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The Drowntown day market was in full spate. Fawn’s nostrils flared at the strong smells: fish, clams,
critters with twitching legs like giant crawdads packed in seaweed; frying funnel cakes, boiling crabs,
dried fruit, cheeses; piles of used clothing not well laundered; chickens, goats, sheep, horses. Mixed with
it all, the damp tang of the river Gray, stretching so wide its farther shore became a flat blur in the winter
morning light.

The lead-colored water shimmered in silence beyond the bright busy blot of folks collected under the
bluffs that divided Graymouth’s Uptown from its noisier—and, Fawn had to admit, more noisome—
riverside. The muddy banks were lined with flatboats at the ends of their journeys, keelboats preparing
new starts, and fishing and coastal vessels that came and went more in rthythm with the
still-ten-milesdistant sea than with the river’s moods. The streets dodged crookedly around goods-sheds,
rivermen’s taverns, and shacks—all built of dismantled flatboats, or, in some cases, not dismantled but
drawn ashore intact on rollers by oxen and allowed to settle into the soil. The owners of the latter claimed
to be all ready for the next flood that would try, and fail, to wash the smells and mess of Drowntown out



to sea, while Uptown looked down dry-skirted. It seemed a strange way to live. How had she ever
thought of the rocky creek at the foot of her family’s farm back north as a river?

Fawn shoved her basket up her arm, nudged her companion Remo, and pointed. “Look! There’s some
new Lakewalkers here this morning!”

At the other end of the square, where all the bigger animals were displayed by their hopeful owners, two
women and a man tended a string of half a dozen leggy horses. The three all wore Lakewalker dress:
riding trousers, sturdy boots, shirts and leather vests and jackets, not so different in kind from the farmers
around them, yet somehow distinctive. More distinctive was their hair, worn long in decorated braids,
their height, and their air of discomfort to be surrounded by so many people who weren’t Lakewalkers.
Upon reflection, Fawn wondered if anyone else here realized the standoffishness was discomfort, or if
they only thought it high-nosed disdain. She would have seen it that way, once.

“Mm,” said Remo unenthusiastically. “I suppose you want to go talk to them?”
“Of course.” Fawn dragged him toward the far end of the market.

The man pulled a horse out of the string and held it for a farmer, who bent and ran his hands over its
legs. The two young women looked toward Fawn and Remo as they approached; their eyes widened a
bit at Remo, whose height, clothes, and long black braid also proclaimed him a Lakewalker patroller.
Did their groundsenses reached out to touch the stranger-kinsman, or did they keep them closed against
the painful ground noise of the surrounding farmers?

The southern Lakewalkers Fawn had seen so far tended to lighter skin and hair than their northern
cousins, and these two were no exception. The taller woman—girl—she seemed not so very much older
than Fawn, anyhow—had hair in a single thick plait as tawny as a bobcat pelt. Her silvery-blue eyes
were bright in her fine-boned face.

The shorter woman had red-brown braids wreathing her head, and coppery eyes in a round face dusted
with freckles. Fawn thought they might be patrol partners, like Remo and Barr; they seemed unlikely to
be sisters.

“’Morning!” Fawn called cheerfully, looking up at them. The top of her own dark curls came up just
past the middle of Remo’s chest, and not much farther on these women. At almost-nineteen, Fawn had
given up hope of gaining further inches except maybe around, and resigned herself to a permanent crick
in her neck.

The reddish-haired woman returned a nod; the bobcat blonde, seeming uncertain how to take the odd
pair, addressed herself to a height halfway between them. “ "Morning. You all interested in a horse?
We’ve some real fine bloodstock, here. Strong hooves. One of these could carry a man all the way up
the Tripoint Trace and never pull up lame.” She gestured toward the string, well brushed despite their
winter coats, who gazed back and flicked their tufted ears. Beyond, the Lakewalker man trotted the
horse toward and away from the farmer, who stood hands on hips, frowning judiciously.

“I thought Lakewalkers only sold off their culls to farmers?” said Fawn innocently. The redhead’s slight
flinch was more from guilt than insult, Fawn thought. Some horse traders . Suppressing a grin, she went
on: “Anyhow, no, at least not today. What I was wondering was, what camp you folks hailed from, and if
you have any real good medicine makers there.”

The blonde replied at once, in a practiced-sounding tone, “Lakewalkers can’t treat farmers.”



“Oh, I know all about that .” Fawn tossed her head. “I’m not asking for myself.”

Two braided heads turned toward Remo, who blushed. Remo hated to blush, he’d said, because the
awkwardness of it always made him blush worse than the original spur. Fawn watched his deepening
tinge with fascination. She could not sense the flick of questing groundsenses, but she had no doubt that a
couple went by just then. “No, I’'m not sick, either,” Remo said. “It’s not for us.”

“Are you two together?” asked the blonde, silver-blue eyes narrowing in a less friendly fashion. Lovers
together, Fawn guessed she meant to imply, which Lakewalkers were emphatically not supposed to be
with farmers.

“Yes. No! Not like that. Fawn’s a friend,” said Remo. “The wife of a friend,” he added in hasty
emphasis.

“We still can’t help you. Medicine makers can’t fool with farmers,” the redhead seconded her
companion.

“Dag’s a Lakewalker.” Fawn shouldered forward, keeping herself from clutching the Lakewalker
wedding braid circling her left wrist under her sleeve. Or brandishing it, leading to the eternal explanation
and defense of its validity. “And he’s not sick.” Exactly . “He used to be a patroller, but he thinks he has
a calling now for making. He already knows lots, and he can do some, some amazing things, which is
why he needs a real good guide, to help him along his next step.” Whatever it is .

Even Dag did not seem sure, to Fawn’s concerned eyes.

The blonde turned her confused face to Remo. “You’re not from around these parts, are you? Are you
an exchange patroller?”

“Neeta,” said the redhead, with a proud gesture at the blonde, “is just back from two years’ exchange
patrolling in Luthlia .”

The blonde shrugged modestly. “You don’t have to tell everyone we meet, Tavia.”

“No, I'm not exchanging, exactly,” said Remo. “We came down from Oleana on a flatboat, got here
about a week back. I'm, I’'ve . . .”

Fawn waited with grim interest to see how he would describe himself.

Run away from home? Deserted? Joined Captain Dag No-Camp’s muleheaded campaign to save the
world from itself?

He gulped, and fell back on, “My name’s Remo.”

A tilt of the braid-wreathed head and a bouncing hand gesture invited him to continue with his tent and
camp names, but he merely pressed his lips together in an unfelt smile. Tavia shrugged, and went on, “We
came down from New Moon Cutoff Camp yesterday to sell off some cu—horses, and to pick up the
week’s courier packet.” Clearly identifying herself and her partner to this tall, dark, northern stranger as
patroller women, carrying mail between camps being a patrol task.

Fawn wondered if she’d recognize patroller flirting if she saw it, and if it would be as dire as patroller



humor. “The best medicine maker in the district is at New Moon,” Tavia continued, “but I don’t think
he’s taking apprentices.”

“That would be Arkady Waterbirch?” Fawn hazarded. “The one they say is a groundsetter ?”” That last
had been a new term to Fawn, but the local Lakewalkers seemed to set great store by it. At the
redhead’s raised eyebrows she explained, “I’ve been asking around for the past few days, whenever I
saw a Lakewalker in the market. They always start by telling about the makers in their own camps, but
they all end by mentioning this Arkady fellow.”

Tavia nodded. “Makes sense.”

“Why is he not taking apprentices?”” Fawn persisted. All the medicine makers she’d ever met had
seemed hungry to find new talent for their craft. Well, unless that talent was trailing a farmer bride. “Is he
full up?” She added conscientiously, “Not that Dag’s looking to be an apprentice, necessarily. He might
just want to, um, talk.”

The two women exchanged guarded looks. Neeta said, “You’d think Arkady would be looking for a
new apprentice, about now.”

“I’m not so sure. He was pretty upset about Sutaw. He took a lot of shafts about it.”
“He wasn’t even there!”
“That’s the complaint that stings the most, I gather.”

Uncertain if the girls would explain this camp gossip to a mere farmer, Fawn nudged Remo. He cast her
down a pained look, but dutifully asked, “What happened?”’

Tavia rubbed her round chin and frowned. “A couple of months back, one of the youngsters at New
Moon was badly mauled by a gator. When his friends ran to the medicine tent for help, Arkady was out
seeing another patient, so his apprentice Sutaw went to take the boy on. He groundlocked himself, and
died of the shock when the boy did.”

Remo winced; Fawn quelled a chill in her belly. Remo said, “Wasn’t there anyone else there to break
the lock?”

“The boy’s mother, but she waited too long. Some other youngsters, but of course they couldn’t realize.
There was a lot of bad feeling, after, between the parents of the mauled boy and Sutaw’s tent-kin, but
it’s pretty much settled down now. Arkady’s been keeping to himself.”

“Not that you can tell the difference,” said Neeta. “He always was as grim as a knife maker. Maybe a
new apprentice would be good for him.” She smiled at Remo. “Your friend could ask, I suppose. But
you’d likely better warn him old Arkady’s kind of . . . difficult, sometimes.”

“Yeah?”” Remo shot an ironic look at Fawn. “That’d be right interesting.”

The two girls from New Moon Cutoff were picturing Dag as a young patroller like Remo, Fawn
realized. She decided not to try to explain the more . . . difficult aspects of her Lakewalker husband.

He’s not banished, not really . . .

The New Moon man finished counting coins into his wallet from the farmer, slapped the horse on the



rump in friendly farewell as it was led away, and turned back toward his companions. Fawn was
reminded that her market basket ought to be piled high and handed off to Remo to lug by now.

“Well, thank you.” Fawn dipped her knees. “I’ll pass the word along.”

The two returned nods, the shorter girl’s bemused, the taller blonde’s a trifle grudging, though both
watched after Remo with considering glances as Fawn led him off across the square once more. But their
attention was soon diverted as another potential customer strolled up to eye the horses.

Remo looked back over his shoulder and sighed in regret. “Barr would have charmed their socks off.”

Fawn dimpled. “Only their socks? I’d think Barr would be more ambitious. Least to hear him tell it.”

Remo blushed again, but protested, “They’re patroller gitls. They’d keep him in line.” But after a
longish glum moment, added, “If they wanted to.”

Fawn shook her head, smiling. ““Come on, Remo, cheer up. We got us a wedding party to fix.” A flash
of color caught her eye, and she stepped along to a fruit cart to bargain for blocks of dried persimmon
and bright round oranges packed in straw, both astonishing southern fruits she had tasted for the first time
only a few days ago. Another Graymouth woman sold Fawn a jar of molasses, sweet as the maple syrup
cooked up on the Bluefield farm each spring, if with a much stronger, stranger flavor. It would go well
with biscuits, Fawn thought, or maybe with something using up that last barrel of wrinkling apples that
had ridden with them all the way from Oleana.

“So,” said Remo thoughtfully as they made their way to the next vendor on Fawn’s mental list. “If Dag
wants to find himself a medicine maker that much, why isn’t he doing the asking around?”

Fawn bit her lip. “You’ve heard him talking about it, haven’t you?”
“Oh, sure, couple of times.”

“He’s said even more to me. But Dag’s a doer, not a talker. So if he keeps talking, but doesn’tdo . . . it
seems to me something’s wrong somewhere.”

“What?”
Her steps slowed. “He’s scared, I guess.”
“Dag? Are you joking?”

“Not physically scared. Some other kind of scared. I don’t have the words for it, but I can feel it.
Scared he won’t get the answers he wants, maybe.” Scared he’ll get the answers he doesn’t want .

“Hm,” said Remo doubtfully.

As they wended back to the riverbank and up the row of flatboats to where the Fetch was tied, Fawn’s
thoughts reverted to the horrific tale of the groundlocked apprentice. That could be Dag, all right . A
youngster in danger, a desperate fight for survival—despite being partnerless, he would dive right in and

not come out. With him, it wouldn’t even be courage. It’d be a blighted Aabit .

When Dag had first talked about giving up patrolling to become a medicine maker to farmers, it had



seemed a wonderful plan to Fawn: it would be a safer line of work, it wouldn’t take him away from her,
and he could do it all on his own, without needing other Lakewalkers.

Without needing other Lakewalkers to accept Aer, to put it bluntly. All of these promised benefits
appeared to be untrue, on closer look-see.

My thoughts are all in a tangle,Dag had complained to her. What if it wasn’t just his thoughts? What if
it was his ground, as well? Which would be no surprise after all the chancy groundwork he’d been doing,
lately. Miracles and horrors . Maybe he really needed another maker to help straighten it all out.

Groundsetter. Fawn rolled the word over in her mind. It sounded mysterious and promising. Her chin
ducked in a firm nod as her feet rapped across the Fetch ’s gangplank.

The wagon roads from the lower to the upper halves of Graymouth wound around the far ends of the
long bluff, but several sets of stairs zigzagged more breathlessly up the steep slope. They were built,
inevitably, of old flatboat timbers, generously enough for folks to pass four abreast in places. Dag turned
his head for a quick glimpse of the busy riverside laid out below, with the gleaming river receding into
level haze in both directions. He breathed in the cool air of this midwinter noon, contemplating the array
of people about to officially become part of, well . . . his family, he supposed. Tent Bluefield. The growth
of it had happened so gradually over the weeks of their disastrous quest, Dag was almost shocked to
look back and realize how far they’d come, and not just in river miles. Yet here we all are .

The Fetch ’s party climbed two by two. In the lead wheezed Berry’s uncle Bo, gnarled riverman, the
one member of the young flatboat boss’s family back in Clearcreek who had volunteered to come help
her on this long journey. Beside him thumped Hod, an arm ready to boost Bo along, but Dag judged the
wheezing misleading; Bo was as tough as the old boot leather that he resembled, and the knife slash in his
belly was almost fully healed. Hod had become far more than a mere boat hand after all their shared
adventures, being as near as made-no-nevermind to adopted into the Fetch ’s family.

Berry’s eleven-year-old brother, Hawthorn, came next, his pet raccoon riding on his shoulder, both boy
and animal sniffing the air in bright-eyed curiosity. There had been some argumentation over whether a
raccoon was a proper ornament to a wedding party, but the creature had ridden with them all the way
from Oleana, and had become something of a boat’s mascot over the downriver weeks. Dag was just
glad no one had extended the argument to Daisy-goat, equally faithful and far more useful. A bit more of
Hawthorn’s swinging wrist stuck out of his shirtsleeve than when Dag had first met him, and Dag didn’t
think it was because the cloth had shrunk with its rare washings. When his straw-blond head finally grew
to overtop that of his sister Berry, he would be an impressive young man. Three more years, Dag gave
it; forever, Hawthorn moaned; Dag tried to remember when three years had seemed forever.

Next, the bride herself, supported by Fawn. Fawn had spent a good long time earlier this morning with
her clever fingers plaiting Berry’s straight hair, usually tied at her nape, up into Lakewalker-style wedding
braids. Somewhere in the Drowntown day market Fawn had found fresh winter flowers, either local to
these southern climes or grown under glass, Dag was not sure. She’d arranged all the big white blooms
she could fit in around Berry’s straw-gold topknot, with ivy trailing down in the silky fall of hair behind.
Her own hair she’d gathered into a jaunty horsetail at her crown, with sprigs of scarlet flowers seeming to
glow against the dark curls. Climbing behind the two women, Dag enjoyed the effect. There had been no
time for new bride clothes, in these hasty preparations so far from home, but there had been a lot of
laundry done on the Fetch yesterday after Fawn had returned from the market with Remo. Shabby and
travel-worn the whole party’s workaday garments might be, but they were all clean and mended.



As they reached a turn in the stairs and reversed direction, Fawn’s little hand gripped Berry’s in a
gesture of encouragement. Berry’s workhardened fingers looked unusually cold and pale. Dag had seen
Berry face down raging shoals, snagging sandbars, rough rivermen, sly goodsdealers, murderous bandits,
knife fights, heartbreak, and hangings, high water and low as the riverfolk put it, with unflagging
courage. Any who would dare chuckle at her pre-wedding nerves . . . had never faced a wedding
ceremony themselves, Dag decided.

Fawn’s brother Whit, climbing beside Dag, had chuckled merrily at his sister and Dag six months ago
when they’d tied their knots in West Blue. He wasn’t laughing now, and the corners of Dag’s mouth
tucked up at the pure justice of the moment. No one, looking at Fawn and Whit together, would take
them for anything other than brother and sister even before they opened their mouths. Both had the same
dark curls and clear skin, and though Whit topped Fawn by a head, he was still a sawed-off Bluefield.
More height he would likely never gain, but his shoulders had broadened this fall, as the strain on his shirt
seams testified.

And, without losing his still-sometimes-annoying humor, his eyes were graver, more thoughtful; more
than once lately Dag had seen him start to let fly with a witty or half-witty barb, then stop and swallow it
instead. He, too, had come a long way from West Blue.

Enough to be ready for his wedding day? No, probably not; few folks ever were. Enough to be ready
for all the days that followed? That also was a matter of learn-as-you-go, in Dag’s experience. But [
think he will not betray her . He sent an encouraging glint of a smile down at his . . . brother-in-law, in
farmer parlance, tent-brother, in Lakewalker terms, and thought that Whit had met the tests of both roles.
Whit put his shoulders back and managed a ghastly grin in return.

Behind Dag, Remo’s and Barr’s long legs took some of the shorter uneven stairs two at a time, in step
with each other. Either would likely be shocked to learn Dag now thought of them as part of his peculiar
farmer-Lakewalker family tent, but Dag imagined both partners would admit to being his patrollers. As
difficult as their present circumstances were, Dag was glad they had become entangled in his little band,
whatever one might name it. One Lakewalker among farmers was an oddity.

Three were . . . a start, maybe.

They all exited the walkway into Uptown. Dag stared around with interest, this being his first jaunt up the
stairs to the bluff. Today was nearly windless in the watery light, but Dag imagined that in high summer
Uptown would catch whatever mosquito-removing breezes there were. The streets, better drained than
those below, were not as muddy, and were laid out in tidy blocks with boardwalks lining them—more
sawed-up former flatboats, no doubt. The houses and buildings looked substantial, less haphazardly
cobbled together, free of high-water stains.

The people seemed not too different: boat bosses and goods-shed men, drivers and drovers, innkeepers
and horseboys; some of the women seemed better dressed, if more soberly than the fancy getups worn
by the girls from the bed-boats tied along the Drowntown shore.

The Graymouth town clerk’s office was not the front room of some villager’s house, as Dag had seen
back in tiny West Blue, but a separate building, two stories high, built of sturdy brick probably floated
downstream from Glassforge in far-off Oleana. Fawn pointed out the brick to Hod, who grinned in
recognition and nodded. The Fetch ’s party clumped up onto the porch and inside.

Berry and Whit had ventured up here the requisite three days ago to register their intent to wed and to



secure an appointment with a recording clerk—the town employed several, Dag understood. The big,
busy room to the right of the entry hall had to do with boats and the shipping business; to the left, with
land records. Berry and Whit both gulped, grabbed each other’s hand, and led the way upstairs to a
smaller, quieter chamber.

The rather bare upstairs room held a writing table by a window and half a dozen wooden chairs pushed
back to the wall, not quite enough for the crew of the Feetch . Hod saw that Bo took a seat with Fawn
and Berry. Dag rested his shoulders on the wall and crossed his arms, and Barr and Remo, after a glance
at him, did likewise.

The wait was neither long nor uncomfortable, at least not for Dag.

He wouldn’t vouch for Whit, who kept readjusting his shirt collar. In a few minutes, a man carrying a
large record book and a sheet of paper bustled in. Dag judged him maybe a decade older than Whit or
Berry; he might have been a cleanly goods-shed clerk working up to owner. He looked up to see Dag,
and stepped back with a small u/ . His eyes flicked down over the hook that served in place of Dag’s
left hand, to the long knife at his belt, back up to his short-trimmed if still unruly hair, and across again to
Barr and Remo with their more obviously Lakewalkerstyle hair and garb. Both Remo’s long, dark braid
and Barr’s shorter tawny queue were decorated for the occasion with ornaments new-made from shark
teeth and pearl shell.

“Ah,” the clerk said to Dag, “can I help you fellows find the room you’re looking for? There’s a
marriage registration due next in this one, the Bluefield party.”

“Yes, we’re part of that patrol,” Dag replied amiably. He gave a nod toward Berry and Whit, who
popped to their feet, smiling nervously.

The fellow Dag took to be the clerk tore his gaze from the Lakewalkers to glance at his paper and say,
“Whitesmith Bluefield and Berry Clearcreek?”

Both ducked their heads; Whit stuck out his hand and said, “They call me Whit.”

“I’m Clerk Bakerbun,” said the clerk, who shook Whit’s hand and, after a brief glance at Fawn, nodded
at Berry. “Miss Clearcreek. How de’ do.” He laid his big book out on the table. “Right, we can begin.
Do you each have your principal witnesses?”

“Yes,” said Berry. “This here’s my uncle Bo, and that’s my little brother Hawthorn.” Both rose and
nodded, Hawthorn tightly clutching his raccoon, which made a noise of indolent protest.

Whit added, “Yeah, and this is my sister Fawn and her husband, Dag Bluefield.” His gesture taking in
Dag made the clerk blink.

“I’m sorry, I thought you were a Lakewalker,” said the clerk to Dag. He looked up into Dag’s
gold-tinged eyes. “Wait, you are a Lakewalker!”

Whit raised his voice to override the inevitable spate of questions: “And these here are Hod, Remo, and
Barr, all friends and boat hands from the Fetch, which is Berry’s flatboat out of Clearcreek, Oleana, see.
They’ll sign as witnesses, too. She goes by Boss Berry down on the river, by the way.” He smiled
proudly at his betrothed. Berry usually had a generous grin beneath wide cheekbones that made her face
look like a friendly ferret’s; now her smile was stretched thin with nerves.



The clerk looked at Hawthorn, who grinned back more in the usual Clearcreek family style. “Ah, um. ..
this youngster looks to be well under twenty years of age. He can’t be a legal witness, not in
Graymouth.”

“But Berry said I could sign. I been practicin’!” protested Hawthorn.

He undid one arm from under the fat and sleepy raccoon and held up ink-stained fingers in proof. “And
now that Buckthorn and Papa was killed last fall, I’'m her only brother!”

“I did promise he could,” said Berry. “I didn’t know. I’'m sorry, Hawthorn.”

Bo added gruffly, “Oh, come on, let the little feller sign. It won’t do no harm, and it’ll mean the world to
him. To both of ’em.”

“Well . . .” The clerk looked nonplussed. “I don’t think I can. It might compromise the validity of the
document should it be challenged.”

Dag’s brows drew down. Farmer customs could be so baftling. All that paper and ink and fuss over
property and witnesses. He considered his own wedding cord wound around his upper arm, concealed
beneath his jacket sleeve, braided by Fawn’s own hands and containing a thread of her live ground,
proof of their union to anyone with groundsense.

She wore its twin on her left wrist, peeping like a hair bracelet from her shirt cuft, humming with a bit of
Dag’s ground in turn. Not that any Lakewalker camp wouldn’t seize on a wedding as an excuse for a
party, and not that the tent-kin on both sides didn’t mix in till you were ready to wrap some spare cords
around their necks and twist, but in the end, the marriage was solely between two people, tracking its
traces in their inward selves. Even if the couple should be cast among strangers, the cords silently spoke
their witness for them.

“Never mind, Hawthorn,” said Whit to the crestfallen boy. “I bought Berry and me a new family book to
start, and you can sign in that. ’Cause it’s ours, and doesn’t belong to these Graymouth folks.” He added
to Berry, “It’s my first wedding present to you, see.” Her pale face lightened in a real grin.

Whit reached into the cloth bag he’d been toting and pulled out a large volume bound in new leather of
the sort in which good-sheds kept their records. He laid it on the table, opening it to the first blank white
page. Dag was thrown back in memory to the aging family book he’d seen at West Blue, three-quarters
full of entries about Bluefield marriages, births, and deaths, and land or animals bought, sold, or
swapped, which he and Fawn and for that matter Whit had all put their names in, as principals or witness.
That volume had been the latest of a series going back over two hundred years, all carefully kept in a
trunk in the parlor. The precious family books would pass in turn, along with the farm itself, to Whit and
Fawn’s eldest brother and his bride.

As the fourth son, Whit was on his own. And, Dag guessed, not sorry for it now.

Fawn measured the book’s thickness, a good two fingers, and grinned. “Ambitious, Whit!” Hawthorn
looked it over in approval, evidently consoled. Would the old Clearcreek family book pass to Hawthorn,
then, not to Berry? It was all so backward to the way a Lakewalker eldest girl inherited the family tent

from her mother.

“Hm,” said the clerk in a tone of doubt, but did not pursue his quibble.



He laid his own big book, its leather cover stamped with Graymouth’s town seal, on the table beside
Whit’s, and opened it to a new page. “If I’'m to make two clean copies, best we get started.” He sat at
the table, drew the ink pot toward him, shot back his cuffs, selected a quill from the jar, and looked up
again at Berry and Whit. “State your full names, your parents’ names and residences—or, if they are
deceased, places of burial—your dates of birth, places of birth, and occupations.”

It took a few minutes to get all this down, twice. The fellow did have nice handwriting, Dag decided,
leaning over for a peek. Since this caused Bakerbun to stop writing and stare over his shoulder in alarm,
Dag returned to his wall space. Berry gave her occupation as boat boss, and after a moment, and

fiddler; Whit, after the briefest hesitation, said not farmer but boat hand . Dag fancied he could almost
hear the twang as Whit’s last tie to West Blue parted.

“Next, do you give your sworn words you have no impediments? No other betrothal, marriage, or
indenture?”’

They both murmured their nays, although Berry winced a little at the other betrothal part.

“Good, that’s easy,” muttered the clerk. “You came up from Drowntown, so I don’t guess you have any
substantial property to worry about. I must say, Drowntown folks don’t usually bother to come up here
to us for this, but that’s Drowntown for you.”

“I have the Fetch, ” said Berry.

The clerk hesitated. “Flatboat, you say? Not a keel?”

“That’s right.”

“We don’t have to count flats. What about you, Whitesmith Bluefield?”

“I have my earnings for the trip.”

The clerk waved this away. “Real property. Land, a house, a building for business? Expectations of
inheritance?”

“No. Not yet,” Whit amended, with a distant look. “I have a family due-share from the farm in West
Blue, but I don’t rightly know when I’1l get back to collect it. It’s not much, anyhow.”

The clerk frowned judiciously.

“You should have your papa’s house and the hill in Clearcreek, Berry,” Bo put in. “You and Hawthorn.”

The clerk came suddenly alert. “Do you know how it was left? What terms?”’

“I can’t rightly say. Don’t think no one in Clearcreek even knows Berry’s papa is dead, yet. He
disappeared on the river last fall, see, along with her older brother, so that’s what this trip was for,
mainly, to find out what had happened to ’em. Which we did do.”

A sudden spate of questions from the clerk drew out the information that the house was substantial, or at

least large and rambling, and the hill, too steep for farming but where Berry’s family harvested the timber
to build their yearly flatboat, was a good square mile in extent.



And no one knew for sure if Berry’s papa might have left Hawthorn’s guardianship to some other
relative than Berry in the event of his death, a notion that clearly alarmed Hawthorn very much. Any
records were back in Clearcreek, fifteen hundred river miles away.

“This is all very confused,” said the clerk at last, rubbing his nose and leaving a faint smear of ink on his
upper lip. “I don’t think I can register this marriage.”

“What?” cried Whit in alarm, in chorus with Berry’s dismayed “Why not?”

“It’s the rules, miss. To prevent theft by runaway or fraudulent marriages. Which has been tried, which is
why the rules.”

“I’m not a runaway,” said Berry indignantly. “I’m a boat boss! And I got my mother’s own brother with
me!”

“Yes, but your marriage would give Whitesmith, here, some claims on your property that your other kin
might not want to allow. Or if that house and hill is all left to the tad, here, as your papa’s only surviving
son, he presumably owes you some due-share, but he’s too young to administer it. I’ve seen this sort of
tangle lead to all sorts of fights and disputes and even killings, and over a good deal less property than
your Oleana hill!”

“In Graymouth, maybe!” cried Berry, but Bo scratched his chin in worry.
“Better you should wait and get married back in Clearcreek, miss,” said the clerk.

“But it could be four or six months till we get back there!” said Whit, sounding suddenly bewildered.
“We want to get married now!”

“Yeah, Fawn’s baked the cake and fixed the food and everything!” put in Hawthorn. “And she made me
take a bath!”

“Something like this sort of problem must have come up before.”

Dag pitched his voice deep to cut across the rising babble of protest. “In a town with as many strangers
passing through for trade as Graymouth gets. Couldn’t you just leave out all mention of the property, let
the Clearcreek clerk write it all in later?”

“I should have kept my fool mouth shut,” muttered Bo. “Sorry, Berry.”

The distress from the folks assembled in the room was rising like a miasma around Dag, and he closed
himself tighter against it.

“That’s what the marriage registration is for, to settle all these critical matters!” said the clerk. “Not that
I’d expect a Lakewalker to understand,” he added in a low mutter. “Don’t you fellows trade your
women around? Like bed-boat girls, but with big knives, and not near so friendly.”

Dag stiffened, but decided to pretend not to hear, although Remo stirred in annoyance and Barr’s sandy
eyebrows rose.

The clerk straightened up, cleared his throat, and gripped the edges of the table. “There have been
variances made, from time to time,” he said. Whit made an eager noise. “The fellow puts up a bond with



the town clerk in the amount of the disputed property, or a decreed percentage. When he brings back
the proper documents or witnesses to prove his claims, he gets it back, less a handling fee. Or, if his
claims don’t fly, the woman’s kin comes to collect it, for damages.”

“What damages?” said Hawthorn curiously, but Bo’s grip on his shoulder quelled him.
Whit’s nose abruptly winkled. “Just how much money are we talking about here?”
“Well, the worth of that hill and house, I suppose.”

“I don’t have that much money!”

The clerk shrugged helplessly.

“We’ve still to sell off the Fetch,  said Berry dubiously, “but it won’t run to anything near the value of
our place in Clearcreek. And besides, we need that money to take home to live on next year.”

Remo glanced at Barr and cleared his throat. “Barr and [-—anyway, I still have my salvage share from
the cave,” he offered. “I could, uh, pitch in.”

Barr swallowed, and with an effort, got out, “We.”

Whit, Bo, and Berry began vigorously explaining to Clerk Bakerbun all the reasons why his legal
demand made no sense; the clerk’s shoulders stiffened, and his face set.

Fawn slid back under Dag’s arm, and whispered up to him, “Dag, this is crazy! These Graymouth folks
have got no right to Whit’s money, or even some part-fee. They didn’t work hard or bleed or risk their
lives to earn it. Wedding papers shouldn’t cost that much! Do you think it’s a cheat? Does that fellow
figure us for up-country folks just bleating to be skinned?”

“How would I know?”

She cast him up a significant look. Dag sighed and eased open his groundsense, despite the discomfort
pressing on him from all the suddenly unhappy people sharing the room. Less the raccoon, who was now
dozing on a chair.

“His ground feels more stressed than sly,” he whispered back. “But if he’s setting up to angle for a bribe,
I'm blighted if I1l let my tent-brother pay it. Not for this.”

Fishing for an illicit bribe would be easy enough to handle. Just troop downstairs in a body and loudly
demand explanations from as many folks as possible. The truth would out, and then the clerk would be in
hot water. Dag didn’t take the fellow for that sort of foolish. No . . .

Dag guessed this mulishness as overblown conscientiousness, crossed with an underlying contempt for
odd shabby people from Drowntown.

Arguing with the man might merely make him climb up on his high horse, send Whit and Berry off on
their journey unwed, and be happily confirmed in his low opinion of the morals of river folks. Dag’s

annoyance increased.

