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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 the lamp. She knew exactly how Isswas.



t't The caul flies hummed within their netting, black trand ucent wings beeting faster than the eye
could see. Four winged, lean bodied, and with the long, double-jointed legs of flesh settlers, the crestures
flew dowly despite their efforts, swinging clumsly from side to side. These were femaes, of course. The
shiny green black sacs around their abdomens were bloated with hundreds of eggs. Penthero Iss, Surlord
of Spire Vanis, Lord Commander of the Rive Watch, Keeper of Mask Fortress, and Master of the Four
Gates, preferred not to hold the net ting too close. The caul flieswere past due and were desperate to
lay, and their serrated chitinous mouthparts were quite capable of bresking through gauze. Especidly if
the females smelled blood.

|sswatched with fascination as one femde flew to where his pae hand gripped the netting. The skin
was clean and unbroken, not what the creature wanted at al, but | ss had seen some caul flies capable of
causing the wounds they needed. This one, however, would not get that chance. With hisfree hand, Iss
pulled acloth of blue felt from around hiswaist and laid it over the top portion of the netting. He would
arrive a his degtination within the quarter, and ashort period of darkness would not make the females
drowsy. Iss had made astudy of their weaknesses. It was the cold, not the dark, that dowed them.

As hewaked through the deserted east gallery toward the Splinter, 1ss counted days. Six. He kept
records, of course, but he trusted the thoroughness of his own mind more than any scribbles on apage.
Hedidn't want to risk weakening the Bound One too soon after the previous drawing. Thoroughnessin
al things, most especidly the use of power.

Six was enough, though. Six was well and good.

Winter came early to the mountains and the city of Spire Vanis, and the temperature in the east
gdlery was currently just below freezing. Iss fought the desire to shiver. He had grown up hating the cold.
Cold meant too little wood on the fire and not enough blankets for the bed, and Iss knew al about that.
Asachild he had dreamed of glowing hearths and crackling flames and layer upon layer of goosedown
piled high upon his chest. Forty yearslater he had dl that, yet he could not say it was enough.

Hewas surlord, not king, and dthough he might rule for twenty years or more, aviolent desth would
be hisin theend. It wastheway of thingsin Spire VVanis. Historians might spesk the names of Uron the
Pure and Rhees Gryphon and a handful of other men who had ruled the city and died in their deep. Yet
Iss had stood in the shadows and watched as five sworn brothers cut Borhis Horgo to strips. Old he
was, dry and shriveled; Iss could hardly believe how much he bled. Sometimes he saw the blood in his
dreams. Sometimes the blood was his.

So many surlords. Borhis Horgo, Rannock Hews, Theric Hews, Connad Hews, Lewick Crieff, who
was called the Halfking, Garath Lors, Stornoway the Bold... and so the list went on, back and back, to

Theron Pengaron, who was dain by his nephew's hideclads on ground where the Splinter lay today.
All had died a surlord's death: knifed in the back, shot at distance, poisoned, bludgeoned, betrayed. The
only law of successon in Spire Vaniswasthe law of superior might. Once arival smelled weakness, he
drew his conspirators about him and plotted his surlord's death. Issknew hislikely fate. He knew and
refused to accept it.

It wasn't enough to be surlord. He must make himsdlf something else.
Cold air settled in Iss lungs as he neared the Splinter. Limestone as pale and smooth aslakeice stole

the warmth from the soles of hisfeet. Heavy things siwung from his bdlt, nestling against the
double-woven silk of hisrobes. Thelittle stonelamp so ingenioudy crafted by the barbarianswho lived in



the north aong the coast, with its baleen guards and shaved horn covering, gave off heat and light more
safely than any other lamp. It could be knocked over, and gtill the flame would stay insde the central
chamber. Even now, bumping lightly againgt histhigh, it was abenign and plessing warmth to enjoy. As
for the other two packages that hung from the belt, Mistress Wence had better hope she'd wrapped them
securely. Pan-heated honey and mashed then strained yellowbeans could both legk juicesthat aman
wearing Slk had no usefor.

Iss had found the caul fliesliked to feed after they had laid their eggs. It was acommon
misconception that mature females fed off blood. 1ss had observed them and knew they did not. Honey
was what they liked best, preferably warm. The flies had been fortress bred in the cold climes of the
Northern Territories, yet they till retained memories of the Far South where they belonged.

Asfor the yellowbeans, they were to feed the Bound One. Iss had asked Mistress Wence to enrich
them with butter and egg yolks and sdlt them as mildly as she would food for achild.

Holding the partidly covered netting out before him, 1ss gpproached the Splinter. Asaways, the
temperature dropped the nearer one drew to the door. In just the past few days water weeping from the
stonework had quickened to form askin of blue ice above the arch. Isstook out the key. Impaed beasts
with many heads and the thick muscular tails of serpents watched the lock turn from their position at the
spiresbase. The ail lamp flickered, making the relief carvings dancet upon their poles. Iss adjusted the
lamp, the light dimmed, and the creatures stilled to stone.

The door opened with asmall hiss. Frost smoke writhed through the opening, like the tissue of a
newly risen ghost. Within the netting, the caul flies drew in their wings and dropped to the bottom of the
makeshift bag.

First frost was always theworst in the Splinter. The outer stonework ran with moisture year-round,
and every arch, ledge, and cornerstone let inrain. Theinterior wallsbled. Rivuletsran inthin lines,
following the curves of bias-cut stone and the edges of steps. Drips gained mass on overhangs, pools
collected in ruts and trenches, and entire walls glistened with damp. First frost turned it dll to freezing
mist. Asthe weeks passed and the days shortened and rimeice formed on the exterior walls, the water
would coal, then freeze. Expanding asit quickened, theice split rock as surely asamason with amallet.
Each mild spell and subsequent thawing pushed the Splinter one step closer to collgpse. The entire
sructure was flawed, crumbling, broken. The only thing that kept it standing was the precision cut and
placement of each stone.

And the foundations, of course, Iss thought with aquick humorless smile. No building in the Northern
Territories had foundations to compare with the Splinter.

The light from the stone lamp did little but reflect back in Iss7face as he stepped through the smoke
into the tower'slower rotunda. Cracked tiles rocked benegth hisfeet as he moved. Whole sections of the
origind flooring were missing, either torn up by greedy workmen or destroyed by frostsand faling
stones. Issdidn't care. The Splinter's staircase spiraed through the tower's heart, stopping off at
thirty-nine successive stories before reaching its apex in the spire that pierced storms, yet Isshad little but
apassng interest in any of it. Aboveground the Splinter's stone was as dead and worthless as afoot
black with frogthbite. It was belowground, in the Inverted Spire, thet the stone became avitd, living thing.

Iss crossed to the base of the spiral stair, to the dark shadows and awkwardly shaped space that lay
beneath the first flight of steps. Bending his back as needed, he followed the crook of the stairsuntil his
body was tucked against the endwall.



Tensing hisjaw and hisfigts, he spoke aword. It weakened him |

more severely than he anticipated, and drops of urine splashed againgt histhigh. The pain was sharp
but fleeting, and apowerful contraction of his ssomach wall flooded his mouth with the taste of salt.

Even before he could spit it away, the stairwell rumbled and began to swing inward like agate. The
grinding of iron whedls and chains was muffled by walls three feet thick. Above Iss head, the great stone
dtaircase shuddered, its blocks shifting minutely in their beds of rotten mortar. Limestone dust sifted onto
his shoulders asthe wall completed its movement, revedling a cavity not much larger than the size of a
crouching man.

Thiswasthe part Isshated. Still shaken from the drawing, his knee joints as weak as green timber,
and urine gtill wet upon histhigh, he forced himsdf through the breach. No frost smoke rose from the
void to greet him. The coldness here had adifferent, more permanent quality, and al mist had long since
settled and froze. Degp down at the apex of the Inverted Spire the air was different, warmer, but ice
seams remained year-round at the rim.

Like the cold, the darkness was also more concentrated, and Isswas forced to unhook the stone
lamp from his belt and adjust the baleen fibersto let in greater amounts of air. He didn't care much for
darkness, though he waswilling to dlow it had its uses. Things kept within it usualy broke down given
time.

Spitting to clean the last traces of metd from his mouth, he edged forward in smal, toe-size
movements until hisfeet found thelip of thefirst stair. Unlike the tower above, the Inverted Spire did not
boast a central staircase; rather the steps ran aong the outer wall, gradually spiraling downward in agreat
winding arc. A gaping many-gtoried trough lay inits center. Black as night, colder than pack ice, fed by
sef-generating winds, and subject to each shift and roll of the mountain it bored down through, the
Inverted Spire was aforce unto itself. As deep asthe Splinter wastall, narrowing to anail-hard point, it
pierced the bedrock of Mount Sain like astakein its heart.

Its frogt-riven wals glittered in the light of 1ss lamp. The farther the Surlord descended, the clearer
and harder the ice became. Ground to lenses by the weight and compression of Mount Slain, theice
found colorsin the lamplight that no eye could see. Not for thefirst time, Issresisted the urge to reach
out and touch it. Once, nearly eight years ago now, he had lost the skin on his middle finger that way.

The mountain fought the Inverted Spire, chewing through whole sections of granite facing like oak
roots through earth. Even breached as they were by the white knuckles and bones of Mount Sain, the
walls remained intact. The facing had been mined from the Tower-lode at Linn, and there were said to be
blood spells and sorcerers curses set deep into the stone. Robb Claw, great-grandson of Glamis Claw
and builder of Mask Fortress, had once claimed that it would take an act of God to break the Spire.

Shivering, Issdrew the netting to his chest. The cold had made the caul fliestorpid, and not one of
the dozen females now moved. A few would die; he was prepared for that. Once, severd years earlier,
inthe middle of one of the coldest winters Spire Vanis had ever known, al of the laying femaes had died.
It had been messy, but hehad managed to extricate their eggs. Though regrettably amuch smaller portion
than norma had gone on to hatch and survive.

With one hand holding the lamp and the other clutching the netting, he found the descent dow and
difficult. Isshad long since mastered the art of not 1ooking down, yet the knowledge of the degp chasm
below lay like clothing next to his skin. Each stair was three feet wide—a goodly length—yet the steps
began in pressure-formed granite as dick as glass and ended in fresh air, and aman couldn't be too



careful where he stepped. Iss kept to dead center and turned his mind to matters he found pleasing.

Takethe servant girl Katia, for instance. Such adly, bright girl. Too good by far to be penetrated by
the Knife. Isshad no interest in bedding her himsalf, though it would be interesting to seejust how far she
would go, just what she woulddo to free hersdf from the threat of the kitchens.

Isssmiled with dl the satisfaction of ajeweder setting agem. That was Katia's weakness: her fear of
ending up in the kitchens, broken veined and red faced, her once high bressts resting like drained
water-skins upon her belly, her once bright hair turned to gray. Fortress born and bred, Katia had grown
up seeing the exact same thing happen to every other woman who worked there: Mask Fortress took
and took but seldom gave. Now the sharp little minx was afraid that the same thing would happen to her.

Once Issdiscovered a person'sfears they were his. Katiawas hisnow. The girl loved Asarhia
March, admired and protected her. Y et

shewas dso envious of Asarhia. Deeply so0. Envy and love warred within her heart, yet the fear of
returning to the kitchens always won the day. Take tonight. The girl had clearly not wanted to tell him that
her mistress's chamber, bedclothes, and hair were in disarray; that Asarhias skin was hot, yet the sweat
that lay upon it was as cold as water wept fromice. Y et Katiahad told al that and more. Her mistress
wasn't the one who could save her from alifein the kitchens. Iss made sure the girl knew that.

Asfor the other matter—the possibility that the girl had told Asarhiawhat she had overhead the other
day in the Red Forge—wall, that redlly didn't matter at dl. The Knife watched Asarhiaday and night,
even when sheleft her chambers and didn't redlize she was being watched. Iss steps dowed for just a
moment. He did not relish taking such measures againgt his dmost-daughter. Asarhiawas normaly such a
sweet and trusting girl, yet she was beginning to get frightened. And Iss knew from experience that
people who were frightened did foolish things.

Fedling agust of warmer ar puff againgt his cheeks, Issmade hisfind adjustment of thelamp. The
first chamber couldn't be much farther down now. The Inverted Spire had only three chambers, dl lying
closeto or just above gpex. By the time one descended to thefirst of them, the spire had narrowed to
the width of abullpen. The second chamber was smaller till, and the final chamber was barely the size of
awel shaft. Cupped within aseam of black rock, its base ended in a needlepoint of stedl.

Not for thefirst time, Penthero Issfound himsalf wishing the stone lamp could better light hisway.
The curve of the stairs was more pronounced lower down and the gradient sharper. Stepping from one
worn and doping step to another was a danger of the worst kind. Iss knew he could use sorcery to draw
forth light, yet he so knew it wasn't acost he cared to pay. The speck of frozen urine currently thawing
againg histhigh was reminder enough of that. He was not aman of great ability, like some. He had
enough. Only enough. His strengths lay lsawhere... asin hisahility to choose men.

Marafice Eye was one of his chosen. The Protector Generd of the Rive Watch was dangerous, he
could ingpireloyalty in fighting men. Iss had redlized thisearly on, in the dayswhen Marafice Eyewasa
lowly brother-in-the-watch, with a new-made sword at his thigh and the muck of Hoargate till caked
upon his boots. Isshad been protector generd then, dways on the watch for rivals. Another man might
have madeit his busnessto destroy Marafice Eye, day him before he grew into athreat. 1sshad madeiit
his businessto draw him close. He saw a man who could be useful to him, one who had qualities of
dominance and brutality he lacked. When the time came to storm the fortress and overthrow the aging
and sickly Borhis Horgo, it had been Marafice Eye who had commanded the Rive Watch; Marafice Eye
who'd dain adozen grangelords and Forsworn on the Horn'sicy steps.



It had been abloody ten days. The Forsworn had been expelled from the city; and their walled
keeps, which they called Shrineholds, had been stormed and broken. When it was done, Penthero |ss,
kinsman to lord of the Sundered Granges, had taken thetitle of surlord for himself. Marafice Eye has
stood at his side, his protector generd and Knife.

Fifteen years|ater, and they were il surlord and Knife. 1sshad little cause to regret his choice. With
Marafice Eye at his back, keeping the Rive Watch loya, his hands were free to ded with the
grangelords.

The great houses of Spire Vaniswere athorn in hisside, braying constantly for land and titles and
gold. Thirteen years ago abargain had been struck, and the grangelords never let Issforget it. "You
promised us the chance to win land and glory,” the Whitehog had said just Six daysago in Iss private
chamber. "That's the only reason why you're surlord today. Forget that, andwe just might forget that we
gpoke oathsin the Blackvault to protect you.”

Iss had dmost smiled as the Whitehog spoke. Threats from seventeen-year-old boys had that effect
on him. Still, he had seen enough to redlize that the young and ambitious grangeling who stood before
him, wearing the white and gold of Hews and carrying afive-foot greatsword on his back, might one day
make abid for hisplace. The boy had dready taken to caling himself the Whitehog, in honor of his
great-grandfather who had led the Rive Watch to victory at High Rood. It didn't take a seer to know that
he held smilar dreamsof glory for himsdlf.

Wil, Issthought, peering into the darkness bel ow, perhaps the Whitehog might get the chanceto lead
aforce sooner than he thinks. Perhaps he just might find a clansman's ax thrust into his porcine heart .

Spying thetop of the first stone celling beneath him, Issdlowed himsdf to rdax alittle. Now if hefdl,
he wouldn't break his neck.

The celling stretched acrossthe Inverted Spire like a great stone valve across apipe. Over the
centuries debris had collected on the topside, shaken down from the walls above. Rock fragments, facing
tiles, and odd pieces of masonry lay in digointed hegps amid the yellowing bones of rats, pigeons, and
bats that had gained entry to the spire by means I'ss couldn't guess. Human bones were down there, too.
Two rib cages could clearly be seen peeking through mounds of rock dust like spidershiding in sand. Iss
had made it his business to search once, yet held only ever found one skulll.

Bits of food, strips of netting, and afew other scraps had falen from the Surlord's own hands. Last
summer during Almsfest, he had brought abasket of soft strawberrieswith him, only to find they had
dipped from his hand halfway through the descent. They were sill there now, spread acrossthe
stonework like spattered blood. Red and glistening and smelling like perfume on afilthy whore, they were
only just beginning to turn. This deep within the mountain's core, thingstook yearsto decay.

Ahead, the staircase ducked bel ow the stone platform and into the chamber below. Issminded his
head. Theair stilled immediatdly, no longer subject to the chasm'swinds. Increased warmth came with
the cadm. The flame within the one lamp shivered and darted, lighting acircular chamber with polished
walls. Dog hooks and metal rings had been hammered into the stone. Chains ran through a series of
loops and then ended abruptly, hacked off in midlink. If onelooked closely, one could see scraps of
brown fabric caught within the chains. Un-tanned leether, it might be, yet if 1sshad to put money on it
he'd guess human skin.

Descending on a curving dant aong the perimeter of the chamber, he barely spared apassing glance
for the chamber's contents. Soon, very soon, he would have Caydis remove the wire cage and the



weight-stone and the cracked and greasy whed . Pretty things would be brought in their place: plump
cushions, sllkwood chests, and tapestries woven with blue and gold thread. Thingsthat would pleasea

girl.

Descending into the gpex chamber, 1ss shrugged away dl thoughts but those he needed. Theair
down here was as thick and heavy as still water at the bottom of alake. No matter how many times he
neared the final chamber, the sudden change dwaystook him by surprise. Hislungs had difficulty
expelling air, and deep within his ears two sharp points of pain pushed inward. The Surlord swallowed
hard, prayed that his earswouldn't pick thistimeto bleed.

The stone facing here was thicker than anywhere elsein the Spire. Pressure-formed granite, whorly
and knotted like the bark of atree, defied breaking by al but the most violent convulsions of Mount
Sain. Flecks of bastard's gold shone within the stone.

Unhooking the packs containing honey and yellowbeans from his belt, sstook the find seventeen
steps and descended into the apex chamber. The Bound One waited there: hungry, broken, desperate
for light, perfectly insulated from the outside world by the structure and peculiar properties of the
Inverted Spire.

Isstook out his silver tweezers and uncovered the caul flies. He would draw power beyond his
meanstonight.

SEVEN The Great Hearth said?” ffie, you know what you said the other day when Drey and | came
home, when we first met you outside the roundhouse?!

| Raif waited until hissster nodded. "Remember what you 'Yes. | said | knew you and Drey would
come back." EfFie Sevrance regarded her older brother with serious blue eyes. "I tried to tell the others,
but no onewould ligten.”

Raif shifted hisweight from one leg to another. He was crouching in the shadow of the clan
guidestone, in the dark and smoke-filled structure of the guidehouse. A full twelve tapers werelit, but the
guidestone soaked up light and hest like ablack body of trees at the center of asnowmelt. The stone's
granite surface was rough and unfinished, and only jagged edges shone. Sometimes the chisdled edges
looked like ears, sometimes like chips of bone and teeth. Veins of graphite formed bruises around the
newer chisel marks, forcing beads of greasy ink to the surface. No guidestone liked to be cut.

No matter what time of day he cameto the guidehouse, Raif always thought it felt like night. Built
adjacent to the roundhouse, the guidehouse was not as well protected or insulated from the cold. Some
danskept their guidestonesingde the main building, fearing that raiding clans might make off with them
under cover of darkness. Looking up &t the massve dab of folded granite that wasthe size of a
one-room cottage, Raif couldn't see how any but aband of giants equipped with rollers, pulleys, and
levers could ever hopeto sted it away within the space of asingle night. And Blackhail's stone was only
haf the Sze of some.

Stll, thirty-six years earlier Clan Bluddhad managed to sted Dhoone's guidestone, forcing the
mightiest of the clansto send their guide south to the stonefields of Trance Vor in search of a
replacement. Raif had heard many of his own clansmen speak about the incident, talking in the hushed
voicesthey normally used around bloodshed. All of them held that Clan Dhoone had never been the
samesince,

Clan Bludd had broken the Dhoonestone down into rocks and built an outhouse from it. The entire



operation—the raid, the movement of the stone, and its subsequent breaking and rebuilding—had been
planned by the Dog Lord, Vaylo Bludd. A yearman at thetime, Vaylo Bludd had been a bastard son of
the clan chief, Gullit Bludd. Within that same year Vaylo killed histwo haf-brothers, married his
half-sister, and usurped hisfather's place. To thisday it was said that VVaylo Bludd made it his businessto
use the outhouse every night before he dept.

Raif frowned. Sometimes he didn't know what to make of al the stories surrounding the Dog Lord.
Mace Blackhail came up with new ones by the day.

Fedling ahot sting of anger in his chest, Raif pushed aside dl thoughts of Mace Blackhail. Now
wasn't the time for them. Effie was Sitting cross-legged before him, her pae face made old by shadows,
her lovely auburn hair tangled, her skirt damp from sitting beneath the stone bench where he had found
her. In her hands and littered across her lap were her collection of rocks and stones. She played with
them while she waited for him to speak, moving one piece and then another in sequence. For some
reason Raif found himsdf wishing he could brush away the entire collection.

'What made you so sure Drey and | would come back, Effie?" he asked softly. "Did you fed
something bad"—Raif jabbed his somach—"here, indde?"

Effie thought about the question. She pushed out her bottom lip, fixed her gaze in midair, then dowly
shook her head. "No, Raif."

Raif looked at Effie along moment, then breathed asigh of relief. Effie hadn't felt anything smilar to
the sensation he'd experienced the day of the raid. That was good. One outsder in the family was

enough.

Effies words had been on Raif'smind for days. He had been meaning to talk to her about them ever
since hed returned from the badlands, but the first night hadn't been agood time, as the clan wanted
nothing more than to hear the story of what he and Drey had done to the bodies of their kin. The day
after was given over to mourning. Inigar Stoop had split a heart-size chunk from the guidestone, cracked
it into twelve pieces—one for each man who had died at the camp—and then laid them upon the earth in
place of bodies.

It had gone hard on everyone. When Corbie Meese and Shor Gor-malin had sung deathsongsin
their finelow voices, and dl the women who had lost husbands, including Merritt Ganlow and Raina
Black-hail, cut widow'swedls around their wrists, Raif had not been able to think of anyone except Tern.
The only time the silence was broken that night was by Mace Blackhail swearing vengeance againgt Clan
Bludd.

Thefollowing day Raif had looked for Effie but found her only when it wastoo late for anything
except deep. Now, findly, he had her here. Shor Gormalin had told him how he often saw Effie dipping
out to play in the guidehouse when it wasn't in use. And sure enough Effie had been here, ditting in
amogt-darkness, hiding beneath the bench where Inigar Stoop normaly sat grinding stone, playing with
her bits of rock.

Raif looked at Effie. She had lost ashocking amount of weight while he and Drey were away. Her
eyeswere huge and dark, blue as their mother's had been before her. Such a seriouslittle girl, she never
smiled, never played with other children. It was easy to forget she was only eight yearsold. Raif held out
hisarms. "Come here and give your old brother a hug.”

Effie thought amoment. "Y ou won't be wanting to kissme, will «V/» you?



It was a serious question, and Raif treated it as such. He thought a moment. "No. Just ahug will do."

'Very well." With great care Effielaid her collection of rocks on the packed earth floor, then shuffled
over to Raif. "No kiss, mind," she repeated as she let hersalf be hugged.

Raif grinned as he held her in hisarms. Effie had reached the age when she didn't care to be kissed
by any men, even her brothers. Still, she made no move to pull avay from him and nestled closeto hist
chest, resting her head on his shoulder. "Dawill never come back," she said. "'l knew that al aong.”

Thegrin did from Raif'sface. Effie spoke with such quiet certainty it chilled him. Unconscioudy he
hugged her closer. Ashe did so, he felt something hard press againgt hisribs. Gently he edged Effie back.
"What have you got there?' he asked, nodding toward her neck.

Effielooked down. "My lore." Small hands fished insde the neck of her dressand pulled out the
plum-size stone. It was gray, featureless, by far the plainest rock in Effie's collection. A tiny hole had
been bored close to the edge, and a strand of coarse twine had been threaded through. "Inigar made a
hole for melast soring,” shesaid. "So | could weer it next to my skin like everyone e

Raif took Effieslore from her hand. It wasn't unusually heavy or cool to the touch. Just plain stone.
Abruptly helet it go. Easing Effie from hislap, he stood. "1 say we go and find ourselves some supper.
Anwyn Bird has been boiling bacon &l day, and unless someone stops her soon well never get rid of the
and|.”

Effie began gathering her rock collection into apile. The bonesin her arms showed through her skin
as she reached forward to scoop up a handful of pebbles. Raif hated to see them. He'd make sure she
atewdl from now on.

With her rocksin her little rabbit pouch, Effie took Raif's hand and together they |eft the guidehouse.
It was good to get out of the smoke. The short tunndl that led through to the roundhouse waslit by a
series of overhead dits. The sky outside was turning dark. Noon had passed |ess than two hours earlier,
yet that never mattered much in winter. Within amonth there would hardly be any daylight at dl, and
everyone who lived on the clanhold in crofts, strongwalls, farms, or woodsmen's huts would cometo the
roundhouse to Sit out winter'sworst. Numbers had dready begun to swell, yet Raif didn't think it had
much to do with the season.

Even as he and Effie waked through to the main entrance hal, agroup of crofters were being greeted
by Anwyn Bird. The stout-bellied matron wasted no time in ordering the men to strip down to their
soft-skins and felt boots. Raif took note of the snow on the crofters shoulders and hoods. He dso
noticed that all three men had their bows braced and ready. The oldest man, agreet red-haired giant who
Raif recaled was named Faille Trotter, had a donkey basket on his back

crammed with arrow and spear shafts and a bucket of neet's-foot oil hanging on arope around his
neck. It was apoint of honor among al tied clansmen that they never came to the roundhouse
empty-handed.

Suddenly uneasy, Raif raised his hand to his neck and searched out the hard smoothness of hisraven
lore. Thiswasthefirst year he had ever known a crofter to bring weapons, not food, to pay for hiswinter

keep.

'Now go and warm yi'selves by the small hearth and I'll send agirl in with some peas and bacon.



There's no blackening left, mind, only meat and soft lard.” Anwyn Bird's tones dared any of the crofters

to find fault with the offered fare. None, including Faille Trotter, who wastwice Anwyn'ssze and had a
face fierce enough to scare bears, had the nerve for it. Anwyn Bird nodded, well used to cowing al who
stood before her. "Go on with you, then. Y ou'll find askin of good dewarming by thefire."

The crofters, looking dightly embarrassed in their softskins and felt boots, were quick to do Anwyn's
bidding.

Anwyn Bird, grand matron of the roundhouse, head cook and brewer, expert on dl thingsincluding
childbirth and bowmaking, turned the consderable force of her attention upon Raif and Effie Sevrance.
"And where might you two have been?'

Seldom asking a question that she wasn't prepared to answer for herself, Anwyn Bird gave neither of
them the chance to speak. "Been dawdling in the guidehouse, I'll swear!™ She nodded at Effie. "Y ou, my
girl, are coming with me. Everyone e se round here might dither about, ‘fraid that you'l run off again and
never be found. But | for oneintend to see that you get a good hot supper, some oatcakes, and a sop full
of butter. If you get any thinner, | swear Longhead'll mistake you for a sgpling and plant you in the graze.

'Longhead plantsthe saplingsin the rise, not the graze," Effie said maiter-of-factly. "And it isn't the
season for them anyway."

Theloose skin under Anwyn Bird's chin wobbled in indignation.

Raif bit hislip to stop himsdlf from smiling. Raina Blackhail and Effie Sevrance were the only two
peoplein the guidehouse who could render Anwyn speechless.

Muttering to hersalf about young girlstoday, Anwyn Bird grabbed Effie by the collar and marched
her toward the kitchen. Effie's rock collection knocked together as she moved, and just before Anwyn
passed out of earshot, Raif caught the phrases"lot of nonsense” and "fuss about old rocks' puffing from
her lips.

Glad that Effie had falen into the hands of someone who would see her fed, Raif let out abreath of
relief. At least for tonight that was one less thing to worry abot.

Spinning around, he took a moment to think where Mace Black-hail would likely be at this hour.
Despite the eleven-day mourning set by Inigar Stoop, events were moving fast. Crofters were coming
early to the roundhouse, bringing arms and bow grease, the guidehouse windows had been boarded up
and barricaded with pullstones, and just this morning Raif had woken to the clang and shudder of the clan
forge—and it hadn't even been dawn. Clan Blackhail was preparing for war, and they were doing so
under Mace Blackhail's orders and supervision.

Raif pressed hislipsinto awhite line. The man was worse than amurderer. He had ridden home from
akilling fild with hismouth full of lies. Even before he had made a decison whereto go, Raif exited the
entrance hall. He had to find Mace Blackhail, see for himself what the man who would be clan chief
planned next.

Theinterior of the roundhouse was avast warren of sone. Tunnels, ramps, and dug steps led down
to windowless chambers, grain cells, root cdllars, aramslocks, and vaults where enemy bones had once
been laid facing north to rot. Way down, two full stories belowground, Longhead kept awet cell and
grew mushrooms year-round. All chambers were stone walled and barrel ceilinged, supported by
massive bloodwood stangs seded with pitch.



Nothing waslocked, not even the strongroom. A clansman who stole from his own was considered
asgood asatraitor and promptly staved and skin hung. Raif had seen it happen only once, to a
soft-gpoken luntman named Wennil Drook. Wennil's job as luntman was to keep dl torcheslit in the
roundhouse. He had accessto al chambers, could go wherever he chose, unnoticed and unquestioned.
When Corbie Meesg'sfine slver handknife went missing one night after supper, the entire roundhouse
was searched. Mace Blackhail found the knife aweek later wrapped in dockleaves at the bottom of the
luntman's pack.

Raif forced histeeth together as heran down a series of short ramps. Early the next morning Wennil
Drook was taken onto the

court and laid facedown upon the clay. One sharp pole was inserted under his skin from shoulder to
shoulder and a second from hip to hip. Wennil Drook was then lifted by the staves and suspended
between two horses. The horses were ridden by their riders over the fellfields and onto the Wedge.
Wennil Drook only madeit halfway. The skin on hisback tore off in asingle piece, and hefdll tothe
ground and was dead before dark.

Corbie Meese was given the skin off Wennil Drook's back. He had used it onceto clean his
hammer, then thrown it away.

Frowning, Raif took the steps down to the fold, the great chamber that lay directly benegth the
entrance, where al horses and livestock were held during hard frosts and sieges. It was empty. Not one
clansman stood in the center, training his dogs, nor one clanswoman leaned againgt the enclosure wall,
letting her children run and play. Raif halted by the entrance. Thefold wasthe largest cleared spacein the
roundhouse. On days as cold asthisit was usualy heavily used.

Raif punched the stonework with the hedl of his hand. It wastime he paid avisit to the Great Hearth.
How long had he been in the guidehouse with Effie? Less than an hour?

The tunnels and ramps of the roundhouse were built narrow and winding so they could be easily
defended if the main gate was breached. Raif found himsalf cursing every twist and curve asheran. A
man could get nowhere fast. Passing dongside the kitchen wall, he heard children'slaughter bubbling
againg the other sde. The sound did little to settle his mind. Children playing in Anwyn Bird'skitchen?
Wasn't the deepest spiraling hell supposed to freeze over first?

The Great Hearth was the roundhouse's primary chamber above-ground. Y earmen, visitors, and all
male children old enough to find food and beds for themsalves dept there each night around thefire.
Most clansfolk ate supper at the curved stone bencheslining the chamber's east wall. In the evenings
everyone gathered about the fire to keep warm, tell tales, sample one another's homebrew, smoke pipes
packed with dried heather, court, sing, dice, and dance swords. It was the Heart of Clan; al decisons of
weight were made there.

Even as he rounded the last of the Steps, Raif knew something was wrong. The Great Hearth's oak
doorswere closed. Not pausing to smooth his hair or brush down his coat, he pushed against the oak
planking, forcing hisway through.

Five hundred faces turned to look at him. Corbie Meese, Shor Gormain, Will Hawk, Orwin Shank,
and dozens of other full clansmen were gathered around the vast sandstone hearth. Raina Blackhail,
Merritt Ganlow, and a score of other women with due respect a so had places close to thefire. Sitting
around the edge of the room on curved benches were the yearmen: the two middle Shank brothers, the



Lyes, Bullhammer, Craw Bannering, Rob Ure, who was fostered from Clan Dregg, and dozens of
others.

Raif felt ahard lump riseto histhroat. Drey wasthere too, sitting beside blue-eyed Rory Glegt, his
hands resting upon the newly scored hammer in hislap. Raif looked and |ooked, but his brother wouldn't
meet hiseyes.

'Y ou weren't called to this meeting, boy." Mace Blackhail stepped out from behind a bloodwood
stang and walked five paces forward before coming to ahat. ™Y ou won't be made yearman till next

oring.”

Raif didn't care for the tone of Mace Blackhail's voice. He dso didn't care for the fact that Mace
Blackhail waswearing hisfoster father's Clansword. Stedl skinned, black as midnight, and hilted with
human bone packed with lead, it was kept in the roundhouse at al times and worn only by the clan chief
when he was called upon to pass judgments of death and war.

Glancing around the Great Hearth, Raif took full count of the group. More clansmen than he had seen
together in one place since spring Godsfest had gathered for ameet. Even afew tied clansmen—crofters,
pig farmers, and woodsmen—had been given places near the door. The only full-sworn clansmen who
weren't present were those manning the strongwalls and borderholds, the hundred or so standing
nightwatch, and those away on longhuntsin the far northern reaches of the clan.

Raif's eyes narrowed. "If you have met to spesk of war," he said, glancing from face to face and
ignoring Mace Blackhail completely, "then | demand to be present. Before the first battleisjoined, Inigar
Stoopwill hear my oath.”

Corbie Meese's large head, with its hammer dent, scar, and bald spot, was thefirst to nod. "He's
right, you know. We're gonna need to bind as many yearmen as we can, as soon as we can. And that's
no mistake." Balie the Red and severd others nodded right dong with him.

Mace Blackhail cut the nodding short before it had chance to spread. "We must decide upon aclan
chief before we speak of war.”

Raif shot Drey a hard glance, boring through his brother's skull until Drey was forced to look up.
Mace Blackhail had called ameeting to decide on the next clan chief, and his own brother hadn't even
told him. Raif scowled at Drey. Didn't he redlize he was playing right into Mace Blackhail's hands?

'So," Mace Blackhail said, taking the last few steps toward the door and pausing before he opened
it. "Aswar isn't our main purpose here, | say welet thisboy go." He smiled dmost swestly. "Delicate
meatters such as these would more than likely bore him."

Raif stared at Drey's bent head. Thistime his brother refused to look up.

Mace held open the door. With his back turned to the clan, he sent Raif alook filled with malice. Go,
he mouthed, his eyes shrinking to two black-and-yellow strips.

'l say he stays." It was Raina Blackhail, standing as she spoke. "Despite what you say, Mace
Blackhal, Raif Sevranceishardly aboy. If hewantsto have his say dong with therest, | for onewon't
gop him." Shelooked her foster son straight in the eyes. "Would you?”



In the seconds it took Rainato speak, Mace Blackhail's face changed twice. By the time he had
turned back to the clan, the only trace of the anger her words had caused him was the rapidly diminishing
linesaround his mouth. He let the door fall closed. "Very well. Let the boy find aplace at the back."

Raif held his position amoment longer, then edged sideways, joining agroup of crofters behind the
door. Hisgaze did not leave Mace Blackhail for amoment.

'l warn you, boy," Mace said softly, weighing hiswords. "We're not here to rake over what
happened at the badlands camp. Y ou're upset about the loss of your da—we al saw that the other day.
But we'rein mourning for others besides Tern Sevrance, and you'd do well to remember that. Y ou
weren't the only onewho lost kin." Mace made aswallowing motion with histhroat. "Others did, too.
And every time you spesk up rashly without thinking, you injure their memories and wound the grieving.”

Mace Blackhail's words gtilled the clan. Many looked down, at the floor, at their hands, at their laps.
Severd of the older clansmen, in euding Orwin Shank and Will Hawk, nodded. Thetied clansman by
Raif'ssde, apig farmer named Hissip Gluff, edged minutely away.

'Let'sget back to the matter in hand.” Shor Gormain spokein an even tone. He was standing by the
hearth, hisfair hair and beard smoothly cut and tended, his swordarm resting on the mantd. "I daresay
the lad knows himsalf when'sright and proper to speak.”

As dwayswhen the small swordsman spoke, people agreed. And those men and women who had
given Raif sharp glances seconds earlier now found other thingsto look &t. Raif said nothing. Hewas
beginning to redize just how clever Mace Blackhail was with words.

'Well," Bailie the Red said, stepping forward into the cleared space in the center of the room. "Mace
isright. We must decide upon aclan chief and quickly. Dhooneisweak, and its sworn clans are suffering
from want of protection. We al know the Dog L ord's been sniffing around the Dhoonehouse like the
hound that he is—the man has seven sons, and each one of them craves aclanhold of hisown. Y et now
it seemsto me asif the Bludd chief craves more. | think the man has each and every one of usin his
gghts. | think he hasafancy to call himsdf Lord of the Clans. And if we St on arses and do nothing, then
it'll only be amatter of time before his Bluddsmen come cdling with swords."

Shouts of "Aye!" chorused around the Great Hearth. Corbie Meese took his hammer from his back
and pounded the wooden butt againgt the floor. Severd yearmen, Drey included, began pummeling their
figts againgt the bench. Many clansmen ssamped their feet or hammered dejugs againgt thewals. Mace
Blackhail waited until the noise was &t its greatest before spesking.

Raising an open hand, he shouted over the clamor, "Aye! Bailie hastheright of it! The Dog Lord
would have our land, our women, and our roundhouse. And when he's done held turn around and shatter
our guidestone to dust. He daughtered our chief in cold blood, in the no-man's-land of the camp. What
worse will he do when he comeswest to raid our clan?"

Mace Blackhail curled hishand to afist. The noise had died now, and the only person moving was
the luntwoman Nellie Mass, who was busy carrying shredded sprucebark from torch to torch. Thefirein
the Great Hearth roared like wind from the north, and dl around the

t room bloodwood beams creaked and shuddered like timbersin astorm.

Raif felt the heat leave hisface. The world was shifting beneath everyone'sfeet on the word of just



one man. He couldn't believe how quickly it was happening. It was like watching a dog round up a herd.

'My father died a Vaylo Bludd's hand,” Mace Blackhail said, letting his voice tremble aong with his
figt, "killed by ahdll-forged sword, left to rot on frozen earth. | say the Dog Lord must pay long and hard
for what he did. We are not Clan Dhoone to stand by and let someone stedl our guidestone whilewelie
in bed with our women atop us. We are Clan Blackhail, thefirst of al clans. We do not hide and we do
not cower. And wewill have our revenge.”

The clan thundered to life. Everyone stood. Axmen and hammermen pounded their wegpons against
the stone floor, yearmen began chanting " Kill Bludd! Kill Bludd!" and those standing by tables took out
their handswords and thrust the blades into the wood. The women tore the deeves from their dresses,
baring their widow's wedsfor al to see. Corbie Meese hefted askin of hard liquor over hishead and
sent it crashing into thefire. The skin exploded in aball of pure white flame, scorching the hair of al who
stood close and sending out awave of hegt that hit everyonein the room.

As smoke rolled from the hearth in black storm clouds, Bailie the Red aimed his bow. Shaped from a
single piece of heartwood yew, strengthened with plates of horn, then curve-dried over sinew, the
longbow drew as smoothly as the setting sun. Bailie held the string to his cheek, kissed hisarrow's
fletchings, and let it fly. The arrow parted smoke like aknife ditting throats. Shooting into the red heart of
thefire, it severed the tops of flames and shattered the glowing emberslike arock smashed into ice. Hot
coasraned onto the hearthstone, dark and ashy, their red eyesflashing.

‘That'sfor the Dog Lord," Bailie the Red shouted above the uproar, tapping imagined dust from his
bow.

Even asRaif found himsdf envying the sheer force of Balli€'s shot, his gaze was drawn away to the
opposite end of the chamber, where Drey stood chanting at the top of hisvoice. He and
smooth-cheeked Rory Gleet were shouldering and pushing each other, seeing who could shout the
loudest. Drey had hishammer in his hand and kept turning to pound the bench behind him. Briefly he met
Raifs gaze, then quickly looked away. A muscle twisted in Raifs gut. That wasn't Drey. Hisface was so
red, it didn't even look like him.

Kill Bludd! Kill Bludd!

