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A Cavern of Black Ice

Sword of Shadows Book 1

JV. Jones

PROLOGUE

A Birth, aDegth, and a Binding arissawhispered a hope out loud before looking up at the sky. "Please
makeit lighter than before.Please ." As her lips came together she looked up past the wind-twisted pines
and theridge of frogt-riven granite, up toward the position of the sun. Only the sun wasn't there.



Stormheads rolled across the sky, cutting out the sunlight, massing, churning, driven by winds that
snapped and circled like pack wolves around sheep. Tarissamade asmal gesture with her hand. The
storm wasn't passing overhead. It had come to the mountain to Stay.

Dropping her gaze, she took a steadying breath. She couldn't afford to panic. The city lay athousand
feet below her, rising from the shadow of the mountain like a second, lesser pesk. She could seethering
towers clearly now, four of them, two built hard againgt thewall, thetallest piercing the sorm withitsiron
stake. It was along way down. Hours of walk, even. And she had to be careful.

Resting her hand on her swollen ssomach, sheforced hersdf to smile. Storms ? They were nothing.

She moved quickly. Loose scree, bird skeletons, and snags of wind-blasted wood tripped her feet. It
was hard to walk, even harder to keep her balance on the ever sharpening dope. Steep draws and
creasesforced her Sdewaysinstead of down. The temperature was faling, and for thefirst time al day
Tarissanoticed her breath came out white. Her |eft glove had been gone for days—Ilost somewhere on
thefar sde of

the mountain—and she stripped off her right glove, turned it ingde out, and pulled it onto her left
hand. Thefingers there had started to grow numb.

Dead trees blocked her path. Some of their trunks were so smooth they looked polished. Asshe
reached out to steady herself against one of the hard black limbs, shefelt asharp painin her lower
abdomen. Something shifted. Wetness spilled down her thighs. A soft sting sounded in her lower back,
and awave of sicknesswashed up her gullet, depositing the taste of sour milk in her mouth. Tarissa
closed her eyes. Thistime she kept her hopesto hersdif.

Wet snow began to fal as she pushed hersdlf off from the dead tree. Her glove was sticky with sap,
and bits of pine needles were glued to the fingers. Underfoot the granite ledge was ungtable; gravel spilled
from deep gashes, and husks of failed saplings crumbled to nothing the ingtant they took her weight.
Despite the cold, Tarissa gtarted to sweat. The pain in her back chewed inward, and athough she didn't
want to admit it, didn't even want to acknowledge it, her lower abdomen began contracting in rhythmic
waves.

No. No. NO. Her baby wasn't due yet. Two weeks more—ithad to be. She needed to make it to
the city, to find shelter. She'd even held back enough coins for amidwife and aroom.

Finding alead through the rocks, she picked up her pace. A loneraven, its plumage dark and oily as
ascorched liver, watched her in silence from the distorted upper branch of a blackstone pine. Spying it,
Tarissawas conscious of how ridiculous she must look: fat bellied, wild haired, scrambling down a
mountainsde in arace againgt astorm. Grimacing, she looked away from the bird. She didn't like how it
made her fed!.

Contractions were coming faster now, and Tarissafound that it helped if she kept on the move,
Stopping made the suffering linger, gave her seconds to count and think.

Mist rose from crevices. Snow flew in Tarissas face, and the wind lifted the cloak from her back.
Overhead, the clouds mimicked her descent, following her down the mountain asif she were showing
them theway. Tarissawalked with her gloved hand cradling her belly. Thefluid between her legs had
dried to agticky film that sucked her thighs together as she moved. Heat pumped up through the arteries
in her neck, flushing her cheeks and the bridge of her nose.



Faster. She had to move faster.

Spotting aclear run between boulders, Tarissa switched her path farther to her right. Thorns snagged
her skirt, and she yanked on the fabric, losing patience. As she turned back to face the path, the raven
took flight. Its black wings beat againgt the storm current, snapping and tearing like teeth.

Theingtant Tarissa stepped forward, gravel and rocks began running benegath her feet. Shefdt hersdlf
fdling, and she flung out her armsto grab at something,anything , to hold her. The mist bid everything at
ground level, and Tarissa's hands found only |oose stones and twigs. Pain exploded in her shoulder as she
was thrown against arock. Pinecones and rocks bounced overhead as she tried desperately to break her
fall. Her bare hand grasped at atussock of wolfgrass, but her body kept diding downward and the roots
pulled freein her hand. Her hip bashed againgt a granite ridge, something sharp shaved skin from the
back of her knee, and when she opened her mouth to scream, snow flew between her lips, freezing the
cry on her tongue.

She cameto. Therewas no pain, just afog of ragged light lying between her and the outside world.
Above her, asfar as her eyes could see, stretched walls of hand-polished limestone, mason cut and
smooth asbone. Sheld findly madeit to the city with the Iron Spire.

Dimly shewas aware of something pushing far below her. Minutes passed before she redlized that it
was her body working to expel the child. She swallowed hard. Suddenly she missed all the people she
had run from. Leaving home had been amistake.

Kaaw!

Tarissatried to shift her head toward the sound. A hot needle of pain jabbed at the vertebrae in the
base of her neck. She blacked out. When she came to again she saw the raven sitting on arock before
her. Black-and-gold eyes pinned her with alook that was devoid of pity. Bobbing its head and raising its
scay yellow claws, it danced alittle jig of damnation. When it was done it made a softducking noise that
sounded just like amother scolding achild and then flung itself to the mercy of the scorm. Cold currents
boreit swiftly away.

Pushing. Her body kept pushing.

Tarissafdt hersdlf drifting... shewassotired... so very, very tired. If only she could find away
through thefog... if only her eyes could show her more.

As her eydids closed for the last time and her ribs pressed an unused breath from her lungs, she saw
apair of booted feet walking toward her. The tar-blackened leather melted snowflakes on contact.

They applied the leechesto himin rings of six. His body was crusted with sweat and rock dust and
dirt, and the first man scraped the skin clean with deer tallow and a cedarwood wedge, while the second
worked in his shadow with meta pincers, a pitchpine bucket, and heavy buckskin gloves.

The man who no longer knew his name strained againgt his bindings, testing. Thick coils of rope
pressed into his neck, upper arms, wridts, thighs, and ankles. He could shudder and breathe and blink.

Nothing more,

He could barely fed the leeches. One settled in the fold between hisinner thigh and groin, and he
tensed for amoment. Pincer took a pinch of white powder from a pouch around his neck and applied it



to the leech. Sdlt. The leech dropped away. A fresh leech was applied, higher thistime so it couldn't
attach itsdlf to skin that wasn't fit.

That done, Pincer stripped off his gloves and spoke aword that sent Accomplice to the far side of
the cell. A moment later Accomplice returned with atray and a sogpstone lamp. A singlered flame
burned within the lamp, hesting the contents of the crucible above. When he saw the flame, the man with
no name flinched so hard that the rope binding hiswrists split his skin. Hames were al he had now.
Memories of flames. He hated the flames and feared them, yet he needed them, too. Familiarity bred
contempt, they said. But the man with no name knew that was only haf of it. Familiarity bred
dependence aswall.

Thoughtslost in the dance of flames, he didn't see Pincer kneading an oakum wad in hisfist. He was
aware only of Accomplice's hands on hisjaw, repositioning his head, brushing hishair to one side, and
pushing his skull hard against the bench. The man with no name felt the frayed rope and beeswax wad
thrust into hisleft ear. Ship's caulking. They were shoring him up like a storm-battered hull. A second
wad wasthrust into hisright ear, and then Accomplice held the nameless man's jaws wide while Pincer
thrust athird wad into the back of histhroat. The desire to vomit was sudden and overpowering, but
Pincer dapped one large hand on the nameless man's chest and another on his belly and pressed hard
againg the contracting muscles, forcing them flat. A minute later the urge had passed.

Still Accomplice held on to hisjaw. Pincer paid attention to the tray, his hands casting claw shadows
againg the cell wall ashe worked. Secondslater he turned about. A thread of animal snew was
stretched between histhumbs. Seeing it, Accomplice shifted his grip, opening the nameess man'sjaws
wider, pulling back lip tissue dong with bone. The man with no namefdt thick fingersin hismouth. He
tasted urine and salt and leech water. His tongue was pressed to the base of his mouth, and then sinew
was woven across his bottom teeth, binding histongue in place.

Fear came divein the nameess man's chest. Perhaps flames weren't the only thingsthat could harm
him. "He'sdone," said Pincer, drawing back.

"‘What about the wax?' breathed a third voice from the shadows near the door. It was the One Who
Issued Orders. "Y ou are supposed to sedl his eyes shut.”

'Wax istoo hot. It could blind him if weuseit now." "Useit."

The flamein the soapstone lamp wavered as Accomplice drew the crucible away. The man with no
name smelled smoke given off from the impuritiesin the wax. When the burning came it shocked him.
After everything he had been through, dl the suffering he had borne, he imagined he had outlived pain. He
was wrong. And as the hours wore on and his bones were broken methodicaly by Pincer wielding a
goosedown padded mallet, Accomplice following after to ensure the splintered ends were pulled apart,
and hisinterna organs were manipulated with needles so long and fine that they could puncture specific
chambersin hislungs and heart while leaving the surrounding tissue intact, he began to redlize that
pain—and the ability to fed it—wasthe last senseto go.

When the One Who Issued Orders stepped close and began breathing words of binding older than
the city he currently stood in, the man with no name no longer cared. His mind had returned to the flames.
There, at least, was apain that he knew.

ONE The Badlands Raif Sevrance set hissights on the target andcdled theice hareto him. A
moment of disorientation followed, where the world dropped out of focus like agreat dark sone sinking
to the bottom of alake; then, in the shortest space that amoment could be, he perceived the anima's



heart. Thelight, sounds, and odors of the badlands did away, leaving nothing but the weight of blood in
the ice hare's chest and the hummingbird flutter of its heart. Sowly, deliberatdly, Raif angled hisbow
away from the target. The arrow cracked the freezing air like aword spoken out loud. Asitsiron blade
shot past the hare, the creature's head came up and it sprang for cover in a cushion of black sedge.

"Take the shot again,” Drey said. ™Y ou sent that wide on purpose.” Raif lowered his bow and glanced
over at hisolder brother. Drey'sface was partidly shaded by hisfox hood, but the firm set of hismouth
was clear. Raif paused, considered arguing, then shrugged and reset hisfooting on the tundra. It never felt
good decelving Drey.

Fingers smoothing down the backing of his horn-and-sinew bow, Raif 1ooked over the windblown
flats of the badlands. Panes of ice already lay thick over met ponds. In the flattened colt grass beneath
Raif's feet hoarfrost grew as sillently and insidioudy as mold on second-day bread. The few trees that
managed to survivein the gravelly flood-plain were wind-crippled blackstone pines and prostrate
hemlock. Directly ahead lay a shalow draw filled with loose rocks and scrubby bushes that looked as
tough and bony as moose antlers. Raif dipped his gaze afraction lower to the brown lichen mat
surrounding a pile of wet rocks. Even on amorning as cold asthis, the lick was till running.

AsRaif watched, another ice hare popped up its head. Cheeks puffing, earstrembling, it held its
position, ligtening for danger. It wanted the st in the lick. Game animal's came from leagues around to
drink at thetrickle of salt water that bled acrossthe rocksin the draw. Tem said the lick welled up from
an underground stream.

Raif raised hisbow, did an arrow from the quiver at hiswaist. In one smooth motion he nocked the
iron arrowhead againgt the plate and drew the bowstring back to his chest. The hare swiveled its head.
Itsdark eyeslooked straight at Raif. Too late. Raif aready had the cresture's heart in hissights. Kissing
the string, Raif let the arrow fly. Fingers of ice mist parted, afaint hiss sounded, and the arrowhead shot
sraight into the hare'srib cage. If the creature made a sound, Raif didn't hear it. Carried back by the
force of the blow, it collapsed into the lick.

‘That's three to you. None to me." Drey's voice sounded flat, resigned.

Raif pretended to check hisbow for hairpin cracks. "Come on. Let's shoot at targets. No more hares
are going to show now you've sent alive oneinto thelick." Drey reached out and touched Raif's bow.
"Y ou could have used asmaller head on that arrow, you know. Y ou're supposed tokill the hare, not
disembowd it."

Raif looked up. Drey was grinning, just abit. Rdlieved, Raif grinned back at him. Drey was two years
older than he, better at everything an older brother should be better at. Up until thiswinter he had been
better at shooting, too. A lot better.

Abruptly Raif tucked hisbow into hisbelt and ran for the draw. Tem never let them shoot anything
purely for sport, and the hares had to be taken back to camp, skinned, and roasted. The peltswere
Raif's. Another couple more and held have enough for awinter coat for Effie. Not that Effie had much
usefor acoat. She wasthe only eight-year-old in Clan Blackhail who didn't enjoy running around in the
snow. Frowning, Raif twisted the arrows free from the twig-thin bones of the harésrib cage, careful not
to break the shafts. Timber straight enough for arrows was rare in the badlands.

As he sedled the carcassin his game pouch, Raif checked the position of the sun. Nearly noon now.
A storm heading e sewhere blew eastward in the far north. Dark gray cloudsrolled across the horizon
like smoke from adigtant fire. Raif shivered. The Great Want lay to the north. Tem said that if astorm



didn't begin in the Want, then it sure as stone would end there.

'Hey! Rough Jaw! Get your bow over here and let's shred some wood.” Drey sent an expertly
pitched stone skittering off rocks and hummaocks, to land with adevilish skip precisdly at Raif'sfest. "Or
are you scared your lucky streak just ended?’

Almogt againgt hiswill, Raif'shand roseto his chin. His skin felt as bristly as afrozen pinecone. He
was Rough Jaw dl right. No argument there. "Paint the target, Sevrance Cur. Then I'll let you take a
hand'sworth of practice shotswhilel restring my bow for wood.”

Even ahundred pacesin the distance, Raif saw Drey'sjaw drop.Restring my bow for wood was
exactly the sort of high-blown thing a master bowman would say. Raif could hardly keep from laughing
out loud. Ignoring theinsult and the boasting, Drey snorted loudly and began plucking fistfuls of grass
from the tundra. By the time Raif caught up with him, Drey had smeared the grass over thetrunk of a
frogt-killed pine, forming aroughly circular target, wet with snowmelt and grass sap.

Drey shot first. Stepping back one hundred and fifty paces, he held hisbow at arm's length. Drey's
bow was a recurve made of winter-cut yew, dried over two full years, and hand-tillered to reduce shock.
Raif envied him for it. His own bow was a clan hand-down, used by anyone who had the string to brace
it.

Drey took histime sighting his bow. He had a sure, unshakable grip and the strength to hold the string
for aslong as his ungloved fingers could bear. Just when Raif was set to call " Shot due," his brother
released the string. The arrow landed with adull thunk , dead center of the smeared-on target. Turning,
Drey inclined hishead at hisyounger brother. He did not smile.

Raif's bow was dready in hand, hisarrow aready chosen. With Drey's arrow shaft still quivering in
thetarget, Raif sighted hisbow. The pine waslong dead. Cold. When Raif tried tocdl it to him as he had
with theice hare, it wouldn't come. Thewood stood its distance. Raif felt nothing: no quickening of his
pulse, no dull pain behind hiseyes, no metal tang in his mouth. Nothing. The target was just atarget.
Unsettled, Raif centered his bow and searched for the il line that would lead his arrow home. Seeing
nothing but afaraway tree, Raif released his string. Straightaway he knew the shot was bad. He'd been
gripping the handle too tightly, and his fingertips had grazed the string on release. The bow shot back with
athwack , and Raifs shoulder took a bad recoil. The arrow landed a good two hands lower than the
target. "Shoot again." Drey's voice was cold.

Raif massaged his shoulder, then seected a second arrow. For luck, he brushed the fletchings against
the raven lore he wore on a cord around his neck. The second shot was better, but it still hit athumb's
length short of dead center. Raif turned to look at his brother. 1t was his shot.

Drey made asmall motion with hisbow. "Again." Raif shook hishead. "No. It'syour turn.”

Drey shook his own head right back. "Y ou sent those two wide on purpose. Now shoot.”

'No, | didn't. It was atrue shot. |—

* "No one heart-kills three hares on the run, then misses atarget asbig asaman's chest. No one.”
Drey pushed back hisfox hood. His eyes were dark. He spat out the wad of black curd he'd been
chewing. "'l don't need mercy shots. Either shoot with mefair, or not a al.”

Looking at his brother, seeing his big hands pressing hard into the wood of his bow and the whiteness



of histhumbs as he worked on an imagined imperfection, Raif knew wordswould get him nowhere. Drey
Sevrance was eighteen years old, ayearman in the clan. This past summer held taken to braiding his hair
with black lesther strips and wearing asilver earring in hisear. Last night around the firepit, when Dagro
Blackhail had burned the scum off an old mat and dropped his earring into the clear liquor remaining,
Drey had done the same. All the sworn clansmen had. Meta next to the skin attracted frostbite. And
everyonein the clan had seen the black nubs of unidentifiable flesh that the 'bite left behind. Y ou could
find many willing to tell the story of how Jon Marrow's member had frozen solid when he was jumped by
Dhoonesmen while he was relieving himsdif in the brack. By the time he had seen the Dhoonesmen off
and pulled himsdf up from the nail-hard tundra, his manhood was frozen like a cache of winter meet. By
al accounts he hadn't felt athing until he was brought into the warmth of the roundhouse and the
gtretched and shiny flesh began to thaw. His screams had kept the clan awake dl night.

| Raif ran his hand along his bowstring, warming the wax. If Drey needed to see him take athird shot
to prove he wasn't shamming, then take another shot he would. Hed lost the desire to fight.

Agan Raif tried to call the dead tree to him, searching for the il line that would guide hisarrow to
the heart. Although the blackstone pine had perished ten hunting seasons earlier, it had hardly withered at
al. Only the needleswere missing. The pitch in the trunk preserved the crown, and the cold dryness of
the badlands hindered the growth of fungus benesth the bark. Tem said that in the Great Want trees took
hundreds, sometimes thousands, of yearsto decay.

Seconds passed as Raif concentrated on the target. The longer he held his sights, the deader the tree
seemed. Something was missing. |ce hareswerered living things. Raif fet their warmth in the space
between his eyes. Heimagined the lode of hot pulsing blood intheir hearts and saw the dtill line that
linked those heartsto his arrowhead as clearly as adog sees hisleash. Sowly Raif was coming to redize
that dill line meant death.

