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Helmets on, vests on.
 
   Raven paused for half a second to tuck her good-luck piece into the back of her helmet.  A curse-marker with her face on it—they’d printed those up in Miracle, after Raven had scored twenty-one goals against their team in the Harvest Games.  Final score, 84-80 Longacre, which had won Raven’s hometown three hides of disputed land and shared use of Miracle’s white spring.  No question, against locals, Raven was damned good.
 
   Weren’t playing locals now, though.
 
   She had to jog to catch up with the rest of the team; they all walked out onto the field together, and a cheer rose up from the bleachers.  Just about the whole town had turned out to watch the game.  It wasn’t often you saw stormers in a sleepy backwater like Longacre, and the stormers’d bet fifteen gallons of whisky and an automatic pistol against two sheep and three-fifty pounds of cornmeal that they'd be able to beat the home team by thirty goals.
 
   Damned if they would.
 
   When the team took the field, the coaches had just finished walking out the boundaries and checking the goals.  They shook hands.  Coach Langdon, best coach in the world, last of the Langdons of Longacre.  And the stormer coach, a slick-looking fellow not much older than Raven, with a metal arm and a metal leg.
 
   Stormer team was already waiting.  The three towers stood on their stumps in front of the goal, heavy chains with prickle-catches wrapped around each arm, with the third chain coiled at their feet.  Right-side tower was a woman.  That was unusual.  Most women players were runners, light on their feet, nimble enough to duck under those swinging chains and dodge tackles from the wings, to get in close to the goal and score.
 
   Women playing wing—like Raven—was pretty common too.  She was fast enough to grab a loose ball when she saw it, strong enough to pull down runners who were making a try.  And when she got a chance, from just about anywhere across the center line, she'd find the goal, three times out of ten, which was near the numbers the papers gave for pros.
 
   Not that Longacre got papers, much—those were for the city-states and the Coast.  What they got were three months old, more, read ten times before they got there, and dragged the whole way through the mud.  But there were the scores and the names of the teams, and Raven knew them all.
 
   But she’d never seen anything like the stormers’ center tower.  Next to him, the massive lady tower looked petite.  Could be he was genetouched; people didn't get that big without a few rads in their blood.  Fast, too, and accurate—the stormers had done an exhibition the day before, doing tricks, and the center tower had caught three runners with three chains—pow, pow, pow—and wound them so tight that they'd've been out for the duration.  Course, a tower who committed all three chains was also out for the duration, but that'd be worth it.  More to the point, those runners were exactly where he expected them to be.
 
   The Longacre team took their places, towers on the stumps, runners and wings up against the center line.  Raven found herself almost nose-to-nose with the stormers’ blue wing.  She’d been watching him in the exhibition too, and he was good. He’d lined up fifteen balls on the line, then run along it, bobbing and weaving, and each time he picked one up, he tossed it at the goal.  They all hit, fifteen in a row.
 
   Real good, better than Raven.  But it was easier to throw when there weren't any towers between you and the goal, no wings to pull you down or runners trying for an intercept.  And their gold wing didn't show any tricks like that.  Looked strong, but little slow, and he was favoring his right leg.
 
   Gold wing was the point of weakness.
 
   Stave, center tower, Longacre team captain, came down from his stump and up to the line, shook hands with the stormer captain, one of the runners.  Then he went back, and the ball went up in the air.
 
   Game on.
 
   First break went to the stormers.  Raven held back, watched the passing.  Third runner to first to third to blue wing to score, just like that.  They were well smooth, no doubt.  Longacre was going to lose?  Doubt.
 
   She grabbed it off the bound, passed, crossed the line, took a pass, scored.  Then went in after their third runner—the team captain—hit her with a low tackle, just on the clean side of a bad hit, took the ball up, launched a try.  Missed, because one of the tower's chains clipped her side on the follow-through.
 
   First half, Raven made ten goals on forty-one tries, which was damn good against the team the stormers were showing.  They'd scored on tries that seemed impossible—there was a muddy footprint on the side of Stave's helmet where one of the runners had gone right up over him to score.  And every single time one of the stormers made an error, another one was there covering.
 
   Blue wing was better than Raven.  He was taller, and had an arm like a pulse rifle.  Gold wing was stronger and smarter, but he was off his game; when Raven crossed the line, she doubled up on gold side, took tries sooner than she would've, because the stormer towers were murder.
 
   Score was twenty-eight to forty at the half.  They were coming close to winning the bet, but that wasn't what Raven cared about, not after that half.
 
   "We can win it," she told Stave and the rest of them as they cleaned the mud out of their cleats, and wiped off as much blood as they could.  "Lure the gold wing in between towers, pin him with a chain.  He's slow, and you could—"
 
   "We're going to play things safe," said Stave.  "Bet's looking winnable, and damn if I don't want to win it.  That'd settle Hold-Your-Cards' hash, anyway—nobody takes bets off stormers, not more than one time in twenty."
 
   That was true, and fair, and it rankled.  Making a bet like that with stormers was to show how rich they were—how much they could afford to lose.  Winning whisky and an automatic was just a dream.  But dammit, it was close enough.  They could take it.
 
   When the second half started, Raven went all out.  Four scores on fifteen tries, three intercepts, and she hit one of their runners hard enough that he staggered getting up.  And because she was going all out like that, there were more holes for Longacre's runners to get through.  Score was thirty-eight to forty-four when their center tower caught Raven with a chain.
 
   Sterrn, at Longacre's gold wing, had missed on his try, so Raven went for the pick-up, rolled over a stormer runner, but as her hand went up for a try, the chain wrapped up around her chest, pulling her forward.
 
   She'd been out of range of the tower.  She'd been sure she was out of range.  No time to think.  She turned and twisted as their center tower turned and pulled.  Bang-thump of Sterrn getting the loose ball and scoring, and she tried to undo the prickle-catch of the chain as she also dug in and tried to keep from being pulled in.
 