Irrelevant as all this paper ceremony seemed to Dag, it meant a lot to Whit and Berry, both so far from



home; possibly even more to Whit than Berry, this being his first venture into the wide world, and anxious
to do right by his hard-won river maiden. Blight it, the happy day that Fawn and Berry had worked and
planned so hard to create should not tumble down into distraught confusion, not if Dag could help it.

And I can.

Quite quietly, from behind the clerk, he stretched out his left arm, and with his ghost hand—ground
projection—shaped a reinforcement for persuasion. Such subtle work was invisible to all eyes here, but

not to Barr’s or Remo’s inner senses; Remo’s eyebrows climbed. Barr’s jaw dropped, then his lips
shaped outraged words, You dare . . . !

Dag did not attempt too much detail, just a general trend of feeling.

You like these hardworking young folks. You wish them well. You want to help them out. That
far-off Clearcreek woodlot isn’t your responsibility. Let that lazy Clearcreek village clerk do some
work for a change. These youngsters are going to go away up the river and you’ll never see them
again. No problem for you. Such a cute couple. He let the reinforcement spin off his ghost fingers and

into the back of the clerk’s head. As an added bonus, the clerk wouldn’t have a headache for the next
several days . . .

Necessarily, Dag accepted the little backwash from Clerk Bakerbun’s ground into his own, so as not to
leave the man blatantly beguiled.

The clerk rubbed his forehead and frowned. “You say you’re heading back upriver right away?”

“Yes, pretty soon,” said Berry.

“It’s irregular, but I suppose I could leave out mention of the disposition of the property . . .” He paused

in an internal struggle. “If I put in a notation for the Clearcreek village clerk to add the information later.
It’s his task, properly.”

“Very sensible,” Dag rumbled. He followed up with a wave of approval.

With no groundsense, the clerk would not be able to tell whether this happy feeling was coming from
outside his head or inside.

Fawn glanced appraisingly at the clerk, at Barr and Remo, at Dag, and pressed her lips together.

The clerk rubbed his forehead again, then turned a brighter look upon Whit and Berry. “You seem like
nice young folks. I guess I’m obliged to get you off to a good start . . .”

After that, events followed a course more like what Dag had experienced in West Blue. The clerk had a
set of standard promises written out, prepared to lead the couple in their spoken responses. He seemed
surprised when both were able to read them off the paper for themselves, each adding a few variations
stemming, Dag supposed, from Clearcreek and West Blue local custom. Whit and Berry bent and signed
both books, the clerk signed and stamped, and the witnesses lined up to take their turns with the quill.

The clerk seemed equally surprised when he was not called upon to countersign anyone’s X . Bo’s

handwriting was labored but legible, as was Hod’s, but only because he’d been practicing along with
Hawthorn.



Fawn caught her tongue between her teeth and wrote her name square and plain. She hesitated over
what to put for occupation, glanced up the page at Whit’s entry, and settled on boat cook .

She then looked up, suddenly awkward. “Dag, what’s our place of residence?”’
“Uh.. .. just put Oleana. For now.”

“Really?” She gave him an odd look that even his groundsense could not help him interpret, bent, and
scribbled.

Dag’s turn came next, and he also found himself unexpectedly flummoxed by the empty, inviting
occupation space. Patroller? Not anymore.

Medicine maker, knife maker? Not for sure. Vagrant? Mage? His own unsettled ground gave him no
clue. In some desperation, he chose boat hand, too. It wasn’t a lie, even if it wasn’t going to be true for
much longer.

Remo, after his name, signed Pear! Riffle Camp, Oleana, and patroller, adding after a check up the
page at the general trend of things, and boat hand . Barr copied him. Berry and Whit made sure
Hawthorn had his turn in the new Bluefield-Clearcreek family book, Whit hovering with a handkerchief
ready to mop any accidental blots. None occurred.

And it was done, apparently. Or at least Whit and Berry blew out their breaths, looked at each other a
bit wildly, and fell into a heartfelt hug and kiss—part joy, but mainly relief.

The clerk dutifully shook hands all around and offered congratulations.

Dag made sure the company did not linger. He didn’t know how fast his persuasion would wear off,
though he hoped it would last for some days, by which time the events would be well blurred in Clerk
Bakerbun’s mind by the press of his other work, and he would be in no mood to reexamine the dodgy
fix-up.

No more than 1.

2

Descending the steps to Drowntown, Berry shot a wide grin over her shoulder at Fawn; Fawn grinned
back in equal delight. They’d switched places, Whit and Berry holding hands hard, Fawn clutching Dag’s
hand scarcely less tightly. Barr and Remo followed. But when they came to a landing where the stairs
doubled back, Barr’s grip fell on Dag’s shoulder.

“Hold up, Dag,” he growled. Dag came to a halt, staring blandly out over the riverside.

Fawn turned, surprised by Barr’s tone. Remo, after a glance at the two tense faces, waved Whit and the
rest of the party on. Whit raised his brows, but thumped on down the boards after the rest of his new
Clearcreek in-laws.

Barr’s strong teeth set. Through them, he said, “You planted a persuasion on that clerk fellow.”

Dag’s eyelids fell, rose, in that peculiar Daggish [-am-not-arguing look he got sometimes. It could be



very aggravating, Fawn knew, to the person on the wrong side of the non-argument. She touched her lips
in dismay. / thought that might have been what happened back there . Though she could not
perceive groundwork directly, Barr and Remo evidently had.

Remo didn’t look angry like Barr, but he looked plenty worried in his own way. More so than usual, that
is.

“You tore the blighted /ide off me for trying to plant a persuasion in Boss Berry that time, and I didn’t
even make it work!” said Barr.

Dag blinked again, and waited patiently and unencouragingly. He didn’t deny this, either, Fawn noted.
“So how come you get to persuade farmers, and I don’t?”

Remo offered uneasily, “It settled the fellow down. You wouldn’t have wanted to let all his nonsense
about land and wills and due-shares wreck the wedding, would you?”

“No, but—but that’s not the point! Or maybe it is the point. Persuasion’s allowed if it’s a good deed?
Mine was a good deed! I was just trying to get Remo to come back to Pearl Riffle with me, which is
what [ was sent after him to do—that wasn’t just a good deed, it was my duty! If you’re gonna make up
rules for me and then go break them yourself, how can I trust anything you say?”’

“Maybe you shouldn’t,” said Dag dryly.

Before Barr could get out some heated response, Fawn cut in. “Dag, you didn’t leave that fellow
beguiled, did you?”

“Of course not.”

“So you took in a little of his ground.”

“I’1l just have to add it to the collection, Spark.”

Fawn’s mind ran down all the bits and pieces of strange grounds that Dag had absorbed into his own
during these past weeks, either through the trick of unbeguiling all the folks he’d done his healing work
on, or the odd experiments with food and animals, or the darker deed of ground-ripping the renegade
Crane. “It’s getting to be a pretty queer collection.”

“Yeah, well . . . yeah.”

Barr started to renew his protest, but was stopped by his partner’s grip on his arm. Remo gave him a
headshake; Fawn wasn’t sure what else passed between the pair, except that something did. Remo said,
“We can take this up later. Let’s catch up with the others. It’s Fawn’s birthday, too, remember.”

“Yeah, I need to get back to the Fetch and finish cooking dinner,” Fawn put in anxiously.

Barr let his breath blow out; he shot one last glower at his fellow Lakewalkers, but produced a smile for
Fawn’s sake. “You’re right. It’s not the time or the place to settle this.” He added in a mutter, “It’s going

to take more time. And a bigger space.”

Remo gave a satisfied nod; Dag said nothing, though his lips twisted.



They all started down the stairs once more. Fawn could only think: /’m in Barr’s camp on this one.

The combined wedding-and-birthday-supper chores didn’t fall too heavily on Fawn, as everyone
pitched in to help, dodging around the little hearth in the kitchen-and-bunk area at the rear of the Fetch

’s cabin. She served up the inevitable ham, potatoes, and onions, but also fresh fish from the sea, golden
yams, the bright oranges and chewy sweet dried persimmon, and molasses to go along with the last of the
salt butter for the biscuits. Bo’s gift was a new keg of beer, and if it was darker in color and stronger in
taste than the paler brews Fawn had encountered up along the Grace Valley, well, maybe it wasn’t made
that way just to hide the murkiness of Graymouth water, because it did a fine job of washing everything
down.

The birthday-wedding cake was mostly apple flavored. There had been a debate over candles, as,
properly, a birthday cake should have them but a wedding cake was decorated with flowers. Hawthorn
had begged for candles mainly for the fascination of making Dag light them, so Fawn put thin beeswax
sticks on top and flowers around the edge.

Hawthorn happily had his eyebrows nearly singed oft as Dag waved his hook, and, Fawn presumed,
ghost hand across the top, and nineteen little flames sprang up behind with a satisfying foomp .

Confronted with the bright warmth, reflected in Dag’s flickering smile, Fawn realized she’d been too
busy fixing up the party to think of a wish. Watching Whit and Berry grin at each other, she considered
wishing them well, but really, that’s what this whole day was about for everyone. The
birthday-wishing-candles part was all Fawn’s own.

With a sudden catch of her breath, she thought, / wish to go home .

It wasn’t homesickness, exactly, because the last thing in the world she wanted was to go back to her
parents’ farm in West Blue. She’d been fascinated by life on a flatboat, but the Fetch had been a very
cramped shack floating down a very wide river, and not always bow first, either, and anyhow it had
come to the end of its travels. Fawn wanted a real house, planted in solid ground, all her own, hers and
Dag’s. With an iron cookstove. I want my future . She wanted these people in it—she glanced up at
them all, Dag, Whit and Berry, Remo and Barr, Hawthorn and Bo and even Hod, waiting to applaud her
when she blew out the flames. And, with an ache so abrupt it hurt her heart, she wanted the new ones in
it, the shadowy children she and Dag had not yet made together. I want us all home safe. Wherever
our real home turns out to be . She took a deep, deep breath, shut her eyes, and blew until the lights
no longer glowed red against her eyelids. When the clapping started she dared to open them again, and
smile.

After cake came the presents, birthday and wedding both. Normally, wedding presents were practical
items to outfit the young couple’s new house or farm, or tent if they were Lakewalkers—the same aim,
Fawn understood, if different in detail. But Whit and Berry still had a long way to travel to get back to the
debatable house in Clearcreek. So any presents had to be small, light, and packable. Barr had somehow
come up with new shoes made of red-brown alligator hide for both Berry and Fawn, which actually fit,
and not by chance; he’d slyly sneaked off old shoes to compare. Hawthorn and Hod proudly presented
Fawn with a bound blank book, found at the same place Whit had bought his, but smaller to fit in her
saddlebags, and likely in their budget.

Fawn gave two new pairs of cotton drawers each to Whit and Berry, because she’d found good cotton



cloth ready-made in the market here cheaper than raw cotton fiber back in Oleana, and it was all too
splendid to pass up. The straight seams and simple drawstrings had kept her fingers flying the past few
days, but it wasn’t as if she hadn’t made drawers for Whit before, underclothes being one of the first
things her aunt Nattie had ever taught Fawn to sew. For good measure, she’d made up a pair for
orphaned Hod, who wiped thrilled tears on his shirtsleeve when she surprised him with them, then
disappeared into the dark recesses of the forward cabin to put them on right away. Too shy to parade
them for the company, he did make Whit come look before he put his trousers on again, which Whit
agreeably did. Whit had a funny look on his face when he came back, and fingered his own pairs
thoughtfully before folding them away with rather more care than he’d ever shown to Fawn’s
taken-for-granted work before.

Whit and Remo then tiptoed out mysteriously, leaving Fawn and Berry smiling at each other while
everyone else took care of the cleaning up. Of all the gifts this day had brought, gaining a sister ranked
the highest in Fawn’s heart. Berry, too, had grown up sisterless—and had become, not long after
Hawthorn had been born, motherless—without even the older female company afforded Fawn by her
mother and her aunt Nattie. When Berry was smaller the house in Clearcreek had been run, she’d told
Fawn, by a succession of older female cousins. But one year no such woman could be found when it was
time to launch the flatboat and catch the rise, so Papa Clearcreek had simply packed all three of his
children along on his six-months-long round-trip. To the amazement of all their kin, no young Clearcreeks
gratified their dire predictions by falling overboard and drowning, so he’d taken them every year
thereafter. It seemed a colorful life to Fawn’s eyes, but flatboats and keelboats both were thin of female
companionship. She suspected Berry thought Fawn was Whit’s best present to her, too.

Loud clumping from the front deck brought the whole company out to find Whit holding the reins of a
small piebald mare, and Remo muffling the smirk of a successful conspirator. Dag’s chestnut gelding
Copperhead, sharing the pen with Daisy-goat, pinned his ears back in jealousy, but Dag promptly settled
him down. To Fawn’s utter shock, Whit handed the reins to her.

“Here you go,” he said. ““To make up for me making you leave your mare in West Blue. Berry bought
you the saddle and bridle, and Remo came up with the saddlebags.” The gear was secondhand, but
looked to be in good condition; someone had cleaned it up. “Though if I’"d known what horses go for in
Graymouth, I’d have brought Warp and Weft along to sell here!”

“Whit! Remo! Oh—!”
“It’s all right—my window glass went for a jaw-droppin’ price, too,” Whit allowed, shrugging off her
hug in smiling embarrassment. “Berry was right to make me hang on to most of it till we got down here.”

He tossed a salute at his new wife and old boat boss, who accepted it with a contented nod.

“Wait,” said Fawn to Remo, “isn’t that one of the horses those Lakewalkers from New Moon Cutoff
were selling in the square yesterday?”’

“Yep. I took Whit back, later,” Remo said smugly. “Don’t worry; this mare’s sound. Lively little thing,
rising four, I think. They were only culling her because she’s too small to be a patrol horse.”

Truly, the mare looked as if she’d have to take two steps to leggy Copperhead’s one, but she also
looked as if she wouldn’t mind. Fawn fell to petting her with delight; Berry, less horse-savvy, stroked her

mane more cautiously.

“And I found out those girls’ tent names, too.” By Remo standards, he sounded almost cheerful.



“What girls?” asked Barr.
“Oh...just...some girls. They’re gone now.”

“Huh?” Barr regarded him with some suspicion, but then was drawn into the general admiration of the
new mare. After Fawn took a first short ride up and down the muddy riverbank, Dag watching closely,
she let Hawthorn and Hod try her gift horse’s paces, too. They settled the mare back aboard tied to the
rail opposite Copperhead, with an armload of hay all around. At length Fawn went back inside, trying to
think of a name. The first black-and-white thing that came to her mind was Skunk, which seemed both
unkind and ungrateful. She would have to think harder.

After testing the level of beer left in the keg, they all settled around the hearth with their tankards. Fawn
was just sighing in contentment and considering asking Berry to get out her fiddle and give them all some
tunes, as a birthday present Fawn wouldn’t have to pack, when Whit said suddenly, “Hey, Dag! What
did you get Fawn for her birthday?”

“Ah,” said Dag. He looked down into his tankard in discomfort. “I was trying to make her a surprise,
but it didn’t work out.” He took a sip, and added, “Yet, anyway.”

“Oh, what?”” asked Fawn in eager curiosity. Given that he only had the one hand, Dag hardly ever
attempted carving or any sort of complicated craft work. It came to her almost at once; he’d meant
making, Lakewalker groundwork. Magic, to farmer eyes, although Fawn had nearly trained herself out
of using that word. But it seemed his attempt had failed, whatever it was, and he was feeling the failure.
Especially after Whit’s grand present of the mare. She added, “Sometimes you have to give up on the
surprise part. Remember your birthday, when I gave you one sweater sleeve?”

Dag smiled a little and touched the finished garment, which he was wearing now against the damp chill
seeping back into the boat as the bustle of dinner wore off. “Indeed, Spark. Thing is, you already knew
you could finish that promise. You didn’t have to stop and invent knitting, first.”

“All right, now you have to say,” said Whit, leaning back. “You can’t trail that sort of bait across the
water and then just haul in your line.”

“Aye, give us the tale, Dag,” said Bo, a bit sleepily. “A tale is as good as a coin, some places.”

“Well . . .” Reluctantly, Dag shoved his hand down into his pocket, leaned over, and deposited a black
walnut, still in its shell, on the hearthstone.

The farmers around the fire all looked blankly at it, and at Dag, but Barr and Remo both sat up, which
made Fawn prick her ears, too.

“Dag, what in the world did you do to that poor walnut?”” asked Remo. “Its ground is all . . . shiny.”

Dag touched the hard ridges with a finger, rolling the green-black sphere around on the stone, then sat
back and stared glumly at it. “A shell protects and shields life. It seemed a good natural essence to try to
anchor an involution on. The way a knife maker anchors an involution into the bone of a sharing knife,
although that cup is made to hold a death, and this . . . was going to hold something else.”

Dag had made his first sharing knife bare weeks back, in the aftermath of the horrors of the bandit cave.
Barr and Remo had been wildly impressed; having met Dag’s knife-maker brother Dar, Fawn had been
less surprised.



“I’ve been trying and trying to think,” Dag went on, “what might protect farmers the way ground veiling
protects patrollers.”

“Absent gods, Dag, how could farmers veil?” said Remo. “It’s like turning your whole ground sideways
to the world. It gave me conniption fits, when I was first trying to learn. Not even all Lakewakers can
catch the trick of it.”

Dag nodded, not disagreeing. “But see . . . Fawn can’t feel me in her marriage cord the way I can feel
her in mine, the way any married Lakewalker does, but last summer I was able to do a shaped
reinforcement in her arm that let her feel something like it, leastways for a while until her ground absorbed
it again. It wasn’t the same thing, but it accomplished the same end.”

Fawn nodded vigorously. “It was better, actually. Old Cattagus said you can’t tell direction with regular
cords, just if your spouse is alive or not. But I could tell which way you were from me. Roughly,
anyhow.”

Barr’s brows rose. “From how far away?”’

“Over a hundred miles, part of the time.” Fawn added scrupulously, “I don’t know if it would have
faded at bigger distances.”

Remo’s brows climbed, too.

“See, the thing is,” Dag went on, “nobody’s #rying to do groundwork on farmers. Except to sneak some
healing now and then out of pity, which as like as not leaves an accidental beguilement, or the
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occasional”—he cleared his throat—*illicit persuasion. The strongest makers don’t much get outside their
camps, and patrollers don’t do complex or clever making.”

“If you show clear talent for making,” said Barr, “they don’t send you for patroller. So how did you ever
get let out on the trail, Dag?”

“I. .. was adifficult youngster.” Dag scratched his head ruefully, but did not expand, although eight
people perked up in hope of the story. “I don’t know what’s not done because it’s impossible, or what’s
not done because it’s never been tried. Or tried and kept secret, or discovered and then lost again.”

“That still doesn’t explain why you wanted to give my sister a walnut for her birthday,” said Whit.

“I thought she could put it on a string, wear it like a necklace.”

“She probably would. Just like you wore that silly-lookin’ straw hat she wove you.”

“That hat was very practical,” Dag said defensively.

“So what’s the use of a walnut, again?”

Dag sighed. “None, apparently. | wanted to make something that would protect her ground.”

“What from?” Fawn asked.

Dag took a short breath. “Anything. People like Crane, for one.”



Fawn refrained from pointing out that the renegade had actually threatened her with a perfectly ordinary
steel knife, not with any magic.

What'’s going on in that murky head of yours, beloved?

“Also, maybe some sort of shield could blur or soften farmer grounds so they wouldn’t strike on
Lakewalker groundsense so hard,” Dag went on.

So she wouldn’t, Fawn realized he meant, have to walk around ground-naked in front of Lakewalkers.
So that her presence in a Lakewalker camp wouldn’t disturb the neighbors?

“In other words,” said Berry slowly, “you’re thinking of something that would work like those wash-pan
hats that Barr made up were supposed to, and didn’t.”

Barr winced. “It was just a stupid joke, ” he muttered. “I said 1 was sorry.”

A few slow smiles around the circle, as the crew of the Fefch recalled the uproar back at Pearl Riftle
when Barr had hoaxed a gang of flatties into believing they could protect themselves from Lakewalker
magic by wearing iron helmets. Iron helmets weren’t usual boat gear, but iron cook pots were; the results
had been pretty entertaining, for a time.

Fawn thought if Barr ever encountered any of those fellows again, he’d better be ready to run really fast.

“Oh my, Dag,” said Whit, his eyes suddenly aglow. “If you want something for Lakewalkers to sell to
farmers for cash money, you’ve hit on it. Magic up a bunch of these walnuts, and you could likely peddle
them at any price you wanted to name!”

“Yeah,” said Bo, “and by the next afternoon at the latest, there’d be folks selling off fake ones, too. It’d
be a right craze, it would.” He looked suddenly thoughtful. ““A feller could make a killing, if he timed it

right.”

“Absent gods.” Dag wiped his left sleeve across his forehead, a look of some horror rising in his eyes. “I
never thought of that. You’re right. I just wanted to protect Fawn. Makers wouldn’t. . . butif . . . never
mind, it doesn’t matter. I couldn’t make it work anyway.”

“Dag,” said Fawn, “if it involves my ground, wouldn’t you have to work with my ground? Like you did,
um, with that extra reinforcement in my arm?”

“Yes. Well, maybe not just like that. Although that would certainly make selling ground shields to
farmers an unusual enterprise . . .”

With an effort, he untwisted his reminiscent smile. “It might need to be bonded to its user, yes.
Custom-made. The way sharing knives are bonded to the grounds of their pledged donors,” he added in
explanation all around. And Fawn thought it was a high mark of how far they’d all come that what he got
in return were understanding nods.

Dag heaved a despondent sigh. “Except that all ’ve been able to do so far is make an unbreakable
walnut.”

“Really?” said Berry, rocking back in doubt.



Hawthorn, entranced by this promise of more Lakewalker magic, scuttled up to go find a Tripoint steel
hammer and test the proposition.

Many thwacks later, entailing flying chips from the hearthstone and turns taken by Barr and Remo,
everyone agreed that it was one blighted unbreakable walnut, all right.

Whit scratched his head and stared at the little dark sphere. “That’s pretty useless, I admit. You
wouldn’t even be able to eat it!”

“Oh, I dunno,” drawled Bo. “I ’spect you could win bets with it. Wager some o’ those big strong keeler
boys they can’t crack it, and watch the drinks roll in . . .”

He shared a long, speculative look with Whit, who said, “Say, Dag . . . if you don’t want that ol’ thing,
can [ have it?”

“No!” cried Fawn. “Dag made it for me, even if it doesn’t do what he wanted. Yet. And anyhow, you
aren’t planning to go tavern crawling with Bo tonight, are you?”

Berry gave Whit’s hair a soft tug, which made him smirk. “No,” she said definitely. “He ain’t.”

Fawn scooped up the walnut and thrust it into her own skirt pocket. It was growing dark outside the
cabin windows, she noted with approval. There was one advantage to a midwinter wedding— early
nightfall. Bo put another piece of driftwood on the fire, and Berry rose to light an oil lantern. Fawn caught
Dag’s eye and gave a jerk of her chin.

As planned, Dag levered himself up and invited the crew of the Fetch out to a nearby boatmen’s tavern
for a round of drinks on him.

Hawthorn’s helpful observation that they hadn’t run out of beer yet was ignored, and Hod and Bo
shepherded him off. Fawn paused to exchange a quick farewell hug with Berry, who whispered,
“Thanks!” in her ear.

“Yep,” Fawn murmured back. “I *spect we’ll be out most of the evening, but Hawthorn and Hod’1l
make sure Bo doesn’t stay out all night. Don’t you worry about us.” She added after a moment, “I’'m
sure we’ll make plenty of noise clomping back in.”

She left Berry and Whit holding hands, looking at each other with matching terrified smiles, and sneaking
peeks at their new bed nook.

Formerly, the boat boss had slept in one of the narrow, three-high bunk racks at the side of the kitchen
just like her crew, except that her bunk had been made a tad more private by curtains strung on a wire.
Fawn and Berry together had rearranged the bedding last evening, in the space freed up by the sold-off
cargo, making two little curtained-oft rooms on either side of the aisle. The task had ended with them
going up on the roof for a really long, nice private talk. Berry, as she put it, wanted a pilot for the snags
and shoals of the marriage bed. Because while Berry was a brave boat boss, and an experienced
riverwoman, and a couple of years older than Fawn, Fawn had been married for a whole six months. So
Fawn tried her best to explain it all. At least Berry was smiling and relaxed when they came back in.

Whit, in the meanwhile, had taken a long walk with Dag, and returned looking pale and terrified. Fawn
took Dag aside, and whispered fiercely, “You know, if it was just Whit, I’d let you exercise your



patroller humor to your heart’s content, but I won’t have any of it fall on Berry, you hear?”

“Don’t fret, Spark. I controlled myself,” Dag assured her, eyes glinting gold with his amusement. “I
admit, it was a bit of a struggle. Two virgins, oh my.”

“Really?” said Fawn, with a surprised peek around Dag’s side at Whit, hunkering down to warm his
hands at the fire. “I would have thought Tansy Mayapple . . . oh, never mind.”

“They’ll be fine,” he’d promised her.

Now, as they strolled away into the darkness after the rest of the crew, and Fawn turned to look over
her shoulder at the glow of the lantern hung up on the Fetch ’s bow, Dag repeated, “They’ll do fine,
Spark.”

“I sure hope so.” Fawn reflected that it was likely just as well that everything about this wedding was as
different as it could possibly be from the one that Berry had planned back in Clearcreek with her dead
betrothed Alder. No reminders. Because while bad memories were plainly bad, it was the good
memories, lost in them, that hurt the worst.

The tavern was crowded and noisy tonight, so after Dag had done his duty buying the first round, Fawn
bequeathed her barely sipped tankard to the table and drew him back outside for a walk despite the
dark. Partway up the steps to Uptown, Fawn found the lookout point that she’d spied earlier that day.
She ducked under the rail around the landing and picked her way along the damp path, inadequately lit
by the half-moon riding overhead between fitful clouds. At its end, a board propped up between two
piles of stones made a smooth, dry seat, with a fine view over the serene river, all hazy silver in the night
mist.

In summer, Fawn guessed couples came here to spoon. Even for northerners like themselves, this wasn’t
quite outdoor spooning weather. She cuddled in gratefully under Dag’s right arm. Though the view was
romantic, and Dag shared warmth generously, it was plain he was not in a romantic mood. He was in his
worrywart mood, and he’d been stuck in it for days, if not weeks. Plenty long enough, anyhow .

Fawn fingered the walnut in her pocket, and said quietly, “What’s troubling your mind, Dag?”

He shrugged. “Nothing new.” After a long hesitation, while Fawn waited in expectant silence, he added,
“That’s the trouble, I guess. My mind keeps looping and looping over the same problems, and never
arrives anywhere different.”

“Same paths do tend to go to the same places. Tell me about them, then.”

His fingers wound themselves in her curls, as if for consolation or courage, then his arm dropped back
around her and snugged her in; maybe she wasn’t the only one feeling the chill.

“When we two left Hickory Camp at the end of the summer—when we were thrown out—"
“When we left,” Fawn corrected firmly.

A conceding nod. “My notion was that if [ walked around the world with my eyes new-open for a time,
the way you’ve made them be, I could maybe see some way for farmers and Lakewalkers to work
together against malice outbreaks. Because someday, the patrol won’t be perfect, and a malice wil/ get
away from us again, not in the wilderness or even by a village like Greenspring, but by a big farmer town.



And then we’ll all be in for it. But if Lakewalkers and farmers were already working together before the
inevitable happens . . . maybe we’d have a fighting chance.”

“I thought the Fetch was a good start,” Fawn offered.

“Good, but . . . so small, Spark! Eight people, and that’s counting you along-with. For six or so months

of trying.”

“So, that’d be, um, sixteen folks a year. A hundred and sixty in a decade. In forty years, um...” A long
hesitation while Fawn secretly tapped her fingers in her skirt. “Six or seven hundred.”

“And if the crisis breaks next year, and not forty years from now?”’

“Then it won’t be any worse than if you hadn’t tried at all. Anyhow”— really, you’d think despair was
his favorite corn-husk dolly, the way he clutches it—"1 think your count is way off. There was all my
kin in West Blue you talked to, and those teamsters from Glassforge, and Cress that you healed in Pearl
Riffle and all 4er kin, and boatloads of boatmen along the river. And your show at the bandit cave with
Crane; gods, Dag, they’ll be talking about that up and down these rivers for at least as many years as
folks’1l be trying to wear those stupid pots of Barr’s. This river, I’ve figured out, is a village—one street

wide and two thousand miles long.
It’s been a great place for you to tell your tale. Because river folks get around to gossip. And swap
yarns like they were barter. And sometimes, change each other’s minds even when you aren’t looking

On 2

Dag shook his head. “The absent gods may know what kind of path I blazed down the Grace Valley. |
sure don’t. Did I light a fire, or was it all a damp sputter and right back to the gloom?”

“Why are all or nothing the only two choices, here?” Fawn asked tartly. “What / think is—"
Dag looked down, brows rising at the resolve in her voice.

“What / think is, you’re trying to carry a lazy man’s load. Inside your head, you’re trying to lift the whole
world all by yourself, in one trip.

No wonder you’re exhausted. You’ve got to start smaller.”

“Smaller! How much smaller can I get?”” Dag motioned down at the riverbank, by which Fawn guessed
he meant to indicate their modest flatboat. A rhetorical reply in any case, so she paid no heed to it.

“Your own ground. I know it’s true because you told me so yourself, and you never lie to me: the first
thing a maker has to make is himself. But nobody ever said he had to do it 5y himself.”

“Do you have a point, Spark?”

She ignored his stung tone and answered straight out. “Yes. It’s true for cooking or sewing or
boatbuilding or harness making or crafting arrows—so [ don’t guess it’s false for groundwork. Before
you tackle any new job, first you have to get your own tools in order, clean and sharpened and tidy and
laid out ready to hand. The main tool for groundwork is your own ground. And yours, from everything
everyone has ever told me about such things, has got to be in the most awful mess right about now.



“What / think you need is another maker. Not a farmer girl, much as she loves you, and not just a couple
of earnest patroller boys, as much as they want to help, because they don’t know beans about that trail,
either, but instead someone like Hoharie or Dar.” Fawn took a breath, shaken by a moment of panic
when she realized that Dag, unlike any member of her family ever, was actually listening to her. The
notion that a man so strong might actually change or do something differently on the basis of something
she’d blathered was alarming. Back when she’d longed in vain for any sign that she was heard, had she
ever imagined also accepting responsibility for the results? Well, they 're in my lap now . She gulped.

“So . .. so I’ve been asking around. Every visiting Lakewalker I could get to talk to me up in the day
market, I asked about the best medicine makers in these parts. They told me about a lot of different
folks, but the one they all talked up is a fellow named Arkady Waterbirch. Seems he’s to be found at a
Lakewalker camp called New Moon Cutoff, which is less’n thirty miles northeast of here, right off the
Trace. Not much more’n a day’s ride away for ol” Copperhead.” She added in anxious appeal, “They
call him a groundsetter, whatever that means.”

Dag looked taken aback. “Really? That close? If . . .” But then he rubbed his forehead with his left arm
and smiled ruefully. “Oh, gods, Spark. Wouldn’t I just . . . but it won’t work. It would be Dar and
Hoharie all over again, don’t you see?” His teeth set in unfond memory.

“I’ve patrolled down this way a time or two. These southern Lakewalkers haven’t got any more use for
farmers than the ones back in Oleana do—and more land jealousy, what with the camps being squeezed
up between farmer areas. And with malices so seldom found in these parts, the farmers don’t even give
their patrollers that thin gratitude we get in the north. Though when a southern patrol does find a little
sessile, *bout once in a lifetime, you’d think it was the Wolf War breaking out again, the way they carry
on .. .anyway. I doubt the pair of us would be any more welcome at New Moon Cutoff than we were
at Hickory Lake.”

