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Chapter 1: The Light Drops Him Ugly

The white light let go of me and the world came back as mud, screaming, and the smell of split pine.

One second I was a twenty-seven-year-old demolition rigger on a condemned mill scaffold, pry bar in hand. The next, the light took me mid-step and dropped me six inches into cold marsh muck with the bar still in my fist.

Then something snarled to my left, and I stopped theorizing. Your brain does not invent teeth.

Twelve years of demolition put me on my feet immediately: weight low, feet apart, gaze sweeping straight across the site, just as my uncle had drilled into me before I was tall enough to swing a sledge. Read the site before you trust the floor. So I read it.

A road, raised on an old causeway above the marsh, cut straight through reed and standing water going brown-gold in a late sun. On the road, a wagon. A big one, a timber hauler, four wheels and a bed stacked with rough-cut logs longer than the wagon itself. It had thrown its rear axle. I saw it at a glance, and my hands knew the failure before my head named it: the bed had dropped hard on the left, the log stack had shifted against the chain binders holding it, and the whole load was leaning maybe fifteen degrees off true and wanting to lean further.

Under the near end of that leaning stack, a man was pinned. A log had rolled off the front of the pile when the axle went, and it had come down across his legs, and he was hauling at it with both hands and getting nowhere, because it weighed more than he’d weigh in three lifetimes.

Around him, the wolves worried at him with the relentless teamwork of dogs around a downed deer.

Except they weren’t wolves, not really. Too big, chest-high at the shoulder, grey shading to a wet green-black along the spine, and their eyes threw back the light with a flat coin-shine that no animal on Earth had. Five of them. Two more up the road harrying a knot of men with spears, men in leather and dull iron who were shouting words I could half understand, another impossibility I set aside for later. The two by the spears were a problem for the spears. The five on the pinned man were the problem in front of me.

The lead one, the biggest, had its forepaws up on the log across the teamster’s legs, leaning its whole weight down to reach him, jaws snapping a hand’s width from his face as he screamed and beat at its muzzle with a fist.

I have a rule about foremen who hurry the read. I have another rule I’d never once had to say out loud. On Earth, the buildings don’t try to eat anybody. The principle carried over. Nobody gets left under the load.

I looked at the stack and listened. Its lean, its trembling binder, and its trapped load told me what to do.

The log pile was held by three chain binders, ratchet-tensioned, hooked to iron rings on the bed rail. Standard. The left binder had already popped loose when the axle dropped, which was why the whole thing leaned. The near binder, the one closest to me and closest to the lead wolf, was still holding, but it was holding wrong, taking a shear load it was never meant to take, the ratchet handle standing up stiff and quivering under a stack that wanted to roll left and down. Toward the road’s edge. Toward the wolf.

If that binder let go, the top three logs on the near side would roll. Not far. A yard, maybe. But they’d roll heavy and low and right across the spot where a chest-high animal was leaning its weight on the pinned man.

The load had already made the decision. I only recognized it. I crossed the last ten feet at a dead sprint, planted my left boot, and put the flat end of the pry bar against the ratchet handle, and I didn’t pull the release, because releases are for men who have time. I drove the handle sideways and down with everything my shoulders had, breaking it like a seized bolt nobody needed to save.

The ratchet screamed. The hook jumped its ring.

The stack came alive.

The collapse followed my read exactly, which was the only satisfying result I got that entire first day. Three logs on the near face let go at once, rolled left, low, gathering the mean slow momentum of a couple tons finding out about gravity. The lead wolf had time to turn its head. It did not have time to do anything about what it saw. The bottom log took it across the hips and rolled it under. Its sound was short and wet, then gone. The log settled against the causeway’s stone lip with the animal folded beneath it like a rag pushed under a door.

The pinned man was still pinned. Different log. I hadn’t moved the one on his legs. I’d only removed the thing chewing his face off. That was triage, and triage is most of the job.

The other four wolves came off him and rushed me. Noise always sends the next problem your way.

Here is the truth about fighting things that want to kill you, a truth demolition taught me long before Vardessia confirmed it: you do not fight them. You fight the ground they’re standing on. You make the site do the work. The site is always bigger than you are.

I got the wagon bed at my back so nothing could come from behind, and I put the leaning stack on my left so anything trying to flank that way had to come between me and two tons of pine that were still deciding whether they were done rolling. That left me a wedge of open causeway maybe eight feet wide to defend, and four animals who could only come at me two abreast.

The first two came. I let the leftmost commit, stepped off its line the half-step you’d step off a swinging beam, and hit the second one across the bridge of the nose with the bar as it passed, a short flat swing with my hips in it, no wind-up, the swing you use in tight quarters when a big swing gets your arm taken off. Bone gave. The animal went sideways into its packmate. They tangled at the stack’s edge until one of them put a paw wrong. A log the size of my leg shifted six inches, pinned its foot, and set it screaming. I stopped worrying about it.

I risked the half-second it took to check my flank. The pinned man had gone quiet. He stared as if I were another danger on the road, one he couldn’t understand or afford to ignore. Good. Quiet meant he wasn’t drawing them back onto himself.

The last two were smarter. They split.

I killed the near one badly. There’s no pretty way to say it. It came low for my leg. I got the bar down in time but caught it across the shoulder instead of the skull, and its charge put us both in the muck at the road’s edge. Teeth filled the world, the pry bar jammed crossways in its jaws, my forearm braced behind the iron. The cold shock of losing control of the site hit me harder than pain. The fangs crushed my sleeve against the bar but never reached skin. I drove my knee up between us and found leverage. Once the bar’s hooked end caught under its jaw, I forced its head back past where a jaw is meant to go. I kept levering until it stopped. Three ugly blows to make sure. Its blood slicked my sleeve.

The fourth one didn’t get me because the spears finally arrived. Three men in leather came off the wagon’s far side at a run and put two spear points into it before it could decide whether I was worth the trouble. They weren’t gentle and they weren’t fast, but there were three of them and one of it, and that is a math the wolf understood too late. It went down thrashing and they held it down until it stopped.

Behind them, the pair tangled beside the logs finally came apart. The one I’d hit across the nose staggered three steps, saw the spear line turn toward it, and fled off the causeway into the reeds. The other tore at the paw trapped under the shifted log until a guard drove a spear through its ribs and ended the screaming.

One of them looked across the dead animal at the bar in my fist and the log I’d rolled onto their pack leader. His face went blank around a sight he had no slot in his head to hold. Men do that. I’ve watched foremen do it standing in the footprint of a wall that fell exactly where I’d told them it would fall, and I’ve watched them do it even as they blamed me for the falling. Being right in front of men determined not to believe you leaves you alone in a crowded room. I was going to get very familiar with it.

Then the site fell quiet. Men checked themselves, the wounded, and one another. The last loose timber creaked into place.

I stayed on one knee in the mud, breathing hard, arm burning. The log across the teamster’s legs still pinned him, a solvable problem I could face instead of the fact that I was in a swamp on a planet that wasn’t mine.

“You,” I said, to the nearest spearman. “You and you. That log. He’s still under it.”

They stared at me. Big man, wide as a barrel, grey at the temples, a flat wooden slate hanging from a cord around his neck. He was staring hardest.

“The log,” I said again, and pointed with the bar, because pointing crosses languages. “It’s resting on the axle stub and his shin. If we lift the near end straight up, the far end pivots and crushes his ankle. So we don’t lift it. We roll it toward his feet, off the stub, and it clears him without crushing anything. Two of you on this end. Push, don’t lift. On three.”

I don’t know if they understood the words. They understood the bar under the log and my hands showing them where. We rolled it. The teamster came free with both legs still shaped like legs, which was better than he had any right to, and he lay there in the mud sobbing and laughing and gripping my wrist hard enough to bruise.

“The light,” he was saying. I could understand him now, and I couldn’t understand why I could understand him, and I put that on the pile with everything else. “You come out of the crossing-light. Right there. I seen it. The light dropped you and you went straight for the wolf.”

The men around me locked in place together. Disbelief wasn’t the problem. They believed him and wished they didn’t.

The barrel-bodied one crouched across from me. His face was tired and weathered like old harness. Before speaking, he checked Bram’s splint, the shaken guards, and the leaning load in that order.

“Crossing-light,” he said, slow, watching me. “You come through today?”

“I don’t know what that is,” I said. The admission cost me something. Since the plank vanished under my boots, ignorance had been the only honest answer I owned. On Earth I always knew what things were. It was the one thing I was good for.

His gaze paused on my unfamiliar clothes, dropped to the mud-caked boots and pry bar, then finally reached my face. Whatever conclusion he reached drew his jowls down in resignation rather than fear. He nodded once, to himself.

“Name’s Tobbin,” he said. “Caravan master, this string. You saved Bram’s legs and probably his head, and Old Dessa’s pulling my whole load out of a ditch tonight because of you, so I’ll not send you walking into the marsh alone.” He blew out a breath. “Crossings go to a guild stone. Every crossing takes that road. Nearest hall’s Rendhaven, half a day north. You’ll ride with us.”

“Ride to what,” I said.

“Get you read,” he said, like that answered anything. “Get you a rank. So the world knows what it’s got.”

Tobbin had put his own wagon behind schedule to carry a stranger to safety. I wasn’t going to repay him by arguing.

I almost laughed. The world already had a man who took buildings apart. Tobbin’s careful glance toward the slate at his neck said the stone was about to guess otherwise.

That was when my left forearm started to feel warm.

The bruised outside of my arm carried a cold pressure ache. Ugly. Undeniable. Beneath the untouched skin on the inside, warmth gathered steadily, as if a sun-heated stone had been buried in the muscle.

I pushed my torn sleeve up.

There was a mark on my arm that had not been there when I stepped onto the scaffold that morning.

It sat on the inside of my left forearm, a hand’s-width below the elbow, burned black with day-old red at the edges. The skin rose faintly beneath my fingertips and radiated enough heat to make me snatch them back. A single ring of tightly packed writing curved inside the brand. I couldn’t read one character, but the age of it registered in my bones, the warning a bad wall gave before the visible crack appeared. The road, the wolves, and every black acre of marsh felt recent beside it.

Then the ring pulsed.

A faint warmth swelled and ebbed every few seconds. Each beat tugged south and east with a compass needle’s insistence, toward the low reeds where standing water blackened under the dying light. I couldn’t explain how I knew the destination, only that the marsh kept its dead there.

I looked at that for about two seconds.

Then I pulled my sleeve back down and held it there.

I couldn’t have named what made me do it. Instinct, maybe, the same instinct that reads a floor. I’d been in this world for the length of one fight and one conversation, and the very first thing it had shown me was that it liked to measure people, hang a label on them, and treat them accordingly. Tobbin was a good man and he was already going to take me somewhere to get me labeled. And I had a burning ring of ancient writing on my arm that pulled toward corpses, and every part of me that had ever survived being the poor kid, the cheap laborer, the man at the bottom of somebody’s work order, gave one flat warning.

Don’t show them the arm. Not until you know what it’s worth. Not until you know what they’d do with it.

So I kept my hand over the sleeve, and I let Tobbin help me up, and I tried not to limp.

He pressed his thumb to the wooden slate at his neck while a younger guard splinted Bram’s ankle, and when he turned the slate to face me there was light moving in the wood. Actual light, cool and pale, running through grain like water finding channels, resolving into shapes. Letters. I could read these. I didn’t want to think about why.

The slate said:

[DAVIN KOLT. LEVEL 1. CLASS: SUMMONER. REGISTERED SUMMONS: NONE.]

I checked the panel twice.

I hadn’t told him my name.

“It reads you off the crossing,” Tobbin said, not unkindly, watching my face. “That’s the hiring-slate. Tells me what I’m signing when I take a man on. Level one, that’s fresh, everybody’s fresh once.” He hesitated, and his eyes went to the word in the middle, and something in him softened into the pity I’d been dreading since I saw I could read the letters. “Summoner, though. Ah, lad.”

“What’s wrong with summoner,” I said.

A younger guard behind him snorted before he could stop himself. He had the decency to look sorry about it, but he said it anyway, because some jokes are stronger than manners.

“Summoner with no summons registered,” the guard said. “That’s a beggar with extra steps, that is. No offense.”

“Patchett,” Tobbin said, wearily, which I took for the guard’s name and a standing complaint at once.

“None taken,” I said.

I meant it, too. I looked at SUMMONER glowing in the wood, then at REGISTERED SUMMONS: NONE. The mark pulsed warm beneath my sleeve.

They got me onto the timber wagon once the axle was jury-rigged. Bram rode propped on grain sacks, talking about the wife and children he’d get home to because his legs were still attached. Patchett eventually offered me dried meat by way of apology, and Old Dessa hauled us north through the darkening marsh.

Under my sleeve, the mark leaned south.


Chapter 2: E

Rendhaven came up out of the marsh at dawn, announcing its quality from the load down.

I saw the walls before I saw the town, and I read the walls before I could stop myself, because that is what my eyes do. Grey stone, two stories of it, raised on packed earth that put every street above the flood line. Older core, newer skin. You could see where they’d faced the original rubble wall with cut ashlar in some richer year, and where the facing had spalled off near the south gate and been patched with brick that didn’t match, and where a buttress had been added late and clumsy against a section that had wanted to lean. Somebody competent had built the bones. Somebody cheaper had kept them standing since. I could have told you which three courses of that south wall would go first in a hard siege, and I’d been looking at it for a hundred heartbeats.

Inside the gate the town ran uphill in switchback streets. Above the roofs, the Guild hall commanded the high ground like a keep over a valley. It was built like a fortress and it wasn’t pretending otherwise: thick walls, few low windows, a squat crane-arm jutting from an upper loading door with a hook swinging idle in the morning air. But bolted to its face, where a temple would put a god or a lord would put his arms, it wore something else entirely.

A board. An enormous slate board filled three stories of dark stone above the main doors. Even from the gate I could see moving light across it: names, numbers, and lines rising or falling as they reordered themselves. It was a great public ledger of who had done what and who stood where. A scoreboard. They’d built a fortress and hung a scoreboard on it. Streets, traffic, and attention all turned toward that bright stone ledger.

I sat on Tobbin’s wagon and stared until my hand tightened on the sideboard. I didn’t have a good name for the pull that scoreboard had on me. On Earth the scoreboards were private. They lived in offices and banks and other men’s heads. Here they’d nailed the thing to the wall where God’s face goes.

“That’s the hall,” Tobbin said, following my eyes. “Deed-board’s the big one. Gate stone’s down in the plaza, you’ll see. That’s where you get read.” He hesitated. “I’ll walk you in. Vouch for the wolf. Won’t change your sheet, like I said, but a hall master ought to hear a man came in decent.”

He was as good as his word, which by then I’d stopped being surprised by.

We went up through the town on foot, Tobbin leading, and I surveyed Rendhaven as a place I might have to work in or run from. It was a trade town that had grown teeth. The main street was cobbled and cambered to drain, well laid, and it climbed in switchbacks that weren’t laziness but defense, so no charge up from the gate could keep its momentum. Cranes stood over half the yards, timber-framed hoists with counterweight boxes full of stone, and men worked them hauling barrels and crated goods up to loft doors. There was money moving here and the money knew it lived a half-day from a marsh full of things that ate people, so it had built accordingly: shutters that were really doors, doorways narrow enough to hold with one spear, a well-house squatting on the high ground with a wall of its own. Every building repeated the town’s shared message. We are prosperous and we are afraid, and we have decided the answer to both is the men who go down into the ground and come back up.

And everywhere, worked into lintels and painted over doors and stamped into the coins a fruit-seller counted into a delver’s palm, one shape kept recurring: a disc with a ring cut into it, a circle inside a circle. A guild sigil, I’d have guessed, if I hadn’t spent the ride with a ring of burning script leaning against my wrist. I looked at those little bronze discs and my arm remembered its bearing. My pulse kicked hard enough to discourage further study in a public street.

The gate stone stood in a paved plaza just inside the walls. Its name was bluntly accurate; the thing itself looked nothing like I’d pictured. Man-high, waist-thick, a rough pillar of pale grey stone worn smooth in a band at chest height where ten thousand hands had laid themselves flat against it. Light moved inside it as it had in Tobbin’s slate, only deeper and slower, like weather seen through ice. There was a queue. Delvers, I’d learn to call them, waited in leather, scale, and travel-dirt. One at a time they laid a palm on the worn band and waited for the light to rise and read them. Then they stepped toward a clerk’s window where the deed got logged. A woman ahead of me pressed her hand to it. The stone threw a line of light up its own length, then across the plaza wall for everyone to read. A few people gave the flat delvers’ applause, boots stamped once on stone. She grinned on her way to collect a purse.

That was the machine. Do the deed, touch the stone, let it print you across a wall, get paid in front of the town. I recognized the appeal in my spine before I knew it in my head.

A man came down the hall steps to meet the crossing procedure. Older, fifty-some, built like a retired battering ram, with grey hair cropped short and a ledger tucked under one arm like a soldier’s shield. A wagon backfired near the gate; he didn’t blink. His gaze moved from Tobbin to me and stayed level. When he spoke, his voice reached the back of the plaza without rising.

“Crossing,” he said. Not a question. “Tobbin. You brought him?”

“Off the Saltway, Hall Master Hobb,” Tobbin said, and stood up straighter. Hobb’s standing in the town needed no explanation. “Roadwolves hit us at the reed causeway. This one come through the light and went straight for the pack. Bram Teller’s got both legs on account of it. Load too. I’d not see him read cold without somebody saying so.”

Hobb’s level stare settled on me, weighing with the practiced fairness of someone who spent his days deciding what people were worth and had learned not to flinch.

“Noted, and it counts for the manner of you, not the sheet,” he said. “Saltway defense under a caravan master logs to the caravan guard string. You weren’t contracted or entered on Tobbin’s slate before the fight, so the kill can’t record as your deed, witnessed or not. You know that already, from your face.” A pause. “Crossing law doesn’t bend for anyone, so you’ll forgive me doing it in the open. Hand on the stone.”

I laid my right hand flat on the worn band. I kept my left arm at my side, sleeve tied over the wrap I’d made from a strip of Bram’s spare shirt. The wolf-bite was on that arm. So was the other thing, and I knew which one I was hiding.

The stone woke under my palm.

It was not a bad feeling. Cold, searching light climbed my arm and tightened every muscle across my chest. I felt it search through whatever these people carried in place of a life history, reach an obstruction, and stop. Just stop. A hitch, the smallest hesitation, the feeling of a survey line snagging on rebar buried in a slab where the drawings said there was nothing. It was so brief I might have imagined it. Then the light climbed the stone and threw itself up the wall for the plaza to read.

[ASSESSMENT. DAVIN KOLT. LEVEL 1. CLASS: SUMMONER. REGISTERED SUMMONS: NONE. RANK: E.]

The plaza absorbed the panel in silence.

Then the plaza laughed.

The first chuckle came from the clerk’s window and carried little cruelty. It rolled through the queue to the loafers on the steps, gathering force from the joke Patchett had named on the road: a beggar with extra steps. A summoner who couldn’t summon. A crossing that had reached across whatever divides the worlds and pulled through the single most useless card in the deck. Somebody near the back said it out loud, “empty summoner,” like it was a punchline they’d been saving, and got his own laugh for it.

I stood with my hand on the stone and let it happen.

Most of my twenties had taught me how to stand inside other people’s laughter. The room made itself comfortable at my expense, but I didn’t have to carry its comfort away with me. I looked at the words on the wall, LEVEL 1, RANK E, REGISTERED SUMMONS NONE, and under the sound of a hundred strangers being comfortable at my expense, I felt the mark pulse once against the inside of my wrapped forearm, warm and patient and completely unread by the man-high stone that had just told the town everything it thought there was to know about me.

For once, the sheet’s lie worked in my favor.

I nearly smiled, and killed it. A smile would make me look like I shared the joke. I wanted them certain I was its target.

One man wasn’t laughing.

I found him at the plaza rail because he held himself apart from the moving crowd like a plumb line in a leaning room. Big, broad, going heavy at the middle without going soft, a shaved sun-browned crown and an oiled dark beard and good leathers hung with the little trophy buckles of a man who wanted you to know his kills. He leaned on the rail with a mug in one hand and he was looking at me with an expression that had nothing to do with the joke. His mouth wore the shape of a grin, and there was a gold tooth in it catching the morning, but his eyes weren’t grinning. His eyes were doing arithmetic. They swept over me once, quick and top to bottom, with a buyer’s practiced inventory. I watched him tally something and file it. Only then did the rest of his face arrange itself into the grin, late enough to show it had been sent for. He lifted his mug an inch in a private salute before turning back to his companions.

Two seconds. Then gone. I didn’t know his name yet. I knew the look, though. Buyers had appraised me since I was old enough to carry scrap. That was a man pricing stock.

One of his companions leaned in, said something, and jerked a chin my way. The big man answered without looking back at me. His easy word set the whole knot grinning, fond as family, and the men wearing those smiles stood a little straighter for being near him. Whoever he was, the room liked him. The room welcomed him as its generous uncle. I’d learned young to keep one eye on that man. Generosity performed for a crowd always buys something, and sooner or later the bill shows up.

Hobb waited until the laughter frayed into embarrassed coughs, and then he spoke over the tail of it in that flat carrying voice, and the plaza shut up to listen. That obedience completed my measure of Hobb.

“E-rank,” he said, to me, but pitched for the room, because the room was part of the machinery too. “That means vermin contracts, porter hire, and yard access. It means the low board and the low purses until you’ve deeds to say otherwise. It’s not an insult, whatever these fools are enjoying. It’s a starting line.” He shifted the ledger on his arm. “I’ve read a thousand men off this stone, Kolt. I’ll give you the one true thing I give the ones who came in with better sheets and worse hearts, and then I’ve a hall to run.”

His attention fixed on me, and for a moment the plaza wasn’t there.

“Stones read what’s registered,” Hobb said. “Men read what’s in front of them. The best delvers I ever knew learned the difference early. The stone says what you are today. It doesn’t say what you’ll be, and it can’t say what you already are that it hasn’t got the letters for. Do the work where it can be witnessed, and the stone will catch up to you or the town will, whichever’s quicker.” The ledger shifted under his arm. “Usually the town.”

Then the moment closed and he was a busy man again. “Ilsa’ll sort your bunk and your first contracts. Welcome to Rendhaven. Try to stay off the wall.”

He went back up the steps. His last warning made sense when I saw the wall.

Ilsa turned out to be the clerk at the logging window, thirty-some, ink to the second knuckle on both hands, dark hair scraped into a bun so tight it looked load-bearing, and a level stare that did more work than most men’s faces. She took my crossing-token, entered me in her book, quoted me the porter-loft rate and the vermin purses in a bored monotone, and slid a chalked slate of open low contracts across the counter without looking up.

“Culvert nest, millhouse rats, the east gravefield needs a clearing before the season turns,” she recited. “Porters wanted for two crew runs, ask the captains, don’t get killed, it’s paperwork.” Then she did look up, her pen going still between ink-stained fingers. “Empty summoner. You the one from the causeway?”

“That’s the story going around?”

“It’s a small hall. Everything’s the story going around.” Her level stare held. “Tobbin doesn’t vouch. He vouched.” She made a small note in her book that I couldn’t see. “Loft’s third door, straight boards, bring your own blanket. Contracts pay on witnessed proof. Try not to die owing me rent.”

Warmest welcome I’d had since the light dropped me. I meant that.

I took the slate of contracts and studied it at her counter while she stamped a captain’s proof-of-kill three windows down. The board covered the wall behind her, a great cork-and-chalk affair pinned with posted work. Its arrangement expressed the usual labor-market honesty: good jobs high where tall, confident people could reach them, garbage low enough to make a poor man stoop. Vermin culls at the bottom, purses in copper. Recovery contracts and escort work in the middle, silver. Up top, where a knot of well-geared delvers stood reading with their arms crossed, the dungeon postings, the boss bounties, purses in figures that made the copper at the bottom look like a joke somebody was playing on the poor.

I surveyed the board from floor to ceiling, looking for its failure point as I would on a facade. It was all one structure. The copper at the bottom fed the men who fed the silver in the middle who someday, a few of them, reached the gold at the top. And the copper at the bottom was where the rookie wall got most of its names. I could see the load path of the entire town in that one board, and where I stood on it, and where I meant to be standing by the time the season turned.

“You’re going to stare a hole in my board,” Ilsa said, back at her window. “It’s not a menu. You can’t afford the top of it and the bottom of it’ll pay you in rats.”

I studied the millhouse-rat posting longest. It paid poorly, but a man had to eat while he learned what this world counted.

Ilsa followed my gaze, tapped her pen once against the ledger, then resumed writing.

I found the wall Hobb meant on my way out.

It was inside the hall doors, in the entry where a man couldn’t miss it coming or going: a broad panel of dark slate, taller than me and twice as wide, and it was covered in names. Chalked names, hundreds of them, packed close in a dozen different hands, and here and there whole sections were ghosted pale, painted over and written across again, the old names showing through the whitewash like water stains. Above it someone had cut three words into the stone lintel, worn but legible: WITNESSED AND REMEMBERED.

I stood before it for a while, and a boy hauling a mop bucket saw me lingering and stopped, because the young always want to explain the terrible things.

“Rookie wall,” he said. “Anybody dies on a contract, out of the hall, they go up. So they’re witnessed. Even if there’s nobody to see ’em die.” He said it like a thing he’d made his peace with, which meant he hadn’t. “Painted over end of every season, start fresh. Runs out of room, otherwise.”

“How many go up in a season?”

He shrugged, a farm-kid shrug that had learned to carry weight. “Depends. Bad season, lots. Good captain, less.”

I took in the names.

Not the names, exactly. I can’t read most of the letters that fast, and it wouldn’t have meant anything. I read the ranks, because ranks I’d already learned, a single letter chalked beside each name in a foreman’s grading hand. And I stood there in the doorway of a fortress with a scoreboard for a face, in a body the stone called worthless, and I did the only thing I know how to do with a wall: I took its pulse.

Most of the letters were E. After that, D. A scatter of C higher up, older, ghosted. Almost nothing above that.

The people this world spent were the people at the bottom of the ladder. The empty summoners. The fresh ones, the cheap ones, the ones without a captain who cared or a sheet that lied in the right direction. They did the low contracts and the porter runs and they went up on the wall, E, E, E, D, E, and got painted over when the season turned so the next season’s dead had somewhere to go.

I had been that man on Earth. Every clipboard I’d ever stood in front of had me chalked at the bottom of the grade, and every one of them had been comfortable spending me, and the only reason I wasn’t a name painted over on somebody’s wall back home was that back home the buildings, at least, told the truth. Read the structure before you trust the floor, and the structure never lied to me, even when every man holding a sheet did.

“You knew somebody up there,” I said to the mop boy. His gaze kept returning to one half-painted line near the lower corner, and I followed it there. His lips shaped the name each time, soundless, while his thumb rubbed old whitewash from the slate.

“Brother,” he said, and looked at the mop bucket. “Two seasons back. He’s painted over now.” He said it flat, the flatness that costs a boy something to hold. “Ran porter for a crew that came back a man short and paid the family in sorries.”

A steward called him off to his work. He went, and I let him. I’d just crossed worlds and been ranked garbage. A stranger ranked as garbage had no promise that could help a grieving child.

The knot holding my left sleeve down pressed against the wolf scratches when I folded my arms. Beneath that ordinary discomfort lay the secret the gate stone had missed, hidden inches from a wall full of names.

“Not this season,” I said, to the wall. The mop boy gave me a puzzled side-eye. I didn’t explain. An explanation would have earned me a different local rank: men who talked to walls. I let him assume an E-rank empty summoner had nothing worth hearing.

I climbed to the porter loft, third door, straight boards, and took the cheapest cot in the corner where I could see the door. The pry bar went beside me where my hand would find it in the dark.

Under my tied sleeve, the mark pulsed south once. I covered it with my hand.

“Get strong first,” I told myself. “Then get answers.”


Chapter 3: Yard Meat and a Gold Tooth

The yard master was a dwarf named Durn, and the first thing he ever said to me was “Again,” which turned out to be most of his vocabulary and all of his philosophy.

The training yard sat behind the hall, a square of packed dirt gone to dust, ringed with weapon racks and a forge shed leaking smoke at the far corner. Cold dawn kept the light grey when I came down. Maybe two dozen men and women worked through drills: pairs sparring with padded steel, a line of rookies putting spears into a straw butt with more enthusiasm than aim, and Durn himself standing in the middle of it all like a fire hydrant that had learned to disapprove of you.

He came up to my collarbone and outweighed me by a third, all of it in the arms and chest, an iron-grey brush of beard singed short on one side from standing too close to his own forge. He looked me up and down once, and unlike everyone else who’d done that since the marsh, he didn’t laugh.

“Empty summoner,” he said. “Aye, I heard. Yer the one bought rats.” A grunt. “Can ye fight or just carry?”

“I can swing this,” I said, and lifted the pry bar.

He turned it once, testing the balance with his eyes. “That’s a tool.”

“It’s what I’ve got.”

“Rack’s there. Take a practice blade, ye’ll not brain one of mine with a wrecking iron on yer first morning.” He turned and bawled across the yard, his tone unchanged. “Bors! Fresh meat. Go easy till ye know ye don’t have to.”

Bors was a vanguard, D-rank, and he was built like the buttress I’d read on the south wall: wide, low, and there to stop things. He came over rolling a padded shortsword in one hand and a battered round shield on the other arm, and he gave me the friendly, incurious once-over of a man about to knock a stranger down for professional reasons.

“Guard up,” he said, not unkindly, and then he put me in the dirt.

He did it fast. He came in behind the shield, took my blade wide on it, and hit me in the chest with the boss so hard my feet left the ground, and I landed on my back with the wind gone and the grey sky wheeling. It was precise, technical, and told me in one exchange the exact size of the gap between what I knew and what he knew. He’d been doing this for years. I’d been doing it for one very bad morning on the Saltway.

“Again,” Durn said, from somewhere over me.

I got up. Bors put me down again. He changed the technique and produced the same fast result. He hooked my lead ankle with his shield rim and drove his shoulder through where I’d been standing, and physics did the rest. My tailbone informed me of its opinion.

“Again.”

Third time, I lasted a whole two exchanges before he cross-checked me and I ate dirt, and by then I’d stopped trying to fight Bors and started trying to fight the yard.

That was all I had in a world full of people simply stronger than me. I cannot out-muscle the buttress. Nobody out-muscles the buttress; that is what a buttress is for. But a buttress only works while the load runs down its intended line. Change the angle the load comes in at, and the strongest thing in the building becomes dead weight leaning where it can’t push back. Bors was a load path, and load paths were the language I spoke best.

Fourth round, I stopped meeting him and started moving him. He came in for the shield-boss again, repeating his committed forward drive, and I wasn’t there when it arrived. I gave ground on the diagonal, off his strong side, so that all that lovely forward power went past me into empty air and he had to arrest it and turn, and turning is slow, and for half a heartbeat the buttress was carrying nothing. I tapped him on the back of the helmet with the flat of the practice blade. Not a kill. A note. See you.

He grunted, surprised, and reset. This time he was careful. He quit giving me the committed drive, walked me down behind the shield, and waited until I tried the diagonal again. The shield rim caught my practice blade, his boot reaped my ankle, and the yard came up hard enough to jar my teeth. Four rounds. Four patches of dirt on my clothes. The fourth had made him change his work to earn it.

“Again,” Durn said.

Fifth round Bors had to work harder.

I put the low morning sun at my back so he squinted into it. I kept drifting us toward the yard’s edge where the packed dirt gave way to a lip of flagstone, and I timed a retreat so his rear foot came down half on the stone and half off it. The man built to be immovable found nothing solid under his back heel. I stepped inside his shield with the practice blade driving for his ribs.

The flat kissed his padding. Bors twisted before I could seat it, trapped my sword wrist under his shield arm, and set his hip beneath my center, took a patient breath, and finally gave me the courtesy of his real technique. I went over him and landed flat on my back for the fifth time. He stayed upright, but the near-touch had cost him his breath, his footing, and three full exchanges to solve. The yard had gone quiet.

Bors looked down at the blade at his ribs, then at me, and to his lasting credit he laughed, one big delighted bark.

“Where in the hells did that come from,” he said.

“You leaned where I told you the floor was bad,” I said.

“I didn’t hear you say anything.”

“I moved us there. The floor said it for me.” He looked at me like that was either the wisest or the strangest thing he’d been told in the yard, and decided, I think, it was both. Around us the sparring had started up again, the ring of padded steel and the grunt of effort and Durn’s voice cutting across it every few beats, in single-word corrections, “Again,” “Worse,” “Feet,” a whole language of disappointment that somehow left every man in the yard working harder to earn a second word. I liked him already. He was the one piece of Vardessia that reminded me of my uncle, and my uncle had loved me exactly this way, by never once saying so and never once letting me quit.

Durn had come to stand at the edge of the ring. He looked at Bors, and at the flagstone lip, and at my feet, which had found their proper marks by the old trained reflex that seats a hand on a ratchet handle.

“Yer feet learn faster’n yer mouth,” he said. “That’s rare.” A pause that from Durn was practically a speech. “Same time tomorrow. Bring the tool. I want to see what ye do with a real edge on that arm, when ye’ve earned one.”

I took it for gruffness and went to find water.

The water butt sat by the spear line, so I got to watch Durn run the rookies while I drank, which was the best entertainment in Rendhaven and free. He had a boy on the straw butt, a skinny farm kid with a new spear and no idea what to do with the back half of it, and Durn stood behind him with his arms folded into his beard, spending each piece of instruction as sparingly as coin.

“Again,” Durn said. The boy stabbed the straw. “Worse,” Durn said, which I gathered meant the second was worse than the first, and the boy’s ears went red. “Feet.” The boy looked at his feet like they’d betrayed him, adjusted them wrong, stabbed again. “Worse,” Durn said, with the patience of stone. On the fourth stab, something in the boy’s hips finally came round the way it was meant to. The spear punched straight in and came out cleanly. Durn unfolded one arm long enough to point at the hole in the straw. “That.” The boy stood a full inch taller under that single word. Durn’s entire vocabulary revealed itself as currency spent precisely. A man could work a whole season in that yard for the chance to be paid with “That” and think the wage fair. I’d come to think it fair myself. A dozen boys like him lined the straw targets, farm kids and dock kids with new spears and old fear. I counted how many the season might spend before I made myself stop. It was too early in a new world to start filling the rookie wall in my head.

My body had opinions about the morning. I’d been thrown down five times by a professional and my back and hip were composing a letter about it, and there was a satisfaction in that anyway, the deep ache of work done against a real problem. On Earth I’d have called it a good tear-out day: nothing pretty, everything learned. I’d come to Rendhaven a day and a half ago knowing exactly one thing about violence in this world, which was that a pry bar and a woodpile could kill a wolf. Now I knew a second thing, which was that a trained man would break me in three exchanges if I met him where he was strong, and never touch me if I made him come to where he wasn’t. That second thing was worth five trips to the dirt. Most things worth knowing cost about that.

That was when the gold tooth found me.

He’d been at the yard rail for some time, I realized. Every rail in Rendhaven became his stage the moment he leaned on it. Behind him, two Pike boys rolled a beer barrel through the gate as Ferro counted silver into the yard runner’s palm with enough ceremony for every thirsty rookie to notice.

“Training-day courtesy,” he called. The yard answered with cheers, and he accepted them like he’d bought the beer only because their happiness had surprised him.

Then he pushed off the rail and came across the dust with both hands open and a grin arriving ahead of him like a herald.

“That,” he announced, to me but for the yard, “is the prettiest bit of footwork I’ve seen off a fresh sheet in a year. Bors, ye great stump, he made ye WORK.” Bors, toweling off, waved him away good-naturedly, clearly used to him. The big man turned the grin full on me, and the gold canine led it. Above the tooth, warm brown eyes repeated the arithmetic I’d watched across the plaza the day before. “Ferro Brant,” he said, and clasped my forearm, my right one, a good strong workman’s clasp. “Captain, Brant’s crew. Best-run string in Rendhaven, ask anyone. Ask ’em, they’ll tell ye.”

“They’re telling me,” I said, because half the yard was nodding along.

He laughed like I’d done him a kindness. “Davin Kolt. Crossing man. Empty summoner.” He said the last two words gently, plucking out their sting with a parent’s practiced care. Look, it’s nothing. Against my better judgment, I liked him for it. That little surrender was what his warmth had been built to buy. “I’ll tell ye what I told my own lads. The stone reads what ye’re registered for. It don’t read what ye’re worth. And a man with feet like that is worth a berth, summons or no summons.” He spread his hands. “I run training runs. Real ground, real coin, safest crew in the district, and I lose fewer than any captain on that board, ask the board. Even a summoner with nothing to summon can carry a pack and learn the trade at my shoulder. Double the standard porter rate, because I pay for feet like yours.” The grin softened, confidential, just us two. “Think on it, eh? Walk the low board alone and you’ll be chalk by autumn. Join a good crew and you go home.”

It was a good pitch. It was a very good pitch. It named my fear out loud, the rookie wall, then offered its perfect answer: a crew, a captain, a warm place among stronger men. And every instinct I own, the ones that kept me off the wall on Earth, stood up quietly at the back of my skull and said: he priced you in two seconds across a plaza yesterday. He does not pay double for feet. He pays double for something, and you don’t know what yet.

“I’ll think on it,” I said.

The warmth vanished from his eyes for half a blink. His gaze dropped to my hands, checked the yard behind me, and returned with a revised price. Men who buy for a living learn the difference between a no and a not-yet, and he heard the not-yet and adjusted his price without changing his face.

“Course ye will,” he said warmly, and clapped my shoulder, and went back to being the yard’s favorite uncle, and as he went I thought that a man that good at being liked had built himself into that shape on purpose, round after bought round, and wondered what that carefully built charm was holding up.

That afternoon, the hall put a golden-haired answer at Ilsa’s window.

I’d gone back to the hall to claim the millhouse-rat posting, and there was someone ahead of me turning in a solo contract, and I stopped a step back to wait, and I gave her the ordinary glance anyone gives the person ahead in a queue. Then I kept looking, which was different.

Boots first, because that’s where my eye goes: worn field boots, planted a little wider than a person waiting in a queue needs to plant them, weight even, ready. Then up the line of her, and the line of her was worth the trip. Strong thighs in fitted leathers that had been repaired more than once by someone who knew how. A trim waist cinched by a belt hung with a long knife on one side and a fletching kit on the other, and the trim of her waist made the flare of her hips above the belt a statement the leathers were straining politely to keep to themselves. A scout’s short cloak thrown back off one shoulder, and under it the pull of well-used muscle moving as she leaned to sign Ilsa’s book. A longbow fit the line of her back so naturally it might have grown there. There was a fresh line of stitching high on her left shoulder, dark thread against fair skin, and she favored the arm not at all. Either the wound was shallow or she was too proud to show it, and I’d have bet the second.

Higher, the fitted leathers gave way at the collar to a wedge of throat gone gold from the road, and the swing of a full chest against the field-laces as she leaned, and I made myself stop the sweep there, because there’s a difference between assessing a person and undressing one in a hall, and I had no standing in this world to do the second to anyone, least of all a woman turning in work she’d earned herself.

Then she turned her head, just enough to clock me clocking her, and I got the eyes: green, watchful, quietly amused, and already aimed at me a beat before I looked up, because she’d been watching both doors and me in one of them the entire time. Golden hair pulled back in a high ponytail that swung when she turned. She held the look one beat past politeness. There was no flirtation in it, only a professional weighing of threat against furniture. Then she returned to her book and filed me, apparently, under neither. It stung a little, being filed under furniture. I respected it more than I’d have respected being flirted with. Discovering that preference could wait until I wasn’t standing in a hall.

“Wolf-pelts, four, marsh-grade,” she told Ilsa, sliding a bound roll across the counter. Low voice, alto, flat as a shelf. “Culvert edge, north lanes. Solo.”

“Solo,” Ilsa repeated, entering it, one eyebrow up. “Veld, you’re going to make the rest of them look bad.”

“They manage that fine without me,” the woman said. Ilsa snorted while the pelts logged, then sent a small purse back across the counter. She paid without another word, one professional settling proper business with another.

Three men in crew leathers entered while she counted her coin. The one in front was gaunt and ropey, iron-grey stubble roughening his scalp. His muddy eyes checked both exits before settling on her. Scarred hands stopped beside his belt, conspicuously empty, while his two companions widened half a step.

The formation threatened without touching. His stillness suggested history, but I didn’t know its shape yet. I only knew she had mapped every door before he arrived and that my weight had shifted forward on instinct. I reset over both feet and held the anger cold until one of them gave me evidence worth spending it on.

“Veld,” the gaunt one said, in a low rasp, warm as old rope. “Still turning in your little solo pelts. Always did like working where nobody could see you.” His scarred knuckles brushed his belt while he watched the warning find its mark. “Careful out there in the north lanes on your own, girl. Lot can happen to a scout with nobody minding her line. I’d know.”

He said I’d know like a man laying a coin on a counter to prove he could pay.

She didn’t flinch. She finished counting her purse and tied it off before she turned. Then she stepped forward instead of back, straight between him and the crewman on his left. They had to give ground or wear her. They gave ground. She walked through the gap without hurrying or looking at any of them again. The gaunt man watched her go without blinking until the doors shut behind her.

A minute later, her voice came from my shoulder in the plaza, where I’d gone to study the contract board and loosen my grip.

“You’re taking the culvert nest,” she said. She’d come up on my off side, quiet, and she was already tapping the offending posting as though my answer couldn’t alter the diagnosis. “Don’t.”

“It pays.”

“It floods.” She nodded at the posting without touching it. “Old drain under the north lanes. Nest sits in the low chamber. On a dry week it’s a copper job and a bad smell. On a wet one the chamber backs up while you’re in it and you drown in the dark with things biting you, and the purse says nothing about the sky because the man who posts it isn’t the man who dies in it.” A pause. “Check the sky. If there’s weather three days out, leave it. The wall’s got two porters on it from that drain already this season. Take the east gravefield instead. It’s underpriced and it’s dry.”

I looked at her. She was already half-turned to go.

“Why tell me,” I said.

She stopped. Considered the board a moment longer, then me, that familiar green-eyed weighing.

“You looked at the board like a wall about to fall,” she said. “Everybody else looks at it like a menu.” She shrugged, one shoulder, the stitched one, and I saw her not-wince. “People who read walls that way are worth keeping off the wall. Professional courtesy.”

“That’s a lot of thought to spend on a stranger with the worst sheet in the hall,” I said.

“I heard how you fought Bors.” She gave the line no more ceremony than a fact laid on a counter. “Man who makes a vanguard work by moving the ground under him doesn’t look like the worst sheet in the hall. Looks like a sheet that’s wrong.” Her gaze stayed on the posting. “I’ve got some experience with sheets that are wrong.”

She turned for the plaza before I could mistake the admission for an invitation to pry. One last green-eyed check came over her shoulder as she went. “Check the sky, empty summoner.”

I watched her cross the plaza and take the north road out at a scout’s unhurried lope, ponytail swinging, moving over the cobbles with a scout’s sure-footed confidence, each foot landing on ground she’d already judged safe. I found I’d stopped thinking about the gold tooth and the gaunt man entirely for as long as she’d been standing there. That was information worth keeping.

A man loafing near the board had watched the whole thing, and he leaned over now with the eager helpfulness of the professionally idle. “That’s Annika Veld,” he said. “Runs solo. Has done for years. Won’t crew for anybody, and you saw why just now, that was Garran, used to be her captain, there’s a story there nobody tells and everybody knows.” He tapped the side of his nose like he’d earned something. “Waste of a good scout, folk say. Prettiest set of eyes in the marsh and she spends ’em on nobody.”

“Folk say a lot,” I said, and he took the hint and went to be idle somewhere else.

Veld. Ilsa had called her Veld.

I took the millhouse-rat contract first. It would pay for food and give me a building to read before I tested myself among the dead. The gravefield could wait one day.

I took supper at the Broken Pike before climbing back to the porter loft. The tavern was shoulder-tight with delvers, and chalk dust drifted from the memorial beam whenever the room stamped its boots. A rookie table beneath it raised their mugs to a name I already knew.

“To Ferro!” a young voice sang out, cracking on it. “To the safest crew on the board! Brant brings you home!”

They cheered it like a hymn under the names of the dead.

“Brant brings you home!”


Chapter 4: Vermin Rates

The millhouse owner gave me two days and looked offended when I spent the first hour preparing instead of killing a rat.

His millhouse leaned over the canal in three patched stories, flour dust whitening every joist and sill. The lower stonework had settled toward the water long ago. Somebody had corrected the floors with shims instead of fixing the foundation, leaving dry triangular voids beneath the grain bins and three bolt-holes punched through the soft mortar at ground level. Grease marked two. Fresh flour tracks marked all three.

“They’re in the walls,” the owner said for the fourth time. “You ought to be chasing them.”

“If I chase them, they choose the exits.”

I knelt at the middle hole and held two fingers before it. A faint draft cooled the flour on my skin. The run connected to the canal-side foundation, then climbed under the bins where spilled grain kept the nest fed.

The rats didn’t own the building. They owned three holes and a dry lane. That was a smaller problem.

I packed the north and west holes with broken brick, wet clay, and boards screwed into the mortar joints. The owner objected to every screw as if I were driving it into him. Then I opened the millhouse’s rain cistern and ran a canvas hose into the low canal-side run.

Water went where weight told it to go. So did rats.

The first one came out of the remaining hole six minutes later, wet, furious, and the size of a house cat. Fish oil on a rag brought its nose forward. The flat of my pry bar ended the rest of its interest.

Then the nest came.

For an hour the one open bolt-hole spat grey bodies into the lamp-lit funnel I’d built from grain boards. They couldn’t turn. They couldn’t split. I worked the bar short and ugly; the owner tallied tails from the doorway and slowly stopped complaining about the screws. The last scratching died beneath the floor. I closed the cistern, pulled the soaked nesting mass out with a hooked length of wire, and made the owner inspect all three blocked runs.

“Most porters take two days,” he said.

“Most porters chase rats.”

By noon, Ilsa had counted the proof twice and paid me. By the end of my first week in Rendhaven, I had a small reputation. It was the wrong one, so it suited me fine.

The empty summoner did vermin fast. A wasp-court in a cooper’s loft that a porter had quoted at three days, I closed in an afternoon by finding the single rafter carrying their nest and taking it down into a water butt. A burrow of gnaw-moles beneath a mill floor came out when I read the joists and flooded the dry lane. I did the low, filthy jobs nobody wanted, got paid in copper, and taught my hands another piece of this world’s construction.

The cooper started calling me the wall-talker after watching me touch his rafters and mutter before I killed a single wasp. By the end of the week a fishwife held up her baby as I passed and warned it that the wall-talker would come and read it if it misbehaved.

I tipped my head to the baby, an innocent party in the matter. The fishwife laughed. Harmless, useful, and slightly cracked was an excellent shape to wear in a town that priced men for a living.

Ilsa logged them all in silence, until the morning I turned in the gnaw-moles and she finally set her pen down.

“You’re leaving money on the board,” she said.

“The board doesn’t have a contract for what I do.”

“The board has a gravefield.” She slid the chalked slate at me. “East gravefield. Season’s turning, old ground gets restless when it turns, the temple wants it cleared before the dead start walking into somebody’s supper. It’s dry, underpriced, and cursed with a bad name. The low purse follows the reputation, and every delver with sense has left it alone.” Her pen tapped once against the posting. “You don’t have sense. You have feet and a wrecking iron. Take the gravefield.”

“Somebody already recommended it to me,” I said.

“Then two of us are wrong about you,” Ilsa said, and picked her pen back up, her nearest approximation of wishing a man luck. I asked her who the other one was. She didn’t look up. “Figure that out and you’ll be smarter than your sheet, which won’t be hard,” she said, and stamped my contract. The stamp ended the conversation as far as Ilsa was concerned.

The east gravefield lay outside the walls, on a low shoulder of ground where the town buried its own, and it was the first place in Vardessia that made the hair stand up on my arms before I’d finished surveying it.

It went back further than the town. Nearest the wall the graves were new and orderly, headstones cut and lettered, plots edged in brick, the tidy recent dead. But the ground sloped away east into older work, and the older it got the wronger it got: leaning stones gone illegible with lichen, then unmarked mounds, then, at the far low end where the ground turned marshy again, a scatter of great flat slabs half-sunk in the turf, older than lettering, older than the brick, laid down by people who buried their dead under a ton of stone for reasons the tidy new graves had forgotten. Grass grew long and pale over all of it. A low wall of dry-laid stone ran the perimeter, tumbledown in three places visible from the gate, and a single dead oak stood at the high center like a man keeping watch who’d died at his post.

I surveyed it on habit and found the usual truths: the wall would keep nothing out that could climb, the three gaps were the paths anything would use, the flat slabs at the low end were the oldest and heaviest structures on the site and therefore the ones the ground had organized itself around. Then, standing among the leaning stones with the temple’s clearing-charm bag in my hand and the bare noon sun overhead, my left forearm woke.

The road had given me ember-warmth. Here the mark drew me downhill with a quieter, uglier insistence, toward the great sunken slabs at the low end.

A second sensation traveled beneath that pull. Standing there felt like listening in a vast dark room as an echo disclosed its dimensions. Behind my closed eyes, the old graves formed a cathedral: new plots near the wall lay quiet, lettered stones gave off a faint hum, and the great slabs below rang low and patient, a bell struck so long ago that its note had never finished.

It was daylight. The sun was on my neck. My arm was locating the oldest dead in the field and measuring their depth. I hadn’t asked it to. I couldn’t stop it, and I had no idea what the ability meant.

I held the wrap and followed my uncle’s discipline for bad floors: name the defect, measure it, and set rules around it. The mark sensed old death, favored the oldest and deepest remains, and worked in daylight as readily as dusk. Admitting that it scared me gave the fear edges. I fixed those facts in memory like defects on a survey and got to work.

I will not pretend the work went easy after that. It didn’t. I did it anyway, because the alternative was standing in a graveyard being afraid, and I’ve never respected that as a use of a day.

The work itself made sense. The season’s turning stirred the shallow recent dead, not the deep old ones. The temple’s charm used salt, oil, and a chanted line the priest had taught me, laid at each disturbed plot to still what was rising. Twice something clawed out of loose earth before I got there: first a grasping grey hand, then a corpse that had been a man last winter. I put each one down with the bar, salted it, and moved on. Ugly close work was still work, and work I can do all day.

What unsettled me wasn’t the shallow dead. It was that every time I knelt to lay a charm, the mark located them before my eyes did. I’d reach for a plot and feel the small dim hum of it under my hand, present, recent, quiet, and I learned in an hour to trust the arm over the eyes, to know a stirring grave by the itch in my forearm ten feet before the earth moved. Its usefulness unsettled me most. A useless horror can be shunned without compromise. This one improved my work, crept into my habits, and taught my hands to want its guidance. That meant I had to watch my hands. I watched mine all afternoon and did not let them reach for the pull downhill, toward the old slabs, no matter how the arm leaned. That pull was a door, and I wasn’t ready to know what waited behind it.

I worked from the high center down, toward the old slabs, toward the pull, because you clear a site from your strong ground toward your problem, not the other way. I was near the bottom when the sun got low and the gravehound came over the wall.

I felt it before I saw it, and not with the mark. With my skin. The field hushed with the warning quiet of a job site watching a crane exceed its rig, and I turned, and it was coming through the middle gap in the west wall at a low fast lope, and it was not a wolf.

It was the size of a plow horse gone wrong. Grey-black, hairless in patches, ribs like a wrecked hull, and a long low skull built around a mouth that opened wider than a skull should let it. A grave-thing, a scavenger of the deep dead grown huge on a diet of them, and my arm gave one hard involuntary throb as it crossed the field, like it recognized kin. Bors would have had a hard fight with it and Bors was a buttress. I was a man with a wrecking iron and no shield, and if I met it fair it would take me apart in about the time it had taken Bors to put me down, except this one wouldn’t be using padded steel.

So I didn’t meet it fair. I have never once in my life met anything fair, and I intend to die not having started.

Hours among the leaning stones had made that ground as familiar as a floor under my own boots. Two headstones near the bottom of the slope stood tall, old, and rotten at the root, each a man-high slab of granite already leaning downhill, held up by habit and soft earth. I’d marked them while clearing the plot, just as I would mark a bad lintel, and watched the afternoon’s meltwater find the natural low line between them. A charging thing’s feet would find the same path, because feet, water, and falling stone all answer to gravity. The plan wasn’t clever. It was built out of an afternoon of paying attention: two stones that would fall if I asked, one low line, and a strong thing that didn’t know I’d reached the ground first.

I ran for the gap between the two leaning stones, and I put myself just past them, downhill, in the open, where the hound could see me and want me, and I made noise, and it came, because that is what they do.

It charged straight down the low line the ground had promised, full speed, jaws open, and I stood my ground until it was committed past stopping, and then I did the only piece of real work in the whole plan. I hit the uphill root of the first leaning stone low with the bar. The driving pry-and-heave took my legs, my back, and everything the millhouse, the moles, and Bors had taught my hands that week. Rotten footing surrendered in one violent lurch. A man-tall slab of granite came off its base and fell across the low line just as the hound reached it.

The slab caught the beast across the spine and haunches, driving it down. Its scream broke into frantic thrashing. That convulsion struck the second stone, whose root I’d loosened while making noise. The second slab dropped across its neck and shoulders. After that, it wasn’t screaming so much as trying to.

I finished it with the bar. It took longer than I wanted and turned ugly. I got up onto the stones pinning it, straddled the trapped neck, and drove the hooked end down into the base of the skull where the plate goes thin, once, twice, feeling through the iron for the seam I meant to break, and on the third stroke I found it and the hound stopped moving. There’s no pride in that part. The pride is all in the reading that made the third stroke the last one instead of getting my arm bitten off before I landed the first blow. When it was done, the last light was going out of the west and I was standing over a dead hound the size of a plow horse that I had killed with two headstones and a wrecking iron, and my hands started to shake.

That’s the part nobody tells you about winning by structure. The plan holds through the danger. It keeps your hands steady until the moment it ends. Then there’s no more plan to lean on, and your body finally gets to say what it thought about a horse-sized mouth coming at a dead run. Your hands shake. I let mine spend the fear without pretending otherwise. Pretending I hadn’t felt it would only get me killed the next time pride kept me standing where good sense said move.

