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Accl ai mred aut hor Lois McMaster Bujol d—ai nner of the Hugo Award for her novel
Pal adi n of Soul s—brings us to a new world beset with an anci ent and

mal evol ent

presence that a race of nmges struggles against in a generations-1ong war...

THE SHARI NG KNI FE
Vol une One: BEGUI LEMENT

Young Fawn Bluefield has fled her famly's farmhoping to find work in the
city

of d assforge. Uncertain about her future and the troubles she carries, Fawn
stops for a drink of water at a roadside inn, where she encounters a patrol
of

Lakewal kers, enigmatic sol dier-sorcerers fromthe woodland culture to the
north.

Fawn knows the stories about the Lakewal kers: they are necromancers; they
practice black sorcery; they have no pernmanent homes and own only the clothes
they wear and the weapons—nysterious knives nade of human bone—they carry.
What

she does not know is that the Lakewal kers, as a whole, are engaged in a
peril ous

canpai gn agai nst i nhuman and i mortal magical entities known as “malices,”
creatures that suck the life out of all they encounter, and turn men and

ani mal s

into their mnions.

Dag is an ol der Lakewal ker patroller who carries his past sorrows as heavily
as

his present responsibilities. Wien Fawn is kidnapped by the nmalice Dag’s
patro

is tracking, Dag races to rescue her. But in the ensuing struggle, it is not
Dag

but Fawn who kills the creature—at dire cost—and an uncanny acci dent befalls
Dag’'s sharing knife, which unexpectedly binds their two fates together

And so now the misenchanted knife nust be returned to the Lakewal kers.

Toget her,

Fawn and Dag set out on the |Iong road back to his canmp. But on the journey
this

unlikely pair will encounter danger and delight, prejudice and partnership,



and
maybe even | ove...
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THE SHARI NG KNI FE

BEGUI LEMENT

Chapter 1

Fawn canme to the well-house a little before noon. Mdre than a farnstead, |ess
than an inn, it sat close to the straight road she’' d been trudgi ng down for

t wo

days. The farmyard lay open to travel ers, bounded by a semicircle of old | og
out bui I di ngs, with the pronised covered well in the mddle. To resolve al
doubt, sonebody had nailed a sign picturing the well itself to one of the
support posts, and below the painting a long |list of goods the farm m ght
sel I,

with the prices. Each painstakingly printed line had a little picture bel ow
it,

and colored circles of coins lined up in rows beyond, for those who could not
read the words and nunbers thensel ves. Fawn coul d, and keep accounts as wel |,
skills her nother had taught her along with a hundred ot her househol d tasks.
She

frowned at the unbidden thought: So if I'"mso clever, what am| doing in this
fix?

She set her teeth and felt in her skirt pocket for her coin purse. It was not
heavy, but she might certainly buy sone bread. Bread woul d be bl and. The
dried

mutton from her pack that she'd tried to eat this norning had made her sick
agai n, but she needed sonething to fight the horrible fatigue that slowed her
steps to a plod, or she’d never nmake it to d assforge. She gl anced around the
unpeopl ed yard and at the iron bell hung fromthe post with a pull cord
dangl i ng

invitingly, then lifted her eyes to the rolling fields beyond the buil di ngs.
O

a distant sunlit slope, a dozen or so people were haying. Uncertainly, she
went

around to the farmhouse’s kitchen door and knocked.

A striped cat perching on the step eyed her without getting up. The cat’s

pl unp

cal mreassured Fawn, together with the good repair of the house’s faded



shi ngl es

and fiel dstone foundation, so that when a confortably m ddl e-aged farmu fe
opened the door, Fawn’s heart was hardly pounding at all.

“Yes, child?” said the wonan.

I"mnot a child, I'"mjust short, Fawn bit back; given the crinkles at the
corners of the woman’s friendly eye's, naybe Fawn’s basket of years would
still

seem scant to her. "“You sell bread?”

The farmwi fe's glance around took in her al oneness. “Aye; step in.”

A broad hearth at one end of the roomheated it beyond sumrer, and was

cr owded

wi th pots hanging fromiron hooks. Del ectable snells of ham and beans, corn
and

bread and cooking fruit nmingled in the noist air, noon nmeal in the making for
the gang of hay cutters. The farmwi fe fol ded back a cloth froma |unpy row on
a

side table, fresh | oaves froma workday that had doubtless started before
dawn.

Despite her nausea Fawn’s mouth watered, and she picked out a |oaf that the
worman told her was rolled inside with crystal honey and hickory nuts. Fawn
fished out a coin, wapped the Ioaf in her kerchief, and took it back
out si de.

The woman wal ked al ong with her.

“The water’s clean and free, but you have to draw it yourself,’
told

her, as Fawn tore off a corner of the |oaf and ni bbled. “Ladle’s on the hook
Whi ch way were you headi ng, child?”

“To d assforge.”

“By yoursel f?” The woman frowned. “Do you have peopl e there?”

“Yes,” Fawn |i ed.

“Shane on them then. Wrd is there’s a pack of robbers on the road near

d assforge. They shouldn’t have sent you out by yourself.”

“South or north of town?” asked Fawn in worry.

“A ways south, | heard, but there’s no saying they'll stay put.”

“I"'monly going as far south as d assforge.” Fawn set the bread on the bench
besi de her pack, freed the latch for the crank, and let the bucket fall til
a

spl ash echoed back up the well’s cool stone sides, then began turning.
Robbers did not sound good. Still, they were a frank hazard. Any fool would
know

enough not to go near them When Fawn had started on this m serable journey
Si X

days ago, she had cadged rides fromwagons at every chance as soon as she'd
wal ked far enough from home not to risk encountering someone who knew her

Whi ch

had been fine until that one fellow who' d said stupid things that made her
very

unconfortable and followed up with a grab and a grope. Fawn had nanaged to
br eak

away, and the man had not been willing to abandon his rig and restive teamto
chase her down, but she might have been less lucky. After that, she d hidden
di screetly in the verge fromthe occasional passing carts until she was sure
there was a woman or a famly aboard.

The few bites of bread were hel ping settle her stomach already. She hoi sted
t he

bucket onto the bench and took the wooden di pper the worman handed down to
her .

The water tasted of iron and old eggs, but was clear and cold. Better. She
woul d

rest a while on this bench in the shade, and perhaps this afternoon she woul d

t he wonman



make better tine.

Fromthe road to the north, hoofbeats and a jingle of harness sounded. No
creak

or rattle of wheels, but quite a lot of hooves. The farmm fe gl anced up, her
eyes narrowi ng, and her hand rose to the cord on the bell clapper

“Child,” she said, “see those old apple trees at the side of the yard? Wy
don’ t

you just go skin up one and stay quiet till we see what this is, eh?”

Fawn t hought of several responses, but settled on, “Yes’m” She started

acr oss

the yard, turned back and grabbed her loaf, then trotted to the small grove.
The

cl osest tree had a set of boards nailed to the side |ike a |adder, and she
scranbl ed up qui ckly through branches thick with | eaves and hard little green
appl es. Her dress was dyed dull blue, her jacket brown; she would blend with
t he

shadows here as well as she had on the road verge, likely. She braced herself
al ong a branch, tucked in her pale hands and | owered her face, shook her
head,

and peered out through the cascade of black curls falling over her forehead.
The nmob of riders turned into the yard, and the farmwi fe came off her tense
toes, shoulders relaxing. She released the bell cord. There nust have been a
dozen and a half horses, of many colors, but all rangy and | ong-Iegged. The
riders wore nostly dark clothing, had saddl ebags and bedrolls tied behind
their

cantl es, and—Fawn’s breath caught—-+ong knives and swords hanging fromtheir
belts. Many al so bore bows, unstrung athwart their backs, and quivers full of
arr ows.

No, not all men. A woman rode out of the pack, slid fromher horse, and
nodded

to the farmwi fe. She was dressed nuch as the rest, in riding trousers and
boot s

and a long |l eather vest, and had iron-gray hair braided and tied in a tight
knot

at her nape. The men wore their hair long too: sonme braided back or tied in
gueues, with decorations of glass beads or bright netal or colored threads
twisted in, sone knotted tight and plain |ike the wonan’s.

Lakewal kers. A whole patrol of them apparently. Fawn had seen their kind
only

once before, when she’d cone with her parents and brothers to Lunpton Market
to

buy special seed, glass jars, rock oil and wax, and dyes. Not a patrol, that
time, but a clan of traders fromthe w | derness up around the Dead Lake, who
had

brought fine furs and | eathers and odd woodl and produce and cl ever netal work
and

nore secret itens: medicines, or maybe subtle poisons. The Lakewal kers were
runored to practice black sorcery.

O her, less unlikely runors abounded. Lakewal ker kinfolk did not settle in
one

pl ace, but noved about from camp to canp dependi ng on the needs of the
season.

No man anong them owned his own | and, carefully parceling it out amongst his
heirs, but considered the vast wild tracts to be held in common by all his
ki n.

A man owned only the clothes he stood in, his weapons, and the catches of his
hunts. \When they married, a woman did not become mistress of her husband’s
house, obliged to the care of his aging parents; instead a man noved into the
tents of his bride's nother, and becane as a son to her famly. There were
al so



whi spers of strange bed custons anmong t hem whi ch, maddeni ngly, no one woul d
confide to Fawn.

On one thing, the folks were clear. If you suffered an incursion by a blight
bogl e, you called in the Lakewal kers. And you did not cheat them of their pay
once they had renoved the nenace.

Fawn was not entirely sure she believed in blight bogles. For all the tal

tal es, she had never encountered one in her life, no, nor known anyone el se
who

had, either. They seened |i ke ghost stories, got up to thrill the shrewd
listeners and frighten the gullible ones. She had been gulled by her

shi ckering

ol der brothers far too nany times to rise readily to the bait anynore.

She froze again when she realized that one of the patrollers was wal ki ng

t owar d

her tree. He | ooked different than the others, and it took her a noment to
realize that his dark hair was not |ong and neatly braided, but cut short to
an

untidy tousle. He was alarmingly tall, though, and very | ean. He yawned and
stretched, and sonething glinted on his left hand. At first Fawn thought it
was

a knife, then realized with a slight chill that the nan had no | eft hand. The
glint was from sone sort of hook or clanp, but howit was fastened to his
wi st

beneath his |l ong sl eeve she could not see. To her dismay, he anmbled into the
shade directly below her, there to |lower his |ong body, prop his back
confortably against her tree trunk, and close his eyes.

Fawn jerked and nearly fell out of the tree when the farmm fe reached up and

rang her bell after all. Two loud clanks and three, repeated: evidently a
si gnal

or call, not an alarm for she was talking all the tine in an ani mated way
with

the patroller woman. Now that Fawn's eyes had tinme to sort themout in their
strange garb, she could see three or four nore wonen anong the nen. A couple
of

men busi ed thensel ves at the well, hauling up the bucket to slosh the water
into

t he wooden trough on the side opposite the bench; others led their horses in
turn to drink. A boy |loped around the outbuildings in answer to the bell, and

the farmwife sent himw th several nore of the patroller’s into the barn
Two

of the younger wonen followed the farmv fe into her house, and canme out in a
while with packets wapped in cloth-Aore of the good farm food, obviously.
The

others emerged fromthe barn |uggi ng sacks of what Fawn supposed mnust be

grain

for their horses.

They all net again by the well, where a brief, vigorous conversation ensued
between the farmni fe and the gray-haired patroller wonan. It ended with a
counting over of sacks and packets in return for coins and sone small itemns
from

the patroller saddl ebags that Fawn could not nmake out, to the apparent

sati sfaction of both sides. The patrol broke up into small groups to seek
shade

around the yard and share food.

The patrol |eader wal ked over to Fawn’'s tree and sat down cross-1egged beside
the tall man. “You have the right idea, Dag.”

A grunt. If the nman opened his eyes, Fawn could not tell; her |eaf-obstructed
vi ew was now of two ovals, one snoboth and gray, the other ruffled and dark
And

a lot of booted | eg, stretched out.



“So what did your old friend have to say?” asked the man. Hi s | ow voice
sounded

tired, or maybe it was just naturally raspy. “Mlice confirmed, or not?”
“Runors of bandits only, so far, but a |lot of disappearances around

d assf or ge.

Wth no bodies found.”

“Mmn "

“Here, eat.” She handed hi m somet hi ng, ham w apped in bread judgi ng by the
enticing aroma that rose to Fawn. The woman | owered her voice. “You fee
anyt hi ng yet ?”

“You have better groundsense than | do,” he munbled around a nout hful. “If
you

don't, | surely won't.”

“Experience, Dag. |’'ve been in on maybe nine kills in ny life. You ve done

what —fifteen? Twenty?”

“More, but the rest were just little ones. Lucky finds.”

“Lucky ha, and little ones count just the sane. They'd have been bi g ones by
t he

next year.’
children
are excited.”

“Noticed. They're going to start setting each other off if they get wound up
much tighter.”

A snort, presunably of agreenent.

The raspy voice grew suddenly urgent. “If we do find the malice’s lair, put

t he

youngsters to the back.”

“Can’t. They need the experience, just as we did.”

A mutter: “Some experiences no one needs.”

The wonman ignored this, and said, “lI thought 1'd pair Saun with you.”

“Spare ne. Unless |I'mpulling canp guard duty. Again.”

“Not this tine. The d assforge folk are offering a passel of nen to help.”
“Ah, spare us all. Cunsy farners, worse than the children.”

“It’s their folk being lost. They' ve a right.”

“Doubt they could even take out real bandits.” He added after a nonent, “Or

t hey

woul d have by now.” And after another, “If they are real bandits.”

“Thought 1'd stick the d assforgers with holding the horses, nostly. If it is
a

malice, and if it’s grown as big as Chato fears, we’'ll need every pair of our
hands to the front.”

A short silence. “Poor word choice, Mari.”

“Bucket’s over there. Soak your head, Dag. You know what | neant.”

The right hand waved. “Yeah, yeah.”

Wth an oof, the woman rose to her feet. “Eat. That’s an order, if you like.”
“I"'mnot nervy.”

“No” —+he woman si ghed—no, you are not that.” She strode off.

The man settled back again. Go away, you, Fawn thought down at him
resentful ly.

| have to pee.

But in a few minutes, just before she was driven by her body’'s needs into
entirely unwel come bravery, the man got up and wandered after the patro

| eader.

H s steps were unhurried but long, and he was across the yard before the

| eader

gave a vague wave of her hand and a side glance. Fawn could not see how it
coul d

be an order, yet sonmehow, everyone in the patrol was suddenly up and in

noti on,

saddl ebags repacked, girths tightened. The whole | ot of them were nounted and

She took a bite of her own food, chewed, and sighed. “The



on
their way in five m nutes.

Fawn slipped down the tree trunk and peered around it. The one-handed
man—i di ng

rear guard?—was | ooki ng back over his shoul der. She ducked out of sight again
till the hoofbeats faded, then unclutched the apple tree and went to seek the
farmM fe. Her pack, she was relieved to see in passing, |lay untouched on the
bench.

Dag gl anced back, wondering anew about the little farmgirl who' d been hiding
shyly up the apple tree. There, now-down she slid, but he still gained no

cl ear

| ook at her. Not that a few | eaves and branches could hide a life-spark so
bright from his groundsense at that range.

Hs mind s eye sketched a picture of her tidy farmraided by a malice’s

nmud- nen,

all its cheerful routine turned to ash and bl ood and charnel snoke. O

wor se—and

not inmagination but menory supplied the vision—a ruination |ike the Wstern
Level s beyond the Gray River, not six hundred niles west of here. Not so far
away to him who had ridden or wal ked the di stance a dozen tines, yet

al t oget her

beyond these | ocal people’s horizons. Endless niles of open flat, so
devast at ed

that even rocks could not hold their shape and slunped into gray dust. To
Cross

that vast blight | eached the ground fromone's body as a desert parched the
mouth, and it was just as potentially lethal to |inger there. A thousand
years

of sparse rains had only begun to scul pt the Levels into something resenbling
a

| andscape again. To see this farmgirl’s green rolling lands laid low Iike

t hat ...

Not if | can help it, Little Spark

He doubted they would neet again, or that she would ever know what

her —ot her’ s?—strange custoners today sought to do on her behalf and their
own.

Still, he could not begrudge her his weariness in this endless task. The
country

peopl e who gai ned even a partial understanding of the methods called it black
necromancy and sidled away frompatrollers in the street. But they accepted
their gift of safety all the same. So yet again, one nore tine anew, we will
buy

the death of this malice with one of our own.

But not nore than one, not if he could nmake it so.

Dag cl apped his heels to his horse’s sides and cantered after his patrol

The farmwi fe wat ched thoughtfully as Fawn packed up her bedroll, straightened
the straps, and hitched it over her shoul der once nore. “It’s near a day’s
ride

to d assforge fromhere,” she remarked. “Longer, walking. You're like to be
beni ghted on the road.”

“I't’s all right,” said Fawn. “l’ve not had trouble finding a place to sleep.”
Whi ch was true enough. It was easy to find a cranny to curl up in out of
si ght

of the road, and bedtime was a sinple routine when all you did was spread a
bl anket and |ie down, unwashed and unbrushed, in your clothes. The only pests
that had found her in the dark were the nosquitoes and ticks.

“You could sleep in the barn. Start off early tonmorrow. ” Shadi ng her eyes,

t he



worman stared down the road where the patrollers had vani shed a while ago.
“1'd

not charge you for it, child.”

Her honest concern for Fawn's safety stood clear in her face. Fawn was torn
bet ween unjust anger and a desire to burst into tears, equally unconfortable
unps in her stomach and throat. |I’mnot twelve, woman. She thought of saying
so, and nore. She had to start practicing it sooner or later: I'mtwenty. |’ m
a

wi dow. The phrases did not rise readily to her lips as yet.

Still..the farmnife's offer beguiled her mnd. Stay a day, do a chore or two
or

si x and show how useful she could be, stay another day, and another...farns
al ways needed nore hands, and Fawn knew how to keep hers busy. Her first

pl anned

act when she reached G assforge was to | ook for work. Plenty of work right
here—fam liar tasks, not scary and strange.

But d assforge had been the goal of her imagination for weeks now It seened
like quitting to stop short. And wouldn’t a town offer better privacy? Not
necessarily, she realized with a sigh. \Werever she went, folks would get to
know her sooner or later. Maybe it was all the same, no new horizons
anywher e,

really.

She nustered her flaggi ng determ nation. “Thanks, but |’ m expected. Fol k'l
worry if I'mlate.”

The wonman gave a little headshake, a conbinati on of concedi ng the argument
and

farewel|. “Take care, then.” She turned back to her house and her own

onsl aught

of tasks, duties that probably kept her running frombefore dawn to after

dar k.

Alife | would have taken up, except for Sunny Sawran, Fawn thought gl oomly,

clinmbing back up to the straight road once nore. |I’'d have taken it up for the
sake of Sunny Sawman, and never thought of another.

Well, I’'ve thought of another now, and |I’mnot going to go and unthink it.
Let’s

go see d assforge.

One nore time, she called up her wearied fury with Sunny, the |low, stupid,
nasty...stupid fool, and let it stiffen her spine. Nice to know he had a use
after all, of a sort. She faced south and began marchi ng.

Chapter 2

Last year’'s |l eaves were danp and black with rot underfoot, and as Dag cli nbed
the steep slope in the dark, his boot slid. Instantly, a strong and anxi ous
hand

grasped his right arm

“Do that again,” said Dag in a |l evel whisper, “and 1'll beat you sensel ess.
Qi t

trying to protect ne, Saun.”

“Sorry,” Saun whi spered back, releasing the death clutch. After a nonmentary
pause, he added, “Mari says she won't pair you with the girls anynore because
you' re overprotective.”

Dag swal l owed a curse. “Well, that does not apply to you. Sensel ess. And

bl oody.”

He could feel Saun’s grin flash in the shadows of the woods. They heaved

t hensel ves upward a few nore yards, finding handgrips anpbng the rocks and
roots

and saplings.

“Stop,” Dag breat hed



A nearly soundl ess query fromhis right.

“W’ || be up on themover this rise. Wat you can see, can see you, and if
there’s anything over there with groundsense, you'll look Iike a torch in the
trees. Stop it down, boy.”

A grunt of frustration. “But | can’t see Razi and Utau. | can barely see you.
You're |ike an enber under a handful of ash.”

“I can track Razi and Utau. Mari holds us all in her head, you don’t have to.

”

You only have to track ne.” He slipped behind the youth and gripped his right
shoul der, massagi ng. He wi shed he could do both sides together, but this

t ouch

seened to be enough; the flaring tension started to go out of Saun, both body
and m nd. “Down. Down. That’'s right. Better.” And after a nonment, “You're
goi ng

to do just fine.”

Dag had no i dea whet her Saun was going to do well or disastrously, but Saun
evidently believed him wth appalling earnestness; the bright anxiety

decr eased

still further.
“Besi des,” Dag added, “it’s not raining. Can’t have a debacle w thout rain.
It's

obligatory, in ny experience. So we're good.” The hunmor was weak, but under

t he

ci rcunst ances, worked well enough; Saun chuckl ed.

He rel eased the youth, and they continued their clinb.

“I's the malice there?” nuttered Saun

Dag stopped again, bending in the shadows to hook up a plant left-sided. He
hel d

it under Saun’s nose. “See this?”

Saun’s head jerked backward. “lIt’s poison ivy. Get it out of ny face.”

“I'f we were this close to a malice’s lair, not even the poison ivy would
still

be alive. Though | admit, it would be anong the last to go. This isn't the
lair.”

“Then why are we here?”

Behi nd them Dag could hear the nen from d assforge topping the ridge and
starting down into the ravine out of which he and the patrol were clinbing.
Second wave. Even Saun didn’'t manage to make that nuch noi se. Mari had better
| and her punches before their hel pers closed the gap, or there would be no
surprise left. “Chato thinks this robber troop has been infiltrated, or

wor se,

suborned. Catch us a nmud-nman, it'll lead us to its maker, quick enough.”

“Do nud-nmen have groundsense?”

“Some. Malice ever catches one of us, it takes everything. G oundsense.

Met hods

and weapon skills. Locations of our canps...Likely the first human this one
caught was a road robber, trying to hide out in the hills, whichis why it’'s
doing what it is. None of us have been reported mssing, so we still may have
the edge. A patroller doesn’t let a malice take himalive if he can help it.”
O

his partner. Enough |lessons for one night. “Cinb.”

On the ridgetop, they crouched | ow

Snoot hly, Saun strung his bow. Less smoothly but just as quickly, Dag

unshi pped

and strung his shorter, adapted one, then swapped out the hook screwed into

t he

wooden cuff strapped to the stunmp of his left wist, and swapped in the
bowrest. He seated it good and tight, clanped the I ock, and dropped the hook
into the pouch on his belt. Undid the guard strap on his sheath and nmade sure
the big knife would draw smoothly. It was all scarcely nore awkward than
carrying the bowin his hand had once been, and at |east he couldn't drop it.



At the bottomof the dell, Dag could see the clearing through the trees:
three

or four canpfires burning low, tents, and an old cabin with half its roof
tunmbled in. Lunps of sleeping nen in bedrolls, like scratchy burrs touching
hi s

groundsense. The faint flares of a guard, awake in the woods beyond, and
soneone

stunbling back fromthe slit trenches. The sl eepy srmudges of a few horses
tet hered beyond. Wbrds of the body's senses for sonething his eyes did not
see

nor hand touch. Maybe twenty-five nen altogether, against the patrol’s

si xt een

and the score or so of volunteers from d assforge. He began to sort through
t he

life-prickles, looking for things shaped |like nmen that...weren’'t.

The ni ght sounds of the woods carried on: the croak of tree frogs, the chirp
of

crickets, the sawing of less identifiable insects. An occasional tiny rustle
in

t he weeds. Anything bigger mght have been either scared off by the noise of
t he

canp bel ow, or, depending on how the robbers buried their scraps, attracted.
Dag

felt around with his groundsense beyond the tightening perinmeter of the
patr ol

but found no nervous scavengers.

Then, too soon, a startled yell fromhis far right, partway around the
patroller

circle. Grunts, cries, the ring of nmetal on netal. The canp stirred. That’'s
it,

in we go.
“d oser,’
range.
By the time he'd closed the distance to a bare twenty paces and found a gap
in

the trees through which to shoot, the targets were obligingly rising to their
feet. Fromeven farther to his right, a flamng arrow arced hi gh and cane
down

on atent; in a few mnutes, he mght even be able to see what he was
shoot i ng

at .

Dag |l et both fear and hope fade fromhis nmind, together with worries about

t he

i nner nature of what they faced. It was just targets. One at a tinme. That
one.

And that one. And in that confusion of flickering shadows...

Dag | oosed anot her shaft, and was rewarded by a distant yelp. He had no idea
what he’d hit or where, but it would be noving slower now. He paused to
observe,

and was satisfied when Saun’s next shaft also vanished into the black dark
beyond the cabin and returned a neaty thunk they could hear all the way up
her e.

Al'l around in the woods, the patrol was igniting with excitement; his head
woul d

be as full of themas Mari’s was in a monent if they didn't all get a grip on
t hensel ves.

The advantage of twenty paces was that it was a nice, short, snappy range to
shoot from The disadvantage was how little tinme it took your targets to run
up

on your position...

snhapped Dag to Saun, and |led a slide downslope to shorten their



Dag cursed as three or four |arge shapes cane crashing through the dark at

t hem

He | et his bow arm pivot down and yanked out his knife. dancing right, he
saw

Saun pull his long sword, swing, and nmake the discovery that a blade |ength

t hat

gave great advantage from horseback was awkwardly constrained in a

cl ose- gr own

woods.

“You can't |op heads here!” Dag yelled over his shoulder. “Go to thrusts!” He
grunted as he folded in his bowarm and shoved his |left shoulder into the
nearest attacker, knocking the man back down the hillside. He caught a bl ade
that came out of seeni ng-nowhere on the brass of his hilt, and with a
shudderi ng

scrape closed in along it for a well-placed knee to a target groin. These nen
m ght have fancied thensel ves bandits, but they still fought |ike farners.
Saun raised a leg and booted his blade free of a target; the man's cry choked
in

his throat, and the withdrawi ng steel made an ugly sucki ng noi se. Saun
fol | oned

Dag at a run toward the bandit canp. Razi and Utau, to their right and left,
paced them closing in tight as they all descended, stooping |ike hawks.

In the clearing, Saun devolved to his favorite powerful sw ngs again. \Wich
wor ked spectacul arly bl oodily when they connected, and |left himw de open
when

they didn't. A target succeeded in ducking, then came up sw nging a

| ong- handl ed, iron-headed sl edgehamrer. The breaki ng- punpki n sound when it

hi t

Saun’s chest made Dag’s stomach heave. Dag | eaped inside the target’s letha
radi us, clutched himtightly around the back with his bowarm and brought
hi s

knife up hard. Wet horrors spilled over his hand, and he twi sted the knife
and

shoved the target off it. Saun lay on his back, withing, his face darkening.
“Utau! Cover us!” Dag yelled. Utau, gasping for breath, nodded and took up a
protective stance, blade ready. Dag slid down to Saun’s side, snapped off his
bow | ock and dropped it, and raised Saun’s head to his lap, letting his right
hand slide over the strike zone.

Broken ribs and shattered breathing, heart shocked still. Dag let his
groundsense, nearly extingui shed so as to block his targets’ agony, conme up
fully, then flowinto the boy. The pain was i nmense. Heart first. He
concentrated hinself there. A dangerous unity, if the yoked organs both chose
to

stop instead of start. A burning, |unping sensation in his own chest mrrored
the boy’s. Come on, Saun, dance with nme...A flutter, a stutter, a bruised
linping. Stronger. Now the lungs. One breath, two, three, and the chest rose
again, then again, and finally steadied in synchrony. Good, yes, heart and

| ungs

woul d continue on their own.

The stunning reverberation of Saun’s targets’ ill fates still sloshed through
the boy’'s system insufficiently bl ocked. Mari woul d have sone work there,
later. | hate fighting humans. Regretfully, Dag let the pain flow back to its

source. The boy woul d be wal ki ng bent over for a nonth, but he would Iive.
The world returned to his senses. Around the clearing, bandits were starting
to

surrender as the yelling d assforge nen arrived and broke fromthe woods. Dag
grabbed up his bow and rose to his feet, |ooking around. Beyond the burning
tent, he spotted Mari. Dag! her nmouth noved, but the cry was lost in the

noi se.

She raised two fingers, pointed beyond the clearing on the opposite side, and



snapped t hem down agai nst her arnguard. Dag’ s head swi vel ed.

Two bandits had dodged through the perineter and were runni ng away. Dag waved
his bow i n acknow edgnent, and cried to his left linker, “Utau! Take Saun?”
Utau signaled his receipt of Dag’s injured partner. Dag turned to give chase,
trying to reaffix the bowto its clanp as he ran. By the tine he’ d succeeded,
he

was well beyond the light fromthe fires. O oser...

The horse nearly ran himdown; he | eaped away barely before he could be
knocked

aside. The fugitives were riding double, a big man in front and a huge one
behi nd.

No. That second one wasn't a man.

Dizzied with excitenent, the chase, and the aftershock of Saun’s injury, Dag
bent a nmonment, gasping for control of his own breathing. Hs hand rose to
check

the twin knife sheath hung under his shirt, a reassuring |lunp against his
chest.

Dark, warm nortal hum Md-man. We have you. You and your naker are ours...
He despised tracking from horseback, but he wasn’t going to catch them on

f oot

not even with that dual burden. He cal med hi nsel f again, down, down, ours!,
down

curse it, and summoned his horse. It woul d take Copperhead several mnutes to
bl under through the woods fromthe patrol’s hidden assenbly point. He knelt
and

renoved his bow again, unstrung and stored it, and funbled out the nost

usef ul

of his hand replacenents, a sinple hook with a flat tongue of springy stee
set

against its outside curve to act as a sonetines-pincer. Tapping out a

resi n-soaked stick fromthe tin case in his vest pocket, he set it in the

pi nch

of the spring and persuaded it to ignite. As the flare burned down to its
end,

he shuffled back and forth studying the hoofprints. Wen he was sure he could
recogni ze them again, he pushed to his feet.

H s quarry had nearly passed the Iimt of his groundsense by the tine his
nount

arrived, snorting, and Dag swung aboard. \Were one horse went another could
follow, right? He kicked Copperhead after themat a speed that would have had
Mari swearing at himfor risking his fool neck in the dark. M ne.

Fawn pl odded.

Now t hat she was finally com ng out of the flats into the southeastern hills,
the straight road was not as level as it had run since Lunpton, nor as
straight.

Its gentle slopes and curves were interspersed with odd clinbs up through
narrow, choked ravines that slashed through the rock, or down to tinber

bri dges

repl aci ng shattered stone spans that lay |ike old bones between one

i mpossi bl e

j unpi ng- of f point and another. The track dodged awkwardly around old
rockfalls,

or wet its feet and hers in fords.

Fawn wondered when she would finally reach @ assforge. It couldn’t be too
nmuch

farther, for all that she had nade a slow start this dawn. The |ast of the
good

bread had stayed down, at |east. The day threatened to grow hot and sticky,
later. Here, the road was pleasantly shaded, with woods crowding up to both



si des.

So far this norning she had passed a farmcart, a pack train of nmules, and a
smal | flock of sheep, all going the other way. She’d encountered nothing el se
for nearly an hour. Now she raised her head to see a horse coming toward her
down the road a piece. Also going the wong way, unfortunately. As it neared,
she stepped aside. Not only headed north, but al so al ready doubl e-1 oaded

Bar eback. The ani mal was pl oddi ng al nrost as wearily as Fawn, its unbrushed
dun

hair smeared with salty crusts of dried sweat, burrs matting its black mane
and

tail.

The riders seened as tired and ill kept as the horse. A big fellow | ooking
not

much ol der than her actual age rode in front, all runpled jacket and stubbl ed
chin. Behind him his bigger conpanion clung on. The second man had | unpy
features and long untrinmred nails so crusted with dirt as to | ook black, and
a

bl ank expression. Hi s too-small clothes seened an afterthought: a ragged
shirt

hangi ng open with sleeves rolled up, trousers that did not reach his boot

t ops.

H s age was hard to guess. Fawn wondered if he was a sinpleton. They both

| ooked

as though they were naking their way hone from a night of drinking, or worse.
The young man bore a big hunting knife, though the other seened weaponl ess.
Fawn

mar ched past with the briefest nod, making no greeting to them though out of
the corner of her eye she could see both their heads turn. She wal ked on, not
| ooki ng back.

The recedi ng rhyt hm of hoof beats stopped. She dared a gl ance over her

shoul der.

The two men seemed to be arguing, in voices too hushed and runbling for her
to

make out the words, except a reiterated, “Master want!” in rising, urgent

t ones

fromthe sinpleton, and a sharp, aggravated “Wiy?” fromthe other. She

| ower ed

her face and wal ked faster. The hoofbeats started again, but instead of
fadi ng

into the distance, grew | ouder.

The ani mal | ooned al ongside. “Mrning,” the younger nman called down in a
woul d- be cheerful tone. Fawn gl anced up. He tugged his dirty blond hair at
her

politely, but his smle did not reach his eyes. The sinpleton just stared
tensely at her.

Fawn conbined a civil nod with a repelling frown, starting to think, Please,
| et

there be a cart. Cows. O her riders, anything, | don't care which direction
“CGoing to d assforge?’” he inquired.

“I"mexpected,” Fawn returned shortly. Go away. Just turn around and go away.
“Fam |y there?”

“Yes.” She considered inventing sone | arge d assforge brothers and uncles, or
just relocating the real ones. The plague of her life, she al nbst w shed for
t hem now.

The sinpleton thunped his friend on the shoul der, scowing. “No tal k. Just

take.” Hi s voice canme out sneared, as though his nouth was the w ong shape
i nsi de.

A manure wagon would he just lovely. One with a | ot of people on board,
preferably.

“You do it, then,” snapped the young man.



The sinpl eton shrugged, braced his hands, and slid hinmself off right over the
horse’s runp. He |landed nore neatly than Fawn woul d have expected. She

| engt hened her stride; then, as he cane around the horse toward her, she

br oke

into a dead run, |ooking around frantically.

The trees were no hel p. Anything she could clinb, he could too. To get out of
sight long enough to hide in the woods, she had to outpace her pursuer by an
i mpossi bl e margin. M ght she stay ahead until a nmiracle occurred, such as
someone riding around that |ong curve up ahead?

He noved faster than she woul d have guessed for a man that size, too. Before
her

third breath or step, huge hands cl anped around her upper arns and lifted her
right off her punping feet. At this range she could see that their nails were
not just dirty but utterly black, like claws. They bit through her jacket as
he

swung her around.

She yelled as loud as she could, “Let go of ne! Let go!” followed up with

t hroat - seari ng screans. She kicked and struggled with all her strength. It
was

like fighting an oak tree, for all the result she got.

“Well, now you ve got her all riled up,” said the young man in disgust. He

t oo

slid off the horse, stared a noment, and pulled off the rope holding up his
trousers. “W' |l have to tie her hands. Unless you want your eyes clawed out.”

Good idea. Fawn tried. Useless: the sinpleton’s hands remai ned cl anped on her
wrists, yanked high over her head. She withed around and bit a bare, hairy
arm

The huge man’s skin had a nost peculiar snell and taste, |like cat fur, not as
foul as she woul d have expected. Her satisfaction at draw ng bl ood was
short-lived as he spun her around and, still w thout visible enotion, fetched
her an open-handed sl ap across the face that snapped her head back and

dr opped

her to the road, bl ack-and-purple shadows boiling up in her vision

Her ears were still ringing when she was jerked upright and tied, then
lifted.

The sinpl eton handed her up to the young nman, now back aboard his horse. He
shoved at her skirts and set her upright in front of him both hands cl anped
around her waist. The horse’s sweaty barrel was warm under her |egs. The
sinmpleton took the reins to | ead them and started wal ki ng once nore, faster
“There, that’'s better,” said the man who held her, his sour breath wafting

past

her ear. “Sorry he hit you, but you shouldn’t have run from him Cone on

al ong,

you' Il have nmore fun with me.” One hand wandered up and squeezed her breast.
“Huh. Riper than | thought.”

Fawn, gasping for air and still shuddering with shock, licked at a wet
trickle

fromher nose. Was it tears, or blood, or both? She pulled surreptitiously at
t he rope around her wrists unconfortably binding her hands. The knots seened
very tight. She considered nore scream ng. No, they might hit her again, or

gag
her. Better to pretend to be stunned, and then if they passed anyone within
shouting di stance, she’d still have command of her voice and her |egs.

This hopeful plan lasted all of ten mnutes, when, before anyone el se hove
;?;ﬁt, they turned right off the road onto a hidden path. The young man’s

ﬁgztfzrned into an al nost | azy enbrace, and his hands wandered up and down
?g:so. As they started up a slope, he hitched forward as she slid backward,



shoved her bedroll out of the way, and held her backside nore tightly against
his front, letting the horse’s nmovenent rub them t oget her

As nmuch as this flagrant interest frightened her, she wasn’'t sure but what

t he

sinmpleton’s indifference frightened her nore. The young man was bei ng nasty
in

predi ct abl e ways. The ot her...she had no idea what he was thinking, if
anyt hi ng.

Wll, if this is going where it |ooks, at |least they can't make me pregnant.
Thank you, stupid Sunny Sawmran. As bright sides went, that one stank like a
cesspit, but she had to allow the point. She hated her body’s trenbling,
signaling her fear to her captor, but she could not stop it. The sinpleton

| ed

t hem deeper into the woods.

Dag stood in his stirrups when the distant yelling echoed through the trees
from

the broad ravine, so high and fierce that he could barely distinguish words:
Let! o!

He ki cked his horse into a trot, ignoring the branches that sw ped and

scrat ched

them both. The strange marks he’'d read in the road a couple of niles back
suddenly grew a lot nore worrisome. He’'d been trailing his quarry at the

out ernmost edge of his groundsense for hours, now, while the night’'s
exhausti on

crept up on his body and wits, hoping that they were |l eading himto the
malice’'s

lair. H s suspicion that a new concern had been added to his pack chilled his
belly as the outraged cries continued.

He popped over a rise and took a fast shortcut down an erosion gully with his
horse nearly sliding on its haunches. H's quarry cane into sight at last in a
smal | clearing. What...? He snapped his jaw shut and cantered forward,

heedl| ess

of his own noise how Pulled up at ten paces, flung hinmself off, let his hand
go

t hrough the steps of stringing and mounting and | ocking his bow w t hout

consci ous thought.

It was abundantly clear that he wasn't interrupting soneone’s tryst. The
kneel i ng mud- man, bl ank-faced, was hol di ng down t he shoul ders of a struggling
figure who was obscured by his conrade. The other man was trying,

si mul taneously, to pull down his trousers and part the | egs of the captive,
who

was kicking valiantly at him He cursed as a small foot connected.

“Hol d her!”

“No time to stop,” grunbled the nmud-man. “Need to go on. No time for this.”
“I't won't take long if you just...hold her..still!” He finally managed to
shove

his hips inside the angle of the kicks.

Absent gods, was that a child they were pinning to the dirt? Dag' s
groundsense

threatened to boil over; distracted or no, the nud-man nmust notice hi msoon
even

if the other had his backside turned. The middle figure surged upward
briefly,

face flushed and bl ack curls flying, dress pulled half-down as well as shoved
hal f-up. A flash of sweet breasts |like apples snote Dag’s eyes. GCh. That
short

rounded formwas no child after all. But outweighed |ike one nonethel ess.

Dag quelled his fury and drew. Those heavi ng nmoon-col ored buttocks had to be
t he



nost righteous target ever presented to his aim And for once in his accursed
life, it seened he was not too late. He considered this marvel for the whole
monent it took to adjust his tension to be sure the arrow would not go

t hr ough

and into the girl. Wman. \Watever she was.

Rel ease.

He was reaching for another shaft before the first found its mark. The
perfection of the thunk, square in the mddle of the |left cheek, was even
nor e

sati sfying than the surprised screamthat followed. The bandit bucked and
rolled

off the girl, howing and trying to reach around hinsel f, tw sting from side
to

si de.

Now t he danger was not hal ved, but doubl ed. The rmud-man stood abruptly,

seei ng

Dag at last, and dragged the girl up in front of his torso as a shield. Hi's
hei ght and her shortness thwarted his intent; Dag sent his next shaft toward
t he

creature’s calf. It was a glancing hit, but stung. The nud-man | eaped.

Did this one have enough wits to threaten his prisoner in order to stop Dag?
Dag

didn't wait to find out. Lips drawn back in a fierce grin, he drew his war
knife

and pelted forward. Death was in his stride.

The mud-man saw it; fear flashed in that sullen, lunmpy face. Wth a panicked
heave, he tossed the crying girl toward Dag, turned, and fled.

Bow still encunbering his left arm the knife in his right hand, Dag had no
way

to catch her. The best he could do was fling his arms wi de so that she wasn’'t
stabbed or battered. He |ost his skidding balance on her inpact, and they
bot h

went down in a tangle.

For a nonent, she was on top of him her breath knocked out, her body’s
sof t ness

squashed onto his. She inhal ed, made a strai ned squeaki ng noi se, yanked

her sel f

up, and began clawing at his face. He tried to get out words to cal mher, but
she wouldn't let him finally he was forced to let go of his weapon and just
fling her off. Wth two live enemes still on the ground, he would have to
deal

with her next. He rolled away, snatched up his knife again, and surged to his
feet.

The mud-man had scranbl ed back up on the bandit’s horse. He yanked the
beast’s

head around and tried to ride Dag down. Dag dodged, started to flip his knife
around for a throw, thought better of it, dropped it again, reached back to
hi s

now tw st ed- around qui ver, and drew one of his few remaining arrows. Nocked,
ai med.

No.

Let the creature keep running, back to the lair. Dag could pick up those
tracks

again if he had to. One wounded prisoner would test the limts of what he
coul d

handl e ri ght now. A prisoner who was, nost definitely, going to be nade to
tal k.

The horse vanished up the faint trail |eading out of the clearing that
paral |l el ed the course of a nearby creek. Dag | owered the bow and | ooked
around.



The human bandit too had di sappeared, but for once, tracking was not going to
be

any trouble. Dag pointed to the girl, now standing up a few yards away and
struggling to readjust her torn blue dress. “Stay there.” He followed the

bl ood

trail.

Past a screen of saplings and brush Iining the clearing, the splashes grew
heavier. By the boulders of the creek a figure lay prone and silent in a red
puddl e, trousers about his knees, Dag’s arrow clutched in his hand.

Too still. Dag set his teeth. The man had evidently tried to drag the
maddeni ng

shaft out of his flesh by main force, and nmust have ripped open an artery
doi ng

so. That wasn’t a killing shot, blight it! Wasn't supposed to be. Good

i ntentions, where have we net before? Dag bal anced hi nsel f and shoved t he
body

over with one foot. The pal e unshaven face | ooked terribly young in death,
even

shadowed as it was by dirt. No answers now to be squeezed fromthis one; he
had

reached the last of all betrayals.

“Absent gods. More children. Is there no end to then?” Dag nuttered.

He | ooked up to see the woman-child standing a few paces back al ong the bl ood
trail, staring at themboth. Her eyes were huge and brown, like a terrified
deer’s. At |east she wasn't scream ng anynore. She frowned down at her |ate
assail ant, and an unvoi ced Ch ghosted from her tender, bitten lips. Alivid
brui se was starting up one side of her face, scored with four parallel red
gouges. “He’'s dead?”

“Unfortunately. And unnecessarily. If he'd just lain still and waited for
hel p,

I’d have taken himprisoner.”

She | ooked hi mup, and up, and down, fearfully. The top of her dark head,
wer e

t hey standing closer, would cone just about to the middle of his chest, Dag
judged. Sel f-consciously, he tucked his bow hand down by his side, half out
of

sight around his thigh, and sheathed his knife.

“I know who you are!” she said suddenly. “You' re that Lakewal ker patroller
saw

at the well-house!”

Dag blinked, and blinked again, and let his groundsense, shielded fromthe
shock

of this death, conme up again. She blazed in his perceptions. “Little Spark
What

are you doing so far fromyour farnP”

Chapter 3

The tall patroller was staring at Fawn as though he recogni zed her. She

wri nkl ed

her nose in confusion, not following his words. Fromthis angle and di stance,
she could at |ast see the color of his eyes, which were an unexpected

netal lic

gold. They seenmed very bright in his bony face, against weathered skin tanned
to

a dark coppery sheen on his face and hand. Several sets of scratches scored
hi s

cheeks and forehead and jaw, nmpbst just red but sone bleeding. | did that, oh
dear.



Beyond, the body of her woul d-be ravisher lay on the snpothed stones of the
creek bank. Some of his still-wet blood trickled into the creek, to swrl
away

in the clear water in faint red threads, dissipating to pink and then gone.
He

had been so hotly, heavily, frighteningly alive just mnutes ago, when she
had

wi shed hi m dead. Now she had her w sh, she was not so sure.

“l...it."” she began, waving an uncertain hand at, well, everything, then

bl urted,

“I"'msorry | scratched you up. | didn't understand what was coming at ne.”
Then

added, “You scared nme.” | think I’ve lost ny wts.

A hesitant smile turned the patroller’s lips, naking himlook for a nonent
like

someone altogether else. Not so..loonming. “I was trying to scare the other
fellow”

“I't worked,” she allowed, and the smile firmed briefly before fleeing again.
He felt his face, glanced at the red snears on his fingertips as if

surpri sed,

t hen shrugged and | ooked back at her. The weight of his attention was
startling

to her, as though no one in her life had ever | ooked at her before, really
| ooked; in her present shaky state, it was not a confortable sensation
“Are you all right otherw se?” he asked gravely. His right hand made an
inquiring jerk. The other he still held down by his side, the short,
power f ul -1 ooki ng bow cocked at an angle out of the way by his leg. “Aside
from

your face.”

“My face?” Her quivering fingertips probed where the sinpleton had struck
her .

Still alittle numb, but starting to ache. “Does it show?”

He nodded.

“oh. "

“Those gouges don’t | ook so good. | have sonme things in my saddl ebags to

cl ean

t hem up. Cone away, here, cone sit down, um..away.”

Fromthat. She eyed the corpse and swallowed. “All right.” And added, “I’m
al |

right. I'lIl stop shaking in a mnute, sure. Stupid of ne.”

Wth his open hand not conming within three feet of her, he herded her back
toward the clearing |ike soneone shooing ducks. He pointed to a big fallen | og
a

way apart fromthe scuffed spot of her recent struggle and wal ked to his

hor se,

a rangy chestnut calmy browsing in the weeds trailing its reins. She plunked
down heavily and sat bent over, arns w apped around herself, rocking a
little.

Her throat was raw, her stomach hurt, and though she wasn’t gaspi ng anynore,
it

still felt as though she couldn’t get her breath back or that it had returned
badly out of rhythm

The patroller carefully turned his back to Fawn, did sonething to dismantle
hi s

bow, and rummaged in his saddl ebag. Mre adjustnments of sone sort. He turned
agai n, shrugging the strap of a water bottle over one shoulder, and with a
coupl e of cloth-wapped packets tucked under his left arm Fawn blinked,
because

he seemed to have suddenly regained a left hand, stiffly curved in a | eather
gl ove.



He | owered hinsel f beside her with a tired-sounding grunt, and arranged those
legs. At this range he snelled, not altogether unpleasantly, of dried sweat,
woodsnoke, horse, and fatigue. He laid out the packets and handed her the
bottle. “Drink, first.”

She nodded. The water was flat and tepid but seenmed cl ean

“Eat.” He held out a piece of bread fished fromthe one cloth.

“l couldn't.”

“No, really. It'll give your body sonething to do besi des shake. Very

di stractible that way, bodies. Try it.”

Doubtfully, she took it and nibbled. It was very good bread, if a little dry
by

now, and she thought she recognized its source. She had to take another sip
of

water to force it down, but her uncontrolled trenbling grew | ess. She peeked
at

his stiff left hand as he opened the second cloth, and decided it must be
carved

of wood, for show.

He wetted a bit of cloth with sonething froma small bottle—takewal ker
medi ci ne?—and rai sed his right hand to her aching |l eft cheek. She flinched,
al t hough the cool liquid did not sting.

“Sorry. Don't want to |l eave those dirty.”

“No. Yes. | nean, right. It’s all right. | think the sinpleton clawed nme when
he

hit me.” O aws. Those had been claws, not nails. Wat kind of nmonstrous birth...
?

H's |lips thinned, but his touch remained firm

“I"'msorry | didn’t come up on you sooner, miss. | could see sonething had
happened back on the road, there. I'd been trailing those two all night. M
patrol seized their gang’s canp a couple of hours after midnight, up in the

hills on the other side of dassforge. I'"'mafraid | flushed themright into
you.”
She shook her head, not in denial. “I was wal ki ng down the road. They j ust

picked me up like you'd pick up a lost...thing, and claimit was yours.” Her
frown deepened. “No...not just. They argued first. Strange. The one who was...
um..

t he one you shot, he didn't want to take ne along, at first. It was the other
one who insisted. But he wasn't interested in nme at all, later. When—ust
before

you cane.” And added under her breath, not expecting an answer, “Wat was he?”
“Raccoon, is my best guess,” said the patroller. He turned the cloth, hiding
br owni ng bl ood, and wet it again, noving down her cheek to the next gash.
Thi s bizarre answer seenmed so entirely unrelated to her question that she
deci ded he rmust not have heard her aright. “No, | nean the big fell ow who hit
nme. The one who ran away fromyou. He didn’t seemright in the head.”

“Truer than you guess, m ss. |’ve been hunting those creatures all nmy life.
You

get so you can tell. He was a made thing. Confirms that a malice—your folk
woul d

call it a blight bogl e—-has energed near here. The nalice makes sl aves of
human

shape for itself, to fight, or do its dirty work. O her shapes too,

soneti nes.

Mud-men, we call them But the malice can’t make them up out of nothing. So
it

catches animals, and reshapes them Crudely at first, till it grows stronger
and

smarter. Can't make life at all, really. Only death. Its slaves don't |ast

t oo

long, but it hardly cares.”



Was he gulling her, Iike her brothers? Seeing how much a silly little farm
girl

could be made to swal |l ow down whol e? He seenmed perfectly serious, but maybe
he

was just especially good at tall tales. “Are you saying that blight bogles
are

real ?”

It was his turn to | ook surprised. “Wiere are you from mss?” he asked in
renewed caution.

She started to nane the village nearest her famly's farm but changed it to
“Lunpton Market.” It was a bigger town, nore anonynous. She strai ght ened,
trying

to marshal the casual phrase |I'’ma wi dow and push it past her bruised lips.
“What' s your nane?”

“Fawn. Saw...field,” she added, and flinched. She'd wanted neither Sunny’s
name

nor her own famly’'s, and now she’d stuck herself with some of both.

“Fawn. Apt,” said the patroller, with a sideways tilt of his head. “You mnust
have had those eyes frombirth.”

It was that unconfortable weighty attention again. She tried shoving back
“What’' s yours?” though she thought she al ready knew.

“l answer to Dag.”

She waited a nonent. “lsn’t there any nore?”

He shrugged. “lI have a tent nane, a canp nane, and a hinterland nanme, but Dag
is

easier to shout.” The smile glinmrered by again. “Short is better, in the

field.

Dag, duck! See? If it were any longer, it might be too late. Ah, that’s
better.”

She realized she’d sniled back. She didn't knowif it was his talk or his
br ead

or just the sitting down quietly, but her stomach had finally stopped
shuddering. She was left hot and tired and drai ned.

He restoppered his bottle.

“Shoul dn’t you use that too?” she asked.

“Ch. Yeah.” Cursorily, he turned the cloth again and swiped it over his face.
He

m ssed about half the nmarks.

“Why did you call ne Little Spark?”

“When you were hiding above ne in that apple tree yesterday, that’s how

t hought of you.”

“I didn't think you could see ne. You never | ooked up!”

“You didn’t act as though to wanted to be seen. It only seemed polite.” He
added, “1 thought that pretty farmwas your hone.”

“I't was pretty, wasn't it? But | only stopped there for water. | was wal ki ng
to

d assforge.”

“From Lunpt on?”

And points north. “Yes.”

He, at least, did not say anything about, It’'s a Iong way for such short

| egs.

He did say, inevitably, “Famly there?”

She al nost said yes, then realized he might possibly intend to take her

t here,

whi ch coul d prove awkward. “No. | was going there to |l ook for work.” She
strai ghtened her spine. “I’ma grass w dow.”

A slow blink; his face went blank for a rather |long nmonent. He finally said,
in

an oddly cautious tone, “Pardon, mssus...but do you know what grass w dow
means?”



“A new wi dow,” she replied pronmptly, then hesitated. “There was a wonan cane

up

from d assforge to our village, once. She took in sewing and made cord and
netting. She had the nost beautiful little boy. My uncles called her a grass
wi dow. ” Anot her too-quiet pause. “That’'s right, isn't it?”

He scratched his rat’s nest of dark hair. “Wll...yes and no. It’'s a farmer
term

for a worman pregnant or with a child in tow with no husband in sight
anywher e.

It’s nore polite than, um less polite terms. But it’s not altogether kind.”
Fawn fl ushed.

He said even nore apologetically, “I didn't nmean to enbarrass you. It just
seened | ought to check.”

She swal | owed. “Thank you.” It seens | told the truth despite nyself, then
“And your little girl?” he said.

“What ?” said Fawn sharply.

He notioned at her. “The one you bear now.”

Fl at panic stopped her breath. | don't show How can he know? And how coul d
he

know, in any case, if the fruit of that really, really ill-considered and now
deeply regretted frantic funble with Sunny Sawran at his sister’s spring
weddi ng

party was going to be a boy or a girl, anyhow?
He seened to realize he’d nade sone m stake, but to be uncertain what it was.

H s gesture wavered, turning to open-handed earnestness. “It was what
attracted

t he mud-man. Your present state. It was al nost certainly why they grabbed
you.

If the other assault seened an afterthought, it likely was.”

“How can you—what —ahy?”

Hs lips parted for a nonent, then, visibly, he changed whatever he’'d been
about

to say to: “Nothing’s going to happen to you now.” He packed up his cloths.
Anyone el se might have tied the corners together, but he whipped a bit of
cord

around them that he somehow managed to wind into a pull-knot one-handed.

He put his right hand on the | og and shoved hinself to his feet. “l either
need

to put that body up a tree or pile some rocks on it, so the scavengers don't
get

to it before someone can pick it up. He m ght have people.” He | ooked around
vaguel y. “Then deci de what to do with you.”

“Put me back on the road. Or just point me toit. |I can find it.”

He shook his head. “Those might not be the only fugitives. Not all the

bandi ts

m ght have been in the canp we took, or they m ght have had nore than one

hi deout. And the nmalice is still out there, unless ny patrol has got ahead of
me, which I don’t think is possible. My people were conmbing the hills to the
south of dassforge, and now | think the lair’'s northeast. This is no good
tine

or place for you, especially, to be wandering about on your own.” He bit his
lip

and went on alnost as if talking to hinmself, “Body can wait. Got to put you
somewhere safe. Pick up the track again, find the lair, get back to ny patro

quick as | can. Absent gods, I'mtired. Mstake to sit down. Can you ride
behi nd

me, do you think?”

She al nmost missed the question in his munble. I’mtired too. “On your horse?
Yes, but—=

“ G)Od. ”



He went to his nount and caught up the reins, but instead of coming back to
her,

led it to the creek. She trailed along again, partly curious, partly not
want i ng

to let himout of her sight.

He evidently decided a tree would be faster for stowing his prey. He tossed a
rope up over the crotch of a big sycanore that overhung the creek, using his
horse to haul the body up it. He clinbed up to be sure the corpse was
securely

wedged and to retrieve his rope. He moved so efficiently, Fawn could scarcely
spot the extra motions and accommodati ons he nmade for his one-handed state.

Dag pressed his tired horse over the last ridge and was rewarded on the other
side by finding a double-rutted track bunping al ong the creek bottom *“Ah,
good,” he said aloud. “It’s been a while since | patrolled down this way, but
I

recall a good-sized farmtucked up at the head of this valley.”

The girl clinging behind his cantle remained too quiet, the same wary silence
she’ d mai ntai ned since he'd discussed her pregnant state. H s groundsense,
extended to utnost sensitivity in search for hidden threats, was battered by
her

near by churning enotions; but the thoughts that drove themrenai ned, as ever,
opaque. He had naybe been too indiscreet. Farmers who found out much about
Lakewal ker groundsense tended to call it the evil eye, or black magic, and
accuse patrollers of mnd reading, cheating in trade, or worse. It was al ways
troubl e.

I f he found enough people at this farm he would | eave her in their care,
with

strong warni ngs about the hal f-hunt-half-war presently going on in their
hills.

If there weren't enough, he must try to persuade themto |ight out for

A assforge or sonme other spot where they might find safety in nunbers till
this

mal i ce was taught nortality. If he knew farmers, they wouldn’t want to go,
and

he sighed in anticipation of a dreary and thankl ess argunent.

But the nere thought of a pregnant woman of any hei ght or age wanderi ng about
in

blithe ignorance anywhere near a malice’s lair gave himgruesome horrors. No
wonder she’d shone so brightly in his groundsense, with so nuch life
happeni ng

in her. Although he suspected Fawn woul d have been scarcely less vivid even
before this conception. But she would attract a nalice’s attention the way a
fire drew noths.

By the time they' d straightened out the definition of grass w dow, he had
been

fairly sure he had no need to offer her condol ences. Farmer bed custons nade
very little sense, sonetines, unless one believed Mari’'s theories about their
chi l dbearing being all nmixed up with. their pretense of owning | and. She had
some very tart remarks on farmer wonmen’s | ack of control of their own

fertility,

as well. Cenerally in conjunction with |l ectures to young patrollers of both
sexes about the need to keep their trousers buttoned while in farner
territory.

ad patrollers, too

Details of a dead husband had been conspi cuously absent in Fawn’s speech. Dag
coul d understand grief robbing someone of words, but grief, too, seened

m ssi ng

in her. Anger, fear, tense determi nation, yes. Shock fromthe recent
terrifying



attack upon her. Loneliness and honesi ckness. But not the anguish of a sou
ripped in half. Strangely |acking, too, was the profound satisfaction such
life-giving usually engendered anbng Lakewal ker wonen he’d known. Farners,
feh.

Dag knew why his own people were all a little crazed, but what excuse did
farmers have?

He was roused fromhis weary brooding as they passed out of the woods and the
valley farmcane into sight. He was instantly ill at ease. The | ack of cows
and

horses and goats and sheep struck himfirst, then the broken-down places in
t he

split-rail fence lining the pasture. Then the absence of farm dogs, who
shoul d

have been barki ng annoyi ngly around his horse by now He stood in his
stirrups

as they plodded up the | ane. House and barn, both built of weathered gray

pl anks, were standi ng—and st andi ng open—but snoke rose in a thin trickle from
t he char and ashes of an outbuil di ng.

“What is it?” asked Fawn, the first words she’d spoken for an hour

“Trouble, | think.” He added after a nonent, “Trouble past.” Nothing human
flared in the range of Dag' s perceptions—aor anything non-hunman either. “The
pl ace is conpletely deserted.”

He pulled up his horse in front of the house, swung his |l eg over its neck
and

junped down. “Move up. Take the reins,” he told Fawn. “Don’t get down yet.”
She scranbl ed forward from her perch on his saddl ebags, staring around

wi de- eyed. “What about you?”

“CGoing to scout around.”

He nmade a qui ck pass through the house, a rambling two-story structure with
additions built on to additions. The place seenmed stripped of snall objects
of

any value. Itenms too big to carry—beds, clothes chests—aere frequently
knocked

over or split. Every glass wi ndow was broken out, senselessly. Dag had an

i dea

how hard those i nprovenents had been to cone by, carefully saved for by sone
hopeful farmwife, packed in straw up from d assforge over the rutted | anes.
The

ki tchen pantry was stripped of food.

The barn was enpty of aninals; hay was left, sone grain mght be gone. Behind
the barn on the manure pile, he at last found the bodies of three farm dogs,
sl ashed and hacked about. He eyed the snol dering outbuilding in passing,
charred

timbers sticking out of the ash like black bones. Soneone woul d need to | ook
through it for other bones, later. He returned to his horse.

Fawn was gazing around warily as she took in the disturbing details. Dag

| eaned

agai nst Copper head’ s warm shoul der and sw ped his hand through his hair.
“The pl ace was raided by the bandits—er soneone—about three days ago, |

j udge,”

he told her. “No bodies.”

“That’ s good—yes?” she said, dark eyes grow ng unsure at whatever expression
was

| eaking onto his features. He couldn’t think that it was anything but
exhausti on.

“Maybe. But if the people had run away, or been run off, news of this should
have reached d assforge by now. M patrol had no such word as of yesterday
eveni ng.”

“Where did they all go, then?” she asked.

“Taken, I'mafraid. If this malice is trying to take farner slaves already,



it's

growi ng fast.”

“What —sl| aves for what?”

“Not sure the malice even knows, yet. It’'s a sort of instinct with malices.

It'Il figure it out fast enough, though. I’mrunning out of tine.” He was
growing dizzy with fatigue. Was he al so growing stupid with fatigue?

He continued, “1’d give al nost anything for two hours of sleep right now,
except

two hours of light. | need to get back to the trail while I still have
dayl i ght

to see it. | think.” Hs voice slowed. “l think this place is as safe as any
and

safer than nost. They' ve hit it once, it’'s already stripped of everything
val uabl e—they won’t be back too soon. |I’'mthinking naybe | could | eave you
here

anyway. |f anyone cones, you can tell them-no. First, if anyone cones, hide,
till you are sure they’'re all-right folks. Then come out and tell them Dag has
a

nmessage for his patrol, he thinks the malice is holed up northeast of town,
not

south. If patrollers come, do you think you could show themto where the
tracks

led off? And that boy’ s—bandit’ s—body,” he added in afterthought.

She squinted at the wooded hills. “I’mnot sure | could find ny way back to
it,

the route you took.”

“There’s an easier way. This | ane”—-he waved at the track they’'d ridden

up—goes

back to the straight road in about four miles. Turn left, and | think the
pat h

your mud-man took east fromit is about three mles on.”

“Ch,” she said nore eagerly, “l could find that, sure.”

“Cood, then.”

She had no fear, blast and blight it. He could change that...So did he want
her

to be terrified out of her mind, frozen witless? She was al ready sliding down
of f the horse, |ooking pleased to have a task within her capacity.

“What’' s so dangerous about the nud-nmen?” she asked, as he gathered his reins
and

prepared to nount once nore.

He hesitated a long nmonent. “They’' |l eat you,” he said at last. After
everyt hi ng

else is all over, that is.

“ O,]. ”

Subdued and i nmpressed. And, nore inportant, believing him Well, it hadn't
been

alie. Maybe it would make her just cautious enough. He found his stirrup and
pushed up, trying not to dwell on the contrast between this hard saddle and a
feather bed. There had been one unslashed feather mattress |eft inside the
farmhouse. He'd noticed it particularly, while shoving aside a little fantasy
about falling into it face-first. He swng his horse around.

“Dag...?"

He turned at once to | ook over his shoulder. Big brown eyes stared up at him
froma face |like a bruised flower.

“Don’t let themeat you, either.”

Involuntarily, his lips turned up; she smiled brightly back through her

dar keni ng contusions. It gave himan odd feeling in his stomach, which he
prudently did not attenpt to nanme. Heartened despite all, he raised his
carved

hand in salute and cantered back down the |ane.



Feel i ng bereft, Fawn watched the patroller vanish into the tunnel of trees at
the edge of the fields. The silence of this homestead, stripped of aninmals
and

peopl e, was eerie and oppressive, once she noticed it. She squinted upward.
The

sun had not even topped the arch of the sky for noon. It seened years since
dawn.

She sighed and ventured into the house. She wal ked all around it, footsteps
echoing, feeling as though she intruded on sonme stranger’s grief. The

sensel ess

mess the raiders had left in their wake seenmed overwhel ming, taken in all at
once. She cane back to the kitchen and stood there shivering a little. Wll

if

t he house was too nmuch, what about one roonf? | could fix one room yes.

She braced herself and started by turning back upright anything that would
still

stand, shelf and table and a couple of chairs. Wat was broken beyond nendi ng
she haul ed outside, starting a pile at one end of the porch. Then she swept

t he

floor clear of broken plates and glass and spilled flour and drying food. She
swept the porch too, while she was at it.

Beneath a worn old rag rug, ignored by the invaders, she found a trapdoor wth
a

rope handl e. She shook the rug over the porch rail, returned, and stared
worriedly at the trap. | don’t think Dag saw this.

She bit her lip, then took a bucket with a broken handl e outside and coll ected
a

fewlive coals fromthe still-smoldering whatever-it-had-been, and started a
little fire in the kitchen hearth. Fromit, she lit a candle stub found in

t he

back of a drawer. She pulled up the trapdoor by its rope, wincing at the
groani ng of its hinges, swallowed, and stared at the [ adder into the dark

hol e.

Coul d there be anyone still hiding down there? Big spiders?...Bodi es? She took
a

deep breath and descended.

When she turned and held up the candle, her lips parted in astonishment. The
cellar was lined with shelves, and on them untouched, were row upon row of
glass jars, many sealed with hot rock wax and covered with cloth bound with
twi ne. Food storage for a farmfull of hungry people. A year of |abor lined
up—Fawn knew exactly how rmuch work, too, as preserving boiled foodstuffs
under

wax seals had been one of her npbst satisfying tasks back hone. None of the
jars

were | abel ed, but her eye had no trouble picking out and identifying the
contents. Fruit preserves. Vinegar pickles. Corn relish. Stew nmeat. A barre
in

the corner proved to hold several sacks of flour. Another held | ast year’s
appl es packed in straw, terribly winkly and by now only suitable for

cooki ng,

but not rotted. She was stirred to enthusiasm and action

Most of the jars were big, neant for a crowd, but she found three smaller
ones,

of dark purple fruit, corn relish, and what she trusted was stew neat, and
haul ed themup into the light. A kerchief full of flour, as well. A single
iron

pan, which she found kicked into a corner under a fallen shelf, was all that
was

left of the tools of this workplace, but with a little ingenuity she soon had



flatbread cooking in it over her fire. The jar of neat proved to be,

pr obabl y,

pork cooked to flinders with onions and herbs, which she heated up after
she' d

freed the pan of her bread circles.

She caught up on days of scant rations, then, replete, set aside portions
made

up for Dag when he returned. Cearly, judging fromhis |ady patrol |eader and
his general build, he was the sort of fellow you had to capture, hog-tie, and
make remenber to eat. Was he just a goer, or did he live too nuch inside his
own

head to notice his body’s needs? And what all else was that head furnished
with?

He seened driven. Considering the al nost casual physical courage he'd

di spl ayed

so far, it was unsettling to consider what he m ght fear that pushed him

al ong

so unceasingly. Well, if | were as tall as a tree, maybe |1'd be brave too. A

skinny tree. Upon consideration, she wapped the neat and the preserves in
rolls

of flatbread so that he might eat while riding, because when he cane back, it
was likely he'd be in a hurry still.

I f he cane back. He hadn’t actually said. The thought nade a di sappoi nted
cold

spot in her belly. Now you' re being stupid. Stop it. The cure for bad sad

t hought s was busyness, right enough, but she was getting dreadfully tired.

In one of the other roons she found an abandoned sew ng basket, al so
over | ooked

by the raiders, probably because the nending that topped it |ooked Iike rags.
They’' d entirely mssed the valuable tools inside, sharp scissors and good
thinbles and a collection of fine iron needles. Wre the blight

bogl e’ s—rml i ce’ s—ud-nen all nen then? Did it make any nud-wonen? It seened
not .

She deci ded she woul d sew up sone of the slashed feather ticks in payment for
the food, so it wouldn't feel so stolen. Sewing was not her best skill, but
strai ght seans woul d be sinple enough, and it would put an end to the nessy,
desol ate feather wack drifting about the place. She hauled the ticks out
onto

the porch, for the light, and so she could watch down the lane for a tall—for
whoever. Needl e and thread and fine repetitive work made a soot hing rhythm
under

her hands. In the quiet, her mnd circled back to this nmorning’ s terror
Daelling on it started to make her feel sick and shaky again. As an
alternative

she wrenched her thoughts to Lakewal kers.

Farner to a Lakewal ker didn’'t nean sonmeone who grew crops; it neant anyone
who

wasn't a Lakewal ker. Townsmen, rivermen, mners, mllers—bandits—evidently

t hey

were all farmers in Dag’'s eyes. She wondered at the inplications. She’d heard
a

story about a girl fromover to Coshoton who had been seduced by a passing
Lakewal ker, a trading man, it was said. She had run away north three tinmes to
Lakewal ker country after him and been brought back by his people, then

hanged

herself in the woods. A cautionary tale, that. Fawn wondered what | esson you
were supposed to draw fromit. Well, Grls should stay away from Lakewal kers
was

t he one obviously intended, but maybe the real one was, |If something doesn't
work once, don't just repeat it twice nore, try sonething else, or Don't give



up

so soon. Or Stay out of the woods.

The naneless girl had died for thwarted love, it was whispered, but Fawn
wondered if it hadn’t been for thwarted rage, instead. She had, she adnitted
to

hersel f, had sonme such thoughts after that awful talk with Stupid Sunny, but
it

wasn’t that she’d wanted to die, it was that she’'d wanted to make himfeel as
bad as he’d made her feel. And it had been rather flattening to reflect that
she’d not be alive to properly enjoy her revenge, and even nore flattening to
suspect he'd get over any guilt pretty quick. Long before she’'d get over
bei ng

dead, in any case. And she’d done nothing that night after all, and by the
next

day, she’d had other ideas. So naybe the real |esson was, Wait till norning,
after breakfast.

She wondered if the hanged girl had been pregnant too. Then she wondered anew
how the tall nan had known, seemingly just by | ooking at her with those eyes,
their shinmmering gold by sudden turns cold as metal or warm as sumer.
Sorcerers, huh. Dag didn't look |like a sorcerer. (And what did sorcerers | ook
i ke anyhow?) He | ooked like a very tired hunter who had been too | ong away
from

hone. Hunting things that hunted hi m back.

A girl baby. Maybe he was just guessing. Fifty percent odds weren’'t half-bad,

for appearing right, later. Still, it was an encouragi ng thought. Grls she
knew. Alittle boy, however innocent, mght have renm nded her too nmuch of
Sunny.

