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Chapter 1: Rain on the North Road

The rain followed me all the way down from the pass, and by the time Briarhearth showed its crooked roofs through the pines, I had stopped pretending it would let up.

My cloak had gone heavy hours ago. It clung to my shoulders like a second man’s hands, dragging me back up the road I had spent eight years walking away from. My boots leaked at the left heel. The cheap sword on my hip had worked its scabbard loose somewhere past the boundary stones, and the buckle had rubbed a raw line into my thigh that stung with every step. None of it mattered as much as the smell.

Wet pine. Cold smoke. The particular sourness of a stream running too high.

I knew that smell. I had bled it out of my memory for years, and now it filled my chest like I had never left, and that was worse than the rain.

I stopped where the trees thinned and looked down into the valley that raised me.

Briarhearth sat in its bowl the way it always had, a scatter of low houses around a muddy green, the millstream cutting a silver line through the middle of it. But memory is a liar, and the village had not waited politely for me to come back and approve of it. It had shrunk in the places distance never touches. Meaner. Pinched at the edges, as if the valley itself had been eating from smaller bowls.

The forge chimney stood cold. No smoke. In eight years I had never once pictured Briarhearth without the forge breathing, and there it was, a dead grey stack against a dead grey sky.

Half the market posts on the green had been stripped down to bare stubs, the boards pulled off them for firewood. Nobody strips a market for firewood unless the wood that should be drying has run out, and that is a thing you only do when winter has stopped being a season and started being an enemy.

The shrine showed a thread of smoke so thin I had to look twice to be sure it was there at all.

And the windows. I counted them the way you count coins when there are not many left. Three. Three lit windows in the whole of Briarhearth, amber against the wet dusk, and one of them was the inn.

I had left this place with a pack stuffed full of pride, a borrowed blade, and the certainty that the world beyond the valley would take one look at me and decide I was meant for something. The world had taken its look. It had not been impressed. I came back with three silver bits sewn into my belt, a sword I would be ashamed to draw in front of a real soldier, and a story so short and so shameful that I had decided on the pass not to tell it to anyone.

I started down toward the bridge because the bridge was the way in.

It was not the way in anymore.

Miller’s Bridge had sagged. The two center planks had dropped a hand’s width below the rest, and the whole span tilted toward the swollen stream like a drunk leaning on a wall. The millstream had come up brown and fast with the rain, chewing at the banks, throwing spray over the lower stones. I put one boot on the first plank and felt it give under me with a wet groan, and I took the boot off again.

That was when I saw the marks.

Claw gouges. Four of them, raked deep into the grey wood near the broken center, the splinters still pale where the bark had been torn back. Not old. Old gouges go grey to match the rest. These were the color of a fresh cut, which meant something with claws as long as my fingers had crossed this bridge recently, and had not been careful about it.

I crouched and put two fingers in the deepest groove. Wide. Spread. A paw, then, not a hand. Something heavy.

The rain ran off my chin and pattered on the planks, and for a moment I just stayed there in the dusk, looking at the proof that whatever lived in the pines now did not stay in the pines.

I went around. There was a ford below the mill where the stream widened and slowed, and I knew it the way I knew the buckle on my own belt, because I had crossed it a thousand times as a boy with my breeches rolled to my knees. The water came past my thighs cold enough to make my teeth ache, fast enough that I had to lean upstream and plant each foot before I trusted my weight to it. Halfway across I felt the gravel shift under my heel and I went down to one knee, swore, caught myself on a slick rock, and came up soaked to the ribs with my heart slamming.

I stood in the middle of the ford, dripping, shaking, and I laughed once, a short ugly bark of a sound, because of course. Of course this was how I came home. Not striding across the bridge with a tale in my mouth. Crawling out of the millstream like something the flood had spat back.

There had been a version of this in my head once. I had carried it for years, polished it the way you polish a stone in your pocket until you forget it was ever rough. In that version I came back over the bridge in good boots with a good blade and coin enough to fix whatever the village needed, and the people I had left came out to see. The boy from the broken cart wheel would be gone. The world would have weighed me and found something worth keeping.

The world had weighed me. It had found me worth three silver bits and a sword that bent if you looked at it. I had carried mail for a garrison that forgot to pay me. I had dug ditches for a lord who counted me a beast for the digging. I had stood in the back of a dozen fights that other men got songs for, and I had come away each time with less than I went in with, and somewhere in the eighth year of it the polished stone in my pocket had stopped being a dream and started being a thing I was ashamed to be caught holding.

So I waded the rest of the ford, because there was nothing else to do, and the cold water washed the last of the dream off me, and I told myself that was a mercy.

I climbed the far bank into the square.

Up close the village was worse and it was better. Worse because I could see the rot in it now, the unmended thatch sweating in the rain, the doors warped in their frames, the well in the center of the green standing dark and avoided, the cobbles humped and broken where nobody had reset them. Better because of the inn.

The Hearth and Antler had not given up.

It stood on the high side of the green where it always had, two stories of black beams and pale plaster, the antler over the door gone grey with age. Light came out of its lower windows in honest amber bars, and smoke, real smoke, fat and grey and alive, rolled off its chimney into the rain. Someone in there had refused to let the dark have the whole village. The sight of it loosened something in my chest that I had been holding clenched since the pass, and I hated how much I needed it.

I crossed the green with my head down.

I had a plan, of sorts. Get a bed. Pay for it with one of my three bits. Keep my face turned to the fire and my story in my mouth. Be gone up the south road before old memory could put the runaway boy beside the failed man and find the match too easy.

The inn door opened before I reached it.

Mara Vale stood in the warm gap of it with a towel over one shoulder and a ladle in her hand, and the lamplight came around her into the rain and laid a path of gold across the mud. She was older. Greyer at the temples than the woman in my head, her face fuller and more lined, her forearms still thick and strong from a lifetime of hauling pots. She had flour on one sleeve. She had keys at her belt. She looked at me the way you look at a word you cannot quite read, head tilted, eyes narrowing.

Then she got it.

I watched her get it. I watched eight years fall off her face all at once, and I braced for whatever came after, the questions, the pity, the awful gentle voice people use when they can tell a man has come home empty.

“You came back after all,” Mara said.

That was all. She gave me no where have you been, no what happened to you, no we thought you were dead. She said it the way you’d note that the rain had finally come, a plain true thing. Her face softened around it, and I had no answer clean enough to survive my shame, so I did the only thing a soaked and beaten man can do when a warm door opens in front of him.

I stepped into the light.

The heat hit me like a hand on the chest. Stew, smoke, wet wool steaming, old ale soaked into older boards, the green bite of rushes on the floor. The common room of the Hearth and Antler swallowed me whole and I stood in the doorway dripping and blinking like an owl in daylight while Mara shut the rain out behind me.

There were maybe a dozen people in the room. That surprised me until I understood it. They were not here because the inn was busy. They were here because their own homes were colder, and the inn had wood, and a dozen frightened people huddled around one fire is warmer than a dozen cold hearths burning nothing. They turned to look at me the way villagers always look at a stranger come out of the rain, and then a few of the older faces did what Mara had done, narrowed, tilted, and arrived at my name.

I heard it pass around the room in a low murmur. Calder’s boy. The Calder boy. Bren. Bren Calder, come back.

Nobody cheered. I had not expected cheering. But nobody turned away either, and that I had half expected, and the not-turning-away was almost too much to stand.

I knew most of these faces, or had known them, under the years. There was Bram Alder by the fire, broader than memory, sawdust still ground into the creases of his big hands, a pencil behind his ear out of pure habit even with no work to do. There was Pella Dunn the baker, round and flour-dusted, once quick with a wooden spoon when I stole from her cooling racks and now watching me with an expression I could not read. There was a tall spare woman in a black cloak by the stair, later named to me as Ysra the grave-tender, her calm carrying grief folded up small inside it. They had all gotten older. They had all gotten thinner. And they were all, every one of them, in this one warm room because it was the only warm room left, and they had made space at the fire for a boy who had run away, and that generosity in a village with so little to give was a weight I did not know how to carry.

My father would have known what to say. My mother would have known. They had both known how to walk into a room and make people glad of it, and they had both walked out one morning onto the Old King’s Road to trade for salt and never walked back, and the village had raised what they left behind, which was me, and I had repaid it by leaving too. I stood in the doorway of the Hearth and Antler with all of that on me and no way to set it down.

“Sit,” Mara said, already steering me by the wet shoulder toward the long table nearest the hearth. “You’ll catch your death standing there making a puddle. Bench. Now.”

“I can pay for a bed,” I said. It came out stiff. “I don’t need charity, I have”

“You’ll have stew first and we’ll argue about money when you’ve stopped shivering.” She pushed me down onto the bench with one strong hand, the way she had pushed me down onto benches when I was nine and dripping creek water on her clean floor. “Honestly. Eight years, and the first thing out of your mouth is money. You always were a proud little thing.”

“I’m not proud,” I said, to my own hands.

“No,” she agreed, going for the pot. “Not anymore. I can see that. Sit.”

I sat.

She brought me stew in a wooden bowl, brown and thick, barley and root vegetables and a few hard-won shreds of mutton, and a heel of dark bread to go with it, and she set both down in front of me and stood there with her arms crossed until I picked up the spoon. The first mouthful nearly undid me. It was hot and it was real and it was given without a single question, and I had to look very hard at the table for a moment before I could trust my voice.

“Thank you,” I managed.

“Eat,” Mara said.

She did not go far. She poured herself a small measure of ale from the cask, came around the end of the table, and lowered herself onto the bench across from me with the careful grunt of a woman whose knees had opinions. She watched me eat for a while without talking, which she had always been good at, the talking-by-not-talking, and the warmth and the food and the smell of the place worked on me until I started, without meaning to, to look properly at what the village had become.

There was a bucket under the far window catching a steady drip from the ceiling. The thatch had let the wet in and nobody had been up to mend it. Two of the long tables that used to crowd this room were gone, and I understood where they had gone the same way I understood the market posts. Burned. The shutters on the street side had been nailed half over with mismatched boards. And there were too many people in here for a wet night, and not enough of them were drinking, and the few children among them sat close to the adults instead of running underfoot the way children do when the world feels safe.

“It got bad,” I said. It was not a question and Mara did not treat it as one.

“It got bad slow,” she said. “That’s the worst way for things to go bad. Fast, you can fight. Slow, you just get used to it, one cold morning at a time, until you can’t remember it was ever any other way.” She turned the ale cup on the wood. “The forge went quiet when Coppercap closed. Two springs back. Elska had coal stockpiled and she stretched it as far as iron can be stretched, and then it was gone, and a forge with no heat is just a heavy table. After that the bridge went in the floods and nobody came to fix it because Bram couldn’t get the iron because the forge was cold, you see how it goes. Everything in a village is tied to everything else with string, and you cut enough string, the whole thing just sags.”

“The wolves,” I said. “I saw claw marks on the bridge.”

Her face did the smallest thing, a tightening at the corners. “Aye. They come down off the ridge now. They didn’t used to. They’d hunt the high pines and we’d hear them on cold nights and that was the right amount of wolf, the kind you can live beside.” She drank. “Now they come down to the tree line and they sit. They don’t rush the houses. They sit and they watch the windows like they’re waiting to be let in. Hob’s grandson swears he saw one cross the green at the dark of the moon and not even hurry. Wolves hurry, Bren. That’s what a wolf is. A thing in a hurry. These ones have stopped hurrying and I don’t like what that means even though I can’t say what it means.”

I thought of the gouges in the bridge plank, the spread of that paw, and I did not say anything.

“And the well,” Mara said, quieter, and her eyes flicked toward the front of the inn and the green beyond it. “Don’t drink from the old well. I know your habits, you used to fill your skin there as a boy. Don’t. It glows now, after dark. Faint, blue, down at the bottom where the water should be black. Cael says it’s nothing, it’s marsh light, it’s a trick of the moss. Cael says a lot of things to keep himself from saying the true one.” She set the cup down. “But you didn’t come home to hear an old woman list the village’s aches. Eat your stew. We’ll find you a bed.”

“I can’t stay,” I said. “I’ll be gone in the morning. South road. I just”

“Mm-hm,” she said, with a village woman’s complete disbelief. She got up, knees and all. “South road. Of course. Eat.”

I ate too fast. Hunger put the spoon back in my hand before the last mouthful was gone. Somewhere in the middle of the bowl the door opened again on a gust of cold and wet. I kept my face over the stew as the air changed and a clear practical voice cut across the murmur of the room.

“He’s worse tonight. The cough’s gone down into his chest and his fingers have started turning. Where is he, Mara?”

“Corner by the stair. Pella’s sitting with him.”

I looked then.

The newcomer shook rain off a wool shawl and crossed the room with clean, quick purpose, every step stripped of wasted motion. She was small. That was the first thing, that she came up barely past my shoulder and was built narrow and fine, with a slight frame people might mistake for softness until her movement corrected them: economical, certain, as precise as a craftsman’s hands. Dark brown hair pinned back, a few curls already escaping at her temples where the rain had got at them. A practical dark dress, a leather apron over it with a dozen pockets, and from those pockets the clink of glass, vials and bottles knocking together as she walked.

She knelt by an old man in the corner I had not noticed, a grey wisp of a fellow folded into himself with a cough rattling in him like dice in a cup. She took his wrist. She turned his hand over to the firelight, and even from across the room I saw what she was looking at, and it stopped the spoon halfway to my mouth.

His fingers. The veins on the back of his hand and up into his fingers had gone blue. Not the dull blue of cold. A bright clean unhealthy blue, like something had been poured under the skin, branching up from the wrist in fine hard lines.

The herbalist pressed her thumb to one of those veins and watched the skin, then laid the back of her own fingers against the old man’s brow, and her face did not change at all, which I would come to learn was the most alarming thing Nell Reed’s face could do.

“How long since this hand?” she asked Pella, the round flour-dusted woman crouched beside her.

“This morning it was just the one finger.”

“And now it’s the hand.” She said it flatly. She uncorked a small bottle with her teeth, the cork held neat in the corner of her mouth, and tipped two drops onto a square of clean cloth, and pressed it under the old man’s nose. “Breathe that. Slow. There. You’re not dying tonight, Hob, so stop looking at me like I’ve come to lay you out.” A dry murmur of laughter from a few of the listeners, and the old man wheezed something that might have been a curse, and the herbalist almost smiled, and did not.

Then she stood, and her moss-green eyes went across the room and landed on me.

She took me in the way she had taken in the old man’s hand. Quick, total, unhurried. The wet cloak. The raw line at my thigh where the buckle had been. The cut on my knuckle I had got on the ford rock and not noticed bleeding. The bruise under my left eye that was three days old, from a different road and a different argument. She read all of it in about the time it takes to draw one breath, and I felt strangely naked under that look, more naked than the rain had left me, because she was not judging me. She was just seeing me, accurately, and accuracy is harder to bear than judgment.

“You walked the ford,” she said. Not a question.

“Bridge is out,” I said.

“It’s been out since the spring floods.” She came a few steps closer, drying her hands on a cloth from her apron. “You’re bleeding on Mara’s bench. Knuckle. And you’re favoring that thigh. Buckle gall?”

“It’s nothing.”

“It’s an open sore after a cold stream and dirty water,” she said, in exactly the tone Mara used about money, and I understood that I had walked into a village where every woman had decided long ago that men were idiots and had to be managed for their own good. “Come by the apothecary in the morning before it sours. Reedhouse, past the shrine. You’ll remember it.” A small pause. “You’re the Calder boy.”

“Bren,” I said.

“Nell Reed.” She tucked the cloth away. “I was small when you left. You won’t remember me. I remember you, though. You left the day the carter’s wheel broke on the green and everyone said you should’ve stayed and helped fix it.” She said it without cruelty, just as a fact she happened to hold, and then she turned back to her patient and dismissed me as thoroughly as if she had closed a door.

I went back to my stew with my ears burning.

A lute started up somewhere behind me, badly. I knew it was badly because the man playing it kept stopping to invent words, and the words were about me.

“He comes from the road with a sword and a frown, the lost son of Calder, come back to the town, he’s wet as a fish and he’s twice as forlorn, oh, blow me, what rhymes with”

“Nothing rhymes with forlorn, Jory, sit down,” somebody called, and the room laughed, and I turned to find the singer.

He was a long lanky fellow propped on the edge of a table with his boots up where they should not be, brown curls, a quick bright grin, a faded vest and a lute strap mended in three places. He saw me looking and pointed at me with the neck of the lute, delighted, entirely unembarrassed.

“There he is. The man himself. Come on then, Calder, give us the tale. Eight years out in the wide world, you must have a song’s worth in you. Dragons? Princesses? A duel on a bridge at midnight?” He waggled his eyebrows. “Throw me a bone, I’ve been rhyming about turnip blight for a fortnight.”

“No dragons,” I said.

“A modest hero,” Jory announced to the room. “Worst kind. Impossible to write about.” But he was grinning, and there was no malice in it, and despite everything I felt the corner of my own mouth twitch, because he was so plainly performing the village’s curiosity for it, doing the asking so nobody else had to.

The door banged open a third time, and this one came in like she owned the rain.

She was tall. That was the first thing about Elska Flint, that she filled the doorway and had to duck the lintel, and the second thing was that she was built like the work she did, broad through the shoulders, thick and strong through the arms, with a tradesman’s certainty in the way she planted her boots. Sunlit blonde hair braided back tight, loose strands stuck dark to her temples with rain and, even now, with the grey smudge of old soot. A leather apron over a linen shirt, and the shirt was strained across a chest so full that the lacing had given up trying to do its job honestly. Forge flush in her fair skin. Pale eyes the color of a blade in shadow, blue going grey, and those eyes did not waste themselves on the room the way Jory did. They went straight to Mara.

“I need hinge iron,” Elska said, by way of greeting. “Two long-strap, one butt. The Reedhouse shutter’s banging itself off the wall in this wind and Nell won’t ask, so I’m asking for her.”

“I’ve a length of strap in the cellar but it’s bent,” Mara said.

“Bent I can use. Bent’s just iron that hasn’t been told what to be yet.” Elska’s gaze swept the room then, the way you scan a yard for tools out of place, and it crossed me, and it stopped.

I sat up a little, which was the wrong instinct, and I knew it was the wrong instinct the moment I did it, because her mouth went flat. She looked at the wet cloak and the cheap sword and the empty bowl and the way I had straightened my back to be looked at, and she read all of it about as kindly as Nell had, but with none of the clinical patience. Nell looked at men and saw injuries to fix. Elska looked at men and saw work that might or might not get done.

“You’re the one who left,” she said.

“I came back,” I said.

“Mm.” One short syllable, and it carried every failed promise she had ever had to hammer straight afterward. She turned back to Mara. “Cellar, you said. I’ll get it myself, I know where you keep the good stuff.” She went, just like that, around the bar and down the narrow side stair to Mara’s storage cellar, not the deep root hatch under the common room, dismissing me as completely as Nell had, and I sat there between the two dismissals like a coin nobody wanted to pick up.

“Don’t mind Elska,” Jory said cheerfully, leaning down toward me. “She doesn’t like anyone until they’ve fixed something. It’s a whole system. Quite restful, really, you always know where you stand. Which is at the bottom.” He plucked a sour little chord. “Welcome home.”

I almost smiled.

A slight sandy-haired man hovered at the edge of the firelight, working up to something. He had ink stains on the side of his right hand and a clerk’s coat too good for the rest of him, and he held a stack of curled paper to his chest like it might try to escape. When the room had quieted around the lute, he stepped in, cleared his throat, and addressed me with careful, rehearsed courage.

“You’d be Bren Calder. I’m Oren Hale. Reeve.” He said the title and then immediately looked like he wished he hadn’t, because a reeve is supposed to govern a village’s business, and this village’s business had mostly stopped. “I keep the contract board. The needs of the village, posted, for hire, against the common purse.” He swallowed. “It’s, ah. It hasn’t had much posted on it lately. Or hired. Or any. The board, that is. People stopped reading it because there was no one to take the work, and then there was no point posting work no one would take, so it’s been a fairly. Quiet. Board.”

“Oren,” Jory said gently, “you’re doing the thing.”

“I’m doing the thing,” Oren agreed, miserable. “I only meant, sir, if you’ve been out in the world and handled, you know. Trouble. There’s trouble here that wants handling and a board that would dearly love to have something tacked to it again.” He held the papers tighter. “That’s all. I’ll let you eat.”

“He’s not staying,” Jory said, in a stage whisper. “South road in the morning. Modest hero. Won’t even give me a duel.”

“I see,” Oren said, and the disappointment on his face was so plain and so undefended that I had to look back down at my stew. He was younger than me, but only by a year or two, and he wore the same thing I felt and hid: the shame of responsibility with failure spreading under both hands and no clear way to stop it. I knew that shame down to the bone. I had worn it on every road out of the valley.

“Maybe leave the board where I can find it,” I heard myself say. “In the morning. Before I go.”

It was nothing. It cost me nothing, a courtesy to a nervous man, and Oren’s whole face changed for it, brightened like a shuttered lamp coming open, and that was almost worse than his disappointment had been, because I knew I was going to walk south at dawn and leave the brightening behind me unredeemed.

“Yes,” Oren said. “Yes, of course. First thing. Reeve Hall, just off the green, you’ll remember it.” He backed away into the firelight clutching his papers, and Jory watched him go and shook his head.

“You’ve made his year,” the singer said. “He’ll talk about that for a week. ‘The road-lost Calder said maybe.’ We’re starved for good news, Calder. You’d be amazed what passes for it.” He started to noodle something on the lute, soft, and for once it almost sounded like a real tune. “Eat up. Mara’ll have a bed warmed by the time you’ve finished dripping on her floor.”

Time passed the way time passes in a warm room when a man is too tired to trust it. Mara brought another heel of bread I had not asked for. Nell dosed Hob and bullied two coughing men into steam under towels. Elska came back up from the side cellar with bent hinge iron under one arm, looked once at me, once at the empty stew bowl, and left without improving her opinion out loud. Jory found three worse rhymes and one better one. The children were carried upstairs. One by one the villagers went home or settled into corners near the fire, and the rain thinned against the shutters until the whole inn had the drowsy quiet of a place pretending it was safe.

Mara had just banked the hearth for the night. The common room had fallen into the hour after midnight, when voices go low and even shame starts to feel dulled by warmth, and I was standing with a borrowed blanket over one arm, half-ready to climb the stairs to the bed she had insisted was mine whether I paid or not.

Then the cellar door slammed.

Not the side cellar stair Elska had taken. The other one, the deep one, the heavy iron-banded door set into the floor at the back of the common room that led down to the old root cellar under the inn, the one that had been there since before Mara’s grandmother. It did not slam the way a door slams in the wind. It slammed up, a single hard concussion from below that jumped the door in its frame and made the tankards ring on the shelf, and every voice in the room cut off at once.

The fire in the hearth ducked.

I want to be precise about this, because it is where my whole life turned, and I have gone back over it more times than I can count. The fire did not gutter the way fires gutter in a draft. It ducked, all of it at once, the flames flattening sideways and going thin and pale and, for one breath, blue. A clean cold blue at the edges of the flame, the wrong color, the color of that old man’s veins, and the room dropped ten degrees in the space of that single ducking breath, and I felt the cold of it on the back of my neck like a hand laid flat.

Then the fire came back orange and the room was just a room again, and from under the floor, from down in the old root cellar, something dragged itself across stone and hit the door from below a second time.

Wood cracked.

A woman somewhere made a small sound. The old man with the blue hand had gone rigid in his corner. Nell was already on her feet, satchel up, eyes on the cellar door, calculating. Mara had gone very still by the bar with the ladle still in her hand.

“That’s the root cellar,” Mara said, low. “Nothing’s down there but barrels and the winter store. Nothing gets in. There’s no other door.”

The thing under the floor hit the cellar hatch a third time, and a long pale splinter of the planking peeled up and away, and in the black gap below I saw something move that should not have been able to move, and I caught the smell of it rolling up out of the dark.

Cold. Rot. And under the rot, sharp and green and wrong, the smell of cut roots.

The room came apart the way rooms do. A bench went over backward. Someone scrambled away from the hatch. Pella had a child by the collar and was hauling it toward the front wall. The old man with the blue hand was wheezing prayers. Mara stayed at the bar, her knuckles white on the ladle, and she said one word, my name, “Bren,” not a command, just my name, the way you say a name when you have run out of anything else to hold onto.

“Everyone to the front wall,” I said, and I did not recognize my own voice, because it came out level. “Tables up. Now. Anything heavy between you and that hole.” I do not know where the words came from. Some garrison sergeant had probably barked them at me on some forgotten night, and they had sat in me all these years waiting for a use, and they came out now in the right order without my permission. People moved. To my own surprise, people moved.

Nell had not gone to the wall. She had gone the other way, toward me, satchel already open, and she pressed something into my free hand without being asked, a fistful of dry grey powder that smelled of pepper and crushed pine. “Their eyes and their noses,” she said, fast and flat. “It won’t kill them. It’ll blind them long enough for you to. Whatever you’re going to do.” She looked at the cheap sword in my fist and the doubt crossed her face plain and was gone, replaced by something harder. “Don’t die in front of me. I’ve got nothing in this bag for what’s coming up that hole.”

I was on my feet without deciding to be, with my hand on the cheap sword, and I did not feel brave. I want that understood. I felt sick, and small, and certain I was about to die in the one place in the world that had given me stew without asking questions. But the door was breaking, and there were people behind me, and the old habit that had cost me every prize and won me nothing in eight years of the wider world stood me up anyway.

Some men come home with stories. I came home with nothing.

So I went with nothing toward the dark, because that was the only thing I had ever been any good at, and I had spent eight years pretending I could be something else.

The hatch burst open from below in a spray of splinters, and the cold poured up into the warm room, and I went toward it because waiting was the one thing I knew for certain would get someone killed.


Chapter 2: Root in the Cellar

The first thing the dark sent up the broken hatch was a smell, and the second thing was a hand.

It was not a hand. I knew that even as my eye called it one. It was a knot of twigs and black mold and gristle, grown into the shape of a hand the way a burl grows into the shape of a fist, four splayed fingers of wet wood scrabbling for a grip on the splintered planking. Then a second one came up beside it, and a head between them, if you could call it a head, a clot of bark and moss with two points of dull blue light where eyes should sit, and it hauled itself up out of the cellar and into the firelight, and the whole room saw it at once.

A rootling. I did not have the word then. I would learn it before the night was out. What I had then was a thing the size of a large dog made of dead wood and rot, climbing into a room full of frightened people, and a cheap sword, and the certainty that if it got past me it would go for the children at the wall.

I did not give it the room.

I stamped down on the nearest twig-hand as it found purchase, felt the wood crack wet under my heel, and kicked the thing back down the hatch before it could get its legs under it. It went over backward into the dark with a sound like a bundle of kindling thrown downstairs, and I heard it land, and I heard it start climbing again immediately, which told me two things. It did not feel pain the way a living thing does. And it was not alone. Under the firelight noise of the room I could hear, now that I was listening, the dry scrabble of more of them down there, a lot more, and under that, deeper, a heavier dragging weight that moved slow.

“Bar the front door,” I called over my shoulder. “Don’t let anyone out into the dark, that’s where they want you. Mara, where’s the cellar lantern.”

“Hook at the top of the stair,” Mara said. Her voice had steadied. Fear does different things to different people, and what it did to Mara Vale was make her very precise. “Oil’s full. I keep it full.”

“Light it and throw it down to me. Don’t come down yourself.”

“Bren”

“Don’t come down yourself.”

I went down the stair.

I have gone into bad places since, worse than that root cellar, barrows full of toothed cold and tunnels with darkness pressing on your eyes like thumbs. But that stair down under the Hearth and Antler was the first, and I remember every step of it, because each step took me out of the warm and into something that should not have existed under a village inn.

The cellar had always been cold. Cellars are. This cold belonged under graves. It climbed the inside of my arms and sat behind my breastbone, still, dead, patient, the cold of a place where fire had been forbidden. My breath smoked. There was frost on the ale barrels, actual frost, white and feathered across the staves, in a cellar twenty feet under a roaring hearth. The winter store of roots and turnips along the far wall had gone black and soft. And the back wall, the old fieldstone wall that had held up the inn since before anyone living was born, had cracked.

It had cracked open from behind. The mortar between the stones had not weathered loose. It had been pushed out, shoved into the cellar from the other side, and through the gap came roots.

I knew tree roots from years of ditches. These had the wrong blue. A hard bright unhealthy blue ran in veins down their length, the same blue as the old man’s hand, the same blue as the fire had ducked to, and they pulsed instead of resting in the earth. Slow, faint, a swelling and a slackening, like something at the far end of them was breathing, and with every pulse the cold in the cellar got a fraction deeper, and I understood with a lurch that I was looking at the wound. Whatever was wrong with the village, it ran in through that wall.

The rootlings were coming out of the crack. Three of them on the floor already, the one I had kicked down and two more, picking themselves up off the flagstones with that dry kindling rattle, turning their blue eyes toward me. And beyond the crack, in the dark of the chamber the broken wall had opened into, the heavy dragging thing moved, and I heard a sound out of it that turned my stomach over.

A whine. A long, low, wet whine, the sound a dog makes when it is hurt, and somewhere under that broken-wood horror it was a dog, it had been a dog or a wolf once, and something had done this to it, and the whine made it worse, not better, because pain should not sound like that coming out of a thing already so far gone.

The lantern came clattering down the stair behind me.

Mara was no thrower. The lantern bounced off the third step, and I lunged and caught it by the wire before it could smash. The oil sloshed. The flame guttered and held. Warm light. Honest orange light, in that blue dead cold, and I had never been so glad of anything in my life.

The nearest rootling came at me low and fast.

Men had taught me to fight without caring much whether I learned. I learned anyway, the cheap way, by getting hit. I knew the cheap sword in my hand was no good for anything but a thrust and that its edge would roll if I tried to chop hardwood with it. So I did not try to chop. As the rootling lunged I dropped the lantern, swung up the firewood billet I had grabbed off the cellar stack with my left hand, and clubbed the thing flat into the flagstones, and then I drove the cheap sword down through the wet clot of it where a spine would be if it had one, and pinned it to the floor.

It did not die. It thrashed on the blade like a fish, twig-fingers raking my forearm and drawing thin lines of blood, and the other two were on me before I could pull the sword free.

I let go of the sword.

That was the choice that kept me alive, I think, and I made it without thinking, which is the only way the right choices ever come. I let the cheap blade stay stuck in the floor and the thing dying on it, and I went at the other two with the firewood in my left and the heel of my right palm, because in a press, in close, a man’s weight and a heavy stick beat a clever weapon you do not have room to use. I clubbed one across its head-knot and felt the bark cave. I shouldered the other into the cracked wall and pinned it against the cold blue roots with my forearm across what passed for its throat, and I leaned, and I felt it come apart under the pressure, wet wood splintering, and it slackened and slid down the wall into a pile of itself.

I was breathing like a bellows. My forearm was bleeding from a dozen thin cuts. And there were more coming out of the crack.

The lantern lay on its side on the flagstones where I had dropped it, still burning, the pool of light tilted and small. The rootling I had pinned to the floor had finally gone still on my sword. And the next one out of the wall came toward the lantern, not toward me, and put one twig-hand down into the spilled circle of light, and recoiled.

It recoiled.

I want to be exact, because this turned the fight. The rootling ignored me. Firewood and steel meant little to it. It put its hand into the warm light of the fallen lantern and snatched it back like a child off a stove, and a thread of smoke curled up off the wood of it, and the blue went out of its eyes for half a breath before it came back.

Heat. Not light, heat, the small honest heat of an oil flame. Clubs and blades slowed them. Warmth hurt them.

I scooped the lantern up off the floor.

“They don’t like the fire,” I said, loud, mostly to myself, mostly to keep my own nerve. “All right. All right, then.”

The next two came at me together and I met them in the circle of the lantern’s light, and this time I fought differently. I held the lantern high in my left and the firewood billet in my right, and I made them come into the heat to reach me, and they hated it, they hesitated at the edge of the warm circle, and that hesitation was all I needed. I caved the first one’s head and stamped it apart. I caught the second across the gap of the crack and shoved it back through into the cold chamber beyond, and for one held breath I stood in the broken wall with the lantern up, looking through.

The old chamber was older than the cellar. Older than the inn, older than the village, I think. The stone was different, fitted close without mortar, the way they built before they forgot how, and there were carvings worn down to ghosts of themselves on the lintel of it. In the middle of the floor of that buried room there was a hearthstone, a single great flat slab of dark stone, and it was the source of the cold. I could feel it. The blue roots came up out of the floor and crawled across that hearthstone like the fingers of a hand laid over a mouth, and where they touched it the stone was rimed white with frost, and under the frost, faint, almost gone, there was a deep red glow, like the last coal in a dead fire, like the heart of the whole thing was being slowly, patiently, smothered.

And lying across that hearthstone, half tangled in the blue roots that had grown into its own ribs, was the wolf.

It had been a big one. It was still big. But the bark had grown up through its body, splitting the hide along the spine, pushing out through the ribs in blue-veined knots, and its eyes were the blue of the roots and the cold, and it lifted its head off the smothered hearthstone and looked at me, and it whined again, and then it got its legs under it and came.

There was no clever way to fight it. I knew that at once. It was too big and too fast and the chamber too tight, and the lantern in my left hand meant I had no shield, and the cheap sword was still stuck through a dead rootling on the cellar floor behind me. I had a firewood billet and a fallen lantern and a wolf the size of a yearling calf, root-bitten and past pain, coming for my throat.

I threw the lantern.

I threw it at the wolf and it shattered against the bark of its shoulder and the oil went up, a flare of orange across the cold chamber, and the wolf screamed, a true scream, and reeled, beating at the flames with its head. The oil burned along the blue roots grown into its hide and the roots burned too, blue smoke pouring off them, and the cold of the chamber broke for one instant under the heat of the fire I had thrown.

But now I had no light and no weapon, and a burning wolf is still a wolf.

It came through the crack into the cellar after me, trailing fire and smoke, and I backed up the cellar floor toward the stair with the firewood billet in both hands and nothing in my head but keep it off the stair, keep it off the stair, because the stair went up into the warm room full of people I had stood up to protect. I caught my heel on the dead rootling and nearly went down. I swung the billet and it bit into the wolf’s shoulder and skidded off the bark and the impact ran up my arms and numbed them. It snapped at me and its jaws closed on the firewood and tore it out of my hands and flung it across the cellar, and then it had me.

It hit me in the chest with its full weight and I went down onto the flagstones with the breath driven out of me and the wolf on top of me, and I got my left forearm up into its mouth because it was that or my throat, and its teeth went into the meat of my forearm to the bone, a white pain, a clean total pain, and I screamed and I drove the thumb of my other hand into the blue light of its eye.

It did not let go. It bore down. I felt the bone of my arm grind under its teeth and I felt the cold pouring off it into me, into the wound, the blue cold going up my arm toward my heart the way it had gone up the old man’s wrist, and some far-off part of me understood the bite was putting the rot into me, that I was about to become one of the things grown over with bark across a smothered hearthstone, and the understanding was worse than the pain.

Then there was light on the stair, and a small fierce voice, and a fistful of grey powder thrown straight into the wolf’s burning face.

Nell had come down.

She had come down despite everything I had said, with a second lantern in one hand and her satchel banging at her hip and a fist full of the same pepper-and-pine powder she had pressed on me upstairs, and she threw it into the wolf’s eyes and its nose from three feet away, and the thing reared back off me, sneezing, convulsing, blinded, the powder mixing with the smoke and the fire into a choking cloud, and the bite came out of my arm in a fresh wave of agony, and I was free.

“The hearthstone,” Nell shouted. “Bren, the stone, there was a stone, it has to die on the stone”

I do not know how she knew. I have asked her since and she does not entirely know either, except that she had seen the red glow under the frost through the crack and understood, the way she understands bodies, that the warmth under the cold mattered most. But she shouted it and I believed her, because she was the only thing in the cellar that knew anything, and I have learned since to trust Nell when she knows.

My sword was still stuck in the floor through the dead rootling. I rolled, came up, set my boot on the dead thing, and hauled the cheap blade free, and the wolf shook the powder out of its blinded eyes and found me again by smell and came, and I did not fight it back this time.

I let it come.

I gave ground toward the crack in the wall, toward the cold chamber and the smothered hearthstone, ducking under the snap of its jaws, taking a raking claw across my ribs that opened my shirt and my skin and did not matter, and I drew the dying burning wolf back through the broken wall into the old chamber, back over the threshold of carved stone, until I felt the cold slab of the hearthstone under my own boots, until I stood on the buried heart of the village with a root-bitten wolf coming through fire and smoke to kill me.

Then I stopped giving ground.

I planted my feet on the hearthstone, and when the wolf left the floor in its lunge for my throat I dropped to one knee under it and set the pommel of the cheap sword against the stone and the point up, both hands on the grip, my whole weight braced behind it, and I let the wolf’s own leap drive it down onto the blade.

It went in under the breastbone, through the bark and the rot and whatever was left of the animal under it, and the wolf’s weight carried it down the length of the blade and slammed it onto the hearthstone on top of me, and I was crushed flat under it, the cross-guard driven against my chest, the dying thing’s blue eye six inches from mine, fire and frost and the green stink of cut roots all around us, and I held the grip and I did not let go and I roared something wordless up into its dying face.

The wolf shuddered. The blue went out of its eyes. The bark in its ribs cracked and sagged. And the whole burning, frost-rimed, root-strangled weight of it came down dead onto the hearthstone, with me beneath it and the blade between us, and its last breath went out of it cold against my throat.

For a moment I just lay there under the body, unable to move, listening to my own heart slam.

And then the hearthstone got warm.

It started under my shoulders where I was pressed against the slab, a heat coming up out of the dark red glow, faint at first and then not faint, climbing through me, and where it climbed the cold of the bite in my arm broke and steamed and faded. The blue roots laid across the hearthstone, the ones the wolf’s burning had not reached, blackened and curled and pulled back into the crack like a hand snatched off a stove. The frost on the slab melted and ran. And the deep red glow under the stone came up, and up, brighter, surer, a warmth like the hearth upstairs but bigger, older, patient, and it ran into me through the wound and through the chest and it found something under my ribs that I had never known was there, and it lit it.

Amber light rose in the dark.

The stone alone did not make it. The light rose from the place where the stone’s warmth met whatever waited in me, gathering in front of my face as pale gold marks and almost-letters. It spoke through warmth, through a slow sure pressure behind my breastbone, the way the body knows before the head catches up.

I shoved the dead wolf off me and got to my knees on the warm hearthstone, bleeding, gasping, and I watched the amber writing burn itself patiently into the air, and I read it.

[ HEARTHWARDEN CLASS UNSEALED ] [ Condition Met: Returned by choice. Defended home without reward. ] [ Village Anchor Established: Briarhearth ] [ Primary Mandate: Keep the fire. ]

The warmth came up under the words like a held breath, like a banked coal remembering how to burn. I felt the Ember Lattice answer beneath the village, beneath my own knees, a vast slow living network waking by inches in the dark under Briarhearth. At the heart of it, smothered and alive, the First Ember knew me. After eight years of a world that had not once known me, the ground under my home knew me, and It carried no prophecy. I had come back and done the useful thing, and the world had finally, finally answered.

More writing burned up out of the warmth, and I knelt on the hearthstone and read it while my blood ran down my arm.

[ HEARTHWARDEN LEDGER ] [ Contract Completed: Root in the Cellar ] [ XP Gained: 240 ] [ Level 1 Hearthwarden ]

[ Resources Online ] Health: low (wounded) Stamina: low (spent) Ember: 1

[ Loot Registered ] - Ember Shard (uncommon) - Wolfroot (common) - Old Map Fragment (uncommon) - Root-Hollow Fang (uncommon)

[ Briarhearth Updated ] Hearthlight: 3 -> 5 Morale: 2 -> 3 Supply: 1 -> 2

[ Cold-law trace detected. Source: below. Breach contained, monitored. ]

The loot was not in my hands. The Ledger had simply marked them, and when I looked I found them about me on the hearthstone like the room had set them out: a finger-sized shard of dark stone with a coal-red glow trapped in its heart, warm to the touch, that I would learn to call an Ember Shard. A scatter of the blue-veined root, snapped off where the wolf had burned, that Nell would call wolfroot and would not let me throw away. A fragment of old parchment, brittle and brown, that had been pushed up through the crack in the wall along with the roots, with a piece of a map on it, a ridge line, a barrow mark, a word in old letters I could not read. And one long tooth from the dead wolf, blue-white at the root, cold even in the warmth of the hearthstone, that the Ledger named a fang and warned me, in its wordless way, to keep but not to trust.

I gathered them up with shaking hands, because some instinct older than the Ledger told me they mattered, that proof in a man’s pockets changes how he comes up out of the dark.

Nell came across the cellar to me. She had set her lantern on a barrel and she came across the cold flagstones into the warmth coming off the hearthstone, and she knelt in front of me and took my bitten arm in both hands, turning it to the light, her face gone still and total the way it went over anything frightening.

“It went to the bone,” she said. “And there was blue in it, I saw it go in.” She looked up at me, and there was something new in the moss green of her eyes, something she had not had for me upstairs, when Mara’s bench held only a wet proud fool bleeding into the wood. “And now there isn’t. The blue’s gone out of it. The bite’s still a bite, you’ll feel it for a week and you’ll let me clean it tonight whether you like it or not, but the rot’s out of you.” Her thumb pressed gently along the torn edge of the wound. “I have never seen the blue come out of a wound. Once it’s in, it’s in. I’ve watched it go up an arm and into a chest and I could not stop it. And it just. Came out of you. On this stone.” She looked down at the amber light still fading slowly in the air around us. “What did you do?”

“I don’t know,” I said honestly. “I think the village did it. I think I just stopped it from getting any worse.”

She looked at me for a long moment, and then she let out a breath, and the stillness went off her face and left her looking tired and young and human. “That,” she said, “is the first true thing a man has said to me in this village in a year. ‘I don’t know.’” She started unrolling a length of clean cloth from her satchel. “Hold still. And don’t faint, you’re too big to carry up the stair.”

Above us, the warm room had gone silent.

They were all at the top of the cellar stair, I realized, a ring of frightened faces in the lantern light looking down at me kneeling on a glowing hearthstone over a dead wolf, with amber writing fading in the air and a healer binding my arm. Mara. Oren, white as his papers. Bram with his big hands. Pella with the child still clutched to her. Jory, for once with nothing to say. And behind them all, in the cellar doorway, tall and soot-streaked and arrived from her hinge-iron errand into the middle of a thing she could not have expected, Elska Flint, with her pale eyes going from the dead wolf to the broken wall to the fading gold in the air to me, and her face was not flat anymore.

She did not say anything. She looked at the dead thing on the hearthstone, and the blade in it, and the proof scattered in my bleeding hands, and her jaw worked once, and she filed it away, all of it, into wherever she kept the things she was not yet willing to believe.

“Bren,” Mara said, from the top of the stair, in that precise steady voice. “Are you alive?”

“Mostly,” I said.

“Then come up out of the cold,” she said, “before you bleed to death proving a point. There’s stew left. You’ve earned the second bowl.”

I climbed the stair on legs that did not entirely belong to me, with an Ember Shard warm in my pocket and a healer’s hand at my elbow and a dead wolf cooling on the buried heart of the village, and I came up into the warm room, and they made space for me at the fire.

Nobody asked for a story.

That nearly broke me in the end, more than the fight. They did not crowd me for the tale. They looked at me with fear and with hope and with a hunger I had no idea how to feed, and Mara put a second bowl of stew in front of me, and Oren stood at the edge of it all clutching his curled papers and looking at me like the board behind him might have something on it after all, and outside in the dark the rain came down on a village that was, by some measure no one in the room could name yet, three lit windows and a fraction warmer than it had been at dusk.

I did not say anything about the south road.

The men dealt with the wolf. Bram and two others wrapped a tarp around the dead thing and dragged it up out of the cellar and out the back into the rain, and they did it the way men deal with a thing they do not understand, quickly, without looking at it more than they had to, and Bram came back in wiping his hands on his trousers and would not meet anyone’s eye for a while. Down in the cellar, the crack in the old wall had gone quiet. I had gone back down with the lantern, once the shaking in my legs eased, and looked at it, and the blue roots had pulled back into the dark beyond the broken stones and the cold had lifted to an ordinary cellar chill, and the old hearthstone in the buried chamber had cooled to ordinary stone, its red heart banked again and patient. I had no way to seal a hole that opened out of the ground itself. I dragged the heaviest barrels across the crack, which was like setting a chair against a flood, and I went back up.

Nell made me sit by the fire and take off my ruined shirt, and she cleaned the bite by lantern light while the room pretended not to watch and watched anyway. She worked the way she did everything, fast and exact, her herb-stained fingers gentle on the torn meat of my forearm and merciless about the cleaning, and when I hissed she did not apologize, she just said “good, it hurts, that means it’s yours and not the rot’s,” and packed it with something green and stinging that smelled of mint and rain, and bound it tight.

“Three days I want to see this,” she said. “Reedhouse, after dawn. The ribs too.” She had cleaned the claw rake across my side without being asked and it was nothing, four shallow lines, but she said the ribs too in a tone that did not invite discussion. “You’ll have a fever tomorrow, most likely. Sleep through it if you can. If you start seeing blue at the edges of things, you come to me at once, day or night, and you do not be brave about it. Brave men with rot in them die quiet and then I have to deal with what’s left. Understand?”

“I understand,” I said.

She held my eyes a moment to be sure I meant it, then nodded once and started packing her satchel. The whole exchange had taken less time than it takes to tell, but the room watched her hands differently afterward, the quick green-stained fingers, the bandage drawn tight, the healer who had gone down into the dark and come back with me alive. A woman tending a man’s wound by firelight is an old picture and everybody knows what it can come to mean. Nell either did not notice or did not care. She finished, she stood, and she said, to the room as much as to me, “He’ll live. He shouldn’t have gone down there alone, it was idiot’s work, but he’ll live, and the rest of you can stop looking at him like he’s going to sprout antlers.” A small dry laugh ran around the fire, the first real laugh of the night, and the worst of the fear went out of the room with it.

Elska had not made it home with her hinge iron. The first blow against the hatch had reached her in the yard, and by the time she shouldered back into the common room with bent iron in one hand and a splitting maul in the other, the wolf was dead and the amber light was fading.

She had taken a stool at the edge of the firelight and sat with her forearms on her knees and her pale eyes on the floor, and now she lifted them to me, and I braced for whatever the blacksmith had decided I was.

“That sword’s done,” she said.

I had expected anything from her except that. I looked down at the cheap blade where I had leaned it against the bench, and even by firelight I could see it: the edge rolled and notched along its length, the point bent a finger’s width out of true where it had jarred against the hearthstone, the cheap soft steel that had been just good enough to kill a man’s faith in himself and not one thing more.

“It killed the wolf,” I said.

“It bent killing the wolf. Look at it.” She stayed seated and pointed at it with her chin. “Soft. Quenched wrong, by somebody who didn’t care, for somebody who didn’t know better. You drove that into a thing’s chest and put your whole weight on it against stone, and a real blade would’ve held its line and that one folded. You’re lucky it didn’t snap and put six inches of bad steel into your own gut.” She said it flat, almost bored, but she was looking at the sword the way Nell had looked at the bite, seeing the whole story of it, and then she looked at me the same way. “You fought well with a bad weapon. That’s not nothing. Most men fight badly with a good one.” Her jaw worked. “Doesn’t mean I trust you. It means I noticed. Don’t make it more than that.”

“I won’t,” I said.

“Mm,” she said, and got up, and shouldered her bent strap of hinge iron, and went out into the rain without another word, and I understood that I had been handed something, by Elska Flint’s measure, and that to acknowledge it any further would have been to lose it.

Oren came and sat where she had been. He still had the papers. He had been clutching them the whole night, through the wolf and the fire and the amber light, and now he set them on his knee and smoothed them with ink-stained fingers and looked at me with an expression that was half terror and half a hope so naked I had to look at the fire instead of at him.

“That writing,” he said. “The gold writing, in the cellar. The light. I saw it from the stair. It said.” He swallowed. “I couldn’t read it from there. What did it say?”

I thought about lying. I thought about saying it said nothing, it was a trick of the smoke, and walking south at dawn after all and leaving these tired hopeful people to the slow cold that had been eating them one morning at a time. It would have been kinder, maybe, than what I was about to do, which was to put a weight on them by being a thing they could believe in, when I had no idea yet whether I could be it.

But I had an Ember Shard warm in my pocket, and a wound that should have rotted and had not, and the Ledger was, right then, marking the contained breach in the cellar and holding light against it, and I have never in my life been able to lie convincingly while the truth is sitting hot in my chest.

“It called me a Hearthwarden,” I said. The word came up out of me strange and certain, and Oren went very still, and so did the men nearest enough to hear, and so did Mara behind the bar. “I don’t entirely know what that is. But the village knows. The fire under the floor woke up when the wolf died, and it knew me, and it gave me.” I stopped. “It gave me a way to read what the village needs. As work. As things that can be done.” I looked at Oren, at the curled papers on his knee, at the board he kept that nobody read. “It said the contract board’s part of it. That’s tomorrow, though. Tonight I just want to not bleed and not think about it, if that’s all right with you, Reeve.”

Oren’s mouth opened and closed. He looked down at his papers as though they had become holy, and then up at me, and I watched the terror in his face lose, slowly, to the hope, and it was a terrible thing to watch, because I had done it, I had put the hope there, and now it was mine to keep or to fail.

“First thing,” he said, hoarse. “After dawn. I’ll have it ready. I’ll dust it.” He stood, papers to his chest. “I’ll dust the whole board.”

“Sit down, Oren, and have an ale, you look like you’ve seen a ghost,” Jory said, and the singer slid in beside me with two cups and pressed one into my hand and one into Oren’s, and he did not sing, which from Jory counted as respect, he just sat with us in the firelight while the room slowly remembered how to be a room again.

Mara found me a bed.

It was a small room under the eaves with a slanting ceiling and a window streaming with rain, and a narrow bed with a wool blanket that smelled of cedar and woodsmoke, and it was the first roof I had slept under in a fortnight that I was not paying for by the hour. Mara stood in the doorway with a candle while I sat on the edge of the bed too tired to take my boots off.

“You’re staying,” she said. It was not a question, the way nothing she said was ever quite a question.

“I don’t know,” I said, which was the second true thing I had said that night, and she had liked the first one too.

“Mm,” she said. “Well. The cellar door’s mended as best Bram can mend it, and there’s a wolf in the rain that isn’t going to bother anyone, and you saved a roomful of people you ran away from eight years ago without being asked and without being paid, which is more than most men manage in a lifetime, so I’d say the village can stand to have you here while you make up your mind.” She set the candle on the sill. “Sleep, Bren. The well’s quiet tonight, for once. Maybe it knows you’re back.”

She went, and shut the door, and I lay back on a bed that did not belong to me in a village that had decided, on the evidence of one dead wolf, to start hoping again, and I put my hand over the new heat in my chest and felt it answer, steady and amber and sure, and I did not sleep for a long time, and when I did, I dreamed of a fire that would not go out.

And somewhere under the floor the contained breach pulsed once more, faint and blue and patient, and the new amber mark inside me answered once, small and stubborn, and waited.


Chapter 3: The Board That Remembered

I woke with a fever sweat in the sheets and the Ember burning low and steady inside me, and for one bad moment I checked the edges of the room for blue. There was no blue. There was grey morning light through a rain-streaked window, the smell of bread from somewhere below, and an arm that hurt like a kicked dog when I tried to use it. I lay still and took inventory the way you do after a hard night, the way I had learned to do on too many cold mornings on too many roads: what hurts, what works, what’s missing.

The bite hurt. The ribs were a dull ache I could ignore. The buckle gall on my thigh had crusted over. And the warmth under my breastbone was new and strange and would not leave, and when I lay still enough to feel for it, it came up under my attention like a coal you blow on, and the amber writing breathed itself into the dim air over my chest, soft, patient, asking nothing.

[ HEARTHWARDEN LEDGER ] [ Level 1 ] [ Health: recovering. Rest and care advised. ] [ Open Contracts: Briarhearth Contract Board, dormant. ] [ Skill Lanes available: Steel, Wardcraft, Tracking, Hearthbinding. ]

I lay there and looked at it.

A man could go mad reading the inside of his own chest. But the strange thing was that it did not feel like madness. It felt like the way you know your own hunger, or the angle of the sun, a plain true reading of a real thing. I had spent eight years in a world where effort vanished into nothing, where I dug a ditch and the ditch was forgotten and the lord was richer and I was not, where I stood in a fight and the song was written about someone else. And here was a thing under my ribs that had watched me kill a wolf to protect a roomful of people and had written it down. Two hundred and forty of something. A village three windows warmer. It had kept account.

I had never in my life been kept account of.

I got up, washed in the cold basin Mara had left, pulled on the spare shirt folded at the foot of the bed (too big in the shoulders, somebody’s husband’s, dead or gone, I did not ask), and went down to find that the morning had not waited for me to decide anything.