Edging back againgt the door frame for support, Raif looked away. He felt physicaly sick. Noises
pushed againg hisface like blows.We don't know Clan Bludd did it , he wanted to shout. But Mace
Blackhail had ensured that anything he said would be dismissed as the immature rantings of aboy who
had lost hisda. Raif scored hisfist dong the door frame, daring the splintersto draw blood. Why couldn't
anyone see Mace Blackhail for the wolf that he was?

As heraised his knuckles from the wood, he was aware of someone's gaze upon his back. Assuming
it was Mace Blackhail, he spun around to face him. But it wasn't Mace; it was hisfoster mother, Raina
Raif let hisfig fal to hissde. In aroomful of people straining, shouting, and clamoring to be heard, Raina
Blackhail was an idand of quiet calm. The bandages around her widow's weals had been torn away,
reveding thefierce red flesh of new wounds. No scabs would be allowed to form over the cuts asthey
hedled. Instead her skin would be held together by tightly bound sinew, until bands of hard flesh had been
raised around her wrigts. These shewould carry with her until desth.

For thefirgt time, Raif redlized what Rainawas wearing over her shoulders. the black bear pelt that
Dagro Blackhail had died scraping. Y et the pelt looked clean and newly washed, and the flesh Ssde was
creamy and bloodless. Raif felt the ground shift beneath hisfeet one moretime. Drey must have carried it



back. He must have bundled it into his pack, brought it home from the badlands, finished scraping the
flesh, then lime-washed and softened the inner hide. All done quietly and without fuss, so Raina Blackhall
could have her husband's last token.

Sobered, Raif unclenched hisfist. Sometimes he hardly knew hisbrother at dl.

Asif aware of Raifsthoughts, Raina Blackhail pulled the bear pelt close around her shoulders. Tears
shonein her eyes. She made no motion to speak, made no gestures with her hand or head, smply held
Raifs gaze as surely asif she were holding hisarm. Her husband was dead, and she meant for him to
remember that fact.

Kill Bludd! Kill Bluddl'Hold your cries" Mace Blackhail cried, raising the Clansword O

above his head as he stepped upon atable close to the center of the room. His black dogskin pants
and tunic had been dashed by his own hand, and hiswalf lorelay on the outside for al to see. With his
dark hair, dark clothes, and yellow wolf tooth shining against his skin, he looked fierce and full of rage.
The Clansword fit his grip perfectly, and aready he had itsweight and balance judged.

The clan quieted. Thanksto Bailie the Red's arrow, the fire now gave off aflickering uneven light.
Dark smoke vented from the cooling embersin thin plumes. Around the walls of the Great Hearth,
torches burned with the crackle and putter of thingsjust lit.

Mace Blackhail waited for perfect silence. The Clansword gleamed like black ice as he spoke. "We
must make raids and make war—we know that now. Our warriors must ride east and meet the
Bluddsmen full on. Now more than ever we need a strong man to lead us. War is never solely about
battle. We must make alliances, mass oursalves, know our weaknesses and use our strengths. We can
never replace Dagro Blackhail, and | for one will fight anyone here and now who claims otherwise.”
Mace brought the Clansword down and swept it in ahalf circle around his chest. For afraction of a
second his gaze rested on Raif, then hislipstwisted minutely and he looked away.

Finding none who would speak up against the dead, he continued. "Y et choose aleader we mugt. All
here have theright to draw the Clansword and claim the Blackhail name. AsaBlackhail by fosterage, |
have more rights than some, but that's not what | called you here to say. What | mean to Sate here,
before dl clansmen and yearmen and women with due respect, isthat | will pledge mysdlf to any man
who isnamed clan chief and follow him until | die

Mace Blackhail's words stunned the clan. Mouths fell open, breasth wasinhaled. Old Turby Fapp
lost hisgrip on his spear, and it went clattering to the floor. The crofter to Raif's sde pulled up hischin
and whispered to his companion that it was "afine thing for Mace Blackhail to do." Raif waited. Like
everyone else he was surprised by Mace Blackhail's words, yet he knew it wasn't the end. Even as Mace
Blackhail lowered the sword, the chorus began.

'A Blackhail isasaBlackhail does." Corbie Meese stepped into the center of the room, the boiled
hide of his coat armor embellished only by hishammerman's chains. "Mace has shown himsdf to bea
true clansman like hisfather before him, and | for one would be proud to follow hisbannsinto battle.”
With that, Corbie laid his great iron-headed hammer on the ground benesth Mace Blackhail's feet.

'I'll second that." It was Ballie the Red, stepping forward with his braced yewwood bow. "The
moment the badlands raid happened, Mace Blackhail's first thoughts were for those who were |eft at
home. Now | don't mean to speak ill of the two Sevrance lads—all here agree that what they did was
right and fitting—but to my mind Mace Blackhail acted like aclan chief from the sart.”



Raif closed hiseyesascalsof "Ayel" circled the room. He heard Bailie the Red lay his bow by
Corbie Meese's hammer, and when he opened his eyes again Orwin Shank and thin-bearded Will Hawk
were doing likewise with their axes and swords. Along the east wall, yearmen shifted restlesdy against
their benches. It wasn't their place to move before full clansmen and women with due respect.

Other clansmen came and laid their wegpons by Mace Blackhail's feet. The twins Cull and Arlec
Byce crossed their matching limewood axes on top of the growing pile. Still, some men held back. Shor
Gor-mdin was the most notable. Standing close to Raina Blackhail, he watched the proceedings with
glinting eyes, not amuscle on hislean face moving. Others, many older clansmen like Gat Murdock and
the fierce little bowman whom everyone called the Lowdraw, took hislead and did the same. Raif
noticed severa clansmen and most of the clanswomen looking to Raina Blackhail.

When it was obviousthat dl the full clansmen who were prepared to come forward had done so,
Mace Blackhail pressed the flat edge of the Clansword to his heart. Hisblack hair and close-trimmed
beard made his skin look as pale asice formed around awindow at night. His teeth were strong and
white. A few had the sharp-edged |ook of fangs.

Turning, he addressed hiswordsto Rainaaone. "What say you, Foster Mother? | did not ask for
this, and in truth | am not surethat | want it. And no matter how much my fellow clansmen's support gtirs
my heart, what you think matters more."

Raif ground histeeth together to stop himself from crying out. Mace Blackhail wasn't even afull
clansman! Hewas ayearman, like Drey, pledging himsdlf one year a atimeto hisclan, until he married
or settled and was ready to commit himself wholly and for life. Most yearmen pledged to their birthclans,
but some married elsawhere, or

fostered elsewhere, or found themsel ves better needed and more valued at aforeign roundhouse far
from home.

Raif sucked in breath. His gaze flicked to Raina Blackhail, who stood in her own space, dightly apart
from the other women. Mace Blackhail had put her in adifficult position; to speak against blood or
fosterkinin front of clan was unthinkable. Most especialy againgt afoster son who had just paid his
foster mother acompliment far greater than due respect.

Spent air burned asit | eft Raif'dungs. Mace Blackhail maneuvered like the wolf he was. isolating his
target, then forcing it to run alone.

Raina Blackhail was not the sort of woman to be hurried, though, and with adow shrug of her
shoulders shelet the black bear pelt fal to the floor. Everyonein the Great Hearth watched as she
deiberately stepped upon it. Her lips and cheeks were pale, her dress of housespun wool dyed a subtle
shade of gray. The only bright spots on her entire body were the blood seeping from her widow's wed's
and thefilm of unshed tears across her eyes.

'Foster son," she said, placing adight but unmistakable emphasis on the wordfogter . "Like my
husband before me | am aperson rarely given to hasty judgment. Y ou have spoken well, and humbly,
and have gained the support of many of the clansmen who lie above you in rank." A pause followed,
where Rainalet the clansmen remember for themselves that her foster son was but ayearman.

For the first time since he had entered the chamber Raif felt a spark of hope. No onein the clan was
respected as highly as RainaBlackhall.



'I believe you are astrong man, Mace Blackhail," Raina continued, "with astrong will and astrong
arm and the ability to make others do your bidding. | have seen you on the practice court and know you
wield both the ax and the greatsword deftly. Y ou are clever with words—as the men from Clan Scarpe
S0 often are—and | suspect you will be clever at battle aswell. Given these qualities, you may indeed
make an excellent clan chief. However, | am Dagro Blackhail's widow, and his respect ismy due, and as
such | demand that no decision be made tonight.”

Asthelast words eft Raina Blackhail's lips and the clan responded to the mettle in her voice, Raif
heard the pounding of footsteps on the outer stairs. Even as he gave silent thanks for Raina Blackhail's
caution and saw for himsdlf that no man or woman present would dare defy her on this matter, the double
doors of the Great Hearth burst open.

A clansman, hisforehead and cheeks red with sudden exposure to hest, his nose and eyes running,
and his ailskins shedding snow, dashed into the room, sscumbling forward in his haste. Breethless, hishair
damp with swest and hisboots lip high in mud, he stood a moment, gulping great mouthfuls of air to il
himsdlf. Raif recognized him after amoment as Will Hawk's son, Bron. A yearman, fostered to Dhoone.

Raif felt hisskin cool assurely asif Bron Hawk had brought the cold from outsde with him. His
stomach knotted, and beneath his buckskin tunic and wool shirt, his raven lore burned cold likeice.

All gathered held their breath asthey waited for Bron Hawk to speak. Mace Blackhail and the pile of
pledged weapons standing below him were forgotten. Raina Blackhail's words and her husbhand's find
token lying benesth her feet did from the clan's minds like runoff down adope. Five hundred pairs of
eyes focused with blind intent toward the door.

Bron Hawk pushed thefair hair from hisface. After abrief glance around the chamber, his gaze
findly rested upon Raina Blackhail and the smdl swordsman Shor Gormalin, who stood at her back.
"Clan Bludd has taken the Dhoonehouse," he said. "Five nights ago. They daughtered three hundred
Dhoonesmen with weapons that drew no blood.”

A sngle hiss of shock and anger united the room. Raif felt the knot in his somach unfold with soft
liquid downess. No one would ever question Mace Blackhail's story about the badlands raid again.

EIGHT Trapping in the Oldwood ome on. Put on your coat and oilskin. Y ou're coming with me.”
Raina Blackhail grabbed the corner of Effie's blan-ket and heaved it from the pallet.

Effie Sevrance blinked. The lamplight hurt her eyes, and she didn't much like the idea of going
outside. Theland beyond the roundhouse was big and open and cold. A person could get lost on the
fellfields and never be found. "Please, Raina, | don't want—

'‘No, my girl," Rainasaid, cutting her short. "I don't care what you say. Y ou need somefresh air on
that pale face of yours, and sure as the Stone Gods created the clanholds, I'm going to seeyou get it."
She patted Effies thigh. "Come on now. We're going to the Oldwood to check my traps, and | want to
be there and back before morning's end.”

Moving around the smdl cell where Effie dept done, Raina Blackhail plucked oilskin, dog mitts, and
awool coat from the chair and the dog hook where they had been negtly hung or folded. Effietold
hersdf she didn't mind Rainabeing here, not really. She wasn't like some people who just wanted to be
nosy and make fun. Letty Shank was always here, steding stones, scattering them around the chamber,
snatching the lore from Effies neck and wearing it hersdlf. "Look a& me," sheld cal to Mog Wiley and all



the others. "As dim asthe rock the clan guide gave me."

Effiebit her lip. Everyonewould laugh asif it were the funniest thing they'd ever heard. Crowding
around L etty Shank, they would try to take the lore from her, anxious to wear it themselves.

Risng from the box pallet, Effie frowned at Raina. Rainawanted to put on the coat and mittsfor her,
but Effie preferred to do it hersdif.

This made Rainasmile. "There's some good rocks out on the west side of Oldwood, you know, by
Hissp Gluff's place. Y ou might be able to find something new for your collection.”

"They're sandstone," Effie said. "Like the roundhouse.”

'Oh, | don't know about that, Effie Sevrance. When | was up therelast | could swear | saw
something shining beneath my fox trgp.”

"You did?' Effiewasingantly interested. She knew Raina Blackhail wasn't the sort of womanto lie
about anything, most especialy rocks.

Rainabent and kissed the top of Effieshead. "Y es. Hurry now. If your oilskins and bootsarent oniin
the next minute, I'll have Longhead come down here and plant mushrooms over your bed. | sweer it's
wet enough to grow them here." She shivered. "l redlly do.”

Effie amost laughed a the idea of mushrooms growing on her bed, but she didn't like theway Raina
had turned up her pitch lamp and was now |ooking around the little stone cell with adisgpproving air.
Effie spoketo head her off. "I don't want to go and deep with the other girls. Please. Anwyn has given
me her best goatswool blanket. And | keep atorch burning most of the night.”

Theworried look that dways made Effie fed bad appeared on Rainasface. "Bind your mittstightly,”
wasdl she said. "It'swhite wegther outside.”

Effieliked the roundhouse best in early morning. Few people were around, mouthwatering smells of
bacon and scorched onions wafted up from the kitchen, and light pouring through the high windows
promised good things to come. It was asif whatever had gone on the day before was completely
canceled out. Asthey waked up the ramp to the entrance hal, the only person they encountered was the
lunt-woman Nellie Moss. The skin on Nellie's hands was red and shiny with old scars from torch bums,
and al the other children including Letty Shank and Mog Wiley were afraid of her. Effiewaan't... not
quite . Nellie M oss got to move about the roundhouse unheeded and did most of her work in the dark.
Effierather liked theidea of that.

RainaBlackhail stopped Nélie from waking straight past by putting ahand on the luntwoman'sarm.
"Any sgn of thair return?’

Nélie shook her head. "Nay. None's come back this night.”

Rainanodded. The worried look crossed her face again. "If they do come back, be sureto let them
know I'm in the Oldwood with my traps. I'll be back before noon."

'In the Oldwood with yer traps," repeated Ndliein her [ow mannish voice.

Effie thought she saw something unplessant in Ndllie Mass face, but when she blinked it was gone.



Briefly Effie remembered thelittle luntman Wennil Drook, who had lit the torches before Nellie. Effie
didn't believe what anyone said about him stedling Corbie Meesg's knife. Wennil had known things about
rocks. Hardly aweek went by in summer when he didn't bring her some new bit of stone for her
collection.

'Effie. Pull up your hood."

Effie did as Rainasaid, and together they left the roundhouse by the side door that led out past the
guidehouse to the stables. Everything, the stables, the graze, the clay court, and the gray stone roof of the
guidehouse, was covered in athick layer of snow. Even thelittle stream that ran behind the birches—the
one Orwin Shank called the Leak on account of its yellowy green water—was now running beneath a
sheet of snow-covered ice. It had been snowing on and off for seven days now, ever since Bron Hawk
had returned from Dhoone.

The clan had split up the following morning. Mace Blackball and his pledged men had ridden east to
scout the Dhoonehouse. Drey wasin the party... Effieworried about that. Raif had gone with Shor
Gormalin and othersto Clan Gnash, to learn what they could from the Gnash chief, who shared borders
with Blackhail and Dhoone. More men still had been put on east- and southwatch, and all tied clansmen
had been ordered to the roundhouse to defend it in case of raids. Mace's and Shor's parties were due
back any day. Then there would be a big meet where only the sworn clansmen were alowed.

Effie supposad they would make Mace Blackhail chief. Findly.

'Don't just stand there, Effie Sevrance," Rainasaid, following the much trodden path toward the
gtables. "Y ou must help mekit and saddle Mercy.”

Glancing over the graze to the low sandstone ridge that lay beyond, Effie chewed on her lip. The
snow made everything seem wide open. Vast. The countryside stopped being identifiable parts, like the
sheep graze and the cow graze and Longhead's apple orchard and the Wedge, and became one whole
thing insteed.

Inside her chest, Effie's heart began to best alittle faster. The land was abig white nothingness, like
the spaces in dreams that stretched on and on and on...

'Oh no you don't, Effie Sevrance," Rainasaid, tugging on her arm. ™Y ou're not bolting on methis
time. Theres nothing to be afraid of, only fresh air and snow. | won't leave you. | promise.”

Effielet hersalf be dragged into the stables. Sheliked the stables,

OC3rbut not as much asthe dog cotes. The stables were enclosed by thick stonewalls, but they
were large and high roofed, and there was too much space above a person’'s head. Not like the cotes.
Thelittle dog cote was s0 low that no grown man could stand in it. Effie grinned at the memory of Shor
Gormalin's bent back as held cometo drag her from it two weeks ago. He was nice, Shor Gormalin.
Hed understood when shed told him that she hadn't really run away at dl. "Just finding afair spot to
think," he had said with athoughtful nod of hishead. "'l can seethat. Do it mysdf from timeto time.
Though | daresay I'm inclined to pick somewhere warmer and less chancy than the dog cotes. Those
shankshounds could tear off aman's head.”

Shankshounds. Effi€'s grin widened. Orwin Shank's dogs were as soft as puppies around her.

Seaing Effie smile, Rainasmiled. "It'l be nice, you know. I've grilled us some gpple diceswrapped in



bacon.”
Suddenly feding alot better, Effie began buckling Mercy's bridle. She loved it when Rainasmiled.

When thefilly was saddled and two empty leather saddlebags were laid over her docks, Raina
trotted her onto the court. The Oldwood lay to the west of the roundhouse, past the graze and up over
the north ridge. Tall spires of paper birch and black spruce broke the skyline, and high overhead aline of
geese flew south. Fresh snow crackled benegth Effie's boots, its surface hardened by overnight frost. It
was bitterly cold, and Effie could feel her cheeks burning beneath her fox hood. Ice crystas glittered on
the branches of Longhead's saplings.

Effie crossed her arms over her chest and walked with her mitted hands thrust under her armpits.
Winter dways came fast to Clan Blackhall. Dasaid it was because. ..

Effie stopped dead.
Therewasno Da
Dahad gone.

'Effie." Rainaspoke softly, her voice sounding very far away. "It'sdl right, little one. Y ou'll be safe
withme. | swear it.”

Something hurt at the back of Effie's eyes. She blinked, but it wouldn't go away. Rainasaid things
and squeezed her shoulder, but Effie barely felt or heard. Her lore pressed against her collarbonelike a
poking finger. Dawas gone. And she had known something wasn't right from the very first morning held
ridden away. Her lore had told her so.

'‘Come on, Effie Sevrance. Up on Mercy." Effiefdt Raina's hands dip under her arms and lift her
clear off the ground. She saw the sky come closer, white and choked with snow clouds, then felt her
bottom come down on the hard |eather saddle. "There. Takethereins. Mercy will treat you well. Won't
you, Mercy?' Raina patted her filly's neck.

Effietook the reins and let Raina adjust the Stirrupsto her feet. Beneath her oilskins and wool codt,
Effie was aware of her lore pushing, pushing , againgt her skin. It wanted to tell her something... likethe
day Da had ridden north to the badlands.

Effie shook her head. She didn't want to know. Her lore told bad things. It made her fed queasy
indgde. Clutching thereinsin her left hand, she reached down inside her oilskin and pulled out thelittle
rock given to her by the clan guide at birth. One sharp tug was dl it took to snap the twine. Even through
her dogskin mittsthe rock felt dive. It wasn't warm and it didn't move, but somehow itpushed .

'What's the matter, Effie? Has the rock scratched your skin?' Rainawas waking ongside Mercy,
looking up at Effie, her face al creased and pale.

Leaning back in the saddle, Effie reached back with her hand to fedl for one of the saddlebags. When
her mitt dipped under the leather lid, she released her grip onthelore and let it fdl to the bottom of the
bag. A tight itchiness prickled through her ssomach asit dropped. Shetook abresath, told hersdlf it was
slly to be afraid of arock no bigger than her nose. "I'mfine, Raina. Just... cold. Therock felt cold

agang my skin."



Rainanodded her head in away that made Effie fed bad. She hated tolie.

They walked in slence after that. Rainaled Mercy over the ridge and into the bottomlands beyond.
Old ems, basswoods, oaks, and dog birches began to spike the path, their bare limbs clutching at the
sky | with every gust of wind. Gobs of frozen sgp shone like eyesin the places where branches split into
twigs, and deep within their hollowed-out boles, wet ice glittered like teeth.

Effie shivered. Normally sheliked old trees, yet today she found hersdf seeing only the bad things:
the wood ear fungus eating into the bark, the dimy green moss growing on south-facing trunks, and the
tubes of rootwood poking through the earth around the bases of the old oaks. Surely roots weren't meant
to be seen? Just looking at them made Effie fed queer, asif shewere catching aglimpse of hidden things,
like the pale winglessinsects that lived under the roundhouse floorboards and deep within itswalls.

Fedling her heart begin to patter again, Effie looked away. Fixing her gaze on the space between
Mercy's ears, shetried not to think of her lore lying at the bottom of Rainas saddlebag or the roots of the
old oaks. She wished she didn't have her mitts on and could touch Mercy's neck. She knew it would be
warm and soft and nice. "Good girl," she whispered, needing to hear the plain sound of her own voice.
"Good Mercy."

The Oldwood crept up on one dowly. First there was just a softening of the ground underfoot, afew
bushy birches and aders, and astring of old ems. Then the ground snow thinned, revedling the broad
leaves of winter ferns and stripped shoots of milkweed. A little later there were rounded boulders
gpeckled white with bird lime and yellow with withered moss. Then every time you took a step, years of
dead and frozen matter crackled benesth your feet. The light dropped, then later the wind. The smell of
damp earth and dowly decaying things sharpened. And findly, after you waked awhile longer past
rotten stumps and needle-thin streams, you were there, surrounded by a shuddering, creaking forest of
basswood, elm, and oak. The Oldwood.

Effiewas glad to get out of the open spaces of the valley, pleased that she could no longer see more
than ashort walk ahead. Still, it was very quiet and the wind didn't quite blow through the trees: It hissed.
Effie glanced a Raina, wishing she would speak. Rainawas quiet, though, her face tilted down toward
the path. There was aring of mud and snowmelt around the hem of her woolen skirt, and ice crystals had
formed along the breathline of her hood.

Effie dearly wanted to say something to Raina, something funny or
interesting or clever, but shewasn't very good at talking. Not like Letty Shank and Mog Wiley.

In slence, Rainaled them through the north corner of the Old-wood and onto the west fringe. The
temperature had risen dightly, and the snow underfoot was no longer as brittle asit had been. A few
winter birds, mostly robins and grouse, caled to each other from places Effie couldn't see. Every now
and then she fdt somethingpush againgt the base of her spine. It was ameta buckle or ahard lump of
leather in the saddle. It had to be. Her lore couldn't push right through the saddlebagsand Mercy's rump.
It couldntt.

The west fringe of the Oldwood was best for traps. Many clans-women trapped animals here, and dl
had their own territories and secret places. Effie knew Rainas placeswell. Rainahad exclusiverightsto
the stream between the two sister willows and the bluff, and to the bluff itself, where bearberries and
blackberries grew high atop theridge. Effie didn't know much about trapping game, but she knew that
the berry bushes were agood thing. All sorts of creatures cameto eat the fruit.



They arrived a Rainas trapping ground while the sun was il rising. Effie did down from thefilly's
back as Raina hiked up the bluff. Reaching the top of the bank, Raina ducked beneath a bearberry bush
to inspect one of her traps. After amoment she made a pleased sound. "I've got one, Effie. A fox. A big
onewith abeautiful coat. It'still warm.

Effiewalked alittle way up theridge, deliberately putting some distance between hersdf and the
saddlebag containing her lore. She wished the fox hadn't been warm. That meant Rainawould stop and
skinit beforeit froze. Y ou couldn't skin afrozen fox.

Rainaemerged from the bush holding ablue fox by the scruff of its neck. Itsyelow eyeswere il
open, but therewas no fox cunning spilling out. "Effie. Fetch the skinning knife from my left saddlebag.”

Effiewasn't very good at her left and rights. She needed to have both her handsin front of her to
work it out. Making alittle weighing movement with her mitted fingers, she frowned. The left bag wasthe
one containing her lore. Heart beating just alittle bit quicker than moments earlier, she weighed her |ft
andrightsagain.

'Effie! Hurry now! | want to be back by noon."

Raina's voice was sharper than normd, and Effie ran the short distance back to Mercy. Eyes closed,
lips pressed firmly together, she thrust amitted hand into the saddlebag. Even as her fingers found and
closed around the cool metal of the skinning knife, her lorepushed againgt the back of her hand. Effie
jumped. Her lore wanted to be picked up and held... like the time in the small dog cote just before Shor
Gormdin came.

'‘No," Effiewhispered. "Please. | don't want toknow ."
'Effie, theknifel”

Grabbing tight hold of the knife, Effie yanked her arm free of the saddlebag. She spent the next
moment standing perfectly ill, her face al scrunched, the knife held out at arm'slength, waiting to seeif
anything terrible would happen. Only nothing did. Trees creaked. An owl that didn't know what time of
day it was hooted. Breathing asigh of relief, Effie ran up the dope and joined Raina

Rainahad dready cut the trap wire from the fox's snout and was busy brushing away bits of leaves
and snow from its coat. Effie handed her the knife, but as she did so the temptation to lean in close and
hug Raina was overpowering, and she wrapped her arms around Raindswaist.

‘Little one. Little one." Raina pulled down Effie's hood and stroked her hair. "I shouldn't have brought
you dl thisway. It waswrong of me."

Effie didn't much care that Raina had misunderstood things. The sound of Rainas voice, gentle, good,
and completely familiar, was al that counted. Just to hear it made Effie fed better. She hugged her for a
bit longer and then pulled away. Rainalet her go. Thefox hung by its brush from her free hand, and Effie
could tell she was eager to skin it and be gone.

'l know," Rainasaid, making asmdl gesture indicating that Effie should pull up her hood against the
cold, "why don't you go and check on the other side of the bushes for those shiny stones we were talking
about? Right between the two oaks, under the bearberry.”

As Effie nodded, snow and earth crackled in the bushes below. Branches moved. A jackdaw took



totheair, screaming at the sky asit flew. Meta jingled softly.

Raina beckoned Effie to her. She had aready made the first incision along the fox's snout, and there
was afilm of blood on her blade. As Effie came forward, she let the fox drop to the ground.

Mace Blackhail emerged from the bushes below them, leading his blue roan by thereins. The gelding
was lathered, its coat steaming in ONES the cold air and its nogtrils frothing with mucus. Mud was
gorayed over its belly and legs, and the skin around its saddle was patchy and chaffed. Mace Blackhall
looked little better. Hisfox hood was matted with muck and ice, and his cheeks were burned red by
snow glare.

'Foster Mother!" he called. "I arrived back at the roundhouse a quarter after you left.”

Rainamade no reply. Her fingers dug into Effig's shoulders.

Mace Blackhail shrugged. Coming to ahdlt, hetied the roan's reins to awhip-thin birch. Effie heard
metal things—wegpons, she supposed—clink beneath hisoilskins.

'We need to talk, you and |, Foster Mother." Mace shot aglance Effiesway. "Alone and in private.”

Not releasing her grip on Effie€'s shoulder or the skinning knife, Raina began to descend the dope.
"Effiesbut achild. She won't—"

‘She'sa Sevrance,” cut in Mace Blackhail. "Shelll go running back to that dark-eyed brother of hers,
sivding and tdling tales.”

'Y ou mean Raif?' Rainasvoice had acatch to it that Effie didn't understand. "Asyou and Drey seem
to get dong well enough. He seemed eager enough to pledge his hammer to you the same night Bron
camefrom Dhoone."

Mace Blackhail pulled down his hood. Hisface was dark, thin from long daysin the saddle. "Get rid
of the child, Raina"

Effie kept hersdf ill. Sheimagined she could till fed her lore pressing againgt her mitted hand.
Rainatook asmdl breath and patted Effie's shoulder. Lowering her head, she spoke words for
Effies earsaone. "Run dong and find those stones behind the busheslike we talked about. I'll keep

watch. | won't leave without you. | promise.”

Effie twisted her head around so she could look at Rainas face. What she saw frightened her.
"Raing?"

'Go, Effie”" Raina patted her shoulder—harder thistime. "Go. Everything will befine here. Theré's
nothing to worry about. It'sjust me and Mace."

Effie scrambled down the dope. Mace Blackhail watched her descend. When she drew level with
the horses, Mercy whickered, and Effie reached out to touch her neck.

Push.

Snapping her hand back, Effie bit hard on her lip to stop any noise from leaving her mouth. It couldn't



be her lore. Itcouldnt . Turning on her hedl, she found hersdf face-to-face with Mace Blackhail. Before
she could move away, Mace grabbed her chin with agloved hand.

Hishair dripped snowmelt onto his cheeks as he angled her face one way and then the other. He
amelled of skinned animals. His voice when it came was as smooth and cold asice. "Asit isyoull be no
great beauty. Though you're ligble to end up worseif you go telling tales.”

'Leave her onel” It was Raina, coming down the dope. Effie noticed she il had the skinning knife
in her hand.

Mace Blackhail smacked Effie's buttocks. "Don't come back until I'm gone.”

Effie dashed away into the bushes, hardly caring where she was headed. She heard Rainacdll out to
her, some sort of warning about not going too far, yet Effie could barely hear it over the fast beating of
her heart. A finger of oak scraped aong her cheek. Ferns dapped at her boots and skirt, and snow and
twigs crackled benegth her feet. She hardly knew if she was running from Mace Blackhail or her lore,

When the ground finally steepened, Effie dowed. Her hood was down, but her face didn't fed cold at
al. Bresth fogged asit Ieft her mouth. She glanced over her shoulder, but al she saw were osks and éms
barricading the way. Oak roots peeped out above the snow line, pale and fat like worms.

Effie looked away. Up the dope and off to the left lay the backs of the bearberry busheswhere
Rainakept her traps. Effie frowned. Going that way would amost be the same as going back to the
clearing. But Raina had told her not to go far. Unsure of what to do, she hesitated; her hand stole up to
her neck, searching for the lore that wasn't there. Funny how she dways held it when she had decisions
to make. Laying her mitted pam flat on her chest, shetried to ill her heart instead. She wished Raina
were here.

A light wind blew through the trees and up the dope, making top-snow ruffle like an anima's coat.
Effie chewed on her lip. Shedidn't like Mace Blackhail, and it made her somach go dl tight to think of
him donewith Raina

With asmall flick of her head, she started up the dope. She didn't need an old piece of rock to make
decisonsfor her. She was old enough to make them herself.

The back of the bluff was harder to climb than the front. Littered 116

with loose rocks and falen logs dl dippery and green, the south dope was normally used by foxes
and Hissip Gluff's goats. The snow made everything worse, hiding brambles, sinkholes, and rootwood.
Effie plucked up her skirt and held it high above her knees. Somewhere below her she could hear the
willow stream running over sandstone. She didn't look down. By the time she reached the top of the
dope her skirt was black with snow and mud. Ahead she saw the line of bearber-ries and the two oaks
Rainahad mentioned earlier. Although she didn't much fed likeit, Effie turned her mind to stones. Shiny
ones, Raina had said. Beneath the bushes. " Get away from me!"

Effie stopped dead at the sound of Rainas voice. She wondered if snow hadn't worked itsway
indgde her callar, for something liquid and icy did down her spine.Raina.

Thrashing through snow and ferns, Effie dashed to the far sde of the ridge where the bushes grew.
One of Rainastraps could clearly be seen on the ground benegth the densest cluster of stems, itslip
open, waiting to be sprung. Swinging away fromiit, Effiefell to her knees and crawled the rest of the way.



No more words came from below, but she could hear twigs snapping and oilskins creaking. One of
the horses stamped its hooves. A breath was sharply taken, then the clear sound of a belt buckle
un-sngpping chimed through the air like abell.

Down on her belly in the snow, Effie pushed herself along by her knees and feet. Her heart thumped
againgt the ground. She was listening so hard her jaw ached.

More sounds. Qilskins, mostly, and crunching snow. Someone or something grunted: Effie couldn't
tell whether it was Mace Blackhail or one of the horses.

Easing her head into the tangle of stems and leavesthat marked the edge of theridge, she peered into
the clearing below. She saw Mace Blackhail's roan first, then Mercy. Red bearberries, cold and dmost
frozen, tapped againgt her cheekslike glass beads. Tiny little thorns snagged at her deeves as she moved
closer to the edge.

Hard breaths sounded, and Effie's gaze found Mace Blackhail's back. 1t was moving up and down.
Effie frowned. Where was Raina? That was when she noticed Mace Blackhail's hand; it was pressed
hard against Rainas mouth. Rainawas beneath him. On the ground. In the snow. Her oilskin was spread
open about her.

Effie's chest tightened. What was he doing to her? Even as she looked, she saw Mace Blackhail lean
forward andkiss Rainasface. Rainajerked her head back. Mace continued moving up and down. He
was bresthing very hard now.

A dlint of slver on the ground near the horses caught Effie's eye. Rainds knife. From where shelay,
Effie could just make out three blotches of blood sunk deep into the surrounding snow. Her gaze was
drawn back to Mace Blackhail. He shuddered, issued ahard cry like a cough, then dumped onto Rainas
chest. Rainas eyes were closed. Mace no longer had his hand over her mouth, but she made no moveto
cry out, smply lay there with her eyes closed, perfectly ill.

Mace said something to her that Effie didn't caich, then herolled to the sde and picked himsdlf off
the ground. Still Rainadid not move. Her skirt was hitched up about her waist and her tunic was open,
revedling her linen underbodice beneath. Effie averted her eyes: like the oak roots, they were things not
meant to be seen.

Mace Blackhall belted and fastened himsdlf up. His sword swung at hiswaist, held in place by a
doeskin scabbard dyed black. As hereturned to his horse, Effie saw aline of bright blood on his cheek
and a second on his neck. When he approached Raina's skinning knife, he kicked it hard, sending the
slver blade shooting into atangle of snowy gorse. He spat, smoothed back his hair, and then mounted
the blue roan. The gelding shook its mane and switched itstail, but Mace pulled hard on the bit, taking
command of its head.

Turning the gelding, Mace Blackhail took amoment to regard Rainaas she lay on the ground. Raina
gtill had not moved. Effie could just seetherise and fal of her chest. Her eyeswere closed, but as Mace
looked on she opened them.

Mace's mouth twisted. "Tidy yourself before you return,” he said, we are to be wed—asthis surely
means we must—then | will not have my wife arrayed like a coarsehouse wench for dl to see” With that,
he kicked the roan into atrot and rode from the clearing.



Effie watched him go. Theleft side of her face was numb, and her entire body was colder than she
could ever remember it being before. Even her heart felt cold. For areason she didn't understand, she
began naming the Stone Gods. Inigar Stoop said they were hard godsand 118

they answered no small prayers.Never ask anything for yourself, Effie Sevrance , Inigar'shard old
voicereminded her.Ask only that they watch over the clan . To Effie, RainaBlackhail was the clan, so she
spoke the nine sacred names of the gods.

As she named Behathmus, who was called the Dark God and was said to have eyes of black iron,
Rainabegan to gir in the clearing below. Her legs came upward and her ams did inward and her chin
came down to her chest. She shrank as Effie watched, her body closing around itself like adead and
curling leaf. No noise left her lips, no tears spilled from her eyes, shejust drew hersdf smaler and smaler
until Effie thought her back would bresk.

Effie cried for her. She didn't know that she was crying until the wetness reached her mouth and she
tasted sdt. Something bad had happened. And Effie wasn't sure what it was, but she knew two things
without question: Rainawas hurt.

And she, Effie Sevrance, could have stopped it. Her lore had known. 1t had wanted to tell her. It had
tried to tell her. It had pushed and pushed, but she'd refused to listen.

Scrambling free of the bushes, she brushed snow and ice from her oilskin, hood, and skirt. She didn't
know if shewas till crying; her cheeks weretoo numb to fed tears.

She could have stopped Mace Blackhail from hurting Raina. She could have taken thelorein her fist
and held it until she saw the bad thing. It had happened like that with Da. ..

A deep shiver worked itsway up her spine. Suddenly anxiousto be away, back insde the small
enclosed space of her cell, she ran dong the ridge and down the dope.

She didn't know how long it took her to get back to Raina—a quarter, perhaps; no longer—but by
the time she reached the clearing Raina had become hersdlf. Her hair was newly smoothed, her skirt free
of ice, and her oilskin fastened tightly al the way down to her knees. She amiled briefly as Effie
approached.

'l was just about to come looking for you. It'stime we were home. Come on. I'll put you on Mercy's
back." Her voicewas level with just adight strainto it. Her eyes were dead.

Effie didn't speak. A lump had cometo her throat.

NINE The Dhoonesest Vaylo Bludd spat at his dog. He would have preferred to spit at his second
son, but he didn't. The dog, a hunter and wolf mix with aneck aswide as adoor, bared itsteeth and
snarled at his master. Other dogs leashed behind it made low growling noisesin the backs of their
throats. The wad of black curd spat by VVaylo Bludd landed on the first dog's foreleg, and the dog
chewed at its own fur and skin to get it off. Vaylo didn't smile, but he was pleased. That one definitely
owed moreto the wolf.

'S0, son," he sad, il looking at the dog, "what wouldyou have me do next, ssemsyouill likethe
plans made by your father?'

Vaylo Bludd's second son, Pengo Bludd, grunted. He was standing too closeto thefire, and his



aready red face now glowed like something baked in an oven. His spiked hammer trailed on the floor
behind him like adog on aleash. "We must attack Blackhail whilethewinistill upon us. If we St on our
arses now, we miss our chance to take the clan-holdsin asingle strike.”

Sitting back on the great stone Dhooneseet that formed the center of the mightiest and best fortified
roundhouse in the clanholds, Vaylo Bludd consdered spitting again. With no black curd in hismouth, he
worked up adose of sdlivaby jabbing histongue againgt histeeth. Stone Gods! But histeeth ached! One
of these days he was going to find aman to pull them out. Find aman, then kill him.

Vaylo Bludd swallowed the spit. He took a moment to look at his second son. Pengo Bludd had not
shaved back his hairlinein days, and abristling band of hair framed hisface. Thelonger hair at the back,

O

with its braids and twists, was smilarly ill tended. Bits of goosedown and hay were caught in the
matted strands. Vaylo Bludd made ahard sound in histhroat. L egitimate offspring were born to
complacency and arrogance. Y ou wouldn't see such doth on abastard!

'Son," he said, hisvoice aslow asadog growl, "1 have lorded this clan for thirty-five years—agood
five of that before you were born. Now | daresay you'd think it boastful of meto point out just how far
Bludd has come under my lording, but | say | don't care. | am clan chief. Me, the Dog Lord. Not you,
lord of nothing but what | chooseto give you." Pengo's eyes narrowed. The hand that held hisleather
hammer loop cracked asit curled to afist. "We have Dhoone. We can have Blackhail aswell. The
Balsnen—"

Vaylo Bludd kicked out at the wolf dog, making it jump back and yowl. "The Haillsmen will be
expecting usto attack. They'll have that roundhouse of theirs sedled astight asavirgin's arse the minute
we break their bounds. Hailsmen aren't fools. They won't be found dacking like Dhoones." "But-"

"Enough!™ The Dog Lord stood. All the dogs |eashed to the rat hooks skittered back. "What
advantages we had here will not be easily got again. They comewith a price, as such thingsdo. And it
will befor meto say when and if we use such means again. We have Dhoone. Make use of it. Go, take
Drybone and as many of those useless brothers of yours as you can muster afore noon, and ride out to
the Gnash border and secureit. All the Dhoonesmen that rode away arelikely there, and if an attack is
going to come, then it will morethan likely start at Gnash." Vaylo smiled, showing black aching teeth.
"While you're out there mayhap you can claim what land you seefit for your steading. | heard it said once
that a chief should dways house his sons on hisborders.”

Pengo Bludd snarled. Tugging on his hammer loop, he raised his hammer from the floor and weighed
itslimewood handle across his chest. The spiked hammer head bristled like abasket of knives. Eyesthe
same color as hisfather's burned coldly like the blue inner tongue of flames. Without aword he turned on
hished, hisbraids and twists swinging out from his skull as he moved.

When he reached the chamber door, VVaylo stopped him with one word. " Son."

"What?" Pengo did not turn around.

'Send the bairnsto me afore you leave.”

Pengo Bludd snapped his head, then continued hisjourney from the door. He dammed it with al his
might behind him.



The Dog Lord took along bresth when he was gone. The dogs, dl five of them including the wolf
dog, were quiet. After amoment Vaylo bent on one knee and beckoned them as near astheir various
leashes would alow. He touded them and dapped their bellies and tested their speed by grabbing their
talls. They snarled and snapped and nipped him, wetting his hands and wristswith their frothy sdiva
They were good dogs, dl of them.

