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Dag was riding up the lane thinking only of the chances of a Bluefield farm lunch, and his likelihood of needing a nap afterwards, when the arrow hissed past his face.


Panic washing through him, he reached out his right arm and snatched his wife from her saddle. He fell left, dragging them both off and behind the shield of their horses, snapping his sputtering ground-sense open widerange still barely a hundred paces, blight ittorn between thoughts of Fawn, of the knife at his belt, of the unstrung bow at his back, of how many, where? All of it was blotted out in the lightning flash of pain as he landed with both their weights on his healing left leg. His cry of Spark, get behind me! transmuted to Agh! Blight it! as his leg folded under him. Fawns mare bolted. His horse Copperhead shied and jerked at the reins still wrapped around the hook that served in place of Dags left hand; only that, and Fawns support under his arm as she found her feet, kept him upright.


Dag! Fawn yelped as his weight bent her.


Dag straightened, abandoning his twisting reach for his bow, as he at last identified the source of the attacknot with his groundsense, but with his eyes and ears. His brother-in-law Whit Bluefield came running across the yard below the old barn, waving a bow in the air and calling, Oh, sorry! Sorry!


Only then did Dags eye take in the rag target tacked to a red oak tree on the other side of the lane. Wellhe assumed it was a target, though the only arrow nearby was stuck in the bark about two feet below it. Other spent arrows lay loose on the ground well beyond. The one that had nearly clipped off his nose had plowed into the soil a good twenty paces downslope. Dag let out his pent breath in exasperation, then inhaled deeply, willing his hammering heart to slow.


Whit, you ham-fisted fool! cried Fawn, rising on tiptoe to peer over her restive horse-fort. You nearly shot my husband!


Whit arrived breathless, repeating, Sorry! I was so surprised to see you, my hand slipped.


Fawns mare Grace, who had skittered only a few steps before getting over her alarm at this unusual dismount, put her head down and began tearing at the grass clumps. Whit, familiar with Copperheads unsociable character, made a wide circle around the horse to his sisters side. Dag let the reins unwrap from his hook and allowed Copperhead to go join Grace, which the chestnut gelding did after a few desultory bucks and cow-kicks, just to register his opinion of the proceedings. Dag sympathized.


I wasnt aiming at you! Whit declared anxiously.


Im right glad to hear that, drawled Dag. I know I annoyed a few people around here when I married your sister, but I didnt think you were one of em. His lips compressed in a grimmer line. Whit might well have hit Fawn.


Whit flushed. A head shorter than Dag, he was still a head taller than Fawn, whom, after an awkward hesitation, he now embraced. Fawn grimaced, but hugged him back. Both Bluefield heads were crowned with loosely curling black hair, both faces fair-skinned, but while Fawn was nicely rounded, with a captivating sometimes-dimple when she smirked, Whit was skinny and angular, his hands and feet a trifle too big for his body. Still growing into himself even past age twenty, as the length of wrist sticking from the sleeve of his homespun shirt testified. Or perhaps, with no younger brother to hand them down to, he was just condemned to wear out his older clothes.


Dag took a step forward, then hissed, hook-hand clapping to his buckling left thigh. He straightened again with an effort. Maybe I want my stick after all, Spark.


Of course, said Fawn, and darted across the lane to retrieve the hickory staff from under Copperheads saddle flap.


Are you all right? I know I didnt hit you, Whit protested. His mouth bent down. I dont hit anything, much.


Dag smiled tightly. Im fine. Dont worry about it.


He is not fine, Fawn amended sternly, returning with the stick. He got knocked around something fearsome last month when his company rode to put down that awful malice over in Raintree. He hasnt nearly healed up yet.


Oh, was that your folks, Dag? Was it really a blight boglemalice, Whit corrected himself to the Lakewalker term, with a duck of his head at Dag. We heard some pretty wild rumors about a ruckus up by Farmers Flats


Fawn overrode this in concern. That scar didnt break open when you landed so hard, did it, Dag?


Dag glanced down at the tan fabric of his riding trousers. No blood leaked through, and the flashes of pain were fading out. No. He took the stick and leaned on it gratefully. Itll be fine, he added to allay Whits wide-eyed look. He squinted in new curiosity at the bow still clutched in Whits left hand. Whats this? I didnt think you were an archer.


Whit shrugged. Im not, yet. But you said you would teach me whenifyou came back. So I was getting ready, getting in some practice and all. Just in case. He held out his bow as if in evidence.



Dag blinked. He had quite forgotten that casual comment from his first visit to West Blue, and was astonished that the boy had apparently taken it so to heart. Dag stared closely, but not a trace of Whits usual annoying foolery appeared in his face. Huh. Guess I made more of an impression on him than Id thought.


Whit shook off his embarrassment over his straying shaft, and asked cheerfully, So, why are you two back so soon? Is your patrol nearby? They could all come up too, you know. Papa wouldnt mind. Or are you on a mission for your Lakewalkers, like that courier fellow who brought your letters and the horses and presents?


My bride-gifts made it? Oh, good, said Dag.


Yep, they sure did. Surprised us all. Mama wanted to write a letter back to you, but the courier had gone off already, and we didnt know how to get in touch with your people to send it on.


Ah, said Dag. Theres a problem. There was the problem, or one aspect of it: farmers and Lakewalkers who couldnt talk to each other. Like now? For all his mental rehearsal, Dag found it suddenly difficult to spit out the tale of his exile, just off the cuff like this.


Fortunately, Fawn filled in. Were just visitin. Dags sort of off-duty for a time, till his hurts heal up.


True in a sensewell, no, not really. But there would be time to explain furthermaybe when everyone was together, so he wouldnt have to repeat it all over and over, a prospect that made him wince even more than the vision of explaining it to a crowd.


They strolled to recapture the horses, and Whit waved toward the old barn. The stalls you used before are empty. You still got that man-eating red nag, I see. He skirted Copperhead to gather up Graces reins; from the way the bay mare resisted his tugging to snatch a few last mouthfuls of grass, one would take her for starvedclearly not the case.