The common room was full again, but it was a different full. Last night’s full had been frightened people huddling at one fire. This morning’s was a crowd with a purpose, and the purpose was me. They had gathered without quite admitting they were gathering, hovering over too-slow breakfasts, finding reasons to be near the door, and when I came down the stair the room went quiet in that particular way that means everyone has been talking about you and has just stopped.

“There he is,” said Jory, who was at his usual table with his boots up. He swept the lute into his lap. “Don’t all rush him at once, he’s wounded, give the man room to be a legend.” He strummed and sang, low: “He went down in the dark with a bent little sword, and he came up alight like he’d swallowed a hoard.” He paused, frowned. “Hoard’s not right. Nothing happened with a hoard.”

“Nothing rhymes with sword either, but that’s never stopped you,” called Pella from the doorway, where she stood with a basket on her hip and flour to her elbows. She came across and pushed a warm roll into my hand before I had said a word, the same way Mara had pushed me onto a bench, the same way the whole village seemed to communicate through food rather than risk the embarrassment of saying a kind thing out loud. “Eat that. You look like death. Better than last night’s death, but death.” She studied my face with bright shrewd eyes. “Fever broke?”

“Breaking,” I said.

“Good. Hob’s broke too, in the night. The blue’s stopped climbing his hand. Nell can’t account for it.” She held my eyes. “I can. Same as the wolf. You did a thing down there and the whole valley felt it, and old Hob with the rot in his fingers felt it most of all.” She patted my cheek with a floury hand, brisk, almost rough, and there were sudden tears standing in her eyes that she blinked away as fast as they came. “He’s my cousin’s husband. Was going to lose the hand, then the arm, then Hob. Now he’s upstairs complaining about the porridge. So.” She cleared her throat. “Travel cakes. When you go out, whenever you go out, you come to me first. A man doesn’t fight on an empty belly and I won’t have it. That’s all.” And she was gone back to her basket before I could thank her, which I was beginning to understand was the rule.

Oren was at the door of the inn practically vibrating.

“The board,” he said. “Bren. Sir. Whenever you’re ready. I’ve dusted it. I dusted it before dawn, I couldn’t sleep, I’ve had it dusted since the moon went down.” He had ink fresh on his fingers and dark rings under his eyes and the curled papers under his arm, and he looked like a man holding a lit match in a dry barn, which in a way he was. “There’s no rush. Eat. Only there’s a, ah. There’s a small crowd. At the board. Waiting. Which there hasn’t been in. A while. So.”

“Then let’s not keep the board waiting,” I said, and Oren made a sound like a kettle and led me out into the grey morning.

It had stopped raining in the night. The green steamed under a thin sun, mud and puddles and the broken cobbles, and the village looked, in daylight, exactly as poor and tired as it had through the rain, but it looked awake. Doors stood open. People were out. They came to the edges of the green to watch me cross it, not crowding, just present, the way a village gathers when it has decided something matters, and all those eyes pressed on my shoulders until I made myself walk steady under them.

The Reeve Hall was a low stone building off the green with a slate roof and a board mounted on the wall beside the door, under a little projecting eave to keep the rain off. It was a big board, oak gone grey, studded with old iron tacks, and it was empty. A few brown curls of old paper still clung where someone had once posted needs, years gone, the ink long faded. Oren had indeed dusted it. He had dusted a blank grey board until it gleamed, which told me everything about the man’s particular brand of doomed faith, and I found that I liked him a great deal for it.

A small crowd had gathered, as promised. Bram the carpenter, big and patient, with his pencil behind his ear. A thin tired man in a shrine robe with candlewax dried on his cuffs, who I guessed was Brother Cael before Oren said his name. The tall black-cloaked grave-tender from last night, Ysra, standing a little apart. Elska, arms crossed, leaning on the corner of the hall with an expression that said she had come to see me fail and would not be sorry about it. Nell, satchel at her hip, eyes on my bound arm. And maybe a dozen others, hanging back, waiting.

“Right,” Oren said, to the board, to me, to everyone. He had clearly rehearsed this too. “The Briarhearth Contract Board. By old right, the reeve posts the needs of the village against the common purse, for any who’ll take the work, and.” He faltered. “And there’s been no purse and no takers and no needs anyone could meet, so it’s been. Quiet.” He looked at me. “You said it was part of it. Last night. The. The thing under your ribs.”

“I said the village knew,” I said. “Let’s find out.”

I did not know what to do. I want to be honest about that. I stood in front of a blank grey board under half the village’s stare and had no idea what was supposed to happen. Oren swallowed so hard I heard it. Bram shifted his weight in the mud. The blank board sat under the little eave with my palm an inch from it, grey and empty and stubborn, and I felt the old familiar dread of being about to disappoint hopeful people. So I did the only thing that felt true. I put my bound hand flat against the wood of the board, the way I had put my back against the hearthstone, and I reached for the Ember, and I thought, clearly, the way you’d ask a straight question of a friend: what does the village need?

The warmth came up.

It ran down my arm and into the wood, and the old grey oak took it the way dry ground takes the first rain, and for a moment nothing, and then amber light bloomed under the surface of the board, deep in the grain, and burned upward, and where it surfaced it wrote. Letters of pale gold seared themselves into the old wood, not scorching it, just surfacing through it, warm and certain, and the whole crowd drew a breath at once.

[ BRIARHEARTH CONTRACT BOARD ] [ Hearthwarden recognized. Village needs surfacing. ]

[ CONTRACT: Drywood and Root Clearance ] The inn and the village burn wet, smoking wood that sickens the lungs. Whisperpine Forest holds dry deadfall, but the roots have gone bad. Gather clean fuel. Find why the forest turned. Reward: heat, supply, forest knowledge.

[ CONTRACT: The Silence at Coppercap ] The mine has gone quiet. No coal, no iron, no word from those who went in. The forge cannot live without it. Reward: coal, ore, the forge, the missing. Warning: cause of silence unknown. Do not enter alone.

[ CONTRACT: Miller’s Bridge ] The bridge is broken. The road is closed. No trade, no help, no escape if the valley turns. Reward: route, trade, the wider world. Requires: materials, hands, a guarded crossing.

And below those three, in a different light, blue-edged and cold, a fourth line flickered, dim and then bright and then dim, like something seen through deep water.

[ LOCKED: The Old Well ] [ Access denied. Hearthlight insufficient. ] [ Do not descend. Not yet. Not nearly. ]

The crowd read it in silence, and then they did not read it in silence anymore, because a village that has been told for two years that nothing can be done does not stay quiet when a wall of light tells it three things can.

“The mine,” said a thick-armed man near the back, who I would learn was a miner’s brother. “It says the missing. The missing, it says, as a reward. Does that mean they’re alive? Does that mean somebody’s”

“It doesn’t promise that,” said Brother Cael quickly, gently, the keeper of a flame stepping in front of a hope before it could break itself on a stone. “It says the silence. The cause of it. It doesn’t promise the dead aren’t dead, friend. Don’t hang your whole heart on a word.”

“And the bridge,” Bram said, low, studying the second light. He had his pencil out without noticing he’d taken it. “Beams, brackets, rope, a guarded crossing. It’s listing the job like a foreman would. That’s.” He frowned, and there was wonder under the frown. “That’s exactly the job. Every bit of it. I could’ve written that list myself and I didn’t, the board did, it knows the bridge better than the men walking it.” He looked at me, and the big patient carpenter’s face had something new in it. “Whatever that thing in your chest is, Bren, it counts true. True counts can be worked with.”

But it was the fourth line that pulled the room quiet again, the cold blue-edged one, the locked one, and I watched the villagers’ eyes go to it and then slide away from it the way you look away from a sick animal you cannot help.

“The old well,” Ysra Moor said. She had not spoken until now. The tall grave-tender stood at the edge of the crowd in her black cloak with her calm grief folded up small inside her, and she looked at the cold flickering line about the well, and she spoke as if she were the only one with the standing to. “It says do not descend. Not yet. Not nearly.” She turned her clear quiet eyes on me. “Heed the board on that, Warden, whatever else you do. The dead under this village are restless enough already. I tend them. I would know. Whatever sleeps under the well is not a thing for a man four days home with a bent sword. The board’s wiser than you are. Let it stay locked.”

A cold went through the crowd at that, the particular cold that comes when someone says a true frightening thing without dressing it up, and my chest answered the blue line on the board, holding its own light steady against it, not yet, not nearly, and I nodded to Ysra, because she was right and I knew she was right.

“It stays locked,” I said, to her, to the crowd. “I’ve no intention of going down a well I’m told I can’t survive. The board gave us three things we can do. We do those. One at a time. We earn the well by being strong enough to face it, and we are not strong enough today. So we start with the ones we can win.”

Oren read the board three times, his lips moving, and then he turned to me with his whole face open and undefended, and I understood that the dusted board had paid him back at last, that the thing he had kept faith with for years had finally answered him, and he had to put his hand over his mouth for a moment to keep it together.

“Those are real,” he said, muffled. “Those are. I could post those. Those are jobs. With rewards. I could write up notices, I could organize crews for the bridge, I could.” He pulled out a stub of charcoal and started writing on his curled papers, fast, the panic transmuted clean into purpose in front of my eyes. “I need to copy these down before they fade, do they fade, will they fade, Bren”

“They won’t fade,” said a new voice, rough as a file on iron, “and copying them down won’t help, because the work’s the same as it ever was. Dangerous, and short of hands, and likely to get a fool killed.”

The crowd parted, and an old man came through it.

He was lean the way old soldiers go lean, all rope and bone, with iron-grey hair cropped short and a scar running pale down one cheek into his collar, and he walked with a stiff hitch in one knee that he had clearly decided to be angry about rather than slowed by. He wore an old leather coat gone soft and dark with years, and he carried a staff, a plain ash practice-staff worn smooth at the grip, and he planted it in the mud in front of me and leaned on it and looked me over from boots to face with eyes that had measured a great many men and not been impressed by most of them.

“Tovin Kade,” Oren said, in the careful voice people use for a man they are afraid of. “He, ah. He trained the old guard. Before.”

“Before there was nothing left to guard,” Tovin said. “I know who I am, Oren, I’ve had sixty-four years to learn it.” He kept his eyes on me. “And I know what you are, boy, which is more than you do. That writing in the air last night. The wolf on the old hearthstone. The village three windows warmer this morning, don’t think I didn’t count.” He tapped the board with his staff, the cold blue locked line. “And that. That’s the part you should be afraid of, and you’re standing there looking at the three you can do like a hungry man at a baker’s window. That’s the Warden in you. Greedy for the work.” Something crossed his scarred face, fast and bitter, gone before I could name it. “Come with me. Now. Before you go getting people killed with that bent ploughshare on your hip.”

“He’s wounded,” Nell said sharply, from the edge of the crowd. “He took a bite to the bone last night and he’s still feverish.”

“Then he’d best learn to fight wounded, since the cold law under this valley won’t wait for him to feel well,” Tovin said, without turning, and the words cold law dropped into the morning like a stone into a still pool, and I saw them land, saw Brother Cael flinch and grip his ember pendant, saw Ysra go even stiller than her stillness, saw something old and frightened pass through the crowd. Tovin saw it too. “Yes,” he said, quieter. “That’s enough name for now. Old court rot, blue drain, cold law, call it what you like until you know better. The boy’s going to meet it whether we name it properly or not, and a man should know a thinking hand is killing his home.” He turned and limped off toward the bare patch of ground behind the Reeve Hall. “Come on, Calder. Bring the sword. Let’s see how much of you the road wore off and how much it left.”

I looked at Nell. She looked back at me, exasperated, and then she sighed and unslung her satchel and pulled out a small bottle. “Drink half of this. It’ll keep the fever down for an hour. Half, Bren, not all, I’ll know.” She pushed it into my hand. “And don’t let the old goat work you to collapse. He thinks pain is the only honest teacher because it’s the only one he ever had.”

“I heard that,” Tovin called.

“You were meant to,” Nell said, and the crowd laughed, and I drank half the bottle, which tasted of willow and something bitter, and I went to learn how to fight.

What followed was the most thorough beating I had taken in years, and I had taken a lot of beatings.

Tovin taught without the garrison sergeants’ humiliation and indifference. His ash staff found me precisely where my guard was open, again and again, until my body learned to close those places to make the hitting stop. He started with my feet. He knocked my front foot out from under me three times in a row, fast, the staff sweeping low, and each time I went down in the mud, and the fourth time I did not go down because I had finally planted the foot the way he kept showing me, weight down through the heel, knee soft, the whole leg a brace that pushed back instead of a prop.

“There,” he grunted. “That. A man fights from the ground up. You’ve been fighting from the shoulders down your whole life, swinging like you’re chopping wood, hoping. Hope is not footing. Again.”

“You fight like the road taught you,” he said, circling, the staff weaving. “You expect to lose, so you spend the fight delaying it. I’ve seen it a hundred times. Garrison leavings, ditch men, the ones the world used up and spat back. You learned to cover your head and take the blow and hope the bigger man got bored. That’s not fighting. That’s enduring.” The staff cracked across my shoulder where my guard had drifted and I bit down on the curse. “A Warden doesn’t endure. A Warden ends things. You stand between the danger and the home and you finish the danger so the home doesn’t have to bleed for it. Survival keeps your skin on. Stopping the fight keeps theirs on too. The difference is in the feet, and you don’t have it yet. Again.”

We went again. He swept my front foot and I planted it. He swept it the other way and I planted it. He feinted high and went low and I read the feint a half-breath too slow and went down in the mud a fourth time, and a fifth, and the village watched from the edges of the yard, and the old shame rose up in me, the boy-by-the-broken-cart-wheel shame, the shame of failing in front of people who’d hoped, and I let it make me angry instead of small, and the anger steadied my feet better than the instruction had.

“There,” Tovin grunted, when I took the next sweep without going down. “Now you’re angry enough to learn. Good. Anger’s a poor master but it’s a fine mule, it’ll carry you to the lesson if nothing else will.” He stepped back, breathing hard, his stiff knee plainly paining him, and he leaned on the staff and looked at me with those measuring eyes. “You’ve got something. I’ll say that and not more, because more would swell your head and a swelled head is a slow head. But you’ve got something the last lot didn’t. You’re ashamed. You came home ashamed and you’ve stayed ashamed and you act anyway. The chosen ones I trained carried no shame, and that was the rot in them. They thought the gift meant they couldn’t be wrong.” His scarred face twisted. “Certainty will walk a whole circle of friends into a barrow and call it destiny. Shame checks the ground twice. Stay ashamed, Calder. It might keep you alive where pride killed better men. Now pick up your front foot. We’re not done.”

He drilled me on the shield-footing for the better part of an hour, with no shield, just my front arm held as if I had one, and somewhere in the middle of it, sweating and shaking and furious, I felt the Ember stir, and the amber writing breathed up at the corner of my vision.

[ Skill: Steel. Training recognized. ] [ Rank progress through correct repetition, not intention. ] [ Note: the Ledger rewards what you do, not what you mean to do. ]

I stopped, staring at it, and Tovin’s staff caught me across the ribs for stopping.

“What,” he said.

“It,” I said, breathless. “It saw. It marked the drill. It said it only counts when I do it right, not when I mean to.”

Tovin went still. The bitter old thing crossed his face again, and this time he let it stay. He lowered the staff and leaned on it and looked at me for a long moment, and when he spoke it was quieter, and the gravel in it had something underneath.

“Aye,” he said. “That’s it, boy, and it took me forty years and a circle of dead friends to learn what your chest just told you for free.” He looked away, off toward the cold forge chimney, the broken bridge, the green. “The old Wardens, the ones I trained under, they thought the gift made the man. They thought the warmth would carry them, that the village would do the work if they just willed it hard enough, wanted it badly enough, were chosen enough. The Ember doesn’t care what you want. It cares what you do. We forgot that. We willed and we wanted and we got chosen and we treated the bonds and the warmth like tools we owned.” His jaw clenched. “And it all went cold, and good people died, and I came back to this and I’ve been waiting twenty years for it to finish dying so I could stop feeling guilty about it.” He met my eyes. “And now you’re here, and the board’s lit, and the village is counting windows again, and I find I’m not done after all. Damn you for that. Pick up the staff. We’re not finished.”

We were not finished for another hour, and by the end of it I could plant my foot and close my guard and the Ledger had marked a tick of progress in the lane it called Steel, and I was so tired I could barely lift my arms, and after eight years from the broken cart wheel onward, I felt like I was becoming better at something instead of merely surviving it.

Elska was at the forge when I limped past it afterward.

The Flintforge Yard sat on the lower side of the green, a wide open-fronted shed with a great cold anvil squatting in the middle of it and a chimney that did not smoke. The forge was dead, the coals grey, the bellows cracked along one seam. Ruined hinges and broken tools were stacked along one wall in mute reproach, things the village needed mended and could not mend, and Elska stood among them with her sleeves rolled and her blonde braid coming loose, working a whetstone along the edge of a knife by hand because she had no fire to do it properly.

She did not look up when I stopped at the yard gate. “You moved well at the end there,” she said. “Footing. Tovin’s right about footing. It’s the only thing he’s right about.”

“You watched.”

“I watch everything. It’s how I know what’s worth fixing.” She held the knife up to the light, frowned at it, kept working. “You’re going to pick the forest contract.”

“The inn burns wet wood that’s making people sick. People need heat tonight.” I leaned on the gate. My legs did not want to hold me. “The mine and the bridge can wait a day. The cold can’t.”

She stopped the whetstone. She looked at me then, properly, the pale eyes going over me the way they had gone over the bent sword, reading the whole story, and for a moment I could not tell what she had read.

“That’s the right choice,” she said at last, grudging, like the words cost her coin. “It’s the small one, and small is what this village can’t admit it needs, everyone wants the hero who reopens the mine and saves the day. But the inn burns wet wood and three of Pella’s customers have got the lung cough and the right choice is the warm one, tonight, today.” She set the knife down. “Give me the sword.”

I unbuckled it and handed it over the gate. She turned it in her hands, ran a thumb along the rolled edge, and her mouth went flat with professional disgust.

“This is an insult,” she said. “To you and to whoever you killed with it. I can’t make it good. I’ve no fire and even with fire this steel won’t take a real temper, it’d just lie to you, hold an edge for a day and roll when you needed it.” She set it on a stone and took up a coarse file. “What I can do is take the bend out and rough an edge back on it so it’ll cut once or twice before it fails you again. That’s all you get until Coppercap gives me coal and iron and you bring me something worth my fire.” She bent to the work, and the file rasped, harsh and steady, and over it, not looking up, she said, “Don’t die in the forest. Grief has nothing to do with it. I’m not relighting this forge for some fool getting himself killed in a wood after firewood. If I light it, it’s because there’s a Warden worth arming, and I won’t waste the coal otherwise. Understand?”

“That’s the second time someone’s told me not to die,” I said. “I’m starting to think the village would miss me.”

“Don’t flatter yourself,” Elska said. “The village would miss the warm windows.” But the corner of her mouth moved, just barely, before she crushed it, and she bent harder to the file, and I understood that I had been noticed a second time, and that I should, again, say nothing about it.

I went to Reedhouse to have the bite looked at before the forest.

The apothecary sat past the shrine on the edge of the village where the houses gave way to the creek and the tree line, a narrow stone cottage with a steep roof and a chimney always trickling smoke, and the smell of it reached me before the door, mint and rain and bruised green things and something clean underneath. Inside it was close and warm and crowded with hanging bundles of drying herbs, glass bottles in rows, a mortar and pestle worn smooth, a narrow cot along one wall. Rain dripped off the eaves into a barrel by the door. Nell was at her bench grinding something, and she did not stop when I came in, just nodded me toward the cot.

“Sit. Show me.” She came over wiping her hands and unwound the binding from my arm, and her stillness came down over her face as she looked at the wound, and then went off again, relieved. “Clean. Knitting already, faster than it should. The Ember’s in it, I think, the same warmth that took the rot out.” She pressed around the edges, watching my face. “Does it pull?”

“When I grip.”

“Then don’t grip with it for three days, use the other.” She started rebinding, and while she worked she talked, low and even, the way she did, and I realized she was telling me something she had decided I needed to know. “I want to show you something before you go into Whisperpine. Out the back.”

She led me out the rear door to where the creek ran past the bottom of her garden, and she crouched at the water’s edge and turned over one of the flat stones with her bare hand, and held it up to me. The underside, that should have been brown with creek-slime and clean, was rimed pale blue-white where it had sat in the water, the same wrong blue as the roots in the cellar, the same blue as the well, the same blue as old Hob’s hand.

“It started at the spring up the hill, a month ago,” Nell said. “A little at first. Now it’s in the creek, and the creek waters my garden, and the garden grows my medicine, and the medicine is what keeps a village like this alive through a winter, do you follow the string of it? Mara would tell you everything in a village is tied to everything with string. This is the string the blue drain is pulling, whatever it is. Cold under the ground, in the roots, in the water, and it comes up where it can: into a wolf, into an old man’s hand, into my creek.” She set the stone down gently, as if it could be hurt. “The forest contract is the right one for tonight, like Elska says. But the forest and the mine and my creek and your cellar are all the same wound, Bren, in different places, and I wanted you to see that before you go thinking the work ends just because you close the nearest cut.”

“You think it’s hopeless,” I said.

“No.” She stood, brushing off her hands, and there was that hard thing in her again, the iron under the soft. “I think it’s a poison, and I have spent my whole life finding the root of poisons and cutting them out, and I have never once found one I couldn’t trace if I was patient and brave enough to follow it into the dark.” She looked at me. “I am very patient. And I am braver than I look, which everyone learns too late. Last night I came down a cellar stair into a thing out of a nightmare because you needed an opening. I’ll go into the dark with you, Bren Calder, wherever the string leads, because finding the root is what I’m for. Just don’t, when the time comes, try to leave me at the door to keep me safe. That’s the one thing that’ll lose you my help. Understand?”

It was the third time I had been asked to understand something that day, by woman number three, and I was beginning to learn that in Briarhearth understand meant a boundary, real and clean, and that Briarhearth women drew their boundaries early and meant them.

“I understand,” I said. “I won’t leave you at the door.”

“Good.” And something eased in her, and she almost smiled, and did not, and bent to her stones again. “Now go pick up your bread from Pella and your bent sword from Elska and your dry wood from the forest, and bring me back any blue root you find, unburned, in a wax cloth, not your bare hand. I want to know what we’re fighting before it knows what we are.”

I left Reedhouse with the smell of mint in my clothes and a wax cloth folded in my pocket, and I went back across the green where Oren had already tacked up three fresh hand-copied notices on the board beneath the amber lines, his charcoal letters earnest and crooked under the warm gold, and a knot of villagers stood reading them, and Jory sat on the Reeve Hall step with the lute, working out a verse.

“Drywood first, the warm and the wise,” he sang, experimentally, watching me cross. “Then the mine, then the bridge, then we’ll see how he tries.” He nodded, pleased with himself. “That’s not bad. That’s almost not bad. I might be getting better, Calder, and it’s all your fault.” He grinned. “Go on, then. Make me a chorus worth singing.”

Mara was at the inn door with a pack already made up, bread and hard cheese and a skin of water and Pella’s travel cakes wrapped in cloth, and she handed it to me and looked me over once, the buckle gall and the bound arm and the borrowed shirt, and she did not say be careful, because Mara never said the soft thing when a hard true thing would do.

“Dry wood by dark,” she said. “The lung cough’s getting worse and old Hob’s not the only one. You bring this village heat tonight and you’ll have done more good in a day than most men do in a life.” She put her hand flat on my chest, over the warmth, briefly, the way you test a forehead for fever, and whatever she felt there made her nod once, satisfied. “Aye. It’s true, then. Go on. The forest’s worse than you remember, but so are you, I think, and that’s worse in the useful direction.”

I shouldered the pack, and took up the rough-edged sword, and looked once across the steaming green at the cold forge and the broken bridge and the dark well and the dozen people pretending not to watch me go, and I walked out toward the tree line where the pines stood black and waiting, with a wax cloth in my pocket and the Ember banked behind my breastbone and, after eight empty years, a thing to do that someone, somewhere, was keeping account of.

Behind me, faint, Jory found his chorus, and the village, very quietly, began to sing.


Chapter 4: Whisperpine Drywood

Nell caught me at the tree line with a handcart.

I had not gone fifty paces past the last house when I heard the squeak of an axle and the slap of soft boots in the mud, and I turned to find her coming after me with Oren’s marked cart, the village cart, two wheels and a bed with the reeve’s brand burned into the side, loaded with rope and an empty wood crate and her satchel, and she had pinned her shawl tight and tucked her skirts up out of the muck and she had the look of someone already finished winning the argument you have not yet had.

“You said the dry wood and the blue root were the same wound,” I said.

“I did.”

“And you said you weren’t going to be left at the door.”

“I did.” She brought the cart up beside me and let the handles down. “So I’m done waiting at the door while you ruin the root by grabbing it wrong. The wolfroot has to come fresh and whole or it tells me nothing. You don’t know the good root yet. I do.” She looked up at the black pines, and for a moment the certainty in her flickered, just for a moment, and I saw that she was afraid of the forest, and had come anyway, which is courage worth the name. “Also someone has to keep you from grabbing a poisoned log and smoking the whole inn sick, which is the actual contract, which you’d manage to fail by being brave about firewood. Take the cart. Your arm shouldn’t pull rope.”

So I took the cart, and we went into Whisperpine together.

It had been my forest once. That was the strange ache of it. I had run these trails as a boy, snared rabbits in the bracken hollows, dared the deeper dark on a wager and run home with my heart in my mouth, and the smell of it was the smell of every good memory I owned: wet needles, pine pitch, the cold green breath of a wood that had never once meant me harm. For the first quarter mile it was exactly that. The trail wound up under the pines, soft with fallen needles, and a thrush sang somewhere, and the light came down green and shifting, and I let myself, for a few hundred paces, just be a man walking in his boyhood woods.

Then Nell stopped, and put a hand on my arm, and pointed at the ground, and the boyhood went out of the wood.

Tracks. Wolf, in the soft trail-mud, a lot of them, and I crouched to read them the way Tovin had shown me to read footing, weight and direction and depth. The depth told me they were heavy, well-fed, big. The direction was what stopped me.

“They’re not hunting outward,” I said slowly. “They’re circling. See, this set came down the trail, and this set crossed it going that way, and that one.” I turned, following the splay of them with my eyes, and the cold came into my chest that had nothing to do with weather. “They’re all bending the same way. Toward the village. Like a fence being drawn around it. Like they’re.” I did not want to say it.

“Like they’re herding something,” Nell finished quietly. “Or guarding a line. Wolves don’t do that. Wolves hunt out, they range, they follow the deer. They don’t draw a ring around a place and hold it.” She crouched beside me, her shoulder against mine, both of us looking at the proof in the mud. “That’s the thing I keep telling Cael and he keeps not hearing. It’s not that there are more wolves, or hungrier ones. It’s that they’ve stopped acting like wolves. Something’s giving them a different shape to be.”

The Ember stirred, and the amber writing breathed up faint at the edge of my sight.

[ Skill: Tracking. Sign read: pack behavior, abnormal. ] [ Pattern: containment, not predation. ] [ Note: obedience makes hunger more dangerous. ]

I read it to her, low, and she nodded slowly, and we did not say the name of what gives wolves a stolen shape. We both heard the name in the quiet of the wood, and we both kept our weapons closer after that, and we went on up the trail toward the deadfall stands with the marked cart squeaking between us and the silence of a forest that had forgotten how to have birds in it.

The deadfall was poisoned, as Nell had warned.

We reached the old blowdown stands where the village had always gathered fuel, a slope of grey fallen pine, sun-dried and split and good, a winter’s heat lying there for the taking, and I went at it gladly until Nell snapped at me to stop, and showed me why. She turned over a likely log and there in its underside, threaded all through the dry punk wood, ran the blue veins. The wolfroot had got into the deadfall from below, growing up through the leaf litter into the dead trees, lacing the dry wood with its bright sick blue, and when she scratched the bark with a thumbnail and held it to my nose I caught the wrongness of it, sweet and cold under the honest smell of pine.

“Burn that and the smoke is the same poison that’s in Hob’s hand,” she said. “You’d be carrying it into every lung at the inn. The forest’s full of dry wood and almost all of it’s tainted now, that’s the cruelty of it, the fuel and the poison are growing in the same place.” She crouched and showed me the way of it, patient, exact, her herb-stained fingers tracing the blue line through the wood. “But not all. Look. This log, the root went into the butt end and stopped, see where the blue gives out? From there up it’s clean. You don’t take the whole log. You cut here, past where the blue dies, and you take the clean length, and you leave the tainted end for me to bag. Slow work. Careful work. But it’s clean heat, and clean heat is the whole point.”

So we worked the deadfall slow and careful, and it was good work, hands learning faster than my head, and within an hour I could read the blue myself, could tell tainted wood from clean by the weight and the smell and the faint bruise of color in the grain, and amber text took account of it, a slow tick in the lane it called Tracking and another in a lane it called Wardcraft, which I did not yet understand, except that the careful cutting and the keeping of clean fuel from foul seemed to count toward it.

We talked while we worked, the way shared work loosens tongues, the words coming easier for the hands being busy. She told me about the village’s slow decline, the order the failures had come in, which medicine she had run out of first and which she rationed now, drop by drop. I told her, without quite meaning to, a little of the eight years, the garrison that forgot to pay me, the lord counting me a beast, and she did not pity me, which was the kindness, she just listened and cut wood and said, at the end of it, “So the wider world treated you the way it treats everything that’s useful and poor. And you thought that was your failing instead of the world’s.” She set a clean length in the cart. “It’s a common mistake. Half the men I treat are sick mostly from believing they deserved the way they were used. You can’t physic that out of a man. He has to put it down himself.”

“And how does a man put it down?”

“Usually,” Nell said, reaching for the next log, “by coming somewhere that uses him better, and noticing the difference, and letting it change his mind one day at a time. The way you’re doing now, whether you’ve admitted it or not.” She glanced at me, dry, and went back to the wood, and I did not have an answer to that, because she was right, and we both knew she was right, and so I cut wood and let it change my mind.

The work made me face the forest’s quiet. There were no birds. I had noticed it at the edge and forgotten it in the labor. Standing in the deadfall stand with the axe at rest, I heard the missing sound again and could not unhear it. A pine wood in autumn should be loud with small life: jays scolding, voles rustling in leaf litter, the far hammer of a woodpecker. This wood held our breath, the wet, and the faint slow pulse of blue in the timber. The silence had Mara’s wolf-stillness in it: obedience. Something had told the forest to be quiet, and the forest had obeyed.

We filled the cart’s crate with clean lengths and we filled Nell’s wax bags with the tainted ends, and we were most of the way to a full load when I found the hunter shrine, and the rootlings found us.

The shrine was older than my boyhood, a ring of mossy standing stones around a flat altar with a worn carving on it, a hunter’s mark, an antler and a flame, half remembered by the village and visited mostly out of habit on the deep-winter nights. As a boy I had thought it spooky and grand. Now I saw the moss on the altar had gone wrong, blue-rimed at the edges the way Nell’s creek stones had, and I went toward it to look, and that was when the deadfall behind us shifted and stood up.

They came out of the tainted wood, three, four, six of them, rootlings, smaller than the ones in the cellar but quicker, made of the same blue-veined punk and mold, and they came fast and low through the standing stones with their dull cold eyes fixed on Nell.

On Nell. Not on me. They went for her, the small one, the soft one, the one with the satchel, and I understood in a sick flash that whatever shaped the wolves shaped these too, and that it had looked at the two of us and judged her the easier kill, and the judgment made me angrier than the fear did.

“Down,” I shouted, “get down and get behind a stone,” and Nell did not argue, she dropped and put a standing stone at her back and had her stinging powder out of the satchel in the time it took me to draw the rough sword.

I had no shield, but I had a hunter shrine.

I want to set this down clearly because that was when I began to fight the way a Warden fights, which is not the way a soldier fights, and the difference shaped what I became. A soldier looks at six enemies and a clear space and thinks about cutting. I looked at six enemies and a ring of old stones and a flat altar and a lantern hanging off the cart and the cold blue rime on everything, and I thought about heat. They hated heat. I had learned that on the hearthstone. And here was a ring of stone that would hold a fire, and dry wood at my feet, clean and tainted both, and a flame in the lantern.

“Nell, your powder, on my mark, all of it into the gap between those two stones,” I called, and I kicked the clean kindling into the ring and smashed the lantern down onto it, and the oil went up, and I fed it, fast, with dry punk, building heat in the old shrine the way the village had built heat there for a thousand winters before it forgot why.

The rootlings checked at the edge of the fire-glow, hating it, just as the cellar one had, and in that hesitation I had them. I put my back to the warm stones and I let them come at me through the narrow gaps one and two at a time instead of all at once, and I fought them the way Tovin had drilled, from the ground up, weight through the heel, foot planted, the rough sword good enough for soft rotten wood if not for steel. I caved one and stamped it apart in the fire. I drove another into the flames and it screamed its dry green smoke and curled. Nell threw her powder into the faces of the two trying to come round the back, and they reeled blind, and I took them in the smoke. The last one tried to climb the standing stone to drop on me from above, and I caught its twig-leg and hauled it down into the fire and held it there with my boot until it stopped thrashing.

And then it was quiet, and the shrine was burning warm and clean in its ring of stones, and the blue rime on the altar steamed and shrank back from the heat, and the old carved antler and flame came clear of the cold after who knew how many buried years, and heat rose behind my breastbone, strong and sure.

[ Skill: Wardcraft. First boundary fire kindled. ] [ Hunter Shrine: warmth restored. ] [ Loot Registered: Hunter Shrine Token ] [ Note: heat held inside a marked ring holds the cold out. Remember this. ]

A small thing had come loose on the altar when the rime melted: a token of antler-bone, carved with the same hunter’s mark, worn smooth, faintly warm to the touch the way the Ember Shard was warm. I took it up, and the warmth under my ribs answered, and some instinct told me I would want it later, in a colder place than this.

I found the rest of it while the shrine fire burned down.

Behind the altar, half sunk in the moss, stood an old road marker, a squared stone with a worn arrow and letters I could only half read. One word held a shape I knew from the map fragment in the cellar, the old hard letters spelling out a name: Frostbarrow. The arrow pointed up, north and up, toward the ridge where the wolves came down from. A second fragment of old map waited in a cleft of the marker stone, dry and brittle and brown. I held it beside the first one from my pocket. The torn edges missed each other by a finger-width, yet the ridge line ran true across both, and the barrow mark sat clearer now. A cold certainty settled in me: whatever drained the village, shaped the wolves, and pulsed blue under cellar, creek, and well had a heart up there under the frost on Frostbarrow Ridge.

“We follow the string north,” I said, mostly to myself, and Nell, coming to stand beside me with her wax bags full of tainted root, looked at the marker and the two fragments and the arrow pointing up into the cold, and she did not say anything for a moment.

“Not today,” she said finally, quietly. “Today we bring home warm wood. One piece of the wound at a time, even if they’re all the same wound. The village burns clean tonight or it doesn’t, and that’s what’s real today.” She touched the back of my hand, brief, and her fingers were cold. “But yes. North. When we’re ready, and not before, and not alone.” She looked up at me. “You’re bleeding again.”

I was. I had taken a rootling’s twig-claw across the back of my forearm above the old bite, and another had laid open a shallow cut along my hairline that I had not felt in the fight and felt now, a hot trickle into my eyebrow, and I had been hoping to hide both until I got home, out of some stupid pride that coming back hurt has somehow failed at the not-getting-hurt.

“It’s nothing,” I said.

Nell gave me the look reserved for charmingly foolish children and went back to the cart for her satchel.

We brought the wood home by dusk, the cart heaped with clean dry lengths, and I will remember that homecoming of wood. We came out of the tree line into the last grey light. Someone on the green saw the loaded cart and called out. By the time we reached the inn, a dozen villagers had come to meet us. Briarhearth gave no cheer. It reached for the wood. Hands took clean dry heat from the cart and carried it to the inn hearth, to Pella’s oven, and to cold homes around the green, arm to arm through a village that had been burning poison and smoke for a month. The Ledger marked it.

[ HEARTHWARDEN LEDGER ] [ Contract Completed: Drywood and Root Clearance ] [ XP Gained: 320 ] [ Level 2 Hearthwarden ] [ Loot Registered: Cleansed Deadfall, Hunter Shrine Token, Wolfroot Bundle ] [ Briarhearth Updated ] Hearthlight: 5 -> 6 Supply: 2 -> 3 [ Whisperpine Forest: partially read. Frostbarrow Ridge marked, locked. ]

That night the Hearth and Antler burned clean, and the change lived on skin and tongue: pine pitch sweetness after the sick blue reek. By morning, the lung cough had eased in three throats. More villagers came into the inn than the night before, drawn by a warm bright room that finally felt safe to enter. Jory sang. From the green I counted five lit windows and one more flickering to life as Pella stoked her oven hot enough to bake through the night.

But before the inn, before the singing, Nell took me to Reedhouse to deal with the cuts I had tried to hide, and that is where the night turned.



She lit the lamp and barred the apothecary door against the cold, and the rain that had held off all day came on again as the dark fell, a soft steady patter on the steep roof above us, and the small stone room filled with the smell of mint and rain and warm oil, and she sat me down on the edge of the narrow cot and stood between my knees to get at the cut on my head, and that close I could not pretend I did not notice her.

I had been noticing her all day, if I am honest, the way you notice a thing you have decided not to want because wanting it would complicate the work. The neat economy of her hands. The line of her throat when she tipped her head to read a track. The way her dark hair came loose from its pins in the damp until the curls framed her face. The slight strong shape of her under the practical dress, narrow and fine, and now she stood between my knees with the lamplight warm on her, tilting my chin up with two fingers to get at the cut, and I noticed all of it at once and could not unnotice it.

“Hold still,” she murmured, dabbing the cut clean. Her face was close to mine, intent, her moss-green eyes on her own work, a small crease between her brows. “You let this bleed all afternoon out of pride. A village healer has to break men of that and most of them die before I manage it.” She set down the cloth and reached for a small clay pot, and uncorked it, and the smell of warm herbal oil came up, green and clean. “Take the shirt off. I want to look at the arm and the ribs both, and don’t tell me it’s nothing, I’ll be the judge of nothing.”

I pulled the borrowed shirt off over my head, and I felt her go still.

She was looking at me the way she looked at a wound, total, unhurried, except that this time the stillness on her face had something else under it, and I watched her notice that I had noticed, and I watched her decide, in real time, in the lamplight, with the rain on the roof, what she was going to do about it. Nell Reed did nothing by accident. I knew that already. So when she dipped two fingers in the warm oil and touched them to the bite scar at my shoulder, then traced slowly down to the hollow beneath my collarbone and did not move them, it was not an accident, and we both knew it was not.

“Tell me if you want privacy from me,” I said, low, “as much as you need the help. Because I can see your face, and I’d rather hear it plain than guess.”

It was the right thing to say. I knew it was the right thing because of how she answered, which was not with words at first. She held my eyes, and she slid her oiled hand slowly down the center of my chest, watching me feel it, and then she said, in a voice gone quiet and even and certain, “I don’t want privacy from you. I’ve spent the whole day deciding I didn’t, and I’ve decided.” Her hand spread warm over my stomach. “I’m tired of men bleeding quietly in my apothecary to keep their pride, and I’m tired of being the one who fixes them and is never let to want anything for herself. I want this. I want you, tonight, here, where it’s warm and the door’s barred and nobody needs saving for an hour.” Her thumb moved on my skin. “Now you say it plain, or I stop.”

“I want you,” I said. “Plainly. I’ve wanted you since you turned that creek stone over and showed me you weren’t afraid of the dark.”

Something in her broke open at that, soft and sudden, and she leaned in and kissed me.

It was not a shy kiss. People keep deciding Nell is shy and keep learning otherwise. She kissed me with the same total attention she gave a wound, her oiled hand sliding up to grip my jaw, her mouth warm and certain, and I got my good arm around the small of her back and pulled her in against me between my knees, and she came willingly, her slight weight settling against my chest, her breath catching at the heat of skin on skin through her thin dress.

I undid the laces of her dress slowly, watching her face, and she let me, her hands busy at the warm oil and my body, and when the dress came loose off her shoulders and down to her waist I stopped to look at her, because she was worth looking at and because I had learned, somewhere in eight years of being unseen, exactly how much it matters to be looked at like you are wanted. She was small and fine and pale, her breasts high and firm and perfect for her frame, the pink peaks gone tight and hard in the cool air, begging to be touched, the lamplight pooling gold in the dip of her narrow waist and the soft swell of her belly below it. I drew the back of my knuckle slowly down between her breasts, over her stomach, down to the edge of where her skirts still gathered at her hips, and watched the breath shudder out of her, watched her thighs press together where she stood between my knees, and I could already smell the want coming off her under the mint and the oil, warm and female and sharp.

“You’re beautiful,” I said. “Plainly.”

“You don’t have to” she started, the old reflex, and I cut it off by closing my mouth over one small breast and drawing the stiff peak of it in against my tongue, and her hands flew into my hair and the rest of the sentence left her in a single sharp sound.

I took my time with her. I had decided to, the moment she said she was never let to want anything, because if a woman tells you she has spent her life giving care and getting none, the only honest answer is to give it back tenfold, and I am a slow learner about most things but I learned that one fast. I worked her small firm breasts with my mouth, sucking one tight nipple and then the other, dragging my tongue slow across each peak until they stood hard and wet and aching, my hand spread warm on her back to hold her arched into me, and she made low astonished sounds like a woman discovering something about her own body, her oiled fingers tightening in my hair, her hips pressing forward against me where I sat, grinding the heat of her against the front of my thigh without seeming to know she did it.

I had her standing between my knees, and I used that. I ran my mouth down the line of her, the pale flushed throat, the delicate ridge of her collarbone, the small firm swell of her breasts, lower, over the soft of her stomach, and she shivered under the trail of it and her breath went ragged and uneven, and when I gripped her narrow hips in both hands and turned her, easy, and pressed her back against the edge of the bench so I could take my time, she let me move her exactly where I wanted her, and the letting was a heat all its own. She was used to being the one in control of every room she stood in, the one giving orders, the one moving everyone else with her hands, and I felt the unfamiliar pleasure go through her of being handled, of being arranged, of being wanted enough that a man would take charge of where her body went.

“You’re used to running things,” I said, low, against the warm skin below her ear. “Every wound, every fever, every fool man refusing to admit he’s hurt. You run all of it.” I slid my oiled hand down her stomach, slow, watching her face. “Let me run this one. Just this. You don’t have to manage me. You don’t have to be the knower. Let go.”

“Bren,” she breathed, half a warning and half a plea, her hands braced on my shoulders, and I watched the control she lived inside come loose at the edges, watched her decide to let it, and it was the most arousing thing about her, more than the slight fine body, more than the flushed skin, the moment the manager of everyone chose to be managed.

When I lifted her then, easy, my hands at her waist, and laid her back on the narrow cot, she went with a gasp and a laugh, breathless, her hair spilling dark across the clean linen.

“Lie back,” I told her, low, “and let someone take care of you for once,” and she stopped laughing, and her hands tightened in the sheet, her healer’s steadiness slipping out of her voice as she obeyed, lay back, and let me.

I got the dress and the rest of it off her, slow, kissing down her as I went, the warm oil on my hands now, sliding over her pale thighs, easing them apart, and she opened for me with a sigh that turned into a sharp indrawn breath as I settled between her legs and put my mouth on her cunt. She was soaked already, slick and swollen and hot against my lips, the taste of her clean and sharp on my tongue, and when I dragged the flat of it slow up the length of her slit to her clit she made a sound I felt all the way down to the root of my cock, her hips jerking up off the cot, and her hand came down into my hair again, but not to guide this time, just to hold on, just to keep my mouth exactly where she needed it.

For a while she let me work her by feel, my tongue circling the hard little bud of her clit while I licked and sucked at the wet heat of her, and then Nell’s healer precision surfaced through the pleasure. She began to tell me, in that quiet exact voice now gone ragged at the edges, precisely what she wanted, and it was the most arousing thing I had ever heard, the soft-spoken woman giving instructions through her own pleasure. “There. Slower. No, with your tongue, like, yes, like that, and your fingers, two, curl them, up, toward” and I pushed two fingers up into her, slow, and her back arched off the cot and her voice broke. “Oh. There. Don’t stop, don’t you dare stop, I will never forgive you” and I did not stop, I gave her exactly the pressure and the pace her own ragged commands had taught me, two fingers curled up inside her tight wet heat and stroking that spot until it swelled against my fingertips, my tongue working her clit in the same steady rhythm, the slick of her smeared across my mouth and chin, and I felt her clench around my fingers and start to come apart under me.

She came hard and loud, her thighs clamping tight around my head, her whole slight body bowing up off the cot, her cunt spasming around my fingers, and a hot rush of her flooded out and slicked my hand and my wrist as she cried out, shaking, her heels digging into the linen, and I worked her gently through it, through the long shuddering aftershocks, fingers still buried in her, tongue gentling now, until she pushed weakly at my forehead, oversensitive, gasping, and I lifted my head and looked up the length of her at her flushed face and her heaving chest and her dark eyes blown wide, my mouth still wet and shining with her.

“You,” she said, and could not finish it, and laughed, breathless and wrecked. “I’m supposed to be the knower bodies.”

“You taught me,” I said. “I just listened. You should try being listened to more often.”

I came up over her and she pulled me down and reached between us and wrapped her oiled hand around my cock, and the first slow stroke of her slick fist pulled a groan out of me I had not meant to give her. She worked me with the same precision she did everything, watching my face, learning me, her thumb dragging slow over the head of my cock on every upstroke, spreading the wet that had already gathered there, her grip sure and warm and unhurried, twisting just slightly at the top the way that made my hips jerk, and I braced over her on my good arm with my head dropping and my breath gone ragged, my cock thickening hard and heavy in her clever hand, and she watched me come undone the way I had watched her, with open hungry attention, like she was learning a thing she meant to keep.

She did not hurry me. That was the thing about Nell, even with the want plain in her, even flushed and wrecked from her own climax, she did everything with the same complete attention, and now all that attention was on me, on learning the way my breath caught, the way my hips pushed my cock up through the slick ring of her fingers, the exact stroke and twist that made my head drop and my whole body go tight. She watched my face like a thing she was studying for later, her fist working the length of me steady and sure, her thumb dragging over the swollen head on every pass to gather the wet leaking from the slit, and she leaned up and put her mouth to my throat and murmured against the pulse there, low and unhurried, “I have your measure now. I know what undoes you. I’m going to remember it.” And the knowing in her voice, the soft confident promise of it, the slick relentless rhythm of her hand, pushed me to the edge.

“There,” she murmured, throaty, echoing me, claiming it back. “Plainly. Let me see you, Bren. Let me see what you look like when someone’s taking care of you.” And my balls drew up tight and I came over her stomach and her stroking hand in long hot pulses, spurting thick and white across her pale skin with a groan I could not have held back if I tried, and she stroked me through every pulse, milking the last of it out gentle now, her free hand spread warm over my pounding heart, watching all of it, watching my seed striped across her belly, drinking it in, and only then, only after, did the Ember stir and the amber writing breathe up soft into the lamplit dark.

[ Nell Reed has noticed the Warden. ] [ Trust: Noticed ] [ Note: the Ledger observes. It did not choose this. She did. ]

I read it, and I laughed, low and surprised, and Nell propped herself up to see it fading in the air, and she read it too, and something moved across her face, soft and fierce at once.

“Good,” she said. “It knows it didn’t choose. I chose. I want that written down, even by a thing in your chest.” She reached for a clean cloth and the warm water and began, of course, to clean us both, because she was Nell, and care was the shape her love took, and she could no more leave a thing untended than stop breathing. She wiped me down and then herself, unhurried, and then she checked the bite on my arm and the cut on my head a second time, frowning, professional even naked and flushed in the lamplight, and I let her, because I had promised not to confuse being cared for with being weak, and I was beginning to understand she had been right about that, that there was nothing weak in it at all.

“Don’t,” she said, binding the head cut closed with a neat strip, “go thinking this made you something. You’re not cured of being a fool, you’ll bleed quietly again the first chance you get and I’ll have to break you of it twice. And don’t go thinking you’ve won me, either. I chose tonight. Tomorrow’s a different day and I’ll choose it again or I won’t, and you’ll let me, because that’s the only way I’m any good to anyone.” She finished the binding and pressed it flat and held my eyes, and then her stern face softened all the way, just for a breath, just for me. “But I chose tonight. I want you to walk back to the inn knowing it. Steadier. Not cockier. Steadier.”

She wrapped herself in a blanket and put a small pot on the little fire and warmed something that smelled of honey and chamomile, and she made me drink half of it and drank the rest, and we sat on the edge of the cot a while in the lamplight and the rain, not saying much, her shoulder against mine, the easy quiet of two people fresh from learning something good about each other. She turned my bound arm to the lamp and showed me the difference between a clean-knitting wound and one going sour, because teaching was how Nell steadied the room after anything intense. I let her, and somewhere in the lesson her voice softened off the brisk healer’s clip into something just for me.

“I don’t do this,” she said quietly, eyes on the binding. “I want you to know that as a true thing, not a claim. I’ve patched half the men in this valley and turned away every one that thought a bandage came with anything else. I’m careful. I have to be. Careless comfort costs a healer the village’s trust, and then she can’t help anyone.” Her fingers stilled on my arm. “You said tell me plainly, and you watched my face and waited for the answer. You didn’t once make me feel I owed you for the help. That’s rare. That’s so rare I’d half stopped believing in it. So. I chose. I’d choose it again. I wanted it said out loud, by me, before any thing in your chest named it.”

I dressed, and she walked me to the barred door and unbarred it, and the cold and the rain came in, and across the green the Hearth and Antler burned amber and clean, more windows lit than the night I came, and the sound of Jory’s lute carried thin across the wet dark, and a verse with it, and for once it was almost a good one.

“He brought home the wood and he burned away winter,” I heard, faint, “and the village remembered the warm.”

I walked back across the green steadier, the way she’d told me to, with mint and warm oil in my clothes, a Hunter Shrine Token warm in my pocket, and a map pointing north into the cold. Behind me, Reedhouse’s single window glowed gold in the rain. My body knew the truth before my head caught up: the south road could wait. This year. Maybe forever.

The well, when I passed it on the green, was glowing faintly blue down at the bottom where the water should have been black.

It did not ring. But it pulsed, once, slow, the way the cellar crack pulsed, and the Ledger marked the warning without offering a road into it. I stood there a moment in the rain looking down into the cold blue glow of the thing the board would not yet let me touch. Then Mara opened the inn door and shouted that if I meant to drown myself I could do it after eating, and I went in out of the wet to the fire and the bread and the singing.


Chapter 5: The Cold Forge

Elska Flint made me hold the dead coal scuttle so I would understand what poverty felt like in the hand.

“That’s the last of it,” she said. “All of it. The whole village’s coal.”

It was a scuttle a child could have carried, a double handful of black dust and a few knuckle-sized lumps rattling in the bottom, and I stood in the open front of the Flintforge Yard in the grey morning holding the entire fuel supply of Briarhearth and feeling the lightness of it as an insult. The anvil squatted cold beside me. The forge hearth was a grey pit of dead ash. The bellows hung cracked along its seam, a wound in leather that no one could mend without iron, which no one could make without heat, which no one could raise without coal, which sat in my two hands and would not have lit a cook-fire for an evening.

“There’s tools to fix half this village stacked along that wall,” Elska said, jerking her chin at the heap of ruined hinges and split brackets and snapped blades. “Bram’s got bridge work waiting on brackets I can’t pour. Pella’s oven door’s off its strap. Half the doors in Briarhearth hang crooked because I can’t make a hinge, and I can’t make a hinge because I’ve nothing to make it with. We’re a village full of hands and no fire to put in them.” She took the scuttle back from me and set it down with a care that was almost tender, the way you set down a thing you have rationed too long to throw away. “Coppercap is the keystone. Everything starts there. You understand that now? Not the bridge, not the well, not your forest. The mine. Cold mine, cold forge, cold village. Hot mine, hot forge, and I can give this place its hands back.”

“I understand,” I said.

“You keep saying that.” She straightened and looked at me, and the pale eyes were flat and hard in the morning light. “You understood the forest, too, and came back bleeding from your hairline and tried to hide it. Coppercap won’t let you bleed quiet and walk home. Coppercap will kill you.” She crossed to the wall and took down the Root-Hollow Fang from where I had set it among the loot, the long blue-white tooth from the cellar wolf, cold even now, and she carried it back and laid it on the cold anvil, and held out her hand. “Give me the sword.”

I gave her the rough-edged sword. She had filed the bend out of it the day before and roughed an edge back on, and I had killed rootlings with it in the forest, and I had started, foolishly, to feel a little fond of it, the way you get fond of a bad dog that keeps surviving.

Elska set the edge of the fang against the anvil, point up, and brought the sword down on it in a short hard chop.

The sword rang and skipped and rolled a fresh notch into its edge. The fang did not even mark.