Frudtration finally got the better of him, and he stopped searching for the inner heart of the target and
centered hissights on thevisud heart instead. With the fletchings of Drey'sarrow in hiseyedine, Raif
released the shot.

The moment histhumb lifted from the string, aravenkaawed . High and shrill, the carrion feeder's cry
seemed to Split the very substance of time. Raif felt afinger of icetap his spine. Hisvison blurred. Sdiva
jetted into his mouth, thick and hot and tasting of meta. Stumbling back, he lost hisgrip on the bow and it
fdll to the ground point first. A crack sounded asit landed. The arrow hit the tree with adull thud, placing
aknuckle short of Drey's own shot. Raif didn't care. Black points raced across hisvision, scorching like
soot belched from afire.

'Raif! Raf!"

Raif felt Drey's huge, muscular arms clamp around his shoulders, smelled his brother's scent of
neat's-foot oil, tanned | eather, horses, and swesat. Glancing up, Raif saw Drey's brown eyes staring into
his. Helooked worried. His prized yewbow lay flat on the ground.

'Here, St." Not waiting for any compliance on Raifs part, Drey forced hisyounger brother onto the
tundrafloor. Thefrozen earth bit into Raifs buckskin pants. Turning away from his brother, Raif cleared

his mouth of the meta-tasting sdliva. His eyes stung. A sickening pain in hisforehead made him retch.
He clenched hisjaw until bone clicked.

Seconds passed. Drey said nothing, just held his brother astightly as he could. Part of Raif wanted to



amile; thelast time Drey had crushed him likethiswas after hefdll twenty feet from afoxtail pinethree
springs back. Thefall only broke an ankle. Drey's subsequent bear hug had succeeded in breaking two
ribs.

Strangdy, the memory had acaming effect on Raif, and the pain dowly subsided. Raf'svison
blurred sharply and then reset itself. A feding of badness grew in him. Swiveling around in his brother's
grip, Raif looked in the direction of the camp. The stench of metal washed over him, asthick as grease
smoke from the rendering pits.

Drey followed hisgaze. "What's the matter?' His voice wastight, Strained.
‘Don't you fed it?"
Drey shook his head.

The camp wasfive leagues to the south, hidden in the shelter of the flood basin. All Raif could see
was the rapidly darkening sky and the low ridges and rocky flats of the badlands. Y et he felt something.
Something ungpeakable, as when nightmaresjolted him awake in pitch darkness or when he thought
back to the day Tem had shut him in the guidehouse with his mother's corpse. He had been eight at the
time, old enough to pay due respect to the dead. The guidehouse was dark and filled with smoke. The
hollowed-out basswood where his mother lay smelled of wet earth and rotten things. Sulfur had been
rubbed into the carved inner trunk to keep insects and carrion feeders away from the body when it was
laid upon the ground.

Raif smdlled badness now. He smdlled stinking metal and sulfur and death. Fighting against Drey's
grip, he cried, "We have to go back."

Drey released hisgrip on Raif and pulled himself to hisfeet. He plucked his dogskin gloves from his
belt and pulled them on with two violent movements. "Why?'

Raif shook his head. The pain and nausea had gone, but something else had comeinitsplace. A tight
shivering fear. "The camp.”

Drey nodded. He took a deep breath and looked set to speak, then abruptly stopped himself.
Offering Raif hishand, he heaved hist brother off the ground with asingle tug. By thetime Raif had
brushed the frogt from his buckskins, Drey had collected both bows and was pulling the arrow shafts
from the dead tree. As he turned away from the blackstone pine, Raif noticed the Retchingsin Drey's
grip were shaking. Thisone smal sign of his brother's fear worried Raif more than anything else. Drey
was his older brother by two years. Drey was afraid of nothing.

They had |eft the camp before dawn, before even the embers on thefirepit had burned cold. No one
except Tern knew they had gone. It wasther last chance to shoot game before they broke camp and
returned to the roundhouse for winter. The previous night Tern had warned them about going off on their
own in the badlands, though he knew well enough that nothing he said would stop them.

'Sond!" he had said, shaking hislarge, grizzled head. "1 might aswell spend my days picking ticks
from the dogs astell you two what you should and shouldn't do. At least come sundown I'd have a
deloused pup to show for my trouble.” Tern would glower as he spoke, and the skin above his eyebrows
would bunch into knots, yet his eyes dways gave him away.

Just thismorning as Raif pulled back the hide fastening on the tent he shared with hisfather and



brother, he noticed a small bundle set upon the warming stone. It was food. Hunters food. Tern had
packed two whole smoke-cured ptarmigan, a brace of hard-boiled eggs, and enough strips of hung
mutton to mend an ek-size holein atent. All thisfor hissonsto eat on ahunting trip he had expresdy
forbidden them to take.

Raif amiled. Tem Sevrance knew his sonswaell.

'Put on your gloves." It was Drey, acting just like an older brother. "And pull up your hood.
Temperature's dropping fast.”

Raif did what he wastold, struggling to put on gloves with handsthat felt big and dow. Drey was
right: It was getting colder. Another shiver worked itsway up Raif's spine, making his shouldersjerk
awkwardly. "Let'sgo." Drey's thoroughness was beginning to nettle him. They had to get back to the
camp. Now. Something wasn't right.

Although Tem warned them constantly about the danger of using up dl their energy by running in the
cold, Raif couldn't stop himsdlf. Despite spitting profusdly, he couldn't remove the taste of meta from his
mouth. The air smelled bad, and the clouds overhead seemed ONES darker, lower,closer . To the south
lay aline of bald, featureless hills, and west of them lay the Coastal Ranges. Tem said that the Ranges
were the reason why the Want and the badlands were so dry. He said their peaks milked every last drop
of moisture from passing storms.

The three hares Raif had shot earlier thumped up and down in his pack as heran. Raif hated their
warmth againg histhigh, was sickened by their fresh-kill smell. When the two brothers came upon Old
Hoopers Lake, Raif tore the pack from hisbelt and threw it into the center of the dull black water. Old
Hoopers wasn't frozen yet. River fed, it would take afull week of frost before its current-driven waters
plated. Still, the lake had the greasy look of imminent ice about it. As Raifs pack sank to the bottom,
swirls of vegetable oils and tufts of elk hair bobbed up and down on the surface.

Drey swore. Raif didn't catch what he said, but he imagined the wordswaste of fine game inther
place.

Asthe brothers ran south, the landscape gradually changed. Trees grew straighter and taller, and
there were more of them. Beds of lichen were replaced by long grasses, bushes, and sedge. Horse and
game tracks formed paths through the frozen foliage, and fat grouse flew up from the undergrowth, all
flying feathers and spitting beaks.

Raif barely noticed. Close to the camp perimeter now, they should have been able to see smoke,
hear the sound of meta rasping againgt metd, raised voices, laughter. Dagro Blackhail's foster son,
Mace, should be riding to greet them on his fat-necked cob.

Drey swore again. Quietly, to himself.

Raif ressted the urge to glance over at his brother'sface. He was frightened of what he might see.

A powerful horseman, archer, and hammerman, Drey pulled ahead of Raif as he charged down the
dopeto the camp. Raif pushed himsdf harder, balling hisfists and thrusting out his chin. He didn't want to
lose sight of hishbrother, hated the thought of Drey arriving at the tent circle done.

Fear dtretched over Raifsbody like adrying hide, pulling at his skin and gut. They had |€ft thirteen
men standing by at the camp: Dagro Blackball and his son, Mace; Tem; Chad and Jorry Shank; Mallon



Clayhorn and his son, Darri, whom everyone called Hafmadt...

Raif shook his head softly. Thirteen men aone on the badlands plains suddenly seemed unbelievably
easy prey. Dhoonesmen, Bludds men, and Maimed Men were out there. Raifs somach clenched. And
the Sull. The Sull were out there, too.

The dark, weather-stained tents came into view. All was quiet. There were no horses or dogsin
sght. Thefirepit was adark gaping holein the center of the cleared space. Loose tent flapsripped in the
wind like banners at battle's end. Drey had broken ahead, but now he stopped and waited for Raif to
join him. His breath came hard and fast, and spent air vented from his nose and mouth in great white
streams. He did not look round as Raif approached.

'Draw your weapon,” he hissed.

Raif aready had, but he scored the blade of his halfsword againg its boiled-leather scabbard,
mimicking the noise of drawing. Drey moved forward when he heard it.

They came upon Jorry Shank's body first. It waslying in afeed ditch close to the horse posts. Drey
had to turn the body to find the desthwound. The portion of Jorry'sface that had been lying againgt the
earth had taken on the yellow bloom of frozen flesh. The wound was as big as afist, heart deep, made
with agreatsword, and for some reason there was hardly any blood.

'Maybe the blood froze asit left him," Drey murmured, settling the body back in place. The words
sounded like aprayer.

'He never got chance to draw hisweapon. Look." Raif was surprised at how cam his voice sounded.
Drey nodded. He patted Jorry's shoulder and then stood away.

"Theré's horse tracks. See." Raif kicked the ground near thefirst post. He found it easier to
concentrate on what he could see here, on the camp perimeter, than turn his sights toward the tent circle
and the one shabby, oft repaired, hide-and-moose-felt tent that belonged to Tem Sevrance. "Those
shoemarks weren't made by Blackhail horses."

'Bluddsmen use agrooved shoe."

So did other clans and even some city men, yet Raif had no desire to contradict his brother. Clan
Bludd's numbers were swelling, and border and cattle raids had become more frequent. VVaylo Bludd had
seven sons, and it was rumored he wanted a separate clanhold for each of them. Mace Blackhail said
that \Vaylo Bludd killed and ate his own dogs, even when he had elk and bear meat turning on the spit
above hisfire. Raif didn't believe the story for amoment—to eat one's own dogs was considered akind
of cannibalism to aclansman, judtifiable

only in the event of ice-bound starvation and imminent desth—but others, including Drey, did. Mace
Blackhail was three years older than Drey: when he spoke, Drey took heed.

As Drey and Raif approached the tent circle, their pace dowed. Dead dogs lay in the dirt, saiva
frozen around their blunted fangs, their coats shaggy with ice. Fixed yellow eyes stared from massve gray
heads. Glacial winds had set rising hacklesin place, giving the dogs corpses the bunched-neck ook of
buffao. Aswith Jorry Shank's body, there wasllittle blood.



Raif amdled stinking, smelted meta everywhere. The air around the camp seemed different, yet he
didn't have the words to describeit. It reminded him of the dowly congealing surface water on Old
Hoopers Lake. Something had caused the very air to thicken and change. Something with the force of
winter itsdlf.

'Raif! Herel"

Drey had crossed into the tent circle and was knedling close to the firepit. Raif saw the usud line of
pots and drying hides suspended on spruce branches over the pit, and the load of timber waiting to be
quartered for firewood. He even saw the partialy butchered black bear carcassthat Dagro Blackhail had
brought down yesterday in the sedge meadow to the east. The bearskin, which he had been so proud of,
had been st to dry on anearby rack. Dagro had planned to present it as a gift to hiswife, Raina, when
the hunt party returned to the roundhouse.

But Dagro Blackhail, chief of Clan Blackhail, would never return home.

Drey kndlt over his partidly frozen corpse. Dagro had taken a massive broadsword stroke from
behind. His hands were speckled with blood, and the thick-bladed cleaver he till held in hisgrip was
amilarly marked. The blood was neither his nor his attackers. It came from the skinned and eviscerated
bear carcasslying at hisfeet; Dagro must have been finishing the butchering when he was jumped from
behind.

Raif took a quick unsteady breath and sank down by his brother's side. Something was blocking his
throat. Dagro Blackhail's grest bear of aface looked up a him. The clan chief did not look at peace.
Fury wasfrozen in hiseyes. Glaciated ice in his beard and mustache framed a mouth pressed hard in
anger. Raif thanked the Stone Godsthat hist brother wasn't the kind of man to speak needlesdly, and the
two sat in silence, shoulderstouching, asthey paid due respect to the man who had led Clan Blackhall
for twenty-nine years and was loved and honored by dl in the clan.

'He'safair man,” Tern had said once about the clan chief in arare moment when he wasinclined to
speak about matters other than hunting and dogs. "It may seem like smdll purchase, and you'll find others
in the clan willing to heap al manner of praise upon Dagro Blackhail's head, but fairnessis the hardest
thing for aman to practice day to day. A chief can find himsdf having to spesk up againgt his sworn
brothers and hiskin. And that's not easy for anyone to do."

It was, Raif thought, one of the longest speeches held ever heard his father make.

It'snot right, Raif.” Drey said only that as he raised himself clear of Dagro Blackhail's body, but Raif
knew what he meant. Itwasn' right.

Mounted men had been here; broadswords and greatswords had been used; clan horses were gone,
stolen. Dogs were daughtered. The camp lay in open ground, Mace Blackhail was standing dogwatch: a
raiding party should not have been able to approach unheeded. Mounted men made noise, especidly
herein the badlands, where the bone-hard tundra dealt harshly with anything traveling upon it. And then
there was the lack of blood...

Raif pushed back hishood and ran agloved hand through the tangle of hisdark hair. Drey was
making hisway toward Tern'stent. Raif wanted to cal him back, to tell him that they should check the
other tentsfirg, the rendering pits, the stream bank, the far perimeter, anywhere except that tent. Drey, as
if sensing some smdll portion of hisyounger brother's thoughts, turned. He made asmall beckoning
gesture with his hand and then waited. Two bright points of pain prickled directly behind Raif's eyes.



Drey dwayswaited.

Together the sons of Tern Sevrance entered their father's tent. The body was just afew paces short
of the entrance. Tern looked asif he had been on hisway out when the broadsword cracked his sternum
and clavicle, sending splinters of bone into hiswindpipe, lungs, and heart. He had fdlen with his
halfsword in his hand, but as with Jorry Shank, the weagpon was unbloodied.

‘Broadsword again,” Drey said, hisvoice high and then rough as he sought to contral it. "Bludd favors
them." 18

Raif didn't acknowledge thewords. It took al he had just to stand and ook upon his father's body.
Suddenly there was too much hollow spacein his chest. Tern didn't seem as iff asthe others, and Raif
stripped off hisright glove and bent to touch what was visible of hisfather's cheek. Cold, dead flesh. Not
frozen, but utterly cold, absent.

Pulling back asif he had touched something scorching hot rather than just plain cold, Raif rubbed his
hand on his buckskins, wiping off whatever heimagined to be upon it.

Temwasgone.
Gone.

Without waiting for Drey, Raif pushed aside the tent flap and struck out into the rapidly darkening
camp. His heart was beating in wild, irregular beats, and taking action seemed the only way to stop it.

When Drey found him aquarter later, Raif's right arm was stripped to the shoulder and blood from
three separate cuts was pouring aong hisforearm and down to hiswrist. Drey understood immediately.
Tearing a hisown deeve, hejoined his brother as he went among the dain men. All had died without
blood on their weapons. To a clansman there was no honor in dying with a clean blade, so Raif was
taking up their weapons one by one, drawing their blades across his skin, and spilling hisown blood asa
subgtitute. It was the one thing the two brothers could give to their clan. When they returned hometo the
roundhouse and someone asked, as someone always did, if the men had died fighting, Raif and Drey
could now reply, "Their wegpons ran with blood."

To aclansman those words mattered dear.

So the two brothers moved around the camp, discovering bodiesin and out of tents, some with pale
iciclesof urinefrozen to their legs, otherswith hair set in spiky mats where they had been caught bathing,
afew with frozen wads of black curds till in their mouths, and one man—Meth Ganlow—with his beefy
armsfixed around hisfavorite dog, protecting the wolfling even in death. A single swordstroke had killed
both man and beast.

It was only later, when moonlight formed silver poolsin the hard earth, and Tern's body was lying
beside the firepit, close to the others but set apart, that Raif suddenly stopped in histracks. "We never
found Mace Blackhail," he said.

TWO Days Darker Than Night Ash March shot awake. Sitting up in bed, she dragged the heavy silk
sheets up over her arms and shoulders and clutched them tight. She had been dreaming of ice again.

Taking deep breathsto calm herself, she looked around her chamber, checking. Of the two amber
lamps on the mantel, only onewas till burning. Good. That meant Katia had not beeninto refud it. The



amall bal of Ash'sslver blond hair that she had pulled from her hairbrush before she dept il lay fast
against the door. So no one else had entered her chamber, either.

Ashrelaxed just alittle. Her toes formed two knobby lumps be-Ueeth the covers, and asthey looked
aridiculoudy long distance from her body, she wiggled them just to check that they were hers. She
smiled when they wiggled right back at her. Toeswere funny things.

The smiledidn't quite take. As soon as Agh's face muscles relaxed, thefact of her dream came back
to her. The sheetswere twisted around her waist and they were sticky with swest, and the yeasty smell
of fear was upon them. She'd had another bad dream and another bad night, and it was the second in
lessthan aweek.

Without thinking Ash brought her hand to her mouth, amost asif she weretrying to hold something
in. Despite the warmth of the chamber—the charcod smoking in the brazier beneath alayer of
oil-soaked fdt, and the hot water pipes so diligently tended by afurnace-man and histeam working three
stories below—nher fingersfeticy cold. Againgt her will and her very best efforts, images from the dream
@)

came back to her. She saw a cavern with walls of black ice. A burned hand reaching toward her,
cracks between its fingers oozing blood. Dark eyes watching, waiting. ..

Ash shivered. Swinging her hand down onto the bed, she beat the images back by pummeling the
mattress as hard as she could. She wouldn't think about the dream. Didn't want to know what those cold
eyes wanted.

Thht. Thht. Thht. Three knocks rang lightly against the fossilwood door.

Something deep insde Ash's chest, a band of muscle connecting her lungsto her heart, stiffened.
Although bresthless from besting the pillow, she didn't take a breath or even blink. Sllent as settling dugt,
shetold herself as her eyesfocused on the door.

Findly grained and hard as nails, the door's perfect gray surface was marred by three black
thumb-size pits: bolt holes. Six months earlier Ash had paid her maidservant, Katia, four hafslversto go
down to the metalworkers market near Almsgate and purchase abolt and socket for the chamber door.
Katia had done her bidding, returning with an iron bar big enough to secure afort. Ash had fixed the
metal plate and socket in place herself. She had blackened afingernail in the process and broken the
backs of two slver brushes, but the bolt pins had gone in and the fastening mechanism had worked
smoothly, and for aweek Ash had dept more soundly than she could ever remember deeping.

Until. ..

Thht Thht. Thht.

Ash gtared at the empty bolt holes. She made no motion to answer the second round of knocking.
'‘Asarhia” A pause. "Almost-daughter, | will have no games played with me.”