Yep, said Dag, stooping with a grunt to scoop up the geldings reins in turn. I still havent met anyone I disliked enough to give him to.


And hes been ridin Copperhead for eight straight years. Its a wonder, that. Fawn dimpled. Admit it, Dag, you like that dreadful horse. She went on to her brother, in a tone of bright diversion, So, whats been happening here at West Blue since I left?


Well, Fletch and Clover was married a good six weeks ago. Mama was sorry you two couldnt be here for the wedding. Whit cast a nod at the solid stone farmhouse, sited on the ridge overlooking the wooded valley of the rocky river. The newlyweds addition of two rooms off the near end, still in progress when Dag had last seen it, seemed entirely complete, with glass windows, a wood-shingle roof, and even some early-autumn flowers planted around the foundation, softening the fresh scars in the soil. Clovers all moved in, now. Ha! It didnt take her long to shift the twins. They lit out about twenty miles west to break land with a friend of theirs, only last week. You just missed em.


Dag couldnt help reflecting that of all his Bluefield in-laws, the inimical twins Reed and Rush were probably the ones hed miss the least; judging from the sudden smile on Fawns face, she shared the sentiment. He said affably, I know theyd been talking about it for a long time.


Yeah, Papa and Mama wasnt too pleased that they picked just before harvest to finally take themselves off, but everyone was so glad of it they didnt hardly complain. Fletch came in on Clovers side whenever they clashed, naturally, which was pretty much every day, and they didnt take any better to him telling them what to do than to her. So its a lot more peaceable in the house, now. He added after a reflective moment, Dull, really.


Whit continued an amiable account of the small doings of various cousins, uncles, and aunts as they unsaddled the horses and turned them into the box stalls in the cool old barn. With a glance at Dags stick, Whit actually helped them put up their gear without being asked and hoisted Dags saddlebags over his shoulder. Feeling that such an apologetic impulse should be encouraged, Dag let him take them. As they made their way back out to climb the hill to the house, Fawn refused to give up her own bags to Dag, telling him to mind himself, and thumped along under the weight with her usual air of determination. Despite their late difficulties, she seemed far less troubled than at her previous homecoming, judging from the smile she cast over her shoulder at him, and he couldnt help smiling back. Yeah, well get through this somehow, Spark. Together.





The farmhouse kitchen was fragrant with cookingham and beans, cornbread, squash, biscuits, applesauce, pumpkin pie, and a dozen familiar go-withsand the moist perfume of it all made Fawn weirdly homesick even though she was home. Mama and Clover, both be-aproned, were bustling around the kitchen as they stepped through the back door, and Mama, at least, fell on Fawn with shrieks of delighted surprise. Blind Aunt Nattie lumbered up from her spinning wheel just beyond the doorway to her weaving room, hugged Fawn hard, and spared an embrace for Dag as well. Her hand lingered a moment on the wedding cord circling Dags left arm, below his rolled-up shirt sleeve and above the arm harness for his hook, and her smile softened. Glad to see this is still holdin, she murmured, and Aye, Dag murmured back, giving her in return a squeeze that lifted her off her feet and made her grin outright.


Papa and Fletch clumped in from wherever theyd been workingwith the sheep, from the smellwhen the greetings were all still at the babbling stage. Plump Clover, announcing that the food wouldnt wait, sent Fawn and Dag off to put down their bags and wash up. She hurried to set extra places, and wouldnt let Fawn help serveSit, sit! You two must be tired from all that ridin. Youre a guest now, Fawn! Arent you? her worried eyes added silently. Fletch looked as if he were wondering the same thing, though he greeted his sister and her unlikely husband affably enough.


They sat eight around the long kitchen table, filled with the variety and abundance of farm fare that Fawn had always taken for granted but that still seemed to take Dag aback; having seen the austerity of life in a Lakewalker camp, Fawn now understood why. Dag certainly did not disapprove, praising the cooks and filling his plate in a way that demonstrated the ultimate compliment of a good appetite.


Fawn was glad for his returning appetite, worn thin as hed been by this past summers gruesome campaign. And hed been pretty lean to start with. With his height, coppery skin, striking bony face, tousled dark hair, and strange metallic-gold eyes, Dag looked as out of place at a table full of farmers as a heron chick set down in a hens nest, even without the faint air of menace and danger from his missing hand and the enigmatic fact of his being a Lakewalker sorcerer. Or Lakewalker necromancer as the bigotedor frightenedwould have it. Not without cause, she admitted to herself.


Fletch, possibly in response to the penetrating looks he was getting from his bride, was the first to ask the question, Im surprised to see you two back so soon. Youre not, umplanning to stay, are you?


Fawn chose to ignore the wary tone. Just a visit. Were traveling through. Though I admit, it would be good to rest up for a few days.


Oh, of course you can, cried Clover, brightening with relief.


Thatll be a treat. Id love to hear all about your new place. She added in an arch voice, So do you two have any good news yet?


Beg pardon? said Dag blankly.



Fawn, who decoded this without effort as Arent you pregnant yet?, returned the correct response: No, not yet. How about you and Fletch?


Clover smirked, touching her belly. Well, its early days yet. But were sure tryin. Our betrothal ran so long, what with one thing and another, there seemed no reason not to start a family right away.


Fletch gave his bride a fond, possessive smile, as a farmer might regard his prize broodmare, and Clover looked smug. Fawn didnt always hit it off with Clover, but she had to admit that the girl was the perfect wife for stodgy Fletch, even without her dowry of a forty-acre field and large woodlot, linked to Bluefield land by a quite short footpath. Fletch put in, We hope for news by winter, anyhow.


Fawn glanced at Dag. Despite the unhealed damage to his ground-sense, at this range he would surely know if Clover were pregnant already. He gave Fawn a wry smile and a short headshake. Fawn touched the malice scars on her neck, darkening now to carmine, and thought, Leave it be.