She hadn’'t neant to be a nmother so soon in her life at all, but if she was
goi ng

to be stuck with it, she would very well try to be a good one. She rubbed
absently at her belly. I will not betray you. A bold prom se. How was she to

keep a child safe when she coul dn’t even save herself? Al so, fromnow on, |

will

be nmore careful. Anyone could make a mistake. The trick was not to make the
same

one tw ce.

She eventually ran out of ripped fabric, patience to brood, and the will to
st ay

awake. Her bruised face was throbbing. She hauled the repaired ticks back

i nsi de

and piled themfour deep in a corner of the kitchen, because the next room

was

still a disheartening ness and she hadn’'t the energy left to tackle it. She
fell

gratefully onto the pile. She had barely time to register the nmusty scent of
them and reflect that they were overdue for an airing anyhow, when her

| eaden

eyes cl osed.

Fawn woke to the sound of steps on the wooden porch. Dag back already? It was
still light. How | ong had she slept? Blearily, she pushed up, eager to show
hi m

t he overl ooked treasures in the cellar and to hear what he’'d found. Only then
did it register that there were too many heavy steps out there.

She shoul d have been overl ooked in the cellar—+ could have thrown a coupl e of
those mattresses down there—She had just tinme to think What good is it to not
to

make the same mi stakes twi ce when your new ones’ || kill you all the sane?

bef ore

t he three mud-men burst open the door



Chapter 4

When the faint path he was following up into the hills turned into sonething
nore resenbling a beaten trail, Dag decided it was tine to get off it.

G oundsense or common sense or sheer nerves, he could not tell, but he

di smounted and | ed his horse aside into the woods to a small gl ade well out
of

sight and hearing of the track. He hardly needed to | ay on suggestions of

not - wander i ng- away; even Copperhead, with his rawhi de endurance and his

t enmper,

was so tired as to be stunmbling. But then, so was Dag. Feeling guilty, he
tied

the reins up out of the way of front hooves, but |left the saddle on. He hated
to

| eave his nount so ill tended, but if he came back in a tearing hurry, there
m ght be no time to fool with gear. O to hesitate to ride the beast to

deat h,

i f needs drove hard enough. Tomorrow, or the day after, we shall all take a
better rest. One way or another

He did not return to the trail itself but shadowed the track a dozen paces
of f

in the undergrowth. It was slow work, ghosting like a deer, each footfal
carefully laid, constantly alert. Not a mle farther on he was glad of his
prudence, freezing in a tangle of deadfall and wild grapevines as two figures
cane t hunpi ng openly al ong the path.

Mud-men. A fox and a rabbit, at a guess, and he hardly needed his inner
senses

to tell; they were crude, perhaps early efforts, and marks of their aninal
origin still showed on their hides, their ears, their m sshapen faces and
noses.

It was highly tenpting to try to do sonething with that conbination, awaken

t hem

to their true selves and let nature take its course, but the attenpt would
cost

hi m his cover, perhaps open himto their master beyond. This was no tinme for
ganes. Regretfully, he let them pass by, grateful that their clunmsy new forns
i ncluded human linmtations on their sense of snell in trade for human

advant ages

of hands and speech.

He first knew he was drawing close to the lair by the absence of birds. This
is

a day for absences. He drew his groundsense in even nore tightly as the first
yel | owi ng, dying weeds began to rustle underfoot. | wasn’'t expecting this
till

mles farther in. The lair was much closer to the straight road than he' d

t hought it could possibly be. It was shockingly clever, in a malice
so—supposedl y—young, for it to send its first human gulls to take prey so far
fromits initial bastion. How did we overl ook this?

He knew how. We are too few, with too nmuch ground to cover and never tine
enough. Wden the teeth of the sweeps, speed the search, and risk clues

sl i ppi ng

past unobserved. Go slow and cl ose, and risk not getting to all the critica
places in time. Well, we found this one. This is a success, not a failure.
Maybe.

By the time he reached a vantage he was crawling like a snail, nearly on his

belly, scarcely daring to breathe. Every herb and weed around hi m was dead
and
brittle, the soil beneath his knees was achingly sterile, and his tightly



furl ed

groundsense shivered in the dry shock of the malice’ s draining aura. |ndeed,
it’s here.

At the bottom of a rocky ravine, a creek wound fromhis right, ran straight
bel ow him and curled away on his left. Not one living plant graced the cleft
for as far as he could see in either direction, although the dead bones of a
few

trees still stood up like sentinels. A canp, of sorts, lay along the creek

si de:

three or four black canpfire pits, currently cold, piles of stolen supplies
scattered haphazardly about. On the far side of the creek, a couple of uneasy
horses stood tied to dead trees. Real, natural horses, as far as Dag could
tell.

Il kept, of course.

The space bel ow mi ght accomodate twenty-five or fifty nen, but it was nearly
deserted at the nonment. Exactly one nud-man was asleep on a pile of rags like
a

nest. Dag wondered if any of the absent conpany night be nmen his patrol had
captured last night. Wiich inplied that the patrol mght well arrive on its
own

at any tine, pleasant thought. He did not allow hinself to dwell on the hope.
Partway up the other side of the ravine a shelf of overhanging rock created a
cave, perhaps sixty feet long and shielded in front by a snooth gray outcrop
of

stone pushing up alnost to nmeet the overhang. No telling fromhere how far
back

init went. Paths ran out either end, down to the creek and up over the rise
behi nd.

The malice was inside, at the noment. So was it nobile yet, or still sessile?
And if nobile, had it undergone its first nolt? And if it hadn’t, how frantic
would it be to gather the necessary human materials to achieve that? A
malice’'s

initial hatching body was even clunsier and cruder than a nmud-man’s, which
generally seened to irritate it.

Dag opened his shirt and felt for his sharing knives. He pulled the strap
over

his head and stared a nonent at the twin sheaths. The stitched |eather was
slick

with wear and dark with old sweat. He ran one finger over the thread-wound
hilts, one blue, one green, drew and contenpl ated six inches of polished bone
bl ade. Touched it to his lips. It humed with old nortality.

Is this the day your death is redeened, Kauneo ny |love? | have borne it
around

my neck for so long. As you willed, so | do. This was a vicious malice, big
and

getting bigger fast. It would nearly be worthy of her, Dag thought. Nearly.
He drew the second, enpty bone blade and laid the two back to back. They cone
in

pairs, oh yes. One for you and one for me. He slipped them away agai n.

Mari too bore sharing knives, and so did Uau and Chato, gifts of nortality
from

patrollers before them Mari’s current set was a | egacy fromone of her sons,
he

knew, and as dear to her as these to Dag. The patrol was well supplied. Wo
used

theirs on a malice was not normally a matter of draw ng straws, or heroics,

or

honor. Whoever first could, did. Any way they could. As efficiently as
possi bl e.

It wasn’'t as though there woul dn’t be anot her chance | ater



Dag’s ground was quivering at the drain fromthe malice s presence, an effect
that woul d bleed over into his body if he lingered here rmuch | onger

Sensitive

young patrollers were often so disturbed by their first encounter with a
malice’'s aura, it took them weeks to recover. Dag had been one such. Once.
Now. go. Back to the horse, and gallop like a nadman to the rendezvous point.
Yet ...there were so few creatures in the canp. The opportunity beckoned for a,
so

to speak, single-handed attenpt. Down the ravine side, fly across the creek
up

into that cave...it could all be over in mnutes. In the tine it took to bring
the patrol up, the malice too mght drawin its reinforcenents (and where
wer e

t hey now, doing what mischief?), turning the attack into a potentially costly
fight just to regain a proxinmty he had right now Dag thought of Saun. Had
he

lived the night?

But with his groundsense thwarted, Dag couldn’t see how many men or mnud-nen
m ght be hidden in the cave with the nmalice. If he went charging in there
only

to present his head to the eneny, the difficulties his patrol nmust then face

woul d grow vastly worse. Also, | would be dead. In a way, he was glad that
| ast
prospect still had the power to disturb him At |east sone.

He | owered his face, fought for control of his hastened breathing, and

pr epar ed

to withdraw. His lips twisted. Mari will be so proud of ne.

He started to push back fromthe edge of the ravine, but then froze again.
Down

a path on the other side, three nmud-nen appeared. Was that first one a—where
had

this malice found a wolf in these parts? Dag had thought the farmers had
reduced

wol f nunmbers in this region, but then, this range of rugged unplowable hills
was

a reservoir for all sorts of things. As we see. H s eyes wi dened as he
recogni zed the second in line, the escaped raccoon-man fromthis norning. The
third, huger still, nmust once have been a black bear. A flash of famliar
dul |

blue fabric over the giant bear-nman’s shoul der stopped his breath.

Little Spark. They found Little Spark. How..?

A nmore or less straight line over the hills to the valley farmfrom here was
t he

short leg of a triangle, he realized. He had run two long legs, to get from
t he

farm back to where he’d first |lost the raccoon-man’s traces, then work his

way

her e.

They found her because they went |ooking, | bet. It accounted for the rest of
this malice’s absent conpany; like the two he’'d passed on the trail, they had

doubtl ess all been dispatched to conb the hills for the escaped prize. And

t he

malice and its nud-nmen al ready knew about the valley farmif they' d recently
raided it. Must have known for a long tine; his respect for this one’'s wits
notched up yet again, for it to | eave such a nearby tenpting target al one,
unnol ested and unal arned, for so | ong. How nuch strength had it gained, to
dare

to nove openly now? Or had the arrival of Chato's patrol stanpeded it?

The bl ue-clad figure, hangi ng head down, tw tched and struggl ed. Beat the
back



of her captor with hard little fists, to no visible effect, except that the
bear - man shrugged her hi ps higher over his shoul der and took a firner grip on
her thighs.

She was alive. Conscious. Undoubtedly terrified.

Not terrified enough. But Dag could make it up for her. H s mouth opened, to
silence his own speedi ng breathing, and his heart hanmered. Now the nalice
had

just what it needed for its next molt. Dag had only to deliver to it a
Lakewal ker patroll er—and one so experienced, too—for its dessert, and its
power s

woul d be conpl et e.

He wasn’t sure if he was shivering with indecision or just fear. Fear, he
deci ded. Yes, he could run back to the patrol and bring themon in force, by
t he

tested rules, be sure. Because the Lakewal kers had to win, every tinme. But
Fawn

m ght be dead by the tinme they got back

O in mnutes. The three mud-nmen vani shed behind the occluding rock wall. So
at

| east three in there. O there could be ten

To get in and out of that cave...No. He only had to get in.

He didn’t know why his brain was still madly trying to calculate risks,
because

hi s hand was al ready novi ng. Droppi ng bow and qui ver and excess gear

Posi tioning his sharing-knife sheaths. Swappi ng out the spring-hook on his
wooden wist cap for the steel knife. Testing the draw of his war knife.

He rose and dropped down over the side of the ravine, sliding fromrock to
rill

as silently as a serpent.

It had all happened so fast...

Fawn hung head down, dizzy and nauseated. She wondered if the bl ow she’d

t aken

on the other side of her face would bruise to match the first. The nud-man’s
broad shoul der seened to punch her stomach as it jogged al ong endl essly,

wi t hout

st oppi ng even when she’d been violently sick down its back. Tw ce.

When Dag cane back to the valley farm+f Dag cane back to the valley

far m~aoul d

he be able to read the events fromthe mess her fight had left in the

ki t chen?

He was a tracker, surely he'd have to notice the footprints in plumjam she
had

forced her captors to snmear across the floor as they'd |lunged after her. But
it

seened far too much to expect the man to rescue her twice in one day,

downri ght

enbarrassi ng, even. Imagining the indignity, she tried one nore tine to break
fromthe huge nud-man’s clutch, beating its back with her fists. She m ght
have

been pounding sand for all the difference it made.

She shoul d save her strength for a better chance.

What strengt h? \What chance?

The hot, level sunlight of the sunmer evening gave way abruptly to gray
shadow

and the cool snell of dirt and rock. As her captor swung her down and

upri ght,

she had a giddy inpression of a cave or hollow half-filled with piles of
trash.

O war supplies, it was hard to tell. She fought back the black shadows t hat



swar ned over her vision and stood upright, blinking.

Two nore of the animal-nmen rose as if to greet her three escorts. She
wonder ed

if they were all about to fall on her and tear her up like a pack of dogs
devouring a rabbit. Al though she wasn't entirely sure but what that shorter
one

on the end might have been a rabbit, once.

The Voice said, “Bring her here.”

The words were nore clearly spoken than the nud-men’s nunblings, but the
undertones made her bones feel as though they were nelting. She suddenly
coul d

not force her trenbling face to turn toward the source of that appalling
sound.

It seened to flay the wits right out of her mnd. Please let ne go please |et
nme

go let ne go |etnego...

The bear-nman cl utched her shoul ders and half dragged, half lifted her to the
back of the cave, a long shallow gouge in the hillside. And turned her
face-to-face with the source of the Voice.

It might have been a nmud-man, if bigger, taller, broader. Its shape was human
enough, a head with two eyes, nose, nouth, ears-broad torso, two arms, two

| egs.

But its skin was not even like an animal’s, let alone a human’s. It made her
think of lizards and insects and rock dust plastered together with bird line.
I't

was hairl ess. The naked skull was faintly crested. It was quite uncl ot hed,
and

seem ngly unconscious of the fact; the strange lunps at its crotch didn't

| ook

like a man’s genitals, or a woman’s either. It didn’'t move right, as though
it

were a child s bad clay scul pture given notion and not a breathing creature
of

bone and sinew and nuscl e.

The mud-men had ani mal eyes in human faces, and seened unspeakably dangerous.
Thi s...had human eyes in the face of a nightmare. No, no nightmare she had
ever

dreaned or inmagi ned—ene of Dag’'s, maybe. Trapped. Tormented. And yet, for al
its pain, as devoid of mercy as a stone. Or a rockslide.

It clutched her shirt, lifted her up to its face, and stared at her for a

| ong,

| ong nonment. She was crying now, in fear beyond shane. She would deal with
Dag’ s

rescue, yes, or anybody’s at all. She would trade back for her
bandi t - ravi sher.

She woul d deal with any god |istening, nake any prom se...| et megol et nego. .
Wth a slow, deliberate notion, the malice lifted her skirt with its other
hand,

twi tched her drawers down to her hips, and drew its claws up her belly.

The pain was so intense, Fawn thought for a nonent that she had been gutted.
Her

knees cane up in an involuntary spasm and she screanmed. The sound cane so
tightly out of her raw throat that it turned into near silence, a rasping

hi ss.

She | owered her face, expecting to see bl ood spew ng, her insides com ng out.
Only four faint red lines marked the pal e unbroken skin of her belly.

“Drop her!” a hoarse voice roared fromher right.

The malice’'s face turned, its eyes blinking slowy; Fawn turned too. The
sudden

rel ease of pressure fromher shirt took her utterly by surprise, and she fel



to

the cave floor, dirt and stones scraping her palnms, then scranbled up

Dag was in the shadows, struggling with three, no, all five of the nud-nen.
One

reel ed backward with a slashed throat, and another closed in. Dag nearly

di sappeared under the grunting pile of creatures. A shuffle, a rip, Dag's
yel |,

and a mess of straps and wood and a flash of netal thudded violently against
t he

cave wall. A mud-man had just torn off his armcontraption. The mud-man

tw sted

t he arm around behind Dag’s back as though trying to rip it off too.

He net her eyes. Shoved his big steel knife into the nearest nmud-nman as

t hough

wedging it into a tree for safekeeping, and ripped a | eather pouch from
around

his neck, its strap snapping. “Spark! Watch this!”

She kept her eyes on it as it sailed toward her and, to her own i Mmense
surprise, caught it out of the air. She had never in her life caught—

Anot her

mud- man j unped on Dag.

“Stick it inl” he bell owed, going down again. “Stick it in the malice!”

Kni ves. The pouch had two knives. She pulled one out. It was made of bone.
Magi ¢

kni ves? “Wi ch?” she cried frantically.

“Sharp end first! Anywhere!”

The malice was starting to nove toward Dag. Feeling as though her head was
floating three feet above her body, Fawn thrust the bone knife deeply into
t he

t hi ng’ s thigh.

The malice turned back toward her, howing in surprise. The sound split her
skull. The malice caught her by the neck, this tine, and lifted her up, its
hi deous face contorting.

“No! No!” screaned Dag. “The other one!”

Her one hand still clutched the pouch; the other was free. She had naybe one
second before the malice shook her till her neck snapped, |ike a kitchen boy
killing a chicken. She yanked the spare bone bl ade out of its sheath and

j amed

it forward. It skittered over sonething, maybe a rib, then caught and went
in,

but only a couple of inches. The bl ade shattered. Ch no—

She was falling, falling as if froma great height. The ground struck her a
stunni ng bl ow. She shoved herself up once nore, everything spinning around
her .

Bef ore her eyes, the malice was slunping. Bits and pieces sloughed off it
like

ice blowing froma roof. Its awful, keening voice went up and up and hi gher
still, fading out yet |eaving shooting pains in her ears.

And gone. In front of her feet was a pile of sour-snelling yellow dirt. The
first knife, the one with the blue haft that hadn’t worked, lay before it. In
her ears was silence, unless she'd just gone deaf.

No, for a scuffle began again to her right. She whirled, thinking to snatch

up

the knife and try to help. Its magic mght have failed, but it still had an
edge
and a point. But the three nmud-nen still on their feet had stopped trying to

tear the patroller apart, and instead were scranbling away, yow ing. One
bow ed

her over inits frantic flight, apparently w thout any destructive intent.
Thi s



time, she stayed on her hands and knees. Gasping. She had thought her body
nmust

run out of shakes in sheer exhaustion, but the supply seemed endl ess. She had
to

clench her teeth to keep themfromchattering, |ike someone freezing to
deat h.

Her belly cranped.

Dag was sitting on the ground ten feet away with a staggered | ook on his
face,

| egs every which way, nmouth open, gasping for air just as hard as she was.
Hs

left sleeve was ripped off, and his handl ess armwas bl eeding fromlong
scratches. He nust have taken a blow to his face, for one eye was al ready
tearing and swel |l ing.

Fawn scrabbled around till her hand encountered the other knife hilt, the
green

one that had splintered in the nalice. Were was the malice? “I’'msorry. I'm
sorry. | broke it.” She was sniveling now, tears and snot runni ng down her
lip

from her nose. “lI’'msorry..

“What ?” Dag | ooked up dazedly, and began to crawl toward her one-handed in
strange slow hops, his left armcurled up protectively to his chest.

Fawn pointed a trenbling finger. “l broke your magic knife.”

Dag stared down at the green-wapped hilt with a disoriented | ook on his
face,

as if he was seeing it for the first tine. “No...it’s all right...they're
supposed

to do that. They break Iike that when they work. \Wen they teach the malice
how

to die.”

“What ?”

“Malices are imortal. They cannot die. If you tore that body into a hundred
bits, the nalice's...self, would just flee away to another hole and reassenbl e
itself. Still knowi ng everything it had learned in this incarnation, and so
twi ce as dangerous. They cannot die on their own, so you have to share a
deat h

with them”

“l don’t understand.”

“I"l1'l explain nore,” he wheezed, “later.” He rolled over on his back, hair
sweaty and wild; dilated eyes, the color of sassafras tea in the shadows,

| ooki ng bl ankly upwards. “Absent gods. W did it. It’s done. You did it! Wat
a

mess. Mari will kill ne. Kiss me first, though, | bet. Kiss us both.”

Fawn sat on her knees, bent over her cranps. “Wy didn't the first knife

wor k?

What was wong with it?”

“I't wasn't primed. I'’msorry, | didn’t think. In a hurry. A patroller would
have

known whi ch was which by touch. OF course you couldn’t tell.” He rolled over
on

his left side and reached for the blue-hiked knife. “That one’s mine, for ne
soneday. ”

H s hand touched it and jerked back. “Wat the...?” Hs lips parted, eyes
goi ng

suddenly intent, and he reached again, gingerly. He drew his hand back nore
slowy this tine, the lunatic exhilaration draining fromhis face. “That’s
strange. That's very strange.”

“What ?” snapped Fawn, pain and bew | dernent naking her sharp. Her body was
beaten, her neck felt half-tw sted-off, and her belly kept on knotting in
achi ng



waves. “You don't tell me anything that nakes sense, and then | go and do
stupid

things, and it’s not nmy fault.”

“Ch, | think this one is. That’'s the rule. Credit goes to the one who does,
however scranbl ed the method. Congratul ations, Little Spark. You have just
saved

the world. My patrol will be so pleased.”

She woul d have thought himragging her nercilessly, but while his words
seened

wild, his level tone was perfectly serious. And his eyes were warm on her,

wi thout a hint of..malice.

“Maybe you’'re just crazy,” she said gruffly, “and that’s why nothing you say
makes sense.”

“No surprise by nowif |I am” he said agreeably. Wth a grunting effort, he
roll ed over and up onto his knees, hand propping hi mupright. He opened his

j aw

as if to stretch his face, as though it had gone nunb, and blinked owishly.
“I

have to get off this dead dirt. It’s fouling up ny groundsense sonet hi ng
fierce.”

“Your what ?”

“I"l1'l explain that |ater”—-he sighed—too. I'll explain anything you want.
You're

owed, Little Spark. You' re owed the world.” He added after a reflective
noment ,

“Many people are. Doesn’t change the matter.”

He started to reach for the unbroken knife again, then paused, his expression
growi ng i nward. “Wuld you do me a favor? Pick that up and carry it along for
me. The hilt and the bits of the other, too. It needs proper burying, |ater
on.”

Fawn tried not to |l ook at his stunmp, which was pink and | unmpy and appeared
sore.

“OfF course. O course. Did they break your hand thing?” She spotted the pouch
a

few feet away and crawed to get it. She wasn't sure she could stand up yet
either. She collected the broken bits in his torn-off sleeve and slid the

i ntact

knife back into its sheath.

He rubbed his left arm “Afraid so. It isn't neant to cone off that way, by a
long shot. Dirla will fix it, she’s good with leather. It won't be the first
tine.”

“I's your armall right?”

He grinned briefly. “It isn't neant to cone off that way either, though that
bear-fellow sure tried. Nothing’s broken. It'Il get better with rest.”

He shoved to his feet and stood with | egs braced apart, swaying, until he
seened

sure he wouldn’t just fall down again. He linped slowy around the cave
collecting first his ruined armcontraption, which he wapped over his

shoul der

by its leather straps, then, fallen farther away, his big knife. He swiped it
on

his filthy shirt and resheathed it. He rolled his shoul ders and squinted
around

for a noment, apparently saw nothing el se he wanted, and wal ked back to Fawn.
Her sharpening cranps al nost doubl ed her over when she tried to rise; he gave
her a hand up. She stuffed the pouch and rolled sleeve in her shirt. Leaning
on

each other, they staggered for the light.

“What about the nmud-nen? Wn't they junp us again?” asked Fawn fearfully as

t hey



cane out on the path overlooking the dead ravine.

“No. It's all over for themwhen their nalice dies. They go back to their

ani ma

m nds—trapped i n those made-up human bodi es. They usually panic and run. They

don't do too well, after. We kill themfor nmercy when we can. O herw se, they
die on their own pretty quick. Horrible, really.”

“Ch. "

“The men whose minds the malice has seized, its fog lifts fromthem too.
They

revert.”

“A nmalice enslaves nmen, too?”

“When its powers grow nore advanced. | think this one mght have, for all it
was

still inits first nolt.”

“And they’ Il ...be freed? Wherever they may be?”

“Sometines freed. Sometinmes go mad. Depends.”

“On what ?”

“On what they’ve been doing betimes. They renenber, d’ you see.”

Fawn wasn’t entirely sure she did. O wi shed to.

The air was warm but the sun was setting through bare branches, as though
wi nter had beconme untinely m xed with sumrer. “This day has been ten years
| ong,” Dag sighed. “Cot to get me off this bad ground. My horse is too far

away
to sumon. Think we’'ll take those.” He pointed to two horses tied to trees
near

the creek and | ed her down the zigzag path toward them “I don’t see any
gear.

Can you ride bareback?”

“Usual Iy, but right now !l feel pretty sick,” Fawn admtted. She was stil
shaki ng, and she felt cold and clammy. Her breath drew in as anot her viol ent
cranp passed through her. That is not good. That is something very wong. She
had t hought herself fresh out of fear, a year’'s supply used up, but now she
was

not so sure.

“Huh. Think you'd be all right if I held you in front of nme?”

The unpl easant nmenory of her ride with the bandit this norning—had it only
been

this nmorning? Dag was right, this day was a decade—fI| ashed through her nind
Don't be stupid. Dag is different. Dag, on the whole, was different from any
ot her person she’d ever met in her life. She gul ped. “Yeah. |...yeah
probably.”

They arrived at the horses, Fawn stunbling a little. Dag ran his hand over

t hem

humming to hinself in a tuneless way, and turned one | oose after first
filching

its rope, shooing it off. It trotted away as if glad to be gone. The other was
a

neat bay mare with bl ack socks and a white star; he fastened the rope to her
halter to nake reins and led her to a fallen log. He kept trying to use his
| eft

linb to assist, w ncing, then renenbering, which, anong all Fawn’s other
hurts,

made her heart ache strangely.

“Can you get yourself up, or do you need a boost?”

Fawn stood whitely. “Dag?” she said in a small, scared voice.

H s head snapped around at her tone, and tilted attentively. “Wat?”

“I" m bl eedi ng.”

He wal ked back to her. “Where? Did they cut you? | didn't see..

Fawn swal | owed hard, thinking that her face would be scarlet if only it had
not



been green. In an even snaller voice, she choked out, “Between...between ny
;ﬁgsioopy gl ee that had underlain his expression ever since the killing of
agfice was wi ped away as if with a rag. “Ch.” And he did not seemto require
zingle further word of explanation, which was a good thing, as well as being
amazing in a man, because Fawn was out of everything. Wrds. Courage. |deas.

He took a deep breath. “We still have to get off this ground. Deathly place.
I

have to get you, get you somepl ace else. Away fromhere. W'Ill just go a
little

faster, is all. You're going to have to help me with this. Help each other.”

It took two tries and considerabl e awkwardness, but they both nanaged to get
aboard the bay mare at last, thankfully a placid beast. Fawn sat not astride
but

si deways across Dag’s lap, |egs pressed together, head to his |left shoul der
arm

around his neck, leaving his right hand free for the reins. He chirped to the
horse and started themoff at a brisk walk.

“Stay with me, now,” he murrmured into her hair. “Do not |let go, you hear?”
The worl d was spinning, but under her ear she could hear a steady heartbeat.
She

nodded dol ef ul | y.

Chapter 5

By the time they arrived at the deserted valley farm both the back of Fawn’s
skirt and the front of Dag’'s trousers were soaked in too-bright blood.

“Ch,” said Fawn in a nortified voice, when he’d swng her down fromthe horse
and slid after her. “Ch, I'"msorry.”

Dag rai sed what he hoped was an admirably cal meyebrow. “Wat? It’s just

bl ood,

Little Spark. 1've dealt with nore blood in nmy tine than you have in your
whol e

bitty body.” Wich was where this red tide should be, blast and blight it. |
will not panic. He wanted to swing her up in his arns and carry her inside,
but

he did not trust his strength. He had to keep noving, or his own battered
body

woul d start to stiffen. He wrapped his right arm around her shoul ders

i nst ead,

and, leaving the horse to fend for itself, ainmed her up the porch steps.

“Way i s this happeni ng?” she said, so | ow and breathy and plaintive he wasn't
sure if it was to himor herself.

He hesitated. Yes, she was young, but surely—=Don’t you know?”

She gl anced up at him The bruise nmasking the left side of her face was
darkening to purple, the gouges scabbing over. “Yes,” she whi spered. She

steadi ed her voice by sheer force of will, he thought. “But you seemto know
so

much. | was hoping you mght...have a different answer. Stupid of ne.”

“The malice did sonmething to you. Tried to.” Courage failing, he | ooked away
fromher gaze to say, “It stole your baby’s ground. It would have used it in
its

next nolt, but we killed it first.” And | was too late to stop it. Five

bl i ght ed

mnutes, if he had only been five blighted m nutes quicker...Yes, and if he'd
only been five blighted seconds quicker, once, he’d still have a left hand,

and



he’ d been down that road and back up it enough tinmes to be thoroughly tired
of

the scenery. Peace. If he had arrived at the lair very much sooner, he m ght
have m ssed her entirely.

But what had happened to his spare sharing knife, in that terrible scranble?
I't

had been enpty, but now he woul d swear it was primed, and that should not
have

happened. Take on your disasters one at a tinme, old patroller, or you'll |ose
your trail. The knife could wait. Fawn coul d not.

“Then...then it’s too late. To save. Anything.”

“It’s never too late to save sonething,” he said sternly. “M ght not be what
you

wanted, is all.’
but

was not exactly pertinent to her present need, now was it? He tried again,
because he did not think his heart or hers could bear confusion on this
poi nt .

“She’s gone. You're not. Your next job is to” survive this night “get better
After that, we'll see.”

The twilight was failing as they stepped into the gl oony shadows of the
farmhouse kitchen, but Dag could see it was a different nmess than before.

Whi ch was certainly sonething he needed to hear, every day,

“This way,” Fawn said. “Don’t step in the jam”

“Ah, right.”

“There’s some candl e stubs around. Up over the hearth, there’s sone nore. Ch,
no, I can't lie there, I’'Il stain the ticks.”

“Looks flat enough to nme, Little Spark. | do know you shoul d be Iying down.
["m

real sure of that.” Her breathing was too rapid and shallow, her skin far too
clamy, and her ground had a bad gray tinge that went hand in hand with grave
damage, in his unpl easant experience.

“Well ...well, find sonething, then. For in between.”
Now was not, definitely not, the tine to argue with female irrationality.
tlm ght . ”

He poked up the faint remains of the fire, fed it with some wood chi ps, and
it

two wax stubs, one of which he left on the hearth for her; the other he took
with himfor a quick exploration. A couple of those chests and wardrobes
upstairs had still had things in them he dimy recalled. A patroller should
be

resourceful. What did the girl nost need? A miscarriage was a natural enough
process, even if this one was nmpost unnaturally triggered; wonmen survived them
all the time, he was fairly sure. He just wi shed they had di scussed them

nor e,

or that he had listened nore closely. Lie flat, check, they' d got that far
Make

her confortabl e? Cruel joke...peace. He supposed she’'d be nmore confortable
cleaned up than filthy; at any rate, he'd always been grateful for that when
recovering froma serious injury. Wiat, you can't fix the real problem so
you' Il fix sonething el se instead? And which of you is this supposed to aid?
Peace. And a bucket and an unfouled well, with |uck.

It took nore time than he’d have liked, during which to his swall owed
aggravation she insisted on lying on the blighted kitchen floor, but he
eventual |y assenbl ed a cl ean gownli ke garnent, rather too large for her, sone
ol d nended sheets, an assortnent of rags for pads, actual soap, and water. In
a

nmonent of ruthless inspiration, he broke through her reticence by persuadi ng
her

to wash his hand first, as though he needed hel p.

She still had the shakes, which she seened to take for residual fear but



whi ch

he recogni zed as one with the chilled skin and grayness in her ground, and
whi ch

he treated by piling on whatever blanket-1ike cloths he could find, and
bui I di ng

up the fire. The last tinme he’'d seen a worman coil ed around her belly that
har d,

a bl ade had penetrated al nost to her spine. He heated a stone, wapped it in
cloth, and gave it to Fawn to clutch to herself, which to his relief seened
finally to help; the shakes faded and her ground |ightened. Eventually, she
was

arranged all tidy and sweet and patient-like, her curl around the stone

rel axi ng

as she warned, blinking up at himin the candlelight as he sat cross-I|egged
beside the tick

“Did you find any clothes you coul d use?” she asked. “Though | suppose you'd
be

lucky to find a fit.”

“Haven't | ooked, yet. Cot spares in ny saddl ebags. Wi ch are on ny horse.
Somewhere. If I'"mlucky, nmy patrol will find himand bring himal ong

soneti me.

They had better be |ooking for ne by now.”

“I'f you could find sonmething else to wear, | bet | could wash those tonorrow
I’msorry that—=

“Little Spark,” he leaned forward, his ragged voice cracking, “do not

apol ogi ze

to me for this.”

She recoil ed.

He regai ned control. “Because, don’'t you see, a crying patroller is a very
enbarrassing sight. M face gets all snivelly and snotty. Conmbine that with
this

blue eye |I’'ve got starting, and it’d be Iike to turn your stonmach. And then
there’d just be another mess to clean up, and we don’t want that now, do we.”
He

t weaked her nose, which was on the whole an insane thing to do to a wonman
who’ d

just saved the world, but it worked to break her bl eak nmood; she smiled wanly.
“All right, we're making great progress here, you know Food, what about
food?”

“I don't think I could, yet. You go ahead.”

“Drink, then. And no arguments with ne about that one, | know you need to
drink
when you’ ve |l ost blood.” Are losing blood. Still. Too nmuch, too fast. How
| ong

was it supposed to go on?

Candl el i ght explorations in the rather astonishing cellar yielded a box of
dried

sassafras; uncertain of the unknown well water, he boiled sone up for tea and
dosed them both. He was thirstier than he’d thought, and set Fawn an exanpl e,
whi ch she followed as docilely as a naive young patroller. Wy, why do they
do

what ever you tell themlike that? Except when they didn't, of course.

He sat against the wall facing her, |egs stretched out, and sipped sonme nore.
“There would be nore | could do for you on the inside, patroller tricks with
ny

groundsense, if only..

“Groundsense.” She uncurled a little nmore and regarded himgravely. “You said
you' d tell ne about that.”

He bl ew out his breath, wondering howto explain it to a farmer girl in a way
she woul dn’t take wong. “Goundsense. It’'s a sense of...everything around us.



What’'s alive, where it is, howit’s doing. And not just what's alive, though
that’s brightest. No one quite knows if the world makes ground, or ground
makes

the world, but ground is what a malice sucks out to sustain itself, the |oss
of

which kills everything around its air. In the niddle of a really bad patch of
blight, not only is everything once alive now dead, even rocks don’t hold
their

form G ound s what groundsense senses.”

“Magi ¢c?” she said doubtfully.

He shook his head. “Not the way farners use the term It’s not |ike getting
something for nothing. It's just the way the world is, deep down.” He forged
on

agai nst her frankly blank | ook. “W use words from sight and touch and the
ot her

senses to describe it, but it isn’'t like any of those things, really. It's
like

how you know...Cl ose your eyes.”

She raised her brows at himin puzzl enent, but did so.

“Now. Which way is down? Point.”

Her thunb rotated toward the floor, and the big brown eyes opened again,
still

puzzl ed.
“So how did you know? You didn't see down.”
“1.7 She hesitated. “I felt it. Wth ny whol e body.”

“Groundsense is sonething nore like that. So.” He sipped nore tea; the warm
spi ce soothed his throat. “People are the nost conplicated, brightest things
groundsense sees. W see each other, unless we close it down to block the

di straction. Like shutting your eyes, or wapping a lantern up in a cloak
You

can—takewal kers can—match our body’s ground to soneone el se’s body’s ground.
I f

you get the match up really close, alnost like slipping inside each other
you

can lend strength, rhythm..help with wounds, slow bleeding, help with when a
hurt body starts to go all wong down into that cold gray place. Lead the

ot her

back to bal ance. Did sonething like that for a patroller boy |ast—ye gods,

| ast

ni ght? Saun. | have to stop thinking of himas Saun the Sheep, it’s going to
slip out ny nouth soneday, and he’'ll never forgive me, but anyway. Bandit
whal ed

himin the chest with a sl edgehanmer during the fight, broke ribs, stunned
hi s

heart and lungs. | whacked my ground into a match with his right quick
persuaded his to dance with mne. It was all a bit brutal, but I was in a
hurry.”

“Wul d he have died? But for you?”

“I...maybe. If he thinks so, I'"'mnot going to argue; mght finally get himto
gi ve up those overbl own sword noves of his while he's still inpressed with
ne. ”

Dag grinned briefly, but the grin faded again. More tea. “Trouble is..

Bl i ght,

out of tea. “You ve taken a wound to your wonb. | can sense it in you, like a
rip in your ground. But | can't match it to lend you anything hel pful through
our grounds because, well, | haven't got one. A wonb, that is. Not part of ny

body or its ground. If Mari or one of the girls were here, they could maybe
hel p. But I don’t want to | eave you al one for eight or twelve hours or
however

long it would take to find one and bring her back.”



“No, don't do that!” Her hand clutched at his leg, then drew back shyly as
she

coiled nore tightly on her side. How nmuch pain was she in? Plenty.

“Right. So, that nmeans we have to ride this thing out the farner way. Wat do
farmer wonen do, do you know?”

“Co to bed. | think.”

“Didn’t your nother or sisters ever say?”

“Don’t have any sisters, and nmy brothers are all older than ne. My nother
she’s

taught me a lot, but she doesn’t do nmidwi fery. She's al ways so busy with,
wel |,

everything. Mstly | think the body just cleans itself out |ike a bad
nmont hl y,

t hough sone wonen seemto get poorly, after. | think it’s all right if you
bl eed

some, but bad if you bleed a lot.”

“Well, tell ne which you' re doing, all right?”

“Al'l right.” she said doubtfully.

Her expression was so very reserved and i nward. As though painfully trying to
listen to the marred song of her own body with a groundsense blighted deaf.
O

futilely looking for that other light within her, so bright and busy just
this

nmor ni ng, now dark and dead. In all, Dag thought Fawn had been much too qui et
ever since they'd left the lair. It made himfeel unsettled and desperate.
He wondered if he ought to invent a few sisters for hinself, to bolster his

authority in the matter. “Look, | ama very experienced patroller,” he

bl at her ed

on into that fraught silence. “I delivered a baby single-handedly on the

G eat

Lake Road, once.” Wait, was this a good tale to tell now? Perhaps not, but it
was too late to stop. “Well, not single-handedly, | had two hands then, but

t hey

were both pretty clumsy. Fortunately, it was the woman’s fourth, and she
coul d

tell me howto go on. Wiich she did, pretty tartly. She was not best pleased
to

be stuck with me for a mdw fe. She called nme such nanes. | stored ‘emup to
treasure—they came in right useful later on, when | was dealing with feckless
young patrollers. Twenty-two | was, and so proud of myself after, you d think
I

did all the work. Let me tell you, next bandit | faced after that didn't | ook
nearly so scary.”

This won a watery chuckle, as he’d hoped. Good, because if he’'d gone with the
fictional sisters, she m ght have asked their names, and he didn't think his
i nvention would last so far. Hs eyelids felt as if someone had attached | ead
wei ghts to them when he wasn’'t | ooking. The room was begi nning to waver

unpl easant |l y.

“She was one straightforward | ady. Set ne an exanmple | never forgot.”

“I can see that,” murmured Fawn. And after a quiet nonment added, “Thank you.”
“Ch, you're an easy patient. | won't have to shave you in the norning, and
you

won’'t throw your boots at my head because you're cranky and hurting. Bored
cranky patrollers who hurt, world s worst conmpany. Trust ne.”

“Do they really throw boots?”

“Yes. | did.”
A yawn cracked his face. Hs bruises and strains were reporting for duty,
ri ght

enough. Reni nded of his boots’ existence, he slowmy drew up his feet and
began



to undo his laces. He'd had those boots on for two—o, four days, because
he' d

slept in them night before |ast.

“Wuld you feel nore confortable if | went out to sleep on the porch?” he
asked.

Fawn eyed hi m over her sheets, now pulled up nearly to her lips. Pink, those
lips, if much paler than he would have liked to see them but not gray or

bl ui sh, good. “No,” she said in a curiously distant tone, “I don’t think I
woul d.”

“CGood..” Another yawn split the word, and others crowded after: “Because

don’ t

think...1 could cram through all that...sticky jamright now. Softer here. You
can have the inside, I'll take the outside.” He flopped forward facedown in

t he

tick. He really should turn his head so he coul d breathe, he supposed. He

t ur ned

toward Fawn, that being the better view, and eyed what he could see of her
over

the hillock of stuffed cloth. Dark curls, skin petal-fair where it was not
bruised. Snelling infinitely better than him A surprised brown eye.

“Mama, ” he nmuttered, “the sheep are safe tonight.”

“Sheep?” she said after a nmonment.

“Patrol l er joke.” About farmers, come to think. He wasn’t going to tell it to
her. Ever. Fortunately, he was growi ng too bludgeoned by his fatigue to talk.
He

roused hinsel f just enough to stretch over, pinch out the candle, and flop
agai n.

“I don't get it.”

“Good. ‘Night.” His rueful consciousness of that short curving body separated
fromhis by only a couple of layers of fabric was intense, but very brief.

Fawn woke in the dark of night on her right side, facing the kitchen wall,
with

a wei ght across her chest and a long, |unpy bol ster seem ngly w apped around
her

i n back. The weight was Dag’s left arm she realized, and he nust be dead
asl eep

i ndeed to have flung it there, because he always seemed to carry it subtly
out

of the way, out of sight, when he was awake. H s chin was scratching the back
of

her neck, his nose was buried in her hair, and she could feel her curls
flutter

with his slow breath. He lay very solidly between her and the door.

And what ever m ght cone through the door. Scary things out there. Bandits,
mud- men, blight bogles. And yet..wasn't the tall patroller the scariest of
all?

Because, at the end of the day, bandits, nud-men, and bogles all lay strewn
in

his path, and he was still wal king. Linping, anyhow. How could someone
scarier

t han anyt hi ng make her feel safer? Ariddle, that.

If not precisely trapped by his nenace, she did find herself pinned by his
exhaustion. Her attenpt to slip out wi thout waking himfailed. There foll owed
di sjoi nted rmunbl ed argunents in the dark about a trudge to the privy versus a
chanmber pot (he won), the change and care of bl ood-soaked dressings (he won
again), and where he would go to sleep next (hard to tell who won that one,
but

he did end up on the tick between her and the door as before). Despite a new
hot



stone, her gnawi ng cranps ordained that he was asl eep again before her. But
t he

unlikely confort of that bony body, wapped like a fort wall around her
hurti ng,

assured that it wasn't so very much before

When next she awoke it was broad day outside, and she was al one. Yesterday's
agony in her belly was reduced to a knotting ache, but her dressings were
soaked

again. Before she had tinme to panic, boot steps sounded on the porch
acconpani ed by a tunel ess chirping whistle. She had never heard Dag whistle,
but

it could be no one el se. He ducked in through the door and sniled at her

gold
eyes bright fromthe |ight.
He nust have been out bathing by the well, for his hair was wet and his danp

skin free of blood and grime, leaving all his scratches |ooking tidier and

| ess

alarm ng. Also, he snelled quite nice, last night’s reek—although it had been
reassuring to know exactly where he was even from several feet away in the
dar k—+repl aced with the cl ean sharpness of the lost farmwi fe’' s homenade soap
rough brown stuff that she had nonethel ess scented with | avender and nint.
He was shirtless, wearing a pair of unbloodied gray trousers clearly not his
own

ci nched around his waist with a stray bit of rope. She suspected they cane
about

a foot short |engthwi se, but with the ends tucked into his boots, no one
coul d

tell. He had an uneven tan, his coppery skin paler where his shirt usually
fell,

al t hough not nearly as pale as hers. He favored | ong sl eeves even in sunmer,
it

seened. His collection of bruises was al nost as inpressive as her own. But he
was not so bony underneath as she’d feared; his |ong, strappy nuscles noved
easily under his skin. “Mrning, Spark,” he said cheerily.

The first order of business was the repellent nedical necessities, which he
t ook

on with such straightforward briskness that he left her alnost feeling that
bl ood clots were an achi evenent rather than a horror. “Clots are good. Red,
spurting blood is bad. Thought we’'d agreed on that one, Spark. Whatever the
malice ripped up inside you is starting to nmend, that says to me. Good worKk.
Keep |ying down.”

She lay dozily as he wandered in and out. Things happened. A ragged white
shirt

appeared on his back, too tight across the shoulders and with the sl eeves
rolled

up. More tea happened, and food: the remains of the pan bread she made
yest er day

roll ed around sone neat stew fromthe cellar. He had to coax her to eat, but
mracul ously, it stayed down, and she could feel strength starting to return
to

her body al nost i medi ately because of it. Her hot stones were swapped out
regularly. After a second |ongi sh expedition outside, he returned with a
cloth

full of strawberries fromthe farmwoman' s kitchen garden and sat hinself
down

on the fl oor beside her, sharing themout in nock exactitude.

She woke froma |l onger doze to see himsitting at the kitchen table, mulling
glumy over his hand contraption laid out atop it.

“Can you fix it?” she asked ruzzily.



“Afraid not. Not a one-hand job even if | had the tools here. Stitching s al
ri pped, and the wist cap is cracked. This is beyond Dirla. Wien we get to

@ assforge, I'lIl have to find a harnessnaker and maybe a woodturner to put it
ri ght again.”

@ assforge. Was she still going to G assforge, when the reason for her flight
had been so abruptly removed? Her |ife had been turned upsi de down one too
many

times lately, too fast, for her to be sure of nuch just now. She turned to

t he

wal I and cl utched her stone—by the heat, he'd renewed it again while she’'d

sl ept—tighter to her aching, enptying wonb.

In the past weeks, she had experienced her child as fear, desperation, shaneg,
exhaustion, and vonmiting. She had not yet felt the fabled quickening,

al t hough

she had gone to sleep nightly waiting intently for that sign. It was

di squi eti ng

to think that this chance-nmet man, with his strange Lakewal ker senses, had
gai ned a nore direct perception of the brief Iife of her child than she had.
The

t hought hurt, but pressing the rag-wapped stone to her forehead didn't help.
She rol |l ed back over and her eye fell on Dag’s knife pouch, set aside |ast

ni ght

near the head of her feather mattress. The intact knife with the blue hilt
was

still in its sheath where she’d shoved it. The other—green hilt and bone
fragnent s—seenmed to have been rewapped in a bit of scavenged cloth, ends
tied

in one of Dag’s clumsy one-handed knots. The fine linen, though winkled and
ri pped and probably fromthe nendi ng basket, had enbroidery on it,
once-treasured guest-day work.

She | ooked up to see hi mwatching her exam ne them his face gone
expressi onl ess

agai n.

“You said you' d tell me about these, too,
j ust

any bit of bone that killed an inmortal nalice.”

“No. Indeed. The sharing knives are by far the nost conplex of our...tools.
Hard

and costly to make.”

“l suppose you'll tell ne they aren’'t really nagic, again.”

He sighed, rose, cane over, and sat down cross-|egged beside her. He took the
pouch thoughtfully in his hand.

“They’ re human bone, aren’t they,” she added nore quietly, watching him
“Yes,” he said a little distantly. H s gaze swing back to her. “Understand,
patrollers have had trouble with farmers before over sharing knives.

M sunder st andi ngs. W’ ve | earned not to discuss them You have earned...there
are

reasons... you nust be told. | can only ask that you don't talk about it with
anyone, after.”

“Anyone at all?” she puzzl ed.

she said. “lI don’'t guess it was

He nade a little jerk of his fingers. “Lakewal kers all know. | rmean
out si ders.
Farnmers. Although in this case...well, we'll get to that.”

Roundaboutly, it seemed. She frowned at this uncharacteristic | oss of
strai ghtforwardness on his part. “All right.”

He took a breath, straightening his spine a trifle. “Not just any hunman
bones.

Qur own, Lakewal ker bones. Not farner bones, and nost especially not

ki dnapped

farmer children’s bones, all right? Adult. Have to be, for the I ength and



strength. You d think people woul d—=ell|. Thi ghbones, usually, and sonetimes
upper arns. It makes our funeral practices sonething outsiders are not
invited

to. Sone of the nost aggravating runors have been started around stray

gl i npses...

we are not cannibals, rest assured!”

“l actually hadn’t heard that one.”

“You mght, if you' re around | ong enough.”

She had seen hogs and cows but chered; she could imagine. Her nind | eaped
ahead

to picture Dag’s |ong | egs—ho.

“Some mess is unavoidable, but it’s all done respectfully, wth cerenony,
because we all know it could be our turn later. Not everyone donates their
bones; it would be nore than needed, and sonme aren’t suitable. Too old or
young,

too thin or fragile. | nmean to give nine, if | die young enough.”

The t hought made an odd knot in her belly that had nothing to do with her
cramping. “Ch.”

“But that’s just the body of the knife, the first half of the making. The

ot her

hal f, the thing that nakes it possible to share death with a nalice, is the
primng.” The quick woul d-be-reassuring snmile with this did not reach his
eyes.

“We prine it with a death. A donated death, one of our own. In the making,

t he

knife is bonded, matched to the intended primer, so they are very personal

d’ you see.”

Fawn pushed herself up, increasingly riveted and increasingly disturbed. “Go
on.”

“When you’re a Lakewal ker who nmeans to give your death to a knife and you're
cl ose to dyi ng—aounded in the field beyond hope of recovery, or dying at homne
of

natural causes, you—er nore often your conrade or kin—take the sharing knife
and

insert it into your heart.”

Fawn’s lips parted. “But..

“Yes, it kills us. That’s the whole point.”

“Are you saying people’s souls go into those knives?”

“Not souls, ah! Knew you' d ask that.” He swi ped his hand through his hair.
“That’ s another farmer runmor. Makes so nuch trouble...Even our groundsense
doesn’'t tell us where people’s souls go after their deaths, but | pronise you
it’s not into the knives. Just their dying ground. Their nortality.” He
started

to add, “Lakewal ker god-stories say the gods have...well, never mnd that now.”
Now, there was a runor she had heard. “People say you don't believe in the
gods.”

“No, Little Spark. Somewhat the reverse. But that doesn’t enter into this.
That

kni fe”—he pointed to the blue hilt—=is nmy own, grounded to nme. | had it nade
special. The bone for it was willed to ne by a wonman naned Kauneo, who was
slain

in a bad malice war up northwest of the Dead Lake. Twenty years ago. W were
way

| ate spotting it, and it had grown very powerful. The malice hadn’t found
many

people to use out in that wlderness, but it had found wolves, and..well. The
ot her knife, which you used yesterday, that was her prined knife, grounded to
her. Her heart’s death was in it. The bone of it was froman uncle of hers—
never met him but he was a | egendary patroller up that way in his day,

fell ow



naned Kaunear. You probably didn't have tine to notice it, but his nane and
hi s

curse on malices were burned on the blade.”

Fawn shook her head. “Curse?”

“Hi s choice, what to have witten on his bone. You can order the nakers to
put

any personal message you want that will fit. Sone people wite |ove notes to
their knife-heirs. O really bad jokes, sonmetines. Up to them Two notes,
actually. One side for the donor of the bone, the other for the donor of the
heart’s death, which is put on after the knife is primed. If there’'s a
chance.”

Fawn i magi ned t hat bone bl ade she’d held being slowy shoved into a dying
patroll er woman’s heart, maybe someone like Mari, by...who had done it? Dag?
Twenty years seened terribly long ago—ould he really be as old as, say,
forty?

“The deaths we share with the malices,” said Dag quietly, “are our own, and
no

others’.”

“Why?” whi spered Fawn, shaken

“Because that’s what works. How it works. Because we can, and no one el se
can.

Because it is our |legacy. Because if a nmalice, every malice, is not killed
when

it emerges, it just keeps growi ng. And growi ng. And getting stronger and
smarter

and harder to get at. And if there is ever one we can't get, it will grow
till

the whole world is gray dust, and then it, too, will die. Wen | said you'd
saved the world yesterday, Spark, | was not joking. That nalice could have
been

the one.”

Fawn | ay back, clutching her sheets to her breast, taking this in. It was a

| ot

to take in. If she had not seen the malice up close—the rock-dust scent of
its

foul breath still seemed to linger in her nostrils—she was not sure she could
have understood fully. | still don’t understand. But oh, | do believe.

“We just have to hope,” Dag sighed, “that we run out of malices before we run
out of Lakewal kers.”

He hel d the sheat h-pouch down on his thigh with his stunp and pulled out the
blue-hilted knife. He cradled it thoughtfully for a nmoment, then, with a | ook
of

concentration, touched it to his lips, closing his eyes. His face set in

di sturbed lines. He laid the knife down exactly between hinself and Fawn, and
drew back his hand.

“This brings us to yesterday.”

“l jabbed that knife into the malice’s thigh,” said Fawn, “but nothing
happened. ”

“No. Sonet hi ng happened, because this knife was not prined, and nowit is.”
Fawn's face screwed up. “Did it suck out the malice’s nortality, then? O
imortality? No, that nakes no sense.”

“No. What | think”—he | ooked up fromunder wary brows—m nd you, |’mnot sure
yet, | need to talk with sone fol ks—but what | think is, the malice had just
stol en your baby’'s ground, and the knife stole it back. Not soul, don't you
go

i magi ni ng trapped soul s agai n—ust her nortality.” He added under his breath,
HA

death without a birth, very strange.”

Fawn’s |ips nmoved, but no sound came out.

“So here we sit,” he went on. “The body of this knife belongs to ne, because



Kauneo willed ne her bones. But by our rules, the priming in this knife, its
nortality, belongs to you, because you are its next of kin. Because your
unbor n

child, of course, could not will it herself. Here things get really...get even
nmore m xed up, because usually no one is allowed to will and give their

prim ng

till they are adult enough to have their groundsense cone in fully, about

fourteen or fifteen, and older is stronger. And anyway, this was a farner
chi | d.

Yet no death but mne should have been able to prine this knife. This is a...
this

is aright nmess, is what it is, actually.”

Though still shaken by her sudden m scarriage, Fawn had thought all deci sions
about her personal disaster were behind her, and had been wearily grateful

t hat

no more were to be faced. It was a kind of relief, curled within the grief.
Not

so, it seemed. “Could you use it to kill another malice?” Sone redenption, in
all this chain of sorrows?

“I would want to take it to ny canp’s best maker, first. See what he has to
say.

I"mjust a patroller. I amout of ny experience and reckoning, here. It's a
strange knife, could do something unknown. Maybe unwanted. O not work at

all,

and as you have seen, to get right up to a nmalice and then have your tools
fail

makes a bit of a problem?”

“What should we do? What can we do?”

He gave a rough nod. “On the one hand, we could destroy it.
“But won’t that waste...?”

“Two sacrifices? Yes. It wouldn't be nmy first pick. But if you speak it,
Spar k,

I will break it nowin front of you, and it will be over.” He laid his hand
over

the hilt, his face a mask but his eyes searching hers.

Her breath caught. “No—o, don't do that. Yet, anyhow.” And on the other
hand,

there is no other hand. She wondered if his sense of humor was gruesone

enough

to have had exactly that thought as well. She suspected so.

She gul ped and continued, “But your people—w |l they care what sone farner
girl

t hi nks?”

“In this matter, yes.” He rolled his shoulders, as though they ached. “If
it's

all right with you, then, 1'll speak of this first with Mari, my patro

| eader,

see what notions she has. After that, we’'ll think again.”

“OfF course,” she said faintly. He neans it, that | should have a say in this.
“I would take it kindly if you would take charge of it till then.”

“Of course.”

He nodded and handed her the |eather pouch, |eaving her to resheathe the
knife.

The Iinen bag, however, he picked up to put with his armcontraption. His
joints

crackl ed and popped as he stood up and stretched, and he w nced. Fawn sank
back

down on the tick and stole a closer |ook at the bone blade. The faint,

fl owi ng

lines burned brown into the bone’'s pale surface read: Dag. My heart wal ks



with

yours. Till the end, Kauneo.

The Lakewal ker woman nust have written this directive sone time before she

di ed,

Fawn realized. Fawn i magi ned her sitting in a Lakewal ker tent, tall and
gracef ul

like the other patroller wonmen she’d glinpsed; witing tablet bal anced on the
very thigh that she nmust have known woul d conme to bear the words, if things
went

ill. Had she pictured this knife, made from her marrow? Pictured Dag using it
someday to drink his own heart’s blood in turn? But she could not ever, Fawn
t hought, have pictured a feckless young farmer girl funbling it into this
strange confusion, a lifetime—at any rate, Fawn’s lifetime—tater

Brow furrowed, Fawn slipped the sharing knife out of sight again in its
sheat h.

Chapter 6

To Dag’s approval, Fawn dozed off again after |lunch. Good, |let her sleep and
make up her blood | oss. He’'d had enough practice to translate the gore on the
dressings to a guess as to the amount. Wen he nentally doubled the volune to
make up for the fact that she was about half the size of nobst nmen he'd

nur sed,

he was very thankful that the bl eeding had plainly slowed.

He cane in from checking on the bay mare, now idling about in the front
pasture

he’'d repaired by pulling rails fromthe fence opposite, to find Fawmn awake
and

sitting up against the back kitchen wall. Her face was drawn and quiet, and
she

pul | ed bored fingers through her curls, which were abundant, if tangled.

She peered up at him “Do you own a conmb?”

He ran his hand through his hair. “Does it |ook that bad?”

Her smle was too ghostly for his taste, though the quip was worth no nore.

“ Not

for you. For me. | usually keep nmy hair tied up, or it gets in an awful ness.
Li ke now.”

“l have one in ny saddl ebag,” he offered wyly. “I think. It sifts to the
bottom Haven't seen it in about a nonth.”

“That, | do believe.” Her eyes crinkled just a little, then sobered again.

“ W]y

don’t you wear your hair fancy like the other patrollers?”

He shrugged. “There are a lot of things | can do one-handed. Braiding hair
isn't

one of them”

“Coul dn’t someone do it for you?”

He twitched. “Doesn’t work if no one’s there. Besides, | need enough ot her
favors.”
She | ooked puzzled. “Is the supply so limted?”

He blinked at the thought. Was it? Shrewd question. He wondered if his
passi on

for proving hinself capable and w thout need of aid, so earnestly undertaken
after his maimng, was something a man m ght outgrow. A d habits die hard.
“Maybe not. 1’1l look around upstairs, see what | can find.” He added over
hi s

shoul der, “Lie flat, you.” She slid back down obediently, though she nade a
face.

He returned with a wooden comb found behi nd an upended chest. It was
gap- t oot hed



as an old man, but it served, he found by experinment. She was sitting up
agai n,

t he cl ot h-wrapped hot stone |aid aside, another prom sing sign

“Here, Spark; catch.” He tossed the conb to her, and studi ed her as she

j erked

up her hand in surprise and had it bounce off her fingers.

She | ooked up at himin sudden curiosity. “Wy did you call Watch! when you
threw the knife pouch at ne?”

Quick, she is. “Ad patroller training trick. For the girls—and sone

ot her s—who

cone in claimng they can’t catch things. It’s usually because they' re trying
too hard. The hand follows the eye if the mind doesn't trip it. If I yell at
themto catch the ball, or whatever, they funble, because that’s the picture
they have in their heads. If | yell at themto count the spins, it goes right
to

their hand while they're not attending. And they think I’"ma marvel.” He
grinned, and she sniled shyly back. “I didn't know if you had pl ayed throw ng
ganes with those brothers of yours or not, so | took the safe bet. In case it
was the only one we got.”

Her smile becane a grinmace. “Just the throwi ng gane where they tossed ne into
the pond. Wiich wasn’'t so funny in winter.” She eyed the conb curiously, then
started in on the end of one tangle.

Her hair was springy and silky and the color of mdnight, and Dag coul dn’'t
hel p

t hi nki ng how soft it would feel to his touch. Another reason to wish for two
hands. The snell of it, so close last night, returned to his nenory. And

per haps

he had better go check on that horse again.

In the late afternoon, Fawn conplained for the first time of being hot, which
Dag seened to take as a good sign. He clainmed he was sweltering, set up a
padded

seat out on the shaded porch floor, and permitted her up just |ong enough to
wal k out to it. She settled down with her back agai nst the house wall,
staring

out into the bright sumer light. The green fields, and the darker greens of
t he

woods, seemred deceptively peaceful; the horse grazed at the far end of the
pasture, The burned outbuil ding had stopped snol dering. d othing, hers and
hi s

fromyesterday, |lay danply over the fence rail in the sun, and Fawn wondered
when Dag had | aundered it. Dag |l owered hinmself to her left, stretched out his
| egs, | eaned his head back, and sighed as the faint breeze caressed them

“I don’t know what's keeping ny patrol,” he remarked after a tine, opening

hi s

eyes again to stare down the lane. “It’s not like Mari to get lost in the
woods.

If they don’t show soon, I'll have to try and bury those poor dogs nyself.
They're getting pretty ripe.”

“Dogs?”

He nade an apol ogetic gesture. “The farm dogs. Found ‘em out behind the barn
yesterday. The only aninmals that weren't carried off, seenmingly. | think they

di ed defending their people. Figured they ought to be buried nice, maybe up
in

t he woods where it’'s shady. Dogs ought to like that.”

Fawn bit her lip, wondering why this made her suddenly want to burst into
tears

when she had not cried for her own child.

He gl anced down at her, his expression growi ng diffident. “Among Lakewal ker
worren, a loss like yours would be a private grief, but she would not be so



al one. She’d maybe have her nman, closest friends, or kin around her. Instead,
you're stuck with me. If you”-he ducked his head nervously—need to weep, be
sure that | wouldn't mistake it for any lack of strength or courage on your

part.”

Fawn shook her head, lips tight and mserable. “Should | weep?”

“Don’t know. | don’t know farnmer wonen.”

“I't’s not about being a farmer.” She held out her hand, which clenched. “It’s

about being stupid.”

After a noment, he said in a very neutral tone, “You use that word a |ot.
Makes

me wonder who used to whip you with it.”

“Lots of people. Because | was.” She | owered her gaze to her |ap, where her

hands now twi sted the | oose fabric of her gown. “It’s funny | can tell you
this.
| suppose it’'s because | never saw you before, or will again.” The man was

carrying out her revolting blood clots, after all. Before yesterday, the very
t hought woul d have slain her with enbarrassment. She renenbered the fight in
t he

cave, the bear-man...the deathly breath of the malice. What was a nere stupid
story, conpared to that?

H's silence this tine took on an easy, listening quality. Unhurried. She felt
she might fill it in her ow good tine. Qut in the fields, a few early-sumer
i nsects sang in the weeds.

In a [ower voice she said, “lI didn’'t nmean to have a child. | wanted, wanted,

somet hing el se. And then | was so scared and mad.”

Seeming to feel his way as cautiously as a hunter in the woods, he said,
“Far mer

custonms aren’t like ours. W hear pretty lurid songs and tal es about them
Your

fam | y—did they cast you out?” He scow ed; Fawn was not sure why.

She shook her head harder. “No. They’d have taken care of ne and the child,
i f

they' d been put toit. | didn't tell them | ran away.”

He gl anced at her in surprise. “Froma place of safety? | don’'t understand.”
“Well, | didn't think the road woul d be this dangerous. That wonan from

@ assforge nmade it, after all. It seened |like an even trade, ne for her.”

He pursed his lips and stared off down the |ane to ask, even nore quietly,
“Were

you forced?”

“No!” She bl ew out her breath. “1 can clear Stupid Sunny of that, at least. |
wanted—to tell the truth, | asked him”

Hs brows went up a little, although a tension eased out of his shoul ders.
HIS

there a problemwith this, anong farners? It seens quite the thing to me. The
worman invites the man to her tent. Except | suppose you don’t have tents.”

“l could have wished for a tent. A bed. Sonething. It was at his sister’s
weddi ng, and we ended up out in the field behind the barn in the dark, hiding
in

t he new wheat, which | thought could have stood to be taller. | hoped it

m ght

be romantic and wild. Instead, it was all nosquitoes and hurry and dodgi ng
hi s

drunken friends. It hurt, which | expected, but not unbearably. 1’d just
t hought
there would be...nore to it. | got what | asked for but not what | wanted.”

He rubbed his lips thoughtfully. “Wat did you want?”

She took a breath, thinking. As opposed to flailing, which was naybe what she
had been doi ng back home. “I think...| wanted to know. It-what a nan and a
worran

do—was |ike some kind of wall between nme and being a grown-up woman, even



t hough

| was plenty old.”

“How ol d is plenty ol d?” He cocked his head curiously at her

“Twenty,” she said defiantly.

“Ch,” he said, and though he managed to keep the anuserment out of his voice,
hi s

gold eyes glinted a bit.

She woul d have been annoyed, but the glint was too pretty to conplain about,
and

then there were the crow s-feet, which framed the glint so perfectly. She
waved

her hands in defeat and went on, “It was like a big secret everyone knew but
ne.

| was tired of being the youngest, and littlest, and always the child.” She
sighed. “We were a bit drunk, too.”

She added after a norose silence, “He did say a girl couldn’'t be got with
child

the first tine.”

Dag’' s eyebrows clinbed higher. “And you believed this? A country girl?”

“I said | was stupid about it. |I thought maybe people were different than
heifers. | thought maybe Sunny knew nore than me. He could hardly know | ess.
It’s not as if anyone tal ked about it. To ne, | nean.” She added after a
noment ,

“And...1"d had such a hard tine nerving nyself up toit, | didn't want to
stop.”

He scratched his head. “Well, among ny people, we try not to be crude in
front

of the young ones, but we have to instruct and be instructed. Because of the
hazards of tangling our grounds. Wich young couples still do. There's
not hi ng

so enbarrassing as having to be rescued from an uni ntended groundl ock by your
friends, or worse, her kin.” At Fawn's baffled | ook, he added, “It’'s a bit

i ke

a trance. You get wound up in each other and forget to get up, go eat, report
for duty...after a couple of hours—er days—the body' s needs break you out. But
that’s pretty unconfortable. Dangerous in an unsafe place to be so unaware of
your surroundings for that |ong, too.”

It was her turn to say, “Oh,” rather blankly. She glanced up at him “Did you
ever...?”

“Once. When | was very young.” His lips twitched. “Around twenty. It’s not
somet hi ng nost people | et happen twice. W | ook out for each other, try not
to

let the first learning kill anyone.”

A couple of days? | think | had a couple of mnutes...She shook her head, not
sure if she believed this tale. O understood it, for that matter. “Well,

t hat -what Sunny said then—wasn’t what nade ne so nad. Maybe he didn’t know
either. Even getting with child didn’t nake me nmad, just scared. So | went to
Sunny, because | reckoned he had a right to know Besides, | thought he Iiked
me, or maybe even |oved ne.”

Dag started to say sonething, but then at her |ast statenment stopped hinself,
| ooki ng taken aback, and just waved her to continue. “This has to have
happened

to other farmer wonmen. What do your folk usually do?”

Fawn shrugged. “Usually, people get married. In kind of a hurry. Her folks
and

his fol ks get together and put a good face on it, and things just go on.

nmean,

if no oneis married already. If he’'s already married, or if she is, | guess
things get uglier. But | didn't think...l nean, | had nerved nyself up for the
one, | figured I could nerve nyself up for the other



“But when | told Sunny...it wasn't what |’'d expected. | didn't necessarily
t hi nk

he’ d be delighted, but |I did expect himto follow through. After all, | had
to.

But”—she took a deeper breath—=it seenms he had other arrangements. H s
parents

had made him a betrothal with the daughter of a nan whose | and bordered
theirs.

Did | say Sunny’'s fol ks have a big place? And he’s the only son, and she was
t he

only child, and it had been understood for years. And | said, why didn't he
tell

me earlier, and he said, everyone knew and why should he have, if | was

gi vi ng

nmysel f away for free, and | said, that’'s fine but there’s this baby now, and
it

was all going to have to cone out, and both our parents woul d nake us stand
up

t oget her anyhow, and he said, no, his wouldn't, | was portionless, and he
woul d

get three of his friends to say they'd had nme that night too, and he’d get
out

of it.” She finished this last in a rush, her face hot. She stole a glance at
Dag, who was sitting |ooking dowmn the lane with a curiously blank face but
with

his teeth pressed into his lower lip. “And at that point, | decided | didn't
care if | was pregnant with twins, | wouldn't have Stupid Sunny for ny
husband

on a bet.” She jerked up her chin in defiance.

“CGood!” said Dag, startling her. She stared at him

He added, “1’d been wondering what to nake of Stupid Sunny, in all this tale.
Now | think maybe a drum skin would be good. |’'ve never tanned a human skin,

m nd you, but how hard could it be?” He blinked cheerfully at her
A spont aneous | augh puffed fromher lips. “Thank you!”

“Wait, | haven't done it, yet!”
“No, | nean, thank you for saying it.” It had been a joke offer. Hadn't it?
She

renenbered the bodies strewn in his wake yesterday and was suddenly |ess
i;Lgﬁalkers, after all. “Don’t really do it.”

“Somebody should.” He rubbed his chin, which was stubbled and maybe itchy,
:ﬂg wondered i f shaving was something he didn’t do one-handed, either, or if
;;s just that his razor was in the bottomof his |ost saddl ebags along with
hi s

conb. “It’s different for us,” he went on. “You can’t l|ie about such things,
for

one. It shows in your ground. Which is not to say ny people don't get tangled
up

and unhappy in other ways.” He hesitated. “1 can see why his fam |y m ght
choose

to believe his lie, but would yours have? Is that why you ran of f?”
She pressed her lips together, but managed a shrug. “Likely not. It wasn't
t hat ,

exactly. But 1’'d have been | essened. Forever. | would al ways be the one who...
who

had been so stupid. And if | got any smaller in their eyes, | was afraid |I'd
just disappear. | don't suppose this nakes any sense to you.”

“Well,” he said slowy. “No. O maybe yes, if | broaden the notion from just



havi ng babies to living altogether. | amput in mnd of a certain

not - so- young

patroll er who once nmoved the world to get back on patrol, for all that there
were plenty of one-handed tasks needi ng doing back in the canps. H's notives
weren't too sensible at the tine, either.”

“Hm " She eyed himsideways. “lI figured | could learn to deal with a baby, if
I

had to. It was dealing with Stupid Sunny and ny famly that seened

i mpossi ble.”

In the exact sanme distant tone that he’'d inquired about Sunny and rape, he
asked, “Was your famly, um..cruel to you?”

She stared a nmonent in sone bew |l dernent, trying to figure out what he was
picturing. Beatings with whips? Being | ocked up on nothing but bread and
wat er ?

The fancy seenmed as sl anderous of her poor overworked parents and dear Aunt
Natti e as what Sunny had threatened to say of her. She sat up in nortified

i ndignation. “No!" After a reflective nmonent she revised this to, “Well, ny
brot hers can be a plague. Wen they notice ne at all, that is.” Justice
served,

but it brought her back to the depressing notion that it was all sonething
wr ong

with her. Well, maybe it was.