“That,” said a quiet voice from the wall, completely unsurprised, “was the ugliest gravehound kill I have ever seen in my life.”

Annika Veld sat on the tumbledown west wall with her longbow across her knees, an arrow still nocked but not drawn, and two facts landed together: she’d been there long enough to shoot the thing herself if she’d needed to, and she’d chosen not to, to see what I’d do.

“You were tracking it,” I said. My voice came out steady, which I was grateful for.

“Three days. It climbed from the low ground east of here, been working the field edges at dusk. Solo bounty, D-threat, mine to take.” She swung down off the wall and crossed the grass without hurry. At a comfortable distance, she stopped to inspect the two fallen stones, the ruin under them, and the bar in my shaking hand. Her private audit ran from ground to weapon to man. Nothing changed on her face, but her stare sharpened as it moved from the fallen stones to the bar in my hand. “Then I watched an E-rank porter with a pry bar drop it under a ton of granite before I got a shot off. So.” Her stare returned to me. “Whose kill is it, empty summoner?”

It was hers. She’d tracked it, she’d claimed the bounty, she’d been in position to make the shot. By every rule of this world it was hers, and it was a D-threat, and a D-threat on a scout’s sheet was worth real coin and real standing.

“It’s yours,” I said. “You had it in the field before I did. You said so.”

Her appraisal held for another moment.

Then she crouched by the dead hound, drew a knife, and cut a proof from it, the notched left ear, and she straightened and held it out to me across the dead thing between us.

“I witnessed a gravehound kill,” she said, evenly. “By Davin Kolt. E-rank. Alone, with masonry. I’ll log it as witness.” A pause, and the hard line of her bow hand eased by a degree. “The bounty’s mine, I called it first, I’m not a saint. But the deed’s yours, and the deed’s worth more to you than the coin’s worth to me. Take the ear.”

I took the ear. And on my arm, unfelt by her, the mark stayed quiet, and in the last grey light my shaking hands steadied around the guild-truth before any stone said a word. This deed would count. Someone with standing had seen it and meant to write it down.

We walked back to the wall and sat while the light finished going. My knees had begun to stiffen, and she favored the stitched shoulder as she climbed. She took a small flat charm-slate from her belt, a witness-token, pressed her thumb to it, and spoke my name and the deed to it, and light ran through the wood the way it ran through everything here, and then it printed, small and cool, hanging in the air a moment for us both to read:

[DEED RECORDED. GRAVEHOUND KILL. WITNESS: A. VELD.]

And under it, a breath later, the witness-token printed the level change in another wash of cool public light, visible to both of us:

[DAVIN KOLT. LEVEL 3.]

Two levels from one witnessed deed. The rule clicked into place: witnessed killing moved the stone while private work vanished from the record. Annika’s name beside mine had made the number climb, and the public slate had no choice but to carry it.

“You’re welcome,” she said, watching me absorb my own level from the air.

I sat with it a moment. Level three amounted to almost nothing on a ladder of eight great letters. Yet on that broken graveyard wall, cold seeping through my clothes and a notched ear in my pocket, it became the first number anyone had ever hung on me that ran high instead of low. On Earth every sheet shaved a little off. This one had added, because a woman with standing had watched me work and refused to lie about it. I didn’t say any of that. A man doesn’t say that to a near-stranger on a wall. But I felt it settle into me like a load coming true, and I think she saw some of it land. She looked away and gave me the privacy of the dark to have it in.

“Why,” I said, when I could say it level. “The real why. Not professional courtesy.”

She was quiet a while, looking out at the dark field.

“I’ve done a hundred deeds nobody logged,” she said finally. “I know what it’s worth to get one that somebody did. That’s all. It cost me nothing but a notched ear.” She glanced at me. “So. What are you, really. That wasn’t a summoner. There was no summon. That was a man who looked at a graveyard and saw where the stones would fall.”

I had a choice there, and I made the one I’d keep making, the one that’s true and tells nothing that matters.

“Where I’m from,” I said, “I took buildings apart for a living. Twelve years of it. You learn to read what carries the weight and what happens when it doesn’t.” I nodded at the two fallen headstones. “Monsters are just buildings that move. Slower to read, because they won’t hold still for you. But the work doesn’t change. Find what’s carrying the load. Take it out.”

My answer stopped her. Then Annika Veld laughed, one short surprised sound, the first I’d heard from her. It changed her whole face for the second it lasted and wiped the structural thought straight out of my head. My hand stilled on the bar.

“Monsters are just buildings that move,” she repeated, like she was checking it for load and finding it held. “Gods. All right.” She stood, and stretched, and the stitched shoulder pulled and she let it, done hiding it in front of me apparently, and she looked down at me in the last of the light. “There’s a contract posting tomorrow morning. Recovery. Two of Ferro Brant’s training-run lads went missing four days ago out past the water-lanes, near a marsh-drake den. Nobody’ll take it at the purse he’s offering, which is garbage, because a drake den’s a death sentence for the coin.”

“I’ll come,” I said.

She stopped and turned fully toward me. Her bow hand loosened at her side. She studied my footing, the bar, then my face, revising her route to include me rather than pricing what I might cost.

“I hadn’t finished telling you how bad the pay was.”

“You said Ferro’s lads. You said missing at a den nobody stumbles into by accident.” I stood too, and picked up my bar, and my hands had stopped shaking somewhere back around the gravehound’s ear. “You already think something’s wrong with it or you wouldn’t be taking it solo at a garbage purse. And I’ve been watching that man buy this whole town a round it doesn’t know it’s paying for.” I met her eyes. “I want to see the bill.”

She held the look a long beat, that professional length and then past it, into new country, and whatever she’d had me filed under, I felt it change.

“Dawn,” she said. “The south gate. Bring the good rope.” She started off toward the town, then paused and added without turning around, her timing exact, “And check the sky.”

She peeled off toward Lantern Row without a goodbye.

I went to buy rope.


Chapter 5: Terms

The hall had an opinion about our partnership before we’d finished signing for it.

We came to Ilsa’s window at dawn, Annika and I, to put both our names to the recovery contract, and the morning crowd was thin but awake, and word of what the two of us were doing crossed that room faster than the ink dried. Veld, who crewed with nobody, signing a contract beside the empty summoner. I heard it start behind me, low and amused, as the hall passed around a joke whose verdict it considered final.

“Veld’s carrying a summoner with no summons?”

“Somebody explain to her which end of him summons.”

“Recovery, is it. She’ll be recovering him.”

Annika signed her name and gave no sign she’d heard, which was itself a kind of answer, and I put mine under hers, and Ilsa looked at the two names together and then at the two of us and made a small note in her book whose contents were worth a copper to me.

Ferro occupied his usual rail, and he came off it as we turned to go, both hands open, the grin arriving ahead.

“You’re taking my lads’ recovery,” he said, and pitched it warm and grateful for the whole hall to hear. “That’s decent. That’s real decent, the both of you. Four days and I’ve had no crew willing at the purse, and I’ll be honest, the purse is thin, I’m a poor man for coin and rich in worry.” He pressed a hand to his chest. The hall ate it up. “Bring ’em home if there’s home in ’em to bring. Tam and young Jori. Good lads. My poor lads.” His warm eyes came to me on the last two words, and they weren’t warm at all, they were doing the arithmetic, checking a line item, and what they said, just to me, under the grief he was selling the room, was: are you a problem I need to price yet.

“We’ll find what’s out there,” I said, which was true and told him nothing, and I watched him not quite like it.

He recovered smooth, the grin never slipping, and clapped my shoulder the way he’d clapped it in the yard, big and warm and buying compliance. “Course you will. Careful of the cow out there, she’s a nasty old girl, took a chunk of my Garran’s arm two seasons back.” He raised his voice again for the room, expansive, generous. “And when you’re back, that porter berth still stands, both of you, I could use a scout with Veld’s eyes and a man who fights like they say you fight. Family, my crew. We look after our own.” The room warmed to him. Under it, to me, the arithmetic: offering her a berth too, now, that’s new, that’s since you two signed together, what does the pair of you cost me. I kept the inference. He was pricing us as a unit already. Ferro had noticed we were one before I had.

Garran was in his corner, and he watched Annika the whole time without moving his scarred hands from beside his belt. His stare followed us out the door.

Annika didn’t slow down and didn’t look at him and was through the doors and into the plaza before I caught her up, and only then did she say, “He didn’t ask which den.”

“No.”

“He posted the contract. He knows which den. But a grieving captain asks where every time. He pictures the place and needs the answer. Ferro didn’t ask.” She shifted her bow higher on her back. “Men who don’t ask where already know how it ends.”

We went out the south gate into the first real morning I’d spent on a Vardessian road that wasn’t spent bleeding, and she laid out her terms before we’d gone a mile, numbered on her fingers, each point placed with the care she gave an arrow before a difficult shot.

“One.” A finger. “I lead in the field until your rank stops being a lie. You read walls, I read ground, and out here the ground’ll kill you faster. When we disagree about a route, mine wins, until you’ve earned the argument.”

“Reasonable,” I said. “You’ve been doing this longer, and out here I’m a level-three man who kills things by dropping buildings on them. Buildings are thin on the ground in a marsh.”

“You’d be surprised what I can make you drop,” she said, and it took me a second to be sure she meant terrain and not something else. By the time I decided she meant terrain, she’d moved on. I would learn she did that on purpose.

“Two. Nobody splits from sight-line without a call. Not to scout, not to piss, not to be a hero. You want to leave my sight, you say so, I say back, and we both know where the other one is at all times. That one’s not negotiable and I won’t tell you why.”

I thought about Garran’s fixed hands in the hall and the way she’d insisted on sight-lines, and I said, “I won’t ask why. It’s a good rule anywhere.”

“Three. Loot’s even. Down the middle, no captain’s cut, because we don’t have a captain, we have two people.” A pause, and the fourth finger came up slower than the others. “Four. If I say leave a man, we leave him. If it’s him or us, it’s us, and you don’t argue and you don’t freeze and you don’t go back.” Her voice stayed level; her fourth finger trembled once before she locked it straight. “I’ve buried a partner I went back for. I’m not doing it again. Those are my terms.”

I walked a few steps on that one. The fourth term mattered more than the other three combined.

“Four for four,” I said. “In the field, you call it and I move. My counters are simpler. I rig what I want once you’ve picked the ground, and you stop apologizing for the pay. You called the purse garbage three times before we cleared the gate. I said yes before you finished the first warning. Coin’s how the board says thank you, and I don’t need you apologizing for its manners.”

Her green gaze cut sidelong toward me for a good while, the map behind her eyes redrawing again.

“You expect me to let you brace every rotten beam we pass.”

“Only the ones carrying us.”

The hard line of her mouth eased. “Counter accepted. You rig what you want, and I take bad purses without apology.”

“Done,” I said.

“Done,” she said, and we shook on it, a workman’s clasp, her hand hard and dry and strong in mine, and that was the partnership. No captain, no crew, no round bought for a room. Four terms and a counter and a handshake on a road, and it held better than anything Ferro Brant ever bought with a barrel of beer.

We haggled the fine print for the next half-mile, our method, I would learn, for admitting we liked each other. Even split meant even, she held, right down to the road-meat. If I bought rope out of the common purse, it came off my half because rope was a Davin problem rather than a crew asset. I pointed out that rope had helped free a teamster’s legs from under two tons of pine, making it the purest crew asset ever twisted from hemp. She said the rope hadn’t pulled anything; I had. The rope had hung there being rope, and we resolved it with a raised eyebrow apiece and a rule that any rope over ten feet was mine and anything under was the crew’s. The result satisfied neither of us and pleased us both. A good term ought to leave that kind of bruise. It went on the list. Most of what mattered between us started as a haggle and ended as a term.

The two-day road to the water-lanes taught us each other through small displays of competence, offered plainly and witnessed at close range.

We walked well together, which is not nothing. Some people you fall into step with and some people you spend the whole road half a beat off, and it wears on you. By noon of the first day, Annika Veld and I had found a shared pace naturally. She knew it too. Her scouting loops shortened until she let me share the stretch of road she was tracking.

She tracked the ground the way I surveyed a building. She’d stop for no reason I could see, crouch, and put two fingers in the mud. From that she’d tell me a merchant string had come through northbound yesterday: six wagons, one with a dragging wheel. An hour later we’d pass those merchants mending the wheel. She never said anything about being right, which is how you know someone’s actually good.

I told her that, when we passed them. “You called that wheel an hour out.”

“I called a wheel dragging. Could’ve been a bad axle.”

“You’re using the dodge good tradesmen use,” I said. “Downplaying the read so you’re never caught being wrong out loud. I know it because I do it. Read comes back ninety times in a hundred, and you talk about the ten so nobody hangs the ninety on you as a promise.”

She glanced my way, and her next step shortened. Then she turned a square stare on me, caught between annoyance and relief at having a private habit named. “That’s it,” she said, slowly. “Nobody’s ever named that at me before.”

“Two tradesmen on a road,” I said. “Recognize the tools.”

She walked a while on that, and didn’t downplay her next conclusion. She told it to me straight, then watched while I checked it against the road, a small gift I understood and took as one. She laid our night camps by lines I couldn’t have named and could immediately see once she showed me: never in the low ground, never against the wind, always with the sunset at our backs so anything coming at dusk came out of the glare.

I rigged because an unguarded approach bothered me until I fixed it. First night I strung a deadfall alarm across the two approaches she’d flagged, a line of cord and hung tin that would clatter the whole camp awake if anything crossed it, and I dug the fire pit down and bermed it on the road side so the light threw into camp and not out at the dark. Her arms stayed crossed while I rigged it, and when I finished she walked the whole thing once, tested the alarm-line’s tension with a finger, looked at the bermed light, and said, “Huh,” a sound from Annika I was learning to bank like coin.

“Huh good or huh bad?”

“Huh, the alarm-line’s strung a hand too high, a marsh-cat goes under that, drop it to shin height and it’ll catch anything with legs worth worrying about.” She said it without heat, a correction traded between professionals. One look at the line proved she was dead right. I dropped it to shin height under her eye, earning a small nod worth more than the compliment I’d been fishing for. “And,” she went on, sitting, “huh, I’ve camped alone three years and never once thought to hide my own firelight.” She sat down against her pack. “Huh, I’ve been lucky, and I don’t like learning I’ve been lucky.” She tested the alarm-line again. “It’s good. Don’t let it go to your head. Your cooking’s still a war crime.”

It was, too. I’d fried our road-meat into something between leather and grief.

“It’s hot and it’s food,” I said. “That’s one more than you expected, admit it.”

“It’s one more than I expected,” she allowed, chewing with visible commitment, “and I’m revising my expectations downward accordingly.”

“You said one more than expected. That’s up. You can’t revise up and then drag that fact downward.”

“Watch me,” she said. “I contain multitudes and all of them think you burned the meat.” She swallowed, considered, and added, generous, “The berm’s still good, though. I’ll give you the berm. Burn the food again if you like. Hide the fire that badly and I can work with you. Most crews manage the opposite.”

That was the most she’d said about crews since the hall. She heard the admission as soon as it left her mouth and bent to test the alarm-line again. I asked nothing, giving her the clean retreat.

By the second day, the banter had an edge. She tested it with a look; I kept my boots on the safe side. She stood closer than a scout needed to when we studied a stretch of ground together. I caught myself watching the swing of her ponytail on the trail ahead longer than a man watches a trail. Once, reaching past her for the map, my forearm brushed her good shoulder. She held still. I did too. Then the awareness of her skin became too loud, and we separated at once to study the map with absurd concentration. It was there. Neither of us spent it, and it waited on a witness the world would count.

The witness the world wouldn’t count came at dusk on the second day, at a creek where we stopped to fill skins.

She went upstream to wash the road off, which was her right and none of my business, and I stayed down at the crossing minding our packs and the kit and being, I told myself firmly, a professional. And then I made the mistake of looking up when she stood to wring out her hair, and my professionalism drained away like water from a cracked skin.

The last light came flat down the creek and put her in gold. She’d stripped to a wet undershirt that had given up any pretense of hiding what it covered, and she stood ankle-deep with her back half to me, arched, both arms up in her loose hair wringing the creek out of it, and the arch ran the whole line of her, the strong shoulders, the trim of her waist, and below the waist the flare of her, the full heart-shaped flare of her hips and the round of her ass under wet linen gone near to nothing, the arch of her spine tipping it toward the fading light while she worked her hair. The wet shirt clung. The full swing of her chest moved as her arms worked. Road-gold at her throat and shoulders, and where the shirt had ridden and slipped, a creamy paleness the sun never got to, and a faint spray of freckles across the shoulder blades that I had absolutely no business being close enough to count.

My mouth went dry. My blood surged south with no interest in professionalism. My fingers froze around a pack buckle. All the attention I normally gave structures, load paths, and exits locked onto one woman wringing her hair in a creek. It would not come loose.

I looked away first. I made myself do it, because the alternative was getting caught staring like a boy. She’d trusted me with her sight-line. I owed her equal courtesy with the rest of her. I turned back to the packs and was very busy with a buckle that didn’t need me.

When she came back down to the crossing, dressed, damp hair bound again in its high ponytail, her eyes flicked to my uselessly busy hands before lifting to my face, and her gaze warmed by a fraction. She said nothing about either, which was worse and better than any teasing.

She cinched the last strap on her pack and spared my innocent buckle one more glance.

“Your watch is first,” she said.

I took the watch and left the creek behind us without trusting my hands near another buckle.

She slept, or pretended to, and somewhere in the small hours she spoke without opening her eyes, low into the dark, where true words didn’t require eye contact.

“Two trained lads don’t go missing quiet at a drake den,” she said. “A cow’ll take one who gets careless. She won’t take two, four days apart, and leave no sign on the road in. Dens don’t eat trained men tidy. Something walked those boys in there.” A pause, and then a smaller confession, dropped like a stone into the fire, meant for the dark and not for me and given to me anyway. “I ran with Garran’s crew once. Years back. I stopped.”

I didn’t fill the silence. I’ve learned that much. Most people shore up a pause with words the second it appears. I kept my hands on the bar and waited, giving her room to decide whether more belonged to me.

“You don’t have to tell me the rest,” I said, finally, low. “Terms two and four make sense on their own. Sight-lines and leaving people. I don’t need the story to keep the terms.”

A long quiet. The fire ticked.

“I know you don’t,” she said, into the dark. “That’s why I might, someday. Not tonight.” The fire cracked between us. “Take that as a term. You get the rest when I decide, not when you earn it. It isn’t payment. It’s mine to give or keep.”

“Yours to give or keep,” I agreed. “That’s a good term. I’ll add it to my own list.”

“You have a list.”

“Everybody’s got a list. Mine’s just short. Nobody gets left under the load is all I’ve got so far. I might add yours.”

She didn’t answer. Her bedroll rustled once as she turned toward the fire, then her bow hand opened beside her cheek. After a while her breathing deepened and she truly slept.

At dawn we came over the shoulder of a low ridge and looked down into the den valley, and Annika stopped so sharply I nearly walked into her.

The valley was a wound in the marsh. A slow brown creek had cut a bowl out of the soft ground over some long span of years, undercutting the far bank into a black overhang where the water ran back into the earth, and the whole bowl stank, a thick low reek of drake musk and old kills and standing water that got into the back of your throat and stayed there. Reeds grew head-high along the water and lay flattened in wide fans where something heavy had dragged itself out to bask. Bones showed pale in the mud, some old and green, some not old at all. The undercut warren in the far bank was the drake’s home and it was the darkest thing in a dim valley, a low black mouth twice the width of the creek, and the water ran into it and did not come back out. The warren ran deep, its floor below the waterline. Half the ways a person could die in there lay plain before I’d set foot inside.

Drake sign, everywhere. That was expected. The posted coin bought a death sentence and made no secret of it.

What wasn’t expected were the boot-prints.

They came down off the road in a line, into the valley, toward the den, and they weren’t the scattered prints of two lost lads wandering. They ran in a herding pattern, a loose funnel, with heavier boots to either side and behind driving the lighter prints down a chute. Somebody had walked those boys down into the den. Somebody who knew the ground, who knew the cow’s blind lane, who’d kept to the edges while the lighter feet went ahead into the dark.

I crouched beside her and studied the prints as structure, intent made physical. Heavier boots to the flanks and rear, lighter feet driven ahead. Nobody stumbles into a chute. A chute is built. A man had stood where I crouched and read that ground too: the cow’s blind lane, the low approach, the one path down into the dark. He’d exploited it just as I’d used two rotten headstones and a low line in a graveyard. I’d used mine on a monster. He’d used his on two boys who trusted him.

My grip shifted on the bar until the iron bit my palm. This time I didn’t bank the anger all the way down. I would need it. Some acts deserve anger, and pretending otherwise only trains a man to accept them.

Annika crouched over the prints with two fingers in the mud, and when her gaze rose to mine her face had gone still, every trace of road warmth stripped away. Her thumb rested against the first knuckle of her bow hand without moving, and there was her tell: the less she showed, the worse it was underneath.

“They walked them in,” she said. “Somebody knew the blind lane and drove them straight down it.”

“Then let’s go find out if we’re recovering bodies or witnesses,” I said. Her green audit held me for a moment before she nodded once, and we went down into the valley.


Chapter 6: The Den Reads Wrong

Annika chose the strongest ground into the den valley, and I tested every step as I would in a structure I distrusted.

Annika found the cow first, or found where the cow wasn’t, which is her tracking skill run backward. She lay flat on the ridge lip for a long stretch with the wind in our faces and surveyed the bowl from creek to overhang, and then she came back down to me with her report in the clipped field-speech she used when the deadpan had gone away to work.

“One drake. Full-grown cow, and it’s clutch-season, so she’s holding a nest and she’s mean about it. She’s out now, hunting the water-lanes, will be back by dusk, maybe sooner if she doesn’t find. The warren floods, the deep chamber’s under the waterline, there’s a bar of dry ground inside the mouth where she basks and where the nest’ll be. Two ways in: the water, which is her lane, or the dry bar, which is over open mud in full view of the whole bowl.” She wiped her fingers on her thigh. “Boys’ trail goes in on the dry bar. Clean. Straight. Right down her blind lane, where the overhang cuts her sightline from the nest.”

“Nobody stumbles down a blind lane that precisely,” I said.

“No,” she said. “They don’t.”

The blind lane was the tell, and it was a tell I could read as well as she could. Its structure made the intention plain. A marsh-drake basking on her bar can’t see the strip of ground directly under the lip of her own overhang; the rock cuts her view of it, same as a crane operator can’t see the load directly under the boom. Anyone who knew that could walk a man down that strip and get him almost to the nest before the cow knew he was there. And then the man would make noise, because a man walking up on a nesting drake in the dark always makes noise eventually, and the noise would bring her around, and she’d find him right there at her clutch, and nothing kills faster than a clutch-mad drake finding you within arm’s reach of her eggs.

“That’s a good bait spot,” Annika said, reading the ugly purpose off that ground. “Best I’ve seen. Whoever set it knew drakes.”

We went in on the dry bar, in the blind lane. Every other route put us in the water where she hunted. The boys were inside, and the boys were the job. I rigged as we went, because an entrance becomes an escape under pressure, and I never walk a route I haven’t prepared to reverse under load. The overhang above the bar was undercut sandstone, water-rotted, and I read it the way I’d read the headstones, filed the two spots where a good pry-and-heave would bring a few tons of it down, and marked them with chalk where only I’d know to look. Insurance. You don’t always spend it. You always carry it.

The bar itself was a strip of packed sand and old bone maybe eight feet wide, running back under the overhang into the dark, the water black and still on our left, the rock close and rotten on our right. It stank worse the deeper we went, the drake-musk thick enough to taste, and the lamp threw our shadows huge and wrong up the curve of the overhang. I kept one hand trailing the rock as we went, taking its pulse beneath my palm. Water had cut the sandstone hollow and left it carrying more than it could sustain. The stone had already decided to fall; only the timing remained. I fixed the two weak spots and the exits in memory. I counted our steps in from the mouth so I’d know the distance out in the dark if the lamp died.

Annika moved ahead of me in the crouch scouts use, silent, tracking the marks in the sand. A rope-drag scored the sand beside one set of boot prints. Annika froze over it, then waved me up.

We found Tam a hundred feet in.

He’d been dead three or four days. He was propped, not fallen, sat up against a rock at the near end of the bar with his back to the mouth and his face to the nest, positioned, arranged, so that anything he did, any sound, any movement, threw toward the cow and away from the way out. A stake had been driven into the mud beside him and a cut length of rope still hung from it. Somebody had tied a living boy to that stake facing a drake’s nest and left him there to make noise until she came, and then, when she came, they’d been gone, up the blind lane, out.

Annika stood over him and went completely still, and her voice, when it came, was the smoothest and deadest I’d yet heard it.

“Bait-staking,” she said. “This is bait-staking. They cut the rope after.” She crouched, and touched the boy’s shoulder once, gently, a tenderness that didn’t fit the flatness of her voice at all, and I understood that the dead voice let her keep her hand gentle. “He’d have known. At the end. He’d have known exactly what they did to him and why, because he’d have had time to work it out, tied to a stake in the dark.” She stood. “I know he’d have known. Because I knew.”

I didn’t say anything. Every available word felt smaller than the murdered boy in front of us. I marked the stake’s position, the cut rope, and the body’s angle. The arrangement was a structure, and structures leave evidence. A day would come when I’d need to name who built this and prove how I knew, in front of the right people, where a stone could hear.

Annika crouched a moment longer over the dead boy. Then she reached out and turned his face away from the nest, so that in death at least he wasn’t looking at the drake they’d fed him to. She closed his eyes with two fingers, precise despite the strain whitening her knuckles, then stood without a word. I kept my hands still and gave her the silence.

We found Jori twenty feet further, alive, and that changed the shape of the day.

He lay in a fold of rock where the bar met the wall, a straw-haired boy of nineteen with one leg bent wrong below the knee. Fever already lit his eyes. When our lamp found him, he flinched, threw up an arm, and rushed out words in a voice sanded down by three days of terror and thirst. “We got lost. We got lost, that’s all, we got lost and Tam fell and I couldn’t move him and I couldn’t move, please, we just got lost.”

He said it too fast and too complete, a story rehearsed against the dark, and under it, plain as a load-line, he feared a named man more than the drake, and it had a name, and he wasn’t going to say the name, not here, maybe not ever. I’ve seen that fear. He understood that the people who’d done this were still out there, still liked, still buying rounds. His word against theirs was worth nothing, and saying the name aloud only marked the next stake.

“You got lost,” Annika agreed, quiet, giving it to him, and his clenched jaw released and his head sagged against the rock. Watching that relief hurt worse than hearing the lie. “We’ve got you. Leg’s broken. We’re going to splint it and get you out. Can you drink?”

He could drink. She held the skin to his mouth and talked to him low and even as he did, the steady voice she used on the drake’s trail, the voice that made a terrified thing believe the person holding it knew the way out, and the practiced care in it told me she’d learned the skill somewhere expensive. She gave him a gentleness I hadn’t seen her offer anything else. Garran’s threat and her hard sight-line rule told me he’d taught her something brutal, but the shape of it was still hers to tell.

I splinted the leg, using two straight lengths from my kit and the cord I’d brought. Speed mattered, but placement mattered more. He screamed once into her shoulder. She held him through it. I was tying off the last wrap when the whole bowl dropped into the warning hush I’d heard at the gravefield, and Annika’s head came up, and she said one word.

“Early.”

The cow came back early. She hadn’t found anything on the water-lanes. A hungry, clutch-mad drake with an empty belly is the worst version of bad. She surged from the creek onto the bar between us and the mouth, taking away our exit. Forty feet of scaled fury rose behind a head like a splitting maul. Her scream struck the low overhang and came back hard enough to feel like a wall.

The plan died in its first minute. We’d counted on dusk. We’d counted on the water. We had a broken boy who couldn’t run and a drake between us and daylight and no blind lane left to us because she was on the bar now and there is no blind lane when she’s looking right at you.

So we built a new plan in the time it took her to fill her lungs to scream again, and we built it out of the pieces we had, because real plans are built from what survives contact.

“The overhang,” I said. “I’ve got two spots rigged. I need her under the far one, head down, and I need six feet of clearance behind me to swing.”

“You’ll get her there,” Annika said, already moving, already nocking, “and you’ll have your six feet. Go.”

I got Jori flat against the wall in his fold of rock, out of the lines I was about to draw, and I put myself between him and the bar, and I took one breath to build the plan. A plan like this gets one breath, if it’s lucky. The near rig was no good; it would drop the roof on us. It had to be the far one. The cow had to be forty feet up the bar with her head down. Annika would have to walk a clutch-mad drake the length of her own den into a killing spot, using nothing but four arrows and the animal’s own fury. I told her the far spot and the six feet of swing-clearance I needed and where I needed the head, and I told it in about eight words, and she said “Go” before I finished. She’d seen the rig from one word: overhang. Two tradesmen on a road, recognizing the tools.

What followed was three moves and it took less time than it takes to tell, and it was the closest I’d come to dying since the causeway.

Annika’s arrows walked the drake. No other description fit. She didn’t try to kill it; you don’t kill a full drake with a bow, and she knew it, and she used the bow for what it was for, which was to make the cow want to be somewhere specific. An arrow off the snout turned the head. An arrow into the soft webbing behind a foreleg walked her a step. An arrow, an arrow, each one a nudge, each one placed to make the animal’s own rage do the moving, and I watched a scout do to a drake exactly what I’d done to Bors, use the drake’s strength to walk it where it didn’t want to go, and it was the finest piece of work I’d ever seen a person do with their hands, and I had about half a heartbeat to admire it before it was my turn.

Walking the cow cost her. Twice the cow nearly broke the pattern and came straight for her, and both times Annika held until the arrow left clean and turned it, when every instinct a person owns is screaming to run, and a scout who runs from a walking drake is a dead scout, because they are faster than you over open mud. She did not run. She placed the arrow, and turned the head, and retreated in measured steps, backing the animal toward my far spot and keeping count. She kept counting distance while a maul-headed nightmare tried to eat her.

She walked the cow under the far overhang with its head down, snapping at an arrow in its own foreleg. I hit the rigged root low with the bar. The driving pry-and-heave took everything I had, back and legs powered by every lesson the millhouse, the moles, and Bors had beaten into me. Water-rotted sandstone did what water-rotted sandstone does when you ask it right. The whole undercut broke along the seam. A few tons of overhang came down across the back of the drake’s skull and drove her head into the mud with a sound like the world’s biggest door slamming, and grit rolled out over all of us, and the cow screamed into the mud, muffled and enormous.

It didn’t kill her. It stunned her and it pinned her head and it bought us the instant we’d built the plan to buy, which was the second where a monster the size of a wagon couldn’t see and couldn’t lift its head, and I was already moving into it. This was the wet part. This was the close, ugly, dangerous part that no rig does for you. Annika came off her bow line and snatched her short spear from where she’d laid it beside Jori. She drove the point through the soft joint at the root of the thrashing tail and deep into the mud, then threw her whole weight over the haft to pin it, heels digging trenches as the shaft bowed under her. I went in past the fallen rock to the pinned head and put the pry bar into the seam behind the jaw hinge where the plate goes thin, the vulnerable seam every armored thing has, the place the load doesn’t cover. Spear and bar worked opposite ends of the same heaving structure. I drove the iron home, working it the way you work any seam you mean to open. The drake screamed. One raking foreclaw came around and caught me deep across the left forearm before I reached the seam and the thing beneath it that kept a drake alive.

The claw came back for me twice more while I worked the seam. The first time I twisted my shoulder out of its arc and the talons cut empty air where my throat had been. I kept working. Stop working a seam to mind a wound and you lose both. The second time, Annika saw the foreclaw come around from where she rode the pinned tail, heels dug into mud. Her warning reached me half a beat before it landed. I dropped flat over the blade, letting the talons pass close enough to part my shirt. Then I came off the mud and drove the pry bar its last inch. The iron found what kept a drake alive and stopped its heart.

Forty feet of fury collapsed into dead weight. The bowl held only running water and Jori’s ragged breathing. Spent, Annika slid off the twitching tail into the mud with her chest heaving and all four arrows gone. Her high ponytail had come half-loose, stuck to her throat with sweat and grime. My blood noticed her even then, when we were filthy, exhausted, and alive. I hated that it noticed. It noticed anyway.

The mark pulsed.

It pulsed harder than ever, one great swallowing throb climbing my arm into my chest as the drake’s life went out. The mark opened a door beside me onto a sheer drop. Hunger that wasn’t mine filled every thought. The pull resembled what I’d felt near the old slabs, except immediate, close, and awful. I clamped down with everything I had. It eased, leaving me shaking and cold. The drake had threatened my body. This had reached inside my will.

I looked at my own arm and had to stop my good hand from clawing the wrap away.

I knelt in the muck with my good hand pressed over the wrap and forced the fear into measurable facts. Old graves woke the mark slowly; a life ending beside me made it lunge. Its hunger had briefly become louder than my own thoughts. That last part was the one that put the cold in me. A force you can steer is a tool. A force that steers you is an owner, and I had spent my whole life refusing to be owned by clipboards, foremen, or the price men put on me. Now something burned into my own arm wanted to steer. I didn’t intend to let it. I measured the response and set one rule: I put my hand on it, and the pull recedes, so the hand stays in charge as long as the hand is there. Small rule. I’d build the next one when I knew more.

And the claw had opened me up, and it had opened the wrap.

The strip of Bram’s shirt hung in shreds off my forearm, soaked dark, and under it, through the blood, for the length of a breath, the mark showed: one black-red ring-band of packed, unreadable script, the old brand catching the lamplight. And Annika, three feet away, saw it. I watched her see it. Her eyes went first to the claw wound, then fixed on the black-red script beneath the blood. I watched her realize those lines weren’t a wound or part of the fresh claw-mark. They were something older, deliberate, burned in. Her face locked smooth and gave me absolutely nothing.

She looked once at the black-red script, then met my eyes.

“Later,” she said.

She tore a strip from her own shirt hem and bound the wound and the mark beneath it, fast and tight, without asking a single question. The cloth carried her warmth. I watched the secret disappear under her knot and understood that the conversation would come when we were both alive enough to have it.

Getting out took the rest of the day. She built the route; I built the travois out of two spear-shafts and the cow’s own hide-lashings and my rope, and we got Jori onto it without breaking the leg worse, a task harder than killing a drake and never logged. We floated the travois through the low water where the bar gave out. Black water reached our waists and hid the nest chamber somewhere below. Every step of the crossing drew a low, steady pull from the mark. I kept my hand off it, my feet moving north, and my gaze above the surface.

I carried the front of the travois up the ridge and out of the bowl, and my forearm burned under her wrap, both wounds together, the fresh claw and the old brand, and the subject stayed wrapped with the wound, a longer conversation than most people manage out loud. At a rest stop, she checked the wrap without asking, peeled it back a finger’s width, and studied the line where blood ended and black-red script began. She pressed it down, met my eyes, and gave one firm nod. I returned it.

We reached the Saltway at dusk, and there was a northbound caravan on it. Four guards came down from the lead wagons to inspect the drake’s severed proof-spine and hear the account. They logged the kill under both our names, and the token printed cool in the failing light:

[DEED RECORDED. MARSH-DRAKE COW. KILL CONFIRMED. D. KOLT, A. VELD. WITNESS COUNT: 4.]

The witness-token followed with my level change in another flare of cool public light:

[DAVIN KOLT. LEVEL 5.]

Her token logged too; I saw the light run through it, saw a scout’s level move for the first time in three years off a deed somebody witnessed, and I saw her thumb the slate’s glowing edge before she put it away, and I said nothing about that either. We were building quite a library of things we said nothing about.

The caravan master took one look at Jori’s splinted leg and cleared a freight bed. We rode north through the night, changing the team at a Saltway post before dawn, then spent the next day under canvas while the wagons ate the miles we’d walked in two. Rendhaven’s lamps came into sight at the following dusk. The fast ride jarred every wound we had, but it put Jori within reach of Serna a full night sooner than the travois could have.

Jori surfaced from his fever on the wagon bed as the lamps appeared. His eyes found me, glassy, bright, and desperate. Exhaustion stripped away the rehearsed lie. The truth came out.

“Ferro said the den was empty,” he whispered. “He said. He walked us in and he said it was empty and Tam said he saw the eyes and Ferro said no, lad, that’s just the dark, keep on, and then he was gone, he was just gone, and the rope…” His hand came up and gripped my wrist, the wrapped one, right over the mark. He squeezed once; I kept my arm steady under his hand. “He SAID it was empty.”

I looked down at the boy and thought about Tam propped against a rock facing a nest with a cut rope beside him, about a stake driven into mud, and about a captain at a rail buying the town a round it didn’t know it was paying for. My grip closed around the wagon rail until the wood complained. I kept the anger there, cold and patient, matching Annika’s control, until there was somewhere to spend it that the world would count.

Then the fever or the fear took him back, and his grip went slack, and when he came up again a minute later his sidelong stare sharpened with terror even through the sickness, and he said, “I got lost. That’s all. We got lost,” and the terror in his face said he’d remembered the world he had to live in, so I gave it back to him.

“You got lost,” I said. “We found you. Rest.”

Annika walked on my off side, and she’d heard every word, and her face had emptied of expression, and her grip on the wagon rail was hard enough to pale every knuckle. The fury beneath that control made mine look like a boy’s.

“When we’re home.” Her eyes stayed on Rendhaven’s lamps. “Your arm. Ferro. Every part you know.”

“When we’re home,” I agreed.


Chapter 7: What the Hall Swallows

Serna’s bone-house sat on a back lane off the market, smelling of spirit-wash and yarrow. After the yard, it was the second-most straightforward place I found in Rendhaven.

It was a low room hung with drying herbs and lined with shelves of splint-wood sorted by length, and the walls displayed their trade as plainly as chalk dust marked Durn’s yard: old bloodstains scrubbed pale on the table’s edge, a rack of setting-irons by the hearth, a chart of the human frame drawn in a careful hand and gone brown with lamp smoke. Everything in it sat where a hand could find it fast in the dark. The woman who worked here had often worked at night with someone bleeding, and she’d arranged the room so she would never fumble. I liked the room before I liked her. Its arrangement matched the priorities I brought to a job site.

She was a wide old woman in her sixties with forearms like a smith’s, the arms of someone who spends her days setting femurs against the pull of muscles that don’t want them set, and she took Jori off our travois and onto her table with a competence that didn’t leave room for thanks. She cut my splint off, inspected it, and grunted. “Whoever tied this knew what they were doing.” I’d learn that qualified as high praise from her. She reset the leg properly, packed it, dosed the boy, and had him sleeping before we’d finished telling our agreed version of what happened.

She cleaned my forearm too, fast and rough and good. I kept the inner arm turned down and the mark covered beneath the old wrap as she washed and stitched the claw-lines from the outside. Her assistant fetched yarrow and clean linen, staying well back from anything beneath it.

Serna bound the fresh wound over the covered mark, met my eyes once, and said nothing. I appreciated a healer who treated privacy as part of the work.

Then we went to the hall to log it, and I learned how a good machine buries a murder even though nobody in it commits a single recordable wrong.

Hobb took the deed at his ledger with the flat fairness he took everything. The drake cow, kill confirmed, both names, witnessed on the Saltway; he synced the witness-token’s record and confirmed the Level 5 already printed for me on the road, while Annika’s separate sheet updated beside it. The recovery of the living: Jori Fenn, brought out alive, logged to us. And then Tam.

“The other lad,” Hobb said, pen ready. “Tam Ockley. Found?”

“Found dead,” Annika said. “In the den. Days gone.”

“Cause?”

She looked at him. She measured what could be said against what could be proved. They didn’t match, and the injustice lived in the gap between them.

Back home, a company had called a ruined back a pre-existing condition. The bad scaffold order had left no mark on the company’s forms. Hobb’s poised pen brought that cold anger back. Ferro had arranged the scene so the only recordable facts protected him. I filed that lesson and watched Annika choose the words the ledger could carry.

“Den misadventure,” she said.

Hobb wrote the two words. No cut rope. No stake. Just Tam reduced to the only facts the hall could verify.

“He’ll go on the wall,” Hobb said, and there was nothing cruel in it and nothing warm either. “Witnessed and remembered. It’s what we have.” He set the pen down and looked at the two of us a moment longer than the paperwork needed, and his pause made me expect something off the ledger, the way he’d spoken at the stone my first morning. But whatever he saw in our faces stayed behind his ledger-line mouth, and he said only, “Good work bringing the living one home. That’s not nothing. Most don’t.” And went back to being a busy man.

Ferro’s grief arrived before we’d left the ledger, and it was a performance I’ll admire in a cold professional way until the day I die.

He came into the hall having clearly already heard, and he crossed to us with his face doing sorrow so well that half the room’s eyes went wet just watching him, and he took my hand in both of his and Annika’s after, and he said, low, broken, pitched to carry, “You brought Jori back. You brought my boy back.” He turned to the room. “You hear me? These two went where my own crew wouldn’t, and they brought Jori Fenn home, and they found Tam.” His voice cracked on the name with practiced perfection. “Tam Ockley. Nineteen. His mam’s got a smallholding up past the Fenn crossroads, and she’s got no man and now no boy, and I’ll be riding a purse up to her myself, out of my own coin, because that lad was mine and I loved him.”

He called for a mourning round. Every mug in the hall rose to Tam Ockley and to Ferro Brant, who loved him. Men clapped Ferro on the shoulder, telling him he wasn’t to blame. A den’s a den. The marsh takes its due. Ferro let them comfort him, each hand tying him tighter into the town’s heart. I stood there with an understanding so sharp it approached admiration: you cannot out-mourn a man at his own harvest. The louder we grieved Tam, the more we’d look like we were grieving Ferro’s loss. He’d made himself the chief mourner of the boy he’d staked. There was no move on that board that didn’t strengthen him. The ground would come later. This hall wasn’t it.

I banked it. Pick the ground. This wasn’t the ground.

Watching him produced more than rage. I recognized deliberate engineering put to an ugly purpose. Bought rounds, remembered names, and public mourning had recruited half the hall into defending Ferro before anyone accused him. A direct push would bring all those loyal hands against us.

I needed to separate the supports from the man: show the rookies his method, make the veterans watch him spend one of their own, and give the town a deed it couldn’t laugh away. Standing among men wet-eyed with borrowed grief, I saw the work ahead and wanted the climb more fiercely for it.

Garran found Annika at the corner as Ferro held the center. He approached sideways and low, coming up not quite beside her with his exit-checking eyes.

“Shame about young Tam,” he rasped, each word dragged rough through his throat. “Terrible thing, the marsh. A scout ought to be careful out there.” His muddy eyes stayed on her until the room’s noise crowded into the gap, and then he chose his word to prove he remembered. “Careful what she says about it, too. Opinions are dangerous things in a delver. I’ve known scouts get themselves staked out for less than an opinion.”

Staked. He said staked, and he watched her hear it, and the pleasure of it moved beneath his face like dark water under ice.

I was across the room and at her shoulder before I’d decided to be, close, shoulder-first, between them without quite touching him, and I said nothing. I didn’t need words. I’m quieter when I’m dangerous, and he understood that as clearly as I understood a wall. His muddy stare measured me and the space I’d taken, and he smiled, a retreating man’s attempt to disguise lost ground as choice, and he drifted back to Ferro’s circle, and Annika’s bow hand finally unclenched.

“You didn’t have to do that.” Her fingers flexed once at her side.

“I know.”

“I’ve handled Garran for three years.”

“You had it handled.” I met her eyes. “I still wasn’t leaving you alone with him.”

She studied the space I’d taken between her and Garran, then looked up at me. The set of her jaw eased, just at the edges, and she said, “Buy me a drink. Not here. The Pike. I’ve got a history to tell you, and I’d rather tell it once.”

We took the corner table at the Broken Pike, under the memorial beam with its fresh chalk dust, and she gave me a field report, her preferred shape for anything that mattered, numbered almost, every word given only the room it needed.

“Three years ago I ran with Garran’s crew. He was captain. Good enough, I thought. Barrow run, up in the hills, a C-posting we had no business on but the purse was fat and Garran wanted the purse.” She turned her cup and didn’t drink. “It went loud. More dead down there than the map promised. And Garran’s math said the rear needed noise to pull them off the crew while they carried the take out. So he made noise. He clubbed me down from behind, cut my line, and staked me at the rear as a lure, and the crew went out with the take while the dead came for the noise.” Her thumb circled the untouched rim of her cup once. “I woke in the dark, staked, with my line cut, and I got myself loose, and I spent three days finding my own way out of a barrow full of things that had already eaten everybody slower than me. And I walked into a hall and the ledger said ‘Veld, separated in the field,’ the only story the recorded facts supported, and Garran bought a round, and everybody said he was decent about it.”

I kept my hands still beside my cup and held her gaze. An apology would have made her carry my reaction too, so I gave her room to continue on her own terms.

“Three days,” she said, quieter, the one place her voice thinned. “I counted them by the water dripping. There was a drip somewhere in the dark, steady, and I counted it. Counting kept the other sounds out. I still count things. Arrows, mostly. Out loud. You’ll notice. It’s from then.” Her gaze fixed on me, testing whether I’d dismiss the arrow-counting as a quirk. I didn’t, and she went on. “When I got out I weighed six pounds less and I couldn’t sleep with a door I hadn’t rigged myself, and the ledger said separated in the field. The ledger reduced the worst night of my life to those three official words. Separated in the field.”

“Ferro wasn’t there,” she said. “I want you to understand that, because it matters. Ferro didn’t stake me. Ferro bought the take, after, cheap, off a crew that had come back light, and he took Garran on when Garran’s own crew finally fell apart under him. Ferro doesn’t stake people himself. He buys the men who do, and he buys the takes they bring, and he buys the rounds that make the hall forgive it, and he does it all with that grin, and they all know what they buy. Every man at that rail knows what Ferro Brant is. They just like the rounds better than they like Tam Ockley.”

She finally drank, one swallow, and set the cup down. Her audit settled on me without its usual challenge. A real question sat there, something she’d asked me instead of told me.

“So now you know why I run solo,” she said. “Why term two is term two, and why it’s not negotiable, and why I won’t tell a soul why except I just did.” She turned the cup again. “And there’s the other thing, and I’ll say it once and then we don’t have to say it tonight. I saw your arm. I know it isn’t part of the drake wound, whatever you call it for the hall. It’s writing, and it’s old, and it doesn’t match anything I’ve ever seen on a delver, and a smart woman who’d been staked once would walk away from a man carrying a secret like that.” Her gaze settled on me. “I’m not walking away. But I’m telling you I saw it clear, so you know I’m choosing this with my eyes open, not because I missed it. When you’re ready to tell me what it is, you tell me. When you’re not, you keep your sleeve down and I’ll keep it down for you. That’s a term too. But don’t ever lie to me about it. Lie to the hall. Lie to Ferro. Not to me.”

“Not to you,” I said, and meant it more than I’d meant anything since the light dropped me. “You have my word. When it’s ready to be said, you get it first and without anything held back. Until then I won’t lie to you, I’ll just say not yet, and you’ll know the difference.”

“I’ll know the difference,” she agreed. Her fingers resumed their slow turn around the cup, the familiar deadpan returning: “And you’re a man with a curse-scar he won’t explain and a habit of not leaving people, and I’ve decided to run a barrow with you, into that man’s business, on purpose. So tell me I’m not stupid.”

“You’re not stupid,” I said. “And I’ll say the rest of it plain. You gave it to me plain, so I’ll return the courtesy.” I put my hand flat on the table between us, the marked one, wrapped. “Terms update. Add it to the wall when we get one. Nobody we run with gets left. Not under a load, not on a stake, not in the dark. Including you.” I held her eyes. “Especially you.”

Her gaze rested on my wrapped hand, then rose to my face, and she didn’t reach for the hand and she didn’t cry and she didn’t say thank you, because none of those were hers to do. She nodded once, as she had on the ridge, and tightened her fingers around her cup until the tremor left them, and she said, “Especially me,” like she was repeating it to test the load, and it held.

Then, because the world doesn’t let a moment like that stand, because the Pike is the Pike, an argument broke out three tables over that had, I gathered, been running for some years.

Durn was at the dice corner, losing with enormous dignity, and the innkeep, a wide aproned man who guarded his rules like scripture, was refusing to let a spear onto the weapons-peg by the door because, he maintained, a spear was a weapon and weapons belonged on the peg. Fine. Then a carter had come in with a woodaxe, which went on the peg. Now he wanted to know why his neighbor’s fish-gutting knife stayed on its owner’s belt as a tool while his axe hung on the wall as a weapon. The innkeep explained with the patience of a man who’d done this a hundred times and would do it a hundred more: a knife under a hand’s length was a tool. An axe was an axe. No appeal could shake him.

Durn, without looking up from his dice, said, “The lad’s wreckin’-bar.”

The argument stopped from wall to wall.

“The empty summoner’s,” Durn went on, rolling, losing again, serene. “Is that a weapon or a tool? He killed a drake with it, so they say. Killed a gravehound before that. But it’s a pry bar. It’s a tool. Peg or belt, innkeep? Settle that one and ye’ve settled the rest of yer rules for a century.”

The innkeep looked at the bar at my hip like it had personally wronged him. He guarded his rules with Annika’s devotion to terms, as the last thin wall between order and a room full of armed drunks, and I respected him even while his own rule made him suffer.

“A tool,” he decided, at last, with the gravity of a magistrate. “It’s a tool that’s killed two things I can name, but a hammer’s killed men and a hammer’s a tool, and intent don’t live in the iron, it lives in the hand. Belt. Tools stay on the belt.” He pointed a thick finger around the room. “And I’ll thank the lot of you never to bring it up again, because the next man who tests my peg rule with a philosophical question drinks small beer for a month.”

The whole Pike laughed, and somebody immediately began constructing a philosophical question about fish-knives, and the innkeep threatened him with the small beer, and the dice corner took the disruption as license to needle Durn about his run of losses, which had by then reached the point of legend. He’d dropped, by the tally a lean dockhand was keeping aloud for the room’s benefit, eleven throws running, and he took each loss with his usual granite serenity, sliding another copper across without a flicker, and when the dockhand asked him whether he meant to lose the whole yard’s forge-budget tonight, Durn considered the dice a moment and said, “A dwarf doesn’t play to win. A dwarf plays till the dice learn respect.” It meant nothing and ended the argument. He lost the next throw too, drawing a howl from the corner. Beside me, Annika watched the room’s performance with the solemn attention she wore when enjoying herself most. “He’s been losing on purpose for an hour. Watch his off hand.” I watched his off hand. She was right; he was palming coppers back to a rookie who’d run dry, feeding the boy’s stake under cover of his own bad luck, buying a scared kid an hour of belonging for the price of looking like a fool, and never once letting his face admit it. The rookie’s shoulders loosened as his copper stack recovered, and I kept Durn’s secret.

Durn caught my eye across the room. There was nothing on his granite face at all. But he’d done it on purpose: given me a place in the room’s joke, made the empty summoner a fixture instead of a novelty, folded me into the Pike’s own running argument where a man belongs to the room instead of standing outside it being laughed at. It was a kindness done in the shape of a jape, which I was learning was the only shape Durn’s kindnesses came in. I raised my cup to him. He nodded a quarter-inch and went back to losing with dignity, which he did better than any man I ever met.

We were still there, comfortable and later than we should have been, when a runner came in from the hall to chalk the next day’s work on the Pike’s posting-slate, an evening service for early crews, so the early crews could plan over breakfast. Annika spotted it before I did, and her attention locked on the slate.

I came and studied it over her shoulder.

VELGRIM BARROW. D-RANK SURVEY-AND-CULL. CONTRACTED: BRANT’S CREW. PORTERS WANTED. SURETY POSTED.

And below it, already, a list of names of the porters signing on, in the runner’s quick hand. Four of them, all rookie names, names already shaped for the rookie wall.

Four names, and I checked the ranks beside them using the grim tally I’d applied to the rookie wall, and most of them were E, and one belonged to a boy who’d toasted Ferro under this very beam my first night, cracking his voice on it, to the safest crew on the board.

“He’s already recruiting the next round of bait,” Annika said. “Survey-and-cull. That barrow’s a boss-active pre-Guild crypt, everyone knows it, and he’s calling it survey-and-cull and hiring rookies to porter. He’s not going down there to survey. He’s going down there for whatever’s behind the seal-doors, and he needs bodies to spend on the way to it.”

“And if we’re two of the bodies,” I said, “we’re two of the bodies who can read what he’s doing while he does it, and pull the rookies off his lines when he stakes them, and be there when Ferro’s plan fails on schedule.”

“It’ll be dangerous in a way the drake wasn’t,” she said. “The drake was an animal. Ferro’s a man with a plan and a crew and a reason to want us gone.”

“I know.”

“We’re going to be on that list, aren’t we,” she said. Her hand had already gone to the chalk beside the posting. She gave the prediction with the certainty she’d used on a dragging wheel an hour away.

“We’re going to be on that list,” I said.


Chapter 8: Receipts

My uncle had two rules he’d have carved over a door if we’d owned a door worth carving. Never enter a structure you haven’t read. Never trust a foreman who hurries the read.

I’d been alive long enough in Vardessia to know Ferro Brant hurried every read there was, and that the barrow would be the biggest structure I’d ever walked into blind, and that blind porters were precisely what Ferro wanted in the barrow. So in the days before the barrow, I built what I could control. Small jobs let me test chalk, fire, footing, and teamwork where a mistake cost copper instead of a life. Every tool had to bite clean before I trusted it underground.

We took three contracts off the low board in a week, and each one bought us a tool.

The first was a chitin swarm in a grain-hall down by the river, a boil of hand-sized armored things that had gotten into the stored barley and would strip a man to bone if he waded in swinging. A porter had quoted it at four days and a lot of prayer. I surveyed the hall in an hour, relying on habits every building had trained into me. The hall told me what to do. Chitin swarmed the low dark places and hated open ground or fire. The grain-hall offered one long central floor between a dozen dark bays. Close those bays and light the floor, and you had a killing lane.

I chalked the plan across the hall’s floor and walls in the shorthand I’d used my whole working life, and I taught it to her as I went. A partner unable to read your marks works half-blind.

“Three kinds of line,” I said, drawing them. “Danger-lines, crossed hatching, that’s where the floor’s bad or the target wants you to stand, you don’t put weight there. Load-lines, single heavy stroke, that’s what’s carrying weight, you don’t touch it and you don’t drop it unless you mean to. Run-lines, dashed, that’s your way out, always drawn before you start the killing, and you draw it so you can find it in smoke or dark by feel.” I stepped back. “You never fight a thing without a run-line already on the ground. The day you’re too busy to chalk the run-line is the day you needed it most.”