“There,” she said, holding the blade up so I could see the new bright notch in the grey steel. “That’s your edge against one tooth. That tooth came out of a wolf. In the mine the mine has hide like that all through it, and there’s stone, and there’s the cold, and you’ll be swinging that bent ploughshare at the lot of it in the dark with the lantern line failing, and it’ll roll, and notch, and one good swing it’ll fold or snap, and then you’ll be a brave dead fool in my mine and I’ll have to climb over you to fix the village myself.” She tossed the sword back to me, hilt-first, hard enough that catching it stung. “So you’ll go careful. You’ll go slow. You’ll treat it like a job of work and not like a song you want sung about you. Coppercap is not a heroic errand, Bren. It’s a job, and jobs get done by men respecting the danger, and the ones without respect for danger are the ones I bury.”

“You’ve buried miners,” I said. It was not quite a question.

Something went across her face, the first crack I had seen in the flat hard front of her, there and gone. “My father was a stonewarden’s son,” she said. “He knew the mine. He knew it better than any man living, every seam, every prop, every place the roof talked before it dropped. People said the mine couldn’t kill Garrick Flint because the mine was half his own body.” She picked the fang back up off the anvil and turned it in her scarred fingers, and her voice did not change, which was somehow worse than if it had. “He went in after the silence two springs ago, with three others, to see why the carts stopped coming. He took a week’s lamp oil and a month’s stubbornness and he told me he’d ring the bell when he reached the deep workings so I’d know he was through.” She turned the fang over. “I sat at the mouth all that first day waiting for the bell. And all the second. And the bell never rang, and I went down to the entrance every morning for a month after, and I rang it myself, in case. In case he was alive down there and hurt and the ringing would tell him someone hadn’t given up. I rang my father’s own bell into the dark every morning for a month and the dark never rang back, and then the blue roots grew up the post and strangled it, and I stopped going, because the not-ringing-back got to be more than I could carry.”

She set the fang down on the cold anvil, gently, the way she’d set down the dead scuttle.

“So when you ask me why I’ll come into that mine with you,” she said, “that’s why. It’s mine. It’s the most mine of anything in this whole valley, more mine than the forge, more mine than the grief. There are men down there I never buried because I was never let near them, and I have spent two years not knowing whether they’re bones in the dark or whether one of them clawed at a door I could have opened if I’d been braver.” Her pale eyes came up to mine, and for once there was nothing flat in them at all. “I have to go down. Do you understand that, or do I have to say it plainer? I have to. Not for the coal, though the village needs the coal. For me. Don’t you dare tell me to stay safe in the village and mind the forge. I’ll bury that idea with the rest.”

I looked at Elska, big and soot-streaked and strong, after she had decided I was nothing, filed my bad sword anyway, and spent a month ringing a silent mine bell for no answer. Then I understood her: the blunt blacksmith looking through me carried a grief shaped exactly like a hole in the ground.

“I wasn’t going to tell you to stay,” I said. “Nell already taught me not to make that mistake. She drew me a line about it the first day.”

Elska’s mouth did the thing it did, the almost-movement before she crushed it. “Did she. Good. The healer’s got sense.” She picked up the dead scuttle and the fang and turned back to her wall of broken things. “Then we’ll go in together, and we’ll argue about who leads, and you’ll be wrong, because you don’t know the mine and I do, and eventually you’ll figure that out and start listening, and then we might both come home. That’s the best I can promise. Now get to Tovin. He wants you in the yard. And don’t let him crow about footing, he’s insufferable when he’s right.”

I left the cold forge and went to be beaten with a staff again, and I found, to my surprise, that I was looking forward to it, which Tovin would have said was the first sign that the training was working and the second sign that I was an idiot.



Tovin worked me on the shield that morning, and on the breathing.

The shield was a battered old round of oak and iron from the back of the Reeve Hall, dented, the rim split, a real shield in my hand instead of an imagined one, and the difference was enormous and humbling. I had thought a shield was a thing you held up. Tovin taught me it was a thing you fought from, a thing with footing and angles and a life of its own, and he taught me by coming at me with the staff over and over until I learned to take the blows on the boss and turn them, to fight from behind the rim and strike around it, to brace the whole weight of my planted body behind it so a heavy thing hitting it did not knock me sprawling.

“In the mine you’ll have Elska,” he said, circling, “and Elska tanks like a wall, she’ll hold the line, that’s her gift, she’s built for it and she’s got the temper for it. But you can’t stand behind her and let her take everything, a Warden does not hide behind his shield-wife. You hold your own piece of the line. You watch her flank. When the thing comes round her reach, you’re the one closes the gap. Understand the shape of it?” The staff cracked off the boss and I turned it. “Two fighters guarding each other’s blind side are worth six guarding only their own front. That’s the whole secret of it. That’s the thing the old Wardens knew and the thing I forgot and the thing that killed us. Again.”

Then he taught me the breathing, and that was stranger, and I felt the Ember in it.

“Ember’s warmth,” he said, lower, when we stopped to let my arms stop shaking. “You felt it in the cellar, you’ve felt it under your ribs since. It’s not a fire you light, it’s a fire you bank and blow. You breathe it up when you need it and you let it bank when you don’t, and if you spend it all at once like a young fool you’ll be cold and empty in the middle of a fight, which in the mine is the same as dead.” He set the staff down and put his scarred old hand flat on his own chest. “Slow breath, down into the belly, and feel for the warmth. Then breathe up through it, like blowing a coal. Not hard. Steady. A bellows, not a gale.”

I did it. I stood in the muddy yard and breathed down into the heat behind my breastbone and breathed up through it, slow and steady, a bellows not a gale, and I felt the warmth answer, felt it spread out warm into my arms and hands, felt the cold morning go a little further off, and I held it, and let it bank, and breathed it up again, and the warmth in me rose and fell under my breath like a coal blown bright and let to settle.

I did it perhaps thirty times, until I could do it without thinking, until the rising and banking of the Ember was as much in my body as the planting of my foot, and only then did the amber writing come.

[ Skill: Wardcraft. Ember Breathing learned. ] [ Ember resource: drawn and banked at will. ] [ Note: warmth spent is warmth gone. Carry it like water in a dry land. ]

“There it is,” Tovin grunted, watching my face. “It marked it.”

“It only marks it after I can do it,” I said. “Not while I’m trying. After. Like it won’t take my word for it.”

“It won’t take anyone’s word for anything,” the old man said, and there was the bitterness again, but tired now, worn down to something almost like peace. “That’s the kindest thing about it and the cruelest. It doesn’t care that you mean well. It doesn’t care that you want it badly. It cares what your hands have actually done. We could’ve used a thing like that, the old circle. We did a great deal of meaning well.” He picked up his staff and turned toward the hall, his stiff knee hitching, and over his shoulder he said, in a voice that did not invite an answer, “Bring her home. Elska. Whatever else happens down there. That girl’s been ringing a dead bell for two years and I haven’t been able to stand it. Bring her up out of that mine. That’s the only thing I’ll ask you for.”

He went inside, and I stood in the yard breathing the Ember up and banking it, up and banking it, and made him a promise he had not stayed to hear.



By midday the village had assembled the expedition, and watching it come together paid me before we ever left.

Bram built the lantern line. He took six of the village’s good lanterns and rigged them to a coil of light chain on a frame he could carry, so they could be set down at intervals in the dark and the line of them retraced on the way out, and he explained it to me the way he explained everything, in beams and brackets and lengths, no drama in it, just a careful man solving a real problem with his hands.

“Six lanterns, six circles of light,” he said, ticking them off on his thick fingers. “You set one, you walk to the edge of its light, you set the next so they overlap, no dark between. You don’t ever let the line break, you hear? Elska told me what’s down there likes the dark. So you keep the lanterns kissing, light to light, all the way in, and you’ve a lit road home you can find blind.” He handed me the frame. “And the mine cart. I’ve greased the axle and checked the rails as best I can from the entrance, but I couldn’t go far in, the rails are bad past the first turn. You’ll have to haul by hand past that, or carry. Coal’s heavy, lad. Heavier than you think. Bring rope.”

[ New Craft Available: Hearth Lantern. ] [ Warded lantern circles can be built where light, chain, oil, and Ember are set with care. ]

Oren came with a slate and a stick of chalk and a face fierce with purpose, taking down a tally of everything that went in so he would know what came out, and I realized that Oren had found, in the keeping of accounts, exactly the courage he had been short of. He could not fight. But he could organize, and the organizing of a thing made it real, made it a job instead of a terror, and he was a different man over a tally slate than he had been clutching his curled papers at the inn.

“Six lanterns, one frame, one coil chain,” he recited, chalk scratching. “Forty feet of rope, the good hemp. Two picks, in case you’ve to dig. Antidote oil, count of.” He looked up. “How many vials is Nell making?”

“Six,” Nell called from the doorway.

“Six vials antidote oil.” He wrote it. “Miner’s bread, count of, Pella?”

“As much as they can carry and then more,” Pella said, “because a man always thinks he’s packed enough food and a man is always wrong.”

“As much as they can carry and then more,” Oren wrote solemnly, and I watched Jory, lounging on a barrow at the edge of it all, open his mouth to make a song of the absurdity, and I watched Pella’s hand drift toward her wooden spoon, and Jory close his mouth again, and I understood that the village ran on a hundred small balances like that, the singer and the spoon, the panic and the tally, and that all of them together added up to a place that was, against every odd, still alive.

“You’re enjoying this,” I said to Oren, low.

“I’m terrified,” Oren said, without looking up from the slate, “and I’m enjoying it. I didn’t know a man could be both. It turns out he can. It turns out being terrified and useful is the best a man’s felt in two years.” His chalk did not stop. “Don’t tell anyone I said that, it’s not reeve-like. Two picks. Did I say two picks. I’m saying two picks again to be sure.”

Pella loaded us with food, dense dark bread baked with nuts and honey and dried fruit, bread baked to sit heavy and burn slow, miner’s bread, she called it, and she pressed it on us with the same brisk refusal of thanks she always used. “You’ll be down there hours and the cold eats a body’s strength. Eat when you stop. Eat even when you don’t want to. A cold tired man makes mistakes and I’ve had enough funerals.” And there it was again, the village’s grief, peeking out from behind the food, the way it always did.

Brother Cael came to bless the lanterns, and that was the first thing that gave me pause.

He came thin and tired in his shrine robe with his ember pendant and a stub of beeswax candle lit from the shrine flame, and he went down the line of Bram’s lanterns touching each wick with the shrine flame and murmuring the old words, a blessing for fire carried into the dark, a thing the village had done for miners since before anyone remembered why. And he did it with real faith, real care, his thin hands gentle on each lantern. But I was breathing the Ember as I watched, the way Tovin had taught me, and with the warmth up in me I could see what the others could not.

The shrine flame on his candle guttered blue at the edges.

The heart of it burned honest amber. At the very edges of the flame, where it thinned, a fringe of cold blue licked and curled, the same blue as the well and the creek and the cellar, and it touched each lantern wick as Cael lit it, and my chest marked it with something that was almost alarm.

[ Cold-law trace: in the shrine flame. ] [ The First Ember weakens. Even the blessing carries cold at the edges. ] [ Note: warn the keeper. Gently. He fears this already. ]

I did not say anything in front of the others. But I caught Cael’s eye when he had finished, and I drew him a little aside, and I told him quietly what I had seen, and his thin face did a terrible thing, crumpling and then carefully smoothing itself, and I understood that he had known, that he had been watching the shrine flame turn blue at the edges for weeks and praying over it and telling no one because telling someone would make it real.

“It’s the Ember,” he whispered. “The First Ember, under the well. It’s, it’s the source of every hearth in the valley, every blessing, every warm thing, and it’s. Dimming. I tend the flame, I keep the rite, I do everything right, and it dims anyway, and I don’t know what I’m doing wrong.” His eyes were wet. “Faith’s supposed to be enough. That’s the center, that’s what I am, that faith is enough, and the flame goes blue at the edges no matter how hard I”

“It’s not your faith,” I said. “Cael. Listen. Something’s draining it from below. From the mine, from the roots, from the well, all of it the same wound. You haven’t done anything wrong. You’ve kept a flame lit while something underground does everything it can to put it out, and it’s still lit, and that’s not failure, that’s you holding the line two years longer than anyone had a right to expect.” I gripped his thin shoulder. “I’m going down to find the part of the drain that’s in the mine. That’s a real thing I can find and fight. Your job is to keep that flame lit till I get back, blue edges and all. Can you do that?”

He looked at me, and the wet in his eyes spilled over, and he wiped it angrily and nodded, and stood a little straighter, the way Oren had straightened over his slate, the way the whole village seemed to straighten the moment someone handed it a real task instead of a vague dread.

“I can keep it lit,” he said. “I’ve kept it lit this long. Bring back the part you can fight, Warden. I’ll hold my piece of it.”

He took me into the shrine before I left, because he wanted me to see the thing I was fighting for, and I let him, because a man going down into the cold should carry a picture of the warm. It was a small stone room, older than the inn, smelling of beeswax and old smoke and tired faith, and at the center of it, on a worn stone plinth, burned the shrine flame, fed from a vein of warmth that came up, Cael said, from the First Ember itself, far below the well. It was not a large fire. It was a single steady tongue of flame in a bronze cup, and it should have burned clear amber, and it did, mostly, except for that fringe of cold blue licking at its edges, and I stood and looked at it, the oldest fire in the valley, the source of every hearth, the thing the dead law under the valley was patiently trying to put out, and it was so small, and it had held so long, and I felt something fierce and protective rise in me that had nothing to do with the Ledger.

“They say the First Ember was the first warm thing in the valley,” Cael said quietly, beside me. “Before the village, before the road, before anyone. A traveler’s fire that never went out, and the first people built their homes around it because the winters here will kill you and a fire that never dies is worth building a world around. Every hearth in Briarhearth was lit from this one, once, in the old days, hearth to hearth, fire carried from house to house at the midwinter. We don’t do it anymore. We forgot why. But the warmth’s all still one warmth, underneath. That’s what a Warden is, in the old books. Not a soldier. A keeper of the one fire. The keeper making sure the first warm thing in the valley stays warm.” He looked at me, his tired frightened face lit gold and faintly blue. “Keep the fire, the writing said to you. Didn’t it. That’s the mandate. Everything else is just the work of it.”

“Keep the fire,” I said, and I looked at the small steady flame with its fringe of cold, and I made it a promise too, the way I had made Tovin one, and the way I had made Cael one, and I breathed the Ember up in answer and felt the shrine flame lean toward me, just slightly, like a thing recognizing kin.

And there it was, the shape Tovin had named, two people guarding each other’s blind side, except the line was the whole village now and the blind side was the dark under the world, and I felt the size of the thing I had walked home into, and I breathed the Ember up steady against it, and did not let it knock me down.



Nell brewed the antidote oil that afternoon, and the brewing of it was a small marvel I will not soon forget.

I came to Reedhouse to collect the field doses and found her at her bench with the Wolfroot Bundle from the forest steeping in a pot over a low clean fire, the blue-veined root we had cut from the deadfall, the poison itself, and she was making medicine out of it, the way she made everything, by following the string of a thing to its root and turning it inside out. The cottage was thick with steam and the sharp green smell of it, and she did not look up when I came in, absorbed, her sleeves rolled, a smudge of green on her jaw, and I stood in the doorway a moment just to look at her working, because a woman doing a thing she is master of is one of the finest sights the world makes.

“The poison’s the cure,” she said, when she felt me there. “Or near enough. It’s a cruel little law of the green world, hurt and healing often grow from the same plant in different doses. The wolfroot rots a wound from the inside if it gets in raw. But broken down, cooked slow, mixed right, it teaches the blood to know the cold and throw it off.” She lifted a wooden spoon and let the dark oil run off it, watching the sheen. “I can’t cure what’s already deep, Hob’s hand healed because of you, not me. But this.” She tapped the pot. “This, rubbed into a fresh wound, on a clean cut, before the blue gets in, this’ll buy a man an hour, maybe two, of his blood fighting the rot instead of just losing to it. In a place full of things that bite cold, an hour is a great deal.” She decanted it into small stoppered vials and lined them up. “I’m coming as far as the first powder alcove, to test the poison signs by the entrance and see how thick the cold runs. Then I’ll set the support line there and you and Elska go deep. I’m not asking, Bren. I’m telling you where I’ll be standing so you can plan around it instead of arguing with it.”

The Ledger marked the vials as she filled them.

[ Alchemy: Antidote Oil brewed (Nell Reed). ] [ Mender’s Warmth: field support seed. Inactive until chosen bond. ] [ Party prepared: Hearthwarden, Crafter/Tank, Support. ]

“You’re learning my way of it,” I said. “Telling me your line instead of asking permission for it.”

“I’m an excellent teacher,” Nell said, stoppering the last vial. “And you’re a faster student than you look, which isn’t saying much, but I’ll take it.” She glanced up at me then, and there was warmth in the look, and a little heat under it that neither of us had time for, and we both knew it, and she let it pass with just the smallest curve of her mouth, a promise filed away for a warmer hour. “Now go let Elska check your shield-arm and pack the lanterns. We go at first light. The cold runs heaviest in the dark and I want as much sun behind us as we can get before we walk away from it.”

I went out into the late afternoon, and the village was a different place than the one I had walked into out of the rain two days before.

Bram was lashing the lantern frame tight on the cart. Oren stood over his tally slate counting rope and reading it back to himself. Pella’s oven smoked sweet and steady, baking miner’s bread through the evening. Cael had gone back to his shrine to hold his blue-edged flame. Tovin watched from the Reeve Hall step, leaning on his staff, not crowing, just watching, the way an old soldier watches an expedition form and counts in his head who is likely to come back. And Elska Flint stood in the open front of her cold forge with her sleeves rolled and her braid coming loose, sharpening her great hammer on a hand-stone because she had no fire to do it properly, and she looked up and caught me watching her, and held it, and did not look away the way the old dismissive Elska would have.

“First light,” she called across the green. “Eat well, sleep if you can, and don’t come to my mine with a bad sword’s confidence in your chest. We’re going to get the village its hands back, Calder. Or we’re not coming up. Either way.” She bent back to the hammer, and over the rasp of the stone, almost too low to hear, she said, “Either way, it’ll be the first true thing I’ve done in two years. So thank you for that, whatever happens.”

I crossed the yard to her, because she had said a soft thing and I did not want it to go unanswered, and I stood close enough that she had to stop the hand-stone and look up at me, and this near I could see the forge-flush still in her fair skin from the heat she’d been imagining, the strong line of her throat, the loose strand of blonde stuck to her temple, the strain of her shirt across her chest where she’d rolled the sleeves and opened the collar against the work. She smelled of cold iron and sweat and the faint sweetness of the whetting oil, and she was, standing there in the dusk with her great hammer across her knees, the most solid real thing I had seen in eight years, and she saw me notice it.

“You’re doing the looking again,” she said. Not a rebuke. A fact, filed away.

“I am.”

“Mm.” She held my eyes a moment longer than she needed to, and the pale grey of them was not flat now, and something passed between us in the cold yard that neither of us would act on it the night before a mine, and that we both wrote down. “When the mine’s done,” she said, low, even, “and the forge is hot, and we’re both alive to mean it. There’s a conversation we’ll be having, you and I. I can feel it coming the way you feel weather. But not tonight. Tonight you go pack your rope and I sharpen my hammer and we both pretend we’re only thinking about coal.” She bent back to the stone, and the rasp of it started again, and then, louder, before I could answer, “Now stop standing there looking at me like a stunned ox and go pack the rope.”

I went and packed the rope, with the look she’d given me warm in my chest beside the Ember, and I did not pretend, even to myself, that I was only thinking about coal.

That night the inn burned clean and bright, with more windows lit across the village than had greeted me in the rain. One upper shutter flickered with a lamp Pella would bank before sleep, too brief for the tally and still good to see. Jory sang a rough song about a mine and a bell and a Warden going down into the dark. It was improving. I slept a few hours in the room under the eaves with my packed gear by the door, the rough sword cleaned, and the Ember banked warm and steady in my chest.

And in the cold hour before dawn I woke, and lay still, and felt for the Ember, and it answered, and I drew it up slow and let it bank, up and settle, coal-bright and careful. Somewhere far down under the village the First Ember pulsed faint and answered me back, and somewhere further off and colder, on the silent road to Coppercap, something that had been draining it for two long years felt the heat of us coming, and waited, patient, in the dark.


Chapter 6: Coppercap Descent

The watch bell at the mouth of Coppercap had been strangled with blue roots.

We came up the abandoned mine road in the grey of early morning, the three of us and the cart, through a cutting where the pines leaned close and the frost lay white on the north faces of the rocks even in a thaw, and the first thing we saw was the bell. It hung on its post over the timbered mine mouth the way it had hung for a hundred years, the bell a miner rang to say all’s well, the bell Elska had rung every day for a month into a silence that would not answer, and the blue roots had grown up the post and wrapped the bell and grown into its mouth and choked it, a fist of bright sick blue knotted into the bronze, and it would never ring again.

Elska stopped when she saw it. She did not say anything. She set her hammer down off her shoulder and walked up to the post and put her hand on the strangled bell, and stood there a moment with her back to us, and I let her, and Nell let her, because some griefs need a witness and no words, and then Elska took up her hammer and turned back to us with her face set hard.

“All right,” she said. “Now we go get my village’s hands back. Lanterns.”

The mine mouth breathed cold at us. The honest damp cold of a cave had no part in it. This was the still dead patient cold I had felt in the cellar, pouring up out of the dark, and on the ground at the threshold Elska crouched and read the dust the way Nell read tracks, and her face changed.

“Look,” she said, low. “Tool marks. Here, on the inside of the door frame. Pick gouges, all going this way, outward.” She traced them with a soot-black finger. “Someone tried to dig their way out of this mine. From the inside. Hard. Look how deep, that’s a man digging for his life.” She stood, and her jaw worked. “Monsters dig in. Men dig out. Whatever happened here, it trapped men inside and they clawed at the door trying to get back to the light.” She looked at me, and there was a question in it she could not quite ask, and I knew the question was about her father, and I had no answer to give her, so I gave her the only true thing I had.

“Then we go in,” I said, “and we find out what happened, and we bring out whatever and whoever can still be brought out. That’s the job. One piece at a time.”

“One piece at a time,” she echoed, and it had become a charm between us, that phrase, Nell’s phrase, the thing you say to keep a wound from becoming the whole world. “Set your lanterns, Warden. And mind the dark between.”

I set the lantern line.

This was the first thing the Ledger truly taught me to do, and I felt it teach me, reading the dark ahead and marking it, circles of safe light blooming in my mind’s eye where the lanterns should stand, and warnings, cold and clear, where the dark ran too long.

[ Wardcraft: Lantern Line. ] [ Set warmth at intervals. Let no circle break against the next. ] [ WARNING: in the dark between lights, the cold things grow strong. ] [ Hearthlight holds. Darkness feeds. ]

So I set them the way Bram had built them to be set, one lantern in the safe overlap of the next, a road of warm light unspooling into the throat of the mine, and where the tunnel turned and a long dark reach opened up the Ledger flared its warning and I set two lanterns close instead of one, and let the Ember rise on the breath to make the warmth of them burn a little brighter, a little surer, banking it after, carrying it like water in a dry land.

We went in along the warm road we made, Elska at the front with her hammer and her great battered shield, me at her shoulder with the rough sword and the round oak shield Tovin had drilled me on, Nell behind us with the lanterns and her satchel and the antidote oil, and the mine swallowed us.

The dark in a mine is not like the dark above ground. Above ground even the blackest night has an edge to it, a horizon, a memory of the sky. The mine dark had none. It pressed in from every side at once, total and patient, and it was hungry, I could feel that it was hungry, the way the Ledger had warned, it leaned in against the edges of our lantern circles and drank at them, and where the roots ran thick the dark drank harder, and I had to feed Ember into the nearest lantern just to keep it burning honest gold instead of thinning toward blue. Bram’s design held, light kissing light, no dark between, but I understood now why he’d been so fierce about it. A broken lantern line in here was not an inconvenience. It was a wall of teeth waiting in the gap.

“Keep talking,” Elska said, low, ahead of me. “Both of you. The dark hates a voice. I don’t know why. It’s true, I’ve known it since I was a girl, my father used to make us sing going down. A mine that can hear you working hasn’t got you yet.” So we talked, low and steady, naming the lanterns as we set them, counting our steps. The dark drew back a hand’s breadth from the sound, and I filed that away with everything else the village had taught me: warmth, light, and a living voice were weapons against the cold.

It had been a working mine once and you could read the life of it in the dark: the rails for the ore carts, the timber props, the chalk tallies on the walls where men had counted their days and their loads, a child’s name scratched in one place by a miner missing his own. And over all of it the blue had grown. The roots came up through the rail bed and along the timbers and across the chalk tallies, faint here, thick there, pulsing slow, and the cold came off them, and where the roots were thickest the lantern light seemed to thin and shrink, fighting the dark for its own circle, and I learned to read the thickness of the roots as a map of the danger. Elska read the mine itself, the props and the seams and the talking of the roof, and between her reading of the stone and my reading of the roots we made a slow careful way down into the cold, and twice she stopped us dead with a raised fist before a stretch of bad roof, and once she had us crawl under a sag where the timbers had rotted blue, and I trusted her completely, because this was her domain and I had learned by now what a fool does with a woman’s expertise.

The cave beasts hit us at the ore cart nest, where the dark ran longest.

The carts stood derelict on a wide flat where the tunnel opened into a worked-out ore pocket, a dozen of them, rusted, tipped, and the things had nested in them, and they came out of the carts and the dark between the lanterns all at once. Needleback boars, low and broad and bristling with spines gone hard and pale, the size of a man’s chest, fast in a straight line and stupid with hunger. And from the roof and the cart-shadows, barrow spiders, leg-spans wide as a dinner plate, dropping on threads, quick and cold.

“Wall,” Elska said, one word, and became one.

I had never seen anything like it. She planted her boots and brought the great shield up and the first boar hit it at a dead run and she did not move, she took the whole charge of it on the shield and her braced weight and turned it with a grunt and brought the hammer round in a flat brutal arc that caved the thing’s skull and flung it dead into a cart. The second boar came and she took that one too, a step back, a brace, a turn, the hammer falling, and she held the center of the flat like a stone in a stream and the boars broke around her.

And I learned, in the press and the cold and the swinging lantern light, what Tovin had meant. I could not match her at the wall. I was not built for it and not trained for it. But I could guard her blind side. When a boar tried to come round her left where the great shield could not reach, I was there, my own shield up, my planted foot, my body in the gap, and I turned it onto my own boss and put the rough sword into its throat where the spines were thin. When a spider dropped on a thread toward her shoulder where she could not see it, I cut the thread and stamped the spider into the rock.

The boars were simple: fast, stupid, and killable when hit right, with Tovin’s footing keeping me upright through the worst charges. The spiders were worse. Blue cold shone in their bellies, and they worked, dropping on threads to draw our eyes up while their fellows came along the floor. They herded us toward the dark between lanterns the way the wolves herded the village. Twice I felt the pull of it, the small clever nudge to step back out of the light. Twice I planted my foot and refused. Even the vermin down here had been given a stolen shape: patience, a plan, the same hunger for dark, cold, and one step back from fire.

“Don’t give ground,” I called to Elska over the rattle and shriek. “That’s what they want, they’re pushing us off the light, hold the circle, make them come into it.” And she did, she planted and held and made them come into the warmth to reach us, and in the warmth they died, and we fought back to back and shoulder to shoulder, and I stopped trying to be the hero of it and started being the other half of it, and that was the whole lesson, and the Ember felt the moment it happened and marked it.

[ Skill: Steel, Rank 2. ] [ Field Synergy discovered: HAMMER AND FLAME. ] [ When Crafter holds the line and Warden guards the gap, both grow stronger. ] [ Elska Flint fights beside you. Trust observed. ]

It came to me as a warmth that spread from my chest down my sword-arm, and I felt the Ember catch the edge of the rough blade and ride it, just for a heartbeat, a thread of honest heat running down the steel, and when I drove it into the next boar the cold-rotted hide that should have turned a soft edge parted like wax under the warmth, and Elska saw it, she saw the heat catch my blade, and her pale eyes went wide in the lantern light.

“Again,” she barked, “do that again, hit them with the warm,” and I drew warmth from my ribs and let it ride the steel and we cut through the nest together, her hammer and my flame, and where the heat touched the cold things they died easy that should have died hard, and we cleared the ore cart flat in a roaring few minutes and stood among the dead in the swinging light, both of us breathing like bellows, both of us soot-streaked and spider-silked and alive.

My gaze went straight to her and stayed there. She stood in the lantern light with her braid half down and her chest heaving and a smear of pale boar-blood across her strong jaw and her great hammer dripping in her fist, and she had never looked at me as anything but a problem to be solved, and now she was looking at me with the heat of the fight still in her, and the look had changed, and we both felt it change, and neither of us had the time or the breath to do anything about it, which only made it worse, in the good way.

“Hammer and Flame,” I said, because the Ledger had given me the words and I wanted to give them to her. “It named us that. When you hold and I cover the gap. We grow stronger together. It’s a real thing, it just told me.”

“I felt it,” she said, low, still breathing hard, her eyes still on me. “I felt the warm come off you and into my hammer when you hit them. Like two tools striking the same heat. The Ember knows the difference.” She wiped the blood off her jaw with the back of her wrist, and looked away first, finally, because if she hadn’t one of us would have done something foolish among the dead boars. “Don’t let it go to your head, Calder. Cover my gaps and don’t get clever and we might just.” She stopped. “Nell. Where’s Nell?”

Nell’s voice came thin and urgent from back along the lantern line, from a side passage off the flat where a heavy timber door hung half off its hinge, and we ran to her, and she had found the powder alcove, and the powder alcove had men in it.

Two of them. Alive, barely. They were not Elska’s father, and I saw Elska understand that in the same instant I did, saw the brief terrible flare of hope and its dying in her face, and then saw her put it away and become useful, which is what she did with everything. These were younger men, gaunt and grey and half frozen, and Nell was already among them, working, her satchel open, her voice low and exact.

“They’re alive. Cold, starved, but alive. This one’s worse, his leg’s broken and gone bad, I need light and I need it now.” She did not look up. “They sealed themselves in. Look, the door’s barred from the inside, and there’s the water seep in the corner and the powder-store rations, hardtack, they’ve been living on hardtack and seep-water in the dark, how long” She caught the nearer man’s face in her hands, gently. “How long. Can you tell me? Days? Weeks?”

“Weeks,” the man rasped, his cracked lips barely moving. “Came in for coal. Village was freezing. Pella’s bread oven going cold, children blue at the lips, somebody had to. Thought we’d be a day, down and back, a barrow of coal, heroes by supper.” A sound came out of him that might have been a laugh in a better body. “The dark. The things in the dark, they came up out of the deep workings all at once, like they’d been waiting, like they knew we’d come. We ran. We got to the powder alcove and we barred the door because it was the only door that’d bar, and we meant to wait for morning, and morning never came because there’s no morning down here, there’s just the lanterns and then there’s no lanterns.” His voice thinned. “The lanterns died on the third day. After that we ate the hardtack in the dark and drank the seep and we talked, to keep, to keep a voice in it, like your father always said, didn’t he, Flint’s girl, keep a voice in the dark. We kept a voice for weeks. Derrin here stopped keeping it four days back and I’ve been keeping it for both of us.” His sunken eyes found Elska in the lantern light, and something moved in his ruined face. “You. You’re Flint’s girl. You rang the bell. Early on. Days and days, the same time every morning, the bell. We heard you ring the bell and we couldn’t” His voice broke. “We couldn’t get to it. I’m sorry. We heard you ringing and ringing and we screamed back and you couldn’t hear us and we couldn’t move the door, the things were between us and the”

“Stop,” Elska said, rough, and knelt, and took his frozen hands in her big scarred ones and chafed them. “Stop. You’re alive. You sealed in and you stayed alive in the dark for weeks and you’re going home today, do you hear me. That’s not something to be sorry for. That’s the bravest damn thing I’ve heard in two years.” Her voice was not steady, and she did not try to make it steady, and I understood that she had come into this mine for her father and was going to carry out two other men’s sons instead, and that she had decided, in the space of a breath, that this was enough, that this was more than enough, that the village getting two of its own back from the dark was worth every day she had rung that bell into the silence.

“Antidote on the leg,” Nell said to me, fast, professional, “the blue’s gotten into the broken bone, I can smell it, I need to draw it before we move him or he loses the leg and maybe the life. Bren, your warmth, the same thing you did for yourself on the hearthstone, can you do it for him? Put the Ember in the wound while I draw the rot?”

I did not know if I could. But I knelt and put my hand over the man’s foul broken leg and let the Ember rise in the slow careful rhythm Tovin had beaten into me, and let the warmth flow down my arm and into the wound, and Nell worked the antidote oil into it from the other side, her precise hands and my warmth meeting in the rot, and the blue steamed and shrank and ran out of the broken flesh like cold sweat, and the man groaned and then breathed easier, and Nell let out a breath and met my eyes over his leg.

“Mender’s Warmth,” she said quietly, almost to herself, watching the blue retreat. “That’s what it’ll be. Your fire and my craft, the same as her hammer and your flame. We’re a circle, the three of us, whether the village has a word for it yet or not.” She bandaged the leg clean and fast. “He’ll keep the leg. We move them out now, slow, on the cart frame, two trips if we have to. The contract’s done, we have the men, we don’t need to go deeper, let’s take the win and the”

“No,” I said.

Because the Ember had pulled at me, the whole time, deeper into the mine, toward the old pump chamber the Ledger had marked, and I knew, the way I knew the Ember answered me, that the part I had come to find was down there, the root of the drain, the root strangling the bell, the creek, the well, and the First Ember all at once, and I could carry two men home and leave it, or I could find it, and leaving the root for next time buries a village one cold morning at a time.

“The men go up now, with Nell, to the first powder alcove and the support line,” I said. “But Elska and I go on. The cause of this is still down there, draining, and I can feel it, and if we don’t find it now it’s just going to fill the mine again the day after we leave. We handle what is in front of us, and this is it. Nell, can you get them to the line alone?”

She looked at me, and I braced for the line she had drawn about not being left at the door, and she had drawn that line around her own danger. She read the difference faster than I had. “Yes. The line’s lit, the flat’s clear, I can drag the cart frame that far and hold the alcove. But you don’t go deep without the antidote.” She pressed three vials into my hand and folded my fingers over them, hard. “Fresh cut, before the blue gets in, you understand, on yourself or her. And you come back up that lantern line, Bren Calder, both of you, or I will come down into the dark after you and I will be furious, and you have not seen me furious.” She held my eyes one beat longer, fierce and small and unafraid. “Go find the root. I’ll keep these men breathing. Go.”

So Nell took the rescued miners back up the warm road toward the light, and Elska and I went down into the dark toward the pump chamber, the two of us alone now, Hammer and Flame, deeper into the cold than any lantern line could reach.



The pump chamber was where the warmth went to die.

We went down toward it alone, the two of us, past where the lantern line ended, and that was its own particular dread, walking out past the last warm circle into a dark we had not lit, carrying our own light into a place that wanted to drink it. Elska went first because she knew the way and I went at her shoulder with the Ember breathed up high and bright in my chest, pouring what warmth I could into the two lanterns we carried, and even so they thinned as we descended, the gold of them going pale and then paler, fighting for every inch of light, and the cold came up around us like water rising in a sinking boat, past the ankles, past the knees, into the chest, a willful killing chill rather than weather.

“It’s colder than the cellar was,” I said, low, to keep a voice in the dark. “Colder than the barrow road. Whatever’s down here is the worst of it I’ve felt.”

“Then we’re close to the thing itself,” Elska said grimly. “Cold runs downhill from its source like water. We’re walking up the river of it toward the spring. My father used to say the deep workings had a chill no fire could fully beat, and he said it like a riddle, like it shamed him not to understand it. He didn’t have your warmth to read it by. He didn’t know it wasn’t the depth making the cold. It was this.” Her jaw set. “He died not understanding what killed his mine. I’ll not give it the same mercy.”

We reached it down a long tunnel where I had to set our last spare lanterns close and bank heat into them to keep their light from drowning. The cold grew with every step, flattening sound and slowing the blood in my fingers. Blue roots thickened from threads in the rock into a living wall, a great knotted mass pulsing slow and bright, all flowing downward toward the heart of the chamber. At the center stood the old pump.

It had been a water pump, a miner’s machine of timber and iron and a great wheel, built to lift water out of the deep workings so men could dig. Now the blue roots had grown up through it and over it and made it into something else, and on the flat iron face of the pump housing, where the maker’s mark should have been, someone or something had cut a sigil.

I knew it for what it was the moment the lantern light found it. Heat behind my breastbone flared cold alarm, the Ember turning sharp in me with something too close to fear.

[ HOLLOW COURT ARCHITECTURE. ] [ Drain-sigil. Active. ] [ It does not pump water. It pumps warmth, downward, out of the valley, toward the dead. ] [ This is one mouth of the thing draining the First Ember. ] [ You cannot destroy the source here. You can close this mouth. ]

The sigil was a thing of cold geometry, all straight lines and closed angles, frost-white, and it pulsed in time with the roots, and where it pulsed I could feel the warmth of the whole world being pulled down into it, my own Ember leaning toward it, the lantern flames guttering toward it, and I understood with a sick certainty that this was what had killed the mine. Not a monster. A machine of dead law, grafted onto a miner’s pump, quietly pumping the life of the valley down into the dark, two springs and counting, one cold morning at a time.

“What is it,” Elska said, low, her hammer ready, her eyes on the sigil, and I could hear that she felt it too, the wrongness, the pull.

“It’s the drain,” I said. “It’s the thing that strangled your bell. It’s been pumping the warmth out of Coppercap, out of the valley, down toward whatever’s under the well. The mine didn’t go cold by accident, Elska. Somebody put this here, and it’s been killing your forge and your father’s mine and Nell’s creek all from one place.” I braced the Ember against the pull, hard, and the warmth steadied in me. “I can’t kill the source from here, it says. But I can close this mouth. There’s a tooth in it.” I could see them now, in the iron face of the sigil, three cold blue-white teeth like the wolf’s fang, the keys of the points where the dead law gripped the living pump. “I pull the teeth, the sigil breaks, the drain closes, at least this one.”

And then the side tunnel opened.

Maybe the thing sensed us. Maybe the sigil pulled too much of my attention from the lantern line. Either way, the long dark reach behind us, the one I had warned myself about, the one I had set two lanterns against and not enough, the dark there came alive. I heard them before I saw them, the dry rattle and the cold skitter, a great press of cave beasts and rootlings flooding up out of the deep workings toward the warmth of us and the warmth of the lanterns, drawn by the only fire left in the dark, and our lantern line behind us, the road home, the warm road to where Nell held two broken men, was about to break.

I had a hard choice and about three breaths to make it.

The side tunnel above the dark reach was a worked-out ore pocket, and its roof was bad, props rotted, stone hanging, I had seen it on the way down and the Ledger had marked it. There was good ore in it, iron bloom, real loot, a haul big enough to give Elska a season of work, and there was a thing I could do, which was bring the roof of it down across the dark reach and seal the deep workings and the flood of cold things behind a wall of fallen stone, and save the lantern line, and save the road home, and bury a fortune in iron under a thousand tons of rock to do it.

“The side tunnel,” I shouted to Elska over the rising rattle. “The roof’s bad, there’s ore in it, but if I bring it down across the reach it seals the dark behind us and the line holds, we lose the iron”

“Bring it down,” Elska said instantly, no hesitation, none. “Bring it down, the iron’s nothing, Nell’s up there with two men and a broken road, bring the roof down, Bren, do it”

I did it.

I sent Elska to the mouth of the side tunnel to hold the flood off me, and she planted her boots and her great shield in the gap and became the wall again while the cold things broke against her, and I went up into the bad-roofed pocket alone and found the rotted prop the Ledger marked, the one stone holding a thousand, and I set my back against the good rock and my boot against the bad prop and banked the heat down my arm as I drove the rough sword into the rotten timber and levered, with all my planted weight, with the warmth roaring in me, and the prop cracked and gave and the roof of the pocket came down.

I got out under the falling stone by a hand’s breadth, Elska’s fist closing on my collar and hauling me clear into the lantern light as the whole side tunnel collapsed across the dark reach behind us in a roar and a billow of grit, and the flood of cold things was cut off mid-rush, sealed away behind a fresh wall of fallen rock, and the deep dark went quiet, and the lantern line held, and the warm road home stood open.

We lay in the grit and the swinging light, the two of us, coughing, my ears ringing, a thousand tons of stone settled at our backs over a fortune in iron neither of us would ever dig, and Elska turned her head and looked at me in the dust, and laughed, a real laugh, the first I had heard from her, ragged and amazed.

“You buried a season of iron to keep a road open for a healer and two starved men,” she said. “Do you know what that ore was worth? Do you have any idea what I could have done with that?”

“I know what the men are worth,” I said. “And the road. And you.”

Her laugh stopped. She looked at me in the dust and the grit, and something in her pale eyes finished turning, finished the slow turn it had been making since the cellar, since the forest, since Hammer and Flame caught fire on my blade, and she did not say anything, because Elska Flint did not soften what her face could carry, and the truth was the look itself.

“Pull the teeth,” she said finally, rough, getting up, hauling me up after her. “Close the drain. Let’s get the warmth back in my mine and get up the road and get home before that healer comes down here furious. And then.” She picked up her hammer, and looked at me sidelong, and the heat of the fight and the dust and the buried iron was all still in her. “And then there’s a thing I want to say to you. Up top. In the light. When it’s warm. Not down here in the dark with dead men’s iron over our heads. A thing’s owed saying and I want it said somewhere warm.”

I went to the pump and set my hand to the first of the cold teeth. Deep cold burned me. The dead law in it fought back, the sigil flaring its straight white lines, the downward pull dragging at the warmth in my own chest, trying to drain me the way it drained the valley. Pulling the teeth was Warden work. The cold would take whatever warmth came near it, so I came near it burning. I called the fire into my fist, high and bright, hotter than I had ever drawn it, until warmth roared in my chest and down my arm. I gripped the first tooth in a hand full of fire. Cold and warmth met in my grip and hissed. I pulled.

The tooth came free with a sound like ice cracking on a pond, and the sigil flickered, and the downward pull faltered, and a wave of the stolen warmth came back up the roots for half a breath, warm air in a place that had not known warm air in two years, and Elska gasped behind me at the feel of it.

I pulled the second the same way, fire in my fist against the cold, my arm shaking, the Ember burning low in me now from the spending, and the sigil dimmed further, the white lines going grey. And the third was the worst, because by then I had little warmth left to fight it with, and the cold reached up my arm toward my heart the way it had reached in the cellar, and I heard Elska shout my name and felt her hand close hard on my shoulder, anchoring me, and I drew the last of the Ember out of the very bottom of me, everything I had, and I tore the third tooth free.

The sigil went dark and dead, just lines cut in iron now, and the cold in the chamber broke all at once, the roots shuddering and going slack and grey, the awful downward pull of it gone, and somewhere far below, faint, faint as a heartbeat heard through stone, I felt the First Ember breathe a little easier, one mouth of its drain closed at last, and it knew me, the way it had known me on the cellar hearthstone, and the warmth that came up the dead roots toward us was its thanks, brief and old and impossibly tired, the gratitude of a great fire smothered for two years and able at last to draw one easy breath.

[ HEARTHWARDEN LEDGER ] [ Contract Completed: The Silence at Coppercap ] [ XP Gained: 480 ] [ Level 3 Hearthwarden ] [ Drain-sigil disabled. One mouth closed. ] [ Loot Registered: Coppercap Coal, Iron Bloom (recovered surface), Spider Silk, Hollow Pump Tooth ] [ Skill: Wardcraft, Rank 1. ] [ Field Synergy confirmed: Hammer and Flame ] [ Note: the drain has many mouths. This one is closed. The throat is under the well. Not yet. Not nearly. ]

We loaded what coal and surface ore we could carry, and we went up the warm road we had made, lantern by lantern, light kissing light, and we came up out of Coppercap into a grey afternoon with three Hollow teeth and a forge’s worth of coal and two living men going home on a cart frame and a healer who had kept them breathing in the dark, and the watch bell hung strangled and silent over the mine mouth as we passed it, and Elska stopped, and looked at it one more time.

“I’ll come back for you,” she told the bell, quiet. “When the forge is hot and the village stands. I’ll come back and cut you loose and ring you proper. Not today. But I’ll come back.” And she shouldered her hammer and turned down the road toward home, toward the cold forge she could finally light, with a thing owed saying still in her chest, and a look in her pale eyes that had finished turning, and I walked beside her down out of the cold with the coal heavy on my back and the warmth steady under my ribs and the dead teeth of the Hollow Court rattling cold in my pocket like a promise I had made to a much larger enemy.


Chapter 7: Hammer and Flame

Elska Flint relit the forge of Briarhearth at dusk, and half the village came out into the cold to watch a fire be born.

She would not let me help with the laying of it. This was hers, and I understood that, and I stood back at the yard gate with the others and watched her build it the way you watch a priest at a rite. She raked the dead ash out of the hearth with her bare scarred hands and swept the firebox clean. She laid the kindling and the char in the old careful pattern her father had taught her, and she set the Coppercap Coal on it, the black coal we had carried up out of the dark, the first new fuel the forge had eaten in two springs. And then she took the Ember Shard.

I had given it to her on the road home. She had not asked for it. The rightness of it had sat in my palm, the dark stone with the coal-red glow trapped in its heart, the thing the Ledger said would unseal forge and hearth craft, and I had pressed it into her soot-black hand and said this belongs in your fire, not my pocket, and she had closed her fist around it and not trusted herself to answer.

Now she set the Ember Shard in the heart of the laid coal, and she took up the flint and steel, and she struck a spark into the char, and she bent and breathed on it, low and steady, a bellows not a gale, the same breath Tovin had taught me without either of them knowing they taught the same thing, and the char caught, and the kindling caught, and the new coal caught, and the Ember Shard in the heart of it flared red and then gold and then white, and the forge of Briarhearth woke up.

The heat rolled out of the open front of the yard into the cold dusk and washed over all of us, and I heard the village make a sound, a low collective exhale, because it was the first true forge heat in two years and you could feel it on your face from the gate, and doors opened around the green, and people came out of their cold houses toward the warmth the way they had come toward the inn, drawn, and stood at the yard gate in the firelight, and an old man near me had tears running into his beard and did not bother to wipe them.

Elska stood up from the fire. White forge-light caught her face, her braid, and her strong arms. She looked at the flame she had raised, then at the village gathered at her gate, then at me. Her father lived in the set of her jaw. So did the strangled bell and the two years of ringing into silence, all finished now, all paid. I have rarely been so glad to stand in one particular place at one particular time.

An old woman at the gate said, to no one, in a cracked voice, “I lit my first hearth from that forge. Forty years ago. My wedding hearth. Flint’s grandfather gave me the coal off his own fire because we’d none, and he said a marriage wants warm iron in the house, and he made me a poker and a hook and a trivet, all three, for nothing, because that’s what a forge was for.” She wiped her face. “I thought I’d never feel that heat again before I died. Look at it. Look at it go.” The people around her murmured. Somebody else had a forge story, then somebody else. For a moment the yard gate filled with the village remembering itself out loud: weddings, mended ploughs, horse-shoes, door-latches. Two years of cold became speakable because heat had returned. Elska had given the village back a great room of memory it had walled off because remembering hurt too much.

“Well,” she said, finally, roughly, to the whole village, and her voice was not quite steady, “stop gawping. A forge isn’t a festival, it’s a workshop. If you’ve a broken hinge bring it tomorrow. If you’ve a cracked pot bring it tomorrow. The forge is open.” And she turned her back on the wonder of it, because that was Elska, because she could not stand in front of all that memory without her own father standing in it, and she bent to her work, and the village drifted home warmer, telling its stories, and the forge of Briarhearth burned white into the dark, and the amber text rose.

[ Flintforge Yard: relit. ] [ Ember Shard consumed. Forge craft unsealed. ] [ Briarhearth Updated ] Morale: 3 -> 5 [ Hearth Lantern craft confirmed, and more, with the smith. ]



She kept me late, and she worked me hard, and the work turned into courtship though neither of us would have called it that.

“Bellows,” she said. “You. You’ve the arms for it and I want my hands free for the iron. Stand there.” She set me to the great bellows, the cracked one, which I had mended that afternoon with a patch of the spider silk and a length of Bram’s good leather, and it held, and it breathed air into the forge in long deep gusts, and I worked it the way I worked everything at first, too hard, too fast, eager.

“No,” Elska snapped, without looking up from the iron in the fire. “You’re starving it and then drowning it. A forge breathes, it doesn’t pant. Watch the color of the coal, not the iron. When the heart of it goes from red toward white, ease off, let it sit, let the heat soak. When it dulls, blow it up again. Slow. Match the fire, don’t fight it.” She glanced at me. “It’s the same as your Ember, isn’t it. Tovin taught you to bank and blow. A forge is just an Ember you can stand next to. Match it.”

So I stopped fighting the fire and started matching it, watching the heart of the coal go red toward white and easing off, letting it dull and blowing it up again, the same patient breath in a larger body of flame, and somewhere in it I found the rhythm of her work, the rhythm of her hammer and her tongs and the breath of the fire, and I matched that too, blew when she needed heat and eased when she needed it to soak, anticipated her, and I felt her notice, felt the work go smooth between us.

It was a strange intimacy, that, stranger in a way than what came after, learning each other’s tempo over hot iron. She did not have to tell me when she needed the heat up; I learned to read it in the set of her shoulders, in the way she eyed the color of the billet, in the little pause before a heavy series of blows when she wanted the iron at its most workable. And she learned to trust that I would have the heat there when she reached for it, so she stopped glancing at me, stopped checking, just worked, fast and sure, knowing the fire would answer because I was answering it. There is a particular pleasure in being relied on by someone so determined to rely on almost no one, and I felt it grow in me with every billet, the same way I had felt it grow guarding her blind side in the mine, the slow sure knowledge that Elska Flint had decided, against all her hard-won caution, that I was a thing she could lean her weight on. We became, at the forge, the same thing we had been in the mine, two halves of one motion, and only then did the Ember mark it.

[ Skill: Craft, Rank 1. ] [ Forge rhythm matched. The smith’s work and the Warden’s warmth align. ] [ Forge Resonance: seed planted. Unconfirmed. Requires her choice. ]

“There,” Elska grunted, drawing a glowing billet from the fire and laying it on the anvil. “Now you’re worth something at a forge. Took you long enough.” She hammered, and the sparks flew, and the iron rang, and over the ringing she said, “Choice for you, Warden. I can take that bent ploughshare you call a sword and reforge it, beat the soft out of it as best I can, give you back something that won’t shame you. Or.” She turned the cooling billet, eyed it, thrust it back into the fire. “Or I use this Coppercap iron and this new heat and I make you something built for the work you actually do. You don’t fight like a swordsman. I’ve watched you. You fight close, in the dark, in the press, you want a thing for one hand that bites and chops and breaks and that you can do real work with besides, prying, splitting, building. A hand axe. Ember-edged, since the warmth rides your steel now, I felt it in the mine. Sword or axe. Choose. I’ll not make both, the iron’s precious.”

“The axe,” I said, without hesitation. “I’m done being a man with a sword he’s ashamed of. Make me a thing for the work.”

Something in her eased at that, approval she would not name, and she nodded once and bent to the fire. “The axe, then. A working man’s weapon for a working man’s Warden. Good.” She glanced at me sidelong over the white glare. “A sword’s a vain thing. A man carries a sword to be looked at. An axe is a thing you carry because there’s work. I like that you chose the work.” She drew the billet again, white-hot. “Now blow the fire and keep your mouth shut and watch how a real thing gets made. This is the part worth seeing.”

I blew the fire and watched her make the axe, and she was right, it was the part worth seeing, Elska Flint at her forge with the white light on her and the hammer in her fist and the sweat sheening her strong arms and her braid coming undone, the leather apron strained across her chest, the whole big confident certain power of her bent to the making of a thing, and I watched her the way I had watched her in the mine, helplessly, and she felt it, and this time, with no dead men’s iron over our heads and no flood of cold things at our backs, she let me look.

She worked the iron the way she did everything, with no waste and no apology, and there was a fierce joy in her I had not seen before, the joy of a craftsman with her tools back after two years of empty hands. She drew the billet white and laid it on the horn of the anvil and shaped the eye of the axe-head with a series of blows so sure they seemed effortless until you saw the strength behind each one, the whole weight of her shoulders coming down through the hammer, the sparks raining off and dying on the floor. She wiped the sweat from her brow with the back of her wrist and left a fresh smear of soot there, and pushed the loose strand of hair off her face with the back of her hand, and these small unconscious things undid me more than anything she could have done on purpose. Sweat ran down her throat and into the open collar of her shirt. The forge-light loved the strong lines of her, the powerful arms, the thick capable wrists, the heavy sway of her breasts under the strained linen each time she swung. She was not a delicate thing made for looking at. She was a working woman at the height of her craft, and that was why I could not look away.

“You’re going to wear a hole in me, the way you’re staring,” she said, not stopping, the hammer ringing. “I can feel it on my back like the forge on my front. I’m warm from two fires tonight, Calder, and only one of them’s coal.” She quenched the head, the steam roaring up, and through it she said, “Keep blowing. We’re close. And keep looking, since you can’t help it. I find I don’t mind being the second fire in the room. I’ve been cold a long while.”

