then fingers. Then mouth. Back and forth, neither of them ever waiting. Annika on my cock. Elka on my hand or my tongue. The lamp burning behind them. The Ford singing far below.

Both echoes.

I’d stopped being able to tell them apart. They came into me together, one from each side of my chest, crowding, piling, louder and louder, and I was the only thing holding both of them, and I was holding.

“Davin,” said Annika.

Her eyes were open. Wide. Green. Looking up at me between her own breasts, past Elka’s swaying body, with her fists in Elka’s hair and her face flushed scarlet.

“In me,” she said. “Now. Let her watch where it goes.”

Elka made a sound against my mouth, a whimper, high and broken.

“Yes,” Elka breathed, as I pulled my mouth away from her to look down. “Yes, yes, clerk, do it, do it in her, I want to see, I want to watch it, I want…”

The words thinned out into breath, and then not even that. Her body went still on my fingers except for the shaking, and her face, when I looked up, was open and silent and wrecked.

Annika came.

Under both of us. Her back bowing off the plinth, her fists dragging Elka’s head down, her pussy clamping on my cock so hard I couldn’t move. And in the same breath, a heartbeat after, Elka came on my fingers in total silence, her body locking, her thighs clamping on my wrist.

And they both opened.

I don’t think either of them meant to. I don’t think they knew they’d done it. But at the peak, both of them at once, both of them reached for their halves of the echo and threw them wide open, and everything came through at once.

Two women.

Annika’s finish, deep and rolling and enormous, from inside her, the clench and the fullness and the heat of me in her. And Elka’s, bright and sharp and shattering, the pulse of her round my fingers and the silence filling her like water filling a jar. Both of them. In me. At the same time. In stereo. Left and right, inside my own skin, two finishes I could feel from the inside as clearly as my own body, two different women coming at the same time and both of them pouring straight into me.

I lost every word I knew.

There weren’t any. There was nothing in me but them.

Then it took me too.

I pushed into Annika one last time, to the root, and held there at the edge of the stone and emptied into her. Her fists were still locked in Elka’s hair, and she hauled on them, dragged Elka’s head down over her until Elka’s cheek was pressed to her breast and Elka’s eyes were fixed down the length of her body on the place where I was buried in her. Elka watched it happen from a hand away, every hard slow throb of it, and with each one her echo went bright and stunned in my chest, because she could see where it was going and feel, through me, exactly what it was. And all of it came down through me, down both echoes at once, and didn’t stop.

It went on for one heartbeat.



When I could see again, I was bent over Annika on the plinth with my forehead against her stomach and my fingers still inside Elka and both of them breathing like they’d run the wall.

I couldn’t have said a word.

Slowly, I pulled my fingers out of Elka. She made a small sound. Slowly, I pulled out of Annika. She made a different one. And as I did, I felt the warm spill of it come out of her after me, down over the plinth’s edge, and I looked down.

So did Elka.

She was looking at it. At Annika’s pussy, swollen and flushed and open at the edge of the stone, and my cum running out of it, slow and thick, white in the gold light, down over the curve of her ass and onto the stone.

“Oh,” Elka said softly. “Oh, look at that.”

Annika lifted her head out of Elka’s lap and looked down her own body at it. Then up at Elka.

“Mine,” she said. Content.

“Yours,” Elka agreed. “Gods. Yours.”

I stood there and breathed. I didn’t tell them what I’d felt. I didn’t have the words for it yet. I put it away somewhere careful, like a thing I was going to need again.



I took Elka on Brannick’s blankets after, though not right away. I sat down on the floor with my back against the plinth and the two of them came down off it and lay beside me in a heap, and for a while nobody did anything at all. Annika lay with her head on my left thigh, on her side, her golden hair spread across my lap. Elka lay across both of us, sprawled, her head on Annika’s hip, her red hair everywhere.

Below, the singing on the wall had turned into something slower. A song I didn’t know, long and rolling, with a chorus that came round and round like a tide.

After a while, Elka’s echo stirred. That hungry ache again, warm and low. She’d come once on my hand. She wanted more. She wasn’t asking. She was just broadcasting.

I put my hand on her hip.

“Your turn,” I said.

She lifted her head and looked at me. Then she grinned, slow and wide, the grin coming back to her face like the sun coming up over the flats.

“Dare you,” she said.

I rolled her onto her back on the blankets.

She went down laughing, her red hair spilling out round her head on the dark red wool, her heavy breasts falling to either side and then bouncing back, her thick thighs opening for me. I knelt between them. My cock was hard again. Her want had come down the echo and brought me back faster than I’d known I could come back.

Annika lay down beside her on the blankets, on her side, face to face with her and level, close enough that their noses nearly touched, and put her hand in Elka’s hair, resting there, her fingers in the loose red waves at Elka’s temple.

Elka turned her head on the wool and looked at her.

“Hi,” she said.

“Hi,” said Annika.

I went into Elka.

Slow, at first. She was tight and slick and so wet from her own finish that I slid in easily, and she groaned, long and low, her back arching off the blankets. Her tits lifted. I watched them. I always watch them. Heavy and full and freckled, swaying with every breath, the nipples dark and hard in the gold light.

I started to move.

She talked. Low and breathless, a whisper with a laugh in it, the crier coming back. “Oh, he’s in. Oh, he’s back in. The champion’s back. Look at him, judge, look at his face, he’s got the wall look again…”

“I see his face,” said Annika, her hand in Elka’s hair.

“He’s going to make me go quiet,” Elka whispered. “I can feel it. He’s going to do it again. Every time. I can’t stop him. I’ve never been able to stop him.”

“Don’t try,” I said.

I drove into her harder. Deeper. Her tits bounced between her arms. Her talk frayed. Annika’s fingers moved slowly in her hair.

“I’m not going to,” Elka gasped. “I’m not. I’m…”

Quiet.

She went quiet with her eyes open, looking sideways into Annika’s face a hand away, and Annika looked straight back at her, steady and close, and I drove into her and she shook. She came in silence, again, her pussy clenching hard round my cock, her thighs locking round my hips, her freckled body flushing from her belly to her throat. Annika held her head through all of it.

I was right there. I pulled out of her.

“Where?” I said. Rough.

She found her voice. “On me,” she whispered. “My tits. I want to see it.”

I came across them.

It came out of me in hard white ropes across the freckled swell of her breasts, pooling between them, running down their sides. She watched it land. She watched every pulse, her eyes going from my face to her chest and back, and she smiled like she’d planned this part too.

Annika reached down.

She reached across and laid her fingers in it. In the cum on Elka’s breasts. She spread it across the freckles, over the heavy curves, round the hard nipples, down toward Elka’s ribs. Her fingers moving through it like a woman painting.

Elka stared up at her.

Annika finished. She took her hand back. She looked at it, and then at Elka, and one eyebrow went up a quarter of an inch.

“There,” she said. “Now it’s everywhere.”



We lay on Brannick’s blankets in the lamp-glow for a long time after.

The three of us, tangled. Annika on my left, her head on my marked arm, the side she always chose. Elka on my right, on her stomach, one heavy leg thrown across both of us, her face in my shoulder and her hand flung out across my chest to rest on Annika’s ribs.

Below, the Ford had stopped singing the slow song and started a different one. It came up faintly through the glass, hundreds of voices on the wall. I knew this one. I’d heard the crews sing it low in the Bell the night after we buried six on the dune. The Ford’s tide-song. A song about the sea going out.

The lamp burned. The light went out over the flats.

“I planned that,” said Elka, into my shoulder. Muffled. Thoroughly pleased with herself.

“You planned the blankets,” said Annika, eyes shut.

“The blankets,” said Elka, “were the hard part.”

I lay there between them with both echoes warm and quiet in my chest, and the mark under Annika’s cheek, and the song coming up from the wall.

A home, with a lamp lit in it, two women in it who’d chosen to be there, and a lot of stairs to climb to get to it.

The lamp burned till dawn.



In the morning there was a new line on the Bell’s tide-board.

Nobody would admit to chalking it. Brannick said he’d found it there when he opened up, and he’d have wiped it, but by then half the Ford had seen it and he’d decided it was a public service.

It was at the very top of the board, above the bell columns, in big square capitals that could have been anybody’s.

LIGHTHOUSE LIT. ODDS: NONE.

Elka laughed until she cried. Annika read it once, without a word, and the flush climbed her throat all the way to her jaw, which I’d never seen her let happen in public in my life.



The last four days went the way the last days before a drop always go. Fast and slow at the same time. Every hour full and every hour too short.

We checked the sand-hide. I went out at every low water and went over it: the crust still in place, the grass-tuft over the breathing tube, the sand-sling over the hatch still full and still hanging by its one cord. Annika stood on the crown and reached down through the sand with her senses until she could tell me she could feel the box under her like a hollow in the hill. We stowed what we’d need inside it: three water-skins, a shuttered lamp, chalk, a coil of rope, the hide map, a bag of hard bread and dried fish that Elka said tasted like the inside of a boot.

We drilled the Spears on the gates until they could reset the funnel’s in four breaths and the river-arm’s in five. They complained through every drill. The corporal with the broken nose said it was the worst-built wall he’d ever drilled on and asked me how I’d cut the spare drop so it fell clean.

We walked Grist’s route at the last low water before the dark moon, as far as the catchers’ camp and the crack in its back wall going down steep into black. I chalked every turn, every arrow pointing back up, pressed hard into the wet salt and gone over twice.

I didn’t go further. Grist said the next part was an hour’s walk to the feeding gallery and I believed him. Anything we woke down there now would be waiting for us on the night it counted.

And the mark pulled.

It had pulled since the causeway. It had pulled at the Gullet and the flats and the sand-rise. Now, every hour closer to the dark moon, it pulled harder: still south under everything, but with a new weight in it, as if something under the flats had hold of the line and the moon going dark was waking it up.

At night I could feel it in my sleep. A hand on my wrist. A weight in my arm, dragging toward the flats.

I told them about it. Every night. I didn’t keep it back.



On the eve of the dark moon, we sat on the gallery.

No lamp lit. The lighthouse dark again, as it had been for a hundred years. The three of us sitting on the iron plates with our backs against the lamp room glass and our legs out toward the rail.

There was no moon. The sky over the sea was black and enormous and crowded with stars, more than I’d ever seen, and the flats below were black too, and the Gullet was a blacker hump against them. The Ford’s walls were lit end to end with tide-torches. Twenty gray cloaks on them. Forty crewmen. A sergeant counting.

Tomorrow, the bell.

Nobody said anything for a while.

Elka stretched her legs out further, and crossed her ankles, and looked up at the stars.

“If we die down there,” she said, “I want it noted that I planned the blankets.”

Annika didn’t open her eyes.

“Noted,” she said.

I looked out at the Gullet, black under the stars, breathing its long cold breath across the flats toward the place where we’d be lying tomorrow night under a foot and a half of sand.

“Nobody’s dying,” I said. “It’s a term.”


Chapter 23: Full Vent

Elka kissed the bell.

She did it in front of the whole tavern, at noon on the day of the dark moon, with the Cracked Bell packed to the walls with crewmen and Spears and townsfolk who’d come in off the street because nobody wanted to be alone that day. She climbed up onto the oak-beam bar in her wall-kit with her spear in her fist, and Brannick shouted at her to get her boots off his bar, and she ignored him. She stood on the bar and turned round to face the old brass bell hanging on its bracket behind it, the one that had rung a tide the year the walls were built and split doing it.

She put both hands on it. She leaned in and kissed it, right on the crack, where it ran from the lip almost to the crown.

The tavern roared.

“For luck,” she announced, turning back round. “It rang once and broke. That’s the luckiest thing in the Ford. It did its job one time, all the way, and then it got to retire.”

“That’s not luck,” somebody called. “That’s a bell that broke.”

“That’s the best kind of luck there is,” said Elka, and jumped down off the bar.



Tib was by the hearth, where Brannick had put him that morning.

He’d been told the part that mattered, if not the sand-hide or the box or the dark under the flats. I’d sat down with him on the Bell’s back step at dawn, the two of us looking at the wet lane, and told him plainly what I tell crew.

“Tonight the Teeming vents,” I’d said. “Everything it’s got. At the wall. Moor and the Spears are going to hold the wall. I’m not going to be on it.”

He’d looked at me.

“Where are you going to be?”

“Under it. Going down. After the vent goes out.” I’d looked at the lane. “To the place it comes from. There’s a road down there. The catchers’ road. It runs from the bottom of the Teeming all the way under the flats to the warrens under Low Morvant. Where your grandmother is.”

He hadn’t said anything for a while.

“You’re going for her road,” he’d said finally.

“I’m going for her road.”

“That’s the truth?”

“I don’t lie to crew.”

Now, at the hearth, he stood up when he saw us come through the crowd toward him. Brannick was beside him, wiping a mug, watching.

“He’s yours tonight,” I said to Brannick.

“I know he’s mine tonight. Moor already told me.” Brannick put down the mug. He looked at Tib. “You know what you’re doing?”

“Anyone runs from the Bell,” Tib said, “I bring them back.”

“Anyone runs from the Bell when the bell’s ringing,” said Brannick, “they’re running toward the walls or toward the gate. Neither one’s a good place tonight. You find them. You bring them back here. You sit them by this fire and give them a mug of something and don’t let them leave till it’s done.” He looked at me. “That’s his job. It’s a real one.”

“I know it’s real.”

“I didn’t say it for you,” said Brannick. “I said it for him.”

Tib stood very straight by the hearth with his boots planted where he could see both doors. He looked at the three of us, one at a time.

“Come back,” he said.

It wasn’t a question and it wasn’t a plea. It was the way you’d tell somebody the terms of a contract they’d already signed.

“That’s the plan,” said Elka, and cuffed him gently on the back of the head, and went out the door.



The wall at dusk was quieter than I’d ever heard it.

No fiddle. No singing. No barrels. Every tide-torch along the seaward face lit and burning in its cage, so the wall was a line of fire from the tower to the river-arm, and under the fire, men. Moor’s forty in their stations. The sergeant’s twenty in theirs, gray cloaks and gray shields, at the funnel and the river-arm gap. Nobody talking. Everybody looking out at the flats going dark.

The sea was going out. It had been going out since noon, sliding back off the flats in long silver sheets, the channels draining, the crust coming up white and wet. By full dark it would be dead low water.

The sergeant was at the funnel gallows with his slate. He was counting his men. I watched him do it from the bottom of the wall-stair: down the file at the funnel, every man, then the file at the river-arm, every man. Then he went back to the start and counted them again.

He saw me watching. He didn’t stop.

“Twenty,” he said, when he’d finished the second count. “Through the vent. Ten days. A fifth of the Queen.”

“A fifth of the Queen.”

“You’ll be wanting to go.” He looked out at the flats. “Water’s nearly off the sand-rise.”

“I know.”

He looked at me for a moment with nothing in his face at all. He didn’t put out his hand or wish me luck, and he didn’t say anything about dungeons or queens or coming back. He’d said all of that in a harbor tavern: we hold walls, we don’t do dungeons.

He nodded once, and turned back to his men, and I went to find Moor.



Moor was at the tide-bell tower’s foot with his chalk and his roster, as he’d been at the foot of every bell since I’d known him. He’d chalked every station on his board in fresh lines. At the bottom, under the stations, he’d written one word on its own and underlined it twice.

VENT.

He turned round when I came up.

Moor had never wasted a word on me and didn’t start now. He looked at me, and at Annika with her bow, and at Elka with her spear and Tib’s red wrap knotted round its shaft. He looked at our packs, and our ropes, and the poles for the flats.

Then he put out his hand.

I took it. His grip was hard and dry and rough with salt and chalk.

“Bring my people home,” he said.

“That’s the plan.”

“I know it’s the plan. I heard you say it to Brannick’s boy.” He held my hand a moment longer. “I’m not asking for the plan. I’m asking you.”

I looked at him.

“I’ll bring them home,” I said.

He let go. He nodded. He turned back to his board.

“Bell rings when it comes,” he said, without looking round. “We’ll be ringing it a long time. You’ll hear it where you’re going, maybe. If you hear it stop…” He paused, the chalk in his hand. “Well. Then you’ll know something.”



We went out across the flats at the last of the ebb, in the dark, without a light.

Pole-line. Elka leading, probing, finding the firm crust by feel and by memory. Annika second, her eyes reaching out over the black flats, seeing the ground as I’d see it at noon. Me last, with the rope over my shoulder and the pry-blade at my hip and the mark under my sleeve already burning.

It wasn’t pointing at the Gullet now. It was pointing under it, through the crust and the old rock, down and in.

Behind us the Ford’s wall burned along the dark like a fuse.

Ahead of us, the sand-rise. A blacker hump against the black. The Gullet’s mouth breathing out its long cold breath across the flats, steady. In. Out. In.

It was breathing faster than I’d ever felt it.

“It knows,” Elka said softly, at the front of the line.

“It doesn’t know anything,” said Annika. “It’s a hole.”

“It’s a hole that knows,” said Elka.

Nobody argued with her.



The hatch was where we’d left it: in the pit at the downhill end of the buried box, under a slab of crust I’d laid loose over it. I lifted the slab. Below it, the doubled hull-plank square on its leather hinges, and above that, on the slope, the canvas sling full of sand hanging from its stakes on its one cord.

Elka went in first. Then Annika. Then me.

I pulled the hatch down after me. I reached up in the dark and found the cord where it came through the hatch-frame and pulled.

Above us, the sling tipped. I heard it. A long soft hiss, like rain on a roof, and a heavy whump as a foot of sand came down over the hatch and settled. Then nothing.

We were in the hill.

Three bodies in a box seven feet long, five wide, three high.

It was dark. Completely dark. It was the dark of a closed lid; a night with no moon still has stars in it and a horizon, and this had neither. I could hear the others breathing. I could feel them: Elka on my right, pressed against me shoulder to hip, her spear laid along the box’s side between her and the wall; Annika on my left, the same, her bow along the other side. The box smelled of hull-oak and tar and salt and the three of us.

I opened the shuttered lamp a crack. A thin blade of yellow light came out and lit the underside of the roof-planks a foot above my face, and the cross-beams, and the copper pipe of the breathing tube going up through the high end of the roof.

Air came down the tube. Faint. Cool. Smelling of the flats.

“Well,” said Elka, in the dark. “It’s very cozy.”

“You said that already,” said Annika.

“It’s still true.”

I lay on my back between them and put my hands up flat on the roof-planks above my face.

I’d built this. I’d drawn it on a wall-yard’s sand and cut every plank and pinned every joint and lowered it into a hole and buried it a foot and a half deep and stamped the crust back on top. I knew what it would carry and how. I’d worked the loads a dozen times.

None of that helped, lying under it.

Under my hands, the wood was cool and still. Under my sleeve, the mark burned.

“How long?” said Elka.

“Till it comes,” I said. “And then till it’s gone.”

“How long’s that?”

“Nobody knows.”

“I hate that answer,” said Elka. “You keep giving me that answer and I hate it every time.”

Annika’s hand found the back of mine in the dark and rested there, warm, as she had at the landward gate the morning the relief wagons left.

“Close the lamp,” she said. “Save the oil.”

I closed the lamp.

We waited.

It’s the hardest thing I know how to do. Harder than a fight. Harder than a drop. In a fight you’re moving, and the moving eats the fear. In a drop you’ve done your figuring and all that’s left is to pull the wedge. Waiting is just you and the fear in a box, and nowhere for either of you to go.

Annika’s hair was against my cheek in the dark, loose from its tie, smelling of bowstring wax and clean sweat. Under the fear the echo carried something else from her, low and warm and stubborn, the same thing it had carried on Brannick’s blankets a few nights ago. She wanted me alive. Knowing her, she had a very specific list of reasons. I didn’t need the list; the want came through whole.

I didn’t mind the box quite so much after that.

I counted. I counted the cross-beams over my head by touch, three of them. I counted the planks. I counted Elka’s breaths and Annika’s. I counted the pulses in the mark under my sleeve, which had gone from a burn to a throb, a slow heavy beat that matched nothing I could hear.

Then Annika’s breathing changed.

She was reaching up through the roof, through the sand, through the crust, out into the night over the flats.

“It’s starting,” she said.

No baying yet. Just a deep, low, rolling vibration that came up through the floor of the box and into my back and my legs and my teeth, like a cart going over a bridge, if the cart were the size of the bridge. It went on and on. It got louder.

Then, through the breathing tube, faint and thin and very far off, a bell.

The tide-bell. Across a mile of flats, through a copper pipe and a foot and a half of sand, Moor’s bell, ringing. One great bronze note. Then another. Then another, without stopping.

Then the baying came, out of the Gullet thirty paces from our heads.

Four tides from walls, one from a lighthouse stair. From underneath, a tide is a different animal.

The sound came in through the walls of the box and the floor and the roof all at once, from every side, a roar of voices baying and claws scrabbling, bodies by the thousand pouring out of a hole in the ground and running. The box shook. Sand hissed down through the seams in the roof-planks onto my face, fine and dry, a steady trickle. I shut my eyes and kept them shut.

Elka’s hand found mine. She gripped it.

She gripped it so hard I felt the bones grind.

I didn’t pull away. Down her echo, loud and bright and terrifying, came everything she felt, and what she felt was a woman lying in a box under the sand while the thing that had taken her father and her ferry and four years of her life poured out of a hole thirty paces away. Something older than fear. Something from a cage.

“Elka,” I said. Low. In her ear.

“I know,” she said. Her voice was steady. Her grip wasn’t. “I know. I’m here. I’m fine.”

“You’re crushing my hand.”

“I know. I’m going to keep doing it.”

“That’s fine,” I said.

On my other side, Annika was counting.

Under her breath, she was naming sounds. “Hounds,” she was saying. “Hounds. Hounds. A shellback, left. Hounds. Lashers, the water’s with them, the spray’s going over us. Hounds. Two shellbacks. Drones, a swarm, I can hear their legs. Hounds.” Steady. Level. Reading the passage of a whole brood by ear through a foot and a half of sand, like a trail.

It helped. In the middle of the roar there was her voice, counting, telling me what was going over us, making it into something with a shape.



The first claws on the timber came about a quarter of an hour in.

I heard them before I understood them. A scraping, right over my face, close, with no sand in the sound. Wood.

I opened my eyes in the dark.

Scrape. Scrape. A dry, sharp, scrabbling sound, the sound of a brinehound’s claws on oak. Right above me. On the roof-planks.

On the roof-planks.

“Davin,” said Annika. Her voice had changed.

“I hear it.”

“It’s on the wood.”

“I know.”

I knew why. I’d felt it starting and not wanted to name it. A thousand beasts running over a sand-rise don’t just run over it. They tear it. Every foot that goes over loose sand kicks some of it away. The vent was going round the sand-rise, mostly, as water and beasts take the easy path. But not all of it. Some of it was going over. And every hound that went over the crown was digging at it as it ran, and the crust we’d stamped back on top was broken now, and the sand under the crust was going.

They were scouring the hill off the top of us.

A foot and a half of sand. That was the load-spreader, the whole trick I’d explained to the corporal in the wall-yard. If the sand went, there was no cone.

Scrape. Scrape. The claws on the wood right over my face. Then gone. Then more, further along, over the high end of the box near the tube. Then a heavy thud, and the roof-planks flexed under my palms, a hand’s breadth, and came back.

I put both hands flat on the planks over my head and read them.

Wood talks. Every beam I’ve ever put my hands on has told me what it was carrying, if I kept my mouth shut long enough: a hum when it’s comfortable, a tick when it’s taking up load, a creak when it’s thinking about failing, a crack when it’s decided.

These planks were humming.

Under the scrape of the claws and the thud of feet, under the roar of the vent going past, the roof-planks were humming. Doubled hull-oak, one layer running one way and one the other. Three mast-beams under them. They flexed when a hound came down hard and came back true. Flexed and came back. Flexed and came back. Every time.

“It’s holding,” I said.

“You’re sure?” Elka, through her teeth.

“It’s telling me. Listen.”

She listened, reaching through the echo for whatever I was hearing. She couldn’t find it. She trusted me anyway. I felt that too.

Then the bull came.

I felt it before I heard it. Through the floor, through my back. A slow, heavy, rhythmic thud, coming closer. Bigger than a hound or a shellback. Something that made the ground under the box move every time it put a foot down.

Annika’s counting stopped.

“Bull,” she whispered. “Big. Bigger than the ones on the wall. Coming up the flank.”

“Toward us?”

“Toward us.”

It came up the sand-rise. I felt every step. The box shook. Sand poured down through the seams onto my face in a stream now, not a trickle, and I couldn’t keep my eyes shut against it and I couldn’t see anything with them open. Elka’s hand had stopped crushing mine. It had gone still. She was holding her breath.

The bull stepped onto the box.

I felt it come. The planks over my hands went down, past any flex I’d built for, a hand’s width, then more, the roof bowing toward my face under a weight like a loaded wagon standing on it, the mast-beams groaning, the pins shrieking in their holes. I heard the hull-oak creak. Not hum. Creak.

I kept my hands on it.

I read it. I read every sound it made, every movement, every shift of load from one beam to the next as the bull’s weight came down through what was left of the sand and spread across the roof. There was less sand than there’d been, but there was still some. The hounds had scoured the top off, but the bottom of it was still there, packed in round the edges and in the low places, and it was still doing its job, worse than it had been, but doing it. The weight wasn’t on one plank. It was on all of them. The middle beam was taking the most, the end beams sharing it, the doubled planks spreading it out between them like a net spreading the weight of a fish.

The middle beam creaked.

I held my breath. I listened to it. A long low groan, oak taking up load past where it wanted to.

It didn’t crack.

It ticked. Once. The sound a beam makes when it’s found the limit of what it’ll carry and settled onto it.

And held.

The bull stood on the box for three heartbeats. Four. Then it moved. Its weight came off the near end and onto the far end, the roof bowing there instead, the far beam groaning, and then off, down the other side of the sand-rise, and the thudding went away into the roar.

The roof came back up under my hands, a finger’s width short of where it had been. Set. Bent. But whole.

I let out my breath.

Elka let out hers. Then she laughed. One short shaky laugh in the dark, almost a sob.

“That,” she said, “was a bull.”

“It stood on us.”

“It stood on us,” I agreed. “And it kept walking. That’s the trick.”



The vent went on.

I don’t know how long. Annika knew; she was counting. Most of an hour, she said when it was over. It felt like a night. The ground shaking. The sand coming down. The roar. The scrape of claws on the scoured wood above us, over and over, and once more the slow thud of something heavy coming up the flank and going round instead of over, and every time it came I put my hands on the roof and read it.

And under all of it, the drums.

I didn’t notice them at first. There was too much else. But at some point, lying in the dark with sand in my eyes, I realized there was a sound under the roar that wasn’t part of it. Deep. Slow. A pulse coming up through the floor of the box, through the sand under us and the rock under the sand, from below.

Thud. Thud. Thud.

The mark flinched under my sleeve in time with it.

“Drums,” Annika said.

“Coyle,” said Elka. Quietly. “Down there. Drumming it out.”

Sorn had said they’d be there. All of them, at the den-heart, drumming the vent out of the deep. Coyle had put fifty marks on the Ford being gone by the dark moon and wanted to be there when it went, to see it go.

I lay in the dark and felt the drums come up through my back.

Through the breathing tube, far away, the bell. Ringing and ringing. Moor’s bell. It hadn’t stopped since the vent started. One note and then another, on and on, across a mile of flats from a tower at the end of a wall I’d rigged and couldn’t see.

That was the thing. I couldn’t see it.

