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Fawn came to the well-house a little before noon. More than a farmstead, less than an inn, it sat close to the straight road shed been trudging down for two days. The farmyard lay open to travelers, bounded by a semicircle of old log outbuildings, with the promised covered well in the middle. To resolve all doubt, somebody 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 might sell, with the prices. Each painstakingly printed line had a little picture below it, and colored circles of coins lined up in rows beyond, for those who could not read the words and numbers themselves. Fawn could, and keep accounts as well, skills her mother had taught her along with a hundred other household tasks. She frowned at the unbidden thought: So if Im so clever, what am I 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 some bread. Bread would be bland. The dried mutton from her pack that shed tried to eat this morning had made her sick, again, but she needed something to fight the horrible fatigue that slowed her steps to a plod, or shed never make it to Glassforge. She glanced around the unpeopled yard and at the iron bell hung from the post with a pull cord dangling invitingly, then lifted her eyes to the rolling fields beyond the buildings. On a distant sunlit slope, a dozen or so people were haying. Uncertainly, she went around to the farmhouses kitchen door and knocked.



A striped cat perching on the step eyed her without getting up. The cats plump calm reassured Fawn, together with the good repair of the houses faded shingles and fieldstone foundation, so that when a comfortably middle-aged farmwife opened the door, Fawns heart was hardly pounding at all.


Yes, child? said the woman.


Im not a child, Im just short, Fawn bit back; given the crinkles at the corners of the womans friendly eyes, maybe Fawns basket of years would still seem scant to her. You sell bread?


The farmwifes glance around took in her aloneness. Aye; step in.


A broad hearth at one end of the room heated it beyond summer, and was crowded with pots hanging from iron hooks. Delectable smells of ham and beans, corn and bread and cooking fruit mingled in the moist air, noon meal in the making for the gang of hay cutters. The farmwife folded back a cloth from a lumpy row on a side table, fresh loaves from a workday that had doubtless started before dawn. Despite her nausea Fawns mouth watered, and she picked out a loaf that the woman told her was rolled inside with crystal honey and hickory nuts. Fawn fished out a coin, wrapped the loaf in her kerchief, and took it back outside. The woman walked along with her.


The waters clean and free, but you have to draw it yourself, the woman told her, as Fawn tore off a corner of the loaf and nibbled. Ladles on the hook. Which way were you heading, child?


To Glassforge.


By yourself? The woman frowned. Do you have people there?


Yes, Fawn lied.


Shame on them, then. Word is theres a pack of robbers on the road near Glassforge. They shouldnt have sent you out by yourself.


South or north of town? asked Fawn in worry.


A ways south, I heard, but theres no saying theyll stay put.



Im only going as far south as Glassforge. Fawn set the bread on the bench beside her pack, freed the latch for the crank, and let the bucket fall till a splash echoed back up the wells 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 miserable journey six days ago, she had cadged rides from wagons at every chance as soon as shed walked far enough from home not to risk encountering someone who knew her. Which had been fine until that one fellow whod said stupid things that made her very uncomfortable and followed up with a grab and a grope. Fawn had managed to break away, and the man had not been willing to abandon his rig and restive team to chase her down, but she might have been less lucky. After that, shed hidden discreetly in the verge from the occasional passing carts until she was sure there was a woman or a family aboard.


The few bites of bread were helping settle her stomach already. She hoisted the bucket onto the bench and took the wooden dipper the woman handed down to her. The water tasted of iron and old eggs, but was clear and cold. Better. She would rest a while on this bench in the shade, and perhaps this afternoon she would make better time.


From the road to the north, hoofbeats and a jingle of harness sounded. No creak or rattle of wheels, but quite a lot of hooves. The farmwife glanced up, her eyes narrowing, 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? Why dont you just go skin up one and stay quiet till we see what this is, eh?


Fawn thought of several responses, but settled on, Yesm. She started across the yard, turned back and grabbed her loaf, then trotted to the small grove. The closest tree had a set of boards nailed to the side like a ladder, and she scrambled up quickly through branches thick with leaves and hard little green apples. Her dress was dyed dull blue, her jacket brown; she would blend with the shadows here as well as she had on the road verge, likely. She braced herself along a branch, tucked in her pale hands and lowered her face, shook her head, and peered out through the cascade of black curls falling over her forehead.