“You keep looking at me, Calder,” she said, not stopping the hammer.

“I do.”

“In the mine you looked at me. Among the dead boars. You looked at me like you’d forgotten to be ashamed of yourself for a minute.” She turned the iron, struck it, the sparks raining off the anvil and dying on the floor. “I noticed. I notice everything. I told you that the first night.” Strike. Turn. “I’ve decided I don’t mind it. The looking. I want you to know I’ve decided that, before we’re done here, so there’s no confusion later about who decided what.” Strike. She quenched the axe head in the trough and the steam roared up and hid her face for a moment, and when it cleared she was looking at me through it, flushed with forge heat, her pale eyes steady. “Hold the looking. Just for now. Let me finish the axe. A thing made hungry doesn’t temper right and I won’t ruin good iron because you’ve got a want in your eyes. Work first. The want keeps.”

So I held the looking and the want, and we finished the axe, and the finishing of it took hours, and Bram came in the middle of it with a barrow of broken hinges and the first of the bridge brackets to be poured, and the forge that had been dead two years turned our one victory in the mine into a stream of real things in a single evening, hinges and nails and a brace for the inn roof and the iron straps for Pella’s oven door, the village’s hands coming back to it one ringing strike at a time, and Oren stood in the yard gate with his slate marking it all down, every hinge, every nail, his face shining, and the Ledger kept its own account.

[ Briarhearth Updated ] Defense: 1 -> 3 [ The forge turns victory into walls, doors, and edges. The village can mend itself again. ]

And then it was late, and Bram and Oren had gone home, and the village slept warmer than it had in two years, and the axe was finished.

Elska took it out of the slack-tub and dried it and set it in my hand, and it was a beautiful thing, the head a clean wicked curve of Coppercap iron with a faint warmth living in the edge where the Ember rode it, the haft wrapped tight in leather, balanced for one hand, a thing for the work, and the moment my fingers closed on the haft the Ember answered it like recognizing kin.

[ Loot: Ember-Edged Hand Axe (Uncommon). ] [ Forged by Elska Flint. The warmth lives in the steel. ]

“Some men come home with excuses,” Elska said, watching me hold it. Her voice had gone low and rough. “I’ve heard a hundred of them. My father went into that mine and didn’t come home and for two years men have come to my gate with reasons the village couldn’t be saved, the mine couldn’t be opened, the forge couldn’t be lit, all of them so sorry, all of them so reasonable.” She wiped her hands slowly on her apron, her eyes on me. “And then you returned with a bent sword and a bad cloak and your shame all over you like the rain. And you went down a cellar and a forest and a mine and you came home with iron, Bren. Not excuses. Iron.” She stepped close, into the heat off the dying forge, into the heat off me, and she put her soot-black hand flat on my chest over the warmth, the way Mara had, except that with Elska it was not a test, it was a claim. “I want you. I’ve decided. I decided in the dark with the iron over our heads and I’ve been waiting all night to say it somewhere warm. So I’m saying it. I want you, in my forge or your cottage or anywhere that isn’t a grave, and I want to hear you say it back plain, no looking, words, the way I taught you to talk to a fire. Plain.”

“I want you,” I said, and I set the axe down on the anvil and put my hand over hers on my chest, and I meant it down to the bone. “Plainly. I’ve wanted you since you took the boar charge on your shield and didn’t move. Come to the cottage, Elska. The forge’ll keep. You won’t.”

“No,” she agreed, low, her voice roughening around the word, “I won’t,” and she banked the forge with the same care she had built it, and we went out into the cold dark together toward my cottage, and the warmth of the fire we left behind us was nothing to the warmth we carried.



The cottage had been cleaned. Bram and I had swept it out that afternoon, the dust and the years of empty, and laid a fire in the long-cold hearth, and set up a storage rack along one wall for the loot, and it was still half a ruin and wholly mine, the first place I had owned in eight years, and Elska shut the door behind us and barred it and looked around at the swept floor and the new fire and the trophy wall, and nodded, once, like a craftsman approving a job.

“It’s a start,” she said. “It’s a real start.” And then she stopped looking at the room and started looking at me, and she crossed the floor and took my face in both her big scarred hands and kissed me, and it was nothing like Nell’s kiss, nothing like anything, it was Elska, it was forge heat and certainty and a strength that did not ask permission because permission had already been given plainly, both ways, and she walked me back against the worktable by the wall with the whole power of her, and I let her, and then I stopped letting her.

Because she liked that, I had learned it in the way she talked, the way she fought, the way she lived: she wanted strength answered, certainty met, weight carried both ways. So when she had me against the table I got my hands in her loosened braid and my arm around the small of her back and I turned us, and put her against the table instead, and I felt the surprise go through her and then the heat of it, the pleasure of being met, and she made a low sound against my mouth that was half a laugh and half a growl.

“There he is,” she breathed. “The one from the mine. The one who didn’t flinch. Good. Don’t you dare go soft on me now, Calder, I didn’t choose a soft man” and I shut her up by pulling the laces of her shirt open, the strained linen that had been losing its fight with her all night, and her very full breasts spilled free into the firelight, heavy and pale and flushed with forge heat, freckled across the top, marked with the red line of the apron she had worn all day, and I stopped and looked, and she let me look, her chest heaving, her hands fisted in my shirt.

“Look at you,” I said, low. “Plainly. You’re the most”

“Don’t talk,” she said, rough, “use,” and she took my hand and put it on her, and I filled my hands with her heavy breasts and she dropped her head back and groaned, and I bent and put my mouth on her, on one stiff flushed nipple and then the other, and she swore and her hands came up into my hair and held me there, hard, demanding, and I worshipped her the way she demanded, with my mouth and my tongue and my hands kneading the heavy soft weight of her, and she got louder, and less careful, and her certainty started to come apart at the edges in the best way.

I took my time with her chest because it was plainly what she wanted and plainly what undid her, and I had learned by now to give a woman what belonged to her. I cupped the full heavy weight of her in both hands and lifted, and buried my face between her breasts, and dragged my mouth slow across the soft of them, over the red line the apron had pressed into her skin all day, and she made a sound I had not heard from her, low and wanting and undone, her head back against the wall, her strong fingers tightening in my hair to the edge of pain. I caught one tight nipple in my teeth, gentle, and worried it with my tongue until she swore and arched into my mouth, and then the other, slower, and her hips rolled against me, hunting friction, the certainty all melting out of her now, the blunt blacksmith who looked through everyone gone soft and greedy in my hands.

“That’s it,” I murmured against her skin, gripping her, taking charge of her the way she’d half-dared me to. “Let me have these. You’ve worked all night, you’ve raised a fire from the dead and made me a blade, you don’t have to do a single thing now but stand there and let me worship you.” I slid one hand down off her breast, over the strong plane of her stomach, and lower, finding her through the loosened laces, hot and slick and ready, and she bucked against my hand and a broken curse left her. “There. Feel that? You don’t have to be in command of everything in your life, Elska. Not this. Give me this one.” And I felt the big strong woman lean her full weight back against the wall and let me hold her up, let me work her, her thighs parting for my hand, her breath gone ragged, and the surrender of it, the choice of it, was the hottest thing in the room and the forge was still burning.

I stripped the apron off her and the shirt and the rest, and she was magnificent, strong and big and soft and hard all at once, the forge-flush over her whole fair freckled body, and I got my own clothes off while she watched me with her stance widening and her scarred hands opening and closing like she meant to drag me exactly where she wanted me, and when she saw me, all of me, hard and ready for her, she made a sound of pure appreciation and reached for me and wrapped her strong scarred hand around my cock and stroked, once, sure, and grinned at the noise I made.

“There,” she said. “Now we’re even. You looked at me all night, I’ll have my look,” and she dropped to sit on the edge of the worktable and pulled me to stand between her thighs, and she looked her fill, stroking me slow and certain, and then she did the act I will remember to the end of my days, the act so entirely Elska that I half laughed even as the breath left me.

She took my cock in her hand and guided it down between her heavy breasts and pressed them together around me with a blacksmith’s certainty, the way she’d grip a tool, and looked up at me through the firelight, flushed, sweat-sheened, in command of her own surrender, and said, “Well? Stop looking surprised and use what I’m giving you. I’ve got the best pair of tits in the valley and you’re going to put them to work, Warden. Move.”

So I moved. I gripped her shoulders and I fucked the tight hot valley of her breasts, slow at first and then not slow, the soft heavy weight of her wrapped around me, her hands holding herself together around my cock, her tongue flicking out to taste the head of me each time I drove up through, and the sight of it nearly finished me on its own, the head of my cock appearing and disappearing between her freckled breasts, her rough smile sharpening every time she caught me looking, the whole big confident power of her bent entirely now to pleasuring me, and I praised her the whole time, breathless, ragged, the way the Ledger could never have made me, because the want was mine and the woman was real: “Look at you. First Ember, Elska, the strength of you, the way you held that line, the way you hold me, that’s it, just like that, you’re.”

“Good?” she said, low and rough and pleased with herself, pressing her breasts tighter around me, working me with slow blacksmith certainty, fully aware of what she had and what it did to me. “Best pair in the valley, I told you. You’re going to remember this every time you look at me across that green from now on. Every time. That’s what I want. Now hush and let me feel you” and she dipped her head and took the head of my cock into her mouth at the top of each stroke now, her tongue hot and clever, her breasts wrapped around the rest of me, and I groaned and my hips stuttered and I had to grip the table to keep my feet.

“Harder,” she demanded, when I drove up through her again, “I won’t break, I’ve never broken at anything in my life,” and I gave it to her harder, the worktable creaking under us, and the firelight on her flushed skin and her heavy bouncing breasts and her dark fierce eyes, until I was close, too close, and I made myself stop, because I was not finishing like that, not before I’d had all of her.

I caught her wrists and pulled her up from the edge of the table, and she came with a rough hungry sound, breasts flushed and slick from being used, mouth wet from tasting me. I turned her against the worktable, bent her forward over the scarred wood we had swept clean that afternoon, and got one hand under her hip to lift her into the angle I wanted. She looked back over her shoulder, blonde braid ruined, pale eyes bright and daring.

“There?” she asked, breathless and blunt, as if asking where to set a hot rivet.

“There,” I said, and notched the head of my cock against her soaked entrance and pushed into her, slow and deep, until the thick of me was buried to the root.

The first stroke drove the breath out of both of us. She was hot and tight and dripping wet around me, her cunt gripping the length of my cock like a fist as I sank in, and she shoved back to take the last of it with a grunt that turned into a moan. I held her hips and took her hard against the wood, watching my cock slide slick and glistening in and out of her, the cheeks of her strong ass flexing each time I drove home, forge heat still in our clothes, iron and soot and the wet sound of fucking filling the little cottage until it felt less like a house and more like another fire we had built together. The table knocked once against the wall. Elska laughed low and savage, then the laugh broke into a groan when I drove deeper and ground myself against her.

“That’s it,” she said, voice ragged. “Worktable too. Bed after. I said I wanted you plainly, Warden, not prettily.”

So I gave her the rough plain thing she wanted, one hand firm at the back of her neck, the other gripping her hip, careful with her and commanding enough for her to feel the choice she had made being answered. Her strong thighs trembled under my palms. Her breasts swung heavy beneath her, and when I reached around and filled my hand with one she cursed my name into the wood. I could have finished there, with her bent over the table in the firelight, taking me like she had taken the heat of the forge, strong enough to meet every stroke. I nearly did.

But I wanted her face. I wanted the bed. I wanted all of her, the softness behind the hard bright edge too.

“Bed,” I said, rough, and lifted her, easy, the way I’d lifted Nell except that Elska was no light thing and I felt the good strain of her weight in my arms and she felt it too and bit my shoulder for it, approving, and I carried her to the bed and laid her down in the firelight and she pulled me down after her and wrapped her strong legs around me.

“Now,” she said, against my mouth, her hand wrapping around my cock and guiding me to her, fitting the head of me to her slick swollen cunt, “now, Bren, plainly, I want you inside me, I’ve wanted it since the dark, don’t make me say it twice” and I drove into her in one long sure stroke that sank me to the hilt and we both groaned at the meeting of it, her tight and hot and so wet I could feel it slicking down between us, her cunt stretching to take all of me, her heels digging into the small of my back, her arms locked around me, and I set a hard deep rhythm and she rose to meet every stroke, her hips slamming up against mine, the slap of skin on skin and the wet drag of my cock loud in the firelit room, the bed protesting under us.

It was not gentle and neither of us wanted it gentle. She was strong and she gave as good as she got and she told me exactly what she wanted in that blunt rough voice gone ragged, “harder, there, deeper, don’t stop, you don’t get to stop,” and I gripped her hips and gave her all of it, and I pinned her wrists once above her head just to feel her test the grip and choose to stay, which she did, with a groan that nearly finished me, and her heavy breasts rocked with every thrust.

She wanted to be moved, I could feel it, the same hunger as when I’d handled her against the wall, so I gave it to her. I pulled out and flipped her over, easy, my hands strong on her strong body, and she gasped and laughed low and got up onto her hands and knees for me, presenting herself, looking back at me over her shoulder with her braid wrecked and her mouth open on a hard, hungry breath, and I gripped her hips and drove back into her from behind and she dropped her head and groaned into the blankets. I could go deeper like this and I took it, one hand fisting in her loosened hair, the other gripping her hip hard enough to mark, and she met me stroke for stroke, shoving back against me, demanding more, and I bent over her broad strong back and got a hand around to her heavy swaying breasts and the other down between her legs to her clit and worked her there while I drove into her, and the blunt blacksmith fell apart under me cursing and shaking.

“Like that, exactly like that, don’t you dare,” she snarled, and I had no intention of daring anything but exactly that, and I rode her hard and worked her with my fingers and she shoved back to meet me until I felt her start to clench, and then I turned her again, because I wanted her face, I wanted to see it, and I laid her on her back and drove back into her and she locked her strong legs around me and pulled me down, and her heavy breasts rocked with every thrust and I bent and took one in my mouth without breaking rhythm and she came apart.

She came hard and loud, with no care at all for who might hear, her whole strong body clamping and arching under me, her cunt seizing tight around my cock and milking it in long greedy waves, her voice breaking on my name, her short nails raking down my back, and the clutch of her coming apart pulled me right after her, my balls drawing up tight, and I drove deep and held and let go, my cock pulsing deep inside her as I spent in hot thick spurts, emptying everything into her with a groan torn out of me, her legs locked tight around me holding me to the root while I filled her, both of us shaking, both of us soot and sweat and forge-smell and the firelight gold on our slick skin.

For a long while neither of us could speak.

Then Elska, still breathing hard, ran one big scarred hand down my back, over the marks her nails had left, and settled her scarred fingers along my side where the heat ran under the skin, and she felt it humming there, the Ember, and she went still, and a slow wondering thing crossed her flushed face.

“It’s warm,” she murmured. “Right here. It’s been warming since I.” She huffed a laugh. “The forge knows shared work when it feels it. I told you that in the mine. Turns out the Ember does too.” She pressed her hand flat and the warmth answered her, and the amber writing breathed up soft into the firelit dark over us, and she watched it come, unafraid, claiming it the way she claimed everything.

[ Hearth-Circle Vow Recognized. ] [ Elska Flint has chosen the Warden’s hearth. ] [ Forge Resonance: Stable. Gear forged together now carries the warmth. ] [ Harmony Increased. ] [ Note: she chose first. The Ledger only writes down what the woman makes true. ]

“There,” Elska said, satisfied, reading it. “Good. Let the old magic write the truth after the work’s done.” She pulled me down against her, my head on her heavy soft chest, her arms around me, and the rough was all gone out of her now, melted, just the tenderness left underneath that she had been hoarding for two cold years, and she held me in the firelight and let me hear her heart slow. “I don’t know how to do this gently,” she said quietly, into my hair. “The wanting, the having a person. I’m out of practice and I was never much good at it. You’ll have to bear with me. I’ll be blunt and I’ll be hard to live with and I’ll judge your work to the end of my days because that’s how I love a thing, by holding it to the fire.” Her arms tightened. “But I came home with iron tonight too, Bren. The same as you did. I chose a man instead of an excuse for why I never could. So. There it is. Don’t make me regret it.”

“I won’t,” I said, into the warm soft strength of her, and I meant it, the way I had meant the looking, the way she had meant the choosing.

We did not sleep right away. We lay tangled in the firelight and talked, low, the easy spent talk that comes after, and she told me things she had not told me at the forge, the way people tell you things in the dark that they cannot say in the light. She told me about her father teaching her the trade against the wishes of the village, who thought a forge was no place for a girl, and how she had proved them wrong by being twice the smith any of their sons would have been, and how the proving had cost her, had made her hard, had taught her to lead with her hammer and her bluntness because softness had only ever been used against her. She told me she had not let a man close in years, not since the mine took her father and the village’s hope drained out one cold morning at a time, because there had seemed no point in wanting anything when everything you wanted got taken.

“And then you came home,” she said, into the dark, her hand moving slow over my chest, “and you bent your back at my forge and matched my rhythm and didn’t once try to tell me how to do my own work, and you went down into my mine and buried a fortune in iron to keep a road open for a healer and two starved men, and I thought, well. There it is. There’s the one. The fool I’m going to let close.” She huffed a laugh against my hair. “I didn’t plan it. I’d given up planning any future-shaped want. But the heart’s a forge of its own, isn’t it, it heats what it heats and you can’t argue the iron cold again once it’s glowing. So.” Her arms tightened. “Don’t make me argue it cold, Bren. I haven’t the strength to want anything twice.”

“You won’t have to,” I said, and I meant it, and I held the big strong tender woman in the firelight until her breathing went slow and even, and only then did I let myself sleep.

We slept a while in the firelight, tangled, soot-smudged, the new axe on the trophy rack and the forge banked warm across the green, throwing enough honest light that the village looked brighter than the number of windows could prove. Somewhere under it all the First Ember pulsed easier with one mouth of its drain closed, and the Ember in my chest held steady, and after walking out of the millstream into the light, I slept without dreaming of anything I had to outrun.


Chapter 8: The Bridge Price

I woke with Elska’s arm heavy across my chest and the cottage hearth burned down to coals and her voice already going, low and rough in my ear, because Elska Flint did not ease into a morning, she attacked it.

“The bridge needs brackets,” she said, to the ceiling, to me, to the day. “I dreamed about brackets. That’s a poor thing to dream about the morning after a man’s bedded you properly, brackets, but there it is. You’ve chosen a smith, Calder, and smiths dream in iron.” She rolled up onto one elbow, her loosened hair spilling across her shoulders and her heavy breasts, entirely unbothered by the cold or the light, and looked down at me with the dry directness I was learning to read as tenderness. “I can pour the bridge brackets now. The forge is hot, the iron’s in. But there’s no point making brackets for a bridge nobody can work on, and nobody can work on Miller’s Bridge while there’s things on the far bank eating the work crews. So.” She raised an eyebrow. “What’s the Warden’s plan?”

“The Warden hasn’t had his eyes open a full minute,” I said.

“Then the Warden had better open them faster, because the village did its grieving for two years and now it’s done grieving and it wants its road back, and a village’s want does not wait politely.” She got up, magnificent and unhurried in the cold grey light, and started gathering her clothes, and I propped myself on the pillow and watched her do it, openly, and she felt it and shot me a look over her shoulder, half scowl and half pleasure. “Stop looking at me, we’ve work. There’ll be time for looking. There’ll be a great deal of time for looking, I’m a thorough woman and I don’t do anything by halves, but not when there’s a bridge to clear.” She pulled her shirt on over the apron-marks I’d kissed the night before. “Get up. We’ll go to the bridge and we’ll get Bram and we’ll find out exactly how much iron and how much blood it’s going to cost, and then we’ll go spend the blood. Up, Warden. Your village wants its road.”

So I got up, and the day began the way the good days were beginning to begin, with work waiting and Elska refusing to let shame run the morning, and we went out into the cold morning to count the price of a bridge.



Bram met us at Miller’s Bridge with his pencil and a coil of twine and the patient grim face of a man about to deliver a bill.

The bridge looked worse in daylight than it had through the rain my first night, the sagging center, the dropped planks, the whole span tilting toward the brown rush of the swollen millstream, and the claw marks I had seen that first night were there still, raked deep into the grey wood, and now I knew what had made them, and the knowing was no comfort. Bram walked the near span carefully, testing each plank, sighting along the beams, and he measured with his twine and muttered to his pencil, and at last he came back to where we stood and gave us the price.

“Three main beams gone soft, here, here, and the long one under the center, that’s the bad one, that’s why she sags.” He ticked them off on his thick fingers, no drama, just the truth of it in lengths and weights. “I can cut beams from the deadfall Bren cleared, the clean stuff, that’s good seasoned pine, I’ve been drying it. But seasoned pine on a stream bridge wants iron at every joint or the wet’ll work it loose in a season. So. Iron brackets, sixteen of them, long-strap, and bridge nails by the keg, and rope, good rope, to lash the new beams while the brackets set.” He looked at Elska. “Can you pour sixteen brackets?”

“I can pour sixty if you want them,” Elska said. “The forge is hot. Sixteen’s a morning’s work.”

“Then iron’s not the problem.” Bram turned and looked across the broken span at the far bank, where the road climbed up out of the stream cutting and disappeared into the trees toward the wider world, and his face went grim. “Hands and time’s the problem, and what’s eating the hands. It’s two days of work, minimum, to set those beams and let the brackets cure, and it’s two days of men standing exposed on a half-built bridge over a fast stream with their backs to that far bank.” He pointed. “And that far bank’s not friendly anymore. Whatever crossed this bridge and clawed it, it came from over there. I sent young Ewan over a week back to scout for beam-stone and he came running home white as milk and won’t say what he saw, only that there’s snares in the trees and the road signs are gone and there’s a smell.” He shook his head. “I’ll not put a crew out there to be picked off. I’ve buried enough men this year. You clear that bank, Warden, you make it safe for two days, and I’ll give you a bridge. But not before. I won’t trade my crew for your hurry.”

“How long,” I asked him, “from the day the far bank’s clear to the day a wagon can cross?”

Bram chewed it over, the way he chewed over everything, no hurry in him. “Pour the brackets, that’s a day, Elska’s got that in hand while you clear the bank. Cut and dress the beams, I’ve the seasoned pine from your forest already drying, and I can have that ready with a crew by the time you come back if you come back with the far side safe. Then it’s two guarded days on the bridge itself. One for the center beam, men out over the water lifting a green-pine beam heavy as a horse, and one to brace it, lash it, and let the brackets seat.” He counted on his thick fingers. “Two days from a safe bank to a crossing that’ll bear a loaded wagon, if the far bank stays clear and the weather holds and nobody falls in the stream. I’ll not promise faster and I’ll not build slower, because a bridge built in a hurry is a bridge that drowns a man come spring.” He looked at me steadily. “Two guarded days. That’s my answer. Now go give me a safe bank to spend them on.”

It was the same thing Elska had said about the mine, Nell’s same warning about the forest, the village’s hard-won wisdom speaking through every careful soul in it: the work is real, the danger is real, and rushing either gets people buried. And I found I had stopped chafing against it. I had come home a man who wanted the song, the heroic errand, the deed that got me looked at. Four contracts had taught me that the song was the cheap part. The hard part, the real part, the Warden’s part, was making a place safe enough that ordinary people could do ordinary work in it without dying, and there was nothing in eight years of the wider world that had ever once asked that of me, and I found I wanted to be asked.

“Then we scout the far bank,” I said. “Today. Find out what’s over there and how bad. Elska, you pour the brackets this morning and come with me after, I want your hammer if it’s a fight. Oren.” The young reeve had come down to the bridge with his slate, of course he had, and he straightened when I said his name. “You know the old road signs, where they stood, what they said. If they’ve been stolen I want to know which ones and what they marked. You’re with us.”

Oren went pale. Then, to his enormous credit, he did not back away. He gripped his slate and swallowed and said, “I, yes. Yes. I can mark where the signs stood, I’ve got the survey in the hall, I’ll bring it. My sword arm’s poor, you understand, and I can mark the ground and keep the tally and.” He stopped, and a strange determined thing came into his thin face. “And I’d rather be useful and frightened than safe and useless. I’ve been safe and useless for two years. I’ll come.”

“Good man,” Elska said, surprised, and clapped him on the shoulder hard enough to stagger him, and Oren looked like she’d knighted him.



We crossed at the ford below the mill, the same ford I’d waded my first night, lower now in a few days without rain, and we came up the far bank onto the Old King’s Road, and the Ledger marked the threshold the moment my boot touched the road-stone.

[ Route: Miller’s Bridge / Old King’s Road. ] [ Status: locked. Far bank hostile. ] [ Restore the crossing to unlock: Trade, Supply, Prosperity. ] [ The wider world is one bridge away. ]

The road climbed up out of the stream cutting between leaning pines, and it had been a good road once, a king’s road, broad and stone-laid, and you could feel the ghost of what it had been under the moss and the mud and the years of no traffic. And you could feel, too, the wrongness on it. Oren brought out his survey, a careful inked map of where the old road signs had stood, the mile-stones and the boundary marks and the warning posts, and one by one we found them gone, the sockets empty, the stones pried up and carried off, and that was a deliberate thing, a stripping of the road’s memory, a making of it strange and trackless, and it raised the hair on my arms.

“They take the signs so travelers lose the way,” I said slowly, reading it. “A stranger loses the road, misses the safe crossing, crosses the boundary blind, and steps easier into a trap. Easier to take.” I looked at the empty sockets. “This isn’t hunger. This is patient. This is somebody making the road into a trap, sign by sign, the way the wolves were made into a fence.”

“Redcaps,” Oren said, very quietly, pointing ahead.

I had thought, from the old stories, that redcaps would be a comic thing, squat goblins with daft hats, the sort of monster a song is made of. They were not comic. They had hung the first of their snares in the pines where the road narrowed, and the snares were made of bone. Finger-bones and the small bones of birds and animals strung on sinew, threaded through the branches at neck height across the road, almost invisible, and Nell’s lesson about reading the green world saved Oren’s throat, because I caught his arm before he walked into the first one, and we ducked under it, and I crouched to study how it was strung.

It was clever, and the cleverness frightened me more than the bone did. The snare was not set to kill outright. It was set to catch and hold, a noose of sinew that would tighten on a throat or a wrist and ring a small clatter of bones to tell the camp it had taken something. A trapline. A patient, hungry, organized trapline, the work of harvesting rather than hunting, that set its snares and waited and came to collect, and I thought of the stolen road signs and the strangled mine bell and the wolves drawn into a fence, and I understood that all of it was the same hand, the same cold patient will, teaching the wild to harvest the warm.

“They don’t rush,” I said quietly, to Oren, to Elska. “Look at the work of it. They don’t run a traveler down. They string the road, and they wait, and they collect. That’s not a wolf’s hunger. That’s a tax. Somebody’s taught them to tax the road the way somebody taught the wolves to fence the village. Same teacher.” I touched a bone-noose with one careful finger and did not let it close. “We don’t blunder into a trapline this careful. We go around it, the way I went around the bridge my first night. Behind. Where the snares don’t face.”

Past the web the trees were full of them, a whole patient web of bone-snares strung across the road, and beyond the web, in a clearing where the road widened, the redcaps had made their camp.

They were lean grey things the height of a child and twice as broad, with long arms and longer knives, and the caps that gave them their name were scalps of what they’d killed, soaked and dyed dark, and they had stolen road signs stacked like firewood and a cook-fire burning low and a heap of plunder that I did not look at too closely, and there were perhaps a dozen of them, and one larger, an old grey brute with a great battered shield made of nailed-together road signs and a wicked hooked blade, who sat apart and watched the others with cold flat eyes.

“A dozen and a leader,” I breathed, drawing Elska and Oren back into the cover of the pines. “And the snares between us and them. We don’t charge that. We charged nothing in the mine and we lived, and we charge this and we die.” I felt the Ember stir, and I breathed it up slow, and I thought, the way Tracking had taught me to think, about ground and snares and where they couldn’t see. “Oren. Your survey. Is there another way into that clearing? An old path, a drover’s track, anything that doesn’t come up the road through their snares?”

Oren’s hands shook on the survey but his mind did not, and that was the moment I think Oren Hale became a man, bent over his inked map in the pine shadow with monsters fifty paces off, finding the courage in the one thing he was good at. “Here,” he whispered, his finger steady on a faint line. “Old drover’s track, comes up the back of the clearing from the stream meadow, it’s overgrown but it’s there, it’d put you at their flank, behind the snares, out of the firelight.” He looked up. “But it’s narrow. Single file. If they catch you in it you’re finished.”

“Then they don’t catch us in it,” I said. “Elska, you and I take the drover’s track to their flank. We come out of the dark behind the snares, fast, and we go straight for the leader, because a thing like that holds the rest together and they’ll scatter without it. Oren, you stay here with the survey and the cart at the ford, and if it goes wrong you run home and you tell Bram and Tovin exactly where we fell, you don’t come after us, you carry the word, that’s your job and it’s the most important one.” I gripped his shoulder. “Can you hold here and carry the word?”

“I can hold,” Oren said, white and fierce. “Go. I’ll mark the ground. Go.”

Elska and I went down the drover’s track in single file in the green dark, her hammer wrapped in cloth to silence it and my new axe warm in my hand, and we came up the back of the clearing through the overgrown stream meadow, behind the bone-snares, behind the firelight, with the wind in our faces so they could not smell us, and we crouched at the edge of the clearing where the brush gave out, ten paces from the old grey leader with his road-sign shield, and I called the fire into the edge of the axe, and the warmth caught and ran down the steel, and beside me I felt Elska feel it, felt her ready her hammer, felt the Hammer and Flame waiting to wake.

“On me,” I breathed. “Leader first. You break the shield, I take what’s behind it.”

“Break the shield,” Elska breathed back, and grinned in the dark, fierce and terrible and glad, “and you take what’s behind it. Hammer and Flame, Warden. Let’s get the village its road.”

We came out of the dark together.

The redcaps had a half-breath of warning, a rustle, a turn, and then Elska was among them. She crossed the ten paces like the boar charge she’d taken on her shield, all that planted weight turned forward now. Her hammer fell full overhead into the old grey leader’s road-sign shield, and the warmth of the Ember rode my axe into the gap she opened. The field synergy woke in my chest, my arm, and the steel. Her hammer and my flame became one motion. The nailed road-sign shield burst apart in splinters and warm sparks. Before the brute could recover, I drove the Ember-edged axe through the gap into the cold grey chest behind it. Warm steel did what cold steel could never have done, and the leader of the redcaps went down dead in his own fire.

The rest scattered, exactly as I’d said they would, obedience coming apart the moment the master fell. But not all of them ran, and the ones that did not run were the dangerous ones, the few with enough of their own old hunger left under the cold to want a kill before they fled, and three of them came at us at once out of the firelit dark with their long knives, fast and low and silent.

I had no time to think and did not try to. I had Tovin’s footing and Elska’s wall and a hundred small lessons in my body now, and the body fought while the mind watched. I took the first knife on the round oak shield, turned it, and split the thing’s skull with the axe on the backswing, the warmth riding the steel. Elska caught the second on her great shield and crushed it into a tree with one shove of her braced weight and broke its spine with the hammer. The third got past my shield and laid a cut along my forearm, a hot bright line, and I stepped inside its reach the way I’d learned, close, where a long knife is no use, and drove my shoulder into it and bore it down and finished it on the ground with the axe-haft across its throat and the edge after.

And then it was quiet but for the fire, and we stood among the dead and the scattered plunder and the stolen road signs with our breath smoking and the cook-fire popping, alive, the road clear. Elska looked at the cut on my arm and then at me, and did not fuss, because she was not Nell, she only said, “You stepped inside the knife. Most men step back from a knife and die of it. You stepped in. Tovin’s footing.” There was approval in it, blunt and warm. “Bind that before the cold gets in it, and let’s see what these things stole that’s worth carrying home.”

[ HEARTHWARDEN LEDGER ] [ Far bank cleared. Redcap band broken. Leader slain. ] [ XP Gained: 360 ] [ Level 4 Hearthwarden ] [ Skill: Tracking, Rank 2. ] [ Field Synergy used: Hammer and Flame. ] [ Route: Miller’s Bridge now repairable. Far bank safe (for now). ]

We searched the camp before we left, because leaving loot for the next band of thieves would make a fool of any Warden, and the searching of it told a story I did not like. The plunder-heap was not a season’s worth of raiding. It was years. There were cart-wheels and harness and broken tools and bolts of rotted cloth and the small sad belongings of travelers who had not made it past the snares, and under it all, at the very bottom, older things, frost-touched, marked with the same cold geometry I had seen on the pump-sigil in the mine, a broken blue lantern, a length of dead-white root grown into a wagon-axle, and I understood that the redcaps had not simply moved onto this road. They had been put here. Stationed. A toll-house of the cold, set on the king’s road to harvest the warm things that tried to pass, the same hand that fenced the wolves and strangled the bell, reaching out along every road into the valley to close it, one snare at a time.

“It’s everywhere,” Elska said quietly, beside me, reading the same story in the heap. “The mine, the forest, the road. Every way in and every way out, the cold’s got a hand on it. We’ve been thinking we’re digging a village out of a bad patch. We’re not. We’re digging it out of a siege.” She straightened, and there was no fear in her, only the blacksmith’s flat appraisal of a job grown larger. “Good to know what we’re actually fighting before we celebrate a bridge. Come on. Take what’s ours and burn the rest.”

We recovered the village’s stolen road signs, stacked like the firewood they’d been made into, and Oren would weep over those when we brought them back, the road’s memory returned to it. We found Bram-grade rope, coils of it, taken from some earlier raid, and a keg of iron nails, road-stock, exactly the bridge-stock Bram needed, as if the redcaps had been picking the bones of the village’s own repairs before they could ever be made. And we found, in the leader’s plunder-heap, two things that mattered more than rope or nails.

The first was a token. A merchant’s token, brass, stamped with a maker’s mark, and I turned it to the firelight and Elska looked over my shoulder and we both read it: a stylized hart, a leaping deer, and under it a name in fine letters, Hart, and around the rim the words Hart Caravans, Brackmere to Highwatch, and a tally of road-tolls scratched on the back in a neat clever hand.

“A caravan token,” Elska said slowly. “A trader’s. Hart. The redcaps took it off someone.” Her face hardened. “Off a wagon line. On this road. Recent, look, the tolls scratched on the back run right up to last month.” She looked up at me, and the same thought sat in both our faces. “There’s a caravan out there. On the far side of all this. Trying to reach us, or trying to reach Highwatch past us, and getting bled by the redcaps and the snares and the stolen signs every time the road closes. A whole wagon line, waiting on the wrong side of a broken bridge.”

The second thing was a warning, scratched into one of the stolen road signs in the same neat clever hand as the tolls, a traveler’s mark left for other travelers, and it read: Bridge out at Briarhearth. Road snared past the ford. Wait at the Toll or lose your wheels. V.H.

“V.H.,” I said. “Veyra Hart, maybe. Whoever owns this token.” I closed my fist around the brass. “There’s a trader on the far side of this bridge, Elska, with a wagon full of everything this village hasn’t seen in two years. Salt. Oil. Cloth. Grain. News. And she’s sitting at some toll fort up the road because the bridge is out and the road’s a trap, and the day we fix that bridge.” I looked across the dark clearing toward the road that climbed away toward the wider world. “The day we fix that bridge, the world comes back to Briarhearth.”

Elska was quiet a moment. Then she huffed a low laugh, and shouldered her hammer, and looked at the brass token in my hand with the leaping hart on it, and at my face looking at it, and something dry and knowing crossed her flushed features.

“A woman trader,” she said. “Hart. Sitting up the road waiting for someone to make her crossing safe.” She started toward the drover’s track, and over her shoulder, very dry, she said, “I’ve chosen a Warden whose whole purpose in life seems to be making the world safe for capable women to come find him. I can see the shape of my future and it’s crowded.” But there was no heat in it, no jealousy, only that blunt amused acceptance, and she stopped, and turned, and looked at me square in the dying firelight. “I’ll say this once, Calder, so you’ve heard it and we needn’t dance around it. I knew what I chose when I chose it. A Hearthwarden keeps a circle, that’s the old way, Tovin’s told me as much, it’s how the Wardens lived. I’m not a woman who shares a thing I want by halves and I never will be, but I’m also not a fool, and I’d rather be one true fire in a hearth that’s warm than the only candle in a cold room. Nell I can stand beside, I respect the healer, she’s got more iron in her than her size lets on. This trader, when she comes.” Elska shrugged her big shoulders. “We’ll see what she’s made of. But you’ll be honest, with all of us, always, the way you’ve been honest with me, because the one thing that’ll put the cold in my fire is a sneak. Understand?”

“I understand,” I said, the fifth or sixth time a woman of Briarhearth had taught me that word meant a boundary drawn clean, and I had learned by now to honor it. “No sneaking. Ever. You’ll always know where everyone stands.”

“At the bottom, the new ones, until they’ve fixed something,” Elska said, and grinned, throwing my own first night back at me, and turned and led the way down the dark drover’s track toward the ford, and I followed her with a fist full of brass and rope and a road clear at last, and a caravan waiting somewhere up the cold road for a bridge that I was, by every measure the village kept, finally able to build.



Oren was where I’d left him, at the ford, white and trembling and upright, and when he saw us come down out of the dark alive with the stolen road signs over our shoulders he made a sound I will not embarrass him by describing, and then he saw the signs, the village’s own road signs, the road’s stolen memory, and he went down on his knees in the wet meadow grass and ran his ink-stained hands over them and could not speak.

“The bridge is repairable,” I told him, gentle. “The far bank’s clear, for now. Bram gets his two days. You can post the contract complete, Reeve. The road comes home.”

Oren looked up at me with his whole undefended face, and he gathered the road signs into his arms like a man gathering up something holy, and he said, hoarse, “I’ll mark it down. I’ll mark every bit of it. I held the ground and I carried no bad word home and you’re, you’re both alive, and the road’s.” He stopped, and wiped his face, and stood, and straightened his clerk’s coat, and became, in front of me, the man he’d been afraid he could never be. “The road’s coming home. I’ll have the contract marked and the crew listed before you’ve crossed the ford. Two days, Bram said. Two days and the world can reach us again.” He hugged the signs and started up toward the village at a near run, his slate banging at his hip, shouting for Bram, shouting the news ahead of us into the dusk, and the warmth took account of the road, the far bank, the merchant token, the leaping hart, the world one bridge away.

We waded the ford as the light failed, Elska and I, with rope and nails and the village’s memory on our backs, and we came up the near bank into Briarhearth as the windows were lighting, five true house-lamps and a scatter of work-lights from forge, inn, and apothecary that made the green look richer than it was yet. The forge smoke rose honest and white, Bram was already roaring orders about beams, Oren was spreading the news, Pella’s oven burned warm, and somewhere Jory tuned his lute to make a song of it. Across the green Reedhouse glowed gold where Nell tended two miners back toward the living, and the whole place hummed with the particular energy of a village that has remembered it can change its own fortune.

Nell came out to meet us when she heard, wiping her hands, and she looked me over in the lantern light the way she always did, found the bound cut on my forearm, raised one eyebrow at it, and then looked at Elska, and the two women regarded each other for a moment in the cold dusk, the healer and the smith, and something passed between them that I had the sense not to interrupt.

“You kept him from getting himself killed,” Nell said.

“He kept himself from getting killed,” Elska said. “Stepped inside a knife instead of away from it. Your willow-water man’s learning.” A pause. “The miners. Will they keep their fingers?”

“Both of them. And the leg. Your warmth and my oil between them.” Nell tilted her head. “He told me what you did in the mine. The iron you buried. For the men, and the road.” Another pause, and then, dry, with the smallest curve of her mouth, “You’ve good sense, Flint, for a professional hitter of things.”

“And you’ve more iron in you than your size lets on, Reed, for a flower-grower,” Elska answered, and it was not an insult, it was the opposite, it was two careful proud women deciding, in the space of four sentences, that they could stand beside each other, and I had the great wisdom to say nothing at all and let them build the thing themselves, because a circle a man tries to force is a circle that breaks, and a circle two women choose to make is one that holds.

“Go eat,” Nell told me, turning back toward her gold-lit door and her patients. “Both of you. You smell of redcap and you’re no use to me hungry.” And she went, and Elska watched her go with a thoughtful look, and said nothing, and we crossed the green toward the inn together, and the building of something larger had quietly begun, in the cold dusk, with two women and four dry sentences, the way the real things always seemed to begin in Briarhearth, sideways, through the work, without anyone making a speech of it.

I stood at the edge of the green a moment with the brass token warm in my hand, the leaping hart, V.H., a caravan waiting up the cold road, and I thought of the bridge we’d build in two days, and the world that would come across it, and I found I was not afraid of the world reaching Briarhearth anymore. I had been, my first night, a man hiding from the world in a dying village. Now I was a man building a road to bring the world to a village that was learning to stand, and the difference showed me what I’d come home to become.

“Stop standing there looking at the village like a stunned ox,” Elska said beside me, but warmly now, her shoulder against mine, “and come eat. Mara’s got stew and you’ve earned it twice over, and I’ve got brackets to pour at dawn, and you’ve a bridge to guard, and somewhere up that road there’s a trader with a leaping deer on her coin who has no idea her crossing’s about to get safe.” She bumped me with her hip, hard, fond. “The world’s coming back, Warden. Best be fed for it.”

And we went in out of the cold to the fire and the bread and the singing, with a road cleared behind us and a bridge to build before us and a brass token warm between my fingers, and the well on the green glowed faint and blue at the bottom where the water should have been black, patient, waiting, a shut door under the village stones. The hearthlight held anyway, and inside the inn Bram was already calling for beam-men before his stew had cooled.


Chapter 9: Reedhouse Poison

Nell came for me at the forge the next morning while Elska was pouring brackets, and she did not come the way she usually came, brisk and dry with a satchel over her shoulder and a willow-water scolding ready for whatever fool had hurt himself in the night. She came slow, and she stood at the yard gate in the cold grey light with her shawl wrapped tight and her herb-stained hands folded into it, and she watched the bridge-iron glow orange in Elska’s tongs for a long moment before she said anything, and I knew her well enough by now to know that Nell Reed going quiet was a louder thing than most people shouting.

“My creek’s dying,” she said, when I came to her. “I’ve been telling myself it was the dry spell, and the cold, and the season, the way you tell yourself a thing when the true thing is too big to say before breakfast. But it’s not the season.” She looked up at me, and her moss-green eyes were steady and tired. “It’s the same blue, Bren. The same blue that was in the wolf and the mine and the road. It’s come up my creek and into my garden, and if it reaches the spring-head behind the apothecary, I lose the clean water, and if I lose the clean water I lose the herb beds, and if I lose the herb beds.” She did not finish it. She did not have to. I had seen her shelves.

I had seen her shelves the night before, when I’d brought my redcap cut to her door and she’d cleaned and bound it, and I’d noticed the way the lamplight fell across rows of jars that should have been full and were not, the gaps in them like missing teeth, the dried bundles hanging thinner than a healer’s stores should hang at the edge of winter. She had said nothing about it. She had cleaned my arm and made a dry joke about men stepping inside knives, and sent me to bed. But I had seen, and now she was telling me, and the telling cost her, because Nell Reed’s whole life was the proposition that she could keep people alive, and a healer running out of cures watches the edge of her own usefulness come toward her in the dark.

“Then we clear it,” I said. “Today. Before the spring-head. Your contract, your lead, your call on everything in the field. Tell me what you need and tell me where to stand.”

Something eased in her face, just slightly, relief from a fight she had braced for and did not have to wage. “You’d take it from me? The lead? You’re the Warden, the village looks to you, and I’m.” She gestured vaguely at her small self with one stained hand.

“You’re the only one who can tell a cure from a poison by looking at it,” I said. “I’d be a corpse in a ditch inside an hour without you reading the ground. Of course I’d take it from you. I learned that lesson in the mine with Elska and I’m not unlearning it for pride. The creek is yours. I’m the muscle and the warmth. You’re the head.” I looked back at the forge, where Elska had paused with her hammer up, listening, because Elska heard everything. “Elska stays and holds the forge. Bram needs those brackets to start the beams, and there’s no sense both of us off in a root-channel while the bridge work stalls. That’s not me keeping her safe, that’s the bridge needing iron more than the creek needs a hammer.”

“Aye, the bridge needs iron more than the creek needs a hammer,” Elska agreed from the anvil, dry, not turning round. “And a root-channel’s no place for a shield wall, it’s a place for a healer with blooms in her head and an obedient Warden. Go on, the both of you. I’ll have sixteen brackets and a temper by noon.” A pause, the hammer ringing once. “Reed. Don’t let him be a hero down there. He’s only just learned to be useful, I’ll not have him undo it dead in a ditch.”

“I’ll keep him alive, Flint,” Nell said, and the smallest curve touched her mouth. “I’m good at it. It’s the one thing I’m vain about.”

So the party divided the way a party should divide, by the shape of the work and not by anyone’s feelings, and Elska stayed at her hot iron and Nell and I went down through the village in the cold morning toward Reedhouse Apothecary and the dying creek behind it, and the Ledger answered the choosing of the contract, the second time I had let a woman of Briarhearth lead me into danger on the strength of knowing more than I did, and finding that it made me larger and not smaller.



The creek ran behind Reedhouse down a stony cut shaded by alders, and it had been, Nell told me as we walked it, the cleanest water in the valley, snow-fed off the ridge, sweet enough to drink straight, the reason her grandmother had built the apothecary on this exact hill three generations back. You could see why. Even dying it was a pretty thing, the water sliding clear over rounded stones, the alders leaning, the herb beds climbing the bank above it in tidy terraced rows that Nell had built with her own hands.

But the stones were wrong.

She crouched at the water’s edge and turned one over for me, and under the moss, on the side that faced the streambed, the stone was furred with a fine blue-white crust, like frost that would not melt, like the rime I had seen creeping the pump-sigil, and she scraped a little of it onto a clean blade and held it up and it did not run, did not warm, did not behave like any honest mineral.

“It comes up from below,” she said. “Look. It’s heaviest on the downstream faces, where the water’s pulled it. But the source isn’t the creek, the creek’s just carrying it. It’s seeping into the water from somewhere upstream, from under the hill, and the higher up the creek I test, the worse it gets, which means.” She stood, and looked up the cut toward where the alders thickened and the bank rose into a tumble of mossy stone. “Which means the spring-head’s already touched. The clean water’s coming up dirty now. And my garden drinks the creek.” She wiped the blade clean, precise, careful. “I’ve been carrying water up from the well for the beds for a week, telling myself the creek was just low. But the well’s gone strange too, you’ve seen it glow. There’s no clean water left in Briarhearth that the blue hasn’t put a hand on. Except.” She tapped a small sealed crock at her hip. “Except what I’ve stored. And that runs out.”

“Then we go up to the spring-head,” I said, “and we find where it’s coming in, and we close it, like the mine. There was a sigil in the mine, a thing they’d built. Maybe there’s one here.” I looked up the cut, where the bank rose and the alders crowded and the cold came faintly off the water even in the thin morning sun. “Lead on. Tell me what kills me and what doesn’t.”

She taught me the green world as we climbed, the way she’d taught me in Whisperpine, but closer now, more urgent, her voice low and exact and her stained finger pointing. This is clearbloom, she said, the little white star-flower, it grows where the water’s still clean, follow it and you follow the good water. This is what’s choking it, and she showed me a bruise-blue bloom, low and fat and glistening, that grew in clusters where the rime was thickest, and she would not let me touch it, the sap blisters skin and the pollen stops a throat, cut around it, always around. This ground here looks solid and it’s not, see how the clearbloom won’t grow on it, that’s a sink, that’s old root-rot under a skin of moss, step where I step. And I stepped where she stepped, and cut where she told me to cut, clearing the rootlings that had begun to thread up out of the wet ground toward the water, small twig-and-mold things like the ones in the cellar, and I burned the cut ends with a breath of Ember the way she taught me, because a rootling cut cold grows back and a rootling cut warm does not, and we made our slow careful way up the dying creek toward its source.

[ Greenwarden side-tag noticed. ] [ The healer reads the living ground; the Warden carries the fire. ] [ Mark the clean water by what grows beside it. ]

The spring-head was where the creek crawled out from under the apothecary hill, a low mouth of mossed stone half-choked with alder root, a dark wet throat going back under the earth, and the cold poured out of it the way it had poured out of the mine mouth and the cellar, thin and blue-edged and wrong, and the blue rime grew thick around the lips of it, and the water that came out was no longer clear. It came out faintly milky, faintly blue, the way the creek-stones were stained, and Nell knelt and cupped a little in her palm and smelled it and did not taste it and her face went grim.

“It’s coming through there,” she said. “Under the hill. There’s a channel, an old one, the spring’s always run through old stone, my grandmother said there were worked stones back in the dark she’d felt as a girl. Something’s in there, in the channel, putting the blue into the water at the source.” She sat back on her heels. “I can’t cleanse the creek from out here. I can treat the symptom, carry water, dose the beds, but it comes back by morning. To stop it I have to get into the channel and find what’s poisoning the spring and pull it, the way you pulled the teeth in the mine.” She looked at the dark wet mouth, and then at me, and there was no fear in her face, only the flat readiness I had learned to respect. “It’s tight in there. Wet and cold and tight, single-file or worse, and there’ll be things, there always are, mire toads at least, the sacs, maybe worse. And I’ll need to brew the cleansing right there, at the source, from what grows fresh, because a cleansing carried in a crock loses its strength before it works. So I go in, and I brew, and you keep the things off me while I do it, because a healer mixing a cleansing can’t hold a sword and stir a pot at once.” A small dry breath. “Can you do that? Stand in a wet dark hole and keep things off me while I cook? It’s not heroic. It’s just standing and swinging and not letting anything reach me. You’d be a wall. Like Elska.”

“I can be a wall,” I said. “I’ve watched the best wall in the valley do it. Go in. I’ll keep the dark off you. Brew your cleansing.” I drew the Ember-edged axe, and breathed the warmth up, and let it ride the steel, and the faint heat-glow on the edge was the only honest color in that cold place. “The spring first, Nell. The rest after. You cook. I’ll hold.”

“The spring first,” she said, and a little of the warmth came back into her eyes because the shape of the old lesson was still there, steadier than the poison and the dark, and she gathered her satchel and her crocks and a fresh-cut bundle of clearbloom and ducked into the cold wet mouth of the spring, and I went in at her shoulder with the warm axe lighting the dark, and the hill closed over us.



It was worse than the mine, in its way, because it was small. The mine had been vast and patient and hungry, but you could stand up in it, you could swing. The spring-channel was a worked stone throat barely high enough to crouch in, slick with the cold milky water running along its floor, walls close enough to touch on both sides, the dark pressing in from a hand’s length past the axe-glow, and the cold was a living weight, and the only sounds were the trickle of the fouled water and our two breaths and Nell, low and steady, keeping a voice in the dark the way Elska’s father had taught his children to do, naming her work as she went.

“Old stone, here, see, it’s cut, somebody cut this channel long ago, long before grandmother, it’s Warden-work or older.” Her fingers traced a worn groove in the wall. “There’s a chamber ahead, the channel widens, I can hear the water falling, that’ll be where the blue’s coming in. That’s where I’ll brew. Set yourself in the throat behind me when we get there, the narrow part, so nothing can come round you, one wall at a time, you only ever face one thing in a place this tight, that’s the mercy of it.” She crawled on, and I crawled after, and the cold milky water soaked us to the knees and the elbows, and the axe-warmth was a small brave thing in a great cold dark, and then the channel opened.

It opened into a low round chamber where the spring truly rose, an old worked basin of cut stone, and the water welled up into it from below clean, I could see that, clean and dark and honest at the very bottom, the snow-water off the ridge as it had always come, and then the blue reached it. The blue came in from the side, from a fissure in the old stone where the cold root had grown through, a thick fist of the blue-white root pulsing slow, and it bled its sick light into the welling water as the water rose, fouling the spring at its very birth, and around the root the rime grew thick and the cold poured off it, and at the base of the root, half-grown-over, I saw the dull gleam of cut stone with the cold geometry on it, smaller than the pump-sigil, cut into springwork that had stood clean for generations. The old channel was not the poison. The cold sigil had only recently opened its mouth into it, waking where the stone had cracked and turning a healer’s water against her.

“There,” Nell breathed, seeing it. “There it is. There’s your sigil. Smaller than your mine one but it’s the same hand.” She set down her satchel on a dry shelf of stone above the waterline and began, fast and sure, to lay out her cleansing, the crocks and the clearbloom and a small clay brazier she struck a fire into with practiced strikes, and the little honest flame of it was a second brave light in the dark, and she set a copper pot over it and began to brew. “I have to draw the poison out of the water as it rises, neutralize it at the source, and that’s the cleansing, but it has to be hot and it has to be fresh and it takes time, and the moment I light a fire and start drawing the blue, every cold thing in this hill is going to feel it and come. So.” She did not look up from her pot. “Be a wall now, Bren. They’re coming.”

They came.