She crouched over my marks and studied them with the concentration she gave tracks in mud, and inside of an hour she was correcting me, adding a danger-line where her scout’s eye caught a sight-line I’d missed. “They’ll come at whoever’s lit from behind,” she said, tapping a spot I’d marked safe. “You’ve got the lamp-throw wrong. Move the fire, the corner’s a danger-line.” She was right. I moved the fire and re-chalked it at once. Refusing a good correction disqualified me from giving the next one.

Then we lit the funnel-boards. That was the part that mattered as a receipt: oiled boards stood in a narrowing lane, fired at the far end, so the swarm’s hatred of flame drove it down the chosen lane into river bays where water took the survivors. We worked together off the same chalk. She held the shooting end, putting bolts into the few that tried to break the lane. I fed the fire and monitored the floor. It was the first fight we’d planned from the ground up, a rig already built and now simply executed. Watching a plan drawn on a floor come true with a partner following the same marks gave me a particular pleasure. I hadn’t felt it since Earth or expected to feel it again. We closed it in an afternoon. The grain-master stared. Ilsa recounted the proof twice and made her small note. That afternoon built a shared tool more valuable underground than any wedge in my pack: a shared language written on the ground, so that in the dark with smoke blinding the run-line, I could chalk one stroke and she’d know all of my mind.

“Where’d you learn to draw a fight,” she asked me, after, cleaning ash off her bow. “That’s not soldiering. Soldiers don’t chalk run-lines.”

“Demolition,” I said. “You bring a building down on purpose, in a city, with people’s homes ten feet away, you plan every scrap of it on paper first and you mark every hazard before anybody swings. Where the load goes. Where it can’t go. Where a man stands so he lives. You get it wrong and somebody’s roof is somebody’s coffin.” I shrugged. “Fighting’s just demolition against an enemy that argues back.”

Her audit stayed on me for several beats. “Your world made men who think like that, and then it called you nothing,” she said. “Your world’s an idiot.”

It was, in fact, the finest compliment anyone had given me since the crossing, and I told her so, and she told me not to let it swell my head, and we went to kill a boar.

The second contract, she taught me.

A bristleboar had come down out of the hills into a farm valley, a bad-tempered mountain with tusks like fence-rails, and the farmers wanted it gone before it opened another man up. The valley belonged to Annika’s trade. She ran the hunt while I followed and learned.

“You don’t fight a boar,” she said, giving my own lesson back with a tilt of her head. “You fight the valley. Same as your walls. Watch.” And she showed me the full method, as I had shown her chalk, teaching at apprentice level while she worked at master level underneath. She mapped the valley in one slow circuit of its edge: the wallow where the boar lay up in the heat, the low brush-choked draw it would run, with boars favoring cover and hating open ground, the wind coming steady down off the hills so a stand at the draw’s mouth would stay downwind all afternoon. She cut sign I couldn’t see, then told me the boar’s weight, temper, and how long it had been since it fed. Our stand went at the lane’s neck, mirroring my fire placement against the chitin swarm. Then she taught me the hardest part: waiting.

We waited a long time. The valley baked. Insects droned. And she taught me, in a whisper, when not to loose. “Rookies loose at the first clean shot,” she breathed, bow half-drawn, waiting on a beast I couldn’t yet even see. “A boar at forty feet with your arrow in its shoulder is a boar that reaches you angry. You wait for the shot that ends it, and you hold your nerve while it comes, and you loose once.”

Then I heard it, the crash of a heavy thing coming down the draw, and it came fast, faster than that mountain of bristles had any right to move, tusks down, small eyes red, straight up the cover-lane she’d predicted. Every part of me wanted her to loose. It was forty feet, then thirty, then twenty, and she held, drawn now, still as the standing stones, and I held my own nerve because hers demanded it, and at fifteen feet, when the charging boar filled my sight and I was sure we were both dead, she loosed once. The arrow took it through the eye and into the brain, and the boar dropped and slid to a stop with its tusks a spear’s length from her boots, and she lowered the bow like she’d swatted a fly.

“You held,” she said, glancing at me, a little surprised. “Most first-timers break and run when it comes. Runners die.”

“I’ve stood under a falling wall I cut myself,” I said. “You learn to trust the person who did the reading and hold your ground.”

“I did the reading,” she said.

“You did the reading,” I agreed. Over the dead boar, she gave me an unqualified nod and accepted mine in return. Standing beside a woman as skilled at her trade as I was at mine was rarer than any cheatskill and worth more.

There was one moment on that job neither of us mentioned after. As she climbed a stock-fence to recover the arrow, my hands found her waist to steady her without either of us deciding it. She came down through them slower than the fence required. My hands spanned her waist, the strong curve of her hips pressing beneath them while her back met my chest. Our bodies locked in place until the charged stillness became impossible to ignore. Then she was over, down, and busy with the arrow while I became very interested in the fence. The pressure of her back against my chest joined the memory of the creek.

The third contract was the wayshrine, and the wayshrine was where I told her the first true thing about my arm.

It stood at a lonely crossroads a half-day out, and centuries had worn its holiness down to leaning stones, spoiled offerings, and a pressure felt through the soles. A ring of nine standing stones, lichen-grey, leaned inward at the tops as if the centuries had tired them. At the center lay a low altar-slab split clean across by frost, root, and time. Somebody long dead had cut the ring; somebody less long dead had left offerings that the weather had reduced to rotted cloth and green coins in the grass. The road ran through it and out again. Travelers had piled a cairn of white stones at the entrance for luck, but the cairn had slumped and nobody tended it now.

We started the cleansing by lifting the spoiled offerings away from the altar. Under the last strip of rotted cloth, a tree root as thick as my wrist had opened the old crack and heaved one corner of the slab. Dark soil showed through the gap. So did the pale curve of a finger bone.

Annika crouched beside me and brushed the soil back with the fletching knife she used for delicate work. More bone emerged beneath the cracked stone: finger joints, a piece of wrist, then the rounded edge of a skull farther in. Not one burial. Dozens. Old bones lay packed in a shallow bed beneath the altar, arranged around its center in careful rings, every skull turned inward toward the seal cut into the slab above them. The root had broken the outer row and pushed a handful of small bones up into daylight.

“The shrine was built over them,” Annika said.

“Or the seal was,” I said.

My arm answered before I could decide which. The pull returned with the gravefield’s slow insistence, that leaning under the skin, a large dark space returning its own shape as echo. Here it drew straight toward the burial bed beneath the cracked seal-stone. The old bones and the seal sat on the same line, one structure laid over the other, and the mark wanted both.

The buried hands of its builders made me go quiet. Their work remained above us; all of them rested below. This time I knew where some of those hands rested.

Alone with Annika at a ruin with no one else to see, I did a thing I’d been afraid to do: I let the pull have one heartbeat. I bared my forearm, laid it against the cracked seal-stone above the bones, and stopped fighting long enough for the mark to read the place.

It came back in an instant and it was worse and clearer than the graves. The shrine remembered many hands pressing the seal into place. Something had been shut in or shut out here long ago. The sealing carried a wrongness in the count, hands and hands and hands laying the seal. Then the echo broke, and the mark pulsed once, hard, toward the south.

I jerked my arm off the stone hard enough to scrape skin. The graves, at least, had only been dead. This place had been closed on purpose. The mark sensed that old work, but whether it recognized the seal, the death around it, or something else entirely remained beyond me.

I took my arm off the stone and wrapped it. Annika ignored the exposed bones and watched my face instead, her green gaze steady.

“That arm reads places like you read walls,” she said. Quiet. Her important observations rarely needed question marks.

I’d promised her the truth or not-yet, and this was a not-yet I could turn into a little truth, so I did.

“It came with the crossing,” I said. “It wasn’t on me on Earth. I woke up in the marsh with it burned in, warm, and it’s been warm ever since. It wakes near old dead and old sealed places. It has held one southern bearing since the first hour. It’s stronger the older the thing is.” I met her eyes. “That’s what I know. It’s everything I know. I don’t know what it is, or what it wants, or what it does past what you’ve seen, which is nothing yet, it just senses and pulls. I’m not keeping the rest from you. There isn’t a rest yet. When there is, you get it first. That’s the not-yet becoming a little bit of yes.”

She traced the cracked seal-stone with one finger, testing my answer against every detail she’d witnessed.

“That’s more than I expected and less than there is,” she said finally. “But every word is true, I can hear that. I’ll take the minimum. And I’ll keep your sleeve down.” Her attention returned to the shrine and its cracked seal-stone as she began repacking the cleansing kit with brisk, decided movements. “South, you said. Always south.”

“Always.”

“Then someday we’re going south,” she said, matter-of-fact, setting it beside the other terms, “and we’ll want to be strong when we do. So let’s get strong.” She handed me the clean linen without another question. The small act accepted both my ignorance and my promise.

We cleansed the shrine properly. I cut the invading root back below the slab while Annika wrapped each exposed bone in clean linen from the contract kit. We raised the heaved corner with the bar, laid the bones back into their broken place in the outer ring, and lowered the stone until its old weight seated true again. Then we scrubbed moss from the seal grooves, carried the spoiled offerings out for burning, and rebuilt the travelers’ cairn at the entrance with its broad stones at the bottom this time. Annika set one clean white pebble at the altar’s center when we finished. Neither of us said who it was for.

Only then did we log the cleansing. The wayshrine token displayed the week’s accumulated change in cool light where both of us could see it.

[DAVIN KOLT. LEVEL 6.]

We counted the week’s purses on the step of her cottage on Lantern Row, coin in stacks on the worn stone, and it was the first evening I’d sat somewhere in this world that felt like a place a person lived rather than a place a person waited.

Lantern Row ran along the town’s inner wall, a lane of narrow stone cottages with the wall at their backs and small deep windows, a tradespeople’s street, quiet, defensible, cheap because it caught no morning sun. Hers was the third door, a narrow two-room cottage with a lean-to workroom built off the back where she did her fletching and kept her gear, and it was rigged, I saw the moment I stepped in, rigged everywhere, in ways only I’d notice: the door barred three ways, a bell-line strung so fine you’d walk into it before you saw it, the window shuttered with a bar that dropped from inside, sight-lines kept clear from the one chair that faced both the door and the window at once. A woman who couldn’t sleep behind a door she hadn’t rigged herself had rigged herself a fortress the size of a shoebox, and she’d done it well, and I loved the little building for what it said about her before I’d been in it an hour.

By the end of that count I’d traded my straw-board loft for a corner of that workroom, gear-partner rates, a bedroll in the corner and hers across the room and a good six feet of honest floor between them that neither of us was fooling anybody about, least of all Ilsa, who’d logged the change of lodging with her pen suspended above the lodging line and the single word, “Gear-partners,” delivered with enough disbelief to leave a mark.

“Gear-partners,” Annika had agreed without blinking, somehow making the clerk look excitable by comparison.

Those two rooms continued the road’s education through small honest habits. She fletched by the fire most evenings with feather, thread, and a little knife. Trimming and binding drew out a patience she showed nothing else. I learned it served the same purpose as my nightly cleaning of the bar: a settling rite, a way of counting the day down to sleep. I didn’t talk during hers any more than she talked during mine. My rope colonized her workroom within three days, its coils occupying most of the pegs. One evening she surveyed the takeover from the doorway with the grave attention of a woman watching a slow flood. “When I offered you a corner, I meant a corner.” I told her rope needed to breathe. She said rope was not a horse. I explained that a man’s tools were the last thing between him and the wall. Her gaze counted the fourteen separate coils standing between me and that wall. “You have enough tools to keep four men off it.” I said good. She hung her bow on the only peg I hadn’t reached and marked the act with one pointed word. “Border.” That drew it, and both of us were satisfied with the war.

The yard gave me the last receipt before the barrow. Durn caught my spear grip wrong, the low guard I’d need in a barrow’s tight galleries where there’s no room to swing a bar, and he corrected it with two thick fingers, hard, jamming my rear hand back three inches. “There. That’s the grip that lives. The one ye had is the grip that drops the spear when somethin’ big hits it.” He watched me run three reps, grunted, made me run three more, grunted differently, and said, “Better. Ye’ll not embarrass me now.”

Then he leaned on the rail and fixed me with a long granite appraisal before speaking off his one-word register, a sure sign that it mattered: “Ye’re goin’ down Velgrim with Brant.” He reached for a wedge before I could answer, the fact already accepted in his mind. “Keep yer feet on yer own chalk and don’t let that man put ye anywhere he calls safe. Safe’s the word he uses for ground he means to spend.”

Then he named a drill fee twice what he’d charged before. When I raised an eyebrow, he said, “Yer worth coachin’ now. Worth costs money. Pay it or spar Bors till ye can’t stand.”

I paid gladly. A man doubling your price once you’d stopped being hopeless was the truest compliment the yard had.

And then, the day before we went down, Ferro gave the porter briefing, and it told me everything.

He gathered us in the hall over an old map, and he was all confidence and no structure. The map was decades out of date, I could see it from where I stood, drawn before the last collapse reshaped the upper galleries; he waved a hand over broad sections and said “we’ll manage the doors” with a bad foreman’s empty confidence in figuring it out on site, which is the phrase that has killed more working men than any collapse. The rookies nodded along, warmed by his certainty. I watched him sell them certainty like it was a plan, and I asked him one question, because I wanted to see what was under the charm.

“The gallery here,” I said, pointing at a section his own out-of-date map marked as unstable. “It’s known bad, even on this. If it’s worse now, what’s the shoring plan going in?”

The hall went a little quiet. It was a real question, a working man’s question, and it had no answer that charm could give.

Ferro’s attention snapped onto me. The gold tooth stopped leading the grin while his warm eyes went flat and did the arithmetic right at me. He priced. He revised. Then the mask slid back into place, bright as ever. “That’s why I’ve got good lads with strong backs, eh? We’ll shore what wants shoring when we’re standing in front of it. Can’t plan a barrow from a table, Kolt, you plan it with your feet, once you’re down.” Laughter, agreement, the room reassured.

But I’d asked the question on purpose, and I’d learned what I asked it to learn, and I’d learned a second thing I hadn’t gone looking for, which was that the rookies didn’t hear the non-answer as a non-answer. They heard confidence, and confidence is what a scared boy wants from the man he’s about to follow underground, and Ferro knew that better than any captain in Rendhaven. That hunger for borrowed certainty drove his terrible engine. He didn’t lie to the rookies. He just gave them the feeling they wanted instead of the plan they needed, and let them do the lying to themselves. I’d been given that feeling before, by better-dressed men, and I’d learned the hard way that a feeling doesn’t shore a gallery.

Garran, at Ferro’s shoulder, watched me ask it, and his exit-checking eyes went to me and stayed, and I knew that where Ferro had filed me as a possible cost, Garran had already filed me as a definite one. Garran was stupider than Ferro and meaner, and mean stupid men get to the answer faster even when they can’t say why. But he’d marked me, and I’d learned what I came to learn: no plan existed now or before. Rookies, a seal-door, and whatever waited behind it were the sum of his preparation, and I kept the instant when the gold tooth had gone flat aimed at me and knew I’d earned an enemy’s attention a day before I wanted it.

That night we laid the gear out on the workroom floor, every piece arranged in the deliberate order of a job laid out the night before. Rope, good rope, more than a sane man carries. Chalk in every pocket. The pry bar, cleaned. Her bow and a full quiver and a spare string waxed. Wedges, a lamp and two spares, oil, salt, the small hard things that keep you alive that nobody logs.

Annika checked each piece aloud, turning her arrow-counting ritual onto the kit. When she finished, six feet of bare floor separated our bedrolls. Her eyes crossed it once, came back to mine, and held.

“Terms stand,” she said. “Whatever’s down there, whatever he does. Nobody gets left.”

“Nobody gets left,” I said.


Chapter 9: Down the Throat

The barrow ate light. Every later gallery confirmed it.

We came to it at midmorning after a day on the hills road, a low green swell of ground like a buried giant’s shoulder, and in the flank of it a mouth: a stone-lipped throat where the old builders had cut down into the drowned hill, and the throat went black three feet in and stayed black no matter how many lamps we lit. It drank them. You’d hold a lamp to it and the light would go in and not come back, and I knew before I set a boot inside that this was a place that had been made dark on purpose, by people who wanted the dark, and I did not like what that said about the people.

Inside, it was the strangest structure I’d ever read, and I read it on every step down. Keeping the structure in my head kept the fear where I could use it.

It was a crypt older than the Guild, older than Rendhaven, cut and then drowned and then cut again by later hands who’d wormed newer galleries through the older ones, leaving a structure built over another structure, both founded on graves. And everything in it was load-bearing on the wrong things. The galleries didn’t run on honest arches and piers. They ran on bones. Great ribs of some long-dead giant had been built into the walls as beams; skulls the size of wagons sat in the corners bearing thrust like corbels; and threaded all through it, holding the oldest work together, were the seal-arches, black stone rings set at intervals down the throat, each one carved with the same motif, a circle inside a circle, that I’d seen on Rendhaven’s coins and lintels and that my arm had been leaning toward since the marsh. Every seal-arch we passed under, the mark pulsed. It surveyed the place alongside me, and the hill answered through heat under my wrap.

The descending air told a working man plenty. It stopped moving first, then turned cold, then wet, a clammy underground cold that beaded on the black stone and dripped from the fitted skulls overhead. But it never went foul. It moved. Somewhere far below, the hill breathed, a slow draw of air down the throat and out again. A structure that breathes admits and releases air. Those channels don’t always fit a body, but they always exist. If I could read where the air went, I might find another route. I marked it and kept descending.

I kept my hand off the mark and my eyes on the load paths. A porter who talked to walls made excellent cover, especially when the description happened to be true.

The marching order exposed how Ferro Brant ran a barrow within the first hundred feet.

The rookies went first. At every blind turn, every drop, every place an attacker might be waiting in the dark, the porters and the fresh spears took the point, and the veterans came behind, competent and incurious, letting the cheap bodies find the danger with their own skins. It wasn’t stated. Nobody said bait. It was just the order, natural as water running downhill, and it was the same accounting I’d read in the herding prints at the drake den, only slower and colder and dressed as ordinary caution: send the expendable first. I clocked it in the first turn and looked at Annika and found her already watching me. She gave the smallest nod, confirming what we both read. Noise-bait marching. The column was built to spend its front.

Ferro’s core were seven veterans, and I made the mistake, at first, of hoping they were fools. They weren’t. They were good, genuinely good, hard competent delvers who moved well and killed clean and watched each other’s backs. Competence made their consent worse than foolishness. The spending of rookies wasn’t incompetence. It was a working system, run by people who could see exactly what it was and had decided the coin was worth it. Garran ran the rookie leash at the front, chivvying the fresh ones forward with that rasp of his, and among them was a boy I came to know: Pell, nineteen, a straw-haired farm kid with a new spear he held too tight, his knuckles gone chalk-white on the shaft, jumping at every drip. And drifting through the whole column, belonging to no part of it, was Sorn, a narrow forgettable man of thirty with quick eyes that priced everything and a habit of being wherever the good bits were, who tipped his hat to me the first time I caught him watching me wedge a lintel, a little transactional nod, acknowledgment as a receipt.

The galleries exposed the old builders’ purpose, and I studied them at every turn because it was the same lesson every structure teaches: what a place is built to do, it tells you, if you shut up and look. And Velgrim had been built to keep things in.

Every seal-arch faced inward. That was the tell. An arch that holds up a roof doesn’t care which way it faces; you set it for the load. But every black seal-ring in that throat was oriented the same, its carved face turned inward and down, toward the hill’s deep heart, guarding what it meant to hold shut. The barrow formed a series of locks set one behind another down a throat, each one meant to keep whatever was at the bottom from coming up. The bonewrought dead weren’t the barrow’s purpose. They were its failure, its overflow, the small dead that had leaked past the locks over the centuries. The purpose was down at the bottom, behind the great seal-door, and the purpose was still locked, and Ferro Brant had brought vault tools to a lock that nine rings of black stone and the labor of the vanished dead had spent an age keeping shut.

I didn’t say any of that to anyone but Annika, and I said it to her in four words at a water halt, low. “It’s a prison. Downward.” She looked down the throat, and up at the inward-facing arches, and understood it in a second, then said nothing. Her fingers checked the bowstring tension twice, which exposed how much the conclusion frightened her.

The barrow drew first blood cheap, an hour in.

The dead came out of a side-gallery, and they were a new horror to me: bonewrought, the crew called them, old corpses re-knit with black marrow-thread, the thread running between the bones like tendon and out into the dark like rigging, so they moved wrong, jerked, hauled upright by strings I couldn’t see. They grazed a point rookie before the vets closed, opened his arm, and then the veterans came through and killed them clean and fast. The danger was genuine, not staged villainy; these things could kill you, and the crew put them down like men who’d done it a hundred times. The wounded boy got his arm bound, a coin pressed into his good hand, and a joke about first blood from Garran, who delivered it warm and got a laugh, and the boy laughed too, shaky, grateful, proud even, blooded now, one of the crew. Bought off with a coin and a jape. I’d seen that too, on Earth. A man crushes his hand on your job and you give him a bonus and a laugh so he doesn’t think too hard about whose fault the pinch-point was, and he goes home grateful for the bonus and never once adds up that the pinch-point was in the plan.

The coin and compliment sent the wounded boy back to point. He tucked the copper away, accepted Garran’s clap on the shoulder, and retook the exact position that had opened his arm. Ferro watched from three ranks back with the pleased ease of a captain whose line had repaired itself cheaply.

I watched the crew fight the bonewrought and I learned how they died, the only question worth asking about an enemy. The dead were held together by the black marrow-thread, and the thread ran out into the dark to anchors I couldn’t see, up walls, into cracks, so that killing one wasn’t killing one, it was cutting it loose from a web, and if you cut the thread instead of the corpse you dropped three of them at once. The vets hacked the corpses apart one at a time. It worked, but every body cost them multiple strokes, whereas one severed thread could drop three. I knew the better order from demolition: anchors, supporting structure, then whatever remained. In that gallery I saw I could dismantle the dead faster than seven veterans, if I ever dared show anyone how.

So I went to work, quiet, in the cracks of the march.

I portered with a rigger’s hands, and everything I did I did under cover of doing something else. At every junction I chalked a run-line low on the wall, “marking the load route for the carry,” I told anyone who asked, and no one asked twice, and what I was actually doing was drawing us a map out in the dark by feel, one every man on the point could find with a hand if the lamps died. I wedged two bad lintels during a “rest,” reading the barrow’s tired stone and shoring the two spots most likely to come down on the front of the column, and I did it so it looked like a man leaning on a wall to catch his breath. The barrow made that easy. Structurally, it was a catastrophe waiting for a reason. The old work and the new work fought each other everywhere, the wormed later galleries cutting across the load paths of the older crypt so that half the ceilings were carrying weight along lines they were never cut for. There were a dozen places a hard shove or a splitter’s skill would bring the roof down, and I marked every one of them in my head as I passed, not because I meant to use them, but because I needed every trigger fixed in memory, especially beside a captain who spent people. If it ever came to a collapse in that hill, I wanted to be the only one who’d read the collapse before it happened. And I taught Pell three marks in ninety seconds as we hauled a crate between us: this one means bad floor, this one means your way out, this one means come to me. Fear made him learn the lifesaving marks fast, and he held his spear a little less tight after. Three marks and a teacher left the boy less alone in the dark. Feeling less alone is half of not dying.

Pell stayed close after that, a frightened young man choosing the steadiest adult in a bad place, and I let him, because he was worth the letting. He talked in a fast farm-boy rush whenever fear got hold of him, which was most of the time. Between galleries I learned his life story: a smallholding two valleys over, too many mouths, and not enough land. His mother had cried when he left. His father hadn’t. Ferro Brant had bought him a beer at the Broken Pike and said he had the look of a delver. The safest crew in the district had a spot for a strong young back. He said it like it was the best day of his life, the beer and the promise, and I didn’t have the heart to tell him what the beer had bought, so I taught him marks instead, and how to hold the new spear in the grip Durn had jammed into me, and where to stand so a bonewrought’s thread-anchors couldn’t drop the ceiling on him.

“Why’re you helping me,” he asked once, hauling his end of a crate, honest as only a farm boy can be. “Nobody helps the porters. That’s what porters are for.”

“Where I’m from, somebody helped me,” I said. “An old man who taught me the trade so I’d stop being cheap. It’s the only skill I’ve got worth passing on, so I pass it on. That’s my reason. Keep your spear in that grip.”

He kept his spear in that grip.

He kept talking, too, because talking was how he kept his feet moving, and I let him, and half of it was fear dressed as questions. Was it true a delver could make S-rank and never pay taxes. Was it true the woman with me had killed a drake with a bow. Did I think his mother would be proud when he came home with a delver’s coin, or just cross that he’d gone. I gave him answers a scared boy could carry: yes to the drake and no idea about the taxes. A mother’s crossness and pride were the same coin seen from two sides. He’d get both, so he should spend the pride and pocket the cross. He chewed on that a while, hauling his end of the crate, and then he said, very seriously, that he was going to buy his mother a real glass window with his first big purse, after years of wanting one and the farm had never run to it. I told him that was a better use of coin than most delvers managed. The dream steadied him as surely as the proper spear grip, so I let him talk about the size of the panes all the way to the next gallery.

Annika worked the other end of it, up near the navigator, feeding Ferro’s route-man small corrections that sounded like a helpful scout and were something else. “That lane’s flooded ahead, take the high one.” “Sign says the dead lie thick left, go right.” Each one true, each one sold as efficiency, and each one quietly walked the rookies’ line out of the worst lanes and into the survivable ones. Chess, not speeches. Ferro’s navigator took her corrections because they were good, and for a few hours the front of the column stopped being quite so cheap, and nobody up the chain noticed the intervention, which was the point.

The deeper we went, the more the mark pulled.

It was a constant low pulse now, stronger with every gallery, a warmth that leaned harder south and down, toward the deep heart of the hill. And at one sealed side-arch, blacker and older than the rest, its circle-within-a-circle worn almost smooth, the pull came sharp enough to hitch my step, a physical tug, my arm tugging toward that arch with a plumb line’s downward certainty. I stopped, and put my hand over the wrap, and made it look like I’d caught my boot, and Annika, who missed nothing, drifted back and stood at my shoulder a moment.

“That one?” she murmured, eyes on the sealed arch.

“That one,” I said. “Something under this hill is old. Older than the rest. And the arm wants it.”

“Then we don’t go through it,” she said, simple, and moved us on. Relief struck me at the simplicity of it. She treated my terrifying arm as a route hazard to manage rather than a reason to recoil. On Earth, every person who learned the worst line on my sheet used it to price me down. Annika learned a darker fact and quietly adjusted our route.

I followed her past the arch with trust taking root faster than our week together should have allowed. If she called a path, I would take it, but the black rings around us warned me to keep that faith attached to her judgment rather than blind devotion.

Ferro’s real business surfaced by afternoon, and it surfaced in his vets’ packs.

The posted contract was survey-and-cull. Map the upper galleries, clear the dead, turn back at the great seal-door. Honest low-risk work at a thin purse. But his seven veterans carried tools that had nothing to do with surveying: pry-spikes and a splitter’s kit and heavy chain and the specific gear of men who mean to open something that was closed. Ferro Brant had not brought vault tools to a survey. He’d brought them to a take, and the seal-doors were the only thing in this hill worth that much iron, which meant the whole survey was a story, and the rookies were the strong backs to carry the take out and the cheap bodies to spend reaching it.

Sorn found me twice more before we camped, and both times he was somewhere he had no reason to be, and both times he tipped his hat. Once while I wedged a lintel, once while I chalked a run-line, and I knew I was being tallied. Sorn owned nothing, belonged to no part of the column, and survived, I’d worked out, by being worth slightly more to Ferro alive than absent, which he managed by knowing things. He was building a ledger of me. I couldn’t stop him doing it, so I gave him nothing worth writing: a porter who wedged lintels and chalked routes, a careful man, dull. Whether it took, I couldn’t tell. His face filed everything under the same flat heading and gave nothing back, which is its own kind of skill, and a dangerous one, and I kept him the way he filed me and we passed each other in the dark like two men each pretending not to count.

We camped that night in the grandest and worst room I’d yet seen in the hill: a rotunda. A round chamber where six galleries met, domed overhead with fitted skulls set in courses like a mason’s fantasy of hell, each one turned to face the center, so that whatever you did in that room you did watched by a thousand empty sockets. The old builders had meant it to be a place of reverence, I think, or of judgment; the crew used it as a bivouac and hung a stewpot where an altar had been, and the ordinariness of that, men frying road-meat under a dome of the dead, was somehow the most unsettling thing about it. My arm pulsed steady in that room, all six galleries answering it, and the strongest pull rose through the floor itself, straight down, toward the bottom of the throat, patient as ever.

The watch-order came down as predicted: rookies got the loud hours, the deep-dark middle of the night when the barrow was worst, and the vets took the quiet ends. Ferro made the assignment sound warm and reasonable. “You young ones have the eyes for it.” The rookies took that as a compliment. One boy glowed at being trusted with the worst watch in the hill. I thought about the beer at the Pike, chalk dust sifting onto young shoulders, and kept my face still.

Annika and I re-rigged the watch fire without asking anyone. I bermed the fire and angled its light so the rookie shift could see down the two threat-galleries instead of blinding themselves. Annika strung a fine bell-line across the third approach. We worked quietly under the cover of tidying camp, committing a small mutiny nobody noticed. The rookies on the bad watch could now see or hear anything coming. Each slept a little in his turn, never knowing why the worst watch of his life had become survivable.

“He’s not going to turn back at the seal-door.” Annika lay beside me in the dark, a careful arm’s length between us, with the fire separating us from the vets. Her fingers counted the vault-tool packs again before she continued. “The contract says turn back. The packs say otherwise. Tomorrow or the day after, he opens it.”

“He opens it,” I agreed. “And when he does, the survey stops being a survey and starts being whatever’s behind a door nine locks and a dead civilization wanted kept shut.”

“And we’ll be the ones nearest the front when it goes wrong,” she said, “because we’re porters, and porters go first.” A pause. “So we make sure we’re not where he wants us when it goes wrong. That’s our job now. See the moment coming, and be standing somewhere he didn’t choose for us.”

“See it coming, pick our own ground,” I said. “Yes.”

She was quiet a while. Then, after a pause timed too neatly to be accidental: “You know most people, night before a thing like this, they lie awake scared. You lie awake surveying.”

“Surveying is how I don’t lie awake scared,” I said, which was true, and she made a small sound that might have been a laugh in a place that allowed them, and after a while her breathing evened into sleep while I stayed up.

The mark pulsed under my arm all night, steady, patient, leaning down through the floor toward whatever the hill kept. Over by the vault-tool packs Ferro sat late with Garran and a torn old sketch of the deep galleries spread on his knee, and he tapped one spot on it, once, twice, the great seal-door at the bottom of the throat, and I heard him use the half-octave-lower voice that was his real one, the one that came out when the grin wasn’t watching.

“Doors manage fine, Garran,” Ferro said, tapping the seal-door. “Doors manage fine.”


Chapter 10: Bait Work

I watched Ferro Brant’s method work the next morning, start to finish. Its efficiency made it worse.

We came to a long gallery where the dead lay thick, a straight run of old crypt-shelves with the bonewrought packed into the wall-niches like sleepers, and Garran surveyed it and grinned his grin that was Ferro’s grin gone to rot, and he set the picket.

“Forward picket,” he called it. He put the four rookie porters, Pell among them, out ahead in a loose line, spears up, torches high, and he told them to hold the line and make noise and draw the dead out of the niches so the crew could count and clear them. He said it like an honor. Hold the line, lads. Be the wall. The vets took a flanking ledge above and to the side, a strong killing platform with cover and height. Sorn positioned himself behind them to count kill-proofs on his tally-slate. Structurally, the arrangement made a machine for pulling the dead onto rookies as veterans killed safely from the side.

Noise-bait. The method I’d identified in the marching order, only now performed in the open, dressed as courage.

Pell stood in that line with his spear up, knuckles white and chin lifted. Garran had called him part of the wall, and the praise put pride into his frightened posture. Ferro’s method depended on that pride keeping a rookie planted where plain fear would have sent him running.

The dead came. Dozens came for the noise and torchlight, hauled from their niches on black threads. They rushed the rookies. From the ledge, the vets loosed and hacked with practiced speed. It worked. The dead fell. The count climbed. The design carried a rookie’s life in its price, and nearly collected.

A marrow-whip, one of the thread-lines the bonewrought throw, snapped out of the dark at the rookie beside Pell, and it should have opened his throat, but the boy had two steps of retreat the plan hadn’t given him. I’d chalked a run-line at that junction the day before, low on the wall, “for the load route,” and Pell had taught it to the others in ninety whispered seconds while they waited, come to me, bad floor, your way out, and the boy took his two steps back along my dashed line by instinct, his body following the step he’d been shown, and the whip cracked the air where his throat had been and he lived.

Nobody up on the ledge noticed. A rookie lived who the machine had priced dead, and the machine didn’t even register the loss it hadn’t taken, and Garran counted the kills and Sorn tallied the proofs and Ferro, somewhere back, would hear the count was good. The boy himself didn’t understand what had saved him. He thought he’d been quick. He’d tell it that night as a story about how quick he’d been, and he’d half believe it, and only Pell and I knew the two steps had been chalked on a wall the day before by a porter nobody counted, and we kept quiet. Knowing he’d lived on another man’s forethought would hang too heavy a debt on a nineteen-year-old, and there was no need to hang it on him. Better he thought himself quick. Quick men come back to the front. That the front was the trap was a lesson he’d have to learn as brutally as I had, or, if I had anything to say about it, not learn at all. I meant to break the front before it broke him.

From the rear, with a crate cutting into my shoulders, I watched the risk settle on the cheapest bodies as the veterans kept the killing ledge. The arrangement recalled a condemned mill and a foreman demanding the west wall a day early after I’d told him it carried the gallery. He had called my caution expensive because my replacement cost less than his delay. Ferro wore better leather and a gold tooth, but I recognized the pricing.

The anger went into my next choice. I moved nearer the picket, checked Pell’s grip, and began marking a second retreat line Garran hadn’t ordered. The hill could teach patience; it would not teach me to accept its arithmetic.

Annika worked the front of it, and she worked it like the chess player she was.

She “found” a better forward lane. It was real, that was the craft of it; she genuinely scouted a parallel gallery that reached the same depth with fewer niches and better footing, a safer road, and then she sold it to Ferro’s navigator not as safer, because Ferro didn’t buy safer, but as faster, as fewer halts, as a cleaner purse. Purse-efficiency. Ferro swallowed the promise of efficiency whole, and for half a day the column ran the lane Annika chose, and the rookies stopped being bait, the road she’d picked requiring none, and nobody up the chain understood that a scout had just quietly refused to let four boys be spent, after she’d dressed the refusal as thrift and handed it to a man who’d sell anyone for thrift.

Her work showed me the survivor she’d built herself into over three solo years, just as I’d built myself into a man who understands walls. Annika Veld had been staked once by a captain’s arithmetic, and instead of breaking on it she’d learned the arithmetic cold, learned to think in the same ledger the men who spent people thought in, so she could get ahead of them, sell them their own greed dressed as her generosity. It was a terrible craft to master, and she was that good at it, and I loved watching her work even as I knew what it had cost her to learn.

“How long can you keep doing that,” I asked her, low, at a halt.

“Until he wants something the safe lane can’t give him,” she said. “Which is the seal-door. After that I’m out of lanes to sell him.” She looked down the throat, toward the pull my arm never stopped feeling. “So we buy the rookies every hour we can, and we get ready for the hour we can’t.”

“And when the hour comes,” I said, “we’re not standing where he puts us.”

“We’re not standing where he puts us,” she agreed. “You keep saying that like it’s a plan.”

“It’s the only plan a man gets inside another man’s machine,” I said. “Don’t be where he wants you when it breaks. Everything else we build in the moment, off the ground, off the chalk.”

She considered that, and nodded. The rule was true. It had also carried her through three days in a barrow once, refusing to die where she’d been put.

The flooded gallery was the hour the barrow chose to remind everyone what it was.

It opened without warning, the floor dropping away under black water that filled a long low chamber wall to wall, thigh-deep, dead still, and cold as a grave in fact as well as name. And the dead stood in it. That was the horror of the place. The bonewrought didn’t lie in the flooded gallery; they stood, motionless, spaced across the black water on the drowned bone floor like herons in a marsh, waiting, and you couldn’t tell the standing dead from the drowned pillars until you were close, and by the time you were close you were in the water with them.

The crew balked at it, and Ferro didn’t, and that told me the seal-door was close and his patience was thinning, and I got ready to be useful. Usefulness made good cover, and cover meant survival.

I rigged the crossing. Nobody else moved to do it. Only my rig stood between the rookies and the black water. I drove wedge-anchors into the old bone-beams at the waterline and strung rope lines wall to wall, a handrail for a floor no one could see, and I sounded the way ahead with the bar, tapping the drowned bone floor step by step, listening to the water for the change in note that means a hole or an undercut. A flooded bone floor is nothing but pinch-points and drop-offs, centuries of settling and collapse hidden under still black water. Wade it without sounding the bottom and the next step finds a chest-deep hole among standing dead, with no guarantee you come up.

The standing dead made the work worst because I had to sound the floor within their reach. Tap and step, tap and step, past bonewrought that stood motionless as drowned posts until I came close. Twice one moved as I passed, a marrow-strung skull slowly turning toward my bar. Both times Annika’s arrow took it from the ledge before it finished the motion. I kept sounding and trusted her as completely as I had over the boar. Her nerve demanded mine.

The flooded gallery reduced the work to sound. Tap, and read the note; a hard clean crack meant sound bone under the black water, weight-bearing, safe; a dull wet thud meant rot or a hollow, a drop-off or an undercut, and you did not put a boot where the bar said thud. I called it low as I went, the litany of a man reading a floor he could not see, hard, hard, soft, go left, hard, and the rookies came behind me stepping only where I’d stepped, and the black water never once showed us the floor and I never once needed it. Twelve years of tapping bad slabs on Earth had built the note into my hands below thought. Halfway across, a wedge-anchor sang under my palm as I set it, the high ring of iron biting old bone true. The rope-line came taut behind me, wall to wall, a handrail over a drowned grave. For one breath in that awful place, I felt the level satisfaction of a rig coming true. I’d known the same pleasure bracing a bad lintel over a city street. The barrow could take a great deal from me, but not the work itself. That was worth learning about myself in a hill built to spend men.

I called the safe line, wedge to wedge, and the rookies took it, and the crew, grudging, took it too. The water offered the only alternative.

One vet didn’t. A big contemptuous one who’d made a show all trip of not needing a porter’s help, and he waded off my line to prove it, straight across where the bar hadn’t sounded, and the floor wasn’t there, and a submerged horror waited below. He went down with a shout, dragged, and every dead face in the water turned toward the thrashing together, and for a second I thought we’d watch a man drown among standing corpses.

The crew saved him. I’ll give them that, always. They were good, and they didn’t leave their own. Three vets went into the black water off my rope-line, hand over hand along the rail I’d strung, and hauled him up out of whatever had him while the others put steel into the dead closing on the thrashing. Their rescue ran fast, disciplined, and brave, and it worked: they got him back over the rope-line coughing black water, alive.

Three veterans had risked drowning without hesitation for one of their own. The same men had watched rookies stand the picket without offering a safer formation. Their loyalty ended at the edge of the core crew, leaving every porter beyond it as inventory. I knew that boundary because I’d spent years working from its wrong side.

It cost a torch lost to the flood, a shield gone to the bottom, and, more than either, it cost the contempt. They’d saved him off my rope-line, using my wedge-anchors and following the safe line I’d called, and when they came out of the water dragging their man they were holding the rope I’d strung, and after that the crew used my lines without a word about it, took my called routes as if they’d always been there, and never once said porter to me again in that tone. I’d become part of the structure. It’s the only promotion the barrow gives.

Sorn watched me reset a wedge-anchor after, his quick eyes pricing the work.

“Handy porter,” he said. Two words, light, agreeable, deniable. But he filed it, the tally-slate of his mind adding an entry. The flooded gallery had cost me something too: I’d been too handy, too visibly good, and Sorn had noticed, and Sorn noticed for a living and sold what he noticed. I gave him a tired nod and nothing else and cursed myself for the rope-line even though it had saved a man. Skill has its own trap: it shows, and anything visible gets tallied.

Past the flood, at a black side-arch older than the rest, I found the handprint.

My arm found it before my eyes did. The pull hitched me with the sealed arch’s sudden familiarity, and I put my hand out to the arch’s seal-stone to steady myself, and my palm landed on a handprint set into the stone. Not carved. Pressed, as if into clay gone hard as iron, an old print of a hand laid flat, and around it, worn almost to nothing, a ring-sigil, circle within circle, and as my own hand covered the old one the mark on my forearm flared, warm, hard, and the eroded ring around it carried a few curves disturbingly close to the script on my arm. Time had eaten too much of the seal for certainty. Resemblance was enough to make my pulse kick.

I took my hand off the stone fast and covered the flare beneath my palm. The arch had recognized the mark, or the mark had recognized the arch. I couldn’t honestly claim more.

Annika found me a moment later, drawn by my abrupt stop, and inspected my grip, stance, and covered arm.

“The arch?” she murmured.

“There’s a handprint on the seal-stone.” I kept the words fast and quiet. “Old. Pressed into stone. The worn ring around it resembles mine, but there’s not enough left to call it a match. The mark reacted. That’s all I know.”

She took that in without visible surprise and set it beside every other warning she carried. “Then this is a very bad hill for Ferro to open a door in,” she said. The dry precision was pure Annika, and I nearly laughed in a place that didn’t allow it.

Once she’d moved on, I fixed the handprint and the matching ring in memory. She would get the full account when we had quiet enough to compare it.

The great seal-door was cold, the reason the hill existed, and a working man knows the difference between a wall and a purpose the moment he stands in front of one.

Everything else in the barrow was structure, load and thrust and the tired stone doing its tired job. The seal-door was intent. It stood at the very bottom of the throat, in a round antechamber whose floor sloped down to it like water wanting a drain, the largest and oldest work in the hill, a door of fused bone and bronze taller than three men, and its face carved as one great pact-circle, ring within ring within ring, each ring carved with the packed unreadable script that ran around my own arm, worked so deep and so deliberately that even worn by an age it looked newer than everything around it. Somebody had poured a lifetime into that door. Maybe many lifetimes. Maybe many hands, hands and hands and hands, the wrong count the shrine had carried, and I thought of the handprint on the side-arch and my skin crawled.

Cold rolled off it. A real cold, not the barrow’s clammy chill but a deep dry cold that beaded the sweat on you to frost and put a mist on every breath, the cold of a seal holding an ancient force at bay so long it had forgotten how to be any other temperature. My arm didn’t pulse at it. It went dead silent. The mark had sensed every old grave and seal along the route, yet in front of the great door it gave me nothing. Whether that meant recognition, caution, or some limit I hadn’t found, I couldn’t tell. The uncertainty was reason enough not to open it.

The survey said map it and turn back. That was the contract. Map the door, log its existence, go home.

Ferro ordered camp.

He delivered the order with his usual practiced warmth, calling a rest before the long climb back, praising the crew for a survey well run, telling the rookies they’d been a credit to him, and the rookies glowed at it, exhausted and proud, blooded delvers now, and they set the camp gladly and never once looked at the packs the vets were opening. But the vault tools came out of the packs, spread on an oilcloth in the cold blue light of the seal-door, pry-spikes and the splitter’s kit and the heavy chain, the iron of men who mean to open what was closed, and there was no more pretending, not to me and not to Annika.

She stood beside me with one hand locked around her bow grip, out of lanes to sell, and I felt the hour arriving that we couldn’t buy our way past. “That’s the hour,” she murmured. “He opens it, the dead wake, and we’re at the bottom of the throat with one way up and sixteen people in it.” She counted each number with the tip of one finger, the arithmetic of the trap closing. “Where does he want us when it breaks, Davin. Find that. Then we stand anywhere else.”

I’d already found it. “Rear guard,” I said. “When it goes wrong, a man like Ferro holds the rear with the people he can afford to lose, to buy the climb for the take. That’s us. That’s the rookies. That’s where he’ll put us. So the second the door’s open and the dead start, we get off the rear and onto ground I’ve read.” I looked at the triggers I’d been cataloguing the whole way down. “I know this hill’s collapse better than he does. If it comes to the hill coming down, I want to be the one who read it first.”

Pell drifted to my shoulder, staring at the door, at the endless carved circles, and he whispered, farm-boy honest, terrified, “What’s behind a door the dead built, Davin? What’s a door like that for?”

I looked at the cold circles, and at my own silent arm, and I gave him the truth. He’d earned it and there wasn’t a lie big enough for that door anyway.

“Something they wanted to stay behind it,” I said. “Badly enough to spend a whole hill keeping it there.”

Pell looked from me to the door and then to the tools on the oilcloth. His spear lowered an inch. When Ferro laughed with the splitter, Pell no longer looked toward the sound for reassurance. The boy who had believed the Pike’s beer had started asking what it bought.

“He’s going to open it,” Pell whispered. “He’s going to open a door the dead spent a whole hill to shut.”

“He’s going to try,” I said. “And when he does, you stay on my chalk and you don’t hold any line anybody calls the front. You hear me? Whatever Garran says. You come to my mark and you stay on my run-line and you live. That’s the only order that matters down here now.”

He nodded, chalk-white, gripping his spear the way Durn had drilled into me and I’d drilled into him. Across the cold antechamber, Ferro Brant knelt by the tools with Garran and the splitter to map the door’s face with a delver’s greed. My dead-silent arm hung at my side. I catalogued the hill’s last triggers and waited for the hour we couldn’t buy.


Chapter 11: The Push

Ferro made his pitch to his own crew in the cold blue light of the door, and the pitch landed with his usual polished force.

Ferro kept his warmth for the seven vets gathered close. “We didn’t crawl down a dead hill to leave rich men’s bones rich.” He laid a hand on the great cold door like a man laying a hand on a horse he meant to buy. “Pre-Guild barrow. You know what they buried with their lords back then. Gold that predates the coin in your purse, boys. Grave-goods no assessor’s ever cataloged, no tithe’s ever touched. Behind this door.” He grinned, and the gold tooth led it. “The survey’s the paper. This is the payday. Who came down here for paper?”

The vets came in. Of course they came in. He’d fed them, led them, kept them alive and paid for years, and he was offering them the take of their lives, and the risk was, from where they stood, other people’s. The rookies weren’t asked. Nobody asks the inventory whether it wants to be spent.

I felt Annika go still beside me, and I felt the rookies not understanding, and I felt the trap we’d entered with our eyes open close another inch. This was the hour she’d said we couldn’t buy. She was out of lanes to sell. There was no efficiency to dress this in and no safer road to offer. Ferro now wanted the prize no safe road could give him, and the only currency left was bodies.

Annika objected anyway. She did it as the contracted scout, every word clipped to field-report precision. “I’ve read the sign down here. That door bears the lower galleries, and there’s something enormous below the water table. You open it and you’re not looting a tomb. You’re pulling the plug on a den, and everything in it comes up the hole you made.”

Ferro heard her out, warm, patient, and then he smiled at her, the smile a man gives a clever child, and overruled her with nothing but the fact of himself. “Noted, Veld, and appreciated. But it’s my crew and my door and my call.” The crew accepted his authority when he turned back to the tools, stripping the charm away and showing the power beneath it. Annika set the dismissal beside three years of broken terms and checked the set of her bowstring as if Ferro had become weather.

The rookies watched the crew ready the door, and the moment their honor started curdling showed in their faces, the way it had curdled in Pell over the tools. A door the dead built. A captain opening it against the contract. Boys who’d walked down a dead hill on the strength of a beer and a promise, starting, too late, to add. Not fast enough to save themselves. Just fast enough to be afraid, which is the cruelest speed of all.

One of them, a narrow boy with a wisp of first beard, sidled close to me under cover of shifting a crate and asked me, barely above a breath, whether we shouldn’t be up top by now, wasn’t the contract done at the door, and I watched him need me to tell him it was fine. I didn’t tell him it was fine. I told him to stay on my chalk, keep his boots dry, and watch Pell. He took it as an order, which was what he wanted: a handhold that wasn’t the arithmetic. He returned to his crate steadier for having a job instead of a question. It’s the smallest mercy there is, handing a frightened person a task. It was most of what I had to give in that hour, and I handed a task to every frightened boy who came near, and none of it was on any sheet, and I’ve never once regretted the spending of it.

Pell caught my eye across the cold blue light and didn’t ask anything at all. His silence tightened my grip on the bar. Pell had already added it up and gotten the answer and was holding it the way I’d taught him to hold a bad floor, quiet, ready, waiting for the mark that meant run.

They breached it with iron and a skill.

The vault tools went in first, pry-spikes worked into the seam where the door met its bone-and-bronze frame, chain rigged to a capstan they’d hauled down in pieces. And when the iron alone wouldn’t move it, the splitter went to work: a lean vet with an earth-splitter’s cheatskill, who laid his hands on the door’s lower frame and sent a force through the frame that made the stone groan and craze, hairline cracks racing out through the ancient work like frost across a pond. Their engineer. Their way through anything that was closed.

I read the door as they worked it, compelled by every instinct I owned, and what I read turned my blood to the same cold that beaded off the frost.

The seal-door carried the lower galleries.

Every older passage beyond it transferred weight into the black seal-arch. The builders had used the closed door as a keystone, locking the deep structure upright around whatever they buried. Pulling it would release that load through the entire lower barrow and wake whatever the collapse had been built to contain.

I said it. I said it technical and exact. Technical precision was the only language that might carry then. A man still had to try.

“That’s a keystone, not a door,” I said, loud enough for Ferro and the splitter both. “The lower galleries hang on this arch. You break the seal, you don’t open a room, you release the load on everything past it, and whatever’s below comes up through the gap you make. Every gallery in this hill forms a lock holding the bottom shut. Don’t pull the bottom out of it.”

The splitter paused. He’d felt the hidden load in the stone, I’m sure of it; men who work a skill on a material learn to listen as closely as I listen to a wall, and the door had told him the same thing it told me, that it was carrying more than it looked like it carried. He looked at Ferro, and there was a question in it, a real one, a tradesman’s doubt.

Ferro’s warm eyes flattened as the arithmetic priced my warning against his payday. The payday won. With Ferro, the payday always won.

“Then we’ll be quick,” he said, and nodded the splitter on, and the grin came back, and to the crew he added, easy, “Kolt reads walls, it’s what we pay him for, and a good rigger always sees the worst first. That’s why we bring ’em. Now let’s be quick and be rich.” And he’d done it again, turned my warning into a reason to trust him, made my competence into a charming quirk that proved his good sense in hiring it. There’s no arguing with a man like that in front of a crew. You can only outlive him. I shut my mouth and got the rookies back from the door and read the hill one more time for the collapse I now knew was coming.

The door fell.

It came down all at once when the seal finally broke, and it did not fall like a door. It fell like a keystone. The splitter’s skill found the last of the seal with a crack. A groan ran up the whole throat into the galleries above, thousands of tons of stone losing their support. The three-man-high slab of bone and bronze toppled inward with a boom. Behind it, the lower structure sighed under the load release I’d warned them about. Every deep gallery dropped a hand’s width now that the lock was gone. The cold poured out of the opening like water down a stair, frost-breath rolling over our boots, and beyond the fallen door was older work still, black seal-arches marching down into a dark my lamp couldn’t touch, the pact-circle motif carved on every surface, ring within ring within ring, a place built entirely and only to keep something contained. For one taut second, cold and dark filled the opening. Frost curled off the fallen door.

“Pell,” I said quietly as the crew crowded the opening and the cold poured out. “Whatever comes out of there, you’re on my chalk. Not the shield line. Not anywhere Garran points. My chalk, my mark, my run-line. Tell the others. Now. Fast.” He went, white-knuckled, and passed it down the porters in the ninety-second whisper he’d learned, come to Davin’s mark when it breaks, and I loved the boy for how fast he moved. Fast movement on a trusted order is half of survival, and he trusted mine.

Then the barrow woke.

The bone-tide came up out of the dark beyond the door as one linked mass. Dozens of corpses climbed over and through each other, marrow-thread joining them to the walls and ceiling until the dead moved like one rigged animal toward light, noise, and the living. They came over each other and through each other, rebuilt as they fell, a hand pulled off one climbing onto the frame of another, and the thread sang as they moved, a high thin sound under the grinding, the sound of the rigging that ran the whole tide.

And behind it, below it, felt more than heard, something vast turned over.

The floor lifted beneath my boots in a slow grinding heave. Bone plates the size of wagons slid over one another somewhere below, and the vibration climbed into my teeth. Pressure rose through the stone as a great mass shifted its weight for the first time in an age. Beyond the last seal-arch came a sound belonging to neither tide nor hill, a low and patient grating with rhythm in it. My spine understood before my head. I was feeling the creature the barrow had been built to hold. It was awake now, and in no hurry at all. An age in the dark had taught it that hurry belonged to smaller things.

“Back,” Annika said, already loosing, and her arrows weren’t going into the dead, they were going into the thread-anchors, cutting the tide loose from its rigging so it dropped in knots instead of coming as a wall, the cut the vets never made, and dozens dropped where one arrow found an anchor. “Back, up the throat, shield line and rotate. GO.”

The crew was good. I’ll say it one more time since it mattered: their skill held the retreat for a while. Everyone did a part, including me, including her, including a splitter and seven vets who didn’t yet know their captain had already priced half of them at zero. The vets made a shield line at the throat’s narrowest run and killed in rotation, front rank fighting, back rank resting, walking backward up the throat in order, disciplined and unhurried, performing the exact craft of a survivable retreat. Annika worked the flank from every ledge and shelf. She wasn’t shooting to kill but to unrig, one arrow per thread-anchor. Cut loose from the walls, the tide collapsed in heaps rather than advancing as a rigged wall. The vets watched a scout drop a dozen dead with one arrow into an anchor. “How’s she doing that?” one asked in awe. None understood they were watching demolition, the tide coming apart anchors-first.

