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Map

1

Dag wasriding up the lane thinking only of the chances of aBluefield farm lunch, and hislikelihood of
needing anap afterwards, when the arrow hissed past hisface.

Panic washing through him, he reached out hisright arm and snatched hiswife from her saddle. Hefell
left, dragging them both off and behind the shield of their horses, snapping his sputtering ground-sense
open wide—range till barely ahundred paces, blight it—torn between thoughts of Fawn, of the knife at
his belt, of the unstrung bow at his back, of how many, where? All of it was blotted out in the lightning
flash of pain as he landed with both their weights on his hedling left leg. His cry of “ Spark, get behind
mel” transmuted to “Agh! Blight it!” as hisleg folded under him. Fawn’s mare bolted. Hishorse
Copperhead shied and jerked at the reins still wrapped around the hook that served in place of Dag’ s left
hand; only that, and Fawn’s support under hisarm as she found her feet, kept him upright.

“Dag!” Fawn yelped as hisweight bent her.

Dag straightened, abandoning histwisting reach for hisbow, ashe a last identified the source of the
attack—not with his groundsense, but with his eyes and ears. His brother-in-law Whit Bluefield came
running across the yard below the old barn, waving abow in the air and cdling, “Oh, sorry! Sorry!”

Only then did Dag’ s eye take in the rag target tacked to ared oak tree on the other side of the lane.
Well...he assumed it was atarget, though the only arrow nearby was stuck in the bark about two feet
below it. Other spent arrows lay 1oose on the ground well beyond. The onethat had nearly clipped off his
nose had plowed into the soil agood twenty paces downdope. Dag let out his pent breath in
exagperation, then inhaed deeply, willing his hammering heart to dow.

“Whit, you ham-fisted fool!” cried Fawn, rising on tiptoe to peer over her restive horse-fort. “ Y ou nearly
shot my husband!”

Whit arrived breathless, repesating, “ Sorry! | was so surprised to see you, my hand dipped.”

Fawn’'s mare Grace, who had skittered only afew steps before getting over her dlarm at this unusud
dismount, put her head down and began tearing at the grass clumps. Whit, familiar with Copperhead’s
unsociable character, made awide circle around the horse to his sster’ sside. Dag et the reins unwrap
from hishook and alowed Copperhead to go join Grace, which the chestnut gelding did after afew
desultory bucks and cow-kicks, just to register his opinion of the proceedings. Dag sympathized.

“| waan't aming at you!” Whit declared anxioudly.

“I’'mright glad to hear that,” drawled Dag. “| know | annoyed afew people around here when | married
your sster, but | didn’t think you were one of 'em.” Hislips compressed in agrimmer line. Whit might
well have hit Fawn.

Whit flushed. A head shorter than Dag, he was till ahead taller than Fawn, whom, after an awkward
hesitation, he now embraced. Fawn grimaced, but hugged him back. Both Bluefield heads were crowned
with loosdly curling black hair, both faces fair-skinned, but while Fawn was nicely rounded, with a
captivating sometimes-dimple when she smirked, Whit was skinny and angular, his hands and feet atrifle
too big for hisbody. Still growing into himsalf even past age twenty, asthe length of wrist sticking from
the deeve of his homespun shirt testified. Or perhaps, with no younger brother to hand them down to, he



was just condemned to wear out his older clothes.

Dag took a step forward, then hissed, hook-hand clapping to his buckling left thigh. He straightened
again with an effort. “Maybe | want my stick after al, Spark.”

“Of course,” said Fawn, and darted across the lane to retrieve the hickory staff from under
Copperhead’ s saddle flap.

“Areyou dl right?1 know I didn’t hit you,” Whit protested. His mouth bent down. “1 don't hit anything,

Dag smiled tightly. “I’'m fine. Don't worry about it.”

“Heisnot fing” Fawn amended sternly, returning with the stick. “He got knocked around something
fearsome last month when his company rode to put down that awful malice over in Raintree. He hasn't
nearly heded up yet.”

“Oh, wasthat your folks, Dag? Wasit redlly ablight bogle—malice,” Whit corrected himsdlf to the
Lakewalker term, with aduck of his head at Dag. “We heard some pretty wild rumors about a ruckus up
by Farmer's Hats—"

Fawn overrode thisin concern. “That scar didn’t break open when you landed so hard, did it, Dag?’

Dag glanced down at the tan fabric of hisriding trousers. No blood leaked through, and the flashes of
pain werefading out. “No.” Hetook the stick and leaned on it gratefully. “It' |l befine,” he added to dlay
Whit’swide-eyed look. He squinted in new curiosity at the bow ill clutched in Whit' s left hand.

“What' sthis?| didn’t think you were an archer.”

Whit shrugged. “I’m not, yet. But you said you would teach me when—if—you came back. So | was
getting ready, getting in some practiceand dl. Just in case” He held out hisbow asif in evidence.

Dag blinked. He had quite forgotten that casual comment from hisfirst visit to West Blue, and was
astonished that the boy had apparently taken it so to heart. Dag stared closely, but not atrace of Whit's
usua annoying foolery appeared in hisface. Huh. Guess | made more of animpression on himthan’d

thought.

Whit shook off his embarrassment over his straying shaft, and asked chearfully, “ So, why are you two
back so soon? Isyour patrol nearby? They could al come up too, you know. Papawouldn’t mind. Or
areyou on amission for your Lakewalkers, likethat courier fellow who brought your letters and the
horses and presents?’

“My bride-gifts made it? Oh, good,” said Dag.

“Yep, they sure did. Surprised usal. Mamawanted to write aletter back to you, but the courier had
gone off aready, and we didn’t know how to get in touch with your peopleto send it on.”

“Ah,” said Dag. There' saproblem. There was the problem, or one aspect of it: farmers and
Lakewalkerswho couldn’t talk to each other. Like now? For al his mental rehearsal, Dag found it
suddenly difficult to spit out thetae of hisexile, just off the cuff likethis.

Fortunatdly, Fawn filled in. “We rejust vigtin’. Dag’ s sort of off-duty for atime, till hishurtshea up.”

Truein asense—well, no, not redlly. But there would be time to explain further—maybe when everyone
was together, so hewouldn’t have to repest it al over and over, a prospect that made him wince even



more than the vison of explaining it to acrowd.

They strolled to recapture the horses, and Whit waved toward the old barn. “ The stalls you used before
areempty. You still got that man-eating red nag, | see.” He skirted Copperhead to gather up Grace's
reins, from the way the bay mare resisted histugging to snatch afew last mouthfuls of grass, one would
take her for starved—clearly not the case.

“Yep,” said Dag, sooping with agrunt to scoop up the gelding’ sreinsin turn. “I still haven’t met anyone
| didiked enough to givehim to.”

“And he' sbeenridin’ Copperhead for eight straight years. It sawonder, that.” Fawn dimpled. “ Admit it,
Dag, you like that dreadful horse.” She went on to her brother, in atone of bright diversion, “So, what's
been happening here at West Bluesincel |ft?’

“Well, Hetch and Clover was married agood six weeks ago. Mamawas sorry you two couldn’t be here
for thewedding.” Whit cast anod at the solid stone farmhouse, sited on the ridge overlooking the
wooded valey of the rocky river. The newlyweds addition of two rooms off the near end, ill in
progress when Dag had last seen it, seemed entirely complete, with glass windows, awood-shingle roof,
and even some early-autumn flowers planted around the foundation, softening the fresh scarsin the soil.
“Clover’sdl movedin, now. Hal It didn’t take her long to shift thetwins. They lit out about twenty miles
west to bresk land with afriend of theirs, only last week. Y ou just missed ’em.”

Dag couldn’t help reflecting thet of al hisBluefidd in-laws, theinimica twins Reed and Rush were
probably the ones he' d missthe least; judging from the sudden smile on Fawn’ sface, she shared the
sentiment. He said affably, “1 know they’ d been talking about it for along time.”

“Y eah, Papa and Mamawasn't too pleased that they picked just before harvest to findly take
themsalves off, but everyone was so glad of it they didn’t hardly complain. Fletch camein on Clover’'s
sde whenever they clashed, naturaly, which was pretty much every day, and they didn’t take any better
to him telling them what to do than to her. Soit’salot more peacegble in the house, now.” He added
after areflective moment, “Dull, redly.”

Whit continued an amiable account of the small doings of various cousins, uncles, and aunts as they
unsaddled the horses and turned them into the box stalsin the cool old barn. With aglanceat Dag's
gtick, Whit actually helped them put up their gear without being asked and hoisted Dag’ s saddlebags
over hisshoulder. Fedling that such an apologetic impulse should be encouraged, Dag let him take them.
Asthey made their way back out to climb the hill to the house, Fawn refused to give up her own bagsto
Dag, tdling him to mind himsdf, and thumped dong under the weight with her usud ar of determination.
Despite their |ate difficulties, she seemed far lesstroubled than at her previous homecoming, judging from
the smile she cast over her shoulder at him, and he couldn’t help smiling back. Y eah, we' Il get through
this somehow, Spark. Together.

The farmhouse kitchen was fragrant with cooking—ham and beans, cornbread, squash, biscuits,
applesauce, pumpkin pie, and adozen familiar go-withs—and the moist perfume of it all made Fawn
welirdly homesick even though she was home. Mamaand Clover, both be-aproned, were bustling around
the kitchen as they stepped through the back door, and Mama, at least, fell on Fawn with shrieks of
delighted surprise. Blind Aunt Nattie lumbered up from her spinning whed just beyond the doorway to
her weaving room, hugged Fawn hard, and spared an embrace for Dag aswell. Her hand lingered a
moment on the wedding cord circling Dag’ sleft arm, below hisrolled-up shirt deeve and abovethearm
harnessfor his hook, and her smile softened. “ Glad to seethisis ill holdin’,” she murmured, and “Aye,”



Dag murmured back, giving her in return a squeeze that lifted her off her feet and made her grin outright.

Papa and Hetch clumped in from wherever they’ d been working—uwith the sheep, from the smell—when
the greetingswere dl Hill at the babbling stage. Plump Clover, announcing that the food wouldn’t wait,
sent Fawn and Dag off to put down their bags and wash up. She hurried to set extra places, and
wouldn’t let Fawn help serve—" Sit, Sit! Y ou two must betired from dl that ridin’. Y ou’ re aguest now,
Fawn!” Aren't you? her worried eyes added silently. Fletch looked asif he were wondering the same
thing, though he greeted hissster and her unlikely hushand affably enough.

They sat eight around the long kitchen table, filled with the variety and abundance of farm fare that Fawn
had dways taken for granted but that till seemed to take Dag aback; having seen the augterity of lifeina
Lakewaker camp, Fawn now understood why. Dag certainly did not disapprove, praising the cooks and
filling hisplatein away that demonstrated the ultimate compliment of agood appetite.

Fawn was glad for his returning appetite, worn thin as he' d been by this past summer’ s gruesome
campaign. And he' d been pretty lean to start with. With his height, coppery skin, striking bony face,
touded dark hair, and strange metallic-gold eyes, Dag looked as out of place a atablefull of farmersas
aheron chick set down in ahen’ s nest, even without the faint air of menace and danger from hismissing
hand and the enigmatic fact of hisbeing a Lakewalker sorcerer. Or Lakewalker necromancer asthe
bigoted—or frightened—would haveit. Not without cause, she admitted to hersdlf.

Fletch, possibly in response to the penetrating looks he was getting from his bride, was the first to ask the
question, “I’m surprised to see you two back so soon. Y ou’ re not, um...planning to stay, are you?’

Fawn choseto ignore the wary tone. “ Just avigt. We' re traveling through. Though | admit, it would be
good to rest up for afew days.”

“Oh, of courseyou can,” cried Clover, brightening with relief.

“That'll beatresat. I'd love to hear dl about your new place.” She added in an arch voice, “So do you
two have any good newsyet?’

“Beg pardon?’ said Dag blankly.

Fawn, who decoded this without effort as Aren’t you pregnant yet?, returned the correct response: “No,
not yet. How about you and Fletch?’

Clover smirked, touching her belly. “Wdll, it'searly daysyet. But we're suretryin’. Our betrotha ran so
long, what with one thing and another, there seemed no reason not to start afamily right away.”

Fletch gave his bride afond, possessive amile, asafarmer might regard his prize broodmare, and Clover
looked smug. Fawn didn’t dways hit it off with Clover, but she had to admit that the girl wasthe perfect
wifefor stodgy Hetch, even without her dowry of aforty-acrefield and large woodlot, linked to Bluefield
land by aquite short footpath. Fletch put in, “We hope for news by winter, anyhow.”

Fawn glanced at Dag. Despite the unhealed damage to his ground-sense, at this range he would surely
know if Clover were pregnant aready. He gave Fawn awry smile and a short headshake. Fawn touched
the maice scars on her neck, darkening now to carmine, and thought, Leave it be.

Mama asked, in amore cautious tone, “ So...how did things go with your new people at Hickory Lake,
Fawvn?With your new family?’

Dag' sfamily. After aperhapstoo-reveding hestation, Fawn chose, “Mixed.”



Dag glanced down at her and swalowed, not only to clear his mouth of hislast bite, but said plainly
enough: “Truth to tell, not well, ma am. But that’ s not why we' re on thisroad.”

Nattie said anxioudy, “Those Lakewalker wedding cords we made up—didn’t they work?’

“They worked just fine, Aunt Nattie,” Dag assured her. He glanced up and down the table. “I should
likely explain to therest of you something that only Nattie knew when Fawn and | were wed here. Our
binding strings’—he touched the dark braid above hisleft elbow and nodded to Fawn'’s, wrapping her
left wris—" aren’t just fancy cords. Lakewakers weave our grounds into them.”

Five blank stares greeted this statement, and Fawn wondered how he was going to explain ground and
groundsense in away that would make them dl understand when they hadn’t seen what she' d seen.
When he a so had to overcome alifetime of deep reserve and the habit—no, imperative—of secrecy. It
seemed by hislong intake of breath that he was about to try.

“Only you farmers use the term magic. Lakewakersjust cal it groundwork. Or making. We don’t think
it' sany more magic than, than planting seed to get pumpkins or spinning thread to get shirts. Ground
is...it'sin everything, underlies everything. Live or un-live, but live ground is brightest, all knotty and
shifting. Un-live stsand hums, mainly. Y ou al have ground in you, but you don't senseit. Lakewakers
perceiveit direct. Y ou can think of groundsense aslike seeing double, except that seeing doesn't quite
cover—no.” He muttered to hislap, “Keep it smple, Dag.” Hiseyesand voice rose again. “ Just think of
it aslike seeing double, dl right?’ He stared hopefully around.

Taking the uncharacteristic quiet that had fallen for encouragement, he went on, “ So, just aswe can sense
ground in things, we can, most of us—sometimes—move things through their grounds. Change them,
augment them. That' s groundwork.”

Mamawet her lips. “So...when you mended that glass bowl the twins broke, whistled it back together,
was that what you' d call groundwork?”

Stunning the entire Bluefield clan to sllence at that time, too, as Fawn vividly recaled—now that had been
magic.

Dag, beaming, shot Mamaalook of gratitude. “Y es, ma am. Exactly! Wedll, it wasn't thewhistling
that—well, close enough. That was probably the best groundwork I’ d ever done.”

Second best, now, thought Fawn, remembering Raintree. But Raintree had come later, and cost more:
very nearly Dag'slife. Did they understand that thiswas't trivid trickery?

“Lakewakersliketo think that only we have groundsense, but I’ ve met alot of farmerswith atrace.
Sometimes more than atrace. Nattie sone.” Dag nodded across the table at Nattie, who grinned in his
genera direction, though her pearl-colored eyes could not see him. Fletch and Clover and Whit looked
gartled; Mama, lessso. “I don’t know if her blindness sharpened it, or what. But with Natti€' shelping,
Fawn and | wove our grounds into our wedding cords as sound as any Lakewalker’s.”

He left out the alarming part about the blood, Fawn noted. He was picking hisway through the truth as
cautioudy as ablindfolded man crossing afloor studded with knives.

Dag went on, “ So when we got up to camp, every Lakewalker there could see that they were valid
cords. Which threw everyone into a puzzle. Folks had been relying on the cord-weaving to make
Lakewaker marriagesto farmersimpossible, d you see. To keep bloodlines pure and our groundsense
strong. They were till arguin’ about what it meant when we left.”



Papa had been staring at Nattie, but thislast drew hisfrown back to Dag. “ Then did your people throw
you out for marrying Fawn, patroller?’

“Not exectly, gr.”
“S0...what? Exactly?’

Dag hegtated. “1 hardly know whereto start.” A longer pause. “What dl have you folks herein Oleana
heard about the malice that emerged over in Raintree?’

Papa said, “ There was supposed to have been a blight bogle pop up somewheres north of Farmer’s
Flats, that killed alot of folks, or drove them mad.”

Whit put in, “Or that it was a nerve-ague or brain-worms, that made folks there run around attacking one
another. 1t' s bog country up that way, they say, bad for Strange fevers.”

Fletch added, “Down at Millerson’ s aehouse, | heard someone say it was an excuse got up by the
Lakewakersto drive farmers back south out of their hunting country. That there never was any blight
bogle, and it wasn't bogle-maddened farmers attacking Lakewa kers, but the other way around.”

Dag squeezed his eyes shut and rubbed his mouth. “No,” he said into his hand, and lowered it.

Clover sat back with asort of flounce; shedidn’t voiceit, but her face said it for her: Well, you'd
naturaly say that, wouldn’t you? Mamaand Nattie said nothing, but they seemed to be listening hard.

Dag said, “Therewas ared maice. Wefirst heard about it when the Raintree Lakewal kers, who were
being overwhelmed, sent a courier to Hickory Lake Camp for help. My company was dispatched. We
circled, managed to come up on the malice from behind while it was driving its mind-daves and mud-men
south to attack Farmer’s Hats. One of my patrol got asharing knifeinto it—xkilled it. | saw it"—heheld
out hisleft arm—-that close. It was very advanced, very, um...advanced.” He paused, glanced around,
and tried, “ Strong, smart. Almost human-looking.”

Leaving out how the malice had nearly dain him, or that he' d been captain of that company and source of
its successful plan...Fawn bit her lip inimpatience.

“Here sthething, the important thing. No...back up astep, Dag.” He pinched the bridge of hisnose.
“I’'msorry. There' stoo much dl a once, and I'm explaining thisal backwards, I'm sorry. Try this.
Malices have groundsense too, only very much stronger than any human’s. They’ re made of ground.
They consume ground, to live, to make their—their magery, their mud-men, their own bodies, everything
they do. They’'re quite mad, in their way.” Hisfacelooked suddenly drawn in some memory Fawn did
not share and could not guess at. “But that’ swhat blight is. It s where some emergent malice has drawn
al the ground out of theworld, leaving, wdl, blight. It'svery digtinctive.”

“Wadll, what doesit look like?’ asked Whit reasonably.

“It doesn't look like anything else,” said Dag, which netted him some pretty dry looks from around the
table.

Fawn pitched in: “It'snot like burnt fields, or rugt, or rot, or akilling frogt, though it remindsyou of al
thosethings. It hasafunny gray tinge, like dl the color has been sucked out of things. Firgt thingsdie, if
they're dive, and then they fdl apart at the seams, and then they dissolve dl through. Once you ve seen
that drained-out gray, you can’t ever mistakeit. It looks even worse to someone with groundsense, |

gather.”



“Yes” sad Dag graefully.
Mamasad faintly, “You've seen it, then, Favn?’

“Yes, twice. Once at that maice slair near Glassforge, when Dag and | first met, and oncein Raintree. |
rode over, after. Dag was hurt on his patrol, which part he didn’'t tell you, | notice.” She glowered a him
inreproof. “He d gtill be on sick leave if we were back at Hickory Lake.”

“Y ou got to go to Raintree?” said Whit, sounding indignantly envious.

Fawn tossed her head. “1 saw dl that country the malice had torn through. | saw where it got Sarted.”
She glanced back to Dag, to check if he was ready to go on.

He nodded &t her and picked up histangled thread again. “Here' sthe thing. For the past twenty or thirty
years, farmers have been breaking land in Raintree north of the old cleared line—that is, north of where
theloca Lakewakers had deemed it safe. Or less unsafe, leastways. Lakewaker patrol records show
malice emergences get thicker—more frequent—north toward the Dead Lake, see, and thinner south
and away. South of the Grace River, they’re very rare. Although unfortunately not al gone, so we can't
stop patrolling those regions. It was a a north Raintree squatter town named Greenspring that this latest
malice emerged. Practically under it.”

Fawn nodded. “1t hatched out down in aravinein the town woodlot, by the signs.”

Dag went on, “ See, therewas alot of bad blood between the local Lakewalkers and the Greenspring
Settlers, on account of the arguments about the old cleared line. So when the maice started, none of the
squatters knew how to recognize the early signs, or to pick up and run, or how or whereto ride for help.
Or they’ d been told but didn’t believe. Not that they wouldn't have needed to be lucky aswell, because
by the time afarmer can see the blight near alair, there’ sa good chance he' sjust about to be
ground-ripped or mind-daved anyway. Like sumbling into aspider web. But with that many folks, if
they’d dl known, someone might have got out to spread the warning. Instead, the malice pretty much ate
them. And grew strong way too fast. | think that awhole ot more people died in north Raintree than
needed to this summer just because Lakewakers and farmers weren't talking to each other.”

“I| hadn’t ever seen amass grave before,” said Fawn quietly. “1 don’t ever want to again.”

Papa gave her asharp glance from under hisgray brows. “1 did, once, long time ago,” he said
unexpectedly. “It was after aflood.”

Fawn looked at him in surprise. “I never knew that.”
“I never talked about it.”
“Hm,” said Aunt Néttie,

Papa sat back and looked at Dag. “Y our people aren’t exactly forthcomin® about these things, you
know. In Raintree or Oleana.”

“I know.” Dag ducked his head. “ Back when there were few farmers north of the Grace, it scarcely
mattered. To the Lakewakersin the hinterlands north of the Dead Lake—I’ve walked up that way,
twice—there' s till no need to do anything differently, because there are no farmersthere. Where it
mattersisin the border country, where things are changing out from under us—like Greenspring. And
like West Blue.” He glanced around the table. The food on his plate had al gone cold, Fawn noticed.

Hetch said, “I never got the sense L akewadkers wanted farmer help.”



“They don't, mostly,” Dag admitted. “No farmer can fight amaice directly. Y ou can't close your
groundsin defense, for one, you can’'t make. . .certain tools.” He blinked, frowned, seemed to takeaim
likearider trying to clear afence on abalky horse, and blurted out, “ Sharing knives. Y ou can't make
sharing knivesto kill maices.” Swalowing, hewent on, “But even if you can't befighters, you might find
better waysto avoid being fodder. Everyone dive should be taught how to recognize blight-sign, for
one—asroutinely as how to identify poison ivy or rattlesnakes or, or how not to stand on the wrong side
of thetreeyou'refdling.”

“How would you go about teaching everyone alive, patroller?’ asked Aunt Nattie, in acurious voice.

“I don’t know,” sighed Dag. “Laid out like that, it sounds pretty crazy. We came upon the Glassforge
malice early, this past spring, only because of the chance of Chato's patrol stopping there and gossping
with the local folks about their bandit problem enough for Chato to redlize there was something strange
going on. If | could only show folks, somehow...l wouldn't haveto talk.” Dag smiled wanly. “I never
was much of atakin’ man.”

“Eat, Dag,” Fawn put in, and pointed to his plate. Everyone else' swas empty. He took an obedient bite.

“Folks could show off that patch of blight you say isby Glassforge,” Whit suggested. “ Then they’d all
know what it lookslike.”

Clover eyed him. “Why would anybody want to go look at athing like that? It just sounds ugly.”
Whit sat back and rubbed his nose, then brightened. “Then you should charge’em money.”
Dag stopped chewing and stared. “What?’

“Surel” Whit sat up. “If they had to pay, they’ d think it was something special. Y ou could get up wagon
excursgons from Glassforge. Charge five copper craysfor theride, and ten for the box lunch. And the
lecturefor free. It would get folks talking when they got home, too—What did you seein Glassforge,
dear? It could be anicelittle business, driving the wagon, making the lunches—it would sure beat pulling
stumps, anyways. If | had the cash I’ d buy that blight, | would. It d be better ' n aforty-acrefield.”

Fawn didn't think she’ d ever seen Dag look so flummoxed. It was al she could do not to giggle, though
she mainly wanted to hit Whit.

“Wadll, you don't have any cash,” Fletch pointed out dauntingly.

“Thank the stars,” added Clover, fanning hersdf with her hand.

“You'dlikely throw it down awdll.”

“Quit your fooling, Whit,” said Papaimpetiently. “Nobody thinksit'samusin’.”

Whit shrugged, kicked back his chair, and roseto carry off his plate to the sink. Dag, dowly, started
chewing again. His eyes, following Whit, had an odd look in them—not angry, though, which surprised
Fawn, knowing how serioudy Dag took dl this. With afternoon chores looming, lunch broke up.

Later, putting their things away in thetwins' old bedroom upstairs, Dag folded Fawn to him and sighed.

“Wall, | sure made ahash of that. Absent gods. If | can’t talk to my own tent-family and make them
understand, how am | ever going to talk to strangers?’



“I didn’t think you did so badly. It wasalot for them to get around, al a once likethat.”

“It wasdl out of order, | never explained sharing knives, they didn’t haf believe me—or e se haf of 'em
didn’t believe me, | wasn't sure which—it was all—oh, Spark, | don’t know what I’m doing on this
road. I'mjust an old patroller. I'm surely not the man for this”

“It wasyour first try. Who gets everything right thefirst try?’
“Anyone who wantsto live for asecond try.”

“That' sfor thingsthat'll kill you if you miss, like...like daying maices, | suppose. People don't die of
sumbling over afew words.”

“I thought | was going to strangle on my tongue.”

About to hug him around the waist, she pushed off and looked up instead. She said shrewdly, “Thisisn't
just hard becauseit’s complicated, or new, isit? Lakewalkers aren’t supposed to talk about these
secretsto farmers—are they?”

“Indeed, we arenot.”
“How much trouble would you be in with your own folks, if they knew?’
He shrugged. “Hard to say.”

That wasn't too helpful. Fawn narrowed her eyesin worry, but then just gave up and hugged him tight,
because he' d never looked like he needed it more. The bregth of hislaugh stirred her curlsashe
dropped akiss atop her head.

2

In the pressure of a short-handed harvest and arun of dry westher, Fawn and Dag lost their Sitting-guest
gatus amost immediately. Dag didn’t seem to mind, showing both willing and a keen and practica
interest inthe farm and al itsdoings. It was al as strange and new to him, Fawn redized, asthe very
different rhythms of a Lakewalker camp had been to her. She wondered if he was homesick yet.

Asusud, the Bluefields combined forces for the ingathering with the Ropers, Aunt Roper being Papa's
sgter. The Ropers place lay just northwest of their own. Two of their sons and Fawn’s closest cousin,
Ginger, were dtill & hometo help out, and amongst them all, they cleared Uncle Roper’ sbig cornfield in
three days. Next was the Bluefield late wheat. Dag proved unexpectedly adept with the long scythe. His
arm harness held awooden wrist-cap over his stump, and besides the hook he possessed an array of
clever tools on bolts that he swapped in and out of it, including his specialy adapted bow. Thetool he
usualy used for clasping the paddle of a narrow boat on the lake also served to aid his grip on the scythe,
and after alittle experimentation he seemed to find hisway into the swing of the task quite contentedly, so
Papaleft himtoit.

Gleaning had been one of thefirst chores little hands had been put to, back when Fawn and Ginger and
Whit had been only hip-high. They were dl bigger now, but the gleaning still had to be done. Fawn
crouched and shuffled her way across the bright gold stubble, and thought Clover and Hetch could well
stand to be prompt in producing the next generation of shorter harvesters. Along the split-rail fence of the
pasture, the farm’ s horseslined up in mild-eyed curiosity to watch the strange behavior of their people.

At the end of her row, Fawn stood up to stretch her back and check on Dag, working at the far end of



thefield with Papa, Uncle Roper and his boys, and Fletch to scythe and bundle sheaves and |oad them
into awaiting cart. Dag looked very tall beside the others, though the deeves of his homespun shirt were
rolled up over acoppery suntan not that much deeper than the men’s, and the hat shading his head,
woven of lake reeds, was fringed around the rim just like their straw ones. Whit rose beside her, adjusted
the strap of the cloth bag across his shoulder, and followed her gaze.

“I must warn Papato watch and not let Dag overdo,” said Fawn inworry. “Hewon’t siop on hisown.”

“Just exactly how was he hurt, again?’ said Whit. *’ Cause when we went down to wash up in the river
last night, al | saw new wasthat little bitty cut on hisleft thigh.”

“It'snot long, but it sdeep,” said Fawn. “ The knife blade that did it went straight to the bone and
shattered. The Lakewalker medicine maker had an awful time getting al the pieces fished back out. But
that’ s not what' s dragging him down s0.” Taking her lead from Dag, Fawn decided to stick with a
much-smplified verson of the truth. “ The Raintree maice hafway ground-ripped himin thefight, tore up
hisground al down hisleft arm and side. It nearly killed him. 1t slike he' swalking around recovering
from hisown persond blight.”

“Wadll, how long doesthat take?’

“I’m not sure. I'm not sure he' s sure. Most folks who get ground-ripped just die on the spot. But Dag
says when the Glassforge malice put these marks on my neck”—she rubbed at the ugly red dimples, one
on theright side, four on the left—"it injured both flesh and ground. If the bruises had been just from a
man’s hand, they’ d have cleared up two or three months back, with nothing to show. Ground damageis
nasty stuff.” Her hand crept to rub her belly aswell, but she hdted it, burying it in her skirt instead. Dag
wasn't the only oneto carry the worst damage hidden inside.

“Huh,” said Whit, squinting a her neck. “1 guess so!”

“Theweakness and pain in his body don’t bother him near as much asthe harm the ripping did to his
groundsense, though.”

“That seeing-double thing he talks about?”

“Yes. Usudly he can sensethings out for near amile away, which | gather is pretty amazing even for a
Lakewaker. He saysit’ sdown to less’ n a hundred paces right now. The medicine maker said that’s
how he'll know when his ground is better, when he can sense out far again.”

Whit blinked. “ So...can he dtill do hisgroundwork? Like that bowl?”

Whit had been impressed by the bowl. Rightfully, Fawn thought. “Not yet. Not real well.” She thought of
some of Dag’ s other marvel ous ground-tricks, still not regained, and sighed. When Lakewalkers made
lovethey did it body and ground, with an ingenuity farmers never dreamed of, but she wasn't about to
explain that part to Whit.

Whit shook his head, frowning again at the reapers. “He looks so wrong.”

Fawn shaded her eyes with the edge of her hand. “Why? | think he' s doing pretty good with that scythe.”
“There sthat hat, for one.”

“I wove him that hat! Same asyours.”

“Ah, that explainswhy he won't be parted from it. What that man doesfor you...! But—" Whit gestured



inarticulately. “Dag looks dl right up on hisevil horse. Helooks right with that bow of his, anyone can
see—you' d think it grew there on hisarm, even without how hisarrowsfly just where he wants. I’ ve
never seen him draw that big knife of his, but | sure wouldn’t want to be on the other sde when he
does”

“No. You wouldn't,” Fawn agreed.

“But stick him with a scythe or a pitchfork or a bucket, he looks as out of place as—asif you' d hitched
that leggy slver mareto aplow.” He jerked his head toward the pasture fence.

Swallow, the dappled gray mare Dag had sent to West Blue as his Lakewa ker-style bride-gift, pricked
her curving ears dertly. She looked as €legant as moonlight on water, and as swift asarippling stream
even when shewas standing till. Beyond, her black colt Darkling, asif proudly aware of collecting his
due-share of admiration, kicked up hishedls and danced pagt, tail flicking.

Grace was standing hipshot and bored along the fence line, dark bay coat |ooking warm and shiny in the
sun. Copperhead of the uncertain temper had been left in exile in the small paddock below the old barn,
but the two young plow horses Whit was bringing aong, and known therefore as Whit' s team, cropped
grass placidly afew paces off. Warp and Weft were nice, sturdy, useful-looking beasts, but...you would
never imagine them with wings.

“Swallow was supposed to be a gift to Mama.” Fawn sighed. “1 don’t suppose Mamarides her.”

Whit snorted. “Not hardly! She’ stoo terrified. Me, I’ ve only taken that mare afew turns around the
pasture, but the way she moves sure does make it look along way to the ground.”

“Dag didn’t mean her to beidle. | thought you might train her to the cart.”

“Well, maybe. Papameansto breed her again, for sure. If we can find astud around here worthy of her.
Hewastakin' about Uncle Hawk’ s Trustful, or maybe that flashy stalion of Sunny Sawman’'s.”

Fawn said neutrally, “ Trustful would be good.” She added, * Papaand Mamaaren’t planning to cut
Darkling, are they? Dag' s tent-sister Ombawas worried about that.”

“Geldthat colt? You d have to be mad!” said Whit. “Just think of the stud fees, in acouple of yeard
He |l support hismamain her old age, sure enough—and our mama, too.”

Fawn nodded in satisfaction on Omba s behadf. “ That’sal right, then.” She added, “ Gracewasbred to a
real fine Lakewaker stalion named Shadow before weleft.” Somewhat by accident, but that was
another tae. “Dag expects her to throw aright lovely foa next spring, with hislines and her temper.”

Whit grinned. “Aslong asit’s not the other way around.”
“Hey! Graceisavery pretty horse, too, in her own way!”
“If you like’em short and plump, which | admit isapopular style around here.”

Fawn gave him a suspicious scowl, but deciding he was referring to Clover and not hersdlf, let the dig
pass.

Whit lifted his brows and sniggered. “We |l haveto tell Clover your mareisgoing to beet her to thefinish
linein the baby race. | want to see thelook on her face.”

I’m not in any baby race! Fawn was about to snap, but aloud, sharp whistle from the other end of the



whest field interrupted her. Papatook his hand from his mouth and jerked his thumb firmly toward the
ground. His children, interpreting thiswithout difficulty, shrugged in reply and crouched to their gleaning

agan.

When Mama, Clover, and Aunt Roper lugged lunch up to the whest field, everyone took abreak under
the nearby apple trees. Fawn collected a skirt-load of the wormier groundfalls and carried them acrossto
the pasture fence as atresat for the horses. They al clustered up, making the fence creak asthey leaned
over it, and nuzzled the aromatic fruit out of her hands, their thick, mobile lipstickling her pams. She
liked watching the happy way their jaws moved beneeth their diding skins as they munched and crunched
and sighed in appreciation, and how they rounded their big nostrils and blinked their deep brown eyes.

She wiped the mess of apple bits and horse dobber from her hands onto her skirt, and started back
toward the orchard. Dag was sitting with Uncle and Aunt Roper and Fawn’s cousins, talking and
gesturing. Trying to explain ground and groundsense to them, she guessed, partly from the way his hand
touched the cord circling hisleft arm, and waved and closed and opened, but mostly by the way his
desperatdy amiling listeners leaned back asif wishful to edge away, even while Stting cross-legged. Aunt
Roper spotted Fawn, waved, and patted the ground beside her invitingly—come protect us from your
wild patroller! Fawn sighed and trudged toward them.

The planned few days of rest in West Blue had did instead into afew weeks of hard work, but Dag
found himself oddly at ease despite the delay. The long days outdoors with the harvest-patrol had been
laborious—that bean field, for one, had turned out to be much bigger than it looked, and beforeit was
cleared Dag had started seeing cascades of beansin his deep—but he was deeping, and well, too.
Indoors, every night, in areal bed, wrapped around Fawn. Thefood was not al dried-out to carry light,
paingtakingly rationed to the length of a pattern-walk, but glorioudy, weightily abundant. There was no
worse source of tension than an occasiond clash of tempers, no deeper fear than of asplash of untimely
ran.

This break in their journey had been good for him. The dark, sick pain in hisbonesfrom the blight was
giving way to mere clean fatigue from well-used muscles. Hisleft leg was not as wesk—he hadn’t

needed his stick for days. Hefdt less...unbaanced. He had not, admittedly, attempted to stray off the
Bluefield acresto the village, where he might risk encountering certain young men who had reason to
remember hislast vigt with disfavor. But however Dag was now discussed in village gossip, the bad boys
dared not stray up here, either, and Dag was content to be surrounded wholly by farmers who wished
himwell for Fawn's sake.

“So, patroller.”

Sorrel’ svoice brokeinto Dag' s drift of thought, and he tilted his head forward, closed his mouth, and
opened his eyes, hoping he hadn’t started to snorein his chair. Aswastheir custom, the Bluefield clan
had gathered in the parlor after dinner to share the working lights. Clover and Fletch had gone off to her
folksthisevening, but Tril sat in her usua place sawing; Nattie, though not needing the oil lamp, kept
company plying her drop spindle; and Fawn and Whit had set up atable to make arrows, askill Fawn
had mastered this past summer.

Whit' s awful marksmanship had turned out not to be merdly from his complete lack of training; hislittle
hoard of arrows, picked up for free somewhere, wasill-made and ill-balanced. When Whit had asked
plantively if Dag couldn’t fix them the way a L akewaker would, Dag had thought about it, nodded, and,



to Whit’ stemporary horror, broken them over hisknee. He' d then donated Fawn and adozen old flint
pointsto their replacement, being wishful to conserve his best stedl-tipped shafts for more urgent uses
than target practice. Besides, it was good for Whit to suffer some instruction from hisyounger sster. He
was dtill, in Dag' s view, too inclined to discount Fawn.

Now Dag raised hisbrows, tried to look awake, and answered Fawn’ s papa—my tent-father>—"Sir?’

Sorrd was studying him. “1 don’t believe I’ ve said thank you for staying on through the harvest. Y ou do
more work with one hand than most men do with two.”

Fawn, squinting to wrap acarefully cut trio of feathersto ashaft with fine thread, dimpled inan
|-told-you-so sort of way.

Sorrel continued, “| never thought much before about what Lakewalker patrollersdo, but | supposeitis
hard work, initsway. Harder than | rightly imagined, maybe, and not much comfort init.”

Dag tilted his head in acknowledgment. Sorrd seemed clumsy but sincere, sorting through these new
notions.

“But thethingis...l can’'t help but wonder...have you ever worked for aliving?’

Fawn sat up indignantly, but Dag waved her back down. “1t’ snot an insult, love. | know what he means.
Becausein asense, the answer’ s no. Out on patrol, we might hunt, cure skins, collect medicines, trade a
little, keep thetrails clear, but that’ s all second place to hunting malice. Patrollers don’t make and save
like farmers do. My camp kin did that part. At home, my bed was aways made for me. Not that | ever

goent longinit.”

Sorrel nodded. “But you don’t have your camp anymore.”

“...No”

“S0...how are you and Fawn planning to go on, then? Do you think to farm? Or something else?’

“I’'mnot sure,” said Dag dowly—honestly. “I figured | wastoo old to learn awhole new way of life, but
| will say, these past weeks have given me more to chew on than Tril’ s good cooking. | guess| never
pictured having friendly folksto show methetrail.”

“A farmer Lakewaker?” murmured Tril, raising her brows. Whit made aface, though Dag was not sure

why.

“By mysdlf, no, but Fawn knows her part. Maybe together, it wouldn't be so unlikely asit once seemed.”
His other potentia skill, medicine maker, was far too dangerousto attempt in farmer country, he' d been
told. Repeatedly. In any case, hisweakened ground made the notion futile, for now.

Sorrd said cautioudly, “Would you be thinking to take up land herein West Blue?’

Dag glanced at Fawn, who gave him adight, urgent headshake. No, she had no desire to settleamere
three miles up the road from her disastrousfirst love, and first hate. Dag wasn't the only one of them who
had been avoiding the village. “1t’ stoo early to say.”

Tril looked up from her sewing, and said, “ So what do you plan to do when achild comes along? They
don’t keep to schedule, in my experience.” Her penetrating materna 1ook plainly wondered if he was
amply being amadeidiat, or if there was something he wasn't saying.



Hewasn't about to go into the variety of methods available to Lakewakersfor not having childrentill
wanted, some of which he wasfairly sure—make that, entirely certain—Fawn’ s parents would not
approve of. The secret of the malice-damage to Fawn’swomb, as dowly healing as hisown inner blight,
she had elected to keep to herself, achoice he respected, and—what was that farmer phrase for letting
go of aregretted past? Water over the dam. He offered instead, weakly, “L akewaker women have
children on themove.”

Tril gavethat the fishy Stareit deserved. “But it seems Fawn is not to be a Lakewalker woman, after all.
And from what you say, Lakewaker mamas have kin and clan and camp to back *em, in their need,
evenif their men are off chasing bogles”

He wanted to declaim indignantly, | will take care of her! But even he wasn't that much of afool. His
eyelidslowered, opened; he said ingtead, merdly, “ That's so, ma am.”

“We plan to travel, before we decide where to settle,” Fawn put in firmly. “Dag promised to show me
the sea, and | mean to hold him to hisword.”

“Theseal” said Tril, sounding shocked. “Y ou didn’t say you werefixing to go dl that way! | thought you
were just going to the Grace Valley. Lovie, it's dangerous!”

“The sea?’ said Whit in an equally shocked but very different tone.
“Fawn getsto go to the sea? And Raintree? I’ ve never been past Lumpton Market!”

Dag regarded him, trying to imagine awholelife confined to a space scarcely larger than asingleday’s
patrol-pattern. “By your age, I’ d quartered two hinterlands, killed my first malice, and been down the
Grace and the Gray both.” He added after amoment, “ Didn’t see the seafor the first timetill acouple
years|ater, though.”

Whit said eagerly, “Can | go with you?’
“Certainly not!” Fawn cried.

Whit looked taken aback. Dag muffled aheartless amile. In alifetime of relentlesdy heckling hissigter,
Whit had clearly never once imagined needing her goodwill for any aim of hisown. So do our Snsbite

us, boy.
“WEe re not done harvest,” said Sorrel sternly. “Y ou have work here, Whit.”
“Yes, but they’ re not leaving tomorrow. Areyou?’ He looked wildly at Dag.

Dag did somerapid mentd calculating. Fawn’s monthly would be coming on shortly, bloodily debilitating
sance her injuries, though dowly improving as she heded insde. They must certainly wait that out in the
most comfortable refuge possible. “We Il linger and help out for another week, maybe. But we can’t stay
much longer. 1t'll be near aweek’ sride down to the Grace. If we want any choice of boats we haveto
get therein time to catch thefall rise, and not so late as to be caught by the winter freeze-up. Or just by
the cold and wet and misery.”

A daunted slencefell, for awhile. Nattie' s spindle whirred, Whit went back to sanding a shaft smooth,
and Dag considered the attractions of his bed upstairs, compared to dozing off and faling out of hischair
onto hischin.

Whit said suddenly, “What are you planning to do with your horses?’



“Take’emadong,” sad Dag.

“On akedboat? There shardly room.”

“No, on aflatboat.”

“Oh.”

More busy silence. Whit set down the shaft with aclick, and Dag opened onewary eye.

Whit said, “But Fawn’smare’ sin fod. Y ou wouldn’t want her to drop her fod aong thetrall
somewheres. | mean...wolves. Catamounts. Delay. Wouldn't it be better to leave her here dl comfy at
West Blue and pick her up when you got back?’

“And what am | supposed to do, wak?’ said Fawn in scorn.

“No, but see...suppose you left her here for Mamarto ride, since she can't ride Swallow. And suppose
we each rode one of my team, instead. I’ d been meaning to sell them in Lumpton next spring, but | bet
down by those rivertowns I’ d get a better price. Also Papaand Fletch wouldn't be put to the trouble of
feedin’ them al winter. And you’ d save the cost of taking your pregnant horse on aboat ride she
wouldn't hardly appreciate anyhow.”

“How would | get back? Copper can't carry us double, and my bags!”
“Y ou could pick up another horse when you get down there to Graymouth.”
“Oh, so Dag’ s supposed to pay for this, ishe?’

“You could sl it again when you got back. That, plusthe savingsfor not shipping your mare, you'd
likely come out pretty near even. Or even ahead!”

Fawn huffed in exasperation. “Whit, you can't come with us.”

“Only asfar astheriver!” Hisvoice went wheedling. “And see, Mama, | wouldn't be going off by
myself—I’d be with Dag and al. Going out, anyhow, and coming back I’d know how to find my way
homeagan.”

“With money burning ahole in your pocket till it dropped through onto the road, | suppose,” said Sorrdl.
“Unlessyou met up with banditslike Fawn did,” said Tril. “Then you’ d lose your money and your life”
“Fawn’sgoing. No, worse—Fawn’ sgoing again.”

Sorrel looked asif he wanted to say something like Fawn’s her husband’ s business, now, but in light of
his prior prying, couldn’t quite work up to it.

Hisdrowsy brain forced into motion, Dag found himself considering not money matters, but safety. A
Lakewaker husband and his farmer wife, donein farmer country, made an odd couple indeed, and
they’ d already met more than one offended observer who might, had there been time, have taken
stronger exception to the pairing. But suppose it were aLakewa ker husbhand, afarmer wife, and her
farmer brother? Might Whit be abuffer for Dag, aswell as another pair of eyesto watch out for Fawn?
Because absent gods knew Dag couldn't stay awake al the time. Or even another haf-hour. He
swalowed ayawn.

“Y ou could fal into bad company, down on that big river,” Tril worried.



“Worse’'n Dag?’” Whit inquired brightly.
Tactless, but telling. Sorrel and Tril gave Dag an gppraising look; Dag shifted uncomfortably.

He had been brooding about the problems of Lakewaker-farmer divisons for months, without results
that he could see, and here was Whit practically volunteering to be a patrol partner and tent-brother. If
Dag turned the boy down, would he ever get another such offer? Whit hasn’t the first ideawhat it would
entail.

Of course, neither do 1.

“Dag...” sad Fawn uneasly.

“Fawn and | will talk about it. Asyou say, we' re not leaving tomorrow.”

“Dag could show me his blight patch, on the way past Glassforge,” Whit offered eagerly. “1 could be—"
Dag raised and firmed hisvoice. “Fawn and | will talk it over. We' ll talk to you after.”

Whit subsided, with difficulty.

Fawn eyed Dag in degpening curiosity. When he rose to go upstairs, she set aside her arrow-making and
followed.

She closed the door of their room behind her, and he took her hand and swung her to a seat on the edge
of thetwins beds, now pushed together. There was till a sort of padded ridge down the middle, but on
the soft, clean linens, it was't at dl hard to dide over in the night. Rather like aminiature snowbank, but
warmer. Much warmer.

“Dag,” Fawn began in dismay, “what in the world were you thinking? Y ou give Whit the least
encouragement, and he' Il be badgering usto death to be let tail dong.”

He put hisarm around her and hugged her up closeto hisright sde. “I’m thinking.. .| took thisroad to
learn how to talk to farmers. To try some other way of being than lords and servants—or mdices and
daves—or kept apart. Tent-brother is sure another way.”

Her fair brow furrowed. “ Y ou're doing that Lakewaker thing again. Trying to join your bride stent, bea
new brother to her kin.”

Hetilted hisheed. “I suppose | am. Y ou know | mean to style mysdlf Dag Bluefield.”

Shenodded. “Y our family at Hickory Lake—what’ sleft of 'em—I didn’t get the sense they exactly
nourished your heart even before you sprung meon’em. Y our brother acted like giving you one good
word would cost him cash money. And you acted likeit was norma.”

“Hm.” He half-lidded his eyes and lowered his head to nibble at her hair. He pressed a stray strand
between hislips, rubbing itsfinegrain.

“Areyou that family-hungry, Dag?’ Cause | admit I’ m closeto full-up, just now.”

He pulled her down so that they lay face-to-face, amiling serioudy. “Then you shouldn't mind sharing.”
“Oh, many’sthetimel wished | could give Haf-Whit away!”

Hislipstwitched. He brushed the dark curls from her forehead and kissed aong her eyebrows.



“And there’ sanother thing,” she added severdly, athough her hand strayed to map hisjaw. “Camping in
the evening, have you thought how fast it would blight the mood to have him sitting there on the other side
of thefire, leering and cracking jokes?’

Dag shrugged. “ Camp privacy’ s not anew problem for patrollers.”

“Collecting firewood, bathing in the river, scouting for squirrels? So you told me. There sawhole code,
but Whit doesn’'t know it.”

“Then I'll just haveto teach him Lakewaker.”
“Y eah? Best bring your hickory stick, for rapping on his skull.”
“I'vetrained denser young patrollers.”

“There are denser young patrollers?” Sheleaned back, so her eyeswould bring hisface into focus, likely.
“How do they wak upright?’

He sniggered, but answered, “ Their partners help ’em dong. Fedls sort of like athree-legged race some
days, | admit. Theideaisto keep’em dive long enough to learn better. It works.” Hissmilefaded alittle.
“Mogly.”

Her dim fingers combed back his hair, sde and side, and pressed his head between them in alittle shake.
“You'redill thinking Lakewalker. Not farmer.”

“Thiswak we'reonisfor changing that, though. | figureif | can practice on Whit...I might have more
margin for mistakes.”

“We say two’' s company, three' sacrowd. | swear with you it’ stwo’ s partners, three' sa patrol.”

The fingers moved down to his shirt buttons; he aimed kisses a them in passing, and said, “I’ ve been
watching and listening, these past weeks, and not just al about how to herd beans. There' sno more
head-space for Whit in this house than there was for you. It sall for Fletch and Clover, and their
children. Maybe if he was et out under ahigher ceiling, he could straighten up abit. With help, even
grow—Iesswrenchingly than you had to.”

She shivered. “I wouldn't wish that even on Whit.” Her smile crept back. “ So are you picturing yourself
as atent-brother—or a tent-father? Old patroller.”

“Behave, child,” hereturned, mock-sternly. Hetried to pay back the favor with the buttons, one-handed,
and, benefiting from much recent practice, succeeded.

“With your hand there?’

His only hand was gifting him the most lovely sensations, as hisfingers did and stretched. Silk was a poor
weak comparison, for skin so breathing-soft. “| didn’'t say what...” He groped for some wordplay on
behave, but he was losing language as their bodies warmed each other.

The scent of her hair filled his mouth as she shook her head, and he breathed her in. She murmured
muzzily, “ Trust me. Hewill bethe most awful pain.”

He drew his head back alittle, to be sure of her expression. “Will be? Not would be? Was that a
decision, dipped past there?’

Shesighed. “I suppose s0.”



“Wadl, he'll not pain you, or he'll be answering to me.”

Her eyebrowsdrew in. “He snegksit in asjokes. Makesit hard to fight. Especidly infuriating when he
makesyou laugh.”

“If | can run acompany of pig-headed patrollers, | can run your brother. Trust me, too.”
“I’d pay money to watch that.”
“For you, the show isfree.”

Her lips curved; her great brown eyeswere dark and wide. Thelittle hands descended to the next set of
buttons. All farmers but one faded from his concern. At thisrange, opening his ground to her ground was
no effort at al. It waslike nocking star fire in the bow of hisbody. She whispered, “ Show

me...everything.”
Igniting, herolled her over him, and did.

3

While Sorrel and Tril might have been dubious about etting their youngest son out on the roads of
Oleanaeven under the escort of their darming Lakewaker son-in-law, Fletch and Clover, oncetheidea
was broached, were very amenable. Sorrel and Fletch did unite in extracting the most possible labor
from Whit during the next week. With his precious permission hanging in the balance, Whit worked if not
willingly then without audible protest. In any remaining spare moments, his bow lessonswith Dag were
set asidein favor of chopping cordwood for winter, a chore normaly not due for another month. Though
not discussed, the permission became tacit in the face of the mounting woodpile, as, Dag thought, not
even Fletch would be capable of such acrue betrayal.

Fawn's parents were unexpectedly favorable to the idea of housing Grace. Dag eventuadly redlized it
wasn't just because the mare was a sweet-tempered mount that not only Tril but even Nattie might
ride—though Nattie, when thiswas pointed out, snorted and muttered something about The cart will do
for me, thanks—but because she was a sort of equine hostage. That Fawn would need to return to
collect her horse—or, by that time, possibly horses—seemed to give Tril some comfort. Though over the
next severa evening meas Tril did recal and recount every drowning accident that had occurred withina
hundred miles of West Blue within living memory. Recognizing materna nerves, Dag nonethdess quietly
resolved to take Whit aside at some less ruffled moment and find out if he could swim any lesslike arock
than Fawn had, before Dag had done his best to drown-proof her. Evenif it was growing abit chilly for
svimming lessons.

A light rain the night before their departure turned the dawn air gray and cool, muting the blush of autumn
colors. Asthe three rode down the farm lane afew damp yellow leaves eddied past, dong with
farewdlls, blessngs, and aded of unsolicited advice ignored by both Bluefield siblings with much the
same shoulder hunchings. Dag found it pleasant enough to be back aboard Copperhead and moving
once more. Along theriver road south, Dag tested his groundsense range and fancied it improved. A
hundred and fifty paces now, maybe? Whit was temporarily too exhausted to squabble with hissster, so
the day’ sride waslargely peaceful. And Dag would have hiswifeto himsdlf tonight, inacozy inn
chamber in Lumpton Market; atouch, an exchange of smiles, apromissory gleam, thet furtive dimple, left
him riding in awarm glow of expectation as the afternoon drew to aclose.

At the shabby little inn off the old straight road north of town, these comfortable plans received an
unexpected check. A chance crowd of drivers, drovers, and traveling farm families had nearly filled the



place, and Dag’ s party was lucky to secure asingle small chamber up under the eaves. Looking it over
with disfavor, Dag was inclined to think abedroll in the stable loft would be better, except that the loft
had been let out dready. But the faling dark, the threet of renewed rain, the fatigue of atwenty-mileride,
and the smells of good cooking from the inn’ skitchen cured them dl of ambition to seek farther tonight,
and the debate devolved merdly as to who was going to get the bed and who was going to put their
bedrolls on the floor. It ended with Fawn in the bed, which was too short for Dag as well astoo narrow
for acouple, Dag down beside it, and Whit crosswise beyond the foot. Even achaste cuddle was
denied, though Fawn did hang her arm over the Sde and interlace her fingerswith Dag' sfor awhile after
she' d turned down the bedside lamp.

Peace did not descend. Before they’ d gone down to supper Whit had forced open the window to
combat the room’ s mustiness; unfortunately, he had thus admitted apatrol of late mosquitoes, roused by
the afternoon’ s unseasonably warm damp. Every time anyone began to doze off, the thin, threatening
whines induced more arm-waving, blanket-ducking, and irate mutters from one of the others, thwarting
deepfor dl. Dag inginctively bounced the pests away from himsdlf and Fawn through their tiny grounds.
Unfortunately, that concentrated the attack on Whit.

Some more rustling, scratching, and swearing, and Whit rose in the dark to try to hunt the bloodthirsty
marauders by sound. After he bumped into the bed frame twice and stepped on Dag, Fawn sat up,
turned up the oil lamp, and snapped, “Whit, will you settle? Y ou’' reworse’ n they arel”

“The buggers have bit me three times dready. Wait, there—" Whit' s eyes narrowed to agray gleam, and
his hands rose in an attempt to cup aflying speck. Two quick claps missed, and he lurched over Dag
againin pursuit, peering and trying to corner the insect against the whitewashed walls. Hishandsrose
again, wavering with the target’ s erratic flight. Muzzy with annoyance and the first confusion of dream
deep, Dag sat up, reached out hisleft arm, extended his ghost hand like a strand of smoke, and ripped
the ground from the mosguito.

The whine abruptly stopped. A puff of gray powder sifted down into Whit' s outstretched pam. His eyes
widened as he stared down a Dag. He gulped. “Did you just do that?’

Dag supposed he should say something useful like, Yes, and if you don’t go lie down and hush, you're
next, but he had shocked himsdlf rather worse than he' d shocked Whit.

It'scoming back, like my groundsense range!

And—gone again. Hefolded hisleft arm, freed of the hook harnessfor the night, protectively againgt his
chest, and twitched the blanket over his stump, for al that Whit had seen it severd times before. And
tried to bresthe normaly.

Dag' s ghost hand had first appeared to him back when hel' d mended that glass bowl so spectacularly last
summer, and had been intermittently useful thereafter. It wasjust aground projection, the medicine
maker had assured him, if an unusudly strong and erratic one. Not some uncanny blessing or curse. A
ground projection such as powerful makers sometimes used, but haunting hiswrist in that unsettling form
likeamemory of pain and loss, hence the name he' d given it back when he hadn’t yet understood what it
was. Invisibleto ordinary eyes, dense and pa pable to groundsense. And then it had been destroyed,

he' d thought—sacrificed in the complex aftermath of the fight with the maicein Raintree.

Where, in an utter extremity of panic and need, he' d ground-ripped the mdice, and nearly killed himself
doing so.

“Whit, just go liedown.” Fawn’ svoice had an edge distinct enough from her earlier grumbling that even
Whit heard it.



“Um, yeah. Sure.” He picked hisway much more carefully back over Dag, and grunted down to his
bedroll once more.

Dag looked up to find Fawn propped on her elbow, frowning over the side of the bed a him. She
lowered her voice. “Areyou dl right, Dag?’

He opened his mouth, paused, and settled on, “Y eah.”
Her eyes narrowed in suspicion. “ Y ou have afunny look on your face.”

Hedidn’t doubt it. He tried to substitute a smile, which didn’t seem to reassure her much. Hefelt a
peculiar sharp throbbing in the ground of hisleft arm, asif acampfire spark had landed on his skin, or
under it—aspark he could not brush away, though his fleshly fingers made afutile effort to, rubbing
under hisblanket.

She dtarted to settle back, but added, “What did you do to that poor mosquito?’

“Ground-ripped it. | guess.” Except it was no guess. He could fed the creature slost ground stuck in his
own, as those deadly malice-spatters had once been. Tinier, lesstoxic, not blighted, not a spreading
death—but aso not anything like amedicine maker’ s gift of ground reinforcement, warm and welcome
and hedling. Thisfet uncomfortable and sticky, like aspot of hot tar. Painful. Wrong?

Fawn rolled up on her elbow again. She knew, if Whit clearly did not, just how far outside the usua
range of Dag-doingsthiswas. “Redly?’

“| probably shouldn’'t have,” he muttered.

Her eyes pinched in doubt. “But—it was only a mosquito. Y ou must have killed hundreds by hand, in
your time.”

“Thousands, likely,” he agreed. “Bui.....it itches. In my ground.” He rubbed again.
Her browsflew up; her face relaxed in amused relief. “ Oh, dear.”

He made no attempt to correct that relief. He captured her trailing hand, kissed it, and nodded to the oil
lamp; she stretched up and doused it once again. Asthe bed creaked, he murmured, “Good night,

Spark.”

“G'night, Dag,” shereturned, already muffled by her pillow. “Try’ndeep.” A dight snicker. “Don’t
scratch.”

He listened to her breathing till it dowed and eased, then, his arms crossed on his chest, turned his
groundsense in upon himsaif.

Thetiny cod of dien ground gtill throbbed within hisown. Hetried to divest it, to lay it asaground
reinforcement in the floor, or his sheet, or even hisown hair. It remained stubbornly stuck. Neither did it
seem to be starting to melt into his own ground, converted from mosquito-ground to Dag-ground asa
man might digest food—or at least, not yet. He wondered if he had, in that moment of deepy irritation,
planted a permanent infliction upon himsdf.

Carelessirritation. Not morta panic. Not an overstretched, once-in-a-lifetime heroic reach, out of a
heart, body, and ground pushed for an instant beyond human limits. Ground-ripping a mosguito was
hardly agresat act, nor of grave mora weight.



Except that ground-ripping anything wasn’t ahuman act at dl. It was mdice magic, the very heart of
malice magic. Waan't it?

L akewa ker makers used two kinds of groundwork, in athousand variations. They might persuade, push,
or reorder ground within an object, to subtly ater or augment its nature. And so produce cloth that
scarcely frayed, or stedl that did not rust, or rope that was nearly impossible to break, or leather that
repelled rain—or turned arrows. Or they might gift ground out of their own bodies, most commonly, into
their wedding cords, but also as shaped or unshaped reinforcements laid in the matching region of
another person’s ground, to speed healing, dow blood loss, fight shock or infection. But always, the
limits of the groundwork werein thelimits of the maker doingit.

A mdice stole ground from the world around it—limited, Dag swore, by nothing but its attention. And its
attention ranged somewhere well beyond human, too. But while a person atered gifted ground into their
own as dowly as a healing wound, malices seemed to do so dmost ingantaneoudy, not by persuasion
but by smple, brute, and overwhelming force. Powered by yet more ground-ripping, in awidening spiral.

Perhaps such transformative power was not a human capacity. Even from the maice, Dag had only
snatched deadly fragments. Anyone trying to ground-rip something whole the way amalice did might
amply burg, likeaman trying to drink alake.

But aman might drink a.cup of lake weter...
Was amosquito like a cup of water?

Dag considered the question, and then considered, more dubioudly, the sanity of the mind that could even
frameit. Or maybe he was coming down with brain-worms, like Whit' s fabul ous rumor. Maybe he
smply needed to deep it off. Surely the splotch would go down overnight like any other mosquito bite,
absorbed by Dag’ s ground just as his body healed more purdly physical welts. He snorted and rolled
over, firmly shutting hiseyes.

It «till itched, though.

By the next morning Dag’ swhole |eft arm was so swollen he couldn’t get hisarm harness on.

Fawn wasinclined to declare aday of rest in Lumpton Market, but Dag inssted he could ride
one-handed, and Whit, anxious to pass at last beyond the places he knew, was not much help on the side
of reason. By mid-afternoon Fawn was not happy to have her judgment confirmed when Dag fell into a
fever. Asif she needed any more evidence, he settled on a blanket and watched without protest as she
and Whit set up their camp just off the old straight road south. A chill mist rose from the damp ground in
the gathering dusk, but at least no more rain threatened.

“All thisfrom amosquito bite?” she murmured, diding in beside him as he drew up hisknees and
hunched around the swollen arm.

He shrugged. “I don't think it'sgoing to kill me. That spot in my ground isaready starting to fed less
hot.”

Shefet hisforehead in doubt. But his skin was merely over-warm, not burning-dry, and he ate and
drank, if with an indifferent appetite. When they rolled up to deep shefilched her brother’ s spare blanket
away from him to drape on Dag, ruthlessy ignoring Whit' syelp of protest.

But by the following day, the swelling had gone down, and Dag claimed the ground-welt was being



absorbed much like anorma ground reinforcement, if more dowly. He neverthdess grew flushed and
slent in the afternoon; by his pinched brows and glazed eyes Fawn suspected athumping headache.

As unshakable as Fawn fdt in the lee-side of Dag’ sfull strength, she hated her sense of helplessness
when hewaslad up. He had astore of uncanny Lakewalker healing knowledgein hishead and a host of
patroller tricks at his fingertips, impressive enough that Hickory Lake' s chief medicine maker had tried to
recruit him into her craft. But who cured the medicine maker? A farmer midwife or bonesetter would not
be much help in some strange ground-iliness, and Fawn redlized that despite dl this summer’s
experiences, shedidn’t actualy know how to find a Lakewalker at need. It wastoo far back to Hickory
Lake, and still several daysrideto the Lakewaker ferry camp on the Grace River. Patrols or couriers
did stop now and then at the inn at Lumpton Market or that hotel in Glassforge, but it could be days or
even weekstill any chanced dong.

The camp that Chato’ s patrol had hailed from was closer, she wasfairly sure, but she didn’t even know
how to find that. That at least had a cure; she asked Dag that night where it wasto be found, and he
described it to her. For thefirgt time, she began to see the point of their little patrol of three: not only
because it would take two Bluefid ds to even lift Dag, but because one of them could stay with him while
the other rode for help.

If strange Lakewakerswould even give help to Dag, haf-exiled as he was. Which was anew and ugly
thought.

But by the next day, Dag seemed much recovered. At noon they stopped &t the roadside farm with the
public well where they had first encountered each other, and reminisced happily over small details of
shared memory while stocking up on the farmwife' s good provender. That evening found them quite near
to Glassforge. Dag opined they could detour off the straight road tomorrow to show Whit the blight and
gtill make town before dark.

They could not have chanced on a prettier day for aride up into the unpeopled hills east of the old
sraight road. The sky wasthe dry deep blue that only the northwest winds brought to Oleana, the air as
cool and tangy as gpple cider. The trees here were mostly holding their leaves, and the brilliant sun turned
their colors blinding: bright crimson edged with blood maroon, yellow gold, astartling flash of
nightshade-purple here and there in the drying weeds. Dag' s eyes grew coin-gold in thislight, like autumn
didtilled. Fawn was glad it was Dag leading them up into these game-tracked humps and hollows,
because she’ d have lost her way as soon as their turn-off was out of sight. If not really been logt; she'd
only to strike west to find the road again. But the blight was asmaller target—thankfully—some ten or
twelvemilesin.

The sun was climbing toward noon when Dag hated Copperhead on the beaten trail they’ d been
following. A frown tensed his mouth. Fawn kicked her mount Weft dongside, though Copperhead laid
his ears back for show.

“Arewe cloe?’
HY$H

Her own recal of the place wastoo dizzied to permit recognition. She’ d been carried in head-down and
earsringing, a prisoner, retching from blows and terror. And carried out. ..her memory shied from that.

Dag pointed up thetrail. “ This path goes to the ravine on the same side | came down. Thevisible blight
should start about two hundred pacesaong.”



“And the blight you can't see?’

He shrugged, though hisface stayed strained. “I’ ve been feding the outer shadow for the past half-mile.”
“Heding asyou dill are, should you go any closer?’

He grimaced. “Likey not.”

“Suppose you wait here, then. Or better, back down thetrail aways. And I'll just take Whit infor a
quick peek.”

He couldn’'t argue with thelogic of that. A hesitation, ashort nod. “Don't linger, Spark.”

She nodded and waved Whit on in her wake. He looked atrifle confused as he pressed his sturdy horse
up next to hers. As Warp and Weft fdl into awell-matched pace, he asked, “What was that al about?’

“Being on blight makes Lakewakers sck. Wdll, it makes anybody sick, but | was afraid it would send
Dag into an awful relapse like after Greenspring. Glory be that he saw the sense of waiting for us.”

Whit glanced around. “But everything is drying up and dying back right now. How do you spot blight in
winter? How isit that you' re supposed to tell this here blight from...oh.”

They reined in a thelip of the ravine. They must be very near to what had been Dag' s vantage, that day.
The cave was adeep hollow halfway up the ravine sfar sde, with along outcrop of rock shielding the
opening dmogt likeawall. Theravineitself wasadusty gray, devoid of vegetation but for afew skeleta
tree trunks. The glimmering creek flowing through in an S-curve was the only movement, the only source
of sound. No birds, no insects, no small rustlesin the dead weeds. Even the breeze seemed dtilled. The
peculiar dry cdlar-odor of maice habitation wafted faintly up to Fawn, and she swalowed, feding
sickened despite the sun on her back.

“That isthe weirdest color | ever did see,” Whit alowed dowly. “It'snot hardly acolor at al. Dag was
right. It doesn’t look like...anything.”

Fawn nodded, glad Whit seemed to have hiswitswith him today, because she didn’t think she could
have borne stupid jokes right now. “Dag thinks that malice came up from the ground and hatched out
right here. Malices dl seem to start out pretty much the same, but then they change depending on what
they eat. Ground-snatch, that is. If they catch alot of people, they get to looking more human, but there
was one up in Luthliathat mostly ate wolves, that they say grew pretty strange. Dag thinks thefirst human
this one caught must have been aroad bandit, hiding out up here, because after it grew its mud-men and
caught morefolks, it made them dl beits bandit gang, at first.” Though some of the men might not have
been asmind-daved asdl that, which wasin its way an even more disturbing notion. “ The banditswho
kidnapped me off the road brought me here. Dag was tracking them, and saw.” From here, Dag would
certainly have had aclear view of the mud-men carting her in like asack of stolen grain. “He went in after
them—after me—all by himself. No timeto wait for his patrol. It wasn't good odds. But he tossed me his
sharing knife, and | managed to get it inthe maice. And the mdice...” She swdlowed again. “Mélted. |
guessyou could say. Maicesareimmorta, the Lakewakers clam, but the sharing kniveskill them. Kill
theminther ground.”

“What are sharing knives, anyhow? Dag keeps mentioning them and then sopping.”
“Yes, well. There are reasons. Lakewal kers make them. Out of Lakewaker bones.”

“Soit’ struethey rob graves!”



“No! They're not stolen. Dag—any Lakewaker would get mighty offended to hear you say that. People
will their thighbonesto their kin to be, be, like, harvested after they die. It's part of thefunera. Thena
Lakewalker knife maker—Dag’ s brother Dar is one—cleans and carves and shapesthe boneinto a
knife. They don't use sharing knivesfor any other purpose than killing malices.”

“So that’ swhat you stuck in the malice? Whose thighbone wasiit, d’you know? Does Dag?’

Fawn supposed gruesome interest was better than none. “Y es, but it’s more complicated than that.
Carving the boneitsdlf isonly thefirst step. Then the knife hasto be primed. With...with aheart’s
death.” Shetook abreath, not looking at Whit. “ That’ sthe hardest part. Each knife, when it smade, is
bonded to its Lakewalker owner. Someone who has volunteered to share—to donate his or her own
death to the knife. When such Lakewakersthink they’ re dying, either old and sick or hurt mortal bad,
they, they put the knife through their own hearts and capture their deaths. Which are trapped in the
knives. So every primed knife costs two Lakewaker lives, one for the bone and the other for the heart’s
priming. Ownershipis...you can’'t buy such aknife. It can only be given to you.”

She glanced up to see Whit squinting and frowning. He said dowly, “ So, it' s sort of like...ahuman
sacrifice stuck in acanning jar and preserved, to take out and use later?’

Fawn thought of the long rows of wax-seded glassjars she and Mamahad filled and sedled and set in
the pantry only last week. The domestic comparison was apt, but, oh dear. * Pretty much. But I’ m not
sure you should say that to Dag. Lakewakers keep their knives private and treat ' em as sacred. It stheir
kin, you see. And their grief. But that’ swhat sharing knives share. Deaths.”

Whit blinked some more, then frowned across the ravine and said, “How far back does that cave go?’
“It'snot deep.”

“Canwegoin?’

Fawn wrinkled her nose. “I guess so, if we don't stay long.”

Whit glanced down the steep drop, nodded, and did off and tied his horse to atree. Fawn did the same
and followed him in a scramble down the dope. Black shale cracked and did under her feet. Even the
clay dirt in the gully-washes, which should have been dull brown, had that same drained gray tinge. Whit
picked hisway across the stream on stones, not |ooking back till he reached the cave mouth, when he
turned around to watch her puffing and lagging after him. “Keep up, Runt.”

She was shivering inside too much to grow! at the old taunt. She labored up beside him, and the dry, sour
malice-amell of the cave hit her full-face. How long till the rains and snows wash this clean? Horridly
blithe, he strolled into the shadow of the overhang.

“What agreat place to camp thiswould be! It redly looks like it should be abandit hideout.” He kicked
at abroken old keg, part of a scattering of trash no one had bothered to cart away. “ So where were you
two, exactly? Where was this maice? How far did Dag have to throw his knife? He must not have
known you then. It was awonder you caught it.”

“Here...” Smplify. “The malice picked me up by my neck.” She fingered the dented scars. Here. Here,
right here, the malice ripped the ground from my unborn child, poor half-wanted waif, here she died, here
Dag was nearly torn gpart by howling man-beasts, here| struck, right here the malice screamed and
stank and shattered, here sacrifice tangled with sacrifice, here | miscarried, herel hurt, here | started
bleeding... “I haveto get out of here,” Fawn said doud. She could not see clearly. She was shaking so
badly she could scarcely breathe. Thereis no smpleto be had, here.



“Hey, areyou dl right?” Whit caled as she sumbled out into the air again. Therewasn’t enough light in
the wide green world to make that cave anything but a pit of darkness, to make her anything but stupid,
stupid, stupid... She became aware she was weeping, not sobs, but weird dry gulps.

Whit, trotting after her, said, “Isthe blight making you sick? Here, maybel...I better take you back to
Dag, dl right?’

She nodded, trying and failing to steady her breathing, which seemed to stagger and stick. Shetried to
swallow between gulps of air, but her throat was too tight. Whit put a tentative, anxious arm around her
waist and half-supported, half-hustled her back down and across the creek. She dipped and put one foot
ankle-deep in the stream, gasping at the chill wet, which at least got some moreair into her. By thetime
they reached the ravine' stop and Whit boosted her back up into her saddle, she was only wheezing. Her
cheeks were wet, her nose bedimed; she dragged an arm fiercely across her face, and coughed.

When they reached the place where they’ d sent Dag back, she looked up through the silver blur to see
Copperhead cantering up thetrail toward them. Dag pulled up with ajerk that made the gelding shake his
head and snort. A black scowl, abrutal voice the like of which she’ d never heard before from Dag's
mouth, demanded of Whit, “What did you do to her?’

“Nothing!” said Whit, darmed. “1 didn’'t do nothing! She was nattering on about, about this and that, and
then al of asudden shetook afit o' the vapors! | thought it might be the blight, though | didn’t fed
anything like. Here, you take her!”

Dag discarded his menace as he turned a keen look on Fawn; searching her body and her ground both,
she thought. He dropped hisreins on Copperhead’ s neck and leaned over to pull her from her saddle
into hislap. She clutched him hard around the chest, burying her face in his shirt, inhaing the scents of
linen and warm Dag-swest to drive the deathly cdlar-smell away. Arm and strong spread hand, his
beautiful hand, clutched her in return.

“I'm sorry,” shemumbled into hisshirt. “I didn’t think it would dl pile back into my head like that. It was
the smell of the cave. All of asudden | couldn’t breathe. Stupid...”

“Shh, no,” he said into her hair. His understanding seemed to wrap her more warmly than hisarms. He
raised hischin, jerked it a Whit.

“Bring her horse. We need to get away from this bad ground. Maybe get everyone something to eat.”

Copperhead turned obediently at the pressure of Dag’ s leg, or perhaps ground; in any case, the gelding
seemed to grasp that thiswas no time for tricks. They al rode agood two miles back down the trail
before Dag turned off. He led down over abank and up to alittle clearing with a spring seeping out of a
rock overhang. A pretty picnic spot. Patroller groundsense at work? In any case, Dag said merely,
“This|l do.” He murmured in her ear, “Can you get down al right?’

“Yes. I'm better now.” Not al better, no, but at least she' d stopped sniveling.

Helet her dide off Copperhead’ s shoulder, and he and Whit bustled about pulling food packets from the
saddlebags, finding the tin cups, loosening girths, and permitting the horses to browse. Dag kept aclose
eye on Fawn till she'd settled on arock, drunk spring water, and taken afew bites of the rather dry
cheese wrapped in bread |eft from yesterday’ s supply. Hefindly sat down cross-legged beside her. Whit
perched on anearby falen log that was not too damp with moss and rot.

“Sorry,” Fawn repested, svalowing and straightening up. “ Stupid.”



“Shh,” Dag repeated, gripping her caf in areproving, heartening little shake. “None o’ that.”
Whit cleared histhroat. “I guessthat malice was pretty scary.”

“Yeah,” said Fawn. The spring water was welcomingly cool; why did her throat fed so hot? She
scrubbed at her scars.

Whit added magnanimoudly, “Wdll, you'rejust agirl, after al.”
Fawn merely grimaced. In his own way, she supposed Whit wastrying. Very trying.

Dag'sbrowsdrew in, asif hewere struggling to parse what Whit meant; he clearly didn't seethe
connection between the two statements. And then he did, and got a pretty odd look. He said, “1’ ve seen
the first encounter with amalice devastate fully trained patrollers. | was on sick leave for weeks after my
fird, though the thing never touched me.”

Whit cleared his throat, made awise decision not to try to retrieve hisremark, and asked ingtead, “How
many have you seen? Altogether?’

“I'velost count,” said Dag. “That I’ ve dain by my hand with aknife of my own, twenty-six.”
“Twenty-seven,” Fawn corrected.
He smiled at her. “ Twenty-sx and ahdf, then. My knife, your hand.”

Fawn watched Whit’ slips move, counting up kills. No—knives. Lakewaker lives, and deaths. His brow
wrinkled.

Fawn put in hadtily, “I told Whit about sharing knives. Tried to, anyhow. I'm not sureif he hasit all
draight.” Her anxious eyes quizzed Dag: Isthat al right?

He ducked his head, answering her look aswell as her words. “Oh. Good. Thank you.”
Whit scraped his boot toe across the moss. “Isthat alot of those knives to have had?’
“Yes, actudly.”

“Didyou...er...haveabig family?’

Fawn resisted the urge to knock her head—or maybe Whit' s—into atree. He wastrying.

Dag wastrying, too. He replied straightforwardly, “No. Folks—friends, kin of friends, other
patrollers—gave them to me, because | seemed to have aknack for getting them used. A patroller can
carry aprimed knifefor along time and never encounter amalice, which makes the sacrifice seem—well,
not vain. But folks like knowing when it al comesto something.”

“That makes sense, | guess,” Whit alowed. He remembered to take a bite of bread and cheese. “Y ou
don’t have—do you have—one of those, um. Suicide knives?’

“Unprimed knife, bonded to me?’ Dag hazarded.

Whit said, “Well, it would have to be unprimed, wouldn't it? Stands to reason. Because if it was primed
you'd be, um.”

“I did have. Carried it with mefor twenty years, in case. A lot of patrollersdo.”



“Can | s;e—no, um. Did, right. What happened to it?”

Dag glanced at Fawn; she gave asmall headshake, No, we didn't get to that part. “It met with an
accident.”

“Oh.” Whit blinked—daunted, Fawn prayed. But not quite enough, for he added curioudly, “Whose
bonewasit?’

“Kauneo's. She willed one bone to me and the other to one of her surviving brothers. My tent-brother up
inLuthlia”

Whit gave Dag alook partway between earnestly inquiring and leery. “Um?’ He was dready Starting to
learn caution about these sorts of questions, Fawn thought. And their answers.

Dag took adrink of spring water and managed to reply with tolerable composure, “My first wife.”

Fawn gave him aworried look, Areyou dl right with this? He returned her afractional nod. Y es, he
could talk about Kauneo now; they had come so far. Dag cleared histhroat and added kindly, for even
Whit' sfeckless curiogity wasfatering in theface of dl this, “Shewasapatroller, too. Shediedina
malicewar in Luthlia. She left me her own heart’ sknife aswell as abone to make one for me. Wethink
sherolled over on her knifein thefield after shefdll. Her brother said”—he drew air in through his
nostrils—* she must have moved quick. Because she could not have been consciousfor very long
after...after sherecelved her wounds.”

“Isthat where you—" Whit's gaze moved to Dag' sleft arm.

Another short nod. “ Same fight. | went down before she did, so | only have guesses. Sheweas...just a
girl, then. Five years younger than me.”

Just agirl, thought Fawn, and Dag didn’t repeat those words by accident.
“Oh,” said Whit. And, tentatively, “I’m, um, sorry.”
Dag gave him another reassuring nod, and repeated his stock phrase, “It wasalong time ago.”

Inyour head, it sometimesturnsinto just yesterday, doesn't it? thought Fawn curioudy. Like me and the
malice, back in the cave just now. Yes. Now | see how you knew. She bent over and took another bite
of bread to quell the renewed flutter in her belly.

Whit' s brows knit. “Were you redly going to stick that bone knifein your own heart?’
“Yes, if it chanced s0.”

It took Whit alittle while to remember to chew and swallow &fter that one. He findlly scratched his ear,
and said, “ Can’'t you get another?’

“Whit!” said Fawn indignantly.

Dag made alittle gesture with hisfingers, It'sdl right. “1t’ s not quite up to me. I’ d need someoneto give
me abone. Or an unprimed knife that didn’t get used that could be rededicated. | want one. I'd be
bitterly ashamed to waste my deeth just for lack of aknife.”

Fawn redized she hadn’t quite known that, for al she knew of Dag. Whit was reduced to blinking.
Silently, prasebe.



Whit inhaed. “ Folks don’t know this. They say Lakewakersare cannibals. That you rob graves. Eat
your dead to make magic.”

Dag sad gently, “But now you know better.”
“Um. Yeah.” Whit brightened. “ So, that’ s one farmer boy who' slearned something, huh?’
“Onedown.” Dag Sghed. “ Thousandsto go. It sagtart.”

“Sure enough,” said Whit vaiantly. Actudly, he looked asif he were afraid Dag was about to put his
head down and cry.

Fawvn wasalittle afraid of that aswell, but Dag just smiled crookedly and creaked to hisfeet. “Let’sgo
see Glassforge, ducklings.”

4

Even in the late afternoon, the straight road approaching Glassforge was busy with traffic. Fawn watched
Whit’shead turn as he took in the sight of strings of pack mules, goods-wagons gaily painted with the
names of their businesses and their owners, and abig brick dray, returning empty from somewhere. The
team of eight huge dun horses thundered past at alumbering trot, hopeful for home, the bells on their
harness shaking out bright sounds like salt dong their path. The teamster and his brakeman, too, were
impressvein fringed lesther jackets decorated with tiny mirrorsthat flashed in the westering sun, red
scarves knotted around their necks. Fawn thought the couple of burly loaders who rode with their legs
dangling over the wagon’ stall might have been inclined to whoop at her, had she been agirl riding aone,
but the presence of her escort turned their lewd staresinto self-conscious nods, cheerily returned by
Whit. Copperhead pretended to shy at thisnoisy vision, checked by agrowl from histired rider, and
even gentle Warp and Weft swiveled their ears and |ooked faintly astonished.

Whit patted his mount’ s neck. “There, there, Warp. Don't let those big bruisers discourage you.
Nobody’ s going to make you pull aton of bricks.” Hisface rose to stare after the receding wagon.
“That’ d be alife, though, wouldn't it, Fawn? | bet some of those wagons go asfar as Tripoint or Slver
Shoals or, or who knowswhere? Think of it! You’ d get to see everywhere, tak to the whole world, and
get paid for it. Seep in adifferent place every night, | bet.”

“The novelty of that wears off,” Dag advised, sounding amused.

Scorning thiswith alook that said Old-peopletak!, Whit went on, “I never thought of it, but | bet atown
like Glassforge needs lots of horses, too. And drivers. | know how to drive ateam. | wonder if | could
get me one of those fancy jacketsintown? | wonder if...” Hetrailed off, but Fawn had aclear sense of
the mill whedls continuing to turnin hishead, even if he' d temporarily disconnected them from his mouth.

| bet you' re never going back to West Blue, Fawn thought. Any more’n | am. She grinned in anticipation
of showing off Glassforge to Whit, as pleased asif she’ d invented the place hersdlf, and wondered if this
was anything like the pleasure Dag took in her. Dag never seemed to tire of showing her new things...no.
It was alittle more complicated than that. In her open delight, she made the world new to him again, and
so drove hisweariness away. It seemed afair trade.

Whit was gratifyingly amazed by the hotel in Glassforge, three stories high, built of local brick softened by
trallsof ivy, “bigger,” ashe cried, “than Uncle Hawk’ snew barn!” The corners of Dag's mouth tucked
up as Fawn earnestly explained to Whit how it was that patrols and couriers were always allowed to Stay
therefor free, on account of some old malice the Lakewalkers had put down in these partsin the time of
the present owner’ s papa, which Whit thought a very good dedl.



Fawn was secretly uncertain if the deal would extend to an ex-patroller of dodgy statustraveling privately
with atail of farmer rdlatives, but when they dismounted in the hotdl’ s stable yard, she found she was il
remembered from the past summer asthe farmer heroine who' d dain the malice. She was wel comed by
name by the excited horse boys and made much of by the owner’ swife when they went insde. Even
more agreeable than having the best available roomsingtantly offered up to them wastheway Whit's
eyes grew wide as hetook in her local fame. He didn’t even crack ajoke about it.

They hauled their bags upstairsto their chambers. By request, Fawn and Dag’ s room was the same they
had dept in before, full of happy memories. Better, it had anice thick plank door between it and Whit's
room, with an oak bar that promised anight free of brothers, mosquitoes, or any other interruptions.
Fawn was |eft with an hour before supper to run around and say hdllo to dl the friends she’ d made here
in the summer: seamstresses, chambermaids, the cook and scullions. Whit trailled amiably. Fawn wasn't
quite sure who she was showing off to which, as severd of the younger girls perked up no end at Whit,
aarming him enough to make him very polite. The charm he unleashed upon Sal the cook was pure
stomach-interest, though, as she was both married and motherly.

“Sdl |et me do stting-down choreswhile | was getting better and waiting for Dag to finish some patroller
duties,” Fawn explained, inhaing deeply of the mouthwatering aromas of the hotdl’ skitchen. Pots
bubbled, aroast turned on aspit, pies cooled; a scullion ran ahopeful horse boy back outside to wait for
scrapstill after the patrons were fed.

“I must have shelled ten thousand pesas, but it kept me from going stir-crazy.”

“Youwereso pae, a first!” agreed Sd. “| think my cookin’ helped put those roses back in your
cheeks” She patted one, leaving asmudge of flour.

“I think it did, too,” said Fawn, brushing at the flour and smiling.
“That'nDag.”

Sd’samilethinned abit, and she glanced appraisngly at Whit. * So that patroller fellow with the missin’
hand must have got you home dl right, after al.”

Fawn nodded.

“Weweren't too sure on him,” Sal admitted. “ Some of uswas afraid he’ d gone and beguiled you, like
they say Lakewakers can. Though it’ strue the oneswe get here are usudly pretty well-behaved. How
they carry on with each other being not our business.”