Tilting her body minutely, Ash did down amid the covers. One hand stole beneath her head to turn

the sweset-stained pillow facedown upon mattress, while her other hand smoothed her hair. Just as she
closed her eyes, the door creaked open.



Penthero Iss had brought his own lamp, and the fierce blue glow of burning kerosene put Ash'sown
resin lamp in the shade. Iss stood in the doorway and looked at Ash. Even with her eyes closed she
knew what he was about.

He made her wait before he spoke. " Almost-daughter, don't you think | know when I'm being
decelved?’

Ash kept her eydids closed, but not tightly—he had caught her on that in the past. In no way did she
respond to hiswords, smply concentrated on keeping her breathing low and metered.

"Asrhid"

It was hard not to flinch. Mimicking akind of dazed surprise, she opened her eyes and rubbed them
vigoroudy. "Oh," shesaid. "It'syou.

Ignoring her show of bafflement, Penthero Isswalked into the room proper, set hislamp on the
rootwood prayer ledge next to the offering bowls of dried fruits and pieces of myrrh, brought his
long-fingered hands together, and shook his head. "' The cushions, dmost-daughter.” Theindex finger on
hisleft hand circled, indicating the foot of the bed. "A sound night's deep seldom includes kicking
cushions so hard that the impression of one'sfoot stays upon them till dawn.”

Ash cursed dl the cushionsin Mask Fortress. She cursed Katiafor piling the slly, fluffy, usdess bags
of goosedown high on her bed each night.

Penthero Iss crossed over to Ash's bed. Fine gold chains woven into the fabric of hisheavy silk coat
chinked softly as he moved. Although not muscular, he carried something hard within him, asif his
skeleton were made out of stone. His face had the shape and smoothness of a skinned hare. Holding out
along, carefully manicured, completely hairless hand, he asked, "How much do | love you,
amost-daughter?' Untaken, the hand moved away to carveacircleintheair. "Look at al | giveyou:
dresses, slver brushes, perfumed oils—

'Y ou are my father who loves me more than any real father ever could." Ash spoke Iss own words
back to him. She had lost count of how many times he had said them to her over the past Sixteen years.

Penthero Iss, Surlord of Spire Vanis, Lord Commander of the Rive Watch, Keeper of Mask
Fortress, and Master of the Four Gates, shook his head with disappointment. ™Y ou would mock me,
amog-daughter?'

Fedling abite of guilt, Ash did her hand over his. She owed love and respect to the man who was her
foster father and surlord.

Sixteen years ago, before he took thetitle of surlord for his own, Penthero Iss had found her outside
Vaingate. She was anewborn, a

foundling abandoned within ten paces of the city gate. All such foundlings were considered
Protector's Trove. Iss had been Protector Generd at thetime, in charge of city security and defenses. He
had patrolled the Four Gates, led his red-bladed brothers-in-the-watch, and commanded the forces that
manned thewalls.

Ever snce Thomas Mar had forged the first Rive Sword with the stedl and rendered blood of the
men who had betrayed him at Hove Hill, no protector general had ever been paid for hiswork. For



centuries protector generds lived off income from their grangeholds, inheritances, and land grants. Today
there was no land | ft to grant, and more and more baseborn men were joining the Watch, and protector
generas now gained income by other, less noble means. Contraband goods; swords of illega length or
blade curvature, arrows with barbed tips; prohibited substances such as sulfur, resins, and sdtpeter that
could be used in making siege powders; unlawfully produced liquor, poisons, deeping drafts and pain
dullers; ill-gotten gains, anything found in the possession of known criminals, and al goods abandoned
within the city—whether they be crates of rotting cabbages, fat pigs broken loose from their tethers, or
newborns |eft to die in the snow—were the protector generd'sto do with as he saw fit.

Protector's Trove had made Penthero Issarich man.

Asif guessing her thoughts, Iss brought hislips closeto Ash's ear. "Never forget, dmost-daughter,
that during my commission | came upon dozens of foundling babies, yet you werethe only one |l choseto
raseasmy own."

Ash tried, but she couldn't quite stifle the shiver that worked itsway down her spine. He had sold the
other babiesto the dark-skinned priestsin the Bone Temple.

'Y ou are cold, dmost-daughter.” Penthero Iss hand, with its hairless knuckles that never cracked,
glided up Ash'sarm and along her shoulder. Hisfingers prodded the flesh of Ash's neck, testing for
warmth, blood pulse, and swollen glands.

The urgeto shrink away from histouch was overwheming, but Ash fought it. She didn't want to
provoke Issin any way. If she needed any proof of that, al she had to do was|ook at the three blind bolt
holesin the fossilwood door.

'Y our blood isracing, Asarhia”" 1ss hand moved lower. "And your heart..."

Unableto stand it any longer, Ash jerked back. Iss grabbed hold of her nightgown and twisted the
fabricin hisfigt. "Y ou've been having the dream again, haven't you?' She didn't answer. Threads of
mudin in her nightgown were laddering under the pressure of hisgrip. "'l saidhaven't you ?'

Still Ash made no reply, but she knew, she justknew , that her face gave her away. Her skin flushed
withevery lie

'What did you see? Wasit the gray land? The cavern? Where were you? Think. Think ."

Shaking her head, Ash cried, "I don't know. | don't know. Therewasacavern lined withice... it
could be anywhere."

'Did you see what lay beyond?' The words left 1ss mouth like frost smoke, sparkling blue and utterly
cold. They hung in the air, cooling the space between Ash and her foster father, making it difficult for Ash
to breathe. Ash saw Iss lower jaw cometo rest. She heard saliva smack inside his mouith.

'Father, | don't understand what you mean. The dream was over so quickly; | hardly remember what
| saw."

Penthero Iss blinked a Ash's use of the wordFather . Sadnessflitted across hisface so quickly, she
doubted shed seeniit at adl. Sowly, intentionally, he showed his gray-cast teeth. "So it has cometo this?
Liesfrom thefoundling | raised asmy own."



Rare were the times when Iss showed histeeth. They were small and positioned well above hislip
line. Rumor had it that a sorcerous healing practiced upon him when he wasjust aboy had burned the
ename from them. Whatever the cause, Issmade it his habit to speak, smile, eat, and drink without ever
drawing back hislips.

With one quick movement Iss found and pressed the curve of Ash's|eft breast. He weighed the small
globe of flesh and then pinched it. "Y ou can't stay achild forever, Asarhia. The old blood will show soon

enough.”

Ash fdt her cheeks burn. She didn't understand what he meant.

Iss regarded Ash for along moment, his green stk robe switching colorsin thefierce light of burning
kerosene, before releasing his hold on her nightgown and standing. "Tidy yoursalf up, child. Do not force
meto lay handson you again.”

Ash kept her breath steady and tried not to let her fear show. Questions piled on her tongue, but she
knew better than to ask them. Iss had away with answers. He gave them, they sounded perfectly logicd,
but then later when you were done and had time to think, you redlized he had told you nothing at dl.

Aslssmoved away, Ash got awhiff of the smell that sometimes clung to her foster father. The smdll
of old, old thingslocked away so tightly that they dried to brittle husks. Something shifted at the edge of
Adh'svision. All the hairs on her body bristled, and against her will she was drawn back to her dream. ..

Reaching, she was reaching in the darkness,
‘Asarhia?’

Ash snapped back. Penthero Isswaslooking at her, hislong, skinned-man's face showing the faintest
sheen of excitement. Light from hislamp sent his shadow flickering across the watered-silk panels on the
walls. Ash could still remember the soft marten and sable fursthat had once hung in their stead. I1sshad
sent a brother-in-the-watch to tear them down and replace them with smooth, bloodless silk. Furs and
animd hideswere distasteful to him; he called them barbaric and would have none hung in any chamber
he might chance to enter in the massive, sprawling, four-towered fortress that formed the heart of Spire
Vanis

Ash missed the furs. Her chamber seemed cold and bare without them.

'Y ou are not well, almost-daughter.” As|ss spoke, his hands came together in asmooth knot of
knuckle and flesh that was peculiar to him done. "'l will st with you through the last hour of night.”

'Please. | need to rest.” Ash rubbed her forehead, struggling to keep her mind in the now. What was
wrong with her? Raising her voice, she said, "Go. Just go. | haveto use the chamber pot. | drank too
muchwinea dinner.”

Issremained cam. "Yes, wine... and to think Katiainformed methat you refused both the pewter
containing the red and the silver she brought later with thewhite.” A dull metal tap sounded: Isskicking
the empty chamber pot that lay at the foot of Ash'sbed in the center of ahill of cushions. "And somehow
you managed to wait until now to relieve yourself.”

Katia. AlwaysKatia. Ash scowled. Her head ached, and her body felt astired and shaky asif shed
spent the night running uphill rather than deeping in her bed. She desperately wanted to be done.



| Surprisingly, Iss crossed over to the door. Fingers dipping into the vacant bolt holes, he turned to
face Ash and said, "1 will have my Knife stay outside your door tonight. Y ou are not well,
amog-daughter. | worry."

Theideaof having the Knife camped outside her chamber frightened Ash nearly as much as her
dream. Marafice Eye scared her—he scared at |ot of peoplein Mask Fortress. That was, she supposed,
the main reason her foster father kept him around. "Can't we call Katiainstead?'

I ss began shaking his head before Ash finished spesking. "1 think our little Katiamight not bea
wholly reliable guardian. Take tonight: Y ou said you drank wine, yet she swore you didn't, and of course
| must take my daughter's word over that of acommon servant. So | have no choice but to conclude the
girl reported wrongly and might easily do so again." A cold smile. "Y ou are not well, Asarhia. |1l dreams
trouble you, headaches plague you. What sort of afather could | call mysdlf if | did not watch my
daughter closdly?'

Ash bent her head. She wanted to deep, close her eyes, and not have to dream. Her foster father
wastoo clever for her. Lies, even small ones, were as silken ropein his hands. He could pull and distort
them, use them to tie their speaker up in knots. She had gotten hersdlf into enough trouble tonight. The
best thing to do would be to say nothing more, nod her head meekly, and let her foster father bid her
good night. He was already making hisway toward the door; another minute and he would be gone.

Yet...

She was Ash March, Foundling, |eft outside Vaingate to die. She had been abandoned in two feet of
snow, wrapped in ablanket tiff with womb blood, beneath a sky as dark as night in the twelfth storm of
winter. She had been forsaken, yet somehow she had lived. She had been weak, yet sometiny spark of
lifewithin her had proven strong. Straightening her spine, she looked her foster father straight in the eyes
and said, "l want to know what's happening to me."

Holding her gaze, Issreached for the kerosene lamp. The iron base was stamped with the Surlord's
sedl: the Killhound rampant, the great smoke gray bird of prey sinking claws the size of meat hooksinto
thetip of the Iron Spire. Ash remembered her foster father telling her that although killhounds fed on
spring lambs, bear cubs, and ek calves,

O Jthey were known for killing hunting dogs that ranged too closeto their aeries. "They never feed
upon the houndsthey kill," 1sshad said, agleam of fascination firing his normaly cold eyes. "Though they
do make sport with the carcasses.”

Ash shivered.

Iss closed the spillhole, snuffing the lamp. Holding open the fossiI-wood door, he stepped into the
column of cold air that rushed in from the corridor beyond. "There's nothing for you to be worried about,
amogt-daughter. You're just catching up, that'sal. Surely Katia must have told you that most girls your
age arewomen indl senses of the word?'Y our body is smply doing those things that theirs have aready
done. Onewould hardly expect such changesto occur without some small measure of pain.”

With that he moved into the shadows of the corridor, swiftly becoming one himsalf. The meta chains
sawn into his coat chimed softly like faraway bells, and then the door clicked shut and there was silence.

Ash fell back onto the bed. Shaking and strangely excited, she pulled the covers over her chest and



set her mind to thinking of ways she could find answersfor hersaf. Her foster father's words only
sounded like the truth. She knew she wouldn't deep, could absolutely swear she wouldn't deep, yet
somehow, unbdievably, shedid.

Her dreams, when they came, weredl of ice.

t't The Listener could not deep. His ears—what were |eft of them—pained him like two rotting
teeth. Nolo had brought him fresh bear tallow from the rendering pit, and it was good and white and
looked creamy enough to eat, so the Listener had done just that. Waste of good tallow—using it to plug
up two old black holesthat had once been ears. Waste of good muskox hair to warm them, too. But
there was little to be done about that: Nothing needed warming as much as an old scar.

Nolo'sfootprints formed avigble line to and from the rendering pit and then over to the mesat rack in
the center of the cleared space. Looking at them, the Listener made amental note to have atalk with
Nolo'swife, Sila: She wasnt filling her husband's mukluks with enough dried grass. Nolo's booted feet
had melted snow! Silawould have to get chewing.

The Ligtener spent an idle moment imagining Silas plump lips chewing on atuft of colt grassto make
it soft enough for stuffing into the space between her husband's outer and inner boots. It was avery
pleasant moment. Silahad unusudly finelips.

Still, hewas old and had no ears, and Silawas young and had a husband, and together they had four
good ears between them, so the Listener nudged aside theimage of Silaand turned to the matter at hand:
his dream.

Sitting on astool carved out of wha ebone, with his old brain-tanned bear's hide around his
shoulders, the Listener sat at the entrance to his ground and looked out at the night. Heat from histwo
sogpstone lamps warmed his back, and cold from the till, freezing air chilled hisfront: that wasthe way
he liked it when he waslistening to his dreams.

L ootavek, the one who listened before him, swore that a man could only hear his dreamsas he was
having them, yet the Listener thought him mistaken. Much like Nolo's boot lining, dreams needed to be
chewed on.

TheListener listened. In hislap he held the hollow tip of anarwhal'stusk, alittle silver knife that had
once been used to kill agtarving child, and a chunk of sea sdt-hardened driftwood from awrecked ship
that had been beset then stoved in by the cold blueice of Endsea. Like al good talismans, they felt right
in the hand, and asthe Listener's body heat warmed them in varying degrees, they released hismind into
the hafworld that was part darkness and part light.

Fear gripped at the Listener's belly as hefdl into his dreams.
Hands reached. Losswept. A man with an impossible choice made the best decision he could. ..
'Sadaluk! Sadaluk! Y ou must awaken before the cold burns your skin.”

The Listener opened his eyes. Nolo was standing above him. The small, dark-skinned man had his
prized squirrel coat tucked under hisarm and abowl of something hot and steaming in his hand.

The Ligtener shifted his gaze from Nolo to the night sky. The pae glow of dawn could clearly be seen
acrossthe Bay of Auks. Starsfaded even asthe Listener looked away. He had been listening to his



dream for hdf the night.

Nolo tucked the squirrel coat around the Listener's shoulders and then held out the steaming bowl.
"Bear soup, Sadaluk. Silamade me swear to watch you drink it."

The Listener nodded gruffly, though in truth he was quite pleased—not about the bear soup, which
he could get from any fire around the rendering pit, but for the fact of Silas attention.

The bear soup was hot, dark, and strong, and bits of sinew, bear fat, and marrow bobbed upon the
surface. The Listener enjoyed the fed of steam on hisface as he drank. The warmth of the bone bowl
soothed thejointsin his black, hard-as-wood hands. When he had finished he held out the empty bowl
for Nolo to take. "Go now. | will return the squirrel coat to you when | am rested.”

Nolo took the bowl with al the usud carefulness of a husband handling one of hiswifesbest dishes
and made hisway back to his ground.

TheLigtener envied him.

After what his dreams had shown him thisnight, the Listener knew that such abase and mortal
emotion should be beneath him. But it wasn't, and that was the way of the world.

The Listener had seen the One with Reaching Arms reach out and beckon the darkness. And that
meant only onething.

Days darker than night lay ahead.

Pulling hides across his doorway, the Listener retreated into the warmth and golden light of his
ground. His bench was thick with anima skins hegped high with fresh white heather, and he lay down
upon it and closed his eyes. He had no wish to dream and deep, so he turned histhoughtsto Silaand
imagined her and Nolo dedding across the frozen margins of Endsea. Heimagined therime of ice
beneath the ded runners wearing thin and Nolo calling ahdt so that hiswife could make new ice by the
quickest way she could.

This pleasant image held the Listener's attention for only ashort spdll. There waswork to be done.
Messages had to be sent. Days darker than night lay ahead, and those who lived to know such things
needed to betold. Let no one say that Sadaluk, Listener of the Ice Trapper tribe, was not the first to
know.

THREE A Circle of Dust Are you sure you checked the rear of the horse corrd?' The freezing wind
made Drey Sevrance sguint as he spoke. Ice crystas glittered in the fox fur of hishood, and pine needles
clung like matted hair to his shoulders, arms, and back.

Raif thought his brother looked tired, and older than he had ever looked before. Dawn light was
showing yellow on the horizon, and it cast pits of sulfur shadow on hisface. "I checked,” Raif said. "No
sgnof Mace"

'What about the alder swamp and the stream?”

‘Swamp's frozen. | walked aong the stream bank. Nothing.”

Drey stripped off his gloves and ran his bare hands over hisface.



"The current might have carried the body downstream.”

Raif shook hishead. "There's not enough water to carry a bloated fox from one bend to another, let
aoneafull-grown man clear from the camp.”

"It would have been running faster yesterday at noon.”

Raif took abreath to speak, then thought better of it. The only time that stream would ever be strong
enough to carry abody was during the second week of spring thaw when the runoff from the balds and
Coastal Rangeswas t its height—Drey knew that. Suddenly uneasy but not sure why, Raif reached out
and touched Drey's deeve. "Come on. Let's get back to the firepit.”

'Mace Blackhail is out here somewhere, Raif." Drey pushed a°

hand through the frozen air. "'I know heé's more than likely dead, but what if heisn't? What if he's
wounded and fdlen?'

"There were those tracks—"

'I don't want to hear about those tracks again. Isthat clear? They could have been left by anyone at
any time. Mace was standing dogwatch—he could have been anywhere when theraid came. Now either
the raiders got to him first and he's lying frozen in some draw on the floodplain, or he made it back to the
camp, warned the others, and we just haven't found him yet."

Raif hung his head. He didn't know how to reply. How could hetdl hisbrother he had afeding that
no matter how long and carefully they searched, they would ill find no sign of Mace Blackhail?
Shrugging heavily, he decided to say nothing. He was dead tired, and he didn't want to argue with Drey.

Drey'sface softened afraction. Frozen colt grass cracked beneath hisfeet as he shifted hisweight
from left toright. "All right. Well head back to the firepit. Well search wider for Mace come fulll

daylight.”