   Didn't manage either.  Their center tower wasn't just huge; he pulled like a gasoline tractor.  And the prickle-catch had caught the other end of the chain behind Raven's back, up on the shoulder.  He pulled her in as she tried to find purchase in the mud.   Another bang-thump of a Longacre score, and then he whipped a second chain at her.
 
   That close, it wrapped around three times before the prickle catch caught.  Both legs pinned, and her right arm pinned to her body.  The tower let both chains go, and turned his attention back to the game.
 
   A pin.  It had been almost twenty games since Raven had been pinned, and damned if it was going to be a pin in this one, not with them within ten points of the stormers at the end of the second half.
 
   Chains were tight, but tight wasn't perfect.  And her left hand was free.  She started rubbing her ankles together, closing and opening her right hand, pulling for any slack she could find, anywhere.
 
   Mud was wet enough that it loosened things up a bit, and it wasn't too long before she got the skin on her wrist pinched between two links of the chain, and started bleeding.  Good—help her slip out, if there was any looseness at all.
 
   Breathe in, and then breathe all the way out, and then—
 
   And the right-side tower hit her with a chain.
 
   No way that she'd been in range of both of them.  Not possible.  Not after the center tower had dragged her in close like that.
 
   Coach had checked the chains, so they weren't cheating.  Prickle-catch on left side's chain had caught the chain on Raven's ankles.  She pulled her backwards through the field, and while Raven twisted and clawed with her free hand, all she did was earn herself a few extra bumps and bruises.
 
   The tower brought her in close enough to lift her up, like she was a fish she'd just caught.  Raven looked at her, upside-down, bloodied and bruised, and spat in her eye.  The tower grinned back, and went for her second chain.
 
   Tried to twist, tried to get her hand out, didn't help.  It wrapped around her, over and over and over, and wherever the prickle-catch hit, there wasn't any way that Raven was going to be able to get at it.  Tower dropped her, and shifted her attention back to the game.
 
   Four chains for a pin—that wasn't a bad trade for a wing, really.  Towers would use two chains at once a lot of the time, so Raven had left two of the towers at half-strength.  And they couldn't threaten any of the runners with pins, not without having to drop out themselves.
 
   The lady tower had dropped her face-down, and too tightly pinned to even turn over.  So Raven lay there and breathed in mud, and waited for the match to end.   Final score announced was 97-60, stormers.
 
   Tradition was that someone pinned was left pinned until they got out themselves or the opposing coach let them loose, usually a few hours after the game.  And she'd been damn well pinned, so Raven lay there and waited, not even trying to wriggle loose.  Vests were hard, but that last chain had been laid on harder than that—good chance she'd cracked a rib or two.  Lying still hurt less than struggling, and was just as likely to get her loose.
 
   Only when the stormer coach showed up, Coach Langdon was with him.
 
   The stormer coach got his cane in the knots of chain, flipped Raven over onto her back.
 
   "She's good," he said.
 
   Coach Langdon nodded.
 
   "Looking to trade?" asked the stormer.  He was still wearing the same gray suit, creases sharp as knives.
 
   "Looking what's best for her," said Coach.
 
   "How old is she—twenty, twenty-two?"
 
   "Nineteen next month."
 
   "Getting old," said the stormer, shaking his head.  "If she's going to make the coastal league, she's almost past it."
 
   Coach shrugged.  "So she'll pick up a few more wins, few more scars, maybe a cup from the team when she's done playing.  Lot of kids like that."
 
   "Not a lot with that potential.  Damn few, in fact."
 
   "Better off letting it go," said Coach.
 
   Nobody'd said anything to her.  They'd barely even looked at her the whole time they were talking.
 
   "Coastal league?" she asked.
 
   Coach sighed.  "Yeah, maybe.  Not worth it, though.  Play like that, they’d flay you on the coast, Raven."
 
   "Wouldn't play like that when we were through with you," said the stormer.
 
   "Which is the other thing," said Coach.  "We've got laws here.  Laws against beatings, laws against rape.  Stormers don't.  They have traditions."
 
   "Traditions like, stormers take a match and a pin, they can trade for the pin," said the stormer.
 
   "Traditions like, wing don't score her target, wing gets fucked by the team," said Coach.
 
   Raven stilled.  Coastal league, though.  Face in papers everywhere, victory parades.  Matches that meant more than access to springs or a head of cattle.
 
   "Traditions like, players get traded without their say-so," said the stormer.
 
   "Don't be a damn fool, Alvas," said Coach.  "That was for days when losing a match by more'n twenty meant that you didn't have enough food for the team.  For days when the pin would wind up being a meal for the stormers, more likely than not.  Things aren't so bleak—hell, half the kids Raven's age are fertile, this year, and rads are down everywhere."
 
   "Not her, though?"
 
   Coach Langdon gave a shake of his head.  "Damn healthy otherwise, though.  And she should stay that way.  This one's your call, Raven."
 
   "I'm in," she said.  "If he offers enough."
 
   Turned out that Raven's value to Longacre was thirty gallons of corn-whisky and a repeating rifle, which was a damn sight more than she'd thought she was worth.
 
   Turned out that the stormer coach thought Raven should be scoring at least three times on five tries.
 
   "Nobody scores sixty percent!" said Raven, as he started unlocking the chains on her.
 
   "Runners score," said the stormer coach.  Stormers had won, so they got the field for the next day—their wagons were drawn up near the home goal, and since Coach Langdon was heading back to town, it seemed that Raven was going to be there that night too.
 
   "Wings score," said Raven.
 
   "When they have a clean shot.  Maybe we'll switch to a run and go, but for now, your target is three out of five.  And since you got less than that, you're going to get used tonight."
 
   Raven growled, but bowed her head.  She'd known what she was signing up for, more or less.
 
   Once he'd gotten the chains off of her, the coach put them back on, wrapped carefully, pulled tight, prickle-catch set where he wanted it, so she was on her hands and knees, tied to the center tower's stump.
 
   Vest stayed on, and everything else came off.  Raven shivered in the cold, as the coach gave an encouraging slap on her ass.  "We won, though, which means you get to come."
 