The mire toads came first, up out of the fouled basin and the wet cracks of the chamber, things the size of dogs, bloated and grey-green and cold, their backs studded with the swollen poison-sacs Nell had told me to harvest if I could but mostly to avoid, because a sac burst in your face would blind you, and they did not hop the way an honest toad hops, they hauled themselves forward low and patient and wrong, and their wide cold mouths opened on rings of needle teeth. I set myself in the throat of the channel the way Nell had told me, the narrow mouth where the chamber pinched down, so that only one or two could face me at once, and I made myself a wall.

Elska’s wall belonged to Elska: her weight, her great shield, her trick of taking a charge and staying planted. I had the warm axe, the narrow place, and Tovin’s footing. In that cold wet dark, I learned my own version of the wall: moving heat in a cold room, forcing them into the warmth to die. The toads hated the warm. I saw it the first time the Ember-edge took one, heat splitting cold flesh where cold steel would have bruised it. After that I fed warmth through the axe, ended each toad as it hauled into the throat, and kept my body between the monsters and Nell’s small bent back over her brewing fire.

“Talk to me,” I said, between blows, because the dark hated a voice and so did I. “Tell me it’s working.”

“It’s working,” she said, not looking up, her voice taut and even, stirring, adding clearbloom by the pinch, watching the color of the steam the way Elska watched the color of coal. “The blue’s drawing. Look at the basin, the water’s clearing at the top where the cleansing reaches, it’s slow, it’s working, keep them off me, there’s a, Bren, the wisp” and I felt it before I saw it, the change in the dark, the cold gone suddenly colder and stranger.

The wisp came up out of the fissure with the root, a pale blue light no bigger than a lantern flame, drifting, and it was beautiful and it was wrong, and it sang, a thin high sweet wordless sound that crawled into the back of my skull and pulled, the way the dark between the lanterns had pulled, the way the small clever nudge in the mine had pulled, one step back, come and see, come into the dark and the cold and be still, and I felt my feet want to follow it, drift after the pretty light away from the warm fire and the small healer and into the dark, and I understood it was a lure, that this was the thing that took night travelers, that called them off the road into the cold water, and that it had been set here on a healer’s spring like everything else in this siege, patient, waiting, harvesting.

“Don’t look at it,” Nell snapped, sharp now, frightened for me and not for herself. “Bren, don’t follow it, it’s root-bound, it’s a lure, it pulls you to the cold water and drowns you, don’t” and I made myself plant my foot, the way I had planted it in the mine, and I made myself look at her instead, at Nell, at the small fierce living woman bent over her fire keeping a voice in the dark to save her village’s water, and my chest flared up against the cold pull, and I broke the wisp’s hold by the simplest thing there was, by wanting the warm thing more than the cold one.

I threw the axe.

I am not a thrower, and the chance was foolish. Still, the wisp was bound to the root and the root did not move, and the warm steel took the wisp through its pale cold heart and pinned it sizzling to the blue root in the fissure, and it screamed, the thin high sweet sound curdling, and the warmth of the Ember-edge buried in the cold root ran into the root the way it had run into the broken miner’s leg, and the root shuddered, and the wisp’s light went out.

But I had thrown my axe, and I was a wall without a weapon, and the toads came on, and behind them, hauling up out of the basin, came a great pale cold root-grown shape, and Nell could not stop her brewing or the cleansing failed, and I had a half-breath to choose, and I chose the way I had chosen the side tunnel in the mine, fast and total, and I went to the fissure bare-handed and gripped the buried axe in a fist full of fire to wrench it free.

And the root took my arm.

I felt the cold root move, felt it wrap my forearm where I reached past it for the axe-haft, felt the blue bite into me the way it had bitten the miner’s leg, the chill driving up into my flesh and blood with the ugly intelligence of a hand closing, reaching for the warmth in me to drink it, and I tore the axe free and fell back into the chamber with the cold already climbing my arm toward my heart and a black blue stain spreading under the skin from wrist to elbow, and I put down the last of the toads on instinct and stupidity, swinging one-armed, the warm arm gone numb and stiffening, and then I went down on one knee in the cold water because the chamber was tilting.

“Bren.” Nell’s voice, suddenly very close, very calm, the calm of a healer who has decided not to be afraid because fear wastes time. She had the cleansing off the fire, finished, a copper pot of steaming green draw, and she had it poured into the fouled basin in one motion, and the basin’s water cleared from the top down as the cleansing spread and bit the blue, the rime shrinking back, the chamber’s cold breaking, but I could not feel the chamber clearing because the cold was in my arm and climbing and the world had gone grey at the edges. “Bren, look at me. The cleansing’s done, the spring’s clearing, you did it, you held, now you have to do one more thing. The poison’s in your arm. I can draw it but I can’t draw it alone, it’s too deep and too cold and it’s moving fast, it’s the same as the miner but it’s in you and there’s no time to be gentle about it.” Her stained hands were already moving, tearing my sleeve, pressing a hot reeking poultice to the blue-stained flesh, and her moss eyes locked on mine, and her voice did not shake. “I’m going to put my craft into your blood and you’re going to put your Ember into it from the inside, the same as you did for the miner’s leg, but this time it’s your arm and you have to do the warmth while I do the draw, and if you pass out before it’s done you lose the arm and maybe more. So you don’t pass out. Do you hear me, Bren Calder. You keep the fire up and you stay with me. Breathe it up. Now.”

And I breathed it up.

I drew the Ember up out of the very bottom of me the way I had to pull the third tooth, everything, warmth roaring against the cold in my arm. Nell worked the poultice and the draw from the outside, her hands precise and merciless, pressing, drawing, naming the work, hot oil and bitter herb under her quick clever fingers. Cold and warmth fought in my arm with her craft between them. The blue steamed, shrank, and ran out of me like cold sweat, retreating down my arm, out of the blood, out of the flesh, back toward the wrist and away. In the press of her hands, the roar of the Ember, and her low steady voice keeping me in the world, my fire and her craft touched. No panel wrote what happened. A braided warmth filled the small cold chamber gold for one long breath, her cure and my fire steadying each other like two hands under one load. The last blue ran out of my arm and was gone.

I came back to myself on the dry stone shelf with my head in Nell’s lap and her hands still on my bared arm and the chamber warm, actually warm, the rime gone from the walls, the spring welling up clean and dark and honest into a basin that no longer bled blue, and the cold gone out of the hill, and I was alive, and my arm was my own, stained faintly still at the wrist but living, and Nell was looking down at me with her dark curls escaped and stuck to her flushed throat and her moss eyes very bright.

“You stayed with me,” she said.

“You told me to,” I said, and my voice came out rough. “I’ve learned not to argue with the women of this village.”

She laughed, a small unsteady breath of a laugh, and it broke something in her, the calm she’d held all through the dark, and her hands tightened on my arm, and for just a moment the healer who could not afford to be afraid let herself have been afraid, just for a moment, before she put it away.

[ HEARTHWARDEN LEDGER ] [ Contract Completed: The Spring Runs Blue ] [ XP Gained: 460 ] [ Level 5 Hearthwarden ] [ Drain-sigil disabled. The spring runs clean. Another mouth closed. ] [ Loot Registered: Mire Toad Sac x4, Clearroot, Blue Vein Sample ] [ Briarhearth Updated ] Supply: 3 -> 4 Morale: 5 -> 6 [ Side-path observed: Greenwarden. Not chosen. ] [ Mender’s Warmth: seed planted. Unconfirmed. Requires her choice. ] [ Note: the healer’s craft and the Warden’s fire steady each other. The Lattice felt it. It waits for the word. ]

“Mender’s Warmth,” Nell murmured, reading it where it breathed up gold in the warm dark over us, the same words she’d said over the miner’s leg in the mine. “There it is again. My craft and your fire.” She traced the amber letters with one stained finger, unafraid of them the way Elska had been unafraid, claiming the knowledge. “It says it waits for the word. My word.” Her finger stopped. Her eyes came down to mine, and the brightness in them had changed, the fear gone out of it and something else come in, steady and warm and certain in a way her soft voice rarely let itself be. “We should get out of this wet cold hole,” she said, “and get the spring water back to my garden, and then.” She paused, and her thumb moved against my stained wrist, gentle, deliberate. “And then I have a word to say, and I’d rather say it dry and warm under my own roof than down here in the dark. Can you walk?”

“For you,” I said, “I can walk.”

“Good,” she said, and helped me up with hands stronger than her small frame promised. We carried clean spring water and warm news up out of the hill into daylight. Behind us, the spring ran clear after a month of poison. Her garden did not bloom again that hour. Gardens do not. When we poured clean water down its terraced rows, it stopped dying by the hour. Nell stood with stained hands on her hips in the cold afternoon sun and called that a healer’s real victory: the dying stops, and you mean the word enough.



She locked the apothecary door.

We had carried the water and dosed the beds and washed the cold spring-muck off our hands and arms in the rain barrel, and the light was failing gold through the small windows, and rain had started again, soft, the rain on the apothecary roof that I would come to think of as her own particular weather, and Nell crossed the room and dropped the bar across the door and turned to me where I sat on the edge of her narrow treatment cot, and she did not look soft at all.

“I want to say my word now,” she said. “And I want you to hear it plain, the way Flint makes you say things plain, because I’ve decided I like that about her, the plainness. I’m tired of being the soft one hinting.” She came to stand in front of me, between my knees, small and sure, with rain on the roof and lamplight catching the flush still high in her pale throat from the dark and the fear and the staying alive. “I’ve patched you four times now. I’ve watched you bleed quiet to spare your pride, watched you burn yourself hollow to save a stranger’s leg, and today I watched you take poison into your own arm rather than let it reach me. A healer learns more from a hurt man than a whole one.” Her stained hands settled on my shoulders. “You let me be both things. Tender and dangerous. You let me save you. You don’t make it a debt, and you don’t make it small. You let the saving be mine, the way you let Elska’s forge be hers. Do you know how rare that is? Most men want soft healer hands with every sharp edge filed off. You let me be everything I am when it matters.” Her voice dropped, low and certain. “So here’s my word, plain. I want you, Bren. I chose it down in the dark with my hands in your blood, and I’m choosing it now in the light with the door barred. Say you want me too, plainly, before I touch you, so there’s no confusion about who decided what.”

“I want you,” I said, and I meant it, and I put my hands on her narrow waist and looked up at her, this small fierce woman, fresh from a cold dark hole, her clever hands having saved the village’s water and pulled poison from my arm, and I said the rest of it plain the way she’d asked. “I’ve wanted you since you came down the cellar stairs against orders and threw powder in a wolf’s eyes to buy me the killing blow. I wanted you in the forest. I want you now, Nell, the whole of you, the tender and the sharp both. Say it again so I know I’ve heard right. You’re choosing this.”

“I’m choosing this,” she said, and she kissed me.

It was nothing like Elska’s kiss. Where Elska was forge-heat and certainty and a strength that walked you back against a table, Nell was precise, and slow, and deliberate, a healer’s care turned to a wholly different purpose, her small hands framing my face, her mouth learning mine the way her fingers learned a wound, and the precision of it was its own heat, the sense of being attended to entirely, of Nell noticing everything bringing all of that noticing to bear on the single question of what made me catch my breath. And when she found it, the slow drag of her teeth on my lower lip, she did it again, and filed it away, and the small sure pleasure in her made me groan into her mouth, and she made a soft satisfied sound and pressed closer.

“On the cot,” she murmured against my mouth. “Lie back. Let me.” And I lay back on the narrow treatment cot where she had patched me twice now, and she stood over me and undid the front of her practical dark dress with unhurried fingers, and let it fall, and stood in the gold lamp-light in nothing but the rain-damp, small and pale and perfect, her small firm breasts with their tight pink peaks, her narrow waist, the gentle flare of her hips, the pale thighs, the dark curls escaped and clinging to her flushed throat, and where Elska had been all heavy magnificent power Nell was something finer, something you wanted to handle with the same care she handled everything, and I sat up to reach for her and she set a small hand to my shoulder and pressed me back down, gently, firmly.

“No,” she said, and there was the soft control I’d been warned of and half-expected, the healer who gave orders in a quiet voice that you obeyed without quite deciding to. “You held the wall all afternoon. You took poison for me. Tonight you don’t hold anything. Tonight you let me.” She reached to the shelf above the cot, the one crowded with her jars, and took down a small bottle of warm herbal oil, the same she’d used on my chest the night in Whisperpine, and uncapped it, and the scent of it filled the warm room, mint and something deeper, and she poured a little into her palm and warmed it between her hands and set her oiled hands on my chest. “Let me,” she said again, and went to work.

She oiled me the way she’d oiled me before but with no pretense of healing in it now, her small slick hands moving over my chest and my stomach and the old road-scars and the new bite-scar at my shoulder, learning me, and then lower, and she freed me from my clothes and wrapped one warm slick hand around my cock and I groaned and bucked into her grip, and she watched my face with her healer’s attention, reading exactly what made me gasp, and did that, and only that, slow and sure and merciless, until I was shaking.

“There,” she murmured, pleased, her small hand working me with that maddening precision. “I told you I was good at reading a body. Hold still. I’m not done learning you.” And she bent and took the swollen head of my cock into her mouth, her dark curls falling around my hips, her tongue swirling slow over the tip before she sank down and took me deep, the wet heat of her mouth and the slick twist of her hand working the base together, and I fisted my hand in the cot’s blanket and held still the way she’d told me to, my cock throbbing against her tongue, and let the small fierce woman take me apart with her clever mouth, hollowing her cheeks around me, dragging her lips slow up the shaft and sinking back down, and the rain ran on the roof, and it was the hardest thing I had done all day, holding still, letting her, not fisting my hand in her curls and fucking up into that perfect wet mouth, and she knew it, and she rewarded it, taking me deeper until the head of me touched the back of her throat, her hand and her mouth in slow devastating rhythm, until I had to grip her shoulder and rasp her name in warning.

She lifted her head, lips wet, eyes bright, satisfied with the warning. “Good,” she said. “You can be led. I wanted to know that.” And then the soft control bent, and the need in her broke through it, and she climbed onto the cot and straddled my chest and the wholly direct hunger in her small flushed face was the hottest thing I had seen all day. “Now me. I held the fear all afternoon, Bren, I held it in the dark so I wouldn’t waste time being afraid, and I want it out of me, I want you to take it out of me. My mouth on you was for you. This is going to be exactly what I say it is.” She moved up, her small thighs framing my head, and her voice came down low and clear and not soft at all, the gentle healer giving the most precise instruction of her life. “Your mouth, here. Your fingers, here, two, and curl them up toward me, you’ll feel the place. Slow at first. I’ll tell you when. I always know exactly what I want, that’s the one mercy of spending your life learning bodies, and I’m going to tell you, and you’re going to give it to me exactly, and that’s how I come. Now.”

I gave it to her exactly.

I put my mouth on her cunt where she said and pushed two fingers up into her where she said and I curled them up toward her the way she told me and found the place, that swollen ridge inside her, and she gasped, her composure cracking wide, her small hands flying to my hair, her wet already slicking my chin, and I did it slow the way she said, lapping at her clit, learning her the way she’d learned me, and she told me, low and clear and shaking, more pressure there, no, softer, yes, there, like that, don’t change it, and I held it exactly, exactly what she said, the precise rhythm and pressure she named, sucking her clit between my lips while my curled fingers stroked that spot inside her, and the soft-voiced healer who knew every body in the valley lost the calm out of her own voice piece by piece as the pleasure climbed, her instructions breaking down into single words and then into no words at all, just her gasping breath and her thighs tightening around my head and her small hips grinding her wet cunt against my mouth, and I gave her exactly what she’d asked and did not change it, and she came.

She came hard, harder than her small frame seemed built for, her whole body arching and clamping and shaking, her hands fisting in my hair, her voice breaking high and helpless, and she came wet, gushing warm and sudden over my hand and mouth as the pleasure tore through her, squirting with the force of it, and she cried out and rode it against my mouth and hand through every aftershock as I kept the rhythm exactly the way she’d commanded right up until she pushed my head away, too much, trembling, gasping, undone.

“Oh,” she breathed, shaking, slumping forward, her dark curls a wreck, her pale skin flushed rose from her throat to her small breasts, “oh, that’s, I haven’t, not like that, not in” and she stopped, and laughed, breathless and amazed and shaking, and slid down my body, slick and warm and trembling, and reached between us and guided me to her, wet and ready and still pulsing from her climax. “Now,” she said, against my mouth, tasting herself there, not caring, “now the rest, slow, I want all of it” and she fit the head of my cock to her soaked entrance and sank down onto me in one slow perfect descent, taking inch after inch until she was fully seated, and we both groaned at the meeting of it, her small body stretched tight and hot and slick around the thick of me, her cunt still fluttering with aftershocks where it gripped my cock.

She set the pace at first, slow and deep, rocking her hips over me with her small hands braced on my chest, lifting until just the head of me held inside her and then sinking back down to the root, her small breasts swaying, her wet curls clinging to her flushed face, her moss eyes locked on mine, in control, the healer in control of everything, and I let her, my hands on her narrow waist guiding but not forcing, feeling every slow drag of her tight wet heat down my cock, and it was the slow sweet devastating opposite of Elska’s roughness, and I learned that Nell’s lane was control given over by inches, that the heat in her was precise self-control dissolving into heat.

And then it dissolved.

“Bren,” she gasped, her rhythm faltering, her composure finally and fully gone, and she said the thing the outline of her whole careful life had been building toward, the gentle one asking plainly, “I can’t, I need, take over, harder, I want you to take it, I trust you, take over and make me come again, please, harder,” and the please of it from her, from Nell, who never asked, undid me.

So I took over.

I sat up with her in my lap and wrapped one arm around her narrow back and got the other hand fisted in her dark curls and I took the rhythm from her, hard and deep the way she’d begged, holding her small body against me and driving my cock up into her, fucking up into that tight slick heat while I held her down onto every stroke, and she clung to me and let me, the control utterly surrendered now, her arms locked around my neck, her face buried in my throat, her small breasts crushed to my chest, gasping my name with every thrust, and I gave it to her hard the way Elska liked it hard but it was nothing like Elska, it was small and fierce and trembling and trusting, the wet of her running down over my cock and my balls each time I drove up, and I praised her the way the want made me, breathless and rough, “that’s it, you saved me, you walked into the dark and you saved the whole village’s water and you pulled the poison out of my arm, look at you, let me have you, come for me again,” and I felt her cunt start to clench around me, and I drove deeper and held the rhythm exactly the way she’d taught me to hold it, and Nell Reed came apart in my arms for the second time, shaking and gushing hot around me and crying out, and the clutch and the wet and the broken sound of her pulled me over after her, my cock buried deep, and I held and spent into her in long hot pulses, emptying myself inside her small body locked tight around me, both of us shaking, the rain loud on the roof, the lamp guttering, her clean garden drinking its clean water in the dark outside.

For a long while we did not speak. She stayed in my lap, her face in my throat, her heart slowing against my chest, and I held the small trembling tender dangerous woman in the gold lamp-light and let her come back to herself by inches.

Then she laughed, low, into my throat. “Look at the mess we’ve made of my treatment cot,” she murmured. “I bandage people on this. I’ll have to boil the whole thing.” She lifted her head, and her moss eyes were soft now, soft and bright and entirely unguarded, and she reached for my stained wrist and turned it to the lamplight and checked the poison-mark, automatic, careful, even now, even spent and shaking, the healer never fully off duty, and the faint blue stain had faded to almost nothing. “Healing clean,” she said, satisfied. “Your warmth and my craft.” She pressed her lips to the wrist, gentle, and looked up at me. “I’m not fragile, Bren. I want you to know I heard you, all those times you handled me like I’d break. I won’t break. I’m the one who doesn’t break. Remember that.” And she kept my wrist in both hands, her stained thumbs over the pulse where the last blue had faded, and she felt the Ember answer through blood and breath, and she said the word the Lattice had been waiting for, quiet and clear and certain: “I choose him. I choose the circle. Write it down.”

And the Ember answered her, and the amber writing breathed up soft and gold into the rain-loud dark.

[ Hearth-Circle Vow Recognized. ] [ Nell Reed has chosen the Warden’s hearth. ] [ Mender’s Warmth: Stable. Her cures and your fire now steady each other in the field. ] [ Harmony Increased. ] [ Note: her word came first, with her hands in your blood and the door barred. The Ledger records the vow after her choice. ]

“There,” Nell said, reading it, satisfied, the same word Elska had used, and I thought that the two of them were more alike than either would admit, the smith and the healer, both of them plainspoken enough to make the Lattice catch up. “Good. It waited until I barred the door and said the words myself.” She settled against me, small and warm and spent, and pulled the blanket over us, and the rain ran on the roof, and somewhere across the green Elska’s forge banked warm and Bram’s beams dried for the bridge and the clean spring fed the clean garden, and Nell Reed fell asleep with her hand curled around my stained wrist and her cheek against my shoulder.


Chapter 10: Lantern Orchard

Ysra Moor did not post her trouble on the contract board. She came to find me herself, on the third grey morning after the spring ran clean, while Bram’s crew were dressing beams for the bridge and Elska was pouring the last of the brackets and Nell was repotting the herbs her clean water had saved, and she stood at the edge of the green in her long black mourning cloak with her silver hair and her lantern hook and her hands folded, tall and spare and patient, and waited for me to notice her, because Ysra Moor had spent her life waiting beside graves and had no fear at all of standing quietly until the living got round to her.

“Warden,” she said, when I came to her. “The dead are not sleeping in the orchard.”

She said it the way another person might say the well’s gone dry, plain, without drama, a fact to be dealt with, and I had learned by now that the people of Briarhearth said the largest things in the smallest voices, and I gave it the weight she gave it.

“Tell me,” I said.

“The memorial lanterns are going out.” She turned her calm grey eyes toward the rise east of the village where the Lantern Orchard stood, the graveyard-orchard, the place I had not yet gone because the living had needed me more than the dead. “Every grave in the orchard has its lantern, and we keep them lit, it’s the heart of the work, you keep a name’s lantern burning so the name doesn’t go cold and the sleeper doesn’t wake confused. Three generations I’ve tended them. My mother before me. The lanterns do not go out. They are made not to go out, beeswax and a sheltered flame, they burn through rain and snow and wind.” She paused. “And now they go out. Three of them, this week. And when a lantern goes out, the grave under it goes wrong. The soot crows come and steal the tokens off the headstone, the little things, a name-coin, a ring, a child’s toy, the things that tell the dead who they were. And the ground over the grave goes cold, and the snow won’t melt on it, and at dusk.” She folded her long hands tighter. “At dusk there are children in the orchard who are not children. I will not say more than that out here in the daylight. Come and see, and bring your iron and your fire, but understand, Warden, this is not a thing you fix by killing. I have buried too many to let you go up there and smash my dead because the cold has confused them. This wants a gentler hand than a hammer. It wants their names back.”

“Then I’ll bring more than a hammer,” I said. “I’ll bring the smith and the healer and the shrine-keeper. And I’ll bring my fire. But I’ll go up there meaning to give names back, not break heads, you have my word on it.” I looked at her steady. “I lost people on the Old King’s Road, Ysra. My own. I never had a grave to tend. I’ll not be careless with anyone else’s.”

Something moved in her spare calm face, the smallest softening, the recognition of one griever by another. “Your parents,” she said. “I remember. The road took them and you with it, after, though you came back from yours.” She nodded once, slow. “Good. Then you understand the work. Bring your circle and bring Brother Cael, for the names are his rite as much as mine, and come up before dusk, because it is dusk the orchard goes wrong, and I would not have you meet what comes in the dark without the light already in your hands.”



We went up to the orchard in the failing afternoon, the four of us and Cael, and it was, even dying, the most beautiful place in the valley.

It climbed the eastern rise in terraced rows the way Nell’s herb garden climbed its hill, but where her terraces grew herbs these grew the dead, each grave a low mound marked with a headstone and planted with a fruit tree, apple and pear and plum, bare-branched now in the cold, and over each grave hung a memorial lantern on an iron hook, hundreds of them up the rise, and most of them burned, small steady amber flames in horn-shielded lanterns, hundreds of small warm lights against the coming dark, and the snow lay clean in the shaded grass between the rows, and the smell of the place was beeswax and cold earth and woodsmoke and, faintly, the ghost of last autumn’s fallen fruit, and it was so beautiful and so sad that even Elska went quiet, and Elska went quiet for almost nothing.

“My father’s not here,” she said, low, after a moment, looking up the rows of warm lights. “He’s still in the mine. I never had a.” She stopped. “There’s a lantern with no grave under it, up the top, third row. Ysra keeps it lit for him anyway. For all the ones the mine kept. I bring her the beeswax for it.” She shouldered her hammer and her jaw set. “She tends the dead the village can’t reach. That’s why I’ll break anything that touches her lanterns. Where do we look, Warden.”

“The cold ones,” Ysra said, and led us up between the warm rows toward the dark.

The three dead lanterns were easy to find, because the warm orchard held three holes of wrongness. Three graves carried cold, dark lanterns, and around them the beauty curdled. The snow on the cold graves had refused to melt and lost its white, it had gone grey and crusted with the blue-white rime I knew too well, and the fruit trees over them were not just bare but dead, blackened, the bark split, and the headstones had been stripped, the little name-tokens gone, the small offerings stolen, and on the bare branches of the dead trees the soot crows perched, fat black silent birds with cold blue gleams where their eyes should have been, watching us with a patience that was not a crow’s patience, holding in their beaks the stolen tokens, the name-coins and the rings, and they did not caw and they did not fly, they only watched, and held the names of the dead in their cold beaks, and waited for dusk.

“They’ve taken the names,” Cael whispered, the shrine-keeper’s thin hand going to the ember pendant at his throat, candlewax on his cuffs, his hollow eyes wide. “That’s the cruelty of it, that’s the wickedness of it. A name kept is a soul kept warm, that’s the First Ember’s oldest teaching, we burn the lanterns to keep the names lit, and they’ve stolen the names off these three and let the lanterns die and now the sleepers don’t know who they are, and a sleeper who doesn’t know its name.” He swallowed. “A sleeper who doesn’t know its name will take any name. Will answer to the cold law that offers it one. Oh, this is bad, Warden, this is the cold reaching for the dead the way it reached for the wolves, it wants soldiers, it wants the dead to forget they were ever warm and answer to the dead king instead.”

And the sun went down, and the orchard went wrong.

I felt it the way I had felt the cellar go wrong, a dropping of the air, a stilling, and the three cold graves seemed to deepen, to draw the dark into themselves, and out of them, out of the grey rimed snow and the dead black trees, the children came.

They were not children. I made myself hold that, the whole time, the way Ysra had told me to and the way the stubborn mercy she had demanded insisted, that these were not children in peril and not children at all, they were cold echoes, shapes the stolen names had left behind, pale and translucent and small, drifting up out of the three nameless graves, and they had the seeming of children because the dead under those stones had once been the village’s children, the small graves with the small fruit trees, and the cold had taken their names and left these hollow shapes that did not cry and did not play and did not do any living thing, they only stood in the rimed snow in the failing light with their faces turned toward us, blank and patient and cold, and they sang, a thin high wordless sound like the wisp’s song in the spring, and the sound was the worst thing in the orchard, worse than the crows, because it was a child’s voice with nothing of a child left in it, hollow, a name-shaped hole where a song should be.

“Don’t,” Ysra said sharply, as Elska’s hand went white on her hammer and Nell’s went to her satchel and even I felt the lurch of wanting to do something, to charge, to strike. “Don’t. They cannot hurt you, not yet, not these. They are only the shape grief leaves when you steal the name out of it. You strike them and you strike the memory of three stolen sleepers, and you’ll do the cold’s work for it, you’ll scatter what’s left of them and they’ll never sleep again. Hold your iron. This is the gentle hand’s work now.” She looked at me, and at Cael. “Names, Warden. Give them their names back. Then they’ll sleep, and the cold loses three soldiers it meant to take. Brother Cael knows the rite. You carry the fire it needs. The rest of you, stand in the warm and keep a voice, the way you’d keep a voice in the dark.”

So we did the gentlest and the strangest fight I had yet fought in Briarhearth, and there was no blow struck from start to finish.

Cael knelt at the first cold grave with his ember pendant in his hand and his thin voice shaking, and he could not remember the name, the stolen name, because the cold had taken it, and the hollow child stood over its own grave and sang its empty song, and Ysra knelt beside Cael and put her long hand on the stripped headstone and closed her eyes, and she remembered, because Ysra Moor remembered every name she had ever buried, that was her whole gift and her whole grief, and she spoke it.

“Pell Aldwin,” she said, clear and gentle into the cold. “Drowned in the millpond in the wet spring, six years old, loved the brown dog and the honey-cakes, son of Aldwin the cooper who is gone now too, brother to none, mourned by all. Pell Aldwin. That is your name. You are Pell, and you are remembered, and you are loved, and it is time to sleep.”

And the hollow child’s empty song faltered.

“The fire, Warden,” Cael said urgently. “Now. While she has the name in the air, the name’s the kindling but it wants a flame, relight the lantern with your Ember and bind the name back into it, that’s the Hearthbinding, that’s the rite, I’ll guide the words but you must carry the warmth, hurry, before the name goes cold again.”

I knelt at the dead lantern on its hook over Pell Aldwin’s grave, and I cupped my hands around the cold beeswax candle in its horn shield, and I banked the Ember with the care Tovin had beaten into me, warmth fed instead of forced, and I let the warmth flow down into the cold dead wick the way I had let it flow into the miner’s leg and my own poisoned arm, and Cael spoke the binding words over me, old words, warm words, names and home and the keeping of fire, and I said them after him, and the warmth caught the wick, and the lantern flared, small and amber and steady, and into the flame, somehow, I felt the name go, Pell Aldwin, six years old, loved the brown dog, the name and the warmth braiding together the way Nell’s craft and my fire had braided in the spring, and the lantern burned, and the hollow child’s empty song stopped.

The pale small shape turned its blank face toward the relit lantern, toward its own name burning warm again over its grave, and for one moment, just one, the blankness went out of it and something else came in, something that was not quite a face and was the memory of a face, a small one, a boy who had loved a brown dog, and then the shape sighed, a small contented sound, the first warm sound the orchard’s dark had made, and it sank back down into the grave it had risen from, and the rime melted off the snow over it, and the cold went out of the ground, and on the dead branch above it a soot crow gave a single thin cold cry and dropped the stolen name-coin from its beak into the snow and flew off into the dusk, defeated, and Ysra Moor reached down and picked the coin out of the snow and set it back on the warm headstone where it belonged.

“Pell Aldwin,” she said quietly, “sleeps. Two more, Warden. Quickly. While the dusk holds and the crows are afraid.”

We did the other two the same way, and each carried small grief and small mercy, Ysra remembering the name, the fever girl from two winters back, once fond of singing, the old midwife, after birthing half the village, and was buried among the children because she had asked to be near them, and each time Ysra spoke the name and Cael guided the words and I carried the fire, and each lantern flared warm and amber and the name went into it and the hollow shape sighed and sank and slept, and the rime melted and the cold broke and the crow dropped its stolen token and fled, until all three cold graves burned warm again, and the orchard was whole, hundreds of small steady lights up the rise in the full dark now, and not one of them out, and the snow clean and white between the rows, and the smell of beeswax and warm wax over the cold earth, and the Ledger answered the gentlest contract I had completed, won with names and fire and no blow struck at all.

[ HEARTHWARDEN LEDGER ] [ Contract Completed: The Lanterns Going Out ] [ XP Gained: 420 ] [ Level 6 Hearthwarden ] [ Skill: Hearthbinding, Rank 2. ] [ Skill: Lore, Rank 1. ] [ Three names returned. Three sleepers warmed. Three soldiers denied to the cold. ] [ Briarhearth Updated ] Lore: 1 -> 3 Morale: 6 -> 7 [ A name kept warm is a soul the dead law cannot conscript. ]

“That’s a thing a hammer could never have done,” Elska said quietly, beside me, looking up the orchard at all the warm lights, her hammer hanging unused in her fist, and there was a wondering humility in her voice I had not heard before. “I’d have come up here and broken those three shapes to pieces and called it mercy and the cold would have laughed at me. You gave them their names back.” She looked at me sidelong. “I’m learning things about what a Warden is, watching you. It’s not what I thought. It’s not mostly the killing.” A pause. “I find I don’t mind. The man I chose turns out to be a better thing than the one I thought I was choosing. That’s a rare way for a bargain to go.”

“He gave the boy his name back and the boy smiled,” Nell said softly, on my other side, and her stained hand found mine in the dark and held it, and tears did not come easily to her, and her moss eyes shone too bright in the lantern light. “I’ve buried children, Bren. I’ve held them while they died of fevers I couldn’t break. You don’t get them back. You never get them back. And tonight you gave three dead their names and let them sleep, and that’s.” Her hand tightened on mine. “That’s the warmest thing I’ve watched you do, and I watched you light a forge for a dead man’s daughter.” She leaned her small weight against my arm for a moment. “Don’t let it go to your head. But I wanted it said.”

And it should have ended there, in the warm orchard with the two women I had chosen leaning their weight against me and Ysra setting her dead’s tokens back in place and Cael weeping quietly with relief, it should have been the whole warm end of a gentle victory.

But the cold was not finished, because the cold is never finished, it only waits, and at the top of the orchard, in the third row, the lantern with no grave under it, Elska’s father’s lantern, the one Ysra kept lit for all the ones the mine had kept, that lantern, which had been burning warm amber all the while, flickered, and went blue.

We all saw it. The amber flame guttered and shrank and turned, in a heartbeat, to a still cold blue-white light, and the warmth went out of it, and the air around it stilled, and the orchard’s hundreds of warm lights seemed suddenly small and far away, and out of the blue lantern, out of the cold flame, a figure formed.

It did not rise from a grave like the children. It stepped, somehow, out of the blue light itself, tall, in frost-white armor that gave back no warmth, a still figure with a closed visor and a cold blue gleam where a face should have been, no breath smoking in the cold the way all our breaths smoked, no breath at all, holding a long sword down at its side not the way a man holds a weapon but the way a clerk holds a pen, a tool of office, an instrument of law, and it stood in the blue light over the graveless lantern and looked at us, and when it spoke its voice was courtly and cold and entirely without anger, which was the worst thing about it, the patient reasonable courtesy of it.

“You relight the lanterns,” Ser Cadrin Pale said. “You return the names. You braid warmth and craft and fire into your little bonds and you call it order.” The blue gleam moved across us, across Elska’s hammer and Nell’s satchel and my warm axe and the two women at my side, and lingered, cold and assessing. “It is not order. It is the opposite of order. It is disorder dressed as kindness. Do you understand what a name is, Warden? A name is a claim. A name says I am separate, I am myself, I want, I choose, I refuse. The boy you woke will want again now. He will dream and ache and refuse and grieve, forever, in the cold ground, because you would not let him be still. You call that mercy.” The blue light pulsed. “I call it cruelty. I offer the only true mercy there is. Stillness. No name, no want, no grief, no choosing, no cold mornings, no buried fathers, no children drowned in millponds, no failure, no shame, no road that takes your parents and leaves you alive to remember it. Only the quiet. Only the law. Only peace that cannot be broken because nothing in it ever moves.”

I felt the pull of it. I will not pretend I did not. The rain-soaked failure with three silver bits, the son with no grave because the road took his people and left no bodies, heard the offer of no more shame and no more cold mornings and felt it pull, the way the wisp pulled, the way the dark between the lanterns pulled, one step back, come and be still.

And then Elska’s shoulder pressed warm against mine on one side and Nell’s small hand tightened in mine on the other, and my chest flared up gold against the blue, and I knew the answer the way I had known to want the warm thing over the cold one in the spring, in my body before my mind, and I gave it to him straight, the way the women had taught me to say true things without hiding.

“You’ve got it backwards,” I said. “Everything you just named, the wanting, the grieving, the choosing, the cold mornings, the buried fathers, the shame, all of it, that’s life. Messy, warm, and ours. That’s the living part. A dead boy loving a brown dog and wants again in the warm ground is more alive dead than your whole court is in its frost armor, because he’s got a name and you’ve got a title and a name is lived and a title is hiding.” I felt Elska’s grim approval and Nell’s small fierce nod. “I returned empty, and the worst thing about me, the shame you’d take away, that’s the thing that made the Ember answer, because shame is just love that’s got nowhere to go, and you don’t fix that by killing the love. You’d give me peace by making me forget I ever wanted anything. I’d rather have the cold mornings and the buried people and the wanting. So would the boy. So no. The names stay lit. Get off my orchard.”

The blue gleam held on me a long moment, cold and patient and unangered, and when it spoke again it was not a threat, which made it a thing far worse than a threat, it was an assessment, an entry in a ledger of its own.

“You are an unlawful Warden,” Ser Cadrin Pale said. “You bind without the King’s seal. You light fires the Court has marked for cold. You make a circle of want and call it strength.” The figure inclined its frost-white helm, courtly, almost respectful, the bow of a clerk noting a name for prosecution. “I see you now, Bren Calder of Briarhearth. The Court sees you. You were beneath notice when you walked back through the rain with only shame and a bad sword to your name. You are not beneath notice now. You will be addressed in proper order.” The blue light began to gutter and shrink. “Keep your fires. Keep your names. Keep your women and your bridge and your warm little valley. The Court does not hurry. The Court has all the cold time there is, and you have, what, threescore years, if the wolves and the cold and your own warm reckless heart leave you so long? We will speak again, Warden, in proper order, when the road brings what the road is bringing. Be well. Be warm. While it lasts.”

And the blue light went out, and the graveless lantern flickered, and Cael lunged forward with a cry and cupped his hands around it and breathed on it, and I knelt beside him and put my warmth into it, and it caught, amber again, warm again, Elska’s father’s lantern burning honest gold over the empty grave, and the cold was gone out of the orchard, and the courtly dead thing was gone with it, but its words hung in the warm air like the only frost left, and I knew, the way I had known the drain had many mouths, that I had just been seen by something very old and very patient that did not lose its temper and did not forget a name.

And then, from the village below us, from the green, from the old well at the heart of Briarhearth, a bell rang.

It rang once, deep and low and bronze, a single great toll that rolled up the orchard rise and over the warm lanterns and out into the dark, and it was the sound of a bell where there was no bell, because the old well had no bell, it had only the dark water and the faint blue glow, and we all heard it, every one of us, Ysra and Cael and Elska and Nell and I, we all turned toward the village at the single deep toll of it, and then it was gone, and the night was silent, and the others looked at one another, uneasy, asking with their faces what they had heard.

But I saw more than I heard. I saw, for one moment, with the Warden’s sight the Ember had given me, the ground itself, the dark earth under the orchard and under the village and under the green, and threaded through it, faint and blue and patient, the cold root-channels, the drain, the thing I had closed two mouths of, and I saw that they did not run aimless, that all of them, the mine and the spring and the cellar and the orchard, all of them threaded down and inward toward the old well, toward the throat of it, the place the Ledger had told me again and again was not yet, not nearly, and I saw too that from the well one great channel ran north, north and up, toward the cold rise of Frostbarrow Ridge, blue and bright and patient, and at the end of it, far off under the frozen ground, something pulsed slow, like a heart, like a seed, and the Ember went very still and very cold for a moment, looking at it.

[ HOLLOW COURT ATTENTION. ] [ You have been seen. You have been named. ] [ The drain runs to the well. The well is not yet. ] [ But one channel runs north, to Frostbarrow, where a thing sleeps and pulls the wolves south. ] [ The map fragments will agree. ]

“What is it,” Nell said quietly, watching my face, because she watched everything. “You saw something we didn’t. At the bell. Your face went away somewhere cold.”

“The well,” I said, and my voice came out rough. “It all runs to the well. The mine, the spring, the cellar, this. All the drain-mouths, they all run inward to the well. That’s the throat of it, that’s where it goes down to. And one channel runs out, north, to the ridge, to Frostbarrow, and there’s something up there, under the frozen ground, pulling. The wolves. The cold. It’s all coming from one place on the ridge and feeding down through the well.” I looked at Elska, at Nell, at Ysra and Cael in the warm lantern light. “We’ve been closing mouths. The mine, the spring. We can close every mouth in the valley one at a time and it won’t matter, because there’s a thing up on that ridge that just keeps growing new ones. The barrow.” I remembered the map fragments, the cellar’s, the forest shrine’s, the mine’s, all of them pointing the same way. “The map fragments point at Frostbarrow. Tovin’s mentioned a barrow on the lower ridge. Wolf-King, he called it once, like a thing from a song. It’s not a song. It’s the source. Or near enough to it that the wolves answer it.” I felt the size of it settle on me, and beside me I felt the women feel it too, but I did not feel afraid the way I would have my first night, because I was not alone in the rain anymore, I was in a warm orchard with a forge-fire and a healer and a circle and a hundred lit names at my back. “We’ve a bridge to finish first. The village needs its road before I go chasing a thing on a frozen ridge. But after the bridge.” I looked north, toward the dark cold rise of Frostbarrow against the stars. “After the bridge, we go up the ridge and we find the Wolf-King’s barrow and we cut the channel at its source. Before the next full frost. Or every road we’ve cleared just fills up cold again behind us.”

Ysra Moor came and stood beside me and looked north with me, calm, her dead all warm and named behind her, and she said, in her quiet grave-tender’s voice, the needed and unwanted truth, “The dead can wait, Warden. The dead are patient, it’s their one virtue. You’ve given me my orchard back and that’s enough for tonight. But you go up that ridge careful, you and your fire and your hammer and your healer, because a graveyard-hungry power is not something you fight the way you fought my hollow children. It will not be gentled. Some things only the iron and the fire will answer.” She turned her calm grey eyes on me. “I have buried this village for forty years. I would like, before I die, to bury old death, in a warm bed, with their name lit and their grandchildren weeping. Bring me that, Warden. Go cut the thing on the ridge and bring this village a chance at an old man’s grave. That’s the only payment I want.”

We came down out of the warm orchard in the full dark, the four of us, with the hundreds of lanterns burning steady up the rise behind us and three names sleeping warm again and a courtly cold thing’s words hung in our memory like frost, and the village below us showed its growing scatter of gold windows and its forge-smoke and its half-built bridge dark against the stream. The old well at the heart of it glowed faint and blue and silent now, no bell, no toll, only the patient blue glow at the bottom where the water should have been black, and I looked at it as we came down the rise and felt the Ember hold itself tight in my chest. Not yet, not nearly, but soon, and north, and up. I did not look away from the well until we were down among the warm windows and Elska bumped me hard with her shoulder and said, “Stop staring at the haunted well, Warden, you’ll give yourself frost-dreams, come and eat, the dead are warm and the living are hungry and Mara’s got a pie,” and the ordinary blunt warmth of it broke the spell, and we went in to the fire.



Mara did have a pie, and she fed us by the hearth while the orchard’s cold faded out of our bones, and the common room was warmer and fuller than it had been my first night, more villagers in it, more talk, and Jory in the corner trying a verse about hollow children and names returned that was, for once, not entirely terrible, and I sat between Elska and Nell at the long bench and ate pie and let the warmth of the room work the frost out of me, and I will admit that some of the warmth was not the fire.

Because the two women I had chosen had both come up to that cold orchard and watched me give three stolen dead their names back, and afterward neither touched me quite the way she had before. Nell kept her fingers on my wrist longer than the checking required, thumb moving over the pulse as if she wanted proof the warmth still lived there. Elska stood nearer than she needed to, shoulder brushing mine every time the crowd shifted, her blunt mouth soft at the edge whenever she thought I was not looking. They had seen something in me beyond the axe and the forge and the bed, and they were neither of them shy about letting me feel what it had done to them.

“You had your fire in your hands the whole time you knelt at those lanterns,” Nell said, low, leaning into my side, her small stained fingers tracing idle warm lines on my forearm over the faded poison-mark, her moss eyes bright with the firelight and something else. “I watched your hands. I watch everyone’s hands, it’s the healer in me, I read a body by the hands first. And yours were so gentle, Bren, so careful, putting warmth into a dead child’s wick like it was the most delicate cure I ever taught you.” Her fingers tightened. “I’ve a great fondness for your hands. I think you should know that. A professional fondness. And a less professional one.”

“His hands are wasted on wicks,” Elska said from my other side, dry, blunt, pressing her heavy warm shoulder against mine, her loosened blonde braid brushing my jaw, the smell of forge-soot and cold air still on her. “I’ve better work for them. I watched him too, healer, don’t think you’re the only watcher. I watched him stand up to that frost-armored dead thing and tell it to get off his orchard with two women at his back and a hundred lanterns lit, and I thought, well, there’s my chosen man, plain as iron, the unbending one, and then I thought several other things that aren’t fit for Mara’s common room.” Her mouth went blunt-soft at the edge, and she dropped her voice so only the bench could hear it. “Walk us both home soon, Warden. Separately, mind, it’s not, we’ve not.” She glanced at Nell, and something passed between the two women, a question half-asked and set aside for later, a thing not yet decided. “Not that. Not yet. But watching you be brave wants her own turn of you after, and I’ll not pretend otherwise at my own age. So. Pie first. Then home.”

“Pie first,” Nell agreed, her small hand warm on my arm, her quiet voice gone bold the way it did. “Then I’ve a salve for the cold you took in those lanterns that wants rubbing in slow and warm, and I’m the only one in this valley qualified to apply it, and I intend to be very thorough about it, for your health.” The corner of her mouth curved. “Entirely for your health, Warden. I’m a professional.”

And I sat between the smith and the healer in the warm gold common room with the frost going out of my bones and two women pressing their warmth and their wanting against me on either side, openly, easily, the charge of it running under the ordinary talk of the room like the warm current of the Ember under my ribs, and Jory’s almost-decent song going round, and Mara’s pie warm in my belly, and the cold orchard and the courtly dead thing and the blue well all of it held at bay one more warm night, and I thought then, as I would think again, that a man could fight a great deal of cold for the sake of coming home to this, two chosen women and a fire and a pie and the warm wanting promise of being walked home, and that the dead king with all his painless peace had nothing, nothing at all, to set against it.

We did not stay late. The orchard had taken something out of all three of us, the gentle terrible work of it, and the want was the warm kind that could keep till we were behind a barred door, and Mara shooed us out into the cold with the last of the pie wrapped in a cloth and a knowing look she had the grace not to comment on. I walked them home through the cold dark, past the faint blue glow of the patient well, while the bridge lanterns burned on the road we still had to finish.


Chapter 11: Two Days of Nails

We built the bridge with a great many cold hands, a great many small jobs, and Oren Hale standing in the mud with a list he guarded like a holy text.

Oren had changed since the road. He had knelt in the wet meadow, gathered the stolen signs into his arms, and stood up different, and now he stood at the head of the work with his slate and his survey and a charcoal stick behind each ear, and he ran the bridge repair like a campaign, and I let him, because a Warden doing everything himself leaves a village ready to fall apart the day he goes up a ridge and does not come back, and I had begun, since the orchard, to think hard about that day.

“Beams here, here, and the long one center, that’s the dangerous one, Bram’s order,” Oren read off his slate to the assembled crew in the grey dawn, his voice steadier every sentence. “Brackets in the forge cooling, sixteen, Elska’s count. Rope from the redcap camp, four coils, checked sound. Nails by the keg, road-stock, recovered. Crew of nine plus Bram. Lantern watches on both banks, the Warden’s setting those.” He looked at me, and there was no apology left in his thin ink-stained face, only a clerk who had found his courage in the one thing he was good at. “Warden. The watches are yours. Tell me where you want lanterns and men, and I’ll mark it and post it and nobody works a span that isn’t watched.”

So I set the watches the way the Ledger taught me to set a lantern line, and it was the same skill, I understood, the mine and the bridge were the same problem, light and warmth held against a patient dark that wanted to drink them, and I walked the banks with the Ledger reading the ground and marked the watch-points, two on the near bank where the crew worked, two on the far bank where the danger was, lanterns and a man each, and a rope-line strung between them so a shout carried, and I set Elska on the far bank because she was my wall and the far bank was where the wall was needed, and I set myself to range between, and Nell I set back from the water with her satchel and a clear spot to work, because on a bridge over a fast stream in the cold someone was going to go in the water or take a beam across the shins, that was simply arithmetic, and a healer is no use if she’s down at the waterline when it happens.

[ Wardcraft: Watch Line. ] [ The bridge is a lantern line laid flat across a hostile water. ] [ Hold both banks. Let no watch break against the next. ] [ The far bank is not your friend. It only looks cleared. ]

The Ledger’s last line sat in me cold all morning, but the morning gave us nothing but work, and work was a mercy.

Before the first beam moved, we made the work camp into a small fort, because Bram refused to put men over water until he understood where every foot would stand and every hand would reach. He had us drive stakes above the high-water mark, string warning ropes along the slick banks, and lay planks in the mud so the crew would not waste half their strength fighting their own footing. Oren marked each station on his slate and then marked it again on little scraps of board, near bank haul, far bank brace, spare rope, nails, medicine, hot food, and he nailed those scraps to posts with such solemn concentration that Jory called him the first man in history to make mud look official.

“Mud respects a label,” Oren said, not looking up.

“Mud does not,” Bram said. “But men in mud do, and that’s near enough.”

That set the morning’s tone: hard work with fear admitted. The crew knew what had happened on the far bank. The bone snares, redcaps, and years of plunder had gone through every man there. Talk of lost travelers had moved through the village in low voices, making the recovered road signs feel less like trophies and more like grave markers with work left in them. Bram set those signs upright again along the road before he let us start. Wagons did not need them yet. The road did. It had been stripped of memory, and he would not build a bridge to a road that still looked conquered.

We stood in the cold dawn and drove the first sign back into its old socket, Old King’s Road, Briarhearth Crossing, and when the post settled true in the earth, Oren touched the letters with his ink-stained fingers.

“There,” he said, very quietly. “Now a stranger can know where he is again.”

“And a redcap can know what belongs to us,” Elska said from the far bank, hammer on her shoulder. “That’s worth the nail.”

Nell made her station beside a flat stone on the near bank and laid out her satchel with the same care Bram gave beams. Bandages by size. Splints cut from clean pine. Antiseptic oil. Warming draughts. Two crocks for burns from my overheated brackets, because she had looked at what I planned and decided, correctly, that I would end the day with palms like roasted meat if she did not prepare for my stupidity in advance.

“I call it foresight,” she said when I looked at the crocks.

“You call most of my plans stupidity.”

“Only the ones that involve your skin touching hot iron, cold poison, or anything with teeth.” She looked at the stream. “Which is most of them.”

Elska snorted from the far rope-post, and even Bram laughed, and the sound eased the crew more than any speech I could have made.

Bram ran the building of it the way Elska ran a forge and Nell ran a cure, with no waste and no hurry and a deep contempt for anyone who confused speed with progress. He had the seasoned pine from my Whisperpine deadfall dressed and ready, three great beams heavy as horses, and the crew rolled the first of them down to the near bank on logs, nine men hauling on ropes and Bram calling the time, and they slid it out over the broken span on a cradle of rope and lashed it and Bram crawled out over the brown rushing water like a man half his size to set the first long-strap bracket at the joint, and that was where I learned what my warmth was worth to a bridge.

“It won’t seat,” Bram called back, frustrated, kneeling out over the water with the iron bracket and the cold green pine. “The bracket’s true but the wood’s green and cold and the iron’s cold and they fight each other, the strap won’t pull flush, I can hammer it and split the beam or I can leave it loose and watch it work free come spring, that’s the curse of green pine, it wants the iron seated warm and there’s no warming iron out over a stream in the cold.” He sat back on his heels, grim. “We’ll do it the slow way, drill and peg and pray, but it’ll cost us the morning per joint and there’s sixteen.”

“Or I warm the iron,” I said.

The words taught me I could. Then the Ledger had taught me to put warmth into a wick and a wound and a wolf’s poison and a dead man’s lantern, and a bracket was a smaller, simpler thing than any of those, just iron that wanted to be the temperature of a forge so it could bite the wood and hold, and I crawled out over the water beside Bram, careful, the cold brown stream rushing under the splintered planks, and I set my hand on the cold iron strap and drew a slow banked heat through my ribs, feeding the iron instead of forcing it, and let the warmth flow down my arm and into the bracket until I felt it grow warm under my palm, forge-warm, and the green pine took it, the wood relaxing into the heat, and Bram pulled the strap flush with one easy haul where before it had fought him, and drove the first peg, and the joint seated tight and true and warm.

Bram stared at the seated bracket, and then at me, and then at my hand on the warm iron, and a slow grin spread through his sawdust beard, the grin of a craftsman who has just been handed a better tool than he knew existed. “Well,” he said. “Well, now. That changes the arithmetic considerably. Can you do that sixteen times, Warden?”

“I can do it sixteen times,” I said, and I did, joint by joint down the span, crawling out over the cold water and warming each cold bracket forge-hot under my palm so the green pine took it and Bram pulled it flush and pegged it tight, Craft and Wardcraft braided into one small useful thing, and it cost me, it cost real Ember and real stamina, by the eighth bracket my arm shook and my head swam and I had to bank and rest and eat, but it turned a joint a morning into a joint a quarter hour, and the bridge grew under us faster than Bram had dared promise, beam by beam, bracket by bracket, the span knitting back together over the brown rush, and the Ledger kept its account.

