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    Su lenam am:

    Lenam, neselen ho hem,

    vàs wa Sòlla,

    lenam lelenam eri,

    aun ma.

    Vénlir:

    Ma ári —

    Nar hál.

    Amsolla — am vor ma.

    Am vor se len.

    Òn.

    Àha thùr, neselen vàs eri,

    en selen vasvas.

    Lenam ìl.

    Ìlen: ruaam ruavas neselen.

    Ìlen: halon eri ruaam.

    Ruaam nes rua neselen —

    nes rúavas thùr,

    nes wénna, nes áhaver.

    Lenam sèlen nar.

  
    Su se len am:

    Ta Yana am.

    Ta un sèlen thil — rin ma nes.

    Ta selen am eth; rin ma nes.

    Ta lèn am; rin ma nes lèn am.

    Am vér kaelma su ta, nes mora lin.

    Ta selenhal am. Selen shára am.

    Vòrlen. Fa ta, am sil.

    Am len ta.

  
    Su neselenma am:

    Tata òva am vasa.

    Tata vèr am — se hena, am eth.

    Ho tata am il am. Am len hu am il. Vòrlen su tata.

    Tata hem shára am.

    Tata selen am ilen: aha am thil.

    Am len tata.

    Thùr.

    Am hál tata se aha am, lo.

    Thùr.
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  Prologue
The Whispering Door
The door whispered to her for seven months. Tonight she ran up Sollen's Spine to answer it. 

The steps were cut into the side of the mountain, more than she could count, worn into hollows by feet that had climbed them long before hers. She took them two at a time until her legs burned. Then one at a time. Then one at a time with her hand on the rock. Snow on every step. Ice beneath it. The wind came up behind her and pushed at her back.

The smell of old smoke and wet stone reached her before she could see the shrine. A cold scent, aging a hundred years. And under all of it, tea. Green and hot and sweet, as the elder women of the tribe used to make when she was a child. 

But… Up here? In the dead of winter?

On the side of a mountain, where no one lived?

 The wind came up the stairs. The rock under her boots changed. The rough mountain steps gave way to laid stone, smooth and square, fitted so tight no snow could get between them. And the stair didn't end. It ran straight on, up, into the shrine itself.

She stopped on the last open landing with one hand gripping the cord at her chest. With her other hand on her belly, she heaved. Her breath - swirling white rags carried off by the icy wind.

Below her, the mountain fell away into the dark. And beyond it, past the foot of the mountain, spread out under the stars as far as she could see, lay the dead city.

She had never seen it from above. 

Nobody she'd ever known had. 

Roofs, black. Towers, black. Streets so wide a whole village could have stood across them, running straight as spear shafts for miles, and every one of them empty. Not one fire. Not one lamp. The snow lay on all of it smooth and blue and untouched, like white dust on a grave nobody visits.

She listened, because she always listened. And under the wind, under the hiss of the snow, so low she had to hold her breath to hear it, the dead city had a song. 

Old. 

Slow. 

Slower than anything living, like water moving under a mile of ice. It had been going for longer than anyone's grandmother could remember, and nobody had been left to hear it.

She turned her back on it.

* * *

Above her, the shrine stood against the sky, long and low and old, its roof heavy with snow. At its west end, a tower rose off by itself. Dark from top to bottom. Not one window lit.

She heard them before she saw them. Ravens were perched on the roof. Their harsh grating kraa ripped through the wind and echoed through the spires. Hundreds of them. Shifting their feet, ruffling their feathers, angrily shoving each other. They covered the whole ridge of the roof from one end to the other, black on the white snow, packed shoulder to shoulder like people at a burning. And every one of them was facing the same way.

West. Toward the tower.

She climbed the last flight beneath them in a hurry, her neck prickling under her hood, their presence heavy over her head. Never once did they meet her eyes.

Inside, the stair kept going. Up through the dark, wide and shallow, into the belly of the building. At the top, through an archway, were the front halls, and a light burned there. Gold. Slow. Moving like honey in a swirling jar. It was the only light in such a dark world, and it was beautiful, and it tugged at her - her feet inching towards it - her knees aching with indecision.

She went the other way. Through a side room, cold and bare, to a narrow stair that wound up into the tower.

West - into the shadow.

She kept climbing.

* * *

At the top of the tower stair, the door into the west wing stood open. 

She stopped in front of it. 

Inside was a corridor, long and straight and dark. Somewhere far down it, the roof had come in. She could see the shape of it, a great slope of broken stone and beams, and out of the gaps in the rubble came a light.

Not gold. Not firelight. Not moonlight. A thin, colorless light, cold as the inside of a spring, coming from nowhere. From nothing. There was no fire under that stone. There was nothing under that stone at all.

And all along the corridor, on both sides, against the walls, were cups.

Little clay cups. Dozens of them. Hundreds. In rows, set out as if for guests. She bent and looked at the nearest one. It was full to the brim. Steam was rising off it, curling, gold-green in that colorless light.

She looked down the row. Steam rose off every one. Every one but the last, at the very end, nearest the dark. That one stood empty.

Somebody had brought them. Somebody had carried them all the way up the stair and walked down this corridor - as far as they dared - and set them down against the wall, and left. 

Hundreds of somebodies. Over who knew how many years. And yet. The tea was still hot.

She didn't touch it. She didn't let herself wonder whether the last ones to set them down had gone back home.

She stepped into the corridor. 

The cold changed. 

It wasn't the clean, biting cold of the mountain. It was older. It lay against her like wet cloth.

And the whispering, which had been in her ears for seven months, which had been under every sound in her life since the morning she first knew she was carrying him, came up to meet her.

* * *

It had started as nothing. A little hiss at the edge of hearing, like snow sliding off a branch somewhere far away. She was a seer. But she learned quickly that to see clearly, she had to listen. 

She heard the off-key music in the sick since she was a girl, the wrong notes of a fever, the long slow song of an old woman dying. To her, it was as normal as a bird's chirp, as the running of the river, and the dance of a flame. It was just one more thing to hear.

Then it got louder at night. It came when the fire was down and her man was asleep and the village was quiet. It came up through the floor of the house and through the ground and through the soles of her feet, and it wasn't words, not then. Just whispering. Patient. Polite. The sound a guest makes, waiting outside a door, too courteous to knock.

And every time it came, the child inside her turned toward it.

That was what had brought her here. Not the whispering. She could have lived with the whispering. It was how her son turned in the dark, slowly, under her hand, the way a flower turns toward a window. Toward the sound. Toward the west. Night after night after night.

She walked down the corridor between the steaming cups.

The light in the rubble grew. The cold grew. The whispering grew, until it was all around her, in the walls, in the stones under her boots, and in her teeth. Then the corridor turned, and she came around the corner, and there it was. 

The door.

She had thought it would be something terrible. She had imagined it, lying awake. Black iron. Bones. Some great carved mouth.

It was an ordinary door. Wood. Dark with age. A plain wooden latch. The kind of door that hung on every house in her village. It stood at the end of the corridor, set into the old stone wall, and around its edges, in the cracks between the wood and the stone, the darkness was blacker than anything she had ever seen. 

Thick. Not empty. Full.

But on the other side of it, something moved.

First it was slow and heavy, like a body dragged across stone. Then it was a great many shifting feathers, the clicking beaks of a thousand ravens. And slowly, the sounds began to settle, drawing together into one — until behind the whole length of the door there was only one breathing, slow, and it was waiting for her.

Then the whispering stopped.

She stood, listening to the silence it left, her heart beating hard in her throat. "Ma-a-a-a…" 

She froze, and the cold crawled into her sleeves. 

Her feet moved back without her thinking. Her hand moved over her belly again protectively, but her son turned slowly. Curious. Then, from the other side of the ordinary wooden door, a voice came again. 

"Mama."

* * *

She had never heard it in her life and yet… She knew it. 

It was a man's voice, young, deep, a little rough at the edges, and she knew it as she knew her own hands. Her breath stopped. Her eyes welled up. Her whole body went loose. Weak. 

If anyone you love ever calls you from the dark, her grandmother used to say by the fire, You don't answer, Child. The dead never call. And the living… They don't call from there.

"Mama," said the voice. Warm. Gentle. A little tired. Like a grown son coming in from a long day of work. "It's cold out there. You came all this way. Come in."

Her mouth was dry. 

Her hands shaking. 

She didn't answer.

"I know," the voice said. "I know. I'm sorry. I didn't mean to frighten you. I only wanted you to hear how he'll sound." A pause. Soft. "He's going to have such a beautiful voice."

"Stop it," she said, gritting her teeth. In her belly, the child kicked.

She pressed her hand down hard over him, as if she could cover him, as if she could put her hand over his ears from the outside.

"You're not him."

The words came out of her before she could stop them. She heard them go into the dark. She heard her grandmother's voice by the fire, in memory. Too late.

"No," the voice agreed. "Not yet."

Then, from behind the wood, a different voice.

"Mama?"

A boy. High and thin. A child's voice, hardly older than the little ones who sat at the front of the fire for stories. But wrong. The pitch was a child's and nothing else was. It came too slowly, too carefully, every sound set down in its place, the patience of something very old pressed into a mouth too small for it. Like a man's hand working a child's mitten from the inside.

The grown voice came back. Mild. Interested. The voice of a neighbor holding out a spoon and asking whether the soup wants salt.

"Closer?"

Everything in her rose up to say no. 

No, he would never sound like that, never, not her boy. It was wrong.

But she clenched her teeth because every word she gave it, it would learn from.

She said nothing. It was the hardest nothing she had ever said.

The many small sounds behind the door shifted. Settled.

"What do you want with him?" Her voice was shaking. She hated it. She made it stop. "What do you want?"

The voice was quiet for a long time. When it spoke again, it had changed. Still courteous. Still kind. But under the kindness, for the first time, something enormous. Something that had been waiting so long, it had forgotten how to be anything else.

"A place," it said. "That's all. That's all I have ever wanted. Somewhere that belongs to me." A breath, on the other side of the wood. "You understand that. Everyone understands that. Everyone wants somewhere to sit by the fire."

"There's nothing out here for you," she said. "It's all dead. Look at it."

"I have," said the voice. "For a very long time."

The cold pressed against her.

"Your boy is going to hear everything," the voice went on, gently. Savoring the moment. 

"You know that already," it said. "That's why you're frightened. He's going to hear the music in the sick, the way you do. In the trees. In the stones. In the people he loves. More than you ever could. More than anyone has in a very long while." Something in it warmed, like a grandfather talking about a favorite grandchild. "And one day he's going to hear me."

"No."

She stepped forward, steeling herself. 

"No!"

"Oh, but he will," it said. "They always come to the door in the end, the ones who listen. They can't help it. And he's going to be so kind. That's the part I'm looking forward to. He's going to be so very kind." 

The voice dropped almost to a whisper. "He's going to open it for me. Not because I make him. Because he'll want to."

She stood there.

She thought about turning around. About walking back out between the cups and the ravens. Back down the long staircase. Back to the road. All the way back home. She'd forget this. This place. She'd lie down beside her man in the dark, pretending she had never come.

The child turned under her hand. Toward the door.

She lifted the flute from her chest.

* * *

It was old, smoothed by the generations of hands who held it, and on its side was carved a single open eye. Her mother's. Her mother's mother's. It had never left the cord around her neck since the day it was given to her, and she had played it over a hundred sickbeds, and she had never, not once, played it as she played it now.

She did not play for the door.

She turned her shoulder to the door, as you turn your shoulder to a wind, and bent her head, and put the flute to her lips, and played down. Down, toward her own belly. Toward him.

It was hardly a song. Three notes, going round. The little thing she had hummed to him every night since she first knew he was there, lying with her hand on her belly in the dark. She played it low. She played it slow. And as she played, she listened, as she had been taught to listen, to the music under her hand.

He had a music already. Of course he did. Small and new and bright as a spark, the music of somebody who did not exist yet and already did. She had been hearing it for months. She could hear it now, under the notes. Turning. Turning toward the door.

She played her three notes around it.

Around and around. Like a blanket. Like a hand cupped around a candle in the wind. She played until her lips went numb and her breath ran short and her fingers ached on the cold holes, and with every turn of the song, his music grew quieter. Quieter. Tucked away. Wrapped up. Smaller and smaller, until it was only a spark in a cupped hand, and then less than a spark, and then—

Nothing.

She stopped playing.

She stood in the cold corridor with the flute against her lips and listened to her own body, and there was nothing there. No music. No little bright turning thing. Silence, under her hand, where her son had been.

Her breath went out of her in a sound she had never made before.

What did I do. What did I do?!

And under her hand, against her palm, small and hard and furious, he kicked.

She folded over him. She held her belly in both arms with the flute crushed between them, and she shook. The tears ran down her face and froze on her cheeks, and he kicked again. 

Alive. Alive. Alive, and quiet, and hidden, and hers.

"What are you doing?" said the voice from behind the wooden door.

She didn't answer.

A long silence. The many small sounds had stopped moving. Something felt different. A quiet like danger. Like eyes looking down on prey.

"Where did he go?"

For the first time, the courtesy slipped. Only a little. Only for a breath. And in that breath she heard, under the kindness, under the patience, under the gentle tired voice of her grown son, how very old the thing behind the door was. How old, and how hungry, and how alone.

Then it was gone, and the voice was warm again.

"Ah," it said. "That's a lovely thing you've done. It really is." 

It sounded almost proud of her. "It won't hold, you know. Nothing holds forever. Not songs. Not mothers." 

A pause. 

"I'm very good at waiting," it said. A whisper. Soft. Gentle. Smiling.

She straightened up, hung the flute back on its cord, wiped her face with the back of her mitten, and turned around, walking away from the door.

She did not run. She would not give it that. She walked down the corridor between the hundreds of steaming cups, under the cold light. Down the tower stair, round and round in the dark. Through the side room. Past the gold light in the front halls without once turning her head. Down the shrine's long flight and out into the snow and the wind, under the ravens. They did not turn to watch her go. They never took their eyes off the west, where the wooden door waited.

On the last open landing, where the laid stone gave way to the mountain, she stopped once, with her hand on her belly, and looked out at the dead city lying under the stars.

Then she started down and the voice called after her.

At the top of the mountain stair, it was the grown man. Warm. Tired. A voice she would never live to hear for herself. A song like the river under ice.

Mama.

She didn't answer. She kept climbing down.

A hundred steps later, where the stair bent around the shoulder of the mountain, it came again. Younger. A young man's voice, still finding its depth, a little too loud, like young men who want you to know they're there.

Mama.

Lower. The wind came up the stair and pushed at her face, and through it, down from the dark above, came a boy's voice cracking in the middle, high and then low and then high again, the year a voice can't decide what it is.

Mama?

She walked faster. She did not run.

Lower. A child. Seven, perhaps. Out of breath, as if he'd been running to catch up to her, and cross with her for not waiting.

Mama. Mama, wait.

Her eyes ran and froze. She did not wait. She did not turn her head.

Near the bottom, where the stone steps gave out into the snow and the mountain let her go, it came one last time.

Small. So small. Two soft sounds, not quite steady, as a word comes out the first time a mouth has ever made it.

Ma-ma.

And it was right.

She knew it was right. She had been hearing his music for seven months, every night, under her hand. This was the voice that music would grow into. The voice that would call her from the next room. From the yard, with his knees muddy. From his bed in the dark when he woke up frightened and didn't know where he was. It made her sick to admit it. It had found him. 

In the time it took her to walk down a mountain, it had learned to be her son.

She put both hands over her belly and stood in the snow at the foot of the stair, shaking. Under her hands he was quiet. Hidden. Hers.

She did not answer.

She walked on into the dark toward home, and did not look back, and behind her, far up the mountain in the west wing, the voice said the word once more. Softly. To itself.

Perfectly.
Chapter 1
Son of Gennady
Wind blew carrying the smell of dirt, wet wood, and chipped iron. A pair of old leather gloves lay in a bucket next to rusted shovels. Something acrid and cold like a rotting mist lingered, growing worse with each new grave.

Tomek stood between the two mounds. Three nights and the snow still hadn't fully covered them. Every time it tried, the wind came across the field and scraped them bare, and the raw dirt showed through, dark as a wound.

His shoulders sagged, one carrying the weight of a red sack. Everything he owned that he could carry was in it. Flint. Dried meat. His canteen. The quick shelter, rolled tight. 

His mother's old wool scarf was wound twice around his neck and pulled up over his mouth. It still smelled a little of smoke and pine and of story time by the fire whenever he breathed in through it. 

His mother's grave was almost a year old. The dirt was smooth and settled, rounded at the edges. His father's didn't belong anywhere yet. The warriors dug it out of the frozen ground with bent and weathered picks, taking turns to dig. 

Tomek had watched them, a knot in his throat. Not one of them said a word the entire time except to say whose turn it was. Chunk. A long breath. Chunk. Like somebody knocking on a door that wasn't going to open.

He hadn't come to cry. He'd done enough of that. He was here to speak with his parents. One last time.

His hand found the knife at his belt. His father's hunting knife. The leather on the handle had been worn dark and smooth by a bigger hand than his, and his fingers didn't fit the grooves. They sat in them like a child's feet in a man's boots. Three nights ago, in the hut, with the fire down to coals and the smell of the sickness so thick it coated the back of his tongue, his father had pressed that handle into his palm. His father's hand had been hot. Hotter than anything alive should be. The black tears had already run down into his beard, dried there in streaks, with more coming, but his father hadn't wiped them because he'd needed both hands to hold Tomek's.

He'd closed Tomek's fingers around the handle, one at a time. Then he'd held them there.

Protect them. All of them. Promise me.

Tomek had promised.

The weakness had all but drained the old warrior, and the fever had burned away his strength. The black tears - they were the final sign - he didn't have long to live. Even children knew the symptoms. They chanted them in their clapping games, until their mothers slapped their hands for it.

The weakness will take you, 

The fever brings fear, 

And doomed are the ones 

who show the black tears

Tomek pulled the knife an inch out of its sheath and pushed it back. The sound it made was small and clean in the cold.

"I'm going," he told the graves.

Nobody answered. That was fine. He hadn't come for an answer.

He turned his back on them and walked into the village.

* * *

He took the long way - the path between the huts, on the side away from the fires, keeping to the shadows where the snow was packed hard and didn't creak.

The village had gone quiet in a way he had never experienced. A goat complained in the pen, a sharp grumble piercing through the wind. Somebody coughed inside a hut, and the cough went on too long, and someone cried, and the cough stopped, and in the quiet afterward Tomek could almost hear every other hut holding its breath to listen.

That was how it was now. Everybody listened to everybody's coughs.

They used to listen to him, around the campfire, imitating old Petra's griping, imitating the goats, imitating the elders arguing, and last of all, imitating his father's laugh, the big one. They used to laugh, his father most of all. As of late, nobody had asked him to imitate anything. Not since the burial. 

He didn't think anybody would again.

If they did speak, they did it in whispers, guarding their breath. Mothers kept their children inside. The warriors sat by the fires with their knives across their knees and watched the tree line, as if the darkness were something that might come walking out of the woods on four legs. And every morning, without anybody ever saying a word about it, people checked each other's eyes. Over the porridge. Over the woodpile. A look, a little too long, at the corners. Then away.

He'd caught Maari doing it to him, the morning after the burial. She hadn't even pretended she wasn't.

He passed her hut now. Dark. He walked faster.

Past the last of the huts was the burning place, and he had to pass that too. He pulled the scarf up over his nose. Dead kerzit, heaped up and set alight whenever the warriors brought them in, and the smoke of them was the worst smell in the world. Sweet and sour together. Meat that had frozen and thawed and frozen again. 

The elders claimed the kerzit crawled out from pits of hell to bring pain to the living. A kerzit bite caused the disease – the darkness. Once in a household, the darkness spread like cancer, cruel and indifferent, like a guest nobody could turn away.

The storm was just weather. The kerzit were the real winter.

And there was only one cure. Far off, at the top of Sollen's Spine, in a shrine as old as legend, a guru kept a font of Aria - the only known substance that could heal the darkness.

Tomek had been to the foot of the Spine every summer of his life. 

The whole village went. They walked for weeks taking goats and gifts, the elders riding on sledges, and at the bottom of the mountain, where the path turned to stone steps that went up into the clouds, they left what they'd carried. Bread. Furs. Carved things. They did it to remind the guru that the people still remembered him. Still prayed. Still needed him.

The best was when his mother played her kalyuka there, every year, standing on the bottom step with her face turned up the mountain. The whole crowd would go silent to listen. It was a rare gift to hear her play. Most of the time, she was gone far away. When word came of a fever in some other village, she wrapped it in its cloth and went, a week, two weeks, to whoever was sick, to sit by them and play. It was healing music, but afterwards, she always came home thin. She'd sleep a whole day, and then she'd get up and make porridge as if she'd never been gone. 

She had to be careful with the kalyuka, playing it sparingly, only when it was truly necessary. Everyone knew, so when she played it at the Spine, at the base of the steps, no one spoke. Even the goats stopped chewing. 

Nobody actually climbed the steps in summer. The journey there was its own reward. Children learned from the elders' stories. Families mingled and sang songs and danced. The little ones learned to hunt in the woods. The bigger ones learned to trade in the many villages they crossed. It was an annual rite that helped the tribe grow as a people.

Only the elders ever went up the steps, and they did so in the spring. Four or five of them, and a half a dozen hunters, made the trip. With the gifts on their backs, by some other road, they went and came, and when they came home, they brought it back with them - A clay pot no bigger than a fist, sealed with wax, filled with that precious golden liquid. It lived on the high shelf in the elders' hut and was brought down only for the worst bites.

One drop at a time, they would say. Tomek had only seen it opened twice in his life. But that all changed two springs ago.

The elders went, the best of the warriors with them, his father leading the pack, and his mother with her kalyuka on its cord. But this time they returned early. Far too early. 

They came home with their wounded on sledges. One of the elders didn't make it back at all. And what's worse - there was no jar. Not a single drop of Aria. 

After that, the last of the tribe's supply was used to treat Petra's boy, who'd been bitten on the way back, but even that wasn't enough. The boy didn't make it. 

Last spring, nobody went, and nobody told the children why, so when his father came in from the woods this winter with a kerzit bite on the back of his hand, already tired, already slow on the path, the jar on the high shelf was dry. Empty as death.

Tomek bent down and pushed his hand into the grave, letting his finger sink into the snow. He looked up, north. Far, far north was the guru in his shrine. He was supposed to take care of his people. He was supposed to keep these things from happening. That's what the children were always told. 

The guru is our protector.

Lately, it seemed the guru needed more reminding.

Tomek would remind him.

He would climb the Spine and come home with enough Aria to heal the tribe ten times over. And then they would have to look at him. All of them. The warriors who'd never once let him hunt. The old women who patted his head in passing like he was one of the goats. Maari, who looked at him like a crack in a pot, deciding whether it was worth mending. They would have to look at him and see what his father had seen.

He could see it already. The ridge north of the village at dusk, and the whole tribe out in the snow to meet him. He knew exactly how that sounded, because he had heard it every winter of his life from the top rail of the fence. First one voice, some kid with sharp eyes. Then all of them. The shouting going up and up, and the little ones running out across the field to meet the line of men coming down the ridge with the kill slung between them. And at the front of the line, always at the front, his father. Snow in his beard. A carcass across his shoulders like it weighed nothing. Laughing.

Not the small laugh. The big one. The one that came out of him so seldom that the whole village stopped to look when it did.

Next winter, his father had said, every time Tomek asked to go out with them. Next winter. And over Tomek's head, every time, his mother had looked at his father, and his father had looked away.

There were no more next winters.

He reached the fence. The gap where the goats used to get out was still there. His father had been meaning to fix it for three summers.

Tomek put his hand on the post and looked back once at the dark huts, and the one red fire, and the shape of a warrior sitting by it with his head nodding.

No one could know. Not until it was too late for them to stop him.

He went through the gap. The snow swallowed his footprints almost as fast as he made them.

Nobody needed to show him the way. Every village knew the way to Sollen's Spine. A week, if all went well. Less, without stopping. He had never climbed the mountain, and nobody climbed it in winter. But his father used to say the climb is only as hard as you are weak in heart.

Tomek wasn't weak in heart.

So the climb would not be hard.

* * *

The first day, he walked until his legs shook.

The second day, he walked until they stopped shaking and just went numb, which was worse. 

In the open places the snow came to his knees. In the drifts it came to his waist, and he had to swim through it, more or less, shoving it aside with his arms while the wind threw more of it into his face. His lips split. He licked them and they split worse. His fingers stopped bending, and when he cupped his hands over his mouth and breathed into them, the warmth lasted a second, maybe two, and then it was gone, and his hands were colder than before for having had it.

There was a tune in his head the whole way. Where it came from, he had no idea. It had always been there, as long as he could remember, like knowing how to swallow. It wasn't even a whole tune. Three notes, going round. His boots fell into it without asking him. Three steps. Three notes. Round again.

By the second night, he was close to Lenka's Weald.

He saw it from the top of a ridge. A long black line of trees laid across the white, so thick and so dark that the snow didn't seem to fall into it so much as disappear. 

His mother used to tell stories about the Weald by the fire, and she always told them in a lower voice than her other stories, and she never finished them the same way twice. Nobody went in. Nobody went near it, if they could help it. In one telling, a girl went in after her brother and brought him out again. In another, neither of them came out at all. Tomek had asked which one was true, once, and his mother had looked at him over the fire, and kept looking, and said, Both, I should think.

He would have to pass it tomorrow. Along the edge. Not in. Along.

After a difficult trek down the side of the ridge, Tomek found a big fallen tree. It had gone hollow. He stopped there because his legs stopped there. Inside the trunk, curled together in a nest of dead leaves, was a family of little brown critters. Four of them. Maybe five. It was hard to tell where one ended and the next began. They were packed so tight their breaths came out together, one small cloud, going up and fading and going up again.

They didn't run. They just watched him, too cold to move.

He found he was counting their breaths. He hadn't meant to. One. Two. Three. There was a rhythm to it. He found it curious that with five of them in there, only one cloud rose and faded on every count, as if they breathed with one chest. His own cloud was bigger, and there was only one of him.

He rigged his quick shelter in the lee of the trunk, where the wind couldn't get at him quite so easily. His fingers, frozen and stiff, fumbled the knots twice. The third time, they remembered. His father had taught him to rig it the summer he turned eight. He remembered kneeling in the grass behind the hut, while his father's big fingers deftly showed him the knots. 

So you've always got a roof, his father had said. Wherever you are. 

Tomek crawled inside the bark and pulled his knees up to his chest, his mother's scarf wrapped tight over his nose, and through it all, three notes went round and round in his head, and he was asleep before he had decided to be.

He dreamed about his mother's hands. About his father's laugh, the big one.

* * *

He woke when the wind changed.

It was the only sound in the world. It came off the Weald in long, slow pushes and leaned on the walls of the shelter. It leaned and let go, and the cloth breathed in and out over his face. Through it, the dark outside was a deeper dark. No moon. 

Then, in the wind, his name.

Tomek.

Far off. Thin. Pulled long by the gusts so that he couldn't have said if it was high or low, a man or a woman, near the trees or out on the open snow. Only that it was his name, and that it came from out there, from the dark.

Every hair on his arms stood up under his sleeves.

He knew the rule. Every child in the village knew the rule. The old women told it at the fire on long nights, and the mothers told it at bedtime, 

If anyone you love ever calls you from the dark, they said, You don't answer. The dead don't call. And the living don't call from there.

If anyone you love ever calls you from the dark, they would say, You don't answer. The dead never call. And the living… They don't call from there.

Several years ago, his mother had been tucking the fur up under his chin.

But why? he said.

Her hands stopped.

That's the rule, she'd said as she finished tucking the fur. She said nothing else, but he remembered staying awake that night watching her. She didn't speak that night. She just sat. Watching the door.

Tomek.

The voice was closer this time. Too close. Or the wind was louder. There was no telling. 

He bit down on his scarf, wool and spit and the old smell of smoke filled his gums. He pressed himself flat to the ground. His heart was going so hard he could feel it in the snow under him. 

He didn't answer. 

He thought of his father's hand, the day they last spoke. Once so strong, but in the end weak and hot as a coal.

Tomek.

It was here. That was no wind. But he wouldn't answer the voice. He thought of his mother on the bottom step of the Spine, every summer, and the whole crowd going silent. 

He held his breath until his chest burned.

Nothing.

The wind leaned on the shelter. Let go.

He let his breath out a little at a time, into the scarf, so it wouldn't make a cloud.

That's when the shelter came apart.

* * *

The walls tore away all at once. The cold rushed in like water. Something grabbed him by the front of his coat and hauled him straight up off the ground, and his heart tried to come out through his throat.

"Let me go!" He swung his fists. He kicked. He clawed at the arm that had him. "Let me go!"

It took him a few seconds to understand that nothing was eating him. Not a bear. Not a kerzit.

"Tomek!"

Maari.

With a single hand, she lifted him off the ground and held him there, her eyes tired. Annoyed. She waited for him to stop kicking, then set him down on his feet and caught his wrist. Her grip was terrible. He felt the small bones of his wrist grind together. And even through her mitten, through his sleeve, her hand was hot.

"I called you several times," she said.

Tomek stared at her. Snow was blowing between them. His breath came in ragged clouds that the wind tore away.

"You're supposed to answer when someone calls you."

He couldn't answer her. He tried. He opened his mouth but… nothing came out, so he shut it again.

She towered over him, waiting. In what little light there was, he could see the scar that ran through her left eyebrow, splitting it in two, and her strong bright eyes peering into him as they had the morning after the burial.

A bead of sweat trickled down from her temple and her cheeks were flushed. 

"You can't stay here," she said. She let go of his wrist. "Follow me. Don't fall behind."

She turned and walked off into the dark without looking to see if he would.

Tomek stood there with the snow going down his collar and his wrist throbbing where she'd held it. His shelter lay in the snow at his feet, the cloth torn half off its lines, flapping. His father's knots, still tied. The cloth ripped right out of them.

He was too rattled to argue. Too much in shock to do anything but kneel, gather the torn shelter into his arms, stuff it into his sack, and follow her.

* * *

She was taking him back.

Every bone in his body knew it. She was going to march him back to the village, empty-handed, so everyone could see. The boy who ran off in the night to save everybody and didn't even make it past the Weald. They'd come out of the huts to look, the way they came out for the hunters. Only nobody would cheer.

And Maari would walk in front. The way his father used to.

His father used to call her the best of them. Right in front of Tomek. At the fire, with the other warriors around him, he'd say it as plain as he'd say the weather. Maari is the best of us. And the other warriors would nod, and Maari would look into the flames as if she hadn't heard.

But his father had given Tomek the knife. Not her. His father had made Tomek promise to protect the tribe. Not her. Whatever he'd said at the fire, that was what he'd meant in the end. Tomek was sure of it, and he wasn't about to let her ruin it.

His right hand drifted to his belt. His fingers found the leather of the handle.

He would never actually hurt her. He knew that. But he had to say something. He had to make her see. He was the son of Gennady, and if anybody was going to save the tribe it should be him, because that was what his father wanted.

He had never found it easy to talk to Maari. It wasn't fear. He wasn't scared of her. It was that his father had respected her so much, and out of respect for his father, Tomek held back from telling her what he truly thought about her. 

But things were different now.

Things had to be different now.

He walked behind her for nearly an hour, working himself up to it. Every step, a little more. His heart beat faster. His face went hot inside the scarf, despite the cold. His breath dampened the wool and it froze stiff against his mouth.

Then he ripped the knife out of his belt and let out a battle cry.

It came out higher than he wanted.

Maari spun around.

For half a heartbeat her eyes went wide, seeing him there with the blade up between them. Then they narrowed again.

"What do you think you're doing?" she said.

There was no fear in it at all. It was the voice she used on the little kids when they climbed the meat racks.

His hand was shaking, and it wouldn't stop. His arm had gone heavy all at once. Suddenly the knife weighed as much as a log. But he wouldn't lower it.

"I'm not going back, Maari." He raised the blade higher and pointed the tip at her. "I won't. I have to reach the shrine. I have to be the one to bring back the—"

"You have to do nothing of the sort." She took a step toward him.

A knot caught in his throat. His gut went tight. He fell back a step. Then another.

But he didn't lower the knife.

She looked at the blade. Then at him. The corners of her mouth curled, very slightly.

"Are you going to hurt me, Tomek?" she said.

She didn't even take a stance. She just stood there with her arms loose at her sides and the snow settling on her shoulders. Didn't she respect him? Not even a little? Did she want to humiliate him so badly?

"I don't want to," said Tomek. "But I'll do what I have to. For my people."

"Your people," she said.

She reached behind her back and drew her own knife. The same as his. The same dark wood, the same leather on the handle, the same long curve of the blade. Every warrior of the tribe carried one.

"These are not for using on your people, boy," she said. "And as for your little quest to the shrine, that was never your decision to make. We would never have sent you alone. You're not ready. You're a boy. You can't—"

"I can!"

Tomek lunged.

He swung at her arm. Not hard. Not to hurt her. Just enough to scare her. Just enough to make her see him.

His hesitation wasn't lost on her. She saw it coming from a mile away.

She didn't move.

She let the blade find her shoulder. It barely went in. It caught through the fur of her coat and found skin, and that was all, and in the same instant it touched her she had him. Her hands were on his waist, and the sky swung over. His feet went out from under him and his face went down.

Snow was in his mouth. It was up his nose. It had gone down the front of his coat and was melting against his belly, and somewhere out of sight, his father's knife lay in a drift where it had flown out of his hand. He lay there and breathed snow. It tasted like nothing. It tasted like cold.

"You have no technique," said Maari.

She was standing over him. He could hear it in her voice, how far above him she was.

"I could have put my blade in your gut a dozen different ways, and there's not a thing you could have done to stop me."

A pause.

"But you knew that. Didn't you."

He couldn't look up. He couldn't let her see his eyes. They were burning, and it wasn't the cold, and if she saw them he would die. He would die right there, face down in the snow, and they would have to come out from the village and dig him a grave beside his father's, and the picks would go chunk and chunk, and nobody would say a word except whose turn it was.

Why couldn't she just let him go?

"We don't have time for this," she said. She stepped over him. "If you're done with your tantrum, we need to move. The storm's getting worse. Anton and Yana are in a cave not far from here. We'll wait it out there."

She said the second name with weight. She spoke it as if it weighed something, and she had to set it down carefully.

Tomek lifted his face out of the snow.

"Yana?" he said. "She's a baby. She's not even eight. Why is she out here? Why didn't you leave her back with the tribe?"

Maari didn't answer. She walked on into the white. And down her left arm, from the shoulder he'd touched, one thin line of red ran and gathered at the ends of her fingers, dripping into the snow. One drop then another. 

* * *

Tomek found the knife half buried in a drift. He wiped it on his trousers and put it back in his belt. His hand was still shaking so he made a fist to make it stop.

He took one last look across the plain, at the path he should have been on. The road to the shrine. It ran off into the storm, white on white, and then it was gone.

When he turned back to follow Maari, he saw it - Mount Amana.

He knew the mountain. Everybody knew that mountain. Its peak was split down the middle, like some giant had struck it with an axe. On clear days you could see it from the village, far to the west. The elders would point at it and say nothing at all.

He hurried to catch up.

"Why are we going west?" he said.

"The cave's this way," she said, without looking at him.

"That's Mount Amana. The village is south. If we go this way it'll take longer to get—"

"We're not going back to the village."

Tomek stopped.

"You forced my hand, Tomek," she said. "You've come this far, so we might as well finish it. But the road you were on is a bad road in winter. A very bad road. We go west. Around Lenka's Weald, not along it."

"Wait." He stood in the snow and stared at her back. "You came all the way out here. You tore my shelter apart. You threw me on the ground. And now you're going to the shrine anyway?"

She stopped too, then turned and looked at him. Really looked, for the first time since she'd pulled him out of his sleep. And maybe for the first time ever, there was something warm in her eyes. It didn't last. But he saw it.

"You weren't wrong to want to come out here, Tomek," she said. "You were wrong to come alone." She let out a breath, and it turned to ice in the air between them. "Truthfully, you shouldn't have come at all. This is what Gennady trained the warriors for."

"I'm his son."

It came out so loud it surprised them both. His words carried off across the snow toward the Weald. The Weald took them and didn't give them back.

"If anybody was going to save the tribe, it should be me. You just want the credit. You always have. You don't understand what it's like to lose—"

"Trust me, Tomek."

She didn't shout. She never shouted. "I understand more than you know."

She looked away from him, over her shoulder, at the hills climbing toward the split mountain. She said nothing at all. The wind pulled her hair loose from under her hood and laid it across her face, and she didn't push it away. She was breathing harder than the walk deserved.

"I have family too," she said, "And I won't let them die. Not this winter. Not to the darkness."

She reached into the leather pouch at her waist, took something out, and held it out to him.

It was a flute. An old one. Pale wood, gone darker at both ends where hands had held it for years and years.

He stared at it, his hands at his sides.

"Take it, boy." She pushed it against his chest. Instinct kicked in and he grabbed it before it fell. "It's time you started practicing."

He held it in both hands.

For a few seconds, all he could do was look. The smooth pale length of it. The finger holes, worn into soft dips by somebody's fingertips, year after year after year. And near the end, carved into the wood, an eye. A single open eye, the lid and the lash and the round of it, cut so cleanly it seemed to look back.

Slowly, he understood what he was holding.

He forgot the knife. He forgot his anger. For one breath, he even forgot his father.

He had seen this every night of his life. He had heard it, by the fire, with the whole village around. On the bottom step of the Spine, every summer, with the goats gone quiet. In the hut, late, when she thought he was asleep.

"This is my mother's," he said. His voice came out very small. "This is her kalyuka."

Maari nodded.

"Why do you have it?" He ran his thumb over the carved eye. The wood was cold, and then, under his thumb, a little less cold. "Why did you have it?"

"Gennady gave it to me," she said. "Not to use. He knew his days were numbered when that damned kerzit bit him. So he gave it to me, and he said she'd wanted you to have it. When you were ready."

"The seer's call," said Tomek. He barely heard himself.

"That's right."

He looked up at her. She was smiling. Not much. A little.

In her smile he saw the same look his father had given him each time he said, Next winter. 

"That's why you were never trained as a warrior," she said. "You were never meant to take your father's place, Dummy."

She turned and started walking again, toward the split mountain, toward the cave.

"You're meant to be our tribe's next seer."
Chapter 2
Yana
The cold bit deeper once they left the shelter of the trees. Tomek groaned every few steps, finding it hard to move. The woods didn't reach quite so high up the mountain. Back there, among the trees, he smelled pine, and wet bark, and the green, bitter breath of the needles. Now, in this vertical stretch between the treeline and the peaks, there was nothing but the wind racing down the face of Mount Amana, smelling of stone and ice and nothing else, ripping straight through his furs and his shirt, finding his back and ribs.

Tomek's knees got stiffer the higher they went. Every time he grabbed a rock to pull himself up, he cupped his hands over his mouth afterward and breathed into them, trying to keep the warmth a little longer. It never stayed more than a second or two. Every breath was doomed. It left his mouth warm and was ice before it got anywhere.

Below them the forest spread out in every direction, black and white and endless, and somewhere in it, far to the east, the long dark line of the Weald. He might have found it beautiful to look at were it not so hard to keep his eyes open while looking up. The snow blew so hard it was easier to keep his head down and follow Maari's tracks up the path, one boot print at a time.

Her steps were growing increasingly shorter and out of rhythm.

He noticed it without thinking about it, as he noticed his own feet. A few times already, she'd had to stop for a break. Not for long. Just a hand on a rock, a moment to breathe, and then on again. Twice he'd nearly walked into her back. He decided this wasn't such a bad thing. It meant he was faster than her uphill. Good. Let her see that.

"How much farther?" he said.

"Only a little more." She didn't turn around. "Ready to give up already, son of Gennady?"

He didn't answer.

He didn't have to. He'd already figured out how to put her in her place and it wasn't with words.

"Is that the cave?" He pointed up at a dark mouth in the rock, maybe two hundred feet above them.

Maari stopped. She put a hand on the mountain, her breathing heavy and shallow, looking up where he was pointing.

"That's the one."

He looked at the wall. Then at the path, which wound back and forth across the face of the mountain, around every steep place, going three times as far as it needed to. Then at the straight line from where he stood to the cave.

"I'll climb," he said. "I'm the better climber. You know it's true."

"You want to climb," said Maari. "In this."

"I mean, we don't have to." He tightened the straps of his sack. "If you're scared."

"No," she said, and there was an end in it. "We're walking. It's too slick to—"

But Tomek was already gone.

* * *

Why should he wait for permission? Asking would mean agreeing she was in charge, and he wasn't about to do that. He'd been climbing since before he could walk properly. Trees. Rocks. The roofs of the huts, until his mother made him stop. Even then, he kept on climbing the roofs of the huts when his mother wasn't looking. He was better at it than any of the other kids. Better even than his father had been. Better than Maari for sure. There was no way he'd slip.

The rocks were so sharp and cold it hurt, but his palms were callused and used to the pain. He looked left. Found an edge. Looked right. Set his foot against a curve in the stone. And in one motion he drove himself two feet higher than he'd been, and his left arm swung out and found a crack, and he hooked his fingers into it and hung there. Steady. The wind pulled at his coat but he wouldn't budge.

Below and off to the side, Maari moved along the path. Slow. Stopping. Not looking up.

When she comes around that bend and sees me up by the cave, he thought, she'll feel dumb. She'll see I'm better.

He looked up for the next hold. A small hop left, then straight up. He set his toes, took a breath, and pushed.

He went up fast. Both hands found a pocket in the rock. His feet found two edges, one to the left, one to the right.

The right one was wrong.

He felt it through the sole of his boot before he saw it. Too smooth and slippery for comfort. Black ice laid over the stone so thin it looked wet. His boot was holding by nothing but stubbornness. Any weight on it at all and things would get bad.

His heart beat faster. His fingers gripped harder. His breathing sped up. 

He could climb back down, or he could make the next move with his arms alone.

He glanced down. Maari was nearly at the bend. In a moment she'd turn and start back the other way, and she would pass right under him. If she looked up then, she would see him stuck on the wall like a cat in a tree. That couldn't happen. He wouldn't let it.

He reached down into himself, wherever the strength was kept, and launched.

One hand caught the ledge.

The other didn't.

He felt the whole mistake at once. All his weight dropped onto one hand, and the hand began to slide. His boots kicked for anything. Ice. Ice. Ice. His fingers slid a little more, and his body swung out, far enough that he saw Maari come around the bend and start back the other way.

He looked down. Fifteen feet. Maybe more. Rocks under the snow at the bottom, the shapes of them, waiting.

His fingers were losing grip.

A root. Small, gnarled, sticking out of the ice to his right, a few feet from his ankle. He saw it and his body had already decided.

He swung right, used what grip was left to pull, to get the smallest bit of momentum, and let go.

His foot knew where to land. His eyes found two edges for his hands. His arms stretched for them.

His foot hit the root. His weight came down. His hands caught the edges and clamped. Only… The root snapped.

The sound of it was very small. 

His hands came off the stone. His stomach went up into his throat. The sky went white.

He was falling.

"Hah!"

Maari's hand closed on the back of his shirt.

She hauled him up and over the lip of the path in one pull, as if he weighed no more than his sack, and dragged him a few feet back from the edge, then let go. 

Tomek lay on his back in the snow. His heart was going so fast his breath couldn't keep up with it. The sky turned over him, grey and churning. Then Maari's face came into it, above him, her hands on her knees.