Fawn raised her chin. “If there was any beguiling going on, I'd say it was mutua. We married each
other.”

“Henever!” said Sdl in astonishment.
Fawn gestured &t her brother. “Whit stood witness.”

“Yep,” said Whit. “They said their promisesin the parlor in West Bluein front of the whole family, and
sgned the family book, and everything.”

“Oh, honey...” Sd hestated, looking troubled. “Hewas aright disturbin’ fellow, theway al patrollers
are, though it was plain he’ d took a shineto you, but...I thought better o' him than that. Don't you two
know that L akewalkers don’t recognize marriagesto usfolks? I’ m afraid he was pulling the wool over
your eyes, and your family’s, too.”



“No, hedidn’'t,” said Fawn. “We were married Lakewaker-style at the same time—we wove and
swapped our binding strings as sound as any Lakewaker couple ever did. See?’ She held out her |eft
wrist, wrapped in the dark braid, and wriggled it to let the gold beads on the cord-ends bounce and
glimmer, showing it off for thethird or fourth timein this evening’ srounds.

“Isthat what those are?’ said Sa doubtfully. “I’ ve seen them hair bracel ets on some of the patrollers
here, timeand time.”

“Wedding cords, yes.”

Whit said, “1t' slike they got married twice over. | don't think Dag was taking any chances by that time. |
will say, when hetiesaknat, it saystied.”

Sd’ seyesgrew as round as her mouth. “ And his people accepted it?’
Fawn tossed her head. “1 won't claim hiskin were al happy, but they didn’'t say we weren't married.”
“Wdl, | never!”

The serving boys bounced in, the scullions called, and Sal had to set aside her fascinated pursuit of this
gossip in favor of getting supper ready. She shooed her guests out of her kitchen with visible regret.

In the corridor to the dining room, Whit paused in puzzlement. “Fawn...”
“Hm?’

“Dag skin did accept those cords of yours, right? They didn’t claim you werejust, um...running around
together, right?’

Fawn lowered her voice. “In truth, there were four or five opinions on that. Some took *em for true,
some accused us of trickery, and some didn’t care nohow about the cords, they wanted to deny us
any-road. They weren't just arguing with Dag, mind; they were arguing with each other aswell. Wekind
of set the cat amongst the pigeons with those cords. When we left, | expect it took the urgency out of the
debate.” Truly, Dag hadn’t wanted to force adecision, lest it become aquick and smplifying no.

“Theserules of theirs—do they make them camp by camp, or everywhere a once?’

“Camp by camp, but the camps stay in touch with one another. Couriers carry patrol reports, plus letters
between the camp councils. And folks persond letters. And lots of gossip, Dag says. Y oung patrollers
exchange between campsto train up, and partiestravel with trade goods. And folks go on visitsto kin,
sometimes. So news has ways of getting around. Lakewakers don't let themsalves get cut off from each
other.” Shefrowned. “I do wonder how Dag will go on, away from his people. That’s not naturd, for a
Lakewaker. They made us both plenty mad, but...I do wonder.”

“Huh,” sad Whit.

Whit must have made a good impression on Sal, because the portions soon set before the three of them
at the dinner table were generous. After they had dl pretty much foundered on the glut, Whit went off to
the kitchen to compliment her. He came back full of a scheme to go reconnoiter Glassforge after dark,
which Dag—Fawn was grateful to see—had the sense to discourage.

“It' sbeen along day,” Fawn seconded. “Dag’ s ill recovering, you know.” Dag smiled at her from
lidded eyesthat looked anything but deepy, dark and abit glittery, and she dimpled back at him.



“Oh, yeah,” said Whit vaguely. “And you weren't doing too well yoursdlf, earlier. Tomorrow, then.” He
contented himself with going off to visit the horses and maybe chat with the hotel stable’ s horse boys.

Fawn and Dag went straight to bed, but not to deep. Where Fawn made the astonishing and ddlightful
discovery that Dag' s ghost hand was starting to come back, at least enough to do afew blissful, blushful
thingswith. Fawn’s opinion of the medicine maker who had predicted such arecovery went up severa
notches. They did hear Whit come in, mainly because he knocked on the wall and bade them good night.
Fawn smothered a giggle as Dag raised his head and drawled back smilar good wishes—very blandly,
consdering hisposition just then.

The next morning after breskfast the three of them strolled to the town center, where a street off the
market square led down to thelittle river that flowed past Glassforge toward the Grace. Tributary creeks
behind dams fed severd mill whedls, though a the moment the dry wesather, aboon to harvesters and
road travelers all over Oleana, had left the water so low in the main siream that only lightly loaded skiffs
and narrow boats could take away the handiwork of the town’ sartisans. The autumn air was acrid from
the wood smoke and cod smoke rising from aforge, acouple of iron furnaces, awagon-wright’s, abig
smithy, a pottery yard, and, of course, the town's celebrated glass-makers.

At one of these, as Fawn had hoped, they found Sassa Clay, one of her best friends from the summer’s
misadventures with the malice. Red-haired Sassa seemed equally delighted to see them, and pleased to
meet Whit. He had a refreshing masculine disinterest in marriage customs of any kind, but was very keen
on glassand local trade, proudly leading atour of his glassworksfor the new audience. Sassawas not
much older than Whit, and the two young men hit it off so well Fawn had no guilt about leaving them to
each other’s company after lunch and retiring with Dag back to the hotel for—he said—anap. It wasn't
alie; shewas sure anap would ensue eventualy.

She became concerned when Whit did not show up at the hotel for dinner, but Dag sensibly pointed out
that Sassa knew perfectly well how to find them here if there were any emergenciesto report, and Fawn
relaxed. She wondered if she might parlay their two planned nights of rest here into three, but Dag was of
the opinion that the dry spell couldn’t last much longer, and truly, the night’ s chill bresthed of the coming
change.

Whit returned so late, they were actudly deeping. Fawn woke muzzily in the dark to hear him clumping
around on attempted tiptoe, and the creak of his bed as he climbed into it. She cuddled back into the
warmth of Dag’ sgrip, reassured.

She was less reassured when she went out to the stable in the frosty dawn to tell the horse boysto have
Warp and Weft ready after breakfast—Dag would saddle Copperhead himsaf—only to find the team
gone. And so, she discovered when she checked hisroom, was Whit. She muffled her panic when she
spotted his saddlebags still in aheap by his bed. Descending the staircase wondering whether to drag out
Dag and his groundsense for a search, she met Whit breezing back in through the hotel’ s stable-yard
door.

“Where have you been?’ demanded Fawn in some exasperation.
“Where arethe horses?’
“Sold’em,” said Whit smugly.



“What? We il have two days of riding ahead of ud”

“I know that. I’ ve made arrangements.” At her look of disbelief, he added in astung tone, “I sold Warp
and Weft to Sassa s boss. He gave me afair price.”

“I thought you said you were going to try that cod hauler. On your way back,” she added pointedly.

“Yeah, well...I liked the glassworks stable better. Smelled cleaner, y’ know? Plus, you haveto figure—a
glasswagon isn't going to race their horses, or overload them. They’ re pretty much bound to travel dow
and careful.” He nodded in satisfaction, gpparently picturing histeam in this gentle labor.

Thisapped could not fail to reach Fawn, but she raked her fingers through her hair nonetheless. “ Yes,
but—how are we supposed to get to the river? Load al the bags on Copperhead and lead him?’

“No! Don’t be stupid. | made adeal. Sassa sbossis sending two wagonloads of glass goods down to
theriver crossing for the Silver Shoastrade. | get to help drive, and load and unload, and you get to ride
for free. Dag can tag aongside on Copperhead.”

Fawn hesitated in new confusion. “So...are you going to come back and work as ateamster for the
glassworks, or what?’

Whit shrugged. “ They have fellowsfor that. | don’t know. But anyway, you and Dag have to hurry up.
Thewagons are dl loaded and about ready to leave. They want to catch the light, with the days
shortening.”

And so Fawn found hersdlf hustled through what she' d planned as aleisurely breskfast, and forced to
make hasty farewdlIsto dl the folks at the hotel. Dag, old patroller that he was, adjusted to the surprise
departure without effort, though he did refuse to be hurried shaving. The extra bags were only piled
across Copperhead' s saddle long enough to lead him down into town. The well-sprung freight wagon,
with Fawn clinging atop a pile of straw-stuffed dat boxes, headed south out of Glassforge before the
morning sun had melted last night’ sfrost from the weeds lining the ditches.

They passed the sand-pit where men were digging the fine white sand that was the basis of thetown’s
famousindustry. From the loads being hauled away, Fawn guessed Warp and Weft might have some
heavier work to do than delivering finished glass, though for the moment they were hitched on as
whedersto this very wagon—on trid, she suspected. Was Whit on trid for future employment, too? The
lead wagon of their little train was being driven by agrizzled fellow named Mape, setting as decorous a
pace as Whit had envisioned, but which made her wonder just how long it was going to take them to
reach the ferry. He had a skinny youth up beside him, Hod, who seemed to be there to help with the
horses and load and unload, like Whit. Their own team of four was handled by a comfortably
middle-aged man named Tanner, who, Fawn soon learned, was a something-cousin of the owners of the
glassworks, and who had awife and children back in Glassforge.

Whit’ s questions about the glass business got them over any mutua shyness pretty quick. Fawn edged
forward to listen; Dag rode nearby, so quiet and self-contained you might not notice he was listening, too.
When Whit paused, Tanner, with aglance over his shoulder at her, took alittle breath and asked her
about the malice she and Dag had dain this summer. Fawn blinked, first at the redlization that his question
had been hovering on histongue for awhile, and had taken him some effort to spit out, and then at the
oddity of anyone having to work up courageto talk to her. But she answered him steedily, giving him the
amplified verson, including, after abrief look to Dag, an equaly smplified verson of how sharing knives
worked. This parted Tanner’ slips and sent his brows hafway to hishairline; he glanced aside a Dag but
shied from spesking to him directly. Whit chimed in with avivid description of theblight and a
recommendation amounting to asales pitch to vigt it.



“I guess| should,” said Tanner, shaking hishead in wonder. “1 didn’t have family directly involved with
that mess, the way poor Sassawas caught up, but I’ d heard alot about it—except the very center. It al
makes more sense, now. Hope you don’t mind. | didn’t like to ask you about it in front of Mape up
there’—he nodded toward the back of the grizzled teamgter, safely out of earshot through both distance
and thewagons rumbling—*on account of helogt hiswife' s nephew in the ruckus, and hasfedin's”

“I'm sorry,” said Fawn.
“Was he ground-ripped, like?’ inquired Whit, morbidly curious.

Tanner looked grim. “I think that would have been easier, dl told. He was one of the onestook up by the
bandits and pressed into their gang. It was abad time, after, sorting out who was really a bandit and who
was tranced by the blight bogle. In the end it waslocals got pardoned and strangers got hanged, mostly,
which | don't think was dways right. But Mape' s nephew was killed outright by the Lakewalker
patrallers, in the fight when they caught up with the bandits. Which maybe saved the family ahangin’, but
I”’m not sure Mape swife seesit that way.”

“Oh,” said Whit.
Fawn swallowed. “Was he asort of dun-blond boy?”
“No, dark-haired.”

Fawn let out her breath in secret relief. Not the one Dag had shot in front of her, then, saving him from a
hanging for sure. Dag, riding alongside, had gone quiet—quieter—and expressionless, and it occurred to
her that maybe her assailant wasn't the only one whose evil career Dag had personaly ended on that
patrol. He had been in on the attack on the bandit camp the night before, she knew, which was how he'd
happened to be trailing her kidnappersin the first place. He d run low on arrows. Some must have found
targets...

“Thanksfor thewarning,” she said to Tanner. “I shouldn’t like to step on anyone sfedings.” He nodded
cordidly enough. Glancing at the skinny youth beside Mape, riding dong with his back rounded and his
hands dangling between his knees, she added, “ So what about Hod? Was he caught up init al?’

“No, he was way too much of ahomebody.” After along pause, Tanner added, “Hod' sabit of asad
sack, if you want my opinion. He was an orphan, living with hisolder sster, till her husband threw him out
not long back for laziness and—he said—thievin'. Sassa Clay took apity on him and let him put up in the
glassworks stable to look after the hosses. Which he does do middlin’-well, | admit, despite usfinding
him deeping inthe straw haf thetime.”

“Will hework up to driver?’ asked Fawn, wondering if thiswas Whit's competition for the coveted job.

“Hard to say. He snot redl bright. Mape wouldn’t let him touch the reins of histeam, for sure.” Tanner
lowered hisvoice. “I’'m not sayin’ the boy’ svicious, mind, but it’ strue about the thievin'. I've seen him
sneaking. Only food, so far. Missus Clay dips him extra scraps, now and then, but it doesn’'t seem to
have siopped him. I’'m afraid he's gonnawork up to something bigger someday soon and get into redl
trouble. So, um...watch your bags.”

Did Tanner mean for their sakes, or for Hod' s? It was hard to tdll.

Truly, when they all stopped for lunch and to water and bait the horses, it seemed to Fawn that the lanky
youth had little going for him. Hod' s dishwater hair was dull and limp and in need of acut, hisskin was
bad, histeeth doubtful, and he moved in a habituad douch. He wasinarticulate to the point of muteness;



her couple of attemptsto say afriendly word to him threw him into complete confusion. He seemed
outright afraid of Dag, and went wide around him. Fawn wasn't even sure if Hod was hisrea name.

Whit was taken aback when he made the discovery that grub was not provided for the drivers and
loaders, but that they were expected to bring their own, alittle detail of planning that had evidently
escaped his notice—and Fawn’ stoo, in the morning’ s hustle. Dag let them both flounder and recriminate
for ahit before blandly fetching the provisions from his saddlebags that he'd had Sal pack up while he
was shaving. Hewasn't too dry about it, but he did wait and make Whit ask, humbly, for ashare before
portioning it out. Just enough of adig, Fawn thought, to make certain that neither of them wereliketo
maekeasimilar mistake again.

Dag enjoyed watching Fawn and Whit take in the scenes south of Glassforge, on aroad new to them
both, if old to Dag. He hadn’t ridden this particular stretch for severd years, though. Whit kept asking if
the craggy little hills cloaked in color that now rose on both sdes of them were mountains yet, and Dag
had to keep disillusioning him. Although Dag's persond definition of amountain was anything high enough
to kill you if you fel off it, and thus covered any precipice from ten to athousand feet high, so he
supposed these rucked-up sopes aspired to the name. The land grew less settled asit pinched more
sharply, and the hamlets clinging to the Sraight road fell farther apart.

Darkness overtook them severd miles short of the village that was the teamsters usual stopping point on
this route, amishap that the one caled Mape blamed, grumblingly, on their late start, but which the more
tolerant Tanner chaked up to the shortening of the daylight. Everyone pulled out their dinner packets and
drank from the roadside spring that had prompted the halt while the two men debated whether to rest the
horses and continue on dowly—more dowly—~by lantern light, or stop here and deep under the wagons.
No rain threatened, but the chill cregping from the hollows pushed consensus toward the lantern scheme;
Whit blithely volunteered Dag to ride ahead with alantern suspended from his hook, a suggestion that
made Fawn grimace. The prospect of combining aburning and maybe drippy oil lantern with acranky
Copperhead, tired and bored from the day’ s plod, made Dag say merely, “I’ll think about it.”

Dag waked around the spring, stretched his back, and sat down againgt a buckeye tree, extending both
hislegsand his groundsense. He'd kept closed dl day in the presence of strangers and their chaotic
farmer grounds. Hisreach was out to two hundred paces tonight, maybe? He il felt half-blinded. After
pulling off Copper’s bridle and loosening the girth, Dag had turned him loose to browse under light
ground contact. In the deepening shadows, Dag could better hear the ripping and munching than see with
hiseyes, but in his groundsense the gelding was an old familiar brightness, dmost brighter than the boy
Hod. Hod had goneto rdlieve himsdlf up in the bushes and was now circling back. Keeping to the
shadows, easing up toward Copperhead...

Dag came dert, though he did not open his eyes. Was the dimwitted boy contemplating alittle attempted
filching? Dag consdered hisrespongbilities. Hod was no young petroller of Dag's; ill, if the boy wasto
learn asharp lesson not to go riffling in a Lakewa ker’ s saddlebags, it might be better dl around to be
sooner than later, with Dag and not with another. 1t would doubtless be an embarrassing scene, but it
might save Hod much worse later on. Dag withdrew his ground contact from Copperhead and settled
back to et nature take its course.

Dag was expecting Copperhead’ s angry squeal, head-snake, and cow-kick. He wasn't expecting the
ugly thunk or a scream of pain so loud, sharp, and prolonged. Blight it, what—? He yanked his
ground-sense wide, then recoiled as the hot flush of injury swamped back in on him. Drawing bresth, he
wallowed to hisfet.



The two teamsters pelted past him, with Whit on their hedls crying warning for them to swing wide
around the horse, who was snorting and backing. Fawn followed, having had the sense to pause and
grab alantern. Trying not to limp on hisright leg, Dag sumbled after.

Hod waslying on the ground on his back, writhing from side to side, clutching and clawing at hisleg and
openly bawling. His face was screwed up in pain, mottled red and pale and popping out cold sweat. And
no wonder. By whatever evil chance, Copperhead’ s shod hoof had scored adirect hit on the boy’ sright
kneecap, shaitering the bone and pul ping the flesh behind it. Blight it, blight it, blight it...!

Tanner gasped. “What happened?’

Dag said, “Horse kicked him when he went to poke in my bags for grub.” Which won him a sharp look
upwards from Favn—yY ou knew? They would dedl with that aspect later. Dag surged forward.

Tofind himself blocked by the gray-haired and very solid Mape. “Don’t you touch him, Lakewalker!”

Whit and Tanner knelt by Hod, trying unsuccessfully to soothe and still him as he best hisfists on the
ground and howled.

Dag unclenched hisjaw and said to Mape, “| have some skillsin field aid.”

“Let him through,” cried Fawn, at the same moment as Whit called, “Dag, help!” Reluctantly, Mape gave
way.

“Fawn, get afire going, for heat and light,” Dag instructed tersely.
“Well need both.”

She skittered off wordlessly. Dag knelt by Hod' sright knee, and let both hands, real and
sputtering-ghostly, hover over it. Absent gods, | shouldn’t be attempting this. A quick ground match, to
dow theinterna bleeding—the joint was aready swollen tight against the fabric of Hod' strousers—to
dull the blazing nerves...Dag’ sright knee screamed in sympathy. He gritted histeeth and ignored the
ground-echo. Hod stopped howling and just gasped, staring up wild-eyed at Dag.

In afew minutes that ssemed much longer, the men had Hod laid out on ablanket and histrousers off, an
operation hetried to resist and that made him cry some more, though whether from pain or shame Dag
was not sure. He apparently owned no underdrawers; Tanner dropped a blanket over his nether parts.
All four wagon-lanterns and the new fire, bless Fawn, laid golden light on the unpleasant Sight of the
ruined joint, bulging, mottled, and aready dark with blood beneath the shiny skin. Shards of bone
pressed againgt the skin from the insde, and each of Hod' s shudders threatened to push one through.

“Can you do anything, Lakewaker?’ asked Tanner.
“’Course he can!” asserted Whit vaiantly. 1’ ve seen him mend broken glass!”

“Thisisbad,” said Dag. “ The kneecap’ sfloating in about Six pieces, and one tendon is nearly torn
through. This needs alot more than splinting and rest.” | shouldn’t even be thinking about this without
another medicine maker to guard me from groundlock, or worse. There' s good reasonsthey work in
pairs. Forty milesto the closest other Lakewalkers tonight, down the road to the ferry camp at Pearl
Riffle. Eighty milesround-trip. Not even Copperhead could do it, even if ared medicine maker would
come out for an injured farmer, an event so unlikely that it would make some kind of history.

“Ishe gonnacut off my leg?’ sobbed Hod. “Don’ let him go cuttin® on me! Can't work, nobody’ Il give
me money, can’t go back, Hopper’ |l beat me againif | go back...”



Hopper? Oh, Hod' s tent-brother—brother-in-law, Dag corrected himsalf. Some tent-brother.
“Hurts,” wept Hod. No one doubted him.

“Dag...?7" sad Fawninasmal, uncertain voice. “Can you...do anything?’ She made alittle gesture
toward hisleft arm. “ Any groundwork?’

A smple ground reinforcement was not going to be enough here, and Dag had, absent gods knew, no
prior affinity with thisboy the way he did with Fawn to give him subtle routes into his body and ground.
He looked into Fawn’s huge, dark, scared, trusting eyes. Swalowed. And said, “I cantry.”

He settled down cross-legged by Hod' sright knee, stretched his back, which popped, and bent again.
Tanner and Mape, knedling on ether side of the boy, looked at him fearfully. “How hard should we hold
him down?’ asked Tanner, and “ Should he have a leather strap to bite?’” asked Mape.

Thisisn't some farmer bonesetter’ s bloody amputation, blight it! Dag shook his head. “It doesn't work
likethat.” If it wasgoing to work at dl, that is. He brought hisright hand and left...the Sight of hisusdess
hook suddenly irritated him immensely, and he undid the straps of itsharnessand cast it aside. Try again.
Right hand hovering over |&ft...stump. Come on, come on you blighted ghost thing, come out, get in
there. Hod was whimpering, staring up a him in overwheming horror. Histerror beat on Dag in hot
waves. | have to open to this ungodly mess of achild. One breath, two, three—Hod' s breath dowed and
Dag's sped, until their chestsrose and fell in synchrony. Right hand over |eft, stroking, coaxing...and then
it was there, invisible ground projection, sinking down dowly past Hod' s skin into the broken flesh and
itsswirling, agitated ground.

Dag grasped the ground of the shattered bone fragments. His fleshly hand darted to the uninjured knee,
to test and trace the song of itswholeness. Likethat. Just like that. Sing it s0. Dag began alow humming
under his breath, far from musical, but he could fed the power in it. Fragments shifted, moved beneath
thetight skin...

Thiswas nothing like so smple aswelding aglass bowl back together, amorphous and uniform; these
structures hid more structures ing de them, going down and down and in and in. But thislittle edge might
hook again to that, that to the other, thistorn blood vessdl find its mated end, and gently, so delicately,
kiss and make up. Minute after minute, fragment after fragment. His groundsense waswholly
concentrated on the puzzle before him; the world outside both their skins could have cracked open wide
with the roar of athousand thunders and Dag would not have noticed. This vessd and that splinter and
that one and that one. .. Thiswas why medicine makers worked with partners for deep hedling.
Somebody anchored outside had to be able to break into the fascination. Lest you keep spiraling down
and in and down and in and not ever come up and out again.

| can'tdoit dl. | haveto stop before | spend mysalf broke. Patch and tie, and let it heal the rest of the
way itsadf—even real medicine makersdo it that way. Get out, old patroller, while you still can. HEd
thought nothing could be harder than matching his ground with Hod' s, until he came to unmaich it again.
He sensed Hod' s chest rise, and deliberately broke the rhythm of his breath with the boy’s. Let go, old
patroller. Get out of here before you hurt your fool sdif. Let go.

He blinked his eyes open on firelight and lantern light, and knew himsdlf sinfully lucky not to be
groundlocked. | overdid it, oh, | suredid. Dag drew along, long breath, and awareness of his own body
returned to him &t lagt.

Unfortunatdy.

Except that Fawn had three blankets wrapped around his shoulders before the second shuddering shiver



shook him, and abasin thrust in hislap before his ssomach heaved, and a cup of hot water held steadily
tolipslike cold clay. Hetook saverd grateful gulps, only spilling alittle in his ague-like shakes. The hot
liquid met his ascending dinner and forced it back down, and his ssomach didn’t try again. “Guh,” said

Dag.

“Don't try to talk,” said Fawn, and explained over her shoulder to someone, “ This happened the last
time. He goes dl cold and sick for awhile, but then he comes out of it.” Her worried eyes added to him,

| hope.

Dag found hisvoice a last, and mumbled, “ Fawn, Whit, find two strong dats and some ties of some
kind, cloth strips or whatever. Make Hod splints down each side of hisleg like abonesetter’s. Tie above
and below the knee, firm but not tight. Keep it straight and till. It s<till going to be swollen up, and it has
alot of mending yet to do on its own. Blankets, something, get him warm, keep him warm. He can’'t walk
onityet.”

“He' sgoing to walk?’ said someone, in avoice caught between awe and disbelief.

“Not tonight, he' snot. And he' d better be carried to the wagon in the morning. He can use my stick later
on, | guess.” But not tomorrow, because Dag was going to need it himsdlf...He leaned toward the
blurred, flickering orange light, and added plaintively, “More heat?’

Logs dropped onto the flames, which spewed sparks and danced higher, so some delinquent god had
heard his prayer, apparently. It was about ten minutes before he stopped shivering.

“Should you lie down?” asked Fawn anxioudy, knedling beside him. “Eat abite more?’
Dag shook his head. “Not yet. Not done. There’ s something elsewrong. | felt it, when | wasin there.”

Her browsdrew in, but she said nothing as Dag leaned forward and pulled the blanket alittle down from
Hod s bdlly. The boy’ s eyes widened, and he made a dight whimpering noise, but kept his hands
clenched to hissides. Dag let his stump circle above the taut skin, just...there.

“Did Copper kick himin the belly, too?" asked Fawn. “I don’'t seeany mark...”

Dag gave another brief headshake. “No. Older trouble. The boy’ s carrying anasty monster of a
tapeworm, ingde him there.”

Fawn recoiled, making an appaled face. “Eew!”

Dag had dedlt with mosguitoes, bedbugs, and lice, but the closest thing to an internal parasite he' d routed
routindy was chiggers. All could be repelled with mere persuasion, or an even smpler bounce. They
were nothing likethis. “1t' sgot quite agrip in there.” He eyed Hod. “Y ou, boy, have you been having
crampy bellyaches?”’

Hod nodded fearfully, then looked around asif afraid to have admitted anything. Tanner and Mape had
wandered near and stood watching and listening.

“Yeah?' said Dag. “And bleeding? 'Y ou bleed when you crap, sometimes?’
Another reluctant nod.

“Ever tdl anyone?’

Hod shook his head more vigoroudy.



“Why not?’

A long sllence. “Dunno.”

“Scared?’ Dag asked more gently.

Reluctant pause. Nod. And awhisper, “Who'd | tdl, anyways?’

Dag' s browstwitched up. “Hungry dl the time even with plenty of food to eat, weak and tired,
bleeding...y’ know, it doesn’t take a L akewa ker medicine maker to diagnose atapeworm. It just takes
someone noticin’.”

“Not shiftless,” said Fawn. “Starving.”
Tanner looked a bit sick, and Mape, curioudy, looked even sicker.

Dag’'sarm circled again. “From the Sgns, I’ d guess he' s been feeding this pet for ayear or more. How
long have you been feding poorly, Hod?’

Hod shrugged. “1 dwaysfed poorly, but usudly it'smy nose. Belly’ s been aching off and on sincethis
timelast year, | guess.”

“Uh-huh,” said Dag.
“Canyou get rid of it?" asked Fawn. “Oh, please! It's so horrid!”
“Maybe. Give meaminuteto think.”

Ground-ripping the vile thing wasright out. It was much larger than any mosquito, and besidesjust the
idea of taking in tgpeworm-ground was revolting, even if hisown ground would convert it eventudly. Dag
essayed atrifle of persuasion, to no effect; the worm was not normally mobile. Besides, you wouldn’'t just
want it out; you' d want it safely dead, to keep it from spreading.

So if smoothing and reinforcing disrupted ground caused flesh to hedl, disrupting ground might...? The
blighted thing was large compared to its congtricted intestina world, but in absolute terms, smdll. Just a
tiny ground disruption. Squeezeit, rall it, twist it—turn it ingde out—there. He fdlt the head of the
creature pop, and aspurt of blood from its anchorage asit tore away. He pinched off thelittle vesselsin
Hod' s gut, aiding the wound to clot. Then recaptured the thin worm-body and went right down the lineto
destroy each segment. Inaweird way, it felt abit like spinning thread. With his ground-hand, insde
someone else' sbody...l don't think | want to think about what I'm doing, here. But the worm was
dying, and he managed to keep itsroiling, writhing ground from sticking to his own.

Hod made awary noise, and his hands twitched; Fawn caught one, to keep it a hisside, and gave him a
big happy reassuring smile. Whit bit hislip, possibly on abark of laughter, but Hod offered a confused
half-smileto Fawn in return, aswho could help doing s0? And made no further moveto fight off Dag.

“Done,” Dag whispered at last, and sat up, folding hisleft arm insde hisright. His exhausted ground
projection petered out, asif hisghost hand were evaporating into mi<t, into nothing. Absent gods, | fed
sick. His groundsense range seemed down to ten paces, or maybe ten inches. But at least he hadn’t
groundlocked himsdlf to the blighted worm. Count your blessngs. One...

Next time, he would hold out for amedicine shop and some smple dose of vermifuge, a course of
treatment he suspected even a L akewa ker medicine maker would prefer. Dag had a vague notion that
senior makers saved their costly groundsetting skills for serious dangers, like tumors. More than ever, he



regretted turning down Hohari€' s offer of real maker’ straining; then he' d know what to do, instead of
having to blunder around by guess. But Hoharie' d had no usefor hisfarmer bride. Blood over the dam.

Tanner and Whit settled Hod for the night. Dag dragged his bedroll around to the other side of thefire,
away from the sght of his unappetizing patient. Victim. Whatever. He would ve liked to retrest farther
than that, but hated to give up the heat. Hod, exhausted by the shock and limp from the passing of his

pain, dropped to deep fairly soon. Dag, equally exhausted, did not.

While Fawn, Tanner, and Whit went off to see to the horses, Mape came and sguatted on his haunches
beside Dag' sbedroll. After awhile, he said, “1 never guessed he was sick. Just thought he waslazy.”

“| didn’t catch on either, at first.” Dag had been led down afasetrail by Tanner’ stak, yes, but he'd only
to open his groundsense to learn better.

“I beat him, couple 0’ times, when | caught him segping on the job,” Mape added. His voice was low,
flat, expressionless. Suited for things confided in the dark, where no one could see. “I’'m just sayin'.
Thankee, Lakewaker.”

“The knee should be good with a couple of weeks of rest. The other, you'll start to see adifferenceina
coupleof days, I'm guessing.” Dag could leaveit at that. It was tempting. Oh, blight it. “I was cleaning up
my own mess. | saw him sneak out to my bags. Thought I’ d just let Copperhead teach him alesson.
Instead, | got taught. Can't say as| enjoyed it.”

“No,” agreed Mape. “Me neither.” He nodded, rose. Not friendly, exactly, but...acknowledging. That at
least. He trod away into the dark.

When Fawn finaly cameto lie down, Dag tucked her into the curl of hisbody like one of the
cloth-wrapped hot stones she sometimes used for pain. He held her hard. It helped.

In the morning, Hod waslaid in his bedrall in the back of Mape’ swagon, and Whit took Hod' s place as
brakeman. Fawn sat up beside Tanner. Dag, too, moved his bedroll, saddle, and bags to the back of the
second wagon and continued his lie-down. Copperhead, unnaturaly subdued, clopped |oose behind, but
Fawn supposed Dag had the gelding back under his mysterious groundsense-tie. Dag appeared to doze
in the sun, but he was not adeep. It reminded Fawn uncomfortably of that deep, drained fatigue that had
overcome him after Greenspring. The Glassforge teamsters seemed to think little of it, but Whit, familiar
with Dag' s usua restless energy, cast more than afew concerned looks over his shoulder asthey
rumbled down the road.

Whit took over helping with Hod during their stops, at least. Hod till didn’t say much, but his gaze
followed Dag around in something between worry and fascination. Tanner and Mape were kinder to him,
which served only to confuse him, as though kindness were abaited trap into which he feared to fall.

Dagwas quiet dl day. They put up for the night in abarn let by aroadsde farm to travelers and their
beasts—no hotel, but warmer and more sheltered than last night’ s uncomfortable deep on the ground.
The next morning, Fawn was relieved when Dag seemed enough himsdlf to climb back up on
Copperhead for the last leg of thejourney.

Noon found the teams plodding up along dope aong awooded ridge. Dag edged Copperhead
aongside thewagon, and said to Fawn, “Climb on.” He had that €lusive smile he wore when he looked
forward to surprising her, so she stood up, balanced herself, and swung her leg over behind Dag. When
she' d adjusted to a secure perch, he let Copperhead roll out in hislong patrol walk, and they pulled



ahead as though the wagons had parked. At the top of theridge, he let her dide down, and swung after
her. Walking backward, he took her by the hand and brought her to the lip of the road.

Thevdley of the Grace spread out below them in the gold-blue autumn light. The river seemed to have
put on her party dress, her banks and bending hillsides aswirl of color: scarlet and purple-red, glowing
ydlow, bright brown. The water reflected the azure of the sky, save where it broke into a sparkling shodl,
necklace to the dress. Brooches of boats dlid upon the water—a distant kedl, abroad, blunt ferry—with
agirdle of flatboats pulled up adong the farther shore. Fawn was dimly aware of Whit, trotting up panting
to see whatever there was to see. She was more aware of Dag, watching her face. Shewasn’t sureif he
was seeing just theriver valley reflected there, or something more, but his mouth softened in an ease that
handed her joy back to her, to be passed back to him again, redoubled.

“Oh,” said Whit, in avoice the like of which she’ d never heard come out of him before. She glanced up,
dartled, to watch hislips part, his mouth grow round. WWonder, she thought, though you could well
mistake it for aman punched in the sscomach.

“Lookit those boats. Lookit...” hewent on, though she was fairly sure he' d forgotten there was anyone
ligening. “That’sone big river. Even hdf dry, it' shbigger than any river | ever seen. It'slikearoad. A
great grand road, running from mystery above’—he turned with theriver’ s curve, like aman dancing,
twirling with hislady—*into mystery below. It'slike, it'slike...it' slike the best road ever.” He blinked
rgpidly. Hiseyeswere shining.

No, not shining. Wet.

S

Back aboard Copperhead, Dag rode close to the second wagon as they made the turn at the top of the
ridge and started down the road into the valley. Fawn, beside Tanner, sat bolt upright and earnestly dert,
ready to work the wheel-brake at the teamster’ sword. In the front wagon, Whit had his head cranked
sdeways, goggling a theriver. Dag' s eyefollowed his gaze.

Half amile upstream on thisside, Pearl Riffle Camp wasjust visble anongst the thinning leaves, a
scattering of tent-roofs—Fawn would have caled them cabins, Dag supposed—al ong the wooded
hillsde. Opposite the Lakewaker camp, below the mouth of a creek, lay Possum Landing, the level
sretch of shore where the ferry put in and where cargoes were traditionally transferred from the old
straight road to theriver, or vice versa. There were more farmer houses clustered ups ope from the
landing than the last time Dag had ridden through here, and more sheds for storing goods.

Eight flatboats and a ked were presently tied to the trees d ong the muddy bank on that side, waiting for
ariseinthewater level to dare the shoads below; agood sdlection, though if the water rose suddenly
from some big storm upriver, they could al be underway in an hour. But the water was till falling, judging
from both the width of the mud margin and the fact that a couple of the flatboats, tied imprudently too
closeto the bank, now had their bows stuck in the drying mire. Even the wharf boat was half-grounded.

Dag turned in his saddle to look over his shoulder. Half amile below the glittering shoadson thisside,
where the river again curved out of sight, was the farmer hamlet of Pearl Bend, which aso boasted a
wharf boat serving the crossing, asit made sense to offload heavy cargo before hauling aboat up over
the Riffle, or wait to load on till after successfully negotiating the hazard coming down. The Glassforge
men would take the bulk of their goods there. Pearl Bend, too, boasted more roofs than Dag
remembered; practically avillage, now.

Dag turned back to find the cautious glass-men pulling their wagonsto a halt at awide space in the road,



huddling toward the hillside. A troop of riders was coming up the dope, double file—a Lakewaker
patrol, outbound from Pearl Riffle Camp, likely. A dozen and some men, maybe hdf that many women, a
normal complement. Dag drew Copperhead in behind Tanner’ swagon and squinted down the track. He
fought an impulse to open his crippled groundsense wide, closing it down instead. He could look with his
eyeswell enough.

Outbound for certain, Dag decided, asfirst patrollers drew level with the wagons and fell into singlefile
to pass. They appeared far too rested and tidy to be anything €l se. He suppressed a company captain’'s
inventory of the condition of every horse, rider, and weapon approaching. Not hisjob, anymore.

The patrol leader, who had barely glanced at the wagons, looked up as he spotted Dag and urged his
mount forward. Dag opened his groundsense just enough to keep Copperhead polite as the strange
horse loomed nesar.

“Courier?’ demanded the patrol leader, a spare, middle-aged fellow with ashrewd eye.

Because why else would a Lakewalker be riding done, and if the news Dag bore was bad, perhaps this
patrol was about to acquire amore urgent task than their routine search patterns. His mind would not
connect Dag, in Lakewalker gear on what was obvioudy apatrol horse, with the party of farmersthat his
patrol was rounding.

Dag touched his hand to histemplein a courteous saute, but said, “No, Sr. Just travelin’ through.”
The patrol leader’ s shoulders eased in relief. “ Any newsfrom the north?’

He meant patrol news, Lakewaker news. “ All was quiet when | passed through Glassforge, three days
back.”

The leader nodded. Helooked asif he' d like to pause for fuller gossip, but the last rider cleared the
obstructing wagons and kicked her horseinto atrot to take up her placein the re-forming doublefile. He
contented himsdlf with areturn sdute and a*“ Travel safely, then.”

“Y ou, too. Good hunting.”
An acknowledging grimace, and he trotted after the others.

Dag took back his place as Fawn's outrider as the two wagons creaked into motion again. Fawn twisted
around in her seat to watch the departing patrol, turned back, and glanced across a Dag. Concern shone
in her big brown eyes, though for what cause Dag was uncertain.

Tanner, too, cast a curious|ook over his shoulder. “ So, al those Lakewakers are going off to hunt for
blight bogles, are they? With their, their ground-senses?’

“Yes” sad Dag. “Pearl Riffle Camp doesn't cover as big aterritory as Hickory Lake—that’smy, was
my, home camp. Hickory has eight, nine thousand folks, the biggest camp in Oleana. Doubt Pearl Riffle
has eight or nine hundred. They can field maybe two or three patrols, barely a company. But their more
important task isright here, keeping the ferry crossing open in case of need. If the Glassforge malice had
gotten out of hand—more out of hand—we might have called on Lakewalker camps from south of the
Graceto help out. Or the other way around, if they ran into trouble down there.”

“Theway Hickory Lake sent Dag's company west to fight the maice that came up in Raintree, couple of
months back,” put in Fawn, for Tanner’ s sake. And, a Tanner’ s next question, went on to give him an
accurate summary of the summer’s campaign, if sketched in broad strokes, and dl intermsafarmer
might readily grasp, because, after al, Fawn was one. Which drew braver questions from the teamster in



turn. Dag listened in grateful silence, backing her with an occasiona nod. Thisfruitful exchange lasted till
the wagons reached the bottom of the long dope and turned across the narrow floodplain toward the
river.

When they reached the crossroads, Dag said, “ Fawn, do you think you' d be dl right staying with Whit
for alittle?’d liketo pay avist.” Hejerked his head upstream.

“Sure. Thisisthe camp where Saun and Redla stayed, right?’

Thetwo werefdlow patrollersinjured in the Glassforge fight, sent down here asthe closest placeto
convalesce. Saun had been Dag’ s own partner; Fawn had made friends of a sort with Redla, lad upin
the hotdl afterwards with abroken leg. “Yes,” Dag answered.

“Do you have friends here? Or k—" She cut short the last word: kin.

“Wel, I'm not sure” he said, passing over her little sammer. “It’ sbeen awhile since | was down this
way. Thought I’d go check.” Which was not exactly the reason for his detour, but he was reluctant to
discussthered onein front of Tanner. Especidly as Dag himsdf was doubtful of theresult. “I’ll find you
two after my errand. Might be awhile. Stay by Whit, right?”

“Dag, | don’'t need my brother to guard me every minute.”
“Who said it was you | thought needs a keeper?’

Shedimpled, taking thisin; he cast her areturn wink, possibly more cheerful-looking than hefelt. The
wagons turned right onto the downstream road toward Pearl Bend. Dag wheeled Copperhead around
and trotted in the opposite direction.

Across ashalow run and over arise, he cameto the camp’s perimeter and let his groundsense ease
open just ahair, to present himsdlf to the gate guard, if any. He felt an inquiring double-flick in return, and
raised his eyesto spot not one but a pair of Lakewakerslingering on acouple of stumpsflanking the
road. An older man waswhittling pegs; amorning’ sworth lay piled haphazardly at hisfeet, and Dag's
nogtrils flared with the pleasant tang of new shavings. A young woman worked on weaving willow-withy
baskets, but abow and quiver leaned against arock within easy reach. Patrollers both, on light camp

duty.
Dag drew up Copperhead and nodded. “How de’.”

The man stood. “ Good day to you”—adight hesitation, as he looked Dag up and down—" patroller.” An
anxious look crossed hisface. “ Courier, areyou?’

“No, g, just stopping by. | was hoping you could tell me whereto find your camp captain, and who's
holding that post these days.”

The young woman frowned at his hook, wrapped with Copperhead’ sreins, and he lowered it atrifle.
The man directed Dag to look for Amma Osprey in the third tent to the left past the split oak tree, and
Dag, not lingering to get tangled in talk, pressed Copperhead on. A last curious ground-flick touched
him. Pass, friend.

Both ease and anxiety knotted in him as he rode by the familiar domestic Sights of a Lakewaker camp.
Tents peeked through trees, the traditiona log structures with hide awningsrolled up on their fourth, open
sdes, mostly looking southwest to the river. Stands of fruit trees, beehives, homely washing on lines.
Smoke risng from chimneys, the smells of cooking and preserving. From adistance, aless pleasant whiff
of tanning hides. Half adozen black-and-white speckled chickens squawked and fluttered across



Copperhead’ s path, and the horse tossed his head and snorted.

Downdope near the shore, a couple of men were building agood-sized narrow boat on arack,
hammering in pegs. Twenty-five feet long, double-prowed, broad in the middle, clearly meant for the
river trade—its boards |ooked mill-sawn. A few of the newer tent-cabins, too, were built of such planks;
thefarmers at Pearl Bend or Possum Landing must have put in asawmill on one of the feeder creeks.

Dag spotted patrol headquarters by the array of hitching postsin front, and the lack of washing and
cook-smoke. The four-sided cabin had Glassforge glass windows, presently hooked open on what had
to be one of the last warm days of the season. Dag dismounted, tied Copperhead, and let his
groundsense dart out once more. Two folksinside right now, both ground-closed; awoman'svoice,
sharp, drifted out the open windows.

“If we upped and moved the camp and the ferry amile upriver—better, five miles—we wouldn't have
these blighted clashes”

“And lose the rest of the business from the straight road to the Bend' s new ferry? We' re hurting already,”
returned another woman, with arougher, warmer voice. Not young.

“Let it go. We don't need awagon road for our patrols and pack trains.”

“ Amma, three-fourths of the camp’s coin comes from farmers using our ferry. And flowsright back to
them. Everything from flour to horseshoe nails comes from the Bend goods-sheds these days.”

“Asit should not. Provesmy point, I'd say.”

A glum slencefdl. When it remained unbroken, Dag stepped up onto the wooden porch and knocked,
furling his groundsense moretightly around him.

“Isthat you, Verd?’ thefirgt voice called. “ Come on in. When are you going to let those two—ah.” A
tough, tall, strongly built older woman, one haunch half-up on a plank table, wheeled as Dag ducked
through the door and touched his hand to histemple in polite greeting. He had no trouble identifying her
asthe camp’ s patrol captain, given her riding trousers, worn leather vest, long stedl knife a her belt, and
harassed |ook. The cabin held the usua headquarters clutter of strewn gear, with maps and record books
stuffed on overflowing shelves. The other woman, of like age but rather plumper and wearing skirts,
might be some clan head; she seemed to bear herself with scarcely less authority.

“Now what?’ said the camp captain, in avoice of accumulated exasperation. Her lips began to shape the
next query.

“Not acourier, ma am!” Dag hastened to reassure her, and she let the word fall unvoiced, with ardieved
nod. “I’'mjust passing through. M’ name s Dag Bluefied.”

Thiswon blank looks from both women. Bluefield was not a Lakewa ker name, nor had Dag claimed a
camp of origin. Before they could pry into this oddity, he hurried on. 1 came about a sharing knife. But |
could come back later.”

A look of inexplicable enlightenment crossed the camp captain’ sface. “Oh, no, if you witnessed anything,
| definitely want it now. Take a seet, we'll be starting soon.” She waved to abench aong the back wall.
“Sorry, | thought you were our medicine maker out there.”

They were at sSome cross-purpose, it seemed. But before Dag could open his mouth to uncross them, the
other woman peered out the window and said, “ Ah, here they come. Absent gods, what asick and sorry

pair they look.”



“They re going to be alot sicker and sorrier when I'm done with’em.” AmmaOsprey ran astray strand
of gray hair, escaped from the braid at her nape, back over her ear, then folded her arms and her lips
equally tightly asthe door opened.

Two young men limped through. One was shorter, tawny-haired, and sturdy with muscle. But hisright
hand was bandaged, and hisarm rested in ading. Hisfair, square face was bruised. His shirt was clean
and didn’t quite fit him—borrowed?—but his trousers were spattered with dried blood. He walked
decidedly bent over.

The one who followed wastaller, brown-haired, maybe a bit older than his companion, though till very
young to Dag' s eyes. His face was even more bruised, one eye swollen shut, lower lip twice its proper
gze. Benesth historn shirt hisribs were wrapped in cloth strips. Chicken tracks of black stitches
marched up two long cuts on hisleft arm. His knuckles were swollen and scabbed, though he gingerly
helped himsdlf dong with atick in hisright hand.

Two patrollerswho' d lost afight last night, obvioudy. To each other? They collected equaly cold and
slent glowers from the two women as they shuffled into line. The tawny youth made one attempt at a
winning smile, wilting swiftly asthe scowls degpened. Dag squinted in curiosity. Heredly ought to excuse
himsdlf and go. Instead, he sank back on hisbench like ahunter lying up in tall grass, slent and
unnoticesble.

Amma Osprey began curtly, “Not the least of your offensesisthat | had to pull two of your comrades off
their camp leaves this morning to take your placesin patrol. Y ou can remember to gpologize to them,
too, when they get back.”

Dag had done that in histime, cut his camp rest short in order to fill infor asick or injured or bereaved
patroller.

The dark one looked, if possible, more hangdog, but the tawny one raised his bruised face and began,
“But wedidn't gart it! We were just—"

The camp captain held up aqueling hand. “Y ou’ll have your say inamoment, Barr. | promiseyou.” It
sounded more threat than promise; in any case, the tawny youth subsided.

Steps sounded on the wooden porch, and the door siwung open once more. A broad-shouldered woman
stepped through, nodded to the other two, and scowled at the youths. By the yellow leather gloves stuck
in her belt and the thick-soled boots on her feet, Dag identified her as aferrywoman; by her ageand
gride, likely the boat boss. She pulled alumpy cloth from her belt, and said, “1 found thispiece upinthe
woods back of Possum Landing thismorning.”

“Oh, good,” said the camp captain. “Remo, do you have the rest”?’

The dark youth hitched around and pulled another lumpy cloth from his shirt, reluctantly handing it over to
his captain. She did off the table and laid open both scraps. Dag was disturbed to see the pieces of a
broken sharing knife, carved from pale bone. Such aknife was supposed to break when it released its
burden of mortdity into the ground of amalice, but Dag aready had an uncomfortable suspicion that
there had been no mdice involved, or these two patrollers would be in much better odor this afternoon.
Amma Osprey swiftly aligned the shards.

“That'sgotital, Iss,” she reported. The ferrywoman nodded satisfaction; the dark youth, Remo, let out
afaint breath.

“Now we have a council quorum,” said the skirted woman. The three exchanged nods and settled, twoin



chairs, Amma hitched up on the edge of the table again. The two young patrollers were not invited to Sit.
“All right,” said the camp captain grimly to the pair, “ sart explaining. How did this get sarted?’

The two exchanged unhappy looks;, Remo of the swollen mouth waved a purpling hand at his companion,
andsaid, “Oo’dl 'm, Arr.”

Barr gulped and began, “It was agood deed, blight it! It really got started when that |ast cod flat tried to
take the Riffle when the water’ d got too low, ten days back, and tore out its bottom and dumped its load
for haf amile down the shods. Remo and | took out anarrow boat to pick off some of the crew that had
got themsalves hung up in the white water and the cottonwood wrack. Probably saved three flattiesfrom
drowning. Anyway, they seemed to think so. We hauled’ em into the tavern at Pearl Bend looking sorry
aswet rats. Got them all dried out, on the outside anyway. At least they bought us drinks. Seeing as
everyone was saved, they were all in amood to celebrate, except maybe the boat bosswho'd lost his
cargo. So some of the kederswho' d hel ped out and the flatties started some games.”

“Y ou know you are not to play games of chance with farmers,” said Amma Osprey in adangerous voice.
Because L akewakers wereinevitably accused of sorcerous chesting in such Stuations. Although only if
they had theill luck or poor judgment to actudly win.

“’Ee’idn’t,” protested Remo.

“Itwasarmwrestling,” said Barr. “With a couple of the kedlers. And despite what they claimed, we
didn’t chest—though | could have, blight it!” The peculiar indignation of the accused not-quite-guilty
livened hisvoice, and Dag, still quiet on his bench by the wall, suppressed an upward mouth twitch.

“It made me so mad,” Barr went on. “So | told them it was true, but they could protect themselvesfrom
evil Lakewaker influences with metal hemets, like what you see the soldiers of the old Lake League
wearing in the broken statues, which was what those helmets had been for, see. And they bought it. By
the next afternoon, we had haf the flatties up at Possum Landing waking around with their cook pots
and wash bowls stuck on their heads. It was, it was’—he struggled for amoment, eyes brightening in
defiant memory—"it was glorious.” Hisjaw set, then dacked ingtantly as he winced and rubbed its
bruises.

“So that’ swhere that fool nonsense came from!” cried the ferry boss, Iss, in avoice that shook ina
good imitation of anger. She turned away from the truants and rubbed her facetill the betraying laugh
lines were smoothed back out. Dag, who could just picture aherd of naive L akewa ker-fearing flatboat
crews wandering about the Landing in their clanking makeshift helmets, laid hispalm hard over hisjaw
and kept listening. Oh, to have been here last week!

“| wasjust balancing the scales abit,” Barr continued. “Y ou know what we do for those stupid farmers,
and how little thanks we get in return. And it wasn't hurting anyone, till your crew told themitwasdl a
fiddle”

The ferry boss sighed. “It took my girls near three daysto talk them out of it. Even then, some of them
refused to give up their headgear.” She added reflectively, “ The rest were plenty mad, though. The
Possum folks and the ol der flatties gave’em ariperibbing for it al.”

Captain Osprey pinched the bridge of her nose. “Despite dl that, | suppose it would have al passed
downgtream harmlesdy at the next rise, if you two unaccountable fools hadn’t gone over there last night
and dtirred them up again. Why?’

“| was baited,” Barr admitted in asurly voice.



“Tol’ yuh,” his partner muttered, rolling hisgood eye.
“How?’ demanded the patrol captain.
Aneven more surly slence,

Theferry bossput in, “I’ ve dready heard one version of it over at the Landing thismorning, Barr. We'd
better have yours.”

Barr hunched.
Remo mumbled, “Tell t' truth, blighdit. Can't beworsef’r youth' nf'r me.”

Barr hunched lower. With avoice that seemed to come from somewhere around hisknees, hesad, “A
flatboat girl invited me. To meet her in the woods back of the Landing.”

Amma Osprey broke the chill silence that followed thiswith “When and where did thisinvitation take
place?’

“Down at the Bend wharf boat. Y esterday afternoon.” He looked up indignantly into the thick
disapprova that now blanketed the room.

“She seemed dl excited. | didn't think shewaslying. Well, you know how those farmer girlsthrow
themsdves at patrollers, sometimes!”

“Y ou’ re supposed to throw them back,” said the skirted woman in agrim voice.
“Tol’ yuhit wasasetup,” said Remo, with ablack sare a his partner.

“He said, no, it wastoo obvi’ us.”

Barr turned redder around hislivid bruises. “I didn’'t ask you to come.”

“Y’r muh partner. I’'m supposed t” watch y'r back!”

Barr took along bresth, then let half of it out with his protest unvoiced. “ Six of theflatties jumped mein
the dark. | wasn’t carrying any wespon. Neither was Remo. Theflattiesjust had fistsand sticks, at firgt.
Then when Remo piled in to help me, and things started to turn back our way, one of theflattiespulled a
knife on us. Remo had to use hisknife to defend himself, it was the only thing we had, except for our
bare armg”

“Y ou drew aprimed sharing knifein acommon brawl.” Amma Osprey’ s voice was flatter than winter
ice. And colder. And harder.

“Wight "d just used muh arms,” mumbled Remo. And lower, more despairing, “Or muh neck...”

It was al becoming clear to Dag, and he amost wished it weren't. He eyed the pale bone shards laid
accusingly on the plank table. His heart ached for these two young fools. He curled hisright arm around
himsdalf and waited for the rest.

“And now we cometoit,” ssid Amma. “Why were you wearing your sharing knife at dl last night, when
you knew you weren't to go out on patrol till today?’

Remo’ sface set in an agony that had nothing to do with itsbruises. “I...it wasnew. I’d jus been givenit.
| wastryingt’ get usedtoit!”



The picture was plain. Dag knew exactly how excited and proud ayoung patroller entrusted with afirst
primed knife would be. A pride sobered, frequently, with persona grief and the heart-degp determination
to beworthy of such mortd trust. Ow. Ow. Behind their stern facades, he thought the three women
shared his pang.

“ And then those blighted flatties, those blighted farmers, broke it to pieces,” Barr went on, remembered
rageflaring in hisvoice. “ And then we both, well, we both went after them full-out. | don’t even
remember getting this.” He touched his smashed hand. “ And they broke and ran off. Some of them are
dill running, for dl | know.”

Dag could picture that, too, rage and outrage and appa ling guilt boiling up to aloss of control as
terrifying, perhaps, for its sufferers astheir victims. A patroller should never lose control. Especidly not
around farmers. It wasingrained, if sometimes not deeply enough. Because when such contral failed,
everyone was subject to the frightened farmer backlash.

“Y our grest-grandmother Grayjay didn’t share early for thisfate,” said the skirted woman. “ She might
have had months yet, except that she feared passing in her deep.”

Remo’ s face went from red to white, beneath hisbruises. “I know.” His ground-veiling was held so tight,
his body was sheking asif with physica effort.

“I was going to take the piecesto your parents, but | think you should.”
Remo’'seyesclosed. “Yes, maam,” he whispered, dead-voiced. Barr was very quiet.

Amma Osprey gestured at Dag. “You, Sir. | gather you were at Possum Landing. Y ou have any
information to add to al this?’

Iss stared at the newcomer; she must know he hadn’t crossed north over theriver by the ferry since last
night. Squinting a hisarm harness, she asked, “Do | know you, patroller?’

Dag cleared histhroat uncomfortably, and rose. “My apologies, Captain Osprey. | actudly just rode
down from Glassforge. | cameto ask you about another matter. | think thisisn’t agood timefor it,

though.”

Anirate ook from the camp captain confirmed thisbelief, but 1ss snapped her fingers and pointed. “I
have seen you! Y ou used to ride with Mari Redwing of Hickory Lake. Y ou' re her nephew, aren’t you?’

Yes, Iss and Dag' saunt Mari could well be near-contemporaries. Acquaintances. Maybe even passing
friends, who knew?“Yes, ma am.”

The skirted woman said, “But he said his name was Dag Bluefidd.”
“I'mlately married, malam.”
“What kind of nameis—" the skirted woman began.

The two young patrollers looked wildly at each other. Barr burst out, “ Sir! Are you Dag Redwing
Hickory, Saun’s partner? Who dew the Glassforge malice, sngle—al by himsdf?’

Dag sighed. “Not by mysdlf, no.” Oh, yes—these two werejust the age and sort to have become Saun’s
boon companionsin his convalescence here last spring. Dag winced at the thought of what kind of
Dag-gories Saun might have been ingpired to tell, to dleviate his boredom and entertain his new friends.
Dag could see his hope of anonymity evaporate like morning dew in the hegt of those suddenly interested



eyes.

Captain Osprey blinked, rocking back. “Then are you aso the same Dag Redwing who led the Hickory
L ake company to Raintree a couple of months ago, and took down that horrendous malice they had
running wild over there?”

Dag st histeeth, briefly. “1 was Dag Bluefield by then, ma am.”
“Fairbolt Crow’ sreport on Raintree in the latest patrol circular named a Captain Dag Redwing.”

Oh, so that was how the word had got around. Y es, there had been time for such officia patrol newsto
have dipped ahead of Dag while he waslingering in West Blue. Fairbolt kept up. “ Then Fairbolt named
mewrong.” At Amma srising brows, he offered, “ Habit, maybe. | patrolled under him for eighteen years
as Dag Redwing. | wasin his company even before he became Hickory Lake' s camp captain.”

“Eh. So what isthis other matter?”’
Dag hesitated.

Ammamade an impatient gesture. “ Spit it out and get it over with. It can’t be worse than the rest of my
morning.”

Dag nodded, trying to get over the jolt of having his recent reputation run before him, even if some of it
was no doubt due to Saun’s exaggerations. But perhaps it would do him some good. “I left Hickory
Lake on business of my own, after—as aresult of—the Raintree campaign. | expect to travel alot of
territory in the next few months. | used my last primed knife on the Glassforge mdice, and haven't yet
found another. Y ou don’t have to be on patrol to run across a malice—when | wasriding courier alone
up in Seagate, | once took out anew sessile that might have grown alot more dangerous before anyone
had got back to it with apatrol. | madeit arule after that never to walk bare. | know sometimes folks
leave their primed knivesto the patrol generdly, to outfit patrollers who have none. | waswondering if
you happened to have any such’—his eyefdl uncomfortably on the broken bone knife on the table, and
avoided Remo' s face—* spares. Just now.”

The camp captain crossed her arms. “Why didn’t you get one before you left Hickory Lake, then?” The
skirted woman' s expression seconded the question.

Because he'd gtill been redling, sick and heartsick, exhausted. Not thinking. “I hadn't yet settled my
plans”

“What plans?’ asked Amma

“I figureto take the rivers down to Graymouth. Ride back in the spring. After that, I'm not sure. | might
be ableto return the loan then, if | don’'t crossamaice.” And if he did, and used the knife, no one would
ask for abetter fate for it. His voice softened. “I promised my wife I’ d show her the sea”

The skirted woman touched her lips. “Wait up. Are you a so that same Dag Redwing who wasjust
banished from Hickory Lake Camp for consorting with some farmer girl?’

Dag’ s head shot up. “1 was not banished! Where did you hear such alie?’

“Well”—she waved a hand—"not banished, precisaly. But the camp council circular didn’t makeit
sound like ahappy outcome.”

Buying amoment to gather hiswits and histemper, Dag touched histemple, and said tiffly, “Y ou have



the advantage of me, ma am.”

The skirted woman gestured at hersdlf. “Nicie Sandwillow. Pearl Riffle Camp council |eader, this
Season.”

Therefore asenior tent head, that being the pool from which council members were selected by various
sorts of rotations, depending on the camp. With the patrol’ s camp captain always a permanent member.
Dag wondered if the ferry boss was dso a permanent member, here. It seemed likely. Making this
morning’ sinquiry doubly efficient, serving the patrol and the council & once. But it meant that one of
Nicie Sandwillow’ staskswasto receive and pass aong critical council news from around the hinterland
of Oleana, just as Captain Osprey received patrol news. Dag said carefully, “The Hickory Lake council
was deeply divided on my case—"

“Sotherewasacharge.”

Dag overrodethis. “Pakona Pike, our—Hickory Lake s council leader this past summer—was not on
the sdefavorable to my arguments. But | can't believe she' d twist the facts that much.”

“No, not if thefacts are that you camein done, late from aleave, dragging some farmer girl with the pair
of you wearing Lakewaker wedding braids that you’ d somehow cooked up together, claiming shewas
your wife and not just your whore. The letter warns al camp councilsto watch out for smilar trickery.”

Grimly, Dag rolled up hisleft deeve. “1 say they’re valid cords, and so did alot of others. Including
Fairbolt Crow. Seefor yoursdlf. Fawn made thisone.”

A flicker of groundstouched him, felt the spark of Fawn’slive ground in her cord, drew back. The
women looked nonplussed, the two sagging young patrollers confused. It was like the hearing at Hickory
Lakedl over again, and Dag was hitterly reminded of why he' d | ft.

“And Fawn isn't just some farmer girl,” Dag went on, growing more heated. “1t was her hand dew the
Glassforge mdice, with my knife. Or | wouldn't be dlive now to tell it. It wasascramble, | admit, but |
can't believe the tale you had was this distorted, because Saun knew the truth of it, and so did Reela”

“Hm.” AmmaOsprey rubbed her chin. “1 believe the scramble part.”
Dag hit out, “ Thisis beside the point. Do you have aspare knifeto lend, or not?’
“Good question, Dag Redwing-Bluefidd-whoever,” ssaid Amma. “ Areyou sill apatroller, or not?’

Dag hesitated. He could claim to be on the sick ligt, or pretend to be on long leave. Or disciplinary leave,
they’d bdievethat! But inthe midst of al these aggravating hdf-truths, herefused to lie. “No. | resgned.
Although Fairbolt madeit clear that if | ever wanted to un-resign, he'd find aplace for me.”

“And your farmer, ah, woman?’ asked Nicie Sandwillow.
“That wasthe gticking point. One of them.”

Amma eyed the gaping, hurting young patrollers, now leaning on each other and looking ready to cave on
their feet. Dag was sorrier than ever for their witness of this, because Ammawould certainly trim her
judgment with an eye to making an impression on them. At least, Dag would never have missed such an
opportunity, when he' d been a patrol leader. She said, “ Such knives are bequeathed in trust for the
patrol, specificaly the Pearl Riffle patrol. | can’t very well ask the dead if they want to make an
exception. Astheir guardian, it’'smy duty to conserve them—especiadly asthey seem to be needed here.”



Remo flinched.

Them, implying she was not down to her last primed knife. She might lend one and il not strip her
patrol’ sreserve bare. But not to me. Not today. Dag had the frustrating sense, watching her face set, that
if he'd arrived with the same request yesterday, before this trouble with the boatmen had broken out over
at Possum Landing, the balance of her decison might well have tipped the other way. He let his gaze
cross the two miserable miscreants with new disfavor.

There were other sources, other Lakewaker camps downriver. He would smply haveto try again
elsawhere. “I see. Then I'll not take more of your time, captain.” Dag touched his hand to histemple and
withdrew.

6

Fifty paces up the dope from the Pearl Bend wharf boat, Fawn craned her neck as the wagons hated in
front of aplank shed. It seemed to be trying to grow into awarehouse by budding, add-ons extending in
all directions. Whit jumped down from the lead wagon to help Hod hobble over to a bench against the
front wall, displacing a couple of idiersthat Mape, after a prudent sobriety check, promptly hired to help
unload hisfragile cargo. To Fawn’'s surprise, they only shifted the top layer of dat boxes from her wagon,;
after that, Whit climbed up with them and Tanner took the reinsto turn therig toward theriver.

“Where are we going?’ she asked.

Tanner nodded toward the ferryboat tied next to the wharf boat. It looked like abarn floor laid out on a
barge, except for apole sticking up on one side like a short, stubby mast. “ Acrosstheriver, and up past
the Riffle. Thisload goes upstream from Possum Landing.”

Wedll, Dag could doubtless find her even over there. Fawn went to Weft' s head to coax her up the broad
gangplank, which rather resembled a barn door tossed on its side, while Whit did the same for Warp.
The horses were dubious, but at last seemed convinced that it was only some sort of strange bridge, and
did not disgrace themsealves or their former owner by trying to bolt. The boredom of the lead pair lso

helped.

The stubby mast turned out to be a capstan; a thick hemp rope was wound about it afew times, high up,
one end leading to a stout tree up the bank, the other, supported by afew floats, to asmilar tree onthe
other sde. Fawn was alittle disappointed not to ride on the famous L akewalker ferry, but watched with
interest as the two Bend ferrymen stuck oak barsinto holes on the capstan and started turning it. Whit,
equally fascinated, volunteered to help and went to work pushing the squeaking post around, winding and
unwinding the rope and dowly pulling the ferry acrosstheriver. The water seemed clear and cdm to
Fawn’s eye, but she jumped when alog floating just under the surface thumped into the Side, and she
was reminded that thiswas no quiet lake. Working the ferry might not seem so pleasant when the water
was high or rough, or inrain or cold. From out herein the middle, theriver looked bigger.

“How do the other boats get past the rope?’ she asked Tanner, watching the big log catch, roll under the
obgtruction, right itself, and duggishly proceed.

“Theferrymen haveto takeit down,” he said. “ They haul it back and forth acrosstheriver with askiff,
usudly, but with theriver thislow nothing’ s going over the Riffle anyways, so they just leaveit up.”

When the ferry nosed up to the far bank, the ferrymen ran out the gangplank on that end. She and Whit
repested their reassurances to the horses, and the rig rumbled safely, if noisily, onto dry land once more.
They both clambered up next to Tanner as he turned the team onto a rutted track leading upstream.



Fawn sat up in anticipation asthey topped arise and the line of flatboats tied to the trees beyond Possum
Landing came into view. They were as unlike the Lakewakers graceful, sharp-prowed narrow boats as
they could be, looking like shacks stuck on box crates, really. Ungainly. Some even had smal fireplaces
with stone chimneys, out of which smoketrickled. It was asif someone s village had suddenly decided to
run off to sea, and Fawn grinned a the vison of an escaped house waddling away from its astonished
owners. People ran away from home all the time; why shouldn’t the reverse be true? On one of these,
she and Dag would float dl the way to Graymouth. All running away together, maybe. Her grin faded.

But even such odd thoughts could not quench her excitement, and when Tanner brought the wagonto a
halt in front of another rambling shed-warehouse, she hopped down and told her brother, “I’'m going to
go look at the boats.”

Hefrowned after her in frustration but stuck with histask as Tanner directed him to unlatch the tailboard
and start lugging. “ Y ou be careful, now,” Whit caled. More in envy than concern, she suspected.

“I won't even be out of sght!” She just barely kept hersalf from skipping down to the bank. Shewasa
sober married woman now, after al. And besides, it would be atad cruel to Whit. Deciding which, she
let hersdf skip just alittle.

Reaching the bank, she caught her bresth and stared around eagerly. There were fewer folksin view than
she' d expected. She' d seen some fellows hanging around up at the storage shed, others down on the
wharf boat, which Tanner had said doubled as agenerd store for the riverfolk. One or more of the
housesin the hamlet, still obscured by the half-denuded trees, probably served astaverns. Maybe some
boatmen had gone hunting in the hillsto replenish their larders during this enforced delay. But afew men
were quietly fishing off the backs of their flatboats—one, strangdly, wore an iron kettle over hishead like
ahemet, athough Fawn could not imagine why. Perhapshe' d lost abet? A group of severa men atop
onelevel boat roof had their heads down over some game of chance; dice, Fawn thought, although she
couldn’'t seefor sure at this angle. One looked around to watch her pass and drew breath for what was
likely going to be arude catcall, but some turn of the game sent up hoots and amurmur of comment, and
he turned back. A woman came out of the shack on one boat and emptied a pan over the side, a
resssuring domestic sight.

Fawn strolled dong the row, looking for likely candidates for their boat. Some had long top-sheds that
clearly left no room for ahorse. Others were carrying livestock aready—one had four oxen staled on
the bow end, quietly chewing their cud, so the boats could carry big animas, but that one was plainly
full-up. Severa had chicken coops, on top or tucked into a corner, and some had dogs, though none
roused enough from their ngpsin the sun to bark at her. She stopped and studied alikely prospect. A
fellow gtting on abarrdl in the open bow tipped back hisfloppy hat and grinned in return with what teeth
he had.

“Do you take passengers?’ shecaled to him.
“I'"dtakeyou, little lady!” hereplied enthusagtically.
Fawn frowned. “1t would be me, my husband, and hishorse.”

He swept off the hat with aflourish, revealing greasy hair. “ Oh, leave the husband and hishorse. | bet |
can giveyou a better ride. If you—ow!” He clapped his hand to the side of his head as a smal wooden
block from seeming nowhere bounced off it with an audible clonk. Looking up to hisleft, he complained,
“Now, what' d you go and do that for? | wasjust bein’ friendly!”

Atop theflat roof of the next boat over, afigurein homespun skirts sat in arocking chair, whittling. As
Fawn squinted, she saw it was asurprisingly young woman, dmast lanky in build, with straight blond hair



escaping from ahorse-tail tied at her ngpe. She had light blue eyes and awide mouth, both pinched with
annoyance.

“To remind you to behave your fool sdlf, Jos,” shereplied tartly.

“Now gpologize”

“Sorry, Boss Berry.”

Thiswon another wooden missile, which Jos did not dodge quite fast enough. “Ow!” he repested.
“To her, you nitwit!” snapped the blond woman.

Jos put his hat back on, for the purpose of tugging its brim, evidently. “ Sorry, miss—missus,” he
mumbled to Fawn. He shuffled into his boat’ s shack, out of range.

“Dalt,” observed the woman dispassionately.

Fawn gtrolled on afew paces, noting with interest that while Jos s boat had its hull stuck inthe mire,
Berry’s, moored farther out, il floated. And it had an empty anima pen in one corner of the bow. Some
chickens were penned on the opposite side, pecking up a scattering of corn, and their coop didn’t stink
inthe sun, unlike afew she' d passed; someone here cleaned it regularly. She put her hands on her hips
and gtared up at the woman, who didn’t look to be much older than Fawn herself.

“What are you carvin' on?’ Fawn cdled up.

Thewoman held out arounded block. “Floats. Cottonwood makes good floats, for ropes and whatnot.
A lot of softwoods do.”

Fawn nodded, encouraged by the sociable explanation and an amost-smile that erased the earlier
tightness from the woman' sface. She might have just said floats, or none of your business. “ So...does
this boat take passengers?’

The blond woman—girl—rocked forward to eye Fawn more closdly. “1 hadn’t thought to. I'm doing a
bit of trading down theriver, plan alot of stops. It'd beadow ride.”

“That'sdl right. We renot in ahurry. How far down theriver are you going?’
“I'mnot sureyet.”

“Can | seeindde your boat? 1’ ve never been on aflatboat.” Fawn smiled up hopefully. Not arequest
she' d have dared make of the lewd—well, would-be-lewd—Jos; she wasin luck to find this woman.

The woman tilted her head, then nodded. She stuck her whittling knife in a sheath at her belt and
dismounted from the roof of the cabin by smply jumping down the five fet, ignoring the crude ladder of
nailed dats, landing with athump and a spring of her knees. She grabbed along board and ran it out to
the bank. Fawn eyed the narrowness and flex of it dubioudly, but held her breath and picked her way
aboard without faling into the mud.

She hopped down onto the deck and straightened in exhilaration. “Hi, I'm Fawn Bluefield.”

The woman bobbed her head. She had wide cheekbones, but a pointed chin, lending an effect likea
friendly ferret. She wastdler than Fawn—as who was not?—and even a bit taler than Whit, likely. Her
fine, fair skin was sunburned. “Berry Clearcreek. I’'m boss of this boat.”



A boat boss was captain or owner or sometimes both; Fawn guessed both, and was impressed and
heartened. Berry stuck out awelcoming hand, dim but even more work-roughened than Fawn’s. Fawn
clasped and released it, smiling. “What livesin the pen?’ she asked, nodding toward it, then spotted the
droppingsin the straw. “Oh, agoat.”

“Our nanny Daisy. My little brother took her ashoreto graze.”
“So you have fresh milk. And eggs.” Already this boat seemed homey.
Berry nodded. “ Some.”

“I grew up on afarm. Up by West Blue.” And a Berry’s puzzled look, added, “North of Lumpton
Market.”

Berry till looked geographically uncertain, so Fawn added, “ Lumpton’ sway up the sameriver that
comes out to the Grace near Silver Shoas.”

Berry’sface cleared. “ Oh, the Stony Fork. Big sand bar, there. Y ou know how to milk agoat, do you?’
“Sure”

“Hm.” Berry heditated. “Y ou can cook, too, | guess. Good cook?’

“My husband says 0.

The boat boss regarded Fawn’ s shortness, which, Fawn knew, made her look even younger than she
was. “How long’ ve you two been married?’

Fawn blushed. “ About four months.” It seemed longer, with al that had happened.
Berry amiled alittle. “Not sure whether to trust hisjudgment or not, then. Well, come see my boat!”

A small doorway or hatch in the front of the shack led down by afew crude plank stepsinto adark
interior. Even Fawn had to duck through; Dag would likely have to bend double, and be very careful
when he straightened up. The front of the shelter was full of cargo: coils of hemp rope, rolls of woolen
and linen cloth, stacks of hides, barrels and kegs. Fawn could smell apples, butter, lard, and what might
be bear grease. One barrel was set up on sawhorses and had aspigot in the end. It hissed alittle
ominoudly asthe gpple cider within hardened, fermenting in the unseasonable warmth. There were sacks
of nuts, and smoked meats hanging from the rafters. Tucked everywhere were bundles of barrel staves.
All the loca produce from up some tributary river or creek of the Grace. At one Sde was an array of
what were obvioudy Tripoint stedl and iron tools and metalwork, from shovel and axe heads, coulters,
and kegs of nails, to needlesand pins.

“Did you comedl theway from Tripoint?” asked Fawn in awe, fingering a shiny new plow blade.

“No, only from about halfway. We pick up thingsin one place, sdl them downstream in another, as
chance offers”

The back end of the shack was living quarters, lit by two little glazed windows and another door up to
the back deck. Two narrow bunk beds with pallets stacked three-high along the walls had more cargo
jammed undernegath; one bunk had a curtain. Thiswas one of the boatswith areal stone hearth. A few
coas glowed under ablack iron water-kettle. A cleverly hinged tabletop could be raised up and hooked
flat to awadl, itslegsfolded in tight, to cover and contain a shdlf full of meta dishes and cups and cooking
supplies.



“How did you come to own this nice boat?’

Berry’ ssmilefaded to agrimace. “ My papa builds—built—builds one every year, to float down to
Graymouth. He and my big brother do the timberwork, and | do the caulking and fitting. HE sbeen
taking us kids along ever snce my mamadied when | wasten.” Her expression softened. “He' d come
back upriver working as ahand on akedboat, he and my big brother, with me and my little brother as
cargo, till I learned me how to play thefiddle for the keders. Then | got paid more than him! He used to
complain mightily about thet, in aproud sort of way.”

Fawn nodded understanding. “Papas,” she offered. Berry sighed agreement.

Fawn cons dered the worrisome hesitation in Berry’ s description of her papa, and how to tactfully phrase
her next question. “Does he, um...not build boats anymore?’

Berry crossed her arms under her breasts and regarded Fawn with a hard-to-figure stare. She drew
breath and seemed to come to some decision. 1 don’t know. He and my big brother took aboat down
last fall and never came back in the spring. Never heard anything about them, though | asked dl the
keders| knew to watch out for signs and pass the word back. This here boat, he' d left haf-finished. |
finished it up and loaded it, and I’ m taking it down myself. So'shiswork won't be wasted.” Her voice
fel. “If it shislast work, it'sabout dl heleft to me. | mean to stop alot along the way and ask after
them. Seeif | can find out anything.”

“I see” said Fawn. “I think that’ sright clever of you.”

There were numerous reasons a man might not come back from adown-river trip, and most of them
weredire. A family man, anyway. A young fellow you might picture running off on some new adventure
found aong theway, sdfishly sending no word back to his anxious kin, but not a papa. “How wasit you
didn't godong, hislast trip?’

A brief slence. Berry said abruptly, “Come seethe rest of my boat.” And led the way out the back, twin
to the hatch in front.

Fawn stepped, blinking in the light glimmering off the water, onto what she decided was the boat’ s back
porch. A long, heavy oar mounted on sturdy wooden hinges extended at an angle from the roof aboveto
the water below, and Fawn redlized it must be the rudder. Berry or someone had dropped afew fishing
linesout over the gern, tied to a.cord with alittle bell dangling off it.

“Catch much?’ said Fawn, nodding toit.

“Now and then. Not much right here—there’ stoo much competition.” She glanced down the long row of
flatboats, most of which aso had smilar lines sagging out into the water.

“Dag—my husband—is pretty clever a catching fish.”
“Ishe?” Berry hesitated. “ Does he know boats?’

“A lot morethan | do, but that’ s not saying much. I’'m not sureif he’ s ever been on aflatboat, but he can
paddle a narrow boat, and sail. And swim. And do most anything he setshismind to, redly.”

“Huh,” said Berry, and rubbed her nose.
Fawn gathered her resolve. “How much would it cost to go on your boat? For two people and a horse?’

“Wadll, theré sthis,” said Berry, and fell silent. Fawn waited anxioudly.



Berry looked out over the bright river, absently rolling afishing line between her fingertips, and went on,
“We might find some extraroom. But...two of my crew, the strong-arm boys who man my
sweeps—those are the big oars on the sides—got themselves in some stupid fight up behind the Landing
last night and haven't come back.” She glanced over to the shore. “It’ s beginning to look like they’ ve run
off permanent. Leaving just me, my brother, and old Bo to run this boat. Me, | can man—woman—the
rudder, but | can't do that all day and be lookout and cook the meals aswell, which iswhat | had been
doing. You say you can cook. Now, if this husband of yoursisagood strapping farm lad with two strong
armswho is't afraid of the water, Uncle Bo’'n | could likely teach him to man asweep pretty quick.
And we could make a deal for you to work your passage. If you'veamind for it,” she added ashade
uncertainly.

“I could cook, sure,” said Fawn vdiantly, stirred by the thought of the savings on their purse. Which, to
her mind, was nonetoo fat for atrip of thislength, though she' d shied from confiding her money doubts
to Dag. “| used to help cook for eight every night, back home. Dag, well...” Dag did not exactly fit
Berry’ sdescription of the sort of crewman she was|ooking for, though Fawn had no doubt he could man
any sweep made. “Dag' |l have to spesk for himsdlf, when he comes.”

Berry ducked her head. “Fair enough.”

An awkward slence followed this, which Berry broke by saying lightly, “Fancy amug of cider? We' ve
got lots. It'sdl going hard in the warm. I’ ve been sdlling some to the boatmen here, who like it better
fizzy, so I’ve not lost my whole trouble, but even they won't drink it after it goes vinegar.”

“Sure,” said Fawn, happy for the chance to maybe sit and talk more with thisintriguing riverwoman.
Fawn had been stuck on onefarm her wholellife, till this past spring. Shetried to imagine instead traveling
the length of the Grace and the Gray not once, but eight or ten—no, sixteen or twenty—times. Berry
seemed very tdl and enviably competent as she led Fawn back inside, picked up a couple of battered
tankards in passing, and turned the barrel’ s spigot. The cider wasindeed fizzy and fuzzy, but it hadn’t lost
quitedl its sweetness yet, and Fawn, who had been growing hungry, smiled gratefully over therim of her
mug. Berry led her back to the folding table, and they both pulled up stools.

“I wish it would hurry up and rain,” said Berry. 1 was done asking around here thefirst day, but I’ ve
been stuck for ten days more. | need at least eighteen inches of rise to get the Fetch over the Riffle, and
that’ d be scraping bottom.” She took a pull and wiped her mouth on her deeve, and said more
diffidently, “Y ou haven't been long on theriver, | takeit?’

Fawn shook her head, and answered the redl question. “No, we wouldn’t have heard anything of your
people.” She added conscientioudly, “Well, Whit and | wouldn’t. Can't spegk for Dag.”

“Whit?’

“My brother. He sjust dong for theride asfar asthe Grace. He Il go home with the glass-men
tomorrow.” Fawn explained about Warp and Weft, and Whit' sfinancia schemes. With half her cider
gone, Fawn felt bold enough to ask, “ So how come you stayed home this past fall 7" Fawn knew exactly
how agonizing it was not to know what disaster had befadlen one' s beloved, but she couldn’t help
thinking Berry might have been lucky not to have shared it, whatever it had been.

“You redly got married thissummer?’ said Berry, in awistful tone.

Fawn nodded. Beneath the table, she touched Dag’ s wedding cord wrapping her left wrist. The sense of
hisdirection that hehad laid init, or in her, before Raintree had amost faded away. Maybe, with his
ghost hand coming back, he could renew the spdll? Groundwork, she diligently corrected her thought.



“I thought I would be wed by then, too,” sighed Berry. “1 stayed behind to fix up what was going to be
my—our—new house, see, and so papa left my little brother with me, because | was going to bea
grown-up woman. Alder, my betrothed, he went with papatoo, because he’' d never been down the
river, and papathought he ought to learn the boatman’ strade. We were to be married in the spring when
they al came back with the profits. Papa said thiswas going to be his best run ever. ' Course, he says
that every fall, whether it’ strue or not.” She drank more cider. “ Spring came back to Clear Creek, but
they never did, not any of the three or their hired hands. | had everything ready, everything—" She broke
off.

Fawn nodded, not needing alist to pictureit: linens and cooking gear al assembled, bride bed built and
feather ticks stuffed and maybe dl of it garnished with embroidered coverlets, curtains hung, food laid in,
the house cleaned and repaired and dl sprigged out. Wedding dress sewn. And then the waiting: first with
impatience, then with anger, then with helplessfear, then with fading hope. Fawn shivered.

“ Strawberry season came and went, and | |eft off fussing with the house and started fussing with this boat
ingtead. The only kinsman who' d give me ahand was my uncle Bo, who's my mama’ s older haf-brother
that never married. Therest of my cousins have got no timefor him’ cause they say he drinkstoo much
and isunreliable, which istrue enough, but haf-help’s better than none, | say. And nonewaswhat | got
from therest of ’em. They said I’ d got no business going on theriver by mysdlf, asif | didn’t know ten
times as much about it as any of them!”

“Think you'll find’em? All your lost menfolk?’ asked Fawn shyly.

“They’ d have to be stuck somewhere pretty tight, you' d figure.” She didn’t name the morelikely
possihilities: a boat broken on rocks or snags and al drowned, or eaten by bears or those appalling
southern swamp lizards Dag had described, or bitten by rattlesnakes, or, even morelikely and grimly, dl
dying of some sudden gut-wrenching illness, on acold riverbank with no oneleft to bury the last in even
an unmarked grave.

“That’ swhy | named my boat the Fetch and not just the Finder, which was the first name I’ d thought of .
I’'m nofool,” said Berry, in alower tone. “I know what al might have been. But | scorned to go on living
with the not-knowing-for-sure for one more week, when | had aboat to hand to go look for mysif.
Well, partly to hand.” Shetilted up her tankard to drain the cider. Swallowing, she continued, “Whichis
why | want acrew to hand, aswdll. If the rise comes up sudden, | don’t want to be stuck waiting for
those two scared-off fools to show themsalves.”

“If they turned up anyhow, would there still be room for us?’

“Oh, yeah.” Berry grinned suddenly, making her wide mouth wider; not pretty, but, well, fetching was
just theword, Fawn thought. “1 don't like cookin’.”

“If you—" Fawn began, but was interrupted by a plaintive voice from outside.
“Fawn? Hey, Fawn, where d you go?’

Fawn grimaced and drained her own tankard. “ There’ sWhit. He must be done unloading. I’ d better go
reassure him. Dag told me to watch after him.” She rose to make her way through the gloom out to the
bow of the boat, calling, “ Over here, Whit!”

“Thereyou are!” He strode down the bank, atriflered in the face.

“Y ou gave me aturn, disgppearing like that. Dag’ d have my hideif | let anything happen to you.”



“I'mfine, Whit. | wasjust having some cider with Berry.”

“Y ou shouldn’t be going on boats with strangers,” he scolded. “If you hadn’t—" His mouth stopped
moving and hung half-open. Fawn glanced around.

Berry, smiling, came up by her shoulder, leaned on therall, and gave Whit afriendly-ferret wave. “That
your husband?’

“No, brother.”
“Oh, yeah, helooksit.”

Whit was gtill standing there at the end of the board gangplank. Why should he be so shocked that his
gster was chatting with a boatwoman? But he wasn't looking at Fawn at all. The gut-punched look on his
face seemed strangely familiar, and Fawn realized she' d seen it there before. Recently.

Ah. Ha I’ve never seen afelow fdl inlove at first sght twicein one day before.

v

The afternoon was waning when Dag at last caught up with Tanner’ swagon at the Possum Landing
goods-shed. His roundabout chase had taken him first to Pearl Bend, where Mape had redirected him
acrosstheriver. A long wait for the Lakewalker ferry, ashort ride up the bank, aturn left to the
Landing—Dag tensed as his sputtering groundsense, reaching out, found no spark of Fawn. But Whit
was out front, waving eagerly at him.

“Dag!” he cried, as Dag drew Copperhead to ahat and leaned on his saddlebow. “I was wondering
when you was going to show up. | wasjust trying to figure how to find you. We ve got the boat ride all
fixed!”

Tanner climbed up onto hisdriver’ s box, gathered up hisreins, and regarded Whit with some
bemusement. “No messages then, after al?’