Too exhausted to hide hisrdlief, Raif followed Drey back to the tent circle. Wind-twisted hemlocks
and blackstone pines thrashed against the sky like chained beasts. Somewhere close by, water trickled
over loose shale, and far beyond the horizon araven screamed at the dawn. Hearing the rough and angry
cry of the bird the clan called Watcher of the Dead, Raif raised his hand to histhroat. With histhick
dogskin gloves on he could bardly fed the hard hook of the raven's bill he wore suspended on alength of
retted flax. The raven was hislore, chosen for him at birth by the clan guide.

The guide who had given Raif the raven lore wasfive years dead now. No one had been more
deeply honored in the clan. He was ancient and held stunk of pigs and Raif had hated him with a
vengeance. He had saved the worst possible lore for Tem Sevrance's second son. No one before or
after had ever been given the raven. Ravens were scavengers, carrion feeders; they could kill, but they
preferred to steal. Raif had seen how they followed alone wolf for days, hoping to snatch ameal from an
opened carcass. Everyone elsein the clan, men and women aike, had fared better with their lores. Drey
had been given abear claw, like Tem before him. Dagro Blackhail's lore was an ek stag, Jorry Shank'sa
river pike, Malon Clayhorn's abadger. Shor Gormain was an eagle, like Raina Blackhail. Asfor
Dagro'sfoster son, Mace...

Raif thought for amoment. What was hislore? Then it cameto him: Mace Blackhail wasawolf.



The only person in the entire clan who had alore stranger thana raven was Effie. The guide had given
her nothing but an ear-shaped piece of stone. Raif grew angry just thinking about it. What had the
Sevrances ever done to the old bastard to deserve such short shrift?

Raif tugged at the raven'slore, testing its oiled binding. When he was younger he had thrown the thing
away more times than he could recount, yet somehow the guide always found it and brought it back. "It's
yours, Raif Sevrance," hewould say, holding out the black piece of hornin his scarred filthy palm. "And
one day you may beglad of it."

All thoughts of ravensflew from Raif's mind as he and Drey gpproached the tent circle. Thefirst rays
of sunlight did across the frozen tundra, illuminating the campsite with long threads of morning light.
Already the six hide-and-moose-felt tents, the horse pogts, the firepit, the drying racks, and the chopping
stump had the look of ruins about them. Tem had once told Raif astory about agreat dark deathship that
mariners swore guarded the entrance to Endsea, keeping all but the blind and insane away. That was
what the tentslooked like now: the sails of adead ship.

Raif shivered. His hand dropped from his neck to the hollowed-out antler tine that was attached to
his gear belt by aring of tar-blackened brass. Sedled insde the tine was hallowed earth: dust ground
from the guidestone that formed the Heart of Clan. Every clan had aguide-stone, and every clansman
carried aportion of it with him until he died.

The Clan Blackhail guidestone was amassive dab of folded granite as big as a stable block, shot
with veins of black graphite and dick with grease. Clan Bludd's guidestone was aso folded granite, but it
was studded with seams of red garnets that shone like drying blood. Raif had never seen the powder that
came from the Bluddstone, but he thought it must look pretty much the same asthat ground from the
Hailstone: smooth gray powder that ran through the hand like liquid smoke.

Ashe neared the firepit, he plucked the tine from his belt, breaking the brassring. The tinewas
sealed closed with acap of beaten Slver, and Raif ran histhumb aong thetingslength, feding for the
edger-p,<-'O0O0 Iweve men had died here, and only two remained. And two men without horses,
carts, or deds could never hope to bring back the dead.

The roundhouse lay five days hard travel south, and that was more than time enough for scavengers
to tear the bodies to shreds.

Raf wouldn't haveit. Ravenswerein the sky aready, turning circles aleague across, and soon
wolves, coyotes, bears, and tundra cats would harken to the sound of theirksawmg . All beasts that fed
upon dead things would be drawn to the camp, in search of one final med to gorge on before winter
Started true.

Shaking his head with a single savage blow, Raif flicked the cap from thetine. It popped open with a
gmall hiss. Fine powder from the guidestone streamed in the wind like acomet'stail, bringing the taste of
graniteto Raif'slips. After amoment of utter silence, he began walking the circle. Around the firepit, the
drying racks, the tents, and the bodies he moved, carving apath of air and dust. The gray powder sailed
long on winter's breath, riding the cold eddies and swirling up-drafts before sinking to its frozen bed.

Nothing was ever going to take Tern Sevrance. Ever. No ravenswould pick at hiseyesand hislips,
no wolveswould sink their fangsinto his belly and his rump, no bearswould suck the marrow from his
bones, and no dogs would fight over scraps. He'd be damned to the darkest pitsin hell if they would.



'Raf?’

Looking round, Raif saw Drey standing at the entrance to their father's tent, carrying a bundle of
supplies pressed hard againgt his chest. "What are you doing?"

'I'm drawing aguide circle. Were going to burn the camp.” Raif hardly recognized his own voice as
he spoke. He sounded cold, and there was a challenge in hiswords he had not originaly intended.

Drey looked at him along while. Hisnormally light brown eyeswere as dark asthe walls of the
firepit. He knew Raif's reasons—they were too close as brothers not to know each other's minds—but
Raif could tell hewas not pleased. He'd had plans of his own for the bodies,

Findly the musclesin Drey's neck began to work, and after amoment he spoke, hisvoice hard.
"Finish thecircle. I'll load these supplies by the horse pogts, then find what oil and pitch | can.”

A deep band of musclein Raif's chest relaxed. His mouth was dry—too dry to speak. So he nodded
once and continued walking. Raif felt Drey's gaze upon his back until the moment the circle was joined.
And he knew with utter certainty that he had taken something pre cious from his brother. Drey was
€ldest. He should have had first say with the dead.

Drey Sevrance did what was needed to start agood fire. He worked thoroughly and tirelesdy;
chipping and shredding firewood, stripping nearby trees of their needles to kindle the bare ground
between the tents and the pit, spreading great hegps of moss around the bodies, and lacing everything
with wads of rendered elk fat and ribbons of oil and pitch. The tent hides he doused with the hard liquor
that was dwaysto be found in Meth Ganlow's pack.

Through al the preparations, Raif did only those things Drey asked of him, nothing more; suggesting
nothing, saying nothing. Giving Drey hisdue.

Ravenscircled closer asthey worked, their long black wings casting knife shadows on the snow,
their harsh carrion calls a constant reminder to Raif of the thing he wore at his throat. Watcher of the
Dead .

When it was al done and the two brothers stood outside the guide circle, looking in at the primed
firetrap they had created, Drey took out hisflint and striker. The circle Raif had drawn was not visibleto
the eye. The powder was fine and the colt grass thick, and the wind had carried much of it away. But it
wasthere. Both Raif and Drey knew it wasthere. A guide circle carried dl the power of the guide-stone
it had been drawn with. It was Heart of Clan, here, on the frozen tundra of the badlands. All those within
it lay upon hallowed ground.

Tern had oncetold Raif that far to the south in the Soft Lands of flat-roofed cities, grassy plains, and
warm sess, there were others who used guide circlesto protect them. Knights, they were called. And
Tern said they burned their circlesinto their flesh.

Raif didn't know about that, but he knew a clansman would sooner |eave the roundhouse without his
sword than without aflask, pouch, antler tine, or horn containing his measure of powdered guidestone.
With asword, aman could only fight. Within the hallowed ground of aguide circle, he could spesk with
the Stone Gods, ask for deliverance, absolution, or a swift and merciful death.

A wolf howled in the distance, and asif its call had woken him from atrance, Drey pushed back his
hood and stripped off hisgloves. Raif did the same. All was ill and quiet. Thewind had died, the ravens



landed, the wolf silent, perhaps scenting prey. Neither brother spoke. Words had never been the
Sevrances way.

Drey gruck theflint. The kindling caught, flaring fiercely in Drey's hand. Drey stepped forward, knelt
on one knee, and lit the run of acohol-laced moss he had laid.

Raif forced himsdlf to watch. It was hard, but he was clan, and his chief and hisfather lay here, and
he would not look away. Flames raced toward Tem Sevrance, eager yellow fingers, sharp red claws.
Héllfire. And it would eat him as surely as any beedt.

Tem...

Suddenly Raif could think of nothing but ssamping the blaze out. He stepped forward, but even ashe
did so, liquid fire found the first tent, and the primed elkhide burst into a sheet of flames. Sparksflew
upward with agreat gasp of smoke, and athunderous roar of destruction shook the badlandsto its core.
Flames so hot they burned white danced in the rising wind. Pockets of ground ice melted with animal
hisses, and then the stench of burning men rose from the pyre. Rippling air pushed againgt Raif's cheek.
Hiseyes burned, and st water streamed from them, running down his cheeks. He continued to look
straight ahead. The exact piece of ground Tem lay on was etched upon his soul, and it was his Stone
God-given duty to watch it until it had burned to dust.

Findly there came atime when he could look away. Turning, he looked to his brother. Drey would
not meet his eyes. Drey's hand was bunched so tightly into afist it caused his chest to shake. After a
moment he spoke. "L et'sgo.”

Without glancing up to check his brother's reaction, Drey crossed over to the horse posts, picked up
his share of the supplies, and hefted them over his back. From the bulky look of the packs, Raif guessed
Drey had chosen to carry the heaviest bundles himself.

Drey waited by the post. He would not look at his brother, but he would wait for him.

Raif walked to meet him. As he suspected, the packs Drey had left were light, and Raif shrugged
them on hisback like a coat. He wanted to say something to Drey, but nothing seemed right, so he kept
hisslenceinstead.

Thefireroared a their backs asthey |eft the badlands campsite and headed south. Smoke followed
them, fire stench sickened them, and ashes settled on their shoulderslike the first shadows of night. They
crossed the floodplain and the sedge meadow and headed over the great grasdandsthat led home. The
sun set dow but early, lighting the sky behind them with alingering bloody light.

Drey never mentioned continuing the search for Mace Blackhail, and Raif was glad. Glad becauseiit
meant his brother saw the same things he did dong the way: abroken pane of ice on amelt pond, a
horse's hoof clearly stamped in the lichen, a ptarmigan bone, its end black from the roastfire, picked
clean.

When exhaugtion findly got the better of them, they hated. Anidand of blackstone pinesformed
their shelter for the night. The great centuries-old trees had grown in aprotectivering, originaly seeded
from asingle mother tree that had matured in the center, then later died. Raif liked being there. It waslike
camping withinaguidecircle.

Drey lit adry fireand pulled an elkhide over his shouldersto keep warm. Raif did the same, and the



two brothers sat close around the flames and ate strips of hung mutton and boiled eggs gone black. They
drank Tern'sdark, virtually undrinkable homebrew, and the sour taste and tarlike smell reminded Raif so
grongly of hisfather it made him smile. Tem Sevrance's homebrew was the worst in the entire clan;
everyone said so, no onewould drink it, and it was rumored to have killed adog. Y et Tem never
changed his brew. Much like heroesin stories who poisoned themsalves alittle each day to protect
againg attacks from artful assassins, Tem had becomeimmuneto it.

Drey smiled, too. It wasimpossible not to smile when faced with the very red possibility of death by
beer. A soreness cameto Raif'sthroat. There wasjust three of them now: he, Drey, and Effie.

Effie. The smile drained from Raif'sface. How would they tell Effie her dahad gone? She had never
known their mother. Meg had died on the birthing table in a pool of her own blood, and Tem had reared
Effie on hisown. Many clansmen and more than afew clansnvomen had told Tem he should remarry to
provide his sons and daughter with amother, yet Tem had flatly refused. "I have loved once, completely,”
hewould say. "And that's blessing enough for me."

Suddenly Drey reached over and cuffed Raif lightly on the cheek. "Don't worry," he said. "Well be
dlrignt."

Raif nodded, glad to his heart that Drey had spoken and comforted by the redlization that the same
thoughts sifting through his mind were sfting through Drey's aswell.

Sitting back, Drey adjusted the fire witha stick. Red-and-blue

flames danced close to his gloved hand as he turned out charred logs. "WEeIl make Clan Bludd pay
for what they did, Raif. | swear it."

A hand of pureice gripped Raif'sgut. Clan Bludd? Drey had no proof of what he said. Theraid
could have been mounted by any number of parties. Clan Dhoone, Clan Croser, Clan Gnash, aband of
Maimed Men. The Sull. And then there was the nature of the wounds, the stench of badness, the feding
that something more than desth had taken place. The warriors of Clan Bludd were fierce beyond telling,
with their spiked and lead-weighted hammers, their case-hardened spears, their partly shorn heads, and
their greatswords cut with deep center groovesfor channeling their enemies blood; yet Raif had never
once heard elther Tern or Dagro Blackhail say that Clan Bludd wasinvolved in...

Raif shook his head. He had no words for what had happened at the campground. He just knew that
any clansman worth hislore would turn his back on such athing.

Glancing over at Drey, Raif took a breath to speak. Then, seeing how vicioudy Drey poked at the
fire and how the stick he held was bent close to bresking, he et the breath out, unused. In five daysthey
would be back home. All truths would come out then.

FOUR A Raven Has Come Angus Lok was receiving kisses. Fourteen of them, to be exact, one for
each hafpenny that Beth and Little Moo would cost him. It was Beth'sidea, of course; she wanted new
ribbonsfor her hair, and she was prepared to do anything—Kkissing included—to get them. Little Moo
was far too young to have formed any opinion on ribbons other than that they were good to chew on; yet
shewas kissang her father anyway, giggling wildly and wetting Angus face with sticky, ever-so-dightly
gritty kissesthat tasted of oatcakes.

'Please, Father.Please ," Beth said. "Y ou promised.”



'Pweez, Papa," echoed Little Moo.

Angus Lok groaned. He knew when he was beaten. Slapping ahand on his chest, he cried, "All
right! All right! Y ou've torn your poor father's heart out dong wi' his purse! Ribbonsitis | supposel
should ask what colorsyou'll both be wanting?'

'Pink," said Beth.
'Noos," said Little Moo.

Angus Lok picked up Little Moo, lifted her from hislap, and planted her gently on the fox pelt rug a
hisfeet. "Pink and noosit is, then."

Beth giggled as shelaid onelast kiss on her father's cheek and stood. " Blue, Father. Little Moo
wantsblue.”

'Noos. Noos," echoed Little Moo happily.
IArglJSl"

Anguslooked up at the sound of hiswifesvoice. Two syllables, yet straightaway he knew something
waswrong. "What isit, love?'

Darra Lok hestated amoment in the doorway, asif reluctant to move forward, then took asmall,
resigned breath and walked into the farmhouse kitchen. Coming to join Angus by the fire, she paused to
push astray strand of hair from Beth's face and deprive Little Moo of ahairy bit of oatcake that the child
had just plucked from the depths of the fox pelt rug.

Sitting down on the oakwood bench that her father's steward had made for her as awedding gift
eighteen years earlier, Darra Lok took her husband's hand in hers. Checking first that the two youngest of
her three daughters were caught up in their own worlds of ribbons and oatcakes, she leaned closeto
Angusand said, "A raven has come."

Angus Lok took adeep breath and held it. Closing his eyes, he spoke asilent prayer to any and dll
godswho might belistening.Please let it not be araven. Please let Darrabe mistaken and it be arook, a
jackdaw, or ahooded crow . Even as he wished it, he knew he waswrong. Darra Lok knew araven
when she saw one,

Angusraised hiswife's hand to hislips and kissed it. He knew the gods didn't like it if aman asked
for one thing straight after another, so he didn't pray that hisfear wasn't showing on hisface. He smply
hid it aswell ashe could.

Darrasdark blue eyeslooked into his. Her normally lovely face was pale, and little lines Angus had
barely noticed before were etched deep into her brow. "Gassy spotted it this morning, circling the house.
It didn't cometo land until now."

‘Takemetoit."
DarraLok let go of her husband's hand and nodded. She stood dowly, reluctantly, brushing

imaginary dirt from her apron. "Beth. Watch your sster. See she doesn't get too closeto thefire. I'll be
back injust aminute.”



Beth nodded in amovement that was so smilar to the one Darrahad just made, it turned Angus
heart to lead. A raven had cometo his house, and athough the massve blue black birdswith their long
knife wings, powerful jaws, and human voices meant many different thingsto many different people, to
Angus Lok they meant just one: leaving home.

Darrawalked ahead of him out of the kitchen, and Angus paused at moment to run his hand over
Beth's cheek. "Pink and blue," he mouthed as he | eft, so she knew he wouldn't forget about the ribbons.

It was raining outside, a steady drizzle that had begun just before dawn, and the grounds around the
Lok farm were turning to mud. Darra had spent most of the morning harvesting the last of her herb
garden beforefirgt frot, and the small patch of ground just below the kitchen window was stripped bare.
To the sde of the herb garden, the chickens clucked nervoudy in the coup, built in alean-to against the
kitchen chimney. They knew al about ravens.

'Father!"

Angus Lok turned toward the voice of his eldest daughter. Gassy Lok had dirt smeared on her face,
her hair was plastered to the Sdes of her head in two wet sheets, and she was wearing an ancient oilskin
cape that had come with the farm together with amilk churn and two rotting plows. Y et to Angus she
looked perfectly beautiful. High spots of color glowed in her cheeks, and her hazel eyeswere asbright as
raindrops glistening on amber. Sixteen, shewas. Old enough to be wed and have children of her own.
Angus frowned. How was she ever going to meeta young man, hidden out herein thefarm and
woodlands two days northeast of Ille Glaive? She wasn't. And that was one reason Angus Lok didn't
despwel a night.

'Have you cometo take alook at the raven?' Gassy said, excitement spilling into her voice as sheran
tojoin her father. "1t'samessenger, like the rooks that sometimes come. Only bigger. There's something
tiedtoitsleg.”

Darraand Angus Lok exchanged aglance. "Gassy, go insgde and warm yourself. Y our father and |
will seetothebird.”

IBlJt_ll
'Ingde, Casllyn.”

Gassy brought her lipstogether, made asmall huffing sound, then turned and made her way insidethe
house. Darra seldom used her full name.

Angus ran ahand over hisface, brushing the rain from his eyebrows and beard. He watched as
Gassy closed the kitchen door behind her. She wasagood girl. Hed talk to her later, explain what he
could.

‘Thisway. The bird has no liking for the rookery like the rest. It's perched itsdlf in the old em around
the back.” Without waiting for her husband to acknowledge what she said, Darracut acrosstheyard j1

and down aong the sde of the house. Angus had lived with hiswife too long not to know that her
briskness was a cover. Darrawas nervous and trying not to show it.