“Maybe, maybe not, if we made it plain we were just visiting. Seems to me it was mainly your tent-kin
who thought I was a problem they had to fix.”

“Mm,” said Dag.

Fawn swallowed. “Or you could go without me. At least to see the man, and ask. I’d be all right staying
with Berry and Whit.”

“You’re the light that I see by, Spark. I'm not letting go of you again.”

The flash in his eyes reminded her of the lantern reflection off Crane’s knife blade, held tight to her
throat, that had shimmered across Dag’s face just before . . . just before.

“Then we’ll both go, and I'll deal with whatever I’'m dished out. If it’s no better than Hickory Lake, it’ll
be no worse, either, and I survived that.” She pulled the unbreakable walnut from her pocket and rolled it
curiously in her hand. “What you’re doing now all by yourself isn’t working, you say. If any of the rest of
us could help you, we would have by now. Time to try something else. Stands to reason Dag! And if this

Arkady fellow doesn’t work out, either, well, at least you can scratch him off your list, and be that much
farther along.”

She watched his face scrunch up in doubt so intense it looked like pain, and added, “I can’t be happy
while you’re hurtin’. We have some time to pass anyhow, waiting down here at the edge of the world for
the cold to end before we travel. You’ve kept all your promises to show me the river, and Graymouth,
and the sea. Now you can just show me New Moon Cutoff for dessert. And if it’s not as fine as the sea,



at least it’ll be new to me, and that’ll be good enough.” She gave a determined nod, which made him
smile, if a bit bleakly.

“If that’s what you really think, Spark,” he said, “then I’ll give the fellow a try.”

3

Two days of cold rain masked Dag’s disinclination to travel to New Moon Cutoff, so Fawn did not
badger, but she did draw Barr and Remo into the project. When the next day dawned clear, the three of
them had Dag on the road north, if not early, at least before noon. Barr and Remo claimed to be
interested in buying horses for a better price than found in the Drowntown market, where the flatboat
men not wishful to join keeler crews bid for mounts to carry them back home on the Tripoint Trace.
Fawn wasn’t sure Dag was fooled, because he looked pretty ironic about it all, but he didn’t say anything
cutting. Fawn rode rather guiltily on her new mare, now named Magpie; three sets of saddlebags were
piled onto Copperhead, led by his master; the patroller men strode.

Or tried to. Outside of Graymouth, the road became a quagmire.

It was nearly impassable to wagons—they paused several times to offer help to farmers with wheels
stuck up to the hubs; and once, the man was so desperate that he even accepted the offer, despite the
three tall strangers being Lakewalkers. Though his thanks, afterward, were brief and worried, cast over
his shoulder as he urged his team into motion once more. Pack trains of horses or mules made fairly good
time on the hoof-pocked verge—a couple of them passed by southbound, bringing in loads of cotton,
tea, and other mysterious local goods to the river port. Barr, however, complained bitterly about slogging
in his farmermade boots, new bought in Graymouth.

“Don’t they fit right?”” Fawn asked. “I thought you said you’d broken them in. Do they leak?”

“No more than you’d expect,” said Barr. “But look!”” He raised one knee to display a boot.

From her saddle, Fawn looked blankly down at it.

“There must be ten pounds of mud stuck to each foot!” fumed Barr.

Fawn glanced at Remo, standing with his hands on his hips and grinning at his partner, and realized that
his boots, though damp and stained, were largely clump-free. “Hey, Remo, how come your boots aren’t

like that?”

Remo held out a leg and smugly rotated his ankle. “My cousin made these for me. They’re
groundworked to shed the mud.”

“Cheer up, Barr,” Dag advised, smiling faintly. “I’ll help you fix them when we make camp tonight.
Didn’t you learn how to renew leatherwork when you were on patrol back in Oleana?”

“Well, yes, but—"

“He usually sweet-talked one of the girls into doing it for him,” remarked Remo, staring off artlessly over
sodden fields.

“I was going to say, renew, yes, but these boots have never been worked at all! I thought that needed to



happen while they’re first made.”

“Usually, but I’ll see what I can lay in,” said Dag. “It’s not like I haven’t done trail fix-ups on leather gear
’bout ten thousand times.”

They trudged onward past a hamlet boasting an inn of sorts, but they still had two hours of daylight left
for walking; only Fawn looked back in regret. When dusk descended, they found a high spot off the road
to make a camp. Fawn was not impressed with its comforts, although the boys did get a fire going
despite the damp. She unpacked their food and shared it around.

Dag and Barr were soon heads down over the offending boots. Dag, quite adeptly it seemed to Fawn,
instructed Barr in how to persuade them to be more waterproof. Muddy boots. Soon to be un-muddy
boots, but which would not then walk on their own, nor force their owner to dance through the night, nor
stride leagues at a step. So much for glamorous Lakewalker magic, wicked necromancy, rumors of
cannibalistic rites. If only other folks could see these fellows as I do . . .

“Hey, Fawn!” Remo called from beyond the firelight, where he’d been rustling around along a
weed-choked drainage ditch. “Want an alligator?”

“No!” she cried back in alarm. “I don 't want one!” Had he found one? How big? Could it smell her
new shoes from there? If so, would it be angry? And if Remo caught it, instead of being promptly bitten
in traplike jaws as his carefree enthusiasm deserved, would he make her try to cook it . . . ?

Remo came tromping back out of the darkness with a wriggling form stretched between his two hands.
Boot magic was temporarily abandoned as Barr jumped up to look, too. Dag, unhelpfully, sat on his log
and grinned at Fawn’s expression. Which would have annoyed her more except his grins had grown too
rare, lately.

“It’s . .. small,” said Fawn as the beast was eagerly presented to her gaze. A foot and a half of
struggling lizard; Remo had one hand firmly clamped around its long snout and the other stretching its
lashing tail. It hissed protest and churned its short legs, trying to claw its captor.

“Just a baby,” agreed Remo. “They hatch from eggs, they say. Like chickens.”

The bulging yellow eyes, with vertically slit pupils, looked even less friendly than a chicken’s. Baby or
no, this was not, Fawn sensed, an animal that would welcome cuddling. Bo’s tale of the boy, the bear
cub, and the thorn would have come out very differently in the end, if the boy had drawn the barb from
the paw of a creature like this.

When the Oleana boys had finished exclaiming over the catch, they then squabbled over whether to let it
go again. Fawn gave this plan no encouragement.

Even barring what horrors a malice might make of such a creature, those things grew, presumably, into
what had mauled that boy at the Lakewalker camp. And if she volunteered to cook it, it couldn’t end up
introduced alive into her bedroll later, although she supposed the boys would be more likely to try that
game on each other than on Dag. They weren’t her own brothers. Their ruckus would still disrupt her
sleep.

They toasted the meager fragments over the coals. Fawn found that alligator meat tasted like some off
cross between pork and the boiled crab claw she had tried in the Drowntown market—and like campfire
smoke, of course, but everything tasted of that. It would beat starving, but Fawn did not foresee a future



in alligator farming. Treating the skin did keep the patroller boys occupied for the rest of the evening,
leaving Fawn to cuddle with Dag in their reptile-free bedroll in a vain attempt to get warm.

When the camp finally settled for the night, she murmured into his collarbone, “Dag . . . ?”
‘CMI.II?”

“I thought what you and Remo discovered about unbeguiling, back up on the Grace, was pretty exciting.
I figured you’d be talking about it to every new Lakewalker we met. Instead, I don’t recall as you’ve
even spoken to any Lakewalker we’ve passed.”

He gave an unrevealing grunt. The verbal equivalent to that thing he did with his eyelids, she decided.
“I been wondering why not,” Fawn finished, refusing to be daunted.

He sighed. “It wasn’t quite that simple. Yes, my trick works to unbeguile farmers, I’'m sure of that part,
but I still don’t know what the effects are on the Lakewalker, to be taking in all that strange ground. I’'m
willing to experiment on myself. I’'m less willing to put others at risk, till I know—" He broke off.

“What?”
“What I don’t know yet.”

She wanted to reassure him, to say, Well, at least we re heading in the right direction to find out,
but for all she knew she’d dragged them out on a fool’s errand. Tomorrow would—might—tell. “You
will let this Arkady fellow know all about it, though, won’t you? Promise?”

“Oh, yes,” he breathed, stirring her curls. “Sleep, Spark.”

Midday, on a side road striking west from the Trace, they passed from fallow fields into woods; Dag
guessed they were crossing out of farmerowned land onto that of the Lakewalker camp. The camp itself
came up sooner than he’d expected, only a few miles farther on. Magpie, recognizing her former home,
tried to pull ahead, and for the first time Fawn had to rein back to her companions’ walking pace. The
road climbed a low rise that proved to be a former river bluft, and Dag’s heart gave an odd lurch when
he glimpsed the familiar glint of lake water through the leafless trees. I 've been long away from home,
this patrol . This cutoff was an old watercourse of the Gray River, which had ages ago looped thirty
miles west instead, leaving this crescent-shaped lake and the groove of land in which it lay.

A quarter mile along the crest, the road dodged left again, descending to the shallow lake valley. A spur
curved back down the slope into the woods. Just past where the tracks met, two flanking tree stumps
cradled a peeled pole across the road at knee height; not so much a gate as the idea of a gate. Less
cursory were two armed patrollers, taking their turn at this light camp duty between patrols. They
watched Dag’s little party approach with alert curiosity. Dag presumed their open groundsenses—his
was nearly closed just now—assured them that their visitors bore no ill will.

“Oh, hey!” said Remo, his spine straightening. “It’s those two girls who were selling horses at the
Drowntown market last week!”

“Oh?” Barr followed his gaze, brows climbing. “Aha! So, partner, why didn’t you take me along to help



buy that birthday horse, huh?”
“Didn’t think you were interested in horses,” said Remo blandly.
They all paused before the level pole.

“Well, if it isn’t the quiet fellow from Oleana!” said one of the patrollers, who had red-brown braids
wreathing her head. “How de’, Remo. What brings you here?”” Her taller blond companion looked
approvingly at the boys, curiously at Dag, and doubtfully at Fawn. The redhead added more anxiously,
“That piebald mare is working out all right, isn’t she?”

Remo ducked his head and smiled. “Hi again! Yes, the mare’s fine.”

Fawn nodded friendly confirmation from atop Magpie, who stretched out her nose and snuftled at her
former handlers. “We’ve just brought our, uh, friend Dag here along to see that Arkady Waterbirch
fellow you two told us about.”

Remo having apparently become spokesman, Dag was inclined to let him continue; he merely added a
nod and touched his forehead in polite greeting. Then he wondered exactly what Fawn and Remo had
said about him, because the two women stared at him in some surprise. He rehitched Copperhead’s reins
around his hook and waited.

Barr chipped in, with a fine white grin, “Hi, my name’s Barr. I’d be Remo’s partner who he forgot to
mention. I'm from Oleana, too—Pearl Riffle Camp, way on up the Grace. Real malice country up north
there, y’know. Seems he also forgot to tell me your names . . .” He trailed off invitingly.

There followed an exchange of pleasantries in which Barr smoothly managed to extract the patroller
girls’ names, tent-names, projected patrol schedules, family situations, the fact that the tall blonde had just
returned from exchange patrol but the shorter redhead had never been beyond the territory of her home
camp, and whether either had any pretty sisters—or ugly brothers. Dag would have been tolerably
amused, if he hadn’t been so tired and strained.

Remo listened with growing impatience. Giving up on waiting for a natural break in the flow, he gripped
Barr’s arm and overrode him: “And where would we find Maker Waterbirch?”

“Oh,” said the redhead, Tavia. She swung around and waved her arm toward the lake. “If you follow
this road down and take the right-hand fork along the shoreline, you’ll pass the medicine tent about half a
mile in. Old Arkady’s is the third tent after that, set apart. There’s these two big magnolia trees flanking
his front path, you can’t miss them.” She glanced up at the listening Fawn, collected a nudge from her
blond partner Neeta, and added, “If you follow this side road off east here, back down the slope, there’s
a shelter and camp for farmers who come here to trade. Has its own well and all. Your farmer friend can
wait there.”

“She’s with me,” said Dag.
Tavia gave him a politely embarrassed smile; her blond partner frowned.

“Farmers aren’t allowed in camp,” said Neeta. ‘“The shelter’s not bad, and there should be a stack of
firewood for the hearth. Nobody else is there just now.”

Dag’s jaw set. “We go in together or not at all.”



Remo and Barr exchanged alarmed looks. “Dag,” said Remo uneasily, “we just walked two days to get
here.”

“If Fawn isn’t allowed in, neither this place nor its people are any use to me. If we start now, we can be
halfway home to the Fetch by nightfall.”

“Wait, wait!” said Barr as Dag made to turn away. But when Dag paused and raised his eyebrows, he
could not immediately come up with a counter.

Fawn, who’d listened to this exchange with her fist stuffed in her mouth, took it away to say placatingly,
“It’s all right, Dag. Doesn’t sound like anybody would bother me at that shelter, and I could build a fire.
could wait out there for a while, anyhow, while you go in and talk to the man. And then we’d see.”

“No,” said Dag.
“Um. .. who is she, to you?” asked Tavia.
“My wife,” said Dag.

The two patroller women looked at each other; the blonde rolled her eyes. The alarm in Barr’s eyes was
shading over into panic. Blight it, boy, I don’t know what bur is getting under your saddle. I'm
closed down as tight as that walnut. I can’t possibly be leaking any mood. Vile as that mood was
growing . . .

Tavia glanced at Dag and addressed herself prudently to Remo.
“What did he want to see Arkady for, anyway?”’
“It’s . . . complicated,” said Remo helplessly.

“A complicated problem with groundwork,” Fawn put in. “And medicine making. Likely not something
to discuss in the middle of the road. You two aren’t either of you makers, are you?”

The blonde looked offended, but Barr added hastily, “Yes, probably this Arkady fellow should be the
one to decide. A couple of patrollers really aren’t fit to guess what a maker would want. I know I’'m not!
That’s why we’re here!” He blinked and smiled winningly at the women. * /thought it was important
enough to walk two days for, and in bad boots at that. It seems crazy to stop just half a mile short. If you
can’t let Fawn in, and believe me I know how stuffy patrol leaders can be about camp rules, couldn’t one
of you go in and ask him to come out here and talk? And then whatever got decided would be off you
and on him, where it belongs.” Barr blinked eyes gone liquid as a soulful puppy’s; Dag could have sworn
his blond queue grew fluffier even as his smile brightened to near blinding. Remo pinched the bridge of his
nose and sighed.

Tavia’s brow wrinkled, but a crooked smile was drawn unwillingly from her in response. “Well . . .” she
said weakly.

“All,” growled Dag, “or none.”

Barr made pleading hand gestures and kept smiling in a way that reminded Dag of Bo’s story about the
fellow who grinned a bear out of a tree. Some forms of persuasion, it seemed, had nothing to do with



illicit groundwork, because Tavia rubbed her neck and repeated, “Well . . . I suppose I could walk down
quick and ask him, sure. Mind, after that it’ll be up to him.”

“Tavia, you are a jewel among gate guards!” cried Barr.

“Barr, it’s just the sensible thing to do,” said Remo quellingly. He gave Tavia a respectful salute of
thanks. She strode off with a saucy glance over her shoulder that seemed equally divided between the
two patroller boys. Neeta shook her head.

Silence fell for a time as Neeta retreated to a more firm-chinned patrol stance, and Remo rubbed his
chapped hands and stole glances at her. At length Fawn said, “I suppose we could go water the horses
at that well while we wait. Take a look around.”

Dag grunted, but didn’t balk when she reined her mare around and led off. Barr followed, grabbing
Remo and bringing him along. The farmer trade camp proved to be a large clearing, the shelter three log
walls with a fieldstone hearth, snugly roofed, all tidy and in reasonable repair. Remo and Barr drew up
several buckets of water and emptied them into a trough, where Copperhead and Magpie gulped enough
to make it seem worthwhile.

When they returned to the gate, Tavia was just turning onto the bottom of the road, a tall man striding at
her shoulder.

“Blight, Barr,” muttered Remo. “This is the first time I’ve seen your talents have a use.”

“Yeah?” Barr muttered back. ““ /find them useful. This is just the first time you’ve ever appreciated
them.”

As the pair climbed nearer, Dag studied the groundsetter warily.

Arkady Waterbirch wore clean trousers, shirt, and an undyed wool coat to the knees, open in this
moderate chill. His hair was blond streaked with gray, pulled back in a neat mourning knot at his nape; in
the pale light of this winter noon, it shone silver gilt. His hairline was not thinning yet, but seemed to be
thinking about it. As he drew nearer still, Dag eyed his tawny skin, with fine lines at the corners of his
eyes and around his mouth, and found himself unable to guess the man’s age; his silvering hair said older,
his unweathered skin suggested younger; in any case, he was likely not far off from Dag’s own
generation. His hands, too, were smooth, with the cleanest fingernails Dag had ever seen even on a
medicine maker. His eyes were bright copper shot with gold. The general effect was a trifle blinding.

What the man’s ground was like Dag could not tell until he opened his own, shuttered most of the time
since . . . since Crane, really. As the maker’s gaze swept him in turn, Dag grew conscious of his own
travel-worn appearance. Two days of trudging through the mire and sleeping rough last night had
returned him to his patrol look: clothing shabby and sweat-stained—although, thanks to Fawn, neatly
mended; cropped hair uncombed; jaw unshaved, because they’d all been eager to leave last night’s
damp camp and move along. Most of his old scars were covered by his clothing, but for the first time in a
while Dag felt an impulse to hold his maimed left arm behind his back.

The boys were tidy enough, for patrollers; their youth, Dag thought with an inward sigh, could have
made rags look good on them, though they did not know it. Fawn, still atop Magpie, was her own fair,
small, strong self, brown eyes bright with hope and worry, every scant inch a farmer girl. He was
reminded of the day she’d told the formidable Captain Fairbolt Crow to go take a jump in Hickory Lake,
during another not-altogether-easy introduction, and almost smiled.



As the maker came to a halt and took in the folks awaiting him, he seemed more and more nonplussed.
After a second sweeping look over the party, pausing on Remo, he addressed himself to Dag: “Tavia’s
tale seems a trifle confused. But if that’s your boy, there, I can tell you right now he hasn’t the ground to
apprentice for a medicine maker. He’s a patroller born. If you’ve come all this way for a different answer
than you had at home, I'm sorry for it, because I can’t give it to you.”

Remo looked taken aback. “No, sir,” he said hastily, “that’s not what we’re here for. And Dag’s not my
father, he’s my . . . um. Captain, I guess.”

Captain No-Camp, the ill-fated Crane had dubbed Dag; the name seemed to be sticking, along with a
few more unwanted gifts.

The copper-gilt eyes narrowed on Dag’s hook. Arkady said more gently, “Ah. You may have been
misled by rumor. On a day with the right wind at my back, I can do some useful things, but I don’t make
miracles. I'm afraid there’s not much I can do for your arm. That injury’s far too old.”

Dag unlocked his voice. “I’m not here about my missing hand, sir.”

I’'m here about the hand that came back. So bluntly confronted, Dag found it hard to explain his
needs. “It’s not Remo who’s interested in training for medicine maker. It’s me.”

Arkady’s eyes flew wide. “Surely not. Maker’s talents, if you have them, should have shown by age
twenty. Even a groundsetter’s potential should be starting to show by age forty.”

“I was long gone for patroller by then, and no one much could have stopped me. My maker’s calling
was . . . delayed. But everything changed for me this year, from my name to my ground.” Dag
swallowed.

“Anyhow,” Fawn put in, “Dag doesn’t just think he can be a medicine maker, he’s been healing folks, all
down the Grace and Gray valleys. He fixed Hod’s busted kneecap where the horse kicked him, and
Cress’s infected gut, and Chicory’s busted skull and that other fellow’s cut throat after the fight at the
bandit cave, and who knows what all else there, and he healed Bo’s stab to his stomach that we all
thought sure was going to kill him. And he made a sharing knife. Before that, he did patrol healing on the
trail I guess, but since last summer all this other has come roaring out. I don’t know why now, but talent
he has. He needs instruction.

So as not to make bad mistakes from not knowing things, which is a regret / could tell you all about.”

Arkady’s head rocked back. His eyes narrowed at Dag, then fixed on Remo. “Have you seen this?” he
demanded.

“Yes, sir,” said Remo. “Well, the kneecap I saw later, after it was part healed, and I wasn’t there for the
woman at Pearl Riffle, but all the rest, yes.”

“And more,” said Barr, his lips twisting.
“If so, why wasn’t he invited—snatched up!—by the makers at one of those camps along the river?”

“All the folks he healed were farmers,” said Fawn.



Arkady recoiled; he wheeled on Dag. In a voice of suppressed fury, he said, “You unspeakable fool!
You went and left all those poor people mad with beguilement?”

Dag’s lips curled up. “No, sir. Because between Fawn, Remo, Hod, and me, we cracked unbeguilement
as well. I could see it was the first thing had to be done, if I meant to be a medicine maker to farmers.
Which I did and do.”

All three New Moon folks were staring at Dag openmouthed. And seeing . . . not much; he still held his
ground veiling tight-furled. None could tell if he was concealing lies or truth, only that he was concealing
himself.

“You’re raving,” said Arkady abruptly. “And I can’t be dealing with a renegade.”

“I’m no renegade!” said Dag, stung on the raw. Are you so sure, old patroller? He was going to have
to unveil, open himself to those coppergold eyes and whatever lay behind them, which he hadn’t wanted
to do at this gate. Or at all , he admitted to himself.

“Deserter?”” said Neeta suspiciously. She glanced at Fawn, and her voice grew edged with scorn. “Oh,
of course. It’s obvious. Banished for farmer loving, back in Oleana.”

“No!” Although the latter had come too close to being true. “I resigned from the patrol in good order.
My old camp captain knows where I went and why.” The problem was huge, complex, with snarled
strings running down into the most intimate aspects of his ground and up and out into the whole wide
green world. Blight, it’s impossible to speak this tangle plain . But Fawn’s eyes were urgent on him.
He must not disappoint her appalling trust.

“Renegade, deserter, banished, or just plain mad, it’s clear you’re unfit to be a medicine maker,” said
Arkady coldly. “Off with you. Get out of this camp.” He began to veer away. Fawn’s hand went out in
pleading; he did not glance at her.

We pretend to save farmers,thought Dag, but in truth we turn our backs . . .

Opening his ground here, now, felt like tearing off a bandage stuck to a half-healed wound. Dag nearly
expected to see blood and pus flying.

For the first time in weeks, he extended his ghost hand in its full power.

And ground-ripped a strip from the back of the maker’s left hand, right down to the matter. Blood burst
from it like a cat scratch. Arkady hissed and wheeled back.

Open at last to the man, Dag bent before the density of his ground, a subdued brilliance like the sun
behind a cloud. What Arkady would make of the dark mess that was presently Dag, there was no

guessing.
The maker’s face worked with ripples of emotion: shock, outrage, chilling anger.

Arkady touched the bleeding scratch with the finger of his other hand; the blood stopped flowing. Some
floating part of Dag’s mind marveled: Ah! He can do groundwork on himself!

Dag said, in a dead-level voice, “Open as you were, I could have reached in and done that to the artery
from your heart just as easily. At your first heartbeat, it would have burst, and you’d have been dead in



the next. And I’'m walkin’ around loose out here. If I’'m not to turn into a real renegade, a man who just
needs killin’, I need some kind of a pathfinder. Because right now I’m almost as lost as I’ve ever been.”
Save for after Wolf Ridge, and the death of Kauneo. Nothing would ever be as dark as that again; the
realization was oddly consoling.

The two gate guards both had their knives out, tense with alarm, but Arkady waved them back. He was
plainly shaken; his lips moved on a—name?— Sutaw. He straightened himself, fastidiously flicked the
trailing red drops from his fingers, inhaled, and said coldly, “ Thatwas an inexcusably clumsy piece of
groundsetting. If you were an apprentice of mine, I’d have your hide for groundwork that ripped into a
patient like that.”

All the blood seemed to drain from Dag’s head, so deep was his relief. He s seen this. He knows what
it is. It looks normal to him. It’s a known groundsetting technique. Not malice magic. I’'m not
turning into a malice . . .

Dag only realized he’d fallen to his knees when Fawn appeared at his side, her voice anxious. “Dag?
Are you all right? Are you laughing, or crying? ” She pulled his hand away from his face. His shoulders
shook.

“I’m not sure, Spark,” he groaned. “Both, I think.” Only now, when it was so abruptly removed, did he
realize just how much that secret terror had been riding him, sapping his strength. Had he been a fool?

Maybe not.

Arkady rubbed his chiseled chin. And, at length, sighed. “You all had better come down to my place. I
don’t think I can deal with this in the middle of the road.”

“All of them, sir? ” said Neeta, with a dubious look at Fawn.

“They seem to come as a set. Yes, all. Tavia, tell the women I’ll be having four guests for lunch today.”
He walked over and extended his right hand to Dag.

Indeed, I need a hand.

Dag took it, hauling himself upright again.

4

Ahalf-mile walk, leading the horses, brought them all to Arkady’s place, and Fawn stared in
astonishment. After her experience at Hickory Lake Camp she’d thought she knew what Lakewalker
tents were like: crude, deliberately temporary log cabins, usually with an open side protected by hide
awnings, clustered in kin groups around a dock space or central fire pit. The dwellings she’d glimpsed at
Pearl Riffle had been similar. This . . . this was a house .

Two huge trees laden with dark green leaves like drooping tongues— but not a blossom in sight at this
season—bracketed a stone-paved walk.

Atop a foundation cut into the slope and lined with fitted stones, several rooms rambled, built of
silvery-gray weathered cedar planks, roofed with split-wood shingles, and connected by a long porch.
The windows gleamed with real glass. Barr and Remo, Fawn was consoled to note, also stared



openmouthed; by camp standards, it was practically a palace.

Dag seemed less surprised, but then, Fawn wasn’t exactly sure if he was paying attention. After his brief,
scary breakdown at the gate, he’d recovered himself and was looking awfully closed. Again.

They tied the horses to the porch rail and followed Arkady into what appeared to be a main room,
pausing to wipe their feet after him twice, once on a mat outside and again on a rag rug just inside the
door. The far wall had a whole row of glass windows and a door onto an unroofed porch overlooking
the lake. A large hearth to the right was fitted up for cooking, which Fawn suspected might include
cooking up medicines. By the hearth stood a sturdy table, waist height for working, but near the windows
was a lower, round one that seemed just for eating. It boasted real lathe-made chairs, with stuffed cloth
cushions tied on. At Hickory Lake, folks had mostly made do with trestle tables and upended logs.

“You can wash your hands at the sink,” Arkady directed, and busied himself with his water kettle and a
teapot, of all things. Fawn guessed that he was buying time to think about what to do next; he’d said
almost nothing on the walk from the gate, beyond laconically pointing out patrol headquarters and the
medicine tent, bracketing the entry road.

Those, too, had been plank-built and houselike.

Beneath a lakeside window, the tin-lined sink had a water barrel with a wooden tap to its right, a drain
board to the left. Fawn filled the washbasin and took her turn with a cake of fine white soap, watching
while Dag did his one-handed trick with the soap and water after her. Arkady, she noticed, paused to
covertly watch that, too. The patroller boys followed suit; the very dirty water was dumped down a
drain, where it gurgled through a wooden pipe leading outside. It was all as handy as a well-furbished
farm kitchen, and as hard to shift. Fawn fancied she could almost hear Dag thinking, Sessile! and not in a
tone of approval.

They sat five around the table and watched while Arkady poured out tea into fired clay mugs, and
offered a pitcher of honey. Fawn sipped the sweet brew gratefully, wondering who was supposed to

start, and if it would be up to her. To her relief, Arkady began.

“So—ex-patrolle—how have you come to me? New Moon Cutoff seems a long way from Oleana.”
He took a swallow and settled back, watching Dag narrowly.

It was a—deliberately?—broadly worded question. Dag looked somewhat desperately at Fawn.
“Where to begin, Spark? ”” he asked.

She bit her lip. “The beginning? Which would be Glassforge, I guess.”
“That far back? All of it? You sure? ”

“If we don’t explain how your knife got primed at Glassforge, you won’t be able to explain what you did
with it at Bonemarsh, and Hoharie herself said she thought that was magery.”

Arkady’s eyes widened slightly at the word. “Who is Hoharie?
“Hickory Lake’s chief medicine maker,” Dag explained.

“Ah.” Arkady went still, taking this in. “Do go on.”



“How about if I start? ” said Fawn. Their tale 4ad to convince the groundsetter to take Dag seriously,
despite Dag’s running off to mix with farmers. Because if they could be let into the camp on this man’s
bare word, they could surely be thrown out the same way. Plain and true .

Nothing else would do. Just as well; Fawn didn’t think she could tell fancy lies to that penetrating
coppery stare.

“It was coming on strawbetry season last summer in Oleana, and [ was going to Glassforge to look for
work on account of—" She took a breath for courage. The intimate parts of this tale would be new to
Barr and Remo, too; it was almost harder to speak it in front of them than this shiny stranger. “On
account of as I’d got pregnant with a farm boy who didn’t care to marry me, and I didn’t care to stay
around and deal with what my life would be at home once it came out. So, the road. Dag’s patrol was
called down there to help search for a malice that was running a bandit gang in the hills. A couple of the
bandits—a mud-man and a beguiled fellow—snatched me off the road because 1 was pregnant, it
seems.”

Remo’s eyes widened, and Barr blinked, but both kept their mouths shut tight. Arkady’s hand touched
his lips. “So it’s true that malices need pregnant women for their molts?

“Yes,” said Dag. “Though they’ll also use pregnant animals if they can’t get humans. It’s not actually the
women they crave, it’s the fastgrowing ground of the youngsters they bear, and the, the template of
bearing. To teach them how, see. [ arrived . . . almost in time. There was this cave. The malice ripped the
ground from Fawn’s child about the time I hit its mud-man guards. I was carrying a pouch with two
sharing knives in it, one primed and one bonded to me. I tossed the pouch to Fawn, who was closer, and
she put both knives in the malice, one after the other.”

“Wrong one first,” confessed Fawn. “The unprimed one. I didn’t know.”

“You couldn’t have,” Dag assured her. He stared rather fiercely at Arkady, who in fact showed no signs
of wanting to criticize this.

“It had me by the neck at the time, which is where these came from,” Fawn went on, touching the deep
red dents marring the sides of her throat, four on one side and one on the other.

“So that’s what those are!” said Arkady, startled into leaning forward and peering. He drew his hand
back before actually touching her. “I didn’t think to find blight scars on a farmer. Those are the freshest
I’ve ever seen. That sort of ground injury doesn’t often come our way down here.”

Barr leaned back, his brow wrinkling; belatedly figuring out just how close to a malice Fawn had come,
she thought. If I have malice fingerprints on me, the malice couldn’t have been more than an arm’s
length off, you know .

“Count yourselves lucky,” said Dag dryly. With this start, he seemed willing to take up the tale. “In any
case, my bonded knife ended up primed with the ground of Fawn’s child. Hickory Lake’s chief knife
maker and I each have different ideas as to why, but they don’t matter now. Anyway, on the way to take
the knife to my camp and see about the puzzle, we stopped at West Blue—Fawn’s kinfolk have a farm
just up that river valley—I thought they’d want to know she was still alive. We were married there.
Twice over, once by farmer customs and once by ours. Here. Roll up your sleeve, Spark.”