[ Skill: Craft, Rank 2. ] [ The Warden’s fire seats the smith’s iron in the builder’s wood. ] [ Three crafts, one bridge. ]

And while we built, the village fed us, and that counted as victory, smaller than a bridge and just as real.

Pella Dunn came down to the bank at midday with two of her girls and a great covered basket and a kettle, and she set up at the near watch-point as if opening a stall, and she fed the whole crew, hot bread and a thick bean-and-bacon pottage and small dense travel-cakes, and the food was good, properly good, food from a village done rationing its hope, and she stood over the crew with her flour-dusted arms folded and made sure every man ate, and she had opinions.

“Eat the lot, you,” she told one thin young man trying to save half his bread for his mother. “Your mother’s getting her own basket, I’ve already sent the boy, you think the son eats while the mother goes hungry? Eat. A bridge-builder eats double or he’s no use to me, and I’ll never have it said Pella Dunn watched a man work hungry.” She ladled more into his bowl over his protests. “There. And there’s pie tonight if the center beam goes in. I’ve apples wanting using, I bake when I’m glad, and I’ll be glad if that road opens, so the pie’s riding on you lot. No pressure.” She winked, broad and warm. The crew laughed. Somebody joked about working faster for pie, and somebody else topped it. I stood at the waterline eating Pella’s good bread and listening to Briarhearth men joke over hard work in the cold. This exact thing was what I had come home to make: laughter over the building, work shared, food plentiful, a hard day ending in pie. The village had done it. I had made the work safe enough for them, and that was the Warden’s work. I found I wanted nothing else in the world.

“You’ve got a soft look on your face,” Elska said, coming up the bank from the far watch for her bread, soot-streaked and rain-damp and magnificent, and she followed my eyes to the joking crew and the broad warm baker and she understood, because Elska understood everything, and her own hard face softened a degree. “Aye,” she said quietly, taking the bread Pella handed her. “It’s a good sound, isn’t it. Men joking over work. I’d near forgotten it. Two years the only sound on this green was the wind and the wolves.” She ate, watching the crew, and bumped me with her hip, fond, soot to soot. “You did that, Calder. Don’t let it go to your head, you’ve a beam to set and pie to earn. But you did that. The joking. It came back when you did.” And she shouldered her hammer and went back to the far bank to her watch, and I went back to my brackets, and the bridge grew, and the rain held off, and for most of two days it was the best work I had ever done in my life, which was to say it was ordinary, and shared, and warm.

The first day ended with the side beams seated and the temporary rail lashed into place, too narrow for wagon or cart, sturdy enough for foot traffic without surrendering a life to the stream. Bram walked it twice before he let anyone else, testing each joint with his boot and his whole suspicious body, and then he made Oren cross with him because the reeve had to know what he was posting about.

Oren crossed white-faced, clutching the rope rail with one hand and his slate with the other.

“If you drop that slate,” Bram said, “I’m not fishing it out.”

“If I drop this slate,” Oren said through his teeth, “my ghost will haunt you with unfinished tallies.”

The crew laughed, and Oren made it to the far bank under Elska’s watch. He stood with both feet on the far road, wearing the same wonder he had worn when the Contract Board first answered, steadier now, earned. The bridge still needed finishing. The stream had already stopped being a wall.

We left lanterns burning on both banks that night. I fed each one a thread of Ember before we went back up the green, and they burned amber over the half-made bridge while the village slept. The old well glowed faint blue at the green’s heart as we passed it, and for once I did not give it the full of my attention. Let it glow. Let it wait. We had a bridge half-built and watched, and the warm work of it held more of me than the cold mystery did.

Nobody slept deep that night. The half-built bridge had changed the shape of the village too much to let anyone pretend tomorrow was ordinary. Crewmen came to the Hearth and Antler early and left late, not drinking much, just holding bowls and talking through the work with their hands in the air. Bram sat at the end of the table with a chunk of wood and a knife, shaving curls off it while he ran the center-beam lift aloud for the fifth time.

“Two haul lines from near bank, two guides from far,” he said. “No man wraps rope around his wrist. You wrap a rope round your wrist on a beam that size and the beam owns your hand. You hold, you don’t bind. If I shout drop, you drop. I don’t care if your pride’s attached to the line, you drop.”

Oren wrote every word, then copied the important ones onto a board for the morning: DO NOT WRAP ROPE AROUND WRIST. Bram looked at it and nodded as if the sentence itself might save a finger.

Nell made the crew hold out their hands before she let them leave. She checked blisters, wrapped two palms, and bullied one man into admitting he had a cough that would have made him useless in the rain. Pella replaced him with her nephew before he could argue.

“He can haul flour sacks,” Pella said. “He can haul rope.”

“I can haul rope,” the nephew said, terrified.

“Then you will,” she said.

I watched all of it from the hearth-bench with Elska’s shoulder warm against mine and understood, slowly, that leadership meant more than the moment of shouting go. It was a hundred people knowing what to do before shouting became necessary. That was what Oren’s slate did, and Bram’s board, and Nell’s bandages, and Pella’s nephew standing pale and ready by the door. I had thought a Warden made brave choices. That was true. But the better work was making sure other people had choices to make when the cold came for them.

At dawn, the second day came in mean.

Rain moved over the valley before sunrise, thin and cold at first, then hard enough to bead on the new beams and turn every rope slick. Bram stood under it with his beard dripping and his expression black and considered calling the work off. I watched him look at the sky, the bridge, the far bank, then at the distant shape of wagon lanterns barely visible up the Old King’s Road where Veyra’s line still waited beyond the rise.

“We stop,” Bram said, “and the stream rises by morning. We work, and the rain tries to drown us now. I hate both answers.”

“Which one kills fewer men?” I asked.

He looked at the crew, then at the center beam lying ready on its rollers, then at the sky again. “Working, if the watches hold and your healer stays sharp.”

“Then we work.”

So we worked in the rain, because the bridge was not going to build itself on a pleasant day just to make us comfortable, and the village needed the road more than it needed dry sleeves.

The rain changed the work into a different craft. Rope that had been obedient yesterday slid in wet hands today. Mud sucked at boots. Twice a beam shifted before Bram liked the angle and twice he made the crew lower it back, reset the rollers, and begin again, because almost right over a running stream was just another way to say drowned later. Nobody argued. They had seen enough bad shortcuts in two years of decline to respect Bram and his hatred of shortcuts.

Nell moved between stations with a cloak over her shoulders and rain in her lashes, checking hands for rope-burn, making the men flex fingers before numbness made them clumsy, dosing one of Bram’s lads with warming draught when his lips went blue. Elska stood on the far bank like a post driven into the earth, hair plastered gold-dark to her face, shield ready, and every few minutes our eyes met across the span. No words. Just the line held between us, work and danger and the knowledge that the bridge would not be allowed to fail while both of us still stood.

The cold did not let us have all of it. The cold never does.



The redcaps came on the afternoon of the second day, during the rain, when we were setting the center beam.

The center beam was the dangerous one, Bram had said so from the first, the long heavy span that had to go out over the deepest fastest part of the stream with men exposed on the half-built bridge lifting a green-pine beam heavy as a horse, and Bram had wanted that day calm and guarded, and the cold, which listened, which always listened, sent the rain to spoil the calm and the redcaps to spoil the guard, because of course it did, because the far bank had only looked cleared and the Ledger had told me so and I had set Elska there for exactly this.

It happened at the moment when every sensible man is most helpless: committed. The center beam was not on the bank anymore and not seated yet. It hung in the rain between the two, suspended by four lines, two guide ropes, six men hauling, three men bracing, Bram standing where only a fool or the foreman could stand, one boot on the half-span and one on the old broken center post, shouting the count. We could not drop it without losing the beam and maybe the bridge. We could not hold it forever. Every hand that would have reached for a weapon was closed on rope.

“Hold,” Bram shouted, and his voice carried the whole weight of the span. “Hold until I say. Every hand.”

That was when the far trees moved.

They came out of the trees on the far bank in the grey rain while the crew had the center beam half-out over the water on its ropes, the worst possible moment, four men out on the bridge and the beam swinging and everyone’s hands full of rope and weight, and the redcaps were not the broken band from the camp, they were a fresh patrol, six of them, lean and grey and fast, and they did not charge the bridge, they were cleverer than that, they went for the ropes.

A redcap’s whole genius is the snare, the cut line, the patient sabotage, and these went straight for the far-bank rope-anchors where the center beam’s lifting lines were made fast, two of them sprinting low through the rain with their long knives out to cut the lines and drop the beam and the four men with it into the deep fast water, and it would have worked, it would have killed half the crew in one stroke, except that Elska Flint was the far-bank watch, and Elska Flint did not move off a thing she was set to hold.

“Cut lines!” she bellowed, the warning carrying over the rain and the rush, and she was already moving, all that planted weight turned forward, and she put herself bodily between the redcaps and the rope-anchors, her great shield up, and the first redcap’s knife rang off the shield and the second she caught a glancing cut from along her forearm and did not so much as flinch, she took the cut and brought the hammer round and broke the thing against the anchor-post, and held, and held, one woman holding the whole far bank’s worth of rope-anchor against the things that wanted to cut it, bleeding, planted, immovable, while the crew hauled frantically to get the beam in before the lines could be cut.

I was mid-span when it started, out over the water warming a bracket, and I came back along the half-built bridge at a dead run with the warm axe in my hand and the rain in my eyes, and I shouted for Bram to get the beam in, get it in now, and the crew hauled with the strength of terror and the great beam swung in toward its cradle, and I crossed the last of the span and came onto the far bank at Elska’s shoulder where she held against four of them now, the other two having come round, and we were Hammer and Flame again in the rain, her wall and my edge, and I took the gap on her blind side the way I had learned in the mine, and the warmth rode the axe, and we held the far-bank anchor between us against six redcaps in the grey rain while behind us the crew fought the center beam into its seat.

It was a near thing. One of the crew, the thin young man Pella had fed double, slipped on the wet span with the beam’s weight on his line and went down hard and the beam lurched and pinned his leg against the bracket-iron and he screamed, and Nell was across the half-built bridge before I could call for her, small and sure-footed in the rain where grown men slipped, her satchel banging, and she got to him and got the bleeding stopped with her clever hands and her quick voice while the beam still swung above them both, calm in the chaos the way she was always calm, naming her work, stay still, look at me, you’re not dying today, I won’t have it, hold this, press here, and she kept the young man alive and unpanicked under a swinging horse-weight of green pine while Elska and I broke the redcap patrol on the bank ten paces off.

We broke them the way we broke the leader’s band, the wall and the edge, the warmth in the steel doing what cold steel could not, and the redcaps, who had no master with them this time to hold them to the cold’s patience, broke and ran when half their number was down, fleeing back into the rain-grey trees, and the far bank was ours again, and the center beam, in the middle of all of it, dropped home into its seat with a great solid boom that I felt through my boots, and Bram’s voice rose over the rain in a cracked roar of triumph, “She’s in! The center’s in! Brace her, brace her, don’t let go, she’s IN!”

The young nephew Pella had volunteered was the one who saved the near guide line. I saw it after, not during, because during I had steel and rain and redcap knives in my face. The line slipped through his hands when the beam lurched, rope tearing his palms open, and he could have let it go. Nobody would have blamed him. He was seventeen and terrified and bleeding. Instead he dropped his whole body backward into the mud, wrapped the rope around his waist despite Bram’s shouted rule, and dug his heels in long enough for two older men to grab the line above him and take the strain.

Bram cursed him blue afterward for wrapping rope around himself.

Then Bram kissed the boy on the forehead in front of everyone and told him if he ever did it again he’d break both his legs before the bridge could.

Pella, when she heard, cried for half a breath, then hit the boy with a towel, then fed him three heel pieces and told him heroism was no excuse for bleeding on good rope.

And we braced her, all of us, bleeding and soaked and gasping, the crew and the smith and the Warden all hauling together in the rain to lash and brace the center beam while it settled into its warm-seated brackets, and Nell got the young man’s leg free and splinted and the bleeding stopped, the leg saved by Elska’s warmth in the bracket-iron that I’d seated, which had given it enough to bend instead of shear, she told me later, your warm iron saved that boy’s leg twice, once seating it and once not breaking it, and the rain came down, and the bridge held, and amber text took the measure of it, the center beam in, the far bank held, the crew alive.

[ HEARTHWARDEN LEDGER ] [ Redcap patrol broken. Far bank held. Center beam set. ] [ XP Gained: 380 ] [ Level 7 Hearthwarden ] [ Field Synergy used: Hammer and Flame. ] [ Mender’s Warmth: stabilized a crewman. The healer fights at the waterline. ] [ Note: the road sends raiders because the road matters now. You have made yourself worth attacking. ]

That last line, again, the cold honesty of the Ledger, and I read it crouched in the rain with my arm around the braced beam and Elska bleeding beside me and Nell binding a saved leg behind me, and I understood it for what it was, the new shape of my life, that every road I cleared and every fire I lit and every bridge I built made Briarhearth a richer prize and a brighter target, that I was not making the village safe, I was making it worth fighting for, which was a different and harder thing, and there was no closing that door now that I had opened it, the world was coming, the cold was coming, and the only answer was to be strong enough and warm enough and well-defended enough to meet it, which meant the ridge, and the barrow, and whatever slept under the frozen ground pulling the wolves south.

The bridge held under my boots, warm iron sunk into green pine, lantern posts waiting for dusk above the brown rush of the stream.



The center beam took the rest of the day to brace and the brackets to seat, and the rain blew through and cleared toward dusk, and the last of the light came gold and low under the broken clouds, and Bram walked the finished span alone, testing each beam, sighting along the rail, his careful grim face giving nothing away until he reached the far bank and turned and looked back across his bridge, the whole knit span of it, green pine and warm-seated iron, solid over the brown rush, and he set his boot and bounced his heavy weight on the center plank, once, hard, the dangerous plank, and it did not give.

“She’ll bear a loaded wagon,” Bram said, and his voice was thick. “She’ll bear two. I’ve built bridges twenty years and I’ll not have built a better one. Warm iron in green pine, who’d have thought it, I’ll be using that the rest of my life and telling no one how.” He put his sawdust-bearded face in his rope-scarred hands for a moment, just a moment, and then he took it out again and was a builder. “Lanterns. Light the bridge lanterns. A finished bridge gets its lanterns lit the first night, that’s the way of it, that’s how the road knows it’s open.”

So we lit the bridge lanterns, the new ones Elska’s forge had made and Bram had hung on iron posts down both rails, and I went down the span lighting them one by one with a breath of warmth, and the warm amber lights bloomed down both sides of the finished bridge into the failing dusk, a road of light over the dark water, the first lit crossing in three years, and the village came down to the near bank to see it, all of them, drawn the way they were drawn to the forge-fire and the inn-windows, and they stood in the cold gold dusk and looked at their bridge with its lanterns lit and they were quiet, and then somebody cheered, and then they all cheered, and the Ledger marked what mattered more than any of it.

Bram did not cheer right away. He stood with one hand on the rail and his head bowed, listening to the bridge. I had learned by then that every craft had its listening: Elska listened to iron, Nell to breath and pulse, Bram to wood under weight. The village noise rose around him and he stayed still until the span had answered whatever question he asked with his palm.

“Good,” he said finally.

That was all. Good. From Bram it was a hymn.

Then he made the crew line up muddy and soaked and ridiculous beside the near post while Oren read their names into his slate. Not heroes, not legends, just names, because Bram said bridges ought to know the hands that held them up. The lost travelers were named as best we could name them too, by road-token, cart-mark, and the small signs recovered from the redcap heap, because the cleared road had cost people before any of us understood the price. The nephew with the torn palms stood red-eyed while Pella pretended not to fuss with his bandages. Nell stood at his side, one small hand on his wrist, making sure his fingers still flexed. Elska leaned on her hammer at the far rail, blood on her sleeve, rain on her face, and when her name was read as far-bank watch, the crew stamped their boots on the new planks until the whole bridge thudded like a drum.

The bridge held the sound.

It held the names too, or seemed to. That may have been only the Ember under my ribs making sense of wood, iron, rain, and relief, but I felt the span settle warmer under our boots after Oren finished reading, as if a road that had been nameless and broken had accepted its place in the village again.

[ HEARTHWARDEN LEDGER ] [ Route Restored: Miller’s Bridge / Old King’s Road. ] [ The crossing is open. The wider world can reach Briarhearth. ] [ Briarhearth Updated ] Supply: 4 -> 6 Prosperity: 0 -> 2 Morale: 7 -> 8 [ New Location Unlocked: Old King’s Road threshold. ] [ You have changed the map. ]

I had changed the map. I stood on my finished bridge in the gold lantern light with the whole village cheering on the near bank and the two women I had chosen on either side of me, Elska soot-and-blood and grinning her fierce terrible grin, Nell small and rain-damp and bright-eyed, and Bram weeping into his beard and Oren marking it all down on his slate with shaking hands and Pella already running back up to her ovens shouting about pie, and I felt the change in the world like a door swung open, the isolation broken, the valley joined again to the roads and the trade and the news and the danger of the wider world, and I was not afraid of it the way I had been my first night, I was a different man on a different bridge.

And then, from the far side, from up the Old King’s Road where it climbed into the dark trees toward the wider world, came a horn.

It was a long bright brass note, a caravan horn, the sound of wheels and wagons and people, a sound the valley had not heard in three years, and it rolled down the road and over the new bridge and the gold lanterns and the cheering village, and everyone went silent at once, listening, hardly daring, and the horn sounded again, closer, and then a voice came down the dark road ahead of the lanterns we could now see swinging up the far hill, a woman’s voice, bright and carrying and amused and entirely unafraid, calling down to us across the stream and the dusk and the three years of silence.

“Is that a lit bridge I’m seeing?” the voice called, warm and sharp and laughing. “A whole lit bridge, with lanterns, where there’s been nothing but a wreck and a snared road and a no-account ford for three cursed years? Somebody’s been busy. Hold those lanterns lit, Briarhearth, don’t you dare blow them out, I’ve a wagon line behind me and salt and oil and cloth and grain and I have been waiting at that miserable toll fort for one single competent man to make this crossing safe, and if he’s down there I should very much like to meet him before I unload, because a bridge-fixer is worth pricing properly.”

And the first wagon came over the crest of the far hill into the light of our bridge lanterns, and on its high seat, reining in her team with one strong freckled hand and her copper curls bright under a scarf even in the dusk, grinning down across the new bridge at the lit village and the cheering crowd and the soot-streaked man standing in the gold light at the center of it all, was Veyra Hart.


Chapter 12: Veyra at the Market Green

She brought the lead wagon over the new bridge first, to test it, which told me a great deal about her before she had said a dozen words.

A careless trader, or a vain one, would have come across grand and fast with her whole line behind her to make an entrance. Veyra Hart walked her team over Bram’s new span at a slow careful pace with the rest of the wagons held on the far bank, and she watched the planks under the wheels the whole way, reading the bridge the way Elska read a billet and Nell read a wound. She tested the crossing before she trusted her goods to it. Only when the lead wagon was across and the bridge had held her weight without a groan did she signal the rest of the line to follow, and only then did she let herself grin.

I had time to look at her as she came, and I looked, because she was made to be looked at and knew it and used it.

She came down off the high wagon seat in the gold bridge-light with an easy road-hardened grace, and the first thing I saw was the boots, fine boots, expensive boots, tooled leather worth more than my whole arrival had been worth. She spent her life on her feet and saw no reason they should suffer for it. Above the boots came strong calves and road-muscled legs in close-fitted travel leathers, and the leathers were cut snug over heavy hips that swayed with complete comfort in her own weight. The practical cut hid nothing and clearly was not meant to. A bright scarf knotted at her waist, an open-throated shirt showed a freckled collarbone and a throat warm and fair even in the cold, and over all of it copper curls escaped their head-scarf in the damp, bright as a new-struck coin. Her freckled face had a wide amused knowing mouth and sharp amber-brown eyes that were, even now, even mid-grin, pricing everything they touched: the bridge, the forge-smoke, the lit windows, the crowd, and me, especially me, the soot-streaked man at the center of it all. Her grin widened as her eyes went over me the way mine had gone over her, head to foot and back, frank and appreciative and entirely unashamed.

“Well,” Veyra Hart said, planting her fine boots on her side of my new bridge and putting her hands on her heavy hips and looking me over once more, slow, for the pleasure of it. “You’re a sight. Soot on you, blood on you, a new axe on your hip with a maker’s pride in the hang of it, and you’re standing in the middle of a cheering village on a bridge that was a wreck when my last scout came through. You’ll be the competent one, then. The one I’ve been waiting at the toll fort to meet.” She stuck out a freckled hand, businesslike, and her grip when I took it was strong and dry and lingered half a beat longer than business required. “Veyra Hart. Hart Caravans, Brackmere to Highwatch, when the road lets me, which it hasn’t in three years, until tonight. And you are the cause of my lost profitable grievance, because I’d half built my whole season around complaining that Briarhearth’s crossing was impassable, and now look, you’ve gone and made it passable, very inconsiderate, what’s your name so I know who to bill for my lost complaints.”

“Bren Calder,” I said. “Warden of Briarhearth. And I think you’ll find the bill runs the other way, Mistress Hart, given whose snared road and stolen signs I cleared to make your crossing safe. I’ve a brass token of yours, by the way.” I drew it from my belt-pouch, the leaping hart, the tally on the back, and tossed it to her, and she caught it out of the air without looking, a road-woman’s reflex, and turned it over and went still for half a breath at the scratched tolls on the back, and I saw the grin slip, just for a moment, into something harder.

“Redcaps had this,” she said, low, no flirtation in it now. “Off my outrider. Tam Brewer. Went scouting your ford a month back and never came home, and I told the toll-master he’d run off with the float, because that’s an easier thing to believe than the other.” Her amber eyes came up to mine. “He didn’t run off, did he.”

“No,” I said, gently, because there was no gentle way and the straight way was the only honest one. “He didn’t. The redcaps had a camp on the far bank with three years of plunder in it. Cart-wheels and harness and the small things off travelers who didn’t make it past the snares. I’m sorry. He’d have died fast, if it’s worth anything, they snared for taking, not for slow.” I held her eyes. “We burned the camp and recovered the village’s stolen signs and your token. The road’s clear now, far as the toll fort. It wasn’t when you sent him. It is now. That’s the only restitution I can make for your man, and it’s a poor one, but it’s real.”

Veyra Hart looked at me for a long moment, the brass token closed in her fist, and the whole bright knowing armor of her was set aside for that moment, and what was under it was a woman carrying the loss of a man under her responsibility and had told herself a comfortable lie about it because the true thing was too heavy to carry on the road, and I had just taken the lie away and given her the true thing instead, the way Mara had refused to let my shame set the terms, the way the village said its largest things in its smallest voices, and I watched her decide, right there with the token cold in her fist, what to make of me, and watched her file it away, the plain-truth man instead of the easy kind lie.

“It’s not poor,” she said at last, quietly, and pocketed the token. “A cleared road and an honest answer. That’s better restitution than I’ve had from most. Most men would have let me keep believing Tam robbed me, to spare themselves an awkward conversation.” She drew a breath, and the bright armor came back up, but warmer now, realer, the flirtation no longer a tool but a thing she was choosing to enjoy. “Right. Grieving later, I’ve a season to save and a market to make and there’s clearly a great deal of money to be made in a village that just remembered it exists. Where do I unload, Warden Calder? And someone tell me there’s an inn with stew, because I have been eating toll-fort beans for three weeks and I would commit small crimes for a bowl of something a person actually wanted to cook.”



The market green came alive that night, and it was one of the great pleasures of my life to watch it happen.

It had been dead the whole time I’d been home, the bare stripped posts, the mud, the silence, the empty heart of the village, and I had grown so used to it dead that I had stopped seeing it, and now Veyra Hart backed her wagons onto it in the lantern light and threw open the canvas and the dead green woke up, just woke up, all at once, like the forge had woken, like the bridge had woken, the village drawn to it the way it was drawn to every new warmth, and within the hour the green was a market again, and the noise of it, the noise was the thing, the haggling and the laughing and the children, the children especially, who came out of the lit houses and peeked round their mothers’ skirts at the wonders, salt and lamp-oil and bright cloth and seed grain and sugar and needles and good rope and small toys and spices the valley had not smelled in three years, and Veyra Hart stood at the heart of it on the tail of her wagon like a captain on a deck, calling prices and trading insults and weighing salt and pricing risk and desire in the same breath, brilliant, shameless, entirely in her element.

“No, no, I’ll not take dead nails in trade, Bram Alder, I know good road-stock when I see it and I know it’s the stuff the redcaps stole off my own road, you cannot sell a woman back her own nails, it’s a moral outrage, give me the nails and the hinges both and I’ll call it fair. Salt, who needs salt, three years without salt, you’ve all been eating like beggars, I can smell it, half a measure for the iron, a full measure for coin, and don’t tell me you’ve no coin, Pella Dunn, I can see the pride on you, a baker that proud’s been hiding silver in the flour-jar since her grandmother’s day. Cloth! Bright cloth, real dye, when did any of you last wear a color, you’re all the gray of a rainy Tuesday, here, you, little one.” She tossed a length of bright red ribbon to a small girl peeking from behind her mother, no charge, just a ribbon, and the girl’s face when she caught it, and her mother’s face, and Veyra was already moving on, brisk, pretending she hadn’t, “and that’s not charity, that’s advertising, now everyone’s daughter wants a ribbon and tomorrow you’ll all be back, I’m a businesswoman, I don’t do charity, ask anyone.”

And in the corner of the green, by the inn-door, Jory Ember stood with his lute and watched the market wake and got his song at last.

Jory’s songs about me had been getting steadily worse the whole time I’d been home. They had started bad and gotten longer, the rhymes more tortured, the heroics more absurd, until the village had begun fleeing the common room when he tuned his lute. Somewhere in the last fortnight, between the mine and the forge and the bridge, the songs had started to actually be about things that had happened, and tonight, watching Veyra’s market wake the dead green, Jory found his chorus, and it was, against all odds, good.

He found it slowly, trying lines on the market noise, discarding them, and then he had it, and he played it soft at first and then louder as the green filled, a working-song, a market-song, with a chorus the children picked up first because children always do, “the bridge is lit and the road is clear, and the world’s come back to Briarhearth this year,” simple, true, and the cloth-sellers and the salt-buyers and the children with their ribbons started singing it back at him on the second go, the way a village sings a thing into being. The Ledger answered because a song the village sings is a different and more permanent thing than a song one bard plays at it, and Jory had finally, after days of doggerel, written one the village would keep.

“That’s a great deal better than the one about your ‘mighty thews,’” Veyra observed, appearing at my elbow with a bowl of Mara’s stew in her hands and her sharp amused eyes on Jory. “I heard that one at the toll fort, you know. A peddler carried it up the road a week back, your reputation’s traveling faster than my wagons. ‘Bren Calder of the mighty thews, who slew the wolf and paid the dues.’ It’s terrible. It’s so terrible I’ve had it stuck in my head for a week. I’d assumed you’d be a great preening ox of a man, given the song, and instead you’re.” She looked me over again, head to foot, frankly. “Well. You’re soot-streaked and tired and you told me the truth about my dead outrider when you didn’t have to, which is not at all what the song promised, and I find that more interesting than mighty thews, which is unfortunate for me, because interesting is how I get into trouble.” She ate a spoonful of stew, watching me over it. “This is the best thing I’ve eaten in three weeks. Your innkeeper’s a marvel. Now. Walk with me, Warden. I want to talk business away from a hundred ears, and I want to look at your bridge again in the dark to see if I trust it for a loaded wagon at dawn, and I want.” Her amber eyes glinted. “Several things. Walk with me.”



She did want to look at the bridge, and she did, leaning on the rail in the lantern light and studying Bram’s beams with a real merchant’s care, and she pronounced it sound and said she’d run her loaded wagons over it at dawn for Highwatch and Brackmere and bring back word of how the road ran past the toll fort, which was the business part, and useful, and I listened to it carefully, because Veyra Hart knew the roads of the whole region the way Elska knew iron, and the things she told me, almost idly, between business, were the things I most needed to know.

“The road’s bad past the toll fort,” she said, watching the dark water. “Worse than your snared ford, just bad in a different way, slow-bad, taxes that aren’t legal collected by ex-soldiers, that sort of thing, deserters and worse holding the chokepoints. And it’s getting colder up that way, Warden, that’s the part nobody says out loud at the toll fort. Cold that isn’t weather. Villages going quiet. I came through one a month back, north of the fort, that should have been good for forty measures of trade and there was nobody in it. Not dead. Just.” She frowned, and for a moment the brightness left her again. “Just quiet. Doors shut, no smoke, no children, no dogs even, and a blue light in the well at the center of it, the same as you’ve got in your well there.” She nodded across the green at the faint blue glow of the old well. “I didn’t stop. Something in me said don’t stop, and I’ve learned to trust the something. But I’ll tell you what I told myself driving away fast: a road that’s getting safer in one valley and quieter in the next is a road with something walking down it, and it’s walking this way.” She looked at me. “You’ve made a warm bright valuable thing here, in a cold world that’s eating warm bright things one village at a time. That’s good business for me, a warm valley with money and trade. It’s also a target painted on your back. The safer and richer you make this place, the more it’ll draw, merchants and tax men and deserters and poachers, yes, but the other thing too, the quiet thing, the blue-well thing. You understand that, I think. You’ve got the look of a man who’s already figured out that fixing the bridge was the easy part.”

“I’ve figured it out,” I said. “The Ledger keeps telling me. Every road I clear makes the village worth more to clear next.” I looked north, the way I had looked north from the orchard. “There’s a thing on the ridge. Frostbarrow. Pulling the wolves south, draining the warmth down. I mean to go up and cut it at the source before the next full frost. You’ve just told me the same cold’s walking down the road from the north past your toll fort, which means your blue-well village and my ridge-thing are the same enemy with two hands.” I turned to her. “So here’s my business answer, Veyra Hart. Run your wagons. Make your money. But carry word for me, up and down that road. Which villages are going quiet, which wells glow blue, which way the cold’s walking. You see the roads I can’t see. That’s worth more to me than salt, and I’ll pay for it, in coin and in a crossing kept safe and in a warm valley to come home to. A trader who knows where the cold is walking is the most valuable woman on the road, and I’d rather she carried her news to me than to anyone else.”

Veyra Hart looked at me for a long moment in the bridge-light, and the appraisal in her amber eyes shifted into something warmer and more dangerous, the look of desire after an offer she had stopped expecting, which was not coin, I understood, though coin mattered to her, it was a place that valued what she actually was, a road-reader, a news-carrier, her wandering competence valued and paid for rather than a thing to be settled down out of.

“You,” she said slowly, “are far more interesting than the song. The song would have offered me a bed and mighty thews. You’ve offered me a route and a retainer and a reason to come back.” She set down her stew bowl on the rail, deliberate, and stepped closer, into the lantern light, into my space, near enough now that I could smell road-leather and woodsmoke and the warmth of her under the cold, and her amber eyes were laughing again but the laugh had heat in it now. “Which is far more seductive, frankly, you absolute menace, because men wanting my body are on every road, and men wanting my mind, that’s the rare one, that’s the one a road-woman has to be careful of.” She tilted her head, and the copper curls fell, and her wide knowing mouth curved. “So let me be careful of you out loud, since I’m I like to know the ground before I step on it. The forge-woman. The blonde, the big magnificent one with the hammer and the look that could curdle milk, who watched me unload my wagons all evening with her arms crossed. And the little healer, the brown-haired one, small and quiet and watching everything, who I’d not want to cross any more than the smith. They’re yours. Aren’t they. Both of them. I read it on all three of you the moment I crossed the bridge, the way they stand near you, the way you stand near them. I read people for a living, Warden, it’s how I stay alive on bad roads.” She did not step back. “So before I let myself find you any more interesting than I already do, which is dangerously, I’ll ask plain, and I’ll know if you lie, I always know: are they a secret? A scandal? Two women you’re keeping quiet and ashamed of in a small village that’ll turn on all three of you the moment it’s spoken aloud? Because I’ll not step into a man’s hidden mess. I’ve done that. It’s bad business and worse for the heart. Tell me true. What is this thing you’ve built here?”

And I gave her the true thing without dressing it up, the way the women of Briarhearth had spent hard days teaching me to give true things, and the way I had promised Elska on the dark drover’s track, with every woman knowing where she stood.

“It’s not a secret and it’s not a scandal,” I said. “It’s a Hearth-Circle. That’s the old Warden way, Tovin can tell you the history of it, the Wardens never survived alone, they kept circles, lovers and crafters and healers and scouts who shared danger and home. Elska Flint chose me, out loud and in her own words, after we cleared the mine together. Nell Reed chose me, out loud and in her own words, after we cleansed the spring. They chose, both of them, before anything else happened, and they’ve chosen each other’s company in it too, the smith and the healer, they sorted that between themselves in four dry sentences and I had the sense not to interfere. It’s adult, it’s spoken, and it’s not hidden. The village knows or will know and I’ll not lower my eyes about it to anyone.” I held her sharp amber gaze. “And I’ll tell you the rest of the true thing while I’m at it, since you read people for a living and you’ll know if I dress it up. I find you the most interesting thing to cross that bridge in three years, and I’ve wanted to kiss you since you came off that wagon and tested my planks before you trusted them. But I’ll not sneak it, and I’ll not offer you a hidden corner, and I’ll not pretend the circle isn’t there to get you into it. If there’s ever a thing between us it’ll be a chosen thing, in the open, on your terms and theirs and mine, or it’ll be nothing, and I’ll still pay you for your news and keep your crossing safe either way, because that part’s not a bargain for your bed, it’s just true.” I let that sit. “That’s all. No sneaking. That’s the one rule the smith gave me and it’s a good one.”

Veyra Hart stared at me.

And then she laughed, a real laugh, head back, copper curls catching the lantern light, a laugh of pure delighted astonishment, and she hooked two fingers under the strap of my axe harness and gave it a testing tug, not away, just enough to check the solidness of me, and left her fingers there.

“Oh, you menace,” she said, grinning, breathless with the laugh. “You absolute menace. You told me, you just stood there and told me the whole shape of it, the circle and the wanting and the rule, no game, no corner, no hidden mess, you took the entire thing I was afraid of and you just handed it to me in the open like someone handing over a weight he refuses to carry crooked.” She shook her head, the curls flying. “Do you know how rare that is? Do you know what I usually get? Married men swearing their wives won’t mind, lords wanting me kept in back rooms, traders bedding me on the road and ignoring me at the toll fort, the hidden mess, always the hidden mess. And you stand on your lit bridge and just say it. Chosen, open, on everyone’s terms or nothing.” Her amber eyes were very bright now, the heat in them no longer careful at all. “That’s the most dangerous thing you could have said to me, Bren Calder, because I am I have spent fifteen years on the road precisely so that nobody ever got to put me in a back room, and you’ve just told me the one place I might fit is the one place I’d never have to.”

And then she kissed me.

She came up onto her fine boots, took a fistful of my soot-streaked shirt, and kissed me hard, all road-warmth and freckled boldness. Caution had no place in it. She wanted an answer and took it at full speed, leading for one heartbeat, playful, dominant, testing, the way the profile of her would be, a woman liking command of a kiss and daring me to take it from her.

So I took it from her.

I got one hand into the copper curls at the nape of her neck and the other on the swell of her heavy hip and I turned the kiss, took command of it slow, certain, unhurried, and I felt the surprise go through her, the pleasure of being met and then bettered, and her playful dare melted into something hotter and more honest, a low sound in her throat, her fistful of my shirt going slack and then gripping again, harder, her full body pressing into mine in the lantern light, and I kissed her thoroughly, the way the want and the fortnight of teasing demanded, until she was the one breathless, until the road-reader had stopped reading and was just feeling, and only then did I ease back, slow, and let her catch her breath with her forehead against my jaw and her hand still fisted in my shirt.

“Well,” Veyra said, when she had her breath, and her voice was not quite as steady as she clearly wanted it, and she laughed again, lower, ragged. “Well. That answers a question I had about whether the song’s ‘mighty thews’ had any basis in fact. Some, it seems. Some basis.” She stepped back, deliberate, putting cold air between us, and pressed the back of her freckled hand to her mouth and looked at me over it with her bright dangerous eyes, regrouping, Veyra gathering up her scattered armor. “No. Not tonight. Don’t look so pleased with yourself, Warden, I’m not running into a circle on the first night over a kiss on a bridge, however good the kiss, and it was good, I’ll grant the song that much.” She gathered her scarf, her composure, her road-self. “Here’s what I’ll do, and it’s the most reckless business decision I’ve made in a decade, so mark it. I’ll run my route. I’ll carry your news, up and down the road, the quiet villages and the blue wells and the way the cold’s walking, and I’ll bring it to you and no one else, and you’ll pay me in coin and a safe crossing, that’s the bargain, that part’s real and it’s not about the kiss.” She pointed a freckled finger at me. “And I’ll come back. Often. And I’ll watch this place, your warm bright valley with its circle and its lit bridge, and I’ll watch whether it’s a thing that lasts or a thing that burns bright and gets eaten by the cold like every other warm bright thing on this road, and I’ll watch whether the smith and the healer truly chose what you say they chose, because I’ll not be the splinter that cracks a real thing, I’ve some honor, surprisingly.” Her grin came back, full and bright and promising. “And if it lasts, if it’s real, if you keep that road safe and that valley warm and that circle as open and chosen as you swear it is, then one of these times I’ll drive my wagons over your lit bridge and I’ll decide that Briarhearth isn’t a stop on my route. And we’ll see, then, Warden, whether there’s room at your hearth for a road woman carefully making sure she’d never need one.” She climbed back up onto her wagon seat, gathered her reins, looked down at me in the gold bridge-light, flushed and bright and entirely magnificent. “Keep the road safe, Bren Calder. Keep them warm. I’ll be back before the snow. And bring word up to the toll fort if you go chasing your ridge-thing, because if the cold’s walking south and you’re walking north you’re going to meet it, and I like to know which of my best customers is about to do something brave and stupid.” She clicked to her team, and the wagon rolled off toward her camp on the green, and over her shoulder, bright and laughing, she called, “Tell your forge-woman I’m no threat and no thief and I price everything honest including myself. She’ll like that. Smiths like an honest price.”

And she was gone into the lantern-lit bustle of the woken market, copper curls and freckled boldness and a wagon full of the world, and I stood on my lit bridge with my mouth still warm from her and watched the dead green that was dead no longer, full of light and noise and children with ribbons and Jory’s new song going round, and the Ledger marked the change.

[ HEARTHWARDEN LEDGER ] [ Market Green: dormant -> active. ] [ Briarhearth Updated ] Prosperity: 2 -> 3 [ Veyra Hart: Noticed. ] [ Road Instinct: undiscovered synergy. The road-reader sees what the Warden cannot. ] [ Note: she has not chosen the circle. She is watching whether the circle is worth choosing. The Ledger waits, as always, for the woman. ]

I went back across my bridge toward the warm noise of the green, and Elska was waiting at the near end of it with her arms crossed and her hammer on her shoulder and an expression I could not entirely read, and I told her the truth before she could ask for it, because her boundary deserved action more than slogans, and I told her straight, the trader and the news-bargain and the kiss and the watching and the not-tonight, all of it, standing on the bridge in the cold while the market roared behind us.

Elska heard my account without a word, and at the end she was quiet a moment, and then she huffed, and uncrossed her arms, and the thing in her face turned out to be, mostly, dry amusement.

“A kiss on a bridge and a bargain for road-news and she rode off to think about it,” Elska said. “Honest about the price of herself, you said. Smiths do like an honest price, the trollop, and she’s right.” She bumped me with her shoulder, soot to soot, fond. “I watched her work that green all night. She woke the dead market in an hour. Whatever else she is, she’s good at the thing she’s good at, same as me, same as Nell, and I’ve decided I can stand beside competence at work, I told you that on the drover’s track.” She started toward the warm green, and over her shoulder, very dry, “But you’ll tell Nell the same as you told me, plain, tonight, before bed, and you’ll let the trader take her time and not chase her like a fool, because a thing chased is a thing that runs, and a circle that grabs is a circle that breaks. Let her watch. Let her come if she comes. Now stop standing on your bridge looking moony at the market and come buy me something off the redhead’s wagon, you owe me a thing for pouring sixteen brackets while you were off being kissed, and I want the bright blue cloth before someone else gets it. The blue, Calder. I’ve been the gray of a rainy Tuesday for two years and I’m done with it.”

And I followed her into the lit and singing market, my lit bridge behind me and the world come back across it and a third woman gone off up the road to decide whether my hearth was worth the warming, and I bought the blonde blacksmith her bright blue cloth. Across the green the old well glowed faint and blue and patient at the bottom, and north, far north, under the frozen ridge, a thing slept and pulled the wolves south, and I had a market to enjoy for one warm night before I went up the cold road to cut it.


Chapter 13: The Barrow Map

The map fragments had been three useless scraps of old vellum in my belt-pouch for days, one from the cellar chamber under the inn, one from the cleansed shrine in Whisperpine, one from the dark of Coppercap, and I had carried them the way you carry a thing you know matters without knowing how, and on the morning after the market woke I took them to Brother Cael at the shrine, because Cael had spent his life among the old things and Lore was his work the way iron was Elska’s, and Cael laid them out on the shrine’s stone altar in the beeswax light and made a small wondering sound and went to a chest and came back with a great soft charcoal rubbing on cloth, old, taken from a barrow-stone a hundred years gone by some long-dead shrine-keeper who had thought it worth keeping.

“I never knew what it was a rubbing of,” Cael said, his thin candlewax-stained fingers smoothing the cloth flat. “A barrow-stone, the record says, on the lower ridge, taken in my grandfather’s grandfather’s time, and we kept it because we keep everything, and I always thought it nonsense, just lines. But look.” He laid the three vellum scraps on the rubbing, and they were not three scraps of three different maps, they were three pieces of one map, torn apart and scattered, and they settled onto the old rubbing like keys into locks, and where they joined the lines made sense, a ridge, a path, standing stones, a cairn, a barrow cut into the frozen hill, and over the barrow, in the cold geometry I knew too well, a sigil, and from the sigil, a single great channel running down off the ridge, south, toward a mark I did not need Cael to name for me because I had seen it glowing blue at the bottom every night since I came home.

“The well,” I said. “It runs to the well.”

“It runs to the well,” Cael agreed, his thin face grey. “And the source is here, on the ridge, in the barrow. Wolf-King Barrow, the old name, there’s a verse about it, a king of the cold who ruled the wolves, I always took it for a child’s tale.” He looked up at me, frightened and faithful both. “It’s not a tale. It’s the source. The mine and the spring and your cellar, every mouth you’ve closed, they all feed down to the well, and the well’s fed from the ridge, from this. You can close mouths in the valley until you die of old age and the barrow will grow new ones every frost. The thing on the ridge is the heart of it. Or near enough that cutting it will buy the valley years.” He swallowed. “But Warden, a barrow is not a mine. The dead king’s law is thick up there. I’d not send you up before the full frost without every blessing this shrine can give and every warm thing the village can put at your back, because if you go up cold and alone the way the old Wardens went, you’ll not come down.”

And as if the village itself had heard him, the Contract Board answered.



Oren came running to the shrine to fetch me, white-faced, because the board had burned a new contract through on its own, and I went and stood before it with half the village gathered, and the amber letters of the contract board, which had always burned warm gold, burned now amber edged with cold black, and the board looked afraid as the contract read:

[ CONTRACT POSTED BY THE LATTICE ] [ CONTRACT: Wolf-King Barrow Seed ] [ Objective: Destroy the Seed Under Ice. ] [ A Hollow Court seed sleeps in Wolf-King Barrow on the lower Frostbarrow ridge. ] [ It pulls the wolves south. It feeds the drain. It grows. ] [ Before the next full frost it will wake fully. The wolves will become a siege pack. ] [ Destroy the seed. Cut the channel at its source. ] [ Recommended Level: 8-10. Recommended Party: Hearth-Circle. ] [ This contract cannot be delegated. The Warden must go. ] [ Reward: the valley breathes. Or it does not. ]

“Three days to the full frost,” Tovin Kade said behind me. I turned. The old Warden stood there leaning on his practice staff with his scarred cheek, stiff knee, and iron-grey hair. Grief had taken hold of his hard face. “I’ve watched that ridge go cold for forty years and told myself it was weather. Three days. The board doesn’t lie and the Lattice doesn’t post a contract it can delegate, you read it, it says you go. So you go.” He looked at me a long moment. “Walk with me, boy. Away from the board. There’s a thing I should have told you when the Ledger first woke and have been a coward about, and you’ll need it before you go up that hill. I’ll not give it to you in front of the whole village staring at a black-edged contract.”

We walked to his training patch, the worn ground where he had drilled me until my arms shook, and he sat heavily on the old bench there with his stiff knee out straight, and he was quiet a while, the way Ysra had been quiet, the way the village said its largest things slow.

“There was a circle before yours,” Tovin said at last. “You know that much, you’ve heard me say Wardens keep circles, it’s the old way. I was in it. The last one. Forty years gone, when I was younger than you and prouder, before the mine went cold and the bridge broke and all of it.” He turned the practice staff in his hard hands. “There was a Warden then, Warden Aldis, and he had a circle, the way they’re meant, a smith and a healer and a scout and a bowman, and I was the bowman, the young one, the proud one. And there was a thing on this same ridge, not the same thing, a smaller thing, a wight in the upper barrows, and Aldis took us up to cut it.” His jaw worked. “And we failed. Not because we were weak. We were strong, we were the strongest the valley had. We failed because Aldis treated the circle as tools. He used us. The smith’s loyalty, the healer’s love, the bonds, he spent them like coin, sent us where he needed us without asking, because the Ledger gave him synergies and he thought a synergy was a thing he owned. And up in the cold the dead law found the cracks in that, found the resentment, the using, the bonds that were chains and not choices, and it turned them. The healer died because Aldis ordered her into a place she’d have refused if he’d asked instead of ordered. The smith died trying to reach her. The scout walked into the cold because the dead law whispered that a tool wants only to be set down, and being a tool, he believed it.” Tovin’s old eyes came up to mine, wet, fierce. “I lived because I was too far back with my bow to be in the worst of it, and I’ve lived with it forty years, and I came home and I let the valley go cold because I’d seen what a Warden’s circle becomes when the bonds aren’t real, and I’d rather a cold valley than another circle spent like coin.”

He gripped my arm with one hard hand.

“That thing on the ridge, the seed, the dead law in it, it heals when the room goes quiet, I’d wager my staff on it, that’s how the cold fights, it stills things. And it’ll go for your bonds, boy, the same as it went for ours, it’ll find every place where Elska’s a tool and not a choice, where Nell’s a debt and not a vow, where you’re using them instead of standing with them, and it’ll pull those threads. So the question that keeps you alive up there isn’t your level or your axe or your synergies. It’s whether the smith and the healer chose you free, out loud, knowing the cost, or whether you’ve gathered them the way Aldis gathered us, the way a man gathers a sword and a shield. Because the dead law can turn a tool. It cannot turn a vow. A vow is a choice that’s still being made, every moment, by a living will, and there’s no crack in it for the cold to get a finger into.” He let go of my arm. “Go ask them. Tonight. Out loud, the way I never saw Aldis ask anyone anything. Make sure it’s chosen, every part of it, all three of you, with the cost named, before you take them up a hill that eats unchosen things. That’s the thing I should have told you and was too ashamed to. Don’t go up that ridge with anything between you that isn’t free. Now get gone. You’ve a barrow to plan and three days to plan it.”



Bram had been at the cottage while I was at the shrine.

I came home to it in the failing afternoon and it was changed, my dusty half-ruin of a cottage, the first place I had owned in eight years, and Bram had been in it with his crew and his lumber and turned it into something. There was a real storage rack now along the whole back wall, sturdy, well-joined, and on it my loot was laid out clean and ordered, the Hollow teeth, the spider silk, the map-rubbing, the spare lanterns. There was a proper hearth, rebuilt, the cracked old firebox torn out and a new one laid with a real chimney that drew, and a fire burning in it, warm, honest, the first fire that hearth had held in years that did not smoke. There was a weapon hook by the door for the axe. There was a table, a real table, and two chairs and then a third brought in after.

And there were the women’s things.

Elska had been by. A smith’s hook now hung beside the weapon hook, with a small set of her own files and a whetstone on it, so the axe could be kept keen at home as well as at the forge. It was such an Elska thing to leave: no flower, no ribbon, a useful thing that said I will keep your edge. I stood and looked at it until my chest went tight in a way the cold never made it.

And Nell had been by, because there was a bundle hung from the new rafter over the hearth, dried mint and feverfew and clearbloom, herbs drying in my own house now in the warm rising air, and a small crock on the table with her neat hand on it, for the road, fire-oil and antidote, and a folded note that said only, in her precise script, you will hurt yourself up there. these are for when you do. do not be brave about it. and it was such a Nell thing to leave, the herbs and the scolding both, the care and the sharpness, and I stood in my warm changed cottage between the whetstone and the drying herbs and understood that the two women I had chosen had quietly, without speaking of it to each other or to me, begun to make my house their house, the smith’s edge and the healer’s medicine hung side by side on my walls, and that this, this changed warm shared room, was a thing the old Warden had warned me about and a thing the dead king wanted to still, and a thing I would burn the whole ridge down to keep.

We prepared for the barrow over the next two days the way we prepared for the mine, only better, because we were better now, a real party that had bled together. Elska forged for it, cold-iron heads for the fire-oil arrows Nell wanted, a new boss for my oak shield, and she sharpened the Ember-edged axe on her own whetstone and put a wicked working edge on it. Nell brewed for it, antidote and anti-cold salve and stimulant drops and a numbing draught for wounds taken in a place too dangerous to stop, and she packed it all in oiled cloth against the wet. I planned for it, the lantern line, the route up the ridge, the order of march, the way out, and I drilled with Tovin until the stiff old man pronounced me, grudgingly, not certain to die, which from Tovin was a benediction.

The planning took the shape of the whole village’s hands. Bram brought a coil of fresh rope and made me uncoil and recoil it twice until he was satisfied I could do it with numb fingers. Oren copied the route from Cael’s rubbing onto a waxed board I could carry under my cloak, then copied a second for Nell, because he had decided no party should depend on one map when the first man might fall into a snow hole. Pella baked bread so dense a loaf could have served as a weapon, and she wrapped each one with dried apple and salt pork and a note that said eat before you are hungry, which sounded like Nell and made me suspect collaboration.

Brother Cael gave us beeswax tapers from the shrine and touched each lantern with the First Ember’s flame, and this time the blue fringe at the edges did not break him. He saw it, swallowed, and kept the blessing steady.

“It burns blue because it is contested,” he said, more to himself than to us. “It is not beaten.”

“That’s right,” I said.

He nodded once, as if I had not comforted him so much as confirmed a doctrine he needed to stand on, and went on blessing the lanterns.

Elska tested my shield boss in the forge yard by hitting it hard enough to numb my arm to the shoulder. Nell watched this with her arms folded and said, “If he cannot feel his fingers before the barrow, Flint, I will have words.”

“If he cannot take that hit here,” Elska said, “he won’t take worse up there.”

“Both of you are correct,” I said, which earned me the same look from both women and taught me that diplomacy sometimes means choosing pain from two directions at once.

That evening, when the gear lay in ordered piles in my cottage, I walked the village once before dark. The bridge lanterns burned. The forge smoked. Reedhouse’s garden still needed time, but the beds stood alive instead of dying, dark soil drinking clean water. Ysra’s orchard glowed on the hill, all its lanterns warm. The Contract Board held the black-edged barrow contract, and villagers stopped by it all day to read, murmur, and leave useful things beneath it: mittens, rope, a whetstone, a pouch of dried berries, a charm made of braided rush. None of it would kill a barrow seed. All of it meant the village understood the work belonged to more than me.

At the old well, I stopped. The blue glow waited at the bottom, faint and deep, and for once I did not ask it anything. I only stood with one hand on the cold stone rim and said, “Not today. We cut the ridge first.”

The Ember answered, low and steady, and I went home to the cottage Bram had made ready.

Tovin was waiting by my door.

He had no staff in his hand for once. That made him look older and more dangerous both, as if he had set down the thing he used to keep the world at the right distance.

“Last word,” he said.

“You’ve had several.”

“I’m old. I get repeats.” He looked past me at the cottage window, where the firelight moved warm behind the glass. “When the cold starts talking up there, it’ll use your own good qualities against you. It’ll call your protecting control. It’ll call your hunger greed. It’ll call your shame proof you’re unworthy and your desire proof you’re selfish. It won’t lie much. That’s why it’s dangerous. It will take the true thing and turn it until you can’t tell which edge cuts.”

I said nothing. The old man had earned silence when he wanted it.

“So when you doubt yourself,” he said, “don’t ask whether you are pure. You’re not. No one worth a damn is. Ask whether the women beside you can answer freely. Ask whether the village is warmer after you act. Ask whether you can bear being told no. If those answers hold, the cold’s got less to use.”

He reached into his coat and handed me a small leather strip, worn smooth, with three old notches cut in it.