To therear of the Lok farmhouse lay open woodland. Great old oaks, elms, and basswoods grew



tall and spread wide over arich damp underwood of lichen, dead leaves, loam, and ferns. In spring
Gassy and Beth would search for blue duck eggs, wood frogs, and wild mint, and in summer they'd
spend entire days in the woods, picking cloudberries, blackberries, gooseberries, and black plums,
coming home after sundown with sticky faces and baskets crammed with dark mushy fruitsthat would
have to be soaked in water to drown the maggots out. In autumn they would hunt for field mushrooms
and milk caps, and in winter, during those times when Angus work took him away, Darrawould set
trgpsto catch smal game.

Kaaw! Kaaw!

The raven announced its presence with two short, angry notes, drawing Angus Lok's gaze skyward,
up through the branches of the great white elm that provided summer shade for the entire house. Even
surrounded by branches asthick as arms, the raven's form was unmistakable. It perched in the tree with
al the arrogance of apanther resting after an easy kill. Black and till, it watched Angus Lok with eyes of

liquid gold.

Angus gaze shifted from the creature's eyestoitslegs. A marked thickening directly aboveits|eft
claw was clearly vigble: pikeskin, snew bound, then painted with aresin sedl.

Kaaw! Kaaw!
Look, | dareyou.

Angus heard the raven's call asachadlenge. Only two people in the Northern Territories used ravens
to carry their messages, and Angus knew in the soft marrow of his bonesthat he didn't want to hear from
either of them. The past lay within that pikeskin pouch, and he and the raven knew it.

'Cdll it down." Darras voice was low, her handstwisted at the fabric of her gpron.

Nodding softly, Angus whistled as he had once been taught nearly twenty years earlier: two short
chirrsfollowed by asingle long note.

The raven bobbed its head and shook out its wings. Gold eyes appraised Angus Lok. Seconds
passed, and then, making anoise that sounded just like human laughter, the raven flew down from the
branch.

Darra stepped back as the huge bird landed. Angus had to fight the urge to step back himself. The
raven's bill was as big as a spearhead, sharp and hooked like the shredder on a plow. Apparently
delighted by Darras fear, the bird danced toward her, bobbing its head and calling softly.

‘Nay, yer little beagtie. Angus grabbed at the raven, one hand circling its belly, the other clamping
down onitshill. Pulling the bird from the ground, he hefted it fast againgt his chest. Theraven jerked its
wings and clawed itsfest, but Angus held it firm, increasing his pressure oniitshill. "Darra. Takethe knife
from my belt and cut the message.”

Darradid as she was asked, though her knifehand shook so much as she broke the sedl that she
nearly bled the bird. With the sinew and resin bindings broken, the small package, no bigger than achild's
littlefinger, fel into Darras|eft pam.

Angusturned away from hiswife and threw the raven from him. The bird spread itswings and soared
into theair, laughing, laughing, asit disappeared into the blade-meta sky.



'Here. Takeit." DarraLok held out the package. The pikeskin wrapping was badly stained by rain,
resin, and bird lime, but smd| slvery green patches of skin were dill visble dongitslength. Pikeskin was
light, strong, and waterproof and could be molded in place when wet. A useful materia, yet Angus
couldn't recdll thelast time he'd received a message so wrapped. The moment Angus fingers closed
around the soft, damp package, Darratook a step back. Angus sent hiswife aglance. Stay .

Darrashook her head. "No, my husband. I've been married to you for eighteen years, and | have
never once looked upon any message they have sent. | do not think it would be agood time to break my
tally now." With that Darra Lok ran ahand over her husband's right cheek and turned and walked away.

Angus cupped his hand to hisface where hiswife had touched him, holding on to her warmth as he
watched her disappear behind the corner of the house. He didn't deserve her. She was aRoss of Clad
Hill, and her father was agrangelord, and nineteen years ago when they'd first met, she could have had
any man she chose. Angus Lok | (ONES never forgot that. It ran through his mind now as he unraveled
therall of pikeskin and pulled out the length of saliva-softened whitespruce bark.

Sliced so thinly that Angus could see his thumb through the fibers, the soft strip of inner bark carried
aborder of seals chasing quarter moons burned into the wood. The message was aso burned in,
paingtakingly pricked out with thetip of ared-hot needle:

The One with Reaching Arms Beckons Days Darker Than Night Lie Ahead Sada uk Angus stepped
toward the great old em and leaned heavily againg itstrunk. Rain dripped around him, forming acurtain
of beaded light. Many things he had been prepared for, many terrible, terriblethings. But this... A bitter
amileflashed acrass Angus face. Thiswas something he had thought well behind him. They al had.

It'syour choice, Angus Lok. Make of it what you will. The past pulled like amuch used muscle
within Angus chest. It shortened his breath, making it difficult to breethe. He would have to leave.
Tonight. Head for Ille Glaive, meet with those who needed to be told. It never occurred to him to doubt
the message. Sadaluk of the Ice Trapper tribe was not the sort of man given to rash communication.
Twenty years, and thiswasthefirst time Angus had ever heard from him.

Beneath Angus feet, the bald earth around the em turned to mud. The raven's laughter echoed in the
last of the tre€'s attached leaves. Angus glanced at his house. Insde Gassy would be helping Darra stack
the fire before supper, Beth would be rolling dough for the swest, sticky unnameable pastries that she
and Little Moo loved to eat. Asfor Little Moo... well, she had probably keeled over on the rug and was
currently fast adeep. That child could deep anywhere.

Pain, which had never quite left Angus chest, reasserted itsalf with asingle, soft stab. How safe were
al hischildren tonight?

Tucking the messagein adip insde hiswaistcoat, Angus pushed himsdf off from the dm and headed
for the warmth of hishouse. No. He wouldn't leave hishome, not in darkness. Those who sent mes sages
could go to the degpest spirding hell. He had promised Beth and Little Moo ribbons, and by dl the gods,
they were going to get them. Y et even as Angus Lok found some satisfaction in defiance, fear settled like
dust within his bones. A raven had come, and a message had been received, and the past was now a
tightly held fist knocking at hisdoor.

t't Asquiet as sttling dust, Ash March told herself as she dipped through her chamber door. Cool
air from the corridor brushed against her nightdress, and Ash had to bite the inside of her mouth to stop
hersdlf from shivering. Why did it have to be so cold? She glanced back at the door. Should she have



brought an outer robe after al? Suddenly the idea of wandering around Mask Fortress wearing little but a
nightdress and awoal tunic didn't seem nearly asclever asit had earlier. Still, thisway, if shewere
caught, she could at least claim degpwaking and have a chance of being believed. Wearing a cloak
would make things harder. Did deepwalkers dress before they went outside? Ash didn't know.

Looking ahead a what she could see of the gently spiraling corridor of cut and angled stone, Ash
listened for the sound of Marafice Eye. The Knife had moved from his post by Ash's door some minutes
earlier, probably assuming his charge was fast adeep. Ash didn't know where he had gone, had no idea
when and if hewould return. She just knew that he was sick of spending his nights camped outside her
door. Shedidn't blame him. It was cold enough to turn breath white, and, discounting watching dust settle
and greenwood torches burn out one by one, there was nothing to do.

Laughter. Ash tensed. The sound came again, down the corridor and off to the right. Katia's room.
Y et that wasn't Katialaughing. Not unless sheld spent the night swilling hot tar and chewing on gravel.

'| said blow out thelight.”

Immediately Ash recognized the cold, imperative tones of Marafice Eye. He wasin Katiasroom...
with Katia . Ash shuddered; she didn't like the thought of that one bit. Katiawas so smal, dark and tiny
likeadoll. And Marafice Eye was ahuge bull of aman, with armsthat took the deeves of four mento
cover them and wrigtslikeiron'l JV -

bars. Sipping into the shadows againgt the opposite wall, Ash walked quickly ahead.

The limestone walls were bitterly cold, and Ash avoided touching them as she moved. Both her own
and Katia's chambers were Stuated in the shortest and thickest of the four towersin Mask Fortress: the
Cask. The Cask wasthe principa fortified structure in Spire Vanis, and itswalls were twenty feet thick.
A series of spiraing corridors and winding staircases led up from its base like a path weaving around a
hill, breaking occasiondly for defensve bastions, archers roosts, chambers, walled-in shugs, and
recessed a coves with cut stone benches known as graymeets.

Adgh's chamber formed the heart of the Cask. Directly below her floor, the tower wall was spiked
with aring of fortifications so thick that from outside they looked like amassive limestone bird's nest
clustered around atree. The Cask was not a pretty sight. Of the three towers that were livable within the
fortress, it wasthe least gracioudy set, having none of the wrought ironwork and lead cladding found in
the Horn or the crow-step gables and black marble eyelets of the Bight.

Asfor the Splinter, the tallest tower in Mask Fortress, capped with the Iron Spire, where high
traitorswere onceimpaed at aheight of six hundred feet so that everyone within the city could seethem
and know fear... Ash shook her head. No one had been there for years. The Splinter was unstable,
uninhabitable, freezing, damp, broken. It was awonder the whole thing didn't collgpse. One end was said
to be embedded so deeply within the frozen bedrock of Mount Sain that the tower shuddered aong with
the mountain. And the other end soared so high into the clouds that moisture continualy ran in rivulets
down itswalls whether it wasraining or not. In winter the entire structure was encased within alayer of
rimeice aknucklethick. Pae, narrow, and twisting, the ice-bound tower had been called by many
names. the Winter Spire, the White Thorn, Penthero Iss Bloodless Prick. Ash frowned. Katiawas
aways passing aong such nonsense.

Reaching the first set of steps, Ash risked looking back. Katiamust have blown out the light as
Marafice Eye had bidden, for the space beneath the little maid's door was now dark. That was good,
Ash told hersdlf, moving her mind away from the subject. She didn't want to think about what might be



happening within,

Solid limestone steps muffled her footfdls as she descended the stairs. 1ron hooks, mottled brown
and orange with rot and rugt, jutted from the stairwall like bird claws, forcing her to walk dead center.
Once they had been used to suspend grest fire-blackened chainsthat linked all the Cask’s portcullisesto
asngle lever in the strongroom below. Now they were just one more hazard to avoid, like servants,
brothers-in-the-watch, and the raw mountain air.

Ash rubbed her arms. She was so cold. Freezing. Y et she had thought to wear her thickest
nightgown, and her feet were dippered in moleskin. It wasn't even winter yet, not properly, so why could
she never get warm?

Y ouare not well, dmost-daughter. | worry .

Ash shook her foster father's voice from her head. She wasn't unwell in the way he meant. Katiahad
told her al aout what happened to girls when they came into their blood, and nightmares and cold
swests formed no part of it. "Y ou get ssomach cramps,” Katiahad said, an air of vast superiority
warming her voice. "And your mind tartsturning to men." Ash blew air through her nogtrils. Men. No,
that definitely wasn't hgppening to her.

Something else was. Ten nightsin arow she had dreamed of ice. Always she awoke to find sheets
damp with sweat twisted around her arms like rope. The dreams were sored , and the voices of the
creatures who spoke to her were like nothing she had ever heard before. Mistressss , they murmured, as
sckly pleasing as sweet rolls spread with honey and jam,come for us, stretch toward us, reach ...

Ash took a deep breath to sop hersdf from shivering. The thought of returning to her bedchamber
was suddenlythere in her mind, and it was hard to keep moving forward. Her foster father knew what
was wrong with her, she was sure of it. She was aso sure he would never tell her the truth.

He watched her congtantly; stedling into her room when she was deegping, examining her bressts, her
hair, her teeth, questioning Katia about the tiniest details of her life. Nothing wastoo insignificant for him:
the contents of her chamber pot, the amount of goosefat Ieft on her plate after dinner, the changing
dimensions of her corselet and smal linens. What did he want with her? Wasn't being his almost-daughter

enough?
Ash pushed the hurt away before it reached her. He wasn't her redl

father, she had to remember that. He never called her daughter without speaking the worddmost
fird.

The stairs came to an abrupt halt between storiesto allow accessto the battlements, then resumed
after ashort ramp. Ashincreased her speed. Thelight level wasrising, and shouted orders and the clatter
of stedd on stedl began to filter up from the Red Forge below.

Penthero Issknew something, something about her, her parents, or the circumstances of her birth.
Something that made him guard her closdly at dl times, set his Knife outsde her door, and call upon her
day and night unannounced, hoping to catch her. .. doing what? Ash shook her head. She might find the
answer to that tonight.

Every evening in the hour before midnight, Issleft his private chambersin the base of the Cask and
went elsewhere. Ash had seen him leave and return countless times over the years, yet she did not know



where he went. According to Katia, he seldom locked the chamber door behind him. It was late, and the
Cask was secure, and only Ash, Katia, and ahandful of trusted servants were alowed access during the
night. The Rive Watch garrison, the mighty Red Forge where brothers-in-the-watch struck and cooled
their bloodred swords, was situated adjacent to the Cask. No one could enter the tower unchallenged.
Iss chamber was secure againgt intruders, but not against someone who was aready within the tower.

All her fogter father's private papers were held within his chamber. If there was any record of the day
he had found and claimed her, it would be buried somewhere deep benegth his date books and ledgers,
his onionskin atlases and manifestsand ligts.

Ash began her descent of the second flight of stairs, her hand trailing from hook to hook aong the
gairwall. Iss voice followed her like smoke from the greenwood torches.Is this how you repay me,
amost-daughter? | clothe you and feed you, and then as soon as my back isturned you betray melike
this. Y ou disappoint me, Asarhia. | thought you loved your father more .

Asarhia. Ash bristled. She was Ash, just Ash, yet no one within Mask Fortress would acknowledge
it. Everyone called her Asarhiaor Lady Asarhiaor mistress. It was yet another thing she owed to
Penthero Iss. He had found and then named her: Asarhia because it was afashionable name given to
ladies of high birth, and March because of where she was found: on the very border of the city itsdf.Fve
paces farther south of VVaingate,  most-daughter, and you would not have been mine to keep.
Protector's Trove ends within ashadow'sfall of the gate.

Ash breathed in cold air from the shadows as she paused upon the final landing to listen for sounds of
brothers-in-the-watch.

Vangate. Why Vaingate? Spire Vanis had four gates, each onefacing acardind point. Vaingate
faced south. South . No roads led from it, no brothers-in-the-watch patrolled it, no cartsloaded with
wares ever trundled past its posts. Vaingate opened onto the north face of Mount Sain! It had been built
purely for show, satisfying some ancient masonic code of order that demanded awalled city have four
gates. Who would leave a baby outside a gate that was never used?

The answer came to Ash with the same sickening pull as dways: Someone who wanted their baby
dead.

Voices. Close by.

Ash gtilled herself. She spent hours each day watching fortress cats chase mice and birdsin the
quadrangle, and one thing she knew for sure wasthat a cat never pounced unless it saw something move.
Thetrick was keeping your nerve. Mice didn't, birds didn't, but some old hares did. Ash had seen them,
gtting perfectly sill on the archers block as brazen asyou like. The shadows on the stairwell were deep,
danting, and Ash leaned into them, pressing her shoulders againgt the limestone wall. The voices grew
louder. Footsteps clicked over tile,click, click, click .

'Don't hold the bowl out at arm's length like aused chamber pot, you great moose. It'll cool in no
timethat way. Hold it againgt your chest. Can't have His Coldness complaining about lukewarm
beans—not with them being lateand dl."

‘And why not? It's certainly not him that ests them. Beansis common fare, and we dl know how high
and mighty the Killhound is. Wouldn't eat a pork sausage if hislife depended oniit.”

'l don't know nothing about that. Beansin soft butter he's asked for, and beans he's going to get.



Now deliver 'em sharpish—they'relong past due asit is. And be sure to let him know that no onein the
kitchen'sto blame. Furnacemen! Hmph! When | find which of those dog-faced devilskilled my stove, |
swvear I'l..."

Thevoicestrailed off asthe two figures disgppeared aong the corridor, and Ash pulled back from
thewadll. It was just Mistress Wence and

amanservant. They hadn't even glanced up asthey passed. From the sound of things, they were late
delivering food to her foster father. Which meant that Isswas il in his chamber. Annoyed, Ash brushed
lime dust from her shoulders. What was she going to do now?

Matters were decided for her by the sound of booted feet descending the gairs. A
brother-in-the-watch, judging from the faint jingle of metal that accompanied each step, so there was no
going back. Leaving the safe haven of the shadows, Ash took the last of the steps and moved into the
corridor below. The entrance to the Red Forge lay on the south side of the tower, so she took the way
north instead, following Mistress Wence and the manservant toward Iss chamber.

At ground leve the curvature of the Cask's corridors was so dight, it was easy to forget they ranina
circuit around the base of the tower. Only aquarter of the rotundawas given over to Iss private rooms.
The remaining space was taken by state rooms. the Hall of Trids, the Blackvault, and the main entrances
to the quadrangle and the Red Forge. Along the entire length of the circuit ran aseries of life-size Satues
hewn from marble the color of smoke: the Founding Quarterlords and Impaled Beasts of Spire Vanis.

Ash shivered hard as she heard the brother-in-the-watch open the main rotunda door behind her.
Cold air pushed against the backs of her legs. She was beginning to wish she hadn't started this. But then,
doing anything these days was preferable to deeping.

Dreamswoke her every night. Her mind drifted... she saw theice cave, felt theterrible cold breath
that seamed fromitsshiningwalls. ..

Another door banged closed, bringing Ash back. Voices again. Mistress Wence and the servant
returning from Iss chamber. They would be here any moment.

Panicking, Ash whedled around. Smooth walls, an iron-plated door that led to the unused east gdlery
and was kept locked at dl times, alit greenwood torch, and arecess housing a statue of Torny Fyfe,
Bastard Lord, swordsman and glutton, and least highly regarded of the Founding Quarterlords were the
only thingsinsght.

Mistress Wence's hed s tapped a march againgt the limestone floor. Her thin nasal voice pipedin
displeasure.

Ash ran for the greenwood torch, tugged it from its pewter casing, and rammed the burning end
againg thewall. Theflamesdied in| stantly, killing the light. Thick smoke from the charred end curled
toward the ceiling as Ash recouched the torch. The smell of burned resin helped clear her head. Turning
about, she ran for the statue of Torny Fyfe, squeezing hersdlf behind his great marble thighs and thanking
the Maker for every eight-course medl the Quarterlord had ever eaten. The shadow cast by his
overhanging belly was enough to provide ateam of dogs with shade.