   They didn't come out to fuck her right away.  She could see the light of cook-fires shimmering at the other end of the field, and breathed in the smell of mud and grass, heard the katydids and crickets calling.  Home, only it wasn't anymore.  She was the visiting team now.
 
   Then the lady tower came over to where Raven was chained.  She was huge; six feet tall, easy, and built like a wall.
 
   She sat down on the stump, and held Raven's chin in her hand for a long time.  At first, Raven tried to say something to break the silence, but the tower gave an extra squeeze and she shut up.
 
   "Yeah, maybe," said the tower, after a while.  "I'm Katy; I get first dibs, 'cause you were my catch—well, Born's catch, but I put the final chains on.  Could be I caught something worthwhile.  Could be not."
 
   Another long pause, and then a shrug.  "Everyone else after, until you hit sixty percent of your tries.  Hell of a goal, but Coach knows what he's doing."
 
   She took her pants off, her legs broad as columns, pale in the flickering light of the cook-fires, and she pulled Raven's face up to her cunt.
 
   Raven had never been with a woman, not like that, but she licked, tasting the sweat and mud of the game on her.
 
   "Mn," said Katy after a while.  The she stiffened, held her breath for three, four seconds, stepped back.  She gave Raven an affectionate pat on the cheek.  "Nice, though.  It'll be fine; we've all been through it.  And if you can't cut it, let me know.  I've got family in Drumlin and Apex, and know some folks in Man-o-War who'd take you in, if need be."
 
   Need damn well wouldn't be.  Probably.  The whole team after?  But Raven nodded, and the tower went back to the cookfires.
 
   The whole team after.  Runners, muscled like coursing hounds, pushing between her thighs, or grinding against her face, then the wings.
 
   Before that night, she'd had sex with three boys.  None of them more serious than sex, none of them that often.  So it hurt with the bigger ones, and she didn't know exactly what they wanted from her, but she did her best.  None of them were cruel, not really, though one of the runners kept swatting her ass while he fucked her, and gold wing seemed kind of angry as he fucked her mouth.
 
   And they'd won, so she was allowed to come.  She did twice.  Once when the left-side tower was pounding into her, hard, and the other time when one of the runners pushed her legs apart and then knelt between them, and cleaned off what the rest of the team had left behind— come, and probably a little blood, and sweat—first with a washcloth, and then with her tongue.
 
   Raven had never felt anything like that before, and when the runner was done, and left with a sway in her hips and a lightness in her step, Raven felt dreamy, peaceful.  Then the blue wing, who had her suck him for a little while, then plunged into her ass, which hurt like anything, but which didn't take too long.
 
   And then the center tower ambled out to where she'd been left.  Big in more ways than one.  He was patient, working into her cunt slowly, letting her adjust before he started to move in earnest, but it still hurt, how big he was.
 
   When he was done he left, like the rest of them had, but he came back with a bowl of broiled rabbit and venison with sweetcorn and peppers, and he sat next to her, and fed it to her by hand.
 
   "Thank you," she said, when he was done, and he gave a slow, grave nod.  "Born, is it?"
 
   Another nod.  Then he pointed at his throat, shrugged, and then patted her on the head and headed back to the rest of the team.
 
   Coach came out last, with one of those old-world nylon and aluminum folding chairs that they still made somewhere out on the coast.  He pulled it open, and sat down next to her.  "Coach Langdon made a hell of a start with you," he said.  "If you'd been born in Hold-Your-Cards, we'd have won our bet and kept on rolling.  But that doesn't mean you're ready to play for us just yet.  First off, start working on off-hand throws—every single goal you made was right-handed.  Tomorrow morning, before we go, I want to see you get a hundred goals lefty.  And every morning after that, until you can count on your left hand, when the angle needs it.  Born'll help with the practice; he can use the workout himself."
 
   "Yessir," said Raven.
 
   He walked around behind.  He was holding a hand-lamp, and there were sudden darting shadows as he played it over her.  "Holding up well, looks like."  There was the sound of a zipper, and then he pushed in to her bruised, sore pussy.
 
   "Yessir," she said.
 
   He wasn't as big as some of them—nowhere near as big as Born, but there were horses who weren't as big as Born—but he worked her harder than any of them, slowing down when he got close, then speeding up again, and again, and again, until finally he came, pulling out as he finished, so the last spurts landed across her ass, and the back of her vest, and her thighs.
 
   "Good," he said when he was done.  Then he unhooked the prickle catch, unwound the chain, and let her get dressed as he headed back to the stormer camp.  There was a bedroll for her when she got there—Born had laid it out next to his tent, and put her helmet on it, and new gloves.  Raven tucked herself in, and was out like a light.
 
   Next morning, she was up before just about everyone.  Went out on the pitch, and started working on left-handed tries.  Coach Langdon had wanted her to work on that too, but there was always something else that needed doing.  Five balls.  Grab, throw, grab, throw, and so on; dash to the nearest rebound, start it up again.  She'd planned to limber up a bit, wait for Born to get up before bugging him to help, but he started setting himself up on the center stump almost as soon as Raven caught the first rebound.
 
   And he was a damn good tower.  Better than he'd been during the match.  Could be they'd been keeping things close on purpose.  Tradition was tradition, but stormers were still strangers, and if they'd shut Longacre down the way it seemed like Born could've, could be they wouldn't have slept so easy.
 
   Made it hard to get the hundred goals Coach wanted, but it was worth it.  Coach Langdon had said, "a loss is better than a lecture" maybe ten thousand times, and he was right.  Raven learned a hell of a lot from the way Born anticipated her throws, the way the chains reached out and flicked the balls away.  By the time she'd scored a hundred lefty, everyone else was up, and she was a better wing than she'd been the day before.
 
   She got herself some porridge and greens from the communal pot, and the rest of them took the field for practice.  Raven was damn worn out; match one day, hundred goals against Born the next, so she sat and watched.  No question, Born was the best tower.  The lady tower—Katy—was pretty good too.  Left side was strong, but committed too quickly.  Could be he was hitting a little light because it was practice against his own runners, and fair enough.
 