And I hauled rookies along my chalk. Come to me. Your way out. The run-lines I’d drawn a day ago glowed in my head as bright as if the chalk were lit, and I moved the boys up the survivable line, out of the pinch-points, onto the shored lintels, past the bad floors, and Pell moved them with me, relaying my marks, a nineteen-year-old running a survival line like he’d done it for years. It would have held. With the cut anchors and the shield rotation and the chalk, it would have held to daylight, and every man and boy would have walked out of that hill alive. The proof moved right in front of me: shields rotating cleanly, boys climbing my chalk, Annika cutting every anchor that threatened the line. We were winning the retreat. Nobody had to die.

But Ferro’s math had run, and I heard the familiar sum click into place. The calculation moved through the set of his shoulders as he climbed ahead of the shield line: too many bodies, too slow, the thing below rising faster than the climb, the take too thin to be worth his full crew, and the oldest lesson of his trade whispering the answer it always whispered, which was that a man survives a bad hole by being lighter than the men behind him. He’d spent his whole life learning that lesson. He wasn’t going to unlearn it forty feet from daylight with a monster in the dark.

At the choke-point stair, where the throat narrowed to a single flight climbing up out of the deep, Ferro called the rear guard.

“Rear guard, hold the stair!” he shouted, all captain now, all command. “Buy us the count of forty and follow! Kolt, Veld, Pell, Sorn, hold the choke, you’re the best readers of ground I’ve got. The other porters go up with Garran. Forty count and up! GO!”

It sounded like trust. It sounded, to the rookies, like the highest honor of all, the captain trusting the best to hold the line while the crew climbed clear. Pell stood straighter at it even now. The instant he said it, I knew what it was.

“Off the stair.” I kept it fast and quiet while grabbing Pell by the collar. “Now, past the arch, all of you, off the stair, MOVE.” I’d read that arch on the way down. It was the deadliest of my cataloged triggers, a bad old span where the wormed new gallery cut across the crypt’s original thrust, and I’d known standing under it a day ago that a splitter’s hands or a hard enough shove would drop it, and now the splitter was climbing past us with his fingers flexing and Ferro was calling us the best readers of ground he had, which was the tell, because you don’t leave your best readers on a stair unless you mean the stair to stop reading.

But the choke was narrow and the tide was at our heels and Sorn was there too, Sorn who’d tallied his way to the rear out of pure survival instinct and only understood after the order which side of the ledger the rear had become, his quick eyes going wide with the arithmetic finally landing on himself. There wasn’t room. There wasn’t time. I got Pell moving and pulled us two steps up and clear. Above, the last of the crew cleared the stair. The splitter laid his hands on the bad arch. Ferro’s voice came down warm, grieved, and already rehearsing the eulogy he’d sell topside.

“Arch came down! ARCH CAME DOWN! Nothing we could do. Mourn ’em topside. MOVE!”

The arch came down because a man brought it down, and it followed the fall-line I’d already mapped, which was the only reason any of us lived. I’d assessed the span a day before, so I knew where the main weight would land. The instant the splitter’s hands moved, I threw Pell, Sorn, and myself off the killing line. I shouted Annika’s name. She was already moving, reading the warning in my shoulders. We made two steps, then three, into the pocket I knew the fall would leave. The world turned to noise, dust, and a wind of grit before crushing dark swallowed us. A wall of the hill came down between us and the stair. Daylight and the men who’d done it vanished behind stone.

When it stopped, there was no light but Annika’s held lamp and one guttering torch, and a wall of fresh rubble where the stair had been, and four of us on the wrong side of it. Me. Annika. Pell, white and gulping, alive. And Sorn, staring at the rubble with a look I’d never seen on his deniable face, real, stripped, disbelieving.

“He dropped it on us,” Sorn said, to no one, to the dark. “He dropped it ON us. I count for him. I’ve counted for him ten years. He dropped it on ME.”

Dust sifted through the lamplight. Pebbles ticked down the fresh rubble, Pell gulped air beside me, and every sound returned too quickly from a space that had just shrunk. I did the count first, because you always count your people first. Four. Me, Annika, Pell, Sorn. Four alive on the wrong side of a wall of the hill, and above it, twelve men climbing toward daylight who thought there were none.

Pell was breathing too fast, going somewhere bad as the dark closed and the world he trusted revealed a trapdoor. Annika crossed to him and took his face in both hands and put her forehead to his and started talking in the terms-voice, calm and exact, every word hardened into armor. “You’re all right. You’re breathing. We’re not done. Look at me. Count my breaths. In. Out. With me. In. Out.” And the boy caught her rhythm and clung to it. Pell matched her breathing. Annika’s thumbs stayed firm at his jaw even when grit shook loose overhead. No one had steadied her through those three buried days; now she gave the boy the voice she’d needed.

Sorn slid down the rubble wall and sat at its foot. His lips moved around unfinished tallies while his hands opened and closed on empty air. For the moment, he had neither threat nor help in him.

I answered the dark and fear by giving my hands work. I put them on the rubble. Not to dig, not yet, digging blind is how you bring the rest down on yourself. To read. I laid my palms flat on the fresh fall and used twelve years of collapse-work, feeling how the load had settled, where it bore hard and where it bore soft. A fresh collapse on old arches always leaves a void path for hands trained to read it, a line of least resistance the rubble hasn’t found yet, and finding it was all of our chance, and reading it was how I would not break. Twelve years of demolition, and every one of them had been teaching my hands to do this exact thing in this exact dark, and I hadn’t known it, and I was, in the worst place I’d ever stood, almost grateful.

“Air’s good,” I said, aloud, because the others needed facts as badly as Pell needed her breathing count, and facts were the thing I had. “Feel it? There’s a draft. The hill breathes, I’ve felt it since we came down. Air moving means a way through somewhere. We’re not sealed in a box. We’re in a hill with a hole in it, and holes have far ends.” I laid my hands back on the rubble. “And a fresh fall on old arches always leaves a void path. Always. It’s just a matter of reading where the load didn’t go. Give me the lamp and a little quiet and I’ll find it. That’s the job now. That’s our one job. Everybody breathe and let me read.”

Sorn laughed, once, a cracked ugly sound. “Read us out. The empty summoner’s going to read us out of a barrow Ferro Brant buried us in.”

“That’s the plan,” I said. I held Sorn’s gaze while laying both hands back on the rubble. He shut up. Pell steadied on Annika’s count, she nodded over his head, and I started tracing the fall.

Then, through the floor, from below, the grinding turned.

It had been rising toward the noise of the retreat, up the throat, following the crew. Now the crew was gone up the stair. The vast presence below turned toward the only remaining noise, our four sets of breath and boots, and its grinding began climbing through the dark.

Under the wrap, the mark burned ember-red. Light crawled past the cloth until Pell and Sorn both stared, and Annika’s lamp lost its claim on the buried dark.


Chapter 12: What the Dark Is For

Dust settled through Annika’s lamp as fresh rubble clicked into place behind us. I put my palm against the floor, felt the grinding below, and started assigning work before panic could choose the order for us.

I gave them the new inventory first. “Three torches and Annika’s lamp. We save flame for the reads and move dark where the chalk lets us. One water skin between four. Pell’s ankle holds, Annika’s leg needs binding, Sorn’s unhurt, and my hands still work.” I pressed my palm to the fall and listened to the drum of hollow stone beyond it. “That grinding is our clock. It’s slow, so we have part of a night. Pell, tear two strips from the bedroll. Sorn, count the lamps and check every wick. Annika, keep your weight off that leg until I call the route.” Facts put ground beneath them. More importantly, each person now had work.

Pell held together by praying. He started with a field-prayer, some farm-country litany about furrows, rain, and the turning year. They were words a boy said over seed or heard his mother say over a sickbed, the wrong prayer for a buried crypt but the only one he had. His voice climbed toward the edge with every repetition. It thinned and cracked, the sound of a nineteen-year-old about to come apart in the dark. Annika stopped it before it went over. She didn’t tell him to hush; she gave him her breathing to count. “Not the prayer.” Her voice stayed beneath his climbing panic. “Count my breathing instead. Match it. In for four, out for four. You keep me steady, I’ll keep you steady, that’s the deal.” The boy latched onto her breath like a handhold. Prayer became counting, and soon his next inhale arrived on hers.

Sorn bargained with nobody. He sat against the rubble and tallied under his breath, an accountant saying his rosary. The tally became the worst sound in the chamber. It was the sound of a man who’d survived by pricing everything and had finally found a room no price could open. “I tally. I just tally. I never staked a man. I never cut a rope. I tally, that’s all I do, that’s all I ever did.” Whether he was talking to us or to the dark or to whatever Sorn prayed to, I couldn’t tell, and it didn’t matter. His recited innocence couldn’t open the crypt or help carry Pell.

Annika worked the rear the whole time, from every shelf and ledge she could reach, four arrows becoming three becoming two, each shot precise and deadly through every retreat. Watching her, I knew she’d reached a decision the rest of us hadn’t: she meant to spend every arrow before any second burial could claim her. The calm set of her face wasn’t peace. It was refusal made visible. I stopped listening to Sorn and turned to the fall.

So I read the fall, on my knees in the guttering light, my palms flat on the fresh rubble, and I applied all twelve years of collapse-work. A collapse isn’t random, whatever it looks like. Stone falls along the lines the load takes, and the load takes the lines the old structure gave it, and if you know the structure you can read the fall backward to where it didn’t quite close. My hands found the tells: here the rubble bore hard, packed, no gaps, dead ground; here it bore soft, a hollow behind it, the drum-note under my knuckles; here a slab had come down leaned against another and left a wedge of nothing beneath it, like two cards leaning together. I read a line of soft and hollow and leaned-slab threading away east, under the densest fall, where the load had bridged instead of filled.

“There,” I said. “Void path. Two galleries east. A crawl, tight and ugly, under a leaned slab, but it’s air from end to end, I can read it, it goes somewhere. That’s our road.” I looked up at the three faces in the lamplight, the praying boy, the tallying man, and the bleeding woman whose bow never wavered, and gave them the only promise I trusted myself to make. “I’ve crawled worse to save cheaper things. We can make this.”

I’d just found it and turned to lead us to it when the bone-tide found us.

It flooded from the deep as water climbs a cellar, from everywhere at once, thread-linked, a wave of the dead hauling itself along the walls and floor and ceiling, and there were too many of them for four people and one of those four already spending herself keeping a boy breathing. This was the tide the barrow had been rising toward, the overflow of the deep den pushed ahead of the vast slow boss below like foam ahead of a wave, and it filled the galleries between us and the void path, and there was no fighting through it clean.

Retreat-and-rig, the only play there is. You can’t kill a tide. You can only outrun it and drop the hall behind you and buy the next thirty feet with the last thirty. I put us toward the void path, Pell hauling Sorn who’d stopped tallying and started moving at least, Annika covering the rear off her shrinking quiver, and I used my only reliable method: fight the hill, not the enemy on it.

I dropped two galleries behind us as we went, and the receipts paid, every one of them, every trigger I’d cataloged on the long walk down now paying out according to plan. The first was a wormed arch carrying the crypt’s old thrust along a line it had never been cut for. I put the bar into the single voussoir keeping the span true, then kicked the wedge. The arch let go behind us and crashed across the gallery mouth in a roar of dust. A dozen dead vanished beneath it. The tide had to find another way and lost a minute. The second was a bad lintel over a junction, one I’d shored on the way down. I pulled my own wedge. Stone dropped across the second lane and bought us another minute. Pell got Sorn through the gap, and Annika found a shelf. Two arrows into two thread-anchors dropped a knot of dead that had gotten ahead of us along the ceiling.

Demolition as retreat. I spent the hill against the dead after Ferro had spent it against us, and there was a bitter justice in it that I’d have savored in a better hour, using a bait-farmer’s own tactic, collapse and choke, to keep four people alive instead of to bury them. For a few minutes it worked. It bought us most of the distance to the void path.

It wasn’t enough. It’s never quite enough; that’s the shape of a fighting retreat, you buy time and time runs out anyway, the only question is whether you bought enough of it. The dead came around my drops through cracks too small to see and too many to reach, and they poured from side-galleries I hadn’t had time to survey, and slowly, steadily, they did to us what the hill had done from the start, what men had done to the rookies at the drake den, what men had done to Annika in another barrow three years gone: they herded us. Away from the void path. Into a dead-end rotunda, a round chamber with one mouth and no far door, a killing pocket, and I recognized the trap the instant we backed into it, and I saw the barrow closing its oldest mirror on Annika Veld a second time, and she understood it too. Her cry proved it by breaking straight through her control.

A thread-whip took her leg.

She’d taken a low shelf to cover the mouth we’d backed through, two arrows left, and she was spending them carefully, one anchor, one skull, when a whip of marrow-thread snapped out of the dark on her blind side and wrapped her calf and yanked. She came off the shelf hard, down into a closing knot of the dead, and she didn’t scream and she didn’t panic, she rolled and got her knife out and started cutting thread, fast, expert, the correct response, cutting for the anchors with my own demolition order. She’d studied me all week and learned the order. But there were too many and she was one woman with a knife and a bad leg on the floor of a barrow, and they came over her in a heap, and I saw the knife-arm still working beneath the crush of them, still cutting, refusing until the dead covered her.

And the precise voice that had held a boy together and held me together and held itself together through three days of dark once already, that voice broke, and what came out of it was my name.

“Davin.”

It was worse than a scream. Every layer of practiced control had broken, leaving only my name from under a knot of the dead, from a woman being buried alive a second time.

My back met a wall, my bar filled one hand, and three dead stood between us. Going for her left Pell and Sorn open. Holding the line meant she went under. Every survival rule I owned, including Annika’s fourth term, gave the same answer: hold, don’t go back, don’t die for someone you can’t reach.

Heat surged through my chest from every cheap price, bad scaffold, and abandoned worker I had swallowed since Earth. I dropped the defensive line, heard term four protesting in Annika’s own voice, and reached for her anyway.

The world had told me twice what E-rank meant. Empty summoner. Beggar with extra steps. Nothing to summon. It had told me at the gate stone and it had told me every day since, and it had lied both times, and I was done, completely done, letting the sheet decide what I was allowed to save.

I went into the knot of the dead bare-handed, reaching for her, and the mark answered.

The mark split open beneath my skin. Heat drove up my arm as if an inward door had swung wide, and light poured past the wrap to burn letters across my vision. I understood them with the immediate certainty of my own name.

[PACT-SEAL RECOGNIZED. THE MARKED MAY CALL. SPEAK AND BE ANSWERED.]

The burning words carried no numbers and belonged to my sight alone. Under them, a knowing rose from the mark into my hands, the seal-maker’s knowing, the thing that had recognized the door and the handprint and the shrine, and it said through the mark’s wordless grammar: call, and I will answer.

“I call you,” I said aloud. “Answer me. Get her out.”

The words gave the opening shape. My will supplied one command all the way through: get her out. The shade tore from my arm.

Ember-red light poured past the wrap as the dark gathered, folded, and funneled toward my forearm like water into a drain. Talons came through that folding first, black, curved, longer than my hand, and then the arm behind them, black plate over black nothing, and then the rest of it, unfolding into the rotunda faster than it should have fit, man-height and man-shaped and wrong in every line a man is right in. Its plates were the black of the seal-arches. Its joints burned furnace-red down every seam, a light like the inside of a forge, and where a face should have been there was only plate and two deeper points of that same red, not eyes exactly, but the place attention lives. It made no sound of its own. The tide’s thread sang. The dead rattled while blood roared in my ears. Through all of it, the shade made no sound. Its silence was both the most frightening thing about it and the most reassuring. That depth of silence belonged to a creature at work.

It emerged with a wrecking crew’s singular purpose. Red seams lit the dead faces while its blank attention followed my gaze to the knot over Annika. Then it went to work.

The nearest corpses clawed at its plate. It ignored them, reached past their hands, and tore the marrow-thread anchors from wall and floor. Three bodies collapsed from the first anchor, five from the next. Its talons split the linked frames at shoulder, spine, and hip, unbuilding the tide joint by joint instead of hacking through it.

The order mirrored my own hands so closely that my breath locked in my chest. Black plate I could name as monstrous. This exact reflection of my own craft was harder to face. Every movement served the job I’d given it, precise and without fury, until the knot over Annika came apart. It did not once look like a monster to me. I know how that sounds. It looked like competence. It looked like the best version of my own hands, made into something that could finally reach the anchors, and God help me, in the worst hour of my life in that world, part of me watched it work and recognized my own work translated into talons.

When the rotunda was clear it stopped without a wind-down, abrupt as a switched machine, and stood among the unbuilt dead with its seams ticking, waiting to be told what next.

Pell had stopped counting Annika’s breaths and stood frozen with his spear forgotten in his hands, staring, and Sorn had pressed himself flat to the rotunda wall, yet no scream came. The reason showed itself quickly: the shade wasn’t coming for them. It never once turned toward them. It cleared the dead and it left the living alone, all four of us, and some animal part of a person knows the difference between a predator and a guardian, and that animal part had decided, watching the shade unbuild the tide, that whatever this was, it was ours.

Pell found his voice first, and it came out of him small and steady and entirely the wrong thing to say, and somehow landed perfectly. “Is it ours,” he asked, staring at the shade. He didn’t ask what it was or whether it would kill us. He asked if it was ours, with the hopeful caution of a boy asking about a dog that had just driven off a wolf, already deciding to love it if the answer’s yes. And Sorn, flat against the wall, said, “Don’t, boy, don’t you dare put a name to that thing,” in the voice of a man watching an asset he couldn’t price, and Pell ignored him entirely. That choice weighed the two of them more truly than any deed on any slate.

I hauled Annika free of the last of them, her leg torn and bleeding where the whip had wrapped and yanked, and she came up against me gasping, alive, her weight against my chest, and she wasn’t looking at me. She was looking past me, at the shade.

I pointed it at the mouth of the rotunda, or maybe I only wanted it there. No spoken order was necessary; it went anyway. It put itself in the one arch, between us and the deep, and it held the doorway with the planted certainty of a man bracing it with a bar, and when fresh dead climbed from the galleries beyond, the tide broke against the shade and did not get past, talons taking anchors, plate turning blows, the red seams the only light in the mouth of the dark. It ranged no further than the arch. It didn’t hunt. It didn’t chase. It held the ground I needed and no more, guarding what I’d have guarded, and I saw, watching it, that it moved on what I wanted and not on what I felt. Fear and fury filled me, but it did none of the things either impulse would have done, it only did the calm exact thing the work required.

And then, its work in front of it done, the tide broken and the arch held, it turned its head, slow, and it looked at HER. Not at me. At Annika. And it waited, attentive and ready for the order to come, and across my vision the second line burned itself into being.

[ONE STANDS UNSEALED. PACT AVAILABLE.]

I was swaying. I knew it distantly, with the distance of watching the failure happen to another body. The summon had a cost, and the cost was coming due even as the shade held the arch, and it wasn’t like tiredness, it was like bleeding, a drain pulling the strength out of me from somewhere deeper than muscle, from the same place the mark had opened when it answered. Sweat sheeted cold down my back though the rotunda was frigid. My vision grayed at the edges, the red seams of the shade smearing into the dark. My knees held a brief democratic vote on whether they were still required and I overruled them by force of will, with Annika under my arm and half off her torn leg, and a man does not fall on the woman he just broke his own rules to pull out of the dark.

“Cost,” I managed, because I’d promised her I’d never lie about it and this was the first of it. “It’s got a cost. Calling it. It’s coming out of me. I’m all right. I’m going to be a bad hour, but I’m all right.” Even saying it took something I didn’t have much of, and she tested the words against my trembling muscles, gray face, and the way my weight sagged into her. Her hand fisted in my shirt and held on, keeping me up as much as I was keeping her up, two people propping each other over a floor of the dead the shade had unbuilt.

Annika’s gaze traveled over the shade holding the arch, taking in the burning red seams, the talons, and the thing shaped like a man but wrong in every proportion. From there, her attention dropped to my arm and the light crawling past the wrap before rising to audit my gray face, locked knees, sweat, and the swaying I couldn’t quite hide.

And Annika Veld, bleeding, half-buried, one arm fisted in my shirt holding a swaying man on his feet, staring at a demon that had just unbuilt a tide of the dead to save her life and was now waiting on her like a dog at a fence line, laughed. One breath of it, disbelieving, the familiar deadpan returning to her voice, but her grip tightened in my shirt and her eyes stayed bright on the shade. In daylight, she might have named that look wonder.

“Summoner,” she said. “Huh.” She looked from the shade to my gray face. “No registered summons. That’s what the stone said. That’s what every fool in the hall laughed at.” Another disbelieving breath escaped her. “The stone’s an idiot. I told you. Your world and this one both.”

The grinding turned beneath us.


Chapter 13: Spoken

The shade held the arch as the grinding came slowly from below. By my estimate, I had a little of tonight left and no more. I accepted what the burning letters offered and hid none of the risks. Honesty was the only way I’d offer it and the only way she’d take it.

“My arm’s offering a pact,” I said. I was still swaying, still gray, one hand braced on the rubble, and I made myself say it clear. “I don’t understand it. I want that first. I don’t know what it is or what it costs you or what it makes me. All I know is what it just did, which was answer when I called, and what it’s saying now, I’ll give you its words plain.”

I repeated every burned letter. “One stands unsealed. Pact available.” I looked at her, torn leg and all, knife still in her fist. “That’s you. It means you. And I don’t know what a pact with a demon-marked man does to a person, Annika, so here’s my terms before yours: if any part of you says no, we find another way out of this hill. There’s a void path. I’ll get you out of here bonded to nothing but the job. You don’t owe the arm anything. Say no and it’s still no forever and I never raise it again.”

Her eyes moved from the monster holding the door to me, both of us bleeding on the barrow floor, and when she answered, her bow thumb pressed against its first knuckle even there. The deadpan was the last defense she’d surrender and she wasn’t surrendering it to a barrow.

“I’ve watched you since the gravehound,” she said. “You dropped a plow-horse of a thing under two headstones, refused to take the kill that was rightfully yours, built a fire you hid, and drew a run-line before you drew a weapon. I’ve been studying you like ground for weeks now, and here’s my verdict.” She got a knee under herself, pale, jaw set. “The stone reads registered things. It’s never once, in twenty-six years, registered a true thing about me. Best set of eyes in every crew and my name never went first on a deed, and then a captain wrote ‘separated in the field’ over the worst night of my life and the stone believed him. The stone believes whatever’s registered and nothing else.” Her green eyes came up and held mine, steady, past professional, beyond professional, into whatever came after. “I have spent three years being safe behind nobody. I would rather be strong beside you than safe behind anyone ever again. That’s my verdict, and I trust my judgment.”

She held out her free hand. Blood on it. Barrow dust. Strong and dry and steady.

“Terms,” she said. “Even split. Nobody gets left. And you tell me the truth about that arm for the rest of however long we’ve got, the whole truth, no not-yets after tonight.” A breath. “Say your half, summoner.”

So I said my half.

I didn’t know the words were going to be a vow until they were. The mark gave me the shape of it and I gave it my own words, and they came out plain. Plain words were what I had. “My half. I offer you whatever aid this mark can honestly give, though I don’t know its shape yet. I offer whatever echo or shared link it creates between us, and I admit I don’t know what that means yet. I offer you my strength, such as it is, and my back, and the rig every time, and no lie between us ever, and nobody left. That’s mine. That’s everything I have.”

And she gave me hers, and hers was shorter. Annika Veld never used two words where one would carry.

“My half. My path, my bow, my back to yours. Even split. Nobody left.” Her hand tightened on mine. “Yours. Answered.”

Saying it left my throat raw. Her blood-wet hand tightened around mine, accepting every plain word with her eyes fixed on me.

The seal took.

It passed through our joined hands, warm at first, then hot. The heat wasn’t pain. It had the shape of a circle closing. My mark flared, reaching through my hand into her until it found something the ladder had locked. Then it turned the key. I felt that motion as clearly as any load coming true, a great smooth click as a locked mechanism finally set right. The burning letters wrote themselves across my sight:

[PACT SEALED. DAVIN KOLT AND ANNIKA VELD. THE PACT AMPLIFIES THE PARTNER.]

And a different light, cool and public, ran up out of the hunter-slate at her belt, printing where we both could read it:

[ANNIKA VELD. CLASS: SCOUT TO PATHFINDER. UNCAPPED. SEALED SKILLS RESTORED: 3. NEW TIER AVAILABLE.]

Her head came up. Her eyes, which had been searching the near dark, unfocused and then refocused on something further, and further. Her pupils widened and tracked currents beyond the lamp’s reach as the new sense unfolded.

“I can see the air move.” Wonder softened every word, all her practiced control cracking clean open. “Davin. The void path. It’s not two galleries east, it’s there, I can see the draft, I can see where the fall bridged, there’s a line of moving air through the rubble like a thread of silver, I can SEE it.” She turned her head and read the dead rotunda from arch to ceiling crack as if it were noon. “There’s a crack in the ceiling venting up and out. There’s water three galleries down. There’s the void path, plain as a lit road.” She flexed her draw-hand. Tendons stood hard along the wrist while her fingers closed with unfamiliar force. “My draw. It’s doubled. I can feel it, my arms know it, I could put an arrow through plate now.”

Two of the restored skills named themselves as she found them, cool letters up the slate, hers to read: Skyline Mark, that let her mark a target through cover and cast the mark to me so I saw it too, a point of silver light where my eyes had only dark; and Windstep, a burst of footwork that moved her ten feet in the time a thing took to blink. She tested the mark on the arch the shade held and I saw it, saw the silver point bloom in my own vision where she’d set it, and she made a sound that was half a laugh and half a fury.

She tested Windstep immediately, bad leg and all. She was on the floor one breath and standing at the rotunda’s far wall the next, no run between, just a smear of golden motion and a scuff of grit where she’d pushed off. She stood there with her torn calf bleeding and her hand flat on the old stone, looking back at me across a chamber she’d crossed faster than a thought. The arithmetic every good scout does when handed a new tool moved across her face: not can I do it, but where would this have saved me. The sum ran back three years to a barrow with a cut line and a club-dark. The answer showed in the hard set of her mouth. It would have. “I could have walked out of the first one,” she said, quiet, not to me. “With this, I’d have walked out the first night.” Then she set the thought aside with her usual brisk discipline, and came back across the floor at a limp instead of a burst, saving the skill, already husbanding it. “Later,” she said. “It costs me wind. Everything good costs something, I’m learning that from you.”

“They capped this,” she said. “The ladder capped this out of me. Three years at E, with this inside me the whole time, sealed. My solo deeds died unwitnessed. No stone ever said what I was, but your arm did it in one breath.” Fury and joy sharpened each other in her face. I knew the feeling from seeing Level 3 hang in the air over a graveyard wall. To be measured true, at last, by something that couldn’t be bought. To be un-capped.

“Pathfinder,” she read off the slate, testing the word. “Not scout. Pathfinder.” Her wet-bright green gaze found mine. She’d have denied the emotion in it to her last breath, and I’ll never mention it to her again. “That’s what I was under the cap. That’s the name for it. Three years and it took a demon-marked man breaking his own rules to reach into a barrow and hand it to me.”

“You handed you to you,” I said. “The mark just unlocked the door. You were always what’s on the other side of it. It doesn’t put anything in that wasn’t there. It just stops the ladder holding it down.”

She tested the claim against her own history, then nodded. Her new strength belonged to her. The relief of feeling her claim that strength as her own reached me through our joined hands.

Then she put it to work. That’s who she is. She got us out.

She cast Skyline Mark down the void path, giving me a silver line to follow. I read the crawl and rigged its tight spots before we moved, Pell and Sorn ahead. As we cleared the rotunda, the shade collapsed back into my arm. Losing it hit like a second wave of drain. I went down to one knee and rose again with her hand under mine.

The first fusion happened at a gap.

The void path broke at a ten-foot drop where the fall had opened a chasm across the crawl, too wide to jump drained and hurt, and Annika cast her mark on the far ledge, a point of silver, and the letters wrote themselves new across my sight:

[FUSION AVAILABLE. VEILSTEP.]

I didn’t decide it any more than I’d decided the ratchet handle. The mark reached for her mark, my summoner-self reaching for her scout-self, the two things fusing into one for the length of a heartbeat, and the world folded with the same inward wrench that had birthed the shade, a pull inward and through, and I was across. Ten feet of air, gone. No falling, no jumping, no crossing. Here, and then there, along the silver line of her sight, as if her seeing the far ledge had made a road of it and I’d stepped down the road faster than stepping. It was the strangest thing my body had ever done, and some part of me, the part that had spent twelve years wanting a means past gaps that rope and nerve couldn’t cross, understood it instantly and wanted to do it again, a hunger I’d have to watch carefully. The cost came due the instant I landed, worse because the summon had already hollowed me out. I fell to hands and knees on the far ledge. My stomach turned over, bile came up, and my sight narrowed to a tunnel. The south-pull rose into the space fusion had emptied after waiting patiently all night. It turned me toward the deep like a hand on my shoulder.

But I was across, and I got the rope anchored for the others, and I looked back at her through the tunnel of my sight, and I grinned to keep from falling over.

“It rides your senses,” I said, working it out even as I gasped it. “The fusion goes where you can see, and it spends me hard. I don’t know the limit yet.” My stomach heaved again. “Good to know. Cheap lesson. Come across on the rope. I’m not testing a second jump tonight.”

They came across on the rope. And past the gap, the void path opened into a chamber, and the chamber was the clue.

It was a pre-Guild vault, older than the seal-door, older than everything, and I stopped in the mouth of it and made the others stop too. A place like that deserved a read before anyone crossed it. My legs had also stopped without consulting me.

The chamber was the size of the Rendhaven plaza, domed so high the lamp lost the ceiling, and one vast pact-circle covered the floor. Ring within ring within ring, cut into the stone in bands, and each band carved with the packed script, and the deeper rings glowed faintly, a residue of old power banked in the stone like heat in a hearth long after the fire’s out. It was the most deliberate structure I’d ever stood before, more deliberate than the seal-door, and where the seal-door had been built to keep something in a hill, this had been built to keep something in a circle, and the circle was the older prison, the first one, and the hill had been raised around it later, a second wall around a first that had failed.

The outermost band carried packed script. My hand froze halfway toward the wrap. I knew those strokes because they ran around my own arm. The outer ring matched my mark stroke for stroke, character for character, as if the same hand had cut the floor and burned my arm. At the circle’s center stood a broken black-stone stanchion capped in bronze, its chain-and-circle mount snapped at the base. Whatever had once been bound there had been gone a long time.

The hill’s creature was overflow from an older failure.

The void path forced us across the floor. I shouldn’t have stepped onto it. The mark drew in the great circle’s residue as I crossed.

It drank the age-old power soaked into the pact-circle. One brutal pulse turned my head south as if a hand had taken my jaw and aimed it. The urge drove straight through the wall in my mind, onward until I reached whatever had called since the marsh. Then Annika’s hand covered the wrap. Her voice brought me back.

“It read the graves and the shrine,” she said, quiet, watching my face, watching my jaw turn south against my will. “Here it’s reaching instead. It’s homesick.”

Homesick. The word frightened me enough to keep. I put my hand over the wrap, forced my head north, and carried myself across the remaining rings while Annika stayed close enough for her shoulder to guide mine.

We didn’t have time for the vault. We had the grinding, closer now.

The void path led up and out through a deep gallery, and the deep gallery ran above the nest. There we saw it, refused the fight, and lived because we did.

The floor of that gallery wasn’t stone. We were four galleries up from where we’d started, and Annika froze first, her new sight reading it before our lamp did, her arm going out to stop us all. “Don’t move. Nobody move. Look down.”

I looked down, and for a moment my mind refused the read, as it might reject a face hidden in stone until the features become unavoidable.

The floor was plates. Great curved plates of bone the size of wagon-lids, fitted edge to edge, and they were not laid, they were grown, and they shifted, slow, a swell and settle like the flank of a sleeping animal the size of the hill. That swell belonged to the animal itself. Far below, between two plates in a seam of dark, something the size of a shield rolled open. Slow, wet, filmed, it looked up. A single vast lamp-eye sat in a face of fused bone and marrow-thread. It found four people standing on its back, and I understood the floor was Gravemaw. We were standing on it. The nest wasn’t a chamber the boss lived in. The boss was the chamber, a barn-sized amalgam of bone and marrow-thread coiled through the hill’s deepest hollows. Tendons of black thread rose through its plates and ran to every corner of the barrow. Half-sunk in the skull-mass sat a great ring of bronze and black bone, a crown carved in the same pact-circle script. Ancient seal hardware had fused into its skull and grown over with living bone.

We stood on my rigged line, all four of us, still as the dead, on the shifting plates of a living floor, while the grinding mountain beneath us decided whether four small warm things were worth the trouble of rising for. The lamp-eye rolled. Considered. And found us too small, for now, and rolled shut. The plates eased beneath our boots, and the grinding sank into the deep to wait.

“Gravemaw,” Sorn whispered, from behind me, the first word he’d said since the tally. His ledger-mind had a name for it, some old barrow-tale, and the name fit, and it went into all of us and stayed. “That’s Gravemaw. It’s real. It’s REAL.”

“It’s real,” I breathed, “and it’s not hungry enough for us tonight, so we walk off it slow and we don’t give it a reason. On my line. One step at a time.”

We crossed the living floor in measured silence along my rigged line, reading each plate before we trusted our weight to it, and it let us, Gravemaw beneath us deciding again and again that we were too small to rise for, and every step was a lesson in what we’d have to come back and fight. I already knew we’d come back. The seal-crown fused in its skull was a bounty a stone couldn’t argue with, and the vault behind it was the answer to my arm, and a man doesn’t walk away from both of those forever. But not tonight, and not this hurt, and not this drained, and not with a boy and a broken ledger-man to get out. I read the plates and filed the tendons, the crown, the lamp-eye, its control of the dead through threads running everywhere, all of it, a survey of a boss I’d have to kill someday, taken while walking across its sleeping back.

We climbed the last of the void path toward a thread of grey that turned out to be daylight, real daylight, coming down through a root-choked sinkhole into the dark.

We climbed from the hill into a cold clean dawn, four of the sixteen who’d gone down, and I have never in my life been so glad of anything as I was of that ordinary grey sky and the smell of wet grass and the plain enormous fact of air that no dead thing had breathed first. Pell sat down in the wet grass and put his face in his hands and shook, and nobody said anything about it. He’d earned the shaking, and Sorn stood apart and stared back at the sinkhole with his broken ledger-face, already, I could see, beginning to compose the story he’d tell, survivor of a Velgrim collapse, and I let him, because a man reaching for the story he can sell is a man deciding to live, and I needed him deciding to live at least until we were clear.

As the sun came up over the barrow hills, Annika’s hunter-slate caught the night’s recorded change and displayed it in cool public light, small against the size of what we’d survived. We both saw it. The tremor in my marked hand eased against my thigh.

[DAVIN KOLT. LEVEL 7.]

Seven. One more, off a night that had cost a boy’s faith, blood, and nearly all four of us, the smallest truth I’d learned in that hill and somehow the one that steadied me most. It meant the ladder was still counting, still there, still the honest scoreboard waiting at the top of the sinkhole while I meant to climb it in the open.

Annika came and stood beside me, favoring the torn leg, close, closer than a scout needs to, her shoulder against my arm, and she looked at the sky and then at me and tapped her bow thumb against its knuckle. The familiar deadpan carried an ease it hadn’t held before the seal. “So. Partner.” Her shoulder pressed more firmly into mine, and a deep pulse of belonging moved through the new echo before she continued. “We walked into that hill with terms and a chalk language. We’re walking out of it with a pact, a demon, and a secret worth killing for.” Her fingers found my wrist and settled over the wrap. “Ferro’s going to be so surprised to see us.”

“He is,” I said. “Let’s not spoil it for him.”


Chapter 14: Dead Men Walk Into a Bar

The hills road gave us hours to sand the truth down into a story the hall could swallow.

“Collapse buried us at the choke,” I said, laying the cover story out flat as we descended. “We found a void path through the fall, crawled it, came up a sinkhole. That’s all. Nothing beyond it. No shade. No arm. No pact. We got lucky and I read a way out. Reading ways out is what I do. Nobody can prove more after what happened down there.”

“Nobody living,” Annika said.

“Nobody living.” I looked at the two men who weren’t her. “Pell. Sorn. That’s the story. We don’t know what the hall would do with the truth, and we don’t hand strangers a secret until we control the ground where it lands. You understand? The truth isn’t ours to spend. Not yet.”

Pell nodded, and I believed him completely. Pell had asked me nothing since the rotunda. Not one question about the arm or the shade or the burning letters he’d watched cross my sight. I’d braced for the questions the whole crawl out, and they’d never come, and somewhere near the sinkhole I’d understood why. He’d seen a miracle pull his own life out of the dark, and he’d looked at it, and he’d decided, with a farm boy’s clean stubbornness, that it was his now, his to keep and his to guard, and what you keep you guard in silence, as farmers guard news of a good field or healthy calf from an envious eye.

“I didn’t see anything down there but a collapse and a crawl,” he said. “That’s all I saw.” The boy adjusted his grip on the spear, then offered his only comment about it on the entire walk back from behind a cautious sidelong glance: “Whatever it was, Davin. It came when you called it and it stood in the door and it didn’t touch us. That’s a good thing, whatever the hall would call it. I know a good thing.” And he went back to walking, and I had to look at the road a while. A nineteen-year-old had just weighed the arm I’d hidden from every other living soul and called it good, and meant it, and my grip on the pry bar finally stopped trembling.

I knew I’d gained loyalty worth more than a witness. I’d gained a boy who’d chosen me over the truth and over his own fear, unasked, and a loyalty given unasked is the only kind worth having.

Sorn agreed too fast.

“Course, course, void path and luck, nothing more, I never saw a thing, who’d believe me anyway, I tally, I don’t tell tales,” he said, quick and light and agreeable, and the price of his silence showed even as he promised it. Sorn’s quiet had a shelf life. He’d keep the secret only so long as silence paid better than selling it, and not one hour past. I fixed that limit in mind and knew I’d have to watch him. I wasn’t going to kill Sorn to protect a secret, so I answered with a nod. I’d be ready when his bill came due.

Annika walked the last of the road quietly at my shoulder. Once the others were beyond hearing, she spoke. “You know the story only holds if the shade never comes out where a stranger can see it. Every time you call it, that’s a witness who might sell what he saw. Sorn’s already a leak and he only heard it. Someone who sees it is a rope around your neck.”

“I know.”

“So we hold it back,” she said. “We win everything we can win as delvers, with the bow and the bar and the rig, and we only ever call the shade where there’s no one to sell it, or where we’ve chosen the frame ourselves. The mark’s the last card. Not the first.”

“The last card,” I agreed, and it became, in that sentence, a rule between us: hidden by choice, spent on our ground, never his. “You’ve thought about this more than I have.”

“I’ve been hiding a thing the ladder couldn’t read for three years,” she said. “You’re new to being unreadable. I’m not.” Her truth clarified the exchange: the pact hadn’t only given her something. We’d given each other the same thing: two people the stone couldn’t read straight, learning to be unreadable together instead of alone.

Then we walked into the hall, and the hall was already burying us.

Ferro was mid-eulogy, but the performance had begun to fray before we reached the doors. He stood at the center with his mug raised, naming the dead from memory, and called Pell “Paul” before correcting himself. The boy he’d recruited over beer had already become an entry in the wrong column. One veteran near the rail noticed; his mug lowered a fraction as Ferro hurried on.

“Kolt and Veld and young Pell, and Sorn, gods, even Sorn. Good people lost when the hill came down. Nothing we could do. I tried, gods know I tried to reach them.”

Then the four of us walked in, filthy and bloody and alive. The room turned. Ferro’s mug stopped halfway to his mouth, and the veteran who’d caught the wrong name looked from Pell to his captain.

Garran’s face did arithmetic. His exit-checking eyes went from us to Ferro and back as he understood that four people who’d felt him drop the arch were standing in the hall breathing. His mouth opened and failed to produce the eulogy’s final response. Unlike Ferro, he couldn’t convert shock into joy. His eyes jumped from me to Annika, then down to the balanced stance of the scout he’d once left staked. She stood with her chin up, bow hand loose, and her weight ready over both feet. Then an older sum reached him: the debt he’d considered buried three years ago had walked out of another barrow. Whatever else came of this, Garran had just learned that the woman he’d left to die had come back up out of a barrow twice now, and I saw the knowledge frighten him, and I kept that fear in mind, because a frightened man makes the mistakes a confident one never would.

Ferro recovered before the room could decide what the wrong name and the living faces meant. I hated the speed of it with the cold respect I gave all effective cruelties.

He set the mug down too quickly, sloshing beer across his knuckles, then crossed with his arms open and actual tears on his face. He reached for me, changed course when the room’s attention shifted toward Pell, and pulled the boy into an embrace hard enough to hide his own expression. “The hill gave you back,” he said, broken and radiant. The room believed him and drank to the miracle of four returned. Ferro Brant made himself the man who’d grieved us and now rejoiced. Every eye in the place loved him harder for both. It landed on everyone. Everyone but the four of us who’d felt the arch come down, and we let it land. That was the play.

An accusation here would put four damaged survivors against the hall’s favorite captain, with a collapse as the only physical evidence. Hobb could record only what the witnesses agreed on, and Sorn’s loyalty already had a price. Ferro would buy another round while the room decided shock had made us bitter.

I had made that mistake on Earth with a foreman and a bad lift. Truth delivered where it could be buried had warned him and saved no one.

The gate stone offered better leverage. Public deeds, named witnesses, and a race Ferro wanted badly enough to expose himself for. I needed him unworried and moving according to habit.

So I sold the escape as dumb luck.

“We hid,” I told the room, told Hobb, told Ferro’s warm streaming face. “When the arch came down we reached a pocket beside the main fall and hid in the deep and waited it out, and Annika found us a way through the fall. That’s all. We got lucky and she’s the best scout in the marsh.” I even let my voice shake a little, which wasn’t hard, and I saw Ferro’s warm eyes flick over me, pricing, and find a frightened lucky porter, dumb with survival, no threat, and file me down a notch, my intended place in his ledger. His shoulders loosened at the revised price. I let him keep the mistake.

Hobb logged the survival at his ledger, flat and fair, all four names, alive. And the survey stood: cleared to the seal-door, boss confirmed active in the deep. He wrote GRAVEMAW into the ledger off Sorn’s whispered naming and the crew’s own reports, a barrow boss, unkilled, and all of Velgrim’s danger became, on the record, an established fact.

And I watched Ferro Brant hear the word boss and smell the vault-gold behind the seal-door he’d opened, and I watched the grief-joy on his wet face acquire, underneath, the old arithmetic. The door stood open now. The seal was broken. Whatever gold the old barrow-lords were buried with past that door was reachable at last, guarded only by a boss and a hill full of the dead, and Ferro Brant had never in his life left gold in the ground on account of a monster sitting on it. He’d simply pave the route with other men’s bodies.

His face betrayed his hunger for another push. Then Ferro crossed to Hobb’s ledger station in full view of the hall, pulled a heavy stack of silver from his salvage purse, and stacked the marks deliberately across the counter.

“Repost Velgrim,” he said, warm enough for the nearest tables to hear. “Boss-clear, open claim. My silver starts the purse. The hill’s awake now, Guildmaster. Better we finish what we opened before it walks out to the road.”

Hobb counted the stake without changing expression, locked it beneath the ledger, and told him the board would carry the final purse and entry terms once the hall’s boss bounty had been added. Ferro agreed before Hobb finished. The nearest tables stamped approval, but the veteran who’d heard “Paul” did not. Ferro had bought another road to the vault-gold, and one of his supports had begun checking the price.

An hour later I caught one low promise he traded with Garran by the fire: extra blades could be found. That told me enough. Ferro wanted Velgrim opened again, and he was already arranging help. The board would tell us the final terms. Until then, I knew only that he was going back down for the take he’d buried four people to keep. Since the arch came down, fear had owned every thought of returning. Now I wanted it.

We went to Serna’s to be patched, and the bone-house gave me my sharpest fright of the day, worse than Ferro’s face.

Serna dosed Pell’s re-strained leg, then tended my drake-claw and the deep bruises from the barrow. While she worked in the front room, I sat in back re-dressing my forearm, fresh claw over old brand. Her assistant came in for salves and lingered. His quick young eyes found the black-red script beneath the blood. Interest sharpened his face, along with what that knowledge might be worth to the wrong man. I turned the arm away at an easy pace and joked about ugly scars. He laughed and left. Passing the doorway, Serna met my eyes. “That boy’s mouth runs ahead of his judgment. I keep him for his hands.” A warning, wrapped in a complaint, and I heard it, and it went cold in me. Serna was honest, and her warning named her own assistant as a leak, and a leak in a town where a man like Ferro paid for information was a leak that would find water.

I left Serna’s with two leaks to account for: her assistant and Sorn. Watching both forever was impossible. I would have to make their eventual whispers arrive after the public facts had already fixed the safer story.

The Pike gave the day its one clean hour.

Survivor’s round, and this one wasn’t Ferro’s, this one was ours, the ones who’d walked out, and dark humor rose among people who’d come close to the ground and escaped it. Jokes you couldn’t explain to anyone who wasn’t down there, about void paths and Sorn’s tallying and the face a man makes when he learns a floor is a monster, laughter with a raw edge on it that was really the shakes wearing a better coat.

Durn set Pell’s first legal beer before him without a word. Two mouthfuls made Pell brave enough to announce he’d found his epitaph. He delivered it with enormous solemnity: HERE LIES PELL, HE CROSSED THE FLOOR. Then he had to explain that the floor had been a monster. By the time he finished, the joke lay dead and buried worse than Tam. With grave sympathy, Annika told him this was its correct fate and recommended a mourning round. Delighted to be needled by her at all, Pell raised his mug and grieved his own dead joke with total sincerity. The table lost it. It wasn’t funny. It wasn’t even close to funny, if you laid it out in daylight to a sober man. All four of us had walked off the back of a living hill six hours ago. A bad joke told by a boy who should have been dead becomes the funniest thing in any world to those who watched him survive. We laughed until its raw edge wore smooth and the laughter completed its real work. Durn watched, let us have it, then bought the next round without a word. That was his version of a benediction. The innkeep, without being asked, chalked no new name on the memorial beam that night, and made a point of it, wiping the fresh dust off with his sleeve, four dead men undead, and the room drank to that too. Durn watched Pell drink like a man watching a sapling he’d staked take its first real wind and hold. The look said the boy had a place in his yard if he wanted it. Then Durn watched me across the table with that granite appraisal, and near the end he came and sat beside me.

“Chain-branded hunters chase marked folk out of the crossings,” Durn said, his eyes flicking once toward my wrapped arm. “They come with knives and don’t ask twice. Keep yer sleeve down, lad.”

Then he got up and returned to his dice.

Sorn drank at the far end of the Pike that night and didn’t join the survivor’s round. He nursed one cup while pricing the room. His story was already changing in his mouth from ours to his: survivor of the Velgrim collapse, the man who walked out of the hill Ferro Brant buried. That story had two versions. The safe one bought drinks; the dangerous one sold for silver. His buyer would decide which came out. There was nothing I could do about Sorn but win faster than he could sell. I added it to the clock I was already running.

Annika and I walked home to Lantern Row in the dark, separated by a deliberate hand’s width that carried more charge than contact.

The hall ledger already put me at her Lantern Row address, and the target on my back had followed me there. She had a cottage with a rigged door and a spare wall and, now, an echo that told her where I was, my position held steady at the edge of her awareness, she’d said on the road, as familiar as locating her own hand in darkness. At her door, she unbarred all three locks, then held it open without looking at me. “Tonight I’d rather know where you are the plain way. So.” And she stood there at the entrance of her rigged little fortress, offering through the familiar shelter of terms and deadpan the thing under both.

“Gear-partners,” she said. The word held the door open wider than her hand did.

“Gear-partners,” I said, and went in.

She barred the three locks behind us.


Chapter 15: Echo

The first two weeks after the barrow passed in wound checks, light contracts, and the slow return of strength to four people the hill had tried to keep. During those recovery days, I always knew when Annika was on the stairs. Her presence reached me before her boot touched the step, more intimate and unsettling than the demon, the fusion, or the letters burned across my sight. Annika Veld’s position rested steadily at the edge of my awareness, as instinctive as the location of my own hand in darkness. It moved with her and carried only the broad weather of her mood, never a single thought. My location stayed with her in return. Worse, she used it.

“You’re lying about the ribs,” she said the third morning, eyes still on her fletching. I was doing a very convincing job of not favoring the bruises the barrow had left down my side.

“I’m fine.”

“You’re a low grey ache at the edge of me and you flinched picking up the kettle. The echo doesn’t care how fine your face is. Sit down and let me look at the ribs, and stop lying, it’s a term now, you swore off lying to me and you’re bad at it anyway.”

I sat down and let her look at the ribs. She was right about them, and right that I was bad at it, and I was learning fast that a partnership where one of you can feel the other’s pain through the air is a partnership with nowhere to hide a wound. Whether that was the best gift or worst curse a private man could receive, I hadn’t decided. I suspected it was both.

The new sense revealed itself through small incidents. We sparred in the mornings in the little yard behind her cottage, and inside a week we’d stopped being two fighters and started being one animal with four hands. I felt her feint before she threw it. She caught my counter before I committed. We completed each other’s footwork with an old partnership’s ease that was frankly unfair. I said so. She said a pact was supposed to be unfair and I should try to keep up. And in the evenings at the Pike, the practiced control of her mouth and hands stopped helping at cards, the small hot spike of a good hand reaching my nerves before she’d finished picking it up, and my immediate retreat told her the echo had betrayed the hand. The first night it happened she drew something good against a dockhand’s pot and the spike of it flared behind my ribs, bright as a struck match, and instinct folded a hand I’d have played all week. Her green stare pinned me across the table; her thumb stopped against the edge of her winning card. “You folded that.” “I folded that.” “You had the dockhand beat and you folded it because you felt me draw.” “I did.” She revealed her winning cards in a deliberate sequence nobody would now pay her for. “The universe has taken a personal interest in my purse.” Then she said, “This is going to ruin cards.” It did. After I cleaned her out twice more using only the temperature of her hands, she banned cards between pact-partners and made it term nine. On the wall, her neat hand wrote TERM NINE: NO CARDS. Mine added in the margin, cheaper than the alternative. I have mostly honored it since. The alternative involved watching her lose money she was too proud to admit she was losing to a sense she’d given me herself.

And there was the curtain. There was a curtain rod over the gap between our two bedrolls, and there had been, since I moved in, a length of cloth folded on the shelf beneath it that remained folded on the shelf, and every few days one of us would mention with excessive seriousness that we really ought to hang the curtain, and the other would agree that yes, we really ought, and it stayed folded on the shelf, a small cloth monument to the desire we were both being very adult about not naming.

We ran experiments, because that’s who we both are. We numbered them, terms-style, on the workroom wall in her neat hand, and the numbering was serious and the margins were not.

Range: the echo faded past a quarter-mile. She walked out toward the market; I sat with a watch-glass and marked where her presence thinned to nothing, and the limit fell near a quarter-mile, and past it I was alone in my own head again. After three days with her at my edge, the solitude felt oddly like a room gone cold. She wrote quarter-mile on the wall. In the margin she wrote he sulks past a quarter-mile. Argument was useless. She’d felt the sulk.

Direction: perfect, at any range inside the quarter-mile. I could point to her through a wall with my eyes shut, every time. She tested it a dozen ways: hidden in the market crowd, behind the well-house, or once on a roof to be difficult. I never missed. My finger found her through stone, bodies, and distance. She came back from the roof one degree short of impressed and wrote direction: exact on the wall. In the margin she added, useless for hide-and-seek, do not attempt. A day later, my hand put beneath it, tried anyway, she’s right. The evidence had earned the admission.

Emotion-bleed carried broad states and bodily strain. She’d felt the summon-drain in the barrow as foreign cold, arriving the instant the shade tore loose. I carried the ache of her torn leg as a low static hum, enough to know when she’d stood too long before she admitted it. Whatever time we had would leave us unable to hide hurt from each other. I thought of how much of my life I’d spent concealing pain from foremen and myself. Having that option taken away felt strange, unwelcome, and good. She’d hand the privacy back if she could. She wouldn’t, because the same rule protected us both.

We couldn’t read thoughts, either of us, and I was grateful for that, full stop. A person’s thoughts are the last room they own. Wants and fears came through as wordless pressure, heat, or cold. She wrote emotion: broad weather, no thoughts on the wall. She left the margin blank. I let the empty space name what the weather between us had been doing for three days.

The jokes in the other margins had become a paper trail of flirtation. Her chalk paused near the first one, but she set it down and left every mark intact. I followed her hand, understood the choice, and left the wall intact.

The experiments made our desire impossible to mistake. We chose the waiting anyway, letting the next step belong to a better hour.

The wound-tending brought us to the edge.

In the evening firelight, she put her injured leg on the bench between us. I unwrapped the whip-wound and cleaned it under her unwavering attention. The static ache in the echo sharpened into a heated pulse beneath my palm. Her heel pressed hard into the bench; my hands stopped on the clean wrap.

Her ponytail had come loose over the day’s work and hung golden over one shoulder, and the loose gold transformed her presence. I had known the tight, field-ready soldier; hair down revealed a lush sensuality that endangered my composure far more effectively. The firelight was on her throat and the open collar of the shirt that was one of mine, riding loose off one shoulder to show a fair sweep of skin the road-sun never reached and a faint spray of freckles across the shoulder I had no business having counted and had counted anyway. The flush that climbed her throat when the static under my hands sharpened was a slow bloom, cheeks to throat to the open collar, and her want tightened inside my ribs before the color reached my eyes, open and unmistakable, mixing with mine until I couldn’t have told you whose was whose.

My hands had gone still on her calf. Work-rough hands on the soft skin behind her knee, and I felt her breath change, and the echo returned my quickened pulse to her, and the small room narrowed to the six inches between us. I knelt close by the bench with living heat under my palms and her face turned toward mine. Desire spread openly between us. My answer met it just as plainly. Six inches would end the careful steps we’d been counting. She’d let them end, and we’d both regret the timing, never the act.

I leaned in maybe three of the six.

And Annika Veld put one finger flat on my sternum, not pushing, just resting, and said, with her bow hand held carefully still despite the flush high on her throat betraying every word of it, “No splitting from sight-line without a call. Term two.”

“That’s not what that rule means,” I said, my voice gone rough.