The mob of riders turned into the yard, and the farmwife came off her tense toes, shoulders relaxing. She released the bell cord. There must have been a dozen and a half horses, of many colors, but all rangy and long-legged. The riders wore mostly dark clothing, had saddlebags and bedrolls tied behind their cantles, andFawns breath caughtlong knives and swords hanging from their belts. Many also bore bows, unstrung athwart their backs, and quivers full of arrows.


No, not all men. A woman rode out of the pack, slid from her horse, and nodded to the farmwife. She was dressed much as the rest, in riding trousers and boots and a long leather vest, and had iron-gray hair braided and tied in a tight knot at her nape. The men wore their hair long too: some braided back or tied in queues, with decorations of glass beads or bright metal or colored threads twisted in, some knotted tight and plain like the womans.


Lakewalkers. A whole patrol of them, apparently. Fawn had seen their kind only once before, when shed come with her parents and brothers to Lumpton Market to buy special seed, glass jars, rock oil and wax, and dyes. Not a patrol, that time, but a clan of traders from the wilderness up around the Dead Lake, who had brought fine furs and leathers and odd woodland produce and clever metalwork and more secret items: medicines, or maybe subtle poisons. The Lakewalkers were rumored to practice black sorcery.


Other, less unlikely rumors abounded. Lakewalker kinfolk did not settle in one place, but moved about from camp to camp depending on the needs of the season. No man among them owned his own land, carefully parceling it out amongst his heirs, but considered the vast wild tracts to be held in common by all his kin. 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 husbands house, obliged to the care of his aging parents; instead a man moved into the tents of his brides mother, and became as a son to her family. There were also whispers of strange bed customs among them which, maddeningly, no one would confide to Fawn.


On one thing, the folks were clear. If you suffered an incursion by a blight bogle, you called in the Lakewalkers. And you did not cheat them of their pay once they had removed the menace.


Fawn was not entirely sure she believed in blight bogles. For all the tall tales, she had never encountered one in her life, no, nor known anyone else who had, either. They seemed like ghost stories, got up to thrill the shrewd listeners and frighten the gullible ones. She had been gulled by her snickering older brothers far too many times to rise readily to the bait anymore.


She froze again when she realized that one of the patrollers was walking toward her tree. He looked different than the others, and it took her a moment to realize that his dark hair was not long and neatly braided, but cut short to an untidy tousle. He was alarmingly tall, though, and very lean. He yawned and stretched, and something glinted on his left hand. At first Fawn thought it was a knife, then realized with a slight chill that the man had no left hand. The glint was from some sort of hook or clamp, but how it was fastened to his wrist beneath his long sleeve she could not see. To her dismay, he ambled into the shade directly below her, there to lower his long body, prop his back comfortably against her tree trunk, and close his eyes.


Fawn jerked and nearly fell out of the tree when the farmwife reached up and rang her bell after all. Two loud clanks and three, repeated: evidently a signal or call, not an alarm, for she was talking all the time in an animated way with the patroller woman. Now that Fawns eyes had time to sort them out in their strange garb, she could see three or four more women among the men. A couple of men busied themselves at the well, hauling up the bucket to slosh the water into the 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 him with several more of the patrollers into the barn. Two of the younger women followed the farmwife into her house, and came out in a while with packets wrapped in clothmore of the good farm food, obviously. The others emerged from the barn lugging sacks of what Fawn supposed must be grain for their horses.


They all met again by the well, where a brief, vigorous conversation ensued between the farmwife and the gray-haired patroller woman. It ended with a counting over of sacks and packets in return for coins and some small items from the patroller saddlebags that Fawn could not make out, to the apparent satisfaction of both sides. The patrol broke up into small groups to seek shade around the yard and share food.


The patrol leader walked over to Fawns tree and sat down cross-legged beside the tall man. You have the right idea, Dag.


A grunt. If the man opened his eyes, Fawn could not tell; her leaf-obstructed view was now of two ovals, one smooth and gray, the other ruffled and dark. And a lot of booted leg, stretched out.


So what did your old friend have to say? asked the man. His low voice sounded tired, or maybe it was just naturally raspy. Malice confirmed, or not?


Rumors of bandits only, so far, but a lot of disappearances around Glassforge. With no bodies found.


Mm.



Here, eat. She handed him something, ham wrapped in bread judging by the enticing aroma that rose to Fawn. The woman lowered her voice. You feel anything yet?