   Then coach nodded Raven in for tackling work.   And it was damned hard work.  The runners weren't big, but they were all goddamn leaf-springs and concrete.  She'd hit, and she'd be the one who'd fall.  Before she'd gotten big enough to bowl over runners, Coach Langdon had worked on technique, so she had to fall back to that, trying to get leverage, hit the right place, pull them up and over.
 
   She was dead, by the time they packed up and headed out for Hold-Your-Cards, so naturally Coach made her jog behind the wagons.  Not that the old guzzlers made great time, and there were still potholes and landslides to avoid in between the occasional stretch of well-maintained road.  But they were still combustion engines, and she was still a tired wing.
 
   After a while, Born dropped out of the wagon he was on—Raven could hear the springs creak as he got off—and loped along beside her.   He didn't have a runner's build, not by a long shot, but he could still cover ground, eating up the miles with those long, heavy legs.  Even if Born could talk, Raven didn't have any wind for conversation.  But it was less lonely that way, just having him there with her.
 
   They got into Hold-Your-Cards near dark, and the next day practice was more an exhibition than a practice.  Raven's role was to help the runners look good, and that was easy as hell; just try tackling without good form, and they'd bounce her like a loose ball.
 
   And it Coach wanted her in as gold wing.  Ralf, the one she was filling in for, had taken a bad hit early in the season, and it hadn't healed right.  If they needed him, he was there, but he was going out in Drumlin—Katy'd got word from her cousins that they needed a coach, and she vouched for him.
 
   So it was helmet on, vest on, game on.
 
   Raven'd played against Hold-Your-Cards before.  Their runners and gold wing were a pack of quadruplets, and the way the ball moved between them was impossible to predict or stop.  When she told Coach about them, he'd nodded gravely, and set the bet so they had to win by forty because of that warning.  Seemed that someone in Miracle had warned them about Raven, and they'd thought her more of a threat than the quads, which put a little flush in her cheek, and spring in her step.
 
   Till she got the first chain across her chest from the Hold-Your-Cards tower, which left her struggling for breath and playing a little safer.
 
   But not much safer.  When she had an open chance, she took it.  Scored nineteen times on forty-one tries by the half, which was damn good.  Better than she'd ever done, mainly because of the team she was playing with.  A pass to a runner was almost as good as a score, so the towers had to keep watching them, not just the ball, and if she shouldered one of the Hold-Your-Cards runners into Born's range, or Katy's, or even Train's on left-side, damn good chance they'd get the ball loose with a well-aimed chain.  Which left Raven in a much better position to make a try than if she'd had to do a full tackle.
 
   Score was 53-29 at the half, and Raven got friendly smiles as the helmets came off, and the stormers took their water and salt biscuit.
 
   Coach didn't seem particularly impressed or disappointed.  Just kept marking things down in a little book.  Coach Langdon hadn't been one for speeches, and neither was the stormer coach—Coach Alvas.  Just, "Keep it clean, let 'em stay close, but not too close; doing fine."  And then, "Have to pick your tries if you want to make your target," to Raven, as she was getting her gear back on.
 
   She did her best.  Passed a few times when she probably could've scored, positioned to take a loose ball on a miss, instead of setting herself up for the shot, only tried when she was sure she'd make it.  Got three out of three, but that wasn't going to get her numbers up fast enough, and since it'd be years before the stormers happened back that way, she wanted Hold-Your-Cards to remember her right.
 
   She went seventeen for forty-three in the second half, for a personal best thirty-six.  Final score was 109-55.  Over 40% accuracy, twice as many assists as scores.  And since that was less than her target, they tied her to the center tower's stump after the game, and then each and every member of her team fucked her, one after the other.
 
   Talked a little, too.  After making Raven stick her tongue all the way up into her cunt for what felt like hours, Katy let her know she'd been telegraphing tries—support hand always went forward when she was going to try for it, but she kept it close if she was going to fake or pass.  Raff, the wing who was quitting, had more to say.
 
   He'd pushed her down to her hands and knees, and then tightened up the chains so she couldn't move even if she wanted to.  And then he fucked her ass, hard, thighs slapping against her with every thrust.
 
   When he finished, he sat up on the stump and watched her for a bit.  It had been a hard game, and she'd been used by five of her teammates already.  She bowed her head, breathing slowly, trying not to collapse.
 
   "It'd be easier," he said after a while, "if you were worse than me.  Fifteen years in the game, and . . . hell, I've had better games than that one; the quadruplets have enough of an advantage that the rest of the team was lazy.  I went twenty-two for forty against a coastal league team, Raven; beat that if you can.  But there were tries you made that I never could've.  Ever."
 
   He got up, walked behind her, and started massaging her bruised and sore cunt.  Despite everything else, she started to move as he touched her.  "And you're fitting in pretty well."
 
   Raff pulled his hand back, then slapped her pussy.  Not that hard, but hard enough to make her jump.
 
   "Doesn't mean I have to like it, or you," he said.  "But hell.  You'll be fine.  And don't tackle with your arms so much; arms'll hold them, but use your hips and your shoulders to pull them down once they're held."
 
   Then he pissed on her legs, the stream of urine hot and wet, playing across her thighs and her ass and her pussy, dripping down to the dirt.  He buttoned up and walked away as Raven gasped, tried to figure out how to breathe again.
 
   Next was one of the runners, Rache, the team captain, who made Raven lick her out four times before she went back to the camp, then another runner, who didn't say anything, just pushed in to her ass, and fucked her like someone was holding up a stopwatch.
 
   And when he was done, it was Born.
 
   He'd brought her food again, and he sat next to her as she ate, one big hand on her shoulders, the other holding up the bowl of soup so she could drink it, keeping it perfectly steady.
 
   When she was done eating, Born knelt between her legs, sniffed, and left.  He was huge—it had hurt so much the last time—but Raven was disappointed when he left, and at least a little happy when he came back, with a bucket of water and a rag.
 
   She was tired, and the chains hurt where they cut into her, and her skin was so sensitive after what she'd gone through that the wet rag hurt when used it to wash her down.  But she moaned under his touches, and maybe it hurt a little less when he pushed in, slowly, carefully.
 