He shrugged awkwardly out of his jacket and rolled up his own left sleeve, revealing the arm harness
that held his wrist cap in place, and above it, his wedding cord that Fawn had braided. He normally kept



his sleeve rolled down in front of strangers, but Fawn supposed this maker, like a farmer midwife, had to
see what was going on in order to do his work, so you just had to get past the shyness. Almost as
reluctantly, Fawn pushed up her left cuff to reveal her cord that Dag had braided.

Dag hitched his shoulder forward. “Does your groundsense say these are valid cords? ”” he asked.
Growled, more like.

“Yes,” said Arkady cautiously. Fawn sighed with relief.
“Thank you for your honesty, sir.”” Dag sat back with a satisfied nod.
“We had some blighted stupid argumentation about that at Hickory Lake, later.”

Arkady cleared his throat. “Your tent-kin did not welcome your new bride, I take it? ” Your very young
bride, Fawn fancied his glance at her added, but he had the prudence not to say it aloud.

“Your aunt Mari and uncle Cattagus were pretty nice to me, I thought,” said Fawn, in what defense she
could muster of Dag’s home.

“Wait, Dag, you left out the glass bowl. That has to be important. It was the first time your ghost hand
came out.” She turned to Arkady. “That’s what Dag called it at first, because it spooked him something
awful, but Hoharie said it was a ground projection. You’d better tell that part, Dag, because to me it just
looked like magic.”

“There was this glass bowl.” Dag waved his hand. “Back at West Blue, just before we were wed. It
meant a lot to Fawn—she’d brought it back from Glassforge as a gift for her mama. My tent-mother,
now. It fell and broke.”

“Three big pieces and about a hundred shards,” Fawn added in support. “All over the parlor floor.” She
was grateful that he left out the surrounding family uproar. Angry as she sometimes was with her kin, she
would not have wanted to see them held up as fools before this Arkady.

“I...” Dag made a gesture with his hook. “ Thiscame out, and I sort of swirled the glass all back
together through its ground. I’d seen bowls like it being made back in Glassforge, you see. Its ground
had ahumto it ...” His lips shaped, but did not blow, a note.

Arkady, Barr, and Remo were all staring at his hook—no, not the hook, Fawn realized. At the invisible,
elusive ground projection that took the place of his lost left hand. Which she would never see, but could
sometimes—she suppressed a smile—feel. Dag eased back, as did the other three Lakewalkers, and she
guessed he’d let the projection go in again.

“First I heard about that bowl,” muttered Barr to Remo. “Ye gods. Did you know about it?”” Remo
shook his head and motioned his partner to shush.

“Before things came to the point at Hickory Lake,” Dag went on, “there was that big malice outbreak
over in Raintree. Did you hear much about it, way down here? ”

“A little,” said Arkady. “I confess, the patrollers here follow the news from the north more closely than I
do. There always seems to be some excitement going on, up your way.”

“Raintree malice was more than that. It promised to be every bit as bad as the Wolf War in Luthlia



twenty years back. Worse, because it was fixing to tear across thickly settled farmer country. Malice
food on a platter.”

Arkady shrugged. “But you were from Oleana—you said? ”

Dag’s lips thinned. Fawn put in quickly, “Raintree sent out riders for help. Hickory Lake’s sort of next
door, being in the far northwest of the hinterland. Fairbolt Crow—camp captain at Hickory
Lake—chose Dag to be company captain of the force they sent out. Explain about groundripping the
malice, Dag.”

Dag drew breath and twisted his left arm, turning his hook. Ghost hand displayed again, or just referred

to? “That thing I did to you at the gate, sir. For which I apologize, but I had to . . . anyway. What did you
make it out to be? ”

Arkady, reminded, touched the back of his hand, now scabbed, and frowned at Dag. “A projection for
groundsetting, applied too powerfully and damaging the overlying tissue. Deliberately, I take it. Although

there are occasions when such tearing is a valuable tool—used rather more precisely, I must say.”

“Used vastly more powerfully and not at all precisely, it’s the same as the ground-ripping a malice does,”
said Dag.

Arkady’s brows flew up. “Surely not.” His eyes flicked toward Fawn’s throat.

“Surely is,” said Dag. “I’ve seen it coming and going, and there’s no mistake—I can show you the old
malice scars on my legs, later. Like that glass bowl, the first time I did it I was pretty upset—we had
closed on the malice, and it was trying to ground-rip one of my patrollers. I just reached out . . .” Dag
drew breath. “Free advice, boys, bought at the usual cost. Don’t ever try to ground-rip a malice. Its
ground sticks to yours, and is deadly poisonous. That’s how I got these scars . . .” He gestured to his left
side generally. He wasn’t pointing to his body, Fawn realized, but to its ground.

“Oh,” said Arkady, in an odd voice. “I couldn’t imagine what had caused those dark ripples.”

Dag hesitated. “You’ve never seen a malice, have you, sir? ”

Arkady shook his head.

“Ever patrolled at all?

“When I was a boy, they had me out a few times with the others my age. But I showed for a maker very
young.”

“Ah, the camping trips with the kiddies,” muttered Barr. “I hate those.” The riveted Remo poked him to
silence.

“So you’ve never seen a live mud-man,” sighed Dag.

“Ah...no.” Arkady added after a moment, “The medicine maker who trained me at Moss River Camp
had a dead one that he kept on display. Dried, though, which made it hard to make out any distinguishing
details. It fell apart after a short while. Pity, I thought.”

“And you’ve never seen a mud-man nursery, either. That’s going to make what came next hard to



explain.”

Arkady paused for a long moment with a peculiar look on his face, swallowed some first response, and
said instead, “Try.”

“All right. We found all this out bit by bit, mind. The malice, before we did for it, had taken a place
called Bonemarsh Camp. Most of the Lakewalkers got away”—Dag’s swift glance around Arkady’s
house whispered sessile again to Fawn—but it captured half a dozen makers. It ground-locked them
together—

Arkady gave a little flinching hiss.

“Oh, there’s worse to come. It anchored this huge, complicated involution in their grounds to slave them
to make up a batch of about fifty mud-men, which the malice had growing from local animals. A
half-formed mud-man is about the most gut-wrenching thing you’ve ever seen, by the way. You want to
kill it quick just for the pity of it. When my company got back to Bonemarsh, we found the groundlock
still holding, the makers seeming unconscious. I’d thought the lock would break when the malice died,
y’see, but [ was wrong. Worse, when anyone opened their grounds to try to reach in and break the lock,
they were sucked into the array as well. Lost three patrollers finding that out.”

“That’s . . . astonishing,” said Arkady. Fawn’s first fear, that Arkady would toss them out before they
got their tale half told, eased. Beneath his quelling reserve, she thought he was growing quite engrossed.
He likes the parts about groundwork .

Dag nodded shortly. “This was a very advanced malice, the most fully developed I've ever seen.”
“And ah . . . how many have you seen? ”

Dag shrugged. “I lost count years back. That I’ve slain with a knife in my own hand, twenty-six or so.
That’s counting the sessiles, which I do. Anyway, back at Bonemarsh—I stupidly tried to match grounds
to steady the heartbeat of a dying maker in the array. And I got sucked in, too. Which is how I found out
about the involution—I saw it from the inside. And after that the story has to go to Fawn, because the
next few days were all a gray fog for me.”

Fawn decided on a simplified version. “I came to Bonemarsh with Hoharie, because Dag had sent back
for her help with this horrible groundlock thing. None of the Lakewalkers seemed to know what to do
about it, which made me about half crazy, watching and waiting. Then Hoharie tried some experiment—I
never did find out what, though I think she suspected about the involution.”

“She did.” Dag nodded.

“Anyhow, then she was drawn in, and Mari, who was in charge by then, said, no more experiments .
But that night, I thought of one more. If an involution is a cut-off piece of a maker or a malice, which it
seems to be, maybe this leftover piece of malice just needed a separate dose of mortality in order to
destroy it. So I took my sharing knife”—she gulped in memory—*“and stuck it in Dag’s leg. Because
when I slew the malice back in Glassforge, he’d said I could stick it in anywhere.”

Dag smiled, and murmured, “Sharp end first .” Fawn smiled back.

“I think it worked to give it into Dag’s ghost hand, the way his arm jerked up, but he’ll have to tell that
part,” Fawn concluded.



Dag frowned and scratched his head. “Strangest experience I ever did have. We all know what it feels
like to have a body and no ground, from being youngsters before our groundsense comes in, or in veiling.
While I was slaved in the malice’s groundlock, it seemed like I was my ground—but not my body. I felt
the knife come into me, and I knew it at once—it had been bonded to me, and still had affinity with my
blood. But Fawn’s child’s ground lacked affinity with the malice—very strange and pure, it was—so
there was no resonance, no, no . . . calling, to break open the knife’s involution and release the dying
ground.

So I broke open the involution myself, and added some affinity from my ghost hand. It was like
unmaking a knife, all backward. It tore up my ghost hand something fierce, but it destroyed the malice’s
groundwork, and cleaned out those poison spatters as well. Fawn’s sacrifice—well, with that little extra
groundwork from me—got all ten of us out of the lock alive.” He blinked at Arkady, who was staring
with his hand before his parted lips as if to stifle an exclamation, and added apologetically, “It wasn’t like
I saw it, and figured it out, and did it. It was more like I saw it, and did it, and figured it all out much
later.”

Remo said, in downright peeved tones, “You never told me about all that, Dag! You only told me about
Greenspring!”

“Greenspring was the important part, seemed to me.”

Fawn shivered in memory; Dag, grimacing, reached across the table to briefly grip her shoulder as he
might console a young patroller.

Arkady took his hand from his mouth and said, “So what was Greenspring?”

Dag sighed. “When I’d recovered enough to ride, we all went home by way of the blighted farmer
village that malice had emerged under. When we arrived, we found some folks had come back and were
having a mass burial of those who hadn’t got out. Which was about half, of a thousand people. That first
feast was the secret of how that malice had grown so quick, so strong.”

He shared a look of understanding with Fawn, who picked up the thread: “They’d finished planting the
grown-ups, mostly women and old folks, and were just starting on the children.” She took a breath,
measured Arkady, and dared to say, “I’m told New Moon Camp lost a youngster a couple of months
back. There were—how many children, in the row in front of that trench, Dag?” Laid out all stiff and
wan, there had seemed no end to them.

“One hundred sixty-two,” Dag said flatly.

“The ground-ripping had kept them from rotting in the heat,” explained Fawn, and swallowed hard. Pale
ice-children . “It didn’t help as much as you’d think.”

Arkady shut his ground just then, Fawn thought; he went something more than expressionless, at any
rate.

“It took me some thinking, after,” said Dag. “How Greenspring was let to happen, and what could keep
it from happening again. It’s an Oleana problem; in the south there’s nearly no malices, and in the far
north there’s nearly no farmers. Where there’s both . . .” He held up hand and hook, but was frustrated
in a gesture of interlacing fingers;



Fawn thought everyone could imagine it, though. “It was plain something needed done, and it was
plainer no one was doing it. And that we were running out of time to wait for someone smarter than me
to try to figure out what. That’s why I broke with my kin and camp and quit the patrol. They thought it
was over Fawn, and it was, but it was Fawn led me to Greenspring. Roundaboutly.” Dag gave a sharp
nod, and fell silent.

“I...see,” said Arkady slowly.

He glanced toward his front door; annoyance flashed across his face, but then shifted to a shrewder
look. He rose and was halfway to it when a knock sounded. Sticking his head out, Arkady exchanged
murmurs with his caller; Fawn caught a glimpse of a middle-aged woman, who craned her neck in turn,
but did not enter. Arkady turned back holding a large basket covered with a cloth, which he thumped
down upon the table. “Some lunch all around would be as well just now, I think.”

Fawn, Remo, and Barr all jumped up to help Arkady set out tools and plates; Dag sat more wearily, and
let them. The break from the tension was welcomed by everyone, Fawn suspected, even Arkady. The
basket yielded a big lidded clay pot full of a thick stew, two kinds of bread wrapped in cloths, and,
almost to Fawn’s greater astonishment than this farmer-style fare, what were identifiably a couple of
plunkins, spheres half the size of her head with brown husks. Cut open, they revealed a solid fruit both
redder in color and sweeter than the plunkin she’d encountered at Hickory Lake.

“Why don’t you have this kind up north, Dag? ”” she asked around a mouthful.

“Longer growing season, I think,” he answered, also around a mouthful. Judging from the munching, all
the northern Lakewalkers at the table plainly thought it was a treat. Arkady explained that these were
grown in the shallow ends of the crescent lake.

Arkady did not pursue his interrogation while they ate—thinking, or did he just have medical notions
about guarding digestion? Nor did Dag volunteer anything further. The boys, Fawn thought, wouldn’t
have dared to say boo. But Arkady wouldn’t be feeding us this good if he wasn’t at least thinking
of keeping us, would he? Or maybe he just reckoned wild patrollers, like wild animals, could be tamed

with vittles.

Finally growing replete, Fawn thought to ask Arkady, “Where did all this food come from? Who should
we thank?

He looked a trifle surprised at the question. “My neighboring tents take it in turns to send over my
lunches and suppers. Breakfasts I do for myself. Tea, usually.”

“Are you sick? ” she asked diffidently.
His brows went up. “No.”

He busied himself making another pot of tea while Fawn and Remo repacked the basket and set it
outside the front door at Arkady’s direction.

He washed his hands again, sat, poured, frowned at Dag. Dag frowned back.
“Your wife,” said Arkady delicately, “does not appear to be beguiled.”

“She never has been,” Dag said.



“Have you not done any groundwork on her? ”

“Quite a bit, time to time,” said Dag, “but she never grew beguiled with me. That was half the key to
unlocking unbeguilement. Hod was the other half.”

A sweep of Arkady’s clean hand invited Dag to continue. Maybe this subject would be less fraught than
Greenspring?

“You know beguilement can be erratic,” said Dag.

“Painfully aware.” Arkady grimaced. “Like most young and foolish medicine makers, I once tried to heal
farmers. The results were disastrous. Lesson learned.”

Fawn wanted to hear more of this, but Arkady waved Dag on again.

Dag sighed, as if steeling himself for this next confession. “Hod was a teamster’s helper out of
Glassforge—we hitched a ride with his wagon down to Pearl Riffle. My horse kicked him in the knee,
which made me feel sort of responsible. I remembered what I’d done with that glass bowl, and set myself
to try a real healing. Which I did do—pulled his broken kneecap back together good. But it left him
beguiled to the eyebrows, which we found out when he made to follow us on our flatboat. And Fawn
said, Take him along and maybe you can figure out why, but if you leave him you never will. And
she was right. Come to it, me, Fawn, Hod, and Remo all sat in a circle and traded around little ground
reinforcements till we figured it out. I don’t think anyone who didn’t have both a beguiled and an
unbeguiled farmer to compare at the same time could have seen it.”

Remo said, “Even I could see it, once Dag showed me. I can’t quite do the unbeguiling trick yet,
though.”

Arkady’s glance went in surprise to Remo. “And what did you see? ” he asked.

“Don’t tell him, Dag,” said Fawn. “Show him.” She felt uncomfortable volunteering to be the
Demonstration Farmer, but from his expression she suspected Arkady had some pretty stiff-set ideas on
the subject that mere assertion would not shift.

“Elbows again? ” said Remo.

“That’d do,” agreed Dag. “Watch close, Arkady, as the ground transfers.”

Remo reached across the table and touched Fawn’s left elbow; she felt the spreading warmth of a tiny
ground reinforcement. She tried to decide if it also made her feel any friendlier toward the boy, or made
him look finer to her eyes; since she already liked him well, it was hard to tell.

Arkady looked across at Dag in some puzzlement. “So? ”

“Now watch again. Watch for a little backflow of ground from Fawn to me, almost as it flows from me
to her. It’s like it flows back through the reinforcement.”

Dag smiled and reached his left arm toward her right elbow. As before, she saw nothing; but Arkady
swore—the first she’d heard him do so, she realized.



“Absent gods. That explains it!”

“Yes. You just saw an unbeguilement. The farmer ground tries to rebalance itself through a ground
exchange, the way it happens when two Lakewalkers trade ground, but if the Lakewalker is
closed—rejects it—it bounces back and sets up this odd, um . . . imbalance in the farmer ground, which
the farmer experiences as longing for another reinforcement. Obsession, if the imbalance is bad enough.”

“No, yes . ..” Arkady reached up and almost mussed his carefully tied hair. “Yes, I see, but not that
alone. Is this why your ground is such a ghastly mess? How many of these have you been doing 7 His
voice wasn’t quite a shriek. Fawn stared at him with disappointment. She felt Dag’s discovery should be
due much more applause.

“I unbeguiled every farmer I did healing groundwork on, of course. Once I’d figured it out, that is,” Dag
added a bit guiltily. Fawn wondered how Cress was getting along.

“And then there were the oats,” Fawn put in. “And the pie. And the mosquito, don’t forget that, that
started it all. Your poor arm swelled up so bad you couldn’t get your arm harness on after you
ground-ripped that mosquito, remember? ”

“You took in ground from al/l those things? ” said Arkady in horror.

“It’s a miracle you’re still alive! Absent gods, man, you could have killed yourself!”

“Aha!” said Fawn in triumph. “I told you ripping that thorny tree would be a bad idea, Dag!”

Dag smiled wearily. “I sort of figured that out for myself, sir. Well . . . Fawn and I did. After a bit.”

“A properly supervised apprentice,” said Arkady, somewhat through his teeth, “would never have been
permitted to contaminate himself with such dreadful experiments!”

“Groundsetter’s apprentice, you mean? ”’
“Of course,” said Arkady impatiently. “No one else would be capable of the idiocy.”

Dag scratched his stubbled chin, and said mildly, “Then he wouldn’t ever have been able to discover
unbeguilement. Would he. Might be a good thing I started out unsupervised.”

“Is it still? ” asked Arkady.
Dag lost his glint of humor. “No,” he admitted. “Because then came Crane.”

Arkady, leaning forward to vent something irate, sat back more slowly. In a suddenly neutral voice, he
said, “Tell me about Crane.”

“The boys were there for that one,” Dag said, with a tired nod at Barr and Remo.
Remo said, “Crane was a real Lakewalker renegade. Nastiest piece of work I ever did see. Which is
why, sir, you shouldn’t ought to call Dag one.” Awed till now by the groundsetter, quiet Remo flashed

genuine anger with this; Arkady’s head went back a fraction.

Barr put in, “Crane was an Oleana man, banished from a camp up there for theft and, um, keeping a



farmer woman. He’d set himself up as leader to this bandit gang on the lower Grace River, taking and
burning boats and murdering their crews—horrible stuff. If it wasn’t for us Lakewalkers being aboard,
our flatboat would have been tricked like the others, I think.”

Remo went on, “Dag set us to gathering all the other boats and men that came down the river that day to
make an attack on the camp and clean it out. Which we did. Dag, um, captured Crane himself. Barr and
['were up the hill dealing with another bandit just then, so I didn’t exactly witness . . .” He trailed oft with
a beseeching look at Dag.

Dag said, in an expressionless voice, “I dropped him by ground-ripping a slice out of his spinal cord, just
below the neck. Once saw a man fall from a horse and break his neck about there, so I had a pretty
good guess what it would do.”

“That . . . seems extreme,” said Arkady, in a nearly matching voice.
He regarded Dag steadily.
“He was holding a knife to my throat at the time,” Fawn put in, nervous lest Arkady go picturing Dag as

some cold-blooded killer, “and his men were about to get away with our boat. I don’t think Dag had
much choice.”

“If I had it to do over,” said Dag, . . . well, if I had it a// to do over, I’d leave more men to guard the
boats, regardless of how shorthanded it made us at the cave. But if it were all the same again, I’d do it
again. [ don’t regret it. But it left me stuck with this last mess in my ground . . .”

A general gesture at his torso.

Arkady frowned judiciously. “I see.”

“Aren’t you going to tell about the sharing knife? ” said Remo anxiously.

“Oh.” Dag shrugged. “We found an unprimed sharing knife in the bandits’ spoils, that they’d apparently
taken off a murdered Lakewalker woman. Crane was due to be hanged with the rest, so I gave him the
choice of sharing, instead. Which he chose. Surprised me, a little. I boiled the old bonding off the knife
and reset the involution, and bonded it to Crane. And used it to execute him, which was dodgy, but
everything else about the man was dodgy, so I figured it fit. First knife I ever made. I’d like to have your
camp’s knife maker look it over for soundness, if I get a chance, though I’'m pretty sure there’s no such
thing as a half-made knife. It either primes or it doesn’t.”

“And,” said Arkady, “you thought you could do this . . . why? ”

Dag shrugged once more. “My brother is a knife maker at Hickory Lake, so I’ve been around the
process off and on. But mostly I learned how from taking apart the groundwork of my knife at
Bonemarsh.”

“And, ah . . .” Arkady said, “the other kind of why? ”’

What gave Dag the right, does he mean?Fawn wondered.

Dag regarded him steadily back. “I needed a knife. I hate walking bare.”



A little silence fell, all around the table.

“You know, Dag,” said Fawn slowly, “we’ve spent since last spring being knocked from pillar to post
so bad it’s a wonder we’ve had time to breathe. But when you lay it all out in a row like this . . . don’t
you see a kind of pattern to things?

“No,” said Dag.
She looked up at Arkady. “Do you, sir?

She thought his face said yes, but he pushed back his chair instead of answering. He said, “You folks
look as though you all slept in a ditch last night.”

“Pretty near,” Fawn admitted. Infested with scary swamp lizards, at that.
“I’d think you’d all enjoy a hot bath, then,” said Arkady.

This won blank looks from all three patrollers. Fawn, appalled by a vision of heating pots and pots of
water on the hearth, said hastily, “Oh, we couldn’t put you to so much trouble, sir!”

“It’s no trouble. I’ll show you.”

Alittle . . . smugly? Arkady led them outside and down some stairs from the lakeside porch to an area
of flagged pavement. At the far side was a remarkable setup: a shower bucket with a pull rope on a post,
made private by a cloth-hung screen, and a big barrel, its bottom lined with copper, over a fire pit. Coals
still glowed underneath.

b

“You can take the path down to the lake to get more water, all you want”—Arkady pointed to a pair of
buckets on a yoke—and heat it in the barrel. More wood’s in the stack behind those forsythia bushes.
Put the hot water in the shower bucket, soap up and rinse down, soak in the barrel after. Take your time.
I need to go talk with some folks, but I’ll be back in a while.” He paused and studied Dag. “Er. .. do
you shave? ”

“Now and then,” said Dag dryly.

“Now, then.”

Arkady went back in, popped out a few moments later with a stack of towels and a new cake of soap,
and disappeared again, this time for good. Fawn stared after him, bewildered by this turn, though not

ungrateful.

“Do we stink that bad? ”” asked Remo, sniffing his shirt. Barr was too busy delightedly examining the
mechanism of the shower to answer.

“We aren’t too pretty, compared to Arkady,” Fawn allowed.

“And this keeps us occupied here for as long as he wants to talk to . . . folks. How many folks, |
wonder? ” said Dag, sounding less impressed.

Oh. Of course. Fawn’s gratitude faded in new worry. How many people in the camp had more
authority than this groundsetter, that he needed to consult them? It answered Dag’s question, if in an



unsettling fashion: not many .

But Dag assisted Fawn to take the first turn, and then took one himself with apparent enjoyment. She
thought Barr very gallant to volunteer for the last turn, till he refused to come out again. Granted, soaking
in the barrel, which steamed in the chill air, was blissful. He was still pickling in there when Arkady
returned, to find the rest of them dressed and clustered around the hearth drying their hair. Dag’s system
was to run a towel over his head once, but Remo fussed more over his than Fawn did over hers.

Arkady put his hands on his hips and looked Dag over. “Better,” he allowed. “I can’t have you following
me around the camp looking like some starveling vagabond, after all.”

“Am I to do so? ” asked Dag warily. “Why? ”
“It’s how apprenticing is done, normally.”

Fawn almost whooped with joy, but Dag merely rubbed his newshaved chin. “I take your offer kindly,
sir, but I’'m not sure how long we can stay. My work is up north, not down here.” He glanced at Fawn.

Arkady answered the question beneath the question. “You can all stay here at my place for the moment.
Including your farmer bride, though it’s asked that she not wander around the camp unescorted.”

Fawn nodded glad acceptance of the rule, though Dag frowned a trifle, which made Fawn wonder
belatedly, Asked by who?

“You’ll just be watching and listening at first, you understand,” said Arkady, “at least till I can figure out
some way to cleanse your dirty ground. If I can.”

Dag flicked an eyebrow upward. “I’'m good at listenin’. So am I to be your apprentice—or your
patient? ”

“A bit of both,” Arkady admitted. ““You asked—mno, she asked,” he corrected under his breath, “if I saw
a pattern in your tale. I did. I saw a man coming late and abruptly into groundsetter powers, totally

unsupervised, making the wildest mess of himself.”

“You know, sir, you don’t sound too approving, but my two top notions were that I was going mad, or
that [ was turning into a malice. I like your version better.”

Arkady snorted. “Normally, the development you’ve experienced would have unfolded over five or six
years, not five or six months. Naturally you found it confusing. And—how old are you? Mid-fifties?

Dag nodded.

“Well, your talent’s around fifteen years late showing, to boot. I don’t know what you were doing all
that time—"

“Patrolling,” said Dag briefly.
“Or why it’s all released now,” Arkady continued.

Dag smiled across at Fawn.



“ Doyou think your farmer girl has something to do with it? ”” demanded Arkady. “I admit, I don’t see
how.”

Dag’s smile deepened. “My tent-brother Whit, who I grant has a mouth on him that’s going to get his
teeth busted one of these days, once said he didn’t know if I was robbin’ cradles or if Fawn was robbin’
graves. I think it was the second. I’d pretty much lain down in mine just waiting for someone to come
along and throw the dirt in on top. Instead, she came along and yanked me out of it. [ will say, sir, it was
a lot more restful than what I’ve been doing since, but it was pinching narrow. I don’t hanker to go back
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in.
Fawn’s heart lifted.

Arkady just shook his head. He turned toward the door, took two steps, then turned back. “Oh, Dag?”
He held up both his hands.

Fawn saw it only by reflection, but well enough at that; Barr and Remo looked startled and impressed
and Dag—Dag’s face lit right up.

Arkady has ghost hands, too!

“We’ll have to see what we can do about your little asymmetry problem, later,” said Arkady. “Among
other things.” He jerked his chin at Remo. “Come along, patroller boy. I’ll show you where to take your
horses.”

5

Dag’s apprenticeship began sooner than he or, he guessed, even Arkady expected. They were all at the
table finishing breakfast from a basket sent to sustain the enlarged household—bread, plunkin, and
hard-boiled eggs, with more tea—when after the briefest knock at the door, a breathless boy burst in
and blurted, “Maker Arkady, sir! Maker Challa says to tell you they’re bringing in a hurt patroller, an” if
you would be pleased to step round.”

“Very well,” said Arkady calmly. “Tell her I’ll be right along.”
The boy nodded and departed as abruptly as he’d arrived.
Arkady swallowed his tea. Dag said uneasily, “Shouldn’t we go at once? ”

“If the patroller’s condition were that dire, I doubt he’d have lived to arrive,” said Arkady. “You have
time to finish your drink.” He set down his mug, rose without haste, and added, “For the real
emergencies, Challa rings a big bell she has up on a post in front of the medicine tent. Two rings and
three. All the makers’ tents are within earshot, one direction or another. Then, we run.”

Now, evidently, they strolled. Dag gave Fawn a hug good-bye, nodded thanks at her whisper of “Good
luck!,” shrugged on his jacket, and followed Arkady out. The morning was not young; weary from their
thirty-mile trudge, Barr, Remo, and Fawn had all slept in, although even so they were up before their
host. Dag had wakened at first light, with all of the uncertainties that had chased one another around in his
head last night ready for more laps.

After taking Remo to settle the horses yesterday afternoon, Arkady, evidently deciding that Dag cleaned



up well enough to be displayed, had escorted him to the medicine tent for introductions. To his surprise,
Dag had learned that Arkady was not New Moon Cutoff’s chief medicine maker; that post was held by
a much older woman, saggy, baggy, and cheerful. Maker Challa had eyed Dag shrewdly and shown him
around her domain, introducing him in turn to the herb-lore master and his two apprentices, and to her
own partner, a woman more nearly Dag’s age. They didn’t ask Dag as many questions as he’d feared; it
was plain that Arkady had discussed his odd stray with them already. Provisionally accepted . But just
what were the provisions?

A five-minute walk along the shore road brought the medicine tent within sight. It was a rambling gray
structure like Arkady’s house, and not much larger. At the railing out front was a rig Dag recognized from
patrol procedure, two saddled horses fore and aft of a makeshift litter of cut sapling poles. Challa and a
lean, brown-haired patroller were just lifting a more heavily built, gray-haired patroller to his feet, drawing

his arms over their shoulders and aiming him inside. At every step, the older patroller mumbled, “Ow.
Ow.Ow...”

“Well, Tapp,” said Arkady with callous cheerfulness as they came up even with the group. “And what
have you done to yourself?

“Nothing, blight it!”” snapped the gray-haired man, whose plait was coming undone. ““ 4// I didwas fling
my saddlebags up on my horse, just like I’ve done ten thousand times before. I swear! A fellow’s insides
shouldn’t come popping out just from saddling his blighted horse.

Ow. Ow!”

Arkady opened the door for them. The lean patroller bent to undo his partner’s boots, then maneuvered

him through the first room, crammed with shelves devoted to records, into a bright chamber with glass
windows overlooking the lake. All four of them helped lift the hurting man onto the narrow bed at table
height that stood out in the center of the room. Tapp was clammy and gasping with pain, but he still eyed
Dag, and his left arm, curiously.

Arkady and Tapp’s partner between them shucked him out of his trousers, and Challa briskly rolled
down his drawers to groin level, raised her white eyebrows, and pointed at a reddened bulge at the side
of his abdomen.

“Yep,” said Arkady. “Come over here, Dag, and tell me what you sense.”

Tapp watched Dag uneasily. “Who the blight is he?

“Clean up your mouth, Tapp,” chided Challa.

“If a fellow can’t swear at a time like this, when can he? ” Tapp complained.

“Not in my tent,” said Challa firmly.

Tapp snorted, then winced. “Yes, ma’am, Maker-ma’am.” His wandering gaze returned to Dag. “Aren’t
you a patroller? ”” he asked querulously.

“Not one of ours. Courier? ”

“I was, once,” said Dag. “Now, um . ..”



Arkady waited with cool interest to see how Dag would explain himself.

“You know how we exchange young patrollers to other camps in the hope that someone else will have
better luck knocking sense into them? ” said Dag.

“Yes? ” said Tapp.

“You can think of me as an exchange maker. On trial.” Dag cleared his throat and added, “It’s only my
first day, see.”

“Arkady, Challa, no!” cried Tapp. “You always turn your hamhanded novices loose onme . . . !”
Arkady grinned. “Calm yourself, Tapp. Dag here’s just observing.”

He lifted a suddenly sharp coppery gaze to Dag. “And what do you observe?”

Dag cupped his right hand above the bulge and, reluctantly, opened himself. “His sudden move lifting his
bags likely split open a weak place in his belly muscles, and a piece of his gut has worked through, and
has got itself twisted around pretty bad. It’s all hot and swollen, which doesn’t help a thing. I’d guess he

tried to tough it out too bli—"—Dag glanced at Challa, watching him as closely as Arkady—*"“too
long— I don’t need a litter, I can ride—"

The partner barked a laugh. “The very words!” Tapp glared at him.
“And made it worse getting here,” Dag went on. “How far out was your patrol?
“A two-day ride,” the partner said. “We were up northwest almost to the banks of the Gray.”

“Sometime on the ride his gut got knotted back on itself like this, and the hole swelled tight, and now
he’s in a bad way and no mistake. I’'m thinking he’s lucky it wasn’t a three-day ride.”