I’d stood on that wall through four tides. I knew every stone of it. Every chalk mark, every patch, every shore. I knew where the funnel’s mouth was and how wide and who was standing in it. I knew where the gallows stood and how fast four men could reset the gate. I knew which merlon Moor’s best crewman would be standing at with his hand on the river-arm’s cord.

And I was lying in a box under a hill a mile away while every beast in the Teeming went at it.

I lay there and imagined it anyway. The hounds coming down the channels at the funnel, a hundred, a thousand. The corporal’s twelve in the mouth with their shields locked. Twelve gray cloaks and their spears and their training, and the woman who could stop a wave dead on a single spear lying under the sand a mile from them, right here beside me. The gate dropping. Four men on the counterweight line, resetting, while hounds came over the rubble at them. The gate dropping again. The bulls. No Felling Line. Nobody to drop the sky on the bulls. Just the spare drop I’d cut on the last day, one stroke, and then nothing.

The tilted section on its six shores.

I couldn’t see any of it. I couldn’t know. I heard the bell and I didn’t know what it meant, except that somebody was still alive to ring it.

I’d rigged the walls. I’d paid the men. I’d drilled the gates. I’d done everything a man can do to make a structure hold, and then I’d walked away from it and crawled into a hole, because the thing that would really save it wasn’t on the wall. It was down here, at the bottom, where the drums were.

That’s the job. That’s always the job. You build the thing as well as you can and then you trust it, because you can’t stand under every beam at once.

I trusted it. I made myself.

The bell kept ringing.



The roar thinned.

The floor told me first. The shaking in it went from constant to ragged. The scrabbling of claws over the roof came in bursts now, with gaps between. Annika’s counting slowed.

“Hounds,” she said. “Stragglers. A few. Drones.” A long pause. “A shellback calf. Alone.” Another pause. “Nothing.”

We lay there.

“Nothing,” she said again. “There’s nothing coming out. The mouth’s… it’s breathing. Just breathing. Slow.” She was reaching, up through the sand and out across the sand-rise to the Gullet thirty paces off. “There’s still something in the mouth. A few. Little. Coming out slow. The last of it.”

The drums had stopped.

I hadn’t noticed when. Somewhere in the last part of the vent, the deep slow thud under the floor had gone quiet. Coyle’s drummers had done their work. They’d called everything up. Now there was nothing left to call.

The bell was still ringing.

“Now,” said Annika.

I pushed the hatch.

It came up an inch and stopped against the sand above it. I pushed harder. It came up another inch and sand poured in through the gap, dry and fast, over my hands and my face and into the box. I kept pushing. The sand kept coming. Then the hatch went over on its hinges and fell back against the slope, and I came up out of the box through a waterfall of sand into the night, into the hour after.

The flats were wrecked.

I stood in the pit at the downhill end of the box with sand to my knees and looked at them. The crust that had covered them, white and smooth and glittering, was gone. Churned. Torn up into black mud, ridged and pitted with a hundred thousand tracks, all of them going the same way: from the Gullet toward the Ford. It looked like a field after a cavalry charge.

The sand-rise was scoured down a foot. I could see where the hide’s roof was. A long low ridge in the sand, the top of it almost bare, the hull-planks showing through in two places, gouged white with claw-marks.

The Gullet was thirty paces away. Its mouth was open, wet, dark, breathing slow. Out of it, as I watched, a single brinehound came, limping, its crust half torn off, and turned toward the Ford and went loping off across the wrecked flats after the rest without even looking at us.

Far off, a mile across the black mud, the Ford.

The wall was burning with torches, every cage lit, the line of fire still there from the tower to the river-arm, unbroken. Around it, round the seaward face, something moved. A dark mass, packed against the wall, heaving. The vent, every beast in the Teeming, piled against the Ford’s walls.

The bell was ringing.

I stood in the sand and looked at the line of fire.

Unbroken.

“It’s holding,” said Elka, beside me. She’d come up out of the box behind me with sand in her braid and her spear in her hand. She was staring at the wall. “Clerk. It’s holding.”

“It’s holding on twenty Spears and timber I cut,” I said. “Both of those run out.”

“Then we don’t dawdle.” She turned and looked at the Gullet. Her face was white under the freckles and set like stone. “Every hour we take down there is an hour they stand on that wall. Let’s not make them stand long.”



We went in behind the tide.

The water was off. Dead low, the sea a long way out, the mouth’s floor churned to soup by the vent going over it. Four hours to the turn, if the Teeming kept the sea’s clock. It hadn’t in the Gullet. We’d go faster than four hours.

We weren’t coming back out this way. We’d decided that a week ago, over Grist’s map in the lock-up. The way out was the catchers’ road. Inland. To the warrens.

We went in without a light at first. Annika ahead, reading the dark. Elka second. Me last, with the chalk.

My chalk-marks from the day before were still there on the first gallery’s wet walls, smeared but legible. Arrows pointing back up. Slashes where the floor was soft. I went past them and added new ones.

The Teeming was empty, and wrong. The first time we’d come down here it had been alive in a way that had made my skin crawl: the walls sweating, the pools moving, the drones in their holes, the place breathing round us like a body. It was still breathing. But it was breathing the way a body breathes after it’s run a long way. Slow. Deep. Exhausted.

And it was silent.

The pools in the floor were still. Nothing moved in them. The brood-cells in the walls, the holes the drones had come pouring out of the last time, were dark and silent, every one. The husks on the floor crunched under our boots and the sound went away down the gallery ahead of us and came back off the walls, and nothing answered it.

“Gone,” said Elka, under her breath. “All of it. Everything that lives here is up there.”

“Not everything,” said Annika, and stopped.

A brinehound came round the gallery’s next bend.

One. Late, slow, a straggler that had been somewhere deep when the vent went and was only now coming up. It stopped when it saw us. Its milk-white eyes rolled.

Annika’s arrow went through its throat before it could bay.

We kept going.

Past the catchers’ camp, the dry chamber with the crushed cages still under their slab of fallen crust. Through the crack in its back wall, the one the two catchers had fled down, the one the mark had pulled me toward so hard my arm had lifted off my side. It went down steep, as Grist had said, a narrow cleft in the warm rock with a floor of wet shell-grit, and I chalked every turn of it.

At the bottom, a hall.

Grist had said big. It was bigger. A long high cavern with walls on both sides honeycombed from floor to ceiling with brood-cells, thousands of them, little round openings a hand wide. Every one of them dark. Every one of them empty. The floor was ankle-deep in husks.

Three drones came out of the cells as we crossed it. Late hatchers, small and soft-shelled, clicking. Annika shot one. Elka speared the second. I crushed the third with the pry-blade’s flat. They were the only things that moved.

Then the split. Left to the deep pools, where Grist had drawn a heavy black X. Right down a ramp.

We went right.



The water came up in the ramp.

I’d been waiting for it. The Teeming breathes, and when it breathes in, the sea comes with it, up through the deep halls from below. We’d learned that in the Gullet with Elka going under. We’d planned for it. It came anyway, faster than I’d wanted.

It came up out of the floor of the ramp’s lower end like a spring. Black, warm, thick as broth. Ankle-deep, then shin-deep. And things came with it: a knot of lashers, three of them, small ones, riding the water up out of the deep, their whip-arms lashing.

Elka stepped in front of us and set.

In the water. Shin-deep and rising, the ramp’s floor under it smooth wet rock. She found it with her feet and her butt, the way she’d found the rock under the channel twenty times in a morning. Planted. Leaned.

Set Line.

The lashers came at her and couldn’t get past the point. Their arms lashed. Nothing passed her. She held the ramp, the water rising round her knees, a wall in the flood, while Annika’s arrows went over her shoulder into the knot one after another.

Her line came up in the echo. Straight. Clear. Through the water, aimed.

I didn’t call.

The fusion sat there under the wrap like a loaded crossbow. I kept my hand off it. Two calls, and I was going to want both of them, at the bottom of this ramp, at the edge of a black pool, under a dome.

“Felling Line,” Elka said over her shoulder, through her teeth, as the last lasher came apart on Annika’s arrow. “You didn’t.”

“I’m saving them.”

“Good,” she said. “Save them.”

She pulled her spear out of the set and we went on down the ramp with the water at our knees.



The feeding gallery opened out at the bottom of the ramp, and the smell of old blood reached me before the light did.

The gallery was long and low and wet, and its floor was worn smooth down the middle in a broad shallow trough, the rock polished by years of sledge-runners dragged up and down it. Three feet and a finger, the trough’s width. I knew it without measuring.

Along one wall, stacked like bricks in a yard, were the cakes.

Blood-salt. Hundreds of them. Thousands. Stacked in walls, rows and rows of dark red-brown bricks of pressed salt and blood, as high as my head, going back into the dark as far as the light reached. A season’s worth. A whole season of feeding. Ostrander’s work.

I laid my hand on the stack.

Cold. Damp. And under my hand, through the stack and the rock behind it and the floor under my feet, something.

Thud.

The drums. They’d started again.

This was a different rhythm from the slow heavy pull that had come up through the floor of the box. Faster. Steadier. Close. Under my feet. Coming up through the rock from just ahead of us, from the far end of the feeding gallery, where it opened out and the dark beyond it was bigger than the dark behind.

“They’re calling her,” said Annika. Her voice was very low. “Not the tide. Her.”

“To feed,” said Elka.

We went forward along the gallery without a light, toward the drums, and the gallery ended, and opened, and we came out onto a ledge.

The den-heart.

Right then, at the end of the feeding gallery, standing on a wet ledge high on the wall of a chamber bigger than any room I’d ever stood in, I only saw it in pieces.

A dome. High overhead, wide as a market square, a roof of crusted salt that glittered in torchlight like the inside of a geode.

Torchlight. On the far side of the chamber, across a great gulf of dark air, halfway up the opposite wall: a ledge, a shelf cut into the rock, with torches burning on it in iron stakes. Men on the ledge. Six of them, eight, in a row, each one with his arms swinging up and down, up and down, beating at something in front of him. Drum-stakes, driven into the rock along the ledge’s lip.

Thud. Thud. Thud.

At the near end of the drummers’ ledge, a sledge. Loaded with cakes. A man beside it, heavy through the middle, with thick forearms, taking cakes off the sledge one after another and throwing them over the ledge’s edge. Down.

I knew the shape of him. I’d watched him walk down a line of refugees at a gate with a basket of warm bread on his hip.

Coyle.

The cakes fell from his hands into the dark below the drummers’ ledge. Down and down. I followed them with my eyes.

To the floor of the chamber. And the floor of the chamber was black. Neither rock nor sand. Black and flat and glossy, a great round pool that filled the bottom of the den-heart from wall to wall, gleaming dully in the torchlight from the ledge. Brine. Thick. Breathing. Its surface rising and falling, slowly, in and out with the Teeming’s breath.

The cakes hit it and sank.

And the brine moved.

Something under it turned over.

I saw the surface lift in a long slow swell, the black pool bulging upward in the middle, slowly, as something under it rolled, a curve of something the size of a barn coming up toward the light and then going back down without breaking the surface. The swell spread outward to the pool’s edges and slapped against the rock below us and ran back.

Under my sleeve, the mark pulled.

It wasn’t the long pull I’d carried for a week anymore. It pulled out, across the dark, at the black pool, so hard my left arm came up off my side on its own and pointed, the wrap lit dull red from inside, like a crane cable snapping taut the instant the load swings free of the ground.

I stood on the ledge in the dark with Annika on one side of me and Elka on the other and my arm held out over the gulf, and I looked down at the black water where the thing had turned over, and I didn’t put my arm back down.

It wasn’t mine to put down.


Chapter 24: The Teeming

Annika’s hand closed round my wrist and pulled my arm down.

She didn’t do it gently. She took hold of my left forearm over the lit wrap, where the mark was pulling it out over the gulf like a hound on a lead, and she put her weight on it and dragged it back down to my side and held it there.

“Steer,” she said in my ear, low and even. “You steer. It navigates.”

I breathed. The pull fought her hand. I found my own hand, my own arm, the muscles of it, and I took them back from the thing under the wrap one at a time, the way you take back a rope that’s run out through your hands: grip, and grip, and grip, until it stops running.

The arm stayed down.

“Here,” I said.

“Here,” she agreed, and let go.

Elka hadn’t seen. She was looking at the far ledge, at the drummers, at the man throwing cakes into the pool. Her face in the faint torchlight from across the chamber was white and set, and her knuckles had gone pale on Tib’s red wrap.



I looked at the den-heart properly then. I made myself. I wasn’t going to fight in a place I hadn’t read.

It was a dome, first and biggest. A single enormous dome of crusted salt, rising from the chamber’s walls on every side and meeting high overhead in a crown I couldn’t see the top of, lost in the dark above the torchlight. It glittered. Every inch of it. Crystals of salt the size of my fist, the size of my head, grown out of the crust in clusters and points and long hanging fingers, and every one of them caught the drummers’ torchlight and threw it back, so the roof of the chamber was a field of cold small fires going up into the dark, like stars seen from inside a bell. It dripped brine, slow heavy drops falling from the hanging crystals, a long way, and landing in the black pool with small sounds that echoed round the dome and came back changed.

The walls under the dome were cells. Brood-cells, like the ones in the hall above but bigger, and more of them, so many I couldn’t count them: the wall of the chamber from the pool’s edge to where the dome began, honeycombed. Round dark openings, each one big enough to hold a drone, stacked in rows and columns and spirals, thousands upon thousands, like a wasp’s nest built by something that had never once needed light to see. Every one of them dark. Every one of them, I thought, empty. Most of them.

And the pool.

It filled the bottom of the chamber from wall to wall. Round. Black. Glossy. Its surface didn’t lie flat like water; it lay heavy, thick, like oil, and it rose and fell, slow, a long breath in and a long breath out. Steam came off it. Warm. It hung over the pool in a low wavering layer that turned the torchlight from the drummers’ ledge into a smear and made the far side of the chamber shimmer like a road in summer heat. Around its edge, a rim: a ledge of wet black rock a few feet wide at the waterline, running round the circle under the cells.

The air was hot and sweet, like an animal’s den in summer. It got in my mouth. It got in my eyes.

And the heat. Body heat, the den’s own. I was sweating before I’d taken three breaths.

That was the place. That was where a thing that bred tides lived. I’d been walking toward it since a causeway on the Saltway and the goad-scars on a dead shellback’s flank.

I read the dome next, because I’d been waiting to since a lock-up and a scrap of charcoal.

Grist had said it cracked. Bits came down. I looked for where.

It took me a while in the bad light. The dome was huge and most of it was sound, the salt-crust grown thick and dense over a hundred years, the load coming down evenly all round into the walls, as a good dome’s should. But on our side, the feeding gallery’s side, below us and to the right, the crust had grown wrong.

A lobe. A great hanging swell of salt-crust, bulging down out of the dome’s curve over the near edge of the pool, like a cornice that’s taken on water. It was the size of a cart. Bigger. Its underside was crusted with hanging crystals, long ones, pointing down at the black brine below it. And at its root, where it joined the dome’s curve, high on the wall above a narrow shelf of rock, there was a darker line in the glitter.

A crack. Old. Salt-filled. Running along the root of the lobe for most of its length.

I studied that line. I knew it. I’d seen it on a hundred old buildings, and in the Gullet’s catchers’ camp over a stack of cages, and every time it meant the same thing. The lobe was hanging from that crack by habit and the strength of the crust at its keystone, a thick knot of crust at the crack’s far end where the lobe’s weight came to rest.

Put a bar in the keystone and lean, and the lobe would come down.

Onto the pool’s near edge. Onto whatever was at the pool’s near edge.

I marked it in my head.



“Drums first,” I said.

I said it quietly, on the ledge, with the three of us crouched at the end of the feeding gallery in the dark. Across the chamber the drums went on. Thud. Thud. Thud. The men on the far ledge swinging their arms. Coyle at his sledge, throwing cakes.

“The drums are what wake her,” I said. “Grist said so. Sorn said so. They call her up to feed, and they’ve been calling her early all season, and calling the tides out of her early, and aiming them. Kill the drums first. She’s tired. If the drums stop, she might not come up at all until we want her to.”

“Then the feeding,” said Annika.

“Then the feeding. Coyle and his sledge.” I looked at the hanging lobe below us. “Then her. At the near edge. Under that.” I didn’t point. Annika had followed my eyes. Elka followed hers.

“What’s under it?” said Elka.

“Nothing. Yet.”

Elka looked at the lobe a long time. “You want to drop the roof on her.”

“I want to drop the roof on her.”

“Clerk,” said Elka, and her mouth did something that wasn’t quite a grin, “of course you do.”



Annika marked them through the steam.

She lay on her stomach at the ledge’s lip with her bow drawn and an arrow on the string, and reached. Across the chamber, through the wavering layer of warm brine-steam, through the smear of torchlight, to the far ledge and the men on it. She found them one by one.

Three silver points bloomed in my vision on the drummers’ ledge.

Three drummers. The three nearest the ledge’s near end, nearest the sledge and Coyle.

The steam was bad. The echo handed me the wavering mess of it: the air shifting, the light bending, a man where he wasn’t and then where he was. The marks held anyway.

She shot.

The first drummer stopped swinging his arms and folded over the drum-stake in front of him. The second turned his head toward the sound and took the arrow in the side of his neck. The third had time to drop his drumstick.

Thud. Thud. Th…

Three drums stopped.

The rest didn’t stop at once. The men at the far end of the ledge kept swinging, not understanding yet, and the drums went on, ragged now, five instead of eight.

Coyle stood up from his sledge.

He looked down at the three men lying across their stakes. He looked across the chamber, through the steam, toward the dark where we were. His face in the torchlight was the same face that had smiled at me at the Ford’s landward gate over a basket of warm bread. Soft. Kind. Its pale eyes doing sums.

“The northerners,” he said. He didn’t raise his voice; the dome carried it to us anyway. “Well. Master Ostrander will be pleased. He said you’d come.”

“Now,” Annika said.

A fourth silver point bloomed on the drummers’ ledge itself, on the rock between Coyle’s sledge and the nearest drum-stake still being beaten. At the end of a sightline that ran from Annika’s eye straight across the gulf of the den-heart, over the black pool, through the steam.

I took it, and I was on the drummers’ ledge with the torch-heat on my face, a drummer swinging at a stake an arm’s length in front of me and Coyle’s sledge at my back.

One. Three safe.

The drummer saw me. He’d been swinging his arms in that slow heavy rhythm so long he’d stopped looking at anything but the hide stretched on the stake in front of him, and now there was a man beside him who hadn’t been there a heartbeat ago, and his face went slack with it.

I didn’t hit him. I hit the stake.

The pry-blade’s hooked end went in under the drum-stake’s head, where it was driven into a crack in the ledge’s rock, and I put my weight on the bar and levered. The stake came out of the rock with a shriek of hide and iron and wood, and went over the ledge’s lip, and fell.

The drummer stood there with his stick in his hand and nothing to hit.

I went to the next one.



The drummers came for me after the second stake.

There were five of them left. They’d stopped swinging. They came along the ledge with their drumsticks, which were clubs, iron-shod, the kind of thing you could beat a hide or a man with equally well, and they came like men told that the one thing they’re there to protect is being taken apart.

I backed along the ledge to the third stake and put the pry-blade into it.

“Elka,” I said. I didn’t need to be loud. She was in the echo, bright and huge and close and coming.

She was on the pool’s rim.

She’d gone down off the feeding-gallery ledge the moment I’d Veilstepped. Down the wet rock to the black rim at the waterline, and along the rim at a dead run, round the curve of the pool under the empty brood-cells, her boots slapping on the wet stone, her spear in her hands, Tib’s red wrap on its shaft. The rim ran round to the far side, where a ramp of worn rock went up from the waterline to the drummers’ ledge’s far end.

She was on the ramp. She was at its top. She was on the ledge’s far end, behind the five drummers coming at me.

She set.

Her line came up in the echo, straight down the length of the ledge, from her heel to the point to the five men between her and me.

She launched.



Coyle was standing by his sledge with his back to the dome wall, watching.

He had a goad, a short iron rod a forearm long, nothing like Ostrander’s staff, with a salt-chamber on its tip that glowed. And beside him, cut into the ledge’s rock, a trough: a long stone basin full of brine, steaming. And in the trough, something moved.

A lasher. Big. Bigger than the knots that had come up in the spray. Its eel-body coiled in the brine and its four whip-arms lay along the surface like weed, and round its body, just behind the place where the arms met it, was a collar. Iron. And from the collar a line ran up out of the trough. Steel. Braided. To a ring on Coyle’s belt.

A leash.

He didn’t look at me. He was watching Elka come down the ledge.

He’d been watching her since she reached the ramp. I’d seen his eyes follow her round the rim. Pale, quick, and fixed on her.

“Hurt the girl,” he said, very softly, to nobody, “and the summoner stops thinking.”

He touched the goad to the lasher’s back.

It came out of the trough like a whip being cracked.

Elka was in the middle of the Breakline. She’d thrown herself down the ledge, her body and her spear one line, and the skill had taken the line and thrown it, and she was a blur of copper hair and steel along the rock coming at the five drummers. She couldn’t stop. She couldn’t turn. Nobody can, in a Breakline. That’s the whole of it. You give yourself to the line and it throws you and you go where it throws you.

The lasher’s longest arm came off the trough’s edge at her throat.

I saw it. I saw it like a beam starting to go: everything slow and clear and too late. The arm, as long as a man, uncoiling, its tip barbed and dripping, the barb aimed at the place under her jaw where her pulse was. Elka coming down the line straight into it. Her eyes on the drummers. She hadn’t seen it.

I had nothing.

I was five paces away with my bar in a drum-stake. No Veilstep would put me between them; there wasn’t time to find Annika’s eyes. Elka wasn’t set, she was flying, so Felling Line had nothing to run on. And the shade would take a breath to call, and I didn’t have a breath.

The mark moved. It came out of my arm.

One talon, and only one. Black, curved, as long as my forearm, tearing up out of the air above my left wrist through the wrap, as the shade’s talons always come first. But nothing came after it, no plate and no seams behind it. The one talon, there and moving, faster than my arm could have moved, a single black stroke, like a blade drawn and sheathed in the same motion.

It went across the five paces between me and Elka and met the lasher’s arm an inch from her throat.

The barb hit black talon and stopped.

Then the talon was gone.

One motion. One. The thing the mark had banked in Velgrim when it drank the old seal and grew its second ring: one reflex, held. A single defensive motion, and nothing after it.

Elka went through the drummers.

She didn’t see how close it had been. She went down the ledge in her Breakline with the lasher’s barb deflected away from her throat by something she never saw, and she hit the first drummer and went through him, and the second, and the third, and her spear and her body carried them off the ledge’s lip into the dark over the pool. She landed on her feet three paces from me with her spear in her hands and black blood on her face, already turning.

“Clerk…”

The pain hit me.

It came up my left arm from the wrist like somebody had poured molten lead into the veins. Burning, a fire nothing like the mark’s ordinary heat. It went up past my elbow, and I looked down and watched my veins go black under the skin, branching, dark lines running up the inside of my forearm from the wrap to the crook of my elbow like ink spreading in water. My fingers went numb. All of them, at once, like they’d been dipped in snow. The pry-blade fell out of my left hand. I caught it with my right.

My arm shook. I couldn’t stop it. A steady fine tremor from the elbow down.

Cost: burn the bearing arm. The mark had told me so in Velgrim, in burned letters across my sight. I’d read it. I’d understood it. I’d paid it once on a hill-field outside Velgrim. It hadn’t gotten any cheaper.

“Davin.” Elka’s voice. Different. She’d seen my arm.

“I’m fine,” I said. “Coyle. Watch Coyle.”



Coyle was backing along the ledge.

He’d lost his lasher’s strike. He’d lost three drummers to arrows and three to a spear. The last two were standing behind him at the ledge’s far end, staring at Elka and me and the stakes I’d pulled. His face had changed. The softness was gone out of it. What was left was the ledger-man’s eyes and nothing else.

He hauled on the steel leash, and the lasher came up out of its trough on the end of it, coiling, its arms lashing. He held it in front of him like a shield.

“You think you’ve done something,” he said. His voice was still quiet. “You haven’t. You’ve stopped her eating early. That’s all. She’s still down there. The tide’s still out. The Ford’s still under it.” He glanced at the pool. “And she’s awake now. You woke her better than my drums ever did.”

Annika’s arrow hit the lasher in the head. It thrashed on its leash and went limp.

Coyle dropped the leash.

He backed one more step along the ledge, to the last drum-stake. The one I hadn’t reached. Its hide still stretched tight on its head, the stake still driven into its crack.

He picked up a fallen drumstick.

“Master Ostrander’s very clear,” Coyle said. “When it goes wrong at the bottom, you call the brood back. They come home to the drum. They always come home to the drum.”

He brought the stick down on the stake.

Thud.

This was neither the vent-rhythm nor the feeding rhythm. Faster. Sharper. A rhythm I’d never heard, and I felt the mark flinch under the burning in my arm, and on the far side of the dome I heard something answer it: a clicking, in the walls.

The brood-cells. The thousands of dark round openings in the den-heart’s walls, honeycombed from the pool’s rim to the dome. I’d thought they were empty. Everything had gone out with the vent.

Everything except the late ones, the soft ones, the drones that had been too new to go, still in their cells, still hardening, waiting.

They came home to the drum.

They came out of the walls by the dozen, pale soft things the size of cats, their chitin still milky, their mouths opening sideways, pouring out of the cells nearest the drummers’ ledge and down the wall in a clicking stream toward the sound. Toward the stake. Toward the drumming body.

Coyle stopped drumming. He’d heard them too.

He looked at the wall. His face did a sum.

It didn’t come out.

They reached the ledge. They came over its lip at his feet and up his legs and onto his back, and he dropped the drumstick and tried to beat them off with his hands, and there were too many, and they were very hungry, and they’d been called home by a drum.

I didn’t watch the rest. Elka didn’t either. Annika did. She watched all of it, from the feeding-gallery ledge across the chamber, with an arrow on her string that she didn’t use.

He’d called the brood home. It came.

I didn’t feel anything about it yet.



The last two drummers ran.

They’d been at the ledge’s far end, behind Coyle. They didn’t wait to see him finished. They turned and went for the dark at the ledge’s back, where a tunnel-mouth opened in the rock behind the drum-stakes: wide, low, worn smooth on its floor in a long trough three feet and a finger across. The catchers’ road. Inland.

Elka took a step after them, her spear coming up.

“Let them go,” I said.

She turned and looked at me. Her face was splashed with black blood and her eyes were wild. “Clerk, they’ll…”

“They’ll run to the warrens,” I said. “They’ll run all the way to Ostrander’s box. They’ll tell him three delvers came up out of the dark at the bottom of the Teeming and pulled his drums and killed his relief captain. They’ll tell him the Queen woke up.” I held my numb shaking left arm against my chest with my right hand. “I want him to hear it. I want him to sit in his box with every seat in the pit full and wait for us. I want the warrens full when we get there.”

Elka stared at me. Then, slowly, she lowered her spear.

“You want an audience,” she said.

“I want witnesses.”

The two drummers went into the tunnel’s dark and were gone. I heard their boots on the worn stone going away, fast, and then not.



The pool moved.

This time it was no slow turn like the one I’d seen from the feeding-gallery ledge. The black surface of it lifted, from the center outward, a great slow bulge of brine coming up and up, the steam tearing off it in sheets, the dripping crystals in the dome overhead rattling with the change in the air.

Something was coming up out of it.

“Clerk,” said Elka, very quietly.