You have better groundsense than I do, he mumbled around a mouthful. If you dont, I surely wont.


Experience, Dag. Ive been in on maybe nine kills in my life. Youve done whatfifteen? Twenty?


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


Lucky ha, and little ones count just the same. Theyd have been big ones by the next year. She took a bite of her own food, chewed, and sighed. The children are excited.


Noticed. Theyre going to start setting each other off if they get wound up much tighter.


A snort, presumably of agreement.


The raspy voice grew suddenly urgent. If we do find the malices lair, put the youngsters to the back.


Cant. They need the experience, just as we did.


A mutter: Some experiences no one needs.


The woman ignored this, and said, I thought Id pair Saun with you.


Spare me. Unless Im pulling camp guard duty. Again.


Not this time. The Glassforge folk are offering a passel of men to help.


Ah, spare us all. Clumsy farmers, worse than the children.


Its their folk being lost. Theyve a right.


Doubt they could even take out real bandits. He added after a moment, Or they would have by now. And after another, If they are real bandits.


Thought Id stick the Glassforgers with holding the horses, mostly. If it is a malice, and if its grown as big as Chato fears, well need every pair of our hands to the front.



A short silence. Poor word choice, Mari.


Buckets over there. Soak your head, Dag. You know what I meant.


The right hand waved. Yeah, yeah.


With an oof, the woman rose to her feet. Eat. Thats an order, if you like.


Im not nervy.


Nothe woman sighedno, you are not that. She strode off.


The man settled back again. Go away, you, Fawn thought down at him resentfully. I have to pee.


But in a few minutes, just before she was driven by her bodys needs into entirely unwelcome bravery, the man got up and wandered after the patrol leader. His steps were unhurried but long, and he was across the yard before the leader gave a vague wave of her hand and a side glance. Fawn could not see how it could be an order, yet somehow, everyone in the patrol was suddenly up and in motion, saddlebags repacked, girths tightened. The whole lot of them were mounted and on their way in five minutes.


Fawn slipped down the tree trunk and peered around it. The one-handed manriding rear guard?was looking back over his shoulder. She ducked out of sight again till the hoofbeats faded, then unclutched the apple tree and went to seek the farmwife. Her pack, she was relieved to see in passing, lay untouched on the bench.





Dag glanced back, wondering anew about the little farm girl whod been hiding shyly up the apple tree. There, nowdown she slid, but he still gained no clear look at her. Not that a few leaves and branches could hide a life-spark so bright from his groundsense at that range.


His minds eye sketched a picture of her tidy farm raided by a malices mud-men, all its cheerful routine turned to ash and blood and charnel smoke. Or worseand not imagination but memory supplied the visiona ruination like the Western Levels beyond the Gray River, not six hundred miles west of here. Not so far away to him, who had ridden or walked the distance a dozen times, yet altogether beyond these local peoples horizons. Endless miles of open flat, so devastated that even rocks could not hold their shape and slumped into gray dust. To cross that vast blight leached the ground from ones body as a desert parched the mouth, and it was just as potentially lethal to linger there. A thousand years of sparse rains had only begun to sculpt the Levels into something resembling a landscape again. To see this farm girls green rolling lands laid low like that


Not if I can help it, Little Spark.


He doubted they would meet again, or that she would ever know what hermothers?strange customers today sought to do on her behalf and their own. Still, he could not begrudge her his weariness in this endless task. The country people who gained even a partial understanding of the methods called it black necromancy and sidled away from patrollers in the street. But they accepted their gift of safety all the same. So yet again, one more time anew, we will buy the death of this malice with one of our own.


But not more than one, not if he could make it so.


Dag clapped his heels to his horses sides and cantered after his patrol.





The farmwife watched thoughtfully as Fawn packed up her bedroll, straightened the straps, and hitched it over her shoulder once more. Its near a days ride to Glassforge from here, she remarked. Longer, walking. Youre like to be benighted on the road.



Its all right, said Fawn. Ive not had trouble finding a place to sleep. Which was true enough. It was easy to find a cranny to curl up in out of sight of the road, and bedtime was a simple routine when all you did was spread a blanket and lie down, unwashed and unbrushed, in your clothes. The only pests that had found her in the dark were the mosquitoes and ticks.


You could sleep in the barn. Start off early tomorrow. Shading her eyes, the woman stared down the road where the patrollers had vanished a while ago. Id not charge you for it, child.