“Brothers can be that,” he conceded. He added cautiously, “So could you go

home

now? There no | onger being a”-his gesture finished, baby, but his mouth
managed—an obstacle.”

“l suppose,” she said dully.

H's brows drew down. “VWait. Did you | eave sonme word, or did you just vani sh?”
“Vani shed, nore or less. | mean, | didn't wite anything. But | would think
t hey

could see 1'd taken some things. If they |ooked closely.”

“Wn't your famly be frantic? They could think you were hurt. O dead. O

t aken

by bandits. O who knows what—drowned, caught in a snare. Wn’'t Stu—Sunny
confess and turn out to hel p search?”

Fawn’s nose winkled in doubt. “It’s not what |1'd pictured.” Not of Sunny,
anyway. Now relieved of the driving panic of her pregnancy, she thought anew
of

the baffling scene she’d likely left behind her at West Blue, and gul ped
guilt.

“They have to be | ooking for you, Spark. | sure would be, if | were your”—He
bi t

off the last word, whatever it was, abruptly. Chewed and swallowed it, too,
as

if uncertain of the taste.

She said uneasily, “I don’t know Maybe if | went back now, Stupid Sunny
woul d

think I had been lying. To trap him For his stupid farm”

“Do you care what he thinks? Conpared to your kin, anyway?”

Her shoul ders hunched. “Once, | cared a |lot. He seened...he seened splendid to
nme. Handsone..”” In retrospect, Sunny’s face was round and bl and, and his eyes
far

too dull. “Tall.” Actually, short, she decided. He was as tall as her

br ot her s,

true. Who would come up maybe to Dag’s chin. “He had a good horse.” Well, so

it

had appeared, until she’d seen the |ong-legged beasts the patrollers al

r ode.

Sunny had shown off his horse, naking it sidle and step high, making out that
it



was a restive handful only an expert mght dare bestride. Patrollers rode
with

such qui et efficiency, you didn’'t even notice how they were doing it. “You
know,

it’s odd. The farther away | get fromhim the nore he seens to...shrink.”
Dag smled quietly. “He’s not shrinking. You re grow ng, Spark. |’ve seen
such

spurts in young patrollers. They grow fast, sonetimes, in the crush, when
t hey

have to get strong or go under. Takes sone adjusting after, be warned—tike
when

you put on eight inches of height in a year and nothing fits anynore.”

An exanpl e not, she suspected, pulled out of the air. “That was what |

want ed.

To be grown-up, to be real, to matter.”

“Wrked,” he said reflectively. “Roundaboutly.”

“Yes,” she whispered. And then, sonehow, finally, the damcracked, and it al
cane | oose. “Hurts.”

“Yes,” he said sinply, and put his arm around her shoul ders, and snugged her
in

tight to him because she had not cried all that night or day, but she was
crying now.

Dag studied the top of Fawn's head, all he could see as she pressed her face
into his chest and wept. Even now, she choked her sobs half to silence,
shuddering with their suppression. His certainty that she needed to rel ease

t he

strain in her ground was confirmed; if he d been forced to put it into words
for

her, he night have said that the fissures running through her seemed to grow
| ess impossibly dark as her sorrow was di sgorged, but he wasn’t sure if that
woul d make sense to her. Sorrow and rage. There was nore erosion of spirit
her e,

goi ng back further, than the malice' s destruction of her child.

Hs instinct was to let her weep the grief out, but after a tine his worry
roused anew as she clutched her belly once nore, a sign of physical pain
returning. “Sh,” he whispered, huggi ng her one-armed. “Sh. Don’t be making
yoursel f sick, now Wuld you |like your hot stone agai n?”

Her clutch transferred to his sleeve and tightened. “No,” she nuttered. She
briefly raised her face, nottled white and flushed where it was not dark wth
bruises. “ *Mtoo hot now”

“All right.”

She ducked back down, gaining control of her breathing, but the tight stress
in

her body didn’t ease. He wondered if her abandonnent of her family without a
word was as appallingly ruthless as it seenmed, or if there was nore to the
tal e,

but then, he cane froma group that watched out for each other
systematically,

frompartnered pairs through linkers to patrols to companies and right on up
in

a tested web. | sure would be | ooking for you, Spark, if | were your—and then
hi s tongue had tangl ed between two choi ces, each differently disturbing:

f at her

or lover. Leave it alone. You are neither, old patroller. But he was the only
thing she had for a partner here. So.

He lowered his lips toward her ear, nestled in the black curls, and nurmnured,
“Thi nk of sonething beautifully useless.”

Her face cane up, and she sniffed in confusion. “Wat?”

“There are a |l ot of senseless things in the world, but not all of themare



sorrows. Sonetimes—+ find—t helps to renmenber the other kind. Everybody
knows

some light, even if they forget when they’'re down in the dark. Sonething”-he
groped for a termthat would work for her—everyone else thinks is stupid,
but

you know i s wonderful .”

She lay still against himfor a long tine, and he started to nuster another
expl anati on, or perhaps abandon the attenpt as, well, stupid, but then she
sai d,

“M | kweed.”

“M?” He gave her another encouraging hug, |est she m stake his query for
obj ecti on.

“MIlkweed. It's a just a weed, we have to go around and tear it out of the
garden and the crops, but | think the snell of its flowers is prettier than
ny

aunt’s clinbing roses that she works on and babies all the time. Sweeter than
lilacs. Nobody else thinks the flower heads are pretty, but they are, if you
| ook at them cl osely enough. Pink and conplicated. Like wild carrot |ace gone
plunmp and shy, like a handful of bitty stars. And the snmell, | could breathe
it

in.” She uncurled a little nmore, unlocking from her pain, pursuing the

Vi si on.

“In the fall it grows pods, all winkled and ugly, but if you tear them open
beautiful silk flies out. The m | kweed bugs make houses and pantries of them
M | kweed bugs, now, they aren’t pests. They don't bite, they don't eat

anyt hi ng

el se. Bright burnt-orange wi ngs with black bands, and shiny black | egs and
feet... they just tickle, when they crawl on your hand. | kept sone in a box
for

a while. Gathered them nmi | kweed seeds, and let themdrink out of a bit of wet
cloth.” Her lips, which had softened, tightened again. “Till one of ny

br ot hers

upset the box, and Mana nade ne throw themout. It was winter by then.”

“Mm” Well, that had worked, till she'd reached the tail piece. But
nonet hel ess

her body was rel axing, the lingering shudders tanping out.

Unexpectedly, she said, “Your turn.”

“ u]?ﬂ

She poked his chest with a suddenly determined finger. “I told you my usel ess
t hi ng, now you have to tell me one.”

“Well, that seens fair,” he had to allow “But | can’t think of.” And then he
did. Oh. He was silent for a little. “lI haven't thought of this in years.
There’s a place we went—still go—every sunmer and fall, a gathering canp, at
a

pl ace called Hi ckory Lake, maybe a hundred and fifty mles northwest of here.
H ckory nuts, elderberries, and a kind of water lily root, which is a staple
of

our s—harvesting and planting in one operation. Lakewal kers farmtoo, in our
way,

Spark. A lot of wet work, but fun, if you're a child who likes to swm Maybe
I

can show...anyway. | was, oh, maybe eight or nine, and |I'd been sent out in a
pol e-boat to collect elderberries in the margins, around behind the islands.
Forget why | was by nyself that day. Hickory Lake sits on clay soil and tends
to

be muddy and brown npst of the time, but in the undisturbed back channel s,

t he

water is wonderfully clear.

“I could see right to the bottom bright as d assforge crystal. The water
weeds



wound down and around each other |ike waving green feathers. And floating on
t he

top were these flat lily pads—ot the ones whose roots we eat. Not planted,
not

useful, they just grew there, probably frombefore there ever were

Lakewal kers.

Deep green, with red edges, and thin red Iines running down the stens in the
water. And their lily flowers had just opened up, floating there Iike
sunbur st s,

white as...as nothing | had ever seen, these translucent petals veined |ike

m | ky

dragonfly wings, glowing in the light reflecting off the water. Wth

[ um nous,

powdery gold centers seening flowers within flowers, spiraling in forever.
shoul d have been gathering, but | just hung over the edge of the boat staring
at

them nust have been an hour. Watching the light and the water dance around
t hem

in celebration. 1 could not |ook away.” He gul ped a suddenly difficult

br eat h.

“Later, in some very dry places, the menory of that hour was enough to go on
with.”

A hesitant hand reached up and touched his face in something like awe. One
war m

finger traced a cool snear of wet over his cheekbone. “Wy are you crying?”

Responses ran though his mnd: |I’mnot crying, or, |I'mjust picking up
reverberations fromyour ground, or, | nust be nore tired than | thought. Two
of

whi ch were sonewhat true. Instead, his tongue found the truth entire. “Because
I

had forgotten water lilies.” He dropped his lips to the top of her head,
letting
the scent of her fill his nose, his nputh. “And you just nade me renenber.”

“Does it hurt?”

“I'n a way, Spark. But it’'s a good way.”

She cuddl ed down thoughtfully, her ear pressed to his chest. “Hm”

The snell of her hair rem nded himof nown hay and new bread w t hout being
quite

either, mngled nowwith the fragrance of her soft warm body. A faint mst of
sweat shinmered on her upper lip in the afternoon’s heat. The notion of

| appi ng

it off, followed up with a lingering exploration of the taste of her nouth,
flashed through his nmind. He was suddenly keenly aware of how full his arm
was

of round young woman. And how t he heat of the hour seemed to be collecting in
hi s groin.

If you've a brain left in your head, old patroller, let her go. Now This was
not the tine or the place. O the partner. He had |let his groundsense grow
far

too open to her ground, very dangerous. In fact, to list everything wong
with

the inmpul se he would have to sit here wapped around her for another hour

whi ch

woul d be a nmistake. Grievous, grievous mi stake. He took a deep breath and
reluctantly unwound his armfrom her shoulders. H's armprotested its cooling
enptiness. She emitted a di sappointed mew and sat up, blinking sleepily.
“It’s getting hotter,” he said. “Best |'d see to those dogs.” Her hand
trailed

over his shirt, falling back as he creaked to his feet. “You'll be all right,
resting here a while? No, don’t get up..



“Bring ne that nending basket, then. And your shirt and sl eeve off that

f ence,

if they’re dry enough. I'’mnot used to sitting around doing nothing with ny
hands.”

“I't’s not your nending.”

“I't’s not ny house, food, water, or bedding, either.’
of

her eyes.

“They owe you for the malice, Spark. This farmand everything in it.”

She wriggled her fingers and | ooked stern at him and he nelted.

“Al'l right. Basket. But no bouncing around while ny back is turned, you hear?”
“The bleeding' s really slowed,” she offered. “Mybe, after that first rush,
it’ll tail off quick, same way.”

“Hope so.” He gave her an encouraging nod and went inside to retrieve the
basket .

She raked her curls out

Fawn wat ched Dag trudge off around the barn, then bent to his ripped-up
shirt.

After that, she sorted through the nendi ng basket for other sinple tasks that
she could not spoil. It was hazardous to ness with another woman' s system
but

the nore worn and tattered garnents seened safe to attenpt. This stained
child s

dress, for exanple. She wondered how many people had |ived here and where

t hey

had got off to. It was unsettling to think that she m ght be nending cl othes
for

someone no | onger alive.

I n about an hour, Dag reappeared. He stopped by the well to strip off his
ill-fitting scavenged shirt and wash again with the slice of brown soap, by
whi ch she concluded that the burial mnmust have been a hot, ugly, and snelly

j ob.

She coul d not picture how he had managed a shovel one-handed, except slowy,
apparently. He was pretty snmooth at getting the bucket cranked up fromthe
wel |

and poured out into the trough, though. He ended by sticking his whole head
in

t he bucket, then shaking his hair out |like a dog. He had no linens to dry
hinself with, but likely the wetness beading on his skin felt cooling and
wel cone. She imagi ned herself drying his back, fingers tracing down those

| ong

muscl es. Speaki ng of keeping one’s hands busy. He hadn’'t seemed to m nd her
washi ng his hand | ast night, but that had been by way of nedical preparation
She’ d li ked the shape of his hand, |ong-fingered, blunt-nailed, and strong.
He sat on the edge of the porch, accepted his own shirt fromher with a snile
of

t hanks, rolled up the sleeves, and pulled it back on once nmore. The sun was
angling toward the treetops, west where the | ane vani shed into the woods. He
stretched. “Hungry, Spark? You should eat.”
“Alittle.” She set the nmending aside. “So should you.
at

the kitchen table and at |east help fix the dinner, this tine.

He sat up straight suddenly, staring down the lane. After a mnute, the horse
at

the far end of the pasture raised its head too, ears pricking.

In another minute, a notley parade appeared fromthe trees. Four nmen, one
riding

a plow horse and the others afoot; some cows in a reluctant string; half a
dozen

bl eati ng sheep held in a bunch by desultory threats froma tall boy with a

”

Maybe she could sit



sti ck.
“Thi nk soneone’s made it hone,” said Dag. H s eyes narrowed, but no nore

figures

cane out of the woods. “No patrollers, though. Blight it.”

Wrdl essly, still eyeing the men and aninmals in the di stance, he rolled down
hi s

left sleeve and let it hang over his stunp. But not the right sleeve, Fawn
noticed with a pinch of breath. Al the lively anusenment faded out of his
bony

face, leaving it closed and watchful once nore.

Chapter 7

The farm fol k spotted the pair on the porch about the time they exited the

| ane,

Fawn guessed by the way they paused and stared, taking stock. The stringy old
man on the horse stayed back. Under his eye, the boy nade hinsel f busy taking
down sone rails and urging the sheep and cows into the pasture. Once the
first

few animal s spread out in a lunbering burst of bawl ed conpl ai nt, quickly

converted to hungry grazing, the rest followed willingly. The three adult nen
advanced cautiously toward the house, gripping tools |Iike weapons: a
pi t chf ork,

a mattock, a big skinning knife.

“I'f those fellows are fromhere, they' ve just had sone very bad days, by al

t he

signs,” Dag said, whether in a tone of warning or nmere observati on Fawn was
not

certain. “Stay calmand quiet, till they're sure I’'mno threat.”

“How coul d they think that?” said Fawn indignantly. She straightened her

spi ne

agai nst the house wall, twitching the white folds of her overabundant gown
ti ghter about her, and frowned.

“Well, there’'s a bit of history, there. Sone bandits have clainmed to be
patrollers, in the past. Usually we |eave bandits to their farner-brethren
but

those we string up good, if we catch ‘emat it. Farmers can’t always tell. |
expect these’'ll be all right, once they get over being junmpy.”

Dag stayed seated on the porch edge as the nen neared, though he too sat up
straighter. He raised his right hand to his tenple in what m ght have been a
salute of greeting or just scratching his head, but in either case conveyed
no

threat. “Evenin’,” he rasped.

The nmen sidled forward, |ooking ready either to pounce or bolt at the

sl i ght est

provocation. The ol dest, a thickset fellowwith a bit of gray in his hair and
the pitchfork in his grip, stepped in front. H's glance at Fawn was
bew | der ed.

She sm | ed back and waved her fingers.

Provisionally polite, the thickset nan returned a “How de’.” He grounded the
butt of his pitchfork and continued nore sternly, “And who m ght you be, and
what are you doi ng here?”

Dag gave a nod. “I'’mfrom Mari Redw ng’'s Lakewal ker patrol. We were called
down

fromthe north a couple of days ago to help deal with your blight bogle. This
here’s Mss Sawfield. She was ki dnapped off the road yesterday by the bogle
was hunting, and injured. |1'd hoped to find folks here to help her, but you
wer e

all gone. Not willingly, by the signs.”



He'd left out an awful |ot of inmportant conplications, Fawn thought. Only one
was hers alone to speak to: “Bluefield,” she corrected. “M nane’s Fawn

Bl uefield.”

Dag gl anced over his shoul der, eyebrows rising. “Ah, right.”

Fawn tried to lighten the frowns of the farners by saying brightly, “This
your

pl ace?”

“Ayup,” said the man

“dad you nmade it back. Is everyone all right?”

A l ook of thankfulness in the nmidst of adversity cane over the faces of al

t he

men. “Ayup,” the spokesman said again, in a huff of blown-out breath. “Praise
be, we didn't suffer no one getting killed by those, those...things.”

“I't was a near chance,” nuttered a brown-haired fellow, who | ooked to be a
brother or cousin of the thickset nan.

A younger man with bright chestnut hair and freckles slid around to Dag’s
left,

staring at his enpty shirt cuff. Dag feigned not to notice the stare, but
Fawn

t hought she detected a slight stiffening of his shoul ders. The man burst out,
“Hey—you woul dn’t be that fellow Dag all those other patrollers are |ooking
for,

woul d you? They said you couldn’t hardly be m stook—tall drink of water with
hi s

hair cropped short, bright goldy eyes, and missing his left hand.” He nodded
in

certainty, taking inventory of the man on the porch

Dag’ s voi ce was suddenly unguarded and eager. “You ve seen ny patrol ? Were
are

they? Are they all right? 1’'d expected themto find ne before now.”

The red-haired fell ow nade a wy face, and said, “Spread out between

d assforge

and that big hole back in the hills those crazy fellows were trying to make
us

dig, | guess. Looking for you. Wen you hadn’t turned up in d assforge by
this

nmorni ng, that scary old lady carried on |ike she was afraid you were dead in
a

ditch somewheres. | had four different patrollers buttonhole nme with your
particul ars before we got out of town.”

Dag's lips lifted at that apt description of what Fawn guessed must be his
patrol |eader, Mari. The boy and the skinny graybeard on the horse, once the
fence rails were replaced, drifted up to the edge of the group watch and
listen.

The thickset man gripped his pitchfork haft tighter again, although not in
threat. “Them other patrollers all said you nust have killed the bogle. They
said that had to be what nade all them nonsters, nud-men they calls ‘em run
of f

like that yesterday night.”

“More or less,” said Dag. A twitch of his hand di sm ssed—er conceal ed—the

details. “You' re right to travel cautious. There might still be a few bandits
abroad—that’ || be for the dassforge folks to deal with. Any nud-nmen who
escaped

my patrol or Chato’s will be running m ndless through the woods for a while
till they die off. I put down two yesterday, but at [east four | know of got
away into the brush. They won't attack you now, but they're still dangerous
to

surprise or corner, like any sick wild animal. The malice’ s—bogl e’ s—tair was
up

inthe hills not eight mles due east of here. You all were |lucky to escape



its

attentions before this.”

“You two |l ook like you collected sone attentions yourselves,” said the

t hi ckset

man, frowning at their visible bruises and scrapes. He turned to the |anky
boy.

“Here, Tad—go fetch your nmama
t he

| ane toward the woods.

“What happened here?” Dag asked in turn

This rel eased a spate of increasingly eager tale-telling, one man

i nterrupting

another with corroboration or argunent. Sone twenty, or possibly thirty,

nmud- men

had erupted out of the surroundi ng woods four days ago, brutalizing and
terrifying the farmfolk, then driving themoff in a twenty-mle march

sout heast

into the hills. The nud-nen had kept the crowd under control by the sinple
expedi ent of carrying the three youngest children and threatening to dash out
their brains against the nearest tree if anyone resisted, a detail that nade
Fawn gasp but Dag nmerely | ook nore expressionless than ever. They had arrived
at

length at a crude canpsite containing a couple dozen other prisoners, nostly
victinms of road banditry; some had been held for many weeks. There, the

nmud- nen,

uneasily supervised by a few human bandits, seened intent on naking their new
sl aves excavate a mysterious hole in the ground.

“l don’t understand that hole,” said the thickset man, eldest son of the
graybeard and apparent |eader of the farmfol k, whose fam |y nane was

Hor sef ord

The stringy old grandfather seenmed querul ous and addl ed—+traits that seened to
predate the malice attack, Fawn judged fromthe practiced but not-unkind way
everyone fielded his conplaints.

“The mal i ce—the blight bogl e—was probably starting to try to mne,” said Dag
t houghtfully. “It was growi ng fast.”

“Yes, but the hole wasn't right for a nmine, either,’
nman,

Sassa. He’'d turned out to be a brother-in-law of the house, present that day
to

help with some | og-hauling. He seened | ess deeply shaken than the rest,

possi bly

because his wife and baby had been safely back in d assforge and had mi ssed
t he

horrific msadventure altogether. “They didn't have enough tools, for one

t hi ng,

till those nud-men brought in the ones they stole fromhere. They had fol ks
digging with their hands and hauling dirt in bags nmade out of their clothes.
I't

was an awful ness.”

“Wwuld be, at first, till the bogle caught sonmeone with the know how to do it
right,” said Dag. “Later, when it’'s safe again, you fol ks should get sone
real

mners to come in and explore the site. There must be sonething of val ue
under

there; the malice would not have been m staken about that. This part of the
country, |I'd guess an iron or coal seam maybe with a forge planned to
fol | ow,

but it mght be anything.”

“I"d wondered if they were digging up another bogle,” said Sassa. “They're
supposed to cone out of the ground, they say.”

”

The boy nodded eagerly and pelted back down

put in the red-haired



Dag’'s brows twitched up, and he eyed the man with new appraisal. “lInteresting
i dea. When two bogl es chance to emerge nearby, which happily doesn’t occur

t oo

often, they usually attack each other first thing.”

“That woul d save you Lakewal kers some trouble, wouldn't it?”

“No. Unfortunately. Because the w nning bogle ends up stronger. Easier to

t ake

t hem down pi eceneal .”

Fawn tried to inmagi ne sonething stronger and nore frightening than the
creature

she had faced yesterday. Wen you were already as terrified as your body
coul d

bear, what difference could it make if sonething was even worse? She wondered
if

t hat expl ai ned anyt hi ng about Dag.

Movement at the end of the | ane caught her eye. Another plow horse cane out

of

the woods and trotted ponderously up to the farnmyard, a m ddl e-aged wonan
riding

with the | anky boy up behind. They paused on the other side of the well, the
worman staring down hard at something, then came up to join the others.

The red-haired Sassa, either nore garrul ous or nore observant than his

i n-1aws,

was finishing his account of yesterday’s inexplicable uproar at the digging
canp: the sudden loss of wits and mad flight of their captor nud-nmen,
fol | oned,

not half an hour later, by the arrival fromthe sunset woods of a very

of f - bal ance patrol of Lakewal kers. The Lakewal kers had been trailed in turn by
a

mob of frantic friends and rel atives of the captives fromin and around

d assforge. Leaving the | ocal people to each other’s care, the patrollers had
wi thdrawn to their own Lake wal keri sh concerns, which seened nmainly to

revol ve

around slaying all the nud-men they could catch and | ooking for their

nyst eri ous

m ssing man Dag, who they seened to think somehow responsible for the bizarre
turn of events.

Dag rubbed his stubbled chin. “Huh. | suppose Mari or Chato nmust have thought
this mning canp nmight be the lair. Followi ng up traces fromthat bandit

hi deout

we rai ded night before last, | expect. That explains where they were all day
yesterday. And well into the night, sounds like.”

“Ch, aye,” said the thickset man. “Fol ks was still trailing into G assforge
al |

night and into this norning, yours and ours.”

The farmwife slid down off the horse and stood listening to this, her eyes
searching her house, Dag, and especially Fawn. Fawn guessed fromthe farm
men’ s

talk that she nust be the wonman they’'d called Petti. Judging by the faint
gray

in her hair, she was of an age with her husband, and as | ean as he was thick
tough and strappy, if tired-Iooking. Now she stepped forward. “Wat blood is
al |

that in the tub out by the well?”

Dag gave her a polite duck of his head. “Mss SBluefield s mostly, ma’am M

apol ogies for filching your linens. |I’'ve been throw ng another bucket of
wat er

on themeach tine | go by. I'll try to get themcl eaned up better before we
| eave.”

W not |, some quick part of Fawn’s nind noted at once, with a catch of



relief.
“Mostly?” The farmm fe cocked her head at him squinting. “How d she get
hurt ?”

“That would be her tale to tell, ma’ am”
Her face went still for an instant. Her eye flicked up to Fawn and then back
to

take in his enpty cuff. “You really kill that bogle that did all this?”

He hesitated only briefly before replying, precisely but unexpansively, “W
did.”

She inhaled and gave a little snort. “Don’t you be troubling about ny

[ aundry.

The idea.”

She turned back to, or upon, her menfol k. “Here, what are you all doing

st andi ng

about gabbi ng and gawking |i ke a pack of ninnies? There’s work to do before
dark. Horse, see to mlking those poor cows, if they ain’'t been frightened
dry.

Sassa, fetch in the firewod, if those thieves left any in the stack, and if
they didn't, make sone nore. Jay, put away and put right what can be, what
needs

fixin, start on, what needs tomorrow s tools, set aside. Tad, help your

gr andpa

with the horses, and then come and start picking up inside. Hop to it while
there’'s light left!”

They scattered at her bidding.

Fawn said hel pfully, pushing up, “The nud-nmen didn't find your storage
cellar—=

And then her head seenmed to drain, throbbing unpleasantly. The world did not
go

bl ack, but patterned shadows swarmed around her, and she was only dinmy aware
of

abrupt novenent: a strong hand and truncated arm cat ching her and

hal f - wal ki ng,

hal f-carrying her inside. She blinked her eyes clear to find herself on the
feather pallet once nore, two faces |oom ng over her, the farmwife’'s

concer ned

and wary, Dag’'s concerned and...tender? The thought jolted her, and she

bl i nked

some nore, trying to swimback to reason

“—flat, Spark,” he was saying. “Flat was working.” He brushed a
sweat - danpened

curl out of her eyes.

“What happened to you, girl?” demanded Petti .

“‘Mnot agirl,” Fawn nunbled. “ ‘Mtwenty..

“The mud-nmen knocked her around hard yesterday.” Dag’s intent gaze on her
seened

to be asking perm ssion to continue, and she shrugged assent. “She miscarried
of

a two-months child. Bled pretty fierce, but it seens to have sl owed now. Wsh
one of ny patrol wonmen were here. You do rmuch midw fery, ma' an®?”

“Alittle. Keeping her lying down is right if she’s been bl eeding nuch.”
“How do you know if she...if a woman is going to be all right, after that?”
“I'f the bleeding tails off to nothing within five days, it's a pretty sure
bet

t hi ngs are coming back around all right inside, if there’s no fever. Ten days
at

the nost. A two-nmonths child, well, that’s as chance will happen. Mich nore
t han

t hree nonths, now, that gets nore dangerous.”

“Five days,” he repeated, as if menorizing the number. “Right, we're stil



al |

right, then. Fever...?” He shook his head and rose to his feet, wi ncing as he
rubbed his left arm and followed the farmwife’' s gaze around her kitchen
Wth

an apol ogetic nod, he renmoved his armcontraption fromher table, bundled it
up,

and set it down at the end of the tick

“And what knocked you around?” asked Petti.

“This and that, over the years,” he answered vaguely. “If ny patrol doesn’'t
find

us by tonorrow, 1'd like to take Mss Bluefield to dassforge. | have to

r eport

in. WIl there be a wagon?”

The farmni fe nodded. “Later on. The girls should bring it tonorrow when they
cone.” The other wonen and children of the Horseford famly were staying in
t own

with Sassa’s wife, it seemed, sorting out recovered goods and waiting for
their

men to report the farm safe again.

“WIl they be making another trip, after?”

“M ght. Depends.” She scrubbed the back of her neck, staring around as if a
hundred things cried for her attention and she only had roomin her head for
ten, which, Fawn guessed, was just about the case.

“What can | do for you, ma’anP” Dag inquired.

She stared at himas if taken by surprise by the offer. “Don’t know yet.
Everything’ s been knocked all awhirl. Just...just wait here.”

She marched off to take a | ook around her smashed-up house.

Fawn whi spered to Dag, “She’'s not going to get settled in her mind till she
has

her things back in order.”

“l sensed that.” He bent over and took up the knife pouch, lying by the head
of

the pallet. Only then did Fawn realize how careful he’ d been not to glance at
it

while the farmni fe was present. “Can you put this somewhere out of sight?”
Fawn nodded, and sat up-slowly—to flip open her bedroll, laid at the pallet’s
foot. Her spare skirt and shirt and underdrawers |lay atop the one good dress
she’ d packed along to go | ook for work in, that hasty night she'd fled hone.
She

tucked the knife pouch well away and rolled up the bl anket once nore.

He nodded approval and thanks. “Best not to mention the knife to these fol ks,
I

t hi nk. Bot hersome. That one worse than nost.” And, under his breath, “Wsh
Mar i

woul d get here.”

They coul d hear the farmwife’s quick footsteps on the wooden fl oors overhead,
and occasional wails of dismay, nostly, “My poor w ndows!”

“lI noticed you left a lot out of your story,” said Fawn.

“Yes. |'d appreciate it if you would, too.”

“I promised, didn’t I? | sure don't want to talk about that knife to just
anyone, either.”

“I'f they ask too many questions, or too close of ones, just ask them about
their

troubles in turn. 1t'Il usually divert them when they have so nuch to tel
as

now. ’

“Ah, so that’'s what you were doing out there!” In retrospect, she could spot
how

Dag had turned the talk so that they had | earned so much of the Horsefords’
woes, but the Horsefords had received so little news in return. “Another old



patroller trick?”
One corner of his nouth twitched up. “Mre or less.”

The farmu fe came back downstairs about the time her son Tad cane in fromthe
barn, and after a nonment’s thought she sent the boy and Dag of f together to
cl ean up broken gl ass and rubble around the house. She surveyed her kitchen
and

clinmbed down into her storage cellar, fromwhich she emerged with a few jars
for

supper, seem ng rmuch reassured. After setting the jars in a row on the

t abl e—Fawn coul d al nost see her counting stonmachs and pl anni ng the upconi ng
neal

in her head—she turned back and frowned down at Fawn.

“W’ || have to get you into a proper bed. Birdy’s room | think, once Tad
gets

the glass out. It wasn’t too bad, otherwise.” And then, after a pause, in a
nmuch

| ower voice, “That patroller fellowtell the straight story on you?”

“Yes, ma’am” said Fawn.

The wonman’s face pinched in suspicion

‘Cause he didn't get those scratches

on

his face fromno mud-man, 1'I|l warrant.”

Fawn | ooked back bl ankly, then said, “Ch! Those scratches. | mean, yes, that
was

nme, but it was an accident. | mstook himfor another bandit, at first. W
got

t hat one straightened out right quick.”
“Lakewal kers is strange fol k. Bl ack magi ci ans, they say.”
Fawn struggled up on one elbow to say hotly, “You should be grateful if they

are. Because blight bogles are bl acker ones. | saw one, yesterday. O oser
t han

you are to ne now. Anything patrollers have to do to put themdown is al
ri ght

by ne!”

Petti’s thoughts seenmed to darken. “Was that what—did the blight bogle...

bl i ght

you?”

“Make me miscarry?”

“Aye. Because girls don't usually miscarry just from being knocked around, or
falling down stairs, or the Iike. Though |I’'ve seen sonme try for it. They just
end up being bruised nothers, usually.”

“Yes,” said Fawn shortly, scrunching back down. “It was the bogle.” Wre

t hese

t 0oo- cl ose questions? Not yet, she decided. Even Dag had of fered sone

expl anati ons, just enough to satisfy w thout begging nore questions. “lIt was
ugly. Uglier than the nmud-nen, even. Bogles kill everything they touch

seem ngly. You should go look at its lair, later. The woods are all dead for
a

mle around. | don’t know how long it will take for themto grow back.”

“Hm” Petti busied herself unsealing jars, sniffing for whol esoneness and
fishing out the broken wax to be rinsed and renelted, later. “Them nud-nen
was

ugly enough. The day before we was brought to the digging canp, seens there
was

a wonman had a sick child, who went to them and insisted on being let go to
get

hi m hel p. She tried carrying on, weeping and wailing, to force them Instead,
they killed her little boy. And ate him She was in a state by the tinme we
got

there. Everybody was. Even them bandits, who | don't think was in their right
m nds either, wasn’'t too easy about that one.”



Fawn shuddered. “Dag said the nud-nmen ate folks. | wasn't sure | believed
hi m

Till after...afterwards.” She hitched her shoul ders. “Lakewal kers hunt those

t hi ngs. They go | ooking for them”

“Hm” The wonman frowned as she kept trying to assenble the meal by her nornal
routi ne and com ng up short against mssing tools and vessels. But she

i mprovi sed and went on, nuch as Fawn had. She added from across the room after
a

whil e, “They say Lakewal kers can beguile folk' s mnds.”

“Look, you.” Fawn lurched back up on her el bow, scowing. “l say, that
Lakewal ker saved my life yesterday. At least twice. No, three tines, because
" d

have bled to death in the woods trying to walk out if he’'d died in the fight.
He

fought off five of those nud-men! He took care of me all |ast night when I
couldn’t nove for the pain, and carried out ny bloody clouts with never a
wor d

of compl aint, and he cl eaned up your kitchen and he fixed your fence and he
buri ed your dogs nice in the shady woods, and he didn’t have to do any of
that.”

And his heart breaks for the menory of water lilies. “I’ve seen that man do
nor e

good with one hand in a day than |’'ve seen any other man do with two in a
week.

O ever. If he's beguiled ny mnd, he sure has done it the hard way!”

The farmwi fe had both her hands raised as if to ward off this hot, pelting
def ense, hal f-laughing. “Stop, stop, | surrender, girl!”

“Huh!” Fawn fl opped back again. “Just don’t you give nme any nore they says.”
“Hm” Petti’s smle dwindl ed to bl eakness, but whatever shadowed her thoughts
now, she did not confide to Fawn.

Fawn lay quietly on her pallet till dusk drove the nen indoors. At that

poi nt,

Tad was made to carry off the feather tick, and the space was used for a
trestle

tabl e. Makeshift benches—boards pl aced across sawed-off | ogs—were brought in
to

serve for the mssing chairs. Petti allowed to Dag as how she thought it al
right for Fawn to sit up long enough to take the nmeal with the famly. Since
t he

alternative appeared to be having Petti bring her something in bed in sone

| onely nook of the house, Fawn agreed decisively to this.

The neal was abundant, if makeshift and sinple, eaten by the limted |ight of
candl e stubs and the fire at the end of the |long sumrer day. Everyone woul d
be

going to bed right after, not just her, Fawn thought. The room was hot and

t he

conversation, at first, scant and practical. Al were exhausted, their m nds
filled with the recent disruptions in their lives. Since everyone was nostly
eating with their hands anyhow, Dag' s slight awkwardness did not stick out,
Fawn

observed with satisfaction. You wouldn’t think his mssing hand bot hered him
a

bit, unless you noticed how he never raised his left wist into sight above
t he

tabl e edge. He spoke only to encourage Fawn, next to him to eat up, though
about that he was quite firm

“Kind o you to help Tad with all that busted glass,” the farmnvfe said to
Dag.

“No trouble, ma’am You should all be able to step safe now, |eastways.”



Sassa offered, “1’Il help you to get new wi ndows in, Petti, soon as things
are

settled a bit.”

She gave her brother-in-law a grateful |ook. “Thankee, Sassa.”

Grandf at her Horseford grunbled, “Gled cloth stretched on the frames was good
enough in ny day,” to which his gray-haired son responded only, “Have sone
nor e

pan bread, Pa.” The land might still be the old man’s, in name at |east, but
it

was plain that the house was Petti’s.

I nevi tably, Fawn supposed, the talk turned to picking over the past days’

di sasters. Dag, who | ooked to Fawn’s eye as though he was growing tired, and
no

wonder, was not expansive; she watched hi msuccessfully use his diversion
trick

of answering a question with a question four tines running. Until Sassa
remar ked

to him sighing, “Too bad your patrol didn't get there a day sooner. They

m ght’ ve saved that poor little boy who got et.”

Dag did not exactly wince. It was nmerely a lowering of his eyelids, a slight,
unargumentative tilt of his head. A shift of his features fromtired to
expressi onl ess. And sil ence.

Fawn sat up, offended for him “Careful what you wi sh after. |If Dag’ s patrol
had

got there anytine before | —-we—before the bogle died and the nud-men ran off,
there’ d have been a big fight. Lots of folks might have gotten killed, and

t hat

little boy, too.”

Sassa, brow furrowed, turned to her. “Yes, but—et? Doesn’t it bother you
extra?

It sure bothers me.”

“I't’s what rnud-nen do,” nurmnured Dag.

Sassa eyed him disconcerted. “Used to it, are you?”

Dag shrugged.

“But it was a child.”

“Everyone’s someone’s child.”

Petti, who d been staring wearily at her plate, |ooked up at that.

In a tone of cheery specul ation, Jay said, “If they'd have been five days
faster, we’d not have been raided. And our cows and sheep and dogs woul d
still

be alive. Wsh for that, while you're at it, why don't you?”

Wth a grimace that failed to quite pass as a smle, Dag pushed hinself up
from

the table. He gave Petti a nod. “ ‘Scuse ne, ma’'am”

He cl osed the kitchen door quietly behind him H s booted steps sounded

acr oss

the porch, then faded into the night.

“What bit hin?” asked Jay.

Petti took a breath. “Jay, some days | think your mama must have dropped you
on

your head when you was a baby, really | do.”

He blinked in bew |l dernent at her scow, and said less in inquiry than

pr ot est,
“What ?”
For the first tine in hours, Fawn found herself chilled again, chilled and
shaki ng. Her wan droop did not escape the observant Petti. “Here, girl, you

shoul d be in bed. Horse, help her.”

Horse, mercifully, was much quieter than his younger relations; or perhaps
hi s

wi fe had gi ven himsone | ow-down on their outlandi sh guests in private. He



propel l ed Fawn t hrough the darkeni ng house. The loss of light was not from
her

goi ng woozy, this tine, though her skull was throbbing again. Petti foll owed
with a candle in a cup for a makeshift hol der.

The ground floor of one of the add-ons consisted of two snall bedroons
opposite

each other. Horse steered Fawn inside to where her feather tick had been laid
across a wooden bed frane. The sl ashed rope webbi ng had been reknotted
sonetime

recently, maybe by Dag and Tad. A noist sumer night breeze wafted through

t he

smal I, gl assless wi ndows. Fawn decided this nust be a daughter’s bedchanber;

t he

girls would likely be arriving home tonmorrow with the wagon

As soon as the transport was safely acconplished, Petti shooed Horse out.
Awnkwar dl y, Fawn swapped out her dressings, half-hiding under a |ight bl anket
that she scarcely needed. Petti made no comment on them beyond a “G ve over,
here,” and a “There you go, now.” A day ago, Fawn reflected, she would have
given anything to trade her strange nman hel per for a strange wonan. Toni ght,

t he

desire was oddly reversed.

“Horse ‘n nme have the room across,” said Petti. “You can call out if you need
anything in the night.”

“Thank you,” said Fawn, trying to feel grateful. She supposed it would not be
understood if she asked for the kitchen floor back. The floor and Dag. Where
woul d these graceless farners try to put the patroller? In the barn? The

t hought

made her gl ower.

Long, unm stakable footfalls sounded in the hall, followed by a sharp double
rap

agai nst the door. “Come in, Dag,” Fawn called, before Petti could say
anyt hi ng.

He eased inside. A stack of dry garnents lay over his left arm the | aundry
Fawn

had seen draped over the pasture fence earlier, Fawn's blue dress and |inen
drawers; underneath were his own trousers and drawers that had been so
spectacul arly bl oodi ed yesterday. He had her bedroll tucked under his armpit.
He laid the bedroll down in a swept corner of the room wth her cleaned

cl ot hes

atop. “There you go, Spark.”

“Thank you, Dag,” she said sinply. Hs smle flickered across his face |ike
l[ight on water, gone in the instant. Didn't anyone ever just say thank you to
patroll ers? She was really begi nning to wonder.

Wth a wary nod at the watching Petti, he stepped to Fawn’s bedside and |l aid
hi s

pal m on her brow. “Warm” he comented. He traded the pal mfor the inside of
hi s

wist. Fawn tried to feel his pulse through their skins, as she had |istened
to

hi s heartbeat, w thout success. “But not feverish,” he added under his breath.
He stepped back a little, his lips tightening. Fawn renenbered those lips
breathing in her hair last night, and suddenly wanted nothing nore than to

ki ss

and be ki ssed good night by them Ws that so wong? Sonehow, Petri’s

f r owni ng

presence made it so.

“What did you find outside?” she asked, instead.

“Not my patrol.” He sighed. “Not for a mle in any direction, |eastways.”

“Do you suppose they’'re all still |ooking on the wong side of d assforge?”
“Could be. It looks like it’s fixing to rain; heat lightning off to the west.



| f
| really were stuck in a ditch, | wouldn’t be sorry, but | hate to think of
t hem

runni ng around in the woods in the dark and wet, in fear for me, when |I'm
snug

i nside and safe. I’mgoing to hear about that later, | expect.”

“Ch, dear.”

“Don’t worry, Spark; another day it will be the other way around. And then it
will be ny turn to be, ah, hunorous.” His eyes glinted in a way that made her

want to |augh.

“WIl we really go to d assforge tonorrow?”

“W’ || see. See how you're doing in the norning, for one.”

“I"”mdoing much better tonight. Bleeding’s no worse than a nonthly, now.
“Do you want your hot stone agai n?”

“Really, | don’t think I need it anynore.”

“CGood. Sleep hard, then, you.”

She smled shyly. “1"Il try.”

H's hand made a little nove toward her, but then fell back to his side. “Good
ni ght.”

“G night, Dag. You sleep hard too.”

He gave her a last nod, and withdrew, the farmnwife carried the candl e out
with

her, closing the door firmy behind. A faint flash of the heat |ightning Dag
had

nmentioned canme through the wi ndow, too far away even to hear the thunder, but
otherwi se all was darkness and silence. Fawn rolled over and tried to obey
Dag’ s

parting admoni shnent .

“Hold up,” murrmured the farmwife, and since she carried the only light, the
stub

nmelting down to a puddle in the clay cup, Dag did so. She shoul dered past and
led himto the kitchen. Another candle, and a last dying flicker fromthe
fireplace, showed the trestle table and benches taken down and stowed by the

wal I, and the plates and vessels from di nner stacked on the drai nboard by the
sink, along with the bucket of water refilled.

The farmni fe | ooked around the shadows and sighed. “1’ll deal with the rest
of

this in the nmorning, | guess.” Belying her words, she noved to cover and set
aside the scant leftover food, including a stack of pan bread she had
apparently

cooked up with breakfast in mnd

“Where do you want nme to sleep, ma’an?” Dag inquired politely. Not with Fawn,
obviously. He tried not to remenber the scent of her hair, like sunmer in his
mout h, or the warnmth of her breathing young body tucked under his arm

“You can have one of those ticks that little girl nended; put it down where

you
will.”

“The porch, maybe. | can watch out for ny people, if any come out of the
woods

in the night, and not wake the house. | could pull it into the kitchen if it

cones on to rain.”

“That’ d be good,” said the farmuife.

Dag peered through the enpty wi ndow frame into the darkness, letting his
groundsense reach out. The animals, scattered in the pasture, were calm sone
grazing, some half-asleep. “That mare isn’t actually mne. W found it at the
bogle’'s lair and rode it out. Do you recognize it for anyone' s?”

Petti shook her head. “Not ours, anyways.”

“I'f I ride it to dassforge, it would be nice to not be junped for horse

thi eving before | can explain.”



“l thought you patrollers claimed a fee for killing a bogle. You could claim
it.”

Dag shrugged. “l already have a horse. Leastways, | hope so. If no one cones
forward for this one, I thought I mght have it go to Mss Bluefield. It’'s
sweet -tenpered, with easy paces. Wiich is part of what inclines nme to think
it

wasn’t a bandit’'s horse, or not for long.”

Petti paused, staring down at her store of food. “Nice girl, that Mss

Bl uefield.”

“Yes.”

“You wonder how she got in this fix.”

“Not ny tale, ma’am”

“Aye, | noticed that about you.”

What ? That he told no tal es?

“Acci dents happen, to the young,” she went on. “Twenty, eh?”

“So she says.”
“You ain't twenty.” She noved to kneel by the fire and poke it back for the
ni ght .

”

“No. Not for a long tine, now
“You coul d take that horse and ride back to your patrol tonight, if you're

t hat

worried about them That girl would be all right, here. I'd take her in till
she’ s nended.”

That had been precisely his plan, yesterday. It seemed a very long tinme ago.
“Good of you to offer. But | prom sed to see her safe to 3 assforge, which
was

where she was bound. Also, | want Mari to | ook her over. My patrol
| eader—she’ | |
be able to tell if Fawn’s healing all right.”

“Aye, figured you'd say sonething like that. | ain't blind.” She sighed,

st ood,

turned to face himwi th her arnms crossed. “And then what?”

“Par don?”

“Do you even know what you're doing to her? Standing there with them
cheekbones

up in the air? No, | don’t suppose you do.”

Dag shifted fromcautious to confused. That the far mw fe was shrewd and
observant, he had certainly noticed; but he did not understand her underlying
distress in this matter. “I mean her only good.”

“Sure you do.” She frowned fiercely. “lI had a cousin, once.”

Dag tilted his head in faint encouragenent, torn between curiosity and an
entirely unmagi cal prenonition that wherever she was going with this tale, he
didn’t want to go al ong.

“Real nice young fellow, handsone, too,” Petti continued. “He got a job as a
horse boy at that hotel in dassforge where your patrols always stay, when
they’ re passing through these parts. There was this patroller girl, young
one,

cane there with her patrol. Very pretty, very tall. Very nice. Very nice to
hi m

he t hought.”

“Patrol leaders try to discourage that sort of thing.”

“Aye, so | understood. Too bad they don’t succeed. Didn’t take too | ong for
hi m

to fall mad in love with the girl. He spent the whole next year just waiting
for

her patrol to cone back. Wiich it did. And she was nice to himagain.”

Dag waited. Not confortably.

“Third year, the patrol cane again, but she did not. Seems she was only
visiting, and had gone back to her own fol ks way west of here.”

“That’ s usual, for training up young patrollers. W send themto other canps



for

a season or two, or nore. They |earn other ways, make friends; if ever we
have

to conmbine forces in a hurry, it nakes everything easier if sone patrollers
al ready know each other’s routes and territories. The ones training up to be
| eaders, we send ‘emaround to all seven hinterlands. They say of those that
t hey’ ve wal ked around the | ake.”

She eyed him “You ever wal k around the | ake?”

“Twice,” he admtted

“Hm” She shook her head, and went on, “He got the notion he would go after
her,

volunteer to join with you Lakewal kers.”

“Ah,” said Dag. “That would not work. It’'s not a matter of pride or ill wll,
you understand; we just have skills and nethods that we cannot share.”
“You mean to say, not pride or ill will alone, I think,” said the woman, her

voi ce going flat.

Dag shrugged. Not ny tale. Let it go, old patroller

“He did find her, eventually. As you say, the Lakewal kers wouldn’t have him
Cane back after about six nonths, with his tail between his |egs. Bl eak and
pining. Wouldn't |l ook at no other girl. Drank. It was like, if he couldn’t be
in

love with her, he’d be in love with death instead.”

“You don’'t have to be a farmer for that. Ma’'am” Dag said coolly.

She spared hima sharp glance. “That’s as may be. He never settled, after

t hat .

He finally took a job with the keel boat nen, down on the Gace River. After a
coupl e of seasons, we heard he’'d fallen off his boat and drowned. | don’'t

t hi nk

it was deliberate; they said he'd been drunk and had gone to piss over the
si de

in the night. Just careless, but a kind of careless that don’'t happen to

ot her

fol ks.”

Maybe that had been the trouble with his own schenmes, Dag thought. He had
never

been carel ess enough. |If Dag had been twenty instead of thirty-five when the
dar kness had overtaken him it mght have all: worked rather differently...
“We never heard back fromthat patroller girl. He was just a bit of passin
fun

to her, | guess. She was the end of the world to him though.”

Dag held his silence.

She inhal ed, and drove on: “So if you think it’s anmusin’ to nake that girl
fall

inlove with you, I say, it won't seem so funny down the road. | don't know
what's in it for you, but there’s no future for her. Your people will see to
that, if hers won't. You and | both know that—but she don't.”

“Mp’ am you’'re seeing things.” Very plausible things, maybe, given that she
could not know the true matter of the sharing knife that bound Dag and Fawn
so

tightly to each other, at |least for now He wasn't about to try to explain

t he

knife to this exhausted, edgy wonan.

“I know what |’ m seeing, thank you kindly. It ain’t the first time, neither.”
“I"ve scarcely known the girl a day!”

“Ch, aye? What’' Il it be after a week, then? The woods’ Il catch fire,
guess.”

She snorted derision. “All | knowis, in the Iong haul, when fol ks tangle
hearts

wi th your folks, they end up dead. Or wi shing they was.”
Dag uncl enched his jaw, and gave her a short nod. “Ma’am..in the | ong haul



al |

fol ks end up dead. O wi shing they were.”

She just shook her head, |ips tw sting.

“Good night!” He touched his hand to his tenple and went to haul the tick,
stuffed into the next room out onto the porch. If Little Spark was able to
travel at all tonorrow, he decided, they would | eave this place as soon as
m ght

be.

Chapter 8

To Dag’s discontent, no patrollers energed fromthe woods that night, either
before or after the rain drove himinside. He did not see Fawn again til

t hey

met over the breakfast trestle. They were both back in their own clothes, dry
and only faintly stained; in the shabby blue dress she | ooked al nost wel I,
except for a lingering pal eness. A check of the insides of her eyelids, and
of

her fingernails, showed them not as rosy as he thought they ought to be, and
she

still grew dizzy if she attenpted to stand too suddenly, but his hand on her
brow felt no fever, good.

He was pressing her to eat nore bread and drink nore mlk when the boy Tad
bur st

t hrough the kitchen door, w de-eyed and gasping. “Mal Pa! Uncle Sassa!
There’s

one of them nud-nmen in the pasture, worrying the sheep!”

Dag exhal ed wearily; the three farmmen around the table | eaped up in a panic
and scattered to find their tool-weapons. Dag | oosened his war knife in its
bel t

sheat h and stepped out onto the porch. Fawn and the farmn fe foll owed,
peering

fearfully around him Petti clutching a formdable kitchen knife.

At the far end of the pasture, a naked man-form had pounced across the back of
a

bl eati ng sheep, face buried in its woolly neck. The sheep bucked and threw

t he

creature off. The nmud-man fell badly, as if its arns were nunb and coul d not
properly catch itself. It rose, shook itself, and half |oped, half craw ed
after

the intended prey. The rest of the flock, bewi ldered, trotted a few yards

away,
then turned to stare.
“Wirried?” Dag nurnured to the wonmen. “I’d say those sheep are downri ght

appal | ed. That nud-man nust have been made froma dog or a wolf. See, it’s
trying to move |like one, but nothing works. It can’'t use its hands like a
nman,

and it can't use its jaws like a wolf. It’s trying to tear that silly sheep’'s
throat out, but all it’s getting is a mouthful of wool. Yech!”

He shook his head in exasperation and pity, stepped off the porch, and strode
toward the pasture; behind him Petti gasped, and Fawn muffl ed a squeak

He jogged to the end of the lane, to circle between the nmud-man and the
woods,

t hen hopped up and swung his |l egs over the rail fence. He stretched his

shoul ders and shook out his right arm trying to work out the soreness and
knots, and drew his knife. The norning air was heavy with noisture, gray on

t he

ground, lilac and pale pink rising to turquoise in the sky beyond the tree
[ine.



The grass was wet fromthe rain, beaded droplets glinmering |ike scattered
silver, and the saturated soil squel ched under his boots. He weaved around a
few

sodden cow fl ops and eased toward the nud-man. Aptly named—the creature was
filthy, sneared with dung, hair matted and falling in its eyes, and it
whi f f ed

of nascent rot. Its flesh was already starting to | ose tone and col or, the
skin

nmottled and yellowi sh. Its Iips drew back as it snarled at Dag and froze,
undeci ded between attack and flight.

Jump me, you clumsy suffering nightmare. Spare ne the sweat of chasing you
down.

“Come al ong,” Dag crooned, crouching a little and bringing his arns in. “End
this. I'lIl get you out of there, | promse.”

The creature’s hips wiggled as it | eaned forward, and Dag braced hi nsel f as
it

sprang. He al nost missed his nove as it stunbled on the |lunge, hands paw ng
t he

air, neck twisting and straining in a vain attenpt to bring its all-too-hunman
jaw to Dag’'s neck. Dag bl ocked one bl ack-cl awed hand with his left arm spun
si deways, and sl ashed hard.

He junped back as hot bl ood spurted fromthe creature’s neck, trying to save
hi nsel f nore |aundry duty. The rmud- man managed three steps away, yow ing
wordl essly, before it fell to the rmucky ground. Dag circled in cautiously,
but

no further mercy cut was required; the nmud-nman shuddered and grew still, eyes
gl azed and hal f-open. A tuft of dirty wool, stuck to its lips, stopped
fluttering. Absent gods, this is an ugly cleanup chore. But neatly enough
done,

this time. He wi ped his blade on the grass, naking plans to beg a dry rag
from

the farmnvife in a nonent.

He stood up and turned to see the farmnen, huddled in a terrified knot
clutching their tools, staring at hi m opennout hed. Tad cane running fromthe
fence and was caught around the waist by his father as he attenpted to

appr oach

the corpse. “l told you to stay back!”

“It’s dead, Pa!” Tad wiggled free and gazed up with a glowi ng face at Dag.
H'_b

just wal ked right up to it and took it down slick as anything!”

Ah. The | ast nud-men these fol k had encountered had still been bound by the
will

of their maker, intelligent and lethal. Not like this forsaken, sick

conf used

animal trapped in its awkward body. Dag didn’t feel any overwhel nming need to
correct the farmmen’s m sperceptions of his daring. Safer if they renmai ned
cautious of the nmud-nen anyway. Hi s lips curled up in grimanusenment, but he
said only, “It’s ny job. You can have the burying of it, though.” The farm
nen

gat hered around the corpse, poking it at tool-handl e di stance. Dag strolled
past

them toward t he house, not | ooking back

Most of the animals had collected in the upper end of the pasture, away from
t he

di sturbing intruder. The bay mare rai sed her head and snuffled at himas he
approached. He paused, wi ped his knife dry on her warm si de, sheathed it, and
scrat ched her poll, which made her flop her ears sideways, droop her lip, and
sigh contentedly. The farmni fe’s tart suggestion of |ast night that he take
t he

mare and ride off surfaced in his nmenory. Tenpting idea.



Yes. But not al one.

He clinbed the fence, crossed the yard, and made his way up onto the porch
Fawn

gazed up at himwth nearly as worshi pful an expression as Tad, only with
keener

under st andi ng. The farmwi fe had her arms crossed, torn between gratitude and
gl oweri ng.

Dag was suddenly nortally tired of m strustful strangers. He mssed his
patr ol

for all their irritations. He alnmost nmissed the irritations, in their
confortable famliarity.

“Hey, Little Spark. | was going to wait for the wagon and take you to

d assforge

lying flat, but | got to thinking. W mght double up and ride out the way we
cane in the other day, and you wouldn’t be jostled around any worse.”

Her face lit. “Better, | should think. That |ane would rattle your teeth, in
a

wagon. ”

“Even taking it slowy and carefully, we could reach town in about three
hour s’

time. If you think it wouldn't overtire you?”

“Leave now, you mean? |'Il pack my bedroll. It'lIl only take a nonment!” She
twirled about.

“Put my armharness init, will you? Along with the other things.” Arm

har ness,

kni fe pouch, and the linen bag of shattered bone and dreans—everythi ng el se

t hat

he’d arrived in, he was wearing; everything he’' d borrowed was put back

She paused, lips pursing as if followi ng the sane inventory, then nodded
vigorously. “Right.”

“Don’t bounce. Don’t scanmper, either. Gently!” he called after her. The

kit chen

door shut on her trailing |augh

He turned to find Petti giving hima measuring | ook. He raised his brows back
at

her .

She shrugged, and said on a sigh, “Not ny business, | suppose.”

He bit back rude agreenent, converting the inmpulse to a nore polite nod, and
turned to collect the nare.

By the time he’'d reaffixed the rope to the halter for reins and | ed the horse
to

t he porch, murnuring prom ses of grain and a nice stall in dassforge into

t he

fuzzy flicking ears, Fawn was back out, breathless, with her bedroll slung
over

her shoul der, pelting Petti with good-byes and thank-yous. The honest warnth
of

them drew an answering smile fromthe farmn fe seem ngly despite hersel f.
“You be a ot nore careful of yourself, now, girl,” Petti adnonished.

“Dag will ook after nme,” Fawn assured her cheerily.

“Ch, aye.” Petti sighed, after a nmomentary pause, and Dag wondered what
comment

she’d just bit back. “That’'s plain.”

From the mounting bl ock of the porch, Dag slid readily aboard the nmare’s bare
back. Happily, the horse had wi de-sprung ribs and no bony back ridge, and so
was

as confortable to sit as a cushion; he needed to beg neither saddl e nor pads
fromthe farm He stiffened his right ankle to nmake a stirrup of his foot for
Fawn, and she scranbled up and sat across his lap as before. Wiggling into
pl ace, she snmoothed her skirts and slipped her right armaround him Alittle



to

his surprise, Petti shuffled forward and thrust a w apped packet into Fawn’'s
hands.

“I't’s only bread and jam But it’'ll keep you on the road.”

Dag touched his tenple. “Thank you, ma’am For everything.” H's hand found

t he

rope reins again.

She nodded stiffly. “You, too.” And, after a monent, “You just think about
what

| said, patroller. O just think, anyways.”

This seemed to call for either no answer at all, or a long defensive
argunent ;

Dag prudently chose the first, hel ped Fawn tuck the packet in her bedroll
nodded again, and turned the horse away. He extended his groundsense to its
limt in one |ast check, but nothing resenbling an aggravated patroller
beati ng

t hrough the bushes stirred for a mile in any direction, nor nore distraught
dyi ng nmud-nen either.

The bay mare’s hooves scythed through the wiry chicory, its bl ossons | ooking
like bits of blue sky fallen and scattered along the ruts, and the noddi ng
dai sies. The farm nmen were draggi ng the mud-man’s corpse into the woods as

t hey

rode down the fence line. They all waved, and Sassa trotted over to the end
of

the lane in tine to say, “"Of to dassforge already? 1’'Il be going in soon

| f

you see any of our folks, tell themwe're all right! See you in town?”
“Sure!” said Fawn, and “Maybe,” said Dag. He added, “If any of ny people turn

up

here, would you tell themwe’'re all right and that 1'll neet themin town
t 00?”

“ ‘Course!” Sassa pronised cheerily.

And then the track curved into the woods, and the farmand all its folk fel
out

of sight behind. Dag breathed relief as the quiet of the hum d sumer norning
closed in, broken only by the gentle thunp of the nare’s hooves, the liquid
trill of a red-crest, and the rain-refreshed gurgle of the creek that the
road

followed. A striped ground squirrel flickered across the track ahead of them
di sappearing with a faint rustle into the weeds.

Fawn cuddl ed down, her head resting on his chest, and allowed herself to be
rocked al ong, not speaking for a while. Anbushed again by the deep fatigue of

her blood |oss after the dawn’s spate of excitenent, Dag judged; |ike other
i njured younglings he’d known, she seened likely to overestimte her
capacity,

swi ngi ng between inprudent activity and col |l apse. He hoped her recovery woul d
be

as swift. She made a warm and confortabl e burden, balanced on his |ap. The
mare’s wal k was certainly snoother than a wagon woul d have been in these
nmuddy

ruts, and he had no intention of jostling either of themwith a trot. A few
nosqui t oes whined around themin the danp shade, and he gently bunped them
away

fromher fair skin with a flick of his ground against theirs.

The scent of her skin and hair, the noving curve of her breasts as she

br eat hed,

and the pressure of her thighs on his stinulated him but not nearly so mnmuch
as

the light, the contentnent, and the flattering sense of safety swirling

t hr ough



her compl ex ground. She was not herself aroused, but her air of openness, of
sheer physical acceptance of his presence, made hi m unreasonably happy in
turn,

like a man warmed by a fire. The deep red note of her innost injury stil

| urked

under neat h, and the viol et shadi ngs of her bruises clouded her ground as they
did her flesh, but the sharp-edged glints of pain were nmuch reduced.

She coul d not sense his ground in turn; she was unaware of his |ingering

i nspection. A Lakewal ker woman woul d have felt his keen regard, seeing just
as

deeply into himif he did not close hinself off and keep cl osed, trading

bl i ndness for privacy. Feeling guiltily perverse, he indul ged his inner
senses

upon Fawn wi t hout excuse of need—er fear of self-revelation

It was a little like watching water lilies; rather nore like snelling a

di nner

he was not allowed to eat. Was it possible to be starved for so long as to
forget the taste of food, for the pangs of hunger to burn out like ash? It
seened so. But both the pleasure and the pain were his heart’s secret, here.
He

was put in mnd, suddenly, of the soil at the edge of a recovering blight;

t he

weedy bedraggl ed | ook of it, unlovely yet hopeful. Blight was a nunb gray

t hi ng,

wi t hout sensation. Did the return of green life hurt? Gdd thought.

She stirred, opening her eyes to stare into the shadows of the woods, here
nostly beech, elm and red oak, with an occasi onal towering Cottonwood, or
in

nore open areas around the stream stubby dogwood or redbud, |ong past their
bl oom ng. Spl ashes of the clinbing sun spangl ed the | eaves of the upper
branches, sparking off |ingering water drops.

“How wi I | you find your patrol in d assforge?” she asked

“There’s this hotel patrols stay at—we nake it our headquarters when we're in
this area. N ce change from sl eeping on the ground. It’Il also be our
medi ci ne

tent. I"'mpretty sure that nore patrollers than nmy partner Saun took bl ows
when

we junped those bandits the other night, so that’s where they' Il be holed up
They’' re used to our ways, there.”

“WIl you be there | ong?”

“Not sure. Chato's patrol was on their way south over the Grace River to
trade

for horses when they got waylaid by this trouble, and ny patrol was riding a
pattern up northeast, when we broke off to cone here. Depends on the injured,
I

suspect.”

She said thoughtfully, “Lakewal kers don’t run the hotel, do they? It’'s

d assforge fol ks, right?”

“Right.”

“What all jobs do they do in a hotel ?”

He rai sed his brows. “Chanbermaid, cook, scullion, horse boy, handyman,

| aundress...lots of things.”

“l could do sonme of that. Maybe | could get work there.”

Dag tensed. “Did Petti tell you about her cousin?”

“Cousi n?” She peered up at himwi thout guile.

Evidently not. “No—never mind. The couple that run the place have owned it
for

years; it's built on the site of an old inn, | think, which was his father’s
before. Mari would know. It’'s brick, three floors high, very fine. They burn
brick as well as glass in dassforge, you know.”



She nodded. “1 saw some houses in Lunpton Market once, they say were built
from

A assforge brick. Must have been quite a job hauling it.”

He shifted a little beneath her. “In any case, there'll be no work for you
till

you stop fainting when you junp up. Sonme days yet, | expect. If you eat up
and

rest.”

“l suppose,” she said doubtfully. “But I don’t have nmuch noney.”
“My patrol will put you up,” he said firmy. “We owe you for a nalice,

renmenber.” We owe you for your sacrifice.

“Yes, all right, but I need to | ook ahead, nowI’'mon nmy own. I'mglad | met
al |

t hose Horsefords. N ce fol ks. Maybe they' |l introduce me around, help get ne
a

start.”

Wul d she not go honme? Neither the picture of her dragging back to the realm
of

Stupid Sunny nor the notion of her as a d assforge chanmbernmaid pl eased him
nmuch.

“Best see what Mari has to say about that knife, before making plans.”

“Mn” Her eyes darkened, and she huddl ed down agai n.

The peace of the woodl and descended again, easing Dag's spirit. The |light and
air and solitude, the placid mare noving warmy beneath him and Fawn curl ed
against himw th her ground slowy releasing its accunul ati on of angui sh, put
himwholly in a present that required nothing nore of him nor he of it.

Rel eased, for a nonment, froman endl ess chain of duty and task, tautly
pul I'i ng

himinto a weary future not chosen, mnerely accepted.

“How re you doi ng?” he nurnured into Fawn’s hair. “Pain?”

“No worse than when | was sitting up at breakfast, anyhow. Better than | ast
night. This is all right.”

“Good. ”

“Dag..” She hesitated.

“« NhP”

“What do Lakewal ker wormen do who get in a fix like mne?”

The question baffled him “Wich fix?”

She gave a snmall snort. “I suppose | have been collecting troubles, lately. A
baby and no husband was the one | was thinking of. G ass w dowhood.”

He coul d sense the grating of grief and guilt through her with that reninder
“I't doesn’t exactly work like that, for us.”

She frowned. “Are young Lakewal kers all really, really...um..virtuous?”

He | aughed softly. “No, if by virtuous you just mean keeping their trousers
buttoned. Other virtues are nore in demand. But young is young, farner or
Lakewal ker. Pretty nuch everyone goes through an awkward period of funbling
around finding things out.”

“You said a woman invites a man to her tent.”

“I'f he’s a lucky man.”

“Then how do..” She trailed off in confusion

He finally figured out what she was asking. “Ch. It’s our grounds, again. The
time of the nonth when a woman can concei ve shows as a beautiful pattern in
her

ground. If the time and place are wong for a child, she and her man just

pl easure each other in ways that don't lead to children.”

Fawn's silence following this extended for a quite a long tine. Then she
sai d,

“What ?”

“Wi ch what ?’

“How do peopl e...peopl e can do that? How?”

Dag swal | owed uneasily. How much could this girl not know? By the evidence so



far, quite a lot, he reflected ruefully. How far back did he need to begin?
“Wel | -hands, for one.”

“Hands?”
“Touchi ng each other, till they trade rel ease. Tongues and mout hs and ot her
t hi ngs, too.”

She blinked. “Rel ease?”
“Touch each other as you' d touch yourself, only with a better angle and

conpany
and, well, just better all around. Less...lonely.”
Her face screwed up. “Ch. Boys do that, | know | guess girls could do it for

them too. Do they like it?”

“Um..general ly,” he said cautiously. This unexpected turn of the conversation
sped his mind, and his body was follow ng fast. Cal myourself, old patroller
Fortunately, she could not sense the heated ripple in him “Grls like it,

t oo.

In ny experience.”

Anot her | ong, digestive silence. “lIs this some Lakewal ker |ady thing? Mgic?”
“There are tricks you can do with your grounds to nake it better, but no.
Lakewal ker | adies and farner girls are equally magical in this. Anyway,
farnmers

have grounds too, they just can’t sense them” Absent gods be thanked.

Her expression now was intensely cogitative, and a stuttering swirl of

ar ousal

had started in her as well. It wasn't, he realized suddenly, just her hurts

t hat

bl ocked its flow Something that hal f-blood woman at Tripoint had once told
hi m

that he’' d scarcely believed, came back to himnow that some farmer wonen
never

| earned how to pleasure thenselves, or to find release. She'd | aughed at his
expression. Come, cone, Dag. Boys practically trip over their own parts.
Wnen' s

are all tucked neatly up inside. They can be just as tricky for us as for the
farmer boys to find. Many's the farmnwife has nme to thank for providing her
man

with the treasure map, scandalized as she’d be to learn it. Since he' d had
nmuch

to thank her for as well, he'd set about it, dismssing the ineptness of farm
boys fromhis mnd and, in a short time, from hers.

That had been a long tine ago...

“What ot her things?” Fawn said.

“Beg pardon?”

“Besi des hands and tongues and nout hs.”

“Just...don’t...not...never mnd.” And now his arousal had grown to serious
physi cal disconfort. Atop a horse, of all things. There were many things not
to

try on a horse, even one as good-natured as this nare. He couldn’t avoid
renmenbering several of them which didn't help.

Spark couldn’t sense his ground. He could stand in front of her rigid with

m nd- nunbi ng lust, and as long as he kept his trousers on, she wouldn’t know.
And considering all her recent disastrous experiences, she oughtn’'t to know.
Bad

i f she | aughed...no, upon reflection, good if she laughed. Bad if she was

di sgusted or horrified or frightened, taking himfor another lout Iike Stupid
Sunny or that poor fool he'd shot in the backside. If it grew too
excruci ati ng,

he could slip off the horse and di sappear into the woods for a spell,

pr et endi ng

to be answering a call of nature. Wiich he would be; no lie there. Stop it.
You



did this to yourself. Suffer in silence. Think of sonething else. You can
control your body. She can't tell.

She sighed, rustled about, and gazed up into his face. "“Your eyes change

col or

with the light,” she observed in a tone of newinterest. “In the sun they're
al |

bright gold like coins. In the shade they go brown like clear spice tea. In
t he

night, they' re black |ike deep pools.” She added after a monent, “They're
really

dark right now.’

“Mm” said Dag. Every breath brought her heady scent to his nouth, to his

m nd

He could not very well stop breathing.

A flash of notion at treetop height caught both their eyes.

“Look, a red-tailed hawk!” she cried. “Isn’'t he beautiful!” Her head and body
turned to follow the pale clean-cut shape, ruddy translucent tail feathers
al nost gl owi ng agai nst the washed bl ue of the sky, and her hot small hand
came

down to support herself. Directly on Dag’'s aching erection

Hs startled recoil was so abrupt, he fell off the horse.

He | anded on his back with a breath-stealing thunp. Thankfully, she |anded
at op

hi m and not underneath. Her wei ght was soft upon him her breath accel erated
by

t he shock. Her pupils were too wide for this light, and, as she tw sted
around

and thrust out one hand to support herself, her gaze grew fixed upon his

nout h.

Yes! Kiss nme, do. His hand spasned, and he laid it out flat and stiff, palm
up

upon the grass, lest he lunge at her. He noistened his lips. The danp of the
grass and the soil began soaking into the back of his shirt and trousers. He
could feel every curve of her body, pressed into his, and every curse of her
ground. Absent gods, he was halfway to groundlock all by hinself...

“Are you all right?” she gasped

Terror shot through him wlting his arousal, that the fall m ght have torn
somet hing | oose inside her to start her bleeding again like the first day. It
woul d take the better part of hour to carry her back to the farm and in her
current depleted state, she mi ght not survive another such draining.

She scranbl ed of f himand plunked herself ungracefully on the ground, panting.
“Are you all right?” he asked urgently in turn

“l guess so.” She winced a little, but she rubbed her el bow, not her belly.
He sat up and ran his hand through his hair. Fool, fool, blight you, pay
attention...! You mght have killed her

“What happened?” she asked.