Mama asked, in a more cautious tone, Sohow did things go with your new people at Hickory Lake, Fawn? With your new family?


Dags family. After a perhaps too-revealing hesitation, Fawn chose, Mixed.


Dag glanced down at her and swallowed, not only to clear his mouth of his last bite, but said plainly enough: Truth to tell, not well, maam. But thats not why were on this road.


Nattie said anxiously, Those Lakewalker wedding cords we made updidnt they work?


They worked just fine, Aunt Nattie, Dag assured her. He glanced up and down the table. I should likely explain to the rest of you something that only Nattie knew when Fawn and I were wed here. Our binding stringshe touched the dark braid above his left elbow and nodded to Fawns, wrapping her left wristarent just fancy cords. Lakewalkers weave our grounds into them.


Five blank stares greeted this statement, and Fawn wondered how he was going to explain ground and groundsense in a way that would make them all understand when they hadnt seen what shed seen. When he also had to overcome a lifetime of deep reserve and the habitno, imperativeof secrecy. It seemed by his long intake of breath that he was about to try.


Only you farmers use the term magic. Lakewalkers just call it groundwork. Or making. We dont think its any more magic than, than planting seed to get pumpkins or spinning thread to get shirts. Ground isits in everything, underlies everything. Live or un-live, but live ground is brightest, all knotty and shifting. Un-live sits and hums, mainly. You all have ground in you, but you dont sense it. Lakewalkers perceive it direct. You can think of groundsense as like seeing double, except that seeing doesnt quite coverno. He muttered to his lap, Keep it simple, Dag. His eyes and voice rose again. Just think of it as like seeing double, all right? He stared hopefully around.


Taking the uncharacteristic quiet that had fallen for encouragement, he went on, So, just as we can sense ground in things, we can, most of ussometimesmove things through their grounds. Change them, augment them. Thats groundwork.


Mama wet her lips. Sowhen you mended that glass bowl the twins broke, whistled it back together, was that what youd call groundwork?


Stunning the entire Bluefield clan to silence at that time, too, as Fawn vividly recallednow that had been magic.


Dag, beaming, shot Mama a look of gratitude. Yes, maam. Exactly! Well, it wasnt the whistling thatwell, close enough. That was probably the best groundwork Id ever done.



Second best, now, thought Fawn, remembering Raintree. But Raintree had come later, and cost more: very nearly Dags life. Did they understand that this wasnt trivial trickery?


Lakewalkers like to think that only we have groundsense, but Ive met a lot of farmers with a trace. Sometimes more than a trace. Natties one. Dag nodded across the table at Nattie, who grinned in his general direction, though her pearl-colored eyes could not see him. Fletch and Clover and Whit looked startled; Mama, less so. I dont know if her blindness sharpened it, or what. But with Natties helping, Fawn and I wove our grounds into our wedding cords as sound as any Lakewalkers.


He left out the alarming part about the blood, Fawn noted. He was picking his way through the truth as cautiously as a blindfolded man crossing a floor studded with knives.


Dag went on, So when we got up to camp, every Lakewalker there could see that they were valid cords. Which threw everyone into a puzzle. Folks had been relying on the cord-weaving to make Lakewalker marriages to farmers impossible, dyou see. To keep bloodlines pure and our groundsense strong. They were still arguin about what it meant when we left.


Papa had been staring at Nattie, but this last drew his frown back to Dag. Then did your people throw you out for marrying Fawn, patroller?


Not exactly, sir.


Sowhat? Exactly?


Dag hesitated. I hardly know where to start. A longer pause. What all have you folks here in Oleana heard about the malice that emerged over in Raintree?


Papa said, There was supposed to have been a blight bogle pop up somewheres north of Farmers Flats, that killed a lot of folks, or drove them mad.



Whit put in, Or that it was a nerve-ague or brain-worms, that made folks there run around attacking one another. Its bog country up that way, they say, bad for strange fevers.


Fletch added, Down at Millersons alehouse, I heard someone say it was an excuse got up by the Lakewalkers to drive farmers back south out of their hunting country. That there never was any blight bogle, and it wasnt bogle-maddened farmers attacking Lakewalkers, but the other way around.


Dag squeezed his eyes shut and rubbed his mouth. No, he said into his hand, and lowered it.


Clover sat back with a sort of flounce; she didnt voice it, but her face said it for her: Well, youd naturally say that, wouldnt you? Mama and Nattie said nothing, but they seemed to be listening hard.


Dag said, There was a real malice. We first heard about it when the Raintree Lakewalkers, who were being overwhelmed, sent a courier to Hickory Lake Camp for help. My company was dispatched. We circled, managed to come up on the malice from behind while it was driving its mind-slaves and mud-men south to attack Farmers Flats. One of my patrol got a sharing knife into itkilled it. I saw ithe held out his left armthat close. It was very advanced, very, umadvanced. He paused, glanced around, and tried, Strong, smart. Almost human-looking.


Leaving out how the malice had nearly slain him, or that hed been captain of that company and source of its successful planFawn bit her lip in impatience.


Heres the thing, the important thing. Noback up a step, Dag. He pinched the bridge of his nose. Im sorry. Theres too much all at once, and Im explaining this all backwards, Im sorry. Try this. Malices have groundsense too, only very much stronger than any humans. Theyre made of ground. They consume ground, to live, to make theirtheir magery, their mud-men, their own bodies, everything they do. Theyre quite mad, in their way. His face looked suddenly drawn in some memory Fawn did not share and could not guess at. But thats what blight is. Its where some emergent malice has drawn all the ground out of the world, leaving, well, blight. Its very distinctive.


Well, what does it look like? asked Whit reasonably.


It doesnt look like anything else, said Dag, which netted him some pretty dry looks from around the table.


Fawn pitched in: Its not like burnt fields, or rust, or rot, or a killing frost, though it reminds you of all those things. It has a funny gray tinge, like all the color has been sucked out of things. First things die, if theyre alive, and then they fall apart at the seams, and then they dissolve all through. Once youve seen that drained-out gray, you cant ever mistake it. It looks even worse to someone with groundsense, I gather.