Unlike most hunters and ded dogs, whose fangs werefiled to stop them chewing through leashes and
ruining pelts by tearing at game, Vaylo's own dogs still had fangs of full length and sharpness. They could
rip out aman'sthroat on his say. None of them had names. Vaylo had long ago stopped keeping track of
al the names of those around him. A man with saven sonswho al had wives and in-laws and children of
their own soon gave up keeping tally on what people were cdled. What theywere was the only thing that
counted.

Fedling separate pangs of pain in each of hisremaining seventeen teeth, the Dog Lord stood. Bones
in hisknees cracked asthey dedlt with hisweight. The Dhoonesegt, carved from asingle dab of
bluestone astdl as ahorse, beckoned him back. Vaylo moved away fromiit, picking a plain oakwood
stool close to the hearth. He wastoo old for stone thrones and too wary of growing used to them. A
bastard |learned early that he always had to be ready to give up hisplace.

Glancing toward the door that his second son had dammed moments earlier, Vaylo frowned. That
was the problem with all of his sons: None of them knew what it wasto give up their place to another.
They knew only the politics of take.

Behind his back, Vaylo could hear the dogs scrapping among themsalves. He heard the wolf dog's
low distinctive growl, and he knew without turning to look that the dog was being attacked by the others
because of the favor its master had showed it. VVaylo made no move to interfere. Such was the way of
life

So, he thought, stretching out hislegs before the fire as he looked around the room, thisisthe great
Dhoone roundhouse . Men calling themselves kings had lived here once. Now there were only chiefs.

A smile spread across Vaylo's face as he remembered the last time he was here. He had not been
invited that time ether. Thirty-six years ago it was now, in the dead of night while Airy Dhoone, the clan
chief a thetime, and hissixty best men were away. Vaylo dapped histhigh. That bloody guidestone had
been murder to move! Old Ockish Bull had ended up with aherniaasbig asafist! And of the other four
dozen clansmen who had helped pull it free from the guidehouse, only two were able to move the next
day, and none could mount their horsesfor aweek.

Vaylo chuckled. The whole operation had been withouta doubt the most misguided, ill-planned,
fool-stupid thing fifty grown men had ever conspired to do. They never did get the guidestone farther than
Blue Dhoone Lake. It was till there today, at the bottom of the copper-tinted lake, resting amid the silt
and the sandstone, sunk within three hundred paces of the Dhoonehouse itsalf.

None but the fifty knew that, of course. When they returned to the Bludd roundhouse twenty days
later, al swore blind that the collection of rocksthey arrived with, pulled by ateam of mulesin awar
cart, was none other than the broken-down guidestoneitself. Not some quarry-purchased rubble and a
bucket of ground glass. And ithad made such an excedllent outhouse. ..

Vaylo Bludd leaned forward on his stool. Those were the days! Jaw was dl that counted. Jaw had
taken him, abastard son with only half aname and enemiesfor brothers, to the chiefship he held today .



Take, he had. But it wasn't an assuming, born-to-expect-it kind of take. It was take hard learned and
hard won. He hadn't gone to hisfather for ahandout. Gullit Bludd had said but ahandful of wordsto his
bastard son from the moment held acknowledged him as his own. And agood half of them were curses.
Knocking.

The Dog Lord looked to the door. He had been too long a one and his mind had got thinking, and
that was never what a Bluddsman was about.

'Enter.”

Expecting his second son's children, who had arrived from the Bluddhouse that morning, Vaylo had
his gaze focused hafway down the door when it opened. A man'swaist met his eyes. Seeing the long
white robe and smooth, amost womanish hands, the Dog Lord let out ahard sigh. If you dedlt with the
devil, his helpers dways arrived soon enough.

'SargaVeys. When did you get here?!

A tdl man with asdlow complexion and womanish eyes entered the room. Although dressed in the
plain white robe of acleric, SargaVeyswas no man of God. "In my own small way, Lord Bludd, | have
been heredl dong.”

Vaylo hated the man's high voice and the overly fine shape of hislips. He hated being called Lord
Bludd too. He was nothing but the Dog L ord, and both he and his enemies knew it. Suddenly angry, he
cried, "Close the door behind you, man!”

Sarga Veyswas quick to do hisbidding, moving in the loose-jointed way of aman possessing little
physical strength. The dogs growled behind his back. SargaVeys didn't like the dogs, and when he was
finished with the door, he moved as far away from them as possible. When he spoke, atremor that may
have been fear, yet Vaylo Bludd suspected was anger, showed itsdf in hisvoice. "'l see you're making
yoursdlf & home, Lord Bludd. The Dhooneseat quite suitsyou.”

A small nod on Sarga Veys part led the Dog Lord's gaze to the foot of the Dhooneseat, where athin
gtrip of leether lay on the stone. Vaylo's eyes narrowed. Such atiny thing, abit of leather fallen from his
braids, yet the devil's heper had picked up on it straightaway. Not for the first time, Vaylo reminded
himsdlf to be cautious of this man.

'So," he said, hands patting his belt for his pouch of black curd. ™Y ou've been within the clanholds
aong. Tell me, did you stay in the safe refuge of astovehouse? Or did your master want you closer for
the show?'

'l don't think," SargaVeyssaid, color rising to his cheeks, "that where| stay is any business of
yours™

The dogs found much to didike in SargaVeys tone of voice. Snarling and snapping, they tested their
leashesin hisdirection. Thewolf dog began worrying at itstether.

Sarga Veys mouth shrank. Hisviolet eyes darkened.
"Dogs!" cdled Vaylo Bludd. " Quiet!"

The dogs became slent immediately, dropping their heads and tails and dumping down onto the cut



sonefloor.

The Dog Lord watched Sarga Veys closely. Wondered, for abrief moment, if he hadn't seen the
man'sthroat working dong with hisviot )-v-

let eyes. That was another thing to remember about devil's helpers. No matter how weak they looked
they were seldom defenseless. Sarga Veyswas amagic user, Vaylo was sure of it.

'Did you ride here alone, or with asept?’ "I head a sept asalways.”

Head?V aylo doubted that. Protected by one, morelikeit. Seven fully trained, fighting-fit swordsmen
would hardly alow aman like Sarga Veysto lead them. Hard campaigners couldn't stand histype.

'l shadl beriding south to meet my master after I'veleft here.” SargaVeys seemed more at ease now
the dogs were quiet. He took amoment to smooth back hisfine hair. "1 shal tell him, of course, of your
great success. Assure him that everything went smoothly, and report that you are well on your way to
becoming Lord of the Clans." SargaVeys smiled, showing smdl, white, but ever so dightly
inward-danting teeth. "My master will be pleased. He has done his part. Now it's up to you to do—"

Vaylo Bludd spat out the wad of black curd held been chewing, silencing Sarga Veys as effectively
ashisdogs. Tour master wasn't the one who planned the raid and took the risks. He didn't cut through
the darkness and smoke not knowing what each new step would bring him. His blade wasn't bloodied.
His sonsweren't risked. His bals weren't froze with the waiting.”

‘Thanksto my master,” SargaVeys said, hisvoice dropping atone lower, " yourblades weren't as
bloodied asthey might have been."

Crack!

The Dog Lord smashed hisfoot down on the hearth stool, breaking its carved legslike sticks. Across
the hearthwell, the dogs shrank back againgt thewall. SargaVeysflinched. A musclein histhroat
quivered.

Try any of your foul magicsupon me," Vaylo roared, "and as the dogs are my witnessyou will not
leave thisroundhouse dive.”

Hearing their name spoken, the dogs thrashed their muzzles and snarled, spraying the surrounding
stone with drops of urine.

Unable to take afarther step back as his heelswere already pushing against the door, SargaVeys
pinchedin hislips. "Yes. | see now why they cal you the Dog Lord."

Vaylo nodded. "That's me." With the sde of hisfoot, he shoved away the broken stool.

'Well, Lord of Dogs, or whatever else you chooseto cal yoursdlf, you took my master's help quick
enough when it suited you. | don't bet lieve your anger caused you to break any stoolsthen. Y et now
you stand here at the very hearth he helped you win, issuing physical threatsto his envoy in the manner of
some common stovehouse brawler.” Sarga'Veys stepped forward. "Well let metell you—"

Vaylo cut him short with afierce shake of hishead. "Tell me what you cameto say. Then be gone.
Y our voice grates on my dogs. If your master has brought a message, speak it. If he hasnamed aprice,



then nameit." Ashe spoke, Vaylo watched SargaVeys face. It wasn't right that aman have violet eyes.

SargaVeys made asmadl shrugging motion. He brought hisfacid features under control, yet it took
him along moment to do so. When he spoke there was ill aresidue of anger in hisvoice. "Very well. |
bring you no message from my master. When the dedl was struck he asked for nothing in return, and
continuesto do so now. As he said at the time, he wishes only to see the clanholds under asingle firm
leadership, and he believesthat you arethe manto doiit. | cannot say when and if he will offer hishelp
again. Heisaman with many claims upon histime and resources. | do know, however, that he will be
watching your progress with interest. | should imagine he would be quite upset if after dl thetrouble he
has taken, you find the Dhooneseat as comfortable as a padded cot and decide to bed down uponiit.
There are many clanholds yet to be taken.”

The Dog Lord sucked on his aching teeth. Glancing around the old Dhoone chiefs chamber with its
huge blue sandstone hearth, its comfortable anima-hide rugs and wall coverings, and its smoky isinglass
windows, he thought hard upon SargaVVeys words. They weren't truthful, Vaylo was sure of that, yet
therewas truth in them.

'l have plans of my own for Blackhail and therest,” he sad. " And will move upon them in my own
good time. | must secure the Dhoone-hold first."

A quick smileflitted across Sarga Veys face. "But of course. My master places great store in your
judgment.”

Frowning, the Dog Lord crossed toward the door. He had the satisfaction of seeing SargaVeys
shrink away from him, but the pleasure was only fleeting. Heredly didn't liketheman at dl. Veyswas
dangerous. He had atemper better suited to a man with the muscleto useit.

'Y ou'll be on your way now," Vaylo said, reaching for the door. "Be

sureto tell your master that the message you came expresdy not to ddliver was heard well and

SargaVeysinclined hishead. Ashedid so, Vaylo redized that the skin on the man'sface wasn't as
smooth and hairless as he had first thought, just razored with an expert hand.

'| shall tell my magter you find the Dhoonesest to your liking," Veyssaid. "And that you have—how
should I put it?—long-termplans to take theHailholdasweir Vaylo Bludd came close to hitting Veysthen.
Hisface flushed and hisfist curled and the bonesin hisjaw and neck cracked dl a once. Smashing the
hed of his hand down upon the door handle, he fractured the oak lintel benegath. "L eavel" he cried. "Take
your dy haf-truths and your mincing Halfman ways and get your bony, well-shaved arse off my land.”

SargaVeys violet eyes darkened to the color of midnight. His face twisted and hardened. "You," he
sad, hisvoicerising as helost control of it, "should watch that dog-muzzle mouth of yours. Y ou're not
talking to one of your animal-skinned clansmen now. | came here asavisitor and envoy, and & very least
should receive due respect.” Veys stepped over the threshold and then turned to face Vaylo Bludd one
last time. "'l wouldn't get too comfortable on the Dhoonesest if | were you, Dog Lord. One day you just
might turn around and find it gone.”

With that SargaVVeys clutched at the sdes of hisrobe, lifting the fabric clear of hisankles, and
saked away.



The Dog Lord watched him go. After alength of time he let out aheavy breath and closed the door.
Thelast thing to remember about devil's helpers was that they were often more trouble than the devil
himsdlf.

Crossing to hisdogs, Vaylo dapped histhigh. "What do you think, en?" he murmured, bending to rub
throats and cuff ears. "What do you make of the Halfman SargaVeys?'

The dogs yd ped and growled, tusding for attention and nipping hisfingers. Only thewolf dog stood
his distance. Sitting close to the wall, its massive shoulders twitching in readiness, it watched the door
with orange eyes.

"Youreright, my beauty,” Vaylo said toit. "The Halfman hastold me nothing | don't dready know:
Only foolsand children never watch their backs."

‘Grandal Grandal" Tiny feet pattered against stone, and then the door burst open once more.
"Grandal" Two small children gppeared in the doorway, smiling, giggling, and shrieking loudly.

The Dog Lord thrust out hisarmstoward his grandchildren. "Come and give your old grandaahug
and help him with these uppity dogs.”

The dogs managed something close to a collective groan as the two children raced across the room
to Vaylo Bludd. The eldest child, abright beauty with the dark skin and dark eyes of her mother, giggled
madly as she hugged her grandfather with two arms and pestered the huge pony-size dogs with her feet.

The dogs knew better than to growl at Vaylo Bludd's grandchildren and allowed themselvesto be
vigoroudly petted, teased, and called by ignoble names. The children called the wolf dog Fluff! And he
answered to it! It wasthe funniest thing Vaylo Bludd had ever witnessed, and it never failed to make him
laugh out loud. Heloved only two thingsin life: his grandchildren and his dogs, and when he had both
together in one room he was as content as aman could be. Within amonth hewould have dl his
grandchildren here, in the Dhoonehouse safe and sound, where he and his dogs could watch over them.

Ashetouded the hair of the youngest grandchild, afine black-haired boy who Vaylo secretly thought
looked much like himself, Sarga Veys words prayed upon his mind.One day you just might turn around
andfinditgone.

Vaylo glanced around the chiefs chamber, his eyes picking out the details of defense: the glint of
spiked gratings blocking the chimney flue, the iron clamps punched into the stonework around the
windows, and the pullstone lying flat against the wall beside the door—all emblazoned with the Bloody
Blue Thigtle of Dhoone. Would his grandchildren be safe here? It was the finest roundhouse ever built,
ten times more defendable than the Bluddhouse, yet it was the only thing the Dog Lord had ever taken
without jaw. Therewas shamein that, and VVaylo knew it. The Stone Gods would rather aman win an
oatfield with blood and fury than take a continent with tricks and schemes.

Seventeen teeth ached with afierce splitting pain asfor thefirg timein hislife Vaylo Bludd found
himsdlf wondering if he had done the right thing.

TEN Return Raif tended to his horse in the stables before he stepped foot inside the roundhouse.
Shor Gormalin and the others had gone on ahead of him, leaving their mounts to the excited crew of
children who had gathered at their return. Raif's horse was not his own, though. It had been lent to him by
Orwin Shank. Orwin bred dogs, horses, and sons, and now with two of his sons dead, he claimed to
have more horses than he needed. Chad and Jorry were gone, but whoever had killed them had stolen



their horsesaswell, so Raif didn't see how Orwin Shank had any extrato spare. Y et somehow he had
laid his hands upon a pair, and the day after Bron Hawk returned with news from the Dhoone
roundhouse, he had offered oneto Raif.

‘Tisnothing," the red-faced axman said. "l want you to haveit. And if it suitsyou to call it aloan, then
it suitsmeaso, but | tell you now, Raif Sevrance, | shall not ask for it back. Y ou and your brother took
care of my boys, you drew aguide circlefor them, and it eases afather's mind at night to think of them
resingwithinit."

Later, Raf learned that Orwin Shank hadlent one to Drey, too.

Raif scratched the gray gelding's neck. Orwin Shank was agood man, just like Corbie Meese and
Bailie the Red, yet why did he dlow himsdlf to beled by Mace Blackhail? Raif let out along bresth,
determined not to get angry. There was no easy answer. Mace Blackhail was persuasive, helied well, his
stories fell upon eager ears.

Raif dropped the latch on the horse stall. What next? That was the question that really counted.
Seven dayswas along time. What € se had Mace Blackhail managed to manipulate during his absence
from t the roundhouse? He was back, that much Raif knew. The children were full of the tale of how held
come galoping up to the roundhouse early that morning, stepped insde for just one moment, and then
gone gdloping back out to the Oldwood. While he was absent the othersin his party returned.

It was dark now, afull four hours past noon. Mace Blackhail had had plenty of timeto regain charge
of the roundhouse. Raif redly didn't see how rushing from the stables to hear what the self-gppointed clan
chief had to say would make one whit of difference to anything and anybody. Whatever new schemes
Mace Blackhail had conceived were doubtlesswell under way by now.

Kicking hay from his path, Raif walked aong the stable's centrd aide. Drey would beinside with
Mace Blackhall. Drey, who, if Raina Blackhail hadn't spoken up a the meeting before the yearmen had
had chance to pledge their wegpons, would have gladly laid hishammer at Mace Blackhail's feet. Raif
could still seethe eagernessin hisolder brother'sface. It sickened him. It tainted everything they'd gone
through together at the camp.

Raif tasted hitternessin his mouth as he worked the bolts on the stable door. Now that Drey had
spent the past seven daysriding out with Mace Blackhail, he would be completely under the Wolfs
control. Another member of his pack. Nothing drew men closer than shared danger. Mace Blackhail had
personally asked Drey to accompany him on the ranging to Dhoone.

A sound not much like laughter escaped from Raif's throat. At the same time he was hand-picking
one brother, Mace Blackhail was trying his damnedest to get the other brother sent away on westwatch.
Westwatch, a hundred leagues west of the roundhouse in the cold blue shadows of the Coastal Ranges,
where old clansmen who wanted nothing more out of life than to fish, hunt goats, smoke heatherweed,
and sing the old songs of how Ayan Blackhail killed the last Dhoone King went to end their days.

Shor Gormalin had stepped in to stop it, though. "I'll take the Sevrance lad wi' meto Gnash,” he had
said. "By al accounts he's handy with abow, and we canna afford to waste even one able man in times
such asthese. I'll keep my eye on him, make sure he doesnastray.”

No one, not even Mace Blackhail, could argue with the most re

gpected swordsman in the clan, so Raif had found himsalf one of aparty of ten riding out to gather



intelligence from Gnash.

It had been ahard seven days. They had ridden day and night. One man's horse had collapsed
beneath him, and al mounts had to be changed a Duff's Stovehouse halfway. On the return journey they
had changed their horses back. Shor Gormalin had said nothing about speed or haste, driven no man into
the saddle before he had taken his black beer and larded bread in the morning, yet somehow he had
created in everyone a burning desire to get back. More than once Raif found himsdlf wondering if it had
been Shor Gormdin'sintent to return to the roundhouse before Mace Blackhail. Raif shrugged, but not
lightly. If it was, the smdl fair-haired swordsman had failed by haf aday.

Done with thefind iron bolt, Raif drew up hisfox hood and braced himsdif for the short run to the
roundhouse. It could not be put off any longer; his borrowed horse was brushed down and fed, and it
was getting to the point where his absence would be missed. It wastime to face Mace Blackhail once
more.

Theair outsde was cold and still. Raif hardly seemed to bein it amoment before he was shouting his
name through the heavily tarred oak of the roundhouse greatdoor and gaining access to the warmth and
thelight.

The roundhouse was crowded and noisy. Tied clansfolk stood in groups, clogging passageways,
sairwels, and hdls. Dressed in brain-tanned hides and roughspun woolens, they worried out loud about
their crofts, their ewes, their children, and their future. Raif had never seen so many farmers and crofters
in the roundhouse at one time before, not even in the heart of winter. Whoever had been sent out to the
far reaches of the clanhold to bring them in had done afine job. Raif couldn't put namesto agood third

of the people he passed.

Fewer full clansmen and yearmen crowded the halls, but that didn't mean anything. Mace Blackhail
probably had them gathered in the Great Hearth for ameet.

'Raif! Over herel"

Raif recognized his brother's voice before he saw him. Hiking himsdlf up on aluntstone, he peered
over the crowd in the entrance hdl. Although he had planned to be distant with his brother, the minute he
saw Drey standing by the far wall, the muck and grease of the road till , upon him and the shadow of a
seven-day beard darkening his jaw, he breathed asigh of relief. Drey was home. He looked tired. His
braid was matted with fox fur, and the hammerman's chains that stretched across his boiled leather armor
looked asif they'd been blackened in afire. Apart from afew broken veins across the bridge of his nose,
his face looked unchanged.

Keeping his place acrossthe hdl, Drey waited for his brother to join him.

The two clasped hands. "Have you seen Effie?’ were Raifsfirst words.

Drey shook hishead. "No, but others have. She was out in the Old-wood with Raina. Anwyn saw
her return. Said she was as quiet as amouse and dipped off to her cell. Anwyn sent Letty Shank down
with some milk and bannock.”

Raif nodded. A long moment of silence passed.

'So," Drey said, speaking to break it, "you and the others returned safely?!



'Y es. The Gnash roundhouse is full to bursting with Dhoonesmen. All those who escaped or were
away from the roundhouse when it was taken are gathering at the old strongwall there." As Raif spoke he
noticed Drey glance at the stairs that led up to the Great Hearth. " Another meeting?' he said, hisvoice
hardening.

Drey looked down.

Raif bresthed before he spoke. It was hard to keep the anger from hisvoice. "When were you going
to tell me, Drey? Once it was over and done?!

Drey shook hishead. "No. It's not what you think. Mace Blackhail wantsto marry Rainaand he—"

"Raina?’ Raif inhded sharply. Hefelt asif hed been thrown into the middle of agame that made no
sense. "Sheld never marry Mace Blackhail. She's hisfoster mother. .. she spoke up against him &t the last
meset..." Raif shook hishead savagdly. "She hateshim.”

Drey swore. "Dont dart that again, Raif.”
'Start what?' To Raifs ears his voice sounded sullen.

"Twigting the truth. Making up things. Embarrassing us." Drey ran ahand over hisbeard. "Y ou're not
the only one who hasto live with the consequences of what you say. If you don't care about me and my
gtanding in the clan, | understand that, but at least think about Effie.

| She'syoung. Now Das gone she needs the clan to look after her. And every time you open your
mouth and say something bad about Mace Blackhail, you hurt her aswell asyoursdf." Drey reached out
to touch Raif'sarm, but Raif pulled away. With asmall, unconvincing shrug, Drey let hishand fall to his
sde. "Mace Blackhail isgoing to be clan chief, Raif. And you're going to have to accept that—for al our
sakes."

Raif looked at his brother carefully. He had asuspicion that Drey had been practicing his piece about
family and clan loydty for quite sometime. The words had astilted, preprepared fed to them, and they
didn't sound right for Drey. They sounded more like something Mace Blackhail would say. Raif'slips
twisted to asmile. "How long have you been waiting for me, Drey? Did Mace Blackhail make you stand
watch, here, in the hall? Did hetdll you that | couldn't be alowed into the Great Hearth until 1'd listened
to what you had to say, then nodded like a good brother should?*

The color in Drey'sfacerose as Raif spoke. "It wasn't like that, Raif. | wasworried that the clan
might turn againgt you... and Mace said that a man never listensto reason about himself, but when he's
meadeto think of hisfamily helll—"

Raif grabbed his brother by the shoulders. He needed to make himsee . "Drey. Listen to me. I'm not
going to do anything to harm you and Effie. Mace Blackhail's putting words in your mouth. It wasyou
and me who were together at the badlands camp. Y ou and me. We saw what we saw, and while we
kept to our story, Mace Blackhail kept switching his."

Drey pulled himsdlf free of Raif'sgrip. "Stop it, Raif! Just stop it! Mace warned me you were too
young to listen." With adisgusted shake of hishead, Drey turned and made hisway to the Sairs.

Raif watched his brother go. After atime his hand roseto hislore and hisfist closed around the hard
piece of horn. Hate poured out of him, flushing his skin and stinging the back of histhroat. Hed been



back for only an hour and aready Mace Blackhail was turning the knife.

Awarethat people werelooking a him, Raif let hislorefall to his chest. He was shaking, and it took
an effort to bring hisbody under control. Smoothing his hair and clothes, he followed Drey's path to the
Great Hearth. Ddliberately, he kept his thoughts away from his brother. He wouldn't think about Drey
now.

JThe stairswere crowded with people. Children raced up and down, shrieking and giggling wildly.
Groups of women sat on steps, talking in quiet voices, chewing on dices of dried fruit, and mending bits
of cloth and leather harnesses. Twice as many torches were burning as norma, and bands of greasy
black smoke choked the air. Raif resisted the desire to push people out of hisway. Didn't they have
anywhere dseto go? Why hadn't Anwyn Bird moved them to cells of their own?

He cameto ahdt by the Great Hearth door. Two clansmen stood guard beforeit. They crossed
spears the moment they saw him.

Rory Gleet, golden haired, blue eyed, and the object of much excited interest on the part of the
maidens of Clan Blackhail, wasthefirst to speak. "Can't comein, Raif. Sorry. Mace Blackhail's orders.
Sworn clansmen and yearmen only.”

Bev Shank, the youngest of the Shank boys and not even ayearman himself, nodded. " Sorry, Raif.
Nothing persond.”

'Mace Blackhail isn't chief yet. HE'sgot no right to give orders.” Raif stepped forward. "Besides,
when was the last time either of you can remember armed guards being posted outside the Great
Hearth?' Bev and Rory exchanged aglance.

Rory Gleet sucked in hislips, lowered hisblack stedl spearhead afraction. "Look, Raif. Thisis
nothing to do with me. Mace Blackhail sayswatch that none but sworn clansmen enter, so that'swhat I'm
doing. It'sonly fitting that those who have spoken oaths have the right to spesk clan businessin private.”
Rory's blue eyes|ooked straight into Raif's. "There'stak of Inigar hearing oaths next week, and mayhap
you and Bev can step forward and become yearmen aong with the rest. Then when you cometo me
demanding entry, I'll be more than happy to let you pass.”

Raif shook his head. He liked Rory—hewas afriend of Drey's and wasn't abit full of himself despite
his good, looks—but he was in no mood to have anyone prevent him from entering the Great Hearth.
Shouldering closer to the door, he said, "L et me pass.”

‘Can't doit, Raif." Rory Gleet pressed theflat of his spear againgt Raif's arm. Raif grabbed the spear
shaft and pulled forward hard. As Rory stumbled forward, Raif smashed hisfist into Rory'sfingers.
Rory'sfingers sprang apart and he lost histop grip on the spear. Furious, Rory swung a punch, clipping
Raif'sear and making him fal forward t Jv -

againgt the door. Wood cracked. Even before Raif could take abreath, he felt the point of Bev
Shank's spear on hiskidney.

'Step away, Raif," he said, hisred Shank's cheeks flushed with excitement.

Raif felt the door behind him open. He stumbled back. Warm, smokeless air breathed along the back
of his neck. Someone stepped forward from inside the room.



'What have we here?' It was Mace Blackhail. Fingers tapped against leather as he spoke. "The
Sevrance lad causing trouble again, | see" Raif twisted his neck around in time to see Mace Blackhall
shake hishead at someone in the room. "1 thought you were going to take your brother in hand, Drey?"

Raif winced. Grabbing the shaft of Bev Shank's spear, he pushed the tip away from him. Things were
going from bad to worse. He couldn't hear dl of Drey's reply, but the words Sorry, Mace came through
clearly.

'By theweight of the Stone Gods, Mace, what did you expect? Keeping a guard outside the door."
Orwin Shank came forward and grabbed Raifsarm. "Got yoursdf in the middle of it again, eh, lad?' He
winked at his son. "Good job wi' that spear, Bev."

Bev grinned a hisda

Rory Gleet stood back, his eyes not leaving Raif for asecond. The fingers on hisright hand were
aready beginning to blacken and swll.

Raif went to say something to him, but Orwin Shank hauled him through to the Greet Hearth before
he had chance to speak. "No sensein leaving the lad out there," he said, shutting the door behind them.
"He rode out to Gnash with Shor Gormalin. Hisreport will be as good as any."

'Aye," Shor Gormain said from his place near thefire. "Bring thelad over to me. I'll vouch for him."

Raif glanced around the room. Three hundred clansmen and year-men were gathered, backs bristling
with case-hardened arms and strung bows, boiled hides and blue stedl strapped across their chests. Not
one woman was present. Not even Raina Blackhail.

Mace Blackhail took athin breath, clearly displeased. Raif thought it highly likely that Bev and Rory
had been set outside the door solely to keep him out. "Thisis men's parley tonight,” Mace said, extending
| hisarm to block Raifs path. "Anyone who doesn't know what it fedsliketo thrust ahand up agirl's
skirt has no business being present.”

Along the east wall of the room, two dozen yearmen found something interesting to look a on the
floor. Some coughed nervoudy, others blushed. Huge hound-headed Banron Lye, who had turned
yearman only last spring but lookeda good ten years older than his age, cracked his knuckles one by one.
Raif glanced at Drey, who was standing close to a bloodwood stang. Although he made a point of not
meeting his brother's eyes, he noticed that Drey wasn't among those who looked down at his feet while
Mace spoke. Raif ran ahand over hisroughly shaved chin. He knew less about his brother than he

thought.

'Mace Blackhail," Shor Gormain said softly, turning so the torchlight fell upon the short unassuming
sword at hiswag. "If having ahand up agirl's skirt istest of aman, then theré's a good fifty in thisroom
tonight who you'll be needing to see to the door."

The room rang with laughter. Most full clansmen laughed with genuine amusement. A good portion of
the yearmen laughed with relief.

Without waiting for areply, Shor Gormalin beckoned to Raif. "Over herewi' me, lad, and quick
about it."

Mace Blackhail did not drop hisarm as Raif gpproached, and Raif was forced to push past him to



join Shor Gormalin by the hearth. Dirt and soil were lodged benegth Mace Blackhail's fingertips, and his
clothes carried the damp, rotting leaf odor of the Oldwood. "Easy with me, boy," he murmured as Raif
shoved againgt him. "Y ou'll push metoo far one of these days, | cantell.”

Raif tried to avoid Mace Blackhail's eyes, but somehow he found himself looking into them. The
iriseswere dark and shifting like the surface of alake by night. When Mace blinked, the water deposited
over them had agreasy, reflective quaity that gave hisirisesayelow cast. Quickly Raif looked away.

Shor Gormalin patted Raifs shoulder as he came to stand beside him. The heat from the fire was hot
on the backs of hislegs, and despite the chimney and severd open windows, Raif found it difficult to
breathe. The air seemed thick and poisoned. Out of the corner of his eye, he was aware of Drey staring
a him from across the room. He had i36

taken his hammer from the leather cradle at his back, and hisfingers pressed hard againgt the
varnished limewood handle.

'So, Mace," Orwin Shank said, dabbing his red and sweating cheeks with ashammy, "what'sthis
rumor that's spreading about you and Raina?”

Mace Blackhail smiled afraction. He shrugged and looked down at his hands. His boiled |eather coat
wasinlaid with disks of diced and blackened wolf bone. The Clansword was couched in anewly
worked scabbard at histhigh. "Normaly | would be reluctant to talk about such things—what's between
aman and woman istheir affair and no one esg's.” He paused to give clansmen timeto nod. "But a
certain lady and mysdlf find oursavesin adifficult position; onewhich, if things aren't explained good and
early to as many ears as possible, could easily be misunderstood.” A pause. "'l will not let that happen. |
will hear no bad words spoken against Raina. If elther of us must take blame, let it be me." With that,
Mace Blackhail brought his hand to rest on the lead-and-bone hilt of the sword.

Raif felt swest trickle down his neck asflamesroared avay againgt his back. Where was Nellie
Mass or Anwyn Bird? Couldn't someone dampen the fire?

'S0," Mace Blackhail said with aheavy sigh, "I must say what | must say. Early today when |
returned to the roundhouse, | got word that Rainawasin the Oldwood tending her traps. Naturaly, as
sheisfirg respected in the clan aswell asmy own beloved foster kin, | rode out to greet her and give her
my news." Mace rubbed agloved hand over the pale skin on hisface. Once again helooked down. "This
isnot easy for me. A man does not liketo talk of such things..." Hisvoicetrailed away, inviting someone
to gpeak up and encourage him.

Corbie Meese cleared histhroat with arough hacking sound. Standing where he was, directly in front
of abrightly burning greenwood torch, the hammer dent in his head showed up more clearly than ever.
"Tel usyour story, Mace. Tis obvious you are rel uctant to speak—no one here can fault you for
that—Dbuit if it concerns the clan, we must know."

Mace Blackhail nodded aong with ahundred others. He took a step forward, then another back,
looking for dl intents and purposes like aman hardly knowing what to say or whereto begin. Thelines
around Raif'smouth hardened. He didn't believe Mace Blackhail ca pable of faltering for amoment. The
Wolf knew exactly what he meant to say right from the Sart.

Finaly Macelooked up. "Well, | rode to the Oldwood and came upon Raina gitting on afallen
basswood. She wasin abad way. | think everyone here knows just how much she loved her husband,
and when | found her it was obvious she had come to the Oldwood to be done with her grief. She'sa



proud woman—we al know that—and she didn't want anyone to know how deeply Dagro's death had

Mace Blackhail had nearly everyonein the room with him. Rainawas proud, even Raif had to admit
that. And it sounded true enough that she would go off done before giving into her grief... but then Drey
had said Effie was there with her. The skin on Raif's face dowly switched from hot to cold as Mace
Blackhail continued speaking.

'Of course | went to comfort her. We share aman'sloss and are close bound by it, and we wept
upon one another's shoulders and swapped our grief. Rainawas understanding and gentle, and, as
women often tend to, hel ped me more than | helped her." Mace made a minute gesture with hishand. He
swalowed hard. "I... | must own up to what happened next. | would not beaman if | didn't. Our
closenessdrew us closer, and we fell into each other's arms and came together as man and woman."

The clan was silent. Breeth hung in three hundred throats. The light in the room dimmed as one of the
central torches burned out. At hissde, Raif was aware of amuscle pumping in Shor Gormalin's cheek.

Mace Blackhail continued speaking, hisvoicelow and hating. "1 will make no excusesfor my
actions. It waswrong of me to take advantage of the situation. As an elder yearman and Dagro
Blackhail's foster son, | should have known better. | should have pushed Rainafrom me and walked
away. Yet | didn't. | let the moment get the better of me, we both did, and if | could reclaim the past five
hours and undo what has been done, | would. By dl the gods watching from their Stone Havens tonight,
| wish | had never ridden to the Oldwood.

'Rainaisno blood kin to me, but she has cared for me asfamily, and | owe her respect. Now | have
wronged her—and deeply. It matters not that she waswilling. One of the first things my foster father
taught meisthat a man should aways take responsibility for his actions, most especialy when those
actions concern women."

Although Raif saw looks of condemnation and disapprova on many faces, especidly those of the
older clansmen, he dso saw agood few men nodding and sighing along with the Wolf. Bailie the Red had
an arrow in his cracked and callused bowhand and was stroking the fletching feathers, nodding almost
continudly. Nearly dl the yearmen showed smdl signs of sympathy, pulling on their chins, pressing their
lipstogether, and exchanging small knowing glances. Raif couldn't bear to watch them. How could they
sand by and ligen to the lies?

‘Second, | want to say before al here and now that | will make amends for what | have done. Raina
isolder than me and her womb has proven barren, yet | could not live with mysalf unless| took her for
my wife. We sinned in the eyes of ninegods, and | cannot cal myself aman unless| put it right.”
Finished, Mace Blackhail stood in the center of the room and waited.

All stood or sat without movement. No matter if they sympathized with Mace Blackhail or not, they
were wary. Marriage between a clan chiefs widow and hisfostered son was serious business. Most
especidly when it came amere fourteen days after the chiefs death. After along moment, Orwin Shank
made a smacking sound with hislips. "Wéll, you've certainly landed in the bloody flux thistime, Mace.
Good and proper. What were you thinking, lad? Wi'Rana?"

Mace Blackhail shook hishead. "I wasn't thinking, that was the problem.”



"Thinking wi' your balls, morelike" said Bailie the Red, dipping thelast of hisarrowsinto his
bowcase. "O' course you'll damn well have to marry her now. Y ou're right about that. Y ou can't have the
ladle without taking the pot. By the Stone Gods, man! What a damn fool thing to do!™

'‘Aye," cried Corbie Meese. "Y ou'll fedd my hammer up your arseif you don't wed her good and
proper. And prompt at that. Barren she may have proven in the past, but theré's still achance abairn
may come from thejoining, and | for onewon't stand by and watch as Raina's good nameis dragged
through the muck."

'‘Ayel" shouted adozen others.

Raif listened as Will Hawk, Arlec Byce, and eventiny liver-spotted Gat Murdock agreed vigorousy
with Corbie Meese. Fierce and highly specific threats were issued concerning the future of Mace
Blackhail'smanhood if hefailed to do hisduty by Raina. Clansmen were dwaysfiercely protective of
their women, and it seemed asif the Wolf had walked himself sraight into atrap. Raif couldn't shake of f
the fedling that the clan was responding exactly how Mace Blackhail wanted them to. Therewerelies
here, clever ones. Y et Raif couldn't guess what they were. Had Mace Blackhail and Raina been planning
to marry al dong? Raif shook hishead. He couldn't believe that.

Looking up, he locked gazes with hisbrother. Surprisingly, Drey had taken no part in demanding that
Mace should marry Raina. Raif remembered how Drey had carried the black bearskin from the badlands
camp... dl that way without saying aword.

The stone flag Raif stood upon rocked benesth him as Shor Gor-main stepped forward to speak.
"Has anyone thought to ask what Raina caresto do? | for one would like to hear what she hasto say on
thismatter." The small swordsman was not as soft-sgpoken as normal, and his blue eyeswere hard as
they regarded Mace Blackhall. "It'sher future we're discussing here.”

Mace nodded so quickly, Raif knew he had been expecting such ademand al dong. "Drey," he sad,
his gaze not leaving Shor Gormdin for an instant, "run down to the underspace and fetch Raina. Tell her
all that has happened so she comes upon us at no disadvantage.”

Before Drey could move from his place near the stang, Gat Murdock spoke up. The ancient
turkey-necked bowman shook hishead. "It isn't right and proper to drag Raina before us just so we can
have the satisfaction of seeing her admit to her mistake. By the hellsl What sort of men areweif we dlow
suchthing?'

Balilie the Red was quick to back up hisfellow bowman. "Gat'sright. It's not fitting to shame Rainain
such away. It's one thing for aman to stedl sauce when he can, quite another for awoman.”

Mace looked regretfully from bowman to bowman. "Aye, you'reright. But there's some
here'—sharp glances at Shor Gormain and Raif—"who need to hear the truth of it for themselves. Drey,
fetch Ranaand do as| say."

Drey left the room. Raif listened as he pounded down the stairs, eager to do Mace's bidding. Mace
Blackhail had manipulated another Stuation, and Raif was just beginning to work out how hedidit. He
had away of admitting to his own faults, robbing others of the satisfaction of pointing them out or using
them againgt him. And hislieswere aways mixed with the truth.

After afew minutes of dlence, Mace Blackhail Sghed. Thewolf bones on his coat chimed like shdlls.
"Gat and Bailieareright. Bringing Rainahereto facethe clan isill use. It'sawoman'sright to pick and



choose what shetells of her private affairs. | for one wouldn't blame her if she deniesthe whole thing ever
happened, or even went so far asto claim she'd been taken by force. It's her privilege to keep such
thingsto hersalf, and by bringing her here before us, we rob that from her. And who amongst us can
blame her for protecting her modesty by any means she can?”

Raif frowned. He didn't understand what Mace was getting at.

Others seemed to, though, and many men, mostly full clansmenin their thirties and older, nodded
softly at Mace'swords. One or two mutteredAye, tis o . Bailie the Red glowered at Shor Gormdin.

More torches went out during the wait. Raif wondered where Nellie Moss could be. Shewasa
strange woman with the voice and hard chest of aman, yet she never missed her rounds.

Finally the doors opened. Raina Blackhail walked in wearing aplain blue dress, thickly stained
around the hem and cuffs. The bandages covering her widow's weals were not fresh, and dried blood
and mud were caked upon the linen. Drey came to rest afew paces behind her, and then amoment later
Nellie Moss entered the room, carrying bundles of greenwood and askin of wick ail.

Rainastood in the entry space, head held high, not saying aword. Raif thought he saw her hands
trembling, but she quickly grasped at the fabric of her skirt and he couldn't be sure.

An awkward moment passed, where everyone assumed that someone else would be thefirgt to
speak. Everyone except Mace Blackhail, that was, who leaned againgt a bloodwood stang, seemingly in
no hurry to do or say anything.

Findly Orwin Shank spoke. "Thank you for coming before us, Raina." The red-cheeked axman was
clearly unhappy, and the shammy he held in his hands was dark with swest. "Mace hastold us... wdll...
about what happened in the Oldwood. .. and we wanted to let you know that no one here blamesyou
for theincident."

Ignoring Orwin Shank completely, Raina addressed her words to Mace Blackhail. " So, you have
told al here you took me fredy?"

Mace shot aquick glance toward where Corbie Meese, Ballie the Red, and others were gathered.
Helet out the smalest possblesigh. "l told them thetruth, Raina. If it savesyour prideto presentitina
different light, | for one won't stop you. I own to knowing little about women, but | hope | learned
enough from Dagro to treat dl with due respect.”