“I...thought | saw sonething out of the corner of ny eye, but it was just a
trick

of the light. | didn’t nean to shy like a horse.” Wich had to be the weakest
excuse for an excuse he’'d ever uttered.

The mare, in fact, was | ess shaken than either of them She had si destepped
as

t hey’ d gone over, but now stood peacefully a few yards off, |ooking at them
in

m | d astoni shnent. No further excitenment seeming forthcom ng, she put her
head

down and ni bbl ed a weed.

“Yes, well, after that nud-man this norning, it’s no wonder you’'re junpy,”
Fawn

said kindly. She stared around at the woods in renewed worry, then bal anced a



hand on his shoul der, pushed herself up, and tried to brush the dirt off her
sl eeve.

Dag took a few deep breaths, letting his pounding heart slow, then rose as
wel |

and went to recapture the nare. A fallen tree a few steps into the woods

| ooked

i ke an adequate nounting bl ock; he led the horse up to it, and Fawn
dutifully

followed. And if they started this all over again, he feared he woul d

di sgrace

hi nsel f before they ever got to d assforge.

“To tell the truth,” Dag lied, “my left armwas getting a bit tired. Do you
thi nk you could sit behind and hang on pillion style, for a while?”

“Ch! I'"msorry. | was so confortable, | didn't think it mght be awkward for
you!” she apol ogi zed earnestly.

You have no idea how awkward. He grinned to hide his guilt, and to reassure
her,

but he was afraid it just came out |ooking denmented.

Up they clinbed once nore. Fawn settled herself with both dainty feet to one
side, and both dainty hands wrapped around his waist in a firm warmgrip.
And all Dag’'s stern resolve nelted in the unbidden thought: Lower. Lower!

He set his teeth and dug his heels into the blaneless mare’s sides to urge
her

to a brisker walk.

Fawn bal anced herself, wondering if she laid her head to Dag’'s back if she
coul d

hear his heartbeat again. She'd thought she’d been recovering well this
nor ni ng,

but the little accident rem nded her of how tired she yet was, how quickly

t he

| east exertion stole her breath. Dag was nore tired than he | ooked, too, it
seened, judging by his long silences.

She was enbarrassed by how cl ose she’d come to trying to kiss him after
their

clumsy fall. She'd probably | anded an el bow in his gut, and he'd been too

ki nd

to say anything. He’'d even grinned at her, helping her up. His teeth were a
trifle crooked, but nothing to signify, strong and sound, with a fascinating
little chip out of one of the front ones. His smle was too fleeting, but it
was

probably safer for her tattered dignity that his grin was even rarer. If he'd
grinned at her so kissably while they were still flat on the grass, instead
of

gi ving her that peculiar |ook—aybe it had been suppressed pai n?—she’d |ikely
have di sgraced hersel f altogether

The nasty nane that Sunny had called her during their argunment over the baby
stuck in her craw. Wth one nocking word, Sunny had sonehow turned all her

| ove-in-intent, her breathless curiosity, her timd daring, into sonething
ugly

and vile. He'd been happy enough to kiss her and fondle her in the wheatfield
in

the dark, and call her his pretty thing; the slur cane |ater. Dubious

t heref ore,

but still..was it typical for men to despi se the wonen who gave themthe
attention they clainmed to want? Judgi ng from sone of the rude insults she' d
heard here and there, naybe so.

She did not want Dag to despise her, to take her for sonething |ow But then
she woul d never apply the word typical to him

So...was Dag lonely? O |ucky?



He didn't seemthe |ucky sort, sonehow.

So how woul d you know? Her heart felt as if it knew himbetter than any man,
no,

any person she’d ever nmet. The feeling did not stand up to inspection. He
coul d

be married, for all he'd said to the contrary. He could have children. He
coul d

have children alnost as old as her. O who knew what? He hadn’t said. There
was

a lot he hadn’t tal ked of, when she thought about it.

It was just that..what little he’d tal ked about had seemed so inportant. As
t hough she’ d been dying of thirst, and everyone el se had wanted to give her
piles of dry gincrackery, and he'd offered her a cup of plain pure water
Strai ghtforward. Wl come beyond desire or deserving. Unsettling...

The vall ey they were riding down opened out, the creek ran away through broad
fields, and the farmlane gave onto the straight road at |ast.

Dag turned the mare left. And whatever opportunity she had just wasted was
gone

forever.

The straight road was busier today, and grew nore so as they neared the town.
Either the renoval of the bandit threat had brought nore people out on the
hi ghway, or it was market day. O both, Fawn deci ded. They passed sturdy

bri ck-wagons and goods-wagons drawn by teans of big dray horses pulling hard
goi ng out, and rode al ongsi de ones returning, not enpty, but |oaded with
firewood or hitchhiking county fol k taking produce and handcrafts to sell
She

caught snatches of cheerful conversation, the girls flirting with the
teansters

when no el ders rode with them Farmcarts and haywai ns and yes, even that
manur e

wagon she’'d wi shed for in vain the other day. The scent of coal snoke and
woodsnoke came to Fawn’s nose even before they rounded the | ast curve and the
town cane into sight.

Not hi ng about this arrival was |ike anything she had pictured when she’d
started

out from home, but at |least she’'d got here. Something that she’ d begun
finally

finished. It felt like breaking a curse. d assforge. At |ast.

Chapter 9

Fawn | eaned precariously around Dag’'s shoul der and gazed down the main
street,

lined with ol der buildings of wood and stone or newer ones of brick. Plank
si dewal ks kept people’ s feet out of the churned rmud of the road. A block
farther

on, the nmud gave way to cobbl estones, and beyond that, brick. A town so rich
they paved the street with brick! The road curved away to foll ow the bend in
t he

river, but she could just glinpse a town square busy with a day nmarket. Most
of

t he snmokes that snudged the air seemed to be conming fromfarther downstream
and

downwi nd. Dag turned the mare into a side street, jerking his chin at the
brick

building rising to their left, blunt and bl ocky but softened by clinbing ivy.
“There’s our hotel. Patrols always stay there for free. It was witten into
t he

will of the owner’s father. Sonething about the |last big malice we took out



in

these parts, nigh on sixty years ago. Mist’ve been a scary one. Good thinking
on

someone’ s part, because it gets the area patrolled nore often.”

“You | ooked for sixty years without finding another?”

“Ch, there’'ve been a couple in the interim | believe. W just got them so
smal |, the farners never knew. Like, um..pulling a weed instead of chopping
down

atree. Better for us, better for everyone, except harder to convince fol ks
to

chip in sonme paynment. Farsighted man, that old innkeep.”

They turned again under a wide brick archway and into the yard between the
hot el

and its stable. A horse boy polishing harness on a bench glanced up and rose
to

cone forward. He did not reach for the mare’s makeshift bridle.

“Sorry, mster, mss.” Hs nod was polite, but his | ook seemed to sumup the
worth of the battered pair riding bareback and find it sadly short. “Hotel’s
full up. You'll have to find another place.” The twist of his |lips turned
slightly derisive, if not altogether w thout synpathy. “Doubt you could make
t he

price of a room here anyways.”

Only Fawn’ s hand on Dag’'s back felt the faint runmble of —anger? no, anusenent
pass through him “Doubt | could too. Happily, Mss Bluefield, here, has nmade
the price of all of them”

The boy’'s face went a little blank, as he tried to work this out to anything
that made sense to him Hi s confusion was interrupted by a pair of

Lakewal kers

hobbl i ng out of the doorway into the yard, staring hard at Dag.

These two | ooked nore |ike proper patrollers, neat in |eather vests, with
their

long hair pulled back in decorated braids. One had a face nearly as bruised
as

Fawn's, with a strip of linen wapped awkwardly around his head and under his
jaw not quite hiding a line of bloody stitches. He | eaned on a stick. The

ot her

had her left arm thickened with bandages, supported in a sling. Both were
dark-haired and tall, though their eyes were an al nbost nornmal sort of clear
bri ght brown.

“Dag Redwi ng Hickory...?” said the woman cautiously.

Dag swung his right leg over the mare’s neck and sat sideways a noment;
smling

faintly, he touched his hand to his tenple in a gesture of acknow edgmnent.
“Aye.

You all from Chato’s Log Hol | ow patrol ?”

Both patrollers stood straighter, despite their evident hurts. “Yes, sirl!”
sai d

the man, while the worman hi ssed at the hotel servant, “Boy, take the
patroller’s

hor se!”

The boy junped as though goosed and took the halter rope, his stare grow ng
wi de-eyed. Dag slid down and turned to hel p Fawn, who swung her | egs over.
“Ah! Don't you dare junp,” he said sternly, and she nodded and slid off into
hi s

arm collecting sonething pleasantly Iike a hug as he eased her feet to the
ground. She stifled her longing to |l ean her head into his chest and just
stand

there for, oh, say, about a week. He turned to the other patrollers, but his
| eft arm stayed behi nd her back, a solid, anchoring weight.

“Where is everyone?” Dag asked.



The man grinned, then wi nced, his hand going to his jaw. “Qut |ooking for
you,

nostly.”

“Ah, | was afraid of that.”

“Yeah,” said the worman. “Your patrol all kept swearing you d turn up like a
cat,

and then went running out again anyway w thout hardly stopping to eat or

sl eep.

Looks like the cat fanciers had the right of it. There's a fellow upstairs
nane

of Saun’s been fretting his heart out for you. Every tine we go in, he
badgers

for news.”

Dag’'s lips pursed in a breath of relief. “On nmedicine tent duty, are you?”
“Yep,” said the man

“How many carryi ng-wounded have we got?”

“Just two—your Saun and our Reel a. She got her |eg broke when sonme mnud-nen
spooked her horse over a drop.”

“Bad?”

“Not good, but she’'ll get to keep it.”

Dag nodded. “Good enough, then.”

The man blinked in belated realization of Dag's stunmp, but he added not hi ng
nor e

awkward. “I don’t know how tired you are, but it would be kindly done if you
could step up and put Saun’s mnd at ease first thing. He really has been
fretting something awful. | think he'd rest better for seeing you with his
own

eyes.”

“Of course,” said Dag.

“Ah.”” said the woman, |ooking at Fawn and then, inquiringly, at Dag.

“This here’s Mss Fawn Bluefield,” said Dag.

Fawn di pped her knees. “How de’ do?”

“And she is...?” said the man dubiously.

“She’s with ne.” Sonmething distinctly firmin Dag’s voi ce di scouraged further

guestions, and the two patrollers, after civil if still curious nods at Fawn,
| ed the way inside.

Fawn had only a glinpse of the entry hall, featuring a tall wooden counter
and

archways | eading off to sone big roons, before she followed the patrollers up
a

staircase with a tine-polished banister, cool and snooth under her hesitant
fingertips. One flight up, they turned into a hallway lined with doors on
ei t her

side and a glass window set in the end for light.

“You partner’s nostly lucid today, although he still keeps claimng you

br ought

hi m back fromthe dead,” said the man over his shoul der

“He wasn’t dead,” said Dag.

The man shot a | ook at the woman. “Told you.”

“Hi s heart had stopped and he’'d quit breathing, was all.”

Fawn blinked in bafflenment. And, she was heartened to see, she wasn't the
only

one.

“Er.” The man stopped outside a door with a brass number 6 on it. “Pardon,
sir?

I"d al ways been taught it was too risky to match grounds w th someone

nortal ly
i njured, and unworkable to block the pain at speed.”
“Li kely.” Dag shrugged. “I just skipped the extras and went in and out fast.”

“Ch,” said the woman in a voice of enlightennent that Fawn did not share.



The man blurted, “Didn’t it hurt?”

Dag gave hima long, slow |look. Fawmn was very glad it wasn’'t her at the

f ocus,

because that | ook could surely reduce people to grease spots on the floor
Dag

gave the other patroller a nmonent nore to nelt—precisely timed, she was
suddenl y

certai n—then nodded at the door. The wonan hastened to open it.

Dag passed in. If the two patrollers had been respectful before, the | ook

t hey

now exchanged behind his back was downright daunted. The woman gl anced at
Fawn

doubtfully but did not attenpt to exclude her as she slipped through the door
in

Dag’ s wake.

The room had cutwork linen curtains, pushed open and nmoving gently in the
sunmer

air, and flanking the window two beds with feather ticks atop straw ticks.
One

was enpty, though it had gear and saddl ebags piled on the floor at its foot.
So

did the other, but init lay an—+nevitably—tall young man. Hs hair was |ight
brown, unbrai ded, and spread out upon his pillow. A runmpled sheet was pulled
up

to his chest, where his torso was wapped around wi th bandages. He stared
listlessly at the ceiling, his pale brow winkled. Wen he turned his head at
t he sound of steps and recognized his visitor, the pain in his face
transf or ned

to joy so fast it |l ooked like a flash flood washi ng over him

“Dag! You made it!” He | aughed, coughed, grinmaced, and noaned. “Ow. Knew you
woul d!”

The patroller worman rai sed her eyebrows at this broad clai mbut grinned

i ndul gently.

Dag wal ked to the bedside and smiled down, adopting a cheerful tone. “Now, |
know you had six broken ribs at least. | ask you, is this the tine for
speeches?”

“Only a short one,
it.

“Thank you.”
Dag’'s brows twitched, but he didn't argue. Such sincere gratitude shone in

t he

young man’'s eyes, Fawn warmed to himat once. Finally, sonebody seened to be
taking Dag at his worth. Saun turned his head to peer somewhat blearily at
her,

and she smled at himwith all her heart. He blinked rapidly and snil ed back
| ooking a bit flunmoxed.

Dag gave the hand a little shake fromside to side, and asked nore softly,
“How re you doi ng, Saun?”

“I't only hurts when | |augh.”

“Ch? Don't let the patrol know that.” The dry light in Dag’'s eyes was mrth,
Fawn realized

Saun sputtered and coughed. “OM Bl ast you, Dag!”

“See what | nean?” He added nore sternly, “They tell ne you haven't been

wheezed the young man. Hi s hand found Dag’s and grasped

sleeping. | said, couldn't be—this is the patroller we have to roll out of
hi s

bl ankets by force in canp in the norning. Feather beds too soft for you now?
Shall | bring you a few rocks to make it nore honelike?”

Saun held a hand to his bandaged chest and carefully refrained from
chuckl i ng.
“Naw. Al'l | want is your tale. They said”-his face grew grave in nenory, and



he

noi stened his |ips—they found your horse yesterday mles fromthe lair,
found

the lair, found half your gear and your bow abandoned in a pile. Your bow.
Didn't think you d ever |eave that on purpose. Two rotting nud-men and a pile
of

somet hing Mari swore was the dead malice, and a trail of blood |eading off to
not hi ng. What were we supposed to think?”

“I was rather hoping soneone would think I"d found shelter at the nearest
farm?”

Dag said ruefully. “1 begin to suspect |I'’mnot exciting enough for you all.”
Saun’s eyes narrowed. “There’s nore than that,” he said positively.

“Quite a bit, but it’s for Mari’'s ears first.” Dag gl anced at Fawn.

Saun sl unped in apparent acceptance of this. “As long as | get nore sonetine.
“Sometine.” Dag hesitated, then added diffidently, “So...did they also find

t he

body I'd left in the tree?”

Three faces turned to stare.

“Evidently not yet,” Dag rmurmnured

“See what | told you? See?” said Saun to his conpanions in a voice of

vi ndi cation. He added to Dag through slightly gritted teeth, “Sonetinme soon
al |

ri ght?”

“As | can.” Dag nodded at the two fromthe other patrol. “Did Mari say when
she’ d be back?”

They shook their heads. “She left at dawn,” the woman of f ered.

“Need anything nore right now, Saun?” asked the patroller nman.

“You just brought nme what | wanted nost,” said Saun. “Take a break, eh?”

“I think I will.” Wth a barely audible grunt of pain, the patroller man sat
down on the other bed, evidently his own, shed his boots, and used his hands
to

swing the stiff leg inboard. “Ah.”

Dag nodded in farewell. “Sleep hard, Saun. Try and wake up smarter, eh?”

A faint snort and a nmuffled OM followed the three out. Dag’'s face, turning
away, softened like a man finding grace in an unexpected hour. “Yeah, he'l
be

all right,” he nuttered in satisfaction

The patroller woman cl osed the door quietly behind them

“So, was that Saun the Sheep?” asked Fawn.

“Aye, the very lanb,” said Dag. “If he lives | ong enough to trade in sone of
that enthusiasmfor brains, he’'ll be a good patroller. He's nade it to
twenty,

so far. Must be luck.” His snile took a twist. “Same as you, Little Spark.”
As they started down the hall, a wonman’s voice called weakly froma roomw th
an

open door.

“That’'s Reela,” said the patroller woman quickly. “Do you have all you need,
sir?”

“I'f not, I'"Il find it.” Dag gave a dismi ssing wave. “1’ve known this place
for

years.”

“Then if you'll excuse ne, |I'Il go see what she wants.” She nodded and

st epped

away.

As they nade their way down the stairs, Fawn heard Dag nmutter under his

br eat h,

“Stop sir-ing me, you dreadful puppies!” He paused at the bottom his hand on
the rail, and | ooked back upward, his face goi ng distant.

“Now what are you thinking?” Fawn asked softly.

“I” mthinking...that when our wal ki ng wounded are set to | ook after our



carryi ng-wounded, it’s a sure sign we're too short-rostered. Mari’s patrol is

sixteen, four by four. It should be twenty-five, five by five. | wonder how
many

Chato's patrol is down by? Ah, well.” He vented a sigh. “Let’s rustle us up
some

food, Spark.”

Dag led her to a rather astonishing little commbde chanber, where she was
abl e

to swap out her dressings and wash up in the pretty painted tin basin

provi ded.

When she emerged, he escorted her in turn to one of the big downstairs roons,
full of tables with benches or chairs but, at this hour, enpty of other
peopl e.

In a few minutes, a serving girl cane out of the kitchen in back with a tray
of

ham cheese, two kinds of bread, cream and-rhubarb pie, and strawberries, with
a

pitcher of beer and a jug of mlk, fresh, the girl inforned them fromthe
hotel’s own cows kept out back. Fawn nentally added serving girl to her list
of

potential d assforge jobs, as well as mlkmaid, and set to under Dag’ s benign
eye. More rel axed than she’d ever seen him he plowed in heartily, she noted
with satisfaction.

They were contesting the | ast strawberry, each trying to press it on the

ot her,

when Dag’s head canme up, and he said “Ah.” In a nmoment, Fawn coul d hear

t hr ough

t he open wi ndows the clatter of horses and echo of voices in the stable yard.
In

anot her m nute, the door slanmmed open and booted footsteps rapped across the
floorboards. Mari, trailed by two other patrollers, swept into the dining
room

halted by their table, planted her fists on her hips, and gl owered at Dag.
“You,” she uttered, and never had Fawn heard one syllable carry so nmuch

frei ght.

Deadpan, Dag topped up his beer glass and handed it to her. Not taking her
exasperated eyes fromhim she raised it to her Iips and gul ped down hal f.
The

other two patrollers were grinning broadly.

“Were you trying to give ne the fright of ny life, boy?” she denanded,

pl unki ng

t he gl ass back down al nost hard enough to crack it.

“No,” Dag drawl ed, rescuing the glass and filling it again, “l suspect that
was

just a bonus. Sit down and catch your breath, Aunt Mari.”

“Don’t you Aunt Mari me till 1’m done ream ng you out,” she said, but much
nor e

mldly. One of the patrollers at her shoul der, catching Dag’'s eye, pulled out
a

chair for her, and she sat anyhow. By the tine she’d blown out her breath and
stretched her back, her posture had grown much | ess al arm ng. Except for the
under | yi ng exhaustion creeping to the surface; Dag’s brows drew down at that.
He reached across the table and gripped her hand. “Sorry for any fal se
scares.

Saun told nme about you finding ny nesses yesterday. | kind of had ny hand
full,

t hough.”

“Aye, so | heard.”

“Ch, did you find the Horsefords’ farm finally?”



“About two hours ago. Now, there was a garbled tale and a hal f.’
specul atively at Fawn, and her frown at Dag deepened.

Dag said, “Mari, may | present Mss Fawn Bluefield. Spark, this is ny patro
| eader, Mari Redwi ng Hickory. Mari’s her personal name, Redwing is our tent
nane, and the Hi ckory is for H ckory Lake Canp, which is our patrol’s hone
base.”

Fawn ducked her head politely. Mari returned an extremely provisional nod.
Gesturing, Dag continued, “Uau and Razi, also of Hi ckory Canp.” The two

ot her

patrollers made friendly salutes of greeting to her not unlike Dag’s. U au
was

ol der, shorter, and burlier, and wore his thinning hair in a knot I|ike
Mari’s.

Razi was younger, taller, and gawkier; his hair hung down his back in a
singl e

plait alnpst to his waist, with dark red and green cords woven in.

The ol der one, U au, said, “Congratulations on the malice, Dag. The
youngsters

were all hopping mad that they'd missed their first kill, though. 1'd
suggest ed

we have you take themall out to the lair and wal k themthrough it, for
consol ation, and to show them how it’s done.”

Dag shook his head, caught between a | ow | augh and a wince. “lI don't think
t hat

woul d be all that useful to them really.”

“So just how much of a foul-up was it?” Mari inquired tartly.

The residue of anmusenent drained fromDag' s eyes. “Foul enough. The short
tale

is, Mss Bluefield, here, was ki dnapped off the road by the pair 1'd trailed

She gl anced

fromthe bandit canp. When | caught up with themall at the lair, | was
out mat ched by the nud-men, who got a good way into taking ne apart. But |
noticed that the malice, nmud-nen, and all, were naking the interesting

m st ake

of ignoring Mss Bluefield in the scuffle. So | tossed ny sharing knives to
her,

and she got one into the malice. Took it down. Saved ny life. Wrld too, for
t he

usual bonus.”

“She got that close to a malice?” asked Razi, in a voice somewhere between

di sbel i ef and amazenent. “How?”

For answer, Dag | eaned over and, after a glance at her for perm ssion, gently
fol ded back the collar of her dress. His finger traced over nunb spots of

fl esh

around her neck that Fawn realized belatedly nust be the bruises fromthe
mal i ce’ s great hands, and she shuddered involuntarily despite the sumer
war nt h

of the room “doser than that, Razi.”

The two patrollers’ lips parted. Mari |eaned back in her chair, her hand

goi ng

to her mouth. Fawn had not seen a mrror for days. Whatever did the narks

| ook

i ke?

“The malice m sjudged her,’
you

want to repeat those congratul ations to the right person, Utau, feel free.
Under Dag’s cool eye, U au unscrewed his face and slowly brought his hand to
hi s

tenple. After groping a monment for his voice, he nanaged, “M ss Bluefield.
“Aye,” Razi seconded, after a stunned nonent.

“Wldly denponstrative bunch, you know, we patrollers,” Dag murrmured in Fawn's

Dag continued. “I trust you all will not. But if



ear, his dry amusenent flickering again.

“lI can see that,” she murmured back, nmaking his lip twtch.

Mari rubbed her forehead. “And the long tale, Dag? Do | even want to hear it?”
The grim |l ook he gave her | ocked all her attention. “Yes,” he said. “As soon
as

may be. But in private. Then Mss Bluefield needs to rest.” He turned to
Fawn.

“Or do you want to rest up first?”

Fawn shook her head. “Talk first, please.”

Mari braced her hands on her trousered knees and rolled her shoul ders. *Ah.
Al

right.” She peered around, eyes narrow ng. “M/ roon®”

“That would do.”

She pushed to her feet. “Utau, you were up all night. You re now off duty.
Razi ,

get some food in you, then ride out to Tailor’s Point and | et them know Dag’s
been found. O shown up, anyway.” The patrollers nodded and turned away.

Dag murrmured to Fawn, “Bring your bedroll.”

Mari’s room proved to be on the third floor. Fawn found hersel f dizzy and
shaky

by the time she’d clinbed the second flight of stairs, and she was grateful
for

Dag’'s supporting hand. Mari led theminto a narrower roomthan Saun’s, wth
only

one bed, though otherwise simlar right down to the nmessy pile of gear and
saddl ebags at the foot. Dag gestured for Fawn to |lay her bedroll across the
bed.

Fawn untied the bindings and unrolled it; the contents clinked.

Mari’'s brows rose. She picked up Dag’'s ruptured hand harness and held it out

like the sad carcass of sone dead aninal. “That took some doing. | see now
why

you didn’t bother to take your bow al ong. You still got your arn®”

“Just barely,” said Dag. “l need to get that thing restitched with stronger

thread, this tinme.”

“I"d rethink that idea if | were you. Wich do you want to have cone apart
first, you or it?”

Dag paused a nonent, then said, “Ah. You have a point, there. Maybe I'll get
it

fixed just the sane.”

“Better.” Mari set the harness back down and picked up the makeshift |inen
bag

and let it drift through her hand, feeling the contents shift w thin. Her
expression grew sad, alnbst renote. “Kauneo's heart’s knife, wasn't it?”

Dag nodded shortly.

“l know how | ong you’ ve kept it aside. This fate was worthy.”

Dag shook his head. “They’'re all the sanme, really, |I've conme to believe.” He
took a breath and advanced to the bed, notioning Fawn to sit.

She perched cross-1egged on the bed s head, snpothing her skirt over her
knees,

and watched the two patrollers. Mari had gold eyes much like Dag's, if a
shade

nore bronze, and she wondered if she really was his aunt and his use of the
title not, as she’'d first thought, just a joke or a respectful endearnent.
Mari set the bag back down. “Do you plan to send it up to be buried with the
rest of her uncle’'s bones? O burn it here?”

“Not sure yet. It will keep with ne; it has so far.” Dag drew a deeper

br eat h,

staring down at the other knife. “Now we come to the long story.”

Mari sat down at the bed’ s foot and crossed her arnms, |listening closely as



Dag

began his tale again, this tine starting with the night raid on the bandit
canp.

H s descriptions of his actions were succinct but very exact, Fawn noti ced,
as

t hough certain details mght matter nore, though she was not sure how he
sorted

which to leave in or out. Until he cane to, “I believe the nud-man lifted
M ss

Bluefield fromthe road because she was two nmonths pregnant. And cane back
and

took her fromthe farmfor the same reason.’

Mari’'s lips moved involuntarily, Was?, then conpressed. “Go on.”

Dag’'s voice stiffened as he described his risky raid on the malice s cave. “I
was just too late. When I hit the entrance and the nud-men, the malice was
al ready taking her child.”

Mari | eaned forward, her brows drawi ng down. “Separately?”

“So it seems.”

“Huh..” Mari | eaned back, shook her head, and peered at Fawn. “Excuse ne. | am
so

sorry for your loss. But this is newto nme. W knew nalices took pregnant
Wonen,

but then, they take anyone they can catch. Rarely, the women's bodies are

recovered. | did not know the malice didn't always take both grounds

t oget her.”

“I don't think,” said Fawn distantly, “it would have kept ne around very
| ong.

It was about to break ny neck when |I finally got the right knife into it.”
Mari blinked, glanced down at the blue-hilted bone knife Iying on the
bedrol I,

and stared up again at Dag. “Wat?”

Carefully, Dag explained Fawn’s m x-up with his knives. He was very kind,
Fawn

t hought, to excuse her fromany blame in the matter

“The knife had been unprimed. You know what | was saving it for.”

Mari nodded.

“But nowit’'s primed. Wth the death of Spark’s—ef M ss Bluefield s daughter
I

believe. Wat | don't knowis if that's all it drewfromthe malice. O
whet her

it will even work as a sharing knife. O...well, | don’t know nuch, |'m

af rai d.

But with Mss Bluefield s perm ssion, | thought you could examine it too.”
“Dag, |"'mno nore a maker than you are.”

“No, but you are nore...you are less...l could use another opinion.”

Mari gl anced at Fawn. “M ss Bluefield, may [?”

“Please. | want to understand, and...and | don’t, really.”

Mari | eaned over and picked up the bone knife. She cradled it, ran her hand
along its snmooth pale length, and finally, much as Dag had, held it to her
lips

with her eyes closed. Wen she set it down again, her nouth stayed tight for
a

nonent .
“Wel|”—she took a breath—it’s certainly prinmed.”
“That, | could tell,” said Dag.

“I't feels...hm Cddly pure. It’s not that souls go into the knives—you did
explain that to her, yes?” she demanded of Dag.

“Yes. She’'s clear on that part.”

“But different people s heart’s knives do have different feels to them Sone
echo of the donor lingers, though they all seemto work alike. Perhaps it’'s



t hat

the lives are different, but the deaths are all the same, | don’t know I|'ma
patroller, not a lore-master. | think”—she tapped her lips with a
forefinger—you had better take it to a maker. The nost experienced you can
find.”

“Mss Bluefield and I,” said Dag. “The knife is properly hers, now.
“This isn’t any business for a farner to be mxed up in.”

Dag scow ed. “What woul d you have ne do? Take it from her? You?”
“Expl ai n, please?” Fawn said tightly. “Everyone is tal king past ne again.
That’s

all right nostly, I"'mused to it, but not for this.”

“Show her your knives, Mari,” Dag said, a rasp of challenge in his voice, for
all that it was soft.

She | ooked at him then slowy unbuttoned her shirt partway down and drew out
a

dual knife pouch much like Dag’s, though of softer |eather. She pulled the
strap

over her head, pushed the bedroll aside, and | aid out two bone knives side by
side on the quilt. They were nearly identical, except for different-colored
dye

daubed on the lightly carved hilts, red and brown this tine.

“These are a true pair, both bones fromthe same donor,” she said, caressing
t he

red one. “My youngest son, as it happens. It was his third year patrolling,
up

Sparford way, and 1'd just got to thinking he was getting over the riskiest
part

of the learning...well.” She touched the brown one. “This one is prinmed. H's
father’s aunt Palai gave her death to it. Tough, tough ol d woman—absent gods,
we

| oved her. Preferably froma safe distance, but there’s one like that in
every

famly, | think.” Her hand drifted again to the red one. “This one is

unpri med,

bonded to ne. | keep it by ne in case.”

“So what woul d happen,” said Dag dryly, “to anyone who tried to take them
from

you?”

Mari's smle grewgrim “1’d outstrip the worst wath of Geat-aunt Palai.”
She

sat up and slipped the knives away, then nodded at Fawn. “But | think it’'s
different for her.”

“It’s all strange to nme.” Fawn frowned, staring at the blue-hilted knife. “I
have no happy menories about this to balance the sorrows. But they re ny
menories, all the same. 1'd rather they weren't...wasted.”

Mari raised both hands in a gesture of frustrated neutrality.

“So could I have leave fromthe patrol to travel on this matter?” asked Dag.
Mari grimaced. “You know how short we are, but once this d assforge business
is

settled, | can’t very well refuse you. Have you ever drawn | eave? Ever? You
don’t even get sick!”

Dag thought a nonent. “Death of ny father,” he said at |ast. “El even years
ago.”

“Before my time. Eh! Ask again when we're ready to decanp. If there’s no new
trouble landed in our laps by then.”

He nodded. “M ss Bluefield s not fit to travel far yet anyway. You can see by
her eyelids and nails she's lost too nuch bl ood, even w thout how her knees
gi ve

way. No fever yet, though. Please, Mari, | did all I could, but could you

| ook



her over?” H s hand touched his belly, making his meaning clear.

Mari sighed. “Yes, yes, Dag.”

He stood expectantly for a noment; she grimaced and sat up, waving to a set
of

saddl ebags |l eaning in the corner. “There’'s your gear, by the by. Luckily your
fool horse hadn’t got round to scraping it off in the woods. Go on, now.”
“But will you...can’t |...1 nean, it’s not as though you have to undress her.”
“Winen’ s busi ness,” she said firnly.

Rel uctantly, he nmade for the door, though he did scoop up his arm harness and
recovered belongings. “lI’'Il see about getting you a room Spark.”

Fawn sniled gratefully at him

“Cood,” said Mari. “Scat.”

He bit his |lip and nodded farewell. Hi s boot steps faded down the hall

Fawn tried not to be too unnerved by being left alone with Mari. Scary old

| ady

or not, the patrol |eader seenmed to share sone of Dag’'s straightforward
quality.

She had Fawn sit quietly on the bed while she ran her hands over her. She

t hen

sat behi nd Fawn and hugged her in close for several silent mnutes, her hands
wr apped across Fawn’s lower belly. If she was doing sonething with her
groundsense, Fawn could not feel it, and wondered if this was what bei ng deaf
anong hearing people was |ike. Wen she rel eased Fawn, her face was cool but
not

unki nd.

“You'll do,” she said. “It’s clear you were ripped up unnatural, which
accounts

for the suddenness of the bl eeding, but you re healing about as quick as
coul d

be expected for soneone so depleted, and your wonb’s not hot. Fever’'s a
conmmoner

killer in these things than bl eeding, though | ess showy. You' |l have sone
blight-scarring in there, | guess, slowto heal |ike the ones on your neck
but

not enough to stop you having other children, so you be nore careful in
future,

M ss Bluefield.”

“Ch.” Fawn, | ooking back through clouds of regret, had not even thought ahead
to

her future fertility. “Does that happen to sone wonen, after a mscarriage?”
“Sonmetines. Or after a bad birth. Delicate parts in there. It amazes ne the

process works at all, when | think about all the things |I've seen can go
wrong. ”
Fawn nodded, then reached to put away Dag’s blue-hilted knife, still lying on

her bedroll atop her spare cl ot hes.

“So,” said Mari in a carefully bland tone, “who’s the other half owner sides
you

of that knife's primng? Sone farm | out?”

Fawn's jaw set. “Just ne. The lout nade it very clear he was giving it all to
me. Which was why | was out on the road in the first place.”

“Farmers. |'ll never understand ‘em
“There are no Lakewal ker | outs?”
“Well.” Mari’s long, enbarrassed drawl conceded the point.

Fawn reread the faded brown lettering on the bone blade. “Dag neant to drive
this into his own heart someday. Didn’'t he.” This Kauneo had intended that he
shoul d.

“Aye.”

Now he couldn’t. That was something, at |east. “You have one, too.”

“Someone has to prinme. Not everyone, but enough. Patrollers understand the
need



better.”

“Was Kauneo a patroller?”

“Didn’t Dag say?”

“He said she was a woman who’ d died twenty years ago up northwest sonepl ace.”

“That’s a bit close-nouthed even for him” Mari sighed. “lIt’s not ny place to
tell his tales, but if you are to have the holding of that knife, farmer

girl,

you' d better understand what it is and where it conmes from”

“Yes,” said Fawn firmy, “please. I'"'mso tired of naking stupid nistakes.”
Mari tw tched a—provisional | y—approving eyebrow at this. “Very well. 1’11

gi ve

you what Dag would call the short tale.” Her long inhalation suggested it
wasn’ t

going to be as short as all that, and Fawn sat cross-legged again, intent.
“Kauneo was Dag’'s wife.”

A trenor of shock ran through Fawn. Shock, but not surprise, she realized. "I
see.”

“She died at Wl f Ridge.”

“He hadn’t nmentioned any WIf Ridge to ne. He just called it a bad malice
war . ”

Though there could be no such thing as a good nalice war, Fawn suspect ed.
“Farmer girl, Dag doesn’'t talk about Wl f Ridge to anyone. One of his severa
little quirks you have to get used to. You have to understand, Luthlia is the
bi ggest, wildest hinterland of the seven, with the thinnest popul ation of
Lakewal kers to try to patrol it. Terrible patrolling—old swanps and

trackl ess

woods and killing winters. The other hinterlands | end nore young patrollers
to

Luthlia than to anywhere, but they still can't keep up

“Kauneo cane froma tent of famously fierce patrollers up that way. She was
very

beautiful | guess—ourted by everyone. Then this quiet, unassuni ng young
patro

| eader fromthe east, wal king around the | ake on his second training tour
stole

her heart right out fromunder all of them” A hint of pride colored her
Voi ce,

and Fawn thought, Yes, she's really his aunt. “He nade plans to stay. They
wer e

string-bound—you farnmers would say, marri ed—and he got prompted to conpany
captain.”

“Dag wasn’t always a patroller?” said Fawn.

Mari snorted. “That boy shoul d have been a hinterland |ieutenant by now, if
he

hadn’' t ... agh, anyway. Mst of our patrols are nore |like hunts, and nost turn

up

nothing. In fact, it’s possible to patrol all your life and never be in on a
malice kill, by one chance or another. Dag has his ways of inproving those
odds

for hinself. But when a malice gets entrenched, when it goes to real war...
t hen

we're all making it up as we go along.”

She rose, stal ked across the bedchanber to her washstand, poured a gl ass of
water, and drank it down. She fell to pacing as she continued.

“Big malice slipped through the patrol patterns. It didn't have many people
to

ensl ave up that way, no bandits like the malice you slew here. There are no
farmers in Luthlia, nor anywhere north of the Dead Lake, save now and then
some

trapper or trader slips in that we escort out. But the nalice did find



wol ves.

It did things to wolves. Wl f-nen, nman-wolves, dire wolves as big as ponies,
with man-wits. By the tine the thing was found, it had grown itself an arny
of

wol ves. The Luthlian patrollers sent out a call-up for help from nei ghbor

hi nterl ands, but meanwhile, they were on their own.

“Dag’ s conpany, fifty patrollers including Kauneo and a coupl e of her

br ot her s,

was sent to hold a ridge to cover the flank of another party trying to strike
up

the valley at the lair. The scouts led themto expect an attack of maybe
fifty

dire wol ves. What they got was nore |like five hundred.”

Fawn’s breath drew in.

“I'n one hour Dag |lost his hand, his wife, his conpany all but three, and the
ridge. What he didn't |ose was the war, because in the hour they’d bought,

t he

other group nade it all the way through to the lair. Wen he woke up in the
nmedi cine tent, his whole life was burned up like a pyre, | guess. He didn't
t ake

it well.

“I'n due course his dead wife's tent fol k despaired of himand sent hi m hone.
Wiere he didn't take it well sone nore. Then Fairbolt Crow, bless his
bones—eur

canp captain, though he was just a conpany captain back then—got snart, or
desperate, or furious, and dragged himoff to Tripoint. Got sonme clever

far mer

artificer he knew there to make up the arm harness, and they went round and

round on it till they hit on devices that worked. Dag practiced with his new
bow
till his fingers bled, pulled hinmself together to neet Fairbolt’s terms, and
| et

me tell you Fairbolt didn't cut himany slack, and was |et back on patrol
Wher e

he has been ever since.

“Some ten or twelve sharing knives have passed through Dag’'s hand

si nce—peopl e

keep giving themto himbecause they' re pretty sure to get used—but he al ways
kept that pair aside. The only nmenmentos of Kauneo |I know of that he didn't
shove

away |ike they scorched him So that’s the knife now in your keeping, farnmer
girl.”

Fawn held it up and drew it through her fingers. “You'd think it would be
heavier.” Did | really want to know all this?

“Aye.” Mari sighed.

Fawn gl anced curiously at Mari’'s gray head. “WI| you ever be a company

capt ai n?

You nust have been patrolling for a long tine.”

“I"ve had far less tinme in the field than Dag, actually, for all I'mtwenty
years older. | wal ked the woman’s path. | spent four or five years training as
a

girl—-we must train up the girls, for all that fellows |ike Dag di sapprove,
because if ever our canps are attacked, it’ll be us and the old nen defendi ng

them | got string-bound, got bl ood-bound-had ny children, that is—and then
went

back to patrolling. | expect to keep walking till my luck or ny |egs give
out,

five nore years or ten, but | don't care to deal with anything nore fractious
than a patrol, thank you. Then back to canp and play with my grandchil dren
and



their children till it's tine to share. It will do, as alife.”

Fawn’s brow wrinkled. “Did you ever inmagi ne another?” O being thrown into
anot her, as Fawn had been?

Mari cocked her head. “Can’t say as | ever did. Though |I’'d have ny boy back
first if I were given w shes.”

“How many children did you have?”

“Five,” Mari replied, with distinct maternal pride that sounded plenty
farmerish

to Fawn, for all she suspected Mari woul d deny any such thing.

A rap on the door was followed by Dag’s plaintive voice: “Mari, can | please
cone back in now?”

Mari rolled her eyes. “All right.”

Dag eased hinself around the door. “How is she doing? Is she healing at all?
Coul d you match grounds? Or do a little reinforcenment, even?”

“She’s healing as well as could be expected. | did nothing with nmy ground,
because tine and rest will do the job every bit as well.”

Dag took this in, seeming a bit disappointed, but resigned. “lI have you a
room

Spark, down one floor. Tired?”

Exhaust ed, she realized. She nodded.

“Well, 1'll take you down and you can start in on the resting part,

| east ways.”

Mari rubbed her |ips and studi ed her nephew t hrough narrowed eyes.

G oundsense.

Fawn wondered what the patrol |eader had seen with hers that she wasn’'t

sayi ng.

Did closed nouths run in the Redwing famly |ike golden eyes? Fawn rolled up
her

bedrol|l and |l et Dag shoo her out.

“Don’t let Mari scare you,” Dag said, letting his left armdrift along at her

back, whether protectively or for subtle conceal nent Fawn could not tell, as
t hey descended the stairs. They turned into the adjoining corridor
“She didn’t, much. | liked her.” Fawn took a breath. Sone secrets took up too

much space to keep tiptoeing around. “She told me a little nore about your

wi f e,

and Wl f Ridge. She thought | needed to know. ”

Silence stretched for three long footfalls. “She’s right.”

And that, evidently, was all Fawn was going to get for now.

Fawn’s new roomwas narrow | i ke Mari’'s, except this one overl ooked the main
street instead of the stable yard. A washstand with ewer already filled,

pi ecework curtains and a quilt in a matching pattern, and rag rugs on the

fl oor

made it fine and honmey to Fawn's eyes. A door in the side wall apparently |ed
into the next chanber. Dag swung the bar across and shoved it down into its
bracket s.

“Where is your roon?” Fawn asked.

Dag gestured at the closed door. “Through there.”

“Ch, good. WIIl you take a rest? Don’t tell me you aren’t owed sone healing
t oo.

| saw your bruises.”

He shook his head. “1’mgoing out to find a harnessnaker. |1’'Il conme back and
take you down to dinner later, if you d like.”

“I'"d like that fine.”

He smiled a little at that and backed hinself out. “Seens all | do in this
pl ace

is tell folks to go to sleep.”

“Yes, but |I'mactually going to do it.”

He grinned—that grin should be illegal —-and shut the door softly.

On the wall beside the washstand hung a shaving mrror, fine flat d assforge
gl ass. Remi nded, Fawn slid up to it and turned down the collar of her blue



dress.

The brui se masking nost of the left side of her face was purple going

gr eeni sh

around the edges, with four dark scabs fromthe nmud-man’s claws nmounting to
her

cheekbone, still tender but not hot with infection. The pattern of the
malice’'s

hand on her neck, four blots on one side and one on the other, stood out in
sharp contrast to her fair skin. The marks had a peculiar black tint and an
ugly

rai sed texture unlike any other contusion Fawn had ever seen. Well, if there
was

any special trick to their healing, Dag would know it. O m ght have
experienced

it hinself, if he had got cl ose enough to as nany nmalices as Mari’s inventory
of

hi s past knives suggested.

Fawn went to the wi ndow and just caught a glinpse of Dag’s tall form passing
bel ow, arm harness tossed over his shoulder, striding up the street toward

t he

town square. She gazed out at G assforge after he’'d nade his way out of sight
al ong the boardwal k, but not for long; yawning uncontrollably, she slipped
of f

her dress and shoes and craw ed into the bed.

Chapter 10

Dag returned at dinnertine as prom sed. Fawn had put on her good dress, the
green cotton that her aunt Nattie had spun and woven; she followed him
downst ai rs. The raucous noi ses com ng out of the roomwhere they’ d eaten
their

qui et lunch gave her pause.

Seeing her hesitate, Dag sniled and bent his head to murmur, “Patrollers can
be

a rowdy bunch when we all get together, but you'll be all right. You don't
have

to answer any questions you don’'t want. W can make out you're still too
shaken
by our fight with the malice and don't want to talk about it. They' Il accept

that.” His hand drifted to her collar as if to arrange it nmore tidily, and
Fawn

realized he was not covering up the strange marks on her neck, but rather
maki ng sure they showed. “I think we don’t need to nention what happened wth
t he second knife to anyone besides Mari.”

“Cood,” said Fawn, relieved, and allowed himto take her in, his arm
protective

at her back.

The tables this evening were indeed full of tall, alarmng patrollers,
twenty-five or so, variously layered with road dirt. G ven Dag’ s warning,
Fawn

managed not to junp when their entrance was greeted with whoops, cheers,
tabl e

poundi ng, and flying jibes about Dag s three-day vani shing. The roughness of
some of the jests was undercut by the real joy in the voices, and Dag,

smling
crookedl y, gave back: “Sonme trackers! | swear you lot couldn’t find a drink in
a

rain barrel!”
“Beer barrel, Dag!” someone hooted in return. “Wat’'s wong with you?”



Dag surveyed the room and gui ded Fawn toward a square table on the far side
where only two patrollers sat, the Utau and Razi she'd nmet earlier. The two
waved encouragenent as they approached, and Razi shoved out a spare chair
invitingly with his boot.

Fawn was not sure which patrollers were Mari’s and which were Chato’s; the

t wo

patrols seemed to be nmingled, not quite at random Any sorting seened to be
nor e

by age, as there was one table with half a dozen gray heads at it, including
Mari; also two other ol der wonen Fawn had not seen at the well-house, so
presumably fromthe Log Holl ow patrol. The young wonan with her armin the
sling

was at a table with three young nen, all vying to cut her nmeat for her; she
was

presently hol ding themoff with jabs of her fork and | aughi ng. The nen
patrollers seemed all ages, but the women were only young or nuch ol der, Fawn
noti ced, and renmenbered Mari’s account of her life' s course. In the hone
canps

woul d the proportions be reversed?

Breat hl ess serving nmai ds and boys weaved anong the tables |ugging trays | aden
with platters and pitchers, rapidly relieved by reachi ng hands. The
patrollers

seened nmore interested in speed and quantity than in decorum an attitude
shar ed

wi t h farnmhouse kitchens that made Fawn feel nearly confortable.

They sat and exchanged greetings with Razi and U au; Razi |eaped up and

acquired
nore plates, cutlery, and gl asses, and both united to snag passing food and
drink to fill them They did ply Dag with questi ons about his adventures

al t hough, with cautious gl ances, spared Fawn. H s answers were either
unexcitingly factual, vague, or took the formthat Fawn recogni zed fromthe
Horsefords’ table of effectively diverting counterquestions. They finally
desisted and | et Dag catch up with his chew ng.

Ut au gl anced around the room and remarked, “Everyone’s a | ot happier

toni ght .

Especially Mari. Fortunately for all of us downstream of her.”

Razi said wistfully, “Do you suppose she and Chato will let us all have a
bow down before we go back out?”

“Chato | ooks pretty cheerful,” said Utau, nodding across the room at anot her
table of patrollers, although which was the | eader Fawn could not tell. “W

m ght get |ucky.”
“What ' s a bow down?” asked Fawn.

Razi sniled eagerly. “It’s a party, patroller-style. They happen soneti nes,
to

celebrate a kill, or when two or nore patrols chance to get together. Having
another patrol to talk tois a treat. Not that we don’t all |ove one

another”—tau rolled his eyes at this—but weeks on end of our own conpany
can

get pretty old. A bow down has nusic. Dancing. Beer if we can get it..
“We could get lots of beer, here,” Uau observed distantly.
“Lingerrrring in dark corners—= Razi trilled, catching up the tail of his
braid

and twirling it.

“Enough—she gets the idea,” said Dag, but he snmiled. Fawn wondered if it was
in

menory. “Coul d happen, but | guarantee it won’t be till Mari thinks the

cl eanup

is all done. Or as done as it ever gets.” His eye was caught by something
over

Fawn’ s shoul der. “1 feel prophetic. | predict chores before cheer.”



“Dag, you're such a norbid crow= Razi began

“Well, gentlenmen,” said Mari’s voice. “Do your feet hurt?”

Fawn turned her head and smiled diffidently at the patrol |eader, who had
drifted up to their table.

Razi opened his nouth, but Dag cut in, “Don’t answer that, Razi. It’s a trick

guestion. The safe response is, ‘|l can't say, Mari, but why do you ask?’ ”
Mari’s lips twitched, and she returned in a sugary voice, “I’'mso glad you
asked

t hat question, Dag!”

“Maybe not so safe,” nurnmured Utau, grinning.

“How s the arm harness repair coming?” Mri continued to Dag.

Dag grimaced. “Done tonorrow afternoon, maybe. | had to stop at two places
before |I found one that would do it for free. O rather, in exchange for us
saving his life, famly, town, territory, and everyone in it.”

Uau said dryly, “Naturally, you forgot to mention it was you personally who
took their malice down.”

Dag shrugged this off in irritation. “Firstly, that wasn’t so. Secondly, none
of

us could do the job without the rest of us, so all are owed. | shouldn't...
none

of us should have to beg.”

“I't so happens,” said Mari, letting this slide by, “that | have a

sitting-down

job for a one-handed nan tonorrow norning. In the storeroomhere is a

t r unkf ul

of patrol logs and maps for this region that need a good goi ng-over. The
usual .

| want someone with an eye for it to see if we can figure howthis nalice
slipped through, and stop up the crack in future. Also, | want a listing of

t he

near by sectors that have been especially neglected. W re going to stay here
a

few extra days while the injured recover, and to repair gear and furbish up.”
U au and Razi both brightened at this news.

“W’ || do sone |ocal search-pattern catch-up at the sanme tinme,” Mari

conti nued.

“And let the @ assforge folk see us doing so,” she added, w th dour enphasis
and

a nod at Dag. “Gve ‘ema show”

Dag snorted. “Better we should offer them double their blight bogles back if
they’ re not happy with our work.”

Razi choked on the beer he was just swallow ng, and Uau kindly if

unhel pful l'y

t hunped his back. “Ch, how | w sh we could!” Razi wheezed when he’d caught
hi s

breath again. “Love to see the |ooks on their stupid farner faces, just once!”
Fawn congeal ed, her begi nning ease and enjoynment of the patrollers’ banter
abruptly quenched. Dag stiffened.

Mari cast them both an enigmatic | ook, but noved off without comment, and
Fawn

renmenbered their exchange earlier on the universal nature of |outishness. So.
Razi burbled on obliviously, “Patrolling out of dassforge is |like a holiday.
Sure, you ride all day, but when you cone back there are real beds. Rea

bat hs!

Food you don’t have to fix, not burned over a campfire. Little conforts to
bargain for up in the town.”

“And yet farners built this place,” Fawn nmurnured, and she was sure by his

wi nce

that Dag heard clearly the mssing stupid she'd clipped out.

Razi shrugged. “Farners plant crops, but who planted farmers? W did.”



What ? Fawn t hought .

Ut au, perhaps not quite as oblivious as his conrade, glanced at her, and
countered, “You mean our ancestors did. Pretty broad claimof credit, there.”
“Why shouldn’t we get the credit?” said Razi

“And the blame as well ?” said Dag.

Razi made a face. “I thought we did. Fair’'s fair.”

Dag smled tightly, drew a breath, and pushed hinmsel f up. “Well. If I'mto
spend

tonmorrow peering at a bunch of ill-penned, msspelled, and undoubtedly

i nconpl ete patrol logs, 1'd better get nmy eyes some rest now If everyone
el se

is as short on sleep as | am it’'ll be a good quiet night for catching up.”

“Find us lots of local patrols, Dag,” urged Razi. “Weks’ worth.”

“I1"I'l see what | can do.”

Fawn rose too, and Dag shepherded her out. He nade no attenpt to apol ogi ze
for

Razi, but an odd | ook darkened his eyes, and Fawn did not |ike her sense of
hi s

t houghts receding to sonmepl ace barred to her. Qutside, the |ate-sumer dusk
was

closing in. He bade her good night at her door with studied courtesy.

The next norning Dag woke at dawn, but Fawn, to his approval, still slept. He
went quietly downstairs and nabbed two patrollers fromtheir breakfast to |ug
the records trunk upstairs to his room In a short time he had | ogs, maps,
and

charts spread out on the roonmis witing table, bed, and, soon after, the

fl oor.

He heard the muffled creak of the bed and Fawn's footsteps through the
adj oi ni ng

wal | as she finally arose and rattled around her roomgetting dressed. At

| engt h, she poked her head cautiously around the frame of his door open to

t he

hall, and he junped up to escort her down to a breakfast much quieter than

| ast

night's dinner, as a last few sleepy patrollers drifted out singly or in
pairs.

After the meal, she followed himback upstairs to stare with interest at the
paper and parchment drifting across his room “Can | hel p?”

He renenbered her susceptibility to boredom and itchy hands, but nostly he
hear d

the underlying, Can | stay? He obligingly set her to nending pens, or fetching
a

paper or |ogbook fromacross the roomfromtine to ti ne—aake-work, but it

kept

her quietly occupied and pl easantly near. She grew fascinated with the maps,
charts, and logs, and fell to reading them or trying to. It was not just the
faded and often questionable handwiting that made this a sl ow process for
her .

Her claimto be able to read proved true, but it was plain fromher noving
finger and lips and the tension in her body that she was not fluent, probably
due to never having had enough text to practice on. But when he scratched out
a

grid on a fresh sheet to turn the nuddled log entries into a record visible at
a

gl ance, she followed the logic swiftly enough

Around noon, Mari appeared in the open doorway. She raised an eyebrow at

Fawn,

perched on the bed poring over a contour map annotated with hand corrections,
but said only, “How goes it?”



“Al nost done,” said Dag. “There is no point going back nore than ten years,

t hi nk. Quiet around here this norning. Wat are folks up to?”

“Mendi ng, cleaning gear, gone uptown. Working with the horses. W found a

bl acksmi t h whose sister was anong those we rescued fromthe mne, who' s been
very willing to help out in the stable.” She wandered in and peered over his
shoul der, then | eaned back against the wall with her arnms folded. “So. How
did

this malice slip past us?”

Dag tapped his grid, laid out on the table before him “That section was | ast
wal ked three years ago by a patrol from Hope Lake Canp. They were trying to
run

a sixteen-man pattern with just thirteen. Three short. Because if they'd

dr opped

it down to a twelve-pattern, they' d have had to nake two nore passes to clear
the area, and they were already three weeks behind schedule for the season
Even

so, there’s no telling they nmissed anything; that malice m ght well not have
been hatched out yet.”

“I"’'mnot looking to lay blanme,” said Mari mldly.

“I know.” Dag sighed. “Now, as for neglected sections.” Hs |ips peel ed back
in

a dry smle. “That was nore revealing. Turns out all sections within a day’'s
ride of dassforge that can be patrolled from horseback are up-to-date, or as
up-to-date as anything, neaning no nore than a year overdue. Wat's left are
some swanpy areas to the west and rocky ravines to the east that you can't

t ake

a horse through.” He added reflectively, “Lazy whel ps.”

Mari smiled sourly. “lI see.” She scratched her nose. “Chato and | figured
he' d

lend ne two nmen, and we’d both send out sixteen-groups, dividing up the

negl ected sections between us. He and | are both going to be stuck here

ar gui ng

with d assforgers about what we’'re due for our recent work on their behal f,
SO0

I"d thought to put you in charge of our patrol. Gve you first pick of
sections,

t hough.”

“You're so sweet, Mari. Wiist-deep wadi ng through snelly muck, with | eeches,
or

sudden falls onto sharp rocks? They both sound so charming, | don’t know how
I

can decide.”

“Alternatively, you can roll up your sleeves and come help me armwestle
with

A assforgers. That works exceptionally well, 1’ve noticed.”

Fawn, who had set down the nap and was follow ng the talk closely, blinked at
this.

Dag grimaced in distaste. In his Iist of personal joys, parading their
wounded

to shane farnmers into pitching in ranked well below frolicking with | eeches
and

barely above | ancing oozing saddle boils. “I swore the last time | put on

t hat

show for you, it would be the last.” He added after a reflective nonment, “And
the tine before. You have no shane, Mari.”

“l have no resources,” she returned, her face twisting in frustration
“Fai r bol t

once figured it takes at |least ten fol ks back in the canps, not counting the
children, to support one patroller in the field. Every bit of help we fail to
pull in fromoutside puts us that bit nore behind.”



“Then why don’t we pull in nore? Isn’t that why farmers were planted in the

first place?” The argunent was an old one, and Dag still didn't know the
ri ght

answer .

“Shall we becone |ords again?” said Mari softly. “I think not.”

“What's the alternative? Let the world drift to destruction because we're too
ashaned to call for hel p?”

“Keep the bal ance,” said Mari firmy. “As we always have. W cannot ever |et
our sel ves beconme dependent upon outsiders.” Her glance slid over Fawn. “Not
us.”

Alittle silence fell, and Dag finally said, “I’'lIl take swanps.”

Her nod was a bit too satisfied, and Dag wondered if he'd just nade a

m st ake.

He added after a nmonent, “But if you let us take along a few horse boys from
t he

stables here to watch the mounts, we won’'t have to |l eave a patroller with the
horse lines while we slog.”

Mari frowned, but said at last, reluctantly, “All right. Makes sense for the
day-trips, anyway. You'll start tonorrow.”

Fawn’s brown eyes widened in mld alarm and Dag realized the source of
Mari’s

muf fled triunmph. “Wait,” he said. “Who will look after Mss Bluefield while
["m

gone?”

“I can. She won’t be alone. W have four other injured recovering here, and
Chato and | will be in and out.”

“I"'msure I'll be fine, Dag,” Fawn offered, although a faint doubt col ored
her

Voi ce.

“But can you keep her fromtrying to overdo?” Dag said gruffly. “What if she
starts bl eeding again? O gets chilled and throws a fever?”

Even Fawn’s brow wrinkled at that |ast one. Her |ips noved on a voicel ess
protest, But it’s mdsummer.

“Then 1’1l be better fit to deal with that than you would,” said Mari

wat chi ng

hi m

Watching himflail, he suspected glumy. He drew back from maki ng nore of a
show

of himself than he already had. He'd had his groundsense cl osed down tight
si nce

they’d hit the outskirts of d assforge yesterday, but Mari clearly didn't
need

to read his ground to draw her own shrewd concl usi ons, even w thout the way
Fawn

glowed like a rock-oil lanp in his presence.
He rolled up his chart and handed it to Mari. “You can have that to tack on
t he

wal | downstairs, and we can mark it off as we go. For whatever amusenent it
will

provide folks. If you hint there could be a bow down when we reach the end,
it

m ght go nmore briskly.”

She nodded affably and wi thdrew, and Dag put Fawn to work hel ping hi mrestack
the contents of the trunk in rather better order than he'd found it.

As she brought him an arm oad of stained and tattered | ogbooks, she asked,
“That’ s twi ce now you' ve tal ked about planting farners. Wat do you nmean?”
He sat back on his heels, surprised. “Don’t you know where your famly cones
frone”

“Sure | do. It’s witten down in the famly book that goes with the farm
accounts. My great-great-great-grandfather”—she paused to check the



gener ations

on her fingers, and nodded—canme north to the river ridge fromLunpton with
hi s

br ot her al nost two hundred years ago to clear land. A few years later
Great-great-great got married and crossed the western river branch to start
our

pl ace. Bluefields have been there ever since. That’s why the nearest village
is

named West Blue.”

“And where were they before Lunpton Market?”

She hesitated. “1’mnot sure. Except that it was just Lumpton back then
because

Lunmpt on Crossroads and Upper Lunpton weren’t around yet.”

“Si x hundred years ago,” said Dag, “this whole region fromthe Dead Lake to
nearly the southern seacoast was all unpeopled wi | derness. Sone Lakewal kers
from

this hinterland went down to the coasts, east and south, where there were
sone

encl aves of fol ks—your ancestors—surviving. They persuaded several groups to
cone up here and carve out homes for thenmselves. The idea was that this area,
south of a certain line, had been cl eared enough of malices to be safe again.
Whi ch proved to be not quite the case, although it was still much better than
it

had once been. Prom ses were exchanged...fortunately, ny people still renmenber
what they were. There were two nore main plantations, one east at Tri point
and

one west around Farner’s Flats, besides the one south of the Gace at Silver
Shoal s that nost fol ks around here eventually came from The honesteaders’
descendant s have been slow y spreadi ng out ever since.

“There were two notions about this schene anong the Lakewal kers—still are, in
fact. One faction figured that the nore eyes we had | ooking for malice

out breaks, the better. The other figured we were just setting out nalice

f ood.

|"ve seen malices develop in both peopled and unpeopl ed places, and | don’t
see

much to choose between the horrors, so | don't get too excited about that
argunment anynore.”

“So Lakewal ker’s were here before farners,” said Fawn slowy.

“Yes.”

“What was here before Lakewal kers?”

“What, you know not hi ng?”

“You don’t have to sound so shocked,” she said, obviously stung, and he nade
a

gesture of apology. “I know plenty, | just don’t know what’'s true and what's
tall tales and bedtinme stories. Once upon a tine, there was supposed to have
been a chain of |akes, not just the big dead one. Wth a | eague of seven
beautiful cities around them conmanded by great sorcerer-lords, and a
sorcerer

ki ng, and princesses and bold warriors and sail ors and captai ns and who knows
what all. Wth tall towers and beautiful gardens and jewel ed singing birds
and

magi cal animals and holy whatnot, and the gods’ blessings flowi ng like the
fountains, and gods popping in and out of people’s lives in a way that |
woul d

find downright unnerving, |I'’mpretty sure. Ch, and ships on the |lakes with
silver sails. | think mybe they were plain white cloth sails, and just
| ooked

silver in the noonlight, because it stands to reason that much netal would
capsi ze a boat. What | knowis the tall tale is where they say sone of the
cities were five mles across, which is inpossible.”



“Actual ly"—bag cleared his throat—that part | know to be true. The ruins of
Qgachi Strand are only a few mles out fromshore. Wien | was a young
patroller

up that way, sone friends and | took an outrigger to |look at them On a

cl ear,

qui et day you can see down to the tops of stone weckage along the old
shoreline, in places. Ogachi really was five nmiles across, and nore. These
wer e

the people who built the straight roads, after all. \Wich were thousands of
mles |Iong, some of them before they got so broken up.”

Fawn stood up and dusted her skirt, and sat on the edge of his bed, her face
tight with thought. “So-where’d they all go? Those builders.”

“Most died. A remmant survived. Their descendants are still here.”

“Wher e?”

“Here. In this room You and ne.”

She stared at himin real surprise, then | ooked down at her hands in doubt.

“ NB?"

“Lakewal ker tales say.” He paused, sorting and suppressing. “That Lakewal kers
are descended from sone of those sorcerer-lords who got away fromthe weck
of

everything. And farmers are descended fromordinary fol ks on the far edges of
the hinterlands, who sonehow survived the original malice wars, the first

gr eat

one, and the two that cane after, that killed the |akes and left the Wstern
Level s.” Al so dubbed the Dead Levels, by those who'd skirted them and Dag
coul d

under st and why.

“There was nore than one war? | never heard that,” she said.

He nodded. “In a sense. Or naybe there’s always only been one. The question
you

didn't ask is, where do the nalices come fron?”

“Qut of the ground. They al ways have. Only”-she hesitated, then went on in a
rush—=1 suppose you' re going to say, not always, and tell ne how they got
into

the ground in the first place, right?”

“I"'mactually a little vague on that nyself. Wat we do know is that al
mal i ces

are descendants of the first great one. Except not descended |ike we are,
with

marriage and birth and the passing of generations. Mire |ike some nonstrous
insect that laid ten thousand eggs that hatch up out of the ground at
intervals.”

“lI saw that thing,” said Fawmn lowy. “l don't know what it was, but it sure
wasn’'t a bug.”

He shrugged. “It’s just a way of trying to think about them |’'ve seen a few
dozen of themin ny life, so far. | could as well say the first was |like a
mrror that shattered into ten thousand splinters to nake ten thousand little
mrrors. Malices aren’'t material at all, in their inner nature. They just

pul |

matter in fromaround themto make thensel ves a house, a shell. They seemto

feed on ground itself, really.”

“How did it shatter?”

“I't lost the first war. They say.”

“Did the gods hel p?”

Dag snorted. “Lakewal ker | egends say the gods abandoned the world when the
first

mal i ce came. And that they will return when the earth is entirely cleansed of
its spawn. If you believe in gods.”
“ m you?”

“I believe they are not here, yes. It's a faith of sorts.”



“Huh.” She rolled up the last maps and tied their strings before handing them
to

him He settled themin place and closed the trunk

He sat with his hand on the latch a nmonent. “Whatever their part really was,”
he

said finally, “I don't think it was just the sorcerer-lords who built al

t hose

towers and laid those roads and sailed those ships. Your ancestors did, too.
She blinked at this, but what she was thinking, he could not guess.

“And the lords didn't come from nowhere, or el sewhere, either,” Dag conti nued
tenaci ously. “One line of thought says there was just one people, once, and
t hat

the sorcerers rose out of them Except that then they bred up for their
skills

and senses, and then used their magic to make thensel ves nore magi cal, and
lordly, and powerful, and so grew away fromtheir kin. Wich my have been

t he

first mstake.”

She tilted her head, and her lips parted as if to speak, but at that point a
pair of footsteps echoed fromthe hall. Razi stuck his head through the
doorfrane.

“Ah, Dag, there you are. You should snell this.” He thrust out a small gl ass
bottle and pulled off the | eather stopper plugging its neck. “Dirla found
this

medi ci ne shop up in town that sells the stuff.”

Dirla snmiled proudly over his shoul der

“What is it?” asked Fawn, leaning in and sniffing as the patroller waved the
bottle past her. “Ch, pretty! It snells Iike chanomile and clover flowers.”
“Scented oil,” he answered. “They have seven or eight kinds.”

“What do you use it for?” Fawn asked innocently.

Dag mental ly consigned his conrade to the middle of the Dead Levels. “Sore
muscl es,” he said repressively.

“Well, | suppose you could,” said Razi thoughtfully.

“Scented back rubs,” breathed Dirla in a warmvoice. “Mn nice idea.”

“How useful of you two to stop by,” Dag overrode this before it could grow
nor e

interesting still, either to hinmself, who didn't hanker after a repeat of the
di sconforts of his ride fromthe Horsefords’, or to Fawn, who would
undoubt edl y

ask nore questions. “Happens | need this trunk taken back downstairs to the
storeroom” He stood up and pointed. “Lug.”

They grunbled, if lightheartedly, and |ugged.

Dag cl osed the door behind them shooed Fawn to her own room and foll owed.
Wondering if he dared ask just where that shop was |located, and if it m ght
be

on the way to the harnessmaker’s.

Wal king the patterns in the nmarshes west of d assforge took six days.

Dag chose the closest section first, and so was able to bring the patrol back
to

the hotel’s conforts that night, and to check on Fawn.

After an increasingly worried search of the prem ses, he found her shelling
peas

in the kitchen and making friends with the cooks and scullions. Wth sone
relief, he gave over his vision of her as distressed and | onely anong
condescendi ng Lakewal ker strangers although not his fear of her inprudently
overtaxi ng her strength.

For the next section he chose the nost distant, of necessity a three-day
outi ng,

to get it out of the way. Dag net the conplaints of the younger patrollers



with

a few choice tales of swanp sweeps normof Farnmer’s Flats in late winter,
icily

gruesorme enough to silence all but the nost determ ned grunblers. The patro
was

able to | eave nost of their gear with the horses, but the need for skin
protecti on meant that boots, shirts, and trousers took the brunt of the nuck
and

mre. Wien they draggled back to G assforge late the follow ng night, they
wer e

greeted by the attendants of the hotel’s pleasant bathhouse, conveniently
sited

with its own well between the stable and the main building, with a narked

| ack

of joy; the | aundresses were growi ng downright surly at the sight of them
Thi s

time Dag found Fawn waiting up for him filling the tinme and her hands by

hel ping to mend hotel |inens and coaxing stories froma pair of seanstresses.
He returned the next night to exchange tales with her over a |l ate supper. He
hel d her fascinated with his account of a roughly circular and distinctively
flat stretch of marsh some six mles across that he was certain was a forner
patch of blight, recovering and again supporting |ife—-fapst of it noxious, not
to

mention ravenous, but w thout question thriving. He thought the slaying of

t hat

mal i ce nmust have predated the arrival of farmer settlers in this region by
wel |

over a century. She entertained himin turn with a long, involved account of
her

day’ s adventures in the town. Sassa the Horseford brother-in-Iaw, now hone
agai n, had stopped by and nade good on his prom se to show her his

gl asswor ks.

They had capped the tour with a visit to his brother’s papernaking shop, and
for

extras, the back prem ses of the ink naker’s next door

“There are nore kinds of work to do here than | ever dreaned,” she confided in
a

tone of thoughtful specul ation

She had al so, clearly, overdone; when he escorted her to her door, she was
droopi ng and yawni ng so hard she could scarcely say good night. He spent a
little time persuadi ng her ground against an incipient cold, then checked the
healing flesh beneath the ugly malice scabs for necrosis or infection and
made

her promise to rest on the norrow.

The next day’'s pattern walk was truncated for Dag in the early afternoon when
one patroller managed to trade up fromnere nuck and | eeches to a willow root
tangl e, water over his head, and a nest of cottonnouths. Leaving the patrol
to

Ut au, Dag rode back to town supporting the very sick and shaken man in front
of

him Dag was not, happily, called upon to do anythi ng unadvi sed and peril ous
with their grounds on the way, though he was grimy aware Utau had urged the
escort upon himagai nst just that chance. But the snakebit man survived not
only

the ride, but also being dipped briskly in the bathhouse, dried, and carried
up

and slung into bed. By that time, Chato and Mari had been found, allow ng Dag
to

turn the responsibility for further remedi es over to them

Sonme news Mari inparted sent Dag in search of Fawn even before a visit to the



bat hhouse on his own behal f. The sound of Fawn’s voice raised in, what else,
a

guestion, tugged his ear as he was passing down the end stairs, and he

about -faced into the second-floor corridor. A door stood open—Saun’ s—and he
paused outside it as Saun’s voice returned:

“My first inpression of himwas as one of those grunmpy old fell ows who never
tal ks except to criticize you. You know the sort?”

“Ch, yes.”

“He rode or wal ked in the back and never spoke nuch. The |ight began to dawn
for

me when Mari set himat the cap—that’s the patroller in the end or edge
position

of a grid with no one beyond. W don’t spread out to the linmts of our

Vi si on,

d’ you see, but to the limts of our groundsenses. If you and the patrollers
to

your sides can just sense each other, you know you aren’'t mi ssing any nalice
sign between you. Mari sent himout a mle. That’s nore than doubl e the best
range of my groundsense.”