“No,” she agreed, holding my eyes, holding the finger on my chest, her green stare steady on mine, “it is not.” Her fingertip remained over my heartbeat, her pulse going in her throat, every quick beat of it giving me the full cost of her restraint and how much she meant to. The control made it hotter. “Finish the dressing, summoner.” The bedroom-flat edge in her voice turned the order hot. “We’ve got a purse to earn. And when we take a step, we’re taking it on a good day by choice, not as two survivors grabbing at warmth after a bad day and reaching for the nearest warm body. You included. Especially you.”

“Especially me.” I finished the dressing with hands that were almost steady. The fire burned down. Across six feet of bare floor, we lay wide awake with the echo open between us. Torture and promise moved through it in equal measure, neither of us lifting a finger.

The purse posted the next morning. It opened the path, from just beyond our reach.

The hall board carried it fresh in the runner’s hand: VELGRIM BARROW, reposted, BOSS-CLEAR, purse 400 marks, open to any crew posting 60 marks surety, first to lay Gravemaw’s seal-crown on the Rendhaven stone takes all. That last line told me Ferro had written the terms himself, or bought the writing of them. The contest was a race, first crown to the stone, and muscle, speed, and a head start win a race, all the things a mercenary company gives a man who can pay, and none of the things a two-person crew has. He’d built the contest to be won by the man with the most hired blades. He just hadn’t reckoned that the ground of it, the barrow, was a structure, and I had already read that structure, and I owned a route through it he didn’t know existed.

Four hundred marks waited for the crew that killed Gravemaw. Sixty marks of surety bought a place on the starting line. Standing there, I counted our assets: thirty-one marks in the hard purse under the loose board, a good bow, a pry bar, and a demon nobody could know about. The purse opened the path. Beat Ferro at the barrow, in the open, witnessed, take Gravemaw and the take both, and the stone would say what he was and what I was in front of the town, the ground I’d chosen from the start. And it cost sixty marks to stand on that ground, and we had thirty-one.

“Out of reach,” Annika said, studying it beside me, not so much as blinking.

“Today,” I said.

She glanced at me, heard the today, and set it beside the terms we meant to keep.

A mug stopped halfway to a man’s mouth. Voices cut off in uneven succession from the far door toward us as a woman crossed the hall. Silver-white hair, long and perfectly straight, moving like poured metal, and assessor grays cut severe and immaculate, and a thin dueling blade worn at her hip like a piece of punctuation. She was slender, precise, and she took up almost no space and commanded the entire hall, and conversations folded shut in her wake until only boots and the click of her blade fittings remained. She didn’t look at anyone. She crossed to the deed-crystal at Hobb’s ledger station, laid two fingers on it, read something in it that no one else could see, and was gone again out the far door before the room found its voice. The far door shut behind her. Only then did mugs touch tables and conversations restart, subdued for several seconds.

I had frozen by reflex, the way prey does when a large predator crosses a clearing and passes it by. My sleeve was down. She never once looked at me; she looked at nothing but the crystal, read it, and left. But caution tightened low in my chest as she passed. I checked that my sleeve covered the wrap and kept still until she was through the far door.

“Who was that,” I said.

Ilsa answered from her window before anyone asked, using the level voice reserved for reluctant respect. “S-class. Assessor Iselle. Circuit came early this season.” Ilsa’s pen rested motionless between ink-stained fingers. “You don’t see S-class in a hall this size twice a year.”

Annika watched the far door where the silver had gone. She kept the warning between us. “They say stones at that rank read people. Whatever that means, S-class is good enough to notice things the rest of the hall misses.” She turned back to the board. “Keep your sleeve down around that one. All the way down. She didn’t look at you today. Let’s keep it that way as long as we can.”

“As long as we can,” I agreed, and made sure the tie at my cuff was tight.

The answer to sixty marks walked past the hall window as we stood there, in the shape of a carter with a story.

He came in off the water-lanes road, wide-eyed and mud to the knees, and he had a report for the board and a rumor for the room, and the rumor was worth more than the report. The marsh-drake matriarch was hunting the water-lanes.

Not the den cow we’d killed, that had been a young thing by comparison, an adolescent holding her first clutch. This was her mate-mother, the old matriarch of the water-lane country, a scarred ancient beast twice the cow’s size and ten times as canny, and she’d come up out of the deep marsh where she mostly kept and taken every ox in a caravan string in the night, taken them clean off the picket, and not one guard woke, which no dumb animal does. The carter had found her sign that morning: flattened reeds, dragged kills, and a single track longer than a man. He’d left his cargo and run. I didn’t blame him.

“There’s a standing bounty on her,” Ilsa said, pulling the posting, old and yellowed. “Two years old. Eighty marks. Two crews took it and neither came back to collect. Nobody’s touched it since.” She looked between us and the yellowed posting, and I swear she already knew. “It’s a fool’s bounty. She’s killed everyone who’s tried.”

Eighty marks. Sixty for the Velgrim surety, and twenty over for gear and a stave for a good bow, and the kill of a two-crew-killer was a deed no stone in the world could argue with, a deed that would put my name on the board loud enough that a fat public purse race couldn’t refuse us. The path to Ferro ran through the most dangerous animal on the Saltway, and its learned habits made it an animal I knew how to kill. A matriarch was only a bigger building that moved, and I’d already surveyed the water-lanes, and I had a Pathfinder now who could see the air move.

Annika was already looking at me. Her fear chilled my ribs beneath a hard bright readiness. Her thumb pressed against the first knuckle of her bow hand. Her gaze remained fixed on the old bounty.

“Two crews died on her,” she said. “Good crews, both. They fought her from the banks, where crews fight, and she ate them. She’s old, Davin. Old enough to have learned what a crew looks like and how to kill one.”

“Then we don’t fight her like a crew,” I said. “Two crews taught her what crews do. Neither of them was a rigger and a Pathfinder who can see the air move. We don’t fight her from the banks. We build her a killing ground and drive her into it as we did the cow, only bigger, and meaner, and rehearsed.” I was already seeing it, the water-lanes I’d surveyed once, the flood-hour, the one bridge she’d have to pass. “She’s just a bigger building that moves. I’ve never met the building I couldn’t read.”

“That’s the surety, then,” she said, and I felt the fear in her fold down under the readiness, not gone, mastered. “There’s our road, right there, through the ugliest animal on the marsh.”

“That’s the road,” I said.

We walked home to start the chalk wall that night, because a thing gets real when you write it where you’ll see it every morning. She took the chalk first, and in her neat hand, high on the workroom wall over the gear, she wrote the oldest of our terms, the one that started everything: NOBODY GETS LEFT.

Then she handed me the chalk.

Tam sat propped toward the drake nest in my memory. I wrote beneath her line, in my own worse hand:

EVERYBODY GETS PAID.

She studied the words, then let her attention rise to me. Her thumb brushed once over the chalk dust on my knuckles.

She laid the arrows on the bench in matched groups of five, checked each shaft for warping, and set the final one beneath the two chalked promises.


Chapter 16: Sight-Line

The matriarch chart barely fit our workroom table. Annika and I leaned over it in the low firelight. She stayed shoulder to shoulder with me. I left the crowded space untouched.

I’d bought the chart off a marsh carter for two coppers, though it was worth twenty. A real survey of the water-lanes, its flood marks had been penciled by someone who’d walked them at high water. Annika spread it under the lamp and weighted the corners with her whetstone, a mug, and the last bread. We studied one country through two trades.

She approached it as a scout, through the water’s behavior. Where it ran fast and where it pooled, where the reeds gave cover and where they didn’t, the lanes the drake would keep to a beast that size following the deep channels as reliably as a cart keeps to a road.

I approached it as a rigger, through its choke points. One place on the whole chart where the water-lanes pinched to a single channel, an old stone causeway with a bridge over the fast center, and the bridge was the only dry crossing for a mile in either direction, and a drake that size hunting the lanes at flood hour would have to pass under it or go a mile around, and old canny animals don’t go the long way when the short way has never once cost them anything.

“There,” I said, and put my finger on the bridge, and hers was already coming to the same spot, and our hands met on the chart over the one place I meant to kill a two-crew-killer. Her fingertips settled over mine and deliberately stayed.

The echo was wide open between us, because it was always wide open now, and it hummed, both of us running a little hot off planning a hunt we meant to survive, and I felt her pulse in it and she felt mine, and I felt her know that I felt it, a hall of mirrors with no far wall, and she looked up from the chart at me with her face six inches from mine and the lamp gold on it and said, with one eyebrow raised:

“You know what I’m feeling right now.”

“I do.”

“And I know what you’re feeling right now.”

“You do.”

“And we are being,” she said, “very professional about it,” and held the six inches open. I held my side of the six inches. Her fingers tightened over mine on the chart. Beneath the deadpan, her certainty pressed through my chest, plain and unhidden. That want had been there since a creek in gold light. Now it felt certain and out of patience.

Her thumb traced the scar across my knuckle, and her decision ran through my body immediately, matching my own.

“Terms,” she said quietly. Her pulse jumped beneath the skin of her throat.

“Terms,” I said.

“Partners in all of it.” Her green eyes held mine, steady, past professional, all the way into whatever came after. “Even split. Nobody gets left.” After one breath, a flush began its slow climb up her throat, felt before seen. Her free hand pulled the ponytail loose. The tie came away, spilling a golden mass around her shoulders. She held my gaze through the deliberate act, its meaning plain. Her initiation signal came in the register she trusted. “Say your half, summoner.”

“My half is yes,” I said. “Partners everywhere it matters. I want you, Annika, and I…”

She closed the six inches and kissed me before I could finish.

The echo made my answer immediate, both of us moving into the same want so quickly that she would later claim we’d moved at once. She still insists she won the matter of terms. She did. Her mouth opened hot and hungry under mine. Her hand left the chart to fist in my shirt as it had in the barrow, holding. One of my hands entered all that loose gold; the other flattened against her back. I pulled her off the bench and into me. The mug went over; the whetstone slid. Their crash made us laugh against each other’s mouths. The chart had done its work; the country it drew could wait for dawn.

The clothes came off with laughing interruptions, which surprised me. I’d built the moment up in my head as a solemn crossing; Annika Veld does not do solemn.

Her fingers went to my shirt laces as mine reached for hers. We tangled, both trying to undress the other first. She made a sound of pure exasperation. “One of us, summoner. This isn’t a two-man lift.” I laughed into her mouth and let her win. She stripped my shirt over my head. Then I took my turn slowly on purpose, paying her back for the two-man-lift one lace at a time. She glared over the top of her field shirt until I pulled it free. Open hunger replaced the glare, and her hands rose to help. The half-loosened ponytail tie caught in the collar somewhere along the way. She swore; I freed it and threw it across the room. “That was my last good tie.” I said, “You’re never wearing it in this house again.” Her grip tightened at this house, the words landing somewhere deeper than the joke, before she pulled me down.

I got my hands on her and I stopped being careful.

She was everything the field-laces had promised and hidden, and I took my time learning every curve, because patient attention was what I gave best. She’d earned every second of being seen right. The lamp was gold on her, on the athletic hourglass I’d looked away from at a creek and hadn’t stopped seeing since, the trim hard waist flowing into strong rounded hips and the full firm bust rising with her breath, her nipples gone tight in the cool air and tighter when my lips closed around one. She arched up into me with a sound that began as my name and ended beyond words. Her skin was fair where the road never reached it, creamy pale over her breasts and her belly, and there was the faint spray of freckles across her shoulders I’d had no right to count and now kissed one at a time while she breathed my name in a low, impatient rhythm.

I worked down slowly, beginning with my mouth on the flush at her throat. Lower, my lips closed around one tight nipple while my palm cupped her other breast, full and firm. She made a sound and pushed upward. Her answering hunger told me exactly how hard she wanted it before her body did. I gave her the barest edge of teeth. Its jolt passed through us both. Her skin had gone flushed and dewy in the fire’s heat. A light sweat sheen caught the lamp until every curve glowed. I ran my mouth from sternum to navel, tasting salt and clean sweat. Beneath it lingered her sun-warmed-leather scent, which no bathhouse fully scrubbed out and I never wanted gone. She wound a hand into my hair to hurry me. I refused, earning a fond curse.

“You do everything like there’s a load path,” she said, breathless, as I mouthed the crease of her hip. “Even this. Especially this.”

“Everything’s got a load path,” I said against her skin. “Yours runs right here.” I set my teeth gently against the soft inside of her thigh. She jerked and swore as a flush jumped down her chest. The echo confirmed I’d read it exactly right. I memorized her response for every night I had left.

“You’re reading me,” she said, half a laugh, her hand in my hair. “You’re actually reading me. I can feel you doing it.”

“You’re load-bearing here,” I said, mouth at the join of her throat and shoulder, hand spanning her waist. “And here.” Down, over her ribs, the flat of her belly, her hip, the full, firm swell of her ass filling my hand like a hold I’d rigged. “Especially here.”

“Especially there,” she agreed, breathless, her audit eyebrow making a heroic final effort, and pushed her hip into my hand, and her want doubled mine until my pulse jumped with hers, and the experiments’ missing answer came clear: in this, of all things, the echo would be merciless and generous in equal measure.

I put my mouth on her pussy, and she let me, and then she stopped letting and started demanding, her chosen register, and I loved it from the start.

She watched with gold hair spread across the bedroll, chest flushing. Strong scout’s thighs I’d seen climb, straddle, and lock opened for me. I settled between them and looked once along her length, holding her green eyes. Her deadpan had already begun to fray. “If you’re going to read it, summoner, read it out loud. That’s your appeal.” So I did.

I told her what I found as I found it, low, against the inside of her thigh first and then higher, told her how wet her pussy already was, named the spot where she wanted pressure, and dragged my tongue over her clit while the echo and every twitch of her body gave me the reading. I said it aloud the way I’d tell a crew where a wall would fail, precise and unhurried, and it undid her. Her hips rolled against my mouth and her hand fisted in my hair, guiding and insistent. I licked her slowly, pushed two fingers inside her, and curled them until her inner muscles gripped my hand in quick, eager pulses. The pressure climbed through the echo in a loop with no far wall.

“There,” she said, flat and fierce, the deadpan gone to the flat demand that was hers alone, no beg anywhere in it. “Right there. Don’t you dare read something else.” And I didn’t. I held that pace and pressure, circling her clit with my tongue while my fingers worked inside her, and she went taut under me, the deep spinal arch I’d only seen her make over a bow drawing her up off the bedroll, her thighs closing hard on either side of my head and her heels digging in, and she came on my mouth loud and unhidden, and her finish flashed into my nerves in a bright series of pulses. Each clench flashed through me an instant after it moved through her, close enough to stagger me without erasing which body owned it, the clench and the flood of it in her body as though it were happening in mine, and I made a sound against her that I didn’t plan and couldn’t have stopped.

She came down shaking and swearing, delighted and disbelieving, her hand loosening in my hair. “It came back through you,” she said, breathless, wondering, her control cracked open. “Through the echo. My own finish hit me twice. Gods, I felt what it did to you.” She laughed, ragged. “That is the filthiest thing anyone has ever done to me and you did it by accident.”

“Nothing about that was an accident,” I said, coming up her body, and she pulled me the rest of the way and kissed herself off my mouth without a flicker of shyness, Annika Veld having never once been shy, and then she pushed me flat.

“My turn to study you,” she said, and went down my body with the same unhurried confidence she brought to everything she’d decided she owned.

She took her turn with the same attention she demanded from me. Her hand closed around my cock, and her eyes widened at the thick heft, a scout’s honest appraisal that made me harder than any words could have. Then she wrapped her lips around the head and took me into her mouth, green eyes locked on mine, loose hair falling gold around my cock, deliberate and insistent, with a possessive satisfaction I could feel in the echo, pleased with every sound she pulled out of me, keeping her eyes on mine to make sure I knew she was pleased. I let her have it as long as my control held, which wasn’t as long as my pride wanted, and when I told her, low, that she needed to stop or the night ended early, she took her mouth off me slow and said, smug, “Good. I wasn’t done with you,” and climbed up my body and straddled me.

She rode me with an athlete’s control. Nothing I’d ever seen had aroused me like that, and I have not changed my mind since.

She braced her hands flat on my chest and rose over me, her strong thighs taking her weight, her golden hair wild around her shoulders and her breasts moving with her and her green eyes locked on mine, and she lowered her wet pussy onto my cock by inches, watching my face while she did it. The stretch pulled a full, raw gasp out of her, and then she set a pace, her pace, unhurried and deep and merciless, her hips rolling, and her pleasure rose inside my own nerves in alternating surges, her delighted control answering my growing strain.

I watched her work, because there was nothing in the world worth looking at but that. The lamp threw her shadow huge on the workroom wall over the chalk terms, her spine curved and her head tipped back, the golden fall of her hair swinging with the roll of her hips, and her tits bounced with the rhythm she set. I cupped them and felt her hard nipples drag across my palms. A pleased hum vibrated low in her throat as she leaned into my hands. She took me deep and rose slow and took me deep again, and every time she bottomed out the stretch of it wrote itself across her face, mouth open, brows drawn, the deadpan a hundred miles gone beneath raw concentration while the flush spread from her throat across her breasts.

“Your cock feels enormous like this,” she said, discovery stripping the polish from each word as she rode me. “I can feel every inch of the terms I signed. That’s a good contract, summoner.” And she laughed, breathless, and the laugh broke into a moan as I rolled up to meet her, and the bond caught the moan and doubled it back through me until I had to grip her hips to keep from finishing early.

My hands left her breasts and followed the trim waist to the strong sweep of her hips. I spanned them, then filled both palms with the round muscular curve of her ass, the reward of ten thousand scouting miles. My grip would leave marks she’d wear happily. I used it to guide her. She rode into my hands and let me steer the roll. Muscle worked beneath the softness under my spanning grip. I didn’t hurry her. She’d commanded the pace until the moment she needed to hand it over. Pushing down into my hands, she said, “Now you.” I took the rhythm from beneath her. Pure relief escaped in her sound as she rode what I gave.

“Tell me,” she said, arched over me, her palms hard on my chest. “Say what you feel through it. The echo. Say it.”

“I feel you at the edge,” I said, low, unhurried even then, reading her in the echo and in her body both. “I feel you trying to hold it because you don’t want it to end. And I feel you about to lose that fight.” I drove up into her and her breath broke. “You’re going to lose it, partner. You feel me about to?”

“Yes,” she said, wrecked. “Yes, I feel how close you are, gods, I feel you losing control.” Her rhythm went ragged and her hair swung and the deep arch took her spine, chest offered, throat bared, the flush spread collarbone to breast. And then she made it unmistakably hers: the flat explicit demand with the beg burned out of it. “Inside me. Don’t hold back. I want your half of the terms, Davin, every drop. I want to feel everything I signed for. Don’t you dare pull out of what’s mine.”

“It’s yours,” I said. The claim held, and I let go.

I drove my cock deep at her word and came inside her. The first forceful pulse made her eyes widen; the next flooded her while tight contractions drew every throb deeper. Her legs went tight, holding me where she wanted my seed, and the feel of my finish pushed her into another orgasm. Her peak struck the echo a heartbeat ahead of mine, then the stagger vanished. For one impossible pulse, her clenching pussy, my cock surging inside her, her arch, and my loss of control came back through the bond without an owner. I couldn’t tell whose body had started the pleasure or where either climax ended. We locked together inside that single shared shock until the echo released us into two shaking bodies again.

“Holy fucking gods,” Annika gasped, stunned delight breaking across her flushed face. “We just lost track of whose orgasm that was. Davin, that is obscene.” A ragged laugh escaped her. “Do it again eventually. I need time to recover from learning it’s possible.”

We came apart slow and lay tangled while the fire ticked down. Her slowing pulse beat against my ribs from inside.

“That,” she said finally, into my chest, “is going to be a problem.”

“Which part.”

“The part where I can feel you finish.” She lifted her head, hair everywhere, her green stare regaining enough focus to audit me even flushed and wrecked. “There is no coming back from that, summoner. I know what that’s like now. You’ve ruined me for anything that isn’t stereo.” She dropped her head back down. “It’s very inconvenient. I’m keeping you.”

“You’re keeping me,” I agreed.

She lifted her head from my chest and deliberately laid her cheek on my left arm, directly over the wrap. The whole world might hang me if it could read that mark; she chose it for her pillow. She felt me notice. She always felt me notice.

“This side,” she said, eyes closed, her timing perfect even while boneless. “In case it was wondering whose it was.”

I looked at the ceiling. My voice failed on the first attempt, so I tightened my hand in her hair and tried again. A woman had just laid her cheek on the worst secret of my life as if it were a pillow she’d chosen, and I hadn’t known until she did it how much I’d been braced for her to choose the other arm.

“The curtain was never getting hung,” I said, when I could. “Was it.”

“It was not,” she said, and I felt her smile against the wrap. She reached over without opening her eyes and found the folded cloth on the shelf by touch and pushed it off onto the floor, the small monument retired. “One bedroll. Move yours over in the morning or leave it, I don’t care, but you sleep here.” A yawn, the deep clean one. “That’s a term.”

“That’s a term,” I said.

I dragged my bedroll beside hers before we slept. Her cheek stayed on the mark, and the echo rested open and quiet between us.

She woke me at grey light with her chin on my chest and her hair in my mouth and her bow thumb already tapping its familiar audit against one knuckle.

“Grey light,” she said. “I let you sleep through the proper start after you earned it, but the drake doesn’t care that we’re happy. Get up and find coffee, or whatever this world’s calling coffee this week. The causeway won’t inspect itself, and I want flood marks before noon.”

“Bridge first, breakfast on the road.” I got up and dressed under her frank appreciation. Her gaze followed every movement with the attention she gave everything she’d decided was hers. When I caught her, she didn’t look away. Our eyes held a beat past professional, far beyond it. The audit had a new column now, one I meant to keep passing.

We laced our boots beneath the chalk wall, NOBODY GETS LEFT and EVERYBODY GETS PAID written over the gear in two hands. She checked her quiver by touch, reseated two loose shafts, then shouldered the bow. At the door, her hand stopped on the first lock. She looked back at one bedroll, the discarded curtain, and the mug still lying on its side.

“Nothing unsaid,” she said. Her hand stayed on the lock until I confirmed the term.

“Nothing unsaid,” I said.

“Good.” She unbarred the locks. “Then let’s go kill the ugliest thing on the marsh and buy our way onto the ground where the stone tells the truth.”


Chapter 17: Drills and Ledgers

The pact took three weeks, a quarry, a wall of notes, and one undignified afternoon of vomiting before I trusted my weight to it. Small contracts and Durn’s yard filled the days between tests as my ribs and Annika’s leg healed enough for harder work.

The quarry hollow outside Rendhaven was where we did the work no one could see, an old worked-out cut in the hills where the town got its wall-stone a hundred years back, quiet now, high walls and a flat floor and no road to it worth the name. No road meant no witnesses. Only there could the mark come off its leash.

Veilstep we drilled first. It could kill me disguised as a gift.

The rule I’d read off it in the barrow held: it rode her senses and spent my body, and it spent deep. But a rule you learn once in a crisis is a rumor. A rule you drill is a fact, and I wanted this one as a fact. The day was coming when I’d want to flicker across a killing ground at the worst possible moment and I needed to know precisely how many times I could do it before it stopped being a tool and started being a cliff.

So Annika stood at one end of the hollow and cast Skyline Mark on a spot by the far wall, a point of silver light blooming in my sight where my eyes had only grey stone, and I stepped down the line of her seeing. The quarry snapped sideways around me, forty feet gone in the fold of a heartbeat. First one: easy. A wave of drain, a moment of grey, and I shook it off. Second one, an hour later, back the other way: harder, the grey lasting longer, a cold sweat coming up. Third one: I landed and went to one knee and my stomach lurched and held, barely, and I stayed down a full minute before the hollow stopped tilting.

“Three,” Annika said, from beside me, kneeling, her hand flat between my shoulders, feeling the damage in her own body with a wall-rigger’s certainty. “Three’s the floor. You’re grey but you’re here.”

“Do a fourth,” I said. I insisted on finding a limit so I could trust the safe range. She argued. I insisted. She finally gave in on the condition that she got to say she’d told me so. I cast the fourth and brought up everything I’d eaten onto the quarry floor. Kneeling there shaking, I watched the world narrow to a grey tunnel as the south-pull rose into the emptied space like water into a hole.

“Told you so,” Annika said, holding my hair back out of it with a scout’s total lack of squeamishness. “Four means this. Write it down.”

I should have stopped. Instead, after the sickness eased enough for me to stand, I asked her for a fifth mark ten feet away. She refused twice. On the third request she cast it, kept her presence braced against mine, and made me swear I’d abort if the mark changed.

The moment I reached for Veilstep, hunger roared through the mark. It wasn’t the south-pull or ordinary drain. Every old grave in the hills became an open mouth, and the mark pictured each corpse as something I could feed it. I broke the fusion before the world folded and dropped to both knees.

“Five makes the hunger loud,” I said. My voice didn’t sound like mine.

“Five doesn’t happen again.”

We wrote it down on the workroom wall that night in her neat hand: Three Veilsteps safe. Four means vomiting. Five makes the hunger loud. I treated those numbers as a rated load: exceed them and pay the stated price.

Skyline Mark we drilled until it stopped being two skills and became one language.

She’d mark, I’d arrive. The principle was simple and making it thoughtless took a hundred repetitions, most of them dry. Annika cast the silver point, then I ran, climbed, rolled, or lunged to touch it by ordinary muscle until responding to her mark became reflex. We saved the actual fusion for three counted Veilsteps a day, never more. Then we ran the drills with her hidden, casting from cover so I moved toward places I couldn’t see her, learning to trust her sight past the reach of my own eyes. By the end of a week I’d have stepped off a cliff toward a mark of hers without breaking stride, though I would have used rope unless one of our three jumps was worth spending. I told her so, and she said that was either the most romantic or the most tactically useful thing anyone had ever said to her and she’d decide which after the drake.

The shade we drilled last and most carefully. It was the card I most wanted and least understood.

I summoned it twice in the hollow to learn its edges, and its behavior taught me three rules. The mark teaches only through silence, by what it will and won’t do.

I set Annika behind me and held one decision in mind: defend. The shade planted itself between her and the hollow’s open approaches. When I walked the perimeter, it kept pace on the outside, always facing away from what I guarded.

Then I sent it across the quarry. Near the quarter-mile edge of the echo, its stride shortened. One pace later it stopped, though the far wall remained open ahead. I moved Annika closer; it advanced. She stepped back; it halted on the same invisible boundary. The pact fixed its range.

For the final test, I reached for the cold fury I kept for Ferro. The shade emerged sluggishly, furnace seams dull, its talons flexing but finding no target. Anger gave it heat but no work order. I dismissed it, calmed myself, and called again with one precise job in mind. This time it arrived sharp and ready. The contrast gave me the rule: decision commanded it; feeling only muddied the command.

The hunger came for me on the quarry road after the double-summon day, the one part of all this I have never once been able to drill into a fact I trust.

We’d worked the shade twice and Veilstepped three times, a heavy day. On the walk home in the last light, I came back to myself standing still in the road. My feet pointed south off the path toward the hills. Annika’s hand gripped my arm while her voice filled my ear. By her count, I’d been gone thirty seconds and walked six steps toward nothing. I’d said nothing and been nowhere. The pull had spent thirty seconds of my life without agreement.

I told her the second I surfaced. I didn’t decide to; it’s a term, no lies to the partner, and the term had gone so deep by then that the telling came before the deciding. “I lost half a minute,” I said, my mouth dry. “I was walking south. I don’t remember choosing to. It’s worse after heavy days. The pull rises into the space the summoning empties.”

She didn’t flinch or fuss. That response made it possible to tell her. She treated it as bad trail sign: information requiring immediate work. “Then we treat it like a wound that flares under load,” she said. “Heavy day, I’m on you. I keep the echo wide and I check you on a cadence, and if you go south I bring you back by voice. You don’t drill the shade and the Veilstep both on the same day unless I’m standing next to you.” Her fear pinched behind my ribs while her thumb pressed hard against the first knuckle of her bow hand, then her practiced calm folded over it. “You’re not going to drift off a road one day and just keep walking, Davin. Not while I’m at the edge of you. That’s a term now too.”

“That’s a term,” I said.

That night I woke once with my toes pointed south. Her palm found my chest before I rose, and her steady pulse established north inside me until mine slowed. The cadence cured nothing, but it got us through darkness without pretending the danger had gone.

The yard exposed the misread first. People who knew load noticed the fault at its joints.

I’d sparred a season’s worth by then, and my feet had learned what Durn meant by “again,” and one grey morning the yard master paired me against Bors, the D-rank vanguard who’d put me in the dirt five times my first week and made it look like weather. Bors was a slab, a good honest fighter with a hand-and-a-half sword and forty pounds on me. He rolled his shoulders, planted his feet, and grinned at a no-summons summoner he’d never lost to.

He advanced behind the committed power of a bigger man, loading his power through the ground, and the load path showed itself clearly. Durn’s yard had sharpened my eye the way demolition had years before, teaching it to see where the force went and where it couldn’t. Bors loaded his lead knee before every real strike, a habit, a tell, and I’d watched him do it for a season, and this morning I stopped losing on purpose.

First move: I took his lead-knee tell and wasn’t there for the strike that followed it, stepped inside the arc of it where his hand-and-a-half couldn’t load, close, onto the flagstones near the well where the footing went slick and uncertain and a heavy man’s power had nothing under it to push against. He knew instantly he’d lost the ground and tried to reset, tried to shove me back to where his reach lived, and that was the second move, a big man’s shove committing all his weight, and I let him commit it and wasn’t where he shoved. Second move done: I put my shoulder where his balance already wanted to fail, low on the hip, and let forty pounds of Bors do its own falling, as a leaning wall follows its chosen fall once a careful nudge carries it past balance. Third move: he was down, flat on the flagstones, the breath knocked out of him, blinking up at the grey sky with an expression I’d wear myself if a wall I’d trusted came down on the pull instead of the push, and the pry bar’s blunt end rested at the notch of his throat, and the yard had gone dead silent.

“Again,” Durn said into the silence. We went again. This time misplaced sympathy made me take four polite moves to put Bors down. Durn watched with crossed arms and raised braided brows, saying nothing at all. That was Durn’s equivalent of a speech.

The yard’s betting pool died that morning. There’d been a standing book on how many rounds the no-summons summoner would last against each of the ranked men, and it had made somebody a little money every week, and Durn walked over to the chalk slate where the odds were kept and wiped it clean with one broad hand and said, “Pool’s shut. Fer fairness,” and nobody argued. A bookmaker shuts his own book only when the outcome has stopped being in doubt.

Rendhaven had become a town with two opinions of me. The yard had watched me put Bors down twice and stopped laughing. Two hundred feet away, the hall still trusted E-rank, summoner, no registered summons.

Hobb had warned me about the difference between stones and men. Now the split ran between people who worked beside me and people who only watched the board.

The water-lanes were where Annika showed me what Pathfinder meant outside the barrow.

We worked the water-lanes for three days, and what would have been an impossible survey for any solo scout in Rendhaven, hunting the sign of a two-crew-killer through flood country, she made merely lethal, because her Pathfinder senses surveyed the marsh with the clarity they’d given her in the barrow, the air moving, the water’s deep channels plain to her, the drake’s own sign lit up for her where another scout would have found mud. She mapped the matriarch’s hunting circuit in three days: its deep lanes, the raided ox-picket, the bolt-holes, and the reed-runs. Back at our table, she laid the result over my structural survey of the choke. Our conclusions agreed. The ground chose itself.

The bridge. The flood-hour bridge at the causeway pinch, the one dry crossing for a mile, where the water-lanes narrowed to a single fast channel under an old stone arch, where an old canny beast hunting at high water would have to pass or go the long way it had never once gone.

We walked it on the third day, and I read every foot of ground where we meant to spend blood, and the coming hunt would live and die on that ground. The causeway was old Guild work or older, a raised stone road humped across a mile of reed-flat, and where it crossed the fast center channel some long-dead mason had thrown a single arch, two spans of dressed grey block gone green at the waterline, the mortar frost-cracked and weeping, the parapet knocked to knee-height by a century of flood-drift. Below it, the channel ran deep and quick even at low water. Reeds choked the black edges, while current scoured a clear path through the middle. Wet stone and rot-sweet marsh gas mixed with the cold mineral breath rising from deep moving water. Upstream and down, the lanes fanned out into a hundred shallow braids through the reeds, no crossing anywhere, no dry footing, just the one arch and the one hard road to it, and the reeds stood higher than a man on both banks, thick enough to hide a beast the size of a barn until it chose to be seen. I stood in the span’s center and felt the old stone under my boots. The load ran one way; a century of water had eaten the footings hollow another. A hundred bad structures had taught me the bridge’s central lie: strong where it looked weak, weak where it looked strong. A rigger who knew the difference owned it.

She’d confirmed the flood hour off the water-marks: the lanes rose near dusk on the marsh’s own clock, and the matriarch hunted the rise, because the rise drove the prey to the high ground and the high ground funneled to the causeway. Current, sight-lines, one approach lane, timber on the banks worth rigging. Everything I needed to build a house for a monster, and everything she needed to shoot from, and one bridge that a thing that size could not cross without giving us the twenty seconds a kill costs.

“That’s the ground,” she said, tapping it, and the certainty in her voice told me she’d checked it twice with the care of a rated anchor, then trusted it. “Flood hour, three days from now on the water-clock. We rig the day before. We only get one honest run at her. She’s eaten everyone who gave her a second.”

“One run,” I agreed. “So we walk every foot of it first and we don’t trust a single anchor we haven’t loaded.”

The ledger kept us human through all of it. Otherwise, the drills and the drake would have burned that part out of us.

We did purse math on the workroom wall in the evenings, thirty-one marks and climbing slow off small contracts, sixty needed for the surety and eighty coming if the drake didn’t eat us, and she checked every copper twice, an old habit worn smooth by careful poverty. “You bought more rope,” she said one night, checking the day’s coppers on the slate. “We have rope. We have a great deal of rope. There is rope in this house we will die of old age without using.”

“You can never have too much rope.”

“You can, though. Rope has a useful amount. We passed it four coils ago.” But she said it with reluctant amusement roughening the edge of her voice, and she didn’t strike the rope from the ledger. She’d worked with me long enough to know that half my rig-craft was owning the right tool before I knew I’d need it, and that my excess had never once left us short when a bad moment demanded line.

Pell arrived in the middle of it, earnest, uninvited, and impossible to turn away.

He came to “help carry the scouting kit.” He carried it, but staying near us was the real errand. The farm boy had watched a miracle pull his life out of the dark and quietly decided where he belonged. We paid him in dinner and spear-drills. He had no coin, we had none to spare, and payment would have insulted him anyway. Annika taught him the drive-lanes she’d taught me and I taught him three more survival marks past the ones I’d given him in the barrow, and he soaked it up like dry ground soaks rain.

One evening she built Pell a moving recovery course behind the cottage. Three straw sacks hung from ropes at different heights, and a fourth trainee worked the pull-lines at random. Pell’s job was to thrust at the painted center sack, recover his point, then protect the trainee beside him from whichever sack swung in from his blind side.

His first thrust landed clean. The low sack struck his shoulder while he admired it.

“Your kill’s dead,” Annika said. “Your partner isn’t. Reset.”

On the next run he recovered too far and exposed the trainee’s ribs. Annika changed the pull sequence each time, refusing to let repetition teach him the answer. Pell stopped chasing the center mark and started watching the other person’s space. On the seventh run, two sacks swung together. He let his original target pass, stepped across the trainee, and caught both weighted bundles on the spear shaft without losing his feet.

Annika walked up, struck the shaft once with her palm to test his brace, and asked, “Why’d you abandon the thrust?”

“Because he was the job,” Pell said, nodding toward the trainee.

“Good. Change places. Now teach him what you saw.”

The grin arrived only after Annika turned away. More important, Pell took the pull-lines and began explaining the blind angle in his own words. Watching from the step, I saw a rookie learn that success meant bringing the person beside him through, not earning one perfect hole in straw.

Sorn I saw twice that week where Sorn had no business being.

Once at the mouth of the quarry road, at dusk, as we came back from a drill day, standing at the turning with his forgettable face doing its forgettable thing, and he tipped his hat to us, the small transactional acknowledgment that was his whole tell, and drifted off. And once at the yard rail the morning I put Bors down, mid-frame in the small crowd, quick eyes pricing what he saw, hat-tip, gone. Twice was a pattern. I marked both sightings for Annika, and she said, “He’s not watching for himself. Sorn never does anything for himself first. He’s watching to sell.”

We couldn’t know when he would find a buyer. We could only assume our quiet clock had shortened.

On the fourth evening we took a small contract to keep the coppers moving, a nothing job clearing chitin-rats from beneath a chandler’s shop. We finished fast and came home smelling of fish-oil and each other. Even that little fight lit both halves of the bond with familiar adrenaline, hot and easy. With the drill-day still in both of us, she backed me against the workroom door, kissed me hard, and spoke against my mouth. “That’s the other thing about a pact. I can feel you’re pleased with a good rig from across a room, and it does things to me you’d blush at, if you were the blushing kind,” and I wasn’t the blushing kind. The kiss stayed a kiss. We washed off the chitin stink, checked each other’s bruises, and went to sleep with the echo pulsing softly between us.

In the last grey light before we slept, the chandler’s witness-token displayed the week’s accumulated change in cool public light. Annika and I studied it together while the token brightened between us.

[DAVIN KOLT. LEVEL 8.]

“Eight,” Annika said without opening her eyes. She felt me absorb it and yawned, deep and clean. “The stone’s slow. It’ll catch up.”


Chapter 18: Knives on Lantern Row

Her perimeter rig felt them before the first boot touched the fence.

We were asleep, one bedroll, the fire down to coals, when a thin strip of spring-steel snapped against the sill beneath the east shutter. The sound was no louder than a fingernail tapping wood. Annika came awake at once. Her alarm hit the echo as a cold jolt and dragged me up with her, her hand closing hard on my wrist as she listened to the house with her actual ears.

A second steel strip ticked under the lane-side shutter. The fine waxed cords she’d run from both fence lines to those strips drew tight and eased in separate pulses as weight crossed them. She counted the pulls, then the soft scrape of a boot against the east post.

“Four,” she said under her breath, absolutely awake. “Fence line. Two east, two lane side. They’re crossing now.”

Copper and cord bought ten seconds. Annika rolled off the bed, put her long knife in her right hand, kicked the kitchen chair into the workroom approach with her bare foot, and pointed me toward the soft yard door. By the time the latch began to lift, we were awake, armed, and standing on her chosen angles.

I came up off the bedroll into a crouch and my hand found the bar where it always lay, cold iron, familiar as my own name, and training burned sleep away despite the ribs. The room slowed into clear lines: doors, feet, weapons, clock.

“You rigged this room,” I said, already moving, already reaching for the bar. The answer lay in every clear angle she’d put between us and the doors.

“I rigged every room three years ago.” She slid her long knife from beneath the bedroll. “And every night since one part of me has been waiting to find out if it was paranoia or sense.” Her teeth showed in the coal-light, a fierce satisfaction I’d never seen on her and would have married her for on the spot if I hadn’t already decided to. “Tonight we find out. Workroom. They’ll come through the workroom, the yard door’s the soft one, I left it the soft one on purpose.”

They came through the workroom, through the soft door, and the soft door was a mouth with teeth she’d set years before any of us met.

The first man through hit the ankle-high tripline and went down hard into the gear racks. Those were rigged too, weighted to fall under a sharp pull. A season’s worth of my excessive rope, her spare stave, and a rack of tools crashed onto him in the dark. He left the fight before he finished falling into it. One down, and neither of us had touched him. She’d killed his part of the raid three years ago and just now collected. I heard him go under the falling rack, a grunt cut short, the frame pinning an arm, and I counted him handled, then moved past to the door where the rest would come.

The second man was better and came in low over his falling partner, fast, accounting for the crash and never letting it stop him, a knife held blade-back in an experienced killer’s grip. I met him with the bar. A small room offered no reach for a swing, so I used the iron as a lever: I let him come, took his knife-arm on the flat of the iron and turned it, felt the trade in my hands like a load settling onto a beam, and used his own forward weight to fold the arm up and back past where an arm wants to go. He gasped and dropped low and tried to spin off the lock, which was the right instinct and the wrong room, with one of the kitchen chairs behind his heel where Annika had shoved it in the first two seconds. He went into it, and I put my shoulder and the bar into him together and drove him down through the frame. The chair broke under him and he stopped being in the fight.

The fight was close, dark, and hard on furniture. Real violence in cramped rooms never stays orderly. Four people tried to end each other in a space too small to hold the attempt. Coal-light mixed with grey leaking through a shuttered window, reducing everything to shapes, weight, and wet sounds. Durn’s yard lived in my feet as I read the load and took the ground. Behind it stood the older demolition lesson: a man is a structure, and every body has a joint where a little force ends its ability to stand. Off to my left in the dark I heard Annika’s long knife do its work, heard a man learn the hard way that the second soft-looking target in the room was the more dangerous of the two, heard him fold. She fought in her own house with every corner known and every angle hers, and even in the middle of it, she was having the night of her life, three years of paranoia finally, viciously, cashing out.

The third man got a blade into me.

Cold drew a line across my left ribs as the slash opened skin and scored bone-shallow flesh. Pain followed the blade as a hot, delayed insult. Annika’s sound reached me more through the echo than the air. She’d felt the cut land in her own side, the way I carried her leg-ache. Fury found its target. She moved.

She marked him. Skyline Mark bloomed silver on the third man’s knife wrist across the wrecked room. Veilstep answered before conscious decision, my summoner-self reaching for her scout-self. The world folded. Along the line of her sight, his wrist suddenly filled my reach. I came out with the bar already moving and ended the joint against the doorframe with the crack of a green branch. His knife hit the floor. So did he. A heartbeat later, drain struck grey and cold. One of my three was spent. I rode it out on one knee and stayed up.

The fourth man saw three of his four go down in the time it takes to lose a fight and made the only smart decision anyone on his side made all night, which was to leave. Annika opened his upper arm with the long knife as he passed, enough to hurry him yet keep him upright, and let him reach the yard.

With our attention held on the broken wrist, the man under the gear rack tore his trapped arm loose. The one I’d driven through the chair got one leg under him, dragged his partner upright, and the pair staggered after the runner, one clutching a useless arm and the other leaving blood on the fence. Annika let them crawl. Three men carrying the same story back to whoever paid were worth more than three bodies in her workroom.

We kept the wrist-broken third.

And I did not summon the shade.

The restraint mattered because it was chosen and costly. I knelt in the wreck of her workroom with a knife-line burning across my ribs. One Veilstep was spent, two hired men groaned in the dark, and the mark had gone warm beneath its wrap. Ready. Offering. Wanting out. It would have been easy. It would have been over in a breath, the shade up and the four of them handled and no risk to either of us. And it would have shown Rendhaven the mark, in the dark, to men who lived by selling what they saw, four more mouths added to the crowd I could never silence. Four hired knives weren’t worth the last card. We were delvers, and we won as delvers. A rigged house, a bar, a long knife, and one undeniable cut across my ribs carried the fight. The mark stayed a rumor for one more night because I decided it would. That choice kept the mark a tool in my hand instead of a hand on my shoulder.

“That was our first Veilstep against a man,” Annika said, breathing hard, standing over the wrist-broken man with her long knife loose in her hand and her hair wild, “and I marked him, so if we’re keeping score it goes half on my slate.” Then she saw the dark spreading on my shirt and every trace of wryness left her voice at once. “You’re cut. How deep. Don’t lie, I’ll feel the lie.”

“Shallow,” I said. Mostly. She felt the qualification and came and got her hands into it anyway to be sure, because a scout who’s buried one partner doesn’t take mostly on faith.

The fight left the echo hot and easy between us, impossible to hide, hers into me and mine into her. Strange heat to feel in the middle of blood and wreckage: her want and mine braiding through the leash-line while she had her hands pressed to a knife-line in my side. The bond returned her fierce arousal to me and carried my answering hunger straight back, and she said, not looking up from my ribs, “Not now. I know. I feel it too. This house tried to kill us twenty minutes ago and I want to climb you like a rope. That’s what surviving does, and it’s exactly why we wait. Hold still and let me count what they cost you.”

Her palm pressed me firmly back down when I tried to straighten. I held still and let her count.

We took a prisoner, because three had fled or crawled and one had a broken wrist and no fight left, and Rendhaven has a way of handling hired blades caught in a house, and it isn’t a hearing.

The delver way is older and simpler. A man who breaks into a delver’s home and loses trades knowledge for walking papers. The Guild has no love for hired knives and less for those who hire them. A broken wrist plus a long walk south costs everyone less than a body to explain. We sat him against the wall he’d hit. I put pressure on my ribs while Annika crouched in front of him, knife across one knee. She didn’t threaten him, which proved worse than a threat. Fear can push against spoken menace. She gave him only quiet certainty, a blade she didn’t need to watch, and the conviction of someone who’d already decided the next few minutes. She waited for him to catch up. And he talked.

He was younger than his trade, under the fear, a hard-luck knife who’d taken a night’s cash from a back door and would have opened me up for it without losing an hour’s sleep, and I felt no particular mercy toward him and no particular hate either. He was a tool; the hand that swung him deserved the hate, and Annika questioned him to trace the tool back to the hand: not who are you, which he’d die before answering and it wouldn’t matter, but who paid, and where, and what were the words.

He’d been hired at the Broken Pike’s back door, cash in hand, no names, standard practice for that trade. But he’d seen the man who hired the hiring, the one who’d counted the coin, and he described him without being asked twice. A broken-wristed man in Annika Veld’s workroom describes things very willingly: gaunt, ropey, iron-grey stubble, scarred knuckles, a low rasp, eyes that kept checking the door. Told the knives the target carried a purse and a trick, and that the pay doubled if they brought back the trick’s arm-wrapping.

The arm-wrapping. Not the purse, not my head. My arm-wrapping. Ferro didn’t want me robbed. He wanted to know what was under the wrap, and he’d priced the answer at double.

My breathing slowed with hers. We both knew that description, we’d both stood across a hall from it, and it had a name we didn’t need the prisoner to supply. Garran had done Ferro’s dirty hiring at the Pike’s back door. Of course he had. It was the work Ferro kept him for, and it put Garran’s fingerprints on a knife across my ribs, and I watched the old wound and the new one line up in Annika, cold, and I said nothing. Her thumb had stopped against the knife’s spine, and the white pressure mark it left said enough.

She walked the prisoner to the south gate herself, at grey dawn, and I went with her. My ribs allowed walking and little else. What she did there showed me the woman I’d chosen with brutal clarity.

She handed him the boots we’d taken so he couldn’t run in the night, then crouched in front of him at the gate.

“Tell whoever paid you this,” she said. “The east fence cord catches a man’s ankle. The lane-side line tells me how many crossed. The workroom door brings him under my knife. Next time I don’t need anyone alive to answer questions.”

His grip tightened on the boots.

“If you come north again, I’ll track which foot favors that broken wrist and meet you before the fence. If another crew comes, they inherit your warning and none of your mercy. Repeat it.”

He repeated every word. When she stood, he sat down in the road as if his knees had failed.

“Walk.”

He walked south fast. She watched until he was small and said to the road, “My house. My roof. That’s the line.”

We stitched my ribs at the kitchen table as the sun came up over the wreck of the workroom, and over the needle we made the decision that shaped everything after.

“I could end him,” I said, while she set the stitches. She’d learned from Serna and had a steadier hand than the bonesetter, with no squeamishness at all. “Ferro. Tonight, tomorrow, in the dark, answering his own method. I know how. It wouldn’t be hard.” And it wouldn’t have been. I’d mapped the man’s supports, his crew, his rooms, his habits; ending a structure is the trade I know best. “And it would answer nothing.”

“It would answer nothing,” she agreed, pulling a stitch true. “You end Ferro in the dark and the hall mourns its uncle and hangs a curse-marked summoner for it the same week, and what you’re building, the stone, the open climb, the record that tells the truth, the climb dies in an alley with him. He’d win. Dead, he’d win.”

“So we don’t kill him in the dark.”

“So we don’t kill him in the dark.” She tied off the stitch and looked up at me, and the words carried the finality that only came out when she’d hardened a decision to the bone. “We beat him in the open. At the barrow, for the purse, in front of the town, and we strip his legend off him witnessed, piece by piece, until the stone says louder than any eulogy what he is. He sent four knives to buy a secret and he’s going to lose everything he has to a scoreboard he spent twenty years learning to game. In the open. At the stone. Every rotten support stripped away.” She snipped the thread. “That’s the only ending that holds.”

“In the open,” I said. “At the stone.”

She pressed clean linen over the stitched line.

Before we left the kitchen table, a hall runner hammered the morning board-copy onto Lantern Row’s public slate. A new joint posting stood at the top: FERRO BRANT’S CREW and the GRAY SPEARS, surety posted together for the Velgrim purse. Twenty hired blades, including a breach-mage, bolted onto Ferro’s veterans.

He stopped trying to buy the trick and bought an army instead.


Chapter 19: Morning Terms

When the runner’s hammering stopped, Annika looked away from the public slate and back to me. My stitches were fresh, the combat aftercharge still ran hot between us, and three blood trails dried beyond her fence. Nobody was bleeding anymore. That was close enough to the terms she’d set.

The workroom still wore the raid in the state we’d left it: broken chair, fallen gear rack, rope and tools across the floor. That was part of what came next. She meant to take the house back from the men who’d crossed into it, in a way nobody could log or witness or sell, a claiming that was hers and mine and no one else’s business in the world.

She came and stood over me where I sat in the one kitchen chair that had survived, morning sun coming in low and gold through the shutters we’d unbarred, and she said with grave professional concern that fooled no one, “I’m going to check the stitches.”

“You checked them last night.”

“I’m going to check them again.” She put a knee on either side of my thighs and settled into my lap, straddling me. Her hands found the hem of my shirt. The check lasted long enough for her fingers to locate the stitched line, trace it, then flatten warm over my ribs. After that it stopped being a check.

She put her forehead against mine. The last heat of the fight still moved through the echo, but deliberate desire now held its center. She felt me recognize it, and her answer rolled back with enough force to strip the sleep from me.

“You’re broadcasting again.” The words warmed my mouth.

“So are you,” I said.

“I know.” She rolled her hips down into me once, unhurried, a woman setting a pace and telling me it was hers to set. “That’s the point of this morning. Slow. On purpose. Nothing about last night gets to be in this room. They came into my house in the dark and fast and ugly, and this morning answers all four with their opposites.” She kissed me, deep and deliberately slow. “Slow. In the light. Mine.”

“Yes,” I said against her mouth. “In the light, and entirely ours. I want every part of your terms.”

So we let the morning stretch around us. I gave the house back to her room by room: the chair beneath us, the sunlit floor under her bare feet, the bed no intruder had reached. My attention stayed on possession and return, on making every familiar surface answer to us again.

I got her out of my shirt, the one she slept in, and there she was in the gold morning light, all the field-hardness gone soft with sleep and want, the athletic hourglass and the fair skin the road never reached. I took my time and made the term physical in every pause. I kissed the flush climbing her throat and followed it down over her breasts, unhurried, learning again what I’d learned three weeks before and would spend a life relearning, her nipples tight under my tongue and her breathing roughening into a possessive purr when I got it right.

And then she took her turn. The answer in this house had to run both directions. Worship passed between us with the fairness of our terms. She pushed me into the surviving chair and knelt over me. Her lips traced whatever they wanted: down my throat, across the working muscle of my shoulder, then along my chest. She stayed careful near the stitched line and deliberate everywhere else. Possessive hands followed scar, muscle, and old work-callus. She wrapped a hand around my cock and drew each stroke out, her eyes fixed on my face, possessive satisfaction bright in her green eyes as she pulled the breath out of me, and pleasure thickened her voice. “I like knowing what this does to you. The echo doesn’t let you hide a single second of it. You feel enormous in my hand and you feel it land in me at the same time. That’s a very unfair contract, summoner, and I signed it on purpose.” She kept that unhurried rhythm through the whole exchange. I let her. My hands went into her loose gold hair and held, not guiding, only holding. She owned this part. I wanted her to have it.

When she’d wrung enough sounds out of me to satisfy herself she stood up out of the chair and pulled me up with her, and we crossed to the bed still tangled, and I turned her. I’d wanted this since a creek in gold light, and the morning had given me leave to have it.

I followed her spine with my lips.

I started at the nape beneath the loose gold fall of her hair. Measured kisses followed the center of her back as she braced both hands on the bed. A flush spread under my mouth. At the small of her back, just above the deep hollow and swell of her ass, I stopped. There was no rushing past it. Her ass in the morning light fulfilled the promise her fitted leathers had been making for weeks, round and muscular and heart-shaped, the reward of ten thousand miles, and I filled both hands with it, then pressed a lingering kiss to the base of her spine and told her how many times those fitted leathers had ruined my concentration, and she arched into my hands and preened, actually preened, tipped her hips back and offered the curve of it and said, smug and wrecked at once, “You’ve been looking at that since the creek, summoner. I felt it every time. Don’t think I didn’t file it.”

“I noted it too,” I said, hands full of her, thumbs pressing into the muscle. “Every time.”

“Then stop filing,” she said, and dropped her chest to the bed and put the deep arch in her spine, the one I’d only ever seen her make over a bow, hips tipped back, chest down, every curve of her offered, and turned her face to the side on the blanket so her green eyes could hold mine over the curve of her shoulder. “And use those hands.”

I obeyed.

I took her from behind with the controlled opening the morning’s term demanded. The head of my cock spread her wet pussy, and the first deep push pulled a sound out of both of us that the echo doubled until I had to stop and breathe. I fed my cock to her by inches, one hand spread flat on the small of her back over the deep hollow of the arch, the other spanning a hip, and I watched myself take her, watched the round curve of her ass fill my hands and press back into me greedy for more before I’d given it, and I praised the greedy roll of her hips in blunt, filthy detail, and the flush went down her back under my hand.

Then she changed the terms with three words. “Harder. Now, Davin.” Her hips drove back into me, raising the pace before she handed it over. “Harder. I didn’t survive a knife-fight in my own house to get handled gently the next morning. You’re not going to break me, summoner. I’m not the chair.” I laughed and gave her harder. Both hands spanned the hard curve of her hips, gripping hard enough to leave marks she’d wear happily. When she wanted me to claim the rhythm, I took it. Relief broke from her the instant the pace belonged to me. The morning light was on her flushed skin, the deep arch of her back, and the golden hair spilled across the blanket. She held my eyes over her shoulder the whole time and refused to break the stare. An apex scout with her spine hollowed and her ass tipped back into my hands watched me with green eyes gone half-lidded and dark, and the sight drove me half out of my mind. Wet strokes and the slap of my hips against that offered curve filled the quiet room. Her breath broke on every thrust as the morning’s gentleness gave way to wanted force. We’d reclaimed the house. Now there were only the two of us racing toward the finish.