Her honest concern for Fawns safety stood clear in her face. Fawn was torn between unjust anger and a desire to burst into tears, equally uncomfortable lumps in her stomach and throat. Im not twelve, woman. She thought of saying so, and more. She had to start practicing it sooner or later: Im twenty. Im a widow. The phrases did not rise readily to her lips as yet.


Stillthe farmwifes offer beguiled her mind. Stay a day, do a chore or two or six and show how useful she could be, stay another day, and anotherfarms always needed more hands, and Fawn knew how to keep hers busy. Her first planned act when she reached Glassforge was to look for work. Plenty of work right herefamiliar tasks, not scary and strange.


But Glassforge had been the goal of her imagination for weeks now. It seemed like quitting to stop short. And wouldnt a town offer better privacy? Not necessarily, she realized with a sigh. Wherever she went, folks would get to know her sooner or later. Maybe it was all the same, no new horizons anywhere, really.


She mustered her flagging determination. Thanks, but Im expected. Folkll worry if Im late.


The woman gave a little headshake, a combination of conceding the argument and farewell. Take care, then. She turned back to her house and her own onslaught of tasks, duties that probably kept her running from before dawn to after dark.


A life I would have taken up, except for Sunny Sawman, Fawn thought gloomily, climbing back up to the straight road once more. Id have taken it up for the sake of Sunny Sawman, and never thought of another.


Well, Ive thought of another now, and Im not going to go and unthink it. Lets go see Glassforge.


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














2





Last years leaves were damp and black with rot underfoot, and as Dag climbed the steep slope in the dark, his boot slid. Instantly, a strong and anxious hand grasped his right arm.


Do that again, said Dag in a level whisper, and Ill beat you senseless. Quit trying to protect me, Saun.


Sorry, Saun whispered back, releasing the death clutch. After a momentary pause, he added, Mari says she wont pair you with the girls anymore because youre overprotective.


Dag swallowed a curse. Well, that does not apply to you. Senseless. And bloody.


He could feel Sauns grin flash in the shadows of the woods. They heaved themselves upward a few more yards, finding handgrips among the rocks and roots and saplings.


Stop, Dag breathed.


A nearly soundless query from his right.


Well be up on them over this rise. What you can see, can see you, and if theres anything over there with groundsense, youll look like a torch in the trees. Stop it down, boy.


A grunt of frustration. But I cant see Razi and Utau. I can barely see you. Youre like an ember under a handful of ash.


I can track Razi and Utau. Mari holds us all in her head, you dont have to. You only have to track me. He slipped behind the youth and gripped his right shoulder, massaging. He wished he could do both sides together, but this touch seemed to be enough; the flaring tension started to go out of Saun, both body and mind. Down. Down. Thats right. Better. And after a moment, Youre going to do just fine.


Dag had no idea whether Saun was going to do well or disastrously, but Saun evidently believed him, with appalling earnestness; the bright anxiety decreased still further.


Besides, Dag added, its not raining. Cant have a debacle without rain. Its obligatory, in my experience. So were good. The humor was weak, but under the circumstances, worked well enough; Saun chuckled.


He released the youth, and they continued their climb.


Is the malice there? muttered Saun.


Dag stopped again, bending in the shadows to hook up a plant left-sided. He held it under Sauns nose. See this?


Sauns head jerked backward. Its poison ivy. Get it out of my face.


If we were this close to a malices lair, not even the poison ivy would still be alive. Though I admit, it would be among the last to go. This isnt the lair.


Then why are we here?


Behind them, Dag could hear the men from Glassforge topping the ridge and starting down into the ravine out of which he and the patrol were climbing. Second wave. Even Saun didnt manage to make that much noise. Mari had better land her punches before their helpers closed the gap, or there would be no surprise left. Chato thinks this robber troop has been infiltrated, or worse, suborned. Catch us a mud-man, itll lead us to its maker, quick enough.


Do mud-men have groundsense?


Some. Malice ever catches one of us, it takes everything. Groundsense. Methods and weapon skills. Locations of our campsLikely the first human this one caught was a road robber, trying to hide out in the hills, which is why its doing what it is. None of us have been reported missing, so we still may have the edge. A patroller doesnt let a malice take him alive if he can help it. Or his partner. Enough lessons for one night. Climb.


On the ridgetop, they crouched low.