Yes, said Dag gratefully.


Mama said faintly, Youve seen it, then, Fawn?


Yes, twice. Once at that malices lair near Glassforge, when Dag and I first met, and once in Raintree. I rode over, after. Dag was hurt on his patrol, which part he didnt tell you, I notice. She glowered at him in reproof. Hed still be on sick leave if we were back at Hickory Lake.


You got to go to Raintree? said Whit, sounding indignantly envious.


Fawn tossed her head. I saw all that country the malice had torn through. I saw where it got started. She glanced back to Dag, to check if he was ready to go on.


He nodded at her and picked up his tangled thread again. Heres the thing. For the past twenty or thirty years, farmers have been breaking land in Raintree north of the old cleared linethat is, north of where the local Lakewalkers had deemed it safe. Or less unsafe, leastways. Lakewalker patrol records show malice emergences get thickermore frequentnorth toward the Dead Lake, see, and thinner south and away. South of the Grace River, theyre very rare. Although unfortunately not all gone, so we cant stop patrolling those regions. It was at a north Raintree squatter town named Greenspring that this latest malice emerged. Practically under it.


Fawn nodded. It hatched out down in a ravine in the town woodlot, by the signs.


Dag went on, See, there was a lot of bad blood between the local Lakewalkers and the Greenspring settlers, on account of the arguments about the old cleared line. So when the malice started, none of the squatters knew how to recognize the early signs, or to pick up and run, or how or where to ride for help. Or theyd been told but didnt believe. Not that they wouldnt have needed to be lucky as well, because by the time a farmer can see the blight near a lair, theres a good chance hes just about to be ground-ripped or mind-slaved anyway. Like stumbling into a spider web. But with that many folks, if theyd all known, someone might have got out to spread the warning. Instead, the malice pretty much ate them. And grew strong way too fast. I think that a whole lot more people died in north Raintree than needed to this summer just because Lakewalkers and farmers werent talking to each other.


I hadnt ever seen a mass grave before, said Fawn quietly. I dont ever want to again.


Papa gave her a sharp glance from under his gray brows. I did, once, long time ago, he said unexpectedly. It was after a flood.


Fawn looked at him in surprise. I never knew that.


I never talked about it.


Hm, said Aunt Nattie.


Papa sat back and looked at Dag. Your people arent exactly forthcomin about these things, you know. In Raintree or Oleana.


I know. Dag ducked his head. Back when there were few farmers north of the Grace, it scarcely mattered. To the Lakewalkers in the hinterlands north of the Dead LakeIve walked up that way, twicetheres still no need to do anything differently, because there are no farmers there. Where it matters is in the border country, where things are changing out from under uslike Greenspring. And like West Blue. He glanced around the table. The food on his plate had all gone cold, Fawn noticed.


Fletch said, I never got the sense Lakewalkers wanted farmer help.


They dont, mostly, Dag admitted. No farmer can fight a malice directly. You cant close your grounds in defense, for one, you cant makecertain tools. He blinked, frowned, seemed to take aim like a rider trying to clear a fence on a balky horse, and blurted out, Sharing knives. You cant make sharing knives to kill malices. Swallowing, he went on, But even if you cant be fighters, you might find better ways to avoid being fodder. Everyone alive should be taught how to recognize blight-sign, for oneas routinely as how to identify poison ivy or rattlesnakes or, or how not to stand on the wrong side of the tree youre felling.


How would you go about teaching everyone alive, patroller? asked Aunt Nattie, in a curious voice.


I dont know, sighed Dag. Laid out like that, it sounds pretty crazy. We came upon the Glassforge malice early, this past spring, only because of the chance of Chatos patrol stopping there and gossiping with the local folks about their bandit problem enough for Chato to realize there was something strange going on. If I could only show folks, somehowI wouldnt have to talk. Dag smiled wanly. I never was much of a talkin man.


Eat, Dag, Fawn put in, and pointed to his plate. Everyone elses was empty. He took an obedient bite.


Folks could show off that patch of blight you say is by Glassforge, Whit suggested. Then theyd all know what it looks like.



Clover eyed him. Why would anybody want to go look at a thing like that? It just sounds ugly.


Whit sat back and rubbed his nose, then brightened. Then you should charge em money.


Dag stopped chewing and stared. What?


Sure! Whit sat up. If they had to pay, theyd think it was something special. You could get up wagon excursions from Glassforge. Charge five copper crays for the ride, and ten for the box lunch. And the lecture for free. It would get folks talking when they got home, tooWhat did you see in Glassforge, dear? It could be a nice little business, driving the wagon, making the lunchesit would sure beat pulling stumps, anyways. If I had the cash Id buy that blight, I would. Itd be better n a forty-acre field.


Fawn didnt think shed ever seen Dag look so flummoxed. It was all she could do not to giggle, though she mainly wanted to hit Whit.


Well, you dont have any cash, Fletch pointed out dauntingly.


Thank the stars, added Clover, fanning herself with her hand.


Youd likely throw it down a well.


Quit your fooling, Whit, said Papa impatiently. Nobody thinks its amusin.


Whit shrugged, kicked back his chair, and rose to carry off his plate to the sink. Dag, slowly, started chewing again. His eyes, following Whit, had an odd look in themnot angry, though, which surprised Fawn, knowing how seriously Dag took all this. With afternoon chores looming, lunch broke up.





Later, putting their things away in the twins old bedroom upstairs, Dag folded Fawn to him and sighed.


Well, I sure made a hash of that. Absent gods. If I cant talk to my own tent-family and make them understand, how am I ever going to talk to strangers?


I didnt think you did so badly. It was a lot for them to get around, all at once like that.


It was all out of order, I never explained sharing knives, they didnt half believe meor else half of em didnt believe me, I wasnt sure whichit was alloh, Spark, I dont know what Im doing on this road. Im just an old patroller. Im surely not the man for this.