Rainawinced at the mention of her husband's name. Her gray eyeswere dull, and for thefirgt timein
al the years he had known her, Raif thought she looked her age.

'Hell marry you, Raina. Y ou have my word onit." It was Bailie the Red, his normdly fierce voice soft
enough to calm afrightened child. "1'd have hisbalsfor my waxing pouch if he didnt.”

A tear did down Rainas cheek.

'Raina." Shor Gormalin came forward. Hetried to touch her arm, but she pulled back. The
swordsman frowned. Holding up his hands for her to see, so that she knew he would not touch her again,
he said, "Raina, you know | will stand beside you whatever you decide, but | must know the truth of it.
Did you join with Mace in the Oldwood?!



Raina made no reply. The room was quiet except for the sound of Nellie Moss tending the torches.
Raif watched the expression on Mace Blackhail's face; the Wolf's eyes were narrow, and indde his
mouth he was sucking on his cheeks. Slowly Mace turned his head toward Raif. As his gaze met Raif's,
his jaws sprang apart, reveding strands of saliva quivering between histeeth. Raif had to stop himsdlf
from stepping back. In the space of an eyeblink Mace was himsaf once more, and Raif knew without
looking that no one else had seen hiswolf face.

'Raina?" Shor Gormain's voice broke the silence. ™Y ou have nothing to fear by speaking the—"

'Yes," Rainasnapped, cutting him short. "Y es, we joined in the Oldwood, if you can call it that. Yes.
YesYes."

The smdl fair-haired sivordsman closed hiseyes. A musclein his cheek pumped once, then was till.
‘That's settled, then,” Orwin Shank said with obviousrdief. ™Y ou must marry Mace."

'Aye," cried Ballie the Red, hands dipping beneeth his boiled |eather breastplate to find his supply of
chewing curd. "And well have an end of this scandd beforeit has chance to smirch the clan.”

'And if | choose not to marry?* Raina asked, looking straight at Mace Blackhail.

Gat Murdock shook his head heavily, blowing air between his toothless gums. Orwin Shank wrung
sweat from his shammy, and Bal-lic the Red took a handful of black curd between his calused hands and
queezed them flat.

Mace Blackhail sent asmal look their way.What am | to do with thiswoman ? it seemed to say. He
sghed. "Raina, you have been first woman in this clan for ten years. Y ou know more than anyone what
becomes of awoman who allows hersdlf to beill used by aman and then cast aside. All duerespect is
lost. Ofttimes the woman is shunned or reviled, and judgesit best to leave the clan in order to escape the
bad name she has bought hersdlf.” Mace thought amoment. "And then there's the question of awoman's
possessions and wedth. All here have known ingtances when awoman's own family have stripped the
finefursand cut stones from her back."

Clansmen nodded gravely. Raif had heard such stories himsdlf, stories of women cast from the
roundhouse wearing only rough pigskins on their backs and boasting nothing more than aweek'sworth
of bread and mutton to their names.

'I'd try to do what | could, of course..." Mace Blackhail dragged hiswords. "But even | must bow to
clan custom.”

Rainasmiled in such away, it made Raifs chest ache. "Y ou are a Scarpe through and through. Y ou
can take the truth and twist it into any basket you choose to shape. If you were to cut me down with the
Clansword here and now, within the hour you'd have everyone nodding and patting your shoulder and
telling you how they'd known al dong such athing had to be done. Well | shal marry you, Mace
Blackhail of Clan Scarpe. | will not give up my due respect and my position in the clan. And even though
thisiswhat you counted on dl adong, it doesn't mean you won' liveto regret itintheend.”

Shaking with anger, Rainalooked around the room. No clansman would meset her eyes. "Y ou have
chosen both your chief and hiswifein one night, and | will leave you well done now so you can dap each
other on the backs and drink yourselves sodden.” With that she turned and began the short walk out of
the room. It was Drey who ran ahead of her to open the door, Drey who closed it gently when shewas



gone.

Raif, along with dozens of others, stared at the space Raina Blackhail had just vacated. The silence
sheleft pressed againgt his skin. No one wanted to be the first to spegk into it. After along moment,
Shor Gormain hooked his great elk cloak across his chest and walked from the room. As he passed
closeto Mace Blackhail, Raif saw the swordsman's knuckles whiten upon the hilt of his sword.

Mace Blackhail's thin-cheeked face was pale. He no longer leaned casudly against a stang, and for
once the Wolf was at alossfor words. After watching him for aminute or so, Raif decided it wastimeto
go. He had been right from the start: Nothing he could do would make one whit of difference to anyone
or anybody. Mace Blackhail had it dl in hand.

Even as he strode across the room and Drey moved to open the great metal-girded door, Mace
Blackhail cleared histhroat to speak. Raif passed from the room and didn't hear what he said, but afew
seconds later the voices of three or four dozen clansmen filtered down aong the sairs. Raif wasn't
surprised when the word they spoke wasAye .

Down Raif went, following a path cleared by Raina Blackhail and Shor Gormain before him.
Croftersand their families were slent as he passed. Those who had children with them held them close,
and Raif could only guess what had been showing on Shor Gormain's face to make them so afraid.

Raif made good time as he traced his steps back to the stables. His chest was tight and his heart was
beating fast, and something sour burned in his throat. He needed to get away. He wouldn't deep tonight;
the memory of RainaBlackhail'sface wouldn't et him.What had Mace Blackhail doneto her ?

Theraven lorelay likeice againgt his chest as he picked up his pack and bow from the horse sl
where held left them. Orwin Shank's horse whickered softly as he saddled it, then sniffed his handsfor
treats. Raif found acouple of frost-split applesin his pack and fed them to the gelding. It was agood
horse, with sturdy legs and abroad back. Orwin said its name was M oose on account of it being
surefooted on snow and ice.

Raif led his borrowed horse onto the clay court, strung his borrowed horn and sinew bow, and
strapped it to his back. A pale moon rode low in the sky. Thewind was rising and from the north; it
tasted of the badlands. |ced-over puddles crunched benegth his boots. As he mounted the gelding, he
noticed a second horse's tracks freshly

stamped on the court. Shor Gormdin , he thought, kicking the gelding into atrot.

The land directly surrounding the roundhouse was set aside for grazing sheep and cattle and was kept
free of al game by Longhead and his crew. If aman wanted to hunt he had to ride northwest to the
Wedge or south to the hemlock woods beyond the ridge. The Old-wood was closer, but that was set
asdefor trgpping, not hunting. And trapping was for women, not men.

Raif rode south. Moose was not a swift horse, but he gave a steady ride. Moonlight reflecting off the
snow made it easy to find a path, and horse and rider made good time. As soon as he was free of the
valley and onto the wooded s opes, ridges, and grassy draws of the southern taiga, Raif began to search
for game. Frozen ponds with surface ice broken, tufts of hair snagged on ground birch, hemlock girdled
by wild boars and goats, and fresh tracks stamped in the snow were signs he looked for. He didn't much
care what he brought down. He just needed to turn his mind from the roundhouse and the peoplein it.

A hawk owl soared overhead, amouse or vole twitching inits claws. Raif watched asthe bird flew



down into the cavity of abroken top snag. At the base of the lightning-blasted tree, two eyes glowed
golden for ainstant and then winked out, leaving darkness. Fox. One hand reining Moose, another
reaching for the bow &t hisback, Raif held his gaze on the fox gpace. The bowstring was cold and iff,
but he didn't have time to run afinger over it and warm the wax. He could no longer see the fox, but he
knew it was there, withdrawing dowly into the tangle of gorse and dogwood beyond. Like most
clansmen, Raif kept hisarrowsin abuckskin case a his sdeto cut down on the sort of motion that sent
game running, and he did an arrow from his pack and nocked it againgt the plate dl with asingle
movement. The bow ticked as he drew it.

Rafcdled the fox to him. The space separating them condensed, and dmost immediately hefelt the
hest of the creature's blood againgt his cheek. He tasted itsfear. Everything doughed away, leaving only
him, the fox, and the till line that lay between them. Theraven loreitched againgt his skin. Thiswaswhat
he wanted. Here at least he had some control.

Reeasing the string was little more than an afterthought. Although he could no longer seethefox, he
hed its heart in hissights, and when H hisfingerslifted and the arrow streaked forward, Raif knew
without ashadow of adoubt that the shot would find its mark.

Thefox fell with barely asound. A few leaves rustled, fox weight thudded onto hard snow. Raif
peered into the killing ground beyond the base of the old snag. He wanted more.

Heart racing, he did down from Moose, bow in hand. Even as hetook hisfirst step upon the
ice-crusted snow, hisbreath crystdlizing in the freezing air, he became aware of another creature hiding
far on the other Sde of the bluff, fast againgt ayear-old hemlock. As he raised his bow and sighted it,
Raif couldn't say if he had seen the animd's eyes, caught a glimpse of its cowering form, or smply heard
it move. It didn't matter. He sensed it, that was dl he knew.

The flight feathers on the arrow kissed his cheek as he called the creature to him. It was aweasd,
tick infested and thick jointed with age. Its heart beat too fast in its chest. Raif's hand was steady on the
belly of hisbow as he released the string. By the time the twine came back, Raif was aready looking for
something new to kill. Hislore hummed againgt his chest, and his bow sang in his hand. The night was
aive, hissenseswere sharp, and every pair of eyes shining in the darkness had Mace Blackhail's name
upon them.

ELEVEN Oaths and Dreams Witcher of the Dead was out tonight. The Listener :new because his
dreamstold him it was so. The Catcher was along way away, how far the Listener did not know.
Dreams could tell aman with no ears only so much.

'Sadaluk! Sadaluk! Y ou must wake and come inside. Anice storm is on the way, Nolo says so."

The Listener was not happy at being wakened. Although his dreams had gone, hewas il listening to
the echoes they left behind. He opened one eye and then the other. Baa, Sila's unwed sister, stood
before him. She was dressed in fitted seal skin pants and an otter coat. Her hood was framed with
muskox underfur, warm and golden asthe setting sun. Very rare. Baaways dressed nicely. Y oung men
lined up from the smoking rack to the dog postsfor the privilege of gifting her with skins.

'Sadaluk. Nolo says you must join usin our house. Y ou have sat with your door open for so long that
your own houseistoo cold for waiting out astorm.” Balalooked over the Listener's shoulder as she

spoke, peeking into his ground beyond.

Sadauk knew what she was &fter. "Have you brought me ahot drink?" he asked, knowing well



enough she had not, as her hands were empty. "Bear soup? Boil-off from the auks Sila caught and
fermented?'

Baalooked down. "No, Sadaluk. | am sorry. | did not think."

Sada uk made atsking sound. "Y our sister, Sila, would not have forgotten. Whenever she comes she
brings me soup.”

H 'Y es, Sadaluk."

Baalooked so pretty looking down that the Listener wasinclined toward forgiveness. She didn't
have Silas plump, pot-shaped lips, but her nose was the flattest in the tribe. A man could run hishand
from cheek to cheek and hardly fed the bump in between. And Balas hands were small asababy's,
made for dipping down aman's pants without him ever having to unlace astrap. The Listener sighed. The
man who wedded Balawould be fortunate indeed.

'Please, Sadaluk," Balasaid, tugging on his coat. "The storm will be here before we have chance to
sedl the doors.”

The Listener knew storms better than he knew dreams, and athough one was indeed on itsway, it
would not arrive before dawn. "'l shall not move from my seat,” he said. "My dreams call me back. Now
run aong and return home, and be sureto tell Nolo that you did not think to bring me soup.”

'Yes, Sadaluk." Again, Baaglanced over his shoulder into hisground. She bit her lip. "Sadauk. Nolo
aso asked meif you could return hiswound pin to him. The seal carcass must be frozen by now.”

TheLigtenertsked . The black scars where his ears had once been ached with the kind of hollow pain
that only lost ears could. Nolo'swound pin was very old. It had been made by the Old Blood far to the
east and was beautiful beyond imagining. Nolo was very proud of it, so much so that he wastorn
between hisdesireto useit for what it was made for—fastening seal wounds closed so blood didn't drain
from carcasses before they were brought home—and keeping it purely for show. Those timeswhen he
did useit, hewas dways anxiousto haveit back.

The Listener stood. Bones cracked as he moved, and the necklace of owl beaks hewore at his
throat tinkled like bresking ice. His boots needed tending, and want of blubber and salivamade them
stiff. They cracked and flaked like tree bark when he moved. His ground was it and heated by two
soapstone lamps, yet asthe door had been open for severa hours, it was as cold outside as within. Frost
crystals glistened on the caribou skin-covered walls and floor.

The young seal Nolo had brought this morning astribute for the good luck he had recelved while
hunting was indeed frozen, and its deek cat face had lost its oily sheen. The wound pin was fastened just
above its hind nipper, its purpose now made obsolete by flesh that had

frozen fast. With hands that had not stretched flat for twenty years and were so black and scarred by
chilblains and hard wear that they seemed more like wood than flesh, the Listener unhooked the pin.
Made of no animal bone he could identify, diamond hard and diamond smooth, it belonged to an older
time and place. The Listener sghed as he handed it over to Baa. It would be afinetdisman to hold in his
hand when he listened to his dreams.

'Now go back to Nolo," hesaid. "Tdl him | will come and knock on hisdoor just beforetheice
storm hits, and no sooner.”



Baa opened her mouth to speak, then closed it. She nodded. Her small hands dipped the wound pin
into afold in her otter coat. Pulling her hood close around her face against the rising wind, she cut across
the cleared space to Nolo and Sila's house.

The Listener returned to his seat. Snow swirled like murky water before him, but it wasn't cold, not
realy. Winter had only just begun. The bear coat was enough to keep his body warm, and the thick
guard hairsat his collar alowed no drafts. His head, he chose to leave uncovered. The Ice God had
eaten hisearsthirty years ago. If hed had afancy for his nose and cheeks, he would have taken them by
Now.

Fishing in his pike pouch, the Listener searched for histaismans. the narwha tusk, the slver knife,
and the driftwood. Sea, earth, and that which grew to the sky. Now.Wherewas | ? Sadaluk shuffled the
talismansin hislap, trying to recapture the images of hislast dream. The two kidney-size scars on either
side of his head burned beneath their bear tallow plugs. Briefly he thought back to Nolo'swound pin. He
would have dearly liked to hold it in his hands. The Old Blood knew much about dreams... and even
more about Watcher of the Dead.

Show me the one who will bear Loss, the Listener asked for the second time that night. The one
named Watcher of the Dead .

Time passed. The tdismans grew warm in his hands. Then suddenly, abruptly, the ground dipped
from beneath hisfeet and he fell into his dreams. Lootavek had once said dreams were atunnel to pass
through; to Sedaluk they were apit. Always hefelt asif he had been swalowed and wasfaling down a
great bear'sthroat. Voices spoke to him as he descended, so he did what he had been taught: Helistened

The dream place was dark, and there were thingswithin it that knew and did not fear him, and unless
he listened carefully, he might lose hisway. Lootavek had lost hisway only once, yet it had been t enough
to lure him out of his house and onto the seaiice, to the soft dripping edges where white floe and black
water met. It was enough to make him take a step onto the colorless grease ice beyond.

The Ligener closed his fist around the narwha tusk. All those who listened to their dreams were
eventudly led to their deaths. Each time he listened, Sadaluk asked himsdf, Will thistimebemy lagt ?

Asthe meat of histhumb pushed against the smooth ivory of the tusk, the Listener saw Watcher of
the Dead. He was hunting as before, ranging over aland fat with game, Death running like ahound at his
heels. Y et even asthe Listener looked on, Death departed. There was someone el se close by whom she
must attend to this night.

t 't Moose's rump was awash with blood. A pair of foxes, aweasel, amarmot, a side of jackrabbits,
three minks, and a snagcat bounced up and down across the gelding's back. Moose's heat kept the
carcasses warm. Raif scratched his horse's neck. Moose had worked hard tonight, trotting down slopes
thick with new snow and over ponds hard with ice, never once whickering when gamewasin sight,
aways holding steady for those long vita seconds when a bow was drawn above him.

'Orwin named you well," Raif said as he walked the horse over the graze toward the roundhouse. "I
swear one morning I'll come to the stables and find two antlers sprouting behind your ears.”

Moose turned his head toward Raif and let out along disgusted grunt.



Raif grinned. He liked his borrowed horse alot. Riding him, hunting from his back and at his side had
hel ped the night pass quickly. And that was all Raif had wanted. It was difficult to deep these days. More
and more he needed to wear himself out before he dropped onto his bench or bedroll for the night.
Sometimes it was better not to deep at al. His dreams were never good. Tem was often in them,
thrashing in his hide tent, beating againgt some invisble enemy, caling out to Raif to help him. Tern'sskin
was burned black, and hisfingers had been chewed on by wolves. Raif shivered. Glancing up through the
bank of frost smoke, he set his gaze on the predawn sky. Thiswas one of those nights when it was better
to hunt than deep.

Few lights could be seen within the roundhouse. Most windows were either barred by stone or wood
or both. Many clansfolk believed that VVaylo Bludd would arrive any day now and attempt to take the
Hailhold in the same manner he had taken Dhoone. Raif wasn't sure about that. From what he'd seen and
heard at Gnash, it looked asif the Dog Lord would have hiswork cut out for him just holding on to
Dhoone. Dhoone was a huge clanhold, with more than a dozen war-sworn clans upon its borders. A
good hdf of the Dhoonesmen had escaped to Clan Gnash and Clan Castlemilk, and they were madder
than stagsin rut. Raif couldn't see how even the Dog Lord could lay siege to one roundhouse whiletrying
to secure anothe.

Frowning, Raif patted Moose's neck. Frozen mud cracked benesth his boots as he walked. No
more snow had fallen during the night, but the temperature had dropped to the point where Raif had been
forced to dather his cheeks and nose with grease. Every few minutes he had to brush ice crystals from his
fox hood, where his bregth had glaciated in thefur.

As he stepped onto the clay court, he spied movement to the side of the roundhouse. Pulling on
Moosg'sreins, he dtered his path and made toward the figures spilling from the door that faced the
stables. Noises cut through the mist: the crunch of boiled elkskins on snow, therattle of arrowsina
bowcase, and the squeak of new leather, straining asit took itsfirst weight. Someone yawned. Raif
caught a glimpse of Corbie Meese's misshapen head, then Balilie the Red's great barrel-shaped chest.
Clansmen, about three dozen in dl, heading from the roundhouse to the stables.

Tugging Moose forward, Raif broke into arun. Even before he reached the half-light of the open
door, Bailie the Red had his bow drawn and sighted. Dropping thereins, Raif raised both armsinto the
ar."Ballie. It'sme. Raif Sevrance. Don't shoot.”

'Stone balls, lad!" roared Bailie, lowering his bow. "What were you thinking? Running up like thet! |
camewithinarat'stail of shooting the teeth right out of your jaw." The bowman wasn't smiling, and his
words had a hard bite. "WhereV e you been?’

Raif patted Moose'sflank. Dried, partialy frozen blood had stained the gelding's back crimson. The
carcasses strung acrossits rump hung limp like bags of feed. "Been out to the southern taiga. Hunting."

As he spoke, more men continued to pour from the roundhouse. All were dressed for hard riding,
wearing oilskins and thick furs over stedl. Wegpons and supplies formed jagged lumps on backs and
shoulders and around waists. Pouches containing neat's-foot oil, powdered guidestone, spare bowstrings,
and dried meat hung on dog hooks from their belts. Raif saw Drey bringing up the rear. He was wearing
Tern's wax-stewed greatcoat.

'Did you see anything while you were out there, lad?' Corbie said, hislight brown eyesflickering
toward the land far south of the roundhouse.

Raif shook hishead. He didn't like the look on Corbie'sface. "What's happening? Where are you



going?”

Corbie Meese and Bailie the Red exchanged glances. Corbie made arolling motion with hisarm,
indicating that the other clansmen move on ahead of him. "Wereriding east past Dhoone, to the
Bludd-road. Mace has had word that a party of forty hammermen and spearmen will be making the
journey from Bludd to Dhoone three days hence, and we're planning to set an ambush and take them.”

Raif looked along the lines of men. He could see no sign of Mace Blackball. "How does Mace know

Corbie Meese ran agloved hand over the hammer dent on his bare head. "He came by the
information at Gloon's Stovehouse. Two nights back, just before we returned to the clanhold, he split
from therest of us. Said he wanted to check what travelers and other such folk had heard about the
Dhoonerad."

‘Just aswell that he did,” Bailie the Red said, cutting in, "else we'd have nothing but fresh air to go

on.

'Aye," Corbie agreed. "Turns out that more than afew patrons at Gloon's were |oose-spoken, and
Mace heard tell that the Dog L ord means to make the Dhoonehouse his chief hold. Everything—arms,
furnishings, animals, even women and bairns—hasto be moved from the Bluddhouse to Dhoone. The
Dog Lord meansto leave his eldest son, Quarro, to watch over the Bluddhold in his stead.”

Raif nodded. It made sense. The Dhoone roundhouse was the strongest keep in al the clanholds,
with walls sixteen feet thick and aroof made of ironstone. Sohow had he managed to take it ? Againg his
will the memory of the badlands raid came back to him... the stench of hot smelted metal intheair.

‘Areyou coming wi' us, lad?" Bailie said, his great broom of abeard catching his breath and then
turning it to ice. "Tern was dways telling me how good you arewi' that bent stick of yours. We could do
wi' an extrabowman. Eh, Corbie?’

Corbie Meese hesitated before answering, tugging on his dogskin gloves to make them St right on his
hands. "I'm not sure he should come, Bal. Mace said only yearmen and full clansmen. With the dangers
involved,tisonly right and fitting."

'Aye. You speak the truth." Bailie the Red set hisfierce gray eyes upon Raif for amoment before
turning his gaze to the anima carcasses riding Moose's back. Raif could see him counting. When he
gpokeit wasto Corbie, not Raif. "Twelve skinsin haf anight, en? Heart kills, too. And one of them'sa
snagcat. Quite acache, and that's no mistaking.”

‘Lad'strouble, Bd," Corbie said. Then to Raif: "Nothing persond, lad. Y ou've just reached that age
when you're as much harm as help to have around. And Mace Blackhail has no love of you, that'sfor
aure”

Bailie chuckled. "Aye, but try as he might he can't keep the lad from his meetings" The bowman
dapped Raif on the back with a hand that was glovedthen mitted. No one took as much care of his
bowfinger than Bailie the Red. "So, lad. Tdl methetruth. Areyou asfine a shot as Shor Gormalin and
your dawould have me believe?'

Raif looked down. How could he answer?"1'm better at some things than others. I'm no good at
hitting targets, but game..." He shrugged. "I do well with game." As he spoke, clansmen began to emerge



from the stables with their mounts. Drey was one of thefirgt to trot his horse onto the court. Orwin Shank
had given him afine black stallion with strong legs and awide back. Dawn light had started to shine
across the snow, and Raif could clearly seethe expression on hisbrother'sface. It made something in his
chest tighten. Drey did not want him aong.

'How old are you, lad?’ Bailie the Red's question seemed to come from avery greet distance.
'So you're due for your yearing this spring?”
Raif nodded.

'Wdll, | say we cdl Inigar Stoop out here and now, and let him take your oath where you stand.
Couple o' months will make no difference either way."

Corbie Meese sucked in agood ded of air. The cold had turned hist lips gray. His wedge-shaped
chest and ham arms strained againgt his elkskin coat as he stamped his booted feet upon the snow.
"Stone Gods, Bal! Macell have afrothing fit if he learns you're planning on taking the lad's oath. Why,
just lagt night—

'WhereisMace?' Raif interrupted. "Is heriding with the ambush party?"
'Hell be holding back aday to stand vigil afore Inigar anoints him as chief."

Raif kept hisfeatures ill, but hefet his pupils shrinking asthey cut out a portion of the light. So
Mace Blackhail would stand Chief Watch in the guidehouse, lashed to the north-facing plain of the
guidestone through twelve hours of darkness, aone, unspeaking, eyes open to see the faces of nine gods.
His spine would touch granite in three places, and the chief's mantle that he wore would soak up graphite
oil and fluids from the guidestone. Afterward, when Inigar cut him free with the Clansword, chiefblood
would be et and nine drops of Mace's blood would be allowed to fal into the Gods Bowl hewn within
the stone. Later Mace would speak terrible oaths and pledges before the clan, renouncing his birthclan
and giving himsdf wholly to Blackhail for life. Later fill, he would draw aguide circle with hisown hand
and step within it and ask the Stone Gods to smite him down if they judged him unfit to be chief.

Aware of Corbie Meese's eyes upon him, Raif did not let hisanger show. But it was there, hot and
twisted like a piece of black iron in his chest. He hoped the Stone Gods sent Mace Blackhail to hell.

'Mace will ride to catch up with uswhen he can,” Corbie said. "He sat up dl night overseeing clan
defenses.” The hammerman looked impatient to be on hisway. He kept glancing at the increasingly wide
circle of clansmen who had trotted their horses from the stables and were busy buckling bedrolls and
feed sacksin place. "He's heard tdll that the Dog Lord has sent cowlmen to our borders. So none of us
can trust our own shadows from now on. Macell catch up wi' uswithin aday.”

Cowlmen. All thoughts of Mace Blackhail did from Raif's mind. He now understood what had made
Corbie and Bailie so nervous when he had first approached the court. Cowlmen were the nearest thing in
the clanholdsto ns. Named after the long, hooded cloaks they wore, which were said to switch
colorsalong withthe sea

sons, they traveled into enemy territory, took up positions near game tracks and trapping runs, and
lay low for days on end, biding their time until someone came along whom they could kill. The casudties



they caused were few in relation to raiding and ambush parties— one huntersusudly or, if they were
lucky, smdl hunt parties—but that wasn't the point. They created fear. When cowlmen were thought to
be loose within a clanhold, no one could |eave the roundhouse and be sure of returning home. A
cowlman could shoot awoman out tending her traps without once showing hisface. They could be
anywhere: high in the canopy of a purple blue hemlock, hiding in the fecal-like dudge of amoss bog, or
crouching behind the red spine of a sandstoneridge. In winter, it was said some cowlmen even buried
themselvesin snow, lying for hours with their weapons crossed over their chests, ready to bring cold
desth.

'Well, Mace Blackhall's gonna have to find my blunts and roast 'em, for the lad's coming wi' me."
Bailie the Red's gaze was amost wistful as he studied the kills on Moose's back. ™Y ou know how
va uable agood marksman isto an ambush party, Corbie. Heart kills like these will drop the Bluddsmen
wherethey sand." Then to Raif: "Set here, lad, while | fetch Inigar Stoop." Without waiting for any
response, Bailie made his way back to the roundhouse.

Raif watched him go. He didn't know if he wanted to ride with the ambush party or not. Moose
would have to be |eft behind; the gelding had been hard ridden these past three days and needed deep.
Drey clearly didn't want him to go. Raif could see his brother now, astride the black, edging closer so he
could keep track on what was happening between the two senior clansmen and his younger brother.
Then there were the things that niggled away in the back of Raifs mind, things about Mace Blackhall. It
wasn't usud for the head of an armed party to split from his men on thefind leg of thejourney. And from
one short vidit to a stovehouse, Mace Blackhail had learned anawful |ot, enough to spread fear
throughout the clanhold and send an ambush party east to beset Bludd.

It didn't fit.

Raif glanced at Corbie Meese, wondering if he should speak such things out loud. The hammerman
had been quick to pledge hisarmsto Mace Blackhail, yet what had happened last night in the Great
Hearth had not sat well with anyone, and both Corbie and Bailie t seemed lessinclined to keep Mace
Blackhail's good opinion than they were yesterday. Still, it would al be forgotten once Mace and Raina
were wed. Raif pushed back his hood, suddenly fedling hot and trapped beneath it. He didn't like to think
of RainaBlackhail with Mace. It was another thing that didn't fit.

'Here! Gather round now!" Bailie the Red's fierce booming voice broke the silence of the court asthe
bowman stepped from the roundhouse, dragging the little white-haired guide behind him. "Raif Sevrance
isabout to take First Oath.”

A murmur passed through the ambush party. Bald-headed Toady Walker muttered, "He's gone and
doneit now." Behind hisback, Raif heard Drey swear softly, not quite to himself.

Inigar Stoop did not ook pleased. He was dressed in a pigskin coat, dyed black aswas clan way.
Disksof date, diced so thin they looked like scales, were attached to the collar and hem. The cuffs had
been singed at the Great Hearth to mark the onset of war. Judging from the flatness of the clan guide's
hair and the number of untied lacings on his coat, Bailie the Red had just pulled him from hisbed. Pieces
of date snapped as he moved.

‘Let'sget thisover and done," he said, frowning at the dawn sky. "Though | warn you now,'tisnot a
fitting time and place.”

Almogt without thinking, Raif reached up to touch hisraven lore. The black horn felt as cold and
smooth as a pebble plucked fromice. He wasn't sure if he wanted to do this now, before three dozen



clansmen, yet even as helet the lore drop againgt his chest, Inigar Stoop was taking a swearstone from
the cloth pouch he wore a hiswaist. Warming the stonein hisfigt, Inigar named the Stone Gods. His
voice was thin and wavering, and the gods names had a sharpness to them that Raif had never noticed
before. Ground mist receded. Light from the rising sun reflected off the downsides of clouds, washing the
courtyard with apae silver light. Thewind had long since died, and the sound of Inigar'svoice carried
well beyond the court.

When al nine gods had been named, Inigar uncurled hisfist and held out hishand. Hisblack eyes
never once left Raif as he waited for the stone to be claimed. Even though his raven lore was outside his
coat, resting againg oiled hide and waxed wool, Raif fdt it wasingde hisskin. A strong desireto flee
came upon him, to knock the swear-stone from Inigar's hand, drive it deep into the snow with the hedl of

his boot, and run off across the frozen headlands, never to return. Things were moving too fast.

‘Take the stone, Raif Sevrance.”" Inigar Stoop's eyes were as dark asvolcanic glass. "Take it and put
it inyour mouth." Raif did not move,could not move. The guide raised his arm afraction, made ajabbing
motion with hishand. " Takeit."

Over the guide's shoulder, Bailie the Red nodded vigoroudy at Raif. He had pulled an arrow from his
caseand hdditin hisfigt, point facing down. Corbie Meese had freed his hammer from his strap and had
it weighed across his chest. A glance to the side showed that the entire ambush party had drawn
weapons, diding them from horn couchings and leather cradles and scabbards lined with wool. All here
had taken First Oath. Drawing weapons was a sign of respect.

Raif'smouth ran dry. Inigar Stoop's old brown face, with its beaklike nose and hollow cheeks,
hardened. A thin breeze gusting across the court set his date meda lionstinkling.

"Tekeit"

Raif raised his hand toward the swearstone. As his shadow fell upon Inigar's open pam, araven
cawed. A bird, dark and oily as a piece of meat blackened on the fire, swooped down into the court.
Descending on acold current, it rolled its body, diving and shrieking, until acolumn of warm air gaveit
lift. Flapping its knife wings just once, it came to rest on the weethercock high atop the stable roof.

The raven watched with yellow eyes as Raif's hand closed around the svearstone. Small flecks of
white metal dotting the stone's surface caught and reflected light as Raif brought it to hislips. Under his
tongueit went, tasting of chalk and earth and swest. Tiny bitsof grit broke from it, filtering to the bottom
of hismouth.

Inigar Stoop glanced once at the raven, then spoke. "Do you pledge yoursdlf to the clan, Raif
Sevrance, son of Tern? Y our skills, your weapons, your blood and bones? Do you pledge to stay with
us, amongst us, for one year and aday? Will you fight to defend us and stop at nothing to save us and
giveyour last breath to the Heart of the Clan? Will you follow our chief and watch over our children and
give yoursdf wholly for four seasons?

Raif nodded.

Kaawl'And do you do thisfredly, of your own will? And are you free of al other oaths, ties, and
bonds?’

Kaawl The swearstone was like lead in Raifs mouth. Mineradsbled fromit, tainting hissdivawith a



foul metal tagte. Itisnt right , he wanted to cry.Can't you fed it ?'Y et to do such athing seemed like
madness of the worst kind. HE'd already gained a name for making trouble—even his own brother had
said so. Stop Firgt Oath now and he might as well run south to the taigaand never come back; he would
never be able to show hisface at the roundhouse again. No. He had to take this oath. For aslong as he
could remember he had lived hislifeexpecting to take it. Now Inigar Stoop stood before him, the cuffs of
his pig coat burned black for war, hisbreath risng in ablue line from hislips, waiting on the sign that
would s it.

Raif steded himsdf. He nodded for a second time.
K aaaaal K aaaaal

Inigar Stoop jerked back as the raven screamed, bending at thewaist asif he'd taken ablow to the
gut. Hiseyes closed briefly, and when he opened them again Raif saw immediately that knowledge lay
within them, like the core of blueice that dept through summer deep beneath the badlands crust. Quickly
Raif looked away. Inigar knew. Heknew .

'Y ou havetaken First Oath, Raif Sevrance," the guide said, the wordsfaling like sonesfrom his
mouth. "Break it and you make yoursdf atraitor to thisclan.”

Raif could not meet his eyes. No one moved or spoke. The wind picked up, and the raven flung itself
from the weethercock and onto its mercy, wings unfurling like pirate's sals, black so they could sall
through enemy waters by night.

Kaawl Kaawl Kaawl Traitor! Raif heard. Traitor! Traitor !

He shuddered. Hislorelay like a dead weight againgt his chest, pressing so heavily he could barely
breathe. Unbidden, avision of the little blond-haired luntman Wennil Drook cameto him: Dagro
Black-hail and liver-spotted Gat Murdock pushing the bloodwood staves through the pink hairless skin
on Wennil'sback. Later, when it was al over and done and Wennil's corpse lay blue and frozen on the
barren .

earth of thefdlfieds, Inigar Stoop had taken achisel to the guidestone and cut his heart from the
can.

"Who will stand second to thisyearman?"' Inigar said, turning to face the ambush party. "Who will
vouch for him and guide him and stand at hisside for ayear and aday? Who amongst you will come
before me and take a beggar's share in his oath?"

S,'zorGormdin . Raif fought for abreath and held it. On the return journey from Gnash, the
fair-haired swordsman had hinted that he would be willing to stand second to Raif's oath. Shor was not
here, though. Raif didn't know where he was, couldn't even be sureif he had returned from his outing last
night. And even if hehad returned and was Sitting in the kitchen drinking hearth-warmed beer and
crunching on bacon, he would hardly be in amood to bother with the yearing of some untested youth.
The businesswith Raina Blackhail had gone hard on him.

Inigar Stoop waited for someone to speak. His beaklike nose cast along shadow across his cheek.
Raif thought he would be well pleased if no one stepped forward to back the oath. The raven circled
over the court, silent except for the faint whistle of air through its pinion feathers. Corbie Meese and
Balliethe Red exchanged glances. Raif saw Bailie the Red thinking hard, mitted hands smoothing the
fletchings of the arrow he held in hisfist. Raif could dmost guesswhat hewasthinking: Theladisa



bowman, likeme ...

'l will stand second to hisoath." Drey. Drey kicking Orwin Shank's black stallion forward and
trotting through the snow to stand a Raif's Sde. Drey saying, "1 know | am only ayearman mysdlf, but |
have sworn two such oaths of my own and will soon swear athird, and | count mysalf asteady man who
takes no respongbility lightly. If the full clansmen will permit it, | would back my brother'sword.”

A ripple of relief passed through the ambush party. For amoment it had looked asif no one were
willing to step forward. Inigar Stoop did not look pleased, but it was out of his hands now. It was up to
the clansmen with greatest due respect to say whether or not Drey, amere yearman himsdf, could stand
second to hisbrother's oath. Raif glanced at Drey. His brother made asmall shrugging motion. Tern's
elkskin coat fitted him well, made him look older than his eighteen years.

Corbie Meese cleared histhroat. Sapping hisiron hammerhead into hispalm, hesaid, "You'rea
good clansman, Drey Sevrance.

There's none here who would say otherwise. The past few weeks have been hard on al of us, yet
you have kept your head and done your duty and proven yoursdlf to be an asset to thisclan. | for one
can see no reason why you can't back your brother's oath. Y ou have the heart for it and the steadiness of
purpose, and if you ,are willing to stand before this party and swear that you will watch your charge well
and closdly, then that's good enough for me.”

Bailie the Red and others nodded. The raven circled, dow and lazy as adragonfly in summer.
Inigar Stoop's face showed no emotion. "Will you do as Corbie asks, Drey Sevrance?”
Drey did down from his horse. His brown eyes sought Raif. "1 swesr.

Raif felt atightness cometo histhroat. Drey had not wanted him along on thistrip, had warned him
only last night about the damage he was doing to himself and their family, yet here he was, sanding
before three dozen clansmen, speaking on his brother's behalf. Shame burned Raif's cheeks. He wished
he could take back what had been said between them last night in the hall. Words couldn't be unsaid,
though. Raif knew that.

'So beit." Inigar Stoop sounded asif he were proclaiming asick man dead. He turned to face Raif.
"Y our oath has been spoken, Raif Sevrance. Y ou are ayearman now in the eyes of clan and gods. L et
neither party down." The wind switched as Inigar spoke, blowing hard againgt hisface. He should have
saild more—Raif had been present at enough yearings to know that the guide was supposed to pass
blessing and offer words of guidance to the sworn man—~but Inigar just pressed hislips together and
turned to face thewind full on.

In the uncomfortable silenceleft, Raif gpat out the swearstone. Rubbing it dry againgt the fox fur of his
hood, he waited for Drey to take it from him. Normaly Inigar Stoop would transfer the stone from one
clansman to another, yet Raif could tell from the set of the guide's profile that he wanted no moreto do
with this ceremony. To him it was aready done.

All gathered were silent as Drey took the small dark swearstone and dipped it into one of the many
pouches hanging from hiswaist. The ambush party was eager to be gone. Drey reached out and cuffed
Rafs

shoulder. "Y ou'd better hurry and get your roll together for theride..." He grinned. "Clansman.”



Raif nodded. He couldn't speak. As he turned to enter the roundhouse, the raven began shrieking
loudly.Corpse! Corpse! Corpse ! Raif heard.

'Rider approaching!" Velvet-cheeked Rory Gleet made the call.

Even as Raif swiveled around, Bailie the Red brought his bow to his chest. The massive bowman
bellowed for dl to get out of hisway so he could be sure of aclear shot if needed. Raif looked over the
grazeinthe direction Rory Gleet indicated. A white gelding walked across the snow, picking its steps
with enormous care, its back held artificidly straight. Its rider was dumped forward in the saddle. The
man's chest and head were resting against the horse's neck, and an arm trailed down over the gelding's
shoulder, gloved fingers gill tangled inthereins.

A musclein Raifs neck began to pump. The gelding belonged to Shor Gormdlin.

Sowly, over seconds that stretched like minutes, Bailie did hisarrow from the string. Corbie Meese's
hammer thudded onto the ground, making a sound like a broken bell. Inigar Stoop's lips started moving,
and even though the wind was il high and Raif couldn't hear what he said, he knew the Stone Gods
were being named for the second time that day.

The gelding, long necked and finely cheeked, with large liquid eyes, dowly picked a path to the
court. Everything within him was focused upon just onething: bringing hisrider home. One small misstep,
one dight shake of his neck, and hisrider would dide from the saddle into the snow. Shor Gormain was
dead. Asthe clansmen moved forward dowly, quietly, o as not to startle the fine white horse, Shor'sfair
hair could clearly be seen. Half the side of his head was blasted away by two fis-sze quarrels shot at
closerange. One of the arrow shafts had broken off, the other jutted out from amat of blood, tissue, and
raised bone like something growing from Shor's head.

Without aword passing between them, the ambush party hdted in ahalf circle and allowed the
gelding to finish hisjourney home. Respect was due to such ahorse, and twenty-nine men knew it. Shor
had fallen dightly to theleft, and every muscle in the horseg's neck and shoulders was taut with the strain
of holding hisrider in place. Dried and partly frozen blood streaked the gelding's mane pink and black.
Ashorse and rider drew close, Raif saw that Shor's smdl unpretentious halfsword gtill sat firmly inits
scabbard. The finest swordsman in the clan had not been alowed chance to draw his weapon.

"Cowlman," whispered someone, perhaps Corbie Meese.

The gelding cameto ahalt before the clansmen, turned side-on, and then held his position, offering
hisrider to the clan. Cloud. The horsg's name cameto Raif like a gift. Shor had ridden him for eight
years.

A soft tearing sound cut the air as the raven chose that moment to fly away. Watcher of the Dead,
thought Raif with adull stab of sdf-hatred. The raven had known dl aong.