Arkady tilted his head in reluctant respect. “Very good. And what would you do about it?
Dag said cautiously, “I knew a fellow up in . . . a place I once patrolled, had something like this. The
makers stuffed his gut back inside somehow, persuaded the hole shut, and put him on camp rest till it

finished healing. I don’t rightly know how the gut-stuffing part was done.”

“If there’s no torsion, and the rip in the muscle sheet is large enough, you can actually do it pressing with
your fingers,” said Arkady.

“I did it that way five times on the way here,” Tapp complained, “but my gut kept falling out again, till it
all swelled shut.”

Challa winced.
Arkady sighed. “And I suppose you insisted you could eat, too?
“Not after the first day,” Tapp said in a smaller voice.

Arkady rolled his eyes, and muttered, “Patrollers!” He drew breath and turned again to Dag. “Twisted
and tight as this is now, it’s going to take some careful groundsetting to restore the gut without rupturing it



and spilling blood and rotting food into the abdominal cavity, which is a recipe for infection.”
Dag nodded understanding. “Like a knife wound to the belly.”

“Correct. Challa, if I may trouble you to dump a dense ground reinforcement into the inflamed area,
we’ll see if we can relieve the tightness a bit before attempting to manipulate anything.”

Challa nodded, laid her hands on the lump, and closed her eyes. Dag sensed the flow of her unshaped
ground-gifting into Tapp’s unhappy flesh. The extra ground would support and speed the body’s own
attempts to heal, and so ease the swelling and pain. The simplest of procedures; any number of patrollers
learned at least that much groundwork, even the younger Dag. The focus of Challa’s groundwork was
much finer, however, and its density impressive.

“While we’re waiting for that to take effect,” Arkady went on, “let me tell you more . ..”

Dag, willingly, and Tapp, much less willingly, were then treated to a detailed description of half'a dozen
other ways Dag would never have imagined that folks’ insides could end up in places where they did not
belong, and what to do about it. Dag was especially impressed, or appalled, by the version that had the
stomach squeezing through the little hole in the diaphragm where the gullet connected, and ending up half
on one side and half on the other. About the time Tapp must have been wishing he’d never been born,
Arkady wrapped up his talk and cupped his hands gently around the bulge. Dag extended his sensitivity
to his utmost. Down and in . Arkady glanced up keenly at him, then returned his attention to his task,
closing his eyes in concentration.

Arkady’s ground-fingers shaped themselves in unfingerlike ways to gently widen the hole, tease the gut
knot apart, and slide the strained tissue back inside. In a sallow sweat, Tapp whimpered; his partner
gripped his hand hard and watched him in concern, all patroller-humor extinguished.

The power,thought Dag. The power to so readily move matter through its ground was immense, yet
Arkady’s ground projection danced as delicately as if he were laying out flower petals that he was trying
not to crush. He persuaded the two sides of the ripped hole back together, then set a neatly shaped
ground reinforcement to hold them that way. Tapp’s strained face and grip eased, and he lay back
bonelessly on the table. It had all been done in less than ten minutes, without ever breaking the skin.

“I’ll send one of the ham-handed novices down to your tent tonight to give you another reinforcement,”
Arkady told Tapp, and glanced up.

“Has anyone told his wife yet that he’s home early? ”
“I sent the boy,” said Challa.

Indeed, Tapp’s wife arrived in a few minutes more, irate with worry, and the Tapp, what did you do to
yourself? and It wasn’t my fault! conversation was repeated, with variations. Arkady prudently gave
most of his instructions to her—bed rest and no food till tomorrow, camp rest till Challa decreed
otherwise. Dag helped carry Tapp back out to the horse litter and saw him trundled off, escorted by his
partner and his wife.

Staring after them, Dag turned his hook this way and that, trying to imagine the groundwork that would
persuade half of someone’s stomach back to its proper position through such a little hole without bursting
it under the heart.



Arkady, stretching his back beside Dag, said, “He’ll recover well if he doesn’t overdo. It didn’t help that
he was two days fooling around with the rupture and telling his patrol leader he’d be fine before he even
started home, his partner says. Patrollers have no sense, sometimes.”

“Goes with the territory,” Dag said. “Sensible people don’t go looking for malices.”

“I suppose you would know.”

“Forty years at it, sir.”

“Huh. I guess it would be about that.” He frowned at Dag’s hook.

“Before and after the hand, then? Because it looks like that’s been off for about twenty years, there.”

“Aye,” said Dag. “Just about that.” But if Arkady was angling for an old patroller story, he was doomed
to disappointment. A more important question occurred to Dag then. “Sir—why didn’t you get cold and
shaky after doing that groundwork? *’

Arkady’s head turned. “What, do you? ”

“After all my healings, pretty much, and that glass-bowl episode knocked me on my tail. My flesh felt
like clay, and my stomach heaved.”

“Well, then, you were doing something wrong.”
“What? ”

“We’ll have to figure that out.” Arkady rubbed his mouth with the back of his hand and stared curiously
at Dag, but did not pursue the matter at once. Instead, he turned Dag over to Challa while he went off to,
he said, check on a few folks.

Challa showed Dag her tent’s record-keeping methods, more pleased than was quite flattering to learn
that the shabby northerner could read and write. They were interrupted once by a woman whose
toddler’s oozing sore throat had not responded to home ground reinforcements, and a second time by a
boy, frog-marched in by his father, in need of having his bloodied head stitched after a fight with his
brother. A rock seemed to have been involved, presented as evidence, or possibly a souvenir, by the
irate and dizzy loser.

As she worked, Challa kept up a gentle and seemingly habitual flow of instruction and commentary that
Dag drank in—with the growing sense that he was just the latest in a long line of apprentices to pass
through her tent. Dag was painfully aware that he was of no help in stitching up the flap of scalp, but at
least his hook provided a useful diversion while the sewing was going on. The boy ingenuously demanded
the tale—severely abridged by Dag—of how the missing hand had been bitten oft by a mud-wolf, then
set his quaking lip and endured his own little ordeal under Challa’s curved needle with fresh
determination.

Challa suppressed a smile and complimented his courage.
Barr popped in then with the news that the lunch basket and Arkady had both arrived back at the house.

Dag paced silently beside him up the road, his head awhirl with his morning’s tutorials. The range of
things he didn’t know seemed to be expanding at an alarming rate.



This lunch basket yielded ham sandwiches and plunkin, swiftly consumed.

While Fawn, Remo, and Barr cleared away the plates and crumbs from the round table, Arkady arose
and went to one of his shelves. He returned with a piece of paper and sat again across from Dag. Instead
of presenting it to read, he turned it over and tore it in half.

“Now,” he said, “let’s just see what it is you’re doing that’s giving you trouble. Watch. Ah—with your
groundsense, please.”

What is he about?Dag opened himself and attended, summoning the concentration of the morning
against a drift toward a postlunch nap.

Arkady eased the two pieces back in line, held them down on the table, and ran his thumb down the
tear. Behind the barely perceptible ground projection, the paper hissed back together. He held it up and
snapped it, then turned it and tore it in half again. Fawn and the boys abandoned the sink and slid hastily
back into their chairs to watch.

It had been so swift, Dag was barely certain what he’d sensed, but he dutifully positioned the halves on
the table in front of him, edged them together as best he could, extended his ghost hand, closed his eyes,
and found that strange level of perception, down and in, that he had first discovered while healing Hod.
Paper, it seemed, was much like felted cloth, a mass of tiny threads all matted together—torn away from
one another, now. He was put in mind of how Fawn had spun the threads for their wedding cords,
making the fibers twirl around and catch hold.

So freshly separated, these fibers’ grounds still held the echo of their former friction. This will be easy .
He smiled and drew his hook down the edges, his ghost thumb persuading them back together.

And opened his eyes in consternation as the paper burst into flame along the line of his repair. He beat it
out in hasty embarrassment.

Barr ducked the flying char and said, “It’s not anybody’s birthday, Dag! Take it easy!”

Dag brushed futilely at the scorch marks on Arkady’s table. “Sorry. Sorry! I'm not sure what happened
just there.”

“Mm-huh,” said Arkady, leaning back with narrowed eyes and not sounding the least surprised. “As |
thought. You’re expending far more strength than the task warrants, and exhausting yourself prematurely.
The waste you shed becomes, in this case, heat.”

“But Hod’s knee didn’t burst into flames!” Fawn objected. Adding after a reflective moment, “Luckily.”

“That was a much greater task, and living beings absorb ground on levels mere objects don’t possess.
The cure for the unpleasant aftereffects you experienced, the chill and the nausea, isn’t some special trick.
It’s the result of a general habit of efficiency in one’s work. Don’t do with groundsetting anything that can
be done physically, or even by another medicine maker; pace yourself, because you never know how
soon another patient will turn up; and never use more strength than is truly needed. It’s not merely less
wasteful; it’s more elegant .” Arkady rolled the last word off his tongue quite lovingly.



Dag scratched his head in doubt.
Barr sniggered. “I don’t know as Dag does elegant.”

Fawn bristled, opening her mouth to begin some hot defense. Dag interrupted smoothly, “Ground-veiling
drills. When was the last time you and Barr did your ground-veiling drills, Remo? Back before Whit and
Berry’s wedding, wasn’t it?

Remo shot an acid look at his partner. “Yes, sir.” He did not add, You were there, Dag!; some former
patrol leader had evidently cured him of any leaning to risky backtalk.

“Now, half an hour. Down on the lakeshore will be a good place. No one will interrupt your
concentration there.”

Remo loyally arose, glowered at Barr, and jerked his chin. Barr grumbled up and followed him out,
casting a last look of frustrated curiosity over his shoulder. Peace of a sort descended.

Beyond an upward twitch of his silvery brows, Arkady made no comment. Instead, he drained his mug
of tea, set it sideways to the table, and with a sharp crack broke off its handle.

“Oh!” said Fawn, startled, then closed her lips tight. She glanced at the door through which the boys had
left and folded her hands primly in her lap in a superfluous effort to appear small.

Arkady pushed the two pieces across to Dag. “Try again. Don’t try to contain the whole cup, or even
the whole handle, although hold awareness of their essential ground in mind. Think surfaces. Again, let
your muscles do as much as possible. Hold the parts together tightly—"

He broke off; a tinge of color heated his cheeks. “Er . ..”

“Fawn, lend me your hands over here,” said Dag.

She nodded understanding, rose, licked her finger to pick up a couple of tiny fragments still left across
the table, deposited them again in front of Dag, and gripped the cup and handle, fitting them back
together. “Just like the bowl, huh?”” Her dimple flashed at him, as if to say, You can do it .

“Uh-huh.” Dag shot Arkady a challenging glance, but the maker made no comment. Surfaces, eh? Dag
closed his eyes, reached out till his hook clinked, and dropped down and in, finding the ground of the
bowl, of the handle. Of the two interfaces. This fired clay had a rougher voice than the high chime of the
glass bowl, a mumbling little growl.

The recent break still vibrated with the rupture, though the clay was far more inert than the ends of
broken blood vessels that Dag had several times worked back together. But they still had a good catch.
The two flakes rose through the air, seeking their slots. Catch. Catch. Finer and finer,
catchcatchcatchcatch . . . And finerstill . . .

“Good,” said Arkady. “Stop.”

Dag gulped and opened his eyes.

Gingerly, Fawn released the handle, which remained in place.



Even more gingerly, she grasped the handle and released the cup. The mending held. “It’s warm,” she
reported, “but not near so hot as that bowl was, Dag. You could barely touch that bowl, even after it
stopped glowing.” She peered more closely. “I can just see a line in the glaze.”

The two crumbs of stray clay were also back in place, faintly outlined.
“How do you feel?” Arkady asked Dag. His voice and gaze were both level.

“Not. .. bad,” said Dag, a little surprised. “Something’s taken out of me, sure, but I don’t feel dizzy or
cold. And my lunch is staying put.”

This mending lacked the soaring exaltation and violent collapse of his prior ones, of the glass bowl or
Hod’s knee or Chicory’s head; it was more like . . . interest and ease. Less exciting, to be sure. But less
wearing, I do admit .

Arkady rose and returned with another wrinkled note. He sat, tore it in half, and shoved the pieces
across to Dag once more. “Try again. Less hard.”

Dag nodded understanding and aligned the scraps. Fawn slipped back into her chair, still clutching the
cup, and watched wide-eyed. In anticipation of another conflagration her hand crept toward the damp
dishcloth she’d been using to wipe the table, but then returned bravely to her lap.

This time, Dag deliberately slowed himself down, drawing his ghost hand back until it was barely
projecting. He took his time, easing along the rip, peering warily through his lashes for any untoward flash

of flame. Finishing, he opened his eyes, staring down at the repaired paper. Good as . . . old.

“Strange . . .” he said. “In a way, this is harder than Hod’s knee. The body seems to cooperate with its
own healing in ways that dead objects don’t.”

“Huh,” said Arkady. “You already know that, do you. .. ?” Dag glanced up to catch an unblinking
frown. Arkady went on, “Do that one more time. More gently still, if you can.”

Dag ripped the page in half himself this round, smoothed it, pulled it back together once more. Handed it
to Arkady.

“Good,” said the maker simply. “Something of the same technique works to hold together skin, as well.
Best to save it for tissues you can’t reach with a needle, however.”

“That . . . would be all of them, in my case,” Dag noted gently.

“Ah.” Caught out for the second time, the maker grimaced. “My apologies. Habit, I'm afraid. I'll try to
be more heedful.”

“I’m used to it,” said Dag.

Did Arkady wince? Hard to tell. But he only said, “That does bring up . . . Have you ever attempted a
ground projection from your right hand?

Dag shook his head. “It came out from the left side all on its own, seemed like. I thought it was . . . well,
I’m not just sure what I thought it was.”



Fawn said loyally, “To me, it didn’t seem any stranger than the rest of what you did.”

“Yes . .. it was you first guessed it was something I should have, that got delayed.” He smiled to
remember just when she’d said it, too.

“Seems you were square on.”
She shrugged. “Stood to reason, I thought.”
“Try now,” said Arkady. “Right hand.”

Dag did; nothing happened. His ground on the right side remained firmly intertwined with the flesh that
generated it, just as always.

“Did Dag mention,” said Fawn, “that at the time his ghost hand first came out, his right arm was busted?
All tied up with splints in a sling. Though I had to keep making him put it back in the sling.”

Arkady sat back. “Really? ” It was more a noise of surprise than disbelief.

“That’s . . . interesting.” After a moment, and another glance at the hook, his brows drew down in
puzzlement. “My word. How in the world did you manage everything?

“I had a little help,” said Dag.
“Who you callin’ little? ” Fawn breathed at him, dimpling deeply. He couldn’t help smiling back.
Arkady rubbed his brow and sighed.

Dag straightened self-consciously, clearing his throat. “Besides me bein’ so lopsided,” he said, “you
talked about doing something to, ah, cleanse my dirty ground. What did you have in mind?” Or was the
cure for contamination, like that for the aftereffects of groundsetting, to be simple, tedious
self-regulation? Pace yourself could be pretty useless advice, in the midst of some pressing emergency.

“Well . . . I admit, I don’t know yet. You’re an odd collection of puzzles to turn up at my gate.”

“At first it seemed to me that my ground cleansed, or healed, or remade itself all by itself, over time. The
way anyone absorbs a ground reinforcement—or the ground of their food, for that matter. Figured the
problem was that I’d just taken in too much, too fast.”

“Both of those, certainly. Though one might argue that any farmer ground is too much.”

Anyone,or Arkady ? Dag frowned at the evasive wording. “Except the ground I most choked on was
pure Lakewalker.” Or, considering Crane, impure Lakewalker. “I actually found the ground of food
strengthening. At least after I learned to limit myself to the life-ground of things like seed grains, instead of
ripping right down to the matter.”

Fawn said, “Yeah, that mess you made of my pie didn’t sit too well, did it? Because it was cooked and
dead, do you reckon? ”

“Maybe,” said Dag. “Which reminds me, I meant to try a live fish— minnow!” he corrected hastily at her
dismayed look.



Arkady swallowed a noise of horror. “No! No! For the next several days—in fact, till I give you
permission—don’t ground-rip anything! At least until I can get some sense of whether your disruptions
are clearing on their own. Which reminds me . . .”

He rose and went to his shelves, returning with a quill, a bottle of ink, and what Dag now recognized as
a medicine maker’s casebook.

He laid them all out, opened the book to a fresh page, dipped his quill, and scribbled. He glanced up
and added in an abstracted tone, “Open yourself, please.” A couple more minutes passed while he jotted
what Dag, squinting sideways, read as notes upon the present condition of his ground, although between
the handwriting and the abbreviations he could hardly guess what Arkady thought it was. Arkady’s own
strange bright-shadowed ground was equally unrevealing.

“There,” said Arkady, finishing. “I should have done this yesterday. It goes without saying that—no, |
suppose it doesn’t. You are to do no ground-gifting till I tell you, either, understood?

“Sir? ” said Dag uncertainly. No medicine making at all? Observation could only go so far as a teaching
method . . . It’s only the beginning, Dag chided himself. You 'd think you were a sixteen-year-old on
your first patrol again, stupid with daydreams of instant achievement . He couldn’t even argue, But
now there’s the problem of Greenspring! since the problem of Greenspring had been sitting out there
all his life, unnoticed. Yet all this attention to the particulars of his own ground, here in this quiet southern
camp, seemed a long way from becoming help for the beleaguered north.

“We don’t want that ground contamination of yours spread all around the camp. At least till we know
how much of your present problems stem from it.”

Dag nodded reluctant acknowledgment. About to ask, But could I heal farmers? They won’t care
how dirty with farmer ground I am , he realized that the necessary unbeguilement would violate
Arkady’s ban against taking in strange ground, too. He sighed, resigning himself to his— temporary, he
trusted—quarantine.

6

Dag mulishly chose to share Fawn’s ostracism, keeping to Arkady’s house when he wasn’t on duty, but
the medicine tent brought the camp to him. He divided his time between what traditional apprentice dog
chores Maker Challa could think of that a one-handed man might do, and close observing. Perforce, he
learned names, tent-names, personalities, and, more intimately, grounds of a growing string of New
Moon folks; what they made of him he was less sure. But it was plain that a camp medicine maker must
come to know his people over time the way a patroller memorized the trails of his territory.

Barr and Remo, meanwhile, wasted no time in going off to explore the camp at large, with the result that
they’d shortly cooked up a scheme to go out on patrol as exchange volunteers. Dag approved,; it would
make good use of their time, take the burden of feeding them off Arkady’s neighbors for a couple of
weeks, and pay the camp back something for their welcome here. It soon came out that their gingerliness
in presenting the plan was not because they needed Dag’s permission, but because they wanted to
borrow Dag’s sharing knife.

Carrying a primed knife marked a patroller as tried and trusted, and they’d both earned that from him. In
this camp’s patrol territory, where not even a sessile had been found for over three generations, Dag was



nearly certain to get his knife back intact. It was his own workmanship, not Barr and Remo’s
dependability, that Dag doubted. So the next afternoon, he gathered up his knife and his nerve and
sought out New Moon’s senior knife maker.

Her name, he’d been told, was Vayve Blackturtle. Her work shack, a neat cypress-wood cabin
overlooking the lake near its south end, was instantly recognizable by the small collection of human
thighbones hung to cure along its eaves. As he climbed nearer Dag found, more unexpectedly, signs of a
garden surrounding it—not of practical food, but of flowers. Even in this drab dawning of the year, a
spatter of bright purple and yellow crocuses poked up from tidy mulch beds, and the unopened buds on
the flowering shrubs were fat and red.

As he wasn’t sneaking up on a malice’s lair, here, Dag forced himself to leave his ground partly open.
So he hadn’t yet mounted the porch steps when a woman emerged to stare down at him. She looked
alarmingly like a younger version of Dag’s aunt Mari, lean and shrewd of eye.

Her brown hair was drawn back in the usual mourning knot that makers wore while working, but her
soberly cut skirt and jacket were embroidered with recognizable dogwood flowers. The stern air
common to knife makers hung about her, yet her look was not that of an offended recluse—Dag thought
of Dar—but of open curiosity.

“Maker Vayve? M’ name’s Dag Bluefield.” He left off the No-Camp part. “May I trouble you with a
question about a knife?

“Oh, would you be Arkady Waterbirch’s prodigy? I’ve heard of you. Step on up.” Her roofed porch
had hospitable seats, with stuffed cushions; the woven wicker creaked as Dag lowered himself. She took
the next seat, half around a low plank table.

Dag wondered at her description of him. He’d certainly done nothing prodigious here. He dragged the
cord Fawn had fashioned over his head, held the leather sheath to the table with his hook, and drew out
the plain bone blade. “Some weeks back, up on the Grace River, I was called upon to rededicate and
bond—and prime—a sharing knife. Under emergency conditions, more or less.”

“You were traveling with those two young patrollers who smoked out a nest of river bandits, I heard. All
Oleana men, aren’t you? You’re a fair way from home.”

Dag decided not to pursue just what Barr and Remo had been saying about themselves, and him. We
drifted downriver till we ran into bandits could easily be misconstrued as We were sent downriver to
destroy bandits , dodging awkward questions about how the partners had come to be trailing Dag.

Leaving out the preamble of Raintree, Dag gave much the same truncated account of Crane and his
death to Maker Vayve as he had to Arkady. As he spoke, her grim frown deepened.

“A sharing knife,” she said, “is made as an instrument of sacrifice and redemption—not of criminal
execution.”

“This one was all three, in its way. Crane paid far less than he owed, but all that he had. I'm not asking
you to judge the morality of its making, ma’am. Just its workmanship. First knife I ever made, see. Will it
kill a malice?

“The gossip I heard wasn’t clear if you were a patroller or a medicine maker.” Politely, she left out the
renegade/deserter/banished/or-justplain- mad part. “How did you know how to make any knife at all?



“My older brother is senior knife maker back at Hickory Lake Camp in Oleana. I’ve been around the
craft quite a bit, time to time.”

Her brows twitched up in some doubt. “If lurking underfoot was all it took to create talent, I’d have
better luck with my apprentices.” But she picked up the knife and opened her ground to examine it,
holding it to her lips and forehead in turn, eyes closed and open. Dag watched anxiously.

She laid it gently back on the table. “Your involution is about four times stronger than it needs to be, but
it’s sound and shows no sign of leakage. I see no reason it wouldn’t break open properly when exposed
to the disruption of a malice. I grant it seems an unusually dark, unhappy knife, but primed knives are
seldom chirping merry.”

“Crane was as close to a mad dog in human form as makes no nevermind, but he wasn’t stupid. I think
he liked the irony of tying this around my neck,” Dag admitted. But it seemed this knife was safe to lend;
he would do so.

A damp breeze, almost warm, set the bones to faintly clinking along the eaves. Reminded of another
concern, he asked, “Do you chance to have any spare blanks? My brother usually did. There were
always more bones than hearts.”

“Why do you ask? ” she returned.

“I’m without a bonded knife myself just now. My old one was . . . lost. Been meaning to replace it when
I found the chance. I should like to make it for myself, under better supervision—if you’d be willing,

ma’am.”

“It seems you’re a trifle past an apprentice’s test piece.” She nodded at the knife on the table. “Do you
mean to take up the craft? I don’t know that I’d dare steal you from Arkady.”

“No, ma’am. I just want more confidence, if | ever have to face such an emergency again.”
“Confidence? Nerve, I’d call it.” She regarded him with a warring mixture of curiosity and disapproval.
“That murdered woman’s bonded knife belonged to someone, and it wasn’t you. And you took it
without a second thought, as nearly as I can tell.”

“I had thoughts in plenty, ma’am. It was time I lacked.”

She shrugged. “This not being an emergency, you would have to ask for the donation from the tent-kin.”
“No bones were left in your care for the general need? Or by the kinless? ”

Her expression and her ground both went a little opaque. “Not at present.”

In other words, this dodgy Oleana fellow was going to have to do his own begging. Perhaps he could,
later, if he made more of a place for himself here.

Vayve glanced up. Climbing the path to her shack were the two patroller girls Dag had met that first day
at the gate. The leggy blonde was half veiled and not happy about something. They looked up in surprise
to see Dag, and he furled himself a little more, slipping Crane’s knife back into its sheath, and into his
shirt. Both partners’ eyes followed it.



“Hello, Tavia, Neeta,” said the maker cordially. “What brings you up here?

“Oh, Vayve!” said Neeta, her voice distressed. “Something terrible’s happened to my primed
knife—well, it was going to be my primed knife. My father had promised it to me when I came back
from Luthlia, but this morning when we went to take it from the chest—well, look!”

She mounted the steps, slid the knife she was clutching from its sheath, and laid it on the table in front of
the maker. The dry bone blade was cracked, split up half its length. Traces of tattered groundwork still
clung to it, but its involution and the death it had contained were gone.

“He swears it was fine when he last put it away, and nobody dropped it—what happened to it? Vayve,
can you fix it? ”

“Oh, dear,” said Vayve, picking up the knife. “Just how old was this, Neeta? It’s not of my making.”

“I’m not exactly sure. My father carried it when he was younger, and his uncle before him. Did we do
something wrong—should we have oiled it, or, or ... ?”

The maker turned the blade, studying the split. “No, that wouldn’t have made any difference. It was
simply too old, Neeta. The groundwork on knives doesn’t last forever, you know.”

“I was going to take it on patrol tomorrow!”

The patrol Barr and Remo were joining—so, the reasons for their urgency to volunteer were revealed,
one blond, one red-haired. Dag didn’t think he allowed his amusement to show in his face, but Tavia,
watching him inquisitively, returned an uncertain half smile.

“Isn’t there anything you can do?”” Neeta went on. “Was my tentkin’s sacrifice just wasted, then?
Thrown into the air?

Dag had been through this scene before, with distraught younger patrollers. He said gently, “If that knife
was carried on patrol for many years, it wasn’t wasted, even if it was never used on a malice. It upheld
us all the same.”

Neeta shot him a Who the blight are you to say? look. “But I might have taken this one to Luthlia
instead of the one grandmother gave me, and used it last year on that sessile my patrol found. And then
we’d still have had the other.”

Most young patrollers who exchanged north of the Dead Lake took primed knives from home along; it
was something of a customary fee for their training. Dag himself had carried primed knives to Luthlia that
way twice, early in his long tally. About half the patrollers returned, ready to take up expanded duties.
None of the knives did. A steady stream of sacrifice, flowing northward.

“You can’t know that,” soothed Vayve. “I believe that knife you took with you was quite old as well,
wasn’t it? Their fates might simply have been reversed.”

“Then maybe I should have taken both.” But Neeta’s hands unclenched, and she sighed. She added
wryly, “I just don’t know when I’ll have a chance at another, is all. All of my tent-kin are disgustingly
healthy.”



Patroller humor, but Tavia put in more seriously, “No one ever wants to share around here. Nobody in
my tent will give me a primed knife because nobody even has one. Mama won’t even give me permission
to bond to a blank! She says I’'m much too young. Neeta claims that in Luthlia, they say if you’re old
enough to patrol, you’re old enough to pledge!”

In Oleana, too. Dag thought of his patroller cousin who’d shared at age nineteen. Much too young .
Both sides in this argument seemed right to Dag, which wrung his brain a bit. Or maybe it was his heart.

Bestirring himself to give the young patroller’s mind a more hopeful turn, Dag inquired, “So, will you be
patrol leader tomorrow? ”’

“Not yet,” Neeta said glumly, then added, “But our camp captain promised me the next place to open

up.
“How many patrols does New Moon Cutoff field?

“Eight, when we’re at full strength.” She frowned at him. “You’re a funny fellow. Those Oleana boys say
you’re obsessed with farmers.”

“You should stop by Arkady’s place and talk with my wife Fawn,” said Dag, driven to dryness by her
tone. “You could compare malice kills. She slew one, too, did Barr or Remo tell you that? Up near
Glassforge.”

And it wasn’t a mere sessile.

Her nose wrinkled. “It sounded pretty garbled. You had to lend her your knife, didn’t you? ”
Dag tilted his head. “We’re all lent our knives, in the end.”

“But she can never share in return.”

And glad I am of it. But even that was only half true. The strange tale of Fawn’s lost babe was nothing
he wanted to repeat here, if the boys had actually had the wit to keep it close. “Many Lakewalkers never
share, either—weren’t you just now complaining of that?

Dag had, he realized, an audience of three, far from warm, but bemused enough by this upcountry
stranger to not bolt. Neeta had taken the last seat, Tavia leaned comfortably against one of the porch
posts, and Vayve seemed in no hurry to return to whatever task he’d interrupted. He swallowed, and
swung abruptly into what he’d come to think of as the ballad of Greenspring, much as he’d explained it to
Arkady, and to dozens before him. Dag’s words were growing all too smooth-polished with use, but, he
hoped, not so glib as to fail to carry the weight of his horror. By the time he came to his description of the
children’s burial trench, his listeners’ eyes were dark with pity, though their mouths stayed tight.

“Your answer’s simple enough, it seems to me,” said Neeta, when he at last ran down. “Chase all your
farmers back south of the Grace. Not that we want them.”

“You ever try to run a farmer off his land? There’s nothing simple about it,” said Dag.
“That part’s too true,” said Vayve. “A hundred years back, New Moon folks still used to change

camps, winter and summer. Then it got so that if you left your land for a season, you’d come back to find
it cleared, plowed, and planted. We finally had to hold our territory by sitting on it, dividing tents between



here and Moss River. And send folks from the camp council down to Graymouth and get lines drawn on
pieces of farmer paper to say we owned it! Absurd!”

“The cost to us of teaching farmers is nothing to the cost everyone will pay if we don’t,” said Dag
stubbornly.

“In your north country, maybe,” said Tavia.

“Everywhere. We have to begin where we are, with whatever piece we have in front of us. Never miss a
chance to befriend and teach— there’s a task anyone can start.”

Vayve made a little gesture at Dag’s upper arm, the wedding cord beneath his jacket sleeve
unconcealed from her groundsense. She said dryly, “I’d say you took befriending a bit far, Oleana
man.”

Not nearly far enough, yet. Dag sighed, rose, touched his brow politely.

“I’ll check back about those bone blanks. Good day, ma’am. Patrollers.”

Over the next week Dag grew increasingly absorbed by the work in the medicine tent. Not that he
hadn’t been in and out of the hands of the makers plenty before, but this shift in his angle of view, looking
down the throats of such varied problems, made a bigger difference than he’d have guessed. As a
patroller, he’d never visited the medicine tent except as a last resort; now, as part of that last resort, he
found himself not only understanding, but actually reciting, that annoying maker chant of Why didn’t you
come in sooner?

A half-dozen folks a day turned up with minor ailments or injuries, although once a man was carried in
with a broken leg, and a day later, more interesting and much more difficult, an aged woman with a
broken hip. Still more delicate was a woman with an ugly tumor in her breast, which Arkady was treating
daily by pinching off its blood supply, tiny vessel by tiny vessel. His explanation of why he didn’t try to
destroy it by ground-ripping gave Dag chills—tumor ground could be nearly as toxic as malice spatter, it
appeared. Arkady began taking Dag with him on his daily round of tent visits, too, although Dag was
uncertain how he’d earned this advancement, since though he might fetch, carry, or hold, he was still not
allowed to do even the simplest groundwork.

The old casebooks packed on the shelves, once Challa taught him how to interpret them, proved
unexpectedly gripping. They reminded Dag of patrol logs: stained, tattered, with terrible handwriting and
baftling abbreviations. But also like patrol logs, the more he read the more he began to see what was
between the lines as well as what was on them. The folks trickling into the tent showed Dag how the
makers treated some complaints; the books taught him about things he hadn’t yet seen, and so he
squinted at their pages daily till the light failed. With his late start as a maker’s apprentice, he felt urgent to
catch up any way he could, and he overcame his halting north-country tongue to ask Challa and Arkady
as many questions as Fawn might.

