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PROLOGUE

Diamondsand Ice

The diamond pipe was hot and stinking, and when the water hit thewalls the rock exploded, spraying the
diggerswith acloud of dust and steam. Scurvy Pine swore with venom. Hard blisters of sweet rose on
his forehead and he wiped them away with agreasy rag. “Fires have only been out an hour. What do
those bastards think we are? Crabs to be steamed for the pot?’

Crope made no reply. He and Scurvy had been working the pipes together for eight years, andthey’d
been scalded worsein their time. A lot worse. Besides, speaking took up space for remembering, and



Crope had important things to remember today. “ Don’'t you go forgetting, giantman. Y ou be ready when
| givetheword.”

Placing the empty bucket down on the blue mud of the pipe floor, Crope watched the rock wall asit
continued to crack and pop. The fire set by the free miners heated the rock, making it split and bresk.
Water hauled up from theDrownedL akecooled the walls so quickly, bouldersthe size of war carts
shattered to dugt. “ Softening,” the free miners called it, making the pipe ready for the diggers picks.
Crope could see nothing soft about it. Mannie Dun had broken his back pickaxing a seam last spring.
Crope remembered carrying the old digger awvay. Manni€ slegsjerked againgt his belly asthewaa't for
safety’ s sake; Crope didn’'t know much but he knew that. The sedling was to keep the diggers away.
Before Manni€ s spine had twisted and popped, thetip of hisax had lodged in arock wall speckled with
flecks of red stone. Red Eyes, the miners caled them. Red Eyes meant diamonds. ..and diamonds were
the business of free men, not daves.

“Pick to thewall, giant man. Don’t go giving me good reason to spread my whip.”

Crope knew better than to look at the man who spoke. The guardsin the pipe were known as Bull
Hands,on account of their oiled and flame-hardened whips. Scurvy said they could take the hands off a
man before he even heard the sound of bullhide moving through air. Crope dreamed of that sometimes,
of hands not attached to any living man, clutching his neck and face.

Diamond rock split and crumbled to nothing as Crope took his pick to the wall. Water till warm from
contact with the heated stone ran through the cracks at hisfeet. Above, the pipe twisted up and up, its
walls gashed by stairs and pathways hewn from the live rock. Tunnels and caves pitted the Sides, marking
seams|ong run dry or walls overmined to collgpse. The entrancesto the older tunnel shad been plugged
with amakeshift mortar of horsehair and clay, for there were somein the pipe who feared shadow things
risng from the depths.

Rope bridges spanned the pipe’ s breadth, their wooden treads warped by steam, their fibersticking as
the wind moved athousand feet above. The sky seemed far away, and the sun farther still. Evenona
clear day in midwinter, little light found itsway into the pipe.

Down below, in the lower tier of the pipe, where aring of pitch lamps burned with white-hot flames,
the hags were at work with their baskets and claws. Scratch, scratch, scratch, asthey raked the
new-broke ground for the hard clear stone that was val ued above gold. The hags were davestoo, but
they were old and weak, bent-backed and stiff-fingered, and the Bull Hands did not fear to let them near
the lode.

Crope thought he spiedHadda the Crone, in line with the other clawed and sorted. Haddascared
Crope. She had long, sunken breasts shaped like spades that she bared to any digger who looked her
way. Scurvy, Bitterbean and the rest |looked her way often, but Crope did not likeHadda , and he would
not look at her breasts.

When the lashcame he was half expecting it. The sting was cold,cold, and it took the breath from him
like a punch to the gut. Thetip of the whip curled around his ear, licking flesh hard with scars. Tears of
blood welled in aline around his neck, and he felt their hot-ness trickle down his shouldersto his back.
The sdt burn would come later, when the gray crystals of sea sdlt that the Bull Hands soaked into their
whips worked their way into the wound.

“It'snot enough that they whip us,” Scurvy dways said. “ They have to make us burn.”



“I can smdl you, giant man.” The Bull Hand pulled back the whip with practiced downess, drawing
the leather through his haf-closed fist. He was a big man, hardmouthed and fair-skinned, with broken
veinsin thewhites of hiseyes and the shindessteeth of adiamond miner. Although Crope had seen him
many times, hecouldn’t remember his name. That was Scurvy’ sjob, the remembering. Scurvy knew the
names of every man inPipeTown; knew what theywere caled and what theywere.

The Bull Hand thrust the whip into hisbelt. “ Y ou stink like the dop pots when your mind’ s not on the
wadl.”

Crope kept his head down and continued to break rock. He was aware of many eyes upon him, of
Bitterbean and Iron Toe and Soft Aggie down the line.And of Scurvy Pine beyond them, watching the
Bull Hand, yet not seeming to, his eyes so cold and hard they might have been mined in the pipe.

Scurvy’ s gaze flicked to the chains at Crope' sfeet. Iron they were, black with tar and dead skin, and
they ran from ankle to ankle, from digger to digger, joining every manintheline. “ Don't you go
forgetting, giantman. Y ou be ready when | give theword.”

Cropefdt Scurvy’ swill working upon him, warning him to keep swinging hisax. Eight yearsago they'd
met, in thetin pitswest of Trance Vor. Crope never wanted to go back there again. He hated the low
ceilings of thetin caves, the darkness, the stench of bad eggs, and thedrip, drip, dripof thewalls.
Spindess that’ s what everyone had caled him, before Scurvy had made them stop. Scurvy had picked
no fight nor raised awespon; he had smply told the other tin men how it was going to be. “He carved the
eyes out of an ice master who cheated him at dice,” Bitterbean had once told Crope. “Butthat’ snot the
reason they ‘prisoned him.”

Out of the corner of his eye, Crope thought he saw Scurvy nod minutely toHadda the Crone.

Time passed. The diggers continued bresking the wall and the hags kept sifting through the dust.
Crope' s lash wound began to burn with the hot sting of salt. Softly, so softly that hewasn't even sure
when the sound began, Hadda the Crone began to sing. It was like no song Crope had ever heard, high
and wavering and strange to the ear. It made the hairs around his wound stand upright. Other diggers felt
it too. At Crope' sside, Soft Aggi€' s chainsrattled as he stamped hisfeet in the mud. Bitterbean and the
others dowed their strikes, and the sound of breaking rock lessened asHadda s song begantorise.

If she sang in words Crope did not recognize them, yet fear entered him al the same. High and higher,
her song rose, keening and wailing, her voice disgppearing for brief moments as she reached pitches that
only dogs could hear. Other hagsjoined in, chanting low whereHadda soared high, rough where she was
asclear asglass.

Crope felt aqueer coldness stedl into the pipe. He watched as the shadow cast by .his ax lengthened
and darkened, until the shadow seemed more real than the ax. One of the pitch lamps blew out, and then
another. And then one of the Bull Hands cracked his whip and shouted, “ Stop that fucking wailing, bitch.”

Croperisked aglance a Scurvy.Wait, his eyes said.Be ready when | give the word.

Hadda s song turned hrill. The diamond drilled into her front tooth was the only thing thet glinted in
the darkening pipe. Crope felt sweat dide aong hisfingers as he raised his ax for another strike. A
memory of atimelong ago possessed him, anight roaring with flames. People burning dive, precious
stones popping from their jewe ry in the heat, smoke curling from their mouths as they screamed. Bad
memories, and Crope did not want to think of them. Driving hisax deep into diamond rock, he sent them
smashing againg thewall.



Two Bull Hands jumped down into the lower tier, where the hags squatted as they sifted dust. A
tongue of black leather came down upon athigh, opening skin stained blue with mud. A woman
screamed. A basket full of rubble dropped to the floor, sending stonesthe size of rat skulls bouncing into
the hole at the center of the pipe. “ That' s where the diamonds come from, that hole,” Scurvy had once
told Crope, “leads right down to the center of the earth. And the gods that live there shit them.”

Fear quieted the hags. Hadda s song rose alone and defiant, beating against the wallslike a sparrow
trapped in the pipe. Asthe Bull Hand moved toward her, the Crone set down her basket, straightened
her back and looked into the blackness at the bottom of the pipe.

“Rath Maer!” she murmured, and athough Crope had no book learning or knowledge of foreign
tongues, hefet the words pull on thefluid in his eyes and groin, and he knew she was calling something
forth. “ Rath Maer!

“RATH MAER!”

One byone the pitch lamps blew out. Crope smelled the dark, wet odor of night, caught a glimpse of
something rising from the center of the pipe. . . and then Scurvy Pine gave the word.

“Tothewd|!”

Men moved in the shadows with agreat rattling of chains. Quickly, and with perfect violence, Scurvy
sent thetip of his pickax smashing into the nearest Bull Hand' sface. The guard jerked fiercely ashe
dropped to the floor, hisjaw muscles clenching and unclenching as he worked on a scream thatwould
never be heard . Bitterbean moved quickly to finish the job off, the pae flesh on hisarms and many chins
quivering as he samped the life from the Bull Hand' s lungs.

Inthe lower tier of thepipe dl was chaos. The Bull Hands were lashing the hags, sending up sprays of
blood and pipe water to spatter against the wall. Hadda was still standing, but as Crope looked on, a
hard leather edge snapped againgt her temple, pulling off her cap, and reveding her scarred and shaven
scalp. A second edge found her robe, and another found her legs, and the Bull Hands stripped her bare,
and lashed her sagging flesh.

All around, diggers were attacking Bull Hands and the few free minerswho remained in the pipe. Iron
Toe had gotten hold of awhip and wasforcing the leather butt down aBull Hand' sthroat. Thetiny
cragsman was speaking to the Bull Hand as he choked him, asking him, quite softly, how it felt to eat the
whip. Soft Aggie was Sitting propped against awall, blood sheeting down his chest from alash wound so
deep that Crope could see the bones at the back of Aggi€ sthroat. Jesiah Mump was knedling at his
sde, his mud-caked fingers diding in his pipe brother’ s blood as he struggled to close the wound. Down
theline, Sully Strawwas frozen in place, unable to move because of the tension in the chain that
connected him to Jesiah Mump. Giant man!

Crope swung his head when he heard Scurvy’ s call. A single toothwas embedded in the gore on
Scurvy Pine sax, and he drove it deep into the spine of afree miner as he screamed, “ The chaing! Break
the damn chains”

Cropefelt heat cometo hisface. “ Don't you go forgetting, giantman. When we start attacking the Bull
Handsit'syour job to brea' t the chains'

Putting al hisweight behind the drop of his ax, Crope severed the links that connected him to Old



Bone Hdf-wit, the bad voice said. Can'teven remember to brea't the chains. Hiswasthe only ax
crowned with ablade broad enough to chop meta; and hiswere the only shoulders capable of delivering
such ablow. Scurvy had made him practice on theiron staves that bound the water buckets. “ Chop,
chop, chop,” he' d say. “Like you did when you cut the leg-irons from Mannie Dun.*

Cropedidn’'t remember cutting any iron the day that Mannie broke his back. He remembered only that
Mannie was hurt and his body was twitching and al the Bull Hands cared about was sedling the lode. It
was later, when Scurvy pulled him aside and told him that he, Crope, had broken Manni€' s chainswith
hisax, that he realized what he had done. “ Say nothing, giant man,” Scurvy had warned. “ The Hands are
S0 busy pissing themselves over the Red Eyes, that they don’t know who did what.”

Crope brought his ax down on another chain, splitting theiron asif it were wood. Mannie was dead
now. One of the free miners had given him some of the black. The black was poison, Bitterbean said,
and the free miner had given it to Mannie asamercy, for everyone knewthat a digger with abroken back
was as good as dead.

Shaking off hisleg-irons, Crope crossed to where Jesiah Mump was speaking some last wordsto his
pipe brother. Soft Aggie was dready gone—Crope had been around death often enough to read it on
any man'sface—but Jesiah spoketo him all the same, telling him how they’ d raft up the Innerway in high
summer and gorge themselves stupid on raw leeks and fried trout. Crope severed the chains that
connected them, though he did not expect them to pull gpart.

He knew what it was to love someone wholly.
“Here, giant man! Cut mefree!”

Responding to Bitterbean’ s voice, the giant digger moved aong the ranks, chopping metal. A
blackness lay upon the pipe, and men fought in the darkness, grunting and cursing, killing in violent spurts,
then leaning againgt the wall to catch their breath and hack up dust. Crope watched as some diggers
continued to beat the Bull Hands even after they were dead. He understood little of their need, for dead
was dead to him, yet he made no effort to stay them. Men did what men would do, andhe d learned long
and hard that nothing good ever came from interference.

Keep your eyes and hands to yoursdlf, half-wit, for 100’ ts start fights and touches set women to
screaming rape. The old words could raise the fear in him even now. He was big and he was dangerous,
and s0 he must make himsdlf small and unassuming in other ways.

Hewas careful as he stepped around the corpses.

Asheraised hisax to break Scurvy Pine schains, the last glimmers of light faded. The cold deegpened,
and the air began to move.

Cropefdt it swelling againgt hisback likeicy water. Men ceased fighting. Scurvy rettled hisleg and
hissed, “ Cut the chains,” but Crope could no longer see Scurvy and he feared to drop the ax lest he bite
into Scurvy’sleg.

A sound rose from the center of the pipe. Crope had heard the cries of many beasts, of lambstorn
gpart by dogs and mares split open during foaling, yethe d never heard acal like this: cold and wanting
and aive with pain. The urge came upon him to flee, for he had lived long and seen many things, and
knew something of the darknessthat lived within the night. Not al things that cast man shadows were
men.



One of the hags screamed. A greatwhumfof air shook the pipe, sending the rope bridges creaking and
lifting the hair on Crope' s scalp. Men began running; hecouldn’t see them, but he heard the clatter of their
chains againgt the rock.

Scurvy pressed something sharp against Crope' sleg. “Cut mefree, giant man. | won't be taken dive
inthispipe”

Crope heard the urgency in Scurvy’ svoice. The Bull Hands had ways of killing ringleaders. John
Dram had been fed ameal of diamonds—chips and splinters and gray and cloudy stones—and thenhe'd
been thrown alive into the crowd atFrozen Square. They’ d torn him apart, Bitterbean said, their hands
steaming with blood as they plunged into John Dram’ s guts.

Crope listened for thechin'tof Scurvy’s chains before dropping the ax. The digger grunted as he pulled
hisanklefree. “Y ou bled me, giant man,” he murmured. “ Sweetblood, and I'll hold no grudgesfor it.
Takemy arm and let’ s begone from this pipe.”

1] BLIt—”

“But what?There are others il in chains? Would you stay and free their corpses once they’ re dead?’
A gleam of light caught Scurvy’ spale gray eyes. “Nine of us came from thetin pits, that winter when the
DrownedL akefroze Who's | eft, giant man?Manni€ s gone. Will’s gone. All gone. All dead, except you and
rTe”

Crope remembered Will. He was one who knew al the words to the old songs, and could deep
standing up. It was hard to think of him as dead. He said stubbornly, “I’'m going to fetch Hadda.”

Scurvy seized Crope sarm. “Forget her. She' sjust ahag. There s nothing left to save.”

With gentle firmness, Crope broke free of Scurvy’sgrip. Hedidn't like Hadda, but she had sung the
song that brought the darkness. And without darkness they’ d ill bein chains.

Scurvy cursed in disgust. He went to turn away, but something stopped him. Reaching into historn and
ragged tunic, he muttered, “L et no man say Scurvy Pine doesn't pay hisdebts. Here. Takethis.” He held
out asmal round object. “Show it in any thieves den north of the mountainsand you' Il find protection in
my name.”

Crope shig fingers closed around ameta band, aring, light and very fine. Not aman’ sring, not even
awoman’'s, something made for a child. He looked up to find Scurvy watching him.

“Take care of yoursdf, giant man. I’ ll not forget who broke my chains.” With that Scurvy was gone,
dipping through the darkness and the snarl of panicking men, a shadow amongst the shadows, moving
swiftly toward thelight.

Crope carefully tucked the ring into the seam of his boot, and then went looking for Hadda the Crone.

It was cold and dark in the diamond well, and no one human was moving. The rock was sticky
underfoot and the smell of blood rose from it. Crope went unchallenged as he walked amongst the
bodies. It was hard to tell the hags apart. All their hair had been shaved so they’ d have one less place to
conced stones. Hewouldn’t have recognized Haddaif it hadn’t been for the diamond in her tooth.
Bitter-bean said the pipe lord himself had given it to her the day she found a stone as big asawren.



Haddawas bardly breathing, but he picked her up al the same. There were wounds across her legs
and belly, lash marksthat ran straight and deep. Shewas so light it was like carrying twigsfor thefire,
and he was overcome with a sense of shame. Everyone who helped him ended up hurt.Y ou’ re good for
nothing, you misshapen monster. Should have been drowned at birth.

Crope shook the bad voice away. Something dark and full of shadow was moving at the corner of his
vison, and he knew it wastimeto leave. He heard the blistering crackle of charged air, theswiftsnicf{ of
something with an edge severing limbs. And screams, screams of diggers he knew. It was hard to hear
them, and harder till to turn hisback. But he had Hadda, and his chains were gone, and it wastimeto
find the man who owned hissoul.

Sixteen years without hislord wastoo long.
Bearing the dying woman up through the pipe, Crope began to plan his search.

Theice on the lake creaked and rumbled as it cooled, its surface growing colder and drier asthe
quarter moon passed overhead. There was no wind, yet the ancient hemlocks surrounding the lake
moved, their limbsrising and falling in air that was perfectly still. Meeda L ongwalker had made camp on
aplate of shorefast ice, three foot thick and hard asiron. It was the coldest night she could remember, so
cold the shale ail in her lamp had frozen to thick yellow grease and she had been forced to burn acandle
for light. Smoke rising from the candl€' s flame cooled so quickly it floated back down to theice, and
Meeda had to keep pushing it away with her gloved and mitted hands so it wouldn’t accumulate and kil
thelight.

She should have returned to the Heart. It wasn't anight to be out aone on theice, yet she had
something in her that had always rebelled against good sense. She was a Heartborn Daughter of the Sull,
mother to He Who Leads, and it seemed to her that any wisdom she had aclaim to had come on nights
such asthis.

Besides, she had her dogs; they would warn her of any danger. Warn, but not protect. Meeda
Longwalker was no fool. She wasn't like some trappers who drank themsalves stupid on green ek milk
turned sour and then passed out around their darkfires, sure in the knowledge that their dogs would save
themif ...

If what? Meeda pulled her lynx cloak closer, wishing for amoment she had bare hands so she could
fed the sweet softness of the fur beneeth her fingers. Almost it waslike touching aliving thing, and
Meeda L ongwal ker knew some men who claimed it was better. Trappers knew little of women and alot
about whores, and a scraped and combed lynx fur had awarmth to it that couldn’t be bought in Hell’s
Town for any amount of gold.

As shewatched the fur ripple beneath her horsehair mitts acry sounded in the forest beyond theice.
Low and hollow, like the wind moving down awell shaft, it made the skin on Meedd s shoulders pucker
and pull tight. The flame above the candle dimmed from yellow to red, and then twitched upon itswick as
the sound passed into the ice. Meeda fdt its vibrationsin her old and rotted bones. . . and knew then that
the cresture who made it was no living thing.

“Ragks!” she called. Dogd!

Meeda s hand shot onto theice to feel for her stick as she waited for her terriersto heel. Damn dogs.
She should never have et them go after that elk cow. Y et they had smelled age and weakness and the



festering of awolf-made wound, and such scentswere irresstible to any anima trained to hunt. It was
either let them go or drive astake into theice and leash them to it. And much though Meeda Longwa ker
hated to admit it this night, her hands had trouble forming the shape needed to hold a hammer.

As her finger groped for her stick anew sound rose from the edge of the ice. Fifty years she had
coursed these headlands, fifty years of setting traps, snapping necks and pedling skin, and not aday
without adog at her hedls. She had heard her terriers moan and yelp in childbirth and pain, heard them
scrap amongst themselves over the weeping remains of a skinned fox. Y et never until now had she heard
them scream.

High it was, high and terrible and so close to human that it might have been children instead. Meeda's
fist closed around the three foot of icewood that had been her walking stick for a hundred seasons. The
wood was pae as milk, and so smooth it ran with moonlight like live stedl. Icewood, from the heart of the
tree; no earthly cold could warp it, and none but master Sull craftsmen could shapeit to their will. It
dulled saws, people said. Made bows so powerful that they defied air and wind. Only the Sull king and
hismordreth, the twelve sworn men who guarded him and were known as the Walking Dead, were
allowed to carry bows of its making. A single tree had to grow for athousand years and itstimber age
for fifty more before amaster bowyer would dare cut astave from thedann, the latewood that waslaid
down in the sacred months of summer and late spring.

Meeda hefted the stick across her chest, taking comfort from itsfamiliar weight and hand. It wasa
hard life she had chosen to live, and she had not reached such an age by being easily cowed. The night
was aive with noises, with black lynx and horned owls, moon snakes and old ghosts, and she had long
snceredlized that none of them liked the smdll of living men. Rising to her feet, she caled once moreto
her dogs.

As shewaited for them to respond, something crunched softly on the frozen snow beyond the
shoreline. Water swelled benegath theice. The dogsfell silent one by one.

Meeda bit off her outer mitts and spit them onto the ice. The sky was dark, darker than it ought to be
when aquarter of the moon hung therefor al to see. There were no stars, or if there were they shone
black like volcanic glass. Moon and night sky. No Sull prayer was compl ete without those words, and
Meeda found herself mouthing them as she stepped toward the shore.

Damn her eyes Why couldn’t sheseeanything? Her hard old lenses were dow to focusin the biting air,
and shefelt the anger cometo her asquick asif it had been hiding beneath her fear dl dong. She hated
her old woman’ s body with its humps and dack pouches and dry bloodless bones. Some nights she
dreamed Thay Blackdragon, the Night King, cameto her offering youth in return for her soul. Some
times she dreamed she saidyes.

Frost smoke steamed above the ice margin, churning from blue to gray. Meedafelt its coldnessin her
mouth, stinging her gums and numbing her tongue until it felt like a piece of meet againg her tegth.
Underfoot the ice was black and transparent, swept clean of snow by northern winds. It ticked as
Meeda s weight came down upon it. As she stepped beyond the candl€ slight, something red broke
through the trees, something broken and limping and notright. Meeda braced her stick with both hands,
and then recognized the bloody shape of one of her dogs. Marrow. Itsrear left leg was gone, and the
skinonitsrump and belly had been torn away, reveding glistening muscle and coils of gut.

Meedafeared to cal to it. She knew the look of wolf- and lynx-made wounds. She knew what
wolverines could do to creatures twice their sze and what a coven of moon snakes was capable of when
they hadn't fed in aweek. Yet thisdidn't smell likewolf or cat or snake. Thissmelled like night.



The dog had caught its mistress' s scent, and it dragged its lower torso across theice to reach her,
trailing blood and viscerafrom its great black wound. Meeda bardly breathed as she waited for the
creature to hed. She did not think, knew better than to think, just raised her stick to the height she
needed, waited to fed the push of the dog's snout againgt her leg, then drove the buitt through its heart.

“Good dog,” she said quietly, as she pulled the stick free of itsribs.

Blood and bits of bone were dready freezing to the wood by the time she turned to face the shore.
“Comefor me, shadows,” shesaid, “for | stand ready in the light of the moon.” The wordswere old and
she did not know where they came from, yet they were Sull words and she felt something fill her as she
spoke them. She thought at first it was courage, for her heart quickened and her grip tightened, and
something hard and excited came divein her chest.

Then the ice around the shore began to crack. White splinters shot along the surface in afootstep
pattern toward where she stood.Crack} . Crack} . Crack} . Theair rippled like water, and suddenly it
was cold enough to turn her breath to grains of ice. Meeda s hands ached as she adjusted her grip on her
stick. Her eyes burned as she tried tosee. Something glinted. Moonlight caught an edge and ran dong its
length. A man-shape shimmered into existence, dark and silvered, like no man &t al. Its eyeswere two
holes that held no soul. Its hand gripped a blade that drank the light. Meeda watched as the cutting edge
came up and up, saw how moonlight outlined the thing' s arm and mailed fist, yet found no purchasein the
black and voided stedl. It waslike looking at adistilled piece of night.

Meeda knew then that what she felt wasn't courage. The fear wasin her, twisting her bowels,
speaking to her in avoice that sounded like her own, warning her to run for thethinice a the lake's
center and find for herself an easy painless degath. Y et something older stopped her.

Not courage, shetold hersdlf; shewould not lie about that. Remembrance. The old memorieswere
coming back.

| ce shattered and exploded as the thing came for her. Fracture linesraced across the lake' s surface
like lightning branching in astorm. Meeda saw shadows and gleaming edges of light, smelled the dark
odor of another world. Eyesthat held nothing met her own. She braced her stick to meet that cold black
blade. And then, as the sword hummed toward her, burning amark in the air that hung there long after
the blade had passed, she noticed the shadow man'schest. Rising and falling like aliving thing.

A heart lay somewhere within the darkly weighted substance of itsflesh. It was beating. And it made
Meeda s mouth water like ameal of ham and wine.

Icewood and voided steel met with acrac’ tthat sounded the beginning of an age. White pain shot up
Meeda sarms, and it took al she had to hold her ground. Three foot of ice bowed under the mass of the
shadowed thing. Y et ill she did not loose her footing. She was Sull. Every hair on her body and drop of
blood in her veins demanded that she fight.

CHAPTER
Thelce Fog Rises
They found blood on thetrail on the seventh day, five spots, red againgt the grey of old snow. It

wasn't new-spilt, but it might look like it to someone who was unfamiliar with killing game in midwinter.
Blood began darkening to black the moment it left the body, thickening and ditilling until there was



nothing but copper and iron left. 1t was different when the air crackled with ice. Blood could freezein
perfect red dropsin thetimeit took to drip from an ek’ s collarbone to the taiga below. Raif remembered
how he and Drey would scoop up frozen beads of ek blood after akill and et them melt upon their
tongues; sweet as fresh grass and sdty as sweat. The taste of winter and clan.

But thiswasn't ek’ s blood before them.

Raif glanced ahead to the top of the rise, where towers of white smoke rose straight in the ill air. The
trail had been rising al day and they till hadn’t found the source of the smoke. The ground was hard and
brittle here, formed from basalt and black chert. Cliffs soared to the east, high and straight asfortress
walls, guarding knife-edged mountains beyond. To the west |ay the farthest tip of the Storm Margin, its
rocky draws and moraines disguised asrolling hillsby athick layer of snow. Beyond therelay the seaiice,
and beyond that lay the sea. Stormheads gathering on the westernmost horizon had begun to silver the
floes

“What happened here?’ asked Ash, who was standing above Raif as he crouched over the blood. Her
voice was clear, but there was too much space between her words. “One of the Sull breathed avein.”

“How can you be sure?’

Raif faked ashrug. “Even aclean kill leaves more blood.” He fingered the red spots, remembering
frozen carcasses, ice-bent blades, Tern Sevrance laughing at his sons asthey strained to push an ek kill
down adope only to haveit crash into the lake ice a the bottom and sink. When Raif continued
gpeaking his voice was low. “ And the blood wasn't sprayed. It dripped.”

“How do you know it's human?’

Abruptly, Raif stood. He felt an irrationa anger toward Ash and her questions. They both knew the
answer here. Why did she force him to speak it?“Listen,” he said.

Standing side by side on the headland, their breath whitening in the freezing air, Raif Sevrance and Ash
March listened to the sound they had been heading toward al day: acrackling hiss, asif lightning touched
down upon water.

Raif counted the columns of smoke ashe sad, “ They were here, Mai Naysayer and Ark Veinsplitter,
they heard what we hear. They saw the smoke.” And knew it was something to be feared, so they let
blood to till their gods.

Ash nodded, asif she had heard what he had not spoken. “ Should we make payment too?"

Raif shook his head and started forward. “Thisis not our land and not our business. There are no
debts herefor usto pay.”

He hoped it was the truth.

They had been following the Sull warriors' trail for nine days. It had led them north and west from the
Hollow River, acrossland Raif would never have dared to crossif it hadn’t been for the telltale markings
in the snow. Horse casts buried shallow, human hair snagged on the bark of adead pine, afootprint
stamped on new ice. The Sull had left “ Such atrail as can be followed by a clansman” Raif’ s shoulders
dtiffened as he waked, aware of theinsult in Ark Veinsplitter’ swords. “ Wetravel without leaving any
tral” they boasted, “ but will make effort to leave onefor you.” Even as Raif had resented the Sull’s



arrogance, he knew to be thankful for their skills. No clansman would cross a green-froze lake, nor scae
an unknown ice sheet in the hope of finding a pass.

The journey had not been easy. The days had been short and the nights long and full of silence. What
could he and Ash say to each other? Raif wondered as he stripped bark for the watchfire each night.
They could not talk about the Cavern of Black Ice, nor what had happened later, when they emerged
from river and something, something, came with them. All Raif saw was a shadow, but shadows don’t
make pine needles crack beneath them . . . and shadows can't scream.

Raif shivered. Whatever it was, it was gone now. Fled. And even though they had seen nothing since,
it had changed everything.

Ten days ago, in the cavern benesth the frozen river, he and Ash had spoken of returning to the
clanhalds, of finding Angus and journeying with him toHie Glaive and visiting the Broken Man one last
time. Heritas Cant had a promise to keep. “ Return safely from the Cavern of Blac't lce and | will tell you
the names of the beasts,” he had said. But now the wordsafdyseemed an impossibly high standard to
keep. They were not safe. Raif did not count himself a clansman anymore, but the old instincts had not
left him. He knew when to fear. A deep unease had settled upon him, making him watchful and ready.
Theice pick he counted as his only wegpon lay cooling the skin at hiswaist.

He could not say whose decision it wasto follow the Sull north. It was something else heand Ash
didn’t speak of, the need to learn more. The two Sull warriors knew what Ash was. She was a Reach,
born to release the Endlords and their Taken from their thousand-year confinement in the Blind. Ark
Vengplitter and Ma Naysayer could provide proof that Ash had released her power safely, leaving the
Blindwall intact, and the Endlords imprisoned in their own breed of hell. The Sull were the only oneswho
could tell them it was safe to return home.

Home. Raif took a breath and held it. He could not return to his birthclan. Raif Sevrance had been
judged an oathbreaker and traitor. There was no place for him at any hearth in the clanholds. He had no
family or home... only Ash.

As he glanced toward her their gazes met. Eyesthat had once been gray regarded him levelly. Before
he and Ash had reached the Cavern of Black Ice her eyes had been the color of silver and hailstones.
Now they were the color of the sky at midnight. A perfect Sull blue. If he thought about it too long he
knew it would undo him. He and Ash had been through so much together. They had journeyed long and
far, learned the many different waysto live with fear and weariness, and the only way to live with loss:
samply to carry on. Hisarms knew what it felt like to bear her weight. She had leaned on him countless
times, put her safekeeping willingly in hishands. Y et what she didn’t know was that hissafekeeping wasin
herhands. Ash March held the power to destroy him. All his dreams about the future centered around
her. When everything was done and the nightmare that had become their lives had ended he hoped to
take her somewhere new and begin again.

Digging his hedlsinto the snow, Raif began the dow climb toward theridge. Her eyes, that wasthe
thing. Their bluenessfilled him with fear. Ash March had changed, and asmdl, insstent voiceinsgde him
warned that things could never be the same between them. A shift had taken place. Ash might be pale,
and too thin for agirl of seventeen winters, yet strength lay in the set of her mouth and the determined tilt
of her chin. Something new and vital had come aive within her, and Raif found himsdf waking in the
darkest, coldest hours of each night, hoping that it wasn't something Sull.

It took them an hour to top the rise. Ash pushed ahead, and Raif was content to follow the shadow
she cast againgt the full moon. Neither spoke asthey surveyed the valey below. Twelve geysers of steam



erupted from the ice and rubble of adry glacier bed. A ring of bluefire blazed at the base of each
column, legping up from acrater of ash and melted stone that had formed around the burn. The roar was
deafening: the crack of exploding rocks, the hiss of melting snow, and the constantripof igniting ges

The quickening wind brought the stench of char and lightning to Raif. He had no wordsfor what he
saw. Tofind fire and smoke here, at the frozen edge of the Storm Margin, seemed asimpossible as
finding breath in acorpse.

“Isthiswherethetrail leads?’ Ash asked, turning her face toward him.
Hefound he could not look into her eyes. “ Thetrail cuts through the valey, toward the coast.”

“So we must cross here?” As Ash spoke the ground moved beneath them, and rocks and snow
spewed forth as anew column of smoke rent the valey floor Thirteen, Raif counted, feding the heet of the
explosion puff againgt hisface. He remembered the tae of Murdo Blackhail, the Warrior Chief, who had
led hismen to war acrossthe Stairlands. On the find day of their descent, the mountain had erupted
above them, and a spray of molten rock burst forth. Murdo had been riding at the head of the party, high
atop hisstdlion, Black Burr. His breastplate had burst into flame with the heet, and later when his
armsman pulled it from him, Murdo’ s skin and muscle came with it. In the two daysit took himto die,
Murdo Blackhail directed hismen to victory over Clan Thrall and took hiswifeto his bed, fathering their
only son. Bessa, hiswife, wasled to her husband blindfold and with plugs of wax within each nogtril, for
the sight and stench of his burned flesh was said to be terrible to behold.

Raif grimaced. “Wetraved through thevdley,” he said.

The gas vents glowed bluein thefailing light. Ash had little fear of them and picked a path through their
center, once drawing close enough to a crater to drink water from its moat of melted snow. Raif spoke
no word of warning, though he saw the danger clear enough. The entire valey floor was under pressure,
itsancient rock buckled and twisted by whatever forceslay below. It might have been beautiful, this
corridor of burning gas and rising smoke, but al the tales of hell he had listened to as a child had begun
with an gpproach such asthis.

They walked well into the night, Raif postponing making camp until the gas ventswere far behind
them. The next day the sun barely rose above the horizon, and what light it gave could hardly be caled
daylight at al. Thefollowing day was darker till, and thetrail Ieft by the Sull became more difficult to
follow. Asthe afternoon wore on Raif began to spot signs of other men. 1ce-bleached bones and ded
tracks, dog fur and dicks of green whae ail pitted the path. The snow itself was hard and frozen, the air
so dry and clear that even the finest specks of dust were revealed.

They came across the Whale Gate at some time during the long night. Formed from the jawbone of a
massive bow whale, the ancient archway rose as high as two men and aswide asfour. It stood done on
aheadland of frost-cracked rocks and graying weeds, marking entrance into the territory beyond. Raif
bit off his mitts and touched it with bare hands. The ivory was stained and scaling, its edges jagged with
the stumps of baleen combs. Designs had been burned into the bone. Dolphins chasing stars had been
seared atop an older, darker design of beasts daying men.

Raif took his hands away. In the sheltered valey below the gate, the faintest possible lights twinkled,
and above them awhite haze of exhaled bregths shifted in the air like degping ghosts.

“Thetrall endshere.” Raif couldn’t remember the last time he had spoken, and his voice sounded
strange and rough. He looked down upon the village, if village were what it was. Stone mounds, rising



mere feet above the ground, formed acircle around a smoking firepit. The mounds were built of obsidian
and basdt and other black things, and their edges glowed faintly in the sarlight. They reminded Raif of
the barrows of Dhoone' s Core. Twelve thousand clansmen dead, each corpse interred in astone tomb
of itsown. For three thousand yearsthey’ d lain there, rotting to bone dust and hollow teeth. Withy and
Wellhouse kept no history of the massacre. Raif had once heard Inigar Stoop name it “the Price of
Settlement,” but warriors and chiefs gave it another name, whispered around campfiresin the deep of
night. The Field of Stone.

Suddenly Raif wanted very much to turn back, to grab Ash’ s hand and take her .. .where? No land
that he knew of was sife.

Abruptly, Ash stepped through the gate, leaving Raif no choice but to follow her into the village below.

Dogs began barking as they approached. Y et even before thefirst growl of warning caused lightsto
brighten and gtir, afigure stood in waiting at the first of the stone mounds. Raif recognized the pale bulk
of Ma Naysayer, hiscloak of wolverine fur stirring in the wind, the haft of his grest two-handed
longsword rising above hisback. As Raif and Ash gpproached, the warrior ssood unmoving, silent and
terrible againg afied of burning gars.

“The Sull are not our people and they do not fear us.” The old clan words cameto Raif asheraised a
hand in greeting, yet they were old words and often said and men who knew nothing about the Sull
spoke them, and they fell from his mind when the warrior began to knedl.

Mai Naysayer, Son of the Sull and chosen Far Rider, dropped to his knees asthey drew near. He
held his postion until Ash and Raif passed within spesking distance and then laid himsdf down upon the
Sow.

Ohgods. So it begins.

Musclesin the warrior’ s back moved beneath his cloak as he spread hisarmswide to form across.
Raif could see dozens of white |etting scars on his knuckles as he dug bare fingersinto ice.Not for me,
Raif knew with certainty.No Sull would prostrate himself before a clansman without aclan.

Ash stood slent above the Sull, wrapped in lynx fur and boiled wool, her hair lifting and falling in the
changing air. Nothing showed on her face, not exhaustion or fear ... or surprise. “Rise, Mai Naysayer of
the Sull, for we are old friends met in far lands and | would speak to your face, not your back.”

Raif felt atremor pass through him as she spoke.How could | have come so far with her and not
redlize she has been leading theway dl dong?

Inslence, Ma Naysayer pulled himsdlf to hisfeet. The sllver chainsand brain hooks at hiswaist
chimed softly as he brushed snow from his mouth. Raif watched his eyes. Pde asice and colder till, they
spared no glance for the clansman. Thewarrior looked ,

only a Ash.

“Snow burns,” he said.

A chill went through Raif ... and for one brief instant he dmaost knew why. He saw thirteen columns of

smoke risng from avalley thick with snow, heard the old guide chanting afragment of acradle song, long
forgot: Snow burns, the Age turns, and Lost Men shdl wal’'t the earth.



Ash breathed deeply and did not speak.

Raif spotted aline of men coming toward them, bearing spears pointed with volcanic glass and torches
that burned with white-hot flames. Smal and dark-skinned, they moved in the fluid and soundless manner
of men accustomed to stalking large prey. Rib cages of warus and sedl were bound to their chestsin
armored plates, riding over layer upon layer of skinsand strange furs. Forming adefensive hdf-circle
behind the Naysayer, they thrust their spear butts deep into the snow.

Raif watched them watch him. He supposed he should be grateful thattheyat least consdered him
more of athreat than Ash, but the Sull’ swords had sirred afear within him, and hefound little
satisfaction in the wariness of other men.

Their rank parted, and atiny old man stepped forward. His skin was the color and texture of cured
wood, and his eyes were milky with snowblindness. On either side of hisface, digned with cheekbones
as sharp as crab claws, two deep black scars bored into his skull in place of ears. A ruff of vulture
featherswarmed the broken flesh, their quills rising upright from acollar of rolled bronze. Over his
shoulders and across his back lay acoat of fur so dark and lustrous it was asif the soul of the dain beast
dill lived there.

“Inuf{ u sanahanli’t’ he said in avoice thin with age. “The Listener of the |ce Trappers welcomesyou
to thisplace”

Ark Veingplitter cameto stand at the old man’ s back, hisface grim and his eyes narrowing, ashe
trandated the Listener’ swords. He wore scale armor over padded silk, with a heavy fur mantle thrown
back over his shoulders. Hisleft arm was bared to the elbow,

and atrickle of blood circled hiswrist. He could have stanched the | etting wound before he cameto
meet us, yet he wanted usto seethe blood. Raif suddenly felt weary enough to lie down in the snow and
fall adeep. He didn't want to greet this old man, didn’t want to know who he was.

The Listener spoke again, and Raif realized that some shadow of sight still survived behind hiseyes,
for he looked directly at Raif ashe sad, “ Mor Drak”aT The wind rose, and the old man turned and
walked away. Gritty bits of ice flew into Raif’ sface, singing the raw flesh beneath his nogtrilswhere his
breath continually froze and thawed. Without thought, his hand rose to histhroat, searching for the hard
piece of raven that was hislore. Nothing but cold skin and raw wool met histouch. He had forgotten he
had givenit to Ash.

“The Listener bids you follow him.” Ark Veinsplitter stepped aside to make a path. Raif watched the
dark-haired warrior for amoment, noticing how the skin &t the base of his neck was the only part of him
untouched by the letting knife; and wondering why the Sull had chosen to trandate the Listener’ s gesture,
not hiswords. Raif did not know in what tongue the old man spoke, but he knew hislast words were
meant for him. And they were not some soft-spoken request to follow him home.

Ark Veingplitter glowered at Raif asthe two drew eye-to-eye. Something in Raif made him dow his
pace and exhale in the warrior’ s face. Something else made him lay ahand on Ash' s shoulder asthey
passed.

Almogt, Ark Veinsplitter managed to hide hisaarm at seeing the color of Ash' seyes. Muscles tensed
benesth the uncut skin on his neck, and his gaze sought and found hishass. Ma Naysayer’ s shoulders
bowed once in acknowledgment. . . and Raif knew with certainty that the bluein Ash's eyes meant



something to them.

Hetightened his hold on her asthey made their way to the farthest of the stone mounds. Men in
walrus-bone armor lined the route, naked thumbs pressing against the kill notches on their spear shafts,
faces dark with mistrust. These men were not young, Raif noticed, recognizing a careful show of force
when he saw one.

Briefly, he glanced westward to the seaice, wondering if the younger warriors were upon it, hunting
s,

Light spilled from the entrance to the Listener’ smound, shining on pits of ashen tar and frozen blood.
The Ligtener stood in the shadows behind the light, beckoning Raif forward with the curled black fingers
of acorpse.

Raif had lived so long without warmth that the heet of the chamber burned him. As heraised hishead
after passing through the opening, hisvison dimmed. A liquid queasinessin his ssomach reminded him he
had not eaten in two days. The piglike smell of warus meat nearly made him retch.

The Listener unclasped hisfur and laid it upon abench of plain black stone. He gestured Ash and Raif
to St uponit, closeto alittle sogpstone lamp that was the only source of light. Thewalls glittered weirdly.
Plugs of hair and skin had been used to shore the chinks. When Raif found himsalf wondering if the
Listener’ smissing ear-lobes had been stuffed between the cracks, he redlized he must be experiencing
what clansmen cdled”’ come-in-from-the-cold madness.” They waited in slence as Ark Veingplitter
entered and sedled the door. A raven swung upside down on awhalebone perch, making the soft
chuffing noises of abird whose voca cords had felt the heat of athroat-iron upon hatching. Spying Raif,
it righted itself and fixed him with its sharp black gaze. Unnerved, Raif found himsalf speaking when he
had not planned to.

“WEe I be on our way in the morning. We need to head east while the cam till holds.*

“Y ou do not know the way east, Clansman.” Ark Veinsplitter poured aline of water under the door,
sedling the chamber withiice.

Blood rosein Raif’ s cheeks. The Sull warrior wasright. No clansman knew thisterritory or the ways
to and from it. He hardly knew what had made him say such athing. Neither he nor Ash had spoken of
what they would do once they arrived here, and both of them needed timeto re<t.

Now all he wanted to do was be gone.

“Y ou could share knowledge of the eastern trails, Far Rider,” Ash said, and even though he was
aware she had spoken to support him,

Raif was not glad to hear her speak. Some insane, hegt-fevered part of him wanted to believe that if
shewere quiet, barely moved, barely spoke, they would not notice her. Or want her.

The Sull warrior rose heavily, revealing the brace of knives sirgpped to his back. “ Knowledge of Sull
paths comes at great cost. Would you have me give them fredly, asif they were nothing more than deer
tracks through awood?’

“I would have you tdl mewhat’ s happening here,” Raif fired back. “Why did the Naysayer drop to
the ground when he saw us? And why isthere blood on your wrists?”



“My blood ismineto spill, Clansman. Would you tell me when to pissand shit?’
Raif sucked in air to reply, but the little man with no ears hissed aword that could only meanSilence!

In the quiet that followed, the Listener of the Ice Trappers poured steaming liquid into three horn
bowls. Raif nodded thanks when the first was handed to him. He smelled the sharpness of seasdt and
fermented flesh, watched as Ark Veinsplitter and Ash held bowl rimsto their lipsand sipped. The old
man arranged himsdf on the chamber floor and waited for Raif to drink.

Theliquid scalded Raif’ stongue. It was thick with invisible threads of sinew that floated between his
teeth and then did back into the bowl when he was done. Strangely, the heat seemed to null the taste,
and athough he had been expecting something acrid, he wasleft with only avague sense of fishinessand
awhiff of leed.

The Listener refilled Raif’ sbowl. “ OolakJ
“Fermented sharkskin,” explained Ark Vengplitter. “The Listener brewsit himsdlf.”

Raif nodded. Bad homebrew was something he was familiar with. Tern’s brew had been so bad that
no one but blood kin would drink it. It had been apoint of honor with Raif and Drey, the enjoying of it,
the laughing, the one-upmanship as each tried to outdo the other in lavishing the foul brew with praise.
Tem would cuff them for their cockiness, then walk away grumbling about how afather could havetoo

many sons.

Smiling, Raif drank deeply. When the Listener filled his cup athird time he drank more. He was hungry
for itsmagic; theway it let him think of the things he had lost without the pain of losing them. “Raif. Open
the door and |et out the smoke.” Ash’s voice seemed to come from avery great distance. As Raif lifted
his head to look at her, he caught a glance passing between the Listener and the Far Rider. Dimly, he
redlized many things—that Ark Veinsplitter had not answered any of his questions, that it wasthe old
man, not the Far Rider, who held power here, and that it would serve aclansman well to be cautiousin
this place—but there was a heaviness settling within him. The fermented sharkskin and the lamp smoke
and the heat had dowed his thinking along with hisblood. He knew things yet could not act.

Sowly, heroseto hisfeet. A rim of ice had formed around the driftwood door, weeping whereiit
touched the chamber’ s heat. As he reached for the pull ring, Ark’s hand came down upon hisarm. “
Morairith. Theicefog risesthisnight.”

Raif pulled back. He knew about the ice fog, of how it had risen the night Cormac HafBludd, first son
of the River chief, was standing vigil on the banks of the Ebb, and how the old Croserman who found his
body the next morning thought he waslooking a ariver wraith’s corpse, so inhumanly bluewas
Cormac’sskin.

Raif reclaimed his seat. The Listener refilled hisbowl. As he accepted the seaming liquid, Raif felt
Adh'shand touch histhigh. “ Guard yoursdlf,” she murmured.

He watched her face, saw her desire to say more gtifled by the nearness of other men. Shewas
beautiful in the lamplight, her skin flushed with warmth, her eyes unnaturdly bright. Theoola tmade it
possible to believe that they were the only people present, and that their lives had reverted to asmpler
time Just you and me, he wanted to say to her.Remember how it was that night in the abandoned sheep
farm near Ganmiddich?



Smiling, he recaled the rabbit he had killed and skinned for her. Shewas asurlord’ s daughter,
accustomed to slver forks and embroidered table linens, yet she had eaten that rabbit with her fingers;
tearing the mesat off the bone with her teeth, and then holding her hand out for more.

“Y ou take good care of me,” she had said when she was done. He had not trusted himself to reply.
Speak and he knew he would revea too much. She had been named a Reach by Heritas Cant, and
athough Raif could not begin to understand what that meant he guessed it foretold atroubled life. Ash
March had battles to fight— battles she had not chosen and were not her own. Y et even that night, when
he knew that great dangerslay ahead and that to place himsdf at A’ ssde meant standing in harm’s
way, al he could think of was/haveto stay with her.

He had sworn as much in the oath he gave her. “ Y ou’'re not alone in this, Ash March. Know that. We
will makeit to the Cavern of Blacky Ice, and we will bring an end to this nightmare. | swear that on the
faces of nine gods’

Now theterror of the Cavern of Black 1ce was behind them he should have fdt that his duty was
done, but uncertainty persisted. Ash had sedled the prison walls of the Blind, confining the Endlords and
their Unmadeto their own kind of hell. So why did hisfearslive on?

Thickheaded from theoolak”, Raif felt histhoughts begin to float away from him. It was difficult to
concentrate in the smoky haze of the chamber, increasingly harder to discern what was important from
what didn’'t matter at dl. Unableto fight the lassitude, Raif raised his cup to hislipsand drank.

As he swalowed thefina drop he became aware of Ash'sgaze upon him. A singletear shiveredinthe
corner of her eye. A distant warning sounded, adim light in the murkinessthét filled hishead. Adh's
features were perfectly controlled, her bresthing even. Y et when Raif’ s gaze dropped to the cup she
held, he saw tiny ripples disrupting the surface of theoola't. Quietly, dmost imperceptibly, Ash March
was shaking.

He should have acted. Theingtinct was there, but it was becoming impossibleto retain his thoughts. A
blink was dl it took to return to the murk. Time drifted. When it occured to Raif that his cup was empty
he held it out to be filled. Theice fog wasrisng and the door was seded againgt it, and aman could do
worse than st in the warmth and drink.

So that was what he did. Hours passed and the lamp smoke thickened and seaice beyond the
chamber boomed and cracked. No one spoke. The Listener paid attention to the lamp, tamping the wick
ever lower into whae oil. Raif’ s shoulders sought the hard comfort of the chamber wall as hishead grew
heavy with deep. Soon it became increasingly hard to stay awake. And as his eyes closed and he drifted
toward oblivion, he saw the Far Rider watching him with cold and knowing eyes.

“The Sull are not our people and they do not fear us.”

Raif heard the voice of hisclan and knew to be afraid ... but the acohol wasin him and deep pulled
hard upon him.

And when he woke two days later Ash was gone.
CHAPTER

The Widows Wal



The only way to drink mare’ s urine was quickly, so Raina closed her eyes, scrunched her face and
downed it in one. It redly was quite dreadful, siweet and pungent, still steaming from the horse’ s bladder,
yet she' d sampled worsein her time. Tern Sevrance' s homebrew, for one. And the taste of her own fear.

Besides, it had to be better than sheep dung . .. that and ground-up beetle parts set to stand in curdled
milk. Anwyn Bird swore by sheep dung, but she was aewe farmer’ s daughter and heavily biased toward
sheep. No. Better to be safein this. The old family remedies were the best; the ones whispered by sisters
and cousins and mother and aunts. How best to prevent conception of achild.

Letting the ladle drop to the bucket, Rainarose to her feet. She needed to be gone from here. A pale
dawn was breaking, and Eadie Callow and the other dyers would be taking their places soon enough. A
chief’ swife could not be seen here, not done, not with the newly delivered mare’ s stale from the
horseblock. Eadie Calow might have the dow eyes and stained hands of adyer, but a sharpnesslived
behind her dull gaze, and the black ink on her fingers conced ed the pale white flesh of a Scarpe. All the
dyers and fullers were Scarpemen. They had ways with potash and urine and fuller’ s earth that other men
lacked. It was said that no other clan in the clanholds could dye such a perfect shade of black.

Mace had brought Scarpemen by the hundred to the Hailhold. Every day more arrived; warriors
mounted on Spire-bred horses, women pulled behind them in poison-pine carts. The Scarpehold had
been torched. The slent white-winter warriors of Clan Orrl had sent amessage of firein the night, and
flames from the Scarpe-hold’ s sod-and-timber roof had been seen throughout the North. By many
accounts only the stonework still stood, but even that had been cracked and blackened, and returning
Hailsmen whispered that deegping there was like spending anight in a scorched fied. Stangs from the
Scarpe Tree, the poison pine that grew nowhere e sein the clanholds except the hills surrounding Scarpe,
had been used in congtruction of the roof. Many of them were gill whole, but the deadly smoke given off
during their charring caused more deaths than the most fiercely burning oak.

Raina s mouth tightened as she closed the dyehouse door. She could find little sympathy for Scarpe.

Mace Blackhail’ s birthclan was not her own. Y elma Scarpe, the Weasd chief, had brought the
torching upon hersdf. She had unleashed her sharp little tongue upon Orrl, claiming land and strongwalls
and hunting rights, and then, never short of clever talk and clever schemes, she had set the might of
Blackhail upon them. Five warriors murdered in the frostbroken lands to the west, onethe Orrl chief’s
grandson; adozen more Orrl warriors dain during aborder skirmish when both Blackhail and Scarpe
rode againg them.

And then therewasthekilling of the Orrl chief himsdif.

Corbie Meese and his crew found the bodies, on the Old Dregg Trall, two days west of Dhoone.
Eleven white-winter warriors and Spynie Orrl, their bodies clad in the strangely shifting cloth Orrl was
known for, their heads forced so far down into their chest cavities that the scout who first came upon
them thought the bodies beheaded. Corbie Meese knew the truth of it. Only ascore of hammermenin
the North, himsdf included, were capable of striking such ablow.

Shivering, Rainamade her way toward thewidows' hearth, which formed the uppermost chamber of
the roundhouse.

No one knew who had ordered the Orrl chief’ sdaying. Spynie and his men had been traveling a
dangerous path between warring clans, and there were some who whispered that the Orrl chief had been
returning from a secret parley with the Dog Lord at Dhoone. Raina set no store by that. Sheknew Spynie



Orrl, had spent asummer a the Orrlhouse in her youth, and even though he had no liking for the Hail
Wolf, hewould not turn hisback on his oath.

Old words and old loyalties ran deep here, in the westernmost reaches of the clanholds. Clanswere
older, the living was harder, and for athousand wintersthe Hail chief had looked upon the Orrl chief as
hismen.

Y et the Hail chief was new to his name and clan. Raina could clearly remember the time when Mace
had first arrived from Scarpe. He was to be her fostered son, a skinny youth mounted on a big-eared
gt lion trapped with the weasdl fur and black leathers of Scarpe. All that first year he had made a point
of caling himsdlf a Scarpeman. He had continued to shesthe hislongsword in abraided
scabbard—although he knew very well that Hailsmen considered such ahousing fussy and
impractical—and had stuck stubbornly to Scarpe’ s many other peculiarities of dress. It had been afull
eighteen months before Mace had succumbed to clan pressure to cut hiswaist-length hair, and ayear
after that before hefinaly exchanged his measure of powdered Scarpestone for one from the Hailstone
instead.

Rainasighed deeply as she took the stair leading up to thewidows hearth. Too often these days she
found hersdlf wondering just where her husband' s alegianceslay. He might have given hisoath to
Blackhail and proclaimed himself its chief, but he continued to favor hisbirth clan over his adopted one.
Dagro would never have placed Scarpe above Orrl, or invited dispossessed Scarpemen to rest their
swordsin his roundhouse.

Oh gods. What doesit matter, what Dagro would have done? Dagro was gone. Dead. And the boy
he had taken as a son was now married to hiswife.

“Lay”

Rainaturned on the stair to see Lansa Tanner on the landing below. The young girl bobbed her head,
setting golden curlsdancing. “ The chief awaitsyou in hischamber.”

Rainacould still see the blush on her cheeks. Foolish child, to let aconversation with Mace impress
her 0. “Tel my husband I will join him when my businesswith the widowsisdone.”

Thegirl waited for more, lips prettily parted, bars of light from the arrow dits dicing across her throet.
No one dismissed a chief’ s request out of hand; there had to be an apology or explanation. When none
camethe girl’smouth closed and something less pretty happened to her face. Without another word she
turned and descended the air.

What is happening here? Resting her weight against the sandstone wall, Rainawatched the girl go. She
had woven birth clothsfor dl the Tanner girls, washed their soiled linens and combed their tangled hair.
How had Mace managed to stedl their loyalty from her?

The sounds and smélls of early morning followed Raina as she climbed the little stair to the widows
hearth. The crackle of newly lit fires and the Szzle of ham upon them competed with the clangor from the
forge. Once her mouth would have watered at the aroma of blackening fat, and her pace would have
quickened to meet the day, but here and now she felt nothing but the hard sense of duty that had become
her life.

Shewas chief’ swife, first woman of the clan, and Mace Blackhail could not take that from her.



The door to thewidows' hearth was old and deeply carved, the wood asilvery grey. The lightest
touch of Raina s hand was all it took to set the quarter ton of rootwood in motion. The steady clack of
looms greeted her as she stepped into the room.

Merritt Ganlow, Biddie Byce and Moira Lull were at their frames, weaving. Old Bessie Happ, whose
great didike of her husband made her awidow by choosing if not fact, was carding raw wool with her
liver-spotted hands. Others were at tables, sewing and embroidering, spinning, and stretching the warps.
The light was good here, and dl the heat generated by the countless hearths burning throughout the
roundhouse rose through the timbers on its journey toward the roof. The ceiling was low and
barrdl-vaulted, the bloodwood stangs made bright by awash of yellow ocher. Asit always did when she
entered the chamber, Raina s gaze fell upon the hearthstone.

Thewidows wall, it was caled, and the brown stain upon it was said to be Flora Blackhail’ s blood.
Wifeto the Mole chief Mordrag Blackhail, Flora had gone mad with grief upon receiving word of her
husband’ s desth. A messenger had arrived at the roundhouse in the dark of night, telling how Mordrag
had been crushed by a collapsing cave wall in the Iron Cavesto the south. Frantic and inconsolable,
Florahad fled to the uppermost chamber of the roundhouse and stabbed hersdlf with her carding shears.

Stupid woman, Rainathought. For the messenger who brought word was a stranger to the clan, and
Mordrag still lived, though he had logt haf aleg to gangrene. When news of hiswife s deeth reached him,
Mordrag mourned for thirty days, and then took himself anew bride. And the chamber Floradied in
became a home for the widows of the clan.

“Rainal” Merritt Ganlow spoke from behind her loom, her hands never losing contact with shuttle and
thread. “ Are you here aswidow or wife?’

Rainanodded at the stout woolwife. “I'm here asfriend, | hope.” Merritt grunted. “Then asafriend |
trust no wordswill find their way back to the Wolf.”

The widows had little love for Mace Blackhail. No Scarpewomen ever found their way to the
widows wall, though there were plenty of widows amongst them. They knew they were not welcome,
could seethat their tattooed widows weals set them apart. Scarpe widows did not cut themsealves, as
Blackhail widows did, claiming the pain of loss was enough. Why should they cut their flesh and pain
themsalves more?

Pushing back her deeves so the raised skin around her wrists showed, Rainasaid, “ Y ou and | both
lost hushandsin the Badlands, Merritt Ganlow. Would that their desths generated kinship, not distrust.”

“Y ou found yoursdlf anew husband quick enough.” Other women looked up a Merritt’ swords and
nodded. Someone at the back whispered, “ Quic't asabitch in heat!*

Oh Dagro. Why did you leave me doneto bear this? Steding herself againg emotion, Rainasaid,
“Life goes on, Merritt, and the clan needs strong women to guide it. Perhaps your placeis here, with the
widows weaving cloth, but mineisnot. | have been too long at the fore of thingsto retireto alife of wool
and stitching. Losing a husband does not changewho | am. And it’s not within meto clam thewidow's
privilege of Stting near thefire and growing old.”

The shuttlein Merritt’ s hand dowed. “ Aye, you dways were ahard one, Raina Blackhail.”

“Hardnessinamaniscaled strength.”



“Aye, andgrength, asyou would haveit, isn't solely the preserve of those who lead. There' s strength
to be found here, in the act of weaving quietly and carrying on.”

“I know it, Merritt. That iswhy | have come.” For the first time since she had entered the widows
hearth, Rainafet alessening of the tenson. Sender and lovely Moira Lull cleared the space beside
Merritt on the bench. The women at the back returned to their tasks and Merritt took both hands from
her loom and turned to face Rainafull on. “Y ou’relooking thin,” she said. Rainasat. “ Food is scarce.”

“Not for achief’ swife.”

“I'm busy.” Rainashrugged. “ There' slittletime to stop and est.”
“Anwyn saysyou re wearing yourself out.”

“Anwyn should look to hersdlf.”

Thatgot a smile from Merritt. No one worked harder or longer than Anwyn Bird. When the grand
meatron of the roundhouse was't cooking-or butchering, she was down in the armory, tilling bows.

Merritt pushed aflagon of sheep’s-milk e Raina sway. “ So, what brings you here this early?*

Rainadrank from the jug, savoring the milky coolness and the bite of malt liquor buried deep beneath
the cream. As she wiped the froth from her lips, she wondered how best to approach this. Guilefailed
her, sO she came straight to the point. “Y ou have kin at the Orrlhouse?” Merritt’s nod was guarded.
“And your son travels back and forth, trading skins and winter meat?’