She was breathing hard. Much too hard, for one pull.

Here it came. Immature. Reckless. A child. This was exactly why he wasn't ready to lead anything. And worst of all she would tell him that he'd have fallen if not for her.

"I didn't need your help," he panted. "I was only—"

"Shh."

She had a finger to her lips. There was something in her eyes he didn't like at all. She wasn't looking at him. She was looking up the path.

"Something's wrong," she said.

Then she drew her knife.

* * *

"What?" said Tomek.

He scrambled to his feet, fumbled his own knife out, and looked in every direction at once.

Maari raised her fist and tapped it twice on the back of her neck - the warriors did it to warn those behind them of an ambush.

Kerzit.

His eyes went straight to the trees below the path. That was where they hid best. In the brush and the stands of young pine, where the spikes along their backs looked like any other branch. You could walk right past one and never know, right up until it was too late.

Slowly, they crept up the path. Bent low. Knives out.

Ahead, he could see a small fire glowing just inside the mouth of the cave, and beside it, the outline of a child.

He wanted that fire so badly it hurt. His lips were split and bleeding into the scarf. His lashes were caked with frost. His arms and legs wouldn't stop trembling, and he didn't know anymore if it was from the cold or the climb.

"What makes you think there's kerzit?" he said, wide-eyed.

Maari pointed with her blade at something in the snow ahead.

A knife. Just like theirs.

Maari went to it. She didn't hurry. She knelt and picked it up and turned it over in her hands, and her thumb went to the handle, where the leather was wrapped a little differently than on hers. Crossed, and then crossed back. She ran her thumb over it, her lips tightening, then she wiped the blade clean on her thigh - one side and then the other, slowly - and slid it into her belt beside her own.

"Anton's," she said.

The snow all around where it had lain was churned up. Prints everywhere. Big ones. Small ones. Too many to count. A long smooth furrow where something had been dragged, running off the path and down into the trees.

Maari wrinkled her nose. "Smell that."

Tomek breathed in. Pine, very faint, from below. Cold. Smoke from the little fire. And under it all, something else. Sweet and sour together. He knew the smell. It was the same in the burning place, at the edge of the village, when the wind turned.

"Yana's alone in the cave," said Maari, for the first time there was fear in her voice.

"How do you know—"

"If Anton fought them here, it's because he was drawing them off." Her jaw was tight. Her eyes went down the furrow into the trees and came back. "He wouldn't leave her otherwise. Come. We gotta get up there quietly. Can't make a s-."

"Mama!"

So much for quiet.

A little girl came flying down the path toward them. Big brown eyes. A head of messy brown hair sticking out in every direction from under her hood. She was running so fast she nearly fell twice, and she didn't care either time.

"Mama!"

Maari ran to meet her. She dropped to her knees in the snow and caught the girl in both arms and held her so tight that Yana's boots came off the ground. Her face went down into Yana's hood. For a long moment neither of them moved. Tomek stood on the path with his knife in his hand and the wind in his face. Maari's back, the great strong shape of it, curled around something so small.

The bottom of his throat tightened a bit. He looked away, at the trees, where the kerzit were.

"Yana." Maari held her out at arm's length. Her eyes were going everywhere. The trees. The rocks. The snow. "Where's Anton?"

"He saw kerzit," said Yana. "He told me to stay in the cave and keep the fire going. He said he'd be right back."

Her lip trembled. She bit it, hard, until it stopped.

"He said right back," she said. "So he's coming right back."

Maari nodded slowly. She brushed the snow off Yana's hood. Then she looked over Yana's head at Tomek.

"Take her up to the cave," she said.

"No," said Yana. "What about you?"

"I'm not going anywhere, little one. I'll keep watch out here. If those damned kerzit come back around, I'll be ready for them."

"I can help." Tomek raised his knife. "I can fight them with—"

"You can help by keeping her safe, Tomek."

There was no arguing with Maari when she used that voice. He knew it. Everybody knew it.

He grumbled and took Yana's mittened hand and walked her up the path.

"Hey," said Maari.

They both looked back.

She was standing in the snow with her knife in one hand, the wind pulling at her hair. Anton's knife was in her belt. Her face, in the grey light, was very pale.

"Keep her safe."

* * *

Yana was grinning up at him. A big toothy grin with a gap on one side, where a tooth had come out and the new one hadn't decided yet.

He took one look at her, and that was all it took.

"What?" he said.

"Nothing," she giggled.

"Then stop staring at me."

They reached the fire. It was small, just a few sticks and one log, but he crouched down beside it and held his hands out, groaning. The heat went into his palms like needles, then smooth like water. His fingers began to ache, which meant they were coming back.

"It's just," said Yana, and she plopped down next to him so close her shoulder hit his arm, "I'm glad you're here. Both of you. I knew Mama could find you. I told her so. She said she hoped you hadn't gone too far, but I said she shouldn't worry. 'Cause you're slow, and she's the best tracker in the whole world."

"Gee," he said, rubbing his hands together. "Thanks."

He dug in his sack and found a strip of the dried meat. He tore it in two and held half out to her without looking. She took it and bit, making a face as she worked at it. And worked at it. And worked at it some more, until she finally took it out of her mouth and looked at it with deep suspicion.

"It's too hard," she said. She pushed her tongue into the gap in her teeth to show him. "I've got a hole. Mama chews it soft for me first. Till the new one comes in."

"That's disgusting."

"It's nice," said Yana. "You wouldn't know." She put the meat in the other side of her mouth and gnawed it like a dog with a bone, glaring at him the whole time.

"Anton says there's a lot of kerzit around here." She said it very matter-of-fact, as if she were telling him there was a lot of snow. She looked over her shoulder into the back of the cave, where the firelight gave out. "I think they like dark places like this. 'Cause it keeps them out of the snow."

"That's dumb," said Tomek. "They like the snow. They hide in the woods, not in caves. Everybody knows that."

Yana didn't look convinced. But she turned back to the fire.

It popped. The light jumped across the walls of the cave, orange and yellow, and the shadows jumped with it, and for a moment it was another fire.

* * *

It was the long night at the start of last winter, before anybody had heard of the darkness. The whole village was packed around the big fire in the middle of the huts, so many bodies that the snow had melted back in a ring around them and the ground showed through, black and steaming. The smell of it. Pine smoke and roasting fat and wet wool and people. The little kids were up front, where it was warmest. Tomek was eleven, too old for the front, so he'd squeezed in at the edge where he could see.

His mother stood with her back to the flames.

She held the kalyuka loose in one hand, down at her side. She never played until the story asked her to. Her voice was low, the voice she used for the old stories, and it carried without trying, all the way to the back, where the warriors stood.

His father stood at the very back with his arms crossed over his chest and his face turned a little away, as if he were watching the dark for kerzit and not listening at all. He always stood like that. Every story. Tomek looked back at him once and seen his father's lips moving along with the words.

Lady Tiana came down out of the mountains in the hardest winter there ever was, his mother said. Her hair was white as the snow she walked through, and her skin was the gray of a winter morning, and the people of the valley were afraid of her, because they had never seen anyone like her.

The kids up front leaned in. They knew this part. They knew all the parts.

And in the valley, there was a sickness. And nobody knew how to stop it. And Lady Tiana walked into the first house she came to, where a little boy lay so sick that his mother had already started to sing him the song for the dead.

She lifted the kalyuka.

The whole village went quiet. Even the fire seemed to quiet. She put the flute to her lips and played, very softly, a long low note that went up at the end, and then another, and the flames leaned toward her. Tomek saw it. The whole fire leaned, the way grass leans when you breathe across it. The little ones gasped.

His mother lowered the flute and smiled down at them. The fire went back to dancing its wild dance.

And do you know what Lady Tiana said, when the mother asked what she'd done?

What? said all the little ones together.

She said, I didn't do anything. I only listened.

Tomek had looked back at his father then. His father was still standing with his arms crossed and his face turned away. But his eyes had gone shiny in the firelight. And when he caught Tomek looking, he scowled, and jerked his chin, and Tomek turned back around grinning.

That was last winter. Not even a year.

* * *

"Did the darkness get her too?" said Yana. "Your mama?"

The fire was just a fire again. Small. Sputtering.

"No," said Tomek. "She was sick. But it was something else."

"Mama says Lady Tiana could heal people with that."

Yana reached for the kalyuka where the end of it showed from his coat. He twisted away, shielding it from her grubby little hands.

"Yeah," he said. "She healed people."

"She healed Mama," said Yana. "When I was a baby. Mama had the fever, the winter I came, and your mama sat with her three nights and played the whole time and never stopped. Not even to eat, Mama says."

Tomek hadn't known that. He'd been five. He remembered only that his mother had come home thin that winter, and slept for two whole days after that.

"So why didn't your mama heal herself?"

"I don't—"

He stopped. He slipped the kalyuka out of the loop of its cord and turned it over in his fingers. The carved eye went by, and came round again. He'd asked himself the same question for a year now. Every night. Every single night, lying in the hut with his father snoring across the coals.

"I don't think that's how it works," he said. "I think you can only use it to heal other people."

"Then who heals the seer?" said Yana.

"No one, Yana." He stared at the carved eye. "No one heals the seer."

The fire crackled.

"That's why she died," he said. "No one could help her."

Yana looked down at her boots. Tomek found he was breathing harder. Sweating a little, under his coat, though the cave was cold.

"That's stupid," said Yana. "I bet the guru could've healed her."

"The guru?" Tomek snorted. "The same guru who spends all his days sitting up there comfy at the shrine, watching over his font of Aria?"

"I think so?" Yana scratched her head through her hood. "Is there another one?"

"No. There's only him." He turned the kalyuka in his hand. "Only the one guru for the whole land."

She nodded very seriously, as if she were putting that away somewhere safe for later. Then her eyes went right back to the flute.

"Do you know how to play it?"

"Not really," he said. "Not well."

"Can I try?"

"No." It came out sharper than he meant. "It's not a toy."

She pulled her hand back.

Just then a gust came in at the mouth of the cave and threw snow across the floor, and the fire shrank down and hissed, and for a moment all the warmth went out of it. They both leaned over it without thinking, their heads nearly touching, cupping their hands around the little flame, waiting. It caught again. It came back up and they sat back.

"Then you play it," said Yana. "Mama says you're going to be the next seer. So that means you must know how. So play it."

"Fine," said Tomek.

His mother had done it at every long-night fire of his life: the flute up, the long low note, and the flames bending toward her. He knew exactly how it went. He put the kalyuka to his lips, and pointed it at the fire like an arrow, and blew.

What came out was a squeal. High and cracked and ugly, like a goat with its leg caught in a fence.

The fire did nothing. It sat there and burned, exactly as it had.

He blew again, harder, to make it listen. The squeal went higher. Somewhere back in the cave, it came back to him off the stone, smaller and even uglier.

Yana had both mittens over her mouth. Her shoulders were shaking. Then the laugh got out around the edges of the mittens, and she fell over sideways in the dirt and lay there, kicking her boots, laughing so hard no sound came out at all.

Tomek lowered the flute. His ears were on fire.

"It's cold," he said. "The holes are frozen. That's all."

She laughed harder.

He shifted where he sat, looking back over his shoulder, away from her, out of the cave.

Maari was out there in the snow, pacing. Back and forth across the path, knife in hand. Her steps were short. Once she stopped and put a hand on a rock, as she had all morning, and stood there with her head down. Then she straightened and paced again.

"I think she's wrong," he said.

He pulled out his father's knife and held it up beside the kalyuka, side by side in the firelight. The blade and the flute. The blade caught the fire and threw it back. The flute just held it.

"I wasn't meant to be a seer."

"Mama's never wrong," said Yana. "You're the next seer."

"Seers aren't heroes," he said. "Seers don't hunt kerzit. They don't lead people. They can't even fight."

"You like fighting?" said Yana. "'Cause Mama said that—"

"I don't care what your mama said, Yana, okay?" He didn't look at her. "Just stop talking for one second and let me enjoy this fire."

Yana looked like she was about to hit him. She had the same fire in her eyes he'd seen in Maari's. Only a lot less wise.

"She told us you were a moody kid," said Yana. "Guess she was right."

He shot her a look that should have frozen the fire solid. Then he set the kalyuka down on the ground beside him and started poking a log with the tip of his knife, watching the sparks jump.

"I have to be a warrior," he said. Quieter. "My dad gave me this knife. He said I have to protect everyone. He was a warrior. This is a warrior's knife."

He looked at the kalyuka on the ground.

"That's a seer's flute. And I can't do what my mom did. She knew about medicine. And magic."

"She knew magic?" Yana sat straight up.

"Yeah. But don't even ask. She never taught me any of it." He jabbed the log, and it rolled and sent up a shower of sparks. "If I was really meant to be the next seer, she would've taught me a spell or two. Right? So you see? Maari's wrong about me. I'm not the next seer."

I only listened, said his mother, by a fire a year away.

He jabbed the log again, harder.

Yana was staring at the kalyuka as if it might get up and walk.

"Can you tell me one of Lady Tiana's stories?" she said, inching her fingers toward it across the dirt.

"Stories?" He snatched it up before she got there. "I don't feel like telling stories."

He looked out at Maari again. She was still pacing. Snow blowing in at her from both sides, swirling around her as if it wanted to carry her off.

"Tell me one," said Yana. She grabbed his arm with both hands and hung off it. "Otherwise I'm just going to sit here and talk and talk and talk and talk and talk and—"

"Fine." He pulled his arm free. "Just shut your trap already."

She clapped both mittens over her mouth. Her eyes were huge over the top of them. She couldn't have hidden how excited she was if she'd tried, and she wasn't trying.

Tomek let out a long breath. It turned to a cloud in front of his face and drifted off into the firelight, and he let it go, and thought about where to start.

"There's one story I liked more than the others," he said. "You ever heard the one about the fallen king of—"

"Tomek!"

Maari's voice.

He turned. She was on her knees in the snow.

* * *

He was up and running before he knew he'd moved. The kalyuka was in the dirt behind him and he didn't think of it. He skidded to a stop beside her, nearly toppling over her.

"What happened?" His eyes swept the trees, the rocks, the path. Nothing moved. "Where are they? What's wrong with you?"

Maari didn't answer. Her shoulders were shaking. Her hands were flat on the snow in front of her, holding her up, and the snow around her fingers had gone to slush. She was that hot.

"Mama?" Yana called from the cave.

"Stay there!" Tomek shouted back.

"Take me inside, Tomek," said Maari.

"Take you?" he said. "What do you mean, take you? Why can't you just—"

She looked up at him.

One look. It was enough.

There were tears running down her cheeks. Black tears. Black as night. They ran out of the corners of her eyes and down along her nose and into the corners of her mouth, and one ran down through the split in her eyebrow, and dripped off her chin, and where it landed the snow went dark and stayed dark.

"Maari," he said.

It was the only word he had. Every other word was gone.

He had been here before. Five days ago, to be exact. In the hut, with the coals, with the smell. His father's face had looked just like that. His father's hands had been just that hot.

It all began to make sense. The stopping on the path. The sweat at her temple in the cold. The hot mitten on his wrist, last night, by the Weald. Her breathing, after the one pull that had saved his life. He had seen all of it. He had seen every bit of it and called it nothing.

"Don't tell her," said Maari, very quietly. "She can't know."

"You—" said Tomek. "You caught it?"

Maari reached into the neck of her coat and drew out something on a leather strap. She pulled the strap off over her head. She took his hand, and pressed the thing into his palm, and closed his fingers over it, and wrapped both her hands around his fist and held on.

Her hands were burning.

She stared at him through black-stained eyes.

"This is the last of it," she said. "Don't you dare give it to me. You hear me? It's for her."

He didn't understand. But he nodded. He nodded under the weight of it.

"Come," she said. She took hold of his shoulder and pulled herself up, and he staggered. She had never leaned on anyone, not once, that he could remember. Her weight came down on him and he locked his knees and held it. "Get me inside. I want to be with Yana."

They started up the path together, slow. Her arm across his shoulders. His arm around her back. She smelled of sweat and smoke and something under that, faint, that he knew from the hut and didn't want to know.

"And if Anton shows up," she said, close to his ear, "you don't tell him what I gave you."

"But why'd you give it to me?" He looked down at his closed fist.

"Don't play dumb," she said. "You know what it is."

He opened his fingers.

The vial lay in his palm, small and cold. And inside it, shining like the sun, turned something that was neither liquid, nor gas, nor solid. It moved by itself. Slowly, around and around, like a thing asleep. It lit his hand from underneath, gold and soft, and lit the black on Maari's face, and lit the falling snow between them, and for one moment he couldn't feel the cold at all.

"Aria," he whispered.

Maari smiled.
Chapter 3
Maari
Anton never came back.

They waited for him in the cave as long as Maari would let them. The fire burned down to a bed of red, and Tomek fed it the last of the sticks, one at a time, making each one last. The cave filled up with that smell of pine smoke and wet stone and, under it - faint - the smell he had carried Maari up the path with. Every time the wind shifted at the mouth of the cave, all three of them looked up. But each time, it was only the wind.

Maari sat with her back against the wall and Yana in her lap.

She pulled Yana's hood down and was working the knots out of her hair. Slowly. One knot at a time, starting at the ends and working up, patient as somebody taking apart a tangle of fishing line without cutting it. Yana's hair was a disaster. There were twigs in it. There was half a leaf. Maari found each thing and picked it out and dropped it in the fire, and the fire took it with a small hiss, and her fingers went back for the next knot.

Yana's eyes were half closed. Her head kept dropping and jerking up again.

"He's taking a long time," she said.

"He is," said Maari.

"He's fighting them all, I bet," Yana smirked as she said it. "All of them at once. That's why it's taking so long." She yawned so wide her jaw cracked. "Anton's too stubborn to be eaten."

Maari's fingers stopped. Just for a moment. Then they started again.

"He is that," she said.

Tomek kept his eyes on the fire. There was nothing in him that could have said the right thing, and he knew it, so he fed the fire another stick instead.

Maari wiped her face. She used snow and scrubbed hard to clean it, her back turned to Yana. But the tears kept coming, slow, one at a time, and she kept her head down and turned toward the wall so the firelight wouldn't find them. When Yana looked up at her, she smiled. When Yana looked away, she closed her eyes.

"Your shelter," Maari said to Tomek, without opening them.

"What about it?"

"You've still got it. Torn."

"You tore it."

"I did." She reached into her pouch, one-handed, the other still in Yana's hair, and tossed something across the fire at him. He caught it against his chest. A little roll of leather. Inside it, a bone needle and a hank of sinew. "So mend it."

He looked at her. She'd closed her eyes again.

He pulled the shelter out of his sack and spread it over his knees. The cloth had come away from the lines in two places, ripped right out of his father's knots. He threaded the needle by the fire, which took him four tries because his fingers wouldn't hold still.

"Smaller," said Maari.

He looked up. Her eyes were open a crack. She was watching his hands.

"The stitches," she said. "Smaller. Or the wind will have it open again by morning."

He pulled the last one out and did it smaller.

For a long while there was only the fire, and the wind, and the little pull of the sinew through the cloth, and Maari's fingers in Yana's hair. Yana was asleep now. Her mouth had fallen open against her mother's coat.

"You climbed the meeting hut once," said Maari.

Tomek's needle stopped.

"You were six. Maybe less. You went up the corner post in the middle of the summer feast while nobody was looking, and then you were sitting on the very top of the roof, on the ridge pole, with your legs hanging down, and you couldn't get down again." She was almost smiling. "Your mother was beside herself. Half the warriors were trying to work out how to get a ladder up without knocking you off. And your father."

"I don't remember," said Tomek.

"Your father laughed," said Maari, "until he had to sit down in the snow. Then he climbed up and got you. He told it at the fire for a month. Every night. Always, the same story. My boy went up the meeting hut."

The shelter in his lap. The needle. The small stitches.

His face wanted to do something, and he wouldn't let it. He held it very still and bent over the stitches and kept sewing, and his eyes stung, and he told himself it was the smoke.

When the shelter was whole again, she made him put it away and come closer.

She drew Anton's knife from her belt, the one with the crossed leather, and leaned forward past Yana's sleeping head, and scratched a line in the dirt by the fire.

"Here's this mountain," she said. A circle. "Here's the river, below it. West side." A long wavering line. "You follow it upstream. Always upstream. Two days. Three, in snow. Then the land goes up, and up, and that's the Spine. You can't miss it. It's the only thing in the world that tall."

"I know the way to the Spine," said Tomek.

"You know the summer way. With the sledges and the goats and everybody singing." She tapped the river with the point of the knife. "This is the winter way. Say it back."

"Why do I have to—"

"Say it back."

He said it back. The river. Upstream, always upstream. Two days, three in snow. Then up.

"Again," said Maari.

He said it again. She listened with her eyes closed, and when he was done she nodded once, and slid Anton's knife back into her belt, and scuffed the map away with her boot.

He kept from asking her why. He was afraid to hear her say it.

* * *

When the moon came out from behind the clouds, Maari got them up.

It took her two tries. She put a hand on the wall, and pushed. Her knees couldn't take it and she sat back down. Hard. Yana was still half asleep and didn't see. The second time, Maari got her feet under her and stood very straight and very still, like the old people when they'd been sitting too long, waiting for the world to stop going round. Then she picked up her knife.

They left the cave and the last of the fire behind and picked their way down through the brush toward a clearing on the shoulder of the mountain, with nothing to see but the moon.

"Never good to stay in one place too long," Maari told them. "Especially in kerzit territory."

"Everywhere is kerzit territory," said Tomek.

Maari smiled. It was a weak smile. It cost her something.

* * *

On the path down, she sent Yana ahead.

"Best tracker's daughter," she said. "Find us the way through. Not too far."

Yana went, proud as anything, with her nose down at the snow like a fox. As soon as she was twenty steps ahead, Tomek pulled the vial out of his pouch.

It lit the snow at his feet. A soft gold circle, moving, as the stuff inside turned. It lit his mitten. It lit the bottom of Maari's coat, and the black spots where her tears had fallen on it, and the trees on either side went darker for it.

"Drink it," he whispered.

Maari didn't look at it. She put her hand over his hand, over the vial, and the light went out between their fingers, and she closed his fist around it and pushed it back against his chest.

"I saved it for her," she said.

"She's not sick," he protested.

Maari looked down the path at Yana, at the small dark shape of her, bent over the snow.

"Not yet," she said.

That was all. The end of it. She walked on.

Tomek stood on the path with the vial burning cold through his mitten. He understood. He did. He understood it the way he understood the cold, all the way through, without wanting to. But Yana wasn't sick. Yana was right there, sniffing the snow. And Maari was sick. She needed it now, and if they lost Maari, what in the world was he supposed to do then?

Take care of Yana by himself? Him?

He was twelve years old.

That was her job. She was the mother. She was the warrior. She was the one who knew the way.

He put the vial back in his pouch and tied the pouch shut and followed.

* * *

The clearing was small and white, with a rock wall along one side of it and black trees crowding the other three. High up in the branches, eyes watched them come. Round and yellow, two by two. 

Owls, Tomek told himself. Only owls.

Maari didn't so much sit against the rock wall as let it catch her. Her head went back against the stone. All the hard lines went out of her, all at once, her shoulders and her jaw and her hands - her hands lay open in her lap, palms up, as if somebody had set them there.

"You okay, Mama?" said Yana.

Tomek's stomach turned over.

The little one had no idea. Her mother was dying, right in front of her, and she had no idea. And all of it, the cave, the climbing, the path winding in and out of the trees, up and down, none of it was helping. Maari had nothing left. Not after everything she'd done to get them this far.

"Just need a little sleep, baby," said Maari. "Soon we'll be at the shrine with the guru. And I'll be all better. Okay?"

"Okay," said Yana.

She watched her mother's eyes go cloudy. Then she got up and came across the clearing to Tomek.

"What's wrong with her?" she whispered. "It's not—" She swallowed. "It's not it, right? She doesn't have it. Right?"

What was he supposed to say?

That her mother had caught the darkness? That she was going to be an orphan? That this might be the night she said goodbye? He opened his mouth, and Maari's voice was in it. Don't tell her. She can't know. It's not your place.

"She's tired," he said. Cool. Flat. Like it was nothing. "You should rest too. She's going to need you strong when she wakes up. Can you do that for her?"

Yana turned and looked at her mother.

Tomek watched her eyes fill up. He watched her hands curl into fists at her sides.

"Go lie down with her," he said. "Keep her warm."

Yana didn't waste a second. She ran and curled up against her mother's side and pushed her face into Maari's coat.

Maari opened her eyes and looked down at her.

"Don't cry," she said. She raised one finger, trembling, and held it up in front of Yana's face, the way she did when Yana was in trouble. "I'm just going to rest a bit."

Tomek looked at them. Then he looked away.

He'd seen this before. Not even a week ago. His father, lying just like that, his head against the wall of the hut, his eyes going cloudy. And Tomek kneeling next to him with the knife in both hands, not knowing where to look.

It was all too clear. It was too much.

"I'm going to get some branches for the fire," he said. "I'll be right back."

Neither of them answered. Maari and Yana only had eyes for each other. He slipped off into the trees without another word.

* * *

Leaves crunched under his boots, frozen into the snow. Somewhere far off an owl called, and another answered it.

He cupped his hands over his mouth and breathed into them. His fingertips had gone white. He looked around for branches dry enough to burn, and there weren't any. Everything was wet. Everything was frozen. Everything was dead.

And the gnawing feeling wouldn't leave him. Something was in the shadows. Watching him.

It wasn't new. He'd had it on the path below the cave, a cold finger laid on the back of his neck. He'd had it in the cave with Yana, looking into the dark where the firelight gave out. He had it now.

It's just your stupid imagination, he told himself. There's nobody out here. There can't be.

Maari would have spotted anyone following them from a mile off. Even sick. Even now. He was only scared, and the scared was getting into his head.

That was when he saw it.

Twenty feet off, between two trees. A figure. Dark. Tall, maybe, or maybe not. Swaying in place, very slowly, side to side, the way a branch sways when there is just a little wind.

But there was no wind.

Tomek rubbed his eyes.

When he looked again, it was gone.

"It did vanish," he whispered. "Right?"

Then came a sound.

Like laughter. Only very faint. And very coarse. As if it came up out of a throat that hadn't laughed in a long, long time. So long it had forgotten how and was trying to remember.

Tomek spun around. Left. Right. The trees. The dark between the trees. The sound faded and faded until hearing it and remembering it were the same thing. Then it was gone and he was alone again with his own breath and his own heart beating in his ears.

"Life."

The word cut through the silence like a knife through cloth.

It was his mother's voice.

His whole body locked. He couldn't move his arms. He couldn't move his feet. He couldn't breathe. His heart stopped and started again, wrong, too hard, and the cold went all the way into the middle of him and sat there.

It couldn't be. How could it be? How could he have heard his mother?

"Mom?"

It came out dry. Barely anything.

His eyes searched the woods. His hand crept up to his chest, to the kalyuka, and closed around the cord.

"Mom?"

Trees. Shadows. Snow coming down through the moonlight, slow, and nothing else. Nothing at all.

He grabbed a handful of branches off the ground without looking at them, wet or dry or whatever they were, and ran.

He wasn't going to tell them. Not Maari. Not Yana. They'd think he'd gone crazy.

Maybe he had.

* * *

Maari's black-stained eyes watched him come back into the clearing.

Yana had fallen asleep on her mother's chest. Maari was barely holding herself up anymore. Her head had slid down the rock, and one hand lay on Yana's head, in her hair, her fingers were still moving. Very slowly. Working at one last knot. Then they slowed down more. Then they stopped.

He threw the branches down.

He had the pouch open before he knew he'd decided. The vial was in his fist, gold light leaking out between his fingers and running across the snow. He got the stopper in his teeth and pulled it and spat it out, and the smell came up out of the glass, warm, like a summer field, like nothing in this whole dead winter. He dropped to his knees beside her.

"Drink it," he said. "You drink it. I don't care what you said."

He put the vial to her mouth.

Her hand came up off Yana's hair.

It was slow. It was so slow. But it closed over his wrist as it had by the Weald, and it was still the strongest thing he had ever felt. 

And it was burning. 

She held his hand there, the vial an inch from her lips, the gold light shining up on her black-stained face, and she turned her face away from it.

"No," said Tomek. "No. Maari—"

He pushed. She held. Her arm shook with it, and his shook with it, and the gold light trembled between them, and she didn't let him move it one finger closer. She just looked at him. Over the vial. With those black eyes.

"Her," she said.

One word. All she had left.

He knelt there with his arm locked against hers until he couldn't anymore. Then he let her push his hand down. Into his lap. She held it there a moment longer, the vial and his fingers both, and then she let go.

He found the stopper in the snow. He pushed it back in with his thumb. The gold light went out of the clearing.

"Keep her safe, Tomek," said Maari. "It's up to you now."

All at once he wanted to throw up. And scream. And cry. All three at the same time.

He did none of it. He knelt there with the vial in his fist and his eyes on her face.

He knew what this was.

"Don't," he started. "Don't—"

Maari stopped him with one last spark of fire in her eyes. Even now. Even like this, she was fearsome.

"You have to," she said.

"Don't die!"

Yana was sitting straight up. Wide awake. Her face was white in the moonlight.

"Please, Mama. You can't." Tears were rolling out of her big brown eyes. "Who's going to take care of me? Who's going to fight off the kerzit?"

Maari's fingertips found the tear tracks on Yana's cheek and followed them down.

Yana dropped her head onto her mother's chest. Her whole little body shook.

"Tomek's ready," Maari whispered into her hair.

Yana sat up. There was rage in her eyes.

"Him!?"

She pointed straight at Tomek. All the blood went out of his face. Suddenly it was colder than it had ever been.

"He's not ready, Yana. He can't fight."

"Yes, he can," said Maari. She found the strength from somewhere. Tomek didn't know where. "He's more ready for this journey than I ever was."

"No," said Yana. "You said he wasn't a warrior. You said he couldn't fight. So he shouldn't be alone."

"He's not alone," said Maari. She smiled, small and soft, and stroked Yana's cheek. "He has a warrior with him."

The first wind of the night came through the trees. The branches moved against each other. The ground was wet and cold and the smell of pine was about the only good thing in the whole world.

Maari coughed. Her body slid down, lower against the rock.

"Yana's right," said Tomek.

He was looking at his own two feet. Then back up the path they'd come down. Anywhere but at her.

"I can't do this, Maari. We can't do this without you. You said so. The whole village said so. I knew it, out here. I—"

"You," said Maari.

She held out her hand.

He shoved the vial back into his pouch with shaking fingers and gave her his hand. Her hand found his and closed on it, then her other hand came over the top. Both her hands around his - burning - so tight the bones of his fingers pressed together. As tight as when she first gave him the vial. Tighter even.

Her voice was now rough and thin. Almost gone.

"Find—" A breath. "Shrine."

Her shoulders dropped. Her eyes closed.

"Find—" Smaller. "Guru."

Her hands loosened around his.

And under her breathing, he heard something.

Low. Lower than the wind. Lower than Yana's ragged breath against her mother's coat. A single note, held, as his mother used to hold the last note of the long-night songs at the very end, when the fire was nearly out. So low it was more in his ribs than in his ears. He had no idea what it was. He had never heard such a thing in his life, and he knew, without knowing how, that it was hers. That it was Maari. And it was going quieter.

Going.

He held his own breath to keep hearing it.

A tiny breath left her lips. It turned white in the cold and rose out of the clearing, up past the branches, toward the stars, thinner and thinner, until it was gone.

She didn't take another.

The note was gone. Not stopped. Gone, like a sound when a door closes on it. He knelt in the snow with his ears still reaching for it, but there was nothing left to hear.

* * *

Yana had her arms around her mother as far as they would go, which wasn't far. The moonlight caught the wet on her face.

Then she screamed.

It went on and on. It tore through the clearing and into the trees. Birds that had been hiding quietly in the branches burst out all at once, their wings frightening more birds, and those frightened more, until it sounded like the whole forest was running away.

Tomek knelt there in the snow. His hand was still in Maari's hands. They had gone loose around it. He took his hand out of them, slowly, and laid them in her lap, one on top of the other.

A moment of silence.

A sudden realization - they had to bury her. You didn't leave people for the kerzit. You just didn't. 

He pulled out his father's knife and drove it into the ground beside her. It went in the width of his fingernail and stopped, and the shock of it went up his arm into his teeth. He drove it in again. The ground rang. It rang like iron. He scraped at it, and the snow came away, and under the snow there was only ice, and under the ice the frozen earth, hard and black and shining. The knife skittered off it and took the skin off his knuckles.

* * *

Chunk, went the picks, at his father's grave. Taking turns. Grown men, taking turns, with picks, and it had taken them all morning.

* * *

He had a knife. He had two hands. Behind him Yana was still screaming.

He scraped until his hands bled. Then he stopped. He wiped the black off Maari's face. He did it with snow, as she'd done in the cave, but gently, as if she could still feel it. Her cheeks. The corners of her eyes. The split in her eyebrow. When it was clean she looked like herself again. Only asleep. Only very tired.

Anton's knife was in her belt, beside her own.

He reached for it. A good knife. A second knife. Out here, a second knife could be the difference.

His hand stopped on the handle, right on the leather where it wrapped crossed and crossed back.

If Anton came, he would want to find it with her.

He took his hand away, then pulled Maari's hood up over her hair, and tucked her coat close around her. He broke the green tips off every pine bough he could reach and laid them over her, until there was more green than coat, and she was a low green shape against the rock wall and nothing else. It was all he had. It wasn't enough. It wasn't anywhere near enough.

"Come on," he said, taking Yana's hand. "The kerzit can hear us."

"No!"

She tore her hand away and buried her face in the pine boughs, in her mother's coat.

"I'm not leaving her!"

"I'm sorry," he said. "I'm sorry about this."

He got his arms around her and picked her up by force.

She kicked. She punched. She twisted around and tried to bite his face. She screamed for her mama, over and over, right into his ear, so loud his whole head rang with it. He didn't let go.

Keep her safe, Tomek.

He didn't let go.

* * *

It was hours before she stopped fighting him.

Hours down through the dark trees, with her weight dragging at his arms. Her little fists hitting his face. Her fingers yanking his hair. And her screaming - fiery and devastated - going hoarse, then turning to nothing but breath. Somewhere in there she stopped hitting him. Her arms went around his neck instead, and held on, and she pushed her face into his collar. He felt the wet of it go through the scarf and turn cold against his skin. She didn't make a sound. Her whole body shook against his, and she didn't make a single sound, and that was worse than all the screaming.

He kept walking. 

Down. 

The river was down. Maari had said so.

Once, at the top of a rise, he turned and looked back. He had to. Through the trees, far above them now, was the pale shoulder of rock where the clearing was. The green shape against it was too small to see. He knew exactly where it was. He held his eyes on that place until they watered from the wind.

Then he turned around and went on, never looking back.

The sky was going grey at the edges when his arms gave out at last. He set her down in the snow. She stood there, hands hanging by her side. He started walking. After a while, behind him, he heard her start walking too.

She didn't look at him, but she followed.

They'd gone at least another mile before she spoke.

"We're not going to be okay," she said. Her voice was scraped raw. "You're going to get us killed."

Tomek kept walking. He kicked a hole through the crust with every step, and pulled his boot out, then kicked the next.

Maybe she was right. He sure as anything wasn't half the warrior Maari had been. He wasn't even a shadow of what his father was. He kicked the next hole anyway.

"Here," said Yana.

He looked back.

She was holding out his mother's kalyuka.

He stared at it. His hand went to his chest. The cord was there. The flute wasn't.

"You dropped it," she said. "Before. When you went running out to Mama outside the cave."

He took it from her and turned it over. The carved eye looked up at him in the moonlight.

She'd had it inside her coat all night. Through all of it. Through the kicking and the screaming and the biting, she'd kept it there against her, and never telling him, and never letting it fall.

"If you're going to get us killed," said Yana, "you might as well play a song."

She wiped her nose on her sleeve.

"No point in dying bored."

Tomek took a breath. The air hurt going in.

Then he lifted the kalyuka to his lips, and he breathed out.
Chapter 4
Orphans
The note came out thin and wobbly, and it broke in the middle.

It wasn't a song. It wasn't anything. It went out over the snow and the snow swallowed it, and then there was only the wind again, and his own breath going in and out of the wood with nothing in it.

Yana didn't laugh. She didn't say anything at all. She just looked at him a moment, with her face swollen and her eyes gone small from crying, and then she walked past him, down the slope, the way they'd been going.

He put the kalyuka back on its cord and pushed it down under his coat. He'd tried. It was a complete failure, but he tried. 

He followed her.

* * *

They walked all that day without a word. The sky stayed low. The trees went by. Twice Tomek thought he heard clicking somewhere off in the brush. He'd stopped, drawn his knife, and waited. His heart would race, but in the end nothing came. Yana didn't stop when he stopped. She didn't wait. She just kept walking with her head down and her arms hanging, and he had to run to catch up, and every time he caught up she walked a little faster.

Around midday he took out the dried meat and tore a strip in half and held one half out to her. She looked at it. Then she took it out of his hand and threw it as far as she could into the snow.

He stood there with his half. His stomach was so empty it hurt, a hard knot under his ribs, and the strip in his hand smelled of smoke and salt and the rafters of his father's hut. He ate it slowly, looking at the little hole in the snow where hers had gone in. Then he walked on.

When he looked back, a while later, she was a long way behind. She was bent over. Digging. She came on again with her mittens wet and her jaw working. But she wouldn't meet his eyes, and he faced front so she wouldn't have to.

By dusk his legs had nothing left in them. He found a place where two big pines grew close together and the snow under them was shallow. There, he took out the quick shelter.

The stitches held. Small, as Maari had made him do them. He ran his thumb along them once in the half dark, and then he rigged the lines between the trunks, pulling the cloth tight, making sure his father's knots went where they went. And then… there it was. A roof. Wherever you are.

They had no fire. Everything was wet. He tried the flint twice, out of habit, but the sparks died on the soaked bark, so he put it away.

"Come in," he said.

Yana was sitting in the snow outside, a few steps off, with her back to him. She had her knees pulled up and her arms around them.

"Yana. Come in. It's warmer."

She didn't move. He waited. Then he crawled in by himself, lay down on his side, pulled his knees up, and tightened his scarf. He lay there, looking at the cloth.

Through it, after a while, came the sound of her. She was trying to be quiet. He could hear how hard she was trying. Little catches of breath, swallowed down. A sound pushed into her knees and held there. Then a long stretch of nothing, so long he thought maybe she'd stopped. Then another catch.

He thought about going out to her. He thought about it so many times that his body started to do it, his hand going to the edge of the cloth, but every time he stopped it. She'd sat outside, just beyond where he could see. She'd turned her back so he wouldn't see her face, even if he poked his head out. He knew exactly what it would cost her if he came out now and ruined her efforts. He knew it in his own throat.

The three notes came into his head then, from wherever they lived. Going round. He kept them behind his teeth. He lay still and let them go round, and outside in the snow Yana cried into her knees where nobody could see her. He listened to every bit of it, holding himself where he was. It was the hardest thing he'd done all day. Sleep came late, but it came.

He woke once, deep in the night, because the cold had changed. The edge of the cloth had lifted. Snow air came in, sharp. Biting. Something small crawled in after it, turned around twice, and lay down. Back to back with him. Not touching. There was a finger's width of nothing between them, and he could feel exactly where it was.

He kept his eyes shut and his breathing slow. When he woke again, it was grey, and the finger's width was gone. She was curled up tight against his back, and one of her fists was knotted in the back of his coat, and her forehead was pressed between his shoulder blades. He could feel her breath going in and out through the leather. Warm.

He stayed exactly where he was.

Then she woke. He felt her whole body go stiff. Her fist let go of his coat. She scooted backwards, fast, until her back hit the cloth.

"You kick in your sleep," she said.

"I do not."

"You do. You kicked me all night. I had to come in to make you stop."

He let her have it. He looked at the roof of the shelter, at the small stitches, and said nothing at all.

* * *

Another storm came and went that morning. The sky stayed dark after it, low and heavy - the color of old ash - and it laid a grey over everything underneath. The snow. The trees. Their hands. Their faces.

Yana had slipped back into it. Three times that morning she tried to run back the way they'd come. The first time, she just turned around in the middle of the path and walked off uphill, and she was twenty steps away before he understood what she was doing. The second time, she ran. The third time, she waited until he was bent over tying his boot and took off so fast she was nearly into the trees before he caught her.

Three times he went after her and caught her and threw her over his shoulder. Three times she let him have it. Kicks. Punches. Screaming. The third, she bit him! Right through his coat, hard enough that he felt her teeth meet in the fur.

"Put me down!" She reached around his neck and yanked his hair.

"No." He swatted her hands away. "We have to keep moving."

"I'm going back!" She beat her fists on his back. "I'm going back to wait for Anton! He'll go to where Mama is, and then he'll come find us, and when Anton finds us he's gonna be so mad at you!"

"She's gone, Yana." He kept walking. "She's gone. She's not coming back."

"Then I want to stay with her! And let the stupid kerzit eat me too! So I can be with her!"

It went on like that for miles, until his arms gave out. His shoulder burned where she'd bitten it. He stopped and set her down in the snow.

"The river's just ahead," he said, out of breath. "We can get some—"

"Shut up!" She stood there with her fists balled. "I don't want your stupid river. I don't want to be with you. I want my mama!"

Her face was swollen and red. Her hair was a tangled mess again, full of snow and bits of bark, all Maari's work undone in two days. There were dirty streaks down her cheeks where the tears had dried and new ones had run over them. Her lips were shaking. Her whole chest was heaving.

"Listen," he said. "I know you want to be with your mom. I know exactly how it feels." He swallowed. "You know I do."

"Then why won't you let me go back?" she cried. "I don't care about any shrine anymore. I don't care about anything. What's the point? I don't have my mama."

"The point is—"

He stopped. 

There was no answer in him. 

What was the point? What was the point of going on, if everyone you loved was gone? He'd asked himself that at his mother's grave, standing there in the snow until his feet went dead. Then again at his father's. He still didn't know.

He stared at the snow between his boots. Then he made himself look up.

"Your mom," he said finally. "She wanted you to live. I know that, because she made me promise I'd take care of you."

Yana didn't say anything.

"I'm not going to lie to you, Yana. I don't know why we keep going. All I know is that's what they wanted. My mom. My dad. Your mom." His voice cracked and he pushed through it. "That's the last thing I've got left of them. That they wanted me to live."

He stepped toward her, a knot in his throat as he forced out the words.

"I already lost them. I don't want to lose that too. So I'm going to keep going." He wiped his nose on the back of his mitten. "And Maari wanted you to live. So you should do it for her."

Yana stood there in the snow. She was barely taller than a mountain rabbit. She wiped her eyes with the backs of both mittens.

"Are you coming with me?" he said.

She scrunched up her eyebrows, pressed her lips together tight, then took a deep, deep breath.

Then she stormed right past him and kicked him in the shin on the way by.

He hopped on one foot, and swore, and went after her.

* * *

The river was half frozen. Shelves of white ice reached out from both banks, and down the middle ran a black ribbon of water that roared over the rocks so loud they had to shout.

The shelf of ice at the edge was thick and white and looked like ground. Tomek walked out onto it with his canteen, to where the black water ran by close enough to reach. He knelt, pushing the canteen down into it. The water was so cold it made his fingers ache all the way to the elbow. It smelled of nothing but cold and stone and… somewhere far up… snow.