His head was bursting with it all when he came back to Arkady’s place one midafternoon for a forgotten
bundle of tooth-extraction tools, to find Fawn curled weeping in their bedroll. He lowered himself beside
her as she sat up, hastily drying her eyes and pretending to yawn. “Oh, you’re back! I was just having a
nap. It always makes me all rumpled and funny-looking, sleeping in the daytime.” But her smile lacked its
dimple, and her big brown eyes were bleak.



“Spark, what’s wrong?”” He ran his thumb gently down the moist tracks from her eyes.

“Nothing.” She shook her dark curls, abandoning, to his relief, her shaky subterfuge. “I’m just . . . being
stupid, I guess.”

“It’s not nothing. Because you’re not stupid. Tell me. You can tell me anything, can’t you?”” He hoped
s0. Because here, so far from home and kin, he was all she had.

She sniffed dolefully, considered this, nodded. “I’m just. . . it’s just. . . it’s all right at night, when you
come back and talk to me, but it’s been so quiet all day since Barr and Remo left. And I ran out of things
to do .” She waved her empty hands. “I finished sewing the last of the drawers, and I ran out of yarn for
socks, and there’s not even any cooking or cleaning, because Arkady’s neighbor women do all that. It’s
too gray and cold to sit outside, so I just sit in here, and, and do nothing. Which isn’t as much fun as I’d
’a thought.” She rubbed her face, then said in a lower voice, “I can’t possibly be homesick for West
Blue, because I don’t want to go back there. Maybe it’s just my monthly coming on. You know how
that makes me cranky.”

He bent and kissed her damp temple, contemplating both her notions.

It was perfectly possible, as he well knew, to be homesick for a place one didn’t want to go back to.
And her monthly was indeed coming on. A// true, he thought, but incomplete . “Poor Spark!” He lifted
her hands one by one and kissed them, which made her gulp and sniff again.

“ Nothingis just what the problem is. Your hands have got all lonely, that’s what. They’re not used to
resting folded up.”

“Can you get me—does this camp have Stores, like Hickory Lake? Can you get me some more wool or
cotton or something?”” She frowned.

“Oh. But I guess we don’t have any camp credit here.”

“No, we don’t.” He stared down at her. Had his head truly been stuffed so full as to drive all care for
her out of it? Each night her eyes had sparkled, her lips parted, as she listened eagerly to his tales of his
day, and so he’d thought her content. He should have noticed how she’d had less and less to offer in
return. Her days should be laden with new things right along with his; absent gods knew her head was
better built for learning than his had ever felt.

She sat up more sternly. “Never mind me. I promised I’d take whatever this camp dished out till you got
what you needed, and I don’t mean to go back on my word. I’ll be fine.”

“Shh, Spark. Surely we can do better than that.” He hugged and comforted her as best he could, till her
faked cheer grew less wobbly, then went to find Arkady.

“Out of the question,” Arkady said, when Dag finished explaining his request. “A farmer can’t learn our
techniques.”

Dag was unsurprised. He forged on nonetheless. “I always figured to train her myself, later, but having
her just settin” around like this is a huge waste of her time. And of a camp resource. Fawn can learn



anything you can teach—except groundwork—we always meant her to be my spare hands, if ever I got
out among farmers as a real medicine maker. You haven’t seen it, but [ have. When she’s by my side,
farmers calm right down and stop being afraid of me, despite what a starveling vagabond I generally
look. The women because they can see she’s not scared, and the men because she’s so blighted cute
they forget to worry about Lakewalker death magic. And if 'm ever to treat farmer women and girls,
which I guess’d be about half my customers, I’d need her with me before I’d dare touch them.” He
thought of Arkady’s breast-tumor treatment, and other even more intimate women’s ailments, and
shivered.

“Absent gods, yes!”

Arkady finished the brief note he’d been jotting about the tooth extraction, set down his quill, and
frowned across at Dag. “It’s not by any means concluded that you’ll be turned loose to treat farmers. As
for placing Fawn here in the medicine tent—I grant you she has clever hands, but that bright ground of
hers, always open, would be a distraction to patients and makers alike.”

“It’s not a distraction to me,” said Dag. “These are the same fool arguments Hoharie made back at
Hickory Lake. One little farmer girl’s open ground is only as much of a botheration as folks choose it to
be. Lakewalkers can deal fine with Fawn around when they want to.”

“Yes, but why should they want to? ”

Dag bit his lip. “I’'m a stranger here. I’ve earned no trust from this camp. I know I can’t ask this of
folks.” His eyes caught and held Arkady’s, and he dropped his voice to his company captain’s
growl—not a gift of Dag’s that Arkady had guessed at, judging from his faint recoil.

“But you can. I’ve seen how this camp respects you, and I’ve more than a notion by now of why. You
can make this happen if you choose, and we both know it.” Dag let his voice and his look lighten.
“Besides, what’s to lose? Try her for a couple of weeks. If Fawn doesn’t work out here, we can think of
something else. It’s not like me and my farmer bride are asking to join your camp permanent.”

“Hm,” said Arkady, lowering his eyes and closing his casebook. “Is that what you think? Well. Perhaps
I could talk to Challa and Levan.”

Fawn was ecstatic when Dag told her the news, which made him right proud of his husbandly insight.
The next morning as he took her along to introduce to her new task makers at the medicine tent, she
skipped down the road, caught his amused eye upon her, stopped, tossed her head, then skipped again.
But she was walking sedately by the time they arrived.

Dag watched her welcome carefully, not above letting it be seen that he was watching. Challa was
politely resigned. Levan, the aging herb master, had the air of a man with a long view enduring a
temporary burden.

His two female apprentices and Challa’s boy, at first stiff and cold, grew more pliant as they realized that
Fawn would be taking over many of their most tedious chores, from washing pots and bedding to peeling
stems and sweeping the floor. As the first days passed, her uncomplaining cheer and enthusiasm softened
the older makers, too. Within half a week more, even camp residents stopping in for treatment or to pick
up medicines ceased being surprised to find her about the place.



Dag’s own heart was comforted and mind eased by having her so often within his sight and hearing, and
by her obvious happiness at being so. Gradually, Dag began calling her over to give him a hand, as
opportunities presented, and gradually, the other members of the tent became used to the picture. The
first time Challa absentmindedly assigned a two-handed chore to the pair of them, Dag smiled in secret
victory.

One morning, as Dag made to rise from the breakfast table, Arkady said, “Wait.”

Dutifully, Dag sat back down.

“Have you made any further progress overcoming your asymmetry? ”

Dag shrugged. “Can’t say as [ have.” Which seemed better than /ve hardly given it a thought .
“Try now.”

Dag laid his right arm out on the table and attempted a ground projection, with the same lack of results
as before.

“Uh-huh,” said Arkady, and walked over to rummage on his shelves.

He came back carrying a couple of lengths of rope and a penknife. After tying one rope around Dag’s
hook, he bent Dag’s left arm behind him, and wove the end through the chair back and around to secure
firmly in front. Dag cooperated uneasily.

“There. Will that hold?
Dag tugged. “I expect so.”
“Right arm feel free? ”

Dag wriggled his fingers. “Aye.” Fawn finished packing up the breakfast basket and slid back into her
chair to watch. She met Dag’s look and grinned. Arkady had evidently paid better attention than Dag
had thought to Fawn’s words about how his ghost hand had first emerged.

Arkady lit a candle by waving his hand over it, sat on Dag’s right, and picked up the sharp little knife.
“You claim you’ve reattached blood vessels before, in your farmer healing?

“Aye,” said Dag, watching in worry as Arkady began passing the knife blade through the candle flame.
“In Hod’s knee, and Chickory’s busted skull. They’re stretchy, and coil up when they’re busted, but the
ends seem to want to find each other again after. Just the bigger ones. They got littler and littler till I
couldn’t follow them down and in without risking groundlock.”

“Mm, yes. I’ve always wondered if the little arteries empty into a pool in the tissues, and then the veins
suck up the blood again, or if they’re connected all the way through, unimaginably tiny. If only Sutaw had
advanced enough to pull me out of the deep groundlock, I thought I might try . . . well. Never mind. That
doesn’t concern us today.” He held the knife in the air to cool. “Let’s give you something more interesting
than a piece of paper to work on, shall we? ”



He drew the tiny blade across the back of his own left hand, slicing through a plump vein. Fawn
squeaked as blood began to well. Arkady laid his oozing hand down in front of Dag.

Dag, eyeing the red trickle with a mixture of alarm and annoyance, attempted once more to coax a
ground projection from his right hand.

His left arm jerked at its bindings behind him, but from the right . . . nothing.

“What,” said Arkady, “you’re just going to sit there and watch while your teacher bleeds? For shame,
Dag.”

Dag flushed, grimaced, clenched and stretched his fingers. Shook his head. “Sorry. I’'m sorry.”

Arkady waited, then shrugged, passed his right hand over his left— the flash of ground projection went
by almost too fast for Dag to perceive— and mopped at the drips with a napkin. The bleeding stopped.

He tilted his head for a long moment, eyeing Dag in a shrewd way that made him feel even more of a
fool.

“Ye-es,” Arkady drawled. “Perhaps . . .” Taking the second length of rope, he knelt by Dag’s chair.
“Fawn, give me a hand, here. [ want to tie his feet firmly to the chair legs.”

“Why? ” asked Dag. “No one does ground projections from their feet.”
“Safety precaution.”

Fawn touched Dag’s shoulder in encouragement and knelt on his other side; she and Arkady passed the
rope back and forth and consulted on the knots. Fawn was inclined to be thorough. Dag craned his neck
and tried to see what they’d done, but couldn’t quite. He flexed his ankles against their restraints, which
held tight, and waited while the pair seated themselves, flanking him once more. Arkady cooked his knife
blade in the candle flame again, looking bland.

Then, abruptly, he pounced across the table, yanked Fawn’s hand down in front of Dag, and sliced
across its back. “Ow!” she cried.

Dag nearly fell over, trying to lunge out of his chair. Safety for who, you blighter? He strained at his
bindings, clawed at the knot in front, thought wildly of ground-ripping the rope apart, then barely
controlled his rocking as Arkady continued to press Fawn’s hand down, squeezing to make it drip. Her
eyes were wide, and she gasped a little, but she did not struggle to withdraw. Instead, she looked
hopefully at Dag.

“You can fix this. Can’t you?” Arkady purred in Dag’s right ear.

“Blight your eyes . . .” Dag growled. Arkady hadn’t plotted this with Fawn in advance, hadn’t asked her
permission; her surprise and distress had been spontaneous and loud in Dag’s groundsense, for all that
she’d quickly overcome both. Her pain lingered, shivery sharp like shards of glass.

Arkady let Fawn’s hand go and leaned back as Dag extended his right hand above it, fingers not quite
touching her pale skin. The slice was barely half an inch long, precisely placed across the blue vein. Dag
forced himself to breathe, to open his ground, to concentrate. Down and in . The back of Fawn’s hand
expanded in his perceptions, the wider world tilted away. He felt for the shuddering vein ends. The



ground of his right hand seemed to spurt and sputter. Blight you, Arkady, I've no skill on this side . . . !

Skill or no, Dag managed to push his ground beyond the confines of his skin. Clumsily, he caught up the
two cut ends of the biggest vessel, guided them back together—they seemed to seek each other, which
helped—and shaped a strong—no, not quite that strong, right—ground reinforcement to hold them
there. There . He forced himself to calm, lest he set Fawn’s hand afire and do more damage than Arkady
had. Down and in . . . he found the living fibers of skin, and began weaving them back together. Farther
down, fartherin. ..

He was broken from his beginning trance not by a ground-touch, but by Arkady simply slapping him on
the side of his head. Dag came back blinking and shaken to the morning light of the room. He inhaled,
looked down. Fawn was wiping the blood from her hand with Arkady’s napkin. Nothing showed of the
attack but a faint pink line.

Dag drew a deep breath. “You like living dangerously, do you, Arkady? ”

Arkady’s shrug was devoid of apology. “It was time to move you along. It worked, didn’t it? Now, let’s
see that projection again.”

His right-side projection felt weak and clumsy, but it was there. And again. And again. Dag was
light-headed and nauseated when Arkady at last ceased his badgering and allowed Fawn to untie him.

Dag shook out both his arms, stretching his aching back. The only reason he didn’t then stand up and
slug the maker across his closeshaved jaw was the sudden thought— Does this mean I'm almost over
my quarantine?

7

On a bright day that breathed promise of an early southern spring, Fawn helped Nola and Cerie, the
herb master’s apprentices, pack up a handcart to take to the New Moon Camp farmer’s market. The
three young women dragged their load around through the sapling gate and down over the hill to the
clearing where the horses had been watered that first day. The tree branches were still bare against the
cool blue sky, but the buds swelled red, and a few low weeds winked green in the flattened and
brownish grass.

It was at last made plain to Fawn why the medicine tent’s kitchen was always so busy. After concocting
enough remedies for the needs of the camp, the herb master and his helpers produced yet more for the
local trade. Some medicines were not so different from what Fawn’s mama and aunt Nattie
compounded, but Maker Levan himself did groundwork on others that made them much more effective
and—he seemed to think this an important point—uniform. Unlike the cureall nostrums Fawn had seen
hawked in the Drowntown market, which Dag claimed were mostly spirits—you might still be sick, but
you’d be too drunk to care, Barr had quipped—the Lakewalkers made limited claims for their
medicines. Dewormers for people, horses, cattle, and sheep; effective remedies for bog ague and
hookworm, neither plague to be found in West Blue but common here, especially in the long, hot
summers; a bitter pain powder from willow bark and poppy just like the northern one Fawn had seen
Dag use when his arm had been broken; a tincture of foxglove for bad hearts; a gray powder much
trusted by the locals to sprinkle on wounds to fight infection.

In the clearing, a number of Lakewalkers unrolled awnings from under the eaves of the shelter and set up
trestle tables beneath them.



Today they offered mostly handwork of a sort Fawn had seen before: fine leathers that would not rot,
nearly unbreakable rope and cord, a small but choice selection from the camp blacksmith—tools that
would not rust, blades that would hold their edge. Fawn helped the two apprentices lay out the medicine
tent’s offerings fetchingly on their table, then they all settled down on upended logs to await their
customers.

It wasn’t long. As the sun marked noon, a few farmers began to trickle in to the clearing, some driving
rumbling carts or wagons, some with packhorses or mules. It would be a slow day, Nola informed Fawn,;
the market was busier in the summer, when the roads were better. Most people here on both sides
seemed to already know their business, as well as one another’s names, and deals were struck quickly
and efficiently, as when two cartloads of fat grain sacks were traded for several kegs of animal dewormer
and some sets of unbreakable traces.

A well-sprung wagon drawn by a pretty team of four matched palomino horses swung into the clearing,
and five people climbed down: a very well-dressed farmer with streaks of gray in his hair, a maidservant
shepherding a small boy, a horseboy, who went immediately to unhitch and rub down the animals, and
what had to be the graying man’s wife.

She was half a head taller than he, but equally well dressed, in a traveling skirt, close-fitting jacket, and
fine boots, with her sandy hair coiled up in tidy braids. She strode without hesitation to one of the armed
patrollers lurking around the edge of the clearing, and spoke to him. After a moment he nodded, if a trifle
reluctantly, and trotted away up the road.

“Look! She’s back,” muttered Nola.
“I see,” murmured Cerie.

The little boy grabbed his father’s hand and towed him around the shelter to see the fascinating contents
of all the tables. The tall woman glanced over the array and walked straight to the medicine table. Fawn
sat up and blinked as she drew closer. Despite her farmer dress, the woman had the fine-boned features
and bright silvery-blue eyes of a fullblooded Lakewalker.

She looked down at Fawn, on the other side of the table, with quite as much surprise as Fawn looked
up at her.

“Absent gods,” she said, in an amused alto voice. “Is New Moon taking in farmers now? Wonders and
marvels!”

“No, ma’am,” said Fawn, raising her chin. She almost touched her temple the way Dag did; then, afraid
it might be mistaken for some sort of mockery, gripped her hands in her lap. “I’'m just visiting. My
husband’s a Lakewalker from Oleana, though, studying groundsetting with Maker Arkady for a stretch.”

“Really!”
Uncertain what the woman’s exclamation meant, Fawn just smiled in what she hoped seemed a friendly
way. Then the woman’s eye fell on the cord peeking from Fawn’s left jacket cuff, and her breath drew

n.

She leaned forward abruptly, reaching out, then caught herself, straightened, and motioned more politely.
“May I see that? That’s a real wedding braid, isn’t it? ”



Fawn pushed back her cuff and laid her arm out on the table. “Yes, ma’am. Dag and I made them for
each other back in Oleana.”

The little boy came galloping around the side of the shelter and, suddenly shy, clutched his mother’s
skirts and stared at Fawn. The man strolled after, putting his arm possessively around the woman’s waist.

A brief stillness flashed in the woman’s face that hinted at groundsense extended. “How? * she asked,
sounding amazed.

“Dag wove his ground into his in the usual way for Lakewalkers. When we came to mine, we found that
my ground would follow my live blood into my braid as I plaited it, and Dag could make it stick.”

“Blood! I never thought of that . . .”

The man was watching his wife’s profile warily. She glanced sideways at him, raised her chin, and said
distinctly, “It doesn’t matter. I don’t need it.” Fawn wasn’t sure what emotion warmed his eyes— pride?
relief? In any case, the woman selected some pain powder, some ague remedy, and half their stock of
the anti-nausea syrup highly recommended, Fawn had learned, for morning sickness. She paid for it all
with good Graymouth coin from a heavy purse, and she and her husband and son returned to the wagon,
where the maidservant was setting out a picnic lunch.

“Who was that woman? >’ Fawn asked her companions. “She looked like a Lakewalker—is she from
here? ”

“She was,” said Nola in a disapproving tone. “She was a patroller, but about ten years back she ran off
to marry—if you can call it that—that farmer following her.”

“They say he owns several mills in Moss River City,” Cerie added, nodding toward the wagon, “and
built her a house overlooking the river three floors high, with flower gardens that go all the way down to
the water.”

“Was she banished?

“She should have been,” said Nola. “But her tent didn’t ask it of the camp council.”

“Banishing deserters is a joke,” sighed Cerie. “Hardly any of them come back, so all it means is that their
tent-kin can’t speak to them or visit them out there in farmer country. If their kin chase after them and
drag them back here, they mostly just leave again at the first chance. And hardly anybody wants to hunt
them down and hang them. Some claim if anyone’s that disaffected, it’s better to let them go, before they
spread their mood around the camp.”

“Are there very many who leave? ”

Cerie shrugged. “Not really. Maybe a dozen a year?

Compared to the Unheard of! at Hickory Lake, that seemed like a lot to Fawn. And if the outward leak
was like that at every camp in the south, it would add up. That peeled pole barrier at the camp gate only

worked in one direction, it seemed.

In a while, three Lakewalkers appeared from the rutted road, an older woman and two sandy-haired



adults. They sat down to the picnic with the Moss River family, speaking quietly. Once, the older woman
stood up on her knees and measured the little boy against her shoulder, and said something that made
him laugh, and once, the Lakewalker woman in farmer dress put her hand to her belly and gestured,
which won strained smiles from the others. At length, the family packed up, made sober farewells, and
drove off. The older woman turned her head to watch them out of sight, then the three vanished up the
road again.

Fawn’s companions were looking impatiently at the shifting sun and their dwindling stocks of medicines
and customers when a light cart drove up to the shelter, drawn by a rather winded mare. As she dropped
her head to crop the scant grass, a young man jumped down and fetched out some slat crates. He
glanced around, then carried them up to the medicine table and went back for two more. Fawn peeked
over to see they were jammed with a jumble of glass jars and bottles packed in clean straw.

Almost as winded as his horse, the fellow set down the last boxes and said, “I’m not too late? Good! I
don’t have much coin, but figure what these are worth to you.”

Cerie and Nola actually looked pleased by the offered barter—good glass containers were always in
demand in the medicine tent—and circled the table to kneel down and inventory the boxes. The young
man’s stare lit on Fawn, and he looked taken aback. “Well, hello there! You’re no Lakewalker!”

“No, sir.” The sir was a trifle flattering, but there was no harm in it.

She recited her well-worn speech, repeated to nearly every buyer they’d had today: “But I’'m married to
one. My husband is a Lakewalker from Oleana learning medicine making here.”

“Go on! You don’t look old enough to be married to anyone!”

Fawn tried not to glower at a paying customer. She supposed she’d know herself a woman grown when
that remark began to be gratifying and not just annoying. “I’m nineteen. People just think [’'m younger on
account as [’m so short.” She sat up straight, so he could see she was much too curvy to be a child.

“Nineteen!” he repeated. “Oh.” He looked about nineteen himself, fresh-faced, with brown hair and
bright blue eyes. He had a wiry build like Whit, but was, of course, taller. “T guess your, um . . . husband
must be pretty important, to get you into the camp. They don’t usually let farmers past their gates here,
you know.”

Fawn shrugged. “New Moon hasn’t taken us on as members or anything. We’re just visiting. Dag found
me a job here when I ran out of stuff to spin and got to pining for home. He used to be a patroller up
Oleana way, but now he feels a calling to be a medicine maker. To farmers,” she added proudly. “No
one’s done that before.”

His mouth opened in surprise. “But that’s not possible! Farmers are supposed to go crazy if
Lakewalkers use their sorcery on ’em.”

A surprisingly accurate comment, but maybe he was a near neighbor and so less ill-informed than most.

“Dag thinks he’s cracked beguilement, figured out how to make that not happen.” She added honestly,
“He’s still working out whether or not it’ll do something bad to the Lakewalker. He’s just a beginner as
far as medicine making goes. But he figures, if he can make it work . . . His notion is that Oleana farmers
need to learn a lot more about Lakewalkers, on account as we have so many more malice—blight
bogle— outbreaks up our way, and it’s dangerous for folks to remain so ignorant. He figures healing



would give him a straight road to teaching people.”
“Are there really—are the bogles really bad, up that way? ”
“No, because the Oleana patrol keeps ’em down, but their job could stand to be made easier.”

The young man rubbed his mouth. “A couple of my friends keep talking about walking the Trace, maybe
moving up to Oleana. Is it true there’s free land there, just for the taking? ”

“Well, you got to register your claim with whatever village clerk is closest, and then clear the trees and
rocks and pull the stumps. There’s land for the back-busting working of it, yes. Two of my brothers are
homesteading that way, right up on the edge of the great woods the Lakewalkers still hold. My oldest

brother’ll get our papa’s farm, of course.”

“Yeah, mine, too,” sighed the young man. He added after a moment, “My name’s Finch Bridger, by the
way. My parents’ place is about ten miles that way.” He pointed roughly southeast.

“I’m Fawn Bluefield,” returned Fawn.

“How de’!” He stuck out a friendly, work-hardened hand; Fawn shook it and smiled back. He added
after a moment, “Aren’t the winters tough in Oleana?

“Nothing like so bad as north of the Dead Lake, Dag says. You prepare for it. Lay in your food and
fodder and firewood, make warm clothes.”

“Is there snow? ”
“Of course.”

“I’ve never seen snow here but once, and it was gone by noon. In these parts, we mostly just have cold
rain, instead.”

“We have some nice quiet times in winter. And it’s fun to have the sleigh out. Papa puts bells on the
harnesses.” An unexpected spasm of homesickness shot through Fawn at the recollection.

“Huh,” Finch said, evidently trying to picture this. “That sounds nice.”

Nola and Cerie finished their count and came back around the table, and Finch dug in his pockets to lay
out a few supplemental coins. “Let me know how far this goes . . . [ need this, and this . . . and [ can’t
leave without this, or I'll be skinned.”

He took up all their remaining stock of anti-nausea medicine. Fawn raised her eyebrows. “You don’t
look old enough to be married, either.”

“Huh? Oh.” He blushed. “That’s for my sister-in-law. She’s increasing, again, and she’s so sick she can
barely hold her head up. That’s why I was let off chores to drive over here today.”

“Well, that nice syrup’s bound to help her keep her food down and get her strength back. It doesn’t
even taste bad, for medicine.” Fawn sure wished she’d had some, back when. She banished the bleak
memory.



Her own child had been lost to her before becoming much more than a sick stomach and a social
disaster; she had no call to picture her as a bright-eyed little girl the size of that Lakewalker woman’s
half-blood child.

The Bridger boy packed his medicines carefully on his cart, then made two trips to a table on the other
side of the shelter, lugging half a dozen bulging sacks like overstuffed pillowcases. Fawn didn’t see what
he’d acquired in return, but he circled back to her table with a similar sack, scantly filled. He thrust it at
her. “Here. You can have this.”

Fawn peeked in to find several pounds of washed cotton. “What else do you need? I don’t know how
to value this.” She glanced to Nola for help.

“Nothing. It’s a present.”

“For me? ” said Fawn, surprised.

He nodded jerkily.

“I can’t take this off you!”

“It was leftover. No point in hauling it back home again.”
“Well . . . thanks!”

He nodded again. “Well. Um. It was nice talking to you, Fawn Bluefield. I sure hope everything works
out for you. When are you starting back north? ”

“I don’t hardly know, yet. It all depends on Dag.”

“Um. Oh. Sure.” He hovered uncertainly, as if wanting to say more, but then glanced at the sun, smiled
at her again, and tore himself away.

At the end of another half hour, the last farmer bought the last item left on their table, a jar of purple
ointment meant for cuts on horses’ knees, and rode off. All three girls helped the remaining Lakewalkers
take down the trestles and roll up the awnings. Cerie and Nola were cheerful at having a good haul of
coin to show for the day, as well as the valued glass. They trundled the handcart, reloaded with all their
barter, back up the rutted road. Fawn glanced back over her shoulder at the tidied clearing, thinking,
This place isn’t quite what it looked at first glance .

Was anywhere? She remembered the little river below the West Blue farm in winter. All hard, rigid ice,
seeming utterly still—but with water running underneath secretly eroding its strength until, one day, it all
cracked and washed away in ragged lumps. How close were these southern Lakewalker camps to
cracking apart like that? It was an unsettling notion.

Dag was watching Fawn unpack the day’s lunch basket on the round table when the distant clanging of a
bell echoed through the quiet noon.

Arkady shot to his feet, dropping his bread and cheese, though he managed one gulp of hot tea before
saying to Dag, “Come on.” And, after a fractional hesitation, “You, too, Fawn.”



They sprinted up the road to the medicine tent. Arkady fell to a rapid gasping walk as they found
themselves crowding up behind a makeshift litter being maneuvered through the door. He grabbed Dag’s
arm.

“I thought I’d have at least another week to drill you,” he muttered.

“Never mind, you’ll do. Come along, do exactly what I tell you, and don’t hesitate. Drop that hook, it’ll
just get in the way.”

“What about my contaminated ground?
“For the next half hour, we have more urgent worries.”
Dag rolled up his sleeve and worked on his buckles, following after.

He’d recognized the pregnant woman on the litter and her tent-kin carrying it almost as fast as Arkady
had, because he’d visited her daily in Arkady’s wake.

Somewhat to Dag’s discomfiture, Arkady had dragged him along to every childbirth in New Moon
Cutoff Camp since his arrival. As a terrified young patroller, Dag had once delivered a child on the Great
North Road under the direction of its irate but fortunately experienced mother, so he was long past mere
embarrassment, but he still felt an intruder in these women’s tents. Two births had progressed quite
normally, and Dag had been given no tasks but to sit quietly, listen to Arkady instruct him, and try not to
loom. In the third, the child had to be shifted into better position inside its mother’s body, which Arkady
accomplished with a combination of handwork, groundwork, and, Dag was almost certain, lecturing it.

It was all a much more complicated process than Dag had imagined.

What, did you think women were stuffed with straw in there? Arkady had inquired tartly. And gone
on to explain that about once a year, all the medicine makers’ apprentices in the area were assembled to
witness a human dissection, when someone gifted their body to the purpose, at which all the shifting,
sparkling ground the young makers directly perceived was mapped to the secret physical structures that
generated it.

Arkady promised, or threatened, to make sure Dag observed the next such demonstration. But today
Dag would glimpse inside a body still alive. Maybe .

Tawa Killdeer’s complication horrified Dag. The mysterious, nourishing placenta had grown across the
mouth of her womb, instead of up a side as it was supposed to. Her labor must rip apart the supporting
organ long before the child could emerge to breathe; without aid, the result would be a dead blue infant
and a mother swiftly bleeding to death. The proposed treatment was drastic: to cut the child directly from
its mother’s belly. The chance of saving the child this way was good; the mother, poor; without
groundwork, impossible. But Dag now realized why Arkady had pushed him so hard learning to control
blood flow in their practice sessions.

Tawa’s kin, Challa, and Arkady all helped shift the pregnant woman up onto the waist-high bed in the
bright far room. Challa was already washing her straining belly with grain spirits as her sister pulled off her
clothing. A wad of cloth between her legs was bright with blood.

She didn’t have a bonded sharing knife with her, nor did any of her kin carry one. A northern woman



would have . . .

“Here, Dag,” snapped Arkady. “Open yourself. Down and in.” He grabbed Dag’s left arm and
positioned it over Tawa’s lower belly. The room tilted away; before Dag shut his eyes to concentrate on
Tawa’s ground, he had one glimpse of her pale face, her set jaw stifling outcry.

Her sister held one white-knuckled hand, her frightened husband the other, and Challa’s boy coaxed her
clenching teeth apart to insert a leather strap for her to bite. The last time Dag had seen a look like that
was on the face of a fellow patroller closing on a malice. Staring down death, eyes defiantly wide open.

Arkady’s voice in his ear: “Placenta’s parting too soon and bleeding underneath. Let your left-side
ground projection sink down and in. Spread it as far as you can. Hold pressure just like stopping any
other bleeding wound, but you’re working from the inside out. Good . . .”

Dag shaped his ghost hand like a broad lily pad, pressing against the inside of Tawa’s womb. His
right-side projection as well, from the opposite direction, providing counterpressure. The flow of blood
between her legs slowed to a trickle. From the corner of one eye, barely open, he saw Challa lean in, the
flash of a sharp knife, felt as well as saw flesh part.

Two cuts, one of the abdominal wall, a second of the womb itself. Arkady worked across from her,
following the blade with his ground-hands, stemming bleeding. Dag caught a glimpse of a tiny, slick
purple body sliding out from the cut feetfirst, the flash of the infant’s distressed but a/ive ground. Other
hands took it from Challa. Choking noises, a thin wail.

“One down, one to go,” Arkady muttered.

Tawa’s pain and fear flooded Dag’s ground, which he had matched to hers as closely as a man’s could
match a woman’s. He thought of the look on her face and endured. He’d soaked up the like before, in
roughand- ready treatment of patroller injuries on the trail. The sister and husband also partitioned the
load of pain and stress, the sharing rendering it more bearable to Tawa; the senior makers had mastered
the trick of closing grounds to pain but not to the person, and worked on steadily.

Dag hoped the pair was watching out for potential group groundlock.

The sharing wasn’t bearable to everyone. The two herb master’s apprentices had been holding down
Tawa’s ankles. One was now headdown in the corner, sobbing, fighting black faintness, her ground
snapped shut; her place had been taken over by a dogged-looking Fawn.

She grinned back at the glint of his eye, scared, determined—confident in him. Dag remembered to
breathe.

“Now,” Arkady murmured in Dag’s ear, “you have to let go the placenta without letting go the pressure,
so we can get it out of there and close up. Let your projection slip down through the tissues . . . a little
tug on the cord, oh good, we have itall . .. that’s right . . . hold . ..”