“Only Orrlsmen can bring home fresh meat from a degp-winter hunt.”

“Aye.” Therewasn't aHailsman in the roundhouse who was't in awe of Orrl’ swhite-winter hunters.,
No one could track game across snow and ice like the men of Orrl. * So your son must have knowledge
of what' s happening at the Orrlhouse?’

Thistime Merritt’ snod was dow in coming. Her clever handstied off alength of thread. “What' sit to
you what my son knows, Raina Blackhail? Don’t you learn enough of Orrl’ s business abed with your
hushband at night?”

Caeful, Rainacautioned hersdlf. Thin't what Dagro would have done here. “I learn only what Mace
choosesto tell me.”

Merritt sucked air between her teeth. “ So you come here seeking what he will not?”

“I come here seeking the truth.” Rainamet and held Merritt’ s gaze. “We go back along time, you and
. Y ou and Meth danced swords a my first wedding, and when Dagro went hunting that last timeit was
Meth who shared histent. | might be married to Mace Blackhail but my loyalty lieswith thisclan. You
might think | gained much upon marrying him, but you cannot know dl | havelost. What I'm asking for is
information when you haveit. | know the steadfastness of this hearth. None here will go running to my
hushand with tales of hiswife's deeds.”

“Hewatchesyou.” Ancient turkey-necked Bessie Flapp did not ook up from her carding as she
spoke. Skeletal fingers combed and stretched, combed and stretched, as a chill crept upon Raina. “Eyes
everywhere. Little mice and little telltales. Meetings by the dog cotes and the stoke holes. Squesk,



sguesk, squeak. Who goes where? Who does what? Little mice with weasels' tails.”
Rainatook abreath. She had not known it was as bad asthis.

“Biddie. Fetch Rainasome of the griddie cakes from the hearth. And bring honey to sveeten the de”
There was mothering in Merritt’ s voice and Rainawondered what was showing on her face to changethe
woolwife so.

Biddie Byce' slong blond braids whipped the air as she went about Merritt’ s bidding. She wastoo
young to be awidow, barely nineteen winters old. Cull had wed her the spring before he was dain on
Ban-nen Field. Now Cull’ stwin, Arlec, had begun to pay her court in smal and unassuming ways. After
the taking of Ganmiddich he had returned home with a necklace strung with green marble beads. Shyly,
he had pressed it into Raina s hands. “ See Biddie getsit. She need not know it' sfrom me.”

Rainasmiled as Biddie returned with cake and honey. Shedidn’t want the girl to see the envy stabbing
softly in her chest. It was only afew months past when Shor Gormalin had presented such atoken to her.
He had given her the broken tip from hisfirst sword, polished by his own hand, set with an uncut garnet,
and mounted as abroach. Thinking of it, Rainatried to hold her smile but failed. “Wed me, Raina,” he
hed said. “ And I’ll cherish you and keep you safe.”

Shor. Such astrong and thoughtful man. He should have been her second husband and Blackhal’s
chief.

Not Mace. Not the man who had raped her. “Here. Pull thisround you. Y our skin'sasblue as
Dhoone.” Mer-ritt arranged afine wool shawl across Raina s shoulders, pulling it here and there until it
covered dl bare skin. “Hatty. Bring one of the pieces you and your sisters are working on—Raina needs
to seeit.”

Silent and big-boned Hatty Hare snapped athread with her teeth. Sowly she rose from her
embroiderer’ sstool to place afist-szed pand in Raina s hand.

TheHail Woalf, worked in slver againgt ablack ground. The Blackhail badge—only no clansman since
Ayan Blackhail had worniit.

“All the needlewomen have been set to work on them, under order of the chief himsdf.” Merritt
poured honey into the milk ale. “We were warned to sew in silence and let none but the silversmiths
know it, asthey’ re needed to Stretch the wire.”

Raind sfingerstraced theline of the walf’sjaw, expertly worked in silver wire so fine it moved asif it
were thread. Almost she knew Merritt’ s next words before she spoke them, for it took afool not to see
what this meant.

“Thisishow he kegpsthem loyd, thisman whom it pleases you to call husband. He gives our
clansmen back their pride. Five hundred years ago in the Tomb of the Dhoone Princes, al the chiefsin
the clanholds met to strip Blackhall of its badge. Ayan Blackhail dew aking, they said.A coward' s shot to
thethroat. No Hail chief has challenged that judgment since; not Ornfel, or Mordrag, or Uthan ... not
even Dagro himsdlf. Y et dong comes a Scarpe-born fosterling, winning wars and gaining territory, daring
to wear the Hail Wolf at hisbreast. And that’ s not all. He wants every warrior in the clan to weer it; a
whole army of Hailsmen bearing their badges with pride.

“He sasubtle man, Mace Blackhall, I'll give him that. And he knows the value of small things. For five



hundred years our warriors have ridden into battle without badge or banner. We are women, and we
cannot know the shame they endured.”

Raina hung her head. Shefdt Mace' s cunning as aweight upon her. Was there nothing he could not
arange? A chiefship. Loyadlty.

Marriage.

Do not thin't of it, ahard voice ingde her warned. Put the day in the Oldwood behind you. Hateisal it
will bring, and hateislike acid; it only burnsthe vessd that holdsit. Rainaraised her head. She would not
be burned.

“I'll be on my way now, but | thank you for your straight words. I’d liketo visit you from timeto time,
to talk and exchange news.” She waited for Merritt to nod before standing. “1t' s good to find a hearth
free of my husband’ s sway.”

“Squeak, squeak, squeak,” croaked Bessie Flapp. “Little mice with weasels' tails.”

Merritt frowned at the old battle-ax. “Come,” she beckoned Raina, “I’ [l walk with you to the sair.”
When they were out of earshot, she said, “What is it you sought to know about Orrl?’

“Who is chief now? How arethey coping with our hostilities?’

“Stallis stood Chief Watch ten days since. By dl accounts he' sasharp one, Spyni€' s Sixth grandson,
the white-winter warrior with the most kills.”

“Does he hold Blackhail in favor?”’

Merritt made an odd sound, amost alaugh. “Come now, Raina. Do you honestly think Stalliswill
forgive Mace for ordering his grandfather’ sdaying?’

“ Bth—”

“But what? No one can say for certain who sent the hammer into Spynie Orrl’ sbrain? Tissaid in the
Orrlhouse that the Scarpe hammerman Mansa Stygo did the killing, and that the marks of Mansd’s
hammer were slamped on Spyni€' s skull.” Rainawent to speak, but Merritt forestalled her again. “And it
isaso sad that a burned-out campfire was found east of where the bodies lay, and amidst the campfire' s
asheslay tokens of Blackhail and Scarpe.”

“Stone Gods.” Rainatouched the horn of powdered guidestone at her waist. She wanted to deny it,
but it sounded like the truth. Orris-men were not given to wild stories and swift conclusions. They were
stoic men, preferring to save their energies for hunting, not loose talk. “None of thislooks good, Raina.
Orrl againgt Blackhail. War on morewar.” Merritt Ganlow’ sice green eyes studied her. “Best be gone
now. Keep the shawl about you. It's cold in thisroundhouse .. . and days darker than night lie ahead.”

Tiny hairson Raina sarmsrose. Merritt’ swords were old and she did not know where they came
from, but they stirred something within her. Unnerved, she turned to go.

Merritt caught her wrist. “Y ou are welcome in this hearth, Raina Blackhail. Remember that when you
return to your world of husbands and wives.”



Raina nodded. She could not speak to thank her. The journey down through the roundhouse was long
and tiring, and she found hersaf making stops dong the way. She saw the casual glancesfrom
charwomen and dewives differently now. Were they watching her for him?

Logt in thought, she dmost missed the broad and misshapen form of Corbie Meese, crossing the
entrance hal with enough firewood strapped to his back to build or burn ahouse.

“Corbie”

The soft word made the hammerman turn. A frown had started upon hisface, but upon seeing Raina
he grinned. “ Are ye mad woman? To hat aman whilst he’ stoting aton of logs?” Bending his back ashe
spoke, he resettled the load upon him. Leather straps whitened with the strain.

Rainagrinned back at him. “That old load? Why there’'smore air in there than wood.”

Corbielaughed. “By the Stones, woman! Y ou’ d drive aman hard if ye could.”

Now he had Rainalaughing dong with him, and it felt good. Good. It was suddenly difficult to talk of
other things. “Corbie. Can | ask something of you?’

“Aye. If | can ask something of you.”

“Youcan.”

Serious now, the hammerman put a hand againgt the stairwall to brace the weight of hisload. The great
dint in his head where atraining hammer had dlipped him asaboy showed up starkly in the torchlight.
“It's Sarolyn. She’ snear her timenow ... and ...” His gaze dropped to hisfeet.

Rainanodded quickly, knowing full well what he meant to say and knowing aso that mannish reticence
kept him from it. “I’ Il watch her day and night, Corbie. And both me and Anwyn will be there during her
confinement.”

Reief showed itsdlf plainly on Corbie sface. “I thank you for that, RainaBlackhail. It doesaman’s
heart good to know that hiswife will bewell cared for whilst he' sriding far from home.”

Such agood man. He does not speaht of his own death, but the thought isthere inside him.
“Name what ye would have of me.”

Shemet Corbi€ slight brown eyes, feding asif she had trapped him. “It' ssaid that only adozen
hammermen in the North are capable of the blow that killed Spynie Orrl. Is Mansal Stygo one of them?’

Corbie' swhole body stiffened at the question. To ask ahammerman to spesk against afellow
hammerman, even one from aforeign clan, was caling for blood. There was aclose honor amongst them.
Hammer and ax had been wielded in the clanholds before the first sword blade was forged, before even
there was metdl, just stone and wood and bone. And neither Corbie nor Raina could pretend thiswas a
casua question about aman’ sskill.

The chief’ swife asked much of the hammerman, but the hammer-

man had given hisword and he was bound by honor to answer her ... even though he knew he named



amurderer as he spoke. “Mansa trained for a season with the Griefbringer, herein this house.”

Naznarri Drac. The Griefbringer. Exiled from the Far South, granted asylum by Ewan Blackhall, victor
of Middlegorge, trainer of Corbie Meese. Naznarri was Six years dead now, and the last man he'd
trained was Bullhammer, the strongest hammerman in the North. Knowing she had her answer, Raina
bowed her head. Corbie watched Rainafor amoment, then shouldered his burden of quartered logs,
turned and walked away.

Ranagared at the great date blocksthat tiled the entrance hall, letting the knowledge settle inside her.
It was acomplicated world, these clanholds in which she lived, and when one clan was aggrieved it
unsettled dl. Blackhail, Dhoone and Bludd might be the mightiest amongst the clans, but that didn’t mean
the lesser ones had no power. Orrl could turn on Blackhail and declareitself for Dhoone, or aly with
Dregg and Harkness and act in concert to remove the Hail chief from power. It was the same with Bludd
and Dhoone: no mighty chief could afford to dienate his sworn clans. Y et by sanctioning the murder of
Spynie Orrl, Mace Blackhail had done just that.

With atired shake of her head, Raina moved across the entrance hall. Two mestings, both good and
bad. Would that somehow she could avoid the third. There was nothing for it, though. Mace Blackhall
had summoned her and she would be afool to defy him. Gathering Merritt’s cloak about her, she made
for the Hail chief’ s chamber.

The crooked stair was narrow and poorly lit. Once Raina had rushed down the steps, eager to be with
Dagro to talk about her day. Now she moved dowly, noticing the mold on the walls and the defensive
capstones overhead. Too soon she wasthere. The tar coating the chief’s door seemed to ooze from the
wood in the torchlight, and she did not want to put a hand upon it. Mace saved her the trouble by
pushing from the other sde.

“Wife,” he greeted her, asmileflashing oddly upon hisface. “I had expected you sooner.”

He did not make way to let her enter and she was forced to reply standing &t the door like a child.
“Did thegirl not tell you | had business e sewhere?’

“ She was sent to fetchyou, not your excuses.”
“Then that’ s her failing, not mine.”

Almost she thought that he would hit her. The anger wastherein hiseyes, but it shifted as quickly asit
was born, leaving nothing but the hardness around his mouth. Turning, he bid her enter with a crook of
hiswrid.

She watched him move. The leathers he wore were asfluid as cloth and they curved to hisspineashe
waked. Wolves eyeteeth had been mounted around the hem of his greatcloak to weight it, and the
fist-sze brooch that held it to his throat was fashioned as awolf pup, carved and silvered and packed
with lead. Coming to stand behind the block of sandstone known as the Chief’s Cairn, he bid her sedl the
door.

Even now, after fourteen weeks of marriage, she feared to be aone with him. But she could not let him
know that, so she closed the door and drew the bolt.

“| see you have discovered one of my schemes.” He nodded toward her left hand. “1 take it you
approve?’



Fedling like afool, Raina glanced down at her hand. The badge. She had not realized she had brought
it with her. Feigning casual-ness, shetossed it onto the Chief’ s Cairn. “A pretty plan.”

Mace' s strong, blade-bitten fingers closed around the badge. “1 thought s0.” He observed her coally,
and she knew he had seen through her bluff.

She spoke to dampen the gleam of knowing in hisyellow-black eyes. “ So, what would you have of
me?’

“A wife”

Hiswords seemed to stop the air itsalf. Dust and heat and lamp smoke ceased risng. Mace' s gaze
held hers, and for thefirst time since he had returned from the Badlands she saw the man behind the wolf.

“Y ou were apartner to Dagro,” he murmured, reaching for her hand. “Be oneto me.”

Rainaclosed her eyes. Sweet gods, how can he say thisto me? Does he not remember what happened
inthe Oldwood? Y et she saw in his eyesthat he did, and that, given chance, he would speak soft words
to reverseit. /was desperate, | acted rashly, | thought you wanted it too. She shuddered, unable to find
her voice.

Mace watched her closely. When she made no reply he spoke again. “ This clan growslarge, Raina.
Dhooneiswesk, and Bludd' s Dog L ord has bitten off more than he can chew. Thereis much to be
gained here. Blackhail can be remade as something greater, and you and | canruleit. Think of it. The
Scarpe fosterling and the Dregg fosterling: the Lord of the Clansand hiswife.”

AsRainalistened to Mace speak sherealized he il thought of himself as an outsider.He sill nurang
old hurts. What had the clan children called him when hefirst arrived here? Weasd Boy, that wasit. Ten
years ago, and he hadn’t forgotten.

Somelight of understanding must have been showing in her face, for Macelifted her hand to hislips
and kissed it. “1 want you at my side, Raina. Join me on the journey as my wife.”

It took al her concentration to keep standing. The smell of his sweat brought back memories she
could not bear. The Oldwood .. . his hand clamping over her mouth as he drove her head into the snow

As she stood shaking quietly Mace waited. When he realized she would not speak he released her
hand. “I have my answer then.”

Shedrew in breath. Therewas no anger in her, just Sckness. She thought that she might faint. “I’ve
done my duty by you.”

A hard sound issued from his throat, and suddenly he was beside her, his hands on the small of her
back. “Do you think | am grateful for yourduties?” Sliding hisfingers across her breast, he turned the
word into something obscene. “Don't flatter yoursdlf, Raina. There' s more warmth to be had in the heart
of the Want than in your bed.” Abruptly, helet her go. “Have no fear, | shal make no call upon yourduty

agan.’

Blood burned in her cheeks. Sheturned to leave.



But he had not done with her. Returning to his place behind the Chief’ s Cairn, he said, “We have
mattersyet to discuss.”

She kept moving toward the door. “ Such as?’

“Such aswhat’ sto be done with the Sevrance girl. All who saw her that night by the dog cotes swear
ghe' switched.”

He knew he had her. She had to turn and face him.

Casudly, Mace rested his hand upon the Clansword that was pegged low upon thewall. Wielded by
Murdo Blackhail and Mad Gregor before him, forged from the crown of the Dhoone kings, and symbol
of Blackhail power, the unsheathed sword shone blackly in the torchlight.

“I’ve protected the girl asbest | can, but tempers show little Sign of cooling. Y ou know how
superdtitious the old clansmen are. Turby Flapp would see her stoned. Gat Murdock thinks she should
wak the cods. All seek her gone.” Mace shrugged. “I cannot set aside the will of the clan.”

Y ou bring Scarpemen into this house, she wanted to say.No Hallsman willsthat. She said, “Not adl in
the clan condemn her. Orwin says the Moss woman deserved what she got, and that his dogs attacked
her of their own freewill.”

“It' shardly surprising that Orwin defendsthe girl. All know he does so out of love and loyaty for
Drey.”

Rainafelt the net closing. He was too clever, this husband of hers; shedidn’t have the words to best
him. Still, she could not let Effie go undefended. “ Cutty Mosswastrying to kill her. No one can deny
that. Y ou’ ve seen her wounds.”

Mace sighed. “Y es, but there are those who whisper that Cutty only sought to bring an end to her
witching.”

“Hegole her lore”

“And look what she did to get it back.” Mace shook his head sadly. “ Come now, Raina, don't et
your lovefor thegirl blind you. Evenif she didn’t witch those dogsinto attacking the luntwoman and her
son, mostbdieveshe did. | would changethat if | could, but I'm chief, not shaman. And as chief itismy
duty to becam theclan.”

He wanted Effie harmed, she could hear it in the softness of hisvoice. Effie knew what he had donein
the Oldwood . . . and possibly more. There was no telling what the girl could learn through her lore.

Mace spread his ringers wide across the pocked surface of the Chief’s Cairn. “ She must betried.”

Rainahdd hersdf till. She knew how such trials had ways of getting out of hand, how supposedly
sane and rationa clansmen could flash to anger in an ingtant, stoked by nothing more than their own
ignorance and fears. Effie Sevrance, with her watching eyes and silent ways, wouldn't stand ahope
againg them. Delay, that was the only thing to be done now. Delay.

“It would be wise to save your decision until her brother returns from Gnash. Drey would not thank



you for trying hissister in haste.” She saw she had made him think. Drey Sevrance was achief’ s man.
When the Ganmiddich roundhouse needed to be held for the returning Crab chief, Mace had chosen
Drey to watch its high green walls. And when the Dhoone chief-in-exile had cdled the Hall Wolf to a
parley, it had been Drey whom Mace sent in his stead. Indeed, Drey hadn’t set foot in the roundhouse
for five weeks, and Rainafound herself wondering if his absence wasn't what Mace had wanted dl
aong. Mace said, “Wait, and | risk the possibility that clansmen will take mattersinto their own hands,
and that' s something we both might regret.” He favored Rainawith a husband' ssmile. “But I'll ssewhat |
cando.*

It was no answer, and they both knew it. He would see Effie harmed either by trial or delay. And that
meant she was no longer safein thisroundhouse. Raina pulled Merritt Ganlow’ s shawl about her.
Suddenly she wanted very much to be gone.

“Beabout your business,” he said, dismissing her. “ And take comfort in thefact that I’ [l be keeping
Effiecdose”

Hisvoice was s0 soft and reassuring it barely sounded like athrest.
CHAPTER
In the Tomb of the Dhoone Princes

The Tomb of the Dhoone Princes was located a hundred yards north of the Dhoonehouse, sunk to a
depth of eighty feet. A single passageway, cut out of the hard blue sandstone on which Dhoone was built,
connected the tomb to the great barrel-vaulted guidehouse where kings and princes had oncelainin
sate. Vaylo Bludd waked that passageway now, his bulk heavy upon him, hissword clad in dogskin at
histhigh.

Hetold himsdf hewas old and jaded and hard to impress, yet he couldn’t help but marve at the
blue-gray light that shone upon him, filtered down through man-size blocks of cyanide quartz sunk deep
into the earth. Only light the color of the Dhoone kings eyeswas dlowed entry into their grave.

A nicefancy, Vaylo thought. But it was probably just aswell no one had ever thought to do such a
thing for Bludd, for the Bludd chiefs were a hard-drinking, hard-fighting lot and their eyes dways burned
red. Vaylo grinned. Stone Gods! But the Bludd chiefs were ugly! No one would have raised fancy tombs
forthem, that wasfor sure. Old Gullit’s nose had been split so many times by brawling and hammer blows
that it looked just likeaburst plum . . . and asfor Thrago before him, well, men said it was't for nothing
that he was known asthe Horse Lord.

Vaylo's smilefaded as the corridor widened before him and he entered the coldness of the vault. The
same blue light that spotted the corridor lay soft upon the standing tombs of Dhoone. They lined the great
circle of the vault wall, stone coffins the sze of men, with the likenesses of kings carved deep upon them,
each oneraised upright, asif they bore living, standing flesh, not dust. It made Vaylo'shair riseto see
them. The clanholds had been settled for three thousand years and the Dhoone kings had reigned for a
third of that. One thousand years of kings, sealed within the sllence of stone.

Now, at last, he redlized the weight of Ayan Blackhall’ ssin. To bring an end to thiswith aHailish
arrow, carelesdy loosed to the throat.

The Dog Lord shook his grizzled head, feeling the weight of hisbraids at his back. Hewas't one for
wonder, and could recall having fdt it only twicein hislife. Thefirst timewas at Cedarlode, when the mist



parted before him to reved the mounted might of the Sull.
The second was here, in thistomb.

Thear wasdry and it moved strangely in the lungs. Vaylo could taste the age of it. It made him fedl
young and unimportant, afish insgde awhale. There before him, dominating the center of the space, slood
the stone table that Jamie Roy had brought across the mountains during the Great Settlement. It had
taken an army of men to moveit, had occupied ancient roundhouses that no longer stood, spent a
hundred years rotting a the bottom of the Flow, and now it lived here, with the bones of the Dhoone
kings. Vaylo had no desireto touch it, yet his hand moved toward it dl the same.

“I wouldn't do that if | wereyou, Dog Lord. Last | heard that table was cursed.”
Vaylo stayed his hand and turned to face the man who had entered the vaullt.

Angus Lok shrugged. “Of coursg, if you have afancy for your hair faling out and your manhood falling
off, go ahead and stroke it. Just be sure to step into the shadowsif you do, as| imagineit’s not a pretty
gght.”

Vaylo huffed .. . yet he did not touch the stone.

The ranger ignored him and began looking around the vault. “ So these are the famous standing tombs
of Dhoone? | see afew of them have goneto their knees.” It wastrue enough. Some of the older coffins
had crumbled and fallen open, reveding nothing but blacknessinside.

Vaylo sad, “Only your firg time here, ranger? I’ d have thought you’ d have skulked your way in
before now.”

“Skulk?” Angus Lok showed histeeth. “ That'safancy word, Dog Lord. How long have you been
savingitfor?’

Vaylo showed teeth of hisown. “Since | caught you and the clansman at Ganmiddich.”

If Angus Lok was stirred by Vaylo'sanger he did not show it, merely moved across the vault to
inspect one of the more hideoudy carved tombs. The eight weeks of his confinement had gone easy upon
him, and he looked little changed from the day Vaylo had seen him sedled in the pit cell beneath the
chief’s chamber a Ganmiddich. His kind always prospered. He had the gift of turning enemiesinto
friends, could coax extrarations from the most heartless of jalers, draw information from the most
tight-lipped of guards. Even when Ganmiddich had been beset by Blackhail and retaken, the ranger had
managed to talk Hammie Fag, hisjailer, into letting him take up asword. Angus had given hisword that
he would make no attempt to escape, merdly defend himself againgt attack. He had kept it too, Vaylo
had to give him that. And Hammie swore that the ranger had kept open the retreat at the Crab Gate,
whilst the old Bludd retainers rode through. Vaylo himself had seen none of it, though he never doubted a
Faaman’sword.

Now Anguswas here, a the Dhoonehouse, held in one of the strange and echoing mole holes under
Dhoone. The Dog Lord had considered calling for him many times, yet had only today decided firm.

Sapping hissdein search of the smdll leather pouch that held his chewing curd, he said, “ Sincewe're
talking of words, Angus Lok, mayhap you can help me with the meaning of one of them.”



If I can. The Dog L ord softened a cube of black curd in hisfist. “Y ou can tell mewhat exactly it isthat
aranger does.”

Angus was i ngpecting the stone likeness of some ancient and unknowable king, and did not turn ashe
sad, “A rangerranges, Dog Lord. Surely you know that.” Admiring the curve of the king' sintricately
carved greatshield, he crouched and ran afinger across the boss. “Weride wide and far, bearing
messages and small goods where we can, spinning tales for our supper and trading news for our keep.
Wetake day labor wherewe find it, trap game if we're so inclined. | even knew one man who made his
living teaching clan-wives how to dancelike city bawds.” Angus straightened his spine. “ Asfor mysdif,
wdl I’'m no dancer, and the last thing | trapped with awire was my own left foot, so | mostly rely on
trade.”

An easy smile warmed the ranger’ s handsome face. “Why, you wouldn’t happen to have a proposition
for me, Dog Lord?”

Indeed he did, but he’ d be damned if he' d let this clever-spoken dog trick him into speaking before he
was ready. Crossing the vault, Vaylo made hisway toward the effigy of the Dark King, Burnie Dhoone.

The man who had destroyed Clan Morrow had been carved without eyes. The stonework on his
greathelm was so fine that Vaylo could see the join where the nosepiece had been welded to the crown,
yet on either side of the smoothly planed stone, the carving gave way to sockets of jagged rock.

Vaylo touched the powdered guidestone at hiswaist. Who had ordered him carved so, and why?

“The Thigtle Blood ran thick within him,” murmured Angus, coming to stand at the Dog Lord' s back.
“It' ssaid that he got it from both sdes.”

Vaylo had never heard such athing before. “How s0?7’
“His mother was raped by her father, the king.”

“Stone Gods.” Vaylo suddenly wished for the company of hisdogs, yet they were close to the heart of
the matter now: how aranger came to know more about the clanholds than a clan chief himsdlf. So he
said, “I remember the summer | turned seventeen. It was hot enough to bake mud, and the sky had that
hazetoit that only comeswith long days of sun. | couldna keep mysdlf in the roundhouse, so hot and
restlesswas|, so I’d ride out every day at dawn to cool myself in the forests south of Bludd. There sold
treesin that forest, and man-cut stones and ruins amongst them. When it got too hot to hunt I’ d take my
stick and fish for trout. | was not a patient fisherman, and doubtless scared more fishesthan | caught, yet
| liked it well enough. There was green water, and it was cool, and some ancient bit of archway shaded
me, and one day when | came to my secret place | met aranger there.”

Angus Lok didn't gir, though Vaylo knew he had the man’ s attention in full. So he took histime with
thetdling; let no one say the Dog Lord couldn’t spin atale when he chose to.

“Hecdled himsdf Hew Mallin, though | learned later he was known by many names. Sitting right on
my spot, he was. Bold as brass, with alinein the water. Greeted me by my name, and told methat I'd
best pick another hole next time as |’ d never pull anything bigger than sticklebacks from this.Why do you
fish herethen?1 chalenged him. And helooked me right in the eye, cool as milk, and said,Becausel’'m
hereto hoo't men, not fish.

“Well | was young and suspicious and hard to impress, yet | ill felt athrill al the same. He knew



about me, thisman. Knew what kind of bastard | was, and what kind of father had begot me. There' sno
lovefor you in that roundhouse, he said. Come south with me and I’ll show you a place where your
strengths won't go unrewarded. There are fights to be fought and aworld that needs watching, for even
as we sped t the enemy masses at the gateT Vaylo turned to face the ranger full on. “Aye, Angus Lok.

Y our fine, secret brotherhood thought to have mein their fold.”

A moment passed, and then Angus said quiietly, “1 can seewhy.” It was not the response he had
expected. He had been prepared for derision or disbdief.. . but not grace. It lightened something within
him to recaiveit.

Anguswatched him closdly. “How did you answer them?’ Vaylo waved hisfist. “| told Hew that |
might be a bastard but | was a Bluddsman to the core, and that I d shrivel and dry to nothing the moment
| stepped on land that was't clan. Oh, don’t think | wasn't tempted—Dbastards dream of little except
grabbing glory far from home—but the desire was dready in meto make mysdlf Lord of the Clans.” He
shrugged. "Besides, | had asmall ideato sted the Dhoonestone from Dhoone.”

Angus nodded. “Fishing will do that to aman—give him idess”
“Aye, I'velearned s0.”

Silence grew then, asthe ranger waited for the clan chief to name the terms of hisded. Vaylo did not
fool himself about who wasthe cleverer man here: Angus Lok had him pegged from the start. Y ou could
seeit in the blandness of hisface. Old Ockish Bull had looked as bland as that, and no one had ever
risen early enough or stayed out late enough to put anything by him.

Outsde it was growing dark, and thefiltered light dimmed to the deepest blue. Sull blue, Vaylo
thought. Gone was the light, grayish thistle-blue of Dhoone. The Dhoone kings were probably spinning in
their graves.

But if they were you couldn’t hear them.

Vaylo spoke into the silence they created. “Y ou know Spynie Orrl waskilled after visiting me, here, in
the Dhoonehouse.” A nod from Angus, no surprisesthere. “And did you know what he cameto tell me?
This old man who was no on€e' sfool, and knew exactly what he risked to come here?

Angus did not nod thistime, but Vaylo saw awarenessin his copper green eyes.

“He cameto warn me. The Sull are preparing for war.” The words did not rest easy in the Tomb of
the Dhoone Princes; cold currents caught them and blew them againgt thewalls, creating sharp little
echoes that hissed, Sull. Sull. Sull.

Vaylo sucked on his black and aching teeth. He could not rid himsdlf of Spynie Orrl. The old goat
haunted him, he was sure of it, whispering words in the black of night asif he hardly knew he was dead.
There are outside forces at wor't here, Bludd chief. | know it. Y ou know it. And the question that now
remainsis, are you content to let it be?

Suddenly tired of games, Vaylo cried, “What isgoing on here,

ranger? There' s secrets beneath secrets, plotsinside plots. I’'m not ascholar or aseer. | look at the
sky and see only sky. How am | to protect my clan against dangers| cannot see?



“Y ou aready know the answer to that, Dog Lord,” Angus said, his voice soft and dark asthe
shadows that gathered about him. “Return to Bludd and marsha your forces and wait for the Long Night
to come. Forget about Dhoone and this roundhouse, and your fancy of naming yourself Lord of the
Clans. Days darker than night lie ahead, and no amount of land or titleswill stop the shadows when they
come. Chiefsdie aseasly aspig herders, yet they’ re nowhere near as blameless. Men look to you to
lead them. Soleed. Leavethis place, set asde your battles.” Angus gaze flicked to the fifty stone coffins
lining thewadlls. “It'sal smdl purchaseintheend.”

Vaylo had his hand on thewire grip of his sword. Anger was hot within him, and he thought of many
thingsto say to thisman, but in the end there was only one. “I will not reinquish Dhoone.”

The ranger nodded. “Aye, | had an inkling you'd say that.”

The anger puffed out of Vaylo, leaving him feding weary and very old. By rights he should call
Hammie Faa or Dry bone and have them take the ranger avay—and not gently at thet. Y et he feared
Angus Lok, feared the knowledge he held and the counsdls he kept. Feared them, and wanted them for
himsdlf.

Resting hisweight againgt thetomb wall, Vaylo said, “Y ou know the Surlord offered asow’ sweight in
gold for your head?’

“Whét, only one of them?’ Angus scratched the stubble on hisjaw. “I’ d have thought the chin done
was worth more than two.”

Vaylo did not take the bait. “ And the Lord Rising of Morning Star sent one of hisWhite Hemsto bid
for you. | daresay | could make apretty profit if | chose to, auctioning you off for the highest price.”

“Y et youchooseto do something else.” The humor left Angus now, quick asif it had never been there
at dl. Vaylo reminded himsdlf that this man was one of the best longswordsmen in the North, marksman
and assassin, expert horseman and field surgeon. Friend of the Sull.

He thought carefully before speaking his next words. Pride was at stake here, both the ranger’ sand
hisown. “I chooseto offer you aded. The Mountain Lords are no friends of mine, and if | thought so
oncethen | wasafool. I’'m old enough now that | can admit my mistakes, but not so old that they cannot
shame me. The clanholds are at war, and | will not deny my part in that, nor will | surrender my gains, but
| cannasay that | degp wdll at night. | have lived too long on the edge of things not to recognize when
those edges change. Bludd isaborder clan and | am a border chief. Y ou know our boast. We are Clan
Bludd, chosen by the Stone Gods to guard their borders. Desth is our companion. A hard lifelong lived
isour reward.”

Vaylo looked carefully a Angus Lok. The moon was rising now, silvering the standing tombs so they
looked like men of ice. The ranger’ s face was deeply shadowed, and looked leaner and hungrier for it.
Hewantsthis, Vaylo thought, and so he spoke his dedl.

“Help me guard my borders. | don’t need might or swords or warriors—Bludd hasthemin
numbers—I need knowledge fromaman | can trust. | know you will not name the brotherhood that
clamsyou, and can guess well enough what breed of oath they made you speak. Y et thereis
middleground here, between a chief’ s oath and aranger’ s oath, and though our wars may be different our
enemies may one day prove the same.”

Angus stood sllent and unmoving, hisweight held evenly between hisfeet. Time passed, and then he



sad, “Andinreturn?’
“I'll seeyou released.”

The two watched each other, each mindful of what was a stake. Angus Lok might be a clever and
amiable prisoner, well ableto coax information and favors from any man who guarded him, yet he had to
know that no Bluddsman would ever set him free. Sixty days of captivity had taught him that.

“I know you travel theselands,” Vaylo said, “ speaking with clansmen and city men alike. What | ask is
that you share your knowledge of the clanholdswith me.”

Theranger’ s eyes glittered cold. Any other man and the dedl would be done by now, for talk was
cheap and confidences easily betrayed. Y et Angus Lok was not any man . .. and he had lived twenty
yearswith the Phage. He said, “I am no petty traitor, Dog Lord, and | go running to no man with news
given to mein confidence. Nor would | speak aword that endangered friends or kin.“ A pause, whilethe
ranger allowed Vaylo time to remember that the man standing before him waskin to Raif Sevrance,
murderer of Vaylo's own grandchildren. ”Y et there are matters where our interests mest,” adangerous
amile, "not least of whichis setting mefree”

Vayloinclined hishead. The dedl was done. Neither man would insult the other by haggling over
terms.

“So,” Angus continued briskly. “Y ou would have information from me. Well, much though | hateto
come courting with swords, | should warn you to watch your back.”

“Blackhal?’
“No. Dhoone.”

The word seemed to warm the vault, Vaylo sworeit. All about stonework cresked and settled,
sending spores of blue sandstone to seed the air. “How 07

Angus shrugged. “ The battle for the chiefship is coming to ahead. On one sde you have Skinner
Dhoone, brother to the dain chief Maggis. He names himsdlf chief-in-exile and gathers men about him at
the Old Round outside of Gnash.”

“Aye.” The Dog Lord nodded. He had Skinner’ s measure. The Dhoone chief-in-exile put no fear into
Vaylo Bludd. Skinner had a high temper and he blew hard and long, but he had lived too many yearsin
the shadow of his brother and no longer had hisjaw. Any other man would have tried to retake Dhoone
by now. A month ago he might have seized it if he'd had the balls, for VVaylo and Drybone were housed
at Ganmiddich, and the Dhoonehouse held by Pengo Bludd. Vaylo snorted air. He had nothing but
contempt for aman who had a chance but failed to seizeit.

“And on the other side you have Robbie Dhoone,” Angus continued. “ The golden boy of the Dhoone
warriors, who claims chiefship through some questionabl e second-cousining and the Thistle Blood
through hisdam.”

Vaylo pushed himsdf off from thewall with force. “ A young pretender, nothing more.”

“Not fromwhat I've heard, Dog Lord.” Angus voice was strangely light. “ Then again, perhaps you
have better intelligence than |. After al there slimitsto what aman can hear inacell.”



Put in his place, Vaylo had nothing to say other than “Go on.” They both knew who was master of
Secrets here.

“Robbie Dhoone has the golden hair and fair eyes of the Dhoone kings, and he knows how to cut a
figure with them. They say he' sborn to the sword, but the weapon he drawsin battle isthe great ax,
much loved of the old kings. By al accountsthe Thistle Blood runs true within him, and he can trace his
line back to Weeping Moira And I’ ve heard it said by more than one man that he signs hisname Dun
Dhoone.”

Dun. “Thigtle” in the Old Tongue, the name the Dhoone kings took as their own.

Unease must have shown itsalf on Vaylo' sface, for Angussaid, “Aye, Dog Lord. Y ou seethe way the
lake drains now. He' syoung and ambitious and well loved in Castlemilk, and he' s puffing himsdf up to
beaking.”

“He quartersin Castlemilk?” Angus nodded. “Heraisesan army there.”

Vaylo turned his back on the ranger to give himsdlf timeto think. The likenesses of the Dhoone kings
watched him, stone eyes dive with moonlight. The pretender will try to retake this place, he thought. Thet
isthewarning Angus Lo't would have me heed. All td’t of kingship ishollow unlessaking holdstheland
hedams.

Behind him, Vaylo heard the sound of Angus crossing to the far side of the vault*. Shadows lay deep
there, amongst the oldest of the standing tombs. All edges had been worn to curves by nothing more than
ar.” And there smore, Dog Lord.“ Angus said softly, causing Vaylo to turn. ” The border clans best
ready themsalves againgt raids from the Mountain Lords.”

Vaylo grunted. There was always more. “The Surlord and the King on the Lake have long had an eye
for the green hills and black mines of Bannen and Croser. Spring raids are nothing new. Heron Cutler led
asortiefive years back, and took ablade in the kidneysfor histrouble.”

Angus squatted to ingpect the cap stones surrounding the effigy of an ancient and facelessking. Ashe
spoke heran afinger dong the mortar lines, testing. “1f | were you, Dog Lord, I d watch the clans nearer
home. The Lord Rising of Morning Star stands close enough to HalfBludd to smell the stdlenessthere.”

Thiswas news. “ Cawdor Burns plansto strike againgt the Blud-dsworn clans?’

The ranger did not look up from ingpecting thewall as he said, “Who can say? The Lord Risingisno
man' sfool. He Il sit and watch the clanholds crumble from the safe haven of his Burned Fortress, and as
soon as he spiesaweakness he' || move. HalfBludd is past her glory. She’ sbeen in decline since Thrago
HafBludd deserted his birthclan to name himsdlf chief of Bludd.”

Vaylo found himself nodding. It was so. Thrago HafBludd was his grandfather, the Horse Lord who
brought back glory to the Bluddhouse after the defeat at Crumbling Wall. Y et whilst Thrago wasin the
fild winning victoriesfor Bludd, his birthclan suffered for want of astrong chief, and Bludd' sgain was
HafBludd' sloss. “I'll send word to Quarro at the Bluddhouse, get him to send a crew of hammermen to
HalfBludd' s southern reach.”

“Do that. But be sure to keep your watch.”



Vaylo bristled. He did not care for advice from any man, let alone some cocksure, trusty runner for the
Phage. He was the Dog L ord, and he had lorded his clan for thirty-five years, and achief did not hold his
place that long by being anybody’ sfool. Resting his hand on the hilt of his sword, he said, “When | was
seventeen my brothers drew their knives and tried to day me. When | was twenty-two Broddic Haddo
crossed swords with mefor the chief-ship of Bludd. Five months back | took Dhoone by force, and
twelveweeks later | fought for my life on the banks of the Wolf. Every day | ask mysdlf the question,
“Which one of my sonswill betray mefirs? And every night | lie awake in the darkness and watch the
daughter of my grandchildren by Hailsmen play out before my eyes.

“Stll I am here. I've won and lost more than you can imagine, ranger, yet herel stand, lord and chief.
Do you redly think | need counsal from one of my captives on how best to watch my back?’

Angus bowed his head in acknowledgment. “I’m sorry for that. The habit of caution lies degp within
rre”

“That iswhy you are aranger, not achief.” Once again, Angus nodded. They both knew that caution
wouldtake aman only so far.

“Get up,” Vaylo commanded him, suddenly wanting this meeting to be done. “ Go and present yoursalf
to Drybone and tell him the nature of the deal we have struck. HE Il return your arms and provision your
drypack and see you on your way.” Still Angusdid not rise. “And my horse?’

The magnificent bay gelding. As soon as Vaylo had set eyes upon it he had known it for a Sull horse.
“It will bereturned.”

“I thank you for that, Dog Lord.” The ranger scood and faced him. His fingertips were white with
mortar dust, and Angus saw Vaylo' s gaze upon them. * *Tisnothing,” he said with asmal shrug. “1 heard
oncethat atunnd led from thistomb al the way north to the Copper Hills. It' ssaid that it was dug so
long ago that not even the Dhoonesmen can remember it.”

“Y et you and your brotherhood do.”

The ranger brushed the dust from hisfingers. “We remember the old words and the old rhymes,
nothing more.In the Tomb of theDhoone Princes there be, a bolt-hole for those who cannaloo/{ nor see
" He grimaced. “ Poetry was never aDhoonish art.”

“Nor patience aBluddish one.”

Angus accepted the reprimand with abow. “Well, I’ d best be on my way. L et no one say Angus Lok
outstayed hiswelcome in the Dhoone-house.” He offered the Dog Lord hisarm, and after amoment
Vaylo stepped forward to clasp it. “I shdl cal back when | have more news. Expect me when the wind

blows cold and from the North.”

“That' s near every day in the clanholds.” Angusgrinned. “Then I'll be sureto pick an especidly
gormyone”

Vaylo rdleased hisarm. “Aye, I'm sure you will.” He made himsdf wait until the ranger was|ong gone
before following him out of the tomb.

CHAPTER



The Beast Beneath the lce

Raif pushed the sed skinsfrom him and swung his feet onto the floor. The band of ice sedling the door
glowed blue and milky in the growing light. Thelittle sogpstone lamp was dead, thewhde ail inits
chamber long congeded to awedge of fat. A fur of hoarfrost had grown on the celling above where he
had dept, each rising breath adding crystals to the mass. It was bitterly cold. And he was done.

Ashwasgone.

Hewaited, but the panic didn’t come. He would go after her, that was all. Wherever shewas,
wherever they had taken her, hewould find her and bring her back.

His head hurt when he moved his eyes, and the skin on hisface wastight and numb. Something dry
and scaly coated histongue, and he remembered theoold tthe Listener had bid him drink. Strong brew,
and likeafool | dran’t mysdf into oblivion. | should have known what Ar't Veinsplitter wanted. The truth
wasin hiseyes.

Raif pressed hisfingersinto hisface, trying to banish the numbness. They’d had it al planned, thetwo
Far Riders and the Ice Trapper. Make him drink until he' d passed out and then steal away with Ash.
From the look of the hoarfrost over the bench, he' d dept longer than one night. . . and that meant that
Ash could be leagues awvay by now. No one could travel farther in white weather than the Sull. But a
clansman could awaystry.

Standing, Raif tested his body for aches. There seemed too many to count, so he ignored them and
concentrated on histhirst insgtead. A small copper pot stood beside the lamp, its rim caked with caribou
hairs and frozen soot. Snapping surfaceice with hisknuckles, he discovered liquid water beneath. The
water was so cold it smoked from his mouth as he drank, and he could fed it diding down to hisgut. The
horn bowls and the stone warming basin that had contained theoola twere gone. The only evidence that
Ash had been here was the footsteps ssamped in rime on the floor. How could | have et them take her?

A soft chuffing sound broke histhoughts. Theraven. The Listener’ sgreat black bird stood to attention
on its bone perch, itswings tucked and folded, its sharp eyes upon Raif. Raif thought he would like to
swipeit with hisfigt, but serioudy doubted if he was faster than the bird, and didn’t think it would be
dignified to miss. So he turned his back instead. He was sick of ravens and their omens. And he didn’t
want to think about hislore. Ash had it, that was enough. The last time he d seen the hard piece of bird
ivory, it had been suspended from twine at her throat.

Suddenly eager to be gone, Raif kicked the driftwood door. Theice sedl cracked, and the thick
sea-sdt-cured planking swung back to reved atwilight landscape of day-burning starsand ice. The sun
was somewhere north of the horizon, unseen, but sending out rays of red light that stretched acrossthe
floestoward the sea. The air smelled of a coldness beyond frost. When Raif exhaed his bresth whitened
so violently it ssemed toignite.

“Sila. Uta't” The smdl hunched figure of the Listener was heading toward him, leaning heavily on agaff
of twisted horn as he made his way across the cleared space at the center of the stone mounds. His
words sent ayoung girl racing off to do his bidding, and made two older hunters who were hacking
frozen meat by a cache hole stand dert.

Raif stepped forward to meet him. The man’ sfinery and tokens of power were gone, replaced by
grubby sealskin and stiff furs, yet he appeared no smaler for it... and he did not look repentant.



Anger sparked within Raif. “Where have they taken Ash?’

Close now, the Listener shook off Raif’ s question asif it were nothing more than snow on his back.
Coming to a hdt, he repeated the words he had spoken to Raif when first he saw him. “ MorDra*a.”

Raif felt the same strange thrill, amost asif he were hearing agod spesk his name, yet hewould not let
himsdf be digtracted. “The girl. Whereis she?’

The Listener crooked his mitted fist and turned. Slowly, he walked away, heading for the hills and frost
boilsthat rose sharply to the north of the village. A low wind buffeted the snow and set the seaice
creeking. Raif did not want to follow. He' d been trapped once in this place. How difficult could asecond
entrapment be? He was a stranger here. An outsider, and without warmth and food and knowledge of
theland, he’ d be a dead man within aday.

Reluctantly, he grabbed his Orrlsman’s cloak from the ground and followed the Listener north. There
were no choices a the edge of the world, and a clansman would do well to remember that. The Stone
Gods power was stretched thin here; the earth and rock they lived in was buried deep beneath theice.

The Listener led him north across treacherous ground. Ice fog had frozen the top snow to glass, and it
shattered with tiny explosions underfoot. The cold made Raif weary, and the bleak whiteness of the
landscape drained the willpower from him. It was hard to imagine journeying alonein this place.

Frost bails broke through the ground like shrunken vol canoes, their stone rims too sharp and narrow
to bear snow. The Listener stepped around them with ease, prodding at drifts and suspect ice with his
gaff. When the land began to rise he dowed his pace, yet Raif ill found it difficult to keep up. He could
barely hide hisrdief when the old man cameto ahdt by theleeward edge of afrost boil. Raif clambered
up the dopeto reach him.

“Turn around, Clansman. Tell mewhat you see”

It took Raif amoment to realize that the Listener had spoken in Common Tongue. How could this be?
Wheat had happened to the old man who had not understood aword he' d said the other night, and
needed Ark Veinsplitter asatrandator?

Seeing Raif’ ssurprise, the Listener’ s eyes glinted with satisfaction. “Never assume you know your
enemy until heisdead.”

Fedling heat cometo hisface, Raif said, *Y ou can’t learn anything from acorpse.”

“Y ou can learn that only adead man cannot surprise you.” Something hard and ancient shifted behind
the Listener’ seyes, and Raif knew he had been told a truth worth remembering. Yet it didn’t mean he
had to like him for it. Turning to face the way they had come, Raif looked out acrossthe Ice Trappers
territory and the frozen sea. His gaze traveled to the stone grounds of the village, then toward the shore,
where a second village, built of wood and whal ebone and mounded earth, stood abandoned closeto the
ice

“Our summer life,” said the Listener, following hisgaze. “ Soon it will be eaten by theice. A sorm will
move the sea, and the shoreice will bresk its mooring and come crashing onto the beach. Much will be
destroyed. So we gathered our lamps and harnessed our dogs and took refugein the old places.” His
eyesflicked to Raif. “It' safoolish man who thinks he can stand in the way of fate or movingice.”



“How can you know this?’

“I lisen while othersdeep.” The Listener poked amitted finger at the remains of hisleft ear. “ Gods
and things older than gods whisper in the darkness, telling the tale of what has been and what isto come,
If you arel.ucky you cannot hear them. Y ou grow, you hunt, you enter awoman, and the world you live
in isaknowable place where aman can make his own way and find his own degath.

“If you are unlucky you learn more. Oh, men will honor you for it, send the women with the best cuts
of meet and their daughters with skins beaten till they run through your fingerslike grains of sand. And dl
thewhile they fear you. And though they need the knowledge you bring them, they do not love you for it.
For you have heard whispers from the beginning of the world, and no man can listen to those echoes and

remain unchanged.”

The Listener rested hisweight on the yellow and twisted ivory of his staff. His face was dark and
knowing, lit by the farthest edge of the sun. When he spoke again there was anger in hisvoice, and his
breath crackled in air that was suddenly till. “Days darker than night lie ahead; that isthe truth here. That
isthe answer to your question. The girl has gone and you cannot follow her. How can you track someone
in utter darkness? What good would it do to find her, when you can no longer see her face?’

“Where have they taken her?’ Raif heard the stubbornnessin hisvoice. He could not let thisman's
words distract him. It was atrap, like theoola. Fine drink. Finewords. He just wished they sounded
lesslikethetruth.

“Better askwhy, not where, Clansman. Follow me.” The Listener raised his staff to the hummock wall
and began the final ascent to the rim. He moved like a spider, light and skittering, stepping sdeways more
often than forward. Raif envied histechnique. Thelittle tribesman wasfull of surprises.

Thefrost boil was acrater of raised rock, forced upward by earth that had expanded as it froze. Raif
had seen itslike in the Badlands. They were good places to set camp by, and Tern said that clansmen
used to fight duelsin their hollows, as they were reckoned aworthy placeto die. When Raif gained the
rim he saw that the crater’ s basin was filled with snow-crusted ice. Hard black basalt ringed the core.

The Listener wagged his head toward theice. “ Drop down and scrape off the snow.”

Raif had haf amind totdl the Listener to go to one of the nine spiraling hells. He was getting tired of
games. And he feared another trap.

“I aman old man,” snapped the Listener, “ and the women tell me | must save my stirength for winter’s
end. Soif | had amind to kill you I’ d have done so closer to home.” He bared tiny brown teeth. “ Save
myself the trouble of hauling back your body for the dogs.”

Raif let out abreath. Why wasit that dl holymen thought they had aright to taunt him? Inigar Stoop
had been no different—but at least he was clan. Laying amitted hand on the crater’ s rim, he vaulted onto
theice. He landed hard, ten paces below the Listener, on abasin of ancient water that was frozen to the
core.

“Here. Usethis.” The Listener dropped aflat-bladed knife onto theice. “ Ulu. Woman' sknife. Should
serveaclansman well.”

Raif stabbed at the snow. Thetop layer was hard and brittle, but softer grains lay beneath. Thelittle
knife, with its center tang, had been designed for scraping skins, and it made good progress toward the



ice. Raif decided it was't worth thinking about why he was being made to do this. The Listener
reminded him of one of those spiteful little imps who adways guarded bridgesin crib taes; they’ d never let
you cross until they’d humbled you firg.

Fumes rose from theice as he worked, smoking bluein the clear air. When he reached thefina layer
of snow, achill went through him. Something was casting a shadow on theice. Turning, helooked up a
the Listener and the twilight sky beyond. Neither the sun nor the moon had risen high enough to cast
shadows. Y et it was there, adarkness upon theiice.

“Finish what you started, Clansman.” The Listener’ s voice wasthin and hostile. *'Y ou wanted answers,
dig for them.”

It occurred to Raif that he could kill the man standing above him. He was armed now, and though the
Listener possessed awily sort of strength, he would be no maich for afitter, younger man. A blow to the
heart would finish him. Not sure if he was comforted or unnerved by the thought, Raif turned back to the
ice and resumed scraping. Thefinal layer of snow was hard and frozen, stuck fast to theice by frequent
thaws. The knife blade bent as he worked, and he could fed the swest trickling between his shoulder
blades as he put the force of his body behind each blow. The area he was clearing was roughly circular,
the size of aman’s chest. When he’ d chipped away enough of the surface crust he set down the blade
and brushed off the loosened snow.

Something deep inside his spine, the nerve that Tern said wasthefirgt thing of aman’ sto grow within
the womb, sent him awarning of pure feer.

The darkness was not upon theice, it waswithinit.

Ingtinctively, hishand roseto hiswaist. Only the tine containing his measure of powdered guidestone
wasn't there. He experienced amoment of panic as he dapped his hip, searching for the hardness of ek
horn, before remembering he had used hislast portion on Ash. It had summoned the Sull for her.

Oh gods.

Raif bit off hismitts and spat them away. Holding his handsto hisface, he blew warm air upon them.
Hewas aware of the Listener standing above him, perfectly still now, his breaths coming dow and silent.
Raif put his hands upon theice. He felt the coldness legp toward hisfingers, questing for fluidsto freeze.
Quick icefastened to his skin, but he pushed againgt it, dragging his pams across the clearing, turning
opague ice transparent.

He saw the teeth first. A dark mouth gaped wide beneath the surface, lips pulled back to reved ajaw
of broken teeth. Raif recoiled. Something lay dead and frozen benesth him, something that could not be
named aman.

Sowly, hereturned his handsto the ice. He was shaking now, and there wasllittle heat in him, yet he
had no choice but to carry on. He would not let the Listener see hisfear.

An eye socket was revedled next, the skin black and mummified, the eyeball long exploded with the
pressure of theice. Evil wasfrozen in the densdly layered muscles of the face. The shadowy mass of the
creature’ s body was buried deep benesth the surface, its shoulders and chest receding into grotesquely
twisted shapes. Raif told himsdlf the distortions were dueto ripplesin theice; he dmost believed it until
the Listener spoke.



“Thad Sthu't” the Listener said, his voice soft with hunter’ sawe. “ From the War of Shadows. Xaluku
of the Nine Fingerskilled it with a spear thrust to the heart.”

Raif struggled to find his voice. Beneath hisfingers, the last portion of darkness waited to be reveded
beneath a crust of white snow. “How long hasit been here?’

“Fivethousand years.”
Raif closed his eyes. The time seemed too vast to comprehend.

The Listener waited until Raif’ s gaze returned to him before saying, “ There are many things more
terrible hidden beneath theice”

/don’t want to know, Raif thought.| just want to find Ash. “Men and kings, and weapons they forged
and citiesthey built and beaststhey dew in the darkness. Ages have passed and most think only the
legendsremain ... yet most never look beyond the surface of theice. All thingsthat diefall upon the earth.
The musk ox is eaten by the wolf, the shored whale is plucked apart by gulls, thewarrior isfound and
burned or thrust deep within atomb. Y et sometimes the ice finds them before the hands of scavengersor
men. Sometimes the ice claims them and bearstheir bodies away.”

Raif pushed his hands across the snow, clearing the last of the crust. He didn’t want to hear this. His
fingers ached, and patches of skin around his knuckles had started to yellow with frostbite. He wanted
clan, and Drey and Effie .. . and Ash. Y et even as he wanted them, he polished the ice before him so he
could see what lay benegath.

A hand, with thick black talons that ended in razor points, reached out toward the light, itsfist packed
withice. It was so close to the surface Raif could see the fine dark hairsthat ran along the skin. Suddenly
cold, hesaid, “Why are you showing methis?’

The Listener jabbed the point of his aff into the snow. “Because tdlling the truth is seldom enough. A
man must see it with his own eyes. The shadows are rising, and beasts and taken men will walk this earth
once more. Now isno time to be chasing after things you cannot have. The girl has gone. The Sull have
taken her, and what the Sull take they never give back. She' stheirs now. Let her be. Save your strength
for the battles you can win. The Long Night has come, and those who thrive in darkness must step
forward to fight.” Raif felt hisface Siffen at the Listener’ swords. He wanted to deny them, but thelittle
tribesman thrust out ahand to stay hisreply. “ Y es, Clansman. | know who you are. | have seen the raven
riding on your back. | have heard the sound of footsteps at your hedls. Degth follows you. She named
you. Watcher of the Dead. Y es, you are cursed. But you are young and whole, and | am old and have no
earsand can find little sympathy for you. We cannot choose our skills. A boy with agift for netsand lines
must fish. A man with ahunter’ seye must hunt. If you' re born to the darkness, clamiit. Find yoursdf a
wegpon and fight."

Raif pushed himsdf upright. Hewas stirred, but didn’t want to be. Thiswas not hisworld, this place of
shadows and darkness and beasts held in ice. He had no weapon, no training. How could you banish
shadows except with light? Kicking the mound of snow at hisfeet, he scattered dry crystals acrossthe
clear and gleamingice. “Why me?’

“Why not?’ The Listener’ sexpression was hard. “Be glad of the gifts you have been given. They will
be needed, and there are many thingsworsein life than being needed.”

Tired of the Listener’ s scoldings, Raif forced the subject further. “Why can | heart-kill, old man? Do



your gods whisper the answer to that?’

A dangerous smile stretched skin on the Listener’ sface. “ Men stronger and wiser than you have tried
to force me to speak when | would not. None suceeded. | speak only at my own choosing. And | choose
totdl youthis Yoursisadouble-edged gift. Y ou can bring death, but you can aso bring peace.”

Raif shook his head, frustrated. He would get nowhere with this.

And what did any of it matter with Ash gone? Where was she now? Had they harmed her? Was she
waiting for him to come?

Hesad smply, “Where are they taking her?’
The Listener watched him closely before answering. “ They will carry her east to the Heart of the Sull.”
“Then!’ll go east.”

“Men have died searching for the Heart of the Sull. The ways arelong and twisting, and there are
forests where every tree looks the same. Some say timeitself iswoven into the paths, but the Ice
Trappersknow little of that. We know the legends, some of them. And | can tell you that athough
Bluddsmen have been known to cross the borders of the Sull Racklands no clansman has ever entered
the Heart.”

“Then!’ll bethefirst.” The Listener ssemed amost to smile. “Y ou are young, and your arrogance
becomesyou, so | won't tell you al the reasonswhy you are wrong. Know this. | have walked thisland
for ahundred years, from Wrecking Seato Endsea, from the Ice Horn to the Lake of Lost Men, and not
oncein that time have | found the Sull ways. They ride for the mountains—I know because | have
watched them, even followed them in my youth—but as soon asthey passinto the foothillsthey ceaseto
be. Now, your eyes may be good, but mine were better, and | never discovered where they went.”

Raif bowed his head. He couldn’t argue with the Listener’ swords; he knew al about Sull ways. He
wouldn’t be hereiif the two Far Riders hadn’t deigned to leave atrail. Still. He could make his own way
east. Softly, amost to himsdlf, he said, “Iwillfind her.”

“What makes you think she wantsto befound 7’ Raif glanced up at the hard ice-tanned face of the
Listener. What he saw made him wary. “ She was taken againgt her will. Drugged, snatched away in the
night, forced to ride east to gods know where. Of course she wantsto be found.”

The Listener tapped snow from thetip of his staff. “ Oold{ is bitter and stringy, and stinks like dead
fish. Only men arefool enough to drink it.

Agan, Raif felt agtab of wariness. “Why are you tdling me this?’

“Y our friend was not drugged. She only took one sip of theoola't .
Shewent of her own freewill.*

“No.”

“They did not force her. Sheisthe One with Reaching Arms. She knew she had to go.”



Raif shook hishead savagely. She wouldn't leave him without saying aword, not after al they’ d been
through. Not after the Cavern of Black Ice. He said coldly, “You lie, old man.”

The Listener nodded. “ Often, about many things. The kind of truths | know destroy men. Mothers do
not want to know that the child they carry will be born deed, or that their sonswill die before they do,
and their husbands will be maimed during the hunt. Y ou cannot be a Listener without knowing how to
lie” Ashe spoke, the old man reached into the soft inner fursthat lay beneeth his sedlskinsand pulled
something out. “But to you | spesk the truth.”

Opening hisfigt, the Listener let something smdl and dark fal upon theice. “ She asked meto return
this”

Raif stared at the object by hisfeet. Black and hooked, aslong asachild’ sfinger, with ahole bored
through the bridge for threading string. Raven lore.Hereit is, Raif Sevrance. One day you may be glad of
it. No matter how hard hetried to loseiit, it dways came back.

It changed everything, and both he and the Listener knew it.
“No.”

Quite suddenly he remembered the Sngle tear in Ash' seye. She had known then that she was leaving
him. Camly, because there was nothing else to do, Raif bent and picked up hislore. It fdt thin and brittle,
like something he could crush in hisfigt. Instead he pulled atie from the Orrl cloak around his shoulders
and fastened the lore to histhroat. 1t was his and he would weer it... and he would not think of what Ash
had done.

“She made her choice,” the Listener said. “Now it’ stime you made yours.”