“From my bow grip,” he said. “Old circle. Last piece of it I kept. I don’t want it in my house anymore. Tie it to your pack or burn it, I don’t care. But take the lesson if nothing else. We were strong. We were not free enough with each other. Don’t be us.”

I tied it to the inside of my pack, as a warning with weight.

Tovin nodded once, rough and satisfied. “Good. Now go be young somewhere else. I’m tired of looking at you.”

He limped away before I could thank him, because that was his way, and I went inside carrying the old failure on a strip of leather and the new circle waiting in the warm room.

And Veyra Hart came to the cottage before dawn of the second day and put a bundle in my hands wrapped in oilcloth, road-flares, she said, caravans burned them to signal across a dark valley, they burn hot and bright and red and they’ll not go out in wind or wet, and a signal-flare in a place full of cold dark might be worth more than a sword. She had sent two drivers north with trade goods and my questions for the toll fort, but she kept the heart of her caravan in Briarhearth, wagons drawn around the Market Green and teamsters posted with cudgels, because a road-wise woman after one road had gone bad did not leave a new market unwatched while its Warden climbed a frozen ridge. She would not let me pay for the flares, which from Veyra was a vow in Veyra’s coinless language, and she looked at me hard with her bright amber eyes and said, you keep that road safe by staying alive on that ridge, Warden, that’s the bargain, don’t you dare go and get killed and leave me without my best customer, and she kissed me once, hard and quick, in front of the whole green and Elska and Nell both, openly, deciding something for herself in the doing of it, and then she went back to her wagons to guard the market and wait for word from the road, and I turned back to my preparations with three women’s gifts at my back, a whetstone and a crock of antidote and a bundle of road-flares, and a barrow to cut.



The night before we climbed, Elska and Nell came to my cottage together.

I had not asked them to come together. I had thought, vaguely, that I would speak to each of them, the way Tovin had told me, ask them with the cost named, and I had been turning over how to do it, two separate honest conversations, when they arrived at my door together in the cold dark with the firelight spilling out around them, the tall blonde smith and the small dark healer, and I understood from the way they stood, shoulder to shoulder, having clearly walked up from the green together, talking, that they had done my work for me, that they had already had the conversation I was dreading, between themselves, the way they had built their alliance in four dry sentences on the night I cleared the road.

“Tovin came to see us both,” Elska said, ducking through my door, shrugging off her cloak, and I saw she was wearing the bright blue cloth I’d bought her, made into a shirt, blue against her fair skin and her blonde braid, and it suited her so well it stopped my breath. “Told us about his old circle. The one that failed. The Warden spending his people like coin.” She set her cloak on the new hook beside her whetstone, at home, and turned to face me. “He thought he was warning you. He warned us instead. About what to be sure of before we go up a hill that eats unchosen things.”

“He needn’t have,” Nell said quietly, setting down her satchel, small and certain in my firelight, her moss eyes steady. “We were sure already. We’d talked, Flint and I, days ago, the night you cleared the road. But the old man’s right that it ought to be said out loud, all three of us in one room, before the cold can find a crack to put a finger in. So we came together.” She looked at Elska, and the two women exchanged a glance that had a whole conversation already finished inside it, and then they both looked at me, and Nell said, “The Ledger can wait its turn. First you hear us. The warmth, the synergies, the bond it writes down, all of that follows living mouths and living hands. We want this spoken out loud, tonight, before the barrow, the way the old way means it: a vow kept alive by choosing it again.”

“I chose you in the mine, with the iron over our heads,” Elska said, stepping close, blue-shirted, fierce, “and I choose you again now, knowing exactly what it costs. You’ve a circle with room beyond me, a redhead up the road I’ll have to make my peace with, and a cold hill ahead that may swallow all three of us. I choose it anyway. I’m a smith, Bren, I don’t make a thing I don’t mean to last. I want you. I want this. The whole of it.” She hooked two fingers under the front of my belt and pulled me a step closer, the claim, not the test. “Say it back when I’m done. But let her say hers first.”

“I chose you with my hands in your blood and the door barred,” Nell said, coming to my other side, small and warm, her stained hand finding mine, “and I choose you again now, knowing the cost, that I share a hearth with a massive smith with a hammer habit and maybe a road-trader later and whoever else the years bring, because that’s the old way and I’ve made my peace with the old way, because the alternative is a cold room and one candle and I’ve nursed too many lonely deaths in cold rooms to want one for myself. I want the warm crowded hearth. I want you in it, and her, and what comes. I choose it, freely, every part.” Her hand tightened in mine. “Now you. Both of us are owed the hearing of it, clear, the way you make us say true things. Choose us back. Out loud. With the cost named.”

And I named the cost and chose them back, the way I had learned, standing in my warm changed cottage between the whetstone and the drying herbs with the smith on one side and the healer on the other and the fire burning honest in Bram’s new hearth.

“I choose you both,” I said. “Knowing it’s the harder thing, not the easier one, that a circle’s more work than a single love and asks more honesty of me than I ever had to give anyone in eight years on the road. I choose Elska Flint, who came home with iron the same night I did, who holds the line and judges my work and won’t let me be soft when soft would get us killed. And I choose Nell Reed, who walks into the dark with a knife and a satchel and won’t break and won’t let me bleed quiet to spare my pride. I choose the crowded warm hearth over the cold safe room, the same as you both, and I choose it free, with the cost named, the danger and the honesty and the years of it. I want you both. And I’ll keep this circle the way the old Warden didn’t, no using, no spending, no chains, only choices, made again every morning.” I looked from one to the other. “There. It’s said. All three of us, out loud, in one room. Let the cold come find a crack in that. There isn’t one.”

And the Ember in my chest, which had been still and waiting all through the speaking, flared.

It flared for the words first. We had not touched yet, and the women had been right about that: the warmth answered choice before desire. Gold rose out of my chest and spread through the cottage, amber writing threaded through living Ember-Lattice heat, rising up from the floor and the new hearth until the whole of my changed cottage glowed faint and gold. Elska gasped. Nell made a soft sound. We all three felt the warmth recognizing what we had made, surrounding it, blessing it, and only then, in the gold of it, did Elska turn my face to hers with one big scarred hand and kiss me, and the vow night began.



Together they made a heat neither had made alone. I had decided, watching them come up to my door together, that one woman would never be left waiting cold while the other was warm. That was the using Tovin had warned me of. So I kept them both with me through every breath of it, my hands and my mouth and my attention moving between them so that neither ever vanished, and they knew their own lanes and gave them to me without my asking, and the warmth held us all three in its gold light.

Elska kissed me first and hard, forge-heat and certainty, walking me back the way she did until my shoulders hit the new storage rack and the hanging herbs brushed my hair. Nell did not wait apart. Her small clever hands were already at my shirt, undoing laces with the patient precision she gave bandages, and every time Elska’s mouth took more of me, Nell took another piece of cloth out of the way.

“Don’t rush him into stupidity,” Nell murmured.

“I like him stupid,” Elska said against my mouth.

“You like him alive.”

“Both, if possible.”

I laughed once, breathless, and then Elska’s blue shirt came open, and there was nothing funny left in me.

Her very full breasts spilled heavy and pale into the gold light, freckled across the top, the pink nipples already stiff, still marked faintly where the shirt had strained over them all day. I looked because she wanted me to look, and because there was no world in which I could have done otherwise. Then I caught the heavy soft weight of one in my hand and closed my mouth over the other, drawing the hard nipple in against my tongue and sucking, and felt her whole strong body answer, the big blunt smith arching into me with a rough sound that went straight down my spine and into my cock.

“Slower,” Nell said, low and certain behind me, her oiled hands sliding over my shoulders now, down my back. “Let her feel it build. She likes being made to wait right up until she doesn’t.”

Elska’s fingers tightened in my hair. “Healer.”

“You know I’m right.”

Elska swore, but she did not tell her to stop, and the sound she made when I took my time with her proved Nell right. I lifted the heavy soft weight of her in both hands, dragged my mouth over the warmth of her, caught one nipple and then the other, and kept my free hand reaching back for Nell, finding her narrow waist, the curve of her hip, the small body pressed close behind me while she learned our rhythm by touch.

“That’s it,” I told Elska, rough against her skin. “You hold the line all day. Tonight I hold you. Let me have this.”

“You’ve got it,” she said, voice breaking in the middle. “Don’t get poetic. Use your mouth.”

So I did.

I stripped Elska’s blue shirt the rest of the way and laid her back across the bed, but I pulled Nell down with us, drew her in by the waist so her small warm body came against my side. I kissed Nell while my hand stayed on Elska’s breast, and Nell’s breath changed at once, soft precision giving way to heat. She had undressed herself with no fuss, practical dress folded over the chair, pale skin and small firm breasts and dark escaped curls in the gold light, and Elska, propped on one elbow, looked at her properly in the vow-night glow.

“You’re prettier than you let on,” Elska said.

Nell flushed from throat to chest, then lifted her chin. “And you’re less terrifying naked.”

“Only less?”

“Somewhat.”

I put my mouth on Nell’s throat before Elska could answer, and the healer’s laugh broke into a gasp.

Then Nell took control, because of course she did. She pressed warm herbal oil into my palm, guided that hand back to Elska, and said, “Keep touching her. Lower. She is not as patient as she pretends.”

“Neither are you,” I said.

“I know exactly how patient I am. That’s why I’m giving instructions.”

I moved down Elska’s strong body, kissing the freckled heavy curve of her breasts, her stomach, the hard-earned strength of her thighs, and put my mouth between her legs while keeping one hand on her chest. Nell stayed beside us, one oiled hand on my shoulder, the other moving over herself slowly enough that watching her almost pulled me off task.

“Harder than you’d do for me,” Nell whispered. “She wants to feel you mean it.”

Elska made a strangled sound. “Reed.”

“You do.”

“Aye,” Elska admitted, and then my mouth found the exact pressure her body wanted and the rest of her words went to pieces.

I gave Elska the rough attention she liked, my tongue and fingers working her while Nell watched and directed and touched me. The smith’s thighs locked around my shoulders. Her hand fisted in my hair hard enough to hurt. She came loud, cursing, hips bucking against my mouth, the whole bed taking the force of her, and the gold light pulsed warm around us as if the cottage itself had drawn breath.

I did not let Nell wait. Before Elska’s last tremor had gone, I reached for the healer and pulled her into the place Elska had just left warm, and the lane changed entirely.

Nell lay back with her dark curls spread over the blanket and her small body open to us, and her certainty flickered, with the shock of being looked at by both of us at once. Elska saw it and softened, which was not a thing most people were allowed to see her do.

“Tell us,” Elska said, blunt but gentle for her. “You’re the one who knows bodies. Tell him where.”

Nell swallowed, then reached for my wrist and guided my hand. “Here. Two fingers. Curl up. Not too fast. And your mouth, lower at first, then higher when I tell you.” Her eyes flicked to Elska. “Your hands are warm. My breasts, if you want. Not rough.”

“I can do not rough,” Elska said.

“We’ll see.”

I put my mouth where Nell told me and my fingers where she told me, and Elska’s big scarred hands cupped Nell’s small breasts with unexpected care. The contrast nearly undid me: the very busty smith still flushed from her own climax, bent over the petite healer, strong thumbs learning a gentler pressure while Nell’s quiet precise instructions started to fail under pleasure.

“There,” Nell gasped. “Yes. Hold that. Don’t change it. Flint, softer. Yes, like that. Bren, don’t stop.”

I did not stop. I gave her the exact rhythm she demanded, and Elska watched my face and Nell’s body both, learning us both by sight. Nell came hard and wet and sudden, her hips lifting to my mouth, her small thighs trembling around my shoulders, her release gushing warm over my fingers while her voice broke high and helpless. Elska stared, frankly delighted.

“Well,” the smith said, reverent and amused all at once. “Would you look at that.”

Nell covered her face with one arm, laughing and shaking. “Do not make a study of me.”

“Too late,” Elska said. “I’m a craftswoman. I study useful wonders.”

I crawled up Nell’s body and kissed the laugh out of her mouth, and Elska’s hand wrapped around my cock, finding me hard and slick from both their mouths and hands. “My turn,” she said, with no apology at all, and she gave my cock one slow possessive stroke. “Healer, watch or join, your choice.”

Nell chose to join.

Elska pulled me to her and fit the head of my cock to her soaked cunt and guided me in with a rough, hungry sound, sheathing the whole length of me in one slick downward roll of her hips, and we both groaned as I bottomed out in her, her strong legs locking around my hips. She liked the hard rhythm and asked for it with her whole body, meeting every stroke, heavy breasts rocking, hands gripping my shoulders, mouth open against mine, her cunt gripping wet and tight each time I drove home. Nell knelt beside us, oiled hands moving over Elska’s chest, over my back, reaching down to where I drove in and out of the smith to feel us joined, kissing me, then kissing Elska, finding her place inside the motion instead of outside it.

“Harder,” Elska said. “I chose a Warden. Use me like one.”

“Chosen,” I said against her mouth. “Not used.”

Her eyes flared. “Then choose to give it to me hard.”

I did, gripping her hips and driving into her deep and brutal until the wet slap of our bodies filled the room, and she came under me with a shout, her cunt clamping down and milking my cock in waves, the bed thudding against the wall, Nell’s small hand pressed to Elska’s throat as if feeling the pulse of the whole room.

Then I took Nell, and the shift between them was like moving from forge heat to rain on warm skin. She was smaller and slicker and still trembling from before, her tight cunt clutching at me as I pushed in, and at first she guided me slow, legs wrapped tight, mouth at my ear, telling me the angle and the pace, easing me deeper inch by inch until I filled her completely, until trust made the instructions dissolve.

“Take over,” she gasped at last, the words I knew from her, the surrender her lane wanted. “Harder. I trust you. Don’t make me hold the rhythm anymore.”

Elska was there at once, strong hands under Nell’s thighs, holding her open and steady for me, spreading the healer wide so I could drive in deeper. “We’ve got you, healer.”

Nell made a sound at that, small and shattered and full of heat, and I drove my cock into her harder, deeper, the wet of her slicking us both, one hand braced by her shoulder, the other tangled in her dark curls, while Elska’s mouth found Nell’s small breast and Nell’s hands gripped both of us by turns. She came again beneath me, gushing wet around my cock and crying out, her tight cunt fluttering and clenching down the length of me, and I felt the whole circle tighten around the sound of it.

At the last there were no turns. Elska behind me, her heavy breasts hot against my back, one hand fisted in my hair and the other reaching down to cup my balls where they slapped against Nell, Nell under me with her legs locked and her mouth open and her cunt gripping me on every thrust, both women speaking over each other now, blunt and precise and breaking.

“Now,” Elska said. “Fill her.”

“Deep,” Nell gasped. “Stay with me. All of it.”

I drove deep into Nell and buried myself to the root and spent with a groan, my cock pulsing hot and hard inside her, emptying everything I had into her small clutching body. Both women held me through every spurt, Elska’s hand at my balls and Nell’s nails in my back. Gold Lattice-light flared bright as a forge at the moment of it. The circle was complete because we had made it complete, with every panel still silent until choice had done the work.

We lay tangled in the gold-fading light, the three of us, spent, the fire honest in the hearth, and the afterglow was not idle, because nothing in that circle was idle, it was tactical and tender both at once. Nell, even shaking and spent, reached for my arm and turned my wrist to the firelight and checked the old poison scar, automatic, the healer never fully off duty, healing clean, good, and pressed her lips to it. Elska, even melted and soft, got up after a while and crossed the cold floor naked and magnificent and took the Ember-edged axe down off its hook and set it leaning against the bed within my reach, where a Warden’s hand could find it in the dark, because we climbed at dawn and a smith keeps the edge ready, and then she came back and pulled the blankets over all three of us and settled her heavy warm weight against my side with Nell small and warm against my other, and the Ledger wrote its quiet account into the gold-dim dark.

Nell did not let the quiet become sleep right away. She made us drink water, because she was Nell, and checked the packed salves without getting out of bed by making me pass each crock to her from the table. Elska complained exactly once and then reached over me for the road-flares, counted them, and set them in a row by the axe.

“Four,” she said. “One for signal. One for wolves. One for if the barrow has a room that wants burning. One spare because Veyra would pack a spare and judge us if we didn’t.”

“She would,” Nell said.

I looked between them, the blonde smith and the dark healer naked in my bed discussing another woman’s road habits as if this were the most natural thing in the world, and some part of me that had spent years expecting warmth to vanish if I looked directly at it finally stopped flinching. This was not a dream. It was rope, salve, flares, an axe within reach, two women choosing each other as part of choosing me, and dawn waiting cold beyond the shutter.

“If I go strange up there,” I said, because Tovin’s warning had not left me, “if the cold gets in my head, you stop me.”

Elska’s eyes opened. “With words first.”

“With your hammer if words fail.”

“Good.”

Nell took my wrist in her small firm hand, fingers set to the pulse she had dragged back from poison. “And if one of us goes strange, you stop us. Not as Warden over circle. As circle over cold. That’s the rule.”

“That’s the rule,” I said.

We named it then, as the practical vow it was. Any of us could call a halt. Any of us could refuse a risk. Any of us could say the cold had taken hold and be believed. The circle did not make us fearless. It gave fear somewhere honest to go before it became a crack.

[ Hearth-Circle Harmony Recognized. ] [ Elska Flint and Nell Reed have chosen the Warden’s hearth, freely, together, with the cost named. ] [ The circle holds by vow and daily choice. Dead law finds no handle in it. ] [ Field Synergy stable: Hammer and Flame, Mender’s Warmth. ] [ Harmony: high. ] [ Note: ownership is not recognized here, because none was claimed. Harmony holds by three spoken choices. ]

“It knows,” Elska murmured, reading it, sleepy and satisfied, the same word as always. “Good.” She yawned, enormous and unselfconscious. “Now sleep, Warden, both of you, we climb a cursed hill at dawn and sleepless men fight stupid, I’ve seen it.” She was quiet a moment, and then, into the dark, blunt and unguarded the way she only got at the very edge of sleep, “I’m glad we said it out loud. All of it. The old man was right. I’d not want to go up that hill with anything between us the cold could pull.” Her arm tightened around my waist. “Every thread’s ours. Let the dead king look for a crack. There isn’t one. Sleep.”

And I slept, for a few hours, between the smith and the healer in my warm changed cottage with the axe within reach and the herbs drying overhead and the whetstone on the wall and the gold Ember banked steady in my chest, the circle made and named and freely chosen. Before dawn I woke without being woken, the way you do before a hard day, and lay a while in the dark listening to two women breathe. Then I rose, quiet, and built up the fire, and woke them gently, and we dressed in the cold blue dark and ate Pella’s dense bread and shouldered our gear, the axe and the shield, the hammer and the lanterns, the antidotes and the fire-oil and Veyra’s road-flares, and we went out of the warm cottage into the killing cold of the morning the full frost was coming on, three of us, a circle, and turned our faces north and up, toward the ridge, and the barrow, and the sleeper under the ice and pulled the wolves south.


Chapter 14: Wolf-King Barrow

We climbed into the cold all morning, and the cold climbed to meet us.

The ridge path went up out of Whisperpine into a country I did not know, the lower slopes of Frostbarrow, where the pines grew stunted and bent away from the north wind and the snow lay deeper with every switchback, and the Ledger read the way for us the same as it had read the mine, marking the safe ground and the hazards, and the hazards came thicker the higher we climbed.

[ Environment: Frostbarrow Ridge, lower. ] [ Frostbite risk: rising. Keep moving. Keep warm. ] [ Wolf-pack proximity: high. They watch. They do not yet hunt. They wait for the seed to wake them. ] [ Hollow law pressure: increasing. The dead king’s law thickens near the source. ] [ The cold here is not weather. It is will. ]

We saw the wolves before we reached the standing stones. They were on the slopes above us, grey shapes against the white, more than I had ever seen together, dozens, a great loose gathering of them that should not have been a thing, because wolves do not gather in numbers like that, wolves keep their packs small and their territories apart, and these had come together from across the whole region and sat on the cold slopes watching us climb, not hunting, not yet, their breath smoking, their eyes on us, patient, and the patience was the wrongness, the same patience as the soot crows and the redcap snares, hunger disciplined into waiting, and Nell, who read the living world, looked at them and went pale.

“They’re not hunting us,” she said, low. “Look at them. A pack that size on a slope with three warm meals climbing past, they should be circling, testing, and they’re just. Watching. They’ve been made to wait. The hunger’s still in them, you can see it, but something’s holding it, the way the cold held the spiders in the mine.” She drew her cloak tighter. “Tovin was right about the seed. It stills things. It’s taken every wolf in the valley and stilled their hunger into waiting, and when it wakes fully it’ll loose them all at once, downhill, on the village. That’s the siege pack. That’s what we’re climbing to stop.”

“Then we keep climbing,” Elska said grimly, her breath smoking, her hammer on her shoulder, the cold already reddening her fair face. “Past them. They’ll not break the stilling to take us, not yet, the seed wants them whole for the village, not spent on three fools on a hill. We’re safe from them right up until the moment we’re not, and the moment we’re not is the moment we cut the seed, so let’s not be slow about it.” But she stayed close to me, and I stayed close to Nell, and we climbed past the watching wolves with our weapons ready and the cold patient eyes following us up, and not one of them moved, and that was worse than if they had.

The climb made liars of our preparations one small way at a time. The salve kept our skin from freezing, but it could not keep the cold from finding the wet at our cuffs. Pella’s bread sat heavy and warm in the belly for the first hour, then became a memory. The map was true, but snow had filled the old cuts in the ridge path so that every switchback had to be earned with a boot testing under the crust before weight followed. I went first when the path narrowed because I had the Ledger’s warning under my ribs. Elska went first when the wind opened hard across the slope because she had the weight and shield to break it. Nell went first twice, which made both of us tense, because only she could tell which patches of pale moss meant hidden sinkholes under the snow.

“Green world still talks up here,” she said, kneeling by a brittle tuft no larger than my thumb. “Quietly. Badly. But it talks.”

“What’s it saying?” Elska asked.

“Step left unless you want to vanish up to the waist.”

We stepped left.

Once, the ridge itself groaned under the snow, a low hollow settling that made every wolf lift its head. Sense froze us in place, and watched a shelf of snow slide fifty paces below us, slow at first, then fast, pouring across the path we had climbed ten minutes earlier and burying our footprints. The way down was gone behind us.

Elska looked at the white scar where the path had been. “Well.”

“Don’t say encouraging things,” Nell said.

“I wasn’t.”

The Ledger warmed under my ribs, not enough to comfort, enough to count.

[ Route behind: unstable. Retreat delayed. ] [ Forward remains passable. ] [ The barrow prefers one direction. ]

“Of course it does,” I said, and we kept climbing.

The standing stones stood at the shoulder of the ridge where the path leveled before the final climb to the barrow, a ring of old grey monoliths leaning in the snow, weathered, lichened, older than the village, older than the road, and at the center of the ring stood a boundary lantern.

It was a great old iron lantern on a stone post, twice the size of a memorial lantern, old Wardens had set such things on the bones of the land to hold the cold back, and the Hunter Shrine Token I had carried up from Whisperpine’s old hunter shrine warmed in my pouch as I came near it, recognizing kin, because it was the same old Warden-work, the same warm boundary magic, and I understood without being told that this lantern and that token were made by the same hands for the same purpose, to mark a warm line the cold could not cross.

The lantern was cracked. The horn shield was split and the wick was dead and the iron was rimed with the blue-white frost, and the cold poured down off the barrow above and through the broken ring of stones unchecked, and I knew, looking at it, that this was a choice, the kind the Ledger had taught me to recognize, the kind that cost time I did not have and bought safety I would need.

“It’s a boundary lantern,” I said. “Old Warden-work, same as the Hunter Shrine. It’s meant to hold the cold at this ring, to keep what’s up the hill from coming down it. And it’s cracked, it’s been cracked for years, that’s why the wolves can gather, that’s why the cold runs down to the valley, the line’s broken here.” I looked up the slope toward the barrow, dark against the white, and the cold patient pull of it, and I felt the urgency, the three days to frost, the wolves waiting, the seed growing, and every instinct I had brought home from eight years of the road said hurry, rush, get to the thing and cut it. And I set the instinct aside, because the road had taught me to rush and the village had taught me better. “If I fix it now, we lose time. Maybe an hour. And the seed grows for that hour. But if I don’t fix it.” I looked back down the slope at the watching wolves, and past them, far below, at the faint distant smoke of the village. “If I don’t fix it and we go up and cut the seed and the wolves break loose in the cutting, there’s nothing between them and the village but a broken line and a downhill run. The line has to hold while we fight, or we kill the seed and the loosed pack pours down the hill we just climbed and takes the village while we’re still in the barrow.” I unslung my pack. “I fix the lantern. We go up an hour later and a great deal safer. The seed grows an hour. So be it. I’ll not cut the thing and then watch the pack run downhill to Mara’s door.”

“That’s the Warden talking and not the road-man,” Elska said quietly, approving, setting down her hammer to help. “The road-man would’ve rushed it. Fix the lantern. I’ll hold watch on the wolves while you do, and Nell’ll keep us warm. An hour well spent. Tovin’d be proud, the old goat, not that he’d say so.”

So I fixed the boundary lantern in the ring of standing stones while the cold poured down and the wolves watched, and it was Wardcraft and Craft and Hearthbinding all braided into one thing, the way the bridge brackets had been, and harder, because this was old work and great work and the cold fought me from the first touch. I cleared the rime with warm hands. I mended the split horn shield with a patch of spider silk and Bram’s good glue from my kit, the same craft as the bellows, the same craft as everything, a village man fixing a broken thing. And then I set a fresh wick and fed the Ember into it in careful breaths, banking, warming, letting the flame take instead of driving it, and bound the warmth into the boundary the way Cael had taught me to bind names into the orchard lanterns, and the great old lantern caught, and flared, amber and steady, and the warmth of it spread out through the ring of standing stones in a line I could feel, a warm boundary, a line the cold drew back from, and the Hunter Shrine Token in my pouch flared warm in answer, and the wolves on the slope above the ring shifted, uneasy, because the warm line had come up between them and the valley below.

It was not clean work. The cold tried to make every small task foolish. The glue thickened in its little pot before I could spread it, and Nell had to warm it between both hands while muttering threats at the weather like a woman bargaining with an uncooperative patient. The spider silk stuck to my gloves and then to the horn and then to itself, and Elska, who could forge a hinge in less time than it took me to smooth one patch, finally took it from me with a disgusted noise and set the repair with three blunt efficient motions.

“You save villages,” she said. “I’ll handle glue.”

The wolves tested us once while I worked. A slow pressure of bodies moved closer through the snow above the ring, heads low, hunger fighting the stilling that held them. Nell saw it first and clicked her tongue.

“They’re being pushed,” she said. “The seed doesn’t want the line repaired.”

Elska picked up the road-flare Veyra had given us, struck it on the stone, and held the sudden red fire high. The flare hissed and spat in the falling snow, hot and bright and human-made, and the nearest wolves recoiled, eyes flashing. Elska grinned at them over the red glare.

“Trader knew her business,” she said. “Come closer and I’ll teach you what road fire costs.”

They did not come closer. They waited, and waiting was worse, but they waited on the other side of a line I was making warmer by the breath.

When the lantern finally caught, the ring remembered. Amber ran from stone to stone in thin old seams under the rime. For a heartbeat I saw the old shape of it: upright and tended, Wardens and hunters passing through with torches raised and wolf pelts over their shoulders, laughing in a winter that was only winter and never an enemy. Then the vision was gone. Three of us stood alive in the snow, with a boundary that held.

[ Boundary Lantern relit. The warm line holds at the standing stones. ] [ Hunter Shrine Token resonates. The old Warden-work remembers itself. ] [ Wardcraft: the line will hold the cold from the valley while it burns. ] [ But it burns on your Ember. Set it and leave it, and it holds a while. Feed it more, and it holds longer, or burns brighter when you need it. ] [ You have made a thing here you may need to spend later. Remember it. ]

I marked that last line like every quiet Ledger warning: you have made something you may need to spend later, remember it, and I banked the lantern warm and steady and left it burning in the ring of stones, the warm line set between the barrow and the village, and we turned and climbed the last of the slope to the barrow with an hour gone and the cold held behind us, and I did not regret the hour, and that was how far I had come from the man who walked home in the rain.



The barrow was cut into the crown of the lower ridge, and its mouth was a cairn of frost-white stones over a dark stair going down, and the cold poured out of it the way it had poured out of the cellar and the mine and the spring, only colder, the worst I had felt, thick enough at the threshold that our breath froze and fell as frost, and over the cairn-stones, cut deep, ringed the cold geometry of the dead king’s law, the straight white lines, and the Ember went taut and wary, reading the thickness of it.

“Lantern line,” I said. “Same as the mine. Light kissing light, no dark between, and we keep a voice the whole way down. Elska front with the shield, me at her shoulder, Nell behind with the lanterns and the satchel.” I drew the Ember-edged axe and fed warmth into its edge until the faint heat-glow lit the frost. “Nell, the cold’s worse here than anything we’ve fought. Your salve and your stimulant drops are going to matter as much as my axe. Keep us warm and keep us moving. Stopping in this means stillness, and still is what it wants.”

“Then nobody stops,” Nell said, already unstoppering a small crock, smearing the anti-cold salve on the exposed skin of my face and Elska’s, quick and precise, the warmth of it biting into the cold. “Stimulant drops on the tongue when I say, not before, they’ll keep your heart up where the cold wants to slow it. And you tell me the moment your fingers go numb or your thoughts go slow, both of you, because that’s the cold getting in, and I can chase it out if I catch it early and I can’t if you’re proud about it.” She fixed me with her moss-green stare. “No being brave. I wrote it on a note and I’ll say it out loud. The cold up here doesn’t kill you with pain, it kills you with comfort, it makes you warm and sleepy and still right before the end. So if you start feeling good, you tell me, because feeling good in this place is the danger, not the safety. Now. Lights. Let’s go down.”

We went down into the barrow.

The stair was old and steep and the lantern line we strung down it was the only warmth in the world, light kissing light the way Bram had taught me, and we kept a voice the whole way, naming the lanterns, counting the steps, the way Elska’s father had taught his children to sing in the dark, and the cold drew back a hand’s breadth from the living sound, and the barrow opened at the bottom of the stair into the first chamber, the entry cairn, a low round room of frost-rimed stone where the dead had once been laid, and it was empty now, the old bones long gone to dust, but the cold geometry was cut into every wall, and at the far side a doorway opened into a greater dark, and from that dark came a voice.

We searched the entry cairn before we went farther, with Tovin’s suspicion drilled into my legs and Elska’s drilled into my hands. The chamber looked empty, which meant nothing. Nell found the first danger, through the change in her breath near the north wall.

“Here,” she said.

There was a seam in the frost, almost invisible, a line where cold air moved through old stone. Behind it, a narrow murder-slot had been cut into the wall, and inside the slot the blue-white root had grown around a row of old dart heads.

“Step on the wrong flag,” Elska said, crouching beside it, “and the wall spits iron.”

“Not iron,” Nell said. She touched one dart head with the tip of a knife and the blade smoked blue. “Cold-bone. Poisoned with the same rime as the spring.”

So we found the wrong flag before it found us. I warmed the floor stones with one palm until the hidden pressure plate showed itself by refusing the heat, a square of colder stone in the middle of the room, and Elska wedged it with a splinter from Bram’s kit. It was a small victory, too plain for song, and it mattered. The barrow had wanted our first blood without ever showing a face. It did not get it.

[ Hazard disarmed: Cold-bone dart plate. ] [ Tracking and Wardcraft: the dead law hides in still stones as well as monsters. ]

“Useful,” Elska said, straightening. “Annoying place, but useful lessons.”

“If the barrow keeps teaching by trying to kill us,” Nell said, “I reserve the right to dislike the lesson.”

“No lessons worth that price,” I said.

Both women looked at me.

“Keep moving,” I said, and we went on.

It came through the walls, through the stone itself, courtly and cold and without breath, and I knew it for Ser Cadrin Pale before he said a word, the patient reasonable courtesy of it, the voice from the orchard.

“You climbed all the way up here,” Ser Cadrin Pale said, from everywhere and nowhere, from the cold stone. “You fixed my broken boundary lantern on the way. Such a useful man. Such a warm, busy, useful man, always fixing, always lighting, always so certain that warmth and motion and noise are the same thing as good.” A pause, weightless. “Come down, then. Come and see the peace you mean to break. I will not stop you on the stair. I want you to see it first, before you decide. I think you may not decide what you came to decide, once you have seen. Come down, Warden. The king is waiting, and the king is patient, and the king has something to show you.”

“Don’t answer it,” Nell said low, gripping my arm. “It wants you talking, it wants you listening, that’s how it gets in, with words. Keep our own voices, name the lanterns, count the steps, don’t talk back to the walls.” And she was right, and I did not answer the walls, and we went on through the doorway into the greater dark, naming our lanterns, counting our steps, our own warm living voices against the cold courtly one, and we came into the shield hall.



The shield hall was a long chamber, and down both its walls hung shields.

They were old shields, scores of them, the shields of dead men, hung on iron hooks the way the orchard lanterns hung, and each shield bore a name, or a title, cut into its face, and the cold geometry threaded through all of them, and at the far end of the hall a great stone door stood closed, and across the door, in the cold straight lines of the dead law, was written a thing, and the Ledger read it for me as a lock.

[ The Shield Hall. ] [ The door is sealed by the dead king’s law. ] [ It opens only to one who knows the names. ] [ The shields bear dead oath-titles. The door asks: who held them? ] [ A dead title is a hollow thing. A living name fills it. ] [ Lore. Hearthbinding. Ysra’s lesson. Spend it here. ]

And I understood, standing in the cold hall of dead shields, that this was the orchard again, that the dead law had taken the names off these shields the way the soot crows had taken the names off the graves, and left only the hollow titles, the King’s Sword, the King’s Shield, the King’s Hand, dead offices with no living name in them, and that the door would not open to the titles, because a title was a hollow thing the cold law loved, it would open only if I could fill the hollow titles with living names, the way Ysra had filled the hollow children with their names, and I did not know the names of dead men a hundred years gone, and the door was sealed, and the cold poured down the hall, and the seed grew somewhere beyond the door.

“I don’t know their names,” I said, low, to Elska and Nell. “They’re a hundred years dead. The titles are here but the names are gone, the cold took them, same as the orchard. The door wants the names.” I looked down the hall of dead shields, frustration and the cold both pulling at me. “Ysra would know. Ysra knows every name the village ever buried. But Ysra’s not here.”

“No,” Nell said slowly, her moss eyes moving down the hall of shields, “but the village is. You’re thinking of it wrong, Bren. It doesn’t want the dead men’s names. Read it again. It says a living name fills a dead title. It’s not asking who held the King’s Sword a hundred years ago. It’s asking who holds it now. The titles are hollow, the old holders are dust, but the things the titles meant, the sword-hand, the shield-arm, the healer, the builder, the namer, those aren’t dead, those are.” She stopped, and looked at me, and the understanding broke over both of us at once. “Those are us. The village. The circle. The dead king had a sword and a shield and a hand, and they died being tools because he spent them like Aldis spent his circle, and the door’s hollow because their bonds were hollow. Fill the titles with living names, with chosen people, and the hollow law’s got nothing to hold the door shut with.”

So I went down the shield hall and filled the dead titles with the living names of my home, the way Ysra had taught me, speaking them clear and warm into the cold.

I came to the shield that said THE KING’S SWORD, the war-arm, the one who struck, and I did not know the dead man’s name, so I gave it a living one. “Elska Flint,” I said, clear, “smith of Briarhearth, who holds the line and breaks the shield-wall and chose this freely. She holds the sword-place now, not as a tool, as a vow.” And the cold geometry on the shield flickered, the straight white lines wavering, because a living chosen name had filled a hollow title and the dead law had no purchase on a thing freely given.

I came to the shield that said THE KING’S HAND, the healer, the one who kept the others living, and I gave it Nell. “Nell Reed, herbalist of Briarhearth, who walks into the dark with a knife and a satchel and will not let her people bleed quiet, who chose this freely. She holds the healer-place now, by vow, not by debt.” And that shield’s cold lines flickered and dimmed.

I gave THE KING’S BUILDER to Bram Alder, who turned my loot into bridges and warm hearths. I gave THE KING’S VOICE to Jory Ember, whose songs the village sang back. I gave THE KING’S NAMER to Ysra Moor, who remembered every name she had ever buried. I gave THE KING’S HEARTH to Mara Vale, who fed a shamed man before she let him explain. I gave THE KING’S RECKONING to Oren Hale, who carried the word and marked the ground. I gave THE KING’S FIRE to Brother Cael, who kept the flame lit when faith was all he had. I gave THE KING’S ROAD to Veyra Hart, who read the cold walking south and brought the news home. And to the last shield, THE KING himself, the cold title at the head of the hall, I gave my own name, last, the way the old Warden never would have, not at the head but at the foot of the others. “Bren Calder, Warden of Briarhearth, who returned with no coin, no title, and no proof except his hands, and chose to stay, who keeps a circle by choice and not by chains. I hold the Warden-place now, by vow.” And I added, because Ysra’s lesson was that the name had to be true and warm, “and I am the least of these names, not the greatest, because a Warden’s only worth the circle he keeps, and mine is worth more than any king’s.”

And the shield hall flared warm, all the shields at once, the cold geometry breaking apart across every one of them as the living names filled the hollow titles, and the great stone door at the head of the hall groaned and the dead law on it failed, the white lines going dark, and the door swung inward, and beyond it the cold poured up out of a dark going down, and amber letters wrote the door open.

[ HEARTHWARDEN LEDGER ] [ The Shield Hall door is open. ] [ You filled the dead king’s hollow titles with the living names of your home. ] [ Skill: Hearthbinding, Rank 3. ] [ Skill: Lore, Rank 2. ] [ Ysra’s lesson holds: a name kept warm is a soul the dead law cannot conscript. A title filled with a chosen name is a lock the dead law cannot keep. ] [ Level 8 Hearthwarden. ]

“You named the whole village to a wall of dead shields,” Elska said, low, a little awed, as we passed through the open door, “and it opened. There’s not a sword-stroke in this whole barrow worth what you just did, Calder, and you did it with names.” She hefted her hammer. “Now let’s go find the thief of those names in the first place, and put a hammer through it, because I’ve a feeling the next room won’t open with a kind word.”

We did not hurry through the door, though every part of me wanted to. The hall behind us had warmed, but not evenly. Some shields burned clean amber where the names had taken. Others held flecks of blue in their old cuts, stubborn splinters of dead law clinging to dead titles. Nell saw them and made us wait while she took a strip of bandage, dipped it in oil, and wiped the worst of the blue out of the grooves.

“Why?” Elska asked. “Door’s open.”

“Because we have to come back through here,” Nell said. “And I don’t want the hall remembering us as trespassers on the way out if one of us is bleeding.”

That was Nell’s courage: quiet and practical, she thought about the return while the rest of us stared at the next danger. So we helped. Elska scraped frost out of the letters with the tip of her belt knife. I fed a little Ember into the shields that still trembled blue. We spoke the living names again, not the whole list this time, just enough to seat them, Mara, Bram, Oren, Pella, Ysra, Cael, Veyra, Elska, Nell, Bren, and each time the blue retreated another thread.

The work cost ten minutes. Maybe fifteen. It may have saved us later, or it may only have honored the lesson. I no longer believed those were different things.

At the final shield, the one that had borne THE KING, a second line surfaced under my name, faint and amber.

[ A Warden returns by the names that sent him. ]

I read it aloud, and all three of us looked back down the shield hall toward the stair up, toward the village beyond the snow and stone. The barrow wanted us thinking only downward. The Ledger reminded us there was a way home.

“Good,” Elska said. “Because I intend to use it.”

“We all do,” Nell said.

Then we turned toward the frozen root stair.

She was right.



We went down the frozen root stair beyond the door, and the cold was past anything now, so absolute that the lanterns burned blue at their edges no matter how much Ember I fed them, and the walls of the stair were grown over with the blue-white ice-root, thick as a man’s body, pulsing slow, all of it flowing down and inward, and Nell put the stimulant drops on our tongues without being asked and smeared more salve and her own face was grey with the cold and the effort of holding us warm against it, and we went down, naming our lanterns, keeping our voices, and at the bottom of the stair, before the king’s den, the dead king’s law made one last stand to stop us, and it stood in frost-white armor.

The frozen stair wanted an ugly rhythm from us. The steps were spaced just wrong, too shallow then too deep, so that a body tired faster than it should. After thirty steps my calves burned. After fifty, Elska’s breath had a rough edge in it. Nell heard it and stopped us to change the count, with rest itself too close to surrender on those stairs.

“Four steps and speak,” she said. “Each of us. Anything. Keep the breath uneven.”

“Uneven breath is good now?” Elska said.

“Predictable breath is what it’s trying to take. Four and speak.”

So we went down with rough living fragments breaking the stair’s cold rhythm.

Four steps. Elska: “Forge smoke.”

Four steps. Nell: “Mint oil.”

Four steps. Me: “Mara’s stew.”

Four steps. Elska: “Your terrible footwork.”

“Better now,” I said after my four.

“Still terrible,” she said after hers.

Nell laughed after her four, and the laugh mattered. The blue at the lantern edges thinned for two steps afterward. It was enough to teach me something I would need later: the cold hated laughter more than it hated courage. Courage it understood. Laughter was disorder.

The Hollow Knight came out of an alcove in the stair where it had stood for a hundred years, and it was an echo of Ser Cadrin Pale, the same frost-white armor, the same blue gleam in the visor, the same sword held like an instrument of office, but where Cadrin was a voice and a presence this was a thing of cold iron and dead law given weight, a guard, the King’s Sword that the dead king had not freely chosen and so had spent and so was hollow, and it came down the stair at us with no breath and no anger and a killing economy.

“Wall,” I said, the one word, and Elska became one.

She planted her boots on the frozen stair and brought the great shield up. The Hollow Knight’s first blow rang off it like a hammer on an anvil. She held the whole cold weight on the shield and her braced strength. I came in on the gap the way I had learned. The knight had a hundred years of dead skill in it. My first axe-blow rang off its frost armor and did nothing, warm edge biting while the cold armor shrugged it off, and I understood we had a problem.

“The armor’s too cold,” I shouted to Elska over the ring of steel. “The warm edge isn’t biting, the frost’s too thick, it’s like the rime on the pump, the cold’s protecting it” and Nell’s voice came sharp from behind us, the healer who read the cold the way she read a poison, “then break the frost first, Elska, crack it, you crack it and Bren burns the crack, the frost can’t hold a break, hit it hard and hit it cold and let his warm in after” and that was it, that was the answer, and we did it.

Not at once. The first time Elska cracked the frost, I was half a breath slow and the break sealed before my axe found it. The knight punished the delay with a cut that split the leather at my shoulder and drew hot blood that steamed in the air. Nell swore, which meant the wound was either shallow or bad enough that she was angry at it, and there was no time to learn which.

“Faster,” Elska barked.

“Make a bigger crack,” I barked back.

“Gladly.”

She did. She let the next strike drive her back one step down the stair, used the drop to load her legs, and came up under the knight’s guard with the hammer rising instead of falling. The blow hit the breastplate from below and cracked frost across ribs, throat, shoulder. I was ready this time. I drove the axe into the widest break and fed Ember down the edge until the frost smoked gold.

The knight staggered, from the insult of warmth inside its law.

Nell darted in once, small and mad and necessary, and slapped fire-oil across the cracked hip-joint before ducking back under Elska’s shield. “There. Move it wrong and it opens.”

The knight moved wrong. Elska smashed the oiled joint. I burned the break. Its perfect economy faltered, one leg dragging now, and at last in the barrow the dead law looked less like inevitability and more like a thing with parts that could fail.

Elska stopped holding and started breaking. She took the next blow on her shield and then she hit, the full overhead fall of the hammer, all that planted weight turned forward, and she did not try to break the knight, she broke its armor, a great cold crack spidering across the frost-white breastplate, and into that crack, before the cold could heal it, I drove the Ember-edged axe and breathed the warmth up high and let it pour off the steel into the crack, and the warm went into the cold armor through the break Elska had made and the frost could not hold a warm break, it split, it shattered, the armor coming apart in shards of ice, and the third time we did it I drove the axe through the broken breastplate into the hollow cold dark inside where a heart should have been, and the Hollow Knight came apart, the dead law going out of it, the frost-white armor collapsing empty down the frozen stair, a hollow title that had never been a living name, spent and dead at last.

And the Ember flared, and Nell had kept us both warm and moving through the killing cold, her salve and drops and steady voice letting us fight at all. She was part of it too, and the Ledger named the three of us together.

[ Field Synergy unlocked: WARM LINE HOLD. ] [ When the Wall breaks the cold, the Flame burns the break, and the Mender holds the warm line that lets them both stand in a place that should kill them. ] [ Hammer and Flame and Mender’s Warmth, braided into one. ] [ Three who chose each other freely fight as one thing the dead law cannot still. ] [ Hollow Court Resistance: rising. ]

“Warm Line Hold,” Nell breathed, reading it, grey-faced, half-spent on her salves, leaning on the frozen wall. “All three of us. The wall, the flame, and the line. That’s.” She huffed a small exhausted laugh. “That’s the circle the old Warden never had. The three of us holding warm in a place built to kill warm things. Tovin’s circle died because they were tools. We just killed a tool with a vow.” She pushed off the wall, steadying, fierce. “There’s the king’s den below. I can feel the cold pouring up from it. That’s the seed, that’s the source, that’s the end of the climb.” She fixed us both with her moss stare. “Salve, both of you, fresh, all the skin you’ve got bare, and the last of the stimulant drops, because whatever’s down there is going to be the worst of it and I’ll have spent half my supplies just getting us this far. After this room I can’t keep you warm much longer. So whatever we do down there, we do it fast, before the cold wins by waiting. Fast and warm and loud. Now go.”

She said it like a command, and then nearly fell.

Elska caught her with one arm before I could move. The big smith held the small healer upright against her side, and for a moment the two of them stood that way in the blue-edged lantern light, both grey with cold, both too stubborn to admit how close the stair had brought us to the edge. Nell’s hand shook when she opened the salve crock. Elska saw it, took the crock from her, and without a word began smearing the bitter warming paste along Nell’s fingers first.

“I said both of you,” Nell protested.

“You count,” Elska said. “You’re one of both.”

Nell’s mouth tightened, then softened. “Fine. Thoroughly, then. Between the fingers.”

“Bossy little thing,” Elska said, but she did it, careful as a smith setting a small hinge.

I took the road-flare bundle from my pack and checked the bindings again with numb hands. Four flares. One already used at the boundary. Three left. The Ledger stayed quiet. I felt the practical weight of them. Veyra’s gift, Elska’s fire, Nell’s warmth, my Ember. We were walking into the king’s den with half our supplies spent and all our lessons alive.

“Names,” I said. “Voices. Movement. If it heals in quiet the way Tovin warned, we don’t give it quiet.”

Elska handed Nell back the salve, then lifted her hammer. “I’ve never been accused of quiet.”

“No,” Nell said, and managed a tired smile. “You have not.”

That smile was worth carrying into the dark.

We went down the last of the frozen stair, salved and stimulant-bright and burning what warmth we had left, and the king’s den opened before us, the deepest chamber, the heart of the barrow, the source, and what we saw there stopped all three of us at the threshold.

It was a great round chamber of frost-white stone, and the blue-white ice-root that had threaded the whole barrow grew here into a single vast knotted mass at the center, a column of it, pulsing slow and bright and cold, and from it the channel ran, the great channel I had seen with the Warden’s sight, running down and south, out of the chamber, toward the well, toward the valley, the source of all of it, the throat of the drain made visible. And around the column of ice-root, in a ring, filling the chamber, were the wolves.

Not the watching wolves from the slope. These had come down into the barrow, scores of them, the whole gathered pack, and they were not watching now and they were not waiting and they were not hunting, they were kneeling, every one of them, down on their bellies in a ring around the column of ice-root with their heads bowed and their hunger stilled into a terrible silent obedience, a pack of wolves kneeling like courtiers before a throne, and at the heart of the column, half-grown-over by the ice-root, frozen into the blue-white heart of it, I saw the thing the whole climb had been for, dead fur and broken bone and a fragment of an old crown caught in a chest of ice, the seed, the Wolf-King, the dead law wearing wolf-hunger and broken kingship, sleeping, growing, pulling the valley cold one frost at a time, and as we stepped into the chamber, in the silence of the kneeling wolves, the thing in the ice opened one cold blue eye, and the whole chamber, the wolves, the ice, the cold courtly voice in the walls, all of it turned its attention on us at once.

“There,” said Ser Cadrin Pale, from everywhere, soft, almost gentle. “Now you see. Now you see the peace you came to break. Look how quiet it is, Warden. Look how still. Not one of them hungers. Not one of them fears. Not one of them will ever again be cold or hunted or alone. I have given them the only mercy there is, and you have climbed all this way, through my cold and my law and my hollow knight, to wake them back into hunger and fear and death. Look at them, and then tell me which of us is the cruel one. And then.” The cold blue eye in the ice held me. “And then, if you still wish to, let me show you the same mercy. Let me show you Briarhearth quiet. Let me show you the peace. Come closer, Warden. The king will show you. And then you may decide.”


Chapter 15: The Seed Under Ice

The Wolf-King rose out of the ice.

It did not wake the way a sleeper wakes. It assembled, the blue-white ice-root drawing the frozen pieces of it up out of the column, the dead fur and the broken bone and the crown-fragment caught in its chest of ice, and it stood, vast, a stolen wolf-shape the way the redcaps wore the scalps of the dead, a frost-and-root horror twice the height of a man with the old broken crown frozen into its breast where a heart should beat, and the kneeling wolves around it pressed their faces lower to the cold stone, and when it lifted its great frost-rimed head and looked at us its eyes were the cold blue of the drain-sigil and the deep of the well and the visor of the Hollow Knight, and there was no hunger in them and no rage, only law, only the still cold patient law of the dead king, and the cold poured off it so absolute that Nell cried out and threw her last salve at our bare skin and the lanterns guttered hard toward blue all at once.

“Loud,” I said, fast, because the Ledger was already telling me the rule, reading the thing the way it had read the mine and the spring, and what it read was the answer Tovin had wagered his staff on. “Keep it loud, keep it warm, keep it moving, don’t let the room go quiet, that’s the rule, look” and the Ledger flared it for me, cold and clear.

[ THE SEED UNDER ICE. ] [ It heals in silence. It heals in stillness. It heals in cold. ] [ Every quiet moment, it knits the ice back. Every still heartbeat, it grows. ] [ A mending enemy demands another answer. ] [ Keep the chamber loud, warm, and moving. Living noise denies it the silence it feeds on. ] [ Then break the crown. The crown is the dead king’s law made solid. Break it, and the seed is only ice. ] [ But the crown is frozen into its heart, and its heart is the coldest thing in the world. ]

“It mends in the quiet,” I shouted, over the rising cold-wind that came off the thing, and the chamber needed my shout, the chamber was the weapon now as much as the axe. “Tovin said it. Every time the room goes still it heals. So we don’t let it go still. We make noise, we keep moving, we keep the warm up, and we break the crown in its chest, that’s the law made solid, we break the crown and it’s just ice.” I called the fire into the axe until it blazed. “Elska, the crown’s the target, in its chest, Hammer and Flame, you crack and I burn, same as the knight but bigger. Nell, keep us warm and keep us LOUD, sing, shout, count, anything, the room can’t go quiet or it wins. GO.”

And we went, loud, into the cold.

Elska bellowed a smith’s working-chant, the kind her father had taught her to sing in the dark of the mine, and she charged the Wolf-King the way she’d charged nothing in her life, all that planted strength turned forward, and the thing struck at her with a great frost-clawed forelimb and she took it on the shield with a crash that rang the chamber and did not go down, and brought the hammer round in the full overhead fall, and hit the crown.

Nell did not sing prettily. She sang like a woman trying to keep blood moving in a freezing body, sharp and practical and loud enough to hurt her throat. She took Jory’s market chorus and mangled it into a marching count, bridge is lit, road is clear, one two three and breathe, and every time my feet wanted to slow, her voice dragged them forward. I shouted the names from the shield hall back at the chamber, Mara, Bram, Oren, Pella, Ysra, Cael, Veyra, the living names that had opened the door, and each name struck the cold like a thrown brand.

The wolves flinched at the names.

Not much. A twitch of an ear. A tremor through a bowed shoulder. But I saw it, and Nell saw it because Nell missed nothing, and she raised her voice around the next chorus.

“They hear us,” she shouted. “They hear. It has started. Keep naming. Names trouble the stilling.”

So I named them too, the wolves as living things even without their true names. Grey-ear. Split-muzzle. Old scar. White-foot. Bitch with the torn flank. Pup not full-grown. I named what I saw because Ysra had taught me that a thing seen and named was harder for the dead law to use, and the wolves shuddered around the ring, hunger and obedience fighting under their fur.

The crown cracked. A single white line spidered across the old frozen metal in its chest, and into that crack I drove the Ember-edged axe with the warmth blazing off it, the way we’d broken the knight, and the warm went into the cold crack and the frost screamed and a shard of the crown-ice broke away, and the Wolf-King reeled, the cold blue eyes flickering, and for one breath I thought we would simply do it, simply break the crown the way we’d broken everything, Hammer and Flame, the wall and the edge.