Halfway to the finish, I wanted her closer. I pulled her from her hands and drew her spine against my chest until we knelt flush, my chest fitted to her arch, my cock still buried inside her. The shift changed both angle and closeness. She gasped, reached back, and caught my hair for leverage. One of my hands came up to close over her breast and the other went low between her thighs. I kept the rhythm shallow and deep by turns as I worked her there, and she let her head fall back onto my shoulder and gave me her throat and rode what I gave her, her ass grinding back against me with every stroke, and I kissed the join of her neck and shoulder and told her, low, what she felt like from inside this, how tight, how close, how completely mine and hers at once, and the closeness ran both ways through the echo until she was shaking with it.

“Claim it back,” she said, the morning’s fierce certainty roughening every word. “Keep that pace. Make this room remember us instead.” I held the rhythm where she’d asked and guided her forward again, lowering her chest to the bed with every stroke unchanged. The deep arch returned under my hands. Her over-the-shoulder stare held mine, and the echo gave me every tightening pulse as I carried her toward the edge at the same hard, steady pace.

She held my eyes and spoke through each thrust, fierce and unwavering. “This is my house. You’re mine, the roof is mine, and the next man through that fence learns both.”

“And you’re mine,” I said against her ear. “My partner. My home.”

Her inner muscles locked around my cock. I worked two fingers over her clit without breaking the rhythm, and her orgasm hit first, sharp and unmistakably hers. Her spine bowed, her thighs shook, and she cried my name into the blanket. Every hot contraction traveled back to me through the echo, yet the boundary between us held.

Then she looked over her shoulder again. “Cum inside me. Fill me deep, where it’s mine to keep.”

I drove deep and came after her. My cock pulsed inside her, filling her pussy with cum. She clenched through the aftershocks and reached back to hold my hip in place. Her satisfaction flooded the bond, possessive and bright, but this finish stayed sequential: hers, then mine, each of us feeling the other yet remaining distinct.

We eased apart and lay in the gold light. Beyond the bed, the fallen gear rack ticked as one bent peg clicked into place; flour dust from breakfast stores drifted through the sun. I traced the freckles on her shoulder, and she listened to our invaded house return to ordinary sounds.

She was boneless the way she went boneless after, draped half across me with one leg thrown over mine claiming me with her familiar post-finish drape, and her deadpan came back online before her breathing had slowed, her surest tell, the surest sign she was completely content. “So that’s how you take a house back,” she said, into my shoulder. “I’ll have to get raided more often.”

“You will not.”

“No,” she agreed, “I will not. The furniture can’t take it.” Her laugh vibrated against my ribs. I pressed my mouth to her hair and felt the last of the raid leave the room with it.

Breakfast was among the wreckage, and gave the morning its one clean laugh.

She made a fire and I found bread that had survived and we ate sitting on the floor with the surviving chair occupied by our gear, and she looked at the broken chair stacked in the corner and said, gravely, with the ceremonial gravity she reserved for the driest things, “That chair served this house for six years. It witnessed every purse I ever counted alone and died defending my honor by breaking a hired knife’s fall. It deserves a name and a proper burning.” I said we’d give it both, and we did later. Naming the broken chair became a thing in that house, the first of the small rituals, a gag with real grief folded into it about how a woman who’d lived alone and careful for three years was learning to have things worth mourning.

And then, at the window, as I covered the coals, she did the gesture I’ve never told her I saw and never will.

She stood at the unbarred window in my shirt, looking out at the lane where the hired men had crossed. Her hand rested flat and low on her belly, an unconscious pause before it moved on to straighten the shirt and push back her hair. I covered the coals and said nothing.

We went to the hall that morning and posted our intent on the two-crew-killer, out loud, on the board, deliberately, and let the room make of it what it would.

I walked to Ilsa’s window and claimed the marsh-drake matriarch bounty loud enough for Ferro’s table to hear: eighty marks, two years unclaimed, two crews dead. Chairs creaked as his men turned toward the E-rank fool volunteering.

They laughed. Ferro’s veterans and hangers-on heard that an E-rank summoner and solo scout meant to hunt the matriarch that had eaten two good crews. They gave the lazy, easy laugh of men watching fools sign their own memorial-beam chalk. Across the hall, Ferro lifted his mug. The toast offered generosity to the room and inventory to me as he wished us luck with the ugliest animal on the Saltway, gold tooth leading.

“The marsh has eaten better than you, lad,” he called, warm, to the hall’s benefit, “but gods love a man with more nerve than sense. I’ll stand a round for you when you come back.” Which meant, to the room, what a generous captain he was, and meant, to me, that he did not expect me to come back to drink it. I let him have both meanings. He’d already spent my funeral round in his head and advertised how little he watched me. His blindness could serve us. I lifted two fingers from the board, palm inward, and flicked them toward the yellow bounty. Ferro accepted the gesture as swagger instead of warning, and turned back to Ilsa’s window, and behind me the hall went back to its business of being sure it knew what an E-rank summoner was worth.

Ilsa stamped our claim, her pen pausing in a way I couldn’t interpret. She slid the yellowed bounty across and kept her next words for us. “Two crews. Good ones.” Her stamp hovered over the claim. “Bring a big cart.” Which from Ilsa was as close to a blessing as the hall’s ledger ever gave, and I took it as one.

Garran stayed silent in his corner. His muddy gaze fixed on Annika’s bow hand. One thumb worried an old ridge across his scarred knuckles. He had worked beside her before the ladder capped her, and his attention carried none of Ferro’s easy contempt.

We bought what the hunt needed that afternoon with the last of the loose purse and a promise against the bounty: timber, cut and hauled to the causeway, and chain, good heavy chain, and rope, which Annika did not audit. Every foot had a rated job. And we gave Pell the cart.

“You’re our witness of record,” Annika told him, counting his terms on her fingers, and the boy understood he was being handed a real place in our crew. “The bounty pays on a witnessed kill or a carted head. You drive the cart, you hold the far berm, you witness, and if any part of this plan smells like bait-work, if I put you anywhere I wouldn’t stand myself, you walk home and we eat the loss. Those are the terms. Yes or no.”

“Yes,” Pell said, before she’d finished the yes-or-no, echoing my own answer before Annika had finished warning me about the garbage pay, and there was a person choosing his people out loud.

“You didn’t let me finish the terms,” Annika said.

“You were going to say the safety part twice,” Pell said. Terror crossed his face after the words escaped. Annika went still, then shifted her audit to me. I kept my face blank. She looked back at the boy. “I was, actually.” She let him live. Pell realized he’d made a joke at Annika Veld’s expense and survived it, then stood a half-inch taller for the rest of the afternoon. The yard was doing its work on him, and so were we, and a boy who’ll risk a joke is a boy who’s decided he’s safe, and that was worth as much to me as the shoulders coming in on him.

We walked the causeway once more before dusk; Pell drove the empty cart to learn road and berm. At the far bank, I set him beside the stacked timber. He learned the cart line and exact rise he had to remain behind with fast, total attention. I trusted him with the position. I never give that trust lightly when a life depends on it, and his had stopped feeling light to me.

We walked home at dusk. I took the chalk from beneath NOBODY GETS LEFT in her hand and EVERYBODY GETS PAID in mine. A third line went onto the wall in my worse script, fixing the order we’d chosen. She studied it over my shoulder and leaned her full length against mine. Its brevity carried a vow and the plain truth of the order we’d chosen to do things in.

FERRO LAST.

“The drake first,” she said, tracing the words. “Then the surety. Then the race. Then him.”

“Then him,” I said. “In the open. At the stone.”

She set the mended bench beneath FERRO LAST, inspected each fletching in silence, and returned the full bundle to her quiver. Then she shouldered past me toward the surviving chair, dropped into it, and put her feet up on a crate.

“Wake me when it’s time to teach masonry.”


Chapter 20: The Bridge Toll

Mud shifted under the first chain-stake when I put my shoulder into it. I reset the angle and drove it deeper. That was why the morning of flood hour began with my hands on every anchor as Annika tracked the water through her Pathfinder sight.

We began upstream, boots sinking beside the angled chain-stakes. Annika leaned her full weight against each timber; I watched the lashings and mud for movement. The causeway already pinched the lanes to one channel; our stakes narrowed the final thirty feet into a throat broad enough to admit the matriarch and too tight for her to turn. We weren’t blocking her. We were offering a road whose only direction served us.

From there we climbed onto the bridge and checked the hauled timber suspended above the center arch. The lashed load hung from rated anchors and one cut-trigger, aimed at the point where a charging drake’s shoulders should cross the pinch. I put both hands on the trigger-line for a fourth check. Annika watched without teasing. She carried the same fear.

She led me down to the shooting stand cut into the downstream bank. Reeds concealed it, and three clean sight-lines crossed the killing ground. She sent a practice arrow down each lane, called the different wind over water and stone, then placed three Skyline Marks. Silver points bloomed in my vision on her chosen points.

Last, we crossed to Pell behind the far-bank berm. I made him crouch as Annika sighted from every likely angle. Honest earth hid the boy, witness, and cart from anything on the bridge. We repeated his order until he looked offended: he left that berm for nobody.

Then I waded into the funnel and stood where the road ended. Bait, by my own design.

Annika had fought me on it hard, the one real argument we had over the rig. Putting the summoner in the throat of the kill-funnel as the lure repeated the ugly math Garran’s crew had run on her three years back and she hated the shape of it in her own mouth. But I’d walked her through it until she hated the logic more than the shape, which is how you win an argument with Annika Veld: make the logic worse than the feeling.

“She’d already killed two good crews,” I’d said. “And they died from the banks, shooting in standard crew formation. She’s old, you told me so yourself, old enough to have learned what a crew looks like in detail and how to eat one. So we don’t give her a crew. We give her one man standing alone in the water where the deep instinct says a single wading fool is the easiest meal on the marsh, and every part of her two years of learning tells her to take it, and none of her learning has ever met bait that reads structures. She’s never charged prey that invited the attack. That’s the hinge of the kill. The bait has to be a man, and the only man on this bridge who can flicker out of the throat the instant she commits is me.”

“I know the logic,” she’d said, furious, afraid. “I’ve known the logic since you said the bridge. I just wanted to make you say the whole plan out loud so you’d have to hear what you’re asking.”

“I heard it,” I’d said. “Nobody gets left. Including the bait. Especially the bait. You’ve got three lanes and I’ve got three Veilsteps and a plan that puts me out of the throat before her jaws close. Trust the rig.”

“I trust the rig,” she’d said. “It’s the drake I don’t trust to interpret our rig as we need her to.” Her warning was the truest sentence spoken all morning, and I should have listened to every word. The drake understood our rig better than either dead crew had understood her.

Flood hour arrived on her predicted minute, off the marsh’s own clock, the light going amber and the water rising against the causeway stone with a sound like a slow indrawn breath, the lanes filling and the braids drowning and the flooded country funneling its prey toward the one high road. And then, upstream, the reeds moved wrong.

The den cow we’d killed had been an adolescent on her first clutch, and I’d thought her large. The matriarch made her a rumor. She came up the flooding channel low and long, a scarred grey-green mountain of muscle twice the cow’s mass. Overlapping scutes had faded to old bronze, their ridges cracked white by a hundred fights. Her head alone stretched longer than a man, a wedge of bone and muscle around a mouth built to take an ox without waking its guard. She moved through the rising flood without wasted motion, splash, or hurry. It was the deep economy of the oldest predator in a country full of dangerous things. Her eye, when it found me standing thigh-deep in the throat of the funnel, was not the cow’s dumb clutch-rage. Her eye looked old, yellow, and patient as it assessed me. Two years of bounty hunters lived in that stare, every crew eaten and plan unmade. My gut admitted Annika had been right. The matriarch did not charge; she considered. A plan built entirely on her charge began dying in its first minute.

She didn’t charge. She nosed the mouth of the funnel and stopped, and put her great head down to the nearest chain-stake, and tested it. She mouthed the timber, rolled the chain against one tooth, and shoved sideways until mud trembled around the stake, testing the structure before trusting her weight, and I watched a marsh-drake perform my own trade and felt the morning’s plan lose its footing.

“She’s testing it,” Annika said in my ear, through the echo more than the air, fast enough to cut. “Davin, she’s testing the funnel. She knows it’s built. She’s not coming down the throat.”

Two dead crews had thought they’d surprise her. I needed one stronger lure before she uprooted our first stake.

I gave her a reason older than the funnel.

I waded deeper, into the fast center where the flood ran to my waist, out past the safety of the throat, and I bared the wrapped arm, and I cut it. Above the water, I drew my knife hard and fast across the old drake-gash over the mark. Blood ran into the rising flood. Quiet and wary throughout the setup, the mark woke at the water’s touch. One slow, deep pulse traveled into the channel like a stone dropped into still water. The matriarch’s yellow eye left the chain-stake and found me. Her pupil tightened to a black pin. She lifted her snout from the chain, swung her scarred bulk into the current, and fixed on my bleeding arm.

I didn’t know what the mark meant to her. Its pulse hit the water; her caution vanished. She charged the flare as though answering an old challenge, straight down the throat we’d built. Annika breathed, “There she is,” and began choosing lanes.

The kill went in three ugly stages. None followed our chalked prediction. We got her anyway. A rig trusted before inspection kills; a rig walked three times has somewhere to give.

Stage one: the deadfall landed aft of true. I cut the trigger the instant her forequarters crossed the pinch, one hard downstroke of the knife through the trigger-line I’d checked four times, and the bundled timber came down off the arch in a killing drop, a season’s hauled timber falling as one weight onto the throat of the funnel, and the sound of it hitting was the sound I know best in the world, the deep final crump of a rated load coming true. It should have taken her across the spine behind the skull and broken the back of the world. It took her across the tail-third instead. Her body ran longer than the cow-math I’d rigged for and moved faster than I’d allowed. Eighteen inches of drake passed the point where my timber expected her. That distance marked the difference between an immediate kill and a war. Instead of a broken back we had a two-crew-killer pinned by the last third of herself under a load of timber, enraged, alive, and demolishing my bridge to get free.

She went mad against the pin. Her grey mountain of muscle heaved and slammed, tail-third crushed under the timber and the rest of her all fury with nothing to bite, and she brought it all against the nearest solid structure: my bridge. The center arch, the old green-mortared arch I’d read as strong-where-it-looked-weak, took the drake’s full thrashing fury against the deadfall, block grinding on block, and the footings I’d known were eaten hollow began to let go, a deep wet crack running up through the mortar, the span starting to work loose over the channel, and I was in the flood below it with a pinned monster tearing my killing ground apart around me and the clock on the arch’s life suddenly very short. During inspection I’d marked one escape from a failed deadfall: Annika’s sight-line to the seam behind the skull. The bridge could fail beneath us if I reached that seam first.

Stage two: I went onto her back to finish what the timber started, and the fusion had matured enough to put me there. Annika cast Skyline Mark on the pin-point, the seam behind the skull where the timber had her fixed, a silver bloom in my sight across the chaos, and I Veilstepped to it. The flood vanished beneath me and the drake’s thrashing spine slammed under my boots along the line of her seeing. I came out of the fold already moving, already low, already reaching for the seam. Standing on a drake’s back wasn’t an option. There was only working fast or being thrown into the collapsing arch and drowned. Under my boots she was scarred bronze plate the size of wagon-lids, wet and heaving, eerily close to the barrow floor and Gravemaw’s hide, the same grown-not-laid armor, and my trade rose to meet it. Overlapping plate has to flex, and flexing plate has a seam, a seam carries load, and a man with a bar can end a standing structure at that seam.

I found the seam Annika’s scouting had flagged days back off the sign, the soft join behind the skull where the great neck-muscles bunched and the scutes gapped on the flex, and I set the flat spike of the bar into it two-handed and drove my weight down through it, levering, rigger’s work on a bucking floor, timing each pry to the flex, as I would time a cut to a swaying load. Every heave meant to throw me opened the seam a finger-width. Each time, I drove the bar deeper. Black drake-blood rose hot and stinking around the iron. Pain made her thrash harder while the arch cracked louder beneath us. I rode her movement and kept working. Maybe thirty seconds remained before the bridge failed or she threw me, and a bar alone couldn’t finish in time. I spent the last card.

Stage three required the shade to hold her head under the flood while I opened the seam. I called it in daylight. Only Pell behind his berm and Annika on her platform could sell the sight. The matriarch had outrun ordinary muscle’s limit.

The shade tore out of my arm in the amber light, wet black talons catching the floodlight first. It planted itself on the drake rather than ranging beyond her. My single decision held every line of its body: keep her head down. It crossed her thrashing back in its fixed order, anchors first, structure second, target third, its talons finding purchase on the scutes where mine couldn’t, and it took the great skull of the two-crew-killer in both black hands and drove it down, down into the rising flood the drake had hunted for a hundred years, and held it there. Black talons locked beneath the skull plates and held. The matriarch’s mountain body went from fury to panic, the deep drowning panic of a thing that has never once been the prey, and she thrashed the last of my bridge to rubble under her, the center arch finally letting go stone by stone into the channel, and she drowned by inches with her head in the black hands of a demon and her eye rolling white.

And Annika killed her from the platform while she drowned. The shade’s assigned job was to hold the skull beneath the flood, not chase the kill, and our intent kept it there. Three lanes, pre-marked, and Annika stood her stand and put arrow after arrow down them into the one soft eye and the throat-gap as the thrashing brought them clear, her un-capped Pathfinder draw punching shafts clean through hide that two dead crews’ arrows had shattered against, each loose precise and certain, no wasted shot, a scout doing at range what no scout in Rendhaven could do. The ladder had capped that power out of everyone but her. I rode the drowning bucking of the drake and worked the bar in the seam and felt the great neck-muscle finally part under the iron, and her arrows found the eye, and the flood filled the drowning throat, and between the rig and the partner and the mark, in that order, the rig that funneled her and the partner who shot her and the mark that held her, the oldest drake on the Saltway died.

It died slow and hard in the bloody flood, thrashing and drowning and bleeding out, and I felt no triumph in the moment of it, only the flat total focus of a man finishing dangerous work, and when the great body finally stopped moving under me and the shade let the head come up dead out of the water, the remaining bridge groaned and gave, the eaten footings snapping together, and I Veilstepped off the collapsing span onto Annika’s mark on the downstream bank a heartbeat before the center arch dropped into the channel in a roar of old stone and drake and rubble.

The second Veilstep put me on the bank. The costs landed before I could stand: two Veilsteps and a daylight summon spent inside two minutes with nothing banked.

I did not get up. Grey came down like a shutter, tunneling my sight to a point. A hot nosebleed ran over my lip while my stomach turned. Worst by far, the south-pull surged into the space summoning had emptied. It was a tide rather than a lean, turning every muscle toward the bridge’s ruin with the urge to keep walking. I knelt in bloody floodwater as the shade guttered into my arm. The pull erased north.

Annika was off her platform and across the bank and down beside me before I’d finished falling, echo wide open, her hands on my face, her voice holding the cadence we’d drilled for this. “North. Davin. Look at me. North is my voice. Count my heartbeat. You feel it? Through the echo. Count it. One. There. Two. You’re here. You’re on the bank. The matriarch’s dead. North is right here where I am.” I counted her heartbeat through the echo: one, two, three. The pull’s tide remained, as it always did, but stopped being the only thing. Her heartbeat became north. I followed the count back to her hands, amber light, bloody water, and the carcass among my bridge’s ruins.

“There you are,” she said, and her voice cracked just once, just on the there, and then sealed back over. “There you are. No double-draw without recovery unless we both call it life or death. Write that on the wall. That’s a term.”

“Agreed emergency only,” I said, thick, through the blood, and let her hold my face a moment longer than the cost required. We’d both earned the moment and the drake wasn’t going to get any deader.

Pell drove the cart down off the berm.

He’d seen the shade emerge full from my arm in amber daylight to drown a monster. Still, he left safe ground and drove the cart to the water’s edge. Whey-faced and shaking, he did not stop. Once off the box, his eyes found the arm where the shade had vanished, then my face. Swallowing as he always did while pushing through fear, he spoke fast. “I witnessed. I’m the witness of record. Whatever that was, whatever it is, it killed the drake that ate two crews and it never once looked at me, and it’s ours. It’s ours, whatever it is. I witnessed it and it’s ours. I’m not telling anybody, but I saw it and I’m glad.” Then he threw up neatly over the cart’s side, wiped his mouth, and prepared the chains for the head. He was nineteen and he’d just watched a demon drown a mountain and he was still going to do his job, and I loved the boy for it with the plain force reserved for one’s own people.

We took the head. The great scarred skull took all three of us, the cart’s winch, and most of an hour to chain and load. We hauled it up the causeway to the Saltway waystation where caravans watered. There, before the witnesses required by the bounty, the proof-event gave the stone a deed it couldn’t dispute.

There were guards at the waystation, caravan guards off a timber train, and among them, closing an arc that had opened the day the light dropped me, were men off Tobbin’s line, guards who’d seen an out-of-nowhere fool save a teamster with a pry bar and get labeled the most useless class on the road. They saw the head. Eleven of them, count confirmed, gathered around a cart bearing the scarred skull of the two-crew-killer they’d all heard of and none had ever thought to see dead, and the hunter-slate at the waystation post read the kill and printed it public and cool for all of them to witness:

[DEED RECORDED. MARSH-DRAKE MATRIARCH. KILL CONFIRMED. D. KOLT AND A. VELD. WITNESS COUNT: 11.]

The same slate followed with my level change. All eleven guards crowded closer to read it. A two-crew-killer was worth more than a gravehound, and the ladder counted true:

[DAVIN KOLT. LEVEL 10.]

The waystation paid the eighty marks on the spot, counted out of the bounty-chest by a post-clerk who kept glancing from the coin to the head to the pair of us like the arithmetic couldn’t be right, and eleven caravan guards stood witness to a no-summons summoner and a solo scout collecting a two-year bounty two good crews had died on, and the story left that waystation in eleven mouths before we’d finished loading the coin, riding the caravan roads faster than any cart. That visibility was why I’d chosen the ground: the deed was too large and too witnessed for charm to bury.

The rumor beat us home. It always does; a story travels lighter than a cart.

By the time we brought the head-cart through Rendhaven’s gate at dusk the hall had already heard it, and I braced for the laugh out of old habit, the ripple that had followed my sheet since the day Hobb read it, and what happened at the hall doors put the first crack through the hall’s old certainty.

The laugh didn’t come.

We entered filthy, blood-crusted, and swaying with drain. Behind us, the drake’s scarred head sat chained on the cart for anyone to see. The hall looked. Then came the first stunned silence my sheet had ever bought, a room of delvers facing a newly recorded deed and finding nothing to say. Ferro’s table was quiet too. I found the gold tooth across the room and it was not smiling.

Ilsa paid out the hall’s posted finder’s bonus on the bounty from her window, counting the coin with her pen held motionless between two coin stacks, and when she slid the last of it across she looked up at the two of us, and at the head on the cart, and she spoke in a flat deadpan, louder than usual:

“Next.”


Chapter 21: Bid Day

Sixty silver marks clicked onto Ilsa’s ledger the morning after the drake, posted under KOLT and VELD. The stake bought us a seat at a table I’d been barred from all my life.

I stood at Ilsa’s window and watched the coin go across, sixty marks that weeks ago I could not have imagined holding, earned off the back of a two-crew-killer. My shoulders loosened as the last coin crossed. Paying my own entry onto forbidden ground offered a satisfaction the well-born never taste and the rest of us live for. Twenty marks gross left of the bounty after the surety. Twelve of those went straight across Ilsa’s ledger to settle the timber, chain, and rope we’d bought on the bounty’s promise, leaving eight marks truly ours and a map nobody else owned, against four hundred marks and twenty mercenaries. On paper it was a bad bet. I have made my whole life out of bets that were bad on paper and good on the ground. Paper reads what’s registered and I read what’s in front of me, and Hobb himself had taught me the difference my first miserable day in this town.

Ilsa took the coin and stamped the claim and read the race terms aloud for the hall to hear. The terms were public and Hobb had made them physical and unambiguous. I trusted contests decided by acts anyone could witness.

“Velgrim Barrow, boss-clear,” Ilsa read, flat, her pen level above the ledger. “Two claimant crews now posted. One purse, four hundred marks. Ruling of the hall: this is a race, not a filing. First crew to break Gravemaw and lay its seal-crown on the Rendhaven stone takes all four hundred marks. No split, no second place, no appeal. The stone decides who carried the crown out, and the stone does not argue.” She looked up from the ledger at the two of us, and then across the hall at Ferro’s table, and back. “Both crews enter when they choose. Good hunting.”

First crown to the stone. They were Ferro’s own terms, or bought by him, designed for the crew with the most muscle and biggest head start. Everyone in the hall knew it. Twenty Gray Spears plus a breach-mage stood against a duo and one rookie. Nobody needed to say the answer aloud.

Ferro tried to say it out loud anyway, but the room no longer arranged itself for him automatically.

He shoved his chair back hard enough to bark wood across stone, caught himself, and crossed to us with the familiar warmth rebuilt over visible impatience. The gold tooth led. He pitched his offer for the room and laid a hand over his heart, but two veterans remained seated instead of rising behind him. Their absence made the stage look larger and Ferro smaller as he offered to save our lives.

“Kolt. Veld.” Grave, generous, magnificent. “You killed the matriarch. Nobody’s taking that from you, it was a legendary kill, a legendary kill. But the barrow’s not a drake, lad. The barrow’s a boss and a hill full of the dead and my crew’s got a mercenary company at its back and you’ve got, what, the boy?” He shook his head, sorrowful, radiant with concern. “I don’t want to log more names on the rookie wall. I’ve logged too many. So here’s my hand, in front of everyone in the hall, no shame in it: come in under me. Porters, full share, my protection. Let me bring you both back out of that hill alive, and we’ll all drink to it, and I’ll not think less of a man for taking a wiser road.”

The rookie tables listened. The veterans watched his hand rather than his face, and one of the men who’d seen the arch-drop looked toward the door. Ferro waited for the old approving murmur; it came late and thin.

I answered him dry and true.

“We’ve seen your protection’s arch-work up close, Ferro,” I said, plain, not loud, letting the room lean in for it. “From the wrong side. We’ll manage our own doors.”

The hall laughed. The room heard a porter’s cheeky joke, an E-rank fool waving off a captain’s kindness, and Ferro laughed too, the big warm laugh, arms spread. But the gold tooth stopped smiling before the laugh caught up to cover it, and his gaze counted the bodies still willing to stand with him. He and I both knew that we’ll manage our own doors meant we remembered the arch and intended to say so where the stone could hear it. Two of his own veterans caught the second the mask slipped and saw their captain’s face do the thing it does when the money’s showing. They exchanged a look and each eased half a step farther from his shoulder, the first small crack in a legend they’d leased their loyalty to. The seed was planted in his own crew, in his own hall, by his own theater, and it cost me nothing but a dry line.

Pell asked to carry then, choosing the worst possible place on purpose. The yard was teaching him more than spear-work.

He’d come to the hall with us, and he stood up from the bench with Ferro still close, in front of his table, and he said it clear, only swallowing once: “I carry for Kolt and Veld. On the record. I’m their porter and their witness for the barrow, and I’m signing it now so it’s written before anybody enters, so nobody can say I was ever anything else.” He was looking at Ferro when he said the last of it, a nineteen-year-old farm boy staking his flag in front of the man who’d tried to spend him for noise. Ferro’s warm eyes went over the boy, found nothing to buy, and filed him as lost inventory. Pell did not care.

Annika set his terms at Ilsa’s window, public and complete, counting each one on her fingers. “Cart and winch, far ground, witness of record. He holds the extraction line and nothing forward of it. First whisper of bait-work from anyone in that hill, he walks out the way he came in, and the walk is a term, not a shame.” She signed him on. “Those are the terms. Written before entry. Read them back to me.”

Pell read them back, word for word, and signed under them like a man being knighted. The ledger held it before entry, in Hobb’s hall, so that whatever happened under the hill, the record already said whose porter Pell was and on what terms, and no captain’s charm could rewrite it after.

That afternoon, Durn’s yard forge smelled of quench-water, coal smoke, and hot iron. I’d left my pry bar with him at dawn after his message said he needed it for “tool work” and refused every question past that. I assumed he meant to rework it. He meant to measure it.

When I returned that afternoon, a bundle of cloth waited on the bench.

“Ye kill a matriarch with this,” he said. His thumb rested in one of the iron’s fresh gouges, reading the proof for himself.

“With that and a rig and a lot of luck.”

“Luck.” He snorted, unwrapped the bundle, and revealed a new bar forged to the measure of my old one. My Earth iron lay beside it on the bench, unchanged, every scar from the causeway and the drake still where my hands knew them. The new tool carried the same flat spike, but drawn out and edged on one long side, balanced, the heel weighted, the pry-tongue kept true so it would still set a wedge and lever a lintel, but now it would open a man or a drake-seam clean where the old bar had to crush. Not a sword. No smith would call it a sword and Durn would break the arm of any smith who tried. A delver’s tool, edged.

He held it out two-handed across both palms. “Same measure. Better road iron. Still a tool, mind. Swords are for being seen. Tools are for work, and ye’ve got work.”

I took the forged blade and felt my old bar’s balance carried forward in stronger iron. The Earth tool remained on the bench beside it, unchanged and still mine. For a moment my throat refused every answer but the plain one.

“Thank you, Durn.”

“Use it.” He banked the coals before adding, quieter, “Chain-branded man asked at the rail for a marked spring crossing. Sleeves down. Win fast.”

“Fast and gone,” I said.

Jori found me in the yard on my way out, carrying an obligation I’d nearly let the rush bury.

He was on his feet with Serna’s crutch tucked under one arm, putting careful weight on the healing leg, the hollow-cheeked rookie we’d carried out of the drake warren with a broken leg and a rehearsed lie, and he came across the yard to me slow and careful and stood there gathering nerve. When the request came, it was this: “Teach me the chalk marks. The ones that saved Pell. The survival ones.” He swallowed. “I don’t want to run with a crew. Durn says I can drill here if I earn it. But I want to know the marks. So next time a hill goes bad I’m not just standing in it waiting to be noise.”

So I taught him the chalk marks, right there, thirty seconds of it, danger-line and load-line and run-line and the three deep-dark survival marks, drew each one in the yard dust with a stub of chalk and named it twice. Jori copied the lines onto a scrap of leather, pausing after each to check its angle against the mark in the dust. Durn watched from the forge door in silence. Nobody mentioned Ferro.

We took the measure of the Gray Spears honestly that evening. You don’t beat an enemy you flatter yourself about. Annika laid the full threat out over the chart.

Twenty blades, contract-hard, veterans of the southern tide-walls where the beast-tide surges in from the sea and men hold a line against it for coin. A breach-mage among them, a splitter’s discipline, shored advances, chalked lines, the methodical craft of professionals who fight for pay and go home for pay and have buried enough friends to have no romance about any of it. These weren’t thugs. Their discipline made already capable fighters far more dangerous.

“They’re the real danger in that hill,” Annika said, tapping the chart. “Not Ferro’s vets, they’re tired and shy after the collapse. The Spears. They fight clean and they fight together and they don’t panic.” She looked up. “The contract boundary gives us our opening. The Spears fight for pay and leave when the paid terms end. They’re honest hired professionals. Ferro’s weakness is assuming every loyalty works that way. He looks at twenty men who’ll die for a contract and he assumes they’ll die for HIM. They won’t. They’ll die for the pay and its stated terms. The second those come apart, they’ll do the sane thing and leave. Ferro won’t see it coming. He has never understood loyalty he didn’t buy.” She sat back. “We don’t beat the Spears. We separate them. From him, from the risk they didn’t sign for. We let them be the professionals they are, and we make it professional for them to walk away.”

“Split the load from the structure,” I said, seeing it, the race arranging itself in my head as the drake kill had over a chart. “The Spears are a load Ferro’s carrying that isn’t tied to him. If I read the barrow right, and I’ve read it twice, there’s a place to shed that load clean and leave him holding only what’s actually bolted to him, which is his own tired crew.”

“There’s a place,” Annika agreed, who’d walked the barrow’s escalated state in her head off the map every night that week. “I think there’s a place. We’ll know when we’re in it.”

“And when we shed them,” I said, because this part mattered to me and I wanted it said out loud before we went down, “we shed them safe. Intact. With their kit and their own road back to daylight. The Spears signed a contract to breach a barrow and kill a boss. They didn’t sign to be Ferro’s bait, and they didn’t sign to die for his math, and I’m not going to spend twenty honest professionals to get one dishonest captain. Doing otherwise makes me him.” I held her gaze. “Ferro’s men, the ones bolted to him, the vets who watched him drop the arch and kept eating his rounds, that’s a fight, and it’s coming, and it’s earned. But the Spears walk out of this. That’s a term.”

“That’s a term,” she said, and her small nod approved it. She’d drawn her life around the same line, the line between the men who choose the bait economy and the men just standing in it, and she’d never once needed me to explain which side of that line we killed on.

We closed the day at the Pike’s night-before table, our found family at its current size. Annika, Pell, and I sat with Durn, who’d invited himself and was welcome. The innkeep hovered. A ceremony was owed.

It was a good hour, and I let myself have every minute. A hard trade had taught me that the hour before you go under is worth the most and the one men most often waste worrying instead of living. Pell told the drake story to Durn with his hands, all three stages of it, and got the size of the matriarch bigger every time he told it, and Durn let him, because a boy’s first real deed is owed some growing in the telling. Annika sat with her shoulder against mine and audited Pell’s exaggerations with successive taps of her bow thumb against its knuckle, calling each one, “It was not that big,” “It was a little that big,” “That part is true, actually, gods help us,” and the boy accepted the corrections with his new drill-yard patience, grinning, thicker through the shoulders than he’d been a month ago, a farm kid becoming a delver at a tavern table among people who’d chosen him.

Once, between stories, the nerves showed through him, as they will in a boy the night before a hill. He set his mug down and said, too casually, that he supposed the barrow would be worse than the last time, wouldn’t it, on account of the boss being awake now, and the table felt him ask it under the asking, are we going to be all right, and answered it sideways, as a family answers fear and spares its owner embarrassment. Durn said a barrow was a barrow and the trick was to keep your feet dry and your mouth shut, in that order. Annika said the difference between last time and this time was that last time nobody at the table had known where the bottom of the hill was, and this time three of them did, and Pell was one of the three, so he could stop borrowing trouble at market rate. I gave him the plainest truth I had. His only job was the far berm and winch. He’d never stand forward of my chalk. If the day went so wrong that Pell at the winch made the difference, it was already lost. No amount of worrying tonight could buy it back, so he might as well drink his beer. He drank his beer. Fed and steadied, his nerves went back under. He told another drake story, bigger than the last. Annika said, “It was not that big.” Talk and shared beer closed over the crack in the hour.

The innkeep maintained a standing argument with half the tavern over the weapons-peg rule: whether a man’s blade came off at the door or stayed on his hip. One exception governed it. The tools clause said a working implement wasn’t a weapon and could stay. He and Durn had spent a season litigating the pry bar under that clause, mock-grave in their running war. Tonight the innkeep took the forged blade off my hip, held it to the lamp, turned it over, examined the new edge with enormous ceremony, and delivered his ruling to the assembled Pike: “Edged now. By rights that’s a weapon and comes off at the door.” A pause, for the room. “But it’s still got the pry-tongue, and a pry-tongue’s a tool, and the tools clause is the tools clause.” He handed it back with a flourish. “It stays. Under protest. And I want it noted I ruled for the tool over the edge, which is more than the man who made it would’ve done.” Durn, from behind his beer: “I’d have ruled the same. It’s a tool.” And the innkeep said the tools clause had never once had a clearer case, and every mug at the table rose to it, the forged blade admitted to the tavern under the tools clause, a small ceremony over a running gag. Friends, beer, and a ridiculous tool ruling filled the last easy hour before the hill, and I let it be nothing less.

Under the table, Annika’s knee pressed mine. The echo carried her low hum of readiness, with fear folded beneath it. Under both lay the constant want that never fully cooled anymore. My answering heat crossed the bond plainly enough to draw her close beneath the table’s noise. With perfectly serious timing, she kept the words for me. “Tonight’s the eve of the hill. We’ve got a bathhouse hour owed and a roof and one night. Don’t drink too much. I’ve got plans that require you conscious.” And I did not drink too much.

Through the Pike’s window, late, the family thinning toward home, I saw the torchlight moving in the yard behind Ferro’s crew-house.

Wagons. Loading. Ferro’s crew and the Gray Spears both, by torchlight, hours before anyone had said the race would start, loading the wagons to move out tonight, into the dark, toward the barrow, stealing the head start his own terms were built to reward.

“He’s leaving tonight,” I said.

Annika followed my look to the window and the torchlight and the loading wagons, and she didn’t flinch, and her bow thumb tapped its knuckle. “Of course he is. First crown to the stone, and he wrote the terms, and he means to be a day down that hill before we’ve laced our boots.” She turned back to the table and picked up her beer. “Let him have the day. He’s carrying twenty men down a hill he doesn’t understand, and we’re carrying a map he’s never seen.” She drank. “The head start’s his. The barrow’s ours.”

Durn had followed my look to the window too, and the old campaigner assessed the torchlight at a glance, and he set his beer down and met my eyes across the table, his attention flicking once to my wrapped arm and away, the yard-rail warning in full carried in the glance. “Fast,” he said, the one word, and I heard the rest of it under the word, the chain man asking my name, the copper on the rail, the order that arrives instead of asking twice. Fast and gone.

“Fast,” I agreed. “We go at dawn.”


Chapter 22: What the Mark Wants

There’s a delver tradition in Rendhaven of the bathhouse hour before a bad run, an hour rented private, hot water and steam and the quiet company of the person you mean to walk into the dark beside, and we rented it on the eve of the barrow. Annika meant to make the hour matter.

The private pool room was stone and lamplight, a deep hot pool cut into the floor and fed from the bathhouse springs. Steam slicked the walls, pearled on our skin, and carried the cedar oil from the lamps. We came into it with a month of hard country in our skins and let the heat pull it out of us. At first we just soaked on opposite sides of the pool, quiet the way you’re quiet with someone when the quiet is the point.

Then she came across the water and we washed each other, and care heated into want before either of us finished the count.

She started it as care, as a scout checking her partner over before a lethal day, running her hands over the month’s damage and naming it, and I did the same for her, and it became a map of the season’s hard miles traced in scars.

The old white drake scar on my forearm, over the mark, split by a fresh red scab where I’d reopened it into the flood two days back to wake a two-crew-killer. The knife-line across my ribs from the raid, the stitches still in and tender enough to limit a hard twist, and she put her thumb to it and said, “That one’s mine to hate. That was Ferro’s coin in a hired hand,” and I said it was healing clean and she said that wasn’t the point and she was right. The old white nicks across my knuckles from a life on Earth she’d never see, and she traced those too and asked what made them, and I told her, buildings, a lifetime of buildings, and she kept the pieces of Earth in attentive silence.

And on her: the thin white scar high on her left shoulder from the contract wound she’d carried when we met, which I kissed; the whip-line down her calf from the barrow, faded now; the old ones on her calves from ten thousand scouting miles; and one I’d never asked about, a short old seam at her hairline behind the ear, and she felt me find it and said, before I could ask, “That’s where the club landed. Three years ago. The one that put me down in the dark to wake up staked.” And I kissed that one too, slow, and said nothing. My mouth said it better than any answer I owned, and she let me, and her breath changed, and the scar inventory turned, the way I’d known it would, into something with heat in it. The steam and the lamplight and the wet gold of her hair and the water sheeting off her curves turned the inventory into hunger that wanted more than care, and the echo warmed with the change before her hands made it physical.

She sat back on the pool’s edge, rising from the water to the waist. Steam curled off flushed skin. Wet golden hair streamed down her back, and lamplight moved over the athletic flare of her hips and the full breasts lifting with her breath. Her green gaze settled on me through wet lashes.

“Attend your partner, summoner.” Mock command sharpened the fraying deadpan. “That’s a term. I’m invoking it.”

“Which term is that?”

“The one where you do what I want and I pretend it was an order.” She leaned back on her hands and opened her strong thighs wider. Water ran from her pussy to the pool in a bright thread. “Attend me.”

I stepped between her knees and put my palms on them, holding them open. “I want every wet, demanding inch of you. And you’ll take what I give you at the pace I choose.”

Her throat worked. The echo sent back a clean flare of approval.

“Yes,” she said. “That’s my half.”

I bent and took her mouth in a slow kiss, tasting hot water and the cedar oil we’d washed through her hair. My hands traveled up her thighs, over taut muscle made slick by the pool, until my thumbs found the soft skin at the crease of her hips. I broke the kiss only when her body began trying to follow mine.

Then I went down on her at the pool edge.

I lowered myself one step into the water and drew her hips to the lip of the stone. Her ass settled into my hands, round and firm, and her heels found my shoulders. The position put her wet pussy inches from my mouth and displayed the rest of her above it: belly tight with anticipation, breasts gleaming, head tipped back into the steam.

She looked down when my breath touched her. Green eyes met mine between her thighs.

“No hurrying me,” I said. “You invoked attention. You’re getting every bit of it.”

“Then stop explaining the contract and perform it.”

I dragged my tongue up her slit.

The first taste broke her answer into my name. Heat and clean water had left her swollen and slick before my mouth ever reached her. I spread her with my thumbs and licked her again, slower, following the seam from her entrance to her clit. Her heels pressed into my shoulder blades. The pressure of her pleasure entered the echo as a low steady rise, sharper each time my tongue circled the point she wanted.

I found her rhythm and denied her the speed she tried to take. Her hips lifted off the stone to chase my mouth. I caught them, filled my hands with her ass, and set her back where I wanted her.

“Stay,” I said against her pussy.

Her breath left in a broken laugh. “Bossy for a man attending his partner.”

“You chose the summoner. Take the terms.”

I pushed two fingers inside her and curled them. My tongue worked her clit. Her joke vanished. Her thighs tightened around my head, strong enough to hold me where she wanted, but I controlled the pressure and gave her no more than I chose. The echo made precision merciless. I felt each internal clench around my fingers, the instant a circle went too wide, the hard bright response when I flattened my tongue and dragged it slowly over her.

“Put me back together before the hill,” she said. The deadpan went flat and explicit. “Keep your fingers deep. Make me come on your mouth before I remember the dark again.”

“Look at me while I do it.”

Her head came forward. Wet gold clung to her throat, and her eyes locked on mine.

I held the stare and worked her. My tongue stayed on her clit; my fingers curled inside, steady as a hand on a rated lever. The pool lapped against my ribs. Stone returned every wet sound and every word she lost. Her heels dug harder into my back, and her deep arch lifted her breasts into the lamplight as the echo tightened with her.

I felt the edge gather before her body showed it. I slowed for one stroke, made her feel the loss, then gave the pressure back exactly where she’d demanded.

She came hard on my mouth.

Her body seized around my fingers in rapid, wet contractions. Her thighs locked around my head; her spine bowed until only her ass and shoulders touched stone. She cried my name into the steam, one low sound breaking into rough profanity as I kept my tongue on her through every contraction. The open echo gave me the finish from inside her senses: hot, sharp, centered under my mouth, each aftershock flashing through me strongly enough to make my cock jerk against the pool wall.

I didn’t stop until her hands came down into my hair and her grip softened.

“Gods,” she said, wrecked, staring down at me. “You attended the life out of me.”

I kissed the inside of her thigh. “You’re still giving orders. There’s life left.”

“Enough to finish the contract.”

Her foot slid from my shoulder to my chest, and she tried to urge me upright with it. I caught her ankle and kissed the scar on her calf before rising under my own power.

I lifted her off the pool edge and turned her toward the water.

This time I put her in the position I’d planned from the instant she’d spread her thighs: standing on the shallow step, hands braced wide on the pool lip, body angled over the stone. Hot water reached high on her thighs. Her wet golden hair fell heavy down her back. I gathered it once around my fist and raised it off her neck, bringing her face around enough to look at me over her shoulder.

The turn hollowed her spine into the deep arch that belonged to her. Her strong ass tipped back toward me, glossy with water, her pussy exposed beneath it. The view struck me hard enough that my hands locked on her hips before I made them move again.

She felt that through the echo and pushed her hips back, preening. “There’s the audit I wanted.”

I slapped the muscular curve once, hard enough to bring color under the water-sheen, then spanned both hips. “My read says this angle needs attention.”

“Your read talks too much.”

I rubbed the head of my cock through her soaked slit. Her answer became a gasp.

“Tell me exactly what you want,” she demanded, looking back through wet lashes.

“I want you braced right there while I take you. I want every stroke to drive this hill out of your body. Both of us come back whole. I fill you now with the promise we carry down.”

Her green stare sharpened. “Yes. Both of us, whole. Take me hard, partner. Give me every part of that promise.”

I pushed inside her in one deep stroke.

The arch went rigid under my hands. Her mouth opened on a stretched-full gasp, and her fingers spread against the stone lip for purchase. I paused with my hips against her ass, making her feel the complete join. The echo carried her satisfaction back fierce and full-bodied.

Then I took command of the rhythm.

Standing in the water gave every thrust resistance. I held her hips where I wanted them and drove through the drag, deep enough that each stroke pressed her forward over the lip before my grip brought her back. Water slapped the stone. Her ass flexed in my hands. Wet hair pulled tight around my fist when I used it to keep her face turned toward me.

“Eyes here,” I said.

She held my stare over her shoulder. “I want to watch you promise it.”

“Both of us come out.”

I drove deeper. Her bow-arm shook against the lip.

“Whole,” she demanded.

“Whole.”

“Rich.”

“Obscenely.”

A breathless laugh escaped her and broke into a moan on the next stroke. Fear remained in the echo, but now it had shape: the seal-door, the dark, the grind beneath the floor. We didn’t hide it under pleasure. We carried it into the act and chose each other with the danger fully named.

I released her hair and slid one hand down the arched line of her back. My thumb found her clit beneath her. She bucked at the first circle, almost losing one hand from the pool lip.

“Hold your ground,” I told her.

“Then give me a reason.”

I did. I kept the hard standing rhythm and worked her clit, reading the climb in her body and the open echo. Her pussy tightened around my cock in warning pulses. Her deep arch grew sharper, offering me more of that heart-shaped ass with every stroke. Steam gathered on my arms and ran down over the marks my fingers were leaving at her hips.

“Say what you feel through it,” she ordered.

“Your fear’s still here,” I said, keeping my voice low. “So is your trust. You want me to take the pace away from you and leave you nothing to manage except holding on.”

“Yes.” The word came flat and immediate. “Take it. Make me feel you choose us.”

I tightened my grip, drove harder, and opened my half of the echo in answer. She received the bare truth: fear of losing her under that hill, hunger for the climb, and my absolute decision to bring us both back. Her body shuddered around me.

Then she opened her half all the way.

Her fear, want, and fierce trust struck through the bond as one naked vow. The sensation of my cock moving inside her arrived from her body as well as mine, doubled but distinct, and her approaching orgasm tightened around both of us.

“Come back with me,” she said over her shoulder, green eyes bright and unwavering. “Then cum inside me now. Fill me before we face that hill. I want every drop with me when we go down.”

“You get every drop.”

I drove deep and held her pinned against the pool lip as I came. Each hot surge emptied into her with the promise we’d spoken, my grip bruising on her hips, and her name broke out of me. She felt my control fail through the open echo and opened wider to it.

Her orgasm took her on the next thrust. Her pussy clamped around my cock in rapid contractions, milking each pulse as her spine bowed and her fingers clawed the wet stone. She swore my name into the steam. Her heels planted on the step, keeping me buried as my seed filled her.

The two climaxes struck side by side, witnessed through the open bond. Mine surged deep inside her; hers gripped and shook around it. She kept her eyes on mine over her shoulder until the final aftershock passed.

I stayed inside her until her breathing slowed. When I eased back, cum slipped from her pussy and vanished into the hot water. She turned in my arms, sagged boneless against me, then wrapped both arms around my neck.

“Whole,” she whispered.

“Whole,” I promised.

We floated afterward in the hot water with her face tucked against my neck and our legs brushing beneath the surface. The steam softened the lamp halos. We returned to the scar inventory, then turned openly to the barrow map: escalated galleries, the void path, and the junction where we’d shed the Spears. For us, danger and desire belonged to the same honest conversation.

“I’ve been buried in that hill once,” she said, honest, floating in my arms in the lamplight. “Woke up in the dark of it staked as bait with my line cut. I’ve spent three years not thinking about it and one season thinking about nothing else.” She turned her head against my shoulder. “I’m going back down tomorrow on purpose. And I’m coming out of it rich this time. That’s the truth of it. That’s what I need to be true, so make it true with me.”

“I’ll make it true with you,” I said.

We floated until cooling water stippled her arms.

I came back to myself on the cottage roof in the cold small hours.

No memory of climbing. No memory of leaving the bed, opening the barred door, or slipping away from the woman asleep against me. Thirty minutes of my life ended with bare feet on cold shingles and no path between. I stood barefoot on the roof pitch, facing south with the starlit marsh country spread before me. Cold night air moved over my skin. The pull toward Morvant screamed through my body like a tide come completely in. It filled me with a wordless want that wasn’t mine and wore my legs as its own.

My left sleeve was gone. The wrap was gone, unwound and dropped somewhere on the climb, the arm bare to the night, and the mark was lit ember-red from the inside, the single burned ring of it blazing, drinking the starlight the way it had drunk the pact-circle’s residue in the vault, greedy, awake. And under my hands where they gripped the roof-ridge were talon-scores, deep fresh gouges torn into the good cedar shingles, four of them under each hand, my own fingers or the mark working through them, I couldn’t tell and I couldn’t identify whose hands had torn them while I was gone from behind my own eyes. Thirty minutes of my one life spent, by Annika’s later count, thirty minutes in which I had risen from a barred and rigged house, never waking the woman who’d built her life around never being caught unaware in the dark, unbarred three locks, climbed a wall, and stood on a roof pointed at Morvant. Something that wasn’t quite me had tried to work out how to make me start walking south across the rooftops of a sleeping town.

Later I traced it to the matriarch, the barrow’s nearness, and the pact-circle waiting under the hill we’d enter at dawn. The pull had never been a tide before. It had been a lean, a hand turning my head. On the roof that night it was an ocean coming in, and I stood in it barefoot and lost, for a moment, entirely, the thread of which way was north, where Annika ended and I began.

And then she was there.

The echo had woken her, my absence and my fear pouring through it, and she came up onto the roof after me in her shirt with no more hesitation than she’d shown crossing a flooded gallery, and she did not grab me. Grabbing a man on a roof-pitch would send both people down. She came alongside me carefully and put herself in my sight-line. She invoked our practiced north-cadence once. I followed it, but the missing half hour remained lodged in me even after her hands closed on my bare arm and the roof returned to focus.

Her hand tightened on my lit arm.

“Summon it,” she said quietly. “Right now. Here. Face it calm instead of fighting it. You’ve been treating the pull like a valve to grip shut. Let’s look at it in the open, the two of us, and see what it actually is.”

I summoned the shade on the roof under the stars. Its talons settled on the ridge; banked seams cast a low red across the shingles. Calling it into quiet with no fight ahead felt stranger than any battle summons. We stood in the cold to understand the mark instead of survive it. The shade neither menaced nor ranged. My single decision held it motionless beside us, man-height, wrong, and quiet. Its furnace seams faced south toward the pull’s far end. Until cold found my bare feet, the three of us watched the same distant point: man, woman, and demon beneath the stars. Annika and the shade showed me what the mark had made of me. One embodied the force pulling south. The other made it wait.

Then the shade turned its furnace seams from the south onto Annika. It regarded her as it had at the bottom of the barrow when the pact stood on offer. The black shape lowered. Talons eased against the shingles, and coiled readiness left its plates. Like a dog choosing a fence post over a hunt, it relaxed into easy quiet. Furnace-red glare banked to a steady ember. As its posture softened, the tide in my body receded with it, back from an ocean to a lean, not gone, never gone, the pull is always the pull, but no longer the only thing in me, no longer the thing wearing my legs.

“There,” Annika breathed as the shade stilled. “It faces south until it looks at me. Then it waits. The pact changes its behavior.”

She met my eyes. “That’s a rule we can use.”

“I lost thirty minutes,” I said. “I opened three locks, climbed a wall, and remember none of it. The blank is worse than the pull. If you hadn’t followed, I don’t know whether I’d have started walking or stopped.”

“Then that’s the danger we plan around,” she said. “The mark has never hurt anyone you were guarding. The shade protects what you choose. Tonight the pull eased when the shade recognized me. None of that makes it safe, but it gives us a check: after heavy use, the echo stays open and I stay close enough to catch your feet turning. We go south only awake and together.”

The lost minutes remained terrifying. Now they also had a concrete response.

I sent the shade back. With my bare, lit arm cooling in the night, I stood beside the woman who served as my brake. Then I put dry words over real fear and turned terror back into agency. “All right. So it wants south. It’s wanted south since the marsh. South is Morvant. That’s where C-rank deeds live, where the trade needs blades, and where the ladder’s next rungs wait anyway.” I looked toward the pull’s far end and chose the same direction aloud. Giving myself a reason was how I meant to live with something that pulled. “So we finish Ferro. We take D at the stone, in the open, in front of the town that laughed. And then we go south. On our terms, for our reasons, to the place the ladder was sending us anyway, and the mark can come along and be useful.” A breath. “The mark doesn’t get to steer. But I’ll allow it to navigate.”

“You’ll allow it to navigate,” Annika repeated, her bow thumb tapping its knuckle, and her approval came back through the echo, the fear folded under her craft in the place she kept everything difficult. “Good. Then it can point and I’ll drive and you’ll pretend you’re in charge of both of us, and we’ll all go south together like a functional crew.” She tugged my arm. “Off the roof. Barefoot on cedar in the dark, we survived a matriarch to break our necks on our own house, that would be a stupid way to end a good season.”

We climbed down from the roof, and I wrapped the arm again. Neither of us slept much. Near dawn, she took chalk from the workroom wall and added a fourth line beneath the first three in her neat hand. The roof’s decision now waited where we’d see it every morning.