'Readlly! Between you and furnacemen | don't know who's the dimmest. Y ou were supposed to tell
Issthat itwasn't the kitchen staffsfault. Not just stand there mumbling alot of old nonsense about the
lumber and thefire"



Rounding the curve, Mistress Wence and the manservant came to an abrupt hat severd paces short
of Torny Fyfeslikeness. Although light in the corridor was now limited, it was far from dark, and Ash
could clearly see Mistress Wence's sharp nose quiver.

"Torch has gone out. Take aflint toit, Grice. We don't want to give His Coldness anything else to
find fault with."

As Grice dapped histunic looking for aflint, Ash felt atrickle of cold swesat dide past her ear.
Dream or no dream, she was returning to her chamber as soon asthis pair was gone. She should never
have come here. The whole idea had been amistake from the start. Sheld rather be lying in bed dreaming
of ice than wedged behind amarble backside, hiding from the fortress saff.

Redlizing Grice wasflintless, Mistress Wence sniffed with venom. "Redlly! How can you cal yourself
aman and not carry aflint?"

'l can relight it from one of the torches, mistress.”

To Adh'svery great relief, Mistress Wence shook her head, shoulders, and chest. Y ou will do no
such thing, you great oaf. What if Iss came from his chamber and saw you hulking around with asmoking
torch in your hand at thistime of night?' Three sniffsfollowed in rgpid succession. "Hed think you werea
hideclad cometo finish him off, that'swhat. And sure as rotten apples bring flies, heéd make you pay for
it. Y ou're coming to the kitchen with me and pick up aflint this minute. Move sharpish, now!" With that
Mistress Wence and the manservant resumed their journey aong the corridor.

Sumping forward againg Torny Fyfe's shoulder, Ash exhded softly. A wisp of marble dust spilled
down her neck, cold and grainy like powdered snow. Ash shook it away. She was iff, haf-frozen, and

her nightgown was plastered to her back with icy swest. Sucking in her chest and stomach, she
squeezed hersdlf free of Torny Fyfe's shoulders and shuffled her ankles clear of hisblocky, basestone
feet. As she stepped into the open corridor, her head jerked back painfully. Turning about, she saw
where alock of her hair had snagged in the Quar-terlord's e aborately worked scabbard. Cursing al fat
men with swords, Ash edged back to releaseit.

Besides arming Torny Fyfe with asword long enough to impae ahorse, the sculptor had dso
concelved of abrisk wind to blow at his cape, and sharp folds of marble shaved Ash'sshinsas she
moved. Letting out a sound halfway between a squeak and a sob, Ash vowed to run back to her
chamber and never, ever, venture out again.

Sss. A door whirred open in the distance, making afaint hissng sound. Ash looked up. The noise
came from the direction of Penthero Iss private chamber. Even before she could decide what to do, she
heard softly soled feet dgpping stone. Isswas coming thisway.

Wrenching her trapped hair free, Ash drew hersdlf into the deepest shadows of the recess. Isswould
befuriousif he found her here. Furious. The time she fixed the bolt on her door was nothing compared to
this.

Before she had chance to settle hersdf into aposition she could comfortably hold, her foster father
rounded the corner. Thin, pale, and hairless except for his closdy shorn scalp, Penthero Iss had the look
of something drowned and then pulled up aweek later from alake. Everything about him was pallid,



smooth, and bloodless. His eyes were green, but barely so; hislips and cheeks had the color and texture
of cooked ved; and the skin on his earlobes et through light.

Carrying acovered bundlein hisleft arm, Isswalked fagter than was normally hiswont. Blue silk,
heavily embroidered with metal chains and pieces of agate, thrashed againgt histhighs as he moved.

Ash held her breath. All of her shrank back, away from her foster father. She closed her eyesas he
passed.

Only he didn't pass. Not completely. He walked to a point and then stopped. All was silent. Redlizing
she had been discovered, Ash opened her eyes. The degpwalking excuse was a dead dog now.

Ash blinked. Fully expecting her foster father's pale green gaze to be upon her, she was surprised to
see that he wasn't even looking her way. His back was toward her, and he was standing in front of the
iron door. Ash saw thetendonsin hiswrigt rise and fdl, and then amuffleddunk sounded as lock and
key turned.

Indl her years of living within Mask Fortress, Ash had never once seen the iron door opened. It led
through to the unused east gallery and then to the Splinter beyond. No one ever visited the Splinter. It
was forbidden by rule of law. Workmen had died there, people said, plunging to their deaths through
gapsin rotten timbers, crushed by falling masonry, and impaed upon the banister of spikesthat wove
around the main stairway like ahandrail to hell.

Ash inched forward, resting her hand on Torny Fyfe's smoothly chiseled rear.

The door siwung back as Penthero I ss pushed againgt the metal plating. Stale air breathed into the
corridor like fine mist. Ash smelled the dry, itchy odor of old stone and withered things. It was the same
sme l—part of it—that clung to Iss sometimes when he visited her chambersin the middle of the night.
Ash trembled, not sure if shewas excited or afraid. Thelock had turned with barely asound! The door
hinges glided as smoothly as a pat of butter running down aroast. Everything had been oiled. Recently.
Therewas no rust, no rot.

Issdid into the darkness on the far side of the door. All previous vows about returning to her room
forgotten, Ashwilled her foster father not to lock the door behind him. He wasin ahurry, she knew that.
Would he pause to lock the door?

Theiron door closed as easily as something aquarter of its Size. Switching air caused one of theiron
platestojiggleinitsframe. Ash listened for the sound of Issinserting hiskey. She heard something, a
click or tap, and then everything was quiet.

Ash waited. Her heart was pumping fast and hard, and she was ready to run for the door. She forced
herself to count seconds. Her foster father had gone to the Splinter. TheSplinter .

Minutes passed. Beneath Ash's hand, Torny Fyfe's backside warmed to atoasty glow. Ash patted
the marble. She was growing rather fond of the old Quarterlord.

Thistime she dipped smoothly from the recess, tucking her hair beneath her nightdress and lifting her
ankles high to avoid sharp edges. Working the stiffness from her legs and back, she crossed to the door.
Seen up close, the metal plates were scored and then case hardened to form arigid skin of stedl. The
mark of the Killhound standing high atop the Iron Spire was stamped upon each one.



Unsettled, Ash pushed against the door. The cool metal gave, sweeping back beneath her pam.
Shadows and old air stole across Ash's fingers and up aong her arm. Iss had not |ocked the door. It
seemed mad, impossible. Doubt spiked in her ssomach like aviolent cramp. Still she kept pushing,
forcing the door back into the corridor beyond. Secrets lay ahead, she was sure of it. And she had to
know if those secretsinvolved her.

Stepping into the shadows, she let the door fall shut behind her. A different kind of coldness from that
present in the rotunda gripped a her chest: dry, bitter, and weighted, asif the air were thick with particles
of freezing dust. Ash gtilled hersdf for amoment, giving her eyestimeto adjust to the darkness.

The east gdllery was along arcade of limestone arches roofed with date—she knew that because the
sructure formed the massive east wall of the quadrangle—yet the shadows surrounding her gave little of
that away. Dark gashes of open space, pae glimmering edges, and hoods of matted stone were all she
could see. Soft warbling sounds came from somewhere high above, and Ash guessed that pigeons had
found their way into roost.

Hoping they were the only living things she would encounter, she began to walk in the direction she
imagined was forward. Stone dust crunched beneath her dippers with each step. Icy fingers of frost
tugged at her arms and ankles. The odor of dry decay sharpened. Suddenly nervous, she picked up her
pace, driding into the tunndling darkness. ,'can turn back a any time , shetold hersdlf, trying to sound
grong.

The gallery stretched on and on, and except for occasional chinks in boarded-up windows where
sngle beams of moonlight shone through, therewas no increasein light. Ash glanced into the shadows
pooled to ether side of the walkway. What could a man see in such darkness? She dowed. What could
hedo ?

Ash hated and peered into the distance. A curving endwall, black yet planed smooth enough to
reflect some measure of light, blocked the way ahead. Just visible against the dark stonework wasthe
outline of aheavily carved door. Ash recognized it instantly. Another identical door, locked, barred, and
boarded, stood outside against the fortress wall. The wood had been worked in such away to fool the
eyesinto thinking that the door was aready open and Robb Claw, great-grandson of the Bastard Lord
Glamis Claw, was on hisway through.

The second entrance to the Splinter.

Even as Ash tensed muscles to step toward it, the ground benegath her feet shuddered. Overhead
beams creaked. Dugt Sfted to thefloor likefinerain. Tiny hairsaong her armslifted. Everything tilled,
yet something within the air and shadows continued to change. Ahead the endwall seemed to grow
darker, blacker, deeper, sphoning substance from the night. The air temperature dropped so quickly it
fdt likeliquid against Ash's skin. Shadows bled. Bearings shifted. Everything became somehowless than
itwas

And then Ashfdt it.

Something evil and wanting and broken. Something trapped in the darkness, drying dowly to ascay
husk. Something nameless and full of hate, driven by loneliness and terror and savage, blinding,
unspeakable pain. Mdicefilled it, fear consumed it, need pumped like blood through its dark, voided
heart. It wanted,wanted . It hardly knew what, but it wanted. And hated. And was utterly aone.

Dread stole over Ash like deep cold. All the bresth rushed from her body, leaving her lungs hanging



dead in her chest. Aningtant floated in the air like dust too fineto settle. Ash felt asif sheweresinking in
ice cold water. She couldn't bresthe, move, think.

Sowly, dowly, and at terrible cost, the namel ess wanting thing turned its mind toward Ash March.
Ash felt the great millwhed of its awareness pass over her, and in those seconds she came to know the
full burden of its existence. It made her mouth go dry.

The creature reached.
It wasn't there, wasn't beside, above, or beneath her. But it reached.
Ash shrank back. She sucked in breath, turned on her hed and ran.

Fists beeting air, hair streaming loose, moleskin dippers smacking againgt sione, Ash raced along the
east gdlery, back toward the iron door. Walls, arches, and openings blurred into asingle streak. Ash's
heart beat in her throat. When she came upon the iron-plated door, she blasted through it like a bear
through sheet ice. The rotunda corridor was warm and full of light. The torch she had extinguished had
been rdit and burned with a crackling yellow flame. Part of her

wanted to rip it from the wall and throw it into the darkness beyond the door and burn whatever lived
there.

The desireto flee was greater. Not stopping to watch the door swing shut behind her, or check if
anyone was coming, Ash dashed aong the rotundatoward the airs. Limestone wallsthat earlier had felt
as cold as gravestones now seemed as warm as sun-baked clay.

Ash shook her head as she took the stairs two and three at atime. She had been afool. A fool.
Everyone knew there was no such thing as good secrets. She should have kept away, not looked, not
dared. Evenif she had goneto her foster father's private chambersinstead of heading for the Splinter, the
story would have been the same. She wasn't redly going to find some magica dip of paper that told of
how she was more than just afoundling, how Penthero Iss had robbed and tricked her red parentsinto
giving her up. Therewere no good secrets. And shewas afool for believing otherwise.

Adhlet out ahysterica sob.
She was Ash March, Foundling, |eft outside Vaingateto die.

Tears stung her eyes as she climbed the last stairsto her chamber. She didn't want to think about the
nameless cregture in the Splinter, didn't want to know what it was.

'What have we here?’

Ash rounded thefinal turn in the staircase and came face-to-face with Marafice Eye. The Knife
moved directly into her path, preventing her from taking another step. The bow curve of his chest forced
her to edge back. Marafice Eye had smal eyes and a smal mouth and hands as big as dogs. Ash was
scared of his hands. She had seen him break iron chains with them.

'Where have you been? Sick of pissing in apot? Thought you might get up and use the jacks
ingtead?’

Ash made no reply. Marafice Eye liked to use obscenities around women. Hetook pleasureiniit.



Holding her gaze down, refusing to meet his eyes, Ash stepped to the Sde, meaning to passthe
Knife. She didn't want him to know she was upset.

Marafice Eye stepped with her, barring her way once more. The block of purple flesh that formed
the Knifesleft fist swung up to Ash's chin. Thefist bardly touched flesh, grazing the underside of her jaw
with aknuckle the size of abird's skull, yet it was enough to make Ash look up.

The Kniféslipstwisted into asmile. "What's upset our little girly, then? Did she see something she
wasn't supposed to, or did the frost just bite?"

‘Leavemeaone!” Ash exploded forward, pushing against Marafice Eye's chest with dl that wasin
her. The Knife barely swayed. His oxblood leather tunic creaked as he leaned forward to absorb the
blow. Ash fell back on her hedls, jolted and off balance asif she had walked straight into adoor.

Smiletwigting to its narrow limits, the Knife resettled hisfist under Ash'sjawline, pushing his knuckles
into the soft hollow where her neck and jaw met. "I've killed women for less,” he said, small eyesglinting.
"What makesyou so sure | wouldn't kill you?!

Adh'slegsfdt like straw sticks. She could fed the namel ess creature's presence like greasy residue
agang her skin. Her chest was shaking with exhaustion, and despite running through the fortress at full
Speed, shefdt ascold asif she had been standing till.

Raising her head clear of Marafice Eye'sfist, shetook adeep breath and said, "'ss set you towaich
not touch me. Now step aside and leave me be, and perhaps, just perhaps, come tomorrow | won't tell
him how easy it wasto dip through your guard.”

The Knife's eyes narrowed to two dark dits. The dabs of flesh on hisface stiffened. He looked at
Asdh, breathed on Ash, and then, in his own good time, stood aside and | et her pass.

Ash felt malice on her back for the second time that night as she climbed the last three steps and took
the short walk back to her chamber. Marafice Eye watched her al the way. As her hand reached for the
chamber door, he spoke. "Push me again, AsarhiaMarch, and youwill end up dead.”

Ash closed her eyes, shutting out the words. Her knees buckled and she had to lean into the door to
stop hersdf from falling. Although she didn't look around, she knew Marafice Eye had seen her collapse.
She hated him for it.

With dl the strength she could muster, she pushed againgt the door. It opened and she half staggered,
haf fell, into her chamber. Even though she could barely stand, the first thing she did was pull the chair
from her dresser and jam it againgt the door. It wasn't enough.

standing beside the guidestone and singing to the Stone Gods. Y et words wouldn't come. Raif tried,
but they wouldn't.

After amoment Drey moved ahead, shoulders stiffening beneath his oilskins, gloved hands running
aong his dkhide pack to brush off deet. Raif knew he was disappointed. "Drey."

'What?'

Raif took abreath. It suddenly seemed important to say something,now , before they reached the



roundhouse. Only he wasn't surewhat, or why. "Theraid."

'What of it?" Drey didn't look up. Thick tufts of grass hid ankle-breaking boulders, bog holes, and
snags of long-gone trees, and Drey suddenly seemed engrossed in choosing his steps.

'We can't say who attacked the camp.” Raif struggled for the right words. "Wejust need to be...
careful, that'sdl. Y ou and me. Careful.” The wind picked up as he spoke, howling through the trees on
the dope, thrashing grassflat against the earth and driving deet into their faces. Raif shivered. He glanced
a Drey.

His brother's hood now pointed ahead. After amoment Drey pushed it back, exposing hisface. He
stopped in histracks. "There's Corbie Meese. Up on therise, by the old black oak."

A musclein Raif'sssomach pulled with a soft, Sckening twist. Hadn't Drey heard what he said? Raif
opened his mouth to speak again, but Drey's arm came up and he began shouting.

'‘Corbiel Corhiel Over herel”

Raif pushed back his own hood and ran his hand through his hair. He watched asthe gray figureon
the dope raised a hand in acknowledgment, then dipped back afew paces and trotted his horse into
view. It was Corbie Meese dl right. Even from this distance his stocky hammerman's body with its
disproportionately muscular arms and neck was clearly identifiable. Even the dight flattening on the |eft
sde of hishead above his ear, where atraining hammer had clipped his skull when he wasjust aboy,
showed up againgt the light gray sky. Corbi€e's hammer was strapped to his back, as dways. Raif noticed
that itsiron head reflected no light as Corbie swung up to mount his horse. Which meant the normaly
smooth metal had been laid upon an anvil and chisdl scored.

'He'sriding back," Drey said. After amoment he spoke again, his voice soft. "He must be meaning to
gather theclan.”

Raif sucked in breath. A hammerman scored his hammer only in times of war. Smooth meta
reflected light and could give away aposition, plus aglancing blow with smooth metal wasjust that—a
glancing bjow_but with meta raised in jagged ridges aglancing blow could tear the skin from aman's
face.

Raif's hand came up to his neck to search for the reassuring smoothness of hisraven lore. Clan
preparing for war? Had they aready received word of the raid?

Five days he and Drey had been traveling on foot. Five days of freezing nights, bitterly cold days, and
driving winds. Raif wastired beyond knowing. He couldn't recdll the last time he had felt warm or
completely dry. They had run out of ae on the second day, and Raif'dips were cracked from sucking on
ice. It was only yesterday morning, when they'd findly crossed over the bads and into the clanholds, that
the temperature had begun to rise above freezing. Y et that was when the deet started, so there waslittle
reward for leaving the badlands behind.

Through it all Raif had felt adeep sense of unease. Freshly broken twigs, sap frozen around the
break, hoofprints slamped in hoarfrost, and broken ice over melt ponds kept catching his eye. Elks and
bears could break surfaceice and twigs, he told himself, and lone hunters from Clan Orrl often used
Blackhail's hunting paths. Y et Raif felt no better for telling himself such things. They sounded reasonable,
but they didn't stick.



'‘Comeon, Raif. Race you to therise." Drey grabbed Raif'sarm and yanked it hard as he ran ahead.
Raif grinned. Not wanting to disgppoint his brother again, he tore after him, crashing through tangles of
ground birch and ader, hispack damming againgt hissde asheran.

Drey was the stronger runner, and even sweeping in wide arcs and topping every rock and falen log
he encountered, he reached the dope wdll before Raif. Climbing halfway to therise, Drey turned,
grinned, and waited for his brother to catch up.

Raif was breathless by the time he reached him. Blisters on his hedls rubbed raw by days of walking
throbbed like burned skin. Raif found comfort in the fact that Drey was clearly favoring hisright foot, and
his face was as red as beet water.

'Were home, Raif," Drey said, punching Raif's pack. "Home!"
Raif swung a punch at Drey'sribs, then took off at full speed toward

therise. Drey ydled after him to wait, called him adevil's cur and amoose stag in rut, and then
darted running himself.

Laughing, whooping, and wrestling, the two brothers reached the rise. They stopped dead when they
saw the meet party riding up the leeward dope toward them.