I didn’t answer. I was watching.

The brine broke.

She came up out of the cistern the way a hill would come up out of the sea, if a hill could decide to.

A back first. A great curved ridge of chitin, black-green and glossy, segmented like a beetle’s, each plate the size of a cart, overlapping, crusted at every seam with salt and with something pale and soft that grew in the joints like moss. It came up and up out of the black brine, streaming, and the brine ran off it in sheets and fell back into the pool, and the den-heart filled with the sound of it falling.

Then legs. Too many. Along her sides, jointed, black, thick as the mast-beams in my sand-hide, hooked at their ends, coming up out of the water and finding the pool’s rim and gripping the wet rock. I counted eight before I stopped counting. They scraped on the stone. The sound went up into the dome and came back down.

Then her tail. Behind her, curving up out of the pool and hanging over it, and it wasn’t a tail at all: a string of sacs. Translucent, pale, swollen, each one the size of a wagon-bed, hanging one after another off the end of her body like a string of grapes. In each sac something moved. Many somethings. Pale, curled, clicking against the inside of the skin.

Then her head.

It rose last, out of the brine at the pool’s near edge, below the feeding-gallery ledge where Annika lay. A wedge of chitin, plated like a shellback’s brow but longer, narrower, bigger than a barn door, with a mouth that opened sideways like a drone’s and was the size of the lighthouse’s door. Her eyes were a cluster. Six, eight, on either side of the wedge, black and round and wet, the size of shields. Round the crown of her head grew spines. Shell spines. Long, curved, pale, a crown of them, like the hanging crystals in the dome turned upside down.

And round the base of her skull, where the head met the first plate of her body, round the narrow place where a neck would be on a creature that had a neck, there was a collar.

Bronze, old, green-black with age and brine, fused into the chitin of her skull and her first body-plate as if she’d grown round it. As if she’d been young once, small once, and somebody had put it on her, and she’d grown and grown for longer than anyone had been counting, and the collar hadn’t, and her body had swallowed it.

Bronze and bone. Black bone, salt-crusted, set into the bronze in bands. And cut into the bronze and the bone, all the way round, in a ring, carved deep: script.

Pact-script.

I’d seen it on a vault floor under a barrow. I’d seen it on a seal-door that had gone silent in my arm. I’d seen it on my own arm every morning since the Saltway, every time I unwound the wrap.

The mark stopped.

Everything. The burning from the reflex, the pull, the heat, the throb that had beaten in my arm since the Saltway. All of it gone, all at once, completely, as if someone had put a hand over it. The arm went cold and silent and still. I’d felt that silence once before, standing in front of a great seal-door in Velgrim with a man named Ferro tapping it with his vault-tools. I’d never known why.

One heartbeat. Cold. Silent.

Then it screamed.

The mark didn’t burn and didn’t pull and didn’t throb. It screamed, the way a building screams when every beam in it fails at once, without a sound, through everything else. My whole left arm went white-hot from the fingertips to the shoulder, numb fingers and black veins and all, and lifted, and pointed, and every part of me that wasn’t the arm went with it, toward the collar round the Queen’s skull.

Toward the script carved in it.

I knew what the script said, without the words. I couldn’t read it. I’d never been able to read it. But I knew the shape of it like my own hand in the dark.

Annika’s hand wasn’t there to pull my arm down. She was across the chamber on the feeding-gallery ledge.

I did it myself.

Grip, and grip, and grip. I took my own arm back from the screaming thing under the wrap, one muscle at a time, and the arm came down, shaking, burning, numb, and I held it against my chest with my right hand and stood on the drummers’ ledge and breathed.

“Clerk.” Elka, beside me. Her hand on my back. “Clerk. I’ve got you. I’ve got you.”

“It’s the same,” I said. My voice didn’t sound like mine. “The collar. It’s the same as…”

The Queen moved.



She didn’t come at us or at anyone. She heaved.

All of her, the barn-sized back and the legs and the tail of sacs, lifted in the pool and came down. And the pool came up.

The black brine surged up out of the cistern in a wave. It went up the walls. It went over the rim at the waterline and up the rock on every side, thick and hot and stinking, and it came up over the drummers’ ledge’s lip and hit Elka and me at the knees, and then the thighs, and dragged.

I went down. My left arm was useless. I went down on the wet rock of the ledge with the brine pulling at me, and I caught the last drum-stake with my right hand, the one Coyle had beaten, and held on, and the wave went back and took me with it.

It didn’t take me off the ledge. It took me down it. The drummers’ ledge sloped at its near end down toward the rim, toward the ramp Elka had come up, and the brine dragged me down the slope on my back in a slithering rush and dumped me on the pool’s rim at the waterline, under the honeycombed wall, with the black brine sloshing round me and the Queen’s legs gripping the rock ten paces away.

Low and wet and numb-handed, and alone.



“Elka!”

I looked up. She was still on the drummers’ ledge. Halfway along it, on her knees, her spear driven into the rock beside her where she’d planted it to hold against the wave. Mid-ledge. Above me. Alive. In the echo she was terrified for me.

“Annika!”

I looked across the pool, through the steam, toward the feeding-gallery ledge high on the far wall.

I couldn’t see her.

The steam was too thick now, torn up off the pool by the Queen’s heave, a wavering white wall between me and the far side of the chamber. I reached for her through the echo without thinking.

Elka was there. Loud. Huge. A bonfire in my chest, roaring with fear, so close and bright I could feel the heat of it on the inside of my ribs.

And Annika was gone.

She wasn’t dead; I’d have known that. She was drowned out. Elka’s fear was so loud it filled everything, both sides of my chest, crowding out the cooler weight that should have been on my left. I reached and reached and found only Elka, shouting, and under her, nothing.

One second.

The Queen’s head swung toward me on the rim. I saw the cluster of black eyes catch the torchlight from the drummers’ ledge. I saw the crown of spines turn.

Two seconds.

The brine was still sloshing round me. My left arm was numb and burning and shaking against my chest. I couldn’t find her. I couldn’t find her. I’d lost her on the flats for three seconds once because Elka laughed, and I’d stood on the crust with my heart stopped and my finger pointing at nothing. I’d told them then this could happen. When it mattered most.

Three seconds.

Somewhere high on the far wall, behind a wall of steam, the woman I’d chosen first was alone at the edge of a ledge with a bow in her hands and a Queen between us.

And I couldn’t feel her at all.


Chapter 25: The Brood Queen

I stopped reaching for both of them.

It was the only thing left to try, and I didn’t think it, I did it, the way you let go of one rope when you’re hanging off two and one’s dragging you down. I’d spent two weeks feeling two echoes at once, both of them pulling. I’d never once tried to feel only one.

I let Elka go.

She was still there, a bonfire on my right side roaring with fear for me, so loud it filled my chest. I didn’t push her out. I stopped listening to her, like a man in a crowd listening for one voice. I turned my attention away from the fire and toward the place on my left where the lamp should be, and instead of reaching for it, I looked for it, quiet and still.

And it was there.

Faint. Under the roar. A cool glow on my left, high and across the chamber, behind the wall of steam.

The moment I found it, it snapped clear, like a sightline when the steam tears. Annika. High on the far wall, on the feeding-gallery ledge, on one knee at its lip with her bow drawn. Calm. Cold. Furious. Looking for me through the steam as hard as I was looking for her.

“Annika!”

“Here.” Her voice came across the den-heart clear and clean, cutting through the brine-hiss and the scrape of the Queen’s legs. “Feeding ledge. High. I’ve got you. Rim, under the cells, ten paces from her front leg. Move left.”

I moved left.

Annika had said it on the flats: in a crisis, we call positions out loud. We don’t trust the echo. We trust our voices. Now I had both. Her voice in my ears and her echo in my chest, clear and steady, and Elka’s under it, still loud, still there, but not drowning anything.

Two echoes. I could hold one and hear the other. I hadn’t known I could do that an hour ago.

“Elka,” I said. “Where?”

“Drummers’ ledge. Mid. I’m coming down.”

“Don’t come down. Stay high. I need to see her move.”



I read the Queen like a wall: from her behavior.

She told me fast.

Annika shot first. Three arrows from the feeding ledge, high, down through the steam into the Queen’s back where she wallowed at the pool’s center. Three silver points bloomed on her plates. Three arrows hit. Three arrows skated off the black-green chitin like hail off a slate roof and spun away into the brine.

“Plates,” Annika called. “Nothing gets through.”

Elka threw. She’d pulled one of the dead drummers’ clubs off the ledge and she threw it like a spear, overhand, hard, at the Queen’s nearest leg-joint. It hit and bounced.

The Queen heaved.

She lifted in the pool and came down, and the brine surged up the walls again, a black wave going up the honeycombed rock on every side, over the rim where I’d been standing a moment before and was now not, because Annika had told me to move left and I’d moved left onto a lump of rock at the rim’s edge a foot higher. The wave hit my shins. It didn’t take me.

“She floods,” I said. Out loud, so they’d both hear. “When she’s hit, she heaves. Everything goes under.”

“Stay high,” said Annika.

“I’m trying.”

The Queen’s tail moved.

The string of sacs hanging off the end of her body, each one the size of a wagon-bed, swung up over the pool toward the drummers’ ledge. Toward Elka. The nearest sac’s pale skin stretched, bulged, and split.

Drones came out of it.

Dozens. Wet, new, soft, milk-white, pouring out of the split sac in a clicking tangle and dropping onto the drummers’ ledge and coming at Elka in a swarm.

“Brood!” Elka shouted. “She’s breeding at me!”

“Hold!” said Annika, and her bowstring started.

Elka held. She set her spear on the ledge’s rock, foot on the butt, and the swarm hit her line and piled against it, and Annika’s arrows went into it from across the chamber one after another, three marks at a time, and Elka’s spear went in and out of the pile like a needle, and the swarm came apart.

I watched the Queen’s head.

All through it. Through the arrows and the heave and the brood. I watched the great wedge of her skull with its crown of spines and its cluster of shield-sized eyes, and I watched what it did.

It stayed down.

When Annika shot, the Queen’s body shifted, but her head stayed low in the brine, sunk to the eyes. When Elka threw, the head stayed low. When she heaved, her back came up, her legs came up, her tail came up; the head stayed under the surface, only the crown of spines showing above the black, like rocks at high tide. When she birthed the brood at Elka, she swung her tail; the head didn’t move.

She kept the collar under.

Every motion she made, she made round that one fixed point. The place where the bronze and black bone ringed the base of her skull. She never let it come up into the air. She never let it out of the brine.

“Her neck,” I said. Out loud. “The collar. She keeps it under. Every time. That’s the seam.”

“How do you know?” said Elka, panting, through the last of the drones.

“Because it’s the only thing she’s protecting,” I said. “Everything else she moves. That she keeps still. You protect what’s weak.”

Under the wrap, the mark screamed toward it. I kept my arm down.



“Plan,” said Annika.

“The lobe.”

I looked up. Above me, above the pool’s near edge, high on the dome’s curve below the feeding ledge, the hanging swell of salt-crust I’d read from the ledge. The size of a cart. Bigger. Its underside bristling with long crystals pointing down at the brine. Its root, where it joined the dome, running along that old dark crack to the knot of crust at the far end that carried all its weight.

“She comes to the near edge,” I said, “I drop the lobe on her head. It pins her. Pins the collar.”

“She’s not at the near edge,” said Annika. “She’s in the middle.”

“Then we get her to the near edge.”

“How?”

I looked at the Queen. Wallowing at the pool’s center with her head sunk to the eyes and her back up and her legs gripping the rim on either side, holding herself there. She wasn’t coming to me, or to Elka on the drummers’ ledge, or to Annika high on the feeding ledge, who’d shot her three times.

She was staying exactly where she was. In the middle. Away from every edge we held.

She knew, as animals know things. Three things that hurt her stood on three sides of her pool, and the safest place in the world was the middle, where none of them could reach. So she’d stay there. She’d stay there and flood us off the rim with every heave, and birth her brood at whoever came close, and wait for us to run out of arrows and strength and tide.

Plan A was dead. It had lasted about a minute.

“She won’t come,” I said. “Not while we’re holding the edges. She knows we’re there.”

Annika was quiet on the far ledge. Her focus came through the echo, fast and cold, the way it went over fresh sign.

“She came up to feed,” she said. “Before. When we got here. She came up under the drummers’ ledge when Coyle threw the cakes. When the drums called her.”

“The drums are gone.”

“The drums are gone,” said Annika. “So she’s not hungry. She’s frightened. She won’t come to something that frightens her.” A pause. “Make her want the drums.”

Elka laughed.

It came across the den-heart from the drummers’ ledge, short and fierce, the first laugh I’d heard out of her since the sand-hide, with nothing loose in it.

“I’ll be the drum,” she said.

I looked at her across the pool. She was standing on the drummers’ ledge with drone-blood on her spear and her braid half down, looking back at me.

“Elka…”

“I heard it,” she said. “Clerk, I heard it. The rhythm. I heard it from the wall at dawn the day the bulls came, coming across the flats. I heard it under my back in your box for an hour. I heard it under my feet in the feeding gallery. I’ve heard it the whole way down.” She hefted her spear. “In the pits, the crowd beats a rhythm on the stands when the beast’s coming out. Every bout. Every night. Four years. You learn it in your bones. You never forget a crowd’s rhythm.” She looked down at the pool. “That’s a crowd’s rhythm. That’s the feeding call. I know it like my own name.”

“Where?” I said.

“Where do you want her?”

“Near edge. Under the lobe.”

Elka looked at the lobe. At the near edge below it. At the rim between her and it, round the curve of the pool, under the cells.

“Then that’s where I’ll drum,” she said, and went.

She went down the ramp from the drummers’ ledge to the rim and along the rim at a run, round the pool’s curve, her boots slapping in the brine that still ran over the wet rock from the last heave. The Queen’s cluster of eyes turned to follow her. A leg came off the rim toward her as she passed, hooked, scraping. She ducked under it without slowing.

“Annika,” I said. “Cover her.”

“I’m covering her.”

Three silver points on the Queen’s nearest leg-joints. Three arrows. They didn’t go through. They hit the joints hard enough to make the leg flinch back.

Elka reached the near edge.

There was a place there, under the lobe, where the rim widened into a little shelf of salt-crusted rock at the waterline. A flat ledge a few paces across, its edge dropping straight into the black brine. Above it, high above it, the hanging lobe of the dome bristling with crystals.

She stood on it. She turned her spear round in her hands, butt-down.

She raised it. And brought the butt down on the salt-ledge.

Thud.

It wasn’t as loud as the drum-stakes. But the salt-crust under her rang like a skin. Thud. And again, the same beat, the same pause. Thud. Thud. And the rhythm I’d felt come up through the floor of the sand-hide and the floor of the feeding gallery and the soles of my boots on the drummers’ ledge came out of a spear-butt on a ledge of salt at the edge of the black pool.

Thud. Thud. Thud.

The feeding call.

The Queen’s head moved. It came up.

Slowly, at first. The crown of spines rising higher out of the brine. Then the cluster of eyes, black, wet, turning toward the sound. Toward the near edge. Toward the little salt-ledge and the woman on it beating out the call that had brought her food all season.

Her legs let go of the rim on the far side.

Her body began to move, a great dark shape sliding through the black brine toward the near edge, the steam parting round her back, her tail of sacs dragging behind her. Coming. Coming to the drum. Coming to be fed.

Elka kept beating.

Thud. Thud. Thud. Steady. Exact. She wasn’t looking at the thing coming toward her through the water. She was looking at the spear in her hands, the butt coming down on the salt. She’d stood on the sand at nineteen and laughed at what came out of the gate.

She wasn’t laughing now. Her face was perfectly still.

The Queen’s head came up out of the brine at the near edge.

The whole of it: the wedge of chitin, the cluster of eyes, the crown of spines streaming brine. And under it, round the base of the skull, at the narrow place where the head met the first great plate of her body, rising out of the black water into the torchlight and the steam for the first time since we’d come down the ramp:

The collar.

Bronze and black bone, green-black with age, crusted with salt, carved all the way round with script. The seam where the chitin of her skull met the chitin of her body, ringed by it.

In the air.

“Now!” I said.

Annika’s three points bloomed on the collar’s seams. She’d read them from the feeding ledge through the steam in the time it took the collar to rise: three places round the ring where the bronze met the chitin and the fit was bad, where growing for longer than anyone had been counting had strained the joint and opened gaps. Three silver points, perfect, holding through the wavering steam.

She shot.

Three arrows hit three seams. They didn’t kill. They went in. They stuck, quivering, in the gaps between bronze and shell, and the Queen screamed.

It was the first sound she’d made: a shriek like iron dragged over a reef, and every crystal in the dome rang with it.

“Elka,” I said. “Set.”

Elka stopped drumming. She turned her spear round in her hands, point-out, in one motion, and she stepped off the salt-ledge into the brine.

Thigh-deep at the edge. Black, hot, thick. She didn’t gasp this time. She felt for the rock under it with her feet and her butt, as she had in the channel a week ago, and found it, the ledge’s edge under the brine, and planted.

Set.

Her line came up in the echo. Wobbly, alive, pulled at by the brine, but straight. From her heel, up through her body, down the shaft, out past the point, and on, across three paces of black water, to the collar seam where Annika’s arrows stood quivering.

I reached.

The shade came out of me and fell.

Out of the air behind Elka’s shoulder, down along her spear, through the brine, the black water exploding upward in a wall round it. And on, to the end of her line. To the collar.

It hit the Queen’s skull where the spines grew out of the crown, just above the collar, with its full weight in one straight stroke.

The spines cracked. Three of them, long curved pale things as thick as my leg, snapped off at the root and fell into the brine. The collar’s near seam, the one with Annika’s middle arrow in it, split open a hand’s width.

The shade was gone. One.

The drain took my knees before I knew it had arrived. I was down on my lump of rock at the rim. I didn’t remember kneeling.

The Queen screamed again. Her head jerked back. Her tail swung, and the nearest sac split, and drones poured out of it onto the salt-ledge beside Elka, a clicking swarm, coming at her where she stood thigh-deep in the brine with her spear set.

“Hold the set!” I shouted.

“I’m holding!”

Annika’s arrows went into the swarm. Three. Three more. Three more. Faster than she’d shot on any wall. The drones came apart on the salt-ledge a pace from Elka’s back.

Elka didn’t move. She stood in the brine with drones dying behind her and the Queen’s head a few paces in front of her, and her spear set, and her line straight.

I reached again. Two.

Her line took the shade’s whole weight again and drove it into the collar seam. The seam split wider. Bronze shrieked against chitin. Black ichor came out of the gap in a spurting stream. The Queen bucked in the pool, and the brine heaved, and the wave went up the walls.

And the seam held.

Open. Wide open, a hand and more, black and bleeding. But not through. The collar was still there, still fused, still ringing her skull. The chitin under it still held.



I knelt on the rock at the rim with the gray coming in from the edges of my sight and looked at it.

Two calls. Full weight. Spent. The seam open, not through.

I knew what the third one cost. I’d learned it on the flats with my nose bleeding. Half weight. And then nothing. No shade till dawn. No Felling Line. No summon. Nothing, for the rest of the night, wherever the rest of the night took us. And I knew where the rest of the night was going to take us. Up a catchers’ road to a pit full of a pit-master’s men and a pit-master’s beasts.

Two. Never three. Not unless there’s no other way and I’ve decided it’s worth having nothing afterward.

The seam. The lobe above it. The Queen’s head, up out of the brine at the near edge, unpinned, free to go. If she went back under now, with the seam open and bleeding and her collar hurt, she’d never come up for a drum again. She’d stay in the middle until we died of old age.

She had to go down. Now. Against the edge. Under the lobe.

Half weight. Half weight was still the shade’s mass falling down a line.

I’d decided.

“Elka,” I said. “Hold.”

“Clerk, you said two…”

“I know what I said.”

I reached. Three.

The shade came out of me thin.

I felt it. A rope with half its strands cut. It fell down Elka’s line through the brine, and it hit the Queen’s skull above the seam this time, at the crown where the spines had snapped off, and it drove down.

Half weight wasn’t enough to split her. It was enough to push. The Queen’s head went down under it, down and forward, the great wedge of chitin slamming into the near edge of the cistern just past Elka’s set, the rock shuddering, the brine exploding. Her skull ground against the salt-ledge. Her collar seam, open and bleeding, came to rest at the pool’s lip.

Directly under the lobe.

And the shade went out.

It didn’t go the way it goes after a Felling Line, spent and finished. It went out like a lamp blown out in a draft. One moment I could feel it in the mark, in the place where it lives, even spent, even after it falls: a coal under ash. The next moment there was nothing there. Cold. Empty.

Gutted, and I went down on my face on the rock.

Gray everywhere. My nose was bleeding. I could taste it. The pull came up under my ribs, the hunger, rising into the empty place where the shade had been, and with it a new one, the scream of the mark toward the collar, and between them they turned me on the rock, rolled me, pulled.

“Davin!” Two voices. One high, one low. Both of them.

I couldn’t see. I could feel. Two echoes, both hauling on me, toward them.

I got my right hand under me. I pushed.



“Annika,” I said. My voice came out of me like gravel. “The keystone.”

“I see it.”

“Mark it.”

A silver point bloomed in the gray.

High. Very high. On the dome’s curve, above the lobe’s root, at the far end of the old dark crack: the knot of crust where the hanging weight came to rest. There was a shelf there, I’d seen it from the feeding ledge, a narrow lip of rock where the dome met the wall. Annika’s mark sat on it.

At the end of a sightline that ran from her eye, high on the far wall, across the gulf of the den-heart, through the steam.

I took it. Two.

The world folded inward and through, and I was on the shelf.

It was barely a shelf. A lip of wet rock as wide as my boot, sloping, slick with brine-drip. Above me, the dome’s curve going up into the glittering dark. Below me, a long way, the near edge of the pool. The Queen’s head pinned against it by nothing now but her own weight and the hurt in her, already starting to lift. Elka in the brine beside it, still set, her face turned up to me.

In front of me, the keystone.

A great knot of salt-crust, grown dense and hard where the lobe’s root met the dome. The old crack running into it from one side, dark, salt-filled. I could see the stress-line in it, or my hands could, as soon as I put them on it. The place where every grain of that crust was pushing against every other grain, the line where the load came down. The line where it would go.

I had one hand.

My left arm was dead from the elbow down. Numb fingers, black veins, the burn from the reflex still in it and a tremor I couldn’t stop. I couldn’t hold the pry-blade with it. I couldn’t hold anything with it.

I put the pry-blade’s hooked end into the stress-line with my right hand. I found the angle. I found the place where the bar would bite.

I put my left forearm against the bar’s back end, since the hand was no use to anybody. The dead weight of it. The marked arm.

And I leaned.

Everything. Everything I had left. My whole body, the gray and the drain and the empty place where the shade had been, all of it, behind one bar in one crack, the way I’d leaned on a hundred bars in a hundred cracks in a hundred buildings I’d taken down for money on another world.

The keystone held. I leaned harder, and it ticked.

I heard it. The sound a load makes when it’s found the end of what it’ll carry. A tick. A grain shifting.

Then a crack.

The lobe came down.

It didn’t fall all at once. The keystone gave and the crack along the root opened, slowly, from the far end toward me, a long tearing groan in the salt-crust, and the lobe swung out from the dome’s curve on what was left of its root, and hung there for one long heartbeat, a cart-sized bulb of salt-crust bristling with crystals over the near edge of the pool.

Then the root let go.

It fell. Straight down. Onto the Queen’s skull.

I watched it from the shelf. The hanging mass of it coming down on the wedge of her head, the crystals on its underside driving in like the spikes on the drop-gate’s foot, the weight coming down behind them. It hit with a sound I felt in the shelf under my boots. The Queen’s head drove down into the salt-ledge and the rock cracked under it. Her collar seam, open, bleeding, came down hard against the pool’s edge and stayed there.

Pinned. The collar held open at the cistern’s lip under a hill of fallen dome.

Elka was a pace from it.

She didn’t need me to tell her. She was in the echo, bright and huge, and she’d seen everything I’d seen.

She pulled her spear out of the set and sank into the charge-stance, thigh-deep in the black brine, the point aimed down at the open seam a single pace in front of her, and went.

Breakline threw her the length of her own spear.

That was all. One pace. Her body and her spear one line, and the line thrown, the skill taking all the force it had ever had and putting it into one pace, one stroke, a ram with no room to run and all the weight of a ram anyway. The point went into the open seam between bronze and chitin. Through the gap in the collar. Through the soft place under it where the skull met the body. And on. Into the skull.

All the way. Her spear went in to Tib’s red wrap.

The Queen didn’t scream. She went still.

Her legs stiffened on the rim, all of them at once, every hooked foot gripping the rock so hard it cracked. Her tail of sacs lifted out of the pool, high, the sacs stretching, and hung there. Her body went rigid in the brine.

Annika’s last arrow came across the den-heart from the feeding ledge, high, through the steam, through the place where the fallen lobe met the Queen’s head, and into the largest eye in the cluster on the near side of the wedge. The black wet shield-sized eye. Dead center.

The Queen’s legs let go of the rim.

Her tail came down. The sacs hit the brine and split and the drones in them didn’t come out. Her body sank, heavy, back into the black water she’d lived in since before Morvant was a city, the steam closing over her back, the brine rising round her plates.

Her head stayed where it was. Pinned against the edge under a hill of salt, with a spear in it.

She died in her own pool.



I sat on the shelf a long time.

I didn’t decide to sit. My legs did. I was sitting with my back against the dome’s curve and my dead arm in my lap and the pry-blade across my knees, and below me the brine was settling, the waves running out to the walls and coming back smaller and smaller until the surface was only rising and falling slowly, as before. In. Out. Without her in it.

Elka was standing in the brine at the near edge with both hands still on her spear. She hadn’t let go. She was looking at the Queen’s head, an arm’s length in front of her face, the cluster of black eyes going dull.

Annika was on the feeding ledge, on one knee, her bow lowered. Her echo carried nothing at all for a moment. Then something huge filled my whole left side, warm and fierce.

I didn’t do that, I thought. Not alone.



Getting down off the shelf took longer than getting up.

I couldn’t Veilstep again. I could, once more, safe, but I wasn’t going to spend it on a ladder. I went down like a rigger goes down a wall: right-handed, face to the rock, feeling for every hold, along the dome’s curve to where it met the honeycombed wall and down the wall’s brood-cells like the rungs of a ladder built by a lunatic. The cells were empty. Most of them. One had a soft new drone in it that looked at me as I put my boot past it, and didn’t move.

Elka was waiting at the bottom on the salt-ledge. She’d pulled her spear out. It had taken her a while; I’d heard her swearing at it from the shelf.

She caught me as I came off the last cell. She put her arms round me and held on.

She pressed her forehead into my collarbone and said her father’s name into my shirt, once, plain, as she’d said the names of the Ford’s dead over their graves. The rest of it came down the echo: a woman standing at the bottom of the thing that had made the tide that had taken him, with her spear in her hand and the thing dead.

I held her with my good arm.

She was soaked to the hips in brine and shaking, and pressed against me hard enough that I felt every strap of her jerkin, and the echo between us went hot and fierce for one heartbeat, alive and wanting to prove it. It would have to wait. She knew. I felt her know.

Annika came round the rim from the far side a few minutes later. She’d climbed down from the feeding ledge fast and sure, as she climbs everything, not looking at her feet. She stopped in front of us. She looked at my arm, and my face, and the blood on my lip, and Elka’s arms round me.