   Once she'd adjusted, it was a lot less slow and careful.  He lifted her up, holding her easily in one hand, and moved her back and forth as he fucked her.  But it was too much; he was so damn big, it felt like he was bruising her inside with every thrust, and forcing her further apart than she could go.
 
   One hand under her chest holding her up in the air, and the other moved to her pussy.  Born's cock felt like it was splitting her in half, but his hand was surprisingly gentle on her, calluses from the chains and the soft skin between moving across her clit, in time with his thrusts.
 
   Raven came twice, once almost as soon as he touched her, and then second time just after he was done, the grip of his hand on her cunt pushing her over the edge as he convulsed.
 
   When he was done, he went back to the camp, and Coach came out to Raven.
 
   "36 for 84," he said.  "Not bad.  Target was 60%, though.  Two ways you can get there.  One is by playing defensively for a bit, choosing your tries more carefully.  The other is by being as good as you think you are.  In either case, if you want 60% on 84, that's 50; you're 14 short."
 
   He steadied himself, lifted his cane.  "Count them."
 
   Mostly, coach could stand without support; it was just walking that he needed the cane.  For the next little while, Raven wished he couldn't stand quite so strong without leaning on his cane.  Because damn it hurt, every single one of the fourteen strokes she had to count out, all across her ass.
 
   Which he then fucked, the skin where she'd been hit burning as he pushed into her.  When he was done, and he took a while to be done, he untied her.  "Miss your target again," he said, "we're starting with the blindfold.  Because if you're going to keep trying for it, you damn well need to know your teammates."
 
   Then he was gone, and it took Raven a little while before she was strong enough to stagger back to the camp, to the bedroll that Born had laid out for her, where she was asleep as soon as she closed her eyes.
 
   After that was three days on the road.  They paced along the wagons, practicing as they ran.  No goals, no stumps, nothing like that, but tackling drills and passing drills, and while the towers were too big to run for long, from time to time, they'd get out and do chain dodging drills.
 
   The rest of the team would get up and ride from time to time.  But, damn it, like coach had said, there were two ways to make her target, and Raven wasn't going to pick the one which made her shuffle the ball off when she had a clear shot at the goal.  So she worked.  Every night, she slept exhausted, but every morning she rolled off the gas-wagon, and started running.
 
   By the time they got to Digger, Raven had her trick ready for the exhibition before the match.  As they'd been traveling she worked it out with Born.  She'd talk, he'd listen, and then he'd make little gestures and shrugs, and she'd listen to those.  According to Pranah, at blue wing, it wasn't something wrong in Born's throat—it was something in his brain, so he couldn't use hand-signs to talk either.  No language at all.  But he could communicate, if you listened.  Raven listened.
 
   So for the exhibition at Digger, Raven went close in with Born.  Into chain range, and then over and under and past, each duck and dive timed just right, each wheel of the chain exactly where Born wanted it to go.  Yeah, it was showbiz—if they were playing against each other, Raven wouldn't have closed in like that, not ever, and if she had, he'd have pinned her in five.  But that didn't mean it was nothing but showbiz.  Showed Raven's eyes and Born's control, and for all that she knew where the chains would be, she still had to make the goal.
 
   Got some cheers out of the Digger crowd, though they weren't too happy that coach had set the stormer bet at a win by sixty.  Well, they were and they weren't happy.  Nobody won by sixty, so that was rude.  So maybe they'd take a win off a stormer team, and that'd give them bragging rights all down the basin, or maybe they'd see one hellaciously good stormer team playing well.
 
   Not a lot of entertainment out in a place like Digger, and those long summer afternoons stretched forever.  Maybe one or two people in the whole town didn't show up for the match, excluding those who'd drawn watch duty.
 
   Maybe one or two people in Digger missed one hell of a carnival.  Final score 134-67, stormers.  Three runners, two wings, and it was Raven who'd scored 48, last eight all in a row, no missed tries in the set.  Everyone else played like that, people in Digger would've chased 'em out with pitchforks, and then talked about that match for the rest of their lives.  Those 48 came on 96 tries, which was a damn sight better than Raven had ever thought she'd do, but which still wasn't 60%, because 60% was impossible, and she'd be better off learning to play as a defensive wing, like Coach wanted.
 
   That night, he blindfolded her before the rest of the rest of the team came out to fuck her.  Supposed to help her recognize her team-mates.  She'd have to be dead or stoned not to recognize Katy or Born—and she'd have to be hellaciously stoned not to recognize Born—but the blindfold made it harder, not easier to recognize the rest of them.
 
   At least it did that night.  There was Topknot (101-50), Drumlin (149-60) where Raff left to take over as coach, and everyone played as hard as they goddamn could, to show Drumlin how badly they needed a new coach, Raisor (88-60), and so on, all down the basin.  And Raven started to recognize Pranah by the scar on his right thigh, and by the rhythm he chose, Cali by the power in his hips and his fondness for fucking Raven's ass, Rache by the lightness of her touch and the way she enjoyed making Raven come.
 
   They'd lost the bet in Raisor.  Damn near lost the game—it was the best team they'd played, and they had a deceptively gawky tower who'd played like crap the first half, and then managed a pin on Cali just after the half.  But while he'd taken a hell of a lot of ribbing for that, Cali wasn't the one who was tied to the stump and used by the team afterward; he used Raven with the rest of them, even though he'd been pinned and she'd scored 22 on 40 tries.
 
   Since they'd lost the bet, Raven wasn't allowed to come, and there wasn't any mistaking Rache, from the way she'd played with that.  Light touches with her hands, with her lips, until Raven was panting with need, and then she'd ease off, and start it again when Raven had recovered.
 
   Which left her in no state for Born to fuck her, not without her coming loud enough to wake up everyone in Raisor.
 
   So she'd suggested trying it from a different angle.  Which turned out to be like trying to swallow an arm.  Raven was barely able to get the head of his cock into her mouth, and no question her jaw was going to be sore the next day from just that effort.  So it was mostly hands and lips and tongue, and small soft noises amidst the crickets and katydids.
 