TWELVE A Fistful of Ice C MM tomach cramps pumped in Ash's ssomach as she and Katia 1
descended the stairs, heading toward the quad. Shewas sick MX of fedingill dl thetime, tired of being
cooped up in her chamber and tended day and night. She hated her dreams, too. They came every night
now.Every night . She couldn't remember the last time she had closed her eyes and smply dept. Couldn't
recall when sheld last awakened in the morning fegling rested. Instead she wokein the dead of night, in
those dark standgtill hours where no one but thieves and nightwatchmen were about, feding asif shed
been running through the streets. Always she awoke drained of strength and shaking. Swegt poured



down her neck, her heart beat like amad thing in her chest, and the sheets were twisted so tightly around
her throat, they raised wed sthat stayed forhours . Lately there had been bruises. ..

Ash shook her head. Putthet thought aside.
'What's the matter, miss. Cold aready?’

'No. | meanyes. That'sit. Cold, just cold." Ash cursed hersalf. She sounded like such afool. "Hand
me my gloves. Quick now."

Katia harrumphed. She might have said something, only they were gpproaching the lower rotunda
and armed men dressed in the black leather cloaks of the Rive Watch, carrying blood stedl at their hips
and across their backs, were walking through the hallway on their way to the Red Forge. No one, not
even asulky maid like Katia, liked to draw the Rive Waich's attention her way. The sight of their blades
aone could set maidens and goodwivesfainting. The red pigment fired into the stedl of their longknives
and greatswords was said to come from amix of mercury and human blood.

Suddenly nervous, Ash snatched her calfskin gloves from Katiaand tugged them on with agreat ded
more force than was necessary. Knuckles cracked. "It's not snowing, isit?' she asked, stepping into the
hallway. Perhaps adozen or so steps above her Marafice Eye, Protector Genera of Spire Vanisand
Lord of the Rive Watch, followed in her shadow like aterrible and silent hound. It really was quite
ridiculous. Didn't he have something better to do? Ride down smugglers, burn thieves hands black, hack
the fingers from progtitutes who were dow in paying Protector's Trove?

'lsad, it'scold and dry outside.”

Ash jumped at the sound of Katiasraised voice. "I heard you thefirst time," shelied. Why did she
fed so weak?Why did every sharp sound and creaking floorboard make her flinch?

Reaching thetall iron-gated door that led from the Cask to the quadrangle, Ash tied the last few
ribbons on her cloak for good measure. Penthero Iss hadn't dlowed her outside in weeks, and the last
time she had ridden in the enclosed space of the quad was late autumn. Things had got alot colder since
then. Bracing hersdlf, she stepped over the threshold. An awful lot colder.

The stone-flagged quadrangle formed the protected heart of Mask Fortress. Each of its pointswas
occupied by one of the four great towers, and itswalls were formed by fortress ramparts and great hals.
The quad was long enough to race horses and wide enough to raise lists and stage tourneys each spring.
In summer the grangelords held court here, and in the dark months leading to winter Penthero Iss
oversaw thetridsof high traitors from the obsidian ledge in front of the Bight.

A thin layer of snow covered the entire quad. Bitter frosts over the past week had glaciated the
topsnow, making it crackle underfoot. Every time Ash took astep shefdt asif she were bresking
something. Most of the quad was paved, but the horse run along the outer wall had long since grown
over with the tough yellow grasses that lived on Mount Sain. Shaggy weeds peeked through cracksin
stonework, and oily green mosses coated flagstones around the bases of three of the four towers.
Nothing grew close to the Splinter, not one spike of grass or cushion of moss. Nothing. The ice-bound
tower had foundationst

like the roots of ablack wanut, sending its poisons deep into the soil to kill anything that grew and
threatened to rob itslight.



Ash shivered. However did such nonsense get into her head? The ground soil was saturated, that
was dl. Too much water running down the walls. Aware that her thoughts were skirting dangeroudy
closeto the night she had stepped through the iron-plated door and walked along the abandoned east
wing, Ash said the firgt thing that came into her head. "Y ou don't haveto walk besde me as| ride, Katia.
Y ou can stay in the stables and keegp warm.”

Katia grumbled something. Her dark glossy hair was currently waging war with awoolen cap, and
from the looks of things the hair waswinning. Grest springy curls had succeeded in tilting the cap at an
angle guaranteed to catch a passing updraft—one strong gust and it would be off. Ash watched the maid
out of the corner of her eye. Evenin atemperature cold enough to freeze the brine in the curing vats,
Katialooked beautiful. Her skin glowed like buttered toast, and her lips were fat with blood. Ash knew
her own cheeks and lips would be as pae and bloodless as day-old bread, and the harsh light of
reflected snow would do the bags under her eyes no favors. The sight of her own face had begun to
frighten her. Shelooked half wasted.

Not redlizing Ash was watching her, Katia glanced over her shoulder toward the Knife. Something
passed between them—Ash couldn't tell what—but a moment later the expression on thelittle maid's
face changed. She shivered eaboratdly. "Ooh. But it's cold, miss. | swear I'll catch my deeth out here.
I'm not like you: iceborn. Misiress Wence says that judging from the color of my skin and the sum of hair
| haveto pluck off my legs afore they're decent, my family must have come from the Far South. So
perhaps I'd better stay in the stableslike you said. 1am feding abit middling."

Icebom. Ash didn't like the sound of that one bit. Stepping over a pile of steaming horse dung, she
forced her mind back to the subject at hand. Katiawanted to be with Marafice Eye, shewas sure of it.
The stables were a common enough place for romantic assignations. For aslittle asameset pieor a
wedge of good cheese, Master Haysticks would turn ablind eye to what went on in any number of his
vacant stals. Some held that the eye he turned wasn't nearly asblind asit might be, and he had actualy
carved peepholesin the doors, which he rented out for tidy sums. Ash thought about the peepholes
sometimes before shefdl adeep at night. Itwould be interesting to see what people got up to.

'Rest inthe stables, Katia. I'll be fine on my own out here. | won't gallop off, | promise." Ash glanced
at the limestone battlements that were topped with iron railings, archers roosts, and murder holes. She
wouldn't be going anywhere.

Katiapouted prettily. "I'll stay in the stablesif you say s0."

Asgh glanced over the maid's shoulder to where Marafice Eye stood watching from the shadows
along the Cask'swest wall. He had found something buried in the snow—a boulder, or afrozen hare
carcass, or ahit of firewood—and was grinding it beneath the hed of hisboot until it broke. When he
noticed Ash watching him, he smiled. It was aterrible Sght to see, such asmall mouth siretching. The
skin looked as though it might tear and bleed. Ash turned away.

'What are you waiting for?' she snapped at the maid. "Go on, off to the stables. Tell Master
Haysticksto saddle and bring out Cob."

Something close to anger crossed Katias face as she turned on her hedl and made for the stables.
Ash regretted her sharpnessimmediately yet didn't call the maid back. Rubbing a mitted hand across her
face, shetook afew deep breathsto cam herself. Coming outside hadn't been agood idea. Oddly
enough, it had been her foster father who had suggested it, last night when held visited her chamber after
dark. Youare so pae, dmost-daughter, like alily trapped beneath theice . Y oumust go outside
tomorrow. Take aride around the quad, stretch your legs, breathe in some fresh mountainair . Y our



room isfilled with lamp smoke and old dust. | worry so about you .
Ash kicked at the frozen snow. Isswas awaysworried about her.

Master Haydticks emerged from the stable block, trotting his old blue cob behind him. The
stablemaster wore a coat pieced together from old horse blankets and bits of harnessleather. Hislarge
head was covered by ahalfcap woven from horsehair, and his stirrups had once been horse's bits.
Nothing was wasted in Master Haysticks stables. Once aday he sent out groomsto shove dung inthe
quad.

'Day, miss," hesaid, inclining his head. "Old Cob'sready for yer. Go easy on the bit; her mouth's
scratched up bad. Been chewing on the stall door again.” He shook hisheaed. "Terrible splinters.”

Ash took the reins from him. Although she didn't like Master Hay-sticks much, shedid likethe plain
way in which hetreated her. He had been stablemaster at Mask Fortress since before she was born,
when Borhis Horgo was surlord and Penthero I ss held the same position as Marafice Eye did now.
Master Haysticks remembered who she was. He knew she was nothing more than afoundling.

'Pass me yer foot, miss." Master Haysticks cupped his hands and squatted low to the ground. Ash
gave him her foot, and he heaved her up over the cob.

When she was settled in the saddle, she glanced back toward the Cask. Marafice Eye had gone;
footprints driven deep into the snow led straight for the stables. Ash let out aguarded sigh of rdlief. It was
good to be free of the Knife. "Come on, Cob," she said, kicking the old work mare'sflank. "Let'stake a
turn or two around the quad.”

Magter Haysticks watched Ash with acritica eye, satisfying himsalf that her reinwork wasn't putting
undue stress on the mare's mouth, before spitting in the snow and heading back.

Ash fet freeto relax only when he was gone. Cob wasjust about the gentlest horse she had ever
known, and in dl the years she had been riding her, Ash had never managed to coax the old mareinto
anything faster than atrot. She didn't have aname. Master Haysticks called her Cob because that's what
shewas. This past year he had taken to calling her Old Cob, which meant she didn't have many horse

days|eft.

Turning onto the horse run, Ash put aside dl bad thoughts. Now she was higher from the ground, she
could see alittle of the city over the northern wall. Spires, sharply doped roofs, and cagt-iron turrets rose
abovethewadl like weaponsin an armscase. If shelistened very carefully she could hear the clatter of
cartsin the street and the roar and bustle of Hoargate market.

Ash had always wanted to see Hoargate. Of al the gatesin the city, Hoargate was considered the
most beautiful. Its great arch was carved from a thousand-year-old bloodwood, cut and carted dl the
way from the Storm Margin on the western coast. Hoargate faced west; that was the thing. Each of the
four gates was built from materiasthat came from the direction they faced. Vaingate was raised from the
plain cream limestone of Mount Sain; Wrathgate, which faced east, was cut from a huge dab of granite
quarried from the stonefields of Trance Vor; and north-facing Almsgate was cast from the blue iron that
was mined beneath the clanholds.

Hoargate was the only gate made of wood. Y et according to Katia,



who had seen it severd times, it hardly looked like wood at dl, morelike shiny black stone. The
masons had forced hardeners and preservesinto the wood, turning itsinsidesto sted. Even o, its
elaborate facing still managed to attract athick layer of hoarfrost in midwinter, and it was after thisit was
named: Hoargate.

Then there was Vaingate, the dead gate, built from plain limestone, carved with amated pair of
killhounds and their one slver blue egg. The gate where she was found.

Abruptly Ash looked away from the city. It wasn't worth thinking about. Her foster father had never
once alowed her to step outside Mask Fortress. The most she had ever seen of Spire Vanis was when
shewas smal enough to clamber over the battlementsin the Cask and wriggle her way though to the
archersgdlery at thetop. The entire city could be seen from up there: geaming and smoking, its snow
black with cart ail, its streets clogged with barrow boys, dog carts, and horses, and its Street corners
afire with the red eyes of athousand charcoa braziers.

-10.

Beneathit dl, benegth the dark, diseased mass of Almstown, the fine mansions and lodgements of the
grangelords, and the ever-expanding marketplaces with their hide-covered awnings and elk-bone struts,
the hands of the original masons could clearly be seen. Wallswere aswide and straight as ox backs.
Original stonework was cut as precisely as clock parts, and roads were flat enough to skateonin
midwinter, weighted down with enough hard stone to prevent even the dead from rising.

People said Robb Claw had broken the back of amountain to build Spire Vanis. Ash wondered if
the mountain would ever strike back.

Shifting her gaze forward, she saw that Cob was picking a path toward the Splinter. Even from this
distance, wisps of ice smoke steaming from itswallswere clearly visble. Ash shivered. Like abelt of
blackstone pines along atimberline, the tallest tower in Mask Fortress created aclimate al itsown. It
was so cold. Icy air dipped indde Ash's chest, wrapping long blue fingers around her heart.

It'sjust atower, shetold hersalf. Stone and mortar and wood.

Cold or not, Cob seemed happy enough to go there. Ash reasserted her grip on thereins, ready to
pull the mare away, then remembered the splintersin the horse's mouth and let thereinsfall dack. What
wasthe harm in drawing close? She glanced at the sky. It was daylight, she 168

wasin full view of the Red Forge and the Cask, and it wasimpossible to enter the tower from
outside. The externa door had been sedled shut for years.

Asrationd asdl that sounded, Ash still found hersdf stiffening in the saddle as she approached. Her
thighs gripped the marésbely tightly.

Shewas hardly surprised when Cob took it upon hersdlf to step from the horse run and trot over to
the path that led behind the tower. The old mare was bent on going her own way. Craning her neck, Ash
risked aglance at the stables. Still no sign of Katia or the Knife. Katiahad once told Ash that when a
man and awoman took a tumble together, it took longer for them to unlace and unhook their clothes than
to do the actud act. Ash frowned. She could have her own dress stripped off within aminute.

As she puzzled on that, Cob rounded the curve and entered the short run between the curtain wall



and the tower. Puzzlement did from her face when she spotted tracks in the snow. Footsteps, two pairs
of them, and two thick drag lines leading straight to the spire's unused door. Fresh tracks, by the looks of
them, leading in butnot out.

'Easy now," Ash said, as much to hersdlf asthe mare. Looking ahead, she saw that the footsteps had
come from the direction of the south gate. Ash knew from experiencethat if she were to head that way,
she'd be stopped before she reached the endwall. The gate was patrolled by a dozen
brothers-in-the-watch.

'Whoa," she murmured, pulling briefly on the reins. The old mare seemed happy enough to stop and
quickly found something to sniff at alongside the curtain wall. Ash did down, booted feet thudding onto
hard ground. Glancing left, then right, she approached the tower door.

Wooden boards had been pried away from the frame, leaving an outline of bent nails around the
door. Candleice hung from the lintel in fat chunks, and Ash felt water drip on her hood. The keyhole was
st in abrass plate aslarge as Cob's head, and someone had spent many minutes scraping rimeice from
thelock. Ash hesitated, took a step back, then surprised herself by reaching out and pressing against the
door. It held firm.

She should have been relieved, yet the nervesin her hand continued to register the contact seconds
after shewithdrew. Againsgt her will the memory of the night she had walked aong the east gdllery came
back to her. She hardly knew what sheld felt, had tried to convince herself many times that the whole
thing had been afigment of her imagination, brought on by extreme cold and fear and darkness, yet the
feding ofwant returned so sharply it brought the taste of metal to her mouth.

Something in the Splinter wanted what she had.

A deep part of her mind had known it al aong, from the very first instant she had felt the thing's
presence in the tower, yet she had thrust it to the back of her mind with such force that everything had
become jumbled and unclear. It was clear now, though. Perfectly.

Sowly, taking achild's careful steps, Ash backed away from the Splinter. She nursed her hand as
she retreated; the fingersthat had touched the door felt like ice.

'‘Come on, Cab," she said, hating how weak her voice sounded. "L et's get back to the stables.” Cob
paid her no heed, forcing Ash to spin around and fetch the mare herself. She didn't like turning her back
on the door, and the desire to run was so strong that she had to bite down on her lip to fight it. Yet she
couldn't very well leave ahorsein the quad. Master Haysticks would have afew choice wordsto say to
her if shedid.

Cob was still sniffing at thewall, and as Ash dipped down to grab the bridle, she spied the object of
the mare's attention. All the heat drained from her face. A blue ribbon lay embedded within the snow like
avein beneath ahand. She recognized it at once. It was atie from a nightgown she had given to Katiato
mend. The fabric was wearing thin, and severa of the ribbons wereloose. One or two had fallen off. Ash
plucked the ribbon from the snow. Katia had asked if she had any clothes that needed mending before
winter, and Ash had handed her an armful of cloaks, dresses, and nightgowns. They hadn't been
returned, but that was nothing strange. Seamstressing was not one of Katia's strong points. It took her a
whole morning just to pick the hem from askirt.

The ribbon was cold and limp, atongue of blueice. Turning back to face the tower door, Ash
studied the two drag lines that ran dongside the footprints. Something large and heavy had been hauled



indde Likeabed . Ash frowned. Where had such athought come from? Any number of objects could
have left amilar tracksin the snow. In fact, things were beginning to make more sense now. Theinterior
door

was only haf the size of this one, cut narrow to match the scale of the east gallery. Nothing wider
than aman could be brought through. So if 1ss needed something large brought into the Splinter, thiswas
the only way he could doit.

Ash rolled the ribbon between her fingers. What had her old clothes got to do with anything?
...and of coursetherell be anew chamber ...

No. Ash shook her head, sending Katia's words away. It was madness. Her foster father couldn't be
planning to move her here. Not to the Splinter. He loved her and worried about her, and just last night
he'd told her how pale she looked and encouraged her to take aride in the snow. Ash crushed the ribbon
in her fist. She needed to get back to her chamber. Suddenly nothing felt right.

Walking aongside Cob, she made good time. Marafice Eye and Katiastill hadn't emerged from the
stables, and even Master Haysticks hadn't sent out a groom to watch for the horse. Ash was out of
breath by the time she reached the stable door. Her somach was cramping wildly. She hardly knew what
to do, didn't know what to think, couldn't believe the ideas that kept shooting through her head.

'Whoa, lady. Watchadoing in 'ere?"
Ash wheded around. She had walked straight into the stables without thinking.

A young groom with bad skin and aflat head stepped out from behind a stack of hay. "Best step
outside, lady. Haysticks don't like no high collars strutting about when he's not around.” The groom
moved forward. " 'Ere. I'll take Old Cob."

Feding likeafool, Ash held out the reins. What had she been thinking? Leading her own horseinto
the stableslike ajourneyman. Just as the groom took the reins, agrest rumbling noise shook the building.
Already on edge, Ash flinched. Suddenly the far end of the stable block was flooded with light asa
whole section of the endwall was whedled back. Of course , she thought, relaxing ingtantly, the stable has
asecond entrance to service the trade gate .

Marafice Eye picked that moment to emerge from the nearest horse stall. His big dog hands were
busy with the buckle on his belt. As soon as he saw Ash he sneered and turned the s mple business of
belt buckling into something she couldn't bear to look at. Feding her facet growing hot, she turned and
ran from the stables. Laughter followed her.

The moment she was free of the building, Ash threw the ribbon onto the ground and kicked it into the
snow. Shewas sick of being out here. She hated Marafice Eye and the pimply groom and Master
Hay-sticks. She hated dl the things going on behind her back. Where was Katia ?

'Aaw, miss. Are we going back so soon?'
Ash spun around. Katia, her wool cap gone and thick curls disheveled, leaned against the stable door

and smiled lazily at her mistress. "I've come over al flushed. | swear I'll need to takearall in the snow to
cool my blood."



Three steps and Ash was on her. Grabbing Katia's arm, she marched the girl from the stables.
Katiafought back. "Y ou're hurting me!"

Ash wrenched Katia's arm and twisted it behind her back. She wasfilled with fury, angry at everyone
and everything, sick to her ssomach of being afraid. "1 don't care. Now walk on.”

Katiadid as shewastold, yet it wasn't in her nature to go quietly. "Y outold me to go to the stables!
Sad you didn't want me around. Taint my fault if you're jealous of me and the Knife. Taint my fault you're
flatter than sheet ice and no man would give you a second glance. What you need—"

‘Bequiet!" Ashtwisted Katias arm another degree. Her own anger surprised her. She was shaking,
yet for the first time in monthsit wasn't with fear. It felt good to have control over someone—eveniif it
wasjust aservant girl. "Open the door. And be quick about it."

In the fourteen months that she had known Katia, Ash had never seen the girl move so quickly. She
snapped down the door latch faster than she pocketed rose cakes. Two brothers-in-the-watch were
waking aong the greet circular corridor of the Cask, their leather cloaks fastened to their tunics by lead
broaches the size of sparrows. Both men wore quarter helmsthat cast shadows acrosstheir eyes. It was
telling that neither man smiled or reacted in any way to what they saw: by now the whole fortress knew
that wherever the Foundling was, the Knife was only paces behind. Ash dammed the door shut with her
boot hedl, then pushed Katia directly into the path of both brothers, forcing them to step asideto let
mistress and servant pass.

Climbing the stairsto her chamber, Ash was aware of her heart racing in her chest. Just one touch!
One touch and the thing, the presence in the Splinter, had known she wasthere. In dl her life she had
never felt such need. It pulled at something, some part of her she had no namefor.

Reach, migtressss. We sméll you. Smell of blood and skin and light.
‘Aargh! Misd Y ou're breaking my arm.”

Ash gtarted. Looking down, she saw where she was holding Katia so tightly that blood had stopped
flowing to her hand. Abruptly shelet her go. Katia stumbled forward and immediately began rubbing her
arm. She said things—awhole stream of them—yet Ash cut them away from her mind. Camly, asif
Katiawere perfectly silent, not in the process of sobbing and issuing thresats, she said, "Follow me."

Ash took thefinal stepsto her room, secure in the knowledge the maid would follow. The door was
gar, and when she pushed it she came face-to-face with Penthero |ss manservant, Caydis Zerbina. The
tall dark-skinned servant stopped dead on the spot. Hislong, elegant arms cradled an odd assortment of
her belongings. the green wool rug, athick winter cloak, one of the amber lamps, asilver hairbrush.

Ash supposed she should be surprised at seeing him here, but she wasn't. The camnesswas still
upon her. She made asmall bobbing motion with her chin, indicating theitems he held. "It'sdl right,
Caydis. Please continue. | redize you didn't expect me back from my ride so soon. Thefault isentirely
my own. My apologies. Pleasefinish your busness™”

Caydis Zerbina bore Far South blood, as Katiadid, yet unlike Katia, he was soft-spoken and gentle
in manner. He worshiped with the priestsin the Bone Temple and never wore any fabric heavier than
linen, even on the coldest day. Common was not hislanguage of birth. " So sorry, mistress. | stop now.
Cause no more offense.” He bowed deeply, the bone bracelets on hiswrist chinking like faling rain.



Slowly he began to back away.

Ashraised her hand. "No. | insist you carry on. Y our actions cause me no offense.” And the strange
thing was, they didn't. Caydis Zerbinawas just carrying out orders, like Katiaand Marafice Eye. One
person ruled Mask Fortress, one person had access to the Splinter, one person had suggested she leave
her chamber thismorning to go for aridein the quad: Penthero Iss. Her foster father had wanted her out
of the way s0 he could collect more things for her move. Chances were she wouldn't have missed
anything except the rug and the lamp, and both those items werein need of cleaning or repair, and their
absence could be smoothly explained.

Caydis Zerbinawas clearly unhappy at being compelled to finish hisbusiness. Hisdark eyes, with
their amond-colored whites and thick lids, flicked nervoudy as he moved about the chamber. Ash
suspected that he collected things solely to satisfy her wish that he carry on, rather than from any red
need to remove anything further. She held open the door for him asheleft, inclining her heedina
graciousfarewdl. "Caydis," she said after he had taken ahandful of steps aong the corridor, "I won't tell
my foster father about our unplanned meeting. | trust you will do the same. Theré'slittle benefit in either
of usadmitting our mistakes."

Caydis bowed hislong gazelle neck. "Midtress." Even before he reached the steps, Ash had turned
her attention to Katia. The servant girl was standing against the corridor wall, her face al red and puffy,
rubbing her arm asif she couldn't quite believe it was hurt. One step forward was dl it took to cower her.
Ash supposed she should fed ashamed about having someone frightened of her, yet ateeny bit of her
rather liked it. "Inside. Now."

Katias eyes were huge with amixture of indignation and suspicion. She moved, though. Quick
enough to didodge the last remaining hairpins from her curls. The pins struck the stone with musical notes
as Ash shut the door behind her.

'Sit," she said, wagging her head toward the bed. Katia sat.

Ash turned her back on her. "Now. I'm going to ask some questions, and you have two choices.
One, you can answer them honestly and be away from here within the quarter. Or two, you can lieand
deceive me and get hurt." She spun back. "Now whichisit going to be?" ™Y ou won't dare hurt me. I'll
scream. | surdy will." Bending forward so that her face was only abreath away from Katia's, Ash said,
"Go ahead. Scream. The Knifeisout there. HEl hear if you make enough noise. But before you do,
think for just one moment. Y ou may know and bed him, but it's me he's charged to protect. Me. Not
some scrap of akitchen girl who doesn't know what's good for her.Me ." Ash saw hurt in Katias eyes
but forced hersdlf to't .

ONES continue harder than ever. "Ask yoursdlf this. Ifyou cry out and | cry out, which one of usis
helikey to ad firg?'

Katiamade no answer. Her teeth pulled at the skin on her lips.
Ash graightened her spine. "Right. Why has my fogter father set Marafice Eye to watch me?"

'Don't know." Katiasounded sulky. "The Knife hissdf thinksit's madness. Says he'ssick of the sight
of you, and that he's got better things to do than watch over athin strip of bacon wi' no fat.”

Ignoring the gibe, Ash said, "' So he doesn't know why?"



'No. Saysit'll be over soon, though. Vealskin promised any day now."

Ash frowned. Marafice Eye was Protector General; he would hardly agree to act as persona guard
to afoundling without good reason. He knew something, Ash felt sure of that. And despite what he said
to Katia, hetook acat's pleasure in watching and taunting her—though he wouldn't likely admit that to
any girl he choseto bed. Suddenly uncomfortable with the turn of her thoughts and knowing that if she
dwelled on them further, she would lose her nerve and weaken, Ash changed the subject. "What
happened to the clothes | gave you to repair last week?'

'Isstook them."
Where?'

Katiashrugged. "Don't know. Said he wanted to start collecting afew things here and there to make
the move easier when it came. Said he wanted to surprise you, and to tell you | wanted them for repair.”

'What other specid ingructions did my foster father give you?'
No reply.

lsad , what ddse?'

Katiashuffled her feet. "Nothing."

Shewaslying. Ash took abreath, thinking. After amoment she began to shake her head. "Y ou
know, Katia, my foster father isn't the only one who has power over you. | don't have to take you with
me when | move to my new lady's chamber. | could tell my foster father that | no longer carefor your
sarvices, that you bed any man who crosses your path, and that you stole one of my—'

' Taint never stole nothing!™ Katiastood, fists clenched. "Y ou'd belying if you say so.Lying "

'Hush, girl," Ash said in avoice she hoped sounded bored. "I cant claim anything | want and get
away withit. Do you really think my foster father will take your word over mine? Do you?'

That made Katia stop and think. All the strength and light in her face faded, leaving her looking as
young and vulnerable asthe girl sheredly was. Fifteen, that was dl. Ash felt her determination waver; dl
she wanted to do was go to Katiaand put her arms round her and assure her that she'd never say
anything bad about her—even if sheredlyhad stolen something. Katiawas younger than her by amost a
full year, yet up until today, until right this minute, Ash had awaysfdt like the younger one. Strange, but
the very thing that was frightening her was a so making her strong. She had to know. And shewould do

anything,anything , to find out.

Steding hersdlf, Ash said, "I think we both know the answer to that question, Katia. Y ou'd be back
in the kitchens within aday on my say-so, no matter how diligently you carried out my foster father's
orders. | am Penthero Iss ward, his amost-daughter. Now tell me what | need to know, and | swear
hell hear nothing but good about you from me.”

Although shewas still standing, Katia seemed smdller than usud; her shoulders were dumped, and
her back was bent. Even her curls seemed flatter. " Promise to take me with you when you go.”

Ash closed her eyes. A pain, like a sore muscle, flared softly in her chest. "'If | go to agrand chamber



with isnglasswindows and afireplace dl my own, then | promiseto take you with me." Shefdt thelieas
she spoke. It wasthetruth, but it wasadso alie.

Katia, who was such aterribleliar hersdf, heard only the truth. She brightened immediatdly. "Well,
that's settled, then. Isn't it?!

Ash nodded. She didn't know how she managed to stop her cheeks from burning.

'Wdl, miss, it'sthe strangest thing. Can hardly understand it myself—'less of courseit'sto do with
your'tility." Seeing Ash's blank ook, Katiaexpanded, her love of sharing secrets now fully engaged.
"Y our fertility. Y ou know, when you finaly comeinto your blood and can be married and tumble with
men. Well, ever since His Lordship engaged me, but most particular these past three months, he's asked
that | check your chamber pot and sheets each morning for blood. Y ou know,women's blood. Says he
must be told the minute you come to your menses. Right fierce on the matter, heis. Gives me the dox just
thinking about it.”

'Sheets? Chamber pot?”
'Aye, and your nightdress and underthings, too."

Ash exhaed softly, her strength vanishing as quickly asit came. Y oucan't stay achild forever,
Asarhia. The old blood will show soon enough . Her foster father's words came back to her, each onea
drop of ice againgt her face. Isswaswaiting for her mensesto come. All his pinching and prodding and
watching wasfor just onething.Why ? What did he want with her? What would he do when her blood
findly broke? The thought made crampsjab at Ash's sscomach. Putting ahand on the wall to steady
hersdf, shesaid, "Leave me, Katia | want to be done.”

Thelittle maid brought her lips together, took a step forward, hesitated, then took one back. ™Y ou
won't tell Iss| told you, will you? Hed be madder than asnagcat in atrap if he knew. If mad'sthe right
word for someone who never raises hisvoice, just fixes you with a cold stare and-"

'l promise| won't say aword." Ash cut her short; the last thing she wanted right now was areminder
of how cold-blooded her foster father could be. As Katia swung open the door, she said one last thing.
"I'm sorry about hurting you before. Truly | am. It won't happen again.”

Katiaturned and smiled. "Weren't nothing redlly, miss. | used to get worse from Mistress Wence. A
lot worse."

Ashtried agmile but failed. By the time she thought of areply, Katiawas gone. Ash stared at the
closed door. Why had she never mentioned being besten before?

It seemed like avery long time before she made her way to the bed. The cramps became stronger,
rolling across her abdomen in sickening waves, and al she wanted to do was deep. Later. Shewould
decide what to do later. Her eyes closed, bringing darkness and peace, and before she could form
another thought she fell into a degp numbing deep.

Socold, mistressss. So dark. Reach .
Ash twisted in her bed, turning her back on her dreams. They pursued her, liquid shadowswith

hands that cracked and bled. Their shapes massed and shifted, darkness leaking from them like water
wesping fromice.



Reach, mistressss, pretty mistressss. Reach.
Ash twisted again, saw the

ahead. No. Not there. She twisted back, felt shadows dide across her face, cold as water from t the
deepest darkest well. Things moved in the periphery, wet and twitching like skinned beasts. Ground
shifted benegath her feet, and suddenly the cavern was below her, its entrance avast hole blasted into sea
ice, an ocean of black tar rolling beneath. Ash backed away. She wouldn't go there, wouldn't take that
last step.

Reach, mistressss. Reach.

WEet fingers clawed at her arms, drawing them up and up and up. Ash fought to keep them from
rising, but it was like trying to bend her knees backward: the joints would only work one way.

Reach! Reach!

No. She shook her head, tried to twist away. Nothing moved except her arms, which continued to
rise until they drew level with her shoulders. Shadows pushed from al sides, eyesflickering like serpent's
tongues.

REACH,

Ash didn't reach, shepushed . PAmsfaling flat against something that shone paelikeice, shethrust
herself away from that place. A white-hot needle of pain raced dong her aamsto her heart. Shefelt
something deep within her tear, heard a great weight of ice shatter asit hit hard ground, then staggered
back and back and back...

She opened her eyesto aworld dulled by pain. Belly down upon the bed, sheets bunched around
her waist, shelay for along moment without moving. Her hands were stretched high above her head,
reaching for the nearest wall. Even as she worked musclesto pull them in, she knew something was
wrong. The hot, angry pain that came with skin burnsflared in her pams, making her wince. One pam
was open, the finger and thumb pads red. Burned. Ash dragged her other hand into view. It was closed,
the fingers tiff and set in place. She opened it dowly, aware of something hard pulling at her skin. When
the fingers had curled halfway, adrop of clear liquid did dong her wrist. Shivering, she forced the fingers
back al the way.

Ice. A chunk of ice did from her palm onto the bed.

Iceborn. Katias word was the first thought she had, before shock or fear or the need for
explanations set in. The burns had been caused by ice, not fire.

The ice was wedge shaped, blue asfrost, and stippled with the kind of pressure lines that Ash had
seen on rocks dug from the base of Mount Sain. As she watched, the patch of damp benesath it spread.

Abruptly shelooked away. What time wasit? How long had she dept? L ate afternoon light made
everything in the chamber seem gray. No lamps had been lit, but thelittle charcoa brazier was il
burning, giving off a puttering last-breath sort of light. Ash brought her burning handsto her face and blew
on them. After amoment she braced hersalf and began to rise from the bed.



That was when she fet it. Halting on the spot, halfway up from the bed, her weight borne by one
elbow and one knee, she reached down with her right hand, pushing through skirt fabric and linen.
Seconds passed before her fingers found the right place. Ash tensed. Wetness, warm thistime, between
her legs. Slowly, asif she were moving through water, not air, she brought her hand back. She didn't
want to look, didn't want tosee , but matters were too far gone now, and of dl the changesthat lay
ahead, surely this one would be the easiest to bear?

Dark blood rolled across her fingers like treacle. Menses. Ash breathed deeply, trying to recdll the
camness she had felt earlier when confronting Katiaand Caydis Zerbina. She needed it more than ever
now. Time passed and still her hand shook, and sheredlized that thiswas as cam as shewaslikdy to

Qget.

Moving dowly, she brought her thighs together to prevent any more blood from staining her clothes,
held her wet hand clear of the bed, and shuffled to her feet. Once she was satisfied there were no
bloodstains on the sheets, she stripped bare, isolating her underskirt and underdrawers, which werethe
only items stained, then picked up the small fruit knife from the dresser and began to hack away at the
linen. Thistook time. The knife was amost blunt and her hands persisted in shaking, and the linen was
winter weave, so doubly thick. All the while, she pressed her thighs together and held something deep
indde her clenched.

Wl before she was satisfied with the smalness of the linen pieces, she began to feed them into the
brazier. The charcod took alot of stirring and blowing before it produced a decent flame, but eventualy
the fire got under way. The linen pieces burned quickly, crisping to nothing within seconds. Therewasa
great deal of smoke, and Ash supposed she should open the shutters and fan it out, but she had alot of
other thingsto do and even more thingsto think about, and she would get around to it soon enough.

Tying alinen strip between her thighs, she crossed back to the bed. The ice was gone, melted to a
dark puddle shaped like an eye. Within an hour even that would be gone, and soon there would be
nothing left to prove that it had ever existed. Ash contemplated the drying stain. That's what she needed
to do: melt away without atrace.

THIRTEEN The Bluddroad Red fog surrounded them like the haze rising from avat of boiling blood.
Theair was hitterly cold and so il that the sound of lakeice cracking under tension could be heard five
leagues away. It was dawn, and Raif supposed the sun was somewhere, rising over the tops of the
Copper Hills, casting its strange and bloody light upon the road. Raif grimaced. He couldn't see anything
beyond the two riders directly ahead of him.

Frost had warped his boiled leather cuirass, making it chaff against hisneck. He had not dept well.
Noone had dept well. A cold camp raised aong the northeastern edge of the Dhoonehold was no place
for aHailsmanto rest.

"All hdt!" Corbie Meese's hiss blew through the mist like adraft of cold air. Hisvoice, which had
been formed by the Stone Gods to do the one necessary to al hammermen as they fought—Dbellow at the
tops of their lungs—did not sound right forming whispers. It was like listening to a dog meow.

Still, everyone was quick to obey him, reining horses within a space of twenty paces. Meta on all
bridles had been bandaged to prevent frostbite to the horses, so there was little noise. Even the
hammermen had rubbed ot flour into their chainsto prevent them from rattling and betraying a position.
Sharp winds two nights earlier had dumped the snow into drifts, and Raif'sborrowed filly was up to her
hocksin dry white powder.



Theraid party formed aloose circle on the sparsely wooded s ope, their mountstightly reined, breeth
venting in white burdts, eyes dark as cods beneath their fox hoods. Ballie the Red had freed his bow
from its case and was busy warming the waxed string between hisfingers. Drey and severa other
hammermen adjusted the straps on their hammer dings for ease of draw.

Corbie Meese pulled back hishood so dl could see hisface, Jabbing his chin southeast, he said,
"Road's below us, just beyond those stone pines. Should be plenty of cover, but with this piss-thick mist
about usit's hard to tell amolehill from amoose. WEII know better when Rory getsback. Last timel
rode here there were treesto either side of the road, but that was ten years back, and times have
changed since then. The Dog Lord's no fool—you'd do well to remember that." A brief glance included
Raif and some of the other younger yearmen. "And he knows alikely ambush site when he sees one.
According to Mace, he's ordered the felling of al trees along the Bluddroad. ‘Course, unless he's got an
army of woodsmen hidden up his dogskin draws, he won't be reaching here anytime soon. But that isn't
the point: The Dog Lordknows the dangers. Y ou can bet your bowfingers that any man of histraveling
thisroad will be armed to the teeth, nervous as a wench squatting in a bush, and ready to attack at the
first sound of an arrow knocking wood.

'Now the mist'sin our favor, but don't et it make you lazy. Therell be foreridersin the Bludd party,
and when they can't see their own horses heads afore 'em, they'll stop looking andlisen instead. So keep
your horses on tight rein and no moving or drawing stedl once you'rein position. Right?"

Raif nodded dong with the rest. His mouth was so dry he could fed the ridges on histeeth. At some
point while Corbie M eese was speaking, the fact of what they were planning to do had sunk in. He had
never shot aman before, never set his sights on anything larger than asnagcat. But he knew, in that deep
part of himself where the shots came from and the arrows passed through on their way to their targets,
that he would be good at shooting men.

'Course you'll need to keep an eyeto the migt. If thewind picks up, it'll be gone afore you've had
chance to shift your arsesin the saddle." Corbie Meese looked grim. The hammer dent in his head was
filled in with awedge of red fog. "More than likely werein for await. The Bludd party could pass here
any time between noon and nightfall,

and we need to be ready when they come. So I'll have no man leaving his mount.”

'Aye," chippedin Bailiethe Red. "So pissnow or hold it in." When no one in the party moved, Toady
Walker raised an eyebrow and said, "No pissing over the horses backs, gentlemen. Riles'em something
rotten.”

Everyonelaughed in the quick, reflexive way that owed more to tension than to humor. Whilemost in
the party were busy making last minute adjustmentsto their wegpons casings, Drey trotted his black
gdlion over to Raif. Keeping his hood up so only those who were directly in front of him could see his
face, Drey leaned close to his brother and murmured, "Whatever the split, you come with me." Before
Raif could answer, heturned away.

Raif stared at the back of hisbrother's head. A split? Thiswasthefirst held heard that the ambush
party would be divided. Uneasy, hereached insde his oilskin and felt for hislore. It wasthefirst time he
had touched it in nearly aweek—ever since the day Shor Gormalin's horse had brought its master
home. Raif took abreath and held it in. The hurt of Shor's death had not passed. He could still remember
the dark look in Shor's eyes as he left the Great Hearth, still see him flinch the moment Raina Blackhail



admitted joining with Mace. Abruptly Raif dropped the lore. Watcher of the Dead . How many deaths
would he watch today?

Snow crunched ahead, somewhere deep within the fog curtain. Bailie aimed hisbow. Corbie Meese
cdled softly, "Rory?' "Ayel Tisme. Don't shoot, Ballie," camethereply. Raf couldn't help but smile.
From his position well below them, Rory Gleet couldn't possibly see Bailie the Red, yet he knew enough
about the red-haired bowman to guess that he'd aready drawn his bow. Seconds passed, and then
blue-eyed Rory Gleet rode into view, hishood pushed back, his shegpskin mitts caked in sap and pine
needles, and his boiled-leather halfcoat weighted with clods of frozen snow. He wasted neither breath
nor time. "Road's clear. No sign of horse or cartage since last snow. Five dozen or more stone pines
have been newly felled on the road's south verge, but whoever was set to the task got bored or cold or
sent to another section before he could finish the job. Asit is, the areaaround first choice has been
poorly balded, but three hundred paces beyond that there's an area of newgrowth abovet theroad. The
pine crowns are at a height to conceal mounted men, and directly across from them there's a copse of
dogwood and ash. Between the two, there's enough cover to conced thirty men.”

Corbie Meese nodded. "Aye. Well done, lad.”

Rory Glest tried but couldn't quite stop hisface from coloring with pleasure. Not for thefirst time,
Raif found himsdf regretting the incident at the Great Hearth door when held forced Rory from his post.