It was your first try. Who gets everything right the first try?


Anyone who wants to live for a second try.


Thats for things thatll kill you if you miss, likelike slaying malices, I suppose. People dont die of stumbling over a few words.


I thought I was going to strangle on my tongue.


About to hug him around the waist, she pushed off and looked up instead. She said shrewdly, This isnt just hard because its complicated, or new, is it? Lakewalkers arent supposed to talk about these secrets to farmersare they?


Indeed, we are not.


How much trouble would you be in with your own folks, if they knew?


He shrugged. Hard to say.


That wasnt too helpful. Fawn narrowed her eyes in worry, but then just gave up and hugged him tight, because hed never looked like he needed it more. The breath of his laugh stirred her curls as he dropped a kiss atop her head.
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In the pressure of a short-handed harvest and a run of dry weather, Fawn and Dag lost their sitting-guest status almost immediately. Dag didnt seem to mind, showing both willing and a keen and practical interest in the farm and all its doings. It was all as strange and new to him, Fawn realized, as the very different rhythms of a Lakewalker camp had been to her. She wondered if he was homesick yet.


As usual, the Bluefields combined forces for the ingathering with the Ropers, Aunt Roper being Papas sister. The Ropers place lay just northwest of their own. Two of their sons and Fawns closest cousin, Ginger, were still at home to help out, and amongst them all, they cleared Uncle Ropers big cornfield in three days. Next was the Bluefield late wheat. Dag proved unexpectedly adept with the long scythe. His arm harness held a wooden wrist-cap over his stump, and besides the hook he possessed an array of clever tools on bolts that he swapped in and out of it, including his specially adapted bow. The tool he usually used for clasping the paddle of a narrow boat on the lake also served to aid his grip on the scythe, and after a little experimentation he seemed to find his way into the swing of the task quite contentedly, so Papa left him to it.


Gleaning had been one of the first chores little hands had been put to, back when Fawn and Ginger and Whit had been only hip-high. They were all bigger now, but the gleaning still had to be done. Fawn crouched and shuffled her way across the bright gold stubble, and thought Clover and Fletch could well stand to be prompt in producing the next generation of shorter harvesters. Along the split-rail fence of the pasture, the farms horses lined up in mild-eyed curiosity to watch the strange behavior of their people.


At the end of her row, Fawn stood up to stretch her back and check on Dag, working at the far end of the field with Papa, Uncle Roper and his boys, and Fletch to scythe and bundle sheaves and load them into a waiting cart. Dag looked very tall beside the others, though the sleeves of his homespun shirt were rolled up over a coppery suntan not that much deeper than the mens, and the hat shading his head, woven of lake reeds, was fringed around the rim just like their straw ones. Whit rose beside her, adjusted the strap of the cloth bag across his shoulder, and followed her gaze.


I must warn Papa to watch and not let Dag overdo, said Fawn in worry. He wont stop on his own.


Just exactly how was he hurt, again? said Whit. Cause when we went down to wash up in the river last night, all I saw new was that little bitty cut on his left thigh.


Its not long, but its deep, said Fawn. The knife blade that did it went straight to the bone and shattered. The Lakewalker medicine maker had an awful time getting all the pieces fished back out. But thats not whats dragging him down so. Taking her lead from Dag, Fawn decided to stick with a much-simplified version of the truth. The Raintree malice halfway ground-ripped him in the fight, tore up his ground all down his left arm and side. It nearly killed him. Its like hes walking around recovering from his own personal blight.


Well, how long does that take?


Im not sure. Im not sure hes sure. Most folks who get ground-ripped just die on the spot. But Dag says when the Glassforge malice put these marks on my neckshe rubbed at the ugly red dimples, one on the right side, four on the leftit injured both flesh and ground. If the bruises had been just from a mans hand, theyd have cleared up two or three months back, with nothing to show. Ground damage is nasty stuff. Her hand crept to rub her belly as well, but she halted it, burying it in her skirt instead. Dag wasnt the only one to carry the worst damage hidden inside.


Huh, said Whit, squinting at her neck. I guess so!


The weakness and pain in his body dont bother him near as much as the harm the ripping did to his groundsense, though.


That seeing-double thing he talks about?


Yes. Usually he can sense things out for near a mile away, which I gather is pretty amazing even for a Lakewalker. He says its down to less n a hundred paces right now. The medicine maker said thats how hell know when his ground is better, when he can sense out far again.


Whit blinked. Socan he still do his groundwork? Like that bowl?


Whit had been impressed by the bowl. Rightfully, Fawn thought. Not yet. Not real well. She thought of some of Dags other marvelous ground-tricks, still not regained, and sighed. When Lakewalkers made love they did it body and ground, with an ingenuity farmers never dreamed of, but she wasnt about to explain that part to Whit.


Whit shook his head, frowning again at the reapers. He looks so wrong.


Fawn shaded her eyes with the edge of her hand. Why? I think hes doing pretty good with that scythe.


Theres that hat, for one.


I wove him that hat! Same as yours.


Ah, that explains why he wont be parted from it. What that man does for you! But Whit gestured inarticulately. Dag looks all right up on his evil horse. He looks right with that bow of his, anyone can seeyoud think it grew there on his arm, even without how his arrows fly just where he wants. Ive never seen him draw that big knife of his, but I sure wouldnt want to be on the other side when he does.


No. You wouldnt, Fawn agreed.


But stick him with a scythe or a pitchfork or a bucket, he looks as out of place asas if youd hitched that leggy silver mare to a plow. He jerked his head toward the pasture fence.


Swallow, the dappled gray mare Dag had sent to West Blue as his Lakewalker-style bride-gift, pricked her curving ears alertly. She looked as elegant as moonlight on water, and as swift as a rippling stream even when she was standing still. Beyond, her black colt Darkling, as if proudly aware of collecting his due-share of admiration, kicked up his heels and danced past, tail flicking.