Fawn made an encour agi ng noi se.

Saun, suitably rewarded, continued, “Then | got to noticing that whenever
Mar i

want ed somet hi ng done out of the ordinary way, she’'d send him O that it was
his idea. He didn't tell tales often, but when he did, they were from al
over,

| mean everywhere. |’'d start to add up all the people and places in ny head,
and

thi nk, How? 1’ d thought he had no hunor, but finally figured out it was just
maddeni ng-dry. He didn't seemlike much at first, but he sure accunul at ed.
And

you?”

“Different than yours, I'll say. He just arrived. Al at once. Very...
definitely

there. | feel like |I’'ve been unpacki ng himever since and am nowhere near the
bottomyet.”

“Huh. He's like that on patrol, in a way.”

“I's he good?”

“It’s like he’s nore there than anyone...no, that’'s not right. It’'s like he's
so

nowhere-el se. If you see?”

“Mm maybe. How old is he really? |I’ve had trouble figuring that out-—=
Suppressed ground or no, someone was bound to notice the swanp reek wafting
from

the hall on the humid sumer air pretty soon. Dag unquirked his lips, knocked
on

t he doorframe, and stepped inside.

Saun | ay abed wearing, above, only his bandages; the rest, however cl othed,
was

covered by a sheet. Fawn, in her blue dress, sat |eaning back in a chair with
her bare feet up on the bed edge, catching, presumably with her wiggling

t oes,

what ever faint breeze nmight carry fromthe wi ndow For once, her hands were
enpty, but Saun’s brown hair showed signs of being recently conbed and
rebr ai ded

into two neat, workmanlike plaits.

Dag was greeted with broad smles on tw faces equally fresh with youth and
pal e

with recent injury. Both hurt near-fatally on his watch—ow, there was a

t hought

to cringe frombut their expressions showed only trust and affection. He



tried

to nuster a tw nge of generational jealousy, but their beauty just rmade him
want

to weep. Not good. Six days on patrol with nary a malice sign shouldn't |eave
himthis tired and strange.

“How de’, Spark. Lookin' for you. Hello, Saun. How re the ribs?”

“Better.” Saun sat up eagerly, his flinch belying his words. “They have ne
wal ki ng up and down the hall now. Fawn here’s been keepi ng me conpany.”
“CGood!” said Dag genially. “And what have you two found to tal k about?”

Saun | ooked enbarrassed. “Ch, this and that.”

Fawn returned nore ninmbly, “Wiy were you | ooking for nme?”

“l have sonething to show you. In the stable, so find your shoes.”

“Al'l right,” she said agreeably, and rose.

Her bare feet thunped away up the hallway, and he called after her, “Slow
down!”

He did not consider hinself a wit, but this fetched her usual floating |augh
In

her natural state, did she ever travel at any pace other than a scanper?

He studi ed Saun, wondering if any warning-off night be in order here. That

t he

br oad- shoul dered youth was attractive to wonen, he’d had occasion to note, if
never before with concern. But in Saun’s current bashed state, he was no
nmenace

to curious farner girls, Dag decided. And cautions m ght draw
count er questi ons

Dag was ill equipped to answer, such as, Wat business is it of yours? He
settled on a friendly wave farewell and started to withdraw into the hal
agai n.

“Ch, Dag?” called Saun. “dd patroller?” He grinned fromhis propping pillows.
“Yes?” Blight it, when had the boy picked up on that catchphrase? Saun nust
have

paid closer attention to Dag’s occasional nutters than he woul d have guessed.
“No need for the fishy glower. Al your pet Spark wants to hear are Dag
tales.”

He settled back with a snicker, no, a snigger

Dag shook his head and retreated. At |east he nanaged to stop wi ncing before
he

exited the stairs.

Dag arrived in the stable, its stalls crowded with the horses of the two
patrols, barely before Fawn did. He led her to the straight stall housing the
pl acid bay mare, and poi nted.

“Congratul ations, Spark. Mari’s made it official. You now own this nice

hor se.

Your share of our pay fromthe d assforge town fathers. | found you that
saddl e

and bridle on the peg, too; should be about the right size for you. Not new,
but

they’'re in real good condition.” He saw no need to nmention that the tack had
been part of a private deal with the willing harnessmaker who had done such a
fine job repairing his arm harness.

Fawn's face lit with delight, and she slid into the stall to run her hands
over

the horse’s neck and scratch her star and her ears, which nmade the nmare round

her nostrils and drop her poll in pleasure. “Ch, Dag, she’s wonderful
but”—awn’s nose winkled in suspicion—are you sure this isn’t your share of
the pay? | nean, Mari’s been nice to nme and all, but | didn't think she'd
pronmoted me to patroller.”

Alittle too shrewd, that. “If it had been left to me, there would be a | ot

nore, Spark.”



Fawn did not | ook entirely convinced, but the horse nudged her for nore
scrat ches, and she turned back to the task. “She needs a name. She can’t go
on

bei ng that mare.
t he

river. Because it’s a pretty nanme and she’'s a pretty horse, and because she
carried us so snoothly. Do you want to be G ace, sweet |ady, hnP?” She carried
on

with the petting and maki ng-much; the mare signified her acceptance of the

af fection, the name, or both by cocking her hips, easing one hind hoof, and
bl owi ng out her breath, which made Fawn | augh. Dag | eaned on the stal
partition

and smil ed.

At length, Fawn's face sobered in some new thought. She wandered back out of
t he

stall and stood with her arns fol ded a monent. “Except...|’mnot sure if |'11
be

able to keep her on a mlknmaid s pay, or whatever.”

“She’s yours absolutely; you could sell her,” Dag said neutrally.

Fawn shook her head, but her expression did not lighten

“In any case,” Dag continued, “it’s too early for you to be thinking of

t aki ng

on work. You're going to need this mare to ride, first.”

“I"'mfeeling much better. The bl eeding stopped two days ago, if | were going
to

get a fever I think I would have by now, and | don't get dizzy anynore.”

“Yes, but..Mari has given ne | eave to take the sharing knife back to canp and
have it | ooked at by a maker. | know the best. | was thinking, since Lunpton
Mar ket and West Blue are nore or less on the way to Hi ckory Lake from here,
we

ought to stop in at your farmon the way and put your fol ks out of their

cruel

Fawn bit her lip in thought. “1’Il nanme her G ace, after

suspense.”

Her eyes flashed up at himw th an unreadable |ook. “lI don't want to go
back.”

Her voice wavered. “1 don’t want ny whole stupid story to cone out.” And
firnmed:

“I don't want to be within a hundred niles of Stupid Sunny.”
Dag took a breath. “You don't have to stay. Well, you can’t stay; your

t esti nony

will be needed on the matter of the knife. Once that’'s done, the choice of
wher e

to go next is yours.”

She sucked on her lower lip, eyes downcast. “They' |l try to make nme stay. |
know

them They won’t believe | can be a grown..” Her voice grew nore urgent. “Only
if

you promise to go with me, pronise not to |l eave ne there!”

H s hand found its way to her shoulder in attenpted reassurance of this odd
distress. “And yet | mght with your goodw Il |eave you here?”

“ M,n .1.7

“Just trying to figure out if it’'s the here or the there or the nme | eaving
that’s being objected to.”

Her eyes were wi de and dark, and her nmoist |ips parted as her face rose at

t hese

words. Dag felt his head di pping, his spine bending, as his hand slipped
around

her back, as if he were falling fromsonme great height, falling soft...

A throat cleared dryly behind him and he straightened abruptly.

“There you are,” said Mari. “Thought | might find you here.” Her voice was



cordi al but her eyes were narrowed.

“Ch, Mari!” said Fawn, a bit breathlessly. “Thank you for getting ne this
ni ce
horse. | wasn’t expecting it.” She nade her little knee-dip.

Mari smiled at her, managing to give Dag an ironic eyebrow cock at the sane
time. “You ve earned nmuch nore, but it was what | could do. | amnot entirely
wi t hout a sense of obligation.”

Thi s crushed conversation briefly. Mari continued blandly, “Fawn, would you
excuse us for a while? | have some patrol business to discuss with Dag, here.”
“Ch. O course.” Fawn brightened. “1’Il go tell Saun about Grace.” And she
was

of f again at a scanper, flashing a grin over her shoul der at Dag.

Mari | eaned agai nst the end post of the stall and crossed her arns, staring
up

at Dag, till Fawn had vani shed through the stable door and out of ear shot.
The

ai sl e was cool and shady conpared to the white afternoon outside, redolent
with

horses, quiet but for the occasional chanping and shifting of the heat-I|azy
animal s and the faint humming of the flies. Dag raised his chin and cl asped
hi s

hand and hand repl acenent behind his back, w nding his thunb around the
hook-wi t h-spring-clanp presently seated in the wooden cuff, and waited. Not
hopeful | y.

It wasn’t long in comng. “Wat are you about, boy?” Mari grow ed.

Any sort of response that came to, \Watever do you nean, Mari? seenmed a waste
of

time and breath. Dag | owered his eyelids and waited sone nore.

“Do | need to list everything that’s wong with this infatuation?” she said,

exasperation plain in her voice. “l daresay you could give the blighted
| ecture
yoursel f. | daresay you have.”

“Atime or two,” he granted.
“So what are you thinking? O are you thinking?”

He inhaled. “lI know you want to tell me to back away from Fawn, but | can't.
Not

yet anyway. The knife binds us, till | get it up to canp. W re going to have
to

travel together for a time yet; you can’'t argue with that.”

“I't’s not the traveling that worries me. It’'s what’'s going to happen when you
stop.”

“I"'mnot sleeping with her.”

“Aye, yet. You ve had your groundsense | ocked down tight in my presence ever
since you got in. Well, that’'s partly just you—t’'s such a habit with you,
you

stay veiled in your sleep. But this—you' re like a cat who thinks it’s hiding
because it’s got its head stuck in a sack.”

“Ah, mental privacy. Now, there's a farner concept that could stand to catch
on.”

She snorted. “Fine chance.”

“I"'mtaking her up to canp,” Dag said mulishly. “That’'s a given.”

In a sweetly cordial voice, Mari nmurmured, “Going to show her off to your
not her? Ch, how | ovely.”

Dag’ s shoul ders hunched. “W’' 1l go by her farm first.”

“Ch, and you'll neet her nother. Wonderful. That'|ll be a success. Can’t you
t wo

just hold hands and junmp off a cliff together? It'd be faster and |ess

pai nful .”

Hs lips twitched at this, involuntarily. “Likely. But it has to be done.”
“Does it?” Mari pushed off the post and stal ked back and forth across the



stabl e

aisle. “Now, if you were a young patroller lout |ooking to dip his wick in

t he

strange, 1'd just thunp himon the side of the head and end this thing here
and

now. | can’t tell if you're trying to fool nme, or yourself!”

Dag set his teeth and went on saying nothing. It seened w sest.

She fetched up at her post again, |eaned back, scuffed her boot, and sighed.

“Look, Dag. |’'ve been watching you for a long tinme, now Qut on patrol, youd
never negl ect your gear or your food or your sleep or your feet. Not |ike the
youngsters who get heroic delusions about their stamna, till they crash into
a

rock wall. You pace your body for the Iong haul.”

Dag tilted his head in acknow edgnent, not certain where she was going wth
this.

“But though you' d never starve your body to wasting and still expect to go
on,

you starve your heart, yet act as though you can still draw on it forever

wi t hout the debt ever com ng due. If you fall—-ahen you fall, you're going to
fall like a starving man. |’ m standi ng here watching you start to topple now,
and | don’t know if any words of mine are strong enough to catch you. | don't

know why, blast and blight it”—her voice shifted in renewed aggravati on—you
haven't | et yourself get string-bound with any one of the nice w dows that

your
nmot her—el |, all right, not your nother—that one of your friends or other kin
used to introduce you to, till they gave up in despair. If you had, | daresay
you' d be imune to this foolishness now, knife or no.”

Dag hunched tighter. “It would not have been fair to the woman. | can’t have
what | had with Kauneo over again. Not because of any |lack on the woman’s
part.

It’s me. | can’t give what | gave to Kauneo.” Used up, enptied out, dry.

“Nobody expected that, except maybe you. Mst people don't have what you had
wi th Kauneo, if half of what |'ve heard is true. Yet they contrive to rub

al ong

tolerably well just the sane.”

“She’d die of thirst, trying to draw fromthat well.”

Mari shook her head, mouth flat with disapproval. “Dramatic, Dag.”

He shrugged. “Don’t push for answers you don't want to hear, then.”

She | ooked away, pursed her lips, stared up at the rafters stuck about with
dusty cobwebs and wi sps of hay, and tried another tack. “Now, all things
considered, | can’t object to your indul ging yourself. Not you. And after
all,

this farmer girl has no relatives here to kick up a fuss for ne.
Dag’'s eyes narrowed, and a fool’s hope rose in his heart. WAs Mari about to

say
she wouldn’t interfere? Surely not...
“I'f you can’t be turned or reasoned with, well, these things happen, eh?” The

sarcasmtingei ng her voice quenched the hope. “But if you are so bound and
determned to get in, you' d better have a plan for how you' re going to get
out,

and | want to hear it.”

| don’t want to get out. | don’t want an end. Unsettling realization, and Dag
wasn't sure where to put it. Blight it, he hadn’'t even begun..anything. This
argunent was moving too fast for him no doubt Mari’s intent. “All the great

plans | ever nade for nmy life ended in horrible surprises, Mari. | swore off
pl ans soneti me back.”
She shook her head in scorn. “lI halfway wi sh you were some lout | could just

thunp. Well..no, | don’t. But you're you. If she’s cut up at the end—and
don’ t
see how this can be anything other than a real short ride—so will you be.



Doubl e

di saster. | can see it com ng, and so can you. So what are you going to do?”
Dag said tightly, “Wat do you suggest, seeress?”
“That there’s no way you can end this well. So don’t start.”

| haven't started, Dag wanted to point out. Atruth on his lips and alie in
hi s

ground, perhaps? Endurance had been his |l ast remaining virtue for a |ong,

| ong

time, now, he hugged his patience to himand stood, just stood.

In the face of his stubborn silence, Mari shifted her stance and her attack
once

nore. “There are two great duties given to those born of our blood. The first
is

to carry on the long war, with resolute fortitude, in living and in dying, in
hope or out of it. In that duty you have not ever failed.”

“Once.”

“Not ever,” she contradicted this. “Overwhelm ng defeat is not failure; it’'s
just defeat. It happens sonetimes. | never heard that you ran fromthat

ridge,

Dag.”

“No,” he admitted. “I didn't have the chance. Surrounded makes runni ng away a

bit of a puzzle, which | did not get time to solve.”

“Aye, well. But then there’'s the other great duty, the second duty, wi thout
which the first is futile, dross and delusion. The duty you have so far
fail ed

al t oget her.”

H s head cane up, stung and wary. “Il’ve given blood and sweat and all the
years

of my life so far. | still owe ny bones and ny heart’s death, which | nmean to
give, which I will give in their due tine if chance permts, but suicide is a
sel f-indul gence and a desertion of duty no one will ever accuse me of,

deci ded

that years ago, so | don’t know what el se you want.”

Her |ips conpressed; her gaze went intent with conviction. “The other duty is
to

create the next generation to hand on the war to. Because all we do, the
mles

and years we wal k, all that we bl eed and sweat and sacrifice, will cone to
nothing if we do not al so pass on our bodies’ legacy. And that’'s a task on
whi ch

you have turned your back for the past twenty years.”

Behi nd his back, his right hand gripped the armcuff till he could hear the
wood

creak, and he forced his clench to | oosen | est he break what had been so
recently mended. He tried clanping his teeth down just as tight on any

response,
but one | eaked out nonet hel ess: “Borrow ny nother’s jawbone, did you?”
“l expect | could do her whol e speech by rote, |I've had to listen to her

conpl aints often enough, but no. This is nmy own, hard-won with ny life's
bl ood.

Look, | know your nother pushed you too soon and too hard after Kauneo and
set
your back up good and stiff, | know you needed nore tine to get over it all
But

time’s gone by, Dag, tinme and past time. That little farmer girl’s the proof
of

it, if you needed any. And | don’t want to be caught underneath when you cone
crashi ng down.”

“You won't be; we're |eaving.”

“Not good enough. | want your word.”



You can't have it. And was that, itself, some decision? He knew he wavered,
but

had he al ready gone beyond sone point of no return? Ana what woul d that point
be? He scarcely knew, but his head was pounding with the heat, and a

bone- deep

exhaustion gripped him H's drying clothing itched and stank. He |onged for a
cold bath. If he held his head under for |ong enough, would the pain stop?
Ten

or fifteen mnutes ought to do it.

“I'f I had died at Wl f Ridge, | would be childless now just the sane,” he
snarled at Mari. And not even ny kin could conplain. O |eastways, | wouldn’'t
have to listen. “lI have a plan. Wiy don’t you just pretend that |1’ m dead?”

He turned on his heel and narched out.

Whi ch woul d have nade a grander exit if she hadn’t shouted so furiously and
so

accurately after him “Ch, certainly—ahy not? You do!”

Chapter 11

Dag thought he’d had his groundsense strapped down tight, but whatever of his
vile nood still |eaked through the cracks was enough to clear the bathhouse
?Le t hree conval escent patrollers idling there within five nmnutes of his
g?:[f: at length both his body and his wits cooled, and he went off to find
sone

useful task to occupy hinself, preferably away fromhis conrades. He found it
in

taking a saddle with a broken tree uptown to the harnessmaker’s to trade in
for

a repl acenent, and retrieving some other nended gear there, which filled the

time till dinner and the arrival of the anxious Utau and the rest of his
swanp-slinmed patrol .

Mari’'s argunents were not, any of them wong, exactly. O at all, Dag
admtted

glumy to hinself. Ashaned, he dutifully set his mind to the upholding of a
self-restraint that had once been nore routine than breathing...which had
sonehow

grown as heavy as a stone cairn upon his chest. Dead nen don’t need air, eh?
At di nner that night he behaved toward Fawn with neticul ous courtesy, no

nor e.

Her eyes watched himcuriously, wary. But there were enough other patrollers
at

the table for her to pelt with her questions, tonight nostly about how patro
patterns were arranged and wal ked, that his silence passed unremarked.

Never had rectitude seenmed | ess rewardi ng.

The next day was officially devoted to rest and the preparations for the
bow down, and Dag all owed hinmself to be nade nule to help carry in supplies
from

upt own gathered by the nore eager. He crossed paths with Mari only long
enough

to volunteer for evening watch and door duty, and be briskly refused.

“I can’t put the patroller who slew the malice onto guard duty during the
celebration of his own deed,” she said shortly. “I'd have a revolt on ny
hands—and rightly, too.” She added after a reluctant noment, stopping his
protest, “Make sure that little farmer girl knows she’s invited, too.”
Shortly after, he ran into the enthusiast fromLog Hol |l ow who was nabbi ng the
vol unt eer rmnusicians fromthe conbined patrols for practice, a novelty in the
experi ence of nmost involved, and did not escape till alnost time to collect



Fawn.

Fawn peered at her hair in the shaving mrror and decided that the green

ri bbons, |oaned by Reela of the broken | eg, matched her good dress very well.
Reel a had been teaching her how to do Lakewal ker hair braids, which had

t ur ned

out to have various neani ngs; the knot at the nape, Fawn had found out, was a
sign of mourning, except when it was a prudent arrangenent for going into a
fight. Knowing this nmade the nob of patrollers | ook different to Fawn' s eyes,
and gave her a strange feeling, as though the world had shifted under her
feet,

if only alittle, and could never shift back. In any case she could be
certain

that tonight’'s style, with her hair tied up high on the back of her head by a
jaunty bow and allowed to swing |ike a horsetail, curls bouncing, didn't say
anything she didn't intend in patroller

Dag cane to her door, seeming nore relaxed this evening; Fawn wondered if

Mar i

had i nparted sonme bad news to himin the stable yesterday, to so depress his
spirits last night. But now his eyes were bright. Hs sinple white shirt made
his coppery skin seemto glow Yesterday's reek of swanmp and horse and

emer gency
was replaced with | avender soap and sonet hi ng warm underneath that was just
Dag.

H s hair was clean and soft and al ready escapi ng whatever order a stern
conbi ng

had i nposed upon it, looking very touchable, if only she could reach that
hi gh.

Ti pt oes. A stepl adder. Sormet hing...

The atnosphere in the dining roomwas not too different from other nights,
ravenous and raucous, except nore crowded because for once everyone was there
at

the sane tine. They were all notably cl eaned up, and many seened to have
obt ai ned, or shared, scent water. Party clothes seened to be everyone's sane
cl ot hes, except |aundered. Fawn supposed saddl ebags didn't really have room
for

many changes; the wonmen were all still wearing trousers. Did they ever wear
skirts? Hairstyles seened nore el aborate, though. Sone of the younger
patrollers

even wore bells in their braids.

Food and drink, especially drink, overflowed through the entry hall into the
next room where chairs were pushed to the walls and rugs rolled up to nmake a
space to dance. Fawn found herself a seat with the rest of the conval escents,
Saun and Reel a and the nman from Chato’s patrol with the gane knee and
stitches

in his jaw, and that poor subdued fell ow who' d managed to get snakebit
yest er day

and was now good-naturedly enduring some pretty nerciless ribbing about it.
The

teasers also distributed fresh beer to all the chair-bound, however, and
seened

dedi cated to keeping it conming. Fawn sipped hers and smiled shy thanks.

Dag had vani shed briefly, but now he returned, screwi ng something into his
wi st

cap. Fawn blinked in astonishment to recognize a tanbourine, fitted with a
wooden peg so he nmight hold it securely.

“My goodness! | didn’t know you played anything.”

He grinned at her, giving the frame a last adjustnment and drumring his
fingers

over the stretched skin. The staccato sound made her sit up



“How cl ever. What did you play before you | ost your hand?”

“Tanmbourine,” he replied cheerily. “I tried the flute, but it tangled ny
fingers

up even when | had twi ce as many, and when | tackled the fiddle, | was
accused

of tormenting cats. Wth this, | can never strike a wong note. Besides”—-he

| owered his voice conspiratorially—=it gets nme off the hook for the dancing.”
He

wi nked at her and drifted up to the head of the room where sone other
patrollers were collecting.

Their array of instruments seened a bit random but nostly small, as would
fit

in a spare corner of a saddl ebag. There were several flutes, of wood, clay,
or

bone, two fiddles, and a nmakeshift collection of overturned tubs for thunping
on, obviously filched fromaround the hotel. The roomfilled and qui eted.

A gray-haired man with a bone flute stepped forward into the hush and began a
nel ody Fawn found haunting; it made the hairs stir on her arms. Disturbed,
she

studied that pale length of bone, its surface burned about with witing, and
was

suddenly certain it was someone’s relative. Because thighbones cane in pairs,
but hearts cane one by one, so what did Lakewal ker makers do with the

| eftovers,

in all honor? The tune was so elegiac, it had be sone prayer or hym or
menorial ; Fawn could see a few people’s Iips noving on words they obviously
knew

by heart. A hush followed for a full mnute, with everyone’s eyes downcast.
Arattle like a snake fromthe tanmbourine, and a sudden spatter of drunm ng,
broke the sorrowto bits as if trying to blow it out the w ndows. The
fiddlers

and flute players and tub-thunpers struck up a lively dance tune, and
patrollers

swung out onto the floor. They did not dance in couples but in groups,
weavi ng

conpl ex patterns around one another. Except for the shifting about of
partners

in blithe disregard of anyone’s sex, it rem nded Fawn a | ot of farmer barn
dances, although the patrollers seemed to do without a caller. She wondered
if

they were doing sonmething with their groundsenses to take the place of that
out si de coordination. Intensely conplex as the patterns seemed, the dancers
sel dom m ssed a step, although when soneone did, it was greeted with nmuch
hooti ng and | aughter as the whol e bunch rearranged t hensel ves, picked up the
pul se, and started again. The bells rang nmerrily. Dag stood at the back of

t he

nmusi ci ans, keeping steady time, punctuating his rhythns with well-placed
spurts

of jingling, watching it all and | ooking unusually happy; he didn't talk or
sing, but he smled a bit as the jokes flew by.

The younger patrollers’ appetites for fast dances seened insatiable, but at

| engt h the wheezing nusicians traded out for a couple of singers. CQutside,

t he

| ong sumer sun had gone down, and the roomwas hot with candl es and | anps
and

sweaty bodi es. Dag unscrewed his tanmbourine and canme to sit at Fawn's feet,
catching up on his beer-drinking with the aid of what seenmed a bucket brigade
of

wel | -wi shers.

One song was new to Fawn, another to a known tune but with different words,



and

a third she’d heard her aunt Nattie croon as she spun thread, and she
wonder ed

if it had originated with farners or Lakewal kers. The singers were a nan and
a

worman from Chato’s patrol, and their voices bl ended beguilingly, hers pure
and

fair, his low and resonant. By this tine, Fawn wasn’t sure if the song about
a

| ost patroller dancing in the woods with rmagi cal bears was fantasy or not.
The man with the bone flute joined them nmaking a trio; when he sent a
preanbl e

of notes into the air for the next song, Dag set his half-full glass rather
abruptly on the floor. H's smle over his shoulder at Fawn nore resenbled a
grimace. “Privy run. Beer, eh,” he excused hinself, and |l evered to his feet.
Three sets of eyes marked his novement in concern: Mari’'s, Utau's, and one
ot her

ol der conrade’s; Mari made a gesture of query, Should |I...? to which Dag
returned

a small headshake. He trod out wi thout |ooking back

“Fifty folk wal ked out that day,” the song began, and Fawn quickly tw gged to
Dag’ s sudden retreat, because it turned out to be a |long, involved ballad
about

the battle of Wl f Ridge. It named no nanmes in its weaving of poetry and

t une,

of woe, gallantry, sacrifice, and victory, subtly inviting all to identify
with

its various heroes, and under any other circunstances Fawn woul d have found
it

thrilling. Mdst of the patrollers, truly, seened variously thrilled or noved,;
Reel a swi ped away a tear, and Saun hung opennmputhed in the intensity of his
[ i stening.

They do not know, Fawn realized. Saun, who had patrolled with Dag for a year
and

clainmed to know himwell, did not know Uau did, listening with his hand
over

his mouth, eyes dark; Mari, of course, did, with her glances at the archway
out

whi ch Dag had quietly vani shed, and through which he did not return. The song
finished at |last, and another, nore cheerful one started.

When Dag still did not return, Fawn slipped out herself. Someone el se was
exiting the commode chanber, so she tried outside. It was bl essedly cool er
out

here, the blue shadows relieved by yellow light fromthe cheery w ndows, from
the Ianterns fl anki ng the porch door, and, across the yard, from above the
stabl e doors. Dag was sitting on the bench outside the stable, head back
agai nst

the wall, staring up at the sumer stars.

She sat down beside himand just let the silence hang for a tinme, for it was
not

unconfortabl e, cloaking themlike the night. The stars burned bright and
seem ng-cl ose despite the lanterns; the sky was cloudless. “You all right?”
she

asked at | ast.

“Ch, yeah.” He ran his hand through his hair, and added reflectively, “When
was a boy, | used to just love all those heroic ballads. | nenorized dozens.
I

wonder if all those other old battle songs woul d have seenmed as obscene to
their

survivors?”



Yet he clainms not to sing. Unable to answer this, Fawn offered, “At least it
hel ps peopl e renmenber.”

“Yes. Alas.”

“I't wasn’'t a bad song. In fact, | thought it was awfully good. As a song,
nmean.”

“I don't deny it. Not the fault of the song-maker—ahoever it was did a fine
j ob.

If it were less effective, it wouldn’'t nmake me want to weep or rage so bad,
suppose. VWich was why | left the room M groundsense was a little open, in
aid

of the nusic-making. | didn't want to blight the nmood. Pack thirty-eight
tired,

battl e-nervy patrollers into one building for a week, and noods start to get
around fast.”

“Do you often make rnusic, when you're out on patrol?” She tried to picture
patroll er song and dance around a canpfire; the weather likely didn't always
cooper at e.

“Only sometines. Canps can be pretty busy in the evenings. Curing hides and
nmeat, preserving nedicinal plants we pick up while patrolling, keeping |ogs
and

maps up to date. If it's a mounted patrol, a lot of horse care. Wapons
trai ni ng

for the youngsters and practice for everyone. Mending, of clothes and boots
and

gear. Cooking, washing. Al sinple tasks, but they do go on.”

H s voice slowed in reniniscence. “Patrols vary in size—n the north they
send

out comnpanies of a hundred and fifty or two hundred for the great seasona

wi | der ness sweeps—but south of the | ake, patrols are usually snmaller and
shorter. Even so, you're like to be in each other’s hair for weeks on end
with

no entertai nment but each other. After a while, everyone knows all the songs.
So

there’ s gossip. And factions. And jokes. And practical jokes. And revenge for
practical jokes. And fistfights over revenge for practical jokes. And knife

fights over—waell, you get the idea. Although if the emptions are allowed to
nmel t
down into that sour a soup, you can bet the patrol |eader will be having a
very

nmenorable talk with Fairbolt Crow about it, later.”

“Have you ever?”

“Not about that. Although all talks with Fairbolt tend to be nenorable.” In
t he

shadows, he scratched his nose and smled, then | eaned his head back and | et
hi s

eyes rest on the nell ow wi ndows across the yard. The singing had stopped, and
dance tunes had begun again; feet thunping on the floor made the whol e
bui I di ng

pul se like a drum

“Let’s see, what else? On warm sumer nights, gathering firewod is always a
popul ar activity.”

Fawn considered this, and the anmusenent underlying his voice. “Should think
t hat

woul d be wanted on cold nights, nore.”

“Mm but you see, on warm nights, no one conplains if folks are gone for two
hours and come back having forgotten the firewod. Bathing in the river,
that’s

anot her good one.”

“I'n the dark?” said Fawn doubtfully.

“In the river is even nore the question. Especially when the season’s turned



frosty. Walks, oh sure, that’'s believable, when everyone' s been out sl oggi ng
since dawn. Scouting around, too—that draws nmany selfless volunteers. Sone
dangerous squirrels out in those woods, they could mount an attack at any
tine.

You can’t be too prepared.” A rumbling chuckle escaped his chest.

“Ch,” said Fawn, finally understanding. Her lips curled up, if only for the
rare

sight of the laugh lines at the corners of his eyes.

“Fol | owed by the breakups and the makeups and the people not tal king to each

other, or worse, going over it all again till you're ready to stuff your head
in

your bl anket and screamfor the listening to it. Ah, well.” He vented a

t ol er ant

sigh. “The ol der patrollers generally have things worked out smooth, but the
younger ones can be downright restive. It’s not as though folks' lives stop
for

patrol. Walking the patterns isn’'t sone emergency where you can drop
ever yt hi ng,

deal heroically, and then go hone for good and all. It all starts again
t onmor r ow
at dawn. And you'll have to get up and wal k your share just the sane.” He

stretched, joints creaking a bit, as if in contenplation of such an early
start.

“I't’s not that we’'re all mad, you know, although sonetines it seenms like it,”
he

went on in a |l ower voice. “Goundsense makes our npods very contagi ous. Not
j ust

by speech and gestures; it’s like it gets in the air.” H s hand traced an
upwar d

spiral. “Now, for instance. Once a certain nunber of people open their

gr ounds

to each other, there starts to be...| eakage. Bow downs are really good for

t hat .

That buil ding over there’s downright awash, right now Al sorts of things
can

start to seemlike a good idea. Absent gods be thanked for the beer.”

“The beer?”

“Beer, | have concluded”—he held up an edifying finger, and Fawn began to
realize that he was slightly drunk; people had kept the nusicians well
suppl i ed

wi th encouraging refreshnent, earlier—exists for the purpose of being bl aned
the next day. Very regrettabl e beverage, beer.”

“Farmers use it for that, too,” Fawn observed.

“A universal need.” He blinked. “I think I need some nore.”

“Are you thirsty?”

“No.” He slunped down, staring at her sidelong. H s eyes were dark pools in
this

light, like night condensed. The lanternlight made glimreri ng orange hal os
around his hair, and slid across his faintly sweat-sheened features |like a
caress. “Just considering the potential of regret..

He | eaned toward her, and Fawn froze in hope so strong it felt like terror
Dd

he mean to kiss her? His breath was tinged with beer and exertion and Dag.
Hers

st opped al t oget her.

Still ness. Heartbeats.

“No,” he sighed. “No. Mari was right.” He sat up again. Fawn nearly burst
into

unf at homabl e tears. Nearly reached for him

No, you can’t. Daren’'t. He'll think you re that..that awful word Sunny used.



I't
burned in her menory |like an infected gash, Slut. It was an ugly word that
had

somehow turned her into an ugly thing, like a splash of ink or blood or
poi son
di scoloring water. For Dag, | would be only beautiful. And tall. She w shed

herself taller. If she were taller, no one could call her names just for, for
wanting so much.

He sighed, smiled, rose. Gave her a hand up. They went back i nside.

In the entry hall Dag’s head turned, listening. “Good, sonmeone’s using the
tambouri ne. They can get along without me for what's left of this.” Truly,

t he

musi ¢ coni ng through the archway seemed sl ower and sl eepier. He nade for the
staircase

Fawn found her voice. “You going up?’

“Yeah. It was good, but it’'s been enough for one night. You?”

“I"'ma little tired, too.” She followed after him Wat had happened, or not
happened, out on the bench felt a lot |ike that nonent on the road, some turn
she had sonehow ni ssed

As they exited the staircase on the second fl oor, bunping and | aughter echoed
up

behind them Dirla and two young patrollers from Chato' s group burst out
giggling, saluted Dag with cheerful hellos, and swung down the adj oi ni ng
hal | way. Fawn stopped and stared as they paused at Dirla' s door, for one

fell ow

| ooped his arm around her neck and ki ssed her, but she was still holding the
other’s hand to her...chest. Dirla—tall Dirla—extended one booted foot and
pushed

t he door open, and they all fell through; it closed, cutting off sonme jest.
“Dag,” Fawn said hesitantly, “what was that?”

He cocked an anused eyebrow at her. “What did it ook like to you?”

“I's Dirla taking that...] nmean, them..is she going to bed with those fell ows?”
“Seens likely.”

Li kely? If his groundsense did half what he said, he likely knew very well.
“Both of then?”

“Well, nunbers are generally uneven, out on patrol. People make adjustnments.
Dirla is very...um..generous.”

Fawn swal | oned. “Ch.”

She followed himup their hallway. Razi and Utau were just unl ocking the door
to

their room U au | ooked, and snelled, distinctly the worse for beer, and
Razi’ s

hair, escaping his long braid, hung plastered in sweaty strands across his
forehead fromthe dancing. They both bade Dag a civil good night and

di sappear ed

wi t hi n.

“Well,” said Fawn, determined to be fair, “it’s too bad they weren’'t |ucky
enough to find | adies, too. They're too nice to be lonely.” She added after a
suspi ci ous gl ance upward, “Dag, why are you biting your wist?”

He cleared his throat. “Sonetine when | ameither a |lot nore sober or a |ot
nor e

drunk, Spark, | shall attenpt to explain the exceedingly conplicated story of
how t hose two cane to both be married to the same accommodati ng worman back at
H ckory Lake Canp. Let's just say, they |look out for each other.”

“Lakewal ker | adies can narry nmore than one fellow? At a tinme? You' re gulling
ne!”

“Not normally, and no, I'mnot. | said it was conplicated.”
They fetched up before his door. He gave her a slightly strained snile
“Well, | think Dirla is greedy,” Fawn decided. “Or else those fellows are

awful 'y pushy.”



“Ah, no. Among Lakewal kers of the civil sort, which you know we all are, the
womrman invites. The nan accepts, or not, and let ne tell you, saying no
gracefully without giving offense is a burden. | guarantee, whatever is going
on

back there was her idea.”

“Anmong farnmers, that woul d be thought too forward. Only bad girls, or, or

stupid “foolish ones would, well. Good girls wait to be asked.” And even then
they’ re supposed to say no unless he cones with land in hand.
He stretched his right armout, supporting himself on the wall, half

shel tering

her. He stared down at her. After a long, |ong, thoughtful pause, he

br eat hed,

“Do they, now?” He scraped his teeth over his lower lip, the chip catching
briefly. H s eyes were | akes of darkness to fall into, going down for

f at homs.

“So, um Spark...how many nights woul d you say we have wasted, here?”

She turned her face upward, swallowed, and said tremul ously, “Vy too many?”
They did not exactly fall into each other’s arms. It was nore of a nutua

| unge.

He ki cked his door open and kicked it closed again after them because his
ar s

were too full of her. Her feet did not touch the floor, but that was not the
only reason she felt as though she was flying. Half his kisses m ssed her
nout h,

but that was all right, alnost any part of his skin sliding beneath her |ips
was

joy. He set her down, reached for the door bar, and stopped hinself, wheezing
slightly. No, don’t stop now...

H s voice recaptured seriousness. “If you nmean this, Spark, bar the door.”
Not taking her eyes fromhis dear, bony, faintly frenzied face, she did so.
The

oak board fell into place in its brackets with a solid, satisfying clunk. It
seened a sufficient conpronise of custons.

H s hand, reluctantly, slid fromher shoulder and let her go just |ong enough

for himto stride over and turn up the oil lanp on the table beside his bed.
Dul | orange gl ow becane yellow flare within the glass chimey, filling the
room

with light and shadow. He sat rather abruptly on the edge of his bed, as if
hi s

knees had gi ven way, and stared at her, holding out his hand. It was shaki ng.
She clinbed up into the circle of his arm then fol ded her knees under her to
rai se her face to his again. H's kisses slowed, as if tasting her lips, then
startlingly, tasting in truth, his tongue slipping inside her nouth. Qdd, but
ni ce, she decided, and earnestly tried to do it back. H s hand wound in her
hair, undid her ribbon, and let her curls fall down to her shoul ders.

How di d people get rid of their clothes, at tines |like these? Sunny had
nerely

lifted her skirts and shoved down her drawers; so had the nmalice, come to

t hi nk.

“Sh, now, what dark thought went past just now?” Dag chided. “Be here. Wth
ne. ”

“How di d you know what | thought?” she said, trying not to be unnerved.

“I don’t. | read grounds, not mnds, Spark. Sonetines, all groundsense does
is

gi ve you nore to be confused about.’
her

dress. “May | ?”

“Pl ease,” she said, relieved of a procedural worry. O course Dag woul d know
how

to do this. She had only to watch and copy.

H s hand hesitated on the top button of



He undid a few nore fastenings, gently pulled down one sleeve, and kissed her
bared shoul der. She gathered her courage and went after the buttons of his
shirt. Miutual confidence established, things went faster after that, cloth
tumbling to the floor over the side of the bed. The last thing he undid, after
a

hesitation and a gl ance at her fromunder his |lashes, was his arm harness,
unbuckling the straps around his | ower arm and above his el bow, and setting
it

on the table. His hand rubbed the red marks left by the |l eather. For him she
realized dimy, it was a greater gesture of vulnerability and trust than
renoving his trousers had just been

“Light,” Dag muttered, hesitating. “Light? Farmers are supposed to like it

dar k,

|"ve heard.”
“Leave it on,” Fawn whi spered, and he smiled and | ay back. Wen all that
hei ght

was laid out flat, it stretched a long way. H s bed was not as narrow as hers
in

the next room but still he filled it fromcorner to corner. She felt like an
expl orer facing a nountain range that crossed her whole horizon. “I want to

| ook

at you.”

“I"mno rose, Spark.”

“Maybe not. But you make nmy eyes happy.”

The corners of his eyes crinkled up enchantingly at that, and she had to
stretch

up and kiss them Skin slid on skin for the length of her body. H's nuscles
wer e

| ong and tapering, and the skin of his torso was unevenly tanned where his
shirts had been on or off, paler still below his waist along his | ean flank
A

faint dusting of dark hair across his chest narrowed and thickened, going
down

in a vee below his belly. Her fingers twined in it, brushing with and agai nst
the grain. So, with his odd Lakewal ker senses, what nore of her did he touch?
She swal | owed, and dared to say, “You said you could tell.”

“Hn?” Hi s hand spiral ed around her breast, and how could such a soft caress
make

it suddenly ache so sweetly?

“The tine of the nmonth a woman can get a child, you said you could tell.” O
wait, no, was that only Lakewal ker | adies? “A beautiful pattern in her
ground,

you said.” Yes, and she'd believed Sunny, hadn't she, on a piece of bed lore
that, if not a mean lie, had turned out to be a costly untruth, and Sunny’s
tale

had seened a lot less unlikely than this. A shiver of unease, Am | being
stupid

again...? was interrupted when Dag propped hinself up on his left el bow and

| ooked at her with a serious snmle

H s hand traced her belly, crossing the malice marks there that had turned to
thin black scabs. “You're not at risk tonight, Spark. But | should be right
terrified to try to make love to you that way so soon after your injuries.
You' re so dainty, and I'm um well, there are other things |'d very nuch
like

to show you.”

She risked a peek down, but her eye caught on the parallel black lines
beneat h

his beautiful hand, and a flash of sorrow and guilt shook her. Wuld she ever
be

able to lie down with anyone w thout these cascades of unwel conre nmenory



washi ng

t hrough her? And then she wondered if Dag—with, it seened, so nany nore
accunul ated nenori es—had a simlar problem

“Sh,” he soothed, and his thunb crossed her l|ips, though she had not spoken
“Reach for lightness, bright Spark. You do not betray your sorrow to set it
aside for an hour. It'lIl be waiting patiently for you to pick it up again on
t he

ot her side.”

“How | ong?”

“Time wears grief snmooth like a river stone. The weight will always be there,
but it'lIl stop scraping you raw at the slightest touch. But you have to |et
t he

time flow by; you can’t rush it. W wear our hair knotted for a year for our
| osses, and it is not too long a while.”

She reached up and ran her hand through his dark tousle, petting and w ndi ng
it

t hrough her fingers. Gatified fingers. She gave a lock a little tug. “So
what

was this supposed to mean?”

“Shaved for head lice?” he offered, breaking the bl eakness as she giggled, no
doubt his intent.

“Go on, you did not either have head lice!”

“Not | ately. They're another story, but | have better things to do with ny
lips

right now.” He began kissing his way down her body, and she wondered what
nmagi c

was in his tongue, not just for his kisses and how they seened to lay trails
of

cool fire across her skin, but for how, with his words, he seemed to lift

st ones

from her heart.

Her breath caught as his tongue reached the tip of her breast and did
exhilarating things there. Sunny had nerely pinched her through her dress,
and,

and blight Sunny for haunting her head like this, now Dag' s hand drifted up
his thunmb caressing her forehead, then he sat up

“Roll over,” he murrmured. “Let give you a back rub. Think I can bring your
body

and ground into better tune.”

“Do you—+f you want—=

“I won't say, trust ne. | will say, try me,” he whispered into her curls.
“Try
ne. ”
For a one-handed man, he did this awfully well, she thought nuzzily a few

m nutes later, her face pressed into the pillow Menory seened to nelt out of
her brain altogether. The bed creaked as he noved off it briefly, and she
opened

one eye, don’t let himget away, but he returned in a nmoment. A slight gurgle,
a

cool splash pooling on the inward curve of her back, the scent of chanomle
and

cl over ...

“Ch, you got sone of that nice oil.” She thought a monent. “When?”

“Seven days ago.”

She muffled a snicker.

“Hey, a patroller should be prepared for any energency.”

“I's this an energency?”

“Just give me a bit nore time, Spark, and we'll see...Besides, it’s good for

ny
hand, which tends to get rough. You don’t want hangnails catching in tender



pl aces, trust ne on that.”

The oil did change the texture of his touch as he worked his way snoothly
down

to her toes, turned her over, and started back up

Hand. Soon supplenmented with tongue, in very tender and surprising places

i ndeed. His touch was like silk, there, there, there? ah! She jerked in
surprise, but eased back. So, this was making love. It was all very nice, but
it

seemed a bit one-sided.

“Shouldn’t it be your turn?” she asked anxiously.

“Not yet,” he said, rather nmuffled. “ ‘Mpretty happy where | am And your
ground is flowing alnost right, now Let me, let me just..

M nutes flew Sonething was swirling through her, |ike some astonishingly
sweet

energency. His touch grew firmer, swifter, surer. Her eyes closed, her breath
cane faster, and her spine began to arch. Then her breath caught, and she
went

rigid, silent, opennouthed, as the sensation burst fromher, clinbing up to
white out her brain, to rush like a tide to her fingers and toes, and ebb.
Her back eased, and she | ay shaking and amazed. “Oh.” \Wen she could, she
rai sed

her head and stared down over her body, strange new | andscape that it had
become. Dag was up on one el bow, watching her in return, eyes black and

bri ght,

with a grin on his face bordering on snug.

“Better?” he inquired, as if he didn’t know.

“Was that sone...sonme Lakewal ker magi c?” No wonder folks tried to follow these
people to the ends of the world.

“Nope. That was Little Spark magic. Al your own.”

A hundred nysteries seened to fly up and away like a flock of startled birds
into the night. “No wonder people want to do this. It all makes nuch nore
sense

now..”

“Indeed.” He craw ed up the bed to kiss her again. The taste of herself on
hi s

lips, mixed with the scent of chanonmile and clover, was a little disturbing,
but

she valiantly kissed himback. Then brushed her lips across his enthralling
cheekbones, his eyelids, definite chin, and back to his mouth, as she giggled
hel pl essly. She could feel an answering runble fromdeep in his chest as she
| ay

across him

She had brushed agai nst him but she had not yet touched him It was surely
hi s

turn now. Hands should work two ways. She sat up, blinking against dizziness.
He stretched out straight and smiled up, his crinkling eyes now resting
inquiringly on her, downright inviting, in an unhurried sort of way. He lay
open

to her, to her gaze, in a way that astonished her anew. All but his

nyst eri ous

ground, of course. That was beginning to seem an unfair advantage. Were to
begi n, how to begi n? She recall ed how he had started.

“May | ...touch you too?”

“Pl ease,” he breathed

It might be mere mimcry, but it was a start, and once started, acquired its
own

monentum She ki ssed her way down and up his body, and arrived back at the

m ddl e.

Her first tentative touch made himjerk and catch his breath, and she shied
back.



“No, it's all right, go on,” he huffed. “I"'ma little, um sensitized just at
the nonent. 1t’s good. Al nost anything you can do is good.”

“Sensitized. Is that what you call it?” Her lips curled up

“I"'mtrying to be polite, Spark.”

She tried various touches, strokes, and grips, wondering if she was doing
this

right. Her hands felt clunmsy and rather too small. The occasional catches of
hi s

breath were not very informative, she thought, though once in a while his
hand

covered hers to squeeze sone silent suggestion. Was that gasp pl easure or
pai n?

H s apparent endurance for pain was a bit frightening, when she thought about
it. “Can | try your oil on ny hands?”

“Certainly! Although...this may be over rather quickly if you do.”

She hesitated. “Couldn’t we...do it agai n? Sonetine?”

“Ch yes. I'mvery renewabl e. Just not very fast. Not”-—-he sighed—as quick as
when | was younger, anyway. Though that’'s nostly been to ny advant age,
toni ght.”

And mine. Hi s patience hunbled her. “Well, then..

The oil made her hands slip and slide in ways that intrigued her and seened
to

pl ease him too. She grew nore daring. That, for exanple, made himjerk, no,
convul se, nmuch as he’d done to her a while ago

“Brave Spark!” he gasped.

“I's that good?”

“Yes..!

“Figured if you thought it would please nme, it m ght be sonething that

pl eased

you, too.”

“Clever girl,” he crooned, his eyes closing again.

She chilled. “Please don't make fun of ne.”

H s eyes opened, and his brows drew in; he raised his head fromthe pill ow
and

frowned down over his torso at her. “Wasn’t. You have one of the hungriest

m nds

it’s ever been ny pleasure to nmeet. You may have been starved of information
but your wits are as sharp as a bl ade.”

She caught her breath, lest it escape as a sudden surprised sob. Hi s words
coul d

not be true, but oh they sounded so nice to hear

At her shocked | ook, he added a little inpatiently, “Come, child, you can't
be

that bright and not know it.”

“Papa said | must be a fool to ask so many questions all the tinme.”

“Never that.” His head tilted, and his eyes took on that uncanny inward | ook
“There’s a deep, dark place in your ground just there. Mjor fissure and

bl ockage. |...it’s not going to be the work of an hour to find the bottom of
t hat
one, |I'mafraid.”

She gul ped. “Then let’s set it aside with the rest of the stones, for now
[t 11

wait.” She bent her head. “I’m neglecting you.”
“I won’t argue with that.."
Tongues, she discovered, worked like fingers on fellows quite as well, if

differently, as they worked on | adies. Well, then. What woul d happen if she
did

this and also this and that at the same tine...

She found out. It was fascinating to watch. Even fromthe oblique angl e of
Vi ew



down here she could see his expression grow so inward it m ght have been a
trance. For a nonment, she wondered if levitation were a Lakewal ker mnagi ca
skill, for he seenmed about to rise off the bed.

“Are you all right?” she asked anxiously, when his body stopped shudderi ng.
“Your forehead got all winkled up funny there for a nminute, when your, um
back

curved up like that.”

H s hand waved while he regained his breath; his eyes stayed squeezed shut,
but

finally opened again. “Sorry, what? Sorry. Was waiting for all those white
sparks on the insides of ny eyelids to finish exploding. That wasn’t
somet hi ng

to mss.”

“Does that often happen?”

“No. No, indeed.”

“Are you all right?” she repeated

Hs grinlit his face like a streak of fire. “All right? | think I'm
downri ght

astoundi ng.” From an angle of attack that would seemto allow at best, a
wal | ow, he lunged up and wapped both arns around her, and dragged her back
down

to his chest, heedless of the ness they’d made. It was his turn to kiss her
face

all over. Laughter turned to accidental touching, to—

“Dag, you're ticklish.”

“No, I'mnot. O only in certain aiee!” Wien he got his breath back, he
added,

“You're fiendish, Spark. | like that in a woman. Gods. | haven't |aughed this
much in...1 can't remenber.”

“I like how you giggle.”

“I was not giggling. That would be undignified in a man of ny years.”

“What was that noise, then?”

“Chortling. Yes, definitely. Chortling.”

“Well,” she decided, “it |ooks good on you. Everything | ooks good on you.”
She

sat up on her el bow and | et her gaze travel the long route down his body and
back. “Nothing | ooks good on you, too. It’'s nmost unfair.”

“Ch, as if you aren't sitting there |ooking, |ooking..

“What ?” she breathed, sinking back into his grip.

“Naked. Edible. Beautiful. Like spring rain and star fire.”

He drew her in again; their kisses grew |longer, lazier. Sleepier. He nmade a
great effort, and reached out and turned off the lanp. Soft summer-night air
stirred the curtains. He flung the sheet up and let it settle over them She
cuddled into his arm pressing her ear to his chest, and cl osed her eyes.

To the ends of the world, she thought, nelting into deeper darkness.

Chapter 12

Dag spent the radi ant sunmmer dawn proving beyond doubt to Fawn that her | ast
night's first-in-a-lifetime experience needn’'t be a once-in-a-lifetine
experi ence. Wen they woke fromthe ensuing sated nap, it was m dnorning. Dag

seriously considered the nerits of lying lowtill the patrols had taken their
pl anned departure, but unexpectedly sharp hunger drove both himand Fawn to
rise, wash, dress, and go see if breakfast was still to be had downstairs.

Fawn entered the staircase ahead of Dag and turned sideways to let Utau
clunmping up to collect nore gear to | oad, pass her by. Dag smiled brightly at
his sonmetinme-linker. Utau' s head cranked over his shoul der in astonishnent,
and

he wal ked into the far wall with a nmuffled thud, righted hinself, and wheel ed



to

stare. Prudently deciding to ignore that, Dag foll owed Fawn before Utau coul d
speak. Dag suspected he needed to get better control of his stretching nouth,
as

wel | as of his sparking ground. A responsible, mature, respected patroller
shoul d not wal k about grinning and glow ng |like sone denentedly carved
punpki n.

It was like to frighten the horses.

Mari’'s patrol was slated to ride north and pick up their pattern again where
it

had been broken off al nmbst two weeks ago by the call for aid. Wth his
patrol’s

purse newy topped off by the G assforgers, Chato planned to continue on his
m ssion to purchase horses fromthe |limestone country south of the Gace. He
woul d be slowed on the first leg by a wagon to carry Saun and Reel a, neither
quite ready to ride yet; the pair were to finish conval escing at a Lakewal ker
canp that controlled a ferry crossing down on the river, and be picked up
again

on the return journey. Both patrols had planned their removals for the crack
of

noon, a nerciful hour. Dag sensed Chato’s noderating influence at work. Mari
was

perfectly capable of ordering a dawn departure after a bow down, then
conceal i ng

her evil hilarity behind a rod-straight face as her bleary troop stunbled
out .

Mari was far and away Dag’s favorite relative, but that was a pretty |ow
fence

to get over, and he prayed to the absent gods that he m ght avoid her

al t oget her

t hi s morni ng.

After breakfast Dag hel ped lug the | ast of Saun’s gear to the wagon, and

t ur ned

to find his prayers, as usual, unanswered. Mari stood hol ding the reins of
her

horse, staring at himin nmute exasperation

He let his eyebrows rise, trying desperately not to smle. O worse, chortle.
“What ?”

She drew a long breath, but then just let it out. “Besotted fool. There’'s no
nore use trying to talk to you this nmorning than to those twittering wens in

that el macross the yard. | said ny piece. I'll see you back in canp in a few
weeks. Maybe the novelty will have worn off by then, and you' |l have your
wits

back, | don’'t know. You can do your own blighted explaining to Fairbolt, is
al |

| can say.”

Dag’' s back straightened. “That | will.”

“Eh!” She turned to gather her reins, but then turned back, seriousness

repl aci ng the aggravation in her eyes. “Be careful of yourself in farner
country, Dag.”

He woul d have preferred a tart dressing-down to this true concern, against
whi ch

he had no defense. “1’m al ways careful .’

“Not so’s | ever noticed,” she said dryly. Silently, Dag offered her a |leg
up,

whi ch she accepted with a nod, settling in her saddle with a tired sigh. She
was

growi ng thinner, he thought, these |last couple of years. He gave her a snile
of

farewell, but it only nade her |ean on her pomrmel and | ower her voice to him



“I"ve seen you in a score of mpods, including foul. |I’'ve never before seen
you

so plain happy. Enough to nmake an ol d woman weep, you are...Take care of that
little girl, too, then.”

“I plan to.”

“Huh. Do you, now.” She shook her head and clucked her horse forward, and Dag
bel atedly recalled his last statement to her on the subject of plans.

But he could al nost watch hinmself being displaced in her head with the
hundr ed

details a patrol |eader on duty must track—as well he renmenbered. Her gaze
turned to sweep over the rest of her charges, checking their gear, their

hor ses,

their faces; judging their readiness, finding it enough to go on with. This
day.

Agai n.

Fawn had been hel ping Reel a, apparently one of the several dozen people, or
so

it seemed to Dag, that Fawn had nmanaged to make friends of in this past week.
The two young woren bade each ot her cheery good-byes, and Fawn popped down
of f

t he wagon to come stand with himas he watched his patrol formup and trot

out

t hrough the gateway. At least as nany riders gave a parting wave to her as to
him In a few mnutes, Chato’s patrol too nounted up and wheel ed out, at a

sl ower pace for the runbling wagon. Saun waved as enthusiastic a farewell as
hi s

injuries permtted. Silence settled in the stable yard.

Dag si ghed, caught as usual between relief to be rid of the whol e nmaddeni ng

| ot

of them and the disconcerting |oneliness that always set in when he was
parted

fromhis people. He told hinmself that it nade no sense to be shaken by both
feelings simultaneously. Anyway, there were nore practical reasons to be wary
when one was the only Lakewal ker in a townful of farmers, and he struggled to
wrap his usual guarded courtesy back about hinmself. Except now with Fawn al so
i nsi de.

The horse boys di sbhanded toward the tack roomor the back door to the

ki t chen,

wal king slowy in the humdity and chatting with each ot her

“Your patrollers weren't so bad,” said Fawn, staring thoughtfully out the
gate.

“I didn't think they' d accept nme, but they did.”

“This is patrol. Canmp is different,” said Dag absently.

“ |_b\,\p”

“Eh.” Weak platitudes rose to his nmind, Time will tell, Don’t borrow trouble.
“You'll see.” He felt curiously loath to explain to her, on this bright
nor ni ng,

why his personal war on nalices wasn’'t the sole reason that he vol unt eered
for

nore extra duty than any other patroller in Hi ckory Lake Canp. His record had
been seventeen straight nonths in the field without returning there, though
he' d

had to switch patrols several tines to do it.

“Must we | eave today, too?” asked Fawn.

Dag cane to hinself with a start and wapped his arm around her, snugging her
to

his hip. “No, in fact. It’s a two-day hard ride to Lunpton from here, but

we' ve

no need to ride hard. W can nake an easy start tonorrow, take it in gentle
stages.” O even later, the seductive thought occurred.



“I was wondering if | ought to give ny roomback to the hotel. Since I’ m not
really a patroller and all.”
“What ? No! That roomis yours for as long as you want it, Spark!” Dag said

i ndi gnantly.

“Un well, that's sort of the point, | thought.” She bit her lip, but her
eyes,

he realized, were sparkling. “lI was wondering if | could sleep in with you?
For ...

frugality.”

“OfF course, frugality! Yes, that's the thing. You are a thoughtful girl,
Spark.”

She cast hima nerry smrk. She flashed an entrancing di npl e when she
sm rked
whi ch made his heart nelt like a block of butter left in the sumer sun. She

said, “I’"ll go nove ny things.”
He followed, feeling as utterly scatter-witted as Mari had accused hi m of
bei ng.

He could not, could not run up and down the streets of G assforge, |eaping
and
shouting to the blue sky and the entire popul ati on, She says | make her eyes

happy!
He really wanted to, though

They did not |eave the next day, for it was raining. Nor the next either, for
rain threatened then, too. On the foll ow ng norning, Dag declared Fawn too
sore

fromthe previous night’'s successfully concluded bed experinments to ride
confortably, although by m dafternoon she was hoppi ng around as happily as a
flea and he was linping as the pulled nuscle in his back seized up. Wich

provi ded the next day’'s excuse for lingering, as well. He pictured the
conversation with Fairbolt, Wy are you |late, Dag? Sorry, sir, | crippled
nysel f

maki ng passionate love to a farmer girl. Yeah, that’'d go over well.
Wat chi ng Fawn di scover the delights that her own body coul d provide her was
an

enchantnent to Dag as endl essly beguiling as water lilies. He had to cast his
m nd far back for conparisons, as he’'d made those discoveries at a nuch
younger

age. He could indeed renenber being a little crazed with it all for a while.
He

found he really didn't need to rack his brains to provide variety in his

| overraki ng, for she was still overwhel med by the marvel of repeatability. So
he

probably hadn’t created anything he couldn’t handle, quite.

Dag al so discovered in hinself a previously unsuspected weakness for foot
rubs.

If ever Fawn wanted to fix himin one place, she didn't need to hog-tie him
with

ropes; when her small firm hands worked their way down past his ankles, he
slunped li ke a man pol eaxed and just lay there paralyzed, trying not to droo
too unattractively into his pillow In those nonents, never getting out of
bed

again for the rest of his Iife seened the very definition of paradise. As

| ong

as Spark was in the bed with him

The short summer nights filled themsel ves, but Dag was unsettled by how
swiftly

the I ong days also slipped by. A gentle ride out for Fawn to try her new nmare
and riding trousers, with a picnic by the river, turned into an afternoon
under



a curtaining willowtree that lasted till sundown. Sassa the Horseford

ki nsman

popped up again, and Dag found in Fawn an apparently bottom ess appetite for
tours of dassforge crafters. Her endless curiosity and passion for questions
was by no nmeans limted to patrollers and sex, flattering as that had been
but

seened to extend to the whole wide world. Sassa’s willing, nay, proud escort
and

array of famly connections guided themthrough the conpl ex back prem ses of
a

brick burner, a silversmth, a saddler, three kinds of mlls, a potter—awn
cast

a sinple pot under the woman’s ent husiastic tutel age, becom ng cheerfully
muddi ed—and a repeat of the visit to Sassa’s own gl assworks, because Dag had
mssed it before on account of being up to his waist in swanp.

Dag at first nustered a nere polite interest—he seldom paid close attention
anynore to the details of anything he wasn't being asked to track and

sl ay—but

found hinmself drawn in along the trail of Fawn’s fascination. Wth studied
and

sweating intensity, the glass workers brought together sand and fire and
meticulous timng to effect transformations of the very ground of their
materials into fragile, frozen brilliance. This is farnmer magic, and they
don’ t

even realize it, Dag thought, completely taken by their system of bl ow ng

gl ass

into nolds to make rapid, reliable replicas. Sassa gave to Fawn a bow t hat
she

had seen bei ng made the other day, now anneal ed, and she determi ned to take
it

hone to her nother. Dag was doubtful about getting it to West Blue intact in
a

saddl ebag, but Sassa provided a slat box padded with straw and hope. Wi ch
was

going to be bul ky and awkward; Dag steeled hinself to deal with it.

Later, Fawn unpacked the bowl to set on the table beside their bed to catch
t he

evening light. Dag sat on the bed and stared with nearly equal interest at

t he

way the patterns pressed into it nade wavering rai nbows.

“Al'l things have grounds, except where a nmalice has drained them” he
conmment ed.

“The grounds of living things are always nmoving and changi ng, but even rocks
have a sort of |low, steady hum Wen Sassa made that batch of glass and cast
it,

it was alnost as if its ground cane alive, it transformed so. Now it’'s becone
still again, but changed. It's like it”—his hand reached out as if grasping
for

the right word—=sings a brighter tune.”

Fawn stood back with her hands on her hips and gave hima slightly frustrated
| ook; as if, for all her questions, he walked in a place she could not follow.
“So,” she said slowy, “if things nove their grounds, can pushing on grounds
nove t hi ngs?”

Dag blinked in faint shock. Was it chance or keen | ogic that brought her
guestion so close to the heart of Lakewal ker secrets? He hesitated. “That’'s
t he

theory,” he said at last. “But would you like to see how a Lakewal ker woul d
nove

the ground in that bow fromone side of the table to the other?”

Her eyes wi dened. “Show ne!”



Gravely, he | eaned over, reached out with his hand, and shoved the bow about
si X inches.

“Dag!” Fawn wailed in exasperation. “I thought you were going to show ne

magi c.”

He grinned briefly, although nostly because he could scarcely | ook at her and
not smle. “Trying to nove anything through its ground is |ike pushing on the
short end of a long lever. It’'s always easier to do it by hand. A though it’s
said.” He hesitated again. “It’s said the old sorcerer-lords |inked together
in

groups to do their greater magics. Like matching grounds for healing, or a

| overs’ groundl ock, only with sone |ost difference.”

“Don’t you do that now?”

“No. W& are too reduced—rmybe our bl oodlines were adulterated in the dark
tines,

no one knows. Anyway, it’s forbidden.”

“I mean for your pattern wal king.”

“That’s just sinple perception. Like the difference between feeling with your
hand and pushing with your hand, perhaps.”

“Why i s pushing forbidden? O was that |linking up in bunches to push that’s
not

al | owed?”

He shoul d have known that the last remark would elicit nore questions.

Thr owi ng

one fact to Fawn was |like throw ng one piece of neat to a pack of starving
dogs;

it just caused a riot. “Bad experiences,” he replied in a quelling tone. Al
right, by the pursing of her lips and winkling of her brow, quelling wasn't
going to work; try for distraction. “Let ne tell you, though, not a patroller
up

Luthlia way survives the | ake country w thout | earning how to bounce
nosqui t oes

t hrough their grounds. Ferocious little pests—they' ||l drain you dry, they
will.”

“You use magic to repel nosquitoes!” she said, sounding as though she

coul dn’ t

deci de whether to be inpressed or offended. “W just have recipes for
horri bl e

stuff to rub on our skins. Once you know what's in them you’d al nost rather
be

bit.”

He snickered, then sighed. “They say we are a fallen folk, and | for one
bel i eve

it. The ancient lords built great cities, ships, and roads, transfornmed their
bodi es, sought |ongevity, and brought the whole world crashing down at the

| ast.

Though | suspect it was a really good run for a while, till then. Me— bounce
nmosqui toes. Ch, and | can sumon and di sniss ny horse, once | get himtrained
up

toit. And help settle another’s hurting body, if I'’mlucky. And see the
wor | d

doubl e, down to the ground. That's about it for Dag magic, |I'mafraid.”

Her eyes lifted to his face. “And kill malices,” she said slowy.

“Aye. That mainly.”

He reached for her, swallow ng her next question with a kiss.

It took the better part of a week for Dag’'s boat anchor of a conscience to
drag

hi m out of the clouds and back onto the road. He wi shed he could just
jettison

t he blighted deadwei ght. But one norning he turned back from shaving to find



Fawn, hal f-dressed and with her bedroll open on the bed, frowning down at the
sharing knife that |ay there.

He cane and wapped her in his arnms, her bare back to his bare torso.

“It’s time, | guess,” she said.

“l guess so, too.” He sighed. “Not that you couldn’t count mny unused
canp-time

by years, but Mari gave ne leave to solve the nmystery of that thing, not to
linger here in this brick-and-cl apboard paradi se. The hirelings have been
gi vi ng

me squinty | ooks for days.”

“They’ ve been real nice to nme,” she observed accurately.

“You're good at finding friends.” In fact, everyone fromthe cooks,
scul |'i ons,

chanber mai ds, and horse boys up to the owner and his wi fe had grown downri ght
def ensi ve of Fawn, farmer heroine as she was. To the point where Dag
suspect ed

that if she demanded, Throw this lanky fellow into the street! he’d shortly
find

hinself sitting in the dust clutching his saddl ebags. The d assforgers who
wor ked here were used to patrollers and their odd ways with each other, but
it

was cl ear enough to Dag that they just barely tolerated this m smatch, and
t hat

only for the sake of Fawn’s obvious delight. Ot her patrons now drifting in,
drovers and drivers and traveling fam lies and boatmen up fromthe river to
secure cargoes, |ooked askance at the odd pair, and even nore askance after
col l ecting whatever garbl ed gossip was circul ati ng about them

Dag wondered how askance he woul d be | ooked at in West Blue. Fawn had
gradual l'y

grown reconciled to the planned stop at her honme, partly fromguilt at his
wor d

pi cture of her parents’ probable anxiety, and partly by his pledge not to
abandon her there. It was the only promi se she’'d ever asked himto repeat.
He dropped a kiss on the top of her head, letting his finger snake around and
drift over the healing wounds on her |eft cheek. “Your bruises are fadi ng now
I

figure if | bring you back to your famly claimng to be your protector

it' Il

be more convincing if you don’t look |like you just lost a drunken braw .”
Her lips twitched up as she caught his hand and kissed it, but then her
fingers

drifted to the nalice marks on her neck. “Except for these.”

“Don’t pick.”

“They itch. Are they ever going to drop off? The other scabs did already.”
“Soon enough, | judge. It’Il |eave these deep bitter-red dents underneath for
a

time, but they' Il fade alnost |ike other scars. They'll turn silvery when
they're old.”

“Ch—that |ong shiny groove on your leg that starts behind your knee and goes
around up your thigh-was that a malice-claw ng, then?” She had mapped every
mar k

upon himas assiduously as a pattern-grid surveyor, these past days and

ni ghts,

and dermanded annotations for nost of them too.

“Just a touch. | got away, and ny linker put his knife in a nmonment |ater.”
She turned to hug himaround the waist. “I'mglad it didn’t grab any higher,”

she said seriously.
Dag choked a laugh. “Me too, Spark!”

They were on the straight road north by noon



They rode slowy, in part for their dual disinclination for their

desti nati ons,

but nostly because of the dog-breath humidity that had set in after the | ast
rain. The horses pl odded beneath a brassy sun. Their riders tal ked or fel
silent with, it seened to Dag, equal ease. They spent the next

af t er noon—ai ny

again—+n the loft of the barn at the well-house where they'd first glinpsed
each

other, picnicking on farmfare and listening to the soothing sounds of the

dr ops

on the roof and the horses chanmpi ng hay below, didn't notice when the storm
stopped, and lingered there overnight.

The next day was brighter and clearer, the hot white haze bl owmn away east,
and

they reluctantly rode on. On the fifth night of the two-day ride they stopped
a

short leg from Lunpton Market to canp one last tine. Fawn had figured an
early

start from Lunpton would bring themto West Blue before dark. It was hard for
Dag to guess what woul d happen then, though her slowy unfolding tales of her
famly had at | east given hima better sense of who he woul d encounter.

They found a canpsite by a wi nding creek, out of view of the road, beneath a
scattered stand of |eatherpod trees. Later in the fall, the seed-pods would
hang

down beneath the big spade-shaped | eaves |ike hundreds of |eather straps, but
now the trees were in full bloom Spikes stood up fromcrowns of |eaves with
dozens of linen-white blossons the size of egg cups clustered on them

br eat hi ng
sweet perfunme into the evening air. As the noonless night fell, fireflies
rose

up along the creek and fromthe neadow beyond it, twinkling in the nist.
Beneat h

the | eatherpod tree, the shadows grew bl ack.

“Wsh | could see you better,” Fawn nurnured, as they lay down across their
conbi ned bl ankets and comrenced a desultory fiddling with each other’s
but t ons.

No one wanted a bl anket atop, in this heat.

“Hm” Dag sat up on one el bow and snmiled in the dark. “Gve ne a mnute,
Spar k,

and | mght be able to do sonething about that.”

“No, don’t put nore wood on the fire. ‘S too hot now ”

“Wasn't going to. Just wait and see. In fact, close your eyes.”

He extended his groundsense to its full range and found no nenace for a mle
just the small nesting life of the grass: mice and shrews and rabbits and

sl eepy

meadow ar ks; above, a few fluttering bats, and the silent ghostly passage of
an

ow. He drew his net finer still, filling it with tinier life. Not a bounce
but

a persuasion...yes. This still worked. The tree began to throng with his
invited

visitors, nore and nore. Beside him Fawn’'s face slowy energed fromthe

gl oom

as though rising fromdeep water

“Can | open themyet?” she asked, her eyes dutifully scrunched up

“Just a nonment nore...yes. Now.”

He kept his eyes on her face as she | ooked up, so as not to mss the best
wonder

of all. Her eyes opened, then shot wi de; her |ips parted in a gasp.