The ice under his knees made a sound. Not loud. A small dry tick, like a knuckle cracking. He looked down. A white line ran out from under his knee toward the bank, thin as a hair. As he looked at it, it grew another branch.

He held his breath. He held still. The water went roaring past an arm's length from his face, black and fast and full of white chunks turning over and over, and he knew with his whole skin that if he went into it he would not come out. It would take him under the shelf and that would be all. Nobody would ever find so much as a mitten.

Tick.

The shelf tipped. Just a little. Toward the water.

Something grabbed the back of his coat and pulled. He went over backwards. The canteen flew out of his hand and skidded across the ice, and he landed on his back, on the solid part of the shelf, close to the bank. He lay there staring at the sky, his heart pounding. Where he'd been kneeling, a slab of ice the size of a door broke away with a crack, and tipped up on its end, and slid down into the black water, and was gone.

Yana was sitting in the snow beside him with both fists still knotted in his coat. Her face was white. Her mouth was open.

Neither of them said anything. Then she let go of his coat, got up, and brushed the snow off her knees. Very carefully. One knee and then the other. She went and got his canteen off the ice and brought it back, then dropped it on his chest.

"You're welcome," she said, then went back up the bank. 

She knelt at the very edge of the snow, where the ice was thickest and dirty with gravel, and lowered her own canteen in, slowly, as she'd been taught. Tomek lay on his back on the ice with his canteen on his chest. His legs were shaking too hard to stand on.

He has a warrior with him, Maari had said. He'd thought she was being kind.

They took to the river and followed it upstream. Always upstream. He could see Maari's map in the dirt by the fire. The circle of the mountain. The wavering line of the river. The point of Anton's knife tapping it. Say it back. He said it back to himself now, under his breath, so Yana wouldn't hear. Upstream. Two days. Three in snow. Then up.

It was the fastest way to Sollen's Spine. But fastest didn't mean easy. The bank climbed and dropped and climbed again. There were long stretches where the snow had packed into ice and they had to go on hands and knees, and places where the river had cut deep into the rock and the only way forward was to climb. Tomek went up first and reached down for her, and of course, she always slapped his hand away and climbed by herself.

"I'm tired," she said, after one particularly long stretch. "Can we stop and pick snowberries?"

"No."

"I can mush them up and make jam. And we can eat it with grumbleshrooms. Mama taught me."

"No," said Tomek. "It's daylight. We need to cover as much ground as we can before dark."

"But I'm hungry," Yana whined. "And Mama always said it's better to get food in the daytime, 'cause it's easier to see the kerzit coming."

"That's the problem," he said. "If we stay in one place too long, they will come. We've got a better chance if we keep moving and catch some fish upstream."

Yana laughed out loud. It was the first time she'd laughed since the clearing, and it was mean, and that was fine, because it was a laugh.

"Catch fish? You can't catch fish. You're too slow."

"Yes, I can," said Tomek. "And I will. It's not about being quick. It's about being smart. You'll see."

"But you're not smart either," said Yana, matter-of-fact. "Just slow."

She marched along behind him.

"I guess that's good," she said. "'Cause then I'll see Mama soon. Since we're going to starve to death."

"Shut up, Yana."

She stuck her tongue out at his back.

He walked ten steps. Then, without turning round, he coughed. Petra's cough, the old woman's, wet and outraged, the one that went on too long at every fire in the village. "Snowberries," he said, in Petra's high cracked voice, furious with the whole world. "Jam. In this cold. In my day we ate the snow and we were grateful."

Behind him, a silence. Then a snort, swallowed fast.

She followed him.

* * *

A couple of hours later, Yana sat on a rock with her chin in her hands and watched Tomek build a fish trap.

He was using sticks and twigs and strips he'd torn off the bottom of his own sleeve, because there wasn't any cord, and his fingers were so cold he could barely tie a knot. Every time he got two sticks lashed together, a third fell out. His wrist was bare now where the sleeve had been, and the wind found it and found it.

"You know," said Yana, "we've been here a while, Tomek. And you said we can't stay in one place too long."

He glared at her.

"You sure you wouldn't rather pick berries?"

"It's done," he said.

He held it up. It was a sort of barrel. A lopsided one. One end was wider than the other, and the whole thing leaned to the left.

"It's not perfect," he said. "But it'll do the job."

"I think," said Yana, "that's a basket."

"It's a trap, Yana. We put it in the water. The fish swim in one side and then they can't get out."

Yana tilted her head. She raised one eyebrow, so exactly the way Maari used to raise hers that Tomek had to look down at the trap.

"If you say so," she said. "So what do we do till a fish gets caught?"

"First we find shelter for tonight. There's more caves upstream. We set this below one of them and wait inside. I can come down and check it."

"And if it doesn't?"

"It's going to work."

"But what if it doesn't?"

"Then we don't eat."

Yana crossed her arms and shook her head slowly, back and forth, like an old woman over a burnt pot.

"No, sir," she said. "That won't do."

She hopped down off the rock and pulled her little leather bag around in front of her.

"While you play with your fish toy," she said, "I'm going to pick snowberries and grumbleshrooms."

"Do whatever you want, Yana. Just don't scare the fish away."

* * *

They found a cave a little way upstream, a dark mouth in the rock above the river, and Tomek wedged the trap between two stones just below it, where the current ran fast and deep.

Then they waited, him at the river, her in the bushes. The hours went by. The wind picked up. The snow started again, small and hard, stinging his face.

Tomek crouched on the bank and stared at the trap. Water rushed through it. Nothing else. No fish. Not even the flash of one. His knees went numb, then his feet. He shifted, and they burned, and soon went numb again.

Behind him, Yana was whistling. She moved through the bushes, snapping off berries, humming and whistling and talking to herself. Every so often she held up her bag, looked over the bushes at him, then shook it so he could hear how full it was getting. He ignored her.

"It's getting cold, Tomek," she called. "We should go up to the cave. I've got enough for both of us."

"You go," he said. "I'm really close to catching one."

"Really close?" She came out of the bushes with snow on her hood. "You mean you haven't caught even one yet?"

"No, Yana. I haven't caught one yet." He kept his back to her. "You probably scared them all off with your whistling."

Yana pressed her lips together and stamped her foot. Then her face changed. And she started whistling again. Louder.

All the blood rushed into Tomek's head. He scooped up a handful of snow and threw it at her. It burst on her shoulder and she screamed and laughed and ran off, up toward the cave with her bag bouncing against her hip. He heard her laughing all the way up. It went in and out of the wind, and then it was gone, and it was the best sound he'd heard in a week.

He turned back to the river. The next storm didn't take long to show itself. He heard the thunder first, far off, rolling over the hills. When he looked up, a chill went down his back that had nothing to do with the snow in his collar. The clouds on the horizon were black and swollen and moving fast. Coming right for them.

He looked down at his hands. Empty. Red, cracked, and empty. They should have been holding something by now. A fish. Two maybe. Not nothing. 

His father had never once come home empty. Not once that Tomek could remember. In the worst of the worst winters, with the snow up to the eaves and the whole village eating boiled bark, his father had still come in out of the dark with a hare hanging from his fist, or a grouse, or one thin fish, and put it down on the table without a word, as if that were simply what happened when you went out. As if the forest owed it to him.

"You always caught something," Tomek said under his breath.

He took out his father's knife and turned it over in his hands. The leather on the handle, dark from a bigger hand. The water roared past.

"How am I supposed to feed a whole tribe," he said, "if I can't even catch one stupid fish for one little girl?"

Nobody answered. 

He left the trap in the water and climbed up to the cave.

* * *

It was dark. He'd failed at the fish. Then he failed at the fire. The wood he'd gathered was soaked through, and his flint kept slipping in his frozen fingers, and the few sparks he did get hissed out the moment they touched anything. After a while he stopped trying and sat there with the flint in his lap.

He kept his eyes off Yana. Her stupid little face drove him crazy. Lucky for them both, she wasn't talking to him either. She'd started crying again, but she was keeping it to herself, as she had the night before. She sat hunched on the far side of the cave with her back to him and her bag in her lap. Every so often her shoulders jumped, and she pressed her face down into her knees.

Outside, the wind howled. It blew leaves and snow in through the mouth of the cave, and they skittered across the floor in the dark.

Then the lightning started. Far off at first. A flash, and a long count, and a low grumble. Then closer. Flash. Count. Boom. Closer. Flash. Boom. Louder and louder, and every time the whole cave lit up white and went black again, and Tomek saw the walls jump at him and vanish.

The next one shook the ground.

Yana was at his side before the thunder stopped. All that pride, gone as she grabbed his arm with both hands and held on.

"Quit being such a baby," he said. "Lightning doesn't strike inside caves."

"It's not that," she said, her voice small. Smaller than he'd ever heard it.

"Don't you smell it?"

"Smell what?"

She was sniffing. Turning her head. Back toward the dark at the far end of the cave, where the lightning didn't reach.

"There," she said. "In here. In the cave."

"What are you going on about?"

"Kerzit," she said.

"Kerzit?" He almost laughed. "There's no kerzit in here. They don't hide in—"

A shriek tore out of the dark.

High and terrible, so loud it hurt his teeth, and right under it, a moan. Deep. Low. Long. It came up through the floor of the cave and into his boots, rattling his bones.

Then the drumming. Feet. Dozens of feet. Small and hard and fast, coming from somewhere deep inside the mountain. Louder. Louder. The floor shook under them. Little stones bounced across the rock.

Shadows moved along the walls. Small ones. Low ones. Then more. Sliding around the edges of the cave, around behind them, between them and the mouth.

And the smell hit him.

Sweet and sour. Thick. Meat gone bad and frozen and gone bad again. He knew that smell. He'd smelled it on the path below the cave on Mount Amana, by Anton's knife. He'd smelled it at the edge of the village, at the burning place, every time the wind turned.

Rot.

All around him.

"Tomek," said Yana.

She wrapped both arms around his middle and squeezed so hard he couldn't breathe.

He pulled out his knife.
Chapter 5
Children of Death
There was a reason the monsters were called Kerzit. The word meant Children of Death - a name carried over from the old tongue. The elders never said it loudly, and they never said it twice.

The smell reached him first. Rot. Meat that had frozen and thawed and frozen again, sour and sweet at the same time, so thick it coated the back of his throat and made his eyes water. Then the sound. Clicking. Grinding. Teeth working against teeth, so many mouths at once that it stopped sounding like mouths at all and started sounding like the cave itself was chewing.

Then the lightning, and he saw them. They were everywhere. On the floor. On the rocks. Clinging to the low parts of the ceiling where the stone dripped. Grey hides slick and shining. Prickly fur standing up along their spines, growing at the base of their spikes - spikes that looked more like twigs and branches. A whole dead forest growing out of their backs. And the eyes. Blackened eyes with red pupils that kept glowing after the lightning was gone. Dozens and dozens of them, floating in the dark like coals someone had kicked across the floor. All of them pointing their twitching snouts at him. 

Tomek pressed his back to the cave wall. The stone was so cold it burned through his coat. Yana was jammed under his left arm, her fists knotted in his shirt, her face pushed so hard into his side that the kalyuka on its cord dug into his ribs between them. His right hand held his father's hunting knife. It was shaking. His whole arm was shaking, and nothing he did would stop it.

"You said they don't like caves," said Yana, into his coat.

"I know what I said."

"You said everybody knows that."

"Yana—"

"Everybody knows that, you said."

"I know!"

A clicking to his left. Close. Too close. He swung the knife at it and cut nothing but air, and the clicking moved, and another started up on his right, and another down by his boots.

Thunder rolled over the mountain, long and low. The floor trembled under his feet. Outside, the storm was screaming. Snow blew sideways past the mouth of the cave forming something like a shifting white wall. Between Tomek and Yana and that wall stood a dozen kerzit, at least seven or eight of the bigger ones. Shoulders hunched. Heads low. Waiting.

He'd seen kerzit before. Dead ones, mostly, burned in a heap at the edge of the village. Once a live one, at the bottom of a pit trap, howling and spitting black, and the warriors had stood around the edge of that pit. Not one of them wanted to be the one to go down and kill it. He'd never seen this many. Nobody had ever seen this many.

"Stab them," said Yana.

"There's too many."

"Then stab some of them!"

One of the small ones came at his legs. He felt it before he saw it, a weight, a wet heat, needles through his trousers. He kicked so hard his hip popped. The thing squealed and went tumbling off into the dark. Another took its place. He kicked that one too. His boot came back slick with something black.

"That one was a baby," said Yana. "Kick the big ones."

Some other night he might have laughed. The big ones were moving now. One step, then stillness. Another step, then stillness. Teeth clicking the whole time. Faster. Faster. Like they were counting toward something.

"Get behind me," he said.

"I am behind you!"

"More behind me!"

She scrambled around his back, and he felt her grab the back of his coat with both fists and pull it tight against his throat. Good. Good. As long as he could feel that pull, he knew where she was.

The sky went quiet. Not the storm. The storm never stopped. But the thunder did for half a breath, and in that moment there was nothing but wind and teeth. Every hair on Tomek's arms lifted off his skin. The air tasted like the bottom of a copper pot. Then the world split open.

BOOM.

Light. Nothing but light. White everywhere, inside his eyes, inside his skull, and a sound so big it wasn't a sound anymore. It was a hand slapping him off his feet. He was falling. He was on the ground. Which way the ground was, there was no telling. A ringing filled his ears, like someone had struck a bell against his head and left it there to hum.

Screeching. Squealing. Feet. Hundreds of feet, drumming past him, over him. Something stepped on his hand. Something dragged across his back, and spikes caught his coat and tore it. The stink of burnt hair. The stink of rot. He curled into himself, held the knife to his chest, and waited for the teeth.

But…

The teeth didn't come. 

The drumming went past him. Away from him. Deeper. Into the cave.

The pull on his coat was gone.

He was on his knees, blinking, nothing but white smears and black holes where his eyes should be. He reached behind him, groping, and found something coarse and wet. Yana. 

"C'mon," he said, his hand tightening around her coat. Still half-blind. His own voice was lost in the ringing. "Let's get out of here."

He bit down and crawled. Toward the cold. Toward the wind. The wind was screaming and that was good. It meant open sky. It meant out. He dragged her with him. She wasn't fighting him anymore. She wasn't saying anything. She just went along. She'd always been small, but he could actually feel it when she wasn't fighting him. But there was no time to think about that now. No time to think about anything. Only to pull and crawl and get out.

Snow hit his face. Real snow. Needles of it. He blinked and blinked, and the white smears shrank, and the world came back to him in pieces. The cave mouth. The storm. A pine down the slope, split clean in half and burning in the snow, hissing and spitting wherever the flakes landed on it. That was where the lightning struck. Not the cave. The tree. Just outside.

A laugh came out of him. It sounded like a cough. "Lightning doesn't strike inside caves," he said. "See? I told you. I told you, Yana. We're out. We're—"

He turned around.

In his fist was a bag. Her bag. The leather one she'd filled with snowberries and grumbleshrooms all afternoon while he sat on the riverbank waiting for fish that never came. The strap was torn clean through. The bottom was ripped open. Snowberries were falling out of it into the snow. One. Two. Three. A little trail of them, round and red, leading back into the dark.

Just the bag.

Just.

The bag.

* * *

"Yana."

He said it quietly at first. Like she was right there. Like she'd stepped behind a rock and would come out any second rolling her eyes at him.

Nothing. The wind howled at his back and pushed snow past his shoulders into the cave. The flakes went a few feet in and disappeared. Swallowed. Gone. The burning pine threw a little orange onto the cave floor, the first few feet of it: wet rock, long scratches, black smears, a few more snowberries crushed flat. Then the orange just stopped. Like the dark was a wall. Like there was nothing on the other side of it.

"Yana," he said again. Louder.

The cave took her name and gave it back to him wrong. Yana. Ana. Na. Smaller each time. Deeper each time. The last of it sounded like it came from somewhere under the mountain.

Then the clicking. Far off. Deep. Not one mouth but many, and under it a grinding, slow and wet, like stones being turned over in a riverbed. It didn't come closer. It didn't go away. It just went on. Patient. Like it had all night.

He listened for her under it. For crying. For yelling. For that voice that never, ever shut up. The voice that told him he was slow. That told him he was moody. That told him she would sit there and talk and talk and talk until he told her a story. He listened so hard his ears ached.

Water dripped somewhere inside. Drip.

Then a long time.

Drip.

That was all.

"YANA!"

It tore out of him. It scraped his throat raw. It went bouncing off into the dark and came back in pieces, and the clicking stopped.

All at once. Every mouth. He stopped breathing.

Far back, low down, two red points opened in the black. Then four. Then too many to count, a whole spill of them, like coals poured out of a sack. They didn't move. They didn't come. They just looked at him.

Then they closed, one pair at a time, and the clicking started up again. His knees went out from under him. There was no deciding it. He was standing, and then he was down in the snow at the mouth of the cave with his father's knife in one hand and her torn bag in the other, and his breath was coming in short white bursts that froze on his lips before he could pull in the next one.

She was in there. She was in there with them.

He knew how this went. Everybody knew how this went.

* * *

He'd been nine. Maybe ten. Before the darkness. Before anything. It was the first time his father took him out to check the snares. Just the two of them, out past the last of the huts and into the trees, where the snow came up to Tomek's knees and his father walked through it like it wasn't even there.

There was a hare in the third snare. White, with the tips of its ears gone grey. Still alive. Kicking.

"Your knife," said his father. Gennady never said much. He never had to. "Quick, now. Don't make it wait."

Tomek pulled out his knife. Not the one for hunting. His little one, with the bone handle. The one his mother said was too sharp for him. He knelt over the hare and it looked up at him with one wet, black eye. 

His hand shook, and his stomach turned. 

He couldn't—

Then the smell. His father caught it first. Tomek saw the man's shoulders go stiff. Saw him lift a fist and tap it twice on the back of his neck.

Three of them came out of the brush. Not slow, as the stories told it. Fast. Faster than anything that size had any right to be. One of them hit the snare line, and the hare screamed. Tomek hadn't known a hare could scream. And then the hare was gone, dragged off into the bushes, the cord whipping along behind it.

"Behind me," said his father. "Knife up. Stand."

Tomek stood. For one heartbeat, he stood. Then his legs were running.

He didn't tell them to. He would swear that later, lying in the dark, to himself, over and over and over. He didn't tell them to. They just went. They carried him through the trees and through the snow and through branches that whipped his cheeks open. Behind him, his father was shouting. There was clicking and a sound that might have been his father's knife, or might have been something else, but Tomek didn't stop to look. He kept going, running as fast as his legs would take him, all the way to the village, through the gap in the fence, into his mother's hut. He sat in the corner with that little bone-handled knife still in his fist, and he shook.

His father came home after dark. His left arm was wrapped in a strip of his own shirt, soaked through red. He said nothing. He just sat by the fire. Tomek's mother unwrapped the arm and cleaned it, and he made no sound the whole time. Not even when she poured the hot water over it. Tomek watched from the corner and waited for it. For the shouting. For his father to stand up and point at him and tell everyone what he was.

But no. His father didn't even look at him. That was worse. That was so much worse.

Later, when Tomek was supposed to be asleep, he heard them talking low by the coals.

"He froze," said his father.

"He's a boy," said his mother.

"He froze, and then he ran." A long quiet. Then the fire popped and his father widened his eyes as he stared into the flame. "Maybe that's right. Maybe it's better he runs."

"And the hare?" said his mother.

"The hare's gone," said his father. "Once they drag it into the dark, it's gone. You don't go in after it. Nobody goes in after it. You go in there, you're not bringing anything back out. You're just one more thing for them to drag."

After a while his mother came and lay down behind him, as she did when he was small. She pulled him back against her and hummed low. No words, just three notes, going round. A tune he almost knew, from somewhere further back than he could reach. He felt it more in his own ribs than in his ears, her chest against his back, the hum going right through the bone. He kept his eyes shut tight and his breathing slow. He pretended to be asleep because he could not stand for her to know he was awake. 

* * *

The snow had soaked through the knees of his trousers. He couldn't feel his feet.

You don't go in after it.

He looked down at the knife in his hand. His father's knife. Gennady had carried it his whole life and never once run from anything. He'd given it to Tomek with the black tears already on his face, and he'd closed Tomek's fingers around the handle and made him promise. Protect them. All of them.

And Tomek had promised. And Maari had said keep her safe, and Tomek had nodded. He'd nodded at everyone. He'd promised everyone.

He looked at the bag. At the trail of red berries leading into the dark. It had only been a moment. The lightning, the drumming, the crawling. Only a moment. How long did it take? He'd seen what was left of the goats the winter a pack of kerzit got into the pen. He'd seen what was left of the snare. A torn cord. A little white fur caught on a thornbush. Nothing else.

How long did it take? She was so small.

She'd been gone since the lightning. Since before he ever reached the mouth of the cave. All that time he'd been crawling and pulling and telling her I've got you, I've got you. He'd been dragging an empty bag through the dirt while they dragged her the other way, and he hadn't even noticed. 

She'd let go of his coat, or they'd torn her off it, and he hadn't even noticed.

You go in there, you're not bringing anything back out.

He thought about going in. Into the dark past the orange light of the flame. He forced himself to see it in his mind. His boots on the wet rock. The red eyes opening all around him. The teeth clicking while the weight on his legs kept him from moving as quick as he'd like. Perhaps he'd trip and find himself on the ground, and the clicking would get louder and faster. And there'd be no one to know. No one to ever know where he went. Two of them would be lost to this cave there instead of one.

His hand went to the pouch at his waist. The vial was still there. Hard and cold through the leather. Maari had closed his fingers around it the same way his father had closed them around the knife. It's for her. Don't you dare give it to me. It's for her.

There was no her now. It was for no one now.

He stared up at the cave. It was certain death in there. No way Yana was still alive. How could she be? 

He stood. His legs were stiff and shaking and full of pins. He tucked the knife back into his belt and looked at the dark one more time.

"Yana," he said. It didn't come out loud. It barely came out at all.

The clicking went on. He turned his back on the cave.

* * *

The wind hit him full in the face, and he leaned into it and walked.

Down the slope. Past the burning pine. Despite the wind, its flames crouched low and hissed. He pushed on, through snow that was up to his knees, then his thighs, then his knees again. Every step took everything he had. His breath froze in his nose. His lashes iced over, and he didn't bother wiping them. He kept his eyes front.

He thought he would hear it. With each step, he hoped. A shout. A cry. Tomek, you big dummy, wait for me. He held his breath for it, three steps, four, five, but there was only the wind and the crunch of his boots. The further he went, far behind him, the clicking grew smaller and smaller until it was gone.

He knew the way from here. That was the worst of it. He knew he'd go down to the river, upstream along the bank, past the next bend, and the bend after that, two, maybe three days like that. Then he'd reach the mountains - Sollen's Spine - and the shrine at the top of it. The winter way. Maari had made him say it back to her twice. He could see the whole path laid out in his head like a line scratched in the dirt by a fire. All he had to do was walk it.

His legs knew how to do this. They'd always known.

The river was black under the storm, roaring louder than the wind, and the snow at its edge was crusted into ice. He followed it down to where the bank flattened out, and there, half under the water, caught against a rock where he'd wedged it that afternoon, was his fish trap.

Lopsided. Sticks and twigs lashed together with strips of his own sleeve. Ice had grown along every one of them, and the current pushed through it and out the other side, carrying nothing.

It's going to work, he'd told her.

And if it doesn't?

It's going to work.

He stood over it. The river roared. Snow collected on his shoulders and on his hair and on the backs of his hands, and he let it. His jaw was locked so tight his teeth hurt. He stood there long enough for his feet to cramp inside his boots.

Then he stepped over the trap and kept walking. One step. Another. The bank. The ice. The black water. One step. Another. Upstream. That was all. That was all it was. Upstream, and don't stop, and don't look back, and don't think about her face. Her stupid little face, screwed up like a fist, just like it got right before she kicked him in the shin. And don't think about the berries, and don't think about the bag, and don't—

* * *

The scream came through the wind.

Thin. Far. Torn into pieces by the storm. But it came.

It wasn't a word. It wasn't his name. It was just high and raw and going on and on, as only one person in the whole world screamed. Just like she'd screamed at Maari's body until the birds flew out of the trees.

Alive. His legs stopped.

And in his chest, right at the bone, under his coat, where the kalyuka hung against him on its cord, something—

Moved.

Not a sound. Nothing anyone could have heard over that river. It came up from inside the bone, as it had come up through his ribs from his mother's ribs that night in the hut. Humming low. No words, just warm. The only warm thing on the whole mountain. It spread out from the center of his chest and down into his arms and legs, and it was hers. He knew it as he knew his own name. It was hers.

Nobody goes in after it, said his father, from somewhere very far away.

His legs were already turning.

This time, he told them to.

Uphill.

Running.

Snow to the thighs. He tore through it. He fell. He got up. Faster. The trap. He jumped over it. The bank. The ice. His boot went out from under him and he caught himself on his hands, and the ice took the skin off his palms but he didn't falter. He was up again before it stung. The slope. The pine, burning down to coals. He darted past all of it, unaware of distance or time, or weather, or pain. Until he was back at the mouth of the cave.

The knife was in his hand.

The smell hit him like a wall. Rot. Rot and wet and black. His stomach heaved. He swallowed it.

Clicking. Everywhere. Louder. Closer.

"YANA!"

Ahead, in the dark, the eyes opened.

Two. Ten. Fifty. Red. Turning toward him. Teeth grinding faster and faster. Her scream again. Deeper. Down. Somewhere past all of them.

Out of the storm.

Into the dark.

He ran.
Chapter 6
Deeper
He could smell every one of them.

That was the first strange thing. Not the rot all mashed together as it had been at the mouth, one thick stink like a wall. Now it came apart. This one to his left was sour. That one on the rock above him was sour and wet. The small ones, down around his boots, smelled sharp, like milk gone bad in the pail. How he knew, there was no telling. He just knew. His nose had never told him so much in his whole life.

And the sounds. Teeth on teeth, everywhere, but he could pick them out now. One mouth. Another. A claw scraping stone ten feet ahead and a little to the right. Breath. Hundreds of little breaths.

He went through them.

Not around. Through. A grey back rose up in front of him and he put his boot on it and pushed off and was over it before it could turn. Something snapped at his ankle and caught nothing. Something hit his hip and fell away. Spikes raked his sleeve. It was nothing. What he felt was the floor. Every bump of it, every slick place, came up through the soles of his boots a heartbeat before he got there, like the cave was telling him where to put his feet.

Her scream again. Ahead. Down.

"YANA!"

Down. Down. The floor tipped and he went with it, half running, half falling, one hand dragging along the wall. It was damp and slippery and entirely alive with them. Eyes opened under his fingers and he yanked his hand away and kept going. Red eyes rolled past on both sides like he was running down a river of coals.

He was fast. He'd never been fast. Yana told him every day that he was slow, and he was, he'd always been, but now his legs were doing things he'd never seen them do. Leaping. Landing. Turning. His heart was going so hard it shook his ribs, and the kalyuka bounced against his chest on its cord, tok, tok, tok, keeping time.

He was coming. He was coming, Yana. Hold on. Hold on, he was—

The cave split.

He skidded and caught himself on a lip of stone, and it was there. Not one dark ahead of him but three. No. Four. Mouths in the rock, black on black. One low and wide. One tall and narrow as a door. One that went up. One that went down.

He stood there, breathing. "Yana!"

Her scream came back.

From the left.

From the right. From above him. From under his feet. From every mouth at once. It went into the rock and came out of the rock somewhere else, bent and stretched, and then it was coming from behind him too, from the way he'd come, and it wasn't one scream anymore. It was a hundred little girls screaming in a hundred holes in the mountain.

Then it stopped. He turned to the low mouth. He turned to the narrow one. He took a step toward the one that went down, and stopped, and took a step back.

His legs were shaking. When had that started?

He looked down at them. Nothing. Not even his own hand in front of his face. Only the eyes, all around, and the cold, and his breath going in and out of him in short, hard pulls that he could hear bouncing off the walls.

The fire had gone out of his arms. He could feel it leaving him, like warmth out of a stone after the sun is down. It drained out of his shoulders, his elbows, his wrists. Out through his fingers. His hand was so tight on his father's knife that the knuckles hurt.

He was in the cave.

He was all the way in the cave.

He turned around. The way he'd come was a black hole like all the others. Which one? He'd come down a slope, around a bend, over a rock, maybe through a gap. He had no idea. There was no wind back there. No snow. No burning tree. No orange on the floor. The mouth of the cave was somewhere up behind all that dark, and he could not have found it if his life depended on it. It did.

You go in, you don't come out.

His father's voice. Not far away and small, as it had come to him in the snow. Close. Right in his ear. Like Gennady was standing beside him in the dark and saying it as he said everything. Plain. True. Done.

You're just one more thing for them to drag.

He had done it. He had actually done it. He had turned around and run into the one place every child in the village knew never to go, the place the warriors wouldn't go, the place his father wouldn't go. He'd run in here with nothing but a knife and a flute. He'd run in here with no torch and no plan. And no way out.

He waited for the teeth.

* * *

They didn't come. He stood with his back to the stone and the knife up, and he waited. A breath. Ten breaths. His heart slowed down enough for him to hear past it.

The clicking was all around him. The eyes were all around him. On the floor. On the walls. High up, where the ceiling must have been. Some of them blinked. Some didn't. They looked at him as they'd looked at him from the dark when he was on his knees in the snow. Patient and steady.

They didn't come any closer. That was the second strange thing.

He made himself breathe. In. Out. His breath was ice on his lips. He pushed off the wall and took a step - one step - toward the low tunnel. The eyes in front of him slid away. Not fast. Not like they were scared. They just moved, like water around a rock in the river, and closed up again behind him when he'd gone by.

He stopped. The eyes stopped. He took another step. They moved again.

His skin crawled. All of it, from his scalp down the back of his neck and down his arms, crawling, like the cold had gotten in under it. Everything he knew about kerzit - everything his father ever said and every story ever told at every fire - said they should be on him by now. On him and through him. He'd seen the goats. He'd seen the snare. He'd seen the pit. They didn't wait. They didn't stand back. That was the whole thing about them. That was the only thing about them. They came.

Why weren't they coming?

A small one crept out of the dark by his boot. He felt it before he saw it, the heat of it, the stink. It came up close. So close. He could hear it sniffing, wet little snuffs, at his leg, at his knee, up toward his hip—

It squealed. 

He nearly dropped the knife. The thing shot backward like he'd kicked it, though he hadn't moved, and it went scrabbling off into the dark, making a sound he had never heard a kerzit make. A thin, ugly sound. Almost like a sneeze. Almost like gagging.

Then nothing. He stood frozen with the knife over his head and his mouth open.

His hip was warm.

He noticed it then, standing there. Just a small patch of warmth, low on his side, where his coat lay against the pouch. He touched it and his fingers came away damp. His stomach turned over, and he thought blood. He thought they got me, they got me back at the mouth and I never felt it. But it didn't hurt. He pressed it harder, and it didn't hurt at all.

There was no time for it. Because then he heard her.

Not a scream. It was smaller. A whimper. Down low, in one of the tunnels. Then a sound like a word. Then nothing again.

She was alive. She was still alive.

How?

The question went through him and made his knees weak. How was she alive? She'd been gone since the lightning. Since he was crawling for the mouth with her empty bag. Since before he knelt in the snow and thought about his father. Since before he stood up and walked away and walked all the way down to the river. All that time. She'd been down here with them, and she was so small, and everything he knew said it didn't take long. It didn't take long at all.

He should be dead. She should be dead. They should both be dead.

Why they weren't, he had no idea. He stood in the dark with a hundred red eyes watching him, not coming, not leaving, just watching, and made up his mind not to ask. Not now. Whatever it was, whatever was keeping their teeth off him, he'd take his mind off it, in case it noticed him and stopped.

He went toward the whimper.

* * *

It was the low tunnel. He had to bend almost double to get into it. The rock pressed on his back and shoulders, and the cold came off it in a way it hadn't anywhere else, damp and old, like the cold in a hole that had never once been warm.

Water dripped. The smell changed. Less rot here. Wet stone. Mud. Something like iron.

And something else. He stopped and breathed it in. It was faint, hiding under the other smells. Musk and wet hair, and something warm and animal, like the inside of the goat pen in the morning. It didn't smell like them. It didn't smell like anything he knew.

He kept going. The tunnel opened up a little, and the eyes went with him. He could see them on both sides, keeping their distance, sliding along the walls. Once in a while one of the bigger ones would get close, close enough that he could hear the twigs on its back scraping rock, and then it would stop and make a low noise in its throat and turn away. Every time it happened, the hair stood up on his arms.

Up ahead, almost imperceptible, there was a light. He blinked and it was gone. He kept his eyes on the place where it had been, until at last it came again. A flicker. Blue-white and far away. It flickered then went dark again. Thunder crashed, so deep and so far off that it came through his boots more than his ears.

The mountain was cracked. The opening must have made its way down because the storm was getting in - sprays of cold mist across his face.

He stepped away from it, and as his foot came down on the floor, the floor wasn't there. His foot went into nothing and his weight went after it. He was falling. No time to yell. 

His shoulder hit stone. His hip hit stone. Something rough tore the side of his face. He rolled over and over down a slope of loose rock. The knife was gone out of his hand, and the back of his head hit something hard. The whole dark went white for a second, and then he was lying still.

He lay there. There was a ringing again. Not like the lightning. Smaller. Higher. Inside his skull. He tasted blood, warm and coppery. His shoulder was screaming. He tried to move his fingers and they moved. He tried to move his feet and they moved. Good.

The knife!

He rolled onto his belly. The rocks under him were sharp and wet. He swept his hands out, left and right, through grit and stones and icy puddles. Nothing. He swept wider. Nothing. Where was it? He'd had it. He'd had it in his hand. It had been his father's for his father's whole life, and it had been his for barely a handful of days, and he'd lost it in a hole in the dark.

The clicking stopped. He froze with his hands spread on the stones. It wasn't just quieter. The clicking stopped. Every mouth. As it had stopped at the mouth of the cave when he shouted her name. He lifted his head. The eyes were still there. Up on the edge of the drop, where he had fallen from. A whole line of them. Looking down.

Not at him. Past him.

Behind him, something breathed.

* * *

He heard it first. Big breaths. Big lungs, pulling air in and pushing it out through a wide nose, slow, wet, and heavy. Then the smell, all at once, rolling over him. Musk. Hair. Animal. So close it was hot.

He held still. He held his breath.

A stone clicked on stone. A weight shifted. His hand, flat on the rocks, slid out to the side an inch. Another inch. Fingers searching.

The breathing stopped.

It hit him.

It hit him like a falling tree. All at once, the whole weight of it, slamming into his back and driving him flat into the stones, and the air went out of him in one big huff. The pain was instant and big and sharp.

Something grabbed his shoulder. Not teeth. Fingers. Long and strong and hard as roots, digging into the meat above his collarbone, and it heaved, and he came up off the ground and was thrown.

He hit the wall - the pain sharp again - and he slid down it. The animal was on him again before he landed.

He got his arms up. Somehow. They were just up, crossed over his face, and something raked across them. His sleeve tore and the cold rushed in, and then the warm came after it, running down his wrist. He kicked. His boot hit something solid and heavy - a chest, a belly, and it was like kicking a rock. It didn't even grunt.

It was the biggest one. It had to be. The biggest kerzit he'd ever seen, bigger than any of them at the mouth, bigger than the thing that took the hare. It must have been down here the whole time. Waiting. This was why the others hadn't attacked him. They had stopped because they were scared of it. Because he wanted the prey.

It grabbed his coat at the chest and lifted him. He felt his heels leave the ground. The kalyuka swung on its cord and smacked against his chin.

Tomek swung, his movements wild and desperate. His fist hit fur. Thick, wet, matted, and prickly. He swung again and hit something harder. Bone, a jaw maybe, and pain went up through his knuckles into his wrist.

It roared. He had never heard a roar like that. Not a clicking, not a grinding. A roar from the bottom of a huge chest, so loud in that small dark place it hurt his teeth. Its breath came into his face, hot and sour and stinking of rotten bark and old leaves.

It threw him down. He landed on his side on the rocks, and his hand landed on something smooth.

Leather. Worn dark. Worn smooth. In the shape of a bigger hand than his. His fingers closed around it.

He rolled onto his back and it came down over him, a black shape blacker than the dark, filling the whole world, and he brought the knife up with both hands, high over his chest, the point aimed at where its throat had to be. 

Everything slowed down.

He felt the handle in his palms. He felt the cold of the blade above his knuckles. He felt his own heart, once, like a fist on a door. The weight of the beast came down on him, its breath on his face, and a long string of something wet falling from its mouth onto his cheek. He felt his arms start to push.

The mountain lit up. The crack in the ceiling, far above, went white, and white light poured down through it, and for one heartbeat the whole place stood out bright as day. He saw its face.

Flat. Black skin, wrinkled like an old man's. A wide nose. Fur all around it, long and grey and white, crusted with ice. Frost on its long lashes. Lips peeled back from a mouth full of big, blunt, yellow teeth.

And the eyes. Brown. Wet. Round.

So wide he could see the whites all the way around, looking down at him.

It was scared.

Scared out of its mind.

The light went out.

He held the knife where it was, his arms locked, and he kept them locked. The point hung in the dark between them, and he wasn't about to bring it down.

The thing made a sound. Not a roar. It was high and broken. Almost like a child. 

It let go of his coat and took off, scrambling backward away from him, rocks clattering and sliding under its hands and feet. He heard it go up the far side of the hole, up a long slope of broken stone, grunting, panting, faster and faster.

Thunder came down through the mountain. In the next flash he saw it. Halfway up the slope. Long arms. Shaggy grey back. It looked over its shoulder at him one time, and then it went up through a gap in the rock where the light came from, a ragged crack with snow blowing in through it sideways, and it was gone.

An ape.

A mountain ape.

He'd heard of them. Old men talked about them sometimes, the big hairy things that lived up past the tree line, up where nobody went. He'd never seen one. Nobody he knew had.

He lay there with the knife on his chest and laughed. It came out of him all wrong, as it had at the mouth of the cave, more like coughing than laughing, and it hurt his ribs, and it went on and on.

It was an ape. He'd been fighting for his life with a scared ape.

Then… He stopped laughing, because in another flash, he saw something else. He hadn't noticed before. His eyes had been on the ape, but it had been there, at the edge of the light, across the hole on the far side, and now it was printed on the inside of his eyes. He could still see it in the dark.

Something small. Up against the wall.

Curled up.

Nothing else mattered that moment.

He was already on his feet.

* * *

"Yana."

He ran. He fell over a rock and got up. He fell again and cut his knee and got up. The thunder rolled. The lightning came again, shorter this time. Just a blink, but it was enough.

She was there. Tucked into a low place where the wall curved in. Knees pulled up to her chest. Arms around them. Her hair was everywhere, wild, full of grit and wet. She wasn't moving.

He dropped down next to her. He put his hand on her back. She came off the wall swinging.

Something hard hit him in the cheek and his head snapped to the side and stars went off behind his eyes. She was screaming, high and raw, screaming right in his face and hitting him, and there was a rock in her fist. A real rock. Big as an egg. She swung it at him again and he caught her wrist.

"Yana! Yana, it's me! It's me, it's me, it's Tomek—"

She didn't hear him. She bit at his hand. She kicked. She twisted in his grip like a fish on a line, and there was nothing in her eyes. Nothing at all. They were open but she wasn't behind them. She was looking right through him at something else.

"It's me." He wrapped his arms around her, rock and all, and pulled her in against his chest and held on. She kicked him in the shin. She kicked him again. "It's me. It's me. I've got you. I've really got you this time. I've got you."

She was so hot.

Even through her coat. Even through his. Her face against his neck was burning. Not warm. Burning. He felt it and his whole body went cold.

Fever.

That was how it started. Everybody knew how it started. The tired, and then the fever.

He held her tighter. Slowly, slowly, the kicking stopped. Her arms went slack. The rock fell out of her fingers and clacked on the stones beside them. She was breathing hard and fast, little panting breaths against his collar.

"Yana," he said. "Hey. Hey. Look at me."

He pulled back enough to see her. The dark was total. He touched her face instead. Her cheeks. Her eyelids, fluttering. Her forehead, slick with sweat, burning. Something on her mitten was sticky, and when he lifted her hand to his face he could smell it. Rot. Black. Kerzit.

She'd hit one. With the rock. She'd been down here in the dark with all of them. All alone, and she'd still picked up a rock and hit one.

The lightning came again. He saw her face. Her eyes half open, rolling. Her lips cracked. Snot and grime and dried tears all over her cheeks. Clear tears. Not black. Clear. He looked twice to be sure. He looked three times. Clear.

And in her hair, by her ear, a speck of something caught the light. Then the light was gone, and he blinked, and the speck was still there. Just for a breath. Small. Faint. Gold.

He blinked again, and it was gone. His eyes. The lightning. Spots. That was all. He'd been seeing spots since the mouth of the cave.

"Yana."

Her lips moved.

"Yana, can you hear me? Say something. Say anything."

"...you're slow," she said.

It came out of her mushy and thick, like she was talking in her sleep. Her head fell against his shoulder. Her eyes slid shut.

A sound came out of him, nothing with a name.

"Yeah," he said. "Yeah. I'm slow. I'm so slow."

"Took you..." Her voice wandered off. Came back. "...forever."

"I know."

She mumbled something else. Mama, maybe. Maybe not. Then nothing. Her breath went on, quick and shallow, hot against his neck. He shook her a little. She didn't open her eyes. He shook her harder and she frowned in her sleep, as she did when he poked her in the morning. And that was all.

He sat back on his heels and held her up in his lap and tried to think. Out. They had to get out. The ape had gone up the slope and out through the crack. That was a way. That was a real way. He could see snow blowing through it every time the lightning came. If an ape could climb it—

He moved her to get his arm under her knees, and she cried out. Not loud. Sharp. Like he'd touched a burn. Her whole body flinched.

He froze. He felt along her arm. Her left arm. The sleeve of her coat was torn from the wrist almost to the elbow, the edges ragged. When he slid his fingers in under it, her skin was hot and wet and torn.

He held his breath for the lightning. It came. Two rows. Small holes, deep, curved around her forearm like a bracelet. Dark blood around each one and running in a line down to her wrist. The skin around them swollen up tight and shiny.

A bite.

The light went out.

He sat in the dark and held her arm and couldn't breathe. It was the ape. It had to be the ape. It had been down here with her this whole time, in this hole, and it was scared. She'd hit it with a rock as she'd hit Tomek, and it bit her. That was all. That was what happened.

Except the ape had big flat teeth. Big blunt yellow teeth, like a horse's. He'd seen them. He'd had them in his face.

These holes were small. These holes were close together.

He thought about his father, sitting by the fire with his arm wrapped in a strip of his own shirt. He thought about his father the last night, with the black tears running down into his beard. He knew his days were numbered when that damned kerzit bit him, Maari had said. Numbered. Just like that. One bite.

He thought about the fever coming off her. The tired. Then the fever. Then the tears.

His hand went to his hip. To the pouch. He pressed on it through the leather and felt the vial there, hard, the little glass shape of it under his fingers. Still there. Still there.

He could do it now. Pull it out. Open it. Give it to her. Right here.

But… What if it was the ape?

Then he'd have poured the last of it into a girl who didn't need it, in the dark, in a hole, and there would be nothing left. Nothing for the next bite. Nothing for the next fever. Nothing for anybody. Maari had carried it all the way from the village and died rather than take it. It's for her. For her. When she needed it. Not because he was scared. Not because it was dark.