   It hurt as much as what he normally did, and it wasn't near as satisfying.  And she was so damn tired that it hurt to do anything with her arms other than let them hang limply in her bonds, like usual.  But there was a sort of satisfaction to controlling the speed and angle, and to feeling Born thrusting at a pace that she chose, his control slipping when she wanted it to slip.
 
   When it did, she was still tied down, and he was still as strong as a gasoline tractor.  But even when he was coming, great streams and ropes of come down her throat and across her face, his hand still cradled her head gently, like he was holding a butterfly and feared he would crush it.
 
   Truth was, Coach wasn't just right about learning to recognize them when she was blindfolded.  The whole thing—trying to make her target, and the consequences for failure—made her know them all, better than she'd known anyone.  She could tell from Pranah's breathing when he was at the edge of his capacities, could tell when Cali wasn't going to take the try by the angle of his hips.
 
   And they all learned what she needed, learned to tell when she needed it.  Passes got smoother, she got support from the towers when she needed it for tackles, they'd distract for her tries, she'd distract for theirs.
 
   And then they got out to the coast, and it was time for their real season.
 
   Storming was a way for teams to keep sharp, earn a little extra food and booze when they were training, pick up a likely prospect here and there.  Coast league was goddamn murder.  Three, four thousand gallons of trade liquor riding on exhibition and out-of-league matches.  Hired matches for towns who couldn't afford to risk letting their local talent play, and then there was the league.  Standings there meant better contracts, and faces in newspapers and all that.
 
   Out in the sticks, they'd been just stormers; when the season opened for the coast league, they were the Bobcats, with matching uniforms and new cleats and everything.  Only thing Raven wore onto the field that was properly hers was the curse-marker from Miracle, tucked into the back of her helmet.  Everything else was new and matched.
 
   Losing that bet in Raisor was the nearest thing they'd come to losing a game in all the time she'd been with them.  They dropped their first two games in the coast league, and nobody even blinked.
 
   Well, Raven damn well blinked at that, but everyone else was ready for it.  And fair enough; the other teams were like nothing she'd ever played against.  Went down 54-47 to Equinox, because Equinox's center tower would snap down any try that came from more than twenty yards back, or any that was moving even a little slow.  And 109-90 to the Blackbirds because their runners went all out, and stayed all out, and the wings kept making openings for them to ride on through.
 
   Could be the rest of them weren't blinking because they were more used to it, could be they were less ragingly unsatisfied than Raven.  So she worked with Born on his blocking, trying to copy what that center in Equinox had done.  And she damn well worked on creating holes for the runners, whenever she could.
 
   So they beat the War Eagles, 81-79.  Raff had challenged her to go twenty-two for forty against a coastal league team; third match in, she'd gone twenty-three for forty-one.  If it'd been twenty-five for forty-one, that would've been her target, but even though she got two swats from coach for it, he didn't seem too upset.  Neither did anyone else.   She came three times that night.  Katy and Pranah had started sleeping together, and they used her together; her tongue up Katy's cunt while Pranah had his cock in her ass and his fingers on her clit.  That had pushed her over the edge, first thing.  Rache teased her for like an hour until she broke, and then she came for the last time as Born held her, his cock splitting her in two.
 
   Three more wins after that, scoring on over half her tries.  Then a loss when she'd dropped down to 30%, the Devilfish's gold wing going head to head with her on every exchange, and beating her.
 
   And then it was Equinox again, for a dispute game.
 
   Cowport had been shipping steers out from the rangeland of the lower middle since the crunch.  For a long time, they'd used ships from Longkey and Ratmouth, only they'd dropped them after Longkey got aggressive about their pricing, and built themselves a few ships of their own.
 
   Then one fine night, some folks had come ashore near Cowport, lit the ships on fire, and vanished back into the southern ocean.
 
   Natural, Cowport blamed L&R for the arson, and natural, L&R called Cowport all sorts of names, and raised their prices another 10%.  So Cowport called for a dispute match, and Longkey and Ratmouth agreed to it.  Neutral ground—fifty miles inland, at Whiterocks—and the price of four ocean-going bottoms at stake.  And three thousand head of cattle, and four lives.  And shipping rights and guarantees, and . . . hell.  If it weren't for dispute matches, both sides would be gearing up for a war.
 
   Normally, Cowport would've hired one of the top-ranked league teams for a fight like that one.  Could be they'd gone with the Bobcats because Raven'd been playing well; could be they'd gone with the Bobcats because they were down the cost of three thousand head of cattle and couldn't afford the Devilfish or the Blades, and Equinox had already been hired.
 
   Didn't mean the negotiations went down smooth.
 
   Delegation from Cowport came down when Born and Raven were working on close-in scoring and close-in blocking, and coach was sitting at the side eating his lunch, so she got to hear the case, and the costs.
 
   It was two thousand gallons of trade, held in Newport banks, win or lose, and another thousand gallons and three hundred head of cattle on a win.  Which was a hell of a lot for a match, either way.
 
   "Course," said the delegate, after he'd laid that out, "be a hell of a thing if you lost."
 
   Coach shrugged.  "We're 1-17 against Equinox for the last three years.  Want someone who the bookies will like, keep looking."
 
   "0-1 this season," he said.  "And bookies have been adjusting your odds up the last few weeks.  But if you lose, there'll be a to do.  If you folks will take a punishment on a loss, that'd ease a few minds on the possibility of collusion, is all."
 
   Katy had told her about punishment clauses on contract matches.  Bit like what she was going through for missing her targets, except instead of it being the team, it was the whole damn town that had hired them.  And instead of trying to teach something, it was just . . . well, punishment.  Hence the term.
 
   "Permanent damage fines?" asked Coach.
 
   Delegate shook his head.  "Be a lot of angry people.  Can't guarantee—"
 
   "Then no," said Coach.  "We got a good season coming up, and I'm not risking it."
 
   "Four thousand gallons of trade," said the delegate.  "Not counting the cattle."
 
   "We'll do better'n that in a month."
 