Grace was standing hipshot and bored along the fence line, dark bay coat looking warm and shiny in the sun. Copperhead of the uncertain temper had been left in exile in the small paddock below the old barn, but the two young plow horses Whit was bringing along, and known therefore as Whits team, cropped grass placidly a few paces off. Warp and Weft were nice, sturdy, useful-looking beasts, butyou would never imagine them with wings.


Swallow was supposed to be a gift to Mama. Fawn sighed. I dont suppose Mama rides her.


Whit snorted. Not hardly! Shes too terrified. Me, Ive only taken that mare a few turns around the pasture, but the way she moves sure does make it look a long way to the ground.


Dag didnt mean her to be idle. I thought you might train her to the cart.


Well, maybe. Papa means to breed her again, for sure. If we can find a stud around here worthy of her. He was talkin about Uncle Hawks Trustful, or maybe that flashy stallion of Sunny Sawmans.



Fawn said neutrally, Trustful would be good. She added, Papa and Mama arent planning to cut Darkling, are they? Dags tent-sister Omba was worried about that.


Geld that colt? Youd have to be mad! said Whit. Just think of the stud fees, in a couple of years! Hell support his mama in her old age, sure enoughand our mama, too.


Fawn nodded in satisfaction on Ombas behalf. Thats all right, then. She added, Grace was bred to a real fine Lakewalker stallion named Shadow before we left. Somewhat by accident, but that was another tale. Dag expects her to throw a right lovely foal next spring, with his lines and her temper.


Whit grinned. As long as its not the other way around.


Hey! Grace is a very pretty horse, too, in her own way!


If you like em short and plump, which I admit is a popular style around here.


Fawn gave him a suspicious scowl, but deciding he was referring to Clover and not herself, let the dig pass.


Whit lifted his brows and sniggered. Well have to tell Clover your mare is going to beat her to the finish line in the baby race. I want to see the look on her face.


Im not in any baby race! Fawn was about to snap, but a loud, sharp whistle from the other end of the wheat field interrupted her. Papa took his hand from his mouth and jerked his thumb firmly toward the ground. His children, interpreting this without difficulty, shrugged in reply and crouched to their gleaning again.





When Mama, Clover, and Aunt Roper lugged lunch up to the wheat field, everyone took a break under the nearby apple trees. Fawn collected a skirt-load of the wormier groundfalls and carried them across to the pasture fence as a treat for the horses. They all clustered up, making the fence creak as they leaned over it, and nuzzled the aromatic fruit out of her hands, their thick, mobile lips tickling her palms. She liked watching the happy way their jaws moved beneath their sliding skins as they munched and crunched and sighed in appreciation, and how they rounded their big nostrils and blinked their deep brown eyes.


She wiped the mess of apple bits and horse slobber from her hands onto her skirt, and started back toward the orchard. Dag was sitting with Uncle and Aunt Roper and Fawns cousins, talking and gesturing. Trying to explain ground and groundsense to them, she guessed, partly from the way his hand touched the cord circling his left arm, and waved and closed and opened, but mostly by the way his desperately smiling listeners leaned back as if wishful to edge away, even while sitting cross-legged. Aunt Roper spotted Fawn, waved, and patted the ground beside her invitinglycome protect us from your wild patroller! Fawn sighed and trudged toward them.





The planned few days of rest in West Blue had slid instead into a few weeks of hard work, but Dag found himself oddly at ease despite the delay. The long days outdoors with the harvest-patrol had been laboriousthat bean field, for one, had turned out to be much bigger than it looked, and before it was cleared Dag had started seeing cascades of beans in his sleepbut he was sleeping, and well, too. Indoors, every night, in a real bed, wrapped around Fawn. The food was not all dried-out to carry light, painstakingly rationed to the length of a pattern-walk, but gloriously, weightily abundant. There was no worse source of tension than an occasional clash of tempers, no deeper fear than of a splash of untimely rain.


This break in their journey had been good for him. The dark, sick pain in his bones from the blight was giving way to mere clean fatigue from well-used muscles. His left leg was not as weakhe hadnt needed his stick for days. He felt lessunbalanced. He had not, admittedly, attempted to stray off the Bluefield acres to the village, where he might risk encountering certain young men who had reason to remember his last visit with disfavor. But however Dag was now discussed in village gossip, the bad boys dared not stray up here, either, and Dag was content to be surrounded wholly by farmers who wished him well for Fawns sake.


So, patroller.


Sorrels voice broke into Dags drift of thought, and he tilted his head forward, closed his mouth, and opened his eyes, hoping he hadnt started to snore in his chair. As was their custom, the Bluefield clan had gathered in the parlor after dinner to share the working lights. Clover and Fletch had gone off to her folks this evening, but Tril sat in her usual place sewing; Nattie, though not needing the oil lamp, kept company plying her drop spindle; and Fawn and Whit had set up a table to make arrows, a skill Fawn had mastered this past summer.


Whits awful marksmanship had turned out not to be merely from his complete lack of training; his little hoard of arrows, picked up for free somewhere, was ill-made and ill-balanced. When Whit had asked plaintively if Dag couldnt fix them the way a Lakewalker would, Dag had thought about it, nodded, and, to Whits temporary horror, broken them over his knee. Hed then donated Fawn and a dozen old flint points to their replacement, being wishful to conserve his best steel-tipped shafts for more urgent uses than target practice. Besides, it was good for Whit to suffer some instruction from his younger sister. He was still, in Dags view, too inclined to discount Fawn.


Now Dag raised his brows, tried to look awake, and answered Fawns papamy tent-father?Sir?



Sorrel was studying him. I dont believe Ive said thank you for staying on through the harvest. You do more work with one hand than most men do with two.


Fawn, squinting to wrap a carefully cut trio of feathers to a shaft with fine thread, dimpled in an I-told-you-so sort of way.


Sorrel continued, I never thought much before about what Lakewalker patrollers do, but I suppose it is hard work, in its way. Harder than I rightly imagined, maybe, and not much comfort in it.