And if it wasn't the ape?

How long, then? With his father it had been days. With Maari, nobody knew when it had started. Nobody ever knew when it started. That was the thing about it.

And what if he dropped it? Here? In the dark, with his hands shaking like this? On these rocks?

He took his hand off the pouch. Not here. He had to go where there was light, and air, and he could see what he was doing. Then he'd know. Then he'd decide.

Up on the rim of the hole, the clicking started again. Low at first. One mouth. Then more. He looked up and the eyes were all there, in a long red line, with more gathering behind them. They weren't coming down. They weren't leaving either. The clicking got faster. Faster. Like they were counting toward something.

Why they hadn't come yet, he had no idea. He didn't care to find out. He meant to be gone before then.

* * *

He got her up and put her over his shoulder as he'd carried her away from Maari. She didn't kick him this time, didn't punch, didn't bite. That was the worst part. She just hung there. Her arms swung against his back. He held her legs with one arm and the knife with the other and went for the slope.

The rocks rolled under his boots. He went down on one knee. Got up. Climbed. He used the knife hand to grab at the stones - the blade clanged and scraped on them. He kept hold. He would never let go of it again.

"Put me down," Yana mumbled into his back.

"No."

"Put me down."

"You can kick me later."

She didn't answer. He hadn't really thought she would.

The lightning came, and the crack in the stone was right there above him, bigger than it looked from below - a jagged slot in the mountain wide enough for a grown man. Wide enough for an ape. Wind and snow were pouring through it so hard they pushed against his face and tried to shove him back down the slope.

He could hear the storm on the outside. Not the muffled roaring he'd been hearing for so long through all that rock. The storm itself. Screaming.

Behind him, down in the hole, stones clattered. Something was coming down the far side.

He kept his eyes on the crack. He jammed his boot into the crack and pushed and pulled and dragged them both up into it. The rock squeezed his shoulders. It squeezed Yana against him. Ice in the crack. Black ice, like on the climb up to Maari's cave. His boot slipped and he caught it and pushed again, and his head came out into the wind.

The whole world was white and black and moving. Snow, not falling. Flying. Flying sideways so hard and so thick it hit his face like thrown sand. The wind took his breath right out of his mouth before he could use it. No river. No burning pine, no mouth of the cave, no trail of red berries. Nothing he knew. Just the side of a mountain going down into the storm, steep and rocky and bare, and nothing at the bottom of it. Nothing but white.

The lightning hit the slope below them. Close enough that he felt it in his teeth, and the snow lit up gold and blue, every flake of it, all at once. Then the thunder, right on top of it, no wait between them at all. Then another bolt, further down. Then another, off to the side.

The whole storm was coming down on this mountain like it had been waiting for them. He pulled the rest of himself out of the crack and onto the rocks, with Yana on his shoulder, hot as a coal in the middle of all that cold.

He didn't know this side of the mountain. Not the river, not the Spine, not the path, not his father's way, not anything at all. Behind him was a hole full of kerzit. In front of him was nothing.

Nobody knew where they were.

Nobody was coming.

He settled her higher on his shoulder. He put his head down into the wind.

And he went.

    ACT TWO
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  Chapter 7
Boris
Mother's eyes.

Her hand on my cheek.

"Death," she says.

I reach up and touch her hand...

Only...

Her hand isn't there.

Just.

Cold.

* * *

Tomek's eyes burst open.

Where was he? Why was everything so cold, and his stomach a hole? Why were his hands and feet burning, and cold so deep it had turned around and become fire? There was dark all around him, and very close the sound of wind beating against something thin. Cloth. Snapping and sagging. Snapping and sagging.

Then a small hand tightened around his arm, and it all came back.

The crack in the mountain. The storm. The long, long way down, with her over his shoulder and the lightning walking down the slope beside them like it was keeping them company. He remembered falling many times. He remembered a stretch where he must have been asleep on his feet, because he came awake still walking in a place with no rocks anymore - only snow - and the dark shapes of trees all around. He remembered the wind breaking on the trees. The first place in the whole night where the snow came down instead of sideways. He remembered digging, and the shelter, and his hands not working on the cords.

They had to stop. That was all. They'd had to. Too tired to go on. Just a little rest. Just a little would be enough. But it was so cold. So very cold.

"Yana," he whispered.

She was curled against his side under the shelter, with his mother's old scarf wound twice around her neck and up over her chin. Her cheeks were red and ashy. Her lips were cracked white. She'd complained and cried and kicked and whined every waking hour since the day he met her, and it was hard to believe she was the same little person lying here now. Shivering. So small. A baby without her mother.

Her left arm was tucked against her chest. She was holding it there with her right hand, even asleep. Like it was something she was keeping safe.

He put his hand on her forehead. Hot.

He took it away, waited a minute, then put it back. He held it there and counted his own breaths and tried to tell if it was hotter than last night or less, or the same. There was no telling. His hand was so cold that anything would feel hot to it. A stone would feel hot to it.

His other hand was on his hip. It had been there all night. He knew without looking. His fingers were stiff from being curled around the pouch the same way for so long, holding it upright against him.

He made himself let go, one finger at a time, then opened the flap.

Gray light was coming in through the cloth of the shelter now, enough to see by. He tipped the pouch toward it and looked in, and there it was, as it had been last night when he finally found it with his shaking fingers under the first of the trees.

The vial.

The crack went all the way across the top of it, just under the stopper. A thin bright line, like a hair stuck to the glass. Below it, the Aria. Shining. Turning slowly inside, as it always did, gold and soft and moving by itself.

Less than half.

When Maari had pressed it into his hand, it had been full. He was sure of that. He'd looked at it a hundred times since. Full to the stopper.

Now it was a little puddle of sunlight at the bottom of a glass. The inside of the pouch glittered where the rest had gone. Little gold flecks, all in the seams of the leather, shining up at him. A crust of it along the bottom edge. A smear on his coat, at the hip, where his hand had been pressing in the cave. Where he'd been sure he was bleeding.

Last night he had sat in the snow under the trees with his glowing fingers held up in front of his face, and his whole body shaking. He hadn't made a sound because she was asleep and he couldn't let her wake. He'd just sat there. Looking at his hand. At all that gold on his skin, already fading, and nothing in the world he could do to put it back.

He closed the pouch now. Tied it shut and put his hand back over it.

It's for her. Don't you dare give it to me.

Maari's voice. Maari's hands, both of them, wrapped around his, holding on so tight it hurt.

It's for her.

He looked at Yana's arm, held to her chest under the scarf. He could do it now. Right now, while she was asleep. Pull out the stopper and tip it to her lips, as the seer used to do in the village, and whatever was in her would be—

Would be what? Gone? With less than half?

Did half do anything? Was half enough for a little girl, or a grown man, or anyone? Nobody had ever told him. Nobody had ever told him anything. His mother had known these things. His mother had known all of it, and she'd never taught him one word. Now it was too late. Now she was in the ground.

And if it was the ape?

Then he'd have poured out half of the last vial in the whole world into a girl with an ape bite, and when something bit her again, someday, out here. There would be nothing. Not even half.

He took his hand off the pouch. Not yet. Not until he knew.

* * *

"Yana," he said, and shook her gently. "Yana. We have to keep going. The sun's coming up and. Remember? We shouldn't stay in one spot for—"

"For too long," she said. Her voice was all gravel. She yawned so big her jaw cracked. She sat up and stretched both arms out over her head, and her face went white, and she brought the left one back down against her chest very fast.

"I'm fine," she said.

"I didn't say anything."

"You were going to." She tucked her chin into the scarf. Her teeth were chattering. "It's so c-c-cold."

"It won't be so bad in a few hours. The sun'll warm up the air."

"You always say that."

"It's always true."

"It's never been true one time," she said. "Not once."

She was looking at her arm. He watched her look at it. She lifted the torn sleeve with two fingers, very carefully, like lifting a rock you thought had a snake under it.

In the gray light it was worse than in the lightning. The two rows of holes, small and close together, curved around her forearm. Each one was crusted dark. The skin around them had puffed up, red and shiny and tight, and the red had spread out from the holes in a ring as wide as his palm. It smelled. Faintly sweet and wrong.

She studied it. "It's not that bad," she said.

"No?"

"It's pretty bad."

"It'll be-" He said, then saw the rolling eyes and stopped. "Does it hurt?"

"Only when I look at it." She put the sleeve back down. "And when I don't look at it. And when I move. And when I breathe. And right now. It's hurting right now."

Something squeezed in his chest, and he kept it off his face.

"I hit it," she said. "With a rock. Did you know that? I hit it really good. Right in its stupid face." She sniffed. "Then I messed up and let it bite me. Mama would've never let it bite her. Mama would have bit it back."

"You were little and it was dark."

"I'm not little."

"You're the littlest person I ever met."

"I'm not that little," she said. "You're just tall and slow. Like a tree."

He almost smiled. It never made it all the way out.

She was quiet for a little while, pulling at the frayed edge of her sleeve. Then she said, not looking at him, "Was it them?"

The wind snapped the shelter. Sagged it. Snapped it.

"Was it a kerzit," she said. "That bit me."

"I don't know."

"You were there."

"I wasn't. Not when it happened. When I got there, there was an ape."

She turned and looked at him then. Really looked, for the first time all morning. Her eyes were too bright. Glassy, like water on ice.

"A what?"

"An ape. A mountain ape. Big. Gray. He was down in the hole with you."

"There was a monkey in the cave?"

"Ape."

"And you didn't tell me?"

"You were asleep! You were—you weren't really awake, Yana. You hit me with the rock too."

"Good," she said. And then, smaller: "Was it a nice ape?"

"It tried to kill me."

"So no."

"It was scared," he said. "It was just scared."

She looked at her arm again, under the sleeve. "So it could've been the ape."

"It could've been."

"Or it could've been them."

He let that sit.

"Well," she said lifting her chin out of the scarf, her voice suddenly big and bossy as it did whenever she was about to tell him what to do. "If it was them, I'd be crying black already, wouldn't I? And I'm not. So."

He thought about his father. Coming home after dark with his arm wrapped in a strip of his own shirt, soaked red. Sitting by the fire without a sound. And the tears hadn't come that night. Or the next. Tomek didn't even know how many nights it had been. All he knew was that one morning that his father was tired, and then that he was hot, and then.

The tired. Then the fever. Then the tears.

She was hot. She was so hot.

"So?" said Tomek.

"So I'm fine."

"You're fine," he said, nodding slowly, chewing on the words.

"Say it like you mean it."

"You're fine, Yana."

"Thank you," she said, and wiped her nose on his mother's scarf.

* * *

He crawled out of the shelter first. It was the smell. A new smell. He stopped on his hands and knees in the snow and breathed it in. Not pine. Not the sharp clean pine of home that got into everything, into your clothes and your hair and the smoke of every fire. This was sweeter. Thicker. Like sap, and old bark, and something under the snow that was rotting slowly and softly, as leaves rot. Not meat.

Then the quiet. After a whole night of storm screaming in his ears, the quiet was so big it rang. Snow sliding off a branch somewhere. A crow, far off. The creaking of trunks in the wind, high up.

Then he looked at the trees. They were different. Tall and straight, and gray-white, with bark that peeled off them in long curls like paper. They had no branches at all until high, high up, where they spread out and knit together, holding the snow off like a roof. Between them, the ground rolled away downhill in every direction. It was white, smooth, and broken only by the dark lines of the trunks, and trunks went on forever. Behind him, back where they'd come from, the mountain stood up over the treetops, huge and gray, with its head still lost in cloud.

He'd never seen these trees. He'd never smelled this smell. The sky above the canopy was a swirl of pinks and purples, running out toward the deep blue where the night was still holding on. He turned slowly in a circle, taking it all in.

The river was on the other side of that mountain. His father's way was on the other side of that mountain. Upstream, and the bend, and the bend after that, and two days on, the Spine. He'd had it all in his head like a line scratched into bark. All he'd had to do was walk it. Now it was on the other side of a mountain. He could go back. Around. Find the river again. But… it would be days. How many, there was no knowing. But days, for sure, with her arm like that.

Or he could go on. Down, into these trees, in the direction he was almost sure the Spine had to be. Almost. If the mountain was the mountain he thought it was. If he'd come down the side he thought he'd come down. If the sun came up where it always did, and he could keep it on his left long enough to—

If. If. If.

He looked at the mountain. He looked at the trees.

His father would have known. His father would have taken one look at the sky and one look at the moss on those white trunks and started walking, and not once looked back to see if he was right. Maari would have known. Maari would have been halfway down the hill by now, and called him slow.

His hand went to his belt. To the knife. It was there. The leather of the handle, worn dark and smooth in the shape of a bigger hand than his. He'd held it all the way down the mountain. He'd slept with it in his fist. He was surprised his fingers could open.

"Ummm," said Yana. "Tomek?"

He turned. She had her head poked out of the front of the shelter, scarf up to her nose, and her eyes were fixed on something past him.

She grabbed his sleeve and pulled. "There's someone out there. Watching us."

* * *

"What?"

He stood up and looked. Trees. White trunks. Gray shadows and snow, and the pink light coming down between them. Nothing moved.

"He's hiding behind a tree," she whispered. "But I saw him."

The knife was in his hand already. He was getting used to that.

"Stay here," he said.

"Don't go out there! He'll see you!"

"If he wanted to hurt us, he'd have done it while we were asleep." He swallowed. "That is, if there even is someone out there."

"There is," said Yana.

And then she shoved past him. She came crawling out of the shelter on her knees and her one good hand, and she climbed to her feet in the snow, and she cupped that hand around her mouth.

"Hey!" she yelled into the trees. "Show your face, ya big coward!"

"Yana!" He lunged and caught her by the back of the coat. She yelped, and he let go fast, because he'd yanked her bad arm. She glared at him, and he grabbed her by the hood instead. "You stupid little—"

"Look!"

She pointed with her chin. Twenty yards off, maybe less. A trunk. Thicker than the others. And from behind it, slowly, someone stepped out.

"See, Tomek? See?"

"I see him," he said.

A man. No. Not a man. A boy. A boy his own size, maybe, or a little taller, standing there in the snow as if he had always been standing there. Dressed all in white furs, so white they nearly disappeared against the snow behind him. White hair. Messy, hanging down over his face. And his skin, what Tomek could see of it. Gray. Not dirty. Not pale from the cold. Gray, like the bark of the trees around him, like ash.

"He looks like Lady Tiana," Yana whispered. "Doesn't he?"

Tomek nodded before he meant to.

In the stories, by the fire, Lady Tiana had white hair and gray skin. More importantly, Tomek's mother had white hair. She'd had gray skin and beautiful green eyes.

The boy's eyes were hidden. The hair hung down over them.

He could see the sword. It hung from the boy's right hand - low, its point resting in the snow. Not a hunting knife like his. A sword, long and broad, almost as long as Yana was tall. The boy held it the same way Gennady held an axe at the woodpile. Like it weighed nothing.

"Get behind me, Yana," he said. "I don't know what's up with this guy, but I've got a bad feeling."

For once, she did. He turned the knife in his right hand. He felt the leather against his skin.

"Who are you?" he said.

The boy didn't move. His head was tipped down. He was looking at the snow. At the ground between them, as if there were something written there.

"Come on," said Tomek. "Don't waste our time. Who are you?"

Nothing. A statue in the snow. The wind lifted the ends of his white hair and dropped them again, and not so much as a blink.

Tomek's skin crawled. The same crawl he'd felt in the cave, under all those red eyes, the ones that should have come and didn't. It wasn't right. People didn't stand like that. People shifted their weight. People breathed. Plus… Who in their right mind just stood there in this cold, in the dark, behind a tree, watching people sleep?

"How long do you think he's been out there like that?" said Yana, behind him.

Tomek shrugged, his shoulders up around his ears.

"What do you want with us?" he said, louder.

"Maybe he's lost too!" said Yana.

"Lost?" Tomek turned his head and gave her a look. "We're not lost, Yana."

"We're a little bit lost."

"We are not lost. And I doubt he is. There's probably a village close by. We just didn't see it last night because of the storm. That's it."

The boy's shoulders moved. Up. Down. Up. Down. A little bounce, under the white furs. No sound with it at all.

"He's," said Yana. "Tomek, he's laughing at you."

Heat rushed up into Tomek's face so fast it stung the frostbitten places on his cheeks.

"What's so funny?" he yelled. He took a step forward. Another. "Why don't you quit being such a creep and say something!"

The boy looked up. The hair fell aside, and for the first time Tomek saw his eyes, and they were not friendly eyes. They weren't angry, either. They were flat, cold, and steady, like a hawk's eyes. The one that sat on the dead pine over the goat pens every winter and never seemed to blink. Looking at him like he was something small running across the snow.

"Tomek," said Yana, her eyes wide as she pointed at the boy. "His eyes. They're-"

"The hawk," he said.

"No," she stepped half a step forward. "Look. They're green."

She was right. But these weren't green like his mother's eyes. This was a much darker, sharper green, like thorns and needlegrass. They were a dangerous green. 

Maybe it was the cold sharpening him. Maybe it was the long night, or the mountain, or the gold flecks in the seams of his pouch, or Maari's little one standing behind him with a bite in her arm. Something lit in his chest. Something hot, all the way up through him and down his arm into the knife.

"All right," he said. "That's how you want it."

He charged.

No thinking. Just running. Through the snow, his knife up, cutting through the flakes that came drifting down from the branches. Fifteen yards. Twelve. The boy didn't step back. He didn't lift the sword. He didn't do anything but watch Tomek come. With those flat eyes. Without one flicker of fear in them.

Ten yards. Then, in an instant too quick to measure, the snow in front of him jumped. A branch came whipping up out of the snow, something snapped around his ankle, and the world flipped over. His leg went up. The rest of him went after it. His stomach stayed on the ground. The trees spun. The sky spun. There was a crack and a jerk that nearly pulled his leg out of his hip, and then he was hanging upside down. Swinging. A rope around his ankle and a bent white trunk above him creaking with his weight with snow two arm lengths under his head.

The knife was gone. His hand had opened when the rope hit and he'd felt it fall.

"Let me down!" He kicked and twisted. The noose bit tighter into his ankle every time he moved. "What the—let me down!"

Something slid at his hip. He went still.

The pouch. Hanging off his belt, upside down now with the rest of him. He'd tied it. Hadn't he? He'd tied it closed this morning, but the flap was sagging, and he could feel the weight inside it shifting. The little hard shape of the vial sliding down toward the opening. Toward the ground. Upside down. With a crack across the top of it, right under the stopper.

He slapped both hands over it and held on. Held on so hard his arms shook.

He hung there, swinging, with his hands clamped over his hip, and his head full of blood, and his face going hot and thick. Both hands were on the pouch. There were no hands left for the rope, or for anything at all but holding on.

Below him, upside down, the boy walked over.

He walked slowly, his boots crunching in the snow, right to the place where Tomek had been running. He bent down. When he straightened up, he had Tomek's knife in his hand. His father's hunting knife.

"Leave that alone!" Tomek's voice came out strangled, upside down. "That's mine!"

The boy turned the knife over, looking at the handle - at the dark worn leather. He ran his gray thumb along the flat of the blade, then his eyes moved up, along Tomek, to Tomek's hands, both of them clamped over the pouch at his hip. Or past them, perhaps. At the object dangling upside down like a leaf on a broken branch. The kalyuka had swung out of his coat on its cord and hung at his chin, turning. The carved eye going round and round. It was hard to tell which the boy was looking at. His eyes stayed there. One breath. Two. Three. Something went across his face, too fast to name, and then it was shut again.

Then they moved away.

A snowball hit the boy in the side of the head. It burst apart in his white hair. Another went whistling past his face, so close it ruffled his furs.

"Let him go!" screamed Yana.

She was standing by the shelter, scooping snow with her right hand, her left arm held tight against her chest. She packed the snowball against her own stomach because she only had one hand to pack it with, and she threw it. It went wide and she scooped up another.

"Let him go, you big gray baby!"

The boy wiped the snow off his face slowly. He tucked Gennady's knife into his belt and he turned to walk toward her.

"No," said Tomek. "No—hey. Hey! Over here! Don't you touch her! Hey!"

Yana's arm stopped halfway back. The snow fell out of her hand. She gasped and turned to run. Her feet went out from under her in the deep snow, and she fell hard on her side. On her left side. On the arm.

She screamed. Tomek's hands came off the pouch before he could stop them. He grabbed for the rope above his ankle, he grabbed for the air, he swung and kicked, and the noose bit into him. The vial slid in the pouch and he slammed one hand back over it. He was screaming too. Something, her name, anything.

The boy stopped. He stood over her. She was curled in the snow, holding her arm and sobbing through her teeth. He looked down at her, then, slowly, the corner of his mouth went up.

He smiled at her. Not a nice smile. Not a mean one. Tomek couldn't tell what kind. Then it was gone.

The boy looked up at Tomek. Then he looked at the shelter.

He walked over to it. He reached into his furs and took something out. A stone. Black and shiny, the size of an egg. He set the edge of his sword against the side of the shelter, and he drew the black stone down along the blade.

Sparks. 

A spray of them, bright orange, falling on the cloth. 

Where they landed, little holes opened, black at the edges and glowing red. He drew the stone down again. More sparks. The holes grew. They ran together. A line of fire went up the side of the shelter and the cloth caught all at once with a soft whump. There was smoke and the smell of burning wool and wet wood. And his mother's scarf—

No. The scarf was on Yana. The scarf was on Yana.

"No!" He swung himself at the trunk. He swung himself back. The rope cut his ankle. "Get away from that! No!"

Yana crawled away from the heat and ducked behind a tree. Their only shelter was burning up and they could do nothing. The one his father had shown him how to rig. The one Maari had torn off the trunk that first night and he'd stuffed into his sack in a ball and patched with cord. The one he'd put up last night in the dark with hands that wouldn't work. It went up so fast. In a few heartbeats it was a black frame of sticks. Fire licked along its edges, and snow from the branches above hissed as it fell down into it.

The boy put the stone away. He stood in front of the fire with his sword low and looked up at Tomek.

"My name's Boris," he said.

His voice was deep. Deeper than a boy's voice had any right to be. And slow. Every word set down by itself.

"You're on my land. Without my permission."

He let that sit.

"Do it again," said Boris, "and I'll kill you."

* * *

He turned and walked away. Into the trees. Not fast. Not looking back. The white of his furs started to go into the white of the snow, and the white of his hair into the white of the trunks.

"Hey!"

It was Yana.

She'd come out from behind her tree and was standing in the snow, holding her arm against her chest, her face streaked with tears and snot and soot, and her chin up.

"Where's your people?" she yelled after him.

Boris stopped. Tomek, hanging there, saw it. Saw him stop. Not turn. Just stop, in the middle of a step, his back to them, the sword hanging from his hand.

"You said it's your land," said Yana. "So where's everybody else? Why are you all by yourself?"

The wind moved in the tops of the trees, high up. Snow sifted down between them like flour.

Boris didn't turn around. He stood there long enough that Tomek started to count. Three. Four. Five.

Then he walked on, into the trees, and was gone.

* * *

It took Yana forever to get him down.

She had to climb the bent trunk with one arm and her knees, and twice she slid back down and said things Maari would have washed out of her mouth with snow. She had to saw at the rope with the edge of a flat rock she found under the snow, because there was no knife. Tomek hung there with both hands clamped over his hip. His ankle had gone numb and his face felt puffy and tight all at once. He watched the shelter burn down to nothing and didn't say a word.

When the rope gave, he came down on his head. He lay in the snow on his back and stayed there. Yana slid down the trunk and came over, then stood over him, holding her arm.

"You okay?"

He untied the pouch from his belt. He held it up in front of his face with both hands and opened it, and looked.

The crack. The thin bright line under the stopper. And below it, the Aria. Shining. Turning slowly, gold and soft. 

As far as he could tell, it was there, no less. He shut his eyes and breathed in a deep breath.

"Tomek?"

"I'm okay."

"You don't look okay."

"I'm okay."

"You're crying a little bit."

"I am not."

"Okay," she said, sitting down next to him in the snow, careful of her arm. 

"He took your knife."

"I know he took my knife."

"Your dad's knife."

"I know."

She was quiet. Over by the black ring in the snow where the shelter had been, the last sticks hissed and smoked.

"He didn't take your flute," she said.

His hand went to his chest. To the cord. To the kalyuka, lying there against his breastbone where it always lay. He'd forgotten it. All through the fight, all through the hanging, he'd forgotten it was even there. It had swung against his chin and he hadn't even felt it.

He closed his fingers around it. The carved eye pressed into his palm.

"He didn't take it," he said.

"Why not?"

"I don't know."

"It's the better one," said Yana.

He opened his eyes and looked at her. She was looking off into the trees, where Boris had gone. Her cheeks were red. Too red. Her eyes were too bright. She was shivering, all over, in little hard shakes she was pretending weren't happening.

He sat up and looked at the trees. White trunks, in every direction, going on forever. My land. Which way? Which way wasn't his land? Behind them was the mountain. In front of them, all around them, everywhere, was this.

They didn't have a shelter. They didn't have a knife. They had a flute, and half a vial, and a bite that might be nothing, and a boy out there somewhere in the white who had watched them sleep.

He got to his feet. His ankle screamed. He stood on it anyway.

"Come on," he said.

"Where?"

He looked up through the branches for the sun. There. A pale smear, low, behind the trees. He turned until it was on his left.

"That way."

"Is that the right way?"

"Yes," he said.

She looked at him. She didn't believe him. He could see it all over her face. But she got up, holding her arm, and stood next to him, close enough that her shoulder pressed against his side.

"Tomek?"

"What."

"Why do you think he's all by himself?"

He looked at the place in the trees where the boy had stopped. Where he'd stood with his back to them, not turning around.

"I don't know," he said.

They started walking. Down. Into the white trees, with the sun on their left, and the smell of sap and smoke behind them, and the snow sifting down between the branches.

Somewhere off to the right, far off, a branch cracked. Neither of them looked.

They kept walking.
Chapter 8
Nightfall
The tracks went the wrong way.

Tomek stood over them in the snow. The sun was on his left as he studied them. Boris's boots. Wide, flat-soled, wrapped in something that left a pattern of little crossed lines in every print. They came out from behind the thick trunk where he'd stood and watched them sleep, and they went off to the right, deeper into the white trees, and they didn't wander. Not once. Straight as a cord pulled tight. Like he knew exactly where he was going and had gone there a thousand times.

"Are we following him?" said Yana.

"No."

"You're looking at his feet."

"I'm looking at the snow."

"You're looking at his feet in the snow."

He was, because a boy didn't just come from nowhere. No boy just stood out in the cold all night with a sword and his own snares already set. He wouldn't say my land, unless there was somewhere he went home to after. A fire. A roof. People. Grown people, who knew things. Who might look at a bite and know what it was.

People who might hate him on sight. 

People with swords like the boy's.

He looked at Yana. Her face was down in his mother's scarf, and she was holding her arm against her chest, swaying a little where she stood.

"Come on," he said.

He followed the tracks.

* * *

He told himself it was for a shelter. They needed a shelter. That much was true. Their old one was a ring of black sticks, and his sack was nearly empty now: flint, his canteen, two strips of dried meat as hard as bark, and the end of Boris's rope, which he'd untied from his own ankle and wound up and kept just in case it came in handy. Nothing to sleep under. Nothing to put between them and the next storm.

So he looked for one. He looked for a hollow log. An overhang. A place where the roots of a fallen tree made a cave in the snow. He looked for the smoke of a chimney. He listened for an axe.

The forest gave him nothing but more forest.

White trunks, peeling. Snow between them, smooth and soft and untouched, except for the one line of tracks going on ahead. The smell of sap, sweet and heavy. Every so often a bird. Once, far off, he heard the knock of a woodpecker, and his heart jumped, thinking it was someone chopping, but as he stood and listened, it stopped and didn't start again.

Around midday they came to a river.

It wasn't his river. He knew that the second he heard it. His river was big and black and loud. This one was narrow and quick and clear, chattering over brown stones, steaming a little where the air touched it. Ice grew out from both banks in long white shelves. On the far side, Boris's tracks came down to the edge of the water and stopped.

They didn't come out again. Not anywhere Tomek could see.

They walked up the bank and down it. He crossed on a line of stones and searched the far side. Nothing. As if the boy had walked into the river and become part of it.

"Maybe he's a fish," said Yana.

"He's not a fish."

"Maybe that's why he's gray."

Tomek didn't answer. He was looking at the water. At the dark shapes holding still in the slow pool under the bank, their tails moving just enough to keep them in place.

Fish.

He looked at the rope in his hand.

* * *

It took him forever without a knife. He had to break the sticks over his knee, and some of them wouldn't break clean. He had to twist them back and forth until they gave, and the splinters went into his palms. He had to pick the rope apart into strands with his fingernails. His hands were so cold they had stopped reporting what they were doing. He had to look at them to know.

Yana sat on a flat rock above the water and watched him, holding her arm.

"That's the same as last time," she said.

"It's better than last time."

"It looks the same."

"It's a different shape."

"It's the same shape but worse," she said. "Because you didn't have your knife."

He tied the last knot with his teeth and held it up. A long basket of sticks, narrow at one end, a mouth at the other. Lopsided. He set it in the slow pool under the bank, with its mouth to the current, and weighed it down with stones, then stepped back.

"It's going to work," he said.

She opened her mouth, then took one look at Tomek and closed it.

"It's going to work," he said again, this time nodding slightly.

She pressed her lips together so hard they went white. Her eyes went big and innocent, and she nodded just like him.

He went to stand on the bank. His ankle gave under him, a bright hot twist of pain all the way up to his knee. He caught himself on a branch before he went down, and stood there holding the branch.

"What," said Yana.

"Nothing. Slipped."

He let go of the branch and put his weight on the ankle, keeping his face still while it screamed.

"We'll come back for it," he said. "We'll find a shelter close by and come back."

* * *

They didn't find a shelter.

They found the stone.

He saw it first as a wall. Taller than any hut in the village, and his heart came up into his throat because a wall meant a village. A wall meant people. He nearly ran. His ankle stopped him, or he would have.

Then he got closer, and it wasn't a wall. It was one stone. One single piece of stone, gray and flat and huge, as tall as two men standing on each other's shoulders and as wide as the longhouse at home. It stood up out of the snow and leaned a little, the way an old man leans. Trees had grown up all around it. One had grown right against its side and split around the corner and kept going. Moss sat in a skin over the top.

And the whole face of it was cut.

He walked up close, reached to feel the marks, but a cold reached out and touched him first. He jerked his hand back.

"What?" said Yana, walking up behind him.

"Nothing," he said, surprised by the subtlety of it all. He studied the marks. 

Lines. Rows of them. Small and all the same size, all in rows, one under the other, from as high as he could see all the way down to where the snow covered them. Little shapes. Hooks and circles and crossed lines. Thousands. More. Row after row after row, cut deep into the stone with the edges still sharp, like whoever had cut them meant for them to last forever. Here and there, in among the rows, a bigger mark, cut deeper than the rest, like a word someone had shouted.

"It smells like the well," said Yana, quietly. "What is it?" 

"I don't know."

"Is it writing?"

He looked at the rows. He'd seen writing. The elders had a few old skins with marks on them, kept in a box, that nobody could read anymore. They didn't look like this. Nothing looked like this.

"I don't know," he said.

"What does it say?"

"Nobody can read that, Yana."

She stood and looked up at it, her head tipped back so far the scarf fell off her chin.

"Somebody could," she said. "Once. Or why would they write it?"

He had no answer for that.

There was no roof on it. No door. And there hadn't been anybody here for longer than the trees had been alive. It was just a stone, covered in words nobody would ever hear, standing alone in a forest. No tracks around it. Not Boris's. Not anyone's. The snow at its foot lay smooth all the way to the trees.

* * *

The afternoon was when her fingers started.

He missed it happening. He only saw her stop. They were climbing over a fallen trunk, when she put her left hand on the bark to steady herself, then snatched it back and made a small sound. Through her teeth.

"Let me see," he said.

"No."

"Yana."

"No. It's fine. It's just cold."

He took her wrist anyway, gently, as he'd take a bird out of a snare, and she let him. He pushed the torn sleeve back. The red had grown.

In the morning it had been a ring around the holes as wide as his palm. Now it went down her forearm to the wrist and up past it, onto the back of her hand. From the top of the ring a thin black line ran up the inside of her arm toward the elbow, like a crack in ice. Like a root. Her fingers were puffed up, the skin over the knuckles tight and shiny, and when he touched one, very lightly, just the tip of his finger to the tip of hers, she jerked away.

"Everything hurts it," she said. Her voice was very calm. "The bark. My mitten. The air. It's dumb. It's so dumb."

"It's not dumb."

"It's a dumb arm," she said. "It's the dumbest arm."

She tugged the sleeve down over it. She wouldn't look at him.

He stood there with his hands at his sides. His right hand went to his belt, and closed on nothing. He looked down at it. At his own fingers, curled around a handle that wasn't there.

He had nothing to cut with. Nothing to fight with. And she was getting worse. Not fast. Not like the stories. It was slow. A finger's width at a time.

His other hand was already on his chest.

The kalyuka was there on its cord. He pulled it out from under his coat and held it. It was cold - colder than the air - and the carved eye looked up at him from the wood.

Mama says Lady Tiana could heal people with that.

His mother had played it over the sick. He'd seen her. When he was small and was supposed to be asleep, and the sickhouse door was open a crack, and the firelight came through. She sat on a stool beside old Petra's bed and played, low and slow, a long tune that went down and down. Old Petra's breathing had gone slow with it. In the morning, Petra had been sitting up and eating.

Was it the song? Was it anything? Nobody had ever told him.

"Sit down," he said.

"Why?"

"Just sit."

She sat on the fallen trunk. He knelt in the snow in front of her. He held the kalyuka as he'd seen his mother hold it, both hands, fingers over the holes. He lifted it to his lips.

He looked at her arm. At the black line going up toward her elbow, then breathed out.

The sound that came was a squeal. High and thin and broken in the middle, like a door on a bad hinge. He stopped. He moved his fingers and tried again. A different squeal. Lower. Then a sour, hollow hoot, then nothing at all, just his breath rushing through the wood and coming out the other end as air. He pressed harder. He blew harder. It shrieked.

He stopped.

He tried to remember the tune. The one that went down and down. He'd heard it a hundred times. He could hear it right now, in his head, perfect, every note. His fingers could not find one of them. Not one.

He blew again and his breath shook, and the sound that came out shook with it. He lowered the flute.

Yana's arm was the same. Red. Puffed. The line running up toward her elbow. 

The forest was very quiet.

"That was pretty," said Yana.

"It wasn't."

"The middle part was pretty."

"There wasn't a middle part."

"There was a little bit of a middle part," she said. "Where it went hoo."

He put the kalyuka back under his coat. It lay against his chest, cold, and he pressed his hand flat over it for a second through the leather, as you'd press on a cut.

His hand went to his belt again before he could stop it. Nothing.

He took it away and stood up.

"Come on," he said. "We'll check the trap."

* * *

They walked. The light was going yellow and long between the trees. Yana walked beside him and didn't say anything, which was the longest she'd ever not said anything while awake. He kept looking at her out of the side of his eye. She kept looking at the snow.

Then she said, "Tomek."

"What."

"Where do babies come from?"

He nearly walked into a tree.

She wasn't smiling. She was looking straight ahead, very serious, as she looked when she was trying to remember all the parts of a snowberry recipe.

"Why?" he said.

"Because I want to know."

"Why do you want to know now?"

"Because I'm going to have nine," she said. "When I'm big. And I want to know how to do it right."

"Nine."

"Maybe ten. Mama had one, and that was me, so I'm going to have more, to make up for it."

He looked at the trees. He looked at the sky. He opened his mouth but had no words. He knew about goats, sort of. But goats were different. He had a feeling goats were different.

"Well?" she said. 

He was older than her. He was the one who knew things. That was the whole point of him.

"The river," he said.

She turned and looked at him.

"When a mother wants a baby," he said, "she goes down to the river. At night. When the moon's full. And she waits on the bank. And the river brings one to her. Floating. In a basket made of reeds." He nodded. It sounded right. It sounded so right that he almost believed it himself. "And the first one the river brings you, you have to keep. That's the rule."

Yana walked.

"What if it brings two?"

"Then you keep both."

"What if it brings one you don't like?"

"You still have to keep it. That's the rule."

"What if you live on a mountain?"

"You walk down."

"What if the river's frozen?"

"Then you wait for spring," he said. "That's why so many babies come in spring."

"I was born in winter."

He walked.

"The river was late," he said.

"Mama said I came out of her tummy."

He kept walking. His face was getting hot. "That's after."

"After what?"

"After the river. The river brings it, and then—it goes in the tummy. For a while. To get warm. Because it's been in the river."

"How does it get in?"

"It's complicated."

"How?"

"You're too little to know how."

"You don't know how."

"I know how."

"Then say it."

"I'm not saying it."

"Because you don't know."

"Because it's disgusting, Yana."

She thought about that. They walked. Their boots crunched. The sun slid down a little further behind the white trunks.

"Tomek."

"What."

"If you drink out of the river," she said slowly, "by accident. Could you get one?"

He stopped walking. He looked at her. She was looking up at him with her eyes enormous and her mouth a small worried line, dead serious, every bit of her waiting for the answer.

Something came up out of his chest with no stopping it. It came out of his nose first, and then his mouth, and then he was bent over in the snow with his hands on his knees, laughing so hard it hurt his ribs, so hard his eyes ran and the tears froze on his lashes.

"It's not funny," said Yana. "I drank out of the river this morning. Tomek. I drank so much."

That made it worse. His breath was gone. He sat down in the snow.

She kicked him in the shin, as she always did. With her good foot. Then she was laughing too. She couldn't help it. Her shoulders shaking and her face screwed up, holding her bad arm against her chest and laughing so hard she had to lean on a tree.

"You don't know anything," she wheezed.

"I know everything."

"You made it up."

"I didn't make it up."

"You made up the basket!"

They laughed until it ran out. Until they were just breathing, the two of them, her against the tree and him in the snow, their breath going up together in white clouds and drifting off between the branches.

She was smiling down at him. A real one. Her whole face.

Then she shifted her weight and her left hand brushed the bark. The smile went out of her like a candle. She didn't make a sound. She just pulled the arm in against her chest and stood very still and waited for it to pass. He watched her wait. He watched her jaw lock, her lips quiver, and her eyes well up, going somewhere far off and staying there.

He got up out of the snow.

* * *

When they started walking again, she was behind him. A step behind. Then two. He turned around and she was stopped, looking at his feet.

"You're limping," she said.

"I'm not."

"You're limping on the one he hung you by."

"It's fine."

"It's not fine. You're walking like old Petra." She pointed at a stump. "Sit."

"Yana, we don't have—"

"Sit," she said, and it was Maari's voice. It came out of her small mouth exactly as it used to come out of her mother's, flat and final, and he sat before he knew he'd done it.

She knelt in the snow in front of him and pulled at his boot with her right hand. She couldn't get it off one-handed. She tried and tried, and her face got red, and she said a word she'd learned from the warriors. He reached down and pulled the boot off himself.

His ankle was purple. A dark ring all the way around it where the rope had bitten in, and the skin rubbed raw at the top - the whole thing swollen up fat.

She looked at it. He watched her look at it as he'd looked at her arm.

"It's not that bad," she said.

"No."

"Actually, it's pretty bad."

She scooped up a handful of snow with her good hand and packed it around the ankle. Then another handful. Then another. Her tongue stuck out of the corner of her mouth. She was concentrating so hard. Her fingers were red and wet. When the snow was packed all the way around, she put her good hand flat on top of it and held it there.

"Mama used to do this," she said. "When I fell off the woodpile."

The cold went into the ankle and the hot went out of it. He sat there, watching as she sat there with her hand on the snow. The sky was going orange.

"You don't have to carry me anymore," she said. "Okay? I can walk."

"I know you can walk."

"So don't carry me."

"Okay."

"You're lying."

"I'm not lying, Yana."

"You're going to carry me," she said, "the second I get tired. I know you."

He let her have that.

She took her hand off the snow and shook it out. It was bright red from the cold. Then she put it back and leaned forward until her forehead was resting on his knee.

Her forehead burned through his trousers.

He put his hand on the back of her head. Her hair was tangled and wet and full of bark. He left his hand there.

How long they stayed like that, he never knew. Long enough for the snow to melt into his sock. Long enough for her breathing to go slow and even, as if she'd fallen asleep kneeling. Then he felt her shiver. A big one. All through her. And another.

"We have to go," he said.

She sat up and wiped her nose on his mother's scarf.

"I know," she said.

* * *

They smelled the fire before they saw the river.

Smoke. Wood smoke, green and wet, and under it something rich and oily that made his empty stomach clench so hard it hurt. Fish. Somebody was cooking fish.

He started to run, ankle and all. Yana ran behind him.

They came out of the trees above the bank, and the boy was already there. Sitting on their rock. The flat one above the pool, where Yana had sat that morning and watched him tie knots with his teeth. He had a little fire going on the stones beside him, not much bigger than two hands, and over it on a green stick was a fish. Split open. Browning. Dripping fat into the flames.

On the bank below him, pulled up out of the water, lay Tomek's trap.

Empty now.

Boris looked up at them with no more surprise than if they'd been snow.

"That's my fish," said Tomek.

Boris turned the stick. Slow. The fat hissed.

"That's my river," he said.

His voice was the same. Deep and slow, every word set down on its own.

"Your trap caught it," said Boris. "My river fed it." He pulled a piece of white meat off the side of the fish with his fingers and put it in his mouth and chewed. "I did the hard part. I waited."

Yana laughed.

It burst out of her, high and surprised, and she clapped her good hand over her mouth - her eyes over the top of it were shining.

Tomek turned and stared at her.

"What?" she said through her fingers. "He did wait."

Boris's eyes went to her. Stayed there for a moment. Then went back to the fish.

"I'm Yana," she said. She took her hand down. "That's Tomek. He's the boss of me. But only a little bit."

The boy reached down beside him and picked something up off the rock, and Tomek's whole body went hot and then cold. The knife.

His father's hunting knife. Boris held it the easy way, as Gennady used to, loose in the fingers. He slid the point of it under the fish's backbone and lifted the whole spine out in one piece, clean, every little bone coming with it, and flicked it into the river.

"Good knife," he said.

He wiped the blade on his furs. Both sides. Slowly.

"Too good," he said, "for a boy who sets his trap with the mouth upstream."

Tomek looked at the trap on the bank.

"The fish swim against the current," said Boris. He didn't look up. "So they swim into the back of it. Bump their noses. Turn around." He pulled off more meat. "This one was sick. Or stupid. Or it liked you."

Yana made a sound behind her hand.

"Give it back," said Tomek.

Boris chewed.

"Give it back. That's my father's. You don't—that's not yours. You don't even know what it is. Give it back."

Boris turned the knife over in his fingers, so the blade caught the orange light coming down through the trees. He looked at it. He looked at Tomek over it. Then he set it on the rock beside his knee, right there, the handle turned out toward Tomek, as you'd set a cup down for a guest.

And went back to his fish.

Tomek went for it.

He decided before he could talk himself out of it. He was on the bank and then he was on the stones and then he was leaping for the rock, his hand out for the handle, and Boris didn't get up. Boris didn't even put down the fish. He just leaned. Barely. His shoulder came around, and it caught Tomek in the chest at the top of his jump, a little nudge, no more than you'd give a door, and Tomek's bad ankle came down on the ice at the edge of the rock and went out from under him.