“No, not now he' shere. Thanks! Oh, no—wait.” Whit went to the whed ers and gave Weft apat and a
hug around the neck, then ran around the wagon and repeated the gestures with Warp. “ Good-bye, you
two. Y ou be good for Tanner now, you hear?” The horsesflicked their earsat him; Warp gave him a
soulful return nudge—unless he wasjust trying to use the boy as a scratching post—which made Whit
blink rather rapidly.

“They’rered good, for such young 'uns,” Tanner assured him. *Y ou take care, t0o.” He donned his hat
and tugged the brim at Dag. “ Lakewdker.” And, alittleto Dag' s surprise, dapped hisreinson theteam’'s
rumps and drove off minus Whit. A quick look around located both Fawn’s and Whit' s saddliebags
leaning againgt the porch steps of the goods-shed. A couple of idlers on the shaded bench, one whittling,
the other just sitting with his hands dack between his knees, frowned curioudy a Dag.

“Aren’'t you going dong to help him?’ Dag asked Whit, nodding toward the wagon rumbling away.

“I just helped him load on about aton of goods from Tripoint and upriver that he' staking back to
Glassforge. Mape was going to get up aload from downriver a the Bend—cotton and tea, he said, and
indigo if they had any, if the pricewasright.”

“Hedid. | just saw him.”

“Oh, good.”



“Mape told me they mean to start home tomorrow morning, after they rest the horses,” said Dag. “ Y ou,
ah, mean to catch up?’

“Not exactly.”
“So, what? Exactly?” Gods, he was sounding just like Sorrel. But Whit didn’t seem to notice.

“Oh, you have to come see, you have to come see. Come on, get our bags up on Copper and I'll show
you.”

Dag had no heart to dampen such enthusiasm, despite his own lingering foul mood. Dutifully, he
dismounted and hel ped ding the bags across his saddle, wrapped the reins around his hook, and strolled
after Whit, who strained ahead like a puppy on aleash. Theidlers eyesfollowed them, narrowing in
sugpicion a Dag. Edgy, far from friendly, but not quite the hodtility that might have been expected had
any of Barr’sand Remo’ svictims died during the night. Absent gods be thanked. Walking first forward,
then backward, Whit waved and called good-bye to them as well, by which Dag reckoned they’ d been
briefly hired by Tanner asfellow-loaders, atypica way for such rivertown wharf ratsto pick up alittle
extracoin.

“Soif you're not going back to Glassforge with Tanner and Mape and Hod, what are you going to do?’
Dag probed.

“I’m gonnatry me someriver-trading. | spent some of my horse money on window glass, to sdl off the
Fetch. That' s Berry’ sboat. Boss Berry,” Whit corrected himself with alopsided grin.

“What about that promise to your parents about going straight home?’

“That wasn't apromise, exactly. Morelike aplan. Plans change. Anyhow, if | get al my glass sold by the
timewereach Slver Shods, | could take the river road home and not get lost, and get back hardly late at
al”

There seemed a certain disquieting vagueness to this new plan. Well, Dag would find out what Fawn
thought of it shortly. He returned his attention warily to his surroundings.

They passed adong the scattered row of flatboats tied to the trees d ong the bank. A man sitting on acrate
in one bow hunched and scowled as Dag went by. A woman frowned, clutched up awide-eyed toddler,
itsthumb stuck in its mouth, and skittered insde her boat’ stop-shed. A collection of flattiesidling and
laughing on aboat roof fell abruptly silent, stood, and stared across at Dag.

“Why arethey starin’ 7" Whit asked, craning hishead in return.

“They garin’ a you, Dag? | been by here twice and they never stared a me...”

“Just keep walking, Whit,” said Dag wearily. “ Don’t turn your head. Turn around, blight it!”
Whit was walking backward again, but he obediently whedled. “Huh?’

“I’'m aLakewaker, seemingly aone, in farmer country. Corpse-eater, grave-robber, sorcerer,
remember? They wonder what I'm up to.” They wonder if I’ m an easy target. They wonder if they could
take me. He supposed they might also be wondering if he was some sort of consequence of last night,
looking for retribution.

“But you aren't up to anything.” Whit squinted over his shoulder.



“Yousureitisn't just the hook?’

Dag st histeeth. “Quite sure. Don't you remember what you thought, first time Fawn brought me into
your kitchen at West Blue?’

Whit blinked in an effort of recollection. “Wdll, | suppose | thought you were a pretty strange fellow for
my sster to drag in. And tall, | do remember that.”

“Wereyou afrad?’
“No, not particularly.” Whit hesitated. “ Reed and Rush were, | think.”
“Indeed.”

Whit's eyes shifted; the mob of flatties on the boat roof was gradudly settling back down. “ Thisfeds
creepy, y know?’

“yes”
“Huh.” Whit' sdark brows drew in. Thinking? Dag could hope.

“What did you hear up at the goods-shed about the fight last night?” Dag asked.
“Oh, yeah, that was lucky for ug”

“What?’ said Dag, astonished. His steps dowed.

Whit waved ahand. “1t seems two fellows from the Fetch got roped into it by some of their friends,
jumping some local Lakewaker they were mad a. When the ferrywomen and abunch of other
Lakewakers cameto break it up, they run off scared, along with some girl and her beau. The other three
was in no shapefor runnin’ and are back on their boats now. But it means Boss Berry needs two stout
fellowsto pull the broad-oars.” Whit pointed to Dag and himsdlf, grinned, and held up two fingers. “And
Fawn to cook,” he added cheerily.

“Let meget thisstraight,” said Dag. * Y ou’ ve volunteered me—and Fawn—asflatboat crew?’

“Yeah! Isn'tit great?’ said Whit. Dag wasjust about to blister him with an explanation of how not-grest
it was, when he added, “It was Fawn'sideg, redly,” and Dag let his breath huff out unformed.

On hisnext breath, Dag managed, “ Do you have any idea how to man aflatboat sweep?’
“No, but | reckoned you would, and Berry and Bo said they’ d teach me.”

It wasn't exactly Dag’ svision of the marriage trip he’ d promised Favn—or himsdlf, for that matter. It
wasn't just the work, which Whit plainly underestimated. Dag was till dragging from his encounter with
Hod, though it wasn't his bodily strength that had suffered. But he remembered the recuperative effects
of the harvest, and was given pause. He said more cautioudly, “Did you tell thisboat bossI’'m a
Lakewaker?”

“Uh...I don’'t remember asit came up,” Whit admitted uneasily.
Dag sghed. “Was he wearing apot on his head?’
“Her head, and no. What kind of pot? Why?’



Dag’ sterse summary of Barr and Remo’s jape surprised a shout of laughter from Whit. “ Oh, that’ sripe!
No, the loaders at the goods-shed didn’t tell methat part! | wonder if they was some of the pot-pated
ones?’

“Not so ripeintheresult,” said Dag. “One of the patrollers was wearing his sharing knife last night, which
he should not have been, and it was broken in the fight. The Pearl Riffle Lakewakers are pretty upset
about it today.”

Whit squinted. “Isthat bad?

Dag groped for acomparison. “ Suppose....suppose you and Sunny Sawman and hisfriends got into a
drunken brawl in the village square of West Blue, and in the tumble one of you knocked over your aunt
Nattie and killed her. Gonein amoment. That's just about how bad.”

“Oh,” said Whit, daunted.

“| expect those patrollers fed as bad as you would, the morning after.” Dag frowned. “I wouldn't imagine
the friends of those flattieswho are laid up fed too kindly toward stray Lakewakersjust now, either.”

He sighed. Well, one way or another, they needed aboat out of Pearl Riffle, cometherise. Which
couldn’t come too soon.

And here, evidently, wasthe boat in question.

Fawvn—at last!—stood in the bow talking with atall, blond girl in a practica homespun shirt, skirt, and
leather vest, her deevesrolled up on dim but strappy-muscled arms. She had anice wide smile, tinged,
as she looked down at Fawn, with atouch of that same excited-to-be-making-new-friends air as Whit.
Fawn looked equally pleased. Dag tried not to fedl old. In apen to one side of the bow, aboy knelt
milking agoat. He had the same straw-gtraight hair asthetall girl, cut raggedly around his ears, and the
same wide cheekbones flushed with sunburn. Too big to be her child, so likely ayounger brother. A
much older man, unshaven and atrifle seedy, leaned against the cabin wall looking on blearily but
benignly.

Dag nodded to the blond girl. “ That your Boss Berry?’
“Yep,” said Whit proudly.
Dag eyed him. So that’ sthe way hiswind blows, doesit?

“She ought to be Boss Clearcreek, but she saysthat’s her papa, so she goes by Boss Berry. Wouldn't it
be good for Fawn to have another woman aboard? Y ou can see Berry likesthat idea, too. They hit it off
draightaway.”

Dag was getting a certain sense of inevitability about this boat. He let his groundsenseflick out. At least
the water all seemed to be on the outside of the hull. There was a coherence about its ground that said
boat not boards. “It's agood making, this boat,” he conceded.

Fawn saw him, and came dancing over the plank above the mud to hug him asif he' d been gone for days
and not hours. He let Copperhead |oose to nibble the grass clumps, reinstrailing, and folded her in,
permitting himsdlf abrief, heartening ground-touch of her. After Pearl Riffle Camp, it felt like bathing a
wound in some sweet medicine. He released her again as the boat boss began picking her way acrossto
shore, her wide smile flattening out.

“Dag, | found the best boat!” Fawn un-hugged him just enough to lift her faceto his. Likea
morning-glory blossom. “Berry sayswe can have passage in exchange for being her crew, if you think



that’ d work out—"
“| dready told him that part,” said Whit.
“Don’'t get ahead of yoursef—" began Dag.

The blond girl arrived and folded her armstightly across her chest, frowning. She said to Fawn, “This
your Dag?’

Fawn turned out of Dag’ s one-armed embrace, but didn’t relinquish hishand. “Yes,” she said proudly.
The frown became tinged with dismay. “But he/ saLakewaker!”

Though it seems there’ s some question about that, today. Dag nodded politely at the boat boss.
1] M d a.r].”

The frown degpened to ascowl. “Fawn, | know Lakewakers. A Lakewa ker wouldn't no more marry a
farmer girl than—than he'd marry my Daisy-goat over there. | don’t know if you'retrickin' meor if he's
trickin’ you, but I do know | don’t want no trickster-man on my boat!”

Fawn and Whit, in chorus, went into the usual explanation about the wedding braids and West Blue that
was beginning to exhaust Dag. It wasn't just Boss Berry, or the suspicious stares from the stirred-up
flatties. It was dl that atop the scenein the Pearl Riffle patrol headquarters. Dag felt suddenly like a
swimmer caught in an eddy between two shores, unable to land on either. He braced himsalf: Nobody
said thiswas going to be easy. But he hoped he wasn't about to lose Fawn their boat-passage. Or her
new friend.

Berry touched Fawn' swedding cord, held out in demonstration; her face grew, if not wholly convinced,
lesstense. Her gaze flicked over the hook. “They say you know boats,” she said to Dag at last, thefirst
words she' d spoken to him directly.

He repeated the polite nod. “1’ ve never worked aflatboat or aked. I’ ve taken narrow boats, big and
small, down both the Grace and the Gray, though never the whole length in onetrip.”

“I’ve never had no Lakewalker as boat crew, before. Never even seen one doing that, on any farmer
boat.” But her voice was growing more doubtful than hogtile.

“| gtarted out thistrip to do alot of things no one had done before.” Dag glanced at Fawn’ sanxious,
upturned face and bestirred himsdlf. “1’ ve been on high water and low, and | know a snag from asawyer.
And | could spot you the channel through the sand bars and shoasin water thick enough to plow, day or
dark.”

“Oh, your groundsense can do that?’ said Fawn in delight. “Y es, of courseit would!”

“It'strue,” said Berry, “you don't hardly ever see anarrow boat hung up. Y ou Lakewalkers use your
magic to pilot, do you?’

“Inaway.” If Berry decided to let Dag and his party aboard, he would have days ahead to explain the
subtleties of groundsense. Dag tilted his head at the grazing Copperhead. “ Do you have room for my
horse?’

“Y our wife’—Berry’ s mouth hesitated over the phrase, then went on—" Fawn mentioned the horse. Can
he share the pen with Daisy?’



“He could be persuaded, yes.”

“Wadll, then.” The boat boss s pae eyeswere ill flat with caution; Dag thought they would gleam more
blueif sheamiled. “I guessyou'll do.”

Whit whooped in triumph; Fawn grinned. Dag was infected by their enthusiasm to the extent of a
crooked smile. Even Berry’ slipstwisted a bit as she made her way back across the narrow board and
down onto her deck.

The bleary man had been listening unmoved to the debate, his head canted; the boy had stopped milking
the goat and hung over the bow, wide-eyed. “ So, Bo,” said Berry to the bleary man, with ajerk of her
head toward the three on the shore. “Looks like we got us a Lakewaker oarsman.”

One bushy gray eyebrow cocked up; he spat over the side, but only drawled, “Well, that’ s different.” He
followed her as she ducked indoors.

“How do we get Copper onto the boat?” asked Fawn suddenly, asif she'd only just noticed the
problem. “He salot bigger than Daisy-goat.”

“More planks,” said Dag succinctly.
1] Oh.”

“Fawn, | got my glassgoodsl” Whit began excitedly, staring after Berry. Dag could only think, Pull in
your tongue, boy, before you step onit.

Fawn's brow wrinkled in worry; Dag guessed she was thinking much the same thing. She took Whit by
thewrigt and lowered her voice. “Come over here like we' re getting Copper.” Dag strolled after, till they
were dl out of earshot of the boat.

Fawn pretended to be fussing with her saddlebags. “Whit, you went chasing off before | had achanceto
tell you something. Berry isn't just taking the Fetch downstream for atrading boat. Her papa took a boat
down last fall, and never came back. No word. She meansto go look for him.”

“Oh, we can hdp—" Whit began.
Fawn overrode this. “Her papa, her big brother, and her betrothed. All gone missing.”
Whit’ s face was suddenly wiped clean of expression. After amoment he said, “ She' s betrothed?’

“Y es, or maybe bereaved. Even she don’t know which right now. So try for alittle, alittle...| don’t
know. Just try not to be ablighted fool, dl right?’

Whit blinked. “Um. Yeah. Well...” He gulped vdiantly. “Well, we till need aboat. And she ill needsa
crew, right?’

“Right,” said Fawn, watching him carefully.

“Girl likethat, in afix like that, she deserves dl the help she can get. A good pair of hands. Three pairs.
Well, two and ahaf.” Hisgrin was awkward, unfelt.

“And if you make one more of your stupid hook-jokes,” Fawn added levelly, “I swear I’ll clout you on
theear.”

“Um. Right.”



Dag started unloading saddlebags, thinking, We need somerain. Soon.

They all settled in quicker than Fawn would have guessed. Berry’ s uncle Bo accepted Dag' s presence
without comment, though her little brother Hawthorn, who was rising twelve but not yet cometo his
growth spurt, gaped round-eyed and mute, and tended to skitter away when Dag loomed too close. But
Fawn and Berry joined forces on cooking dinner, Berry mainly showing Fawn where and how things
aboard were cleverly kept, and after eating it Bo and Hawthorn both smiled at Fawn alot.

Thinking she had better start as she meant to go on, Fawn made sure the washing-up fell mainly to Whit
and Hawthorn. Asthe night chilled and the river mist rose, everyone gathered around the remains of the
cook firein thelittle hearth, augmented by the light of arock-oil lantern, and were encouraged to drink
up as much of the foaming cider asthey could hold.

Whit wandered to peer out the back hatch, then came and settled himsalf again on his stool with asigh.
“Think it'll rain soon?’ he asked. Of the air generdly, as near as Fawn could tell, and with no expectation
of areply.

Bo held out one battered boot and wriggled it. “My weather toe says no rain tonight.”
Whit looked skeptical. “Y ou have atoe that can tell the weather?’
“Yep. Ever anceit got busted, thet time.”

Berry grinned over the rim of her tankard. “Hey, don’t you go questioning Uncle Bo'sbad toe. It' sas
good asacoin tossany day.”

“The wesather in the Grace Valley can change sudden, thistime 0’ year,” Bo advised Whit amiably.
“Rain, snow, wind—fog. Why, onetime when | wasworkin’ aked up from Silver Shodss, thefog came
down so solid you couldn’t hardly see your hand in front of your face. It was so thick it held the boat
back, it did, and finally the boss said to put down our poles, ’ cause he was anchoring for the night. Next
morning, we woke up to al thismooing, and found we' d run right up over that fog for agood hdf-mile
onto shore, and the kel was stuck in some farmer’ s cow-pasture.”

Whit sat up, snorting cider out his nose. He rubbed it on his deeve, and said, “Go on, you did not!”
Hawthorn, looking equally skeptical, said, “ So how’ d they get the keelboat back in the river?’
“Rollers” said Bo blandly.

Hawthorn’slipstwisted in doubt at thislogical-sounding reply.

Bo’s head went back in mock-offense, those hairy gray eyebrows seeming tojig. “No, it’' sastrue as|
speak! Twisters, now, those are good for atale or two aswell.”

“Twigters?” said Fawn uneasily. “Y ou get twisterson the river?’
“Now and then,” said Berry.
“You ever beenin one?’ asked Whit.

Berry shook her head, but then Dag' s deep voice sounded for nearly thefirst time that evening. “I was,
once, on the upper Gray.”



Everyone looked around as surprised asif one of the chairs had suddenly spoken. In the gloom almost
beyond the fire circle, legs stretched out, Dag raised histankard in return and drank. Only Fawn saw his
indrawn breath, sensed that he was about to make an effort that did not come easily to him.

“There were sx of us, paddling abig narrow boat full of furs down from Luthliafor theriver trade. The
storm came up sudden, and the sky turned dark green. We pulled in hard to the western bank and tied
everything to the trees, which was not so reassuring when the trees started to rip out of the ground and
tumble away like weeds. Strangest sight | ever saw, then—the wind had picked up a horse, thiswhite
horse, out of a pasture somewhere to the west, and it passed us by straight overhead, itslegs churning
away likeit was gdloping. Galoping acrossthe sky.”

A little slence followed this, Bo's gray eyebrows climbed. Then Hawthorn said, “ So, what happened to
the horse? Did you see it come down?’

“Wewere dl too busy gripping the ground and being terrified, right about then,” said Dag. “ The poor
thing waskilled, likely.”

Hawthorn’ sface scrunched up in dismay; Dag glanced from it to Fawn, and swiftly offered, “Or it might
have spun down and landed in a pond. Swum out, shook its dizzy head, and Started eating grass.”

Hawthorn brightened dightly. So did Whit, Fawn noticed, and bit her lip.
“That wasatdl tae, right?’ said Whit, in atone of some misgiving.
Dag let hiseyeswiden innocently. “Wasit supposed to be?’

“Yes, that’s how the contest goes, in farmer,” Whit explained earnestly. “'Y ou’ re supposed to top thetall
talewith another tal tde.”

“Oh, sorry,” said Dag, ducking hishead. “ Y ou're not dlowed to tdll truetales, then? 1 can seel’m going
to be at adisadvantage.”

“I..."” Whit paused and looked confused. “Uh...”

Berry scrubbed her lips. Bo'sface was unreadable, but he did raise histankard at Dag in addicately
conceding gesture.

Berry, after aglance comparing the length of Dag to the length of her bunks, offered aplace for Fawn
and Dag’ sdud bedroll amongst the forward cargo. It was dank and dark and smelled of the stack of
hides that cushioned their blankets, but Berry aso donated alength of coarse cloth, which she and Fawn
tacked up to the low beams and around for privacy. During this wordless concession to Fawn’ s recently
married state, Berry looked atrifle pensive, but she bade the pair good-night without comment.

S0, it seemed the Dag-deprivation that Fawn had feared on this crowded leg of the journey was not to
be. A stack of hides had no betraying rope netsto cresk in time with any movement in the bodies so
supported. Dag had only to muffle her giggleswith alot of kisses, which he seemed quite willing to do, as
they undertook the pleasant task of finding each other in the pitchy shadows. She was reminded that his
groundsense worked just the same in the dark asin the day. She missed the sight of him, blissto her
eyes, but a careless candle waslike to set the curtains on fire anyhow, defeeting the aim of dl this
smothered discretion.

After, lying up under hisarmin her favorite pogition with her ear to his heart, she whispered, “Wasthat



gory about the flying horseredly true?”

“Yep.” Headded, “I’ll amend it next time. | can seel need to add in that pond.” His chest rumbled in an
unvoiced laugh.

“Depends on your audience, | expect. Some boys d likely want to hear al about how the critter burst
whenit hit the ground.”

“It probably did,” he said ruefully.

“I like Hawthorn,” Fawn decided upon reflection. “He seems kindhearted, for aboy. But not shy or
scared with it.” Which said good things about Berry, who' d had the raising of him. “Children and animals,
you can usudly tell how they’ ve been treated. | mean...think of poor Hod.”

“I’d rather not,” sighed Dag.

They curled tightly into each other, and even the unrhythmic blend of snores from the bunks aft, so few
paces away, could not keep her awake in this cozy harbor.

Dag wokein avastly better mood. He occupied the morning letting Hawthorn and Daisy show him and
Copperhead to the patch of meadow just up Possum Run, where the boatmen grazed their animals. They
had the place nearly to themselves. Dag spent a peaceful couple of hours stretched out under atree
dozing while Copperhead munched grass, which aso alowed him to avoid Whit and hisenergetic
scheme for the day of transferring his cargo, crate by crate, from the goods-shed to the Fetch. After
failing to recruit Dag, Whit had tried to rope in Fawn, but she cannily claimed to be too busy with
stocking the flatboat’ s larder in support of her more lavish style of cooking, atask no onewould let him
impede.

After alunch that testified to the truth of Fawn’s excuses, Dag retired to the rear deck. He settled down
on acrate with hisback to the cabin wall, out of sight of the neighbors. Ashe' d passed over the plank to
and from shore earlier, he' d collected the usual quota of curious stares from the boat folks on the two
flats moored to either side of them, cushioned, he thought, by his grudging acceptance by the boss and
little crew of the Fetch. Berry, it seemed, was held in some respect by this floating community. He eyed
her empty trot lines, hanging limply over the stern, and wondered if he ought to undertake to catch some
fish by hisown methods for everyone' s dinner, to show the vaue of an ex-patroller boatman. Cleaning
fish was clearly atwo-handed chore, however; it would haveto fal to Whit. Dag grinned.

Now, if only this hazy blue autumn day would turn cloudy and rain...

Voices from the bow indicated Whit was back with his borrowed barrow and another crate, but then his
swift footsteps pounded through the cabin. Whit stuck his head through the rear hatch and said uneasily,
“Dag?1 think you' d better come out here.”

Now what? Redluctantly, Dag sat up. “Where? Why?’
“Uptothebow. It’'s...sort of hard to explain.”

Whit ducked back in. Dag stretched himself up and strode across the roof instead, the better to spare his
head from the low beamsinsde. He cameto the edge to find Boss Berry Sitting with her legs dangling,
bemusedly regarding the scene below.

Clutching Dag's stick, Hod perched on abarrdl in the bow next to the goat’ s pen, hislong face worried



and white around the mouth. Fawn fussed around him. Whit popped out the front hatch and gestured
anxioudy up at Dag.

“I raninto him up at the goods-shed,” Whit explained. “He said he was hunting for you.”

Looking at Hod in some bewilderment, Dag eased over the roof edge and thumped to the deck. Hewas
not best pleased to redlize they’ d acquired an audience. Two flatties from the boat moored closest to
them leaned on their own side-rail and gawked with al the interest of men being entertained by a
dorytdler.

“Lakewdker!” said Hod, glancing up at him with afleeting smile that faded to uncertainty.

“Hello, Hod.” Dag gave him anod. “What brings you here?” Surely Tanner and Mape had planned to
leave a dawn on their two-day rattle back to Glassforge. “Is anything the matter?’

Hod, histhroat bobbing, said abruptly, “1 brought your stick back!” He held out Dag’ s hickory staff asif
in evidence.

“Wadll...” Dag scratched his head in confusion. “ That’ sright thoughtful of you, Hod, but it wasn't
necessary. | can cut another in the woods. It's certainly not something you should have walked al this
way on your bad leg to bring me!”

Hod ducked his head and gulped some more. “No, well, yes. My knee. It till hurts.”

“I’'m not surprised. What isit, amile down to the Bend?’ Dag sucked hislip. To say That wasn't too
bright to Hod seemed a pretty pointless remark.

“I want—I wondered—if you’ d do that thing you do again. What you caled it. The Lakewaker magic.”
“A ground reinforcement?’ Dag hazarded.

Hod nodded vigoroudly. *Y eah, that thing. The thing that makes me not hurt.”

“What would make your knee not hurt would be to stay off it the way you weretold,” said Dag sternly.

“Please...” said Hod, rocking on the barrel. His hand went out toward Dag, dropped back to his knee.
Hisface scrunched up; his eyes, Dag was startled to note, were damp with held-back tears. “ Please. No
onedidn’t ever makeit stop hurting like that before. Please?’

Fawn patted him somewheat hel plesdy on the shoulder and looked at Dag in consternation. Dag sSighed
and knelt down before the feckless boy, laying hisright hand over the knee. “Well, let’sseewhat’s

happening in there.”

Gingerly, he extended his groundsense. His ground-glue was holding, certainly, the flesh healing well, but
the joint was indeed newly inflamed from the imprudent exercise. He frowned.

“Now, Hod,” said Fawn, watching Dag in worry, “you know Dag can't just do those medicine maker
tricks anytime. They’re very tiring for him. He has to have time to recover, between.”

Hod swallowed. “I'll wait.” Gazing earnestly at Dag, he sat up straight on hisbarrel asif prepared to take
apost therefor the rest of the day, or maybe the week.

Dag rocked back on hishegls and eyed the boy. “Y ou can’t wait that long. Didn’t Mape and Tanner
want to leave early?” If they’ d been delayed by thisfoolish sdetrip of Hod's, they were going to be
irate, Dag thought.



“They did.”
“What?’ said Whit, Sartled. “ They didn't just ditch you here, did they?’
“No, they paid me off.”

“But that' s not fair. Just because you' re off your feet for aweek or two, they shouldn’t ought to sack
you!” Whit scowled in outrage a thisinjustice.

“Didn’'t. | asked to belet off.”
“WI,]y?l

“| wanted to stay. Here. No, not here.” A vague wave around took in Pearl Riffle. “With him.” Hod
pointed to Dag. “He could hire me.”

“To dowhat?" asked Fawn in bafflement.

“I dunno.” Hod shrugged. “Judt...things. Anything.” He glanced up warily & Dag. “Well, stting-down
thingsat fird, | guess.” He added after aminute, “He wouldn’t have to pay me or anything.”

“Do you know much about boats?’ Fawn asked thoughtfully. She glanced up a Berry, il sitting on the
roof edge and watching it al with some perplexity.

Hod gave an uncertain headshake.

Whit' slips screwed up; he strolled over to Berry’ s dangling feet and whispered up to her, “Hod' s not
too quick inthewits, I'm afraid.”

“Neither was my last two oarsmen. Took me daysto get my cook-pots back.”

Whit muffled agrin, and went on, “But he' swilling. I mean, he could be, once he gets over having his
knee kicked in by Dag'sevil nag. That's what happened, see, how he got hurt in thefirst place. Dag
fixed him up again Lakewaker-style.”

“Mm. The Fetchis il abit shorthanded, it’ strue.”
“He s sort of an orphan, | gather.”
Berry’sbrowsrose. “Huh. Funny. Soam I, sort of.” Her stare down at Hod grew more appraising.

Dag wondered if he' d get anywhere offering to throw Hod up behind him on Copperhead and gallop
after Mape and Tanner, ddivering their henchman back to them to be firmly returned to Glassforge. Hod
plainly wouldn’t want to go, and Dag was beginning to have avery ugly misgiving about why. And it
wasn't just on account of Hod' s unhappy former life.

Could he test his suspicion? Hod was bent over with both hands on hisright knee again, helplesdy patting
a it. It was clear hispain wasvery red.

Dag swdlowed and cleared histhroat. “ All right, Hod. | can give you just alittle more ground
reinforcement. But then you have to behave and follow orders about letting thet knee hed, dl right?’

Hod' sfacelit with joy; he nodded vigoroudy. Hislips parted as he watched Dag bend down and lay his
hand on the joint again.



Thewrench of the reinforcement came readily; Dag felt it like awave of heat passing from hispam into
the throbbing joint below. For amoment, al the tension seemed to go out of Hod' s body. He gave vent
to an aah of blissful relief. “That'sgood,” he whispered to Dag. “ That’ s so good.”

Fawn patted Hod' s shoulder again in encouragement. “ There, see? You'll bedl right soon.”

Berry, watching, scrubbed the back of her hand across her mouth. “ That’ sredl interesting, Lakewalker.
Y ou some kind of bonesetter, too, are you?’

“Sometimes,” Dag admitted, climbing to hisfeet. His heart was pounding, and it was't from the exertion.
“Just in emergencies. I’ m not trained as ared medicine maker.”

Fawn started to explain proudly to Berry how Dag had once mended a glass bowl by groundwork, but
broke off as Dag grasped her by the arm and dragged her into the cabin. He didn't stop till they were out
of earshot back by the kitchen hearth.

“Issomething wrong?’ she asked, darmed. “Isv't Hod hedling al right?’
“Oh, hiskneg' sheding fine. So'shisgut.”

“Wadll, that'sardief. Y ou know, I’'m thinking maybe atrip on the river would be good for Hod, too, now
he’ snot going to be so sick dl thetime. | bet we dl could watch after him better ' n those glasssmen did.”

“Fawn, stop. It'snot that. It's something else.”
Sheblinked at histone, then looked at him more carefully.

“Hod"—Dag took adeep breath—"is beguiled to the eyebrows. And | don’t know how to get him
un-beguiled.”

8

Dag had the most unsettled look on hisface, downright dismayed. Fawn fdlt pretty dismayed hersdlf.
“How did it happen?’ she asked.

“Not sure. Wéll, it must have happened when | healed hisknee, yes, but—I didn’'t mean to. | aways
thought beguilement was something you had to do on purpose.”

“It' ssomething redl, then?” She had thought it rumor, tal tale. Sander.

“I’d never seen acase. Only heard about it. Gossip, Sories. I’ ve never known afarmer who—wdll, till |
met you, | hadn’t redlly known any farmers at al. Passed through, passed by, dedlt with farmers, yes.
Never got so close, for solong.”

“What' sthisbeguilement like?’

“You saw near asmuch as| did. Hod wants more. More hedling. More ground reinforcement, more
piecesof...me, | guess.”

Her face screwed up in new confusion. “But Lakewalkers have healed me. Y ou, Mari, old Cattagus
oncealittle, when | scorched my hand. And I’m not beguiled.” Am I? The thought went well beyond
dismay. Sheremembered her own rage when Dag's brother Dar had implied just such athing, mocking
her marriage.

“I...” Dag shook his head. It would have reassured Fawn moreto think it wasin denia and not just Dag



trying to clear hisbrain. “Those were minor healings. What | did on Hod was as degp as any medicine
making | know of. | nearly groundlocked myself.”

Her hand went to her lips. “Dag, you never said!”

Hewaved away her darm. “And you—I’ m not sure how to put this. Y our ground isn't hungry like
Hod's. Y ou' re abundant. | don’t think you know how much you give to me, every day.” His brows drew
down, asif he pursued someingght that eluded him. “ 1’ d haf-taked mysdf into thinking the risk of
beguiling farmers during healing was exaggerated. That others might have problems, but that I'd be an
exception. Lookslike | need to think again.”

Both their heads swiveled at the sound of footsteps. Boss Berry, frowning, ambled into the cramped
living quarters at the back of the cabin. “What do you want to do about that boy, Lakewaker? Y ou
takin' respongibility for him or not? He' s only about half-useful as he stands. Or Sits”

Fawn said, her voice tinged with doubt, “He could be ascullion, | suppose. How long till he could man a
sweep, Dag?’

“If he could be taught, you mean? Couple of weeks. If he doesn’t do anything to reinjure the knee.” He
looked a Fawn, his brows pinching harder. “In two weeks, we' |l be far down theriver.”

“If it ever rainsagain,” sighed Berry.
“If he’ sto be left behind, better here than in some strange place,” said Dag. “1 can't...see my way.”

Of how to un-beguile Hod, did he mean? And if Hod were left at Possum Landing, would he il try to
follow Dag? How far?“Wadll...if wetake him along, you may or may not figureit out. If you leave him
here, you never will.”

He scratched his chin ruefully. “ There sapoint, Spark.”

Fawn glanced at Berry, who was waiting with her brows up. No, the boat boss's own situation was far
too unsettled to ask her for undertakings or promises on behalf of Hod. It was up to them. Fawn said,
“I'mwilling to try with him if you are, Dag.”

Dag took abreath. “Then we'll haul him adong.”

Boss Berry gave ashort nod. “ The Fetch hasitsdf ascullion, then.” She added, in mild regret, “1 won't
charge nothing for his passage.”

In the warmest part of the afternoon, Bo led an expedition downstream to the Riffle, where the local's had
gathered to salvage coa from arecently wrecked flatboat before the water rose again. Hod stayed on
the Fetch with hisleg up, supposedly keeping watch but probably, Fawn thought, napping. Whit's
interest was aroused when he learned that the wrecked boat’ s boss was buying back cod retrieved from
theriver bottom by the bushdl, albeit at ameager price. Some gatherers preferred to carry off the coal
itsdlf, and then, after some jawing, the meager price was paid the other way; Berry explained to Fawn
that the going rate had been worked out afew days earlier, when the gatherers had dumped their baskets
back in the worst part of the rapids before the boat boss saw reason. Whit stripped to his drawers and
doshed in after Bo and Hawthorn to duck and dive for the scattered cargo—or, contorting, grub it up
with histoes. Fawn found hersdf drawn in along with Berry, skirtstucked up and feet bare asthey
waded out to receive dripping sacks and pile up the coa on the bank to dry. The water was growing
chilly asthe autumn waned.



Dag claimed blandly that his one-handed state barred him from the task, which made Fawn raise her
brows and snort. He withdrew to sit with his back comfortably propped against a stump and watch.
Fawn wondered if giving the ground reinforcement to Hod had set him back, again. Heignored the stares
he drew from the handful of familiesworking farther on down the riversde. There were no youthsfrom
the Lakewadker camp cashing in on the windfal, Fawn noticed, though clusters of village boys had turned
out for the chance.

About an hour into thistask, agang of half adozen brawny keelers from the boat trapped above the
Riffle traipsed past. Some wore striped trousers, others had colored scarves around their waists or
sometimesther heads, or feathersin their hatbandsif they owned hats. They started to call something
rude to Fawn and Berry, but then some recognized the boat boss and hushed the others. Berry waved
back amiably enough. Dag opened one eye to observe, but when nothing untoward developed, closed it

again.
“Where arethey going?’ Fawn asked Berry.

“Down to Pearl Bend. To drink, mostly, | expect.”

“lsn’'t there atavern at Possum Landing?’ 1t was the first place Berry went to look for Bo whenever he
vanished off the Fetch, Fawn understood.

Berry grinned, lowered her voice, and said, “Y eah, but there' s abed boat tied up down at the lower end
of the Bend, just now. Three sstersand acouple 0’ cousinskeep it. Thereisn't one at the Landing. The
ferrywomen won't haveit.”

Fawn hesitated, reluctant to reveal her ignorance. She had her suspicions. She was the married woman
here, after dl. “Bed boat?’ shefindly asked.

“Some of the girlswho deep with the boatmen for money follow the trade up and down theriver in their
own boats. They can dip away easer if the town mothers object, see, and they don’t have to split their
pay with the tavern-keepers.”

Fawn wondered if Mamahad known about this exotic river-hazard. “ Y ou ever meet one?”’

“Timetotime. Playing fiddle for the keders pulling upriver, | met most every sort sooner or later. Well,
not the worst; Pagpa didn’t work on those boats. Most of the girlsare al right. Some take it up because
they’ re way down on their luck, but others seemto like it. Some are thieveswho give the rest abad
name, same as some boatmen.” She grimaced.

By unspoken agreement, the topic was tabled as Whit waved and they waded out within earshot of the
males again. Fawn wondered if Whit had heard yet about the bed boat. She couldn’t help thinking he'd
be even more curious than she was. And he had money in his pocket, just now. She resolved not to
mention it in front of him. Then shewondered if Lakewadker men from the camp ever snuck down there.
Dag might know. And if she asked him straight out, he would likely tell her straight out, though she bet he
wouldn’t bring up the subject.

She emptied Whit' s sack onto their cod pile as Berry emptied Bo's and Hawthorn's, Berry waded back
out in the water to toss them again to the fellows. Whit grinned thanks through purple-bluelips. The
shade was dready creeping over this patch of bank as the sun sank, and Fawn rubbed her chilly legs
together, wondering how long Berry and Bo meant to go on. Dag straightened up and turned his head; he
bent one knee and lurched up to a seat on the ssump. Fawn followed his gaze.

Coming down the track aong the bank were three older Lakewakers: two women and aman. One



woman was dressed like a patroller, the other wore awoolen skirt and buckskin dippers decorated with
dyed porcupine quills, and the man wastidy in asmple shirt and trousers, with hair in avery neat queue
tied down his back, undecorated. His braid wasn't shot with gray like the others', but his face was not
young. Hisleft hand was bandaged. They al wore matching frowns.

They cameto ahdt in front of Dag. The patroller-looking woman said, “ Dag Red-Blue whatever you
are, we need aword with you.”

Dag opened his hand to indicate welcome to his patch of grass and tree roots.

AsBerry cameto Fawn’'s sde to stare, the patroller woman glanced at them both and jerked her head
over her shoulder. “In private.”

Dag’ seydidslowered, opened. “Very well.” He heaved to hisfeet. “I’ll be back in abit, Spark, or I'll
find you at the Fetch.”

All the Lakewalker looks dismissed Berry and focused on Fawn, especidly her left wrist. She wrapped
her right hand around her wedding cord and lifted her chin. She expected Dag to introduce her, but he
didn’t, merdly giving her atouch to histemplein farewell, and a nod something between grave and grim.
Did he know what thiswas al about? If he did, he sure hadn't told her. He d said nothing about hisvisit
to the camp when he' d caught up with her yesterday, and in the flurry of news about the boat, Fawn
hadn't asked. She' d assumed he smply hadn’t found the friends he' d been looking for. Plainly, therewas
moreto it. Fawn watched in concern as Dag trod up the river path after the frowning Lakewakers.

With his groundsense locked down, Dag could not read the moods of the three Pearl Riffle Lakewalkers
directly, but he hardly needed to. Amma Osprey and Nicie Sandwillow were plainly not happy, even
more not-happy than when he' d left them yesterday. The man seemed shaken, hisright hand protecting
the bandaged |l eft held to his chest. He bore no tool bag, but his cleanliness and bearing bespoke his
craft.

Captain Osprey turned aside and climbed the bank through the treestill they were out of sight and
earshot of anyone happening along the path. The three took seats on afalen cottonwood trunk, and
Ammawaved Dag to a place on arecently cut oak stump opposite. As he sank down, her wave
continued to the new man, whom she introduced laconicdly: “Vere Owlet. Pearl Riffle smedicine
maker.”

Tenson leaked from thetrio, infecting Dag. He couldn’t decide between abelligerent What' sthisdl
about? or acool So, what can | do for you? Hetilted his head instead. “ Dag Bluefield.”

Their return stares remained dubious.

Amma Osprey drew breath. “Firg off, | want to get down to the bottom of those rumors flying around
Pearl Bend. Isit true you healed some Glassforge wagon-man’ s broken leg, couple of days back?’

Dag heditated, then said, “Yes. | was obliged. It was my horse kicked him.”
The medicine maker put in anxioudy, “Wasit redlly groundwork, or just a bonesstting?”

For answer, Dag held up hishook. But not his ghost hand, tightly furled with the rest of hisground. “I
don’t do many two-handed chores.”

“Ah. | suppose not,” said the medicine maker. “ Sorry. Did the wagon-men redlize what you were



doing?’
“Yes. | didn't make asecret of it.” He'd just about madeit ashow, in fact.
Amma hissed through her teeth and muttered, “Blight it.”

Various premature defenses sprang to Dag’ s mind, fighting with a desire to demand of the medicine
maker everything he knew about beguilement. He settled more cautioudy on, “Why do you ask?’

Verd Owlet Sraightened, laying hisinjured hand on hisleft knee. “Thefirst | heard about your stunt was
when some farmer fellow from Pearl Bend—I think he' sacarpenter by trade—turned up at my tent this
morning ingsting | come see hissick wife. When | told him Lakewalkers could only hedl other
Lakewalkers, he started babbling about the wagon-men’ s story, which was evidently being passed
around the tavern down there last night. First he begged, then he offered money, then he drew aknife on
me and tried to force me to walk to the Bend. Some of the off-duty patrollers were able to jump usand
take the knife away from him, and escort him to the crossroads. He went back down the road crying and
sweaing.”

Verd wasn't just shaken by the knife attack, Dag guessed, but also by his distraught attacker. Medicine
makers tended to be sensitive, given their need to be open to their patients. How sick had that
carpenter’ swife been? A picture of adeathly ill Fawn rose unbidden in Dag's head, and he thought, I'd
have done alot worse than pull aknife on you. “But it' s not true.”

“What' snot true?’ said Nicie.
“It'snot true that Lakewalkers can’'t do groundwork on farmers.”

“It' swhat wetell 'em around here,” said Ammaimpatiently. “ Absent gods, man, use your head. All we
have is one good medicine maker and two apprentices, barely enough for our own.”

“Not even enough,” muttered Verd.

“Well sl the farmers what remedies we make and can spare, yes,” Ammacontinued. “But they would
drain poor Verd dry, if they knew. And then they would keep coming, and sceneslike thismorning
would be the least of our troubles.”

“They’ d never understand groundwork,” said Verel. “What it costs us, what it lays us opento.”
“Not if they're never taught, no,” said Dag dryly. “Funny, that.”

Ammaeyed him sharply. “It' sdl finefor you; you'll be moving on &t the next rise. We haveto stay here
and deal every day with these people.”

Verd wasfrowning at Dag with fresh speculation. “Y our partner Saun said you were unusudly strong in
groundwork. For apatroller, | mean.”

Y e gods, yes, the medicine maker here would certainly have treated and talked with the conval escent
Saun last spring, and Redlaaswell. “I did what | could with what | had. Patrol healing can get pretty
rough-and-ready.” Granted, since Dag’ s ghost hand had emerged, he' d seemed to have...more.
Whether it was new-grown strength, or just new accessto strength long crippled, even Hickory Lake's
medicine maker, the remarkable Hoharie, had been unable to say.

Verd hadn’t mentioned inadvertent beguilement as a reason not to do groundwork on farmers. Did he
even know about it, if he’d never hedled anyone but L akewakers? Was Dag' s effect on Hod something



unique? Dag suddenly wondered if Ammaknew that Hod hadn’t gone home with the other wagon-men.
It seemed not, since she didn't ask after him.

Nicie Sandwillow rubbed her lined face in aweary gesture. “ Just what dl have you been tdlling these
farmersand flatties, Dag?’

“Nothing. Or the truth, but mostly nothing.” He added darkly, “Leastways| haven't been telling them
convenient lies”

“Absent gods,” said Amma. “Are you just banished, or are you aiming to go renegade?’

“Nether!” Dag gtiffened, indignant. Renegade was an even uglier word than refugee. Seldom did a
Lakewaker of any skill go rogue; not in Dag' s life experience, but there were lurid tales from the past.
Patrols, who were good at hunting evil things, would surely hunt down such amadman just like amdice.
“Fairbolt Crow as much as sent me off with hisblessing. If | find the answer, he wantsto heer it. He sees
the question plain as| do.”

“And what question would that be?’ asked Ammaskeptically.

“| saw it this past summer in Raintree,” Dag began, trying to marsha hiswits. Thiswas no good lead-in
for his pitch, but it was the one he’ d been handed. “ The Raintree malice dmost got away from us
because it came up nearly under afarmer town, and had aready stolen power from haf athousand
people before it even started to sweep south. Because no one had taught them enough about malices. |
asked Fairbolt, what if it hadn’t been just alittle squatter village? What if it had been abig town like
Tripoint or Siver Shoals? Ingtant capita for amdice-king. And the more farmersfilter north, the more
territory they settle, the bigger their townswill grow—Pearl Bend istwicethe szeit waslast time | was
through here—and the more such an ill chance becomes a certainty, and then what will we do?’

“Push the farmers back south,” said Ammaingtantly. “They don’t belong here.”

“Y ou know they won’t go. They’ ve been settled north of the Grace for generations aready, on land
they’ ve made their own by their labor. And if we re this stretched just patrolling for malices, wefor sure
can't stop and fight awar with the farmers, which wouldn't be won by ether side, but only by the next
maliceto come along. Farmers are here, 0 it’s here that we have to find another way.”

A placefor farmers and Lakewa kers both would be a place his and Fawn’ s children could live, Dag
couldn’t help thinking. This new and personal urgency to the problem was no more suspect than were the
years he' d ignored it when it hadn’t seemed so persond. This crisis has been building dl my life. It
shouldn’t come asa surprise.

Dag’ svoice dowed in new thought. “Hickory Lake Camp doesn’t deal with farmers, only our patrols do,
because Hickory’ s off in the woods till north of farmer expansion. Here at Pearl Riffleferry, you've
been dealing with the problems for decades. Y ou must have learned something about how to rub dong.”

“Not redlly,” growled Amma. “Think about those stupid pots, and what it says about how afraid and
suspicious these folks are of us. And you think we should hand them proof of what we could redlly do to
them?If the farmers can’t be shifted, we should move. Five miles upstream at least. That’smy answer.”
She glowered at Nicie, who glowered back.

Dag shook hishead. “ Farmerswill fill thisvalley, intime. If it's hard to keep separate now, it will be
impossible later, when there' s nowhere left to move to. We may aswdll figure it out now.”

“Who iswe, Dag Bluefield No-camp?’ said Amma. “Y our happy idea of dealing with farmers nearly got



our medicine maker murdered thismorning.”

Verd raised ahand in faint protest, though apparently only of the notion that he'd come so closeto being
dan.

Ammawent on belligerently, “I’d have told them at the Bend that only Lakewakers with gold eyes could
heal farmers, which they might have bought, except | worried for the next fellow to come down the road
with your eye color. | should havetold ’em it was only folks from Hickory Lake, and let your people
cope with the knife-wavers.”

Niciesad dowly, “Redly, heding farmersisthe same problem asfighting farmers. The burden would put
us behind, drag us down.”

At least she' d been listening. Wdll, she was a councilor, maybe she was used to hearing folks argue. Dag
tried, “But we could keep the balance if the farmers, in turn, took over some of our tasks. Not agift but a
trade.” He glanced at Nicie, and dared to add, “ Or even acash business.” Dag's own secret notion for
making aliving in farmer country, before this beguilement problem had taken him so aback.

Nicieraised her brows. “So, only rich farmers would get hedled?”’

Dag' s mouth opened, and closed. Maybe he hadn't quite thought it through. . .well, he knew he hadn't.
Yet.

Verd was giving Dag an indecipherable look. “Not many can do deep groundsetting.”

“Not everyone would need to. Lots of folks can do minor groundwork. We do it for each other on patrol
dl thetime”

“Just what did you do for that wagon-man?’ Verel asked. “Peatroller.”

Dag shrugged. Gulped. Described, in as few words as he could manage, the trance-deep groundwork
that had pulled Hod' s bone fragments, vessdls, and nerves back into aignment and held them there so
that they might begin hedling. Hewas careful to cal his ghost hand aground projection, sSince that wasthe
term Hoharie had so plainly preferred. He hoped the medicine maker would approve histechniques, if
not his patient. He didn’t continue into the unexpected later consequences, dthough he did dlow a
plaintive note to lesk into his voice when he described hiswish for an anchoring partner.

“The Hickory Lake medicine maker knew you could do this sort of thing, and let you get away?’ asked
Verd.

Hoharie had seen Dag do much stranger magery than that, in Raintree. “Hoharietried to recruit me. If
she’ d been willing to accept Fawn as my wife, and maybe as my spare hands, she might have succeeded.
But shewasn't. So weleft.” Verd was regarding him covetoudy aswell as charily, Dag redized at lagt.
Would he take the hint? Between them, Dag and Fawn might add up to amedicine maker and ahdf, a
va uable addition to agtraitened camp.

Maybe, for Verd’s ground flicked out to touch Dag’ swedding cord, concealed from ordinary eyes by
hisrolled-down deeve. “It scemsjust like ared cord,” he said doubtfully.

“Itis”

Verd was plainly itching to get Dag alone and ask how they’ d woven it. Dag longed even more to take
the medicine maker aside and squeeze out everything he knew about healing, groundlock, beguilement,
and a hundred other complexities. But that wasn't the reason the irate camp captain had tracked him



here.

Amma Osprey said grimly, “The old ways have worked for better ' n athousand years. Nothing lasts that
long without good reason. Let farmers keep to farmers, and Lakewakersto Lakewdkers, and we' ll all
survive. Mixing things up is dangerous. Whichisfineif it fals on your own fool head, but not so fine when
it fallson someone els€'s.” She gestured, inarguably, toward Verd’ s bandaged hand.

“Isthat al youwant?’ Dag challenged. “For the problem to go somewhere d 27’

She snorted. “If | tried to shoulder the troubles of the wholeworld, I’d go mad. And Pearl Riffle would
belogt. | run Pearl Riffle pairol. My neighbor camps run their territories, and their neighbors do the same,
al theway to the edge of the hinterland and on to the hinterlands beyond, and so we dl get through. One
by one and all together. | haveto trust them; they haveto trust me. Trust me not to go haring off after
swamp gas, for onething. So I'll thank you, Dag No-camp, to keep yourself to yoursalf and not stir up
these people worse in my territory.”

“I'll begoneontherise” said Dag. He pointed to the windless sky, chilling gold-and-blue asthe sun
danted. “Though | can’'t control therain.”

“That worksfor me,” said Amma Osprey. She stood abruptly, signaing an end to the talk. The other two
rose aswdll, though their brows seemed wrinkled as much in troubled thought asin irritation.

Clearly, thiswas not agood moment to bring up the matter of a spare sharing knife again. Dag sghed
and lifted hishand to histhrobbing temple in polite farewell.

9

Fawn kept an eye out, but Dag did not return to the scavenging site before the coal boat boss came by
with a barrow and bought back their pile. Berry scrupuloudly divided the scanty handful of coinsfive
ways. On thewalk back upstream to the Fetch, Bo silently split off and disappeared up the hill in the
lengthening shadows toward Possum Landing village.

Berry just shook her head. At Fawn’'s noise of inquiry, she explained, “Bo and | have apact. He don't
drink the boat’s money. He' skept to it pretty good, so far.” She sighed. “Don’t suppose we' |l see him
agantill morning.”

Stll huffing with the chill despite dry clothes, Whit and Hawthorn built up the fire in the Fetch’ shearth
while Fawn and Berry dodged around each other whipping together ahot meal. Dag, looking troubled,
gtrolled in as Fawn was dishing out beans and bacon. He met her questioning look with a headshake.

“Maybe awalk after supper?’ she murmured to him ashe sat at thetable,
“That'd be good,” he agreed.

A wak and atak. There was something pressing on Dag's mind, sure enough. Fawn was distracted
keeping her good food coming, happy just to have aredl, if cramped, kitchen to cook in after a summer
of smoking herself aswell as her meals over an open fire. She encouraged the hesitant Hod to et up,
and then he lurched to the opposite extreme and gobbled as if someone were going to snatch hisfood
away. Whit chided him, and Fawn bent her head and grinned to watch Hod earnestly taking Whit for an
authority—on table manners, of dl things. Hawthorn chattered on about al the different ways he might
spend his cod-sdvaging coins. Berry encouraged him to save them; Whit advised him to invest themiin
something he might resdll for ahigher price downstream.



“Something nonbreakable would be smart,” Fawn suggested, winning an irate look from Whit. Dag
smiled alittlein hissilence, and Fawn’ s heart was eased. A nippy night was faling beyond the cabin’'s
square glass windows—frost might lace them by morning—but inside it ssemed cozy and bright in the
light of the il lantern. Comfortable. It fdlt like friendsin here, and Fawn decided she liked the fedling very
wall.

Dag's head turned toward the bow; he laid down hisfork. In amoment, heavy feet sounded crossing the
gangplank, and then athump as someone jumped to the deck. The boat rocked atrifle. A fist pounded
on the front door—hatch, Fawn corrected her thought—and a mae voice bellowed, “ Boss Berry, send
out that long Lakewaker you got hiding in there!”

“What?" said Whit, as Dag grimaced. *“ Someone for you, Dag?’
“Quite afew someones, seemslike,” sighed Dag.

“Bother Bo for not being here,” muttered Berry, and stood up from her bench. Whit and Fawn followed
her through the cabin; she motioned Hawthorn back. Hod hunched fearfully, and Dag did not rise, though
he ran his hand through his hair and then leaned hischin oniit.

“Berry!” shouted the voice again. “ Out with him, we say!”

“Hush, Wain, you'll wake all the catfishes children with your bawling,” Berry shouted back irritably. “I
can hear you fine, | ain't deaf.” She pushed open the hatch and strode through. “What’ s this ruckus,
then?” Whit followed at her elbow, and Fawn at Whit's.

One of the big kedlersloomed on the front deck between the goat pen and the chicken coop. Dag had
left Copperhead tethered for the night to atree up on shore, well away from the path, with an armload of
hay to keep him occupied, but Daisy-goat bleated nervoudly at the noisy visitor. The man—Wain?—held
atorch doft. The orange light flickered over his broad face, flushed not with exertion or cold but beer,
judging by therich smdl wafting from him.

On the shore, amob of perhaps twenty people had gathered. Fawn stared in alarm. She recognized
some of the keelers who had passed them going down to Pearl Bend earlie—you couldn’t forget those
red-and-blue striped trousers, more’ sthe pity. The others might be townsmen, with one or two women.
Some held ail lanterns, and a couple more had torches. Against the shadowy bank, the crowd seemed to
glow likeabonfire.

The kedersroutingy wore knives a their belts, some of asizeto riva Dag’ swar knife, but not afew
were aso gripping stout sticks. Six of the kedlers were holding up adoor on their shoulders, hingesand
adl, and onit lay ashape bundled in blankets, whimpering. Their frowns ranged from tenseto grim, their
grinsfrom wolfish to foolish. Fawn thought they seemed more excited than angry, but their numbers were
disturbing. Stirred up by the noise, severd men came out from the neighboring boats to lean on their
sde-ralsand watch.

“Mark the boat carpenter says those high-and-mighty Lakewalker sorcerers refused to heal hiswife.
She'sin afearsome bad way.” Boss Wain jerked athick thumb over his shoulder at the huddled shape
on the door. “ So we " uns from the Snapping Turtle took a show of hands and offered to make this one
doit!”

A murmur of agreement and a surge forward rippled through the crowd, followed by asharp cry asthe
door wasjostled. The broad-shouldered keelers holding it up looked awkwardly at each other and
steadied it with more care.



Fawn wondered if she should claim Dag wasn't here, and if aviolent search of the Fetch would follow,
but before she could open her mouth, Dag ducked through the front hatch and straightened up to hisfull
helght—a good hand taller than the kedler boss, Fawn was happy to see.

“How de',” hesaid, in hisdeep, cam, carrying voice. “What seemsto be your trouble?’

The keder’ s head sunk between his shoulders, like abull about to charge. “We got usared sick
woman, here.”

Dag' s glanceflicked toward the shore. “I seethat.”

With his groundsense, he doubtless saw alot more than that, and had done so even before he' d stepped
out into the torchlight. Fawn clutched that thought to herself. Did Dag know what he was doing? Maybe
not. But he' d know alot more about what everyone else was doing than they could guess.

“Y ou hedled that wagon-boy’ s busted knee,” Wain went on. “He showed it around at the Bend tavern
last night. A lot of us saw. We know you can help.”

Dag drew along breath. “Y ou know, I’'m not area medicine maker. I’'m just apatroller.”
“Don’'t you try and lie your way out of thisl”

Dag’ s head came up; the kedler stepped back hdf apace at hisglinting glare. “1 don't lie” And added
under hisbreath, “I won't.” He rubbed the back of his neck, looked up, and sighed softly to Fawn, who
had crept close under hisleft shoulder, “Y ou see any horse-tails up there in the moonlight?’

The long, wispy cloudsthat heralded achange of wesather. Shefollowed hisglance. A few faint bands
like skim milk veiled the autumn starsto thewest. “Yes...wdl, maybe.”

He smiled down at her in would-be reassurance. “ Guesswe' Il take our chances.” He turned his head,
raised hisvoice, and called to the shore, “Bring her here onto the bow and set her down. No, there’ snot
room for thedl of you! Just her husband and, um, she got any fema e relatives? Sister, oh good. Y ou
come up, ma am.” The crowd rearranged itself as the keelers threw down a couple more boards to
make a better gangplank, carried the door across, and grunted onto the deck.

“Whit, stay by me,” Dag whispered under the cover of thisnoise. “Fawn, you stick red tight.” She
nodded. “ That the husband?’ Dag muttered on, as a pae young man with dark circles under hiseyes
came forward. “ Crap, he' s hardly older than Whit.”

Despite therisk of dropping the woman into the mud, the move onto the boat served to thin the crowd
congderably. It dso shifted the vistors onto Berry’ sterritory, for whatever authority she might havein
what was shaping up to be adicey Stuation. Once they’ d set the door down, Berry was able to shoo
most of the keelers back to the bank for the plain reason that there was no room for them aboard. Boss
Wain remained, hisjaw jutting in resolve. Fawn supposed this expedition had been organized in the Pearl
Bend tavern. A good deed combined with a chance to beat someone up seemed an ideal combination to
appeal to abunch of haf-drunk keders. Twenty to one—did they think they could take Dag? He was
gtaring down expressionlesdy at the woman. Maybe not.

The boat carpenter’ swife reminded Fawn abit of Clover—before this dire sickness had fallen on her,
she might have been plump and cheerful. Now her round face was palid and sheened with cold swest.
The brown hair at her temples curled damply from the tears of pain that |eaked from the corners of her
eyes. Breathing shdlowly, she clawed at her belly, skirts bunching in her sveaty hands. Fawn was avare
of Hod creeping out of the cabin door to stare, and Hawthorn aswell.



Her husband knelt down and caught up one of her frantic hands; they clutched each other. He looked up
at Dag in heartbreaking apped. “What' swrong with her, Lakewaker? Shedidn’t cry like this even when
our baby was born!”

Dag rubbed hislips, then knet down by the woman’ s other side, pulling Fawn with him. “ Happens|’ve
seen thistrouble before. Inamedicinetent up in Luthlia, along time ago.” Fawn glanced up at him,
knowing just when he' d spent a season in such atent. “They brought thisfellow in, taken sudden with gut
pain. Did this come on her sudden?’

The carpenter nodded anxioudly. “Two days back.”

“Uh-huh.” Dag rubbed hishand on hisknee. “1 don't know if you' ve ever seen a person’ sinsides’—not
the best choice of words, Fawn thought, with maybe haf the people here suspecting Lakewalkers of
cannibalism—*but down &t the corner of most folks entrailsthere’ sthisdippy blind pocket *bout the
szeof achild'slittle finger. The medicine makers never could tell mewhat it does. But thisfellow, hishad
got twisted around or swollen up or something, and took aroaring hot infection that blew it up likea
bladder. By the time he came to the medicine maker, it had busted clean open. No, not clean. Dirty. It
soilled hisgutsinto hisbelly just like a knife wound would.”

The kedler boss, at least, |looked as though he knew what this entailed, and hislipswent round in an
unvoiced whistle.

“Theinfection spread too fast for even the maker’ s best ground reinforcementsto stop it, and he died
about three days on. Funny thing was, when his gut busted, his pain actualy eased for awhile, sncethe
pressure went down. | guessit fooled him into thinking he was getting better, till it wastoo late.”

The carpenter’ s voice went hushed. “Is Cress s belly going to bust inside like thet, then?’

“It hasn't yet,” said Dag. “Thisisaright dangerous sickness. But the groundwork to fix it isn't redly that
deep. There sahogt of bely-ills no medicine maker born can cure, especidly in women, but this...” He
let out his breath. “I cantry, leastways.” He nudged Fawn. “ Spark, would you take off my arm harness,
please?”’

Dag could manage that himself, but having Fawn do it directed their spectators eyesto her, the
patroller’ sfarmer bride. Purposely? She unbuckled the straps and drew of f the wooden cuff and thefine
cotton sock benegath that she' d lately knitted for Dag to stop the cuff rubbing up blisters, and set them
aside. The presence or absence of the arm harness made no difference to Dag’ s ghost hand asfar as she
knew, but she supposed Dag thought it would alarm the carpenter less not to have that wicked hook
waving over hiswife' sbelly.

“What | can do—what | cantry to do...” Dag looked up and around, and Fawn suspected only she
redlized how much uncertainty and fear his stern face was masking. “First | want to wrap aground
reinforcement around the swelling. Most of you don't know what ground is, but anyway, you won't see
anything. Then | want to try and pry that swollen end open so’ sthe pocket will drain back into the gut the
way it'ssupposed to. That part | think may hurt, but then it ought to ease. There' sadanger. Two
dangers. Look at me, you husband, sster.” His voice softened, “Cress.” He smiled down &t her; her
pain-pinched eyes widened atrifle. When he was sure he had their attention, he continued, “ That little
pocket’ s stretched redly tight right now. There' sachanceit’ll bust while I’ m trying to drainit. But | think
it' sliketo bust anyway pretty soon. Do you till want meto try this?’

They looked at each other; the sick woman squeezed her husband’ s hand, and he wet hislipsand
nodded.



“There sanother hitch. For later. Subtler.” Dag swallowed hard. “ Sometimes, when Lakewakers do
deep groundwork on farmers, the farmers end up beguiled. It’ snot on purpose, but it’s part of why the
Lakewalkers herewon't treat you. Now, I’ll be gone on therise. There’ sagood chance that a touch of
beguilement would do no worse to Cress than leave her sad for something she can never have, which can
happen to a person whether they’ re beguiled or not. So, | don’'t know if you' re a stupid-jeal ous sort of
fellow, Mark-carpenter, or more sensible. But if that mood should come on her, later, it d be your
husband-job to help her easeit, not to harry her about it. Do you understand?’

The carpenter shook his head no, then yes, then puffed out his breath in confusion. “ Are you saying my
Cresswould run off? Leave me, leave her baby?’ He stared wildly across at Fawn. “Isthat what you
did?’

Fawn shook her head vigoroudly, making her black curlsbounce. “Dag and | killed ablight bogle
together. That's how we met.” She thought of adding, I’'m not beguiled, just in love, then wondered how
you could demondirate the difference. Cress s breath was coming in shalow pants; Fawn caught up her
other hand and squeezed it. “ She wouldn’t run off lessn’ you drove her.”

The carpenter gulped. “Do it, Lakewaker. Whatever you' re going to do. Help her, make the hurting
sop!”

Dag nodded, leaned forward, and placed his spread right hand over the apparent gap of hisleft atop the
woman'slower belly. Hisface got that no-look-at-all Fawn had witnessed while he' d been healing Hod,
asif he had no attention to spare for animating it. Absent in avery red sense. He paused; his merely
expressionless expression returned.

“Oh,” breathed Cress. “That easesme...”

Fawn wondered if anyone e se was thinking of the man who' d been fooled, uncertain if thiswasthe
ground reinforcement working or a sudden disaster. Could Dag hope to be gone on therise before a
soaring fever made the difference apparent?

“That was the ground reinforcement,” said Dag. His brief grimace was meant to be areassuring smile,
Fawn guessed. “It needs afew minutesto setin.”

“Magic?’ whispered the carpenter hopefully.

“It'snot magic. It'sgroundwork. It's...” Dag looked up for thefirst time at the ring of faceslooking
down at him: the two boat bosses, another curious keder who might be Wain' sright-hand man, a
worried Pearl Bend couple who could berelatives or relatives-in-law; behind them, Whit and Hod and
Hawthorn. “Huh.” He set his hand on the deck and levered himsdlf to his feet. Fawn scrambled up with
him. He turned dowly, looking at the retive crowd gtill milling on the shore, craning their necksand
muttering. Bending, he murmured to Fawn, “Y ou know, Spark, it’sjust dawned on methat | got a
captive audience, here.”

She whispered back, “1 figured they were just fixing to beat you to a pulp and then set the pulp on fire.”

Hisgrinflitted past. “Then I’ ll havetheir full attention while they’ rewaiting their chance, won't 1?7 Better
'n Sx cats at one mouse hole”

He stepped to the bow in front of the chicken coop. A wide wave of hisleft arm invited the folks on the
foredeck to attend to him, and ended catching Fawn around the waist and hoisting her up to stand on a
sep-rail besde him, ahead higher than usud. Heleft his stcump hidden behind her back, but raised his
hand in atemple-touch, haf-greeting, haf-saute, and began loudly, “ Did you al out there hear what | just



told Mark-carpenter and Cress? No? | explained that | just set a ground reinforcement around the
infection in Cress sgut. Now, | reckon most of you don’t know what a ground reinforcement is, nor
ground neither, o I’'m going to tell you...”

And then, to Fawn’ s astonishment, he went off into much the same explanation of ground and
groundwork that he had practiced so haltingly around the dinner tablein West Blue. Only thistime, it
wasn't nearly so halting: smoother, morelogically connected, with al the details and comparisons that
had seemed to work best for his dubious Bluefidd in-laws. Histak wasin what Fawn thought of as his
patroller-captain voice, pitched to carry.

Whit came up behind her shoulder, wide-eyed, and whispered in her ear, “ Arethey following al this?’

She whispered back, “I’m guessing onein three are smart or sober enough. That makes agood
half-dozen, by my reckoning.” But the crowd of kedlers and townsmen had al stopped muttering and
rustling amongst themsalves, and the folks leaning on the nearby boat railslooked as entertained asif Dag
were astump speaker.

To Fawn’ sgreater astonishment, when Dag finished with groundwork and malice blight, he glanced over
his shoulder and went right on with sharing knives. And then the sllence grew asrapt asif folkswere
listening to aghost story. “Which waswhy,” Dag finished, “when that fool patroller boy broke hisbone
knifein the fight up behind the landing the other night, all those Pearl Riffle Lakewakersacted like
someone had murdered his grandmother. Because that’ s pretty near just what happened. That’swhy
they’ ve dl been so blighted touchy with you latdly, see...”

And, Fawn thought, at least some of the men listening did seem to see. Or at least, they nodded wisdly
and murmured canny comments, or parted their lipsin wonder, round-mouthed and silent.

“Some of you may be wondering why no Lakewaker hastold you these things before. The answer is
standing beside you, or maybeit’sin your own hand. Y ou say you' re afraid of us, our sorcery and our
secrets. Well, we' re morta afraid of you, too. Of your numbers, and of your misunderstandings. Ask
poor Verd, the camp medicine maker, if he' d dare to go near afarmer again soon. The reasons
Lakewakersdon't explain thingsto you as we should aren't our fault aone.”

A number of the men clutching cudgelslooked at one another and lowered them discreetly to their Sides,
or even behind their backs. One shamefaced townsman dropped his dtogether, glanced to either Side,
and folded hisarms somewhat defiantly.

Dag drew along breath, letting his gaze pass over the crowd; each fellow whose eyes he met rose a bit
on histoes, so that aripple passed dong them in response, as though Dag had run his hand through the
till water of ahorse trough. “Now, Mark-carpenter here asked if groundwork was magic, and | told him
no. Ground is part of the world, and groundwork works best running with the grain of the world and not
againg it. Like the difference between splitting alog or cutting it crossways. And it isn't miracle either, at
least no more than planting cornisamiracle, which it kind of is, redly. Farmer putsfour kernelsin the
ground, and hopes one will sprout, or two will let him bresk even, or three will let him get ahead, and if it
ever cameup dl four, he d likely cdl it amiracle. Groundwork doesn't make miracles any oftener than
planting, but some days, we do break even.”

Dag glanced again over hisshoulder. “Now, if you folkswill excuse me, | have some groundwork to try.
And if you al are the hoping sort, you can hope with methat tonight | can bresk even.”

Hefinished with his old sl f-deprecating head-duck and salute, and turned back to his waiting—ypatient,
Fawn decided. He' s sure not fooling now.



“Absent gods,” he breathed to Fawn’ sear done. “If there sany rulesleft to bust, | can't think of "em.”

“Flyin’, patroller?’ she breathed back. That had been Aunt Nattie' s shrewd description of Dag the night
he’ d mended that glass bowl so glorioudy, surprisng himsdf even more than he' d surprised the
Bludfidds

Hislipstweaked up in shared memory, but then his gaze grew grave again. He went back to Cress sside
and lowered himsdlf, folding hislong legs awkwardly. Hitching his shoulders, he leaned forward and went
absent again.

Just as quick asthat: here, then gone...there, wherever there was. Fawn made mental inventory as she
settled again in her place beside him. Therewas apot of hot water gtill on the hearth, blanketsjust insde
the cabin.

A whimper from Cress became a stuttering groan. Fawn grabbed her hand and held it hard asit tried to
jerk defensively toward her belly. Fawn was afraid to touch Dag lest she spoil his concentration, but the
color draining from his skin made her think he was chilling down awfully fast. The night air was growing
raw despite the torches and lanterns held up by their spellbound audience.

The minutes crept by, but in not nearly so many asit had taken for Hod' sknee, Dag sat up and blew out
his breath. He stretched his shoulders, rubbed his face. Cress had stopped crying and was staring up at
him with her lips parted in awe.

“I’ve donewhat | can for now. The pocket drained well and the swelling' seased.” Dag’ s brow wrinkled.
“I think...maybe Cress and her sister and Mark had best stay the night here on the boat. That infection’s
gtill pretty warm, could do with another ground reinforcement in the morning. A Lakewaker who' d had
gut work, they’ d give him boiled water with alittle sugar and sdt in it to drink, and then maybe tea, but
nothing else for acouple of days. Rests up your sore innards while they heal, see. Wrap her up warm by
thefiretonight, too.”

“But | didn’'t see you do nothing,” said Boss Wain, in atentative voice that contrasted remarkably to his
ealier belowing.

“Y ou can take my word or leaveit, for al of me,” Dag told him. He glanced down at Cress, and the
ghost of asmiletugged hislips. “1f you' d been aLakewaker, you' d have seen plenty.”

Hewas shivering. Fawn said firmly, “It’ stime to get you insgde and warmed up, too, maker mine. | think
you might do with some of that hot teainsde you.”

He bent his head to amile at her, then held her tight with hisleft arm and swooped in for along, hard kiss.
Hislipswere cold asclay, but his eyes were bright asfire. Clay and fire makes a kiln, Fawn thought
woozily. What new thing are we shaping here?

Despite dl the excitement, their exhaustion assured that the boat’ s visitors were adegp on hides and furs
in front of the hearth dmost as soon asthey’ d been tucked in. Dag fell into the bedroll in their curtained
retreat asif bludgeoned, and was soon snoring into Fawn’ sfluttering curls. In the morning, after tea, Dag
laid one more ground reinforcement in Cress, then sent the couple and their supporters on their way.
Bleary, hungover kedersin the gray mist of dawn were much less threatening than drunken, wound-up
keders by torchlight, though to their credit, they repeated their good deed with the door in the opposite
direction without audible complaint.



As soon as the much-reduced parade was out of sight, Dag told Fawn, “Pack up apicnic lunch, Spark.
We regoing for aride”

“But it looksto be anasty, chilly day,” Fawn pointed out, bewildered at this sudden scheme.

“Then bring lots of blankets” Dag lowered hisvoice. “ The Pearl Riffle Lakewakers madeit red clear
yesterday that they didn't favor me rocking their boat. | think | just turned it turtle. I expect Captain
Osprey will hear al about it by breskfast at the latest. | don’'t know if you ever saw Massape Crow ina
real bad mood, but Amma puts me horribly in mind of her. By the time she makesit acrosson theferry, |
am to be dsawhere”

And at Fawn’ s protest, added only, “I’ll explain asweride.” He went off to saddle Copperhead.

With Fawn perched on the saddlebags and her armstight around hiswaist, Dag sent Copperhead
cantering south for agood two miles down the straight road, which was exhilarating but blocked
conversation. Despite the double burden, the horse seemed more than willing to stretch hislegs after his
daysof idleness. It wasn't till Dag turned left and began awinding climb up into the wooded hills
designed to thwart trackersthat he explained about hisfruitlessfirst vigt to the Lakewaker camp, and
how the tavern gossip and its dangerous aftermath with the medicine maker had drawn yesterday’ s
hard-eyed delegations down on him. Fawn grew hotly indignant on his behaf, but he only shook his
head.

The gray fog did not burn off asthe sun climbed, but rather, thickened. Fawn’'s ssomach was growling
when Dag spotted ahuge old tulip tree fallen with itsrootsin the air, sheltering a scooped-out depression
blown full of dry leaves. With their blankets atop and below, they soon arranged a hidey-hole as cozy as
afox’sden, and settled down to share alate, cold breakfast—Dag declined to light afire, lest the smoke
betray their refuge. His burst of energy departed him as abruptly asit had seemed to come on, and hefell
into adrained doze. Happily, he woke sufficiently refreshed after afew hoursto while away the leaden
afternoon in the best dow lovemaking they’ d had for weeks. The mist outside turned to drizzle, but did
not penetrate their nest. After, they curled up around each other, Fawn thought, like hibernating squirrels.

Dag woke from another doze with alaugh on hislips. It was the most joyful sound she' d heard from him
inalong time. Sherolled up on one ebow and poked him. “What?’

He pulled her to him and kissed her amile. “| redly saved that woman'slifel”

“What, hadn’t you noticed?’ She kissed his smile back. “Like this medicine making, do you? | think it
suitsyou.” She added after amoment, “1’m right proud of you, you know.”

His smile faded into seriousness. “My people are full of warnings about this sort of thing. It' s not that they
think it can’t be done, and it’ s not the beguilement problem—they hardly mentioned that. It' sthat farmers
think it'smagic, and that magic should always work perfectly. | won Hod, and | won Cress, but only
because | was lucky that she had something | was pretty sure | could get around. | can think of half a
dozenillnesses| couldn’t have touched.”

She curled his chest hair around one finger and set her lipsto the hollow at the base of histhroat. “\What
would you have done then?’

“Not started, | suppose. Been agood boy just as Captain Osprey wanted. Watched that poor woman
die.” Hisbrowsknotted in thought. “ Some young medicine makers get very troubled when they first lose
patients, but I'm surely past that. Absent gods help me, | used to kill people on purpose. But the greatest
danger Lakewakersfear isthat if they try to hep and fail, the farmerswill turn on them. Because they
have, you know. I'm not thefirst to be tempted down thisroad. And | don’t know how to handleit. Hedl



and run? Amma s complaint wasn't made-up.”

“Or maybe,” Fawn said dowly, “if you stayed in one place for along time, folkswould get to know and
trust you. And then it would be safe to fail, sometimes.”

“Safetofal.” Hetasted the phrase. “There sastrange idea, to apatroller.” He added after along
moment, “It's never safeto fail hunting maices. Someone has to succeed, every time. And not even at
any cost, because you have to have enough |eft afterward to succeed tomorrow, too.”

“It' sagood system,” agreed Fawn, “for malices. Not so sure about it as a system for people.”

“Hm.” Herolled over and stared at the tiny pricks of light coming through the holesin their blanket-tent,
held up by the ragged roots. “Y ou do have away of stirring up the silt in my brain, Spark.”

“You saying | cloud your thinking?’
“Or that you get to the bottom of things that haven't been disturbed in far too long.”

Fawn grinned. “Now, who' s going to be the first one to say something rude and silly about the bottom of
things?’

“I was dways avolunteerin’ sort of fellow,” Dag murmured, and kissed hisway down her bare body.
And then there was some very nice rudenessindeed, and giggling, and tickling, and another hour went

away.

They arrived back at the Fetch well after dark in acold drizzle that the boat folk plainly thought a grest
disappointment, inadequate to the purpose of putting anything bigger than abarrel over the Riffle. Whit
reported four vists from tight-lipped Lakewa kerslooking for Dag, two from the camp captain, one from
the ferry boss, and one from the furtive medicine maker, which Dag said he regretted missing. Dag plainly
was keeping his groundsense pricked, Fawn thought from his jumpy mood, but as no one else came by
and the night drew on, he relaxed again.

After their long picnic day, neither of them wanted to do anything in their bedroll but cuddle down and
deep, which Fawn thought Dag still needed. She had dept, she thought, about an hour, when she was
wakened by Dag dtting up on one ebow.

“What?’ she murmured drowsly.
“I think we have avigtor.”

Fawn heard no footsteps on the front deck, nor bleats from Daisy-goat or complaints from the chickens.
“Berry pulled the gangplank in, didn’t she?’

“Not coming down the path. Coming from theriver side. Absent gods, | think he sswimming.”
“In that cold water? Who?”

“If I’'m not mistaken, it'syoung Remo. Why?’ Dag groped for histrousers, pulled them on, and swung
off their pile of hides, fighting hisway out past their makeshift curtain.

“What should | do?’ Fawn whispered.
“Stay here, till | find out what thisisal about.”



He padded softly back past the piles of cargo and the bunks, careful to wake no snoring deepers. Fawn
barely heard the creak of the back hatch open and close.
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Theail lantern burning low on the kitchen table was clever Tripoint handiwork, a glass vase protected by
awire cage mounted on ametal reservoir, with ameta hat and wire handle above. As he dipped padt,
Dag plucked it up. He eased out the back hatch and closed the door before hanging the lantern on the
bent nail and turning the valve key to brighten the flame. He peered out over the water. Any moon or
garswere veiled by the overcast sky, and the lamplight reflected off theinky surface of theriver in snaky
orangeripples.

In afew moments, the ripplesfluttered and the lines of light broke up as adark shape emerged from the
darker shadows. Dag made out Remo’ swet hair, then his paler face as he turned again and stroked
toward the rear of the Fetch. Hisleft arm, still scored with stitches, was up out of the water towing a
makeshift raft, some driftwood hastily lashed together with vines and willow withies. Atop the raft sat
folded saddlebags, and atop them a cloth bundle. Remo swam up under the Fetch’s rudder oar, and
gasped, “Please. .. please will you take these?’

If the boy had swum from the opposite shorein this wesather, he had to be chilled to the bone and close
to exhaustion, youth or no youth. Dag raised his brows, but bent over the back rail, grasped the cloth
bundle, and heaved it onto the deck. Ah, Remo’ s clothes and boots, of course. Then the saddlebags,
containing, from the weight of them, therest of hislife streasures. Dag grunted, but set them by thefirst
bundle. He turned to watch Remo trying to lift himself up dong the rudder pole on shaking arms, only to
dide back. Dag sighed, leaned out, extended his hand, and helped pull the shivering young patroller up
over the back rail aswell. The abandoned raft ticked against the rudder and drifted away.

Remo nodded gratefully and bent to pick with numb fingers at the knot tying his bundle. He rubbed his
naked body down with the wrapping towel and shuddered into his clothes. “ Th-thanks.”

“Folksare degping insde,” Dag warned in alow tone. He wondered whether he ought to haul the boy
indoors and plunk him in front of the hearth, or throw him back over therail. Well, he' d doubtlessfind
out shortly.

“Yes, right,” whispered Remo. Hislip was back to normal size, but the bruises around his eye had
darkened to a spectacular deep purple, just sarting to go green at the edges. Hefinished pulling on his
shirt and stood with hands clenching and unclenching a hissides, asif his next wordswere clotting in his
throat.

He' d goneto agreat dedl of trouble for this private talk, Dag thought, only to choke off now. Caution
reined in Dag’ s curiogity just enough to convert hisWhat can | do for you?into a more noncommittal
generd eyebrow lift.

It was enough to break the logjam, anyway. Remo blurted, “ Take me with you.”
“And, ah—why should | do that?’

The return stare was uncomfortably Hod-like.

“Do you even know where I’'m going?’ Dag prodded.

“Downriver. Away. Anywhere away from here”



Thiswasthe one, Dag reminded himself, who' d had to take his great-grandmother’ s broken and wasted
bone back and present it to hiswaiting family. It wasn't hard to guess that the scene hadn’t gone wll,
though that <till left awide range of badly to choose from. Remo had been the more conscientious of the
feckless partners, the onewho' d tried to do the right thing. And had it come out al wrong. Well, you
know how that goes, old patroller. Dag rubbed his head and sat down on the bench against the cabin
wall. Hisarm harness being off for the night, he rested his stump unobtrusively down by hisleft sde and
laid hishand on hisright knee.

Remo dropped hagtily to the deck and sat cross-legged, perhaps feding dimly that supplication went ill
with looming.

“There are ten other boats heading the same way,” Dag pointed out. “Why the Fetch?’
Remo shot him alook of tight-lipped exasperation. “ Becausethey’redl full of farmers.”

Dag wasn't quite sure how to take that emphasis. He was tempted to haul Remo by the nosein afew
more circlestill he recanted histone, but it was late and Dag wastired. One circle, maybe. “ Soisthis
one”

Remo’ s second shaft wobbled closer to theredl target. “Y ou left.”
“I was not—"

“If you weren’t banished, they as much as drove you out. Made it impossible for you to stay. | thought
you' d understand.” His bitter laugh betrayed both his youth and how close to the end of hisrope he
dangled.

Oh, | do.

“Y ou threw off their old rules. Y ou rebelled. Y ou took your own path, done. And no oneisgoing to say
to you it’sjust because you' re astupid fool kid!”

We seetheworld not asit is, but aswe are. “ That' s not exactly what I’ m about, here. Now, | can say,
whatever’ sgoing on over there between you and your family, it will pass. Greet griefs mug, if only
because no one has the staminato keep them up that long.” Not more than twenty years, leastways.

Remo just shook hishead. Too sunk in hisown misery to listen? To hear?

Dag thought ruefully of hisown family, and revised his sage advice. “ And while you' rewaiting, there's
adwaysthe patrol.”

Remo shook hishead harder. “ The Pearl Riffle patrol islousy with my family. Most of my brothersand
sgtersand haf my cousins. Uncles and aunts. And every one of them thinksthey should have been left
great-grandmama s knife instead, and they’ reright.” He gulped and added, “1 went to the camp knife
maker yesterday to ask for my own bonded knife, and he wouldn’t even agree to makeit for mel”

In your mood? Dag mentally commended the cautious knife maker. He said patiently, “Whatever your
troubles are, you won't defest them by running away from them. My road’ s not for you. What I’ m saying
is, the best thing you can do for yourself and Pearl Riffle Camp is go back over there and pretend this
swim didn’t happen.”

Remo'sjaw worked. “I could swim halfway back. That would solve al my troubles.”

Dag sighed, but before he could marsha his next argument, the door siwung quietly open and Fawn



dipped through. She had a blanket wrapped around her nightdress, shawl-fashion, and alumpy clothin
her hand. She glanced at Dag and tossed her head. “Maybe | can put aword in here. Being the resident
expert at running away from home.” She opened her cloth. “Here, have achunk of cornbread. | make it
Sweset.”

Remo accepted it mechanically, but stared at it in some bewilderment. Fawn handed a piece to Dag and
took the last one herself. Dag took a grave bite of his own and motioned Remo to proceed. Fawn leaned
againg the cabin wall and nibbled, then nudged Dag’ s knee with her bare foot. “ Thisisyour Remo, right?
Orisit Bar?

Dag swalowed crumbs and made the demanded introduction. “Remo, yes. Remo, thisismy wife, Fawn
Bluefidd.”

Remo, food in hand, made a confused half-effort to stand, then settled back as Fawn waved him down.
He returned her nod instead. “Y ou’ re the farmer bride? | thought you'd be.. .tdler.”

Dag quelled his curiodity asto what several adjectives Remo had just swalowed dong with his
cornbread, there. Older was undoubtedly one.

“Now,” said Fawn cheerily, “thefirst thing I know for sure about running away from homeis, plans made
inthe middle of the night are not dways the best. In the morning—after breakfast—you can generaly
think of much better ones.” She exchanged ameaningful look with Dag, and went on, “1t’ sthe middle of
the night now, and you' re keeping Dag from my bed. But | just laid abig pile 0’ those furs and blankets
we used for last night’ svigitorsin front of the hearth. They’re re warm now. Toasty, even.”

Remo was shivering, hisdamp skin clammy in the misty chill. Strands of hair escaping his soaked braid
draggled across his furrowed forehead.

“If you got yourself warm, | bet you' d drop off right quick despite your troubles, tired as you look. All
that svimming, after dl. | expect you' re till hurting, too.”

Indl ways, not just his bruises, thought Dag. He suppressed asmile at the way Remo stared up
open-mouthed, blatantly susceptible to what were likely thefirst kindly words he' d had from anyone for
days. A pretty young woman offering him food, a soft bed, and sympathy was not someone he was going
to argue too hard with, even if shewasafarmer.

“Wise Spark,” Dag commended this. “ Take her up, Remo; you won't get a better offer tonight.” He had
the bare wisdom himself not to add doud, It beats swimming hafway acrosstheriver adl hollow. No
good sprinkling salt on wounds, even sdf-inflicted ones.

Remo glanced asif surprised at his hand, now empty of leftover cornbread, and around at the flatboat
and the darkness of the rippling river. Only afew orange lights from Pearl Riffle Camp shone through the
half-naked trees on the far hillside.