Dag tilted his head in acknowledgment. Sorrel seemed clumsy but sincere, sorting through these new notions.


But the thing isI cant help but wonderhave you ever worked for a living?


Fawn sat up indignantly, but Dag waved her back down. Its not an insult, love. I know what he means. Because in a sense, the answers no. Out on patrol, we might hunt, cure skins, collect medicines, trade a little, keep the trails clear, but thats all second place to hunting malice. Patrollers dont make and save like farmers do. My camp kin did that part. At home, my bed was always made for me. Not that I ever spent long in it.


Sorrel nodded. But you dont have your camp anymore.


No.


Sohow are you and Fawn planning to go on, then? Do you think to farm? Or something else?


Im not sure, said Dag slowlyhonestly. I figured I was too old to learn a whole new way of life, but I will say, these past weeks have given me more to chew on than Trils good cooking. I guess I never pictured having friendly folks to show me the trail.


A farmer Lakewalker? murmured Tril, raising her brows. Whit made a face, though Dag was not sure why.


By myself, no, but Fawn knows her part. Maybe together, it wouldnt be so unlikely as it once seemed. His other potential skill, medicine maker, was far too dangerous to attempt in farmer country, hed been told. Repeatedly. In any case, his weakened ground made the notion futile, for now.


Sorrel said cautiously, Would you be thinking to take up land here in West Blue?


Dag glanced at Fawn, who gave him a slight, urgent headshake. No, she had no desire to settle a mere three miles up the road from her disastrous first love, and first hate. Dag wasnt the only one of them who had been avoiding the village. Its too early to say.


Tril looked up from her sewing, and said, So what do you plan to do when a child comes along? They dont keep to schedule, in my experience. Her penetrating maternal look plainly wondered if he was simply being a male idiot, or if there was something he wasnt saying.


He wasnt about to go into the variety of methods available to Lakewalkers for not having children till wanted, some of which he was fairly suremake that, entirely certainFawns parents would not approve of. The secret of the malice-damage to Fawns womb, as slowly healing as his own inner blight, she had elected to keep to herself, a choice he respected, andwhat was that farmer phrase for letting go of a regretted past? Water over the dam. He offered instead, weakly, Lakewalker women have children on the move.


Tril gave that the fishy stare it deserved. But it seems Fawn is not to be a Lakewalker woman, after all. And from what you say, Lakewalker mamas have kin and clan and camp to back em, in their need, even if their men are off chasing bogles.


He wanted to declaim indignantly, I will take care of her! But even he wasnt that much of a fool. His eyelids lowered, opened; he said instead, merely, Thats so, maam.


We plan to travel, before we decide where to settle, Fawn put in firmly. Dag promised to show me the sea, and I mean to hold him to his word.


The sea! said Tril, sounding shocked. You didnt say you were fixing to go all that way! I thought you were just going to the Grace Valley. Lovie, its dangerous!


The sea? said Whit in an equally shocked but very different tone.


Fawn gets to go to the sea? And Raintree? Ive never been past Lumpton Market!


Dag regarded him, trying to imagine a whole life confined to a space scarcely larger than a single days patrol-pattern. By your age, Id quartered two hinterlands, killed my first malice, and been down the Grace and the Gray both. He added after a moment, Didnt see the sea for the first time till a couple years later, though.


Whit said eagerly, Can I go with you?


Certainly not! Fawn cried.


Whit looked taken aback. Dag muffled a heartless smile. In a lifetime of relentlessly heckling his sister, Whit had clearly never once imagined needing her goodwill for any aim of his own. So do our sins bite us, boy.


Were not done harvest, said Sorrel sternly. You have work here, Whit.


Yes, but theyre not leaving tomorrow. Are you? He looked wildly at Dag.


Dag did some rapid mental calculating. Fawns monthly would be coming on shortly, bloodily debilitating since her injuries, though slowly improving as she healed inside. They must certainly wait that out in the most comfortable refuge possible. Well linger and help out for another week, maybe. But we cant stay much longer. Itll be near a weeks ride down to the Grace. If we want any choice of boats we have to get there in time to catch the fall rise, and not so late as to be caught by the winter freeze-up. Or just by the cold and wet and misery.



A daunted silence fell, for a while. Natties spindle whirred, Whit went back to sanding a shaft smooth, and Dag considered the attractions of his bed upstairs, compared to dozing off and falling out of his chair onto his chin.


Whit said suddenly, What are you planning to do with your horses?


Take em along, said Dag.


On a keelboat? Theres hardly room.


No, on a flatboat.


Oh.


More busy silence. Whit set down the shaft with a click, and Dag opened one wary eye.


Whit said, But Fawns mares in foal. You wouldnt want her to drop her foal along the trail somewheres. I meanwolves. Catamounts. Delay. Wouldnt it be better to leave her here all comfy at West Blue and pick her up when you got back?


And what am I supposed to do, walk? said Fawn in scorn.


No, but seesuppose you left her here for Mama to ride, since she cant ride Swallow. And suppose we each rode one of my team, instead. Id been meaning to sell them in Lumpton next spring, but I bet down by those rivertowns Id get a better price. Also Papa and Fletch wouldnt be put to the trouble of feedin them all winter. And youd save the cost of taking your pregnant horse on a boat ride she wouldnt hardly appreciate anyhow.


How would I get back? Copper cant carry us double, and my bags!


You could pick up another horse when you get down there to Graymouth.


Oh, so Dags supposed to pay for this, is he?


You could sell it again when you got back. That, plus the savings for not shipping your mare, youd likely come out pretty near even. Or even ahead!


Fawn huffed in exasperation. Whit, you cant come with us.


Only as far as the river! His voice went wheedling. And see, Mama, I wouldnt be going off by myselfId be with Dag and all. Going out, anyhow, and coming back Id know how to find my way home again.


With money burning a hole in your pocket till it dropped through onto the road, I suppose, said Sorrel.


Unless you met up with bandits like Fawn did, said Tril. Then youd lose your money and your life.