Raif found himsdf looking at theice, at the dark and monstrous shape rippling beneath him.Guard
yoursdlf, she had said, her last words. How could he do that when the things that cut the deegpest couldn’t
be fought? After amoment he crossed to the crater wall and began to pull himsdf up. His choice was
made.

HAPTER
Into theFire

Effie Sevrance crouched behind the great copper ditilling vat and watched as Gat Murdock sampled
thelow wines. The low wines were the hafway point in the digtillation, Longhead said; too weak to be
named afull malt, but strong enough to send aman to hiskneesif he sampled too often and too long.
Effie wished Gat Murdock would drop to hisknees .. .soon. It was hot and dark in the ditilling well, and
vapors bubbling from the cauldron made everything clammy and damp. Effie could fed the heavy woal of
her dress sticking to her back like wet oats. Stupid thing. Why hadn’t she thought to wear her linen shift
instead ?

Gat Murdock closed the spill hole on the bell-shaped vat and held hisfinal sample up to thelamp. The
seaglass cup glowed green, reveding liquid il cloudy with dregs. Effie willed him to swallow and be
done. She was on amission for Bullhammer and Grim Shank, and she didn’t want to disappoint them.
They’ d chosenherto brew theiron juice. There were ascore of boysin the roundhouse, dl doing nothing
more than waiting around the Great Hearth each day in the hope of sanding the rust from ahammerman’s
chains or mending the shearling that couched the hammer itself. Y et when it came to the matter of the



gain for the hammermen’ steeth, Bull-
hammer had decided that Effie Sevrance would do a better, quieter job than every one of them.

“Effie'syour girl,” Bitty Shank had said to hisolder brother Grim, last night asthey stood in the dry
and dusty shadows of the stable block. “ She' s clever with her hands, knows how to keep a secret, and
she ssger to ahammerman hersdf.” Bullhammer and Grim had nodded gravely, the dim glow from the
safe lamp sparking strangdly off their tarnished plate. A hammerman’ s Sister was good enough for them.

Iron juice, Bullhammer had explained, was as black asthe Stone Gods' tearsand only alittleless
likely to kill you. It had to be strong enough to stain a hammerman’ s teeth, and keep them good and
black for a season. “It’s no good using lampblack or ashes—the stain barely takesfor aweek. And as
soon as aman setsto frothing a the mouth his spittle’ slikely to run black.” Effie had nodded in
understanding. If you were going to stain your teeth so you looked fierce in battle then it would be better
if the stain didn’t wash off hafway through. Else you might end up looking foolish instead.

The problem was that Blackhail hammermen hadn’t stained their teeth snce Mad Gregor had led three
hundred to their death in the fast-rising waters of the Fow. All but adozen of their number had been
hammermen. Their bodies had been dragged downstream b) the spring rush, across the rocky shallows
known as Dead Man': Ribs and over the towering, misty drop of Moon Fals. Effie hac heard it said that
the river rock had pedled the flesh from their bones and the only things left for the widows to wrap were
white skull with grinning black teeth.

Effiefrowned. It seemed to her that there were far too many clai storiesinvolving skulls and violent
degths. Still, itwasinterestin; how afterward no Blackhail hammerman would stain histeeth fo fear of riling
the gods, and the recipe for iron juice had been lost.

“Sour aspiss,” Gat Murdock pronounced to the now-empty sam pling cup. “ Good enough for atied
clansman—or hiswife.” Satisfied, he upended the cup onto abasswood rack and spat to clean h mouth.
Like many older clansmen he was missing fingers, yet r moved no dower for it, and seded the taps and
dimmed thelamp;

quick asif he had ten fingers, not eight. Effie watched as he moved to leave then stopped himsdlf short
of the gair. Turning to face the very corner that concealed her, he sent his gaze darting thisway and that,
checking if he were being watched. Effie held her breeth, imagining hersdf till asthe very sonethe well
was built from.

L ong seconds passed before the clansman’ s pale eyes passed her by. Satisfied that no one was
looking, Gat Murdock reached for the high shelf where Anwyn Bird kept her twenty-year malt, and
dipped one of the precious wax-seded flasks under his coat. Effie forgot she was being still asa stone
and let her mouth fall open in amazement. Anwyn’ s twenty-year malt! Wasn't there a curse upon it?
Anwyn sworethat any clansman who drank her malt without her blessng would find himsdlf short of his
man parts within aweek. Effie closed her mouth. She had learned al aout man parts from Letty Shank.
Any man who lost them was bound to be sorely displeased.

Uttering asmall grunt of satisfaction, Gat Murdock put his foot to the stair and began the short climb
from thewell. Effieforced hersdlf to listen for the sound of hisfeet treading the floor above before
emerging from her place behind the vat.

Her arm was stiff and she rubbed it gently as she squeezed past copper pipes. Other parts hurt too;
places where Cutty Moss' knife had sunk deep, opening ragged hard-to-heal wounds that still wept



water at night. She wouldn't think about those now, though. She was a clanswoman of nearly nine
winters, and men returning from the clanwars had worse hurtsto bear.

She just wished Cutty’ s knife had spared her face. Effie stopped her treacherous hand from rising to
touch hercheek.Wouldn't have been a beauty even without the scars, Mace Blackfiall said so.

Despite her best efforts, she couldn’t stop the memory of the day in the Oldwood from forming in her
head. It was just there, dl of a sudden. Mace on top of Raina, forcing her down into the snow. Effie
wished very hard she hadn’t seen them. What Mace had done was a bad thing, but when shetried to tell
that to her brother Drey he hadn’t understood. Instead he' d gone straight to Mace to demand an
explanation . . . and somehow Mace had twisted it dl around and made it seem asif she, Effie Sevrance,
had made a childish mis The clan chief had caused her abit of trouble after that, sendin Cutty Mossto
harm her with hisknife.

Effie attempted a scowl that very nearly worked. Swiftly, scanned her brain for something to distract
her. Clan Gray, that it! She was grateful she hadn’t been born into that small, cursed ¢ Half the newborns
died within aweek, and the rest were heldtdisformed.

Unsureif that had actualy helped, Effie quickly turned thoughts back to iron juice. She needed good
strong liquor to pr the potion. Anwyn’s twenty-year malt was too mellow—and cursed. She needed
something that could burn aman’sgums, and p sibly histooth enamel aswell. Thoughtful, she scanned
the flasks the highest shelf. Will Hawk’ s Dhooneshinein its odd sparkly fk stood beside Dagro
Blackhail’s Chief’ sMalt, and Shor Gormdi Gutbreaker with its crossed swords burned into the wood.
So madead men’sbrews. Then she saw it, in the darkest corner, itsleath flask hairy with cobwebs, its
wood stopper near forced-out with g Tem Sevrance' s Specia Brew. Damust have digtilled it himself.

It was |ate and the roundhouse had grown quiet and Effie kne she’ d better hurry, yet she couldn’t
seem to stop hersdlf from read ing for Da sflask. It smelled like him, leathery and horsy. And whe she
pulled the stopper out she nearly laughed. Thiswould do thejot It surely couldn't kill anyone, not after this
long, and Da had been ;

hammerman himsdf. He' d hep her with blackening hiscompanions' teeth.

Something behind Effie’ s eyes began to hurt, and she recorked the flask with ahard thump and began
the short climb from the well.

It was an odd night in the roundhouse, dark and still with only haf the torcheslit in preparation for the
Feast of Breaking. It had seemed like agood ideato gather the ingredients for the iron juice tonight, for
few liked to trave the halls on the night the Stone Gods walked the earth. Now, though, as she wound
her way through the roundhouse' s crumbling lower reaches, she began to fed little prickles of unease.
Her lore began to cool againgt her skin.

The small granite stone was suspended around her neck once more,

heavy asanew-laid egg. Inigar Stoop had found it, clutched in asevered hand. It had been the clan
guide' sjob to gather the remains of Cutty and Nelly Moss. Back bent double against the wind, wicker
basket in hand, he had pried their frozen flesh from the snow. Effie had heard it whispered that nothing
whole remained, that the dogs had eaten Nelly’ s eyes and tongue, and torn out Cutty’ s spleen. She
supposed she was lucky no dog had swallowed her lore. Inigar would not let her weer it at first. Instead
he had taken the lore to the guidehouse, where he' d spoken words of power over it, and then laid it atop
the guidestone, where it could draw strength and be renewed.



It felt different now. Older. Harder. Inigar said lores changed and grew with their wearers; so did that
mean she was older and harder to0?

Nearing the oil-blackened stair that spiraled up to the clan forge, Effie dowed her pace. Normdly she
liked this part of the roundhouse, with itslow ceilings and narrow ways. It was darker than norma, but
shedidn’t mind that. No Sevrance had ever been afraid of the dark. Still. There was something else, . .
something watchful and waiting. And her lore didn’t move, didn’t push, but something insdeit shifted as
if adrop of liquid mercury had flash-hardened in its core. She stopped. Listened. Almost she heard
something, but it was probably just afancy. Y ou couldn’ thearthe sound of aman holding his breath.

Go bact{, Effie, said alittle voice insde her.Run to your room and
locf{ the door.

No. Shewas on amission for Bullhammer and Grim Shank. And she wouldn’t bolt like arabbit every
time she was afraid. Besides, things were different now she was armed. Bitty Shank had given her a
knife. A maiden’ shelper, hecdledit. “Asnice apiece of flint asyou Il find strapped to agoodwife' s
thigh.” Hetaught her how to useit, too. It wasn't like stabbing someone with asword. A flint knife's
srength wasin its blade, not itstip, and unless you fancied the tip breaking off as soon asyou hit boneit
was wiser to dash than stab. Effie had practiced dashing moldy and worm-holed shegpskinsin the
tannery, reducing the thick usalessram’ s hides to strips. The knife' s edge had been knapped to a
sharpness beyond stedl, so thin in partsthat light shone through the stone. It was spails, Bitty said, seized
from agroup of 1lle Glaive trappers caught setting wires on Ganmiddich soil.

Effie touched her waig, feeling for the smooth horn shegth that held her knife. Sheloved Bitty Shank.
He and his brotherswould hear no talk of her being awitch.

Careful to let her thoughts go no farther, Effie started up the stair. All was quiet except for the groaning
of ancient timbers and stone. Normally the clan forge was kept busy through the night, and athough Brog
Widdie, master smith and exiled Dhoonesman, would alow no man without an oath to work with hot
iron, unsworn smiths and wireworkers would be busy socketing arrowheads and riveting coats of mail.

Tonight was different, though. The Eve of Bregking. All clansmen, sworn and unsworn, were gathered
close around the Great Hearth, chanting the old songs. The Breaking was sacred to the Stone Gods. If
they were not given their due this night they might send afrost so hard and so long that ice would grow in
the heart of al guidestones, and the clanholds would shatter to dust. Castlemilk’ s guidestone had taken
the frost nearly two thousand years earlier, and that ancient and venerable clan—which had once been
great enough to challenge Dhoone to the kingship—had been in decline ever since. Many taes of the
clanholds had been logt, even to Withy and Wellhouse, which kept the histories, but the story of the
Milkstone shattering, of how the Milkwives gathered the broken shardsin their skirts and carried them to
aplace their menfolk would never know, sent chills down every clansman’ s spine. All knew that if the
women hadn’t hidden the fragments the men would have used them to cut out their own hearts,

Effie touched her little pouch of powdered guidestone, giving the Stone Gods their due. Too much bad
stuff had aready happened to Blackhail. The clan chief, Dagro, was dead, Dawas dead: both killed in
the Badlands by Bludd raiders. Her brother Raif had been branded atraitor and forced to leave. Now
the only family she had left was Drey . . . and she didn’t think it would hurt to touch her pouch a second
time and ask the Stone Gods to keep him safe.

Beneath her feet the stone steps were dippery, greased by graphite and calf’ s-brain oil from the



amiths feet. Thear grew warm and dry, thick with the stench of sweat and sulfur and smelted ore.
Ahead, the great lead-plated doors were drawn closed. Water casks stowed to either side of the
threshold told of the clan’ s great fear of fire. The forge bulged out from the north face of the roundhouse,
shielded from the core stonework by adark, airlesstunndl caled the Dry Run. The main entranceto the
forge was cut from the exterior north wall, atowering arch astall as two men, guarded by doors
force-hardened with saltwater, and studded with steel headsto turn blades. A clan’ sforge wasits wedth
and its strength. Raw metals were stored here, swords and arrowheads were forged here, and war spoils
awaiting refiring and refitting were piled in great sacksdong thewdlls.

Effie waked the length of the Dry Run then put her hand to the lead door. It was neither locked nor
bolted—she hadn’t expected it to be—and half aton of wood swung easily on hinges that Brog Wid-die
had tooled himsdlf. The orange glow of the furnace lit the cavernous space of theforge. A circle of anvils
dominated the room; horned and blocked and mouseholed, they sent strange shadowsto flicker at Effie's
feet. Tempering bathsfilled with brine and refined tallow stood warming close to the furnace. Beyond
them lay the worktables and work blocks piled with striking hammers and bow tongs and other
vicious-looking tools. Beyond those lay the stores: tubs of oil and dack and pig' s blood, sacks of
charcoal, sand and raw ore. Iron rods were stacked as carefully asif they were gold, and cords of
quartered lumber were piled like abonfire to the refters.

Effietook a step forward, hesitated, then called softly, “Message for Brog Widdie.” No one
answered. Something in the far corner, next to the redsmith bench where Mungo Kae worked copper
and bronze, rustled and then was till. Ret after tallow, she thought, fedling braver by the minute. Letty
Shank and Forrie Horn might scream at the very thought of rodents, but Effie could find nothing within
her that was afraid of things so small. Quietly, she crossed the circle of anvils and headed toward the
stores. One of the tallow baths had claimed arat. Asthe temperature from the furnace dropped and the
tallow congedled, the rodent had been set in fat. Tomorrow morning one of the Scarpemen would likely
scoop it up, roast it in the furnace, and et it. Everyone knew Scarpes feasted on rats.

As she passed one of the nail-punching benches, she paused to empty a supply of nallsfrom abrass
bowl. Asthelittle iron spikes tumbled onto the wood she thought she heard something creak in the Dry
Run behind her, but when she turned to look al was till. Probably just abeam settling, yet she moved a
little quicker because of it.

The sacks of charcoa were easy to identify, asthe palet they were set upon was furry with soot. The
charcoa burner’ s mark was atree above aflame; Effie noticed it as she unsheathed her knife and st flint
to the hemp. The sack split easily and athick stream of charcod spilled to the floor. She moved quickly
to catch the fine powder in the bowl, marveling at the richness of the charcoal. .. surely the darkest,
blackest thing that ever was. If thisdidn’t stain the hammermen’ s teeth then she might aswell try to bottle
the night sky, for nothing €lse was darker.

When the bowl was hdf full she drew it back and let the sack spill until it found itsleve. Her lore
shifted uneasily against her skin, but she was too excited to pay heed. What if she tested a potion now?
Did iron juice need iron? Or wasit just aname? Y es, she probably needed acid to etch the charcod into
the hammermen’ steeth, but it wouldn't hurt to try without it first.. . and it might save somebody’ s gums.
And, she thought, becoming even more excited, I’ |l test it on one of the shanl”“shounds tonight. Old
Scratch won't mind. His teeth are so yellow and chipped that it redlly might be an improvement.

Grinning &t the thought of adog with black-stained teeth, Effie set down her knife. She pulled out Da's
flask, uncorked it, and then poured haf its measure into the bowl. Crouching by the charcoa sacks, she
stirred the mixture with a chip of wood she found on the floor. Da's specia brew darkened in an instant,
and afine black dust rose from the bowl like the opposite of steam. As she stirred she had visions of



rank upon rank of Blackhail hammermen, armed and mounted, their hammer chainsrattlingina
quickening wind, their lips pulled back to reved night-black teeth. Drey would be one of them too. And
perhapsif she made theiron juice dark enough and he looked fierce enough he wouldn't have to fight.
Perhaps the Blud-dsmen would turn and flee rather than raise their axes againgt him. The men seemed to
come from nowhere. A harsh cry raised Effie’ s head, alead door was sent cracking againgt awall, and
then clansmen burst into the forge. Breathing hard, glittering with drawn stedl, they moved to circle the
room. Effie had once withessed a group of hunters circling awounded boar before akill, and she
recognized the same nervous excitement; the sucked-in cheeks and wet lips. Thefear of drawing too
closeto ther prey. “ Stay your ground, witch.”

Effie recognized the spesker as Stanner Hawk, brother to Will and uncle to Bron, who had both been
daininthe snow outside of Duff’s. Tall and pae like his brother, Stanner bore no love for anyone bearing
the Sevrance name. Something hardened within Effie as he looked upon her. Raif had fought to save the
lives of Will and Bron, yet that one fact had been twisted and ground down, and now al that could be
remembered about the night outside of Duffswasthat Raif Sevrance had spoken out againgt hisclan.
And been branded atraitor for life.

Effie raised her chin. Thiswas a coward before her. They al were. Two dozen men to capture an
unblooded girl. They didn’t even havethejaw to doiit in full daylight on open ground; instead they had
watched and sneaked and waited. Like weasels after eggs.

There was not a hammerman amongst them. No man who bore ahammer would raise ahand to harm
his own. Instead there were Mace Blackhail’ s cronies. old and hard Turby Flapp bearing asword so
badly weighted he couldn’t keep the point off the floor, lean and dark Craw Bannering clad in the cured
hides and swan feathers of Clan Harkness, known asthe Half Clan, hislong tattooed fingers resting easily
on ablade. Thelongswordsmen Arlan Perch and Ichor Roe moved with practiced stedlth to take
positions behind Effie’ s back. Many of the men were older Hailsmen, too long cooped upina
roundhouse at war and eager for any kind of blood.

And then there were the Scarpemen. Uriah Scarpe and Wracker Fox and others she did not know.
Lean men, dressed in the black leatherwork and weasdl pelts of Scarpe, watching her asif they had
something to fear. They redly believe I’'m awitch. The thought came quickly and with it another: Thistrgp
was carefully set. No Shanks or hammermen had been told, no one who was friend to Drey.

“Stand up, witch.” Stanner Hawk'’ s voice was cold, and for the first time Effie wondered if he had
something more than capture on hismind. With his sword fist he made a gesture to Craw Bannering. The
dark bowman moved toward the woodstack and selected a cord of wood.

“Isaidstand up, witch.” Stanner Hawk lashed out with hisfoot, sending atub of brine crashing to the
floor. Saltwater splashed Effie’ sface.

Effiefet the cdm leaving her. Her lore began to twitch againgt her skin, and she noticed sharp-eyed
Uriah Scarpe glance a thewool at her throat. Looking away from him, her gaze cameto rest on her flint
knife, there on the stone floor beside the pallet, only three paces away from her foot. Uriah Scarpe was
gtill watching her, so she quickly turned her gaze. Sowly she rose to standing, setting the bowl of iron
juice onthefloor.

Craw Bannering had drawn on the thick cowhide gloves of ahot metalworker. The cord of wood now
lay unbound beside the furnace, and the yearman was using both hands to pull back the cast-iron door
that guarded the charging hole. Heat from the furnace legpt into the room as air was sucked into the hole.
Craw fed thefire below it, choosing only the driest, densest wood.



Old men shifted their weights, whether with unease or excitement Effie didn’t know. One of the
Scarpemen said, “ Pump the bellows, Crawman.”

Stanner Hawk’ seyes glinted orange in the growing blaze. “Y ou are charged with being awitch, Effie
Sevrance. Confess now and receive the swift judgment of my blade.”

Someone at her back whispered, “1t’'Il be amercy for you, lass, in theend.”

Twenty-four pairs of eyeswatched her. Turby Flapp took ahand from his poorly made sword to wipe
the sdliva off hislips. Effielooked a every one of them, Hailsmen and Scarpemen and strangers alike.
She was shaking, and she couldn’t seem to speak, so dl she could do to show her innocence was look
them in their faces and meet their eyes. One or two had the decency to look away. Arlan Perch found
something to study on the knuckleguard of his sword.

“Speak, witch.” Stanner Hawk was playing to the room now, his back turned toward her ashe
walked the circle of anvils. “I'll hear something from you before | put your feet to thefire”

Effie heard the bel ch of popping mud bubbles as the mud trough surrounding the furnace began to boail.
Ridiculoudy, she thought of the shankshounds. They made sounds like that whenever they were given
greensingtead of meat. Thoughts of shankshounds helped, and she suddenly found her voice. * Stanner
Hawk, my da said you once cheated him out of akill, swapping his spear for yours so you could clam
the she-bear as your own. My da never lied, and nor will 1.1 am not awitch. The shankshounds saved
me out of love and loyalty, not sorcery. They’ d do the samefor their master Orwin Shank, just as Mace
Blackhail’ shellhoundswould save him.”

Severd grunts of agreement echoed around the forge. Many men here kept hounds, and dl took pride
intheir dogs fiercenessand loyalty.

Stanner Hawk’ sface had lost whét little color it had been blessed with. Two points of anger burned in
his eyes, and Effie knew she had made a mistake attacking his honor. He would see her burned for it.

In three quick strides he was before her, the point of his sword pressing against the plump flesh of her
lower lip. “Open your mouth, witch. Let me see the tongue that lies so easily. I’ d heard witches could
charm the sword from aman’s hand, but | never thought to see such athing myself.” Hislast wordswere
directed at the gathered clansmen, and to aman they straightened and raised their swords. No
clever-spesking witch was going to fool them.

“Y our father was a good man, Effie Sevrance,” cried hard-eyed Turby Flapp. “You do hima
disservice by defending yoursdlf at his expense. What man here hasn't clashed with another over kills?
It s not something you bring home to the women. L et them tend to their trgps, not the hunt.”

Criesof “ Aye!” circled the room. Turby Flapp was old and shak-

ing, yet Effie could sill seethetriumph in hiseyes. He' d insulted her and her father, and fired the men
with righteousrage.

Mace Blackhail had chosen wdll.

Oh, she knew why hewasn't here, in thisroom. His hands must be seen to be clean. When Drey
cameto him, as Drey certainlywould, Mace could say,Drey, if I’ d been there | would have stopped it. |



was holding vigil around the Great Hearth. | had no idea what these men would do.

Effiefet the bite of Stanner’ ssword asit split her lip, sending aline of blood trickling down her chin.
Immediately ashift took placein the room. Breaths came hard and fast as swesting pams made it
necessary to dter grips. Blood had been spilled. All hope of mercy waslost.

Stanner Hawk’ s mouth tightened in satisfaction, and with akingly gesture he withdrew his sword.
“Wracker,” he said to one of the Scarpe swordsmen. “Feed the hound through the hole.”

Wracker Fox was powerful in the way Shor Gormalin had been powerful; small and lean and so swift
to movement that it was like watching a hare bolt from a set. In an instant he was gone from the forge.
What seemed like seconds later he was back, something wrapped in ablanket held fast againgt his chest.

Effie thought her heart would stop when she heard the first frightened whimper. They had caught and
bound one of the shankshounds.

Wracker Fox dropped the dog onto the floor to free it from the blanket. The dog’ s legs and snout had
been tightly hobbled with tarred rope, and the creature landed badly on its side. Effie flinched. It was Old
Scratch, the gentle, dignified elder of the pack. Wounds around his eyes and jaw told he hadn’t been
taken without afight.

Stanner Hawk said, “Put himin feet firg, likewewill thegirl.”

A sound left Effie sthroat, a sound so soft and powerless that no man in the room paid it heed ... but it
was enough for Old Scratch to hear her and know that she wasthere. Slowly and at great cost, he turned
hislarge amber eyes upon her.

Never, ever, if shelived for athousand years would Effie Sevrance forget that look. Terror and love
touched her with such force it was asif she wereinsde the dog’' s head. Suddenly it was hard to bregthe.
The shankshounds had saved her life.

“Stop,” she murmured to Stanner Hawk. “ Set the dog freeand I'll give you what you want.”

Stanner ran apae hand over hisdark beard, and then exchanged asmdl satisfied glance with Turby
Flapp. Turning his back on her once more, he said, “ So you admit you are awitch as charged. And that
you aided Clan Bludd in the attack upon Dagro Blackhail in the Badlands, and the assassination of Shor
Gormalin in the Wedge. Y ou admit also that you helped your brother Raif Sevrance desert thisclan, and
heard him confess that cowardice drove him from the ambush on the Bluddroad. Lastly you confess that
you bewitched Orwin Shank’ s hounds, and forced them to attack an innocent man and woman for no
other reason that you feared they knew you for awitch.” Stanner Hawk was suddenly there, in front of
her face, hissmile so cold it chilled her. “Do you admit these sins, Effie Sevrance, before the faces of nine

gods?’

Da, | didn't do them. Effielooked at Old Scratch, then quickly looked away. She found she couldn’t
face the dog and lie. Stanner Hawk was something different and shetilted her chin and raised her gaze
and looked him full in the eye. “1 admit | am awitch before the faces of nine gods.”

Breath was sucked in around the room. Some of the older clansmen touched their tines. One man,
ancient and stoop-backed, Ezan-der Straw, began to name the nine gods. Ganolith, Hammada, lone,
Loss, Uthred, Oban, Larannyde, Maweg, Behathmus.



Famesfrom the furnace legpt high, sending waves of heat switching wildly around the room. The mud
in the trough boiled madly, dapping and sucking as the water within it turned to seam. Stanner Hawk’s
pale lipstwitched. His knuckles were white where they curled around his sword. Still holding Effie’ s gaze
he said, “ Craw, send the dog to thefire.”

“No,” she bresthed. Then louder, “ NO!”

“Yes,” hehissed. “1 make no covenantswith awitch.”

“But...yousad. Thedog...”

Turby FHapp stepped forward and dapped her face. “Hush, girl. * Chant us no more with your lies.”

Frantic with terror and helplessness, Effie didn’t fed the pain of the blow. She couldn’t find the words
to save Old Scratch. They said. . . they said. . . Old Scratch isn’t used to the heat. HE safraid of lit
candles. . . I'm sorry, I'm sorry, Da. Didn't have the words.

Craw Bannering hefted the dog againgt his chest. Air venting from the charging hole shimmered with
heet. Thefire crackled and roared, releasing showers of white-hot sparks. Twenty-four men fell silent.
No one except the bowman moved. The smith’ s gloves reach as high as Craw’ s upper arms, protecting
him from the flames as he fed the dog to the furnace.

The heat was S0 great in the smelting chamber thet fire ignited from dry air. Old Scratch screamed,
thrashing and jerking, his eyes wide with terror as he fought to buck himself free. When the first flames
found hisflesh helet out aterrible moan. Effie watched, waited, knowing the dog’ s gaze would cometo
her, determined in every part of her that she would not look away.

Old Scratch' s eyes were dimming when they found her, yet the same thing she had seen before was
there. Faith. He thought she could save him. Even now.

Effiefdt tears run down her face asthe last of the dog went to the fire. Something hard and terrible
was growing within her, and shefdt thefirst stirrings of rage. Eyes darting, she studied the men who
formed acirclearound her. Ther attention was given fully to the thrashing thing alive with flames. Sowly,
dowly, she moved two pacesto the side, put her foot on Bitty’ sflint knife, and sent ahand down her leg
to scratch her knee. In an ingtant the knife was hers. Straightening, she checked the two Hailsmen behind
her; their gazes hadn’t shifted from the smelting chamber.

Asthe smel of singed fur and roasting mest filled the room, Effie found her grip on the blade. Men
were shifting now, rubbing their eyes asif woken from a dream. When Stanner Hawk turned to face her
shewas ready.

“Witch. May thefire go no gentler on you.” He motioned to the two Scarpemen, Uriah Scarpe and
Wracker Fox. “ Seize and bind her. Let her go awake and repentant to the flames.”

Asthetwo Scarpemen moved to flank her, Effie showed her knife. Sweeping the bladein acircle
before her, she spoke in a shaky voice. “ Stay back. You'll not find me as defenselessasadog.”

Someone close to the door snorted. Uriah Scarpe stretched thin weasdl lipsto asmirk. Wracker Fox
danced back in mock fright. “Well, well, my little Blackhail hellcat. | see you ve afancy for afight.”
Stanner Hawk wasn't amused. “Burn her and be done.”



“Aye,” added Turby Flapp. “ Allow her no chance to do more witchery thisnight.”

Effiefelt her face burn. Stupid, stupid. How could she have thought they’ d be afraid of agirl witha
stone knife? That was when she saw Uriah Scarpe’ s gaze return to her lore. The granite Sone was
twitching with force, moving the wool fabric of her dress. She watched fear enlarge the Scarpeman’s
pupils. .. and then she knew what she must do.

Remember they thin't I'm awitch.

Stll holding the knife firm, she swept down and grabbed the bowl of iron juice from the floor. Before
any clansman had chance to react she dipped the blade of her knife into the swirling fluid. A thousand
poresin theflint soaked up the black. The blade emerged glistening and smoking, like apiece of frozen
night. AlImost when she saw it shefdt afraid hersdlf, for thelook of it stirred memorieswithin her that she
did not know she had. But then Da's smell was upon it; the smell of barley too old and honey nearly of
and peat that had been burned, not smoked. It gave her strength and heart, and when she spoke dl fear
was gone.

“This,” she said holding up the coated blade for al to see, “isdark magic | distilled mysdf. Onedrop
upon your skin and your soul ismine. Y our teeth will rot and your sword handswill wither, and your man
seed will come out black.” She paused, sending asilent prayer of thanksto Letty Shank for inspiringthet
particular horror, and then carried on, imagining Anwyn Bird in arage over something to help her voice
come out right. “If you value your livesyou' d best let mewalk free from thisplace, or | swear I'll cast
this bowl down andsplash every one of you, and take your souls with meto hell.”

Silence. Someone coughed. Turby Flapp went to speak then was ill. Some of the younger men
began to edge back. Uriah Scarpe brought his swordhand down to protect his man parts. Effie waited,
knifein hand, bow! tucked into the crook of her arm . . . and stared every one of them down.

Stanner Hawk’ sface was atight mask. Of the twenty-four men in the room he was the only one who
knew she was no witch. She saw him weigh al possible outcomes. Call her atrickster and everything that
had taken place here was voided. She was either witch or trickster; she could not be both. To speak up
would beto contradict himsalf. And then there wasthe likely possbility that they’ d pay him no heed.

Red fear lived in thisroom; if Effie could seethat so could he.

In the end his decision was taken for him. Wracker Fox stepped away from her, saying to Stanner, “
Y outake care of the Hailish bitch. I’m not going to touch her.” As soon as he spoke, murmurs of
agreement passed through the room, and the four men securing the doorway moved aside. Other
clansmen gtirred and within moments a path had cleared toward the door.

Something terrible must have been showing on her face when she walked the clearing, for not one of
them would meet her eye. Turby Happ let his poorly weighted sword clatter to the floor and grabbed the
tine containing his measure of powdered guidestone with both hands. The Scarpemen made gestures she
did not recognize, strange wardingsin the shape of poison pines. When she passed Stanner Hawk he
whispered, “Never deep in thisroundhouse again, Effie Sevrance, ese my knifewill find you the moment
you shut your eyes.”

She said nothing in reply. Shedid not trust hersdlf to speak. Everything in her wasintent on making it
toward the door. Thoughts of Old Scratch kept her hands steady and made her eyes blaze with their own
kind of fire

Later she could remember nothing of the journey aong the Dry Run and out of the roundhouse. Two



thoughts only held her: Old Scratch’ sfaith that she could save him, and the dull and terrible certainty that
the Stone Gods would send ice into the heart of the Hailstone for the wrongs done by clansmen this night.

CHAPTER
Becoming Sull

They entered the mountain on the fourth day, and dthough it was virtudly impossibleto tdl in which
direction they moved, Ash had afeding they were no longer traveling eest.

“We head east to the Racklands then south to the Heart” had been al Ark Veinsplitter had said about
the journey. She had not questioned him. It had been the morning of their departure, when the sun barely
showed itsalf on the eastern horizon and starlight lit the ice and turned it blue. There had been no deep
for her the night beforein the Listener’ sground, just terrible hours of wakefulness, knowing that she
would soon leave Raif, and knowing aso that she could not explain why. Speak to him of it and she
would have been undone. He would have argued, persuaded, changed her mind. And he would have
doneit because heloved her. And it would have been amistake.

Shewas Sull now; thair battleswere hers. Her flesh wasrakhar dan, reachflesh. And it owed a debt
for what it had done.

She could not bring Raif with her on thisjourney. The Sull Far Riderswould not haveit; they had no
love for the man they called the Clansman. Y et their reasons were notherreasons. She would not have
Raif because he had aready done enough, risked enough, and she was traveling into darkness ... and she
would travel that road aone. She would not endanger him. It was as smple and as complicated at that.

It wasthe fact that she had not said goodbye that hurt the most. She had deceived him, knowing full
well what the Far Ridersintended and aiding them in their plansto take her. Raif Sevrance had trusted
her, and in repayment she had encouraged him to drink while she stayed sober, and then sneaked away
inthenight likeathief.

“You'renot doneinthis, Ash March” Ash breathed in hard, remembering Raif’ s oath. He had sworn
to protect her when al others were intent on causing her harm. Shewould never forget that night inllle
Glaive, when Heritas Cant had reveded to her that she was a Reach. Raif wasthe only one present who
saw her as aperson, not aresource to be mined like gold.

“Enough’” he had said to them, sending his chair cracking against the wall. Heritas Cant had been
gpesking about her future with relish, dwelling on the terrible harm that would befd| her if shedid not
rel ease the power that was building within her. That was when she redized just how deeply Raif’s
feglings ran: when she saw he couldn’t bear to hear about the possibility of her degth.

All that night he had guarded her, ready to cometo her defense. When the time came for Heritas Cant
to set wards around her body, Raif had watched him like a hawk. Cant was a stranger, an acquaintance
of hisuncle Angus Lok, and Raif had not trusted him with her safety. He had refused to leave her side dll
night.

Oh, Raif, what have | done?
She knew he could not follow her. Ark Veinsplitter had only contempt for clannish tracking.

“Clansmen see only what isthere. They do not see what has been. Like children they look only at their
feet. Does an eagle leave footprints, or asquirrdl asit leaps from tree to tree? No. They leavetrailsthat



must be smdled and tasted and heard. Clansmen track with one sense, the Sull usefive.”

Ash dowed for amoment, weariness suddenly weighing her down.He cannot tract* me. The thought
amost broke her heart. He d protected her for so long, carried her in his arms when she could no longer
walk. Yet al his strength and determination meant nothing in the face of the Sull. They’d fooled him as
eadly asif he'd been agreen boy .. . and they’ d make sure he could never find her again.

Ash breathed deeply, controlling the hurt. She just wished she could stop hersdlf looking for him
whenever shefirst awoke.

Noticing that she had dowed her pace, Ark Veinsplitter dowed his own to match. Nothing went
unobserved by the Far Rider; she had to remember that and guard hersdlf closgly. “How much farther
before we make camp?’

Although they had been indde the mountain for afull day, Ark Veinsalitter was still wearing pale milky
scale armor benesth hiswolverine cloak. The armor gave off light, shimmering in the darkness of the
mountain asif it sored light from the moon. Ash had seen the armor up close when the Veinsplitter
cleansed himsdf with stone-heated water; it was warm to the touch and strange rings of fire flickered
within each scale. It was bone, that much she guessed, diced in cross sections so thin they should have
been easy to break. But when Ash had held one piece beneath her fingers shefelt stedl hardnessthere.

Ark Veinsplitter turned to look at her, his scale armor rippling like silk. Hisice-tanned face picked up
little light from the torch Mai Naysayer bore severa paces ahead, yet his eyeswere plain to see.
Something was hidden there. “Wejourney late thisnight.”

What timewasit? Ash couldn’t be sure. Her only guide was the sense of hours passed waking
benegth rock. The mountain muffled time and light. Narrow tunnelstwisted through the rock, winding
down through granite and glistening ores, past pools of standing water and cavernswhere small
bulb-eyed creatures scattered from the light. They moved down, dways down. Sometimes the ways
were so low they had to double back to find a path for the horses. Other times the Naysayer had to
guide the mounts over stone bridges and crooked stairs. Echoes followed them like shadows. No sound
ever |eft the mountain; instead it circled round, bouncing from wall to wall, growing lower and deeper and
splitting into fragments of itself. Once Ash had stopped and listened. She heard her own voice,

eerily distorted, saying quite clearly, “I'll take a piece of the way-bread.” Words she had said half a
day earlier, when they had stopped for their midmorning medl.

Suddenly chill, Ash drew her cloak about her. Ahead, Mai Naysayer |led the horses through anatural
archway gtippled with quartz. The giant Sull warrior hadn’t spoken in hours. It fell to him to find whatever
path Ark Veinsplitter sought, and to bear the torch that lit the way. His broad back was split in two by
the diagona dash of hislongsword, holstered across his shoulders owing to its extraordinary length. He
was cloaked in furs pieced differently from hishass, but the armor beneath was the same shimmering
scale. On hisleft hand he bore a greet lesther mitt, like afaconer’ sglove, that saved hisfingersand wrist
from the spitting tar of thetorch. Asif aware Ash's gaze was upon him, the Naysayer turned. Alwayshis
ice blue eyes were a shock. They pierced you. Knowledge and knowing burned within them, and Ash
wondered what tragedies had happened in his past.

“Isthe path open?’ Ark asked, moving forward to where the Naysayer stood in the archway.

The great Sull warrior shook hishead. “Nay. The rock celling lowers, and there is uncertain ground
ahead.”



Ark nodded, but not lightly. He regarded hishasswith eyesthat were amost black. Ash could seehim
thinking. Five days ago they had left Ice Trapper territory, traveling through ice storms and whiteouts,
across black hackled ice and snowbound foothills, and in al that time she had seen nothing but certainty
on hisface. Now there was something else.

“ Settle the horses. We go on done.”

Asthe Naysayer pulled rope from one of the packs, Ash forced her way through the arch and
regarded the territory ahead. Shadows were deep, and concedled much. A stair had been cut into the
rock, but she could not see whereit led, only that it spiraled down into the mountain’s depths. A breeze
lifted the hair from her face, and she caught the unnerving scent of copper ore.Like blood. Suddenly
uneasy, shereturned to Ark Veingplitter’ sside.

The Far Rider was studying markings tattooed into the archway’ s vault. Ash recognized Sull Sgns; full
moons and half-moons and diagrams of night skies.Everywherethat is degp and lightlessthey have
cdamed. Ash shivered. She knew so little about the Sull. How could she ever hope to become one ?

Ark must have seen the uncertainty on her face, for he drew close enough so that she could seethe
letting scars on his cheekbones and ears and jaw, and said, “ The night’ sjourney will soon be done.”

“WE re not going to camp, are we?’
No.

Something warned her not to ask the next question. She studied the Far Rider closdly. He had the
ability to be perfectly ill, to stand unmoving and unblinking, biding histime between breaths. Sincethey
had |eft the |ce Trappers' territory little had been said between them. Talk had been of food and weather
and other small matters between travelers. Nothing had been mentioned about the reason for the journey.
Ark Veingplitter had been biding histime.

She surprised hersdlf by saying, “The skin on your neck, below your jaw, why are there no letting
scarsthere?’

Musclesin Ark’ sface shifted, and when hisvoice came it was so low she had to strain to hear it.
DrasMorthu. The Last Cut.” He touched the unblemished flesh. “When it istime for me to depart for the
Far Shorel will cut thelast grest vein.”

“Andif your lifeistaken by another?’

“Then myhasswill not rest until he hasfound me and made the Last Cut himsdlf.”

Ash looked down. Something too private was showing in the Far Rider’ seyes.

“The horses have been fed and watered. Let usgo.” Ma Naysayer pulled the torch from its mooring
between two rocks. The Sull stallions and the packhorse stood their ground. Tall and proud, they needed
no hobblesto prevent them from fleeing. Ash knew without question they would wait for their riders
return. As she passed through the archway she scratched the gray’ s nose. “ Good boy,” she whispered.
“Oneday I’m going to find out your name.”

The going was dow and treacherous, the stairs wildly uneven and dick with graphite. Ash dipped



many times, and many times the Naysayer put out ahand to steedy her. The great Sull giant saw things
that she could not—fissures and dicks of oil and crumbling rock. She wondered if he needed the torch.
The rock was dark and grotesquely folded, and every chanceit could it ate the light. Shadows flickered
and lengthened, and soon Ash could see no farther than afew paces ahead. Y et the Naysayer never
dowed.

His desire to return home was clear. Every night both Far Riders|ooked to the east as the moon rose,
murmuring strange prayersin Sull. Ash hadn't learned much of their |language but she knew that their
prayers began and ended with the wordmis. Home.

So why had they brought her to this place? The two men were bearing light packs. A few days food,
blankets and medicine, she guessed. At first she thought they meant to pass through the mountain, a
shortcut that would protect them from theice. Now she knew they had a specific location in mind, a
place nestled beneath amountain of rock.

At first she could not quite believe it was getting warmer. Time passed as they made their descent, and
Ash became aware of aprickly film of sweat above her lip. She brushed it away, and it came back. Soon
she had to remove her cloak and haul it over her back. And it wasn't just growing warmer, she realized,
glancing at arock beaded with moisture; it was getting damper too. The two Sull warriors appeared
impervious to the changes, yet they had to see the tendrils of mist cregping up the stair to meet them. And
they had to hear the sound of dripping water.

Down they went, their footsteps muffled now, their echoes nearly silent. The mist stayed low, washing
around their ankleslike foam. Every so often Ash would see signs etched in the rock. Once she thought
she saw araven, and didn’t know whether to be comforted or afraid. Exhaustion made her sumble, and
the Naysayer offered hisarm for support. Leaning on him she reached the bottom of the stairsand
entered the mountain chamber.

The chamber was dark and alive with shadows and it stretched farther than she could see. A pooal of
green water lay in its center, the source of the smell and the mist. Greet piers of glistening rock rose
around its banks, their bases barnacled with deposits of copper ore.

“Hass, light moretorches.” Ark Veingplitter did not sound like aman happy to reach his destination.
For some reason she thought that he might open avein and pay atall, but he did not. Instead he walked
heavily toward the pool. The Naysayer made sure Ash was steady on her feet and then went about the
task of lighting sticks. Ash had little choice but to follow Ark to the water.

By the time she reached the pool’ s bank, the Far Rider had aready laid down ablanket for her. “ Sit,”
hesad. “Rest.”

Ashdidjust that. Thiscloseto the pool the mist was fifling, and sheredlized for the first timethat she
was Stting by anaturd hot spring. Suddenly she was taken with the desire to wade, fully clothed, into the
water and let its warm waters soothe her aches. They haven't brought me here for abath, she reminded
hersdf, snuffing the smadl piece of joy.

“Ash March, foundling. Drink this” Ark Veinsplitter was holding out aram’shorn filled with clear
liquid. When shedidn’t immediately reach out to takeit, he said, “ It will not make you deep.”

They were both thinking of the night in the Listener’ s ground, of theoola)that had rendered Raif
sensdess. Shesad, “Will it harm me?’



“No. It will lend you strength.”

Shetook it but did not drink. The Naysayer was moving in acircle around the pool, planting torches
between rocks. This simple act woke fear in Ash: Why did they need so much light? Because she was
afraid she spoke. “Will we have afire?| could roast the last of the goat.”

Ark shook hishead dowly, and for amoment she saw sadnessin hiseyes. “We do not eat thisnight,
Ash March. Tonight you become Sull.”

The words echoed once around the chamber, and then stopped. Ash felt asif they entered her, likea
knife. She found she was trembling. Liquid from the horn splashed her leg, and she forced hersdlf to be

steadly.

Ark Veingplitter continued in his softly powerful voice. “We cannot bring you to the Heart unlessyou
are Sull. You arerd thar danand you are needed for the long night to come. We are the only ones | eft
who fight the darkness. Whilst clansmen and city men feud amongst themselves over land once clamed
by the Sull, we will ride out and battle with the Endlords and their taken. Make no mistake, Ash March, |
offer you littlein return for you soul. Maer Hornlies ahead, the Age of Darkness. It isnot agood day to
become Sull. If we are lucky we will fight until we die; if we are not we will be taken and our soulswill
walk logt into the grayness.

“Much | cannot say to you now. Such thingsthat | know cannot be spoken to an outlander and a
stranger to our ways. Our secrets come at too great acogt, like our blood, and whenever we speak them
out loud we risk much.

“Know this, though. If you become Sull we will protect you and honor you, and give our livesto spare
you from harm. Y ou are as precious to us as a newborn, and like a newborn you bring us new hope.”

Ash let the Far Rider’ swords work upon her. Seven torches flickered around the pool, turning the
water orange and green likethe Gods' Lightsin the northern sky. She could hear thetorch resin
crackling. . . and the measured breaths of two men. Stirred, but unwilling to reved it, she said, “ So you
offer meachoice?’

If the Sull warrior noticed the shakinessin her voice he did not show it, merely nodded.

“Andif | refuse?

“Wewill escort you from this chamber.”

“And then?’

She' d asked the question the Far Rider had hoped not to answer; she saw it written clearly on his
face. He and hishassexchanged aglance. The Naysayer moved from his place on the far side of the poal.
The grace and size of him struck her anew, and as she looked into hisice blue eyes she knew without a
doubt that she was|ooking into the face of the man who would kill her.

He said softly, “1 will take you without hurt.”

She believed him. It struck her that there were worse waysto die than at the hand of amaster

swordsman; a man whose blade was so sharp that not even ahuman hair could fal upon it without being
cut. Strangely shefound shewascam. “1 amadanger if | live”



Ark Veingplitter nodded, though she had asked him no question. For thefirst time she saw the age of
him, and redlized that he was older than she had ever thought. “If the Naysayer did not take you now,
and we walked away from this place and |eft you to find your way back to the |ce Trappers, others
would come after. We are thefirgt to find you but we will not bethelast. If you are not with usyou are
againg us, and as such no living, breathing Sull will let you live”

Ash let the chamber fall to silence rather than speak. If the Far Rider spoke the truth, then these two
men before her were offering amercy that future Sull would not. Something in the dark linesof Ark’s
face and the way hisfingers curled around the chain that connected hisletting knife to his bt told her
what hiswordswould not: The Sull that came after him would tear her limb from limb.

Seconds passed and the mist rose, and then she said, “What isit to be Sull?’
“Sull ishome,” said Ma Naysayer.

“Sull isheart and lifeand soul,” continued Ark. “ The Heart Fires burn for usand dl the ancestorswho
have gone before. We have traveled far across oceans and continents and places where time itself
dretchesthin. We are beyond family and country, life and death—as you know it—and all our histories
and battles are carried within our blood. Our children are born with memories of the Far Shore, and itis
our one degire to return there. We are more ancient than mankind, and have borne witnessto the
cregtion of mountains and thefall of empires and the extinction of many living things. Our ancestors knew
the Old Ones who once walked this earth, and we can remember our own creatiori at the hands of the
First Gods.”

The Far Rider watched Ash, hisgreat dark eyes pulling something from her. Time passed, and then
finaly he added, “We are your brothers, Ash March, and we would have you for our sster. Join us and
become a daughter to the Sull.”

Pain flared in the space behind Ash' seyes. Am | that transparent, that he can see the desire within me?
She had never been anyone' s daughter. Penthero Iss, her foster father, had called her “my
amost-daughter.” For sixteen years she had loved him and called him “Father.” Y etdmogtwas dl she got
in return. Almostmeant nothing,

and she had been afool not to see that sooner. A red father would not have reared his child to use as
adave.

Shesadinasmal voice, “Y ou would have my soul 7’
“Y ou cannot become Sull through flesh done.”
“I don't understand.”

Ark held her gaze levelly. “Y ou were born to the race of Man, not Sull. That means you must be
remadeto join usMomsi’h shdlar. Body and spirit.”

Struggling to find the meaning in hiswords, she said, “My lifewill not go unused?’
“Maer Hornliesahead. Y our lifewill befulfilled.”

Ash nodded, close to understanding the grim promise of those words. She was a Reach and she had



forced arift in the Blindwall; become Sull and somehow, in some way, she must work to repair the
damage she had wrought. What that meant she would not think of now. Uncertainty had no place here.

| do not gointo thisblindly. I just wish | knew more.

Ash gathered the breath within her. /am Ash March, foundling, left outsde Vaingateto die. Asaways
the words, herwords, filled her with a stubborn kind of strength. She was unwanted, abandoned by a
mother she never knew, fostered by afather who had forced her to flee the city that was her home.
Penthero I ss had known she was a Reach al dong, she must never forget that. He had consulted the
ancient prophecies, learned that anewborn girl abandoned outside the city’ s southern gate would grow
to be the next Reach, and had taken action to secure her. She, Ash March, was that newborn. And
Penthero | ss had wanted her power for himsdlf.

She had exactly nothing to lose. Y et the two Sull warriorswould change that. Sister, they called her.
Not dmost-daughter, but smplydaughter.

The two Sull warriorswaited. The Naysayer stood tall and unmoving, without so much as ahand upon
astone column to steady his great weight. A torch flared to hisside, but even itswarmth and goldenness
couldn’t reach theicein hiseyes. Ark Vein-splitter sat on acarpet of night-blue silk, hiswolverine cloak
draped over arock, hissword and dagger and eating knife fanned out behind him like asted tail. Strange
that both men'’ sreflections glowed slver in the green pooal.

She belonged with them. She had known it from the moment Ma Naysayer prostrated himsdlf in the
snow before her, and spoke words for her ears alone.Welcome, sister. | have never seen amoon so
bright asthe one that brought you to us. Ash held hersdf il as she remembered hisblessng. Shewas
proud, like these men, and she would not cry. It was easy to stand then, easy to meet their eyes and say,
“Makeme Sull.” In many ways that counted she was adready one of them.

The night changed then, grew smaller and darker as shadows surrounding the pool merged to form a
wall. Suddenly there was nothing but seven torches and two men. Mist rose and fell, rose and fell, as she
put the horn to her lips and drank. The liquid was cool and sharp, and there was a Swest aftertaste to it
that reminded her of cloves. Her vision blurred for an instant and then restored itsdlf, and then Mai
Naysayer was beside her, sending out a hand to take the horn. Ash stood and let the sharpness of the
liquid move through her. Already thingswerefdling away. Fear seemed someimpossibly far object that
she could see but was unable to grasp. Time seemed even less, and Ark Veinsplitter and the Naysayer
appeared to move great distancesin the time it took to complete ablink.

Sowly, deliberately, she began to pull off her clothes; they were so much unwanted weight on her
back. Naked she faced them, her chin high, her hair unpinned and brushing againgt her breasts. Mist
coated her skin and collected in the dimples at her throat and lower back. The two Far Riders had
stripped to their waists, revealing hard-used muscle and networks of scars. With an even,
much-practiced motion the Naysayer was drawing hiswhite-metd |etting knife through hisfist. At first
Ash thought he was polishing it, and then she saw he held adice of whetstone between finger and thumb.
Honing the blade.

I’ll tal{ e you without hurt.

Ark Vensplitter was spesking, but Ash’'s mind had to labor to make sense of the words. “ Nothing of
worth can be won without peril. To be born Sull you must first know degth.”

“I will guard you, Ash March,” murmured the Naysayer. “Y ou will not walk aloneto theworld's



edge”

The protectivenessin his voice reached her before hiswords, and she heard hersalf say, “What do |
risk here?’

“Your blood is not Sull blood. It must be drained so new blood can be made.”
She nodded, comprehending at last what they meant to do.And | thought I’ d taken the easier choice.

Pulling her hair behind her she turned and began to wade into the pool. The water was hot and she
saw her feet and then her legsturn pink. Copper vapors sheathed her, spreading warmth and drowsiness
asthey curled around her arms and throat. When the water reached her waist she spread her arms wide
and laid her hands on the green, still surface. Behind her she heard the Far Riders entering the water,
swift movements that roused the mist. She saw the glint of silver sparking off the rocks, and felt astab of
fear. Kniveswere drawn. Then hands were on her arms, forcing them behind her, twisting her wriststo
thelight of the torches. Fingers encircled scalded flesh, probing for veins.

When the cuts came they made her gasp. She was glad she couldn’t see the men who had made them,
gladder still that she could not see the wounds. Watching the torches and the shadows beyond, she
listened for the sound of the men withdrawing. Water moved, rising as high as her breadts, then al grew
quiet. Dimming. Lifting her feet from the pool bottom and tilting her spine, she dlowed her body to float
to the surface. Dark blood bloomed in the water, forming plumeslike rare flowers. She smelled their
sugary odor.

Dimming. Therock celling sparkling with hidden ores.. . . red spreading to the edges of the pooal,
diding across the bones of her hips and into the hollow of her navel, where it lapped in and out, inand
out. Sotired ... so tired. The Naysayer wasright. No hurt.

Darkness. Floating. Peace and warmth embraced her. This Thisiswhat | want. No weight or worries,
just peace.

Let mego.

The darkness shifted, thickened into shapes. Things moved within it, ghost children bending to feed
upon her soul. Someone laughed, awoman. A voice soft and tinkling said, Welcome, mydaughter. |
wondered how long it would take you to come. Ash felt atouch so cold it burned. Pain sharpened her
awareness, and she knew with perfect clarity that she was not ready for this place. Not yet. Turning, she
fled. Tinkling laughter followed her.

The landscape was gray now, but ahead lay the first glimmering of white. The Far Shore. And as soon
as she said those words to hersdlf, shefelt thefirst pang of longing.It isour one desire to return there.
Ash saw aseaso blueit waslike awholly new cregtion, breaking softly on a curving shore. Tal trees
grew beside moss-covered rocks and glimmering pools, and beyond them a golden forest stretched to a
horizon where something secret and everlasting shimmered just beyond her ken. Ash laughed with the
sheer joy of seeing, watched asayellow butterfly fed from aflower dripping withdew. Thisiswhy they
fight the darkness, she thought, because one day they will return here and know perfect joy.

With that sheturned again. Shefet hersdlf growing, filling up with anew kind of strength. Memories
sparked, and thefirst seeds of knowledge were born within her. Overcome with a breathtaking sense of
belonging, she cried out.



Becoming Sull.
CHAPTER
An Arrow with aName

Thegirl laid ahunk of bear meat before him. “Eat.” She giggled nervoudy, covering her teeth with both
hands, and then tried another combination of the words he had taught her. “Good. Eat.”

Raif found himsdaf smiling despite his mood. He was going to have to teach her more words; ether that
or she'd drive him haf mad pointing to blankets, pots, lamps and strips of cured hide, saying either
“Good.”

“Bad” or “Eat.” The blanket he was sitting on was“bad.” Something to do with flying birds and many
feet; at least that was the best he could tell from her sign language. Suddenly inspired, he tugged at the
corner of the blanket and pulled it high againgt hisface. “Warm.” Rubbing the blanket againgt his cheek,
he repeated himsdf. “Warm.”

The girl darted forward, lightly touched the blanket, then darted back. “Warm.” He could see her
thinking. A moment later she pulled adark glossy fur from a storage chest and ran ahand down its silken
nap. “Warm.”

Raif nodded. To please her he took aknife to the mest. It was purple and part frozen, having been
boiled in a skin above the lamp for atime so short it barely counted as cooking at al. He chewed the
fibrous morsdl, attempted to swallow, then chewed again.

“Good,” the girl encouraged.But not “warm,” he added gently to himself.

They were sitting in the Listener’ s ground, the whae lamp between them casting the softest kind of
light. Asfar ashe could tdll it was early evening. The Listener had been gone for two days, for the
hunters were out upon the ice and they had spotted no sealsin half amoon, and Sadaluk was needed to
listen for them. The old man had seemed pleased at the opportunity to leave Raif alone, and had
extracted a solemn promise that Raif would not leave until he returned. Raif hadn’t understood the dy
twinklein the Listener’ seye, but looking a the girl dressed in soft sedl skins before him he thought he
might now. Her name was Sila, and she was plump and beautiful with waist-long hair and black eyes.

Only adead man cannot surprise you. Raif made asound in histhroat. It seemed the Listener made a
habit out of such surprises.

Thegirl had brought him food for the past two nights, and had visited many timesto tend the lamp.
The long wick needed to be carefully managed so it didn’t die out or smoke, and Raif noticed there were
many opportunitiesfor Slato show off her plumpness, bending and crouching as shefed thelittle
wick-seedsto the oil. Shewas as unlike Ash asit was possible to be: warm-skinned and warm-eyed,
and ready with shy laughter. Ash isgone. Gone. So why couldn’t he smile at this girl and enjoy her smple
attentionswithout feding asif every act of companionship were abetraya?

Silatook thetray of meat from him, observant of the fact that he had little appetite for it. “Bad?’ she
asked, making aquestion of her newly learned word. Dimples appeared like small blessingsin her
cheeks.

Hetried to resent her, but could not. What was the Listener thinking, to send her to him? Did he seek



to make amends over hispart in stedling Ash? Or did he think that one girl could make Raif forget
another?

Stll waiting on her answer, Silaplucked at the golden fur around her collar, al the while frowning
doubtfully at the meat. Thissmdl sign of her nervousness affected him, and suddenly he wanted to be
kind. Petting his ssomach, he said, “Full.”

Thegirl was quick to mimic him, rubbing the swell of her belly with one hand whilst covering her tegth
with the other. “Full,” shesaid proudly. “Full.”

They sat and looked at each other, shyly at first and then more boldly. Shewasdressedina
closefitting coat decorated with fishbone stitching and musk-ox fur, its neck opening tied back to reved
anecklace of tattooed skin. Raif saw her gaze dight on hisfrost-scarred hands, and then riseto the lore
at histhroat. She surprised him by reaching out to touch it.

“Wam.”

He sméelled her, and he could not speak. She smelled of sedl oil and sea salt and sweet heather, and it
made the blood risein him. Suddenly it was hard to think. She leaned closer to inspect the lore, her
breath condensing on the down-facing planes of hisface. He could see the back of her neck, where soft
baby hairs had worked free from her braids. And then she waskissing him, gently, tentatively, her lips
moist with sedl oil. Raif thought he would lose himsdlf. He wanted to crush her to him, to fed her
forehead grind againgt his. Something desperate came dive within him, and with it the redl fear that he
would hurt her. Not gently, he pushed her away.

She was breathing hard, and there was hurt in her eyes. She touched her lips. “Good.”

Shame and need sent hot blood to his face. Seconds passed where he fought to gain self-control. He
didn’t know what he was doing anymore.

Ash, why did you haveto leave me?

The doubts came flooding in. Had she been using him al along, ever since he and Angus had rescued
her outside Vaingate ? Was protection the only thing she had needed from him? A companion and
defender on the journey to the Cavern of Black Ice? No. It couldn’t be true. Ash March had left because
she had no choice; he had to believe that to remain sane.

Slawaited, watching him. When he made no moveto pull her back she unfastened the ties of her
coat. Black eyes met his as she bared small brown breasts and laid her hand upon her heart. “Full.”

Ridiculoudy, hefdt himsdf closeto tears. He had struggled for so long for so little that he had
forgotten what it was to receive agift. He did not deserve her ... but that knowledge did not stop him
from wanting her. With swift movements he pulled off his own borrowed coat, rough bearded-sedl hide
that shed many hairs. Pushing the thing away helet her look a him; at the greet white scars the Bludd
swordsmen had raised outside of Duffs, and the weals and marks of torture he had received at the Dog
Lord shand. Time and hedling had donelittle to prettify hisflesh. Angus Lok’ sthick black stitches, which
had been made with boiled horse mane, had long since gone—winkled out by Angus' diabolicaly sharp
knife—yet their uneven tracks remained puckered in hisflesh.

Slagudied him. If he had thought to repulse her he was mistaken, for she looked with curiosity and
some knowledge of scarred flesh. When she reached out to touch him he moved back.



“Bad,” hesaid, laying her hand on the center of his chest.Watcher of the Dead. Closeto losng himsdf,
he stood. His head was light with confusion and he knew he couldn’t stay here any longer and not seize
her. Stumbling, he snatched his coat off the floor. Silarose, understanding he meant to leave and meaning
to halt him. They stepped toward the entrance at the same moment, and Raif felt her hand close around
hisarm. “No bad,” she murmured.

Raif shook his head. She did not,could not, know him. Not gently, helifted her hand away from him
and pushed passed her. Tucking his head low, he made hisway into the night.