She put her hand on the back of Elka’s head, as she had on the gallery, and left it there.

The three of us stood on the salt-ledge at the edge of the pool beside the Queen’s head under a hill of fallen dome.

Far away, so faint I hadn’t known I was hearing it until it changed, something stopped.

A bell.

The tide-bell at the Ford. Moor’s bell, ringing across a mile of flats since the vent began, ringing through the copper pipe of the breathing tube while we lay in the hill, ringing all the way down the Teeming’s long throat on its slow warm breath, so faint and so constant that I’d stopped hearing it the way you stop hearing your own heart.

It had stopped.

The whole Teeming shuddered.

I felt it through the rock under my boots. Through the salt-ledge and the walls and the honeycombed cells and the dome overhead, where a few crystals let go and fell tinkling into the brine. A long deep shudder, starting somewhere far above us and running down the warren’s whole body like a shiver down a dog’s back. Then another. Then stillness.

“The bell,” said Annika. Very low. “It stopped.”

“I heard.”

“What does it mean?”

I didn’t know. Moor had said: if you hear it stop, then you’ll know something. He hadn’t said what.

It could mean the vent had broken. It could mean the wall had. It could mean there was nobody left on the tower to ring it.

“I don’t know,” I said.

I didn’t. I stood at the bottom of the Teeming with the Queen dead at my feet and didn’t know if the Ford was standing, and I let myself not know, because there was nothing in the world I could do about it from here except finish what I’d come to do.



The collar was the last thing.

It took all three of us. Elka and I with the pry-blade between us, her hands on the bar and mine beside them, my right one, working the hooked end into the open seam where her spear had been. Annika holding the lamp. The Queen’s skull was still warm. The bronze was warmer.

It came away slowly. Something grown round for longer than Morvant has had a name doesn’t let go in a hurry. We levered it a finger’s width at a time, round and round the seam, the bronze shrieking against chitin, black ichor running down over our hands. Then the last of the fused bone gave, and the whole ring came free of the skull at once and fell onto the salt-ledge with a heavy ringing clang.

I knelt beside it.

It was the size of a wagon-wheel. Bronze, green-black, crusted with salt and stained with her. Set into the bronze in bands, black bone, salt-crusted, polished smooth in places by centuries of brine. And cut into both, deep, all the way round, the script.

I didn’t need to look at my arm. I looked anyway.

I unwound the wrap. What was left of it. Annika’s strip of shirt from the night of the raid had been replaced a dozen times since, and the last one was scorched where the reflex had torn through it and stained with drone-blood and brine. It came off in my good hand. Under it, my forearm: the black veins still branching up from the wrist, fading now, gray instead of black. And on top of them, burned into the skin, the mark. Two rings of script, black-red, one inside the other.

I laid my arm beside the collar, along the curve of the bronze where the script ran, so the rings on my arm lay next to the ring on the collar, the way you lay a new board beside an old one to check the cut.

The inner ring on my arm was the one that had answered a vault floor under a barrow. It had been the only ring then. I’d seen in the vault’s great circle the same shapes I carried, and the mark had drunk the old seal, and the second ring had lit outside the first.

The outer ring.

I’d never matched it to anything. I’d never seen it anywhere but on my own skin.

I looked from my arm to the collar. From the collar to my arm. Stroke for stroke. Curve for curve. Every hook and loop and line. The outer ring of the mark on my arm was the script carved round the bronze collar of the thing that had been breeding tides at the bottom of the Teeming since before there was a city here to send them at.

The same hand had cut both.

The mark drank it.

I felt it start. It started as it had in Velgrim, on the vault floor: a pull, not outward this time, not toward something, but inward. A thirst. The mark reaching out of my arm and into the bronze beside it, into the bone, into the script, and drawing something out of it. Old. Cold. Something that had been in the collar a long, long time, holding.

The script on the collar dimmed.

I watched it go. The carving stayed, cut deep, but something that had been in the cuts, a darkness that had made them look wet even where they were dry, drained out of them, line by line, round the ring, and went into my arm.

The outer ring of the mark lit brighter than black-red. For one heartbeat it burned on my arm like a ring of coals, and the inner ring lit with it, and both of them glowed in the lamplight Annika was holding, and through the gray at the edges of my sight the burned letters wrote themselves.

[OUTER RING ANSWERS. THE TIDE WAS KEPT. ONE REFLEX HELD.]

The letters burned there for two of my breaths. Then they went out.

In my arm, under the fading black veins and the numbness and the burn, something settled into place that had been empty since the drummers’ ledge. Small. Hard. Coiled. One motion, waiting.

The reflex. Banked again, in a heartbeat, where the road down from the north had taken weeks to fill it.



“What did it say?” said Elka.

She was kneeling on the other side of the collar. She’d been watching my face.

I told them. Exactly. Word for word. I don’t keep things back.

“The tide was kept,” Annika repeated. She was looking at the collar. “Kept.”

“Something put that on her,” I said. “When she was small. Something bound her here, with that, and kept her. And whatever cut that script cut the outer ring on my arm.”

“The same something?”

“The same hand.”

Elka looked at the collar. At my arm. At the dead Queen’s head under its hill of salt.

“Whatever made your mark,” she said quietly, “put her down here.”

“A long time ago,” said Annika. “Long before Morvant.”

I didn’t know anything else. That was all of it. A collar, a ring, the same hand, and nothing about who or why. A barrow in the north and a pool in the south, and a thing on my arm that matched both of them. One answer, and it only made the question bigger.

I wrapped my arm again. Annika cut a fresh strip off the hem of her shirt for it without being asked.



Then I felt the pull.

I’d been waiting for it. After Velgrim, when the mark drank the vault circle, the pull had stopped being a tide and turned into a bearing, steady as a compass needle. South. It had pointed south ever since. South on the Saltway, then out at the flats from the Ford’s walls, then at her.

It came now. Slow. Steady. Strong.

It didn’t point south.

It didn’t point at anything in the den-heart, or up the ramp, or along the catchers’ road. It pointed down.

Straight down. Through the salt-ledge under my knees. Through the rock under the ledge. Through whatever lay under the den-heart, under the bottom of the Teeming, under the place where nobody had been in forty years and nobody had ever charted. Down, deeper than any map.

I put my good hand on the salt-ledge and felt it. Something down there, a long, long way below, and the mark leaning at it like a dog at a door.

“It’s pointing down,” I said.

“It’s been pointing at her for a week,” said Annika.

“Not anymore.” I looked at the collar. “She’s done. It’s still pointing.” I pressed my hand flatter against the rock. “There’s something under the Teeming.”

Nobody said anything.

The brine rose and fell in the pool. In. Out.



Annika’s slate lit at her belt, as it had lit under Velgrim with the crew’s record on it.

She took it out. The light in its sliver of stone came up cool and pale, public, and printed itself in the air over the collar between the three of us.

[DEED PENDING WITNESS: THE BROOD QUEEN. DEN-HEART OF THE TEEMING.]

Under it, smaller:

[DAVIN KOLT. LEVEL 19.]

Pending witness. The slate knew what had died. It couldn’t finish it. A boss-clear doesn’t finish on a slate. It wants a great stone, a collar laid in its cradle, and an assessor’s pen.

Elka’s slate lit too. She pulled it out of her belt-pouch and looked at it and turned it so we could see. The same pending line, with her name on it. E. CORRAN. And beside her name, small, a mark I didn’t recognize.

“Killing blow,” she said. Her voice was strange. “It’s marked the killing blow.”

She looked at it. Then she put it away and didn’t mention it again.



We found the catchers’ road behind the drummers’ ledge, where the two drummers had run.

The tunnel-mouth was wide and low, cut into the rock at the back of the ledge, and its floor was worn smooth down the middle in a long trough three feet and a finger across. Sledge-track. Years of it. The walls were salt-crusted and sweating, ridged like the rest of the Teeming, and on them, at the height of a man’s shoulder, were marks. Round. Scorched. The size of a copper mark. Old, some of them, faded to gray. Some of them new.

Goad-marks. On the walls. Where catchers had burned beasts forward along this road, toward the warrens, for years.

The tunnel breathed, but only one way: a steady draft coming down it from inland, from the far end, warm. And on the draft, faint, from a long way off, a smell.

Sawdust. Sweat. Smoke. Blood.

I knew that smell. I’d smelled it coming up a stair under Low Morvant with three hundred people roaring at the bottom of it.

Elka came up beside me at the tunnel-mouth. She’d gone back for the collar. She’d lifted it herself, the whole wagon-wheel of bronze and bone, and heaved it up onto one shoulder, and she stood there with it balanced there and her spear in her other hand and the draft from the tunnel blowing loose red hair across her face.

She breathed it in. The smell. Through her nose, as she’d breathed the clean night air at the top of the pit-stair.

“That’s his road,” she said. “That goes to my old pen.”

She shifted the collar on her shoulder.

“Let’s go return his property.”


Chapter 26: The Pit

The smell met us first, riding a warm draft down the catchers’ road from inland: sawdust and smoke and old blood, faint as a memory at the den-heart end, and thicker with every turn.

The road was long. I don’t know how long. Miles. Annika guessed eight from the time it took and the number of turns she’d counted; Elka guessed twelve and said her shoulder would have guessed twenty. It ran inland from the den-heart under the flats, under the dunes, under the tide road and the cliffs, and it ran mostly straight, cut by men who wanted to get somewhere and didn’t care what was in the way. Where the Teeming’s old galleries crossed it, somebody had shored the crossings with timber. Where the floor dipped, somebody had laid planks across the brine-pools for the sledges. It was a working road. It had been worked for years.

The walls sweated. Salt-crust, ridged and warm, beaded with brine that ran down in thin streams and pooled in the sledge-trough down the middle of the floor. Every hundred paces or so there was a lamp-niche cut into the wall, empty, black with old soot. Every few hundred, a sledge, abandoned, its runners rotted, its net still lashed to its frame, grown over with crust.

On the walls, at the height of a man’s shoulder, the goad-marks.

Round. Scorched. The size of a copper. I’d seen them first on a dead shellback’s flank on the Saltway causeway, forty days ago, and noted them, and not known what they were. Here they ran along both walls of the catchers’ road all the way, in clusters, in rows, thousands of them: every place a catcher had burned a beast forward that had stopped to fight the rope, for years and years and years. Some of them were old enough to be crusted over white. Some of them were so new I could still smell the scorch.

Nobody said much.

Annika went first with a shuttered lamp and her bow, reading the road ahead. Elka went second with the collar on her shoulder, the whole bronze wheel of it, and her spear in her other hand, and she didn’t put the collar down once. She switched shoulders. That was all. I went last, with my dead left arm bound against my chest in Annika’s shirt-strip and the pry-blade in my right hand and the empty place in me where the shade should have been.

That was the worst of it, worse than the arm. The arm was numb and burning and shaking and it would heal or it wouldn’t. The empty place. I’d carried the shade under my skin since a barrow under a hill, and even spent, even after a Felling Line took all of it and left only the scorch-line, I’d always been able to feel it there. An ember I could always find. Something in the dark that would come when I called.

There was nothing there now. I reached for it every few hundred paces without meaning to, the way your tongue goes to a pulled tooth. There was nothing, not a coal, not even ash: a cold empty space in the middle of me, like a room somebody had moved out of.

Till dawn.

I didn’t know how long till dawn. Underground there’s no dawn. There’s only the road, and the walls, and that smell coming down it.



We heard the pit before we saw it.

A sound coming down the road on the draft. Low at first, a murmur, like surf heard from a long way off. Then louder. Then I could pick it apart: voices, hundreds of them, roaring and falling and roaring again. And under the voices, a rhythm. Feet on planking. Stamping.

The crowd’s rhythm. The one Elka had said you never forget.

She’d stopped walking.

She was standing in the road ahead of me with the collar on her shoulder and her spear in her hand, and she’d stopped because the sound had reached her. She stood there listening to it, and her free hand went up and found the brass ring at the tail of her braid and closed round it hard enough to whiten her knuckles.

Then she let it go and started walking again.

The road climbed. It went up in a long slope, steeper than any we’d come down, the sledge-trough in its floor worn so deep it was almost a gutter, and at the top of the slope there was a light. Torchlight, orange, flickering, coming through bars.

Iron bars. As thick as my wrist. Set across the road’s mouth in a frame of old dungeon rock.

Behind the bars, a pen. A deep one, cut into the rock, thirty feet across. Straw on the floor, filthy, trampled. A water-trough. Chains on the walls, empty. A smell of beast so strong it made my eyes water.

I’d looked down into this pen through a slit-window at the back of a pit-master’s box with the pit-master at my shoulder, telling me about his champion.

It was empty.

“The deep pen,” Elka said. Quietly. “Old Iron’s pen.” She looked at the bars, at the gate set into them at the road’s mouth: iron, hinged, with a heavy bolt on our side. “This is the back. The catchers come through here with the sleds. I heard them for four years from the cages.” She looked across the empty pen to the far side, where another gate, bigger, stood in the rock: the one that led out to the pit’s floor. Through its bars came the torchlight and the roar. “He’s not here. He’s out there.”

“On the sand,” I said.

“Where else.” She shifted the collar on her shoulder. “It’s a show night. It’s a big show night. He’d never put Old Iron out on a small night.”

I drew the bolt.

It slid back in its staples with a long iron groan, and the gate swung inward, and we went into the deep pen through the straw and the stink to the bars of the big gate on the far side, and looked out through them at the pit.

It was full.

Fuller than the night Elka had brought us down the stair. Every tier of the wooden stands packed to the ceiling’s edge, people shoulder to shoulder and standing in the aisles, dockers and fishwives and sailors and merchants in good coats on their cushions. The torch-smoke hanging brown under the rippled ceiling. The sand on the bowl’s floor raked and dark.

Along the wall to our left, below the lowest tier, the cages. Twenty of them. Full. Every one.

Across the bowl, high in the rock above the sand, the box. Lamplit. Carpeted.

Ostrander stood at its rail.

He had the goad-staff across his arm like a scepter. He wasn’t talking. Every face in the bowl was turned up to him, and the crowd’s noise rose and fell under him like the sea under a cliff.

Behind him, at his shoulder, half a pace back, a tall man in a long dark coat buttoned to the throat.

My right hand closed on the bar. My left arm, dead against my chest, burned.

On the slate by the arch where we’d come in that first night, the one with the chalked columns, somebody had written a new line across the top in big letters.

LAST TIDE.

Under it: FORD. HOW LONG.

Columns of numbers. Hours. Names. Bets. The bowl was betting on how long it would take the full vent to break Hessel Ford’s wall. Hundreds of bets. The column under ONE HOUR was the longest.

“He thinks we’re dead,” said Annika at my shoulder. She’d read the slate across the bowl in the time it took to blink. “The drummers got here. They told him the Queen woke up with us at the edge. He thinks she ate us.”

“And the Ford with us,” said Elka.

“He’s selling tickets to it,” I said.

Ostrander lifted one hand off the rail.

The bowl went as quiet as it ever went, the roar falling to a murmur, and every face leaned in, as they’d leaned in for him the first night.

“The tide’s out,” he said. His voice was quiet and it carried to every corner. “The full vent. Everything the Teeming’s bred since your grandmothers were girls, out of every mouth at once, at the walls of the Ford. My drummers tell me it went out an hour after dark. My drummers tell me the Ford’s bell was ringing and ringing when they left.” He smiled. “It won’t be ringing long.”

A sound went through the stands. A hiss of breath. Then the roar came up again, louder, and people were waving coins at the betting slate, and somebody was shouting ONE HOUR, ONE HOUR, and somebody else was shouting him down.

“And so,” said Ostrander, when the roar dropped again, “for the Ford. For the Last Tide. The finest animal in the south, on the sand, against every debt-fighter the Ford’s sent me this season. Let’s see how long the Ford lasts.”

He gestured.

On the far side of the pit, a gate in the bowl’s floor began to rise. And out onto the sand, prodded by four handlers with long goads, came Old Iron.

He came out slowly.

He was the size of a house. His black plates were crusted so thick with salt they looked like stone, and every plate, every seam, every inch of the leathery skin between them was covered in the round white goad-scars, so many they ran together into a lace. His wedge of a head swung low. His small red-rimmed eye found the torchlight and blinked.

The crowd went mad.

They knew him. Eleven years. Never lost. They stamped and screamed and threw coins down onto the sand, and he stood in the middle of it with the handlers burning him forward, and he didn’t seem to hear any of it.

He looked as tired as he had through the slit-window. More.

Along the cage wall, the handlers were opening a cage door. Pulling people out. They weren’t fighters: men and women in rags. A fisherman. A woman with gray hair. A boy who couldn’t have been eighteen. Pushing them out onto the sand with short spears thrust into their hands.

The Ford’s people.

Elka made a sound beside me. It hit the echo before I heard it: not the quiet. Something worse. A fire under a lid.

“Third cage,” Annika said, her eyes on the cage wall. “Second from the back. Gray hair, blue shawl. That’s her. That’s Orla.”

Tib’s grandmother. Standing at the bars of the third cage, one thin hand on the iron. Watching the handlers pull the others out onto the sand.

She was next.



“Now,” I said.

Elka didn’t wait for anything else.

She put her shoulder to the big gate’s bars, the one between the deep pen and the pit floor, and found its latch on the inside, the pen side, where the handlers never had to reach it because nothing in the pen had hands. She threw it. The gate swung outward onto the sand.

We walked out.

The three of us. Out of the beast-pen, onto the raked dark sand of the pit, into the torchlight. Filthy. Soaked to the thighs in black brine. Salt-crusted, blood-crusted, drone-ichor drying on our hands and arms. Annika with her bow. Me with my pry-blade and my dead arm bound to my chest. Elka with her spear in one hand and on her shoulder, catching every torch in the bowl, the wheel of bronze and black bone.

The crowd didn’t see us at first. They were looking at Old Iron, and at the people being pulled out of the cages.

Then they did.

It went across the bowl like a crack across ice. A few faces on the lowest tier turning. Then the tier above. Then a woman screaming and pointing. Then the noise changing, from a roar to something else, confused, rising.

Elka walked to the middle of the sand.

She walked past Old Iron, twenty paces from him, as if he weren’t there. The handlers on his goads stared at her. She walked to the place directly under the box, where the sand was darkest, where the fisherman had died on our first night.

She took the collar off her shoulder.

She held it up. Both hands. Over her head. The bronze wheel of it, as big across as she was tall, green-black, crusted, carved all the way round with script, still wet with the Queen’s black ichor, glittering in the torchlight.

Then she threw it down.

It hit the sand at the foot of the wall under Ostrander’s box with a dead heavy clang. It rolled. It wobbled. It fell flat.

The bowl went silent.

I’d never heard that pit silent. Elka heard it, and her echo went so still it rang. I’d have bet that in four years on that sand she’d never heard it silent either: not for a death, not for a champion, not for anything.

It was silent now.

Three hundred people. Five hundred. However many were packed into those stands, every one of them looking down at a bronze collar lying on the sand. And every one of them knew what it was. You could see them know it. It went through the bowl tier by tier: the dockers, the fishwives, the merchants. Morvant had lived on top of the Teeming for a hundred years. Every child in Low Morvant had been told about the Brood Queen in her pool at the bottom of everything, with the old bronze round her neck. Nobody had ever seen it. Everybody knew what it looked like.

It was lying on the sand.

Elka stood over it and looked up at the box.

“Hello, Harl,” she said.

Ostrander didn’t move.

He stood at his rail with the goad-staff across his arm and looked down at the collar. His eyes went from it to the three of us, filthy and soaked and standing on his sand, and I watched him understand every piece of it: the drummers, the den-heart, the Queen, the bell going quiet at the Ford.

I watched him decide.

He was quick. I’ll give him that. He’d been a handler for twenty years before he was a pit-master. A handler who isn’t quick dies.

“Thieves,” he said.

His voice wasn’t loud. It carried to every corner anyway. It always did.

“That collar was taken from my tunnel.” He pointed at it with the goad-staff. “My road. My catchers cut it. My sledges run it. Everything that comes up that road is mine, by every custom Morvant has.” He looked at me. “This man is a beast-thief. He came up my road in the dark with stolen property and walked onto my sand without my leave.” His voice rose, just a little, just enough. “On a show night. In front of my house.”

The crowd stirred. Uncertain. Some of them nodding. Some of them not.

“Handlers,” said Ostrander. “Take him.”

The pack came out of a gate on the right side of the bowl. Twelve brinehounds, maybe more, crusted and goad-mad, their milk-white eyes rolling, six handlers driving them with hooks. And the four on Old Iron’s goads burned him round, slowly, toward me.

“Alive,” Ostrander called down. “The summoner alive. Whole. Arm and all. Nobody cuts the arm.” He smiled. “There’s a man here who’ll pay a great deal for him whole.”

He didn’t look behind him at the man in the dark coat, and didn’t need to.

He leaned on his rail and looked down at me with his head tilted, the collector looking at a thing on a sale block that had turned out rarer than he’d thought.

“Where’s your summon, clerk?” he said.

He said it to the whole bowl. Pleasantly. A question asked so everyone could hear the answer.

I didn’t answer.

There wasn’t an answer. The place where the shade lived was empty and cold. I’d spent it on a Queen’s skull three hours ago, the third call, at half weight, knowing exactly what it cost.

Nothing till dawn.

Ostrander watched my face. Whatever he saw there, he liked it.

“No?” he said. “Then let’s see what you are without it.”



I looked at the pit.

It’s a building. Everything is. A bowl cut into the old dungeon’s edge, and over the bowl’s rough steps, wooden stands on timber trestles, tier on tier, packed with people. Under the lowest tier, where the stands met the rock, I could see the shoring: posts and cross-braces, old and black and too few, carrying the weight of the stands and everyone in them. The cages along the left wall, set into the rock, each with a barred gate that lifted. And above each beast-gate in the bowl’s floor, on the wall, a frame: a timber gallows with a pulley at its top and a rope running down to the gate, and on the rope’s other end, a counterweight. A block of iron the size of a man’s chest, hanging in the frame, so one handler could lift a gate that would take six.

Old Iron’s gate, on the far side, was up. Its counterweight was down at the bottom of its frame, resting on a block. The gate we’d come through, behind us, had no counterweight; it opened on hinges, from the pen.

The gate on the right side of the bowl, where the pack had come out, was up too. Its counterweight hung low in its frame, a hand’s width off its rest block, swinging a little.

I read all of it in one breath.

“Annika,” I said. “The rail.”

“Going.”

“Elka. The cages.”

She was already moving.

Annika went up the stands.

She went straight up the face of the lowest tier, as she’d go up a wagon, a fence, a wall. She went up the trestles hand over hand while the people sitting on the planks above her shrieked and scrambled away, and she came over the lowest tier’s rail and stood on it, one foot on the rail and one on the planking, with the bowl spread out below her like a trail.

Three silver points bloomed in my vision, on the goads. The long iron hooks in the handlers’ hands, the salt-chambered tips glowing. Three of them.

I looked up at her once. I couldn’t not. She stood on that rail like a figurehead on a ship’s prow, one boot on the timber and the other on the planking, her hips set and her long back arched into the draw, the black-cored yew bent to her jaw and her golden hair down and wild from the Teeming, brine-dark and torch-lit, the packed tier behind her leaning away from her like grass from a wind. Five hundred people in that bowl and every one of them was looking at her. She didn’t look at any of them. She was looking at the goads.

She shot.

Three handlers went down. Their goads fell on the sand, hissing.

Three more points. Three more arrows.

The pack was loose. Twelve goad-mad brinehounds and no goads to aim them. I’d learned that on a lighthouse stair: without the goads, a pack’s a crowd, not a spear.

And a crowd goes where it smells blood-salt.

The hounds turned for the cages.

I’d known they would. The cages smelled of fear and sweat and blood, and the sand in front of them was where the fisherman had died and the dark patches were deepest, and the handlers had dragged the Ford’s people out of the third cage with their hands still bleeding from the bars. The pack went for them in a howling rush across the sand.

Elka was there.

She’d gone across the sand to the cage wall at a dead run while Annika climbed, and she was standing in front of the third cage with the Ford’s people behind her, the ones the handlers had dragged out onto the sand clutching short spears they didn’t know how to hold, the ones still in the cage pressed against the bars. She set.

Foot on the butt. Butt in the sand, and the sand was deep, but under it was the old dungeon rock, and she drove the butt down through the sand until it hit rock, and planted, and leaned.

Set Line.

The pack hit her line and stopped.

They piled against her point and the dead ones on it and pushed, a whole pack’s weight bearing down on one ash shaft wrapped in a boy’s lumpy red braid. And nothing passed her.

“Behind me!” she shouted at the Ford’s people, in the field-call, hard as a slammed gate. “All of you! Behind me! Against the bars!”

They went behind her. The fisherman. The gray-haired woman. The boy with the short spear. They pressed back against the cage bars with the Ford’s people inside them, all of them, and Elka stood in front of them with her spear set and the pack screaming at her line, and held.

Nobody behind her was touched.



Old Iron came at me.

The four handlers on his goads had seen their friends go down to Annika’s arrows. Two of them had dropped their goads and run. The other two were still burning him forward, and he came across the sand toward me at a slow heavy lumbering run, his wedge of a head down, his scarred plates rattling.

I didn’t fight him.

I wasn’t going to fight a thing the size of a house with one arm and a pry-blade. I was going to take away what it stood on.

I ran sideways, across his path, toward the right side of the bowl, toward the open gate the pack had come out of, and its frame, and the counterweight hanging in it a hand’s width off its block.

He turned after me. The handlers burned him round. He was slow to turn; a thing that size always is. He came.

I reached the frame.

The counterweight hung in front of me at the height of my head: a block of iron as big as a man’s chest, on a rope that ran up over the pulley at the frame’s top and down to the gate. Under it, the rest block, a hand’s width below. The rope held it. The rope was tied off at a cleat on the frame’s leg, at my hip.

I looked at the rope. At the cleat. At the gate standing open beside me, its bars raised into the frame above the opening. At the opening, eight feet wide, where the pack had come through.

At Old Iron, coming at me across the sand, straight for the opening, because I was standing beside it and the handlers were aiming him at me.

I put the pry-blade’s edge to the rope at the cleat.

He came into the gateway.

His head went through it. His shoulders. His front legs, thick as the masts in my sand-hide, planted on the threshold where the gate’s foot came down into its slot.

I cut the rope.

The counterweight dropped onto its rest block, a hand’s width, a heavy thud. And the gate, with nothing holding it up, came down.

It came down like the drop-gate at the Ford: fast, heavy, iron bars as thick as my wrist sliding down their grooves in the frame. It came down on Old Iron’s right foreleg, just above the foot, where it stood on the threshold. The bars’ iron foot hit the leg and drove it into the slot in the stone.

The bone went. I heard it.

Old Iron bellowed. The pit shook with it. He lurched forward, half-in and half-out of the gateway, his leg pinned under a gate that weighed what a cart weighs, and his great plated body twisted, and his head swung round toward me, and I was right there.

I’d been reading him since he came out onto the sand. Every plate. Every seam. And on his left side, just behind the place where the head met the body, the seam between his first two plates was white with scar, not salt. Goad-scar, so many of them laid one over another in the same place for eleven years that the skin there had gone hard and shiny and thin as old leather. The handlers had burned him in the same spot ten thousand times to turn him left, and the place had never healed, and it had never toughened, and the seam above it had worn loose.

A weak point made by a decade of goads.

I put the pry-blade into it.

Edge-first, right-handed, with my whole body behind it, as I’d seated it in a shellback’s eye-seam on the causeway. It went in a hand’s width, into the scarred thin skin between the plates. And I leaned.