   "You can—"
 
   Coach put his sandwich down.  "We're both busy.  We say no, you gotta go out to where the Rain are playing, see if they'll bite.  Me, I got a team to coach.  What's your actual offer?"
 
   "Punishment for three of your team.  Any of those three get permanent injuries, we pay you a thousand.  Career enders, five thousand, deaths, ten.  And that's it."
 
   "Which three?" asked coach.
 
   "You, obviously," said the delegate.  Coach nodded.  Yeah, if there was one guy in a position to make the team try to lose rather than try to win, he was it.  "And them two," he added, pointing his chin out to Born and Raven.  "They're the best you got, least according to scouts.  Money'll be hitting there if it hits anywhere."
 
   Coach thought about it, called over to Raven.  "What do you think?" he said.  "Take it?"
 
   "Pick someone else besides Born," she said.  "Otherwise no.  How the hell do you think Longkey and Ratmouth are going to bribe a guy who can't talk?"
 
   "With money and gestures," said the delegate.  "Same as everyone else."
 
   "Besides," said Raven.  "You can't count on a tower to lose a game for you.  Maybe he'll let in a few more goals than he should.  But a runner playing for the wrong side is a threat all over the field."
 
   Born was just standing on his stump, left hand chain coiled, right hand chain still making lazy circles.  He was listening, but he wasn't reacting any.
 
   Delegate considered, shrugged.  "Hell if it matters, but the other wing, then.  Not as good, but I guess he could mess more shots.  Better off if you don't lose, either way."
 
   "The game is a game," said Coach.  "It don't care if you're right or honest or anything.  Just if you can hit a target with a ball more often than the other guy."
 
   And that was it.  They were going to be playing Equinox again.  And while Raven had said that towers didn't lose games, that didn't include monsters like Equinox's center.
 
   Whiterock was fifty miles inland from Cowport and a hundred and ten from L&R.  But a lot of Longkey families had their high-ground homes in Whiterock, so it was close enough to neutral ground.  They got there five days before it was scheduled, and got to work.
 
   Only way to score against that Equinox center was to go in close.  So Raven worked with Born, and with Katy, and with Train over on left tower, trying to get in close enough to score without getting pinned.
 
   Damn hard, though.
 
   Damn hard to practice that without getting cuts and bruises; put a foot wrong, crack an ankle—well, they had three reserves, but they were better as runners than as wings, and damn if a reserve was going to beat Equinox.  And damn if there wasn't a contract that meant every angry cock in Cowport was going to be plowing her raw for breaking that ankle.  But she worked, and the towers worked, and she didn't break her ankles, though she came closer than anyone was happy with.
 
   Then came game day.
 
   Big crowd.
 
   More people than Raven had seen in her entire life, all crammed into one pre-crunch stadium, with big gaps where the concrete had fallen in, and thinner crowds where it looked like it might.  Ten thousand people?  Twenty?  It didn't . . . there were one hundred and eighty-seven people in Longacre.  Eighty-six, now that she'd left, maybe one or two more if Werry'd carried her pregnancy to term, and the baby or babies were healthy.  More than twice that was too many and didn't make sense.
 
   It gave her pause, but then it was vest on, and helmet on, and game on, and once there was the clang of chains and the thump of feet on dirt, none of that mattered a good godammn.
 
   This time, Equinox knew them, and they knew Equinox.  Equinox's gold wing stuck on her ass like a pimple, and the blue wing was doubling up on her more often than not.  So she shoveled the ball off to Pranah, whose side was left open, and he'd flick it to Chev, to Rache, back to Pranah, and even with Equinox's monster at Center Tower, he was scoring regular.
 
   So was Equinox.  Born was doing his best, and Katy got in some good hits, but the Equinox runners were damn tight, and when she wasn't dogging after Raven, their blue wing had a hell of an arm.  So Raven took the ball when she could, went closer than was safe, and took tries that were worth trying.
 
   47-51 in Equinox's favor at the half.
 
   Serious faces at the half, and then coach laid it down.  They were playing well; they had the rhythm, and were scoring more often than not.  But Equinox was doing better.  They kept playing the way they were, they were going to lose.  Time to try something better, and seemed like the better that he'd come up with was letting Chev loose on the inside of the center tower's range.  Could be he'd get pinned, could be not, but if he did, Chev was the weakest runner.  Trading Chev for one of that tower's chains wasn't that bad a deal, and if he didn't, he'd be scoring a little higher.
 
   It was up to 57-56 in Equinox's favor when Chev got pinned.  He'd been doing well, but that was a solid pin, three rotations covering arms and legs before the prickle-catch bit.  Chev squirmed a bit, tried to either get loose or convince the tower to waste another chain on him, but he wasn't getting loose, and Equinox's center wasn't going to be fooled by anything.
 
   Score went up to 68-60 Equinox after that.  So Raven decided to pick things up.
 
   Just like she'd been practicing with Born and the other towers, just like she'd danced with Born when they'd been storming.  Going into close range on their center tower, up and over and under and past and through the center's chains.  When she got the ball that close in, she'd score; anyone could've scored that close.  The trick was dancing well enough to keep from getting hit, not in scoring on tries.
 
   Coach wasn't too happy with that.   But he wasn't mad about it either.  Just sat with his cane in his lap, and watched, and sometimes scratched notes on his pad.  Raven only saw him when the ball was back on their side of the field, or when she'd backed out of range for a breath and a spit.  When she was dancing with the Equinox center, he was all she saw.
 
   It was a bit like missing her target, really.  They didn't like each other.  They didn't know each other.  But they were close to each other, as close as two people could be.  She could see when his muscles tensed, she knew when he was tired, and knew what he was thinking.  And he knew her just as well.
 
   Every exchange, she risked a pin for a score, and though she got it every time, there was only one way the dance could end.  Both of them knew it; she danced and threw, he aimed and swung.
 
   Rest of the team was helping as best they good.  Pranah and Rache and Cali running interference when they could, using Raven's distraction to sneak in points when they couldn't.  And from the look of the board, Born and Katy and Train had stepped up their game too.
 