“Thisboat’ s not going anywhere tonight anyhow,” Fawn pointed out.

Remo shook his damp head. “No, but ariseiscoming on. You can fed it, out in the middle. That' swhy |
swam across now. By morning it’ [l be too dangerous, and by tomorrow night, these boatswill dl be

m]e.”

Remo had lived in thisferry camp dl hislife; Dag expected he knew the river’ smoods well. Further,
swvimming the river left no evidence behind of what direction he' d taken. A missing horsewould have said
north; crossing on the ferry would have | eft witnesses who could say south. Once he was gone beyond



groundsense range, none could guessif he' d gone north, south, east, or west. Or halfway acrossthe
river.

A faint breeze raised goose bumps on Remo’ s lavender-tinged skin, and he yielded abruptly. “All right.”
“Bered quiet,” whispered Fawn, her hand on the door latch. “They’ re mostly adeep in there”

“Berry?’ Dag murmured.

“I told her you'll explain in the morning. Sherolled back over.”

“Ah”

With Remo tucked into the bedding before the hearth like an oversized, overtired child, Dag and Fawn at
last made it back to their own curtained bed. Their bedroll, unfairly, had chilled down. They rubbed each
other half-warm, and laced limbs together for the re<t.

“Wondered why you chose just then to come popping out,” Dag murmured into Fawn’scurls. “You
thought he meant it about that haf-river, did you?’

“Thistime o’ night, you do. Besides, asragged as Remo looks, and asbig asthisriver is, thedecison
might be pulled out of his hands before he made it back to the other shore.” She added reflectively, “It's
alot bigger than the river by West Blue, that way. Drowning yoursdlf in that one would have called for a
lot more determination. Here, you could do it just by inattention.”

He hugged her tight. “No half-rivers.”

“Anyhow, | took exception to your advice about not running away from your troubles. Y ou picnicking
fraud.”

An unvoiced laugh shook his chest. “But I’m not running away. I’ m running toward.” He sighed. “And
justin case | missany, they follow after and join me. It s going to be a crowded boat, Spark.”

In the morning, Fawn found to her excitement that the cracked mud at the bow had disappeared under
new water. But Berry said the rise was not yet high enough to get the Fetch over the Riffle. Since Fawn
suspected the moving boat would not be safe for complicated cooking, sheindulged hersdf instead in
what might be the last chance for awhileto fix area West Blue-style farm breskfast.

Thisresulted in alot of munching around the crowded foldout kitchen table, and not much talk at first that
wasn't requests to pass things, athough most everyone shot curious peeks at Remo. Berry was bland
about the uninvited guest. Bo was either hungover, or indifferent. Hod seemed intimidated, with lots of
looks Dag’' sway asif for reassurance. Whit was wary—Remo was both older and bigger than he was,
aswdl asbeing afull-fledged patroller. Hawthorn had a baby raccoon, a prize from one of his
cod-savaging coins, and had no interest in anything el se.

Fawn had to admit, the bright-eyed creature was wildly cute. Hawthorn wastrying to keep it in his shirt,
with limited success, Whit observed that he should have bought a baby possum for thet. Bo said
raccoons were destructive, and if Hawthorn didn’t keep his pet under control, Bo would makeitinto a
het.

“Now, Bo,” said Berry, cutting across Hawthorn’ s hot protests. “Could be worse. Remember
Buckthorn's bear cub?’



Bo wheezed alaugh, and gave over harassing Hawthorn. Hawthorn, Whit, and Hod then fell into a
debate about what to name the kit. Dag said little, but Fawn spotted him dipping the curious animal a
fragment of bread.

Remo didn't attempt to join the talk. He was medium-tall, broad-shouldered; Dag called him aboy, but
he looked like a full-grown man to Fawn. He was not good-looking so much as good-enough-looking,
but was probably attractively hedthy when he wasn't recovering from abeating. Hishair, dry and
re-braided, hung halfway down his back. Hefinished cleaning his plate and looked up &t last. “ So,” he
said to Dag. “ Did you decide? Can | come with you?’

Dag left off helping to spoil the raccoon kit and returned the look. “I don’t know. Can you?’
Remo frowned uncertainly.

Dag went on, “1’m not your patrol leader. Moreto the point, thisisn't my boat. | just work onit. If you
want to arrange passage, you haveto talk to the boat boss like anyone else.” He nodded across at
Berry. Remo’ s head turned to meet her rather ironic gaze, and he blinked.

Dag’ s response seemed a bit unfeeling to Fawn, but maybe he had areason. She waited for it to emerge.
Remo finaly addressed Berry: “How do | arrange passage, then?”

“Wall, you haveto either buy it or work it. Everyone else here' s decided to work it.”

“How muchto buy it?’

“How far areyou going?’

“I...don’'t know.” He glanced at Dag. “ Graymouith, | guess.”

Berry named a sum of coinsthat made Remo’ s face set. No deep purse here, it seemed. Fawn was
unsurprised.

“And working?’ said Remo.

“I don’t know. What can you do? | know you know narrow boats—I heard about the coal-boat boys
you fellows pulled out of the Riffle. Can you man aflatboat sweep?’

“I oncedid it for aday. Barr took me venturing...” He broke off.

“Hm.” Berry glanced a Dag, who shrugged. “1 didn’t expect to have one Lakewadker crewman, let one
two. So...how’sthis. I'll takeyou ontrial asfar as Silver Shoas. That’s my next stop. Papaand Alder
were seen there last fal by some keder friends, so | know they madeit at least that far.”

Remo made an inquiring noise; Whit explained rather sternly about Berry’ s quest. Remo looked a bit
taken aback to be reminded that people besides himself could have serious troubles, and he squinted asiif
seeing Berry for thefirst time. Fawn imagined the view through the haze of his own misery was ill abit
blurry.

“Beaware,” said Dag, with ahint of chalengein hisvoice, “that if you choose to work, from the time you
st foot on the Fetch till the time you step off Boss Berry will be your patrol |eader.”

Remo shrugged. “It’ sjust aflatboat. How hard can it be?’
Whit frowned on Berry’ s behdf, but before he could wade in, a clunk from the back of the boat brought



everyone' s head around.
“Log,” sad Bo.

“Current’ smoving better,” said Berry. The Fetch shifted, and the ropes from the stern to the shore flexed
and groaned atrifle.

Hawthorn ran out to the back deck and returned, reporting, “ The river’ sgoing browner. Not long now!”

The cleaning up was left to Whit, Hawthorn, and Hod. At home Whit had dacked off abominably on this
chore, making game of Fawn, but with Hawthorn and Hod to ride herd on, not to mention Berry
watching, he became wonderfully scrupulous dl of a sudden. Fawn was consdering breaking out her
spindlefor alittle hand-work, when someone on the shore path trotted past the bow and shouted,
incomprehensibly, “Hey, Berry! The upstream kedlers are on the tow!”

Berry rose, grinning. “ Come on, Fawn. Y ou’ ve got to seethis.”

She picked up an oddly shaped leather bag from under her curtained bunk. Fawn grabbed her jacket
and followed; Whit trailed after.

The late morning was overcast and chilly but not foggy. More of the leaves were down from the trees,
drifted into sodden yellow pilesfrom yesterday’ srain, leaving the bare boles the same gray asthe air,
receding ghostly up the hill. Berry led down the path past the wharf boat and the ferry landing. The
Lakewalkers ferryboat, Fawn saw in passing, was moored on the other side of the river, and its capstan
rope had been taken down. No one would be crossing after Remo just yet.

A little above where they’ d gathered coal, Berry hopped up onto some tallish rocks that gave afine view
down over the Riffle. At the bottom of the rapids, which were dowly disappearing under the risng water,
two keelboats were moving aong opposite shores. On the far shore, the keel was being towed againgt
the current by ateam of eight oxen handled by what looked to be acouple of local farmers. On the near
shore, the ked was being heaved aong by about twenty straining men pulling along, thick rope. Fawn at
last saw why dl the trees on the riverside of the shore path had been cut to sumps. Both boats had men
running back and forth on their bows with long poles, fending off rocks and clumps of wrack. The two
crews were shouting back and forth across the water, rude insults and challenges and alot of chaff about
We'll be at Tripoint before you!

“Isitarace?’ asked Whit, staring in ddlight.

“Yep,” said Berry, and bent to draw a polished hickory-wood fiddle from the case. She tested the tuning
by plucking at the strings and turning the pegs, stood up on the highest rock facing downstream, and
drew along note, starting low and winding high until it seemed to lesp off the fiddle dtogether. She
added, “I’ vefiddled my kedler boys up over every shod and riffle on the Gray and the Grace. It makes
thework go easier if you have arhythm. When the boat boss wanted them to go faster, he'd bribe meto
play quicker. The boyswould bribe meto play dower. It could get pretty lucrative.”

Fawn spotted alot of fellows out on the Pearl Bend wharf boat in the distance, shouting the contestants
onward. “1 don’t suppose you have a bet down on this race, do you, Berry?’

The riverwoman grinned. “Yep.” And set her bow to her strings, sending an astonishingly loud ripple of
notes echoing down theriver valley. The grunting keelers on the near shore looked up and cheered, and
bent again to their rope in time to the boatman-music. Fawn guessed it was afamiliar tune, likely with
familiar words, and likely with arude version, but the men had no breath to spare to sing dong. The oxen
on the other side seemed indifferent to the noise.



When the repeats on the first song began to get dull, Berry switched to a second tune, then athird. Some
of the other boat bosses from Possum Landing had come out to watch the show, including Wain from the
Snapping Turtle. Berry moved back from the rocks to the other side of the path as the keelboat drew
near and began yet another tune, even liveier, her ebow pumping. Her audience shuffled after her.
Strands of her lank blond hair, loose from the horse-tail a her nape, stuck to her face, and she alternated
between ether blowing them out of her mouth or chewing on them in her concentration. Her fingers
stretched, arched, flew so fast they blurred. Everyone else was watching the race; Whit was watching
Berry, hiseyesdight and his mouth agape.

The swesting kedlers, passing, hooted at her, then bent and stamped and strained. She made her fiddle
echo their criesamogt like ahuman voice. They were pulling well ahead of the oxen. Berry kept her
musi ¢ chasing them up the shore until they reached the wharf boat, reeled in their keelboat, threw down
their rope, and sent up avictory whoop. She made her fiddle whoop back, and finally dropped it from
under her chin, panting.

The flatties and locals who had collected along the bank to watch tromped back up the riverside to settle
their betsand hoist adrink at the wharf boat, but neither Berry nor the other boat bosses on the lookout
point joined them. Instead, they peered upriver, where one of the flatboats had loosed from its mooring
and was being dowly sculled out to mid-river. “ There goesthe OleanaLily,” someone muttered. They
were dl watching, Fawn redlized, to seeif this scout could clear the shoals without hanging up or tearing
outitshull.

“If he makesit, will we go?’ Fawn asked Berry.

“Not just yet,” said Berry, shading her eyes and squinting at the drifting flatboat, which was picking up
gpeed. “The Lily drew a shallower draft than me even before | undertook to load on extra people, aton
0 window glass, and asurly horse. Y ou see that long pole sticking up out of the water below the
Landing wharf boat?’

Fawn gazed where she pointed at what looked like adim, baretree, stripped of side branches, with a
limp red flag nailed to itstop some thirty feet in the air. Every half foot dong itslength, it had agroove
circling it daubed with red paint, until afew feet up from the water where it changed to black paint. “That
tellsyou how high the water is, right? Isit safe to take the shoadswhen it changes from red to black?’
There seemed to be severdl feet |eft for the water to rise.

“Depends on how low in thewater your hull and cargo ride. When it changes to black, any fool can get
his boat over.”

“The marks go dl the way to thetop,” said Fawn uneasily. “ The water doesn’'t ever go that high, does
it?”

“No,” sad Berry, and Fawn relaxed, until she added, “By thetimeit’ s about halfway, the pole usualy
rips out and washes away.”

Fawn finaly saw why the river people relied on wharf boats, instead of afixed dock like those she'd
seen around Hickory Lake. Thewharf boats would rise and fall with the shifting water, could be pulled
ashorefor winter, and wouldn’t be torn away by floods, drifting trees, or grinding ice. Werelesslikey to
be, she amended that thought.

A few of the boat bosses lined up on the rocks yelled comments or advice to the steersman of the
Oleana Lily, which were proudly ignored, but most watched in sllence. When the steersman legped to
one sdeand pulled hard, not afew leaned with him, fists clenching, asif to add their strength to his.
When the boat sideswiped arock, scraping aong the whole length of its oak hull, the boat bosses



groaned in synchrony. They bent like treesin the wind, then al straightened together and sighed at what
sign Fawn could not see; but the Lily was past the last rock and clump of wrack and <till moving
Sserendly.

The group broke up and began to trudge back up the path; a couple of men trotted ahead. Berry
detoured only briefly at the crowded wharf boat, collecting a couple of bone-cracking hugs from some
keders and money from several more sheepish boatmen. She refused pressing offers of cider, beer, or
the drink of her choice. “I got me aboat to launch, boys. We ve been here too long—you’ ve drunk this
place dry!”

She paused on the bank to squint again at the ringed pole. “Wdll, not quite yet. But | think we might load
on that horse.”

Back at the Fetch, they did so, laying extratimber for the gangplank. Dag soothed his dubious mount
across the bending boards. Copperhead snorted in dismay, but followed; the boat dipped as he clomped
down onto the deck and was penned with Daisy-goat. Whatever groundwork Dag was doing to assure
the gelding’ s cooperation was asinvisible to Fawn as ever, but she noticed Remo raising his brows asiif
secretly impressed.

Berry climbed onto the roof to watch two neighboring boats launch at the sametime and tangle their long
sdeoars, with alot of swearing. Berry scrubbed at the grin on her lips. “1 think we'll go next,” she said
to Fawn at her shoulder. “It'sadicerall, at this point. With a crowd like this, you want to go late enough
to get the highest water, but not so late that some hasty fool before you wrecks his boat and blocks the
channd again.”

Still, the launch seemed leisurely. Hawthorn dodged back and forth untying ropes from the trees and
casting off, and Hod limped around to roll them up in negt coils, two at the front corners and two at the
back corners. The oarsmen did not St to their long sweeps, but stood, walking or leaning back, pushing
or pulling as needed. Berry took the rear steering oar, with Bo and Whit on one side sweep and Dag and
Remo on the other. It made Berry’ s shouted directions ssimple: “ Farmer side, pull!” “Petroller sde, pull!”
“Now the other way, patrollers! Turn her!”

A thump shook the boat as the hull glanced off a hidden stump. A crash from the kitchen sent Fawn
racing insgde to make sure everything was locked down and to check, for the third time, that her cook
firewas well-banked and penned behind itsiron barrier. When she came out again the boat wasin the
middle of theriver, which gill looked bigger than from shore. They swung into aignment with the channdl.
In contrast to its earlier placid clarity, the water was an opague bright brown and visibly ralling, carrying
aong storm wrack from far upstream in an impressive current. She couldn’t imagine the bruised Remo
svimming it now.

Fawn debated whether to cling to the bench by the front door or climb to the more precarious roof, then
decided shewastired of being too short to see things. She climbed up and found hersaf aspot inthe
exact middle just beyond the radius of any of the three oars. She sat down firmly, wishing there were side
railings, or ahandleto grip. Maybe she could talk Bo into adding one. But for now the view was very
fine

They entered the Riffle proper, and the Fetch picked up speed. Dag suddenly yelled, “ Bear right, boss!
There' sabig snag about two feet under down therel”

Berry stared where hisfinger pointed. “ Y ou sure? | don't seeabail!”
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“All right,” said Berry dubioudly, and leaned on her oar to twist the boat past, darmingly closeto some
highly visible rocks on the far sde. Bo had to lift his sweep to clear them, and shot his boss a questioning
look, which she answered with a shrug before leaning on her oar to bring the boat around again. Whit,
lending his strength to Bo, looked utterly exhilarated.

“Y our boat steerslike adrunk pig,” Remo said, hauling briefly backward against the current at her next
order.

“Yeah, itan't no narrow boat, isit,” Berry returned cheerfully, un-offended. “Live and learn, patroller.”

A flatboat crowding close behind them chose to veer wider around the rocks. With aloud clunk, it
shuddered almost to a stop, then began to swing around its bow. Cries of dismay and alot more
swearing followed asits crew fought to keep it from turning broadside to the current. Berry looked at
Dag and raised her brows high. He touched histemple back at her.

“Wadll, liveand learn,” Berry repeated, in quite another tone.

Fawn stared back at the receding Lakewaker ferry landing, wondering if they were being watched by
irate council eyes. They passed rocks, clogs of dead trees and debrisincluding a bloated sheep, and less
visible hazards, then the river widened and the odd swirls like soup boiling disappeared. The surface
smoothed.

“Ease up, boys, we' re over the Riffleand away at last,” said Berry. “It' sastraight reach for the next
three miles”

Dag and Bo stood down from their sweeps. On the easy stretches, Fawn understood, the oarsmen
would take turnabout, and the boat would float along dl day without stopping. Dag came over, sat down
beside her, stretched out one leg, and gave her ahug around the shoulders. “ Al right, Spark?”

“It'swonderful!” She stared a Pearl Bend, aready falling behind on the far shore, and back to the boat
boss, now leaning happily on her oar. “We re going so fast!”

Berry’ sagreeing grin stretched aswide astheriver. “Fast asahorse can trot!”

11

The Fetch made thirty river miles before the dank autumn dusk, when they tied to the bank for the night
inthe middle of, as nearly as Fawn could tell, nowhere. Berry explained regretfully that she didn’t want to
try running downriver in the dark—Whit' s appalling suggestion. In addition to the hazards of rocks,
stumps, sand bars, ledges, and wrack, theriver divided frequently around shifting idands. A boat
choosing the wrong side might find itself stuck in achannd that petered out into impassible thatch, and its
crew plagued with the arduous task of towing it up around the head of theidand again, difficult enough
for akeelboat, designed for such work, worse for a balky flatboat. Boats had been abandoned in such
stuations, Berry said. Fawn poked Whit to silence when he began to volunteer Dag for anight pilot.
Even were Dag' s groundsense recovered to its full one-mile range, some of these idands were as much
asfive mileslong. And the river was quite scary enough in daylight.

After that, Fawn was too busy fixing dinner to worry further. With the excitement of the day wearing off,
everyone seemed glad to turn in early. In addition, Fawn suspected Dag was still bone-weary from
healing the Pearl Bend woman, at somelevel underneath the mere physical. He seemed to wrap himsalf
around Fawn in their bedroll more for comfort than anything e se; from the intensity of his clutch hewas
feding low on comfort tonight. She wondered if having Remo aboard bothered him. A curtain gave no
privacy from groundsense. Although since farmers couldn’t veil their grounds at all, she supposed Remo



must have shut himsalf off, as Dag often did, to spare himsdlf the aborasion. Weary hersdf, her musings
trickled into deep.

They made adawn start, and by midday, the clouds had thinned and the sun came through, if still abit
pale and watery, which Fawn thought lifted everyone’ s moods. At Berry’ s suggestion she experimented
with the clever iron oven that fitted in the Fetch’ s hearth, and was able to produce piesfor lunch without
stopping the boat. Or setting it on fire, afact of which she was more proud than of the pies, which, truly,
everyone ate with flattering appetites. In the afternoon, she found Dag taking a bregk from his oar,
lounging on the bench on the front deck keeping pleasantly idle company with Copperhead, Daisy-goat,
and the chickens. She leaned over therail and eyed the smooth, brown water. The Fetch seemed to be
outracing asodden log, but that floating leaf was definitely pulling ahead.

“Dag,” shesaid, “do you think you could catch us enough fish for dinner?’
He opened hiseyes and sat up. “What kind?’

“I don’'t even know what kindsthere arein thisriver. Bo was going on about how much he liked agood
channel catfish fried up in acornmedal crust. Do you think you could get enough of them to feed eight?’

His dow smile tucked up the edges of hismouth. “1 could try, Spark.”

He rose and stretched, only to drape himsalf over the side of the boat just behind the pen, hisleft arm
trailing down. Hishook barely grazed the water. Fawn watched in sudden doubt. When he' d persuaded
that big bassto leap so sartlingly into their laps at Hickory Lake, they’d been in amuch smaller boat,
with lower sdes. The Fetch’srail seemed awfully high to expect any fish to jump over. Were catfish even
the jumping sort? Fawn had adim idea that they lurked about on the river bottom.

When nothing happened in about ten minutes, Fawn cons dered wandering back to her domain by the
hearth to think about what she could do with bacon for dinner, again, except she was afraid Dag was
faling adeep. Granted he would doubtless wake up when he hit the water, and he could swim better than
she could, and if she grabbed for hislegs he might smply pull her over with him, but still. But then he
dtiffened, muttering, “Ha.” She craned her neck.

And then hewas jerked half over the thwart, with astartled scream of “Blight!”

Fawn lunged, managing to get her hands around his belt. She snatched one look over the side before she
leaned frantically backward, feet skidding on the deck. A huge gray splashing shape seemed to have
half-swallowed Dag' s hook, and was trying to yank him into the river. In order to eat him, near as Fawn
could tell. She supposed turnabout wasfair play, but she was't willing to give up her best husband to
some awful river mongter. “Dag, let go of it! It does't matter! | don’t want afish dinner that much!”

“I can't! Crap! The blighted thing’ s stuck on my hook!” Dag clawed futildly at the buckleson hisarm
harness, then managed to get his knees down far enough to clap them to the inboard side of the hull and
give amighty heave. Fawn added what weight she had.

Severd feet of flailing gray wetness rose from the brown water and arced through the air to land on the
mid-deck with athud that shook the whole boat. Dag, gill attached to its mouth-end, perforce fell withiit,
and Fawn with them both. She scrambled back on her hands and knees. The startled Copperhead
tromped hishoovesin the straw of his pen, jerked his head, and whinnied, and Daisy-goat bleated in
fright, whether of the plunging horse or of the river monster Fawn was unsure.

“Whit!” Dag yelled. “Bring amallet! Quick!”



The uproar brought the entire crew of the Fetch rushing to the bow. Whit, Hod, and Hawthorn jammed
up in the front hatch. Berry, Remo, and Bo peered down over the edge of the cabin roof. Whit vanished,
Hawthorn fell through, and Hod, eyeing Copperhead’ s antics, hung back. Fawn bounced to her feet for
her first clear view of the most enormous fish—if it was afish—she had ever seen or imagined. It was
nearly aslong as shewastal. Its head was huge, eyes glaring ydlow, mouth wide and ugly, and Dag's
left arm was il stuck partway into its gaping gullet. Red gillsflexed, and itslong barbels snapped like
whips asit heaved and flopped. Dag was jerked around withit.

Whit reappeared with a shiny new shovel grabbed from Berry’ s stock of Tripoint goods, and proceeded
to try to best the fish to desth, or at least into submisson, urged on by Dag: “Hit it again, Whit! Harder!
Ow! Aimfor its heed, blight you!”

The catfish finally stopped moving, mostly, and Dag drew along breath, sat up, and carefully worked his
hook free from insde the thing’' s mouth. If the monster had succeeded in pulling him overboard, would it
have taken him to the bottom and drowned him before he could get loose? Fawn fdlt faint. Dag shook
out hisarm, looked around at his riveted audience, and cleared histhroat. “ There, Spark. Fish dinner for
aght”

“Thank you, Dag,” Fawn choked. Which won aflash of a smile back, the strain in hisface easing. He
amogt succeeded in looking asif he' d meant to do al this, but she thought he might be picturing theat trip
to the river bottom, too.

“Fish dinner for forty-eight, morelike,” said Whit, measuring out the gleaming corpse. “How much does
thisthing weigh?’

“Looks like about a hundred, hundred-twenty pounds, to me,” drawled Bo. An expert opinion, Fawn
presumed. Whit whistled.

“Well,” said Berry, looking down at Fawn and shaking her head. “Y ou did tell me your husband could
catch fish, I'll give you that. Never seen anyone use live Lakewaker for bait, before.”

“How doyou fititinapan?’ Fawn nearly wailed. She pictured it draped across her killet with anarm’s
length hanging over each sde. Shewouldn't be ableto lift it. Could it be cooked on aturnspit, likea

roasting pig?

“Whit and Hod will cleanit and cut it up for you,” said Dag genidly. He stretched his back and climbed
somewhat gingerly to hisfeet, wiping hishook on histrousers. “I’'m sure Bo will be happy to tell them

Whit'slook of big-eyed enthusiasm faded atrifle, but he didn’t protest. He and Hod hauled the catch to
the back deck to butcher under Bo's amused supervision.

Briefly done with Dag in the kitchen-and-living-quarters while he tidied himsdf, Fawn reached up and
gripped him by the shoulders. “Y ou do know, you don’t have to go and do any stupid fool thing just
because | ask, don’t you? 1 rely on you to be the sensible grown-up around here!”

He dipped hisarm around her back, and protested, “I didn’t think a fish dinner was an unreasonable
request. Not on ariver, leastways. If we were in the middle of adesert, now, that would have been a
right cruel demand.” He blinked innocently at her.

Demondtrating crudty, she poked him in his bruised stomach and scowled.

Heglinted hiseyesat her in avery unfair way, but said, “1 admit, it did get alittle out of hand.”



“If you' re saying that thing nearly swallowed your arm, | saw.” She gripped him again and shook him, or
tried to. “Y ou could have picked out asmaler one. Y ou don’t have to prove anything to me!”

Hisanswer was adlent laugh as he dropped akiss on her curls. She gave up and relaxed into his offered
cuddle, even though she wasn't sure whether it was intended as gpology for scaring her out of her witsor
just asdigtraction.

She added more pensively, “I don’t mind theidea of eating afish, though on the farm it wasn't adish we
fixed too often. But I'm not sure | like the idea of afish big enough to et me.”

“Oh, there are channel cats bigger than that one. And there are sea sturgeon that come up the lower Gray
that are easily ten timesthat sze”

“Don't tel me!” said Fawn. “Firgt swamp lizards with giant teeth, now fish big enough to swalow the
Fetch?What parts are you taking usto, anyhow? I’m making anew rule. Y ou don’t bring any morefish
onto thisboat that are bigger 'n me! Y ou hear me, Dag Bluefiel d?’

All she got back was asmirk and ahug. Which had its own satisfactions, but wasn't precisaly an answer.

For dinner, Fawn fried up catfish filletstill everyone aboard was stuffed to the gills and groaning. The
white flesh was sweet and succulent, but it went on forever. Breskfast was the same. Mid-river lunch
was cold catfish sandwiches. And dinner. And another breakfast. After which Whit led arebellion and
sneaked the remains over the side, where they would feed its cannibal catfish cousins, Fawn supposed.
Torn between indignation a the waste and profound rdlief, she said only, “Huh!”

To which Whit replied, “ Y eah, well, be more careful what you ask Dag for, en? That fellow scaresme,
some days.”

In the late afternoon, Dag asked Berry if they might pull in briefly at another Lakewaker ferry camp, this
one on the south side of the Grace. Berry, Fawn knew, was anxiousto ride thisrise past Silver Shodls,
lest the Fetch be grounded above that hazard and have to wait again for the next upstream storm. But she
eyed Dag and nodded, saying only, “Make it quick, Lakewalker.”

The deserted landing was nothing but a bare patch on the bank, the camp up over the bluffsinvisble from
shore. Thisferry served not awagon road but merely apatrol trail, and so had few farmer customers.
Dag hiked off aone, inviting neither Fawn nor Remo, not that Remo would likely have accepted.

The Pearl Riffle patroller had obeyed Berry’ s boat-boss orders without comment or complaint, but had
kept equaly silent between work shifts. Whit’s most ham-fisted overtures of woul d-be friendship seemed
to dideright over him. Fawn didn't think he even talked to Dag, though she did catch him watching the
older man asif he weretrying to figure something out and couldn’t. Hod was skittish around Remo, but
then, Hod was skittish around everyone.

Hawthorn took the goat ashore to graze for an hour. Remo volunteered to do the same for Copperhead,
which surprised Fawn, till she noticed it gave him an excuse to settle down well away from therest of the
crew. Whit followed Berry around. Fawn, between chores at last, announced, “1 think I’ [l walk up to
meet Dag.”

The path up from the shore along the hillside was dick with damp yellow leaves, in need of pruning, and
unpeopled. A haf-mile up it, she met Dag coming back through the gray-brown woods. From his set



face, she guessed his errand had not prospered.
“No luck?" she asked quietly.

He shook hishead. “| tried not to repeat my mistakes. | told’ em my name was Dag Otter Hope, and
made them think | was a private courier. | might aswell have spared my pride. They didn’t have any
extraknives. Well, it wasn't abig camp, no surprise.”

“That' sapity.” Fawn turned to stroll beside him. They were not only out of earshot of the Fetch right
now, they were out of groundsense range. It seemed a good chance to ask. “Y our Remo doesn't look
too happy. | wondered what you were thinking of doing about him.”

“Hée snot my Remo.”

“He sfollowing you, it seems.”

“Just because we' re on the same boat doesn’t mean I’ ve adopted him.”

“Ishegoing to bein awholelot of trouble back at Pearl Riffle for deserting?’

Dag sghed. “Maybe. I’'m not sure he grasps the difference between banished and resigned.”
“Hedoesn’'t say much.” Fawn considered this. “ Or anything.”

“He sligtening, though.” Dag cocked his head. “Think back to when | came to West Blue, before we
werewed. It wasthefirg timein alonger life than Remo’ sthat I'd ever dept in afarmer house, ate at the
family table. Listened to farmerstalk to each other. Remo’ s never even been an exchange patroller, never
been away from his home camp before, any more than Whit. | think it won't hurt to just let his new
impressions accumulatefor awhile”

“Mm,” said Fawn. “Y esterday afternoon while he was on break from his oar, he went and stole
Hawthorn’ s raccoon kit. He huddled up in alittle dark hidey-hole in amongst the stores, and coaxed it to
curl up on hislap. And just sat, hunched up around the onelittle live thing that wasn't mad at him. Till
Hawthorn findly missed it, and found him and made him give it back.”

“Nobody on thisboat ismad at Remo.”
“Nobody on this boat seemsreal to Remo, ’ cept you. And you aren't best pleased with him.”
Dag made anoncommittal noise.

Fawn lifted her chin and went on, “1 don't think it's good for Lakewalkersto be cut off sudden from
everything they know. They get to pining.”

“I can't argue with that,” Dag sighed.
She cast him asharp glance. Yeah.

“Hod' slooking better,” Fawn observed after afew more paces, trying for alighter note. “Hisskin'sa
nicer color, and he moves brisker, now he' s getting the good of hisfood. He hardly usesyour stick. He
watches you. He watches Remo watching you, too.” She bit her lip. Maybe not aslight asdl that.
“Jealousisn't quite the right word. Neither isenvious. But...Hod does make methink of a dog with one
bone, somehow.”

Dag nodded. “It’ sthe beguilement. Can't say as |’ ve had any fresh ideas about that, yet.”



“Y ou trying? Because—ow!” Fawn grimaced and stopped. The branch she' d carelesdy shoved out of
her face had whipped back, proving to be from athorny honey locust. After scratching her scalp, it had
snagged in her hair.

“Hold up.” Dag reached over and gently detangled her, snapped the branch, and bent it down away from
thetrail. “I do purely hate these evil trees. Find ’em on patrol al over Oleana. They don't bear fruit, their
wood' s not good for much, and there' s just no excuse for those thorns.”

“I suppose a hedge of them would be good for stopping unwanted visitors.”

“Better for abonfire.” Dag hadn't released the branch; he had an absent ook on hisface that made
Fawn suddenly uneasy. “Nobody would missthistree. If amalice wasto ground-rip atreelikethis, it
would be apositive good.” He paused. “Remember that mosguito | ground-ripped back in Lumpton
Market?’

“Yes. It made you very sick.”
“I’ve been wondering ever since what would happen if | tried something else.”

“Dag, I'm not surethat’ s such agreat idea.” Just what kind of mood was hein right now, after whatever
frustrations he’ d encountered up at that camp?

“Y es, but see—medicine makers. I’ ve been wondering about medicine makers. The senior ones do have
craft secrets. They have such dense grounds—it’ s pretty much amarker of the gift. Not necessarily long
groundsense ranges, mind. Hoharie would never make a patroller, but she can give ground
reinforcements day after day. | awaysthought that was anatura ability, but what if it's something else?1
never saw...”

“No more mosquitoes,” said Fawn firmly. “No more bugs of any kind. Mind what happened to your
am?’

“Y es, but what about this here tree? It never would be missed.”
“It’ sabout ahundred million times bigger than amosguito.”
“| grant you, that mosquito did make me itch. Maybe thiswould make me dl thorny and sessile”

“What, are you saying that no one would be ableto tell?” And at his bland look, added insincerely,
“Sorry.” Hislipstwitched.

Fawn couldn’t imagine what taking in the ground of awhole tree would do to a person. Neither could
Dag, she suspected. But he was getting an darmingly intent look on hisface, eyeing the thorn-studded
branches and bole. The spines were three-pronged and stuck out in jagged packs from every possible
part of the repulsivething.

“Usesome sense,” she begged. “ At least don’t start with awhole tree. Start with something smaller.” She
scrabbled in the pocket of her skirt, found afew tiny lumps sill stuck in the seams, and freed one.
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Dag hdld out hishand to receive the gift. “An cat?’
“| was feeding Daisy and Copperhead earlier.”

“Oneoat? He gtared down at hispam.



“If you ate an oat it wouldn't make you sick, even if you ate awhole bowl of oats. Not like abig bowl of
mosquitoes. Or of nasty thorns. Even Copperhead wouldn't eat off that tree!”

“That's...an interesting paralel. Huh. We do take in the ground of our food and convert it—everyone
does. Lakewdkers, farmers, animds, every living thing. Natura ground reinforcement.” He glanced up
and down thetrail. They were quite done. He closed his palm, rubbed his hook across the back of his
hand, and opened it again. The oat was gone. He wiped afaint gray powder off against the seam of his
trouser leg. “Huh,” he said again. His face was suddenly very sober.

“What did it do?" Fawn asked anxioudly.

He rubbed hisleft arm. “Well, | can fed that bit of ground stuck in me. Not near as unpleasant asthe
mosguito’s. Got any more oatsin your pocket?’

“Remember, your fever and swelling didn’t come on right away. Givethat one aday. Then try another.
Maybe”

“Berry’ sgot awhole barrel of oats on the Fetch,” Dag said thoughtfully. “ There sanotion to test. If you
can edt it safely, can you ground-rip it safely?1 think I’ d rather just eat my food, but | can see wherethis
might be faster in some emergency.”

“I don’'t know, Dag. | think maybe you need a L akewaker partner for this sort of experiment.” Someone
who could tdll if he was doing dreadful thingsto his ground—and warn her, so she could put her foot
down. Because, remember that catfish. “ Do you think Remo would be any help?’

Dag let his bresth trickle out through pursed lips. “I’m not sure | would want to try thisin front of young
Remo. Thisisa pretty disturbing sort of groundwork for any Lakewaker who's seen amalice operate.”

“Has Remo?’

Dag’ s browstwitched up. “Maybe not, Spark. There' s been no reports of maicefindsin the Pearl Riffle
patrol areafor quite afew years. If he's never exchanged, then no, he’ snot had that chance yet.”

“So hewouldn’'t know maice magic if hesaw it.”
“Maybe not.”

Leaving the thorny honey locust unmolested, to her intense relief, Dag started back down thetrail. He
hugged Fawn closeto his Side as they dodged hindering branches.

“So,” said Fawn, “if dense ground marks a medicine maker, and long groundsense range marks a
patroller, what do you call someone who has everything?’

“Knife maker. Sir. Or ma am.”

“There are women knife makers?’ She had only met Dar, Dag’ s hostile knife maker brother. Hostileto
farmer brides, anyhow.

“Oh, yes”

“So what do you cal someone who hasn't got either density or range?’

“A farmer,” Dag replied with atwitch of hislips, then looked down. “ Sorry.”
Except that he actualy was, alittle. Fawn tossed her head.



“Only itisn't so,” hewent on more thoughtfully. “We meet a sprinkling of farmers near the threshold of
ground function—at least, we do if we get out of the campsto patrol, and are paying attention. Aunt
Nattie. You, inaway.”

“Me?" said Fawn, surprised. “I’ ve got no groundsense range. I’ ve got no groundsense to have arange.”

“Noneat dl,” he agreed cheerfully. She amost poked him. “But you have unusual ground...not dengty,
though there sthat, too, but brightness. Y our ground is very beautiful, you know. Why do you think | call

you Spark, Spark?’
“I thought it was a pet name. For apet,” she added provokingly.

He gave her apained ook, but said, “No, it’s pure description. As natural asit would beto call
red-haired Sassa Carrot Top.”

“Carrot topsare green. I'm afarmer girl, trust me.” Still, she had to amilealittle. Was beauty in the
groundsense of the beholder? Evidently. Other Lakewalkers had not seemed as entranced by her ground
as Dag. Maybe it was a matter of taste, as the old lady said as she kissed the cow—Fawn smiled
outright in memory at Aunt Nattie' sold saw. Y e—eusive thought—what if it was so? What if it was
neither flattery nor infatuation, but true report? Dag was atruthful sort of fellow, by preference. What if
Dag redly did see her as brighter, the way sensitive or sore eyes squinted at the sun? Theway thirst saw
water...? She asked abruptly, “What do | give you?’

“Bregth.”

“No, serioudy.” She stopped; he turned to face her.

“| was serious.” Hewore his serious smile, anyhow.

“Back when Hod first came on the Fetch, you said | didn’t know what | gave you, every day. Do you?’
In that moment, she discovered the difference between stopped and stopped cold. “What?’ he said.
“What do | giveyou in your ground?’

A dow blink. Hewrapped her in ahug, bent his head, and explored her mouth in along kiss. Not
evading the question—testing it. He released her at last, his brows drawn in, and she came down off her
toes.

“Bdance” hesad. “You—untangleme.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Neither do|.”

“Dag...” sheprotested. “If you can’t figure this out and tell me, who else can?’

He ducked his head in wry accord. “Y ou make my ground disappear. No, that’ snot right,” he continued,
as she began to protest again. “Imagine. ..imagine your musclesal full of knots, pulled and sore and iff,
fighting you with every move you try to make. Now imagine your muscles when they’ re working smooth
and warm, effortlesdy, without thought. To will isto haveisto be, dl one. Like a perfect shot.”

“Hm?" Hewasn't there yet, but he had hold of thetail of something, she could tell. Something elusive.

“When | make a perfect shot with my bow. Which happens from time to time, though never often



enough. | don't just mean get the arrow into the target, which | can do pretty consstently. In a perfect
shat, everything' sthere the same as any ordinary shot, yet not. For that fleeting moment, it’slike—my
worries, my body, my bow, the target, even the arrow disappear. Only theflight isleft.” Hishand closed,

opened.
“My left-hand groundwork islike the flight of the arrow without the arrow.”
He stared down asif hiswords had falen into his pam as unexpectedly as ajeweled tooth.

Hejust said something important. Hang on to that, farmer girl, evenif you don't quite get it yet. “ So why
am | not beguiled, yet Hod is?'Y ou’ ve done groundwork on us both. The why and how hasto lie
somewhere in the space between usthree.”

His mouth dowly closed; the gold of hiseyesturned flat and unreflective. But he said only, “We' re
keeping Berry,” and walked on.

Fawn matched his pace, satisfied that her question had not been dismissed; his sudden abstraction only
marked the whedlsin his head turning creakily in unaccustomed directions. So maybe | should keep that
axle grease coming, huh?
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Despite the delay from Dag’ sfruitless errand, the Fetch made another eight downriver miles before
darkness drove them to shore. At supper, Berry opined that they would reach Silver Shoa s by
tomorrow, if theriver didn't fal overnight. Dag smiled into hismug of fizzy cider as he watched Fawvn’s
and Whit'seyeslight up at the news. They both quizzed Berry and Bo about the famous rivertown, which
filled the time until Hawthorn and Hod carried the dirty dishesto the back deck to wash up. Thislooked
to take awhile, as Hawthorn was attempting to teach his raccoon kit to ride on his shoulder a the same
time. Therewas 4iill along stretch of evening left, and it wasn't raining, windy, or excessvely cold.

“Bow lessons?’ suggested Dag to Whit. “It’' sbeen afew days.” Since before the distractions of
Glassforge and Pearl Riffle.

Whit looked up eagerly, but said, “Isn’t it too dark? The moon won't be up for awhile, and even then
it snonetoo full.”

“The Fetch has plenty of lanterns, if Berry’ll lend usacouple.”
Berry nodded, looking interested.

“Set up one by the target, the other by us,” Dag continued. “Easy.”
“Sounds like awaste of good rock oil. And lanterns,” said Bo.

“Whit will am by it, not at it. Or so we hope,” said Dag. Whit grinned sheepishly. “You need to learn to

shoot in al kinds of light. If you were aLakewalker, | could teach you to shoot in complete darkness, by
groundsense. Those dow-moving treesin broad daylight are getting too easy for you. W€ Il haveto shift

you on to peppier targets soon. But tonight we can borrow Copperhead’ s and Daisy-goat’ s spare straw
bale and st it up above the bank aways.”

Fawn said, “Wait, who hasto go grope for the missesin the dark? We' Il be losing my good arrows!”
Arrow retrieva had been her job in Whit's prior camp-side lessons, mostly due to an understandable
protectiveness of her craftwork.



“Not aone,” Dag promised. “Y ou collect the hits, and I’ [| undertake to find the misses.” Hecast a
mock-stern eye on Whit. “ That means you’ d better tighten your aim, boy.”

With Fawn carrying the lanterns, Whit thumped off to lug the straw bale onto shore. Berry followed after.
Bo got up to poke the fire, then settled back with hisfeet to the hearth. Dag finished histankard of cider
inamoreleisurdy way.

Remo had listened to al thiswith afrown. Now he said, “Y ou’ re redly teaching that mouthy farmer boy
Lakewaker bow-work? Why?’

“That would be my tent-brother, yes, and because he asked.”

Remo hesitated. “I supposeit’ s been along time since you had a chance to handle abow yourself,” he
said more quietly. “Were you good, once?’

Remo hadn’t heard al the Dag stories from Saun, it seemed. Maybeit wastheliveier Barr that Saun had
struck up his acquaintance with. From histone, Dag guessed Remo was attempting to apologize. Pity he
isn't better at it. Dag let acouple of tart replies go, including | was afairly dab hand last week, in favor of
“Come on dong and make yoursdf useful, if you like. There are somethings| just can’t show Whit about
his left-hand grip, for one.”

Remo looked taken aback at the notion.

Dag added evenly, “Y ou know, if you're going to be living with farmers, it stime you started learning
how to talk to’em.”

“I'm not going to be living with farmersl”

“Wall, it doesn’t gppear you mean to be living with Lakewa kers, either. What, do you figure to perch up
atree with the squirrels and eat acorns al winter? It' s got to be one or the other.”

Remo’ slips compressed. Dag just shook his head and roseto stroll after Fawn and Whit. He called over
his shoulder, “If you change your mind, come on out.”

Whit had set up his bale on some deadfal areasonable distance upstream, that being the direction with
fewer trees and more level footing, and was arguing with Fawn over whereto place the lantern. They
compromised on anearby broken cottonwood stump. Fawn pinned the increasingly tattered cloth target
with the two concentric circles painted on it to the bale. The white fabric showed up well in the modest
yellow glow. They returned to the boat, and Whit ran inside to get his bow and arrows. When he came
back out, Remo followed dowly, though only asfar asthe boat’ sfront rail, on which he leaned.

The night was quiet—the songs of frogs and insects stilled by the recent frosts, the current barely lapping
the dark shore. Dag settled comfortably on afallen log by the second lantern, offering correctionsto
Whit' s stance and grip as he sped his dozen arrows. After that, Dag had to grunt up and go with Fawn to
find six of them. But the next round, he only had to collect two. Pleased, he made Whit back up ten
paces for the following round.

Then Hawthorn arrived, agog to belet try. At least his hands were clean from the dishwashing and
wouldn’t leave grubby prints on the bow. Dag promptly set up Whit as Hawthorn’ sinstructor, agood
old-patroller trick to force anovice to focus on his problems from the outside for a change. Dag grinned
to hear some of his own phrasesfaling glibly from Whit' slips. Remo, Dag was bemused to note, kept
creeping closer, firgt to the end of the gangplank, then to the end of Dag’ slog. Every oncein awhile his
hands twitched. If Remo owned a bow, he had not brought it with him on his cross-river swvim. Well, if



he wanted to play with this one, he would have to ask Whit, just like Hawthorn.

When Dag returned from seeking the next set of misses, and had suggested Whit move Hawthorn rather
closer to the target, Remo said suddenly, “ Collecting spent arrows was aways work for the beginners.
Not for acaptain.”

Not for a captain with twenty-seven maicekillsto his name, did he mean? On whose behalf was Remo
offended?“Y ou fetch back your share when you were atad, did you?’
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“Good for you.”

Fawn wandered back to watch over Dag's head, finding atask for her restless hands by kneading Dag's
shoulders, which disinclined him to get up and run down the shore again. She said, “What about you,
Dag?You haven't practiced in awhile ether.”

“Now, Spark, I’ ve been pulling asweep half theday. I'm tired. If | can’t hit that target it'll make melook
nohow infront of dl these youngsters.”

“Ha," she said unsympatheticaly, abandoned her lovely task—he tried not to whimper out loud—and
dodged back up the gangplank. In a couple of minutes, she came back toting Dag' s adapted bow and his
well-stocked quiver.

Remo sat upright, eyeswidening. “What' sthat?’

“That'smy bow.” Dag unscrewed his hook from hiswooden wrist cuff, dropping it into the leather pouch
on hisbet. He stood, put hisweight into bending the short, heavy bow, and strung it. Setting into his cuff
dot the carved bolt that stuck out where the grip would be, he rotated the bow once to seet it, making
sure the string ended up to the inside, and snapped the lock down.

“A farmer artificer that Fairbolt Crow knew up in Tripoint made it for me, someyears ago,” Dag went
on. “And my arm harness and all my gear that goeswith it. It took usfour triesto get adesign that would
work. Interesting fellow. He started out making wooden arms and legs for miners and foundry men, see,
asthefolksin those hillsdo aded of that dangerous work. He' d been afriend of Fairbolt’ sback when
Fairbolt was ayoung patroller up that way. Seems you never know when you' Il need an old friend.”

Remo’ s ground was as shuttered as his expression; hard to tell how he took this pointed mora. He said
only, “It lookslikeit has aheavy draw.”

“Aye, it'saright bear. It was dl compromises by that point. We needed a short length, to keep it out of
my way if | had to movein ahurry, because putting it down takes aminute and dropping itisn't an
option. At the sametime, | needed penetrating power. When | had two hands, | used amuch longer
bow, matching my height and arm length. Took me months of practiceto findly change dl my long-bow
habits” Hisremaining fingers had bled.

“Y ou're pretty matter-of-fact about it al.”

Dag had no ideawhat Remo was going to hear out of this, but he chose the truth anyway. “1 wasn't at
first. | took along time getting over it.” A littlejerk of hisleft arm made his meaning clear. “1 won't say no
one can be ablighted fool forever, because I’ ve seen sometry for it. But | finally decided | didn’t careto
bein that company.”

Remo grew rather quiet.



The gppearance of thisfascinating new device brought Hawthorn back, bouncing in curiosity. Whit,
trailing amiably, said, “ Oh, yeah, give usashow, Dag!”

“Thisrig’ sno good for teaching you, mind. It takes a different stance and style than your bow, and
besides, I'm full of old bad habits you likely shouldn’t be alowed to watch.”

Whit grinned. “Do as| say, not as| do?’
“Thereisthat,” Dag agreed.

Hawthorn pulled one of Dag’ s heavy, stedl-tipped arrows from the quiver. “Hey, these are lotsfancier
than the oneswe were using! | bet these' d work better!”

“Nothing wrong with the ones you were using. They al had the same maker.” Dag winked at Fawn.
“Here, give yoursto me—put that one back, now...”

Hawthorn said Ow, and Fawn pried the arrow out of his bloodstained grip, saying, “Give that over
before you poke your eye out. Those are Dag' s good arrows. He doesn’t waste them on target
practice”

“Wdl, what doesheuse’emfor?”’

Dag prudently let that one go by unanswered, and swapped for Whit' s quiver. He strolled upto a
distance from the target about equal to Whit' slongest range, hitched his shoulders, and spent aleisurely
few minutes putting the dozen flint-tipped arrows into the genera vicinity of the two circles. It felt good
enough. “Nope, Hawthorn, they all work just fine. See? Y ou can go collect those.” Hawthorn scampered
off.

“My styleisn't pretty enough for contest bow-work,” Dag remarked to Whit. “I argue with the purists
about that. | claim a patroller is going to have to shoot from dl sorts of strange positions, and that it
doesn't pay to get too fussy. They clam—wel, maybe | won't repeat what they claim.”

His musclesfelt reasonably warm and loose, now. Fawn was watching him. Humming unmusicaly under
his breath, Dag took up his quiver, clamped it awkwardly under hisleft arm, and removed about half its
contentsto giveto her for safekeeping, leaving twelve of the heavy arrows moreloosaly packed. He
shrugged the quiver up over his shoulder and walked back to the shooting spot. Made an estimate of the
range to the straw bale, turned, and added another dozen pacesto it. Stretched, emptied his mind, turned
back.

Thefirst arrow went its way with anotably louder twang; Whit' s head sngpped around from the
gangplank where he’ d been talking to Berry. The second followed before the firdt hit the target, then the
third. One after another, Dag reached, set, pulled, released. The extrarange hadn’'t been just swagger; he
needed dl that distance to get that lovely streaming effect of two and three arrowsinthe air a atime.

Twelve shotsin lessthan aminute. It's been awhile snce you did that, old patroller!

He lowered his stubby bow and studied the results. Well, they had al ended up somewhere within the
outer circle. Not atidy heart-shot, but that straw bale sure wasn't getting away. He rather regretted not
being ableto spdl out D + F in quivering feather shafts. He could imagine them spdlling atrailing sort of
argh! maybe, if he squinted alot, which was dmost as good.

Fawn came up beside him, peering in fascination. “Wasthat the pureflight? My stars, it did ook like
something!”



“Almog,” Dag sad in satisfaction. “Right workmanlike, leastways. Y ou can go fetch those, Whit.”

Whit trotted off. Dag sensibly decided to quit while he was ahead. He did off his equipment and turned
the makeshift range back over to Whit. Hawthorn was ruthlesdy set asde when Berry, watching from a
sest on the gangplank, barely hinted that she might like to try her hand. Dag gave himself over to an
indolent seet on thelog and acozy cuddle with hiswife. It was getting chilly; he' d favor going in soon.

Fawn nudged him and pointed, grinning. Remo was now standing up talking to Whit, earnestly
demondtrating some fine point of gripping abow. Dag replied with afinger laid to the sde of hisnoseand
alift of hiseyebrows. Hislipstwitched up. When next it cametimeto collect Berry’ s misses, Remo
waved Dag back and went with Whit.

A loud thump from the boat turned both Berry’ s and Dag' s heads around. “What wasthat?’ said Berry.
But as no more noises followed, she turned back to watch Whit and Remo.

Dag stayed twisted, brows knotted. Hod. What' s the fool boy gone and done now?

In another few moments Bo stuck his head through the front hatch, and called, “Lakewalker, you want to
comein herefor aminute?’

No, | don't, Dag could not answer. He rose, waving the concerned Berry back to the game with Whit
and Remo. Fawn gave him a sharp look and tagged aong.

In the kitchen and bunk space, he found Hod sitting on the floor in front of the hearth with hisright
trouser leg rolled up, rocking and whimpering.

“What happened?’ Dag asked.
“I fell down out on the back deck,” sniveled Hod. “Hurt my knee. Fix, can't you fix it again, please?’

Fawn drew breath in ready sympathy. Dag sighed, knelt, and let his palm hover above thejoint, opening
himsdf briefly. The damage was not deep, but Hod had definitely re-cracked one of the hedling fissures
in hiskneecap, blight it.

Fawn said sternly, “Hod, were you trying to carry too much at atime again? Remember what | told you
about alazy man’sload?’

“No, | just fell down,” Hod protested. He seemed to think a moment.
“I wastrying not to step on the raccoon.”

A quick groundsense check found the kit snoozing peacefully in Dag and Fawn’ s bedroll. Dag looked up
and frowned.

Bo caught his gaze and lifted his hairy brows. After along, consdering pause, he said dowly, “Actualy,
that kit was nowhere around. Didn’t sound like Hod tripped on the deck, ether. | think he dammed into
the back wall.”

Hod blurted in aflustered voice, “You didn't see me!l” Then added belatedly, “Y eah, that’ sright. |
tripped and fdl againg thewall.”

Dag sat back on hisheds, taking in the ugly implications. “Hod, tell me the truth. Did you just go and
knock your own kneeinto the wall on purpose?’

Hod would not meet hisgaze. “Fell,” he muttered belligerently.



Dag drew along breath. Hod' swas ared injury, but not areal emergency. There was no need for hasty
stopgaps. Dag could take time, dow down, think. That didn’t fed like hisbest skill, right now, but
maybe, like bow-work, it took practice. | wonder if my brain will bleed?

Hod seemed stupid and surly, but maybe those were just other words for inarticulate and terrified. Dag
had won this trouble by making assumptions about Hod. When his own habits of concealment met Hod's
mute bewilderment, it wasn't any wonder that enlightenment didn’t generdly follow.

“Hod, you were standing right there on the front deck when | did the groundwork on Cress s belly-hurt.
Did you hear what | said to her and Mark about beguilement? Did you understand it?’

Hod managed somehow to shake his head yes and no at the sametime. Dag couldn't tell if that meant he
hadn’t heard, hadn’t understood, or was just uncertain if it was safe to admit to elther.

“Do you even know what beguilement is?’ Did Dag? It seemed he wasfinding out.

Hod shook his head again, but then offered, “ Lakewaker magic? They make people give them bargains.
Or make the girls’—he shot aglance at Fawn and turned red—"want to go out to the woodpile with
’an.”

The latter, Dag guessed, being aHod-ism, or perhaps Glassforge dang, for seduction. “It’ snot either of
thosethings,” he asserted, possibly untruthfully. At least it wasn't either of thosein thiscase, and he
didn’t want those danderous—or cautionary, pick one—notions cluttering up Hod' sthinking. Or his
own. “You and | are both finding out just what beguilement redlly is, because | beguiled you by accident
when | healed your smashed knee. It seems to happen when afarmer—that’ s you—experiences
Lakewaker groundwork and wantsit to happen again. Wantsit so bad he or she will do crazy thingsto
getit.” Helet hisfinger tap the swollen skin over the knee; Hod whimpered.

“Hurts” said Hod. Complaint, or placation?

“No doubt. What | want to know iswhy you want a ground reinforcement again so bad you'd go and
hurt yoursdf to coax one out of me?’

Hod looked as panicked as a possum in aleg-hold trap. He gulped, but kept hislips clamped.

“It'snot atrick question, blight it!” Hod jumped; Dag gentled histone. “Lakewakers give each other
ground reinforcements all the time—waell, often—and they don’t work like that on us. | have to know.
Because I’ ve anotion, adream, leastways, that I’ d redlly like to settle down with Fawn someplace and
be amedicine maker who healsfarmers, but | sure can’t do that if I'll make al my patients crazy. I'm
redlly hoping you can hedp mefigureit out.”

“Oh,” said Hod. In avoice, absent gods, of Hoddish enlightenment. “Me, help you? Me?’ Helooked up
at Dag and blinked. “Why didn’t you say?’

Why hadn’t he said? Maybe he should go out to that back deck and hit, say, his head against the
wall...Heglanced up to find Fawn looking a him with her arms crossed and her brows up asif she quite
seconded Hod' s question.

Evading answering, Dag went on, “Firgt off, thishasto stop. Y ou can’t go on hurting yoursdlf just to get a
ground reinforcement.”

Hod looked up in hope. “Would you give me one without me hurting?’

“I don't think I’ d better give you any more at dl. I’'m not sureif beguilement wears off over time or not,



but I'm pretty sure repesting makesit worse.”

“Oh.” Hod gingerly petted his knee and blinked tears. “'Y ou gonnamake me...wait?’

“If only | had two hurt Hods, | could make one wait and one not, and compare, and then I’ d know.”
“Which onewould | get to be?’

Dag couldn’t quite figure out an answer to this. He ran his hand through his hair.

Fawn put in, “In away, you do have another Hod to do the waiting. Cress. If we ever get back to Pearl
Bend, say, next spring, you could check up on her.”

“Good point, Spark.”
Hod, too, brightened. He looked at Fawn amost favorably.

“| guessthat frees me up to try something else.” Dag squinted into the fire. He hated to interrupt the first
voluntary interchange Remo had enjoyed with his boat-mates since the start of thistrip, but needs must.

“Fawn, would you go ask Remo to come inside for amoment, please?’

Her brows twitched up, but she nodded and went off. In afew minutes, Remo shouldered through the
shadowed suppliesinto the firlight and lantern glow of the kitchen area, Fawn trailing. He frowned at
Hod and looked his question at Dag, What' sthis?

“Ah, Remo,” said Dag. “Glad you're here. Have you been taught how to give minor ground
reinforcements, out on patrol ?’

“Verd taught dl of uswho had the knack,” said Remo cautioudy. “I’ ve never had achanceto try it out
forred.”

“Good, then it’ stime you had some practice. | would like you to put areinforcement into Hod' s hurt
knee, here”

Remo stared, shocked. “But he safarmer!”
“I thought you wanted to break the rules?’
“Not that one!”

Y ou're choosy al of a sudden. Dag rubbed hislips, reminded that Remo hadn’t been there to witness
Cress. Or Hod'sorigind injury, either. Dag stedled himsdlf and gave abrisk description of both incidents,
finishing, “With Hod beguiled by me dready, the last thing | want to do is make it worse. What | don’t
know iswhat would happen if a beguilement was divided amongst two Lakewakers. I'm
hoping—wondering, leastways—if the division might have the problem.”

Remo'slip jutted in suspicion. “Areyou trying to foig this off on me?’

“No,” said Dag patiently, “I’m trying to solve agroundwork problem. For mysdlf, yes, but if | can solveit
for mysdlf, there might be achance I’ d solveit for alot of other medicine makersaswdll. It ssemsworth
ashot.”

“| thought you were a patroller.”



“Old habitsdie hard. Did you think | quit only because | ran mad over apretty little farmer girl athird my
age?’ Fawn raised her browsironicaly a him; hetipped her awink. “I’m aso becoming—trying to
become—amaker.” I'm just not sure of what. “Take agood look at Hod' s knee, down to the ground,
and tdl meif I’'mwrong about that ambition.”

Reuctantly, Remo knelt down next to Dag beside Hod, who gave him aworried smile. He glanced aside
at Dag and opened hisground for thefirst timein days. Dag saw Remo’ swince asthe unveiled farmer
grounds pressed upon him: the dark old knots of the watching Bo, the mess of Hod, Fawn'’ s brightness.
It took him amoment to draw hisfocusin upon theinjury. When he did, his brows climbed. “ Y ou did all
that?Verel doesn't pull breskstogether that tight!”

“I could have wished for Verdl. Or someone, to guide and guard me. | dmost groundlocked mysdlf.”

Remo’ sground, open to Dag at last, was in about the uproar he expected. Upset patroller—he knew the
flavor well. Sometimes he regretted that reading grounds did not give access to thoughts, although most
of the time he had better sense. We dready know too much about each other. Who knew what Remo
would perceive of him?*“What's on your mind?’ he asked gently.

Remo licked hislip, dtill alittle sore. “1 don’t know what you want frommel” he blurted. “Y ou didn’t
have any use for me before.”

Dag dmost said, | just told you what | wanted, but hesitated. “How do you figure?’

Remo hung his head, and muttered, “Never mind. It'sstupid.” He made to lumber up, but Dag held out
his spread hand, stop. Remo drew breath. “When you got in trouble the other day with that fish. Y ou
cdled for Whit. The farmer. Not for me. Remo the botch-up. Well,” he added fiercdly, “why would
you?”

Remo, who hadn’t been able to save his partner from trouble before? L eaving aside the flash of jealousy
about Whit, Remo was wounded, it ssemed, in his oversendtive conscientiousness. Dag couldn’t hand
him back his salf-esteem gift-wrapped. He wondered if it wastime for thefull tale of Wolf Ridge again.
Hewas reminded of Mari’ strick of hauling him and his maiming aong when she wanted to shame loca
farmersinto pitching in with pay or suppliesafter amalicekill intheir area, and grimaced in distaste. No.
Parading hisold griefs to shame Remo was not the right road; Remo had shame enough for two already.
Y ou’ re making thistoo hard, old patroller. Keep it smple.

“Y ou were on your oar. Whit was off duty. That'sdl.” Not everything is about you, youngster, though |
know you can’t see that right now. He was a so reminded of Fawn's farmer joke about the parents
curse: May you have six children dl just like you. Was there an equivaent patrol captain’s curse? That
would explainalat...

Remo swalowed. “Oh.” A flush bloomed and faded in hisface, but some of the tension went out of him.

Dag refrained from pointing out that he' d have yelled for Remo before Hawthorn or Hod, lest the touchy
Pearl Riffle boy just think himsalf called the second-best of abad lot. Tact, old patroller. They were
getting somewhere, here.

Remo’ s hand went out toward Hod' s knee, then drew back. “1s he going to end up following me around
like he doesyou?’

Dag rgected both If | knew, | wouldn't haveto test it and He can’t follow both of us, leastways as
answers. He glanced down a Hod, who was staring up anxioudy. “Why don’t you ask?’ Otherwise
you' re about to do intimate groundwork upon a person you haven't spoken to directly since you came



into the room.
Remo reluctantly looked Hod in the face. “ Are you going to get stuck on me?’ he demanded.

Hod did that yes/no headshake again, as confusing to Remo asto everyone ese. “Dunno?’ He offered
after amoment, “Don’t want to. But my knee hurtsall throbby, and | want to help Dag. Don't you want

to help Dag?’
Remo scratched his head, glanced sideways. 1 guess| do.”

Dag had taked young patrollers through their first fuzzy ground-giftings before; Remo gave him no
surprises on that score. The actud transfer was the work of an instant. Hod gasped as the palpable
warmth eased hisjoint. Dag gave Hod some stern warnings about taking better care of himsdlf heregfter,
and no moretricks. Hod shook his head hard and unambiguoudly at that one.

Whit, Berry, and Hawthorn came in then, cheeks pink from the night chill, to put away their assorted
equipment. Dag, fedling asdrained asif it had been him rather than Remo to give the ground
reinforcement, sagged wearily into a chair by the hearth and let Fawn explain to the boat bossjust what
al had been going on in here, which she did with an accuracy dmost as embarrassing to Remo asto

Hod. Since she managed to do thiswhile smultaneoudy feeding everyone warm apple pie, however, they
al got over it pretty smoothly.

Dag was then treated to an entirdly unexpected haf-hour of listening to alot of farmers sitting around
over plates of crumbs serioudy discussing problems of Lakewal ker-farmer beguilement not as dark
magica threat but as something more like navigating achannel that had just had al its snags and sand
bars shifted by aflood. Save for Fawn and Whit, their ideas were confused and their suggestions mostly
useless, it wastheir tones of voice that subtly heartened him. Remo, hearing mainly the confusion, at first
folded hisarms and looked plagued, but then was drawn despite himself into what Dag suspected were
hisfirst halting effortsto explain Lakewalker disciplinesto outsders.

The party broke up for bed with the woes of the world unsolved, but Dag felt strangdly satisfied
nonetheless.

Fawn, passing Hod, caught him on the shoulder, and said, “'Y ou know, you could have come out and
asked for aturn on Whit's bow, too, same as Hawthorn. Try it next time.”

Hod looked startled; hislips peeled back in agrin over his crooked teeth, and he bobbed hishead in a
gratified nod. Had he just needed an invitation? What brooding over apurely imagined exile had led him
to thewall? What distress was so painful that such abrutal self-harm seemed a better choice? Dag,
wondering, managed to add a, “ Good night, Hod. Sleep hard,” to Fawn’s shrewd words, which won
another gratified head-bob and aflush of pleasure. Following Fawn forward, Dag blew out hisbreathin
contemplation.

After calling Hawthorn to come collect hisraccoon, who after its ngp now wanted to romp, they curled
around each other in their warming nest. Fawn murmured, “How’ syour oat doing?’

Surprised, Dag rubbed hisleft arm. “1’d dmost forgotten it. Huh. It seemsto be converted aready.
Hardly anything left there but alittle warm spot. Maybe tomorrow I'll try ten oats.”

“I wasthinking, two.”
“Five?’ He hestated. 1 think I'm glad you talked me out of that tree.”

“Uh-huh,” she said dryly. He could fed her degpy smile againgt his shoulder. She added after amoment,



“You redly got Remo going tonight. If only we could get him to quit confusing farmerswith their
livestock, | think he' d be adecent sort.”

“Is he that bad? He doesn’'t meanill.”
“I didn’t think he did. He' sjust.. .full of Lakewakerish habits”

“Or hewas, before he got tipped out of hiscradle. | *spect our river trip isn’'t quite therebellion he
thought he was signing up for.”

She snickered, her bresth warm in the hollow of hisskin.

Dag said more dowly, “Hewasjust an ordinary patroller, before hisknife got broken. But if ordinary
folks can't fix theworld, it's not going to get fixed. There are no lords here. The gods are absent.”

“You know, it soundsredl atractive at firgt, but I’'m not sure I’ d want lords and gods fixing the world.
Because | think they’ d fix it for them. Not necessarily for me.”

“There sapoint, Spark,” he whispered.
She nodded, and her eyes drifted shut. His stayed open for rather along while.

13

To the excitement of everyone aboard—although Fawn thought that Dag and Bo concealed it best—the
Fetch approached Silver Shoa s around noon. It was another gray, chilly day, promising but not
delivering rain. Climbing to her mid-roof perch again, Fawn was glad for her jacket.

On the north bank of theriver lay avillage and ferry landing, which Remo at his sweep eyed uncertainly.
“Isthat Silver Shoas? It sfour timesthe sSze of Pearl Bend!”

“Oh, that’ s not the town,” said Berry, leaning on her steering oar to keep the flatboat mid-channd.
“That'sjust aroad crossing. Wait'll we get around this bluff and the next curve.” She did shade her eyes
and frown at the water-gauge pole sticking up near thelanding. “River' sfaling again. | think we'll take
the Shodswhilewe till can, and tie up below. | don’t want to get caught above for another week.”

Remo grew very quiet asthe shore shifted and the town covering the southern hillsides eased at last into
view; Dag, joining him at his oar, seemed to study his stare. Many of the houses were painted white, or
even colors, spots of brightness amongst the now nearly leefless trees. Some newer, taler buildings were
brick, and Fawn wondered if one might be the famous mint. Wood and cod smoke smudged the damp
air, and the shoreline was crowded with smelly but lively businesses needing access to water—tanners,
dyers, asoap-maker, areeking mussdl fishery, aboatyard. Mills, Fawn supposed, lined the feeder
creeks—she could see @ |least one from here, partway up the hill, asawmill at aguess. Wagons drawn
by straining teams rattled up and down the muddy streets, and pedestrians strode on boardwalks. The
town was bigger than Lumpton Market and Glassforge put together, and easily forty timesthe size of
Pearl Bend.

At Berry’ ssharp reminder, dl the gawkersturned their attention to navigating the growling shoa's, which
were much like Pearl Riffle only more so. A few skeletd boats hung up in the wrack gave warning of the
fate of the unwary or unlucky. Dag passed back laconic remarks about hidden hazards to Berry, which
by now shetook in with no more comment than nods, and they cleared the shelves, boulders, and bars
without once scraping the hull, which made her grin. There followed some heavy pulling by al the
oarsmen to bring the Fetch in to shore.



A couple dozen boats, both flatboats and keels, were tied along amore level stretch amongst not one but
several wharf boats, each with its own collection of goods-sheds updope from it. The road between was
dotted with wagons drawn up either by the sheds or the boats, and toiling teams of wharf ratsloading or
unloading goods. “Y ou could get lost up in that town,” Remo muttered in dismay, which made asmileflit
over Dag’s mouth. Whit frankly gaped. Hod, a Glassforge boy, was lessimpressed, instead earnestly
intent on carrying out with Hawthorn histask of throwing and tying ropes as they nudged into the bank.

Once the Fetch was safely wedged between another flat and akedl, Berry made inquiries of the
neighboring loiterersfor downriver news, but both boats were from upstream, like themselves. Bo ran
out the gangplank, and Berry led the way on aclimb up to the nearest goods-shed, Fawn following her
by invitation, Whit just following.

In the front rooms of the goods-sheds they found counters with clerks or clerk-owners. With the latter,
Berry bartered for her cargo—hides and barrel staves, bear grease and the dying cider; with dl, she
asked after news of her papa s boat which might have passed through herelast fall. Thismostly drew
headshakes, but aso remarks about some Tripoint feller who' d been by lately asking smilar questions
about missing boats, and he' d likely want to talk to you. Which would have been more ussful if they'd
remembered his name or direction.

But in the third goods-shed, the merchant not only pulled out his record book from eleven months ago
and found an entry of a purchase of hidesfrom the Clearcreek Briar Rose the Fourth, recognizably
initialed by Boss Clearcreek, but identified the curious Tripoint man. Hetold Berry to look for atrader
by the name of Capstone Clitter, likely to be found thistime of day a a mussdl tavern up the street
behind the goods-sheds. From this clerk-owner Berry made her only purchase, some boxes of pearl and
mother-of-pearl buttons that were one of the rivertown’ s more famous products.

Berry told Whit to hang on to hiswindow glass, just as she was hanging on to her Tripoint tool stocks,
because he' d get amuch better price downstream. Which made plain what Fawn had suspected for
sometime: Whit wasn't heading back home from Silver Shod's after al. Fawn supposed she ought to at
least make him write aletter to Mama and Papa. Or write one hersaf. She wondered how to get her
missive to West Blue without a Lakewalker courier to tap; likely that last merchant, the smart one, had
ways of getting newsto and from Lumpton Market at least. She would ask him later.

Meanwhile, she hurried up the boardwalk after Berry, Whit following cumbered with the button boxes,
then across the mucky street to abuilding with aswinging sign announcing it as The Silver Mussd,
painted with a picture of ashell with little feet, buggy eyes, and unlikely smiling teeth. If those crestures at
all resembled their portrait, Fawn didn’t think she wanted one anywhere near her mouth, cooked or not.
But the smell, asthey entered the door, was nothing at al like the stench from the mussel fishery down on
the riverbank, being mainly a heady steam of garlic and onion intertwined with the sweet tang of fresh
beer. Whit inhaed and smiled.

Inside was a big room with sawdust on the floor and along counter dong one side. Scullions and serving
boyswere clearing tablesin aleisurely fashion that suggested the lunch rush was over. Fawvn’seye
followed Berry’ s asit swept the room and caught up on aman who could well betheir quarry, sitting
adoneat atable a thefar end. A big fellow about my age, the fortyish merchant had said, running to fat,
curly brown hair, very nice-trimmed beard. Dresses like ariverman, right enough, but al his gear wasthe
best. Berry nodded, asif in confirmation, and wove amongst the tables toward him.

Helooked up from the mussel shell he was exploring and smiled vaguely at the two young women, but
swallowed what he was chewing in quick surprise when Berry stopped by hisside and said, “Mister
Cutter? From Tripoint?’



“Cap Cuitter, and aye,” hereplied. “What can | do for you, miss...and miss?’ An afterthought of anod
a so acknowledged Whit.

Berry stuck out her work-roughened hand. “1’ m Boss Berry Clearcreek, of the Fetch. Thishere smy
sweep-man, Whit Bluefidd, and my friend and cook Missus Fawn Bluefield.”

Cutter’ seyebrowsrose alittle at her claim, but lowered again as he shook her hand and she returned his
boatman’ s grip. He nodded to Fawn and Whit. “Married?’ And corrected himsdlf even before the
Bluefield grimaceswith, “ Oh, brother and sgter, aye.”

“I hear you been asking about missing boats,” said Berry.
His generd friendliness gave way to something more urgent. “ Did you al come from downriver?’

“No—the Fetch isaflat—but we re heading that way. See, last fal my papaand brother took aflat
down from Clearcreek and never came back. No word. It waslike they just vanished. So I’'m onthe
lookout for them, or news of them.”

“The boats we' re missing disappeared in this spring’ srise, much later, but here, sit...” He half-rose,
gesturing at the other three chairs around the square plank table. An uncleared plate opposite him, piled
high with empty shells, indicated that a companion had |eft—perhaps another informant? Cutter sank
back, frowning alittle, asthey settled themselves.

“Boats?’ asked Fawn curioudy. “More than one?’

Henodded. “| started out as akeder out of Tripaint, till | married and the tads started coming along, and
my missus wanted me more settled. So | took up agoods-shed there and started sending cargoes instead
of hauling them. First cargoes, then aboat, then two boats, then four. My luck wasfair in generd, and
I’ve mostly found steady men for my bosses. They were good boats, too, solid work out of Beaver
Creek. Not like those homemade tubs the hills boys cobble together, with green or rotten timbers and
bad caulking—I lost a cargo on one of those flats, once, learned my lesson. It went down on asunny day
in nineteen feet of clear water, stovein, | swear, when it struck nothing harder than the head of a
ydlow-bdlied catfish.”

Having seen achannd cat, Fawn was not so sure this represented defects in the boat, but she held her
peace.

“Sound boats, sound crews,” Cutter went on, “but two out of four didn’t come back this summer. And
when | got to asking around, turned out they weren't the only ones. There' s nine boats or flattie crews
out of the Tripoint areadidn’t come back when they should of. Y ou might expect to lose one or two a
season, but nine? And even sunk boats come up again, or are seen, or salvaged. Bodies come up, too,
and folks who have the snagging and burying of em generaly passthe word dong. When we dl got
together and figured it, it was right plain someone needed to go take a closer ook, and | wasit. Losing
those two boats was a blow to me, | don't mind telling you.”

A scullion interrupted then, clearing the odd plate and asking if they’ d like anything. Fawn shook her
head warily, and Berry, intent on Cuitter, waved the offer away, but Whit ordered a plate of mussels and
abeer to go with.

“My papawas twenty years and more on theriver,” Berry said after the scullion departed. “ A good
boat-builder, and his crew was dl loca fellowswho' d gone down and back with him before. | usudly
went dong mysdlf, ' cept thislast time.”



Cutter’ s eyes opened. “ Say, do you play the fiddle?’
Berry nodded. “I got good pay, playing the keder boys upstream.”

His amile turned a shade more respectful, not that he’ d been at al rude before. Some kind of river
fellowship a work, Fawn guessed. “I’ ve heard tdll of you! Y élow-headed gal who travelswith her
daddy and scrapesred lively, hasto be.” He sucked out the contents of another mussel shell, and went
on, “My ked tied up down the bank isthe Tripoint Steel, and | picked my crew specid. Big fellowsall,
and we' ve come preity well-armed, thistime. Some of them were missing friends or kin, too, and
volunteered when they heard what | was up to. Whatever thistroubleis, we re hoping to find it.”

Berry rubbed her nose. “ Sted won't help if it was sickness or shipwreck, but | admit it soundsright
heartening. Are you thinking it was somekind o' boat bandits? Boatmen’ s been robbed before, it’ strue,
but usually word gets out pretty quick.”

Cuitter scratched his short beard in doubt. “ There would be the hitch init. So many gone, so
quiet-like...Some of usthink there’ s something uncanny about it.” His mouth tightened. “ Like maybe
sorcery. Or worse. Thing is, not only are the boats and bodies not showing up between the outlet of the
Grace and Graymouth, neither are the goods, seemingly. Which makes afellow wonder—what if they
were diverted north to Luthliainstead, up the Gray into that wild Lakewaker country?’

Fawn sat up inindignation. “ Lakewakerswouldn't rob farmer boats!”

Cutter shook his head. “ They were valuable cargoes. Fine Tripoint steel and iron goods, plus!’d sent a
dedl of slver coin dong with my ked bossesto buy tea and spices with, down south. Anyone could be
tempted, but for some, it might be...eesier.”

“It makesno sense,” Fawn insgsted. “ Leaving aside that Lakewakersjust don’t do thingslike that,
Luthlia sone of the few Lakewalker hinterlands that makesiron and stedl onitsown, and it’ s good work,
too. I've seen some. Dag says L uthlian mines and forges supply blades to the camps north of the Dead
Lake nearly to Seagate! They can make stedl that doesn't even rust! Why would they rob yours?’

Cutter’ svoice lowered. “Y eah, but there' s a so the missing bodies to be accounted for. | can think of
another reason they might not turn up downstream, and it ain't apretty one.” He ran athumbnail between
histeeth in asignificant gesture, then glanced guiltily a the paing Berry. “ Sorry, miss. But aman can't
help thinking.”

Fawn wanted to jump up and stalk out in ahuff, but Whit's mussels and beer arrived just then, and by
the time the scullion took himsalf off again she had re-mastered her wits. “1 can think of areason alot
more likely than Lakewakers—who do not either eat people—for folksto go missing, and that’s
malices. Blight bogles. | was mixed up in that mdicekill near Glassforge last spring—as close awitness
as| could be. Boglestake farmer daves, if they can. If one' s set up on theriver, it'd be just as happy to
take boatmen daves, I’d imagine. And it wouldn't necessarily know about selling stolen goods
downgtream.” Although its new minions might. Could amadlice dispatch them to such adistance without
risking losing control of them? Maybe not.

And yet...thewhole Grace Vdley waswell-patrolled, not only by Lakewakersfrom the saverd ferry
camps strung along theriver, but also by any Lakewakers passing up or down in their narrow boats. It
wasn't a neglected backwoods region, by any means. Could amalice as strong as the Glassforge one
pass undetected for ayear or more? The Glassforge one did, she reminded herself. | need to tell Dag
about this.

Cutter looked asif theidea of ariver bogledidn’t St well with him, but he didn’t rgect it out of hand. If it



was amalice snatching boats, al Cutter’ s big men with big kniveswould be no useto him. But alot of
useto the malice. Fawn shivered.

Whit, watching her mulish expresson anxioudy, said, “Hey, Fawn, try one of these!” and pushed his
plate of gaping mussal shellstoward her. She picked one up and eyed it; Berry leaned over and showed
her how to detach the morsel from its housing. Fawn chewed dubioudy, without as much effect as she
would have thought, gulped, and stole some of Whit's beer for achaser. Berry absently helped hersdlf to
afew more.

“If youfind apearl,” Cutter put in, watching Fawn with some amusement, “you get to keep it. They take
back the shells, though.”

All those buttons, after al. Still, the notion of a pearl was enough to make her try one more, till Whit
pulled back hisplatein defense.

Cuitter turned more serioudy to Berry. “ Y our missing folks aren’t necessarily connected to ours. Or ese
the problem goes back farther than | thought. But my ked will be downriver before your flat, | expect,
and | can ask after your folks, too, while I’'m asking. What are the names again?’

Cuitter listened carefully to Berry’ s descriptions of her papa, brother Buckthorn, Alder, and their
crewmen. Shedidn’t mention her betrothal, and from the pause in his chewing Fawn thought Whit
noticed this. Remarking that two sets of ears were better than one, Cutter returned the names and some
descriptions of the Tripoint boats and bosses—bewildering to Fawn, especialy as some boats were
named after men, but Berry seemed to follow it dl. Berry even remarked of one boat, or boss, “Oh, |
know that kedl; Papaand us worked it upriver from Graymouth * bout three years back,” which made
Cutter nod.

Cuitter leaned back, looking over the two young women and Whit, and asked, “ So what do you have for
muscle on your Fetch, ’ sides this sawed-off boy here?” Which made Whit sit up and put his shoulders
back, frowning.

“Two tal fellers and my uncle Bo, who' s canny when he' s sober. Couple of boat boys.”

Not mentioning, Fawn noticed, that the two tall fellowswere shifty Lakewalkers. Was Berry actudly
growing protective of her unusual sweep-men?

Cutter’ s mouth tightened in concern. “If | wereyou girls I’ d find another flat or two to float with, so’'syou
can watch out for each other going down. If it’ sriver bandits, they’ re more like to cut out a stray than
tackle acrowd. There' s safety in numbers.”

Berry nodded acknowledgment of the point without precisely agreeing to the plan, and they took their
leave of the Tripoint man.

Fawn, gtill fuming over Cutter’ sdander of Lakewakers, hadn’t been going to repest that part to Dag
when they al got back to the Fetch, but, aas, the excited Whit promptly did. Dag responded only with
his peculiar expressionless expression, lowering and raising his eyelids, which Fawn recognized ashis|
am not arguing look that could conced anything from bored wearinessto dlent rage. Dismissing the dur,
however, Dag was alot more interested in the news about the other lost boats. He agreed with Fawn's
hopeful suggestion that ariver maice seemed unlikely due to the heavy patrolling in theregion, but his
hand, she noticed, absently rubbed his neck where a cord for asharing knife sheath no longer hung.



Just before supper, finding herself briefly aone on the back deck with Whit, Fawn said, “Y ou know,
Berry’ sl betrothed to her Alder, asfar as she knows. What are you going to do if wefind him
downstream somewhere?’

Whit scratched hishead. “Wdll, there sthis. | figureif wefind out he'sdied, she'll need ashoulder to cry
on. And if wefind out that he' s run off with some other girl and don’t love her anymore—shé Il il need
ashoulder to cry on. | got two shoulders, so | guess I’ m ready for anything.”

“What if we find him and rescue him from, from | don’t know what, and they ill want each other?”

Whit twitched his brows. “ Rescue from what? It' s been too long. If he loved her proper, he' d have come
back to her if he had to crawl up that riverbank on his hands and knees al the way from Graymouth.
Which he' shad plenty of timeto do, I'd say. No, | ain’'t afraid of Alder.”

“Evenif Alder’sout of the picture, oneway or another, doesn’t mean you'rein.”

Whit eyed her gppraisingly. “Berry likesyou well enough. It wouldn't hurt you to put in agood word for
me, now and then.” He added after amoment, “Or at least stop ragging me.”

Fawn reddened, but replied, “The way you aways stopped ragging me, when | begged or burst out
ayin'?’

Whit reddened, too. “We was younger.”

“Huh.”

They stared moodily at each other.

After another moment, Whit blurted, “I’m sorry.”

“Yearsof tormentin’ to be fixed with one I’ m sorry—when you findly want something from me?’ Fawn's
lipstightened. She hated to be so weekly forgiving, but under the circumstances...“ 1’|l think about it. |
like Berry, too.” But couldn’t help adding, “Which puts mein a puzzle whether to promote your cause or
not, mind you.”

“WdI”—Whit sghed—"*maybe we'll find her Alder, and you and me'll both ook nohow.” Turning away,
he muttered dolefully under his bregth, “1 wonder if he'stall?”

Dag sat on the edge of the Fetch’sroof in the dark, legs dangling over, gingerly testing his groundsense.
The familiar warmth of Copperhead, Daisy-goat, and the chickens, the known shapes of the people near
him: Whit and Hawthorn out back cleaning up after supper and amiably arguing, Spark’ s bright flame
collaborating with Berry on rebuilding abed-nest after their stack of supporting hides had been sold out
from under them today, Remo sitting in acorner with his ground wrapped up tight, anearly transparent
smudge. Bo had gone off, he said, to ask around the taverns after further news of the Clearcreek Briar
Rose, aplan that had made Berry grimace; Hod had gone adong.

Dag widened hisreach to the other boats nearby, holding dozens of people more. Up to the line of
goods-sheds, more comfortably deserted except for a night watchman or two, and aloiterer who might
or might not be looking for an unlocked door. Theriver behind, lively with moving water, plants, acertain
amount of floating scum suspicioudy richin life-ground, afew fish with their bright fishy auras, crayfish



creeping and mussals clinging in the rocks and mud. Still wider, acrossthe street to the buildings thumping
with lives bailing in his perceptions—awake, adeep, arguing, scheming, making love, making hate, the
warm ground-glow of amamanursing achild.

That’ sthree hundred paces. Try for more. On the far shore of the river, ducks dept concealed in the
scrub, heads tucked under their wings. In abarn up the bank, tired oxen dozed after aday of hauling
boats up over the shoals dong the well-beaten tow-path. A dozen houses were clustered around the
towing station and ferry landing, and more goods-sheds; Dag could have counted their inhabitants. That's
over hdf amile, yed

He studied the ground in hisown left arm. The five oats that he’ d surreptitioudy ground-ripped this
morning, stolen from a handful fed to Copperhead, were dl turned to Daggish warm spots. Theten he'd
snitched a lunch were well on their way to conversion. His ground seemed hedlthy and dense, the old
blighted patches fading away like paling bruises. He quietly extended his ghost hand, drew it back in.
And again. Once o eratic and frightening, the ground projection was coming under his control, even fine
control. Why did | fear this? Perhaps he' d try ground-ripping something even bigger tomorrow. Not a
tree—impressed with Spark’ s shrewd guess, he' d stick to food, for now.

The shadow of Remo’s closed ground, like aripplein clear water, moved beneath him; the young
patroller ducked out the front hatch and straightened by Dag’ sknee, looking up at him. A brief flicker as
he opened alittle and found Dag open wide. Remo turned his head and stared back up the hill toward
the many lights of Silver Shodls, scattered up the dope and over the dopes beyond. Even at this hour,
there were afew wagons and people wandering the streets. Beyond the line of goods-sheds, light and
laughter burst from the door of the mussel tavern asit swung open and closed, loud enough to carry
down to the waterside.