Arkady and Challa together closed the inner cut, he weaving tissues back together in a fragile splice, she
setting strong reinforcements. Then the abdominal wall, the support here applied physically, with curved
needle and stitches. More washing of the wrinkled, flaccid belly with grain spirits, then dry cloths and
dressings. Tawa’s chest heaved, tears of pain dripped down her temples, but her eyes flashed and she
nodded weakly as her sister displayed a blanket-wrapped and red-faced little girl to her. Her husband
was weeping unashamed, overwhelmed. You blighted should be, Dag thought, not disapprovingly.



A small eternity passed before Arkady murmured in Dag’s ear again: “Ease up gradually, let’s see where
we are. The vessels in the womb wall should close on their own at this stage—it’s their good trick. Ah.
Yes. It looks like they’re behaving . . .”

Slowly, Dag withdrew his ghost hands. The broad, natural wound left by the placenta within Tawa was
raw but only oozing slightly. She stifled a cry as his breaking ground-match returned her pain to her. He
backed away, and the kinswomen closed in to take care of the rest of the cleanup.

Dag blinked, aware again of his shivering body, cold as clay. Fawn appeared under his shoulder. They
made it through the room’s other door and out onto the bright porch before he bent over the rail and
heaved. The sun, strangely, still seemed to be at noon. Dag felt as though it ought to be sunset.

Arkady came out and handed him a cup of hot tea with a hand that shook slightly. “Here.”

Dag clutched it and sipped gratefully. Arkady lowered himself to a seat against the wall, warmed by the
nearly springlike sun, and Dag sat beside him, with Fawn on folded knees at Dag’s other side.

“It was throwing you off the deep end of the dock, but I'm glad you were here today. We don’t often
beat those odds,” said Arkady.

He didn’t, Dag noticed, accuse him of inelegant inefficiency this round. “Will Tawa live?

“If infection doesn’t set in. I’ll send everyone who can give ground reinforcements down to her tent in
turns over the next couple of days.”

He added after a moment, “You kept your head well, patroller. Usually my apprentices get wobbly, first
time we have to open up someone with knives.”

“I expect I’'m older than your usual apprentice.” Dag hesitated. “And I’ve opened up folks with knives
before, but never to save their lives.”

“Ah.” Arkady sipped.

Dag shared a swallow from his cup with Fawn, and thought about the other complications of
childbearing Arkady had described to him.

The placenta tearing away from the womb wall prematurely, hiding lethal bleeding till too late; babies
turned the wrong way "round pinching off their own cords; a child too large to pass its mother’s pelvis.
Without groundwork, farmer midwives sometimes had to break such a child inside its mother and draw it
out dead. Even with groundwork that was sometimes the only way. “How do you make such choices?
When it’s one life or the other?”” Dag wondered if Arkady understood his question was practical, not
despairing.

Arkady shook his head. “Best chance, usually. It varies, and often you can’t know till it’s right up on
you.” He hesitated. “There is one other you should know about. And it’s not a choice.

“Sometimes—very rarely, fortunately—the placenta doesn’t implant in the womb at all, but roots in that
little tube that runs from the sparkling organ down to it. A child can’t live or be born from there. Instead it
grows till it rips the mother apart from the inside, and she dies of the bleeding and rotting. The pain is
dreadful, and the fear. It’s not a quick death, nor a merciful one. What you must do if confronted with



one of these is to immediately strip the life-ground from the conception.

You don’t let the mother or kin argue with you. You may be able to coax the material fragments down
into the womb to be flushed out in her next monthly, though often by the time you see it, the tube is
ruptured already, and all you can do is lay in ground reinforcements and hope the body will clean up the
mess itself.”

“Ground-rip,” said Dag through dry lips. “Like a malice.” Like what the Glassforge malice had done to
Fawn’s child; by her set face, he saw she realized this too.

“Ground-strip,” said Arkady, “like a groundsetter. In forty years I’ve only seen this three times, and
thank the absent gods that the first time I was with my own mentor, who talked me through it. I could not
have done it else.”

“So that ground . . . would end up in me.”

“Just like your experiments with food, I’'m afraid, yes. It’s quickly absorbed.” But not, it seemed, quickly
forgotten, judging by the bleak shadows rippling through Arkady’s bright ground.

Dag took a swallow of tea against his rising gorge. Fawn pried the cup from his fingers and took one
herself, possibly for the same reason.

“I’ve never been sure,” said Arkady, “if [ wanted to pray I’d never encounter one of those again, or
pray that the next woman would at least encounter me. In time.”

Dag had always known that senior medicine makers kept secrets of their craft not discussed with
outsiders. He was beginning to see why. “I always thought medicine making would be less harrowing
than patrolling.”

“Today was happy.” Arkady finished his tea and grunted to his feet.
“Hold on to that.”

Dag followed suit. For the first time, he wondered why the brilliant Arkady was wifeless. Since he’d
arrived at New Moon, he’d been too blighted busy to notice that inexplicable absence. He would ask
Challa, he decided. Some other time. Because there were certain possible answers he wasn’t up to
hearing, just now.

Two nights later Dag sat with Arkady at the round table and armwrestled himself. Or at least, tested his
right-side ground projection against his left. The left side always won, which was a bit boring. He glanced
at Fawn, sitting by the fire and spinning up a bag of cotton she’d acquired at the farmer’s market, and
thought he could devise a better practice drill and go to bed early with her at the same time, very efficient.

Arkady cleared his throat as the projections failed under Dag’s inattention. But before Dag could
recover himself, a knock sounded at the door. Arkady nodded, and Dag rose to answer it.

Two people, his half-furled groundsense told him. But without urgency, unlike most night knocks for
Arkady. He opened the door to find, to his surprise, Tawa Killdeer’s husband and sister.



“How de’, folks! Come on in.”

The sister shook her head. “We can’t stay. But the Killdeer tent wanted you to have this, Dag.” She
thrust a long narrow bundle wrapped in hemmed cloth into his hand. “We heard you were in want of
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one.

Heard from who?Dag felt through the wrapping and knew the contents at once.

“Tawa’s great-uncle left it to the tent a year or so back,” explained the husband. “He was an exchange

patroller to the north, back in his youth.”

“Well—thank you!” It was hardly a gift he could refuse, even if he’d wanted to. Which he did not. A
diffident smile turned his lips. “Thank your tent, and Tawa.”

“We will.” New father and new aunt walked away into the chilly night, happy, unbereaved.

Yes,thought Dag, his hand closing on the gift.

He brought the bundle to the table and unwrapped it in the lantern light. Fawn came to his shoulder,
smiling at his smile. As the human thighbone was revealed, her smile faded. Dag ran his hand along the
smooth length: clean, dried, cured, and ready to carve into a knife blank. Strong, too; bones donated by
the very old were often too fragile to carve. Someone had scratched the donor’s name and tent-name
into the far end with a pin. That part of the bone would be cut away when the tip was shaped to a
malice-killing point. Dag would burn the name on the finished blade’s side, he decided, so that it would

not be lost to memory.

In a distant and somewhat strained voice, Fawn said, “You going to make that up into a knife? ”

“Yes. Maker Vayve as much as said if I could get a bone she’d help me.” Which was not a lesson to be

scorned—in either direction.

“And bond to it? ”’

“Yes.” He stroked the smooth surface. “It’s an honorable gifting. It feels right, see. For something that

intimate, you want it to feel right.”

Crane’s bones, for example, buried with him on the banks of the Grace, would have felt . . . well, Dag
wasn’t just sure what they’d have felt like to a stranger, but they would have given 4im the horrors.

Fawn bit her lip, drew breath. “I know that’s a thing you wanted, and I can’t say nay to it. But.. . .
promise me you’ll not prime that thing while I'm still aboveground and breathing!”

“I’m not likely to, Spark.” But after she . . . That doesn’t bear thinking about . In the natural course of
events, it was likely they’d both grow old together.

“I was just remembering that horrid ballad.”

“Which horrid ballad? ”

“The one about the two patrollers.”



That still didn’t narrow the choices much, but he realized which one she meant—a dramatic tale in which
two partners, separated from their patrol, found a dangerous malice. Neither carried a primed knife, but
both bore bonded ones. The argument over which self-sacrificing loon was to share on the spot and
which was to carry the news back to the grieving widow or betrothed, depending, had taken three
heartwrenching stanzas. It was a popular song in the north; people danced to it. Not that similar events
had never happened in real life, but Dag suspected the circumstances were not so tidy.

“It was just a song,” he protested.
Her mouth set mulishly. ‘“Promise me anyway.”
“I promise, Spark.” He kissed those lips to soften them.

After, she drew back to search his eyes, then nodded. “You’d best believe it.”
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Fawn returned late one evening from the medicine tent along with Dag and Arkady—there had been
another child with an intractable fever—to find the dinner basket left by their door with a letter propped
up on it.

Arkady read the inscription and raised his brows. “For you,” he said, handing it to Fawn. “Courier must
have brought it by.”

Surprised, she made out her name and Dag’s, and Arkady’s Place, New Moon Cutoff Camp , in
Whit’s crabbed handwriting. Whit was a reluctant correspondent; any letter from him had to be
important. She took it to the round table while Arkady stoked the fire for his endless tea. Dag set down
the basket, lit the brace of table candles, then came to her shoulder, looking concerned. “Anything
wrong? ”’

“No, not really,” she reported, tilting the paper to catch the flickering light. Whit’s scrawl was actually
legible, in a painful sort of way.

“Whit says Berry found a buyer for the Fetch who wants it for a houseboat.”

The Fetch had been much better built than most makeshift crafts launched from the upper Grace feeder
creeks by venturesome Oleana hill boys. Berry would be happy that her papa’s last boat wouldn’t be
broken up for timber, or worse, firewood. Daisy-goat was slated to be sold with her floating home, alas.
“He also says Berry’s found them all work with a keeler boss she trusts, heading upriver soon to catch
the last of the winter fall. All on the same boat—Whit and Bo and Hod for hands, Hawthorn for boat
boy, and her for the fiddler.” Berry had been holding out for just such a collection of berths, though
exactly when she would find it had still been up in the air when Dag and Fawn had left Graymouth. Whit
had talked idly about the whole crew joining the long-planned overland ride up the Trace, but the money
would be much better this way. “Whit says if we want to change our minds, we should meet them in
Graymouth before the end of the week, and if not, to write and let him know when to look for us back at
Clearcreek.”

“Ah,” said Dag.

She glanced up at him. “I better write back soon, or the letter might not reach him before they shove off.



So ... what are we doing, Dag? When we started out for New Moon, I thought we might be here a few
days, but it’s already been more 'n a month.”

Dag delayed answer by going to the sink to wash his hand before dinner, a ritual Arkady insisted upon
with more than maternal firmness.

Fawn followed suit. They laid out the contents of the basket, and Arkady brought over the tea, before
Dag spoke. “I’ve hardly finished training up for medicine maker.”

Arkady, pouring, snorted. “You’ve hardly started. I’d give you two years. Most apprentices take three
or four.”

“Two years!” said Fawn.
Dag merely nodded. “I begin to see why.”

“Really,” said Arkady, “medicine makers don’t ever stop learning from each other, and from their
patients. The common ailments become routine very quickly—and I will say, you’re the most relentless
student I’ve ever had—but some experiences can’t be sped up. You just have to wait for them to
occur.”

Dag bit into his bread and butter, chewed, swallowed. “When would you guess I’d be fit to start actual
groundwork? ”’

Arkady didn’t answer right off. Instead he went to his shelf, took down a familiar little book, and paged
through it. He eyed Dag steadily for an unnerving minute, then, with some danger of mixing ink and
crumbs, jotted a few notes and blew on the page to dry them. “Tomorrow,” he said.

Dag looked startled but pleased. “What about all my so-called dirty ground you were so worried about?
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“As I hoped, the best remedy was time. Your ground is cleaning itself out quite nicely, and will continue
to do so as long as you don’t contaminate yourself again. The permanent cure, of course, is to stop
doing that .”

Dag took a slow sip of tea. “That’s . . . not enough, Arkady. If I'm ever to treat farmers and not leave
them crazy with beguilement, I’m going to have to go on absorbing all sorts of strange ground.”

Arkady glowered at him.

“It was all mixed together in my head for a while,” Dag went on, “but looking back, I'm less and less
sure how much of my upset was from taking in strange ground, and how much was just from dealing with
Crane and his bandits, which was plenty to give any thinking man nightmares.”

“Mind and ground—and emotion—do intersect on the deepest levels,” Arkady conceded. He glanced,
oddly, at Fawn.

Dag nodded. “Because for all the things I took in—barring Crane— it seems to me I just kept getting
stronger and better at groundwork all the way downriver. *Cept for the part about being untidy, just
what about having dirty ground unfits me for medicine making? ”



“Every bit of strange ground you take in changes your own ground, and so how it works. The results
risk being uncontrolled.”

Dag frowned. “Everything I do and learn—blight, every breath I take—changes my ground. My ground
can’t not change, not while I'm alive. Could be dirty ground is just something to live with, like the bugs
and blisters and weather and weariness on patrol.”

“Rough-and-ready may do for patrolling. Not for the delicate control needed for groundsetting.”
“Groundsetting isn’t so sweet and delicate as all that, that I’ve seen.”

“Your projection changes everything you touch with it.”

“My hand changes everything I touch with it. Always has. Anyway, [ want to change folks.”

“Dag, you can’t treat farmers. Not at New Moon Cutoft.”

“What if Fawn falls ill? I will sure enough treat her!”

Arkady waved this away. “That’s different.”

“Oh? How? Groundwise.”

Arkady sighed and rubbed his brow. “I can see I’'m going to have to give you the set speech. For my
usual apprentices it starts out, When I was your age . . . but I suppose that won’t do for you.”

“When you were my age? ” Fawn suggested helpfully.
Arkady eyed her. “A little older than that. Not much, I grant.”

Dag eased back and occupied his protesting mouth with another bite of bread. He nodded to signal that
Arkady had his full attention.

Arkady drew a long breath. “When I was much younger, and stupider, and vastly more energetic, my
wife and I were training up together as medicine makers at a camp called Hatchet Slough, which is about
a hundred and fifty miles northeast of here.”

What wife?Fawn hadn’t seen hide nor hair of a Missus Arkady since she’d arrived, nor, more tellingly,
heard any word. Dag nodded understanding— of the geography? Or of something else? She wasn’t sure
if Arkady saw the little flinch that went-with. Tales of the il fates of first wives would likely do that to
Dag. Fawn gulped and shut up hard.

“We were both newly come into our full maker’s powers. Bryna had a special talent for women’s
ailments. There were already hints that I’d be a groundsetter when I grew into myself. It seemed we had
more enthusiasm than sick or injured to treat at Hatchet Slough. An excess of energy that’s hard to
imagine, now . . .

“Being young, we talked about the problems of our neighboring farmers. She thought it a grand idea to
offer treatments to them— perhaps set up a little medicine tent at the camp farmer’s market, next to the
table for herbs and preparations. Our mentors put their feet down hard on that before it became more
than talk, of course, but you can see how far our thinking had gone. Your notions aren’t new, Dag.”



Dag’s eyes lit. “But with unbeguilement, you could really do that!”

Arkady made a little wait-for-the-rest gesture. “A desperate farmer woman with a dying husband who’d
heard our loose talk came to Bryna for help. She went.”

“Is this one of those failed-and-blamed tales?”” Dag said uneasily.

Fawn shivered. Accusations of black sorcery could get a lone Lakewalker beaten up—or burned alive,
if the mob was vicious enough. Lakewalkers in pairs or groups were much harder to tackle.

“No. She succeeded. The man wasn’t even beguiled.” Arkady drew another fortifying breath. “Word
got out. Another frantic farmer came, and another. I started going out with her. One sick woman became
deeply beguiled, and began haunting the camp. Her husband decided she’d been seduced, and tried to
waylay and kill me. Fortunately, there were some patrollers nearby who rescued me and drove him off.

“It all came to a head when there was a riot at the camp gates by the kin of some desperately ill folks,
trying to break in and carry us away by force. It was repulsed with a lot of bloodied heads on both
sides—one patroller was killed, and two farmers. The camp council decided to break the impasse by
smuggling us out in the night. We were taken in secret to Moss River Camp to continue our training. The
Hatchet Slough Lakewalkers misdirected anyone inclined to search for us. And that was the end of our
experiments with farmers.” Arkady sat up straight and fixed Dag with a glare. “As I don’t care to relive
that nightmare, you will stay away from farmers as long as you reside at New Moon Cutoff. Is that very
clear? ”

Dag returned a short nod like some unhappily disciplined patroller.

“Yes, sir.”

Arkady said in a more conciliating tone, “Of course that does not apply to Fawn. She doesn’t trail a
jealous farmer spouse, nor does she have kin here to foment a riot. She’s not likely to create a camp
problem.”

He added after a moment, “At least, not in that sense.”

Fawn’s brows drew down in puzzlement. “But what happened to your wife, sir?

Dag gave her an urgent head shake, but whether it meant No, don 't ask! or I’ll explain later , she
wasn’t sure.

But Arkady replied merely, “She works at Moss River Camp these days.” Voice and expression both
flat and uninviting, so Fawn swallowed the dozen questions that begged.

“As guests here,” Dag said, “Fawn and I are of course obliged to abide by your camp rules. I won’t give
you trouble, sir.”

Fawn wasn’t at all sure how to take the skeptical lift of Arkady’s brows, but his tension eased; he
accepted Dag’s assurance with a nod.

The maker opened his mouth as if to add something, but then apparently thought better of it, taking a
belated bite of his dinner instead.



It wasn’t till they were settling down in their bedroll, laid out in the spare room at the house’s farthest
end, that Fawn found the chance to ask more.

“So what was all that about Missus Arkady? Missus Maker Arkady, I guess. For a horrible minute [
thought Arkady was going to tell us she’d been murdered by farmers, but seemingly not.”

Dag sighed and folded her in close to him. “I had the tale from Challa a few days back. Seems Arkady
and his wife worked together happily in the medicine tent here for years and years. They were partners,
as well as spouses, close as close. But they had some of the same problems that Utau and Sarri had.”

“No children?”” A sorrow that the Hickory Lake couple had solved radically by taking another member
into their marriage, Utau’s cousin Razi; not the usual course, Fawn had gathered. But their toddlers were
darling, however many parents they possessed.

Dag nodded. “Not just no conceptions. Miscarriage after miscarriage, getting worse as she grew older.
Arkady was especially frustrated, Challa says, because as a senior medicine maker he thought he ought
to be able to fix it somehow. Seems that’s why the miscarriages got more dangerous, actually. When the
troubles weren’t let go early, they were worse when they did break. It’s not an uncommon
problem—I’ve seen it in camps all over the north. Two exceptional people get string-bound, and their
tent-kin settle back happily to wait for the exceptional children to start popping out, and nothing happens.
Kauneo and I . . .” He bit his lip.

She stroked his brow. “You don’t have to say.”

He nodded gratefully, but went on anyhow. “We didn’t have long enough together to find out if we’d be
more of that. There was one month we had hopes . . . anyway, Arkady’s wife Bryna. She was getting
older, time was running out, then suddenly she asked him to cut strings with her.”

Lakewalker divorce. Fawn nodded.

“Arkady wasn’t too happy, I reckon, but he didn’t fight it. They divided up New Moon and Moss River
medicine tents between them, more or less, and very soon after, she got string-bound with a widowed
patroller from over there. They had two children before she had her change of life. I guess they’re nearly
grown by now.”

Fawn tried to decide if this was a happy ending or not. Half a one, maybe. “You wonder why Arkady
didn’t remarry.”

“Even my groundsense doesn’t help me figure what goes on in his head. I do see he’s a right sensitive
man, and maybe only partly from training his groundsense to a pitch like I’ve never seen.”

“Do you think that’s why he’s so . . . I don’t know how to say it— ¢idy ? Maybe turmoil hurts him in his
ground.”

He raised his brows at her. “Could be, Spark.”

She cuddled in closer, planting a kiss on his collarbone. His hand tightened on her hip. Before they gave
over talking in favor of other sorts of exchange, she said, “So, what should I write to Whit and Berry?



He sighed uncertainly. “What do you want to do, Spark?

She went still beneath his warm grip, stemming her first thought before it could leap off her tongue. 7
want to go home made no sense. The West Blue farmhouse would belong to her eldest brother’s wife,
in due course. Dag had been all but banished from Hickory Lake. All the home she had was right here
beneath her, a square of blanket on somebody else’s floor. And Dag. It was enough for two.

But not for three.

Or maybe even more; twins ran in Fawn’s family. Two years in this place? It seemed a huge stretch of
time to her, though Dag no doubt saw it as a hiccup in his much longer existence. A lot could happen in
two years. Births. Deaths. Both.

Her thoughts were spinning too wide and loose to snag sense. She coiled them in. A day, a week, a
month, that was all she could plan right now. “I’ve seen the rivers, and it was all good except for that one
mile. And I’ve seen the sea. I’d still like to see the Trace in that lingerin’ spring you . . .”—she caught the
word promised before it could escape to wound him—‘told me about. Whichever spring that turns out
to be.”

He ducked his head, but didn’t speak.

Arkady had said how much time it would take to turn Dag into a real medicine maker. He hadn’t exactly
said outright that Dag and his farmer bride were invited to stay here that long. Was that ’d give you two
years an observation or an offer?

She drew breath. “I’ll write Whit and Berry that we’re not coming back to the Feetch, anyhow.” That
floating home might already be passed to its new owner, their things transferred to the keelboat. “Is it
possible to send a letter from here all the way up to Clearcreek? ”

Dag pursed his lips, seeming to check his mental map—courier routes and camp locations, likely. “Yes.
No guarantee of how quick it’d get there, though.”

Fawn nodded understanding. It was a slow, hard slog to wrestle a keelboat upriver: four months or
more from Graymouth to Tripoint, compared to the six or so weeks it took to float down. The overland
route on the Tripoint Trace cut off the corner of the river route, many miles shorter, quicker for the
horsed or the lightly burdened, but unfriendly to heavy cargo. They could leave New Moon weeks or
even months from now and still beat Whit and Berry . . . home, her thought faltered. Or to Clearcreek,
anyhow. Where Whit at least had achieved a real home now, with Berry and Hawthorn. She and Dag
would be welcome guests there, Fawn had no doubt. She swallowed. “T’ll tell him if we don’t all meet up
back at Clearcreek by strawberry season, to look for another letter.”

Dag nodded again.

It was plain that tonight even he couldn’t answer the question Dag, what will happen to us? She didn’t
ask it. She tilted back her head instead, finding his lips for a wordless kiss.

Dag took Fawn along with him to Vayve’s place to work on his new sharing knife, feigning to need her
clever fingers even more than he actually did. By the time Vayve had watched Fawn help carve and



polish the cured femur, wait in apprehensive but attentive silence while Dag anchored the involution into
the bone, and slice his skin with a hot knife to let his blood trickle onto the blade for bonding, the maker
had lost her rigidity at having a farmer in her work shack. Another little victory for Fawn’s good nature
and bright ground; or, considering how far into the core of Lakewalker secrets this making was, maybe
not so little.

It didn’t take Dag as long to recover from the shuddering pain of setting this involution as it had when
he’d done Crane’s knife—if not elegant, at least this one was not so anxiously overbuilt. He set Fawn to
burning his name and the donor’s into the sides of the bone with an awl heated in a candle flame, then
borrowed her birthday walnut back from her skirt pocket to place before Vayve.

Vayve’s lips pursed as she took it up and examined it. “What was this? Practice in setting involutions?
It’s far too dense, if s0.”

Dag shook his head. “I’d another notion altogether. Hoped you might have some ideas. It’s been in my
mind for a while that I’d like to make something for Faw—farmers that would work to protect them from
malices like ground veiling does a patroller. Not the same way, mind; I don’t see how farmers could twist
their grounds sideways to the world the way we do. It would have to be something else. Something any
good maker could produce.”

Vayve looked startled. “You would have Lakewalker makers expend themselves creating these shields
for farmers? How could we afford the time?

“Make and sell them, like other groundworked objects.”

“You know we only sell trivial things. These shields of yours—if they could be made at all—would not
be trivial work.”

“So, don’t sell them for a trivial price.” Dag glanced at his knife on the workbench, its plain lines echoing
the bone from which it had just emerged, then over at another blank Vayve had in progress, hung on the
wall. The carving on that blade was elaborate. Later, it might be decorated with shell inlay or colored
stones, the hilt wrapped with patterned leather. Some designs were exclusive to certain tents or camps,
proclaiming the knife’s origin to the educated eye; you could always tell southern work at a glance, that
way. Great pains and pride went into the makings. In the north, Dag thought, it was mostly just pain.
There’s your spare time, Vayve. Don’t you see it?

Fawn put in, “Dag started off with the notion of shielding just me, and only then thought of farmers
generally. But I reckon such shields might work to protect Lakewalker youngsters, too. Like the nineteen
lost at Bonemarsh. Because it wasn’t only Greenspring hit with that sorrow. Stands to reason.”

Vayve fell suddenly silent.

So did Dag, blinking. Of course. Of course . . . ! The intractable problem of how to persuade
Lakewalker makers to be interested in this wild notion of his evaporated with startling suddenness, right
before Dag’s eyes. Vayve’s ground roiled with new thought.

Why hadn’t /e taken his idea that one step further? Aside from the fact that his head had been stuffed so
full of new things these past months it felt like bursting, and he was so dizzy with it all he didn’t know if he
was coming or going. Maybe it was for the same reason no Lakewalkers had taken any step—they
already had a solution to the problem, or thought they did. A young Lakewalker’s tent-kin or patrol
mentors were all intent on teaching ground veiling. Why tackle a problem sideways in chancy experiments



that could cost lives when you already had a time-proven system?

Dag took an unsteady breath and went on: “I was thinking that an involution might either be expanded
into, or anchor, some sort of slippery shield that a malice couldn’t get a grip on. At least for long enough
for the farmer—or youngster—to run away. If an involution can hold a dying ground, why not a living
one?”

Vayve’s brows climbed. “But a knife’s involution breaks when it’s brought in contact with a malice.”

Dag ducked his head. “But it doesn’t break from the outside. It breaks from the inside, from the affinity
of the dying ground with the malice nearby. It’s a sort of a vibration. I didn’t realize that, for all the
twenty-six knives that had passed through my hand to their ends, till I held one that had no affinity with a
malice.”

Dag took a long breath, and began the explanation, again, of how his former bonded knife had become
charged with the death of Fawn’s unborn child at Glassforge, and the tale of its final fate in Raintree.
Vayve asked far more, and more detailed, questions about the events than Arkady had. She proved
especially fascinated with his account of the malice’s mud-man magery as seen from the inside.

Dag explained, “I recognized it as an involution of a sort, too, but huge, and so complex—anchored in
the array of groundlocked makers the malice had slaved together. It didn’t just sit there passive like a
knife’s involution. It was living off the makers, in a sense. It was the first I realized that magery is an alive
thing.

“I’m not sure just where a ground shield would get such aliveness, though. And it couldn’t be working all
the time, or it would wear out too quick. I’'m thinking it would need to come awake only when

challenged, the way a knife only breaks when it actually enters a malice.”

“Well,” said Vayve slowly, “there would be four possible sources of ground in that moment. The
involution itself, the person being shielded, the immediate surroundings, or the malice itself.”

Dag frowned. “I don’t see how you could put enough strength into an involution to last more 'n a
moment, if it came alive like the magery I saw in Raintree.”

“It would be clever if you could pull it from the malice itself,” mused Vayve. “Like grabbing an attacker’s
arm and pulling him off balance.”

“More like grabbing an attacker’s arm and pulling it off,” said Dag, “but no. You don’t want malice
ground getting in you or on you. It’s a deadly poison. Blight itself.”

“The surroundings could be anything. No way to anticipate them,” said Vayve. “That leaves the person
being shielded.”

“That seems . . . circular,” said Dag, trying to picture this.
“If the malice’s touch spurred your shield to going,” said Fawn, “how would you rein it in?
Dag frowned. “I expect it would run down on its own pretty quick.”

“If it was using up a person’s ground to live, wouldn’t that be sort of fatal? ”



“Um . ..” said Dag, scratching the back of his head.

They debated involutions and groundwork for upwards of an hour, till the light falling through the open
door of the work shack and Dag’s grumbling stomach reminded him that their dinner basket had likely
arrived at Arkady’s place. They had not solved any of the problems, but Dag’s unsettlement felt curiously
heartening. Maybe he’d only stepped back or sideways, and not ahead, but at least he hadn’t been
dancing alone. Fawn was right. Makers need other makers . Like Dag’s knife-maker brother Dar,
Vayve had plainly been doing the same task over and over in the same way for a long time; unlike Dar,
her mind hadn’t set solid.

“Come around again if you think of anything else,” she told Dag with a friendly smile as he and Fawn
made their way down her porch steps.

He smiled back. “You t0o0.”

The breeze whispered from the south. The slanting sun burned through the damp air with surprising
strength. Fawn could just picture the full spring that would come on in not many weeks more, when the
fat buds and shy shoots all unfurled. In any case, it was warm enough this afternoon to sit outside on
Arkady’s roofless porch overlooking the lake.

Seated on the bench pushed up to the plank table, she crouched over her task, her tongue caught
between her teeth, tracing with her curved steel cutter around Dag’s new bonded knife laid upon a
leather scrap.

The southern Lakewalkers made their knife sheaths of elaborate tooled leather, inlaid sometimes with
silver or even gold, but this one would be plain, in the northern style. Simple and fierce, like her thoughts.
She tried to make it her best work, like holding yourself up stiff and straight in pride before the eyes of an
enemy.

Arkady wandered out of the house with a mug of tea in his hand, peered for a moment over her
shoulder, then drifted to the porch rail, leaning on it to gaze down over the slope. Thirty paces below,
Dag sat cross-legged on the stubby dock, his back to the house, bent over his own task.

“ Whatis he doing down there?” Arkady muttered querulously.
“What does he have in those sacks? ”

“A bag of nuts,” replied Fawn, not looking up from the cut she was finishing, “and a box of mice. And a
glass jar.”

“Mice!”

“He’s not ground-ripping them!” she added hastily as Arkady straightened up. “He promised me he’d
be careful about that.” She’d walked down to observe Dag’s progress a short while ago. She’d brought
him the nuts and the jar, but made him catch his own mice. There were limits to wifely support. Although
the sight of several mice marching out of the nearby woods in a ragged line and jumping into the box
under Dag’s direction had been a memory to treasure. “He says he’s about to give up trying to make a
shield for the whole body, like that groundworked leather coat he once had that he claimed would turn
arrows. The idea sort of worked, but then the mice couldn’t run or breathe.”



Forcing a second trip to the woods for more mice, earlier, and silencing Fawn’s doubts about the
enterprise. Dag could make lots of little trials quickly this way, work through the mistakes and dead ends.
And scale up to, say, ser later on. Much later on. “He’s gone back to just trying for ground shielding.”

“Madness,” Arkady muttered.
“If he can make it work,” Fawn pointed out loyally, “it could save thousands of lives.”

“Thousands,” Arkady breathed. “Gods.” He leaned and sipped his tea again, staring down the slope
with an unreadable expression.

“When your husband first turned up at my gates,” Arkady continued after a long pause, “I took him for a
simple man, if not a simpleton outright. Shabby, grubby, with that northern mumble that sounds like he
has a mouth full of pebbles . . .”

“He’s only so word-stiff when he’s feeling shy and uncertain,” Fawn defended. “He can talk like a stump
speaker when the mood gets on him. And he likes being clean as much as the next man”—well, unless

the next man was Arkady— ‘he just doesn’t waste time pining for things he can’t get right then. He’s
good at enduring.”

“Indeed,” murmured Arkady. He swallowed more tea. “I’ve spent my whole life in three camps, you
know. I’ve traveled between them, but never beyond them.”