The blinding cold could not cool him. He was too deeply roused and shamed. Unable to bear his
thoughts, he headed out toward the sealice, drawn by the terrible noise of it and the great glowing
blue-ness of its mass. Sarlight lit apath. Mountainslay quiet in the north, marking territory no clansman
had ever seen. The Lake of Lost Men was out there, and beyond that the Breaking Grounds and the pale
endlessice of Endsea. Raif thought of Tern. He had taught his sons and daughter about the land, making
mapsin the dirt and the snow. His broad fingers would draw lines marking coasts and forests, and
sometimesto please Effie he would raise little dirt mounds to represent mountains. Always he spoke of
dan.Thisisthe Milk River that runsinto the Flow; when clansmen first arrived on its banksits watersran
milky with stone dust from the White Mines of the Sull. . . . Hereliethe Floating 1des; when Arlech
Dregg, the Restless Chief, first laid eyes upon them he set his men to making boats so he could see the
idesfirshand. Y et Dreggsmen are no watermen and the boats they built were green and flawed, and
hafway across the channel they scuttled and killed all hands.. . . Beyond these hillsliesthe part of the
Badlands known asthe Rift Valey; the Maimed Men make their home there, and send their dead,
eydess, into the Rift.

Raif stepped onto the hard plate of shoreice that rose like astone pier from the beach. The great
body of ice crested its own wesgther, and currents spiraled around him, channdling up hislegswith each
step. For the first time since leaving the Listener’ s ground he felt the cold. Shocked by its depth and
fierceness, he hadtily tied the fastenings on his coat. Part of theice had been hacked here, smashed and
then picked out for usein the village. All salt had long since drained from the topmost layers, leaving pure
freshwater ice. Raif supposed the sea beneath to be sdtier for it; its waters concentrating through the long
winter to astock of strongest brine.

It wastimeto leave this place. The worst of the white weather had passed, and the unclouded sky
promised stillnessfor thefirst timein many days. Ash had agood head start on him; their paths were
unlikely to cross. He needed supplies, warm clothing. A weapon. Guidance to set him on theright track.
Too much to ask from strangers, yet he had no other choice. He could not stay here. He had seen the
way the Ice Trapper hunterslooked at him; he needed to find a place where men would not fear or
disrust him.

He needed to be amongst clan.
“TheGods Lightsburnthisnight.”

Raif turned at the sound of the voice and saw the Listener, well wrapped in severd shaggy furs,
gtanding behind him ontheice.

“Y ou look the wrong way, Clansman. The Gods' Lights dways show in the north.”

Raif could find no answer to that, other than to turn hisface north. He didn’t see them at first, so
dowly did they move, risng behind the mountainslike green smoke. Then the horizon itself began to



glow. It was easy to bdieve that aforest firein some distant and unreachable valley raged to give off such

light. Even in the clan-holds, where the lights were rarely seen, it was known that strange unclannish gods

sent them at times of change. Raif didn’t want to think of it. He said, “When did you return, Listener?’
“Lagt night.”

He should have been surprised, but wasn't. Thelittle old man wasfull of tricks. “Did you listen for the
seds?

1] YS,”

tlAmt?!

“They did not come.” The Listener moved forward so he stood alongside Raif. His hard, wrinkled face
glowed green asthe Gods' Lights brightened. “ They swim west, away from the land, and the fish and krill
gowith them.”

Sensing an accusation there, Raif said, “1 leave tomorrow.”

113 Gm.”

“I'll need to be shown the path east.”

“Y ou cannot follow her.”

“I'know . .. but | also can’t return to my clan.”

“So you head to the Badlands?’

Raif nodded. “I go in search of the Maimed Men.”

The seaice groaned and lifted, as the sea benesth swelled. Somewhere far in the distance two plates
ground together, making a sound like sawing wood. It did not occur to Raif that the Listener had not
heard of the Maimed Men; the set of the old man’sjaw spokefor itsdf. The Maimed Men were
clansmen, most of them. Tern said they had “first come into being the year Burnie Dhoone destroyed
Clan Morrow out of jealousy for hiswife, Fair Maida. Hundreds of unhoused clansmen had nowhere to
go, and no clan would take them in for fear of the Dark King'sanger. They headed north, legend said, to
the vast bleak spaces of the Badlands, where time and hardness changed them. No man amongst them
was whole; the terrible dry cold and fierce Badlands predators saw to that. Every clansman knew they
had no honor, for they raided villages, outlying farms, guard posts and hunt parties, and they had no
guidestone to offer shelter to the gods. The living was hard, and lit-

tiewas known of them, and Raif thought they would suit him well enough. Traitors and outcasts had
few choices.

Raif thought the Listener would say something, some caution, but after many minutes of silence he
turned for home. “Come,” he said, “the lights burn red and it disturbs an old man to stand beneath them.”

Raif hesitated.

“Thegirl hasgone. | sent her homewith the last of the mesat.”



Oh gods. Remembering made him want her as strongly as before. His face heated as he wondered
how much the Listener knew.

The old man could read thoughts, Raif sworeit, for he frowned deeply and shook his head.
Unspesking, they returned to the warmth and the hest of the Listener’ s ground.

Thefirgt thing Raif noticed was that the mute raven had been returned to its whal ebone perch. The big
black bird made aretching sound at Raif’s entrance, throwing its head back and forward asif it werea
jester playing sick. Raif took it for an insult and scowled. Insolent bird. The sogpstonelamp Slahad
diligently tended for two days was now smoking from lack of care. Raif thought he would try and adjust
it, but the Listener brushed him away. “ Sit,” he said, pointing to the bench againgt the wall. “ Perhapsthe
next gifts| offer will not be so willfully refused.”

The old man crouched in the center of the chamber and began pulling away the blankets and grass
mats that covered the floor. Clawlike hands pried up four stones that concealed a cache hole. Out of
honor Raif did not watch asthe Listener pulled out along chest and struggled with metal latches. After a
minute of Raif watching shadows, the Listener complained to him, “ Can you not see when an old man
needs your help?’ Chastened, Raif moved quickly to aid him.

The chest was not I ce Trapper made. Fine wood had been carved and steamed into curves, and
filigreed ironwork protected the corners and was mounted as laiches on the lid. The laicheswere badly
corroded, and Raif had to take a knife to them to pry them apart. At once the smell of dust and age hit
him; old parchment, old metal and mold. The Listener drove his hands deep into the opened chest, scat-

tering clumps of parched brown maossthat had been used for packing and keeping its contents dry.
“Two things, Clansman. Tell mewhich isthe greater, the arrow or the sword?”

Raif replied without thinking, “The arrow. Y ou can kill at distance without endangering yoursdlf or your
companions.”

“So you do not want to look into the eyes of the man you kill?’ Fedling tricked, Raif said, “1 would
prefer not to kill at al.”

“A wistful sentiment from aman named Watcher of the Dead.” The Listener raised his gaze to meet
Raif’s. “Do not look a methat way, Clansman. I’m old enough to have earned the right to spesk my
mind. Y ou, on the other hand, are at an age when it would serve you well to listen, and spegk not at al.
Now, what if | weretotdll you | have an arrow that would be wasted if you used it to kill aman?’ The
Listener did not wait for an answer. “Y ou would ask what isit for. And | would givetheonly | answer |
have: Not many arrows have names, no blacksmith toils months over their making, no jeweer mounts
stones upon their hilts, and no fine clansman lovingly oils them each night. Swords have
names—Daybreaker, Fear Me, Taker of Lives, Ghostfriend, other such foolishness asthat. Arrows do
not. Well, very few. | am in possession of one of them.”

The Listener’ shand closed around an object in the chest, drew it up through the layers of moss. “Here
sheis Divining Rod.”

Bright metal caught thelight. Slver, Raif thought.No stedl, orwhite gold force-hardened with arsenic
and nickel like the arrows loosedby the Dhoone kings-Then he looked more closdly, and saw hewas
wrong. It wasthe hard, white-blue metal of the Sull. Clan did not know its name or where to mineit.
Some whispered that it fell from the starsin greet rocks that had to be cracked open like eggs. The



arrowhead was three-bladed, dender asif for hitting targets, not game, and held to the shaft not by
thread or metal wire like clannish arrows, but socketed by abanded ferrule so expertly tooled that it
made Raif’ s breath catch to seeit. A skeleton ferrule; he' d heard tell of them from Bailie the Red, but
never until now had he seen one. Such a socket added stability and accuracy to the arrow, holding shaft
and point more surely than abobbin’ sworth of twine. Raif couldn’t help himsdlf, he had to reach out to
touch it.

“Hal” gloated the Listener, offering it up. “I see you are cgpable of wanting something without guilt.”

Raif accepted the reprimand; he deserved it. He had acted like afool and treated Sila badly, and he
wouldn’t blame her if she hated him. Y et he hoped she didn’t. For reasons he couldn’t understand her
good opinion wasimportant to him.

The Listener pressed the arrow into Raif’ spam. “ Takeit.”

Theingtincts of abowman overtook Raif, and he weighed the arrow in his hand, reading it for draw
and height. It was surprisingly light; awindcatcher, Bailie would say, needing little height toamiit. The
shaft was strangely made, bone it looked like, with the kind of inlay work Raif was accustomed to seeing
on bows, not arrows. Such tooling, if wrongly done, could greetly affect the arrow’ sflight, for any flaw in
the shaft would create drag. Y et when Raif ran hisfingers over the bone hefdt only perfect smoothness.
It had once been stained red, for traces of color hid within minute striationsin the bone. The arrow’s
flights spiraled aong the bottommost third of the shaft, and as Raif traced their course hefdlt his
excitement growing.A spinner. Thisarrow would rotate in flight, spinning the moment it |eft the plate, and
by its own spirding motion protect itself against random buffeting of air and the gradud curving of dl
thrown missiles. He wanted to loose it now, set its point againgt the riser and release the string. No arrow
he’ d ever held had been so exquisite.

“| seeyou' ve marked the spira course of the flights,” the Listener said in an unusually quiet voice. *Y et
have you also marked their substance?’

Raif had not. Turning the arrow, he studied the pa e, tranducent hairs that had been set into the bone
and trimmed to an inchin length. “1ce-wolf hair,” he guessed, then seeing the Listener till waiting, “lynx .
.. snow tiger.” Still the old man waited and as he did the answer came. “Human hair.”

“Not quite human, no, but close.” The old man studied Raif in the silence that followed, seeming to
judge hisreadiness. . . for what? With asmall shrug hefindly spoke. “Have you heard tell of the Old
Oneswho once waked thisland before Men? Some say they werelike usin that they had eyesand
mouths and stood on two feet, and were as beautiful in their way asthe Sull. Thisland wasn't dways
hard-froze, you must remember that. In ages past the Great Want was green with trees, and blue water
flowed there aong riverbeds so broad and deep that entire villages could be tossed into their centers and
snk without atrace. Theriverbeds are fill there, if you know whereto ook for them, and many other
things lie abandoned too. There are hdlsin the heart of the Want, raised from ancient timbers that take an
Ageto rot. The Old Ones built them, and some say their skills grew at great cost to their defenses, and
they built a beautiful but flawed fortress where the Last Battle was fought and lost. Ben Horn, the Sull call
it. The Time Before. The Sull think they are the only ones who honor and remember the Old Ones, but
they can be blind in their arrogance and they forget that old men such as me can hear many things that
they cannot.”

Pride shone briefly in the Listener’ s eyes and then was gone. Raif turned the named arrow in his hand
as Sada uk continued speaking, and it seemed asif the night turned too, spinning like the arrow in flight
toward a point the old man had long since st in hissights.



“Mor Drakfa, Watcher of the Dead, | name you. | saw you long before you knew yoursdlf and took
your firgt life. The Sull see you asathreat and acurse, for it iswritten that one dayMor Drakkawill bring
their doom. They are a proud and ancient race and their numbers have been declining for ten thousand
years, and they fear you are the one who will watch their end. Y ou live only because they need aswell as
fear you. And because when you loose an arrow it finds a heart.

“No, do not foresay me, Clansman. Y ou forget who | am.” Again, the pride was there, flashing bright
like lightning before dimming to nothing at dl. “ Take thisarrow named Divining Rod that has been
fletched with the Old Ones' hair, take it and use it to find what you must. It seeks, what | cannot tell you
for the echoes from things so old are wesk. | have guarded it for sixty years and L ootavek for a hundred
before me, and before him Kullahuk, and before him the great Tungis himsdf. Many hands have touched
it. None have st it to a plate and drawn power behind it. Wait, they said. One day some-

onewill come and we will know from his hands and his spirit that he will usethe arrow well .

The Listener returned his attention to the chest, pushing his hands once again through the moss. “I
cannot say | was glad to see you come here, and | fear that even when you leave the sed will not return.
Y et how can | change such things? What choices do we have, you and 17’

Raif held the old man’ s gaze. He felt sad and weary, and suddenly the arrow seemed lesslike a
treasure than adebt. Quietly, he dipped it into one of the many game pouches sewn within the sedl coat.

“Grow wide shoulders, Clansman. Y ou'll need them for al your burdens.” The Listener pulled
something forth from the chest, something heavy and long and wrapped in old skins. The old man looked
up, and there was atwinkle of mischief newly cometo hiseyes. “Y ou might think I’ d give you abow to
match that fine arrow of yours. Y ou might think it, but you' d be wrong. I’m old and contrary and have a
fancy to give you asword, and as there' s no one but gods here to stop me, | will.” He handed it to Raif.
“Unwrap it. It'stime you learned how to kill someone and look theminthe eye.”

Raif winced at the insult. He had a drawn asword against men before today. Three had died by his
hand outside of Duff’s. . . and yet he had no memory of that night; al his knowledge came secondhand
from Angus Lok. Perhapsthe Listener wasright: He had taken refuge behind the bow, distancing himself
from his heart-kills, and not alowing his enemiesthe smple grace of being able to look into the eyes of
the man who killed them. Ayan Blackhail had learned that |esson at the loss of both hands.An arrow isno
way to kill aking. Y ou should have used your sword or naught at all .

Raif unwrapped the sword. Could he heart-kill aman with this? And if he did, would the desth be
more honorablefor it?

The old man watched in silence as Raif ingpected the sword. It was foreign-made of fine blued sted,
neither clannish or Sull-like in design. A span short of atrue longsword, double-edged with a
hand-and-a-haf grip, it was forged for close combat on foot. Raif held up the weapon to the lamp,
watched as the patterning of the blade scattered the light. Taking the unpadded wire grip in hishand he
tested for the sword’ s balance, then touched the wooden chest with its point to proof itstemper. The
blade was wdll fitted and sound, though its edges needed grinding. The sword' s hilt formed aplain cross,
and its pommel was surmounted by afaceted chunk of rock crystal asbig asachild’ seye. Holding it Raif
thought of Tern, of Tern's humble halfsword that Drey had given him after Da s death, and that had been
taken by Cluff Drybannock on the dopes of the Bitter Hills.Dawould have loved this.

“You'll have to make yourself a scabbard for it, find askin to wrap around the grip. It should serve



you wd| enough until you find a better one.”
Raif looked up.
“What, Clansman? Did you redly think thiswill be the sword that makes you?*
“No. I ...1 don't know. . ..” Raif heard himsdf sumbling.
“Thank you. It isafine sword.”

“It should be. | took it from aknight’ s corpse. Don’t worry, | didn’t kill him. Poor soul wason a
pilgrimage to the Lake of Lost Men, got lost himsdlf and died.” The old man sealed the chest and then
stood. “Quite useful really, the Forsworn. At least one of them getslost here each season. Welce
Trappers depend upon it.” Pushing the chest back into the cache hole, he said, “1’ll see you receive
clothes and provisonsin the morning. Tonight, | promised acertain widow | would visit her for the
benefit of our mutua health. Seep well and remember what | said: Learn to use your gift through the
sword. It will be better for you in the end.” With that he sealed the cache and made hisway toward the
door. “I do not envy you, Clansman, though | find mysaf wishing | could join you on your journey. |
could eat many suppers on thetales you will spin.” Raif bowed his head, unable to find wordsto reply.
The Listener took hisleave, and Raif closed the door behind him. He found himsdlf hesitating to sedl the
cracks around the doorframe, though he did not want to admit why. The sword lay on the stone bench
and he picked it up and began to polish it with ascrap of skin. The raven watched him, wings tucked
behind its back, mimicking the motion of askater intimeto Raif’ s strokes. Raif baled the skinin hisfist
and threw it at the bird. He was beginning to hate the thing.

A sword, he learned, was poor company at night. He polished and waited, yet Siladid not return. He
told himsdlf it was for the best, but his body was restless with need and longing and dawn could not come
too soon.

When morning finaly came, he rose early and set off east in search of the Maimed Men.
CHAPTER
The Thorn King

The forest south of Bludd was dark and ancient, with oaks dithery with moss and basswoods roped
with ivy, and great white willows grown week by the effort of surviving in sagnant water, esten aive by
spongy growths and rotting dowly from the roots up. Ruins stood here: apale footstone haf sunk into the
loam, a section of standing wall protecting nothing but trees, acrumbling arch grown over with rapevines,
adgtretch of man-laid road running parald to the path.

Bram noticed these things while mogt in the raiding party did not. Or perhapsthey saw but |ooked
away; if aman had war and fighting on hismind it was, better not to think too closdly about those who
had died before. Bram could not help himself, though. His brother said he had been born in the wrong
place, and instead of being birthed amongst the thistle fields of Dhoone he should have been brought into
the world in the Far South, where aman could grow to be awarrior monk or a soldier scribe. Robbie
Dhoone liked to tell men what they should be and where they should have been born, and although Bram
was reluctant to admit it his brother was often right. Take their great-uncle Skinner Dhoone. Robbie said
the man should have been born on Topaz Idand in the Warm Sea, where men owned daves and kept
concubines, for all Skinner was good for was controlling loose women and men in chains. Skinner had
been furious when the insult had been relayed back to him, supposedly shaking so hard veins broke open



in hisface. In response he had named Rabbie the Thorn King, claiming anyone who offered him loyalty
would betorn to bloody shreds. Unfortunately for Skinner, Robbie had taken aliking to the name and
had since claimed it for hisown. And it hadn’t taken long for Skinner to redlize the full breadth of his
mistake: He' d been the first man dive to name Robbie Dun Dhoone aking.

Robbie, riding at the head of the line on hisfine honey stdlion, raised afist and called ahalt. Bram was
torn between relief that he could rest at last, and misguiet over making camp, however briefly, amidst
these quiet, twilight trees.

It waslatein the day, and ared sun was sinking fast in the west. The sky was clear and it was
bearably cold, without awisp of wind to stir the thistles braided into the Dhoonesmen’s hair. A perfect
night for araid.| shouldn’t be surprised, Bram thought. Even nature hersdf can’t help but be charmed by
Robbie Dhoone.

Twelve days ago they had |eft Castlemilk and headed east toward Bludd. Sixty warriors and two
women, war-dressed and battle-mounted (except for the el der woman whom everyone knew as Old
Mother, and who stoutly refused to wear anything thicker than boiled wool, or ride anything taller than
her mule), they had skirted the pathways and forest lines of Haddo, Frees and Bludd. On the fifth day
they forded the Flow on horseback, not trusting to use any of theriver crossings manned by
Bludd-sworn clans. It had been an exercise that none except the warhounds enjoyed, for armor and
wegpons and heavy |eathers had to be removed and floated across on makeshift raftsto prevent kanker.
Bram shivered to think of the coldness of the water rising againgt histhighs. Thisfar east the How wasa
league wide, disturbed by strong underpulls and sucking pools, quite unlike the narrow stately river that
flowed south of Dhoone.

‘Bram! Robbie saysyou' reto attend him—and quickly.” The voice belonged to Guy Morloch, a
Cadtlemilk swordsman lately come to Robbi€ s cause. Like most of Robbi€ sinner circle, hewas
handsomely mounted on ahigh-bred stallion, and dressed in the finest clothes. Bram noticed that his
cloak of heavy, fdted wool had been newly fitted with thistle clasps. Turning his mount smartly, Guy
headed back through the dry camp.

Bram hated to leave his horse without grooming, but he knew that Robbie wouldn't suffer waiting
gladly, so he tethered the sweet-natured gelding to a gorse bush and set off on foot for his brother’ stent.

All around Dhoonesmen were preparing to Sit out part of the night. No fireswereto belit, not this
close to the Bluddhouse, and men had to content themsalves with drawing their cloaks close and eating
cold fare. The big ugly axman Duglas Oger had made himsdlf comfortable on afallenlog and was
ingpecting the head of hisax. Other men were wetting their swords with tung oil, and reflectionsfrom the
pure Dhoonish sted flickered coldly through the trees. Water sted, it was called, owing to the shimmering
waves of iron and blistered sted that ran benesth the surface like |ake water.

Bram had once hoped to own such a blade himsdlf, for hisfather had been the swordsman Mabb
Cormac, and he had |eft two such swords for his sons upon his degth. Robbie had been sixteen at the
time, ten years older than Bram, and Bram thought that when his brother claimed both swords the night
of Da s deathwatch, he did so with the intention of giving one to Bram when he reached an ageto useit.
Bram wasfifteen now . . . and gtill there was no sword.

“Damn you, Old Mother, go gentle with me! | swear you treat me worse than your mule!” Robbie
Dhoone sat on awooden camp stool outside the only tent in the camp, hislegs stretched out before him,
his booted feet resting upon an de cask, offering up hisface to an old woman brandishing aneedle as
thick asanall.



As Bram looked on, the woman dredged the needle through the contents of her hip flask, causing a
coat of bluish powder to cling to needle and thread. Unsmiling she brought the needle to Robbie' seye
and pierced the skin between his eyelid and brow. Blood welled. Robbie, knowing the attention of
severd of his companionswas upon him, winked asif it hurt him not at al. Old Mother drew the needle
deep, depositing powder benegth his skin, making amark that would last as long as Robbie Dhoone's
life

The blue tattoos: No Dhoonesman could call himsdlf awarrior without them. They took years,
sometimes decades to finish, for no man could stand the pain longer than two or three strokes. Y et here
was his brother, choosing to add to hiswarrior’ sface in the middle of an armed camp, ascam asif he
were being shaved, not stitched. Bram shuddered. He had received hisfirst warrior’ s mark at midwinter;
the pain had kept him awake haf anight.

“Bram.” Robbiefindly noticed him. “Take alook a Oath’ s hoof-irons for me. | think he picked up a
stone. Y ou know hewon'’t give his hocks to anyone but you and Flock.”

Bram kept hisface till. Show no disgppointment; Robbie has burdens enough. Nodding, he turned to
leave.

“Oh, and Bram,” Robbie drew him back, turning brilliant blue-gray eyes upon him. “Muffle your
gelding’ shridle. Y ou ride with me tonight.”

AsBram turned out astone lodged in Oath' s hoof horn, he tried to control his excitement. It was dark
now, and half amoon had risen above the trees. All about him Dhoonesmen were strapping on plate and
adjusting ax harnesses. making grim preparation for war. They looked fierce, hisfdlow clansmen, big
men with pale faces and yellow braids. Bram only had to ook at his hands to know he wasn't one of
them. Dark and smadll, like the rest of him, they hadn’t been made for wielding an ax. Still, he was good
with horses and other living things, and people had told him he could ride well enough. And he was
known to have good eyes.

Even now in the half-flight, he could see what others could not. Old Mother had walked from the
camp for privacy’ s sake and was relieving herself behind abush. Bram saw her eye whites glinting. He
saw also that the clearing Robbie had chosen for a campsite had been used countless times before, and
had once even been built on. Despite the snow cover, his eyes detected aridge of earth that ran too
straight and narrow to be naturd: the foundation for something lay beneeth. And then there were the trees
themselves; limbs hacked off at man height for firewood, a hoof mark stamped low on awhite ogk, a
series of marks splitting the papery bark of agray birch, indicating where some would-be archer had
once practiced shots.

Sometimes Bram wished he could seeless. To see wasto think. He couldn’t ook at something
without asking questions about it. Right now his brother was ditting in the darkness of histent, thinking the
shadows concealed him aswell as any tent flap. They didn't, at least not from Bram'’ s eyes. Robbie was
gpeaking with the woman warrior Thora Lamb, laughing softly, judging from thetilt of hishead, and
resting his hand upon her thigh. Quickly, Bram looked away.

Moments later Robbie emerged from the tent, and began to walk acircuit of the camp. Men waited
for him. Bram watched them form small groups, their eyes following Robbie as they weighed their
wegponsin their grips. Robbie spoke with every man, naming them, clasping fidts, listening to advice from
the battle-seasoned warriors, and offering words of comfort to the green untested boys. As Robbie
walked among them, the mood in the camp changed, became charged and vital and grave. Bram could



seeit on the faces of the men.
Robbie Dhoone gave them a cause.
“So, Bram,” Robbie said when he reached him. “ Are you ready for your first raid?’

Bram nodded. How could he expect Robbie to remember that thiswasn't hisfirst raid, that he'd
ridden on one two months back, when Duglas Oger struck acaravan of | lie Glaive merchants on the
Lake Road, winning the very horse that Guy Morloch sat this night? Bram’ s hand rose to hisface. He' d
earned hisfirst warrior’s mark that night, though in truth he did little except untether the horses and scare
alittlegirl who' d taken refuge in one of the trunks.

Eager to thank his brother for including him in the raid party, Bram cleared histhroat to spesk.
Robbie Dhoone had aready moved on.
Bram stood and waited alittle while, then went to tend hishorse.

Robbie was driven, Bram had to remember that. Eight months back Bludd had sei zed the Dhoonehold
and killed its chief. Skinner Dhoone had claimed the vacant chiefship and fled. He had not attempted to
retake the Dhoonehold, and Robbie swore he never would. “ Dhoonewill be lost to us without swift
action,” Robbie had declared. “ Chewed and swallowed by Bludd, and forsaken by its sworn clans.”

Ashefastened strips of felt to hisgelding’ s bit, he watched as Robbie and his close companionsheld a
war parley outside the tent. Bram didn’'t know what actions his brother planned to take this night. He
thought at first it would be asmpleraid: striking farmsfor livestock or travelersfor goods. But there was
too much risk here for that. They werein the heart of the Bluddhold—dangerous territory that no
Dhoonesman could claim to know. It seemed madness to draw so close to the enemy, yet no one had
openly questioned Robbi€ s judgment, and the morning they’ d ridden forth from the Milkhouse there had
been ahundred more willing to come. Visibly moved, Robbie had shaken hishead at them. “It' sasmall
thing | ride to do and must risk the least possible men.”

Bram wondered about those words now. It was surely no coincidence that aweek earlier Skinner
Dhoone had forced the clan guide to declare Robbie and his companionstraitors to the clan. Everyonein
Castlemilk had been expecting Robbie to make a countermove, perhapsraid the Old Round outside of
Gnash where Skinner and his followers were quartered. Y et Robbie had been strangely restrained on the
subject, saying only, “First | must win back Dhoone' s heart.”

“Here, boy. Dull your face.” Old Mother’ s rough voice cut into Bram' sthoughts. The stout,
big-breasted matron stood before him, thrusting a cloth of lampblack into his hand. “ Be sure to work
someinto the draft horses’ whites.”

Bram did as he was bid, smudging the dark powder aong the white noses and skirts of the four
workhorses. Old Mother watched for amoment, satisfying hersalf that boy and horses were now
invisible to moonlight, then moved to the next man. She had a curious hold over the Dhoone warriors,
Bram noticed. She never strategized or offered opinions on battle—though she had ridden on more
campaigns than most Dhoonesmen—abut she was a powerful mascot to al. She had been thefirgt of the
clan eldersto declare hersalf for Robbie and his cause. Bram thought she smelled strange, but he kept
that opinion to himsdlf.

“ Bra.n! ”



Spinning round, Bram saw Jess Blain heading toward him. Jess was Bram'’ s age, though he wastdler,
stronger and fairer, and the considerable number of battles he’ d fought in showed themselves on thelong
tattoo spiraling across his|eft cheek.

“There sto beagplit. I'm heading east with lago Sake.” Jess drew his sword and made imaginary
grikesthrough the air. “We re setting light to the sacred wood where Thrago Half Bludd and al those
other barbarian chiefs are earthed. Robbie reckonsthey guard it day and night. Imaginethat! I1t' shardly a
proper tomb or anything, just aload of old trees.”

Bram thought Jess made too light of the sacred wood. Any ground where chiefswerelaid was
hallowed; you could hardly blame a clan for having nothing to match the fineness of the Tomb of the

Dhoone Princes. Few did. Still, Bram’ s mind was aready working on something ese. “How far from the
wood does the Bluddhousdlie?”

Jess shrugged. “ A league or s0.”
So they’ |l seethe flames. Robbie means them to see the flames. “How many in your party?’

“A full score. We reto be quick about it. The Nail saysweridein, kill the guards, douse the treeswith
naphtha, torch them, then ride out.”

That explained the many barrels of fud il they’ d brought. Bram was quiet for amoment, thinking.
“Who rideswith you?’

Jess named the sworn warriorsin anonchaant voice, pretending to be more interested in practicing his
downgtroke. “The Nall, of course. Ranad Vey, Diddie Daw, Mangus Edl, Guy Morloch . . .”

Bram listened as Jess listed the twenty-four best horsemen in the raiding party. When Jess had finished
he asked casudly, “Which way will you make your retreat?”

Jess waved his sword to the east. “We' re to head east and north until we cometo the Hell’ s Road,
and then turn west for Milk.”

It sadigtraction, Bram thought with certainty.Robbie doesn’t care about the sacred wood. The Nail’s
party is meant to draw attention away from. . . what? Surely not the Bluddhouse? No. They didn’t havel

the manpower to takeit. Even with the Dog Lord housed at Dhoone, the Bludd Gate was well
defended. Quarro Bludd, Vaylo's eldest son, was said to be a hard and terrible warrior who meant to
keep the Bluddhouse for hisown.

“Jess, what' s Robbi€' s party to do?’

The golden-haired boy |ooked at Bram with barely concedled superiority. With an elegant gesture
borrowed from Robbie Dhoone, he recouched his watered stedl. “ Oh, Robbie s only told histrusted
companionswhat he plansto do. Andwe redl sworn to secrecy.” With that, Jess Blain swung hisyellow
braids behind him and headed off to find hishorse,

Bram watched him go.Robbie chose meto bein his party, hetold himsdf.Me, not Jess.

Around him the camp was being dismantled in preparation for the raid. Robbie' stent had been leveled



and stowed, feedbags removed from the horses, and al the remaining supplies gathered in apileto be
bound once more upon the draft mares' backs. Bram thought he' d better start work onit. Modish
Flock, the horsemaster, was already |ooking for him. Taking thefirst of the four draft maresby thereins,
Bram walked into the center of the camp and began loading.

The horsemaster approached him and spat. “Nay. Don’'t go loading any of those drafts up, Robbie’'s
orders. What' sleft here hasto fit on the packmule.”

Bram glanced at the two mules standing by the makeshift horse post; the fat white one was Old
Mother’smount, the little angry one had been brought here tethered to the horsemaster’ sreins. With four
big workhorsesin the party, Bram had assumed it was merely aspare. Puzzled, he packed the animal
with as many of the supplies asthe creature could possibly bear. When the mule could take no
more—etting its displeasure be knowing by braying and throwing kicks—Bram decided to dip avay
and prepare himsdlf for theraid.

He owned no ax, nor had he been trained to wield one, so his only wespons were the sword Robbie
had caled his own before their father’ s death and the aien-looking twin-bladed katar he had earned for
hispartinthellle Glaiveraid. The sword had been oiled and honed countless times during the journey,
yet Bram couldn’t help but ingpect the blade one last time. His stomach churned as he tested the edge.
Robbie wasright in away; thiswashisfirst proper raid. At Ille Glaive he had just been carried dong by
the other clansmen, drawing hisweapon, yet not using it. Tonight would be different. Tonight hewould
act likeaman.

Excited and determined to ignore the twisting in his gut, Bram went to take his place in Robbi€' s crew.

Robbie was dready mounted and giving orders. “Flock, take Old Mother and the packmule and lead
them west. Find that old paved path we crossed at noon and wait there. I'll send Bram for you when
we' re done.” Moalish Flock, who seldom had a good word to say to anyone and was known for finding
fault with the most flawless of things, nodded obediently and went on hisway. Robbie had that effect on
men. He made you want to do your best.He should be chief, Bram thought with pride. “ Duglas, you're
with me. | want that wickedly sharp ax of yours as close to my neck as humanly comfortable, though I'd
takeit for ablessing if you managed to stay downwind. That raw onion you had for breskfast isjust as
deadly asany blade.”

Everyone laughed. Duglas Oger grinned, showing large broken teeth and gums as pink asababy’s.
“Anything you say, Rab.”

Robbie bowed his head toward the big axman before sending his gaze over the entire raiding party.
“Men. Dhoonesmen, Castlemen, Wellmen, brothersto me this night. We ride not for blood or killing, but
for smplejustice. The Dhoonehouseis ours, and tonight we begin winning it back.”

“Ayel” breathed the party, stirred by Robbie’ swords yet conscious of the need for silence thisclose
to the Bluddhouse.

When the men had quieted to hisliking, Robbie nodded and continued on. “We re smdl in number
yet, and we' || need more men and more sway before we' re ready to claim Dhoone. But make no
mistake, we will takeit. We, the companions. Not Skinner and his band of old men. Never forget that
we' ve got what Skinner hasn't—"

“Blood of the Dhoone Kings!” cried thefiercelittle svordsman Diddie Daw. “That Skinner’ sonly got
chief’ sblood pumping through him—and that runsthin as piss. Our Robbi€' sgot kingsin hisveind“



“Aye,” cried another. “Blood of kings!”

Robbie let the men go on, hiseyes hard and glittering, his hand resting princely upon the hilt of his
sword. After atime he said, “ Enough. We must first win awar before we speak of kings.”

Bram sghed with relief. He didn't liketak of kings.

“Tonightwe beginthe war. Here. Now, on Bludd-cursed soil we make our first strike.” Robbie’s hand
rose from his sword to his neck, where his measure of powdered guidestone lay suspended in a copper
horn on acopper chain. Eyes closed, chest rising and faling, he brought the horn to hislips and kissed it.
“ Stone Gods be with ug”

“Godsbewith ud” camethe reply from sixty men.

With that theraid party split into two groups, turning their horsesinto ranks, fitting their gresthelms and
their hourglass gauntlets, closing their visors and spreading their capes. Bram had only a pothedm and
boiled-leather gloves, but he hardly cared. Tonight we begin the war, Robbie had said. Excitement and
fear burned in him like afever, and when Robbie drew hiswegpon, so did he.

With shining eyes he watched lago Sake' s party ride east. Robbie spoke solemn words of farewell to
the desthly pale axman known asthe Nail. He called lago his*brother in al things save blood,” and
Bram thought he saw the sparkle of tearsin the Nail’ s hard, colorless eyes as he rode forth.

Quiet descended on the forty remaining men. Minutes passed as they waited, giving lago Sake the
lead he needed. All eyeswere upon Robbie. The would-be chief sat high on histhistle-barded stallion,
his bluewool cloak trimmed with fisher fur spreading gently in the barest breeze. Bram couldn’t help
himsdlf, and he worked hisway up through the linesto be next to his brother.

Robbie spotted him as he reached Oath’ swithers. Bram saw his brother’ sforearm rise in welcome,
watched as those famed Dhoone -blue eyestook him in. And then Robbie hissed, “ Sheath that sword,
you fool. You're not hereto fight. Get down the line and handle the drafts.”

Bram had no memory of riding back down theline. It ssemed asif he was suddenly there, by the
horse pogt, receiving the driving reinsfor the four fully harnessed draft mares from Moalish Flock. “Let
them run ahead o' your gelding, and keep 'em on aclose rein. Ropes are on Milly’ s back when you need
lan.”

Bram could barely make sense of thewords. Hefelt asif he' d been stabbed.

Silently, he dismounted and formed the four maresinto ateam, checking their traces and collars. They
were good horses, gentle and eager to snuffle Bram'’ s coat for treats. Bram spoke soft wordsto them,
telling them that no, he had no treats but he! d find applesfor them later if he could. It was adifficult task
positioning the four drafts ahead of the gelding. The drafts were massive creatures with deep chests and
powerful shoulders, bred for pulling carts. Bram feared they’ d pull him clean from the gelding’ s saddle if
he gave them an inch too much head. The gelding waswary of their closeness, twitching itstail and
showing teeth.

And then suddenly they were under way. Robbi€ s cry came low and clear, “ North to Bludd!” and
forty men and forty-four horses rode out from the clearing toward the Bluddhouse. Tack jingled, hooves
thudded, and axes widlded in anticipation madesnickingsounds as they cut air. Bram brought up the rear.



The path was narrow, and heimmediately regretted forming the draftsinto double rather than singlefile.
Stll, they were moving well enough, and there waslittle tensgon in the reins. He just wished he weren't
faling behind so quickly. The main body of the party had adready raced a quarter league ahead.

Theforest was dark, fragrant with the odors of old trees. The loam beneath the horses hooveswas
rich and black benegath the top layer of snow. Bram felt swest trickle dong his neck. Holding the team
made his shoulders ache, and he kept searching the darkness ahead for lights, hoping to spy the
Bluddhouse.

He spied thefirefirg, the barest glow above the trees, hardly brighter than starlight. Minutes passed,
and then the cry came from ahead, “ The Nail’ sfired the wood!” Dhoonesmen cheered. Digging sted! into
horseflesh the raid party quickened their pace.

Other noises soon broke through the darkness: ahorn blast, low and chilling, coming from due north.
Gears whirred. Something monstrously heavy shook the earth asit moved, and then camethe
unmistakable rumble of many horsemenriding forth . . .to the east. Bluddsmen. Robbi€’ sluring them

avay.
Bram fdt for hisearlier fear but found it gone. Robbie had killed it.

He could smdll the fire now, see the orange flames dancing high above the canopy. Armed men were
on the move, caling ingtructions to each other in their thick Bluddish tongue. Bram could hear, but not
see them. The forest was thinning now, ancient sentinel's giving way to man-planted maples, red pines,
smoke trees and scarlet oaks—trees chosen for the bloodred foliage. Suddenly the path broadened and
turned. And there, before him, rose the hideous bulk of the Bluddhouse.

It was amassive, flaking cyst on the earth. A scab of stone, the brown-red color of dried blood, rising
four stories high and spreading immeasurably wide. Seeing it, seeing itstota lack of symmetry and grace,
its carbunkled outbuildings and blistered stonework, its strangely smoking gate towers and misshapen
archers roosts protruding from its roundwall like sores, Bram knew why the Dog L ord wanted Dhoone.
This place was not fit for aking.

Mounted Bluddsmen in their dull plate, rough lesthers and sable cloaks were racing acrossthe
roundhouse’ s forecourt, heading east toward the fire raging in the sacred wood. Chaosreigned. Bram's
good eyes saw it dl. Stablemen trotting out mounts tangled with armsmen bearing torches and youths
bearing sted to the sworn men. Women were screaming, and aline of children and maids were running
east with buckets and other vessals meant for filling with water and dousing the flames. Someone,
possibly the clan guide, was naming the Stone Godsin ahigh, wavering voice.

Robbie' s done agood job surprising them, Bram thought, feding an unfamiliar bitternessrisngin his
throat.1t' sasif we d torched the heart of their clan.

Ahead, Robbie and his companions drew low in their saddles, water stedd and ax iron drawn and
moving. Thewoman warrior ThoraLamb hefted the hollow-ti pped throwing spear she was known for,
and sent her cool gaze ranging ahead in search of game. Quietly, the war chant began, adrumbesat with
two notes. “ Dun Dhoone! Dun Dhoone! DUN DHOONE!”

Redlization of the trgp rippled through the Bluddsmen like a cold wind. There was amoment where
everything was dtill, where buckets hung suspended in midswing and smoke ceased to rise from the
torches. And then the cry went up.



“Closethe gate!”

Into the scrambling chaos of women, warriors, children and youths rode Robbie Dhoone and hisforty
men. Oath had pulled thirty paces ahead of the other horses and Robbie s ax drew first blood. A
yearman, poorly mounted on a sunk-backed pony, had one of his hands hacked off. Encouraged by the
sght of spurting blood, the Dhoonesmen grew wild with fury, killing and dashing and riding men down.
Duglas Oger rode through the lines of retreating Bluddsmen like afdlen god, savage and stinking, dealing
death with histhree-foot ax. Beside him pulled Robbie Dun Dhoone, the Thorn King, fair as Duglaswas
dark, graceful as his companion was barbaric, his plate armor and great helm black and dripping, his
braids whipping around him like golden chains. Together the two men drove the remaining Bluddsmen
back as othersin the party scattered women and children, axes and swords moving in and out of
Bluddflesh to the rhythm of the Dhoonish chant. “ Dun Dhoone! Dun Dhoone! DUN DHOONE!”

Bram watched asahorse did in apool of gore, crushing itsrider and bregking its own back. Hefdt a
finemist of blood spray across his face as Duglas ook aman’s head, smelled shit and urine and horse
stale as men and beastslost themselves to fear. Something closeto relief overcame him when the Bludd
Gaefindly closed, itsblack iron hinges and pulleys straining as they swung two tons of iron-studded
bloodwood back into its frame. Women and children and old men ran but did not make it, and as bars
were drawn with the force of crossboltsfiring, they threw themselves against the wood, scratching and
pleading, tearing their nals.

Duglas Oger dowed his ax swing and looked to hisleader. Robbie pulled off his greathelm to reved a
face red with exertion and stained bloody around the eyes. His braids were dark now, drenched with
swesat. He seemed to wait until everyone, even the panicking Bluddsfolk, stilled, and then said inaclear
voice, “No. Let no one say Robbie Dhoone killsinnocent women and children like the Hail Wolf. Let
them run free to the woods.”

Duglas Oger nodded, grabbing afistful of mane from his horse’ s neck and using it to clean hisax. All
around Dhoonesmen lowered their weapons and removed their helms, panting for breath.

Wary rdief spread through the crowd gathering at the door. One toothless old hag bobbed a curtsy to
Robbie, caling him a clansman good and true. Impatient, Robbie waved her away. Sowly, the
Bluddsfolk stepped clear of the door, eyes down, arms around the shoulders of small children, buckets
dill inhand.

“No,” Robbie said suddenly, pointing to ared-haired boy of perhapstwelve. “He carries asword so
isaman.”

Duglas dedlt the youth a clean blow with his newly shined ax, cleaving his chest from shoulder blade to
heart, crushing a dozen bones. A woman fainted. Children began to whimper. A group of maids broke
free from the gate and ran screaming through the Dhoone ranks. Thora Lamb amused hersdf by cracking
their knees with her spear. By the time the doorway was clear, five other corpseslay on the ground.
Three more youths and two old men.

An archer high up in one of the roosts began taking shots, and an arrow glanced off Robbie' s plate.
“Come, men,” he said abruptly, turning his horse. “Let’ sfinish what we came here for. Bram! Bring the
horses.”

Bram obeyed the order, struggling to set dl five horsesinto motion at once. The party moved west of
the Bluddhouse, toward a series of outbuildingsthat lay clustered around the banks of asmall stream.
Robbie rode ahead of the group, searching. All the buildings looked the same to Bram, squat,



red-stoned, hastily built with neither mortar nor chinking, yet Robbie cameto a halt before one.

The moon broke through the clouds as Robbie waited for his companionsto draw abresast, and Bram
saw that he had been wrong: Not dl the shanties were red. This one was pae, built from blue-gray stone.

And then Bram knew what his brother meant to do.

“Bram,” Robbie murmured, hisvoice dark with feeling. “Put the ropes on the horses and tear thisthing
down.”

The Dhoone ranks parted to let Bram and the drafts through. Bram'’ s hands shook as he fastened the
wrigt-thick ropesto the mares harnesses, surprised by the strength of hisemotion. All around men had
dismounted and were murmuring the names of the nine gods. Duglas Oger had tearsin his black eyes,
and afdlow axman moved to lay ahand on the big man’ s shoulders. Watching them, Bram was
overcome with an aching love for his clan.How can-Robbie not be chief after this? The sadness came
dowly, as he walked around the little stone shanty, pulling rope through hisfist. /nolonger love him asl
did.

With his heart aching softly, Bram cracked the whip and set the four massive draft horsesin mation,
bringing down the building that the Dog L ord had raised thirty-five years ago from the rubble of the lost
Dhoonestone.

CHAPTER
A Broken Stone

RainaBlackhail sat on the edge of the stone bed and bound her honey brown hair. The tresseswere
soft and heavy, and the familiar movements of weaving thelong braid calmed her. Dagro had dways
loved her hair.Unbind it for me, he had whispered, that first night in the barley field when they had come
together as man and woman whilst hisfirst wifelay dying in thisvery chamber. Nordahad wished it,
knowing her husband needed the comfort of awoman and wanting him to pick one worthy of being his
new wife. Still, Noradahad died aweek later, earlier than expected and in terrible pain, and Raina knew
it was the knowledge of their union that killed her. Picking anew wifefor your husband was one thing;
living with the knowledge that the new pair werein love and well matched was another, and the pain had
been too much to bear.

Sighing, Rainastood. It al seemed like a hundred years ago now, and she had been such a child. How
could she have ever bdlieved that the world was good, and that everyone within it wished her well?

Thrugting sharp silver combsinto her hair, she coiled her braid around her scalp. It wouldn’t do for her
to be seen with it unbound or even hanging down her back in asingle plait. She was chief’ swife, and
there were many around her who were eager to find fault.

Already the whispers had begun.Mace no longer degpsin her chamber. Ayla Perch says she drove
him out. Who can blame aman for looking € sewhere for favors hiswifewon't grant?

A hard little smile that Rainadid not like on herself was showing when she looked in the glass. Always
he twists and maneuvers, filling the truth. 1t was he who had walked out on their marriage bed. Mace, not
her. Gods knew she had not loved it, but she had found her capacity for endurance was like a great
hollow space insde hersdlf, dways able to swallow alittle more. Now Mace had let it be known that she
had turned cold and frigid, and had shut her door againgt him. Lies, dl lies, but they sounded so much like



thetruth.

And they weskened her pogition in the clan. The clanswomen were her backbone and support; she
birthed their sons, taught their daughters how to be women, offered counsel when their marriages grew
strained and mourning intimes of grief. Alwaysit was said of her that she was agood woman and aloya
wife. And now Mace Blackhail wastaking that last thing from her.

If you refused to share your bed with your husband, it meant you were no longer aloya wife.

Shewas too proud to deny it, for she would not speak aloud what others delighted to whisper, nor
was she sure that such adenia would be believed. She had always been cool to Mace, and the women
had doubtless observed this, as women aways did, and the rumors would be easier to believe. After all,
they would say,she' s never shown much love for him in the past. It was only amatter of time before she
drew away .

Frustrated, Rainatugged at the straw-filled mattress on the bed and began shaking someair into it.
Sheredly should make anew one, for this one had grown limp, and doubtless many smal creatures had
made their homewithin it, and it no longer cushioned her spine against the hardness of the stone bed.

Stone, stone, stone! She was sick of Blackhail and its hardness, its dark oppressive roundhouse and
its corpses|eft to rot on open ground. Look at this chamber: stone bed, undressed stone walls, stone
flags worn thin where two thousand years of chiefs had stepped upon them. Where was the lightness and
the music? In Dregg there had been dancing and mummery, the great hal gay with candlelight, the men
with therr kilts a-skirling, the women with sprigs of rosemary in their hair. Just to look at the walls made
you glad; plastered smooth and painted umber, and swaddled in homespun fabrics, they hardly |ooked
like stone at dl. Blackhail had ten times the wedlth of Dregg, so why did it have none of itsjoy?

Rainalet the straw mattress drop to the bed. /am young yet, only thirty-three winters passed, yet why
does this roundhouse make me old?

It was aquestion she had no timefor. Inigar Stoop had called her to the guidehouse, and she did not
want to go yet knew she must. Already she had kept him waiting.

Her chamber was located high on the western wall of the roundhouse, asfar asit was possibleto be
from the guidestone and the guidehouse, and it seemed today that the walk was especidly long and tiring.
Some of the Scarpe women had set up a cook chamber in the old granary, where the damp had risen too
sharply to continue storing grain. Rainasmelled the sharp, unfamiliar scents of another clan’s cookery,
and it madethe gall risein her.How do we stand it, this dow invasion by Scarpe? At that moment, she
spied Anwyn Bird crossing the entrance hal on her way to the kitchen. She thought of stopping the older
woman to ask her, but she noticed an unfamiliar stoop in the clan matron’ s shoulders and too many loose
hairs pulled free from her bun. She suffers too, Rainathought, and wondered what it must be like for
Anwyn to have her clean, well-ordered domain overtaken by strangers. Y ou could fight and fight, but
little was won in the end. Mace Blackhail would have hisway.

As soon as the thought escaped her she saw him. The man she called husband entered the Hailhouse
accompanied by two of hisweasdings from Scarpe. He amost didn't see her, for sheimmediately
dropped her head and hunched her shoulderslike a child trying to avoid notice. Y et just at that moment
Biddie Byce rushed toward her, loudly gushing her name.

“Raina Raina” cried the pretty blond widow. “I’ ve been about dl morning looking for you. Arlec’'s
asked me to wed him. He thinks we should wait ayear to give Cull his due, and then swap our oaths next



soring.”

“Hush, child,” Rainasaid, aware as she spoke that Mace had atered his path to intercept her. “1I'm
glad for you, and Arlec will make afine husband, but a halway is no place to announce amatch.”

Biddie' ssmilefatered. She was clothed in her best blue dresswith Arlec’ s green marble necklace a
her throat. “| thought you should be thefirst to know . . . seeing as you were the one who brought me
Arlec’ stoken.”

Reaching out, Raina brushed astray hair from the girl’ sface. How was Biddie to know she had
picked abad time to share her news?

“Wife”

And there hewas, Mace Blackhail, hiswolf-yellow eyestaking in every detall of the scene before him.
Rainaforced agmile, then ingtantly regretted it as she felt it stiffen into something unnatural on her face.
Discomfort made her speak. “Husband. So you' ve heard the good news about our Biddie?’

Mace nodded briefly at the young widow before turning toward hiswife. “A good marriageisa
blessng dl should share”

Biddie looked confused. She was a sweset girl, and she didn’t deserve to have her happiness ruined on
suchaday. “Go, Biddie,” Rainasaid. “I'll cometo you later and you can tell me everything then.”

The girl had the sense not to argue. Careful not to make eye contact with the Scarpemen, she dropped
acurtsy to Mace and took her leave. Rainawatched her go.Was| redly that young once?

“Leave us.” Mace addressed the two Scarpe warriors who flanked him. They weretal men, clad in
leather boots and leather britches, and protected from the eements by oiled grestcloaks trimmed with the
soft underbelly fur of weasdls. Rainadid not know their names. Once they were out of earshot she asked
Mace, “Why do you bring them here ?’

“Because | can,” Mace answered smply. She saw from his eyesthat he was aware she had spoken to
distract him but had chosen to answer regardless. “ Scarpeis my birthclan. Their house has been
destroyed by Orrlsmen and they’ rein need. Tell me you would not do the very sameif it were Dregg.”

She could not deny it. Dregg was her birthclan. Its chiefs had sworn fealty to Blackhail for forty
generations, fought alongside dozens of Hail chiefs, and stood ready to defend even more. Blackhall
owed Dregg something in return. “1s'Y emarebuilding her house?’ she asked.

Mace s narrow features digplayed abrittle kind of amusement. “ So many questions, Raina. One might
think you were taking awifdy interest in my pursuits” And then, after abest, “Areyou?’

For the briefest instant raw need showed plainly on hisface.He wants me, gods know why. Raina
took abregath to give hersdf amoment before answering. He was young, she must not forget that. He
had never fdt fully accepted here—even now, after he/ d made chief. Oh, he covered it well enough but
deep down inside he knew he' d never be a Blackhail. Just a Scarpe.

“Mace,” she sad after amoment. “1 am caled to the guidehouse.”

Hewas quick to understand her. “Go,” he said coldly, dismissing her. “But do not blame meif | begin



to treat you as a hindrance, not awife.”

Rainafdt his gaze upon her as she waked the length of the hall. Sometimes she wondered why she
carried on.

As she gpproached the narrow tunnel that led out to the guide-house, she smoothed her dress and
checked her boots for mud. Foolishness, but she could not help hersalf. There would be another battle
here—she sensed it—and she had long learned to fight with whatever weapons she had at hand. Inigar
would see her as chief’ swife, not some scared little maid he could bully and cgjole.

Pulling composure about her like amask, she entered the Blackhail guidehouse.

The cold struck her firgt, the sheer depth and deadness of it. How long ago had the freeze set in? Ten
days? Surely now it was passed. Just yesterday she had watered Mercy at the Leak, and shewas sure
she had fdlt the first whiff of spring. Y et here, in the guidehouse, time seemed to have stopped at
midwinter. Chilled, she rubbed her arms, wishing she had thought to bring a shawl.

As her eyes grew accustomed to the dimness, the massive bulk of the Hallstone emerged from the
shadows like something conjured up from another world. Its bulk and power humbled her, and despite
her best attempts to discipline her emotions she felt the old stirrings of awe,

Then she saw the stone was steaming.

Fear, instant and so concentrated she could taste the salt in it, legpt from her throat to her mouth. The
Hallstone was steaming like aside of frozen mest.

“Yes, RainaBlackhail. Eagle lores always know when to fear.”

Startled by the clan guide’ svoice, yet determined not to show it, Raina straightened the curve of her
back and said, “How long has it been like this?’

Inigar Stoop stepped free from the shadows and smoke. He has aged, she thought as the two regarded
each other. The clan guide' s eyes were as black and hard as ever, but his body seemed shrunk and dry,
sucked clean of blood. Shetried not to show her shock, but Inigar Stoop was not an easy man to foal.

“Y ou find me changed, Raina?’ he said, his voice as sharp as ever. “ Then perhaps you should have
come here before now.”

She made no reply. /am chief’ swife and will offer no excusesto thisman.

He knew what she thinking, she was sure of it, and for amoment the two faced each other as
adversaries, chief’ swife and clan guide, gazeslocked and bristling. Then, abruptly, Inigar shrugged.
Strangely he pulled off the pigskin gloves he had been wearing and held them out toward her. “Take
them. Touch the stone.”

Annoyed that she had lost control of the Situation, but aso affected by the grimnessin Inigar’ svoice,
she hesitated.

He offered the gloves once more. *Y ou cannot touch the stone without them. It would skin you.”

How can it be? she wanted to ask, but she feared that question more than touching the stone, so she



took the gloves from him and drew close to the guideston€e' s eastern face. Cold breath rose from the
monolith, making her teeth chatter like alittle girl’s. This close she could see the living surface of the
stone, the valeys and fissures and weeping holes. Normdlly it was damp and oozing, but afrost covered
it like scae. Wary, shereached out and laid gloved fingers upon it.

Oh gods. It was like touching a dying man. Always when she had touched it before—at the end of her
girlhood, after both her weddings and Dagro’ s death—its power had legpt toward her fingerslike hest.
Now it was cold and al power had withdrawn from the surface. She sensed it buried deep. As she took
her hand away shefelt afaint stirring, asif something reached toward her . . . but failed.

Theloss numbed her.

Inigar Stoop stood silent, watching. After atime he said, “ The gods send ice into the heart of the
stone. It will shatter before the year’ sout.”

Rainatouched her measure of guidestone, held in an embroidered pouch at her waist. She had heard
the tales of guidestones cracking, but they had aways seemed like legends more than truth. Quietly she
sad, “The Eve of Bresking?’

Inigar nodded. “ The night Stanner Hawk sent a hound to thefire.”

She bowed her head. It was too much to see the weight of knowledge on hisface.

Sowly, she backed away, feding for awall to support her. The guidehouse wasin disarray, the smoke
fireburned out, grit and ashesllittering the floor, chisals scattered like sticks. Even the clan guide s clothes
had been neglected, and his once-fine pigskins were stained and torn. Suddenly shefelt pity for him, but
knew better than to show it. “Have you told Mace?’

“Y ou know | have not. What good would it do to strike fear amongst the clan?’

“Y et you show no such scruplesto me?’

“Y ou are awoman and do not fight.”

She wanted to strike him for his arrogance. How dare he! She fought. Gods knew how she fought for
this clan. Shaking, she said, “I wonder why you brought me here asit seemsyou think <o little of me.”

With that sheturned to leave.

“Stay,” he commanded, hisvoice calm with practiced authority. “I said only that you do not fight, not
that you hold no power.”

Tired of games, she threw the pigskin gloves onto the floor. “What would you have of me? The stone
isbroken and | cannot fix it. I'd have to be agod for that.”

Still hedid not rise to her anger. Moving to pick up the gloves, he said, “ Do you know al stones have
lives? Ask any farmer. Stones can gppear in their fields overnight, cast up by the restless earth.
Mountains caf and move them, rivers and glaciers carry them, and heat and ice destroy them when dll
elseisdone. Whenever a stone dies anew one must be found to take its place.”

Inigar Stoop grew silent, and Rainafound hersaf wondering when he had ceased talking of stones and
begun talking about himsdlf.



“1 want Effie Sevrance, Raina. Tdl mewheresheis.” So thiswaswhat he wanted. Effie. She should
have guessed it. “Y ou cannot protect her, Inigar.”

“I am clan guide. | watch over thisclan, and will watch over her.”

Y et you did not watch her the night Stanner Haw't tried to burn her in the forge. And then the damning
thought,None of usdid. Anger a her own failing made her sharp. “Y ou are only one man, Inigar Stoop,
one amongst thousands. Effieisno longer safeinthisclan.”

Inigar’ s hawked nose whitened across the bridge. “ Sheis needed. | choose her to be the next guide.”

Raina stopped hersdlf from replying sharply. Looking at the guidehouse, at the smoke-blackened
walls, stone troughs and stark benches, she knew Inigar did not seethis place as she did. Again the pity
came.Heisscl{ and will oneday die, and thereis no oneto take his place. She said gently, “Y ou must
choose another, Inigar. Effiewill soon be gone from here; I'm sending her south to my siter at Dregg.”
Cold anger burned in the guide’ s eyes. “ So the girl is more important to you than clan?’

It was not afair question, and she could not answer it. All she knew was that when Bitty Shank came
running to find her on the Eve of Breaking, telling of how he' d found Effie outsde in the dog cotes,
shaking with cold and fright, she thought her heart might break. No child had lost as much as Effie
Sevrance; Rainawas determined she would |ose no more.

Inigar spoke over her thoughts. “1 have searched for five yearsfor someoneto train asmy
replacement. Every time aboy was born | hoped. Whenever achild took specid interest in the
guidehouse | watched and waited and dreamt.. . but no new guide ever came. And then Effie began to
come here, and sit beneath that bench. No child has ever disturbed my dreamslike she has. There's
power in her, Raina. Power this clan can use. Sheisyoung yet, but she will grow and learn more. | will
teach her mysdf.

“I know you see only the bleakness of this guidehouse. Don't deny it. It' s plainly written on your face.
What you don't seeisthelife behind it. When | stand here and take a chisdl to the guidestone | dedl in
men’ s souls. Every man and woman in this clan holds stedl fired by Brog Widdie and powdered
guidestone ground by me. Which isthe most powerful, Raina? Tdl me. That which kills or grants grace?’

He paused, not for her to answer, but to alow her timeto think. The Hailstone smoked behind him, a
giant dowly dying asit froze.

“It would not be abad lifefor her. Sparse and solitary, yes, but ordered and meaningful too. | think if
you were honest you would say it would suit her. She came here often enough of her own freewill. You
know sheishappiest in closed, dark spaces. Let me take her and teach her. She can deep on one of the
benches, and take her medlswith me.”

Almost he persuaded her for there was much truth and sensein hiswords. Effie feared open spaces,
gods knew how they would get her to Dregg. But get her there they would. What Inigar offered wasa
kind of haf-life, led amidst darkness and quiet and smoke. Rainawould not haveit for her. She had
raised Effie as her own child, taught her how to speak and hold her spoon, and she wanted simple
happinessfor her. She wanted her to dance at Dregg.

Inigar read it al on her face, and she was prepared for his anger, but in the end there was only
resgnation. “Take her then,” he said. *No matter if she ends up in Dregg or the farthest Badlands you



cannot change her fate. She was born to the stone, Raina Blackhail, she wearsit around her neck.
Y ou're an eagle and can see clearly and know | speak the truth.”

She nodded, and there was nothing else to say, so sheleft him there in the darkness, abroken man
with a broken stone.