“How can you stand the noise?’” Remo asked, pressing his handsto his head in agesture of pained
dismay. Hedidn't, of course, mean the sounds of the actualy quite peaceful autumn night that cameto
their ears. Silver Shods had to be the largest collection of unveiled humanity he' d encountered in dl his
short life.

Dag considered him, then gestured friendly-like to the space on the roof edge beside him. Remo
clambered up easly. He' d pretty much fully hedled from his beating, due to acombination of Verd's
earlier ground trestments, plenty of good food, and smple outdoor exercise, dthough mostly, Dag
suspected glumly, dueto youth.

“Farmer ground'sabit noisy,” Dag said, “but you can get used to it. It' sgood ground, just alot of it. It's
blighted ground that hurts. Malice ground, now that hurts like nothing esein the wide green world.”

Remo looked gppropriately daunted by this reminiscence; Dag went on, “ Still, it' salot to takein. Even
for townsfolk. If you study them, you' Il notice that they pass by each other in the street with alot less
looking or talking than village or hamlet farmers do. They have to learn not to look, because there' sno
way they can stop and ded with everyone when there sthousands. It' s not ground-veiling, but it's
something like, in their heads, | think. In away, it makes big towns saf—more comfortable for
Lakewakers done than tiny ones. Townsmen are more used to ignoring odd folks.”

“But there’ smore of them to gang up on you if there strouble,” said Remo doubtfully.

“Alsotrue,” Dag conceded. “Try opening up to the limit of your groundsense range, just once, to see
what happens. | promiseit won't kill you.”

“Not ingtantly, maybe,” muttered Remo, but he obeyed. Brows rather clenched, he opened himsdlf,
wider and wider; the water-shadow of his ground gradually thickened and became perceptibleto Dag in



al its dense complexity.

The boy’ sgot a groundsense range of agood haf-mile, Dag thought in satisfaction. Remo was clearly
wdll-placed as apatroller, maybe afuture patrol leader, if he could be lured away from wrecking himsalf
on therocks of hisown mistakes.

With amuttered Oof!, Remo et his groundsense recoil. But not, Dag noted, al the way; it was still open
to perhaps the dimensions of the Fetch and its residents. And to Dag. Remo rubbed his forehead.
“That’s...something.”

“Town like this has atremendous ground-roil,” Dag agreed. “It’ slife, though—the opposite of blight, as
much as any woods or swamp. More. If our long war is meant to hold back the blight and sustain the
world sground, if you look &t it rightways, aplace like this’—he nodded at the dopes, the lamplights
gpread across them likefireflies out of season—*isour greatest success.”

Remo blinked asthis odd thought nudged into hisbrain. Dag hoped it would gtir things up abit in there.

Dag drew breath, leaned forward. “ The fact that thistown isaso avast ground-banquet for any malice
that chances to emerge too close troubles me hugely. What adl had you heard down at Pearl Riffle Camp
about thelossesin our summer’ s campaign over in Raintree?’

Remo replied serioudly, “1t was bad, | heard. A place called Bonemarsh Camp was wholly blighted, and
they lost seventy or ahundred folksin the retreat.”

“Did the name of Greengpring even come up?’

“Wasn't that some farmer village the maicefirst came up near”’

“Praise Fairbolt, at least that much got in. Y es. Had you heard their [osses?”
“I didn’t read the circular mysdlf, just heard talk about it. Lots, I'd guess.”

“You d guessright. They lost nearly haf their people, about five hundred folk in dl, including dmost al
their children, because you know amalice goesfor youngstersfirst. Absent gods, you should have seen
that malice when we dew it, after that fair feast. | never knew one could grow so ghastly beautiful.
Sessiles, early molts, they’ re crude and ugly creatures, and you get to thinking uglinessiswhat malices
aredl about, but it' snot. It'snot.” Dag fell dlent, but then shook off the haunting memory and forged on
while he ill had Remo’ s ground and mind open. “1 took my patrol through Greenspring on the way
home, and we came upon some townsmen who’ d come back to bury their dead. It was high summer,
but most of the victims had been ground-ripped, so they were dow to rot. | counted down the row, so
paethey were, likeice childrenin that gray hest...How long atrench do you think you' d haveto dig,
Remo, to bury dl the youngstersin Silver Shods?’

Remo’ slips parted; he shook his head.

“It'd be about amilelong, | figure,” said Dag evenly. “At the least estimate. I’ d have dragged every
Lakewaker | know down that row if | could have, but | couldn’t, so now | haveto do it with words.”
And maybe his clumsy words were working better here, with Slver Shods spread in front of Remo’'s
eyes, than they would have in the comfortableisolation of Pearl Riffle Camp.

“| can seethe problem,” said Remo dowly.

Absent gods be prai sed!



“But | don’t see what more we can do about it. | mean, we' re dready patrolling as hard as we can.”

“It'snot our patrolling that needsto change. It’s...seg, thething is, if the Greenspring folks had known
more about malices, about Lakewakers, about al we do, someone might have got out with word earlier.
Morelives—not dl, | know, but more—might have been saved at Greenspring, and Bonemarsh need not
have been blighted any, if we could have been warned and taken the malice quick before it started to
move south. And the only way | know to get farmersto know moreisto start teaching ’em.”

Remo’' s eyes widened as he gauged the lights of the town. *How could we possibly teach them al?’

Already Remo was past the usud response, How could we teach any of 'em? Farmerscan't... followed
by whatever Lakerwalkerish conceit first occurred. Dag nearly smiled. “Well, now, if we had to lift and
carry each and every farmer all at once, we' d break our backs, sure. But if we could start by teaching
some farmers, someplace—maybe after that they could teach each other. Save each other. If they can
only grab theright tools. Thesefolksare good at tools, | find.” Heraised hisleft arm; his hook and the
buckles of his harness gleamed briefly in thefaint yellow lantern lights.

Remo fell glent, staring up the shore.

After awhile, Dag said, “Fawn and Whit are mad to see the town mint tomorrow morning, before we go
on down the river. Want to come aong?’

Remo’ sground closed dtogether. “Isit safe for Lakewakers done up there?” Remo had bardly ventured
off the Fetch; if he hadn’t been pressed into hel ping with the unloading earlier, Dag wasn't sure he would
have set foot on land at dl.

“Yes,” sad Dag recklesdy. He suspected that Remo would follow him from sheer habit if he displayed a
patrol leader’ s confidence, and no need to enlighten the youth as to how hollow a confidence that so
often was. “Besides, wewon't bealone.”

“I'll think about it,” said Remo cautioudy. He added after alittle slence, “Whit surelikeshismoney. Y et
it snothing, initsground. Just metd chips”

“If money hasaground, it existsingdefolks heads,” Dag agreed. “But it's mighty convenient for trade.
It'slikeamemory of trade you can hold in your hand, and take anywhere.” Anywhere it was recognized.
Four great farmer towns—all dong thisriver system, curioudy enough—coined their own money these
days, in addition to odd lots of coin left from the ancient days that turned up from timeto time. The clerks
in the goods-sheds were gaining alot of practice in figuring, Dag guessed, making the coinsal dance
fairly with one another—or sometimes, he’ d heard, not so fairly. In which case, people got alot of
practice at arguing. Even Lakewakers used farmer coin, and not only while out patrolling.

“Lakewalker camp credit is better,” said Remo. “Bandits can’'t knock you on the head and take it awvay
from you. It' s not atemptation to the weak-willed or crud.”

“It can't be stolen with acudgd,” Dag agreed, hismood darkening in memory. “But it can be stolen with
words. Trust me on that.”

Remo looked over a him in some wonder. But before he could inquire further, Bo and Hod turned up at
thefoot of the gangplank. Hod had one of Bo'sarms drawn over his shoulder and was getting him aimed
down the middle of the boards.

Dag was surprised to see them. One of the reasons Berry had been amenable to the proposed trip to the
mint in the morning, despite the delay to their departure, was that she hadn’t expected her uncle back



tonight. She' d figured she and Hawthorn, who had been taken to the mint once by their pgpaon a
previoustrip, would use the time looking for Bo while Fawn and Whit went off touring.

Bo was saying queruloudy to Hod, “1 till don't seethe point of making medrink al that water. It just
took up space for better bev'rages. And | have to pissjust as bad.”

“Your head'l| fedl better in the morning,” Hod assured him. “It'sagood trick | know about, redly.”

“Yeah, well, we'll see” muttered Bo, but let Hod steer him over the gangplank. His knees buckled on
the jump down, but Hod kept him upright. Despite severd hours of following Bo around Silver Shoals
riverside taverns, Hod was pretty sober, Dag noted. Hod |ooked up at Dag and Remo, watching from
the roof, and cast them a shy smile. He maneuvered the old man inside, to be greeted with even greater
surprise by Berry.

“Wadll, that’ sinterestin’,” murmured Dag.
“How s0?’ said Remo.

“Seems Hod' sgot atalent for managing difficult drunks. | wasn't expecting anything likethat. Y ou
wonder where and how helearned it, so young.”

Remo’ s brows drew down. Hewas quiet for along time. “Kind of disturbing, in away. Inlight of how he
flinchesat most everything.”

“Uh-huh,” said Dag, pleased a Remo for following through that far. The boy might make a patrol leader
someday after all, if he survived. Remo was open enough again to sense the ripple of gpprova in Dag's
ground, and his spine straightened a bit, unwittingly.

Dag smiled and did down off the roof to go find out what Fawn had arranged for their bedding.
14

To Fawn’'s bemusement, Remo tagged aong on the trip to the mint, which made her wonder what Dag
had been saying to him last night. She' d thought Remo had been too terrified of the town to set foot init.
He started the tour with aset look on hisface that could more easily be mistaken for disapproval. Which
made her wonder in turn what emotions some of Dag’ s grimmer |ooks masked—a Lakewaker bride
would not have to guess, she reflected with asigh. At the last moment, Dag thought to ask Hod if he
wanted to come aong, which made the boy turn red with pleasure and nod mutely and vigoroudy.

Disappointingly, the mint was not in operation that day, but in return for afew copper crays aman took
vigitors around, answered their questions, and, Fawn suspected, kept an eye on them. He certainly eyed
the pair of Lakewakers askance. Evenidle, the coin-stamping presses were fascinating, dmost as
complex as Aunt Natti€' sloom, and much heavier. “ Sessle,” Dag muttered, staring a them over her
shoulder with profound Lakewaker suspicion of dtting targets. Remo nodded agreement.

On the wak back through town, she and Whit were diverted by a shop selling tools and hardware—not
ablacksmithery, as nothing but small repairs were done on the premises, but more like agoods-shed.
Most of theitemsfor sale seemed to come from upriver, including afascinating Tripoint stove cast
entirdly of black iron, with an iron pipe acting as achimney to take the smoke away. It waslike aniron
hearth-oven box turned insde out, made to stand out into aroom with the fire on theinside.

“Look!” Fawn told Dag in excitement. “I1t has to be so much better for heating, because afireplace only
shows one face to aroom, and this thing shows, what, Six. Six times better. And you wouldn't have to



bend and crouch to cook onit, and it wouldn’t blow smoke in your face, either, and you're lesslike to
catch your clothes or hair onfire, too!” Oh, | want one!

Hedared a it and her in mild darm. “Y ou' d need awagon and team to shift it, Spark!”

“Naturdly you wouldn’t cart it around with you, any more than you would afireplace. Firepit,” she
revised, thinking of Lakewakers camps.

“It would have to be planted someplace permanent.”
“Hm,” he said, looking a her with one of his odder smiles. “Farmer tool.”

“Wall, of course.” Shetossed her head, imagining someplace permanent where you could plant such a
stove, and agarden. And children. Not aLakewalker camp, they’ d proved that. Not afarmer village, or
at least not West Blue. A town like this one? Maybe not, as such abig concentration of folks plainly
made Lakewalkers degply uncomfortable. Where, then? Regretfully, she dlowed Dag and Remo to drag
them away from the fascinating emporium.

Back on the Fetch, they found a crisis brewing as Berry and Bo were ready to cast off, but Hawthorn's
raccoon kit had disappeared. Bo was all for leaving without the pesky creature, assuring the distraught
Hawthorn that his pet would swim down theriver and find anew homein the woods just fine. Hawthorn
envisoned more dire fates, loudly. Then the listening Remo made himsdlf hero of the hour—or at least of
Hawthorn—by walking aong the bank and retrieving the kit from aboat down the row where, caught
raiding the pantry, it was about to meet its end at either the hands of the boat’ sirate cook or the jaws of
the excited boat-dog. Remo had a dangeroudly attractive face-lightening smilelike Dag's, Fawn
discovered as he handed the little masked miscreant back to its ecstatic owner. Berry noticed it too, and
smiled in pure contagion; Whit first smiled at her smile, then frowned at Remo.

Asthe boat made midstream and peace fell, Fawn pulled out her wool and drop spindle and took a seat
on the bow to spin, watch the riverbank pass by, and think. Remo had to have opened and used his
groundsense for that swift rescue, despite hisaversion to farmer grounds. For Lakewalkers, hunting must
be avery different activity than for farmers, if they could just stroll into awoods and find prey aseasily as
awoman picking jars off her pantry shelf. Although she supposed convincing, say, abear to submit to
having its skin pedled was just as dangerous to a L akewalker hunter asto any farmer. Or wasit? Were
there other practica usesfor persuasion than just on farmer merchants and maidens? And horses and
mosquitoes and fireflies. She would haveto ask Dag.

Twigting her yarn plump for warmth—it would knit up faster that way, too—she made quite abit of
progress before it was time to break off and go start lunch. Aniron stove, she thought longingly, could be
installed on aboat like this one and not be so sessile after dl. But it would be ashort love affar—you'd
haveto sdll it downstream just as the boats were sold off at journey’ s end, sometimes as houseboats for
the poorer riverfolk but more usualy broken up for their lumber. Most of Graymouth was built of former
flatboats, she' d heard. She hated to think of the Fetch so dismembered, and hoped someone would buy
it for acozy floaing home.

As she made her way into the kitchen, she found Dag sitting at the drop-table, his head bent strangely.
Hewas staring down at adistressing lumpy gray blob on a pie plate, hisface drained and amost
greenish.

“What in the world isthat thing?’ Fawn asked, nodding &t the plate. “'Y ou’ re not going to et it, are
you?’ The man certainly needed to get more food inboard, but preferably something wholesome. This
looked like something dead too long that had been fished from the bottom of theriver.



“Last piece of gpple piefrom last night,” he said.

“That' s not my—" Shelooked more closdly. “Dag, what did you do?’
“Ground-ripped it. Tried to. | think | just found my upper limit.”

“Dag! Two oats, | sad!”

“I tried two oats. They were good. So werefive and ten. Timeto try something else. Thiswasfood,
too!”

“Was, yeah!” Asshe stared in amix of exasperation and horror, Dag abruptly clawed off hisarm harness
and dropped it, bending over with hisleft arm held tight to his body. He swallowed ominoudy. Fawn
darted for awashbasin and shoved it under his nose barely in time. He grabbed it and turned away from
her, trying to retch quietly, but he didn’t bring up much. Wordlessy, she handed him acup of water with
which to rinse and spit.

“Thanks,” he whispered.
“Done?’

“Not sure.” He set the basin on the bench beside him, ready to hand. “ Thisfedsbizarre. It' slike my
ground istrying to get rid of it, but it can’t, so my body triesinstead.”

“But there was't anything in your somach.”
“I’'mright grateful about that, just now.”
“Isthisthe sameway you get sck after your healing groundwork?’

“No,” hesaid dowly. “ That’s more light-headed, like blood loss except it passes quickly. This...isheavy
likeindigegtion. It just Sitsthere. Except in both casesthe disruption of my ground is affecting my body.”

“Soisyour ground like ahorse, or like adog?’
Heblinked a her in dizzy confusion. “ Say what?’

“We had some farm dogs that would wolf down any garbage you left around, and then heave it back up
if it disagreed with "em, which it generdly did. Usualy someplace where you were going to step, seemed
like.” She scowled in memory. “ Then there was that dog of Reed’ swhose joy wasto roll in smelly
things—manure, dead possums—and then rush up to share his blisswith you. But that’ s dogs for you.”

Dag pressed the back of hishand to hislips. “Indeed...Are you ragging me, Spark?’

She shook her head, though her fierce glance said, Y ou deserve to be ragged. “Then there' s horses.
Now, horses can’t vomit like dogs do. Once they’ ve eaten something wrong, they’rein big trouble and
no mistake. Papalost agood pony to colic, once, that had got into the corn, which iswhy Fetcher isso
careful about fixing fencerows and keeping the feed binslatched tight. 1’ d been his pony, see. Soif you
ground-rip something bad, can you get rid of it or not?’

“Evidently not.” Dag's brow wrinkled. “1 couldn’t get rid of those toxic spatters after | ground-ripped the
malice back in Raintree, either, cometo think. They were blighting me, poisoning my ground. They were
drawn out and destroyed with the rest of the residue when we broke the malice' s groundlock, but that
trick wouldn't work for this.”



“Will thiskill you?" she asked in sudden terror. “Just a piece of pie—my pie?’

He shook hishead. “Don’t think so. It'snot poison. And | didn’ t—couldn’t—rip it al theway. But |
surewish | hadn’t donethat.” He hunched tighter, grimacing.

“Then will you get better dow like after the mosguito?”
“I guesswe'll find out,” hesighed.
“Ground-calic,” said Fawn. “Eew.”

Shetook away the plate and basin and emptied them over the back rail, then returned to put Dag firmly
to bed. It was ameasure of his maaise that he went without argument.

She made his excuses to the others, come lunch—he thinksit' s something he ate—which were accepted
without question but with lots of speculation asto what it might have been, Snce everyone e se had esten
Fawn's boat-food as well. In desperation—and in defense of her reputation as a cook—shefinaly
suggested it might have been something he d got hold of up in town that morning, which was alowed with
wise nods. Remo seemed the most disturbed by the devel opment, stopping by their bed-nook to ask
Dag if hewasdl right and if there was anything he could do. Dag’ s response was muffled and repelling.
Fawn thought that Dag should take the only other Lakewalker available into his confidence about these
aarming ground-ripping experiments, but wasn't certain enough to force it. She was out of her depth,
here. The notion that Dag might be too was not reassuring.

Dag' slosswas Hod' s gain, as he was suddenly promoted to sweep-man that afternoon in Dag's place.
Hod was clumsy and timid and mixed up hisright and hisleft, but responded dowly bothto Berry's
patience and Bo'sfamiliar hungover bluntness. His panicked mistakes became fewer as his confidence
grew, though he seemed so surprised to be told he was doing well that he almost dropped his broad-oar
overboard.

To Fawn’simmenserdief, Dag revived enough in the evening to eat real food, although she noticed he
left hisarm harness off. He was dtill very quiet, answering most queries with a headshake and then
pressing hisforehead asif in regret of the sudden motion. But the next day Dag went back to taking turns
on the oars, although only after a promise to the eager Hod that he would now be added to the regular
rotation.

They pulled in that noon at a village that was seemingly atraditiona stop for the Clearcreeks, where
Berry found afellow who both knew her and remembered the Briar Rose stopping last fal. So her papa
had madeit at least thisfar. The goods-shed man couldn’t recall Boss Clearcreek saying anything unusua
about the trip, was very sorry to learn of his disappearance, and shook his head over the news about the
lost Tripoint boats. Whit sold hisfirst batch of window glass, and they took to the river once more. The
cool autumn sun that made the water sparkle and the riverbanks glow ddlighted Fawn, but was not
welcomed by Berry, eyeing thefaling water.

Late that afternoon Berry’ s glumness was unfortunately vindicated. The boat boss was stting with Fawn,
Dag, and Hod at the kitchen table, nibbling leftovers and asking about lifein West Blue, when agrinding
noise from the hull made her look up and set her teeth. She stared at the ceiling, thumping with sudden
bootsteps, and muttered, “Bo, you' re too close to the bank, bring her over hard now—" but broke off
with an aggravated snarl asthe Fetch quite perceptibly ground to ahdlt.

“What isit?" asked Fawn sharply; Hod looked equally darmed.
“Sand bar,” Berry caled over her shoulder as she siwung out the back hatch. They al followed her out



and clambered up onto the roof, where she was peering over the sde with her hands planted on her hips
and saying to Bo, “What did you want to go and do that for? We' re scrunched in good now!”

Bo was gpologetic, in aguilty-surly sort of way, blaming the idand they were stuck beside for growing
that bar out in an uncalled-for way. Whit was rather red-faced, and Remo, catching Dag' s eye, looked
hangdog. Berry sighed in exasperation, which reassured Fawn that this was anorma sort of emergency,
and Berry and Bo took up a practiced routine for efforts to push them off again.

Thefirst step was to swing the oars down and use them as stilts to walk the boat off the bar. Dag and
Remo actualy broketheir big oar with their grunting effort, but the Fetch did not budge, and Berry
abandoned that method before they either broke another—she was not oversupplied with spares—or
ripped out the massive oak oarlock aswell. The next step was to send al the men ashore, lightening the
load, to try tugging with ropes. Copperhead, whom Berry kept calling Dag' s land-skiff, was sent too,
with aropetied to his saddle. The men stripped to their drawers and boots and waded into the chill
water, grimly or with yelps, which was pretty riveting—Fawn caught Berry staring too, and her widegrin
flashed back—but till didn’t shift the boat.

The third method was to settle back and wait for arise to float the Fetch off the bar, achoicethe
shivering crew had scorned a couple of hours back but now applauded. Asthey were ydling this debate
acrossthe little stretch of water between the boat and the churned-up bank, along, low hoot, rising to
three sharp toots, sounded from upriver. “That' s the Snapping Turtle shorn,” Berry said, her head
swiveing.

The keelboat appeared around the bend, riding easily down the center of the channd. A man
in—dry—red-and-blue striped trousers cheerfully waved atin horn aslong ashisarm at the
mud-splashed crew of the Fetch strung aong the shore. “ That there’ s aboat, not a plow, Boss Berry!”
hecdled. “Youtryin' to dredge anew channel over there?’ Berry snorted indignation, but her lips
twitched.

AsBoss Wain strode to the bow and stood with histhumbsin his green leather braces, grinning at them,
Berry cupped her hands and shouted, “Hey, Wain! Y ou’ ve got muscle over there! How' s about atow?’

He cupped his hands and yelled back, “1 dunno, Berry—how’ s about akiss?’

Over on the bank, Whit, despite being mostly blue, flushed red.

“Daisy-goat’ll pucker up for you!” Berry shouted back. “ Y ou'll think you' re back with the home girlsl”
Wain shook his head. “Not good enough! What' s your cargo?’

“Mainly salt butter, Tripoint tools, and window glass!”

Wain'sgrin stretched asthe Snapping Turtle did past. “Then | guessweé' |l sell our tools and glass
downstream before you!” He patted hislipsin abroad gesture. “ Unless you want to change your mind
about that kiss?’

“Muscle-headed turkey-wit,” Berry muttered under her breath. “He never changes.” Sheraised her voice
and shouted after him, “What, are dl your fdllerstoo weak and worn out with flipping those dice to pull a
bitty flatboat anymore? All little girly-armson the Turtle, so sad!” Sheflapped herslimply in mockery.

Wain raised hisarm and dapped his massive biceps. “Nicetry, Berry!”

Fawn consdered volunteering akissin Berry’ s place, in support of the Fetch, but looking over the
rowdy keelboat men decided better of the impulse.



“I'll play you over the bar!” Berry raised her arms back and mimicked fiddling.

Thisactually started a hot debate amongst the dozen or so men of the Snapping Turtle' s crew; beforeit
could quite turn to mutiny, Wain shouted, “ A concert and akiss!”

Berry gritted her teeth. “I'll wait for theran!”

Moans of disappointment drifted back from the keelboat, but the river boreit inexorably on, and in afew
more minutes it had floated out of hearing and then sight. Berry heaved afrustrated sigh. It had al been
fairly good-humored, Fawn thought, but—they were still stuck on the sand bar.

Copperhead was turned loose to graze on the idand, since, although he had jumped into the water
readily enough under Dag's practiced persuasion, getting him back aboard would be nigh impossible until
they could again tie the Fetch to the bank bow-first and run out the gangplank. The men washed in the
river and came back aboard, crowding the hearth where Fawn was trying to start an early supper, there
seeming to belittle ese to do for the long evening. They stamped and shivered and rubbed their hands, al
but Dag who tucked hisunder hisleft arm, but eventualy settled down enough out of her way that she
could make pies and stew. Dag asked if Fawn wanted him to catch her some fish, but for some reason
this amiable suggestion was voted down.

In the night Fawn awoke to find their bedroll empty of Dag. At first she thought he' d gone to piss, but
when he didn’t regppear after areasonable time, she wrapped a blanket around hersalf and crept out to
look for him. A light was seeping in from around the bow hatch, too amber to be the moon. She dipped
out the door and closed it behind her. The night air was cold, damp, and smelled of falen leaves and the
river, with awhiff of warm goat and deepy chicken, but overhead the stars burned bright.

The bench was pulled out from the wall, and Dag was sitting astride it, with alantern glowing at the other
end. He seemed dressed by guess, hair sticking up, and was without his arm harness. He was frowning
down at two little piles of mixed oats and corn kernels on the board between his knees, athough when
she cameto his shoulder helooked up and cast her aquick amile.

“What are you doing?’ she whispered.
He ran his hand through his hair, to no good effect. “I’ ve gone back to oats. Figured you’ d approve.”

She nodded provisondly. “Are you planning to ground-rip some?’ Shedidn’t see any little piles of gray
dust, so perhaps she' d caught him in time, Which begged the question In time for what>—although it was
possible her mere presence would inhibit him from dodgier trids.

He made an odd face. “I got to thinking. Even amdice doesn’t normally ground-rip its victims down to
deep physica structure—that gray dumping’ smore an effect of prolonged draining blight. It only
snatchesthe life-ground. The cream off thetop, if you will.”

She frowned in concentration. “I remember when Dar told me about how sharing knives are primed. The
knife just drawsin aperson’s dying ground. The whole person doesn't dissolve. So it’s not just malices.”

Hislips parted, closed. “That's...abetter thought. Though | don’t think of sharing knives as
ground-ripping so much as accepting the greatest possible ground-gift. I...hm.” Hisbrowsdrew in. After
amoment he shook off the distracting notion, whatever it was, and went on. “Live ground ismore
complex than the ground of inert or dead things—lighter, brighter, more flegting...and it seems’—he
reached out with afingertip beneeth his hovering sump and shifted one more oat from the pile on hisright



to the pile on hisleft—"more digestible. Speaking of ground-colic.”

She estimated the number of grainsin each pile. It was alot more than ten. “Dag,” she said uneasily,
“how many of those are you planning to try?’

He chewed on hislip. “Well, you remember back in Raintree when every patroller in camp who knew
how gave me aground reinforcement, trying to get me better quick so’swe could al ride home?’

“YS’?’

“After awhile | started seeing these wavering purple halos around things, and Hoharie made them stop.
She said | needed more absorption time.”

“You didn't tell me about any purple halos!”

He shrugged. “They went away in aday. Anyway, the experience gave meanctionto try. | figurel’ll
have hit my daily limit in live-ground theft when things Start |ooking sort of lavender around the edges.”

She pursed her lipsin doubt. But how could she demand he not explore his abilities when she was so full
of questions hersalf? There was no expert here for him to beg explanations of. He could only question his
own body and ground with thesetriads, and listen carefully to the answers. Truly, somebody had once
had to try everything for thefirst time, or there would be no experts.

“Areyou ill thinking that if you could get more ground-food to restore yoursdlf, you could do more
heding, faster?’

He nodded. “Maybe. Of Lakewakers, leastways. But | want to head farmers, and if | can't figure out this
beguilement problem...” He moved another oat. Then acorn kernd. Then he sat up, blinked, twisted
around, and stared at her face.

“Do | haveapurple hdo now?’ sheasked alittle grimly.

He reached back, moved another oat, and blinked again. “Now you do,” he said in avoice of tentative
stisfaction.

“Then stop!”
“Yes,” hesighed. He rubbed his night-stubbled chin and stared down at the two little hegps. “Huh.”
“Hm?’

“This pile’—he pointed to the one on hisright—*islive seeds. If you put them in the ground and watered
"em, you' d get new plants.”

“Maybe,” said Fawn, from alifetime’ s experience on afarm. “ Anyhow, if you planted enough of them,
you'd likely get something. Plusthe weeds.”

“Thispile” he said, ignoring the commentary, “is dead seeds. Plant them and they would just St thereand
rot. Eventudly.”

A bleak ook crossed hisface, and Fawn wondered if hismind’ s eye was seeing along row of
uncorrupted little corpses. Blight it, oats weren’t children. Well, she supposed they werethe oat plant’s
children, inaway, but down that line of thought lay madness for anyone who meant to go onliving inthe
world. She put in quickly, “ Seedswon’t sprout once you cook them, either. How isthis different from
cooking our food, redly?’



His squint, after amoment, grew grateful. “ There sapoint, Spark.”

She peered more closdly. The hegp on the left did seem abit duller to her eye than the bright yellow
grainson the right. She pointed to the dull hegp. “ Could you till eat those, like cooked food?’

Helooked a bit taken aback. “I don’t know. Y ou' d think they’ d have lost something.”
“Would they poison you?’

“I havenoidea” He stared down at the little pilefor along time. “I’ d try feeding that handful to
Copperhead, but he' sover ontheidand, and, well, ahorse. We' ve no dog.” Hiseyefdl speculatively on
Daisy-goat.

“We drink milk from that goat,” Fawn said hastily. And, as hisface swiveled toward the chicken pen,
“And we edt theeggsl”

He frowned, then got afaraway look for amoment. A scratching sound made Fawn glance down to find
that Hawthorn' s raccoon kit had appeared at Dag' s ankle and was pawing at histrouser leg. Dag
reached down and gathered up the creature, tucking it in the crook of hisleft arm. Itslittle leathery paws
gripped hisdeeve, and its bright black eyestwinkled from its furry mask.

“Dag,” Fawn gasped, “you can’'t!”

“The horse, goats, chickens, and you are out,” he said patiently. “What' sleft on this boat that’ |l eat grain?
Well, Hod, but no. | don't think it will poison the little critter, redly.”

“It'sjust not right. | mean, a the very least you should ask Hawthorn's permission, and | can't seeyou
explaining dl thisto Hawthorn!”

“I can'teven explainit dl to mysdlf,” Dag sghed. “Very well.” He scooped up the pile of grain and raised
hispalm to hisown lips.

“No!” Fawn clapped her hand to her mouth to muffle her shriek.
Dag raised hisbrowsat her. “You can't say | don’t havetheright.”

Fawn bounced up and down in dismay, lips pressed tight. And finally blurted, “Try it on the raccoon,
then.”

Hetilted hishead ironically at her and offered the grain to the kit. The kit seemed only mildly
interested—spoiled, Fawn thought, by the tastier fodder that everyone aboard dipped to it—but at

Dag' s urging and, she suspected, sorcerous persuasion, it did nibble down aspoonful or so of the grains,
whiskerstwitching. When Dag let it go, it toddled off, apparently unaffected, or at least it didn’t drop
over dead on the spot. Dag tossed the remaining handful of dead seeds over the side, wiped hispam on
his shirt, and picked off afew raccoon hairs. Hiseyefel on the chicken coop. “Food, huh,” hesaidina
distant tone. “1 wonder what would happen if | tried to ground-rip a chicken? Next time you mean to
serve up achicken dinner, Spark, let me know.”

Fawn mentdly took chicken off her menu plansfor theindefinite future. “1 don’t know, Dag. Theideaof
you ripping seed grains doesn’t bother me abit. But if you could rip achicken, could you—" she broke
off.

He eyed her, not failing to follow. “ Ground-rip aperson? In full malice mode? | don’'t know. A person’'s
bigger. | begin to suspect | could rip up aperson’sground, at least. And yes, theidea does trouble me,



thank you very much.”

Fawn scrubbed her mouth with the back of her hand. “Y ou can rip up aperson’s body and ground with
your war knife, and you have. Would thistruly be different?’

“I don't know yet,” sghed Dag. “ Spark, | redlly do not know.” He folded her in to him then, leaning his
forehead againgt hers. “I’ ve been wondering for sometimeif I’ ve stumbled across some craft secrets of
senior medicine makers. Now you have mewondering if it’s secrets of the senior knife makers, instead.
They’ re even more close-mouthed about their work, and it may be with good reason. Because...”

“Because?’ she prompted, when he didn’t go on.

“Because | can't be the only person with these ahilities. Unless | truly have been maice-corrupted,
somehow. | wish | had someoneto...”

“Someoneto ask?’ Alas, not Remo; anice young patroller, but no maker.

Dag shook his head. * Someone safe to ask.”

“Urgh.” Shedidn't fail to follow, ether.

“Hoharie might be, but she's back at Hickory Lake. She saw me—I don’t think | told you abouit this...”
Fawn rolled her eyes. “More purple halos? Y es?”’

“Sorry. At thetime, | didn’t know what to make of it, so | didn’t talk about it. But when her apprentice
Othan was trying to give aground reinforcement to my broken arm, he couldn’t get in. | ended up sort
of...ripping it from him as he was trying to giveit. Hoharie was right there, watching.”

“Arﬂ?,

“And her only reaction wasto try to recruit me for amedicine maker. On the spot. Till | pointed out my
little problem with fine hand-work.” He waved his ssump. “Later, she came up with the idea of partnering
me with Othan’ s brother, for my spare hands. If she' d offered to partner me with you, | might have taken
her up on it, and we d gtill be there instead of here. But she shied off from that suggestion.”

Fawn couldn’t decide if that would have been good or not, so only tilted her head, | hear you. But she
pounced quickly on the important point. “ That was well before you ground-ripped the malice in Raintree,
right?’

“‘Yes...?

“ So these new abilities’—she leaned back and gripped hisleft arm— can’t be some sort of
malice-contagion you picked up then, because you developed them before. | don't think you' re turning
intoamalice.” Or you would be more scary, instead of just more aggravating. “If that’ swhat’ sworrying
yw.”

From the play of expression on hisface—first dismay, then relief—she redized she' d just spoken his
most secret fear. And that, once dragged out into open air, it shrank hearteningly. “It...was apassing
thought, | admit.” He ducked his head, then smiled crookedly and held her closer. “Soiif | turnedinto a
malice, would you il love me?’

“If you redly turned into amalice, you' d just est me, and the question wouldn't arise,” she said a bit
tartly.



“That’ show we' d know, | suppose,” he alowed.

“You'd know, anyhow.” She thought about it. “Or maybe you wouldn't. Y ou’ d be too stuck inside your
own torment to even seemine.”

“Ah. Yes. You did ook one straight in the eye, that time.” Hisfingers brushed the scars on her neck, not
to say | forgot so much as| should have redized. His eyes darkened with his own memories. “ From what
I’ve seen of theinside of amadice, you'reright. Y ou have an uncomfortably acute way of looking at
things sometimes, Spark.”

Fawn just shook her head. This conversation was spiraling into the dark, or at least into the creepy, ina
way that suggested it was time for bed, because no further good could come of it tonight. She picked up
the lantern and led the way.

15

Dag was reassured early the next morning of the hedlth of the raccoon kit, asit woke him by nosing
curioudy in hisear. It aso conveniently left ascat on the end of their blankets, not for thefirst time, asthe
creature seemed to have apartiaity for their bed-nook. Dag took the pellet outside to the goat peninthe
gray light to squash open with a stick. He would not have been surprised to find that the ripped grains
had passed through whole, or even some odder effect, but they appeared to have been digested
normaly, with no sign of blood or blight to the kit'sgut. So it seemed he could leave atrail of serile
seedsin hiswake and do the world no harm. Though he was still deeply suspicious of their reuse as feed;
perhaps he would buy his own chicken at the next stop to test them upon in amore methodical way. And
put Fawn in charge of it, as he was by no means sure of his ability to keep achicken diveinthefirst
place, and he wouldn’t want to make a mistake, here.

Heleaned on the boat rail and watched the sky lighten from stedl to silver to gold in a pure autumn
sunrise, color seeping into the low hillslining the mist-shrouded river. It looked to be another brisk blue
day like yesterday, which did not bode well for getting the Fetch off the sand bar. But aday of rest
would be welcome. Perhaps he and Fawn could take a two-person picnic to the other end of the idand.
He extended his groundsense to check the chances of privacy, assuming they could successfully lose
Whit, Hod, Remo, Hawthorn, and the raccoon. Theidand was agood two mileslong, rich in natura
ground, free of blight-sgn, and, he found, unpeopled.

Hisbreath drew in sharply, and he tested that range again, turning dowly. To both ends of theidand, yes;
he could clearly sense the head and tail where the stolidity of land met the melting motion of water. He
cast hisinner senses up adong the farther hills, taking in the trees settling down root-deep for their winter
deep; drying, dying plantswith bright seed-sparks armored in burrs; amultitude of small creatures
burrowing, nesting, nosing through the brush, flitting from branch to branch; the dower lumbering of a
family of black bearsin the shadow of aravine. It sback. It'sdl back, my full range! If only he were il
at Hickory Lake, he could go out on patrol again.

He could hear therattle of Fawn starting breakfast, and her voice scolding the kit out from underfoot and
Hawthorn out of hisbunk to take charge of it. Hismouth quirked in the sure redlization that if he were
given, right this minute, the unfettered choice of whether to go back or go on—he'd go on. Smiling, he
ducked inside and made hisway to the back deck to wash up.

The morning meal wasleisurely, abundant, and prolonged; the sun was high over the hills before Fawn
stopped thinking of amusing new treatsto try cooking up out of the Fetch’s stores. The younger mae
egters, originaly ravenous, showed signs of going sessile, losing interest in the idea of hunting on the
idand infavor of lazing on the boat, &t least till Berry sarting reding off along list of maintenance chores



that afdlow with time on his hands could turn to.

Onimpulse, Dag interrupted this: “Actudly, I’ d like to borrow Remo and Hod this morning. And Fawn. |
want to try somethings.”

Berry looked up shrewdly. “Isthis about Hod' s beguilement thing?’

“Yep,” said Dag, and marveled a how far they’ d come, that he could say such athing openly—and be
understood, at least well enough to go on with.

Boss Berry nodded. “Fine by me.” She added wistfully, “Say, | don’t suppose you two Lakewalkers can
magic up somerain for uswhileyou'reat it?’

“I don't know of any groundwork that manages weether, sorry,” said Dag serioudy. “ Though who
knows what the old lake lords could do, back before the world broke?’

Berry eyed him. “That was ajoke, Dag.”
1] Oh.”

Fawn patted hishand. “That’sdl right. | don’t ways get patroller humor, either. Though if something's
aopdling, patrollerslikely think it'shilarious”

Remo looked as though he wanted to object to this, but his mouth was too full.

Dag origindly thought to retreat to the boat roof for the trids he had in mind, but then decided it would
be best to get more out of groundsense range from the others. They rowed to shore dry-shod in the
Fetch'slittle skiff, though they might amost have waded, and hiked up the bank, waving good-bye to
Berry and Whit, who were setting up a makeshift water-gauge in hopes of spotting some dight rise that
might be just enough to lift the flatboat out of its sandy trap. At ahigh-ish spot near the towhead, with a
view up theriver valey framed by sand bar willows, Fawn laid out a blanket, and they dl settled
cross-legged in acircle and looked to Dag. Hod gulped nervoudy. Remo frowned in misgiving. Fawn
just waited, watching him.

Dag cleared histhroat, wishing he were more sure of, well, anything. “Fawn said the answer to this puzzle
ought to lie between us al, if only we could seeit. | mean to try harder to seeit. Why is Hod beguiled,
but Fawn not? Why don't Lakewal kers beguile each other? What are our grounds redlly doing, when we
fed what we fed? My notion isthat Remo and | will each open our grounds as wide aswe can, try
trading little ground reinforcements al around, and watch each other.”

“What would we belooking for?” asked Remo, atrifle plaintively. “1 mean—it’ s not like we haven't
donethisbefore.”

Dag shook his head. “Watch for the things we don’t usualy notice. Especidly watch for the thingswe
think we know that might not really be so. Watch for the differences between Hod and Fawn. Isit the
recalver that makesthe difference, or isit the way the ground is gifted? | hopeit' snot al in the recaver,
because that would mean | couldn’t fix it—I could only heal some sick or hurt farmers but not others,
and how would | tell which waswhich, in advance? How could | say to someonein mortd trouble, no,
you go away, | can’'t—" Dag broke off. Swallowed. Said, “Y ou start, Remo. Give asmal reinforcement
to Hod.”

Remo'slipstwigted in doubt. “In hisknee again?’

“How about hisnose?’ Fawn suggested. “1 think he' s getting the snifflesfrom being in that cold water



yesterday. And it wouldn’t be mixed up with the old groundwork there.”

Hod, who had in fact been making some ominoudly juicy snorting noisesal morning, turned red, but
nodded. Acutely aware that he would be laying himsdlf entirely open to Remo’ s perceptions, Dag
dropped his every guard and closed his eyes. Hefdt the whorl of ground coming avay from Remo’s
face and floating between the two, the quick blink like water dropletsjoining asit settled into Hod's
ground in turn, a papable touch of warmth. Remo sneezed, and Dag’ s eyes shot open again.

Hod rubbed his nose and looked bewildered. “Fedsnice,” he offered.

Dag squinted, but no, with neither sight nor groundsense could he detect anything out of the ordinary. He
ran his hand through his hair. “Well, dl right. Do the same for Fawn, then.”

“Areyou sure, Dag?’ asked Remo. “1 mean—I wouldn’t want to risk accidentally beguiling your wife.”
Hisglance a Dag was Sdelong and wary.

“Fawn’ s aready received some pretty complex ground reinforcements from me, and minor ones from
Mari and Cattagus—isthat dl, Favn?’

She nodded. “ Old Cattagus fixed that little burn on my hand that time, and Mari—you were there when
she helped me out.” She made avague gesture to her belly and the dowly healing maice scars hidden
there that till rendered her monthlies so painful.

“ She' snot been beguiled yet, and thisislighter than even aminor healing reinforcement,” said Dag. “Go
ahead.”

“Where?’ said Remo. “1 mean, Barr clamsif you put aground reinforcement in afarmer girl’s—" He
broke off aruptly, hisface flushing. His ground shuttered.

“Out withit,” said Dag patiently. “Who knows what overlooked thing could be important?’

Remo’ sground only eased back by half. He looked up the river valley, meeting no one' seye. He said
digtantly, “Barr saysif you put aground reinforcement in afarmer girl’st...c...p...privae pats’—this
last choice bardly got past histeeth—" it makes her eager to, um, be with you.”

“Huh?’ said Hod.
“Go out to the woodpile with him,” Dag trandated into Hoddish.
“Oh.” Hod nodded wisdly. “ Sure.”

From the look on Fawn’ sface, she did not require atrandation. But she sat up Straighter, her brow
wrinkling. “ Dag...istha why, when wefirst met, you said you couldn’'t hed my womb after the mdice
ripped methere?’

Remo’ s head swiveled at this, and hisingpection of her malice scars dropped below her neck for the first
time. Hiseyeswidened.

Dag answered, “No! 1t waswhat | was aways taught about field healings. For folkswho aren’t trained
up as medicine makers, ground reinforcements flow best from body part to the same body part—the
way Remo did Hod' s nose, just now. Without awomb to pull ground from, I d no such ground to give
you.” He hesitated. The hedlings he was trying nowadays through his ghost hand—his ground
projection—certainly didn’'t work that way. “I wouldn’t put much faith in Barr’ shearsay.”



“But it wasn't hearsay,” Remo blurted. “He said hedid it.”
Dag, after an unmoving moment, pursed hislips. “Y ou know thisfor sure?’

Remo nodded in discomfiture. “We'd put up out on patrol in thisfarmer’ s barn. He went after one of the
sgers. The prettiest, naturaly. He dared meto try with another one, but | said I’d tell our patrol leader if
he ever pulled astunt like that again, and he shut up about it.” After amoment, he added, “1’m pretty
sure he' sdone it more than once, though.”

“He could hardly have pulled ground from hiswomb,” said Dag dowly, still not convinced he bdieved
Barr'sbrag.

“No, hesaid it was from his’—Remo gestured crotch-ward—*parale parts. Because he had plenty to
spare. Heclamed.”

Fawn sad, in acoolly thoughtful tone, “ That wouldn’t have been a hedling reinforcement then, exactly.
Maybeit wasjudt...stimulatin’. Y ou know, Dag, what you were taught may just be what they tell the
young patroller boys—and girls—so asto save trouble. And in the next generation, if no onetested i,
they’ d passit dong for fact. So you could both beright, inaway.”

Dag rubbed the back of his neck as he considered this proposition. Maybe there ought to be another
experiment, later, in private...he wrenched his mind back to the present trid. “Elbow. Try atiny
reinforcement in her ebow.”

“Yes, dr,” sad Remo, in atone that added, And if anything goeswrong later, Sr, remember you told me
to do this. He leaned forward again.

This ground reinforcement, as nearly as Dag could tell, worked identically to Hod's. Fawn rubbed her
elbow and sguinted at Remo, then sat back with an unperturbed smile.

Well, that had gone nowherein particular. “All right,” Dag Sghed. “Now me, | guess. If you'reup toiit.
Or do you need arest?’

Remo shook his head. “Not for those little bits.”

Dag sat up and opened his ground aswide as he ever had, trying for alistening quietude. “ Elbow’ sfine
for me, too. Better stay away from my left Sde, it sgtill pretty roiled over there.”

Remo’ s head tilted, and hislips parted. He said uneasily, “Dag, yoursisthe strangest ground I’ ve ever
seen. Scarred up one side and knotted down the other, but dense...you' re as dense as any medicine
maker I’ ve met. It' s hard to know where to put areinforcement!”

Dag nodded. “That caling has been growing in me for sometime, | suspect. Longer than I’ ve known.
Try afoot. They’ re dways happy for some help.” He cast aglint a Fawn, recdling her very dluring foot
rubs; she glinted back.

Remo gathered himsdlf, touched his own right foot, then Dag's. Dag felt the whorl of ground flow past.
Therel An echo of ground—Iike the fainter second rainbow that sometimes mirrored a firs—passed
back between them even asthe bit of Remo’ s ground joined to Dag’s. The ground in Remo’ sfoot closed
again like somethick liquid settling around the warm return gift.

“Did you seethat?’ Dag said in excitement.

“What?" said Remo cautioudy. “It seemed like ausud reinforcement to me.”



“That little backsplash from meto you, like an undertow of ground.”
“Can't say as| noticed.”

Dag’ steeth gritted in frustration. He bit back asharp rejoinder of Then open wider, blight you! Remo
was only ayoung patroller. It was more than probable that an improved sensitivity to ground was
growing in Dag aong with his other maker’ stalents. Had his younger sdf ever experienced such smple
fidd reinforcements as anything other than diffuse blobs? Although if Remo truly couldn’t sensethis, he
wasn't going to be much help as a check on Dag’ s perceptions.

Dag sighed and straightened. “All right. My turn. | need you to waich redlly closdy, Remo. I'll start with
Hod' sright elbow, as there’ sno other groundwork there.” That had been agood notion of Fawn’s, to
keep the trials separated for clearer comparisons.

He unfurled his ghost hand, reached out, and spun off atiny reinforcement into the target. No
ground-echo returned, hah! The reinforcement was swallowed up greedily as though gulped. Hod sighed
contentedly.

But Remo amost fell over in his scramble backward. Up on one knee and looking ready to bolt, he
pointed toward Dag’ s hook and cried, “Blight! What wasthat?’

Dag had forgotten he d not introduced Remo to his new talent. * Settle down. It’ sjust my gh—ground
projection. Instead of mirroring body parts, it pulls ground generdly from all through me. Hoharie—she's
Hickory Lake Camp’ s senior medicine maker—saysit'samaker’ sskill. It doesn’t usually take quite this
form in other makers, but you can kind of seewhy it would for me.”

“Uh,” said Remo. “Yeah.” Dag wished hewouldn’t look quite so bug-eyed, but he did settle back
cross-legged and tried to be attentive.

“I will wait,” said Dag patiently, “till you can get your ground open again.”

Remo swallowed. It took him afew minutes, but he eventually achieved the relaxed openness Dag
needed.

Dag rubbed hisjaw, and said, “Think I’ll try you next. | need you to watch not my reinforcement, but for
alittle echo of it coming back from you to me. I’d say underneath, but it's more like the return ground
passes right through the other, lagging abit. Ready?’

Remo nodded. Dag leaned forward and extended his ghost hand again. He paused while Remo’ s ground
flickered in alarm, then steadied. He nodded and spun off the reinforcement toward Remao’ sright
forearm. Thistime, watching for it, the ground return was digtinctly discernible. Thefaint
Remo-ground-echo was converted so rapidly it seemed to disperse through Dag' sarm like ablown
dandelion puff. Dag's browsrose.

“I saw...” Remo began excitedly, then dowed. “I’m not just surewhat | saw.”

“Y ou saw your ground-echo. | fdt it dideinto me. It converted alot faster than...um...aprimary ground
reinforcement.” The one Remo had placed in Dag’ sfoot was il there, comfortable but distinct. Dag's
return echo in Remo’ sfoot was amost fully absorbed aready. Dag blew out his breath and turned to
Fawn. She was watching him closdly, clearly struggling to follow dl this. He gave her areassuring nod,
but it only made her lift her browswryly.

Dag centered himself, opened al his heart to her, reached out, and spun areinforcement into her
opposite elbow. The return echo came back to him like akiss, and hislips softened in asmile.



“| saw thet thing again!” said Remo. “I think...”

Dag sat back and rubbed hisforehead. “I saw. Felt. Y es. Thereason Fawn is not beguiled isthat her
ground isacting like a Lakewadker’ s—at least—it did when | gave her the reinforcement. But it didn’t
when you did. That's...odd.”

“Isit because you' re married?” said Remo.

“I’'m not sure.” Marriage—L akewaker marriage—was certainly aground-transforming act, astheir
binding stringstestified. But Dag could hardly marry dl his potentid patients. A sumper, this.

They’ d gone all the way around with each of them. The answer had to be here, hidden in the crisscross
of ground flow—or its absence. Dag fell onto hisback and glowered up at the nearly leafless willow
branches, at the coal, blue sky brightening toward noon. Dag and Remo had exchanged ground with
each other; Dag only had exchanged with Fawn. Neither had exchanged with poor Hod.

Or wasthat, neither had accepted an exchange with poor Hod...?
Ohyegods. Can | dothis?| don’'t want bits of Hod in me!

So do you really want to be the farmers’ own medicine maker—old patroller? Because areal maker
can't pick and choose his patients. He has to take whoever and whatever comes, equaly.

“It' snot true,” he said to the sky in sudden wonder. “It was never true.”

“What' s not true, Dag?’ Fawn asked in that long-suffering voice that suggested she was about to snap.
Hislips curled up, which made her growl, which made them curl up more.

“It'snot true,” he said, “that L akewalkers don't beguile each other. We beguile each other dl thetime.”
“What?’ said Remo, sounding startled.

Dag sat up, hissmiletwigting. He raised hisleft arm toward Hod. Spun off aneat reinforcement into the
nearly heded knee. And held himsdlf open: not sternly, not rigidly, but warmly and without reservation.

The backsplash thistime was so blatant that Remo cried Whoa! Therewas, after dl, aded of
accumulated ground-load for Hod to dump so suddenly.

Hod bent, blinked, and touched hisforehead, then gripped hisleg. His smileflickered very uncertainly.
“Uh,” hesad. “I fdt...it went away...” And added piteoudy after amoment, “But...can | ill beyour
friend?’

“Yes, Hod, you surdly can,” said Dag. “ Y ou surely can.”

“Dag,” sad Fawn dangeroudy, “do you want to explain that for the rest of us? Because if you haven't
just done something worse ' n that catfish, I’ll eat my hat.”

“I just un-beguiled Hod!” Dag exulted, choking back athoroughly undignified chortle. “In asense.”

“Thefirgt hdf of that sounds good,” alowed Fawn, and waited with understandable suspicion for him to
explain the second.

“I think—I’ m guessing—that the hunger a beguiled person has for repesated ground reinforcementsisn’t
only because they fed rea good. It'sredly an urgent attempt by their ground to rebaanceitsdf. To
complete the thwarted exchange. Except that it just gets worse with each addition if the Lakewalker



doing the reinforcements still blocks—rejects—the return ground-gift.”

Dag went onin growing eation, “ That also explains why beguilement’ s so blighted erratic. It depends on
how open—or not—the Lakewalker feels about farmers—or about that particular farmer, leastways.
I”ve been open to Fawn since dmost the beginning, so no imbaance has ever built up in her. Hod. .. not.
Till just now. Hal” He supposed he' d only frighten Hod and Remo if he jumped up and danced around
them all whooping like amadman, but he really wanted to.

Remo looked less enthusiagtic. “What do you mean, we beguile each other dl the time? We don't!”

“Beguile and un-beguile both. Ground exchange, in balance, not thwarted. | swear it starts with our
mother’ s milk, and goes on—not a L akewaker child comes of age without having received dozens of
little reinforcements from dozens of kinfolk or friendsfor this or that allment or injury. Grown up and out
on patrol, or in camp with our tent-kin, we' re dways swapping around. Wefloat in alake of shared
ground. I’d not be surprised to find it's part of why, when a Lakewalker is cut off from others, wefed so
odd and unhappy.”

Remo looked wholly interested but only half-convinced. “ Dag, are you sure of this?’
“Nearly. You' d best believe’ll be watching out for it from now on.”
Fawn asked, “ Does this mean you redlly could teach other makersto hed farmers?’

“Spark, if I'mright, any medicine maker who knew this could treat afarmer without beguiling—if only
the maker was willing to take in farmer ground.” He hesitated. That might be abigger if only than it
looked at firgt. Still, medicine making had never been for the squeamish.

Remo said dowly, “But what would happen to that ake of shared ground if alot of Lakewakers started
taking in farmer ground? What would happen to the maker?’

Dag fel slent. “1 don’'t know,” hesaid a last. “I came out here this morning determined to wring some
answersto my questions—and we did'—but it seems |’ ve just stirred up apack of bigger questions. I'm
not getting ahead, here.”

After alonger pause, Fawn clambered to her feet and motioned them al off the blanket so she could rall
it up. The walk back to the Fetch was very subdued. Although at least Hod had stopped sniffling.

In the warmest part of the afternoon, Dag took Fawn down the idand to, asthey explained to Hawthorn,
scout for squirrels. Hawthorn promptly begged to go dong, brandishing adingshot. Remo, blesshim,
understood the patrol code, and diverted the boy long enough for them to escape.

Finding awarm nook took alittle searching, as the wind was freshening and showing signs of veering
northwest, with horse-tail clouds spread in gauzy linesturning the light paler. But alow spot in some
deadfal, onceit waslined with the good supply of blanketsthey’ d packed aong, lent both privacy and
comfort.

Over the next few ddicious hours, Dag discovered that with his growing control of ground projection he
could indeed lay reinforcementsin select body partsthat did not match his own, but, Fawn reported, it
did nothing that his ghost hand didn’t aready do better. They compared the techniques a couple of times,
to be certain, during which Fawn’s solemnly hel pful expression kept dissolving into giggles. Dag chortled
in, hetrusted, amore dignified fashion. Well, maybe not so dignified in that position...He was unable to
test Barr’ s assertion about making farmer girls suffer desire because he couldn’t force himself to stay



closed to Fawn, and anyway, it would have been like pouring milk into milk and looking for acolor
change. But he hoped this new support around her hidden malice scars would help with the pain of her
next monthly, coming up soon.

“A ground reinforcement doesn't actually heal aperson,” he explained asthey lay drowslly intertwined,
bodies and investigations temporarily exhausted. “It just strengthens abody to hedl itsalf quicker, or to
fight infection better. If the damage istoo gresat or the sickness spreads too fast, the maker’ swork gets
overwhelmed, too.”

Fawn'’slips pursed. She turned her head in the crook of hisarm to dot kisses across his skin. “Can the
maker get overwhemed? Give away too much ground to live?’

Dag shook hishead. “You'd passout, fird. It s not like bleeding, that can go on without your will or
awareness. Although the exhaustion can lay the maker open to sickness, too, same asanyoneelse.” He
hesitated. “ A reinforcement’ s not to be confused with amedicine maker’ s groundlock, mind you. If a
maker’ s gone down and in too deep, till matching grounds turnsinto mixing them, and his patient dieson
him, the maker can die, too. The dying ground disrupting the other, see.”

She blinked. “Huh. | wonder if that’s how your ancestorsfirgt got the ideafor sharing knives?’
Dag rocked back. “Huh! Could be, Spark! Could well be.” Bright farmer girl!

She nodded, brows drawing down. “One way or another, seemslikeit would be agood ideato keep
your srength up.”

“Same as apatrol leader keeping his patrol in good shape, | reckon,” he alowed thoughtfully.
“And the other way around.”
He bent his head and nuzzled her hair. “ That, too, Spark.”

The next morning Dag woke to gray skies and extra kisses. Fawn sat up on one elbow, and asked, “Do
you know what day thisis?’

“I'velogt track,” he admitted. “ Better ask Berry.”
“Guess|’d better.” She grinned and went off to start breskfast.

The clouds thickened but did not ddliver rain; the Fetch stayed stuck. After lunch, Whit inssted on
dragging Dag off to explore the back side of theidand. A wedge of falen trees and thatch acrossthe
channel made atemporary bridge to the mainland, and they picked their way precarioudy across despite
Dag’ s assurances that there was nothing over there of notefor at least amilein any direction. When they
at last returned to the Fetch, Remo met them on shore with strict instructions from the cook to go catch
somefish for dinner, specificaly not catfish. This entailed another trip acrossto the back channdl, from
which they returned with heavy strings of walleye and three kinds of bass. Bo and Hod took the catchin
chargeto clean and gut. Then Whit suggested an archery lesson. Remo and Dag set up atarget while
Whit took the skiff out to the boat for their bows and arrows. In awhile Hod and Hawthorn rowed to
shorefor aturn aswell, and by the time they’ d worn out everyone, especidly the chief ingtructor, the
leaden skieswere darkening with early nightfall.

Theair of the Fetch’'s cabin, when Dag stepped inside, was warm and moist and smelled amazing. He
walked into the kitchen areato find it crammed with busy people and festooned with bunches of autumn



wildflowers and dried milkweed pods tied with colored yarn. Berry and Fawn were frying up amountain
of fish and potatoes and onions, and Whit and Bo were tapping anew keg of beer set up on atrestle,
and where had that come from?

“What arewe cdebrating?’ Dag inquired amiably.

Fawn set aside her pan, waked over, stood on tiptoe, snaked an arm around his neck to pull hisface
down to her level, and said, “ Y ou. Happy birthday, Dag!” And kissed him soundly, to the hoots and
clapping of the whole crew congregated. He pulled back, once she released him, with his mouth gaping in
agonishment.

“Yesl” Whit whooped. “We got him! We got him good!”

“How did you know thiswas my birthday?’ Dag asked Fawn. It had been upwards of twenty years
sgnce he' d paid the least attention to it himself, and he certainly hadn’t mentioned it recently.

“Dag!” said Fawn in fond exasperation. “Y ou gaveit to the town clerk when we were married in West
Blue! Of course| remembered!”

And Fawn’ swasin about six more weeks, as he had learned at the same time and not forgotten—he'd
thought they might bein Graymouth by then, and wondered what farmer birthday customs might please
her, and been glad that Whit would be there to ask and maybe help keep her from feding too doneina
strange place. She'll be nineteen, gods. Dag wasn't sure whether to fed old, or good, but as Remo
pressed him into his seat and Bo thrust atankard of beer into his hand, he decided on good.

Then came tender fish and melting potatoes and atide of beer, and jokes and tales and laughter, and yes,
friends, and his own red tent-kin. He was glad, too, for Remo at the table—whatever the exact interplay
of ground and body, mind and heart, it seemed awider world to have both farmers and Lakewakersin
it. Celebrating each other.

The beer, Dag learned, had been secretly laid in by Whit for precisely this purpose at that last stop where
he’ d sold hiswindow glass. Its status as a present had apparently kept it from any premature
depredations by Bo, afact Bo himsdf pointed out with a certain pride. The Bluefield conspiracy hed
been going on for some days, it seemed, for when no one was able to force down another bite, Fawn
brought out a package wrapped in cloth and tied with another jaunty yarn bow. Dag opened it to
discover anew-sewn oiled cloth cape and hood, such as boatmen wore.

“Bo let me use hisold one for apattern,” Fawn explained in satisfaction. “1 traded making new onesfor
him and Berry for the cloth to make some for you and Whit, but | haven’t got to the othersyet.” Her
second packet was a swester deeve, incomplete but promissory. “1 expect to make some real good
progress on it next week. Remo said Lakewalkers give new clothes and weapons on birthdays, and
maybe when you start patrolling, ahorse. Y ou have ahorse and awhole arsenal aready, but at least |
made you afew more arrows. Berry gave methe Tripoint steel heads, and Hawthorn had the eagle
feathers.” She added abundle of half adozen new shaftsto the stack, and Dag decided hewould let his
tongue be cut out before explaining that such gifting cussoms were mainly meant for youngsters.

Outsidein the dark, the wind blew a spatter of rain against the walls and windows, and Berry looked up
intently. But asthe wind and water didn’t yet shift the boat, she settled back and sipped at her tankard.
Dag would have been quite content to just take a seat near the firewith awarm wifein hislap for the rest
of the night, but Fawn extracted herself from his embrace and flitted off again.

“More?’ said Dag.



“Remo said Lakewa kers don't make birthday cakes, exactly, but if you're going to be ared Bluefield,
you need to have one,” Whit explained as Fawn came tottering back with a huge cake on aplatter. “With
candles. It sthe farmer thing to do, or at least it dwayswas a our house.”

“I lovethe candles best. Onefor every year,” Fawn expanded upon this, thumping the platter downin
front of Dag. Which explained the size of the cake, bristling with asmall forest of thin beeswax gticks. “I
made this cake with ginger and pear, and honey-butter frosting. Because | was getting right tired of
everything apple, even if we gill have barrds of them.”

“Where did you find al the candles?’ Dag asked, fascinated and a bit taken aback. “ Same goods-shed
where Whit got the beer?’

Fawn shook her head, dark eyes and curls al sprightly. “Nope, the onesthey had were dl too big. |
made these mysdlf, this afternoon, with some wax Berry gave mefrom her stores and some string |
plaited awhile back.”

Dag plucked one up and rolled it between hisfingers, smelling the faint honey scent. “ They’ re agood
making, Spark.”

Shesmiledin plessure a hispraise.

“Theded is” Whit advised, “you'’ re supposed to light them, then make awish. If you blow them al out
in one bregth, you get your wish.”

Dag could not picture the groundwork that would effect such athing, so decided it must be afarmer
superdtition, if apleasant one. “It sounds right difficult.”

“It' seasier when you' re Six than when you' refifty-six,” Whit conceded.

“Indeed. Wdll, dl right. I’ll try.” Certain Lakewaker makers produced groundworked candles that made
the task a snap; thiswould cal for agreater effort on his part, Dag suspected. But these wax lights were
sound work, and of Fawn’s own hands. Just like their marriage cords. He set the candle back inits hole
in the frogting, centered himsdlf, digned his ground, called up his hottest persuasion, and swept his ghost
hand back and forth across the bristling top of the cake. To his pure ddlight, dl fifty-six little golden
flames sprang up in itswake with afaint foomp! foomp! sound.

Helooked up in satisfaction to find Fawn and Berry both standing at his sideswith lit spillsin their hands
and their mouths open. A silence stretched around the crowded table. Hod was blinking. Hawthorn's
eyeswerewide. Bo seemed to have bitten histongue. “Wasthat. .. not right?” Dag asked hesitantly.

Whit said, in arather hollow voice, “And I’ d have been impressed if he' d blown them out al at once!”

Remo laughed out loud. Actudly, Remo cackled, Dag decided. Dag might have been more annoyed,
particularly as Remo didn’'t stop for quite awhile—choking himsdf off, eventudly, into his
deeve—except that it wasthefirst time ever he' d heard the boy laugh.

“That wasjust fine, Dag,” Fawn assured him vaiantly. “ Y ou can light dl our birthday cakesfrom now
on.” Sheblew out her spill and handed him aknife.

Dag waited awhile for Fawn to enjoy the glow—or conflagration—while he enjoyed the play of the
warm light on her face, like a summer sunset here on the edge of winter. He didn't cheat much, blowing
out the candles again. Fawn extracted the wax stumps for reuse, sharing the task of licking off the frosting
with Hawthorn, an eager volunteer. The pocked cake was divided into generous dabs, with half ill left
for breakfast. After, Dag was madeto sit by the fire with Fawn just as he' d pictured, while Whit and the



crew took charge of the cleanup. The rain drummed on the roof as Hod and Hawthorn pestered Remo
to show them how Lakewa kers cheated in games of chance, Remo protesting that he didn’t know how
to either play or chedt.

And then, with afaint groan and a definite jerk, the Fetch lifted from the sand bar. Berry whooped, and
everyone dropped al other tasksto turn out and get the boat away from the bar and down theidandto a
safelanding, to betied properly for the night. Both of the Lakewakers, with their ability to move surely in
the dark, were pressed into thistask, but when they al came trooping wetly back inside Fawn had hot
teawaiting and prewarmed towe s stacked by the hearth. Sodden clothes were stripped off and hung
up—except for Dag's, adequately protected by his new boatman’ s rain gear—dry clothes were donned,
and those with room snagged more cake and beer. The patter of rain gusted into arattle of hail, but the
guide ropes held the boat in its new mooring asthey al settled around the hearth once more.

Then Berry pulled out her fiddle and gave them three tunes, two lively, one dow and plaintive. There
wasn't enough room to dance, but while Berry shook out her fingers and rested up the Clearcreeks
debated teaching boatmen’ s songs to the Bluefields. Hawthorn claimed he knew all the rude words.

“Yeah, but you don't understand ’em,” drawled Bo.

“| do too!”

“Maybeit’stimefor alullaby,” Berry suggested.

“No, not yet!” Hawthorn protested. Hod looked torn. Whit looked wistful.

Remo was sitting on the floor near the fire, the overfed raccoon kit adeep in hislap; his head came up,
turning.

“What?' Dag said quietly.
“There salLakewalker out on theriver in anarrow boat.”

“In thisweather?’ Bo snorted. “Fool should be on shore with the boat turned upside down and him
under it. Tied down at both ends, too, if he'd alick of sense.”

Dag slently agreed, but stretched his groundsense outward. A Lakewaker indeed, and just as miserable
asyou d expect. Their grounds bumped, and the narrow boat changed course, fighting through the wind
waves.

Remo’ s eyes widened. He set down the kit and scrambled to hisfeet. “It' s Barr!”
A clunk and athump were followed by the muffled pounding of afist on the sde of the hull.

“Remo, you fool!” Barr’s voice called hoarsdly. “Blight you! | know you'rein there! Comegivemea
hand before | freezein thisblighted rain!”
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Fawn watched in alarm as Remo took up the lantern and made hisway with Dag and Whit out into the
wind and rain of the back deck. Hod hovered uncertainly till Bo, staying planted in his chair beyond the
hearth, told him sharply to go in or out but stop blocking the doorway like afool cat, and Hod drew
back. Hawthorn bounced impatiently behind Hod; the raccoon kit skittered off and hid in the stores.
Berry put her fiddle away initsleather bag and did it back under her curtained bunk.



Voicesoutsde rosein debate, Dag’ s deep tones overriding: “Just tieit to therail. We can ded withitin
the morning. Shipping more water’ s not going to make much difference—it’ saready haf-swvamped.”

More thumps, grunts, and muffled curses. Whit shoved the door open and handed in abedrall, a pack,
an unstrung bow and quiver coming unwrapped from atrailing blanket, and a couple of lumpy cloth bags,
all equaly sodden. Hod dropped them in a heap. Whit came back in, followed by Dag and avery wet
Lakewaker who Fawn didn’t know. Remo trailed with the lantern, which he put back on the kitchen
table, then leaned his shoulders againgt the door and crossed hisarms, face .

Thefellow stood dripping before the hearth, breathing heavily, strained with exhaustion and cold. His
lank hair, plastered to hisforehead and hanging in asorry rattail down his back, might be tawny blond
when dry. He shrugged broad shoulders out of a soaked deerskin jacket, then just ood holding it in his
hands asif confused whereto put it, or just confused atogether. He scowled faintly at the Fetch’s crew,
who were staring at him with expressions ranging from dumbfounded to dubious, but he eyed the bright
firewith understandable longing.

Barr, presumably. Fawn tried not to take an ingtant didike to him smply on the basis of Remo’stae
about the pretty farmer sster; such aseduction, if it had occurred as described or even at al, could well
have been atwo-way enterprise. And he’ d been brave to help rescue those codl flatties from drowning in
the Riffle. Or maybe he just liked excitement, athough at the moment he seemed more distraught.

Apparently continuing an exchange started outside, he looked to Remo and said, “| was afraid | wasn't
going to catch up with you for another hundred miles!”

“Why areyou trying to catch up with meat al?’ said Remo, in avoice devoid of encouragement.
“What do you mean, why?1’m your partner!”
“Not anymore. | |eft.”

“Y es, without aword to anyone! Ammaand Iss turned me on the grill for a blighted hour about that
aone—like | should have known. How? By magic? Y ou owe me for that, aswell asfor paddling three
hundred milesin three days after you.”

“If you came from Pear| Riffle, that would be’bout two hundred miles, unless you took a detour,” Berry
observed, her hands on her hips. Hers was one of the more dubious |ooks.

Barr waved thisaway. “I1t was too blighted many miles, anyway. But that’s done now.” He stretched his
shoulders, which cracked a bit, shook out the jacket and laid it on the hearthstones, and edged his
backside closer to thefire, spreading his hands briefly on his knees. Big, strong hands, Fawn noted,
athough at the moment cramped from his paddle and chapped with cold. “I admit, | was glad not to find
you floating facedown anywhere between there and here. We can start back in the morning.”

“Back where?’ said Remo, ill dour.

“Pearl Riffle, snag-brain. If you come back with me now, Amma says she'll let us both back on patrol.”
Barr straightened up with alook of, if not triumph, at least accomplishment.

Remo'slipsfolded astightly ashisarms. “1’m not going back.”

“Y ou have to come back! Ammaand Iss ripped me up one side and down the other, like it was my fault
you ran off!”

“Soitwas” sad Remo uncompromisingly.



“Wadll, it swater over the Riffle now. Theimportant thing is, if | bring you back, dl isforgiven. I’'m not
saying thingswon't be edgy for awhile, but sooner or later someone ese will win Amma sire, and it’ll
blow over. It dways does.” He blinked and grinned in away that might have seemed charming, to some
other audience at some other season.

“Not thistime.”
“Remo, you' re making no sense. Where else would you go but back?’

“On,” said Remo. He nodded at Berry. “Boss Berry, whose boat you are dripping in, will likely let you
degp thenight ingdeif you ask politely. In the morning, you go upriver, | go down. Smple.”

“Remo, no. Not smple. If | don't fetch you back aive and in one piece, Ammaswears |’ be discharged
from patrol permanently! I’'m not joking!”

Fawn was beginning to get the picture, here. It wasn't Smply worry for a partner; Barr was on amission
to save his own well-scorched tail.

Remo looked furious. “Neither am 1.”

Barr stared at him with the genuine bewilderment of afellow who'd did by on charm al hislifewhose
charm had inexplicably stopped working.

Dag had been watching from the sidelines without comment. Before the go-round could start again, his
unmoved voice put in, “Best dry your weapons, patroller. Y our bow is starting to warp from the wet.”

Barr made a discomfited gesture, asif he'd like to protest thisinterruption but didn’t quite dare. He eyed
Dag warily. “And you, Dag Red-Blue whatever. Ammaa so wanted meto tell her if you talked Remo
intothis. Like | knew!”

Remo snorted in disgust.

“I said | didn’t think you’ d seen each other since that first day in the patrol tent. I’m not sure she believed
me.” He added bitterly, “I’ m not sure she believed anything | said.”

With heavy sarcasm, Remo intoned, “Why, Barr—why ever would she not?’

Before Barr’ sreturn growl could find words, Berry exchanged a glance with Dag and shouldered
forward. “It' s boatmen’ s bedtime, patroller, and you' re making atedious ruckusin our bunkroom. If you
want, you could have some mighty tasty leftovers and adry bed in front of the hearth. If you two'd
druther keep arguin’ instead, take it outside to the riverbank where you can keep it up to your heart’s
content or dawn, whichever comesfirdt. Y our choice, but makeit now.” A rettle of deet againgt the
windows lent asinister weight to her cool remark.

After along, long moment, Barr swallowed down whatever he' d been going to snap back at Remo and
nodded to the boat boss. He said stiffly, “1’d be grateful for abed, yes, ma am. And food.” He shot
Remo asurly look that madeit clear he was giving up only temporarily.

The occupants of the Fetch’ s kitchen-bunkroom shuffled back into amaost-normal preparations for deep.
Barr did look after his wegpons, with asideong glance a Dag. Whit and Hod helped lay out the rest of
histhingsto dry; Hawthorn and Berry settled the guest-fursin front of the fire; and Fawn reheated the
fish, potatoes, and onions. Barr wolfed down the meal as though starved, and gaped in wonder at the
tankard of beer Bo shoved in front of him. He found the bottom of it quickly. Awkwardly, everyone
dodged around one another in the shared deeping space that had suddenly become allittle too shared,



but dl found their beds at last.

Asthe lantern light dimmed to the faintest red glow through the curtains of their nook, Fawn interlaced
hersdlf with Dag for warmth and whispered, “Y ou didn’t happen to wish for Barr on those birthday
candles, did you?’

Dag choked down alaugh. “No, Spark.” He grew quiet for amoment. “Not exactly, leastways.”
“Just S0’ syou know that last surprise was not my doing.”

“It seemsto have been Amma Osprey’s. Wish | could have been listening at the window for that talk. 1’1l
bet it was blistering. Sounds like it was past time she put the fire to that boy’ s feet, though.”

“Do you think Remo should go back with him?”

“It'snot my decision to make.”

“Y ou wanted him to go back, that first night.”

“It'sgood for young patrollersto get out and see theworld.”
“Y ou said you weren't adopting him.”

He drew back his head to look down over his nose a her, squinting in the shadows. “ Do you remember
everything | say that clearly? That could get downright burdensome on a husband.”

She snickered.

He added, “ Seemsthey can both drag back home with their tails between their legs, and Ammalll let
themin. I’m not too surprised. Nobody wantsto waste patrollers. Still... 1"l hate to see Remo go, if he
goes. | thought I might be starting to get somewhere with him. And he was a huge help with Hod.”

Fawn grew more pengive. “Thereisthis. Y ou can't ever run away from one thing without running toward
something else.” She did asmal hand up his shoulder. “Y ou, for example. | ran away from home, and
right into you. And the wide world with you. I’d never be hereif | hadn’t first |eft there.”

“Doyou likeit here? Thisboat?’
“I"d like any boat with you init.” She stretched up and kissed him.
“Wasit ahappy birthday?’

“Thebest in years.” Hekissed her back, and added dowly, “ The best in al my years. And that’ salot of
years, Spark. Huh.”

She conddered poking him and demanding what that Huh was dl about, but he yawned fit to crack his
jaw, her feet findly warmed up, and she melted into deep.

At breakfast, Fawn discovered that like most fine young animals, Barr was cuter when he was dry and
fluffy. She' d been uncertain of hisagein the strain of hislast night’ s exhaustion, but now shewas sure he
wasthe junior of the partners. He' d also regained histemper, or at least his arguments shifted to being
less about Barr and more about Remo.



“Y our tent-folk are dl redly worried about you,” he offered.
“Not when | last saw them,” Remo replied. “Notably not.”

“Remo, you haveto redlize, Amma sonly giving usagrace period, here. Y ou can’t expect forgivenessto
be held out on astick forever.”

Remo said nothing.

Barr soldiered on. “If we don't get back timely, she'll have had achance to get over being worried about
you, and revert to being riled. We need to grab the moment.”

Fawn couldn’'t help asking, “Won't she be worried about the both of you?’

Barr glanced at her asif uncertain whether to speak directly to the farmer bride or not; unabletoresst a
chance to vent, he said, * Since she as much astold me to come back with him or not at al, | don’t think
0.”

“Barr the expendable,” murmured Remo.
Barr’sjaw set, but he made no rgjoinder; Remo looked mildly surprised.

After alittle slence broken only by munching and requests to pass the cornbread and butter, Remo said,
“Speaking of expendable, what in the world were you doing out in that weether last night?’

“Itwasn't my first plan,” said Barr. “ There' saferry camp somewhere near herethat | wastrying to reach
by dark, and the worse the rain got, the more it seemed worth holding out for. | surewasn't going to get
any drier camping on shorein that blow. But | cameto you before| cametoit.”

“If you mean Fox Creek Camp,” Dag put in, “you passed it about ten miles back.”

“I can't have missed it!” Barr said. “I’ ve had my groundsense wide-open amost the whole way—Iooking
for you,” he added aside to Remo. “Or your floating body.”

“Water this cold, my body might not have come up so soon,” said Remo distantly.

Dag’ s browstwitched, but he said, “Fox Creek Camp mostly lies behind the hills. They dammed the
creek to make alittle lake back there. Likely there wasn't anyone out on the ferry landing after dark.”

“Oh. Crap.” Barr looked briefly put out, then cheered up. “ Thisis better anyway. If I’ d stopped there, |
wouldn't have caught up with you till tonight at the earliest, and that’ d be yet another fifty upriver milesto
backtrack. At least.” He turned again to Remo. “Which is another reason to come back with me now.
Every mile you go down isgoing to be that much more work going up.”

“Not my problem,” said Remo.

“Wadll, it' sminel” said Barr, baited into persona outrage again. “With this current running, anarrow boat
with only one paddier couldn’t even make headway going upriver! It needs at least two, and better four!”

Inapractica spirit, and to divert whatever crushing thing Remo wasfixing to say next, Fawn suggested,
“Y ou could trade your narrow boat for ahorse a the next town and ride back to Pearl Riffle overland.”

“That' sastupid idea,” objected Barr. Failing to notice either her stiffening or Dag's, he plunged on, “I
couldn’'t get one good horsein trade for that old boat, let aone two!”



“Y ou wouldn't need two,” said Remo.

Whit, faling back into his old bad habits of pot-stirring, put in cheerfully, “ And who saysit hasto bea
good horse?’

Barr clenched histeeth and eyed him unfavorably.

Boss Berry’ sdrawl cut across the debate. “ There sthis, Remo. Y ou hired on as my sweep-man. If you
jump my boat now, you'll leave me shorthanded in the middle of nowhere, and that’ s not right. Now, this
an't my argument, but if you want to quit, a least do it a avillage or town where | can hire on your
replacement.”

“That'sonly fair,” Remo alowed, looking a Barr in achalenging way. Barr didn’t have animmediate
answer, dthough by his grimace Fawn thought she could see him mentally adding the upstream miles.

“Sky’'slightening,” said Bo. “Timeto get out on theriver.”
Berry nodded. “Me, Remo, and Whit for the first watch.”

Which ended the squabble for the next two hours at least. Breskfast broke up, and Remo and Barr went
out to get the water emptied from Barr’ s boat, hoist it up, and tie it down across the back deck, where,
Fawn thought, it was going to be mightily in the way. Hod and Hawthorn turned to their scullery duties.
Dag went ashore to collect Copperhead, who had been standing amongst the dripping leaflesstreesand
whinnying plaintively since predawn, answered by bleats from Daisy-goat. Copperhead actualy seemed
glad to scramble back onto the boat, and touched noses with Daisy; the two animals had become
unlikely friends. The lineswere untied, the top-deck crew took to their sweeps, and the Fetch pushed off
from the muddy bank, turning dowly downstream. Theriver was dark and fast and scary thismorning,
the wind funneling up the valley cold and raw, whipping the mist to tatters. Fawn put her mind to sewing
up morerain cloaks and retreated insde to find her work basket, glad for an indoor task.

Fawn had her ailcloth pieceslaid out on the table near the window for thelight, stitching industrioudly,
when Barr came into the kitchen, shot her aguarded ook, and began puttering around setting hisdried
gear back in order. Patrollers were doubtless taught to travel tidy, she reflected. She returned him anod,
in case he wanted to talk but wasn't sure he was dlowed. Although maybe that was morefor rigid
Remo; Barr apparently had found no trouble talking with farmer girlsin the past. Except not farmer
brides inexplicably married to other Lakewakers, it seemed, for when he finaly opened his mouth, what
came out was hardly smooth.

“You're pretty stuck on Dag, aren’'t you?’ He'd sat down in front of the hearth with his knees up, to ail
some leather straps, incidentally blocking the heat. But perhaps he was il core-cold from yesterday.

For answer, Fawn held up her left wrist and the marriage cord wrapped around it. “What does your
groundsensetdl you?’

His nose wrinkled in wonder, but not denid. “Can’'t imagine how you two did that.”

“We wove them together. As partners, you might say. | made my ground follow my blood into the cord
that Dag wears, which Dag’ s brother Dar said was a knife-making technique. 1t worked, anyhow.”

Barr blinked. “ Saun said you two had jumped the cliff at Glassforge, which surprised him right off, ashe
hadn’t thought Dag was the sort—stiffer than Remo, even—but nobody ever...Lakewalkersdon't
usudly marry farmers, you know.”



Hewas actudly being sort of polite: don't ever would have been more accurate. “ Dag's an unusua man.”

“Do you redize how old helikely is? To farmer eyes| know helooks thirty-five or forty, but | can tell
you he hasto be agood deal more than that.”

What are you on about? “Hisfifty-gxth birthday was yesterday. We had area nice party. That wasthe
leftoversyou bolted last night.”

“Oh.” Barr squinted a her in increasing puzzlement. “ Do you redlize he hasto have beguiled you?’
“Doyou redizeyou are amazingly offensve?’ shereturned in aleve tone.

By his discomfited head-duck, that wasn't the response he' d been expecting. She bit off her short strand
and tied it, then drew out anew length to thread her needle. “ Dag hasn’t beguiled me one bit. He and
Remo have been doing some studying on that, how beguilement really happensin groundwork, and have
found out some pretty terrific things. Y ou should get Dag to teach you.” Barr did not seem the most
promising learner, but there was certainly worse out there. If Dag’ s schemeswere to work, they had to
reach ordinary folks, Lakewaker and farmer dike, and not just atiny elite.

But Barr had other matters on his mind. He muttered, “ Can't be her. Hasto bethe blonde.” Raising his
voice, hesad, “Remo’ s fter that Berry girl, isn't he? That’ swhy he won't turn around. . . taking after
your Dag, maybe? Absent gods, he doesn’t mean to marry her, does he?’

Fawn stared over her gtitchesin increasing exasperation. “Berry’ s betrothed to afarmer boy named
Alder, who went missing on adownriver trip last fall dong with Berry’ s pgpaand brother. She'sgoing to
look for *em al, which iswhy she named her boat the Fetch. She carries on steady, because she' sthat
sort and it’ salong haul, but insgde she' sanxious and grieving. Y ou want to make yourself real unpopular
with everyone on thisboat in abig hurry, you try botherin’ Berry in any way.” Had she hammered in that
hint hard enough to penetrate Barr’ s self-absorption? Well, if not, she knew someone with abigger
mallet. Dag had been a company captain, twice. She doubted a patroller boy like Barr would present him
an insurmountable chalenge.

Barr looked down, finished tresting the straps, and returned to reorganizing his pack.

Fawn stared at his sandy hair tied in that touchable fluffy queue down his back, shoved her needle
through the heavy cloth with her thimble, and said abruptly, “Ha! | know who you remind me of! Sunny

Barr looked over his shoulder. “Who?’
Fawn smiled blackly. “ Farmer boy | once knew. He was blond and broad-shouldered like you.”

Straightening up, Barr cast her aprobing smile. Gleaming enough, but she wondered why it wasn't as
face-transforming as Dag' s or Remo’s. Not as genuine, maybe? Barr said, “ Good-looking fellow, was
W!

“Oh, yes.” AsBarr brightened further, she went on, “ Also completely self-centered, adanderer, and a
liar. It wouldn't quite befair to call him acoward, because with those muscles he didn’t need to be, but
he sure was eager to skim out of the consequences of his choices when things went sour.” She looked
him over, purang her lipsin consideration, and added in akindly voice, “It' slikely your hair color doesit,
but boy howdy, it’s not arecommendation. I'll try not to let it set me againgt you. Too much.”

Barr cleared histhroat, opened his mouth, and prudently closed it again. He made his way—or fled—out
of the kitchen to pretend to check on his boat on the back deck. Fawn stabbed her cloth once more,



sidfied.

At lunch, Remo stopped responding to Barr’ s continued badgering atogether, which left Barr
floundering. Fawn shrewdly followed Remo' s example, and Whit followed the crowd. Hod and
Hawthorn didn’t talk to Barr in thefirst place, Hod because he was fearful, Hawthorn because he liked
Remo and didn’t want him to go away, and so took Barr as an unwelcome interloper. Bo was bemused,
Berry unamused, and Dag, well, it was hard to tell what he was thinking. Nothing smple, anyhow.

It was |ate afternoon and forty river miles before they again came upon avillage big enough to boast a
wharf-boat and goods-shed. The Fetch tied on and most everyone trooped up to the goods-shed, if only
to stretch their legs and enjoy a change of scene.