Above them the |eatherpod tree was filled wi th hundreds, perhaps thousands,



of #+n Dag’ s wi de-open perception, slightly bewi | dered—fireflies, so dense the
lighter branches bent with their |oad. Many of themcraw ed inside the white
bl ossonms, and when they lit, the clusters of petal cups glowed like pale

| anterns. The cool, shadow ess radi ance bathed them both. Her breath drew in.
“Ch,” she said, rising on one el bow and staring upward. “On..

“Wait. | can do nore.” He concentrated, and drew down a | anbent swirl of

i nsects

to spiral around and land in her dark hair, lighting it |like a coronet of
candl es.

“Dag...!” She gave a wild laugh, half delight, half indignation, her hands
rising

to gently prod her curls. “You put bugs in ny hair!”

“l happen to know you |ike bugs.”

“l do,” she admitted fairly. “Some kinds, anyhow But how...? Did you learn to
do

this up in the woods of Luthlia, too?”

“No, actually. | learned it in canp, back when ny groundsense first came in—
was about twelve, | guess. The children learn it fromeach other; no adult
ever

teaches it, but | think nost everyone knows how to catch fireflies this way.
Ve

just forget. Grow up and get busy and all. Though I admit, | never collected
nore than a handful at one tine before.”

She was smiling helplessly. “It’'s a bit eerie. But | like it. Not sure about
t he

hai r—eh! Dag, they’'re tickling ny ears!”

“Lucky bugs.” He leaned in and bl ew off the wanderers fromthe curve of her
ear,

ki ssing the tickle away. “You should be crowned with light like the rising
nmoon. ”

“Well,” she said, in a gruff little voice, and sniffed. Her gaze traced the
bendi ng | antern-fl owers above, and returned to his face. “Wat do you want to
go

and do a thing like that for anyhow? I'malready as full of joy for you as ny
body can hold, and there you go and put nore in. Downright wasteful, | say.
It's

just going to spill over.” The light shinmered in her sw nmm ng eyes.

He pulled her up and across him and let the warm drops spatter across his
chest

like sumer rain. “Spill on me,” he whispered.

He rel eased her twinkling tiara and let the tiny creatures fly up into the
tree

again. In the scintillant glow, they nmade slow love till m dnight brought
sil ence and sl eep

Lumpt on Market was a smaller town than G assforge, but lively nonetheless. It
lay at the confluence of two rocky rivers, which flanked a | ong

shal e-and-1i nestone ridge running northward. Two ol d straight roads crossed
there, and it had surely been the site of a hinterland city when the | ords
ruled. As it was, nuch of the new town was made of ancient buil ding bl ocks

m ned

out of the encroachi ng woods, and dry-stone walls of both ordinary fieldstone
and nmuch |l ess identifiable rubble abounded around both outlying fields and
house

yards. Now that Dag’'s eye was alerted to it, however, he noticed a few newer,
finer houses on the outskirts built of brick. The bridges were tinmber,

recent,

and wi de and sturdy enough for big wagons.

The hostelry famliar and friendly to patrollers for which Dag was aimng |ay
on



the north side of Lunpton, so he and Fawn found thenselves in early afternoon
riding through the town square, where the day market was in full sw ng. Fawn
turned in her saddle, |ooking over the booths and carts and tarps as they
passed

around the edge of the busy scene.

“l have that glass bow for Mama,” she said. “I wish | had something to bring
Aunt Nattie. She hardly ever gets taken al ong when ny parents come down here.”
A

yearly ritual, Dag had been given to understand.

Aunt Nattie was Fawn’s nother’s nuch ol der sister, blind since a childhood

i nfection had stolen her sight at age ten. She had cone along with Fawn’'s

not her

when she’d nmarried years ago, in sone sort of dowy deal. Sem-invalid but

not

idle, she did all the spinning and weaving for the farm wth extra to sel

for

cash nmoney sonetinmes. And was the only nenber of her fam |y Fawn spoke of

wi t hout hi dden strain in her voice and ground.

oligingly, now that he understood her purpose, Dag foll owed Fawn’s gaze. One
woul d not, presunmably, carry food to a farm The cloth and clothing for sale,
new and used, |ikewi se would seemfoolish. H's eye ran over the nore

per manent

shops lining the square. “Tool s? Scissors, needles? Something for her weaving
or

sewi ng?”

“She has a lot of those.” Fawn sighed.

“Somet hing that gets used up, then. Dyes?” His voice faded in doubt. “Ah.

Li kel y

not .”

“Marma did nost of the coloring, though | do it nowadays. Wsh | could get her
somet hing just for her.” Her gaze narrowed. “Furs...?”

“Well, let’s | ook.” They disnobunted, and Fawn | ooked over the tarp where a
farmwnman of fered sone, in Dag’s expert view, rather inferior pelts; al
conmmon

| ocal beasts, raccoon and possum and deer hi de.
“l can get her sonething nuch better, later,”
grimace

of agreement Fawn gave over poking through the sad piles. They strolled
onward

side by side, |leading their horses.

Fawn st opped and wheel ed, |ips pursing, as they passed a narrow nedi ci ne shop
tucked between a shoermaker and a barber-toot hdrawer-scri be—+t was unclear if
t he

latter was all one man. The nedi ci ne shop had a broad wi ndow, with small
squar e

gl ass panes set in a bowed-out wooden frame to nake a larger view “l wonder
i f

they sell scent water |ike what your patroller girls found in d assforge?”

O oil, Dag could not help wondering. They could stand to restock for future
use, although the likelihood of imediate future use at the Bluefield

honest ead

seened renote. Whatever gratitude her famly mght feel for his bringing
their

only daughter back alive was unlikely to extend to letting them sl eep

t oget her

there. In any case, they tied their horses to one of the hitching rails
conveniently lining the cobbl estone sidewal k and went i nside.

The shop had four kinds of scent water but only plain oil, which nade Dag’s
sel ection i medi ate. He occupi ed hinmself | ooking over the shop’s actually

i mpressive stock of herbals, several of which he recognized as of high

Dag murmured, and with a



quality
and com ng from Lakewal ker sources, while Fawn nade herself redolent wth

happy

i ndeci sion. Her choice finally made, they waited while their small purchases
were wapped. O not so small in proportion to Fawn’s thin purse, Dag noted
as

she braced herself to trade out some of her few coins for the little | uxury.
Qut si de, Dag tucked the packets away in his saddl ebags and turned to give Fawn
a

leg up on the bay mare. She was standing staring at her saddle in dismy.

“My bedroll’s gone!” Her hand went to the dangling rawhide strings behind her
cantle. “Did it drop on the road? | know | tied it on better than..

H s hand foll owed hers, and his voice tightened. “These are cut. See, the
knot s

are still tied. Sneak thief.”

“Dag, the knife was in ny bedroll!” she gasped.

He snapped open his groundsense, flinching as it was battered by the uproar
pouring fromall the people nearby. He searched through the noise for a
faint,

fam liar chinme. Just..there. H s head canme up, and he | ooked al ong the square
to

where a slight figure was disappearing between two buildings, the roll cast
casual ly over his shoul der as though he owned it.

“I see it,” he said thickly. “Wait herel” H's |legs stretched as he foll owed
after, not quite running. Behind him he could hear Fawn demandi ng of
passersby,

D d you see anyone fooling around by our horses?

Dag tanped outrage down to annoyance, nostly at hinmself. If he' d been
traveling

t hrough here with a group of patrollers, soneone would al ways have been |eft
with the horses as a routine precaution. So what had made hi mdrop his guard?
Sone m spl aced sense of anonymity? The fact that if only he’'d bothered to

gl ance

out the wi ndow, he could have kept an eye on the horses hinself? If he'd |eft
hi s groundsense nore open, he m ght have picked up sone restive response from
Copperhead as a stranger came too near. Too |late, never nind

In an alley in back of the buildings he closed with his quarry. The boy was
crouched behind a woodpil e, and not alone; a nmuch | arger and ol der

conpani on—brot her, friend, thief-boss?knelt with himas they spread open the
bedrol|l to exanmine their prize.

The big man was saying disgustedly, “This is just sone girl’s clothes. Wy
didn’t you pinch those saddl ebags, you fool ?”

“That red brute of a horse tried to kick me, and people were |ooking,” the
boy

replied in a surly tone. “Wait, what’s that?”

The big man lifted the sharing knife sheath by its broken strap; the pouch
swung, and his hand went toward the bone hilt.

“Your death, if you touch it,” Dag snarled, coming up on them “I’'ll see to
that.”

The boy took one look at him yel ped, and sprang away, casting a panicked
gl ance

over his shoul der as he ran. The big man, his eyes w dening, shoved to his
feet,

hand closing on a stout log fromthe pile. It was plain that they were far
past

the point of |ame explanations and apol ogi es, sir, about m staken ownership,
even if the burly thief had possessed the wits and nerve to try to escape

t hat

way. He cane around al ready sw nging.

Dag flung up his armto protect his face froma bl ow that woul d have caved it



in. As it was, the oak | og connected with his forearmw th a sickening thud,
and

he was bashed by his own armplus-log so hard as to be knocked half off his
feet. Hot agony burst in his forearm No chance to go for his knife, but the
hook- and-spring presently attached to his left armcuff doubled as a weapon
of

no small menace; the big man ducked back in fright as Dag’'s return sw ng
grazed

his throat. Rapidly revising his chances agai nst this unexpected unhanded
reprisal —brighter than he | ooked?—the woul d-be thief dropped both knife pouch
and | og and gal |l oped after his snmaller partner.

Fawn and a party of three or four Lumpton |ocals rounded the corner as Dag
staggered upright again. Quietly, he flipped a corner of the blanket over the
| eat her pouch with a booted toe.

“Dag, are you all right?” Fawn cried in alarm “Your nose is bleeding!”

Dag could feel a wet trickle over his lip, and licked at it, unm stakable
iron

tang. He tried to raise his hand to touch his throbbing face but found it
woul d

not work properly. Drawing breath through his teeth in a long hiss at the
flaring pain, he searched his mnd for curses and found none strong enough
Hs

groundsense, turned in upon hinself, left himin no doubt. He wheel ed away,
bent

over, and spat blood and fury on the ground before turning back to her. “Nose
is

all right,” he nunbled in frustrated wath. “Right arm s broken. Blight it!”

Chapter 13

Their hostelry in Lunpton Market turned out to be an elderly inn just off the
straight road north fromtown. Fawn thought it a sad conedown fromthe fine
hotel in G assforge, for it was small and grubby, if not without a certain
air

of shabby confort. Further, it demanded cash noney even from patrollers. In
sumer, however, patrons were sent out back of the kitchen to eat their

di nners

on plank tables and benches under sone graceful old black wal nut trees
over | ooki ng the side road, much better than the dank common room Looking
around

curiously, Fawn saw no other Lakewal kers here tonight, just a quartet of
teansters at one table intent on their beer and, beyond them a farm couple
busy

with a pack of noisy young children. Even with his height, striking | ooks,
and

splinted armin a sling, Dag drew only brief stares, and Fawn felt
reassuringly

unnoticed in his shadow

Dag sl unped onto his bench with an understandably tired grunt, and Fawn slid
in

at his right. She plucked | oose the ties of the lunpy |eather wap he'd
directed

she bring fromhis saddl ebag, unrolling it to find it contained an array of
extra devices for his wist cuff. “Coodness, what are all these?”

“This and that. Experiments, or things | don’t use every day.” As she stared
in

bewi | dernment and hel d up a wooden bolt anchoring a curved and edged net al

pi ece

| ooking like a small stirrup, he added, “That’'s a scraper. | spend a |ot of



tine

in the evening scraping hides, out on patrol. Boring as all get out, but one
of

the first jobs | took on after | got the arm harness. Forced me to strengthen
the arm which was good when | took up the bow ”

The scul lion who doubl ed as servi ngwoman pl unked down rmugs of beer and
trotted

back inside. Wth hook and splinted hand, Dag clunsily reached, w nced, and
fell

back, and Fawn said, “Ah! The bonesetter told you not to try and use your
hand.

Five times when | was listening, and | don’t know how nmany nore while |I was
out

of the room | thought he was going to slap you at one point.” The man had
hardly needed Fawn’s encouragenment to bind Dag’s armwith quelling

t hor oughness,

havi ng taken the nmeasure of his aggravated patient very quickly. The barest
tips

of Dag’'s fingers stuck out beyond the cotton wappings. “You just keep it
down

in that sling there. W need to figure out how we’'re to get along with al
this.”

Hurriedly, she held the nug to his lips; he grimaced, but drank thirstily.
She

managed not to splash himtoo badly when he nodded he was done, and whi sked
her

handker chi ef from her pocket to overtake his right armup to nop his |ips.

“ And

i f you use your bandages for a napkin they’'re going to stink |ong before six
weeks are up, so don’t.”

He scow ed si deways at her, ferociously.

“And if you keep looking at ne like that, you' re going to nmake ne break out
in

giggles, and then you' Il be throw ng your boots at my head, and then where
will

we be?”

“No, | won’t,” he growmed. “I need you to get the blasted boots off in the
first

pl ace.”

But the corner of his nouth curled up nonethel ess. Fawn was so relieved she
got

up on one knee and kissed the curl, which made it curve up nore.

He vented a | ong, apologetic sigh for his touchiness. “Third fromthe left,
t here”—-he nodded to the | eather wap—should be a sort of fork-spoon thing.”
She pulled it out and examined it, an iron spoon with four short tines on the
tip. “Ah, clever.”

“I don't use it too often. A knife's usually better, if | have anything at

t he

tabl e but my hook or the social hand.” That [ast was Dag’s nane for the
wooden

hand-i n- gl ove, which seened to have little use but disguise anbng strangers,
and

not a very effective one at that.

Wth a slight clunk, Dag set his wooden cuff against the table edge. “Try
swapping it out.”

Dag’s nost comonly used device, the hook with the clever little spring
strip,

was set in tight. Fawn, leaning in, had to take a better grip before she was
able to twist it out. The eating tool replaced it nore readily. “Ch, that’'s
not



too hard.”

Their plates arrived, piled with carrots and mashed potatoes with cream gravy
and a generous portion of pork chops. After an exchange of silent | ooks—+awn
could see Dag working to keep his frayed tenmper—she | eaned over and
efficiently

cut his meat, leaving the rest to him The fork-spoon worked tolerably well,
although it did involve his extending his el bow awkwardly. Thoughtfully, she
kept the beer conming. It might just have been getting a good hot neal into
hi m

after a too-long day, but he slowy relaxed. The stout scullion then brought
t hi ck wedges of cherry pie, which threatened to push relaxation into sleep

ri ght

there on the benches.

Fawn said, “So...should we stay here and rest up tonmorrow, or push on and rest
at

West Blue? WIIl you be able to ride so far?” He had ridden fromthe
bonesetter’s, his reins wapped around his hook, but that had only been a
mile.

“I"ve done nore with worse. The powder will help.” He'd prudently picked up
what

he said was a Lakewal ker renmedy for pain fromthe nedicine shop before they’'d
left the town square. Fawn wasn’t sure if the faint glaze in his eyes was
from

the drug or the ache in his arm but on reflection, it was just as well the
nmedi cine didn’t work better, or there would be no sl owi ng himdown at all
Confirmng this, he stretched, and said, “I wouldn't nmind pushing on. There's
fol ks at Hi ckory Lake who can do things to help this heal faster.”

“I's it set all right?” she asked anxiously.

“Ch, yes. That bonesetter night have been a ham handed torturer, but he knew
hi s

trade. It’Il heal straight.”

Dag had call ed hi m nuch worse things than that during the setting, but the
fellow had just grinned, evidently used to colorful invective fromhis
patients.

Possi bly, Fawn thought, he collected the choice bits.

“I'f you don’t knock it around.” Fawn felt a little sick with anticipation of
her

honecomi ng. But if she had to do it at all, better to get it over with. Dag
clearly thought it her duty, the right thing to do; and not even for Stupid
Sunny and all her brothers put together would she risk Dag thinking her
craven.

Even if I am “All right. Wll ride on.”

Dag rubbed his chin with his left sleeve. “In that case, we’'d best get our
tal es

straight. | want to |l eave out the prinmed knife in front of your famly, just
as

we did for ny patrol all but Mari.”

That seenmed both fair and prudent. Fawn nodded.

“Anything else is up to you, but you have to tell ne what you want.”

She stared down at the red streaks and crunbs on her enpty plate. “They don't
know about me and Sunny. So they’'re going to be nad that | scared themfor
seem ngly nothing, running off |ike that.”

He | eaned over and touched his lips to a red dent in her neck where one of

t he

mal i ce scabs had finally flaked off. “Not for nothing, Spark.”

“Yeah, but they don’'t know rmuch about malices, either.”

“So,” he said slowy, as if feeling his way, “if your Sunny has ‘fessed up
you
wi Il have one situation, and if he hasn't, you’'ll have another.”

“He’s not ny Sunny,” Fawn said grunpily. “We were both real clear on that.”



“Hm Well, if you don't tell your folks why you really left, you'll have to
make

up sone lie. This creates a tension and darkness in your ground that weakens
a

person, in my experience. | really don't see why you feel any need to protect
Sunny. Seens to me he benefits nore fromyou keeping this secret than you do.
Fawn’ s eyebrows rose. “The shane of the thing goes on the girl. Used goods,

t hey

call you. You can’t get another suitor with good land, if word gets around
you're no virgin. Though...l think a lot of girls do anyhow, so you really
have

to wonder.”

“Farnmers, eh.” Dag pursed his lips. “Does the same apply to wi dows, then?
Real

ones, not grass ones.”

Fawn colored at this rem nder, though she had to smle alittle. “Ch, no.
W dows

are a whole different matter. Wdows, now..well, nobody can do as they

pl ease,

really, there mght be children, there m ght be no noney, but w dows hold
their

heads up fine and nake their own way. Better if they re not poor, to be sure.
“So, ah...do you hanker after a suitor with good | and, Spark?”

She sat up, startled. “OF course not! | want you.”

He cocked an eyebrow at her. “So why are you worrying about this, again?
Habi t ?”

“No!” She hesitated; her heart and voice fell. “1 suppose...| thought we were
a

m dsunmer dream | just keep trying real hard not to wake up. Stupid,

guess.

Sonmewher e, sometine...soneone will cone al ong who won’t |et nme keep you. Not
for

al ways.”

He | ooked away, through the deep shade of the wal nut trees and down the side
road where dust fromthe recent passage of a pony cart still hung golden in
t he

westering sun. “However difficult your famly is, mne is going to be worse,
and

| expect to stand up to them | won't lie, Spark; there are things that can
t ake

me fromyou, things | can't control. Death is al ways one.
thi nk of anything else right at the noment, though.”

She gave a short, shaken nod, turning her face into his shoulder till she got
her breath back.

He sighed. “Well, what you |l say to your people is not ny choice. It’'s

" He paused. “Can’t

yours.
But my reconmendation is to tell as much truth as you can, save for the knife
primng.”

“How wi || we explain ny going to your canp?”

“Your testinony to ny captain is required in the death of the malice. Wich
is

true. If they ask for nore, 1'll get up on ny tall horse and say it’'s

Lakewal ker

busi ness.”

Fawn shook her head. “They won't want to let nme go off with you.”

“W’ || see. You can’t plan other people’s actions; only your own. If you try,

you just end up facing the wong way for the trouble you actually get. Hey.”
He

bent down and ki ssed her hair. “If they chain you to the wall with iron bolts,
I



undertake to break you out.”

“Wth no hands?”

“I"’mvery ingenious. And if they don’t chain you, then you can wal k away. Al
it

takes is courage, and | know you have that.”

She smled, conforted, but admtted, “Not in ny heart, not really. They...I
don’ t

know how to explain this. They have ways of making ne smaller.”

“l don’t know how they’ |l be, but you are not the same as you were. One way
or

another, things will be different than you expect.”

Truly.

Exhaust ed, hurting, and uneasy, they did not make |ove that night, but held
each
other close in the stuffy inn chanmber. Sleep was slow in com ng.

The summer sun was again sl anting west when Fawn halted her nare and sat
staring

up the hill where a descending farmlane intersected the road. It had been a
twenty-mle ride fromLunpton Market, and Dag had to admit, if only to

hi nsel f,

that his right armwas swollen and aching nore than he cared for, and that
hi s

left, picking up an unaccustoned |oad, was not at its best either. They had
taken the straight road north along the spreading ridge between the rivers
for

alnost fifteen mles before turning west. Descending into the valley of the
western branch, they' d crossed at a stony ford before turning north once nore
along the winding river road. A shortcut, Fawn clainmed, to avoid doubling back
a

mle to the village of Wst Blue with its wagon bridge and nmill.

And now she was honme. Her ground was a conplicated swirl at the nmonment, but
it

hardly took groundsense to see that her forenost enotion was not joy.

He kneed his horse up next to hers. “I think 1'd Iike ny social hand, to
start,”

he mur nmur ed.

She nodded, and | eaned over to open his belt pouch and swap out his hook for
t he

| ess useful but less startling false hand. She paused to reconb her own hair
and

retie it in the curly horsetail with the bright ribbon, then stood up in her
stirrups to take the conb to himas well; he lowered his head for the, in his
unvoi ced opi nion, useless attenpt to nake himl ook his best. He perfectly
under st ood her determination to wal k back into her hone | ooki ng proud and
fine,

not beaten and bedraggl ed. He just wi shed for her sake that he could | ook
nor e

the part of a valiant protector instead of something the cat had dragged in.
You’' ve | ooked worse, old patroller. Go on.

Fawn swal | owed and turned Grace into the | ane, which wound up the slope for
al nrost a quarter mle, lined on both sides with the ubiquitous drystone
wal | s.

Past a grove of sugar maple, wal nut, and hickory trees, a dil apidated old
barn

appeared on the right, and a |l arger, newer barn on the |left. Above the new
barn

lay a couple of outbuildings, including a snokehouse; faint gray curls of
snoke

| eaked fromits eaves, and Dag’ s nose caught the pleasant tang of snol dering



hi ckory. A covered well sat at the top of the yard, and, on around to the
right,

the large ol d farnmhouse | ooned.

The central core of it was a two-story rectangl e of bl ocky yell ow sh stone,
with

a porch and front door in the mddle overlooking the river valley. On the far
north end, a single-story add-on | ooked as though it contained two roonms. On
t he

near end, an excavation was in progress, with piles of new stone waiting,
evidently an addition planned to match the other. On the west, another add-on
girdled with a |long, covered porch ran the length of the house, clearly the
ki tchen. No one was in sight.

“Suppertinme,” said Fawn. “They nust all be in the kitchen.”

“Ei ght people,” said Dag, whose groundsense |left himin no doubt.

Fawn took a long, long breath, and di snobunted. She tied both their horses to
t he

back porch rail and led Dag around to the steps. Her |ighter and his heavier
tread echoed briefly on the porch floor. Top and bottom hal ves of a double
door

were open wi de and hooked to bolts in the wall, but beyond them was anot her
lighter doorfrane with a gauze screen. Fawn pushed the screen door open and
slipped in, holding it for him He let his wooden hand rest briefly on her
shoul der before dropping it to his side.

At a long table filling nost of the right-hand half of the room eight people
turned and stared. Dag swiftly tried to match faces with the nanes and
stories

he’ d been given. Aunt Nattie could be instantly identified, a very short,

st out

worman with di sordered curly gray | ocks and eyes as m | ky as pearls, her head
now

cocked with listening. The four brothers were harder to sort, but he thought
he

could determne Fletch, bul ky and ol dest, Reed and Rush, the non-identica
twi ns, brown-haired and brown-eyed, and ash-haired and bl ue-eyed
respectively,

and Wiit, black-haired |ike Fawn, skinny, and youngest but for her. A plunp
young wonan seated next to Fletch defeated his tutorial. Fawn’s parents,
Sorre

and Tril Bluefield, were no hardship to identify, a graying man at the
table's

head who’ d stood up so fast his chair had banged over, and on the near end a
short, m ddl e-aged worman stunbling out of her seat shrieking.

Fawn’ s parents descended upon her in such a whirl of joy, relief, and rage

t hat

Dag had to close off his groundsense | est he be overwhel ned. The brothers,
behi nd, were nostly grinning with relief, and Aunt Nattie was asking
urgently,

“What? |Is that Fawn, you say? Told you she wasn’t dead! About tine!”

Fawn, her face nearly unreadabl e, endured bei ng hugged, kissed, and shaken in
equal measure; the danmpness in her blinking eyes was not, Dag thought, caught
only fromthe enotions around her. Dag stiffened a little when her father
after

huggi ng her off her feet, put her down and then threatened to beat her; but
while his paternal relief was very real, it seenmed his threats were not, for
Fawn didn't flinch in the |east fromthem

“Where have you been, girl?” her nother’s voice finally rose over the babble
to

dermand.

Fawn backed up a trifle, raised her chin, and said in a rush, “I went to

@ assforge to look for work, and | may have found sone too, but first | have



to

go with Dag, here, to Hickory Lake to help make his report to his captain
about

the blight bogle we killed.”

Her fam|ly gazed at Fawn as though she’'d started raving in a fever; Dag
suspected the only part they'd really caught was d assforge.

Fawn went on a bit breathlessly, before they could start up again, “Mana,
Papa,

this here is ny friend, Dag Redwi ng Hi ckory.
little

knee-di p, and pulled Dag forward. He nodded, trying to find some pleasantly
neutral expression for his face. “He's a Lakewal ker patroller.”

“How de’ do,” said Dag politely and generally.

A silence greeted this, and a ot nore staring, necks cranked back. Short
stature ran in Fawn’'s fanmly, evidently.

Confirmng Dag’s guess, Fawn’s nother, Tril, said, “d assforge? Wiy would you
want to go there to | ook for work? There's plenty of work right here!”

“Which you left on all of us,” Fletch put in unhelpfully.

“And woul dn’t Lunpton Market have been a lot closer?” said Wit in a tone of
judicious critique.

“Do you know how nuch trouble you caused, girl?” said Papa Bl uefield.

“Yeah,” said Reed, or maybe Rush—o, Rush, ash-headed, check—when you didn't
show for dinner market-day night, we figured you were out dawdling and
daydreanming in the woods as usual, but when you didn’t show by bedtine, Papa
made us all go out with torches and | ook and call. The barn, the privy, the
woods, down by the river—t would have saved a deal of stunbling around in

t he

dark and yelling if Mama had counted your clothes a day sooner!”

Fawn's lip had given an odd twitch at sonething in this, which Dag determ ned
to

She gave her characteristic

ask about later. “I amsorry you were troubled,” she said, in a carefully

forma

tone. “1 should have witten a note, so’'s you needn’t have worried |’d net
with

an accident.”

“How woul d that have hel ped for worrying, fool girl!” Fawn’s nother wept a
bi t

nore. “Thoughtl ess, selfish.”

“Papa made ne ride all the way to Aunt Wen's, in the idea you m ght have
gone

there, and he nmade Rush ride to Lunpton asking after you,” Reed said.

A spate nore of conplaint and venting fromall parties followed this. Fawn
endured w t hout argunent, and Dag held his tongue. The ill words were not il
meant, and Fawn, apparently a native speaker of this strange famly dialect,
seened to take themin their spirit and let the barbs roll off, nostly. Her
eyes

fl ashed resentnent only once, when the plunp girl beside Fletch chimed in
with

some support of one of his nore snappi sh cooments. But Fawn said only,
“Hel | o,

Clover. Nice to see you, too,” which reduced the girl to nonplussed silence.
Not abl y m ssing was any word about Sunny Sawran. So Fawn’s judgment on that
score was proven shrewd. Too early to guess at the consequences...

Dag was not sure how |l ong the uproar woul d have continued in this vein,
except

that Aunt Nattie |evered herself up, grasped a wal king stick, and stunped
around

the table to Fawn’s side. “Let ne see you, girl,” she said quietly, and Fawn
hugged her—the first hug Dag had seen going the other way—and let the blind
woman run her hands over her face. “Huh,” said Aunt Nattie. “Huh. Now



i ntroduce

me to your patroller friend. It’s been a long tine since |I’ve net a

Lakewal ker.”

“Dag,” said Fawn, reverting to her breathless, anxious formality, “This is ny
aunt Nattie that |’'ve told you about. She’d like to touch you, if that’s al
right.”

“Of course,” said Dag.

The little worman stunped nearer, reached up, and bounced her fingers
uncertainly

of f his collarbone. “Goodness, boy, where are you?”

“Say sonet hing,” Fawn whispered urgently.

“Um..up here, Aunt Nattie.”

Her hand went higher, to touch his chin; he obligingly bent his head. “Way up
there!” she marvel ed. The knobby, dry fingers brushed firmy over his
features

pausi ng at the slight heat of the bruises on his face from yesterday,

circling
hi s cheekbones and chin in inexplicable approval, tracing his Iips and
eyel i ds.

Dag realized with a slight shock that this woman possessed a rudi nentary
groundsense, possibly devel oped in the shadow of her |ifelong blindness, and
he

et his reach out to touch hers.

Her breath drew in. “Ah, Lakewal ker, right enough.”

“Mp’ am” Dag responded, not knowi ng what el se to say.

“CGood voice, too,” Nattie observed, Dag wasn’t sure who to. She stopped short
of

checking his teeth like a horse’s, although by this time Dag would scarcely
have

blinked at it. She felt down his body, her touch hesitating briefly at the
splints and sling; her eyebrows went up as she felt his arm harness through
hi s

shirt and briefly gripped his wooden hand. But she added only, “Ni ce deep
voi ce.”

“Have you eaten?” asked Tril Bluefield, and when Fawn expl ai ned no, they’'d
ridden all day from Lunpton, shifted to what Dag guessed was her nore nor mal
not herly node, driving a couple of her sons to set chairs and pl aces. She put
Fawn next to herself, and Fawn insisted Dag be placed on her own right, “On
account of | promised to help himout with his broken arm” They settled at
last. Clover, finally introduced as Fletch’s betrothed, was also drafted to
hel p, pl opping plates and cups of what snelled |like cider down in front of

t hem

Dag, by this time very thirsty, was npost interested in the drink. The food was
a

wel | - cooked stew, and Dag silently rejoiced at being confronted with
sonet hi ng

he coul d handl e by hinself, though he wondered who in the household had bad
teet h.

“The fork-spoon, | think,” he murmured in Fawn’s ear, and she nodded and
rummaged it out of his belt pouch

“What happened to your arnP” asked Rush, across fromthem

“Whi ch one?” asked Dag. And endured the inevitable nmonment of rustling,

crani ng,

and stunned stares as Fawn cal my unscrewed his hand and replaced it with the
nore useful tool. “Thank you, Spark. Drink?” He smiled down at her as she
lifted

the cup to his lips. It was fresh cider, very tart from new sumer appl es.
“ And

t hanks again.”

“You're wel cone, Dag.”



He |icked the spare drop off his lower lip, so she didn't have to chase it
with
her napkin, yet.

Rush finally found his voice, nore or less. “Er...1 was going to ask about
t he,
er, sling..

Fawn answered briskly, “A sneak thief at Lunpton Market lifted ny bedrol
yesterday. Dag got it back, but his armwas broken in the fight before the
t hi eves got scared and ran off. Dag gave a real good description to the
Lunpt on

fol ks, though, so they mght catch the fell ows.
“ So

| kind of owe himfor the arm”

“Ch,” said Rush. Reed and Wit stared across the table with renewed, if

daunt ed,

i nterest.

Tril Bluefield, |Iooking hungrily and now nore carefully at her restored
daughter, frowned and let her hand drift to Fawn's cheek where the four
paral | el

gouges were now paling pink scars. “What are those marks?”

She gl anced si del ong at Dag; he shrugged, Go on. She said, “That’'s where the
mud-man hit ne.”

“The what ?” said her nother, face screw ng up

“A...sort of bandit,” Fawn revised this. “Two bandits grabbed me off the road
near d assforge.”

“What ? What happened?” her not her gasped. The assorted brothers, too, sat up
on

Dag's right, he could feel Fletch tense.

“Not too nuch,” said Fawn. “They roughed me up, but Dag, who was tracking

t hem

canme up just then and, um Ran them off.” She gl anced at hi m again, and he

| owered his eyelids in thanks. He did not especially wish to begin his
acquai ntance with her famly with a listing of all the dead bodies he' d left
around d assforge, the human ones at |east. Far too nmany human ones, this

| ast

round. “That’s how we first met. Hi s patrol had been called to dassforge to
deal with the bandits and the blight bogle.”

Rush asked, “What happened to the bandits after that?”

Fawn turned to Dag, who answered sinply, “They were dealt with.” He applied
hinself to his stew, good plain farmfood, in the hope of avoiding further
expansi on on this subject.

Fawn’ s not her bent her head, eyes narrow ng; her hand went out again, this
tine

to the left side of Fawn's neck and the deep red dent and three ugly bl ack
scabs. “Then what are those nasty-I|ooking things?”

“Un..wel I, that was later.’

“What was |ater?”

In a desperately bright voice, Fawn replied, “That’s where the blight bogle
lifted me up. They make those sorts of marks—their touch is deadly. It was

Her jaw set just a trifle.

bi g.
How bi g, would you say, Dag? Eight feet tall, naybe?”
“Seven and a half, 1’'d guess,” he said blandly. “About four hundred pounds.

Though | didn't have the best vantage. O light.”

Reed said, in a tone of growi ng disbelief, “So what happened to this supposed
blight bogle, if it was so deadly?”

Fawn’ s | ook begged hel p, so Dag replied, “It was dealt with, too.”

“Go on, Fawn,” said Fletch scornfully. “You can’t expect us to swall ow your
tall

tal es!”

Dag let his voice go very soft. “Are you calling your sister a liar..sir?” He



let the and nme? hang in inplication.

Fletch’s thick brows winkled in honest bew | derment; he was not a man
sensitive

to inplication, either, Dag guessed. “She’s ny sister. | can call her anything
I

want !”

Dag drew breath, but Fawn whi spered, “Dag, let it go. It doesn't matter.”

He did not yet speak this famly dialect, he rem nded hinself. He had worried
about how to conceal the strange accident with the sharing knife; he’d not

i magi ned such feeble curiosity or outright disbelief. It was not in his
present

i nterest—or capacity—to bang Bl uefield heads together and bell ow, Your
sister’s

courage saved ny life, and dozens, maybe thousands, nore. Honor her! He |et

it

go and nodded for nore cider

Bl atantly changing the subject, Fawn asked C over after the progress of her
weddi ng plans, listening to the lengthy reply with well-feigned interest. The
addition in progress on the south end of the house, it appeared, was intended
for the soon-to-be-new yweds. The true purpose of the questi on—eanoufl age—was
reveal ed to Dag when Fawn added casual ly, “Anyone hear fromthe Sawrans since
Sar ee’ s weddi ng?”

“Not too nuch,” said Reed. “Sunny’s spent a lot of tine at his
brother-in-law s

pl ace, hel ping clear stunps fromthe new field.”

Fawn’ s not her gave her a narrow eyed look. “His mama tells me Sunny’s
bet r ot hed

to Violet Stonecrop as of midsumrer. Hope you' re not disappointed. | thought
you

m ght be getting kind of sweet on himat one point.”

Whit piped up, in a whiny, practiced brotherly chant, “Fawn is sweet on

Suh- nee,

Fawn i s sweet on Suh-nee..”

Dag cringed at the spate of deathly blackness that ran through Fawn’s ground.
He

does not know, he rem nded hinself. None of them do. Although he woul d not
have

cast bets on Tril Bluefield s unvoiced suspicions, because she now said in a
flat voice unlike any he’d yet heard from her, brooking no argunent, “Stop

t hat ,

VWhit. You' d think you were twelve.”

Dag could see the little ripple in Fawn's jaw as she unset her teeth. “Not
sweet

in the least. | think Violet deserves better.”

Whit | ooked di sappoi nted at not having drawn a nore spectacul ar rise out of
hi s

sister fromhis expert lure but, glancing at his nother, did not resune his
heckl i ng.

“Perhaps,” Dag suggested gently, “we should go see to Grace and Copperhead.”
“Who?” asked Rush

“Mss Bluefield s horse, and m ne. They’'ve been waiting patiently out there.”
“What ?” said Reed. “Fawn doesn’t have a horse!”

“Hey, Fawn, where’ d you get a horse?”

“Can | ride your horse?”

“No.” Fawn thrust back her chair. Dag rose nore quietly with her

“Where did you get a horse, Fawn?” asked Papa Bluefield curiously, staring
anew

at Dag.

Fawn stood very straight. “She was ny share for hel ping deal with the blight
bogl e. Which Fletch here doesn’'t believe in. |I nust have ridden all the way



from

d assforge on a wi sh horse, huh?”

She tossed her head and marched out. Dag cast a polite nod of farewell in the
general direction of the table, thought to add a spoken, “Good eveni ng, Aunt
Nattie,” and foll owed. Behind him he could hear her father’s grow, “Reed,
go

hel p your sister and that fellowwth their horses.” Wiich in fact |aunched a
general mgration of Bluefields onto the porch to exani ne the new horse.
Grace was exhaustively discussed. At |ast Dag swapped back for his hook and
| ed

his own horse in an escape to the old barn, where spare stalls were to be

f ound.

He |ingered | ooking over the stall partition, keeping a light contact with
hi s

groundsense so the gelding wouldn’t snake around and attenpt to savage Reed,
hi s

unfam |iar groom Copperhead was not named for his chestnut color, despite
appear ances. Wen both horses were at |ast safely rubbed down, watered, and
fed,

Dag wal ked back to the house through the sunset |light with Fawn, tenporarily
out

of earshot of the rest of her relations.

“Well,” she said under her breath, “that could have gone worse.”

“Real | y?” said Dag

“Real ly.”

“I"1'l take your word. Truth to tell, I'"'mfinding your fanmly a bit strange.
M

nearest kin don’t often Iike what | have to say, but they certainly hear what
I

have to say, and not sonething el se altogether.”

“They’'re better one at a time than in a bunch like that.”

“Hm So...what was that about narket-day night?”

“ \N]at ?”
“When Rush said they’d m ssed you narket-day night.”
“Ch. Not hing much. Except that | left market-day norning while it was stil

dar k. Wonder where they thought | was all day?”

A nunber of Bluefields had collected in the front parlor, including Aunt
Nattie,

now plying a drop spindle, and Fawmn’s nmot her. Dag set down his saddl ebags and
| et Fawn unpack her gifts. Fletch, about to escort his betrothed home to her
nearby farm paused to watch as well.

Tril held the sparkling glass bow up to the light of an oil lanp in

astoni shment. “You really did go to G assforge!”

Fawn, who had wobbl ed all evening between trying to put on a good show and
what

seened to Dag a nost unfamiliar silent shrinking, said only, “That’s what |
told

you, Mama.”

Fawn pressed the corked scent bottle into her aunt’s hands and urged her to
spl ash sone on her wists, which, smling agreeably, she did. “Very pretty,
lovie, but this sort of foolery is for courtin’ girls to entice their boys,
not

for lunpy old wonen |ike ne. Better you should give it to Clover.”

“That’s Fletcher’s job,” said Fawn, with a nore Spark-1ike edged grin at her
brother. “Anyhow, all sorts of folks wear it in d assforge—patroller nen and
women both, for sone.”

Reed, hovering, snorted at the idea of nmen wearing scent, but Nattie showed
willing and eased Dag’s heart by splashing a bit nore on both herself and her
younger sister Tril, and sone on Fawn as well. “There! Sweet of you to think
of



me, lovie.”

It was grow ng dark outside. The boys dispersed to various evening chores,
and

Cl over nade farewells to her prospective in-laws. The two young wonen, Fawn
and

Cl over, eyed each other a little stiffly as O over nmade nore congratul ati ons
on

Fawn's safe return, and Dag wondered anew at the strangeness of farner

cust ons.

A Lakewal ker only-girlchild woul d have been the chief inheritor of her
famly's

tent, but that position here was apparently held by Fletch; and not Fawn but
Cover would take Tril Bluefield s place as femal e head of this household in
due

time. Leaving Fawn to go...where?

“l suppose,” said Papa Bluefield a trifle grudgingly, “if your friend here has
a

bedroll, he could lay it in the loft. Keep an eye on his horse.”

“Don’t be daft, Sorrel,” Aunt Nattie spoke up unexpectedly. “The man can't
clinb

the loft |ladder with that broken arm”

“He needs to be close by ne, so’s | can help him” said Fawn firmy. “Dag can
lay his bedroll in Nattie' s weaving room”

“CGood idea, Fawn,” said Nattie cheerily.

Fawn slept in with her aunt; the boys shared roonms upstairs, as did their
parents. Papa Bl uefield | ooked as though he was thinking hard, suddenly,
about

the inplications of |eaving Fawn and Dag downstairs with a blind chaperone.
And

t hen—nevitabl y—ef the inplications of how long Dag and Fawn had been on the
road together. Did he know anything about his aging sister-in-law s
groundsense?

“I"1'l try harder not to cut your throat with your razor tonorrow, Dag,” Fawn
sai d.

“l"ve lost nore blood for |ess,” he assured her

“We should likely try to get on the road early.”

“What ?” said Papa Bl uefield, comng out of his frowning cogitation. “You're
not

goi ng anywhere, girl!”

She turned to him stiffening up tight. “I told you first thing, Papa. | have
an

obligation to give wtness.”

“Are you stupid, Fawn!”

Dag caught his breath at the hard black rip through Fawn’s ground; his eyes
went

to Nattie, but she gave no visible reaction, though her face was turned

t owar d

the pair.

Papa Bl uefield went on, “Your obligations are here, for all you ve run off
and

turned your back on themthis past nmonth! You' ve had enough gallivanting for
a

whil e, believe you ne!”

Dag interposed quietly and quite truthfully, “Actually, Spark, my arm s not

”

doing all that well tonight. I wouldn’'t mind a day or two to rest up.”
She turned anxi ous eyes up at him as if not sure whether she was hearing
support or betrayal. He gave her a small, reassuring nod.

Papa Bl uefield gave Dag a sideways | ook. “You d be welcome to go on, if you’ ve
a
need.”



“Papa!” snapped Fawn, gyrating back to something not strained show, but

bl azingly sincere. “The idea! Dag saved ny life three tines, twice at great
risk

to his own, once fromthe bandits, once fromthe nalice—+the bogl e—and once

agai n

the night after the bogle...hurt me, because | would have bled to death right
there in the woods if he hadn’'t helped nme. | will not have himturned out on
t he

road by hinself with two bad arms! For shame! Shame on this house if you
dare!”

She actual ly stanmped her foot; the parlor floor sounded Iike a drum

Papa Bl uefield had stepped backward. His wife was staring at Dag with eyes
wi de,

hol ding the glass bow tightly. Nattie..was amazingly hard to read, but she
had

a strange little smle on her I|ips.

“Ch.” Papa Bluefield cleared his throat. “You hadn’'t exactly made that plain,
Fawn.”

Fawn said wearily, “How could 1? No one would let nme finish a story w thout
telling me | must be making things up.”

Her father glanced at Dag. “He's a quiet one.”

Dag could not touch his tenple; he had to settle for a short nod. “Thinking.
Sir.”

“Are you, now?”

It was not, in the Bluefield household, apparently possible to finish a
debat e.

But when the squabbling finally died into assorted nunblings, drifting away
up

stairs or down halls in the dark, Dag ended up with his bedroll set down
besi de

Aunt Nattie's loom wth an inpressive pile of quilts and pillows arranged
for

his ease. He could hear the shortest two wonen of the family rustling around
in

t he bedroom beyond in | ow voiced preparation for bed, and then the creak of
t he

bed frames as they settled down.

Dag di sposed his throbbing armawkwardly, grateful for the pillows. Save for
t he

ni ght on the Horsefords’ kitchen floor, he had never slept inside a farnmer’s
house, certainly not as an invited guest, though his patrols had sonetimes
been

put up, by arrangenent, in farmers’ barns. This beat a drafty hayloft wth
snow

sifting in all hollow Before he’d met Fawn’s famly, he would scarcely have
under st ood why she would want to | eave such conforts.

He wasn’t sure if it was worse to be |oved yet not val ued than val ued but not
| oved, but surely it was better to be both. For the first time, he began to
think a farm s brightest treasure need not be furtively stolen; it mght be
honestly won. But the hopes forming in his mnd would have to wait on

t onor r ow

for their testing.

Chapter 14

The next norning passed quietly. To Fawn's eye Dag | ooked tired, noved

sl ow vy,

and said little, and she thought his armwas probably troubling himnore than
he



I et on. She found hersel f caught up, will or nil, in the never-ending rhythm
of

farm chores; cows took no holidays even for homecom ngs. She and Dag did take
a

wal k around the place in the mdnorning, and she pointed out the scenes and
sites fromher tales of childhood. But her guess about his armwas confirned
when, after lunch, he took some nore of the pain powder that had hel ped him
t hrough yesterday’s long ride. He slipped out—wordl essly—+to the front porch
overl ooking the river valley and sat |eaning agai nst the house wall, nursing
t he

arm and t hi nki ng...what ever he was thinking about all this. Fawn found herself
assigned to stirring apple butter in the kitchen, and while you are about it,
dear, why don’t you make up some pies for supper?

She was fluting the edge of the second one and reluctantly contenpl ating

buil ding up the fire under the hearth oven, which would nake the hot room
hot t er

still, when Dag cane in.
“Drink?” she guessed.
“Pl ease..!

She held the water ladle to his lips; when he’'d drained it, he added, “There’'s
a

young fellow who’s tethered his horse in your front woods. | believe he
i magi nes
he’s sneaking up the hill in secret. H's ground seens pretty unsettled, but I

don’t think he’s a house robber.”
“Did you see hin?” she asked, then halted, considering what an absurd

guestion
that sounded if you didn't know Dag. And then how well she had cone to know
Dag,

that it should fall so readily fromher 1ips.

“Just a glinpse.”

“Was he bright blond?”

“Yes.”

She sighed. “Sunny Sawman. 1’11 bet Cover told folks that |1’ m back, and he’'s
cone to see for hinmself if it's true.”

“Why not ride openly up the |ane?”

She flushed a little, not that he’d likely notice in this heat, and admitted,
“He used to sneak up to steal kisses fromnme that way, fromtime to time. He
was

afraid of ny brothers finding out, | think.”

“Well, he’s afraid of something.” He hesitated. “Do you want ne to stay?”

She tilted her head, frowning. “l better talk to himalone. He won't be

t rut hf ul

if he's in front of anyone.” She gl anced up uneasily at him “Maybe...don’t go

far?”

He nodded; she didn't seemto need to explain further. He stepped into Aunt
Natti e’ s weaving room flanking the kitchen, and set the door open. She heard
hi m dragging a chair behind it, and the creak of wood and possibly of Dag as
he

settled into it.

A few nonents later, footsteps sounded on the porch, attenpted tiptoe; they
paused outside the kitchen wi ndow above the drainboard. She stepped up and
stared wi thout pleasure at Sunny’s face, craning around and peering in. He

j erked back as he saw her, then whispered, “Are you al one?”

“For now.”

He nodded and ni pped in through the back door. She regarded him testing her
feelings. Strawgold hair still curled around his head in soft |ocks, his
eyes

were still bright blue, his skin fair and fine and sumer-flushed, his

shoul der s



broad, his muscular arms, tanned where his sleeves were rolled up, coated with
a

shi mer of gold hairs that had al ways seened to nmake himgleamin sunlight.
Hs

physi cal charm was unchanged, and she wondered how it was that she was now so
whol Iy unmoved by it, who had once trenbl ed beneath it in a wheatfield in
such

wild, flattered elation

H s daughter woul d have been a pretty girl. The thought twisted in her like a
kni fe, and she fought to set it aside.

“Where is everyone?” he asked cautiously, |ooking around again.

“Papa and the boys are up cutting hay, Mama is out giving the chickens a
dusting

with that antilice powder she got fromyour uncle, and Aunt Nattie s bad knee
hurt so she went to lie down after lunch.”

“Nattie’s blind, she won't see ne anyhow. Good.” He |ooned nearer, staring
hard

at her. No—ust at her belly. She resisted an inpulse to slunp and push it
out .

H s head cocked. “As little as you are, |'d have thought you d be popping out
by

now. Cl over sure would have bleated about it if she’ d noticed.”

“You talk to her?”

“Saw her at noon, down in the village.” He shifted restlessly. “It’s all the
talk there, you turning up again.” He turned again, scowing. “So, did you
cone

back to fuss at ne sone nore? It won't do you any good. |'mbetrothed to

Vi ol et

now. ’

“So | heard,” said Fawn, in a flat voice. “l actually hadn’t planned to see
you

at all. We wouldn’t have stayed on today except for Dag’'s broken arm?”

“Yeah, C over said you had some Lakewal ker fellow trailing you. Tall as a
flagpole, with one arm wooden and the other broke, who didn’t hardly say boo.
Sounds about usel ess. You been running around alone with himfor three or

f our

weeks, seemingly.” He wet his lips. “So, what’s your plan? Sw tching horses
in

the mddle of the river? Going to tell himthe baby is his and hope he can't
count too good?”

A cast-iron frying pan was sitting on the drainboard. Swmung in an appropriate
arc, it would just fit Sunny’s round face, Fawn thought through a red haze.

“ ’\b. ”

“I"'mnot playing your little gane, Fawn,” said Sunny tightly. “You won’t pin

this on me. | neant what | said.” H s hands were trenbling slightly. But

t hen,

so were hers.

Her voice went, if possible, even flatter. “Well, you can put your mnd and
your

nasty tongue to rest. | niscarried down near d assforge the day the blight
bogl e

nearly killed me. So there’s nothing left to pin on anyone, except bad
nmenories.”

H's breath of relief was visible and audi bl e; he squeezed his eyes shut with
it.

The tension in the roomseenmed to drop by half. She thought Sunny nust have
gone

into a flying panic when he’'d heard of her return, watching his confortable
little world teeter, and felt grimy reconpensed. Her world had been turned
upsi de down. But if she could now turn it back upright, nmake all her misery



not

have been, at the cost of losing all she'd I earned on the road to

A assforge—woul d she?

She coul d not, she thought, in all fairness judge Sunny for acting as though
hi s

daughter weren't real to him she' d scarcely seened real to Fawn a deal of

t he

time either, after all. She asked instead, “So where did you think I’'d gone?”
He shrugged. “1 thought at first you m ght have thrown yourself in the river.
Gave nme a turn, for a while.”

She tossed her head. “But not enough of one to do anything about it,
seemngly.”

“What woul d there have been to do at that point? It seened like the sort of
stupid thing you d do when you get a mad on. You always did have a tenper.
renmenber how your brothers’d get you so wound up you coul d scarcely breathe
for

scream ng, sonetines, till your pa' d tear his hair and cone beat you for
maki ng

such awful noise. Then the word got around that some of your clothes had gone
m ssing, which made it seemyou d run off, since not even you woul d take
three

changes to go drowni ng. Your folks all |ooked, but | guess not far enough.”
“You didn’t help look then, either, | take it.”

“Do I look stupid? | didn’t want to find you! You got yourself into this fix,
you coul d get yourself out.”

“Yeah, that's what | figured.” Fawn bit her |ip.

Sil ence. More staring.

Just go away, you awful lout. “I haven't forgotten what you said to ne that
ni ght, Sunny Sawman. You aren’t welcone in ny sight. In case you' d any doubt.”
He shrugged irritably. H's gol den brows drew together over his snub nose. “I
figured the blight bogle was a tall tale. Wat really happened?”

“Bogl es are real enough. One touched ne. Here and there.” She fingered her
neck

where the dents glowed an angry red, and, reluctantly, l|aid her pal mover her
belly. “Lakewal kers make special knives to kill malices—that’s their name for
bl i ght bogl es. Dag had one. Between us, we did for the bogle, but it was too
late for the child. It was alnost too late for the two of us, but not quite.”
“Ch, mmgic knives, now, as well as magic nonsters? Sure, | believe that. O
maybe sone of those secret Lakewal ker medicines did the job, and the rest is
a

nice tale to cover it, make you |l ook good in front of your famly, eh?” He
noved

cl oser to her. She noved back

“They don’t even know | was pregnant. | didn’t tell themthat part.” She drew
a

long breath. “Do you really care which, so long as it’'s not on you? Feh!” She
gri pped her hair, then drew her hands down hard over her face. “You know, |
really don’t give two pennies what you think as long as you go think it
somewhere el se.” Aunt Nattie had once remarked that the opposite of |ove was
not

hate, but indifference. Fawn felt she was beginning to see the point of that.
Sunny edged cl oser again; she could feel his breath stir the sweat-danpened
hairs on her neck. “So...have you been letting that patroller fell ow poke you?
Does your family know t hat?”

Fawn’s breath clogged in rage. She would not scream..“After a m scarriage?
You

got no brains at all, Sunny Sawran!”

He did hesitate at that, doubt flickering in his blue eyes.

“Besi des,” she went on, “you’re marrying Violet Stonecrop. Are you poking her
yet ?”



Hs |lips drew back in sonething like a snmle, except that it was devoid of

hunor. He stepped closer still. “lI was right. You are a little slut.” And
grinned in countertriunph at the fury she knew was reddeni ng her face. “Don’t
give me that scow ,” he added, lifting a hand to squeeze her breast. “l know
how

easy you are.”

Her fingers groped for the frying-pan handl e.

Long footsteps sounded fromthe weaving roony Sunny junped back hurriedly.
“Hell o, Spark,” said Dag. “Any nore of that cider around?”

“Sure, Dag,” she said, backing away from Sunny and escapi ng across the room
to

the crock on the shelf. She shifted the lid and drew a cup, willing her hands
to

st op shaki ng.

Sonehow, Dag was now standi ng between her and Sunny. “Caller?” he inquired
with

a nod at Sunny. Sunny | ooked as though he was furiously wondering whet her Dag
had just come in, if they had been overheard, and if the latter, how

i ncrimnatingly much

“This here’s Sunny Sawman,” said Fawn. “He’'s |eaving. Dag Redwi ng Hi ckory, a
Lakewal ker patroller. He's staying.”

Sunny, | ooki ng unaccustonmedly up, gave a wary nod. Dag | ooked back down

wi t hout

a whol e |l ot of expression one way or another

“Interestin’ to nmeet you at last, Sunny,” said Dag. “l’ve heard a | ot about
you.

Al true, seemngly.”

Sunny’ s mouth opened and cl osed—shocked that his slanderous threats had

fail ed

to silence Fawmn? Well, he had only his own mouth to blame now. He | ooked

t owar d

t he weavi ng room which had no other exit except into Nattie and Fawn's

bedr oom

and did not come up with a reply.

Dag continued coolly, “So...Sunny...has anyone ever offered to cut out your

t ongue

and feed it to you?”

Sunny swal | owed. “No.” He night have been trying for a bold tone, but it cane
out rather a croak

“I"'msurprised,” said Dag. He gently scratched the side of his nose with his
hook, a qui et warning, Fawn thought, if both unobserved and unheeded by Sunny.
“Are you trying to start sonething?” asked Sunny, recovering his belligerence.
“Alas.” Dag indicated his broken armw th a slight nmovenent of the sling.
“1711

have to take you up later.”

Sunny’ s eyes brightened as the apparent hel pl essness of the patroller dawned
on

him “Then maybe you d better keep a still tongue in your head till then
Lakewal ker. Ha! Only Fawn woul d be fool enough to pick a cripple for a

bul I yboy!”

Dag’'s eyes thinned to gold slits as Fawn cringed. In that same |evel, affable
tone, he nurnured, “Changed ny mind. 1'll take you up now. Spark, you said
this

fell ow was | eaving. Open the door for him would you?”

Pl ainly unabl e to inagi ne what Dag could possibly do to him Sunny set his
teeth, planted his |legs, and glowered. Dag stood quite still. Confused, Fawn
hastily set down the cup, slopping cider on the table; she swung the screen
door

inward and held it.

When Dag noved, his speed was shocki ng. She caught only a glinpse of him



swerving hal f-around Sunny, his leg com ng up hard behind Sunny’s knees, and
hi s

[ eft arm whi pping around with a wicked whir and glint of his hook. Suddenly
Sunny was flailing forward, nouth agape, lifted by Dag’s hook through the
seat

of his trousers. His feet churned but barely touched the floor; he | ooked
i ke

someone tunbling on ice. Three | ong Dag-strides, a loud ripping noise, and
Sunny

was sailing through the air in truth, headfirst all the way over the porch
boards to | and beyond the steps in an awkward heap, haunches up, face
scrapi ng

the dirt.

It was partly terrorized relief that Dag hadn’t just torn Sunny’s throat out
with his hook as calmy as he’d slain that nud-man, but Fawn burst into a
shri ek

of laughter. She clapped her hand across her nouth and stared at the
ridicul ously cheering sight of Sunny’s drawers flapping through the new vent
in

his britches.

Sunny tw sted around and gl ared up, his face flushing a dull, nottled red,

t hen

scranbled to his feet, fists clenching. Between the dirt and the curses
filling

his mouth his spluttering was nearly incoherent, but the general sense of

[ 11

get you, Lakewal ker! 1’11 get you both! cane through clearly enough, and
Fawn’ s

breath caught in new al arm

“Best bring a few friends,” Dag recomended dryly. “If you have any.” Aside
from

the flaring of his nostrils, he seemed barely w nded.

Sunny took two steps up onto the porch, but then veered back uncertainly as
t hat

hook cane quietly to the fore. Fawn darted for the frying pan. As Sunny
hover ed

in doubt, his head jerked up at a thunping and shuffling sounding fromthe
weavi ng roon-blind Aunt Nattie with her cane. She had risen from her nap at
last. Sunny stared wildly around, tripped backward down the steps, turned,
and

fled around the side of the house.

“You're right, Spark,” Dag said, closing the screen door again. “He doesn’'t
nmuch

care for witnesses. You can sort of see why.”

Natti e wandered into the kitchen. “Hello, Fawn, lovie. Hello, Dag. My, that
appl e butter snells good.” Her face turned, following the retreating

f oot st eps

roundi ng the house and fading. “Young fool,” she added reflectively. “Sunny
always thinks if | can't see him | can’t hear him You have to wonder,
really

you do.”

Fawn gul ped, dropped the pan on the table, and flew into Dag’'s enbrace. He
wrapped his left armaround her in a reassuring hug. Aunt Nattie s head
tilted

toward them a smile touching her lips. “Thank you kindly for that bit o
housecl eani ng, patroller.”

“My pleasure, Aunt Nattie. Here, now.” Dag folded Fawn cl oser. “For what it’'s
worth, Spark, he was nore afraid of you than you were of him” He added
reflectively, “Sort of like a snake, that way.”

She gave a shaken giggle, and his grip eased. “I was about to hit himwth



t he

frying pan, just before you came in.”

“Thought something like that m ght be up. | was having a few daydreans al ong
that line nyself.”

“Too bad you couldn’t really have cut his tongue out.” She paused. “Was that
a

joke or not? I'"mnot too sure sonetinmes about patroller hunor.”

“Eh,” he said, sounding faintly wistful. “Not, in any case, currently
practical .

Though | suppose I'mright glad to see Sunny doesn’'t believe any of those
ugly

runors about Lakewal kers being bl ack sorcerers.”

Her trenbling di mnished, but her brows pinched as she thought back. “1’'m so

gl ad you were there. Though I wi sh your armwasn't broken. Is it all right?”
She

touched the sling in worry.

“That wasn’'t especially good for it, but I haven't unset it. W’'re lucky for
your aunt Nattie and Sunny’s, ah, sudden shyness.”

She drew back to stare up at his serious face, her eyes questioning, and he
went

on, “See, despite whatever hog butchering he’s done, Sunny’s never been in a
lethal fight. 1’ve been in no other kind since | was younger than him He's
used

to puppy scraps, the sort you have with brothers or cousins or friends or, in
any case, folks you're going to have to go on living with. Age, weight,

yout h,

muscl e, would all count against ne in that sort of scuffle, even wthout a
broken arm If you truly want himdead, |I'’myour man; if you want less, it’'s
trickier.”

She sighed and | eaned her head against his chest. “I don’t want hi m dead.

j ust

want himbehind ne. Mles and years. | suppose | just have to wait for the
years. | still think of himevery day, and | don’t want to. Dead woul d be
even

worse, for that.”

“Wse Spark,” he rmurnmured.

Her nose winkled in doubt. How seriously had he neant that |ethal offer, to
be

so relieved that she hadn't taken himup on it? Renmenbering, she fetched him
hi s

drink, which he accepted with a smle of thanks.

Nattie had drifted to the hearth to stir the apple butter which, by the
snel |,

was on the verge of scorching. Now she tapped the wooden spoon on the pot rim
to

shake off the excess, set it aside, turned back, and said, “You're a smart
nman,

patrol ler.”
“Ch, Nattie,” said Fawn dol efully. “How much of that awful ness did you hear?”
“Pretty much all, lovie.” She sighed. “Is Sunny gone yet?”

That funny | ook Dag got when consulting his groundsense flitted over his
face.

“Long gone, Aunt Nattie.”

Fawn breathed relief.

“Dag, you're a good fellow, but | need to talk with ny niece. Wiy don’t you
t ake

a wal k?”

He | ooked down to Fawn, who nodded reluctantly. He said, “l expect |I could
stand

to go check on Copperhead, make sure he hasn’'t bitten anybody yet.”



“l 'spect so,” Nattie agreed.

He gave Fawn a | ast hug, bent down to touch his cider-scented |ips to hers,
smled in encouragenent, and left. She heard his steps wend through the house
to

the front door, and out.

Fawn wanted to put her head down in Nattie's lap and baw ; instead, she

busi ed

hersel f raking the coals under the oven for the pies. Nattie sat on a kitchen
chair and rested her hands on her cane. Haltingly at first, then less so, the
story canme out, fromFawn’s foolish tunble at the spring wedding to her

gr owi ng

realization and fear of the consequences to the initial horrid talk with

Sunny.

“Teh.” Nattie sighed in regret. “lI knew you were troubled, lovie. | tried to
get

you to talk to me, but you wouldn’t.”

“I know. | don’t know if I'’msorry nowor not. | figured it was a probleml1’d

bought all on my own, so it was a problemto pay for all on nmy own. And then
I

t hought nmy nerve would fail if | didn't plunge in.”

For Nattie today, Fawn resolved to | eave out nothing of her journey except

t he

uncanny accident with Dag’s sharing knife—partly because she was daunted by
t he

conpl i cated expl anati ons that would have to go with, partly because it made
no

difference to the fate of her pregnancy, but npstly because Lakewal ker
secrets

were so clearly not hers to give away. No, not just Lakewal ker secrets—bag’ s
privacy. She grasped, now, what an intimte and personal possession his dead
wi fe's bone had been. It was the only confidence he’'d asked her to keep.
Taki ng a breath, Fawn plunged in anew. She described her lonely trudge to

d assforge, her terrifying encounter with the young bandit and the strange
mud- man. Her first flying view of the startled Dag, even nore frightening,
but

in retrospect alnost funny. The Horsefords’ eerie abandoned farm the second
abduction. The whol e new neasure for terror she’d learned at the nmalice's
hands.

Dag at the cave, Dag that night at the farm

She did end up with her head in Nattie' s lap then, though she managed to keep
her tears down to a choked sniffling. Nattie petted her hair in the old way
she

hadn’t done since Fawn had been small and weeping in pain for sone nminor hurt
to

her body, or in fury for some greater wound to her spirit. “Sh. Sh, lovie.”
Fawn i nhal ed, w ped her eyes and nose on her apron, and sat up again on the
floor next to Nattie's chair. “Please don't tell Mama and Papa any of this.
They’'re going to have to go on living with the Sawrans. There's no point in
maki ng bad bl ood between the famlies now”

“Eh, lovie. But it gars me to see Sunny get off free of all this.”

“Yes, but | couldn’'t stand for ny brothers to know They' d either try to do
somet hing to Sunny and cause trouble, or they' d make a nock of ne for being
so

stupid, and | don’t think | could bear that about this.” She added after a
nonment of consideration, “Or both.”

“I"’mnot sure even your brothers are thoughtl ess enough to make nock of
this.”

Natti e hesitated, then conceded reluctantly, “Well, perhaps hal f-Wit.”

Fawn managed a watery smile at the old jibe. “Poor Wiit, maybe it’s that old
joke on his name that drives himto be such an awful thorn to everyone. Maybe



I
shoul d start calling himWitesnith instead, see if it hel ps.”

“There’s a thought.” Nattie sat up, staring into her personal dark. “I think
maybe you' re right about the bad bl ood, though. GCh ny, yes. Al right. This
story will stop with me unl ess sone other problemcones fromit.”

Fawn breathed relief at this prom se. “Thank you. Talking with you eases ne,
nore than | expected.” She thought over Nattie' s |last words, then said nore
firmy, “You have to understand, |’'m going away with Dag. One way or another.”
Nattie did not inmrediately burst into objections and dire warnings, but said
only, “Huh.” And then, after a nonent, “Curious fellow, that Lakewal ker. Tel
nme

nore.”

Fawn, busying herself once nore about the kitchen, was only too glad to
expand

on her new favorite subject to an unexpectedly synpathetic, or at |east not

i medi ately outraged, ear. “lI met his patrol in d assforge.” She described
Mar i

and Saun and Reel a—+f touching only lightly on Dirla and Razi and Ut au—and
Sassa’s proud tours to show off his town, and all the fascinating things

fol ks

found for work there that did not involve cows, sheep, or pigs. The bow down,
and Dag’'s unexpected talents with a tanmbouri ne—a word picture that made
Nattie

| augh along with Fawn. At that point, Fawn cane to a sudden stop

“You're heels-up in love with him then,” Nattie said calmy. And, at Fawn’'s
gasp, “Come, girl, I'"mnot that blind.”

In love. It seenmed too weak a term She'd inmagined herself in | ove back when
she

was mooni ng over Sunny. “More than that. | trust him..right down to the
ground.”

“Ch, aye? After all that tale, | think I'mhalf in Ilove with himnyself.”
Nattie

added after a thoughtful moment, “Haven’'t heard such joy in your voice for a
long, long tine, lovie. Years.”

Fawn’ s heart sprang up as though wei ghts had been shifted fromit, and she

| aughed al oud and gave Nattie a hug and a kiss that made the ol d woman snile
foolishly. “Now, now There’'s still sone provin’ to be done, you know. ”

But then the pies were baked, and Fawn’s nother returned to start the rest of
supper, sending Fawn to mlk the cows so the boys could keep cutting hay
whi | e

the Iight lasted. She went by the front porch on the way, but Dag had not yet
returned to his thinking seat there.

Dag made his way back to the house after a stroll around the | ower perimneter
of

the farm in part to stretch his legs and mind and in part to be certain
Sunny

had i ndeed packed off. Resentful and ripe for trouble, that boy, and his

abr upt

and satisfying renoval from Fawn’s presence had |ikely been dangerously

sel f-indul gent for a Lakewal ker alone in farner country, but Dag coul d not
regret the act, despite the renewed throbbing of his jostled arm Dag’ s | ast
veil ed fear that, once back in the safety of her hone, Fawn m ght repent her
patroll er and doubl e back to her first |ove, faded altogether

Once upon a time, Sunny had held star fire in his hand, and thrown it away in
the mud of the road. He wouldn’t be getting that fortune back, ever. There
seened nothing in the wide green world Dag could do to hi mworse than what he
had al ready done to hinmself. Smling crookedly, Dag dism ssed Sunny from his
t houghts in favor of nore urgent personal concerns.

In the kitchen, he found Fawn gone but her nother, Tril, buzzing about



putting

t oget her supper for eight. A clicking and whirring fromthe next chanber
proved

to be Nattie at her spinning wheel, within sight and call of her sister, and
he

made sure to say how de’; she returned a friendly but unenlightening,

“Eveni ng,

patroller,” and carried on. Evidently the incident with Sunny was not to be
di scussed. On the whole, Dag was relieved.

He greeted Tril am ably and attenpted to make hinsel f useful hooking pots on
and

off the fire for her, while trying to think his way to other possibilities for
a

hal f - handed man to show his worth to the fermal e who was, in Lakewal ker terns,
the head of Tent Bluefield. Tril watched himin such deep alarm he began to
fear he was loomng, too tall for the room and he finally just sat down and
wat ched, which seened to ease her. His comment about the weather fell flat,
as

did a | eadi ng question about her chickens; alas, Dag knew little about farm
ani mal s beyond horses. But a few questions about Fletch’s upcom ng weddi ng

| ed

by a short route to West Blue marriage custons generally, which was exactly
where Dag wanted her to go. The best way to keep her going, he quickly

di scovered, was to respond with conments on Lakewal ker customs on the sane
head.

Tril paused in kneading biscuit dough to sigh. “lI was afraid | ast spring Fawn
was yearning after the Sawran boy, but that was never a hope. Hi s papa and
Jas

Stonecrop had had it fixed between themfor years that Sunny would marry

Vi ol et

and the two farns woul d cone together in the next generation. It’'s going to be
a

rich spread, that one. If Violet has nore than one boy, there may be enough
to

di vide anmong them wi t hout the younger ones having to go of f homesteadi ng the
way

Reed and Rush keep tal king of.”

The tw ns spoke of going to the edge of the cultivated zone, twenty mles or
so

west, and breaki ng new | and between them after Fletch married. It was a plan
much di scussed but so far little acted upon, Dag was given to understand.
“Fat hers arrange marriages, anong farners?”

“Sometines.” Tril smiled. “Sonetimes they just think they do. Sonetinmes the
fathers have to be arranged. The | and, though, or the famly due-share for
children who aren’t getting | and—+that has to be understood and witten out
and

kept by the village clerk, or you risk bad blood later.”

Land again; farmers were all about |and. O her wealth was thought of as
land’ s

equivalent, it seened. He offered, “Lakewal ker coupl es usually choose each
other, but the nman is expected to bring bride-gifts to her fanily, which he
is

considered to be joining. Horses and furs, traditionally, though it depends
on

what he has accunul ated.” Dag added, as if casually, “I have eight horses at
t he

nmonent. The other geldings are on loan to the canp pool, except for

Copper head,

who is too evil-tenpered to foist on anyone el se. The three mares | keep in
foal. My brother’s wife | ooks after themalong with her mares.”



“Canmp pool ?” Tril said, after a puzzled nonent.