‘Right,” Corbie said. "Bailie. Y ou head the southern party. I'll take the north. WEeIl count adozen men
apiece, and the remaining five will form arear guard, quarter league east of the ambush site, to block
Bludd's retreat and pick off runaways." Corbie scanned the ambush party, hislight brown eyeshard as
flint, amusclein hisright cheek pumping. After awhile his gaze settled on Drey. "Do you think you can
handle the lead in the rear?'

Drey pushed back his hood. His hair was plastered againgt his head, sweat and six days of grease
making it appear darker than the chestnut brown it normally was. His face was pale, and Raif was struck
by how much older he looked than the day they had shot ice hares by thelick. It was never Drey's way
to speak without thinking, and when he stripped off his glove and turned down hiselkskin collar, Raif
guessed he was reaching for hisbear lore. Raif had always envied him the bear. Tern had been abear,
like hisfather before him and his uncle before that. Every generation of Sevrances produced a bear.

Watching as he weighed the bear claw in hisfist, Raif redlized why Corbie Meese had chosen him.
Drey was s0lid, dependable, and he possessed none of the rash cockiness that took most yearmen five
or more yearsto overcome. Raif felt his chest ache with envy and pride.One day , he thought.One day
Drey will mekeafinechief .

'l can handle the rear guard.” Drey'svoice was level. He dipped the bear lore benesth his softskins.

Corbie Meese and Bailie the Red exchanged a glance, and Raif knew that Drey had doneright in
their eyes by taking time to weigh hislore. Corbie beckoned him closer. "Right, lad. Heresthe cut. If all
goesto plan, there shouldn't be much for you to do. The Bludd party will pass you a good three minutes
afore they reach us, so your job isto stay back from the road, high up beyond the tree line, and keep
your men silent as corpses. Therell be no sgnaling done. | don't want to hear one clever owl hoot or
loon cdl. Nothing. The only timeyou

move from your postionsisafter you hear us attack. Then your job isto get onto theroad asfast as
you can, and take down any Bluddsmen who attempt to retreat. Understood?’



Hearing Corbie speak, Raif began to understand why the hammerman had given the command to
Drey when there werefull clansmen avalableto takeit. Thered danger and the red fighting would fdll
upon the two attack parties: It would be they who risked their lives, they who fought at close range.
Corbie Meese wanted dl the seasoned clansmen with him. Raif could not fault him for that. The retrest
party would be there as afail-safe to pick off any runnersor stragglers. Drey nodded dowly. "What
makeup?'

'Y oursdlf, another hammerman, two bowmen, and aswordsman. Remember that everyonein the
Bludd party'll be atrained warrior. More than likely they'll be spearmen or hammermen. They fight fierce
and their wegpons are weighted, so unless you fancy ahammer notch to match mine, give them awide
berth.” Corbie Meese poked his dent with a gloved finger. "Keep your bowmen above the road, and
have them shoot from cover.”

Party members were picked by Corbie and Bailie. When Bailie suggested that Raif go with Corbiein
the north party, Drey spoke up. "I want him with me. Take Banron Lye instead.”

Corbie Meese looked a Drey amoment, perhaps waiting for the yearman to explain himsdlf, but
when Drey said nothing further, he nodded once. "It's your party. The say isyours. The lad goeswith
you." Minutes later they set off. Winding their way through paper birches as pae aswax candles, they
headed east dong the dope, high above the road. The horses mouths had been soft bound with
sheepskin to prevent them from blowing and whickering as they moved. Raif had braced hisbow, and it
was now balanced across his cantle. He rode with an arrow in hisfigt.

Overhead, the sky was the color of rotting plums. The fog had begun to thin, and much to Raif's
disgust it had turned from red to pink. Sowly, gradudly, one tree and sandstone crag at atime, thetaiga
northeast of Clan Dhoone was beginning to emerge from the mist. The land was a mineshaft of drops, cut
banks, and jutting rocks. Pine roots burrowed deep into the soft blue sandstone, pulverizing bedrock as
they grew, making for treacherous ground. Small ponds, deep and dark aswells, beaded the creases
between dopes. All of them should t have been frozen, but they weren't, and Raif could only guess
minerd satsor minerd oil asthe reason.

No one spoke. Raif doubted if there was sdiva enough in his mouth to roll histongue, let alone utter
aword. All five of them were yearmen: Bullhammer, Bitty Shank, Craw Bannering, Drey, and himsdif.
Craw was the second bowman. Raif hardly knew him; he was older than Drey, dark skinned, with a
clever face and long, tattooed fingers. He might have been betrothed to Lansa Tanner, Raif wasn't sure.
Bullhammer was Bullhammer, agreet big bear of aman with bristles for eyebrows and the most
frightening smile the clanholds had ever beheld. Everyoneloved him; it wasimpossiblenct to love aman
who could uproot afive-year-old foxtail pinewith asngle mighty hug.

Bitty Shank was the swordsman. Like dl the Shanks, he had aface that looked cooked. Although he
wasthe same age as Drey, hisfair hair had dready started to thin. Bitty siwung between tarring down his
hair to prevent further loss and vigoroudy tugging a whet little remained to show how little he cared. He
was in the devil-may-care frame of mind at the moment, but come spring and wenching season, thered
be tar in hiswaxing pouch again.

When the mist cleared enough to alow snatched glimpses of the Bluddroad, Drey raised an arm,
gesturing al behind to dow. The path he chose became more eaborate, involving great doglegs and
double-backs as he worked to bring them down the Sope out of view of the road. Oldgrowth paper
birches, with their long branchless trunks and high crowns, didn't provide the best cover, and bushes and
ground birch were scant.



As Drey guided them toward a cluster of newgrowth two hundred feet above the road, Raifs
stomach muscles began to clench. The two main partieswould bein place now, waiting just off the road
to ambush Clan Bludd. Raif had grown up listening to tales of Clan Bludd—their fiercenessin battle, their
swords cut with acentral groove for channeling their enemies blood, their terrible deafening war cries,
and their weapons so heavily leaded that no non-Bluddsman could raise them—yet he had never seen a
Bluddsman up close. To him they were the stuff of legend, like the people who were said to livein
whalebone hutsin the frozen North, or the Maimed Men who ranged across in the Want and were
scarred by terrible beasts and crippling frosts.

Drey cdled hat so softly it waslike listening to athought. Raif reined his horse aong with the others.
Beckoning everyone close, Drey positioned the entire party behind a dense growth of yearling pines. The
Bluddroad lay below them, dark and Straight like afault in the earth. Raif looked west but could see no
sgn of the other parties. Bailie and histeam must have doubled back before crossing, to prevent
hoof prints and scent on the road.

AsRaif looked up, he caught aglimpse of hisbrother'sface. Drey's eyes were two frozen pointson
hisface. Seeing them, recognizing the one emotion that lay behind them, Raif felt hisbonesturntoice.
Drey wasn't waiting to fight Bluddsmen; he was waiting to day the men who killed hisda

There was nothing to do but wait. Minutes passed, then an hour, then another, then they had to cut
the shegpskin muffles from the horses to prevent them from becoming agitated. Then, just as
Bull-hammer reached back in the saddle to fetch afeed bag for hisrestless stdlion, alow rumbling
sounded in the east.

Everyone tensed. Bullhammer straightened his back, took hisreinsin both hands. Bitty Shank
sripped the mitts from his swordhand, reveaing fingerless gloves beneath. Craw Bannering pressed thin
lipstogether and turned his cool archer's eyesto the road. Drey made no bid for hishammer. Glancing
back at his men, he sent one word with hiseyes.Easy .

The sound grew louder and began to separate into recognizable parts. Horses hooves, too many to
number, thumped down upon the hard surface of the road. Bushes and tree limbs cracked like whips,
dumping their loads of snow. Dogs yipped and barked, carts creaked, harness metal jingled, and above it
al something lurched, clattered, and shuddered like a great and terrible engine of war. Raif and Drey
exchanged aglance. The mist was as stringy as rotten cobwebs. It was hard to get aclear view of the
road, amost impossible to see the bend the Bludd party would round any moment.

A pair of snow geesetook flight from the near side of the bend, their calls harsh as saws drawn over
metal. Raif'swhole being was focused on controlling his horse. Her ears were flicking, and she had begun
to pull onthe reins. The scent of strange dogs made her nervous. Raif found himsalf wishing he were on
Moose, not someflighty filly borrowed from Longhead at the last momen.

All thoughts evaporated from his mind asagust of wind shifted the mig, alowing aclear view of the
Bludd party asthey rounded the bend below. Tiny hooks of fear pierced Raif's chest. Dark and full of
purpose, the Bludd party took the road asif it were territory to be claimed like aforeign shore or an
enemy camp. Riding stalions as thick necked and muscular as wolves, the foreriders held spears of black
gtedl couched in horn casingsthat hung from the saddles a ong with their stirrups. Bull-headed dogs raced
ahead of them, black and orange like hellhounds. A supply cart came into view, then a second one
loaded with iron-banded kegs. Raif strained to see more, but mist poured down the Sope, resettling in
the lowest points. Briefly he snatched a glimpse of ateam of horses flanked by a quad of heavily armed
hammermen.



The grinding, shuddering noise became deafening. White smoke gouted in the air above the road.
With one single fluid movement, Drey pulled his hammer from its ding. Raif noticed the metal had been
abraded with stedl wire. As helooked up, he met eyeswith hisbrother. Drey looked so much like Tern
for amoment that Raif felt hishand leave his bow and reach out.

Easy, Drey said without speaking. Easy now .

Fedling foolish and confused, Raif worked to conceal his emotions. He returned his hand to his bow
and nocked his arrow against the plate.We are Clan Blackhail, thefirst of al clans. We do not cower and
we do not hide, and wewill have our revenge . The oldest version of the Blackhail boast ran through
Raif'smind as he sighted hisarrow. Angry words. And not for thefirst time, he wondered what had
prompted them.

The Bludd party was directly below them now. The team of horses pulled some sort of lurching
contraption that was partialy obscured by mist. Raif counted seconds. The screech of whed axlesturning
intheir housings set his nerves on edge. The cold weighed on his bladder, making him painfully aware of
itsfullness. Looking ahead, he thought he saw adiver of sted in the young growth to the far sde of the
road. Baili€'s crew.

The Bludd dogs ye ped and brayed, running rings around the trotting horsesin their eagernessto be
ontheir way. Asthelead dog found something to sniff a on the road's north verge, the surrounding mist |
'oy/ -

switched likeahorsestail, dlowing Raif aclear view of the team and itsload.

Breeth hissed softly in histhroat. Thesze of the thing. A team of horses pulled awar wagon asbig as
ahouse, with iron-spined whedls astall as men and whole em trunks for sdes. The whedls plowed into
the road, churning up mounds of dirt and snow. Great gasps of smoke vented from a copper chimney
fitted high into the timbered roof, and the entire structure huffed and shuddered with every rut in the road.
Raif had never seen anything likeit in hislife. It waslike watching an entire roundhouse on the move.

'Raif. Pull out your flint." Drey's voice was aslow and ragged asthe mist. "Bull. Hand him the hard
liquor from your pack. Easy now. All of you."

Raif understood at once. No one had been expecting thisthing, this cart as big as abuilding. No one
knew what horrors were housed within it. The only thing to do was st it dight. Bailie the Red and
Corbie Meese were probably thinking the same thing, but just in case they weren't, or just in case they
missed, Drey was making plans. Raif tore the thumb from hisleft mitt and used it asahood for hisarrow.
Bull-hammer handed him asilver flask, his meaty hands warming the metal where he touched.

AsRaif doused the thumbpiece in the clear amber-colored liquor, the lead dog caught whiff of the
ambush parry's scent. Itsjoyous yel ping turned to alow, dangerous growl. Raif felt the sound echo in the
soft inner tissue of his bones, then dl hell broke loose on the road.

A savo of arrows cut low through the mist, amed for the foreriders mounts. Animals squedled in
terror as meta broadheads, barbed for lightness and snagging flesh, punctured horseflesh. Rearing up,
they kicked and bucked, thrashing their heads from side to side and screaming. Their fear spread through
the remaining Bludd animalslike wildfire, yet even as other horses began to whiffle and stamp, their riders
and draymen worked to cam them. A word spoken softly but firmly, a steadying hand on aneck or a
shoulder, asqueeze with the thighs, and the Bluddsmen saved their mounts from panic.



The foreriders were quick to abandon their wounded horses, dismounting with heavy grace.
Thudding onto the snow, they drew their ten-foot spears from their couching. All escaped injury, though
with four massive horses kicking and screaming in the confined space of the road, it hardly seemed
possible. Raif had no timeto think on that before Corbie Meese, Toady Walker, and eight other
hammermen blasted onto the road. Screaming at the top of their lungs, they rode wide of the standing
spearmen, driving for the hammermen behind. As soon asthey were clear of the spearmen, a second
salvo of arrows shot north across the road. Most hit the panicking horses, spraying horse blood in red
arcs, but one spearman took an arrow to his shoulder, and another lost apiece of hisface. Theinjuries
caused neither man to break formation, and as asingle unit the four spearmen turned to pursue Corbie
and his crew asthey met sted with the Bludd hammermen. It was, Raif redlized, the only possible thing
they could do. Standing free like that, they were abowman's prayer, but no bowman in the territories
would shoot an arrow into afray where his own men werefighting.

Raif worked at the a cohol-soaked thumbpiece, pulling it down so the meta point of the arrowhead
peeked through at the tip. The screams of the horses were terrible to hear, and Raif tried to cut them
from hismind. He had known al aong that Bailie and his crew would target horsesfirg.

‘Raif. Shoot." Drey. No mention of what he was to shoot or why, no caution concerning taking such
ashot at such adistance. Just an order. No—Raif positioned the flint and striker in his hand—it was
more than that. By saying thelittle that he did, Drey assumed not only that hisyounger brother knew his
mind, but also that he was capable of making such a shot without injuring Corbie or one of his men.

It was a sobering thought. Raif tipped the hooded arrow on an angle to catch sparks and struck the
flintstone. The dcohol on the thumbpiece ignited with asoft ripping sound that distressed thefilly. Raif
didn't have to worry about stilling her, as Drey was dready at her head, leaning over to cam her with soft
words and gentle scratches.

Raising theflaming arrow to hisbow, Raif switched his mind to the battle below. The remaining
hammermen and swordsmen from both Corbie's and Ballie's parties were now fighting on level ground.
Corbie Meese screamed at the top of hislungs as he whirled his hammer in aliquid circle above his heed,
his face purple with rage, his sewed leather gauntlets butcher red with blood. He was, Raif realized with
adtab of quiet pride, atruly terrifying sight. It was the hammer dent on hishead that didit. The
Bluddsmen danced around him, reluctant to

t go hammer to hammer against a man who had taken such ablow and lived.

With aghost of asmile on hisface, Raif aimed hisbow. The war wagon was alarge and barely
moving target. If it hadn't been for the mist and the men fighting abouit it, it would have been an easy shot.
Raif took abreath, relaxed his grip on the bow, decided upon the upper quarter of the wagon wall as his
target, then felt for the fill line that would lead the arrow home. He did not reach insde the thing. The
wagon was dead wood, and there was no question of caling it to him—after the day at thelick, he knew
and accepted that now. To try to find its heart was amistake that would cost him both accuracy and
time

Everything dipped away. The string creaked with strain, a good sound that brought salivato
Raif'smouth. The flames from the thumb-piece licked at his cheek. A second stretched to bresking. Then,
suddenly, the mist cleared, the riders parted, and the line between the target and the bow became as
broad and inviting as an open road. Raif lifted hisfingers from the string, and the arrow shot toward its
mark.

Hearing the softthuc of the bowstring, fegling the rough hand of the recoil snap at hisfingers, Raif



knew he had been wrong. Therewaslifein thewagon, insdeit, and for a brief moment as the bowstring
whipped ar and his eye held the target, he felt hearts beating from within. Dozens of them. Racing and
skipping with fear.

Youcan't call an arrow back . That wasthefirst thing Tem had ever taught him about shooting, and
Raif finadly knew what he meant. A bowman delivered his blow the moment hisfingersleft the string, not
seconds later when the arrow sank its barbsinto enemy flesh. The small distinction had never meant
anything to him. Until now.

The sound of the impact didn't carry, but the flames blanket-rolled across the wagon wall, changing
color from blue to yelow asthey spread. The shot was perfectly placed, the alcohal fire hot enough to
kindle hardwood, and the arrowhead sat snug between two em logs, driving the flames deep. Even the
wind helped, gusting along the wagon like air from abelows. Within aminute the entire upper portion of
the wagon was aight. Sheets of yellow flame rippled over thewood, spilling between crackslike molten
meta and belching black, greasy smoke.

The flaming of the war wagon had a profound effect on the Bludds men. The drayman riding the team
worked frantically to turn the horses, whipping and hollering, stlanding on his plate and smacking the
horses rumps. Bludd hammermen and spearmen moved into position around the wagon, defending its
team and driver with hard focused force. Toady Walker fell from his horse as alead-weighted hammer
smacked into his spine. Within seconds a Bludd spearman had moved in to spike hisguts.

'Raif. Craw. Cover us aswe go down. Once we're there, move closer and shoot as you judge safe.”
Drey's voice was rough. His gloved hands pressed againgt the lesther mount of his hammer. "Do not
show yoursdlves. Bull, Bitty. Yourewith me."

Raif barely had time to nod before his brother turned his horse and cantered down the dope.
Bullhammer and Bitty Shank flanked him. Bullhammer tore the oilskin from his back as he descended,
reveding hisiron-banded breastplate and freeing hisarms for the powerful hammer movesthat had
earned him hisname.

Raif pulled a second arrow from his case. Below, the war wagon lurched backward as one of itsrear
whedsrolled off the road. Saplings snapped like chair backs as the wagon tumbled into the newgrowth,
sending awedge of flames and sparks shooting into the branches. The drayman worked the team, lashing
horseflesh with hiswhip, but the wagon was trapped in the ditch. Raif could see the outline of the wagon
door and the great metal stavethat held it shut. As he watched, he saw the door shake, asif someone
ingde were pushing againg it.

A bowstring hummed to Raif's |eft as Craw Bannering let an arrow fly, shooting at a swordsman who
had moved forward to intercept Drey and his crew. The shot was sound, catching the swordsman highin
the neck, dropping him where he stood. Bludd hammermen fought around him, their sable cloaksfluid as
running oil, their hammers breaking up the last of the mist. Raif drew his bow, waited for aclear shot at
one of them. His concentration was not good. Red and black, the angry blaze of the war wagon kept
catching hiseye. The door continued to shake, yet ill no one broke out.

Almost without thinking, Raif dipped his bow, aming hisarrowhead at the wagon door. Imagining it
was game to be shot, hecdled the wagon to him. A seam of hot pain shot between his eyes as he forced
hissghtsto focusbeyond the door. It was like staring into the mist dl over again. His eyes ached.
Seconds of blankness passed, then

just as he was about to drop hisbow, he felt the wild thumping of many hearts. Terror filled his mouth



like blood.
Trapped. They were trapped inside the war wagon. Hest had sedled the iron bolt in place.

Shaking with the force of their terror, Raif let hisbow fall dack. A sour metalic taste ringed his
mouth. Glancing at Craw, he saw the black-haired bowman braced to take a second shot. With afurtive,
close-body movement, Raif switched arrows, choosing athick-bladed hunter shaped to take down a
horsein asingle strike. The weight was wrong for abow the size and shape of Raif's—hekept it only to
shoot from Drey's longbow—yet he raised it to the plate dl the same. If he was careful and he drew
enough power into the bow, it just might go where he planned.

It took him less than amoment to sight the bow. Thelast ropes of mist felt like anoose around his
neck as he searched for the line between thetip of hisarrow and the iron bolt of the war wagon. The
belly of the bow shook along with his hands. He didn't dare think, didn't dare question what he was doing
and why. The memory of the hell inside the wagon wastoo greet. The line camed him. Once it wasfixed
inhismind, hishands tilled. Gentle as a breath taken in deep, he released the string.

Thearrow split curls of fire and smoke asit raced toward its mark. Even from where he stood, Raif
heard the harsh clang of metal striking metal. The arrow hit, then dropped. A moment was|ost to smoke,
and when Raif caught sight of the door once more, someone insde was beeting hard againgt it. After
three blows, the iron bolt gave and the door blasted open. Smoke poured out.

Raif tugged a hand across his face. He had no way of knowing if his arrow had donethejob, yet
strangely it did not matter. The door was open, and even as he looked on, people began clambering out.
Hands held to their faces, backs bent, they coughed and screamed and ran.

It took Raif amoment to redlize they were women and children.

Hedidn't believeit at first. Thiswas supposed to be awar party-Mace Blackhail had said so. What
business did children have with war?Y et even as he groped for areasonable explanation, he began to
redlize there had been amigtake. Thiswas no war party. The quad of heavily armed hammermen, the
foreriders with their case-hardened spears, and the swordsmen with their blades of blue sted were heret
solely to guard the wagon. The Dog L ord wasn't moving troops to the Dhoonehouse, he was moving
women and children.

And Mace Blackhail knew it.

The thought seized hismind so swiftly, it was almost asif someone had spoken it out loud. No one
had questioned how Mace Blackhail had come upon the information for this ambush. Corbie Meese said
held picked it up from stovehouse talk, yet how could anyone other than a Bluddsman know about the
Dog Lord's plans? Most especialy when those plans concerned the moving of kin? Raif shook his head.
All possible answersleft him cold.

‘Raif! Children ." Craw Bannering nudged his bow arm.

Raif nodded, fedling abite of didoyalty as he feigned seeing the open wagon door for thefirst time.
"Wed better get down there."

The snow on the road was red and pink with blood. Four horses had falen, two othersfled. Toady
Waker's body had been trampled facedown into the snow. Banron Lyelay in aditch just off the road.
He wasn't moving. Dogs sank their teeth into his collar and deeves, tearing away great strips of ekskinto



oet a flesh. All theremaining Halls-men, including Bailie and his bowmen, were now fighting
hand-to-hand on the open road. Black blood and spittle frothed from Corbie Meese's mouth, yet judging
from the volume of his screams and the swift circles he cut with his hammer, he wasn't badly hurt.

Drey and Bullhammer had wasted no time driving themsalvesinto the middle of the melee. They
worked well together, their hammers as dull and ashen as charred logs, asthey moved to outflank a
Bludd swordsman who had just lost his mount. The spearmen were the worst danger. Fighting in tight
formation back-to-back, they made it impossible for anyone to get near them for ablow.

Reining hishorse thirty feet above the road, Raif pulled an arrow from his case. The dogsworrying
Banron Lye werethefirst thingsto go. They were easy targets, once he had their heartsin hissights he
didn't worry about hitting Banron or any other clansman by mistake. Down the dogs went, one after
another, legs crumpling benegth them in the manner of al heart-killed beasts. The Bludd spearmen werea
more difficult problem. Guarding the drayman and histeam, they formed aknot of grizzled sted at the
center of theroad. Raif couldn't get a clear shot at any of them. Corbie Meese and Rory Gleet were too
close

Swest did down Raifs neck. The war wagon roared with flames, mdting the surrounding snow with
snake hisses, dripping ydlow fire onto the undergrowth, and setting whole runs of stone pinesdight. Fire
poured aong the team's harness, and the drayman began hacking at the leather traces with his sword to
free the horses. Raif could no longer see what was happening at the back of the wagon. Out of the
corner of hiseye, he was aware of people running to high ground through the trees.

It was hard to focus on the spearmen, harder il to call them to him in the split seconds when the
way was clear. He loosed one arrow and it went wide, glancing off a Bluddsman's hammerguard.
Cursing, hetried to control the fast begting of his heart. Rory Gleet howled as a spear ripped dong his
thigh. For amoment Raif saw white lines of bared sinew and bone, then blood welled over Rory'sflesh
and everything turned red. Face pale and shiny with sweat, hand pressed to the wound, Rory wheeled his
horse.

Raif drew his bow, ready to let an arrow loose the moment Rory broke free and cleared the way.
The spearman who had inflicted the wound moved forward for a second blow. He was armed for heavy
marching, not for war, and wore a breastpiece of elkhide boiled in wax. His leather-bound topnotch
swung likeading as Raf caught hisheart in hissights. A strong heartbeat dammed againgt hismind,
shocking like aphysical blow, knocking al thoughts clean away. Raif didn't need them: His eye knew to
hold the target and his fingers knew when to release the string, and it was over in lessthan an ingtant.

Nausea bent him double as the spearman fell. Hisvision blurred, and sour acids from his ssomach
burned histhroat. He logt his grip on the bow and let it drop to the snow beneath him, not trusting himself
to rock sdeways and catch it asit fell.

He shook his head, concentrated hard on keeping his seat. Killing men wasn't the same asgame. He
could do it, but it wasn't the same. " Sevrance! Pick up your bow and ride down the survivors! Now.™
Raif flinched at the harshness of the voice. It sounded asif it were coming from behind him, but he knew
now wasn't agood timeto turn in the saddle and look. It took al he had to St hishorse.

A horse and rider bore down through the pines. Raif saw a hail of kicked-up snow, then felt
something jab againg the base of hisspine. "Isaid , go and run down the survivors.”

Mace Blackhall. The new-made Hall chief.Here ? Raifs thoughts came in clumsy lumps. How had he
managed to catch up?



'Craw. Go and pull Drey and Bitty from the road. | need dl three of you to ride east through the
woods and pick off survivors. I'll have no Bludd breeders and bitches walking free from this ambush.
Now g°

Raif gpat to clean the metd from his mouth as Craw Bannering headed down the dope. Pulling
himsdf to hisfull saddle height, he turned to look at the Wolf. Mace Blackhail's eyes were the color of
frozen urine, hislipsahook of pae flesh. Wearing acloak of date gray fisher fur over amail coat inset
with wolf teeth, he sat high atop the blue roan, contemplating Raif. After amoment hisjaws sprang agpart.
"I am your chief. Y ou have taken First Oath. Do my bidding.”

Raif flinched. He wished histhoughts were clearer. As he reached down to collect his bow, Mace
Blackhall kicked the roan forward, ramming thefilly's belly and trampling Raifs bow underfoot. Thefilly
caught the sharp end of aspur aong her shoulder and reared up, squealing in pain. Raif fought to keep
his seet, pulling hard on the horse's mouth. By the time he had camed her, the blue roan had stamped the
bow into splinters.

'I've changed my mind," Mace said, starting down the dope. "Use your hafsword on the runaways
ingead.”

Raif watched him go. The edges of hisvison were blurred, and he could till fed the spearman's
heartbest rattling away insde his skull.

As soon as Mace Blackhail reached the road, he began working to take control of the battle. He
moved quickly, and dthough he wasn't a powerful fighter like Corbie Meese, Bullhammer, or Drey, he
was clever with his sword. Within aminute he had taken down one of the three remaining spearmen.

Drey and Bitty were dow to pull off the road, both clearly unhappy at the order to hunt down
runaways. Seeing them moveinto the trees, Raif kicked thefilly after them. He didn't spare aglance for
hisruined bow. It was ardief to haveit gone.

Thewar wagon collgpsed inward as Raif rode past it, sucking air from hislungs. The hest wasfierce.
Bits of flaming meatter floated through the stone pines like wasps. Trees shivered as they passed. One of
the Bludd dogs ran across the filly's path, howling and frothing at the mouth, its black-and-orange coat
dight. Raf found itspain surpris

ingly easy to ignore. He hardly knew what he was doing. Thoughts came and then dipped from his
head, and no matter how many times he swallowed and spat, the copper taint of blood stayed in his
mouth.

He nearly rode past the first woman. Pressed against the trunk of an oldgrowth pine, she held il
until dmost the last moment, then lost her nerve and broke into arun. If she hadn't moved, he would not
have seen her. A long braid of golden hair thumped against her back as she sprinted away from the road.
Her cloak was dark red with gold stitching around the hem, and her |leather softboots had been sewn and
dyed to match. Sheran fast but straight, failing to take advantage of the trees, and the filly soon outpaced
her. Raif drew Tern's haf-sword. Y ou haveit," Drey had said that first evening when they'd returned to
the roundhouse. "I have his coat and hislore. It's only fitting you have his sword."

Raif rode the woman down. Thethrill of the chase woke something in him, and he cut the air with his
sword, growing accustomed to its balance and reach. A drift of new snow collapsed benegth the
woman's weight as she stepped across ashalow draw, causing her to sink and lose her footing. Hearing



thefilly closing distance, she turned to face man and horse. Long strands of golden hair had worked free
of her braid, framing aface hot with fright and exertion.

Seeing her, Raif redized shewasn't awoman a dl, just agirl, ayear or S0 younger than he himself.
Her pae eyes widened as heraised his sword. Shivering in small bursts, she brought a hand to her throat
as he approached. A deer lore was fastened about her neck on astrip of birch bark. Her knuckles were
black with soot and smoke.

Tern'ssword grew heavy in Raif's hand. Girls at home used birch bark for their lores. It was said to
bring luck in finding ahusband.

The girl shrank back, closing her fist around her lore. She had asmall dimpled scar above her lip, the
sort of mark that was | eft by adog bite. When she noticed Raif's gaze upon it, her hand moved to cover
it up.

Raif knew then that he would not kill her. She wastoo much like the girls a home, thinking that
whenever someone looked at her it was awaysto find fault. Ridiculoudy, the scar made him want to kiss
her.

Unableto look the girl in the eye any longer, he turned thefilly and rode away. Bludd breeders and
bitches, Mace had called them. What words would he use for the children?

A series of high-pitched screams led Raif to aclearing where Drey, Bitty Shank, and Craw
Bannering had rounded up two dozen women and children. All were dressed findly, in thick wool cloaks,
sable hoods, and softskin boots. Some women carried babes at their breasts, others hid small children
behind their skirts. One woman, atal matron with abraid that reached her hipsand eyesasblueasice,
stood proud and stared her attackers down.

Redizing that Drey intended to cause no harm to the women, smply capture them, Raif exhded. He
felt light-headed with rdlief. The madness of the day wasfinaly coming to an end. All he wanted to do
wasrall in his blanket and deep. He didn't want to think about the Bludd spearman, or the girl with the
dog scar, or Toady Walker's horse-trampled body.

Chest shaking with exhaustion, head throbbing to a dead man's heartbest, Raif trotted over to join his
brother. The Bludd women watched him, their faces crusted with soot and snow, their hands forming
knots againg their skirts.

Drey'sfacewas grim. "Pull up your swordarm.”

Before Raif could obey the order, Mace Blackhail broke through the trees on the roan. His
broadsword rested againgt his dogskin pants, athin line of liver blood bleeding aong the blade. He
looked first a Raif, then Drey. "What are you waiting for? | said day them.”

No muscle on Drey's face moved. From the near side of the glade, Bitty looked hisway, waiting to
see what Drey would do.

‘They killed our chief in cold blood," Mace Blackhail said, walking the roan forward, his
yellow-and-black eyesfixed solely on Drey. "They daughtered your father in histent. Bitty's brothers
were taken where they stood. And just five days ago, they sent cowlmen into our woodsto day our
women and children on home ground. Y es, they shot Shor Gormalin, but don't be mistaken: If Rainaor
Effie had been riding that trail, it would have been they who rode home dead.



'Bludd brokefaith first, Drey. Not us. If we let these bitches and their litters go, then both our fathers
deaths go unavenged.” Mace Blackhail wiped his blade clean againgt his pants as he spoke. "We are
Blackhall, the first amongst clans, and our chiefslifeisworth ahundred of their women's.”

Mace Blackhail stared at Drey with such force, it was asif he were physicaly pushing against him.
Drey didn't blink or move, but something in hisface changed. Raif couldn't tell what his brother was
thinking, didn't know what the sudden lack of light in his eyes meant, but words Drey had spoken on the
journey home from the badlands dipped into Raif'smind like cold poison.

WEell make Clan Bludd pay for what they did, Raif. | sweer it.

Raif had no way of knowing whether Mace Blackhail saw the answer he wanted in Drey'sface or
not, butsomething made Mace move. Kicking bronze spursinto the roan's belly, he began the charge.
Light ran down his newly cleaned sword like weter, gleaming with al the cold colors from white to blue.
He howled as he rode, baring histeeth and drawing low in the saddle like something not quite human.
The Bludd women and children began to run, scrambling avkwardly through knee-deep snow.

Afterward, when he thought back on it, Raif redlized that by forcing them to run, Mace Blackhall
changed them from wives and children and turned them into game instead. Drey Sevrance, Bitty Shank,
and Craw Bannering could not have dain the women and children where they ssood—Raif believed that
completely. He had to. But Mace Blackhail had dl the inborn cunning of hislore. A wolf hunts nothing
that does not move, and when words failed him, Mace Blackhail fell back on ingtinct, changing daughter
to achase.

Raif fdtitspull. Tired and headsick as he was, part of himwanted to go after them, run them down,
hack them at the knees with his sword, and bring them to ground. He wanted it so badly, the sdlivain his
mouth ran clean. The children shrieked and cried, herding close to their mothers asif somehow they
could save them. Clumsy things, they were, foolishly heading into thicker drifts, bereft of even an animd's
senseto pull out from the snow and head for the shelter of the trees. The women were worse, stopping
to pull one another up when they sumbled or fell behind, lifting children too heavy to carry. They acted
like aflock of mindless sheep. Covered in snow asthey were, they evenlooked like sheep.

When Bitty Shank rode dongside athin mewling child whose cheeks were showing the first yelow
blush of frostbite and plowed his blade into the child's shoulder, forcing him under hishorse, Raif felt a
hot surge of excitement take his chest. The thumping in his head changed to adrumbest, and the
weariness in his bones shifted into t something else. He wanted to join Bitty and take his share of the

game.

The sght of Drey stopped him dead: Drey with his hammer whirling above his heed, his eyes sunk
deep into their sockets, and hislips pulled back to hisgums.Drey . He was chasing ayoung mother and
her two small children, and every muscle on hisface and neck pressed againgt his skin like bone. Raif felt
shocked to his core. Hisraven |ore cooled against his skin, quick as red-hot metal plunged into snow.

Sobered as surely asif someone had dapped him in the face, Raif took an arrow from his case and
reached to his saddlebag for his bow. He was going to bring down Drey's horse, heart-kill the beast,
makeit drop from under him.

Gone. The bow wasn't there. Raif swore as he remembered what Mace Blackhail had donetoit. He
couldn't understand why held just sat by and let him do it. What was wrong with him? Why hadn't he got
angry? Raif shook hishead. It didn't matter. He was angry now.



Kicking thefilly into agdlop, he cut acrossthe glade. A killing fidld of soundsfilled hisears: terrible
wails and screams and panting, the crack of severed bones, and the thick liquid gurgle of blades yanked
free of flesh. Children rushed before him, bare hands clutching at their hair and faces, hoods and mittens
lost in the chase. Mace Blackhail rode through them like the shadow of a Stone God, forcing them to
move, fleg,run . Any who didn't were cut down and then trampled, their bodies driven deep into the
sow.

"Drey!" Raif screamed at the top of his voice as he drew close to the cut bank where his brother had
cornered the young mother and her children. " Stop!"

Drey looked round. Momentarily his hammer dowed in hishand. Helooked at Raif along moment, a
trickle of sdivarolling down his chin, then he turned and drove his hammer into the Sde of the woman's
face. A sckening crack split the air asthe woman's neck broke and her head twisted to a place where no
amount of sideways glanceswould ever takeit.

The two smal children screamed. Tearing and clutching at each other, heads and shoulders knocking
together, they tried to squeeze themselvesinto one. A shudder worked through Raif's body, rattling his
bones like pebblesin ajar. Wrapping the reins around hisfingers,

he bore down on his brother, setting hisfilly on apath to smack into Drey's horse. Thefilly turned at
the last moment to save hersdlf, and Raif'sshoulders dammed into Drey's Sde. Drey was knocked
forward in the saddle, his hammer losing momentum and crashing into histhigh. Furious, Drey shoved
Raif withdl hismight.

'Get away from me! Y ou heard Mace Blackball. We weren't first to bresk faith.”
Raif smashed the hed of hishand into Drey's hammer arm. "Run!™ he cdled to the children. "Run!"

The oldest child smply stared at him, and the younger one sat down in the snow and began shaking
his mother'sarm asif she were adegp and needed waking. Raif wheded thefilly around, preparing to
scare the children into running. As he dug his hedlsinto horseflesh, afist of pain exploded in hislower
back. Breeth rushed from hislungsin aharsh gust, leaving a sucking emptinessin hischest. Hisvision
shrank to two dots, and he grasped a air and bridle leather ashe fdl into atunnd of spiraling darkness
where the snow was as hard as glass.

He cameto. A spasm of pain ripped adong his backbone, sharp asif someone had gouged arusted
nail down his spine. Rolling over, he coughed blood into the snow. Something warm pushed againg his
ear, forcing him to twist back and confront whatever it was: thefilly, her great wet nogtrils pulling in his
breath, testing if he were ill dive. Raif raised ahand and pushed her nose avay. The effort cost him. He
lost seconds as he dealt with the pain. Slowly his eyes grew accustomed to the glare of snow. Three dark
forms, impacted in the snowdrift like rocks, broke the line of perfect whiteness. A pitifully smal amount
of blood stained the surrounding snow.

Raif closed hiseyes. His heart grew unbearably light in his chest. Both children had been younger
then Effie.

Soundsfar behind him told of ahunt still running. Those ill dive had little bresth to scream, and
hoarse cries and sobs were dmost drowned out by the noise of hooves churning snow. Pushing himsdlf
up on hiselbows, Raif caught sight of Corbie Meese and Ballie the Red entering the clearing from the
west. Blood had turned their horses and armor black. When they saw what was happening they



exchanged asmal, worried glance. Hope surged in Raif'schest. Corbie and Bailie were good men; they
would do what wasright.

'Stop her! She's getting away!" The call came from Mace Black-hail, who rode across the glade
toward the two men, chasing a heavyset Bluddswoman before him. Mace Blackhail could have taken the
woman himse f—she was struggling in the snow less than thirty paces ahead of him—Dbut that wasn't what
he wanted. Raif knew that at once. The Wolf needed to share the responsbility for the killing. He needed
the two senior clansmen to run with his pack.

Raif watched for awhile, long enough to see Corbie and Bailie succumb to the lure of the chaseand
move swiftly to head off the enemy that Mace Blackhail wasintent on driving toward them, then turned
away. Softly he caled for thefilly. Leaning heavily againg her, he rose and brushed himself clean of
snow. Hisback burned. When he probed it with hisfingers, tearsfilled hiseyes. At the very least he
would have a hammer-size bruise there tomorrow.

Not trusting himsdlf to mount, he took thefilly by the reins and led her northwest from the glade. He
had to get away. Suddenly he didn't know his brother or his clan.

FOURTEEN Escapemay stop by and visit the Knife tonight. What'sit to you ? Katia's words
echoed in Ash's mind. Thetiny dark-haired maid had said them four hours earlier, and Ash stood in the
shadows behind her chamber door and waited to seeif they were true. Her back ached from standing
gtill for so long, but she didn't dare risk moving away. Barring opening the door and checking for herself,
listening was the only way she had of knowing for sureif Marafice Eye had |ft his post. She didn't want
the Knife catching her peeking around the door. It would only make him suspicious. No. Better by far to
keep her position and wait.

Katia has been telling me how your charcoal brazier was choked with ashes the other night,
amogt-daughter. Y ou haven't been burning anything upon it, have you? I'm sure | don't need to tell you
how very dangerous such athing would be.

Ash shivered. Penthero Iss had visited her room late last night, and athough he'd said many different
things on many different subjects, shewas suredl he had really cometo say was that he knew about the
extracindersin the brazier. Hewas dy like that. What the whole thing really meant was that from now on
he would be watching her more closdly, as he was now well aware that she was up to something
improper. Ash cursed Katiaunder her bregth. Cindersin the brazier? Was there no secret, no matter
how inane, that the girl wouldn't tell?

Frowning, she turned her attention to the door. Little mouse steps pattered on the stone beyond.
Something creaked. Silence... then abright laugh quickly muffled. Katia. Katiawas on the other side of
the door, talking with the Knife.

Please take him to your room, Katia. Please. Ash hated hersdf for wishing it, hated the thought of
Marafice Eye's massve hands pressing against Katias spine, yet she needed thelittle maid to distract the
Knife. She had to leave Mask Fortress. Tonight. And the only way she could dip from her chamber
undetected was if Katialured the Knife away for abedding.

Bedding. Ash rubbed ahand over her eyes, trying to dispel the image the word showed her. Bedding
wasn't theright word for it at al.

Feding her cheeks grow hot, she risked taking one more step toward the door. Marafice Eye could
speak quietly when he chose to, and she couldn't hear his voice, though a conversationwas taking place.