The seam opened. The first plate came up off the second like a lid coming off a crate. Black blood came out of the gap.

Old Iron screamed.

He wasn’t dead. A thing that size doesn’t die of an open seam. It just hurts. He twisted again, harder, and his head came round, and the wedge of his brow-plate caught me in the ribs and threw me.

I hit the sand ten feet away and rolled and came up on one knee with the breath gone out of me and the pry-blade still in my hand.

He was trying to tear his leg free. The gate held it. He was going to tear the leg off to get to me. I could see him deciding it.

“Clerk!” Elka. From the cages. “Hold him!”

I couldn’t hold him. Nobody could hold him.

But I didn’t have to.

“Annika!” Elka shouted. “Three seconds! Cover them!”

“Covered!” Annika’s voice from the rail, clear and certain.

Elka pulled her spear out of her set.

The pack, the moment her line dropped, surged at the cages. And Annika’s bowstring went, and went, and went, three marks at a time, as fast as the string would come back to her jaw, every arrow into a hound going for the Ford’s people. Three seconds. Nine hounds. I don’t know how many arrows. I know nobody behind the line was touched.

Elka set to charge, the point aimed across thirty paces of sand at the open seam behind Old Iron’s head where I’d pried up his first plate, and went.

She crossed the sand like a thrown spear, the copper braid snapping out straight behind her. Old Iron saw her coming. He turned his head toward her, the wedge of his brow coming round to meet her.

She went past the brow and into the seam I’d opened behind it, where the plate stood up. She went into it point-first with her body behind her spear and the skill behind her body, and through it, and into him, all the way.

Old Iron stopped.

He didn’t scream or fall, not at first. He just stopped, with his leg pinned in the gate and Elka’s spear in him to the haft, and his small red-rimmed eye found the torchlight one more time, and blinked, slowly.

Then he folded.

His front legs went. His great plated body came down onto the sand, slowly, the way a building comes down when you’ve taken out the right supports: not all at once, but deciding to. He settled. The sand puffed up round him. He breathed out once, long, and didn’t breathe in.

Elka stood beside him with both hands on her spear. She was breathing hard. She was looking at his eye.

“Sorry,” she said. Very quietly. I don’t think anybody heard her but me.

She pulled her spear out and turned and ran back across the sand to her line at the cages, and set, and the last three hounds hit her point and stopped.

Eleven years. Never lost. Somebody in the stands started to say something and stopped.



Ostrander came down.

He came down a stair from the box that I hadn’t seen, a private one cut into the rock behind the stands, like the stair up to it. He came out of a door at its foot onto the sand with the goad-staff in his hand, and he walked out across the sand toward me in his good dark coat, not fast, not slow. Like he’d walked onto every sand of his life.

He’d been a handler twenty years. B-rank. He’d stopped going into the Teeming himself when he found out the tide paid better from the stands. He hadn’t stopped being what he was.

He stopped five paces from me. The goad-staff in both hands now, across his body. Iron-shod at both ends. The salt-chamber at its tip glowing red as a coal, the holes in it breathing smoke.

“You’ve cost me a great deal tonight,” he said. Pleasantly.

“You’ve cost a lot of people a great deal,” I said.

“Everyone pays.” His eyes went over my dead arm and the pry-blade in my right hand and stopped on my face. “You don’t have your summon. You don’t have your other arm. You don’t have your crew; they’re busy.” He tilted his head. “I’ve been handling things bigger than you since before you were born, clerk. I’d like to handle you now. Alive, if I can.” He smiled. “I’m told the arm must be whole.”

He came at me.

He was good.

I’ve fought men who were good and men who thought they were, and Ostrander was good. Twenty years on the flats with a goad in his hands, driving things that wanted to kill him, had taught him the staff the way four years on the sand had taught Elka the spear. It was an extension of his body. It came at me from angles I didn’t expect and it came fast.

He feinted high. I went for it. He wasn’t there. The staff came round low from his hip and the glowing tip caught me across the chest, left to right, through my shirt.

It burned like a brand. The salt-chamber’s coal laid across my skin and dragged, and I felt the skin go, and smelled it, and the pain went through me white and sharp and stayed. I went back three steps.

He didn’t follow. He stood there with the staff and let me look at him.

“That’s the first,” he said. “There’ll be more. I’m patient. The crowd likes patient.”

I gave him ground.

I gave him a lot of it. I went back across the sand away from him, slowly, round in a long curve, and he came after me, and every few steps he came in and the staff came at me, and every time I got the pry-blade in front of it or got my body out of its way. Mostly. He caught me on the shoulder once, the good shoulder, a glancing burn. He caught my thigh where the hound had bitten it, and I nearly went down.

I wasn’t fighting him. I was reading him.

Like Elka’s lead shoulder in the wall-yard. Every man has a tell. Every man does the same thing before he does the thing he means. You just have to watch long enough to see it, and live long enough to use it.

Ostrander feinted. Always. Every attack started with a feint, high or left or right, a jab of the staff’s tip at my face to make me move. And every time, after the feint, the real strike came from the same place.

From his hip. Low. The staff pulled back to his right hip and then driven forward and round, from there, every time.

Feint. Hip. Feint. Hip.

Twenty years of driving beasts. A beast flinches from a feint at its face. Then you burn it from below while it’s flinching. It works on beasts. He’d done it ten thousand times.

I’m not a beast.

He feinted at my face.

I didn’t flinch. I didn’t move my head at all. I watched his hands, not the glowing tip, and I saw the staff go back to his right hip, and I stepped in, inside the arc of the staff, where it couldn’t reach me with its tip. The staff came round from his hip in its long low strike and met me too close, halfway along its haft instead of at its end, and I got the pry-blade’s hooked end over it.

Right where the iron-shod tip joined the wooden haft. The joint. Where the iron sleeve was pinned to the wood with two rivets, and the wood under the sleeve had been soaked in salt-brine and burned by the chamber’s heat for years.

I turned my wrist.

The haft broke at the joint. The salt-rotted wood went with a crack, and the iron tip with its glowing chamber flew off and spun across the sand, and Ostrander was holding three feet of broken wood.

He looked at it.

I kicked his knee.

The right one. The one his weight was on, coming through his strike. I put my heel into the side of it as I’d taken Ferro’s loaded knee on a hill-field, and it went sideways, and he went down onto it on the sand, on his own sand, in front of his own crowd.

I put the pry-blade’s flat across the side of his head.

He fell over.

He lay on the sand on his side with the broken staff in his hand, breathing hard. Blood ran out of his hair. His good dark coat had come open in the fall.

Out of it, out of the inside pockets where a handler carries what he needs, spilled cakes.

Blood-salt. Small ones, a handful of them, the size of my palm, the kind a handler keeps on him to reward a beast or to drive one. They fell out of his coat and broke open on the sand, red-brown, crumbling, and their smell came up off them thick and heavy: the old-blood stink of the feeding gallery, of the channels, of every tide aimed at the Ford all season.

I stood over him. My chest burned where the goad had dragged across it. My left arm hung dead in its binding.

Up on the rail, Annika’s slate lit at her belt. She held it up so I could see across the bowl, and the light came out of it cool and public and printed itself in the air above her head, and every person on that tier saw it.
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On the tier around her, people leaned back from the light.



Ostrander got up onto his knees.

He did it slowly. He was hurt. His knee was wrong and his head was bleeding. He knelt on the sand among his own spilled blood-salt with the broken haft in his hand, and he looked up at me, and his pale washed-out eyes weren’t afraid. They were interested. Still. Even then.

He looked past me. At the cage wall. At Elka, set in front of the Ford’s people with three hounds dying on her point and three more pacing just out of her reach, goad-mad, crusted, wanting.

He looked at the broken haft in his hand.

The iron tip was gone. But where the haft had broken, the wood was splintered and black, and in the black, a coal. A piece of the chamber’s fire had come away in the break, and it glowed in the splintered end.

I saw what he was going to do.

“Don’t,” I said.

He reached out with the broken haft and touched the nearest hound with it.

It screamed. The burn went into its flank and it leaped, as they’d leaped from the goad for eleven years in this pit, and it went at the cages. At Elka’s line. And the two behind it went with it.

Elka held. Nothing passed her.

Ostrander lifted the haft to do it again.

I knelt down in front of him.

I didn’t have to. I could have taken the haft out of his hand, or put the pry-blade’s flat across his head again, or let Annika put an arrow through his wrist from the rail. I knelt down in the sand in front of him instead, because I had something to say and I wanted him to hear it.

I took the rope off my shoulder.

Twenty yards of good tarred hemp. The rope I always carry, that Annika audits, that Elka laughs at. I held the coil out to him.

“There’s a ladder on the cage wall,” I said. “Up to the first tier. Take the rope. Climb out. Walk out of here. Leave the staff. Leave the sand. Leave.”

He looked at the rope.

“Nobody gets left,” I said. “I let a ledger-man walk out of a fish market on that term. I’ll let you climb out of a pit on it.” I held the coil out. “This is the only time I’m going to offer.”

The bowl was silent. Five hundred people. I could feel them listening. Up on the rail, Annika was absolutely still. At the cages, Elka had heard. I felt her in the echo, and there was no anger in it, only something fierce and quiet and wide awake. I’d have bet she’d been waiting eight years to see him on his knees on his own sand.

Ostrander looked at the rope in my hand.

Then he looked up at me, and he smiled, the patient showman’s smile, and I knew before he said anything.

“Everyone eats,” he said.

And he turned on his knees and reached out with the burning haft toward the cages again.

He never touched them.

He’d been kneeling in it. That was the thing. He’d been kneeling in his own spilled blood-salt since I put him down, the cakes broken open under his knees and his hands, the red-brown crumbs on his coat, on his sleeves, in the blood from his head. He smelled of it. He smelled of it more than anything else in that pit.

He’d just burned a goad-mad brinehound one more time.

The pack turned.

All of them. Every hound that was left, the three at Elka’s line and the ones pacing behind them and the one he’d just burned. They turned away from the cages and the spear and the people behind it, all at once, a pack that’s found the smell it was made to hunt. Toward the thing on the sand that smelled most of blood-salt. Toward the thing that had burned them every day of their lives.

He saw them turn.

I stood up and stepped back. The rope was still in my hand.

He looked at me one last time. The pale eyes, interested, curious, a collector who’d just found the rarest thing in his collection.

Then the pack reached him.

I didn’t watch it all. I watched enough.

When it was over, Annika put arrows into the pack from the rail until there wasn’t a pack, and the pit was silent, and Ostrander was a shape on the sand in a good dark coat.

I coiled the rope and put it back on my shoulder.



Elka broke the cages.

She pulled her spear out of her last set and turned round to face the cage wall, and her echo went quiet. The real quiet. Rare and terrible and absolute. She’d been holding it down all through the fight. She let it come now.

She set to charge in front of the first cage, the point on its lock, a heavy iron box on a hasp where the barred gate met the frame. Then she went into the lock and through it. The hasp went. The bolt went. The gate swung open on its hinges with a shriek of iron, and Elka came out the other side of it into the cage, on her feet, with her spear in her hands, among the people inside.

Four. The last of the four. The last one that was safe.

She didn’t do it again; she didn’t need to. She’d shown them how. She came back out of the first cage and went to the second, and set the point of her spear into its lock’s keyhole and levered with the shaft, and the Ford’s crewmen she’d pulled out of the first cage came and put their hands on the shaft beside hers and leaned. The lock gave. The third. The fourth. Down the wall, cage by cage, every lock broken by people who’d been inside them an hour ago.

Annika had come down off the rail. She went to the third cage, the second-from-the-back, and when its lock gave she went in first.

The gray-haired woman in the blue shawl was standing at the bars where she’d stood from the first hound to the last. One thin hand still on the iron. Watching.

Annika took her hand off the bars. Gently.

“Orla,” she said. “Tib sent us.”

The old woman looked at her.

“He’s a good boy,” she said. “He’s too skinny.”

“He’s crew,” said Annika. “We pay him a copper a day.”

Orla came out first. Annika walked her out, slowly, the old woman leaning on her arm, out of the cage and across the sand toward the deep pen’s open gate. Behind them the others came. The Taskers: Marl in his faded red shirt, holding his brother’s arm. The fisherman with the short spear. The woman with two children who’d taken two loaves from Coyle’s own hands at the Ford’s landward gate. All of them. Thirty-some. Coming out of the cages onto the sand into the torchlight, blinking, holding on to each other.

It wasn’t all of the Ford, though. Elka counted the Ford’s faces twice and came up short both times, and I watched her decide to count the missing later, on the wall, out loud.

On the cage wall, at the end of the row, nailed to the rock beside the last cage, was a board.

A plain plank, sanded smooth, the size of a cupboard door. Covered in marks. Thumbprints, inked dark, in rows, hundreds of them. And beside each row, scratched tallies.

There was a brazier burning beside it on an iron stand, to light the cage wall.

Elka took the board down off its nails. She held it for a moment. She looked at the thumbprints. Some of them she knew. I could feel her know them.

Then she put it in the brazier.

Face down. She held it there with the butt of her spear while the fire caught it, and the ink went black, and the wood went black, and the thumbprints curled and smoked and were gone, and the people whose thumbs were on the board stood round and watched it burn.



I looked up at the box.

I’d been not looking at it the whole fight. I’d made myself. A man with a dead arm and no shade can’t afford to look at two things at once, and the thing on the sand was trying to kill me.

I looked now.

The box was empty.

The lamps were still burning, warm and steady, behind their glass chimneys. The carpet was still red. The wine was still on the table. Ostrander’s chair with its cushion stood at the rail where he’d left it.

Nobody was in it. Nobody was standing behind it, half a pace back, at the shoulder of a man who wasn’t there anymore.

On the rail, dead in the middle, where you’d put a thing you wanted someone on the sand to see, there was a coin.

A copper. One. Small and dull in the lamplight, set flat on the carved wood.

He’d left it the way he’d left one on Serna’s table in Rendhaven, like a blade stuck in a door, and nothing with it.

A man who chains things, telling me he’d been there, and seen, and gone.

My left arm burned against my chest. The empty place where the shade lived ached.

I looked at the copper until Annika said my name.



The crowd didn’t cheer. Not at first. They sat in their stands, five hundred of them, and looked down at the sand. At the dead champion with his leg in the gate. At the shape in the good dark coat. At the collar lying under the empty box. At the broken cages and the board burning in the brazier and the Ford’s people coming out onto the sand blinking and holding each other. At three filthy delvers in the middle of it.

They didn’t know what to do. Nobody had ever told them what to do when the house lost.

Then somebody on the third tier stood up.

A docker. Big, tar-stained, with a mug in his hand. He looked down at the sand. And then he started to stamp his feet on the planking. Slowly. Heavy. The crowd’s rhythm.

The man beside him stood up and did it too.

It went round the bowl tier by tier. Feet on planking, five hundred pairs of them, and then voices, and then the roar came up off the stands like the sea coming up a wall, and the stands shook with it, and the old shoring under the lowest tier groaned.

They cheered the way pit crowds cheer. For anything that wins. They didn’t care who. They didn’t care what it meant. They’d come for a show and they’d gotten one, and they cheered it.

Elka stood by the burning board with her spear and listened to it.

She listened, and it went into her. Five hundred strangers, the crowd that had bet for four years on how long she’d last, screaming down at her on the sand.

And I felt her not mind.

She wasn’t performing. Her face was still, with no laugh on it and no wave in her hand. She was just standing there, letting them watch her. She was walking out, and the people behind her were walking out too.

She turned and looked at me across the pit.

She shouldered her spear and walked toward the deep pen’s gate with the Ford’s people, and she didn’t look back.



We came up a stair into Low Morvant’s street at dawn.

The stair behind the cages, the one Annika had mapped on the first night, that came up into a warehouse on the dock. We came up through the warehouse’s dark and out its door into a lane, and the lane was gray and wet and empty, and the sky over the black harbor was going pearl in the east.

Dawn.

I stood in the lane and felt for the shade.

There. Faint. A coal under ash, not ready yet, but there.

The Ford’s people came up the stair behind us one by one and stood in the lane. Thirty-some, blinking at the light like people who hadn’t seen it in a long time. Some of them hadn’t. Orla on Annika’s arm. Marl Tasker with his brother. The woman with the two children, holding them, looking at the sky. None of them knew what to say.

Somewhere above us, up the cliff, in Upper Morvant, a bell started ringing. Then another. Then all of them. The hall bells. Ringing and ringing, rolling down the cliff-face and out over the harbor.

“What’s that?” said Elka. Hoarse. She’d put the collar back on her shoulder; she’d gone back onto the sand for it, at the end, while the crowd was still stamping. “What are they ringing for?”

Annika listened.

“The vent,” she said. “It’s over. They’re ringing the end of the vent.”

I stood in the gray lane with my dead arm against my chest and the goad-burn across it and thirty people from the Ford standing around me in the dawn, and I listened to the bells of a city that had never once looked up.

They were still ringing when we started walking.


Chapter 27: Morvant’s Stone

The clerk at the window looked up.

That came before the plaza, before the crowds, before any of it. We came into Morvant’s great hall at midmorning on the day after the vent, filthy, salt-crusted, Annika with her bow, me with my arm in a sling and my chest bound under my shirt, and Elka with her spear in one hand and a wagon-wheel of bronze and black bone on her shoulder. And the narrow young clerk at the transfer window, the one with ink on his fingers and a ledger the size of a door, who had copied my record into his book a month ago without once raising his eyes, looked up.

He looked at the collar.

He put his pen down.

He stood up from his stool. He just stood there behind his window with his mouth a little open, looking at the thing on Elka’s shoulder, and the hall’s noise went on around him for a moment, the hundreds of crews at the long tables and the three great boards and the tower of a stone breathing its slow light at the hall’s end.

Then the crew at the nearest table saw what he was looking at.

Then the table beyond them.

The noise in Morvant’s great hall didn’t stop. Morvant’s hall doesn’t stop for anything. But it changed. It went from the sound of three hundred people talking about three hundred different things to the sound of three hundred people talking about one thing, and the one thing was walking up the middle of the hall toward the great stone with a Queen’s collar on her shoulder.

Elka didn’t look at any of them. She walked up the hall’s whole length with her chin up and her braid down her back, and at the end of it, at the foot of the great stone where its base rose out of its stone cradle in the floor, she took the collar off her shoulder and laid it in the cradle.

It fit. The cradle had been cut for things like it: crowns, boss-trophies, things you lay at a stone’s foot so the stone can see what you’ve done.

Nothing like it had been laid there in forty years.



Esk came down off his dais.

He was in his heavy dark hall coat, the one that looked like it weighed as much as armor, and his tired pouched eyes went from the collar to Elka to Annika to me. He stood at the cradle and looked down at the bronze. He didn’t touch it.

“The Brood Queen,” he said.

It wasn’t a question. His voice didn’t rise. It carried to every corner of the hall anyway, as it always did, and every table that hadn’t been looking was looking now.

“The Brood Queen,” I said.

“Where is she?”

“In her pool. At the den-heart of the Teeming. Under a hill of her own roof.” I nodded at the collar. “That was round her neck. She doesn’t need it anymore.”

Esk looked me over, sling and bandage and face, for longer than he’d ever looked at anything, as far as I could tell, in all the time I’d known of him.

“Your record,” he said. “Kolt. D. Rendhaven transfer. Summoner.” He didn’t need to look it up. He’d read it once, apparently, somewhere in a ledger, and kept it. “Uncatalogued.”

“That’s me.”

“A boss-clear of this size needs a countersign,” said Esk. “An assessor, S-class, at the stone, before I can read it. That’s not my rule. That’s the stone’s.” He looked up at the tower of crystal-veined rock rising over us. “The stone won’t print a crown it can’t trust. There’s an S on the southern circuit in the city this week. I’ll send for her. She’ll be here tomorrow at noon.”

He turned to the hall.

“Tomorrow at noon,” he said, not raising his voice, and every person in the hall heard it. “The great stone. The Brood Queen of the Teeming, forty years unreached. Anybody who wants to see it read, be here.”

He went back up onto his dais and opened his ledger and didn’t look at us again.

But the clerk at the window was still standing. And behind him, the crews at the long tables were already getting up and going out the doors into the city, fast, like people with something to tell somebody.



We slept.

I don’t remember much of it. We took the same room at the same harbor inn, and the innkeeper looked at us and at the thirty-some Ford people standing in his lane behind us and didn’t say a word, just opened his back rooms and his stable loft and started heating water. Annika paid him. I don’t know with what; I think she promised him the collar would be read in his name, or something. I lay down on the bed with my boots on and my arm in its sling and was gone before I’d finished lying down.

I woke at dusk with Annika asleep against my right side, my good side, and Elka sprawled across both of us on her stomach, still in her filthy wall-kit, snoring into my shoulder.

I lay there and felt for the shade.

There. Warm. Whole. It had come back at dawn, in the lane, as I’d thought it would, and I’d felt it there all day without reaching for it. I reached for it now. I didn’t call it. I only wanted to feel it answer.

It answered.

I lay in the dark with the two of them breathing on me and my left arm burning less than it had, the fingers starting to prickle back, the black veins gone gray and fading, and let myself feel it. The empty room had somebody in it again.

I didn’t sleep after that.



The Ford came south in the night.

I didn’t know. Nobody told me. I came up the switchback cliff road the next morning toward the hall plaza in Upper Morvant with Annika and Elka and the Ford’s thirty-some behind us, Orla on a borrowed donkey because she said her legs were done climbing cliffs for this life, and when we came round the last switchback onto the plaza’s edge, the plaza was full.

Morvant was there too, but the first thing I saw, at the plaza’s north end where the tide road came in over the cliff-top, was a column.

Gray cloaks. Sixteen of them. Shields on their backs, spears over their shoulders, a sergeant at their head with a slate under his arm.

Behind them, filling the north end of the plaza and the road behind it as far as I could see, the Ford.

Crewmen. Thirty-odd of them, what was left of Moor’s forty, in wall-leathers, with their wave-line tattoos and their boathooks. Townsfolk. Women with baskets. Old men. Children on shoulders. Brannick, bald as an egg, with his sleeve-garters on, holding a lump of chalk as if he’d forgotten to put it down. Dunmore, on his wagon-seat, with his wheel-spoke across his knees. Hundreds of them. The whole town, nearly. They’d walked half a day down the tide road in the dark to be here.

At the column’s head, beside the sergeant, Gethin Moor.

Tib saw her before I could say anything.

He’d been walking beside Moor, and he saw the donkey at the plaza’s edge and the old woman on it in the blue shawl, and he stopped walking.

Then he ran.

He went across the plaza through the crowd like a hound off a lead, dodging, shoving, not looking at anyone, and he reached the donkey and stopped, and Orla looked down at him from its back.

Neither of them said a word. She held out her thin hands and he took them, both of them, and held on, and she leaned down off the donkey’s back and put her forehead against his. They stayed like that a long time.

Annika was standing beside me. Her hand found the small of my back and stayed there.

In the echo, she wasn’t dry at all.

Moor came across the plaza to me.

He looked like he hadn’t slept in two days. He probably hadn’t. His weathered face was gray and his beard was singed on one side and there was a long bandaged cut down his left forearm. But he walked across that plaza with his shoulders back and his chalk-stained hands at his sides, and he stopped in front of me.

“The wall held,” he said.

I couldn’t answer.

“It held,” he said again. “Not clean. Eleven dead. Mine and the sergeant’s both.” He looked at the gray cloaks behind him. “Four of his. Seven of mine. The tilted section went in the second hour. Your crutches held it for an hour and a half and then the bulls took it down. The sergeant held the gap it left with twelve men and your spare drop. The river-arm gate fell nine times. The funnel’s gate eleven. I lost count of the hounds.” He wiped his face with one big hand. “We were going. I’ll tell you true, northerner. We were going. Third hour, the bulls were coming in pairs and the gate-crew were too tired to reset. I was ringing the bell to keep my own arms moving.”

“And then,” I said.

“And then it broke.” He looked at me. “All at once. The whole vent. Everything on the flats and everything piled at the walls. In the same moment. Like something had pulled a string. They stopped. The hounds stopped biting. The shellbacks stopped pushing. The bulls stood there in the funnel looking at nothing.” He shook his head slowly. “Then they turned round. All of them. And went back out across the flats toward the Gullet as if somebody had called them home. In the dark. Running.”

“When?”

“Third hour. Near the end of it. The bell was ringing and I stopped ringing it because I couldn’t believe what I was seeing, and that’s when the bell cracked.” He almost smiled. “I’d been hauling on it three hours. It split. Rang once more, cracked, and that was the last note it’ll ever ring.”

The bell going quiet. Far away, so faint I hadn’t known I was hearing it until it stopped. The whole Teeming shuddering. Elka in the brine with her spear in the Queen’s skull.

The same hour.

“Four hundred,” said Moor. “Four hundred people saw it break. Crews, Spears, half the town on the inner wall-walk carrying water. Every one of them saw the vent stop and turn and run, at the same moment, in the dark, for no reason anybody could see.” He looked at the cradle at the far end of the plaza, through the hall’s great doors, where the collar lay. “Now I know the reason.”

He put out his hand.

I took it.

“You brought my people home,” he said.

“Not yet,” I said. “They’re still in Morvant. I’ll bring them home tomorrow.”

“You’ve brought them home,” said Moor. “The rest’s walking.”



The plaza filled.

Morvant came too, because Morvant couldn’t help it. By noon there wasn’t room to stand on the cobbles. The great hall’s long south wall had a row of tall doors in it opening onto the plaza, and every one of them had been thrown open so the people in the plaza could see in to the stone at the hall’s end, and the people in the hall could see out.

The Ford’s crews, in a solid block at the plaza’s north end, with the Gray Spears in front of them. The freed fighters from the cages, the Ford’s thirty-some and others I didn’t know, Low Morvant people who’d been in Ostrander’s cages on his debt-boards and had walked out behind Elka. Harbor workers. Dockers, fishwives, sailors, tar-stained and fish-scaled. Some of them I recognized. They’d been in the pit’s stands two nights ago. They’d stamped the planking for us.

Companies off the Sluice walls in their different colors, standing together in knots by company, like crews at a hiring wall.

The hall’s own crews, too. The hundreds who’d sat at the long tables a month ago and not looked up when a northern clerk logged his transfer at the window. They stood along the hall’s walls now, inside, and in the doorways, and some of them on the tables themselves to see over the crowd.

Looking up.



She came at noon.

I didn’t see her come in. Nobody did. The hall was full of noise, and then, at the far end near the stone, it wasn’t. The noise went out of that end of the hall the way light goes out of a room when somebody closes the shutters, and in the quiet, standing at the rail beside the great stone’s cradle, was a woman.

Silver-white hair, long and perfectly straight, falling down her back like something poured. Assessor grays, cut severe and plain. A thin dueling blade at her hip. On her shoulder, a sigil: an S.

She was looking at the collar in the cradle.

I’d seen her twice. Once crossing the hall in Rendhaven, a silver figure the room went quiet round without knowing why. Once at Rendhaven’s gate stone, at my elbow, countersigning my D-rank while the stone’s light hitched twice on a word it had never printed before. She’d looked at me then exactly as long as it takes to file a thing forever, and said three short sentences, and gone.

She looked up from the collar. Her pale blue-gray eyes went across the hall, slowly, and found me in the crowd at its far end.

They stayed on me for exactly as long as they had in Rendhaven.

They went back to the stone.

“Iselle,” Annika said beside me, barely moving her lips. Not a question.