She couldn’t get out of the roundhouse quick enough. Running, she made her way aong the tunnel and
out through the entrance hall. People saw and tried to hail her, but she paid them no heed. She needed
light and wind and freshness, and she raced to the stables to saddle Mercy.

Sweet-faced Jebb Onnacre trotted out her mare. “1 thought you might be taking arun,” he said. “Be
careful around Cold Lake, theiceisrotting there” As shetook the reinsfrom him their eyesmet. “I’ll be
telling anyone who asks that you headed south to the Wedge.*

She thanked him, glad in her heart for the smdl kindness. Jebb was a Shank by marriage, and their
loydty to Effie remained unchanged. Orwin Shank knew where the girl was hidden, and Jebb had
doubtless guessed that Rainawas on her way there. Well she was, but she'd lay alittle ghost trail first.
Mace had her watched and she had to be careful.

Littlemicewith weasds tails.
Shaking off her unease, Rainagave Mercy her head.

Oh, it wasglorioustoride! To fed the mare' s muscles benesth her, and the wind buffeting her chest.
She grinned with the joy of it, sending Mercy galoping over a series of hedgerows for no good reason at
dl.

South firgt, must be careful, she counsaed herself, somehow afraid that her joy might make her
careless. Turn west only when you reach

the trees.

They had tried to find Effie, of course. Mace and Stanner Hawk and Turby Flapp. They suspected
Raina and the Shanks had concealed her, but the Shanks and the Blackhail hammermen had closed
ranks: Effie was one of their own, and no one was going to find her, so help them gods. Mace had
guestioned Rainaabout it, casually asking why she' d ridden out so often these past ten days, especidly
given the freeze. He knew she was lying, but could not press her. After dl, hisinterest in Effie had to be
seen to be purely honorable, achief concerned for alittle girl. He did not fool Raina. She knew whose
hand lay behind the burning of the hound. She had heard the threat hersdif.

Slowing her paceto a canter, Rainaturned for Cold Lake. All about her stone pines and black birch
showed signs of the sudden freeze. Ten days back the temperature had dropped so low so quickly that
you could hear the trees exploding. A thaw had begun aweek earlier and the winter-starved trees had
begun drawing water. Longhead said that the freeze couldn’t have come a aworse time, for the water in
the pines turned to ice and split the trunks clean open. Over five hundred mature treeshad beenlost in
the Wedge alone, the worst anyone could remember in asingle season.

More bad omens, thought Raina grimly as she turned onto allittle-used dogtrot to the lake. Two hours
passed as Mercy worked her way through amire of half-frozen bulrushes and mud. Rainafound herself
thinking longingly of thefinetrail that led directly from the roundhouse to the lakeshore and could be
traveled in lessthan ahour. Damn rushes! They tore her anklesto shreds, and gods only knew whether



firm ground or water lay benesath them. When shefinaly spied the ugly little crannog extending out across
thelake, shelet out agreat sigh of reief.

Mad Binny was out upon the pier waiting for her, cool asif she'd known al dong Rainawould come.
The old clan spingter was dressed in black, and she held awooden mdlet in her hands. “For the fishes,”
shesaid in greeting, seeing Raina s gaze upon it. “They come up to the surface by the poles, and they’re
dow at thistime of year.”

Raina could think of nothing to say to that, though she did notice that severa fair-sized bull trout lay
skipping a the spingter’ s feet. Dismounting, she looked over the queer little crannog Mad Binny had
claimed as her own.

Raised on gtilts above the water, it commanded the southernmost shore of the lake. 1t had been built
by Ewan Blackhail in thetime of the River Wars, when every clan chief worth his guidestone was
obsessed with running water and the need to defend it. Looking around, Raina could not understand the
crannog's position, for none of the streams that fed the |ake looked wide enough to hold a boat.

Stll, men would be men, and if other clans were building defensive crannogs then so, by gods, would
Blackhail.

Troubleis, thisone hadn’t been built well & al—Hailsmen not being rivermen and so being unfamiliar
with the chalenges of building over water—and forty yearslater it had falen to ruin. The roof sagged and
had been mended here and there with bulrushes and animal hides, the window frames were rotten and
broken and an entirewal| of outbuildings had half sunk into the lake. Gods knew what lay benegth the
water. It was awonder the thing still stood.

“You'll be wanting to see the bairn then?” Mad Binny squatted and hit one of the skipping trout with
the mallet. “ She' sindde, learning how to make abroth to boil afish.”

Rainawas growing accustomed to being speechlessin thiswoman’s presence. It was hard to believe
that this strange, big-boned woman had once been agreat beauty, betrothed to Orwin Shank. Birna
Lorn, her name was, and some old men in the roundhouse could till recall the day Orwin and Will Hawk
fought for her hand in the graze. Not much later she had been named as awitch, for she had correctly
predicted that Norala s unborn child would be born dead. If | ever turninto a prophet, Rainathought
dryly,I’ [l keep dl the bad newsto mysdif.

“Y ou should learn how to kill afish, RainaBlackhail,” Mad Binny said, clubbing another trout. “It’s
good practice for killing men.” Brilliant green eyes caught the light, and Raina couldn’t decide if she saw
madness or clevernessin them.

“Takemeto Effie”

“Takeyoursdf. Door’ sright there, what' sleft of it. I'll bein when I’ ve headed the trout.”

Knowing that was one thing she definitely did not want to see, Raina climbed the rickety ladder and
made her way inside the crannog. The room she entered was dim and warm, scented with the mulish
odor of wet rot and lit by atiny iron stove. Effie stood by the stove with her back toward Raina, ftirring a

little pot. She was Singing as she did S0, some song about the shankshounds and how they had once
saved a baby from the snow. Standing at the doorway,

watching her, Rainarealized that she had never before heard Effie Sevrance sing. When aboard



beneath Raina sfoot creaked, Effie jumped, spilling the broth.

Fear changed to recognition in an ingtant, and Effie ran to her with arms stretched. “Rainal I’ ve been
making broth! Did you know you put carrots and onionsin it, and then boil them till they nearly

disappear?’

Raina nodded. She was till seeing Effie’ sjump of fear in her mind and her chest wastoo tight to

Speak.
“Binny saysit won't be done until she bringsthetrout and | boil their headsinit. Is Drey back yet?’

Raina had visited Effie three timesin nine days, and each time she did so she was greeted with the
same question: Where was Drey? Disentangling hersdf from the girl’ s embrace, she thought what best to
say. 1t suits Mace to have Drey away at the moment while he decides how best to dedl with you. So he
keeps coming up with things your brother can do that will keep him far from home. No, that wouldn’t do.
Aloud she sad, “I heard word from Paille Trotter’ s son. He saw Drey seven days back at Gnash, and
thinks Drey will head home soon.”

Effie was not fooled by Raina sforced optimism, and she returned dispirited to her broth.

Raina wanted nothing more than to comfort her, but she knew better than to spesk liesto achild. “So,
what has Mad Binny been teaching you?’

“Lotsof things. Cooking. Herbs. Do you know that maggots can et the pus from awound and make
it heal fagter? And that piles shrink when you put vinegar on them?’

Rainalaughed. In many ways the clan guide had been right: Effie needed to learn. Suddenly tired,
Raina sat on an old chicken crate, content smply to watch Effie chop onions and gtir broth. She had to
believe she' d done the right thing. The guidehouse was no place for this bright and lovely girl.

Inthislight you could hardly seethe scars. Effi€ slong lustrous hair covered most of them, and the one
on her cheek had been so expertly stitched by LaidaMoon that it looked asif afine feather rested there.
Somewould think it beautiful. Rainadid.

“Herewe are. Trout. Effie, put those headsin the pot. Y es, they have eyes. Too bad they didn’t use
them.” Mad Binny took command of the room, detailing how the broth should be made and thefish
cooked, directing Rainato the woodpile for firewood, and Effie to the storage chest for hard liquor. It
was ardief to let someone e se take charge for achange—even if she was a madwoman—and Raina
found hersdf surprisingly happy to be told what to do.

When they had eaten agood plain meal of trout in its own broth and black rye bread smothered in
honey, Mad Binny told Effie to go outside and try her hand at stunning passing fish with the mallet. “But
it snearly dark,” Effie observed.

“Even better then. They’ |l be haf adeep aready.”

Effie had no argument for that, and she picked up the mallet and let herself out. Raina had her money
onthefish.

“S0,” said Mad Binny, pouring a double measure of mat into Raina s cup. “Hasthat old sourpuss
Inigar Stoop made aplay for the girl yet?*



Rainacouldn’'t stop her eyes from widening.

“Y ou needn’t look so pelt-shorn, Raina Blackhail. Why d'you think they drove me to this mud bucket
inthefirg place?’

“I...wdl..”

“Aye. I’'m ether amadman or awitch. Possibly both.” Mad Binny dammed the mdt flask onto the
table, flattening afly. “I'll tel you this, Raina, that girl can't stay in Blackhail. And if you don’t know that
you'reafool.”

Rainanodded, sill redling from the turn of the conversation. “1’m planning to move her to Dregg.”
“W},H]?!
“When her brother returns. She won't leave without seeing him.”

Mad Binny raised the malt flask and studied the squashed fly. “Well, she'll be leaving soon then, as
Drey Sevranceison hisway herethisnight.”

Rainafdt arush of pleasure and relief, then told hersalf shewasafool. “You' remaking it up.”

“Am | now? Well we'll see about that. In the meantime I’ m going to tell you what you should do with
that child, and you’ re going to sit there and listen.* Mad Binny spoke with the calmness of one who had
seldom been contradicted. Raina supposed it was a benefit of living by oneself.

“Effie Sevrance should be ddlivered to the cloister at Owl’s Reach. It’sin the mountains, east of
Hound' s Mire—the locds can tell you where. They teach the old lores; herb and animd, far-seeing and
far speech, summonings and compulsions and other ancient magics. She hasthe quicknessfor it, and |
need not tell you she has the power. The sigtersthere will value her, and she'll grow to become one of
them, accepted for what sheis”

Rainastood. Shewas sick of peopleteling her what to do about Effie. Thiswas achild they spoke of,
not some dangerous animal that must be either trained or caged. “I’m not sending Effieto aplacefull of
strangers who are not clan. Who will love her? Not some cold-eyed sorceress who seeks to control her.
No. Dregg will be good for her. | wasonly ayear older than sheis now when | wasfostered from my
birthclan; it will be no different for her. She' [l make friends, and dl this sorcery nonsense will be
forgotten.” In her agitation, Rainaknocked over her cup.

Mad Binny caught it beforeit rolled to the floor. “It’sa pity to see awoman as clever asyou fool
hersdlf. Look a me. Thirty years done here. Would you want the same for the child?’

No, she would not. The two women looked at each other, the older one calm, the younger shaking.
Rainaamost knew what Mad Binny would say next, and she did not want to heer it.

“Dreggisayoung clan,” Mad Binny said quietly. “Itswarriors are fierce and they widld the heavy
swords with the broad blades. Itswomen are held to be passing fair, and dressin bright clothes they
weave with their own hands. It' s said their chief isagood man, and their roundhouse iswell set and well
built. All thisisknown, yet clanis still dlan. Tdl me, when wasthe last time you were there, Raina? Ten
years ago? Twenty?’ The spinster’ s green eyes were knowing and there may have been pity in them.



“Doyou redly think they will treat Effie any differently than Blackhail once they know the power of her
lore?

Rainamade asmal gesture with her hand, pushing the words away. It will be better for her at Dregg,
shetold hersdf. There' s no Mace Blackhalil there. Y et the thought gave her little comfort, and she found
her mind returning to the morning after Effie had fled. In her haste to escape the roundhouse, the girl had
dropped the bowl of liquid she had used to threaten the men. It had landed on the great court, just
outside the clan door. Effie had since told Rainathat the black liquid was nothing more than charcoa
mixed with mat liquor, and Rainabelieved her ... yet it had burned the stone clean through.

Rainashivered. Shewas afraid, and she had run out of words to argue with thiswoman.

“A child such as Effie Sevrance comes dong once in ten lifetimes,” Mad Binny said, running afinger
dowly around the rim of the cup so it began to sSing anote. “ She holds wisdom and power beyond her
years. And sheisyoung yet; there sno telling what she will become as she matures. Many will fear her,
more still will seek to use her, and if you do not see her safely placed then fate will take you to task.

“Fateisfickle, chief’ swife, you know that. It can take agood life and turn it into a battlefield
overnight. It can snatch achild in the blink of an eye, and drag her down to hdll. Thegirl’ sripefor the
taking. Cutty Mosstried to kill her, your fine husband sought to feed her to the fire—even Inigar Stoop
has made aplay for her. So you need to ask yoursdlf this: Who ese would benefit from her power?’
Mad Binny took her finger from the cup, killing the note.

Rainalooked away, uncomfortable with the question. Who could possibly want Effie? And why?
When Effi€ s voice came from outsde Rainawasrelieved.”Drey! Raina, it's Drey!”

Mad Binny had the decency to look only dightly triumphant. Raina Blackhail Ieft her and went outsde
to greet Drey.

CHAPTER
Condemned Men

Penthero Iss stood on astone platform cushioned with silk and horse hides, waiting to sentence a
grangelord to death. 1t was high treason the man was charged with, and so rightly thetria and the
execution should be held within Mask Fortress, and the man’s head laid upon the obsidian block known
as Traitor's Doom, but Iss, Sur-lord of Spire Vanis, Lord Commander of the Rive Watch, Keeper of
Mask Fortress and Master of the Four Gates, had thought to assemble alarger crowd. Y ou could fit
only so many bystandersinto the quad. Whereas the Quartercourts spread out before him, withitscircle
of gibbetsknow asthe Dreading Ring, itsbaiting pits, statue garden, market stalls, cattle folds, gaming
courts and dave blocks, could accommodate haf acity.

And today it nearly did. Even though the sky was sted grey and a high wind was blowing off Mount
Sain, the city had come out in numbers. Thousands of merchants, apprentices, |aborers, progtitutes,
priests, pot boys, mercenaries and lords milled in the great expanse of the square, growing restless. They
had eaten from the cook stdls, gamed at dice and sticks, drunk beer and strong white liquor, inspected
the corpses strung high on the gibbets, watched the spec-

tacle of a hundred grangel ords assembling themsel ves on the steps of the Quartercourts, and now they
were ready for blood.



Iss sympathized with them. John Rullion, the High Examiner, was reading alist of the charges, and the
man’ s dour and powerful voice rose high above thewind. “Maskill Boice, Lord of the Hunted Granges
and Magter of the River Crossing at Stye, you are here today charged with high treason against the lord
of thiscity and its people. Knowingly you met with others at the Dog’ s Head in Alm-stown, and
knowingly you plotted to assassinate the Surlord on the last day of Mourns, as he made his progress
through the city, bequeathing dms. Seventeen days hence you made contract with Black Dan, master
bowman of Ille Glaive, and paid him ten gold rods for his service. Furthermore, on the same day you
reached agreement with the coarsehouse bawd Hester Fay, otherwise known as Big Hetty, thereby
alowing Black Dan use of her three-storied house on the Spireway which overlooksthe Surlord’s
progress, in return for apayment of sx slver spoons. How say you?’

The crowd dtilled, restless and ready for anger. Corpses on the gibbets swung wildly in therisng wind
asthey waited to hear what the accused man would say.

Maskill Boice stood at the foot of the Quartercourts, an iron collar around his neck that ran chains
down to hiswrists and ankles and forced him to keep his head up. Boice was a big man turned fleshy,
with the high color of one who drank too much and the contemptuous sneer of agrangelord. He had
been held in custody for the accustomed twelve days, and Iss had made sure the man was well treated,
even going so far as having Caydis Zerbina ddiver cooked pheasants, fortified wines and hothouse plums
to hiscell. Caydis had also seen to his attire, ensuring that of al the grangelord’ s considerable wardrobe,
it wasthe richest, finest clothes he wore today. Rubies glittered on the grangelord’ s doublet, and the
unmistakable opulence of ocd ot could be seen lining his cloak.

It was an interesting picture he made, standing there below hisfellow grangelords. There could be no
mistaking that Maskill Boice was one of them, with his riches and arrogance displayed for al to see.
Indeed if it weren't for the matter of his chains he might smply mount the steps and take his place
amongst them. And Penthero Iss sincerely doubted that thisirony went unnoticed by the crowd. They
knew arich lordling when they saw one.

By contrast |sswas dressed moderately, hisrobe of swansdown astark grey trimmed with
executioner’ s black. At hisback, Marafice Eye was cloaked in maroon leathers that had seen battle and
hard travel intheir day.

The Protector Generd of the Rive Watch had brought hismen out in force for thetrid, and the deep
red of their forge cloaks could be seen in numbers, patrolling the crowd. Isswas gratified by their
presence. The city had swelled these past months, taking in mercenary companies, men-at-arms, knights,
footmen, sappers, engineers, armorers, and every farmer’ s son in five hundred |eagues who thought to
make hisfortune saizing battle trove rather than sowing grain.

Marafice Eye was doing as he promised at midwinter: raisng an army to invade the clanholdsin late
spring.

Thetiming was ripe. The clanholds were wesk and distracted; Issadlowed himsdlf to fed asmall
measure of satisfaction over that. Those foolish clansmen had been so easy to play. Even the great Dog
Lord himself had falen prey to the Surlord of Spire Vanis. When Iss had approached Vaylo Bludd with
an offer to aid him in the seizing of the Dhoonehold, Vaylo Bludd had not hesitated. The Dog Lord hed
been as easy to lead as a pup. It had never occurred to him to question Iss' motives, so anxiouswas he
to get his paws on Dhoone.

And now that you haveit, Dog Lord, whereisthejoy init?Iss pulled on fine birdskin glovesto
protect his hands from the wind. By helping Bludd take Dhoone he had destabilized the entire clanholds.



Every clan from tiny cursed Clan Grey to mighty Blackhail was scrambling to fill the power void left by
Dhoone. When a strike came from the south the clanholds would be caught unawares, and too busy
scrapping amongst themsalves to mount a united defense,

Isswaswdll pleased with what his Knife had accomplished so far. Camps had been established to the
north of the city; makeshift towns where men lived under canvas and spoiled the neighboring fields.
Training was under way, with large groups of men-at-arms being drilled on how to fight in formation with
shields and spears, and raids had been mounted as far east as the Hound' s Wall for provisonsand arms.
Still, there was danger in having so many freelancesin the city. Danger adso in those hundred grangelords
assembled in costly splendor upon the Quartercourts limestone steps. And awise man could see further
danger in Marafice Eye and hisredcloaks. All inal Spire Vanis was ahazardous place to bein. And for
no one was that more true than Maskill Boice. The accused man looked defiant, rattling his chainsas he
declared himsdlf innocent of the charges. Issfelt Boice' s gaze cometo rest upon him, chalenging himto
meet hiseye, but Isswas not about to engage in such thestrics. It was time to move the proceedings
aong. He nodded once to John Rullion.

“Bring forth the witnesses,” ordered the High Examiner in response. Rullion was ahard man, not gently
born, and he bore no love for the grangelords. His arrogance came from his belief in the One God, and
athough he had been High Examiner since the time of Borhis Horgo and had amassed vast wedlth over
the past thirty years, he still dressed like a priest.

Two brothers-in-the-watch brought forth the whore, handling her with some care asthey knew her to
be afavorite with the crowd. Hester Fay winked at Marafice Eye as she passed him, drawing a great
guffaw from the front ranks. She was alarge woman, dark and bejeweled like a gypsy, with hoopsin her
ears and a bodice periloudy laced. She had the audacity to cdl the High Examiner by hisfirst name and
ask him how his gout was faring, as she’ d heard he' d had an attack at midwinter.

The High Examiner kept hisdignity by ignoring her remarks and clearing histhroat. The crowd quieted
in anticipation: apriest examining awhore. This should be high sport.

“Hester Fay. Do you recognize this man before you?’

“I do.” A smdll adjustment to her bodice accompanied the words, bringing forth cheers of
appreciation. “Used to come into my estab-

lishment every week, he did. Liked ‘em young. Willing to pay for ’emtoo. And let metell you, those
kind don’'t come cheap.”

“What about you, Hetty?” cried someone from the crowd.
Big Hetty thrust out her hips. “Darlin‘, you can have me for two slver spoons!”

The crowd roared with laughter, pushing and jostling for positions closer to the steps. Iss suppressed a
smile. Thiswas going very well. Who could have guessed the whore would be so amusing?

“Quiet!” commanded the High Examiner. His authority was such that he wasimmediately obeyed, and
his voice soared into the growing silence. “Isit true, Hester Fay, that Maskill Boice caused you to come
to the Dog' s Head seventeen days back, and there requested that you rent one of your upper roomsto
the bowman Black Dan?” The whore nodded. “ That he did. Though | can't say as| knew Black Dan for
abowman at thetime. Master Boice said he was a carpenter, lately come from the Glaive, who had need
of asmdl room.”



“And was Maskill Boice particular in hisrequest for aroom?’
“That hewas. Wanted Kitty’ s room, right at thetop o' the house, with the overlook to the Spire way.”

The crowd drew breath. All knew the Surlord was due to ride the length of the Spireway the next
morning.

The High Examiner, senaing triumph, moved quickly to finish Boice off. “ And when did you learn that
Black Dan was indeed a bowman, not a carpenter asreported 7’

Big Hetty looked contrite. She appedled to the crowd. “Well, you know how it iswhen a stranger
movesin. You don’t know him, you' re worried about your girls. Has he got the meansto pay? It' sonly
natural you' d want to inquireinto hisfinances. All | did was dip into hisroom when hewas out taking his
supper—just aquick look through his effects.”

“And you found the crossbow?’

“Aye. A red big ‘un. All fancy with ahand crank and trigger. And ten good quarrelswith barbed
heads.”

The crowd erupted into afrenzy, drawing weapons and slamping their feet. Marafice Eye made a
spreading gesture with his gloved hand, signaing a thousand redcloaks to close ranks around the square.
Right on cue the chant began, and was quickly picked up by the masses, becoming athunderous roar for
judtice. “Kill Boicd KillBoice!”

Isskept himsdlf ill. It was anice touch, those ten barbed quarrels. The whore had earned her money
wall.

On the steps of the Quartercourts the grangelords grew pae with fury. They were powerful in their
granges—those vast ranging estates they held outside the city—but when faced with an angry mob they
were vulnerable. The peopleloved them not, and from timeto timeit served asurlord well to remind
them of thet fact.

Isslooked over their ranks. All the Great Houses were there: Crieff, Stornoway, Mar, Gryphon,
Pengaron. And Hews. There he was, that young princeling Garric Hews with the badges of his granges
surmounted on his shoulder guards, and the sword named for his great-grandfather strapped to his
muscled thigh. The White-hog. He was the only one of the hundred who had the forethought to wear
armor thisday.

Issfet the familiar burn of resentment as he looked over the Lord of the Eastern Granges, a mere boy
of eighteen, untested in battle and Stateship, yet so certain of his own worth. House Hewswas ancient,
stretching back to the time of the Quarterlords, when Harlech Hews bore the standard for the Bastard
Lord Torny Fyfe. Harlech had been granted lands a ong the Sheerway after the Founding Wars, and his
ancestors had been adding to their holdings ever since. Rannock, Owaine, Haider, Connor, Harlech the
Second, Third, Fourth, Fifth and Sixth: All had massed wedlth and titlesfor the house. And al had been
surlord before Iss. Now this arrogant son-of-the-Hewses thought it was his birthright to take Iss' place.

Raisng hishand high, Issbrought the attention of haf acity upon himsdf.Watch very carefully, Garric
Hews. Maskill Boice sfate might be yours one day .



“Grangdords!” Isscommanded the hundred men on the steps. “What is your decision: freedom or
sword?’

The grangelords stared at Isswith fury. They were trapped, and they knew it. Only grangel ords could
stand in judgment of high treason, and here they were forced to judge one of their own. They did not like
it. Most surlords would have taken justice into their own hands and had their attempted assassin
summarily executed. But not Iss. He would make ashow out of this. The whole of Spire Vaniswould
learn just wheat they risked if they lifted afinger againgt him.

Balon Troak, Lord of Almsgate, stepped forward from the grangelords' ranks. Troak was grosdy fat
and dressed in sparkling green sammite. He held one of the oldest granges within the city, and was not so
eadly intimidated by angry mobs. “Surlord,” he said in hishigh, nasal voice. “ Surely you know we need
more evidence before we condemn aman to the sword. Whereisthis bowman, Black Dan? Bring him
forth. Let him be examined before the city.”

Isslet hisface no show no emotion. The crowd had grown settled again, and the chant of Kill Boice!
was nearly lost to thewind. Pointedly, Isslet his gaze rise to the nearest of the six gibbets, where the
headless remains of aman were strung. “ There’ syour bowman, Lord of Almsgate. Perhaps you should
ask him how helost hishead.”

Uneasy laughter rippled through the crowd. Blood rushed to Ballon Troak’s cheeks. “ Y ou dare to
take—"

“I daremuch,” Isshissed, directing hisvoice soldly to the grangelords. “Be grateful | don't dare more.”
Then, to one of the pages. “ Bring the bowman’ sweapon. Hold it up for al to see.”

The wespon, afine crossbow made from costly limewood varnished to a high sheen, drew murmurs of
appreciation from the crowd. When a second page |ofted the arrows, they went wild. Ten deadly points,
barbed and of Glaivish design, just as the whore had said. Stronger than ever the chant was renewed. “
Kill Boice! KillBoice!”

He sminenow. Satisfied but unsmiling, Issreturned his attention to the grangelords. “I ask again. How
find you? Freedom or sword?’

“Sword! Sword! Sword!” screamed the crowd.

The grangelords moved to form arough circle on the steps. Fergus Hurd, Lord of the Fire River
Granges, and appointed Speaker, went from man to man, collecting pieces of killhound bone from each.
White for freedom. Red for the sword. Iss could hear them rat-

tie in the Speaker’ s silk pouch, watched as the Whitehog unclenched hisfist and added his bird bone
to the tdly. When the hundred lords had cast their ballots, the Speaker descended the steps and cameto
stand before the accused.

Maskill Boice s head was high, but there wasfear in his pale blue eyes. The rubies set into his doubl et
glittered in time to the pumping of his heart. Fergus Hurd was old and white-haired, yet he still had power
inhim . . . and hewould not look Maskill Boicein the eye.

Asthe Speaker shook the silk pouch the city stilled. The mob ceased chanting and the dogs stopped
barking. Even the wind died. Fergus Hurd spoke into the silence, his voice sharp and bitter ashe
repeated the old words. “ The grangelords are servants of the Sur-lord, and the Surlord is servant of the



city. We spesk in the voice of our forebears and we mete justice on behaf of Spire Vanis.” With that he
pulled the pouch open and cast its contents at the prisoner’ s feet. Bonesrattled and jumped. The crowd
pushed forward tosee. “Look you, Maskill Boice,” directed the Speaker. “Count the bones that speak
your fate”

Red, all red. Isslet out aheavy sigh of relief. Strange he had not realized he had been holding his
breath. He had known all dong the grangel ords would not dare defy him before an angry and indignant
mob. But till. Y ou could not be surlord in Spire Vanis without knowing uncertainty. It was aquicks lver
city, anditsloyaties ran with thewind.

“Sword! Sword Sword!” shrieked the crowd.

Iss shivered. The triumph had gone out of him, and al that was left was the need to seethisthing
through. “ Examiner!” he commanded. “ Bring forth the mask.”

Hearing the command Maskill Boice began to scream. Awkwardly, with movements hampered by his
leg-irons, he kicked at the bones at hisfeet. “ Cowards!” he screamed at the grangelords. “ Spineless
foold You'll be next!”

Issbarely heard him. His eye had been caught by one of the bonesthat Maskill had sent flying toward
the Surlord’ s platform. White, not red; it must have been buried beneath the rest. Immediately 1sslooked
up to see Garric Hews watching him. The man who named himsdf the Whitehog was dark and compact,
with hair cropped to asoldier’ s shortness, and the unjeweled fingers of aman who expected to use his
sword at short notice. Almost the name did not fit him . . . until you saw the craving in hissmall black
eyes. With an elegant gesture, he bowed low to the Surlord, acknowledging the white boneto be his.

So he has declared himsdlf againgt me. Issreturned the man’ s gaze coolly, not bothering to return the
bow. Danger upon danger. First Marafice Eye, now the young princeling: Both thought they could take
his place. Wasthis how it was for Borhis Horgo, that year before he was dain on theicy steps of the
Horn? Enemies closing rank around him. The thought chilled Iss. Fourteen years ago he had stood on
those same steps, and had looked at the aging surlord with the same keen ambition. Anything was
possiblein thiscity of spiresand Bastard Lords, and a surlord had to remember that and give hisrivals
reason to fear.

John Rullion approached the platform, bearing the hideoudy carved Killhound Mask benegth a sheet
of plain whitelinen. The High Examiner retained dl the ingtincts of a priest and he knew how to ave a
crowd. He held the mask high, enabling dl to seeit, before pulling back the cloth. A collective bregth
was drawn as the mask’ s blackened metals caught the light. It was the likeness of no living bird, warped
and fanged and scaled like adragon: the Kill-hound of Spire Vanis.

It weighed as much as a child. Even though Iss had handled the mask many times before, he was
shocked anew by its heft and coldness. The last killhound had fled Spire Vanisfifty years ago, and no
one but madmen had seen one since. Their likenesses were carved on gate arches and corbels around
the city, and the Surlord' s seal was akillhound rampant. It was said the great bird of prey could kill an
ek with itsfoot-long claws and bear it doft to its mountain eyrie. Issthought of the creature' s power as
he fitted the mask over hisface and fdlt the cold-forged iron encase his cheeks. Wearing it, Issknew
what it would be like to be sealed insde atomb.

It filled him with the desireto live. Raising his masked face to the crowd, 1ss pronounced sentence on
the condemned man. “Maskill Boice, Lord of the Hunted Granges and Master of the River Crossing at
Stye, you have been found guilty of high treason, and | hereby sentence you to death by the sword. May



the One True God forgive you.*

The crowd cheered. Priestsin theviewers gallery made the Sign of redemption. A woman watching
from one of the Quartercourts many balconies fainted; by the dress and look of her, Issguessed it to be
Boice swife. Boice himsdf now stood silent and unmoving, finding hisdignity at last. Quite unexpectedly
Iss remembered that the man had two young sons. Too bad their father had aliking for loose talk.

Boice had talked for years of assassinating the Surlord, aways when in his cups. It had been easy to
conspire againg him, create an offense from his drunken boasting. Caydis Zerbinahad seen to the detalls.
Black Dan, the llle Glaive crossbow, the meeting at the Dog’'sHead: all fiction. God only knew whose
corpse swung from the gibbet. The only thing red had been the whore. And Caydiswould dip poison
into her milk aetonight. A pity redly, as she had put on such an excellent show.

I ss gave the matter no more thought. The executioner—brought overland from Hanattain the Far
South at great cost—was taking his place by the block. The man’s skin was dark as night and his bared
armswere wider than most men' sthighs. Still, it wasn't his strength that made him famous; it was the fact
he had no eyes. Bar-bossa Assati needed no executioner’ shood to shield him from the sight of death.
The exotic gods of the Far South had done that for him, bringing him into the world with two empty
sockets where most men had eyes. Watching him, 1sswondered what Marafice Eye must be thinking.
The Knife had lost an eye himsdlf, and surely upon seeing the hollow orbits dominating Barbossa Assati’s
griking face, he must vaue hisone eye dl the more.

Marafice Eye showed nothing but hard efficiency as he commanded his guardsto take charge of the
prisoner and escort him to the block. Six redcloaks flanked Maskill Boice, never once laying ahand
upon him. Condemned flesh was cursed, everyonein the city knew that.

Isswatched the Knife with interest. Marafice Eye was growing in confidence. He had dways
commanded the respect of hisredcloaks, but now he was commanding the respect of the mob. The
crowd deferred to him; edging back when he stepped toward them, leaning forward when he spoke to
better hear what he had to say. He cut an imposing figure, 1ss had to give him that. Bull-shouldered and
sx foot tdl, with fists the sze of wolf skulls. If you looked closely you could see the raw ambitionin his

eyes.

Hewants my place. Iss suppressed a shiver as he recalled the agreement they had reached eight
weeks earlier in the Blackvault. In return for raising an army to invade the clanholds, Iss had agreed to
elevate Marafice Eye s saurein the city, and make it be known that he favored the Knife ashis
successor. They were playing the great game of power, and Spire Vaniswas the ultimate prize.

And punishment. Y ou could control but not possessit. Stand till and it would move from under you.
Ille Glaive, Trance Vor, and Morning Star wereitsrivas, but not its biggest threat. The greatest danger
lay in the balance of power within the city itsdf. A hundred grangelords vied for dominance, each
controlling hisown private army. Ten thousand redcloaks mobilized on Marafice Eye sword, whilst John
Rullion commanded the devout: The Surlord of Spire Vanisruled acity that rested on quicksand. The
only way to hold on to power was to weaken, destroy or distract one’'s enemies.

Iss nodded softly to himsalf. Today he weakened the grangel ords. In the coming months he would
distract Marafice Eye by sending him to make war on the clanholds, and soon he would destroy the
Whitehog by whatever means were closest at hand.

Camed by those thoughts, Issturned his attention back to the execution. Maskill Boice had been
delivered to the block. The block was hewn from a hundred-year oak, rectangular in shape and cut with



acurved depression for the laying of ahead. Aslsslooked on, some aging grange widow brought forth a
cloth of gold and draped it over the wood. When the prisoner drew close she held out a hand and named
him, “Son.”

The crowd was s0 quiet now, Iss could hear the breath wheeze in their throats. Barbossa Assati had
drawn his sword from itsfelt-

lined scabbard, and the sight of the heavy fern-curved blade sent aripple of excitement through al
present.

Maskill Boice would not look at it, though he did press something—agold coin or jewe—into the
executioner’ s hands. “ Take mein one stroke,” he murmured.

Barbossa Assati spoke oneword in his beautiful, strangely accented voice. Issthought it sounded like
“AleS,”

And then Boice knelt on the black-stained cobbles of the Quarter-courts, and laid his head upon the
block. As his hands reached out to steady himsalf againgt the cloth-draped wood, histhroat moved in
prayer. Grange ladies, viewing from the safe distance of the Quarter-courts balconies, sighed at the

tragedy of it al.

Barbossa Assati found his place and settled hisweight evenly between hislegs. One powerful black
hand came down to bare Maskill Boice' s neck, and then the sword was rai sed with two hands, and
dropped. Steel chunkedinto wood. Blood fountained. The head rolled, for no one had thought to lay out a
basket to catch it. The crowedaahed. Maskill Boice storso jerked once, then dumped at the
executioner’ sfeet. The great dark blindman spoke words over it before hefting his sword free of the
block.

Within hismask of black iron, Issfelt curioudy removed from the scene. He saw thelooks of horror in
the grangelords’ faces, watched asthe little beetlelike gallows master retrieved Boice' s head and dipped
the sump into a pan of sdt beforeimpaing it upon apole. All around women were wailing anrlwringing
their hands, yet the men in the crowd seemed strangely restless, exchanging glances and short words asif
they had expected more.

Very well. 1 shdl giveyou onelast thing.

Issturned to face Marafice Eye and commanded, “Bring out the traitor’ s gravegoods and distribute
them amongst the crowd.”

A huge cheer shook the crowd. They had not expected to sharein the grangelord’ swedlth and this
was unheard-of bounty. Jostling for positions close to the front, they shouted Iss namein praise.

Onthe Knife' sword, four pages struggled down the steps of the Quartercourts, bearing a heavy litter
suspended between two poles. Armor and jewels and fine silks were heaped upon it, glittering gold and
crimson in thefailing afternoon light. Cries of outrage united the grangelords: How dareIsssend a
nobleman’ swedlth to the crowd! It was unthinkable. Y et onelook at the front ranks of men, faces dark
with greed, hands twitching in readiness to seize bounty, was enough to know that it could not be
stopped. Even before the four pages had set down the litter, the crowd surged forward.

What happened next was ugly and bloody, as grown men fought tooth and nail over scraps. People
didin Maskill Boice sblood, kicking and screaming, besting each other in their frenzy to grab gilt cups



and balts of cloth. One man seized a sword and ran into the crowd, running through asmal childin his
haste to get away. Issstood aboveit dl in the Killhound Mask, holding everyone— Marafice Eye and his
redcloaks, John Rullion, the priestsin the viewers gdlery, the women on the bal conies, and the
Whitehog on the Quartercourts steps—in their places. None could leave until he dismissed them, and it
suited him to have them watch.

Heheld power in this city, and as the weeks wore on and he lost influence in other spheres, it was
important to demonstrate that power for al to see. Asarhia, his almost-daughter, had gone, fled to the
north and taken her Reach strength with her. The Nameless One was growing weak and had withdrawn
to the dark spacesinsde himsdlf where beatings and i solation could not reach him. More and moreit was
growing harder to use him, and Iss knew that the day was fast gpproaching when he would smother the
Nameless One with a soft cushion and take the life from him. A bound sorcerer was only useful aslong
as he had strength to stedl. And this one in his weakness and madness was keeping every last drop for
himsdf. It had been many weeks since Iss had visited the twilight world of the Gray Marches, and he no
longer had sway over what happened there. Influence had been lost. Knowledge had been denied him.
He knew the Blindwall had been breached, but after that nothing.

Isstook abreath. He had lost much since the beginning of winter. There had been atime when
anything looked possible; when his actions had tied the clanholds in knots, when the Nameless One's
power rested like a honed sword at his side, and the promise of Asarhia’ s Reach strength lay spread
beforehim likeafield of gran.

/could have commanded the clanholds, We Glaive, the entire Northern Territories. Now | must fight to
retain control of Spire Vanis.

If only the Nameless One hadn’t begun to fail. The bound sorcerer’ s skill had helped Bludd conquer
Dhoone and made the daughter of Dagro Blackhail in the Badlands as easy as spearing edsin atub.
Such power was intoxicating—a man could crush a continent so armed. Once one had wielded the full
force of asorcerer’ s craft it was hard to return to earthly means.

Iss straightened his shoulders. But that was what he must do.

The future was uncertain once more, and the only advantages he had |eft were earthly ones. Today
was a demondtration of those powers, and awarning to his enemies. Dark times were coming and land
would belost and claimed, and grest lords and clan chiefswould fall and be made. Marafice Eye thought
to make himsalf surlord by winning successin the clanwars, Garric Hews thought to do the same by
treachery. Wéll, let them both look upon thisravenous mob . . . and know who knew it best.

Stepping down from the platform, Isswalked into the heart of the looting. Men ceased fighting as he
passed, jeweled buckles and silver boxesin hand. One old man bowed, and then another, and then the
entire crowd fell to their knees. 1ss moved through them, fegling no fear. He was wearing the Killhound of
Spire Vanis and he wasfilled with the great bird's power.

The mob closed around him as he made hisreturn to Mask Fortress, | etting no one el se through.

Deep down beneath amountain, in aspace carved and blasted two thousand years before, aman
awakes. Thisfar below the surface, the cold of the firmament gives way to the warmth of the earth’s
core. It ishumid, and athough the sky is sedled five thousand feet above, the man can remember times
when accumulated moisture has dropped like rain on his back. The memory brings ddlight and pain, as
dodl hismemories. It isadow, hurtful process, thisreclaming of hislife.



Shifting in hisiron pit, he seeks comfort that custom haslong taught him he will never find. Not here,
He amdlshis own shit. The chainsthat shackle him chafe hisraw flesh, drawing lines of watery blood. He
islesswdl tended now, and has not been fed in severd days. It has been even longer since ahand
tended his sores and cleaned his skin.

Sometimes he despairs, asit seems he has traded memory for life. What good is owning aname when
you are dowly starved?

Badis, he mouths, using the word as a charm to drive away the mongtersin his thoughts.Once a
continent turned upon my deeds. Or did | dream it? Uncertainty plagues him. It isdifficult to tel where
dreams end and truth begins. Almost he has forgotten how to think. Eighteen years bound and broken.
How can | be sure | am sane? Surprisingly the thought makes him smile. He remembers someone once
telling him that any man capable of asking himsdlf that question isaready saner than most.

The man’s smile fades, and the londiness returns with such forceit islike adagger in hisheart. Hours
stretch ahead in the unchanging darkness. Days pass and he does not know it. When will the Light
Bearer come and bring him food and touch and light? He degps and wakes, then deeps again.
Sometimes caul flies eat their way through his skin, and crawl over hisfacein search of light. They will
not fly in the dark, he has noticed, and soon tire and die. Sometimes he saves his strength by not moving,
gathering power to him bit by bit like beads upon athread. When he has enough he looses himsdlf, |etting
his mind rise to a place where his body cannot follow.

Onceit had been ill in those gray places, like mist hanging above alake. But now dread creatures
walk there, ftirring the calm. When you are dying it is difficult to be afraid of anything except death, yet
gtill the man feelsfear. Those monstrous shadows know his name.Bardis, they cdl.Heart of Darkness.
Y ou are ours and we want you. Wait for our touch.

The man shivers. He had done many terrible thingsin hislife, but cannot decide if that makes him evil.
His past hardly seemsto belong to him anymore; can he still be judged by it? He recals a sorawling
castle peopled by kings and queens. The touch of achild'sthigh. Poison dipped into red wine. And fire,
adwaysfire, catching on the corner of hisrobe and igniting in front of hisface.

Still shivering, the man rests hishead againgt cold iron. How long before the creatures who own the
voices come? What will he becomeif he dlows one to touch him? Already they lure him withpromises of
revenge.Y our enemies are our enemies. Burn their hateful flesh. Such words are tempting to a helpless
man, and he does not know how long he can resist them. If it hadn’t been for one certainty he might
dready havegivenin.

Someone, somewhereis searching for him.

How he knows this he cannot say. Where the knowledge comes from is something he will never learn.
Hejust knowsthat heisloved and searched for, and it gives him the will to carry on. Sowly hiseyes
close and deep takes him, and he dreams he sends a message to the one who loves him.lam here. Come
to me. And the one who loves him hears and comes.

CHAPTER

The Forsworn

Raif looked down through the blasted remains of a dying forest, down to alake where lines of
charcoa had been laid upon theice, and he knew that he had entered the territory of living men. He had



seen lineslike that before. Once during the Long Freeze, ten years back, when al running water in the
clanholds had frozen, clansmen had laid lines of soot upon theice. The darkness of the soot concentrated
the sun’ s meager rays and the ice benegth the black lines had melted over severa days, opening precious
leads. Raif had not expected to see such athing here, only five days east of the mountains, and he felt the
firg girrings of fear.

No one was supposed to live in these pa e twisted forests that bordered the Western Want. Clansmen
caled them the White Wastes, and said that only elk and caribou dared pass through on their way to the
purple heather fields of Dhoone.

Raif shouldered his pack, shifting the weight so it was borne evenly on his back. It had taken him many
daysto cross the mountains—even with the help of Sadaluk, who had directed him toward a pass. He
counted himself lucky that the weather had held, and that the only storm he' d been forced to Sit out was
onethat hit at an dtitude just east of Trapper’s Pass. The wind had been his greatest problem, for it blew
continuoudly, stripping him of warmth and strength. 1t blew now, ralling the edges of his Orrl cloak and
raisng the hair from his scalp. The Listener had given him many precious gifts of dressed skins, and three
layers of sedl hides protected his chest from the cold, yet the biting deadness of the Want ill got

through.

It lay out there, to the north, stretching farther than any clansman had ever seen, stretching asfar as
timeitself, unknowable, uncross-able: the Great Want. Raif shivered. Of dl the maps Tern had ever
drawn for his children, not one had contained any details about the Want. It was a place of ghodts, clan
said, dead and freezing and dry as a desert, and not even the gods knew what walked there.

From his position above the lake, Raif turned his gaze north. Since he had | eft the mountains he had
noticed the peculiar clarity of the landscape. There was no dust or warmth to warp the air. Faraway trees
and rocks looked close enough to reach in half aday. But they weren't. Distance was distorted here, and
Raif was beginning to redlize that landmarks on the horizon might take weeks, even months, to reach.
When he' d firgt spotted the |ake from a position high in the pass, he thought he’ d gain the shore by
sunset. It had taken nine days; six to clear the mountain’s skirts and afurther threeto crossthetreeline.

Now he was here he felt no satisfaction of agod reached. The Great Want disturbed him. It wastoo
close, and too vadt. League upon league of nothingness, broken only by tortured rock formations, glacier
tracks and calderas.

And now there was evidence of strangers, lately been here, settled enough to spread charcoa on lake
icefor accessto fresh water. Raif studied the lake, scanning the shore and surrounding woods for further
sgnsof life. No smoke rose from the trees. No piers or boats were frozen into the ice. He wastoo far
away to spot footprints. Should he descend the dope and search for them? Or should he turn south and
moveon ?

Uncertainty made him hegitate. He was beyond his bounds now, he knew it plainly by thelook of the
trees. Nothing so dry and twisted could livein the clanholds. One spark and they’d go up in flames. So
who was down there? Not Maimed Men; they lived closer to the clanholds, in the Badlands northeast of
Dhoone. Raif peered into the tree cover, deciding. It was growing late and he could fed the will power
draining from hislimbs. He had not rested snce mid-morning, and his knee joints ached with the constant
grain of descent. Drey had once told him that descending hillswas more tiring than climbing them, and he
hedn’t believed it until now.Drey ...

Abruptly, Raif started down the dope.



Hetold himself there was agood chance that whoever was down there had aready spotted him—a
lone traveler on the rise above the lake—and he drew his mitted hand insde his cloak, feding for the
makeshift seal skin scabbard that held his sword. He' d scraped the rust from it as best he could, using the
dull gray emery stone that could be found fredy in the high mountains. Without amillstone he could do no
better. And hefound agrim kind of pleasure in imagining that whilst the blade might enter aman well
enough, it wouldn't so easily come out.

Regting his hand upon the grip, he wound hisway down through the trees. Pine needlesand ice
crystals crackled underfoot, and somewhere to the south an owl called out at the approaching night.
Darknessrose as dowly as mist, hovering close to the ground while the sky ill glowed red with the
fading sun. Starswinked into existence. First afew dozen, thenthousands ... more than Raif had ever
seenin hislife. Thewind dropped, and then suddenly it was quiet enough to hear the lake ice groaning.
Raif grew cautious, deciding against walking the open land at the lake' s shore.

Silent now, he skirted the lake, keeping to the cover of the trees. He was dimly aware of his hunger,
sucking hisingdestight. The air was perfectly still. No tree limb moved. When he stepped on something
warm he nearly cried out. Fox, hetold himsdf, rolling the carcass over with hisfoot. Dead lessthan aday .
Wetting dry lips, he walked on. When he reached the foot of an ancient dragon pine, he spied two dead
crowslying in thelitter beneath its twisted lower limbs. And then he saw the footsteps. Many pairs, some
fresh from thelook of them, stamping atrail that led to and from the [ake.

Hewas not aware of drawing hissword. It wasthere, in hisfigt,

its blade running siver in the starlight. Ahead, the trail widened into amakeshift path, and there were
signs of men and horses upon it: athrown hoof-iron, amound of frozen dung, apiece of trail mest
crooked like afinger. Raif suddenly wished he weren't so tired. Weeks of hard travel had taken their toll,
and it seemed asif histhoughts and his reflexes were moving a beet too dow. He thought he smelled
something, acoldnessfilled with potentid, like air charging before astorm.

The edge of abuilding loomed ahead. As he drew closer, Raif made out the eerily paleform of a
palisade raised from timber and then sprayed with water to form a protectivewall of ice. HE d seen such
winter-built strongwallsin the city holds, and admired their smplicity—theice repeled fire and rendered
the wall dmost unscalable—yet he had never known clan to build one.

Abruptly, the path rose, and he saw what lay beyond the palisade. A rock and timber redoulbt,
square-shaped with aroof of hammered logs and the rough beginnings of a battlement ringing its northern
wall. No light showed through the narrow, defensive windows. A lone shutter had come loose fromits
mooring, and it creaked back and forth on rusted hinges. Raif smelled old fires and cook oil. And then he
saw thefirst body, lying facedown in atrench where the palisade parted to make way for a gate.

Fear dried his mouth. Cautioudy he approached the body. Already he could see that the man was well
armored, in abackplate of painted sted. Some design had been beautifully worked in purple and gold.
An eye. And then suddenly Raif redlized what he waslooking at: a Forsworn knight, with the Eye of God

upon him.

The man had been dainin asingle strike, run through with such force and such an edge that both
breastplate and backplate had cracked open. Turning the body over, Raif saw where the jagged edges of
the punctured breastplate had been driven deep into the meat of the knight’ s heart. He had never seen
such an entry wound before, not even that day . . . that day in the Badlands with Tern. The flesh was
black and seared, asif it had been cooked, and something black oozed from the wounds.



Raif turned away. He thought he might be sick. The purge fluid stank of the same dien odor he'd
smdled earlier. The knight had been lying facedown, and yet fluid had not drained off. It hung in his
mouth like smoke. Instinctively, Raif reached to touch thetine at hiswai<.. . and felt emptinessinstead.
Hewould give his sword to have it now, the comfort of godsand clan.

Traitors aren't alowed to bear the stone. Bitternesswelled up in him, and he was glad because it
ghrank hisfear.

Even without ameasure of powdered guidestone, he knew he could not leave the man before him
unblessed. He was a Forsworn knight and so an enemy to clan and clannish gods, but he had died dlone
and untended. Like Tern. Closing his eyes and touching both lids, Raif murmured, “May your god take
your soul and keep it near him dways.”

It wasdl he could do. Bending low, he tugged on the knight’ s purple cloak, freeing it from benegth the
man’ s shoulders and covering the face. The knight’ s eyes were open and theirises had rolled back in his
head, showing nothing but white. It was ardlief not to look at them any longer.

Straightening, Raif inspected the gate. Unstripped logs, tarred and bound, mounted on an X-shaped
frame. The outpost had not been established long. Everything about it had the look of something hastily
erected. No clansman would raise a defensive structure with raw timber. So why had these knights?

Raif consdered what he knew about the Forsworn. They were wedthy, it was said, with
fortress-temples known as Shrinehol ds scattered throughout the North. They called themselvesthe Eye
of God and made war againg hereticsin hisname. The Listener said they made pilgrimagesto the Lake
of Lost Men, but Raif did not know why. He didn’t know much, he redized. Clan had few dedlings with
outsders, and Blackhail fewer than most. Growing up clan meant learning little of other men.

Raif dropped his pack and walked through the gate into the narrow, packed-earth bailey beyond. His
breath was doing strange thingsin hiswindpipe, hurting his back as he breathed. He fdlt likeachild
carrying agrown-up sword, and found he could not remember asingle form Shor Gormain had taught
him.The Listener wasright; | need to learn how to use this. But not tonight. Gods, not tonight.

He amost passed the second body, so deep where the shadows that surrounded it. The redoubt had
been built on agroundsill of rubble and timber to keep it raised above the frozen tundra and protected
from sinkage during spring thaw. Thefirgt floor of the structure overhung the foundetion pile, cregting a
trap for shadows and moss. The body lay in two pieces beneath the overhang, sheared through the gut so
that only strings of snew and intestines joined the two halves. Raif retched. Be thankful for the shadows,
he told himsdf, spitting to clean his mouth. Without them I’ d see worse.

There was nothing to do but spesk the same blessing over the dead knight and cover hisface.

Sowly, Raif mounted the quartered-log stairsleading to the redoubt’ s main door. Time and effort had
been spent on the door, the timbers dressed and sedled, the joints shod in lead. The Eye of God had
been painted above the arch, and someone had even brought gold leaf to burnish the pupil so it looked as
if God were gazing upon agolden field. Raif felt the Eye upon him as he put ahand to the door and
pushed.

Darkness and stillness waited on the other side. The stench of accelerated rot and strangely charged
air made him doubt that anyone within had been left dive. Seconds passed as he stood on the threshold,
letting his eyes grow accustomed to the blackness. He gppeared to be in asmall defensve ward,
fashioned with louvered floorwork to dow an enemy’ s charge. One wrong step and aman’ sfoot would



dip through the boards to the groundsill below, hating and trapping him, and possibly bresking hisleg.
Who did they fear?

The Eye was here too, painted huge upon thewalls. Only now it was not something watchful and
benevolent, it was an angry eye, fearsome, shot with red veins. Raif found himsdlf discomforted beneath
it, and felt apang of guilt at being so easily awed by aforeign god.

Carefully, mindful of his steps, he crossed the ward and entered the main chamber of thefort. The
inner door had been torn from its hinges and two dead knightslay to either sde of it, swords drawn and
visors down: They' d had more warning than those outside. But it had not saved them. Beautifully worked
scale armor made one man’ s corpse glitter like afaceted jewel. He bore the spiked collar of a penitent,
and dl hismetawork had been greased with reddish brown bone oil. The wegpon that had killed him had
struck so deeply Raif could see the floorboards beneath his chest; they had been ripped up and
gplintered as the wegpon was pulled free. Raif shuddered. What creature could break down a
strongdoor and do thisto aman? Bullhammer, the most powerful man Raif had ever known, had never
torn the middle from an enemy inasingle strike.

Raif gpoke blessings to both men and moved on. The main hall of the redoubt made him sad, for he
recognized the pain these knights had taken to honor their One God. The only local resourceswere
timber and rock, and they had used both to raise amassive dtar block that had been draped with cloth
of purple. Here the Eyewas not acrude wdl painting but a crystal set into an amond-shaped mounting
of puregold. Seeing it, Raif flt the sword move in hishand.Of course, aknight’ s blade. The rock crystal
surmounted on the pommel seemed to pulsein timewith the Eye.

Light poured in from awindow high in the hammer-vaulted roof asthe moon rose overhead. Raif saw
cruddy carved chairs and box pallets, prayer mats woven from coltgrass, oak cofferslining thefar wall, a
rope ladder leading to the externa battlements, and an ancient book laid open on a dragon-pine stand.
They had not been here long, these men, and he could not understand what had brought them to this
place.

More knights had falen in the farthest reach of the hdl, defending, it seemed to Raif, the small
Eye-carved porta beyond. Seven men dead. Seven blessings given. All of the knights' eyeswere open
and rolled back, and dl had the same black fluids oozing from their skull cavities and wounds.

Breathing thinly, Raif made hisway through the Eye porta and into the small chamber beyond. Inthe
same way that the Hailstone was heart of clan, this chamber was the heart of the fort. Raif felt its power.
The timber wals had been stained white, and in their center afont hewn from speckled granite held a
pool of water in an eye-

shaped bowl. Indtinctively, Raif kept his gaze from alighting too long upon the water. Something told
him he didn’t want to see his own face reflected there.

A soft noise made him start. Spinning, he raised his sword.
“Morgo?’ cameawesk murmur. “Isthat you?’

Raif peered into the shadows in the corner behind the porta. Someone, aknight, lay fallenin apool of
blood. He saw immediately that the man was not dressed like other knights, in fine armor and cloth of
purple, but was unarmored and mantled in acloak of skin. Dimly, Raif remembered that as the Forsworn
rose through the ranks they cast more and more of their worldly possessions asde, until they were left
with nothing more than their swords and what clothesthey could stitch with their own hands. That meant



thisman lying before him was of a high order, possibly the commander of thefort.

Raif dropped to his knees by the knight. The man’s wounds were terrible to see. Hisleft hand was
gone and his left thigh had been laid open by a series of chopping blows. His skull had taken adicing cut,
and part of hisright ear hung from aflap of skin. The same purge fluids that leaked from the other
knights wounds leaked from his, mingling darkly with hisblood. On hisright Sdelay asword not unlike
Raif’sbut of finer make, with abluish crystal surmounted on the pomme. The sword’ s edge was warped
and blackened, asif it had been held to aflame and burned.

Theknight’ sface was gray. Hislips were parched, and bits of skin flaked from them as he spoke.
“Morgo?’

“Hush,” Raif sgd, not gently, stripping off hisinner coat of sedl fur and bundling it to form apillow for
the knight'sheed. “1I'll bring water.”

“No,” murmured the knight, suddenly agitated. “Don’t leave me.”

He had once been powerful, Raf saw, with the lean muscle of one who fights rather than trains. He
was not young, for there was much gray in his close-cropped hair, but his strength of will perssted. Gods
aone knew how he il lived. Raif tore a strip from the soft rabbit fleece he wore next to histhroat.

Almost he did not know where to begin to tend this man, but he could not leave him like this.

The knight, seeing what Raif meant to do, waved him away. “No.” He paused for breath. “Y ou cannot
save me, not thisway.”

Gray eyesdull with pain met Raif’s, and Raif found he could speak no lie. Silently, helet the rabbit
grip fall to thefloor. “What happened here 7’

“EBvil waked amongst us... broke down our door.”

“How many attacked?’

The knight’ s eyes clouded. Hisfist clenched and unclenched. After atime he repested, “Morgo?’

Raif folded hisown fist around the knight's, forcing hisflesh to be till. Hel plessness roughened his
voice. Hewas clan, and every clansman knew what was owed to afatally wounded man. “No. Not
Morgo. A friend.”

“Then why do you have Morgo' s sword 7’

Raif felt the world switch beneath him. He glanced at the sword Sadaluk had given him, resting now on
the plank floor, well clear of the knight’s blood.

Theknight’ s gaze sharpened. “ Tell meyou did not kill him.”

“I did not.” Raif thought quickly. “Morgo lost hisway on hisjourney to the Lake of Lost Men. Thelce
Trappers found his body, and gave me his sword.” He had no ideahow long the Listener had held the
sword, but he’d imagined it lying in that foreign-made chest for decades. He asked, because he could not
help himsdf, “WhoisMorgo?’

The knight’ s throat began working but words took long to come. “. . . took the Lost Trail. A boy . ..



only fifteen. | told him to wait. Wait.”
Something in the knight’ s voice made Raif say, “He was your brother.”
“Dead now, long dead.”

Forty years dead, Raif guessed, feding weary and suddenly old. “Rest now,” he murmured. “I’ll watch
you.”

Time passed asthe knight dept. Raif crouched by hisbody, thirsty and hungry, but unwilling to move
away. Thefont in the center of the room cast a shadow that circled the chamber as the night passed.
Sometimes the water rippled andplinked, though Raif could detect no breeze. The knight rested fitfully,
jerking and shivering, each breath gurgling wetly in histhroat. He awakened before dawn, and Raif could
seethelivid fever lines spreading up his neck.

“Only one,” the knight rasped. “A shadow that was not a shadow, bearing a sword as black as night.”

Raif felt his gooseflesh rise. The knight was answering his question from earlier, and the words of
Heritas Cant sounded in his head. They ride the earth every thousand yearsto claim more men for their
armies. When a man or woman istouched by them they become Unmade. Not dead, never dead, but
something different, cold and craving. The shadows enter them, snuffing the light from their eyes and the
warmth from their hearts.. . . Blood and skin and boneislost, changed into something the Sull call maer
dan: shadowflesh.

Sowly Raif’shand roseto hislore. When he looked up he saw the knight watching him.
“Takeme,” he said. “Before the shadows can.”

Raif breathed and did not speak. Although he had not wanted to seeit, he knew that the purge fluids
had collected in the knight’ swounds, sending tendrils of darkness smoking across his skin.Oh gods. The
other knightsarelogt.

But not thisone, not yet. Raif found his strength and hisvoice. “Tel me onething. Why did you build
this place?’

The knight raised his curled figt. “We search.”
“For what?’
“The city of the Old Ones. The Fortress of Grey Ice.”

Raif felt himself begin to shake, not srongly but intensdly asif something within .him werevibrating. As
he looked on, awisp of shadowy fluid rolled over the knight’ s eye, and he knew it wastime to reach for
his sword.

The knight knew it too, and drew himsdlf up afraction against Raif’ s coat. Raif hefted the sword,
testing itsweight. Drying blood sucked at the soles of his boots as he took his position above the knight.
Hewas dill shaking, but he didn’t think it was from weakness or fright. Gravely, he raised the point of his
sword to the knight’ s chest. The knight’ s eyes were open, and they were clear and shining, and Raif
found ameasure of understanding there.



Kill an army for me, Raif Sevrance.
Putting the weight of his body behind the blow, Raif thrust his sword through the heart.