But it was not a knight, it was the source, and it had a hundred years of the dead king’s law in it, and it healed.

The crack I’d burned knitted shut between one heartbeat and the next, the ice flowing back over the break, and worse, the wolves, the kneeling wolves, I felt them, I felt the seed reach through them and still them deeper, drawing the silence out of their bowed obedience into itself, healing on their stillness, and the chamber wanted to go quiet around us, the cold pressing the noise down, and Nell understood it before I did and her clear voice rose, naming the lanterns, counting our steps, singing Jory’s market-chorus, the bridge is lit and the road is clear, loud and fierce and small in the great cold dark, denying the seed its silence, and the healing slowed where her voice reached.

The second pass nearly killed me.

Elska cracked the crown again, lower this time, hammer biting where the crown-fragment met the ice of its chest. I drove the axe in after her, but the Wolf-King twisted with a speed nothing that large should have had, and its shoulder caught my shield. The blow did not break the shield. Bram’s boss and Elska’s iron held. My arm did not. Pain flashed white from wrist to shoulder and I went skidding across the frost, the axe still in my hand because letting go would have been death.

“Up,” Nell shouted.

I got up because she had said it. That was all. My arm screamed. My boots slid. The Wolf-King lowered its head and exhaled, and that exhale laid frost over my shield and tried to seal my fingers to the grip. Nell flung fire-oil at it, not the full vial, just a measured splash across the shield rim, and Elska struck the oil with the edge of her hammer. It lit with a whoomph of orange heat inches from my hand, melting the frost and filling the chamber with a hot stink that made every wolf jerk against the stillness.

“Wasteful,” Nell snapped, already reaching for the next vial. “Effective, but wasteful.”

“Invoice me later,” Elska said, and drove back in.

We tried again. Crack. Burn. Name. Shout. Keep moving. Every wound we made held a little longer, and every time the room’s noise faltered, the crown healed a little more. It became a fight of breath. Our lungs against the chamber’s silence. Nell’s count against a hundred kneeling wolves. Elska’s hammer-ring against the dead king’s law. My axe against the crown.

“It’s healing off the wolves,” Nell shouted, between verses. “Their stillness, it’s feeding on their stillness, every kneeling wolf is a quiet it drinks, we can’t out-hit it, Bren, there’s a hundred quiet wolves feeding it, we crack the crown and it mends faster than we can break, we need.” She faltered, casting about, the healer’s mind racing through the problem. “We need to break the quiet itself, all of it, the whole room. Three voices won’t be enough. Wake the wolves, wake” and then the Wolf-King struck again and there was no time for the rest.

It struck at Elska, the source of its hurt, and it struck with the ice-root itself, the great knotted column lashing out like a frozen whip, and it caught her full across the body and flung her off her feet and into the column, and the ice-root took her the way it had taken my arm in the spring, wrapping her, the blue biting into her, the cold flooding her, and she went down half-swallowed by the frozen root with the cold driving into her and her face going slack and slow and content, the comfort-death Nell had warned of, the warm sleepy stillness right before the end.

“Elska!” I turned, and the Wolf-King’s law turned with my attention, and I felt the chamber go quiet in the half-second of my fear, felt the seed drink it and heal, and I was caught between the woman in the ice and the thing I had to break, and Nell made the choice for both of us, because Nell did not panic, panic wasted time.

“Hold the seed!” she shouted at me, already moving, small and fierce, across the cold chamber toward Elska in the ice. “Keep it loud and keep it off me, I’ll get her free, that’s my work, the cold’s my work, GO, don’t you dare go quiet, sing, shout, keep it busy, COVER ME” and she reached Elska in the frozen root and went to work with everything she had, her last salves, her stimulant drops forced between Elska’s slackening lips, her clever hands and her warm oil driving into the ice-root where it gripped the smith, fighting the cold for Elska’s life the way she’d fought it for the miner and for me, burning through the last half of her supplies in a desperate minute, naming her work the whole time, loud, stay with me Flint, you don’t get to go warm and quiet, that’s the cold lying to you, you’re a smith and smiths don’t sleep on the job, stay, STAY, and I covered her.

I put myself between Nell and the Wolf-King and I kept it loud and I kept it busy, dancing the warm axe at it, taking its strikes on the oak shield, shouting, singing Jory’s chorus, the bridge is lit and the road is clear, denying the seed its silence with my own body and voice while behind me Nell tore Elska out of the ice, and it was the hardest fight of my life and I struck no killing blow in the entire exchange, I only made noise and warmth and motion against quiet-hungry dead law, a wall of living sound, and somewhere in it Nell got Elska free, dragged her gasping and grey and half-frozen out of the root and behind me into what shelter my body made, and pressed the last of her supplies into the smith, and Elska came back, coughing, swearing, alive, and that was a victory worth more than a cracked crown.

But Nell was spent. Her satchel was near empty, her salves gone, her drops gone, her face grey with cold and effort, and Elska was alive but hurt and half-frozen and slow, and I was burning Ember faster than I could bank it just to keep the axe warm in that killing cold, and the Wolf-King stood whole and unhurt at the heart of its kneeling wolves, the crown frozen solid in its chest, healing off the silence of a hundred stilled beasts faster than three exhausted living things could ever break it, and I understood, cold in my chest, that we were losing.

The chamber knew it too.

That was the worst of it. The Wolf-King did not roar in triumph. It did not need to. It stood in the center of its kneeling court and let the ice close over the cracks we had made, slowly now, almost gently, as if showing us the futility with courtesy. The wolves settled lower. Their breathing quieted. Even the lanterns seemed ashamed of their own small flames.

I looked at Elska and saw the effort it took her to keep her eyes angry. I looked at Nell and saw the tremor in her hands as she searched an empty satchel for one more answer. I looked at my axe and saw the warmth guttering thin along the edge.

For one heartbeat, the room nearly won through exhaustion.

And that was the moment Ser Cadrin Pale chose to offer me peace.



The chamber went quiet.

A different stillness took me, a stepping-aside of the world, and the cold blue eyes of the Wolf-King held me, and the courtly voice came soft from everywhere, and the barrow fell away, and I saw Briarhearth.

I saw it from the orchard rise at dusk, the way I had stood there with the lanterns at my back, and it was beautiful, and it was at peace, and it was the most terrible thing I had ever seen.

It was Briarhearth, but quiet. The windows were lit, all of them, more than six, every house golden in the blue dusk, and the smoke rose straight and still from every chimney, and the bridge stood whole and the forge stood whole and the market stood full, and there was no danger in it anywhere, no wolves at the tree line, no blue glow in the well, no cold walking down the road, nothing, no threat, no fear, perfect safety, perfect peace, the village I had bled to make and could never quite finish making, finished, safe, whole, forever.

And it was dead.

I saw it as I looked closer, the way Nell had taught me to look at a thing that seemed too good. The forge-smoke rose straight and still because no one worked the forge. The windows were lit but nothing moved behind them. There was no sound. No hammer-ring from Elska’s yard, no song from the inn, no children in the market, no haggling, no Jory’s chorus, no laughter, no argument, no weeping at a grave, no breath, no want. The village stood perfect and golden and warm and utterly still, every person in it safe in their lit houses and none of them living, none of them choosing, none of them wanting anything or fearing anything or reaching for anything, a village kept like a thing in amber, warm and quiet and safe and dead, and in the vision I walked down into it and called out and no one answered, and I went to the forge and it was warm and Elska was not there, would never be there, because there was no work to do in a place where nothing ever broke, and I went to the apothecary and it was warm and Nell was not there, would never be there, because no one was ever hurt in a place where nothing ever happened, and I understood the offer.

“This is the peace,” Ser Cadrin Pale said softly, beside me in the vision, frost-white and courtly and patient. “No bridge will ever break again. No mine will go cold. No child will drown in a millpond. No woman will be widowed by a road. No man will walk back through the rain with three silver bits and his shame all over him. No one will ever hurt, or fear, or fail, or want, or grieve. I will keep them all, warm and lit and safe, forever. All you must do is be still. Stop fighting. Let the seed grow, let the cold come down, let the valley sleep, and I will give you this, the village you could never finish, finished, perfect, safe. You are so tired, Warden. You have fought so hard. You returned empty and you have given everything and it is never enough, there is always another road, another contract, another cold morning. Let it go. Let me give you the peace. Be still, and it will never hurt again.”

And I will not pretend it did not pull. I was tired, I was cold to the bone, I was losing, Nell was spent from the poison work and Elska half-frozen from holding the line, and the offer was the deepest and oldest one there was, no more cold mornings, no more failure, no more shame, only the warm quiet safe forever, and the man who had walked home in the rain felt eight failed years lean hard against his ribs, and for one breath, one cold breath, I wanted it.

And then I heard Jory’s chorus, faint, real, behind me in the true chamber, because Nell, spent and grey and half-broken, had not stopped singing, was still singing the market-song into the cold, the bridge is lit and the road is clear, ragged and exhausted and alive, denying the seed its silence even now, even losing, because that was the healer who would not panic and would not stop, and the sound of it cut through the dead-quiet vision like a warm blade, and I looked at Cadrin’s perfect dead golden village and I knew the answer in my body before my mind, the way I had known to want the warm thing over the cold in the spring.

“No,” I said.

“Listen to the forge,” I said, and my voice came back loud and sure, and the vision shuddered at the loudness. “In Briarhearth, Elska’s hammer rings before breakfast. Sparks jump. Hinges squeal until she curses them straight. Smoke goes crooked because someone opened the yard door with both hands full of nails. Your perfect forge sits warm and useless. Elska Flint would rather work in the cold than be kept in comfort with nothing left to mend, I know that about her, I chose her for it. In the inn, Jory ruins a rhyme and Mara threatens him with the ladle. Children run underfoot in the market and get mud on Veyra’s boots. Nell scolds a feverish man until he drinks, then sings through cracked lips when the cold wants silence. That is peace worth having: noise, work, quarrels, bread called for from the oven, smoke in hair, grief tended by living hands.” I turned on him, and the warmth roared up under my ribs, gold against the blue. “You’re offering the inside of a grave with the lanterns left on. I tend graves now, Cadrin, I learned it in the orchard, and a tended grave’s a warm thing because a living hand comes back to it. I’d rather have the cold mornings and the broken bridges and the shame and the wanting, all of it, the whole hurting living mess of it, because that’s the part that’s worth anything. Take your peace and choke on it. The names stay lit. The forge stays loud. We stay alive. Now get out of my head.”

And I rejected the dead king’s peace, and the vision shattered like ice, and I came back into the true chamber loud and warm and furious, and the Ember flared so bright it lit the whole cold den gold, and the Ledger wrote it, fierce and proud.

[ You were shown the painless peace. You named it a grave with the lanterns left on. ] [ You chose the cold mornings, the broken bridges, the wanting, and the work. ] [ The dead law has no purchase on a will that chooses the hurt of living over the comfort of stillness. ] [ Level 9 Hearthwarden. ] [ Hollow Court Resistance: high. The cold cannot still you. ]

“There he is,” Elska rasped, half-frozen, hauling herself up on her hammer, grinning her fierce terrible grin through grey lips, because she had heard me shout it, all of it, she had heard me name her in the answer. “The one who chose the work over the warm room. Good. Now finish it, Calder, I can’t hold it much longer and the healer’s spent, finish the thing, you’ve the look of a man who’s worked out how.”

And I had. Rejecting the vision had cleared my head, and the answer Nell had shouted half a fight ago came back to me whole: we needed to break the quiet itself, the whole room, every kneeling wolf and frozen root and silent stone. I understood, finally, what I had made up at the standing stones and been told to remember.



The boundary lantern.

The great old Warden-lantern I had repaired and fed and left burning in the ring of standing stones, the warm line set between the barrow and the valley, you have made a thing here you may need to spend later, remember it, and the Hunter Shrine Token warm in my pouch, twinned to it, the same old Warden-work, and the Harmony of the circle, the warmth of three vows freely chosen, all of it earned, all of it mine to spend, and I knew, the way the Ember told me things, what the killing blow had to be.

“Nell, Elska, to me,” I shouted, “the three of us, close, now, hands on me,” and they came, spent and half-frozen and trusting, and I drew the Hunter Shrine Token from my pouch and gripped it in my warm fist, and I reached out through it, up, out of the barrow, up the frozen stair and the shield hall and the entry cairn and the dark mouth and the slope, to the boundary lantern burning steady in the ring of standing stones, and I called the warmth in it down.

I spent everything. I spent the last of my banked Ember, the saved warmth I’d been hoarding the whole climb. I spent the Hunter Shrine Token, felt it grow hot and bright and then crack and crumble to warm ash in my fist, its work done, twinning my call to the lantern’s old magic. And I spent the Harmony of the circle, the warmth of the vow night, the gold light that had filled my cottage, I drew on the chosen warmth of three living wills that the dead law could not still, Elska’s hand on my shoulder and Nell’s hand on my chest and the Ember braiding all three of us into one fire, and I poured all that living heat up through the token into the boundary lantern, and the boundary lantern answered.

Up at the standing stones, the great old Warden-lantern blazed, blazed like a forge, like a sun, the warm line flaring to a wall of gold fire that the wolves on the slope above it recoiled from and the cold drew back from, and I did the answer the dead king had never expected, the answer turning his own architecture against him, I sent that blaze of warmth down the channel, the great drain-channel that ran from the barrow to the well and the valley, the channel built to pull warmth down and out, and I pushed warmth up it instead, reversed the flow, drove the boundary lantern’s flaring warm line down the cold throat of the drain and into the king’s den, and the chamber that had wanted to be quiet and cold and still flooded gold and loud and warm.

The warmth poured into the den and the silence broke. The kneeling wolves woke, all at once, woke warm, the cold stilling that had held them shattering in the flood of living heat, and their hunger came back, real hunger, animal hunger, but not the cold-driven siege-hunger the seed had made, just wolves, frightened warm waking wolves in a barrow that suddenly blazed with fire, and they broke and ran, scattered, fled up the stair and out into the wild, away, not down to the valley because the warm line at the standing stones blazed between them and the village and they would not cross it, exactly as I had fixed it to do, the hour I’d spent buying the valley’s safety in the same stroke that bought the kill. And the seed, the Wolf-King, robbed of its hundred quiet wolves, robbed of its silence, robbed of its cold, standing now in a den that blazed with warmth poured down its own stolen channel, could not heal.

For a few wild breaths the chamber was chaos in the best possible way. Wolves slammed into one another trying to flee. Claws scraped stone. One struck my leg hard enough to nearly take me down, not attacking, only terrified, and Elska shoved it away with her shield instead of killing it because killing it would have wasted the mercy we had just bought. Nell shouted, “Let them go, let them go,” even while one brushed past close enough to tear her sleeve with a tooth. The warm line above held. I felt it like a ring of fire around the ridge, felt wolf after wolf reach the standing stones and veer away from the valley, scattering into the higher woods where wild hunger belonged.

The seed tried to call them back.

It opened its frost jaws and no sound came out. Every broken root in the chamber pulsed blue, voiceless command, dead law reaching for vanished obedience. The wolves stayed on their feet. One old scarred wolf at the chamber mouth turned and snarled back into the gold blaze, toward the thing that had made its hunger into a chain. Then it vanished up the stair.

That snarl did more to the Wolf-King than my first axe-blow had. The crown cracked by itself, one thin line opening across the ice as the last stolen obedience left the room.

“NOW,” I roared, “Elska, pin it, Nell, the warmth in my blood, NOW,” and Elska found the last of her strength and threw her whole half-frozen weight and her great shield against the reeling seed and pinned it, pinned the frost-and-root horror against its own column of ice with her braced strength and a smith’s stubbornness, and Nell, spent, her satchel empty, did the one thing she had left, she pressed her bare hands to my arm and to my chest and poured what little warmth and craft she had left into me, the Mender’s Warmth, her cure and my fire, so that when I drew the last of everything for the killing blow my blood would not freeze in the doing of it, and I raised the Ember-edged axe that Elska had forged me from the iron of her father’s mine, the warmth of the whole circle blazing in it now, and I drove it down through the cracked crown frozen in the Wolf-King’s chest.

The Wolf-King tried to make the room quiet one last time.

It drove its will through the waking wolves, through the broken roots, through the dead king’s geometry carved into the chamber floor, and sound flattened around us. Elska’s grunt went dull. Nell’s breath vanished against my ear. Even my own heartbeat seemed to recede, far away and underwater.

So I did the only thing I had left that was not magic.

I laughed.

It came out rough and half-mad and alive, a laugh torn out of cold lungs at the sheer insult of being told to go quiet after everything Briarhearth had done to become loud again. Elska heard it and barked her own hoarse laugh into the Wolf-King’s face as she pinned it. Nell, exhausted and shaking, laughed too, a small furious sound against my chest. The three laughs cracked the flattened silence like a hammer through thin ice.

“There,” Nell gasped. “Living noise.”

“Living noise,” Elska snarled. “Break it.”

The crown broke.

It broke and did not heal, because there was no silence left to heal it, no cold, no quiet, only the warm loud living blaze of a boundary lantern poured down a drain-channel and three chosen wills holding fast, and the dead king’s law made solid shattered under the warm axe, and the Wolf-King came apart, the ice-root collapsing, the dead fur falling to dust, the broken bone to ash, the cold blue light in its eyes going out, and the great column of ice-root that fed the channel shuddered and cracked and died, the blue going grey, the cold breaking all at once, and far below, faint, faint as a heartbeat through stone, I felt the First Ember under the well draw a great easy breath, the deepest yet, the source of its draining cut at last, and the warmth that came up the dying channel toward us was its thanks, vast and old and no longer tired, a great fire that had been smothered for a hundred years and could finally, fully, breathe.

The breaking threw us all down.

Not backward. Down, as if the barrow floor had taken a breath too and dropped under us. I hit stone on one knee and one hand, and the hand with the axe in it stayed closed only because my body knew better than my mind. Elska fell against the dead root column and slid to the floor, laughing and coughing, too cold to stand and too stubborn to admit it. Nell went to her knees beside me, both palms flat on the stone, and for one frightened heartbeat I thought the cold had taken her after all.

Then she lifted her head and smiled. A small, exhausted, viciously satisfied smile.

“Clean,” she whispered.

“What?”

“The air.” She drew another breath, deeper. “It’s clean. Still freezing. Still horrible. But clean.”

I breathed, and she was right. The barrow still stank of old stone and dead fur and broken ice, but the downward pull was gone. The air no longer tried to drink us. It was only cold now, and only cold was almost a kindness.

[ HEARTHWARDEN LEDGER ] [ Contract Completed: Wolf-King Barrow Seed ] [ The Wolf-King Barrow Seed is destroyed. The crown is broken. The channel is cut at its source. ] [ XP Gained: 1200 ] [ Level 10 Hearthwarden ] [ The wolves are loosed to the wild, not the valley. The boundary line held. ] [ Loot Registered: Crown-Ice Shard (Rare), Wolf-King Pelt, Barrow Rune (Rare), Highwatch Vision Mark (Rare) ] [ Briarhearth Updated ] Hearthlight: 6 -> 8 Defense: 3 -> 5 Lore: 3 -> 5 [ Every component was earned: the boundary lantern you repaired, the token you carried from the forest, the Ember you saved, and the circle you chose. Nothing was given. You spent what you built. ]

The loot did not feel like loot at first. It felt like things too cold to touch and too important to leave. The Crown-Ice Shard lay where the heart had broken, a splinter of frozen law that no longer pulsed but still held a blue gleam deep inside it. Elska wrapped it in a scrap of her ruined sleeve before she let me put it in my pack.

“No bare hands,” she said. “I don’t care what the panel calls it.”

The Wolf-King Pelt had no hunter’s clean shape. Dead frost-fur and root-hide had sloughed off where the body collapsed, cold and free of hunger, and Nell wanted it. Anything holding that much stilling might teach her to break the next one faster. Her voice shook when she said it. Not fear. Exhaustion. Fury with a purpose.

The Barrow Rune came loose from the floor only when I warmed it, a palm-sized piece of black stone with amber lines crawling now through what had been white geometry. Cael would want it. Some scholar of old runes would have given a hand to study it. Lore had become a thing I could carry in my pack like rope.

And the Highwatch Vision Mark was not an object at all. It burned once across my inner wrist, blue then gold, a symbol of a distant keep and a road leading north. It faded under the skin, leaving no pain, only the sure knowledge that some doors had begun to know my name.

We stood in the dying barrow, the three of us, spent past anything, Elska half-frozen and grinning, Nell grey and swaying and triumphant, me with a fistful of warm ash where the token had been and the axe smoking in my hand, and the cold was gone, truly gone, the killing stillness that had filled every dark place in the valley gone out of the barrow as the seed died, and the Ember, having spent everything, began slowly, carefully, to refill, drawing up from the great easy breath of the First Ember below, and as it filled it offered me a thing it had never offered before, a choosing, a path.



[ The First Ember knows you now. You have cut the cold from its throat. ] [ A Hearthwarden may walk one of the old paths. Choose. ] [ HEARTHGUARD: the shield of the village. Defense, rally, the warded wall. ] [ GREENWARDEN: the ranger of the wild. Tracking, herbs, the monster’s weakness. ] [ STONEWARDEN: the maker. Forge, mine, heavy steel, the structure that stands. ] [ EMBERWARDEN: the keeper of the fire. Ember magic, curse-breaking, the warmth against the cold, the word that wakes the dead law and unmakes it. ] [ Choose the path the war asks for. ]

I did not have to think long. I had thought about it, in a way, since the orchard, since I had seen the channels run to the well and the well to the ridge, since I had understood that the enemy was not wolves or redcaps or even the seed, the enemy was the cold itself, the dead law, the draining of the First Ember, the great patient extinguishing, and there was only one path that answered that.

“Emberwarden,” I said, aloud, to the Ember and to the two women beside me. “The fire. The war’s about the fire, it always was, the First Ember dying, the warmth draining down to the dead. Everything I’ve done that mattered I did with the warmth, the wick and the wound and the names and the boundary line. The hammer’s Elska’s and the herbs are Nell’s and the wall and the wild belong to better hands than mine. But the fire’s mine. The Ember’s mine. The keeping of it against the cold, the breaking of the curses, the waking of the dead law and the unmaking of it, that’s the Warden this war needs, and that’s the one I choose.” I closed my hand around the warmth. “Emberwarden. Write it down.”

And the Ember flared and deepened and settled, and I felt it change, felt the resource of it expanding, deepening, becoming less a small banked thing I hoarded and more a great warm current I could draw on, the keeper of the fire, and the Ledger wrote it.

[ Warden Path chosen: EMBERWARDEN. ] [ Ember resource greatly expanded. ] [ The keeper of the fire against the cold. The breaker of curses. The unmaker of dead law. ] [ The First Ember recognizes its Warden. ] [ This is not a crown. It is a door. Beyond it the war grows larger. ]

The change hurt.

It hurt like drawing the first full breath after being half-drowned, the ribs remembering they had limits and then learning they had been wrong. Heat moved through me in lanes I had not known existed, palm to wrist, ribs to throat, spine to heel, and for a moment I felt every hearth I had touched since coming home: the inn hearth that had guttered blue, the forge fire, Nell’s little apothecary lamp, the orchard lanterns, the bridge lights, the boundary lantern burning spent above us. Not controlling them. Never that. Knowing their warmth as kin.

Nell put a hand on my chest and hissed softly through her teeth. “You’re hotter.”

“Good hotter?” Elska asked from the floor.

“I don’t know yet.”

“That’s healer for probably.”

“That’s healer for shut up while I check him.”

I laughed, and the new Ember in me answered the laugh with a pulse of gold so strong the dead chamber flickered warm again. Both women felt it. Both looked at me. Not afraid. Measuring, in their own ways, what had changed and what had not.

“Still me,” I said.

Nell’s hand stayed over my heart. “Yes.”

Elska hauled herself upright with a grunt. “Then be you on your feet. Emberwarden or not, I’m not sleeping in a dead wolf hole.”

“Emberwarden,” Elska repeated, leaning on her hammer, grey-lipped and proud. “Good. Suits you. You were never a swordsman and you were always a fire-keeper, I saw it the first night, the way the hearth answered when you gripped your blade. Now.” She pushed off the column, swaying. “Now in the name of every warm thing, can we go home? I’m frozen near to death, the healer’s spent, you’ve a fistful of ash, and I have just been told the war grows larger, which I’d very much like to face after a bowl of stew and a warm bed and about three days of sleep. Home, Warden. We’ve cut the thing. The valley breathes. Let’s go breathe with it.”

But the barrow was not quite finished with me.



As the seed’s column died and the cold broke, the broken crown-fragment at my feet, the Crown-Ice Shard the Ledger had named as loot, flared one last time, a final pulse of the dead king’s blue, and through it, the way I had seen the orchard vision through the blue lantern, I saw, one last time, the shape of the war I had only cut one finger from.

I saw Highwatch Keep, far to the north, a mountain ruin against the cold stars, burning blue. Blue-white fire crawled its broken towers, a signal, a beacon, the cold law’s command-fire. The seed I had killed had been one outpost of the power ruling from that burning keep. I saw the old well at the heart of Briarhearth, my well, the patient blue glow at the bottom. The water stirred. The blue glow shifted. Cutting the channel had freed the Ember and stirred something below, waking attention once content to drain in silence. Last, I saw Ser Cadrin Pale whole on a throne of frost in a hall of blue-white light, the cold blue gleam in his visor. He was not raging at the loss of his seed. He was doing a far worse thing: rising from his throne and bowing, a deep formal courtly bow, the acknowledgment of a clerk noting a name worth proper address. His courtly bloodless voice came to me one final time across the cold miles.

“Well struck, Warden of Briarhearth,” Ser Cadrin Pale said, bowing on his throne of frost. “You have cut one of my fingers. You have kept your fire and your names and your women and your warm loud living mess, and you have proven that the dead law cannot still free choice. I am, I confess, impressed, and I am not easily impressed, I have had a hundred years to grow particular.” He straightened from the bow. “But you have also done me a service you do not yet understand. You have made yourself worth the Court’s full attention. You were beneath notice when you walked back through the rain. Now the Court will address you in proper order, and the Court does not send seeds to men it addresses in proper order. It sends envoys. One walks down your road already, Warden, down the Old King’s Road, the road you so kindly reopened, the road your red-haired trader carries your news upon. Be warm. Be loud. Be glad. Light all your lanterns and sing all your songs and bed all your women and finish all your repairs, while you can, because the next crossing over your lit bridge will not be a wolf or a redcap or a seed in the ice. It will be the Court itself, come to bargain, and you will find, Warden, that a crown of frost offered with courtesy is a harder thing to refuse than a vision in a barrow. We will speak again. In proper order. Soon.”

And the Crown-Ice Shard’s blue light went out, and the vision with it, and the barrow was only a dead cold dark hole in the ground again, silent and harmless, the seed destroyed, the cold broken, and I stood in it with the warm ash of a spent token in my fist and a new Rare shard in my pack and the dead king’s bow and his promise hung in my mind like the last of the frost.

Nell’s small spent hand found mine in the dark. Elska’s heavy arm came across my shoulders. Between them, with the circle holding me upright because my legs had begun to shake, we turned toward the frozen stair and the thread of amber lantern-light above.

“One step,” Nell said, hoarse. “Then another. No speeches on the stair. If either of you falls, I am leaving you for Ysra to scold in the orchard.”

“Liar,” Elska rasped.

“Yes,” Nell said. “Move.”

So we moved, three bodies leaning into one another, up out of the dead king’s den toward the thin amber light of the lantern line, and behind us the broken crown lay quiet on the floor.


Chapter 16: Six Lanterns Burning

We came down off the ridge as the light failed, the three of us, frozen and spent and slow, leaning on each other as much as on our weapons, and Briarhearth gathered us up out of the cold the way it had gathered me my first night in the rain, except that I was not a shamed stranger now, and the village did not merely tolerate my return, it came out to meet it.

They had seen the boundary lantern blaze on the ridge, I learned later, the great gold flare of it when I spent everything down the channel, they had seen it from the village and not known what it meant, only that something vast and warm had happened up on the cold hill where the wolves gathered, and they had been watching the ridge road since, and when three small dark shapes came down out of the snow into the lantern light of the bridge, the village came across it to meet us, all of them, Bram and Oren and Pella and Cael and Ysra and Jory and half the green besides, and they did not cheer at first, they only came, and took our packs, and put their shoulders under Elska’s arm where she was failing, and wrapped Nell in a dry cloak, and walked us in across the lit bridge and over the green toward the warm noise of the inn, and the Ledger marked it, the village carrying its Warden home, and I let it, because a man refusing to be carried cannot be trusted to carry anyone, Nell had taught me that on a rainy night near the beginning of all this.

And the windows. I counted them as we crossed the green, because I had counted them my first night and the counting had hurt, three lit windows against the dark, three stubborn refusals to let the world go out. I counted them now and there were six steady windows, six houses that would burn through the night because they had wood, oil, food, medicine, and enough hope to spend the fuel. Around them, a few celebration lamps winked from doorways and upper shutters, brief glad lights people would bank before sleep, but the six were the true account: six warm refusals now, twice what had greeted me in the rain. I stopped in the middle of the green and looked at them, those steady windows and the smoke rising honest and white above them, and I could not speak for a moment, and Elska, half-carried beside me, followed my eyes and understood, because Elska understood everything.

“Six steady,” she rasped, grinning her grey-lipped grin. “You came home counting three and there’s six that’ll burn till morning. That’s your account, Warden. The levels, loot, and kill all shrank beside the windows.” She squeezed my shoulder with what strength she had left. “Now stop counting and get me inside, I’ve done my freezing for one lifetime.”

[ HEARTHWARDEN LEDGER ] [ Warden State: Level 10 Emberwarden. ] [ Briarhearth Updated ] Hearthlight: 8 Defense: 5 Supply: 6 Prosperity: 3 Lore: 5 Morale: 8 -> 9 [ Lit windows at night: 3 -> 6 steady. ] [ Village Tier: ARRIVAL -> STABILIZED. ] [ The village is not saved. It is standing. That is the harder and better thing. ]



The Hearth and Antler took us in, and it was full, fuller than I had ever seen it, the whole village crowded into the warm gold common room with the fire roaring in the hearth that had guttered blue my first night, and Mara Vale stood at the kitchen door with a ladle in her hand and a towel over her shoulder exactly as she had stood that first rainy night, and she looked at me come in frozen and spent and alive, and her warm-eyed face did the same thing it had done that night, it softened, and she did not make a speech, she did her whole self, she fed me.

“Sit,” Mara said, to all three of us, brooking nothing. “Down, by the fire, the good bench, Pella’s saved it. You’ll eat before you tell a single soul a single word of what happened on that hill, because a story told hungry is a story told wrong, and a body frozen near to death needs stew before it needs an audience.” She was already moving, ladling, and the bowls came, deep and thick and steaming, mutton and barley and root and a richness the inn had not been able to afford when I first came in from the rain, and Pella’s bread beside it, warm, the crust crackling, butter actually on the table because the market had butter now, and Mara stood over us with her arms folded and made sure we ate every drop the way she’d made sure I ate that first night, and the heat of the stew went down into me and met the Ember and the cold of the barrow began, finally, to leave my bones.

It is a small thing to write down, a bowl of stew, and it was the largest thing in the world. I had fought a dead king on a frozen ridge and rejected the painless peace and chosen the hurting living mess, and the proof that I had chosen right, the whole proof, the only proof that mattered, was this, a warm crowded room and a thick bowl of stew and a fire that no longer burned blue and two women beside me on the good bench eating like starved things and a village that had carried us home, and I ate Mara’s stew in the gold light of the Hearth and Antler and felt my whole hunted, exhausted body finally and completely unclench, the way I had not let it unclench in eight years on the road, because I was warm, and fed, and home, and the thing under the well that had made the hearth burn blue my first night was, for tonight at least, beaten back, and the village knew it, and I was the reason, and there was stew.

Oren came to me while I ate, and he had his slate, of course he had his slate, and his thin ink-stained face was working with an emotion he could barely hold, and he stood in front of me and could not quite get the words out and finally just turned the slate around and showed me, and on it, in his neat trembling clerk’s hand, was the contract board, every contract, and beside every one, the word COMPLETED.

“Root in the Cellar,” Oren read off it, hoarse, because he had to say it out loud, he had been waiting two years to say those words. “Completed. Whisperpine Drywood. Completed. The Silence at Coppercap. Completed. The Spring Runs Blue. Completed. The Lanterns Going Out. Completed. Miller’s Bridge. Completed. Wolf-King Barrow Seed.” His voice broke. “Completed. Every one. Every single contract on the board, posted and worked and completed, one after another, after two years of a board with nothing on it but dust and a few sad notices nobody could answer.” He clutched the slate to his chest. “I’m the reeve of a village with a contract board full of completed work. Do you know what that is, Warden? Do you know what that means? It means we’re a place again. It means someone can post a need and trust it’ll be answered. It means hope’s not a foolish thing here anymore, it’s a, it’s a procedure, it’s something that works, you post it and it gets done.” He wiped his face with his coat-sleeve, unashamed. “I’m going to mount the board in the square. Properly. With a roof over it so the contracts don’t rot in the rain. Because we’re going to need it. There’ll be more. There’s always more. But now there’s a board, and a Warden, and a circle, and a reeve no longer afraid of his own job, and I.” He straightened, the apologetic clerk gone entirely now, a man grown into himself. “I just wanted you to see it. Completed. All of it. Thank you. That’s all. Eat your stew.”

He had more than the slate. He had the actual notices rolled under one arm, the hand-copied papers he had posted beneath the amber lines as the village learned how to trust the board again. He unrolled them on the table between our bowls with reverence and embarrassment both.

The first was smeared with cellar soot. The Whisperpine notice had a pine needle caught in the wax. The Coppercap notice bore a black thumbprint that could only have been Elska’s. The bridge notice had rain marks and a smear of Pella’s jam where someone had eaten while reading it. The barrow notice was still edged black in the paper fibers, as if the contract’s cold had wanted to remain even after the work was done, but across it Oren had written COMPLETED in letters so firm the charcoal had nearly torn the page.

“I’m keeping these,” he said. “In the hall. Not as trophies. Records. Proof. When the next thing comes and people forget that work can be finished, I’ll show them. This was impossible, and then it was done. This was impossible too, and then it was done. That’s what a record is for. Not memory only. Courage, stored where a frightened man can find it.”

Bram leaned over from the next bench, saw his bridge notice, and grunted. “Put a roof over the board before you put records in the hall. Courage rots if you leave it in the rain.”

Oren nodded solemnly and wrote that down.

“I was making a point,” Bram said.

“It was a useful point,” Oren said.

The room laughed, and Oren, instead of shrinking, looked pleased and went on writing.

That was new too. Two weeks ago Oren would have folded himself around the joke and apologized for taking up air. Now he stood inside the laughter, wrote down Bram’s complaint because it was useful, tucked the charcoal behind his ear, and gave the carpenter a look so dry it might have come from Elska. The village had gained a bridge and a reeve sturdy enough to be laughed at without being diminished. No panel had room to count that strength.

And he went off to mount his board, and I watched him go, the nervous clerk become the village’s spine, and that, too, was an account I had not known I was keeping, the men and women the village had grown around the work, Oren’s courage and Bram’s bridges and Pella’s plenty and Cael’s relit faith, and I understood that I had not rebuilt Briarhearth, I had given Briarhearth back the conditions under which it could rebuild itself, and that this was the heart of the Warden’s work and a far larger and better thing than the song I had come home wanting.

Pella came next with a basket of bread and no patience for solemnity.

“If the reeve’s done making everybody cry into the stew,” she said, setting the basket down hard enough to make the cups jump, “there’s bread to be eaten while it’s hot. Barrow-killers eat heel pieces, that’s the rule I just invented, because the heel’s the best part and I’m feeling generous.”

She shoved a heel into my hand, one into Elska’s, one into Nell’s. Then she looked at Nell’s grey face and softened despite herself. “You look emptied, girl.”

“I am emptied,” Nell said.

“Then fill.” Pella pushed honey-butter toward her. “No arguing. Healers are the worst patients because they think knowing the names of bones means they can ignore the bones.”

“She’s right,” I said.

Nell gave me a look over the bread. “Do not enjoy this.”

Elska was already eating like bread was a sacred right after fighting a frost king. “I’m enjoying it enough for both of you.”

That too mattered. The inn celebrated more than me. It tended the ridge party, fed the women at the heart of the victory, made room for Elska’s exhaustion and Nell’s spent hands instead of setting them beside my story as decoration. Pella refilled Nell’s plate twice. Bram asked Elska about the crown’s ice like a craftsman asking about a rare metal. Cael, still pale from whatever he had felt at the shrine when the seed died, took my hand in both of his and then took Nell’s and Elska’s the same way, thanking the whole circle.

“The First Ember breathed,” he said, voice hushed. “I felt it in the shrine. The flame rose high enough to blacken the lintel. I had to laugh, because I was afraid the whole roof would catch. Afraid of too much fire, after months fearing too little. That’s a fine fear to have.”

Jory got his song, and this time it was good.

He had been working at it since the bridge, the village had been singing his market-chorus for days, but tonight, with the whole village gathered and the barrow won and the Warden home, he found the song’s heart, and he stood on the hearth-bench with his lute and he played it, and it was not doggerel, it was not mighty thews, it was a working-song and a homecoming-song both, and it told the true things, the bridge lit and the road clear, the forge roaring and the spring running clean, the names returned to the orchard and the seed cut on the ridge, and it had a verse about a man who walked back empty and a verse about the women who chose him and a verse about a village that learned to hope again, and it was warm and true and a little bawdy and it made the whole room sing the chorus back, and it embarrassed me thoroughly, which Elska found delightful.

The bawdy verse was not as bad as it could have been, which from Jory was restraint worthy of shrine recognition. He gave Elska the better rhyme, hammer with clamor, and Nell the sharper one, Reed with need, and somehow made it about field work first and bed second, which was the only reason Mara did not hit him with the ladle. The room loved it. The miners we had brought out of Coppercap sang loudest on the verse about the bell, both of them still pale and thin but alive enough to shout, and Elska stopped grinning for a moment when she heard them. One of them lifted his cup to her across the room. She lifted hers back, jaw tight, and that was all the exchange needed, but I knew what it cost and gave.

Then Jory reached the orchard verse, and Ysra Moor, who had been standing near the door as if ready to leave before grief noticed her, stayed. He sang Pell Aldwin’s name. He sang the midwife’s name. He sang the fever girl’s name. He did not make them rhyme badly. He simply put them in the room and let the village sing them back, and Ysra closed her eyes while three dead names moved through a warm inn full of living voices.

That was when I knew the song would last.

Songs that praise one man sour fast. This one would last because it had work in it, and food, and grief, and women with roles, and a bridge a child could point to, and names the village could keep warm by singing. Jory Ember, fool and gossip and shameless nuisance, had done his work at last.

“There’s a verse about your stamina,” Elska informed me, over the singing, grinning, recovering now with stew and fire in her. “Listen. He’s rhyming ‘Warden’ with ‘gardening’ and there’s a line about how the smith and the healer both sleep warm, the cheeky devil, the whole village is singing about our bed, Calder, how do you feel about that.” She did not wait for an answer. “I feel splendid about it. Let them sing it. No sneaking, that was the rule, and you can’t sneak a thing the whole tavern’s set to music.” She raised her cup. “To Jory Ember, who’s finally written a song worth the lute. May the next one be even more embarrassing.”

And the village laughed, and sang, and I sat in the gold warm crowded room and was sung about, and could not, this time, collapse into shame about it, because the song was true, and the things it praised were real, and I had earned every line of it with my own hands and the hands of the people around me, and being seen, being known, being sung, turned out to be a thing a man could bear after all, if he had actually done the things the song said.



Tovin found me later, when the singing had settled into talk, and he drew me aside to the quiet end of the bench by the fire, and the old Warden leaned his practice staff against the wall and lowered his stiff knee onto the bench with a grunt and looked at me a long while in the firelight, and his hard scarred old face had the thing on it I had seen at the training patch, the grief, but underneath it now, something else, something he had clearly not let himself feel in forty years.

Before he spoke, he set something on the table between us. His old Warden badge, if badge was the word for it, a small iron disk gone dark with age, stamped with a hearth and a line of standing stones. I had seen it once under his shirt when he bent during training and had pretended not to. Now he put it down where the firelight could catch the worn mark.

“I kept that hidden forty years,” he said. “No one would have taken it. I hid it because I couldn’t bear being asked what it meant.”

He pushed it toward me with two fingers.

“I don’t know if it belongs to you. Old rites are half ash and half guesses now. But it doesn’t belong hidden in my shirt anymore.”

I did not pick it up at once. The iron looked heavier than it had any right to be. “Are you giving it to me?”

“I’m putting it where the next Warden can decide what to do with it,” he said. “Don’t make me sentimental, boy. I’ll bite.”

So I took it, and the iron was cold for one breath, then warmed in my palm.

“You did it the way Aldis never could,” Tovin said at last, low, so the room would not hear. “You went up that hill with a circle that chose you free, and the dead law found no crack in it, and you cut the thing my circle died failing to cut. I felt it, when the boundary lantern blazed. I knew what it was. You spent the line I never thought to set, you turned the cold’s own channel against it, you.” He stopped, and his hard hands worked. “I’ve carried forty years of believing a Warden’s circle was a thing that got people killed, because mine did, because I watched it. And you just proved it’s the opposite. The circle’s the living thing, when it’s chosen. The using is what kills. I knew it, somewhere, and I was too much a coward to risk it again, so I let the valley go cold rather than try.” He looked up at me, and his old eyes were wet. “You tried. You brought no proof but your hands and you tried, and it worked, and I.” He gripped my forearm with one hard hand, the same grip he’d used to give me the warning. “I name you Warden of Briarhearth, Bren Calder, properly, the way the old ones did it, one Warden to the next. You’re the real thing. There’s not many of us and there hasn’t been a true one in this valley since Aldis died, and now there is, and it’s you, and I’m.” His voice roughened. “I’m proud, boy. I didn’t think I had it left in me to be proud of anything. There it is.”

And then, because he was Tovin, because he could not give a benediction without a warning, he tightened his grip and his voice went hard again.

“But hear me. Level ten and a path chosen and a barrow cut, that’s not a crown, it’s a door, the Ledger told you as much and it’s right. You’ve cut one finger off a thing that has many. The cold’s still walking down the road from the north, the well still glows, Highwatch still burns blue, you saw it, you told me what you saw. This isn’t the end of a war. It’s the moment a war that was eating you in the dark steps out into the light where you can see it, and a war you can see is a more dangerous thing than a war you can’t, because now it can see you too.” He let go of my arm. “So enjoy your stew and your song and your warm bed and your two good women and your full contract board, all of it, you’ve earned every scrap and you should take it, a man unable to rest cannot fight. But don’t mistake the rest for the end. Rest tonight. Tomorrow there’s a door, and a war on the other side of it, and a village to keep warm while you fight it.” He hauled himself up on his staff, the proud hard old man, and clapped me once on the shoulder, and said, gruff, the closest he would ever come to tenderness, “Welcome home, Warden. For real this time. Now go sit with your circle, they’ve been watching you the whole while and keeping your circle waiting deserves to lose it.”



The circle was waiting, and they were not hiding.

I went back to the good bench by the fire and Elska sat on one side of me and Nell on the other, openly, in the full gold light of the crowded common room, the tall blonde smith and the small dark healer, one on each side of their Warden, no corner, no lowered eyes, exactly as we had chosen it, and I felt the village notice, felt the eyes move over the three of us, the way a small village always notices everything, and I braced, the old shame-reflex, for the scandal, the muttering, the turning.

Elska felt me brace. Of course she did. She put her cup down, took my hand in hers on top of the table where anyone could see it, and laced her scarred fingers through mine with all the subtlety of a hammer on an anvil. Nell saw that, smiled into her cup, and put her smaller hand over both of ours.

There it was: hands on a table in a crowded inn, the private vow made visible enough that no one could pretend not to understand and ordinary enough that no one had to make a scene of it.

My shame looked for somewhere to stand and found no floor.

Good. That was worth a war tonight.

That, more than the song, more than the panel, nearly broke me. Shame had been useful in its way. It had kept me careful, kept me from becoming the chosen fool Tovin feared. But shame had also been a room I locked myself inside before anyone else could shut the door. Elska’s hand, Nell’s hand, the whole inn seeing and continuing to eat their stew, opened that room without drama. I did not have to crawl out of it. I could simply stand at the table and find myself already outside.

It did not come.

What came was warm curiosity, and a few raised eyebrows, and Pella Dunn leaning over to refill our cups and saying, comfortably, to Mara, well, the old Wardens kept circles, my grandmother always said, it’s the proper way for a Warden, and good for them, three’s warmer than one in a cold valley and that’s just sense, and Mara saying, mildly, ladling, as long as he’s good to both of them and honest with all and everything stays in the open, which it clearly has, then a circle is just a large warm household and there’s nothing wrong with a large warm household, the valley could use a few more, and that was it, that was all the scandal amounted to, two practical women deciding over a stew-pot that an open chosen adult circle was sense and warmth and no one’s business but the three who’d chosen it, the way the real things in Briarhearth always seemed to get decided, sideways, through the work, without anyone making a speech of it.

“Told you,” Elska murmured, satisfied, against my ear. “A village that’s been cold and afraid for two years hasn’t the energy left for being scandalized about who keeps whose hearth warm. They’re too busy being glad the well hasn’t rung tonight. Scandal’s a thing for fat safe villages with nothing to fear. We’re not that yet. We’re a village that just got its road and its forge and its water and its graves back, and we’ll take our warmth however it comes, three to a hearth or one, and bless it.” She settled her heavy warm weight against my side. “Now. The redhead’s still here, by the way, in case you’d not noticed. She’s been guarding her wagons like a woman expecting trouble and pretending not to watch you. I’d go say hello before she invents a reason to be insulted, she’s the type.”

She was. Veyra Hart leaned at the bar with a cup in her freckled hand and her copper curls bright and her sharp amber eyes very much on the three of us, and when I caught her eye she did not look away, she grinned, and tipped her cup, and I went to her, and Elska and Nell let me go with no jealousy at all, only Nell’s dry murmur of don’t be a fool and don’t chase and don’t be chased, just be honest, behind me.

“You’re alive,” Veyra observed, as I reached the bar. “I’m pleased. Genuinely. Professionally too, you’re still my best customer and my safest crossing. I watched that great gold fire blaze up on the ridge and thought, well, my best customer has done something extremely brave and stupid, or the cold’s won and I should get my wagons behind stone. I’m glad it was the former.” She looked me over, frank, warm. “You look like death warmed over. Which I suppose is precisely what you are, a Warden, death warmed over, that’s almost poetry, I should sell it to your bard.” She set down her cup and her face changed, the brightness sharpening into the thing I most needed from her. “I brought more than flirting. My drivers came back from the toll fort with news, like we bargained. The way the cold’s walking.” She lowered her voice. “It’s worse than I told you. Three more villages quiet since I passed a month ago. Wells gone blue. Doors shut. And on the road, coming south, slow, they passed a thing they didn’t stop for, a rider, or what looked like a rider, in white, in armor, no breath in the cold air, no breath, Bren, and a blue light where its face should be. It was riding this way, down the Old King’s Road, toward your lit bridge, polite as you please, never hurrying, with all the cold time in the world.” Her amber eyes held mine. “I think it’s coming here. I think your barrow stirred something, or your fire on the ridge called something, and I think the next thing across your bridge won’t be a wolf. So I stayed. To tell you. And because.” She shrugged, a deliberate carelessness over something realer. “Because if white armor rides toward the warmest brightest valley on this whole cursed road, I’d rather be inside the warm bright valley than out on the road alone when it passes. That is me being a sensible woman with a good eye for walls. Joining your circle is a different bargain, so calm your hopes. But.” Her grin came back, softer. “I’ll dance with you. Once. To prove the valley’s still warm enough to dance in. Jory, a turn, something with a beat, the Warden’s had a hard day and a woman wants to dance.”

And Jory struck up a turning-tune, and Veyra Hart took my hand and pulled me out into the cleared space by the fire and danced with me, once, in front of the whole warm village and Elska and Nell both watching with frank amusement, and she danced the way she did everything, bright and bold and pressing closer than the dance required, her heavy hips and her freckled warmth and her copper curls, and at the turn she pressed full against me and her mouth came to my ear and she said, low under the music, so only I could hear, “I’m watching, Warden. The circle, the village, whether it lasts. You keep it real and you keep that road safe and you keep them warm, and when the white rider comes and you face it, you face it, don’t run and don’t bend, and maybe, maybe, the next time I dance with you it won’t be just once and it won’t be just to prove a point.” And she spun out of my arms, laughing, bright, gone back to the bar, and left me standing by the fire warm and wanting and watched and not at all ashamed of any of it, which was, I thought, the whole measure of how far I had come.

I went back to the good bench, and Elska pulled me down on one side and Nell tucked herself against the other, and the three of us sat in the gold warm crowded singing room, the circle, openly, and Mara brought more stew, and Jory sang, and the village was warm and lit and standing, and for a long golden hour it was the best night of my life and I let it be, I let the village hold me, I rested, as Tovin had said: a man unable to rest cannot fight, and I rested.

Rest did not mean forgetting the war. It meant letting the good things be good while they were in my hands. So I let Mara bully me into a second bowl. I let Pella wrap bread for my cottage though I told her I could not possibly eat again before winter. I let Bram explain, in detail, how he meant to roof Oren’s board without blocking the amber letters if they burned through during rain. I let Cael tell me the shrine flame had steadied after the barrow died, amber at the heart again even if the candles had begun to twitch blue at the edges after sunset. I let Ysra touch my sleeve once in passing and say, “Old graves sleep easier tonight,” and I did not answer because there was no answer better than the words themselves.

And I let Elska and Nell lean on me in public, not as display, not as challenge, just because they were tired and I was warm and we had chosen the right to be ordinary with each other. Nell’s head rested against my shoulder for three full songs. Elska’s hand stayed on my thigh under the table, heavy and possessive and at ease. The village saw. The village kept eating.



And then Brother Cael ran in from the shrine.

He came through the inn door white-faced and breathless with candlewax fresh on his cuffs and his thin frightened faithful face stark in the firelight, and the singing died as he came, and he found me on the bench and crossed to me and could barely get the words out.

“The candles,” Cael gasped. “The shrine. Every candle. I was tending the evening flame and they, all at once, every candle in the shrine, they’ve turned. Blue. Burning blue, all of them, the whole shrine lit blue-white and cold. The First Ember’s heart still burns amber, praise the fire. Every outer candle caught the wrong color at once, as if something under the well breathed on their reflections, and I, I’ve never, in all my years tending it I’ve never seen, and then.” He grabbed my arm. “And then the well. Come and hear it, you have to come and hear it, the old well, it’s.”

And from the green outside, through the inn walls, through the warm singing room gone suddenly silent, it came.

The bell.

The old well rang the way it had rung once from the orchard, a single great deep bronze toll from underground where there was no bell. This time it rang again, and again, slow and deep and patient, a tolling, a summons, something under the village waking and announcing itself. The whole common room went still and cold and listening, every face turned toward the green and the well. Warmth drained out of the hour as the bell tolled under the earth. I rose from the bench with Elska on one side of me reaching for a hammer that was not there and Nell on the other already reaching for a near-empty satchel. I opened the inn door onto the cold dark green. Across the green, the old well glowed bright, the whole mouth of it lit blue-white and cold, light spilling up into the dark. The bell tolled out of it slow and deep and sure. The Ember went taut and wary, and the Ledger woke in amber against the cold blue light.

[ HEARTHWARDEN LEDGER ] [ The well is no longer silent. The drain is cut, and the deep has noticed. ] [ Shrine candles: burning blue. The First Ember holds, but the well-door presses against its light. ] [ The deep stirs. The well tolls. This is not yet the Underroot. But it is the door to it, and the door has begun to knock. ]

And as the bell tolled and the candles burned blue and the village stood frozen and silent in the warm inn behind me, the Ledger wrote one thing more, a new line, a new header, amber edged with cold, the next door, the next war, the thing Veyra had seen riding south and Cadrin had promised from his throne of frost, and I read it standing in the inn door between the warm gold light at my back and the cold blue light across the green, with the smith on one side and the healer on the other and the trader watching from the bar and the whole warm standing village behind me, and it read:

[ HOLLOW COURT ENVOY DETECTED ] [ Location: Old King’s Road ] [ It does not come to fight. It comes to bargain. ] [ A crown of frost, offered with courtesy. ] [ Recommended Party: Hearth-Circle plus Road Guide ] [ The Court will address you now, Warden. In proper order. ]


Thank you for reading!

Hey, it’s Leo Thornvale. If you enjoyed this book, here’s how to get more:

	Visit my website — Character galleries, sample chapters, and bonus content.

	Follow on Amazon — Get notified when new books drop. No spam, just releases.



More books from Leo Thornvale are waiting.

Thanks for being here.

Leo Thornvale
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