“I know.”

“Sleeve down.”

“It’s always down.”

“I know,” said Annika. “I’m saying it anyway.”



Esk read the record.

He stood on his dais beside the great stone with his ledger open on the lectern in front of him, and he didn’t make a speech either. Halls don’t, I’ve found, at the moments that matter. They read.

He read it all. From the beginning.

“Kolt, D. Veld, A. Escort of record, Saltway causeway, south road. Tide-spill defense. Shellback killed by causeway-drop. Witness count, nine.”

Somewhere in the Ford’s block a voice said “Dunmore’s wagon,” and somebody laughed, and the laugh went round the Ford’s crews and died.

“Kolt, D. Veld, A. Corran, E. Hessel Ford seaward wall, first bell. Tide defense. The leaning stretch dropped by design, the funnel made. Witness count, forty-one.”

The Ford’s crews stirred. Sten Callow was in the front row. I saw him lift his chin, slowly, like a man hearing his own name.

“Kolt, D. Veld, A. Corran, E. Catchers’ camp cleared, the Teeming, Gullet mouth. Witness, cross-crew.”

A murmur in the hall. The Gullet. From the Ford’s side. Nobody went in from the Ford’s side.

“Kolt, D. Veld, A. Corran, E.” Esk turned a page. “Hessel Ford seaward wall. Tide defense. Held.” He paused. “No losses. Witness count, three hundred and twelve.”

The plaza made a sound like a held breath let out. No losses. Morvant had walls too. Morvant knew what that meant.

Esk turned another page.

He let it sit under his hand a while before he read it.

“Kolt, D. Veld, A. Corran, E.” His voice didn’t rise. It went out across the hall and through the open doors and over the plaza and every person in it heard every word. “The Brood Queen of the Teeming. Den-heart. Boss-clear.” He looked up from the ledger. “Forty years unreached.”

He looked at the bronze plaque by the hall’s great door.

So did everyone. Every face in the hall turned to it: a shield of green-gone bronze set into the stone beside the door, with two words at its top and eight names under them. THE DEEP. The last crew that had tried. Better than anybody in the south now, Moor had said. They’d gone in through the Sluice with forty days of clock and a whole company behind them.

The hall looked at the plaque for a long time.

“Collar laid in the cradle,” said Esk. “Vent broken. At the Ford’s walls. In the same hour. Witness count, four hundred.”

The noise came up.

It came up out of the plaza first, from the Ford’s block, a roar like the one I’d heard come up off the Ford’s own walls at dawn after the held tide. And then the harbor workers took it up, the dockers and the fishwives who’d stood in the pit’s stands. And then the Sluice companies, in their different colors. And then the hall.

The hall’s own crews. Who’d never looked. Standing on the long tables with their fists in the air.

It went on and on.

Esk let it. He stood on his dais with his hand on his ledger and his eyes on the crowd and let it go on until it was ready to stop. Then he looked at me.

“Hand on the stone,” he said.

I walked the length of the hall to the great stone.

I didn’t hurry it. Nobody made me. The crowd opened in front of me, crews stepping off the long tables to make room, and closed behind me, and I walked up the polished granite floor between them with my arm in its sling and my chest bound and my boots still crusted with the Teeming’s salt.

Iselle stood at the rail beside the cradle. She didn’t move or look at me as I came up. She was looking at the stone.

I stood in front of it.

A single column of pale crystal-veined rock, rising out of its cradle three times as tall as Rendhaven’s gate stone, nearly to the roof-beams. Light moving in it slowly, up and down, like something breathing. At its foot, in the cradle, a wagon-wheel of bronze and black bone, carved all the way round with a script that matched the outer ring on my arm stroke for stroke.

Nobody in the hall knew that but three people.

I laid my right hand on the stone’s base.

It was cold. Then it wasn’t.

The light came up out of the base under my palm and climbed the stone. Slowly, then faster, a column of cool white rising up the crystal veins like water up a wick, up and up the height of the great stone toward the roof-beams. The hall went quiet watching it. I felt it climb. I felt it go up through the stone and reach the top and spread, and then it came out of the stone’s crown and printed itself in the air over the hall, enormous, over every head, where everyone in the hall and through the open doors in the plaza could see it.

[DAVIN KOLT. LEVEL 20. CLASS: SUMMONER. REGISTERED SUMMONS: ONE (UNCATALOGUED). RANK: D TO C.]

And on the word uncatalogued, the light hitched.

I saw it. I’d seen it once before, at Rendhaven’s gate stone, on the morning I took D. The light flowing steady through the panel’s letters, and then on that one word, a stutter. A hiccup. The light catching, holding, jumping. Twice. As if the stone were trying to read past the word to whatever was behind it and couldn’t.

Then it steadied, and the panel hung there over the hall, clean.

RANK: D TO C.

The roar came from everywhere.

The hall and the plaza and the Ford’s block and the harbor workers and the Sluice companies. The hall’s crews on their tables. Boot-heels on granite, on cobbles, on planking. Voices. Fists. Five hundred people, a thousand, I don’t know how many, every one of them roaring at a line of light printed in the air over the biggest stone in the south.

I kept my hand on the stone. A city that had never once looked up at me was looking up, and roaring, and all I had to do was stand there and be counted.

I’d called it the rarest thing I’d ever found, lying under the stars on a causeway forty days ago. Here it was, the size of a hall.

I’d spent twelve years on another world being somebody’s cheap line item. I’d spent forty days in the south being a forged record and a clerical error and a summon nobody could name. And here it was, on the biggest stone in the south, in letters as tall as a man.

	


Under the roar, the sharp eyes went quiet. I saw them: a few faces along the hall’s walls, crew captains, old delvers, a woman with an A on her shoulder, who weren’t roaring. Who were looking at the panel, at the one word in it where the light had hitched, with their eyes narrowed.

Uncatalogued. Again. The stone had printed it again, and stuttered on it again.

Some people notice things.



“Veld,” said Esk.

Annika came up beside me. She put her palm on the stone beside mine.

The light came up again. Faster this time, quicker up the veins, as if the stone had warmed to it.

[ANNIKA VELD. PATHFINDER. RANK: C.]

The roar for her was different. Higher. The Ford’s crews were shouting her name. The crewman whose stretch of wall she’d Windstepped along with the spray coming up behind her stood in the Ford’s block with his boathook over his head, shouting something I couldn’t hear.

Annika just stood there too, her palm on the stone, and looked up at her own name printed over a hall three times the size of Rendhaven’s, and her pulse came through the echo so hard it shook mine.

Three years capped at E with nobody to sign for her. A barrow, a pact, a D at Rendhaven’s stone beside me. And now this. A city that had never heard of her, roaring her name.



“Corran,” said Esk.

Elka came up.

She came up the hall from the cradle where she’d been standing over the collar, and the hall’s noise did something as she came. Enough of it knew her. Morvant’s hall had people in it who’d stood in Ostrander’s stands, over four years, and watched a girl with a red braid laugh on the sand. The Red Braid. The champion who’d bought herself out.

She didn’t look at any of them. She looked at the stone.

She’d scrubbed the Teeming off her face and arms that morning in the inn’s yard and nothing else, and she came up the hall in her wall-kit still stiff with brine, the laced jerkin straining over the heavy freckled curve of her as she walked, her braid redone tight and swinging behind her with its brass ring catching every lamp in the hall. Every eye on the floor followed her. Mine too. She’d have been disappointed in me otherwise.

She put her palm on it.

The light came up.

[ELKA CORRAN. TIDEBREAKER. RANK: C.]

Tidebreaker.

The first time a stone had printed it in public. She’d seen it on her own slate, on a falling wall, with seven crewmen behind her and the wall coming down. She’d never seen it hang over a hall.

She looked up at it.

And the Ford’s crews started stamping before anyone else.

The Ford’s block, all at once, boot-heels on the cobbles, the delver’s applause, learned in their own square at dawn a week ago. They stamped for their spear. For the woman who took the worst spot on every wall. The sound came in through the open doors of the hall like a drum, and the hall’s crews heard it, and some of them started stamping too, without knowing why.

Elka stood with her palm on the stone and her face turned up to her own class written in light, and she didn’t laugh.

She just looked at it, the way she’d looked at Tib’s spear-wrap the first time.



Iselle countersigned.

She did it while the stamping was still going. She stepped to the stone’s base beside the cradle, where there was a small square face of polished crystal set into the rock at waist height, and she put two fingers on it, and a thin line of silver light ran up into the stone from her fingertips and threaded itself into the three panels hanging over the hall. A pen-stroke. The same silver mark that had shown under my record on the Ford’s wall-stone, threaded in at Rendhaven.

She took her fingers off the crystal and turned and walked past me.

She didn’t stop or look at me directly. She passed me at an arm’s length, unhurried, the stamping and the roaring going on all round her as if she were walking through a quiet room.

At the moment she was level with me, she spoke. Quietly. At a volume that wouldn’t carry past the three of us.

“Two stones,” she said. “Two stutters.”

She took one more step.

“I keep count, C-rank.”

And she was gone. Through the crowd, which opened in front of her without seeming to know it was doing it, and closed behind her, and she wasn’t anywhere.

Elka was staring after her.

“Who,” she said, “was THAT?”

“Trouble,” said Annika, “with a pen.”

Elka turned and looked at her. Then at me.

I didn’t say anything.

I didn’t have anything to say. A woman who’d seen a stone hitch twice on a word it had never printed before, in two different towns, a hundred miles apart, and had come to the second one and watched it happen again, and counted. And told me she’d counted.

I stood there and didn’t say anything at all.

Both of them felt it, one in each echo. Annika on my left, dry, level, and very interested. Elka on my right, loud and baffled and suspicious. They both felt me not say anything, and they both looked at me, at the same moment, from either side.

They let it lie.

They’d talk about it later, on a gallery somewhere with a jug between them, and I wouldn’t be invited.



Esk came down off his dais when the stamping stopped.

He didn’t come to me. He stood at the foot of the great stone beside the cradle, beside the collar, and spoke to the hall. Off the ledger. I could tell, because his voice was different. Still tired. Still carrying. But his own.

“Morvant doesn’t look up for much,” he said.

The hall went quiet for him. It had learned how in the last hour.

“It looked up for this.” He looked down at the collar in the cradle. “The deep contracts open in a month. With the Queen dead, the deep halls past the den-heart can be reached for the first time in forty years. They’ll be posted on the third board.” He looked up at the hall. “I’ll say it plainly, because I’m paid to say things plainly. Nobody’s been past her in forty years. Nobody’s charted what’s under her. Nobody knows.”

He looked at me.

“Nobody,” he said.

He went back up onto his dais and opened his ledger.

Under my sleeve, the mark pulsed once, straight down through the granite.



The purse was counted at the clerk’s window in the afternoon, and more people came to watch it counted than had come to watch the stone.

The Queen’s standing bounty. Forty years posted on the hall’s board, unclaimed, and grown every season by Morvant’s merchants adding to it, the way men throw coins in a well. Two thousand six hundred marks. The narrow young clerk counted it out onto his counter in towers of ten with his mouth open from first tower to last.

The Ford’s per-beast bounty for the vent, counted out of the Ford’s chest on the spot, through the window.

The salvage. Two chandlers from the harbor had come up the cliff road at a run when they heard, and stood in the hall bidding against each other for the right to send sledges down the catchers’ road to the den-heart for the crown-spines and the plate, while Elka stood between them with her arms folded and her eyebrows up and let them. When they’d finished, she took the higher bid and made him add a third again for “the rope he’d need,” which he paid, looking like a man who’d lost a haggle and meant to brag about it for a year.

The collar stayed in the cradle. It belonged to the stone now.

The sergeant counted the Spears’ boss-share.

A fifth. Of the bounty and the salvage. He counted it at the window, coin by coin, in towers, his slate under his arm and his scarred face giving nothing away. Then he counted it again.

When he’d finished the second count, he looked at it.

Then he took a stack off the top, and it was a big one. He pushed it across the counter toward Moor, who was standing beside him.

Moor looked at it. “What’s that?”

“The Ford’s bell’s cracked,” said the sergeant. “My men stood under it three hours while you rang it. Buy a new one.”

Moor stared at him.

“Contract said a fifth,” said the sergeant. “I’ve been paid a fifth. What I do with my fifth is my business.” He tucked the rest of it into his coat. “Buy a bell.”

Moor was quiet a long while.

He picked up the stack and put it in his own coat, and nodded once.

I’d tried to give Moor a share an hour before, out of ours. He’d refused it flat. Silver wasn’t what the Ford needed, he’d said; the Ford needed a bell. I’d told him I’d buy him a bell. He’d said he’d think about it. Now he didn’t have to.

The rest was ours.

Annika counted it. Twice. On the counter, in the hall, with half of Morvant watching. When she’d finished, she looked at the towers. Then she looked at me.

Her bow thumb tapped once against her knuckle. Then again.

I could feel it through the echo. Something past rich or solvent: the feeling of a woman who’d spent three years solo, counting coppers, and had just counted more than she’d ever seen in one place, and had counted it as one of three.



At dusk, the hall emptied.

The crews went out into the city to drink. The Ford went down the cliff road to the harbor, where the innkeeper had opened every room he had and two more he’d borrowed. The Spears went back to their gallery on the Sluice, complaining. Esk closed his ledger and went wherever hall-wardens go.

We stayed.

The three of us, in the great hall, alone, with the lamps being lit one by one along the walls by a boy with a pole, and the great stone at the hall’s end, and the collar lying in its cradle at the stone’s foot.

We stood in front of it.

Down the hall the lamp-boy’s pole knocked against a sconce. The stone’s light rose and sank, rose and sank, and the three of us stood there and let it.

Then Elka stepped forward and put her palm on the stone again.

She didn’t need to. The stone had read her. The panel had printed. It was over. She put her hand on it anyway, flat, and the light came up again out of the base and climbed the veins and printed itself in the air over the empty hall.

[ELKA CORRAN. TIDEBREAKER. RANK: C.]

She looked up at it.

Annika didn’t stop her. Annika stood beside me and watched her do it, and the echo carried something warm and dry and very fond.

Elka took her hand off the stone. The panel faded.

She turned round to face us. Her face was doing something I’d never seen it do. It was open, all the way.

“I just wanted to see it again,” she said.

“I know,” said Annika.

“It says Tidebreaker.”

“I know.”

“It’s never said that on a stone. In front of a hall.” Elka looked back at the stone. “Eight years. Lancer. Then nothing. Then sealed. And now it says Tidebreaker, in Morvant, in the hall, and everybody saw it.” She laughed, short, unsteady. “Everybody saw it.”

She looked at Annika, and Annika looked at her.

“Buy me a drink,” they said, both of them at once, to me, “C-rank.”

Elka pointed at Annika, delighted. Annika pretended she hadn’t heard it.

I looked at the two of them, gold and red, standing in front of the biggest stone in the south in an empty hall, with the lamps coming on.

“Even split,” I said.

“Three ways,” said Elka.

“Obviously,” said Annika.


Chapter 28: Spoils

We walked the Ford home on the tide road the next day, and it took us from dawn till the sun was going red over the dunes, because nobody was in any hurry at all.

Thirty-some from the cages. The Taskers, Marl and Fen. The fisherman Ostrander’s handlers had pushed onto the sand with a short spear he didn’t know how to hold. The woman with the two children who’d taken two loaves from Coyle’s own hands. The gray-haired woman in the blue shawl, Orla, riding in a borrowed fish-cart with her grandson walking beside it holding the tailboard. And behind them, the town that had walked half a day south in the dark to see the stone read, walking back north in the daylight with its own people in the middle of it.

The Gray Spears walked with us.

Moor had hired them for it. Crown-rate, one day, the tide road, Morvant to the Ford. The sergeant had taken the coin at the harbor inn’s door and said “Paid,” and fallen his sixteen in on either side of the column without another word. Sixteen. He’d counted them that way at the inn’s door too, twice, and not said anything about the four he wasn’t counting.

“You’d have come anyway,” I said to him, an hour out of Morvant.

“We’d have come anyway,” said the sergeant. “The Ford’s got our dead in its ground.” He didn’t look at me. “But Moor offered. And when a man offers to pay, you let him. Otherwise he feels like he owes you, and a man who feels like he owes you starts doing stupid things to square it.”

“Paid both ways,” said Annika, walking on my other side.

The sergeant glanced at her. The corner of his scarred mouth twitched, once.

“Paid both ways,” he agreed.



It was slow. It was the slowest walk of my life, and the best.

The road ran along its ribbon of high ground between the dunes and the flats, the same road we’d walked south on with the shellback plate on Dunmore’s wagon a month ago, the same road I’d ridden on a fish-cart’s tailboard with a bitten thigh. The flats were wrecked on the seaward side. The crust gone. The mud churned black and ridged where the vent had gone over it, all the tracks running north toward the Ford, and here and there, half-sunk, the shape of a dead shellback, or a scatter of hounds, or a bull lying on its side in a channel with the gulls already at it.

Nobody looked at the flats much.

They looked at each other. Families who’d been in the cages walked with families who hadn’t, and talked, and stopped, and started again. Children ran up and down the column. Somebody had a fiddle and played it badly. Marl Tasker walked beside Elka half the afternoon and talked to her about nets, about her father’s nets that he’d mended, about the ferry, and she listened to all of it and didn’t laugh once, and when he’d finished she put her arm round his shoulders and walked like that for a mile.

At noon we stopped at the way-stop on the dune’s shoulder, the ring of old fitted stones above the flats where we’d camped on the road back from Morvant with the fish and the onions and Elka had asked Annika for me across the fire. The column stopped there. People sat on the stones and ate whatever they’d brought. Brannick had brought a barrel on a handcart, which he’d pushed all the way from Morvant without letting anybody else push it, and he tapped it on the way-stop’s center stone and gave out cups.

Tib sat on the fish-cart’s tailboard beside his grandmother, eating bread, his too-big boots swinging. She had her thin hand on the back of his neck. She hadn’t taken it off since the plaza.

I sat on a stone with my sling and my bound chest and watched them, and for once there was nothing to rig.



The Ford saw us coming an hour before we got there.

The lighthouse first. Somebody had lit it. Moor had left a crewman behind with orders: if he saw the column on the tide road he was to go out to the point and climb all the way up and light the lamp. So he had. We came over the last rise of the tide road with the sun going down, and there at the river-mouth the lighthouse was burning, its great white arm of light laid out across the dusk, steady, like a hand held up to wave.

Then the walls. And on the walls, people.

The Ford’s people who’d stayed. Old men, crewmen too hurt to walk to Morvant, women with babies. Every one of them up on the wall-walk above the far gate, crowded along the parapet, waiting.

The far gate was open.

The gate itself, past the pole-barrier: both leaves of it, oak and iron, swung all the way back against the walls. I’d never seen it open that wide. Nobody had, Moor said, in his eleven years.

As the column came down off the rise toward it, somebody up on the wall-walk started calling names.

I didn’t understand at first. Then I did.

They were calling the names of the people coming home. One at a time. As each family came through the gate, somebody on the wall called their names, first and last, loud, like the crews calling the roll after a bell. And somebody else on the wall answered.

“Marl Tasker! Fen Tasker!”

“Here!”

That was Elka. She’d gone ahead up the wall-stair while the column came down the rise, and she was standing on the parapet above the gate with her spear in her fist, calling them. She knew every name. Of course she did.

“Orla of Saltreach! Tib of Saltreach!”

The fish-cart came through the gate with the old woman on it and the boy walking beside, and up on the wall, the people of the Ford who’d stayed answered for them.

“Here!”

“Here!”

“All here!”

It went on and on. Thirty-some names. Every family. Every one called and every one answered. Some of the names Elka called, nobody answered on the wall, because the people who should have answered had died on the sand or on the wall, and when that happened she called the name again, louder, and then the whole wall answered it together. Here. For the ones who weren’t.

I came through the gate last, with Annika, behind the last cart.

Elka looked down at us from the parapet.

“Davin Kolt!” she shouted. “Annika Veld!”

And the whole Ford answered, the wall and the gate and the road behind us.

“HERE.”



The Bell was full that night, as full as the night after the funeral, but this time it was full of people who wanted to be together, which isn’t the same thing as people who don’t want to be alone.

Brannick was behind the oak-beam bar with chalk on every finger. He’d pushed his barrel from Morvant and back; it was empty; he’d tapped three more. He was pouring as fast as he could and taking no money from anyone who’d been in the cages, and taking double from everybody else, and nobody was arguing.

At some point in the evening he climbed up onto the bar.

Brannick didn’t climb onto bars. Brannick shouted at people who climbed onto bars. The room noticed. It went quiet in pieces, the way rooms do, until everybody was looking at a bald man in sleeve-garters standing on his own bar with a rag in one hand and a lump of chalk in the other.

He turned round to face the tide-board.

The whole back wall of the Bell. The great gray-black slate, scrawled over every inch with chalk in a dozen hands. BELL at the top in his square capitals, and under it the columns: every bell, every hour, every bet, for two years, crossed out and written over and crossed out again. CLERK and HOW MANY TIDES BEFORE HE DROPS SOMETHING ELSE, with the column of answers still under it. LIGHTHOUSE LIT. ODDS: NONE.

He looked at it.

Then he took his rag and wiped out the word BELL.

The room made a sound.

“No more early bells,” said Brannick. He didn’t turn round. He was wiping the column under where BELL had been. “No more drummed tides. No more spills between bells. The clock’s broken. Whatever’s down there’s dead.” He wiped. “The old men say the Teeming’ll go back to its forty days now. Maybe longer. Maybe it’ll forget how. I don’t know. Nobody does.” He wiped another column. “But I’m not taking bets on it this season. This season’s done. The board’s retired.”

He wiped and wiped until the top third of the slate was clean gray stone with nothing on it.

He stopped. He looked at what was left. Halfway down the left column, in big looping letters, a name, and beside it a number, written and crossed out and rewritten so many times the slate had worn pale under it.

ELKA. And the number. Forty-one.

“One more thing,” said Brannick.

Elka was at our table, with her boots on it. She’d been laughing at something Tib said. She stopped.

“Don’t you dare,” she said.

“Elka Corran,” said Brannick, from the bar, in the voice he used to read the board’s payouts. “Account. The oldest standing account in the Ford. Older than some of my barrels.”

“Brannick.”

“Opened four years ago at fifteen marks,” said Brannick. He was reading it off a little book he’d taken out of his apron, small and greasy and thumbed. “Grown since. Bets. Rounds. A bench, twice. The stool you threw at a Sluice mercenary in the spring. Grown to forty-one marks at its worst, which was this summer, the week the clerk came in.”

“Brannick, I swear…”

“Forty-one marks owing,” said Brannick, “on the day after the clerk built his gate, when Elka Corran came in here a little drunk and put five marks in my private book at forty to one that the clerk’s summon was real.”

The room went dead quiet.

Elka had gone very red.

“Which paid,” said Brannick, “the morning after the bull went down the wall in two pieces in front of two hundred people. Two hundred marks.” He turned a page. “House rule. The house settles first. Before it pays anybody a single coin of winnings, it takes what it’s owed. Every time. Everybody knows that.” He looked at Elka over the little book. “It’s on the stub. Every stub I’ve ever written. If anybody ever read a stub.”

“I don’t read stubs,” said Elka, faintly.

“I know you don’t.” Brannick turned to the board. “So I took forty-one marks off the top. Before I paid you. And I paid you a hundred and fifty-nine. And you never asked why.” He took the chalk. “And you came in here the night of the storm and worked a shift behind my bar against a debt you didn’t have anymore, and I let you.”

“Why?” said Elka.

“Because you’d broken my bench,” said Brannick. “Again.”

He reached up and drew a single long line through the number forty-one beside her name. And under it, in his square capitals, he wrote:

SQUARE.



The room lost its mind.

Morvant’s hall had roared yesterday when a stone printed C over my head. The Cracked Bell went up like a powder keg. People pounding the hatch-cover tables, stamping, shouting her name. Crewmen who’d known her four years and watched her lose every bet she ever made. The old crewman with the gray beard who’d sat down at our table the first night and told us about the Red Braid. Sten Callow, on his feet, with his mug over his head.

Elka sat at our table with her boots still on it and her face redder than her braid and her mouth open.

“Square,” she said.

“Square,” said Annika, beside her.

“I’m square. I’ve never been square. Not since I came back.” Elka stared at the board. “I’m square with Brannick. By exactly the amount of…” She stopped. She looked at me. “By exactly the bet. The clerk bet. The one bet I ever made in the book.”

“Faith,” I said.

She looked at me.

“With odds,” she said. And then she started to laugh, and she laughed with her forehead down on the table, and Annika put her hand on the back of Elka’s neck, as Orla had put hers on Tib’s, and left it there.



Dunmore went north in the morning.

His train had been sitting in the Ford’s wagon-yard for three weeks and more. He’d come back up from Morvant with salt fish and harbor glass and Morvant rope and waited out a causeway that took spills every week, and greased his axles, and counted his wagons every morning, and the causeway north had never once been honest.

It was honest now. The tide hadn’t come out of turn since the Queen died. The flats north of the Ford were drying white in the sun. Dunmore walked out to the causeway’s start at dawn with his wheel-spoke and looked at it a long time, and came back, and said “Rolling,” and that was that.

I walked out to the wagon-yard to see him off. Annika came with me. Elka was still asleep.

“You’re going to Rendhaven,” I said.

“I’m going to Rendhaven.” He was on his wagon-seat already, counting his wagons with his eyes. Eleven. “Unloading at the hall district. Picking up hardware for the south. Back down in three weeks if the road holds.”

“Will you carry word?”

He looked at me. He didn’t take out his slate. Some things you carry in your head.

“To who?”

“Hobb. The hall master.”

“I know Hobb.”

“Tell him C,” I said. “Tell him the record’s still wrong. The other way.” I thought about it. “And tell Ilsa. The bounty clerk. Tell her the math got bigger.”

Dunmore repeated it back to me, slowly, word for word, the way a careful man carries a load he means to deliver. Then he nodded.

Annika handed him a bundle wrapped in oilcloth.

“A whetstone,” she said. “Southern stone. The good gray kind the Morvant smiths use. For Durn. The yard-master.” She handed him a second, smaller bundle. “Spear-wraps. Tide-wall leather, the kind the Ford’s crews use. Two of them. For Pell and for Jori. Pell’s at Durn’s yard. Jori will be wherever Pell is.”

Dunmore put them in the box under his seat.

“Anything else?”

Annika thought about it.

“Tell the innkeep at the Broken Pike,” she said, “that the pry bar on his peg is still a tool.”

Dunmore looked at her, and at me, and decided not to ask. He lifted his wheel-spoke.

“Rolling,” he said, and the train rolled, eleven wagons, out of the Ford’s north gate onto the causeway, and north toward the marsh and the Saltway and a town six days up the road with a cottage on Lantern Row on a year’s retainer, and a chalk wall in it, and a peg over a bar.

I watched it go. Annika stood beside me and watched it too.

“Home,” she said.

“One of them,” I said.



The new bell went up on the tide-bell tower on the third day.

Moor had bought it in Morvant with the sergeant’s stack of coin, from a bell-founder on the harbor who’d had it sitting in his yard for two years waiting for a buyer. Bronze, the color of new honey, bigger than the old one by a hand’s width. It came north on a dray behind four oxen, and the Ford turned out to watch the crews haul it up the tower on a block-and-tackle I’d rigged off the top beam.

The old bell came down first. Moor’s bell, the one he’d rung three hours through the vent until it split. It had a crack running from its lip almost to its crown, a dark jagged line you could fit a fingernail into.