He must havelogt time after that, for he could not remember freeing the sword from the knight’ sflesh,
or closng the man’ s eyes, or entering the main hal and taking the purple cloth from the dtar and laying it
over the knight’s corpse. He remembered only afedling of terrible weariness and, as he sumbled over a
palet inthe main hal, deciding then and there he needed rest. He remembered the luxury of curling upin
wool blankets, and then nothing but the deadness of deep.

When he woke many hourslater sunlight was streaming down on hisface. For along moment he did
not open his eyes, merdly lay and enjoyed the play of light and warmth on his eyelids. How had he not
noticed such abeautiful thing before? Hunger and the need to rdieve himsdlf eventudly roused him, and
he swung hisfeet onto the floor and looked out acrossthe hall.

All that remained of the bodies were skeletons and gristle. Long bones were darkly stained, and the
tendons il attached at their heads curled strangely in the freezing air. Wisps of smoke rose from therib
cages like fumes. Seeing them Raif thought he must be the greatest fool in the North. How could he have
falen adeep here? It was madness. And for some reason he found himsdlf thinking of Angus. Hisuncle
had once told him that the best way to Say divein ahogtile city wasto walk through its busest streets
jerking your arms and muttering wildly to yoursalf. No one would interfere with amadman. Perhaps not
evenfae.

Fedling strangdly light-headed, Raif skirted the knights' remains and made hisway outside.

Retrieving his pack near the gate, he decided to walk the short distance to the trees. The sun waslow
and weak, but it felt good on his back. It felt good a so to drink the meaty-tasting water from his sedl
bladder, and to feast on the Ice Trappers peculiar idea of travel rood. There were cakes of caribou
marrow streaked red with berries, rolled strips of sedl tongue, and the last of the boiled auks. He sat
down amidst the pale gray needles of the dragon pines and ate and rested and did not think. Overhead
the sky was the rich blue of twi-

light, though it was barely midday. An osprey wasrising on ther-mals channeled by the lake, and the
warning cries of smal birds pierced the cam.

Raif packed and stowed his provisions. He was fedling the lack of hisinner coat now asthe bitter cold
sank againgt his chest. He didn't want to return to the redoubt and had no intention of retrieving his sedl
coat from its position beneath the dead knight’ s head, but he had to know if the knight had been saved
the fate of his companions. And he had to bear witnessfor them all.

Inthelow light that passed for day the redoubt |ooked little more than afortified cabin. Eight men had
crossed hundreds of leaguesto build here, and now they lay dead. What had the knight said last night?
We search. Raif felt the sadness of those words. And the hope. Grimly, he crossed the defensve ward
and reentered the main hall.

The cold, otherworldly odor his dumbering body had grown accustomed to rose to meet him anew. It
was subtly changed now, staler and less concentrated, like smoke dissipating after afire. The knights
remains had stained the timber flooring in dark, man-shaped patches. Raif thought he would like to torch
this place, but the knights were not clan and he did not know if such an act would honor or further defile
them. The marrow had been sucked from their bones, and their skulls were hollow except for the black
liquid trickling from their teeth and eye sockets. It was hard to believe these men had been dead less than



aday. Raif thought about the blessings he' d spoken over them, and then quickly turned away. | arrived
too late.

The knights' souls were dready gone. Taken.

Crossing to the stone and timber dtar, he raised a hand to touch the Eye of God. Its pricewas
unimaginable, so heavy and pure was the gold that surrounded it, yet it seemed to Raif that it would be
safe here. 1t would cost a man much to walk through thishall and stedl it in sight of the dead. The crystal
inthe Ey€ s center sparkled so brilliantly Raif wondered if it might be adiamond, but he had little
knowledge of gems and doubted if something the size of asparrow’ s egg could be anything other than
rock crystal. Hesitating at the last instant to touch it, Raif stepped back. He already knew what it would
fed like ice

His gaze found the carved wood of the dragon-pine stand, and the book laid open upon it. The book
was very old, bound in animal hide that been inexpertly tanned so that anap of fine hair remained. The
pages were yellow and warped, and their edges had been darkened by countless generations of
fingerprints. The book was opened to a charcoa drawing of an ice-bound mountain and a passage of
ornately rendered script. Meg Sevrance had taught both her sonsto read, but Raif still had difficulty
deciphering thewords. They were set down in High Hand, an archaic written form of Common, and they
bore little resemblance to anything he’ d learned at his mother’ s knee.Mountain, he thought he recogni zed,
and the phraseNorth of the Rift, but the script was too stylized to read much more. Frowning, he turned
his attention to the drawing. It was of no peak he had ever seen, craggy and spiraing, with nothing green
or living uponit.

He thought about turning the pages and seeing what el se the book held, then decided againgt it. It
seemed to him that while he stood here, first at the dtar, now at the bookstand, the hall was changing
around him, settling into the Silent deadness of atomb. This placeshould be sealed.

Suddenly eager to be gone, he went to fulfill hisfina obligation.

The small chamber the head knight had falen in was so cold Raif’ s breath whitened as he entered. The
water in the font should have been frozen, but it wasn't. Raif worked to keep his gaze from settling upon
the gently rippling liquid. He did not want to see what it showed.

Theknight lay where Raif had |eft him, hisbody wholly covered by the dtar cloth. Taking the corner of
the cloth in hisfigt, Raif began naming the Stone Gods. Ganolith, Hammada, lone, Loss, Uthred, Oban,
Larannyde, Maweg, Behathmus. Please may this man bewhole.

A sharp tug on the cloth was dll it took to reved the knight. Thelivid pink flesh of afrozen corpse met
his eye. Plump flesh, whole and at rest.

Raif closed hiseyes. He could find no wordsto give thanks, and as he let the cloth float to the ground,
something wound tight insde his chest rel axed.

/have done no harm here.
It was acomfort he took with him as passed through the redoubt and continued his journey east.
CHAPTER

Fair Trade



“You' d better move fagter next time, you big ox, or I'll take the legs right off you.”

Crope cowered by the roadside, waiting for the wagon train to pass. The head drayman had awhip,
and Crope' s gaze stayed upon the six-foot curl of leather until it was nothing more than alinein the
distance, and the mud flung up by thewagons whedls had settled once more upon the road. He did not
like whips, or the men who wielded them, and the dread beat hard in his chest.

It was morning and it wasicy cold, and he had thought to enter the next town and trade his goods for
warm soup and crusty bread, but the drayman and hiswagon train were headed in the same direction,
and Crope feared to have that whip raised against him. Stupid, thickheaded fool. | dways said you had
no guts. The bad voice made him climb from the ditch and brush the mud and twigs from his coat. A
waystone marked afork in the road ahead and as he could think of nothing better to do he headed
toward it.

Hisfeet hurt, for although diamond boots were made sturdy and tipped with bronze to deflect glancing
blows with an ax, they were not meant to be walked in. Y et he had walked in them now for many
days—exactly how many he could not say, for the numbers kept getting muddied in hishead. Very long,
it seemed. Padt frozen lakes boiling with mist and queer little villages where men armed with pitchforks
and cudgels had lined up aong the roadside until he' d passed. Alwaysthe mountainsfollowed him, a
world of peaks rising sharply to the south. It was cold in the shadow of their snowy dopes, and thewind
blowing off them shrieked like pack wolves at night. He did not like to deep anymore. Hetook shelter in
ditches and abandoned farm buildings and once in the rubble-filled shaft of adry well, but he could never
get warm or feel safe. The bad voice dwaystold him he' d picked a poor place to rest and as soon ashe
closed his eyesthe daverswould come and chain him.

Crope shivered. He missed being in the pipe. Men knew him there, and no onelooked at him with
mean eyes and shouted bad things. He was giant man, and when ahard wall needed breaking everyone
knew to cal upon him. Now there were no wallsto break, and after seventeen years of wielding an
ax—firgt in search of tin, then diamonds—he did not know what he was good for anymore.

Arriving a the waystone, he knelt on the roadside and brushed the snow from theworn,
thumb-shaped marker. He could not read the words scored into the stone’ s surface, but he recognized
the arrows and signs. One arrow pointed due north, and there was a number with severa dashes
marking agreat many leagues by it, and a seven-pointed star atop that. Morning Star, Crope thought, a
small flush of satisfaction rising up his neck. Bitterbean said that Morning Star was two weeks west of the
pipe. Now he was north of it... which meant he’ d traveled quite away. The second arrow pointed
southwest, and the number alongside it was even longer than thefirst. A dog’ s head surmounted the
point, and Crope tested the image againgt his knowledge of the land.Dog... Dog Lord. . . Clan Bludd.
No, dl clanslived to the north, everyone knew that. Wolf.. . Wolf River. No, Bitterbean said that was
north too.

Suet for brains. Wouldn't remember your own nameif it didn’t rhyme with “rope’ Crope' s shoulders
sank. The bad voice dways knew what he was thinking. It made him fed smal, but it dso made himtry
harder, and he frowned and concentrated asfiercely as he could.Dog. . . pup. . . hound. Hound' s Mire!
That wasit. Hound’ s Mire.

Sapping ahand upon the waystone, heraised his great weight from the road. His back ached in the
deep soft places where his ribs met his spine. Diamond back, Bitterbean called it. Said that once aman
had dug for the white stones his bones knew it for life.



Turning dowly, he surveyed the surrounding land. Ploughed fieldslay to the north, their furrowstilled
for onion and turnip planting come spring. A small flock of black-face sheep were nosing through the
snow closeto theroad. Thetown lay to the west, its buildings raised from timbers and undressed stone.
Most of the houses had thatched roofs, but one or two weretiled with date or costly lead. Crope had
traveled enough with hislord to know that money lay benegth such roofs, money and comfort and hot
food. His stomach rumbled. Thelast thing he had eaten wasamedl of six stolen eggs. He felt bad about
that—though the farmer he had taken them from didn’t know enough about hensto cut off their wattles
and combsin such aclimate. Some of the hens had gotten frosthite, for they were tender in those
unfeathered fleshy parts, and Crope feared the black rot might set in. He would have liked to stay and
tend them, but he could not ignore the call of hislord.

Cometo me, he commanded, his once beautiful voice cracked and raw. He was trapped in adark
place, broken and hurting, and he needed his sworn man to save him. How Crope knew this he could not
say. He dreamed the night in the dry well, astrong and terrible dream where flies -broke free from his
living flesh and shackles circled hiswrigts. Suddenly there wasiron, not stone, benesth him and the
darkness was so deep and black it felt like cold water upon his skin. He woke up shivering, and as he
blinked and worked to still hisracing heart hislord’ s voice sounded aong the nerve that joined his earsto
histhroat. Cometo me, it said. And Crope knew he must. Eighteen years had passed since the day in the
mountainswhen hislord’ s burned body was taken from him by men wielding red blades.Unhand him, a
cold voice had commanded.If you fight you'll die. Crope remembered the man’s pale eyes and the
hairless shine of hisskin. Baralis body was bound to the mule, his bandages wet and stinking. The fever
was upon him and he had not spoken in three days. Theleft Sde of hisface was burned and his hair and
eyebrows were gone. Crope feared for hislord’ slife, and doubted his ability to save him. It was one
thing to heal creatures. Another to heal aman. The rider with pale eyes commanded hisred bladesto
circlethe mule, and then spoke again to Crope. Y our lord’ s o closeto death | can smell it. Fight and the
grugglewill kill him—don’t make the mistake of guarding acorpse.

But Crope had fought anyway, for he could not abandon hislord. He remembered the pain of many
cuts, the laughter of the red blades, and the taste of blood in his mouth. Still he fought, and he hurt many
men, dashing their bodies onto the rocks and ripping their arms from their sockets. He could see the fear
grow inthem. They had thought him smple, but they did not know that a smple man with one thought in
his head and oneloyalty in his heart could be transformed into aforce of nature. Crope felt hisown
strength burn like awhite light within him, and when amounted red blade charged him, he stood his
ground, waited until horse breath puffed againgt his eyes, fixed his hands upon the stdlion’ s neck and
wrested the creature to the earth.

All fdl glent after that. The red bladesfell back. The man with pale eyesreined his mount, hisface
thoughtful, agloved hand grazing his chin.

Crope dropped to his knees by the downed stallion. Itsrider was pinned beneath the beast, his scalp
torn open and showing bone. The man was struggling for breath, and afroth of bile and blood was
bubbling from his mouth. Crope only had eyesfor the horse. The creature was jerking horribly, its hoofs
clatering against the rocks, its eyesrolled back in its head. Crope felt shame pierce him.Fool! Look”
what you have done! Told you to look,not touch. Shoulders sinking along with hisrage, Crope reached
over to where the red blade’ s sword had fallen upon the ground. He did not like swords, and never used
them, but he knew what to do to kill ahorse. Gently, he comforted the creature, whispering soft words
that only animals could understand. Sorry, sorry, sorry, he murmured as he opened the gtallion’ sthroat.

Thefirgt arrow pierced him high in the shoulder, and the pain and surprise of it winded him. Hefell
forward into the horse' s blood. More arrows hit. One entered the meat of his upper arm, another grazed
the tendons of his neck, and athird pierced the flank of muscle benegth hisribs, puncturing hiskidney



withitstip: al shot from behind, a the order of the pae-eyed man.

A day later when he awoketo find himsdlf in agully hafway down the mountain, the red bladeslong
gone dong with the mule bearing hislord, heredlized it was the stalion’ s blood that had saved him. He
was drenched in it from head to foot, and it did not take a clever man to see that the red blades had
mistaken it for his own. They thought they had mortally wounded him, and had smply rolled his body
down the mountain to berid of it. They did not know that Crope had the ancient blood of giantsin his
veins, and it would take more than four arrowsto kill him.

Abruptly, Crope started down the road to the town. He would not think of what came later—not
here, out in the open, with the selfsame mountains so close. All that mattered for now was following those
mountains west, to the dopes where hislord had been taken and the place where the red blades lived.

The road waswell traveled by carts and cattle, and a season’ s worth of cart oil and dung had been
trampled into the snow. The sheep grazing by the wayside scattered as Crope approached, and he saw
that many were ready to lamb. Thissmall sign of approaching springtime warmed him, and he picked up
his pace and began to sing one of the old mining songs:

“O Digger John was abad seed and he carried abig bad ax Digger John was abad seed and he kept
al hisgrudgesin sacks One day he came upon aseam, made hiseyes gleam And he hit it with awhac't,
awhac't. Yes, he hit it withawhac't*

By the time he got to the third verse where he couldn’t remember al the words, just the bit about
Digger John'stoefaling off, he' d arrived at the town’s outer wall. Many of the towns and larger villages
that he’ d passed along the way had sections of earthwork and masonry defending them. Thiswall was
mostly mounded dirt, with atrench behind it filled with dirty water that had hardened to brown ice.
Crope was relieved to see there was no gate, for he had afear of gatekeepers and their suspicions and
clever words. As he stood inspecting the earthwork, an old man wheeling a handcart passed him by.
Cropeimmediately looked away, for he knew how easy it wasfor lone men to fear him, and he had no
wish to cause adtir. The old man was dressed in the bright clothes of atinker, with ared woolen coat
held together by a great deal of showy lacing, and patched green-and-yellow hose. Crope was surprised
when the man didn’t dter his path as he approached. More surprised when the man addressed him.

“You. Yes, you busy pretending not to seeme.” Thetinker waited until Crope met hiseye, and then
motioned to the town with afinger gloved in sparrow skin with the feathers il attached. “1 wouldn't go
thereif | wereyou. Sweet Mother, | would not! They’re an ill bunch, these goatheads, and they don'’t
take kindly to outsders. Think they’ d welcome abit of trade, stuck out herein the hinterlands with only
goats and groundchuck for company. Thewomen are still dressing in stiff corsetsfor heaven’s sakel But
would they look a my nice lace collars—all the rage in the Vor? No, they would not, thank you very
much. ‘ Fraid of looking like whores, they said. Whores, | ask you, withthisstitching?’ The old man pulled
something white and frilly from beneath the tarp on his cart and thrust it toward Crope sface. “ Seethe
openwork. Finest to be had in the North.”

Crope politely inspected the lace thing. It seemed abit flimsy, but he didn’t say so ashewasn't quite
surewhat it wasfor.

The old man took Crope' s silence for agreement. “Y ou’ re aman with an eye, | see. Wouldn't carefor
apair yoursdlf? Gift your lady mother and your ... er ... lady.”

Crope shook his head.



“A fellow trader, | perceive. How about the pair for the price of one?’

Feding alittle overwhelmed, Crope continued to shake his head. “ A more wily negotiator | have never
met! Very well, out of respect for your obvious discernment I'll give three for the price of one. Just five
slver pieces. There! Theded’ sdone.” Thelittle man held out his open pam, twitching hisfingersfor
payment.

Crope began to fed thefirst stirrings of panic. Somehow it seemed asif he’ d agreed to thiswithout
speaking aword. He felt hot blood rush to his neck, and he swung his head back and forth looking for

escape.

The old man’seyes narrowed. “Don’t you be looking to run out on alawful agreement. Y ou owe me
fivedlver pieces, and I ll take you to amagidirateif you don’t pay up thisinstant.”

The wordmagidratestruck more fear into Crope than the sight of adozen drawn blades. Magistrates
meant jail and chains, and cellswith iron doors. It meant being locked up and never let out. In full panic
now, he put his hands upon the tinker’ s handcart and turned it over. Ribbons and lace goods and all
manner of twinkly things went crashing into the snow. The whed axle snapped and awhed went
bouncing down the dope toward the ditch. Crope felt his chest squeeze tight.hoo't what you' ve done!
Told you not to touch. The old man was gabbling on, pointing at the cart and hopping up and down in
rage. Crope looked around wildly. He had to get away, but he didn’t know what he feared more: an
open road where bad men could ride him down and hurt him, or atown full of strangerswho could
‘prison him.

His mind was made up for him when a pig farmer and his boy appeared on the road driving six
winter-thinned sows before them. The way back was blocked. Thetinker would cal to the pig farmer for
help, and the pig farmer would be glad to, and a cry would go up and more men would come and circle
him and beat him with sticks. Crope knew how these things went. Seventeen yearsin the mineswasn't
long enough to forget.

Crushing wood beads and painted brass trinkets beneath hisfeet, he fled toward the town. Behind him
he heard the tinker shout, “ Stop! Come back here!” But Crope didn’t stop, he ran with his head low and
his shoulders hunched forward asif he were about to break down adoor.

People stared at him as he entered the shadows of the streets. A goodwife dragged her two children
into the nearest doorway to avoid his path. A handsome youth in a pointed hat shouted out to no onein
particular, “I’ll be damned! Isit man or bear or both?’ A scrawny white dog with ablack mark over her
eye came racing from adung heap, yipping and wagging itstail like amad thing, asit chased after
Crope' s heds. Crope fdt hisface redden with shame and exertion. Everyone was looking and laughing.
He had to get off the main thoroughfare, find somewhere dark where he could catch his bresth and think.

Taking turns at random, kicking up clods of muddy snow and skidding on patches of ice, he wove his
way in toward the oldest part of town. The buildings herewerelow andiniill repair, their cross-timbers
greasy with rot, theiron orein their sonework bleeding rust. An old woman on a street corner was
boiling horse hoofsin a pot. The caustic stench brought tearsto Crope' s eyes, and its afterwhiff of
mestiness made him fed at once both hungry and queasy.

Panting, he dowed his pace to awak and spat out awad of streaky black phlegm. Digger juice.
Bitterbean said it was the mine' sway of striking back: Y ou entered the mine, the mine entered you.
Redizing that the scrawny dog was il following him, Crope turned and told it to shoo. The dog sat
expectantly, thumping itstail against the cobbles and cocking its pointy ears.



“l said go.” Crope raced at the dog, raising his hands and stamping hisfeet.

The dog skipped back, yipped in excitement, then launched an attack on Crope’ s diamond boots.
Crope pushed the creature away, but just as quickly it came back, dancing and pouncing, ddighted with
this new game. Crope frowned. His back and neck were sticky with sweat, and he suddenly wished for
the comfort of aclosed room and ahot bath. Degp down in the underleve of the tin mines, below the
shaft thetin men called Devil’ s Throat, there were cavernsfilled with steaming hot water. Once you got
used to the bad egg smell, you could soak in the pools until your fingertips wrinkled and your back
musclesrelaxed likejelly. Crope knew better than to wish himsdf there—lifein the tin mineswas dark
and crippling and the life of adigger was worth less than an ax—but there had been good things aong
with the bad. Food. Songs. Fellowship. Now there was nothing, just running and hiding and fear.

Spying atar-stained door with the sign of the rooster hung above it, he turned his back on the dog and
made hisway across the road. The rooster door was set in a squat structure that bore the marks of
recent fire upon it. The stonework was blistered with soot, and great cracksin its mortar had opened up
where the heat of flames had touched upon it. Timbers framing the door were charred and crumbling, and
agtang of green wood had been hammered into place to prevent collapse. As he approached, Crope felt
the old wariness grow within him. The sign of the rooster marked an aehouse where men cameto trade.
He needed to trade. Badly. He had no food or coinage, and a chicken tarp instead of acloak. Yet
trading meant dedling with men, and Crope could recdl few timesin hislife where men had treated him
kindly. They either feared or despised him. Often both.

Letting out adow breath, he shrank himsdlf, curving hisback and dumping his shoulders and bending
hislegs at the knee. Helost perhaps haf afoot that way, but it was enough to give him courage to push
open the door.

The aehouse was a one-room tavern reeking of goat tallow. Gobs of fat in the lanterns hissed and
sputtered, giving off musty green smoke. Tables and stools hewn from unmilled timber were crowded
around a copper cook stove. Old men in goat fleeces and pieced skinsturned to look at Crope ashe
made hisway toward the front. A big man in aleather apron shouted, “No dogsl” and it took Crope a
moment to redlize that the white dog had followed him indoors. Crope didn’t have the courage to explain
that the dog was't his, so he smply turned around, picked up the dog and deposited the creature
outsde. By the time he shut the door everyone' s attention was upon him, and it took al hiswillpower not
to turn and run. One of the old goatmen made awarding sign as he passed, and the man with the leather
gpron folded his great meaty arms and spread his weight evenly between hislegs asif bracing himsdlf for
afight. Eye sgnals passed between him and ayoung bravo standing at the ae counter.

“What' s your business, stranger?’ The man in the leather gpron, the tavern-keep, looked Crope up
and down, his gaze lingering on the bird lime that spotted Crope’ s cloak, and the raised white scarson
hisneck. “If it' strouble you' re after I'll seeyou get it, and if it' sale and warmth I’ [| weigh your money
firg”

Cropefelt theblood risein hisface. He didn't like being the object of so much attention, and he had a
fear of speaking in case hetied himsdf up in knots. As he thought what to do, he noticed the bravo at the
counter casudly reaching for hisknife,

“Trade,” Crope said softly. “Cometo trade.”

Again, glances passed between the tavern-keep and the bravo. “Come back here then,” said the older
man. “Let’s see what you' ve got.”



Crope was glad to get away from the goatmen and the heeat of the stove. He was swesating and the the
ceiling was so low he had to further bend his kneesto pass under it. The young bravo moved alongside
him as he approached the counter, pulling too close for comfort. Crope edged away only to find the man
with the leather apron on the other sde of him.

“Right,” said the tavern-keep. “ Show us your goods.”

Crope touched the hem of histunic, checking for the one thing he had to trade. The smell of meat and
gravy Smmering on the stovefilled his mouth with sdliva, and he swalowed severd times. The bravo saw
thisand followed Crope' s gaze to the black pot on the stove.

“Reckon he' s hungry, Sham. Reckon he' swilling to trade for abowl of meat and ahunk of bread.”

The one named Sham refolded hisarmswith vigor. “He' s getting nothing from my stove until | seethe
measure of hisgoods.”

The bravo began picking dirt from his naillswith thetip of hisfancy quillioned knife. Dressed infelted
wool and finely napped suede, he shrugged without making asound. “1 don’t know about that, Sham. I'd
bring him abowl. A man’ s better able to bargain on afull somach.”

The two men stared at each other amoment, and then Sham gave way and went to fill abowl with
stew. The bravo watched Crope watching the food. “ Come along way, have you?’

Crope shook his head. He knew enough not to give this man any information about himsdif.

“Seemsyou' ve taken agood few whippingsin your time.” The bravo’ s eyes were knowing. Abruptly,
he sheathed the knife. “I don’t think thiswould be much use againgt afellow like you. Reckon you can
take care of yourself.”

Cropewas relieved of the need to reply by the tavern-keep returning with the stew. It was rich with
blood and fat, and smelled strongly of goat. He felt the eyes of both men upon him as he drank from the
bowl. The stew was finished too soon, and seemed to leave him more hungry than before. His eyes
strayed back to the pot, and the bravo, seeing this, smiled knowingly at the tavern-keep.

“So,” sad the bravo, leaning forward. “1’'m sure you' || agree we ve shown goodwill by feeding you.
And | daresay Sham would be happy to fetch you a second bowl when our businessis done. What say
you, Sham?’

Sham eyed Crope with displeasure. “If the trade warrantsit.” Crope’ s ssomach rumbled. He was
trapped between hunger and obligation, and he couldn’t think was €l se to do other than show the men his
trade. With adow and ponderous movement he plucked the item from his coat hem, tearing haf aseam
away in the process. Raising his closed fist to the counter, he was aware of both Sham and the bravo
leaning forward in expectation. Crope thought hisfist looked huge, big as an aurochs skull, and he was
anxiousto remove it from sight. Quickly, he opened his hand.

The diamond seemed to capture every beam of light in the alehouse, sucking it in like a pump and
using it to burn as cold and blue as the stars. Sham'’ s leather apron creaked as his chest expanded to
draw breath. The bravo was slent and unmoving, yet his eyes glittered with the reflected brilliance of the
stone.



Hadda s diamond. The Crone Stone, Bitterbean called it, chipped from her front tooth asthe life and
warmth drained from her body whereit lay at the top of the pipe. The gem wasthe sze of ababy’s
fingernail, table-cut and clear aswater; afitting reward for the woman who had found the biggest
diamond ever to be mined west of Drowned Lake. Crope had not wanted to take it, yet Hadda had
grasped his buckskin pants as he set her down on the wet, muddy ground above the pipe. “Take the
gonefrom me, giant man,” she murmured, gasping for breath. “1f you don’ ttheywill. And | won't have
the first Bull Hand who finds me break my facein hishasteto get it.”

Crope had shaken his head. He didn’t want a dying gift from Hadda the Crone. Hadda sang strange
songs... and had summoned the darkness into the pipe. Any gift she gave would be cursed.

The crone had become agitated then, her hands clenching and unclenching as she fought the death
closing upon her. “Takeit. You earned it... you bore me from the pipe.”

So Crope had taken it, using the blunt of hisax to knock out the tooth and winkling the stone free from
its enamel mounting. The Bull Hands had loosed the hounds by then, and Crope could hear the fearful
sound of their howling. Pushing the diamond into his mouth for safekeeping, he ran for the refuge of the
trees. The last sound he heard before entering the dark and tangled silence of Minewood was the ripping
and sucking of hounds upon prey.

Now the stone lay twinkling in the palm of hishand, and two men stood aboveit, Slent and unmoving
asif the diamond had cast a spdll upon them. Crope had a sudden wish to close his hand and flee, but
Sham reached out and plucked the stone from him.

“How do we know it'sred?” said the tavern-keep, squeezing the diamond between finger and thumb
asif hemeant to crushit. “Could be rock crystd or glass.”

Crope shook his head vigoroudly. No one was going to tell him the stone wasn't real. He' d mined
diamondsfor eight years; he knew gemsfrom glass. As he gathered breath for aheated denid, the bravo
put ahand on hisarm.

“Why don’t you biteit, Sham,” he offered. “If it bresksatooth it'sredl.”

The tavern-keep looked suspicioudy from the bravo to Crope. After amoment, he raised the diamond
to hislips, opened hisjaw to bite down, and then thought better of it. Offering the stone to the bravo, he
said, “ Seems you' re so knowledgesble, Kenner, why don’tyoutest it.”

The bravo nudged the older man’s hand away. “ Because I’ m not adamn fool, and know genuine
goodswhen | seethem. Why don’t you st that stone down, and fetch me and my friend here adrink.”

Sham’ s cheeks reddened in indignation, but Kenner ignored him and began speaking to Crope, leaving
the tavern-keep little choice but to do asthe bravo said. Sham did not go quietly, damming the flat of his
hand on the counter as he deposited the stone, and muttering peeved curses. Minutes later a
tired-looking aewife dressed in aman’ stunic belted with alength of rope brought ajug of de and two
wood cups. She would not look at Crope, and addressed her words to Kenner. “ Sham saysthe ale' sto
comeout 0 your share.”

Kenner nodded, dismissing her. Pouring two cups of ae, he continued spesking to Crope. “I hear the
snow at Drowned Lake' s been passing light thisyear. Too cold for it, they say. Have to keep setting fires
on theiceto keep the lake from freezing.”



Crope nodded. He was beginning to relax now that he was aone with Kenner, and it didn’t occur to
him to wonder how the bravo had managed to pinpoint his place of origin. The le was ddicious, warm
and nutty, with swirly bits of egg yolk, and he could fed it loosening histongue. “We had bother drawing
the water ‘ cos of the frost. Had to bring me up to man the pumps.” Pride made his ears glow pink. “Said
no one could get them moving, only me.”

Kenner poured Crope a second cup of de. “1 can seethat, big strong man like you. Free miner, are
you?”

Crope shook his head without thinking. “Miners don’t pump water. That' sdiggers work.” Assoon as
he spoke, he knew he had said too much. Bitterbean had warned him to tell no one who he was and
what he did. Save hunters will come and get you, giant man. Chain you, and haul you bac{ for the bounty.
And the pipelord’|l be s0 pleased to see you he' Il give you aniron ‘tissthat rips out your tongue, and
caressyou redl nice with hisbranding iron. Oh, make no mistake you'll fill be ableto digwhenhe's
done, but you'll never break rock without pain again. And the terrors || wake you every night.

Quickly, Crope glanced at Kenner. The bravo was skimming froth from hisae, and hisexpression
was relaxed and pleasant. Not the face of a man who would ded with davers. Even so Crope couldn’'t
quite stop thefear from rising. Fool, chided the bad voice. Told you to keep your great mouth shut.
Nervoudy, he glanced at the door, checking to see that no one had moved to block his escape. Savers
and dave hunters were everywhere, with their whips and chains and purses full of coin. They could hunt
you down in atown full of taverns, circle and whip you, and then chain you to the axles of their wagons.
.. and drag you under if you didn’t keep up.

“Whoa, big man. Settle down.” The bravo’ s voice seemed to come from avery great distance. Only
when his hand touched Crope sarm, gently restraining him, did Crope redlize he had stepped toward the
door. “What' syour hurry, big man? We haven't finished our business here yet.” The bravo’svoice
sharpened. “And lest you forget, you owe adebt of ale and vittlesto thistavern.”

Crope let himsdf be drawn back to the counter. His heart was pumping wildly, and it was suddenly
hard to think. Kenner said he wasin debt. Debt. Debt meant magistrates andjail. Locked up and never
let out. The overwheming urge came upon him to flee. But everyone waslooking a him, and dl the
goatmen had mean eyes and leather stock whips.Great stupid chicken-head, gone and got yourself
trapped. He was gulping so much air, he could barely make sense of what the bravo was saying.

“Now | seethe problem, big man. What you' ve got there is contraband. Mighty troublesome stuff is
contraband. Sooner gotten rid of the better.”

Crope didn’'t know what contraband was, but he seized upon the last thing the bravo said—Sooner
gotten rid of the better—and nodded fiercely in agreemen.

Kenner’ sgray eyes gleamed with satisfaction for an ingtant, but just as quickly his expression changed
to one of seriousthought. Leaning forward, he lowered hisvoice to awhisper. “ Thisstoneistrouble,
Troublefor you. Troublefor me. | takeit off your hands and suddenly the very same people who are
looking for you start looking for me. | know, | know, we won'’t name them here and now. Best thing we
can do is get this trade over and done with quickly, and go our separate ways. Now I’'m willing to keep
quiet about where you' ve been and what you’ ve done, but that silenceisarisk. It'll cost me dear, and
that cost must be factored in to the trade.”

Crope was trying hard to understand what Kenner said, but there were big words here, and it was
eader to focus upon the smaler ones he knew. Risf{. Silence. Trouble. Hadda s diamond twinkled on the



counter, attracting alone moth who mistook it for alight. Looking at it, Crope was overcome with a
powerful urge to be free of the thing, and he put his thumb upon the stone and pushed it toward the
bravo. Kenner became very till. His gaze met Crope’ sand his eyebrows lifted in question. Are you sure?
Even before Crope finished nodding the diamond was gone, pocketed away in a compartment conced ed
benesth the bravo’ s gear belt. Cropefelt asif agreat weight had been lifted from his shoulders. For a
moment he forgot to stoop, and his head bumped against the rafters. He grinned at his own foolishness,
and Kenner grinned too, and suddenly it was easy to speak.

“Trade?’ Crope prompted, nodding toward the bravo’ s gear belt. Seeing the blank look on Kenner’s
face, he elaborated, “ Trade, likeyou said . . . for the stone.”

Kenner made aminute gesture to the tavern-keep, who stood watching by the stove. A rustle of
movement disturbed the room. Goatmen shifted forward in their seats. Someone let thetail of awhip
drop againgt the floor. The bravo pushed himself away from the counter. “L ook, stranger. We don't want
no trouble here. The door’ sthere. Useit.”

Crope was confused. Kenner’ s voice had changed, and he was acting asif they weren’t friends.
“Trade,” he repeated uncertainly, “for the stone.”

“Get out!” shouted the tavern-keep, diding aniron poker from the stove. “Won't have no dirty fresks
inmy dehouse”

Crope looked to Kenner, but the bravo had aready moved away. The tavern-keep took advantage of
his momentary distraction by lunging forward with the poker and stabbing Crope' s shoulder with the
smoldering point. Crope yelped in pain. Whedling around, he lashed out at the thing that hurt him. He
caught only thetip of the poker, but hisweight and momentum was enough to send it flying from the
tavern-keep’ shand and clattering into the huddle of goat-men Sitting about the stove. The tavern-keep
cried out in fury, nursing histwisted wrist. One of the goatmen, a scrawny herder in afleece hat, rose
from his seet, thetall of his stock whip bunched in hisfist. Othersfollowed hislead, edging forward,
careful not to step within the turning circle of Crope’ s massive seven-foot arm span. The bravo watched
from asafe position behind the counter, hisfancy quillioned knife nowhere to be seen. Crope looked and
looked, but Kenner wouldn't meet hiseye.

Crac’'t. A whip came down at Crope sfedt, itsleather tail dithering on the floorboards beforeits
handler snapped it back. Suddenly Crope was back at the pipe, and the Bull Hands were closing about
him. Fear came so quickly he could tagteit. It tasted of leather and sdlt. Through a haze of rising panic he
spied the tavern door. The oblong of light seeping in around its frame looked like the sky overhead in the
pipe. It meant escape. A second whip lashed hisfoot, and another licked the hamsiring at the back of his
caf. Raisng hishandsto protect hisface, he barreled toward the door. If the goatmen had been carrying
man whipsinstead of the shorter, finer stock whipsthey could have stopped him. For the man whips
were twelve-footers, their leather cured to the hardness of stedl ribbons, and once they curled twice
around aman’sleg their handlers could bring that man to the ground. But the stock whips didn’t have the
length for it, and they snaked Crope' s ankles but didn’t catch.

Cropefixed his sghts on the door. When a goatman failed to move out of his path quickly enough,
Crope blasted into him, flooring the man ingtantly. Ribsin the goatman’ s chest snapped with wet,
explosive cracks as Crope tramped over historso to reach the light. The delicate dot-and-groove
mechanism of the door latch proved too much for Crope’ s big, shaking hands and he smashed that too in
his haste to be gone.

Findly the door siwung open. Cool mountain air touched his cheeks. Sunlight dazzled him and he



blinked many times, hisminer’ s eyesweek in the face of sudden light. It seemed impossible that it should
only be midday while so much had passed in the tavern. A painin his chest from the place where his
breaths came from made him press ahand againgt hisrib cage. He would have liked to st down right
there, upon the tavern’s stoop, and rest until he caught his breath and al the trouble had passed. But the
goatmen in ther greasy skins and fleeces were driving him on with the crack of their whips.

“Get off with you, you filthy monger.”
“Go back to your hdl cave where you belong.”

Crope put his hands over his earsto stop from hearing. Hadda s diamond gone.Foal, taunted the bad
voice Suet for brains. One day someonewill ta’t you into walking off acliff. Angry at himself, he lashed
out a theair. Stupid, stupid, stupid. As he wheded around he saw the goatmen watching him from inside
the tavern. Something about the way they had gathered in ahdf-circleto watch him, their lips splitting in
ugly leers, their fingers stroking thetails of their whips, shifted the anger in him. They weren't daversor
Bull Hands. They were men who herded goats.

Thefirg girrings of white rage moved within him, and he felt the skin across his back tighten and the
blood pump into his eyes. The white rage was bad, he knew that, but it was hard to remember why when
the pressure pushed al thoughts from your head. He had to act. Nasty men had stolen Hadda s diamond.
Nadty, laughing men.

As he sprung toward the tavern door, the leers on the goatmen’ sface faltered. The herder in the fleece
hat stepped back. Crope recognized the man’ sfear, but took no satisfaction from it. People had been
afradof himdl hislife

The desirewasin him to run the goatmen back into the tavern and rip the whip arms from them, but an
old warning pierced the haze of hisrage.Useit. Don't let it use you. It was hislord’ svoice, rich and
beautiful, as calming as water dripping into adeep pool. His lord was the wisest of men. He got angry
too, but he rarely let that anger rule him. He would never storm atavern when outnumbered many to one.
No. Hislord would bide histime, watching and waiting, only striking out when his enemies least expected
it and could be taken unawares.

Thinking of hislord cleared a space in Crope’ s mind. The white rage still burned, contracting his
muscles and making him fever-hot,

but now there was a pocket of air. Abruptly, his gaze aighted on the stang of green wood that was
bracing the charred and rotten timbers above the door. The stang wastdler than he, afifteen-year
growth of black spruce, three foot round and 0ozing pitch, and looking at it Crope knew what he must
do. Wrapping hisarms around the gray and papery bark, he hugged the stang fast against hischest. The
men insde the tavern, realizing what he meant to do, began shouting and cracking their whips. Crope
barely felt the leather lick hisskin. It waslike the day when he' d brought down the horse: Once the white
rage was upon him he could not be stopped.

Deep down he reached, beyond the caverns of hisfive-chambered heart, deep into the blood that
looked asred as any man’s but would burn like fuel when set aight, down into the muscle mest where
the memories of his giant ancestors waited to be sparked. A tremor of power charged the great saddles
of musclein hisshoulder and lower back. Hislungs pulled in enough air for sx men. Tendons whitened.
A dozentiny capillariesforked like lightning in his eyes. He heaved the stang to him, hearing the creak of
ungtable timber as haf aton of wood moved like an oiled crankshaft in his hands. Men were quiet now,
backing off into the dim smoky recesses of the tavern, their whipsflaccid by their sides. Flakes of



charred matter fell on Crope’ s head as he yanked the stang free of the doorframe.

The stang dropped to the ground with amightycrac’t. The entire building shivered. Timbersframing the
door, badly weakened by fire and then rotted by water, groaned under the strain of masonry above. A
srangewhirringnoise, like the sound of an arrow inflight, rose higher and higher, until something deep
within the masonry snapped. And then the entire front wall of the tavern began to collapse.

Crope did not stay to watch the destruction. Turning on his hedls, he traced his steps out of town. The
scrawny dog with the black eye caught up with him aong the way, and after Crope tried many timesto
shoo it, he gave up and named it Town Dog, and together they made their way east toward the shelter of
the mountains and the trees.

CHAPTER
Blue Dhoone Lake

Blue Dhoone Lake lay aquarter league due south of the Dhoonehold, within sight of the chief’s
chamber and the two gate towers known asthe Horns. It was alarge and glassy body of water, some
sad atificially dug and filled by order of the first Dhoone king. Others said huge chunks of lodestone,
rich with copper ore, had been dragged south from the Copper Hills and sunk into the lake' s depths so
that the minerals bleeding from them would turn the lake water avivid, unearthly blue. The Dog Lord
didn’t know about that, though he had to admit the waters of Blue Dhoone Lake were passing quesr.
They never froze, glowed astrange and milky hue when the moonlight caught them just right, and nothing
but abino edls and the prey they hunted swam there.

Disgusting things, those edls. Scunner Bone had netted one, last month before the deep frost. Pdeas
wax it was, and afull fivefoot in length. Old Scunner had thought to honor his chief by offering him the
head. Vaylo could till see the mongtrosity now: the pink eye, the haf-circle of teeth, the wolfish band of
muscle around the throat. VVaylo chuckled, remembering thelook on his grandchildren’ sfaces asthey
ingpected this oddity. “Y ou’ re not going toeatthat are you,

Granda?* his grandson had exclaimed. ” Of course heis, stupid,” his granddaughter had contradicted
with al the authority of someone eight years old speaking to someone just four. ” It' sthe food of the
Dhoonekings. And if it's good enough for them it’s good enough for our granda.”

Vaylo found he could not shrink in the face of such fierce pride, and he had eaten the edl, teeth and all.

Hewas sureit was ill within him, thirty days|ater, itsteeth fastened to hisgut wall likealeech on
skin, as he rode acircuit of Blue Dhoone Lake at sunset with the wolf dog trotting at his hedls.

The sun was red and engorged, its edges wavering in response to some faraway dust; a Blood Sun,
Ockish Bull used to cdll it. Said it meant that change was coming, and swiftly a that. Watching it Snk
bel ow the heathered dopes and thistle fields of eastern Dhoone, firing the lake surface in its descent,
Vaylo reined in hismount. Would thisland ever be home to him?Would the brittle satisfaction of
acquigition ever give way to something deeper?

The Dog Lord sighed deeply, his breath whitening in the cracking air. He did not love thisland, with its
neetly tilled oatfields and walled-in grazes and tracts of cleared brush. Just yesterday he' d rode out to the
doping plains north of the Flow. What had once been an old-growth forest, with ancient oaks, horse
chestnuts and ems, was now afield of sumps, their timber felled for either fuel or defense. It looked like
agraveyard, and it made Vaylo hunger for Bludd. No forestsin the clanholds could match Bludd's. A



man could ride north or south for aweek and il find no end of them. And there was no telling what he
might glimpsein the quiet glades, lynxes, ice wolves, ancient woodsmen long forsaken by their clans,
deep fishing holes, Sull arrows il vibrating in tree trunks, spotted mushrooms as big as hammer heads
and just as deadly, ancient ruins smothered by vines, and dim caves aive with bats, eyeless crickets, and
ghosts. Bludd was a border clan. It shared edges with the Sull. Fear came with that, Vaylo could not
deny it, but dongside fear lay wonder and excitement. No man could ridein the forests east of Bludd and
not fed thethrill of being divein such aplace. Looking out across the vast expanse of the Dhoonehold,
with its man-planted thorn beds and ploughed fields, VVaylo doubted he would ever fed such athrill riding
here.

Suddenly impatient with himself, hetossed his stedl gray braids behind him and dug hishedlsinto
horsemest. Too much thinking would turn him soft. He had possession of Dhoone, that was enough.
Childhood fantasies about ancient forests and mysterious glades had no businessin the mind of aman
who had lived out five decades and more.

As heturned the dog horse for home, he spied Cluff Drybannock on hisbig charcoa stalion, riding
out from the Dhoonehouse to meet him. From this distance it was impossible to make out the expression
on Drybone sface, but Vaylo felt astab of misgiving dl the same. Unlike the seven sonsof Vaylo's
blood, Cluff Drybannock was not aman to seek out his chief for idle gossip or self-advancement.

Speaking aword of command, Vaylo brought the wolf dog to heel and rode clear from the dushy
banks of thelake. “Dry,” he caled, hisvoice hoarse from the cold and lack of use. “What brings you?’

Ever since he had taken the Ganmiddich roundhouse with atroop of only two hundred swordsmen,
Cluff Drybannock had taken to braiding hiswaist-length hair with rings of opal. It wasasmdl thing, one
of those countlesslittle ritual s that warriors used to mark their progress, yet it had not gone unnoticed.
Some in the roundhouse whispered that he was showing histrue nature at last, and that pride and
ambition could be read in the hollow, pearly rings. Vaylo didn’t believe it for an ingtant. Y et seeing Dry
now, watching as his blue-black braids .lifted in the risng wind and the pieces of opa woven amongst
them glimmered like dices of moon, he wondered if there wasn't some truth to the whispers after al. Not
the part about pride and ambition—V aylo knew he had Dry’ sloydty for life—but rather the part about
his true nature. Moon and night sky. Discreetly, perhaps unconscioudy, Cluff Drybannock was taking on
the colors of the Sull.

“Word sarrived from the Bluddhouse.” Drybone reined his mount, and the two horses halted
head-to-head, nostrils steaming. “ Quarro sent Cuss Maddan. Dhoone raiders attacked the Bludd-

house fourteen days back. Torched the Chief’s Grove, and dew twenty men. They struck at night with
no warning, and retreated as quickly asthey came. Quarro mounted a pursuit, but the mist rose and they

dipped away.”

“Stone Gods.” Vaylo touched the oxblood leather pouch containing his measure of powdered
guidestone. Hisfather’ sboneslay in that grove, sealed in askin of lead that had been poured like molten
wax onto his till-warm corpse. It wastheway dl Bludd chiefs met their gods. One day Vaylo knew his
own flesh would be cremated by the white-hot metal and then set to cool benesth the black and loamy
earth. He shivered. “Who took |oss?’

Drybone named the men. Some were old retainers, well past the age of bearing arms. One was a boy
of deven.

The Dog Lord dismounted. He could not hear such news and remain sested. “Did we take any of their



number?’

Drybone swung down from his own mount. “ Two men were unhorsed in the Chief’ s Grove. Quarro
spiked them both.”

It sounded right. Quarro was his eldest son, the fiercest swordsman of the seven, and the one Vaylo
judged most likely to claim the chiefship when he was gone. Vaylo had ceded him command of the
Bluddhold in his @sence, and Quarro had doubtless acquired aliking for playing chief during the seven
months his father had been at Dhoone. He' d had it easy until now. Vaylo reached for the cloth bag that
held his chewing curd as he looked out upon the darkening glass of the lake. Behind him, he heard Dry
squet to rub the wolf dog' s neck.

“Y our sonsride forth to meet you,” Dry said, and Vaylo looked up to see three horsemen closing
distance from the Horns.

Pengo Bludd, hammerman, bearer of the shrike lore, and second amongst Vaylo's sons, wasthefirst
to reach hisfather. Unlike Drybone, he did not dismount when faced with his standing chief. Instead he
pulled the bit deep into his stallion’s mouth and forced the great warhorse to stiliness. The Dog Horse,
who had been quietly nosing through thistle grass at the end of itstether, took offense at the stdlion’s
closeness, and spun to bite the creature’ s neck. Pengo was flung back in his saddle as he battled his
rearing mount.

“For gods sake,” he cried to Vaylo. “Can’t you control that beast?’

Vaylo looked coally at his son. Pengo was past thirty years of age, big and powerful with the flushed
skin of an aedrinker and hismother’ s striking eyes. Asusud he had taken little care with his
appearance, and his braids were plastered with horsehair and congealed grease. He was not dressed for
war, though his spiked and |ead-wei ghted hammer was cradled and chained at his back. Forced to
retreat to asafe distance from Vaylo's horse, he scowled at hisfather. “I supposehe’ adismissve snap of
his head indicated Cluff Drybannock, “hastold you the news from Bludd.”

“Some of it.” Vaylo pushed a cube of black curd between hislips. He did not love his sons, and
wondered what kind of father that made him. Other men, he knew, looked at their sonswith pride and
affection. Vaylo looked, but saw nothing other than seven men who had taken from him al hislife. And
gtill wanted more. He waited until Gangaric and Thrago rode abreast of their elder brother, before
adding, “Dry hastold me enough to ice my blood. Is Cuss sure the raiders were Dhoone?’

Gangaric, Vaylo' sthird son and the sole axman of the saven, brought his gelding to abanking halt,
sending clumps of soft mud flying through the air. “ They were Dhoone for a certainty. Facesinked like
savages and the blue sted upon them.”

Pengo, aready growing restless, waved agloved fist toward the Dhoonehouse. “It’ s retaliation for this,
If Skinner Dhoone thinks—"

“It wasn't Skinner,” Drybone said quietly. “It was his nephew Robbie Dhoone.”

Pengo glared at Drybone, furious at being contradicted. He looked to histwo brothersto gainsay Cluff
Drybannock, but both men held their tongues. Drybone watched Pengo dispassionately, infuriating him
more. Finaly, Pengo exploded, “ Go back to the roundhouse, bastard. Thisis Bludd business, not yours.”

“Son,” Vaylo said, deceptively cam. “If it' s bastards we' re sending back to the roundhouse then



mayhap | should ride right along with Dry and leave you and your brothersto fight anongst yoursalves.”

Pengo’ sface reddened. Not with shame, Vaylo knew, but with anger he didn’t dare let out. Gangaric,
who had styled himsdlf aHafBludd in memory of his great-grandfather and had taken to wearing a collar
of woodrat skinsin the manner of HalfBludd axmen, regarded hisfather with open didike. Only Thrago,
Vaylo' sfifth son, the one who was the mirror image of Gullit Bludd, had the decency to look ashamed.
Yes, Thrago. Your father isabastard. So what does that make you?

Vaylo spat out the wad of chewing curd, its bitter burned-cheese taste suddenly sickening in his
mouth. Usudly he knew better than to dwell upon thefailings of his sons—it gained him nothing but a
stabbing tightnessin his chest—but tonight his feelings were harder to set asde. He turned his back on
the company while he mastered histhoughts. Someone was lighting torches inside the Dhoonehouse, and
windows set deep into the sandstone began to glow with orange light. The sun had gone, and afull moon
was pulling at the waters of thelake, raising ripplesthat traveled west. Vaylo et the moon breeze cool his
skin, and after atime he said, “Isthere anything e se | need to know about thisraid?’

L eather creaked behind his back as his sons shifted in their saddles. Cluff Drybannock moved
aongside him and murmured, “ They brought draft horsesto tear down the blue shanty.”

Vaylo closed hiseyes. So thiswasit. Thisraid hadn’t been some daring spur-of-the-moment strike.
Robbie Dhoone had ridden to Bludd with one purpose: to destroy the building erected from the remains
of the stolen Dhoonestone. No matter that what he pulled down was nothing more than quarry-bought
rubble, and that the real Dhoonestone lay at the bottom of thisvery lake. No one knew that except the
fifty Bludd warriors who had stolen it—and half of them were dead. No. Robbie Dun Dhoone had struck
ablow for Dhoonish pride. He didn’t have the manpower yet for dl-out battle, but that would change
soon enough. Skinner would lose ground when word of Robbie' sfeat got out. Few clansmen could resist
the lure of such reckless and prideful bravado. Vaylo knew that. It was the reason he' d stolen the cursed
Dhoonestonein the first place. Clansmen loved jaw. Robbie Dhoone had it, and Skinner Dhoone did not.

It was just as Angus Lok had said. The golden boy was puffing himsdlf up to be aking.He warned me
about Robbie Dhoone, and | did not heed him. Vaylo was suddenly overcome with adeep
posses-svenessfor the very land he had earlier dismissed. He might not love Dhoone, but he would not
relinquish it. Hewas the Dog L ord, and once he fastened his jaws upon an object he' d never let it go.
They' d havetokill himfirg.

And even then he might come back to haunt them. He had given up much to gain this clanhold—signed
acontract with the devil himself, Penthero Iss. Vaylo could not think of the man’s name without forming a
fist. The Surlord had made play with the clanholds, setting Blackhail againgt Bludd, and Bludd againgt
Dhoone. It wasss men who had killed the Hail chief in the Badlands, Vaylo was sure of it; Iss men
who had madeit ook like thework of Clan Bludd.

| should have denied it. Vaylo closed his eyes as he fought the pain. Seventeen grandchildren dead,
killed by Haillsmen in retdiation for the daughter of their chief. Penthero Isshad gotten his money’ sworth
out of that. After that Bludd had no choice but to make war on Blackhail—what sort of clan chief would
let the degth of his grandchildren go unavenged? Not one any sdlf-respecting warrior would follow for

long.
Turning to face hissons, Vaylo said, “We must not be caught unawares again.*

Gangaric nodded hislarge and part-shaved head. He was al axman now, sure and powerful in his
heavy crimson cloak, the weight of his broadax straining the leather harness at his breast. Thrago, named



for his great-grandfather yet the least self-willed of the three, followed Gangaric’ s lead and sat ready on
his mount. Pengo met Vaylo' s gaze, his ungloved hand smoothing his horse' s mane. “ So, Father. What
would you have us do?’

Vaylo choseto ignore the arrogance in his second son’ svoice. He shifted his position dightly to
include Cluff Drybannock in the circle. “We must increase our watch. Success at the Bluddhouse will
leave Dhoone thirgting for more. They’ Il strike again. And soon. Robbie Dhoon€e s eager to make aname
for himself. He safter hisuncle’ s sworn men.”

“The Bluddhouse morelike,” contested Pengo. “We ve clamed his clanhold, now he' s after claiming
ours”

Vaylo shook his head, growing impatient. “Robbie Dhoone had no intention of taking the Bluddhouse.
Hedidn’t havethe menfor it. Aye, it was doubtless pleasing to see the sacred grove go up in flames, but
thisraid was more about Dhoone than Bludd. The young pretender’ s sending a message to the Dhoone
warriors at Gnash.Come, join me. Leave Skinner. He' s an old man with an old man’ sways, and he
doesn’'t have thejaw to retake Dhoone.”

Pengo’ sface twisted. The scar on his cheek, caused when he' d fallen through atrapdoor at Withy,
sretched to an ugly whiteline. “If you' re such an expert on what the Dhoonesman thinks, how comeyou
didn’t think to guard our roundhouse againgt him?’

Thewolf dog, perceiving an insult to his master, began to growl very softly from behind a screen of
withered bulrushes. Vaylo, seeing something familiar and disturbing in the hard lines of hisson’ sface,
lashed out. “ Get off your horse. | am your chief. Don’'t you dare speak down to me from the high
comfort of your saddle like some grand city lord. I'veled thisclan for thirty-five years—and | can't
remember one of them when you' ve performed any service to earn your keep.”

Pengo’ s nodtrilsflared. His eyes burned with aforce that made him shake. Vaylo saw him look to his
brothersfor support, but both Thrago and Gangaric managed to be occupied with silling their jittery
mounts. Pengo snatched up hisreins and pulled back his horse' s head.

“Ride away now,” Vaylo warned, “and you forfeit your say inthisclan.” Ashe spoke he knew it was
amistake—give aman no way to back down and you ether lose or humiliate him—»but the unsettling
vison of seeing his dead wife' sfeaturesliving beneath Pengo’s own made him angry, not wise.

Pengo turned the great gray warhorse, forcing a path between his brothers. As he put spursto his
mount, his gaze aighted on Cluff Drybannock, who stood tal and unmoving by the water’ sedge. With a
sudden heft of hisweight, Pengo swung his horse to charge him. The two men, one mounted and one
afoot, stared at each other for the scant seconds it took the horse to cross the distance between them.
The Dog Lord held his breath. There was amoment, when something ancient and fearless sparked in
Drybone s eyes, when Vaylo redized how little he knew of hisfostered son. Cluff Dryban-nock was not
hisreal name. He had been called it by Molo Bean, who had laughed as the young and starving orphan
had stuffed himself with dry bread at Molo’ s table. Who Dry was, what he' d seen and done before
coming to Clan Bludd, was unknown. The one and only time he’ d spoken of hisfather wasthat first day,
when he claimed the man was a Bluddsman so Bludd must take him in. His mother was a Trenchlander
... and Trenchlanders were Sull. Vaylo saw that Sull in him now, and was overcome with the sudden
certainty that if Dry choseto, he had ways within his power to hat the horse.

Y et hedid not. At thefinal instant, Cluff Drybannock moved aside. Lake water seeped around his
boots as he stepped onto afloating bed of mallow grass at the lake' s edge. Pengo’ s horse entered the



water with agreat splash, quickly rearing back at the shock of its coldness. Pengo easily gained control
of the beast and turned it back onto the shore.

“Aye,” hesaid to Drybone. “It'd suit you well enough if | rode away.” Abruptly, he dismounted. “Bui |
don't think I'll give you the satisfaction of taking my placejust yet.”

Drybone did not speak. After amoment he turned his back on Pengo and bent to collect water from
thelake. Vaylo watched as Dry released cupped hands above his forehead and let the dark, oily water
run down his scap.He stopped Pengo from losing face, yet he needn’t have. Why ? When the answver
cameit made Vaylo fed old.For me, just for me.

Pengo raised hisvoiceto hisbrothers. “ Gangaric. Thrago. Y ou lazy mother-of-bitches. Get down
from your saddles. I'll bedamned if I [l stand here done.”

Vaylo looked on with distaste as his two younger sons did Pengo’ s bidding. Sometimes he wondered
if he hadn’t brought the curse of his sons upon himsdlf. /married my half-sister. No man can come that
closeto trespass and remain unpunished. Stone Gods! But Angarad wasfair then! The color of her skin,
theway her eyes crinkled when she laughed. Old Gullit Bludd had adored her. He'd grunt at his sons,
ignore his bastard, and shower his daughter with gifts. The only time Vaylo could recall seeing hisfather
pay coin for anything was when aFar South trader had shown him a sea pearl asblack as night. Angarad
was thirteen then, more lovely than athousand pearls, and when she'd held thejewd to her hair it
disappeared, so closaly were the two matched in sheen and hue. Gullit had bought the jewe on the spot,
and named it for her. Angarad had worn it till her death. Vaylo had it now, yet he' d never once looked
upon it in the nine years she’ d been gone. Strange how he had once thought it beautiful. Now he knew it
for the dark omen it was: No girl of thirteen should be given ablack jewd.

She had not wanted him. How could she? She was fifteen, in the fullness of her beauty, and the man
who claimed her had dain the father she loved. Worse than that somehow was Vaylo's bastardy.
Angarad was her father’ s daughter: She had grown up believing in hisword. She had seen firsthand how
Vaylo wastreated, and that seeing darkened her fedingsfor the rest of her life.

The Dog Lord sighed deeply. He could not blame her. She was proud, as a Bluddswoman should be,
and she had borne him seven hedlthy sons. Toward the end, during the last few months of her life, when
sheinssted on being carried out to the Bluddcourt each morning in her wicker chair, there had been a
softening. All she had to do was show him one small sign of affection to sted the heart from his chest. He
had wanted to love her dl dong.

It was an effort to drag his mind from the past.

To Thrago he said, “Take acrew of thirty south to Withy. Warn Hanro of what passed at the
Bluddhouse. Tl him to double watches on dl borders—especialy in the east where the Withy hunt runs
crossinto the Ruinwoods. You'll stay with Hanro until | call you back. And beforeyou say it I'll hear no
argument about which of you isto take command of the Withyhouse. Hanro hasit. He' s been there for
ninety days, and he should know how best to defend it by now.” Vaylo couldn’t resst agibe at his
second son. ” And be sure to watch your step, else you' Il fall through atrapdoor and end up with ahole
through your head.” Pengo scowled.

Thrago nodded. “I’ll leave on the morrow.”

“Good.” Vaylo turned to Gangaric. His mind was fully engaged now. Angus Lok had warned him that
Robbie Dhoone was cunning and hungry. Vaylo had been cunning and hungry himsalf once; it shouldn't



be difficult to put himself in the Dhoonesman’ s place. “ Gangaric. | want you back at the Bluddhouse.
Takeasmdl crew with you. No more than two dozen, spearmen and bowmen. Y ou'll be working with
Quarro to secure the Bluddhold. I want three hundred yards of timber cleared around the roundhouse.
And take Scunner Bone with you. He s old, but he’ s devious, and he knows how to lay horse traps and
granglelines” And it'll stop him from catching any more damned edlsfor meto eat . “ Send him to Withy
when hel sdone.” Gangaric was not so pleased with hisassgnment. He had styled himself aHafBludd
axman, and had plansto travel south to the Halfhouse and take up armsthere. Now his father was
commanding him east, and at the head of acrew of archers and spearmen, no less. Every axman Vaylo
had ever met had nothing but contempt for weapons that relied on piercing, not chopping, blades.
Gangaric fought his dissatisfaction. Deeply scarred and blistered hands flung back hisbraids. “Aye. I'll go
east. Though I'll be taking a half-score of axmen as escort.”