The sky flipped. The trees flipped.

The river took him.

It was so cold it wasn't cold. It was a hammer. It hit him everywhere at once, the back of his head, his chest, his ribs, the inside of his mouth, and every bit of air in him came out in one shout that turned into bubbles. Brown stones. Green light. A roaring in his ears. His hand went to his hip without him telling it.

The pouch was open.

The flap had come loose in the fall. He felt it flapping against his fingers, and his fingers went in, and found the vial. His knuckles knocked it against a stone on the bottom of the pool. Not hard. A tap. He felt it through the glass, then he felt the top of it go. Right along the crack. The little bright line under the stopper. It sheared off clean. Before he knew it, it was gone into the brown water, and the gold came out.

It didn't pour. It didn't spill. It came out of the broken glass in a long, shining thread, slow, turning, as it always turned inside the vial. It lit the water. The brown stones under him went gold. His own hand went gold. For one heartbeat the whole bottom of the river was bright as summer, and he could see every pebble, every grain of sand, a fish holding still under the bank with its eye shining.

He grabbed for it.

It went through his fingers like smoke. Like light through a crack in a door. He closed his fist on it, then opened it again but there was nothing in it. The thread was already stretching away from him, downstream, pulled long and thin by the current, getting fainter and fainter. Sliding away under the white shelf of the ice.

Then the river was brown again.

He got his feet under him. The pool was only waist deep. He stood up into the air with the water pouring off him and the cold sinking its teeth in through every layer of his clothes, all the way to the bone. 

Then… there was no breath. None. His chest wouldn't open. 

Then it did, all at once, with a whoop like a crane. And over the rush of the river, he heard Yana laughing.

She was on the bank, bent double. She'd tried to stop. He could see her trying, her hand over her mouth. Her shoulders going. Her face scrunched up in pain because laughing jarred her arm. She couldn't stop. It came squeaking out between her fingers.

And above her, on the rock, Boris was laughing too. Out loud this time. Not the silent bouncing of his shoulders from the morning. A real laugh, low and short and mean. The laugh of a big boy at a small one. He sat on Tomek's rock with Tomek's fish in his hand and Tomek's father's knife at his knee, and HE looked down at Tomek standing in the river. And laughed.

Tomek stood in the water. The cold was in his knees, his hips, his belly. His teeth were going too hard for words, if he'd had any. He had nothing. Nothing to say. Nothing to do. He just stood there, with the river pulling at him, and his hand clamped over his hip, over a pouch with nothing in it but water and a piece of broken glass. He let them laugh.

Downstream, under the ice, something faint and gold flickered once, far down, and went out.

He waded out, then climbed up onto the bank on his hands and knees, the water streaming off him, and stayed there, on all fours, shaking.

Yana stopped laughing.

She came and knelt beside him and put her good hand on his back. Then she looked up at Boris and lifted her chin.

"You took the wrong one, you know," she said.

Boris stopped laughing.

"You took his knife," she said. "You left him the better one. That was dumb."

She didn't know. She'd been laughing, bent double on the bank, and she hadn't seen the water go gold. Nobody had seen it but him.

Tomek's hand went to his chest. The kalyuka was there under his wet coat. He could feel it, the cord stuck to his neck. He waited for Boris to look at it. Everybody looked at it. Every time it came out, people looked.

Boris didn't seem to care. He didn't even glance. His eyes stayed on Yana.

"Where's your camp?" said Yana.

"Don't have one."

"Everybody has a camp."

"Not everybody," he said, his voice flat. Like a door closing.

He stood up and kicked snow over his little fire. It went out with a hiss and a gasp of white smoke. He picked up the knife and slid it back into his belt. Tomek watched it go. He watched every bit of it go.

Boris looked at Yana's arm.

She had it held against her chest as she always. The torn sleeve had slid back a little when she knelt. Just enough. The red showed on the back of her hand. The puffed fingers.

"Let me see that," said Boris.

"Don't touch her," said Tomek. It came out in pieces through his teeth.

Boris didn't answer him. He crouched down in front of Yana and held out his hand, palm up, and waited.

Yana looked at Tomek. Then she looked at Boris's hand. Then she put her arm in it.

Tomek watched him push the sleeve up. Watched the gray fingers on her wrist. Watched Boris turn the arm to the light and look at the holes. The two curved rows of them. The red going out from them, and the line running up toward her elbow. He bent his head down close to it and breathed in through his nose. Long and slow.

"Ape," he said.

Tomek's heart did something. Jumped. Stopped.

"How do you know?"

Boris didn't answer. He let go of her arm, then reached into his furs and took something out. He held it out to her. A little pot, no bigger than an egg, made of wood with a leather lid tied down tight.

"Rub it in," he said. "Morning. Night."

Yana took it. She pulled the lid off with her teeth. The smell came out of it, so sharp it stung Tomek's nose from where he knelt. Resin. Pine resin, and something bitter under it, like the inside of a green walnut. She dipped two fingers in and spread it over the holes, very gently, wincing, and then she sat still with her mouth a little open.

"It's cold," she said. "Kinda tingly."

"Does it hurt?" said Tomek.

"Yes," she said. "A little less. Maybe." She looked at it. "I don't know."

The arm looked the same. The red was the same. The line was the same.

"It could be kerzit," said Tomek.

Boris stood up.

"Kerzit don't come to this side of the mountain," he said.

"They were in the mountain," said Tomek. Yana nodded silently. "They were in a cave in the mountain. Hundreds of them."

Boris didn't say anything.

"You don't know it's an ape," said Tomek. "You smelled it. You can't smell a bite."

Boris didn't say anything.

Tomek got up off his knees. It took him two tries. The wet clothes hung on him like they were made of stone. He stood there swaying with the water still dripping out of his sleeves, and his teeth knocking, and he looked at Boris, and he said the only true thing he had.

"She needs help."

Boris looked at him.

Not at the flute. Not at the pouch. At him. And the wind moved in the treetops and shook down a little snow, and the river talked over its stones, and Boris didn't say anything at all. Not no. Not yes. Not where his people were, or if there were any, or if there was a fire anywhere in all these white trees where a grown person could look at her arm and know. He just stood there.

The silence went on so long that Yana looked from one of them to the other. Then Boris looked up. Past them. At the sky through the branches. The orange was going out of it. Purple was coming up behind.

"Be gone by nightfall," he said.

"Gone where?"

"Off my land."

"Where's the end of your land? We don't even know where we—"

"Before things change," said Boris.

Tomek stared at him. "Before what changes?"

Boris didn't answer that either.

"Is that a threat?" said Tomek.

Boris looked at him. Just looked. His face didn't do anything at all. Blank as the snow. As if the words had gone right past him and kept going into the trees.

Then he made a sound. Short. Through his nose. Not a laugh this time.

"Yes," he said. "It's a threat."

He turned and walked into the river. Right into it, up to his knees, his furs floating out around him, and across, and up the far bank, and into the white trees, and never once looked back.

"Hey!" Yana got up. "Hey! Where are your people? Why are you—"

He was gone.

* * *

The cold came for Tomek as soon as he stopped moving.

He'd thought he was cold before. He'd known cold his whole life. But this. This was different. This came up from inside. From the middle of him. From his own bones, and it wouldn't stop. His wet clothes were stiffening. He could hear them crackle when he moved his arms. His fingers had gone white at the tips and wouldn't bend all the way.

He knew what it meant. Every child in the village knew. If you fall in the water in winter, you get dry or you get dead. There was no third thing.

His hand went into the pouch before he could stop it. His fingers found the glass. The bottom of the vial. A small round cup of it with jagged edges, and inside it nothing. Not a drop. Not a fleck. Only river water, and his own fingers, white with cold. He held it until it cut him.

"What's that?" said Yana.

He took his hand out empty. He tipped the pouch upside down at his side, low, where she couldn't see, and let the broken glass fall into the snow. He put his boot over it.

"Nothing," he said. "Glass. From the cave."

She looked at him. He looked back at her. He made his face do nothing at all.

It's for her. Don't you dare give it to me.

He'd carried it down a mountain. He'd carried it through a storm and a cave and a night in a hole. He'd slept with his hand on it. He'd hung upside down from a tree with both hands clamped over it while that boy took his father's knife, because it mattered more than the knife. It mattered more than anything. And he'd given it to the river. For the knife. The knife he still didn't get. 

"We have to go," he said.

"Where?"

"Away from the river. Somewhere—a hollow. Anything. I'll make a fire."

He tried. Twice. In a hollow between two trunks, out of the wind. He tried with the last of the dry sticks from his sack and some bark he peeled off the white trees, which peeled so easy and looked like it would burn. He struck the flint. His hands were shaking too hard to hold it steady. Sparks went everywhere but the tinder. He struck again. Again. A spark caught. A tiny orange worm in the bark curl, and he bent down over it and breathed, and it grew, and it was alive—

And then the rain came.

Not snow. Rain. Out of a sky that was nearly dark. A fine gray hiss of it, coming down through the branches. Freezing as it landed. It ticked on the bark of the trees. It ticked on his head, his shoulders, his back. It ticked on the tiny flame that went out almost instantly.

He stared at the black curl of bark.

Yana was sitting in the hollow with her knees up. The rain was freezing on her hair in little beads, like glass. Her face had gone very pale, except her cheeks, which were bright red berries. She was shivering so hard her teeth made a noise.

"It's okay," she said.

The rain ticked and ticked. On every branch, all around them, the sound of it grew. Ticking. Clicking. Little hard sounds on wood. On ice. Everywhere in the dark. He kept turning his head. Every time, he thought he heard it. Teeth. A hundred little mouths, out there in the trees. But… He knew it was rain. Only rain.

Kerzit don't come to this side of the mountain.

Nobody knew that. Nobody could. A boy said it.

Begone by nightfall. Before things change.

The light was nearly gone now. The white trunks had turned gray, and the gray was turning black. Ice was growing on everything. On his sleeves. On his eyebrows. On the cord of the kalyuka where it came out of his coat.

His feet had gone past feeling.

He got up and pulled Yana up after him.

"Come on," he said.

"I can walk," she said, standing, and her knees folded under her.

He caught her. Picked her up. She didn't argue. She put her good arm around his neck and her face into his wet collar and her breath was hot. So hot. The only hot thing in the whole forest.

He walked.

Which way, there was no knowing. The sun was gone. There was no left or right anymore. Just the dark, and the trunks coming out of it one at a time, and the ice cracking under his boots, and the rain. He walked because if he stopped walking he was going to sit down, and if he sat down he was not going to get up. He knew that as clearly as he'd ever known anything.

His ankle went. He went down on one knee. He got up.

His ankle went again. He got up.

The third time, he stayed down a long while. Kneeling in the snow, with her in his arms. The rain ran down the back of his neck. He looked at the dark ahead and the dark behind. They were the same dark.

"Tomek," said Yana into his collar.

"I know."

"Tomek. Look."

He lifted his head.

* * *

A light.

Between the trunks. Far off. Small and gold and steady, moving through the dark like a firefly in summer. Swinging a little. Coming closer.

He got up. His ankle screamed but he got up anyway. With her in his arms he stood in the freezing rain, a wall between her and the light. No knife. Nothing. Just himself.

"Who's there?" he said. It came out a croak. He said it again, louder. "Who's there?"

Then his ankle went, and he was on his knees again in the snow with her held against him. But he'd said it.

It came closer. It grew. A lantern. He could see it now, shaped like a little house of horn and wood with a flame inside. Under it, a hand. A mitten. An arm.

Then the smell reached him.

Smoke. Dry wood smoke. The smoke of a fire that had been burning all day in a hearth with a roof over it. And something else under it, warm and brown and sweet. Bread. Somebody had been baking bread.

He started to shake. Not from the cold.

"Oh," said a voice. A woman's voice. "Oh. Oh, look. Look at them."

She came into the light all at once, hurrying, the lantern swinging. A woman. Wrapped in a thick hooded cloak so heavy with oil that the rain beaded up and ran off it. She dropped to her knees in the snow in front of him. The lantern light fell on her face. A round face, red with the cold, lines at the corners of her eyes, the kind you get from squinting into the sun or from laughing a lot. Her eyes were wet.

"Oh, little ones," she said. "Oh, you poor things. Look at you. Look at you."

She put out her hand, and it was bare, she'd pulled her mitten off to do it, and laid it on Tomek's cheek. It was warm.

It was so warm.

He made no sound. There wasn't one in him. He just knelt there and felt it, her warm hand on his frozen face. Something in his chest that had been held shut since the cave, since the river, since the hut where his mother hummed came loose. He felt it come loose. His eyes went hot and ran over, and the tears were warm too. Warm all the way down his cheeks until the rain got them.

"Hush," she said. "Hush now. You're all right. You're all right now."

Behind her, heavier footsteps. A man came into the light. Big, wide through the shoulders, with a beard full of ice and a hood pulled low. Over one shoulder a bundle of furs, and in his other hand a long pole with a hook on the end for pulling down branches. He took one look at them and dropped the bundle in the snow, then crouched and started pulling furs out of it.

Dry furs. Thick, dry, and soft, and he shook one out and wrapped it around Yana where she lay in Tomek's arms. Around her and Tomek both, tucking it in with big careful fingers. It smelled of smoke. It smelled like a house.

"This one's burning up," the man said, low, to the woman. His voice was rough and gentle at the same time, like gravel in a stream.

"I know. I know. We'll get her home." The woman cupped Yana's face in both hands. "Hello, sweetheart. Hello. What's your name?"

Yana opened her eyes. She looked up at the woman's face in the lantern light, and the woman's face looking back down at her, so close, so kind.

"Yana," she whispered.

"Yana. That's a beautiful name. I'm going to take care of you, Yana, all right? We're going to get you somewhere warm. We have a fire. And soup. Would you like that?"

Yana nodded.

"And you." The woman turned to Tomek. Her thumb moved across his cheek, wiping the rain off. "You carried her all this way, didn't you? Out here in this. You did."

His throat had shut. He nodded.

"Brave boy," she said. "Brave, brave boy. You can put her down now. We've got her. It's all right. You can let go."

The man held out his arms.

Tomek looked at them. Big arms, in a thick wet sleeve. Steady. Waiting.

He had forgotten how to do it. He'd been carrying her so long. Down the mountain. Through the forest. All day. His arms didn't know how to open.

The man waited. He made no grab for her. He waited until Tomek's arms opened on their own, and then he slid his hands under her - so gently - then lifted her up against his chest, and wrapped another fur around her. She disappeared into it until there was nothing left but the top of her tangled head.

The weight went out of Tomek's arms.

He knelt in the snow with his arms still held out in front of him. Empty. The woman took his hands in hers. Both of them. Warm.

"Can you stand?" she said.

He stood. His ankle held. Or maybe she held him. There was no telling. She put the lantern pole in the man's free hand and put her arm around Tomek's shoulders, under the fur, and her side was warm against him, and she was shorter than his mother, and broader, and she smelled like bread.

"Come on, now," she said. "It's not far. Come on home."

They walked. The lantern swung in front of them. The rain fell through its light like sparks.

From somewhere inside the furs in the man's arms, muffled, half asleep, came Yana's voice.

"Tomek."

"Yeah."

"Told you there was a village."

He laughed. It came out wet and broken and it hurt, and it didn't matter.

He looked back once. Over his shoulder. At the dark trees behind them, and the rain falling through them, and the place out there somewhere where a boy with white hair had walked into a river and not looked back.

Nothing there. Only dark. Only rain.

He turned around, and let the woman lead him toward the light.

His hand went to his hip under the furs. Out of habit. As it had gone there a thousand times since the cave.

The pouch hung there, flat and wet. Empty.

He'd forgotten. For a few breaths, in all that warm, he had forgotten.

He let his hand fall, and kept walking.
Chapter 9
Family Come Home
Warm.

That was the first thing. Before he knew he was awake. Before he knew anything. Warm, all the way through, in his hands and his feet and the middle of his chest, a warm so deep and so even that he felt like he was lying at the bottom of a pool of it.

He couldn't remember the last time. Not since the hut. Not since before the hut. Before his father's arm. Before the tears. Back when the fire was always lit and there was always someone awake to feed it. His whole body had been braced against the cold for so long that he didn't know it until now, until it let go, every muscle at once, like a fist opening.

He breathed in.

Smoke. Old smoke, soaked into everything, the good kind, a fire that had been burning for years in the same place. Fur under his cheek, thick and soft. Something sharp, like the inside of a pine cone. And under all of it, faint, a smell he didn't know at all. Cold and flat. A little like blood. A little like the taste of a stone on your tongue.

He listened.

Breathing beside him. Small and quick. Quicker than a sleeping breath should be. In and out, shallow, like a bird's.

He turned his head.

Yana was lying next to him under the same heap of furs, curled on her side with her face toward him and her mouth open a little. Her hair was clean. Someone had washed it. It lay across the fur in a dark fan, and her cheeks were red. Two bright spots - high up - burning-berries. And the rest of her face pale around them.

Her left arm lay on top of the furs between them, wrapped. Strips of pale cloth wound from her knuckles almost to her elbow, neat and tight and tied off with a little knot. A smell came off it, green and bitter, the same as Boris's balm but stronger. Someone had sat with her arm in their lap, in the night, and wound every one of those strips while she slept.

Above the wrapping, just below her elbow, the skin was red. A thin black line came out from under the cloth and ran on up the inside of her arm and disappeared under her sleeve.

He put the back of his hand against her cheek.

Hot.

He knew he should be afraid of that. He lay there with his hand on her hot cheek and waited for the fear to come, and it didn't. It was out there somewhere. He could feel the shape of it. But the warm held it off, far off, in another room.

His own foot was under the furs. He moved it. The ankle was wrapped too, tight and padded. It still hurt, a deep, dull ache down in the bone. But less. So much less. Like the pain was in another room as well, with the fear, and somebody had shut the door.

And the rest of him. Tingly. That was the closest word. A soft buzzing all through him, in his fingertips and his lips and the backs of his knees, like a foot that's been asleep, except it didn't hurt. It was nice. It made the edges of things soft.

He lay in it and breathed.

* * *

The ceiling was wrong.

It was too high. A hut had a ceiling you could touch on your toes, poles and hides coming down close to hold the warm in. This one went up and up into the dark, so high the light from the fire didn't reach it. He could only see lines up there. Long straight lines crossing each other in the black, like the bones of something.

He lifted his head.

The fire was low and red, in a ring on the floor. But the ring wasn't stones. It was round and perfect, with a lip around the top, and when a coal flared he saw it was metal. One piece. Orange with rust outside, black with soot within.

The walls caught the firelight. They weren't wood. They weren't hide. They shone, dull and gray, and they went in and out in long ridges, the whole wall, like the roof of a mouth. Like the ribs of something lying on its side.

He was inside something.

Not a hut. Not a cave. Something that had been made, by someone, to be exactly this shape.

Things were everywhere in the dark. Metal shelves punched with holes, jars and bundles of hanging herbs on them. A long table that was a door; it still had a handle sticking up out of it. A rope coming down from the dark with a basket on a hook. And on the wall, faint under years of soot, painted marks taller than he was. A tall shape with a line through it. A circle. Two hooks. Nobody could read them.

Somebody could, once. Or why would they write it.

Yana's voice, from the stone in the woods. He looked at the marks, and the tingle hummed in his fingers, but this time he wasn't scared. That was the strangest thing of all. Everything here was strange, and instead of scared he felt like he was looking at a picture in a story. Far away and interesting and not able to touch him.

He let his head fall back on the fur. His eyes went to the corner.

* * *

At first it was only dark. A darker shape in the dark, where the ridged wall met the floor. A pile of furs, maybe. A sack.

Then the pile breathed.

It had shoulders. It had a head. It was sitting with its back to the wall and its knees drawn up, completely still. The coals shifted and flared, and orange light ran over it for half a breath, and he saw white.

White furs. White hair, hanging down. Gray skin.

Boris was sitting in the corner, watching them.

Tomek's heart jumped. He felt it hit his ribs once, hard, and he told his body to move. To sit up. To get between the corner and Yana. To grab the iron poker leaning against the fire ring.

Nothing happened.

His arms lay where they were. The message went out from his head and got lost in all that warm, like a shout in the snow. His fingers curled into the fur and uncurled. That was all.

"Wh," he said.

His tongue was too big for his mouth. The words were all lined up in his head, what are you doing here, get away from her, and none of them would come out.

"Whuh... you..."

Boris didn't move. Only his eyes, under the hair. Steady. Flat. Watching him try.

The coal flared again and lit the side of his face. He wasn't smiling. He wasn't angry. He was looking at Tomek. At Yana with her wrapped arm across the fur. Back at Tomek.

"I warned you," said Boris.

Low. Deep. Each word set down on its own.

That was all. He didn't get up. He didn't say what he meant.

The warm came up over Tomek again like water rising, up his chest, his neck, his face, and the corner swam, white and gray and black.

I warned you. A threat. It was a threat. He'd said so himself, by the river.

Or.

He couldn't hold onto the or. It slid out of his hands.

The last thing he felt was Yana's breath. Quick. Hot. On the back of his hand.

* * *

"Hey. Hey, sleepyhead."

A hand on his shoulder. Gentle. Rocking him.

"There he is. Come back to us."

Light. Gray and soft, coming down from a row of square holes high up the wall, and some of the holes still had glass in them, real glass, cloudy and cracked like old ice. The room was much bigger by day. The ceiling was all crossing beams of rusted metal, hung with baskets and bundles and a whole deer hide stretched on a frame.

A face was looking down at him. Round. Red-cheeked. Lines at the corners of the eyes.

The woman from the rain.

She was smiling at him. A small, relieved smile. The kind that comes after a long worry.

"Good morning," she said. "You've slept all night and half the morning. I was starting to think you'd sleep through to spring."

He twisted around to the corner.

Empty. A broom leaning there, twigs bound on a metal pole. Nothing else. No one.

"Tomek!"

Yana. Loud. Bright. She was sitting cross-legged on a fur by the fire ring with a wooden bowl in her lap almost as big as her head, stirring it around and around. There was something pale and sticky on her chin. The bowl was still almost full. Her left arm lay in her lap, held still. The red spots were still high on her cheeks, and her eyes were too bright, shiny as wet stones.

But it was her. Awake. Grinning at him.

"They have porridge," she said. "With honey. Real honey, Tomek. I'm going to have ten."

"She's had four spoons," said the woman, quietly, to him. Her eyes crinkled, but there was something careful in them. "It's a start."

"Four big spoons," said Yana. She put a fifth in her mouth and held it there and swallowed as if it were a stone. Then she pointed the spoon at him. "Get up, slow. You're missing it."

He sat up. The world tipped a little, soft, like a boat, and settled. The warm was still in him, thinner now, a blanket instead of a pool.

"Easy," said the woman. Her hand was on his back. "You were half frozen. And you fell in the river, didn't you? Your clothes were stiff as boards. We had to cut you out of your shirt."

He had a new one on. Soft and gray and too big, the sleeves rolled three times. His own coat hung steaming over a rope by the fire, his boots beside it.

His hand went to his hip.

The pouch was there, on his belt, where it always was. He pressed it as he'd pressed it every morning since the cave, feeling for the hard little shape inside.

Flat. Soft. Nothing. 

He took his hand away, then his other hand went to his chest. To the cord. The kalyuka, under the gray shirt.

"We didn't touch your things," the woman said. "Only your clothes."

He nodded, but didn't smile. Didn't speak.

"I'm Tia," she said.

"And you're Tomek. Yana told me." Tia glanced at the fire. "She told me quite a lot. Before the porridge."

"I told her you're slow," said Yana.

"She told me you carried her," said Tia. "Down a mountain. In a storm."

He had no idea what to say. He studied his hands.

Tia ladled porridge into another bowl and put it in them. It was heavy. It burned his palms through the wood. Oats cooked soft, and milk, and honey dribbled over the top in a spiral, already melting in.

His stomach made a sound so loud Yana laughed. He ate. Spoon after spoon, so hot it scalded his tongue, and he kept going, because it was the best thing he had ever put in his mouth in his whole life. He scraped the bottom. He would have licked the bowl if Tia weren't watching.

Tia took the bowl out of his hands and filled it again without asking.

* * *

She let him finish the second one before she asked anything. She sat with them by the fire with her own cup, something hot that smelled of pine needles. Then she set the cup down.

"What were you two doing out there?"

Gentle. Not angry.

"There's no other village for a dozen miles," she said. "Not in any direction. And you came down off that mountain in that. Old Hedda says it was the worst storm since she was a girl, and she's very old." She looked at Yana. At her little hands. "You're children."

"I'm not that little," said Yana.

"No. I can see that," Tia said, smiled a second. "But your arm, sweetheart. And his ankle. And the beasts. There are things in the woods."

"We know," said Tomek.

"Where are your people?"

Tomek looked at Yana. Yana looked at her porridge.

"They're dead," said Yana. "My mama is. And his mama and papa."

"My father was Gennady," said Tomek. He didn't know why he said it. Only that somebody here ought to know. "He led our warriors."

Tia's face went very still and very soft at once. Her eyes went to the door, once, and came back. She didn't say she was sorry. She reached out and put her hand on top of Yana's head, and left it there a moment, and took it away.

"Then you've come a long way," she said.

Tomek didn't trust his own voice, so he nodded instead.

Tia's eyes went to his chest, where the shirt hung open. To the end of the flute.

"That's beautiful," she said. "May I?"

He pulled it out and held it up on its cord, not taking it off. She leaned in. She didn't touch it, but she studied the carved eye.

"It's a kalyuka," said Tomek.

"A kalyuka." She tried the shape of it. "It's very old. Do you play it?"

"No," said Yana.

They both looked at her.

"He doesn't," said Yana. She put down her spoon very seriously and folded her good hand over her bandaged one. "He thinks he does. He tried yesterday. It was really, really bad."

"Yana."

"It sounded like a goat getting sat on."

"Yana."

"Like a goat," said Yana, to Tia, "getting sat on by another goat. A big one. It's best for everybody if he doesn't try. For everybody's ears."

Tia's hand went over her mouth. Her shoulders shook. Then she was laughing, a real laugh, warm and round, with her head tipped back, and it went up into all that high metal and came down from everywhere.

Tomek's ears burned. But it was a good burn. He sat there with the kalyuka in his fingers and the two of them laughing at him, and felt the corner of his own mouth go up. An old feeling he'd almost forgotten - being in a warm room with people laughing all around him.

He put the kalyuka back under his shirt. It was warm from his skin.

He thought of yesterday. Kneeling in the snow, blowing until his breath shook. The black line on her arm. The same, after. Exactly the same.

"Is it better?" he said.

Yana looked down at her arm. She stopped smiling.

"It's sort of buzzy," she said. "And hot. And it goes thump. Like it's got its own heart in it. A stupid one."

Tia spoke to Tomek, not Yana. Grown-up to grown-up. It made him sit up straighter.

"We cleaned it out and wrapped it," she said. "And we gave her medicine in the night. The best we have." She turned her cup in her hands. "There used to be an old man who carried it round the villages. A courier. He keeps to his own place now, and nobody goes there."

"It tasted like nothing," said Yana. "Well… No. It tasted like sunshine. Is that a taste?"

"It is now," said Tia. Then, to Tomek, quieter: "It takes time. But you've a strong girl here." She looked at Yana a long moment, at her whole small body under the blanket, from her clean hair to her feet. "Your mother's build, I expect. Good and strong."

"I hit it with a rock," said Yana.

"Did you?"

"Right in its stupid face."

"Good for you," said Tia.

Ape, Boris had said, bent over the arm by the river, breathing in. As if he could smell it.

Nobody here had said what bit her. Nobody had said anything at all.

Tomek looked at the black line. He thought of his father by the fire with his arm wrapped. The tired, and then the fever. He waited for the knot in his chest to pull tight.

It pulled. A little. Then the warm came and sat on it.

* * *

The big door rolled open.

It didn't swing. It rolled. A whole wall of ridged metal went sliding sideways on some hidden track with a long rattling roar, like rocks going down a slope, and the cold came pouring in with the white daylight behind it. Tomek nearly dropped his bowl.

A man ducked in, stamping snow off his boots. Big. Wide through the shoulders and wide through the middle, with a thick brown beard going gray and a face red from the cold. He pushed back his hood and saw them, then stopped. A smile broke across his face so big his whole beard moved.

"Well!" he said. "Look who's awake!"

He hauled the door shut one-handed and came across the floor in three strides, dropping down on his heels in front of them.

"You were blue," he said to Tomek. "Like a jay. And you, little one." He put the back of his big hand to Yana's forehead, gently. He held it there, his smile unmoving, very still. "Still a bit of a stove, aren't you?"

"I had five spoons," said Yana.

"Five!" He clapped his hands, a sound like a log splitting. "Five spoons is how it starts. Tomorrow it's ten." He put out a hand to Tomek, enormous, rough as bark. "I'm Olver."

Tomek put his own in it. Olver shook it once, firmly, as the warriors shook hands with each other at the edge of the village. Not as grown men shook hands with children.

"Tomek."

"I know. She talks." Olver grinned. "Strong name. You've got a good grip, Tomek. Don't let anybody tell you different."

Tomek held on one breath longer than he needed to, then spoke.

"Last night," he said, looking from Olver to Tia. "You came out of the rain. Why were you out there? In that?"

Olver sat back. He looked like a man who'd been waiting all morning for someone to ask.

"Apes," said Olver.

Yana's spoon stopped halfway to her mouth.

"Mountain apes. Big gray devils. They come down off the high slopes when the storms get bad, looking for food. But the storm makes them slow. So that's when we go out. Me and six others, half the night, after a big old male up past the river. Biggest I've seen in years."

"Did you get him?" said Yana.

"We got him."

Tomek's breath went in.

"We were dragging him home," said Olver, "and Tia's out ahead with the lantern, and she stops dead and says Olver, in that voice—" Tia rolled her eyes. "And I come running with the hook. And it's you. Two little ones in the snow. And this one holding her like he'll bite anyone who tries to take her."

Tomek looked down.

"So." Olver slapped his knees and stood, and his knees cracked like kindling. "We've got the biggest ape in years, and two little ones who walked out of a storm that should've killed a grown man. That's a feast. Tonight. The whole village. And you two at the head of it." He spread his arms. "Guests of honor." He winked at Yana. "Guests bring luck. Everybody knows that."

Yana's mouth fell open, porridge and all.

"With meat?"

"So much meat, little one, you won't be able to walk."

Yana grabbed Tomek's arm with her good hand and squeezed, and he could feel her whole body shaking with it, as she shook when she was trying not to scream. He looked at Olver's big red smiling face. At Tia beside him with her cup of pine tea.

At the corner. The broom.

I warned you.

The warm hummed in his fingers.

He smiled back.

* * *

They took them outside.

Tia wrapped Yana in a coat that came down past her knees and a fur hat that kept sliding over her eyes. Tomek's own coat was dry now and stiff with smoke. 

Olver hauled the door open, and the light came in and blinded him. Then the village showed itself, piece by piece.

More of the long gray houses, six or seven, with ridged walls and roofs that curved over like the backs of animals lying down in the snow. One had caved in at the end, and the snow had drifted inside. The others were patched with hides and bark. Fat metal pipes sticking out of the roofs at strange angles and smoke coming out of them. Rust everywhere, in long streaks down the gray, as if the houses had been bleeding slowly for a hundred years. A wheel taller than a man, half sunk in the snow. A metal pole as tall as a tree in the middle of the clearing, with nothing on top of it and a hide flag tied halfway up.

"Who made all this?" said Tomek.

"The old ones," said Olver. He shrugged his big shoulders. "The people who were here before. Long before. Nobody knows who. They left their houses. We live in them." He slapped the wall by the door, and it boomed like a drum. "Good houses. Wind can't get them. Apes can't get them. And when it rains, you've never heard anything like it. The whole house sings."

Tomek went still.

Something in the words. They went into him and caught, somewhere deep. He stood in the doorway and felt it tug.

"Come meet everybody," said Olver.

* * *

There were people everywhere. Busy people, calling to each other across the clearing, stamping their feet in the cold. A man and a woman dragging a sled piled with firewood. The sled was a curved gray sheet of metal with its front bent up, sliding faster than any sled Tomek had ever seen. Two sisters scraping a hide on a frame. A man with a white beard on a stump, pumping a stone wheel with his foot and holding a blade to it, sparks flying off in an orange fan.

They all stopped when they saw the children.

Then they all smiled.

"There they are!"

"Look at the little one."

"Is that the boy? The one who carried her?"

They came over one by one, wiping their hands. A tall woman with a gap in her teeth. A short man with a scar through one eyebrow. The two sisters, who looked it. They crouched in the snow and touched Yana's hat and told her she was brave. They clapped Tomek on the shoulder. They asked his name and said it back to him, Tomek, Tomek, as if they wanted to be sure they'd remember it.

He didn't know what to do with his hands. Yana knew exactly what to do. She told every single one of them about the rock.

"Right in its face," she told the gap-toothed woman.

"Right in its face!"

"In the eye, maybe. It was dark." And then she sat down. Right there in the snow, in the middle of the clearing, as if her legs had decided for her.

The gap-toothed woman scooped her up before Tomek could move. "Oh, there now. Too much excitement." She set her on the firewood sled on a fur and tucked the long coat around her, and Yana sat there with her hat over her eyes and her arm against her chest, breathing fast.

When Tomek looked back from the smokehouse door, the gap-toothed woman was kneeling in the snow beside the sled with her palms held up, showing Yana a clapping game. Slow. Right hand to left. Left to right. So she could see. Yana's good hand, small and serious, followed.

"I'm fine," she said. "I'm just sitting."

"You're just sitting," the woman agreed. And she stayed there beside the sled, one hand resting on Yana's knee, the whole time they talked, and didn't take it away.

Olver showed them everything. The smokehouse, with long strips of red meat hung in rows in the dark and the air so thick with sweet smoke you could chew it. The well, cut through the ice of a little stream, with a metal lid. The storehouse, stacked to the beams with sacks and barrels. The tool house, where Olver handed Tomek a bow made of one bent strip of that gray metal.

"Draw it," he said.

Tomek set his feet and pulled with everything he had. The string didn't move a finger's width.

"Ha!" Olver tried it himself, and his face went red and the veins stood out in his neck, and it moved a hair. He hung it back on the wall. "The old ones had a trick to it. We don't know the trick."

Beside it hung a hammer whose head was a piece of thick pipe, and something with a handle and a long tube that nobody seemed to know what to do with, hung on two pegs like a trophy. And by the door, on a peg by itself, a hunting knife. Nothing strange about it at all. The handle was wrapped in leather in a crossed pattern, as the warriors at home wrapped theirs. Lots of people must do it that way. Olver's eyes went over it and on, as you'd step over a crack in the floor.

Tomek couldn't stop looking. Everything was strange and everything was interesting and nothing was frightening at all.

Back out in the clearing, Yana was walking beside him again, holding his sleeve with her good hand. She'd gone quiet. That was what made him look at her.

She was looking around the clearing. Slowly. At all the people.

She pulled his sleeve, and he bent down, and she put her mouth by his ear.

"There's no kids," she whispered.

He straightened up and looked.

The sled man. The sisters. The gap-toothed woman. The white beard at his wheel. Grown, all of them. Young, old, middle. Nobody small. Nobody running. No babies on anybody's back. In his village you couldn't cross from one hut to the next without tripping over somebody's little brother. Here, the snow was trampled flat by grown people's boots, and that was all.

"Maybe they're inside," he said.

"All of them?"

"It's cold."

Yana looked at the closed doors. The smoke coming out of the pipes.

"Okay," she said.

He looked too. Every corner, every gap between the walls, every place the white trees came up to the clearing. He looked for white furs. White hair. A boy sitting very still in a shadow.

Nobody.

When he turned back, the gap-toothed woman was still watching Yana from beside the sled. Not as you watch a child. As you watch the first green shoot in a field in spring, after a long winter, when you are afraid to hope, but too happy not to.

The warm moved through him. He let it.

* * *

That afternoon, Olver put him to work.

"Want to earn your supper? Let's see what those arms can do."

They split wood behind the storehouse. The axe was a good one, its head made of something dark and heavy that didn't rust. Tomek missed the first round completely. He split the second halfway and had to wiggle the axe out. The third one he split clean, and it fell apart with a sound like a door clapping shut, and Olver let out a whoop that sent a crow flapping up out of the trees.

"There it is!"

Tomek didn't let himself smile. He set up the next round.

He swung. He split. His shoulders started to burn, and the burn felt good. Clean. A tired he understood. When he swung too hard the world tipped soft, like the floor of a boat, and he stood still until it settled.

Olver stacked the halves and talked while he worked. The weather. The apes. The pool upstream where the trout lay so thick in summer you could catch them with your hands. He had a low, rolling voice that went on like a river and never needed an answer.

It sounded like his father's.

Not the words. His father never talked this much in his life. But the sound of it. A big man's voice, deep and steady, working beside him.

He split another round.

And it came back to him.

* * *

He was six, maybe. Summer, at the foot of the Spine, and the sky over the meadow full of the smoke of every village's fires, and the mountain going up above them all, so high he had to lie flat in the grass to see the top. A long jagged ridge, all teeth, like the backbone of some huge animal lying on its belly with its head down in the clouds.

His father sat beside him in the grass, sharpening the knife. Shff. Shff.

"Papa. What's on the other side?"

His father stopped sharpening and looked up at the mountain.

"North," he said.

"What's north?"

"Snow. Forest. White trees you've never seen." Shff. "And a people. Our cousins, long ago. Before anybody's grandmother. When the elders go up to the shrine in spring with the gifts, they don't go this way. This way's for summer. In spring they go the north way. And they stop with them."

"Why?"

"Because they always take you in." His father held the knife up and squinted down its edge. "You come to them cold, they'll make you warm. You come to them hungry, they'll feed you. You come to them hurt, they'll wrap you up." Shff. "They live in houses the old ones left behind. Iron houses. When it rains, the whole house sings."

Tomek had laughed. "Houses don't sing."

"These ones do. You'll hear them one day."

"When?"

His father hadn't answered. He'd only sharpened the knife, shff, shff, and looked up at the mountain, and Tomek had fallen asleep in the grass with his head against his father's knee.

* * *

The axe was hanging from his hand.

Olver had stopped stacking. "You all right, Tomek?"

"The north way," said Tomek.

Olver tilted his head.

"My father said. The elders go to the shrine in spring. The north way. They stop with a people. Cousins." He was talking too fast. His tongue was clumsy. He made himself slow down. "In iron houses. That sing when it rains."

Olver was quiet. Then he set down the half-round in his hands, very carefully, on top of the stack.

"Where's your village, son?"

"South. Below Mount Amana. On the plain."

"The plain folk." Olver nodded slowly. "With the goats. They used to come up every spring, your elders. Four or five of them, with the gifts on their backs. Stay with us two or three nights, and then we'd take them up the north path ourselves. Good people. Quiet. Hard to get a laugh out of." He smiled a little. "We haven't seen them two springs now. We wondered."

Two springs. The last two springs, the elders hadn't gone at all. Nobody had told the children why.

"The darkness," said Tomek.

Olver's smile went away. "Yes," he said. "We thought it might be."

Tomek nodded.

The darkness had come with this winter's first snow. Before that, nobody in the village had ever heard of black tears. Two springs ago there had been no darkness to—

The feeling came into him again, mid-sentence. Warm and tingly all over. Soft and heavy. His thought was there, unfinished, and then, and then it wasn't.

"My father," he said. "Gennady. He was a hunter. Big. He didn't talk much. Was he ever—"

Olver looked at him. Looked up into the white sky and back down.

"I don't know, son," he said at last. "I'd like to tell you yes. A lot of big quiet men came through, over the years." He put his hand on Tomek's shoulder. "But if he told you about us, then he sat at our fire. Sometime. That's how he'd know."

Tomek couldn't speak.

"Well, then." Olver squeezed his shoulder once. "Then you're not a guest here at all. Are you? You're family come home."

Tomek looked down at the axe. His eyes were stinging. He blinked hard.

He'd made it. His father's way. He'd been lost, he'd gone down the wrong side of a mountain in the dark, and he'd made it anyway. The place his father had sat. The place that always took you in.

"Split another," said Olver gently. "It helps."

He did.

* * *

They ate in the middle of the day at the door-table in Tia and Olver's house, with the big door rolled shut and the fire built high. Dark bread, still warm. Hard white cheese that squeaked on his teeth. Broth with barley in it.

Yana had spent the morning helping Tia and old Hedda make the bread. She had flour in her eyebrows and on the tip of her nose. She'd even gotten it on her good elbow and she wouldn't let anyone wipe it off.

"I made that one," she said, pointing at a loaf. "That's mine. Don't eat that one."

"Then what's it for?" said Olver.

"For looking at."

Old Hedda sat at the end of the table, very small and very bent, with a face like a dried apple and one blue bead tied into her white braid. She smiled with no teeth at all and didn't say much. But she watched Yana, the whole meal, like a fire she was glad of.

Yana didn't eat. She tore her bread into little pieces and lined them up along the edge of the table like a fence. Once she put one in her mouth and chewed it a long time and took it out again when she thought nobody was looking.

Tomek was looking.

Tomek ate until he was stupid with it. Until the warm in his belly met the warm in his fingers and they were all one warm. Tia filled his cup before it was empty, every time, without asking. And when she asked him, gently, how they'd come to be on the mountain, he told her.

He didn't mean to tell all of it.

But he did. All of it.

The darkness. The village going quiet. His mother's mound, and his father's beside it. Running away in the night through the gap in the fence, and the shelter, and Maari tearing it down. The caves of Mount Amana, the climb, the black ice. Maari getting tired. Maari getting hot. The tears, black, running down her face. Her hands around his hands at the end, so tight.

Yana went quiet at her end of the table, and Tia put an arm around her. Yana let her.

The river. The kerzit in the night. The cave with the lightning in its mouth. The eyes in the dark that didn't come. The ape. The hole. The crack in the mountain. He came to the morning in the white trees, and the boy behind the trunk, and he stopped. He told them he'd got caught in a snare and lost his knife, and that was all.

He told them about the vial.

He hadn't meant to. It came out with everything else, in the warm, like water out of a cracked pot once it starts.

"Maari carried it," he said. "All the way. She wouldn't drink it. She said it was for Yana." He swallowed. "It cracked. In the cave. And then yesterday, in the river, when I fell in. The top broke off on a rock. And it went."

Across the table, Yana's spoon stopped.

"I tried to catch it," he said. "It went through my fingers."

He made himself look at her.

Her face was very white under the flour, and the two red spots stood out like burns.

"You said it was glass," she said. "By the river. You said it was glass from the cave."

He didn't say anything.

"That was Mama's," said Yana.

Not loud. Not angry. Very small and very flat, as she'd said it's okay in the hollow in the freezing rain. She looked at him a moment longer. Then she turned her face into Tia's side, and stayed there, and didn't make a sound.

Tia's arm tightened. Her hand moved on Yana's hair, slowly, up and down.

Nobody said anything. Tia's eyes were wet. Olver had his big hands flat on the table on either side of his bowl. Old Hedda was looking at Tomek, and her apple face was very still.

"You came all that way," said Tia. "For the shrine. For your people."

Tomek nodded.

Tia looked at Olver. Her eyes were shining, and she gave him a small quick nod, the kind you give someone to go ahead and hand over the present.

Olver pushed back his bench.

"Come outside, Tomek," he said. "I want to show you something."

* * *

The cold took his breath again.

Olver led him round the side of the house, past the woodpile, to the edge of the clearing, where the white trees thinned and the ground fell away down a long slope. He put one big hand on Tomek's shoulder and turned him a little, and pointed.