NOBODY GETS LEFT. EVERYBODY GETS PAID. FERRO LAST.

And under them, new, in her hand: SOUTH AFTER.

She counted the arrows once before the decisive hill, touched each fletching as she named the number, then shouldered bow and pack.

“Pack for the void path, summoner.”


Chapter 23: The Race Down

Pell drove the cart out of Lantern Row at dawn; Annika and I walked beside it. The hills road took a full day. We camped short of the barrows rather than enter Ferro’s ground blind, then covered the final miles to the sinkhole the next morning. His thirty-person column held nearly a day’s lead.

The barrow had healed itself. I stood in the sinkhole mouth and read the healing, and it told me more about Gravemaw than our first descent had.

The galleries I’d dropped behind us during our escape, the ones I’d collapsed with wedge-kicks and the bar to buy us minutes, stood re-knit, fallen stone and old dead bound together with fresh marrow-thread. Black cords ran wall to wall through the rubble I’d made, a spider’s mend on a broken house, and structural instinct supplied the meaning: Gravemaw did not merely live at the bottom of this hill. It tended the place, maintaining its house with a rigger’s vigilance, and a boss that repairs its own galleries is a boss that will repair the damage I do to it mid-fight, and I kept that cold and important for the vault at the bottom.

New dead walked the upper galleries where we’d cleared them, and the seal-door gallery ahead was a thread-maze, cords strung through it in a lattice a blind man would die in. Every gallery felt more awake than it had the first time, Gravemaw’s low grinding pulse running closer to the surface now, a pressure in the floor and the stale cold breath of the deep coming up through the thread-choked dark, and the black marrow-cord that had been a rare and ugly thing in the upper galleries a month ago was everywhere now, glistening, strung between the old dead like rigging, like the hill had grown a nervous system during our absence. The repairs hadn’t started for our benefit; they’d been running the whole month. The barrow we’d fled was a wound; the barrow we came back to was a thing knitting itself into a fortress with the seal-door for a mouth.

Annika saw the repaired galleries, new dead, and thread-maze as clearly as noon.

The first time down, Annika had felt her way through this dark with four arrows and refusal. Now she named each new dead before my eyes adjusted, traced the thread-maze through stone, and pointed out the void path as if silver lamps marked it. Same woman, same hill, and the dark had lost its advantage.

“Thirty went in ahead of us,” she said, reading the churned ground at the main entrance a quarter-mile off through her sight and the wagon-tracks with her own eyes. “Yesterday at dawn, like you said. Ferro, seven vets, Garran, Sorn, and the twenty Spears. Thirty bodies down one hill.” She crouched over the sign at the barrow’s proper mouth, and her cadence sharpened as the ground disclosed its story. “And look. Two ways of walking. The Spears go shored and chalked, every advance braced, careful, professional, you can read the discipline in the boot-spacing. And Ferro’s crew pushes pace right over the top of it, no shoring, driving, first-to-the-crown. Two doctrines in one column.” She stood. “Two crews are wearing one contract, Davin, and the stitching’s already showing in the dirt.”

“Then we widen the stitch,” I said, and we descended by our own route.

Not the breach line. Ferro had the main galleries and the head start and the twenty blades, and I had no intention of racing a man down a road he’d chosen when I owned a road he’d never seen. We took the void path and sinkhole chimney from our earned map of the first descent. The crawl, drop, and chamber cut two full galleries from the race. Unseen, we entered the deep on our own schedule, above and beside the column rather than behind it.

Pell we left topside, at the sinkhole head, at a cart-winch I’d rigged as extraction insurance, a hauling line down the chimney anchored to the cart, so that if the hill came down again there was a rope out that a boy on the surface could work. His terms, honored: far ground, extraction line, nothing forward of it. He didn’t like staying up top. I felt his resistance. “I’d rather be down there with you.” I answered with the truth: a rope out of a hill is worth more than another spear inside it. When the hill came down the first time, we’d have given anything for a boy on a winch. He heard me and held both winch-head and terms. I trusted him with the rope completely, as I now trusted him with everything, and never lightly.

The descent was rig-craft, the chimney and the void path run in reverse, and going down it I felt the distance we’d come since the last time in this dark. Last time down we’d crawled up this chimney half-dead, drained and hunted, the four buried out of sixteen clawing toward a thread of grey. This time we went down it clean and rested and rigged, rope belayed off my anchors, her Pathfinder sight lighting the drops before we reached them, the two of us moving through a lethal dark like it was a job. The descent had become a job instead of a grave, and I felt Annika feel the same contrast through the echo, the same fierce quiet pride in it, going down on purpose into the hill that had buried her and finding it merely dangerous instead of merely fatal. By mid-morning we were in the deep, above the flooded gallery, flat on cold stone, watching Ferro’s column cross it badly.

We watched from a high ledge in the dark, the two of us flat on the stone, and the crossing handed me the trap, written by Ferro’s own nature as plainly as the drake’s charge had been written by hers.

The flooded gallery, black water thigh-deep over a bone floor, the dead standing motionless in it like herons waiting on fish, the same crossing I’d rigged for us the first time down with rope-lines and wedge-anchors. Ferro’s column hit it and split down its own seam in front of us. Watching thirty men cross ground I’d crossed with four proved strange and instructive, to see the difference between a column driven for a crown and a crew rigged to survive. The dead in the water woke as the column broke the surface, that slow herons-to-hunters turn I’d seen once already, and the front of Ferro’s line had to fight; the back of it pushed, the churn that gets men drowned in the deep. The Gray Spears sergeant wanted it done right, wanted lines rigged and the crossing shored and the pace slowed, a professional’s proper response at black water full of the dead, and he argued it scar-lipped, counting everything twice, a tide-wall veteran who knew to the bone what unshored haste costs in the deep. And Ferro wanted pace, because pace won the crown, and Ferro solved the argument as he always did: by spending somebody cheaper.

“Your lads picket forward,” he told the sergeant, warm, reasonable, room-filling even in a barrow, waving the Spears’ junior file toward the front of the crossing. “Draw the dead’s eye, break the water, and my crew culls from the flank. Efficient. That’s what you’re paid for, aye? Forward picket.” Rookie-doctrine. Bait-staking, dressed as tactics, aimed now not at his own rookies but at the Gray Spears’ youngest, the men who’d signed a contract and not a suicide.

The sergeant’s jaw locked. Annika had gone equally still in the drake den when she named bait-staking flat and her voice went dead, the response of a professional who realizes the man he’s contracted to sees his people as a renewable resource. He sent his juniors forward. The contract said follow the captain in the field and he honored a contract even after he’d started to hate it, but he did it with his jaw set and his eyes fixed on Ferro, and the wedge Annika had read in the dirt drove another inch into hard rock, and I knew, watching it, that it would split completely with one good tap in the right place.

“There it is,” Annika breathed beside me on the ledge. “He just showed the Spears exactly what he thinks they’re for. The sergeant won’t forget that. He’ll follow the contract to the letter and not one inch past it. The contract’s limits were breach and boss, not die for Brant.” Her audit found me in the dark. “You’ve got a place in your head. I can feel you building it. What is it.”

So I told her the trap, on the ledge, in the dark, with thirty men crossing black water below us, because the ground had just handed me the last piece.

“We don’t race him,” I said, low. “We herd him. I know these vault galleries because I surveyed them the first time down, and I know his splitter’s collapse signature because I watched the man work the seal-door. There’s a junction ahead, between here and the vault, the one bad arch on the route, and Ferro will meet that arch with his signature mistake, managing it instead of shoring it, drive pace right through a bad structure. Shoring costs time, and time costs the crown.” I laid it out with my hands in the dark, the junction, the arch, the two galleries it fed. “So we get there first, on our road, and we re-rig it. We set it so that when Ferro’s splitter manages that arch the way he managed the seal-door, the collapse sheds one gallery, cleanly, controlled, my controlled, and it walls the Gray Spears off on the safe side. With their kit. With their own road back up to daylight. Whole.”

“You strand the mercs,” Annika said, working it, “intact and safe and out of the fight, and Ferro comes up the other side of the drop into the deep halls suddenly holding only what’s actually his. Seven tired vets, Garran, and Sorn. No shield-wall of other men’s bodies.”

“Bait men who signed for bait wages, never,” I said, and I heard the flat cold in my own voice, the restrained fury, the injustice I’d been eating my entire life. “The Spears signed to breach and kill a boss for pay, and they’ll do it or not do it on those terms. They walk out of this hill intact. They never chose to be Ferro’s line item. Walls he can have. All the walls he wants. But not men. I’ll strand him with rock, not with people, and then his own stripped crew and the hill he doesn’t understand can settle what he is before I ever swing at him.”

She was quiet a moment, reading me in the echo and the dark both, and then she said, “That’s the cleanest hate I’ve ever watched a man plan. You want him ruined and you’re going out of your way to save twenty strangers to do it right.” Her fingers closed around mine in the dark. “I love you. Let’s go rig a junction.”

The words struck harder than the boss grinding below us. I turned her hand over and pressed my mouth to her scarred knuckles. The nearby column denied us a larger moment.

“I love you too,” I said. “Enough to finish this conversation somewhere with fewer corpses.”

“Good term.”

We got to the junction ahead of the column on our own road, and then came the tensest hour of the descent, the quiet hour, the re-rig in the dark with thirty men a gallery away.

I’d rigged plenty of things quietly, but never with an armed column one wall over that would kill us on sight. We worked in silence, using chalk-language and hand signals. My marks went onto the stone; she read and answered in the tongue we’d built over a season. Danger-line. Load-line. Here. Hold. Cut.

The work was slow because it had to be silent, and silent rig-work in the dark is the hardest kind, every wedge set by hand-pressure instead of driven, every stone eased into place instead of dropped, listening the whole time to the column’s noise a gallery over for the moment it stopped, because a column that goes quiet is a column that’s heard you. I read the bad arch first, the one Ferro would manage, put my hands on it and took its familiar structural pulse, and it told me its story: old work, frost-cracked, load carried on two footings, one of them sound and one of them eaten, an arch a hurried man drops clean and a careful rigger drops wherever he chooses. Then I read where a controlled shed would drop the gallery, walked the load-path in my head from the splitter’s likely cut to the fall, and set the counter-rig against it: wedges reversed, a key stone eased, the load-path re-aimed so the splitter’s own collapse-work would fold the structure my way instead of his, the good footing pre-loaded to give and the bad one braced to hold, the arch’s intention turned around underneath the intention of the man who’d drop it. A trap built inside the trap he’d spring himself, and every piece of it silent, and every piece of it invisible once the dust settled.

Somewhere in the middle of it, easing a keystone with both hands while a killer’s column murmured one wall away, I felt Annika’s focus in the echo braid with mine, the two of us gone into the same total concentration, and under the fear and focus ran desire that never fully cooled, a hot bright thread of it. Apparently, nothing in the world turned Annika Veld’s head like watching me rig, and my awareness of that hot thread crossed back to her. She lifted her audit eyebrow across the dark, saying not one word and meaning later and if we live, and I caught the promise in her look as I eased the keystone home. It was the finest hidden rig-work I’d done in the campaign, and success required nobody to notice it until the stone fell.

Sorn nearly ended it.

Halfway through the re-rig, Sorn drifted down the picket line, tallying as always. His forgettable face and quick eyes came straight toward our junction. Another few steps would put him beside two people rigging a trap in the dark. We had no time to hide the work and no way to go loud.

Annika solved it with a choice only she would make, by understanding Sorn better than Sorn understood himself.

She let him see her.

She stepped onto a ledge one level above the picket line and entered the edge of his lamp-throw in plain sight. An arrow sat nocked and half-drawn at his chest. One finger rose to her lips. She let Sorn look. She let him do the arithmetic. And Sorn, quick-eyed, transactional to the marrow, priced the moment before his next step: that the arrow would take him before he got a shout out, that the woman holding it had killed a matriarch, that whatever she was doing on that ledge was worth an arrow to her and therefore worth not seeing to him, that a man survives other men’s crews by knowing precisely which secrets are worth more unseen. He looked at her, tipped his hat, and walked back up the picket line. Annika lowered the bow only after his lamp vanished. Sorn left richer by one unshot arrow.

She came down off the ledge, returned the arrow to her quiver, and helped me finish the rig, and neither of us breathed right until it was done.

The column reached the junction near midday, and Ferro sprang my trap for me according to the habits I’d built around him.

By then we lay above and clear on a high ledge, the counter-rig set below. Ferro’s column stacked at the bad arch. The Gray Spears sergeant studied it and began giving the professional answer: shore it. Ferro had no patience. The crown lay too close, the pace too precious.

“Manage it,” Ferro told his splitter, waving at the bad arch, impatient, the gold tooth catching the lamplight. “We’re not shoring rich men’s bones. Drop us a clean lane through and we push. Manage the doors, we always manage the doors.”

The splitter managed the doors. He set his stance and put his earth-splitter craft into the bad arch to drop a clean lane using his seal-door method, a low grinding pull of force into the frost-cracked stone. The honest craft would have shed the arch cleanly along his intended line and dropped a tidy lane for the column to push through. Except that I’d spent the quiet hour re-aiming the load-path underneath his intention, pre-loading the good footing to give and bracing the bad one to hold, and when his force found the arch the arch rejected his read. It folded along mine. The good footing let go first where I’d loaded it to, and the load ran down the path I’d cut instead of the path he’d cut, and the gallery came down along the line I’d built for it, a controlled shed, a clean wall of stone dropping across the route in a roar of old block and dust.

And it dropped on the seam. Right on the stitch between the two crews, with the Gray Spears on the near side and Ferro’s core on the far side, the collapse splitting the column along the fault Ferro had spent all morning driving into his own force. I heard the sergeant’s shout, sharp and disciplined, and I heard the Spears do what disciplined men do at a collapse, which is pull back off it, not into it, back onto the safe side with their kit and their breach-mage and their own chalked road up to daylight intact behind them. No one died. That was the craft I’d spent the finest silent hour of my life on: a wall of stone between twenty honest professionals and a fight they never signed for, dropped so clean it didn’t cost a single one of them so much as a turned ankle, and left them standing safe on the road home wondering, I have no doubt, why they’d ever signed with a man whose contract kept collapsing around him.

And when the dust cleared, Ferro Brant stood in the deep halls with the crown-race still to run and suddenly no army at his back at all. His gaze searched the dust for the Spears, found only seven tired vets, Garran, and Sorn, then counted them again. The shield-wall of twenty hired bodies stood sealed behind honest rock. His grin arrived late, the first time I’d ever seen Ferro Brant do arithmetic that came out against him.

He covered it fast, turning shock into command before the dust settled and waving his stripped little crew forward toward the vault with the crown-race pitch already back in his mouth, all confidence, we don’t need mercenaries to lift rich men’s bones, more purse to split among fewer hands, gods love a lean crew. But I’d watched him count, and I’d watched the count come out wrong, and I’d watched two of his vets watch him count too, and a legend that has to talk its own crew past a bad number in the deep dark is a legend running on its last reserves. He’d built the race to be won by the man with the most bodies, and he’d just lost most of his bodies to a collapse he’d ordered himself, and some part of him, the part that kept counting bodies after the grin returned, had to know that the barrow had never once dropped an arch on Ferro Brant that Ferro Brant hadn’t stood too close to.

Below us, the grinding turned through the hill toward Ferro’s isolated crew.

Annika nocked an arrow beside me.


Chapter 24: Spent

At last, Ferro’s core did the real math down in the thread-maze with no bait and no Spears and the boss awake beneath them, and the sum said turn back, and Ferro talked them past it. A legend can be spent, and Ferro Brant had one payout left.

We could hear the pitch from the void-path side, warm and room-filling even in a barrow, the same voice that had bought a hall’s love through years of generous rounds now spending itself to hold seven frightened veterans on a road their own sense was screaming at them to quit. He didn’t argue the danger. No argument could grind the boss’s vibration out of a man’s teeth. He argued the reward. Barrow-gold, pre-Guild, rich men’s bones behind a broken door, and now fewer hands to split it, more each, a lean crew and a fat vault, gods love a lean crew. And it worked. A legend works after it should have stopped, a store of borrowed belief a man can draw against until the day he draws it all. Ferro drew, and the vets followed him deeper into a hill that was killing them, one more time, on the last of it.

We shadowed the core from the void-path side, Annika tracking seven vets, Garran, and Sorn through the walls. Our tactic was to let Ferro’s crew absorb the barrow’s attacks until the vault, then take Gravemaw on the ground we’d surveyed.

The choice sat hard. Those veterans had watched Ferro bury us and stayed for his rounds, but watching them walk toward the dead ignorant of the danger still tightened my jaw.

“You’re grinding on it,” Annika said through the dark.

“They’re his men. They chose him. I still don’t enjoy hearing them die.”

“Good,” she said. “Keep that discomfort. Just don’t spend our lives trying to rescue men who’d help him bury us again. We wait for the vault.”

I nodded, and we followed.

The barrow collected as we shadowed.

The thread-cyst took two vets in five brutal heartbeats. A thread-cyst is a knot of the dead grown into a false wall, marrow-cord and bone packed into a bulge that reads as solid stone until a man’s shoulder brushes it and every cord and jaw comes alive at once. Annika saw it before they did, of course, read it off her Pathfinder sight from our ledge and drew a breath through her teeth, and there was nothing to do with the knowledge but watch. A shout from us would end our concealment and likely our lives. A nest of grasping cord and snapping jaws erupted out of what had looked like solid wall, right into the flank of Ferro’s line, and it took the two vets nearest it before anyone could call it. One went in silent, dragged off his feet and into the churning cord so fast his lamp was still swinging where he’d stood. The other managed half a scream and drove a knife into the mass, for all the good a blade does against a wall that’s decided to eat you. Cords wrapped him, drew him in, and closed over both victims. The bulge settled back into the appearance of stone with two men inside it. Fast. Ugly. Done in the space of five heartbeats.

And then there were five vets, and the discipline that had held the crew together started to crack, because men who signed on with the hall’s favorite uncle for fast silver and safe runs do not do well watching their friends pulled into a wall, and Ferro’s warm voice worked harder to hold them, the pitch getting faster, the vault-gold closer, the reassurances thinner. He talked a frightened crew past a horror that should have turned them all around and succeeded, barely, on the last fumes of a legend, one more time.

One of the five stopped, though. I caught it from the ledge. It foretold the ending. A broad vet at the rear planted his feet and looked back along their route, then at the wall that had just swallowed two men, then at the back of his captain’s shaved head still moving forward, still talking. A sum he’d never let himself do before tightened his face: how many friends this hill had cost, and how much gold would remain if it kept charging them at this rate. He didn’t like the answer. He didn’t quit. Not yet. There was still a boss between him and daylight and nowhere to go but forward. But he shouldered his pack only after the line had started moving, then followed a full stride behind his former place at the captain’s shoulder. I noted both delays. A crew willing to die for its captain follows close, and a crew that’s started counting follows one full stride back, and I knew the distance for what it was. Loyalty had stretched one stride short of breaking. The legend was spending its last, and the men it was spent on had begun hearing the bottom of the purse at different moments.

Sorn was already drifting quietly to the rear, his reliable position in any column that started to die, composing his survivor’s story as he went, and I watched him drift and let him go. Once Sorn began composing a saleable story, he stopped being anyone’s danger.

The spend came at the approach stair. Ferro used his signature move on his last loyal man.

The bone-choked stair up toward the vault gallery, the dead rising thick out of the marrow-thread on both sides, the passage narrowing to a killing throat with the boss’s grinding filling the floor beneath it, and Ferro’s little crew hit it and stalled, and Ferro used his habitual answer when a passage needed holding and a body needs spending. He turned to Garran. He clapped the gaunt ropey shoulder of his second, his last loyal man, the used-up blade he’d collected cheap and kept for dirty work, and he used the same warmth he’d spent on us at the seal-door and on a hundred men before:

“Hold the stair for a forty-count, old dog. Buy us the gallery and follow on. You’ve held worse.”

And Garran, who had staked Annika as bait three years ago and never once believed Ferro would do the same to him, who had survived a lifetime of other men’s crews by knowing exactly where the bait went and being the one who placed it, turned to hold the stair.

He turned instantly, loyalty carrying him into the hold. In all his checking of exits, he had never checked the one behind his own captain, never once believed he was on that side of the ledger, Ferro had counted for twenty years on the same blind spot: that the men who place the bait never believe they’ll be the bait. He set his feet at the throat of the stair and raised his weapons at the rising dead and started the count, buying the gallery, holding the line, doing the one honest thing a dishonest man had left in him.

He got perhaps to a count of eight.

And the splitter dropped the stair’s arch behind him. On Ferro’s word, a low order I couldn’t hear from the ledge and didn’t need to, I read it off the splitter’s stance and the gold tooth’s turned back. Before the count reached ten. The arch came down between Garran and the crew in a roar of stone and dust, sealing the last loyal man on the wrong side of the drop with the rising dead, repeating the seal-door collapse that had buried us a month ago, the signature move, all of Ferro’s genius, spent this time not on porters or rookies or a demolition rigger and a scout, but on Ferro Brant’s own second, his oldest dog, the one man in the world who’d been sure it would never be him.

The five veterans watched the arch settle behind Garran. When Ferro ordered them onward, none took his shoulder. The boss blocked every other route, so they followed, leaving two full strides between themselves and their captain.

We came at the dropped stair from the void-path side, and we found Garran, and Annika closed the oldest wound she had.

He was half-buried in the arch-fall, leg crushed under a block, his weapons scattered in the drop, and the marrow-thread was already crawling toward him out of the dark, questing black cords reaching for Garran as they had reached for Annika three years ago in this same hill, the death he’d dealt her coming for him now, slow, inevitable, and indecision held her; I genuinely did not know what she would do. I did not push her, because it was hers to decide and no one else’s, all three years of it hers.

She looked at Garran a long moment in the lamplight, the man who’d cut her line and left her staked in the dark, crushed now as the same threads reached for him, and I felt fury, grief, and old buried terror surface together through the echo, three years compressed into one breath. And Garran looked back at her, and he knew her, of course he knew her, and understanding overtook him: where he was and who had come to find him. A lifetime of exit-checking eyes went still. The woman he’d staked in this hill stood over him with his death in easy reach and every right in the world to walk away and let the threads have him as he’d let them have her.

He didn’t beg. I’ll grant him that. He looked up at her from under the fall with the marrow-cord reaching for him and he said in his low rasp, “You should leave me. I’d leave me. I left you.” A cracked breath. “It’s the math, Veld. You know the math.”

“I know the math,” Annika said. And under all the storm of her in the echo, the line she’d drawn her life around rose up and took the wheel. It made her the opposite of the man bleeding under the rock, and I felt her choose it, not forgive him, never forgive him, but refuse absolutely to become him.

Then she raised her bow and put a Skyline Mark on the thread-anchor above him, a point of silver blooming in my sight, and she said, level, no heat in it at all, the flattest I ever heard her:

“Nobody gets left. Even garbage.”

And I moved. Veilstepped to her mark, out of the dark and onto the ledge above the crawling threads, the first Veilstep of the day spent, leaving only two inside the safe count. The drain hit like a cold slap, but there was work in front of me, and I put the forged successor through the thread-anchor, opened it clean the way Durn’s iron now opened everything, and the questing cords that had been reaching for Garran snapped slack and dead, the crawling lattice above him dropping limp. Annika came down off the void path fast and got the pry under the block on his crushed leg and levered it with her un-capped Pathfinder strength, the strength the ladder had capped out of her for three years, used now to lift a stone off the man who’d spent those three years thinking her buried, and I stood over the both of them with the blade and held the rising dead off the little pool of lamplight while she worked. The dead came and I put them down, seam and joint, the surgical expensive work of it counted stroke by stroke, buying the minute Garran had once failed to buy for his own crew. Between us, we hauled him from beneath the fall. Annika splinted the crushed leg with brisk, impersonal field-craft and took his last knife. We left him disarmed, broken, and alive against the wall of the hill where he’d once abandoned her. His splint would hold. Ahead lay a crawl with no weapon or crew, only the chance she’d chosen to give him. It was more than he’d ever given anyone.

Annika finished the splint without lowering herself into his sight-line. She hauled the final knot tight, tested it with one impersonal tug, and rose while Garran remained on the floor.

“You taught me the math of leaving people,” she said while cleaning his blood from her hands on a rag. “I flunked it on purpose.”

She tossed the rag beside his remaining water skin, turned toward the vault, and left him to choose his own first crawl. No order and no watched departure gave him the comfort of making her his captain.

Garran said her name once behind us, his voice cracked. I don’t know what he meant to put after it. She kept walking; I didn’t turn, and whatever it was, an apology or a curse or his first honest sentence in twenty years, it stayed in that hill with him. After a life spent leaving people behind, Garran could keep his last words to himself.

Through the echo, the hard knot I’d felt in her since Garran first said staked loosened. Her shoulders dropped once, then squared toward the vault. The anger remained, clean and hers, but Garran no longer had a hand around any part of her future.

In the lamplight she pressed her forehead to mine. Her fingers shook once against my collar, then stilled. She’d walked back into her worst hill and left its maker alive, broken, and behind her.

“Later,” she said. “If we live, I’m going to want you very badly the second we’re out of this hill. Put that on the record as a promise, not a threat.”

“Recorded.”

We went. The boss wasn’t going to wait for us to be human at each other.

Sorn got out in the chaos of the stair-drop, of course he did. Getting out in chaos is Sorn’s singular genius.

A crack in the gallery wall had been worked wider, and one tally-scratch marked the stone beside it. The seam angled upward. Sorn had found a route out while everyone watched the dropped stair. How far he’d gotten and what story he’d tell were beyond my sight. He was gone, and we had a boss below us.

We took position over the vault, on the chimney ledge above the seal-gallery, on the ground we’d mapped the first time down when Gravemaw was only a lamp-eye rolling open beneath a floor of plates.

Below us, Ferro’s remainder stacked at the vault mouth: five vets, the splitter among them, and Ferro himself. Beyond them lay the seal-vault, the pact-circle chamber, and the plate-chasm where the boss was rising. The grinding pressed through my teeth and chest.

The broken stanchion stood at the center of the faintly glowing rings where something had once been bound. My arm leaned toward it, south and down. Annika closed her hand over my wrapped forearm, the brake on the navigator, and I steadied.

Below, nine weeks of receipts lay arranged in stone and dark: the void path, the chimney, the plate-chasm, and the seam in Gravemaw’s crown I’d read from a sleeping floor. Its grinding climbed through the ledge beneath our boots.


Chapter 25: Gravemaw

We’d stood in this chamber once, on Gravemaw’s sleeping back, and crossed its plates in fearful increments, praying it stayed too small-minded to rise for us. It wasn’t sleeping now. It rose for Ferro.

I had carried the circle-floor chamber in my head for a month. Its dome rose beyond the lamp, with one great pact-circle covering the floor ring within ring. At the center stood the broken black-stone-and-bronze stanchion where something had once been bound. Off the far rim waited the plate-chasm where Gravemaw nested. Above it all, Annika and I lay flat on the chimney ledge with nine weeks of receipts arranged below us. Gravemaw rose from the chasm to meet Ferro’s five. Even having seen it and knowing its size, I felt the old animal refusal in my gut. My mind rejected a creature too large to accept.

Barn-sized. A bone-amalgam the size of a house dragged itself over the chasm rim on limbs half-buttress and half-claw. Wagon-lid plates fitted over coiled marrow that flexed like a breathing hill. Dust rose beneath it, old air shoved across my face, and the shield-sized lamp-eye I’d watched open under my boots a month ago rolled across the room. And half-sunk into the fused wedge of its skull, riding it like a crown on a drowning king, was the seal-crown, a wheel of bronze and black bone carved in pact-circle script, old seal hardware fused into the boss’s skull and grown over by a century of its bone. The broken stanchion remained the sign of whatever the vault had originally failed to keep.

It did not roar. That was the worst of it. A creature that size should announce itself and Gravemaw only rose, silent but for the grinding of its own plates and the wet drag of its mass over stone, patient, ancient, unbothered, a boss that had eaten every challenger the hill had ever sent it and had no reason to believe today was different. It hauled itself over the chasm rim, and Ferro’s five met it with nowhere else to be, and the cold plan held: we let the boss and the legend spend each other as I read the last of the structure and rigged the finish.

I read Gravemaw’s logic off its behavior in the first minute, with the urgency required by any structure I meant to bring down, and it ran in three phases, and Annika found the third and most important one before I did.

Phase one: the plate. Arrows and steel shed off it like rain from slate. The grown bone was too thick and curved to punch. Ferro’s veterans learned that fast and expensively as good strokes skated off the scutes. The lesson was plain: Gravemaw couldn’t be killed through its armor.

Phase two: the thread-web. Gravemaw did not fight alone, it puppeted, black marrow-tendons running from its mass out throughout the vault to the dead scattered across the circle-floor, and it raised them and drove them, a boss fighting through a hundred hands, and worse, it mended, tendons hauling shattered plate up off the bone floor and knitting it back onto itself mid-fight, the same self-tending I’d read in the healed galleries, a boss repairing its armor faster than five men could break it. Break a plate and it grew the plate back. The web was the engine.

Phase three, the one Annika called: the root. “There,” she breathed on the ledge, her Pathfinder sight cutting through the chaos to the root that mattered. “Look at the stanchion. It’s tethered. There’s a root-thread, one big one, black marrow thick as my waist, running from the base of the broken stanchion straight into its mass. That’s not a puppet-line. That’s the trunk. Everything else runs off that one. Davin, it’s leashed to the center of the circle. That’s the power source and that’s the leash, both, one thread.” Her green stare held mine with absolute certainty. “The fight comes down to thirty seconds at that root. Everything else just earns us those seconds.”

Thirty seconds at the root. I noted its shape: plate, web, and root. The old trade rose in me, the demolition religion my uncle taught before I could shave. You do not fight or out-muscle a building. You read where it carries weight, take that one thing, and let the standing mass work for you as it comes down. Gravemaw was the biggest building I’d ever been asked to drop, and it moved and it mended and it puppeted a hundred hands, but it was still a structure, and all its mass still hung on one load, the root to the stanchion, the stanchion to the keystone, the keystone to the floor. I started building our thirty seconds from nine weeks of receipts as Ferro’s remaining crew fought below us. Finding the load path gave my fear a job.

The splitter went first, and he went to his own craft turned against him, a fitting end I had no time to admire. Gravemaw’s web found him during his attack on the plate. Instead of raising the dead, it raised the ceiling. A dozen tendons hauled shed and mended plates over his position, then dropped HIS ceiling on him. It repeated what he’d done to us at the seal-door and to Garran at the stair. The puppet-web gave an earth-splitter the failure he understood best. He vanished beneath his own trade in a crash of bone. I felt no grief for the man who’d buried four people on Ferro’s word, only a ledger’s flat, cold balance.

Two more vets were taken off the rim. Tendons came from the dark beneath the rim, wrapping ankle and waist. They hauled both men backward into the plate-chasm before anyone could cut them free. Their lamps fell into the dark and guttered one after the other. The sounds the men made were short. Then Ferro and his last two veterans broke. With their nerve gone, they fell back to the vault mouth and pressed against the entrance stone. They had nowhere left to run, no crown in hand, and every reason to watch what a no-summons summoner did next.

The cold, correct heart of the plan put Ferro Brant at the vault mouth, positioned to see everything that followed, and everything that followed was the answer to the question Rendhaven’s hall had been laughing at for nine weeks.

We came off the ledge into the fight. Gravemaw drove a hundred puppet hands across the ring-floor, forcing us onto the retreat-lanes I’d chalked during Ferro’s attack. Annika and I gave ground from one memorized safe step to the next as the driven dead stumbled over corners I’d marked and avoided. The chalk kept open ground behind us.

A shed wagon-lid scute blocked our third lane. I set the pry-blade under its edge and heaved it upright at the same angle as a flood-bridge chain-stake. Annika understood before it seated. Her arrows turned the nearest puppets toward me; I added a second fallen plate, narrowing their advance into a crush-lane made from Gravemaw’s own armor. When the dead packed its throat, I cut a tendon holding another slab overhead. The plate dropped through the packed wave and reduced a hundred reaching hands to a number we could hold.

The cleared seconds opened the root. Annika cast Skyline Mark through the remaining cover, and everything we’d drilled bloody in the quarry entered the fight. Annika worked the root she’d found, and the fight was hers to aim as much as mine to pay. She put Skyline Marks on the trunk-thread through the cover of the puppet-waves, silver points blooming on the black cord in my sight where my own eyes lost it in the chaos, and she Windstepped along the rim in bursts no scout in Rendhaven could match, appearing at a firing angle, loosing, gone before the puppets reached where she’d been, taking bank-shots at the root’s anchor-points with a draw the ladder had capped out of her for three years, punching marrow-cord that shed honest steel everywhere else. I Veilstepped to her marks three times during the boss fight. Along her sightlines, the vault folded around me into impossible angles: onto the heaving mass, above the root, beside it, beneath the tendons’ reach. For half a second each time, a rigger with an edged bar appeared where the structure couldn’t defend. I cut one anchor strand before drain returned me to the floor. Strip a strand, Veilstep clear, chalk-line back, let her mark the next, again. The third jump here was the fourth of the day after Garran’s rescue. We had named this exception at the bridge: agreed life or death. It still carried the fourth-jump price. An E-rank sheet and a scout and a bar, taking an A-threat boss apart in front of the men who’d laughed at the sheet, by the only method that dismantles a structure too big to fight fairly, refusing to fight it fair, by finding the one load path everything hangs on and spending everything you have on it.

We earned the thirty seconds. The root came bare, the web stripped back from it, and I called the last card to hold the skull-end still for our cut at the trunk.

The shade tore from my arm under one job: hold the skull down. Black talons bit the great plates while red seams strained bright. It drove Gravemaw’s head-mass down as Annika set the killing mark on the exposed root. I readied the blade to sever it. The kill looked ready to close along the plan’s line.

Then the mark hit its wall at the worst moment, on schedule with the quarry’s warning.

Three Veilsteps in this chamber meant four for the day, one beyond the safe count, and now the shade held at the far end of its strength against a boss’s full mass. The mark reached for a reserve that wasn’t there. The shade guttered.

Mid-grip, holding Gravemaw’s massive skull, it guttered like a blown lamp. I felt the failure as sharply as a load-bearing rope beginning to part. Wrongness entered the shade before its form failed. Furnace seams dropped from glare to ember to dark. Its plate thinned like smoke, loosening the grip on Gravemaw’s skull. Then it died back into my arm mid-grip, snuffed and gone. The last card was spent. And the cost came in behind it like water into a hole the moment it went: the grey shutter slamming down over my sight so the chamber tunneled to a point, the hot fast run of the nosebleed over my lip and off my chin, my stomach convulsing until bile spilled across the ring-floor, my legs ceasing to be reliable under me. The fourth-jump sickness had arrived in full. Worse, hunger turned loud beneath the south-pull screaming into the space summoning left. It had grown beyond a lean or even the roof’s tide. An ocean poured into the vacuum. My body wanted to turn south, descend into the circle, and walk beyond the broken stanchion toward the bearing. Grey swallowed every direction, even Annika’s.

I went to one knee on the circle-floor with a bloody face and ten seconds of usable body left and no shade and no fusion and every cost of the mark due at once. And the freed skull-mass of Gravemaw, the shade’s grip gone, turned. Loose now. Toward Annika at the root, the great lamp-eye rolling onto the woman who’d found its leash, tendons gathering to drag her off the rim after the vets.

Ten seconds. Nine weeks of work had earned the next ten seconds, and I held to the plainest truth: the mark started this kill and the mark could not finish it. The plan had always required that failure. The man finishes what the mark starts, and I had ten seconds and a structural eye and Durn’s iron in my hand, and ten seconds was enough. I’d already read the answer an hour ago and banked it.

I’d read it walking across this floor a month before. Gravemaw’s mended plate was green bone, grown and cured on the substrate of the circle-floor itself, its entire mass rooted to the ring-floor through the broken stanchion, and the stanchion’s broken base was the keystone of the substrate, the one load-bearing point the entire chamber’s floor hung on, the prison’s own foundation. The boss was tethered to the center of its cage by a root, and the center of the cage was a keystone, and I’ve spent my working life learning that everything hangs on the load nobody checks.

I got up. Ten seconds of body and I spent the first two getting off my knee. The answer wasn’t down on the floor bleeding, the answer was the stanchion, and the stanchion was thirty feet off across a floor full of the dead, and I had no Veilstep left to cross it. So I crossed it on my own legs, grey-sighted and bleeding and slow, and Annika bought me the crossing, understood in a heartbeat off the echo and my stagger toward the center what I meant to do and threw everything she had between me and the boss to buy the seconds, windstepping into its eyeline, marking the puppets off me, loosing into the turning skull to hold its attention on her and off the man crossing to the keystone, the bravest and most dangerous choice either of us made in that hill: my partner drawing an A-threat boss’s full attention onto herself so I could reach the load nobody checked.

I reached the stanchion. And I dropped the pry-blade through the stanchion base’s stress-line.

Two-handed, I drove everything I had left into the frost-cracked base of the broken stanchion, the substrate’s keystone and the point supporting the ancient prison-floor. I felt the deep final give of a rated load surrendering. Force ran out from the blade in every direction through the stone, and the great circle-floor’s rim SHEARED. The plate-chasm’s lip let go all at once, a full quadrant of the ancient ring-floor calving off into the dark like a shelf of ice off a cliff, and Gravemaw, barn-sized, tethered by its own root to the center of the failing floor, felt the ground go out from under a third of itself and slid. Its own enormous mass, which had shed every arrow and blade, became its executioner and dragged it down toward the opening chasm, unstoppable, and the root-thread that leashed it to the stanchion drew tight as the mass slid, tight as a hawser about to part, and Annika’s knife took it.

She severed the root clean at the instant it drew tight, one cut of a scout’s long knife through the trunk-thread the moment the boss’s own sliding weight stretched it taut, and the leash parted, and the thing that had ruled the hill for longer than the Guild had existed went off its root and off the sheared floor and down into the plate-chasm it had nested in, all that mass falling into all that dark, and the grinding that had filled the world since we entered the hill fell away beneath us. Silence climbed out of the chasm and stayed.

Annika reached me through the falling dust and ran our practiced north-cadence in three clipped words. I returned to a quiet chamber, a dark chasm, and her knife still wet with the severed root.

The crown was still there, pried loose from the cooling skull-mass Gravemaw had left half-slumped over the sheared rim as it fell, the seal-crown, wheel of bronze and black bone and pact-circle script, and we levered it free between us, and as I lifted my end, every remaining ring in the vault answered.

The ancient pact-circle flared across the great floor. What remained of the sheared rings around the broken stanchion lit from within. Residue banked in the stone surged through one hard pulse. Then it DRAINED. Poured. Light ran inward from the rings and rose into the waiting mark. A month ago, the mark had sipped from the circle and woken homesick. Now it drank the broken prison dry as the stone gave up the last charge it had held since the thing at its center went free. I felt it come up my arm hot and vast, and it did not hurt. The lack of pain was its own horror. A thing that pours an age of banked power into your arm and feels like warmth owns more of you than you’d like to know.

I felt the second ring write itself onto my arm. A new band of burned pact-script bloomed outside the first, the mark growing like a tree adding a ring. Some unknown span had been recorded in a circle of scar. The wrap smoked where light crawled past its edge. Annika closed her hand over my forearm through the smoke, the brake choosing the mark even as it changed. Burned letters wrote across my sight with no numbers, only the mark’s own grammar:

[DEMON MARK. SECOND RING. FUSION STABLE. THE SOUTH REMEMBERS. ONE REFLEX HELD. COST: BURN THE BEARING ARM.]

Beneath the guttered channel where the shade had died, the consumed seal left one ember banked in the new ring. It could power a single instinctive manifestation lasting no longer than one defensive motion. It could not summon the shade back into a fight, hold a target, or answer a deliberate call. Spending it would burn through the bearing arm, leave it numb, and deepen the overdraw already in my body.

The pull changed from involuntary drag to exact direction. A straight line ran from my arm toward one point south of the barrow, steady as a compass needle and no longer turning my body. The clean precision made my numb fingers clamp around the smoking wrap. A tide could be resisted. A bearing could be followed in either direction, and that demanded a new rule. I told Annika each concrete fact before we moved.

The honest scoreboard caught up last, cool and public off Annika’s hunter-slate, the deed pending the witnesses it would get at the top, and the level it had earned:

[DEED PENDING WITNESS. GRAVEMAW. VELGRIM BARROW BOSS.]

[DAVIN KOLT. LEVEL 12.]

“South remembers,” Annika read off my face. I gave her every letter, as always, without dressing it. “It’s not homesick anymore. It knows the road now.” Her audit fixed on me while her thumb pressed once against her bow-hand knuckle, fear folded down under craft where she always kept it. “That’s the clue you’ve been waiting for, isn’t it. The circle matched your arm. Your arm drank the circle. And now it’s got a bearing instead of a pull.” A breath. “South after. We meant it as a plan. Turns out it’s a direction now, whether we meant it or not.”

“Whether we meant it or not,” I agreed, and put my hand over the smoking wrap and the two rings under it, and turned my head north by choice against the clean new bearing, one of us still steering, and held the new bearing steady while she checked the smoking wrap.

We took the crown up out of the vault between us then, carried on a spear-haft threaded through its center, wheel of bronze and bone and the race’s purse riding on it, heavier than it looked and cold as the deep. Hollowed and nose-bloodied, I leaned on Annika as much as I carried my share. Overdraw kept my edges grey while the pull burned as a new line south. She was scraped, quiver-light, and grinning with fierce satisfaction. Together we climbed the void path and chimney toward the grey thread of daylight. Pell’s winch-line waited above, along with the top of a hill that had once buried her. This time it had made us rich, as she’d sworn in the bathhouse steam the night before.

And we emerged from the barrow mouth into the late afternoon, and the barrow mouth was full of torches.

Ferro. His last two vets. Behind them gathered survivors drawn by a boss-death that had shaken the hill from root to crown. The day’s ruin collected at the mouth. Gray Spears filed from their walled gallery onto the field beyond, while Pell stood at the winch-head among arriving carters. The late-afternoon hill-field filled with what I’d wanted since choosing the ground: witnesses.

Ferro Brant looked at the crown we carried between us, the crown he’d buried four people and marched thirty men into the hill to reach. And he looked at the man the stone called E-rank trash carrying it up out of the hill on a spear-haft. And I watched his attention fix on the crown while Ferro’s mouth flattened around the gold tooth, and I watched Ferro Brant make his final, worst decision.


Chapter 26: The Open

The hill-field was filling as we came up, and Ferro Brant had forgotten to fear an audience. Ferro thought in bodies; I thought in witnesses, and a witness is a body that remembers.

The late sun was on the barrow hills, low and gold, and the field at the mouth of the sinkhole was becoming an amphitheater by degrees, no decision needed. The barrow hills rose in a rough bowl around the sinkhole and the barrow’s proper mouth, a natural slope of turf and gorse and old grave-humps, and the shaking of the hill when Gravemaw fell had drawn every living soul within earshot to the rim of that bowl to see what had made the ground move. The Gray Spears were filing out of their walled gallery onto the slope, alive, intact, and unbothered. My controlled collapse had left them a clean road up to daylight and they’d walked it, and they emerged paid in whatever salvage they’d stripped on the way and owed nothing to anyone, twenty contract-hard professionals with no more contract to honor, settling onto the slope with the flat curiosity of men who fight for a living watching other men’s trouble. Pell was down off the winch-head, whey-faced and wide-eyed, having felt the hill shake from foundation to turf with the boss’s fall. Beyond the north rise, the Guild’s blue witness tent stood at a surface camp that hadn’t been there when we’d gone below. Hobb and two witness-stone bearers had made the full day’s road behind the claimant crews and reached the hills that morning, sent in advance. A publicly posted two-crew boss race was supposed to end with one crew carrying a crown into daylight. The boss’s fall had raised their camp and put them on the short path over the rise, instead of forcing news to run a day back to Rendhaven and another day out again. Carters had come off the Saltway drawn by a boss-death that shook the ground for a mile. And the day’s ruin, the crawled-out and the survivors, gathered at the mouth of the hill, so that when Annika and I emerged from the sinkhole with the crown on a spear-haft between us, we came up into a natural ring of what I’d wanted since I chose this ground: people, watching, who would carry the story out.

Ferro made his play into that ring. He had no read for the ring, only for the crown.

“Barrow salvage law,” he said, loud, warm, stepping forward with his two last vets flanking him, and he said it to the field because the field knew it was true, real delver custom old as the trade: “The take belongs to the crew that carries it OUT. You broke the boss, I’ll grant you that, hell of a thing. But the crown’s not out of the hill till it’s out, and there’s more of us than you, and law’s law.” The gold tooth caught the sun. Reasonable. Generous, even, offering me the dignity of custom and robbing me by numbers, two blades at his back and a duo hollowed from a boss-fight in front of him. “Set it down, lad. No shame in it. Salvage law.”

And the Gray Spears sergeant answered him, and the sergeant’s answer was the wedge splitting completely, the fault Ferro had driven into his own force since the flooded gallery finally shearing through to daylight.

“Contract said breach and boss,” the sergeant said, scar-lipped, from the slope, not moving off it. “We breached. The boss is dead. We’re paid in salvage and we’re done. I watched you order my junior line forward as bait and drive us through bad ground for your crown, Brant. Your robbery is your robbery. Fight it yourself.” And the sergeant sat down on the slope. Twenty Gray Spears sat down with him, unhurried, professional, settling in to watch, twenty hired blades declining to be Ferro’s numbers Ferro had spent the barrow run teaching them what he thought their lives were worth, and the numbers Ferro had counted on drained off the field in one flat sentence and left him with two tired vets and a claim.

I gave my terms loudly enough to reach every slope of the field.

“Salvage law cuts both ways, Ferro,” I said, and I set my half of the crown-haft down easy and stepped off it, and I did not raise my voice, because I go quieter when it matters. “The crown against your claim on it. One on one. Me and you before everyone on the field, witnessed. Whoever’s standing carries it out. The law is satisfied cleanly.” Boots shifted on the slope as the field measured the offer. Then I said the rest of it, for the witnesses and for him both. “You’ve spent every man you ever borrowed. Rookies, porters, a splitter, your own last dog on a stair. Twenty Spears who just sat down rather than bleed for you. You’ve never once in twenty years spent yourself.” I looked at him across the ring, level. “Spend yourself for once. Or don’t, and walk off this field the man who wouldn’t, before the gathered trade.”

His two veterans glanced at the seated Spears, then stepped back from Ferro’s flanks. Neither would meet his eye. Robbing me by numbers had become impossible in front of witnesses who’d watched those numbers refuse. A legend requiring defense by the last two men it hasn’t spent yet is a legend already gone, and they knew it. Ferro Brant had to fight me alone, in the open, witnessed, or die a coward on his feet in front of everyone whose love he’d spent a career buying. His gaze moved across the crown, the field, and me, then traveled from the seated Spears to his retreating vets. Finding no body left to spend, he drew his blade. The core of him was cowardice, and a cornered coward is dangerous, and he came at me fast.

He was good. I’ll record that fairly. Beating a bad fighter proves nothing, and I beat a good one. Twenty years of dirty D-pushing-C barrow work had made Ferro Brant a real blade, heavier than me by forty pounds and faster than his bulk had any right to be, and his fighting reflected his life, utterly stripped of fairness, and the first exchange nearly ended me.

He came in behind a shield-shoulder and a low blade, took the space fast, and when I turned the first cut he was already inside it throwing an elbow at my temple with his off-hand. His elbow followed the blade immediately. The economy was dirty, practiced, and built over years of fights he’d never taken clean. I got my head off the elbow and took it on the shoulder instead. It spun me. His blade came around low for my gut, the killing line. I barely caught it on the pry-blade. Forty pounds of committed weight shocked through my arms into a body already hollowed by a boss fight, forcing me to give ground hard. The field went quiet. Everyone could see what I felt: Ferro Brant could kill me if I fought his way.

So I fought him with everything Durn’s yard and nine hard weeks had taught me. I stopped fighting him and started reading him.

Durn’s yard was in my eyes now, a season of it, the granite voice saying again and worse until my feet learned faster than my mouth, and a season of yard-work delivers one lesson above all others: it teaches the eye to see where a man’s power lives before he spends it. Ferro had a tell. Every fighter has one. Bors had loaded his lead knee before every real strike, and I found Ferro’s inside three exchanges. Finding the tell is the core of my trade: he loaded his lead knee before the shoulder-feint that set up his true blow, a weight-shift a fraction of a beat early, a habit twenty years deep and never once punished. Blood-hot fighters would miss it. To my trained eye, it stood out like a chalked danger-line.

Once I had the knee I had the fight, though it took a while to spend it. Reading and dropping run on different clocks. I gave ground and read the knee and made him spend strikes on air, stopped meeting his heavy blows and started turning them, the pry-blade’s edge and leverage sliding forty pounds of committed steel onto a chosen fall-line instead of the path it wants. He’d throw the shoulder-feint and I’d already be a half-step off it; he’d load the knee and I’d read where the real blow was going and not be there when it arrived. And I felt his confidence start to fray, felt his practiced grin tighten blow by blow. The E-rank porter he’d priced as dead remained standing, still reading, never quite where the sword went, and nothing frightened Ferro’s practiced unfairness like an opponent who had stopped being surprised.

Then I baited the overcommit, and it cost me the arm, and I paid the arm on purpose. A bait without cost fools nobody.

I opened my left side a hand’s width, a real opening, the kind a killer can’t refuse, and let him land, took his blade across my left forearm to draw the finishing overcommit out of him. His edge bit the wrap, sheared the tie, and opened the sleeve. Pain burned across the marked arm. For half a second, the black-red script of both rings showed bare to the field in the low sun. One gasp passed through the witnesses at that glimpse of something wrong on a summoner’s arm. It would matter in a minute. It didn’t matter yet. The bait worked. Blood drawn and a kill in reach pulled Ferro’s finishing lunge out of him a half-beat early, according to my setup, all his weight dropping onto the loaded knee and committing forward to open me up, everything he had thrown into the one blow that would end the fight, the overcommit twenty unpunished years had taught him he could always afford.

And I wasn’t there. I’d baited a lunge to a place I’d already left. I was inside it, close, where his blade had no room to load and his weight had nowhere to go but past me, on the footing I’d chosen a breath before, and I broke him as I would any structure committed wholly to a load it couldn’t take back.

The knee first, the loaded one, the tell, the joint that had carried twenty years of unpunished overcommits. A low hard drive of the pry-blade’s heel into it as his weight came onto it, all his own committed mass loading the joint the instant I unloaded it, and it buckled like a footing stripped of its base block, and forty pounds of Ferro Brant had nowhere to go but down and forward, off his own broken base, past me, into the grass.

His wind next. As he dropped past me I put the flat of the bar into his gut, hard, driving up under the ribs, and the breath went out of him in a sound the whole field heard, and the big warm room-filling voice that had bought a hall’s love one round at a time made a noise that could not fill a room, could barely fill his own chest, Ferro learning what it meant to have no air, a lesson he’d taught a great many people in the deep and never once learned himself.

And then the gold tooth off the field. He came up off the ground still fighting. He swung blind from his knees. I stepped the blow and put the bar-butt across his jaw in a precise, hard cross backed by a season’s yard-work. The famous gold tooth left the famous grin and vanished into the grass. Ferro Brant went down full-length on the hill-field. He stayed there. Beaten by hands. A bar, a season in Durn’s yard, and the read of a loaded knee had beaten him before a full ring of witnesses. The fight held no mark, shade, or fusion. Nothing had decided it except a workingman practicing the trade the hall had mocked for nine weeks. I stood over Ferro, breathing hard and hollowed, while the field saw what had beaten their favorite uncle. A porter.

From the grass, Ferro’s hand snapped to his wrist. A hidden crossbow unfolded there, and he leveled it past me at Annika.

And I called the shade.

The decision was reflexive but explicit inside me: guard Annika, catch the bolt. Intent supplied the job as it had in the rotunda. The second ring answered with one banked ember left from the seal it had consumed, a reserve that tore loose after fusion stabilized around the new ring.

The reserve wasn’t free. Fire ripped from my forearm to the elbow, blackening the veins beneath the skin and leaving my fingers numb. That numbness and a hard tremor stayed with me through the rank ceremony the next morning.

The shade crossed thirty feet of open ground in one black surge, its reserve-starved seams ticking weak red behind one outstretched talon. It caught Ferro’s bolt one foot from Annika’s chest, folded the vicious little bolt in one black talon, and let the ruin fall. Then it stood over Ferro, man-height and silent, its seams reduced to a weak red tick. Every scrape of boot and whisper of leather cut out across the field.

It never spoke. It never speaks. That silence was all of the frame’s mercy, because a silent creature that catches murder out of the air reads as a guardian; one that gloats reads as a curse, and the shade only ever stood quiet.

It cost me, and the field watched the price come due. I was already hollowed past empty from the boss, and the reflexive summon greyed me where I stood, another hot run of blood over my lip, the field tilting, and I stayed up on nothing but not falling in front of them, and Annika’s eyes came to me across the shade and the field, echo wide open, holding me north by heartbeat from thirty feet without a word. She was alive. The bolt lay folded in the grass, and the silent shade stood over a beaten captain.

“Summoner,” I said loud enough for the ring, nodding at my guardian. “Turns out one registered.”

The field laughed in startled relief. A Gray Spear shook his head and repeated, “No-summons summoner,” while a carter pointed at the ruined bolt. Attention followed the black talon instead of the glimpse beneath my torn sleeve.

Pell was the first one to reach me after, pushing through the ring. His gaze swept over me, the crown, and the place the shade had gone before dropping to my torn wrap. At arm’s length he saw both black-red rings clearly, the new outer band still raw-bright against my skin. He didn’t ask. He pulled the severed sleeve across them, retied it with a strip from his own cuff, and got his shoulder under my arm where the field couldn’t see how much I needed it.

“Witness of record.” The words came rough with pride. “I witnessed everything.”

He grinned, pale and proud, and held me up.

The Gray Spears sergeant rose from the slope and collected the debt. He opened Ferro’s salvage-locks on the field, counted the race surety and unpaid mercenary fee twice, and found the sum short.

“Balance goes to the tide-walls,” he said.