Vaylo forced himsdlf not to object. Six axmen were neither here nor there. If it pleased histhird son's
vanity to havethem, then it came at asmadl price. “Wedl enough. I’ d have you leave a dawn. All inthe
Bluddhouse must know our hearts are with them.”

Gangaric bowed his head, astrangdly courtly gesture that lay at odds with his manner and dress.HE' s
learning grace from the Half-Bludds, V aylo thought, pleased despite himsdf. HAfBludd axmen were
renowned for two things: their recklessjoy on the battlefield, and their galantry with clan maids off it. It
certainly wouldn’'t hurt Gangaric to pick up afew mannerswhilst learning how best to chop off aman’s
head.

Vaulting into his saddle, Gangaric said, “1’d best get back. There' s much to settleif I’ m to be gone by
firs light.”

Thrago followed after him, and the two rode at gdlop to the Dhoonehouse. The moon was high now,
dlvering thethistle fields and moving deep within the lake. The wind carried the scent of resin from the
western pines, asmell that reminded the Dog Lord of surgeons' tents and wound dressings. Underfoot
thefirgt dew of nightfal wascrispingtoice.

Vaylo was aware of the sllence that grew between the three remaining men. Cluff Drybannock and
Pengo Bludd seldom had much to say to each other, but tonight the hogtility running between them
crackled intheair.

“Pengo,” Vaylo said eventudly. “1 want you to take a company of ahundred men north. Ride
overnight to the Dhoonewall and secure—"

“No,” Pengo hissed. “I’'m not leaving this roundhouse while he' sHill init.” He sngpped hiswristin
Drybone sdirection. “ Sendhimto those blasted rocks—he' s not one of us. He won't be missed.”

“Silencel” Vaylo roared, taking a step toward his son. Fifty-three years old he was, yet Pengo till
flinched before him. “ Cluff Drybannock isyour brother by fosterage and awarrior of thisclan. Y ou will
show him due respect, or asthe gods are my witness I’ beat you where you stand.”

Pengo took a step back, hisface flushing with blood. * That bastard thinks he’ s as good as a chief
since hetook Ganmiddich. But what good did it do us? He held it for less than amonth.”

Cluff Drybannock regarded Pengo with such a depth of coldnessit made hairsrise on Vaylo' sneck. It
was not Dry’ sfault Ganmiddich had been lost—Vaylo knew that blamelay with himsdf for sending Dry
north to Dhoone when they were dready undermanned—yet Dry did not speak up in hisown defense.
His pride alowed for no excuses.



Addressing himsdlf to Vaylo, Dry said, “1 will take command of the Dhoonewall.”
“No you will not!” Vaylo replied hotly. “That charge falsto my second son.”

“Let himtakeit, Father,” urged Pengo, sensing an advantage. “He' s unwed. He has no wifeto drag
north for hiscomfort.”

Vaylo halted for amoment as he made sense of what his son said. Pengo couldn’t be thinking of taking
his new wife to the Dhoonewall. The Dhoonewall was a defensve rampart spanning two mgor passesin
the Copper Hills. It had lain unusaed since the time of the River Wars—and then manned only briefly. Built
by Hawker Dhoone, it had once been a source of Dhoonish pride; ameans of protecting the Dhoonehold
and Dhoone' s precious copper mines from Maimed Men raiders, and preventing hostile clansfrom
mounting northern attacks. Now the copper mineswere mostly sedled. Iron had long since taken over as
the metd of choice for forging wegpons, and the number of Maimed Men had been declining for
decades. Asfar as Vaylo knew, only one of the origind hillfortswas livable, and that was a
broken-down tower of crumbling mortar and mossy stones. No woman could be taken there. Especidly
one as heavy with child as Pengo’ swife.

Vaylo heard hisvoicefdl dangeroudy low ashe said, “Y ouwillman the Dhoonewall and you will not
take your wife”

“I don't think so, Father. Y ou may command the Dhoonehold, but / command my wife.” Pengo
flicked apiece of straw from one of hisbraids. “And whilel think onit, I'll have her bring the bairns
aong aswdl. They've been so long in your care they think they’ ve an old man for afather.”

Vaylo wanted to strike him. Pengo’ s two children were his sole remaining grandchildren. To even
speak of putting them in danger was unthinkable. It made Vaylo see spots of red rage before his eyes.
“Your wife stays here. She’ swith child. Y ou can't drag her and the bairns to some broken piece of rock
wadl. | forbidit.”

“She.She. Y ou don’t even know her name, do you? All Shannaisto you isameans of restocking your
grandchildren. A brood mare. Well, start looking for someone elseto do your rutting, Dog Lord, for if
you send me north to the Dhoonewall you' |l never see Shannaor the bairns again.”

Gods help me not to kjll him. Vaylo grabbed hisbraidsin hisfist and tried not to grind histeeth. There
was truth in what his son said,

he could not deny it. He couldn’t remember the name of Pengo’s new wife, though she had been a
daughter of the clan for twenty years. Oh he knew her well enough by sght—adtriking girl with the dark
skin and black eyes of her sigter, Pengo’ sfirst wife—yet the only time he' d spoken to her was when she
became vigbly heavy with child. It had been the samewith dl hissons wives. He vaued them, but only
asmothersof hisgrandchildren. Now Pengo’ swife was six months pregnant, soon to bring forth the
clan’ sfirst newborn since the massacre on the Bluddroad. Every effort must be taken to keep her safe.
Vaylo wanted thet child.

“So, Father. What' sit to be? Do you send a wifel ess bastard from the roundhouse, or me?’
Vaylo looked to Cluff Drybannock. Since he' d taken hisfinal oath six years back Dry had gathered a

troop of loya swordsmen about him. His skill with the longsword was unmatched in the clan-holds, and
no swordsman could watch him in battle and remain unmoved. He was Vaylo' sright hand, silent and



uncomplaining, and he would fight to the desth to protect hischief.Y et | have given him so little: asword,
abed, brotherhood in ahogtile clan. | should have formaly taken him asmy son, spilt my blood over his.
Y et he never asked for it, and | dways thought there' d be time enough for such sentimental fussing when
al warsand conflicts were done.

TheDog Lord' s hand closed around his measure of guidestone, weighing the gray powder in hisfis.
He wanted Dry here, with him. When an attack came, and he knew one would, he would fight easier
knowing Dry was at his back. Pengo was afierce warrior and he rode with afierce crew, but helacked
loyalty and obedience. . . and something el se that Vaylo couldn’t name. Perhaps the cold and deadly
grace of the Sull.

Drybone s gaze rose to meet his chief’s. Moonlight sheened his hair and ran along the sharply defined
bones of hisface. He was wearing acloak of auburn wool, its hem weighted with bronze chainsso it
would not move with thewind: agift from Ockish Bull upon his desthbed.

Dry, | loveyou likeason.
But | love my grandchildren more.

The Dog Lord turned to hisson. “ Y ou will stay here at the roundhouse with your crew. You'll take
charge of securing the perimeter. | want a station on the Flow to the south, and one on Lost Clan Field to
the east. Plan for ranging partiesto ride asfar west as the Muzzle, and make sure every scout’ s equipped
with firearrows and horns.” Pengo stood straighten “ Aye.”

Vaylo was glad he said no more. Glad that his second son chose not to gloat, for he didn’t think he
could have borneit. Weariness stole over him, and suddenly he wanted very much to be with Nan.
Glancing over a where Drybone stood facing the lake, his beautiful long fingers resting gently upon the
wolf dog’ s neck, he knew he wasn't done.

“Pengo. Go now.”

He meant to say more, to warn Pengo of the importance of histask, and advise him to learn the lay of
theland, for Robbie Dhoone knew it only too well. Also he knew he should force areconciliation
between him and Dry, make them clasp hands and speak hollow words so at least a semblance of unity
could be maintained. But he didn’t have the strength for it.

Pengo waited, and when no further words were forthcoming he grunted in dissatisfaction and led his
horse from thelake.

He wanted to stay, Vaylo knew. Listen to what he and Dry said to each other, like ajeal ous husband
monitoring hiswife. Vaylo waited until horse and rider reached the torchlight and cobbled stone of the
Dhoone greetcourt before turning to face Cluff Drybannock. “Dry. I'm—"

“Don’t say it.” Dry’ svoice was quiet, but there was no comfort init. “1’ll take ahundred north. We'll
leave at dusk tomorrow.”

“Takethe full two hundred—at least until you make the hillfort livable.”
“No. | would leave hdf at your command.”

So much to say to each other yet we can only sped t the language of fighting men. “If you must leave



some, leave only twenty. If you judge the post afolly send word and I'll call you back.”

Drybone nodded, once. “ Chief,” he said, and Vaylo recognized the findity in it. The word was both an
acknowledgment and afarewell. Dry clicked histongue to beckon hishorse and before Vaylo knew it he
was on hisway.

Vaylo watched him leave. The wolf dog, torn between staying with its master and trotting alongside
Drybone, raced back and forth in the growing distance between them. Time passed, and eventualy the
great orange and black hound cameto hedl. AsVaylo scratched and pinched its ears, he saw the lake
was glowing. It reminded him of the chorusto an old clannish lament.

Give meamaid at full moon, and on the banks of the Blue Dhoonewe |l ddly asif it were day.
With aheavy heart the Dog Lord turned for home.

CHAPTER

Awakening

Light pulsed againgt her eydlids, abreeze rippled across her face. Somewhere far in the distance abird
chirped, and then someone said, “ She's coming awake.” Am | ? shethought lazily. /redly don't thinly |
want to. It's so much easier to deep. The voice wouldn't let her go, though. It called her name, and there
was aforce behind that one word seemed to propel her straight from her dreams.

“Adh”

She opened her eyes. Weak dawn light shrank her irises, and sunspots floated across her field of
visions like bubblesin water. A face loomed over her. Dark eyesinspected her, and warm rough hands
probed the pulse pointsin her neck. “Welcome home, daughter. | thank the gods for sending you back.”

They were the most beautiful words Ash March had ever heard.. Shetried to reply, but her head felt
woolly and her throat was so dry it hurt.

“Hass, bring water.”

Water was brought, and athin line of it trickled into her mouth. She swallowed. Hands did under her,
raising her head and dipping something soft under her back. She saw two faces now, both stark and
subtly dien, the plates of bone beneath their cheeks somehow different from her own. Ark Veinsplitter
and Mai Naysayer. She was pleased when the names came to her. It meant she wasn't mad.

She found her voice, and grimaced when it cracked and squeaked like aboy’ s as he cameinto
manhood. “How long have | been adeep?’

The two Sull warriors exchanged aglance. “Many days,” said Ark Vengdlitter.

Oh. Ash couldn’t think why she wasn’t more surprised. She glanced around. A crown of peaks
surrounded her, purple and blue, jagged as split bone and heavily freighted with ice. Shefdt asif she
were floating amongst them like acloud. A fuzzy, aching cloud. Directly ahead lay the trappings of a
well-laid camp: atent stretched on poles, ahorse corrd, firepit, even aline suspended above the flames
for thawing game and drying clothes.1t should be cold, she thought abruptly. Thishighinthe mountains, a
dawn. Y et shedid not fed cold, she felt numbed and protected. Only the gentlest breezes got through.



“Therewasacave,” she said as shetook in the saddle of rock they were camped upon; the tufts of
ydlow goatgrass growing from chinksin the boulders, the rippling course of adry streambed, the ledge
that sheared away into thin air. “Y ou took methere, into the mountain ... 1...”

“Webled you.”

With those three words she remembered everything. The pool. The razor on her wrist. Blood dyeing
the water red. She shivered. Her armslay benegath heavy white fox pelts and she labored to free them.
They were thinner now, the veins showing like gray wire beneath her skin. Sowly sheturned her pamsto
the Sky.Oh god. The scars. Bands of livid pink scar tissue bisected her wrigts.

“Hass, bresthe the blue.”

Mai Naysayer rose and walked toward the horse corral. Ash saw the bright glint of metal as he drew
hisletting knife. She did not want to see as he knelt before the breathtaking blue stallion and diced open
the skin above its coffin bone, but she found she couldn’t look away. Horse blood bubbled from the
gash, and the Sull warrior moved swiftly to catch it in acopper bowl. Ma’ s hands were gentle upon the
horse' s calf as he massaged the vein to keep it open. Ash couldn’t believe how ill and calm the horse
was, its great sculpted head held as steady asif it were being shoed. The bowl filled quickly, and Mai set
it down whilst he stanched and then greased the wound. Before retrieving the bowl, hislips moved ashe
spoke words of thanks or blessing.

Ash wasn't surprised when he brought her the bowl. “ Drink,” he said, in hislow-timbred voice. “Grow
your blood.”

Ash took the steaming bowl in both hands, smelling the sugary, grassy odor of horse. She did not want
to drink it, and had a brief desireto tell Mai that she hadn’t agreed to have her lifeblood drained for it to
be replaced with horse blood. Y et when she brought the warm liquid to her lipsaterrible craving
overcame her, and she drank greedily, letting rivulets of blood spill down her chinin her haste. Only when
she’' d drained the bowl did her normal senses return. Sheepishly, she offered the empty vessd to the
Naysayer. “Itistheiron,” he explained. “Y our body thirstsfor it.”

“You must deep now,” Ark said, standing. “We will speak whenyou are rested.”

But | don’t want to rest, Ash protested. But just as quickly she felt awave of lethargy pass over her,
weighing her eyelids and making her exhae. The horse blood was a ddicious heavinessin her ssomach,
the fox pelts as soft as breath againgt her skin. She dept.

When she woke the sun was gone. The glow from the fire created a cave of light around the camp.
Mai Naysayer was butchering a carcass, a huge bird-shaped thing, skinned and dick with blood. He
used abroad cleaver to smash open the skull and hack off the feet. Ark Veinsplitter was ashort distance
from the camp, sitting upon the ledge that jutted out into the dark mountain night, awoven rug pulled like
acloak around his shoulders, his gaze directed northward to the great white star.

/do not know these men. The thought bit through Ash' s deepiness, making her suddenly long for
home. Honeyed pastries and warm cider, crisp linens on the bed, Katia giggling as she picked out adress
for her lady to wear . . .Stopit! Ashwarned hersdlf. It was afiction. Her lifein Mask Fortress had
alwaysbeen alie. Her foster father had never loved her. Marafice Eye had tried to rape her, and Katia
was dead—Kkilled by Iss. There was exactly nothing to return to, and the sooner she accepted that the
better.



Her future lay here, with these men. She was Sull now, and their homel and washerhomeand.
“Territory Unknown,” that was how cartographers marked the vast eastern sweep of the continent that
bel onged to the Sull. She, Asarhia March, was heading there, and it was surely better to move forward
into the unknown than dwell in apast built onlies.

Ash rose cautioudy, testing her legs before alowing them to bear her weight. She felt she had sponge
for muscle, and it wasredly just aswell shewaslight as afeather, as afeather seemed to be the limit of
what they could lift. Mai Naysayer paused in his butchering to indicate arocky depression screened by
oilbushesto therear of the camp. The jacks. Ash found she had no embarrassment within her, and camly
found aplace to urinate. She wore no smal clothes, just a shift of coarse wool and the fox pelts, and it
was easy to pull up her skirts and pee. When she was done she returned to Ma Naysayer, and received
abeaker of water and aflatcake crusted with seeds. She atein silence, watching Ma smash individua
bird vertebrae to get at the pink marrow.

“Wak now,” he said, after atime. “Work your legs before we eat.”

She knew a dismissal when she heard one, and stood and looked around. There didn’t appear to be
anywhere particular to walk to, as the camp was Sited hard against the mountain face, and boulders and
dark crevasses formed natura boundaries, limiting the number of pathsagirl could take. Overhead,
clouds salled silently between the stars. The moon was somewhere, cloaked from view, closeto full
judging by the diffused and slvery light that backlit the sky. Ash began walking acircuit of the camp,
heading first for the corrd to greet the horses. It occurred to her that she could now fedl the cold when
earlier she could not. Sull sorcery? she wondered, remembering how once she had seen SargaVeys push
back the mist on the Black Spill. Had Ark or the Naysayer pushed back the cold to keep her warm?

She decided she didn’'t want to know, and let her mind fill instead with the warmth and companionship
of the three Sull horses. They had woken from deep to greet her, and now pushed their warm dark noses
forward for her to touch. It was good to stand there, by the canvas-hung posts, and speak nonsense
horsy stuff to three enormous beasts. It healed alittle of the strangeness that had become her life.

When she was ready she made her way to Ark Veingplitter. The ledge was a pointed spar of granite
jutting out from the mountain, and when Ash stepped upon it she could see nothing el se before her, only
sky. A dizzying sense of displacement made her lean toward the edge.

“Sit,” warned Ark Veingplitter, without looking around. “1 do not think you are ready to lean into the
wind just yet.”

Ash sat, asafe distance from the edge, her heart beeting strongly.

“What do you mean?’

“There are some | have known who consider it arite of manhood to stand upon aledge such asthis
and wait until the updraftsrise. When they fed the warm air upon their cheeksthey leanintoit, and let the
wind push them back to standing.”

“That doesn’t sound like such agood idea.”

“We have lost somethat way,” Ark conceded. “So it'satest of being Sull?’

Ark shook hishead. “No. Of being alive.” She noticed for thefirst time therewasgray in hissable



hair. “Themoon burnsfull thisnight. Soon it will show itself and we will begin.”
A speck of fear moved in Ash's chest. She wanted no more cutting.

The Far Rider must have sensed her fear, for he said, “ Tonight you begin learning the ways of the
Sull.* For thefirgt time helooked at her, hisdark eyes appraising. “What? Did you think the dreams they
sent you were dl thereis?

How did he know about the dreams when she barely remembered them herself? The images were
fleting, blurred. A dlver shore. A land lit by moonlight. Flashes of battles so strange and horrific they
could not belong in thisworld. Chilled, Ash gathered the fox pelts close. The stars suddenly seemed cold
and bright.

The two sat in sllence, watching them, and after atime the scent of roasting gamebird drifted acrosson
threads of smoke. Ash swallowed. She had a sense that she was moving through the sky, that the clouds
were static and she was passing beneath them. Dimly she became aware that the moon was revealing
itsdf, itsrays diding like fingers across her face.

“Light theflame”

Ash was drawn back by Ark’swords. It took her amoment to understand that he was speaking to
Mai Naysayer, not her, and that the Naysayer had joined them on the ledge and was crouching a short
distance behind them. Ash felt asmdl thrill of unease. She had not heard him come.

Mai turned the key on astrangely shaped pewter lantern, releasing a hiss of what sounded like gas. He
held an ember from the firepit above the lamp’ s chimney, and astrong yellow flame burst into life. As
Ash watched, Ma adjusted the valve at the chimney’ s base and the nature of the flame changed. It blued,
growing smaller and fiercer,9sangsoftly like thewind. Ash could see hdos of color withiniit, paelilacs
and vivid blues. Only the outer coronawas yellow now.

“Sull isthe heart of theflame,” Ark Veinsplitter said softly. “ The cold blue center that givesriseto light
and heat.” AsArk spoke, the Naysayer settled the lamp upon the stone ledge and pushed up the deeve
of hisslvery hornmail and the padded silk tunic benesth. * Fear isthe enemy that will destroy us. It
lessens and distracts us, clouding our judgment and losing our battles before the first blow isstruck. To
fight we must cleanse oursalves of fear, find the stillness that liveswithin us. The search for this stillnessis
cdledSaer Rkal, the Way of the Flame. Just asthe flame blows hot and uncertain so do we. Y et every
flame ever struck has blueinits heart, and it is this we strive to reach.

“MasRha . The perfect Sate of fearlessness. The flame at the center of dl things.”

AsArk said“MasRhd” Ma Naysayer raised hisleft hand to the flame. Sowly, steadily hedid his
living flesh into the pde blue radiance. Ash forced herself to watch asheld it there, unmoving,

unblinking, the flame shimmering around hisfingersfor long seconds after Ark fell slent.

In hisown time he took his hand away. Ash looked into his dark, ice-tanned face searching for signs
of pain. He surprised her by offering his hand for her inspection. Ash dmost feared to touch it, yet when
she did the skin was cool and unmarked, the muscles and veins hard. Gingerly, she raised her own hand
toward the flame, but even the air surrounding the lamp was searing and she quickly snatched it back.

The two Sull warriorswatched her impassively. Ark said, “Theair is hot, but the core of the flame will



not burn you. Losing fear takes many things. Trust isone of them.”
“Soam | to trust you? Thrust my hand through the hot air in the hope you' re right?”
“Not thisday.” Mai killed theflame.

Perversaly, Ash felt disappointed. She knew hersdf well enough to redize how hungry shewasto be
included. Daughter, they had called her. She wanted to hear that word more.

Ma Naysayer was the one who read the disappointment on her face. “Nay, Ash March, we are not
finished with you yet. Come. Stand.”

Ash did as shewas hid, and the two Far Riders stood aso, Mai collecting the lamp and stepping clear
of the ledge and onto the safe ground of the camp, and Ark taking the few steps necessary to put himsalf
at the very tip of theledge. Ashjoined Mai, eager to put a safe distance between hersalf and the sheer
drop. The Naysayer handed her astrip of silk, three foot long and ahand length wide. “Tieit over your

eyes”

Her hands shook as shelaid the smooth black silk over her eyelids and secured it with aknot behind
her head. Shefdt Mai’ s hands come down upon her shoulders, turning and positioning her. Facing her
out toward the ledge. A bubble of panic worked itsway toward her heart.No. It can't be. . ..

“Walk toward Ark. He will guide you.” Ash shook her head. “I can't.”
“Ash March, | have journeyed with you twice. | know what you can do.”

A gust of cool air brushed againgt her face. She could see nothing but blackness, utterly flat and
without depth.

“Seek theflame. Trust yourself and trust Ark. Hewill not let you fall.” With that Mai Naysayer
stepped away from Ash, stripping her of her bearings. She listened, but was unable to tell the direction in
which heleft. An ingtant later she realized she had moved her head to track him, and now shewas no
longer sureif she had moved her body aswell. Which way was she facing? She made what she thought
was the correct adjustment, but her foot settled upon araised lip of granite. That wasn't there before, was
it?Where's Ark? Why doesn’'t he say something? Again, she listened, but not even the wind was moving
now. Without redizing it, her body had begun to sway, and it was only when the blackness before her
eyes began to spin did she spread her arams wide to steady herself. Fright had made her rigid.

Cam. | need to be cdm. She had to befacing in the genera direction of the ledge—she hadn’t moved
that much. If only the wind would come again. That way shewould know for certain.See't theflame, Mai
had said. But it was too new a concept and she didn’t know where to |ook.

Taking ashalow breath, she stepped forward. Nothing bad happened, no roots tripped her, no
previoudy unseen crevice swallowed her up. Emboldened by this small success shetook another step
and then another. During the third step, she noticed the granite smoothing out beneath her. Did thismean
she' d reached the ledge? What if she was off track by even afew feet? She was suddenly overcome with
thefear that she' d veered dangeroudy far from her path, and was now headed for the shallowest part of
the overhang, not the promontory where Ark now stood. One step and she could be over the edge.

Afraid to move, shetried to cam herself. The Naysayer had told her Ark would not et her fall. She
had to believe that. He had called her daughter; what kind of father would risk his child?



One named Penthero Iss. Ash hardened herself against thoughts of her foster father. He had not loved
her. Oh, he'd said it and she' d believed it. But that made him aliar and her afool. She was nothing to
him but ameans to more power.

Anger and hurt made her take unplanned steps. And then shefdlt it: the updraft rising aong her body,
billowing her skirt and lifting her hair.I’m on the edge. Her heart froze. Musclesinside her body
dackened, and she was suddenly glad she had emptied her bladder earlier. Where was Ark? Why didn’t
he speak?

She couldn’t move. Her mind showed her the long drop down the mountain, the jagged edges of rock
that would skin her legs as shefdll, and the dark and quiet place where she would land. No man or Sull
would ever find her. She shivered violently.| should have touched the flame. It would have been easier.

Y ou’ d have thought | would have learned by now that when the Sull give you asecond choiceit’saways
worse than thefird.

Strangely, madly, she found hersdf smiling. She was Sull herself now; her own blood drained to
nothing to make way for theirs.See't the flame.

How? They had not told her whereto find it. The updraft swelled againgt her chest, rocking her back.
The stars were out there, burning beyond the ledge, and she was taken with the idea she could fedl them.
They danced like blue raindrops upon her skin. She could imagine that blueness now, not on the silk
pressed againgt her eyes, but deep within her, in the caverns where her Sull blood now pumped. It wasa
tiny flickering, abeacon lit to guide the way. Slowly, gradudly, her heart relaxed, finding arhythm close

to deep.

/have nothing to fear. Ar't will ssve meif | fall.
Just like Raif had once done.

And with that she took a step. For one brief instant the world fell away beneath her and she knew how
it would be when she met her death, and then Ark’ s strong hands were upon her, hisarms fastening
around her waig, catching and pulling her back. She hugged him fiercely, joy and exhilaration coursing
through her blood. He smelled good, like horses and woodsmoke, and that faint dien pungency that
meant Sull.

“Daughter,” he said. “1 have never met a Sull warrior with aworse sense of direction than you.”

She laughed giddily, pulling the silk from her eyesto discover how true hiswords were. She had
missed the ledge' s point completely, and had come to stand upon the shalowest lip as she' d feared. The
gpeed with which Ark must have moved from his position to intercept her defied thought.

He smiled grimly as he carried her to the safety of the camp. “ Hass,” he called to the Naysayer. “We
must begin teaching thiswarrior the path lores, for | fear we Il lose her if we do not.”

He settled Ash down upon asoft blue rug before the firepit, and Mai Naysayer, the greet ice-eyed
warrior with the face of stone, winked at her and said, “Nay. Ash March knew where she stepped. She
had amind to test the reflexes of an old man likeyou.”

Ark Vensplitter chuckled softly. “Y ou conspire against me, Naysayer. I’ll not forget it next timell
draw sted inyour defense.”



“Then I'll be sureto fight with two blades. One for my enemy and onefor you.”

The words had the cadence of old and much-repeated banter, and the two Far Riders contempl ated
each other with lively sternness. “ So,” Ark said, conceding victory to Mai for outstaring him, “do you
propose to feed us some of that mountain duck you brought down ? Or just torment us with the smel 1?7’

“Golden eagle,” corrected the Naysayer with dignity. “This Sull has not heard of such athing as
mountain duck.”

Ash had to push her lipstogether to stiop hersdf from grinning. She was shaking with relief. The desth
her mind had shown her was so real she wondered if the world hadn’t split in two, and one Ash died
while the other lived. The Naysayer handed her abowl of broth and bird mesat, amildly affronted look on
hisface. The broth was delicious, strong and dark and flavored with cardamom and seed-pods. The leg
meat was lean and gamy, with a sharpness that reminded Ash of wild boar. She ate dl of it, and held her
bowl out for more. As she ate her second helping, Ark spoke.

“Do you know why we made you do it?” Ash shook her head. “Walking blindfold on the edge is how
the Sull make war. We battle in darkness, with the abyss beneath us, and every step we take is uncertain.
War againgt the Endlordsis a dance with doom. Battle men, and we risk our lives. Battle the Endlords,
and werisk our souls:”

“And race,” added the Naysayer quietly.

“Itisso.” Strong emotion weighed Ark’ sface. He shifted his position near thefirepit, rising to Sit
upright so that firdight and shadows flickered across hisface. “ Ash March, you are Sull now. Rules of
men no longer apply. Y ou must learn anew way of being; how to walk the farthest edge and not falter,
and live within yourRhd . Forces are awakening within you, and it is our job asMayjito guide and teach
you.”

Ash traced afinger around the rim of the bowl. It was athing of beauty, glaze layered over glaze until
the color had such adepth and tranducenceto it that it was like looking at the night sky. “ Mayji?" she
asked, preferring to dedl with thissmall detail rather than the greater truths he had told her.

“Men have no word for it. Y ou may think of it as master or elder.”
“Why didn’t you help me on the ledge? The Naysayer said youwould guide me.”
“Perhaps | did, and you did not hear.”

Ash closed her mouth, silenced. All her earlier triumph at stepping from the ledge and being caught
drained from her, and she now feared that she had been reckless, not brave.

Ark Veinsplitter saw dl in her face and spoke no wordsto deny it. He began laying logsin thefirepit,
banking thefirefor thelong winter night. “ Thereis much to learn and little time. Tomorrow we resume
our journey east. Thewind isrising in the Want, and these lands are no longer safe. Seep and gather
your strength. We wake before dawn.”

Ashfet dismissed. Sherolled one of thefox pdtsinto apillow, and settled down to deep. Through
half-closed eyes she watched the two Far Ridersrise and wak ashort distance from the camp. They
gpoke briefly, their voiceslow. Once, Ark turned to look at her, and she knew they spoke of her. After a



time, the Naysayer returned to thefirepit, settled himsdlf into a crouching position facing out from thefire,
and unshesthed his sword.

The blade shone with the purest light. Meteor stedl, she recalled it was named, asthe iron and trace
metasit wasforged from came from rocks that fell from the stars. When Mai noticed her deepy gaze
upon it, he brought out asquirrel skin and a pot of tung oil and began greasing the edge. Ash saw it for
the deception it was. He guarded againgt an enemy so swift and invisible that he feared to lose even a
moment to unshegthing his sword. He stood ready to fight, yet went through the motions of tending his
blade.

Ash turned to see what had become of Ark Veinsplitter. It took amoment for her eyesto grow
accustomed to the darkness beyond the firepit, and even longer to make out the figure of the Sull warrior,
moving slently around the camp. He held something weighty in acloth pouch, and every few seconds he
hated hiscircuit, drew something small and pale from the bag and laid it on the ground. As he worked,
Ash was struck with the sense that it was growing warmer and camer in the camp, aswhen she' d firgt
awakened that morning.Wards. Unease pricked the base of her spine. Two men, neither deeping, both
taking actions to secure the camp.

Againgt what? Ash knew she could not think about it and deep. Sowly, shelet her mind drift. She
wondered where Raif wasthat night. Was he on hisway home to the clanholds? Did he hate her for what
she had done? She tossed in the fox pelts, swesating. When her dreams came they were murky and
fleeting, and offered no peece.

Ark Veingplitter woke her in the layered darkness of predawn. Already, the camp had been
dismantled and the spare horse packed with supplies. It was bitterly cold once more, and tendrils of mist
did acrossthe rocks. Ma Naysayer was nowhere to be seen. “He scouts ahead,” Ark said, handing her
abow! of sleaming broth. “We Il follow histrail and meet him at noon. He can move more swiftly in the
mountains afoot.”

Ash accepted this, unsure of what it meant. She thought Ark looked ill rested, and said, “ Those things
you laid last night, whet arethey 7’

The look he gave her was not friendly. He stood. “Y our travel clothes are warming by thefire. Be
ready by thetime I’ ve fed the horses.”

Ashfdt hisshortnessasadight. It hurt her to realize there were some secrets the Sull warrior wasn't
ready to tell. Raising the bowl, shelet the steam rise across her face. Somewhere on the dopesbelow, a
snowcock was whistling in the dawn. The wind was restless, and rising, and there was awetnessto it that
promised deet.

Standing, she worked the stiffness from her muscles and tried to decide if shefelt stronger than she
had the day before. A hit, perhaps. Her gaze traveled to the pile of furs and clothing warming atop the
remains of the kicked-infire.

Something bright and silvery flashed atop her woolen dress. A hair ring. Ash moved quickly to retrieve
it. The metal was white and gleaming, smooth as awedding band and cool asice. She had seen the same
kind of ringsin the Far Riders hair, and marked how they flashed more brightly in moonlight than
sunlight. Now one had been given to her. She searched her belongings for a comb, eager to dress her
hair. As she threaded the thumb-sized ring through her pale locks, Ark approached, leading the horses.

Hewas dressed in full armor beneath awolverine cloak, hiswesapons arrayed, ready for drawing, ina



many-chanel ed harness upon his back. Ash counted two swords, arecurve longbow, adagger and a
hatchet. A six-foot spear was mounted on the blue' s saddle strap, its butt secured in a shoe of yellow
horn. Motioning toward the hair ring, he said, “ The Naysayer thought to make you a gift. He wanted you
to know that after the First Gods created the moon they made this metd to catchiitslight.”

Moved, Ash molded the soft ring around her ponytail. It disappearsin your hair.” Ark’svoice was
low. Abruptly he mounted the blue. “I’ll await you at the streambed.”

Ash dressed quickly, and packed the Naysayer’ s exquisite gray stalion with her blankets and meager
supplies. Buckles on the gray’ s bardings shone bright as mirrors, and Ash caught aglimpse of hersdlf in
one of them. She started. Why had no one told her that her eyes were now blue ?

Dawn light was showing on the horizon as she and Ark broke camp. The path led them east and then
south down the mountain, past frozen gullies, matted ground willow and meadows of ice-killed grass. To
Adh'seyesthetrail wasdl but invisible, yet Ark told her the Naysayer had freshened it, and directed her
to look for hissignin the hoarfrost. Ash looked at the underbellies of granite boulders and the boles of
dead trees, but saw nothing. Just when she was growing impatient with the game, she spied
something—a pa e thumbprint, bardly perceptible and easily mistaken for anatura variationin the
frost—pressed into the north-pointing branch of a prosirate pine. Ark nodded, pleased. “Hetellsusthere
isrunning water to the north if we choose to break thetrail.”

Ash wasintent on guiding the gray down adifficult rock stair, yet she till managed to throw Ark a
dishdieving look.

The Far Rider saw it and grew cold. “The path lores make us vulnerable. If an enemy learned to read
them he could track us. Ways known only to us would be reveded to him; sacred sites and way-stones,
pathslaid down by the firssMayjiand the Old Onesin the Time Before. When | show you the most basic
workings of the loreit may seem asmal thing, but smdl things can grow quickly and become much.
Once | teach you the inner workings of the path lores | arm you with aweapon to destroy us.

“Weare Sull, Ash March, and we have lost much. Once we ranged al the lands Men call the
Northern Territories, from the Night Seato the Wrecking Sea, from the Sea of Soulsto the Great White
Ocean of the North. Now we hold only the east. When we reach the Heart Fires you will understand the
sanctity of what remains. . . and why we would lay down our soulsto protect it.”

Ash bowed her head, chastened. Ark rode on ahead of her, his spine stiff with Sull pride. She knew
better than to draw abreast with him, and instead settled into place at the rear. She felt shewas no closer
to knowing these people than she was when shefirst encountered them . . . but she would learn and grow
wiser. And become one of them.

The morning passed dowly, asmist gave way to deet, and gray stormhght darkened the snow. Ash
only redlized it was midday when Ark called ahdt. They wereriding through anarrow valey that
sheltered thefirst upright treesthey’ d seen dl day, and Ark rested the horses while he waited for the
Naysayer to join them. They lit no fire and cut no meat, and Ash was forced to search her pack for
waybread. She was hungry and tired, and her thighs ached from sitting astride the gray. The Far Rider
bardly noticed her. He walked the length of the valley, his gaze traveling dong the tree line, his cloak of
gray wolverine shedding deet.

Time passed, and gtill there was no sign of the Naysayer. Ash fdlt rather than saw Ark Veingplitter’'s
growing apprehension. The Far Rider stood still now, a booted foot resting on aspur of basdt, his hands
clasped around the six-foot spear he used as a staff. When adark shape broke through the tree line, Ark



hefted the spear from the snow. There was amoment when Ash thought he would looseit, but he
recognized hishassand let the butt drop to the ground.

The Naysayer moved swiftly through the swirling deet. Ash saw he d drawn the longsword with its
raven-head pommel, and she knew something was wrong. When Ark stepped forward to meet him so
did she. The Naysayer’ sice-cold eyes|ooked only at hishass. “We must take another path east. A
meaeraithguarded the entrance to the Rift Road.”

Ash glanced at his sword, and saw something black as night trickle down the edge and drop like acid
into the snow.

CHAPTER
Stillborn

Raif crouched behind the ridgewall and picked out his prey. It was midmorning, dry and bitterly cold,
with awind blowing that sucked dl the moisture from the snow and sent it sSweeping acrossthe tundraas
dry as dt. He was lucky to encounter aherd herethislate in the season. Luckier ill that he had spent
the night three days back whittling aspear. The spear was a sx-footer, cut from white holly he' d found
growing in the shelter of adry canyon, its point hardened by fire. Clansmen called such spears “whore
sticks,” asthey were only good for one shot and if you missed you' d go to bed starved. Raif wasn't
starved yet, but he was weary of dried sedl tongue and rendered lard. He was hungry for fresh mest.

And even hungrier for the hunt. He' d traveled too long without akill.

Eadt, dways east, dong the hard, rocky margin that lay between the Badlands and the Want. Thiswas
canyon country, east of Black-hail and north of the Copper Hills. The land had been hideously buckled
by some ancient calamity, raised into rocky bluffs and windswept ridges, and sunk deep into dry
riverbeds, canyons and things deeper than canyons. All sharp and desolate and shimmering with alayer
of hoarfrogt thet collected on everything like limescale.

Raif had no firsthand knowledge of thisland, and little but sparse rumor to go on. Dhoonesmen
mounted longhunts here in autumn to claim their portion of the vast herds of elk and moose that moved
south with winter. From where he crouched on the ridge, Raif could see the Copper Hillsriseto the
south, their bald peaks hazy with distance and purple with heather, their dopes scored with dark lines
that might mark game tracks or the ancient masonry of the Dhoonewal .

Raif had lost count of the days he had traveled. He did not like to think about what had happened at
the Forsworn redoubt, and his memories of the days after were not good ones. Passing through the
Blackhail Badlands was not a thing he ever wished to do again. He had tried to avoid the campsite, had
walked leagues out of hisway, swerving northward into the gresat ice desert of the Want, yet he had ill
known when he passed it. The place hisfather died.

He seldom dept well now, and woke from dreams unsettled and ill rested. His pace had dowed, and
he knew he was riding the ragged edge of energy—swinging between moments of extreme alertness and
complete lapses of thought—that came with lack of deep.

He was aert now, focused upon the herd asit snuffled for pine bark and willow in the gorge below.
Elk, sixty head of them, led by an ancient and scarred bull with arack of antlers aswide and darkly
stained as ahangman’ s gibbet. They were moving north, and some of the cows were heavy with calf.
Otherswere old and ribby, their cheeks hollow and their coats fouled by running wounds. Raif picked a



young dun cow, barely out of her calf spots, who had found afallen trunk to strip bare and lingered
behind the herd. The wind was with him, driving his man scent east. The bull was dmost directly below
theridge, lipping bark from thelog.

Raif eased his pack to the ground, freeing his handsto loft the spear. The dead man’s cloak lay flat
across hisback like alayer of virgin snow. Orrlsmen were white-winter hunters without peer, and their
cloaks were things of wonder in the clanholds. Some said they were cut from the tanned hides of rare
white aurochs, their lesther lacquered with a secret glaze that shifted color with thewind.

Strange that he' d possessed one for o long and yet never hunted beneath it until now.

The head bull lowed as he began the climb out of the gorge, warning stragglersto pick up their pace.
Thelittle dun hesitated. Raif began his move forward, pouring over the ridgetop, mimicking the movement
of diding snow. The dun raised her head, derted by the sound of asingle tumbling piece of scree. Raif
dtilled. He felt a breeze pass over his Orrl cloak, watched as the dun’s gaze passed over it too, her dark
eyefocusing instead upon the stone he' d didodged in his descent. Seconds passed. The dun finished
chewing the strip of bark she’d pulled from the log. Raif waited. Wary now, the dun didn’t return to the
log and ingtead turned to the north to check the progress of the herd. Raif moved as she turned, rippling
down theridge face like the wind. Almost without thought, his eyes focused on the dun’s breest,
searching out the pale underfur that concedled theribs.

Asthe dun’s earstwitched in response to some subhuman sound, Raif locked on to her heart. Bigger
than aman’ s and beating more quickly, the dun’s heart filled his sightslike atorch held to hisface. EIk
heat enveloped him, and knowledge of her fear took his bregth.

The dun bolted. Raif sprang. The downdope sped his acceeration, and for abrief moment he found
himsalf moving faster than the deer. He hefted the spear, leapt. Air passed beneath him as he closed the
distance between man and beast. The spear tip found the space between the third and fourth rib, and
with eyes focused on a point beyond seeing, he drove the spear home. To the heart.

The elk dropped, and he tumbled forward with her, the spear cracking in two as hisweight came
down upon it. Blood fountained over hisface. The herd panicked, tramping up the north face of the
gorge, raising bushes and tumbling rocks. A cloud of snow and dust rose about their hooves. Raif
dumped over the dun, exhaustion hitting him hard. For severd minutes al he could do was bregthe,
Therewas atang of metal in hismouth, but he didn’t have the strength to spit.

Eventudly his breathing calmed, and he lifted himsdf up from the dun. His furs and cloak were soaked
in blood that was rapidly cooling. He fdlt light-headed and not at all ready to butcher athree-

hundred-pound carcass, but he heard hisfather’ s voice issue an old warning—If you kill it and don't
edt it, then it sashameful waste of life—and his hunter’ sinstincts took over.

In no mood to preserve the hide, he made a cut from throat to groin to spill the guts. The heart did out
atop the lungs, ahunk of muscle with his spear tip still attached. Raif tried not to look at it as he freed the
liver and dragged the carcass away from the offd.

Glancing up at the gorge wall, he knew he didn’t have the energy to carry the ek to theridge, so he
decided to follow the dry riverbed south until he found a protected areato camp. He ate the liver ashe
worked, unable to find the usua hunter’ sjoy in savoring the bloody and highly flavored flesh. When he
came upon acrop of rocks choking what had once been atributary to the dead river, he hated. This
would do.



It was noon, and the sun waslow and very smdl, amost white in abone pae sky. Raf collected
firewood with haste, not bothering to search out finer-burning deadwood when greenwood was closer to
hand. He knew he shouldn’t be making camp so early, but he told himsdlf it made sense. Therewasa
carcassto quarter and mest to cook and cure; dowing himsaf down for haf aday would make little
difference.

Hisknight's sword made short work of the butchering, though it lacked the fineness to winkle mesat
from between ribs and was as good as usdess for skinning. Once he' d built amakeshift firepit of
mounded stones, he laid aleg on thefireto roast, and hung strips of meat on willow poles downwind to
catch the smoke. That done, he found he had amind to drink something other than plain water, and filled
hisonly pot with scraps of birch bark, dried berries and spring-water and set it upon awarming stoneto

Steep.

Next he set to cleaning his sword. Therituas of hunting were familiar and oddly comforting. Kill.
Butcher. Clean. He had carried them out so often he could do them without thought, and that suited him.
Or a least hethought it did until his mind began wandering back to other hunts. He remembered the
summer when Dagro Blackhail and his ten best men had ridden south on the rumor of a thirty-stone sow
and her sixteen piglets. It was agiant among boars,

they said, marked black and slver like the Hallstone itsdlf. Raif grinned a the memory of he and Drey
riding concealed in the hunt party’ swake, determined not to miss out on the excitement of bringing down
such abeast, and thinking themselves undetectable. By the Stones! They caused mayhem when the sow
wasfindly flushed. Dagro himself drove the beadt. . . straight toward the very spot where he and Drey
were hiding in thewood. Raif learned more curse words that day than in an entire year at hisfather's
hearth. Both of their horses bolted, but Drey, al of twelve and till awaiting his man growth, had the
presence of mind to fling his spear.

That spear saved their hides. For amercy it found the sow’ s throat, and the pain of impact and the
shock of bolting horses drove the creature back the way she' d come.

Later when thekill was made, and the great quantity of boar’ s blood turned the forest [oam into mud,
Drey and Raif were cdled into the chief’ s presence. Raif could gtill remember Dagro Blackhail’s
fearsome face, the way the skin on his nose was bubbled with sun blisters and sweat. “Which of you
threw this spear?” he demanded, putting hisfoot to the sow’ s neck and yanking the Sevrance-marked
shaft from boar flesh. “ Speak,” he roared, when no answer was forthcoming. “If the truth’ s not given
fredy I'll whip it fromyou.” Raif clearly recalled Drey touching him then, abrush of fingersagaing hiship,
awarning to stay silent come what may. Then Drey stepped forward.

“Lord Chief,” he said, histhin boyish voice making the words sound oddly formd, “the spear was
thrown by two hands. My brother’sand mine.”

Dagro’ s eyes had narrowed. A full minute passed, and then he grunted. “Aye. ‘ Tiswell said, lad.
Here. Take my knife. Cut you and your brother the hunter’ s portion.”

Raif redlized many things as he watched Dagro Blackhail watch Drey open the carcass. Dagroknew
Drey had thrown the spear, and he aso knew that Drey had shared the credit to prevent any punishment
falling on hisyounger brother. Drey had won himsalf immunity from theterrible act of interfering with the
chief’ shunt. But Raif had not. The full force of Dagro’ swrath would have falen upon him if Drey had not
protected him. And Dagro saw that act of protection and was moved by it.



The sow’ sliver was the sweetest thing Raif had ever eaten. He could ill taste it now; the taste of
sugar and acornsand love.

Raif felt aprick of pain in the exact center of hisspine. Hairson hisscalp rose asavoice sad, “Hm.
Leg meat. | think I’ [l have me some of that. Cut me a portion, boy, and cut it dow as your mam squatting
for alesk.”

The voice was rough and soft, and it came with a bresth foul with salt meat. Thesunwasin Raif’s
face, and the man stood behind him so Raif didn’t have the benefit of ashadow to gauge hissize. He had
approached from behind, doubtless drawn by the smoke and scent of fresh mesat roasting on thefire. Raif
cursed himself for afool. He' d been so caught up in thinking about Drey he'd lost himsdlf in the past and
forgotten that he camped alone in a place on the farthest edge of clan. Even so, he had ears. And any
man who could move adong adry gorge bed and draw aweapon without sound was dangerous.

Still looking dead ahead, Raif said, “ Stranger, why don’t you put your weapon down and join me? 1’ d
be glad to share my food.”

Hefelt the point of asword touch his backbone. “ So the wee clansman would be glad to share, would
he? After he' s taken down one of me own ek and scared the rest so witless that they won't come back
inamonth. Well excuse mewhile | piss mysdf with gratitude. Now cut, boy, before | get tired of holding
my sword just so and decide to run you through instead.”

Raif leaned forward dowly, hismind racing. The stranger had been watching him take down the k.
He sounded like a clansman. Almost. But no sane clansman would lay claim to aherd of ek; they ranged
too widdly and traveled too swiftly for anyone to own them. At least hewas aone. /can’t let him master
me. “Not the sword, Clansman. Use your knife.” Raif’s hand hovered above therock crystal pommel of
hissword. “I don’t own aknife.”

“Waell that' sa pretty state of affairs. A fine cloak, afine sword, and no knife. Why’ sthat, | wonder?
Haven't had chance to rob one yet?*

“No. I logtitinaman’sthroat.” With that Raif grabbed the sword and spun to standing. He found
himsdlf facing the ugliest man he had ever seen. Middle height, but grossy broad, with thick shoulders
and afat neck. His upper armswere so wide they stood out from hisbody like sacks of grain. Hewas
dressed in armor cobbled together from meta pieces and once-living things. Turtle and oyster shellswere
mounted alongside stedl disks and copper rings on acoat of boiled hide. Hislower arms were squeezed
like sausagesinto spird-ing bullhorns, and his legs were clad in fleece pants beneath afleecekilt.

But it was his face that made him who he was. He had very black hair, and it was shocking to seeit
growing in aline down the middle of hisface. Thetissue of hisforehead, nose and |eft cheek was deeply
folded, and scalp hair and lumps of flesh grew from the face-length cleft.

“What' s the matter, pretty boy? Never seen aMaimed Man before?’ The man touched bladeswith
him, alightning-fast ring of stedl that for some reason made him grin. “Oh. Oh. Oh,” he cried, Sepping
back. “ Y ou did rob that sword, | knew it! Damn! | should have put coin onit.” He parried forward
effortlesdy, maiching Raif cut for cut.

Raif redlized he' d made amistake. The sword wasn't hiswesgpon of choice, and whilst Drey and his
fellow yearmen had spent hours every day on the practice court drilling with master siwordsman Shor
Gor-madin, Raif had practiced only for the bare minimum. Shor Gormain had warned Raif that once he'd
taken hisyearman’s oath, he' d expect Raif to report to the drillcourt every morning a dawn. But Shor



Gormain was dead. And Raif Sevrance was atraitor to his oath.

The stranger mounted a series of rolling attacks, moving his blade in ever-decreasing circles around
Raif’s sword. When Raif stepped back, dropping his sword againgt hisbody in readinessfor avertical
cut, the stranger performed adancelike move and was suddenly at Raif’ s blade Sde, dashing Raif’s
knuckles and stedling the momentum from his attack. Angry, Raif struck wide. The stranger danced easily
away, only to return with breathtaking quickness and apply his point to Raif’s chest.

Bloodied twice. What am | doing? Raif turned ajolting attack,

both blades touching in their sweet points to produce a strange moaning sound and a handful of
sparks.

“Nice blade,” commented the stranger, showing no sign of grain. “1 think I'll take it in payment for the
ek.” Exploding into motion, the stranger executed a double turn that drove him sideways and backward
into Raif’ s unprotected | eft Sde, striking Raif with enough force to take the wind from his lungs and drop
him to one knee. As Raif rolled back for a counterattack, the stranger drove forward with his sword,
opening ahairline cut in Raif’sarm and smashing his sword' s basket guard into Raif’ s egant and
unprotected crosshilt. The momentum of the Strike sent Raif’ s blade flying from his grip.

Shor would kill mefor losing my wegpon.

Before he could make a grab for the weapon, the stranger hooked the tip with his sword edge and
sent it skittering over the rocks. Raif looked wildly around in the free second this gave him. A chunk of
unburned log protruded from the firepit. One legp and his hand was upon it. The wood was hot enough
to make him wince, and it ignited pain in the old frogtbite scars on his pam. The far end of thelog was
red and smoking, and the stranger |ooked less happy to seeit than if it were just another blade.

Thetwo circled each other. Raif felt light-headed from lack of deep, and he could smell the elk blood
on him, making him stink like something already dead. When the siranger struck, Raif was readly,
barreling forward with no finesse whatsoever, trusting that the man’ sfear of fire and scorching would
force him into stepping back. He wasright. Sort of. The stranger did step away . . . but Sdeways,
managing to score aglancing touch on Raif’ s shoulder as he danced past the smoldering log. Stung with
pain and frustration, Raif ressted the urge to lash out. Thin't of thed{ .

His gaze met and held the stranger’ s eyes. They were hazd, fine and clear astwo drops of rain; it was
unnerving to see them in such aface. Ddliberately, Raif dropped his gaze, skimming past the strange
growths on the man’ s forehead and cheek, down aong histhroat... to the heart.

The dsrength of the man'’ slife-force was staggering. Raif fet it hit him like ablow to the gut, forcing him
to fling out an arm to Steady himself.

He d forgotten what it was to heart-kill a man.

Metallic sdivasquirted across histongue. Things became known to him, strange thingsthat he could
barely understand. The scar on the stranger’ s face was just the start. Organs and blood vesselswere
warped and displaced, the lungs mismatched and the spleen elongated like a fish. The heart waslarge
and besting strongly, but it was scarred above the valve, asif an old wound had healed over. And it
bulged gently to one side.

Raif calmed hims=lf. However misshapen, the heart was his. Settling the smolderinglogina



two-handed grip, he charged. He saw the stranger’ s eyes widen, saw him raise his basket-hilt sword in
defense. An ingtant passed when Raif smelled scorching leather and he knew he had him, but bright pain
exploded in hishead, and then he knew nothing but diminishing circles of light ashefell.

He awoke retching, and turned his head to vomit. The sight of regurgitated pieces of liver made him
vomit again. His head throbbed, and his eyesight was strangely dow; he could fed musclesin hisirises
working to focus his gaze. It was sunset, and the cook fire he' d built earlier was till burning, but now
there was nothing but a gnawed bone upon it.

“Don’'t make mefed bad now,” camethe voice of the stranger. “ Y ou're hardly in afit Stateto eat.”
Raif blinked. He couldn’t understand why one of them wasn't dead.

“| did save asplash of the berry tea. Even took it upon myself to improve it with abit of hard liquor.”
The granger moved into Raif’ sline of sight. He was holding Raif’ s sword up to thefirdight, inspecting the
edgefor dents. “It'sover thereif you want it. ‘ Course, it's acoin toss whether you should drink it or rub
it onthat lump. I'd sod it if | were you. Drink the whole damn lot and find mysdlf ahat.” He looked
thoughtful for amoment. ” One of those furry ones made from beaver with thetail till attached.”

Raif felt too queasy to speak. The stranger’ s face looked hideousin the firdight, the deep cleft
swallowing shadows and bristling with coarse black hairs. Raif looked away. He put dl hisstrength into
levering himsdlf into adtting position. Musclesthat had lain upon cold stone for severa hours were stiff
and unresponsive, and hisleft caf threw aviolent cramp.

The stranger did not seem displeased by Raif’spain. Nor did he offer to help. The pot containing the
teawas wdl within hisreach, yet he made no effort to passit. “Nasty things, blowsto the head. I’ ve seen
men walk about asfrisky as soring lambs right after them, only to kedl over and die the next day.”

Raif could think of nothing to say to that. Helooked around. His pack had been rifled through and the
contents scattered. The Listener’ s arrow had been unpacked, handled, judged unworthy, and thrown on
the lumber pile ready to be burned. Raif’ s seal skin blanket was currently unrolled by the fire, and it had
the rumpled look of recent use. The stranger’ s own pack stood close to the fire, and aweapon stand
containing abewildering array of cloth-bound shapes stood beyond it. A stout hill pony was pin-hobbled
to acleft in aboulder, and was contentedly browsing on mash. Overhead, the sky wasrapidly darkening
and thefirst starswere coming to life. The wind was restlesswith coming night, channeling along the
gorge in sudden burgts only to die as quickly asit came. The gorgeitself glowed red, reveding layers of
bcher and blood marble deposited within itswalls. Raif said suddenly, “Whét did you do to me?’ The
stranger grinned, showing surprisingly even teeth. “ That’ sfor me to know and you to bribe from me.
Though as| dready own your most valuable possession | don't think you’ ve got much to work with.
‘Course | could take that fancy cloak. But I'll haveto insst on youwashing it first. A great dirty
bloodstain tends to spail thelook.” He continued to study Raif’ ssword. “I’ll haveto say, though, you're
pretty fierce with aburning log. God-awful with asword, but areal demon with raw timber. What are
you? Thelast living member of some clannish woodsmen's cult? Asyou' re no knight, that’ sfor sure.”

“How comeyou're so surel’m clan?’
“Can amdl it on you, boy. Clan turned sour. Stinkslike dl the hells| went through asabairn.”
“Soyou're clan, too?’

The stranger raised an eyebrow, and for just one moment Raif found himsdlf forgetting about the scars.



“There you go again. Asking when you should be bribing.” Abruptly, he turned the sword point down
and thrugt itstip into his pack. “Doesit have aname?’

“The sword? No.”

“Good. That means| can giveit one.” Hiseyes narrowed as he ran hisfingers across the hilt, looking
for inspiration. After amoment he glanced thoughtfully a Raif. “1 think I'll cal it Finger.”

Raif found histemper coming back as his queasiness subsided. “What makes you so certain you can
keepit?’

“I’'mnot,” said the stranger softly. “1 saw what you did to that cow. A man capable of such athing can
certainly manage to win back a sword when he hasamind to. The gameis seeing when and how.”

The stranger sat, the cobbled armor of plate and turtle shells chinking softly as he bent at thewaist. He
retrieved thelittle iron pot containing the fortified tea, and drank deeply. He did not passit to Raif when
he was done. “So,” he said, wiping hismouth. “Let’ sseeif | can guess your story. Orrlsman by the look
of that cloak— though | wouldn’t put it past you to have killed and robbed one. Aswe' ve seen today
you're no swordsman, and you ain’'t got the arms of a hatchetman, so I”d say by the look of those
calused fingers you' re abowman good and true.”

The stranger looked to Raif for confirmation, but didn’t seem in the least put out when dl Raif did was
frown. “ So, bowman. Now you' |l excuse mefor saying so but you look soddin’ rough. Oh, you' re pretty
enough under that beard and muck, but you ain’t had the attentions of agood clanwifein quiteawhile, |
cantdl.”

“Y ou don’'t look too good yourself.”

The stranger put apalm to his chest. “Me? Not look good? So | take it the love charm hasn't worked.
Sod it! That witch swore I’ d attract haf the young maidsin the clanholds. Or wasit half the men? |

forget.”
“I hope for both our sakesit’sthe maids.”

The stranger laughed, throwing back his head in delight. Raif saw evidence of asecond band of
misshapen flesh, curling down his neck and disappearing beneeth his collar. Something white and pearly
like atooth grew just below hisear. Raif shivered. The stranger saw thisand his smile ended.

“Oh, you're clan dl right. Never seen nothing that wasn't perfect before, en? Everyone pretty asgirls
and whole. Gods forbid that abairn like me could be born amongst you. Little evil troll must have fucked
my mother, for no fine clansmen could have fathered me.”

Raif dropped his head. Nothing was happening how it should. This man before him should be dead,
not shaming him. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’'t be. Theworld' sahard place, and not oncein my life have | known it to befair. Only thing
that’ s even between men isdeath; we dl get our share of that in the end. Me, I’m lucky to be dive, lucky
that this god-ugly face inspired guilt aswell asrevulson in me mam. Guilt saved me when mefather
would not. Hewas dl for setting me on arock and letting the vultures peck me, yet mam wouldn’t let
him. Oh, she wanted to, make no mistake about that. She wanted her teats to dry up quick so she could
make another bairn and forget the first one ever existed. But she was gutlesswhen it cametoiit. Didn't



want the stain on her conscience. She would have been glad if mefather had stolen mefrommy cribin
the dead of night and murdered me, but he chose to make her party to the deal. And that she couldn’'t
have. Sent me out to the woods to be fostered. Right from one hell into another.”

Full night had risen while the stranger spoke, and only the dimming fire provided light. Grains of sat
from the earlier cookery ignited every so often, turning the flames green. “What clan are you from?’” Raif
asked. The stranger shook hishead. “Ah. Ah. Ah. No questions,

remember?*

“Fair enough. So how about atrade?Y our name for mine?’ The stranger considered this. Hewasn't
asold asRaif first thought, and there was something vaguedly familiar in the set of hisjaw. Just as quickly
as Raif was seized with theideg, it fled, and he saw nothing but astranger before him.

“You gofirg,” replied the sranger. “First name only. And if | like the sound of it I'll trade mine.”

“Raif.”

The stranger opened and closed his mouth, dmost asif he had bitten the name from the air and was
tagting it. “ Raif. Rhymes with safe, and it’'s good and short and not abit fancy. I'll takeit.”

Strangely, Raif felt pleased by this odd pronouncement. No one had ever said anything—good or
bad—about his name before.

“Goods for goods, then. I'm Stillborn.” The stranger dtilled, awaiting areaction. Raif thought the name
auited him, and said so. Stillborn suddenly looked dangerous. “ A monstrous name for amonstrous man?’

“No. A strong name. Not easy to forget.”
Stillborn thought on Raif’ swords along time, and then nodded. “It’1l do.”
Raif held out hisarm and Stillborn leaned over to claspit.

“So,” Stillborn said, straightening up. “Y ou'll be wanting the last of thetea?’ Raif nodded. The
bullhorns clasped around Stillborn’ s forearms gleamed wickedly as he deposited the pot by Raif’ sfeet.
“Drink deep. Remember what | said about head blows; tomorrow you might be dead.”

Raif drank. The liquor was very strong and bore little resemblance to any kind of tea. It stripped the
lining from histhroat asit went down.

Stillborn watched approvingly, and then reached out toward the timber pile to load more logs on the
flames. When Raif saw his hand close around the arrow Divining Rod he put down the pot. “Don’t burn
that. It svery old. It wasagift from. . . from afriend.”

“A gift, en?” Stillborn ingpected the arrow, running afinger dong theflights. “I’ll keep it then.” He
shoved it in his pack, and resumed loading logs on thefire. 1 suppose you' re out here looking for
Mamed Men?’