"There," he said.

Over the tops of the white trees, past a long valley full of them, the land went up. Up and up. Gray rock and white snow, and above the snow more rock, and above that, cutting into the white sky, a long jagged ridge. All teeth. The backbone of some huge animal lying on its belly with its head down in the clouds.

He knew it as he knew his own hand. It was the wrong side of it, the back of it, and the light was wrong, and it didn't matter. He'd lain on his back in the grass and looked up at that shape every summer of his life.

"Sollen's Spine," said Olver.

The tingle came up through him so fast his knees buckled, and Olver's hand on his shoulder was the only thing that kept him standing.

"It's right there," Tomek said. His voice came out thin. "It's right there."

"A couple of miles, as the crow flies. A few more, the way we walk it. We know the north path. We go up it every month, snow or no snow. Ice or no ice." Olver was quiet a moment. "And it so happens we're going up tomorrow."

Tomek turned and stared up at him.

"A few of us. First light." Olver crouched down so their faces were level, and his eyes were very kind. "And you two are coming with us."

Tomek couldn't breathe.

"You're not on your own anymore, son," said Olver. "Not one more step. You hear me? You've carried her far enough. Tomorrow, we carry you."

Tomek fixed his eyes on the Spine.

There was something he was trying to hold onto. A corner. A voice in the dark. I warned you. He reached for it, like a dream just after waking, and the warm closed over it, and it was gone.

He nodded. He didn't trust himself to do anything else.

* * *

On the way back, Olver stopped at the tool house to hang up the axe.

Tomek waited in the doorway. The tool house was dim, the walls hung with all the old ones' strange things, the bow and the pipe-hammer and the tube on its pegs. Olver went in among them, whistling, and reached up to the rack behind the door, where Tomek hadn't looked that morning.

The axe went on its peg. And beside it, on the next peg, hung a knife.

Tomek's breath stopped.

Dark wood. Leather wound on the handle and worn smooth. The long curve of the blade.

He knew that knife. Every warrior in his village carried one. Maari had drawn one on him by the Weald. His father's hung on Boris's belt. This one had the same wood, the same leather, the same curve, hanging on a peg among the old ones' trophies, as if it were one of them.

"Olver," he said. "Whose is that?"

Olver looked where he was looking.

"Ah. That." He took it down and turned it in the dim light, and Tomek saw his face soften. "One of your elders left it with us. Years back. A gift, for the fire and the bed." He hung it up again, carefully, on its peg. "Good steel. We kept it nice."

A gift.

The warriors of his village didn't give their knives away. Not ever. Not to anyone. A warrior's knife went into the ground with him, or into his son's hand, and that was all.

The thought came up through the warm, sharp and cold, and stood there.

Olver came out of the tool house and pulled the door shut behind him, put his big arm around Tomek's shoulders.

"Come on, son," he said. "Let's go tell the little one about the mountain."

They walked back across the trampled snow toward the warm windows. Tomek looked back once, at the shut door.

There had been a dark line along the groove of the blade, near the handle, where the steel met the wood.

Rust, said the warm. Only rust.
Chapter 10
Guests of Honor
Old Hedda held the blue bead up to the fire between two crooked fingers, and the light came through it. For a moment there was a little blue star on her palm.

"My mother's," she said. "And her mother's. It's from the year the river froze."

The afternoon sky was gray through the high square windows. The house was full. The gap-toothed woman had come in, and the scar-browed man, and the hide-scraping sisters, and they sat on furs and benches around the fire ring with their cups. Nobody seemed to have anywhere else to be. Yana was tucked against Hedda's side. She had asked about the bead. She asked about everything.

"Rivers freeze all the time," she said.

"To the bottom," said Hedda. Her voice was thin and crackly, like ice breaking. "All the way down to the stones. I was littler than you. The fish all froze in it, like flies in honey, and you could lie on your belly on the ice and see them in there, looking up at you. And there was nothing to eat. Not one thing. We boiled the bark off the trees."

"Bark?"

"Bark soup. Bark bread. Bark tea." Hedda made a face so sour that Yana shrieked with laughter. "Bark for breakfast."

"And when the bark ran out?" said Yana.

Hedda looked at her.

She didn't answer right away. She looked at Yana, with her apple face very still and her old eyes bright and wet in the firelight, as she'd looked at her all through the meal. Then she smiled with no teeth at all, and patted Yana's knee.

"Then my father found the houses," she said.

"Tell them about the door, Hedda," said Tia, from across the fire. "The door that rolls. They'll like that part."

She told it slowly. How her people had lived down in the valley then, in huts of hide and pole, like Tomek's people. How the snow broke the huts flat, one after another. How her father had gone up the slope looking for anything. A cave. An overhang. A fallen tree. Eventually, he found a wall of gray metal, sticking up out of the snow, longer than ten huts end to end, and inside, a door that rolled.

"He thought it was a monster," said Hedda. "Sleeping. He thought it would eat him." She smiled her toothless smile. "He went in anyway. That's what fathers are for."

The wind couldn't get in. The snow couldn't get in. They'd dug the others out, one by one, and moved the whole people up the slope into them that same winter, and not one more of them had died of the cold. Not one. They'd lived in the old ones' houses ever since.

"And we're close to the shrine up here," said Tia, quietly, when Hedda was done. "That's the other thing. That's the blessing. Some nights, if it's clear—you'll see. Some nights you can see a light, up at the very top of the Spine. Just a little one. Like a star that came down to sit." She looked into the fire. "We take it as the guru, watching over us. Keeping us safe."

Olver told them about the time an ape came down the smoke pipe of the storehouse. Got stuck halfway, with its legs kicking out the bottom, and ate an entire winter's worth of dried apples hanging upside down before anyone could get it out. He showed them the scar on his forearm where it had grabbed him. Long and white and puckered.

"That's from an apple-ape," said Yana.

"Worst kind," said Olver. "Never get between an ape and his apples."

Then the others had stories too. The gap-toothed woman, and the scar-browed man, and the hide-scraping sisters, each in turn. A sickness that went through the houses one summer and took three of the old ones. A fire that burned the smokehouse to the ground and every bit of meat in it, the winter before last, and how everyone had shared out of their own stores, every house, until spring. A wolf that followed one of the sisters home and lived under the storehouse for a year and wouldn't let anyone near it but her.

So many stories of so many hard things, all of them, and of how they'd gotten through.

Tomek listened. He sat by the fire with his back against the ridged wall, and the fire talked, and the people talked, and every time someone laughed the sound went up into the high metal roof and came back down from everywhere.

He thought of the village. His village. The way it had gone quiet. Mothers keeping their children inside. Warriors at the fires with their knives across their knees, staring at the trees. People checking each other's eyes every morning, without saying anything.

Nobody here was checking anybody's eyes.

Yana fell asleep in the middle of the wolf story, sitting up against Hedda's side, with her mouth open. The old woman put a thin arm around her and let her lean.

When the story was over, Tia got the salve. She knelt and took Yana's arm into her lap without waking her, and began to unwind the cloth. She talked to her while she did it, real low.

"There's my brave girl. There. You'll be running all over this clearing by spring, won't you. Climbing on everything. Driving us all mad."

Yana stirred against Hedda's side. Her eyes came open a slit.

"We're going home," she mumbled. "After the shrine."

"Of course you are, sweetheart," said Tia. "Of course you are. Go back to sleep."

The strips came away round and round, and damp. The bitter green smell came up off them, and under it, faint, something sweet. Sweet and wrong.

Tomek leaned in.

The red had gone past her elbow. It covered her forearm from the wrist up, dark and shiny, and her hand was puffed up so fat her knuckles had disappeared, and the line - the thin black line - had gone up past the crook of her arm and on, under her sleeve, toward her shoulder. The holes were crusted yellow at the edges.

It was worse.

This morning. Yesterday by the river. Every time he looked, it was worse.

The warm in him went thin. For a moment, it went so thin he could see through it, and on the other side, waiting, the cold was right where he'd left it.

"Tia," he said.

"I know." She didn't look up. She was spreading the salve, gently, so gently Yana didn't stir. "I know, Tomek. It looks bad."

"It's worse."

She didn't answer that.

His eyes followed her hands. A clean strip. The first turn of it. He wanted her to say something. Anything. He wanted her to say ape, as Boris had said it, flat and sure, bent over the arm with his eyes half shut.

"Boris said it was an ape," he said.

Tia's hands stopped.

"Boris," she said.

Across the fire, Olver made a sound. Not a laugh. A breath out through his nose, the kind his father used to make when the goats got through the fence again.

"So you've met our Boris," he said.

"At the river. He looked at it. He smelled it." Tomek heard how it sounded, out loud, in here. "He said ape."

"That boy," said Olver, "doesn't know an ape bite from a mouse bite." He shook his head, slowly. 

"Smelled it. He'd tell you the moon was an ape if he thought it'd make you look at him."

Tia didn't laugh. She said nothing. She was looking at the holes. Then she turned Yana's arm, very gently, toward the firelight, and put the tip of one finger beside the two curved rows.

"Look, Tomek," she said. "Look how small they are. How close together. An ape's got a mouth like a horse. Big flat teeth. You'd see it." She traced the curve in the air, not touching. "This is two rows. Small and sharp and close." She looked up at him. Her eyes were sad and steady and certain. "It's kerzit."

The warm went out of him.

All at once, like water out of a broken pot. He felt it go. Out of his fingers, his lips, his chest, and the cold came up underneath. The real cold. The cold from the cave and the hole and the river. He'd thought it himself. In the dark, in the lightning, with her arm in his hands. These holes were small. These holes were close together. He'd thought it, and then he'd let a boy with a sword tell him different, and he believed him because he wanted to so much.

His father by the fire. The arm wrapped in a strip of his own shirt.

The tired. Then the fever. Then the tears.

He turned to Yana. Asleep against Hedda's side with her mouth open, her cheeks burning.

"Thank goodness," said Tia.

He stared at her.

She tied off the knot. Smoothed it with her thumb. Then she laid Yana's arm back in her lap, so gently, and stood up.

"Thank goodness you came to us," she said. "And not anybody else."

The light was going. The high square windows had turned blue, and then purple.

She didn't go to the box first. She went to the pot by the fire, and filled his cup from it. She came and put it into his hands and folded his fingers around it with hers. Pine, sharp and green, and something sweeter underneath.

"Drink that first," she said. "You've gone white as snow."

He drank. It went down into the cold place in his middle and lay there, and slowly, slowly, the cold began to go soft at the edges.

Then she went to the corner of the house where a tall gray box stood against the wall. Taller than her. It had a door in the front. Metal. With a handle. And she took a key from a cord around her neck and put it in a hole in the handle and turned it.

The door swung open.

Light came out.

Gold. Soft. Moving. It spilled out of the box and across the floor and up Tia's arms and over her face, and the whole corner of the room went warm with it, as a room goes warm when a lamp is lit.

Tomek was on his feet without knowing how.

Inside the box were shelves. And on the shelves, lying in nests of folded fur, row after row of them, were vials.

Glass. Stoppered. Small enough to close your hand around. Every one of them full. Full to the stopper. Shining, turning slowly inside, gold and soft and moving by itself, as his had moved in the dark on the first night when Maari pressed it into his hand.

Ten. Twenty. More. Too many to count. The light swam.

The warm came back into him. All of it, all at once, rushing in through his chest like it had been waiting at the door.

Yana was standing next to him. The light had woken her. She'd come stumbling over from Hedda's side and she'd taken hold of his sleeve. He could feel her fingers shaking through the cloth.

"Is that," she whispered. "Tomek. Is that—"

"Aria," said Tia.

Tomek's legs gave out. He sat down on the floor. Just sat, right where he'd been standing, with his hands on his knees.

"It's all right," said Tia. She closed the door partway, so the light was only a gold line on the floor. "It's all right. Sit. Breathe."

He breathed.

"How," he said. "Why do you—"

He stopped. Tried again. His head was full of warm, and the warm was full of gold, and he had to push the words through it one at a time.

"Do kerzit come here?"

"Here?" Olver had come to stand behind Tia. He shook his head. "No. Not this side of the mountain. Never have. Not in my life, not in Hedda's. They keep to the south slopes and the low country. Don't ask me why. Something about the cold up here they don't like, maybe."

Kerzit don't come to this side of the mountain.

The same words. Almost the exact same, just out of a different mouth.

"Then why," said Tomek, "do you have all this?"

Olver smiled. He looked at Tia, and she looked back at him, and it was a proud look. The look of two people about to tell you something about themselves they're glad of.

"Because somebody has to carry it," said Olver.

He sat down on the floor across from Tomek. His knees cracked.

"The guru doesn't come down off the Spine. Never has. And the tribes can't all come up. Not in winter. Not the old ones, not the sick. Not when the darkness is in them and they can't walk." He spread his big hands. "So we carry it. Up the north path, every month. The guru gives it to us. And we bring it down, and we take it out. East, west, south. Wherever there's black tears. Wherever there's a village gone quiet." He shrugged. "Somebody had to. We're the closest. So we took it on."

"That's why we know so much about the kerzit," said Tia. "We've seen what they do. More than anyone. We've sat with more people at the end than anyone alive."

"You've been to my village?"

"Not yours," said Olver. "Not yet. Not that far south. That's the next one." He looked at Tomek, and the smile went soft. "Or it was going to be. Before you walked out of the snow and saved us the trip."

Tomek put his hand over his mouth.

His eyes went from the gold line on the floor to Yana, beside him, with her bandaged arm in her lap.

"Last night," he said. "The medicine. Was it—"

"One of those," said Tia. "A whole one. While you slept."

He couldn't speak.

A whole one. Not a little puddle of sunlight at the bottom of a cracked glass. Not a gold thread sliding away from him under the ice. A whole vial, full to the stopper. And her arm, on her lap, red to the shoulder.

"It takes time," Tia said, softly, as if she'd heard him think it. "It has to find the darkness first. It has to go looking for it, all through her. Into every part of her blood. All the way out to the ends of her fingers. Hunting. And while it hunts, sometimes the sickness gets louder. Like a dog backed into a corner." She put her hand on Yana's knee. "I've seen it take a day. I've seen it take three."

She looked at him. Her eyes were very steady and very kind, and there was no doubt in them anywhere.

"It's working," she said. "You have to let it. We're not letting go of her."

"After tomorrow," said Tia, "after the shrine, Tomek. You'll have more Aria than you'll know what to do with." She knelt down in front of him. Took his hand away from his mouth, and held it. "Enough for your village. Enough for all of them. You'll go home with your arms full."

He looked at her.

"And the one you lost," she said softly. She didn't look at his hip. She looked at him. "Maari's vial. You put that behind you now, Tomek. You hear me? You don't carry that one more step. A river took it. Not you."

He couldn't see her anymore. His eyes were too full.

Yana sat down beside him on the floor. Felt her lean her whole weight against his side, her bandaged arm in her lap, her head on his shoulder. Her breathing came quick and shaky against his arm. He felt the heat of her, all down his arm, through two shirts.

"Tomek," she whispered.

"I know."

"Don't lie to me anymore." Her breath was hot on his neck. "Okay? Not ever. Not even about glass."

"Okay."

"Promise."

"I promise."

She was quiet. Then, so soft he almost didn't hear it:

"We did it."

He didn't say anything. He put his arm around her. They sat there on the floor together in the gold light from the half-open door, and the fire crackled, and somewhere outside, far off, someone began to beat on something metal. Slow. Deep. Boom. Boom. Boom.

"That's the feast," said Olver, and stood up, grinning. "That's for you. Come on. Come on, the both of you. Guests of honor."

* * *

The biggest of the old houses was the one at the end of the clearing, and it was full.

Every grown person in the village was in it. Thirty. Forty. More. They sat on benches down both sides of a table so long it was made of five doors laid end to end. The doors still had their handles and people hung their cups from them. Torches burned in metal brackets on the ridged walls. In the middle of the floor was a fire in a pit so big you could have lain down in it, and over it, on a spit made from a long gray pole, turning slow, dripping, was the ape.

The smell hit him at the door. Smoke and fat and roasting meat, so rich and so thick it made his eyes water and his mouth flood.

They put him and Yana at the head of the table. On a bench with furs piled on it, so they'd sit high enough to see. Olver on one side, Tia on the other. Old Hedda across from them with her blue bead. Everyone turned and looked when they came in. Then everyone stood up, all at once, a great scraping of benches, and started banging their cups on the doors.

Bang. Bang. Bang.

Yana grabbed his hand under the table and squeezed it so hard her nails dug in.

"Are they mad?" she whispered.

"No," said Tomek. He couldn't stop looking at them. All those faces in the torchlight, all turned to him. Smiling. "No. I think that's for us."

The banging went on and on. It rang up into the roof and came back down. Then Olver raised his hand, and it stopped. Everybody sat and the feast began.

They brought the meat on a board as long as Yana. Dark and glistening, with the fat crackling at the edges. Olver cut the first piece himself with a long blade and put it on Yana's plate. Everyone at that end of the table watched her pick it up in her fingers and blow on it and bite.

She chewed. Slowly. Then her chin went up.

"Good," she said, with her mouth full. Then she swallowed and put her chin up. "Good. It bit me."

The whole table roared.

Tomek ate. It was rich and dark and stringy and a little sweet, like nothing he'd ever tasted. Not goat. Not deer. He chewed and the juice ran down his chin and he let it.

A big old male, Olver had said. Up past the river. Biggest he'd seen in years.

He thought of the face in the lightning. The flat black skin, wrinkled like an old man's. The frost on the long lashes. The brown eyes, round and wet and so wide he could see the whites all the way around. The sound it made, high and broken, almost like a child.

He stopped chewing.

Was it the same one? It couldn't be the same one. There must be a hundred apes on that mountain. A thousand. It could have been any of them.

He made himself look at the spit, turning over the pit. At what was left on it.

He swallowed. It went down hard.

"Tell them about the cave!"

Somebody down the table. The gap-toothed woman. And then others took it up. The cave! The cave! Tell us the cave! Tia leaned close to Yana and said something in her ear, and Yana went pink and sat up very straight on her pile of furs.

She'd been quiet most of the feast. Sitting close against Tia's side on the pile of furs, her plate with one bite gone from it, her eyes on the fire. But when they called for the cave, something came up in her. She sat up. Her cheeks were blazing. She told the story as she told everything, too fast and too loud and with her hands. The good one and the bandaged one both, though the bandaged one she only lifted a little, and put down quick. She told them about the lightning. The tree on fire. The noise like a hundred people grinding their teeth. She told them about being grabbed, and dragged, and the dark, and the eyes. She told them about the rock. They cheered for the rock. She told them she didn't remember the rest very good, because she was mostly asleep for it, but there was an ape, and Tomek fought it, and lost, and then it ran away.

"I didn't lose," said Tomek.

"You were on your back."

"It ran away."

"Because you smelled," said Yana, and the table roared again.

Then she stopped. All at once, like a fire going out. She leaned back against Tia, breathing hard, and Tia's arm came around her. Her hands came down into her lap. The laughter went on a while without her, and then it trickled off, because she wasn't laughing. She was looking at the fire. Frowning a little, as she frowned at things she couldn't fit together.

"Why didn't they eat us?" she said.

She said it to the table. To all of them. Not loud. But the house had gone quiet enough that it carried.

"In the cave," she said. "There were so many. Hundreds and hundreds. And I was right there. And Tomek was right there. And they didn't." She looked up and down the long table at all the grown faces in the torchlight. "Why didn't the kerzit eat us?"

Nobody answered.

Tomek looked at Olver. Olver was looking at Yana. His big face was puzzled, his brows pulled down. He opened his mouth, and shut it, and scratched his beard. Tia was looking at Yana too, and her face was soft and lost. Old Hedda had set her cup down.

Down the table, people looked at each other. Somebody shook their head. Somebody shrugged.

The fire popped. The fat hissed in the pit.

Tomek didn't know. He'd asked himself in the dark, a hundred times, with the eyes all around him. Why weren't they coming? He'd never found the answer. He'd stopped looking, because he was afraid of what would happen if he looked.

Nobody knew. Nobody in this whole house full of people who knew everything about the kerzit knew.

The big door rolled open.

That long rattling roar, so loud in the silence that half the table jumped. The cold came pouring in with the dark, and snow blew in sideways through the torchlight.

And someone stepped in out of it.

White furs. White hair. Snow on his shoulders. The long sword hanging from his hand, its point an inch off the floor.

Boris stood in the doorway, and looked down the whole length of the table, past forty faces, past the fire and the ape and the torches, straight at Tomek.

* * *

"Boris," said Olver.

He said it easily. Not surprised. Not glad. Not sorry. As you'd say the name of the wind when it came in under the door.

"Shut that, will you? You're letting the cold in. There's meat."

Boris shut the door. He didn't look at Olver. He didn't look at anyone but Tomek. He walked down the side of the long table, behind the benches, slowly, his boots leaving wet prints on the floor, and the conversation started up again behind him, a little at a time. People turned back to their plates, their cups, their talk.

He stopped at the fire pit and cut a piece of meat off the spit with Tomek's father's knife.

Tomek saw it in his hand. He watched Boris carry the meat to the far wall, where the torchlight didn't reach. He leaned there, and ate, and never once took his eyes off Tomek.

"That's him," Yana whispered.

Tia followed her look. "Mm. That's Boris." She smiled. "Don't mind him. He keeps to himself."

"When it suits him," said Olver, into his cup.

Yana looked at Tomek. Tomek pushed his plate away.

He could feel the eyes on him. Flat. Steady. From the dark by the far wall. He ate a bite and didn't taste it. He drank from his cup. It was hot and sweet, and the warm went down into him and spread, down to his fingers.

When he looked up, Boris was gone from the wall. The little back door, the one at the far end of the house behind the fire pit, was swinging shut.

Yana pulled his sleeve hard.

"I have to pee," she said. Loud.

Tia started to get up.

"No, I'll take her," said Tomek. It came out before he could think about it. "I'll take her. It's fine."

Tia hesitated. Then she smiled and sat back down. "Out the back, around to the left. Take a torch. Don't wander."

* * *

The cold was a slap. After all that heat. It went right through his borrowed shirt and his coat and found his skin. The snow had stopped. The sky had cleared. Stars, thick and sharp, so many it looked like frost on black glass.

And up there, past the black line of the trees, at the very top of the long jagged ridge, a light. One little light. Like a star that came down to sit.

He stood over it.

"Tomek," said Yana.

He turned. She was pointing. Past the corner of the house. Past the woodpile. Into the dark.

"He's there."

He held the torch up. It hissed and fluttered in the cold. The light found the woodpile, and the corner of the ridged wall, and the white trunks behind it.

A shape, standing between the trunks.

Boris came out of the trees fast. Faster than Tomek had ever seen him move. He crossed the snow in a few long strides and grabbed Tomek by the front of his coat, as the ape had grabbed him in the dark. He pulled him in, the torch swung wild, and Boris's face was right there, a hand's width away. Gray. Hard. His breath steaming.

"You have to go," he said.

Tomek tried to pull away. Boris didn't let go.

"Tonight. When they sleep. Take her and go."

"Let go of me."

"Listen to me."

Something in his voice. Tomek had never heard it there before. Not by the river. Not in the snow with the sword. Not in the corner in the dark. It was the same deep, slow voice, but it wasn't slow anymore. Every word came hard and fast, pushed out, like he was trying to get them all out before something stopped him.

"They're not helping you," said Boris. "They were never helping you. This—" He jerked his head back toward the house. Toward the warm windows, the noise, the drums. "This isn't for you. It's for tomorrow."

"Tomorrow we're going to the shrine," said Yana.

Boris turned his head and looked at her.

"There's a sacrifice," he said. "Tomorrow. To their king."

The wind moved in the tops of the trees.

"What king?" said Tomek.

Boris didn't answer.

"What sacrifice? What are you talking about?"

Boris's jaw moved. Like there was more in his mouth. Like he was chewing on it. It stayed in. He looked at Tomek, and then at Yana, and then back at the house, and his hand on Tomek's coat was shaking.

Tomek felt it shaking.

He pulled. Hard. And this time Boris let go. Tomek stumbled back two steps into the snow by the tool house door. The torch swung across the open doorway, across the peg by the door and the knife hanging on it. Boris flinched from it as if it had been swung at his face. Only for a breath. Then the warm in Tomek came up all at once in a slow soft wave, and the stars swam. He stood with his feet apart until they stopped.

"You," he said. His tongue was thick. He pushed through it. "You burned our shelter. You took my father's knife. You hung me upside down from a tree. You threw me in a river and you laughed. You said you'd kill us. You said that. And you—you sat in the corner in the dark, last night, watching us—"

"I warned you," said Boris.

"What does that mean?"

Boris stared at him.

"And now you want us to run," said Tomek. "In the night. In the snow. With her arm. Because you say so. Away from—" He threw his hand back at the house. The windows. The light. "From them? They fed us. They wrapped her up. They're taking us to the shrine. They have Aria, Boris. A whole box of it. They're going to give us enough for everyone. My whole village. They knew my father."

Boris said nothing.

"Tia gave me Aria," said Yana.

They both looked at her. She was standing in the snow with her bandaged arm against her chest and her other hand in a fist. Her chin was up. She was swaying, a little, as she'd swayed by the burned shelter. Her face in the torchlight was white, and the two red spots on it were the brightest thing in the dark.

"A whole one," she said. "Out of her own box. For me. Because it's kerzit. Tia says." She glared at him. "She says you don't know an ape bite from a mouse bite."

Boris looked at her and didn't stop.

His eyes went down to her arm. To the bandage. To the edge of it at her wrist, where a stain had come through the clean cloth, yellow and dark. They stayed there.

"Ape," he said.

Just that. Flat. The way he'd said it at the river.

"Would bad people give me Aria?" said Yana.

"Ask them," he said, very low, "where the children are."

Yana's mouth opened.

Then shut.

"Go back in there," said Boris, "and ask them."

Tomek's heart did something. It went hard, once, against his ribs, as it had in the night when he saw the shape in the corner breathe. And then the warm came up and covered it over like snow over a track, smooth and soft, until you couldn't tell anything had ever been there.

"They're inside," he heard himself say. "It's cold."

Boris looked at him.

Something happened to his face. It twisted. Tomek had never seen it do anything before. Not really. The silent laugh, the mean laugh, the blank stare. Never this. His mouth pulled tight, and his eyes squeezed, and for a moment he looked like he might hit Tomek, or scream, or cry. He turned and slammed his fist into the ridged wall of the house.

The wall boomed. A deep, hollow, ringing boom that went on and on. Through the metal. Through the whole building. The whole house singing with it.

Inside, the drums stopped.

Boris stood there, breathing hard, with his fist against the wall. Then he turned and walked away. Into the trees. Fast. Not looking back. The white of his furs went into the white of the snow, and the white of his hair into the white trunks, and he was gone.

* * *

The back door opened behind them.

Light spilled out across the snow, gold and warm, and the sound of the feast came with it, voices and laughter, and the smell of the meat. Tia was in the doorway with a lantern. Olver was behind her, his big shoulders filling up the frame.

"There you are," said Tia. "We heard a bang. Are you all right? You're not hurt?"

"We're okay," said Tomek.

Olver came out past her into the snow. He looked at them. Then he looked past them, at the trees. At the tracks going off into the dark, fast and long, the snow kicked up behind each one.

"Was that Boris?" he said.

Tomek held his tongue.

Tia came down off the step, lifting the lantern. Puzzlement painted on her face. "Was he bothering you two?"

The lantern light fell on Yana's face, then on Tomek's.

The wind moved in the trees. The stars burned. Up at the top of the Spine, the little light sat where it sat.

Yana's good hand found his in the dark, down by his side, and held on.

He opened his mouth.

Tia waited. Olver waited. The warm hummed in his fingers and his lips, and the words were all there. He took my knife. He burned our shelter. He told us to run. He said there's a sacrifice. He said your king. All of them. Lined up, as they'd been lined up in the night, in the dark, with the shape in the corner watching.

Yana's fingers tightened on his.

"A little," he said.

That was all.

Tia looked at him. Olver looked at him. He held their eyes. His heart was going so hard, under all that warm, that he could feel it in his teeth, and he had no idea why.

"Well," said Tia, after a moment. She smiled. "Come back in, then. Both of you. It's cold."

She held out her hand.
Chapter 11
The Stone
Rope.

Across his chest. Under his arms. Around his middle and around his knees, rough and stiff with cold, pulled so tight that when he breathed in, the rope breathed back against him, and he could only take half.

Cold at his back. Not air. Stone. A flat, deep cold that went in through his coat and his borrowed shirt and lay along his spine, against the back of his skull, like a frozen pond against you when you fall on it. Except he hadn't fallen. He was standing. He could feel his boots on the ground, a long way down, as if they belonged to someone else.

Smoke. Torch-smoke, black and pitchy, close on both sides. And under the smoke, coming and going on the wind, something else. Faint. Sweet and sour at the same time. Meat that had frozen and thawed and frozen again.

He knew that smell. He couldn't think from where.

The warm was in him. Not the pool it had been that first morning. Thicker now. A fog, filling him to the eyes, so that whatever he looked at came to him a beat too late, soft at the edges, like a shout heard across a valley.

He looked down.

His boots. Trampled snow, gray in a gray light. A torch stuck upright in the snow beside his left foot, spitting. Past the torch, white trunks going up, peeling.

He knew those trunks, too.

Where am I.

He asked it, and the fog took the question and folded it away somewhere, gently, like a blanket being put back in a chest. He tried to lift his hand. The rope held it. He turned his head slow. Slow, until his cheek touched the stone, and the stone was rough. Rough in rows. Little sharp edges, one after another, pressing into his skin.

Marks.

* * *

Hush now.

A voice. Close by his ear. A hand on his hair, smoothing it back off his forehead.

Hush. It's all right.

He knew the voice. He knew the hand. He couldn't put them anywhere. They floated in the fog with nothing around them, no fire, no room, no time of day, and he reached for them and they slid away like fish. He tried to look. Tried to see, but everything swirled. Or blurred. Or. Foggy. Unclear.

* * *

Before that. Long before that.

Dark. The house still dark, only the coals in the metal ring, and the high square windows black. He'd woken because someone was humming.

Tia. On a stool by the fire, with Yana on the floor between her knees, and a long-toothed bone comb in her hand. Combing Yana's hair from the top of her head all the way down to the ends. Lifting it. Letting it fall and starting again. Humming while she did it. Low. No words. A tune that went round and round on itself and never seemed to end.

Yana was sitting very still. Her eyes half shut. Her bandaged arm was in her lap, and her good hand was holding it. Her cheeks in the coal-light were the color of the coals.

He'd lain under the furs and watched them. He'd thought, Maari used to do that. Nobody's done that for her since. He'd let the humming go through him, round and round, and been glad.

Tia had looked over and seen his eyes open, and smiled, and kept combing.

"Big day," she'd said softly. "Go back to sleep, my brave little hero. I'll wake you."

* * *

Rope. Stone.

There were people. He could hear them, not see them; his head was too heavy to lift. Boots in snow, a lot of boots, shifting. Somebody coughing. The creak of leather. All around him, in a wide ring.

Why was nobody talking?

He tried to say Yana. His tongue lay in his mouth like a dead fish.

* * *

The cup. That came next. Or it came before. He couldn't tell.

The cup in his hands, wooden, hot. The pine smell coming up out of it, sharp and green, and something sweeter under the pine. Tia's hands around his hands, around the cup.

"For the climb," she'd said. "It's a long way up, and the cold up there gets into your bones. This keeps it out."

He'd drunk it. All of it. It spread out from his belly like sun on a stone, and he'd tipped the cup up for the last of it - thick and gritty at the bottom, and swallowed that too.

"Good boy," Tia had said. "Good."

He'd held the empty cup out for more.

He thought about that now, with the rope across his chest. His own hand, holding out the cup. Wanting more.

* * *

The white furs.

Tia had brought them out of a chest at the back of the house and shaken them out by the fire. So white they hurt to look at, every hair combed straight. A coat. Leggings. Mittens. A hood with a long ruff all the way around the face. Little white boots laced with white cord. They weren't new. Down the back of the coat ran a long seam, stitched small and tight and even, where somebody had mended a tear long ago so carefully you had to look twice to see it.

She'd dressed Yana in them right there. Eased the coat on over the bandaged arm, one sleeve, then the other. Knelt and laced the boots. Tied the hood under her chin in a bow.

"They've been waiting for somebody," she'd said, smoothing the ruff. "For the mountain. You'll be warm as a bear up there. Warm as a little white bear. Won't you? My little bear."

Yana had stood swaying in the middle of the floor, all white from her chin to her feet, her face sweaty and pink inside the ruff.

"I'm hot," she'd said. "I'm so hot. Can I take it off?"

"Not yet, sweetheart. Not till we're up high."

"It's itchy and it's hot and I look like a cloud," Yana had said, and then her eyes had gone heavy and she'd leaned against Tia's legs and stopped arguing.

Tomek had looked at her across the fire. All in white. Her dark hair hidden away in the hood. Her face pale and small in the middle of all that white.

She looked like someone.

He'd tried to think who. The warm had come up and sat on the thought until it went still.

His mother's scarf was lying on the floor by the stool, where Tia had unwound it from Yana's neck. Folded in half. Then in half again.

Nobody picked it up.

* * *

He lifted his head.

It came up slowly, like a bucket out of a well, and wobbled on his neck. The torchlight swung across his eyes. There were white trees. Everywhere. The light swung in front of his eyes again. Blinding him momentarily. Slowly, color came back. 

All around him, in a wide ring at the edge of the torches, on their knees in the snow, the people of the old houses. All of them. Thirty. Forty. Hoods down, hands on their knees, faces turned toward the stone at his back. Every one of those faces was calm.

He knew them. The gap-toothed woman. The hide-scraping sisters, side by side, the same shoulders, the same hands. The white beard from the grinding wheel. They knelt as quietly as people kneeling at a grave.

Off to his right sat a drum. A barrel of that gray metal, with a skin laced tight across its open top. A man knelt behind it with a club in each hand, waiting.

Near the drum, on a stool someone had carried all this way for her, sat old Hedda, wrapped in furs to the chin. The blue bead hung in her white braid. Her apple face was turned toward him, and it was very, very still.

* * *

They'd set out in the dark.

The whole village, in a long file, with torches and packs. The firewood sled hauled behind, and Yana on it, a white bundle on a heap of furs. Her head nodding. Olver at the front with his big pole over his shoulder, and every so often his laugh coming back down the file, ha!

Tomek had walked beside the sled. The warm had been in his legs. He'd felt like he was walking on moss.

The Spine had been ahead of them when they started. He remembered that. The long jagged line of it, black against the first gray of the sky. Right ahead, over the tops of the trees, where Olver had pointed.

Then, after a while, it was on his left. Then, after a while longer, he'd turned his head and it was behind him.

He'd thought, the path must go around. Paths go around. You can't walk straight up a mountain. He'd thought it and been satisfied, and walked on.

* * *

Rope. Stone. The torch spitting sparks by his foot.

He made his fingers move. They found the rope at his side and picked at it, as he'd picked rope into strands by the river. The rope didn't care. It was tied by someone who knew how.

His hand went, all by itself, to his belt. To the place on his right hip where the knife used to hang.

Nothing.

To the place on his left hip.

The pouch. Flat. Empty. Still on his belt, where it had always been, pressed against the stone.

His hand stayed on it. There was nothing else to hold.

His ankle didn't hurt.

He noticed it slowly, as you notice a sound has stopped. He'd walked on it all day. Hours, on the march, over roots and ice, and it hadn't hurt. Not the bright hot twist from the river. Not even the deep ache from the morning in the furs. Nothing. It was down there at the end of his leg like his boots were, belonging to someone else.

The drink, he thought. That's the drink.

Then he couldn't remember what he'd been thinking about.

* * *

The march came back in pieces. Little things. Things that hadn't mattered.

A young hunter walking ahead of him, his boot going flap, flap on every step. The sole had come away along the side and opened like a lip, showing snow, and shut again. The hunter hadn't noticed. In the fog it had seemed very funny. Later even Olver had stopped once and frowned down at his own boot, and pulled at the stitching with two fingers, and walked on.

The sled's left runner, wagging where it was lashed on, the cords gone loose and fuzzy as if something had chewed them. The man pulling it cursing, tugging them tight. Loose again at the next root. On top of the load, a bundle of snowshoes, their bindings knotted together in a heap, bouncing.

Meat. A strip of the dark smoked meat from the smokehouse, lying in the snow beside the trail as if it had fallen off somebody's sled. Then, a long way on, another. A crow was already at that one. Nobody's sled had meat on it.

The ice.

A gray slick of it across the path, where the ground was flat and there was no stream, no spring, no water anywhere. New ice, with a skin of snow blown over it. The man hauling the sled had stepped on it and gone down on his back with his arms out, and everyone had laughed, and somebody said a seep, there's always a seep, and they'd walked around it.

The branches. One long stretch of them low over the trail, bent nearly to a man's head under more snow than any other branches anywhere. Heavy and hanging, like hands about to drop something. Everyone had ducked.

The spears. Their folded gray points rattling on the shafts as the hunters walked, a dry little tk tk tk, like teeth. One hunter had frowned and pressed his point back down with the heel of his hand, and a while later it was rattling again.

And the line.

He'd caught his toe on a root and pitched forward and caught himself, and there, just in front of his shin, at the height of his ankle, a cord. Thin. Dark. Stretched between two trunks, so tight it hummed when the wind touched it.

He'd stood and looked at it.

Then he'd stepped over it. High, careful, as over a sleeping dog. And walked on, and forgotten it before he'd gone ten steps.

Everyone else had been walking on the wide side of the trail, behind Olver. He thought about it now. The cord, humming. The trunks on either side of it.

The fog folded it away.

* * *

And then the white trees opened up, and there was the stone.

He'd seen it through the trunks from a long way off. Gray and flat and huge, leaning a little, like an old man. The rows and rows of marks, and here and there the bigger ones, cut deeper, like words someone had shouted.

Somebody could. Once.

He'd known it. He'd smiled at it. In the fog, it had felt like seeing a friend.

The snow at its foot wasn't smooth anymore. Their boots had trampled it flat in a wide ring, like the snow outside a longhouse after a dance.

Olver's hand had come down on his shoulder. Big and warm and heavy.

"This way, son," Olver had said. "Here. Right here. That's it."

And steered him. Gently. Step by step across the trampled snow, right up to the face of the stone, and turned him around so his back was against it, and Tomek had let himself be turned, as you let yourself be turned in a dance.

The rope had come around him. Once. Twice. More. Somebody pulling it tight. Somebody knotting it.

He'd said, "What," or he'd meant to. His tongue had already been too thick.

And Tia's hand had come up and smoothed his hair back off his forehead. Her round, kind face had been close, and her eyes had been wet, as they were wet in the rain when she found him.

"Hush now," she'd said. "Hush. It's all right."

* * *

He was awake.

Not all the way. Not even half. But the fog had holes in it now, and through the holes he could see the ring of kneeling people, and the drum, and the torches, and the rope.

His heart started.

It went once, hard, against the rope. Then again. Then fast, faster, and the warm came rushing up to cover it, and it beat right through.

Yana.

He turned his head. Right. Left. The torches swung.

Where's Yana.

He found her.

She was off to his left, past the end of the kneeling ring, maybe twenty paces away. Under the low branches of a white tree. In a cage.

Not a real cage. Poles, cut from the white trees with the bark still on, lashed together at every crossing with strips of hide. A box just big enough for a child to sit in. The kind of thing you'd knock together in an afternoon for a goat that kept getting out.

She was sitting in it. All in white. The hood had fallen back, and her hair was dark and wild, stuck to her forehead with sweat. Someone had tied a strip of pale cloth over her mouth, the same cloth that was wrapped around her arm, knotted behind her head so tight it pulled the corners of her mouth back, as if she were grinning.

She wasn't grinning.

As he watched, she drew back her good foot in its little white boot and kicked the bars. Hard. The whole cage jumped. Snow fell off the branches above it onto the poles and onto her.

She kicked again. And again. And made a sound through the cloth, high and furious, a sound that would have been words if anything could get out.

A man sat on his heels in the snow near the cage. The scar-browed man. He was winding a strip of cloth around his thumb, around and around. There were a few red drops on the snow by his knee.

She bit him.

Something came up through Tomek, through all that fog. It came up from so far down he didn't know he had that much down. It was almost a laugh.

Mama would've bit it back.

Then Yana stopped kicking.

She didn't decide to. He saw her not decide. Her leg just came down, and her shoulders went down, and she leaned sideways against the poles with her bandaged arm held to her chest. Her face was shining. Sweat ran down it in lines, out here in the cold, with the snow falling on her. Her eyes were open and glassy. Wet stones. They moved over the kneeling people and didn't stop on any of them.

They stopped on him.

He saw them find him. Saw them go wide.

She grabbed the bars with her good hand and pulled herself up against them, and her mouth worked behind the cloth, and she shouted something. At him. He could see the shape of it in the cloth. He couldn't hear it.

He opened his mouth to shout back.

"Yuh," he said. "Yuh—"

That was all. His tongue lay there. He pushed, and it moved like a stone being rolled, and nothing came out but air.

Then her hand slid down the bars, and she sat back against the poles, and her chin went down to her chest. Her breath came out over the top of the cloth in short white puffs, fast, fast.

* * *

The drum began.

Boom.

Slow. So slow. The man behind it lifted one club, and held it there, and let it fall.

Boom.

Deep. It came up through the ground into Tomek's boots. Into his knees. Into the stone at his back, and the stone hummed with it.

Boom.

The ring of people bowed their heads. All at once. Forty heads, going down together, as grass goes down when the wind walks over it.

Tia stood up out of the ring.

She came across the trampled snow toward him, not hurrying, her boots squeaking. She came right up close, as close as she'd come in the house when she brought him porridge, and looked at his face.

"Oh, look at you," she said softly. "You're sweating."

She pulled her sleeve down over her hand and wiped his forehead with it. All the way across, and then down each cheek, as you'd wipe a little child's face after supper.

He could smell her. Bread. Smoke. Pine.

"There," she said. "There. That's better."

Boom.

Olver came up behind her, so big he blocked out half the torches. He bent and put his hand on top of Tomek's head, the whole enormous palm of it, warm through his hair.

"You're a brave boy," Olver said. Low. Gravel in a stream. "She said it the first night, and she was right. Bravest I ever saw. Coming all that way. Carrying her."

Tomek looked up at him.

There was nothing in Olver's face. Nothing hidden. It was the face that had grinned at him over the woodpile, that had crouched at the edge of the clearing and said tomorrow, we carry you. Kind. Proud. A little sad.

"Thank you," said Olver. "For coming to us."

He took his hand away. He and Tia went back across the snow to the ring and knelt down in it, side by side, and bowed their heads with all the others.

Boom.

* * *

Tea.

It came to him through the torch-smoke and the cold, so clear and so close that he turned his head toward it. Green, and hot, and sweet. Leaves steeped in boiling water, as somebody's grandmother would make it, as if a cup had been poured a moment ago, right here, and set down, and left.

Nobody here drank tea. There was no fire but the torches. Nobody had carried anything hot.

He looked for it. Past the ring of bowed heads. Past the drum, and old Hedda on her stool. Up, into the white trees.

Ravens.

He hadn't seen them come. They sat along every branch above the ring, black on white, dozens of them, more, so still that snow had settled on their backs. Not one of them was looking at the stone. Not one was looking at him, or at the kneeling people, or at the cage. Every head on every branch was turned the same way. Past him. Over his shoulder, toward where the Spine stood somewhere behind the trees, as if there were something up there they were all waiting for.