Corbie Meese, Shor Gormdin, Orwin Shank and histwo middle sons, Will Hawk, Bailiethe Red, a
dozen yearmen and tied clansmen, Raina Blackhail, Merritt Ganlow, and the clan guide Inigar Stoop. Al
including the women and Inigar Stoop were heavily armed. Spears bristled in their couchings, and
greatswords, hammers, and more than afew war axes weighed across backs. Bailie the Red's great yew
longbow was braced and ready inits case, his side quiver fat with the red arrows that gave him his name.
Shor Gormain carried only a short-sword. It was al the soft-spoken swordsman ever needed.

Then, as Raif and Drey stood on the ridge, side by side, breathless, their exposed faces cooling in the
degty air, the troop of two dozen parted and through their midst, wearing a cloak made of black wolf fur
that rippled in thewind like aliving, breathing thing, rode Mace Blackhail high atop Dagro Blackhail's
blue roan.

Drey gasped.

Raif looked hard into Mace Blackhail'sface. And didn't op looking until Mace met hiseyes. "
Trator."

The word brought the meet party to ahalt.

At hissde, Raf heard Drey inhde sharply.

Mace Blackhail didn't blink. Bringing up ahand gloved in the finest lamb's leather and dyed three
times until it was the perfect shade of black, he made a settling motion to those behind him. He held Raif's
gazefor atime, deet collecting in hisoiled braids and diding down his narrow nose and cheeks. When he
spoke it wasto Drey.

'Where were you when the attack came?’

Drey straightened his shoulders. "Raif and | were out at the lick, shooting hares.”



"Where wereyou ?' The hardness of Raif's voice caused somein the party to draw breath. Raif
hardly cared. Mace Blackhail was standing before him, mounted on Dagro Blackhail's horse, unharmed,
well fed, and acting like lord of the clan. Raif'dore burned like ahot cod around his neck. While he and
Drey had stayed at the camp taking care of the dead, Mace Blackhail had ridden back to the roundhouse
6l in haste. It was the blue roan that had stamped its hooves in mud and hoarfrost and brokenicein
newly set ponds, not some daring Maimed Raider or alone Orrlsman tracking game.

'l," Mace Blackhail said, hisvoice equally as hard as Raif's, "was seeing off abear at Old Hoopers
Lake. The beast broke bounds at first light, spooked the horses. Killed two dogs. | headed it off, chased
it east dong the rush, and speared its neck. Just as | was st to finish thekill, | heard sounds of fighting
from the west. | rode back to the camp at full gallop, but it wastoo late. Thelast of the Clan Bludd
raderswere dready riding avay."

As he spoke the last sentence, Mace looked down and touched the pouch containing ground
guidestone that hung from one of the many leather belts around hiswaist. Othersin the party did likewise.

After amoment Drey did the same. The musclesin histhroat worked a moment, and then he
repested softly, "Clan Bludd?'

Mace nodded. Hiswolf cloak gleamed like ail floating on the surface of alake. "'l saw the last of
them. Caught sight of their spiked hammers and the red felt laid over their horses docks."

Bailie the Red shook his head gently, his callused archer's hands caressing the red-tailed hawk
fletchingson hisarrows. " Tisabad thing for aclansman to do: make raid on another's camp at first light.”

Corbie Meese, Will Hawk, and others grunted in agreement.

Raif spoke up to slence them. "Therad didn't take place at first light. It happened at noon. | didn't
fed anything until—"

Raif felt Drey'sfist hit the smdl of hisback. Not an al-out punch, but enough to knock somewind
fromhislungs.

'We don't know when the raid took place, Raif," Drey said over-loudly, clearly unhappy at having to
speak out. "Y ou got abad notion in the pit of your scomach at noon, but who'sto say theraid didn't
happen before then?”

‘But, Drey-"

"Raif!"

Indl hislife Raif had never heard Drey spesk his name with such harshness. Raif pressed hislipsto a
line. Heet flared in his cheeks.

'Drey." RainaBlackhail trotted her filly forward, coming to ahalt afew paces ahead of her foster son,
Mace. White smoke streamed from the filly's nogtrils. "What did you see when you came upon the
campgte?'

Raif watched Raina's face as he waited for hisbrother to reply. Raina Blackhail's gray eyes gavelittle
away. Dagro Blackhail'sfirst wife, Norala, had died of lump fever, and Rainawas his second wife, taken



in the hope that she would provide the clan chief with ason to carry his name. After the second year of
marriage, when Rainas belly had failed to quicken, Dagro Blackhail had reluctantly taken afoster son, a
child of hissister'sfrom Clan Scarpe. Mace had been eleven when he was brought to the Blackhail
roundhouse, just eight years younger than hisfoster mother, Raina

Drey glanced a Raif before he answered Raina's question. "We reached the camp about an hour
before dark. We saw the dogsfirgt, then Jorry Shank..." Drey hesitated. Orwin Shank, Jorry's father,
leaned forward in his saddle, his normaly ruddy face aspale asif it were covered by asheet of rimeice.
"I don't know how long held been there, lying in the scrub, but he was part frozen. And there wasn't alot
of blood."

Mace Blackhail kicked the roan'sflank, then quickly pulled the reins, causing the gelding to samp its
feet and shakeitshead. "It'sjust as| said," he cried, easly controlling the agitated roan. "The
Bludds-men are arming themsalves with hdll-forged swords. They dip into aman's gut as smooth asa
spoon scooping bacon fat, then burn hisin-sides hot and fast, roasting his flesh around the blade.”

Merritt Ganlow swayed in her saddle. White-haired Inigar Stoop |eaned over and steadied her, his
pouches, horns, and dices of bonetinkling like shells as he moved.

RainaBlackhail shot awarning glanceto her foster son. "Drey hasn't finished yet."

Drey shifted hisweight. He wasn't comfortable being the center of attention. "Well... | don't know
about hdll-forged blades. | didn't see any signsof burnt flesh..."

'Go on." RainaBlackhail's voice, while not gentle, was no longer as severe asit had been.

'Raif and | went around the camp. We tended the bodies: Meth Ganlow, Halfmast—I mean
Darri—Mallon Clayhorn, Chad... al the others." Drey swalowed hard. Raif saw where his brother had
gripped his oilskin so tight, the hide had split along the seam. "All the wounds looked the same: clean, not
much blood, swiftly done. Broadswords or greatswords |ooked to have been used.”

'It'sasMace says," murmured Bailie the Red. "Clan Bludd." Many in the party nodded and
murmured, "Aye." Noticing that Raina Blackhail was one of the few who remained silent, Raif spoke up,
addressing hiswordsto her done. "Clan Bludd aren't the only ones who use greatswords. Clan Dhoone,
Clan Croser, Clan Gnash"—Raif stopped himsdf from naming Clan Scarpe, Mace Blackhail's birth
clan—"Maimed Men: All use swords as their second weapons.”

Mace Blackhail kicked the roan forward, coming to rest mere pacesin front of Raif. "l said | saw
Bluddsmen fleeing from the camp. Areyou cdling mealiar, Sevrance?'

Out of the corner of hiseye, Raif saw Drey's hand come up, meaning to pull him back. Raif stepped
away, out of hisbrother'sreach. He would not be silenced in this. Gaze fixed firmly on Mace Blackhail's
narrow, gray-skinned face, Raif said, "Drey and | saw to our clansmen. We didn't leave them out on the
tundrafor the carrion beasts to take them. We gave them blood rites, drew aguide circle around them.
Paid them due respect. What |1 am saying is that perhaps you were in too much of ahurry to get back to
the roundhouse to pay retresting raidersfar due.”

Drey swore, softly to himsaif.

Everyonein the meet party had some reaction. Ballie the Red snorted, Merritt Ganlow let out ahigh,
wailing cry, Corbie Meese sucked air between his wind-cracked lips, and the color returned to Orwin



Shank'sface as quickly asif he had been sprayed with paint. Shor Gormalin moved his head in what
might have been anod of agreement.

RainaBlackhail, dmost asif she were afraid of showing any reaction, raised agloved hand to her
shoulders and pulled up her sable hood. Even though he was aware it was ridiculousto think of such a
thing at such atime, Raif couldn't help but be struck by Raina Black-bail's beauty. She wasn't pretty, not
inthe way that young girlslike Lansaand Hailly Tanner were, but akind of clear strength shonein her
eyesthat made everyone who saw her ook twice. Raif wondered if shewould ever marry again.

Mace Blackhail waited until everyone was quiet before he spoke hisreply. His eyes were as hard
and bloody asfrozen mest. A small movement sent hiswolf fur rippling and served to expose the sword
a

histhigh. Ignoring Raif completely, he turned to face the meet party. "l won't deny that | rode back as
fast as| could—the boy hasthe truth of it there." Mace paused, alowing amoment for the dight
emphasis he had placed on the wordboy to snk in.

'l wasn't thinking of the dead, | admit that. And | look back now and I'm ashamed of what | did. But
when | saw my father's body lying on the ground near the posts, his eyes frosting over even as| looked,
al | could think of were the people at home. The Bluddsmen were heading east, yet what if they turned at
the Muzzle and headed south instead? What if, whilst | stood there deciding whether to pull my father's
body from the cold or hold blood riteswhere it lay, a second, greater party descended on the
roundhouse itsef? What if | returned to find that the same thing that had happened to my father and his
camp had happenedhere in the Heart of Clan?'

Mace Blackhail met the eyes of all who counted one by one. No one spoke, but some of the
yearmen, including Orwin Shank's two middle sons, shifted restlesdy in their saddles.

Seet flew into the faces of the meet party, melting againgt the hot, flushed skins of Orwin Shank and
his sons, Bailie the Red, Corbie Meese, and Merritt Ganlow, while clinging and staying partialy frozen
againg the paer skins of Shor Gormain, RainaBlackhail, and Will Hawk. All deet that fell on Mace
Blackhail turnedtoice.

Findly, after he had forced many in the meet party to look away, Mace Blackhail spokeagain. "l am
sorry for what | did, but | would not changeit. | believe my father would have done the same. It wasa
choice between the living and the dead, and everyone here who knew and loved Dagro Blackhail must
dlow that hisfirg thoughts would have been for hiswife and hisclan.”

Bailie the Red nodded. Othersfollowed. The tendonsto either side of Corbie Meese's powerful
hammerman's neck strained againgt his skin, and after amoment he looked down and murmured, "That's
thetruth of it." RainaBlackhail edged her filly round, so that her face was not visble to anyonein the
party, including her foster son.

Raif sood a Mace's back. The bristling anger he had felt at being called aboy was now mixed with
something else: akind of dow-setting fear. Mace Blackhail was going to get awvay with it. Raif could see
it on the faces of the meet party. Even Shor Gormain, who never rushed to judgment on anything and
was as careful about al decisions he madet as he was with his blade around children, was nodding along
with therest. Didn't he see? Didn't he redize?

And then there was Drey. Raif glanced over his shoulder, where Drey stood only a pace behind him,
ahandful of Raif'soilskin twigting in hisfist. If Raif meant to move forward to spesk, Drey meant to pull



him back.
'Dagro'sbody," Raif hissed for Drey'searsalone. "It wasn't—

'What's that you say, boy?' Mace Blackhail spun the roan around. Brass bow and hammer hooks
jangled like bells. " Speak up. We are dl clan here. What you say to one you must say to all.”

Anger made Raif dam hisebow into Drey'sfist to free himsdlf from his brother's hold. Blood
pumped into histemples as he spoke. "I said that Dagro Blackhail didn't fall by the posts. We found him
by the rack. He was butchering the black bear carcass when he was taken.”

Mace Blackhail's eyes darkened. Hislips curled, and for half an instant Raif thought he was about to
smile. Then just as quickly he whedled back to face the meet party, stopping dl hushed mutterings dead.
"I moved the body from the poststo the drying rack. | didn't want to leave my father outside the tent
circle, exposed. It may have been foolish, but | wanted to him closeto thefire."

'‘But the bear's blood—'

Drey grabbed Raif'swrist with such force that bones cracked. "Enough, Raif. Y ou're hounding the
wrong person. It'sthe Dog Lord and his clan that we should be attacking. We both saw the grooved
hoofprints made by the Bluddsmen, you can't deny that. What elsedidn't we see? In our way we acted
just like Mace—doing things foolishly without thinking. We weren't there, remember. We weren't there.
While we crept away in the dark to shoot ice hares, Mace was standing dogwatch over the camp. We
can't blame him for dipping bounds to see off abear. Either one of uswould have done the same.”

Releasing hishold on Raif'swrist, Drey turned and faced his brother full on. Although his expression
was tense, there was an unmistakable appedl in hiseyes. "Mace did the right thing coming back, Raif. He
acted like clan, doing what any experienced clansman would have done. We acted like'—Drey
hesitated, searching for the right words—"two brotherswho had just lost their da."

Raif looked down, away from his brother's gaze and the sharp looks of the meet party. Drey had just
won himsdlf alot of respectinthe

eyesof the clan; Raif saw it in their eyes asthey listened to him speak. Drey was the voice of reason,
humbling himsalf, spesking with the same weighted reluctance that hisfather had before him. Raif
swallowed, histhroat suddenly sore. For amoment it had been just like listening to Tem.

Glancing up, Raif saw Mace Blackhail watching him. Hisface wasfixed inlinesof concern, in
keeping with the new mood Drey had s, in keeping dso with rest of the meet party, who waited quietly,
gravely, to see what Drey Sevrance's troublesome younger brother would do. Raif'sgaze descended from
Mace Blackhail's face to his gloved hands, which flicked a the roan's mane with al the satisfaction of a
wolf switching itstail. Drey had done hiswork for him.

Mace Blackhail's gaze met Raif s, and in that ingtant Raif knew he was dedling with something worse
than a craven. Mace Blackhall had ridden to the badlands on a stocky, fat-necked cob, one of twenty
dozen other yearmen, afosterling from another, lesser clan. Now he sat on hisfoster father's blue smoke
roan, wearing awolf cloak that reflected only rich shades of black, speaking with anewly modulated
voice and manner, and adopting the clan chiefs authority along with his clothes and his horse.

Raif massaged hiswrist where Drey had gripped it. It wasn't even worth asking how Mace had come
to ride home upon hisfoster father's gelding. Mace Blackhail wasn't going to be caught out thislate in the



game.
'Raf."

Drey's voice brought Raif back to the meet. Looking into his brother'sface, Raif saw how tired his
brother looked. It had been along six daysfor both of them, yet it was Drey who had carried a greater
portion of the weight on the journey back, Drey who had spent an extrahour each night stripping logs
down to the heartwood so the fire wouldn't burn out while they dept.

'Y ou two lads need to comeingde.”" It was Shor Gormain, speaking in his soft burr. The smal,
fair-haired man, whose quiet ways disguised the fiercest swordsman in the clan, looked from Drey to Raif
as he spoke. "Y ou've walked along way, and had a hard journey, and seen things that none here would
wish to see. And no matter what was the right and wrong of what you did, you stayed and saw to our
dead. For that alone we owe you more than any here can repay.”

Shor paused. Everyone in the meet party either nodded or murmured, "Aye." A muffled sob escaped
from Merritt Ganlow'slips.

'So come wi' me now. Let Inigar grind some guidestone for your tines, and let us warm you and feed
you and welcome you home. Y ou are clan, and you are needed, and you must tell us of our kin."

The swordsman's words had a profound effect on the faces of the meet party. Orwin Shank closed
hiseyesand held afist to hisheart. Seeing their father's actions, the two Shank yearmen did likewise.
Other yearmen followed, and within seconds the entire meet party sat high on their saddles, eyes closed
or cast down, paying due respect to those who were dead. Raina Blackhail trotted her horse over to
Shor Gormalin's side and laid her hand on the swordsman's arm.

Out of the corner of hiseye, Raif saw Mace Blackhail look up and take note of the contact. His eyes
caught and reflected athin bresk of sunlight, and for an instant they shone ydlow likeawalfs.

Forcing aside his unease, Raif stepped toward his brother. Drey was waiting for him and brought up
his arm straightaway, wrapping it around Raif'sshoulder. He didn't spesk, and Raif wasglad of it. There
wasllittle choice here: Raif loved his brother and respected Shor Gormain too much to hold out against
them.

Shor Gormdin vaulted from his horse with the speed and agility that never failed to surprise Raif,
even though he had seen the swordsman do so many times before. A moment later Corbie Meese dso
dismounted, and the two clansmen came forward, offering Drey and Raif their mounts. Mace Blackhail
trotted his horse down the dope, positioning himself to be head rider when the meet party turned for
home.

Shor Gormdin's blue eyeslooked straight at Raif as he handed him hisreins. " 'Tisagood thing you
did, lad, you and your brother. We are Blackhall, thefirst of al clans. We must be and act asonein this"

Raif took the reins. Although he didn't say it outright, Shor Gormalin spoke of war.

The party of twenty-six rode in single and double file down the dope toward the roundhouse. Asthe
wind had turned and quickened, they were forced to ride through the roundhouse's smoke. Raif didn't
mind. The smoke was warm and smelled of good, honest things like resinous wood, charred mutton, and
shaleoail. Thedarknessit created hid hisface.



'Not well. She seemed..." Rainashook her head, searched for the right word. "Angry. She ran away,
and for the longest time no one could find her. We tore the roundhouse apart looking. Corbie Meese and
Longhead arranged asearch party. Letty and the girlslit torches and walked the length of the graze.
Orwin Shank's two eldest rode asfar asthe Wedge. It was Shor Gormalin who found her in the
end—tucked in the corner of thelittle dog cote, stiff with cold and covered in dirt. Had that blessed stone
of hersin her hand. Rocking back and forth with it, she was. Made hersalf so sick she could barely
stand.” Raina clicked her tongue. "How she managed not to get eaten by those wolfhounds the Shanks
keep, I'll never know. Orwin feeds them but twice aweek, | swear."

Reaxing hisgrip on hisreins, Raif guided Shor Gormalin's gelding around abank of loose shde. His
own anger suddenly didn't seem important anymore. "How's she been since?”

'Well, that'swhat | came to warn you about. She'slost abit of weight. And she keeps so much to
hersdf..." Ranaswordstraled away asasmdl figure stepped out from the roundhouse below.

AsRaf and Rainatrotted their horses down into the valley, and Mace Blackhail and hislead riders
drew closeto the roundhouse, the figure took hesitant, child-size steps forward. 1t was Effie. Her dark
auburn hair gave her away. Raif leaned forward in his saddle. She was sothin .

"Just you be careful with her, Raif Sevrance," RainaBlackhail said, kicking her horse forward. Y ou
and Drey aredl shehas."