Fawn’s brows flew up in surprise. “What, you never rode down to look at the sea? Or Graymouth?
And them so close!”

Arkady tilted his free hand back and forth. “My chosen realm runs beneath the skin. It seemed a vast
enough hinterland for me.” He stared again down the slope. “Dag, though . . . walks with a foot in each
world. He straddles things. Outside and inside. Patroller and maker. North and south.” He glanced at
her. “Lakewalker and farmer. Knife maker and medicine maker, gods. He may be the least simple man
I’ve ever met.”

Fawn had no argument with that. She bent her head for another cut, finished it, and said, “It goes with
his knack for mending things that are broken, I guess. Bowls. Bones. Hearts. Worlds, maybe. To fix
things you first have to walk all around them, see them whole.”

“And this all somehow comes down to sitting on my dock tormenting mice?”” Arkady almost ran his hand
through his hair. He did clench his nape knot. “ Whatis he doing? ” he repeated. Abandoning his mug on
the railing, he thumped down the porch steps and strode down the slope. Fawn watched him stand by
Dag, speak, wave his arms. Dag’s hand returned a level gesture. When she looked up from her next cut,
Arkady was sitting cross-legged too, glowering at the jar into which Dag was lowering a wriggling mouse
by its tail. They seemed to be still talking. Debating. But when Dag bent over again in concentration,
Arkady did too.

Fawn lined up her pieces and picked up her square-nosed awl to make holes for the stitching to come.
She would stain the leather black with walnut juice, she decided, and bleach the binding threads pale in
contrast. She glanced at the bone knife she’d helped fashion with her own hands, gods spare her heart.
Her mortal foe would go most elegantly garbed in mourning colors, soft as whispers against Dag’s
breastbone when he suspended the sheath from the cord around his neck. Her rival’s dark dress would
be sewn well, to last for years. Decades. Longer, if Fawn had her wish.



If wishes were horses, we all would ride.

She leaned forward and pressed the first pair of holes through the leather.
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The Oleana boys returned from patrol in a cold afternoon rain, last gasp of the southern winter. Dag had
just put another piece of split wood on the fire that warmed Arkady’s main room where they’d all
clustered, Dag reading old casebooks, Arkady writing in a new one, Fawn knitting. The partners were
heralded by the thump and shuftle of steps on the porch, and Remo’s voice: “Better leave our boots out
here, and everything else till it dries. You know how Arkady is about his floors.” A grunt of agreement. A
female voice said, “I’ll just stand in the doorway, then.” Fawn set aside her handwork and looked up in
happy welcome. Dag straightened and turned his head curiously.

The door swung open and the patrollers entered, stomping and blowing. Remo wore wet socks, toes
and heels peeking through the holes, and Barr wore none, his feet pale and cold, joints red where they’d
rubbed in his boots. Both had hair plastered to their heads by the rain. Their wet jackets had apparently
been hung on the row of pegs outside the door, so shirts and vests were not overly sodden except
around their necks, but their trousers were flecked with mire in the pattern made by splashing hooves.
Neeta, her boots muddy, stopped on the threshold. She wore a sensible hat with a brim that shed the rain
beyond her jacket neck, and bore a laden withy basket.

“Welcome back,” said Dag, puzzled by the dark mood that hung about the partners. Neeta, though
equally damp, smiled across at him as cheerfully as a spring flower.

“I won’t come in,” she called from the doorway. “My tent will be expecting me. But the patrol wanted
you to have this, Dag.” She hefted the basket.

He raised his brows, going over to take it from her. It seemed to contain a large smoked ham and some
glass jars of what might be fruit preserves, wrapped in cloth. “Well . . . thank the patrol for me,” he said,
a little nonplussed.

She grinned back at him, her cheeks flushing pink with the cold. Her silver-blue eyes sparkled like stars
in a sunset sky. “It’s the least we can do, sir. There’s this farmer’s market we always stop in at on the
last day of patrol, you see, when we’re homeward bound. It’s a bit of a tradition. Well. I'm letting in the
cold air, aren’t I.”” What from any other girl might have been an embarrassed giggle came out more of a
silvery trill. “Enjoy, sir!”” She remained staring him keenly up and down for another moment before she
withdrew and let the door snick closed behind her.

Remo, glowering after her, heaved a sigh. Barr snorted.
Fawn relieved Dag of the basket and lugged it to the round table.

“Nice ham,” she commented. Her own brows rose when she unwrapped the jewel-colored jars to
discover the cloth was a made-up cotton shirt, very neatly sewn, in Dag’s size. Dag tried to think what he
might have done for Neeta’s patrol to earn this tribute, and came up blank. He’d only been doing
groundwork in the medicine tent for two weeks, they’d treated no extraordinary emergencies lately, and
besides, the patrol hadn’t even been here.



In any case, neither returnee bore the air of a young man who had wooed and won. Dag was surprised.
Generally, exchange patrollers, with the glamour of the exotic about them, found it fairly easy to worm
their way into the bedrolls of willing young patrol women—easier, anyway, than it was for the local
fellows the girls had been seeing all their lives. The advantage was considered one of the many
enticements to go on exchange. All four youngsters in question were healthy and, as far as Dag knew,
unattached. The interest had certainly been there. The numbers came out even. But Barr and Remo were
plainly not relaxed, or sated, or goofy with delight, or enjoying any other of the happy emotions a woman
could induce in a man—Dag smiled across at Fawn.

Quite the reverse. If grounds could be made visible, theirs would be knotted into personal thunderclouds
hovering over their heads.

Dag said neutrally, “So, how was your first southern patrol?”” They could not have found a malice, sessile
or otherwise, or the general mood would have been something quite different.

“I don’t want to talk about it,” Remo said. “Is Arkady’s bath barrel out there hot? ”

“It was this morning,” said Fawn. “The coals are still banked. You could likely put some more kindling
on and get it to catch.”

“Good,” growled Remo. “Been thinking about that for hours.” He trudged out the back way.

“Why, yes, Remo, of course you can go first,” Barr remarked airily to the closing door. Dag heard
Remo’s steps thump down the outside stairs. Barr flopped down on the braided rug in front of the hearth
and stared bitterly up at the ceiling.

“What’s bit him? ” Fawn asked in wonder. Her gaze strayed to Barr.

“And you? ”’

Barr made an unconversational noise in the back of his throat, not quite a death rattle.

“Did your, ah, courtships not prosper?”” Dag inquired genially, taking his seat again. He really didn’t see
how they could have failed. “Which one were you sweet on, again? I couldn’t hardly tell.”

Fawn picked up her needles and plunked down in the padded chair opposite, but didn’t start knitting
again. Arkady had set down his quill and rested his chin in his hand, spread fingers hiding his smirk,
listening shamelessly.

“Tavia,” sighed Barr. He waved his arms in the air. “Tavia, Tavia, Tavia. Hair so soft. The rest of
her”—optimistically large hand motions above his chest—"so soft, too. A man wouldn’t get sliced up by
her hip bones like that blond icicle Remo’s drooling after, not that it does him any good, either.” The
arms fell listlessly to the rug.

“And the trouble with all this is . . . ? 7 prodded Fawn.

“Tavia’s gone sweet on Remo. Why? Why? I like her way better than he ever would. I bet I could make
her happier, too. I'm an ever-so-muchcheerier fellow. Irony, ah, irony.”

“I gather from this that Remo is, er, sweet on Neeta?”” Dag inquired.



“I shouldn’t think she would find him repulsive.” He wasn’t sure whether to hope to learn Neeta was
sweet on Barr, or not. A truly creative patroller with a big enough blanket might do something with that
array. He elected not to mention the thought. One mustn’t shock the youngsters.

“Oh, he was doing pretty good with her, at first, and I was getting all ready to catch Tavia on the first
bounce with his goodwill, till he made the big mistake of telling Neeta who you really were.”

“Dag Bluefield No-Camp? It’s no secret.”
“No, who you were up in Luthlia. Dag Wolverine of Leech Lake Camp.”
Dag’s stomach clenched. “Oh. But that’s near a generation ago.”

“Neeta’s just back from two years’ exchange to Luthlia, and full of it. Did you know they still sing
ballads up there about Captain Dag Wolverine of the Wolf War? ”

“One ballad,” growled Dag. And he didn’t much care for it. His wife Kauneo had been a heroine of
Wolf Ridge, and her brothers, and fortyodd others. Dag had merely been a survivor.

Fawn, eyeing him uneasily, offered, “You can’t blame folks for wanting a song to help them remember
their war.”

“Yeah, well, I don’t want to remember it.” Although the old memories no longer seared, merely twinged,
he had time and Fawn to thank for that. “Besides, that ballad got it wrong. It carved up the truth to fit in
its stanzas. Taught the wrong lessons.”

Barr groaned from the floor, “One ballad? There’s a couple dozen! A whole cycle about the Wolf War.
And Neeta learned every blighted one of them while she was up there. She can sing them all. She did.
And as soon as Remo let your old name drop, she didn’t want to hear anything from either of us except
Dag stories.”

Dag had endured infatuated youngsters, and some not so young, a time or two before; at Hickory Camp
word had eventually got ’round not to bother him, or perhaps he’d simply grown too old and dull. It was
always embarrassing, but everyone always lived. He sighed grimly, trying to recall his methods of dealing
with it. It had usually involved having Fairbolt send him out with a different patrol till things blew over.
Not a method he could apply here, alas.
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“Lovely Tavia,” Barr went on—bemoaned, actually—"lovely soft Tavia. Tavia, the fool girl, has sheep’s
eyes only for Remo. Remo lusts after Neeta. Neeta’s besotted with Captain Dag Wolverine, who I'm
not sure even still exists. Now, if only Fawn would yearn after me, the circle would be complete, but
that’s not going to happen, we established that.” He vented a huge sigh. “So here I ride all alone at the
tail of the pack train of love, eating dust.”

Dag, about to say something else, paused in stiff suspicion. “Just when and where did this establishin’
take place? ”

“Back on the Fetch, ” mumbled Barr. “Very early on. Very.”

Dag glowered down at the supine figure on the rug, but his prey was too limp even for sport. Besides, if
Fawn had suffered serious insult, the corner of her mouth wouldn’t dimple at the reminder.



“Remo’s taking forever,” said Barr at last. “I think I’1l go wash up in the lake.”

“But the water’ll be cold!” said Fawn.
“Good, "’said Barr savagely, convulsed to his feet, and lurched out.

Arkady muftled a snicker, then let his hand fall to the table. “I suppose if we’re going to laugh at them
we should do it now, and not in their faces.”

Dag cast him a glance of apology. “Sorry, Arkady. I reckoned those two would have had their love lives
all arranged by now.” The only thing more dismal than one lovesick young patroller underfoot in his
host’s tent was surely two lovesick young patrollers. Dag wondered how soon the pair might be sent

back out on patrol.
Fawn said, in a constricted tone, “Is Neeta going to be a problem, Dag? ”

“No. I’ll just avoid her. It shouldn’t be hard; she’ll be patrolling, I’ll be in the medicine tent.”

Fawn raised her brows, but did not voice her opinion of his plan.
Arkady’s gaze sobered as he regarded Dag. “What Wolf War? ” he inquired.

“You’ve not heard of it? There’s a relief,” said Dag. “It was just one of our many northern malice
scuffles, ’bout twenty years back. That’s where this went, among other things.” He gave a vague wave of
his hook. The fading Wolf War wasn’t relevant to his current ambitions; he didn’t need to discuss it here.

He tried not to think Hooray .

“Excuse me, but— company captain? In Luthlia ? > Arkady persisted.

“It was a short career.”

“I thought you were a plain patroller from Oleana.”

“I am. I was. It suited me better, after . . .” He waved his left arm again. “Luthlia is a hard hinterland, a
young man’s country. When I wasn’t young anymore, I went home.”

“How long were you actually up there?

“’Bout ten years.” He grew uncomfortable under Arkady’s continuing stare. “What about it?

Arkady was silent a moment, then shrugged. “You keep surprising me, is all. I usually fancy myself more
shrewd.”

Dag couldn’t think of anything to say to that, so he picked up the old casebook and tried to read again.
After a moment Fawn returned to her knitting, and Arkady to his writing. All more slowly, with frequent

glances to the lakeside windows.

By the time the partners had washed, donned dry clothes, warmed up, returned Dag’s knife, and fallen
upon the dinner basket like starving dogs, their moods had improved. Fortunately, in Dag’s view.



Fawn dared to ask, “Was this southern patrol very different from your Oleana ones? ”
Barr and Remo exchanged a hard-to-read glance. Arkady, chewing, watched with interest.
“No . ..” said Remo slowly. “And yes.”

“Yes.” Barr nodded. “It’s funny . . .”

“What is? ” asked Dag.

“I always thought I’d like it if things were looser out on patrol.”

He jiggled his shoulders to indicate a desirable slackness, then added, “Though the alligator hunt was
fun. The farmers whose lands we crossed didn’t want us to hunt their bears, they’re too rare and valuable
here—they want the bear grease and pelts and meat for themselves. But they were happy to grant us all
the alligators we could find, the bigger the better. Wild pigs were free game, too. We came back with a
stack of raw hides that we unloaded in that farmers market.” He took another bite of bread piled high
with bright apricot jam from one of Dag’s gift jars, and chewed blissfully.

Fawn made a face. “Wasn’t it scary? Did you hunt them at night?

She turned to Arkady and explained, “Up in Oleana the Lakewalker patrols cross farms at night, to
avoid disturbing folks. You hardly know they’re out there.”

“No,” said Remo, “‘you couldn’t, not around here. There’s way too much settled land. You’d run out of
night. We just rode across in broad daylight. We didn’t bother the farmers, and they didn’t bother us.”

Barr put in, “Some sort of pretended not to notice us, which felt odd. Some would nod greeting. This
patrol had a regular string of farmers’ barns we put up at, or campsites in their woodlots. The farmers
expected a few coins for the use of them, which the patrol leader doled out.”

“So—the farmers around here aren’t so ignorant of patrollers as I was back in West Blue? ”” said Fawn.
Remo scratched his head. “I guess not.”
“That’s good.”

“I’m not so sure.” Encouraged by Dag’s opened hand, Remo went on, “It seemed like there was nothing
much for them to be ignorant of . We were no more than a hunting party.”

“More party than hunting,” said Barr, his brow furrowing. “It wasn’t how the New Moon patrollers all
slipped in and out of camp at night. I didn’t mind that. It was how they were walking their patterns. They
were noisy. They broke formation all the time to talk to each other. They sang. While walking . Blight,
you’d never flush a mud-man that way. Our patrol captain back at Pearl Riffle always said that could be
your first sign there was a malice nearby, even without the blight. She’d have had our tongues on a
toasting fork for coughing during a pattern, but here they just let the ruckus roll on.” He looked up at
Dag. “Are all southern patrols like that, or was it just this one? ”

Dag swallowed his bite, and chased it with tea. “I’ve only patrolled down here one season, ’bout four
years back. I gather that the areas where they’ve found a sessile within living memory aren’t quite so, ah,



loose, but there’s no question that the more pressing likelihood of malices shapes us in the north.”
“Shapeless . . .”” said Remo. “Yes, that’s what this patrol felt like.”

“That’s why it’s so important that southern patrollers exchange north,” said Dag, with a glance at the
now-frowning Arkady. “Not just for the extra hands they lend us, but for the training they bring back
home. Without them, the southern patrol would be falling apart.” Faster .

“Neeta’s more valuable for coming home than any two volunteers who stay on in Luthlia.”

“I’m not sure she knows that,” said Remo slowly. “This was her first patrol after coming back here with
new eyes. She was . . . it’s like . . . she was the only one there who realized what we saw. And she was
ashamed for her patrol mates. And she hadn’t expected to be.”

“Wouldn’t your patrol leader have trained in the north?”” asked Fawn. “I thought they had to.”

“He’s been back a long time,” said Remo. “Decades. I got the impression he’d sort of given up.” He
glanced up at Dag. “Was the patrol you walked with here like that?

“Not after a season with me along.”

Barr snorted tea through his nose.

Remo ignored him to say, “But you weren’t the patrol leader.”
“You don’t have to be.”

Remo chewed a bite of stew, swallowed. “Huh.”

It seemed to Fawn that word of Dag’s new, or old, fame spread around New Moon Cutoff Camp at an
unsettlingly fast clip. She supposed twenty-five gossiping patrollers dispersed to twenty-five tents added
up, atop all the folks who’d met them both in the medicine tent by now.

Dag wasn’t just Arkady’s peculiar project anymore, but a man of, apparently, more than local fame. It
made her wonder just what all else was in those ballads Neeta had been passing along—Fawn had only
ever heard the one, back in Oleana, and it had named no names.

Dag hated it, she could tell. But as the longest-tempered man Fawn had ever met, he endured politely,
mostly. Well, he did give pretty daunting shrift to the merely curious, unless it was a patient he was doing
groundwork on, when he turned the questions more gently. Children got straight, if brief, answers out of
him, but no one else could.

For the first time since they’d arrived, Dag began to get invitations to visit tents around the camp for
something other than Arkady’s medicine walks. Any that didn’t include Fawn he refused bluntly. Any that
did, he took pains to point out to the issuer that Fawn was confined to Arkady’s place and the medicine
tent by camp council order.

Then came an invitation that could not be refused.



“Dinner at the camp captain’s tent?” Dag said in confusion that Fawn shared: New Moon patrol’s
captain was a member of the council. “Both of us?

“All of us. Your patroller boys and me, as well,” Arkady told him. “I expect most of the camp council
will be there.”

Dag blinked. “You think we should go?

“Of course you should go. This could be your chance.”
“Chance to do what? ”

Arkady paused. “Fit in better,” he said at last.

“I thought we were fittin’ in fairly good. For practical purposes.”
“Yes, well,” said Arkady vaguely.

They went.

It was a pig roast, all outside at the tent—house, really—of the camp captain, making it seem to Fawn
quite like Hickory Lake for a change.

Captain Antan Bullrush and his maker wife were older folks, their children grown, but there was still a
crowd for dinner: three tent-heads, all mature women who were council members this season; spouses
and families and grandchildren; and, since one of the council women was aunt to Tavia, both partners.
Neeta looked especially pleased. The cookout could almost have been a farmer clan picnic, with
different women bringing their dishes to share. But when everyone was stuffed, and the children gone off
to play along the lakeside, and lanterns hung in the trees, a more select group gathered on a circle of
upturned stumps. And began to interrogate Dag.

They asked about Captain Dag Wolverine of the Wolf War. What they got to/d about was Captain Dag
Bluefield of the Raintree malice outbreak, with a side order of Greenspring. The Wolf War was ruthlessly
relegated to background, though it had to come in a little to help explain how Dag’s company had been
able to go through the Raintree malice like, in Fawn’s informed view, a hot knife through butter. But if the
alternate tale was meant to turn aside interest in Dag’s patrolcaptaining career, Fawn didn’t think it was
working all that well.

Arkady chewed his thumb and said little, watching his protégé getting turned on this spit, and sometimes
spitting back. He studied the faces of the council quorum, and only winced now and then. It was plain
that he wished Dag would take a more compromising tone. It was plain to Fawn that Dag wasn’t going
to waste such a captive audience.

He sure didn’t sound like he had a mouth full of pebbles tonight.

At length, the circle broke up to seek desserts. And, judging from the bent heads, to exchange franker
opinions privately.

Dag murmured to Arkady, “Any objection if Fawn and I slip away early?

Arkady pursed his lips. “No, in fact. That would be fine. I need to stay awhile and talk to some folks.”



Dag nodded. Fawn refused to go without thanking Missus Bullrush properly, but once that duty was
done, she allowed him to lead her off.

They stopped by patrol headquarters to check on their horses, idling in the paddock there eating New
Moon’s fodder since their arrival, then continued down the shore road in the darkening chill.

“So,” Fawn said hesitantly. “What was that all about? ”

Dag scratched his head gently with his hook. “I’m not just sure. We were being inspected, right enough.
You’d think they could come to the medicine tent for that.”

“Do you think they’re deciding whether to let us stay for your two years? ”
“Maybe.” He chewed his lip. “Maybe more.”

“Dag Bluefield New Moon Cutoff? ” She shaped the name in her mouth. Camp names didn’t just tell
your place of residence. If you bore one, it marked you a member of some greater whole, and even after
the better part of a year trailing after Dag, Fawn didn’t know all the subtleties that implied. “Is that . . .
something you would like?

“Strange,” he sighed. “At the end of last summer, that could have been the sum of my ambitions. It was
exactly what [ wanted from Hoharie. Train up as a medicine maker together with you, serve in camp. Let
my tired feet rest from patrolling. But Hoharie choked on you, and that was the end of it. I think I’ve
made it clear enough to these New Moon folks that we come as partners or not at all—they won’t make
her mistake.”

“I wonder what mistake they will make? ”

He snorted. “Hard to say, Spark.” His strong, dry hand found hers, and her cold little fingers stole
warmth from it gratefully. “I do know Arkady’s not keen on spending two years of his time training me
up as a groundsetter just to have me go off north and treat farmers. If [—we— became members of this
camp, we’d have to abide by camp rules and discipline.”

“We? 2

He sucked a fortifying breath through his nose. “Wouldn’t that be something to have done, though? For
the first time ever, get a farmer girl accepted as a full-fledged member of a Lakewalker camp?

“Would they? ”
“I wouldn’t stay for less. I hope I made that plain.”

Fawn rather thought he had. Her brows scrunched. She felt rattled, and she suspected he did, too. This
offer—if it got made—wasn’t anything she’d ever expected or planned on, but then, nothing about her
life since she’d met Dag had been anything that she could have imagined back when she’d first fled West
Blue. My whole life is an accident . But some of her accidents had been happy far beyond her dreams,
and she had surely chosen to put herself in the way of both good and bad, when she’d first set foot to the
road. Am I Dag’s greatest accident, too?

At Arkady’s place Dag lit a lantern against the cool gloom, smiled slowly, and observed, “Seems we



have the house to ourselves.”

The gold glint in his eye wasn’t only from the lantern light. Fawn dimpled back. “That’s a nice change,”
she said agreeably.

Dag had been reticent about offering lovemaking since the patroller boys had returned, only partly due to
fatigue from his long training days and, now, occasional draining groundwork under Arkady’s

supervision.

The partners laid their bedrolls in the main room, and there was a door to close between, but wooden
walls did not much block groundsense.

Tonight Dag and Fawn had a brief gift of privacy, if they could seize it before the beer ran out at the pig
roast. They took turns washing up quickly in the sink, then Dag carried the lantern to their end room.

Fawn unrolled their bedding, and helped Dag off with his shirt and arm harness. He returned the favor,
folding down her blouse as though it were a flower’s petals; they stood facing on their knees, skin to skin,
each leaning into the other for support and heat. They’d made love in many different moods, from merry
to mournful; tonight, it seemed to Fawn, there was something almost desperate in Dag’s grip.

“Gods, Spark,” he muttered. “Help me remember who [ am.”

She hugged him tight. He released his clutch in favor of a caress, long fingers gliding over her bare back,
winding in her hair, and she thought, not for the first time, that with all his touch being channeled through
his single hand, he paid it a more reverent attention. And so, as a consequence, did she.

She whispered into his shoulder, “Wherever we are, you can always come home to me.”

He bent his face to her curls, handless arm tightening around her, and breathed her in. It was gently

done; she had no call to think of a drowning man drawing air. “Always,” he promised. They sank to their
bedroll of residence.

Dag woke slowly in a gray morning light feeling vastly better, and he smiled to remember why. Fawn still
slept. He lifted his arm from around her coiled warmth, then rolled over and opened his second eye.

At his face level, half a dozen pairs of beady little eyes stared back at him in unblinking fascination.
“You again!” he groaned at the field mice. “Go on! Shoo!”

Fawn came awake at his voice, sat up on her elbow, and took in their visitors. “Oh, my word. They’re
back.”

“I thought you said you’d got rid of them yesterday. Again.”
“I did. Well, I thought I did. I took the box halfway around the lake and dumped them in the woods.”
Dag contemplated these leftovers from his frustrating shielding experiments.

Survivors all; had they been especially determined? They’d have to be, to trek back across half of New



Moon Camp. “T’d think a farmer girl like you would have more ruthless ways of getting rid of mice.”

“Well, if they were piddling up my pantry, sure. But the only crime this bunch committed was to fall in
love with you. Death seemed too cruel a penalty for that.”” Her big brown eyes blinked at him in
consideration.

“Beguiled,” he corrected austerely. “I don’t think mice have brains enough to fall in love.”
She dimpled. “I never noticed as it took brains.”

“There is that, Spark.” He creaked to his feet, peered a bit blearily around the room, found his slat box,
tipped it on its side in front of the staring mice—whose heads turned in unison to track him—and chivvied
them into it. Carrying them out the door onto Arkady’s roofless porch, he poured them over the rail.
They fell with only a few faint squeaks, bouncing unharmed in the grass below, and, shocked out of their
trance, scampered away. For now. Dag shook his head and trod back inside, where Fawn was sitting up
lovely-naked and laughing behind her hand.

“The poor things!”
He grinned and opened himself to her bright ground as if basking in sunlight. Then went still, blinking.

Within her vivid switl spun a brighter spark yet. He knew it at once, from that heartbreaking
almost-month that he and Kauneo . . .

Fawn had no groundsense. It was Ais task to track when the brilliant changes in her ground signaled her
time of fertility, and switch to alternate forms of pleasuring each other. For all the eight months of their
marriage and before, she had trusted him to do so. How had he missed the signals last night? Blight it,
he’d known it was almost time . . . !

No, not blight it, never in the same breath with this. That breath tangled in his throat in a ball of guilt,
terror, and joy. If he’d taken one of Challa’s surgical knives and laid open his own chest wall, his heart
could not be more exposed in this moment.

It might not catch. More than half of all such conceptions never did; many of the remainder failed in the
first few weeks, barely delaying the woman’s monthly. It was one of the strongest, if least discussed,
Lakewalker social rules to make no comment upon those blazing signs in a woman’s ground unless she
brought them up herself. Should he say anything until he was more sure? When would that be? Fawn had
been pregnant once before; how soon would she recognize her own symptoms?

Would they be the same, for this half-blood child? If that spark survived to become a child . . . ?

“Dag? ” said Fawn doubtfully. “You feeling all right? Why’re you lookin’ at me like that? ”

He fell to his knees beside her, crouched, gathered her up in his arms, hugged her fiercely and
protectively. Feeling as helpless as he’d ever been. “Because I love you,” he told her.

“Well, sure,” she said, a bit shaken by his fervor. “I knew that.” She hugged him back, bemused.

Absent gods. What do we do now?
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So, when are you going to tell her, Dag?”” Arkady asked curiously.

Dag re-furled his reaching groundsense, anxiously following Fawn down the road toward the medicine
tent. She was off early to help the herb girls prepare the morning’s load for the farmer’s market. Five
dizzy days it had been since that careless hour in their bedroll . . .

He glanced up to find the Oleana boys grinning at him over their tea and plunkin, and clenched his teeth.
He could endure, he supposed, their smirking at him; never at her. For that alone, he ought to tell her
soon. Or pound them, whichever came first.

“It’s not going to be—we’re past that—gods. That horror you told me about. When it plants in the
wrong place. And I’d have to—my own first—"

Barr and Remo looked blank.
“Safely past,” Arkady soothed him.
Dag let out a pent breath. “That other thing—like Tawa Killdeer—"

“Not that, either,” said Arkady. “It looked this morning like a very nice implantation up in the right rear
wall of the womb, just where it should be.”

And not twins, as far as Dag could tell. Lakewalker women almost never bore twins, but when they did,
Arkady had said, there could be more problems, the added stress on the mother cascading to other
troubles, or an even more bizarre tangling together of the children’s bodies. And Fawn was so little . . .
Not that, either , Dag reminded himself. None of that. A whole category of complications he could
cross right off.

“You know,” said Arkady, “almost all apprentices go through a phase where they’re convinced they’re
coming down with every new disease they’ve just learned about. I thought you were going to be the

notable exception. I suppose I didn’t think it through quite far enough.”

Barr snickered. Dag didn’t lunge across the table at him, and took a moment to feel proud of his
self-control. He needed some positive thoughts, just now.

“It’s the women’s game,” Remo assured him, with all the certainty of his vast inexperience. “They look
after all that stuff, Dag. Relax.”

“It’s not a game,” growled Dag. “Absent gods. Was I that stupid when I was your age? I suppose |
was.” And Remo’s careless remark reminded him once more that Fawn had no kinswomen here to wrap
their care around her like an heirloom quilt.

Barr shook his head. “T’ve never seen you dither like this, Dag.”

I've never been faced with this before, you young dolt . . . ! It’s all new/New to him, at least. Old as
the world. “Entertainin’, am [?”” Dag snapped.

He rose abruptly. “Come on, Arkady. Let’s go talk out on the porch. Leave these two to their swill.”



“It’s breakfast!” Barr protested in mock outrage. “We don’t swill breakfast!”

“Well, maybe the tea,” allowed Remo, tipping back his mug.

Arkady followed him out without protest. Dag slammed the porch door on their laughter.

It was better, leaning on the railing in the mild air. The sun was not high enough yet to warm Dag’s back,
but it lit the golden haze across the surface of the lake and along the farther shore. The first faint green
breathed in the trees, with a pink splash of redbud bright against stark gray branches. And, when Arkady
leaned alongside him, Dag didn’t have to look him in the eye.

“I don’t know how it happened,” Dag said.

Arkady chuckled. “You can’t expect me to believe that.”

Dag’s hand clenched the rail; he bit back swearwords. “You know that’s not what I meant! I thought . .
. not till we were more settled. Till we knew what we were doing. With this wedding trip behind us,
which has gone on so long now I suppose I better start calling it a marriage trip. I even reckoned it—a
child—was something I'd let Fawn choose, where and when. When—where—she’d be safe.” His grip

tightened. “I don’t know enough!”

“You are aware,” said Arkady carefully, “nine out of ten women sail through this without special
problems. Lakewalker, farmer, or half blood.”

Dag brooded. “Those used to sound like good odds.”

Arkady gazed out over the lake. “New Moon Cutoff would be about the safest place you could find for
this, you do realize.”

“That thought had crossed my mind,” Dag admitted. “Maybe even safer than with her own kin. Certainly
safer than somewhere in the north with just me, trying to figure out how to go on.”

“Then it might be time for a slightly more, ah, conciliating approach to people around here, do you
suppose?”” Arkady suggested mildly.

“More adaptive? ”

“What a delicate tongue you have, Arkady.” Dag sighed and turned to lean sideways, watching his
profile. “Reckon you could near make lace with it.”

“I’d be satisfied if I could make a good groundsetter.” Arkady tilted his tea mug in toast to Dag, and
drank. “But I think you know that by now.”

Dag stood silent for a while, letting the balmy air caress his winter skin. “You could find another
apprentice. You always have. Where is the north going to find another Dag 'n Fawn? ”

“Service is service. One man can only do his day’s work no matter where he is.”

“True enough.” So much rode on this pivot point of their lives, so unexpectedly aimed at Dag’s heart.
Strange for such a tiny spark to weigh so heavily; it might move worlds.



Yet it all could still prove in vain. Dag reconsidered Arkady with new respect. How many times had he
gone through these same gyrations, only to have his hopes wash away in sorrow? Dag felt abruptly
ashamed. “Sorry to be dithering like this. It’s my first time, see.” It was surely as profound a ground
transformation as any he’d experienced this punch-drunk year, when he’d become first Fawn’s patroller,
then Fawn’s husband, then captain, makeshift mage, then not a patroller at all. An uprooted seeker . . . a
new maker. And now, once again, Fawn remade him. Fawn’s child’s father . When this is over, I will
be a different man .

How agonizing was it, to begin such a transformation and then have it break off, incomplete? Fawn
would know, he realized. He added, “Challa told m