Fawns going. No, worseFawns going again.


Sorrel looked as if he wanted to say something like Fawns her husbands business, now, but in light of his prior prying, couldnt quite work up to it.


His drowsy brain forced into motion, Dag found himself considering not money matters, but safety. A Lakewalker husband and his farmer wife, alone in farmer country, made an odd couple indeed, and theyd already met more than one offended observer who might, had there been time, have taken stronger exception to the pairing. But suppose it were a Lakewalker husband, a farmer wife, and her farmer brother? Might Whit be a buffer for Dag, as well as another pair of eyes to watch out for Fawn? Because absent gods knew Dag couldnt stay awake all the time. Or even another half-hour. He swallowed a yawn.


You could fall into bad company, down on that big river, Tril worried.


Worse n Dag? Whit inquired brightly.


Tactless, but telling. Sorrel and Tril gave Dag an appraising look; Dag shifted uncomfortably.


He had been brooding about the problems of Lakewalker-farmer divisions for months, without results that he could see, and here was Whit practically volunteering to be a patrol partner and tent-brother. If Dag turned the boy down, would he ever get another such offer? Whit hasnt the first idea what it would entail.


Of course, neither do I.


Dag said Fawn uneasily.


Fawn and I will talk about it. As you say, were not leaving tomorrow.


Dag could show me his blight patch, on the way past Glassforge, Whit offered eagerly. I could be


Dag raised and firmed his voice. Fawn and I will talk it over. Well talk to you after.


Whit subsided, with difficulty.


Fawn eyed Dag in deepening curiosity. When he rose to go upstairs, she set aside her arrow-making and followed.


She closed the door of their room behind her, and he took her hand and swung her to a seat on the edge of the twins beds, now pushed together. There was still a sort of padded ridge down the middle, but on the soft, clean linens, it wasnt at all hard to slide over in the night. Rather like a miniature snowbank, but warmer. Much warmer.


Dag, Fawn began in dismay, what in the world were you thinking? You give Whit the least encouragement, and hell be badgering us to death to be let tail along.


He put his arm around her and hugged her up close to his right side. Im thinkingI took this road to learn how to talk to farmers. To try some other way of being than lords and servantsor malices and slavesor kept apart. Tent-brother is sure another way.


Her fair brow furrowed. Youre doing that Lakewalker thing again. Trying to join your brides tent, be a new brother to her kin.


He tilted his head. I suppose I am. You know I mean to style myself Dag Bluefield.



She nodded. Your family at Hickory Lakewhats left of emI didnt get the sense they exactly nourished your heart even before you sprung me on em. Your brother acted like giving you one good word would cost him cash money. And you acted like it was normal.


Hm. He half-lidded his eyes and lowered his head to nibble at her hair. He pressed a stray strand between his lips, rubbing its fine grain.


Are you that family-hungry, Dag? Cause I admit Im close to full-up, just now.


He pulled her down so that they lay face-to-face, smiling seriously. Then you shouldnt mind sharing.


Oh, manys the time I wished I could give Half-Whit away!


His lips twitched. He brushed the dark curls from her forehead and kissed along her eyebrows.


And theres another thing, she added severely, although her hand strayed to map his jaw. Camping in the evening, have you thought how fast it would blight the mood to have him sitting there on the other side of the fire, leering and cracking jokes?


Dag shrugged. Camp privacys not a new problem for patrollers.


Collecting firewood, bathing in the river, scouting for squirrels? So you told me. Theres a whole code, but Whit doesnt know it.


Then Ill just have to teach him Lakewalker.


Yeah? Best bring your hickory stick, for rapping on his skull.


Ive trained denser young patrollers.


There are denser young patrollers? She leaned back, so her eyes would bring his face into focus, likely. How do they walk upright?


He sniggered, but answered, Their partners help em along. Feels sort of like a three-legged race some days, I admit. The idea is to keep em alive long enough to learn better. It works. His smile faded a little. Mostly.


Her slim fingers combed back his hair, side and side, and pressed his head between them in a little shake. Youre still thinking Lakewalker. Not farmer.


This walk were on is for changing that, though. I figure if I can practice on WhitI might have more margin for mistakes.


We say twos company, threes a crowd. I swear with you its twos partners, threes a patrol.


The fingers moved down to his shirt buttons; he aimed kisses at them in passing, and said, Ive been watching and listening, these past weeks, and not just all about how to herd beans. Theres no more head-space for Whit in this house than there was for you. Its all for Fletch and Clover, and their children. Maybe if he was let out under a higher ceiling, he could straighten up a bit. With help, even growless wrenchingly than you had to.


She shivered. I wouldnt wish that even on Whit. Her smile crept back. So are you picturing yourself as a tent-brotheror a tent-father? Old patroller.


Behave, child, he returned, mock-sternly. He tried to pay back the favor with the buttons, one-handed, and, benefiting from much recent practice, succeeded.


With your hand there?


His only hand was gifting him the most lovely sensations, as his fingers slid and stretched. Silk was a poor weak comparison, for skin so breathing-soft. I didnt say what He groped for some wordplay on behave, but he was losing language as their bodies warmed each other.


The scent of her hair filled his mouth as she shook her head, and he breathed her in. She murmured muzzily, Trust me. He will be the most awful pain.


He drew his head back a little, to be sure of her expression. Will be? Not would be? Was that a decision, slipped past there?


She sighed. I suppose so.



Well, hell not pain you, or hell be answering to me.


Her eyebrows drew in. He sneaks it in as jokes. Makes it hard to fight. Especially infuriating when he makes you laugh.


If I can run a company of pig-headed patrollers, I can run your brother. Trust me, too.


Id pay money to watch that.


For you, the show is free.


Her lips curved; her great brown eyes were dark and wide. The little hands descended to the next set of buttons. All farmers but one faded from his concern. At this range, opening his ground to her ground was no effort at all. It was like nocking star fire in the bow of his body. She whispered, Show meeverything.


Igniting, he rolled her over him, and did.
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