The Spears loaded Ferro into a salvage cart. His last two veterans walked away while he called after them, neither turning back. The cart rolled south past the crown and out of the ring. The field watched until it cleared the rise, then turned toward Hobb’s approaching witness-stones.

Hobb came out to the field then with the witness-stone bearers, because a boss-clear this size draws the ledger as surely as blood draws flies, and the deed-recording began as ceremony, the ladder’s impartial machinery doing its proper job. The crown logged from my own hands into the stone’s cradle, thirty-plus witnesses named and counted, and no charm could ever un-tell what that many people had watched in the open.

Late light left us no honest road home. We slept under the Guild’s blue witness tent, or tried to, while Hobb’s bearers kept the crown in its cradle and the field’s stories ran around the campfires. At dawn the battered procession took the hills road north. It cost us the full day Velgrim had always cost, with Annika holding me up more than she let the others see and the echo keeping me pointed north. Rendhaven’s lamps met us after dark. Hobb set the stone ceremony for the following morning, after the witnesses had slept and the plaza had time to fill.

On the road, Annika took in the crown, the fresh wrap Pell had tied over my arm, and the empty space where the shade had stood, then delivered her verdict with the biggest smile I’d ever seen from her.

“You told me you’d allow the mark to navigate.” Her gaze dropped to Pell’s fresh tie over my arm, then crossed the empty place where the shade had stood. “That back there was steering.”

“That,” I said, “was parking.”


Chapter 27: The Stone That Doesn’t Lie

The plaza was the same plaza. Nine weeks of climbing had brought me back to this ground. Same gate stone, man-high, the light running slow in it, the stone I’d stood before on my first day in this world filthy and mud-crusted off a caravan and heard laughed at. Same rail where a captain with a gold tooth had once run a two-second appraisal over a new body and priced it as bait or asset before looking away, that captain now in a salvage cart headed south to work off a debt with his body. Same flagstones. Same morning light coming over the same fortress-built hall. Every stone and rail looked the same. I had crossed nine weeks, two barrows, a drake, and a boss to make it all read completely different. The surest revenge on a place that misreads you is to stand in the same spot and make its stone tell the truth.

I stood on the same flagstone as my first assessment and recognized the faces gathering around it. Tobbin’s guards, off the caravan line, the ones who’d seen a fool drop out of the crossing-light and save a teamster with a pry bar. Ilsa, off-shift on purpose, which I’d never once seen her be. Durn front and center, arms crossed, braided brows level, the yard behind him, Bors among them not laughing. Jori at the back on his crutch, up on it to see over the crowd. The Broken Pike’s innkeep, smug as a prophet who’d been telling everyone for a season and could now stop telling them. The hall that had rippled with laughter on the day Hobb read my sheet, assembled to hear him read it again.

And Hobb read it, at full ceremony, in the ledger-voice, the flat fair carrying voice that reached the back of the plaza effortlessly, and he did not hurry a single line. A deed-reading is the ladder doing its one fair job, and Hobb had never once in twenty years hurried the ladder.

“Recorded to the account of Davin Kolt, summoner, and Annika Veld, pathfinder,” Hobb read. “Gravehound, east gravefield. D-threat. Kill confirmed. Witness, A. Veld.”

A man near the rail who had laughed during my assessment lowered his mug.

“Marsh-drake cow, recovery contract. Kill confirmed. Witness count, four. Recovery of the living from the same: one rookie, alive.”

At the back, Jori shifted his crutch and straightened. One of Ferro’s former veterans looked down at the flagstones.

“Marsh-drake matriarch,” Hobb read, and here the plaza leaned. Everyone there knew the name of the drake on the water-lanes that had killed two crews and outlasted a bounty two years. “The two-crew-killer. Standing bounty, two years unclaimed. Two crews entered against her, both lost. Kill confirmed.” At the rail, a man stopped mid-swallow before Hobb gave the number. “Witness count, eleven.” And a sound went through the crowd at that, the first real sound, a low rolling murmur that traveled from gate to hall steps. Half of them had heard the rumor off the caravan roads and here was the ledger-voice making the rumor into a recorded fact, and a recorded fact is a thing no man in that plaza had the standing to argue, not the captains, not the ranked men, not the ones who’d stamped their feet nine weeks ago for a different name.

I found the faces in the crowd that had laughed loudest that first day, as a rigger relocates a load marked on the way in. Witness count eleven made them do the arithmetic. The laughter of nine weeks ago died on faces that had been so sure they knew what an E-rank summoner was worth. I didn’t gloat. There’s no need to gloat when the ledger’s doing it for you in a voice that carries to the back of the plaza. I just watched them, one at a time, remembering the rookie wall, and let the reading go on.

“Velgrim Barrow.” Hobb laid one broad hand on the ledger, and the plaza leaned toward him. “Boss-clear. Gravemaw.” He said the boss’s name, and even the last boot-scrape stopped. “Kill confirmed. Witness count, thirty and more. The seal-crown surrendered to the stone’s cradle.” He laid his hand on the wheel of bronze and black bone, displaying proof no charm could bend. Each line he’d read landed on the crowd like a bar-butt across a jaw. By the last, no laughter remained anywhere in Rendhaven. There was only a hall that had spent nine weeks being wrong out loud, now hearing exactly how wrong as Hobb stacked recorded deeds beyond argument.

Pell stood at the front through the full reading, thicker through the shoulders than the boy who’d gone down the barrow with chalk-white knuckles. Annika had signed his terms before entry, and Hobb read every name the ledger held. Pell heard Hobb name him as porter and witness of record beside D. Kolt and A. Veld before the gathered town. The farm boy who’d walked to Rendhaven on Ferro’s warm beer stood another inch taller as the ladder recorded that he’d witnessed a boss-clear. It was worth as much to me as my own rank line, nearly.

Ilsa started the stamping.

Delvers stamp boot-heels instead of clapping, applause saved for deeds that earn it. Off-shift at the front, Ilsa began with one hard heel against the flagstones. Durn took it up, then the yard and the crowd. Rolling thunder traveled through my chest and teeth. The plaza that had laughed at my sheet now stamped for deeds it could never have predicted. Hollowed, stitched, and scarred, I stood with Annika at my shoulder and let the sound roll through my ribs. My left hand still trembled from the second ring’s last reserve, but I kept it at my side and took the reward I’d earned.

And I found one face in the stamping crowd that I’d been half looking for before I knew it. The mop boy. The one who’d stood beside me at the rookie wall my first day in this town and told me which chalked-over name had been his brother, spent by a crew that came back a man short and paid the family in sorries as the captain bought a round. He was grown a little, a season’s worth, and he was at the edge of the plaza with a broom still in his hand. A ceremony doesn’t stop a hall from needing swept, and he wasn’t stamping, quite. He was just watching, with a still hard look on a young face, and when the deed-reading got to recovery of the living, one rookie, alive, I’d seen that look sharpen, and now in the roar he found my eye across the plaza and he didn’t smile, he just lifted his chin, one small fierce motion, a boy who’d read a name off a wall of the spent and was watching the man who’d broken the thing that spent his brother take a rank in front of the town that had let it happen. I lifted mine back. It wasn’t on any sheet. I entered the chin lift in the private account no stone could read, above the rank line.

Then the stone printed the line nine weeks of witnessed work had earned, and the light climbed up out of the gate stone and printed it across the plaza for everyone to read:

[DAVIN KOLT. LEVEL 12. CLASS: SUMMONER. REGISTERED SUMMONS: ONE (UNCATALOGUED). RANK: E TO D.]

The plaza roared at the rank line. E to D, witnessed, earned, the misread inverted in public on the ground where it had been made, and the roar of it went up off the flagstones and off the fortress walls and I’ll carry the sound of it to my grave, the sound of a scoreboard that cannot be bought finally speaking the truth loud enough for Rendhaven to hear at once. Nine weeks I’d been a joke printed on a stone. One panel, and the joke was a rank, and the rank was mine, taken in the open, off recorded deeds, in front of the people who’d made the joke, and there is no drug in any world I’ve been dropped into that touches the sound of that roar going up off the stone that used to laugh.

Annika’s hand found the small of my back where the crowd couldn’t see, and the echo carried her pride in the un-cap, the inversion, and the rung taken straight into me. All nine weeks of it doubled between us through the open bond, her pride in me and mine in her until pride lost any single owner, which is the only way I ever wanted to take anything again.

But under the roar, in it, a second response ran beneath it, a thread of sharp-eyed silence running under the noise, and it sat on one word: uncatalogued. The mechanism was clean, cleaner than I’d dared hope, the ladder doing exactly what the ladder does. Witnessed deeds register. Thirty and more witnesses at the barrow mouth had seen a summon guard a scout and had said so to the stone-bearers, and so the registry now counted one summon. The registry counts what’s witnessed. But the stone could not catalogue what it counted. A demon mark does not register. The stone printed the only accurate word it possessed for something it could count but not read: uncatalogued. Rendhaven’s gate stone had not produced that word in living memory. The few sharp eyes who knew the limits of stones heard it beneath the roar and went quiet.

One of those sharp eyes belonged to the woman at the rail.

She was there for a reason as physical as everything else in this world, with no paper obstacle involved. A boss-clear and crown of that size required an assessor to touch the stone and verify its response. Iselle was on circuit. She stood at the rail in severe immaculate greys, poured-silver hair above a thin dueling blade. Watching my panel print, she saw what the roaring plaza could not.

The light hitched twice on uncatalogued. Iselle’s pale eyes moved from the stone to me and stayed.

She countersigned. Two fingers to the crystal, a mark only her rank could make, the boss-clear stood and the crown logged, every part correct, physical, and owed. And then she crossed to pass me, unhurried, silver and winter and total stillness, and she stopped for the measured beat needed to file a man forever, and her pale blue-grey appraisal fixed on me, the same cold reading she gave people and stones, and she said it at a volume pitched for me and Annika alone and no one else in the roaring plaza:

“Stones read what’s registered.” A beat, precise as a blade set down. “I read stones.” Her mouth remained perfectly still. “Congratulations, D-rank.”

She glided through the crowd.

“Your sleeve,” Annika said under her breath, watching the silver go. “Was down.”

“It was,” I said. “She read the stutter, not the arm.”

The consolidation began at the plaza’s edge in loud voices, hard embraces, and silver clattering over Ilsa’s counter. I let myself inhabit every bit of it. A good life needed celebration after the storm, and we’d earned ours. Bolting now to worry the next hill would mean never getting paid for this one.

The four hundred marks counted out at Ilsa’s window drew a bigger crowd than the ceremony had. Coin always draws a crowd. Ilsa counted the enormous stack twice, slid it across, and for once her expression carried no irony at all.

“Four hundred,” she said.

Pell’s witness-fee I paid over his protests, pressed it into his hand and closed his fingers on it and told him a witness of record gets paid, that’s the terms, and he took it looking like I’d handed him the crown itself.

I found Durn at the crowd’s edge and offered him a share. He refused with the blunt certainty I’d expected, accepting instead a barrel for the yard, the only currency his pride would take. I bought the best in Rendhaven and had it sent. He grunted at it, which passed for weeping with joy from Durn. The old dwarf studied me for one granite moment, then Annika. His gaze flicked to my left arm, where the torn sleeve had been tied over the wrap, and away. “D-rank.” The moment proved too big for one word even for him. “Ye came into my yard meat. Ye’re leaving it a delver.” He offered his hand. I took the hand that had forged my old tool’s successor into reliable steel. He gripped hard, released me, and said, “Sleeves down in Morvant, lad. Worse halls, and closer to the chain men. Don’t make me have trained ye up just to read yer name off a rookie wall in a bigger town.” He gave me nothing more. I needed nothing more.

Jori limped up on his crutch and shook my hand hard, with the grip of a kid who’d watched from inside the bait economy as the man who broke it finally paid Ferro back in kind, and kept the next words for me. “I learned the chalk marks. All of them. I’ve been teaching Pell the ones he didn’t have.” And then he grinned, the first real grin I’d seen on him, and Jori’s grip tightened once around mine before he let go, and the boy the bait economy had meant to spend walked off on a crutch that would become a cane and then nothing, into a yard instead of onto a wall. It was the quietest and best deed on my entire sheet, and no stone would ever record it.

The Pike’s innkeep only nodded at me across the plaza, vindicated down to his apron, and mimed hanging something on a peg, the pry-blade’s peg, the tools clause decided forever, and I laughed, which I hadn’t expected to do that day.

Hobb caught me at the hall doors as the plaza thinned, and he spoke off the ledger for once. Hobb’s equivalent of weather changing.

“Rendhaven mints a captain like Brant every few years,” he said, fair, looking out over the plaza that had laughed and then stamped. “Bought love, spent boys, a legend on a slow leak. We know how to grow those. We know how to bury them, too, in the end, though it usually takes longer than a season.” His attention moved from me to Annika, then to the crown going into the vault. “What you two did, I’ve read the ledger twenty years and I’ve logged it about never. So hear the honest welcome, the only kind I give: Morvant’s stones are bigger than mine and its halls are worse, and it’s full of men who’ve never heard your name and a scoreboard that’ll read your sheet before it reads your deeds. They’ll misread you faster there than we did here.” The ledger-line mouth almost became a smile. “Go be misread somewhere that pays better. And send word to the ledger when you take C. I’d like to log it.”

“I’ll send word,” I said, and meant it, and shook the hand of the fairest scoreboard I’d ever stood in front of.

We ended the day at dusk, the two of us, alone at the stone where I’d stood on my first morning in Rendhaven and heard a hall laugh at a sheet.

The plaza had emptied, the light gone amber and then blue, and Annika stepped up to the gate stone and laid her palm flat on it, and the light ran up out of it and printed her true, the thing three years of solo unwitnessed work had never once let a stone say about her:

[ANNIKA VELD. PATHFINDER. RANK: D.]

She looked at it a long moment, the woman who’d been logged separated in the field over the worst night of her life, whose name had never gone first on a deed, reading the stone finally saying what she was, up a rung the town had watched her earn beside me, and I felt every piece of it in the echo, the un-cap made public, the wound the stone had made finally answered by the stone itself.

“Three years,” she said, quiet, still reading her own true panel in the blue light. “Three years I ran solo after a stone refused to say what I was, and I’d rather be unread than lied about again. And it took a demon-marked man breaking his own rules in a barrow to reach in and hand me the thing the ladder capped, and now the stone says it plain before Rendhaven.” She took her palm off the stone. “Pathfinder. Rank D. Witnessed.” Her voice held steady, though the echo carried what no careful tone could contain.

“Buy me a drink, D-rank,” she said at last, turning to me with her bow thumb tapping one knuckle.

“Even split,” I said.

“Obviously,” she said, and took my hand.


Chapter 28: Spoils

On our first morning with four hundred marks, Annika picked up a thick winter cloak, checked the price, and returned it to the rack. Her hand went toward the thin one, stopped, and came back to the good weave.

“We’re allowed to be warm now,” she said.

She bought it. I carried the parcel, and my own purse arithmetic protested every market stall we passed.

Her new bow-stave got more ceremony than the rank had. She’d carried the same trusted longbow for six years. In the bowyer’s shop, she spent most of a morning testing staves with the absorbed seriousness she brought to a killing ground. Each got drawn, its grain and bend judged with the concentration I gave stone. When she found a black-cored yew stave that answered her uncapped draw like a live thing, she went quiet and held it. I paid before she could audit the price. She let me. That was a ceremony in its own right. “This,” she said, on the walk home, holding it like a person handles a desire long denied, “is the first bow I’ve ever owned that was chosen instead of afforded.” And I knew all of her life was in that sentence and didn’t say so. She’d have audited the sentiment.

My rope-habit, now funded, got entirely out of hand, and she let it, and only wrote rope on the ledger with a number and one clipped note, see previous arguments, I concede. It was Annika’s surrender with full honors. I bought good hemp, better line, and a coil of steel-core with no present purpose and a dozen future uses. A second plain pry bar came home as a spare and went beside the door. Durn’s forged blade was a delver’s tool now, but a man should always have a plain bar too, and Annika took in the plain bar by the door, sent one dry audit my way, and wrote nothing. Some habits a person stops auditing once they’ve watched the habit pull four people out of a barrow.

At the Pike, Annika began ordering the cheapest stew from habit, stopped mid-word, and chose the roast. I ordered the same. We ate until neither plate held scraps and laughed when the bill failed to frighten us.

We repaired the raid-damage, and each bought one extravagance past the repairs. A home needs improvement as well as repair. Fixing damage forever and adding no joy becomes an apology. She bought glass for the workroom window, real glass, so the room the hired knives had come through in the dark would let in light. I read the meaning and kept quiet. I bought a forge-stone for the doorstep, a good flat working-stone. A man wants a place to set his tools and mend his own gear, and she understood that and did not comment on it, and the two of us built a home two extravagances at a time, each of us reading what the other needed off the shape of what they bought.

And the broken chair got its funeral, and its heir got its naming. We’d promised the broken chair that its line would be honored and Annika Veld keeps her terms even the absurd ones.

We bought a solid new chair and set it where its predecessor had died breaking a hired knife’s fall. Annika stood over it to deliver a graveside address with absurd ceremonial gravity. She named the broken chair’s virtues, service, and heroic end. I gave the new one its name. That name stays ours. Some small, holy, stupid rituals remain sacred only if nobody outside the home hears them. Annika patted the new chair’s back and warned it to serve with equal courage.

Our best purchase was Pell’s future, and I had to fight him to make him take it.

He’d assumed carrying for a D-rank duo with a boss-clear would become his career, all the way to Morvant and beyond. When I sat him down and explained what we’d bought instead, he argued hard from a place of hurt. I let him finish. Then I gave him the truth, the only answer that wins an argument worth winning.

“You saw what you saw in that hill,” I said. “The shade. The mark. Every secret under the wrap. And you kept it, and I trust you with it to the ground, and that’s the reason you can’t carry for me, Pell. A porter who saw what you saw is a target, and worse than a target, a temptation, to every Ferro the road grows next, and the road grows a Ferro every season. Somebody’s going to figure out that the boy who carries for the marked summoner knows what the marked summoner is, and they’re going to price you, as Ferro priced you on the first day with a warm beer, and I am not going to spend the rest of your life watching for the man who buys you.” I pushed the stake across the table, real gear and a year of Durn’s yard-fees, paid in full. “So here’s what we bought. A year in Durn’s yard, your own gear, your own name. A carrier who saw a miracle is a liability. A yard-trained spear with his own witnessed deeds is a man. Get strong enough that the next captain who tries to price you meets your price instead of setting it.”

The farm boy stayed quiet for a long time. “You’re getting rid of me to keep me safe.” He was right. At nineteen, Pell heard rejection where I’d meant protection. The years between his hurt and my reasons were closing fast, but they hadn’t closed yet.

“I’m staking you to a future instead of collecting you into mine,” I said. “That’s the difference between me and the man in the salvage cart. Take the stake, Pell. Be a man with his own deeds. And when we come back through Rendhaven you’ll buy the round, because you’ll have your own coin, and that’s the price of my drinking it.”

Annika set his terms, of course. Setting terms was her love language and Pell was hers to worry over. “A year with Durn. You drill every day, you eat at our table when we’re in town, and you don’t sign onto a single contract until Durn says your point stops dropping. And when we come back through, you show me your deeds slate. I audit it, and gods help you if it’s thin.” She counted on her fingers in the big-sister register. Pell heard the promise beneath every term: you are ours, and we are coming back. He signed as if it were the pact itself.

Durn, at the yard rail, who’d invited himself to the placing with his reliable instinct for events that mattered, said only, “Yard meat. My favorite kind,” and put his hand on the boy’s shoulder, and made it final. Durn’s claim pulled the boy off every rookie wall in the world, and Pell took the stake, and cried a little, and pretended he hadn’t, and we all pretended with him, which is what a family does.

At the Pike’s victory night, the innkeep unveiled the peg. He’d made my original Earth pry bar its own peg over the bar, above the ordinary weapons-pegs, a place of honor waiting for the day the road took us out of Rendhaven. He unveiled it with enormous ceremony and a speech about the tools-of-legend clause, a clause he invented on the spot and defended against all comers. The old bar rested there for the victory night; Durn’s forged successor stayed at my hip. The innkeep declared that when we left, the Earth iron belonged to the Pike, tool or weapon or both, and Durn ruled from behind his beer that this was legally sound. The matter litigated for a season was closed with full honors.

Ilsa came to the Pike that night, a rare appearance, drank one careful cup, and watched the family be a family. Near the end she set the cup down and fixed me with her ledger stare.

“I recounted your first three payouts,” she said. “Rats, wasp-court, gnaw-moles. To the copper. Three times.”

“Why?”

“The math said an E-rank was clearing contracts twice as fast as men twice his rank. The stone said that was impossible, and the math is never wrong.” Her pen tapped once against the cup. “Turns out the stone was. You’ve made my ledger interesting, and I hate it.”

Then she looked to Annika, one professional to another. “Three years I stamped your solo contracts and logged your name second or not at all. I knew the work was better than the log, but the ledger records what’s witnessed, and you witnessed for nobody.” Her ink-stained fingers tightened around the cup. “It’s good to finally stamp it true. Pathfinder. Rank D.”

“You could’ve said something,” Annika said.

“I’m saying it now.”

Two women fluent in understatement closed a three-year account in four sentences. Four sufficed.

Durn told one story. One. He rolled his cup between both palms and stared into it until the table stopped talking.

“Hill outside Kessel,” he said. “I was forty-two and stupid enough to think that made me grown. Rain took the south face while our file crossed below. Captain shouted for us to run. Good order, except six wounded were on a cart with one wheel sunk to the hub.”

He drew one thick finger through spilled beer, making a slope, a road, and a short line for the cart.

“Had a shield, two wedges, and a powder sack meant for the enemy gate. Put the shield under the axle, wedged the wheel, and blew the uphill shelf before the slide reached us.”

Pell leaned forward. “You stopped a landslide with one powder sack?”

“No. I annoyed it sideways.” Durn moved his finger. “Mud took the captain, his horse, and every tent we’d packed. Missed the cart by three feet. I hauled six wounded into Kessel wearing half a shield and no trousers.”

The table held for one beat, then Ilsa covered her mouth with her cup. Annika’s bow thumb tapped its knuckle. The innkeep asked the question none of us could avoid.

“Why no trousers?”

“Used ’em for a wheel binding. Guild stone gave me D for six lives recovered and one enemy position destroyed.” Durn drank. “Captain contested the enemy position. Said it was our camp. Stone didn’t care.”

He looked around the silent table, beard hiding whatever expression he might have allowed himself.

“So.”

At the end of the night, Jori asked us to walk with him to the guild hall. He carried Serna’s crutch more than he used it now, testing each careful step without support.

Inside the hall doors he stopped at the rookie wall, leaned the crutch against the slate of chalked and painted-over names, and walked away without it. The tap of wood on stone did not follow him.

We walked home to Lantern Row late, beer-warm and rank-drunk on two mugs and a good night, arguing. We’d wanted this since before the Pike, had said as much over breakfast. The decision had preceded both mugs.

The argument was about whose deed-count carried the purse, a stupid dispute we both prolonged for pleasure. She claimed the matriarch through her arrows; I claimed the bridge through my rig. She backed me through the cottage door still arguing, and by the new chair we’d turned the dispute into a game with rules. Even our games needed terms.

“New terms,” she said, backing me across the room, her hands already at my shirt. “We wanted this before the first mug, and we both still want it now. Every deed you try to claim, you lose a layer. Go on. Claim the bridge. I dare you.”

“I want you,” I said. “Clear before the beer, clear now. And I accept the fine.”

“I built the bridge.”

“That’s a layer,” she said, and took my shirt off over my head, victory-flushed and bold, her hair coming loose, and I saw the game and played it to lose. Losing made the game work.

“I rigged the funnel,” I said, and lost my belt to it, laughing.

“The funnel doesn’t count without my arrows, that’s a false claim, but I’ll take the belt anyway.” She peeled her own stolen shirt off over her head then. The game ran both directions. She was never one to make me do all the work. Then she stood in the lamplight, all athletic hourglass, fair skin, and freckles across her shoulders. My laugh cut off. A body like hers stops laughter in any mood, and she saw it stop and grinned, pleased, her green stare auditing the effect. “That look never gets old. Nine weeks and you still go stupid when the shirt comes off. Good. Keep it.”

She shoved me toward the new chair and we wrestled there, both of us strong and laughing. I could have reversed the last turn; we both knew it, and I let her momentum carry her astride instead. Before she could settle into that victory, I caught her by the hips and seated her on the angle I wanted, holding her balanced over my lap.

“You let me win that,” she said, flushed and triumphant, hair wild around her shoulders and breasts full and high near my face. “I felt it. You could’ve reversed me in a heartbeat. That’s cheating at losing, summoner, and it’s going to cost you.”

I tightened my grip and rolled her hips down against my erection. “You won the approach. I control the collection.”

Her grin went hungry. “Fine. Collect your interest.”

I did by drawing one tight nipple between my lips. My hands stayed active on her hips and breasts, setting the friction while she rode against me. She arched, threw her head back, and laughed her approval. Against her skin, I told her exactly what I’d been thinking while watching her ride me stupid all season. The words stayed quiet, filthy, and precise. A flush spread down her chest. Through a victory-drunk laugh she said, “Less reading, more doing. We’re celebrating, not surveying.” I laughed against her breast and gave her what she demanded.

She christened the new chair.

She pulled the last of it off both of us, wrapped a hand around my cock, and sank her wet pussy onto me in the chair. She took me by inches with a slow, filthy sound of satisfaction, and she rode me in the good solid heir to the broken chair, pure celebration, the first time in nine weeks we’d done this with no danger hanging over us. No hill tomorrow. No purse to earn. No fear at the bottom of anything, no scar-map, no eve-of-battle, just two people up a rung and rich or solvent and giddy on it, loud with both our laughter, every breath shot through with the helpless joy of survivors who’d finally got nothing to survive.

She rode with both hands braced on my shoulders, hair wild and head thrown back. She took me deep, rose slowly, then sank again. A running stream of trash talk had me laughing even as it undid me, half about the purse and half about me. Every word carried delight. “Feel that? That’s the matriarch. That’s my arrows in the eye, summoner, you can build all the bridges you want, I closed the deal.” And I got my hands full of her, the powerful roll of her hips and her heart-shaped ass flexing beneath my palms, guiding her motion, and she rode into my hands and laughed. Without slowing, she called the turn in the crisp yard voice she used on Pell. “Reset, other angle, go.” I laughed hard enough to nearly lose the thread, and she compounded the fine. She turned in my lap without letting me slip free, a rider’s trick her uncapped body couldn’t have managed a season ago. Her back met my chest, her head fell onto my shoulder, and she rode me from there. The new angle drove deeper. My hands closed over her bouncing tits while my mouth found the flush at her throat. At last, the trash talk frayed into breathless, wordless demand as she climbed.

And at her edge she did her private signature, took one of my hands off her breast and planted it flat over her own heartbeat, hard, held it there, and said, ragged, flushed, her eyes finding mine over her shoulder:

“Witness this deed.”

The witness-language was ours, made intimate. Her heart hammered under my palm while her pussy tightened around my cock. I reached between her thighs with my other hand and worked her clit as she rode.

“Witnessed. Deed confirmed. Witness count, one,” I said against her ear.

She laughed even as her orgasm took her, then the laugh broke into a loud cry that started a Lantern Row rumor lasting a week. She squeezed me in hard celebratory pulses, spine arched, while the ordinary echo carried each contraction without merging us.

She rode through her finish, turned her face toward mine, and gave me the explicit term. “Cum inside me, partner. Fill me up and witness what I keep.”

I gripped her hips, drove my cock deep, and came after her. Cum pulsed into her in thick spurts while she swore, laughed, and clenched around every one. My palm stayed over her heartbeat through the whole finish.

“Witnessed,” she said when she could talk, “and recorded. I’m keeping the deed on my slate. I put the arrows in, so this one’s mine.”

I told her she could have it. She said obviously.

We ended up on the floor, eventually, wrecked and laughing, because the new chair was solid but not for every maneuver in the campaign. We lay there in the light of a workroom with real glass in the window now and did purse-math as pillow talk. Nothing could have been more ours.

“We’re rich,” she said, to the ceiling, satisfied.

“We’re solvent,” I said. “Rich is a different number.”

“We’re rich,” she insisted, her fingers beginning a purse-count against my chest, “and I’ll fight you about it, but not tonight, my legs don’t work.” She did the purse-math anyway, out loud, on the ceiling. Neither of us could stop counting: four hundred plus the bounty balance and spoils, minus gear, Pell’s stake, glass, forge-stone, and rope. Gods, the rope. The final number would have been a fortune to either of us a season ago. She concluded it remained one. I said solvent; she said rich. We left it unresolved because some arguments are the marriage, not a problem within it.

She rolled her head against my shoulder, and all the teasing left her voice, exposing the naked sincerity she rationed carefully, and she said, “Hey. D-rank.”

“Yeah?”

“We’re just getting started.”

“I know.”


Chapter 29: The Founding Bond

No board, contract, or hill claimed the day after the spoils. Annika and I left Lantern Row at dawn and reached the wayshrine before noon, walking through the first day in nine weeks that asked nothing of us.

The wayshrine was the one we’d cleansed early in our partnership, the old shrine over the old bones where I’d let the mark pull my hand to the cracked seal-stone and told her the true minimum for the first time, and it had changed. The roadside farmers had cleaned and re-flowered it. Weeds were gone, fresh blooms filled the niches, and someone had swept the old stone. I stood before the shrine and understood that our little copper contract had mattered. The work had made this a place people tended again. A thing you fix stays fixed only if the people it belongs to decide to keep it. They had. It’s a small foundation for a life, and the only one I’ve ever found that holds.

We sat on the low shrine step in the noon warmth.

“Tell me about Earth. Demolition excluded,” Annika said.

“Coffee.”

Her audit eyebrow rose. “That’s a drink, not a civilization.”

“You didn’t have it. You can’t judge. Bitter, black, hot enough to punish impatience. Every morning before a job, I’d stand by the truck with a tin cup and a battered radio telling us what weather was coming. Usually wrong.”

“You miss being lied to about rain.”

“I miss knowing where I’d be each morning when the lie arrived. The radio would crackle, and Dell would come out of the site shed to tell us the same storm had changed its mind. He always needed another six hours. Worst foreman I ever worked under.”

“The one who hurried reads?”

“Every one. He taught me half my trade by being wrong about the other half.”

She leaned her shoulder against mine. “Did you drink the coffee for the taste, or because the crew stood together around you?”

That was the question. I looked down the hill at the flowers farmers had put back into the shrine niches.

“Mostly the second,” I said. “I miss the radio too, and it never once predicted weather correctly enough to deserve affection.”

“We can burn beans and hire Pell to lie about rain.”

“It wouldn’t be the same.”

“No,” she said. “But it could become ours.”

We watched a farm cart move along the Saltway below, small in the noon light.

“I’ve been drawing a future,” she said after the cart had vanished.

“A killing ground?”

“A future. Worse.”

I turned toward her. She kept her eyes on the road.

“A crew of our own someday. Chosen people, good terms, fair splits. Everybody paid and nobody left. A roof bigger than Lantern Row, since your rope alone will need a room by C-rank.”

“Two rooms by B.”

“Then we climb slowly.” Her mouth nearly betrayed her. “A yard, maybe. Somewhere boys like Pell and Jori learn enough to come home before a captain teaches them how cheaply they can die. A table long enough that people don’t have to earn the right to sit at it every night. A place where the boys they stake and the women they…”

She stopped. Her fingers tightened once around mine.

I knew the missing word. I left the sentence in her keeping.

“That’s a lot of future for a woman who nine weeks ago wouldn’t let anyone witness her deeds,” I said.

“I know.” She didn’t take any of it back. “That’s what you did to me. You made it safe to want things again. I’m not sure I forgive you. Wanting nothing was very restful.”

“Your complaint has been logged.”

“Good. I’ll expand it as the roof does.”

And then, at the shrine, in the high clear light, she offered to deepen our pact, the bravest offer she’d made me.

“I’ve been thinking about the echo,” she said, watching the light on the old stone. “About how it runs. You feel my leg, my mood, every turn of my want. I feel you, but you’ve kept your half narrow. The pull. The lost minutes. The fear at the bottom. You let them through when you have to, then close them down again.” She turned, and her green eyes held mine. “I’m done getting the edited half of you, Davin. If the mark takes you off a roof, I want to feel your feet turn south, not wait until you surface. Open your half. Always.”

“It won’t be gentle,” I said. “The pull gets inside your balance. The missing minutes feel worse when you can touch the blank place.”

“Then I want to know both.” She held out her hand, the way she’d held it out in a barrow with blood on it, steady and sure. “Even split, Davin. All of it. The mark, the pull, the fear at the bottom. My half now. Say your half.”

I took her hand. “My half is yours, unedited. The mark, the pull, the lost minutes, and every fear I haven’t known how to name. Even split, Annika. You carry me, and I carry you. Nothing edited.”

I opened my half of the echo all the way. The old pact completed itself, and the gentlest burned letters I’d ever seen wrote themselves across my sight alone:

[PACT TERMS DEEPENED. THE ECHO STANDS OPEN.]

I read every letter to her. Her recognition reached me through the widened echo before I finished speaking.

The south-bearing entered her awareness. Her fingers tightened around mine, and her head turned toward the road before she caught the motion. I felt her find the clean southward line, the homesick ache under it, and the blank place where thirty roof-minutes should have been. She didn’t flinch. She tested the pull as she tested a bowstring, easing against it, learning where it drew hardest and where it rested.

“There,” she said. “South, a little east from here. A bad lean, a homesick ache, and a missing half hour that tastes like cold shingles.” Her green gaze held mine. “You’ve kept this narrowed. You thought narrowing it was kind. It wasn’t. The terms are even split, including the parts that scare us. Now if it tries to walk you off a roof, I’ll feel your feet turn before they leave the bed.”

We started home shortly after noon. The half-day walk gave the widened echo time to settle into a balance we could carry and still keep our footing, and the westering sun followed us down the Saltway. By the time we reached Lantern Row, the cottage still held the last golden light through the new glass. At the door she put her palm against my chest.

“I want the vow made flesh,” she said. “Slow, open, all of you.”

“Yes,” I said, covering her hand with mine. “I want all of you, and I’ll keep the echo open through every second.”

We undressed each other slowly with the echo fully open. When her thumb reached the rib-line from the raid, I felt her remembered fury before she called the scar Ferro’s and kissed it anyway. My mouth found the thin mark on her shoulder, and the sensation returned through her: pressure, warmth, and the private memory of carrying that wound alone before she knew me. At the whip-line on her calf, the old trapped fear touched both of us for one beat, then eased beneath my lips.

The seam at her hairline carried the heaviest echo. My kiss met the cold flash of waking staked in darkness, followed by her present certainty that she stood in our cottage with every lock barred by choice. No bathhouse inventory could have given me that. Each scar opened its own memory and closed with both of us inside it.

Last, she kissed both rings of the mark. Her mouth touched the place the world would hang me for, and the echo carried her decision in full: claimed, included, ours. Anticipation doubled before either hand traveled lower, slowing us through intensity rather than ceremony.

I needed to move slowly. The open echo made every touch arrive through two bodies, and rushing would have blurred what I wanted to feel. My lips traced the flush at her throat before traveling down over her breasts. Her nipples tightened beneath my tongue, and a deep note of surrender vibrated through her chest. I cupped her full breasts, then followed the flat of her strong belly to the sweep of her hips. She welcomed the slow inventory. I named each response against her skin. Every word returned through the open echo with her private answer attached.

She took my marked forearm and laid it against her own sternum, deliberate, between her breasts, over her heart, the mark against the drum of her, and held it there.

“Here.” Her voice carried no room for distance. “Between us. The mark stays here, where I can feel it and it can feel me. It’s part of this. It’s part of us. I’m not going to have you keep it off to the side like it isn’t.” And she held my marked arm to her heart, and I felt her heartbeat against the two rings, and I felt the mark go quiet against her as it had quieted at her voice on the roof, and I saw she’d just done to the mark what she did to every bad weight, she’d claimed it, put it inside the terms, made it ours instead of mine.

She took the first act of worship for herself. Annika pressed me onto my back and knelt between my legs, kissing the rib scar, the old nicks on my hands, and the hard line of my belly. This time, her attention carried the solemn focus of the vow rather than the playful contest of our first night. Nothing was skipped or kept outside the vow.

Her lips closed around my cock; her open half of the echo carried the possessive satisfaction behind the act. Green eyes stayed fixed on mine as my hand threaded into her loose golden hair. I guided her with steady pressure, feeling the wet heat of her mouth and the pleasure she took in every sound she drew from me.

“No edited half,” she said against the head, her hand working the length. “Tell me.”

“Your mouth. Your hand. How proud you are to feel every effect from both sides.” I wound her hair once around my fist and guided her down again. “And how badly you want me inside you when you’re finished proving the point.”

Her answer came through the echo before she lifted her mouth: bright, total want. She climbed over me to kiss the taste of me into my mouth, but I caught her hips and turned her beneath me before she could choose the next position.

“My turn,” I said.

I worshipped her at a patient pace, beginning at the strong thighs that had carried us out of Velgrim. My rough palms followed the muscle upward. Slow kisses traced the inside of each leg. I lingered over the soft skin below her belly, then spread her wet pussy with my thumbs and put my mouth on her.

I worked her clit slowly with my tongue and pushed two fingers inside her as her hands held my hair. The open echo carried her climb in accumulating rings: anticipation, pressure, the fierce pleasure of being cherished after she’d opened every frightening part of the bond.

“Keep going,” she ordered, her flat bedroom voice stripped of every joke. “Deep and slow. I want this one to last.”

I followed the command until her hips began rolling beneath my mouth. Her hips drew tight around my hand, and the deep arch lifted her from the bed, and the flush spread from collarbone to breast. She came with a long low sound, holding my head between strong thighs, and the open echo gave me each contraction as a distinct pulse. I stayed through the aftershocks, tasting her slowly rather than driving her toward another edge.

When her grip eased, I kissed my way back up her body. She drew me to her mouth and held the kiss until our breathing matched.

Then I brought her fully beneath me and arranged her on her back in the last gold light. She opened for me eagerly, but I set the pace and the position, one hand under her knee, the other holding her marked claim against my chest.

I put her beneath me face to face. Strong scout’s legs wrapped around my body, her heels crossing behind my back in the locked geometry of her claiming signal. We pressed together full-length with my marked arm between our chests. She held me exactly where she wanted me. I slid my cock into her wet pussy slowly and fully, holding eye contact throughout. Every sensation crossed the echo in both directions at once.

“Don’t close it,” she said, holding my eyes, holding me in with her legs. “The echo. Either half. I want the whole circuit open. I want to feel you feel me feel you. Every inch.”

“Every inch,” I said, and we moved, and it built slow and deep and unhurried, the dirty talk turning vow-shaped both directions. For us, the bed and the vow had always been the same table.

“Say what you feel,” she demanded, flat and wrecked, her heels locked behind me, her eyes on mine.

“I feel you.” I kept moving inside her, my voice unhurried. “Your pleasure comes back around the circuit with every stroke, and I can’t find a seam between your pulse and mine. You’re happy. You’re safe. There’s a decision gathering behind both.”

“I decided it weeks ago,” she said. Then she gave me the claim that was hers alone: “Finish in me. All of it. Every drop, partner, seal your half in me where it’s mine to keep. I want to carry the proof of your terms. I’ve watched you keep everyone else’s promises in public, on stones, before Rendhaven. This one you keep in me, where only I get to feel it.” Her heels crossed tighter, locking me in. “Give me all of it. Mine.”

“Yours,” I said. The word held, and I answered her claim with my own, low against her mouth, “every drop, kept, mine in you and yours in me, nothing held back,” and she made a sound at the answering that I felt in both halves of the echo at once.

“No part held back,” she said.

“My fear stays open to you, and every road has both our footprints.” I drove into her with one slow, complete stroke and held there until my certainty passed through the echo into both of us. “You chose my mark. You chose my bed. You chose every hard mile south. I’ll fill you with the promise and keep every term that follows it.”

Her legs cinched tighter around me. “Then seal it deep, partner. Make me feel where your vow ends.”

“It doesn’t end.” I caught both her hands and laced our fingers above her head, holding them there as she gripped back. My marked forearm stayed pressed between our hearts. “This holds as long as you hold me, and I’ll hold you.”

“Good,” she said, the single word sharpened by need. “Now give me the proof.”

The pace built from ceremonial slowness into need. Her locked heels drew me deeper on every stroke; her fingers gripped my shoulders and traveled down my spine. Her eyes never left mine. The flush climbed from collarbone to breast as her hard-won control frayed in the one place she chose to lose it.

“Keep the circuit open,” she said, wrecked and open. “Hold that angle. I can feel every part of the vow moving through you.”

I held it. With both halves of the echo open, sensation no longer bounced back as a copy. It traveled in a circuit: my deep stroke entered her body, her pleasure crossed the pact into me, my answering pressure returned through the marked arm against her sternum, and her heartbeat drove the circuit onward. Each pass gathered force and left its origin intact.

I slowed for three complete strokes. She felt my control thinning from inside me; I felt her welcome that loss from inside her. Her approaching contractions tightened around my cock in small warnings as the mark warmed between our hearts.

“Together,” I said.

“Fill me while the pact carries it around. Every drop.”

I drove deep and came inside her. My release poured through the open echo, pulse after pulse. Her heels locked me against her, and her body received each one with slow, powerful contractions. Her orgasm struck on the second pulse, spine arching beneath me, and entered the open circuit.

The climax ran through us like current around a sealed ring. Her contractions became pressure in my body; my release became heat low in hers; each sensation completed the circle and returned stronger, recognizable yet inseparable from what it had gathered. We remained two people at every point, but the pleasure had no dead end. It kept traveling until both bodies shook under the same sustained peak.

The pact-seal flared between our pressed chests. Both our panels wrote the same line at the same instant:

[THE PACT HOLDS.]

We stayed locked together until the circuit slowed, my seed held inside her and her final contractions moving around me, each of us fully witnessed by the other.

When I finally shifted, she tightened her heels and kept my cock inside her through the aftershocks. When she let me settle beside her, cum overflowed from her pussy onto her thigh. She touched the wet proof, her possessive satisfaction aimed straight at me, and drew my marked arm back across her sternum.

We came down tangled and open in the last light. My marked arm rested across her sternum, and she traced the second ring with one fingertip. The echo softened into a slow pulse shared beneath both our ribs.

“Someday,” she said, her eyes on the mark, “I’m going to want the word I didn’t say on the hill. The one that stood at the edge of the sentence.” A breath. “Not yet. We’re D-rank and the road’s south and there’s a world to climb first, and I’m in no hurry, and I mean that. But someday. And when it’s someday, I’m going to want it from you.” She looked up then, green eyes finding mine in the blue light. “That’s a term I’m planting now so it’s written. Someday, and from you.”

“Even split,” I said.

Her fingers closed with quiet possession around my wrist. She put her head on the marked arm, the side she always chose, and closed her eyes.

We slept with the echo open, both halves, fully. For the first night since the crossing-light dropped me in the Saltway mud, I reached for the south-pull and found it entirely silent.


Chapter 30: South

A week on, the board told us we’d outgrown Rendhaven, and it delivered the verdict by making every local contract read small.

We stood at the hall board on a bright morning, D-rank sigils new on our shoulders, and read a wall of postings that a season ago would have been a mountain and now read like a chalk list of chores. Vermin culls. Escort work up the trade road. A gravehound bounty made Annika snort. We’d taken one of those with two headstones when I was still labeled trash. The contracts hadn’t shrunk. We’d grown, and a hall you’ve grown out of is a hall that starts to feel like a coat that fit last winter.

But the south column had grown a cluster, and the cluster was a road.

Morvant, the dungeon city down the Saltway, had put up postings at Rendhaven’s board, caravan escorts at premium rates, blades wanted at its halls, and under them a plainly worded Guild notice that I read twice. The dungeon city’s beast-tide cycle was venting early this season. Morvant’s horde-dungeon, the engine driving the city’s trade and coin, cycled on a clock older than the city, and this season the clock was running fast, the tide coming up ahead of its reckoning, and the road towns between here and there were paying crown-rates for escort. The roads were getting worse, and Morvant’s halls wanted every blade that could hold a line against a horde.

The beast-tide was already happening in the south, a state of the road and an opportunity to anyone equipped to survive it, as a storm creates work for a roofer. It would still be there whether we hurried or not. We had to choose. The venting tide turned a road into a reason. We had become the crew that advanced toward dangers others fled, witnessed, stamped, and up a rung. A boss-clear stood on our sheet. I carried a shade in my arm and walked beside a scout who could see the air move.

I read the beast-tide notice and felt the mark point along the same road.

“Morvant’s where C-rank deeds live,” I said. “The trade needs blades at crown-rates with the tide venting early. That’s the rung and the purse. The pull happens to agree, so it can navigate.”

“If the mark pointed north even though the coin and rung were south?” Annika asked.

“We’d go south. It doesn’t vote.”

Her bow thumb tapped once against its knuckle, then stilled. Then she raised one finger for the amendment. She amended everything, and her amendments were usually right. “And we don’t walk it for free. Morvant’s paying crown-rates for escort. We sign a caravan and get paid to travel our own road, both directions, always, from now on. We are never eating travel costs again as long as we live. That’s a term.”

“That’s a term.” At home that night, I wrote it beneath the others on our wall. NOBODY GETS LEFT and EVERYBODY GETS PAID remained. FERRO LAST had been struck through and done, whereas SOUTH AFTER had transformed from plan into direction. And I added the new one in my own worse hand, a term I intended to honor on every road ahead: PAID BOTH WAYS. If someone could pay us to go where we were already bound, we’d take the purse.

The chalk wall stayed intact in the cottage we kept.

Packing the cottage disclosed one last private habit, as ordinary chores had done all season. She was ruthless about the gear and helpless about everything else. The bow-stave, arrows, good rope, and forged blade packed in an hour, sorted and weighted with a scout’s ruthless efficiency. Then she stood for a long time before the chalk wall with a rag in her hand. Her intention was plain: she’d meant to wipe it down for the next tenant and couldn’t. I took the rag, hung it on its peg, and said we’d leave every line intact. The cottage remained ours on retainer. A person’s creed could stay on the wall of their own house. “It’s just chalk,” she said. She didn’t wipe it. Instead she packed the whetstone, and I let her shelter behind the deadpan. A woman who’d refused to love what she could lose now owned a house with words on the wall she couldn’t erase. Leaving that truth behind a door we’d paid to keep open felt right.

We signed the caravan that afternoon, a southern master’s train running to Morvant with cloth and hardware and a nervousness about the roads that the crown-rate paid for, and Annika assessed the man, cargo, and schedule before pronouncing them sound. I checked the wagons, wheels, and load balance and agreed. A crew that gets paid to travel its own road is a crew that never has to choose between the climb and the coin, and I’d learned young what it costs to have to choose, so I signed us on gladly and meant to make it a habit, and did.

Hobb signed our transfer-of-record himself, at the ledger, and recalled his own warning in a single line as he stamped it.

“Transfer stands.” He slid the record across. Our Rendhaven account traveled south in the ledger’s own hand, carrying the gravehound, the drakes, Gravemaw, and our D-rank. I noticed uncatalogued in the permanent record, with Iselle’s countersign threaded into the transfer itself. Our anomaly had been stapled to our name in ink no road would strip. “Morvant’s halls’ll read this and read your sheet, and they’ll misread you faster than we did, like I said. Go be misread somewhere bigger.” The ledger-line mouth. “Send word when you take C.”

“I’ll send word.”

The goodbyes were affectionate and brief. Rendhaven remained home, the place we were from now. We put the cottage on retainer, paid its keep a year forward. A crew needs a place it’s from and a door it can come back through, and we made Rendhaven that, deliberately, a home held open behind us rather than an abandoned address.

Durn shook my hand on his forge-step and looked once at my wrapped arm. “Sleeves down, lad. Keep the woman close.” He released my hand. “Ye came into my yard meat. Go be a delver somewhere that deserves ye.”

Pell came to attention in the drill line and gave me the salute Durn had just taught him, crisp and proud. I returned it.

Jori drilled beside him on his own feet. He lifted his chin across the yard, and I lifted mine back.

Ilsa stamped our transfer with theatrical reluctance, her pen hovering as if loath to surrender it. “Off to Morvant,” she said, thumping the stamp. “Where the sums are bigger and the crews are worse and nobody will appreciate a clean ledger.” She slid it across. “The math was finally getting interesting here. Now I’m back to stamping vermin culls for men who can’t count.” Her pen lowered by a fraction, the closest she came. “Don’t die in a bigger town. It’s bad for my records.”

The Pike’s innkeep kept the original pry bar that had crossed worlds in my hand.

Durn’s forged successor stayed on my hip, Vardessian road iron shaped to carry the old tool’s work forward. The Earth bar had killed a roadwolf, opened a drake seam, and levered us through every ugly step of the climb before Durn gave me a blade made for what came next. I hung the old iron on the peg myself. The innkeep’s speech about working tools becoming legend was mostly nonsense, and the room loved every word. The tool that arrived with me stayed on a wall where legends drank. The road blade left with me.

And the night before we left, at Serna’s, I saw the hunter buy me. The purchase chilled me more than anything else in Rendhaven, even the buried barrow. You can dig out of a buried barrow, but a hunter with your description follows you home.

I’d gone to settle our account with the bonesetter, a last errand before the road, ribs and drake-claw and the season’s damage all owed, and Serna deserved paying for a hard season’s mending. She admitted me after closing through the street door, then waved me into the screened treatment alcove off the front room before she went upstairs for the season ledger. A floor-to-ceiling rack of drying yarrow hid the alcove from both the front entrance and the back-room doorway. Serna left the lamp low, told me her assistant had gone home, and climbed the narrow stair behind the hearth. I sat at the little treatment table with our account purse open, unseen from the rest of the shop.

The back door opened once she reached the upper floor. Two men entered the workroom beyond the herb screen, and one voice belonged to Serna’s careless assistant, the one whose eyes had gone to my arm once and whose mouth Serna herself had warned me ran ahead of his sense. He had no reason to think a patient sat behind the dark screen after closing. The other voice was sparse, even, and unhurried, with no color in it at all. Durn’s warning returned in full: chain-branded hunters arrived with knives and didn’t ask twice. My hand stopped above the half-counted coins, and I listened.

He was buying a description. The assistant addressed him once, nervously, as Veyland Marr.

The spring crossing’s summoner, the even voice said, and I heard each coin placed separately, the patient rhythm of someone who knew slow silver loosened tongues better than a tossed purse. The one who walked out of the barrow. The one they say has a summon nobody can catalogue. The arm he wouldn’t let anyone dress. And the assistant, careless, greedy, a boy Serna kept for his hands and not his sense, gave it to him, every detail, glad to, the black-red lines he’d glimpsed under the wrap the night I re-dressed my own arm, like a ring of writing, two rings now, he’d heard, from the fight on the hill. I sat ten feet away behind the yarrow screen with half-counted coin under my hand and listened to a stranger purchase the description that could put chains on my arm, one measured piece of silver at a time. I did not move. The dry stalks hid me only while they stayed still, and one careless shift would have handed the hunter the very arm he was paying to describe.

I looked once through a thumb-wide gap in the drying rack, careful not to brush the brittle stems. Durn had told me a chain man arrives instead of asking twice and I wanted the face of the one who’d come to ask.

A chain-link brand marked the inside of his right wrist. Chain-stitch seams reinforced his road leathers; twin short blades and a coiled steel-core lash rode his belt. His wind-scoured face held a butcher’s patience while he counted silver into a careless boy’s hand for a marked man’s description.

He asked two questions.

“Which arm?”

“Left,” the assistant said.

“Which road?”

The assistant hesitated. Marr added two silver pieces without being asked.

“South caravan. Morvant. Dawn.”

Marr stood and left one copper centered on the table. Then he went out the back door. I stayed behind the screen until the assistant followed and the latch clicked home. Only then did I move, my account half-counted and my heart going hard. From ten feet away, hidden by dried herbs and closing-hour luck, I’d watched Durn’s warning acquire a face.

I finished counting Serna’s coin with steady hands, walked home in the dark, and repeated the conversation to Annika without omission. She listened without interrupting. At the end she said only, “Then we don’t run from him. We travel our road, paid, sleeves down, and we’re stronger in Morvant than we are here, and if he arrives, he arrives to a D-rank duo and a shade, not a marked porter in a barrow.” She checked the string on her new bow, unhurried. “Let him have the bearing. He’s chasing a man who kills two-crew-killers now. Good luck to him.” Annika took a hunter one road behind us and cut him down to one more threat on a list: measured, handled, and not feared tonight.

We left at dawn.

Grey-gold light found the caravan forming at the south gate. Oxen groaned into their yokes, drivers tested wagon wheels, and a southern caravan master surveyed his cargo with the care I gave a wall. The Saltway chart lived in my head: wayshrines, road towns, marsh yielding to trade-road lowlands, then unknown country and the dungeon city beyond. Packed earth held steady beneath my boots while wagon vibration traveled up through the soles. We had chosen this road, and that steadiness beat any easy path chosen for me.

Annika and I stood at the head of the escort line, D-rank sigils bright on our shoulders. Her hand rested on the stave of the bow she’d chosen instead of afforded. My sleeve covered both rings. Behind us, the cottage remained paid and waiting, Pell and Jori drilled in Durn’s yard, and the Earth bar hung over the Pike.

I looked back once before we passed under.

Annika bumped her shoulder against mine. “Stop having a moment, summoner. The oxen are waiting.”

I faced south.

The gate stone read us out as we passed under it, in its ordinary public register, and for once the panel it printed was nothing but plain truth:

[D. KOLT. A. VELD. RANK: D. DESTINATION: MORVANT.]

Beneath it, unread by any stone or recorded on any ledger, the mark pulsed once. Only Annika witnessed it, and she now carried half its weight. Quiet and steady, it pointed south along the road we’d already chosen, toward the dungeon city, the venting tide, the bearing’s far end, and whatever the vault had failed to keep.

The stone finally got me right.

Time to go make it wrong again.


Thanks for reading.

Leo Thornvale here. A couple of ways to get more:

	Visit my website. Character galleries, sample chapters, and bonus content.

	Follow me on Amazon. The simplest way to keep up with new releases.



On Kindle Unlimited, every page you read is what keeps me writing them.

Hope you enjoyed the story.

Leo Thornvale
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