Katia spoke, her voice low for moments, then high with excitement as she continualy forgot the need for
secrecy. Ash caught the wordskiss andgft . A long silence passed, and when it broke rough breaths
could clearly be heard.

'Witch." Marafice Ey€'s voice cut through the wood. The word had anasty edgeto it, and Ash felt
the flesh on her arms pucker. Sounds followed, awhole |ot of them, then two sets of footsteps padded
along the hal. Ash rested her head against the door. They were gone, but she didn't like it one bit. Wasit
her imagination, or did the lighter set of footsteps appear to drag? Knowing such thoughts would only
dow her down, she pushed them aside. Thiswasn't thefirst time Katia had been with the Knife. Thelittle
maid could look after hersdlf.

Ash moved around her chamber, checking the body-shaped lump of cushions benegath the sheets,
pulling on her thickest, plainest cloak, and opening the shutters so that those who eventually discovered
she was gone would think she had somehow managed to escape by lowering hersalf down the Cask's
outer wall and so misdirect the search. Stopping at the brazier, she raised the brass lid and thrust a mitted
hand into the black, powdery soot. The soot was hot as she worked it into her hair, hot and itchy assin.
It caught in her throat and made her eyestear, so she scrunched up her face until she was done. When
she opened her eyesaminute later by the mirror, she saw astrange girl staring back. Matt black hair did
not suit her at al, making her facelook like something preserved in wax. Abruptly sheturned away. It
would haveto do.

What to take with her? What would she need? She had thought everything through beforehand,
thinking of little else for the past six days, but for some reason she had avoided thinking about what she
would haveto take. Everything in her room belonged to Iss. Oh, he said it was hers and made a point of
giving her many pretty and inexpensive gifts, but when it came down to it he took them back at will.

Sheld seen the truth of that hersealf these past few weeks, as Katiaand Caydis Zerbina plucked objects
from her room on hissay. Shewasn't Iss red daughter at al; he never let her forget that. Almost-daughter
was what he called her. Almost-daughter was what she was.

Foundling, Ash told hersdlf. Left outsde Vaingate to die.

Angry now, shefelt lessinclined to leave empty-handed. That silver brush on the dresser would fetch
apriceat AlmsMarket, and the pewter cloak pin was set with some kind of red jewel that might be
worth something to someone. She snatched them up and bundled them into her cloak lining before her
resolve had chance to turn. What € se? Spinning, she examined her chamber. Horn books bound with
pigskin, their library chains till attached, would be worth a good few coins apiece, but Ash quickly
rgjected them. Too heavy. Too noisy. If shetried to sall them, the chainswould surdly give her away.

Abruptly she turned toward the door. She didn't have time to conduct an inventory of her chamber. It
was leave now or lose her chance.

If only | could be sure.

No. Ash shook her head so hard a cloud of black soot wafted from her hair. She had to go. Stay
and shewould be afool, and anything that happened to her would be no oné's fault but her own. She
was afoundling; no one would care for her but hersalf. Penthero Issdid not have her best interests at
heart. Worse than that, he planned on taking her to the Splinter and... Ash hesitated, took a breath.
Truth was, she didn't know what her foster father intended to do. She only knew that her belongings had
been taken to the Splinter, the second most powerful man in Spire Vanis had been set to watch her door
like acommon foot soldier, and every morning while she washed her face and dressed her hair, her maid
rifled through her underclothes, ooking for blood.



Ashtook afina look around the room. None of those were the redl reason she had to go, though.
Whatever was trapped inside the Splinter, aching with hate and need so grest that al she had to do was
put her hand against the door to fed it, waswhat finaly forced her into ac tion. Just the memory of the
thing's desperate, unspeakable misery was enough to turn her ssomach to lead.

It wanted what she had. And Ash March, Foundling and almost-daughter, wasn't prepared to give it
onewhit.

Steding hersdf, she pushed against the door. Cold bit her like asnake, and she had to fight the urge
to step back. Weeks of poor deep had worn her down, and little things like the constant cold in Mask
Fortress now affected her more than they used to. Almost asif she were about to plunge into water, not
darkness, Ash took abreath, held it in, and stepped into the corridor. It was deathly quiet. One
greenwood torch smoked above the sairs. No light at al reached beneath Katias door.

Ash moved quickly. She had dready lost minutesto indecision, and she knew from observation how
littletime it took Marafice Eyeto do his business. He might step from Katias room any moment, hands
tugging at the leather stragps on his pants, smal mouth il wet with Katias saliva

Promise to take me with you when yougo.

Katia's words made the heat come back to Ash'sface. It wasthe only serious promise she had ever
madein her life, and athough she had chosen wordsto ddiberately midead the little maid, shefdt no
better for it. After tonight Katiawould find herself back in the kitchens, and that was the one placein the
fortress she didn't want to be.

Better the kitchens than where | go. Hardening hersalf against emotion, Ash rushed down the stairs.
Tonight was Slaining Night, and the Rive Watch would be out in force, patrolling the city and keeping
order. Brothers-in-the-watch would be thin on the ground within the fortress.

Saining Night was the oldest of the Gods Days, and people celebrated it only after dark. Ash was
not redlly sure what the festival marked. Her foster father said it was a celébration of the founding of
Spire Vanis, marking the erection of the first srongwall at the base of Mount Sain by the Bastard Lord
Theron Pengaron. It sounded reasonable enough, and peopledid warm rocks from Mount San in their
hearths or charcoa burners, yet Ash had heard other things said. Old servantsin Mask Fortresstalked
about death and sedling darkness and keeping old evilsin their place. Ash had even heard that the name
Saining Night had nothing to do with Mount Sain at adl and that in

somecitiesto the east it was cdled by itstrue name ingtead: Slaying Night.

Ash frowned into the darkness. What in the Maker's name was she doing? Tonight was quite
frightening enough without digging up alot of old nonsense to frighten hersaf even more. Sometimes she
could be asdim asalamp trimmer. Tonight was her best chance of escaping from Mask Fortress. She
had spent al day hoping Katiawould lure the Knife from her door, and now that she had gotten her wish
and was well under way, she had to keep her mind to the task in hand.

Setting her jaw in place, she approached the last run of stairs. A graymeet bench and its
accompanying alcove created atrap for shadows on the landing. Torches were sparse, as any flame
without a Slain Stone at its base was considered ill luck tonight. Ash shivered. Penthero |ss probably
hated that. He hated the old ways and the old traditions—anything that spoke of Spire Vaniss barbaric

beginnings and past.



Hearing footsteps below, she dipped into the graymeet dcove to wait until whoever caused them
passed. The limestone wall was as cold asiron against her back. The stone bench, with its hard seat and
sculpted backpiece, couldn't look lessinviting to Sit on. Funny to think that grangelords and their ladies
had once sat here and flirted, their golden wine cooling as they stole kisses and did their hands benegth
slk. All gone now. Penthero Iss had seen to that. He claimed to be aman who liked culture and art and
high things, yet athough he tore down or put an end to many things that had been common in the fortress
in Borhis Horgo's day—dances held in the barbaric light of aburning pyre, desth dudls fought with
broadblades in the quad, and the yearly daying of athousand beasts to mark winter's end—he seldom
introduced anything new in their place. Penthero I ss seemed more concerned with destruction than
creation.

Chilled, Ash dipped from the graymeet and took the last steps down to ground level. The footsteps
faded into the distance, and she guessed that a single brother-in-the-watch was making his rounds of the
Cask. That meant she had only afew minutes before he appeared again.

The black oak door and its gate were open and raised. Even though Ash knew
brothers-in-the-watch used the gate constantly throughout the night to move between the Red Forge and
the Cask, it didn't stop her from fedling relieved when her booted feet sank into snow. Wind ripped the
cloak from her chest, driving the metal fastening againgt her throat. Tears stung her eyes as sheforced the
door closed and stepped into the shadows close to the wall. The snow was old and dippery, polished to
ice by thewinds of Mount Sain.

It was not dark. The Red Forge was kept burning through the night, and the red light from the forge
fire combined with lamplight from the three occupied towers to make the snow glow like human skin. The
Horn was especidly bright. The most intricately worked of the four towers, with itsiron outwork and
lead cladding, was positioned due west of the Cask. Katia said that the Lord of the Seven Granges was
holding agathering theretonight. Wicked it is, miss. Right wicked! Ther€ll be progtitutes and shaven
women and worse !

Ash edged dong the west gdlery wall, heading in the direction of the Horn. Thefaint, tinny sound of
muffled music grazed her ears. Singing followed, then high tinkling laughter, then thewind blasted it dl

away.

Ash fought with her cloak. "Thirteen,” she whispered softly to hersdf for no reason. Thirteen doors
and gateways led out onto the quad. As a child she had sat on the practice court and counted them. She
could recall atimewhen twelve of the thirteen had been in use, but then Penthero Iss had shut down the
entire east galery and sedled off the Splinter, and now only eight doorswere lft. Eight. And the Rive
Weatch had keysto them al.

Directly opposite, set deep within the carved limestone facade of the east gdlery, lay the boarded
and defaced Shrine Door. The door, which led down to asmall crypt once used by the Forsworn, was
made of wood that had been ported al the way from the Far South and was gray and hard as nails. It
had defied defacing by Spire-made chisdls and blades and had been painted with a grotesque likeness of
the Kill-hound instead. The bird leered at Ash from across the quad, its sexua organs red and swollen,
not likeabird'sat al. Ash could not remember atime when the door was unmarked. In Borhis Horgo's
day the knights who named themsel ves the Forsworn because they renounced dl prior oaths upon
entering the order had moved fredly about Spire Vanis. They had helped Horgo defeat Rannock Hews at
Hound's Mire; and forty years later 1sshad expelled them for it. Like everyone else, Ash had heard the
tales about the twelve old and infirm knights who had fled to the crypt during the expulsons, sending
messages to Penthero Iss, begging for asylum. Iss had supposedly granted their request, commanding



carpentersto seal the Shrine Door and the crypt's three smal windows, interring the men dive.

Abruptly Ashtook her gaze from the door. Suddenly everything she looked at seemed to be warning
her to turn back, to return to her chamber by the fastest route and put al thoughts of leaving behind her.
It was unnervingly easy to imagine herself in aroom built of stonewith no way ot.

No. No. No. Ash fought the fear before it came. Tonight or never, shetold hersdf, ddliberately
increasing her pace.

Ahead apale dash of light marked the stable door, drawn together but not yet closed for the night.
Lying halfway between the Cask and the Horn, the stables were her intended destination.

As she headed for the light source, she heard the Cask door creak open behind her. Not daring to
look around, she stopped dead. Her heart thumped like a cracked bell in her chest. Remember the hares,
shetold hersdf.Only thingsthat move get hunted .

Sounds were difficult to catch in the wind. Ash heard nothing she could put anameto at firdt. It could
be aroutine patrol, a brother-in-the-watch changing guard, servants bringing spitted meat and kegs of
black beer to the Horn. Surely the fact that no one was shouting and running was good? Ash thought it
highly likely that news of her escape would be greeted by something harsher than a softly creaking door.

Having waited for over a minute, she risked glancing back. The Cask door was closed. No one was
in sight. The chains holding the gate raised were dill. Satisfied, she carried on toward the stables.

Sounds of music and laughter from the Horn grew louder. A side door opened as she watched, and a
fat man dressed in shiny silk stumbled out. Bending double, he promptly vomited against thewall. Ash
didn't stop. The man was too drunk to notice anything moving in the shadows behind his back.

A haf-moon rode low over Mount Sain, casting awell-defined shadow for the Splinter. Ash tried
not to look at theice-bound tower, preferring to watch steam rise from the fat man's somach contents,
ice crystals form on her boots—anythingrather than the Splinter itself. It was foolishness of the worst
kind, yet she couldn't help hersdlf. To look t meant to think, and Ash didn't want to turn any portion of
her mind that way. Not now, while shewasthis close.

Paces away from the massive crossbeamed door of the stables, she stepped as quietly as she could.
The dry, sawdusty odor of hay and oats mingled with the stench of horse swesat and urine. Ash was glad
of smellsthat had names, rather than the strange, dightly chemical odor that blew with thewind from
Mount Slain. Rubbing her eyesto clear away the last traces of wind tears, she padded to the door's
edge. All was quiet, and after amoment she braced hersalf and peeked inside.

Master Haysticks and two grooms sat on wooden crates with their backs to the door, drinking
something hot from pewter tankards and playing blocks with the hard focused attention of men serious
about their game. The stone floor was brushed clean and dl the horses were boxed. A pair of safe-lamps
hung from brass pegs on the wall above Master Haysticks head, their horn guards yellow as an old nag's
teeth.

Ash didn't pause to take a breath before entering. She had to risk this. The stables were her best
chance—she had known that from the moment she had decided to go. The gate beyond the stableswas
the most used and the least checked. The brothers-in-the-watch who manned it were more interested in
who was going in than coming out. Those who entered through the stable gate were usudly tradesmen or
deliverymen or fellow brothers-in-the-watch. Grangelords, petty gentry, rich merchants, and anyone else



who thought enough of themsalves to worry about appearances always used one of the other gates,
preferring to call groomsto lead their horses away.

Master Haysticks and the two grooms did not hear Ash enter. A groom with aneck as red and shiny
asaloin of beef had just thrown the blocks, and Master Haysticks and the second groom were studying
the lay of thewood. They did not look pleased. Loin Neck had thrown a good hand, and Ash could tell
from the shell-like clink of coinage that money was riding on the wood.

She took amoment to recover from the ravages of the wind and cold. The stables were dim despite
the two safe-lamps, and sounds of horses blowing, feeding, flicking their tails, and snoring were
comforting to her ears. She liked horses. After amoment she began edging toward the long line of horse
ddlsthat lay directly across from where the men sat gaming.

She had to get to the far door. The stables were the reason the brothers-in-the-watch manning the
gate were lax; they knew that whoever presented themsalves for leavetaking had aready passed through
the stables and therefore the inspection of the stablemaster and his grooms. Ash had thought this through.
She wouldn't stand a chance at any other gate. Brothers-in-the-watch were on guard day and night. They
asked questions and would cal acommanding officer rather than risk |etting anyone of uncertain
credentias pass. Why, the west gate alone was manned by afull sept and lit by so many torches that
Katiasaid that al the snow for thirty paces melted.

Ash sucked in her cheeks. If there was any way to leave Mask Fortress other than through one of its
four gates, she wished she knew it. Climbing over battlements and roofs was out: She had broken her
arm faling againgt an iron sege guard when she was six. She knew just how treacherous the walls of
Mask Fortress, with their iced-up stonework, murder holes, and spiked embrasures, could be.

'Hey! That throw doesn't count. Bloody rat over there turned thetaly.” Master Haysticks voice rose
inanger. "Throw again or I'll have you on dung duty for aweek."

'S not my fault the rat—"
Throw agan!"

Sounds of crates creaking and grown men huffing muffled the click of Ash's bones as she crouched
closeto the floor. Shadows deepened as she crawled toward the line of stalsthat ran the length of the
dables. Every gtdl in the stables had dividing wallsthat cameto an end afull foot above the floor. Once a
week the stables were duiced clean, and the gap between the walls and the floor was needed to dlow all
the horse muck, shed hair, and moldering grain to be carried away.

Tucking her head close to her body, Ash ducked under the wooden divide and into the first tall. It
hed to be safer than iced-up stone.

A black gelding stood adeep close to the door, itslegslocked in pogition, its eyes closed and tall
dack. The sound of hay snapping beneath Ash's chest woke it ingtantly. Ash held herself perfectly till as
thelarge, liquid brown eye of the horse regarded her. The gelding dipped its head and smelled her
breath. Dust itched in Ash's nostrils and hay stalks scratched against her cheek as she worked to control
the impulse to shy away. The gelding's forehooves were big aswar hammers, shiny with neat's-foot ail,
and shod with iron.



The gelding whickered and shook his head. Prodding Ash with hisnosg, it waited to see what she
would do. Ash glanced ahead. The stone manger for the feed and the leather water bucket were pushed
hard against the back wall. To keep asfar away from the gelding's hooves as possible, she would haveto
scramble over them to reach the next stal. Gathering the ends of her cloak to her chest so they wouldn't
snag on splinters, she began crawling forward. .. dowly.

Only ashort gtretch, shetold hersdf, gaze darting between the next divide and the gelding. It wasa
good horse, shewas sure of that. But it was used to seeing rats, not humans, crawling inits sl after
dark.

Scrambling over the stone manger proved difficult and painful. Ash struck her shin on asharp edge,
and dthough she didn't dare spend a minute ingpecting the damage, she knew there was blood. The
gelding watched her. Any time she moved too fagt, it changed positions, stamping its hooves onto the
dung-packed stone. Ash's heart beat unsteady in her chest. The skin on her facefelt too tight. Every
second she expected to hear acry rip through the fortress and the night come dive with armed men and
light. Where was Marafice Eye? Was he back outside her chamber? Had Katiadipped inside to check
on her one last time before she dept?

"Damn!" Ash cursed under her bresth as her elbow caught the water bucket, causing it to tip over
onto the sone. The floor danted forward dightly, and the water ran straight under the stall door.

'Damn black's knocked its bucket again!" came Master Haysticks voice. " Skimmer, spread some
new hay before the damp getsin hishooves."

Free of the stone manger and the bucket, Ash pushed hersdlf through to the next stal. Her cloak
caught on abit of wood, and just as she tugged it free the black gelding's door swung open. Ash froze.
The groom caled Skimmer whistled as he spread fresh hay. The gelding, angry by now &t al the
disturbances, snorted and kicked. Skimmer swore. Master Haysticks and the other groom laughed. Ash
thought she heard the faint click of wooden blocks, then Skimmer closed the door.

‘Bloody black'sadevil," hesaid. "That'sthelast time | go in there after dark." He crossed back to
the crates. "Hey! Thems blocks been handled! They weren't laying like that afore | fetched the hay!"

A lively argument broke out between the men, where Master Hay-<ticks and the second groom
swore by every blind dog that had ever frozen to death on a street corner that they hadn't evenlooked at
the blocks, let aone handled them.

Ash turned her attention to the stall shewasin. Apart from aharness of fine dark lesther hung froma
dog hook next to the door, it was empty. The red-and-black insigniaof the Killhound on the Iron Spire
was stamped across the noseband, indicating that amember of the Watch normally stabled hishorse
here. Ash didn't permit herself asigh of rdlief, though shewas relieved. Most of the Watch were out in the
city, patrolling the Saining Night crowds, and that meant many of the stallswould be empty.

She moved quickly after that. The argument over blocks raged nicel y—Master Haysticks voice
rising from mild indignation to thundering outrage as Skimmer continued to accuse him of chesting—and
the sharp voices helped mask dl thelittle noises Ash made as she crawled from stal to sdl. A fair
number of stalls were empty, as she had predicted. The more crusted in hay, horse muck, and horsehair
she became, the more the horses seemed to accept her. Apart from anasty clip from a pregnant mare
who was degping lying down and struggled to stand as her stal wasinvaded, Ash avoided further injury.
The secret, she found, wasto turn on her back, then stay perfectly still for amoment, offering up the soft
flesh of her throat, until the horse had smelled and inspected her. They usudly let her pass after that.



Findly shefound hersdf in the stdl nearest the far door, sharing space with aone-year-old filly who
was bright, dert, and not the dightest bit deepy. Thefilly waswary at firdt, but after afew minutes of
continuous sniffing, she began nudging Ash'scloak for tregts.

'Sorry, girl,” mouthed Ash, strangely affected by the gentleness and beauty of the young mare. "No
treatstonight.”

After aquick peep under the stdl door had assured her that Master Haysticks and his grooms were
too caught up in their argument to notice someone dipping through the outer door, she mouthed her
farewd | to thefilly and did under thewall.

Slipping into the deepest shadows, following the line of the stable wall, she worked her way toward
the exterior door. The men's gazes were turned inward, heads wagging, booted feet cuffing stone. The
argument had turned nasty. Money was under dispute now, not wood. One of the safe-lamps was now
burning dregs, and the flame was orange and weak. Ash chose her steps carefully, pressing her chest t
againg the damp stone and walking on the balls of her feet. She wanted to run asfast as she could for the
door, but the noise and sudden movement would give her away.

Like the quad door, the far door was open dightly to let in latecomers and brothers-in-the-watch.
Ashfelt astream of cold air blow against her cheek. As shetook the final step toward the opening, the
quad door rattled into motion. Quick as she could, she shrank back into the shadows. Someone was
entering the sables from the other side.

The quad door rumbled open, and the massive, bull-necked form of Marafice Eye stepped into view.
Cloaked in the skin-soft leather of his office, he carried ahorn lamp burning with ahot blue flamein one
hand and a crab-hilted dagger in the other. Master Haysticks and the grooms fell silent. The wooden
blocks tumbled from Skimmer's hands onto the floor.

'You!" said the Knifeto Master Haysticks, stabbing the air with his dagger. "Has the Surlord'sward
comethisway tonight?"

Master Haysticks shook his head with feding. “No, sir. All's quiet. No one but the Watch and their
parties have passed through.”

The Knife grunted. His smal mouth gathered to itself like something pulled shut with awire. Watching
him, Ash felt the bonesin her legsturn to water. How much of the stables could he see from where he
sood? Were the safe-lamps throwing light to the far door or shining in hisface?"Get this place it up!
Lock dl doors and let no one pass until you hear from me again. Isthat clear?’

‘But, s, what about the other brothers-in-the-watch..."

Marafice Eye didn't have to say anything to make Master Haysticksfall sllent. His eyes glittered, that
was enough. With ashrug of his shouldersthat in any other man would have been a gesture of
uncertainty, but in the Knife wasa violent switch of muscle and bone, Marafice Eye turned and walked
away. A line of bluelight trailed behind him like smoke.

Master Haysticks followed after, alot happier to talk to the Knife's back than hisface. "Asyou say,
sr. Asyou say. Skimmer, get the lamps. Cribbon, help me with this door.”

Ash didn't wait another moment. While dl three men were intent on watching Marafice Eye leave,



she dipped from the far door out into the night.
Cold and darkness enveloped her so completely it waslike diving

into apool of black water. The wind hissed. Hard snow squeaked beneath her boots as she moved.
Wials, their mortar fresh and in good repair, towered to elther sde like stone giants. Thirty paces ahead
lay the gate-Stable gate, trade gate, whatever one choseto call it, was an iron jawbone of spikes. Two
guardhouses, cut from pae limestone and scoured smooth by centuries of hard wind, flanked the gate
itsdf. The gate was up, its great metal teeth suspended above the crossbeam, dripping clods of snow and
horse dung onto the ground below. Chain rigging held it in place. Stretching from the crossheam to the
guardhouse, wrapping around gears and levers, forming knots of black iron, the gate chains shuddered
likemetd foliagein thewind.

Ash stood and looked, her bresth shallow and halting. Her only chance now wasif the
brothers-in-the-watch guarding the gate hadn't heard of her escape. She knew they shouldn't
have—someone would have had to travel through the stablesto tell them, and Ash knew for afact that
had not happened—Hbuit the presence of Marafice Eye made her unsure of herself. He would crush her
skull between his bare handsif he could. ..

Stopit. Ash jabbed her knuckles againgt her forehead, trying to knock out the fear.

The snow at her feet began to glow as many lamps werelit in the stables behind her back. Hearing
the door rattle closed, she stepped aside and waited until it was locked and bolted. The fortress was
coming to life. The stables weren't the only new source of light, and quick glancesto elther sde showed
torches being lit around the curtain wall. Sounds broke through the driving roar of the wind: shouted
orders, thewhir and clank of sealed gates, and the harsh percussion of metal arms.

Ash stepped toward the gate. Tidying herself as she moved, she brushed scraps of hay and muck
from her cloak and tucked her hair benegth her hood. She smelled bad and couldn't decide if that was a
good thing or not. A square of pae light escaped from the grille-covered window on the left gatehouse,
and severd lines of freshly trodden snow led to and from the door, so Ash headed that way. A man
appeared at the grille as she approached. Knowing she was being watched madeit difficult to appear
natura, and her movements became jerky and stilted.

The gatehouse door swung open, and a brother-in-the-watch stepped out. The man was young and
black haired, with awell-shaped mouth and eyes set too far back in hisskull. A cruciforminsgnia
stamped high upon his stedd gorget marked him as agrangdord's third or fourth son. He drew his sword.
"Who goesthere?"

The second man behind the grille raised a bright-burning lamp to the window, throwing light onto Ash
and the surrounding ground.

Ash blinked. She thought a moment, then curtsied. With her gaze carefully lowered, she said,
"Please, Sr. May | pass?’

The guard took astep forward. Like al members of the Watch, he was clean shaven and clad in soft
beaten leathers worn over plate. Thered stedl of his blade shimmered and rippled as the patterns forged
into the metdl drew the light. Out of the corner of her eye, Ash saw his gaze flick behind her to the
growing ring of torches spewing light and black smoke over thewall. When acry broke through from the
other side, he dtilled himsdlf to listen.



Ash held her jaw so tight it ached. Grinding the hedl of her boot into the snow, sheforced hersdf to
stay calm. Shewas a servant, amessenger girl, aseamstress. She couldn't afford to act afraid.

'Oneof Till Balley'sgirls?!

Ash had been concentrating so hard on grinding her hedl into the snow that the question startled her.
Lifting her head, sherisked glancing at the watch brother.

He did not look pleased. Sharp noises continued to sound within the fortress. "I said, are you one of
Till Bailey's?' He made a cutting motion with his sword in the direction of the Horn. "One of those
brought infor Saining?’

Ash took abreath. He thought she was a prostitute.
‘Answer, girl." The guard's well-shaped lips did across hisgums, reveding small, yellow teeth.
Yes." Ash nodded, her eyesfixed on the man's sword. "One of Till's."

Thewatch brother spat. Ash thought for amoment hewould let her go. He dtered hisgrip on his
sword, preparing to resheathe it, but as he did so agreat bell began to toll within the fortress. Ash's heart
dropped in her chest. It was the Quarter Bell, hung in the topmost chamber of the Cask. Sounded in
times of war, riots, or sieges, it the Sgnd to secure al gates.

was |6

Lunging forward, the warden caught hold of Ash's arm and yanked her toward the gatehouse
window. Sharp fingernails, the same yelow as histeeth, hooked into her flesh. Insde the gatehouse, the
second man moved away from the window, and amoment later meta chains began to shudder and hum
asgearsand pulleys creaked to life. Stable gate was being lowered.

'Please. Could you let me out before it drops? Till's expecting me back." Ash tried to match the dy
charm Katia used when rooting after favors or rose cakes. It was amistake. She ended up sounding
desperate instead.

Thewatch brother pulled her up to the window and forced her face againgt the grille. "Grod. What
should we do about this? She's one of Till's."

The one cdled Grod was working the crankshaft. He dowed but did not stop as he took alook at
Ash. Graying and nearly bald, he had the look of aman who had soldiered for many years. Hiseyes
were sharp asapig's, and hewore no fancy insgniaat his breast, shoulder, or throat. Ash'sfirst reaction
was to back away, but the first brother had his hand on her scalp and was holding her fast againgt the
grille. The crisscrossiron cut her face into squares, and she could fed the cold meta stealing warmth
from her cheeks. Sowly, carefully, usng the arm that was pressed againgt the gatehouse wall, she
reached insde her cloak for the jeweled pin she had taken for selling.

The bell continued to toll, sending out deep, wailing notes that hurt Ash's ears. Overhead, the gate
clattered and screeched, descending in smdll, lurching stages as its weight fought againgt the chains.

As Adh'sfingers found and then closed around the smooth brass of the cloak pin, Grod shook his
head. " She's not one of Till's. Thin scrap of nothing like that. With that hair and that mucked-up cloak.
Till likes'em plump and pretty, not dark and scraggy asastrip of trail meat." Grod's eyes narrowed. His



gazefocused on alock of Ash's hair that had poked through the grille. Releasing his hold on the
crankshaft, he straightened his back and snatched the lock. Ash's eyesteared as heran hisfingersaong

itslength.

Soot rubbed off in hishand. A cold smile hardened his face as he rolled the newly cleaned lock
between hisfingertips. Abruptly hetightened hisgrip. "This one stayswith us. Bring her round, Storrin.
And well bind her fit for hauling."

On thewordhauling , Ash yanked her head free of the grille. Pain stung her scalp as shelost alock of
her hair to Grod. Swiftly she swung her arm forward and drove the brass spike of the cloak pininto
Stor-rin'swell-formed mouth, driving hard through lip tissue and gum to the smooth bone benegth.

The man swore vicioudy. Blood welled from his upper lip as he lashed out in anger with hisfist. Ash
took ahard blow on her shoulder but managed to keep her footing. She had to get through the gate.
Inside the gatehouse, she was aware of Grod working on the crankshaft, meaning to lower the gate
before he cameto the aid of his partner. It was the move of someone practical and cold-hearted. Ash
despised himfor it.

Sheran for the gate. Storrin was faster, seizing her cloak tails and yanking her down into the snow.
Fdling to her knees, Ash struggled with theties at her throat. She couldn't breasthe. Snow crystals ground
into her shinslike powdered glass. Storrin held her cloak like aleash as he jabbed his blade into her back
and yelled at her to stop fighting. Ash felt little pain. She was concentrating on loosing the ties and freeing
Storrin's stranglehold on her throet.

The gate juddered to life dmost directly above her, fresh gobs of snows didodging from its spikes as
it dropped. Ash's hands felt big and clumsy as she clawed at her neck. Why won't the damn thing come
undone ?

Storrin yanked hard on her cloak, making Ash dide backward in the snow. A moment waslost to
blackness as she fought to regain her footing and stand. Jab! Jab ! Storrin poked his blade into her ribs.

'Stop fighting me, bitch!”

Asdh's mouth flooded with something that had to be blood. Her head felt heavy and swollen, and
suddenly there was no room for her thoughts.

Reach! Reach!

Voices hissed through her mind like scalding steam. The pressure was unbearable, forcing blood and
hest to her face.

Another yank on the cloak. "Get back here.”
REACH;,’

Ash reached. With numb, frozen fingers, she reached into the taut hollow of her throat and tore at the
cloak. Thefastening broke. Hot blood rained down her neck, steaming in the freezing air. Gasping and |18

shaking, she took adiving man's breath. Stumbling forward, she dug the toe of her boot into the
snow. Storrin was a her back, still pulling on her cloak tails. It took him a moment to redlize she was no
longer attached.



The second was dl Ash needed. Forcing strength into legsthat felt cold and oddly numb, she hauled
hersdlf to her feet. And ran.

The gate was two-thirds of the way down. As Ash fell under its shadow, she heard a high-pitched
wall crack theair. All the chainsrattled, and gears and pulleys began to spin out of control. The gate
dropped. Ash screamed, Storrin reached.

Two tons of black iron smashed to the earth. A soft gurgle sounded, like water forced from a pipe.
Ash fdt air and snow and something else spatter against her back. She was on the outsde.Outside !

Behind her, she heard the gatehouse door blast open and Grod cry out to the Maker. Strange. He
didn't sound angry. He sounded scared.

Ash glanced back. Storrin was under the gate. An iron spike had entered his spine. Hislegswere
jerking, the muscles contracting and relaxing so it looked asif he were performing an obscene dancein
the snow. Blood from the impact had sprayed al the way to her feet.

Ash swayed and nearly fell. Turning, sheran into the night.

FIFTEEN Within Mask Fortress C ™ he escaped through the stable gate. Grod watched her run
| east. By the time held raised the gate and called for aid she M was gone. Logt in the Slaining Night
crowds."

'And the other man... What was his name again?'

‘Storrin.” Marafice Eye spat the word, clearly displeased that 1ss had aready forgotten the man's
name. "He's dead. It wasn't thefaling of the gate that killed him, but the raising.”

Iss nodded, interested despite dl he had on hismind. "Y es. I've seen things like that before. Aslong
asaman isnt moved and the spikes stay in place, he lives. The moment onetriesto free him, the interna
organstear apart and the lungs flood with blood. Unfortunate. Most unfortunate. Y ou have saved the

body?"

"You're not having it." The skin over Marafice Ey€'slips stretched white as he spoke. Seeing him
standing there, hisback to the great Roundroom fire, his boots dripping snowmelt onto the
gold-and-turquoise rug, his entire body shaking with fury, Iss decided to say no more. Marafice Eyewas
protective of hismen, fiercely so. The Red Forge would burn long and bright this night in memory of a
brother lost.

Turning hisback on the Knife, Iss stared into the yellow flames blazing in the hearth. How could
Asarhiahave gone? Didn't she know he would never hurt her? Hadn't he told her a hundred times that he
loved her more than any redl father could? Damn her! She had to be found. There was no telling whose
hands she might fall into out there. The Phage might find her... or even the Sull. Isstook the black iron

poker from its stand near the hearth and turned over piece after piece of burning cod. After afew
moments he had collected himsdf enough to finish the matter at hand. "Have Storrin's body brought
before the White Robes for blessing and annunciation—wake them if you must. If they complain, tell
them that the Surlord himsalf commandsit. And seeto it that the man'swidow, his mother, or whoever
else heleaves behind is adequatdly compensated for the loss.™



Marafice Eye grunted. Even in achamber the Sze and height of the Roundroom, which occupied a
full quarter of the ground floor in the Cask, the Protector Genera of Spire Vanis dominated the space.
He was a dangerous animal, not to be toyed with—Iss knew that.

'Y ou never mentioned what business was so0 pressing it pulled you away from Asarhia's door."
‘No. | didn't." Marafice Eye stood his ground, his eyes hardening aong with histight little mouth.

Iss held his gaze. Information was cheap to come by in Mask Fortress: Hed have answers soon
enough. Caydis Zerbina, with his soft linen dippersthat never made a sound and hislong agile fingers
shaped for foiling locks, would see to that. There waslittle Caydis and his dark-skinned brethren did not
know about Marafice Eye. The Knife prefersto court hiswomen in the dark, Sarah , Caydis had once
breathed in his soft musical voice. Hz'snight mushroom is sadly misshgpen . Issfound such information
both useful and distasteful. And he aways sent Caydisin search of more.

Returning the charred black poker to its stand, he said, "No matter. Asarhiamust be found. The
servant girl must be questioned. 1t seems highly unlikely to me that Asarhia could have orchestrated such
aclever escape on her own. My ward isabright girl, but far too naive and timid to have carried off
something so cold-blooded without help. Soot in her hair, crawling under horse sdlls, strutting to the
stable gate, and declaring herself a progtitutel" 1ss paused, his pale hand knotted around the poker shaft.
"Thesarvant girlmust beinvolved in someway."

Helooked at the Knife without seeming to. The man's face gave nothing away as he murmured, "I'll
take the truth from her."

'Cdl her now."

Iss released his grip on the poker as Marafice Eye | eft the room. The Roundroom was bright and
warm, decorated with silk hangings and silk rugs and thirteen black pewter lanternsthat burned the
fragrant flume of sperm whales, giving off a sweet childlike scent. Iss had taught Asarhiato read and
write here, beneath the light of the pewter lanterns. Once when she was nine years old her feet had frozen
to blocksin the quad, and he had stripped her down in front of the fire and warmed her paelittletoesin
hisfids

"The girl will be here soon." The Knife strode back into the chamber, shaking tapestries and
wall-mounted weaponry as he moved. "Ganron has reported back. Watch has been tripled on Almsgate,
Hoargate, and Wrathgate. The east—

Issflicked awrigt, slencing the Knife. "Vaingate must aso be watched. | want atriple guard posted
thereaswel.”

'Vangate leads nowhere. No onein their right mind would leave the city by way of Mount Sain. I'll
not waste my men setting them to guard adead gate.”

'Indulgeme” Isssad. "Wagte them.”

Marafice Eye glowered. His big hands crunched the Killhound broach at histhroat, forcing the soft,
lead-based dloy into a shape that looked more like adog than abird.

The Surlord explained himself only once his Knife had nodded and said, "Aye."



'Y ou know Asarhias history aswell as| do, Knife. She was abandoned outside of Vaingate.
Vangate . Now, for thefirst timein her life sheé's free to go where she chooses. If you werein her
position, wouldn't you be curious about the place where you were found? Wouldn't you like to stand
upon that frozen ground and spend amoment wondering why your mother left you for dead? Asarhiaisa
sengtivegirl. She hidesthings even from me, yet | know she feds her abandonment keenly. Some nights
sheeven cdlsout in her deep.”

Marafice Eyetook thisinformation and chewed on it, his hands dropping to hiswaist where hisred
sword was sheathed and hung. After aminute of silence he spoke. "If you're so sure shéll visit Vain-gate,
then | say we don't increasetheguard at dl. Visbly. The girl's not stupid—we've seen the truth of that
oursalves tonight—and she won't show herself by the gate if shejudgesit unsafe. Let her come. Let here
only beggars and vendors and Street filth. Let her comein good , unawares. And let me be there to stop
her when she does." "Sheis not to be harmed, Knife."

‘Shekilled one of my men.”

Issfelt the anger cometo him but did not show it. Hisvoice was quiet as he said, ™Y ou will not hurt
her."

IBLIt_II

'Enough!” Isskept his eyes upon Marafice Eye until he was satisfied that Asarhiawould be returned
to him whole. Turning his back on the Knife, he contemplated the stone reliefwork above the hearth.
Impaled beasts, two-headed wolves, goats with women's heads and breasts, and serpents with the
angled, segmented eyes of insects |ooked down at him from their limestone poles. Iss shivered. Asarhial
Thegupid girl . He would not have hurt her if she had stayed. Caydiswould have seen to it that she had
every comfort. Her life would have barely changed.

Knuckles rapped against wood. "Girl's here, sir.”

Marafice Eye opened the door, and a brother-in-the-watch pushed the little dark-haired maid into
the room. With one quick movement the Knife caught the girl'sarm and twisted it hard behind her back.
Thegirl let out asmdl cry but was sensble enough not to fight him.

'Leaveus," Isssaid to the watch brother. When the door was closed, he turned to the servant girl
and shook his head. "Katia. Little Katia. | trusted you and you let me down. Now look at the terrible
messyou arein.”

Katiaslipstrembled. Her fine dark eyes glanced sideways toward the Knife. He looked away.

Isstook pity on the girl. She was so very frightened, and she had aready been beaten once this night.
"Let her go."

The Knifereleased her immediately. Thegirl let out asob and stumbled forward, hardly knowing
what to do. Shelooked around the room for amoment, then flung hersdf at the Surlord's feet. "Please,
gr.Please . | didn't know what she was planning. | sweer it. She told me nothing. Nothing. If I'd known |
would have cometo you... likel dwaysdo. | would havetold you, Sir. | swear.” Finished, she broke
down into soft, shuddering tears, her head shaking, her little hands grasping at the watered slk of Iss
robe.

Iss patted her shiny curls. "Hush, child. Hush. | know you would have cometo me." Hisfingersdid



under her chin, forcing her to look up. ™Y oure agood girl, aren't you?' Katia nodded, tears pooling in
her eyes, mucus running from her nose to her mouth. "There. Wipeyour face... That's better, isn't it? No
need to cry. Y ou know me and you know the Knife, and neither of us has ever hurt you, have we? So
therés nothing to be afraid of . All we need from you isthe truth.”

Katiawas quiet now but till shaking. "Sir, | told you dl | know. Ash—I mean MissAsarhia—said
nothing to me about wanting to leave the fortress. She kept to hersdf this past week. Ever since the day
shewent riding in the quad and came back and found Caydisin her chamber, she—"

'She saw him there?"!

Katianodded. "Yes, sr. Made him fedl bad. Promised that she wouldn't tell on him being dack about
hisbusnessif hedidn't tell on her."

'l see. And did she say anything to you?' Katiahesitated. "Tell methe truth, child."

'Wdll... she hurt my arm, and said sheld hurt me moreif | didn't tell her what you asked about
whenever you summoned meto your chamber." Katiatwisted slk in her hands. "So | told her how you're
most particular in wanting to know when her menses start.... but that'sdl | said. | swear it. Shewasright
queer that day. All cold and angry. Told meto leave straight after.”

Iss patted the girl's head. "Good girl. Y ou're doing very well. Now. This past week, have you seen
any sign of her menses? Think hard, girl."

'No, gr. All her underthings were as clean asif shedd never even worn 'em.”

A soft breath puffed from Iss lips. "Asif shedd never worn them." He exchanged aglance with
Marafice Eye. 1t took him amoment to settle hismind. “"Now, Katia. Onelast thing and you may go.
Have you taken inventory of dl theitemsin Asarhias chamber?' Katia nodded. So, discounting the
jeweled cloak pin we found in the snow and the silver brush we found in her cloak, do you know of any
other items she may have taken?"