Smoothly, Saun strung his bow. Less smoothly but just as quickly, Dag unshipped and strung his shorter, adapted one, then swapped out the hook screwed into the wooden cuff strapped to the stump of his left wrist, and swapped in the bow-rest. He seated it good and tight, clamped the lock, and dropped the hook into the pouch on his belt. Undid the guard strap on his sheath and made sure the big knife would draw smoothly. It was all scarcely more awkward than carrying the bow in his hand had once been, and at least he couldnt drop it.


At the bottom of the dell, Dag could see the clearing through the trees: three or four campfires burning low, tents, and an old cabin with half its roof tumbled in. Lumps of sleeping men in bedrolls, like scratchy burrs touching his groundsense. The faint flares of a guard, awake in the woods beyond, and someone stumbling back from the slit trenches. The sleepy smudges of a few horses tethered beyond. Words of the bodys senses for something his eyes did not see nor hand touch. Maybe twenty-five men altogether, against the patrols sixteen and the score or so of volunteers from Glassforge. He began to sort through the life-prickles, looking for things shaped like men thatwerent.


The night 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 the weeds. Anything bigger might have been either scared off by the noise of the camp below, or, depending on how the robbers buried their scraps, attracted. Dag felt around with his ground-sense beyond the tightening perimeter of the patrol, but found no nervous scavengers.


Then, too soon, a startled yell from his far right, partway around the patroller circle. Grunts, cries, the ring of metal on metal. The camp stirred. Thats it, in we go.


Closer, snapped Dag to Saun, and led a slide downslope to shorten their range. By the time hed 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. From even farther to his right, a flaming arrow arced high and came down on a tent; in a few minutes, he might even be able to see what he was shooting at.


Dag let both fear and hope fade from his mind, together with worries about the inner nature of what they faced. It was just targets. One at a time. That one. And that one. And in that confusion of flickering shadows.


Dag loosed another shaft, and was rewarded by a distant yelp. He had no idea what hed hit or where, but it would be moving slower now. He paused to observe, and was satisfied when Sauns next shaft also vanished into the black dark beyond the cabin and returned a meaty thunk they could hear all the way up here. All around in the woods, the patrol was igniting with excitement; his head would be as full of them as Maris was in a moment if they didnt all get a grip on themselves.


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


Dag cursed as three or four large shapes came crashing through the dark at them. He let his bow arm pivot down and yanked out his knife. Glancing right, he saw Saun pull his long sword, swing, and make the discovery that a blade length that gave great advantage from horseback was awkwardly constrained in a close-grown woods.


You cant lop heads here! Dag yelled over his shoulder. Go to thrusts! He grunted as he folded in his bow-arm and shoved his left shoulder into the nearest attacker, knocking the man back down the hillside. He caught a blade that came out of seeming-nowhere on the brass of his hilt, and with a shuddering scrape closed in along it for a well-placed knee to a target groin. These men might have fancied themselves bandits, but they still fought like farmers.


Saun raised a leg and booted his blade free of a target; the mans cry choked in his throat, and the withdrawing steel made an ugly sucking noise. Saun followed Dag at a run toward the bandit camp. Razi and Utau, to their right and left, paced them, closing in tight as they all descended, stooping like hawks.


In the clearing, Saun devolved to his favorite powerful swings again. Which worked spectacularly bloodily when they connected, and left him wide open when they didnt. A target succeeded in ducking, then came up swinging a long-handled, iron-headed sledgehammer. The breaking-pumpkin sound when it hit Sauns chest made Dags stomach heave. Dag leaped inside the targets lethal radius, clutched him tightly around the back with his bow-arm, and brought his knife up hard. Wet horrors spilled over his hand, and he twisted the knife and shoved the target off it. Saun lay on his back, writhing, 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 Sauns side, snapped off his bow lock and dropped it, and raised Sauns 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 extinguished so as to block his targets agony, come up fully, then flow into the boy. The pain was immense. Heart first. He concentrated himself there. A dangerous unity, if the yoked organs both chose to stop instead of start. A burning, lumping sensation in his own chest mirrored the boys. Come on, Saun, dance with me A flutter, a stutter, a bruised limping. Stronger. Now the lungs. One breath, two, three, and the chest rose again, then again, and finally steadied in synchrony. Good, yes, heart and lungs would continue on their own.