Raif didn’t answer sraight away. Theliquor had passed swiftly into hisblood, and he reminded himself
to be cautious. Tentatively, hefelt for the source of pain on the sde of hishead. A lump, hard and
exquistely tender, made him suck in hisbreeth. “And if | were?’



“Well, you d need to know afew thingsfirg.”
“Such as?’

“Mamed Meniswhat clansmen cal us. And if we hear those words on your lipswe d likely kill you
for it. We name oursalves Rift Brothers, and you' d be afoal to think we' re just another clan.”

“| didn't”

“Good.” Stillborn pried Raif’ s sword from his pack and began to oil it with abit of rag. “The Rift' sno
pretty clanhold with fine oat-fields and clipped grazes. And men harder than clan chiefsrule there. We
get the throwaways and the bastards and the oathbreak-ers—and not just from the clans. We get them
al; foreigners, city men, pot boys, whores. They al come north in the end. It' s a desperate man who'll
travel to the far ends of the earth in search of shelter, and desperate men don’t make good friends.”

Raif met Stillborn’s gaze levelly. The warning had been given ... and received. Thefirewas crackling
fiercely now, as anew green branch went to the flames. The wind had calmed with the onset of night, and
now it blew the smoke through the space between the two men.

“I wouldn’t expect much of awelcomeif | were you. No on€ sgonnalight afirefor one more
clansman. They’ll want to know what you can bring them, and as |’ ve already taken your one decent
possession you' re going to have to think fast about your answer. Oh, and another thing. Y ou’ retoo
whole”

Therewasalight in Stillborn’s eyesthat made Raf wary. “What do you mean?*

“Y ou know what | mean. Pretty boy like you. All your fingers and toes, and that fine whole nose. The
firgt thing the brotherswill do is hold you down and maim you.”

“No on€e' sever called me pretty before. I’ ve taken my share of scars.”

“Maybe s0. But they won't seethat. They’ll just see awhole clansman. Nothing missing, nothing bent
out of place, and they’ll hate you for it. They’ll have you pinned and under aknife before you can say
God hdp me. And that’ s one place you definitely don’t want to be. I’ ve seen them take an arm off aman
intheir frenzy. Hands. Earlobes. Eyes. Depends whether the raiding’ s been good. Good season, plenty
of gpoils, everyone happy and drinking themsel ves soft, and they might let you off with atoe. Poor
season and they’ | take ahand. And I’'m sorry to tell you this, Raif, but winter’ s been along, dry season.”

Raif watched Stillborn’s eyes as he spoke, searching for signs of deception. The Maimed Man' sface
was hard, but there was nothing hidden within it.

“Y ou have to decide how much it’ sworth, becoming one of us. Can you go back ? Accept penalty for
whatever trepass brought you here, and live a different kind of life? Because if you can,do. There's
nothing noble or heroic about being aMaimed Man. The only reason to be here is because you’ ve got no
options|eft.”

Raif dmost smiled. Bitterly. He wanted to ask Stillborn what brought and kept him here, but he was
learning the ways of the Maimed Men aready: no questions about aman’s past. He said, “If | returned to
my clan they would kill me. | have nowhere to go and no oneto turnto. I'd say | have no options|eft.”



Stillborn nodded dowly, weighing the resolution in Raif’ s eyes. Abruptly he seemed to cometo some
decison and stood. “Drink the rest of the brew. It'll go easier on you that way.”

Raif read the intent in Stillborn’s eyes, and it dmost made him bolt. /made my choice when Ash | eft
me. If thisisthe price, then so beit. He cupped the pot in his hands, but in the end decided not to drink.
Stillborn was drawing close with the sword, and Raif wanted to savor the blood throbbing through him.
He wanted to remember for dwayswhat it felt like to bewhole.

CHAPTER
Leaving Blackhall

Effie spotted afly buzzing in the rafters and set her gaze upon it. Mad Binny was naked and she didn’t
know where elseto look. Of course that treacherous fly would go and start flitting past Binny’shead ...
and oh dearno... it landed on Binny’ s shoulder. And that meant she had to look at those breasts. Effie
tried to keep her face from reacting, but it wasn't easy and she felt distinctly wooden as she listened to
Mad Binny speak. All she could think of was. /hope | don't grow any of those.

Mad Binny was Sitting in a copper bath with only the shallowest depth of water to cover her, cleaning
hersalf with sogpweed and a cloth. She' d filled the bath for Effie, but Effie had refused to use it— she
wasn't about to be naked while Mad Binny stood over her and watched—so Mad Binny had called her
afool and took to the water herself. Now she was working up alather on her neck, talking al the while
about various herbs and potions that could be added to a person’ s bathwater to make them deepy or
refreshed.

“Then there sthe curatives,” advised Mad Binny. “Some of the finest skin cures are best taken in the
bath. Let me seenow. . ..” Mad Binny soaped adeep and extremely hairy armpit while she thought.
Effie fet an uncomfortable mix of repulsion and fascination. Once she' d started looking she couldn’t
seem to stop. In theory she knew about all the changes a girl went through to become awoman; Letty
Shank and Horrie Horn had drawn picturesin the dirt, placing little burrs of thistle where the hair was
supposed to grow. But the redlity was so much more unsettling. Mad Binny was alarge woman and line
drawingsdidn’t do justice to al the squelchy flesh and bristly hair. Effie frowned. She was quite sure
Rainawouldn’t look like that. Rainawould be beautiful, and quite bald except for her head.

“... and then there’ s pokeroot. Toss afew hands of the rootflesh in atub, let it steep awhile, and you'll
have abath for curing scabies. Now this,” Mad Binny leaned over the side of the bath and snatched up a
handful of fragrant dried flowers, “isfor nothing other than making awoman fed like agirl. Sweet
lavender. Raises the spirits and makes you unaccountably attractive to men.” Crushing the dried stalksin
her fist, she scattered them into the bathwater, releasing alight and pointy scent. “| may sted Drey away
fromyou yet.” Effiewasimmdediatdy atentive. “ Drey’scoming?’

“Oh, yes. Didn't | say? That'swhat the bath was for. Today’ sthe day you leave for Dregg.”

No she had not said, and she knew very well she hadn’t. Mad Binny was like that: dy and contrary.
Sheliked to keep her visitorsin aperpetud state of confusion. Effie knew better than to let her irritation
show: Shewouldhave taken a bath if only Mad Binny had told her the truth. She’ d only seen Drey once
since he' d returned to the roundhouse, and that was only for afew minutes as he feared to stay too long
and run therisk of discovery by Mace Blackhail.

“Hand methe drying cloth, Effie. And you needn’t look so crab-appled. Not my fault you weren't
listening when | explained about today.”



Effie handed Mad Binny the cloth. She was beginning to redlize there were advantages to being
considered mad. No one could take you to task. Y ou could say whatever you liked, tell liestill your face
turned blue, and everyone would dismissit with an “ Aah well, Mad Binnyismad.” Effie didn’t think Mad
Binny was mad at dl. Effie thought Mad Binny was one of the cleverest people she had ever met.

She lived exactly how she wanted to, got clansfolk to traipse leagues through the snow to bring her
fresh mesat and suppliesin return for one of her cures, and she had no responsibilities whatsoever and no
one but hersdlf to carefor. Effie glanced around the crannog’ s main hall, looking admiringly at the low
cellings, the blackened beams and damp-warped walls. AndMad Binny got somewhere wonderfully
cavdiketolivein.

“I haven't made you a pack for the journey,” Mad Binny warned, thankfully pulling on adress. “I’'m
not your mother, you know. If Rainadoesn't bring anything then you' re on your own. No on€' spaid me
for your keep, and | can't recd| as anyone' s thanked me either.”

“Thank you, Binny,” Effie said innocently.

“Oh you'readevilish minx, that’sfor sure. Run outside and watch for Drey—and stun me some pike
whileyou'reat it.”

Effiewas glad to do as she wastold. Outside, on thelittle rotting pier that stretched over Cold Lake,
you could seefor leaguesin dl directions. It was midmorning, and alight wind blew off the lake, thinning
the last of the mist. The lake' s surface was a battleground of wet and breaking ice, with hackled plates
riding atop each other and free ice floating againgt the wind in stretches of open water. Effieliked the
sounds the ice made as it disintegrated; the snapping of plates and the fizzing of bubbles as air escaped to
the surface. Almost it wasn't bad to be outside. She was aware of her heart beating a fraction more
strongly than usud, but that was al. She was close to the crannog and to safety, could run back any time
she chose, and, moreimportant, Drey was on hisway.

She missed her brothers fiercely. Nothing had been the same since Dawas killed in the Badlands.
They had been four then; she, Da, Drey and Raif. Now they were down to two.

Soon to be one, said alittle voice insde her. After today you' re on your own.

Effie picked up the mallet and wished for fish. It would have been good to hit something just then.
Now she didn’'t know whether to ook forward to Drey’ sarriva or not. She was going to Dregg. Dregg.
A dranger’ s clan, leagues to the south, with aroundhouse built from birdseye limestone, and the words
Wefight as easily aswe danceas their boast. Oh, Rainasaid it was afine place and Xander Dregg afair
chief, but it wasn’t home, and the shankshounds weren't there, and there’ d be no Drey to look out for
her. Effie ran thin fingers over the malet head. What wasit Raif used to say about Drey? He dways
waited, that wasit. Now there’ d be no one for him to wait for anymore.

Fedling something stinging behind her eyes, she smashed a the lake water with the mallet—just in case
there were fish below the surface.

As sherubbed droplets of icy water from her deeve, she spied amounted man approaching from the
southeast. Crouching very ill, shewaited until she could be sureit was Drey.

“Effie,” hecdled, when sheroseto standing. “| swear you' ve grown astal asthishorse.”



Hereined in hismount and dismounted, and Effie dashed down the pier to hug him. He smelled of
neat’ s-foot oil and tanned leather, and he remembered she didn’t like to be kissed and hugged her
double hard instead. When he pulled back and held her at arm’slength to study her, she sudiedhimas
well. He looked older now, more like Da. His chestnut hair was braided into awarrior’ s queue, and it
was woven with slver wire. His plate armor was old but well made, its glancing surfaces free of
embellishment, itsrolled edgeslightly silvered to ward off kanker. Da s elkskin gregtcoat lay well on his
shoulders, the large felted collar brushed and gleaming. Seeing him like this, war-dressed and fully armed,
it struck her for the first timethat her eldest brother was a grown man, not unpleasing to look at, and sure
to attract atention from clan maids. An unworthy stab of possesiveness made her want to drive the
imaginary girlsaway. Drey was hers, not the property of some silly and fluttering maid.

Hetook her hand, and she felt the calluses and scars there. He glanced at the sun il rising in the east
and then at the door to the crannog. Effie could see adecision being made on hisface. “Littleone,” he
sad finally, sitting down on one of the pier posts so he could be a eye level with her, “you don't have to
go to Dregg, not if you don’'t want to. Tell menow, and Il put you on Fox’ s back and we'll ride straight
home. No one will hurt you, | sweer it, evenif | have to camp outside your chamber every night.*

It wasalot of wordsfor Drey, and he didn’t speak them easily. The sons of Tem Sevrance had never
been good with words. Even so she knew what it cost him to spesk them. He was a Blackhall
hammerman, asworn warrior of eight seasons, celebrated for saving Arlec Byce on Bannen Field and
holding the Ganmiddich roundhouse with aforce of just eleven. Now he sat before her, proposing to tie
himsdf to the roundhouse like an old man—for they both knew that he could not be absent for as much
asone night and hope to keep her safe. Mace Blackhail would not alow it.

Drey reached for her hair, curling one of the auburn strands around hisfinger. “Y ou and me, little one.
Just you and me.”

Effielooked down at her feet. She couldn’t look at him or speak. Hefdlt it too: the loss of Raif and
Da. They werethe only two left, and she' d been a sdlfish ninny to think that their parting would affect
only her. A sudden memory filled her: the sight of Drey striding through the greetdoor on hisreturn from
Bannen. Men surrounded him, pulling him thisway and that, wanting his opinion on wounded men and
damaged blades, yet he had stopped in the midst of it dl, his gaze sweeping acrossthe entrance hal... in
search of her.

Effie breathed deeply. She knew with unshakable certainty that she must be strong. She could not
alow him to halve hislife because of her. “I’'m looking forward to going to Dregg,” she said, aware that
the words were coming out alittle too fast but unable to stop them. “Raina stold me al about the
dancing and the bones. And she said that after afew monthsdl the fusswould die down, and then you
can come and bring me home, and everyone would have forgotten what happened to Cutty and Nelly
Moss, and everything will bedl right.”

Drey’ s steady gaze dmost undid her. Helooked asif he knew just how little it would take to make her
cry. “I wasten when our mother died,” he said quietly. “It happened suddenly. No one was expecting it.
She carried you well and high, and everyone guessed you' d be agirl, and when she went into labor we
didn’t know to be afraid. Then what should have taken hours turned into haf aday, and Anwyn came
out to speak to Da. That’ swhen | snuck in to see her. She was so pale, Effie, and scared. There was no
blood, not then, but she knew she wasfailing. She smiled when she saw me, and you know what she
sad?

Effie shook her head.



“She said,Drey, you ' re the eldest and that means you’ ve had the most love. Thislittle one I’ m carrying
will have the least. Make up for it. hove her for mewhen I’m gone.” Drey wasvery gill for amoment;
the only thing moving was amuscle deep within hisneck. “Theloving isthe easy thing, Effie. It sknowing
how best to look after those you lovethat’shard.” He looked at her knowingly. “Now, | redize I’ m your
dightly dow-witted elder brother, and you' ve probably fooled me many times. But not in this. Bones?

Y ou' re excited about going to Dregg because of bones?’

Effiesmiled; it wasabit shaky but fill counted. “ Fossils, Drey. They havethis pit outsde the
Dregghouse that started out as a defensive trench, but they kept finding old bones and treasuresin it, and
now it'sasdegp asamine”

“Mm’”

Drey didn’t say anything else, and his silence made her speak thetruth. “1 don’t mind going to Dregg,
not redly. I'll befrightened abit at first, but Rainasaid her sster and the chief’ swife will look after me,
and | won't have to worry about anyone hurting me.”

Drey nodded dowly. All the while they’ d been speaking he had been curling astrand of her hair
around hisfinger, and now helet it go. “1 know you'll be safer there, little one. That’ swhy | agreed to let
Ranaarrangeit. It doesn’'t mean | haveto likeit, though. And it doesn’t mean that | can’t ride to Dregg
any day | choose and bring you back.” He stood. “ Come on. Let’s say your farewellsto Mad Binny.”

Effiefollowed him down the pier. She' d won, but it didn’t fed like much of avictory.

Theinterior of the crannog smelled like flowers. Mad Binny was cooking up alove potion, either that
or abatch of pollen butter. Effie hoped it was the butter. She didn’t believe the love potions worked, of
course, but that didn’t mean she wanted Mad Binny using one on Drey. Thankfully, Drey seemed
unaffacted. He bowed his head respectfully to Mad Binny, and thanked her for taking care of hissigter.
Histhanks were accepted alot more gracioudy than hers, Effie noticed. Mad Binny was adifferent
person when there was aman about, and even went so far asto serve Drey a cup of best malt with her
own two hands. She surprised Effie even further by handing her afull measure of the honey-colored
liquid. “Down it in one, girl. For thejourney.”

Effie knew a command when she heard one, and threw the liquid into the back of her mouth. It
smoked on her windpipe, its vaporsrisng straight to her head and releasing atension that she hardly
knew wasthere. As she went to fetch her cloak and meager bundle, Drey and Mad Binny exchanged a
knowing glance.

“What' s couchgrass good for?” Mad Binny asked as Effie came to stand by the door.
“For the kidneys and anything to do with making water. Y ou bail the root to make atincture.”

Mad Binny folded her arms across her chest. “ Good enough.” Despite the gruffness of her voice she
seemed pleased. “ Y ou' ve amemory like a Withyman, Effie Sevrance, I'll give you that. Now. See that
cloth bag on the peg. That’ syoursto take. No food, mind. Just afew herbs and smplesfor doctoring.
I’ve heard you can’t gather much except dandelions around Dregg.” She sniffed her disapproval. “Waell,
best be gone now. | won’t wish you agood journey, as we both know you' re not likely to have one.”
With that Mad Binny ushered Effie and Drey out the door.

By thetime Effie had thought of areply the door was closed behind her. Drey took her hand. “Best
pull up your hood. There' s clouds moving south from the Want.” Effie stuffed thelittle cloth bag



containing the herbsinto her pack and let Drey lead her to hishorse.

The mdt liquor had been aclever trick, she thought as she clung to Drey’ swaist whilst he galloped
Orwin Shank’ sfine black stallion south across the Wedge. She was outside with the open spaces of the
clanhold spread for leagues around her, and she knew she should be feding the first stirrings of
panic—the nearest building was now an hour’ sride to the north, and that meant terrible things could
happen and she wouldn't be able to run for shelter—but al she could fed was a sort of degpy concern.
She hiccuped. Outside wasn't redlly so bad, not when you were on a horse and your brother’ s head was
blocking the forward view. Couldn’t really see much from the sides, either, with your hood up.

When she heard Drey say, “ Slide down, little one. We' re here,” she could hardly believe they’d
arrived at the farthest edge of the Oldwood. Drey grinned and told her she’ d been adeep, but shedidn’t
believe that for one second. Effie Sevranceneverdept outsde.

Still, she yawned unaccountably when Raina came forward to help her from the horse. “Y our cheeks
areflushed,” shesaid. “And you smell of hard liquor. What' s that madwoman been doing to you?’

Effie shrugged. Shewasn't sure she liked Mad Binny, but she wasn't about to rat on her either.

Raina sgray eyeslooked especidly dark and flinty, and Effie suddenly redlized she had spoken
sharply because she was worried. Looking around the timbered bank, Effie saw two men standing by a
covered wagon hitched to apair of matched ponies. The smaller of the two men she recognized as Druss
Ganlow, Merritt Ganlow’ s son, and the second had the look of an Orrlsman, if his pae cloak and antler
bow were anything to go by. Druss saw Effie watching him and raised ahand in greeting. Hewas a
stoutly built man with the beginnings of abely, and ababy fluff of finered hair. Effie did not think he' d
given his oath to the clan, nor was he likely to. Druss Ganlow was known as atrader. When Drey
walked over to meet him, Druss clasped hisarm and the two men fdll into easy conversation.Of course.
Drey was a the Badlands when Druss father died. Sometimesit was easy to forget the deep and silent
connections that bound Blackhail asaclan.

“There sfood and blankets and spare clothesin thewagon,” Rainasaid to Effie. “I thought the journey
would go easier on you if you had aroof overhead. Of course, you don't have to stay in the wagon if you
don’t want to. Y ou can dwaysride up front with Druss and Clewis Reed. The journey will be pretty
dow by pony cart. Druss reckons that with good weeather he/'ll have you there in under aweek. He sa
good man, Effie, and he needn’t have donethisfor us.

He sgot anicelittle run heading west to Orrl for fresh mest, and the last thing he needsisadogleg to
Dregg thistime of year. Be niceto him. And pray the westher holds.”

Effie nodded. She was beginning to fed abit sck. Rainasaw thisand smiled—her first snce Effie had
arrived. “ Oh dear,” she said, brushing hair from Effie sface. “Whatever you do, don't throw up in the
back of the wagon. We don’'t want to try Druss s goodnessthetfar.”

They both laughed, and al three men turned to look at them. Raina put an arm around Effie and guided
her toward them. “Come on. | don’t believe you’' ve met Clewisyet.”

Drey watched Rainaapproach, and there was something in hiswatching that gave Effieasmall thrill of
redization. He' d dressed in hisfinest clothes for Raina Blackhail.

“Have you told Drey about the Maimed Man at Black Hole?’” Rainaasked Druss as she cameto a
halt by the wagon. If she had noticed Drey’ s attention, she did not show it, merely put her foot upon the



mounting step and gave her attention to Druss Ganlow.

Druss shrugged. “Nothing to tell except | heard that one of the miners spied alone horseman on the
ridge east of the pit. Said he was riding one of those shaggy little poniesthe Maimed Men are known
for.”

Drey wasimmediately serious. Black Hole wasthe last open silver minein the clanholds. Blackhail had
mined slver in the balds for two thousand years, and the clan’ s wealth had once been dependent upon it.
Mordrag Blackhail, the Mole chief, had dug thefirst foot of earth from Black Hole with his own two
hands and used the first nugget of silver mined to forge abracelet for his child bride. The trouble with the
slver mineswastheir location, in the balds far north of Blackhail. They were three days hard ride from
home. Effie didn’t know much about Black Hole, for the men who lived there kept themselves separate
from therest of the clan. They lived in queer little shanties with sparkly lodestone walls and only afew of
them had oaths. The miners came to the roundhouse twice a year, trading cartloads of raw orefor
supplies. “Did the miners give chase?’ Drey asked.

Again Druss shrugged. He was dressed strangely for aHailsman, with no colors or badgesto show his
clan, just ashort cloak of brown greasewool and aset of bleached leathers beneath. “Can’t say. | only
heard the story briefly.” His green eyes, so like hismother’ s, twinkled brightly, and for amoment Effie
was reminded of her uncle Angus Lok. “Probably nothing to worry about. No on€e' s going to make raid
on Black Hole. Only thing they’ d come away with isawagonload of raw ore. No smelting gets done up
there”

Effie watched Drey nod in agreement, and wondered why he couldn’t see what was obviousto her:
Druss Ganlow wasn't speaking the truth.

“Stll,” Drey said. “I'll speak to Mace about it. Get him to run a patrol from the northern border hold.
Check on the miners every few days.”

Druss nodded. “ That' saswell.” He rubbed his nose with the back of hishand. “1 think we' d best be
off. Clewis doesn't like the ook of those clouds. What d'you cdl ‘em, Clew? Dark horses. Saysthere's
no way of telling what they’ll bring and when they’ll bring it.” Scratching the stubble on hischin, Druss
looked to the Orrlsman for confirmation.

Clewis Reed had positioned himsdlf to the rear of the wagon, and from the way he stood and the
manner in which he held his horn bow, Effie guessed he was standing guard. His Orrl cloak was pae as
mist, softly shadowed with the color of storm clouds and old snow. Clewis himsdlf wastal and gaunt,
and he carried the longest bow Effie had ever seen. It was agood foot taller than he was, backed with
darified caf’ shidethat let the greenish tint of the horn show through. He nodded mournfully toward the
sky. “Day’shalf done. Be lucky if we can put two leagues of road behind us afore dark.”

Druss amiled easily at Drey as he swung himself up onto the driver’ s seet. “ An Orrlsman has spoken,
and you learn quickly to ignore them at your peril. Effie. Be agood lass and squeeze yourself in the back.
| knocked together alittle pallet for you to sit on. Should be good and snug as long as you watch for
nals”

Effielooked to Rainaand then Drey. It was happening too quickly. There had to be something more
before sheleft.

Rainaguided her toward the back of the wagon, finding little excusesto touch her hair, her arm, her
cheek. “I’ll come and vist when all thefussdiesdown. I'll be there by spring thaw, just you wait and



Rainawasn't speaking the truth either, just saying wishes out loud. Effie looked down at her feet. The
wagon' swhedls had gouged tracks in the soft mud bank, and some enterprising blackbird was scouting
the ruts for worms. Strange how she didn’t fed sick anymore, just sort of heavy and achy in the head.
Wintergreen leaves boiled in water would cure that, she thought inandly.

“Take care. And give my loveto my sster.”

Effie nodded. She didn’t look up. After along moment Raina squeezed her shoulder and walked
away.

“So, little one,” came Drey’ svoice. “ Are you going to promise you won't forget me?’
More nodding. The blackbird was pulling aworm from the mud.

“You know, | don’t think I’ ve ever told you how much you look like our mother.”
That made her 100k up.

Drey smiled, but it was a serious thing, quickly done. “What | remember most is her hair. The exact
same color asyours.”

Helooked at her and waited.

Hewas good at waiting and thistime he won, for she couldn’t bear the quiet and the stillness, and
broke it by rushing forward to hug him.

“Just you and me,” he murmured before he pulled away.

And then Clewis Reed' s hands were upon her waig, hefting her into the back of the wagon, and
pulling the oiled canvas closed behind her. In the sudden darkness she could see nothing and smell much.
Men had pissed here once, and the air was scratchy with hay spores and sawdust. She smelled the food
Raina had packed for her before her eyes could make out the shape of the pack. Honey cakes, roast
goose and fresh bread. A supper fit for achief, not achild.

It was a shock when Druss cracked the whip and the wagon lurched into motion. Everything except
her and her packs had been tied down, and Effie scrambled for something secure to hold on to.

She could fedl the wagon turning, hear Druss' voice as he coaxed a better pace from the ponies.
Whedl axles squedled underfoot, and everywhere wood creaked and shuddered as the wagon rolled
down the bank.

As her eyes grew accustomed to the dimness, Effie leaned forward to push back the canvasflap. Then
something stopped her. She knew what she'd seeif shelooked out and knew how it would make her
fed. Better to go like this. Knowing Drey was standing at the top of the bank, waiting until the wagon
passed beyond sight was one thing. Seeing it was something else.

Settling herself on the palet Druss had constructed, she gave herself time to grow accustomed to the
motion of the wagon. Looking down the length of the wagon bed, she saw shewasn't the only cargo
Druss was hauling south. Sealed crates and lidded wicker baskets were stowed to the ribbing. 1dly, she



tried to open one of the baskets but found it bound with knotted rope. She sniffed it. No smell. Lacking
anything better to do she untied the cloth bag Mad Binny had given her. Insde she found comfrey,
woundhed, lily of thevaley, cowdip, barberry, witch hazel and willow; dl tied neatly into little sprigs.
Effie smiled. Mad Binny had given her the basics of aheder’schest.

The day wore on, and the wagon turned on to aflat trail and the ride eased enough for Effieto fed
hungry. She ate three honey cakes and one goose wing—in that order. Afterward she felt thirsty but she
couldn’t find any water, and felt shy about calling out to Druss or Clewis Reed. Pulling Raind s blankets
about her, she settled down to deep.

It was growing dark, and the gentle ralling of the wagon made her drowsy. Effie thought about what
Drey had said as she drifted into deep. If she looked like Mam and Drey looked like Da. Then who did
Raif look like? And why did she and Raif have specid giftswhile Drey had none at al?

Her dreams had no answers, and when she woke | ater to the sudden tilling of the wagon, she'd
forgotten even asking the questions.

CHAPTER
Mamed Men

“How about atrade?’ Raif said to Stillborn asthey walked the little black pony down a steep gorge.
“Y ou tell me something | want to know and I’ [l tell you something in return.”

Stillborn thought carefully on this. It was something Raif had come to appreciate about the Maimed
Man during the three days they’ d been traveling together: Stillborn was one of the few men he' d ever met
who actudlythoughtabout what you said and then thought some more about his answer. After atime,
Stillborn nodded. “1 get to ask first. And | don’'t guarantee an answer if | don't like the sound of your
question.”

Raif nodded gfavely, asif he' d consdered the counteroffer carefully. They both knew he had no
bargaining power here, but there were rules of form to be maintained. “Go ahead.”

Stillborn was quiet for sometime as he led the pony down adope of crumbling shde. It was
midmorning, or closetoit, and atide of dark clouds hid the sun. Sharp little winds gusted aong the gorge
wall, rolling scree and uprooting weeds. They were close to the bottom of the gorge, and there waslittle
to see except dliffs of rock risng in warped lines above them. There had been water here once, Raif
guessed, for the lower rocks were smooth and the scree at the bottom had been rounded into pebbles.
Overhead, the cliffs were rougher and the making of the world was exposed. Tiers of stone, minerds,
sand, fossils and ancient lava flows could be read like history within the rock.

When they reached aleve platform just above the detritus-filled trough at the bottom of the gorge,
Stillborn turned to eye Raif. As always there was the shock of seeing the man’ sface, the flesh stretched
and seamed as if someone had cut astrip out of hisface and sewn together the remains. Stillborn saw
Raif’ sreaction, and ahard sort of weariness showed briefly in hiseyes.

He surprised Raif by asking, “Do you have brothers?’

Raif nodded. “One.”

“And do you love him?" Something €lse was now lighting Still-born’ s eyes, but Raif couldn't tell what.



Hunger, perhaps. But that made no sense.
Raif thought of Drey. Hesaid quietly, “Yes.”
“And have you ever hurt him, this brother who you love?’

Here was the question Raif wastrading for; he could seeit in the way Stillborn put his hand on the
pony. There was too much tenson in the fingers for aman patting a horse. But what to say about Drey?
What brothers didn’t hurt each other growing up? Fights and irritation were the other sde of love. Still,
Raif knew what Stillborn meant by the question and it was't to hear if Raif had bruised Drey’ s shinsor
caled him namesin anger. No. It was the larger thing Stillborn was concerned with: Have you betrayed
hislove and trust? Raif recalled Drey that day on the greatcourt, stepping forward to second his brother’s
oath. The old pain moved likeasword tip in hischest. “I’ve hurt him. Yes”

Stillborn nodded very dowly, asif Raif had given him an answer to a problem he had considered for
years. “Yes, that'show it is’ was dl he said. Reaching inside one of the pony’ s saddlebags, he took out
the last of the roasted k. The tenderloin was lean and bloody, and Stillborn bit into it like a sausage.
“Well,” he said through red teeth. “ Claim your debt.”

Raif congdered his question. Strange how he no longer thought he d got a bargain anymore. “How did
you stop me,” he said, “when | went for your . .. chest... with the log? Y our sword wastoo far back, and
| was moving too fagt.”

TheMamed Man grinned. “Hold this” he said, thrusting the tenderloin into Raif’ sright hand. With a
lightning-fast movement he pulled asmall round-faced hammer from his belt. “ This beauty did the
damage.” Stillborn nodded toward Raif’ s head. “Can draw her faster than a Sull draws his sword—and
with meleft hand no less. Soon as you reached for thelog | smelled trouble. Y ou had that mad look in
your eye, you know, the onethat saysY ou’re mine, bastard. So | drew the old bone-cracker and had it
moving by the time you charged. Y our fault you looked only to the sword. ‘ Courseit’ sonly to be
expected. Clansmen never imagine aman will fight two-handed. Now the Sull are another thing. Sword
and longknife, that’show they fight in abind. Beautiful it isto look at. Blade and shield. Thetricky partis
knowing which wegpon is playing the part of the blade and which isthe shield. And when you' ve got that
figured they go and switch it on you—right in the middle of afight. Right unsporting itis.”

Raif looked at the hammer. It looked like something Longhead would use to knock nails.

“You'reright. It sno pretty longknife, that' sfor sure. But | find nothing works better when it comesto
breaking aman’shead.” Stillborn’s gaze was amost loving as he returned the hammer to hisbelt. “I'm
renaming it in your honor, by theway. | think I'll cdl it Skull.”

Raif couldn’t quite manage to look honored. For the first time since they started down the gorge wall
the pain of hismissing finger threatened to unman him. It flared white-hot where Stillborn had cut with the
Forsworn sword. Raif sucked in breath.Don't loo/{ , he warned himself.Nothing to see but bandages and
freshar. But ill helooked, down at hisleft hand, where the smallest of hisfingers had been halved. It
had stopped bleeding sometime during the second night, but fluid still wept from the stitches and the
bandages were damp. Stillborn had been careful with the skin, making hisfirst incison just below the nall
and then rolling back the skin to the middle knuckle so there was enough to cover the bone stump. Raif
had not been conscious during the stitching. Blinding pain had robbed him of hiswits. He awoke later in
the night from a nightmare where his hand was being eaten by the mongter the Listener had shown him
beneath theice.



Redlity wasworse. That firgt night the knuckle swelled to the size of akidney, so full of blood the skin
seemed dmogst black. Now the skinwashblack, necrotizing around the edges of the cut. Raif hadn’t dept
through the night in three days. And he did not expect to deep through thisonewhen it came.

Stillborn saw the whiteness of hisface. “Had to do it, Raif. Either that or let them take you for anarm.”
With an effort of will Raif mastered the pain. “1sec you' rewhole”

“Me?1’m fuck ugly. That countsasamissng leg.” Therewas nothing Raif could say to that, and he
handed the tenderloin back to Stillborn to free up his hand for the waterskin. Raif drank while the
Mamed Man ate. They’ dfilled the waterskins at asmdl rill they’ d found emptying into the gorge. The
water was saty and left him just asthirsty as before. “When do we get to the Rift?” Stillborn wagged his
head at the diff wal. “ Thisisthe Rift. Beginnings of it, anyway. Land splitsin two. Thistrench keeps
getting deeper and deeper until there’ sno end to it. Goes right down to hell, they say, and the abyssthat
lies beneath.”

Raif glanced down at the gorge floor with its house-deep litter of scree, petrified trees, ek antlers,
bones and rocks. “ Shouldn’t we be heading up then?’

“No. We're on theright path. Be there before dark.” Stillborn smacked the pony’ s rump. “Come on,
girl. You know the way from here”

Thelittle party moved forward, and Raif realized that they were indeed on some sort of path. At first
he thought it was just anatural staggering of the cliff, but when they rounded a projection and he saw the
path curving eastward for leagues, keeping itslevel while the gorge dropped benegath, he began to
wonder. Could this have been cut by man? For some reason he thought of the Listener, and the people
he had spoke of. The Old Ones.

The path was narrow, but it didn’t seem important until the drop grew deep enough to kill. Raif felt the
updraftsrising, drying hisface and setting his damaged hand on fire. He was walking behind Stillborn and
the pony, and he found himself hugging the cliff. After an hour’ strekking the drop became so deep and
sheer that Raif could no longer see where it ended. Shadows had taken the place of the gorge floor. A
manwouldn’t just bekilled if hefdl now, hethought.He' d be lost.

Stillborn and the pony seemed unaffected by the danger. The Maimed Man had stripped off his
makepiece armor and now walked in felted tunic and kilt. The Forsworn sword hung at hiswaig, the
chunk of rock crysta mounted on its pommel gleaming darkly in the grey light. He was egting again, this
time some of the crackling he' d built apecid hot fireto fry last night. The matched bullhorns encircling
his forearms had been oiled with the |eftover grease, and the black horn looked rich and newly taken.
Raif watched him. He knew Stillborn was astrong man, and quick, but he still wasn't sure how the
Maimed Man had managed to best him. Never before had Raif had a heart-kill thwarted. He d thought,
foolishly perhaps, that once he had aman’s heart in hissghtsthat wasit. Now he knew different. He
wasn't asinvincible as he d thought.

Unsure how that made him fed, Raif trekked the next few hoursin silence, his head low, histhoughts
circling around his past.

Afternoon darkened into dusk, and what little moisture the air held began condensing on lone weeds
that grew from cracksin the path. Scents degpened with the coming of night, and Raif could smell metal
ores bleeding sdtsinto the rock. When the wind changed he detected pitchsmoke. The scent deepened
asthe path rose and siwung out to accommodate a great bulge in the Rift Wall. Raif felt vulnerablein the



darkness, too exposed to the Eye of God in this place where the continent split. Even Stillborn seemed to
fed something, for his stepswere less hearty and his hand went often to the pony for comfort.

The sky was dive with stars, thousands upon thousands, teeming like ants across the night. Raif
watched them, noticing what he had never seen before: Not al shone blue-white. Some werered as
blood.

When the smdl party rounded the curvein the Rift Wall, Raif was not prepared for what he saw.
Hundreds of torches burned in acity honeycombed into the cliff. Immediately Raif thought of thetime
he' d broken into a termite mound with Bitty Shank, recalling how the dust rose like smoke as svarms of
white insects poured from the break. He remembered the cross section he’ d broken into with the pine
log, the warren of passageways and cellsthat riddled the mound like mineshafts. That’ swhét the city
looked like: the inside of that mound.

The Rift Wall wastiered into vast ledges hewn from live rock. Scores of caverns pocked the cliff wall,
their interiors dark as pits, their outer orbits cratered and flaking. The ledges and caverns were accessed
by ashambling web of stone stairs, cane ladders, rope bridges and hoists. Gresat portions of the city had
caved into rubble, and farther to the east an entire tier had collapsed, creating boulders the size of barns.
Cracksran and forked through the remaining structures like fault lines, black asthe Rift itsdlf.

Raif’ s gaze travel ed across deep-set halls and stone arcades. Nothing he had ever seen, not even the
city of SpireVanis, waslesslike clan than this place.

“Aye. It spretty inthetorchlight,” Stillborn said, continuing forward.

Raif had little choice but to follow him. Asthey drew nearer he saw Stillborn was heading toward a
cleared space in the middle terrace where amassive bonfire burned, and men flickered in and out of
darkness as they moved around the flames.

Suddenly a sharp report sounded on the path ahead, a crack like shattering glass. Fireflared into
existence twenty paces ahead of the pony. Stillborn shouted something at the top of hisvoice ashe
worked furioudy to cam thelittle horse. Raif stood his ground. He guessed that whatever substance had
been dropped or fired had been done so expertly, to both warn and illuminate the intruders. During the
brief seconds when heat and light touched his face he knew he was being watched.

Thefire quickly died, and the pony danced warily over the smok-

ing rock. Stillborn was not happy. The scar on hisface pulsed ominoudy. “It’ sthet fat bastard
Y udtaffa. Knowsit isme. Y et sends his croniesto scare thelife out of the pony.”

“Where did the shot come from?’

Stillborn waved an impatient hand. “ Above. Above. There slookouts on the cliff.” Asangry ashewas
he spoke soft words to the pony, ushering thelittle creature forward at a careful pace. “I warned you,
Clansman,” he said, turning on Raif quite suddenly. “Whatever comes of thisdon’t say you weren't
warned.”

Raif tucked his head low. There was nothing to do but carry on.



A mest party gathered around the bonfire as they approached. Live steel glowed orange, and
hammers and wegpons stranger than hammers cast eerie shadows across the rock floor. All present were
dlent, waiting. A few were armored, but most were cloaked and wrapped in skins againgt the coldness of
the night. Y ou couldn’t see that none of them were whole, for the flickering light cut piecesfrom them all.
Raif found his attention drawn to one man, asmal wiry figure who stood away from the main body of
men yet still managed to beits center.

“Stillborn!” came ahigh malevoice. “1 heard your pony got afiring. Too bad you didn’'t make yoursdlf
known sooner.” A fat man dressed in beaver fur stepped forward. “ Could have saved alittle hoof.”

Someone snorted. A few near the back laughed. The dight figure in the shadows did not move,

Stillborn stared at the fat man, and in his own good time looked away. “Unload the meset,” he said to
Raif.

Raif was glad of something to do. The attention of the Maimed Men was making him sweet. Now he
was close enough to them to see their imperfections. amissing hand, a clubfoot, a broken and badly reset
jaw, cheek flesh eaten away by the bite, a humped and twisted back. The pain in Raif’ smissing finger
flared hotly as he unpacked the sides of frozen ek he and Stillborn had cached from hiskill. Therewasa
lot of meat, even considering he and the Maimed Man had roasted whatever they fancied and been none
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careful with what was | eft. The pony was glad to be relieved of her load, and began bucking and
shaking her head. She' d need to be scrubbed to get rid of the smell.

Stillborn stood silent whilst the ek was unloaded at hisfeet. Hisface was hard and his gaze never left
one man: thefigure waiting in the shadows. When dl the pieces of iced-over carcass had been arrayed,
he dropped hisfist toward them. “I bring meet, new-killed. Enough for sixty men. What have you brought
since |’ ve been gone, TraggisMole?’

The Maimed Men around the fire grew very gill. The fat man in beaver fur opened his mouth to speak,
then thought better of it. All eyesturned to thefigurein the shadows. Uncloaked and seen in sithouette,
Traggis Mole seemed whole. Light from the flames did not touch him ashe said, “1 don’t make account
of mysdf to any man, Stillborn. And if you ask that question again I'll see you deed for it.”

Tengon lit the crowd. Men shifted weight between their feet, sword hands twitching and tongues
flicking out to wet dry lips. The fat man drew a sword breaker—afoot and ahaf of spike-toothed stedl
forged to trap and break alongsword—and suddenly he didn’t look fat anymore. “Will you take the
floor with me, Stillborn?” he asked in his high, musical voice. “1 see you found anew sword for meto
kill.”

Stillborn’ s gaze flickered from the fat man’ s face to hiswegpon. Raif had only seen one other sword
breaker in hislife: the treasure of the Gnash chief, Nairry Gnash. Clan did not possess the knowledge to
make them. They were said to be forged only in the city of Hanattain the Far South, by aguild of smiths
who guarded the secret of their unbreakabl e teeth asif they were hoarding gold. Stillborn’sface was
controlled, but the weapon made him wary, Raif could tell.

“Putit away, Yudaffa” hesad. “You step too quickly into thisfight. Anyone would think the Robber
Chief couldn’t spesk for himself.”

Thefat man smiled asif Stillborn had said something amusing. He did alittle dance, surprisng Raif with



his speed and grace, and in the space of an eyeblink the sword breaker was gone. “It’ |l be asad day
when you go to the Rift, Stillborn. Who will make me laugh when you' re gone?’

Stillborn made no response, saveto let his gaze return to the Robber Chief, TraggisMole.

The man in the shadows bided histime. He had the ability to be very ill, Raif noticed, like a hunter
coaxing game to draw nearer 0 he could get a better shot. He waited until apile of logsin the fire stack
collapsed, cresting awall of heat and sparks, before he spoke. “ Stillborn,” hewarned in ahard, rough
voice. “Your tongue sthis close to being added to that mest.”

Suddenly there was ablur of motion. Raif tried to follow it, but waves of heat from the fire distorted
theair ... and Traggis Mole moved inhumanly fast. When Raif’ svison cleared, he saw two things: Traggis
Mole had aknife a Stillborn’sthroat.

And the Robber Chief was not whole.

Brown leather strapsformed aV across his forehead and dashed diagonally across both cheeks. ..
holding awooden nosein place. Traggis Mole breathed, | etting the knife rise with his chest until it pressed
againgt the gpple of Stillborn’sthroat. The Robber Chief’ s face had once been handsome, with afinely
shaped brow and cheekbones, and absolutely black eyes. He was small in the way cragsmen were small;
hard and flinty asthe crags they walked, with nothing spare to dow them. His eyesflicked onceto Raif,
saw dll, then looked away.

“Do you yidd thismeat to me, Stillborn?’ he said, gaze dropping to the cache of frozen elk.

Stillborn’s hand was on the wooden handle of the hammer hooked to hisbelt. Musclesin hisarms
were s0 tense that flesh bulged between the bullhorns. He bresthed lightly, for to do otherwise would be
to push his own throat againgt the knife. Raif glanced around. More Maimed Men had cometo thefire,
and agroup of women had gathered near the rear. Their faces were hungry and pitiless, and Raif
wondered what they wanted most: meet or blood. He cursed his own lack of aweapon. No one here
would step forward to defend Stillborn. Y ou could seeit in their eyes.

Just as Traggis Mole began pulling the knife blade againgt Stillborn’s skin, Stillborn spoke. “1 yield the
meet,” hesaid quietly.

Traggis Mole bared histeeth, and for amoment Raif thought he would make Stillborn repesat his
words—louder thistime so dl gathered could hear. Y et the Robber Chief took his pound of flesh another
way, opening Stillborn’ sthroat with an expert hand. Blood quickly filmed the length of the foot-long
hunting knife, and Traggiswiped it clean on Stillborn’ s shoulder.

“Rift Brotherd” he cried, turning to hismen. 1 bring mest. L et the women come forward and put it on
thefire”

A cheer went up. The fat man started a chant, and others quickly joined him. “Mole!l Mole! Mole!”
Someone hammered awedge into abarrel, and ale began to flow. Within seconds the atmosphere
around the blazing fire changed as women scrambled forward to hack at mest, torches were dipped and
lighted, and alittle club-footed child began plucking atune from a string board.

Stillborn did not move. The hairline dit on histhroat was dready drying, so shallow wasthe cut
Traggis Mole had made. His scars were twitching with the effort it took to master himsdlf, and Raif could
clearly see thetoothlike thing growing from the side of his neck moving in some hideousimitation of a



bite. When he noticed Raif watching him, Stillborn tilted his head back fractiondly, warning Raif to keep
his place in the background.

But Traggis Mole was watching, and even though his nose was wooden it twitched asif he' d sniffed
something out. Wholly black eyes cameto rest upon Raif.

“I"'m taking him as my hunt partner,” Stillborn said casudly. “ Orrlsman. Found him in Grass Gorge,
heading thisway. He safar hunter. HE Il earn hiskeep.”

“Will he now?’ Traggis Mole looked Raif up and down. “I see you took haf afinger from him,
Stillborn. Thought to rob me of the pleasure of taking afull hand?’

“I thought to leave aman with what he needsto hunt.” Stillborn’ s voice was dangerous now, all
attempts at sounding casua gone. “ Or are you so afraid of anyone with four limbsthat you’' d seeaman
made usdessrather than risk raising ariva to your chiefship?’

Traggis Molelaughed, a hard, short crow that had nothing to do with joy. “A rival? To this maggots
nest on the edge of nowhere? If someone wanted it enough to put a point through my brain don’t think |
wouldn’t welcomeit. We' re dl damned here. Thefrosts eat us alive and the shadows arerising. Show
me aman with balls enough to take me and I’ll go willingly into the Rift.”

As he spoke, the wind began to rise dong the cliff wall, whipping at the hems of men’s cloaks and
beating afierce heat from the fire. Raif looked out toward the edge and saw little but blackness. The land
fell away to nothing, and the distance between the north wall of the Rift and the south one seemed as cold
and empty as the space between stars.

“I know you hate me, Stillborn,” came the Robber Chief’ svoice, cutting through thewind, * but you
don’t quite hate me enough. How long have you been here? Fifteen years? Y et you till haven't learned
how to stab aman in the back. Look at Y ustaffa. Cals me hisliegelord and makes my fights his, yet |
wouldn't trust him near me with aknife. All the men heretonight, every last broken one of them, dream
of ditting my throat while I lie abed with my whore atop me. Fear gopsthem . .. but it'snot what stops
you, isit?’ The Robber Chief looked shrewdly at Stillborn, the shadow of hiswooden nose lying black
againg his cheek. “That last dram of clannish honor isawaysthe hardest to lose.”

Stillborn shook his head dowly and heavily, yet he spoke no wordsto deny it. Instead he let his gaze
travel to the base of the bonfire, where men were reaching in with bare hands to grab at the half-cooked
mest. “ The Rift Brothers are hungry, Traggis. If | wereyou I’d set my mind on that. Send men out to
hunt, not raid. A coffer full of gold isworth nothing to a starving man. There' selk three dayswest of
here, and if you were any kind of chief you’d mount a hunt party and bring down as many as you could.
And if you were any judge of men you' d bring thislad dong with you, for no other reason than | say s0.”

Othersin the crowd heard what Stillborn said and stopped to listen. Some drew nearer. One man with
frost-rotted cheeks was quick to nod at the mention of ek. Traggis black eyes saw dll.

“If you had any lovefor your life, Stillborn, you' d keep your notionsto yourself. I'm lord of thisholein
the earth. Not some bull-horned gargoyle who was born dead and should have stayed that way.” Quick
asaflash, TraggisMol€ sfinger and thumb were on Stillborn’ s chin, squeezing the flesh till it whitened.
“And | tell you something else, my scarred friend. That Orrlsman’smine until he's proven himsdlf. HE's
brought no weapons, no goods. Whatever he eats and sups he robs from the mouth of aRift Brother.
And I'll take my own eyesif you can find one man here tonight who'll welcome him for it.”



No one spoke. All the Maimed Men were listening now, hands and mouths greasy with ek juice, the
firdight making masks of their faces. Raif fdt their hodtility like adrying wind againgt hisskin. Traggis
Mole had easly directed al their hunger and frustration onto him, an outsider, and Raif knew he' d been
trapped by amagter.

Traggis Mole broke his hold on Stillborn, but continued to maintain eye contact for long seconds
afterward. When he was satisfied that whatever silent warning he d issued had been received, he turned
his attention to Raif. “Orrlsman. What skillsdo you clam?’

Raif was careful not to make the mistake of looking to Stillborn before answering. “1I’m awhite-winter
warrior. Bowman. Longbow and shortbow. | once brought down adozen killsin one night.”

A ripple of interest passed through the crowd, but the Robber Chief was unmoved. “Y ou' re young for
awhite-winter warrior. Last | heard it takes ten years to make one.”

Something in Raif rose to the challenge of those hard black eyes. “Then you heard wrong.”

Interest moved briefly across Traggis Mol€e sface. * Y et you have no bow, and from the looks of it
Stillborn didn’t relieve you of one.”

“Hebrokeitintwo in hisrush to get my sword.”

A titter of amusement rippled through the crowd, and Raif knew he had read Stillborn true. The great
bull-horned Maimed Man was no bowman; hisarmswere built for wielding stedl, not firing wood. And if
the large number of wegponsin hisweapon stand was anything to go by, he was a collector of sted too.
The Forsworn sword,

even sheathed as it was with only its crosshilt and pommel showing, was clearly atreasureto be
hoarded.

Raif fdt relief yet did not show it. Looking into TraggisMole ssmdl and fatally flawed face, he got the
distinct impression that he had fooled everyonein the crowd except him.

Y et for reasons of hisown Traggis Mole kept the truth to himsdlf. He said only, “Well, Orrlsman.
What are weto do to test your clams?*

Raif held the man’ s gaze and said nothing. He knew the second trap was about to be sprung.

“I'veanides,” offered thefat man, pausing in the business of sucking marrow from achunk of thigh
bone.

“Speek it.”

Y ustaffawaived airily with the bone. He had the copper skin and amond eye whites of a Far
Southerner, and athough his beaver furswere finely dressed and gleaming he did not st well in them. He
looked like aman dressing up asabear. “Let him shoot against Tanjo Ten Arrow or whatever he's
caling himsdf these days. Archer againgt archer. Bow againgt bow. Could be quite amusing. Certainly
better than watching this rabble throw another dead man to the Rift. | said only thismorning—"

“Enough,” warned Traggis. “Find Tanjo and arrange the match for first light. And you,” he said,
addressing afrost-eaten swordsman dressed in therod and dat armor of aseafarer. “ Take this Orrlsman



to the caves, and hold him overnight. Feed him naught but dirt and water, and make surehe’—a quick
glanceto Stillborn— “doesn’t get by you. Bring the Orrlsman to the High Mantle a dawn.”

The swordsman nodded brusquely, and Raif felt an ungentle hand upon hisarm. He was not given the
chance to speak aword to Stillborn before he was led away.

CHAPTER
The Tower onthe Milk

The five Dhoone warriors entered the old riverhouse under heavy guard. lago Sake' s face was white
in the starlight, his dread half-moon ax drawn and ready. He and Diddie Daw escorted the five warriors
through the strange roofless arcade that formed the entrance to the broken tower at Castlemilk.

Bram was surprised to see the five men till armed, and wondered why his brother Robbie had not
given the order for their wegpons to be ransomed. Water sted flashed at their backs and thighs, making
riverlike ripples upon the blued surface of their breast- and back-plates. The tattoos on their faces
showed them to be veterans of many campaigns. One of their number, who Bram recognized asthe
master axman Mauger Loy, had whorls of ink so densely sewn across his cheeks that you could not see
the color of hisskin. Even hiseyelidswere blue. All five had the fair hair of the Dhoones, and Bram
redlized that even amongst men who were siworn to Skinner Dhoone and so were his enemies, hewas
one of only ahandful of men with dark eyesand dark hair.

“Couch your ax, lago,” came Robbie' s Dhoone' s voice from the tower’ svast circular chamber.
“These men are our brothers. They'll offer no fight.”

lago Sake, the desthly pale axman known as the Nail, nodded but did not speak. He and Mauger had
been companions of the ax before the daying of the old Dhoone chief, yet al the years spent training and
campaigning meant nothing to lago when compared with hisloyaty to Robbie Dhoone. 1ago thrust the
three-foot ax under his gear belt rather than couch it against his back as ordered. Bram knew other men
might mistake hislack of obedience as defiance, but Bram knew it was done out of love and protection
for Robbie. If wegpons were drawn lago Sake would get to hisfirs.

Thefive Skinner Dhoone—sworn warriors could not hide ther interest asthey stepped into the
principa chamber of the broken tower. It had once risen thirty stories above the Milk, legend said, higher
even than the tower on the Ganmiddich Inch. But the living was harder here in the northern
clanholds—storms could rage for weeks and frosts had been known to last for half ayear—and the
tower had long sincefalen. All that was |eft were afew lower sories, and dl but the ground one were
broken. Even that let in moonlight and rain, and if Bram looked up he could see great cracks and
absences of stone. If helooked down he could see apool of water aslarge as afish pond that had
formed in apocket of sunken flooring. The water had been frozen when they’ d first occupied the tower
ten days back, but it was thawing now under the sufferance of torchlight and man heat. Once or twice
Bram had seen thingsflitting benesth the glaze of ice, and had wondered briefly how fish had made their
way in here.

Few had answers to questions concerning the tower, not even the Castlemen who had lived with its
closeness dl their lives. The Milk-house was barely aleague to the west, its rounded walls and domed
roof constructed for the most part from stone quarried from the tower. When the first clan settlers had
come upon the ruins north of theriver, they had named the pale, pearlescent blocks they were built from
milkstone. Centurieslater, when the first roundhouse was raised in the shadow of the tower, the clan
chief had forsaken hisold name and called himself Castlemilk instead.



The Milk River 4ill ran white each spring, when rushing water and thawing ice ate avay at the
remaining deposits of milkstone that lay in aseries of open quarries upstream. Bram had once heard said
that the quarries were now overrun by forest and pokebrush, and were near impossible for anyone but
cragsmento find.

Even now, after months of living in Castlemilk where milkstone was plentiful and many structures were
built from it, Bram gtill found the palerock beautiful. It glowed like teeth in firelight.

Thefive warriors crossed the round chamber to where Robbie was sitting at the head of a camp table.
Robbie was uncloaked and unarmored, dressed in afine wool shirt and linen vest, his moleskin pants
tucked into high leather boots, and a heavy belt of beaten copper plates circling hiswaist. Hishair had
been recently washed and braided, and wet strands still clung to his neck. Another man might look
disarrayed in such astate, but Robbie Dun Dhoone looked like aking.

He watched the five men gravely, his hands resting on the leather-bound armrests of his chair.
“Mauger. Berold. Harris. Jordie. Roy,” he named and greeted them, clearly surprising them by thisfeat of
memory. “Come. Sit. It'sahard ride from Gnash, and the riverbanks are mired in mud. Have your
horses been fed and watered?”’

Mauger and his companions exchanged glances. They were not men easy with such courtesy. “Aye,”
Mauger said gruffly after amoment. “ ‘ Tiswell done. A stableman took our mounts.”

Robbie made asmall gesture with his hand. “Good. Now warm yourselves by the brazier. Bram. Bring
bread and ale. And be sure to tell Old Mother who has come. She would not thank usif these men came
and |eft and she' d missed the chance to greet them.”

“Old Mother ishere?’ Mauger asked, turning his head to look for her.
“Yes. Out by theriver. She gave us her blessing three months back when she cameto join our cause.”

“We thought her dead.” Mauger was clearly perplexed. “ She went missing with that sorry mule of
hers, and Skinner said she' d rode out to the Ruinwoods to die.”

Robbie raised an eyebrow, but said nothing, leaving the five warriors to name Skinner Dhoone aliar
for themsalves. Bram loaded nutbread and a flagon of black ale onto awood platter, and carried it to the
camp table. A cloth map of the clanholds was spread across the length of the table, and Robbie nodded
impatiently when Bram hesitated to set atray upon it. As Bram poured aleinto drinking horns, thefive
warriorsreluctantly sat.

“So you are no longer quartered at the Milkhouse,” Mauger said to Robbie, glancing around the tower
chamber. “A pity, asit’' safinefortress”

“We grew too big for it.” Robbie took the first horn of ae for himsalf. “Wrayan asked meto stay, but
aman would be afool to overburden his host.”

Mauger grunted his agreement. He was abig man, with al his strength in his shoulders, and astubble
of white-blond hair poking through the blue skin on his neck. Bram saw him take note of the men
gathered around the cook fires sanding their armor, fixing pieces of tack, or turning out damp clothing to
dry. More men squatted by the doorless entry way, playing knucklebones and taking bets, and others il
formed small groups around the chamber, speaking softly amongst themsalves. Bram took pridein their



numbers. Not aday had gone by since the raid on Bludd when aman or small company didn’t present
themsalves to Robbie for service. Hisfame was growing, and the name Skinner Dhoone had coined for
him was known throughout the clans. The Thorn King.

“Count if your magter bidsit, Mauger,” Robbie said lightly, stretching hislegs. “But don’t expect an
accuratetaly, asyou're seeing lessthan haf of us heretonight.”

It wasalie, but it waswell done. Bram marveled at the calmnessof his brother’ sface. Strange that |
never redlized before how good Robbieis at deceit.

Mauger colored hotly.

The man named Berold spoke to cover his companion’ s discomfort. “We bear messagesfrom
Skinner. Will you hear us now, or would you prefer to parley in private?”

It was a challenge and Robbierosetoit. “I hide nothing from my companions. Speak up, man, o
others can hear.”

Berold glanced at Mauger. “ It was agreed my brother would spesk for all.”

Bram looked anew at Mauger and Berold, and saw what he had failed to earlier: the same features
occupied both faces.My brother, Berold had said. The words pricked something in Bram, but he did not
know what or why.

Mauger held hishorn out to be refilled before speaking. * First. Skinner demands that you no longer
name him uncle. He haslooked into your bloodline and found you no cousin to achief. Y ou are nephew
to him by neither blood nor marriage, and any clamsyou stake arefase.”

Whilst Mauger was speaking, men around the chamber turned to listen. Many bristled at thisinsult to
their chief. The big axman Duglas Oger bared amouth of broken teeth, and came to stand at Robbie's
back. Even in the company of other axmen, Duglas had no rivalsfor strength or bulk, and his presence at
the camp table caused the five vigitors to exchange wary glances. Duglas Oger saw thisand casudly
reached behind his back for hisax.

Robbie gentled him with ahand to his arm as he addressed himsdlf to Mauger. 1 take no umbrage. |
know the words you speak are not your own. | can’'t say I’'m surprised by Skinner. It pleased him to call
me nephew when it suited him, now it pleases him not to. A nicetrick. A pity he' snever tried it on his
wife”

Laughter rippled around the chamber. Duglas Oger chortled; it sounded asif someone weretrying to
grangle him. The vistorswere less easy with thisjest a their chief’ s expense, and dl but one of them
kept their faces guarded. Y oung, white-eyebrowed Jordie Sar-son couldn’t quite manage to keep the
grinfromhislips

Robbie’ swon him, Bram knew with certainty. So far hisbrother had done everything right; disarming
the visitors with courtesy, impressing them with his coolheadedness, and now refusing to take insult
whereit was mogt definitely intended. Bram felt awave of pride risng, and with it the familiar snking
sensationin hischest.How can | fed so proud of him, and yet not want him to succeed} It was didoyalty
of thewordt kind, and Bram knew it shamed him. With an effort of will he set hismind away fromit and
concentrated instead upon the smple task of keeping the visitors horns topped with de.



“|sthere more?’ Robbie asked.

Mauger shifted uneadily. “ Aye. Concerning the kingship.” He downed more deto give himsdf
courage. “ Skinner say's your mam was awhore, and if every man who' s seen theinside of her cunt
clamed kingship from it then agood hdf of the clanholds should be crowned.”

Robbie sblue-grey eyesturned cold. “No,” he said quietly to Duglas Oger, who wasin the process of
rasing hisax. Across the room lago Sake stalked the visitors, his desthly pae skin and winter furs
rendering him amost invisible againgt the milkstone walls. Robbie stood. “No,” he repeated again, this
timeto al the men in the chamber. “Don’t send our brothers back to Gnash thinking we don’t know alie
when we hear one. All here knew and honored my mother Margret. Everything fair and golden lay within
her, and she went to her death with the grace of the Dhoone queens. The words of a scared man cannot
change that. Skinner Dhoone is growing desperate, and he sinks to new depths. Does he think me adog
tofight at his command? Insult my lady mother and I'll froth at the muzzle and strike out without apl