The goods-clerk, when he saw the three tall Lakewalkers shoulder into his shed, leaned under his
counter and came up wearing an iron helmet fashioned from an old cook-pot with one side newly cut out,
before turning on his stool to do business with these fresh customers. He adjusted the loop of handle
comfortably under his chin. Remo choked, Barr nearly went cross-eyed, and Dag pinched the bridge of
hisnosein aweary way.

Berry bit her lip but, not wishful to waste daylight, rattled off her questions without any comment on the
unusua headgear. Regrettably, the goods-clerk knew of no locd river-rat wanting to hireon for a
downriver hitch as sweep-man, nor had he any memory of the Clearcreek Briar Rose stopping here last
fal, dthough he did remember a couple of the Tripoint boats from Cutter’ slist in the Soring. Fawn made
afew little purchasesfor the Fetch’ slarder, and Whit sold one crate of window glass.

Asthey finished settling up and turned to go, Barr abruptly turned back.
“Miger,” he said to the clerk, pointing at theiron hat, “where did you get theideafor that?’
The clerk smiled a him triumphantly. “Wouldn't you like to know, eh, Lakewaker?’

“Becauseit doesn’t do ablighted thing. It was ajoke got up on someflatties stuck up above Pearl Riffle
afew weeks back, and they bought it. We laughed at them.”

Someflatties, obvioudy, who had made it downriver thisfar ahead of the Fetch, Fawn redlized. She
stuffed her fist in her mouth and watched in fascination.

“Yep, | just bet you' d liketo trick meinto taking this off, wouldn't you, young fellow?’ said theclerk in
growing satisfaction. “ Laugh away. W€ |l ssewho laughslast.”

“What, | haven't tried to buy anything off you! Or sdll anything, either.”

“Yet.” The clerk nodded, then reached up to adjust the dipping pot more firmly. “And nor will you.”
Barr’ s hands spread in afrustrated plea. “Look, | know it was ajoke because | madeit up myself!”
The clerk sat back, eyes narrowing shrewdly. “Y ou would say that, aye.”

“No, redly! Thisiscrazy. Groundsense seesright through abitty thing like that. Aniron hat doesn’t do
anything. It wasjust ajoke! | madeit up—"

Berry gave Dag asignificant look; Dag reached out and gripped Barr’ s shoulder. “ Come aong now,
Barr, and stop arguing with thisfellow. Boss Berry wantsto cast off.”



“But it s—but he s—"

Remo helped propd his partner through the door and down the muddy dope. Barr skidded to ahalt and
tried to turn back. “It wasajoke, | madeit up...”

Dag sighed. “If you want to stay here and argue with that fellow, I’ m sure we can offload your boat and
gear. Me, | predict we re going to be seeing pots on peopl€’ s heads up and down the Grace and the
Gray for the next hundred years, so we might aswell get used to it. Or for aslong asfolks are afraid of
Lakewalkers and ignorant about our groundwork.” He hesitated, looking down the sodden, dreary valley
inaconsdering way. “ Though | supposeif it made peoplefed safer, it might could be agood thing...no,
likely not.” He shook his head and trudged on.

“It'snot my doing,” said Barr plaintively, head gill cranked over his shoulder even ashe sumbledin
Dag' swake.

“Yes, itis” sad Remoirately, blended in chorus with Fawn’s“Whose elsewould it be?” and Dag's
reasonable drawl, “Sureit is. Might not be your intention, but it was certainly your doing. Live and learn,
patroller.”

Barr' slipsthinned, but he finaly shut up. Except Fawn heard him muitter, as he stepped aboard the Fetch
oncemore, “I madeit up...”

The next morning at breskfast, Barr’ s campaign upon Remo was temporarily silenced when the entire
crew of the Fetch united in telling him to pipe down or prepare to go swimming. It didn’t quite cure the
problem, because Barr took to staring instead: imploringly, or angrily, or meaningfully. Remo gritted his
teeth and attempted to ignore him. Fawn had no ideawhat-al the pair were doing with their grounds and
groundsenses, but would not have been the least surprised had Remo burst out, just like her brothers
when they’ d driven their beleaguered parentsinto threats of awhipping if silence did not ensue, Boss!
Dag! He'slookin a me! Make him stop lookin' at me! Barr watched the shoreline dipping past and
glowered harder.

Fawn hersdf took to sewing, spinning, and unambitious cooking, hugging the hearth. Her monthly had
begun last night, and she dared to hope that Dag’ s new treatments were helping her to hedl, because
today’ s pain was merely uncomfortable, not crippling. Other hopesrosein her mind asthe dull tasks
filled the hours. Dag had used anumber of Lakewaker tricksto avoid starting achild in her half-hedled
womb, but it sure would be nice someday not to need those tricks. What was wanted, Fawn decided,
was not time, but aplace.

Shepictured it in lavish detall while she jammed her needle through the tough oilcloth and occasiondly
her fingers—she preferred cooking to sewing, generdly. The new Bluefield place would need to be near
afarmer town big enough to give Dag steady medicine work, but not so big or near asto overwhelm him.
There ought to be alittlelake, or at least abig pond, to grow those Lakewaker water lilieswith the
edibleroots. A kitchen garden, of course, and room for Grace and her foal and surly Copperhead. She
spent considerable time working out the garden plan, and what other sorts of animalsto have. If they
weren't to follow the migrating seasons of aLakewaker camp, she could have ahouse with four red
walls. And an iron cook stove like the one she'd seen at Silver Shoals.

She mulled over dl the names she' d ever admired, and not just for children, because they did grow up
and what was pretty for ababy might sound downright silly in amother or grandmother—Fawn, for
example. Whatever had Mama and Papa been thinking? She and Dag would have more than one
daughter, anyhow, that wasfor sure...Dag would like that. Should they be close to some Lakewalker



camp, too? Would any Lakewa kers want to be close to them?What if any of those children with the
dignified names turned out to have strong groundsenses...?

Shewasjust consdering whether to pick out aname for Grace' sfod, too, when adistant hail from the
river broke up her daydreams. Bo, who had been dozing in his bunk during his off-watch, rolled over and
ditted open one eye, listened a moment, and rolled back. Fawn set aside her sewing and rose to venture
out on the cold front deck to see what was happening.

A kedlboat was rapidly overhauling them. On thislong, straight reach the wind was coming more or less
from upriver for achange, and the kedl had its sail up to push it along even more briskly than the heavy
current drew the Fetch. The name Tripoint Stedl was painted on the prow in fancy letters, with dl the Ts
in the shape of drawn swords. Asthe gap closed between the two boats, Boss Cutter and Boss Berry
bellowed the news back and forth across the moving waters.

Berry reported the names of the boats that had been seen by the helmeted goods-clerk from their stop
yesterday. Cutter mentioned aman who knew aman who' d seen the Briar Rose at atown till forty miles
downstream, which made Berry narrow her eyes and wave especia thanks; it would save stopping
before then. Berry wished Cutter luck, and Cutter called back, as the gap again widened and the Tripoint
Sted splashed bravely on, “Y ou girls be careful now!”

“Werenot dl girls” Fawn heard Whit mutter from the roof. “ The Fetch can look after itsown. Blight it.”

Dag came out to cloak Fawn in hisarms and listen carefully while thiswas going on, and Barr leaned on
therall to watch in curiogity. Fawn explained to him about Cutter’ s quest for the missing boats. “Likea
river patrol, sort of. They're looking for trouble, and armed for it.”

Barr just shook his head.

That afternoon, Barr jittered around the Fetch asrestlesdy as abedbug at afamily reunion, swearing
under his breath at each passing mile. Fawn would have bet that kidnapping schemes now revolved
behind his silvery-blue eyes, but how to bring them off in a crowded flatboat in the viev—and
groundsenses—of al those aboard defeated him at least till bedtime. When shetrod acrossthe
bunkroom after her last vigit to the back deck for the night, his open eyes till gleamed from his nest of
blanketsin thefading firdight.

The next morning, when she came out to start tea, she found him up and dressed before anyone else. As
Fawn cut bacon and cal culated how to stretch limited eggs over unlimited potatoes, Berry’ s bunk

curtai ns stopped moving. She yanked them back and rolled out dressed in her usua shirt, vest, and
leather skirt, shoving her sock feet into her waiting boots. When she camein from the back deck after a
brief morning wash, Barr was waiting by the door.

Helowered hisvoice. “Boss Berry, can | speak with you—in private?” He waved vaguely toward the
bow.

She put a hand on one hip and regarded him without favor. “Might it get you off my boat?’
1] M wm”

She looked dubious, but led him through the stores, tying her hair in its horse-tail with ascrap of cloth on
theway.

Whit sat up on one elbow in his bunk and blinked. “What wasthat all about?’



“Barr wanted to talk to Berry. Alone. They went up to the front deck.”

Whit frowned, rose, and padded over to peer out the window. “No, they went ashore. They’ rewalking
upstream. He' skindagot hisarm...huh.” Hisfrown degpened to a scowl, and he went back to the bunk
rack and shook Remo awake. Remo sat up looking less than delighted, but after awhispered
consultation, both drew on trousers, boots, and jackets and went out as well. Hawthorn and Hod,
wakened by the rustling, followed curioudly.

Dag wandered into the kitchen from their bed-nook amongst the stores and at at the table, smiling as
Fawn handed him amug of strong tea. “What' s the parade?’ he asked, nodding toward the bow. He
sipped gratefully and opened his second eye. In the bunk rack, Bo rolled over and groaned, then
stumbled out to the back deck.

“It'salittle hard to say,” said Fawn, standing on tiptoe at the window to look up the shore. Dripping
trees, gray mist, muddy bank, and no onein sight. She went back to cracking eggs and cutting onions,
cheese, and bread.

She dmost diced her hand when sudden shouts broke out in the distance. Dag sat up, his head turning,
brows drawing down. He tensed, but did not rise. The yelling diminished, then rose again, then stopped.
Fawn certainly made out Whit’ s voice, and probably Barr’s and Remo’ s both.

“What'sdl that ruckus?’ Bo asked, coming back in and helping himsdlf to tea

Fawn gtretched up again, squinting out into the mist. “ They're al coming back. Uh-oh. Barr’ sholding one
hand to hisface, and Remo hasthe other arm twisted up behind his back. Redlly hard. Whit's got hold of
abig stick, and iswaving it and talking. Berry’ skind of ... stomping. Wow, shelooks mad. Hod' s bringin’
up therear asusud, and Hawthorn's running ahead.”

Dag rubbed his forehead and took along, preparing breath. Fawn took heart that he did not, himself,
jump up; but then, it seemed the emergency was coming to him. Hawthorn' s thumping feet acrossthe
gangplank announced his excitement even before he burst into the kitchen to cry: “Dag! Barr’ stried to
magic Berry, and Whit and Remo saysthey’ re gonnakill him!”

More shuffling footsteps crossed from shore, the boat dipped as many feet thudded onto the deck, and
the rest of the party arrived on awave of raised voices too mingled to make out the words, except for
someYoudids, an | didn't!, and rather alot of Dag! Dag! Dag winced and took along swallow of tea,
then turned in his chair asthe whole mob piled into the little kitchen-bunkroom.

Theleft Sde of Barr’ sface was deeply reddened; his eye was dready swelling shut. Any other damage
Fawn could not see, but both Remo and Whit were out of breeth, and Hod, of al people, was rubbing
his knuckles and looking ready to burgt into tears. Barr’ s voice broke briefly above the babble: “1 did
not! Use some sense! Isthisthetime of day for that sort of thing? Ow, stop that, blight you!” Herose on
histoes as Remo hoisted him higher.

Dag pitched hisvoice, Fawn noticed, redly deep: the rumble somehow cut through the noise. “One at a
time, please. Boss Berry?’

The uproar died as Whit and Hod poked each other for attention to Dag, and even Hawthorn swallowed
his squeaks. Berry stepped forward, grim and angry.

“That patroller of yours’—she pointed a shaking finger at Barr—*tried to do something to my head.
Some sorcery.”



“Y eah, and we know what it was, don’t we?’ said Remo, hoisting again.
“Ow, no, blight it!”

“Dag?’ said Fawn uneasily from the place of safety she’ d sought behind his shoulder. “ Can you tell
who'stelling the truth?

Dag looked around, pursed hislips, and dipped his chin. He cleared histhroat. “ Boss Berry, may | touch
your head?’

She hesitated along moment, then looked up to seek Fawn’'s eyes. Fawn nodded vigoroudy. Berry
shrugged and stepped forward. Dag leaned back and collected Fawn in the circle of hisarm, not for his
own reassurance or hers, but for Berry’s, Fawn redlized. Very carefully, Dag touched the back of his
hook to Berry’s pale forehead. He had to have done something with his ghost hand, because Barr’s
mouth dropped open and even Remo’ s eyes widened.

“I thought hewasjust a patroller!” Barr whispered to his partner.
“Y ou thought wrong,” Remo growled back.

“Wel.” Dag sghed without pleasure. “ There' sanew bit of ground reinforcement here. It’ strying to be
shaped asapersuasion, but itisn't very well made, so I’m not quite surewhat it wasintended to do if it
hed been finished.”

“Canyou get it back out 0’ there?’ said Berry nervoudly.

“| can release any beguilement, and undo the shape so it’s no more directed than any healing
reinforcement. Y our own ground will convert it in acouple of days. There shouldn’t be any other effect
than, well, you won'’t be getting any headaches for abit. Shal | do thisnow?’ Hisvoice, Fawn redlized,
had gone very gentle.

“Yed” said Berry. “1 don’t want no one puttin’ thingsin my head | can't see”

Thelittle bit of absencein Dag' s eyes passed faster than ablink. “There,” he said, dropping hisleft arm.
“All undone now.”

Berry rubbed her forehead. 1 suppose | have to take your word for that.”
“I'mafraid s0.”

“| didn’'t—" began Barr.

“What?’ said Dag.

Just that word, with afaint twist of astonishment, but the look that went with it waslike nothing Fawn had
ever encountered in Dag' s eyes before. She' d never seen hiswaking face so absolutely wiped clean of
any humor whatsoever.

Barr flinched. “I wasn't trying to seduce her,” he got out, in amuch smaler voice.
“What were you trying, then?’ said Dag, till in that dead-level tone.
Barr’ steeth clamped.

“I know where Berry keepstherope, up in the stores,” said Whit grimly. “We could hang him. Plenty of



trees back in those woods.”
“I wouldn’t stop you,” said Remo. Barr winced.

Berry pressed her temples uncertainly. “It seems| took no harm. Thanksto you boys,” she added alittle
gruffly, with anod al around at her crew. The young men dl stood a bit tdler. “Hanging might be too

“Too much, or too good?’ said Whit.

Hod offered hel pfully, “My sister made me drown some extra barn kittens once—tied’em in asack with
some rocks, see. We got some feed bags up front, and there’ s plenty of rocks on the bank. We could do
that.”

Barr’' s eyes shifted toward Hod in deep uncertainty.
“Dag?’ said Whit, and “Dag?’ echoed Remo and Hod.
“Wait, how'd | get elected judge, here?’ said Dag. “It' s Berry’ sboat. She' s boss; any decison’shers.”

“You'rethe expert in Lakewakers,” Berry said. The only trusted one, she did not add aoud, but it sort
of hunginthear implied, Fawn ft.

“I’'m not Barr’ s patrol leader. I'm not even amember of Pearl Riffle patrol. Dag No-camp, indeed.
Closest thing Barr hasto asenior officer here would be Remo.” Dag tilted his head invitingly at the
dark-haired patroller.

What are you thinking, Dag? Fawn wondered. Besides ahead. ..

Barr said desperately, “Remo, Amma’ s holding me responsible for you, and | can’t make you do
anything! It snot fair!”

“Now you know how I’ ve dwaysfelt about you.” Remo took abreath, nogtrilsflaring. “It' sBerry’s
boat. Whatever she decides, I'll abide.”

“It wasn't what you think...”

Berry stalked up to Barr, sweeping her blistering gaze from his boots up to hisblond hair. “ Y ou are
about the most worthless sack of skin| ever met. You ain't payin’, you ain't workin’, and you ain’t
welcome on my boat. So git!”

“No!” cried Barr inill-considered defiance. “Not without my partner!”

Dag’' s brows went up. “Y ou heard the boat boss. Hod, Whit, get his boat in the water. Fawn, Hawthorn,
fetch histhings and bung themin. Remo...” Dag stood to hisfull height as Barr started to struggle. “I'll
lend you ahand.”

The crew of the Fetch scattered into action. Fawn brought the bedrall, conveniently aready rolled up,
and the bow and quiver, and flung them any which way into the rocking narrow boat right after Hawthorn
tossed down the pack and the sacks.

Dag and Remo manhandled the struggling Barr through the door, athough he stopped fighting and froze
once Dag' s hook eased around and pressed into the corner of one eye. “Don’'t move sudden. That's
better. Now, you got two choices,” Dag advised. “Y ou can climb down into your boat from the deck,
here, or you can climb up into it from the water, over there.”



The water was black and utterly opague this morning, and even here by the shore the current raced,
making strange patterns on the surface. And it looked so cold Fawn would not have been surprised to
seelittleskinsof icejostling, but it was likely still too early in the season for that.

“I’ll climb down,” Barr choked. The two released him, and he scrambled over therall, bitter fury in every
jerky motion. The narrow boat rocked only alittle as he sank, balanced, into his seat. Remo bent down
and gave it ahard shove out into the swirling current.

Barr looked around him. “Hey!” he said indignantly. “Where' smy paddle?” He held up both empty
handsin protest as hisboat drifted farther from the bank.

“Oh, leave him go, just likethat!” cried Whit in ddight. “ Downriver bass-ackwards”

Berry, lips clamped, stalked over to retrieve one of the narrow boat’ s paddles from where they lay by
the cabin wall. She strode to the back rail and launched it endwise; it landed agood thirty feet
downstream of Barr’ s narrow boat, and was caught by the current. If she' d thrown it the same distance
upstream, it would have drifted right to Barr’ s reaching hand.

“There syour paddle, patroller boy! Chaseit!” sheyelled after Barr.
“Nice” sad Whit, leaning on therail with eyesaglow.

Barr, with alot of choked muttering in which Blight! was the most frequent word Fawn could make out,
leaned from side to side and began clawing the water with hishandsin an effort to overtake his paddi€’ s
head dtart.

“Who gave Barr the shiner?” Fawn asked, leaning beside Whit.

“Remo. And me. And Hod, but he was too scared to hit him very hard.”
“Ow,” said Fawn.

“Heearnedit.”

“I won't argue with that.”

The clinging river mist closed around the narrow boat, athough the disembodied cries of Blight it! drifted
back for awnhilelonger.

Berry squinted out in satisfaction. “Right. That should make the Fetch asight more peaceful.” She dusted
her hands and led her crew back in to find breskfast.

Fawn hesitated by Dag, who stood with his hand on therail looking out into the layer of gray damp, but
seaing, she sugpected, much more than she did. There was scant satisfaction in him, only close attention.
“There” hesad at lagt, sraightening. “He sgot his paddle back.”

“Isthat the end of him?” Fawn asked hopefully.

Dag amiled down at her. “Wdll, there sthis. He sa L akewaker boy away from homefor the first time,
al aone. He s not going upstream by himsdlf, that’ sfor sure. Hisonly choiceisto keep going down, like
us. Sowe Il see”

She frowned a him in doubt. “ Do you want him to come back?’

“| don’t likelosing patrollers.”



“Y ou kept Remo. That'sone.”
“I don't like losing two patrollers’ bout twice asmuch as| don't likelosing one.”
“Wdll, | hope you can find more value in Barr with your groundsense than | can with my eyesand ears.”

“I hope can, too, Spark,” he sighed.

17

Though the weather stayed cloudy and chilly, the Fetch made steady downriver progressdl that day. The
encloging hillsflattened out, sign, Berry explained to Fawn, that they were passing west out of the
hinterland of Oleanainto level Raintree. The riverbanks were drained of color, sodden brown with gray
tree boles broken only by an occasiond glum-looking river village, or sometimes dun farm fields open
down to the water. No longer autumn....not yet winter.

Berry kept Remo on the sweeps with her—possibly, Fawn figured, to avert another grounding, since she
encouraged Remo, in away Bo had not, to offer warnings. At least Bo did not ignore Dag’ s laconic
remarks. Clearly, river pilot could be another job for Lakewalkers amongst farmers, in addition to
medicine maker. When Fawn gtarted sorting through the possibilitieswith an open mind, it seemed to her
that farmers and L akewalkers offered vast possibilitiesto each other, for dl that Lakewalkers scorned
any task that diverted them from hunting maices. Y et someday the last blight bogle ever had to emerge
and be destroyed. What would patrollers do when there was no more need for patrols? Not in my
lifetime, Dag had said. Maybe L akewa kers were better off not dwelling on an end none of them would
liveto see,

She glimpsed Barr’ s narrow boat ahead of them a couple of timesthat day, and what might have been a
campfire on the far shore that night, till the rains came again and doused the distant glow. Thefollowing
day she saw hisboat trailing far behind, an ink-stroke on the gray water, before the Fetch rounded
another curve and the shifting shordine hid it.

“lan’t anarrow boat faster than us?’ she asked Dag, peering under the edge of her hand when they were
both out on the back deck for amoment. “1’d think he should have pulled ahead. Or stopped
somewhere and bought that broke-down horse.”

“Heimagines he' strailing usjust out of groundsense range. Which heis—of hisand Remo’s. Though not
of mine”

“How long d'you think he'll follow us?’

“Not much longer. With al his gear we threw into his boat, no one included any food. And | doubt
hunting in the rain and dark on shoreislikdy to offer him much reward, especialy without acook fire.”

Fawn hadn’t noticed Barr’ slack of suppliesin the rush. Dag did. And had said nothing. What was he up
to?

Dag went on, “Rain again tonight, | expect. Perfect.”
“Perfect for what?’

“ Sober reflection, Spark. Fasting is supposed to be good for meditating on one’ ssins.” Hisdour smile
faded atrifle. “Barr’ sin trouble and he knowsit. HE s getting hisfirst taste of banishment. Thereare
reasonsin our grounds that L akewalkers regard banishment as the next thing to a death sentence. If he's



let hisbow-strings get aswet as| think, | give himtill tomorrow night, tops.”

“Todowhat?

“Wadll, that’ Il be somewhat up to him.”

“I dunno, Dag. If | wanted some particular thing, | don’t think I d leave it entirely up to Barr.”
He gave her areassuring nod. “1’m not planning to, Spark.”

The narrow boat trailed them disconsolately dl the following morning. Around noon, it spurted forward
asif in sudden decision. Fawn wondered if this had anything to do with the smell of the baking apple pies
wafting in their wake, which Dag had asked for especidly for today’ s lunch. She and Dag stepped out
onto the back deck to lean on the rail and watch as Barr paddied close to the side of the Fetch where
Remo held a sweep. Berry and Whit were on roof crew with him, thishour. They al stared down coldly
as Barr hailed them. He looked pinched and pae, and nothing like as sdlf-righteous as upon hisfirst
ariva.

Berry glowered over the side. “What are you doin’ back here?’
Barr jerked hischin. “It' safreeriver.”
Berry shrugged; her frown did not change.

“Remo,” Barr cdled plaintively, “what isit you' re planning to do once you get to the blighted sea,
anyway?’

Remo gave his sweep along pull. “Turn around. Or keep walking, maybe. Depends on how | fed about
things by then.”

Barr winced. “All right. It's plain you won't come back with me. |, um, accept that.”
Remo sad nothing.

Barr took afortifying breeth. “ Can | come with you?’

Remo’sbrows flew up. “What?’

“Tothesea Can | comewith you?’ Barr stared up in something very like pleading.
Remo stared down in unflattering astonishment. “Why would | want you? Why would anyone?
“| suredon’t,” said Berry.

“Ma am.” Barr ducked hishead at her. “1 could pay my passage. Partway, at least.”
“I wouldn't have you on my boat for any money,” said Berry.

“I could work? Like Remo?’

“You?' Shesnorted. “I ain't seen you lift ahand yet.”

“Y ou wouldn’t have to pay me...Look, I'm sorry, dl right?’

Dag’ slipstwitched; he gave Fawn's shoulder a squeeze and climbed up onto the Fetch’ sroof. Bending
his head, he murmured to Berry. She shot him a startled frown, then adow, respectful look that started



at his boots and traveled to his serious face, and said, “1 don’'t know, patroller. | suppose you cantry.”

He nodded and dropped back down to the rear deck. “Barr, bring your boat alongside. You and | need
to have aprivate talk about some things.”

He motioned Barr closer. When Barr brought his boat clumping up to the hull, Dag climbed down and
lowered himsdlf into it, facing Barr, and shoved them away. Barr stroked dowly backward till they were
well out of earshot, then set his paddie across hislap. Only then did Dag lean grimly forward and start
taking.

Fawn scrambled up onto the roof to stand in the line with Remo, Whit, and Berry, watching.
“What's Dag doing?’ asked Whit, craning his neck.

“Well,” said Berry, “he said he wanted to talk to the boy, patroller-to-patroller like. And then we' d see
what we' d see.”

Barr waved his hands, Dag' s spine straightened in skepticism. He leaned forward and spoke again, and
Barr rocked backward.

“I think that may be more like company captain to patroller,” Fawn alowed.

“Was he a—oh, yes, in Raintree,” began Remo. “1 suppose the famous Fairbolt Crow wouldn't have
given Dag that command if he hadn’t thought he could handleit.”

“Fairbolt didn't just think,” said Fawn. “He knew. Dag’ d been acompany captain before, when he
patrolled up in Luthlia”

“Luthlial” said Remo. “ That’ stough country. | met a couple of patrollers from there once, came across
our ferry. They scared me.” He eyed Dag in new speculation.

Barr, perhapsinadvisably, vented some protest. Dag gestured at his hook and spoke more fiercely.
“Uh-oh,” said Fawn. “If Dag's bringing up Wolf Ridge, that boy’sin bigger trouble than he can guess”
“Wolf Ridge?’ said Remo. “ The Wolf Ridge? Dag was there?”

“That' swhere the hand went,” said Whit, waving his|eft. “Torn off by one of them dire wolvesthat
maice made, he says. He doesn't much talk about it. But he sent the skin to Papa as one of Fawvn’'s
bride-gifts. Big asahorse hide. The twins sworeit had to be faked, but Pgpaand | didn’t think so.”

Remo’ s bregath trickled out through pursed lips. “ There were only ahandful of survivors—wait, company
captain a Wolf Ridge?’

“Yeah, whichiswhy hedon’t careto talk about it,” said Fawn, “so don’t you let on | told you. It gave
him an averson to captaining. Despite beeting that mdice.”

“Absent gods,” said Remo. He watched the pair in the narrow boat. Dag was saying more. Barr was
saying much less. By thetime Dag' s hand clenched in avenomous fis—for some emphasisrather than
threat, Fawn judged—Barr had shrunk to half hisformer size. Crouching in his sest, redlly, but the effect
from thisangle of view was pretty sartling. And if Barr backed up any more, herisked fdling off the
sern.

Barr’ slips had stopped moving atogether. It was just head bobs, now, or sometimes head shakes. At
length, Dag sat back. Barr straightened his dumped shoulders, picked up his paddle, and aimed his



narrow boat back toward the Fetch. Asthey pulled aongside again, Dag sat with hishand on hisknee,
waiting. Barr looked up and cleared histhroat.

“Miss Clearcreek—Boss Berry, that is,” Barr corrected himself as her frown deepened. “First off, |
gpologizefor what | tried with you the other morning. What | wastrying, see, | wastrying to put a
persuasion in your ground to get you mad at Remo so’ syou’ d fire him and he' d have to come back with
me. That waswrong. | aso didn’t quite have astrong enough—" he caught Dag’' srising brows, and
finished hadtily, “I wasjust plainwrong, isdl.”

He drew along breath and continued, “And | apologize to you, Remo. First for what | tried with Boss
Berry, which was as much out of lineto you asto her, and aso for getting taken in by that flattie girl upin
Pearl Bend even though you told me better, and for flirting with her in the first place, and for getting your
great-grandmama s knife broke when you camein after mein the fight, and for that stupid joke with the
potsthat started it dl, which | guess|’m till going to be gpologizing for when my hair turnsgray. Which
isgoing to be next week at thisrate, but anyway. I'mredlly, redlly sorry.” He looked up. He looked,
Fawn thought, ready to cry. Gods, Dag, you don’t do things by halves, do you. But | knew that...

Remo’ s mouth was hanging open. “Oh,” he said.

“And | gpologizeto everyone on board the Fetch,” Barr concluded vdiantly, “for being awaking, talking
blight on you for the past few days.”

Dag’ sdeep voice brokein. “Here sthe offer. I’ [l stand good for Barr, Boss Berry, if you'll let him back
aboard your boat to work his passage. In return, Barr will place himsdlf under my discipline as his patrol
leader. Barr, if you agree, you can come back on board. If not, you' re on your own.”

Barr stared around the wide, flat, empty riverscape, gulped, and murmured, “1 agree, sr.” He looked up.
“l agree, maam.”

Berry leaned over, skepticaly sucking her lip. “Y ou understand, patroller boy, you're hereon Dag's
word. He' s earned my respect, which you have not, and it'shiswallet you' |l be drawin’ on. | don't know
how you plan to pay that debt; that’ s between you and him. But | don’t have to put up with you, and if
you give me onelick moretrouble, | won't. Clear?’

“Yes, maam.”
She glanced at Dag, who nodded. “All right, then. Y ou can come on my boat.”

Dag climbed back over therail, and Barr once more handed up his gear; he and Remo manhandled the
narrow boat acrossthe rear deck and tied it down. At lunch, which came up shortly, Barr ate hesitantly,
though he left nothing to wash off his plate. Which was his gain, because hisfirst assgnment was scullery
duty with Hod, which hefulfilled dmost wordiesdy. It was equaly quiet up on the roof when hedid his
firg gtint on the carswith Dag and Bo. At dinner hewas dightly less ghostlike, actudly exchanging three
or four unexceptionable remarks bes des requests to pass the salt or cornbread.

Cuddling down with Dag that night, Fawn whispered, “What in the world did you say to Barr out in that
boat today? I’ ve seen frogs run over by a cart whed that weren't squashed that flat.”

“Well, | think that’ d better be between me and him, Spark. But don’t fret too much. Barr’ sresilient. You
haveto cdibrate, see. A reprimand that would have poor Remo trying to fall on hisknifeisjust about
enough to ruffle Barr’ shair.”

“Did you, um, persuade him?’



“Didn’t need to. He was ready. Reminds me of how you train a Raintree mule. First you whack him
between the ears with afence post, hard as you can. This gets his attention. Then you can Sart in.”

“That works on patrollers, aswell asmules?’

“Or on patrollerswho are like mules. Y ou have to give Barr credit for that two hundred—or three
hundred—miles he hung on after his partner, despite al. That boy’ swrong-headed in alot of ways, but
you can't accuse him of giving up easy.”

“How’ d you learn to handle mule-headed patrollers, anyhow?’

Hislipstwitched against her brow in the dark. “ Studied my own patrol leaders, asayoungster. Up realy
close”

“That would be, like, face-to-face close?’
“Uh-hun.”

Her dimpled grin brushed his collarbone. “Mule-man. Why am | not surprised? Though I’ d have guessed
you more for ayoung Remo.”

“Remo and Barr each have their moments that throw me back in memory. Between the pair of *em, they
put mein area humble frame of mind toward my old patrol teachers, | will say.”

During the next day, Barr settled in to be a pretty good crewman, asfar as Fawn could judge. Topside,
both his muscle and his groundsense proved useful, and adding the extraman to the rotation gave
everyone abit more ease, with the possible exception of the cook. Only Hod resented the reductions of
his turns on the sweeps, but he was much consoled when Barr was assigned to dishwashing duty in his
place one meal out of three. The good fellowship on the Fetch dowly began to recover from the setbacks
Barr had brought.

Berry put in a alargish rivertown, too briefly for Bo to wander away and find atavern, just long enough
to learn of another Sghting here of her papa sboet last fdl. The news|eft her frowning thoughtfully and
counting out the river miles ill l€ft till the junction of the Grace and the Gray; the Fetch was better than
two thirds of the way from Tripoint to the Confluence. Not exactly running out of either river or
possihilities, but as the distance shortened, Fawn thought she could fed Berry’ stension grow.

Dag begged one short stop at another Lakewaker ferry camp, though Remo stayed aboard and Barr
with him. Dag came back soon, shaking his head. “Too small, these camps strung along here. I'd likely
do better to wait for Confluence Camp, which isthe biggest in these parts. Better chance there.”

Fawn had thought the Grace abig river at Pearl Riffle, but she began to see she' d been naive. It was alot
wider now, and not just because of the rains and therise. It was also arting to be more bendy, turning in
large loops that added river miles without getting them westward much and utterly confusing Fawn's
sense of direction, especialy under the thickly overcast skies. But toward the afternoon of the next day,
the scudding clouds broke up and genuine sunlight broke through once more. When the chill wind aso
died, Fawn climbed up to the roof to Sit at Berry’ sfeet and watch the passing scene. The shoresturned a
sharper gray and aricher brown, glowing soberly, and the water shone adark, metadlic blue.

Asthe sun’slight grew level and the shadows stretched, they rounded atight bend to find afamiliar
keelboat drawn up to ahigh place aong the bank. Smoke rose from cook fires, with the boat’s crew
lazing around them. When they saw the Fetch, some rose and waved, and Boss Wain actudly ran out to



the back of the Snapping Turtle to cup hishands and hail them.
“Hey, Boss Berry! How' s about amutton dinner in exchange for atune or three?’
Berry grinned and bent her head to Fawn. “What do you say? Would the cook like anight off?’

Fawn looked dubioudly at the rowdy kedlers, now adding whooping welcomesto that of their boss. “I
don't know. Isit safe?’” Berry had always been with her papa and big brother before, keeping an eye out
for her.

“Oh, aye. Wain'saloud lout, but he'll keep the lineif you do. Not that he won't push his luck, mind.
Doubt he'll bother you, though—I mean, you have Dag.”

Dag indeed. And Whit, Remo, Hod, Bo, and she supposed Barr, and Hawthorn for the cheering on.
Fawn decided to be brave, like Berry. “All right. Sure.”

Berry waved back. “ Y ou got yourselves afiddler, boys!” Sheleaned on her steering oar to bring the
Fetch to shore just above where the Snapping Turtle was moored. Kedlersran out to help tietheir lines
to thetrees.

“What, more Lakewalkers?” Boss Wain cried asthey al trooped up to hisfires. “What are you doing,
Berry, collecting’em?’

“Inamanner of spesking,” she replied, swinging her fiddle-bag. “ This here’ sRemo and Barr; Dag you
know.”

Wain tugged on the brim of his hat in uneasy, respectful acknowledgment of Dag, and promptly begged
his attention for a crewman with ahurt foot, if he'd amind. Dag returned anod, eydids|owering and
lifting. Nobody brought up the sand bar; maybe Wain was trying to make amends, in which case Berry
seemed willing to let him.

“What' sthis, Wain, stealing sheep again?’ asked Bo, with anod at the nearest cook fire, where two
crewmen were turning a browning carcass on amakeshift spit. Dripping fat made thefirelick upin
smoky, orange spurts, and sent arich aromainto the cool air. Fawn's mouth watered, and Whit licked
hislips

Wain stuck histhumbsin hisbraces and puffed out his consderable chest. “1’ll have you know that

farmer gave usthis here mutton.” Hiswave took in not only the roasting carcasses, but three more
worried-looking live sheep tied to the trees beyond the camp.

Hisbrawny lieutenant put in, “Y eah, hetold usto take them as a present. He begged o pitiful, wefindly
gavein.”

“That | just plain don't believe,” said Berry.

“It'strueas| stand!” Wain cried in indignation. A sneaky grin stretched his mouth. * See, we passed this
sheep pasture up theriver aways, and the boys alowed as how fresh mutton for dinner would go down
good, but the farmer likely wouldn’t give usafair price. And | said, no, | wouldn't allow no
sheep-stedling, ariverman should be above that, but | bet Saddler here abarrel of beer | could get us
them there sheep for free, and he said, No, you can’t, which was as good asared rag to abull, you
know me.”

Berry nodded, though her blond brows had a skeptical lift to them, which only seemed to encourage the
other boat boss.



“So wetied up the Turtle, and me and a couple of the boys snuck up on some of those sheep—that was
ajob, let metdll you, diding around that muddy pasture—and chucked a good dug of Graymouth
pepper sauce in the mouths of the sSix dowest.”

“Or tamest,” Fawn muttered, suddenly not liking where this tale was going. She edged closer under
Dag'sam.

“Y ou should' ve seen those sheep run around then, shaking their heads and drooling dl orange at the
mouth!”

Wain'slieutenant, Saddler, wheezed with laughter and took up thetale. “Then Boss Wain, see, goes up
to thefarmer’ sbarn and calls him out, and tells him there’ s something wrong with his sheep—that they’ ve
taken the Graymouth murrain, horrible contagious. Thefelow was practicadly shakin' in his boots by the
time Wain got donetellin’” him how he seen it wipe out awhole flock in aweek, down on the lower Gray.
And the farmer asked, what’ s to be done? and Wain says, There' s no cure and nothing for it but to cull
the sick ones, quick, and maybe bury the carcassesin lime, miles away from the others. And thisfellow
was practically crying for his sheep, so when Wain suggested he' d take away the sick ones and dispose
of "em for him, the farmer was mogt pitifully grateful. Which we did do, and herewe are.”

“And you owe me the next barrel!” Wain said, dapping him on the back in high good humor.

“That | do,” coughed Saddler. “But it was worth it, to see the thankful ook on that farmer fellow’ sface
when we carted off his poor sick sheep. And you have to admit, Wain spoke true—they didn’t live the

day!”

The gathered boatmen laughed, and even Barr and Remo smiled. The tae finished, the group broke up to
tend to the dinner preparation, including tapping anew keg set up on anearby stump. Dag went off to
see thefdlow with the bad foot. Fawn caught Whit' s eye and scowled the grin right off hisface.

“What’ syour trouble?’ he whispered at her.
“Those could’ ve been Papa s sheep,” she muttered back.

Hisbrow wrinkled. “I don't think Papawould have been taken in by some smoky fiddle about the
Graymouth murrain, Fawn. He knows his sheep better than that.”

“That’ s not the point. That farmer may not be as smart as Papa, but I’ [| bet he works as hard. Tricking's
same as seding, inmy eyes. And it was crud on him.”

The smoke wafted their way, and Whit inhaled appreciatively. “Well, those sheep are beyond saving
now, Fawn. Best anyone can do now is seethey didn’'t diein vain. Wagte not, want not, as Mama hersdlf

ws‘”
“WEell, I’'m not eating any!” she declared. “ And you shouldn’t, either.”

“Fawn!” he protested. “We can’'t go complaining and being—being walking, talking blights and spailing
everybody’ s party. These kedler men work hard; thisis a pretty innocent pleasure, here. A picnicand a
sng-song!”

“That farmer worked hard, too. Harder than rivermen, or you wouldn't be thinking of switching, now
would you?’

“That' s not why 1—oh, crap anyways. Don't egt thet tasty-smellin’ mutton if that’ s what pleases you, but
don't beragging me.” He stalked off, to console himsdf pretty promptly with atankard of the Turtle's



fresh Raintree beer.

Fawn'sjaw set, but truly, what right had she to blight the party? Especidly if it was, more or less, Wain's
apology to the Fetch and its boss about that sand bar. But she remained determined to touch no
tricked-away mutton. Remo was now helping Dag with the fellow with the hurt foot; she withdrew quietly
to the Fetch and watched the camp on shore from a perch on the edge of the cabin roof. The sun s,

and thefirdight blazed brighter and moreinvitingly.

The noisiness of the boatmen grew more repellent. Bo was staggering dready, grinning foolishly, though
Hod seemed to be looking out for him. Hawthorn was showing off hisraccoon kit’ stricks, such asthey
were, to an gppreciative or at least tolerant audience. Barr and Remo were Sitting together eating dong
with the man with the freshly bandaged foot, so even they weren't being standoffish Lakewakers. Wain,
Saddler, and Whit were al grouped tightly around Berry. Fawn began to wonder what the point was of
spurning the affair for principle s sake if nobody was going to even take notice.

At least one person noticed. Dag walked across the gangplank and lifted himsalf up to the roof to dangle
hislegs over besde hers. “What' sthe trouble, Spark? Y ou feding al right? 1 thought your monthly was

pat.

“Itis” Sheshrugged. “I just keep thinking about that poor farmer that Wain robbed. Or tricked,
whichever. It'sjust not fair!” She eyed him suspicioudy. “Are you going to est that stolen mutton?”

“Er...I'mafraid| dready have.”
“Wadll, don’t try and kissmewith those greasy lips,” she said grumpily.

He cleared histhroat. “1 actualy came aboard to find my tambourine and a couple of bucketsfor the
boys to thump on. Berry’ s about to tune up her fiddle, and she dlowed as how she'd like some help.”

“Oh, that' Il be good...” 1t had been ages since Dag had played music with anyone around a campfire,
and she knew that had been one of his pleasures out on patrol. A tambourine was not much asasolo
ingrument. Blight that BossWain...

Up the bank in the shadows, a dim, white shape uttered a mournful m-a-a-a. It occurred to Fawn that
not al of that poor farmer’ s sheep were beyond saving. And afaint thump against the side of the hulll
reminded her that the Fetch’ s skiff was presently tied to the stern down in the water, rather than onto the
sde of the cabin whereit often hung in rougher westher. She could never have launched it by hersdif.
Could sherow it by herself? Upstream?

She eyed Dag sideways. Could he be roped into hel ping with her scheme? Maybe not. Sometimes,
catfish notwithstanding, he could be alittle too grown-up and responsible. That left Whit, maybe, but he
seemed to have gone over to the other side. In any case, she now had good reason to cheer the party
aong merrily, with lots of food and beer dl around. And any boatman or Lakewaker who was
lagging—not that this seemed to be a problem—should certainly be encouraged to drink up. “1 wouldn’t
missyour music for al the mutton in theworld.” She smiled at Dag, who looked heartened by her change
of mood; she even let him kiss her brow with muttony lips as he swung her down from the roof.

And asfor fickle brothers, well, when you' d watched someone dl hislife while he hardly noticed you,
you ended up knowing alot more about him than he might credit. A lot more. She almost skipped across
the gangplank after Dag.



The moon rode high above the river valley, shedding silvery-blue light on the mist that wisped above the
water. The night air was as silent as though some ancient sorcerer had cast aspell of enchantment.

Clearly amidnight made for romance, athough the chill suggested the kissing might better be conducted
beneath athick quilt. The one she'd left Dag snoring under would have suited Fawn fine. Instead, well...

“Fawn, thisiscrazy,” Whit hissed at her.

“Lift your end, Whit.”

“Someone will hear us”

“Not if you shut up and lift. They’re dl sodden-drunk over there, pretty much.”
“Wain'll be med.”

“I'm mad. Whit, if you don’'t help me hoigt this stupid sheep into this stupid skiff, not only will | tell Berry
what you and the Roper boys did with Tansy Mayapplein Millerson’sloft, I’ Il wake her up and tell her
right now.”

“M-a-a-a,” bleated the confused sheep, its hooves dipping and splashing in the mud and stones of the
bank.

“Y ou shut up, too,” Fawn whispered fiercdly. “Now, lift!”

A grunt, aswing, and the last sheep was rocked over the thwart to join its two companions. Twelve
cloven feet thumped and clattered, echoing on the planks of the boat’ s bottom. Round yellow eyesrolled
inlong white faces. Fawn legped to thrust back the front legs of one trying to struggle out again, soaking
her shoes.

“We better get in and start rowing,” shesaid. “Y ou don't think they’ll try and jump out when we re out
on the water, do you?’

“They might. And probably get their fleece waterlogged and drown, to boot. Sheep are stupider than
chickens”

“Whit, nothing' s supider than chickens”
“Wall, that'strue,” he conceded. “ Almost as stupid as chickens, then.”

Fawn scrambled aboard after Whit, to find that the boat’ s end was now stuck in the mud from the added
weight. She climbed back out and prepared to giveit a push off the bank, only to freeze when a puzzled
voice behind her spoke: “Why are you taking sheep for a boat ride?’

She spun around to find Barr standing in the moon-striped shadows of the bare branches, scratching his
head and peering blearily at them.

“Why aren’t you adeep?’ she hissed at him.
“I was adeep. | got upto piss,” hereplied. “Good beer those keder boys had. What are you doing?’
“None o’ your business. Go back to your bedroll.”

Barr ran ahand over hisjaw and squinted at them. “Does Dag know you two are out here?’ The absent
look of agroundsense consulted dipped over hisface. “No, he'sadeep.”



“Good. Don't you dare wake him up. He needs hisdeep.” Fawn stuck one already-wet shoe into the
mud and gave them ahard shove off. The skiff did away from shore.

“If you don’t want Dag to know what you' re up to, then I’'m definitely curious,” said Barr stubbornly,
beginning to follow them up the bank.

“We re un-gtedling sheep,” said Whit. “Don’t look at melikethat. It wasn't my idea”
“Won't Boss Wain be mad?’

“No,” said Fawn. “He Il think they chewed through their ropes and ran off. | made sure to leave the ends
ragged and al over sheep spit.” She rubbed her hands on her skirts and took up her oar. Unfortunately,
Whit’'s pull, once they got coordinated, was about twice as strong as hers, which resulted in the skiff
turning toward shore unless he waited for her to stroke again. And in the pause the down-bound current
pushed them back. Barr was having no trouble keeping up, even with the need to pick hisway acrossthe
rocksand fdlen logs.

“Y ou two are never going to make it upstream against this current,” he observed.

“Well, we re gonnatry, so get out of our way.” Not that Barr was actudly in the way, but he was being
very annoying off tothe side.

Barr continued walking up the bank. Very dowly. A passenger said M-a-a-a

“Y ou're not making much progress,” he said again.

“Let’ stry farther out in the channel, Whit,” suggested Fawn.

“That makes no sense,” said Whit. “ Current’ s stronger out there.”

“Yes, butit'll be more private.”

M-a-a-a. M-a-a-a.

“Dag dflay meif | let you two babies go drown yourselvesin the Grace,” Barr complained.
“Sodon't tel him,” said Fawn through her teeth. Her hands were beginning to ache.

After afew more minutes, Barr said, “1 can’t stand this. Give over. Comeinshoreand I'll take Favn's
Oa.-ﬂ

“We don't need your help,” said Fawn.

“Yes, wedo,” said Whit, and rowed harder. Fawn splashed madly, but was unable to keep the skiff
fromturningin.

“No, the stupid sheep' Il try and jump out!”
“Wl, go nab’em. Y ou herd sheep, Barr and | will row.”

Fawn gave up. Barr edged past, and he and Whit pushed the boat out into the river once more. Fawn
settled irately on the next seat and shoved a sheep face out of her 1ap. But she dowly grew consoled as
their upriver progress became more visible. Whit's muscles were on the whippy side, but afarmer son’'s
life had | eft them harder than they looked, and he kept up with Barr’ s broader shoulders well enough.



The sheep dropped dung, trampled it around the bottom of the boat, and blested. One attempted suicide
by leaping into theriver, but Fawn lunged and pulled it back with her hands dug into its greasy fleece.
Another tried to follow thefirst’ sexample.

“Can’'t you settle these sheep down with your groundsense?’ Fawn asked Barr. “| bet Dag could.”
“I don’'t do sheep,” said Barr distantly.

“No, only boat bosses,” said Whit, which resulted in a chilly silence for atime. The moonlit woods did
dowly padt, slvered and remarkably featureless.

“I'm getting blisters,” Whit complained. “How much farther?’
“Well, we're looking for a sheep pasture that comes right down to the water,” said Fawn.

“What if the sheep arein thefold for the night?’ said Whit. “There arelots of pastures that come down to
the water. We ve been passing 'em for days.”

Fawn was quiet.
“Do you even know which one we relooking for?’ asked Barr.
“Er...wdl...not redly.”

“Fawn!” protested Whit. “It could have been any farm for the last twenty miles—or more! Likely
more—stands to reason Wain wouldn’t stop too close, in case that farmer figured out he' d been diddled
and came after 'em.”

“I"'m not rowing any twenty miles!” said Barr.

The mutiny was unanimous. The skiff put in at thefirst likely-looking pasture it cameto, and Barr and
Whit united to heave the bleating cargo overboard. The sheep cantered off afew paces and clustered to
glower ungratefully back at their rescuers. Whit yanked Fawn back into the boat and turned it
downstream.

“I sure hope they find asmarter owner,” she muttered.

“Y eah, sheep, don't bother thanking usfor saving your lives or anything,” Whit called sarcagticdly,
turning and waving.

“Whit, they’ re sheep,” said Fawn. *'Y ou can't expect gratitude. Y ou just...know you did the right thing,
isdl.”

“Just likef—" Barr began, and abruptly shut up. Fawn shot him asuspiciouslook. After amoment, he
sad ingteed, “They sure did stink. Who's cleaning up thisboat?’

“Not me,” said Whit.
“Somebody’ |l haveto,” said Barr. “1 mean...evidence.”
“I will take care of it,” said Fawn through her teeth.

Lovely moonlight and lesslovely silencefell. They camein sight of the Fetch in about athird of thetimeit
had taken them to labor upstream.



“Thank you both,” said Fawn gruffly. “Evenif | couldn’'t makeit right, it seemslesswrong now. |
couldn’t have doneit without your help.”

“I"ll remember that,” said Whit.

“Don’'t you two un-sheep-stedlers go congratul ating each other too soon,” said Barr, with anod toward
the Fetch. Fawn followed his glance and went still to see Dag Sitting cross-legged on the roof in the
moonlight, gazing upstream.

“Crap,” said Whit.

“Though I’'m suddenly glad you' re here, Whit,” muttered Barr. “To prevent misunderstandingsand al.”
He glanced circumspectly at Fawn.

Fawn thought the greater fear might be perfectly correct understandings, actually. Asthe skiff eased
alongside the flatboat, Dag dropped down to the back deck to catch the painter-rope Fawn tossed up to
him.

He sniffed, and inquired dryly, “Nice boat ride?’

“Uh-huh,” said Fawn, staring up in defiance.

“Whit, Barr...you look amite sheepish, one could say.”

“No, weonly samdl it,” muttered Whit.

“Itwasn't my doing!” Barr blurted.

Dag'slipstwisted up. “Thistime, Barr, | believeyou.”

He leaned down to give them each ahand up in turn, and oversee the skiff properly tied.
Whit said uneesily, “Areyou going to turnusin?

“Who to? They weren't my sheep.” He added after amoment, “Or yours.”

Barr breathed stedthy rdlief, and Dag shepherded Fawn firmly to bed.

He actualy kept hisface sraight until he had a pillow stuffed over it. The chortlesthat then leaked
through had Fawn poking him. “ Stop that!”

It took awhiletill he quieted down.

The Fetch |eft its mooring soon after dawn, when the Snapping Turtle' sbleary crew werejust beginning
to search the nearby woods for their escaped mutton. The sweep-men draped on their oars maintained
just enough motion to give steering way to the rudder, and sometimes not even that. Even Berry seemed
content to drift at theriver’s pace. Despite being as cotton-headed from lack of deep aseveryoneelse
was from other excesses, Fawn kept strong tea coming, and as the morning wore on folks dowly
recovered.

Theriver's pace picked up abruptly around noon, when agreat brown flood swept in from theright, and
the current grew rolling.



“That’ snot the Gray aready, isit?’ Fawn asked Berry, startled, when she looked out her moving kitchen
window to find the shore grown darmingly distant.

“Nope,” said Berry, in atone of satisfaction, and took another swig of tea. “That’ sthe Beargrass River.
It swings up through Raintree to Farmer’ s Flats. We re three-fourths of the way from Tripoint to the
Confluence now! They must have had heavy stormsin Raintree this past week—I haven't often seen the
Beargrassthishigh.”

“Do boatsgo on it?” Fawn peered some more.

“Sure. All theway to Farmer’ s Hats, which isthe head of navigation, pretty much. Which iswhy the
towniswhereitis, | 'spect. The Beargrassisamost as busy asthe Grace.”

Blighted Greenspring had lain on one of the Beargrass' s upper tributaries, as Fawn recalled soberly.
Bonemarsh Camp, too. Last summer’ sgrim campaign against the maice had dl played out north of the
big town of Farmer’s Hats; the disruption hadn’t reached down here. Dag might thank the absent gods,
but Fawn thought the thanks were better due to Dag.

With the addition of the Beargrass, the Grace nearly topped its banks, and in some places overflowed
them. Some of the lower-lying idands were drowned dready, bare trees sticking up from the water asif
growing out of alake, except that the lake was moving Sdeways at afair clip. Fawn sometimes saw
animalstrapped up the idand trees; possums and raccoons, of course, acouple of black bears, and
once, excitingly, acatamount, quite close. They passed awild pig swimming strongly in the current, and
the men aboard were barely restrained from trying to hunt it from the boat. Floating wrack either lodged
on or broke loose dangerously from towheads, those accumulations of trees and logs at the top ends of
the idands that from a distance resembled, the boatmen said, the unruly locks of afair-haired boy, hence
the name Beargrass.

Toward evening, Berry put two men on each sweep to fight the unwieldy Fetch in to shore. Asthey were
tying up in the lee of abend, apeculiar arrangement floated past in the dusk: two flatboats lashed
together sde by sde. The crew apparently struggled in vain to steer thislumbering rig, because it was
dowly spinning inthe current.

Out on the back deck, Bo called across the water for them to break up and tie to shore before dark, but
the men on the double-boat either didn’t hear or didn’t understand; their return cries were unintelligible,

“Why' d they fix their boats together like that?’ asked Fawn curioudy, coming out to look.

“I expect because they’ re fool Raintree boyswho don’t know athing about the river and have got no
businessbeing onit,” said Bo, and spat over the Sde for emphasis.

“For company, maybe, or not to lose each other in the dark. It likely made’ em fed safer, out on thisbig
river,” said Whit dowly. “Even the Fetch isstarting to look pretty small.”

“Doyou seewhy it don’'t make’ em safer?’” said Berry.

“Oh, | do!” said Fawn excitedly, staring after the receding Raintree flatties.

Berry grinned. “1 bet you do. Now wait for Whit.”

Whit squinted into the dusk and said dowly, “They’ re trying to move twice the weight with half the oars.”

Fawn nodded vigoroudy.



“That'sright,” said Berry, straightening in satisfaction. “We may make ariverman of you yet.”
Whit smiled blindingly at her. “1 sure hope 0.”

She smiled back involuntarily; not her usua wry grin, but something unwitting and amost unwilling. She
rubbed her lips and shook her head. “And to top it, they’ re running a night. Unless they got themselves
their very own Lakewaker aboard, not too bright, I’ m afraid.” Sheleaned on the back rail and stared
down theriver, her eyes growing grave and gray in the gathering gloom. Fawn barely heard her muitter:
“Papawas no fool country boy. So what happened?’

18

During an easy stretch of river in the morning, Berry took Whit topside to give him alesson on the
seering oar. Mildly inspired, Dag assembled the L akewalkers on the front deck for adrill in
ground-veiling. He' d ashrewd suspicion such groundwork had been somewhat neglected by these two
partnersin favor of more vigoroustraining in bow, knife, sword, and spear.

Dag took the bench, Barr leaned againgt the goat pen, and Remo settled cross-legged on the deck. Eyes
closed or open, they went around the lopsided circle taking turns at that inward-furling blindness that
sacrificed perception for privacy—or invishility. Unfairly, Barr had the stronger native groundsense of the
pair, though unsurprisingly, Remo was more disciplined at handling what he had.

“You can't vell yourself any better than that, and they let you out on patrol?’ said Dag to Barr. “Amma
Osprey must be harder up for patrollersthan | thought.”

Barr waved ahand in protest. “Going blind like thisfedslike being alittle kid again,” he complained.
“Back to before my groundsense even camein.”

“There sadeep differencein vulnerability. But leaking like you do, you' d never get closeenoughto a
malice to make arush with your knife.” If you had aknife.

“At that range, it could see me, couldn’t it? | mean, they do have eyes, right?’

“Usudly. But that’ s not the point. A good ground-veiling also resists ground-ripping, at least by aweak
sessle or early molt. Which you' d better hopeiswhat you'll find yoursdlf facing.” 1t occurred to Dag that
this could be another use for his own wesk ground-ripping ability—training young patrollersto resst it.
He was tempted to test the notion, except for the certainty that it would scare the crap out of these two
even worse than it scared him, and then there would be al those awkward explanations. But it wasa
heartening redlization that any patroller who could resist amalice could resst Dag, asreadily asabrawler
could block ablow to hisface. If he saw the blow coming, leastways.

But not any farmer.

Hebit hislip and pushed that troubling thought asde for later examination. “ And whether you' re the
patrol member who places the knife or not, the better your ground-veiling, the better the chance of not
spending the week vomiting your guts out from the blight exposure, after.”

Remo eyed him. “Y ou ever do that?’

“It was closer to two weeks,” Dag admitted. “ After that, | took my ground drillsalot more serioudy.
Let'sgo around again. My turn to vell. Y ou two close your eyes, but leave your groundsenses open and
try to watch me.”



Dag furled himsdlf firmly, watching as the two obediently scrunched their eyes closed. Softly, herose
from his set.

Barr grinned. “Hey, where' d you go?’

“Here,” he breathed in Barr’ s ear.

The boy yelped and jumped sdeways. “Blight! Don’t do that!”

“It'show you get closeto amdice. Y ou need to learn, too.”

“I’ve heard an advanced malice can ground-rip you al the same,” said Remo dubioudly.

“I've only tangled with two that strong, in my forty years of patrolling. The Wolf Ridgemdicel didn't see
close-up, just heard about from the survivors of the actud attack on the lair. The Raintree maice | saw
eye-to-eye. That malice opened up one of the best ground-veilersin my company as easy asyou' d gut a
trout.”

“How can you even take down amalice that strong?’ asked Remo.

“Gang up onit. Go after it dl at oncewith alot of patrollerswith alot of knives, and hope one gets
through. Worked at Wolf Ridge, worked the same at Raintree.” He added after moment, “Well-veiled
patrollers. So let’ sgo around again.”

After acouple more circuits, Barr remarked, “ So, are you saying if | stayed thislousy a my
ground-velling, I'd never be chosen for one of those suicide-rushes?’

“In Luthlia, we' d set you out for bait,” Dag said.
Remo sniggered. Barr grimaced at him.

“Again,” said Dag. Interestingly, Barr improved; but then, Barr had more room for improvement. Judging
by hisincreased flickering, Remo was growing fatigued. Timeto wind up.

“That' s enough for today,” said Dag, easing back onto the bench. “I think we'll spend an hour aday in
thisdrill from now on.”

Barr stretched and rolled his shoulders, squinting. “ So much for the benefits of running away from home.”

“Depends on what you run into,” Dag drawled. “If we rode dap into ariver malice around the next bend,
would you be prepared?’

“No,” said Remo hitterly. “None of ushasaprimed knife.”

“Then your job would beto survive and run for help to the next camp. Which iswhere?’
“Blight,” said Barr. “I’m not even surewherewe are.”

“ Ammamade us memorize the locations of al the campsin Oleana,” Remo offered.

“Good,” said Dag. “Too bad you'rein Raintree now.” And led the boys through alist of every
Lakewaker ferry camp and itslocation in river milesfrom Tripoint to the Confluence, and made them
each recite it back, individualy and in chorus. Granted, the obscene version of the old memory-rhyme
sped the process.



The cool morning wasfailing to warm, the climbing sun absorbed by graying skies. Dag glanced down
theriver valley to see dense mist advancing up it. Berry popped her head over the roof edge.

“If you can spare one of your patroller boysto pilot duty up herein afew minutes, I’ d be much obliged,”
shesaid. “Lookslikewe rein for areal Grace Vdley fog, and | don’t want to run up over it into some
pasture hdf amileinland likein Bo'stae. The Fetch’d look funny onrollers.”

“I'll comeup,” said Dag. “1 could do with astretch.”
Hejoined Berry and Whit on the roof; Bo and Hod climbed down for aturn at the hearth.

“If I'mright in my reckoning,” said Berry, “we re coming up on abig idand around this next bend that |
don’'t want to get on the wrong side of .

“Do we want the right- or left-hand channel ?’
“Right-hand.”

“Will do, Boss.” Dag took a sweep and matched Whit's dow sculling—just enough to give Berry's
rudder steering-way—uwhich they had learned how to keep up for hoursif necessary. The mist thickened
about them, beading on Dag' s deerskin jacket, which Fawn had lately lined with quilting to help fit his
scant summer gear for fal. They followed the main channd asit hurried around the wide bend; Dag
extended his groundsenseto itsfull mile range to locate the split in the current before they were swept
wrongside-to.

“Hey,” hesaid. “There' s somebody on that idand.”

“Can’'t be” sad Berry, peering into the clinging damp. They could see maybe three boat-lengths ahead,
now. “With this rise from the Beargrass, that idand’ s under three, maybe four feet of water.”

“That could explain why they don’t seem too happy.” Dag reached, opening himsalf aswide as he could,
ignoring the familiar, and much louder, grounds close-by. “ Seven men. Blight, | think they may be those
same Raintree flatties who passed us by backwards last night.” He added after amoment, “ And a bear.
They've dl taken refuge from the flood up in the trees!”

“Must be exciting for the one who' s sharing with the bear,” said Whit dubioudy.

“Bear’ sgot hisown private tree.” After amoment, Dag added, “No sign of their boats. Not moored
within amile, leastways. | think those fellows are in trouble over there, Boss. At least one ground shows
sgnsof being hurt.”

Berry drew breath through her teeth. “Bo!” she bawled. “Hod! Y ou patroller boys, git out here! We
need to get the skiff in the water afore wefloat too far!”

Therest of the crew turned out onto the back deck, and Berry leaned over and explained the Situation.
After Dag confirmed the head-count of men stranded on the idand, they decided to launch both the skiff
and the narrow boat, in the hope of rescuing them al in one pass; dso, Dag pointed out, so the two boats
could partner each other in case of snagsliterd or figurative. Dag stayed with the Fetch to guideit down
the channel. Whit and Remo each took an oar in the skiff; Barr paddled his narrow boat.

“Y ou sure about those fellows, Dag?’ Remo called up from the water, once they’d al clambered down
and were ready to push off.

“Yep. Just over hdf amilethat way.” He pointed.



Barr' shead turned. “Oh, yesh, I've got ’em now! Follow me, Remo! It'll bejust likeold times.” His
boat shot away as his paddle dipped and surged.

Remo snorted, but trailed dutifully. Whit’ s voice drifted back through the fog: “Besats shifting sheep,

“Sheep?’ said Berry.
Dag shook his head.

Long minutes did past as the Fetch dipped downstream. Floating with the current, the banks obscured, it
fet asif they’ d stopped dtogether in aquiet, fog-walled harbor. Running full-tilt into asnag or abig rock
at five miles an hour and opening the Fetch’ s ssams would cure that illusion right quick, Dag thought; he
kept dl hissenses dert.

“Them Lakewaker boys || be ableto find their way back to us, won't they?’ said Berry uneedly.

“That’' swhy we put onein each boat,” Dag assured her. “They’ ve madeit to theidand; ah, good for the
narrow boat! Barr can get it right in between the trees.”

“Just s0'shedon't catch it Sdewiseto the current and lean too far over. He could fill it in an eyeblink that
W@/_”

“These Pearl Riffle patrollersare up to theriver' stricks, | expect,” said Dag. “Handier than | would be.
And those narrow boats are made to float even full of water. Air boxesin the prow and stern, tarred up
and sedled.”

“So that’s how they do that! | dwayswondered.” She added after amoment, “We thought it was
megic.”

Fawn took Hod and Hawthorn below to help assemble awarming welcome for the expected influx of
unhappy boatmen—or boatless men. It was nearly an hour before the narrow boat appeared out of the
fog astern. Two cold, wet strangers crouched in amiserable huddlein the center, clutching the thwarts
nervoudy, but athird sat up in the bow, helping Barr paddie. Bo and Hod gave them handsto climb
siffly out—one nearly dumped the boat over in hisclumsiness, but Barr kept it upright.

“Whee-oh!” said the paddling man, straightening up and pulling off ashapeessfdt hat much theworse
for wear. Hewas alean, sirappy fellow, unshaven and shodless; hisfeet were scratched and histoes
purple with the cold. “We sure are glad to see you folks. We hit the top of that thereidand broadsidein
the dark last night, and it just sucked our boats down under that big towhead like the river was
swvalowing’em!”

Bo leaned over the steering oar and nodded sagely. “Y ep. It would.” Fawn, hovering in the rear hatch,
looked on wide-eyed.

They had barely hoisted the narrow boat back aboard when the skiff, too, emerged from the mist, Remo
and Whit rowing strongly. The skiff rode low in the water with the weight of the four rescued men. One
was not only shoeless but shirtless, the skin of his shoulders and torso scraped bloody, some hanging in
ugly strips. He handed up an ash boar spear, of dl the things to have hung on to in the wreck. He
groaned as he was hauled and pushed up by his anxious companions, but when he found his battered feet
and gingerly straightened, clinging to the upright spear, he gazed around with alively smile. Unbent, he
proved atallish man by farmer measures, with black hair straggling down his neck, and bright, brown
eyes.



“Thishere’ s our boat boss, Captain Ford Chicory,” the paddling man explained.

“I’m Boss Berry, and thisis my boat, the Fetch,” said Berry, raking an escaped hank of hair out of her
eyes. “You reright welcome aboard.”

The skinned flattie blinked &t her in frank gppreciation. “Well, ma am, you folks sure fetched us out of a
hesp 0’ trouble! We cdled al night from those trees as the water was gettin’ higher, till we got so hoarse
we couldn’t yell no more, but you' re the first asheard us.”

“Thank the Lakewaker, here,” said Berry, nodding to Dag. “He' sthe one that spotted you. We' d have
passed you right by in this soup.”

“Yeah, and if we had heard you, we d likdly’ ve thought you was ghosts crying to lure usto our doomiin
thefog,” Hawthorn offered helpfully.

The skinned flattie' s startled eye was drawn from Dag by this; helooked down a Hawthornin
bemusement and scratched his head. “Yeah, | could seethat.”

“Too many tal tales” Berry explained, cuffing Hawthorn on the ear. “ Go help Fawn.” Sheturned to her
crew. “I want at least one of you patroller boys topside with Bo.” Both volunteered, and climbed up.
“And, Bo,” Berry cdled after them, “thistime, if Remo tellsyou it’sa sand bar or snag, you mind him!”

His crew herded their skinned boat boss—or former boat boss—through the back hatch; Dag ducked in
after, mentally locating his medicine kit. The crowded kitchen was warm and steamy, and there he found
Fawn had prepared gallons of hot tea and a huge heap of potatoes fried with onions and bacon,
drenched in salt butter. A basket of apples stood ready. Warmed, if not hot, water waited for washing
up. Stacks of every blanket and towel the boat carried were heating in front of the hearth. The exhausted
men fdll on it al with moans of gratitude. The limited supply of spare dry clothes was shared around as
best as might be, with blankets making up the rest.

Hot water, soap, and Dag’ s kit waited by the hearth aswell. 1t seemed he was expected to take on the
injured, which he was willing enough to do. It was mostly cuts and scrapes, which he set Hod to washing
with strong soap. Whit helped bandage, with alittle ingtruction. Theflattie |eader was the worst off, and
Dag sat him on astool before the fire and borrowed Fawn' s hands to help clean the odd injuries on his
torso.

“What in the wide green world happened to you?’ Fawn asked him as she started in with rags and soap.
“Did that bear claw you?’

The fellow smiled back at her the way most sane fellows did, despite hiswinces from her scrubbing.
“Not thistime, missy.”

“Why didn’t you bring back the bear, too?’ demanded Hawthorn of Whit, both pausing to waich this
process.

“It wasn't acub, Hawthorn,” Whit said impatiently. “ It would' ve sunk the skiff, if it didn’t try to eat us.”

Boss-or-Captain Chicory told Hawthorn kindly, “Bears can swim fine, if they’veamind. It' |l get itsdlf off
that idand when it gets bored.” He whispered to Fawn, “I’ ve got a boy about that Size at home, and his
little brother to keep him in trouble in case he runs out. Which he never hasyet, | admit.” Heraised his
voice, “No, see, how it was—ow!”

“Sorry,” said Fawn, folding acloth to pat new blood leaks from a scrubbed scab.



“Keep on, missy, | can tell you' re doing me good. How it was, was, we' d come up shorthanded just
before we reached the Grace, because three of our fellows got scared at the size of the river and run off
with our skiff. So we lashed the boats together, but now | think that wasn't such agood ideg, astherig
was mighty obgtinate after that. We pretty much gave up and just went with theriver, figuring we' d get a
chance to sort out and maybe hire on ared pilot downstream aways.”

“Had any of you been on theriver before?’ asked Berry, joining thecircle,

“No, not down thisfar. Some of my hands had worked the upper Beargrass atime or two, but boats are
anew dart for me. My main lineis hunting—bear and wild pig mostly, though my missus keeps her
garden. I’'m no hand at farming. Tried it once. If things are mainly going to die on aman anyway,
hunting’samore naturd tradefor him, | figure.” Hetook along swallow of tea, warming to histale.

“| was gtting down by thefirelast night in the trailing boat, trying to get my feet thawed and wishing | was
back hunting bears on hard land, where aman can at least pick his own direction, when | heard the
fellows running and yelling over my head. Then we struck that towhead, thunk! | knew right off wewere
getting sucked under tail-end first, because the upstream side 0’ the floor tilted down like arooftop. |
bolted for the hatch, which wasin the middle of the roof, but the river was already a-pouring inlikea
regular cataract. The only other opening wasthislittle window in the side, which we' d mainly used for
dipping up water before we' d lashed the boats together.”

Berry glanced fore and aft to the Fetch’ stwo exits, and its generous pair of windows. “I see. Y ou boys
make those boats yoursel ves?’

“Not exactly. | bought 'em from awidow woman whose man was killed in that ruckusin north Raintree
this summer. Seemed away to help her out. HE d been in my company, was how it was.” He took
another swig and continued, “I scrambled over to our dipping hatch, but it was plain to see it wastoo
gmall for me. But with theriver pouring in, it was plainer it was go through it or be drowned, and my
papaaways said | was born to be hanged, so | chucked out my good ash spear, stuck my arms through,
and yelled for Bearbait and the fellows to grab me and pull with al their might or | wasagoner.”

The man with the battered hat—Dag trusted that Bearbait was a nickname—nodded earnestly. “We
didn’t so much pull, asjust hang on tight and let the boat get yanked off around you. | was mainly
thinking how much | didn’t want to go back to your wife and explain how you was drownded, after al
that. She being strongly not in favor of thiswhole schemein thefirst place,” he added asde to Fawn,
who nodded perfect understanding.

“That little hatch scraped off my shirt and skinned me like arabhbit, but they got me through!” Chicory
beamed around at his crew, who grinned back despite their fatigue. “We al scrambled onto the towhead
before the second boat went after the first, and spent part of the night clinging to the wrack like wet
possums, till it started to break up, too. Then we waded back and found some trees that were
right-side-up and not moving. Y ou know, | suppose | should have been glum, having lost my boats and
lading and dl my trouble, not to mention my clothesand skin, but | felt prime, up in that finetree. Every
onceinawhilel’d break out chuckling. Couldn’t helpiit. It felt so good to be bresthing air and not river.”
Hesighed. “I don't suppose I’ ll ever see my poor boats again.”

“Y ou never know,” said Berry. “If they weren’t busted to pieces when they went under the towhead,
sometimes they come up again dl waterlogged and get picked up downstream by folks. What was your
cargo?’

“Barre staves, mostly, and bear and pig hides. Kegs of bear grease and lard. | don’t care for the staves,
but | regret the other. A passdl of bears and pigs, those were, and not easily come by.” He glanced at his



ash spear, leaning in acorner.

“Y our staveswould likely be too warped to be anything but firewood, later, and the hides, well, it'll
depend on how long they soak, and if they can be dried again without going moldy. Some of your kegs
might makeit, if they’ re good and tight.”

Chicory brightened at this news; his partner Bearbait looked less enthusiagtic.

Fawn finished washing and drying the wounds, then traded places with Dag, who bent in for aclose
ingpection with both eye and ground-sense. Dag reported, “Y ou’ re well gouged and scraped, and your
joints are wrenched sore, but nothing’ s dislocated or broken. Bleed pretty fredly last night, did you?”

“Hewasasdght,” confirmed Bearbait. “I was ready to bust him in the jaw for laughing like that while
looking likethat.”

“But the bleeding’ s mostly stopped on its own, now.” Dag gently worked out afew deep splinterswith
his ghost hand and tweezers. “ The rips are too ragged to make stitching you up worthwhile, | think.” He
fingered ahanging ribbon of skin, consdered whether to detach it with knife or scissors, then, onimpulse,
ripped its ground crosswaysin adice asthin as paper. The strip fell away into his hand; he pitched it into
thefire. “Did that hurt?’

“What?" said Chicory, trying to crane his sore neck to see over his shoulder.

Thetiny bit of the Raintree man’ sground in hisown fdt little different than anorma ground
reinforcement; not even as odd as a mosquito or an oat. Dag removed the other two bad strips the same
way, trying for asfine adice as he could. They did not bleed. Better stop here and think about this one,
eh?"“You're going to have scarsthere.”

Chicory snorted indifference. “I’ ve done worse to mysdlf.”

Dag didn’t doubt it. “Give me your say-s0, and I'll put alittle Lakewalker-style ground reinforcement in
the deepest gougesto fight infection, which isthe biggest danger |eft. Then have Fawn put some ointment
on and wrap them up so the scabs don’t crack when you move. In afew days, aclean shirt should be
enough to protect them while they finish heding.”

Chicory’s brows arched wryly. “If | had ashirt, | could wash it, sure, if | had abucket. And soap.” He
hesitated. “What' sthat thing you say you want to put in me?’

Fawn trandated, “ A touch of Lakewaker magic heding.”

“Oh.” Chicory looked both impressed and darmed. “ That' d be anew gart, for sure. All right...” He
craned suspicioudy asDag laid in lines of ground, but hislips parted as his hurts eased. “How de'! That's
agrangething. Never had a Lakewalker offer me anything like that before!”

“I @m to be amedicine maker to farmers, once | learn more of thetrade,” Dag explained. “Itisn't
anything anyone s done before.”

“Mighty strange place, thisbig river,” sghed Chicory.

Plans were made to deliver the boatwrecked men to atown two days down theriver, where Chicory
hoped to find an old friend who would help them to shoes, clothes, and enough gear to commence
walking home. Meanwhile, Berry undertook to watch for sgns of their lost boats. The exhausted men
deptin pilesand didn’t wake again until the Fetch tied to the bank for the night and Fawn had to clear
the decks of her kitchen to start supper.



Dag wasn't sureif he wanted to wrap a cloak of husbandly protection around Fawn, or clutch her to him
like atalisman againgt such a concentration of strange farmers. Just who was supposed to be protecting
whom? But with fifteen people crammed aboard the Fetch, privacy—not to mention private
conversation—was out of the question.

Dag quickly learned that Chicory’ s crew were mainly his friends and neighbors from asmal townon a
feeder creek to the lower Beargrass, southwest of Farmer’s Flats and so not in the direct path of last
summer’ s horrors, news both Dag and Fawn took in with relief—his covert, herswarmly expressed.
Chicory had acquired histag of Captain by getting up atroop of locd volunteersto go help out when the
troubles began, when the maice had grown advanced enough to kidnap and mind-dave Raintree
farmers, marching them to attack other settlementsin turn. By the looks they exchanged, Barr and Remo
wereinclined to mock this salf-appointed rank; Dag, the more he listened, was not.

Ford Chicory proved to be an excellent tale-teller. He was no blowhard like Boss Wain; his place at the
center of histales was as often as the buit of the joke asthe hero, but he had aknack for holding his
ligtenersin thral either way. After dinner, aware of his audience and perhapsin return for the boat’ s
hospitaity, he even told a creepy ghost story that had both Hawthorn and Hod bug-eyed and half of the
crew pretending not to be.

Tadesnow being asreadily exchanged as coinsin adice game, everyone clustered around the hearth as
Chicory and his crew learned in turn about Berry’ s quest, Dag and Fawn’s West Blue marriage,
and—inevitably, Dag supposed—Dag' s place in the campaign againgt the Raintree maice. Dag did not
willingly volunteer hiswords, but with Fawn, Whit, the crew of the Fetch, and oncein awhile even Barr
and Remo chiming in, he didn’t need to do much more than adjust their Dag-tales for overenthusiasm. As
the Raintree men’ s picture of him shifted from itinerant medicine maker to ex—patrol captain, they grew
warier—Dag could not decide if thiswas ardief or an annoyance—but Chicory’ s attention sharpened.

“I"d seen old blight bogle lairswhen | was out hunting, fromtimeto time,” Chicory told Dag. Dag
wondered how often the man had ventured into forbidden territory above the old cleared line, but now
did not seem thetime to ask. Chicory went on, “Gray patches, al nasty and dead. It didn’t take no
high-nosed patrollersto convince meto stay off 'em, no gir!”

Dag let hisgroundsenseflick out. A successful hunter like Chicory might well possess arudimentary
groundsense like Aunt Natti€'s, if some passing Lakewaker had climbed hisfamily tree afew
generations back. It wasimpoalite to inquire, though, and since Chicory seemed to haveled anirregular
wandering lifefar from hisbirth kin, he might not know himsdf.

The Raintree man continued, 1’ ve met your patrols, run across your camps—they never invited mein,
mind, more like invited me to move along—»but I’ d never seen Lakewakersrun before.”

“They went streaming past us like rabbits, when we got up north of the Hats,” said acrewmanin afaintly
scornful tone.

“Now, that was the women and their young shavers, mostly,” said Chicory in afar-minded way.

“Malices snatch the younggtersfirdt, by preference,” Dag said. “When amalice goes on the move,
Lakewakers have learned to get the little ones out of the path asfast asthey can, with the rest—off-duty
patrollers, other adults—for rearguard. Likely you didn’t get far enough north to meet the rearguard, or
the malice might have taken you, too.”

“We met plenty of them mud-men,” Bearbait put in, face darkening in memory. “Both before and after
they lost their wits. Ugly mugs, they were”



“The malice makes them up out of animalsit catches, you know,” Fawn said. “By groundwork.” She
went on to describe the grotesqueries of the mud-man nursery she' d seen at Bonemarsh Camp, with
such smple directness that she seemed unaware of how thoroughly she was topping Chicory’ s ghost
story for keeping folks awake in their bedrolls later.

Upon reflection, Dag was not surprised to learn that Chicory’ stroop had acquitted itself well upon the
mud-men—hunting and killing bears and wild pigs would have trained them in both methods and daring.
But Chicory’ sface grew graver when he remarked, “Ugly asthey was, they didn’t bother me near as
much as those bogle-maddened farmers we met up with. Because they weren’t driven witless. It took
you alittleto redize they weren't right in the head, because they waked and talked asif what they was
doing was sensible, and they looked just like anybody else, too. Y ou couldn’t hardly tell who wason
what sde, till they jumped on you, and then it could be too late. What we did find, though” —he rubbed
his chin and frowned a Dag in the lantern glow and firdight—"*was that if we rode in and grabbed up a
few, and took ’em back south far enough, they’ d cometo their senses. Wefirst found that out trying to
capture one to make him talk. Got him far enough away and he talked, all right—not that you could make
much sense of it through the crying. After that, we tried to catch as many aswe could, and carry 'em
away till they found their lost minds again. Wouldn't any of them join usto go fight, after, though.”

Dag sbrowsrosein increased respect. “I didn't realize farmers could do that, on the edge of amalice
war. Huh. That would be...good. Draw down the maice sforces.”

“Y ou took achance,” said Remo in disapproval. “If you d got too closeto the malice, it might have
caught your mindsin turn, and then the malice’ sforces would have been up, not down.”

Chicory sad dtiffly, “ Seems to me such a chance would' ve overtaken aman gtting still, just the same.”
He eyed Dag sdelong, and added, “| was never too fond of Lakewakers, and the ones |’ ve met have
pretty much returned the favor—but | do admit, after last summer | don't like blight boglesawhole lot
more.”

Thelead-in could not be spurned; Dag set Fawn to describing Greenspring again, as he did not think he
could bear to. Fawn and Whit together managed a creditable explanation of groundsense and sharing
knives. Barr and Remo listened with troubled faces to these deep Lakewalker secrets being bandied
around; the boatmen, with expressions ranging from disturbed to disbelieving. Chicory, though, just grew
quiet and intent.

Chicory seemed avillage leader of sorts—if aterrible boatman—uwith initiative and wits enough on dry
land to persuade friends and kin to follow him into discernible danger, for agood cause. Hiswords, as
well asthe dices of hisground, gave Dag much to digest as he retreated with Fawn to their curtained
nook. The bits of ground were converting far more readily than those of the mosquito or even the oats,
nearly indistinguishable from an ordinary supporting or hedling ground reinforcement. Aswith malices, it
seemed people made the best food. Lakewaker cannibals, indeed. Neither Chicory’ s ghost tales nor his
war stories had unnerved Dag, but as Fawn cuddled into the curve of hisbody and drifted into deep, that
last reflection kept him awakefor along time.

The Fetch didn’t handle any worse for its added passengers, but neither did it handle any better, Dag
noted the next morning as he took histurn on the roof. Hod was on the opposite oar and Whit & the
rudder, very proud to be permitted to steer al on his own down this straight stretch. Berry would be
coming up shortly to take over, as, she said, the next bend would bring them to one of the trickiest
passages on theriver. Berry had alowed afew of the Raintree flatties to volunteer for oar duty, but only
onea atime and under her or Bo's close supervision. Therest seemed willing to help out with the



increased scullery chorestheir presence as inadvertent guests had caused, so except for the unavoidable
crowding and the friction on the Lakewalkers groundsenses, aday more of their company seemed likely
to pass pleasantly enough.

Since achill wind funneed up the vdley, with sunshine intermittent between the scudding blue-gray
clouds, most everyone stayed inside near the hearth or curled up in nests amongst the stores. As Dag
studied theriver, two men in askiff put out from afeeder creek beneath abluff, rowing in their direction.
When they pulled to within shouting distance, the older one rose up on one knee from his bench and
hailed them, waving hishat.

“Hdlo the boat!”
“How de'!” Whit caled cheerfully in return. “What can we do for you fellows?’

“Wall, it smore like what we can do for you. That last flood messed up the channels al through Crooked
Elbow something fierce! I’ll undertake to pilot you through safe.”

Thiswas acommon way al along theriver for local men to earn abit of coin. Berry, now that she'd
cometo trust her Lakewalker crew’ s groundsenses, usualy turned down such offers politely, though she
did enjoy the exchange of river gossip that went with. Sometimes, the rowboats a so brought out fresh
food or other goodsto sdll or trade.

“I’m not the boat boss,” Whit called back, “but what do you charge?’
“Just ten copper craysto the Elbow. Twenty to the Wrigt.”

A nomina sum, well worth it to the average boat given the time—or worse—that could belost to an
accident. Dag opened his ground, furled to block out the uproar of the crowd on the Fetch. And paused
inhissculling.

“Huh,” he said to Hod and Whit. “That’ sfunny. One of those fellowsis asbeguiled asal get-out.”
“By amdice?’ said Whit in dlarm. Hod gaped curioudly.

“No, ther€’ s not atouch of blight-sign. He must have had some encounter with aLakewalker, lately.”
Dag stared as the men rowed nearer.

The beguiled man was middle-aged, shabby, rough-looking, atypica tough riverman. He hardly seemed
the sort to have attracted the attention of some female Lakewaker lover. Perhaps he had lessvisible
attractions, but his ground was certainly no brighter than the rest of him. He hadn’t been healed of any
obviousinjury lately. The other, Dag could imagine drawing afemae eye: wdl built, young, open-faced,
with crigp brown hair, and cleanly in his dress and bearing. But no beguilement distorted his ground, for
all that it was furrowed by old stress. It was apuzzle.

“Y ou can come up and talk to our boss, | guess,” Whit called down asthe skiff came dongside. “1 don't
think we need apilot, but we have somethingsto trade, if you're interested. Somered fine Glassforge
window glass, to sart.”

The skiff men waved apparent understanding. Hod shipped his oar and swung down to the bow to help
them tietheir boat and clamber up past the chicken pen. They both gazed around with interest. The pilot
could have been watching his prospective customers agpproach for the past ten miles from avantage on
that bluff, Dag redized.

“Hey, Bossl” Hod called through the front hatch. “More vigtors!”



Dag locked his oar and walked forward to the roof edge. He looked down to see the top of Berry’'s
blond head bob through. She stopped asif stone-struck; thetin cup in her hand fell to the deck with a
clank and rolled disregarded, spilling alast mouthful of tea

The handsome young man looked up at her with recognition in hisgray eyes and, Dag would sweer, a
flash of horror.

“Alder!” Berry shrieked, and flung hersdlf forward to wrap around the startled fellow nearly from top to
toe. Hisarms hesitated in the air, then closed around her to return the hug. “Alder, Alder!” Berry
repested joyoudy, her face muffled in his shoulder. “You're divel”
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Berry’ sradiant joy seemed to light up the air around her; in contrast, Alder’ sroiling ground darkened in
congternation. Dag set his feet gpart and stared down, hand on hisjaw, fingers spread hard across his
lips. What isthis? Hod grinned uncertainly. Whit abandoned his steering oar and cameto Dag’'ssideto
peer over, hiseyeswidening in asuddenly set face.