The stunning reverberation of Sauns targets ill fates still sloshed through the boys system, insufficiently blocked. Mari would have some work there, later. I hate fighting humans. Regretfully, Dag let the pain flow back to its source. The boy would be walking bent over for a month, but he would live.


The world returned to his senses. Around the clearing, bandits were starting to surrender as the yelling Glassforge men arrived and broke from the woods. Dag grabbed up his bow and rose to his feet, looking around. Beyond the burning tent, he spotted Mari. Dag! her mouth moved, but the cry was lost in the noise. She raised two fingers, pointed beyond the clearing on the opposite side, and snapped them down against her armguard. Dags head swiveled.


Two bandits had dodged through the perimeter and were running away. Dag waved his bow in acknowledgment, and cried to his left linker, Utau! Take Saun?


Utau signaled his receipt of Dags injured partner. Dag turned to give chase, trying to reaffix the bow to its clamp as he ran. By the time hed succeeded, he was well beyond the light from the fires. Closer


The horse nearly ran him down; he leaped away barely before he could be knocked aside. The fugitives were riding double, a big man in front and a huge one behind.


No. That second one wasnt a man.


Dizzied with excitement, the chase, and the aftershock of Sauns injury, Dag bent a moment, gasping for control of his own breathing. His hand rose to check the twin knife sheath hung under his shirt, a reassuring lump against his chest. Dark, warm, mortal hum. Mud-man. We have you. You and your maker are ours


He despised tracking from horseback, but he wasnt going to catch them on foot, not even with that dual burden. He calmed himself again, down, down, ours!, down curse it, and summoned his horse. It would take Copperhead several minutes to blunder through the woods from the patrols hidden assembly point. He knelt and removed his bow again, unstrung and stored it, and fumbled out the most useful of his hand replacements, a simple hook with a flat tongue of springy steel set against its outside curve to act as a sometimes-pincer. Tapping out a resin-soaked stick from the tin case in his vest pocket, he set it in the pinch of the spring and persuaded it to ignite. As the flare burned down to its end, he shuffled back and forth studying the hoofprints. When he was sure he could recognize them again, he pushed to his feet.


His quarry had nearly passed the limit of his groundsense by the time his mount arrived, snorting, and Dag swung aboard. Where one horse went another could follow, right? He kicked Copperhead after them at a speed that would have had Mari swearing at him for risking his fool neck in the dark. Mine.





Fawn plodded.


Now that she was finally coming out of the flats into the southeastern hills, the straight road was not as level as it had run since Lumpton, nor as straight. Its gentle slopes and curves were interspersed with odd climbs up through narrow, choked ravines that slashed through the rock, or down to timber bridges replacing shattered stone spans that lay like old bones between one impossible jumping-off 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 Glassforge. It couldnt be too much farther, for all that she had made a slow start this dawn. The last of the good bread had stayed down, at least. The day threatened to grow hot and sticky, later. Here, the road was pleasantly shaded, with woods crowding up to both sides.


So far this morning she had passed a farm cart, a pack train of mules, and a small flock of sheep, all going the other way. Shed encountered nothing else for nearly an hour. Now she raised her head to see a horse coming toward her, down the road a piece. Also going the wrong way, unfortunately. As it neared, she stepped aside. Not only headed north, but also already double-loaded. Bareback. The animal was plodding almost as wearily as Fawn, its unbrushed dun hair smeared with salty crusts of dried sweat, burrs matting its black mane and tail.


The riders seemed as tired and ill kept as the horse. A big fellow looking not much older than her actual age rode in front, all rumpled jacket and stubbled chin. Behind him, his bigger companion clung on. The second man had lumpy features and long untrimmed nails so crusted with dirt as to look black, and a blank expression. His too-small clothes seemed an afterthought: a ragged shirt hanging open with sleeves rolled up, trousers that did not reach his boot tops. His age was hard to guess. Fawn wondered if he was a simpleton. They both looked as though they were making their way home from a night of drinking, or worse. The young man bore a big hunting knife, though the other seemed weaponless. Fawn marched 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 walked on, not looking back.


The receding rhythm of hoofbeats stopped. She dared a glance over her shoulder. The two men seemed to be arguing, in voices too hushed and rumbling for her to make out the words, except a reiterated, Master want! in rising, urgent tones from the simpleton, and a sharp, aggravated Why? from the other. She lowered her face and walked faster. The hoofbeats started again, but instead of fading into the distance, grew louder.