Brannick was waiting at the foot of the tower with a handcart.

“It goes beside the other one,” he said. “Behind my bar. Rang a tide all the way through and split. It’s earned somewhere to retire.”

Nobody argued. They loaded it on his cart and he pushed it down the lane to the Bell himself.

The new bell went up next. I hung it. Two crewmen on the tackle, me on the tower’s top beam with a pry-blade in my right hand and my left arm still weak in its sling but working, the fingers mostly back, guiding the bronze into its yoke and pinning it. When it was hung, I came down, and Moor stood at the foot of the tower and looked up at it.

He stood looking up at it a good while.

“Somebody should ring it,” he said finally. “Once. So it knows its job.”

Elka was already on the stair.

She went up the tower two steps at a time, and came out onto the bell-platform at the top, and stood under the new bell in the afternoon sun with every face in the Ford turned up at her.

She took the rope in both hands.

She pulled.

It wasn’t a good pull. She’d never rung a bell in her life. Her grandmother had been the bell-ringer for thirty years and had obeyed it with a rope, and Elka had grown up watching her, and none of it had gone into her hands. She pulled too hard and too sideways, and the bell swung wrong in its yoke, and the clapper caught the bronze at a bad angle, and what came out was a great lopsided clanging BONG that went out over the Ford and the river-mouth and the flats like a cow falling down a stair.

The whole Ford flinched.

Then the whole Ford laughed.

It came up from the square and the lanes and the walls, three hundred people at once, the sound of a town that had been hearing that bell ring for one reason only all its life, and had just heard it ring for no reason at all.

And then somebody on the wall-walk started banging a boathook on a merlon. And somebody in a lane started banging a pot. And the Bell’s own little tin-voiced town-bell, on its roof, the one Brannick rang the hours on, started up, rung by a boy, by Tib, I could see him up there on the roof hauling on its rope with both arms. And then every bell in the Ford that wasn’t the tide-bell was ringing, and every pot and pan, and every boathook on every merlon.

The Ford answered.

Elka stood on the bell-platform with the rope in her hands and her mouth open and listened to it.

Then she pulled the rope again. Worse. And the town roared.



The spending took a week.

There wasn’t much to buy. The trouble was that every time we bought something, somebody had to approve it, and there were two somebodies now, and they didn’t always agree.

Elka’s spear first. We’d bought it in Morvant the afternoon of the stone, between the purse-count and dusk, from a smith on the cliff-terraces whose forge hung out over the harbor on iron brackets I didn’t trust. An ash shaft as thick as her wrist, seasoned three years. And on its head, a long leaf-blade with a barb at its base, curved back like a fish-hook. A tide-head. The Ford’s crews used them, Elka said; the barb kept a hound from running up the shaft once it was on the point. Hers was the first good one she’d ever owned. The smith had made it for a Sluice captain who’d died before he could pay for it.

She’d held it in the smith’s forge a long while without a word.

She’d taken Tib’s terrible red spear-wrap off her old spear, the one that had been in a Brood Queen’s skull and Old Iron’s neck, and wound it round the new shaft below the head. Carefully. Every knot.

She’d held it up. “Mine.”

The lighthouse got a door. A real one. Ship-oak, a hand and a half thick, iron-strapped and iron-studded, from a Ford carpenter who said it was the best door he’d ever built and charged us accordingly, and a bar for it as thick as my arm. I hung it myself. Annika audited the hinges.

The lamp room got glass. Dunmore had come north from Morvant with harbor glass in his wagons, and before he rolled I’d bought six panes off him at a price that made Annika’s eyebrow go up and Elka laugh. I cut them to fit with a borrowed diamond and set them in the iron mullions where my boards had been. When the lamp was lit now, nothing went out of that lamp room but light.

Annika got a bracer. New. Southern leather, from the same Morvant smith, stamped with a wave-line round its cuff like the crews’ tattoos. She put it on her left wrist, the bow arm, over the long pink scar the lasher had left. She kept the old one, the one Elka had stitched. She wore it on her right.

And I bought rope.

Forty yards of Morvant hemp, tarred, three-strand, the best rope I’d ever handled. I didn’t need it. I already had twenty yards of good tarred hemp that had been offered to a pit-master on his own sand and refused.

I bought it anyway.

I was audited by two women at once.

“How much?” said Annika.

“Not much.”

“How much?”

I told her.

“That’s too much,” said Annika.

“That’s much too much,” said Elka. “That’s a stupid amount for rope.”

“It’s very good rope.”

“It’s very good rope,” said Annika, “and you have rope.”

“You can never have too much rope.”

“You can,” said Elka. “You’ve done it. You’re doing it right now.” She looked at Annika. “Was he like this in Rendhaven?”

“Milder,” said Annika. “Rendhaven had less rope.”

“He’s not even sorry.”

“He’s never sorry. I can feel him not being sorry.” Annika looked at me. “Can you?”

Elka closed her eyes and reached for me through the echo. I felt her find me.

“Oh,” she said. “Oh, he’s not sorry at all. He’s delighted. He’s practically humming.”

“He’s always thinking about what he’s going to tie it to,” said Annika.

The audit had doubled. I’d known it would. I hadn’t known how much I’d enjoy it.



Moor deeded us the lighthouse on the fifth day.

He didn’t bring a ledger. He came out along the point’s causeway at dusk with his chalk in his pocket and climbed the long stair, slowly, stopping twice, and stood in the keeper’s room red in the face from the climb and looked at the chalk wall.

NOBODY GETS LEFT. EVERYBODY GETS PAID. PAID BOTH WAYS. LOUD IS ALLOWED, and under it, small, the word in brackets with a single neat line through it.

Off to one side by the door: FL: 2. 3 = NONE TILL DAWN. VS: 3. ONE AWAKE.

He read all of it.

“One copper a month,” he said. “Same as Elka got it for. For as long as you keep lighting it.”

“Lighting it?”

“On wall-nights.” He looked at the lamp-room hatch above us. “The whole Ford saw it lit the night of the held tide. Half of them didn’t know what it was. They thought it was a sign.” He almost smiled. “The other half knew exactly what it was, and have been very pleased with themselves about it.”

Elka coughed.

“Light it on wall-nights,” said Moor, “and it’s yours. Copper a month. As long as you want it.” He looked at me. “A place to be from. In the south. You’ll want one.”

“We’ve got one in the north.”

“Then you’ve got two,” said Moor, and went back down the stairs.



The sergeant left on the sixth day.

His ten days had run out the morning after the vent. Moor had kept the file on since at crown-rate, to haul timber for the river-arm’s broken stretch and to walk the Ford home, and they’d complained about every hour of it and done every hour of it. On the sixth morning the sergeant came to Moor at the wall-hall and said the Sluice wanted its spears back, and Moor paid him out. Then his file formed up at the Ford’s south gate with their packs and their shields and their mule-cart, sixteen of them, the four dead buried on the dune beside the Ford’s own, and the sergeant walked down the file counting them. Then counted them again.

I’d brought the drawing.

I’d spent two nights on it, at the keeper’s room’s table by lamplight, with Annika reading it over my shoulder and pointing out every place where my letters were bad. The drop-gate, every piece of it. The gallows, the A-frame of lashed masts, the crossbeam. The gate itself, hull-ribs and anchor-iron, with the spikes along its foot. The counterweight and its net. The trigger: the blade on its pivot, the cord, the cleat. How four men reset it. Where to stand. What not to do.

I handed it to him at the gate.

He looked at it a long time. Every line. He turned it over and read the notes on the back.

He took a purse out of his coat and counted silver into my hand. Not much, but something. He counted it twice.

“My captain will ask me who designed it,” he said.

“You said.”

“I’ll tell him.” He folded the drawing carefully and put it inside his coat. He looked at me with his hard gray eyes, and something in them was different from the day I’d watched him on a hill-field outside a barrow two months ago, telling Ferro Brant to fight his own robbery.

“You rig,” he said, “like a man who’s been on the wrong end of a bad wall.”

I didn’t say anything to that. There wasn’t anything to say. He was right.

He nodded once. He turned to his file.

“South,” he said, and the Gray Spears went out of the Ford’s south gate onto the tide road, complaining, sixteen gray cloaks and a mule-cart and a drawing of a gate, toward Morvant and the Sluice.



I went out on the point that evening, alone, and sat on the rocks at the lighthouse’s foot and counted what I had.

I do that. After a job. You walk the site when it’s done and you count. What held. What failed. What you’ve got left.

Two rings, two pacts, two women who’d chosen me before either, two homes, a C on the biggest stone in the south, and my name, spelled right, in the hands of a man who chains things. The want and the fear, side by side.

I chose the want.



That night the Ford held a wall-night, because its people were home.

The barrels went up on poles. The tide-torches burned from the tower to the river-arm. Somebody had a fiddle. Nobody brought a drum. Somebody had learned.

On the point, the lighthouse burned.

We’d lit it at sunset, the three of us, with Elka’s whale-oil and the new glass in the lamp room so clean the light went out of it like a spear. Then we’d gone out onto the gallery, and for once we didn’t sit down against the glass. We stood at the rail with the warm night coming up off the flats into our faces, and Elka hoisted herself up to sit on the rail itself, with her back to ninety feet of nothing, because she could.

Below, the Ford sang. I knew the song now. The tide-song. The one about the sea going out.

Annika stood on my left, leaning into me, her golden hair loose. She was wearing one of my shirts. She’d stolen it out of my pack that afternoon without comment and I hadn’t seen it since until she came out onto the gallery in it, sleeves rolled past her elbows, the new bracer snug on her bow arm and the tail of the pink lasher scar showing just above its edge. Every time the wind came up the column it lifted the hem to the tops of her thighs, and she didn’t fix it. She knew exactly where it was. I’d stopped thinking about the Ford for a while.

Elka sat on the rail at my right, her boots hooked round the iron uprights, her new spear across her knees with Tib’s red wrap on it. She’d unlaced her jerkin to the sternum against the warmth of the night and the freckles went down into the open laces and on, and every time she laughed the laces shifted, and she knew I was watching, and she laughed more.

Nobody said anything for a long time.

The lamp burned behind us. The beam lay out across the flats. The Ford sang.

Then Elka turned her head and looked past me at Annika.

“Thank you,” she said, out of nowhere, “for asking me questions first.”

Annika lifted her head off my shoulder and looked up at Elka across me.

“You asked first,” she said.

Elka looked down at her. The lamp-light from the glass behind us lit her face gold.

“I always do,” she said. “Nobody ever answers.”


Chapter 29: Two Keys Open

“We’re C-rank,” Elka said. “We sleep high.”

She was standing in the doorway of our harbor inn, the one we’d slept in every time we’d come south, with her new spear on her shoulder and her pack on her back and her chin up, giving the innkeeper the look she’d given the chandler over a slab of shellback plate.

“You’ve slept here every time you’ve come south,” said the innkeeper. He was a mild gray man with a face like a dried apple. “You liked it fine.”

“We liked it fine as D-rank,” said Elka. “We’re not D-rank anymore. You heard.”

“The whole harbor heard.”

“Then you know.” She leaned on her spear. “We want the high room. The big one. Top of the house. The one with the window.”

The innkeeper looked at her. He looked at Annika, standing beside her with her bow and her new bracer, and at me behind them with my left arm out of its sling now and the goad-burn healing under my shirt.

“That’s the captains’ room,” he said. “Ship captains. I charge them three marks a night for it.”

“Good,” said Elka. “Charge us four. We’re better than ship captains.”

The innkeeper opened his mouth. Then he closed it. Then he looked at Annika again, as if for help.

“She’s right,” said Annika. “We’re better than ship captains.”



It was the eighth day after we’d walked the Ford home. We’d come down from the Ford on the morning cart with our packs and nothing pressing, because there was nothing pressing. The vent was over. The Queen was dead. The Ford was home, and the lighthouse was ours for a copper a month, and the Gray Spears were back on the Sluice, and the deep contracts were three weeks off yet.

I’d wanted to see the hall.

I’d stood in it once as a man nobody looked at, and once as a man everybody did. I wanted to see what it was like the third time, on an ordinary day, with nothing in the cradle.

It looked up.

That was the thing. We walked in through the great doors at midmorning and the hall didn’t stop. But heads turned. At the long tables, at the clerk windows, at the three great boards. Crews I’d never met looked up from their beer and their maps and saw the three of us come in and said something to the man beside them, and the man beside them looked up too.

The clerk at the transfer window, the narrow young one with the ink on his fingers, lifted his hand off his ledger at me and put it down again. It wasn’t quite a wave. I lifted mine back.

On his dais beside the great stone, Esk was reading the tide-ledger to a knot of crews. He saw us. He didn’t stop reading. But at the end of a line, he looked up over his ledger and nodded. Once.

He went back to his ledger.

“He nodded,” said Elka, in a stunned whisper. “Esk nodded. He doesn’t nod. He doesn’t nod at the A-ranks. I’ve seen him not nod at an A-rank.”

“I saw,” I said.

“Clerk.” She grabbed my arm. “Esk nodded at you.”

“At us,” said Annika.



A crew captain bought us a round before we’d reached the boards.

He was a big man with a C on his shoulder and a beard like a hedge, and he came across the hall from a table full of his crew and stopped in front of us and looked at me.

“Kolt,” he said. “The Queen.”

“The Queen,” I said.

“I’ve been in the Teeming eleven years,” he said. “Upper halls. Never past the brood-hall. Never wanted to be.” He looked at me. “Let me buy you a drink.”

“Three,” said Elka.

He looked at her.

“Three drinks,” said Elka. “There are three of us. And we each need three.” She gave him her widest smile. “That’s nine. You can do nine, can’t you? You’ve been in the Teeming eleven years.”

The captain stared at her. Behind him, his crew had started to laugh.

“Nine,” he said finally.

“Nine,” said Elka, and patted his arm, and walked past him toward the boards. “We’ll be by the third board. Bring the good stuff. The black kind.”

He brought nine. He brought them himself, three at a time, and set them on the ledge under the third board, and stood there while we drank the first round and asked me about the den-heart. I told him what I could. The dome. The pool. The heat. I didn’t tell him about the collar’s script, or my arm. He listened to every word like a man listening to somebody describe a country he’d heard about all his life and never seen.

When he left, he shook my hand. And then Annika’s. And then, after looking at her a while, Elka’s.

“Red Braid,” he said.

“Tidebreaker,” said Elka.

He considered that. “Tidebreaker,” he agreed.



The third board had been the hall’s dead board a month ago, nothing on it but stale Sluice postings and a chalk fish some bored crewman had drawn. Now somebody had chalked a heading across its top in big square capitals: THE DEEP. And under it: COMING.

I didn’t read the postings under that. I was standing with my back half to the board, working through a crew captain’s black stuff, and I only glanced up at the chalk once. It was enough. The mark under my sleeve tugged toward the floor like a hand closing gently round my wrist.

I let it pull. I didn’t let it move my arm.

Annika felt it. The cup in her hand stopped halfway to her mouth, and she leaned her shoulder into mine and kept it there until the last of the nine was gone.



The captains’ room was at the top of the inn, up four flights of a narrow stair that groaned like the lighthouse’s never had, under the roof-beams.

It was big. Bigger than the keeper’s room. A wide plank floor scrubbed white, with a rug on it from somewhere east. A hearth with a fire already laid. A washstand with a big copper basin. And a bed. A great bed, a captain’s bed, carved posts at its four corners and a mattress stuffed with wool and a heap of blankets and pillows that would have held five people comfortably and three people any way they wanted.

And the window.

It took up most of the room’s harbor wall. Nothing like the lighthouse’s slots or the Bell’s shuttered square. A real window, tall, glazed with a dozen panes of good harbor glass in a frame of black oak, looking straight out over the roofs of Low Morvant and the docks and the black water of the harbor and the ships at anchor, their masthead lanterns lit, and beyond them the sea going dark under the first stars.

Four flights up. On the cliff’s foot, but high. Higher than any roof between it and the water. You could see everything from it. Nobody could see in.

Elka dropped her pack on the floor and went straight to the window and stood there with her nose almost touching the glass.

“Look at that,” she said. “Look at it. You can see the whole harbor. You can see the Sluice.” She turned round, her face alight. “I told you. We sleep high.”



We ate in the room. The innkeeper sent up fish and bread and a jug of something better than the black stuff, and Elka made him send up a second jug, and we sat on the rug in front of the hearth with the window going dark behind us and ate with our fingers.

Nobody touched the second jug. It sat by the hearth, corked.

I’d been carrying something since the lamp room. Since Brannick’s blankets and the lit lighthouse and the moment both of them had opened at once by accident while they came, and I’d felt two women finish in stereo inside my own skin, and lost every word I knew.

I hadn’t told them. I hadn’t had the words. I’d put it somewhere careful.

I told them now.

I didn’t dress it up. I told it the way I’d tell them a load I’d read on a wall: what it was, where it came from, what it did. The lamp room. Annika on the plinth, Elka on my fingers. Both of them coming within a breath of each other. And then both of them, at the same moment, without meaning to, throwing their halves of the echo wide open.

“I felt you both,” I said. “From inside. Both at once. Her on the left and you on the right, and both of you finishing, and I could feel it the way you felt it. Not the way I feel the echo. The way you felt it in your own bodies.” I looked at the fire. “Two of you. In me. At the same time.”

Nobody said anything.

“One heartbeat,” I said. “That’s all it was. And I didn’t have a word left in me. I couldn’t have told you my name.”



Annika put her cup down.

She was sitting on the rug with her legs drawn up and her golden hair loose, wearing one of my shirts again. She’d stopped bothering to steal them; she just took them now. She looked at me across the fire, green eyes level.

“You didn’t tell us,” she said.

“I didn’t have the words.”

“You’ve got them now.”

“I’ve had two weeks.”

She was quiet, turning it over: the ground, the load, the risk. And under the turning, something else. Something warm and very awake and rising.

Elka hadn’t said anything at all. She was sitting cross-legged on the rug with a piece of bread forgotten in her hand, staring at me.

“Both of us,” she said finally. “At once. You felt both of us. From inside.”

“From inside.”

“And you didn’t tell us for two weeks.” She put the bread down. “Clerk. You absolute northern idiot. You felt that and you didn’t tell us for two weeks.”

“I’m telling you now.”

“I want to feel it,” said Elka.

She said it plainly, without the grin or the crier, a woman saying a thing she wanted.

“Not feel it,” she said. “I can’t feel it. I can’t feel her.” She nodded at Annika. “I want you to feel it. On purpose. Not by accident with us not knowing. On purpose, with both of us knowing, the whole time.” She looked at Annika. “Don’t you?”

Annika looked at her.

She held up her right hand. One finger.

“Terms,” she said.

“Both halves open,” said Annika. “All the way. Not at the peak, by accident. From the start, on purpose. Both of us. And we keep them open.”

“All the way,” said Elka.

“All the way. He’s had me open. He’s never had both of us. Not at once, all the way, the whole time. Only at the end. Only for a heartbeat.” She looked at me. “If it’s too much, you say. And we close.”

“It won’t be too much,” I said.

“You don’t know that.”

“No,” I agreed. “I don’t.”

“With a plan,” said Elka. “We do it with a plan.” She was grinning now, slowly, the grin coming back up into her face like the tide coming in over the flats. “I’m good at plans. I planned the blankets.”

“You planned the blankets,” said Annika.

“And they were very good blankets.”

They both looked at me.

“I run it,” I said.

“Obviously,” they said.

At the same time. Again. And this time neither of them looked surprised. They looked at each other across the rug, gold and red, and Elka laughed, and Annika said, “Four,” dry as chalk, as if she were logging it, and through both echoes at once came something so warm it was like standing too close to the hearth.



Elka went to the window first.

She didn’t ask. She stood up off the rug, and walked across the scrubbed plank floor to the tall window with the harbor beyond it, and stood in front of the glass, and started taking her clothes off.

This time she did it for the window.

She did it with her back to the room. Jerkin first, unlaced and shrugged off and dropped on the floor behind her. Then her shift, over her head. Then her trousers, peeled down her thick strong thighs. Then she stood there, bare, in front of a window four flights up over the whole of Low Morvant, with the masthead lanterns of a hundred ships spread out on the black water in front of her like a field of low stars.

The firelight was behind her. It came across the room and lit her from behind, every curve of her, the broad spear-shoulders and the compact strong back and the firm round ass, the copper braid hanging down her spine. In the glass in front of her, I could see her reflection, faint, gold on black: the heavy freckled weight of her breasts, the flush already climbing her chest.

She put her hands flat on the glass on either side of her face and leaned her forehead against it and looked out at the harbor.

“Nobody can see in,” she said, softly. “I know. Four floors up. Nothing out there taller than this.” She pressed closer. Her breasts touched the cold glass and she gasped, and laughed, and didn’t move away. “But it feels like they could. Every ship. Every sailor on every deck. It feels like the whole harbor’s looking up at this window right now.”

Every bit of attention I had, the rigger’s kind that belongs to load and footing, was pinned to her and wouldn’t come loose. My cock was hard enough to hurt.

I didn’t move. I sat on the rug by the fire and watched her stand naked at the glass, and down her echo came everything: the cold of the glass against her nipples, the thrill like a bell ringing in her chest, the want, low and hot and spreading.

Annika stood up.

She went across the room to the window. She stopped behind Elka. She reached up, and took hold of the copper braid where it hung down Elka’s back, and wrapped it once round her fist.

And pulled, firmly, without any hardness in it, like pulling a friend back from a ledge she was leaning too far over. Elka’s head came back off the glass. She turned, half round, and looked at Annika over her shoulder with her eyes wide.

“Bed,” said Annika.

She led her there by the braid. Across the scrubbed floor, past me on the rug, to the great carved bed with its heap of blankets, and Elka went with her laughing, stumbling, her hand on Annika’s wrist, not trying to pull free at all.



I stood up.

I went to the bed. They were both on it now. Elka sprawled across the blankets on her back, flushed, grinning, her braid still in Annika’s fist. Annika kneeling beside her in my shirt with her golden hair down, looking down at Elka with her mouth gone soft at one corner and the red braid still wound in her fist.

They both looked up at me.

“Clothes,” I said. “Annika. Off.”

She let go of the braid. She pulled my shirt off over her head and dropped it, and knelt there bare in the firelight. Her firm high breasts. The flush already starting at her collarbones. The freckles across her shoulders that only I’d counted, and Elka now. The trim hard waist into the flare of her hips.

“Now tell me what you want,” I said to her.

She didn’t hesitate. Not at that point, not with me. “You under me,” she said. “Me on top. Facing you. Slow. I want to set the pace and I want to watch your face while I do it.”

“You’ll set it,” I said. “I’ll hold it.”

I turned to Elka.

“And you.”

Elka lay on her back on the blankets with her red hair spilling and her breasts heaving and her eyes bright and wild.

“Your mouth,” she said. “On me. While she rides you. I want to sit on your face, clerk, and I want to look at her while you do it.”

Two different things.

“Then that’s what we’re doing,” I said.

I lay down on the great bed on my back.

Annika climbed onto me first. She straddled my hips, facing me, her strong thighs on either side, and took my cock in her hand and held it, and looked down at me with her green eyes level.

“Open,” I said. “Both of you. Now. All the way.”

Annika closed her eyes.

She’d opened the echo for me before: at the edge of a finish in a bathhouse and in a keeper’s room in a storm, and all the way through one long night on Lantern Row. Never like this, with a second echo about to open beside it. She reached for her half and pulled it wide, and kept pulling, and everything came through.

Her body. From inside. Her knees sinking into the blankets. The heat between her thighs. My cock in her hand, the feel of it from her side, hot and hard against her palm. Her pulse, fast. The want in her, deep, like a tide that’s been coming in for years and has never once gone out.

My hands closed on the blankets.

And then Elka.

She was kneeling beside us on the bed, watching Annika’s face, and she closed her eyes too, and reached. Clumsily, as she’d reached that evening by the hearth in the keeper’s room. She found it. She pulled.

It came open all at once, and everything she was poured into me: the heat in her body, the wetness, the ache, the bright crackling excitement, the cold of the window still on her nipples, the thrill of being watched by the woman on top of me.

Both halves open, both of them in me, inside my skin, all the way, and not for a heartbeat. For as long as they held them.

I couldn’t speak for a moment.

“Davin,” said Annika. Very quietly. “Breathe.”

I breathed.

“Is it too much?”

“No,” I said. It came out rough. “No. Don’t close.”

She smiled. A real one. Full. Her face changing as it changes for almost nobody, the dry line of it gone soft.

Then she sank down onto my cock, one long slow slide, all the way down, and I felt it twice.

From my side: her heat closing round me, tight, wet, gripping, her hips settling onto mine. And from hers, through the open echo: the stretch, the fullness, me filling her inch by inch, the deep slow pleasure of it spreading up through her belly. Both at once. Two sides of the same stroke. I couldn’t tell where my body stopped and hers began.

She felt me feel it, and that landed back in her, and the feedback doubled back on itself, and doubled again.

“Gods,” she said, shaking.

Elka was staring at us, her lips parted.

“Elka,” I said. “Now.”

She came up over my head.

She straddled my face facing Annika, her strong thighs on either side of my head, her knees on the pillows, and lowered herself until her pussy was just over my mouth. Soaking. I could smell her, brine and woodsmoke and her. I could feel her, through her open echo, aching for my mouth so badly it was like a hand squeezing in my own gut.

I put my hands on Annika’s hips.

And put my mouth on Elka.

She cried out. Her thighs clamped on either side of my head. And I felt it from her side: my tongue, the first long slow drag of it through her, from inside her body. And from mine: her taste, the slick heat of her on my mouth.

Annika, on my cock, felt what it did to me. She couldn’t feel Elka; she never would. No echo runs between the two of them. But she could feel me, and what the taste of Elka did to me came down Annika’s own echo as plain as heat off a stove, and it was strong enough to catch her breath.

“Oh,” said Annika, surprised.

She started to ride.

Slow. Her athlete’s pace, the one she’d ridden me with in a cottage and a loft and a hundred times between, rising and dropping with total control, and my hands on her hips set the pace with her, held it, slow and slow and slow. Every stroke I felt twice. Every pass of my tongue on Elka I felt twice. Four things at once. Two bodies on mine and two bodies inside mine and all of it pouring through.

I couldn’t see. Elka’s thighs were round my head and her body was above me. But I could see through the echoes, with their eyes.

Through Annika: Elka’s face, inches away, flushed and gasping, her heavy freckled breasts bouncing with every rock of her hips on my mouth.

Through Elka: Annika’s face, flushed scarlet, her golden hair swinging, her green eyes wide and glazed, her firm breasts lifting with each slow rise.

They reached for each other.

Over me. Annika’s hands came up and took hold of Elka’s shoulders. Elka’s took hold of Annika’s. They held each other there, above me, steadying, the two of them riding me, one on my cock and one on my mouth, and they leaned together, and kissed.

I felt it. Both sides of it. Annika’s mouth on Elka’s from inside Annika. Elka’s mouth on Annika’s from inside Elka. A kiss I was in twice and couldn’t touch.

I’d stopped knowing what words were.

Elka was talking.

Into Annika’s mouth, between kisses, gasped and broken. “He’s, oh gods, his tongue. Annika, he’s… I can’t. He’s going to…” Her hips rocked faster on my face. Her thighs shook. “He’s going to make me…”

I sucked her clit into my mouth and held it there.

Her talk stopped.

Her laugh, which had been trying to come up through the gasps, broke and was gone, and she went quiet. Completely. Her fists in Annika’s shoulders, her forehead against Annika’s, her lips parted and empty of words.