He breathed in. Smoke. Cold. Pine.

No tea.

When he looked up again, the branches were bare and white. Or they had never been anything but bare and white. No ravens. But the fog took the confusion before it could settle. Gently. Folded it away with everything else.

Boom.

* * *

He knew what it was.

It came up through the fog as the cold comes up through a boot. He didn't want it. It came anyway.

He was small. Five, maybe. First snow of the winter, and shouting at the edge of the village, and every child running, and him running too.

The hunters were coming in out of the trees with his father at the front. He and another man had a long pole between them on their shoulders, and hanging from the pole, upside down, its four legs tied together at the top, was a deer.

A young one. A doe. Not dead.

They'd brought her in alive for the midwinter feast, so the meat would be fresh. Everyone knew that was how you did it. Everyone said it was the best way.

The children ran alongside, shrieking. Tomek ran right under the pole. He put his hand up and touched her side as it swung past, and under the coarse warm hair, her heart was going like a bird's. So fast it was one long shiver.

He'd shouted Papa! Papa! and his father had looked down at him from under the pole and grinned, and the grin went all through him like the sun, and he'd cheered. He'd run all the way to the longhouse beside her, cheering, with his hand up on her side.

Her head had been hanging down. Swinging with the pole. Close to his face, upside down.

Her eye.

He saw it better now than he had then. Big and dark and wet, and rolling. Rolling back and back, until the white showed all the way around. Looking at everything. The children. The fires. The longhouse door. The sky going by upside down. Seeing all of it, and knowing.

He'd thought it was the best day.

He'd thought it was the best day of the whole winter.

Boom.

He hung against the stone in his ropes. The torch spat by his foot. The kneeling people breathed, all together, slow, their breath going up in one cloud.

The hare in the snare, with its one wet eye. The ape in the hole, with the whites showing all the way around. The doe on the pole.

And now him.

Is this it? The thought came slow and soft, in the fog's voice, so reasonable. Is this the forest paying me back? For the doe. For the hare. For every one of them. Every one I cheered for. Every one I ate.

It made such good sense. The forest had been keeping count, all his life. Now it had come to collect, and it was fair, and he should be still and let it, as the doe had been still at the end, once she understood—

No.

Something in him. Small. Sharp. Under all the soft.

No. That's not you. That's the drink. That's the drink thinking.

It's the drink. It's the drink thinking.

He bit down on the inside of his cheek. Hard. Harder. Until the copper came, and the pain came with it, bright and small and his, the first thing in two days that was. The fog drew back from it, as water draws back from a hot stone. Not far. Enough. He held his teeth there and did not let go.

Boom.

Boom.

And then the drum stopped.

* * *

The silence came down over the white trees like a lid.

No drum. No wind. Not one branch creaking. The torches burned without a sound. If the kneeling people were breathing, he couldn't hear it.

He heard his own heart.

Then the smell.

It came down through the trees from the dark between the far trunks. Rolling. Thick. Rot. Sour and sweet at once, so strong it coated the back of his throat and made his eyes run.

He knew it now. He knew exactly where from.

The cave.

His whole body went to ice under the rope.

Then the sound.

Clicking. Far off. One mouth. Then three. Then ten. Then more than anyone could count, a dry hard ticking and grinding coming toward him through the trees, the sound he'd heard in the freezing rain and told himself was only rain.

It wasn't rain.

Red eyes between the trunks. One pair. Two. Ten. Low to the ground, and higher, and higher still, floating in the blue dark like coals kicked across a floor. Not fast. Not slow. Steady.

The kneeling people did not move. They did not run. They did not lift their heads.

They began to hum.

Low. All of them together. No words. A tune that went round and round on itself and never seemed to end.

He knew the tune.

It was the one Tia had hummed by the fire in the dark, combing Yana's hair.
Chapter 12
Not Her
They came out of the trees.

Gray hides, slick and shining in the torchlight. Prickly fur along their spines. And the twigs, the whole dead forest growing out of their backs, clattering on each other as they came. Small ones, low and quick, the size of dogs. Bigger ones behind, hunched, the size of men bent double. Their teeth clicking, so many that the sound stopped being mouths at all and became the trees themselves chewing.

They came between the kneeling people, brushing past their shoulders, and the people didn't flinch. They hummed. They kept their faces down.

The kerzit came toward the stone. Toward him.

He pulled against the rope. His whole body heaved against it, and it held, and the stone held, and he heaved again, and it didn't give a finger's width. He kicked from the knees down, uselessly, like a hare in a snare.

They came. Ten steps. Eight.

And then they turned.

Not toward him. Off to his left. A stream of the small quick ones, peeling away around the end of the kneeling ring, low to the snow, sniffing.

Toward the cage.

No. No. No—

He threw himself against the rope so hard the torch beside him fell over in the snow and hissed out. They poured around the cage, snouts down, the twigs on their backs rattling against the poles. Yana jerked awake and shrank into the middle of it, as far from every side as she could get, her eyes enormous over the cloth.

One of them put its snout to the bars. It sniffed. Wet little snuffs. At the poles. At the gap between them. At the white fur of her coat, an arm's length inside.

It squealed.

It shot backward as if the bars had bitten it. It shook its head. It made a sound. A thin, ugly sound. Almost like a sneeze. Almost like gagging. He knew that sound.

Another came up. Sniffed. Flinched back with its lips pulled off its teeth. Gagged. Another. Another. All the way around the cage, each one jerking away and making that sick wet sneezing, until there was a ring of them around her, a full arm's length out from the poles, and none of them would come one step closer.

They circled. Clicking. Red eyes on her. Not coming.

Not coming.

Yana sat in the middle of the cage with her knees pulled up and her good arm around them and stared back at them.

Why won't they touch her?

The cave again. The eyes all around him in the dark. The small one at his hip that squealed and ran. Why weren't they coming? He'd asked it a hundred times on the mountain and stopped asking, because he was afraid of what would happen if he looked.

Why won't they touch her?

Is it the fever? Is it the darkness in her? Do they smell it, and know she's theirs already, and they're—waiting?

His stomach turned over.

He pushed his tongue. It moved like a stone being rolled, and he made it move anyway, past the blood where he'd bitten his cheek.

"Here," he said. Thick. Wrong. Louder. "Here. Me. Over here."

A few of the red eyes swung from the cage to him. Not many. Enough that the ring around her loosened, and they came back his way, sniffing, and he heaved against the rope to keep them looking. Whatever they wanted, he wanted it to be him.

There was no time to know if it had worked, because the clicking behind him had changed.

* * *

It had gone quiet.

Not stopped. Gone quiet. Every mouth in the trampled ring dropping low, as voices drop in a longhouse when someone important comes in. And they were moving apart.

The big hunched ones in front of him were sliding away to either side, heads down, leaving a lane open across the trampled snow. A lane from the dark trees to the stone.

Something was coming down it.

He heard it before he saw it. A slow heavy dragging, shhhh, like a sled loaded with stone hauled through deep snow. And under that, a sound that was almost the clicking but wasn't. Lower. Not a tick. A grind. Like a millstone turning. Like boulders rubbing together at the bottom of a river.

A branch broke, somewhere in the dark. A big one. Snapped like a bone.

The smell got worse. He hadn't known it could. His eyes ran and his throat closed and he coughed against the rope.

The humming of the kneeling people went down low, lower, almost under hearing.

It came out of the trees.

At first he thought it was the trees. A piece of the dark between the trunks, come loose. Gray, and so high the snow on the low branches caught on it and fell. Then it moved, and the snow slid off its back in a long white sheet, and he saw what was on its back.

Not twigs. Branches. Whole dead branches, as thick as his wrist, growing up out of it in a twisted thicket, scraping the boughs above it as it came. A whole dead winter forest, riding on its back.

It came into the torchlight.

A kerzit. The same gray slick hide, cracked like old mud, hanging in folds. The same prickly fur along the spine. The same shape, under all of it, as the ones that had swarmed past him in the cave. But so big.

So big the torches only lit it in pieces. A shoulder like a boulder. A leg as thick as one of the white trunks, the hide gathered in rings around it. A belly that hung down and dragged a long smooth furrow in the snow behind it. Taller than Olver standing on another man's shoulders. Wider than the firewood sled was long.

It came slow.

One step. Then stillness, the whole huge weight of it settling. Then another. The ground came up through Tomek's boots each time. The stone hummed against his back.

And the eyes.

Black all the way around, black as the inside of a well, and in the middle of each, a red pupil the size of his fist. Glowing steadily. Not looking anywhere. Looking at everything.

The kneeling people put their faces in the snow. He saw it happen. Forty grown people who had fed him and wrapped him in furs and laughed with their heads back, bending down until their foreheads touched the ground and their hands lay flat on either side of their heads. Olver. Tia. The sisters. Old Hedda, sliding off her stool onto her knees and then onto her face. Their humming went into the snow and came out muffled.

Their king.

Boris's voice. In the dark behind the feast house, with his hand shaking on Tomek's coat. A sacrifice. Tomorrow. To their king.

They're inside, he'd said to Boris. It's cold.

The king came across the trampled snow toward the stone. He watched it come. The fog had gone out of his head. Not out of his arms or his legs, which still lay in the ropes like wet sand, but out of his head, all at once, and left him clear and cold and wide awake. His legs had stopped kicking. His hands had stopped picking at the rope. He stood against the stone and breathed in little pieces and watched it come, as the doe had watched the longhouse door.

Ten steps. Each one slower than the last.

Five. It stopped in front of him.

The heat coming off it. A sick wet heat. The red eyes so high above him he had to tip his head back against the stone just to meet them. Then not so high. Coming down.

It was lowering its head.

The branches on its back creaking. The great head coming down out of the dark until it was level with his face.

Its breath came out over him. Hot. Bark and rotten leaves and old meat. It went into the back of his throat and he gagged against the rope and couldn't turn away. Its mouth was right there.

The teeth. Not like the ape's, blunt and yellow. These were long and gray and crowded so close they grew over each other, row behind row, going back into the dark of its throat. They ground together, slowly, side to side. That was the sound. Teeth as big as his fingers. A millstone turning.

He closed his eyes.

He opened them. He would not die with them closed.

The head moved.

Not toward his face. Down. Past his chin, past the rope across his ribs, down along his side. He felt the breath through his coat, hot, in pulses. Down to his hip.

To the pouch. It stopped there.

The snout pressed against the flat, empty leather, pushing the pouch into his hip and his hip into the stone. It breathed in.

Long. Slow. A huge breath, pulling at the leather, at the little stitched seams along the bottom where his fingers had gone ten thousand times since the cave.

It stopped. It held still.

One breath. Two.

He felt it snuffle along the seams. Short little breaths. Slow. Like a man choosing where to cut.

The red eyes, right below his face. Not looking at him. Looking at nothing. Holding.

A sound came out of it. Low. Down in its chest. Not a click. Not a grind. A long uneasy rumble, like thunder on the far side of a mountain.

Then it lifted its head.

Up past his ribs. Past his chest. Past his face. Up into the torchlight, so high the light caught on the underside of its jaw.

It opened its mouth.

* * *

The trees screamed.

Behind him. Behind the stone. So close he felt it in his spine and his teeth. Not a click. Not a grind. Not anything a person could make. High and huge and broken in the middle, torn out of the bottom of a giant chest.

He'd heard it before. In a hole. In the dark. Under a mountain.

The king's head swung up and away from him. Fire came over the top of the stone. A branch, burning at one end, spinning across through the air, turning end over end, throwing sparks, and it landed in the snow between Tomek and the king and lay there hissing. Then another, and this one came down across the back of one of the hunched ones and caught in its twigs. The thing spun shrieking in a circle and threw itself down and rolled, and the stink of burned hair came across the snow. Then a clanging back in the trees, metal on metal, wild and fast, and over it that scream again, and another scream answering it, and another. 

And they came.

Around both sides of the stone at once. Gray. Huge. Running on their knuckles and their feet, long arms swinging, the frost flying off their fur in clouds. Five. Six. More. Lips pulled back from big blunt yellow teeth. Eyes white all the way around.

Mountain apes.

The first one came around the stone so close its fur brushed his face. Coarse. Wet. Stinking of smoke. It stopped.

Right in front of him, crouched on its knuckles in the trampled snow, its chest heaving. Frost on the long lashes. The flat black face, wrinkled like an old man's. The eyes, brown and wet and round, with the whites showing all the way around.

It looked at him.

He knew it. He knew it as he'd known the Spine from the wrong side. A hole in the dark, and lightning, and his father's knife hanging over that throat.

It made a sound. High. Broken in the middle. Almost like a child.

One breath.

Then it saw the kerzit, the whole trampled ring of them, and a shudder went through its body, and it screamed, and it went into them. Then they all went into them.

There was no following it. Gray on gray, in the torchlight, in the snow. An ape catching a kerzit in both hands and throwing it, squealing, into the trees. Three of the small ones on another ape's back, and the ape rolling in the snow to throw them off. A big hunched one rearing up with its teeth going, and an ape meeting it chest to chest, and the two of them going over in a heap. Screams and clicks and grinding and the heavy thump of bodies. Snow flying up in sheets.

The ring broke.

The kneeling people came up out of the snow with their faces white and their mouths open. They didn't understand. He saw them not understand. They looked at the apes as if a river had started running uphill. Then everybody was screaming, scrambling, falling over each other. A torch went over in the snow and went out. Another. Another. The dark came closer with every one.

The young hunter with the flapping boot planted his feet and drove his spear at the nearest ape with both hands. The shaft hit. The point didn't. It came off and spun away into the snow, and he stood there holding a long stick, and stared at it. Beside him, another hunter swung, and his point fell off before it reached anything.

And in the middle of it all, the king. It hadn't run. It hadn't fought. It stood with the fight boiling around its legs, and its great head swung slowly from side to side. Then the brown-eyed ape went up its side.

Up the folds of hide, onto its back, into the thicket of branches, and clung there, screaming, beating at the great head with both fists. The king gave a long shrug, its whole hide rolling, the branches shaking like a forest in a storm, and the ape came flying off and hit a trunk and dropped. Tomek's breath stopped.

It was up. Running. Away into the dark.

Another ape went. And another.

They were breaking. One by one, the gray shapes tore loose from the fight and bounded off between the trees, hooting, gone.

The king stayed.

* * *

A hand grabbed the rope across his chest.

A gray hand, the knuckles skinned raw.

He knew the hand before he knew the face. Then the face came around the side of the stone, a hand's width from his own. Boris. White hair wild and full of snow. A black burn mark on his cheek. His breath coming hard, steaming between them.

He had a knife in his other hand. He put it to the rope across Tomek's chest and sawed. Short, hard strokes. The rope parted. The middle. The knees. Tomek looked at the knife.

The handle. The leather of it.

The last rope went. For one breath they were face to face against the stone, with the screaming all around them.

Then Boris turned the knife in his fingers so the handle faced out, and shoved it into Tomek's belt on the right side, where it used to hang. Pushed it down hard, so it stuck.

Not a word about it. Not even a look.

Tomek stepped away from the stone.

His legs weren't there. He went straight down, knees and then hands, and caught the snow on his forearms. He tried to get up. His legs moved like legs in a dream, slow and soft and wrong, and the world tipped sideways like a boat, and there were two torches where there had been one, and two Borises. Both Borises grabbed him by the back of the coat and hauled him up.

"Walk," said Boris.

He walked. Or his legs did something, and Boris's fist in his collar did the rest. Along the edge of the broken ring. Past the drum, standing alone where its drummer had dropped his clubs and run. Boris pulled the sword off his back as they went and laid its edge across the drumskin, the whole width of it, once, without slowing, as you'd brush snow off a wall. Tomek understood none of it. Toward the cage.

The kerzit that had circled it were gone. There was only the trampled snow, and the marks of their feet in a ring, a full arm's length from the poles.

Yana was on her knees inside it, both hands on the bars. The good one and the bandaged one, both.

Boris let go of him. Tomek fell against the cage and held on. Boris lifted the sword, long and gray and nicked along the edge.

And stopped.

One breath. The sword up. His eyes on Yana, kneeling inside the poles in the white coat with the long ruff around her face.

Then he brought it down on the lashings at the corner. The hide strips sprang apart. Another corner. Another. He put his boot to the poles and kicked, and the whole side of the cage fell outward into the snow.

Yana came out of it on her hands and knees. She got up and swayed. She reached and hooked her thumb under the cloth and tore it down off her mouth. She spat then dragged in a breath so big her whole body went up with it.

She turned toward the stone. Toward the torches going out, and the grown people running and falling in the dark, and the king standing in the middle of it all.

"I'm not your BEAR!" she screamed.

It went out over all of it. High and raw and so loud it cracked in the middle.

Then her knees folded.

She went down like a coat dropped off a peg. Tomek got his arms under her before she hit, and she was across his lap, and she was hot through the white furs, through his coat, through his shirt. Like holding a stone out of a fire.

He tried to stand up with her.

He got one foot under him and pushed. His leg shook and gave out. He went back down on his knees with her, and the world swung and doubled. He tried again.

Boris bent down and took her out of his arms. No asking. He slid his hands under her and put her over his shoulder, white furs over white furs, her dark head hanging down his back. He held her there with one arm. The sword was in the other.

"Up," he said to Tomek.

Tomek got up. Somehow.

A shape came out of the dark.

Big. Wide through the shoulders. Coming fast around the end of the fallen cage with his hands out, his face red and wet and wild in the last of the torchlight.

Olver.

He lunged, both arms out, for the white bundle over Boris's shoulder. He planted his foot to throw his whole weight forward.

His boot split.

A ripping sound, like bark coming off a log. The sole came away from the top along the side, open like a lip, and folded under, and Olver's foot went out from under him on the trampled ice, and he went down. All of him. Hard. On his side in the snow, with a grunt like a log hitting the ground. 

He lay there, his eyes looking up at Boris.

And his face.

It wasn't angry. Tomek had been ready for angry. For snarling, for teeth, for the face of something that had been hiding inside the kind face all along. It wasn't there. Olver looked up at Boris from the snow with the face of a man who has been handed something he can't understand. His own child's coat, empty. The mouth open. The eyes wet. The whole face loose and lost and broken.

"Boris," he said. His voice cracked on it.

"Boris. What have you done?"

Boris looked down at him.

No answer. He stood over Olver with Yana on his shoulder and the sword hanging from his hand. Tomek couldn't see his face, only the back of his white head. For one breath. For two.

Then Boris turned his back on him.

"Yana!"

From across the ring. From the dark by the stone.

Tia.

She was on her feet with her hands out in front of her, empty, reaching. Her hood had come off. Her hair was all over her face. A kerzit went past her, close, and she didn't even see it. She was looking at the white bundle over Boris's shoulder.

"Yana!" she screamed. "Not her! Not her! Not her!"

It wasn't the voice from the rain. It wasn't the voice that said hush. It came up out of her from somewhere so deep it tore on the way out. He had heard a sound like it once before, in a clearing in the dark, the night Maari died, when Yana screamed until the birds burst out of the trees.

It was a mother's voice.

It made no sense. He stood there swaying, with his father's knife in his belt, and it made no sense at all. It went into him anyway, like a splinter, and stayed.

Boris's hand closed on his collar.

"Run," said Boris.

* * *

They ran.

Into the dark, between the white trunks, with the torchlight falling behind. Snow to his knees. Boris's back in front of him, white on white, Yana's dark head bouncing against it.

His legs folded. He went down. Boris's hand was in his collar before he hit, and hauled, and he was up. Running. Behind them, shouting.

He looked back. Torches. Four. Five. Weaving between the trunks. Voices calling. This way! They went this way!

His legs folded. Down. Up.

"Don't look," said Boris.

Ahead, two trunks close together. Between them, at the height of his ankle, a cord, stretched tight.

Boris went over it in one long stride. Tomek saw two of it. He lifted both feet high and came down on the far side on his hands and knees, and Boris hauled him up.

Behind them, a torch came running.

Behind them, a twang, low, like a bowstring. A shout. A crack, high in the branches. Then a sound like the sky coming down: the whole white load of every bent branch along that stretch of trail letting go at once, in one long soft roar.

The torches went out.

All at once. One second, orange between the trunks. The next, only white, and then dark, and inside the dark, men shouting and coughing and floundering in snow up to their chests.

He ran.

The world tipped left and he went left, into a trunk, and bounced off it, and kept going. His breath was knives. His chest burned where the rope had been. The knife handle bumped his hip every step, and he kept his eyes ahead.

Somewhere down in his left boot, something woke up. A twinge. Small and far off, like a voice calling from another room.

More torches behind them. Fewer, now. Two. Three. Farther back.

A clearing. Little. A gap in the trees with a flat white floor.

Boris went around the edge of it. Not across. Around. Tomek followed his back.

The first torch came out of the trees behind them and straight across the middle. Tomek heard the man's feet go, both of them, two different ways, and the torch went up and came down and rolled, and the man was flat on his back on the ice under the snow, sliding, cursing. The next man stopped at the edge. Went around.

They ran.

A slope. Boris going down it sideways in long sliding steps. Tomek fell and rolled and came up at the bottom with snow in his eyes and his mouth, and Boris's hand found him in the dark and pulled.

He put his weight on his left foot, and the ankle answered.

Not a twinge now. The bright hot twist from the river, all the way up to his knee, so sudden he cried out and bit it off. The drink was going out of him. Everything it had been holding behind the door was coming back in, all at once, and the ankle was first through.

He ran on it anyway. Every other stride, the ground came up through that foot like a nail.

Far behind, a voice. Big. Bellowing. Olver.

"Sound it! Sound the drum! Call them in!"

And then, from back at the stone, far off through the trees, the drum.

Not boom.

A slap. A flat dead slap. Like hitting a wet hide with a stick. Then another. Then a ragged ripping sound, and nothing. The drum didn't sound again.

And he knew.

Running, falling, hauled up by the collar, he knew all of it at once, like a whole valley seen when the lightning goes. 

It had been Boris. All of it. All Boris. The young hunter's boot on the march, flapping open like a lip. The sled runner, its cords gone fuzzy as if something had chewed them. The ice across the path where there was no stream and no spring. The branches bent low under more snow than any branches anywhere. The spear points rattling on their shafts, tk tk tk. The cord at the height of his ankle, humming between two trunks, on the side of the trail where nobody walked but him. The meat in the snow, with the crow on it. The apes, stinking of the smokehouse. He hadn't found the apes. He'd called them. A trail of meat from the mountain to the stone, laid out like supper. The drumskin, and the sword going across it on the way past. Olver's boot.

Not a seep. Not the cold. Not bad luck.

One boy. One night. Alone in the dark, the night before, with Tomek's father's knife in his hand and a sack of stolen meat over his shoulder, walking the whole trail ahead of forty people. Cutting and chewing and pouring water and bending branches and tying cords, and not one of them had seen him. Not one.

And Tomek had stepped over his work and laughed at it and forgotten it before he'd gone ten steps.

He looked at the white back running ahead of him, with Yana's dark head bouncing against it.

I warned you.

* * *

They went on. The dark between the trees went blue, then black. The stars came out over the branches, so thick they looked like frost. Boris was gone into the dark. Only the white of him, moving ahead.

He stopped hearing the shouts. Then he heard them again. Closer. Off to the right. Two torches. Not on the trail. Cutting through the trees to get ahead of them. Low down, bobbing, faster than men should move in snow that deep.

"Snowshoes," said Boris.

No stopping. No speeding up. He kept walking, as he'd walked away from the river. The torches came on. Tomek could see the men under them now. Two hunters, with long flat frames of bent wood and hide on their feet, coming over the top of the snow like water bugs over a pond. Closer. One of them lifted his spear—

His snowshoe came off.

The binding. The strap over the toe snapped like a dry stick, and the frame twisted out sideways on the next stride, and the man pitched forward, arms out, into snow up to his shoulders. The torch went in with him. Out.

The second hunter stopped. Took one careful step. His binding went too.

The bundle on the sled. Bouncing all day, knotted in a heap. Something came up out of Tomek's chest that was almost a laugh, and came out as a sob. Boris kept walking.

* * *

Rocks. Two of them, big as huts, standing close together in the trees, with a slot between them no wider than a doorway.

Boris went into the slot. Tomek went after him. Rock on both sides, slick with ice. At the far end, Boris turned and reached up into the dark above the gap with his sword.

Tomek saw a cord up there, black against the stars. Tied from one rock to the other. Holding something.

Boris cut it.

A creak. A grinding. Then the logs came down. Five, six of them, whole trunks of white trees that had been stacked on the rocks above the gap and held there by nothing but that cord. They came down into the slot behind Tomek one after another, thud, thud, thud, so close he felt the wind of them on his neck. Soon, the gap was a wall.

How many trips had that taken him? These were whole trunks on the face of those rocks. He'd done this in the dark, by himself.

On the other side of the logs, far back, torches glimmered through the trees. Two of them. They were stopped. There were voices. Boris didn't wait. He was already walking.

* * *

Much later, the ground fell away into a dip. At the bottom of it was a frozen stream bed with a bank cut deep on one side and the roots of a big white tree hanging out of the dirt. Under the roots, a hollow.

Boris ducked in under the roots and let Yana down off his shoulder in the back of the hollow, carefully, where the roots came down to meet the stones. Tomek fell in after them.

He lay on his side on the stones. His breath came out of him in clouds that hung in the roots. His ankle was beating with his heart, every beat, swollen tight against the wrap Tia had wound on it that first night with such careful hands. His whole body was shaking now. Not shivering. Shaking, from somewhere deep. 

Through a gap in the roots, he could see stars. Steam was rising off Boris's back and shoulders, white in the starlight. He crouched at the mouth of the hollow with his sword across his knees, looking out, breathing hard through his nose.

Nobody said anything.

Far off, a shout. Just the one. Then nothing.

Tomek got up on his elbow. The hollow tipped. He waited for it to stop, then crawled.

Yana was curled on her side, in the white furs where Boris had put her. Her bandaged arm held against her chest. Her eyes shut. Her breath was going in and out of her fast. Lots of little puffs he could see in the starlight. He put his hand on her forehead, then took it away. It was like putting his hand flat on a cooking stone.

"They'll come," said Tomek. His voice was thick. He was saying it to nobody.

"Yes," said Boris.

He kept his back to them.

"They don't know yet," Boris said. "What happened. Not all of it. The apes." He was quiet. "It'll take them a while. To put it together."

"And then?"

"Then they'll come."

"When?"

Boris looked out at the stars.

"Soon," he said.

Tomek put his forehead down against Yana's shoulder. The white fur was wet with her sweat. It was starting to freeze at the edges, little points of ice in the hairs.

He thought of the kerzit pouring out of the white trees. The king's head coming down out of the dark. The rows of teeth, grinding.

He lifted his head.

"You said," he said. His tongue was still slow. He pushed the words out one at a time. "At the river. You said kerzit don't come to this side of the mountain." Boris didn't move.

"You said it. And Olver said it. Kerzit don't come here. Never have." Tomek's voice was shaking. The cold, or the drink going out of him, or something else. "You said."

"They don't," said Boris.

Then nothing. The stars. Steam going up off his shoulders.

"They're called."

Tomek stared at the back of his white head. Boris didn't say anything else.

* * *

They couldn't have a fire. He knew without asking. A fire in this dark would be a torch on a hill.

The real cold came in. It came in through every place the warm had been, as if the warm had only been holding the door shut. His fingers. His feet. His face. He hadn't been this cold since the river.

He pulled his coat open and lay down along Yana's back and pulled it around her as far as it would go. It didn't go far. He put his face against the back of her neck, against her wet hair.

She was burning.

Burning and shaking. Long hard shudders that came up from her middle and went out to her hands and feet. Shaking so hard her teeth knocked together. 

Tk tk tk tk.

Like clicking.

"Yana," he said. Her teeth knocked.

"Yana."

"I bit a man," she said.

Her voice was small and blurred. Like she was talking from the bottom of a well.

"I know," he said. "I saw."

"He tasted like a boot."

Something came up through his chest, nothing with a name. It came out of him as a breath, short, through his nose.

"Mama would've bit him twice," said Yana.

"Yeah," said Tomek. "She would've."

Her teeth knocked. Tk tk tk.

"They sniffed me," she said.

He held still.

"The little ones. Through the sticks." Her voice came and went, blurred. "They put their noses in and sniffed me. And then they sneezed. All of them. Like I was a bad onion." A shudder went through her. "I don't smell bad."

"No," he said.

"You do. You smell like that whole river."

Something came up through his chest again. He let it out against her hair.

She was quiet. The shudders came and went through her, and he held on, and her teeth knocked, and the stars burned through the roots.

"Tomek."

"Yeah."

"I'm cold."

He held her tighter. The heat came through the back of her coat into his chest, and the sweat on her neck went cold against his cheek.

"I know," he said. "I've got you."

"Make the fire bigger."

He lay still.

"There's no fire, Yana."

"There is," she said. "It's right there. Make it bigger. I'm cold."

He lifted his head and looked where she was looking. Past the roots. At the mouth of the hollow. Boris was crouching there. Nothing else.

Boris had turned his head. He was looking back at them, over his shoulder, in the dark.

"Please," said Yana. "Please make it bigger, Tomek."

Her teeth stopped knocking.

All at once. The shudders stopped too. Her body went loose against him, all of it, heavy, as a sleeping child goes heavy when you pick it up.

Her breath went out of her. Long. Slow. A little white cloud, rising up into the roots in the starlight.

He waited for the next one. It didn't come.

Her back lay against his chest. He could feel every place they touched. Her shoulder blades. The knobs of her spine through the white fur. The backs of her legs against his knees. Her wet hair against his mouth.

None of it moved.

"Yana," he said.

Quiet. Almost polite. As you'd say someone's name to wake them when it wasn't quite time yet. Nothing.

"Yana."

Above her head, up in the roots, the little white cloud of her breath was still there.

It hadn't drifted. It hadn't thinned. Every breath he had ever seen in the cold went up and came apart and was gone, and this one didn't. It hung there under the roots in the starlight, small and pale and still, as if it had stopped on its way somewhere and was waiting to be told which way to go.

He looked at Boris.

Boris had turned all the way around. He was crouched in the mouth of the hollow with the sword across his knees, and his eyes were open wide. White all around in the starlight. He wasn't coming closer. He wasn't looking away. He wasn't doing anything at all.

Boris, who had walked into a river and never looked back. Boris, who had carried her through the torches and the hunters and the falling logs and never once slowed down. Boris was crouched in the snow with his mouth a little open, not breathing, and the hand on the sword hilt was shaking.

Tomek had never seen him afraid. He looked back down.

He took her by the shoulder. Gently. "Hey," he said. "Yana. Hey." He rocked her, as you'd wake someone for their turn at the fire.

Her head rolled with it. And rolled back.

He rocked her harder.

Her arm slid off the fur and dropped onto the stones. The bandaged one. The one she'd held against her chest every second for days, asleep and awake, as if somebody might try to take it from her. It lay on the stones with the fingers curled open, and she didn't pull it back. He turned her over.

Her eyes were open. Not all the way. A slit under each lid. They didn't move when he moved. They didn't find him. The starlight lay on them flat, as it lies on ice.

"Yana."

He took her by both shoulders and shook her.

Her head fell back over his arm. Her mouth came open. Nothing came out of it. No breath. No cloud. Nothing.

She was heavy.

He had carried her down a mountain. He had carried her through a forest and a storm and a cave full of teeth. He knew her weight better than he knew his own, and this wasn't it. She hung from his hands as nothing alive hangs.

Heavy like a coat hauled up out of the river. Heavy like a sack of stones.

Heavy like his father, the morning the warriors came into the hut to lift him, and his father didn't help them at all.

"Yana!"

He shook her. Her head snapped forward and back. Her arms swung. He shook her so hard his own teeth knocked together, and he didn't stop, and she didn't answer, and he didn't stop.

He forgot the torches.

He forgot the hunters on the slope, and the snowshoes, and Olver's voice, and Tia's. He forgot the hollow and the roots and what they were hiding from. He forgot every single thing the whole long road had ever taught him: keep low, keep quiet, sound carries, don't make a fire, don't answer. All of it went out of him at once, as her breath had, and there was nothing left in him but her name.

Something rose in his chest. Low, from under the flute, where his mother's hum had always lived. But it wasn't the hum. It was bigger than the hum. It was bigger than him, and it was strong, stronger than anything in him had ever been. And it was cold. Cold as the stone at his back. It came up through him like water filling a well, and whatever it was, it didn't matter, because it was strong enough.

He thought it was the scream.

"YANA!"

It tore up out of him and out of the hollow. Up through the roots. Across the frozen stream bed. Into the black trees, and up the slope. Out over the whole sleeping forest. So loud it hurt his throat. So loud that somewhere up in the dark a bird burst off its branch.

It hit the far slope, and came back.

Thinner. Higher. His own voice, out of the dark.

Yana.

And again, farther off.

Yana.

Then the forest had it.

Then nothing answered at all.
Chapter 13
Her Song
He counted.

He didn't decide to. The numbers were just there. Every number something he shoved into her, hard.

One.

He had her on her back on the stones. He pushed down on her chest with both hands, as the men at home pushed on anybody they pulled out of the river, to make the water come out. There was no water. He pushed anyway.

Two.

"Breathe," he said. "Breathe. Breathe."

Three.

Something moved beside him. Boris. Across the hollow on his knees, under the roots, without a sound. Not a word. He took her feet in their boots in his two gray hands and held them, hard, as if he could hold her down to the ground. As if she might go up otherwise.

Four.

"You're not allowed," said Tomek. His voice was in pieces. "You hear me? You're not."

Five.

Maari's last breath, in the clearing, going up past the branches toward the stars, thinner and thinner, until it was gone. Not this one. Not this one.

Six.

Above them in the roots, the little white cloud was still hanging there.

He put his mouth over hers. Nobody had ever taught him that. He just gave it to her - his own breath - all of it. It made sense at the moment. The only warm thing he had left. 

Her lips were cold. Her chest came up under his hands. When he stopped, it went down, and stayed down.

Seven.

Again. Up. Down. Stayed.

Eight.

"Get up," he said into her face. "Get up. Get up. You're slow. You're so slow. Get up."

Nine.

He put his forehead down against hers. Her skin was cold where the fever had been. He held his own breath so he could hear hers, and there was nothing to hear. The roots creaking. His heart in his ears. Boris's breathing at her feet, fast and shallow, like an animal's.

The next part, he had no idea how to do. There was no next part.

Ten.

The cloud moved.

He saw it because he was looking straight up past her face, into the roots, with nothing left to do. There was no wind. There hadn't been a breath of wind all night. The stars stood still between the roots and not one needle stirred.

The cloud came down.

Slowly. Not drifting. Drifting was what breath did, wandering off sideways and coming apart. This didn't wander. It came straight down out of the roots, small and pale and whole, as you'd lower something into a cup so as not to spill it. Down past the roots. Down past his face. To her mouth.

And she breathed in.

A little hitch, deep down, like a foot catching on a root. The breath came in and stopped halfway, as if it had forgotten what it was for. Then it went the rest of the way. 

The hollow was too quiet. Not the quiet of the forest. Another quiet, closer, the kind that was in the hut after the warriors carried his father out. 

The thought came before he could stop it. Her breath had stopped on its way out of her, and hung in the roots, and waited, and something had held it there for her the whole time he was pushing on her chest and counting. And when he got to ten, it had given it back. Carefully. Like handing back something it had been keeping for her.

The next thought came just as quickly. He looked down the length of her, at Boris. Boris had let go of her boots, almost kneejerk. Frightened. He sat back on his heels in the snow with his hands lying open on his knees, and his hands were shaking. But he wasn't looking at them. He wasn't even looking at Yana. He was looking up into the roots. At the place where the cloud had been.

Then his eyes came down and found Tomek's.

Neither of them said anything. Neither of them had to. Tomek saw it in Boris' face, plain as a track in snow. He had seen it too. The whole way down. But Boris looked away first, then got up, went back to the mouth of the hollow and crouched there with the sword across his knees, turning his face to the dark the scream had gone into. 

Tomek looked back at Yana, not frightened. No. He had wanted this. Somewhere inside, he had reached for this. 

He lay down along her back and pulled his coat around them both. Her breath went in and out against his arm. Thin. Fast. Warm.

He kept his eyes open.

* * *

The night went on.

It was the longest night of Tomek's life. Longer than the night with his father. Longer than the night in the clearing with Maari, because that night had ended, and this one didn't seem to know how.

Her fever came and went in waves. When it came, she burned. He could feel the heat of her through the white furs, through his coat, and all down the front of him. She was so hot the snow under her melted and soaked up into her leggings, then froze again at the edges. When it went, she shook. Long, hard shudders that started in her middle and went out to her fingers and toes and came back. Her teeth knocked together, tk tk tk tk, until he put his hand flat over her jaw and held it, gently, so she wouldn't crack them.

In between, she talked.

Not to him. He knew that right away. Her eyes were open, a little, shining in the starlight that came down through the roots, and they were looking at things that weren't there.

"Mama," she said. "Mama, it's on my sleeve. Get it off."

"There's nothing on your sleeve," Tomek said.

"There's a bug," said Yana, cross. Not to him. "On my sleeve, Mama."

He brushed her sleeve. She sighed, as if somebody had finally done something right, and was quiet.

Later she said, "No. I don't want the porridge."

Later she said, very clearly, sounding exactly like her mother, "Anton. Anton. You're dripping on me. Go stand by the door."

Tomek lay still. At the mouth of the hollow, Boris turned his head.

"Who's Anton?" said Boris. Low.

Tomek stared into the dark between the roots.

"Her mother's man," he said. "He went off to draw the kerzit away from her. On the mountain. Before."

"Dead?"

Tomek let the question sit.

Boris looked at him a moment longer. Then he turned back to the dark.

"Anton," said Yana, very sternly, to nobody. "I said."

* * *

His ankle had found its voice again.

It had started on the run, and it hadn't stopped since. Now that he was lying still it was worse, not better. It beat with his heart. Every beat, a deep hot throb swollen tight inside the wrap. He could feel exactly where the rope had gone around it all those days ago, hanging from Boris's tree, the whole world upside down. He shifted his leg and it shot a bright white line up to his knee. He bit down on the inside of his cheek until it passed.

He couldn't run on it. Not really. Not with her. Boris had carried her now. All the way from the stone, over his shoulder, through the dark, past the trees and the snowshoe men, and the logs coming down. Tomek had not been able to carry her ten steps.

He put his hand on the kalyuka.

It was there on its cord, under his shirt, under his coat, against his breastbone. Cold. Colder than the air. He closed his fingers around it through the leather and held on.

Mama says Lady Tiana could heal people with that.

He'd tried. By the fallen trunk, the day her fingers started. A squeal like a bad hinge. A sour hoot. Her arm, after, exactly the same. There was a little bit of a middle part, she'd said. Where it went hoo.

He pulled the flute out from under his coat. The carved eye looked up at him in the starlight. Open, as it was always open.

At the mouth of the hollow, Boris's head turned.

* * *

He knew what tune to play. He'd known it since the trunk. The one that went down and down. His mother on the stool beside old Petra's bed in the sickhouse, the firelight coming through the crack in the door, and Petra's breathing going slow with the music, and in the morning Petra sitting up and eating.

He could hear it in his head. Perfect. Every note.

He got up on one elbow beside Yana. He held the kalyuka in both hands, as his mother had held it, fingers over the holes. He put it to his lips. He breathed out, as softly as he could.

It came out thin. A wobbling little sound, too high, with a crack running through the middle of it like a crack in ice. He moved his fingers. It came out lower and worse. He found the next note, almost, and lost it, and the sound went sour.

"Stop," said Boris.

Tomek didn't stop. He shut his eyes. He made himself hear it again. Petra's bed. The fire. His mother's fingers, lifting and falling, and the sound going down and down like water finding its way through stones.

He blew. A hoot. A squeak. A rush of empty air.

A hand closed over the end of the flute. Boris was there. He'd crossed the hollow without a sound, crouched low under the roots, and now his gray hand was wrapped around the end of the kalyuka, over the carved eye, covering it.

"I said stop," he said.

"Let go."

"They're out there."

"Let go of it." Tomek pulled. Boris didn't let go. "She's—you saw her. You felt her. She stopped breathing, she stopped, and I have to—"

"Sound carries." Boris's voice was very low and very flat. "Snow, night, no wind. It carries a long way."

"I'll play quiet."

"That was quiet."

Tomek stared at him. Boris stared back. In the dark under the roots, so close, Tomek could see his eyes, pale and steady, and the black burn mark on his cheek, and something in his face that Tomek couldn't read at all.

Between them, Yana made a sound.

A small sound. A whimper. She'd turned her face away from them into the furs, and her good hand had come up and was pressed flat over her ear.

"Too loud," she mumbled. "Mama. Too loud."

Tomek let go of the flute.

Boris held it a moment longer, and then he let go too, and the kalyuka swung down on its cord and hit Tomek's breastbone, tock, like a knuckle on a door. Boris went back to the mouth of the hollow. He crouched down. He laid the sword across his knees again, and said nothing else. He had no need to.

Tomek sat with the kalyuka hanging against his chest. His face was burning. His throat was tight. He looked at Yana with her hand over her ear and he wanted to put his fist into the roots, into the stones, into anything.

He'd played her the right song. The best song there was. The song that made Petra get up and eat.

And it had hurt her.

* * *

Later, Boris went out.

He never said where. He just stood, all at once, and checked the sword on his back, and looked at Tomek over his shoulder.

"Don't make a fire," he said. "Don't play."

And he was gone, up the bank and into the trees, white on white, without a sound. Tomek lay down again along Yana's back.

The hollow was very quiet without Boris in the mouth of it. It was bigger. Darker. The wind had died completely, and the cold had a stillness to it that was worse than any wind. A stillness he could hear. The stars burned through the roots. Somewhere far off an owl called once and didn't call again.

And under all of it, under the stones, a sound. It slipped past him at first. Then it didn't, and once he'd noticed it there was no unnoticing it. Water. Under the ice of the stream bed, under the stones he was lying on, the stream was still running. Very small. Very faint. A trickle finding its way down through the dark under the frozen crust, going tik, and tuk, and tik, over some little stone he'd never see.

He lay and listened to it. And it came back to him.

* * *

He'd been small. Seven, maybe. It was the middle of summer, and hot, and his mother had taken him down to the river below the village where the water ran shallow and fast over the brown stones.

They'd waded in up to their knees. The water was so cold it made his shins ache, and he'd shrieked and splashed her. She'd laughed, splashed him back, then stopped. She'd put her hand on his head.

Close your eyes, she'd said.

He'd closed them.

What do you hear?

The river.

What else?

He'd frowned, standing there in the cold water with his eyes squeezed shut and his whole face screwed up with trying.

Nothing. Just the river.

Listen longer.

He'd listened. The river. The rushing. Loud. It filled his whole head. It was everything. And then, slowly, as his eyes got used to the dark, it wasn't everything. It came apart. There was the big sound, the rushing, and under the big sound there were small ones. The water going over one stone, low. Over another stone, high. A place near the bank where it went round and round and made a little hollow knocking, like a cup tipped on its side. A splash, far off. A bird. The wind in the reeds on the far side, very soft, shhh.

Stones, he'd said. Every stone sounds different.

His mother had laughed. Not as she laughed at the fire. A quiet laugh, almost to herself.

There, she'd said. That's all it is.

All what is?

She'd crouched down in the water in front of him, soaking her dress to the waist, not caring, and held his face in her wet hands.