“I'f a man has nore than he needs, he can't just sit on it and let it rot. So
it

goes to the canp pool, usually to outfit a young patroller, and the canp
scri be

keeps a record of it. It's very handy if you go to switch canps, because you
can

carry a letter of record and draw for your needs when you get there, instead
of

carrying all that burden along. At the hinterland neetings every two years,
one

of the jobs for the canp scribes is to neet and settle up any lingering
differences. | have a long credit at Stores.” Howto translate that into

acr eage

tenmporarily defeated him but he hoped she understood he was not by any
neasur e

destitute, despite his present road-worn appearance. He rubbed his nose
reflectively with the side of his hook. “They tried me as a canp scribe for a

while after | lost ny hand, but | didn't take to the fiddly work and all the
witing. | wanted to be nmoving, out in the field.”
“You can read and wite?” Tril |ooked as though this was a point in Dag’s

f avor —good.

“Pretty much all Lakewal kers can.”

“Hm Are you the oldest in your famly, or what?”

“Youngest by ten years, but I’ve only the one brother living. It was a great
sorrow to my nother that she had no daughter to carry on her tent, but ny
brother married a younger sister of the Waterstriders—+they had six—and she

t ook

our tent name so’'s it wouldn’t be lost, and noved in so’s ny nother woul dn’t
be

alone.” See, I'ma nice tane fellow, | have a famly too. O a sort. “M

br ot her

is a very gifted maker at our canp.” He decided not to say of what. The
producti on of sharing knives was the nost demandi ng of Lakewal ker naki ngs,
and

Dar was highly respected, but it seemed premature to introduce this to the
Bl uefi el ds.

“Doesn’t he patrol ?”

“He di d when he was younger—early everyone does—but his making skills are

t oo

val uable to waste on patrolling.” Dag’s, needless to say, weren't.

“So what of your father? WAs he a naker or a patroller?”

“Patroller. He died on patrol, actually.”

“Killed by one of those bogles Fawn talks of?” It was not entirely clear to
Dag

if Tril had believed in bogles before, but on the whole he thought she’d cone
to

now, and was rendered very unconfortabl e thereby.

“No. He went in after a younger patroller who was swept away in a bad river
crossing, late in the winter. | wasn't there—+ was patrolling in a different
sector of the hinterland, and didn't hear for some days.”

“Drowned? Seens an odd fate for a Lakewal ker.”

“No. O not just then. He took a fever of the lungs and di ed about four

ni ghts

|ater. Drowned in a sense, | suppose.” Actually, he'd died of sharing; the
t wo

conrades who were trying to fetch himhome in his dire illness had entered
t he

tent to find himrolled over on his knife. Whether he’'d chosen that end in
shrewd judgnent or deliriumor despair or just plain exhaustion fromthe



struggl e, Dag woul d never know. The knife had come to him anyway, and he’d
used

it three years later on a malice up near Cat Lick

“Ch, aye, lung fever is nasty,” Tril said synpathetically. “One of Sorrel’s

aunts was carried off by that just last winter. 1’mso sorry.”

Dag shrugged. “It was el even years ago.”

“Were you cl ose?”

“Not really. He was away when | was smaller, and then | was away. | knew his
father well, though; G andfather had a bad knee by then, like Nattie”—Nattie,
listening through the doorway as she spun, lifted up her head and snil ed at
her

nane—and he stayed in canp and hel ped | ook after ne, anmong other things. If
" d

lost a foot instead of a hand, | mght have ended like that, Uncle Dag to ny
brother’s pack.” O | might have shared early. “So, um..are there any

one- handed

farners?”

“Ch, yes, accidents happen on farms. Folks deal with it, | expect. | knew a
man

with a wooden | eg, once. |I’ve never heard tell of anything like that rig of

yours, though.”

Fawn’ s nother was relaxing nicely in his presence now and didn't junp at al
anynore when he noved. On the whol e, Dag suspected that it was easier to coax
wild animals to take food fromhis hand than to lull Bluefields. But he was
clearly maki ng progress. He wondered if his Lakewal ker habits were betraying
him and if he ought to have started with Fawn’s papa instead of with the
Womnen.

Wll, it hardly mattered where he started; he was eventually going to have to
beguile the whole lot of themin order to get his way.

And in they clunped, sweaty and ravenous. Fawn followed, snelling of cows,
with

two covered buckets slung on a yoke, which she set aside to deal with later
The

crowmd, mnus C over tonight, settled down happily to heaping portions of ham
beans, corn bread, sunmer squash, assorted pickled things, biscuits, butter
janms, fresh apple butter, cider, and m |l k. Conversation lagged for a little.
Dag

i gnored the covert glances as he dealt with biscuits by stabbing them whol e
with

his fork-spoon; Tril, if he read her aright, was sinply pleased that he
seened

to like them Happily, he did not need to feign this flattery although he
woul d

have i f necessary.

“Where did you go while | was mlking?” Fawn finally asked him

“Took a wal k down to the river and back around. | am pleased to say there's
no

malice sign within a nmile of here, although | wouldn't expect any. This area
gets patrolled regularly.”

“Real | y?” said Fawn. “l’ve never seen patrollers around here.”

“We cross settled land at night, nostly, to avoid disturbing fol ks. You

woul dn’ t

notice us.”

Papa Bl uefield | ooked up curiously at this. It was quite possible, over the
years, that not all patrols had passed as invisibly to himas all that.

“Did you ever patrol West Blue?” Fawn asked.

“Not lately. When | was a boy just starting, from about age fifteen, | wal ked
a

lot inthis area, so | mght have. Don’t renenber now.”

“We m ght have passed each other all unknowi ng.” She | ooked thoughtful at



this

noti on.

“Um..no. Not then.” He added, “Wen | was twenty | was sent on exchange to a
canp north of Farmer’s Flats, and started ny first wal k around the | ake.
didn’t get back for eighteen years.”

“Ch,” she said.

“I"ve been all over this hinterland since, but not just here. It's a big
territory.”

Papa Bl uefield sat back at the table’'s head and eyed Dag narrowy. “Just how
old

are you, Lakewal ker? A deal older than Fawn, | daresay.”

“l daresay,” Dag agreed.

Papa Bl uefield continued to stare expectantly. The sound of forks scraping
pl ates was suddenly obtrusive.

Cornered. Must this come out here? Perhaps it was better to get it on the
tabl e

sooner than later. Dag cleared his throat, so that his voice would conme out
neit her squeaking like a nmouse’s nor too loud, and said, “Fifty-five.”

Fawn choked on her cider. He probably should have gl anced aside first to see
she

wasn't trying to swallow anything. H s fork-spoon hand was no good for
patting

her on the back, but she recovered her breath ma nonment. “Sorry,” she
wheezed.

“Down the wrong pipe.” She | ooked up sideways at himin nmuffled, possibly,
alarm O dismay. He hoped it wasn’t horror

“Papa,” she nuttered, “is fifty-three.”

Al right, alittle horror. They would deal with it.

Tril was staring. “You look forty, if that.”

Dag | owered his eyelids in nonargumnent.

“Fawn,” Papa Bl uefield announced grimy, “is eighteen.”

Beside him Fawn’s breath drew in, sharply aggravat ed.

Dag tried, alnost successfully, to keep his lips fromcurling up. It was
har d,

when she was clearly boiling so nuch inside she was ready to pop. “Really?”
He

eyed her blandly. “She told ne she was twenty. Although frommnmy vantage, it
scarcely makes a difference.”

She hunched her shoul ders sheepishly. But their eyes connected, and then she
had

troubl e not | aughing too, and all was well.

Papa Bluefield said in an aggravated tone, “Fawn had an ol d bad habit of

telling

tall tales. | tried to beat it out of her. | should have beat her nore,
maybe. ”

O less, Dag did not say al oud.

“As it happens, | cone froma very long-lived kin,” Dag said, by way of
attenpted repair. “My grandfather | told you of was still spry till his death
at

wel | over a hundred.” One hundred twenty-six, but there was nmore than enough
mental arithmetic going on around the table right now The brothers,
particularly, seemed to be floundering, staring at himin renewed wariness.
“I't all works out,” Dag went on into the too-long pause. “If, for exanple,
Fawn

and | were to marry, we would actually arrive at old age tolerably close
toget her. Barring accidents.”

Al right, he’'d said the magic word, marry. It wasn't as if he hadn’t done
something like this before, Iong ago. Well, all right, it had been nothing at
all like this. Kauneo's kin had been overpowering in an entirely different
manner. The terror rippling through himfelt the same, though



Papa Bl uefield grow ed, “Lakewal kers don’t marry farnmer girls.”

He couldn't grip Fawn’s hand bel ow the table for reassurance; all he could do
was dig his fork into her thigh, wth unpredictable but probably unhel pfu
results at the nonment. He did glance down at her. Was he about to junp off
this

cliff alone or with her? Her eyes were wide. And lovely. And terrified. And..
thrilled. He drew a | ong breath.

“I' would. I will. I wish to. Marry Fawn. Pl ease?”

Seven stunned Bl uefields created the | oudest silence Dag had ever heard.

Chapter 15

In the airless nonment while everyone el se around the table was stil

i nhal i ng,

Fawn said quickly, “1'd like that fine, Dag. | would and will and w sh, too.

Yes. Thank you kindly.” Then she drew breath.

And then the storm broke, of course.

As the babble rose, Fawn thought Dag shoul d have tackled her famly one at a
time instead of all together like this. But then she noticed that neither
Mama

nor Aunt Nattie was adding to the rain of objections, and truly, whenever
Papa

turned to Mama for support he received instead a solemn silent stare that
seened

to unnerve him Aunt Nattie said nothing at all, but she was smiling dryly.
So

maybe Dag had been doing nore than just thinking, all this day.

Fl etch, possibly in imtation of Papa' s earlier and successful attenpt to
enbarrass Dag about his age, cane up with, “W don't take kindly to cradle
robbi ng around these parts, Lakewal ker.”

Whit, his tone nock-thoughtful but his eyes bright with the excitenment of
battle, put in, “Actually, I'"mnot sure if he' s robbing cradles, or she's
robbi ng graves!”

Whi ch nade Dag wi nce, but also offer a wy headshake and a | ow nurmur of,

“ Good

one, Wiit.”

It al so nade Fawn so furious that she threatened to serve Wit’'s pie on his
head

instead of his plate, or better still his head on his plate instead of his
pi e,

whi ch drew Mama into the side fray to chide Fawn, so Wit won tw ce, and
smirked

fit to make Fawn expl ode. She hated how easily they all could make her fee
and

act twelve, then treat her so and feel justified about it; if they kept this
up

much | onger, she was afraid they'd succeed in dropping her back to age two
and

screamng tantrums right on the floor. Wich would do just about nothing for
her

cause. She caught her breath and sat again, simrering.

“l hear Lakewal ker nmen are | andl ess, and do no work ‘cept nmaybe hunting,”
sai d

Fl etch, determinedly returning to the attack. “If it’'s Fawn’s portion you're
after, let me tell you, she gets no land.”

“Do you think I could carry farmfields away in nmy saddl ebags, Fletch?” said
Dag

mldly.

“You could stuff in a couple o chickens, nmaybe,” Wit put in so helpfully.



Dag’'s eyes crinkled. “Be a bit noisy, don't you think? Copperhead woul d take
such of fense. And picture the ness of eggs breaking in ny gear.”

Whi ch nade Whit snicker unwillingly in turn. Wit, Fawn decided, didn't care
whi ch side he argued for, as long as he could stir the pot and keep it
boi |'i ng.

And he preened when fol ks |aughed at his jokes. Dag had hi m hal f-w apped
around

his thunb al ready.

“So what do you want, eh?” asked Reed aggressively, frowning.

Dag | eaned back, face growi ng serious; and sonehow, she was not sure how,
conmandi ng attention all around the table. It was as if he suddenly grew
taller

just sitting there. “Fletch brings up sone very real concerns,” Dag said, with
a

nod of approval at Fawn’s el dest brother that puffed himup a bit despite
hinmself. “As | understand it, if Fawmn married a |ocal |ad, she would be due
clothing, sone furniture, animals, seed, tools, and a deal of l|abor to help
set

up her new house. Except for her personal gear, it’s not Lakewal ker custom or
expectation that | should have any of that. Nor could | use it. But neither
should | like to see her deprived of her rights and due-share. | have an
alternate plan for the puzzle.”

Papa and Mana were both listening seriously too, as if they were all three
speaki ng the same | anguage of a sudden. “And what woul d that be, patroller?”
sai d Papa, brows now pinched nore in thought than in antagoni sm and not
nearly

as red in the face as he’d been at first.

Dag tilted his head as if in thanks, incidentally enphasizing his perm ssion
to

speak without interruptions fromjuniors. “lI of course undertake to care for
and
protect Fawn for as long as | live. But it’s a plain fact that | don't lead a

safe life.” Aslight, enmphatic tick of his wist cuff on the table edge was
no

acci dent, Fawn thought. “For now, | would have her |eave her marriage portion
here, intact, but defined—aritten out square in the fam |y book and in the
clerk’s record, witnessed just as is right. No man knows the hour of his
shari—ef his end. But if ever Fawn has to conme back here, | would have it be
as

a real widow, not a grass one.” He tilted his head just enough toward Fawn
t hat

only she saw his slight wink, and she was as cheered by the wink as chilled
by

the words, so that her heart seemed to spin unanchored. “She—and her
chi |l dren,

i f any—woul d then have sonmething to fall back on wholly separate from ny
fate.”

Marma, face scrunched up in concentration, nodded thoughtfully at this.

“I'n the hope that such a day would be long fromnow or never, it would have
to

be attested by Fletch and Cover as well. Can’t help thinking that C over
woul d

be just as glad to put off paying out that due-share, with all the work
she’ |

have here starting up.”

Fl etch, opening his mouth, shut it abruptly, as it finally dawned that not
only

woul d he not be required to disgorge any fam ly resources right away, but

al so

that Fawn woul d be out of the house when he brought his new bride hone. And



only

by the slightest brightening of Dag’s eyes did Fawn realize that Dag had hit
Fl etch precisely where he was aimng, and knew it.

A bl essed silence fell just |ong enough to finish consum ng pie. Fawn was
reattaching Dag’s hook before Wit wiped his lips, and said in brotherly
bewi | dernment, “But why ever would you want to marry Fawn in the first place?”
The tone of his voice alone threw Fawn back into a pit of unwel cone nenories
of

yout hful mockery. As if she were the nost unlikely candidate for courtship in
t he whol e of West Blue and for a hundred niles beyond in any direction, as if
she were a cross between a village idiot and a freak of nature. Wat was that
stupi d phrase that had worked so well, repeatedly, to rile her up? Hey, Runt!
You nust have been drinking ugly juice this norning! And how those words had
made her feel like it.

“Need | say?” asked Dag calnly.

“Yes!” said Fletch, in his stern |-amso-paternal voice that nade Fawn | ong
to

ki ck himeven nore than she longed to kick Wit, and even made Papa cock a
benused eyebrow at him

“Yeah, old man,” said Rush, scowing. O all at the table but Nattie, the

tw ns

had said the | east so far, but none of it had been favorable. “Gve us three
good reasons!”

Dag's eyelids lowered briefly in a cool yet strangely dangerous assent; but
hi s

side glance at Fawn felt |ike a caress after a beating. “Only that? Very
well.”

He held their attention while he appeared to think, deliberately clearing a
silence in which to speak. “For the courage of her heart, which | saw face
down

the greatest horrors | know wi t hout breaking. For the high and hungry
intelligence of her mind, which never stops asking questions, nor thinking
about

the answers. For the spark of her spirit, which could teach bonfires how to
burn. That’'s three. Enough for going on with.”

He rose fromthe table, his hook hand briefly touching her shoul der. “All
this

is set beside me, and you ask me instead if | want dirt? | do not understand
farmers.” He excused hinself with a polite nod all around, and a nurnured,
“Eveni ng, Aunt Nattie,” and strode out.

Fawn wasn’'t sure if she was nore thrilled with his words or with his timng
He

had i ndeed figured out the only way to get in the last word in a bunch of

Bl uefi el ds—shoot it into the target and run.

And what ever comment, nockery, or insult might have risen in his wake was
undercut to shamed silence by the sound of Mama, weeping quietly into the
apron

clutched up to her face.

The debate didn’'t end there, naturally. It nostly broke up into smaller
parts,

as they took on fanmly nenbers in ones or twos, although Fawn gave Dag credit
for trying for efficiency, that first night. The twi ns cornered her the next
afternoon in the old barn, where she had gone to give Grace and Copper head
some

treats and a good brushing.

Rush | eaned on the stall partition and spoke in a voice of disgust. “Fawn,

t hat

fellowis way too old for you. He's older than Papa, and Papa’ s ol der than
rocks. And he’s all so banged up. If you were married, you' d have to | ook at



that stunmp he hides, | bet. O touch it, ew
“I"ve seen it,” she said shortly, brushing bay hairs into the air in a cloud.
“I

help himw th his arm harness, now his other arm s broke.
of

ot her assistance that she was not inclined to bring to the twins’ attention
“You shoul d see his poor gnarly feet if you want to see banged up.”

Reed sat on a barrel of oats across the aisle with his knees drawn up and his
arms wr apped around them rocking uneasily. He said in a thin tone, “He’s a
Lakewal ker. He's evil.”

This brought Fawn’s irritated and vigorous brushing to an abrupt halt; G ace
twitched her ears in protest. Fawn turned to stare. “No, he’'s not. What are
you

goi ng on about ?”

“They say Lakewal kers eat their own dead to make their sorcery. Wat if he
makes

you have to eat corpses? O worse? VWat does he really want you for?”

“Hs wife, Reed,” said Fawn with grimpatience. “Is that so very hard to
bel i eve?”

Reed’ s voi ce hushed. “Wat if it’s to make magi c?”

He already does that would likely not be a useful answer. “VWhat, are you
afraid

"Il be made a human sacrifice? How sweet of you, Reed. Sort of.”

And a great dea

Reed unfol ded indignantly. “Don’t you laugh. It’'s true. | saw a Lakewal ker
once

who' d stopped to eat in the al ehouse in West Blue. Sunny Sawran dared ne to
peek

i n her saddl ebags. She had bones in them-human bones!”

“Tell me, was she wearing her hair in a knot at the nape of her neck?”

Reed stared. “How d you know?”

“You're lucky you weren't caught.”

“l was. She took me and shook nme and told me 1'd be cursed if | ever touched
anyt hi ng of a Lakewal ker’s again. She scow ed so—she told ne she’d catch and
eat

nme!”

Fawn’ s brows drew down. “How old were you, again?”

“Ten.”

“Reed, for pity's sake!” said Fawn in utter exasperation. “Wat would you tel
a

little boy you caught rifling your bags so as to scare hi menough never to do
it

again? You' re just lucky you didn’t run into Dag’'s aunt Mari—+ bet she could
have cone up with a tall tale that woul d have made you pee yourself into the
next week.” She was suddenly glad the sharing knife was stored with her own
t hi ngs, and wondered it she ought to warn Dag to watch his saddl ebags.

Reed | ooked a bit taken aback, as if this point had never before occurred to
him but he went on anyhow. “Fawn, those bones were real. They were fresh.”
Fawn had no doubt of it. She also had no desire to start down sone slippery
sl ope of explanation with the twins, who would only ask her how she knew and
badger her endl essly when her answers didn’t fit their notions. She finished
brushing Grace’s flanks and turned her attention to her nane and forel ock
Rush was still mired in the age difference. “lIt’'s sickening to think of a
fell ow

that old pawi ng you. What if he got you pregnant?”

She was definitely not ready for that again so soon, but it was hardly a
prospect that filled her with horror. Perhaps her and Dag’'s future children
i f

any, wouldn’t be saddled with being so blasted short—now, there was a
heart eni ng

t hought. She smiled softly to herself as G ace nudged her velvety nose into



her

hand and whuffl ed.

Rush went on, “He as nmuch as said it was his plan to keep you till you were
and

then send you back to batten on us.”

“Only if he dies, Rush!”

“Yeah, well, how much | onger can that be?”

“And what does it matter to you anyhow? You and Reed are going to go west and
break land. You won’t even be here.” She let herself out of the stall and

| at ched the door.

“On Fletch and O over, then.”

“You two are so, so, so”-she groped for a sufficient word—how ing stupid.”
“Ch, yeah?” Rush shot back. “He clainmed he wanted to narry you because you
wer e

smart, and how dunb do you have to be to believe that? You know it’s just
so’'s

he can get his old hands on your young...self.”

“Hand,” she corrected coldly. And how she nmissed its touch on her young...
everything. Escape from West Blue, with or without a wedding, could not
happen

soon enough.

Rush imtated upchucking, with realistic noises. Fawn supposed stabbing him
with

the pitchfork was out, but maybe she could at |east whack himover the head
with

it...? He added, “And how d’you think we'll feel in front of our friends,
stuck

with that fellowin the famly?”

“Consi dering your friends, | can't say as |'mreal noved by that plea.”

“I can’t see as you' ve nuch consi dered anybody but yourself, lately!”

Reed said, nore urgently and with a peculiar fearful tinge in his voice, “I
see

what it is. He's magi cked you up sone way al ready, hasn't he?”

“lI don’t want to hear another word out of you two.”

“Or what?” said Rush. “You'll never speak to us agai n?”

“I"’mworking on that one,” snarled Fawn, and stal ked out of the barn

Not all of the encounters were so aggravating. Fawn found an unexpected ally
in

Cl over, with whom she' d never before much gotten al ong, and d over brought
Fletch right into line. The two girls were now in great charity with each
ot her,

feeling they could have been best friends forever and m staken in all their
prior judgnents; Fletch was a bit dizzied. Dag made undaunted use of the news
about his age to put hinself rather above it all, and he mainly tal ked
privately

with Mama and Papa or Nattie. Whit continued to fire off barbs in blithe
disregard for their aim with the result that everybody grew furious with him
except for Dag, who continued patient and determ ned.

“I"ve dealt with dissolving patrols down to and includi ng breaking up knife
fights,” he assured Fawn at one especially distraught noment. “No one here’'s
tried to stab each other yet.”

“It’s been a near thing,” Fawn grow ed.

By supper of the second night after Dag’'s proposal, Fawn’s parents had gone
so

far as to forbid discussion of the topic at the table, sonewhat to Dag’s
relief.

It did render the nmeal uncharacteristically quiet. Dag thought his plan to
extract Fawn gracefully fromthe clutches of her kin was not going as well as
he’ d hoped. Whether it took two days or twenty or two hundred, he was



det er m ned

to persevere, but it was plain Fawn was close to nelting in this famly

cruci ble, and her strain comunicated itself to him open to her ground as he
coul d not hel p being.

They’' d taken too long on this journey already. Miuch nore tarrying in West

Bl ue,

and he'd risk not beating Mari’'s patrol back to Hi ckory Lake, and they would
pani ¢ and think himm ssing again. And this tinme, he wouldn’t be dragging
back

in with another malice kill in his bag to buy forgiveness.
Bluefields were falling to him slowy. Fletch and C over were openly
agr eeabl e,

Nattie quietly agreeable, and Tril mainly just quiet. Wit didn't greatly
care,

and Papa Bluefield still sat on the fence.

Sorrel and Tril Bluefield rem nded Dag a bit of patrol |eaders, their heads
stuffed with too many duties and details, too nmany people’s conflicting
desires

and needs. An unsolvable dilemma had a good chance of being invited to go
away;

he thought they night break sinmply because they could not afford to spend al
their time and energy on one probl em when so many nore crowded upon them Dag
felt almost cruelly ruthless, but he steeled hinself to keep up the

bl andi shnents and subtle pressure. Fawn took care of the unsubtle pressure.
Reed and Rush renmai ned a stubborn reservoir of resistance. Dag was not sure
why,

as neither would talk to himdespite several friendly lures. Separately, he
t hought he m ght have gotten somewhere, but together they stayed |ocked in a
knot of disapproval. Fawn, when he asked her for guidance into their

obj ecti ons,

just went tight-lipped. But their nore hotheaded remarks at |east served to
drive their papa further and faster toward conciliation than he woul d have
gone

on his own, if only fromsheer enmbarrassment. Some opposition was its own
wor st

eneny.

Still...1 should have |iked to have nade sone real tent-brothers. Now, there
was

an unreasonabl e hope to flush fromhiding. Dag frowned at hinself. The gift
of

conr adeshi p he’d once found with Kauneo’s brothers in Luthlia, so fine in the
havi ng, was all the nore painful in the loss. Maybe it was better this way.
After the postsupper chores the famly usually gathered in the parlor, cooler
than the kitchen, to share the | anplight. Dag had wal ked out with Fawn to

f eed

scraps to the chickens; as they came through the kitchen door and into the
central hall, he heard raised voices fromthe parlor. By this time Dag
cringed

at opening his groundsense in this raucous conpany, not a one of them capable
of

a decent veiling; but he did prick his ears to hear Reed’s voice, runbling,
hostile, and indistinct, and then Tril’'s, raised in sharp fear: “Reed! Put

t hat

down! Fawn brought nme that all the way from d assforge!”

Beside him Fawn drew in her breath and hurried forward. Dag strode after,
braci ng hi nsel f.

In the parlor, Reed and Rush had nore or less cornered their parents. Tri
was

sitting beside the table that held the bright oil |anp, some sewing in her

| ap;



Natti e sat across the roomin the shadows with the drop spindle that was
rarely

out of her hands, now stilled. Wit crouched by Nattie, a spectator on the
fringe, for once not heckling. Sorrel stood facing Reed, with Rush pacing
nervously around them

Reed was hol di ng up the glass bow and declaimng, overdramatically in Dag’ s
view, “—sell your daughter to sone bl oody-handed corpse-eater for the sake of
a

pi ece of gl ass?”

“Reed!” Fawn cried furiously, dashing forward. “You give that back! It’s not
yours!”

Dag thought it was sheer force of habit; when confronted with that famliar
sisterly rise, Reed quite unthinkingly raised the bow high out of Fawn’s
hoppi ng reach. At her enraged squeal, he tossed it to Rush, who just as

unt hi nki ngly caught it.

Tears of fury sprang in Fawn’s eyes. “You two are just a pair of yard dogs—
“I'f you hadn’t dragged Usel ess here home with you—= Rush began defensively.
Ah, yet another new nickname for hinself, Dag realized. He was collecting
quite

a set of themhere. But his own fraying tenper was not nearly such a grating
goad to himas Fawn’s hunili ated hel pl essness.

Sorrel glanced at his distraught w fe, whose hands had flown to her nouth,
and

barked angrily, “Boys, that’'s enough!” He strode forward and started to pul

t he

bow out of Rush’s grasp. Sorrel, unwilling to snatch, let go just as Rush,
afraid to resist, did |ikew se

It was no one’s fault, exactly, or at least no one’'s intention. Dag saw it
comng as did Fawn, and a desolate little wail broke fromher |ips even
before

the bow hit the wooden floor edge on and burst, falling into three | arge

pi eces

and a sparkling spray of splinters.

Everyone froze in equal horror. Wit opened his |lips, |ooked around, and then
cl osed them fl at.

Sorrel recovered his voice first, hoarse and low “Wit, don’t nove. You got
no

shoes on.”

Tril cried, “Reed! Rush! How could you!” And began sobbing into her sew ng.
Their nother’s anger might have rolled right off the pair, Dag thought, but
t he

genui ne heartbreak in her voice seenmed to cut themoff at the knees. They
bot h

began i ncoherent apol ogi es.

“Sorry does no nending!” she cried, tossing the scrap of cloth aside. It was
flecked with bl ood where she had inadvertently driven her needle into her
pal m

in the shock of the crash. “lI've had it with the whol e pack of you—t~”

The Bl uefield uproar was so painful in Dag’'s ground, which he tried to cl ose
but

could not for the strength of his link to Fawn, that he found hinself

dr oppi ng

to his knees. He stared at the pieces of glass on the floor in front of him
as

the angry and angui shed voi ces conti nued overhead. He could not shut them
out,

but he could redirect his attention; it was an old, old nethod of dealing
with

t he unbear abl e.

He slipped his splinted right armfromits sling, and with it and his hook he



clumsily pushed the | arge pieces of the bowl as close together as he coul d.
Those splinters, now+rost of those glass splinters were no bigger than

nosqui toes. |If he could bounce a nosquito, he could nove one splinter, and if
he

coul d nove one, he could nmove two and four and nore...He remenbered the sweet
song of this bow’'s ground as it had rested in the sunset light of their

ref uge

in G assforge, gifting rai nbows, and he began a | ow humm ng, searching up and
down for the right note, just...there.

The glass splinters began to wink, then shift, then rise and fl ow over the
boards of the parlor floor. He shifted themnot with his hand, but with the
ground of his hand. The ground of his left hand, the hand that was not there,
and the very thought was so terrifying he shied fromit.

But even that terror did not break his concentration. The splinters flew up,
circling and swirling like fireflies around the bow to find their places
once

nore. The bow gl owed golden along all the spider-lines of its fractures,
like

kiln fire, like star fire, like nothing earthly Dag had ever seen. It
scintillated, reflecting off his draining, chilling skin. He held the pure
not e

faintly through his rounded lips. The lines of light seemed to nelt into
rivulets, streams, rivers of pale gold running all through the glass, then
spread out like a still |ake under a winter sunrise.

The light faded. And was gone.

Dag cane back to hinself bent over on his knees, his hair hanging around his
face like a curtaining fringe, mouth slack, staring down at the intact glass
bowl. His skin felt as cold and clammy as lard on a winter norning, and he
was

shivering, shuddering so hard his stomach hurt. He pressed his teeth together
so

that they woul d not chatter

The only sounds in the roomwere of eight people breathing: sone heavily,
some

rapi dly, some choked with tears, sonme wheezing with shock. He thought he
coul d

pi ck out each one’s pattern with his ears alone. He could not force hinself
to

| ook up.

Soneone—+awn— hunped down on her knees before him “Dag...?” she said
uncertainly. Her small hand reached out to touch his chin, to tilt his face
upward to neet her wi de, w de eyes.

He pushed the bow forward with his left arm It was hot to the touch but not
dangerously so. It did not nmelt or di sappear or explode or fall apart again
into

a thousand pieces. It just sang slightly as it scraped across the floor, the
ordi nary song of ordinary glass that had never been slain or resurrected. He
found his voice, or at least a close imtation of his voice; it sounded
utterly

unfam liar in his own ears, as though it was com ng from underwater or
underground. “Gve that back to your mama.”

He pressed his wist cuff to her shoul der and | evered hinself upright. The
room

wavered around him and he was suddenly afraid he was going to vonit, naking
a

mess right there on the niddle of the parlor floor in front of everyone. Fawn
clutched the bowl to her breast and rose after him her eyes never |eaving
hi s

face.

“Are you all right?” she asked



He gave her a short headshake, wet his cold lips, and stunbled for the parlor
door to the central hall. He hoped he could nake it out onto the front porch
before his stomach heaved. Tril, on her feet, was hovering nearby, and she

st epped back as he passed. Fawn foll owed, pausing only | ong enough to thrust

t he

bow into her nother’s hands.

Dag heard Fawn’s voice behind him |ow and fierce: “He does that for hearts,

t oo, you know.”

And she marched forthrightly after him

Chapter 16

Fawn foll owed Dag onto the front porch and watched in worry as he sat heavily
on

the step, his left el bow on his knee and his head down. In the west behind

t he

house, the sky was draining of sunset colors; to the east, above the river
val ley, the first stars were pricking through the darkening turquoise vault.
The

air grew soft as the day’'s heat eased. Fawn settled down to Dag’s right and
rai sed her hand uncertainly to his face. H s skin was icy, and she could fee
t he shudders coursing through his body.

“You’ ve gone all cold.”

He shook his head, swallowing. “Gve nme a little.” In a few nonents he

strai ghtened up, taking a deep breath. “Thought | was going to spew ny nice
di nner on ny feet, but now | think not.”

“I's that usual ? For after doing things |ike that?”

“No—+ don’t know. |I’mnot a naker. W' d determned that by the tine | was
sixteen. Hadn't the concentration for it. | needed to be noving all the tine.
I

am not a maker, but that..

“Was?” she pronpted when he stayed stopped.

“That was a nmaking. Absent gods.” He raised his left armand rubbed his

f or ehead

on his sleeve.

She tucked her armaround him trying to share warnth; she wasn’t sure how
nmuch

good it did, but he smled shakily for the attenpt. H's body was chilled al
down his side. “We should go into the kitchen by the hearth. | could fix you
a

hot drink.”

“When | can stand up.” He added, “Maybe go around the outside of the house.”
Where they would not have to hazard her family. She nodded under st andi ng.
“Groundwork,” he began, and trailed off. “You have to understand. Lakewal ker
gr oundwor k—agi ¢, you m ght say—+nvol ves taking sonething and making it nore
S0,

nore itself, through reinforcing its ground. There’s a woman at Hickory Lake
who

works with | eather, makes it repel rain. She has a sister who can make

| eat her

that turns arrows. She can make maybe two coats a nmonth. | had one once.”
“Didit work?”

“Never had occasion to find out while | had it. | saw another turn a

mud- man’ s

spear, though. Iron tip left nothing but a scratch in the hide. O the coat,
not

of the patroller,” he clarified.

“Had? What happened to it?”

“Lent it to ny ol dest nephew when he began patrolling. He handed it on to his



sister when she started. Last | knew nmy brother’s youngest took it with him
when

he went out of the hinterland. |I’mnot sure the coats are all that useful
for

they’'re like to make you carel ess, and they don't protect the face and | egs.
But, you know...you worry for the youngsters.” H s shudders were easing, but
hi s

expression remained strained and distant. “That bowl just now, though...I
pushed

its ground back to purest bow -ness, and the glass just followed. | felt it
so

clear. Except that, except that.” He | eaned his forehead down agai nst hers,
and

whi spered fearfully, “I pushed with the ground of nmy left hand, and | have no
left hand and it has no ground. \Watever was there, for that mnute, is gone
again now. |’ve never heard of anything like that. But the best makers don’t

speak of their craft nmuch except to their own. So | don’t know. Don’t...know. "
The door swung open; Wiit edged out into the shadows of the porch. “Um..Fawn...
o

“What, Whit?” she said inpatiently.

“Un Aunt Nattie says. Un Aunt Nattie says she’'s had enough of this nonsense
and she’'ll see you and the patroller in her roons and be having the end of it
one way or another as soon as the patroller is up toit. Un Sir.”

Behind the fringe of his hair, Dag’s lips twitched slightly. He raised his
face.

“Thank you, Wit,” he said gravely. “Tell Aunt Nattie we'll be al ong soon.”
Whit gul ped, ducked his head, and fled back indoors.

They rose and went around the north side of the house to the kitchen, Dag
resting his left armheavily across Fawn’s shoul ders. He stunbled tw ce. She
made himsit by the hearth while she fixed hima cup of hot water with sone
peppermint | eaves crushed in, holding it to his lips while he drank it down.
By

then he’' d stopped shivering, and his clamy skin had dried and warned agai n.
She

saw her parents and Fletch peeking timdly fromthe darkness of the hall, but
they said nothing and did not venture in.

Aunt Nattie appeared at the door to her shadowed weaving room “Well
patroller.

You were flyin there for a bit, | guess.”

“Yes, ma’am | was,” Dag agreed wyly.

“Fawn, you fetch in the patroller and what |ights you want.” She turned back
into the dark, scuffing feet and cane over the floorboards, not wearily, but
just for the conpany of the sound, as she sonetines did.

Fawn | ooked anxiously at Dag. The firelight she’d poked up glinmered

r ed- or ange

over his skin, yellow on his coarse white shirt and the sling, and his eyes
wer e

dark and wi de. He | ooked tired, and confused, and as if his armwas hurting,
but

he smiled reassuringly at her, and she sniled back. “You ready?” she asked.
“Not sure, but I'mtoo curious to care. Possibly not a trait helpful to
longevity in a patroller, but there you go.”

She took down the candle lanp with the chi pped gl ass sl eeve fromthe mantel
and

lit it, grabbing the unlit iron holder with the three stubs while she was at
it,

and led off. Wth a nuffled eh, he |l evered hinself up out of his chair and
paced

after her.

Nattie called fromtheir bedroom “C ose both doors, lovie. It will keep the



noi se out.”

And in, Fawn refl ected. She pushed the door to the kitchen closed with her

f oot

and pi cked her way around the loomand the piles of Dag's gear. In the

bedr oom

Natti e seated herself on the side of her narrow bed and notioned to the one
across fromit. Fawn set the lanp and the iron ring on the table between and
it

t he other candl es, and went back and cl osed the bedroom door. Dag gl anced at
her

and sat down facing Nattie, the bed ropes creaking under his weight, and Fawn
eased down at his left. “Here we are, Aunt Nattie,” she announced, to which
Dag

added, Ma’' am

Natti e stretched her back and grimaced, then | eaned forward on her cane, her
pearly eyes seeming to stare at themin a disturbingly penetrating fashion

“Well, patroller. 1"'mgoing to tell you a story. And then |I’m going to ask you
a

guestion. And then we’'ll see where we’'re goin’ on to.

“I"mat your disposal,” Dag said, with that studied courtesy Fawn had | earned

conceal ed caution

“That’s to be seen.” She sniffed. “You know, you' re not the first Lakewal ker
["ve net.”

“l sensed that.”

“I lead a dull life, nmostly. Lived in this house since Tril married Sorre

ni gh

on thirty years ago. | hardly get off this farm'‘cept down to West Blue for
t he

market day or a little sewi ng bee now and then.”

Actually, Nattie did both regularly, being a chief supplier of fine cloth and
having a deep ear for village gossip, but Fawn forbore to intrude on the
stream

of ...whatever this was going to be. Rem niscence?

Apparently so, for Nattie went on, “Now, the sumer before Fawn was born was
a

tough time. Her mama was sick, and the boys were ranbunctious, and her papa
was

overworked as usual. | wasn't sleeping so good nyself, so | did my gathering
in

the north woods at night after they' d all gone to bed. The boys being |ess
hel p

than nore in the woods at that stage of their lives.”
Ages three to ten, roughly; Fawn could picture it, and shuddered.
“Roots and herbs and plants for renedi es and dyes, you know. Night's not only

nore peaceful, the scents are sharper. | especially wanted sone wld gi nger
for

Tril, thought |I might nake a tea to settle her poor stonmach. Anyhow, | was
sorry

for the peaceful that night, because | fell and tw sted ny ankl e somnething
fierce. | tried callin” for a bit, but I was too far fromthe house to be
heard.”

Truly, the woods on the steep valley slope to the north of their place

ext ended

for three mles before the next farm Fawn nmade an encouragi ng noise in lieu
of

a nod.

“I figured | was dooned to lie in the dewtill norning when |I’'d be m ssed,

but

then I heard a sound in the | eaves—+ was afraid it was a wolf or bear cone to
eat ne, but instead it was a Lakewal ker patroller. | was thinking at first



" d

rather a bear, but he turned out to be a nice young fellow

“He | aid hands on ny foot and eased ne amazi ngly, and picked nme up and
carried

me back to the house. | was skinnier back then, nind, bit of a dab, really.
He

was not near so tall as you”—she nodded in Dag’s general direction—but right
stout. Nice voice, alnost as deep as yours.

“He expl ai ned all about how he was on exchange from some canmp way out east,
and

this was his first patrol in these parts—tonely and honesick, | was thinking.
Anyhow, | fed himquiet in the kitchen, and he did a real fine job bandaging
ny

ankl e up nice and firm

“I don’t know if he decided I was his adopted aunt, or if he was nore like a
boy

picking up a bird with an injured wing and making a pet of it, but late the
next

ni ght there came a tapping on my wi ndow. He was back with some nmedici ne, sone
for my foot and some for Tril’s tummy, which he handed i n-he woul dn't stay

t hat

time, though. The powders worked wonderful well, | rmust say.” She sighed in
f ond

recol | ection.

“OFf he went and | thought no nore of it, but next sunmer, about the sane
tine

of year, there cane that tapping at ny wi ndow again. W had a bit of a picnic
on

t he back porch in the dark, and tal ked. He was glad to hear Tril had
del i vered

you safe, Fawn. He gave ne sone little presents and | gave himsone food and
cloth. The next sunmer the sane; | got to |ooking out for him

“The next year he cane back one nmore tine, but not alone. He brought his new
bride, just to show her off to me |I think, he was that proud of her. He
showed

me their Lakewal ker marriage-bracel ets, string-bindings they called
know n’

I had a naker’s interest in all things to do with the craft, thread and cords
and braids as well as the weaving and knitting. They let me hold themin ny
hands and feel them Gave ne a turn, they did. They weren't just fancy cord.
They were magical .”

“Yes,” said Dag cautiously, and at Fawn’s curious | ook expanded, “Each
bet r ot hed

puts a tiny bit of their ground into their own cord. The string-binding

cer enony

tangles the two grounds, then they exchange, his for hers.”

“Real | y?” said Fawn, fascinated, trying to renmenber if she’d noticed such
bracelets on the patrollers at dassforge. Yes, for Mari’d had one, and so had
a

coupl e of other older patrollers. She had thought them nerely decorative. “Do
t hey do anything? Can you send nessages?”

“No. Well, only that if one spouse dies, the other can feel it, for the

gr ound

drains out of their binding cord. They' re often put safe away to save wear,

al t hough they can be renade if they' re damaged. But if one spouse is out on
patrol, the other back in canp usually wears theirs. Just...to know. To the
one

out on patrol, it cones as nore of a shock, because you don't expect...l’ve
seen

t hat happen twice. It’s not good. The patroller is dism ssed at once to ride

em



hone if it’'s at all possible. There's a special terror to know ng what but
not

how, except that you are too |late, and a thought that, you know, maybe the
string just got burned up in a tent fire or sone freak thi ng—enough hope for
agony but not enough for ease. Wien | woke up in the nedicine tent after..
The room grew so qui et, Fawn thought she could hear the candl es burning.

She lifted her face to his and said a little wyly, “You know, you’ ve either

got

to finish those sorts of sentences or not start them”

He sighed and nodded. “I think | can say this to you. If | can’t |'ve no

busi ness...anyway. | was about to say, when | woke up in the medicine tent
after

Wl f R dge with nmy hand gone, so was Kauneo’ s binding string, which | wore on
that side. Lost on the ridge. | guess | nmade sone difficulties trying to find
it, being fairly mxed up in the head right about then. They hadn’'t wanted to
tell me she was gone till | was stronger, but they pretty much had to, and

t hen

| wouldn’t believe them It was like, if | could just find that binding
string,

| could prove themwong. | got over it in due course.”

He was | ooking away from her as he said this. Fawn drew her breath in and | et
it

out gently between her teeth. He | ooked back down at her and smiled, sort of,
and tried to move his hand to grasp hers in reassurance, wi ncing as the sling

brought himup short in painful reminder. “It was a long tine ago,” he

nmur mur ed.

“Before | was born.”

“Indeed.” He added after a nmonent, “I don’t know why | find that an easing

t hought, but | do.”

Natti e had her head cocked to one side with the intensity of her I|istening;
when

he did not go on, she put in, “Now, | do know this, patroller. Wthout those
bi ndi ng strings, you aren’'t married in Lakewal ker eyes.”

He nodded cautiously, then renmenbered to say aloud, “Yes. That is to say,

t hey

are a visible proof of a valid marriage, like your village clerk’s record and
witing your nanme in the famly book with all the w tnesses’ signatures

bel ow.

The string-binding is the heart and center of a wedding. The food and the
nusi ¢

and the dancing and the argunents anong the relatives are all extra.”

“Uh- huh,” said Nattie. “And there’s the problem patroller. Because if Fawn
and

you stand up in the parlor before the famly and all like you say you want,
and

sign your nanes and nmake your prom ses, seens to ne she'd be getting married
but you wouldn’t. | said | had a question, and this is it. | want to know

exactly what you are about, that you think this won't tw st around sonehow
and

| eave her cryin .”

Fawn wondered for a nonent why he was being held responsible for her future
tears but not her for his. She supposed it was the, the blighted age thing
again. It seenmed unfairly unbal anced, sonehow.

Dag was silent for several long breaths. He finally raised his chin, and
sai d,

“When | first rode in here, |I had no thought of a farner wedding. But it
didn't

take long to see how little her fam |y valued Spark. Present conpany
excepted,”

he added hastily. Nattie nodded grimy, not disagreeing. “Not that they don't



love her and try to look out for her, in a sort of backhanded, absentni nded

way.
But they don't seemto see her, not as she is. Not as | see her. O course,

t hey

don’t have groundsense, but still. Mybe the past fogs the present, maybe

t hey

just haven’'t |ooked lately, maybe they never have | ooked, | don’t know But
marri age seenms to raise a woman’s standing in a farmer famly. | thought |
coul d

give her that, in an easy way. Well, it seenmed easy at the time. Not so sure
now.” He sighed. “I was real clear about the w dowhood business, though.”
“Seens |like a hollow gift, patroller.”

“Yes, but | can’t do a string-binding here. I can’t nake the string, for one;

it

takes two hands and |’ ve got none, and |I’m not sure Fawn can rmake one at all,
and we’ve no one to do the blessing and the tying. | was thinking that when
we

reached Hickory Lake | might try for a string-binding there, despite the
difficulties.”

“Think your famly will favor this idea?”

“No,” he said frankly. “1 expect trouble about it. But |I’ve outstubborned
everything ny life has throwmn at nme so far.”

“He’s got a point there, Aunt Nattie,” Fawn dared to say.

“Mm” said Aunt Nattie. “So what happens if they pitch her out on her ear?
Whi ch

Lakewal kers have done to farmer suitors before, | do believe.”

Dag fell very quiet for a little, then said, “I’'d walk with her.”

Nattie' s brows went up. “You' d break with your people? Can you?”

“Not by choice.” Hs shrug failed to conceal deep unease. “But if they chose
to

break with me, | couldn’t very well stop them?”

Fawn bl i nked, suddenly disquieted. She’'d dreamed only of what joy they m ght
bring to each other. But that keel boat seened to be towi ng a whole string of
barges she hadn’t yet peeked into. Dag had, it seened.

“Huh-huh-hm” said Nattie. She tapped her cane gently on the floorboards.

Hllm

thinkin" too, patroller. |I got two hands. So does Fawn, actually.”

Dag seened to freeze, staring at Nattie sharply. “I’m..not at all sure that
woul d work.” He added after a |onger monment, “I’mnot at all sure it wouldn’'t.

I

have sonme know how. Fawn knows this |and, she can help gather the
necessari es.

Hair fromeach of us, other things. Mne's a bit short.”

“I have tricks for dealing with short fibers,” said Nattie equitably.

“You have nore than that, | think. Spark.” He turned to her. “Gve nme a piece
your aunt has made. | want to hold sonething of her making. Sonething
especial ly

fine, you know?”

“I think I know what he’'s wanting. Look in that trunk at the foot of my bed,
lovie,” said Nattie. “Fletch’s wedding shirt.”

Fawn hopped up, went around to the wooden trunk, and lifted the lid. The
shirt

was right on top. She picked it up by the shoulders, letting the white fabric
fall open. It was al nost finished, except for the cuffs. The snocki ng around
t he

tops of the sleeves and across the yoke in back was soft under her touch, and
the buttons, already sewn down the front placket, were carved of iridescent
nmussel shell, cool and snooth.

She brought it to Dag, who laid it out in his lap, touching it clunsily and
gingerly with his right fingertips and, nore hesitantly, letting his hook



hand

drift above it, careful not to snag. “This isn't just one fiber, is it?”
“Linen for strength, cotton for softness, a bit of nettle flax for the

shi nmer,”

Nattie said. “l spun the thread special.”

“Lakewal ker women never spin or weave thread so fine. It takes too nuch tine,
and we never have enough of that.”

Fawn gl anced at his coarse shirt, which she had thought shoddy, with a new
eye.

“I remenber helping Nattie and Mama set up the loomfor that cloth, |ast
winter.

It took three days, and was so tedious and finicky |I thought I'd scream”
“Lakewal ker | oons are little hanging things, which can be taken down and
carried

easy when we nmove canp. We could never shift that big wooden frame of your
aunt’s. That's a farner tool. Sessile, as bad as barns and houses. Targets..
He

| owered his gaze to the cloth again. “This is good ground, in this. It used
to

be plants, and...and creatures. Now its ground is wholly transforned. Al
shirt,

whol e. That’'s a good making, that is.
Nattie

with a new and keen curiosity. “There’s a bl essing worked in.”

Fawn woul d have sworn Nattie's lips twitched in a proud snmirk, but the
expression fleeted away too fast to be sure. “l tried,” Nattie said nodestly.
“I't’s a wedding shirt, after all.”

“Huh.” Dag sat up, indicating with a nod that Fawn shoul d take the shirt
back.

She folded it away again carefully and sat on the trunk. A tension hung

bet ween

Natti e and Dag, and she hesitated to wal k between them |est sonething
delicate

tear and snap |ike a spiderweb.

Dag said, “I'mwlling to try for the binding strings if you are, Aunt
Nattie.

It sure would change the argument, up home. If it doesn’'t work, we're no

wor se

of f than we were, except for the disappointnment, and if it does...we're that
nmuch

farther along.”

“Farther along to where?” asked Nattie.

Dag gave a wy snort. “We'll all find out when we arrive, | expect.”

“That’s a fair saying,” allowed Nattie amably. “Al right, patroller. You
got

yoursel f a bargain.”

“You mean you’'ll speak for us to Mama and Papa?’ Fawn wanted to junp up and
squeal . She stopped it down to a nore denure squeak, and | eaped to the bed to
give Nattie a hug and a kiss.

Natti e fought her off, unconvincingly. “Now, now, lovie, don't carry on so.
You' || be giving me the heebie-jeebies.” She sat up straight and turned her
face

once nmore toward the man across fromher. “One other thing...Dag. |If you' d be
willing to hear nme out.”

H's brows twitched up at the unaccustoned use of his name. “1’ma good
listener.”

“Yeah, | noticed that about you.” But then Nattie fell silent. She shifted a
little, as if enbarrassed, or...or shy? Surely not..“Before that young
Lakewal ker

fellow |l eft, he gave ne one last present. Because | said | was sorry to part

He rai sed his face and stared at



never having seen his face. Wll, actually, his lady gave it ne, | suppose.
She

was sonet hing of a hand at Lakewal ker healings, it seened, of the sort he did
for nmy poor ankle when first we met.”

“Mat ching grounds,” Dag interpreted this. “Yes? It’s a bit intimte.

Actual |y,

it’s alot intimate.”

Nattie' s voice fell to almbst a whisper, as if confiding dark secrets. “It
was

like she lent me her eyes for a spell. Now, he wasn’'t too different from what

|"d pictured, sort of honely-handsone. Hadn't expected the red hair and the
shi ny suntan, though, on a fell ow who' d been sl eeping all day and runni ng
around

all night. Touch of a shock, that.” She went quiet for a long stretch. “I’ve
never seen Fawn’s face, you know.” The offhand tone of her voice would have
fool ed no one present, Fawn thought, even without the little quaver at the
end.

Dag sat back, blinking.

In the silence, Nattie said uncertainly, “Maybe you're too tired. Maybe it’s...
too hard. Too nuch.”

“Um.” Dag swal l owmed, then cleared his throat. “I ammghtily tired this night,
I

admt. But I'mwilling to try for you. Not sure it’'ll work, is all. Wuldn't
want to disappoint.”

“I'f it don't work, we’re no worse off than we were. As you say.”

“I did,” he agreed. He shot a bleak snile at Fawn. “Change places with ne,
Spar k?”

She scranmbled off Nattie's bed and took his spot on her own, as he sat down
besi de Nattie. He hitched his shoul ders and slipped his armout of his sling.
“You be careful with that arm” warned Fawn anxi ously.

“I think I can lift it fromthe shoulder all right now, if | don't try to

wriggle ny fingers too nmuch or put any pressure on it. Nattie, 1’mgoing to
try

to touch your tenples, here. | can use nmy fingers for the right side, but |I’'m
afraid 1'll have to touch you with the backside of my hook on the left, if
only

for the balance. Don’t junp around, eh?”

“What ever you say, patroller.” Nattie sat bolt upright, very still. She
nervously wet her lips. Her pearl eyes were wide, staring hard into space.
Dag

eased up close to her, lifting his hands to either side of her head. Except
for

a sonewhat inward expression on his face, there was nothi ng what soever to see
Fawn caught the noment only because Nattie blinked and gasped, shifting her
eyes

sideways to Dag. “Oh.” And then, nore inpatiently, “No, don’t |ook at that
dunpy

old worman. | don’t want to see her anyhow, and besides, it isn't true. Look
over

there.”

oligingly, Dag turned his head, parallel with Nattie' s if rather above it.
He

snm |l ed at Fawn. She grinned back, her breath conming faster with the thril
shivering about the room

“My word,” breathed Nattie. “My word.” The tineless monment stretched. Then
she

said, “Cone on, patroller. There isn't hardly nothing human in the w de green
worl d could be as pretty as that.”

“That’s what | thought,” said Dag. “You' re seeing her ground as well as her
face, you know. Seeing her as | do.”



“Do you, now,” whispered Nattie. “Do you. That explains a lot.” Her eyes

| ocked

hungrily on Fawn, as if seeking to nmenorize the sightless vision. Her lids
wel led with water, which glimrered in the candl elight.

“Nattie,” said Dag, his voice a mx of strain and amusenent and regret, *“I
can’t

keep this up nuch longer. I'msorry.”

“I't’s all right, patroller. It’s enough. Wll, not that. But you know.”
“Yes.” Dag sighed and sat back, slunping. Awkwardly, he slipped his splinted
arm

back in its sling, then bent over, staring at the floor

“Are you sick agai n?” asked Fawn, wondering if she should dash for a basin.
“No. Bit of a headache, though. There are things floating in nmy vision

Ther e,

they' ' re fading now ” He blinked rapidly and strai ghtened again. “On You
peopl e

do take it out of me. | feel as though I'd just cone off wal king patterns for
ten days straight. In the worst weather. Over crags.”

Nattie sat up, her tears snmearing in tracks like water trickling down a cliff
face. She scrubbed at her cheeks and gl ared around the roomthat she could no
| onger see. “My word, this is a grubby hole we’ve been stuffed in all this
tine,

Fawn, lovie. Wiy didn’t you ever say? |I’mgoing to nake the boys whitewash

t he

walls, I am”
“Sounds like a good idea to ne,” said Fawn. “But | won't be here.”
“No, but I will.” Nattie sniffed resolutely.

After a few nore mnutes to recover her stability, Nattie planted her cane
and

hoi sted herself up. “Well, cone on, you two. Let’'s get this started.”

Fawn and Dag foll owed her out past the weaving room once through the door to
the kitchen, Fawn cuddled in close to Dag’'s left side, and he let his arm
drift

around behi nd her back and anchor her there, and maybe hinself as well. The
whole famly was seated around the lanplit table, Papa and Mama and Fletch on
the near end, Reed and Rush and Whit beyond. They | ooked up warily. \Watever
conference they were having, they’'d kept their voices remarkably |ow, or else
they hadn’t been daring to talk to one another at all

“Are they all there?” nuttered Nattie.

“Yes, Aunt Nattie.”

Natti e stepped up to the center of the kitchen and thunped the floor with her
cane, drawi ng herself up in full Pronouncenent Myde such as Fawn had very

sel dom

seen, not since the tine Nattie had so-finally settled the argunent for
damages

with the irate Bowers over the twins’ and Wiit’'s cowracing epi sode, years
ago.

Nattie drew a long breath; everyone else held theirs.

“I"'msatisfied,” Nattie announced |oudly. “Fawn shall have her patroller. Dag
shal |l have his Spark. See to it, Tril and Sorrel. The rest of you | ot”—she
glared to renmarkabl e effect, when she put her mnd to it, the focused

bl ankness

maki ng her eyes seem quite uncanny—behave yoursel ves, for once!”

And she turned and wal ked, very briskly, back into her weaving room Just in
case anyone was foolish enough to try to challenge that |ast word, she gave
her

cane a jaunty twirl and knocked the door closed behind her

Chapter 17



Dag woke late froma sodden sleep to find that his next duty in this dance
was

to ride with Fawn and her parents to West Blue to register their intentions
with

the village clerk, and to beg his official attendance on the weddi ng. Fawn
was

fussed and nervous getting Dag shaved, washed up, and dressed, which confused
himat first, because she’'d had the help down to a fairly straightforward
routine, and despite his fatigue he wasn’'t being gracel essly cranky this
morning. He finally realized that at |ast they would be seeing peopl e outside
of

her fam | y—enes she’d known all her life. And vice versa. It would be the
first

vi ew nost of West Blue would have of Dag the Lakewal ker, that |anky fell ow
Fawn

Bl uefield dragged home or however he was now known to | ocal gossip.

He tried not to let his imagination descend too far into the disagreeable
possibilities, but he couldn't help reflecting that the only resident of West
Bl ue who had net himso far was Stupid Sunny. It seemed too nmuch to hope that
Sunny was not given to gossip, and it was already proven he’d a habit of
altering the facts to his own favor. His humliation was nore likely to make
hi m

sly than contrite. The Bluefields could well be Dag’s only allies in the

far mer

conmmunity; it seemed a thin thread to hang from So he let Fawn carry on in
her

efforts to turn himout presentably, futile as they seened.

The ham et, three mles south via the shade-dappled river road, appeared
peaceful and serene as Sorrel drove the fam ly horse cart down the main, and
seemingly only, street. It was a day for fluffy white clouds agai nst a bright

bl ue sky utterly innocent of any intent to rain, which added to the illusion
of

good cheer. The principal reasons for the village' s existence seened to be a
grain mll, a small sawni ||, and the tinber wagon bridge, which showed signs
of

havi ng been recently wi dened. Around the little nmarket square, presently

| argel y

idle, were a smithy, an al ehouse, and a nunber of other houses, nostly built
of

the native river stone. Sorrel brought the cart to a halt before one such and
I ed the way inside. Dag ducked his head under en excessively | ow stone
lintel,

just m ssing braining hinself.

He straightened cautiously and found the ceiling sufficient. The front room
seened a cross between a farnmhouse parlor and a canp lore-tent, with benches,
a

tabl e, and shelves stuffed with papers, rolled parchnents, and bound record
books. The litter of records flooded on into the roonms beyond. In through the
back hall bustled the clerk hinmself, who seenmed, by the way he dusted the
knees

of his trousers, to have been interrupted in the mdst of gardening. He was
on

the high side of middle age, sharp-nosed, potbellied, and perky, and was

i ntroduced to Dag by the very farmerly name of Shep Sower.

He greeted the Bluefields as old friends and nei ghbors, but he was clearly

t aken

aback by Dag. “Well, well, well!” he said, when Sorrel, with determ ned help
from Fawn, explained the reason for the visit. “So it’s true!” H's stout but
equal ly perky wife arrived, gaped at Dag, dipped her knees rather |ike Fawn



upon
introduction, smled a bit frantically, and dragged Tril away out of earshot.
The registry process was not conplex. It consisted of the clerk’s first
finding

the right record book, tall and thick and bound in |l eather, dunping it open
on

the tabl e, thunbing through to the nost recent page, and affixing the date
and

penning a few |lines under sonme simlar entries. He required the place and
date

of birth and parents’ nanmes of both nenmbers of the couple-he didn’t even ask
before jotting dowmn Fawn’s, although his hand hesitated and the pen sputtered
when Dag recited his own birth date; after a doubtful stare upward, he

bl otted

hastily and asked Dag to repeat it. Sorrel handed himthe rough notes of the
marriage agreement, to be witten out properly in a fair hand, and Sower read
it

qui ckly and asked a few clarifying questions.

It was only at this point that Dag di scovered there was a fee for this

servi ce,

and it was customary for the woul d-be husband to pay it. Fortunately, he had
not

left his purse with his other things at the farm and doubly fortunately,
because they had been far |onger about this journey than he’'d planned, he
still

had some Silver Shoals copper crays, which sufficed. He had Fawn fish the
little

| eat her bag from his pocket and pay up. Apparently, arrangenments could al so
be

made for paynent in kind, for the coinless.

“There al ways come some here who can’t sign their own names,” Sower inforned
Dag, with a nod at his sling. “l sign for them and they make their X, and

t he

wi t nesses sign to confirmit.”

“I't’s been six days since | busted the arm” said Dag a little tightly. “For
this, I think I can nmanage.” He did |let Fawn go first, watching her closely.
He

then had her dip the quill again and help push it into his fingers. The grip
was

pai nful but not inpossible. The signature was not his best, but at least it
was

clearly legible. The clerk’s brows went up at this proof of literacy.

The clerk’s wife and Fawn’s nother returned. M ssus Sower’s gaze on Dag had
becorme rather w de-eyed. Craning her neck curiously, she read out, “Dag
Redwi ng

H ckory O eana.”

“deana?” said Fawn. “First | heard of that part.”

“So you'll be M ssus Fawn O eana, eh?” said Sower.

“Actually, that’s nmy hinterland nane,” Dag put in. “Redwing is what you woul d
call ny famly name.”

“Fawn Redwi ng,” Fawn nuttered experinentally, brows drawi ng down in
concentration. “Huh.”

Dag scratched his forehead with the side of his hook. “It’s nmore confusing

t han

t hat. Lakewal ker custom has the fellow taking the nane of his bride s tent,
by

which | woul d becone, er...Dag Bluefield Wst Blue O eana, | suppose.”

Sorrel |ooked horrified.

“What do we do, then, swap names?” asked Fawn in a tone of great puzzlenent.
“ O.



t ake bot h? Redwi ng-Bluefield. Er. Redfield? Bl uew ng?”

“You two coul d be purple-something,” Sower suggested genially, with a
wheezi ng

| augh.

“I can’t think of anything purple that doesn’t sound stupid!” Fawn protested.
“Wel | ...El derberry, | suppose. That’s | ake-ish.”

“Al ready taken,” Dag inforned her blandly.

“Well ...well, we have a few days to think it over,” said Fawn valiantly.
Sorrel and Tril glanced at each other, seened to inhale for strength, and
bent

to sign below. The day and time for the wedding was set for the earliest
nonent

after the customary three days at which the clerk would be available to | end
hi s

of ficial presence, which to Fawn's obvious relief was the afternoon of the
third

day hence.

“In a hurry, are you?” Sower inquired mldly, and while Dag did not at first
catch his covert glance at Fawn's belly, she did, and stiffened.

“Unfortunately, | have duties waiting at honme,” Dag put in quellingly,
letting

his wist cuff rest on her shoul der. Actually, aside fromaverting panic by
beating Mari back to canp, till this blighted arm heal ed he was going to be
j ust

as usel ess at Hickory Lake as he was here at West Blue. It hardly nattered at
whi ch spot he sat around grinding his teeth in frustration, although Wst

Bl ue

at least had nore novelty. But the disturbing nystery of the sharing knife
was

an itch at the back of his mind, well buried under the new distractions yet
never fadi ng altogether

Three people jerked away fromthe Sowers’ front w ndow and pretended to have
been wal king up the street when Dag, Fawn, and her parents nade their way out
the front door. Across the street, a couple of young wonen cl utched each

ot her

and bent their heads together, giggling. A group of young nen loitering in
front

of the al ehouse undraped thensel ves fromthe wall and went back inside, two
of

t hem hastily.

“Wasn’'t that Sunny Sawman just went into MIlerson’ s?” Sorrel said, squinting.
“Wasn't that Reed with hin?” said Fawn, in a nore curious tone.

“So that’s where Reed got off to this nmorning!” said Tril indignhantly. “1’'1I1I
skin that boy.”

“Sawman’s place is the second farmsouth of the village,” Fawn informed Dag
in

an undervoi ce.

He nodded understanding. It woul d make the West Bl ue al ehouse a conveni ent
haunt, not that it wasn’t a gathering place for the whole comunity, by the
descriptions Dag had garnered. Sunny nust realize that his secrets had been
kept, or his standing with the Bluefield twins would be very different by
now,

if not grateful, the relief mght at |east render himcircunspect. So, were
any

of those loiterers the friends Sunny had threatened to persuade to help

sl ander

Fawn? O had that been an enpty threat, and Fawn had nmerely fallen for the
lie?

No telling now The boys were unlikely to cast slurs on her in her brother’s
presence, surely.



They all clinbed back into the cart, and Sorrel, clucking, backed his horse
and

turned the vehicle around. He sl apped the reins against the horse’s runp, and
it

obligingly broke into a trot. West Blue fell behind.

Three days. There was no particul ar reason that sinple phrase shoul d nmake his
stomach feel as though it wanted to flip over, Dag thought, but...three days.

After the noon dinner, Dag disnissed the obscurities of farner custonms from
hi s

mnd for a tine in favor of his owm. He and Fawn went out together on a
gathering trip around the farm

“What are we | ooking for, really?” she asked him as he led off first toward
t he

ol d barn bel ow the house.

“There’s no set recipe. Spinnable things with some personal nmeaning to help
catch our grounds upon. A person’s own hair is always good, but mine’ s not

| ong

enough to use pure, and a few nore hooks never hurt. The horsehair will give
length and strength, | figure. It's often used, and not just for weddi ng
cords.”

In the cool shade of the barn, Fawn culled two collections of |ong sturdy
hairs

fromthe tails and manes of Grace and Copperhead. Dag hung on the stall
partition, eyes half-shut, gently rem nding Copperhead of their agreenent

t hat

the gelding would treat Fawn with the tender concern of a mare for her foa
or

become wol f-bait. Horses did not reason by consequences so nuch as by
associ ations, and the rangy chestnut had fewer wits than many, but by dint of
repeat ed groundwork Dag had at length put this idea across. Copperhead

ni ckered

and nuzzled and |ipped at Fawn, endured having hairs pulled out while

scarcely

flinching, ate apple slices fromher hand w t hout nipping, and eyed Dag
warily.

There were no water lilies to be had on the Bluefield acres, and Dag was

uncertain that their stens would yield up flax the way the ones at Hickory
Lake

did anyway, but to his delight they discovered a cattail-crowded drai nage
ditch

up beyond the high fields that sheltered sonme red-w nged bl ackbird nests. He
hel d Fawn’ s shoes on his hook and nurnured encouragenent, grinning at her
expression of revulsion and determ nation, as she waded out in the muck and
gat hered some goodly handfuls of both cattail fluff and feathers. After that,
they tranmped all around the margins and crossed and recrossed the fall ow
fields.

It was not the season for mlkweed silk, as the redolent flowers were just

bl oom ng, and the stens were useless, but at length they di scovered a few
dried

brown sticks lingering fromlast fall whose pods hadn’t broken open, and Dag
pronounced the catch sufficient.

They took it all back to Nattie' s weaving room where Fawn stripped feathers
and

pi cked out m | kweed seeds, and Nattie set out her own chosen m x of fibers:
linen for strength, a bit of precious purchased cotton brought from south of
t he

Grace River for softness and sonething she called catch, nettle flax for

shi ne,

all dyed dark with wal nut stain. Fawn bit her |lip and undertook the hair



trimm ng, taking special care with Dag, not so much to avoid stabbing him
with

the scissors, he eventually realized, as to be sure his head woul dn't | ook
like

a scarecrow s on the day after tonorrow. She set up a small mrror to
cautiously

clip out some of her own curly strands. Dag sat quietly, enjoying watching
her

contort, counting the hours backward to when they d | ast been able to lie
toget her, and forward to the next chance. Three days...

Under her aunt’s cl ose supervision Fawn then m xed the ingredients in two
baskets until Nattie, plunging her arns in and feeling while frowning
judiciously in a way that had Fawn hol di ng her breath, pronounced them ready
for

t he next step. Shaping such a disparate nmass of fibers into the long rolls
for

spinning could only be done by the gentlest carding and a | ot of handwork,
and

even Fawn’s willing fingers |looked to be tiring by the end.

They went on to the spinning itself after supper. The mal e menbers of the
famly

had some dimidea that the three were up to some outl andi sh Lakewal ker

pr oj ect

to please Dag, but they were well trained not to intrude upon Nattie's
donai n,

and Dag doubted they suspected nagic, so subtle and invisible a one as this
was.

They went off about their own usual pursuits. Tril drifted in and out from

| abors in the kitchen, watching but saying little.

After sone debate, it was deci ded Fawmn woul d be the spinner after all; she
was

certain Nattie would do it better, but Dag was certain that the nore naking
she

put into the task with her own hands, the better the faint chance of tangling
her ground in the cord would be. She chose to spin on the wheel, a device Dag
had never seen in operation before com ng here, saying she was better at it

t han

at the drop spindle. Once she’'d finally settled and gathered up her materials
and her confidence, the task went nuch nore quickly than Dag had expected. At
| ength she triunphantly handed over for Nattie's inspection two hanks of
sturdy

if rather hirsute two-ply thread sonethi ng between yarn and string in texture.
“Nattie could have spun it snoother and nmore even.” Fawn sighed.

“Mm” said Nattie, feeling the bundles. She didn't disagree, but she did say,
“This’|l do.”

“Shall we go on now?” Fawn asked eagerly. Full night had fallen, and they had
been working by candlelight for the past hour

“W’ || be nore rested in the norning,” said Dag.

“I"'mall right.”

“I"I'l be nore rested in the norning, Spark. Have some pity on an old
patroller,

eh?”

“Ch. That’s right. Groundwork drains you pretty dry.” She added after a
cauti ous

noment, “WIIl this be as bad as the bow ?”

“No. This is a lot nore natural. Besides, |’'ve done this before. Well ..
Kauneo’ s

not her actually did the spinning that tine, because neither of us had the
skill.

Each of us had to do our own braiding, though, to catch our grounds.”



Fawn sighed. “1’mnever going to be able to sleep tonight.”

In fact, she did, although not before Dag had heard through the cl osed door
Nattie telling her to settle, it was worse than sleeping with a bedbug.
Fawn’ s

soft giggle was his last nenory of the night.

They met again in the weaving roomright after breakfast, as soon as the rest
?Le fam |y had cleared off. This time, Dag closed the door firmy. They d set
g?backless bench, filched fromthe porch, so that Fawn could sit astride it
E;;hdirectly behind her. Nattie took a seat in a chair just beyond Fawn’s
rrgféning wi th her head cocked, her weak groundsense trying to strain beyond
its

normal limt of the reach of her skin. Dag watched while Fawn practiced on
some

spare string; it was a four-stranded braiding that produced an extrenely
strong

cord, a pattern called by Lakewal kers mnt-stemfor its square cross section
and by farnmers, Dag was benused to | earn, the sane.

“W' || start with nmy cord,” he told her. “The main thing is, once | catch ny
ground in the braiding, don't stop, or the ground-casting will break, and

we' ||

have to undo it all and start again fromthe begi nning. Wich, actually, we
can

do right enough, but it's a bit frustrating to get alnmpst to the end and then
sneeze.”