The animal loomed alongside. Morning, the younger man called down in a would-be cheerful tone. Fawn glanced up. He tugged his dirty blond hair at her politely, but his smile did not reach his eyes. The simpleton just stared tensely at her.


Fawn combined a civil nod with a repelling frown, starting to think, Please, let there be a cart. Cows. Other riders, anything, I dont care which direction.


Going to Glassforge? he inquired.


Im expected, Fawn returned shortly. Go away. Just turn around and go away.


Family there?


Yes. She considered inventing some large Glassforge brothers and uncles, or just relocating the real ones. The plague of her life, she almost wished for them now.


The simpleton thumped his friend on the shoulder, scowling. No talk. Just take. His voice came out smeared, as though his mouth was the wrong shape inside.


A manure wagon would be just lovely. One with a lot of people on board, preferably.


You do it, then, snapped the young man.


The simpleton shrugged, braced his hands, and slid himself off right over the horses rump. He landed more neatly than Fawn would have expected. She lengthened her stride; then, as he came around the horse toward her, she broke into a dead run, looking around frantically.


The trees were no help. Anything she could climb, he could too. To get out of sight long enough to hide in the woods, she had to outpace her pursuer by an impossible margin. Might she stay ahead until a miracle occurred, such as someone riding around that long curve up ahead?


He moved faster than she would have guessed for a man that size, too. Before her third breath or step, huge hands clamped around her upper arms and lifted her right off her pumping 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 me! Let go! followed up with throat-searing screams. She kicked and struggled with all her strength. It was like fighting an oak tree, for all the result she got.


Well, now youve got her all riled up, said the young man in disgust. He too slid off the horse, stared a moment, and pulled off the rope holding up his trousers. Well have to tie her hands. Unless you want your eyes clawed out.


Good idea. Fawn tried. Useless: the simpletons hands remained clamped on her wrists, yanked high over her head. She writhed around and bit a bare, hairy arm. The huge mans skin had a most peculiar smell and taste, like cat fur, not as foul as she would have expected. Her satisfaction at drawing blood was short-lived as he spun her around and, still without visible emotion, fetched her an open-handed slap across the face that snapped her head back and dropped her to the road, black-and-purple shadows boiling up in her vision.


Her ears were still ringing when she was jerked upright and tied, then lifted. The simpleton handed her up to the young man, now back aboard his horse. He shoved at her skirts and set her upright in front of him, both hands clamped around her waist. The horses sweaty barrel was warm under her legs. The simpleton took the reins to lead them and started walking once more, faster.


There, thats better, said the man who held her, his sour breath wafting past her ear. Sorry he hit you, but you shouldnt have run from him. Come on along, youll have more fun with me. One hand wandered up and squeezed her breast. Huh. Riper than I thought.


Fawn, gasping for air and still shuddering with shock, licked at a wet trickle from her nose. Was it tears, or blood, or both? She pulled surreptitiously at the rope around her wrists uncomfortably binding her hands. The knots seemed very tight. She considered more screaming. No, they might hit her again, or gag her. Better to pretend to be stunned, and then if they passed anyone within shouting distance, shed still have command of her voice and her legs.


This hopeful plan lasted all of ten minutes, when, before anyone else hove into sight, they turned right off the road onto a hidden path. The young mans clutch had turned into an almost lazy embrace, and his hands wandered up and down her torso. As they started up a slope, he hitched forward as she slid backward, shoved her bedroll out of the way, and held her backside more tightly against his front, letting the horses movement rub them together.


As much as this flagrant interest frightened her, she wasnt sure but what the simpletons indifference frightened her more. The young man was being nasty in predictable ways. The othershe had no idea what he was thinking, if anything.


Well, if this is going where it looks, at least they cant make me pregnant. Thank you, stupid Sunny Sawman. As bright sides went, that one stank like a cesspit, but she had to allow the point. She hated her bodys trembling, signaling her fear to her captor, but she could not stop it. The simpleton led them 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! Go!


He kicked his horse into a trot, ignoring the branches that swiped and scratched them both. The strange marks hed read in the road a couple of miles back suddenly grew a lot more worrisome. Hed been trailing his quarry at the outermost edge of his groundsense for hours, now, while the nights exhaustion crept up on his body and wits, hoping that they were leading him to the malices lair. His 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. His quarry came into sight at last in a small clearing. What? He snapped his jaw shut and cantered forward, heedless of his own noise now. Pulled up at ten paces, flung himself off, let his hand go through the steps of stringing and mounting and locking his bow without conscious thought.