Raif barely acknowledged what Raina said. He glanced two riders ahead, where Drey wasriding at
Orwin Shank's side. Drey looked back. Hisfox hood was up again, and the sky was nearly black, but
the expression on hisface was clear.What has happened to Effie ?

Fedling agtab of uneasein his chest, Raif kicked Shor Gormdin's gelding into a canter and raced
aong thefile. Drey came seconds behind.

The beaten clay court outside the roundhouse greatdoor wasfilling rapidly with people. Some carried
pitch-soaked torches, others smoking racks of charred mutton and spits of rabbits roasted in their skins.
A few brought feed and blankets for the horses. One figure, Anwyn Bird by the looks of her round belly,
rolled akeg of hearth-warmed beer before her that belched steam into the freezing air.

Effie sood ahead of everyone, her shoulders hunched together, shivering and clutching her blue
woolen dress. No one had thought to throw a cloak over her shoulders or push mitts on her hands. As
Raif approached, he saw where his sster's cheeks had sunk away, leaving little pits beneath her eyes and
around her jaw. His heart ached to see them.

Hedid from hishorse and ran to her. Effietook asmdl step forward. Her grave little face was turned
up toward his, and after amoment she held out her arms and waited to be taken. Raif scooped her up
and brought her to his chest. Pushing her body againgt his, he drew her within the folds of hisoilskinto
protect her from the cold. Shewas so light. It was like picking up ablanket stuffed with straw. Raif
hugged her harder, wanting to give her his heet and his strength.

Then Drey was there, and Effie shifted in Raif'sarms and Raif released her to his brother. Drey'sbig
arms enveloped Effie completely, and his head came down to hers, and he kissed her hair and her
temples and the bridge of her nose. "It'sdl right, little one. We're back now. Raif and | are back.”



Effie snuggled againgt Drey's chest. "1 knew," she said quietly, serioudy, glancing from Drey to Ralif,
then over to Mace Blackhail, who was busy hefting the saddle from the roan. "He said you were dead,
but I knew it wasn't s0."

S| X The Inverted Spire Ash March twisted the sheets around herself as she turned in her deep.
Linen spun so smoothly by the old women of Maker'sidethat it felt as cool as glass rode up between
her thighs, wound around her belly, and coiled about her wrigts.

Ash dreamed she was enclosed within awomb of ice. Blue white light shone on her armsand legs,
making them gleam like smooth metd. Theicewall was dick where she had touched it, skin warmed and
dripping. Ice squesked and cracked as she moved. Frost fumesfilled her mouth like milk.

If she could just push further,deeper .

Something shifted. The massive lode of ice above her juddered, and freezing splinters rained on her
face and chest. Spiky and hard as needles, they punctured the skin on her arms and her breasts, drawing
tiny drops of blood. Even as Ash brushed away the splinters, the ice ceiling dropped. A blizzard of cold
ar pumped againgt her face, and then the ice ceiling dammed into her chest. | ce shattered againgt her skin
with acrack of white light, and aspume of deet and smokefilled theair.

Ash screamed.
Suddenly there was nothing below her, and shefell and fell and fell.

Voiceswhispered to her, coaxed and pleaded like starving men. Reach, mistressss. So cold here, so
dark. Reach .

Ash shook her head. Shetried to move, but her body was numb. Frozen.

No longer fdling, she stood in the center of . All was dark except for the glimmer of smoothly frozen
things. Even the breath that seamed from the wallswas dark and dense, like smoke from a poorly aired
fire. Fear gnawed at the edges of Adh's thoughts. When she breathed she took in the smell of cold things.
She was not done. Something within the cavern tirred. It made no move toward her, but it shifted its
weight so that its presence would be known.

We have waited such along time, mistressss: athousand yearsin our chains of blood. Dare you
make uswait a thousand more?

Ash felt her kneesbuckle. The voicepulled .

In the distance, beyond where she could see, beyond even the walls of the cave, creatures with
muzzles howled. Shadows flickered upon the surface of theice, man shapes and beasts and demon
horses. And then suddenly therewasnoice at al, just darkness that stretched toward a place where Ash
knew in the deepest depths of her soul that she did not want to be.

Reach, mistressss. Pretty mistressss. Reach.
At her sde, the bonesin her wrists twisted. Saddles of musclein her chest and back tensed, ready to

pull weight. Tendons strained. Fingers uncurled, forcing aclosed fist into an open hand as knuckles
cracked like wet sticks.



Reach for us. Reach for us. REACH.
Bonesglided in their sockets as Ash'sarmsbegantorise.
Kaawl A raven's cry pierced the darkness, jolting Ash's body like aneedlein her spine.

Her eyes sprang open. The darkness sped away in along blurred streak. Shewas in her chamber.
The embersin the brazier glowed with afaint orange light. Both amber lamps were dead.

Knocking.

Ash's head spun around toward the source of the sound. Not the door, but the tiny shuttered window
on the opposite side of the room. She waited. The noise didn't come again, but a soft tearing sound, like
the flap of wings beating air, faded into the distance. A bird. Ash shuddered. A raven.

Suddenly aware of how cold and wet the sheets were, she tugged them from her body. Her
nightdress was soaking, so she pulled it over

her head and threw it the way of the sheets. Freezing and naked, she ran over to the charcoal brazier
and kndlt in itswarm glow. Using thelittle copper tongs that were hooked &t its base, she tirred the
emberswithin. The oil-soaked felt had long since burned away, taking the odor of admonds and
sandalwood with it. Ash was glad. She wasin no mood to bregthe in rich and sickly scents.

Her hands shook as she replaced the tongs. A haze of cold sweat covered her skin, and her knees
fet asshaky asif she had run up adl the stairsin the Cask without pausing to rest halfway. With asmall
sgh, she pulled at the corners of the needlepoint rug she was knedling on, drawing the soft green wool
around shoulders and making alittle pocket for hersdf in the center. She was so tired. All she wanted to
do was deep.

Feeling a bit better for being wrapped up, she glanced over to the door. The empty bolt holes stood
asareminder that either Marafice Eye or Penthero Iss could enter her chamber any time they pleased.
Not that Marafice Eye ever had, but Ash knew he was out there, Sitting on agraymeet bench, big hands
testing the give of the leather bindings on histunic or pushing against the bench's armrests, bringing the
entire weight of hisbody to bear upon any flaws he found in the stone. He was dways testing thingsto
seewhat it took to break them.

Ash pulled the rug closer. She had tried to avoid Marafice Eye for the past week, ever since the night
he had first blocked her way on the steps. The Knife didn't like to be avoided, though, and had now
taken to blocking her way whenever he safely could. If he met Ash donein acorridor or on the gairs, he
would step directly in front of her and wait, forcing her to walk around him. He never touched her, never
spoke, but hissmdl lipswould twist with pleasure and his smal eyeswould look beyond her asif she
weren't there at dl. Like the armrests on the bench and the leather of his tunic, she had become yet
another thing to push to breaking.

Ash tugged a hand through her hair. She was afoundling, dive only because Penthero Isshad chosen
to save her. She wasn't a noblewoman and she wasn't a servant, so where did shefit in? Marafice Eye
didn't know; that was why he was testing her: to seejust how far he could go before I'ss stopped him.

'Miss" A soft voice whispered through the door. "Can | enter, miss?'

Ash didn't want to see anyone. Not now, not likethis. "Go away,” she mumbled. Disgusted by how



weak her voice sounded, shetried again. "I'mtired, Katia. Let me deep.”
'I've brought some hot milk and rose cakes."

S0 Isshad sent her. Ash stood, allowing the rug to drop flat on the floor. "Wait amoment whilel
dress.” Therewas no point in sending Katiaaway, not when she was under ordersfrom Iss; the girl
would just stand outside the door dl night, calling every few minutes for permission to enter until she
wore Ash down. Penthero Iss never raised his voice, never threatened violence, but he had away of
getting people to do exactly as he wished.

Wrapping afresh linen robe around her shoulders, Ash took afew deep breaths and tried to settle
herself back to norma. More and more these days it was harder to remember what normal was, though.
She never fdt like hersdf, she was awaystired and swesting and cold. Then therewas her body... Ash
glanced down. That definitely wasn't norma anymore. Breasts had come from nowherein just two
months

'Y ou can comein now." Ash stepped into the corner as she spoke. She didn't want Marafice Eyeto
see her as Katia opened the door.

Katiawas small and olive skinned, with dark eyes and dark lips and black curlsthat spat out pins.
Ash could never look at the girl without feeling astab of envy. Katiamade her fed pae and bony and
draight , Everything of Katia's curved: her lips, her cheeks, her hips, her hair. Ash'sown hair fell as sheer
aswater, pae and silver blond, down past her waist. Ash had tried hot irons, damp rags, pins, and
nightly braiding, yet her hair would have none of it, defying her every time by unraveling straight.

'Put the tray on the stand, Katia."

Katiajumped a the sound of Ash'svoice. "There you are, miss. Gave me such afright hiding behind
the door.”

Ashignored Katids statement. The girl was dways claiming fright over something.

Having placed the copper tray on the stand, Katia moved over to the mantel to relight the lamps.
Briefly Ash consdered speaking up to stop her, then decided againgt it. Penthero Iss had doubtless given
Katiaordersto take agood look at her mistress, and the fastest way to get the whole thing over and
donewith wasto let her go right ahead.

AsKdiarefilled the lamp with the small pieces of amber that she kept in acloth bag around her
waist, Ash took the opportunity to smooth down her hair and rub her face. She wished she didn't fed so
shaky. But there was nothing to be done about that.

'One should be enough," Ash said after the wick thrust into the oil-and-amber mixture took the
spark. "Come here, and let's have it over and done with."

'Have what done with, miss?'

Ash amiled. Katiawas aterribleliar. "Well, my foster father obvioudy sent you to check up on me,
S0 go right ahead and check." She held out her arms, letting her robe fall open around her breasts.
"Should | strip naked, or will this be enough?’

Katiashook her head, black curls bouncing. "Why, you're wicked, missl Plain wicked. His Lordship



never said such athing. | came hereto bring you alate supper out of the goodness of my own heart, and
thisiswhat | get for my trouble!” She nodded in the direction of Ash's sllver-banded dressing table,
where an untidy stack of books and folded manuscripts looked set to topple over. "Been reading too
much for your own good, if you ask me. A hot supper's just a hot supper, you know. Nothing's attached
but the skin on the milk."

Suddenly glad Katiawas there, Ash pulled her robe together. Katia had been with her for fourteen
months now—I onger than any other maid sheld ever had—and it felt good to know someone well
enough to tease them. "I'm sorry, Katia. But the rose cakes dways give Iss away. They're quite tasteless,
smdll like old roses, and cost asmall fortune to prepare.”

Katiasnorted, but quietly. "Well, if you don't want them..."
"Takethem. Infuture, if you must interrupt mein the middle of the night, bring me fresh breed, st
butter and lots of it, and beer instead of milk. A dark brew, mind. One that's thick enough to float a

spoon and has to be sieved through a cheesecloth to remove the hops.” Ash tried to keep her face
straight as she spoke, but the wordcheesecloth proved too much, and she burst out laughing.

'Oh, misdl You arewicked."

Katiaslaugh wasjust alittle too loud to be considered feminine, and Ash loved to hear it. Sometimes
it was hard to remember that Katiawas afull year younger than she was. Katiawas so grown-up,

ts0... wdl...rounded , yet whenever she laughed she became a child again.
Abruptly, the amiledid from Ash'sface. "Katia"
'Yes, miss?'

Ash struggled to find words. "Are you gtill"—seeing the servant girl'slarge dark eyes|ooking straight
into hers, Ash hesitated, wishing she had never started—" friendlywith Marafice Eye?!

Katias expression changed. "And if | am? Taint nothing to do with you.”

Ash took a breath, decided not to say any more, then went right ahead and spoke anyway. "He's
such abig and powerful man. Like an ox. Y ou should be careful, that'sall.”

With aforceful shake of her head, Katiasaid, "What | do in my own good timeis my business.
Unlike some around here, I'm afull-grown woman, and those that aren't and hain't ever so much as
kissed aman should keep their opinionsto themselves."

Blood flushed Ash's cheeks. She didn't speak. Stupidly, ridiculoudy, shefdt her eyes stinging.

After amoment Katia's expression changed right back again, and she crossed the room and put her
hand on Ash'sarm. "I'm sorry, miss. Truly | am. Y ou made me speak a stock of nonsensethat | surely
didn't mean. Y ou'll cometo your blood any day now, I'm certain of that." She drew Ash over to the bed
as she spoke. "And as soon as that happens you'll have fine, proper dresses, aladies maid to preen your
hair, and suitorslining up from Hoargate to the Red Forge, al begging for the priv'lege of your hand.”

Katiaplaced ahand on Ash's shoulder, gently pressing her to sit. A second hand flitted to her brow.
"Why, you're shaking, miss. And hot and cold al in one."



I'mfine, Katig, redly. Carry on telling me what will happen when my blood comes” Ash didn't much
carefor theideaof suitorslining up from one end of the city to the other, and she knew that any ladies
maid worth her sat would end up storming off in frustration within aweek, muttering to hersdf about hair
thatrefused to take acurl. Y et sheliked to hear about them anyway. When Katia spoke of such things,
Ash could dmost believe that everything was norma and would continue to be normal, and that the
strange, dmost hungry look shesaw in

her foster father's eyes when he studied her these past few months was nothing more than atrick of
thelight.

Katiareached for a brush and started working on Ash's hair. "Well, miss, let me see. Ther€ll be new
shoes, of course, adozen of them: lamb's hide for day and embroidered sk and stiff lace for night. Y oull
have to have anew riding habit—trimmed with black fox, no matter what His L ordship says—and youll
need a proper lady'sfilly, not that old cob Master Haysticks lets you ride around the quad. His Lordship
might even bring in some old cloistress t'ep with your manners and table 'port. Though there's no need to
teach you how to read and write, His Lordship's done that himself..."

Ash nodded, enjoying the sensation of Katia's capable hands brushing her hair and letting her mind
dip away asthelittle maid chattered on.

Too much had changed this last year. There had been atime when her foster father was different,
when he sent for her each day and spent his own time teaching her how to read and write. Any number
of priests and scribes could have done the work for him, yet Penthero Iss had chosen to do it himself.
And it wasn't just because he liked to keep her away from anyone who might befriend her—though Ash
had recognized that possessivenessin him early on, astime after time maidservants and fortress children
whom she became close to were routinely sent awvay. No. Her foster father had genuinely enjoyed
ingtructing her. Knowledge was one of hisjoys.

... and of coursether€ll be anew chamber, one with proper isinglass windows and—"
Ash blinked back, suddenly interested in what Katiawas saying. "A new chamber?'
'Why, yes, miss. That much is certain asice on the Splinter.”

'l don't understand. Why?"

Katia put down her brush. Eyesdarting in quick glances asif she suspected people could be hiding
and listening, she lowered her voice and said, "Oh yes. There's been talk of it dready. Just the other day
when | was... er...vigting with the Knife in the Forge, His Lordship camein and told him that he needs
to be ready to move you on his say. ‘Course when old Vea skin saw me he stopped dead, gave me one
of hislooks—you know the sort, dl pae and scary like afrosted t over corpse—and sent me running out
of the room without so much as aspoken word." Katia beamed. She loved telling secrets.

Ash swallowed. She was glad she was Sitting. "Move me on his say?' Nodding, Katia crossed to the
dresser and popped one of the precious rose cakesin her mouth. Chewing, she spoke. "That's what was
sad. If you ask me, itll beto one of those fancy upper chambersin the Bight, with al the black marble
and dark glass cut into the floors. Might even have a private entrance and astaircase al your own." Katia
took a second rose cake, looked at it, then set it down. ™Y ou must swear to take me with you, miss.
Wherever you go. | couldn't stand going back to the kitchens and scrubbing pots again. Couldn't stand
being madeto—"



'Hush, Katia" The servant girl's chatter was beginning to irritate Ash.

Katia's mouth closed with a squeak. Skirts whipping air, she moved around the chamber and began
checking shutters, stirring the brazier and making preparationsfor the night.

Ash barely noticed. A move away from the Cask? It was unthinkable. This chamber had been her
home for as long as she could remember. Of al the four towersin Mask Fortress, the Cask was the only
one she knew. She had broken her arm here, climbing the outer battlements when she was six; when she
was eight she had been confined to her room for two months because of blood fever, and her foster
father had visited her every day, bringing iced honey and yellow pears; and when she was eleven her
caged bird had grown sick in thisvery chamber and had started pulling out its own flight feathers and
chewing on its claws, and to please her Iss had performed alittle ceremony by the door before sending it
to Caydisfor amercy killing. All her lifewas here. All of it.

Distressed, Ash drew her feet off the floor and hugged her kneesto her chest. No one had
mentioned amove to her. Nothing had been planned; no workmen or carpenters called. Surely someone
should have told her something? She rubbed her bare shins. The sheets beneeth her feet were damp with
swest. Icy.

No. Ash shook her head. She wouldn't think about the dream. It was nothing. Nothing.

Katia popped the remaining two rose cakes into her amber pouch. "Will you be wanting anything
ese miss, forel go?'

'No." Something about the sight of Katiawalking toward the door made Ash change her mind. "I
mean yes. One morething.”

'What?' Katiasfull lips were made more so by an exaggerated pout.

'l know you're going to see my foster father now—" Seeing Katiaready to protest, Ash held out her
hand. "No, don't deny it. | don't blame you. It'swhat you have to do to keep out of the kitchen. I'd do
thesameif | wereyou.” Katiaremained sullen, yet Ash carried on. "I don't mind you telling him that |
don't fed well and don't look well, and even that the bed is messed. But please don't tell him that | know
he's planning to move me.Please "

Katialooked a her mistress. Ash knew that the servant girl was envious of her and coveted dl the
clothesand pretty thingsin her chamber like silver brushes and tortoiseshell combs. Y et she dso knew
that Katia could be kind when it suited her. She had once walked dl the way to Almsgate and back to
purchase abolt and plate for the door.

Sighing with exaggerated force, Katia sent her curls dancing. "All right. I'll do my best—but only for
my own sake, mind. If old Vedskin finds I've been blabbing about things | overheard and wasn't
supposed to, hell have me downgtairsin no time. And it won't be in the kitchens scrubbing pots.”

"Thank you, Katia."

Katia harrumphed as she stepped toward the door. "I still have to tell him how you are, though.
There's no getting round that. Y ou know how heis."

Ash nodded as she snuffed out 