“Hawthorn, Bo! Fawn, come on out here! I’'vefound Alder!” Berry caled.

Alder’ shand made afutile gesture and fell to his sde; he stretched his mouth in asmile as Hawthorn
came bolting out of the hatch with ayell of glee. The boy might have hugged Alder if Berry hadn't dready
held that space with no sign of giving it up; asit was, he danced around the pair, whooping. Fawn and Bo
followed at aless violent pace. A curious Remo dodged the crowd by hoisting himsalf up from the back
deck and strolling forward to watch.

Asthe cries of greeting swirled around Alder, his skiff mate looked up and spotted Remo. “Alder!” he
gasped. “ There' sa L akewalker on this here boat! We have to leave off. Y ou know Crane don’t want us
to messwith no Lakewalkers.”

Alder stared up at the row of spectators lining the edge of the cabin roof. He drew a short breath. “No,
Skink—there' stwo. That tall one' s haircut fooled me at adistance.”

Berry grinned widdy a him. “ Three, actudly. Dag and Remo’ ve been in my crew since Pearl Riffle, and
Barr, um, sgned on later. They're dl red tame, though—you don’t have to be scared of "em.”

Alder gulped. “No, not scared, but—I guess you won't be needing a pilot, huh?’
“No,” agreed Skink loudly. “ These folks don’t need us. Come on away, Alder.”

Alder swung to his companion. “No, you don't understand. Thisgirl here’—hewaved at Berry—"she's
my betrothed. Was. Is. From back at Clearcreek. Did you come al the—no, yes, of course you came
from Clearcreek. Had to have. We can't... hire on this boat, Skink.”

Skink said uneadily, “Right, that’ swhat | said. What you want t' do, then?’

Hawthorn interrupted urgently, “ Alder, where were you? Where' s Papa and Buckthorn and the Briar
Rose? Where' sthe other boat hands that was with you?”

Berry stood alittle away from Alder, wrenched unwillingly from her dation by these harder questions.
“Oh, Alder, why didn’t you come home? Or write, or send word up the river with someone? It' s coming
on eleven months since you left. We ve been worried sick about you al!”

Alder’slips moved wordlessly. He swallowed and found at least afew: “I’'m so sorry, Berry. The Briar



Rose sank in astorm near herelast winter. | wasthe only one as got off. Some fellows from”—he
glanced a Skink—"from ahunting camp up in the Elbow picked me up off the shore, nearly dead. | was
sck for weeks—Ilung fever. By thetime | got better, there was no sign of the boat but afew boards
caught in atowhead. Theriver took the rest.”

“Areyou sure?’ asked Berry anxioudy. “ They might have got downstream of you and thought you was
lost—no, they would have sent word somehow...” Her breath went out of her in along sigh.

Hawthorn' s hopeful face crumpled; Berry folded him in one arm. His back shook. “ Shh, Hawthorn,” she
said, hugging himtight. “We aways sort of knew, didn’t we? Because Papa and Buckthorn and...” she
hestated, “...they wouldn't have left uswithout saying, unless...well.” She scrubbed her free arm across
her damp eyes. “Why no word, Alder? It was so cruel on us!”

Alder drew breath. “It took me monthsto get stronger, and then | owed the camp fellowsfor their help,
and then | thought—I went down theriver to get usagrubstake, and | didn’t want to come dragging
back to you with my hands full of bad news and nothing. | meant to at least replace the value of the Rose
for you. But it’ stook longer than | thought it would.”

Remo whispered urgently in Dag' sear, “Dag, he s—’

Dag held up his hand and murmured back, “Wait. Let him finish.” He stared down intently at the
anguished people on the front deck, groundsense as open as he could bear. Which was not wide, at this

point.
Berry cried, “ Alder, you' re making no sense! Y ou know me better, you must! How can you think I'd put
abag of coin above my kinfolks' lives, or even the knowing of their fates?’

“I'm sorry, Berry,” Alder repeated hel plesdy, hanging his head. “1 waswrong, | see that now. | never
dreamed you' d come after me.”

A variety of expressions had moved across the listening Bo' s face, from muted pleasure to muted grief;
now he was smply mute, chewing gently on athumbnail. Fawn had tumbled out onto the deck dmost as
excited as Hawthorn. Her face had fallen in mirror to her friend Berry’s. Now she stood by Bo with her
armsfolded, ligening hard. On the whole, Dag was glad she did not seem to be swallowing dl this down
asreadily as Berry, but then, she had less reason to: Alder had sworn no heart-oaths to Fawn, and any
hopes she held for Berry’ s happiness teetered on a balance againsgt fearsfor Whit's. My Spark’ s shrewd,;
shefedsthetwig inthis.

Berry went giff. “ Alder—you' re going to have to tell the truth sometime, so it may aswell be now. If
there’ sanother girl, you'll have to betray one of usor t' other, so you can’t win that toss nohow. If
she—maybe—nursed you back to health or something, | don’t suppose | can even hate her...” Berry
gtared beseechingly a him. They were standing wholly gpart now.

“No!” said Alder in surprise. “No other woman, | swear!”
Remo whispered, “Blight. S’ thefirg true thing that fellow’ ssaid.”

“Aye,” replied Dag. And sorry hewasfor it; it would have been atidy wrap for the tragedy. He added
softly, “Keep an eye on that beguiled fellow. He s getting ready to bolt.” Skink was edging toward the
skiff. Remo nodded and dipped quietly down past the chicken pen. Skink stopped and edged back,
looking furtively around the crowded bow.

Berry searched her betrothed’ s face and decided—however wishfully, even Dag could not tell—that he



spoke true. “ Then come with me now! We Il sl the Fetch in Graymouth and have dl the grubstake we
need. The housein Clearcreek iswaiting.” Her voice skipped abreath. “1 had it al ready for us.”

Alder ran aharried hand through hishair. “1 can’'t run off with no word to the camp fellows as hel ped
rre”

“Of coursenot!” said Berry. “We can stop around the bend. I’ d want to thank them myself for their care
of you. Or"—she paused as anew redization apparently overcame her—"if you have debtsto them,
well, | have some coin aswill clear them. It snot much, but it's enough to cover asick man’s keep and
nursng.” She hesitated again in unwelcome suspicion. “Unless they were gambling debtsthat got al out
of hand onyou...?’

“Berry, they’ re apretty rough lot. Better | should dedl with them, and you take your boat straight on.
I"ll...collect my things and meet you at the Wrigt.”

Bo’'sdow voice brokein. “Y ou never found any bodies to bury proper?’
Alder shook hishead. Therail in his ground was growing frantic.
“You don't have to soften it for me,” said Berry inalow voice. “1 know what thisriver can do.”

Wasthis Dag' s business? He glanced a Fawn, who was anxious for Berry but more anxious for the
stricken Whit. At Bo, at the bewildered Hawthorn. Dag was not above supporting liesto shield someone
from futile pain, but al directions seemed bad, here. So let’ s have the truth out, and see where the pain
fdlsfarly. Helooked down gravely and said, “Berry...? Alder islying to you.”

Her face turned up, white and wild. “What about?’

“Everything.”
Skink lunged for therall.

He was caught by Remo and by Chicory, who had come out partway through the uproar to lean against
the cabin wall and listen in baffled fascination. Chicory was quick enough to help catch Skink before he
went over into the water, a hunter’ s reflexes, but hisface twisted up in doubt once the struggling man was
held between them. “What are we doing here, Lakewaker?’ he called up to Dag.

“I’'m not sure, but that fellow is beguiled to the gills. | don’t know who did it, or when, or why.” Had it
been on purpose?

“Oh, that’sno good,” said Hod. * Can you fix him, Dag?’

What would happen if he unbeguiled the unsavory Skink? It was gut-wrenching to imagine having to teke
in that repulsve ground-release, but beguilement was ahurt in its own way. |If Dag would not leave aman
bleeding or lying with abroken bone, could he turn away from this?“Why are you trying to run off,
Skink? | won't hurt you.”

Skink glared around madly. “Cranewon't likethig” hetold Alder.

The fear from both their grounds pulsed like a stench, but Alder at least held his stance as Dag eased
down from the roof and approached Skink. On my head beit. Helifted hisleft arm, not that he needed
to touch the man at thisrange, but aigning body and ground hel ped him concentrate. The act was
growing easier with practice; Dag flinched as the backwash of Skink’ s agitated ground poured into him,
but he forced himsdlf to accept it.



Dag wasn't sure what response he' d been expecting, but it certainly wasn't Skink’ s collgpse into utter
shock and violent weeping, a sudden shuddering heap on the deck. “No, no, no!” he wailed. “No, no,
no...”

Chicory bit hislip in gppalled fascination, tense with surmise.
Y es, Dag thought. The troop captain’ s seen something like this before. And so havell.

“Skink, pull yoursdlf together!” Alder snapped. Helooked around at his gaping audience, now
augmented by Barr and Bearbait. “ Sorry, folks, sorry. It takes him like that when the drink wears off,
sometimes. | better get him back to camp...”

Any one of Alder’sliesmight have been plausible; the accumul ation was surely not. Wheat truth does he
fear s0 desperately? Thiswas Dag' slast chance to avoid finding out. Alas, there wasn't much to choose
between regret for adisaster from amistake, or regret for adisaster from being perfectly correct. Strike
at the weakest point; strike fast.

He strode forward, yanked up Skink’ s head by the hair, and bought his attention with, if not afence post
between the ears, his harshest company-captain’ svoice. “Look a me.” Skink stared up, hisbreath
catching in mid-snivel. Dag demanded, “What are you realy doing here?’

“Boat bandits!” babbled Skink. “We' re supposed to check the down-bound boats, and if they’ re any
good, bring "em in to Crane and the boys for the plucking. Oh, gods!”

“What?" cried Berry. “Alder, what?” She whedled to stare in horror not at Skink, but at her betrothed.
“The man’sin adrunken ddirium!”

“Theman,” said Chicory thoughtfully, “reminds me awhole bunch of those fellerswe used to pick off the
edge of the blight bogle’ s camp.”

Dag just barely kept himsdlf from saying, It'srelated. Not a parald he wished to draw attention to. He
compromised on, “Maybe, but thisis human mischief, it sseems.” Heyanked Skink’shair again, refusing
to let him retreat into breathless weeping. “How many bandits, where?’

“Thirty. Forty. And Crane, dways him.”
“Where?'

“Cave, there sthis cave up around the Elbow. Thirteen river miles around the loop, but just three across
the neck. Givestime to scout out the boats and prepare, see...”

He' s spouting good, now. Keep up the pressure. “Was there ever amalice in the cave?’
“What?’
“A blight bogle”

Skink shook his head. “Ain’'t no blight bogles around here. Just Crane, that’ s bad enough. And them
Drum brothers. Before the Drums come, Alder was Crane' s right-hand man, but he likes them better
now, and even Alder’ s not crazy enough to be jealous of them two Drums.”

Dag shook Skink again, leaning down on his shoulder asif Skink were aleather water-bag and Dag was
trying to squeeze out the last drops. “ So you lure in the boats with offers of piloting, and then what? Steal
their valuables? What do you do to the crews?’



“That wasn't how they got my boat. When | first come, the cave was Htill fixed up as Brewer’s Cavern
Tavern. Bring usin, get us drunk, set on uswhile we wasin astupor...except the ones Crane saved out
for hisgame...oh, the blood and pitifulness of it al!”

Very quietly, Bo and Barr had moved in on either side of Alder, Dag was glad to see. Berry had stepped
back, her face drained, cold, distant. Fawn gripped her bloodless hand, in support or restraint or both.

“What happens to the crews nowadays?’ Dag kept on.

“Kill’emintheir degp or from behind, if we can. Can’t let any run off to tell. Ride’em down if they run.
Crane can dwaysfind ’em. Burn the boats or hide them in the blocked channel back behind theidand.
Can't let any boats go down to be recognized, either. Brewer used to do that, but Craneis cannier.
Brewer invented the game, too, but Cranewon it intheend.”

“And the bodies?’

“Used to plant’em in the ravine, till Little Drum showed how you could dit their belliesand load *em with
rock, and snk ’em in theriver so’sthey don’t come up. Faster than buryin’. Oh, gods. See, them Drum
boysdon't dwayskill 'emfirg...”

Was this enough? Too much. Dag knew their urgent danger now, and surely decanting more grotesque
details—what was the game?—could wait till they were not in front of Fawn, Berry, Hawthorn, and
Hod. One more. “Who is Crane?’

“The Lakewaker. Our Lakewaker.”

Barr and Remo both took that inimmediately; Dag could tell by the way their grounds snapped shut like
mussels. A renegade? A madman? A maice s pawn? “Where did he come from?’ Dag pressed
rdentledy.

“Don’'t know. He was here already when | come dong. Oleana somewheres, | guess.”
“Did he gtart the gang?’

“No! Fellow named Brewer, | said.”

“Was Brewer alLakewaker?” Surely not, with that name.

“No, "course not! Before me—before Alder—Crane was just a passenger on a down-bound flatboat
that Brewer lured in to the Cavern Tavern. Somehow he talked Brewer out of killing him, and then he
was Brewer’ sright-hand man for atime, and then...no more Brewer. Just Crane.” Skink hesitated.
“Brewer, they say he just wanted to get filthy rich, but nobody can figure out what Crane wants.”

“He'sdone?’

“No, there’ sabout thirty or forty of us, depending.”

“I mean, no other Lakewakerswith him?’ Dag clarified.
“Oh. Yeah. Alonelikethat, | guess.”

“Whereis heright now, do you know?" Nowhere within amile, but amile seemed suddenly much too
short a distance between this madness and Spark.

Skink shook hishead. “ Cave, last | seen.” Alder seemed to cringe inward. Dag looked up and eyed him



in cold speculation.
Berry swallowed and said to Dag, “Ask him if they took...saw the Tripoint Stedl.”

“Them gtruttin’ keders?” Skink snorted. “ They was through here last week. Crane, he said to lielow and
just let them foolsfloat on by. Which they did.”

Dag met Berry’ seyes and read the message: No help there. But it set hismind to spinning. The Fetch's
complement was outnumbered by at least two to one, but other boats came behind in a steady stream.
Clever of the bandits to take only the richest and let most pass unmolested, but even so their crimes
could not go unmarked much longer. How much time did the Fetch have to prepare? Prepare what?

Some of the Raintree flatties had taken over the oars, or the Fetch would have drifted into a sand bar.
They were much closer now to that feeder creek with the good lookout just above it. Dag motioned to
Chicory and Bearbait. “Did you ever have the hunting of bandits up in Raintree?’

“Once,” Chicory admitted, scratching his head. “I1t was only a couple, not thirty or forty. Brought themin
aiveto betried before the village clerk, but we didn’t have to stay for the hangings. Not my favorite sort
of hunting, but it needed doin’.”

Dag said, “It seemsto need doing again. I’ ve helped take out bandit gangs a couple of times, plusthe big
onethat plagued Glassforge. Firgt trick is, you make sure you outnumber the targets. The Snapping
Turtleisnot too far behind us, and there may be other boats following soon. If we can get enough help
by nightfdl, areyou fdlowsin?’

Chicory glanced at Bearbait, who nodded. “Might aswell be.”

“If I could, I'd prefer to leave the farmersto the farmers. And the Lakewalker to the Lakewakers,” said
Dag. Barr and Remo both flinched at the word of their new task, but returned hisnod. “This Craneis
likely to be dangerousin waysyou can't fight.”

“That would suit me,” said Chicory dowly. “Aslong asthey’re dl brought to the same justice after.” His
gaze a Dag was hard and questioning.

“If he'sguilty of haf the horrors Skink suggests, that won't be a problem. Three' s been aquorum for
field jugtice before this”

Chicory gavethisavery provisond nod. “Well, if you want to make arabhbit stew, first you catch your
rabbit.”

“Aye” sad Dag.

After the Fetch tied up at the mouth of the feeder creek, Fawn watched anxioudy as Dag and most of the
rest of the men took their prisoners ashore for further questioning. They al returned in about
three-quarters of an hour, looking even grimmer, although neither Alder nor his shattered partner showed
sgnsof much new roughing-up. Bo closday supervised the chaining of Alder’s hands behind him, around
one of the sturdy posts holding up the Fetch’ s roof between the kitchen space and the stores. He advised
Dag, “I’d put agag in hisrotten mouth, too.”

Dag just shook his head, but he told Berry and Fawn, “Don't et those chainsloose for any reason. If he
hasto piss, turn your backs and have Hod hold abucket.” He held Berry’ seyes as he said this; she
nodded shortly. Then they all settled down to wait for reinforcements.



Whit sgnaled from the bluff fairly soon; he and Bo went out in the bandits' skiff to explain mattersto a
down-bound flatboat, which then rowed in to tie dongside the Fetch. Its nine able-bodied flatties were
shocked at the news, not to mention at their own narrow escape, and readily volunteered for the attempt
to burn out the river robbers.

The Snapping Turtle came into sight around noon, and Fawn saw Dag start to breathe alittle easier. Its
raucous crew pronounced themsalves dl in for the dirty job. The serious planning began then amongst the
cadre of leaders and bosses gathered on the shore: Wain and Saddler, Chicory and Bearbait, the new
flattie boss, and Dag. Wain, claiming to be the best brawler on the river bar none, wasinclined to assume
leadership. He called for aroundabout river attack, although it was plain Dag preferred Chicory tolead a
land strike up over the neck. When the blustering threatened to grow loud and prolonged, Dag took
Wain asde for abrief word. Fawn, watching from the Fetch’ sbow, was not a al sureit had been words
alonethat persuaded Wain to settle down, and she nibbled on her knucklesin worry as Dag |ooked
darker than ever. But the land ploy wasfinaly agreed upon.

The men spent the afternoon assembling or devising weapons. All had knives, and cudgels were readily
fashioned, but there were fewer spears and bows amongst them than Dag plainly would have preferred.
He set Whit with the bowmen.

“Does Whit haveto go?’ Fawn murmured to Dag in arare private moment snatched out on the Fetch’'s
back deck.

“He volunteered. It would be an insult to leave him with the boats. And I’ m short on archers.” He pushed
acurl of hair back from her brow. “At least bow-shot puts him farther from the rough and tumble.”

“There sapoint,” she conceded.
“And...I"d rather not leave him with Alder.”
Her gaze flew up. “Dag! No matter how heartbroke heisfor Berry, Whit's not an assassin!”

“No, but Alder has astwisted atongue as |’ ve ever encountered. If hetalks Berry into...anything,

there’ s as much danger of Whit being persuaded to some foolishness out of misplaced nobility asthereis
of hisgoing to the other extreme. I’ m as happy to remove him from the dilemmadtogether.” He
hesitated. “We re dl going to have to turn hangmen come morning, you know, if thisgoes asit should.
Berry’ll need dl the support you can give her through that.”

“Does Alder haveto hang? | mean, he was beguiled by this Lakewaker Crane, wasn't he? Is he guilty, if
he did what he did under compulsion? s Skink? Isn't that going to be ared problem to figure out,
come...comemorning?’

Dag was slent for along time, staring out acrosstheriver. “1I’m not planning to bring it up if the others
don't. Please don’'t you, ether. They'redl guilty enough.”

“Dag...” shesad reproachfully.

“I know! I know.” He sighed. “No matter what, first we have to capture the bandits. We need to get
through that with asingle mind. Argue after, when it ssafe to.”

Her lipstwisted in doubt.

He held her, bent hisface to her hair, and murmured into it, “1 thought when | quit the patrol this sort of
work would al be behind me, and | could turn my whole heart and ground to fixing folksinstead of killing
them.” And even lower-voiced: “And oncel’d fixed as many as|’d ever killed, I'd be square. And then



dtart to get ahead.”
“Doesit work like that?’
“I don’t know, Spark. I’'m just hoping.”

She gave him ahug for support and turned her face up. “Can’t you at least unbeguile Alder, before you
boys go off tonight?1t'll be horrible for Berry to watch him fall to pieces like that Skink fellow, but at
least he mightn't be so dangerous.”

“I can’'t unbeguile Alder.”

“Why not?Y ou did the other. It' s not like ground-gifting, isit, where you can only give so much before
you collapse yoursdf? Or isit like that piece of pie, too much a once?’

“No,” hesaidin dow reluctance. “I can’t unbeguile Alder because he’ s not beguiled in thefirst place.”

A dlence. “Oh,” said Fawn at last. Oh, gods. Poor Berry... * Just when were you planning to mention
thisto her?’

“I don’'t know. | have way too much tumbling through my head right now to trust my judgment on that.
Get the bandits, first. And their leader Crane epecidly. | know that much. It may well be the only thing
intheworld I know for sure, right thisminute.”

It seemed old-patroller thinking to her: Get the malicefirst. Everything else after. She didn’t think hewas
wrong. But after was starting to loom in aworrisome way. She settled on reaching up to give a heartening
shaketo his shoulders and say, “ Y ou get those bandits good, then.”

He gifted her back agrateful smile and ajerky nod.

In the afternoon, another flatboat arrived, but it proved to hold afamily. The papaand the el dest son
volunteered, aong with two boat hands, to the dismay and fright of the mamawho was left with four
youngsters and agrandpa. No one expected arrivas after nightfall, when most sensible boatstied to the
banks, but at the last glimmering of dusk one more keelboat came, dmost dipping past in the shadows.
Its crew of tough-looking Silver Shoas men, when the awful litany of deceit, murders, and boat-burnings
was recited yet again, made no bones about joining up. Then there was nothing to do but feed folks, talk
over plansin more detail, and keep the men quiet and sober till midnight.

Therewas little work to getting Dag’ swar kit ready, as he planned to be gone for mere hours, not
weeks. Fawn had thought they were done with these partings in the dark when he’ d quit the patrol; the
returning memories unnerved her. But the crowd of river men assembled on the bank was encouraging in
its numbers and bristle. Dag had set Barr and Remo and some of the Raintree hunters out ahead as
scouts. The rest tramped away over the hill by the light of afew lanterns, doubtless noisier than a
company of stedthy Lakewaker patrollers, but with determination enough.

Sleep was out of the question. Fawn and Berry turned to assembling on the kitchen table what bandages
and medicines the Fetch offered, in readiness for the men’ sreturn—at dawn, Dag had guessed. Fawn
hoped there would be no need to break out any of Berry’s stock of Tripoint shovelsfor burial duty, at
least not of folkson their sde. 1t was likely much too optimistic ahope, but she had to fight the bleak chill
of this night somehow. With nearly everyone gone off, the row of boatstied aong the bank of the feeder
creek seemed much too quiet.

Hawthorn had disappeared up amongst the nearby trees for awhile, most likely to cry himself out in
privacy. When he returned, he lay down in hisbunk with his back to the room. As his handsloosened in



deep deep, the kit escaped his grip and went to hide in the stores. Bo went out to take awak up and
down the row of boats and talk with the few other men, some older like himself, one with abroken arm,
left to watch over them. Hod, detailed as Bo' s supporter aswell as boat guard, tagged along.

Alder’s head came up from an uncomfortable doze. He didn't look crisp and handsome anymore, sitting
on astool with hisback to his hitching pogt, just strained and exhausted. Fawn wondered if he' d often
been sent out on decoy duty because his clean looks and glib tongue reassured folks. His eyes shifted in
the lantern light, afurtive gleam, then focused on Berry.

“I couldn’t escape,” he said. “Y ou don’'t know what Crane does to deserters.”

Berry stared across at him from her place at the table, but said nothing. Fawn ceased fiddling usdesdy
with her sewing kit and wondering if shewould have to sew up live skin and flesh with it, and turned in
her chair to watch them both. “ Just what does this Crane do to deserters?’ she asked at last, when Berry
didn't.

“He sclever, horrible clever. One or two he' skilled outright in arguments, but mosdtly, if afdlow or a
couple of fellows demand to leave his gang, he pretendsto et them. Helets’ em load up with their pick
of goods, their share, the lightest and most valuable, then trails after ’em in secret. Y ou can't get awvay
from his groundsense. Ambushes’em, kills’ em, hides the goods for himsalf. Nobody back at camp even
knows. You can't get out dive.”

It seemed almost inadvertent justice to Fawn. With afew hitches. She glanced up, wondering if Berry
spotted them, too. “If it’s so secret, how do you know?’ Cause it seemsto me Crane wouldn’t be doing
al thisambushin’ and buryin’ by himsdf.”

Alder shot her aglance of didike.

“How comethere sany banditsleft?” Fawn went on. “Or isthat Crane' s plan, to be the last one l€eft at
theend?’

“Men drift in. Like the Drum brothers. Sometimes he recruits from captives. Like Skink.”

And like Alder? Fawn wondered if she wanted to ask how in front of Berry. Maybe not. She suspected
Bo aready knew, from thet earlier interrogation that had left the men al so grim. And therewould likely
be other witnesses taken diveto tell the tale tomorrow.

“I tried to save you,” Alder went on, looking longingly at Berry. “Out there today, | tried everything |
could think of to get you to go on. | dwaystried to save asmany as| could, when | was put on catching
duty. Boats with families, women or children, | waved them on.”

Likely they were dso the poorer boats, Fawn suspected. “Bed boats?’ she inquired.
Alder flinched. “We never got any of those,” he mumbled. Berry’ s gaze flicked up.

If Cranewas as clever and evil as Alder said, more likely helet thewomeninto ply their trade, loaded
them up with presents, and disposed of them on their exit just like his deserters. Or else word of the
lucrative Cavern Tavern would have trickled out in at least some channels before this, and Berry had not
overlooked the bed boatsin her inquiries. But it was undoubtedly true that Alder had tried frantically to
convince Berry to go on.

Hisvoice grew lower, more desperately persuasive. “But we could get away now, you and me. When |
saw you, it waslike | woke up from ayearlong nightmare. | was so afraid for you—I would never have
let Crane have you. | never imagined you' d rescue me. But see, | know where some of Cran€' s caches



are. If we dipped away now, tonight, while the others are busy, we could both go back to Clearcreek
rich and never have to go on the river no more. | never want to seetheriver again; it's been the ruination
of me. We could wipe dl thisout like abad dream and start over.”

“Isthat what you was plannin’ to bring back to me?” said Berry in a scraped voice, staring down at her
clenched hands. “Bags of coin soaked in murdered folks' blood?”

Alder shook his head. “ Crane owes you death payment for the Rose at least, | figure.”
“Why, if it sasnk inastorm?’ Fawn inquired, lifting her eyebrows. Hisreturn glare was nearly lethal.

Alder recovered himsalf and went on. “It'sdl that Lakewaker sorcerer’ sfault. He messes with folks
minds, putsthem in thral to him. Destroys good men—delightsinit. Y ou saw Skink. Hewasjust an
ordinary boatman, not a speck different from your papa’ s hands on the Rose, before Crane caught him
and turned him. That’swhy | could never get away. Gods, | hate Crane!”

That last had the ring of truth. Berry looked up at him, and for amoment, Fawn thought she saw her
hard-pressed resolution waver, if that wasn't just the water in her reddened eyes.

“If Crane beguiled you,” said Fawn, “then you're till beguiled right now, and it isn't safeto let you go,
because you' d just run right back to him. Y ou couldn’t help it, see, just like you couldn’'t help the other.”

Alder’ slips began to move, then stopped in confusion. Did he see the dilemma he’ d backed himsdlf into?

Berry spoke at last. “” Courseif you ain’t beguiled, it’s hard to see how it was you couldn’t get away
before this. Seems to me aman who just wanted to escape, and didn’t care about no treasure, could’ ve
svum out in the night and set himsalf on abit of wrack and floated awvay most anytime this past summer.
Cometo the first camp or hamlet past the Wrist in about a day and gone ashore for help, and gave
warning what nasty things was hiding up in the Elbow. And thiswould al have been over long before
now. If you wasn't beguiled. So whichisit, Alder? Make up your mind.”

Alder’ smouth opened and shut. Hefindly settled on, “ That Lakewaker. He s sorcelled medl up. |
can't hardly think, these days.”

“Then | daren’t let you loose, huh?’ said Berry, and rose to her feet. “Come on, Fawn. Theré sain't no
deeping in here. Let’sgo set to theroof. Theair’ s cleaner up there, | expect.”

“I expectitis,” said Fawn, and followed her out the back hatch into the chill dark.

The night sky was clear and starry over theriver vdley. A half-moon was rising above the eastern shore.
They sat cross-legged on the roof, looking around at the black bulk of the bluff, the few dim lights leaking
from the boat windows down the row. The creek water gurgled in the ftillness, giving itsdlf to the Grace.
Fawn heard no shouts or cries of commencing battle, but from three miles away on the other side of a
hill, shedidn’t expect to.

“Alder wasagood man al hislife, upin Clearcreek,” said Berry at last.
Fawn said nothing.
“Theriver redly did ruin him.”

Fawn offered, “Maybe he just never met such hard temptations, before.” And after alittle, “ Spare me
from ever doing 0.”



“Aye” bresthed Berry. No insect songs enlivened the frosty night; their breeth made faint fogsin the
garlight. Shesaid at lagt, “ So, is Alder beguiled or not? Did Dag say?’

Fawn swalowed. It wasn't asif there would ever be a better time or placeto tell Berry thetruth. “He
sad not.”

A longinhaation. “1 sort of redlized it must be that way, after awhile. Or Dag would' ve released him
aong with Skink.” Cold haze trickled from her lips. “1 can’t think which way isworse. Ain't neither is
better.”

“No,” agreed Fawn.
“| don’t see no good way ouit of this.”
“No,” agreed Fawn.

They huddled together in slence for along time, waiting for light or word, but the cold drove them inside
before either came.

20

Dag braced one knee on afalen log, checked the sesting of hisbow in hiswrist cuff, and locked the
clamp. He opened himsdlf for another quick cast around, cursing, not for thefirst time, his

ground-sense’ sinability to penetrate more than ahand’ s breadth into solid rock. Barr and two of
Chicory’ s bowmen had reached their position on the opposite side of the cave mouth. Remo and another
Raintree hunter were cregping up on the opening in the cave roof, through which atrickle of wood
smoke, stedl-gray in the light from the rising half-moon, made its escape. It would be Remo’sjob to see
that nothing else escaped by that route. Lastly, Dag checked on Whit, clutching his own bow at Dag's
side. Whit’ sface, striped by the shadows from the bare tree branches, was nearly as pale and stony as
the moon, entirdly drained of dl hiswearing humor. The effect was not as much of an improvement as
Dag would have thought.

He choked back anger, not only at the cruelty of the bandits, but at finding them here, now, inthe middle
of thejourney he' d intended as Fawn' s belated wedding gift. She’ d been terrorized once by the bandits
at Glassforge, and he' d sworn that no such horror would touch her again. Granted, she hadn’t seemed
terrified tonight, just tense and resolute. He would keep the ugliness well away from her thistime, if he
could. Hetried not to think about the fact that her monthly fertile days were starting up, alovely sparkle
in her ground, normally the signdl for them to switch to subtler Lakewaker bed customs. Far from
bandits of any sort. Don’t dwell on that threet, old patroller, you'll just make yourself crazy. Crazier. But
he was determined that none should escape this cave trap to trouble her, or Berry, or anyone else. He bit
hislip in frustration, unable to make a count of targets through the shielding rock walls.

Wonder of wonders, the two trampling gangs of boatmen, one led around the upstream side by Chicory,
the other around the downstream side by Boss Wain, nearly joined again by the entrance to the cave
before the guard there woke from his drunken stupor and yelled darm. Too late, thought Dagin
satisfaction. His groundsense flexed open and shut, wavering between picking up events and blocking the
flares of thetargets injuries. All hisfooling around with medicine making seemed to have left him much
more sengtive to such. .. he cringed, taking in the Szzle of aknife cut, the explosive flash of athump with
acudgd, il searching for histrue target.

Wherewasthis Crane, blight it? They must have caught the Lakewaker |eader adeep insde, just as Dag
had hoped, or else the boatmen would never have crept this close before being spotted. Because none of



the Fetch’ s Lakewal kers had bumped grounds with him outside, not withinamile.

Cries, crashes, and screams sounded from the cave mouth, borne outward in the orange flickering from
torch fireand wildly wavering lantern light. A bandit trying to lift himsdlf out the smoke hole was knocked
back in by Remo’s partner, like a man hammering down a peg. Remo followed, disappearing from both
view and groundsense. Good, Dag had at least one scout inside to help the rivermen dedl with the
renegade. He ruthlesdy stifled worry for Remo’ sinexperience as agroup of five bellowing bandits
clumped together and fought their way out the cave mouth past Wain's men, bresking and running
toward Dag and Whit.

“See’em?’ said Dag, raising hisbow and drawing hard.

“Yep,” said Whit through dry lips, and mimicked him. Both stedl-tipped arrows flew together; both found
targets.

“Great shot!” said Dag. Beginner’ s luck, morelikely. Dag' s second arrow was on its way before Whit's
shaking hands could nock hisnext. It wasn't adisabling hit, lodging in the bandit’ s thigh; the man was not
felled but only dowed. This bunch must redize how little mercy they could expect from their boatmen
prey-turned-hunters. The three still on their feet turned back and began running, or limping, the other
way, around the cave mouth and up onto Barr’ s position. None made it past.

Dag waited afew more minutes, but no more fugitives broke free. Archers' task accomplished, he eased
forward and led Whit down the dope, more anxious now to reach the cave than to keep Whit away from
it. One of ther victimslay dead, an arrow through his eye. The other whimpered and shuddered in the
fallen leaves, clutching a shaft that was |odged deep in hisgui.

“ Should we—?" Whit began uncertainly.

“Leave him for now. Hewon't be running off,” murmured Dag. He would worry about men dueto be
hanged in the morning only after he had tended to the injured on their own side. If there wastime or any
of himsdlf |eft over for thetask.

“But I—which onedid | hit?” Whit stared back over his shoulder.
“Yourswasthat brain-shot. Clean, very quick.”
“Oh.”

Whit’ s expression tegtered between triumph and revulsion, and Dag redlized it wasn't just Barr and
Remo he ought to meet with when thiswas all over, to check for damage due to leaks from targets. And
who will check my ground? Never mind, first thingsfirst. Regling, disarmed bandits were dready being
passed out through a gauntlet of boatmen and tied to trees. Dag trusted the rivermen knew their knots.

Theinsde of the cave was arrested chaos. Benches and crates lay knocked over, bedrolls kicked
around. Goods of al kinds were strewn across the floor, including an inordinate number of bottlesand
jugs, broken and whole. The cave seemed to be composed of two chambers, one behind the other, each
about twenty feet high and forty across. The fire beneath the smoke hole spouted up around a broken
keg, emitting aglaring light. Burning oil from abroken lantern spread and sputtered, but aready a
boatman was stamping it out. Some men lay groaning on the ground, others were being tied up; there
seemed to be at least two boatmen standing for every live bandit left—good. Dag winced, trying to hold
his groundsense open long enough to get an accurate head-count. He still couldn’t find the Lakewal ker
leader. Was Crane ground-velled and hidden amongst the others? No. .. Remo was upright and
uninjured, though, better Still.



Bearbait sprang up at his elbow and grabbed him by the arm; Dag controlled areflexive strike at him.
“Lakewaker, quick! You haveto help!”

Hejerked Dag toward the cave wdl, alittle out of the way of the noisy mob. Two boatmen lay there on
hadtily tossed-down blankets. A kneeling friend held his hands frantically to the neck of one of them;
blood spurted between histight fingers. The other was Chicory, lying stunned, breething irregularly, his
facethe color of cold lard. Oh, no! Dag let his groundsense lick out. The Raintree hunter had taken a
cudgd blow on the left sde of hisskull, fracturing it just above the ear. Bad. ..

Bearbait wet hislipsand said, “He d took on two with his spear, see, when athird one got him from
behind. | wasn't quick enough...”

The one with the cut to the neck was now or never. Dag dropped to his knees, unlocked and tossed his
bow aside, and let hishands red and ghostly dide over those of the frightened friend, one of the Silver
Shodsfdlows. “Don’'t move,” he murmured. “ Keep holding tight, just like that.” The man gulped and

obeyed.

Thejugular vein was only nicked, not diced in two; this might not be impossible... The uproar of the cave
faded from Dag’ s senses as he descended, down and in. Felt with his ground projection, caught up the
cut edges of the big vessdl, and mated them one to another once more. A shaped ground reinforcement,
not large, but dense and tight....would it hold againgt internd pressure, externd jostling? Had the pallid
young man aready spent too much blood to recover? The soil beneath Dag' s knees was soaked in red,
sticky and caking. He drew breath and backed out, evading groundlock, staring around in disorientation
at thedire scenein the cave, unholy noises, men’ s shadows legping in the wavering torchlight.

Dag shook his head and swallowed, chilled and shaking. “Y ou can let up now,” hetold the
bloody-handed friend, removing his own hand and wrist cuff from above. * Get blankets around him, get
him warmed up any way you can. But don’t bump him, or that big vein will bust open again. That surface
cut needs gtitches, if you have anyone with ared light hand to do it. Not right away, but in abit.” The
jagged, ugly gash acrossthe victim' s neck still gaped, but blood only oozed now, instead of flowing like
someterrible spring. “Don’t try to move him yet.” Later, the Shoaslad would need as much drink as
they could get into him, but he daren’t be made to swalow while still out cold. Choking could kill him.

Dag tried to remember what he’ d been doing. Medicine making and captaining didn’t mix well, it
seemed; each took al of aman’sattention. Chicory, yes, oh gods. He didn’t want to lose Chicory, and
not just for his affable humor. He was exactly the sort of natura |eader who could go home and make a
differencein hisvillage, and amongst awidespread array of friends, if he could be convinced to see things
Dag'sway. If helives.

Dag lurched haf up and over to Chicory’ s side, and knelt again. Watched closely by the fearful Bearbait,
he cradled the hunter’ s head in his spread fingers. The skull was cracked in spider-web-like rings around
the blow, pushed inward, but no sharp shards had pierced the brain beneath. But atop that strange thin
skin that overlay brainsin the smooth goblets of their skulls, a pocket of blood was collecting, actudly
pushing the skull dent out again. But also pressing into the ddlicate tissue beneath, likeagrinding fist. I'm
pretty surethat’ s not good. A real medicine maker or afarmer bonesetter might drill into the skull to let
the bad blood out. At any rate, he was sure he' d seen such drills amongst Hoharie stools. Dag's
medicine kit included afine knife, tweezers, needles and threads of gut and cotton, fluid to clean wounds,
bandages, herbs, and powders. No drills. Do | redly need one?

Dag recentered himself and ground-ripped a pea-sized hole in skin and bone. A spurt of blood trickled
out, making adippery messof Chicory’sblack hair, seeping through Dag’ sfingers. Asthe pressurein the
bulging pocket lessened, he found the bleeding inside starting up again. Not good. Groundlock, you're



risking groundlock... He drew back out, still holding Chicory’ s head in his spread hand, and |ooked
around woozily.

A few paces away, a man with aknife wound to his gut choked out hislast breath and died. Bandit, Dag
hoped, athough he was blighted if he could tell the difference between bandits and boatmen from this
confused vantage.

“Lakewdker...?’ said Bearbait.

Dag shook hishead. “ Skull’ s busted, but you knew that. It'stoo soon to say if he hasachance” He
surreptitioudy dropped another genera ground reinforcement into the brain flesh around the blow, and
blinked at hisown dizziness. A big figure trod past; Dag cdled, “Wain!”

The boat bosswheded around. “ There you are!” He thrust out a suspicious chin. “What are you doing?’

“Bestas| can,” said Dag wearily. “I can't leave off here just yet. Y ou find that Crane by now? If he' snot
here, find out where he’ sgone, and if there are any more bandits missing with him. Get exact numbers,
get names. Don't let them hold out on you.” Wain had wanted undisputed leadership of the
boatmen—~but to his credit, not at such acost to hisriva Chicory. The boat boss chewed hislip briefly
but decided not to argue; he cast Dag a curt nod and moved off, bellowing for hislieutenant, Saddler. If
Dag wanted questions answered, Wain was the man for the job, he was pretty sure. Most of the captives
would be surly and hopeless, tight-lipped, but amongst a group thislarge, there were bound to be afew
babblers. Beguiled or not.

Skink and Alder, blight them, had both claimed Crane was at the cave, and Dag would have sworn
neither had been lying by that time. But they had been camped on their lookout for more than aday. Dag
had seen good-once-but-too-old-now information devastate plans before this. Blight.

Thelittle hole in Chicory’ s skull was clotting off. With his ground projection, Dag teased the clot out,
letting the blood keep trickling. Wasthis right? When would it stop? He wanted to go back into find the
source of theflow and pinch it off, but didn’t dare yet. One more of these deep ground-explorations, and
he wasn't sure he' d be able to get up and walk, after. Let aonefight. Thisfight did not seem finished.

Whit had been drawn off to help the Raintree men secure prisoners. He returned to Dag' sside and
draped ablanket around his shoulders. Dag smiled up gratefully. Whit stared wide-eyed at the
gray-faced Chicory. “Ishegoing to die?’

“Can’'t say yet. Can you find me Remo or Barr? Where the blight have those two gone off to?’
“Back of the cave, | think. I'll go check.”
“Thanks”

Whit nodded and picked hisway through the rubble. Dag thought his young tent-brother was holding up
well, thrugt into scenes of such letha brutdity for thefirst timein hislife. Hewouldn't have sent Whit to
assst Wain, though. Dag grimaced at the ugly thumps and yells from the interrogation going on over a
thefar sde of the cave, cutting through the moans and groans.

Whit brought Barr and Remo back in afew minutes. The pair looked black indeed, and not only from
their first experience with putting down farmer bandits.

Remo held up asharing knife. “Look what we found back there.”
“Y egh, theré sacache piled to the calling,” Whit put in, sounding amazed. “ All the most vauable Stuff, |



guess”
Dag squinted. The knife was unprimed. “Could it be Crane' s7’

“I found it in amongst what has to be awhole narrow-boatload of furs,” Remo said. “Lookslike Crane's
crew didn’t dwaysavoid Lakewdkers.”

Dag carefully set Chicory’s head between his knees and raised his blood-soaked hand to take the knife.
Remo recoiled to see Dag' s deeve wet with darkening red, but he reluctantly released the knife to the
gory grip. Dag held it to hislips. Unprimed, yes. And with apeculiar stilinessin its embedded involution.

“Whoever thisknife was bonded to is dead now.” So, probably not Crane' s, though Dag supposed he
could hope.

Barr, sartled, said, “Y ou can tdl that?’

“My brother isaknife maker,” Dag said vagudly; the two patrollers’ browsrosein respect. “Keep this
asde.” He handed it back.

Remo dipped the bone blade back into its sheath and hung the thong around his neck. Ashehid it al
ingde hisshirt, hisvoice hushed in outrage. “ They must’ ve murdered a L akewa ker without even letting
him sharel”

Or her. Dag didn’'t want to think on that. There would have been women amongst the boat victimsfrom
timeto time, but there weren’t any around now. Can't let any run off to tell, Skink had claimed. Should
Dag hope that they’ d died quickly, and were his hopes worth spit?

Chicory’ sdrainage was clotting off again, blight it, the pressure in the blood pocket growing once more.
“Didyou find any sgn at dl of Crane?’ Or of those mad Drum brothers who seemed to have become his
principd lieutenants, Dag definitely wanted to |ocate them—dead, dive, or prisoners.

Barr shook his head. “Not within haf amile of here, anyway.”

“We haveto find him. Take him.” And not only for his monstrous crimes. If the Lakewalker leader was
not tried with the rest, perfunctory as Dag suspected the triad was going to be, the boatmen would aways
suspect the patrollers had colluded in his escape. “Blight it, what’ staking Wain so long.... 7’

Asif in answer, Saddler crunched across the cave to stare down at Dag, shake his head in worry at
Chicory, and report that al the bandits were accounted for but five. Two, it seemed, had |€ft the night
before last, cashing out their stakes and quitting the gang permanently, unable to somach the Drum
brothers grotesque cruelties any longer. Crane and histwo lieutenants had |eft separately early the next
morning, some hours before Alder had flagged down the Fetch. 1t had been a chance to the boatmen’'s
benefit, it seemed, because the bandit crew, bereft of their leader’ s supervision, had broached some kegs
Crane had been saving, and had been alot drunker than usud this night.

So, up to five bandits still loose out there, including the worst of the bunch. Have we left enough mento
guard the boats? Dag suddenly didn’t think so. But he dared not move histwo charges yet, and besides,
there would be no paint jostling them up over the hill in litters when the boats had to come downriver
anyway. The convoy could float around the Elbow in the morning and tie up below the cave, carrying
them smoothly. But | can’t wait that long.

Dag wet hislips. “Anyone on our Sdekilled?’

Saddler looked dubioudy at Dag’ stwo patients. “Not yet, seems. Nine of the bandits are goners.



Twenty-one here |eft to hang, though there’ s one that might not livefor it.”

Dag stared in frustration at Chicory’ s drained face. He must bring the Raintree man to a point where he
could beleft for awnhile, because Dag had to start moving after Crane. But in what direction? Haring off
the wrong way would be worse than usdless. He did know he wanted Copperhead under him to speed
the search. Barr and Remo might be mounted on a couple of the bandits horses—they’ d found adozen
or S0 hobbled not far from the cave.

“Saddler, go back and seeif you can find out anything at al about which way those five fellows might
have gone. Barr, take aturn around the perimeter again—they might be coming back, and we want to
spot them before they spot us. Remo. .. stay with me. | need you.”

Whit, unassigned, tagged off after Saddler. Remo knelt beside Dag.
“What do you want meto do?’ he asked quietly.

“Break meout if | appear to groundlock myself. | need to do some deeper groundwork inside Chicory’s
poor bashed head, here.”

Remo nodded gravely. Trugtingly. Absent gods, did Dag look like he knew what he was doing? Surely
Remo should know better by now. Dag sighed and dropped down into that increasingly easy, ever more
familiar level of ground-awareness.

Theinner world expanded to fill his horizon, as vast and complex alandscape as the Luthlian woods. No
wonder that, once afdlow had done this, any other sort of making seemed trivial and dull. A caling,
indeed. But his eation was short-lived. These injuries were subtler by far than Hod' s knee, the
groundscape deeper and much stranger. Far beyond Dag’ s understanding.

| don’t have to understand everything. The body iswiser than I’ll ever be, and will hedl itsdlf if it can. Let
him just start with the obvious, mend the biggest broken vessels. He' d done that before. Maybe that
would be enough. It had better be enough.

He continued the inner exploration. This end went with that one, ah. A little shaped reinforcement would
hold them together. For atime. Another, another, another. Ah! That torn artery was the main source of
thetrouble, yes! Dag brought it back into aignment, reinforced it doubly. And then blood was leaking
into the pocket more dowly than it wasleaking out, and then it was hardly refilling a dl. Thistime, when
the bulge deflated, it stayed shrunken. Another push to position the shell-cracked bone. The squashed
brain tissue expanded back into its proper place, till throbbing. Another ground reinforcement quelled its
digtress...

In his exacerbated sengtivity, Remo’slittle ground-bump felt like ablow to the sde of Dag’'shead. He
gasped and fdll, disoriented, upward into the light.

“Areyou dl right?” asked Remo.
Dag gulped and nodded, blinking and squinting. “ Thanks. That wastimely.”
“Seemed to me you’ d been in that trance for an awful long stretch.”

Had he? It had seemed like mere minutesto Dag. Whit appeared at his side; he handed Dag a cup of
something, and Dag, unsuspecting, drank and nearly choked. It was nasty, sickly swest, but it burned
down histhroat in a heartening way. Some sort of horrible fruit brandy, he decided, from the bandits
stores. His stomach, after a doubtful moment, elected not to heave.



Dag had done al he could think of for the skull fracture, for now. They wereinto the wait and see what
happens part. He set Chicory’ s head down gently, cradling it in afolded blanket, and clambered to his
feet. His stiffened joints moved like chalk scraping over adate. Bearbait reappeared—when had he gone
off 2—and earnestly took in Dag' s brief ingtructions about keeping hisleader warm and lying till till Dag
got back. For once, Dag had no objection when Remo grabbed hisarm to steady him on hisfeet.
Weirdly, thetiny ground-rip he' d taken from Chicory seemed to be giving him aspurt of strength, even
as Whit' svileliquor quickened the blood in hisveins. He suspected hel d have cause to regret both later,
but now...

“Whit, give me another drink of that skunk syrup. Barr, where sBarr...?’
“Here, ar.”

“Find anything outsde?’ Dag lifted the cup again and Spped with an effort. The fumesdid clear his
Snuses.

Barr shook hishead. “Not yet.”
“Any other word which way our missing banditsal went?’

“Thefirst two had evidently talked about heading back toward the Beargrass,” reported Whit. “Nobody
knows about Crane and the Drums.”

They need not have al gone the same way. Only the latter trio redly concerned Dag, so that northerly
hint was not too useful. It occurred to Dag suddenly that Alder had been Crane' s lieutenant before the
Drums, and might possess clues that were beyond the rest of the bandits. Which gave Dag an excellent
excuse to ease his heart and go back to the boatsfirst, even better than his need for his horse. Alder
hadn’t been very forthcoming before, but he could be made to be, Dag decided grimly. One way or
another.

Supported by Remo, Barr, and Whit, Dag stumbled out of the reeking cave into chilly predawn dew. The
sky had astedly cat, the stars fading, the half-moon turning sallow overhead. He could find hisway
through the foggy woods with his eyes done, now. He sent Barr and Remo off to pick out mountsfor
themsdves from the bandits string, then made hisway back up the hill behind the cave. His stride
lengthened despite his exhaustion, so that Whit was pressed to keep up.

Fawn had lain down fully dressed in her lonely bed nook, despairing of deep, but she must have dozed
off, because she woke dry-mouthed and grainy-eyed. Grayness in the shadows hinted of dawn. A tall
shape eased past, dipping through the stores—Dag, back? Her relief was so grest that she relaxed again,
amogt |etting her exhaustion draw her once moreinto precious deep. But no, she had to hear histae.
She lay amoment more, listening to faint clinks from the kitchen. Muttering. The scrape of the rings of
Berry’ s bunk curtain being pushed back, the red flare of someone turning up the oil lantern burning low
on thetable. Berry’ s voice, sudden and shocked: “What—!”

Fawn's eyesflew fully open, and she started up in bed. Thumps, bangs, crashes, awrenching
groan—Bo?—ayep from Hawthorn, Alder’ scry: “Don’t hurt her!”

A drangevoice, curt and crud: “No? How about this one?’

Fawn swung upright, uncertain which way to run. She darted toward the kitchen a pace or two, craning
her neck, and skidded to a halt. Alder was|oose, swinging around and onto hisfeet with his chains ill



dangling from hiswrigts. She saw the back of atall man—aLakewalker patroller, by his clothes and the
dark braid down his back—but it wasn't Remo. Bo had falen to his knees, clutching his ssomach with
reddened hands, and Hod crouched with him, white-faced and frozen with fear. The tall man, she saw,
held the squirming Hawthorn tight to his chest. A knife blade gleamed in his other hand.

“Don’'t move, Berry, he'll do it to Hawthorn same asto Bo!” cried Alder desperately. “He never bluffsl”
Fawn turned and sprinted.

She banged through the front hatch, sped past the animal pens, and thumped across the gangplank,
drawing breath for a scream to wake the whole row of boats. A huge shapein the clinging mist lunged a
her, smacking her so hard in her gut that she was thrown backward, and her scream sputtered out
half-voiced. She wrenched and bucked violently as the man-mountain pulled her off her feet and whipped
her through the air. One sweaty hand grabbed her face, spanning it nearly from ear to ear; the other
clamped her shoulder. The grip tightened like avise, and she redlized he was about to snap her neck.
Abruptly, shewent limp.

A gruff voice growled, “Huh. That's better.” Her captor felt down her body as he repositioned her. “Ah,
agirlie! MaybeI'll saveyou for Little Drum.” He strode forward, holding her haf by her head, haf under
hisarm, like awet cat carried by its scruff. Over the gangplank and past Copperhead, who laid hisears
back and snaked his neck but, das, didn’'t whinny or squedl.

Dag, Dag, Dag, help me! If hewaswithin amile, he must sensetheterror in her ground. And if heisn't,
he won'’t. She struggled for air againgt the pressing, stinking hand, thought of biting, thought better of it.
Thelight of the lantern seeped around her blocked vision, then she was twisted upright and set on her
feet, both hands held easily behind her back by just one of the big man’'s paws. She managed one sharp
inhalation before the other paw clamped over her mouth once more. The back of her head was jammed
againgt awarm chest—barely winded, to judge by its steady rise and fall. She peered down over her
nose a alog-like arm in afrayed deeve stained brown and red-brown, reeking of sweat and blood.

Berry, Hod, and Bo had al been forced to knedl around the post that had lately held Alder, who was
securing their wrists one to another with alength of line. He had to jerk Bo's hand away from his
stomach. Blood soaked the front of the old man’ s shirt. His face had gone gray, looking worse than any
hangover Fawn had ever seen on him, and he squinted asif in bewilderment, panting for ar. Berry’'s
terrified glance jerked back and forth between him and Hawthorn, still held tight by the stranger.

The man turned haf-around. He had black brows and a craggy face shadowed with beard stubble, and
his eyes gleamed darkly. Fawn wondered if they would be adifferent color in daylight, like Dag’s. “ So
what’ sthis?” heinquired, nodding a Fawn.

“Twogirlies” said the man-mountain. “One for me and onefor Little Drum, | figure.” He grinned,
gap-toothed and sour-breathed.

The Lakewdker said wearily, “Haven’t you two had enough fun for one night?’

“Not the yellow-haired one!” said Alder urgently. He hesitated. “ They can plit the other if they want,
sure.” He added after amoment, “ She claimsto be married to one of the Lakewalkers we surprised on
thisboat, but she' sredly just afarmer.”

The black stare narrowed on Fawn. What the man was thinking she could not guess. “ Seemsto methey
surprised you, Alder,” he drawled after amoment. “What happened here?’

“It was Skink’ sfault,” said Alder, till knotting line. “We went up to check out thisboat like usua, but the



Lakewalkerswere dl ingde and we didn’t spot " em, except for the odd onethat didn’t look like a
Lakewalker, see. They got the drop on us. The odd one, he did something, some groundwork, and
Skink began spewing like awaterspout. Told them everything about the cave, everything.”

Alder wasn't telling everything, Fawn redlized; he' d left out how he had been recognized by dl thefolks
from Clearcreek. Did heimagine he could lie to—this had to be the renegade Crane, yes. And the
man-mountain was Big Drum. So whereisLittle Drum?

“Those patrollers, they stopped every boat coming down the river and got up agang to go jump the
cave. Hours ago. They could be coming back at any time.”

“Only if they succeeded,” murmured Crane, raising his brows. He didn’t sound terribly disturbed by the
news.

“They had sixty or seventy fellows. And that one-handed L akewaker—he had to be at least a patroller
captain. Acted likethiswas dl in aday’ swork, hedid. It'sall up with usnow.” Alder sounded amost
rdieved. “We ve got to cut and run.” His voice went wheedling. “Y ou told me yourself you didn’t expect
the Cavern Tavern to last out the year. Those Tripoint fools was the warning, you said. Best we heed it.”

Cranedghed. “Well, at least it seems| get anew horse out of thededl...” He paused, his head turning
toward the bow. His curioudy chisded lips pinched; his eyes narrowed. Consulting his groundsense?
“Aw, what' s Little Drum stirred up now?’ He wheded and, quite without expression, struck Hawthornin
the face with hisknife haft hard enough to knock him across the room. Hawthorn fell in a stunned heap,
breath stuttering. Berry cried out; Hod whimpered. Fawn strained uselesdy againgt the heavy grip that
held her.

Crane drew along breath. “We re about to have company. Too late to get off thisboat. Alder, go cast
off therear lines. Big Drum, drop the bow lines and then get yoursdlf up on the roof and get an oar ready.
Y ou too, Alder. We Il push out and take it down to the crook of the Elbow, instead—should give us
enough of agart. Give methat sparegirl.”

Reluctantly, Big Drum handed Fawn over to his leader; Crane grasped one arm with bruising pressure
and turned her in front of him. The knife blade rose to her neck and pressed there, most convincingly.

“What about Little Drum?’ Big Drum demanded.

“That’ Il depend entirely on how quick he can run. We'll seeif she can buy him timeto get here, but we're
not waiting long.” Following Big Drum, Crane shoved Fawn ahead of him out onto the front deck.

Dag'slegsjarred like hammer blows as he bounded downhill so fast it felt like falling. Fawn’sfear
howled through his groundsense. He tried to make out what was happening on the Fetch through a
cacophony of distress: Bo hurt bad, Hawthorn and Berry in terror, Hod distraught—Alder loose and
moving. And two new grounds, both grosdy knotted and distorted, the darker one half-veiled.

On the way back from wherever they’ d gone, Crane and hislieutenants must have checked their lookout
point and seen the inexplicably deserted boatstied up along the creek below. Crane' s Lakewalker
groundsense would have found Alder on the Fetch—not happy, but for dl Crane knew, still hoodwinking
the boatmen. If Alder was ill duping hisvictims, Crane might want to support him; if aprisoner, maybe
free him—but in either case the first thing Crane had to do was dip aboard and reach him, between
groundsense and the dank mist uding notice by the deegpy watchmen. And then things went bad. For
both sides.



By the time he’ d barged through the last of the trees and the Fetch came into sight, Dag was so winded
he had to stop and put his hands on his knees as black patterns swarmed in hisvison. Heraised his head
ashiseyes cleared. The big fellow with the knotty ground tossed the second of the two bow ropes over
the side and retreated to the roof, unshipping a broad-oar. The man with the half-veiled ground
shouldered through the front hatch, coming out onto the deck. He held Fawn. A knife blade gleamed
againg her neck; hewiggled it to make it wink and nibble into that soft flesh, and helooked up to lock
Dag’ s gaze, frozen not twenty feet away beyond the end of the gangplank. Whit came dashing up, his
bow waving in one hand and an arrow in the other; with shaking hands, he tried to nock it.

“Your littlefriend can just drop that bow,” said the man dryly, shoving Fawn in front of him for ashield
and tightening the bite of the knife. Dag thought he saw aline of red spring dong its edge.

“Drop it, Whit,” said Dag, not taking his eyes off the stranger. Crane, without doubt. Whit' s lips moved
in protest, but he let his bow fal to hisfeet. Fawn’'s eyes shifted, and her feet; Dag prayed she would not
try to break away. This onewould dice her head off without ablink. A trio of boatmen, attracted at last
by the ruckus, thumped down the creek bank toward the Fetch. Dag’ sfear of no help coming gave way
to terror that thishelp’s clumsy advance would crowd Crane into dreadful action.

Behind this tense tableau, Alder climbed to the roof and unshipped the second oar.
“Push off,” the leader called over his shoulder.

“What about Little Drum?’ asked the big man.

The strange Lakewalker glanced up the hill. “Not coming.”

Alder’s oar swept backward, although the other oarsman il hesitated. The gangplank creaked asthe
boat began to pull away under it. Dag lurched forward.

“Ah!” Crane chided, lifting his knife under Fawn’s chin so sherose on her toes. “You redlly need to
believe me.” Heflicked open hisground to display his cold determination to Dag.

It wasn't even adecision.

Dag raised hisleft arm, stretched out his ghost hand twenty feet, and ground-ripped a cross section as
thick as apiece of boot leather from Crane' s spina cord, just below his neck.

The man’ s dark eyes opened wide, astounded, as the knife dropped from his nervelessfingers. He
crumpled like a blanket folding, and his head, unsupported, hit the deck with aweird double thump. He
did not cry out; it was more of aquestioning grunt.

Fawn, after agasping hesitation, leaned over, snatched up the knife, and pelted insde. The big oarsman
trod forward to the edge of the roof to see what was happening. He met Whit's arrow, released from his
grabbed-up bow, square on. One hand lifted to grasp the shaft half-buried in his broad gut, but asthe
boat shifted, he sumbled and fell over the sde with acry and a smacking splash.

Dag legped for the gangplank, but not before he glimpsed Berry jump up from the stern to grab the short
end of the steering oar, jump down again to swing on it like atree branch, and bring the long end around
inamighty arc, smashing into Alder’ s hip and sweeping him over the opposite Side of the roof and into
the cold creek water.
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What Dag most wanted to do was question Crane: Fawn knew this because, putting her back on her feet
after grabbing her up in a breath-stopping hug and mumbling alot of broken wordsinto her hair, it was
thefirgt thing he said that she could actually make out. But after one glance at Bo he reordered his plan,
dispatching the panting Whit to organize the boatmen who' d been drawn by the ruckusto fish Alder and
Big Drum out of the water and secure them, preferably on some boat other than the Fetch.

“What about Crane?’ Whit demanded.
“Just leave him lay. HE snot going anywhere.”

Dag had the queerest look on hisface as he said this, but before Fawn could figure it out, shewas
drafted as his hands, helping to straighten out the groaning Bo atop a blanket on ahadtily cleared stretch
of kitchen floor, peel away his shirt, and wash around the stab wound. Dag sat cross-legged, irritably
cast off hisarm harness, and fell into the healing trance that was becoming increasingly familiar to
Fawvn—and, she thought, to him. Hewasin it for along time, while the shaken Berry, cut ropes il
dangling from her wrists, tended to an even more shaken Hawthorn, who was bleeding from a broken
nose and crying. Hod helped everyone as best he could.

Whit took along timeto report back. The arrow-riddled Big Drum had been easy to capture, ashe'd
waded to shore and put up no fight when he got there. Alder had tried to swim away. Some boatmen
chased him down in askiff and wrestled him out of the water, beating him into submisson. He d amost
drowned, and Fawn, glancing at Berry’ s giff face, thought it was a pity he hadn’t. Dragging out his
existence one more miserable day seemed a great waste of time, emotion, and hemp. Both men had been
tied up on the Snapping Turtle, the shaft in Big Drum’sbelly cut off but |eft in, lest botching its removal

keep him from hishanging.

Fawn was wondering if she should shake Dag' s shoulder, or send someoneto find Barr or Remo to do
whatever it was Lakewa kers did to break unintended groundlocks, when he at last drew along bregth
and sat up, animation returning to hisface. He stared around blinking, found her, and cast her the ghost of
asmile. Emerging from histask, helooked much lesswild and distraught, as though the effort had
recentered him somehow. Except that Fawn hadn’t seen him look so drained since Raintree.

Bo had been conscious throughout, but silent, watching Dag with abrow furrowed as much in wonder as
inpan. “Well, Lakewaker,” he breathed at |ast, then muffled a cough.

“That hedin’ 0’ hisisathing, ain'tit?’ commiserated the hunkering Hod.

“Don't try to talk,” whispered Dag. His dry voice cracked, and he cleared it; Fawn hustled to retuck the
blanket she'd put around his shoulders and to fetch him adrink. He raised thetin cup to hislipswith a
trembling hand, swallowed, and went on more easily. “1’ ve ground-glued together the two dicesthrough
your scomach walls where the blade punched in and out, and likewise some of the bigger blood vesselsin
there. Crane’ s knife missed the biggest ones, or you' d have bled to death before | got here. Fawn’ Il have
to stitch up your skin.” Fawn nodded, carefully washing away the gory matter that Dag had drawn from
the wound by ground projection. She had Dag' s medicine-kit needle already threaded, and bent to the
task. Bo madelittle ow noises, but endured.

Dag went on cautioudly, “Biggest danger now’ sinfection. | expect there'll be some. Got to wait and see
how that playsout.”

Truly. A gut-wound like thiswas more usually a death sentence, fever finishing what bleeding started, as
Bo likely knew, because he nodded shortly. When Fawn tied off her last thread, Whit, Hod, and Berry
combined to lift Bo carefully into hisbunk. Dag smply lay back on the floor and stared up at the roof.



Fawn was just wondering if they should also uniteto lift Dag to his bed, when Barr and Remo clumped in
to apologize for killing what they sincerely hoped had been an escaping bandit up in the woods. Fawn
nipped to the front hatch to peek out, and saw a couple of saddled horses beyond the gangplank. Over
one was draped the body of askinny, red-haired fellow, his sharp, contorted face pale in degth.

Cranewas il lying in ahegp beside the anima pen; his chin moved and his eyes shifted to glare at her,
and she flinched and fled back inside. Dag, what did you do to him? That was like no making | ever seen
or heard tell of ...

In the kitchen, Barr was frowning down at Dag and asking the very question she' d longed to: “ Dag, what
the blight did you do to that fellow out on the front deck?’

“Isthat Crane?’ Remo added, glancing toward the bow.

“Yes,” sad Dag, till staring at the roof. “1 broke his neck. In effect. Hewon't be getting better, in case
anyone was worried about tying him up.”

His expression glazed, Dag watched Fawn upside down as she bent and peered a him in worry. She
remembered the shock in Crane' s eyes when he' d dropped the knife and collapsed likeawal faling. In
effect. But not in any other way? Would the patroller boysthink to follow up that little flag of truth
amongst Dag' s laconic misdirection? Either Dag would explain in hisown time, or she’ d wait for aprivate
moment to ask, she decided.

Hod and Whit took tumbling turns giving a description of the events around and aboard the Fetch to the
two patrollers, with an occasiond corroborating moan or snort from Bo. Berry added little, ill holding
the sniffling Hawthorn. But astheir words turned his frightening experienceinto atde, he ssemed to
revive, uncurling from hischildlike clutch in hisbig sster’ slap, dowly regaining the dignity of hiseleven
years, and findly adding afew flourishing, if gruesome, details of hisown. By thetimethey’ d finished, he
mainly wanted to go off and ingpect the corpse of Little Drum. Dubiously, Berry released him.

“I about swallowed my heart when | saw that big knife at Fawn’ sthroat,” said Whit, “but | swear she
looked more mad than scared.”

“| was plenty scared enough,” said Fawn. And yet...Crane hadn't been nearly as scary asthe Glassforge
malice, even if she might have been equally dead at either’ s hands. How odd. Flying from aknife at her
throat to an immediate need to pull thingstogether for Bo's sake, maybe she just hadn’t had timeto fall

apart yet.

Some boatmen called from outside, atroop sent back from the cave to hel p guard the boats—a bit
belatedly, Fawn thought tartly. The two young patrollers and Whit went off to help sort out things. It was
full dawn. Dag sat up.

“I haveto...l can't...let me deep for one hour. Bo can have afew sips of water, nothing else” He
climbed to his hand and knees, then to hisfeet, making no protest when Fawn lent him a shoulder to help
him lurch to their bed nook. She did insst on pulling off hisboots. He was adeep by thetime sheflung a
blanket over him.

Barr, Remo, and Whit had been grimly excited, describing their victory at the bandit cave. After they'd
defeated the Glassforge malice, Fawn recalled, Dag had been wildly elated despite hisweariness. There
was not atrace of triumph in him now, and she wondered a the difference. In the kitchen space that ill
reeked of the night’ sterror, the floor splotched with blood, Fawn sighed and quietly started fixing
breakfast.



Fawn let Dag deep for closer to three hours; he woke on his own when the Fetch pulled away from
shore. Stumbling out to the kitchen, he ran ahand through his bent hair, and asked, “What' s been

heppening?”

“Not much,” she said, passing him amug of tea. “ Everybody decided to move their boats around to the
cavelanding. Berry, Whit, and Hod are topside.” She gestured upward with her thumb. “I sent Hod and
Remo out to clean Crane up awhile back.”

Dag’ s brows bent, whether in bewilderment or disapprova she was not sure.

She explained, “1t was more for us than him. Getting pardyzed like that |oosed his bowels and bladder,
seemingly. Hewas stinkin’ up Berry’ s boat. Besides. ..even corpses get washed before burying.”

He nodded glumly. She ran him out onto the back deck to wash up, took his bloodied clothesto soak in
abucket, and handed him fresh ones. The day was turning pale blue as the weak sun climbed, not so
much warming up as thinning the chill. Since his hand was till shaking, she dso helped him shave, akill
she' d acquired that time his arm had been broken, just before their marriage. Hot food and a cleanup
were worth at least a couple hours of the deep he hadn’t got, she figured.

Their rattling around woke Barr from his own ngp; Remo had been lying in hisbunk but not deeping, and
he too rose to join them.

“1 have to question Crane,” Dag repeated. He nodded to the patrollers. “Y ou two had best it in. A
quorum of sorts.”

“I want to hear that tale, too,” said Fawn.
He shook hishead. “It’slike to be nasty, Spark. | would spareyou if | could.”

“But you can't,” she pointed out, which made him wince. Fedling pressed by hisdismay, she struggled to
explain. “Dag...I'll never beafighter. I'mtoo little. My legs are too short to outrun most fellows. The
only equal weapon I'll ever haveis my wits. But without knowing things, my wits are like abow with no
arrows. Don't leave me disarmed.”

After ableak moment, he ducked his chin in assent. When he d finished swalowing down his breakfast
and histea, they dl followed him out onto the front deck. The Snapping Turtle was out ahead,
approaching the crook of the Elbow, and the kedlboat from Silver Shoa strailed them at some distance.
The Fetch seemed very far from any shore, running down this stretch of swollenriver.

Crane was laid out—like afunerd, Fawn couldn’t help thinking—in Remo’ s spare shirt, covered by a
blanket and with another folded under his head. Hisarmslay flaccid along his Sdes, nerveless feet to the
bow. Dag settled down cross-legged next to him. Tidying up the two men first had lent this encounter a
curious formality, asthough they were couriersfrom distant hinterlands meeting to exchange news.

Even Crane seemed to fed it, or a least he was no longer trying to bite folks as he had when he' d firgt
been washed. Fawn wondered if his severa hours of being stepped past and ignored like apile of old
laundry had felt asweird for him asit had for everyone else. And then she wondered if Dag had arranged
it that way on purpose, the way he d left Barr without food to help tame him.

Fawn dragged the bench forward alittle behind Crane and settled on it out of hisdirect view. But
however mangled his ground and groundsense, he had to know she was back there. Barr leaned against
the pen fence across from Dag, overlooking the captive; Remo sat at Crane' sfeet.



“Sowhat’ s your red name?’ Dag began. “Y our camp? How’ d you come to be alone?’
“Did you lose your partner?’ Barr asked.

“Did you desert?’ asked Remo.

Dag continued, “ Or were you banished?’

Crane pressed hislipstogether and glowered a hisinterrogators.

“One of the prisonerstold me he was an Oleana patroller,” Remo put in uncertainly.
Slence.

“If that’ sthe case,” said Dag, “and he' s a banished man, then he' slikely Something Crane Log Hollow.”
Crane s head jerked, and Dag’ slipstwisted in grim satisfaction. Dag went on, “ Because that’ sthe only
Oleanacamp I’ ve heard tell of that’ s banished a patroller in the past haf-dozen years, and there can
hardly be two the same.”

Cranelooked away, as much as he could. “Cranewill do,” he said. Hisfirst words.
“Soitwill,” said Dag. “ So | have the start of you, and | have the end. What' sin between?’
“What difference doesit make?’

“To your fate? Not much, now. But if you mean to tel your own tale and not just leave othersto tell it for
you—or on you—Yyou' ve got maybe two more hours while we go 'round the Elbow. After that you'll be
out of my hand.”

Cran€ sblack brows drew down, as though this argument unexpectedly weighed with him, but he said
only, “You'll look pretty funny dragging a man who can't move off to be hanged.”

“I won't belaughing.”

Lakewalkers, Fawn was reminded, seldom bothered trying to lie to each other. Could Crane even close
his ground, in his disrupted state? Dag had to be partly open at least, and not enjoying it. Barr and Remo
kept tensing, like people flinching from a scratched scab they couldn’t leave well enough alone, so Fawn
guessed they were partly open, too.

Craneturned his head from side to side, frowning. “What the blight did you do to me, anyway?| can’'t
even fed most of my body. With sense or groundsense.”

“I once saw afelow fal from ahorse,” Dag answered not quite directly, “who broke his neck in about
the same place as | broke yours. He lived for some months. Wewon't inflict that on you.”

“But you never touched me! Y ou were twenty feet off, over on the bank. It was some sort of evil
groundwork you did!”

“Itwas,” said Dag impassvely, not quibbling with the modifier. Remo and Barr looked disturbed.
Cran€ s dartled gaze said, What are you? plain as plain, but he didn’t voiceit.

Cran€e' s utter helplessness had been made clear during his cleanup. He must redlize by now hewasa
dead man talking. Fawn knew how to feign indifference to torments one could not escape, but she'd
never before seen red indifference used so. Crane seemed pained to have his mind roused from its sullen
retreat.



Moredlence.

“So,” Dag probed again, “you were amule-headed rule-breaker, and didn’t care to reform, so Log
Hollow threw you out. Maybe athief.”

“That was aliel” said Crane. But added after amoment, “Then.”

“Wasit?' said Dag mildly. “There was afarmer woman, | heard. Maybe youngsters. What happened to
them? When your camp stripped you and booted you out, did you find your way back to her?’

“For awhile,” said Crane. “ She didn’t much care for what | brought her from hunting, compared to what
I’d used to bring from patrol. Then the blighted strumpet died. | gaveit dl up for nothing!”

“How'd shedie?’
“Fever. | was away. Came back to ablighted mess...”

Dag glanced at Fawn, hisface set tight, and she touched the thin, drying scab on her neck |eft from
Cran€ sknife. Dag had been skin-closeto losing her, last night. She' d sometimes worried what might
happen to her if Dag were killed; never, she suddenly redlized, what would happen to Dag if she died.
Hisfirst widowing had nearly destroyed him, even with al the support of hiskinfolk and familiar world
around him. What would it be like with nothing around him?

“And the youngsters?’ Dag said. Hisvoice was very level, devoid of judgment. It would haveto be,
Fawn thought, to keep Cranetalking at dl. She bit her knuckle, picturing the lost children.

“Foisted them on her sster. She didn’t want half-bloods. We had an argument....then | left. After that |
don’t know.”

Fawn suspected that had been an ugly argument. The death of either parent would be adisaster for
young children, but the loss of amother could be lethd for infants, even with near kin or dear friendsto
take up the burden. Crane had clearly owned no knack for keeping either. Dag did not pursue this, but
led on. “Thenwhat?’

“I knocked around Oleanafor awhile. When | got tired of living in the woods, I’ d take what jobs some
farmer would give me, or try the dice. Took to thieving when those didn’t play out. It was so easy, with
groundsense. | could walk like aghost right through their shops or houses. | * specidly liked doing places
wherethey’ d given methe evil eye and run me off, when I’ d asked honest first.”

Remo said, in an outraged voice, “ Oh, that'd make it good for the next patrol to go through, to have

L akewakers suspected of steding!” Dag waved him to slence. Crane' slipsturned in amockery of a
smile. How old was Crane? Older than Barr or Remo, to be sure, but younger than Dag, Fawn guessed.
About hafway between? Remo waslooking at Barr the rule-bender in away that made him shift
uncomfortably. Barr glared back at his partner asif to say, | would not have—! But Fawn thought both
could see, Yes, how easy.

Crane continued, “ One night, some farmer woke up before | was done gathering, and cornered me. |
had to shut him up, but | hit him too hard. That’swhen | decided to leave Oleana. Took mysalf down to
the river, spent hismoney on passage on afarmer flatboat. | started to think—maybe if | got someplace
far enough away, | could become somebody else. Shed my skin, my name, Start over somehow. | was
going to decide when | reached the Confluence, whether to go south to Graymouth or maybe north to
Luthlia, though I’ d no love of snow by then. It' s said they don’t ask too many questions up there, if a
patroller can take the cold. But then the fool boat boss put in at the Cavern Tavern, and | met Brewer



and hisgame.”

“What was hisgame?’ Dag' s voice was curioudy soft, now. Remo squinted at him in doubt. Crane's
wordswere flowing asif he' d half-forgotten hislisteners, wound up in histale and his memories. Dag did
nothing visble to disrupt the flow; Fawn couldn't tell if he was doing something invisbleto channd it.

“It was how it amused Brewer to restock on bandits when he'd run low,” Crane said. “When he' d taken
captives aive, two or more at atime—it worked best with at least four—he' d set them to fight each
other, in pairs. If they refused to fight, they’ d be dain outright. The second pair dmost never refused. If
he had more captives, he might make the winners fight each other, too, but anyway, the prize—besides
being dlowed to live—wasto join his gang. He said he could turn most men that way—after they’ d killed
ther friendsfor him, he' d own their minds.”

Alder, Fawn thought. Was that what had happened to Alder? In that case, what exactly had happened to
Buckthorn, and Berry’ s papa, and the rest of their crew? She shuddered, redlizing Dag wasn't keeping
hisvoice low just for the menace of it. It was so his words would not carry to the top deck.

“Hisarithmetic was off, by my reckoning,” Crane continued. “But | was his prize, when | showed up. To
turn a Lakewalker to thievery and murder! He thought he was the game-master, he did. | didn’t tell him |
was ahead of him down that road.”

A strange brag. If Crane couldn’t be the best, he’ d compete for being the baddest? Evidently so.

“I won my rounds, of course. It wastoo easy. | stayed on afew weeks, learned the trade, persuaded
and beguiled afew fellowsjust to see what would happen. Then | took Brewer’s gameto itslogica
conclusion. From behind. | was never quite sureif he was surprised, or not.”

“Once you d won, you could have left, surely. However you were guarded before,” Dag said
suggestively. “If you could walk past farmers like aghost, why not bandits?’

“Go where? Farmers gill wouldn't have me, and Lakewakers. . .would' ve been able to smdll the blood
in my ground, by then. So maybe Brewer won after dl, en?’

“Sicide?’ said Dag mildly.

Crane gtared at him in astonishment. 1 didn’t have abonded knife! Nor any way of getting one, oncel
was banished. The blighted camp council stripped mine from me aong with everything else.” Crane
turned his head away. Theflow of histalk dried up for severd minutes.

Fawn’ sface screwed up in the dow redlization that Crane—even Cranel —was taken aback at Dag's
suggestion not because he feared self-murder, but because he scorned to so waste a death, with no
sharing knifeto catch it. His response seemed quite unthinking and altogether sncere. And Remo and
Barr looked as though they found nothing odd in thisat all. She pounded her fist gently againgt her
forehead. Lakewakers They'redl Lakewakers! All mad.

Dag findly spoke again. “Y ou’ ve kept this gang going for along time, though, as such things go. | can see
where you gave the bandits asort of twisted leadership, which held them to you, but what held you to
them?’

Crane jerked his chin—in lieu of the shrug he could no longer make, Fawn supposed. “The coin, the
goods, I'd not much usefor, but Brewer’ s game fascinated me. Besides being mad after money, | think
Brewer liked running the cave because it gave him something lower than himsdlf to despise. Me... It was
like owning my own private fighting-dog kennd, except with much moreinteresting animals.



“I hardly had to do athing, you know? They just arranged themsalves around me. Drop any Lakewa ker
down amongst farmers, that’ s what happens. If he doesn't rise to the top, they’ll blighted shove him up.
They want to be ruled by their betters. They’re like sheep that can't tell the difference between shepherds
and wolves, | swesar.”

“So did you make them, or did they make you?’ Dag asked quietly.
Cran€ samile gtretched. “Y ou are what you eat. Any mdicelearnsthat.”
Thistime, it was Dag’ sturn to twitch, and Crane didn’'t missit.

Dag took along breath, and said, “ Remo, give me that knife you found.”

Remo rather reluctantly pulled the shesth cord over his head. Dag weighed the knife in his hand and
regarded Crane sternly. “Where' d you come by this? And that boatload of Lakewalker furs?’

Cranetwisted hishead. It wasn't my doing. Just an evil chance. Pair of Lakewalker traders down from
Raintree choseto pull in their narrow boat and camp practicaly in front of the cave. Therewasno
holding the felows, though | told them they were being blighted fools. | lost six of thoseidiotsin thefight
thet followed.”

“Did you try the game on the L akewa kers?’

“They didn’t live long enough.”

Dag touched the knife sheath to hislipsin that odd habitua gesture.
“You'retdling me haf thetruth, | think. Thisknife was bonded to awoman.”

Cran€ sjaw compressed in exasperation. “All right! 1t was a string-bound couple. They both died the
samne”

“Y ou murdered her, and didn’t even let her share?’ said Remo.

“She was dead before | got to her. Fought too hard, there was an unlucky blow...At least it saved me a
tedious argument with the Drum boys. | figured it'd be abad ideato let them learn they could play with
Lakewakers.”

A rather sck slence followed this pronouncement.

Crane did not break it. Past hope, past rage, past revenge upon the world. Just waiting. Not waiting for
anything, judt...waiting. He spoke asif from thelip of agrave he no longer feared but wanted as atired
mean wanted his bed.

Dag's hand folded tightly around the sheath. He asked, “If you had abonded knife, would you choose to
share, or to hang?’

Cran€ slook seemed to question hiswits. “If | had abonded knife...!”
“Because | think | could rededicate thisone,” said Dag. “To you.”
Barr’ s mouth dropped open. “But you' re apatroller!”

“Or amedicine maker,” Remo put in, more doubtfully.



“I said, | think. It would be my first knife making, if it worked.” He added dryly, “And if it didn’t work,
leastways no one would complain.”

Crane blinked, squinted, said cautioudy, “Do you fancy the justice of it? To put an end to me with that
woman'sown knife?’

“No, just the economy. | need aprimed knife. | hate walking bare.”

“Dag,” said Remo uneasly, “that knife belongs to somebody. Shouldn't wetry to find the rightful heir?
Or a leagt turnit in a the next camp?’

Dag'sjaw set. “I wasthinking of applying river-salvage rules, same aswith the rest of the cave's
treasure.”

Barr said, “ Should he be alowed to share? His own camp council didn’t think so even back when he
carried far fewer crimesin his saddlebags.”

“He' s Crane No-camp now, I’ d say. Which makes me his camp captain, by right of might, if nothing
ese | guarantee his priming would have no lack of affinity, leastways.”

His glance met Fawn's startled one; hislidsfdl, rose. Y es, she thought, Dag would know al about
affinity. Barr and Remo were both looking at him with some misgiving after these peculiar satements.
Fawn didn’'t blame them. An even stranger 1ook lingered in Crane sface, asif it shocked himto find
there was something il in the world for him to want—and it wasin hisenemy’ shand to give or
withhold. Wonder grew in Fawn, winding with her horror. She' d expected Craneto say, Blight you dll,
and let the mdices take theworld. Not Yes, | beg for some last sharein this.

Asif tegting hisfortune in disbelief, Crane growled blackly, “We made better sport in the cave. Would it
giveyou athrill, big man, to kill me with your own hand?’

Dag'sgazeflicked down. “I aready did. All we re doing now is debating the funera arrangements.” He
leaned on his hand and pushed himsdlf up with atired grunt. He wasfinished with his questions, evidently,
athough Barr and Remo looked as though they wanted to ask adozen more. Not necessarily of Crane.

“Captain No-camp?’ Crane called as Dag Started to turn away.
Dag looked back down.

“Bury my bones”

Dag heditated, gave ashort nod. “ Asyou will.”

Fawn followed him to the kitchen, where he drew the bone knife from its sheath and hung the cord
around his neck. He made no move to hand either back to Remo.

“Scoop up akettle of river water and put it on the fire for me, Spark. | want to boil thisknife clean of its
old groundwork before we reach the cave landing.”

After the Fetch moored above the mouth of the bandit cave, Crane was removed on amakeshift litter of
blankets stretched between two keelboat poles borrowed from the nearby Snapping Turtle. Heads
turned and murmurs rose both from boatmen and roped bandits as he was carried past. He shut his eyes,
possibly pretending to be unconscious, an escape of sorts; the only one, Fawn trusted, that he would



have. Dag followed, but was seized on dmost at once by Bearbait and one of the Raintree hunters, who
dragged him off to the cave to ook at the hurt men again, or maybe a more hurt men.

Wain'slieutenant, Saddler, tramped down the stony dope and hailed Berry.

“Wefound adew of boatstied up behind that idand over there,” hetold her, with awave at the opposite
shore, the same level |eafless woods that lined most of the river dong here, save for the weathered ridge
that backed the cave and shaped the Elbow. Only the—rélative—narrowness of the channel gave aclue
to ariver-wise eyethat it wasan idand.

“Wain wanted to know if you could pick out your papa’ s. Or name any of the others, for that matter.”

“If the Briar Rose is back there, | suppose | ought to look,” Berry agreed hafheartedly. She glanced at
Fawn. “Y ou come with me?’

Fawn nodded. It had to fed to Berry like being taken to look at abody dragged from theriver, to seeif
it wasamissing kinsman. Y ou' d want afriend to go with you.

“I'll come, too...if youwant,” Whit offered cautioudly.

A dlent nod. Berry’s mouth was strained, her eyes gray and flat. It was hard to read gratitudein her face,
though Fawn thought some might be hidden there. It was hard to read anything in her face, redly.

Saddler and another strong-armed keeler rowed them acrossin a skiff. Paths threaded between the trees
and across theidand, wet and squelchy underfoot, as though the river had recently overtopped the banks
and left apromiseto return. Fawn's shoes were soaked through before they reached the other side. This
channel was narrower, choked with fallen trees and other drifted debris.

Up and down the shore, derelict boats were tied, both keels and flats. A few curious boatmen were
poking around in them. Some boats in better condition looked as though they’ d been in the process of
having their original names scraped away and replaced by new ones, or other identifying marks dtered.
Others had sprung lesks and settled into the mud. The newest captures weretied at the top end,
upstream, and Fawn thought she recognized a couple of the names of the Tripoint boats Cap Cutter had
been seeking. Fifteen or 0 in dl—Fawn found hersalf estimating the Sizes of the missing crews, and
shivering. And this didn’t even make up the whole, because the bandits had burned some boats, as well.
Asmany died here as at Greenspring. If accumulated secretly over ayear or more, and not in afew
dreadful days. And therewasn't even amdice. Malice aplenty, though.