   It was 95-87 Bobcats when the Equinox center landed a chain.  Raven'd gone under his left hand chain, took a running jump off Chev, launched a scoring try in midair.  And then his right hand chain looped back around in a turn that must have made him bend backwards in half, and which still hit hard enough that the chain was wrapping.
 
   Twist, get a hand out, and then a bright burst of pain from the wrist.  Busted.  Then the chain wrapped her legs, and the prickle catch hit, and she went down, maybe three feet from Chev.
 
   One chain left on their tower, and damn if he didn't give her a look like he was going to use it.   Let him—center tower with no chains, and Bobcats would score on every try.
 
   He didn't.  Didn't have to; she was caught, and he was at half strength but Bobcats were down two.
 
   Wrist hurt like hell when she moved it.  Right hand, which was going to make things hard.  But there was blood, and mud, and the little bit of slack she'd earned with that twist, and two months of spending her game nights wrapped in chains, tight and loose.  Raven jerked and twisted and got the blood between the links.  Left side of center, well clear of the left side tower.  Twist and jerk and then pull out of it, grab the ball on the bound, and put it into the goal.
 
   Maybe there were ten thousand people in the stands, maybe there were twenty.   But they roared like goddamn anything when Raven got clear, and put that ball in the goal.
 
   And damn if the Equinox center didn't try to pin her with that last chain. 
 
   Yeah, her right wrist hurt like hell, and yeah, she hadn't been expecting it.  But it was game fucking on, and she heard it and ducked it, and picked up the ball on the bound and scored again.
 
   Then the Equinox runner picked it up and took a dash.   Raven followed, brought him down with legs and her left hand, picked up the ball and dumped it to Cali.  Cali to Rache to Pranah to Rache to score.
 
   And then she was up for the bound, and scored, and scored again, and then the timer blew at it was 103-102 Bobcats, and it was the loudest goddamn thing in the world.  Hell, even some of the folks wearing L&R colors were up and shouting.
 
   Equinox's center came off his stump, tapped her shoulder as he came down.  "Looks like I'm in for a rough night of it on account of you," he said.  "But seeing play like that. . ." he shook his head, tapped her shoulder again.  "Almost worth it.  Sorry about the wrist."
 
   Raven grinned up at him.  "See play like that again next time we match.  Wrist'll be fine."
 
   Then it was back to the bench so that coach could splint up her wrist.  Looked clean, and she'd healed up worse before.  There was a bit of dicker with the Equinox coach about untying Chev—didn't take too long, because their coach's heart wasn't in it.  He was in for a rough night back in Longkey and Ratmouth, and it didn't seem like watching some solid play had seemed quite as fair a compensation as it had for the center tower.
 
   Well, his problem.
 
   Raven's problem . . . wasn't a problem, exactly.  But playing close like that had meant that she hadn't missed many tries.  She'd gone 31 for 48, which was some sort of record for a league-rated dispute match, and over 60%, no question.
 
   So that was it.  Turned out that next up was Cali, whose target was 25 scoring tries.  Coach thought he'd been holding back a little, and that'd push him to take the point more often.  Wasn't wise to let Rache and Chev make all the runner tries, or they'd be targeted.  And after a win like that one, coach wasn't tying anyone to the stump.  Day off, and they'd earned it.
 
   Only, well.  It had come to be the rhythm of the thing.  Too early to try to sleep, still buzzing with the energy of the crowd, the yells of all those people at once when she'd broken loose and scored four in a row, left-handed.  It had been like a single many-throated animal, it had been like one of the pre-crunch giant planes, bursting out into the sky.
 
   She had a bit of the sweetcorn and mutton, talked a bit with Katy and Pranah—they were hellaciously impressed with what she'd managed, anyway—and Cali, who was a bit apprehensive about having to score that often in league matches.
 
   "It'll be fine," she said, when he was done explaining.  "Get to know everyone a little better, anyway."
 
   He scowled at her, but there was a bit of lightness in that scowl.  And hell; he'd enjoyed fucking Raven's ass often enough—now it was his turn to take it from Born.  No way that wasn't fair.
 
   More than fair, really.
 
   Born had been exhausted after the match.  Hell, he'd let fewer points through than that Equinox monster, and that was a hell of a thing for anyone.  So when everyone else was shouting and running and clapping Raven's back, he'd sat on his stump, and breathed, and gave Raven a nod and then a shy, happy smile.  And then stumbled back to his tent, and went to sleep.
 
   Which was where Raven found him.  Not sleeping; sitting cross-legged, looking at Raven's curse-marker, which had fallen loose during the match.
 
   He held it up to her, a little shamefaced.  She took it, and then took his hand, and led him out to the game field, only pausing to grab one of his chains as she left.
 
   There weren't quite so many crickets or katydids in the pre-crunch stadium.  It was echoingly quiet, a little spooky.
 
   But Born knew what she wanted; his broad, sure fingers undid the catches on her vest, untied the laces of shirt and trousers.  They were gentle along her skin, along the stiff peaks of her nipples, and she moaned, but held herself back, as he looped the coils of chain around her, tightened the prickle-catch, and then laid her down over the center tower's stump.
 
   He was slow and gentle, and pushed in, first in her mouth, and she took as much as she could.  And then, with oil and patience and strength, into her ass.  She yowled like a cat, twisted and growled and then when his hand found her clit, came, the pain in her ass and the ache in her thighs all coming together at once.
 
   He used her there for a while, and then pulled out, cleaned off, and lifted her up.  He didn't lose control until he was holding her by the chains around her chest, and then pushed her down onto his cock.  She bucked against him, her skin hot on his, as he came, and she came again.
 
   She'd made her target, and the next game night she'd been getting to know Cali a little better.  But when that was done, and he was back in the camp, she'd be going back out with Born and his chains.  And after that, and after that, until they were both done playing and found somewhere to settle down.
 
   They hadn't talked about it, of course.  But she'd been listening to Born, and he'd been listening to her.  He held her there, clasped to his chest, and she shivered in his grip, and she asked, and he answered, and he asked, and she answered, forever and ever, with no words at all.
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