I felt the quiet come into her from inside.

It’s a different thing, from inside. I’d watched her go quiet a dozen times now. I’d felt it through the echo, blurred, like a crowd going silent in the next room. From inside it wasn’t silence. It was everything else in the world going out of her at once, like the sea going off the flats.

She came on my tongue.

I felt every pulse of it twice. Her pussy clenching against my mouth. And the clench from her side, the hot rolling wave of it going up through her body, out through her thighs, up her spine to the back of her skull. Her freckled body shaking over me. Silent. Silent.

Annika felt what that did to me, and her rhythm on my cock broke, and she gasped.

Elka slid off my face.

She went sideways, onto the blankets beside us, still shaking, still silent, her face pressed into the pillows. And I could see again. Annika on top of me, her golden hair everywhere, flushed from her collarbones down to her breasts, her hands braced on my chest, her eyes on mine. Still riding. Still slow.

Both halves still open.

Elka’s echo was a slow bright roar now, the after-swell, warm and slow and rolling. Annika’s was a rising tide. I was the post they were tied to and both ropes were pulling so hard I didn’t know if I’d hold.

I didn’t have to hold.

I stopped moving.

I had to. It was too much, and it was too much the other way from the drain or the pull. Two women pouring into me from inside, all the way, both at once, and every stroke of Annika’s hips coming in down both echoes together. I stopped. I lay still under her with my hands on her hips and my eyes shut and just breathed. Just survived it.

And I felt them both feel me stop.

Annika, on top of me, went still. Elka, beside us, lifted her head off the pillows. Through their echoes, both of them: a jolt. Then something soft and astonished and very, very warm that was theirs, not mine, both of them feeling, from the outside and from the inside, what it had done to me.

“Davin,” said Annika. Very low.

“I’m here.”

“You stopped.”

“I had to,” I said. “I couldn’t…”

She leaned down over me. She put her forehead on mine. Her hair fell round both our faces and shut the room out.

“I know,” she said. “I felt it.”

Then I moved.

I rolled her. In one motion, my hands on her hips, turning us, until she was on her back on the great bed under me and I was over her, still inside her, buried in her to the root. She gasped. She didn’t let go of me. She drew her knees up wide and planted her heels on the bed.

I took her deep.

I was done going slow. Deep and hard, driving down into her on every stroke, and she pushed up to meet every one, and it came through the open echo from her side: me coming down into her, the depth, the fullness, a pleasure building in her fast and hot.

Elka was beside us.

She’d come up onto her knees on the blankets. Flushed. Wrecked. Her braid half undone, her breasts heaving, her eyes on us. She leaned in and kissed me. Hard, quick, on the mouth, her lips still wet from the window’s cold. Then she leaned down and kissed Annika. Slower. Annika kissed her back with her hands in my hair.

Elka looked down.

At where I was moving in Annika. At my cock sliding in and out of her, wet, slick, Annika’s pussy stretched round me and flushed dark.

“Oh,” Elka breathed. “Oh, look at that.”

She lowered her mouth.

I felt her tongue.

On me, at the base, where I went into Annika. And on Annika, just above, at her clit, where my strokes were pulling. Elka’s tongue on both of us at once, wet and hot, licking where we joined, sliding from me to her and back. Her mouth on the two of us together, the thing she loved most in the world turned on the two people she’d chosen.

I felt it three ways.

From me: her tongue on my cock as it moved. From Annika, through her open echo: Elka’s tongue on her clit while I filled her, sharp and sweet and overwhelming. And from Elka, through hers: the taste of both of us on her tongue at once, and the joy of it, huge and bright and greedy.

Annika came apart, all at once this time. Her back bowed off the bed. One hand dragged in my hair. The other locked on my ass and pulled me in.

“Davin,” she said. Flat. Fierce. “Now. In me. All of it.”

I drove into her.

“Ours,” she said. Her green eyes wide and blazing up at me. “Keep filling what’s ours.”

I reached down and found Elka’s hair.

She was kneeling beside us with her face between us, her mouth at the join, and I wound the loose end of her braid once round my fist, as she’d put it there herself on a watch-tower, and held her mouth where it was.

“Touch yourself,” I said. “Don’t stop.”

She didn’t. Her hand went between her own thighs, and it came through her open echo before I’d have seen it, and the jolt of it went through her like a spear-butt slammed down into stone, and her mouth never left the place where I was buried in Annika.

They came together.

Within the same breath. Annika under me, her pussy clamping down on my cock in long hard pulls, her heels digging into the bed, her body bowing up off it. And Elka, who could feel nobody on that bed but me, felt me reach my edge through her own wide-open echo, every muscle in me drawn tight as a bowstring at full draw, and that was all it took. Her hand went still between her thighs. Her mouth went still on us. She went quiet against Annika’s belly with my fist in her braid and her body locking, rigid, shaking, silent.

Both halves open. Both all the way.

I felt both finishes.

From inside. Both of them. At the same time. In stereo.

Annika’s on my left: a slow swell that started where I was buried in her and climbed, and I felt it climb in order. Her belly first. Then her ribs, one at a time, the way water climbs a lock. Then up the length of her spine to the back of her neck, lifting every part of her as it passed.

Elka’s on my right: a crack of heat that went off low between her thighs and ran outward through her all at once, down her thighs, out along her arms, to the soles of her feet and the ends of her toes, so sudden it felt like being struck.

Two women. Two finishes. Inside my skin. And when they crested, nothing closed. Neither of them pulled her half shut. Both echoes stayed wide, and the finishes kept coming through them after they’d peaked, the long after-swell of one and the shivering aftershocks of the other, still pouring into me with nowhere to stop.

I followed them over.

There wasn’t anything I could have done to stop it and I didn’t want to. I pushed into Annika to the root and held there and came, and every pulse arrived twice. First the leaving: the hard hot jerk of it going out of me. Then, a heartbeat behind, the landing: the same pulse arriving inside her, a splash of heat deep in her belly that I felt from her side as plainly as if it were my own body being filled. Out of me. Into her. Out. In. Two separate things, one heartbeat apart, again and again, and her pussy milking each one as it landed, and her hands on my ass pulling me in to keep me there. Elka felt every pulse of it leave me, down her own echo, and shuddered against Annika’s belly with each one.

Three of us, and no seams left anywhere I could find.



And the mark woke.

Under my sleeve, against Annika’s ribs on one side and Elka’s shoulder on the other. Both of them pressed against it. It warmed like a stone you’ve been sitting on in the sun, with nothing of the pull or the scream or the burn in it. It warmed against both of them at once.

Through the white of the stereo finish, burned letters wrote themselves across my sight. Slow. Only for me.

[TWO STAND SEALED. THE PACTS HOLD.]

They hung there while I breathed.

Then they went out.



When I could think again I was lying on my back on the great bed with the fire burned low and the window gone black and full of masthead lanterns, and the two of them were on me.

Annika on my left, her cheek on my chest, her golden hair everywhere. She didn’t bother to move when what I’d left in her ran out warm across my thigh. She just hooked her ankle over mine and kept it there.

Elka on Annika’s far side, curled into the curve of Annika’s back with her knees tucked in behind Annika’s and one freckled arm slung over both of them, so her fingertips just reached my chest and drummed there, slow, out of time with everything.

Both halves still open, quieter now, nothing pouring. Two echoes, warm and slow and quiet, like two banked fires in two hearths in the same house.

Down on the harbor a ship’s bell rang the watch, small and far off, and none of us moved.

Elka stirred.

She rolled onto her back and lay there staring up at the roof-beams of the captains’ room with her red hair spread across the pillows and her freckled chest still flushed and heaving.

“I’ve been watched,” she said, “by four hundred people at once.”

Neither of us said anything.

“In the pits. Three hundred, four hundred. Every night. All of them screaming.” She stared at the ceiling. “That was louder.”

Annika didn’t open her eyes.

“Tolerated,” she said.

Elka turned her head on the pillow and looked at her.

“You crossed that out,” she said. “On the wall. I saw. You drew a line through it.”

“I’m allowed,” said Annika, eyes still shut, “to un-cross things.”

Elka stared at her. Then she started to laugh. Low and helpless and delighted, the laugh coming up from somewhere deep and easy, and she rolled back against Annika and put her face between Annika’s shoulder blades and laughed into them until she couldn’t breathe.

Annika smiled with her eyes shut.



They fell asleep like that. Elka first, like a dropped sack. Then Annika, slow, her breath going long and even against my arm.

Neither of them closed their half.

I lay there with the two of them on me in the dark and the masthead lanterns in the window and both echoes open in my chest, warm and quiet. Two heartbeats. I could feel them both. Annika’s slow and deep. Elka’s quicker, lighter, even in sleep.

And under them, in my arm, the mark.

It had pointed somewhere nearly every night since the light dropped me in the Saltway mud. South, for two months. Then at the flats. Then down. Almost every night I’d lain awake and felt it there, the hand on my wrist, the lean in my bones, drawing me toward something I couldn’t see.

I felt for it now.

It was still there, pointing down through the bed and the floor and the inn and the cliff and the harbor, toward whatever was under the Teeming that nobody had charted.

But it was quiet.

It wasn’t gone, and it wasn’t the dead silence it went into before a seal. Just quiet. Lying still under my sleeve against two heartbeats, the way a dog lies at a hearth when everybody it guards is home and the door is barred.

I lay there and listened to it be quiet.

Then I slept.


Chapter 30: Down

The boy came to our table while Elka was stealing Annika’s bread.

It was morning in the inn’s common room, a long low room on the ground floor with a hearth at one end and a window on the harbor at the other, full of ship captains eating fish and sailors eating more fish and one very tired innkeeper carrying plates. We’d come down the four groaning flights from the captains’ room an hour after dawn, the three of us, and taken the table by the window, and Elka had taken the heel of bread off Annika’s plate before Annika had finished sitting down.

“That was my bread,” said Annika.

“It was very good bread,” said Elka, with her mouth full. “Thank you.”

Annika looked at her. Then she reached across the table and took the heel of bread off Elka’s plate.

Elka stared at her.

“Paid both ways,” said Annika, and ate it.

The harbor light came in through the window behind them and lit them both, and I sat there with my cup halfway to my mouth and forgot about it. Annika with her golden hair still down from the night, loose over the shoulders of my shirt, her green eyes level over the stolen bread, a faint pink mark low on her throat that hadn’t been there yesterday. Elka beside her with her jerkin laced only halfway, as she’d laced it coming down four flights with no interest in finishing, the freckles going down into the open laces and the heavy curve of her pressing at them every time she laughed. Both of them still a little flushed from a night like that. Both echoes in my chest warm and lazy and pleased with themselves.

Half the ship captains in that room had looked at our table when we came in. Half of them were still looking.

I didn’t blame them.

I was still grinning about the bread when the boy stopped at my elbow.



He was ten, maybe. Barefoot, harbor-brown, salt in his hair, in a shirt somebody bigger had given up on. A dock-runner. Morvant’s harbor was full of them: boys who carried messages between the ships and the warehouses and the inns for a copper a run. He stood beside my chair with one hand closed in a fist and looked round the three of us, and came back to me.

“You’re Davin Kolt,” he said.

“I am.”

“Say it.”

I looked at him. “Davin Kolt.”

He nodded, satisfied, like a gate-guard hearing the right password. He held out his fist and opened it on the table in front of me.

A copper. One. Small and dull and worn smooth.

“A man paid me to give you that,” said the boy. “Last night. On the docks. He gave me a silver for it.” He was very proud of the silver. “He said to find Davin Kolt at this inn in the morning, and give him this, and say his name right. He said to make you say it first, so I’d know it was you.” He frowned, remembering. “He said say the name right. He said it twice.”

The common room went on round us. Fish. Plates. A ship captain laughing at the next table.

“What did he look like?” said Annika. Quiet.

The boy thought about it.

“Tall,” he said. “Long coat. Dark. He didn’t smile.” He held up his own skinny wrist and turned it over, and touched the inside of it with one finger. “And he had a chain. Here. Not a real one. Burned on. Like a brand.”



He left. Annika gave him another copper for his trouble and he ran out of the common room and down the lane toward the docks, already looking for the next run.

The copper lay on the table where he’d put it. In the middle of the planks. Flat.

The way a copper had lain on a table in Serna’s back room in Rendhaven, the night before we left, when a man with a chain-link brand on the inside of his right wrist had counted silver into a careless boy’s hand for a description of my arm, and then put one copper down on the table and left it. Like a blade stuck in a door.

The way a copper had lain dead in the middle of the rail of an empty box over a pit, twelve nights ago, when I’d finally looked up.

Three coppers. Each one a little closer.



I didn’t feel it at first. That’s how it goes with me. The load comes onto the beam and the beam takes it, and only afterward do you hear the tick.

It came while I was looking at the copper.

Cold. Starting somewhere under my ribs and going outward. My right hand went to the sleeve-tie on its own. The arm was healed now. The fingers back, the black veins gone, the burn from the reflex faded to a faint ache in the bone.

I’d said it to myself once, on a stair under his box: Rendhaven, a description; Morvant, a pit-master. The list had grown since. A cage-crew with a barred sled built for a man. A ledger-man’s whole stock of everything he’d seen, and then, separately, with a gold piece on a betting table, a name. Spelled right. Written down.

And now he’d paid a dock-boy a silver to walk into an inn at breakfast and say that name out loud, at my table, in front of the two people I’d die for, and make me say it first.

It wasn’t a threat. He didn’t make threats. A man who chains things doesn’t need to tell you he’s going to. He’d been in the box. He’d seen the Queen’s collar on the sand, and Old Iron die, and Ostrander. He’d seen what three people with no shade could do on his paid man’s sand. And he’d got up and left his copper on the rail and gone.

Twelve days later, he’d made sure I knew he still had my name.

A name is a door.

He’d just knocked on it.



I told them.

They had all of it already: the yarrow-rack, Grist’s crown-gold, Sorn’s gold piece. What they didn’t have was what I’d felt looking at the copper on the rail. I told them that.

I told them I was afraid.

I said it plainly, at the table by the window with the fish going cold, because I don’t keep things back from them and because you can’t read a load you won’t look at.

“He’s not going to stop,” I said. “He’s going to be one road ahead of us. Wherever we go. He’ll find out where, and he’ll get there first, and he’ll buy the ground.”

Annika was quiet a while. I felt her turn it over in the echo. Cold, careful, as she’d turned over what to do with Garran on a dropped stair in a barrow. She reached across the table and picked up the copper and turned it over in her fingers.

Elka was looking at me. She’d stopped eating. Her face had gone the way it went on the harbor wall the night she told us about the pits, to something that lived under both the laugh and the quiet.

“Good,” she said.

I looked at her.

“Good,” Elka said again. She pushed her plate away. “Clerk. Listen. All season he’s been buying things in the dark. Your arm. Your road. A pit-master. A ledger-man. Your name. Buying, and buying, and never once standing where anybody could see him except in that box behind Harl’s chair, saying nothing.” She leaned across the table. “And now he’s sent a boy to say your name at your breakfast. In the light. In front of us.” Her hazel-gold eyes were very bright. “He’s not hiding from you anymore. He wants you to know he’s there. Good. Now he knows whose door he’s leaving coppers at.”



Annika held the copper up between her finger and her thumb. She looked at it in the light from the harbor window.

“It goes on the wall,” she said.

Elka and I both looked at her.

“The chalk wall.” Annika turned the copper over. “Upstairs. And the lighthouse. And Lantern Row, when we’re there. He sent it to make us afraid. It’s going on the wall with the terms. Where we can see it every morning.” She closed her fist round it. “It’s not his anymore. It’s ours. It’s a trophy.”

“A trophy,” said Elka slowly. Then her face split into a grin. “A trophy. Annika. That’s the most Elka thing you’ve ever said.”

“Don’t,” said Annika.

“It is, though.”

“I’ll take it off the wall.”

“You won’t,” said Elka. “You’d have to un-annotate it.”



There wasn’t a chalk wall in the captains’ room. There was by the time we went back up.

Annika wrote it on the plaster beside the window, where the morning light from the harbor fell on it. Neat. Clean. Her hand. The same three lines that hung on a cottage wall on Lantern Row, one of them in her hand and two in my worse one, and on the keeper’s room plaster at the top of the lighthouse stair:

NOBODY GETS LEFT

EVERYBODY GETS PAID

PAID BOTH WAYS

Elka took the chalk out of her hand without asking and wrote under it, in big looping letters that took up as much plaster as all three lines together:

LOUD IS ALLOWED

Annika took the chalk back. She looked at Elka’s line. Then she wrote under it, small and neat, the word in brackets.

Elka stared at it.

Annika drew a single small straight line through it.

“Un-crossed,” she said, “and crossed again. It’s a very complicated term.”

I took a nail out of my pocket. I carry nails the way I carry chalk and rope; you never know. I took the copper from Annika, and put it against the plaster under the terms, dead center, where everyone who came into the room would see it, and drove the nail through the hole I’d punched in it with the pry-blade’s point.

It hung there. Small and dull and worn smooth.

A hunter’s calling card, on our wall. Under our terms.

Annika looked at it.

“There,” she said. “Now it’s ours.”



I thought about them on the stair going down. All of them. The people who were still out there.

Sorn, somewhere outside the south, running odds on something. Ferro on the Sluice, hauling stone under a sergeant who counted everything twice. The man with the chain, one road ahead, with my name spelled right. A silver-haired woman who kept count. Two, so far.



The board was the same as it had been the day before. The hall wasn’t.

I didn’t notice at first. We came in through the great doors in the middle of the morning and the hall went on round us as it always does, three hundred crews at the long tables and the three great boards and the great stone at the hall’s end.

Then I saw the crowd at the third board.

Thirty, forty delvers. Crews I’d never seen. C-ranks and B-ranks and two A-ranks, standing in front of the deep board in a knot, reading the postings, arguing, pointing.

I read them over their heads. Notices, not contracts yet. A survey, past the den-heart, to chart what lay under it. A salvage-right auction for the deep halls, whatever was in them. A hall-backed purse for the first crew to reach and record the next boss, if there was one. Dates beside them all, three weeks off.

At the bottom, one line in a different hand. A clerk’s, careful and small, as if somebody had been told to write it and hadn’t wanted to:

NOBODY KNOWS WHAT IS UNDER HER.

They were all looking at that line.

I stood at the edge of the crowd with Annika on my left and Elka on my right and listened to them.

“Past the Queen. Gods. Nobody’s been past the brood-hall in my lifetime.”

“Nobody’s been to the den-heart. Forty years.”

“Somebody has. You saw the collar.”

“Three of them. Three. Went in through the Gullet. From the Ford’s side.”

“Nobody goes in from the Ford’s side.”

“They did.”

A woman with an A on her shoulder turned round from the board and saw us. Her eyes went from my sleeve to my face. She just stepped back, a half-pace, and the crew beside her saw her do it and looked round, and stepped back too.

The crowd at the deep board opened.

Nobody in it was afraid of me. A crowd opens like that for somebody who knows the way.

Morvant’s halls were full of crews. Hundreds of them. Good crews, some of them, better than us at a lot of things. And not one of them had ever been past the Queen.

We had.



I walked up to the board.

I read every posting on it close. I read them the way I read a wall: slowly, all of it, not trusting anything I hadn’t touched.

The mark leaned toward the floor while I read, the same tug it had given me yesterday with a cup of the black stuff going warm in my hand. I let it lean.

I laid my hand on the deep board. On the slate, under the line about nobody knowing. And I worked it through again, as I’d work through any job, as my uncle taught me to think about a building somebody wanted taken down. I didn’t ask what I wanted, or what I was afraid of. I asked what it was. What it was standing on. What it would cost, and what it would pay, and who’d be under it when it came down.

B-rank deeds lived down there, and more than that, first deeds. The first crew past the Queen, the first to chart what was under her, the first to reach whatever lived at the bottom of the bottom. Every crew in Morvant would be going down in three weeks. Not one of them had ever been where we’d been.

The trade needed a crew that knew the way. Morvant’s merchants, Morvant’s chandlers, the hall with its purse and its third board. They needed somebody to go first. Somebody who’d been to the den-heart and back and knew what the Teeming did when it breathed in.

And the mark pointed the same way.

That was the last reason, not the first, and I made myself line them up in that order.



“We’re taking it,” I said.

I said it to the board. Then I turned round and said it to them.

“The deeps. Three weeks. We go down. First.”

Annika looked at me. Through the echo I felt her go still and careful, the way she went over a contract before she put her name to it.

“Because of the rank,” she said.

“Because of the rank. B lives down there. It doesn’t live anywhere else in the south.”

“Because of the trade.”

“Because they need someone who’s been.”

“And because of that.” She nodded at my sleeve.

“Because of that last,” I said. “It points the same way. That’s convenient. That’s all it is.” I looked at the board. “It doesn’t vote. It navigates.”

Annika looked at me long enough to make sure I’d heard myself.

“Amendment,” she said.

“Go on.”

“We keep the lighthouse.” She held up one finger. “And we keep the captains’ room. By the month. Here.” A second finger. “Two homes. Both paid. Three, counting Lantern Row.” A third. “We don’t live in a pack on a road ever again. We’ve done that. We’re C-rank. We’ve got doors.”

“Two homes, both paid,” I said.

“Three.”

“Three, both paid.”

“That doesn’t make sense.”

“It’s a very complicated term,” I said, and one corner of her mouth gave way, and she let it.



Elka had been very quiet.

That wasn’t her real quiet, the one that meant something. It was ordinary quiet. She’d been standing beside me with her new spear grounded at her side and Tib’s red wrap on its shaft, reading the deep board, turning the brass ring on her braid round and round in her fingers, and not saying anything, which for Elka in a crowded hall was so unusual that two crews nearby had noticed and were watching her.

Now she turned round.

“Amendment,” she said.

Annika and I both looked at her.

“I name the crew.”

Silence.

A long one. The hall went on round us. Esk’s voice on his dais, reading the tide-ledger. The clerk’s pen at his window. Thirty delvers at the deep board, arguing.

Annika looked at me. I looked at Annika.

Neither of us said anything.

Elka looked from one of us to the other. Her grin came, slow. Then went.

“Later,” she said.



Tib came south on the morning cart.

We’d gone back down the cliff road to the harbor, to the inn, to settle the month’s rent on the captains’ room with the innkeeper, who looked at the purse Annika counted out on his counter and at the three of us and decided, finally, that we were better than ship captains. And we came out of his door into the lane, and the morning cart from the Ford was just pulling up at the head of it, and on the tailboard, swinging his boots, was Tib.

He jumped down before the cart had stopped.

He came up the lane to us, fast, and stopped in front of us, and stood where Annika had taught him to stand, where he could see both the cart and the inn’s door.

“Moor says thank you,” he said.

“Moor said thank you at the stone,” I said.

“Moor says it again. He said to say it.” He took a breath and recited it carefully, like a boy reciting a message he’s been told not to get wrong. “Moor says thank you. Moor says the river-arm’s half rebuilt and the new bell rings true and Brannick’s hung the cracked one next to the other cracked one and they look like a pair of old men. Moor says the Spears’ sergeant came back up the tide road yesterday with a slate and counted the dead stones on the dune twice and went home.” He breathed. “Moor says when you light the lighthouse next wall-night, he’ll be on the wall to see it.”

“Tell Moor we’ll light it,” said Annika.

“I’ll tell him.” Tib turned to Elka. His face went very serious.

He reached into his shirt.

He brought out a spear-wrap.

Red cord. Braided. Long enough to wind round a spear’s shaft a dozen times below the head. It was better than the last one. You could see he’d tried. The plaits were tighter, mostly, and the knots were closer to even, and there was a pattern in it, nearly, a sort of zig-zag that went wrong in three places and then decided to be a different zig-zag.

It was terrible. It was much less terrible than the last one.

“For the new spear,” said Tib. “The other one’s from before. That one was for the old spear. You put it on the new one, I saw. But it’s the old spear’s.” He held it out. “This one’s for the new one.”

Elka looked at it for a long breath with her lips pressed together.

She took the wrap out of his hands, carefully, with both of hers, and looked at it, at every bad knot and every wrong zig-zag. Then she lifted her new spear, the Morvant smith’s work with the barbed tide-head, and wound Tib’s new wrap round its shaft above the old one. Carefully. Every turn. Every knot.

When she’d finished, she held the spear up in the morning light. Two red wraps on an ash shaft. One very bad. One a little less bad.

“Both,” she said. Her voice was strange.

Tib looked at it. He looked at her, and his chin wobbled once before he set it.

“Copper a day,” said Elka, and ruffled his hair so hard he staggered, and he laughed, and ran back down the lane to the cart.



We went up to the hall at dawn the next day.

We didn’t need to. There was nothing on the board but what had been on it the day before. The deep postings, three weeks out. The line at the bottom. But I wanted to go. I’d gone up to that hall every day I’d spent in Morvant since the stone, I realized, as I’d walked the Ford’s wall every morning to put my hand on the tilted section and feel if it was still holding.

You check the things that matter. Every day. Even when you know they’re fine.

The cliff road was empty. The switchbacks gray in the first light, the tenements of Low Morvant leaning out over them like drunks, the cranes on every terrace standing still against the pearl sky, waiting for the day’s loads. Below us, the harbor, black and glassy, the ships’ masthead lanterns going out one by one as the light came up. Behind us, out to sea, the sun.

The great doors of the hall stood open. They always do at dawn; the night clerks open them to let the air through. Inside, the hall was nearly empty. A few crews sleeping at the long tables with their heads on their arms. A boy with a pole putting out the lamps one by one along the walls.

The great stone stood at the hall’s end. The collar lay in its cradle at its foot.

We walked up the hall toward it. The three of us. Our boots loud on the polished granite in the empty hall.

Elka reached the stone first. She put her hand on its base as she passed it, flat, without stopping. She’d done it every time she’d passed it since the ceremony. She said it was for luck. She said it was like kissing the cracked bell.

Annika put her hand on it after her. She didn’t say why.

Then me.

The stone was cold under my palm. Then it wasn’t.

The light came up out of its base, nothing like the long slow climb of the ceremony with the whole column filling and the panel enormous over every head. Just a small light, quick, as a stone reads a crew passing on an ordinary morning. It came up a little way into the crystal veins and printed itself in the air in front of us, at the height of our faces, plain and small, for nobody but us.

[D. KOLT. A. VELD. E. CORRAN. RANK: C.]

The stone’s public voice. The ordinary one. The one it uses for everybody.

The light ran through it clean and printed the truth plain, as it prints it for every crew that walks past it in the morning on the way to the boards.

I let myself look at it.



Under my sleeve, the mark pulsed.

Once.

It hadn’t pointed south in a long time, or at the flats, or the Gullet, or a collar at the bottom of a pool, or at anything I could see.

Down.

Through my palm on the stone. Through the stone’s base and its cradle and the collar lying in it. Through the hall’s polished granite floor, and the cliff under the hall, and the harbor under the cliff, and the rock under the harbor. Under the Teeming. Under the den-heart, where the Queen lay dead under a hill of fallen dome. Under the bottom of every map anybody in Morvant had ever drawn. Down, and down, steady as a plumb line, toward something nobody had ever charted, that had been waiting at the end of a bearing since the day a crossing-light dropped me in the Saltway mud with a pry bar in my hand.

The light faded out of the stone.

Annika was looking at me. Elka was looking at me. Both echoes open in my chest, one cool and one hot, pulling the same way.

I took my hand off the stone.

Everything stands on something. I meant to go down and see who’d laid the footings.
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