Two flatboats at the far end of the row must havelain here sincelast fal, for the ice had opened their
seams and buckled their boards, and what caulking hadn’t given way in the winter cold had rotted out in
the summer heat. They sat low in the water, weathered and ghostly, and even Fawn’ s eye could pick out
the Rose, second from the last, because it was the exact same design asthe Fetch.

Berry made her way across asagging gray board and lowered herself carefully to the decaying deck;
Fawn and Whit followed. With a creaking of rusted hinges, Berry pulled open the front hatch and peered
into the shadows within. She wrinkled her nose, hiked up her skirts, and stepped down into the cold
water. Fawn, deciding her shoes could get no wetter, did the same. Whit saved histrousers and waited in
the hatch, watching Berry in worry.

Most of the fittings had been removed, including the glass windowsin the gaping frames toward the back
of the cabin. Blue daylight filtered through, reflecting off the water to give adrowned glow to the space.
A lot of warped barrd saveswere dill |eft, hdf-floating, dowly rotting. Some kegs might once have held
st butter or lard; Fawn wasn't sureif they’ d been broken open by humans or a passing bear. Wildlife



had been in here, certainly. Berry waded right through water to her knees, back and forth; twice, she
reached down and pulled up unidentifiable trash. It took Fawn afew minutesto redlize she was looking
for bodies—or skeletons maybe, by this time—and was immessurably relieved when none were found.
Berry climbed up briefly through the kitchen hatch to peer around the back deck, then, till in that same
silence, made her way to the bow and onto shore where Saddler waited.

“Anything left?’ he asked.

She shook her head. “It’sgood for nothing but firewood, now. Half of it'stoo waterlogged even for
that.”

He nodded, unsurprised. “Wain says you're to have a share from the cave. Plan is, we mean to fix up
what boats here will still float, and take the goods we found piled up down to the Confluence.”

“You'll seethat Cap Cutter getsword of hislost boats and men? | expect you'll catch up with him about
there”

Would Boss Cutter be wounded in his male pride to learn that the lowly Fetch had destroyed the river
bandits, when dl the Tripoint Sted’ s bristling bravado had missed the mark? No, more likely by thetime
the tale was carried downriver by the kedlers, boastful Boss Wain would feature asits hero. Well, Berry
would not begrudgeit to him.

“Cutter from Tripoint? Aye, we know the fellow. Will do.” Saddler ducked his head. “What don’t get
claimed by the old owners kin will be sold. Together with our salvage shares, it sgoing to add up to
quiteahit.”

“I don’'t want no share of this,” said Berry.
“Morefor us, but that ain’t right, Boss Berry. | expect Wain'll have aword or two about that.”

“Wain can have as many words as he wants. They’refree ontheriver.” She scraped strands of pale hair
out of her eyes.

Saddler shrugged, dropping the debate for the moment. “ There' s a couple other flats up the row we got
more than one guesson. I'd be grateful if you' d take alook at ’em. Settle an argument, maybe.”

She nodded and let hersdlf be drawn off.

Whit stood on the muddy bank, looking from Berry’ s straight, retreating back to the rotting hulk of the
Rose. Heran aharried hand through his hair, and said to Fawn, “1 had one shoulder for if her betrothed
was dead, and another for if he was run off with another gd. But | got no shoulder for this. And she’ snot
cryin” anyhow. | dreamed of cutting out Alder, but not thisway! What'll | do, Fawn? | want to hold her,
but | don't darel”

“It' stoo soon, Whit. | don't think she could stand having her hurts touched yet.”
“But I’'m afraid that soon it’'ll betoo late!”

Fawn considered this. “Dag once told me that L akewalkers wear their hair knotted for ayear for their
losses, and it’ snot too long atime. She's just been hit with alot of losses. Her papa, Buckthorn—Al der,
too. Alder’ stheworgt of al, because she' slost and found and lost him twice.”

“Shedon’tcry a dl.”



“Maybe she' s like Hawthorn, and goes off in thewoodsto cry private. Y ou do wonder...what sort of
lifeagirl must have had to spurn comfort even in the worst pain, asif needing help was aweakness.
Maybe she figured if only she was strong enough, she could save everything. But it doesn’'t work that
way.” Shefrowned and went on, “ After the Glassforge mdice, Dag comforted me, but he had some
pretty deep experienceto draw on, | reckon.”

“I @n't got no deep experience,” Whit said, alittle desperately.
“I’d say you're getting some now. Pay attention.”

He rubbed the back of hiswrist across hisnose. “Fawn...| grant that malice roughed you up and scared
you silly, but it wasn't as complicated asthis.”

Shetook two long breaths, and findly said: “Whit...when it caught me, the Glassforge malice
ground-ripped the ten-weeks child | was carryin’ in my womb. When | miscarried of it, | amost bled to
death. Dag saved my life that night, taking care of me. Nothing could save my baby by then.”

Hit on the head with afence post about summed up the look on Whit' sface. Well, she'd certainly got his
attention. “Huh...?" he breathed. “Y ou never sad...”

“Why did you think | ran away from home?’ she asked impatiently.
“But who was the—wait, no, not Dag, couldn’t have been—"

Fawn tossed her head. “No, the papa was a West Blue boy, and it doesn’t matter now who, except that
he made it rea plain he wanted no parts of hisdoin’. So | walked on down that road by mysdf.” She
drew air through her nose, and went on, “Where | met Dag, so it came out dl right in the end, but it
wasn' t—ever—smple.”

“You never said,” herepeated faintly.

“Slence doesn't mean you' re not grieving. | didn’t want my hurts rummaged in, either. Or to haveto
listento alot of stupid jokes about it. Or otherwise be plagued to death by my family.”

“1 wouldn’t have made...” He hesitated.

“For Berry, you just be there, Whit. Be the one person in the wide green world she doesn't haveto
explainit to, because you were there and saw it al for yourself. Hand her aclean cloth if shecriesor
bleeds, and some warm thing for the pain that doubles her over. Thetimeto hold her will come. This day
ign't over yet.”

“Oh,” said Whit. Quietly, he followed her up the riverbank to rejoin Saddler and Berry.

2

Flanked by Remo, Dag exited the cave and dragged his hand over his numb face. The groundwork on
the Silver Shoasfellow’ s cut neck was holding, and Chicory had opened his eyes awhile ago,
swallowed amouthful of water, complained that his head hurt likefire, and pissed in a pot—all good
sgns—then fdlen back into something more resembling deep than blackout. In the meanwhile, however,
one of the flatboat men—not the papa or his son, thankfully—had died unexpectedly when a deep knife
cut hisfriends had thought was stanched had opened again beneath his bandages and blood had filled his

lungs
If I had been here, | might have saved him. But if Dag had been here, he wouldn’'t have been at the



Fetch, and otherswould surely have perished. If | were ten thousand men, everywhere at once, | could
savetheworld dl by mysdf, yeah. Dag shook his aching head, grateful to Fawn for sneaking him those
extrahours of deep, because that last blow, atop hisfatigue, might well have shattered him else. He had
an old, deep aversion to losing those who followed him in trust. They weren't following you. They were
following Wain and Chicory. Dag consdered the argument dubioudy, for who had aimed Wain and
Chicory, after dl? But it was bandage enough on his brain for now.

It was a bright though chilly noon; if helooked out into the distance, he could take it for a peaceful early
winter day on the river, which glimmered beyond the fantail of scree that swept down from the caveto
the shore. Aslong as he kept his eyesto the silvery-gray tree branches, and didn’t let them drop to take
in the mob of men scattered below. Some cook fires had been started along the edge of the woods, with
men moving around to tend to them. Other men dept in bedralls, or lay injured. Or tied up. Dag’ s squint
at thelatter was interrupted by Barr, hurrying up to him and Remo.

“Dag, you better come over here.”

Another man gravely hurt? Dag let himsdlf be dragged down the dope, stones turning under his boots.
“Why haven’t they hanged those fdlowsyet? | confess, | was hoping that part would al be over by the
timewe got here”

“Wall, there' saproblem with that,” said Barr.

“Not enough rope? Not enough trees?’ Berry had ropein her stores, he thought. Although if they had to
lend it to hang Alder, it might be best not to tell her.

“No, theré s—judt ligten.”
“I dwaysligen.”

A circle of men sat on logs and stumps at the edge of the scree, near the line of moored boats. Wain was
there, and Bearbait, and the other three boat bosses: Greenup from the big Oleana flatboat, who looked
not much older than Remo; Sate from the Silver Shodsked, amuscular man of an age with Wain; and
the one named Falowfield, the fatherly flattie from south Raintree. They seemed varioudly confused,
worried, or angry, but al looked mortdly tired after being up dl night for the brutd fight. Followed by the
uncovering of the cave' sfull history of horrorsin whatever confessionsthey’ d collected from the bandits,
possibly in even more gruesome detail than what Dag had obtained from Skink, Alder, and Crane. Crane
himself now lay in his blankets over on the opposite side of the scree, shadowed by the leafless scrub,
walked wide around by the nervous boatmen. Whatever the debate was, it had apparently been going on
forawhile.

“Thereheis” said Sate.

An unsettling greeting. Dag nodded around the circle. “ Fellows.” He didn’t add anything hazardoudy
polite like What can | do for you? He squatted to avoid looming, and after an uncertain glance at each
other, Barr and Remo copied him.

Wain, never loath to take the lead, spokefirgt. “ There' s a problem come up with the bandits and this
Lakewalker of theirs”

Dag said cautioudy, “We agreed that the farmers would look to the farmers, and the Lakewalkersto the
Lakewaker. Luckily, we caught Crane early this morning while he was trying to get to Alder on the
Fetch.”



Gesturing at Barr, Bearbait said, “Y eah, your boy heretold usthat tale. | hear you got Big and Little
Drum, too. Good so far, aye.”

“Thingis” Wain continued, “ some of these here bandits are claming they shouldn’t ought to be hanged,
because they couldn’t help what they did. That they wereforced to it by Crane' s sorcery.”

Boss Falowfidd put in, “Y eah, and once one of "em claimed it, they al took up that chorus.”
“What asurprise,” muttered Barr.
Dag ran hishand through his hair. “ And you entertained that argument for more ' n five seconds?’

Bearbait frowned. “ Are you saying they aren’t none of ' em beguiled and mind-fogged? Because some of
'em seem more than a bit that way to me.”

And Bearbait would have seen theredl thing, in the Raintree malice war last summer. Dag bit hislip.
“Some are, some aren’t. Skink was beguiled, as you know.” Nodsfrom al who had helped interrogate
Skink when they’ d been planning the attack yesterday, which was everyone but the late arrival Sate.
Dag added, “Have you dl heard anything yet about that cruel recruiting game of Brewer’ sand Crane' s?’

“Oh, aye,” said Wain. Troubled nods al around seconded this, athough some didn’t seem astroubled as
others. It occurred to Dag that the game was a bit like the rougher kedler tavern dudls, inaway. And
yet...not.

“I don’'t believe there was any of what you call sorcery involved with that—it worked for Brewer just the
same, remember,” Dag pointed out.

“Begdes, some men were here before Crane ever arrived. And some drifted in on ther own—the Drum
brothers, for instance.”

Bearbait squinted at Dag. “ Could you pick out which of them bandits over there was beguiled and which
waslying?’ He nodded toward the prisoners amongst the trees opposite.

Dag sad carefully, “Do you think it should make adifference in their fates, when dl of them arered to the
elbows pretty much the same?’

“Y ou're surely not thinking of letting any of these murdering thievesgo?’ said Remo in avoice of
indignation. “ After dl the trouble we went to catching them!”

Greenup grimaced. “ At least one was begging to be hanged to end it.” Dag wasn't sure what the grimace
meant. Did the young boat boss prefer his bandits to be stoical ? Granted, hangings were much less
embarrassing that way.

Bearbait dug in the ground with the gtick in his hand, then looked across at Dag. “ See, the way it was, |
saw folks the maice had mind-daved up in Raintree. When the spell was broken—or outrun,
anyways—they would come back to themselves. Their true salves.”

“With their memoriesintact,” Dag murmured.
“That was amixed blessing, true,” sighed Bearbait.

Dag picked through his next words very carefully. “What Crane did was very different fromamalice' s
compulsion.” Wasit?*In power, if nothing ese. It' slike comparing a pebbleto alanddide.”

Boss Falowfield scratched his graying head. “ Landdides re made of pebbles. So—are you actudly



sying it isthe same?’

Dag shrugged. “Y ou wouldn't say that if you’ d ever been caught in alanddide.” He must not be drawn
into being made judge of these men, sdecting someto live and someto die. But if he wasthe only one
with knowledge enough to make the judgment...“Look.” He leaned forward on his hook, gestured with
hishand. “ All here are either survivors of the game, or helped run it. They dl had another choice
once—and there are alot of bodies up in that ravine or down in the river bottom to prove it was possible
for some men to choose otherwise. | don't think any here were so beguiled that they couldn’t have
escaped, or at least tried. In fact, that’ swhy Crane was away from the cave last night—because he was
hunting down two fellows who' d chosen to walk away from the horrors. Grant you, they didn’t makeit.”

Dag paused to contemplate the unpleasant ambiguity of that. Y et it would surely be ahuge injustice to
those who' d died resisting this evil to let these laggards go free. Most were ruined men by now, schooled
in arcane crudties; it would be madness to unleash them on the world. The rivermen had no way to hold
them as prisoners. Such was his opinion. But it shouldn’t be my judgment.

“If you' re going to hang them al the same, it’ s pointless for me—or Barr or Remo”—Dag hadtily

stopped up that possible gap—*to pick out one from another. And if you' re not—it meansfarmersaren’'t
judging farmers anymore. Lakewalkersare. Y ou'd just have to take our word blind, because you' d have
no way of checking it yoursalves. | don't think that’ s such agood idea, in thelong run. If you meanto let
any here go, it should be for your own reasons, on your own evidence. Farmersto farmers, the
Lakewalker renegade to us.” Dag thought it important to get in that word, renegade. So who's No-camp
now?

Sate sad, “Will Crane hang with the rest, then?’

Remo, unfortunately sounding up on ahigh horse, said, “He' s chosen to die by our ownrrituals.
Privady.”

Greenup dared distrustfully. “ Y ou Lakewaker fellers aren’t planning to spirit him away, are you?’
Barr rolled his eyes. “With abroken neck?’

“It could be sometrick,” said Sate.

Dag sad, unexpectedly even to himsdf: “It won't be private. You'll seeit dl, every step.”

“Dag!” cried Remo and Barr together. Remo’ s gppalled voice tumbled on, “Dag, you can't!”

“I canand will.” Could he? Dag' s knife maker brother, Dar, worked in careful solitude, possibly for a
reason beyond Dar’ s genera misanthropy.

“He should hang with therest, to befair,” said young Greenup.
“He' s chosen to die by sharing knife,” said Dag. “I promised to make the knifefor it. Totry, leastways.”

Wain's eyes narrowed. “But don't Lakewalkersthink that’s an honorable death? That don't seem quite
right, either, when hanging sureain’t. Patroller.”

“It’ snot about honor. It’ s about saving something useful from dl this, thisriver of waste,” said Dag.
Sate said, scratching hischin, “1 admit, it don’'t sound quite fair to me, either.”
All the boat bosses were frowning suspicioudy at the Lakewakers now. Dag sighed. “All right, then let’s



talk about something you do understand. Let’ stalk salvagerights, which you dl were divvyingupin
prospect awhile back. | claim this knife as my salvage share.” He fished the bone blade from his shirt,
twisted the cord over hishead, and held it up. “Thisknife, and its priming.”

Sate' sbrowsflicked up. “That dlone?” heinquired, in avery leading tone. Quick to scent abargain,
these Silver Shodsfdlows. Greenup, too, looked intrigued, asif mentally reca culating something.

Dag added hadtily, asthe other Lakewakers stirred, “1 don’t speak for Barr and Remo, who also put
their livesin the balance for thislast night—as some of you may yet remember. Thisisjust for me”

“Oh, sure,” said Sate brightly. “ Give the patroller hisknife, if that’sal he wants.”

“Anditspriming. Itspriming,” Dag went on, “for any of you who don’t redizewhat I’ m talking
about—although when thisday isover | swear you will understand it through and through—will be
Crane smortdity. Crane' s heart’ s desth, which hewill pledgetoit.”

Faces screwed up around the circle in degp misgiving.

Breaking the silence, Bearbait drew breath. “ The other patrollers can make their claims as may be, but
give that medicine maker whatever due-share he asks, | say.”

Boss Sate, perhaps reminded of his crewman with the cut throat, shrugged in discomfort. “Wdll...l guess
it sal right. Maybe. | do say that Lakewalker bandit should diefirst, though. Where al those fellows he
tricked can seeit.”

“That'll bealifdonglessonto’em,” Barr muttered. At least afew around the circle quirked their lipsin
some dight sympathy to his exasperation.

“Briefly, aye,” Dag agreed wearily. Y e gods. But it wasn't the bandits he wanted to take the lesson. It
was the boatmen. And everyone e se. Because tales of this day’ s doings would go up and down the river
asfast asaboat could travel. They would inevitably end up garbled. But Dag swore that they wouldn't
dtart out that way, not if he could help it. So you' d better get thisright, old patroller.

Dag returned to the Fetch, trying to remember everything he' d seen Dar do to prepare himsdf for his
knife-bindings. Sharing knife makers generaly, he reflected, were sheltered in the center of most camps,
in the mogt protected and private of spaces. In the very heart of Lakewaker life. He would be turning
that heart inside out.

Hetold his shadows Barr and Remo to go find something to do for haf an hour, because any hint less
broad would not have been taken, and led Fawn out onto the back deck as the nearest they could
manage for ascrap of privacy. There, he explained what he meant to try.

She merely nodded. “ Anything Dar can do, | ’ spect you can do better.”

Hewasn't sureif dl that confidence was well-placed, but he had to admit, it was warming. He gripped
her strong little hand in his. “ The groundwork will be up to me, but the thing is, some parts of thetask are
going to need two hands. Bleeding Crane, mainly, to bring his ground into the knife blank when | set up
the involution. Much like the way you led your ground into my marriage cord back when we wove them.

| would—could—ask Remo or Barr to help me, except that I’ d really prefer to keep them clear of this
task. In case there' strouble about it later.”

Her brow wrinkled. “Why should there be?’



“Because I'm not just making aknife. | plan to make it ademonstration of Lakewalker groundwork for
every boatman herewho | can get to look and listen.” He added after amoment, “Y ou could leave
before| actualy, um, prime the knife. Y ou wouldn’t need to watch that part.”

“Ah,” she breathed. Shelooked up to catch his gaze square. “But, you know, it snot impossible, if I'm
to be atrue Lakewaker’ s kinsvoman, that such atask might fal to me someday. It would be the worst
thing to botch | canimagine. Don't you think I’ d better watch and learn how it' sdoneright?’

He swallowed, nodded, folded her intight. “Yes,” he whispered. “Thét, t00.”

At length, helet her go, and she went into the kitchen to fix him amed with no mest, because hedid
remember Dar ate no flesh before abinding. When he camein after carefully washing up, she set before
him adish of potatoes, apples, and onionsfried up in salt butter, took alittle for hersalf, and passed the
remainder on to Hod and Hawthorn, who would be staying in to keep watch on Bo. In an attempt to
gpare Dag, Remo had given aground reinforcement to Hawthorn’ s swollen nose, for the pain and
bruising; Dag would release the trace of beguilement later, he decided, when he had the chance to set it

properly.

AsDag scraped up hislast bite, Fawn set down acup beside hisright elbow. He looked over in surprise
tofind it piled with oats.

“Thereyou go. You sit there and ground-rip those till my hair turns purple, you hear?’
“Um?’

She sat quietly beside him, her back to the room. “ Because it seemsto me that when you takein
something vile that you can’t hack up, next best thing for it isto take in something bland, to cushion it.”

“Ah. You, um...redized | ground-ripped Crane.”

“Pretty much gtraight off, yeah. So now there sabit of himinyou, isn't there? Till you break him down,
a least”

“Doesthat...bother you?’
“I think it bothersyou. A lot.”

“True, Spark,” he sighed. He took her hand and pressed the back of it briefly to hisforehead. “ Stay near
me through this. It helps me remember who | am and what | am about, when things get too confusing.”

Hetook up oat grains and rolled them between hisfingers, tossing the ripped ones onto his dirty plate,
until, indeed, the outlines of things Sarted to look preternaturally sharp and strange.

If there was anything more he ought to do in preparation, well, he didn’t know what it was. After a
moment of consideration he unbuckled hisarm harness, set it asde, and rolled down his deeve, buttoning
the empty cuff so it wouldn't flap. He adjusted the knife sheath on his chest, clasped Fawn’'s hand, and
rose.

Dag had the litter-carriers position Crane in the middle of the scree just afew paces from the shore,
heart-side toward the river, so that the sixty or so boatmen could sit or stand on the dope that rose
toward the cave and all hear and get aclear view. Whit, Wain, and two other kedlers set down the litter
and retrieved Wain's poles, and Whit retregted to one side to wait with Berry. Remo and Barr st alittle



way off on the other, at a deliberate distance chosen by Dag to mark them as witnesses, not participants.
Dag folded a blanket for his knees and Fawn’s on Crane' sfar side, where they would not block the
boatmen’ sview. She knelt and looked up at him expectantly.

The boatmen crunched around on the rocks of theincline, finding positions, hunkering or Sitting or
standing. None crowded al that close. The half dozen or so of the Snapping Turtle' skederswho'd
heard histalk on Lakewaker groundwork back at Pearl Riffle were amongst those toward the front,
garing with interest. At least this afternoon they were al stone-sober. So.

Dag stood up, raised hisvoiceto carry to the edge of the crowd, and began—again: “First | haveto
explain about ground, and Lakewaker groundsense. Ground isin everything, underlies everything, live or
inert, but live ground is brightest. Y ou dl have ground in you, but you don't senseit...” He'd madethis
explanation so many times down thisvalley that it felt as smoothed as stonesin astreambed. Some here
had heard earlier versons, but it never hurt to hammer it in again. How many hundreds of times had he
repeated himsdf explaining patrol techniquesto each year’ snew crop of young patrollers?

Ground. Groundsense. Mdices... That last caught any attention till drifting loose. The youngsterstook it
for tale, their edderswho' d seen blight for an eye-opener; the Raintree men who' d brushed up against the
malice war nodded and exchanged murmurs, both amongst themsalves and with their curious neighbors.

Crane was staring—glaring—up at Dag with eyes gone wide with dishelief. Dag hadn't asked Crane's
permission to make him the materid of this demongtration, but he felt no qualms. If Crane hadn’t lost his
choice with that first murdered farmer back in Oleana, he' d done so ahundred times since. His
disordered life had done the wide green world agreat dedl of harm. Let hisdeath do it some scrap of
good.

If thisisgood.

Now Dag’ srattling chain of words came to the secret heart of things. He pitched hisvoice up again. “The
cregtion of sharing knivesis consdered the most demanding of Lakewalker makings, and the most”—his
tongue hovered amoment on secret, but chose instead—" private. The knives are carved from bones,
Lakewalker bones, willed as gifts. Not robbed from graves, and not ever, despite the rumors, stolen
farmer bones. These are legacies from our kin. The gifting isasolemn part of our funeral customs.” Also
the messy part, but he wasn't going to go into that yet. Because now came the most essential, most
questionable part of today’ s desperate lesson.

He drew the bone knife from the sheath at his neck and handed it to Fawn, who roseto takeit. “My
wife, Fawn, isgoing to go around amongst you now and show you ared sharing knife. Please touch it
and hold it amoment.” But blight and absent gods, don't drop it on therocks. “All | ask isthat you
handleit carefully and with respect, because. ..because | once had such abone blade willed to me by my
first wife, and | know how I’dfed if...” He broke off with agulp.

Fawn moved amongst the crowd, overseeing the knife being passed back and forth. Dag found hisvoice
again and went on, “We found this knifelost in the cave cache with those Lakewal ker furs. Wefigure
some Lakewadker maker in Raintree made it, from the thighbone of one of hisor her camp-kin. No telling
whose—there was no identifying writing burned on this blade, asthere sometimesis. It wasbonded to a
L akewalker woman who was murdered by these river bandits just about on the spot where I’ m now
danding...”

Of dl today’ srevedations, the knife was the one Dag was most determined the boatmen should
understand, body-deep—and so through their hands aswell astheir ears and eyes. How much closer
could he bring folks without groundsense to the feared L akewalker so-called sorcery than to actudly let



them touch the cool, smooth surface of that fraught bone, weigh it in their palms, passit one to another?
Dag, who never prayed if he could help it, prayed forgiveness of the unknown donor for this use of the
gift. But to hisimmense rdlief, Fawn' s passage was marked not by repulsed groans, or worse, nervous
laughter, but by reasonably reverent, or at least polite, quiet.

Remo’sand Barr’ s mouths were tight, their eyes wide. They both looked ready to bolt, if only they knew
where. But they held on.

Fawn at length returned, handed the blade back to Dag, and knelt attentively once more. He held it up.
“The knife makersdon’t just shape the surface of bone when it’s carved; they aso shapeits ground, both
naturaly asits nature changes from bone to knife, and through groundwork to prepare it for its next
task—which isto hold a Lakewaker’ smortality asif sealed in abottle. Thisknife was dready dedicated
like that, but with some groundwork and boiling water earlier today, | cleaned out the unused bonding.
Thisisnow abone blank, same asif it just came from the carver’ shand. So the next step | have to show
you isthe new bonding.”

Hekndt by Cran€e' sleft side, hisback to the muted gleam of theriver. “Blood is’ specidly interesting for
groundwork,” he caled up the dope, “because it bears a person’slive ground even after it leavesthe
body, at least till it driesand dies. In aregular bonding, the prospective heart’ s-desth donor would bleed
alittle into anew greenwood bowl, but we' re going to sort of skip that step.”

The knife to cut open the vein would be heated, too, to prevent infection. There were severa refinements
that Dag recalled from the time he’ d been bonded to Kauneo' s knife that were just not needed, here. In
amoment of wild panic, Dag wondered whether he could fakeit if thisdidn’t work—stab Crane with the
useless blade before he could complain, and pretend to his audience that he’ d actually made and bonded
atrue knife. But Remo and Barr would know, blight.

Dag found himsdlf settling cross-legged more comfortably, asif for ahedling, which was
disturbing—right, let it join the yapping pack of his doubtsto ded with later. This groundwork had even
lessroom for irresolution than did patrolling. He glanced at Fawn and relieved her of one concern: “He
can't fed athing anywhere below hisneck. Y ou can’t hurt him.” She nodded grimly. He tipped the bone
knife down below Crane€' s arm as Fawn, holding up the dead weight alittle awkwardly, took Dag’ swar
knife and scored a deep cut on the pale surface of skin, squeezing it to makeit bleed and drip.

And then Dag dropped down into that other world, of inner essence seen from theinside, close-up. The
materia world—the light of the afternoon, the bare trees, the stone dope, the rustling men craning their
necks—faded like aghostly vision, present but formed of fog, and the coursing torrents of the ground
beneath it dl became papable to him. The men were roiling complexities, Fawn ablazing fire. Dag was
his ground. The knife in his hand was aknotted pattern of potentid. Crane...Crane was adark and
furrowed mess, but his blood dripped brightly.

Dag extended his ghost hand benegth the vivid stream, casting his mind back over theinvolution he' d
known best: the one in his own pledged knife, which he' d watched be made for him by the maker in
Luthlia He had himsaf unmade it again in Raintree as part of bresking the malice' s deadly groundlock.
Theinvolution was the knife maker’ s greatest gift, the cupped hands to hold the offered mortadity. He
folded his ghost hand around a splash of Crane. His current unwel come affinity with the renegade might
well be rendering this easier—add that dark thought to the pack, no timefor it now. Helet hisground
flow into the furrow aong the inner edge of the blade, there to join with the knife s own waiting ground.
Letitdl s, solidify.

He pulled back, parting from that piece of himsalf he' d turned into acup for Crane.



And gasped in astonishment. Ah, blight! | didn’t know it was going to hurt this much! He watched in
horrified fascination as his ghost hand tore away from the part of itsdf caught in the knife. It felt like biting
off hisown finger. Y e gods, and Dar went through this every time he bonded aknife? Brother, | beg your
forgiveness.

If the curl of ground was just right...I either haveit now, or | don't. If | don’t, | can boil the blade again
and start over—many amaker’ s gpprentice has had to do just that, their first few trials. But beneath that
wasthe stronger thought, mule-headed inits certainty: | haveit.

He came back, blinking, to the surface world, trembling and cold asif from adeep hedling. The bloody
knife shook in histight grip, but it was hisleft arm that ached, and his ghost hand felt on fire. A quick
check found his groundsense down to a hundred paces. Again. | won't be recovering from thisin aday.
But the groundwork was over. Everything after thiswas going to be. .. he declined to finish the thought,
easy. Everything after thiswas going to be as blighted bizarre as everything before, likely.

Dag swallowed and found his cracked voice. “Now, at thispoint in ausua knife making, the maker
would clean it up and giveit to its new owner, to uselater on. A good binding can last alifetime.” By
definition. He stuck his hand out rather blindly toward Fawn. Sheraised her brows at him, pried the knife
from his stiffened fingers, and rubbed the spare blood from it with a cloth. Dag wasn't so sure how good
this binding was—it seemed clumsier than his Luthlian knife' s, not asfine. But solid, yes. Possibly
overbuilt? Maybe he was only supposed to have, say, bitten off thetip of onefinger? But the lifetimethis
binding waited on would be measured in minutes.

“Primingsvary. My father put hisknife through his own heart during adireillness adozen years ago. My
first wiferolled over on hers when she was dying of wounds on afar northern battlefield. Remo had one
from an ederly kinswoman who gave up the last precious months of her old ageto it”—out of the corner
of hiseye, Dag saw Remo flinch—"and had to be helped to it by her own daughter. I’ ve seen patrollers
help each other. Y ou understand, asharing knifeis not normally used as an instrument of execution.” Or
asameans of ingtruction to apack of farmers, Dag had to admit. “ But one way or ancther, thisis
something no farmer has ever seen, so pay atention.” He snapped that last to the back of the crowd in
his captain’ s voice. They jolted upright and attended.

“Y ou' re a blighted madman, you know that?” Crane murmured up to him. He' d kept hisface turned
haf-away from the gawkers on the hill through most of this.

“I have my reasons,” Dag murmured back down. “Y ou might even have understood them once, before
you wrecked yoursdlf.”

“Me, they banished. If they have alick of sense, you they’ll burn dive.”
Ignoring this, Dag sat again, and said, “Open his shirt, Spark.”

Her nimble fingers undid the buttons, folded back the cloth, bared Crane' s chest. Dag wondered if Remo
was going to want his shirt back, after. Helooked gravely into Crane ssivery eyes, and recelved a
black-browed scowl in return.

“Ready?’ Do you assent? Of dl requirements for this making, that was the most profoundly unalterable.
“If youwant my dying curse,” growled Crane, “you haveit.”
“Foured that.”

“Soif my curseisasgood asablessing, ismy blessng worth acurse? Blight it, take both. Y ou can sort



them out yoursdlf. I'm done.” Heturned hisface toward the bright river. “Let me out of this hopeless
world.” He added after amoment, “Don't let your blighted hand fater.”

Assent enough.

Dag pogitioned thetip of the sharing knife under Cran€e srib cage, pausing only long enough to explain
softly to Fawn about the correct angle to reach the heart, and how much force to useto reach it in one
swift punch without breaking the blade prematurely. Her face was taut, but her eyes were intent. She
nodded understanding.

Dag extended his groundsense to be sure of Crane' s heart, gripped the haft, and in an abrupt motion,
forced in the bladeto itsfull length.

Crane slips shivered and hiseyesrolled up, but al Dag’ s atention was back at ground level. He froze,
gtill clasping the haft, as the dissolving morta ground began to flow toward the knife asif sucked into a
drain. Would hisinvolution hold it dl? Would it close and sedl properly...?

Yes.
Dag breathed again. As Crane did not.
He blinked, looked up, looked around. The hillside of watching men had goneredly, redly quiet.

Dag drew the primed knife from its fleshly sheathing and held it up high. “This Lakewaker”—he declined
to use the terms renegade or banished at this point—"has now given hismortaity into thisknife, to share
again, if the chance favors me, with the next malice to cross my path.” Twenty-six Lakewakers before
Crane had trusted Dag not to waste their deaths, and had their trust upheld. Of dl the knives and lives
that had passed through his hand, thiswas surely the darkest. Blight, but | came by this one the hard way.
He handed the knife to Fawn to clean and dip back into the sheath at his neck, because his hand was ill
too clumsy with the shakesto manage the task in onetry.

“Whether Crane has paid for hiscrimes, | can't tdl you. Thisisaseparatetaly.”
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Her face carefully held tiff to hide how her ssomach shook, Fawn helped Dag rise from Crane' s lill
body. She had prudently brought along Dag' s hickory stick; with that in his hand and Fawn under hisleft
shoulder, he made hisway aong the shordine. At Fawn’snod of invitation, Berry followed, and Whit
came after her. Barr and Remo were |eft to oversee the disposa of the corpse. The crowd of sobered
boatmen, too, broke up and moved into the trees to tend to their next grim chore.

Dag headed not back to the Fetch, but downstream to the next creek and up its rock-strewn banks to
the narrow meadow where the bandits had hobbled their horses. Some of the meadow grass was still
green, especialy dong the creek, though most had turned from autumn gold to winter dun, asort of
standing hay. The dozen or so horses grazing there swiveled their ears at the newcomers, then put their
heads down once more, except one big brown fellow who whuffled curioudly asthey passed near. Dag
stopped to rub its poll, which made the beast droop itslip and flop its earsfoolishly.

“I like horses” murmured Dag. “ They’ re S0 big and bright and smplein their grounds. And best of all
right now” —he sighed—"they’ re not people. Over there, Spark.” He nodded to alone cottonwood tree
at the meadow’ s edge, soaring up to scratch at the sky with its bare branches, and ambled over to sit and
lean his head back againgt the ridged gray bark, closing his eyes. Fawn sat hersdf beside him. Unusudly,
helet hisleft arm liein her lgp, and she stroked it gently, which made his lips move not unlikethe horse's.



The whuffling horse followed them in short hops of its hobbled front legs, then lowered its face to nudge
him for more rubs, which he reached up and supplied without opening his eyes.

Fawn suspected that the animas—cam, warm, and nearby in his groundsense—maybe helped blot out
what was going on beyond the tree-clad ridge that lay between them and the cave. If Dag had any
groundsense range | eft after dl that performance, he could furl it in, Fawn supposed, but that would leave
him donein slence. Slencewasdl right just now; the aone part, maybe not so good.

Whit wandered out amongst the horses, looking them over in expert evauation. Berry, who had aso
stopped to stroke aquiet one, if more dubioudly, turned her head at afaint cry. Out of sight of the cave
they might be; apparently they weren't quite asfar out of earshot as could have been hoped. She stepped
away from the horse and stood rigid, staring back up the dope at the woods, face set. Tall. Alone. And
at the next cut-off cry, trembling. She looked, Fawn thought, like an aspen tree being gnawed down,
dender and doomed.

Whit watched her anxioudy, then held out his open hands toward Fawn in desperate question. Fawn cast
him an encouraging nod. He gulped, walked over to Berry, and, still without aword, folded her into his
embrace. It wasn't agesture of courtship, Smply one of comfort offered in ableak hour. Something
warm to wrap herself around when the pain folds her over. Berry rested her head on Whit' s shoul der,
eyes closing tight. The blond head was alittle higher than the dark one—Whit was a sawed-off Bluefield,
after al—but with her chin bent down, their hair mingled on aleve that was close enough.

Whit held her for along time, till she stopped shaking, then led her to amore comfortable seat on afdlen
log near the stony creek side. He put his arm around her and snugged her in tight as they watched the
horses graze.

“Do patrollers ever hobble their horses?” Fawn asked Dag. Because she didn’t think she could bear to
talk about anything harder just yet.

“Y ou do wonder how well those thingswork to keep’ em from running off.”

Hefdl inwillingly with her lead, perhaps for smilar reasons. “We use them sometimes. Becauseif a
patroller’ s horse gets out of his ground-sense range, he' s put to the same wheezing work of chasing it
down asany farmer.” Dag'slipsturned up in somewry memory. He opened his eyesto stare out on the
benign scene. “Hobbles don’'t dow a horse down much if it’s serioudy panicked. | imagine the habit of
feeding them here does more to keep them close.”

“They don't look asill-cared-for asyou' d think. | wonder how many were stolen from boats, and how
many came with the bandits? Well, | suppose Wain and the boatmen will work it out.”

“Yeah, it'sdl savage at thispoint,” Dag said. He tucked the knife sheath out of sight in his shirt and
leaned his head against the bark once more.

After atime, Remo and Barr came over the ridge and picked their way acrossthe creek to Dag' stree.
They both looked gloomy.

Dag opened hiseyes again. “Hangingsfinished?’
“Not quite,” said Remo. “We did get Cranelaid out. I'm glad we didn’t have to butcher him.”
Barr made aface. “Who' d want a knife from Crane’ s bones?’

“The boatmen dug atrench,” Remo continued. “Hewasthefirsttogoinit.”



“It'snot very deep,” said Barr, “but | imaginethey’ll pile someriver stones on top. Some of the boatmen
were for making the bandits dig it themselves, but finadly decided it was more trouble guarding them than
it wasworth.”

Remo added morosdly, “One of the keelers had kin on one of the boats the bandits took amonth or so
back. He found out just what exactly had happened to them, | guess. Wain let him cut off Big Drum’s
head persondly. Little Drum’s, too, even though he was dead dready. They’ re going to put them up on
polesin front of the cave asawarning to others.”

“Weleft right after that,” said Barr.

Healthy young men or no, to Fawn’ s eye both looked as shaken as she felt, and not just from the extra
sensitivity lent by groundsenses possibly not closed tight enough during these proceedings. Barr
wandered out into the meadow to pat a horse, too, atidy piebald mare.

“Hey,” he called back over his shoulder after amoment, “thisone sin foa! Whoever takes her isgoing
to get abonus horse!”

Remo walked out to see, and Fawn tagged after. She was reminded of Grace, |eft back in West Blue,
and was washed by an unexpected wave of homesickness. How could you be homesick for ahorse? But
she suddenly missed her own mare fiercely, wondering how she was getting along, and if Grace’ sround
barrel looked any rounder yet. She stretched her hands and ran them over the black-and-white belly,
speculating how far dong this mare was. Dag’ s horse-raising tent-sister Omba could have told exactly,
with her groundsense. Maybe Barr shared the talent.

Remo put his hand on the mare’ swithers and looked across at Barr, who had started picking burrs out
of her mane. Remo pitched hisvoicelow. “Wain said we were due a share of the salvagerights. We
could take a couple of these horses. Ride back to Pearl Riffle before the snow flies.”

Barr looked up in surprise. “Huh! When did you change your mind?’

“Crane...was pretty awful. I'm thinking now it's not such agood thing for aLakewaker to be exiled
from hiskin. Evenif they do badger him half to death. Maybe we should just go take our lumps.”

Fawn, stroking the mare’ swarm flank, observed, “I don't think it’s good for anyone to become outcast,
Lakewalker or farmer. Look at al those bandits.”

“Speaking of ending up in apit of your own digging, yeah,” said Barr. He picked at another brown, spiky
burr, carefully separating the coarse hairsfromiit. “I thought you wanted to see the sea. Or else go drown
yourself init.”

“Neither one, anymore.” Remo’ s voice went lower. “Theworld isuglier than I’ d ever dreamed. I’ ve had
enough. Let'sgo home.”

This hopelessworld, Crane had said. And Crane had certainly done more than his share to makeit
WOorse.

“Not al of it'sthat bad,” Barr said mildly. He glanced across the meadow; Fawn followed his gaze to
Dag, 4till leaning head-back, looking utterly spent. “Thingiis....I think I’ ve changed my mind, too. And
evenif | hadn't, | don’t think it' d be so good to let him”—he jerked his head Dag-ward—"go walking
around out there dl by himsdlf, either. Infact,” he added judicioudly, “I think that might be worse than the
worst snag-brained thing I’ ve ever done.” Heraised his eyes. “And you know I’ ve done some champion
snag-brained things”



Fawn cleared her throat. “ Dag does have apartner,” she pointed out. She held up her cord-wrapped | eft
wrigt, drawing their eyes and maybe groundsenses as well. “WEe re as roped together as any two Luthlian
patrollers out on theice. And I’'m not about to let him go drown in the dark and cold, neither.”

Remo rubbed hislips. Barr undid another burr. Neither argued.

I’ ve taken everything Dag was, and thought the trade fair because he did. But he needs more than just
me. She stood gtraighter and said, “ Still, 1 redlly think having you two aong has been good for him. An
anchor in the old when he' s straining and reaching for something so new no one has ever grasped it
before. Because he' snot redlly apatroller anymore, not in his ground. He strying to turn into something
de”

Remo nodded. “Y es, medicine maker.”

“Or knife maker,” said Barr more doubtfully. “And if he' sgoing to be that, we sure enough have a duty
to guard him. Camp or no camp!”

Fawn shook her head, though not in disagreement with that last. “ First thing anew maker hastodois
make himsdlf. | think it’s hard for any youngster to do that, even apprenticed to a mentor in achosen
craft, but Dag’strying to doit al on hisown, somewherein midair. I’ ve seen him mend abusted glass
bowl, and alot of hurt people, and alost sharing knife, and what he did in Raintree | can’t begin to
describe, but what he really wants to mend isthe world.”

Remo stared at her, appalled. “No one can do that!”

“No one, no. | " spect Dag would say theworld' s big and we' re small and | guesswe dl break in the
end. But when all the old arguments about farmers and L akewalkers have gone’round and ' round ’ bout
gxteen times and plowed into exhaustion, the problem of Greenspring will gtill be sitting there” Fawn
swallowed. “We may not be able to win that toss, either, but it’ d sure be nice to have some company
whilewe'relosn’. That'sone”

Remo' slips moved, but no sound came out. He blinked rapidly.

Fawn drew breath and went on: “Cracking that beguilement mystery open was worth your coming along
al onitsown. That'stwo. And | don’t know how many more boats and lives those bandits would have
destroyed before the end if we hadn’t chanced along to stop them. That’ sthree. Three good reasons are
good enough for going on with, Dag says.”

She glanced aside. | could wish it was less hard on Berry. But the boat boss was sitting on the log next to
Whit, findly beginning to talk abit. Whit wasligening attentively. He had an arm around her waist ina
comforting sort of way, and she was making no moveto shrug it off. Berry’ s strength still impressed
Fawn, but she was glad that maybe she didn’'t have to be strong so al-by-herself, now. Because that
could be wearing on awoman.

“I don't know,” said Remo. “1 don't think | know anything anymore.”

“Blight, | never did,” said Barr. “It hasn't stopped me!” He blinked cheerily, and fdll into hisold,
wheedling voice. “Y ou’ ve got to come adong, Remo, to keep me from falling into the sea. Or to push me
in, whichever.”

Remo scratched his head, and said wryly, “Hard choices.”

“Hey...I"



Leaving them to take up their comfortable, habitual squabbling, Fawn made her way back to Dag,
sidfied.

A while after the last unnerving noises stopped drifting over theridge, they al made their way back to the
Fetch the long way around, back of the cave, avoiding both the woods and the new poles down by the
shore. Fawn expected she' d go peek at those gruesome standards later, and then be sorry she had. She
definitely wasn't going to venture into the winter-bare woods until the crop hanging there had been
harvested and planted. And maybe not even then.

Dag thought Berry would have been glad to shove off that very afternoon, asthe Falowfidd family’s
flatboat did, but they were dl held there by the boatmen’ s demands on Dag for medicine work. Y et by
the following morning Chicory was doing better than Dag had anticipated, Stting up and eating, if wincing
at histender skull and throbbing headache. The Raintree men made plansto camp at the cave for afew
more days, then ride home in gentle stages, taking the bandits horses and horse gear for their salvage
share. Fawn opined that it was agood ideato get Chicory back into the hands of Missus Chicory as
soon as might be to finish recovering. In dl, Dag thought the Raintree hunters would be trailling home with
fuller bagsthan if they’ d managed to successfully complete their origind river venture, and much sooner,
s0 Missus Chicory might forgive the broken head. If perhaps not let anyone forget it for agood long time,
or so Bearbait feared.

After Dag released his Lakewalker assistants around noon, the pair disappeared and did not return till
after dark. He intercepted them at the end of the gangplank as they approached the Fetch somewhat
aurreptitioudy, each lugging asack.

“What' sthis?’ Dag asked.
“Shh,” said Remo, with aglance at the boat. Dag alowed them to lead him out of earshot aong the bank.

Barr said, “We decided to patrol upstream aways, and see if we could track where Crane and the
Drums caught up with histwo deserters. Which we did. We buried the bodies.” He grimaced, which Dag
took to indicate the scene had been rather worse than just plain bodies. He did not fedl any need to ask
after the detalls.

Remo continued, “1t took abit longer to trace Crane' s cache. | don’t think anyone without groundsense
could havefound it.”

“Does Wain know about this?’

“Oh, yeah,” said Barr, “we took the goodsto him first. He alowed as how since it was twice-stolen and
wouldn’t have been found at al without us, we could keep it for our salvage share. We swapped out the
things we didn’t want with some of the boatmen—there’ saregular market going on up a the cave just
now. | couldn’t quite stomach the clothes and boots, but some of those keeler boys are not so finicky.”

“They didn’'t fit us” Remo interpreted thismore precisdly.

“A fellow could come back someday and do some redl interesting treasure-hunting within aday or so's
ride of thisplace,” Barr said, agpeculativelook in hiseye.

“That accounts for you two missing dinner, but why the tiptoeing?’ asked Dag.

Remo rubbed his mouth. “ Boss Berry refused any salvage share for the Fetch.”



Barr put in, “Which about broke poor Whit's heart, | think, but he wouldn’t take any if shewouldn’t.”

Remo went on, “I know you said that wasn't to apply to us, ar, but | figured it might be better not to
trouble her mind.”

Dag, who had put his new sharing knife away deep in his saddlebags, because he flat declined to wear it
around the same neck where he had kept Kauneo’ sin honor for so many long years, nodded
understanding. “Yes,” he agreed, “put those bags away discreetly, and no, don't trouble Boss Berry just

“Yes, gr,” sad Barr brightly. Both patrollerslooked relieved to be freed from responsbility for this
ruling, dthough Dag doubted Berry would say anything even if she noticed. The pair made their way
quietly across the gangplank, discretion somewhat spoiled when Daisy-goat blested curious greetings.
Dag shook his head and followed.

Berry’ s hard quest was over, but time and theriver flowed only one way, and flatboats perforce went
with them. The Fetch |eft the cave landing the next dawn. Of the patients Dag was taking along,
Hawthorn was recovering enough to be active, if still ouchy about his reset nose, but pleased to belet off
choresfor another few days. When active turned to pesky, Dag would pronounce him well. Bo was
more worrisome, developing arising fever. Dag gave up his sweep duties on the roof to st with him and,
together with Fawn, keep a close eye. Anxiousfor the old man, Hod proved adab hand as an attendant,
steady and careful when it came to the needed lifting and turning, and he bore up bravely even when the
hurting Bo unjustly svore a him.

During the periods when Bo fell into an uneasy doze, Dag turned to another chore. Gathering up what
few pieces of paper the Fetch harbored, he sat down at the kitchen table to pen aletter to Fairbolt Crow
about the renegade Crane and hisfate at the river cave. Whether as patrol leader or captain, the writing
of reports had never been Dag’ sfavorite task, and he' d ducked it whenever he could. Which still meant
that he' d written more of the blighted things than he could rightly remember. The lurid eventsand Crane's
evil history fit oddly into the well-worn forms and phrases of a patrol report, but Dag trusted Fairbolt, at
leadt, to be able to read between the lines. Dag was not entirely satisfied with the results, but he had no
more paper to do it over. Fairbolt was not, strictly speaking, Dag's camp captain anymore, but Dag
could not escape the conviction that someone with his head on straight ought to have the facts.

Bo'sfever grew worse that night, and Dag gave ground reinforcementstill he nearly passed out. But in
the mid-morning, the fever broke. Dag fell wordlesdy into his own bed, avakening in the afternoon with
anincipient cold, hisfirst in years. Happily Barr and Remo were both able to help with that, afamiliar
task for patrollers on search patternsin al weathers, and Dag—uwith another cup of oats silently
proffered by Fawn—fended it off with no worse effects than a sore throat and dight sniffle.

Dag had the Fetch stop at the last Lakewalker ferry camp on the north bank of the Grace just long
enough for him to deliver hisletter to the patrol courier there, turn over the effects of the murdered
Lakewdker couple for possible identification, and give avery truncated account of the late doingsup in
Crooked Elbow to the shocked camp captain. He did not linger.

They cameto the Confluencein the late afternoon of the following day. Dag, Berry, and Whit were on

the sweeps. Dag having now no need to beg—or attempt to beg—aknife, Berry was just as happy not
to haveto struggle to pull in the Fetch at the big Lakewalker camp that occupied the point, though Barr
and Remo climbed to the roof to Stare at the many tentsto be seen amongst the trees, and at the wharf



boats and goods-sheds maintained a ong the shore by the L akewalkers themselves.

Fawn joined them as the Fetch swung past the point and the Gray River could at last be seen. She
shaded her eyes with her hand, her lips parted in an unimpaired world-wonder that eased Dag’ s heart.
Thewaters of the two great streams did not at once mingle, but ran long side by side for some miles,
clear-brown and opague.

“The Gray redly isgray!” sad Fawn.

“Yep,” said Dag. “It drainsthe whole of the Western Levels. It'swell-wooded along here, but about a
hundred miles due west, depending, the treesfail and the blight gradudly starts. It' ssaid thet after thefirst
great malice war, the blight reached the river here, and the whole Gray was dead from the poison, but it's
long Snce comediveagain. | find that a pretty encouraging tale, mysdlf.”

Thewestering sun was playing hide-and-seek behind cold blue-gray clouds with glowing edges thet filled
the sky from horizon to horizon. “| think that’ sthe widest sky | ever did see,” Fawn said. “Isit because
theland’ sso level out here?’

“Uh-huh,” said Berry.
“And | thought Raintree wasflat!” Whit marveled.

“It'sbeautiful. In asevere sort of way. Never seen asky likethat at home.” Fawn turned completely
around, drinking in dl that her eyes could hold. “ That’ sathing to come see, dl right.”

Inamaternad spirit, she dragged Hod outside to share the sight; he gaped gratifyingly, but, rubbing hisred
nose, soon went back insde to hug the hearth. Despite the chilly wind, Fawn sat at Dag' sfeet for the
next haf-hour, watching for when the two streamswould at |ast become indistinguishable. During the
stretches when they had merely to ship their oars and float on, Whit and Berry doubled up boat cloaks,
guarding each other from the blustery discomfort.

Dag found himsdlf thinking, I’m so glad we brought Whit. He wished the boy &l good speed and fortune
in his courtship, because he thought Fawn must warmly welcome such atent-sister. And my tent-sister
too, how unexpected! The most important thing about quests, he decided, was not in finding what you
went looking for, but in finding what you never could have imagined before you ventured forth.

Keep that in mind, old patroller.

Astheyear did toward its darkest turning, the late dawns and early sunsets squeezed the daylight hours
down to less than adouble handful. After encountering a spurt of snow flurriesthe morning beforethey’d
passed the Confluence, Boss Berry took advantage of having three Lakewalker pilots aboard and
reversed her ban on night running—al so because she no longer needed the daylight, Fawn figured, to
watch for wrecks that might be the Briar Rose. For five nights Sraight they floated down the wide
channd far into the evenings, until nearly haf the winding river miles between the Confluence and the
Graymouth were behind them, and the cold breath of winter eased into something, if still damp, much less

penetrating.

Then one afternoon the wind siwung around to the south, the clouds broke up, and the air grew downright
warm. Berry relented enough to tie up the Fetch during a spectacular sunset in the immense western sky
and declare an evening of rest. After astring of nights handing out hasty mealsto the off-watch crew to
eat while crowding around the hearth, Fawn cel ebrated by fixing abang-up sit-down supper, with



everyone squeezed together around the table for once, even Bo, though she made sure hisfood was soft.

The med was eaten with gppetite enough, but in uncharacteristic and rather weary silence. After aglance
around at the long faces, Fawn swalowed her last bite of fried potato and declared, “Wdll, thisisno
good. You'redl looking as glum as achorus of frogswith no pond. We should do something after the
dishesto ginger folks up. How about archery lessons? Everybody liked those. We ill have plenty of
lanternsin stock. And there' s hardly any wind tonight.”

Hawthorn and Hod looked interested, but Whit scrubbed his hand over hisface and said, “Naw. | don’t
think that would be so much fun anymore.”

Dag' s eyelids had been drooping in acombination of fatigue and food-induced mellowness; at this, they
flicked open. He watched Whit, but did not at once speak.

Fawn glanced at Dag, then badgered, “Why not?’

Whit shrugged, made aface, and seemed about to fall into hunched silence, but then got out, “It feds
funny to be making agame out of it, after | shot aman.”

“Big Drum?’ said Berry. “Whit, we reright glad you shot Big Drum.”

“No, not him.” Whit made a frustrated waving-away gesture. “Besides, | didn't kill Big Drum; that fellow
who cut off hishead later did that. It wasthe other one. Thefirst one.”

“Whét first one?’ Fawn asked carefully.

“It wasthe night before, at the cave. Some fellows ran out trying to get away, which was exactly why
Dag put us bowmen where he did, | guess. | was so scared and excited, | couldn’t hardly seewhat | was
doing, but...my first shot, my very first shot ever, went right through this bandit’ seye. Killed him
outright.”

Fawn winced and murmured Eew. Hawthorn, unhelpfully, made avery impressed Ooh.

Whit waved again. “It wasn't the eye thing that bothered me. Well, it did, but that wasn't...” Hedrew air
through his nogtrils, and tried, “ It was too easy.”

Bo rubbed hisrough chinin some sympathy, but rumbled, “Whit, some men need killin'.”
Berry put in perhaps more shrewdly, “1t doesn’t need to be catching.”
“It'snot that, exactly,” said Whit, hisbrows drawing in.

Dag spoke for the firgt time, so unexpectedly that Fawn gave alittle jump. “No, but you' re not the same
person, after. It changes you in your ground, and that’ safact. Whit, Barr, and Remo all crossed that line
for thefirst time that night at the cave, and there' s no stepping back over it. Y ou have to go on from
whereyou are.”

“I suppose you did the same, once,” said Remo diffidently. “ So long ago you don’t remember, likely.”
“Oh, | remember,” said Dag.
Nodsal around the table at this received wisdom.

Dag st histankard down so hard his drink sopped out. “ Absent gods, do you people have to swallow
down every blighted thing | say? Don’t you ever choke?’



Fawn’s eyeswidened, and hers were not the only ones; surprised heads turned toward Dag al around
the table. Hod flinched.

“What the blight’ s bit you?’ said Barr. Saving Fawn the trouble of composing amore tactful question to
the same effect.

Dag drummed hisfingers, grimaced, blurted: “1 killed Crane by ground-ripping athin little dice out of his
spinal cord. That's how | dropped him on the deck. From twenty feet away, mind you. Remember that
mosquito back in Lumpton Market, Whit? Just like that. But inside his body, same as| do healing
groundwork.”

“Oh,” said Whit, hiseyes growing big. “I, um, didn’t redlize you could do that.”
“I redized. Even back then.” Dag’ s glance darted around the table.
“It wastoo easy.”

Fawn recalled, then, where she' d heard that exact phrase before, if in adifferent tone of voice, and it
wasn't just now from Whit: Crane' s confession. But Whit hadn’t been there for that. His echo of the
renegade’ swords was accidenta. Dag' sisn't, she thought. Did Barr and Remo catch the twisted
meanings, too? Do |?

“That was what you did to Crane? Ground-ripped him?’ said Barr blankly.
“I didn’t know any person could do that,” said Remo, more warily. “I thought only malices...?’

“It' savery weak verson of the samething, yes. | have reason to believeit’s an advanced maker’ s kill
aswdll, or some variant, but sSinceit’s come out—come back—in me| haven't had achanceto find a
maker skilled enough to ask. Y ou can easily defend againgt it by closing your grounds, whichiswhy |
had to wait for amoment when Crane opened his. It only worked because | took him by surprise.”

“Oh,” said Barr, rdlaxing. “ That’ sdl right, then.”
“For some of ushere,” said Dag dryly.

Whit, at least, looked as though he caught the full implications; his mouth went round. Whatever was Dag
about, to plop out this admisson here, now, in this company? Wasit for Whit's sake, or hisown?

Fawn sat up straight. “ Dag, thisismorbid. Y ou aren’t no more going to turn into amalice, or eveninto
Crane, than Whit isgoing to turninto Little Drum. For that matter, | made that arrow Whit shot in that
fellow’ seye, with my own hands, as strong and straight and sharp as Cattagus could teach me. And |
madeit for killin —whatever needed killin'—because | figured it would be down to either the other
fellow or Dag at that point, and | knew which | wanted it to be. Same goesfor my brother, if you' ve any
doubt.” She drew breath. “A knife, an arrow, ground-ripping, they're dl just different tools. Y ou can kill
aman with ahammer, for pity’ s sake.”

The farmerly darm around the table faded as folks digested this thought. Dag said nothing, though his
tension eased; he cast Fawn that odd little salute of his, and adow nod. Had he never thought of
ground-ripping as atool, before? Or only as some uncanny magical menace? Fawn loved him beyond
breath, but there was no doubt his tendency to Lakewakerish gloom could be awfully exasperating,
some days.

Dag said, “ So you see, Whit, if there san answer to your trouble, | haven't found it yet either. Asfor the
bow lessons, though | do enjoy them very much, they were never agame for me, not even when | wasa



tadpole Hawthorn's size. They're earnest training for earnest business.” He blinked and added, “ Same as
ground-veiling drills, cometo think, which we' ve also neglected for the past week. I'll see you two out
on the deck tomorrow morning.” Hetilted his head a Barr and Remo, who did not argue.

Dag went on, “I won't invite you out to play agame, Whit—and Hod and Hawthorn, and the rest of
you—nbut | will invite you out to continue your training. Because—as you' ve seen—you hever know
whenyou' Il need askill, and more lives than your own may depend oniit.”

“My papa used’—Berry’ s bresth caught, broke free again—"used to say, Nothing worth doing isfun al
thetime. But it' sgtill worth doing dl thetime.”

Whit gave her a crooked smile, and nodded.

The archery lessons commenced by lantern light as soon as the dishes were washed up. Fawn was
pleasad to see the company’ smood lift, with all the exercise and interplay and stretching of legs running
up and down the riverbank, which had been her whole purpose for the proposition in thefirst place. So
that part wasdl right.

She was more worried for Dag, as he wrapped himsdf around her and fell into exhausted dumber that
night. They hadn’t made love since before the cave. If Fawn hadn’t watched Dag convaescing after
Raintree, she might have feared it meant some dwindling of his affection, but she was clear thiswas only
profound fatigue. Y et thistime he hadn’t been physicdly injured, or blighted, or ground-ripped. He had
put out ground reinforcements—and unimaginably more complex heding efforts—till he couldn’t stand
up, though, and the tally of the strange ground he' d taken in, directly or as part of unbeguiling, was
daunting. Skink, Chicory, Bo, Hawthorn, who knew how many boatmen; most of all, that big wedge of
Crane.

Y et Fawn wasn't sure but what Crane had done more damage with his poisonous tongue than his
dubious ground. He' d sure tried, anyhow. Dag should have paralyzed that part of the renegade, too, she
decided. Had Dag’' s odd outburst at dinner been some belated response to Crane, or just general
accumulaion?

Dag’ sground had to be in the most awful mess just now, come to think. Like ahouse the day after some
big shindig where dl the neighbors and kinfolks came, and ate and danced and drank and fought till all
hours and your least favorite cousin threw up on the floor. Y ou couldn’t hardly expect to get any work
donetill you' d cleaned up the place again dl tidy, and you couldn’t tackle that till the hangover passed
off.

Upon reflection, Fawn was profoundly thankful that Dag showed no weaknessfor drink. Patrollersin
their cups had to make the most morose drunksin the world.

She snorted and rolled over, cuddling in tight. Please be well, beloved gloomy man.

24

The next day the Fetch floated through yet more of the blegk, treeless, unpeopled country they’d been
passing for the last hundred miles. Berry promised there would only be about another day of this, then the
banks of the river would grow more interesting than these endless scrubby sand bars: strange new trees,
gl green in the dead of winter and bearded with moss, mysterious cregper—hung side channels, an
abundance of birds. Fawn mainly wondered if they would see any of those scary swamp lizards of Dag's,
and if Bo'stales about the snakes were true. By noon the air was warm enough to go up on the roof
without ajacket or boat cloak, and Fawn joined Berry, Dag, and Whit to keep company and to soak up



the pale but vadiant sun. With no duty to watch ahead for hazards, she wasthe first to look behind them.

“Hey, isthat anarrow boat comin’ downstream, or—or not?If itis, that’ sthe biggest narrow boat | ever
did see”

Dag swung around. A dim vessdl some thirty-five feet long was rapidly overtaking them. Paddles flashed
in the hazy winter light, ten to aside; the occupants kept up a song to unite the rhythm of their strokes.
Digtance muffled the words, but Dag seemed to smilein recognition.

Barr, whose own watch was coming up soon, came out and stared over the stern rail, a haf-eaten apple
inhishand. “l1an’t that aLuthlian boat?’ he called up excitedly.

“Yep,” said Dag. “But those aren’'t L uthlians paddling, exactly. Those are southern Lakewakers, heading
home from a couple of years of exchange patrol.”

“How can you tell?" asked Fawn. “Ther clothes? Their ages?’

The big narrow boat was aready shooting past them—a quarter-mile off but ill in the channd, asthe
river was amilewide at this point. Even at that distance Fawn could see the mix of strong, young men
and women, laughing and leaning into their work.

“That, and the enthusiasm. Though if you were outrunning the Luthlian winter, you' d paddle hard, too.

That’ stwenty or thirty new patrol leaders over there, young veterans. See, there' re areas to the south

that haven't seen amalice emergence in two, three hundred years. But theruleis, you can't be a patrol
leader till you've beenin on at least one mdicekill, preferably more. For obvious reasons.”

Fawn, who had not only seen but made amalice kill, nodded perfect understanding. Barr, who hadn't,
looked envious.

“ So the southern Lakewalkers export al their best young patrollers up the Gray for a couple of seasons.
And hope they get them back.”

“Do the malices take so many?’ asked Berry.

“No, actually. The biggest causes of losing young patrollersin—or to—L uthlia are accidents and the
weather, and marriage. The maices are along ways down thelist. There are those who say the malices
aren't nearly asscary asthe Luthlian girls” Dag grinned briefly.

“Not you!” said Fawn.
“I was amuch braver man, when | was young.”

Whit cocked his head, watching the narrow boat pulling out of sight south around abroad curve of the
grest river. “Hey, Dag—it just occurred to me. | never asked. What was your name up in Luthliawhen
you were married to Kauneo? Because it wouldn't have been Dag Redwing Hickory Oleana, then. Dag
Something Something Luthlia, right?’

Barr, about to abandon the back deck again for the kitchen, paused and glanced up over the roof edge,
earsplanly pricked.

Dag cleared histhroat, and recited, “Dag Wolverine Leech Luthlia, in point of fact.” He added in hasty
clarification, “Leech for Leech Lake, like Hickory Lake.”

“So Wolverine was Kauneo' stent-name. And, er...Leech would have been your camp name?’



“Yep. It' sapretty well-known camp, up in those parts.”

Whit scratched his chin. “Y’know, that Dag Bluefield thing is starting to make al kinds of sense, dl of a
sudden.”

Fawn ignored him to ask, “ Did the lake redlly have leeches?’

“Oh, yes”” said Dag. “Big ones—six inches, afoot long. They were actualy pretty harmlessto frolic with.
Kept you dert while swimming, though.”

He grinned to watch her wrinkle her nose and go Eew! Which made her wonder if that had actualy been
the am of hisanecdote.

Six more days brought them to Graymouth.

But not, Fawn discovered to her disappointment, to the sea; the town lay not on the shore but ten miles
inland. Downstream from the bluffs on which the town stood, the river split into severa channelsthat ran
out into abroad, marshy delta. The town itself was divided into two portions, Uptown along the bluff,
Downtown—sometimes called Drowntown—along the riverbank. Fawn supposed she could think of
them asthe two lips of the Graymouth, and smiled at the notion.

Uptown, as near as Fawn could tell from thiswaterside vantage, was built of substantia houses and
goods-sheds and pleasant inns, Downtown, of cheap temporary shacks, rough boatmen’ staverns,
rickety sheds, and camps. The shore was lined with much the same sort of businesses as Silver Shodls, if
not so many of them, pluslong rows and double rows of flatbosts—some for sale, some being used as
floating shacks—and keelboats. On the southern end, the boats were of avery different shape and had
tall masts sticking up; fishing boats and coasting vesselsthat actually dared thread the deltaand put out to
sea

Downtown boasted alively day market and trade of al sorts. Kederslooking to hire on upstiream
crewmen propositioned Whit and Hod within a short time of the Fetch tying to the bank, and another
fellow tried to buy Copperhead right off the deck. Copperhead—rested, refreshed, and rowdy after his
long boat ride—showed off by trying to kick out the pen dats. Dag rescued Berry’ s boat and the
innocent bystanders by saddling the beast and taking him out for ahard galop.

Whit and Hawthorn took off down the row of boats; Fawn snagged Berry to guide her to the market to
find fresh new food for supper. Barr and Remo followed them, trying to look tal and grim, like
guardsmen of some sort. Fawn thought if it weren't for the sheer embarrassment of it, they’ d be clinging
to each other like youngsterslost in the woods, surrounded by all these strange farmers. They stuck tight
to her, anyhow, staring around warily.

“It'snot ashig as Silver Shods,” Remo muttered.
“Couldn’'t proveit by me,” Barr muttered back.
Who' s protecting who? Fawn didn't say doud. Tact was afine thing.

Shedid spot apair of older Lakewakers at the far end of the market square, a man and awoman, but
they were too far away to hail, and by the time she worked around to that side, they had gone off. Were
they loca, or from upriver? Was there a camp near here? She would have to ask Dag. But they all
returned to the Fetch before the Oleana boys had a chance to work each other into some sort of
ground-panic.



There she discovered Whit had undermined her dinner menu by bringing in afish the sze and shape of a
platter, which he said was fresh from the sea.and which he’ d bought off a sailboat aways down the row.

Fawn stared &t it in horror as he proudly held it out. “Whit, that fish hastwo eyes!”
“All fishdo.”

“Not on the same side! Whit, those fellows spotted you for an upcountry boy and foisted off some
defectivefish onyou.”

“No, thiskind is supposed to look like that”—he studied it in some doubt himsaf—*they said. But the

important thing is, | got us aride down to the shore tomorrow morning in their boat. They go out every
day the westher dlowsto do their fishing, see. They’ll drop us off on the beach in the morning and pick
us up again on their way back. We can take apicnic!”

A picnic, inthe heart of winter? Well, why not? In West Blue, afoot of snow would have falen by now.
Here, it was merdly cloudy and chilly.

Bo vouched for the two-eyed fish, which didn't exactly reassure Fawn, especidly after histae about the
rolling hoop snakes used for cart wheedls, but so did Berry, so she cooked it up as best she could. Dag
ate it without hesitation, but, well, patrollers. Fawn, conscious of his crinkling eyes on her, eventualy
broke down and nibbled. It was aarmingly ddlicious.

So it was she found herself packing abig basket with food and another with blankets by lantern-light the
next morning, asthe laggard sun would not be up for another hour. Berry and Whit undertook to bring
Hawthorn; Fawn supposed she and Dag would trail Remo and Barr behind them in anot-dissmilar
fashion.

Hod dected to stay with the still-convalescing Bo, and not just due to the tales about the people-eating
seafish with giant teeth and the things with tentacles sporting suckers that popped blood from your skin.
The two—parentless Hod and childless Bo—seemed in afair way to adopting each other. They’d all
come along way from Oleana, Fawn thought, but Hod especialy. He' d become a competent boat hand,
and more. He was not so skinny, not so shy, and was agood two inchestaller, partly from her cooking
but mostly from not carrying himsdf so S-shaped. They’ d be in Graymouth some weeks yet; when Bo
felt better, she would make sure Hod found his chanceto visit the shore.

Fawn had never ridden in asailboat before. The creaking of itslines and tilting of its deck asthe patched
and discolored sails caught the faint dawn breeze made her nervous, but Dag was watching her closdly,
so sheraised her chin and tried to Sit bravely. The four fellows who ran the boat—two brothersand a
couple of their haf-grown sons—did gppear to know what they were doing, and were glad to show the
curious Whit, too. After abit, even Barr and Remo unbent and horned in on the deal. Dag seemed
content to lean back with hisarm around Fawn.

Dawn over the marshes was gold and gray, a severe winter beauty al its own. Birds swarmed up to greet
the light, though their cries seemed strange and sad in the misty air. From time to time aong the channel
Fawn could spot the decaying remains of flatboats amongst the other wrack, wrecked and washed down
inaflood, or ese smply abandoned and alowed to drift out to sea. Half in fear and haf in hope, Fawn
made out every drowned log to be alurking swamp lizard, but Dag said not, though he promised to find
her onelater, an offer for which she thanked him politely but unencouragingly.

“One good thing about thistime of year,” Whit called, dapping his neck. “Hardly any mosquitoes.”

“True enough,” Dag agreed amiably. “ Come high summer, these southern mosquitoes carry off small



children to feed to their young.”

“They do not!” Hawthorn cried indignantly, which made the fishermen grin. *'Y ou shouldn’t ought to tell
such talesto Whit, he' sbound to believe you ' cause on account as you' re tent-brothers.”

The corners of Dag's mouth tucked up. He murmured, “ Ah, you never met my L uthlian tent-brothers.
Those Wolverine boystrained me out of that right quick.”

The boat bore | €ft at the next split in the channdl, and in a haf-hour more, aline of dun-colored sand
dunesrippled acrosstheflat horizon. The ascending sun began to draw up the mist, so that the far
distance seemed to be veiled by a gilded gauze curtain shifting in agentle draft. The boat scrunched
bow-firgt into the sandy shore just behind the dunes, and the fellows jumped out, took the baskets,
carried Fawn, Hawthorn, and Berry dry-shod across the last stretch of water, and united to help give the
sailboat a good shove back out into the channdl.

Fawn watched it drift away. So, if the boat sank out there on the big sea, would they ever be able to get
back to Graymouth? Far up the channel, afaded red sail loomed, so perhaps they would be able to hail
another fisherman, and not be stranded. On that reassuring thought, she took Dag' s proffered hand,
warm in the cool light, and scrambled up the dune, sand shifting under her diding feet, which made her
laugh breathlesdy. Dag watched her profile anxioudy as she pressed to the crest, and the world’ srim
opened before her astonished eyes.

The vast expanse of water gleamed like stedl, blending in amuted, distant, silvery-gold linewith the
equdly vadt, lavender-edged sky. It waslike being insde agreat bow! of liquid light. On the strand,
dretching away like wool rolled for spinning, waves broke and murmured. The damp, strange-smelling
air caressed Fawn’ s flushed cheeks as she stared and stared. The smell seemed to be some stronger
cousin to that of ariverbank or creek bed, but with atang dl its own like nothing she'd smelled before.
Shetook in ahuge breath of it. “Oh. My.”

Hawthorn whooped and ran down the sand dune; Berry, laughing, called him to dow down and did
after, Whit on her hedls. Remo and Barr, with awild look at each other, followed.

Dag scanned the horizon, brows pinched. “It was dl warm and blue, first timel was down here,” he
muttered. “Which wasfifty or ahundred mileswest of here, though.”

“That was late spring, too, you said. ' Course it waswarmer,” said Fawn.

He cast her agravelook, and swalowed. “ Thisisn't...thiswasn't thewedding trip I’ d promised you,
I’'mafrad.”

“Y ou promised to show methe sea. That thereisit, isn't it?” Most amazingly the sea. Fawn tossed her
head.

“| didn’t anticipate Crane, nor river bandits, nor exposing you to dl those horrors.” With a hesitant finger,
he traced her neck where Crane' sknife had lain. He added after amoment, “Nor making you cook for a
boatload of folks thewholeway.”

Blight Crane. “I don’t think we anticipated the Fetch at al, nor Berry, nor Bo and Hawthorn and Chicory
and Wain and dl those others, but I’ m glad to have met them. Even Remo and Barr turned out pretty
good, inthe end. I ve learned so many new things I’ velost count, which | wouldn't want to give back
nohow.” She hesitated, searching for the right words to ease his misplaced fear of disgppointing her,
without pretending that the cave hadn’t mattered. “Mama used to say to me, when | was young and
pining for my birthday or some other treat to come quick, right now, Don’t go wishing your life away.”



Shetightened her grip on hishand. “Don’t you go wishing my life away, either.”

He amiled alittle, although she was afraid it was haf for amusement at that when | was young part.
“There sapoint, Spark.”

“You'd best believeit.” Firmly, she pulled him down the dope.

Hawthorn aready had his shoes and socks stripped off and trouser legsrolled up, and was prancing
about in the foam that bubbled and hissed around hisfeet. Barr and Remo watched him rather envioudy.
They set down their baskets beside alikely-looking mess of driftwood and al waked up the beach
together. Everyone including Dag bent to collect seashells and marvel at the strange shapes and colors.
Fawn was especidly taken with the round, hollow ones, like sugar cookies with flower patterns pressed
in the center, trying to imagine what wondrous cregtures had made them or lived in them.

Noting that no blood-sucking tentacles had yet reached out to grab Hawthorn's ankles, she took off her
shoes and socks, too, gave them to Dag to carry, and walked through the tickling foam despite the chill.
She scooped up ahandful of the water and, not that she hadn’t been warned, tasted it—salty, metallic,
and vile! But for al that, not regretted. She spat it out and made aface that made Dag grin, or at |least
amirk.

A hdf-mile on, they came upon a huge dead fish washed ashore. It was even bigger than Dag’' s channel
cat, deek gray with apae belly, with an ugly underdung mouth lined with far too many sharp, triangular
teeth. It had teeth in rows. It had evidently been there awhile, because it aso stank to the sky, which at
least saved any argument about its edibility and whether Fawn should be made to attempt to cook it.
Hawthorn, Remo, and Barr were ddlighted by it, especidly the jaws. Dag and Fawn waked on, leaving
them crouching down trying to cut out the jawbones from the smelly carcassto carry off for asouvenir,
possibly to work the teeth later into some sort of Lakewaker hair ornaments. There certainly seemed to
be plenty of teeth to go around. Berry and Whit wrinkled their noses a the aromawafting up from this
process and retreated aswell, to walk side by side along the top of the dunes.

Fawn and Dag held hands and strolled on, though after the fish with the teeth Fawn put her shoes back
on and kept her feet safely to the damp sand. Y ou just never could tell about Bo's stories. Fawn glanced
up to find Dag’ s brows had pinched again. She thought of shaking him out of his abstraction, or making
him wade in the water to wake up, or something. Instead, she Smply asked, “What’ sweighing so heavy
on your mind?’

He pressed her hand, smiled too briefly. “Too much. It'sal atangle, in my head.”
“Start somewhere. Doesn't matter which end.” Whatever had bit him was till gnawing, that was plain.

He shook hishead, but drew along breath, so he wasn't going to go al surly-quiet, anyhow. “My healing
work, for one. | saved two fellowsin the cave. If there' d been three or more hurt that bad, the rest
would have died dl the same. How can | set myself up as amedicine maker for farmerswhen | know it'd
beacrud fase promisefor dl but the first-comers?’

“Even Lakewadker medicine makers have helpers,” Fawn pointed out.

He frowned thoughtfully. “1 sure do understand now why they leave as much to hed onitsown asthey

“Two' still more than none. And most days they wouldn’t come in mobslike that.”

“But on daysthey did, it could sure get ugly.” Hisfrown did not lift.



“There were other problems came clear to me at the cave, ones | hadn’t thought of. Justice, for one.
How can Lakewakers and farmers live together if they have to have separate justice? Because there' s
bound to be clashes, that’ swhat justiceis all about, dealing with clashes folks can't settle for
themsdves”

Now it was Fawn’ sturn to say, “Hm.”
“Cranesaid...” He hestated.

“You shouldn’t let Crane' slies get under your skin.”
“Isn't hisliesthat bother me. It' shistruths.”

“Did hetdl any?’

“A few. You arewhat you edt, for one.”

Fawn sucked her lower lip. “ All folks learn from the folks around them. Good behavior and bad behavior
both. Y ou can't hardly helpit.”

He ducked his head. “ L akewa kers tend to think themsalves above that, when they’ re amongst farmers.
Takes’em by surprise to be taught anything, it does.” He added after amoment, “It did me, leastways.
But the other thing he said...”

Sudden silence. Now we re getting down to it. “Mm... 7’

“About Lakewakersrising to the top. One way or another. Whether they want to or not. That, I'm
afraid I’ ve seen. On her own boat, Berry defersto me!”

Fawn wrinkled her nosein doubt. “Y ou're a'so aman near three times her age,” she pointed out. “Y ou'd
be aleader amongst Lakewalkers. Y ou wouldn't expect to be less aleader amongst farmers.”

“Amongst Lakewakers, there would be othersto keep meinline.”
“Wadll...Wain didn’'t defer so easy, for one.”

“Oh, yesh, Wain. | sure settled him down, didn’t 17" His hand waved and clenched in agesture of
disgust—or sdf-disgust?

“Um...before the attack, you mean, when the boat bosses were dl arguing?’

“Y ou spotted that, did you? Yes, | persuaded him. What Barr tried to do to Berry but wastoo clumsy to
bring off.” Hisface seemed to set in a permanent grimace, contemplating this. “Though at least | didn't
leave him beguiled.”

“It was an emergency,” Fawn offered.

“There will dways be another emergency aong. How long before a need becomes a habit becomesa
corruption? Lordship comestoo easy, for some. And it was lordship near dew theworld.”

His gtride, scrunching through the sand, had lengthened. Fawn quickened her stepsto keep up. He
continued, “Unless we keep separate lives. Did we come all thisway down that long river just to find out
the folks we were arguing with back at Hickory Lake wereright dl dong?’

“Slow down, Dag!” Fawn panted.



He stopped. She gripped his deeve and turned him to face her, looking up into histroubled gold eyes. “If
that’ sthe truth, then that iswhat we came dl thisway to find, yes. And we'll need to face it square. But |
can't believeit’ satruth so solid that there’ sno cracks at dl with space left for ustofitin.”

“Aslong as mdices exig, then the patrol must be maintained, and everything that backsit.”

“Nobody’ s arguing with that. But making farmers lessignorant and Lakewalkers|ess obnoxious doesn't
have to mean turning the whole world tail over teakettle. Y ou made agood start on the way down here, |

thought!”

“Yeah?’ He dug histoein the sand, bent, scooped up a smoothed rock lying there, swung back, and
flung it out over the waves. It vanished with afaint plop. “I made agtart like throwing arock into this sea.
| could stand here and throw for years and never make a difference you could tell.”

Fawn straightened her spine and scowled up at him. “Y ou' re not fretting because you couldn’t keep your
promise to show methe sea. Y ou're fretting because somewhere in that murky head of yours you were
hoping to have the whole problem solved by now, and hand it to metied up in abow for my birthday
present!”

Hislong silence after that broke in arueful chuckle. “ Oh, Spark. I'm afraid s0.”
“| should have thought a patroller would be more patient.”

He snorted. “Y ou should have met me a age nineteen. | was going to save the whole world that yesr, |
was. Patience and exhaustion turn out to have alot in common.”

“Wadll, then, you ought to be redl patient right now!”
Helaughed out loud, ared laugh finadly, and hugged her intight. “Y ou would think so, wouldn’t you?

They turned around and started walking back toward the distant carcass. Fawn was pleased to see that
Barr and Remo had finally taken their boots off and were wading around in the surf with Hawthorn, even
if they were only washing up after the fish-butchery. But there was a suspicious amount of splashing going
on for such apractica purpose.

They collected the boys and their prizes—Fawn was fascinated to handle the sculpted teeth with their
strange serrated edges, once the blood and smelly gristly bits had been cleaned off—and made their way
back to their cache, where the men built a driftwood fire. Hawthorn made Dag light it while he waiched
closdly, venting hoots of ddlight. Fawn was grateful for the orange heat on her face, because the breeze
was il chilly and damp. Even the patrollers thought the colors licking up around the bleached
wood—blues, greens, spurts of deep red—were magical.

At length, Berry and Whit came back. Only now they walked up the wet sand not just sde by side, but
holding handstightly. Asthey came near, Fawn saw that Berry looked wistful, and Whit looked sappy.
She and Dag, sharing ablanket like acloak, glanced at each other and grinned in recognition.

Asthe pair came up to thefire, Dag leaned back, eyes crinkling, and called, “ Congratul ations!”
Whit looked faintly horrified.

“Lakewadkers” sghed Berry.

“Dag!” Fawn poked himin reproof. “ At least let them say it for themsalves!”



“Well, um...” said Whit.
Berry scraped astrand of sea-blown hair out of her eyes. “Whit's asked meto marry him.”
“And shesaid yes!” put in Whit, in atone of wonder.

It made the ensuing picnic properly celebratory, to be sure. Hawthorn was quite taken with the notion
that he would now have atent-brother, in the Lakewaker style. Whit glanced at Hawthorn, glanced at
Dag, and looked quite thoughtful al of a sudden.

Later, handing around the food, Fawn murmured to Whit, “ Good work, but you sure took a chance.
Y ou werered lucky to bring it off so soon!”

He whispered back, “Wdll, you said | ought to wait till | was asfar from that cave asit was possibleto
get.” He stared out at the gleaming sea. “Y ou can't get any farther than this.”

They ate, drank, rested—in some cases, napped—and watched the repeating miracle of the waves and
the turning of the tide. The sun doped down to the west, lighting distant clouds that towered peach and
blue above the lavender horizon, making Fawn think of thetales of the great shining cities of thelost Lake
League on adrowned shore halfway across the continent. On alake so wide you could not see across,
S0 it had to be something like this. | should like to see that |ake, someday.

Dag was adleep with his head on her Iap when awhite speck out to searesolved into afamiliar sail.
Digtant figures waved at them from the deck asthe fishing boat rode the tide and breeze into the

estuary’ s mouth. She awoke him with akiss, and they packed up and climbed the line of dunesto meet it
at their landing place.

At the top, Whit turned to walk backward, then stopped. “ Thisisthe end of theworld, al right.”
| once said | would follow Dag to the end of the world. Well, herewe are...

Whit continued, “ Sureisimpressive. But just too big. | think the river will be enough water for me, from
now on.” He smiled at hisriver lady and tried to stedl akiss, thwarted because she gave him onefirst.
Hawthorn only wrinkled hisnose alittle.

“The Fetch won’t go upstream,” Berry reminded him. “We |l be waking home.”
“Andal uphill, too,” said Whit, making awry face.
“That'll be one long walk,” said Remo, to which Barr added, “Y eah, | need to get me some new boots.”

Fawn turned from the seato look out over the flat marsh, fading into immense hidden distances, and felt
dizzy for amoment, imagining the wide green world tilting up before her feet.

“Y ou know, Whit, it al dependswhich way you' refacing. Thisway around, it looksto me morelikethe
world sbeginning.”

Dag' sgrip on her hand tightened convulsively, though he said nothing. Together, they al did down the
dope of sand to meet the boat.

AUTHOR'SNOTE

Feding that my memories of houseboating on the Ohio River in my youth weren't quite enough to
support my tae, | turned with great reading pleasure to additional sources. | quickly found that while




material on steamboating ran the length of the Mississippi, the earlier era of kedlboats, flatboats, and
muscle power was much lesswidely documented.

Especidly worth sharing with the reader curious for more are: The Keelboat Age on Western Waters
(1941) by L.D. Badwin; Old Times on the Upper Mississppi: The recollections of asteamboat pilot
from 1854 to 1863 (1909) by George Byron Merrick; A-Rafting onthe Mississip’ (1928) by Charles
Edward Russll; A Narrative of the Life of David Crockett, by Himsalf (1834) (Bison Booksfacamile
reprint 1987); and, rather aprize because it was only printed in alimited edition of 750 copies, The
Adventures of T.C. Collins—Boatman: Twenty-four Y ears on the Western Waters, 1849-1873, (1985)
compiled and edited by Herbert L. Roush, Sr.

The Merrick, the Russdll, the Crockett, and the Collins were dl authentic firsthand accounts, immensdly
vauablefor the kind of detail that cannot be found in generd histories. | owe Russdll for Whit's
memorable phrase when faling in love at first Sght with agrest river because | could not sum up those
fedings any more perfectly and Crockett, not only for the flatboat-sinking incident, for inspiration for the
charming character of Ford Chicory—himself. | heartily recommend this autobiography, which seemsto
have been penned as an early palitical memair; its politics have been pared away by time, but its personal
aspectsremain riveting to this day.
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