'No, sr. The brush and the pin are the only things that have gone.”

Iss continued to stroke Katias hair. " So she has nothing to sell for coinage, and no cloak to keep her
warm. What a poor affair her first excurson into the city islikely to be."

'Shelll end up in Almstown, most like." Marafice Eye had sat himsdlf on one of the dainty
satin-uphol stered chairs near the door, and t -V -

judging from the way he was pressing hisforearm againgt the armrest, he seemed intent on breaking
it. "I'll double the Watch numbersthere aswell.”

Iss nodded, well content to abide by the Knife's judgment. He'd never had occasion to doubt its
worth before. Turning his attention to Katia, he said, "L ook a me, girl." Katiaraised her chin. Such a
pretty, plump little thing. A perfect mix of servant girl cunning and little girl fear. Asarhiahad cared for her
very much.

'Please, Sir. | won't have to go back to the kitchens, will 17Please ." Large brown eyes pleaded as
smdl, dightly grubby hands clawed at the silk of hisrobes.



Isswas not unmoved. His hand did across her hot cheek. "No. Y ou won't have to return to the
kitchens. | promise.

The girl was s0 relieved and delighted, her face was a genuine pleasure to watch. As she kissed his
sk robe, teared, and murmured a hundred little words of thanks, 1ss nodded to Marafice Eye across the
room.

Katiawas so caught up in relief, she didn't hear the Knife gpproach. For an instant, as his hands
clamped around her head, she thought it was a caress. One of her hands even fluttered up to touch him.
Then the Knifée's grip tightened and she knew to be afraid, and the look she sent Isstore at his heart.

One quick wrench was dl it took to break her neck.
t 'tPeoplewill diefor this.

Fireand ice burned hisflesh and his soul. The pain was as degp and many layered asrock formed
and then compressed over millions of years beneath the sea. The Nameless One knew pain. He knew its
weights and measures, its aftertaste and its cost. His joints ached with the soft calciferous pain of old age,
and even to rest them curled and at ease brought no relief. His broken and mismended bones burned
within hisflesh like heated rods, and his organs shrank and hardened, losing function bit by bit. He no
longer knew what it wasto straighten his back or urinate without pain. He could not recall when last he
had taken a breath that satisfied him wholly or chewed a piece of mesat until it wasflat.

Pain he knew.
The past he did not.

Hestrained for it every day, strained until blood vessels broke in hisbelly and spine, until hisjaw
locked, hiswounds wept, and the shaking of his body opened sores upon his skin. Hisfear of harming
himsel f—once so strong that it was the only thought he could retain in his mind from one year to the
next—had now faded to amild concern. The Light Bearer dways fixed him. The Light Bearer with his
salves and bandages and gauze bags and tongs. The Light Bearer would not let him die. It had taken
many yearsfor the Nameless Oneto learn this, and more after to accept it, but now it was set firmly in
hismind.

Knowing this had freed him, not from pain—nothing and no one could free him from that—but from
fear of death. The Nameless One no longer had complete control over hisface muscles, but bitterness
gl leaked across hisface. Even pain so terrible it tore whole years from hislife could not make him
welcome degth.

Hedid not want to die; that was another thing he knew. In time he would know more.

Waiting. That was hislife. Waiting, pain, and hate. He waited for the Light Bearer to come, waited
for the scraps of light and warmth he brought, ate them up like adog after bones. A hand on his shoulder,
awarm hand, could burn him now. He yearned for the warmth and the touch and the contact, but when
he received it, it was too much. When the touch was withdrawn he felt nothing but relief, yet even before
the memory faded and the imprint of the Light Bearer's hand I eft his skin, he yearned for it al over again.

Londinesswasn't like pain. It had no degrees and niceties; it did not shift and deegpen and lighten, or
change from day to day. It fed consstently moment after moment, hour after hour, year after year,
gnawing away at the back of histhroat, consuming him piece by piece. What it left behind scared him.



The confinement he could stand, the torture and usage he could stand, even the red-and-blue flames of
fireand icethat burned in place of his past. But thelondliness, the utter loneliness, ached with apain he
could not bear.

It turned him into something he hated.

The Nameless One shifted in the iron chamber that was his home, his chamber pot, and his bed.
Chains, their metal mottled and cor

roded by years of swest, urine, and feces, did not rattle so much as crack like the knuckles of a
young and soft-boned child.

Hate was not new to him; that was the last thing he knew. 1t came too easily and fit too well to have
been something newborn during his confinement. Even as he craved each visit from the Light Bearer,
craved the world of light, warmth, and people, he hated al he craved with utter coldness. Lonelinessfed
off him, and he fed off hate. Hate was how he lived through years of darkness, how he survived the
aching stillness and the separate weights of physica pain. It was how he faced aworld with neither day
or night, seasons, sunlight, nor cool rain. It was how he clung to the last shred of sdif.

Peoplewill diefor this.

Counting was beyond him—he knew nothing of numbers and their kind—but the words he
whispered into the darkness had the fedl of things many times said. They were acomfort to him. They
made tolerable the wriggling and pinching of the creatures inserted benesth the skin on hisforearm, back,
and upper thigh. They turned the sawing of their chitinous mouthparts into a soft bearable hum.

Skin on the Nameless One's face cracked and bled as he forced muscles to work upon asmile,
Peoplewill diefor this.
All he had to do was remember the padt, that was the thing. Remember who he was.

Already he was stronger than he had been. The Light Bearer did not know this; he thought his charge
the same. But he was wrong. The Nameless One added to himsdlf in corneathin divers, cumulating in the
darkness like rotting mest growing mold. He could retain thoughts from one day to another now. It cost
him in other ways, forced his body to fight the pain aone as his mind wet-nursed athought, and hisjoints
ached to bleeding as he held himself ill while he dept. Still, heknew things now, and he judged it worth
it. For uncountable years he had known aslittle as the crestures that grew to maturation benegth hisflesh,
aware of nothing except hunger and pain and thirst.

He had himsalf now. And he spent his days waiting for the chance to reclaim more.

When the Light Bearer took, when he descended into the chamber with hislight and hiswarm
packages 00zing honey and bean juice and stole that thing he needed from the Nameless Oné's flesh, he
uncov ered ariver of dark currents as he worked. These glimpses of darkness, swells, and eddies of
liquid glass whetted the Nameless One's tongue. The current ran for him aone. And every time the Light
Bearer dit open skin with histhin engraver's knife and extracted what he needed with hislittle silver
tongs, the river's bank meandered closer. One day it would come close enough for the Nameless Oneto
enter. One day he would useits waters to douse the flames that burned in place of his past.

Sattling himself in the position that brought most comfort, with hislegs tucked beneath him and the



chains pulled high across his chest, he began straining for the name held lost. Time came and went.
Darkness endured. Somehow, despite dl his efforts and his degpest wishes, hismind dipped from his
task, and loneliness came to feed upon him once more. Eventudly he dept. His dreams when they came
wered| of warm arms, touching him, holding him, carrying him up toward the light.

SIXTEEN A Vistor Heavy snows had fallen on the clanhold during the ten days he was away. The
filly didn't like the soft, often chest-high drifts and left to her own devices chose paths that were indirect,
to say theleadt. Raif let her have her say. The roundhouse was in Sght now, and he could find nothing
ingde himsdlf that welcomed the thought of coming home.

Overhead the sky was striped gray and white by high winds. A storm far to the north, born in the
frozen waste of the Great Want, wasworking itsaf out beyond the horizon. At ground level thewind it
generated was biting. Thefilly got the worst of it, and her nose and eyes were crusted and weeping, and
ice crystals formed continualy around her mouth. Every hour or so Raif would stop and clean her face
and bridle and check the flesh around her mouth for chilblains. He could muster no such enthusiasm for
himsdlf. Hisfox hood was stiff with ice; five days worth of breasth had accumulated in the guard hairs,
turning each strand of fur into a brittle quill of ice. The parts of Raif's cheeks that touched the hood were
numb.

His eyes stung, part snow abrasion and part snow blindness. Everything he'd looked at for the past
two days had been blurred. The others probably had the sense to Sit out the worst days of the storm,
raise camp hard againgt aleeward dope, and cover their tentsin snow. Raif forced hiswind-cracked lips
to stretch to ahard line. He wouldn't think about the others. They would come back, perhaps two or
three days later than he, but theywould return, and when they did hislifein the clan would be over. Mace
Blackhail would seeto that.

Raif Sevrance ran from bettle, he would say. The yearman broke his oath .

Raif raised afist and ground hisraven loreinto his chest. He had done Mace Blackhail'swork for
him! And, if time could be turned and he could go back to the Bluddroad and the ambush, he couldn't
say if hewould do it again. The horror of killing women and children had seemed so clear then. Riding
aonefor the past five days had dulled it.

Pulling thefilly from her path to one of hisown choosing, Raif seded himsdf againgt doubts. The
past was the past, and wishing it different never brought anyone relief.

As he cut acrossthe graze, aline of blue smoke risng from the near side of the roundhouse caught
his attention. He rubbed his sore eyes, making them worse. When the stinging subsided, he concentrated
upon the smoke, tracing its source to the blue stone roof of the guide-house. Uneasy, he kicked a better
pace from thefilly. The guidehouse had no hearth or chimney, only asmoke holefor letting out lamp
fumes, yet from the volume of smoke escaping from the roof, it looked asif someone had built and lit a
fire

Everything e se about the roundhouse seemed normal. Longhead and his crew had cleared the snow
from the court, and a handful of young boys were out taking advantage of the cart-sze snow pilesthat
had been shoveled aside. The boys stopped playing and turned to watch as Raif approached. Berry Lye,
agresat turnip-headed youth with red ears who was younger brother to Banron, brushed the snow from
his buckskins and ran forward to greet Raif. He wanted to know what had happened at the ambush.
How many Bluddsmen had Banron unseated with his hammer? How had his new armor stood up to the
fight? Raif slenced him with asinglelook. He wasin no mood to talk to children. Berry's face reddened
to match his ears, and for amoment he looked just like his brother. Raif turned away, suddenly ashamed.



Hedidn't even know if Banron was dive or dead.

Berry ran for the roundhouse, eager to be first with the newsthat at least one of the ambush party
had made it back aive.

Raif did from hishorse and led it to the stables. He felt sick to his ssomach. What was he going to
say? How could hetell the clansmen and women with due respect what he had done?

Pretty, copper-haired Hailly Tanner emerged from the stables to take his horse. She actualy blushed
astheir hands touched over the

reins. Raif, like many young men in the clan, had wasted hours dreaming about Hailly's pale, lightly
freckled skin and perfect strawberry mouth. Unitil today she had never deigned to notice him, let lone
goneout of her way to tend his horse. Now she stood before him, asking quite coyly if thefilly needed
hay or oats. Raif showed agrim smile. He was ayearman now; that was the difference. Before he had
been nothing, alad with aborrowed bow and no oath, unworthy in every way of her attentions. He gave
her hisingructionsand left.

Ignoring the small crowd of women and children who had begun to gather & the main entrance, Raif
headed for the side door instead. Before he did or said anything, he needed to visit the guidehouse.
Alone.

Anwyn Bird stood in the entryway, arms folded, watching him. Raif thought he might bein for a
grilling, but something must have been showing on hisface, for the gray-haired matron let him pass
unchallenged. As he headed along the stone passage to the guidehouse, he heard her calling for akeg of
warm beer and aplatter of fried bread. Despite everything, Raif fet his mouth watering. He had trail meat
in hispack, but if he had eaten any on the way home, he had no memory of it.

The door to the guidehouse was open. Tattered scraps of smoke and burned matter sailed from the
doorway as he passed inside. He thought for amoment, then shut the door behind him, taking timeto
ensureit wasfirmly closed.

Theinterior was as dark and suffocating as asmokehouse. Raifs eyes stung fiercely. He couldn't see
anything at first except the massive blocky outline of the guidestone. Gradualy he became accustomed to
the darkness and began to pick out detailsin the room. He was standing at the foot of the guidestone.
The granite was dick with graphite oil. Pockmarksin the age-old stone were crusted with hard, milky
minera depositsthat glinted like exposed sections of bone. The stone itsalf seemed darker than he
remembered. Perhapsit was the smoke.

A smadl firewas burning in the west corner, its densaly packed timbers wetted with hog's blood to
stop the wood from burning with a hot, fast flame. Directly above, the smoke hole had been newly
enlarged, and fresh tar had been painted around its edges. No tallow or oil lampswerelit. The
guidehouse floor was littered with debris, and bits of rock crunched benesth Raifs boots as he stepped
toward the stone. Despite thefire, it was deathly cold, and a harsh acrid stench rose above the gamy
aroma of cooked blood.

Uneasy, Raif stripped off his soft inner gloves and dropped to his knees by the guidestone. He wasn't
good at prayers. Tem had taught both his sonsthat it wasn't right to ask the Stone Gods for anything for
onesdf. They were hard gods, not easily moved by suffering. A man'slife and his problems were nothing
to them. They watched over the clanholds and the clans, demanding their proper place in each
roundhouse and around each clansman's and clansvoman'swaist. Y et they gave little back... and they



answered no small prayers.

Raifsfingers hooked around thetine that hung from hisbelt. Weighing the antler tip in hisfist, he
suddenly redlized there was no need to pray: The Stone Gods had been at his side through the ambush
and long journey home. They were here in the powdered guide-stone a hiswaist. They knew al he had
cometo say.

Not knowing if that thought gave him comfort or made him afraid, Raif reached forward and laid his
pa ms on the guidestone.

The stone was as hard and cold as afrozen carcass. Raif had to fight the desire to withdraw his
touch, knowing that to do so would be akind of defeat. Forcing his jaw together, he pressed hisflesh
harder againsgt the stone. Numbness took his fingertips, then knuckles, as blood vessels carried the stone
coldnesstoward hisheart. A dull pain sounded in his upper left arm. The light entering his pupils
wavered, and hisvison flickered and dimmed.

The numbness crept across his padms, tingling like acohol evaporating from hisskin asit spread.
After afew minutes he could fed nothing of the guidestone's surface. The pain in hisarm throbbed like a
pump drawing up water. For the briefest of instances, Raif was taken with the idea that he was siphoning
something from the guidestone, pulling it inward toward himsdlf. He felt amoment of utter stillness, heavy
as the deepest deep, where he understood that if he could just reachbeyond the stone's surface,
everything would become known to him.

'What makes you think you can heal the sone?'

The voice snapped the thread. The pain and the pulling stopped. The stillness collapsed inward,
cresting arush of light and darkness that formed images asit did back into the stone. Raif saw aforest
ofni gntrees, their foliage rippling from blueto silver likethe seg; alake

of frozen blood, its surface hard as hammered metal, its depths dark with distorted shapes trapped
within theice. Other things came and went, moving too quickly for him to capture or understand: acity
with no name or people, apair of gray eyes, frightened, and araven flying north in winter when al other
birdsflew south.

Before he could commit it &l to memory, someone tugged at hiswrigts, pulling his hands from the
stone. Raif's hands pedled away dowly, making sucking noises as his skin fought to keep hold. Hefelt no
pain, only avague sensation of loss. Turning, he found himsdlf looking into the black eyes of Inigar Stoop.

'Y ou should not have touched the stone, Raif Sevrance," he said quietly. "Did you not seethat it is
broken?"

Raif's heart was dill racing from al the guidestone had showed him, and it took him afew secondsto
decipher what Inigar had said. He shook his head. "Broken?1... | don't understand what you mean.”

The guide held out ahand dark and twisted with age. "Then | shdl show you."

When Raif gave Inigar his hand he did not expect to need the guide's help standing, but hislegs
buckled asthey took hisweight and he sumbled against the stone. Surprisingly, Inigar pulled him up,
steadied and held him until he had regained enough of his strength to stand aone. Looking at the smdll,
sunken-chested guide with hiswhite old man's hair and his dark, membrane-thin skin, Raif wondered
how he could manage such afest.



Inigar smiled, not kindly. "Follow me." Disappearing into the smoky darkness, he gave Raif little
choice but to do as he said.

Coming to ahalt at the opposite side of the guidestone, Inigar wagged his head and said, "Thisiswhy
| burn the smokefire. This."

Raif followed Inigar's gaze. A deep fissure ran from the top edge of the stone hafway to thefloor,
exposing the wet and glistening interior of the rock and gathering shadows like afault linein the earth.
Graphite oil oozed from the cleft like blood.

"It happened five days ago.” Inigar looked at Raif sharply. "At dawn."

Knowing there was aquestion in the guide'swords, yet unwilling to answer it, Raif said, "The ambush
went well. The otherswill be back within aday or two."

Inigar ignored his words completely. Running a hand aong the crack, he said, "The Stone Gods
watch over dl clans. Despite the claims of each and every clan chief snce the Great Settling, they have
no favorites. Blackhail, Dhoone, Scarpe, Ganmiddich: They are dl one and the same to thosewho live
within the stone. If Scarpe winsavictory over Gnash, they are not displeased. If Ganmiddich takesthe
Croser roundhouse and makes it their own, they find no reason to be enraged. The Stone Gods created
the clans, they put the craving for land and battle within us, so they do not grieve when clans make war
and livesare shed. It istheir nature aswell as our own.

"However, when something happens that goes againg al they have taught and bred within us,
threatening the very existence of the clan-holds themselves, then the gods get angry.” Inigar punched the
cracked guidestone with the hed of hisfigt. "And thisis how they show it!"

Raif stepped back.
'Y es, Raif Sevrance. Perhaps you had better step back, for al our sakes."

Fedling hisface grow hot, Raif began to shake his head. He couldn't bear to look at the crack in the

‘Sllence! | don't want to be told what happened from your lips. Some news can come too soon,
when aman isnot ready or ableto chew it." Inigar Stoop looked straight into Raif's eyes. "Like oaths.”

Raif winced. The pain returned to hisarm, soft and sickening like a pulled muscle.

'We three knew, didn't we? Eleven days ago on the court. Me, you, and the raven.” The guide
grabbed Raif's elkskin, tore the ties apart to reved the raven lore beneath. He plucked the piece of horn
from Raif's neck, snapping the twine. Closing hisfist around the lore, he said, "' was not the one who
gave you this—that shameis not mine—and perhapsit is as much the old guide'sfault asit isyours.
Either way, you are not good for thisclan, Raif Sevrance. Y ou are raven born, chosen to watch the
dead. And | fear that if you stay amongst us, you will watch us al die before your eyes have had their fill.

'Already you have watched the degths of your father, ten of our best warriors, and our chief. Y et that
gtill wasn't enough, wasit?Y ou had to watch the degth of Shor Gormdin, too. Shor. Thefinest manin
thisclan. An eagle, hewas. Tdl me, what right has araven to watch over an eagle's death?”



Raif looked down. He had no answer.

Stll Inigar Stoop wasn't finished. "And what of your brother, Raif Sevrance? Who seconded your
oath and took possession of your swearstone. What new shame have you brought him? If | had such a
brother, who loved me with all the fierceness of his bear lore, who spoke up for me when no one else
would, and linked hisfate to mine without amoment's hesitation, | would count myself blessed. | would
revere and obey him and spend al my days repaying histrust. | would not shame him with my words or
my deeds.”

Raif covered hisface with his hands. He had spent the last five days pushing dl thoughts of Drey from
his mind. Now the guide was pushing them back. And Raif knew he spoke the truth.

Inigar opened hisfist and let the raven lore drop to the floor. ™Y ou came here to seek the Stone
Gods guidance. So look hard upon the guidestone and seeif it does not offer the answer you need.” He
glanced once at the fissure in the stone, just long enough to ensure that Raif understood his meaning, then
turned and walked into the smoke. "When you are done, go and join those gathered to greet you on the
court. A vigtor awaitsyou there."

Raif closed his eyes. He stood and did not move, fearing to touch the stone again. It wasalong time
before he scooped up hislore and l€ft.

‘Leave him done! All of you!" Anwyn Bird broke through the crowd of people on the court, laden
tray held out before her like abattering ram. "Can't you see the yearman needs food and drink before
you go bothering him with questions?' The clan matron favored Raif with asmile so gentle and proud, it
made him ashamed. "Here, lad. It's the best dark beer | have. Drink it."

Raif took the horn from her, grateful to have something to focus his attention upon. The sunlight
reflecting off the snow was dazzling after the darkness of the guidehouse, and the river of faces before
him, al chattering and asking questions at once, made him want to run away. He stood his ground. These
people were his clan, and they had aright to know of their kin. He held the horn to hislips, inhaed the
rich, woodsy aroma of beer aged in oak barrels and then warmed dowly over the hearth for three days.
Anwynwasright: Itwas the best she had. And that was why he chose not to drink it.

Resting the horn againgt his chest, hetried to pick out the faces of Rainaand Effie in the crowd. He
couldn't spot them. A small group of people stood in darkness behind the greatdoor; perhaps they were

among them.

'We must know what happened, lad." It was Orwin Shank, his big red face grave and worried.
"Takeyour time, tell usasyou seefit.”

Raif nodded dowly. Why was everyone treating him so kindly? It only made thingsworse. Forcing
himself to meet Orwin Shank's eyes, he said, "Bitty isdive and well. He fought bravely, and his blade
took at least two Bluddsmen that | counted.”

Orwin Shank reached out and clamped ahand over Raif's shoulder. Tears sparkled in hislight blue
eyes. "You always bring news to ease afather's heart, Raif Sevrance. You're agood lad, and | thank you
forit."

Orwin Shank's words were in such contrast with those he had heard earlier from Inigar Stoop that
Raif fdt hiseyes stinging. He didn't deserve them. Glancing around, he addressed the crowd, fearing that
if hedidn't get it over and done with soon, hewould lose his nerve. "The ambush was a success. All went



as planned. Corbie Meese led a crew from the north of the road, Bailie the Red from the south. My
brother was chosen to lead the rear. The battle was fierce, and the Bluddsmen fought hard, but we wore
them down and forced them into the snow, and then took victory for ourselves." Raif's gaze sought out
Sarolyn Meese, Corbie's plump, sweet-natured wife. " Corbie fought like a Stone God. He was beautiful
to watch."

'Ishehurt?' Sarolyn touched Raif's arm as she waited for hisreply. "No. A few nicks, perhaps.
Nothing more" "And wheat of Bailie?'

Raif couldn't tell whom the question came from, but he answered it aswell as he could. Other
questions followed, everyone wanting to know of their loved ones and kin. Raif found himsdlf relaxing as
he spoke. It was surprisingly easy to avoid speaking of what came later in the clearing. All that mattered
to the dlansfolk wasiif their sons, husbands, and brothers were dive and well and had fought bravely. Raif
wasrelieved to find himsf telling truths that hurt neither himsalf nor member of the ambush party.

When JennaWalker stepped forward and asked about her son, it'srelief left him asquickly asif it
hed never been there at all.

"Toady was badly injured. He may be dead.”

JennaWalker shook off the people who moved swiftly to support and comfort her. Green eyes,
sharp with anger, pinned Raif to the spot. "Why do you not know for sure? Why are you here before the
rest? What happened after the raid?”

Raif took abreath. He had feared this moment for five days.

'What happened to Banron?' It was big, turnip-headed Berry Lye, pushing hisway to the front of the
crowd. "How many Bluddsmen's skullsdid he crack open with hishammer?

"Tell uswhy you're here, Raif Sevrance." JennaWalker's body shook as she spoke. " Tl us.”
Raif looked from Berry to JennaWalker. He opened his mouth to speak.

'Enough!™ Raina Blackhail stepped from the shadows behind the greatdoor. Dressed in soft beaten
leathers and fine black wool, she looked every bit aclan chief'swife. Sable fur at her throat and cuffs
rippled with every breath she took, and asilver knife dung at her hip caught the light. The crowd parted
for her as she made her way forward. "The yearman has had ahard journey through new snow. Let him
name those he believes wounded or dead, then allow him timeto rest and eat.”

Despite dl her finery, Rainas eyes were dull, and her face had lost dll itsfat. Raif was shocked to see
her widow'swed s till bleeding. "Tell Berry of hiselder brother.”

It was acommand, and he obeyed it, seeing in hismind Banron Lye's body lying in aditch being
worried by dogs as he spoke. He gave Berry and hiskin little hope, telling them that Banron had not
moved even &fter the dogs had been shot. The bdlief that his clansman was dead grew in Raif'smind as
he spoke. He remembered standing across the Bluddroad from Banron.Weatching ...

Y ouare raven bom, chosen to watch the dead .

'Any others?' Rainds voice cut through histhoughts.



He shook hishead. "I saw no othersfdl."

Therelief of the crowd showed itsdlf in relaxed fists and downward glances. Some of the older
clansmen touched their measures of powdered guidestone, giving thanks. Raif saw JennaWalker's
questions held, unspoken, on many faces. Raina ensured that no one spoke them out adoud, guiding
everyone back to the roundhouse by the smple act of heading there herself. Anwyn helped, promising
hot ale and fried bread to al who came inside out of the cold. Raif stood his ground, watching the
clansfolk disappear one by one into the roundhouse. M ore than anything else he wanted to go insde and
find Effie, seize her in hisarms, and press her child'sweight againg his. Y et he no longer knew if that was
theright thing to do. Rainahad kept her away from the meeting on purpose, wanting to shield her from
harm.

That was whathe had to do now: shield Effie, Drey, and his clan from harm. Inigar Stoop had made
him seethat clearly.

'Raif.”

Raif looked up as his name was spoken by a voice he had not heard in five years. A broad bear of a
man, with stubbly reddish blond hair and light coppery eyes, stepped from the roundhouse onto the
court. Squinting into the snow clouds, he said, "1 was hoping for amore favorable light. With agood set
of shadows upon me | swear | look afull sonelighter.”

‘Uncle”

It took Angus Lok only three strides to reach Raif'ssde. Catching him in amassive bear hug, Angus
crushed him so tightly, Raif felt hisrib cage bend. Just as quickly, Angus et him go and stood exactly an
arm's length from him and examined him asthoroughly asif Raif were ahorse he meant to buy.

Dressed in undyed suede pants and saddle coat, with high black boots and enough leather belts
crossing his chest to harness ateam of horses, Angus Lok looked every bit the seasoned ranger that he
was. His cheeks were red with snowburn, his lips were smothered with beeswax, and his earlobes were
bound with soft leather stripsto prevent chilblains and the 'bite.

'Stone Gods, lad! But yeve grown!" He knuckled the twelve-day beard on Raifs chin. "What d'you
cdl this?When | wasyour age | barely had that much hair on my head, let done my jaw!"

There was no answer to that. Raif smiled. Angus was here, and he didn't know if that was agood or
abad thing, but he knew that Angus could be trusted and was owed due respect. Tem had said so many
times, even after the person who had brought the two men together had died: Meg Sevrance, wife of
Tem, mother of Drey, Raif, and Effie, and sster to Angus Lok.

Abruptly Angus face changed. Hazel eyeswatched Raif closdy. "'l

arrived early thismorning. Rainatold me about Tern... He was agood man, your father. A fine
husband to Meg. Adored her, hedid." Angus smiled softly, dmost to himself. "Though | must admit |
hated him at first Sght. There was nothing that man couldn't do better than me: hunt, shoot, drink,
dance—"

'Dance? My father danced?"

‘Likeadevil inthewater! Tem only had to hear atune once to start snapping his hedls and making



steps. Quite asight, he was, with his bear-claw cap and bearskin weskit. | do believeit wasthe reason
my sgter first fel in love with him, as he was hardly the handsomest of men. 'Least | didn't think so at the
time"

Stupidly, Raif felt closeto tears. He had never known Tem could dance.

Angus touched Raif's shoulder. "Walk awhilewi' me, lad. I've been in the saddle for two long
weeks, and I've a hankering to stretch these old legs."”

Raif glanced back at the roundhouse. "'l need to see Effie.”" "I've just been with her. She'sin good
handswith Raina. She can wait alittle whilelonger for her brother.”

Raif wasn't convinced, yet it was obvious that Angus wanted to talk to him, so helet himsdlf beled
away.

Sunlight had turned the graze into a perfect dope, white and smooth as ahen's egg. Hemlock and
blackstone saplings were no longer recognizable astrees, just strange, man-size mounds of snow that
most clansmen called pine ghogts. The snow underfoot was loose and grainy, the motion of thewind
preventing it from freezing hard. A few hare tracks broke the surface, soft and discreet as snagged wool .

Raif found little comfort in waking through familiar surroundings. Inigar Stoop's words prayed on his
mind. I fear that if you stay amongst us, you will watch usal die before your eyes have had their fill . Raif
shivered. Everything looked different now the guide had spoken. Trying to save the Bludd women and
children from burning in the war wagon had been amistake. No liveswere saved. Andin theend he had
only created something worse. "Here. Drink this."

Angus Lok's voice seemed to come from avery long way away. It took Raif amoment to pull his
thoughts from the field north of the Bluddroad. Angus pressed aflask into his hand. Raif weighed it for at
moment and then drank. The clear liquid was s0 cold it ung his gums, completely tasteless, and strong
enough to render hisbreath invisiblein thefreezing air. Angus dowed his pace. After afew minutes he
stopped by a pine ghost and rested his back upon it. Clods of snow dropped from the branches onto his
boots. He made asmall motion toward the rabbit fur-covered flask, encouraging Raif to drink more. Raif
took only enough to heat his mouth.

'Y ou had a hard time on the Bluddroad." It was not a question. Angus unbound hiswrist tiesand
stripped off hisfine sealskin gloves. His undyed clothes, the plain journeyman's blade strapped to his
thigh, and his short-cropped hair marked him as an outsider. He was not clan. Tem had said that Angus
and hissster grew up in the city-hold of Ille Glaive, close to the Ganmiddich border. Tem had met Meg
during the year he was fostered at Ganmiddich, when that rich border clan held a summer dancefor its
yearmen and clan maids. Angus had been invited—Raif could not recall why—but he did remember that
Crab Ganmiddich, the Ganmiddich chief, had forbidden him to come unless he brought awoman of his
own to dance with. Angus had brought Meg. Tem saw her, and according to Gat Murdock, who was
aso present, he never gave her chance to dance with another man al night. They were married two
months|ater, on the very day that Tem was released from his yearman's oath.

Meg Lok never returned home. On the day she married Tem Sevrance she became clan.
'Rainatold me that you can shoot targetsin the dark.” Angus busied himself as he spoke, turning his

glovesingde out and scraping the lining clean with ahandknife. " She dso said that when you and Drey
returned from the badlands, you mentioned something about sensing theraid asit happened.”



Raif felt hisface grow hot. What right did Rainahave to say such thingsto an outsider?

'Otherstdl meyou're having problemswith Mace Blackhail, arguing with him in front of clansmen,
disobeying his orders—"

'Say what you mean, Angus. | know well enough how things stand in thisclan.”

Anguswas unaffected by Raif's anger. Finished with his gloves, hereversed them and pulled them
back on. Only when he had cleaned

and resheathed hisknife did he seefit to reply. "I have business that takes me south to Spire Vanis. |
think you should come dong.”

Raif met Angus Lok's eyes. Irises shot with flecks of bronze returned a steady gaze. Howmuch does
he know? Has he been talking to Inigar Stoop ?""Why make such an offer now?' Raif said sullenly. "Who
put you up to this?'

Angus Lok gave Raif alook that made him wish he hadn't spoken. Angus wasn't clan, but hewas kin.
Regpect was his due.

'When aman arrives back ahead of his party, it'susudly asign that there's trouble between him and
the other members of that party. And when a clansman walks away from battle, he makes himsdlf a
traitor to hisclan." Angus face hardened dong with hisvoice. "I'm not afool, Raif. | heard what you said
on the court. Y ou knew enough about the fighting, but you said as good as nothing about the wounded.
Y ou don't even know for sure who's alive and who's dead. It's obvious you didn't see out the fight.
Something happened, didn't it? Something happened to make you ride away."

Angus held up ahand to stop Raif from speaking. "1 don't want to know what it was. Clan businessis
not my business. My sgter'skinis, and from what I've heard this morning, Mace Blackhail hasamind to
be rid of one of them. Now, by walking out on an ambush, that kinsman has as good as sharpened the
gavesfor hisown hanging.”

Raif looked down. One afternoon, two people. Two peopletdling him it was best if heleft the clan.
Hishand roseto weigh hislore. Clan was everything.

All he loved and knew was here. Only eeven days ago he had sworn an oath binding himself to
Blackhail for ayear and aday. If Inigar Stoop had refused to hear his oath, refused to warm the stone for
his yearing, then everything would be different. He would have been just another lad in the clan, not
sworn to anyone or anything. If he had lft the battle as Raif Sevrance, he would have been forgiven. Raif
could amost hear Orwin Shank or Bailie the Red speaking up for him: The lad is young, unsworn, and
untested. Who can blame him for acting like a pelt-shorn fool ? Instead he had |eft as ayearman. And no
onewould wear their jaw finding excuses for ayearman who had |eft the field before battl€'s end.
Disobeying an order, quarreling with the clan chief, even wasting arrows on awar wagon that was
aready dight, were offenses that could be dismissed as heat-of -the-moment anger or overzeal ousness.
Clansmen could andwould forgive such misdeeds. But for someoneto leave the fidd while the battle was
gl raging, ride away without word or warning. ..

Raif closed hisfist around hislore. Angus was right: Mace Blackhail would see him staved and
skin-hung. The truth of what happened, the hunt and daughter of the Bludd women and children, would
be forgotten. It had to be. Raif knew he would never mention it in his own defense. To do so would
dishonor Drey, Corbie Meese, Bal-lic the Red, and dl therest.



Hewould not bring such shame upon hisclan.

Better to let Mace Blackhail smooth over theincident; let him spin somewolf tale where the Bludd
women were armed and trying to escape, let everyone who took part in the daughter return home
believing it, and let the truth lie dead on the Bluddroad.

Raif felt afinger of icetap his cheek.Watcher of the Dead . For thefirst timein hislife, he understood
what it meant to be raven born. The raven circled overhead, watched and waited, and then picked at the
lifdlessremains. Inigar Stoop had the truth of it in the guidehouse: He was not good for the clan.

Thefifth Blackhail guidestone, which had been quarried from the stonefiel ds south of Trance Vor and
had stood within the roundhouse for three hundred years, had split because of hisactions. The very stone
itself had told him to go. Raif could not recall al the images the guidestone had shown him, but onething
was certain: None of the places was home. The Blackhail clanhold harbored no bloodred lakes or forests
of slver blue trees. The guidestone had told him to go and shown him the way.

Raif shivered, suddenly colder than the day itsdlf. He looked up and met eyeswith Angus Lok.
Angus large hearty face and bright coppery eyes showed no signs of the temper he had displayed
minutes earlier. He looked worried now and kept glancing east, perhaps searching for signs of the
ambush party or to track the progress of the storm.

It had been five years since he had come here last. Effie had been little more than ababy at thetime.
Raif tried to recall dl he knew about hisuncle. He had awife and children, yet Raif found he had no
memory of wherethey lived or what they were caled. He didn't even know how Angus made hisliving.
Raif knew Meg had loved him dearly, and when she had been alive Angus had visited the roundhouse

twice ayear. He dways brought gifts, good ones, such as practice swords made from petrified
wood, chunks of green seaglass, thumb rings carved from warusivory, bowstrings woven from human
hair, and little fur pouches made from whole collared lemmings, just theright sizefor holding flints.

Raif smiled as he remembered how he and Drey had fought over the gifts. One of them would aways
end up bleeding, Tern would clout both of them, and then Angus would miraculoudy produce a second
identical object from his pack. After that Meg would scold everyone—Angus and Tern included—and
shoo them al away until they had found some good sense.

Sowly Raifs smilefaded. He glanced back at the roundhouse. Clan was everything: home, memories,
kin. To leave would mean never coming back. A man could not break an oath and desert hisclan and
ever expect to return home. A muscle pulled high in Raifs chest. Heloved hisclan.

'So. What do you say, lad? Will you come with meto Spire Vanis? I'm not asyoung as| once was
and could do with ayoung buck to watch my back."

Yes, Raif Sevrance. Perhaps you had better step back, for all our sakes.

Raif closed his eyes and saw the guidestone's leaking wound. Opened his eyes and saw Drey ashe
last glimpsed him: ahammer in his hand, sdivaralling down his chin, mouth filled with words Mace
Blackhail had given him. No. Raif stopped the memory before it burned itself more deeply into hissoul.
Instead he forced himsdlf to remember Drey on the court the morning they had Ieft for the ambush. Out
of twenty-nine men, he had been the only one willing to come forward and second his oath. If | had such
abrother ... lwould not shame him with my words or my deeds .



Raif pulled himsdf up to hisfull height, hand coming to rest on the hilt of hishdfsword. Inigar Stoop
was right. Stay, and no matter what happened he would only bring shameto Drey.

The day grew darker and the badlands storm rolled south as Raif spoke hisreply to Angus Lok.

SEVENTEEN And Now We Must Bring Them War Vaylo Bludd kept hisgtdlion on atight reinin
the snow. The old horsg's eyesight was failing, and despite its advancing yearsit was fill asmean asa
pike. Any man or horse who drew too close could till find themselvesthe recipient of aswift kick to the
shinsor bals courtesy of the stallion who answered to the name of Dog Horse. Vaylo Bludd had a soft
gpot in hisheart for the old nag. Although it had long since willfully disregarded dl its obediencetraining,
it fill remembered two basic things: Dogs and small children werenct to be kicked.

Smiling, Vaylo reveded hisblack and aching teeth. HEd had aterrible time training the stdlion. It
was a bad horse, everyone who saw it said S0, yet here they were e even years later, the Dog Lord and
his bad horse, trotting through territory gained, as comfortable with each other as aman and mount could
be.

‘Light thetorches, man! Light them!™

Riding at the head of the party of twelve, Vaylo heard his sixth son shout for light. Hanro had done
little but shout ordersal day. Vaylo wasn't quite sure whom he was trying to impress but swore to
himsdf that next time his sixth son called for torches, scout reports, or wet halts he would make a point of
riding Dog Horse close enough to land aswift kick to hisvitals. Just because aman shouted orders, it
didn't mean he was leader of the party. Hanro needed to learn that. All hissonsdid.

ONES Not liking to dwell on the wesknesses of his seven sons, Vaylo turned his attention to his
surroundings. Late afternoon light was fading rapidly, turning the snow underfoot blue and trand ucent like
ice. Ahead lay the Copper Hills, once key to the Dhoone's greatness and military might. Copper mined
there had made Clan Dhoonerich, alowing them to build the largest roundhouse in the clanholds, dam
rivers, divert streams, and cart amountain's worth of topsoil to the northern fellfields, converting barren
land |ft by the retreating Hell's Tongue glacier into prime livestockgraze .

Thiswasthefirst timeVaylo Bludd had been out riding in the Dhoonehold since he had taken it, yet
he had little mind for the fine grasses, the well-stocked trout lakes now sealed for the winter benesth a
crust of freshwater ice, or the herds of ek traveling southeast through the blackstone foredts, fat and
glossy from two seasons of good grazing on the badlands to the north. All he had eyesfor wasthe
Bluddroad.

His grandchildren were four days late. The party had been st to leave the Bluddhouse thirteen days
back. They should have arrived at Dhoone by now. Drybone thought it likely that the party had met with
bad weather in the hills and had set the great war cart down on its trusses and made camp until the worst
of the storm had passed. It sounded likely, and Drybone was a cautious man—for a Trench-lander—yet
Vaylo couldn't shake off afeding of unease. His dogs were fussy and quick to bite, and the scent of
Sarga Veys hung around the Dhoonesest like peat smoke.

Inaway it had been ardi€f to leave the roundhouse. Clan Dhoone was not home. Perhapsin time
that would change, when his sons wives and their children arrived and claimed the hold as their own, but
for now it was aplace of strange echoes and foreign shadows and large empty rooms that no amount of
birch fires could warm or light. The place made histeeth ache. To add to histroubles, four of his seven
sonswere living there with him, fighting like foxes down ahole, scheming, bickering over land and



borders, and getting drunk asfools each night. And each and every one of them thought he could take
the Dog Lord's place!

Vaylo Bludd spat out awad of black curd. The dogs trotting at the stallion’'s hocks growled and
snapped, shaking their heads and worrying againgt their leather collars and hames. They hated being spat
a.

'Use your noses, then," he barked at them. "Y ou weren't brought t here to plow snow. Search. Find."
Just to spite them, he made the stalion rear and kick out its hooves. Damn dogs! They'd been traveling
since before dawn, and the only scents they'd caught were alone broadback ewe, which they'd sent
cowering up adate crag, and araven-killed eider whose flesh was one-day froze. Still, even though
Vaylo wasinclined to be churlish with his dogs, he was secre