It was abundantly clear that he wasnt interrupting someones tryst. The kneeling mud-man, blank-faced, was holding down the shoulders of a struggling figure who was obscured by his comrade. The other man was trying, simultaneously, to pull down his trousers and part the legs of the captive, who was kicking valiantly at him. He cursed as a small foot connected.


Hold her!


No time to stop, grumbled the mud-man. Need to go on. No time for this.


It wont take long if you justhold herstill! 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? Dags groundsense threatened to boil over; distracted or no, the mud-man must notice him soon even if the other had his backside turned. The middle figure surged upward briefly, face flushed and black curls flying, dress pulled half-down as well as shoved half-up. A flash of sweet breasts like apples smote Dags eyes. Oh. That short rounded form was no child after all. But outweighed like one nonetheless.


Dag quelled his fury and drew. Those heaving moon-colored buttocks had to be the most righteous target ever presented to his aim. And for once in his accursed life, it seemed he was not too late. He considered this marvel for the whole moment it took to adjust his tension to be sure the arrow would not go through and into the girl. Woman. Whatever she was.


Release.


He was reaching for another shaft before the first found its mark. The perfection of the thunk, square in the middle of the left cheek, was even more satisfying than the surprised scream that followed. The bandit bucked and rolled off the girl, howling and trying to reach around himself, twisting from side to side.


Now the danger was not halved, but doubled. The mud-man stood abruptly, seeing Dag at last, and dragged the girl up in front of his torso as a shield. His height and her shortness thwarted his intent; Dag sent his next shaft toward the creatures calf. It was a glancing hit, but stung. The mud-man leaped.


Did this one have enough wits to threaten his prisoner in order to stop Dag? Dag didnt 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, lumpy face. With a panicked heave, he tossed the crying girl toward Dag, turned, and fled.


Bow still encumbering 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 wide so that she wasnt stabbed or battered. He lost his skidding balance on her impact, and they both went down in a tangle.


For a moment, she was on top of him, her breath knocked out, her bodys softness squashed onto his. She inhaled, made a strained squeaking noise, yanked herself up, and began clawing at his face. He tried to get out words to calm her, but she wouldnt let him; finally he was forced to let go of his weapon and just fling her off. With two live enemies 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 scrambled back up on the bandits horse. He yanked the beasts 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 his now-twisted-around quiver, and drew one of his few remaining arrows. Nocked, aimed.


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 limits of what he could handle right now. A prisoner who was, most definitely, going to be made to talk. The horse vanished up the faint trail leading out of the clearing that paralleled the course of a nearby creek. Dag lowered the bow and looked around.


The human bandit too had disappeared, 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 blood trail.


Past a screen of saplings and brush lining the clearing, the splashes grew heavier. By the boulders of the creek a figure lay prone and silent in a red puddle, trousers about his knees, Dags arrow clutched in his hand.


Too still. Dag set his teeth. The man had evidently tried to drag the maddening shaft out of his flesh by main force, and must have ripped open an artery doing so. That wasnt a killing shot, blight it! Wasnt supposed to be. Good intentions, where have we met before? Dag balanced himself and shoved the body over with one foot. The pale unshaven face looked terribly young in death, even shadowed as it was by dirt. No answers now to be squeezed from this one; he had reached the last of all betrayals.


Absent gods. More children. Is there no end to them? Dag muttered.


He looked up to see the woman-child standing a few paces back along the blood trail, staring at them both. Her eyes were huge and brown, like a terrified deers. At least she wasnt screaming anymore. She frowned down at her late assailant, and an unvoiced Oh ghosted from her tender, bitten lips. A livid bruise was starting up one side of her face, scored with four parallel red gouges. Hes dead?


Unfortunately. And unnecessarily. If hed just lain still and waited for help, Id have taken him prisoner.


She looked him up, and up, and down, fearfully. The top of her dark head, were they standing closer, would come just about to the middle of his chest, Dag judged. Self-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. Youre that Lakewalker patroller I saw at the well-house!


Dag blinked, and blinked again, and let his groundsense, shielded from the shock of this death, come up again. She blazed in his perceptions. Little Spark! What are you doing so far from your farm?
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