She nodded earnestly and finished setting up, knotting the four strands to a
sinmple nail driven into the bench in front of her. She spread out the
wound- up

ball s that kept the | oose ends under control, gulped, and said, “Al right.
Tel |

me when to start.”

Dag straightened and slipped his right armfromits sling, scooting up behind
her cl ose enough to touch, kissing her ear for encouragenent and to make her
smle, succeeding perhaps in the first but not the second. He | ooked over her
head and brought both arns around and over hers, letting his hand and hook

t ouch

first the fiber, then her fingers, then hover over her hands. Hi s ground,
flowi ng out through his right hand, caught at once in the thick threads.

“ Cood.

Cot it anchored. Begin.”

Her ni nbl e hands began to pull, flip, twist, repeat. The tug as the thin
stream

from his ground threaded beneath her touch was pal pable to him and he
recal | ed

anew how very strange it had felt the first time, in a quiet tent in wooded
Luthlia. It was still very strange, if not unpleasant. The room becane
exceedingly still, and he thought he could al nost mark the shift of the Iight
and shadows beyond the wi ndows as the norning sun crept up the eastern sky.
H s right arm was shaking and his shoul ders aching by the time she had

pr oduced

a bit over two feet of cord. “CGood,” he whispered in her ear. “Enough. Tie
off.”

She nodded, tied the I ocking end knot, and held the strands tight. “Nattie?
Ready?”

Nattie | eaned over with the scissors and, guided by Fawn's touch, cut bel ow
t he



knot. Dag felt the snap-back in his ground, and controlled a gasp.

Fawn strai ghtened and junped up fromthe bench. Anxiously, she turned and
hel d

out the cord to Dag.

He nodded for her to run it through his fingertips bel ow the increasingly

gr ubby
splint wappings. The sensation was bizarre, like |looking at a bit of hinself
in

a distorted mrror, but the anchoring was sound and sweet. “Good! Done! W
did

it, Spark, Aunt Nattiel”

Fawn sniled like a burst of sunlight and pressed the cord into her aunt’s
hands.

Nattie fingered it and smled too. “My word. Yes. Even | can feel that. Takes
ne

back, it does. Well done, child!”

“And the next?” she said eagerly.

“Catch your breath,” Dag advised. “Wl k around, shake out the kinks. The next
will be a bit trickier.” The next might well be inpossible, he adnitted

bl eakl y

to hinmself, but he wasn’'t going to tell Spark that; confidence mattered in

t hese

subt | e things.

“Ch, yes, your poor shoul ders rmust hurt after all that!” she exclained, and
ran

around to clinb up on the bench behind himand knead themwi th her small
strong

hands, an exercise he could not bring hinself to object to, although he did
manage not to fall forward onto the bench and nelt. He renmenbered what el se
those hands could do, then tried not to. He would need his concentration. Two
days, now...

“That’ s enough, rest your fingers,” he heroically choked out after a bit. He
stood up and wal ked around the room hi nsel f, wondering what else he could do,
or

shoul d do, or hadn't done, to nake the next and nost critical task succeed.
He

was about to step into the unaccustomed and worrisone territory of things
he' d

never done before—ef things no one had ever done before, to his know edge.
Not

even in ball ads.

They sat on the bench again, and Fawn secured the four strands of her own
string

on the nail. “Ready when you are.”

Dag | owered his face and breathed the scent of her hair, trying to calm

hi nsel f.

He ran his stiff hand and hook gently down and up her arms a couple of tines,
trying to pick up sone fragment, some opening on the ground he coul d sense
swirling, so alive, beneath her skin. Wait, there was sonething coning...
“Begin.”

Her hands started noving. After only about three turns, he said, “Wiit, no.
Stop. That isn’t your ground, that’'s mine again. Sorry, sorry.”

She bl ew out her breath, straightened her back, wiggled, and undid her work
back to the begi nni ng.

Dag sat for a nonent with his head bent, eyes closed. H's mnd picked at the
unconfortabl e menory of the |eft-handed groundwork he’d done on the bow two
ni ghts ago. The break in his right armdid weaken his very dom nant ground on
that side; maybe the left now tried to conpensate for the right as the right
had

| ong done for the mained left. This time, he concentrated hard on trying to



snag

Fawn’s ground from her left hand. He stroked the back of her hand with his
hook,

pi nched with ghostly fingers that were not there, just..there! He had
somet hi ng

fastened in, fragile and fine, and it wasn't himthis tinme. “CGo.”

Agai n, her hands began flying. They were a dozen turns into the braid when he
felt the delicate link snap. “Stop.” He sighed. “It’s gone again.”

“Ngh!” Fawn cried in frustration

“Sh, now. W al nbst had sonething, there.”

She unknotted, and hitched her shoul ders, and rubbed the back of her head
agai nst his chest; he could al nost feel her scowl, although fromthis angle
of

view he could only see her hair and nose. And then he could feel it when her
scowl turned thoughtful

“What ?” he sai d.

“You said. You said, people put their hair in the cords because it was once
part

of their ground, and so it was easy to pick up again, to hitch on to. Because
it

was once part of their body, right? Your living body makes its ground.”

“Ri ght ..

“You al so once said, one night when I was asking you all about ground, that
people’s blood stays alive for a little while even after it |eaves their

bodi es,

ri ght?”

“What are you,
hi s

hook hand and drew it around close in front of her. He felt pressure and a
jerk,

t hen anot her, through his arm harness. “Wait, stop, Spark, what are you— He
| eaned forward and saw to his horror that she’'d gouged open the pads of both
of

her index fingers on the not especially sharp point of the hook. She squeezed
each hand with the other in turn to nake the blood drip, and took up the
strands

agai n.

“Try again,” she said in an utterly determined little grow. “Come on, quick
bef ore the bl eeding stops. Try.”

He could not spurn a demand so astonishing. Wth a fierceness that al nost

mat ched hers, he ran his hands, real and ghostly, down her arns once nore.
Thi s

time, her ground fairly | eaped out into the bl oodsnmeared string, anchoring
firmy. “Go,” he whispered. And her hands began to twi st and flip and pull
“You are scaring the piss out of me, Spark, but it’'s working. Don’t stop.”
She nodded. And didn’t stop. She finished her cord, of about the |ength of

t he

one they' d done for him just about the tine her fingers ceased bl eeding.
“Nattie, I'"mready for you.”

Nattie |l eaned in and sni pped bel ow the end knot. Dag felt it as Fawn’s ground
snhapped back the way his had.

he began uneasily, but was cut off when she abruptly seized

“Perfect,” he assured her. “Absent gods, it’'s fine.”

“Was it?” She twisted around to | ook up at him her face tight. “I couldn’'t
f eel

anything. | couldn't feel anything any of the tines. Really?”

“I't was...you were..” He groped for the right words. “That was smart, Spark
That

was beyond smart. That was brilliant.”

The tightness turned to a blaze of glory, shining in her eyes. “Real ly?”
“I would not have nade that nmental |eap.”



“Well, of course you wouldn't have.” She sniffed. “You d have gone al
protective or tried to argue with ne.”

He gave her a hug, and a shake, and felt a strange new synpathy for her
parents

and their mxed reaction to her honecoming that first night. “You' re probably
right.”

“I amcertainly right.” She gave a nore Spark-1ike giggle.

He sat back, releasing her, and slipped his aching splinted armback into its
sling. “For pity s sake, go wash your fingers at once. Wth strong soap and
plenty of it. You don’t know where that hook has been.”

“Everywhere, hasn’t it?” She shot a nerry grin over her shoul der, stroked her
cord once nore, and danced out to the kitchen

Natti e | eaned over and picked up the new cord fromthe bench, running it

t houghtful ly through her fingers.

“l didn't know she was going to do that,” Dag apol ogi zed weakly.

“You never do, with her,” Nattie said. “She’' |l be keeping you alert, |

expect,

patroller. Maybe nore than you bargained for. Funny thing is, you think you
know

what you’'re doing.”

“l used to.” He sighed. “Though that may have been because | was only doing

t he

same things over and over.”

Spark returned fromthe kitchen, towi ng her nother to see their finished

wor K.

Dag trusted Fawn woul dn’t mention the last winkle about the blood. Tril and
Natti e handed the cords back and forth; Tril gave one a tug, nodding
thoughtfully at its strength. She squared her shoul ders and dug in her apron
pocket .

“Natti e, do you renmenber that necklace Mama had with the six real gold beads,
one for every child, that broke that tine the cart went over in the snow, and
she never found all the bits and never had it fixed?”

“Ch, yes,” said her sister.

“The piece came to nme, and | never did anything with it either. It’'s been in
t he

back of a drawer for years and years. | thought you m ght could use the beads
to

finish off the end knots of these cords of Fawn’s.”

Fawn, excited, |ooked into her nother’s pal mand picked up one of the four
obl ong gol d beads, peering through the hole. “Nattie, can we? Dag, would it
wor k

all right?”

“I think it would be a fine gift,” Dag said, taking one that Fawn pressed
upon

himto exam ne. Actually, he wasn’'t altogether certain it wasn't a prayer. He
gl anced at Tril, who gave hima short, nearly expressionless nod. “Very

beautiful. They woul d | ook really good against that dark braid and make the
ends

hang better, too. |I'd be honored to accept.”

Beads and cords were put into Nattie' s clever hands, and she made short work
of

affixing the old gold to the ends, triming the last bit of cord bel ow the
anchoring knots into neat fringes. Wen she finished, the two | engt hs—ene a
little darker, one with a coppery glint—tay glimering in her lap like live
t hi ngs. Wiich they were, in a sense.

“That’ Il 1ook well, when Fawn goes up to your country,” said Tril. “They’l
know

we're...we’'re respectable folks. Don’t you think, patroller?”

“Yes,” he said, hearing the plea in her voice and hoping he didn't lie.
“CGood.” She nodded agai n.



Natti e took charge of the cords, putting themaway until the day after

t onor r ow

when she undertook to bind them about the unlikely pair. Tangl ed and bl essed,
the cords would conmplete the ground link, if both hearts willed it, sign and
signifier of a valid union that any Lakewal ker with groundsense nmust w tness.
Faithfully nade. Dag was certain he would remenber this hour of making as

| ong

as he lived, as long as he wore the cord curled around his arm and how Spark
had poured her heart’s blood so furiously into it. And if her true heart

st ops,

"1l know.

Chapter 18

One day was Dag’'s first thought upon awakeni ng the next norning.

He' d expected this weddi ng-eve day to be one of quiet preparation for the
smal |

fam |y cerenmony, with perhaps tinme to neditate with proper seriousness on the
step he was about to take—also to calmthe tiny voice screeching in the back
of

his mnd, Wat are you doing? How did you end up here? This wasn’t in your

pl ans! Do you have any idea what’'s going to happen when you get hone? To the
| ast question a sinple No seened to Dag a sufficient answer. Mre conplicated
guestions, such as, How are you going to protect Spark when you can't even
protect yourself? or \Wat about hal f-bl ood children? he tried to ignore,

al t hough the last thought led directly to, Wuld they be sawed-off and fiery?
and kept on going fromthere.

But after breakfast there descended upon the Bluefield farmnot the one or

t wo

nei ghbor girlfriends of Fawn's he’d been led dimMy to expect, but two
girlfriends, five of their sisters, four sisters-in-law, a few nutua

cousi ns,

and an indeterm nate nunber of nothers and grandnot hers. They were like a

pl ague

of locusts in reverse, bringing quantities of food with hands that produced
and

put in order instead of consum ng and | aying waste. They tal ked, they

| aughed,

they sang, they—er at |east the younger ones—giggled, and they filled the
house

to bursting. The nale Bluefields pronptly fled to the far corners of the
farm

Dag, fascinated, lingered. For a tine.

Bei ng i ntroduced to the young wonen wasn’t too bad, even though he mainly
garnered either intimdated silences or nervous titters in return. The bol der
ones, however, observing Fawn’s aid to him wanted to try their hands at it

t 0o,

and he was shortly ducking being fed and watered |ike sone strange new pet.
Fattened for the slaughter, he tried not to think. An even nore giggly troop
albeit led by a sterner matron, along with Fawn, who refused to explain

anyt hing, cornered himw th strings and proceeded to neasure various parts of
hi s body—happily for his shredding equaninmty, not that one—and fl oated away
again in gales of laughter. Nattie's weaving room ordinarily a quiet refuge,
was jammed, and the kitchen was not only crowded but intolerably overheated
from

t he busy hearth. By noon, Dag followed the nmen into self-inmposed exile,

al t hough

he lurked cl ose enough to listen to the singing floating out through the open
wi ndows. Wth all the nales gone, some of the songs grew unsurprisingly



r ondy;

this was to be a wedding party, after all. He was gl ad Fawn was not to be
deprived of these flourishes due to her strange choi ce of partner

The fenmale help left before supper, although with plans to return again in

t he

nmorning for the final push, but it wasn't till afterward that Dag found his
thinking time. He settled by hinself on the front porch, dangling his |egs
over

t he edge and watching the quiet river valley turn fromgold-green to nuted
gray

as the sun set. In the eaves of the old barn, the soft, tawny nourni ng doves
called in their soft, tawny voices. It was Dag's favorite view on the whole
farm and he thought whoever had originally sited this house must have shared
the pleasure. He felt strangely unanchored, all his old certainties falling
behi nd, and no new ones to replace them Except for Spark. And she nade an
unlikely fixed point in his spinning world, because she noved so fast he
feared

he’d miss her if he blinked.

He caught sight of Rush wal king down the Iane in the gathering shadows. After
the bow episode, the twins had stopped aimng barbs at him but only because
they now avoided talking to himat all. If he couldn’t make friends, perhaps
intimdation would do instead? Whit by contrast had becone rather fascinated
wi th Dag, follow ng himabout as though afraid he’d m ss another magi c show.
Dag

tried treating himas a particularly feckless young patroller, which seened
to

work. If only his armhadn’t been broken he m ght have offered to teach Whit
archery, which would have nade a good way to nove them al ong amiably. As it
was,

his idle comrent about it nade Whit say, showing willing to a degree that
surprised him “Wen you conme back, naybe?”

VWhi ch nade hi m wonder: were they ever com ng back? Half of Dag’ s origina

i nt ent

for the marriage proposal had been to repair Fawn’s bridges here in case of
some

dire need—n case of his death, bluntly. A Lakewal ker would be trying to join
his bride’s famly, to fit in as a newtent-brother; and the famly in turn
woul d expect to receive himas one. Farmer kin took in new sisters, not new
brothers, and they weren't trained up to the reverse. It had taken Dag somne
tine

to realize that the only nenmbers of the famly he really needed to please in
order to carry off Fawn were the elders, and they had quite expected her to
be

carried off sometime by soneone in any case. Dag was a stretch of custom but
not a reversal. The questions this begged for Dag’s own homeconi ng ni ggl ed
har d,

the nore so since Fawn could not anticipate nost of them

And here cane Rush again, wal king back up the | ane. He spied Dag on the porch
and angl ed toward hi m between the house and the old barn, a grassy area the
sheep were sonetines turned out to crop. What the sheep refused to eat was
scythed once a year to keep the space fromturning back to woods and bl ocki ng
the view. Rush, Dag realized as he approached, was tense, and Dag consi dered
openi ng his groundsense w der, unpleasant as it was likely to prove.

“Hey, patroller,” said Rush. “Fawn wants you. Down by the road at the end of
t he

l ane.”

Dag blinked once, slowy, to cover the fact that he’d just snapped open his
groundsense to its full range. Fawn, he determ ned first, was not down by the
end of the lane, but nearly out of his perceptions to the west, up over the
ridge. Not al one—with Reed?—she seened not to be in any special distress,



however. So why was Rush |ying? Ah. The woods bel ow were not unpeopl ed.
Conceal ed anong the trees near the road were the snudges of four horses,
standing still—ied? Four persons acconpani ed them Three blurred grounds he
did

not know, but the fourth he recognized as Stupid Sunny. Was it so wild a
guess

to think that the other three were al so husky young farm boys? Dag thought
not .

“Did she say why?” Dag asked, to buy a noment nore to think

Rush took a couple of breaths to invent an answer, apparently having expected
Dag to leap up without delay. “Some wedding thing or other,” he replied. “She
didn’t say, but she wants you right now”

Dag scratched his tenple gently with his hook, glad that he had nostly stuck
to

the deeply ingrained habit of not discussing Lakewal ker abilities w th anyone
here, Fawn and Nattie excepted. He was now one nove ahead in this game; he
tried

to figure how not to squander that advantage, because he suspected it was the
only one he had. It would be amusing to just sit here and watch Rush dig

hi nmsel f

deeper concocting nore desperate reasons for Dag to wal k down the hill into
&gztshaping up to be a neat little anbush. But that would | eave the whol e
gﬁcﬁhen1running around | oose all night to evolve other plans. As little as
5thed to deal with this tonight, still less did he want to deal with it in
Lgfning. And nmost especially did he not want it to inpinge on Spark in any
way.

H's brotherly enemes, it seemed, were |ooking after that angle for himjust
now. So.

He | et his groundsense play lightly over the | ower woods, which he had
crossed

several times on foot in the past days, |ooking for...yes. Just exactly that.
A

flush, not of excitenment, but of that very peculiar calmthat came over him
when

facing a bandit canp or a malice lair jerked his mnd up to another |evel.
Targets, eh. He knew what to do with targets. But would targets know what to
do

with hin? His Iips drew back. If not, he would teach them

“Um..Dag?” said Rush uncertainly.

He wasn’t wearing his war knife. That was fine; he had no hand to wield it.
He

stood up and shook out his left arm “Sure, Rush. Were did you say, again?”
“Down by the road,” said Rush, both relieved and the reverse. Absent gods,
but

the boy was a poor liar. On the whole, that was a point in his favor.

“You coming with me, Rush?”

“In a minute. You go along. | have to get something in the house.”

“Al'l right,” said Dag am ably, and trod off down the hill to the lane. He
descended it for a few hundred paces, then cut over to the wooded hill side,
plotting his routes. He needed to surprise his anbushers on the correct side
for

hi s purpose. He wondered how fast they could run. His legs were long; theirs
were young. Best not to cut it too close.

Mari woul d beat ne for trying this fool stunt. It was an oddly conforting

t hought. Familiar.

Dag ghosted down the hill at an angle until he was about fifteen feet behind



t he

four young nen hiding in the shadows of the trees and keepi ng watch on the

| ane.

Looks like Sunny took ny advice. It was still early twilight; Dag's
groundsense

woul d gi ve hi m consi derabl e advantage in the dark, but he wanted his quarry
to

be able to see him “Evening, boys,” he said. “Looking for ne?”

They jumped and whirled. Sunny’s gold head was bright even in the shadows.
The

others were nore nondescript: one stout, one as muscul ar as Sunny, and one
ski nny; young enough to be foolish and big enough to be dangerous. It was an
unpl easant conbi nati on. Three were arned with cudgels, for which Dag had a
new

respect. Sunny had both a stick and a big hunting knife, the latter still in
t he

sheath at his belt. For now

Sunny got his breath back and growl ed, “Hello, patroller. Let nme tell you how
it’s going to be.”

Dag tilted his head as if in curiosity.

“You're not wanted here. In a few mnutes Rush is going to bring down your
hor se

and your gear, and you're going to get on and ride north. And you don't cone
back.”

“Amazi ng!” Dag marvel ed. “How do you figure you' re going to nake that happen
son?”

“I'f you don’t, you get the beating of your life. And we’'ll tie you on your
hor se
and you'll still ride north. Only without your teeth.” Sunny’s grin showed
white

in the shadows, to enphasize this threat. His friends shifted, alittle too
tense and worried to quite share the anusenment, although one tried a huffy
sort

of laugh to show support.

“Not to find fault, but | see a few problens with your plan. First would be a
not abl e absence of horse. | ‘spect Rush is going to have a trifle of
difficulty

handl i ng Copperhead.” Dag | et his groundsense spread briefly as far as the
old

barn. Rush’s troubl es were indeed begi nning. He decided he did not have the
attention to spare on managi ng his horse at this distance, and withdrew the
link. The entire famly had been told, at the dinner table in front of Sorre
and Tril, to | eave Copperhead al one unl ess Dag was there. Rush was on his
own.

Dag tried not to snmle too nuch.

“Patroll er, Fawn can handl e your horse.”

“I ndeed she can. But, you know, you sent Rush. Unfortunate, that.”

“Then you can start wal king.”

“After a beating? You have a high opinion of ny stamina.” He let his voice go
softer. “Think the four of you can take nme?”

They gl anced at his sling, at his handless left arm at each other. Dag was
flattered that they didn't all burst into laughter at this point. He thought
t hey shoul d have, but he wasn’t about to say so. The stout one, in fact,

| ooked

just a shade ashanmed. Sunny, granted, was nore guarded. That hunting knife was
a

new or nament .

“Just to make it clear, | decline your invitation to the road. | don't care
to

m ss ny wedding. Now, it does |ook as if you have the nunbers on your side.



Are

you prepared to kill ne tonight? How many of you are ready to die to make
t hat
happen? Have you thought how your parents and fanmlies will feel about it

tomorrow? How the survivors are going to explain to them what happened?
Killing

gets a lot nmessier than you' d think, and the ness doesn’t end with burying

t he

corpses. | speak fromlong experience.”

He had to stop this; by their uncertain expressions, his words were getting
through to at least two of them and that hadn’t exactly been his intent when
he’d started babbling, here. Run and chase, that was the gane plan
Fortunately,

Sunny and the other nuscul ar one were starting to try to stalk him noving
apart

and around to get into position for a rush. To encourage them he started to
back up. And called, “No wonder Fawn calls you Stupid Sunny.”

Sunny’s head jerked up. Fromthe side, one of his friends nuffled a guffaw,
Sunny shot a glare at himand snapped to Dag, “Fawn’s a slut. But you know

t hat .

Don’t you, patroller.”

Right, that’'s done it. “You'll have to catch me first, boys. If you're as
slowfooted as you are slowwitted, | shouldn’'t have a probl em>

Sunny lunged, his stick whistling through the air. Dag was not there.

Dag stretched his legs, driving up the hill, dodging around trees, boots

slipping on old | eaves and danp |imestone |unps and green-black rolling round
hi ckory husks. By the thunp and pained grunt, at |east one of his pursuers
was

finding the footing equally foul. He didn’t actually want to | ose the boys in
t he woods, but he wanted a good head start by the tine he arrived...

Her e.

Ah. Hm

H s chosen tree turned out to be a shagbark hickory with a trunk a bit Iess
t han

a foot and a half wide. And no side branches for twenty feet straight up
Thi s

was a mixed blessing. It would certainly be a challenge for the boys to
fol | ow

himup it. If he could get up it. He pulled his right armfromthe sling and
| et

it swing out of his way, reached up with his left, jamred in his hook

cl apped

hi s knees around the trunk, and began shinnying. Yanked the hook out again,
reached, jammred, shinnied. Again. Again. He was about fifteen feet in the air
when the pursuit arrived, w nded and swearing and waving their cudgels. It
occurred to him in a nmeditative sort of way as he dragged his body skyward,
that even w thout the unpl easant searing feeling in his left shoul der

nuscl es,

he was putting an awful lot of trust in a small wooden bolt and sone
stitching

designed to pull out. The rough bark strips crackled and split beneath his
gri ppi ng knees, small bits raining down in an aromatic shower. If his hook
gave

way and he slid down, the bark would have an interesting serrated effect

bet ween

his |egs, too.

He nade it to the first sturdy side branch, put an armand a | eg over,

wi nched

hi nsel f up, and stood. He searched for his objective. Absent gods, another
fifteen feet to go. Up, then



A dry branch gave way under one foot, which was partly useful, for he was

t hen

able to kick it free and drop it on the upturned face of the skinny fell ow
who

was being urged up the tree in Dag’s wake by his friends. He yel ped and fel
back, discouraged for a nonent. Dag didn’'t need too many nore nonents.

To his delight, a rock whistled up past him then another. “OM” he cried
realistically, to lure nore of them A couple nore missiles rose and fell
followed by a neaty clunk and an entirely authentic “ON” from bel ow. Dag
made

sure they could hear his evil |augh, even though he was wheezing |like a
smthy's

bel  ows by now.

Al most to goal. Absent gods, the blighted thing was well out on that side
branch. He extended hinself, gripping the branch he was hal f-1ying across
under

his right arnmpit, feet sliding along the wobbly bough below it, w shing for
almost the first time in his life for nore height and reach. Overbal ance at
this

el evation, and he could swiftly prove hinmself stupider than Stupid Sunny. A
little nore, alittle nore, get his hook around that attachment...and a good
yank.

Dag clung hard as the rough gray paper-wasp nest the size of a waternelon
parted

fromthe branch and began its thirty-five foot-drop. Mdst of the nest’s

resi dents were honme for the evening, his groundsense told him settling down
for

the night. Wake up! You' re under attack! H's feeble effort to stir up the
wasps

with his ground seened redundant when the plumeting object hit the dirt and
ruptured with a loud and satisfying thwack. Followed by a deep angry whi ne he
could hear all the way up here.

The first screans were a deal nore satisfying, though

He cuddl ed back against the trunk of the tree, feet braced on sone | ess
flexible

si de branches, gasping for breath and applying hinself to a few refinenments.
Per suadi ng the furious wasps to advance up trouser |egs and down collars
proved

not as difficult as he'd feared, although he could not sinply bounce them
like

nosqui t oes, and they were nuch less tractable than fireflies. A matter of
practice, Dag decided. He set to it with a will.

“Ah! Ah! They're in ny hair, they’'re in nmy hair, they re stinging neee!” cane
a

wai | from bel ow, voice too high-pitched to identify.

“Augh, ny ears! Ow, ny hands! Get them off, get themoff!”

“Run for the river, Sunny!”

The shuffling sounds of retreat filtered up through the |eaves; the pell-nell
flight wouldn’t help them rmuch, for Dag made sure they |left under full guard.
Even wi t hout groundsense, though, he could tell when his trouser-explorers
made

it all the way to target by the earsplitting shrieks that went up and up
unti |

breath was gone.

“Linmp for the river, Sunny,” Dag nmuttered savagely, as the frantic cries
trailed

away to the east.

Then came the matter of getting down.

Dag took it slowy, at least till the last ten feet when his hook slipped
free



and scored a |l ong slash down the trunk in the wake of the flying bark bits
from

under his knees. But he did manage to |l and on his feet and avoid banging his
splint very much on anything on the way. He staggered upright, gasping. “It
was

easier...when | could just...gut them.

No. Not really.

He sighed, and did his best to tidy hinself up a trifle, brushing bark and
sticks and wi de papery |l eaves fromhis clothing and hair with the back of his
hook, and gratefully slipping his throbbing right armback into its sling. A
few

stray wasps buzzed near in investigative nenace; he sent themoff after their
nest mates and slithered back down the slope to where the horses were tied.
He picked apart their ties and did his best to loop up their reins so they
woul dn’t step on them led themout onto the road, and pointed them south,
trying to plant horsey suggesti ons about barns and grain and hone into their
l[imted nminds. They would either find their way, or Sunny and his friends
coul d

have a fine time over the next few days |ooking for them Once the boys could
get their swollen selves out of bed, that is. A couple of the woul d-be
bul li es,

i ncl udi ng Sunny—bag had nmade quite sure of Sunny on that score—would
definitely

not be wishing to ride home tonight. Or for many nights to cone.

As he was wearily clinbing back up the lane, he net Sorrel hastening down.
Sorrel gripped a pitchfork and | ooked thoroughly al ar ned.

“What in thunder was that awful screeching, patroller?” he denanded.

“Some fool young fellows trespassing in your woods thought it would be a
grand

i dea to chuck rocks at a wasp nest. It didn't work out the way they’'d

pi ctured.”

Sorrel snorted in hal f-anmused vexation, the tension draining out of his body,
t hen paused. “Really?”

“I think that would be the best story all around, yes.”

Sorrel gave a little grow that rem nded Dag suddenly of Fawn. “Plain enough
there’s nmore to it. Have it in hand, do you?” He turned again to wal k up the
| ane side by side with Dag.

“That part, yes.” Dag extended his groundsense again, this tine toward the

old
barn. Hs future brother-in-law was still alive, though his ground was
deci dedl y

agitated at the monent. “There’s another part. Wiich | think is your place
and

not mne to deal with.” It was not one patrol |eader’s job to correct another
patrol |eader’s people. On the other hand, team ng up could sonetimes be
remarkably effective. “But | think we mght get forward faster if you' d be
willing to take sonme direction fromne.”

“About what ?”

“In this case, Reed and Rush.”
Sorrel nuttered sonething about,
t oget her.”

Then added, “What about thenf”
“I think we ought to let Rush tell us. Then see.”

“Huh,” said Sorrel dubiously, but he foll owed as Dag turned aside fromthe

| ane

at the old barn

The sliding door onto the |ane was open, and a soft yellow light spilled out
froman oil lantern hung on a nail in a rafter. Grace, in a box stall by the
door, snorted uneasily as they entered. The packed-dirt aisle snelled not
unpl easantly of horses and straw and nmanure and dove droppings and dry rot.

...ready to knock their fool heads



From

Copper head’ s box sounded an angry squeal. Dag held out a restraining hand as
Sorrel started to surge forward. Wait, Dag nout hed.

It was hard for Dag not to |augh out |loud as the scene revealed itself,

al t hough

the sight of half his gear strewn across the stall floor being well tranpled
by

Copperhead did quite a lot to help himkeep a straight face. On the far wall
of

the stall, some wooden slats were nailed to make a crude nanger, and above it
a

square was cut in the ceiling to allow hay to be tossed down directly from

t he

| oft above. Although the hole was big enough to stuff down an arnl oad of hay,
it

wasn't quite big enough for Rush’s broad shoul ders to nake the reverse trip.
At

t he nonent, having scranmbled off the top of the manger as a partial |adder
Rush

had one I eg and both arms awkwardly jamred t hrough the hole, and was
attenpting

to twist the rest of his body out of range of Copperhead s snapping yell ow
teeth. Copperhead, ears flat back and neck snaking, squeal ed and snapped
agai n,

apparently for the pure evil pleasure of watching Rush squirm harder
“Patroller!” Rush cried as he saw themcone up to the stall partition. “Help
me!

Call off your horse!”

Sorrel shot Dag a worried | ook; Dag returned a small headshake and draped his
arnms over the partition, |eaning confortably.

“Now, Rush,” said Dag in a conversational voice, “lI distinctly remenber
telling

you and your brothers that Copperhead was a warhorse, and to | eave hi m al one.
Do

you renenber that, Sorrel?”

“Yes, | do, patroller,” said Sorrel, matching his tone, also resting his

el bows

on the boards.

“I know you magic himin some way! Get himoff nme!”

“Well, we’'ll have to see about that. Now, what |I'mmightily curious about is
just how you happened to be in his stall, without ny |eave, but with ny
saddl ebags and bedroll and all ny gear, which | had left in Aunt Nattie's
weavi ng room | think your pa would like to hear that story, too.” And then
Dag

fell silent.

The silence stretched. Rush nade a tentative nove to swi ng down. Copper head,
excited, stanped and snapped and made a nost peculiar noise, hal fway between
whi psaw nenace and a horsel augh, Dag thought. Rush swung up again hastily.
“Your brute of a horse savaged ne!” Rush conplained. H's shirt was ripped on
one

shoul der, and sone bl ood | eaked through, but it was clear to Dag’'s eye by the
way Rush noved that there was nothi ng broken

“Now, now,” said Dag in a nock-soothing tone. “That was just a |love bite,

t hat

was. |f Copper’d really savaged you, you’d be over there, and your arm woul d
be

over here. Speaking fromexperience and all.”

Rush’s eyes w dened as it dawned on himthat if he’ d wanted synpathy, he’d
gone

to the wong store with the wong coin.



Dag didn’t say anything some nore.

“What do you want to know?” Rush finally asked, in a surly tone.
“I"'msure you' Il think of sonething,” Dag draw ed.

“Pa, make himlet me down!”

Sorrel vented an exasperated sigh. “You know, Rush, |’'ve drawn you and your
brot her out of wells of your own digging nore than once when you were
younger ,

because every boy's got to survive his share of foolishness. But as you're
bot h

so fond of telling me, you' re not youngsters anynore. Seens to ne you got
yourself up there. You can get yourself down.”

Rush | ooked appalled at this unexpected parental betrayal. He started blurting
a

somewhat garbl ed account for his predicament involving an i magi nary request

rel ayed from Fawn.

Dag gave Sorrel another small headshake. Sorrel |ooked increasingly grim

“No,” Dag interrupted in a bored voice, “That’s not it. Think harder, Rush.”

After a noment, he said, “l should also nention, | suppose, that Sunny Sawran
and his three strapping friends are now on their way downriver to West Bl ue.
Under escort. Underwater, nostly. | don’t think they' |l be back for sone
severa

days.”

“How di d you—+ don’t know what you’'re tal king about!”

More sil ence.

Rush added in a smaller voice, “Are they all right?”

“They’' Il live,” said Dag indifferently. “You can renmenber to thank nme kindly
for

that, later.” And fell silent again

After a couple nore false starts, Rush at |last began to ‘fess up. It was nore
or

| ess the story Dag expected, of al ehouse conspiracy and yout hful bravado. In
Rush’ s version, Reed was the ringleader, valiantly horrified at the thought
of

his only sister marrying a Lakewal ker corpse-eater and thus making him
brother-in-law to one, and Rush’s notivations were lost in a nunble; Dag
wasn’ t

sure whether this was strict truth or bl ane-casting, nor did he greatly care,
as

it was clear enough both boys were in it together. They had found a strangely
ent husi astic hel per in Sunny, fresh froma sumrer of stump-pulling and happy
to

show of f his rmuscle. Unsurprisingly, it appeared Sunny had not seen fit to
mention to the twins his prior encounter with Dag. Dag chose not to either
Sorrel | ooked grimer and grimrer.

Rush at |ast stuttered to a halt. A cool silence fell in the warm barn. Rush
began to sag down; Copperhead | unged again. Rush tightened up once nore,
clinging like a possumto a branch. Dag could see that his arnms were shaking.

“Now, Rush,” said Dag. “I’'mgoing to tell you howit’s going to be. I am
actually prepared to forgive and forget your brotherly plan to beat ne
crippled

or dead and buried in your pa s woods on the night before ny wedding. The
fact

that you al so seriously endangered the Iives of your friends—because | would
not, facing that death, have held back in defending nyself—+ |eave to your pa
to

take up with you two. 1’1l even forgive your lies to me.” Dag’'s voice dropped
to

a deadly register that nade Sorrel glance aside in alarm “Wat | do not
forgive

is the malice of your lies to Fawn. You' d planned for her to wake up joyful



on
her weddi ng norning and then tell her 1'd scunnered out in the night, nake
her

bel i eve herself shanmed and betrayed, humiliate her before her friends and

ki n,

set her to weepi ng—although I think her real response m ght have surprised
you.”

He gl anced aside. “You like that picture, Sorrel? No? Good.” Dag took a |ong
breath. “Whatever reasons your parents tolerated your torment of your sister
in

the past, it stops tonorrow. You claimReed was afraid of me? He wasn't near
afraid enough. Either of you so much as | ook cross-eyed at Fawn tonorrow, or
anytime thereafter, | will give you reason to regret it every day for the
rest

of your lives. You hear me, Rush? Look at ne.” Dag hadn’t used that voice

si nce

he was a company captain. He was pleased to note it still worked; Rush nearly
fell fromhis perch. Copperhead shied. Even Sorrel stepped backward. Dag

hi ssed,

“You hear me?”

Rush nodded frantically.

“All right. I will halter Copperhead, and you will clinmb down fromthere
Then

you will pick up every bit of ny gear and put it back where you found it.
What ' s

br oken, you and your brother can fix, what’s been rolled through the nmanure

you
can scrub—which will keep you two out of further mschief for the rest of the
evening, | think—what can’t be fixed, you'll replace, what can't be repl aced,

I

| eave you to work out with your pa.”

“You heard the patroller, Rush,” said Sorrel, in a deeply paternal snarl
Really, it was al nbst as good as the conpany-captain voice.

Dag extended his ground to his horse, a fanmiliar reach |ong practiced; he'd
been

saddled with this chestnut idiot for about eight years, now D sappointed at
t he

| oss of his toy, Copperhead |lowered his head to the stall floor and began
lipping straw, pretending that it all never happened. Dag thought he had a
| ot

in conmon with Rush, that way. “You can get down,” said Dag.

“He isn't haltered,” said Rush nervously.

“Yes, he is,” said Dag, “now.” Sorrel’s eyebrows clinmbed, but he didn't say
anyt hi ng. Cautiously, Rush clinbed down. Red-faced, his eyes wary on

Copper head,

he began collecting Dag’s strewn possessions: clothing and saddl ebags and
ri pped

bedrol |, knocked-about saddl e and pummel ed saddl e bl anket. The adapted bow,

t hough kicked into a corner, was undamaged; Dag was glad. Only the reasonably
beni gn out come was keeping himfromutter fury right nowthat, plus not

t hi nki ng

too hard about Spark. But he had to think about Spark

“Now, ” Dag said, as Rush made his way out of the stall with his arns | oaded,
and

Dag cl osed the stall door after him Rush set the tangl ed gear down very
carefully. “We cone to the other question. What of all this would you have ne
tell Fawn?”

The place had been quiet like a barn; for a nonent, it grew quiet like a tonb.
Sorrel’s face screwed up. He said cautiously, “Seens to me she’d be near as
di stressed for the word of this as for the thing itself. | mean, with respect



to

Reed and Rush,” he added, visions of Fawn weeping over Dag’' s battered corpse
evidently presenting thenselves to his mnd s eye, as indeed they did to
Dag’ s.

Rush, who had been rather red, turned rather white.

“Seens that way to ne, too,” said Dag. “But, you know, there’ s eight people
who

know the truth about what happened tonight. Granted, four of themwll be
telling lies when they drag hone tonight, though | doubt even those will all
be

the sane lies. Sone kind of word' s going to get around.”

Dag let themboth dwell on this ugly vision for a little, then said, “I’m not
Reed’ s and Rush’s linker, though | should have been. | will not lie to her
for

them But 1'Il give you this much, and no nore: |I'Il not speak first.”

Sorrel took this in almost w thout expression for a noment, clearly thinking
t hrough the deeply unpl easant famly ramnifications. Then he nodded shortly.
“Fair enough, patroller.”

Dag extended his groundsense briefly, for all that the proximty of the two
shaken Bl uefields made it painful. He said, “Reed is conmi ng back to the house

with Fawn, now. |I’'d prefer to | eave himto you, Sorrel.”
“Send himdown here to the barn,” said Sorrel, somewhat through his teeth.
“That | will, sir.” Dag gave a nod in place of his usual salute

“Thank you—sir.” Sorrel nodded back

Fawn returned to the kitchen with Reed in some annoyance with himfor

dr aggi ng

her out in the dark. She lit a few candle stubs on the mantel to lighten both
the room and her nood. Better still for the latter was the sound of Dag’'s

| ong

footfalls comng through fromthe front hall. Reed, who had ducked into
Nattie's

weavi ng room for sone reason, cane out with an inexplicable triunphant smle
on

his face. She was about to ask why he was so happy all of a sudden when the

| ook

was wi ped clean at the sight of Dag entering the kitchen. Fawn bit back yet
nor e

irritation with her brother. She had better things to do than fuss at Reed;
huggi ng Dag hello was on the top of that I|ist.

He gave her a quick return enmbrace with his left armand turned to Reed. *“Ah,
Reed. Your papa wants to see you in the old barn. Now ~

Reed | ooked at Dag as though he were a poi sonous snake surprised in sone

pl ace

he’ d been about to put his hand. “Why?” he asked in a suspicious voice.

“l believe he and Rush have quite a lot to say to you.” Dag tilted his head
and

gave Reed a little smle, which had to be one of the least friendly

expr essi ons

to go by that name Fawn had ever seen. Reed’s nouth flattened in return, but
he

didn't argue; to Fawn’s relief, he took hinmself off. She heard the front door
sl am behi nd him

Fawn pushed back her unruly curls. “Well, that was a fool’s errand.”

“Where did you two go of f to?” Dag asked

“He dragged ne all the way to the back pasture to help rescue a calf stuck in
a

fence. If the brainless thing had got itself in, it had got itself out by the
tinme we made it there. And then he wanted to walk the fence line while we
wer e



out there. | didn’t mnd the walk, but I have things to do.” She stood back
and

| ooked Dag over. He was often not especially tidy, but at the nonent he

| ooked

downri ght runpled. “Did you have your quiet think?”

“Yes, | just spent a very enlightening hour. Useful, too, | hope.”

“Ch, you. | bet you never sat still.” She brushed at a few stray bits of bark
and | eaf stuck to his shirt, and observed with disfavor a newrip in his
trouser

knee stained with bl ood froma scrape. “Walking in the woods, | think.

swear,

you been wal king so I ong you don’t know how to stop. What, were you climnbing
trees?”

“Just one.”
“Well, that was a fool thing to try with that arm” she scolded fondly. “Did
you

fall down?”
“No, not quite.”

“That’s a blessing. You be nore careful. dinbing trees, indeed! | thought I
was
joking. | don’t want ny bridegroom broken, 1'll have you know.”

“I know.” He smiled, glancing around. Fawn realized that, niracul ously, they
were actually alone for a nmoment. He seened to realize this at the sane tine,
for he sat in the big wooden chair by the hearth and pulled her toward him
She

clinmbed happily into his lap and raised her face for a kiss. The kiss went
urgent, and they were both out of breath when their |ips parted again.

She said gruffly, “They won't be able to keep us apart much |onger.”

“Not even with ropes and wild horses,” he agreed, his eyes glinting. H's
smile

grew nmore serious. “Have you deci ded yet where you want us to be tonorrow

ni ght ?

Ri de or bide?”

She sighed and sat up. “Do you have a partiality?”

He brushed her hair fromher forehead with his lips, likely because he had a
not abl e rel uctance for touching her about the face with his hook. It turned
into

a small trail of kisses along the arches of her eyebrows before he, too, sat
back thoughtfully. “Here would be physically easier. W won't get to Hickory
Lake in a day, still less in a couple of hours tonorrow evening. If we
canped,

you' d have to do nost everything.”

“l don’t mind the work.” She tossed her head.

“There is this. W won't just be making | ove, we'll be naking nmenories. It's
t he

sort of day you remenber all your life, when other days fade. Real question
then, the only really inportant one, is what nenories of this do you want to
bear away into your future?”

Now, there was a voice of experience, she thought. Best listen to it. “It’'s
farmer customfor the couple to go off to their new house, sleep under the
new

roof. The party goes on. If we stay, | swear I'll end up washing di shes at
m dni ght, which is not what | want to be doing at mdnight.”

“l have no house for you. | don't even have a tent with me. It’'Il be a roof
of

stars, if it’s not a roof of rain.”

“I't doesn’t look like rain. This high blue weather this tinme of year usually
holds for three or four days. | admt | prefer inn chanbers to wheatfields,
but

at least with you there’s no nosquitoes.”



“I think we m ght do better than a wheatfield.”

She added nore seriously, thinking about his words, “This place is chock-ful
of

menories for ne. Some are good, but a lot of themhurt, and the hurtful ones
have this way of jostling into first place. And this house’'ll be full of ny

famly. Tomorrow night, 1'd Iike to be soneplace with no nenories at all.”
And

no famly.

He ducked his head in understanding. “That’s what we’'ll do, then.”

Her spine straightened. “Besides, |'mmarrying a patroller. W should go

patroller-style. Bedroll under the stars, right.” She grinned and nuzzled his
neck, and said seductively, “W could bathe in the river..

He was | ooking i mensely seduceabl e, eyes crinkling in the way she so | oved
to

see. “Bathing in the river is always good. A clean patroller is, um.
“Unusual ?” she suggest ed.

And she al so |l oved the way his chest runbled under her when he | aughed deep
down

init. Like a quiet earthquake. “A happy patroller,” he finished firmy.

“We coul d gather firewbod,” she went on, her |ips working upward.

H s worked downward. He nurnured around his kiss, “Big, big bonfire.”

“Scout for rowdy squirrels..

“Those squirrels are a right nmenace.” He | ooked down over his nose at her

t hough she didn’'t see how he could focus his eyes at this distance. “Al
three?

Optimstic, Spark!”

She giggled, joyful to see his eyes so alight. He’'d seened so noody when he’'d
first come in.

To her aggravation, she could hear heavy footsteps com ng down the stairs,

Fl etch or Whit, heading this way. She sighed and sat up. “Ride, then.”

“Unl ess we have a barker of a thunderstorm”

“Thunder and lightning couldn’'t keep me in this house one nore day,” she said
fervently. “It’s time for me to go on. Do you see?”

He nodded. “1’m beginning to, farmer girl. This is right for you.”

She stole one last kiss before sliding off his lap, thinking, Tomorrow we’ll
be

buyi ng these kisses fair and square. Her heart nelted in the tenderness of

t he

| ook he gave her as, reluctantly, he let her slip out of his arm Al storms
m ght be weathered in the safe harbor of that smle

Chapter 19

Fawn flew through the irreduci ble farmchores the next norning. The m | ki ng
fell

to her; afterwards, waving a stick with resolute vigor, she sent the
bew | der ed

cows off to pasture at a brisk and unaccustoned trot. For practical reasons
t he

rul e about the marrying couple’ s not seeing each other before the weddi ng was
put aside till after the fam |y breakfast, when Aunt Rose Bluefield arrived
to

help Mama with the food and the house, along with Fawn's cl osest cousins and
girlfriends Filly Bluefield and G nger Roper to start the prinping.

First cane proper baths. The women went off to the well; the nmen were

di spat ched

to the river. Fawn had grave doubts about |eaving Dag to the mercies of her
father, Fletch, and Wit for such a vul nerable enterprise, although at | east
t he



twins weren’t to followtill along list of dirty chores had been conpl et ed.

Filly and G nger dragged her away as she was still yelling strict orders down

the hill after the nen about not letting Dag’s splints get wet. There foll owed
a

naked, wet, silly, and sudsy half hour by the well; Mama brought out her best

scented soap for the task. Once they were back in the bedroomw th G nger and
Filly starting on her hair, Fawn was relieved to hear footsteps and nen’'s

Voi ces

t hrough the cl osed door to the weaving room Dag giving sone cal minstruction
to

Wi t.

Filly and G nger did their best, fromFawn's dimy remenbered description of
what Reela had told her, to imtate Lakewal ker weddi ng braids, although Fawn
was

glumy aware that her own hair was too curly and unruly to cooperate the way
Lakewal kers’ |ong | ocks no doubt did. The result was creditable, anyhow, wth
the hair drawn up in neat thick ropes fromher tenples to neet at her crown,
and

fromthere allowed to spin down | oose behind after its own turbul ent fashion
In

the little hand mirror, held out at arms length, Fawn’ s face | ooked
startlingly

refined and grown-up, and she blinked at the strangeness. G nger’s brother
had

ridden all the way to Mrror Pond this nmorning, four mles upriver, to get

t he

flowers Fawn had begged of him three not-too-crunpled white water lilies,

whi ch

G nger now bound into the knot of hair on the crown of her head.

“Mama sai d you could have had all of her roses you wanted,” Filly observed,
tilting her head to exanine the effect.

“These are nore | ake-ish,” said Fawn. “Dag will |ike them The poor man
doesn’ t

have any famly or friends here, and is pretty rmuch having to borrow
everyt hi ng

farmer. | know he was pining that he couldn’t send down his Lakewal ker
bride-gifts till after the wedding; they’'re supposed to be given beforehand,
I

guess.”

Filly said, “Marma wondered if no wonen of his own people would marry him
because

of his hand being nmained like that.”

Fawn, choosing to ignore the inplied reflection upon herself, said only, “I
shouldn’t think so. Alot of patrollers seemto get banged up, over tine.
Anyhow, he’s a wi dower.”

G nger said, “My brother said the twins said his horse tal ks human to him
when

there’s no one around.”

Fawn snorted. “If no one’s around, how do they know?”

G nger, considering this, conceded reluctantly, “That’'s a point.”

“Besides, it's the twins.”

Filly granted, “That’'s another.’
up

that story about hi m magi cki ng together that gl ass bow they broke, too?”

“Un No. That one’s true,” Fawn adnmitted. “Mama put it away upstairs for

t oday,

so it wouldn't risk getting knocked down again.”

A thoughtful silence followed this, while Filly poked at the curls in back to
fluff them and pushed away Fawn’s hands trying to snooth them

“He’s so tall,” said Gnger in a newWy specul ative tone, “and you' re so

She added in regret, “So | guess they nmade



short.

I"d think he’d squash you flatter than a bug. Plus both his arns bein” hurt.
However are you two going to manage, tonight?”

“Dag’s very ingenious,” said Fawn firmy.

Filly poked her and giggled. “How would you know, eh?”

G nger snickered. “Someone’s been sanplin’, | think. Wat were you two doin’
out on the road together for a month |ike that?”

Fawn tossed her head and sniffed. “None of your business.” She couldn’t help

adding smugly after a monment, “I will say, there’s no going back to farner
boys,
after.” Wi ch won sone hoots, quickly nuted as Nattie bustled back in.

G nger set her a chair by Fawn’s bench, and Nattie laid out the cloth in

whi ch

she’d wrapped the braided cords; she’'d just delivered Dag’s to him together
with the other, surprise present.

“Did he like his wedding shirt?” Fawn asked, a bit w stful because she

coul dn’ t

very well ask Nattie How did it | ook on hinf

“Ch, yes, lovie, he was very pleased. |’'d say, even noved. He said he d never
had anything so fine in his life, and was in a wonder that we got it together
so

qui ck and secret. Though he said he was relieved for the explanation of you
girls with your measurin’ strings yesterday, which had evidently been
worryin’

hima bit.” She unrolled the wap; the dark cord lay coiled in her lap, the
gold

beads firm and rich-1ooking upon the ends.

“Where is he wearing his cord? Were should | wear m ne?”

“He says folks nostly wear themon the left wist if they re right-handed.

T other way around if not, naturally. He's put his around his |l eft arm above
t he

harness, for now. He says when the tine cones for the binding, he can sit
down

and you can stand facing him left side to left side, and | should be able to
do

the tyin between you without too nuch trouble.”

“All right,” said Fawn doubtfully, trying to picture this. She stuck out her
left armand et Nattie wap the cord several tines around her wist like a
bracelet, tying the ends in a bow knot for now The beads dangled prettily,
and

she twi sted her hand to make them bounce on her skin. Alittle of her nobst
secret self was in it, Dag said, bound in with her blood; she had to take his
wor d.

Then it was tine to get her dress on, the good green cotton, washed and
carefully ironed for this; her other good dress being warm wool for wi nter
That

Dag woul d remenber this dress fromthat night in d assforge when he had so
gently and urgently renoved it, unwapping her like a gift, nust be a secret
bet ween them but she hoped he would find it a heartening sight. G nger and
Filly together lowered the fabric carefully over her head so as not to muss
her

hair or crush the lilies.

A knock sounded at the door, from someone who did not wait for permission to
enter; Wiit, who | ooked at Fawn and blinked. He opened his mouth as if to
fire

of f one of his usual quip-insults, then appeared to think better of it and

j ust

smled uneasily.

“Dag says, what about the weapons?” he recited, revealing hinmself as a
nessenger



sent. “He seens to want to put themall on. He neans, all of them at once.
He

says it's to show of f what a patroller is bringing to his bride’ s tent.

Fl etch

says, ho one wears weapons to a wedding, it just ain't done. Papa says, he
don’ t

know what shoul d be done. So Dag says, ask Spark, and he’'ll abide.”

Fawn started to answer Yes, it’'s his wedding too, he should have sonme of his
own

customs, then instead said nore cautiously, “Just how many weapons are we

t al ki ng about, here?”

“Well, there’s that great pigsticker that he calls his war knife, for
starters.

Then there’s one he slips down in his boot, and another he straps on his

t hi gh

sonmetines, evidently. \What he wants with three knives when he only has one
hand,

| don’t know. Then there’s that funny bow of his, and the quiver of arrows,
whi ch al so has some little knives stuck init. He seemed a bit put out that
he

didn’t have a sword by hi mseens there’s one he inherited fromhis pa back at
hi s canp, and sone ash spear or another for fighting from horseback, which he
al so doesn’t have here. Fortunately.”

G nger and Filly listened to this lengthening catalog with their faces
Screw ng

up.

Whit, nodding silent agreenment at them finished, “You d think the man woul d
cl ank when he wal ked. You wouldn't want a patroller to fall into water over
hi s

head on his way to his wedding, 1'll say.” Hi s own brows rose in gruesone

ent husi asm “You suppose he's killed anybody with that arsenal ? ‘ Spect he
nmust

have, sonetime or another. That’'s a right sobering collection of scars he has,
I

saw when we were down washi ng up. Though | suppose he’s had a long tinme to
accunul ate "em” He added after another contenplative nmonent, “Do you think
he’' s

getting nervous ‘bout the wedding? He don’t hardly show it, but with him how
woul d you tell?”

Wth Wit as a helper, it was a wonder Dag wasn’'t frenzied by now, Fawn

t hought

tartly. “Tell him—+awn’s tongue hovered between yes and no, renenbering just
what all she had seen Dag kill with those weapons—tell himjust the war
knife.”

In case it was nerves and the weapons a consolation. “Tell himit can stand
for

the rest of them all right? W'll know.”

“All right.” Wit did not take hinmself off at once, but stood scratching his
head.

“Did the shirt fit himgood?” Fawn asked.

“Ch, yeah, | guess.”

“You guess? Didn't you | ook? Agh! Useless to ask you, | suppose.”

“He liked it fine. Kept touchin” it with his fingertips peekin out of those
bandages, anyhow, like he liked the feel. But what | want expl ained i s—you
know,

| had to help himbutton and unbutton his trousers. So how in the green world
has he been managi ng them for the past week? ‘Cause | haven’'t never seen him
goi ng around undone. And | don’t care how nuch of a sorcerer he is, he has to
have been doin’ the necessary sone tine..

“Whit,” said Fawn, “go away.”



G nger and Filly, thinking this through, |ooked at Fawn’s flushing face and
began to giggle |like steamkettles.

“Because,” Whit, never one to take a hint, forged on, “I know it wasn't me or
Fletch or Pa, and it couldn’'t have been the twins, who didn't warmto hima
bit.

Suppose it could have been Nattie, but really, |I think it nust have been you,
and how-ew ” He ended in a yelp as Nattie smacked himfirmy and accurately
across the knees with her cane.

“Whit, if you don’t go find yourself a chore, I’'Il find you one,” she told
hi m

“Don’t you go enbarrassin’ Fawn’'s patroller with all your supposing or you'l
have me to answer to, and | will be here tonorrow”

Whit, daunted at last, took hinself out, saying placatingly, “I'Il say just
t he

knife, right.”

Qut si de, Fawn coul d hear the sounds of hoof beats and creaking carts com ng up
the lane, and calls of greeting, nore folks arriving. It felt very peculiar
to

sit still in this roomwaiting, instead of being out bustling around doing.
Mama canme in, w ping her hands on a towel, to say, “Shep Sower and his w fe
j ust

got here. They were the last. The sun’s as close to noon as makes no never

m nd

W could start nost any tine.”

“I's Dag ready? Is he all right?”

“He’ s clean, and dressed neat and plain. He | ooks very cal mand above it all
except that he’s had Wit switch out his wooden hand for his hook and back
agai n

twi ce now.”

Fawn considered this. “Wich did he end up with?”

“Hook, last | seen.”

“Hm” So did that nean he was getting nore relaxed, to let hinself be seen so
by

strangers, or less, to have the nost useful tool and maybe-weapon ready, as
it

were, to hand? “Well, it’ll be over soon. | didn’t nean to put himthrough
such

an ordeal when | agreed to stop back here.”

Mama nodded to Fawn’s cousins. “You girls give us a mnute.”

Nattie rose to her feet, endorsing this. “Come al ong, chickies, give the bride
a

breat her with her mana.

She shepherded Fawn’s hel pers out to her weaving

room
and cl osed the door quietly behind them

Mama said, “In a few mnutes, you' ll be a married woman.” Her voi ce was
stretched sonewhere between anxi ous and bew | dered. “Sooner than | expected.
Vell, | never expected anything like this. W always meant to do right by
you,

for your wedding. This is all so quick. W’ ve done nore preparing for
Fletch.”

She frowned at this felt injustice.

“I"'mglad it’s no nore. This is maki ng ne nervous enough.”

“You sure about this, Fawn?”

“Today, no. Al my tonorrows, yes.”

“Nattie’'s kept your confidences. But, you know, if you want to change your
m nd

we can stop this right now. Watever trouble you think you re in, we could
manage it sonmehow. ”

“Marma, we’ve had this conversation. Twice. |I’mnot pregnhant. Really and
truly.”



“There are other kinds of troubles.”

“For girls, that’s the only one fol ks seemto care about.” She sighed. “So
how

many out there are saying | rmust be, for you to let this go forward?”
“Afew,” Mama adnmitted.

A bunch, 1’1 bet. Fawn growled. “Well, tinme'll prove ‘emwong, and | hope
you' Il make them eat their words when it does, 'cause | won't be here to.”
Mama went around behi nd her and fussed with her hair, which needed not hi ng.
“I

admt Dag seens a fine fellow, no, 1'll go farther, a good man, but what
about

his kin? Even he doesn’'t vouch for your wel cone where you' re going. Wat if
t hey

treat you bad?”

"1l feel right at home. Fawn bit down on that one before it escaped. “I’'II
deal. | dealt with bandits and nud-men and blight bogles. | can deal wth
relatives.” As long as they're not ny rel atives.

“I's this sensible?”

“I'f folks were sensible, would anyone ever get narried?”

Mama snorted. “l suppose not.” She added in a |ower voice, “But if you start
down a road you can’'t see the end of, there’s a chance you'll find some dark
things along it.”

About to defend her choice for the hundredth time, Fawn paused, and said

sinmply,
“That’s true.” She stood up. “But it’s ny road. Qur road. | can’t stand stil
and keep breathin’. I'mready.” She kissed her nmama on the cheek. “Let’s go.”

Mama got in one |ast, inarguable maternal sigh, but foll owed Fawn out. They
collected Nattie and G nger and Filly along the way. Mana nade a quick
circuit

of the kitchen, finally set aside her towel, straightened her dress, and | ed
t he

way into the parlor.

The parlor was janmed, the crowd spilling over into the hall. Papa’ s brother
Uncl e Hawk Bl uefield and Aunt Rose and their son still at honme; Uncle and
Aunt

Roper and their two youngest boys, including the successful water-lily
finder;

Shep Sower and his cheery wife, always up for a free feed; Fletch and d over
and
Clover’'s folks and sisters and the twins, inexplicably well behaved, and Whit

and Papa.
And Dag, a head above everyone but still |ooking very surrounded. The white
shirt fit himwell. There hadn’t been time for snocking or enbroidery, but

Natti e and Aunt Roper had come up with some dark green piping to set off the
collar and cuffs and button placket. The sl eeves were nmade generous enough to
fit over his splints, and over his arm harness on the other side, with second
buttons set over to tighten the cuffs later. There had been just enough of

t he

shell buttons left to do the job. Fawn had whi sked his sling away from him
yesterday | ong enough to wash and iron it, so it didn't |ook so grubby even
though it was growing a bit tattered. He was wearing the tan trousers with

f ewer

ol d stains and nends, also forcibly washed yesterday. His worn kni fe sheath,
riding on his left hip, |ooked so nuch a part of himas to be al npst

unnoti ceabl e despite its w cked size.

A bit of spontaneous appl ause broke out when Fawn appeared, which made her

bl ush. And then Dag wasn’t | ooking at anything else but her, and it all nade
sense again. She went and stood beside him Hs right armtwitched inits
sling,

as though he desperately wanted to hold her hand but could not. Fawn settled



for

sliding her foot and hip over, so that they touched along the side, a
reassuring

pressure. The sense of strain in the room of everyone trying to pretend this
was all right and be nice for Fawn's sake, al nost made her want themall to
revert back to their normal rel axed horribl eness, but not quite.

Shep Sower stepped forth, smiled, cleared his throat, and called themall to
attention with a few brief, practiced words. To Fawn’s relief, he glanced at
Dag

and ski pped over his usual dire weddi ng jokes, which everyone el se here had
likely heard often enough to recite thensel ves anyhow. He then read out the
marriage contract; the older generation |listened with attention, noddi ng
judiciously or raising eyebrows and exchangi ng gl ances now and then. Dag,
Fawn,

her parents, the three adult couples, and Fletch and Clover all signed it,
Natti e made her mark, and Shep signed and sealed it all.

Then Papa brought out the fanmly book and laid it open on the table, and nuch
t he sane exercise was repeated. Dag stared curiously over Fawn’s shoul der at
t he

pages, and she thunbed back a bit through the entries of births, deaths, and
marri ages and | and swaps, purchases, or inheritances to silently point out
her

own birth note and, several pages earlier, the note of her own parents’

weddi ng,

wi th the nanes and countersigned marks of the w tnesses—any | ong dead, a few
still right here in this same roomdoing this same task

Then Dag and Fawn, coached by Shep, said their prom ses. There had been a bit
of

a debate about them yesterday. Dag had shied at the wording, all the farnmer
pl edges to plow and plant and harvest in due season, since he said he wasn't
likely to be doing any of those things and for a weddi ng vow he ought to be
speaking strict truth if ever he did. And as for guarding the land for his
children, he’d been doing that all his life for everybody' s children. But
Nattie

had expl ai ned the decl arations as a poetical way of tal king about a couple
taki ng care of each other and having babies and growi ng ol d together, and
he' d

cal med right down. The words did sound odd in his nouth, here in this hot,
crowded parlor, but his deep, careful voice sonehow gave them such weight it
felt as if they might be used to anchor ships in a thunderstorm They seened
to

linger in the air, and all the married adults | ooked queerly introspective,
as

if hearing themresonating in their own nenories. Fawn’s own voi ce seened
fai nt

and gruff in her ears by conparison, as though she were a silly little girl
pl ayi ng at being a grown-up, convincing no one.

At this point in the usual cerenony it would be time to kiss each other and
go

eat, but now cane the string-binding, about which nbst everyone had been

war ned

in carefully casual ternms. Sonething to please Fawn’s patroller, and in case
that seemed too alarnming, Nattie will be doing it for them Papa brought out
a

chair and set it in the niddle of the room and Dag sat in it with a nod of

t hanks. Fawn rolled up Dag's left sleeve; she wondered what was goi ng through
his head that he chose to so expose his armharness to view But the dark
cord

with the copper glints was revealed, circling his biceps, Fawm’s own cord
havi ng



been out in plain sight all along.

Papa then escorted Nattie up, and she felt along and found everything, cords
and

armand wist. She pulled | oose the bow knots and col |l ected both cords in her
hands, wi ndi ng them about one another, murnuring hal f-voiced bl essings of her
own devi sing. She then rew apped the conbined cords in a figure eight around
Dag’'s armand Fawn’s, and tied themw th a single bow She held her hand on
it,

and chant ed:

“Side by side or far apart,
intertwi ned may these hearts
wal k together.”

Whi ch were the words Dag had given Nattie to say, and reni nded Fawn

di sturbingly

of the words on Kauneo’ s thighbone-knife that Dag had carried for so | ong

ai med

at his own heart. Possibly the burned script had been nmeant to recall just
such

a weddi ng chant, or charm

The words, the cords, and the two hearts willing: all had to be present to
make

a valid marriage in Lakewal ker...not eyes, but groundsense, that subtle,

i nvi sible, powerful perceiving. Fawn wondered desperately how it was people
made

their assent work the strings’ grounds that way. Thinking really hard about
it

seened, for her, about as effective as being a five-year-old w shing hard for
a

pony, eyes scrunched up in futile effort, because a child had no other power
by

whi ch to nove the world.

Doi ng has no need of w shing.

She woul d do her marriage then, hour by hour and day by day with the work of
her

hands, and let the wishing fall where it woul d.

Dag had his head cocked as though he were listening to sonething Fawn coul d
not

hear; his eyelids lowered in satisfaction, and he smled. Wth sone
difficulty,

he lifted his right armand positioned the fingers of his hand about one end
of

the knot, gathering up the two gold beads fromthe two different cords; Fawn,
at

his nod, grasped the other pair. Together, they pulled the knot apart, and
Fawn

l et the cords unwind from around each other. Fawn then tied her cord on Dag’s
arm and Dag, with Nattie’'s help, or rather Nattie with Dag’ s hindrance, tied
his cord around Fawn’s wist, this tine with square knots. Dag gl anced up
under

his lids at her with a muted expression, joy and terror and triunph
conpounded,

with just a touch of wild unholy glee. It rem nded Fawn of the | oopy | ook on
hi s

face right after they'd slain the malice, actually. He | eaned his forehead
agai nst Fawn’s and whi spered, “It’s good. It’s done.”

Lakewal ker ground magi ¢ of a nost profound sort. Worked in front of twenty



peopl e. And not one of them had seen it. Wat have we done?

Still sitting, Dag snaked his left arm around her and snugged her in for a
proper kiss, though it felt disorienting to be lowering her face toward his
instead of raising it. Wth an effort, they both broke off before the kiss
continued at inproper length. She thought he just barely refrained from

pul I'i ng
her into his lap and ravishing her right there. She was way overdue for a
good

ravi sh. Later, his bright eyes prom sed.

And then it was tinme to go eat.

The boys had set up trestle tables in the west yard under the trees, so there
woul d be room for everyone to sit down who wanted to. One whol e tabl e was
devoted to the food and drink, which people circled and descended upon |ike
st oopi ng hawks, carrying | oaded plates away to the other tables. Wnen banged
in

and out of the kitchen after things forgotten or belatedly wanted. Wth only
t he

four famlies plus the Sowers present, it was literally a quiet wedding, with
no

musi ¢ or dancing attenpted, and as it chanced, there were no little ones

pr esent

to fall down the well or out of trees or stable lofts and keep the parents
alert, or crazed.

There foll owed eating, drinking, eating, talking, and eating. Wen Fawn

haul ed

Dag and his plate to the food trestle for the third tine, he bent and

whi spered

fearfully, “How rmuch nore of this do | have to get down so as not to offend
any

of those formnidable wonmen |’ mnow rel ated to?”

“Well, there’s Aunt Roper’s cream and-honey pie,” said Fawn judiciously, “and
Aunt Bluefield s butter-wal nut cake, and Mana’s mapl e- hi ckory nut bars, and
ny

apple pies.”

“All of then®”

“Ideally. O you could just pick one and let the rest be offended.”

Dag appeared to cogitate for a nmonent, then said gravely, “Slap on a big
chunk

of that apple pie, then.”

“l do like a man who thinks on his feet,’
porti on.

“Yeah, while | can still see them”

She smirked.

He added plaintively, “That dinple’s going to be the death of ne, you know?”
“Never,” she said firmy, and led himback to their seats.

She slipped away soon after to her bedroomto change into her riding trousers
and shoes and the sturdier shirt that went with them She left the lilies in
her

hai r, though. Wen she cane back out to Nattie' s weaving room Dag stood up
from

his neatly packed saddl ebags.

“You say when, Spark.”

sai d Fawn, scooping up a generous

“Now,” she replied fervently, “while they're still working through the
desserts.

They' Il be less inclined to follow al ong.”

“Not being able to nove? | begin to see your clever plan.” He grinned and

went

to get Wit and Fletch to help himwi th the horses.

She net themin the lane to the south of the house, where Dag was wat chi ng
with



keen attention as his new brothers-in-law tied on the assorted gear. “I don't
think they' Il try any tricks on you,” she whispered up to him

“I'f they were Lakewal kers,” he nurnured back, “there would be no end of
tricks

at this point. Patroller hunor. Sonetinmes, people are allowed to live, after.”
Fawn made a wy face. Then added thoughtfully, “Do you miss it?”

“Not that part,” he said, shaking his head.

Despite the cooks’ best efforts, the relatives did drag thenselves fromthe
trestle tables to see themoff. Clover, with a glance at the addition rising
on

this side of the house, bade Fawn the very best of |uck. Mama hugged her and
cried, Papa hugged her and | ooked grim and Nattie just hugged her. Filly and
G nger flung rose petals at them npst of which mssed; Copperhead seened
briefly inclined to spook at this, just to stay in practice evidently, but
Dag

gave himan evil eye, and he desisted and stood quietly.

“l hate to see you going out on the road with nothing,” Mama sniffl ed.

Fawn gl anced at her bul gi ng saddl ebags and all the extra bundles, nostly
stuffed

wi t h packed-up food, tied about patient G ace; Fawn had barely been able to
fight off the pressing offer of a hanper to be tied atop. Dag, citing
Copperhead’ s tricksiness, had been nore successful at resisting the

[ ast-m nute

provisions and gifts. After a brief struggle with her tongue, she said only,
“We’ | | nmanage sonehow, WManma.”

And then Papa boosted her aboard G ace, and Dag, wapping his reins around
hi s

hook, got hinmself up on tall Copperhead in one snooth |unge despite his sling.
“Take care of her, patroller,” Papa said gruffly.

Dag nodded. “l intend to, sir.”

Nattie gripped Fawn's knee, and whi spered, “You take care o' him too, |ovie.
The way that fellow sheds pieces, it may be the thornier task.”

Fawn bent down toward Nattie's ear. “I intend to.”

And then they were off, to a rain of good-byes but no other sort; the

af t ernoon

was warm and fair, and only half-spent. They would be well away from West

Bl ue

by tine to canp tonight. The farnstead fell behind as they wended down the

| ane,

and was soon obscured by the trees.

“W didit,” Fawn said in relief. “We got away again. For a while |I never

t hought 1 woul d.”

“l did say | wouldn’t abandon you,” Dag observed, his eyes a brighter gold in
this light than the beads on the ends of her marriage cord.

Fawn turned back in her saddle for one last | ook up the hill. “You didn't
have

to do it this way.”

“No. | didn't.” The eyes crinkled. “Think about it, Spark.”

Attenpting to exchange a kiss fromthe backs of two variously tall and
differently paced horses resulted in a sort of promissory sidesw pe, but it
was

fully satisfactory in intent. They turned their nounts onto the river road.
It was all a perfect opposite to her first flight from home. Then she had
gone

in secret, in the dark, alone, afraid, angry, afoot, all her neager
possessi ons

in a thin blanket rolled on her back. Even the direction was reversed: south,
i nstead of north as now

In only one aspect were the journeys the sane. Each felt like a leap into the
utterly unknown.
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