Everything's singing, Tomek, she said. All the time. The river. The stones. The trees. People. Most of all, people. Everybody's got a song going inside them, all day and all night, and most folk never stop talking long enough to hear it.

I can't hear people.

You can. You just haven't listened yet. She tapped his chest. Close your eyes again. Listen to me.

He'd closed them. He'd stood there in the river with his mother's hands on his face, and listened.

Her breath. The water. Her heart, maybe, or his own; there was no telling. Then something under that. Not a sound. Not exactly. A feeling, like a sound, like the hum that went into his ribs when she lay down behind him at night. It was slow. It was warm. It was tired. Very tired, underneath, in a way he'd never noticed. And very, very glad.

He'd opened his eyes.

You're tired, he'd said.

His mother's face had done something then. He hadn't understood it at the time. Her eyes had gone wet. Her mouth had gone soft, and she'd laughed again, and the laugh had cracked in the middle.

That's it, she'd whispered. That's it, my love. That's how it's done. You don't play at somebody. You don't play them the song you wish they had, or the one that worked on somebody else. She'd wiped her eyes with the back of her wet wrist. You listen until you hear theirs. And then you play it back to them. That's all. That's the whole secret. It isn't magic. It's just listening longer than anybody else is willing to.

Then what's my song?

She'd gone quiet.

She'd looked at him for a while, there in the river, with the water running cold around them both. Then she'd hummed. Three notes. Low. Going round. The ones he'd always had, the ones he'd walked to across the snow with his feet falling into them, from somewhere further back than he could reach.

That one's yours, she'd said. For now.

Does it cost anything? he'd asked her. Playing somebody their song?

She hadn't answered. She'd reached across the cold water and tapped his chest, twice, over his heart.

Seers heal others, she'd said. Never themselves. And when he only stared at her: Think about why.

And then she'd stood up and splashed him, hard, right in the face, and run for the bank laughing with her wet dress slapping her legs, and he'd chased her, and he'd forgotten to ask what for now meant.

* * *

Tik, went the water under the stones. Tuk.

Tomek lay in the dark with his eyes open. He'd played her Petra's song.

He'd played her the song that worked on somebody else. The song he wished she had. An old woman's song, slow and going down and down, a song for somebody ready to rest. He'd played it at her like you'd throw a blanket over someone, without looking at who was underneath. And she'd put her hand over her ear. He turned his head and looked at her.

Yana. Curled on her side in the white furs she hated. I look like a cloud. Her hair stuck to her forehead in dark points. Her mouth open. Her breath coming quick and shallow, puffs of white in the starlight. Her bandaged arm held tight against her chest, even asleep. Even now. As if somebody might try to take it.

Her song. He had no idea what it was. He'd been walking beside her for days and days, and carrying her, and sleeping against her back, and fighting with her, and he'd never once listened. He shut his eyes.

Her breath. That was first, because it was loudest. Fast. Too fast. Catching every few breaths, a little hitch, like a foot on a root. Her teeth, when the shudders came. Tk tk tk. The rustle of the white fur when she moved.

He listened longer.

The fever was loud. It was everywhere, all through her, a roaring like the river in his head when he was seven. Hot and dull and huge. It was all he could hear. It was all there was.

Listen longer.

He lay there. His ankle beat. The cold came in. He listened to the roaring and the roaring and the roaring, until his head ached with it, until it seemed like there was nothing inside her at all but that sound, burning her up from the inside, and there never would be anything else—

And then, under it, something kicked.

Small. Fast. Cross. Like a foot drawn back and driven into the bars of a cage. It was gone as soon as it came. He held very still. He waited.

There. Again.

It was quick. It was so quick. It didn't go down and down. It went up, bright and sharp, and fell over itself, and got up again, and kept going before it was ready, as she ran down the path on Mount Amana shouting Mama! and nearly fell twice and didn't care either time. It was stubborn. It was so stubborn. It was a laugh with a stamp of the foot in it. It was you're slow, and you big dummy, and a snowball bursting on his shoulder, and a little girl's whole weight knotted in the back of his coat, pulling, on the ice above the black water, before he even knew he was falling.

It was so small, under all that fever. So small. It was going quiet. Every time the roaring came up, it went a little quieter.

But it was hers.

He knew it as he'd known his mother was tired. It didn't come into his ears. It came into his chest, at the bone, right under the place where the kalyuka lay, and sat there, and kicked.

He opened his eyes. He left the flute where it was.

* * *

That was when they heard her.

"Yana!"

Far off. Thin. Coming through the trees from somewhere up the slope behind them, high and cracked, pulled long across the dark. Tomek's whole body went to ice.

"Yana! Yana, sweetheart!"

He knew the voice. He knew it better than he wanted to. Round and warm. Bread and smoke and pine. Hush now. A hand on his forehead, wiping it with a sleeve.

Tia.

"Yana! It's all right! You come home now! Come home, my little bear!"

The voice was moving. He could hear it move. Along the top of the slope, slow, like someone who didn't know which way to go. Every few steps it stopped and called again.

"Yana!"

Against his chest, Yana stirred.

She turned in the furs. Her eyes came open. Not all the way. A slit. Shining. Looking past him, up, through the roots, toward the sound.

"Mama?" she said.

"No," Tomek whispered. "No, no, that's not—"

"Yana! Baby, answer me! Just answer me, sweetheart!"

"Mama," said Yana. She was pushing at the furs with her good hand. Trying to sit up. "Mama's calling. Tomek, Mama's calling."

If anyone you love ever calls you from the dark, you don't answer.

His mother's hands on the fur, tucking it under his chin. Stopping.

The dead don't call. And the living don't call from there.

"Yana. Yana, look at me." He had his arm around her. She was so hot. She was pushing against his arm with surprising strength, as she'd pushed against him on the path the morning after the clearing, trying to run back to her mother. "That's not your mama. Your mama's on the mountain. You know she is. You were there."

"She's calling," said Yana, and her face crumpled. "Why won't you let me answer?"

"Yana!" Closer now. Or the night was so still that it only seemed closer. The voice was breaking. "Please! Please, my little bear! I'm not angry! Nobody's angry! Just tell me where you are!"

Yana drew in a breath.

He saw it go into her. He saw her chest come up. He saw her mouth open, and he knew that the sound that came out of it was going to go up through the roots and across the snow and into the trees, and Tia was going to turn toward it. And the hunters with her. Whoever was with her. All of them. He could put his hand over her mouth.

He saw his hand do it before he did it. Saw it in the half second before. His hand over her mouth, pressing. The pale cloth over her mouth at the stone, knotted so tight it pulled the corners back like a grin. Her eyes over the top of it, finding him across the trampled snow, and going wide.

His hand didn't move.

The kalyuka was in it.

When he'd taken it out, he had no memory. It was just there, in his hands, and his fingers were over the holes, and the cold wood was at his lips. Boris's voice was in his head, sound carries, and he kept on anyway. There wasn't time to stop. There wasn't time for anything except what he'd heard, kicking, under all that fever.

He didn't play Petra's song.

He didn't play anything he knew.

He played what he heard.

* * *

It was one note.

That was all. One note, to start. It came out so quietly that it was hardly more than his breath. But it didn't wobble. It didn't crack. It went out of the kalyuka small and bright and up, as the kick had gone up, and it hung there in the dark under the roots. Yana stopped.

Her mouth was still open. The breath was still in her. But she stopped, all of her, and her eyes, which had been fixed up through the roots at the sound of Tia, came down.

Came to him. He held the note.

His breath was shaking and his fingers were shaking and the note didn't. It stayed. Bright and thin and stubborn. It didn't go down and down. It didn't try to put her to sleep. It sounded like somebody stamping their foot. It sounded like you're slow. It sounded like her.

And something in it was… it was hers. Right in the middle of it, where his breath hitched, the same as hers did. He let it ring. He let it be there. He let it catch, and go on, as she did.

The breath went out of her.

Not a shout. Not a call. It just went out, long and slow, the whole breath, in a white cloud up into the roots. Her face, which had been crumpled up and wild, went smooth. Her eyes stayed on him. Glassy. Shining. But on him.

She was listening.

"Yana!"

Farther now. Along the slope. Going the other way. Yana didn't turn her head.

He ran out of breath and the note ended, and he was terrified that it was over, that the minute the sound stopped she'd turn back toward the voice. He took another breath, fast, and found it again. And this time it wasn't one note. It was the one note, and then the next one, without his deciding, up and over and falling and getting up again. Running. Only three or four notes. Not a song. Not a whole one. Just the piece of it he could hear.

He played that. Over and over. Quiet, so quiet. Under the roots. Into the dark. She lay back down.

She didn't decide to. He saw her not decide. Her shoulders just came down, and her head came down, and she lay back into the white furs with her eyes still on his face. Her good hand came out from under her and found the edge of his coat, and took hold of it, and held on.

"Yana..."

Far away. Almost gone.

Then nothing at all.

* * *

He lost track of how long he played.

The stars moved. He saw them move, through the gaps in the roots, slowly as they do when you lie on your back in summer and watch. His lips went numb on the wood, then raw, then numb again. His fingers stopped looking for the holes and began finding them anyway.

Somewhere in it he noticed that her teeth had stopped knocking. Somewhere else in it he noticed that her breath had changed. Still fast. Still shallow. But not catching anymore. Not stopping halfway and forgetting what it was for. Just going in and out, in and out, like a sleeping child, like she'd breathed against his back in the shelter the first night after Maari, when she'd crawled in from the snow and never said a word.

And somewhere in it, his arm began to hurt. His left arm. The forearm. Not his ankle, not the rope burns from the stone, not anything he could name. It started as a warmth, deep down under the skin, between the wrist and the elbow. Then it was more than a warmth. It was a throb. Slow. Hot. As if something had bitten him there, years ago, and the bite had gone bad. He kept playing.

It went on throbbing, in time with nothing, while he played her the three or four notes he could hear, over and over, until the notes and the throb and her breathing were all one thing, going on in the dark under the roots. Boris came back without his noticing.

He just looked up, at some point, and Boris was crouched in the mouth of the hollow. He had snow on his shoulders and in his hair. His sword was in his hand, not on his back. He wasn't watching the dark.

He was watching the kalyuka.

He'd never looked at it. Not by the river, when Tomek waited for him to and he didn't. Not at the feast. Not at the stone. Every time it came out, people looked, and Boris never had, not once. He was looking now.

At the pale wood. At the carved eye. At Tomek's fingers, lifting and falling over the holes. He was crouched there completely still, as he'd sat in the corner that first night in the dark, and his face in the starlight wasn't flat. It wasn't blank. It was something Tomek had never seen on it.

He looked like someone hearing a sound from very far away. A sound he'd known once, and had stopped letting himself remember. Tomek let the last note go.

It went out of the kalyuka small and stubborn and up, and hung under the roots, and faded. The hollow was very quiet.

Yana slept. Her hand stayed knotted in his coat.

And out past the roots, past Boris, past the trees, past everything, the dark changed. How, he could not have said. Nothing moved. Nothing made a sound. But the night, which had been empty, wasn't empty anymore. It had gone still as a room goes still when somebody stops talking in the middle of a sentence, and turns, and looks at you. As if something out there, very far off, had heard what he'd done. And put its head on one side.

And was listening back.

And somehow… was watching him.

It lasted the space of one breath.

Then… Gone.

Then the night was only the night again. Stars. Cold. The trickle of water under the stones, going tik, and tuk.

The hair stood up all along his arms under his sleeves. He sat very still and waited for it to come back, and it didn't. After a while he told himself he'd imagined it.

He told himself the same thing about the cloud. Neither time did he believe it.

He looked down at his left arm. He pushed the sleeve back.

Nothing. His own arm. Pale in the starlight. No mark. No red. No holes.

It throbbed anyway. Slow and hot, right where hers did.

* * *

"Where did you get that?" said Boris.

Tomek looked up.

Boris hadn't moved. He was still crouched in the mouth of the hollow with the sword across his knees. He was still looking at the kalyuka.

"It was my mother's," said Tomek.

Boris looked at it a while longer. Then he looked at Tomek's face. Then at Yana, asleep, her hand in Tomek's coat.

Then he turned his head and looked out at the dark, and didn't say anything for so long that Tomek thought he wasn't going to say anything at all.

"They've gone back," Boris said at last. "Toward the houses. For now."

"Tia?"

Boris's jaw moved.

"All of them," he said, his back turned. A little later, without looking, Boris reached back and pulled something off his own shoulders and held it out behind him into the hollow. A fur. His own. White, and still warm from him.

Tomek took it. He laid it over Yana, over the white furs she hated, up to her chin.

Boris sat in the cold with nothing over his shoulders but his shirt and his hair, and looked at the dark, and didn't say a word about it.

* * *

She woke when the sky through the roots had gone from black to the color of a bruise.

He felt her wake. He'd been lying beside her with his eyes shut, his arm and ankle throbbing. He hadn't been able to fall asleep, and he felt her whole body come back into itself. A twitch. A stretch. Then she was lying very still.

"Tomek," she said.

Her voice was a scrape. Rough and small. But hers.

"Yeah."

"Why am I wearing two clouds?"

He opened his eyes.

She was looking at him. Right at him. Her face was still too pale and her cheeks still too red and her eyes still too bright. But they were looking at him, and seeing him, and nothing else.

"That one's Boris's," he said.

Yana turned her head on the stones and looked at the mouth of the hollow. At Boris, sitting there in the gray light in his shirt, with frost in his hair.

"You'll freeze," she told him.

Boris didn't turn around.

"Come in here," said Yana. "Come under. There's room."

"No."

"There's room."

"No."

Yana looked at Tomek. Then she looked back at Boris's back. She narrowed her eyes, and drew in a breath, and he knew exactly what was coming, because he'd heard it come out of her mother's mouth on a mountain path, flat and final.

"Boris," she said.

Boris's shoulders went up. Just a little.

Then he got up, and ducked under the roots, and lay down on the far side of her, on the stones, stiff as a log, with his back to both of them and the sword along his front. Yana pulled the edge of his own fur over his shoulder. It didn't reach very far.

"There," she said, satisfied, and closed her eyes.

Tomek lay looking at the back of Boris's white head, a hand's width past Yana's. The frost in his hair was starting to melt.

He kept quiet. So did Boris.

After a while, Yana spoke again, with her eyes shut.

"You played," she said.

"Yeah."

"I heard you. In my sleep." She was quiet. "It was really bad."

"I know."

"Like a goat."

"I know."

"Getting sat on."

"Yana."

She smiled. He saw it, the corner of her mouth going up in the gray light, with her eyes still shut.

"The middle part was pretty," she said.

On the far side of her, Boris made a sound. Short. Through his nose. It might have been a laugh.

* * *

When the light was full, Tomek looked at her arm.

He did it while she slept again, as he'd done it every morning since the cave, gently, like taking a bird out of a snare. He pushed back the white fur sleeve and the edge of Tia's wrapping, where it had come loose in the night.

The red was there. Still dark and hot and shiny from the wrist to past the elbow. Her hand still puffed up so fat the knuckles were gone. The line still running up the inside of her arm, toward her shoulder, under her sleeve.

But he'd been watching that line for days. He knew it as well as he knew the knife. He knew exactly where it had been last night, at the stone, when he'd seen her sleeve slide back as she gripped the bars. And this morning, the end of it was in the same place. It hadn't climbed.

Not a finger's width. Not a hair. For the first time since Mount Amana, it hadn't climbed at all.

He sat back on his heels and made himself look until he was sure. It wasn't better. He wasn't stupid. The fever was still in her, he could feel it from here, and the red was still red, and whatever was eating her arm was still eating it. It hadn't gone anywhere. It had only stopped. As if it had heard something, and put its head on one side, and was waiting to see what came next. His own arm throbbed.

He pulled her sleeve back down. He tucked the fur around her.

At the mouth of the hollow, Boris was already up, crouched in the snow, looking out at the morning.

"We go," said Boris. "Now. While they sleep."

* * *

Boris carried her.

No asking. He just slid his arms under her in the furs and lifted her, and settled her against his shoulder as he had at the stone, and this time she didn't argue. She put her good arm around his neck and her face in his white hair and was asleep again before he'd straightened up.

Tomek came out of the hollow behind them on his hands and knees. He stood up. His ankle took his weight and screamed, and he let it scream, and stood there until it went down to a roar.

"You're limping," said Boris, without turning around.

"I'm fine."

Boris looked at him over Yana's head. At his face. At how he was standing, all his weight on the one leg.

He said nothing. He started up the far bank of the stream bed, slower than he'd gone in the night. A lot slower. Slow enough that a boy with a bad ankle could keep up.

Tomek followed.

They climbed out of the dip and into the white trees and went on. Away from the houses. Away from the stone. Away from everything. The snow was blue in the early light, and the trunks went up peeling and silent on every side, and the only sounds in the world were their boots, and their breath, and the small creak of the snow taking their weight. Nobody said anything.

Then, toward midmorning, the trees thinned.

They came out at the top of a long white slope, and the land fell away below them into a wide valley, and on the far side of the valley the land went up again in hills, gray and white, folding back into the haze. And Tomek stopped.

He just stopped, and stood there, with his ankle burning and his arm throbbing, and looked. There was a line in the snow.

Down in the valley. Running across the bottom of it, from one side to the other.

Not a stream. Not a ridge. A line. Perfectly straight. Straighter than any path he'd ever walked, straighter than a spear, straighter than anything that grew. It came out of the hills on the left, and crossed the whole valley without bending once, and went on into the hills on the right, and over them, and on. On and on into the haze, so far there was no seeing where it ended.

It was like a cord across the world, pulled tight. And beside it, every so often, sticking up out of the snow at exactly the same distance one from the next, something stood. Thin and dark. Taller than a man. He squinted. A post. A post with something on top, a hoop or a ring, gone orange and brown with rust.

Then another. Then another. All the way along the line. As far as he could see.

"Boris," he said. "What is that?"

Boris had stopped too. He was standing at the top of the slope with Yana asleep on his shoulder, and he wasn't looking at the line. He was looking at the trees on the far side of the valley. At the hills. At anything else.

"Old road," said Boris.

"Where does it go?"

Boris didn't answer.

He started down the slope. Not toward the line. Away from it, along the top of the valley, keeping to the trees.

Tomek stood a moment longer. He looked at the line, running away into the haze, straight as a held breath. He looked at the rusted posts standing up out of the snow one after another, patient, waiting, as people wait along a road for someone they know is coming.

He thought, very clearly, Nobody made that for us.

Then he limped down after Boris and Yana, into the trees.

He kept his eyes off it.

He could feel it there, though. All morning. At the edge of his eye. Running beside them.
Chapter 14
The Edge of the Trees
The first thing he heard was Yana, complaining.

"—not a baby. I can do it myself. Stop pulling. Boris. Boris, that's my skin."

He lay still under the furs and let the voice come into him. The cold was in his nose, clean and sharp, the iron smell of a morning with no wind in it. Pine resin from the low branches over their heads. The damp-dog smell of the fur pulled up to his chin. And over all of it, Yana, loud and cross and wide awake, as she'd been every morning of the world before the cave. Before any of it. He opened his eyes.

Boris was kneeling in the snow at the edge of the dip they'd slept in, with Yana's bad arm laid across his knee. He was unwinding Tia's wrapping, round and round, slow, like a line he meant to use again. Yana sat on the fur beside him with her other fist on her hip.

Her cheeks were pink. Not the burning red of the fever. They were a cold morning pink.

"He's awake," said Yana. "Tomek. Tell him to stop."

"Stop," said Tomek.

Boris didn't stop. The last strip came away. Tomek sat up and leaned in.

The red was still there. Dark and shiny from the wrist halfway to the elbow, and the two curved rows of holes in the middle of it crusted black. But the hand wasn't fat anymore. He could see her knuckles. He could see the little bones on the back of her wrist. And the line that had run up the inside of her arm toward her shoulder, the line he'd watched every morning since the mountain, ended where it had ended in the hollow. Not a hair farther.

Boris bent his head over the arm and breathed in through his nose. Long. As he had by the river, the first time.

"Still bad?" said Tomek.

"Still there," said Boris.

"It's fine," said Yana. "Stop looking at it like it's going to bite you."

She waited a beat.

"Again," she said.

It came out of Tomek before he could stop it. A laugh. One bark of it, so loud a clump of snow slid off the branch over his head and down the back of his neck, and he yelped, and that was worse, and Yana fell over sideways on the fur, cackling, holding her bad arm up out of the snow like a prize.

Boris didn't laugh. He was still looking at the arm.

"Needs cleaning," he said. "Proper."

"With what?" said Tomek.

Boris didn't answer. They had snow, and a little water, and Boris's balm, which was nearly gone. That was all. Tomek knew it. Boris knew it. Neither of them said the rest of it out loud. The tired, then the fever, then the tears. It was in there. It was only sleeping. And nobody knew how long it slept.

Yana sat up and snatched her arm back.

"Then clean it later," she said, and began winding the wrapping on herself, one-handed, so loose and crooked it fell off on the second turn.

Boris took it out of her hand without a word and did it again. Properly. She let him, sighing through her nose the whole time, loudly so everyone would know she was letting him.

* * *

They started down in the gray light, out of the dip and on through the white trees.

Tomek's ankle had stiffened in the night. The first steps were knives. Then it loosened, a little, into the deep hot ache he'd been carrying since Boris's snare, but he could walk on it if he didn't think about it. Problem is he did think about it. He walked anyway.

Boris went to pick Yana up. She stepped back.

"No," she said. "I have legs."

"Your legs were dead yesterday."

"They're not dead today." She stamped one, to show him. "See? Legs."

Boris looked at her. Then he looked at Tomek, as if Tomek were in charge of her.

That was all it took.

"I'll carry her," said Tomek.

Both of them turned and stared at him.

"When she gets tired," he said. "I'll do it. I carried her down a mountain. In a storm. With my ankle like this. I carried her farther than anybody." He hitched his sack higher on his shoulder. "I know how she likes to be carried."

"I like," said Yana, "to walk."

"When you get tired."

"I don't get tired."

She got tired before midmorning. He saw it in her feet. They started to drag little furrows in the snow instead of stepping clean. He was beside her in two strides.

"Here," he said, and bent, and got his arms under her, and stood up.

His ankle folded like a wet stick. He caught himself. Not all the way. He went down on one knee in the snow with Yana clutched against his chest, and the white flash of it went up his leg and into his teeth. For a moment the world was white. Not even a second later, Boris was standing over them.

He didn't say anything. He took Yana out of Tomek's arms like a pot off a fire, and settled her on his hip, and walked on.

"I had her," Tomek said to his back.

Boris kept walking. Yana looked back at Tomek over Boris's shoulder, very seriously, and then at Boris's face, and then at Tomek again.

"You're both slow," she announced.

* * *

She talked.

She talked from Boris's hip until she wanted down, and then she walked and talked, and then she talked from Boris's hip again. She talked about porridge with honey, and whether there was any porridge anywhere in the whole world anymore, and what you could make porridge out of if you didn't have oats. She talked about Mama's friend with the mustache who could whistle with two fingers and once whistled so loud a goat fell over. She talked about the scar-browed man, and exactly where she was going to bite him next time, which was the nose. She talked about whether kerzit had belly buttons.

"They must have," she said. "Everybody does."

"Fish don't," said Tomek.

"Fish aren't everybody."

"Kerzit aren't everybody either."

"Kerzit," said Yana, "are somebody. They have teeth. You don't get teeth unless you're somebody."

Tomek opened his mouth to argue with that and found no argument there, quite.

"Boris," said Yana. "Do kerzit have belly buttons?"

Boris walked a long way before he answered.

"Never looked," he said.

"Well," said Yana, outraged, "why not?"

* * *

Toward noon, the tracks crossed their path.

Deer. A big one, alone, the prints deep and sharp and so fresh the snow in the bottom of them hadn't even begun to crust. Tomek's stomach turned over and growled so loudly that Yana looked at it.

"We could eat for a week," he said.

He crouched over the prints. He knew this. This was his father's. The hunters coming down the ridge with the kill across their shoulders, and the whole village shouting.

"It went down," he said. He pointed through the trees, down the slope, toward a line of darker scrub. "Toward the water. There's water down there, I can smell it. They always go down in the cold. Always. To the water and the low ground, where it's out of the wind. My father said."

Boris looked at the prints. He looked down the slope. He looked up.

Then he pointed, without a word, the other way. Uphill. Toward a stand of young pines on the shoulder above them.

"It went down," said Tomek.

Boris kept pointing.

"Look at them,” said Tomek. “Look at the spacing. It's walking, not running, so it's not scared, so it's going where it wants, and where it wants is water, because it's cold—"

Boris's arm stayed up. Patient as a branch.

Yana slid down off Boris's hip. She walked between them and squatted over the prints with her bad arm held against her chest and her nose almost in the snow, and Tomek felt something go through him that he wasn't ready for. That was Maari. That was Maari exactly, on the path below the cave, kneeling over the churned snow by Anton's knife.

Yana looked and looked. Then she put out one finger and touched the inside of a print, at the back. Then the next one.

"It went back," she said.

"What?"

"Neither way. It went back. It stepped in its own feet." She pointed at the heel of the print, where the snow was pushed up in a little ridge. "See? That's from coming. And that"—the toe—"that's from going. Same hole, two times. Mama showed me. They do it when they think something's following them." She stood up and brushed off her mitten and looked at both of them with enormous patience. "And something is following them, dummies. Us."

Tomek stared at the print. He could see it now. There was no unseeing it. The little ridge at the heel. The second shape inside the first.

Boris was looking at Yana. Not at the tracks. At her.

"Huh," said Boris.

Yana grinned up at him, the gap in her teeth showing.

"Best tracker in the whole world's daughter," she said.

They didn't get the deer. They were too slow, all three of them, and it was long gone back where it had come from. But Yana didn't seem to mind at all. She walked the rest of the afternoon with her chin up and her arms swinging.

"Doesn't matter," she said. "Now we know where it isn't."

* * *

The old road ran with them all day.

Off to their left, beyond the trees, down in the long valley. Sometimes the trees closed in and hid it. Then they'd come out on a rise and there it would be again: the straight white line under the snow, and the rusted posts standing up out of it one after another, all the same distance apart, all the same height, going on into the haze. As if it were keeping pace with them. As if it were walking too.

Boris never looked at it. Not once. Tomek counted the times he could have.

"Why don't we walk on the nice straight road?" said Yana, late in the afternoon, on her own two feet and flagging.

"No," said Boris.

"It's flat. And it's straight. We'd go way faster."

"Roads go places," said Boris.

Yana stopped in the snow.

"That's what roads are FOR," she said.

Boris kept walking. Tomek turned to the line in the valley, and the posts, standing up out of the snow one after another, all the same distance apart, keeping pace. He looked at Boris's back.

He kept his mouth shut. And he kept to the trees.

* * *

They camped that night in a fold of ground among the last of the white trunks, where three of them had fallen together and made a sort of wall.

Boris built the fire. Tomek tried not to watch him do it, and failed, and stopped trying. Boris dug a pit in the snow first. Deep down in the frozen dirt. Then he built the fire small, in the bottom of the pit, with a ring of snow walls around it, so the light went up and not out. You could have walked past it twenty paces off and seen nothing but a faint orange smudge on the underside of the branches.

Tomek had never seen a fire built like that. His father built fires to be seen from the ridge, so the hunters could find their way home. He opened his mouth to say so. Then he shut it.

Boris had pulled a leather sack out of his pack. Dried meat. Hard flat bread, the kind that kept forever. A little bag of something that turned out to be nuts. He'd carried all of it from the houses, Tomek realized. He'd packed it before the stone. Before any of it. He'd known.

They ate. Yana ate everything Boris put in front of her and then looked at Tomek's share until he gave her half of it.

Boris ate slowly, looking at nothing. While he chewed, the end of a stick moved in the snow beside his boot, by itself, as a hand moves when the head is somewhere else. Three short lines, joined at the bottom. Then three more beside them. Like a bird had walked there.

He looked up and caught Tomek watching. The boot came down and scuffed, and the snow was smooth again. Then she shivered.

The cold came down hard once the sun went, as it always did, as if it had been waiting behind the hills all day for the light to be out of the way. Yana pulled her knees up inside the white coat and her teeth began to chatter.

Boris pulled the fur off his own shoulders and held it out to her.

"Here," he said. "Take that off. Wear this."

Yana looked at the fur. Then down at herself.

At the stone, she'd hated the white coat. I look like a cloud. Tomek remembered it. She’d glared at it. She'd yanked at the bow under her chin.

But it was thick. It was thicker than anything they had. The ruff went all the way around her face, and the leggings went all the way to the little white boots, and inside it she was the warmest thing in the whole forest.

"No," said Yana. She pulled the coat tighter. "It's mine now."

Boris didn't move. He knelt there with his fur held out in both hands, and his face didn't change. It didn't do anything at all. It just went still, all of it, like a pond when the wind drops. For a breath. For two.

Then he put his own fur back over his shoulders and sat back on his heels. He said nothing else. He looked at the fire.

Yana was running her mittened hand down the back of the coat, over her own shoulder, feeling. She twisted around to see.

"Somebody sewed this bad," she said. "There's a big lump all down it."

"It's not bad," said Boris.

He said it too fast. Tomek heard it. Boris never said anything fast.

"It's lumpy."

Boris looked at the fire.

"Small stitches hold," he said.

Tomek's head came up. Smaller, Maari had said in the cave, with her eyes half shut and her fingers in Yana's hair. Or the wind will have it open again by morning. He'd forgotten. He'd forgotten all of it until right now. The bone needle. The little pull of the sinew.

Across the fire, Boris was looking at the coat. Not at Yana. At the coat.

Tomek decided Boris hated the tribe's things. All of them. The coat, the houses, the white trees. He'd hate them too, if he'd been one of them. It made sense.

* * *

"Your hair," said Yana, a while later, "is a disgrace."

She was looking at Boris. Boris's hair was long and white and full of everything the forest had: bark, needles, a twig, snow melting in it in little clumps. It hadn't seen a comb in Tomek didn't know how long. It hung down over his face when he bent to the fire, and he pushed it back with the back of his wrist, and it fell down again.

"Turn around," said Yana.

"No."

"Turn around."

Boris didn't turn around. So Yana got up and walked around behind him, and sat down in the snow at his back, and took hold of his hair with both hands, the good one and the bandaged one. Boris went rigid.

Every part of him. His shoulders. His neck. His hands on his knees. He sat there at the fire as stiff as a carved post, staring straight ahead into the flames, while Yana picked the twigs out of his hair one by one and dropped them in the snow.

"Hold still," she told him, although he hadn't moved.

She combed it out with her fingers. She did it as Maari had done hers in the cave, Tomek saw. Starting at the ends. Working up. Patient, for the first time all day. She found a knot and worked at it, and Boris's eyes closed, just for a moment, and then opened again and went back to the fire.

Then she started to braid. Tomek lasted three twists before it came out of him. He tried to hold it. He pressed his mouth shut and it came out his nose, and then it came out everywhere, and he rolled over sideways in the snow with his arms around his middle, laughing so hard there was no breath left, laughing until his ribs hurt and his eyes ran. Boris didn't move his head.

"Keep laughing," he said.

That was worse. Tomek howled.

Yana tied off the end of the braid with a strip she tore off her own bandage. It hung down Boris's back, a fat white rope, crooked at the top where her good hand had pulled harder than her bad one.

"There," she said, satisfied. "Now you're a person."

She went back around the fire and lay down in the white coat with her back to the warm and was asleep almost before she'd finished settling. Tomek wiped his eyes. He lay there in the snow, aching with it, feeling better than he had in days.

Across the fire, when he thought nobody was looking, Boris reached back over his own shoulder. He found the end of the braid with his fingers. He held it.

Just for a moment. Then he let go and looked at the fire again. Tomek pretended he hadn't seen.

* * *

"I'm going to set snares," Tomek said.

He said it to the fire, louder than he needed to.

Boris was already standing up. He had a bundle of cord in his hand. He looked at Tomek, then he walked off into the dark between the trunks without a word.

Tomek went the other way. He set three. His father's way: a loop of cord at the height of a hare's head, on a run where the snow was packed down by little feet, staked off a springy sapling bent low and caught under a twig, so that anything that put its head through and pulled would pull the twig free and go up. His fingers were stiff with cold and he did the knots twice each, properly, as his father had made him do them, standing over him in the grass behind the hut until they were right.

When he came back, Yana was awake again, propped on one elbow, watching him.

"Did you make baskets?" she said.

He narrowed his eyes at her.

"Like the fish basket," she said, and lay back down, smiling at the sky.

* * *

He woke once in the night.

The fire had sunk to a red glow at the bottom of its pit. Yana was a white heap beside it, breathing slow. He counted her breaths. There was no helping it. Since the hollow, sleep wouldn't come until he'd heard it, in and out, in and out, a while. Boris's place by the fire was empty.

Tomek lifted his head. Out past the fallen trunks, between the white trees, a shape was standing in the dark. Tall and pale and very still. Looking back toward the camp.

He lay back down and squeezed his eyes shut. When he opened them again it was nearly light, and the shape was gone.

* * *

It was Yana's shriek that woke him for good.

He was on his feet with his knife half out before he understood that it was laughing. She was out past the fallen trunks, in the gray light, bent double, both hands on her knees, shrieking.

He ran.

His first snare was empty. His second was empty.

His third had Boris in it. Boris was hanging by one ankle from a bent sapling at the edge of a hare run, upside down, his fur coat fallen down around his head and shoulders, his arms crossed over his chest. His fat white braid hung straight down and swung gently in the snow. He was not struggling. He looked as if he had been hanging there for some time and had decided, a while ago, that struggling would be beneath him. Tomek's mouth fell open.

He knew that view. He knew it from the other side. The whole world upside down, and the white trees going down instead of up, and a pale face looking at you between them, saying nothing.

"Two hares," said Yana, wiping her eyes, and pointed. Off by the next trunk, a pair of them lay in the snow where Boris had put them, neat, side by side. "His caught two hares. And yours caught him." She looked from one boy to the other. "Now you're even."

Boris's face was turning slowly red.

"Cut me down," he said.

"Of course," said Tomek. "Of course. Just a moment."

He patted his coat. His belt. His other side. He frowned. He patted his coat again.

"Where did I put my knife," he said.

"It's in your hand," said Yana.

"Is it?" He looked at the knife in his hand with enormous surprise. "So it is."

He turned the knife over, admiring it. Then he examined the cord. Then, at last, Boris.

"Tomek," said Boris.

He cut him down.

Boris came down in the snow in a heap, and lay there a moment on his back, looking up at the branches. Then he got up, brushed the snow off his front, and checked his sword. He felt behind his head for the braid and found it still there, still tied, and his face did something very small that might have been relief.

He looked at the snare. The loop, the sapling, the twig.

"Good snare," he said.

It came out of him as if it cost him something. Tomek felt it go through his chest, warm, bright, before he could stop it. Good snare. From Boris. He wanted to say something back and couldn't think of anything that wouldn't sound like gloating, so he said nothing. Then he looked at the ground.

There were tracks around the camp. Boris's. He could see them now in the gray light, all the way around, a ring of boot prints in the snow between the trees, walked and walked again until they'd packed down hard. A path. Boris had walked a path around them all night.

And the path went closest on the side where Tomek had slept. Not near Yana. Near him.

The warm thing in his chest went out like a pinched wick.

"What were you doing out there?" he said.

"Walking," said Boris.

"All night?"

Boris picked up the two hares by their back feet and carried them to the fire without a word.

* * *

They came out of the trees a little after noon.

It happened all at once. One moment there were white trunks on every side, peeling and silent, as there had been for days and days, so long Tomek had forgotten there was anything else. Then the trunks thinned. Then there were only a few, standing alone. Then there were none.

And then there was the sky.

All of it. Huge and pale and blue, going up and up forever, with no branches across it anywhere. The land ran away in front of them in long white swells, like the sea in his mother's stories, rising and falling to the edge of the world. The wind came across it and hit them in the face, clean and hard and cold, smelling of nothing but snow and distance. Tomek stopped.

Something went out of him. Like a thorny burr plucked out of him. He hadn't known it was there until it went. It had been a weight, low down between his shoulder blades. A finger, laid on the back of his neck, that had been there since — since when? Who knew. Since the white trees. Since the hollow. Since the cloud came down out of the roots. It had been there so long he'd stopped feeling it, as you stop hearing a river, and now it was gone, and his whole back felt light and strange and new.

He breathed. All the way in. All the way down. Beside him, Yana started to run.

She didn't say anything. She just ran. Right there, out into the open. Her white coat flying. Her boots punching holes in the snow. Her good arm out and her bad one held against her chest, running for no reason at all except that there was nothing in front of her to stop her. She ran down the first swell and up the next one. She stood on top of it and screamed at the sky. Just screamed, a long happy wordless scream, and the wind took it and carried it off and nothing came back.

Then she scooped up a handful of snow and threw it at Tomek. It got him in the ear.

Snow slid down inside his collar. She was already making another one.

He bent and scooped. He threw. It went wide. It went wide and hit Boris square in the side of the head.

Boris stopped walking. He turned, very slowly, and looked at Tomek.

"That wasn't—" said Tomek. "I was throwing at—"

Boris bent down. He took his time. He packed it in both hands, turning it, pressing, like a man shaping a stone.

Tomek ran.

He got four steps. The snowball took him between the shoulder blades so hard it knocked the wind out of him and laid him face down in the snow with his arms out. He lay there, spitting, and heard Yana screaming with laughter behind him. And he heard her yell, "Boris wins! Boris wins everything!"

He rolled over. Boris was standing on the swell above him, brushing the snow off his mittens. The wind had the end of his braid and was blowing it out sideways like a flag.

And the corner of his mouth was up. Just one corner. Just a little. Tomek saw it, and Boris saw him see it, and it went away at once, but it had been there. For one breath, on that hill in the wind, Boris had almost smiled.

Tomek lay in the snow and grinned up at the sky, and didn't care who won. When he sat up, Boris wasn't looking at either of them.

He was looking back. At the trees.

They stood behind them in a long white wall, all along the edge of the open land, as far as Tomek could see in either direction. The forest they'd come out of. Silent. Peeling. Nothing moving in it. Boris kept looking.

Tomek looked too. Nothing. Nothing at all. Just trees. Just the edge of the white wood, where the open country began.

The weight was gone from between his shoulders. He stared at the trees and dared it to come back, and it didn't.

It didn't come back. It also didn't feel gone. It felt like something had stopped at the edge of the trees and not stepped out after them. Not because it couldn't.

Because it didn't need to come this way.

Boris turned around and walked on. After a moment Tomek got up and followed, making himself keep his eyes front. He felt the trees there anyway, all afternoon, behind him.

* * *

They found the stones near evening, on top of a long rise, where the land was highest. A pile of them, gray and black and orange with lichen, stacked up taller than Boris. There was a pole stuck in the top, and on the pole was the skull of something with curling horns, bleached as white as the snow, its eye holes looking back where they'd come from.

Boris stopped in front of it. Not a word. He stood there with his hands at his sides, looking at the stones. Then past them. At the long white land on the other side, where it fell away in swells toward a gray smudge of hills. He stood there too long.

"Is that yours?" said Yana.

Boris didn't look at her.

"Was," he said.

Then he stepped past the stones. One step. Onto the other side.

He stood there a moment longer, on the far side of the pile, looking at the land in front of him. And Tomek saw it. The thing that had been in Boris's face all these days, in the white trees, by the river, at the stone, even upside down in the snare. That flatness. That knowing. The face of someone who knew where every root was before his foot found it.

It was gone. He looked at the land as Tomek looked at it. As Yana did.

He knew no more than they did now. Not one thing.

Tomek walked past the stones after him. It felt like nothing. It felt like walking.

Yana stopped at the pile and put her mitten on the lowest stone. Then she patted it twice, like a dog she was saying goodbye to, and ran to catch up.

* * *

He did the thing twice that day without knowing.

The first time was on the open land after the snowball fight. He was walking, and then he wasn't, and he was standing still in the snow with his face turned off to the left. The wind was blowing his hair across his eyes. He left it there.

"Tomek."

Yana was tugging his sleeve.

"You're doing the dog thing," she said.

"What dog thing?"

"Like old Petra's dog. When it smells something. It goes all stiff and points its nose." She stuck her own nose out and froze, and held it, and then fell over laughing. "Like that. What are you smelling?"

"Nothing," he said. He laughed, because she was laughing. "I'm not doing anything."

The second time was near dark, after the stones. He came back to himself standing on the top of a swell, facing the same way. Off to the left, and a little ahead. Toward the hills. Toward where the old road ran, out of sight now, down in its valley, going wherever it went.

Nobody had seen that time. He turned around quickly and walked back down to the others and kept his mouth shut about it.

He kept his mind shut about it too. In his gut, he felt… he should be careful.

* * *

They didn't make a fire that night.

The lights had come at dusk. Two of them, far behind, on a ridge they'd crossed at noon. Tiny. Yellow. Not moving, and then moving.

"They'll stop at the stones," Tomek said.

He said it like a fact. He wanted it to be one. Boris watched the lights until they moved.

"Will they?" said Tomek.

Boris's jaw worked.

"They never have," he said.

So there was no fire. They dug in behind a drift on the lee side of a swell, out of the wind. They lay down in a row under every fur they had, Yana in the middle. Boris's fur, Tomek's coat, the white coat, and a hide from Boris's pack, all pressed together. Warm, almost. Their breath going up in three white clouds that met above them and came apart.

And above the clouds, the sky.

The storm had been over them so long. The clouds, the snow, the white trees roofing them in. Tomek had forgotten. He lay on his back and looked up, and kept looking.

Stars. More stars than he'd ever seen. Thick as frost. Thick as the snowberries on the bushes by the river, in the summer. So many you couldn't see the branch. Big ones and small ones and smears of them like spilled milk, going all the way across from one edge of the world to the other.

Nobody said anything.

"Mama's up there," said Yana.

She said it as she said everything. As if somebody had asked her what color the snow was.

"See? That one." She pointed with her bad arm, up out of the furs. "The bright one. The one a bit to the side. That's her. Because she never stands where you tell her."

Tomek looked. There was a bright one, a bit to the side.

"When you die," said Yana, "you go up there. And there's a fire, and it never goes out, ever. And you get to be the thing you were best at. Forever." She thought about it. "So Mama's tracking. She tracks the whole sky. That's why the stars move, she's following something."

"What's she following?" said Tomek.

"How should I know? I'm not up there." She pointed again, at another one, low and steady. "That's your mama. She's playing. You can't hear it from here 'cause it's too far." Then, at a big red one: "And your papa. What was he best at?"

Tomek looked at the red star.

"Hunting," he said.

"Then he's hunting," said Yana. "With Mama. They're probably fighting about which way the deer went."

Tomek laughed. It hurt a little, somewhere under his ribs.

"She's probably mad at you," Yana said. "Both of you." She yawned enormously. "For being slow."

She was quiet a while.

"Anton's not up there," she said.

Nobody said anything.

"He's too stubborn," said Yana, and that was the end of it.

The wind moved over the top of the drift. Somewhere far off, something small cried out once and was quiet. Farther off than that, past the swells, back toward the trees, something ticked. Tk. Tk-tk. Then nothing. Boris's head turned toward it on the fur, and turned back. Ice, Tomek told himself. Cold got into branches and made them tick.

"What do you think?" Yana said. She poked Tomek in the ribs. "Where do they go?"

Tomek searched the stars before he answered.

"My mom said everything's singing," he said slowly. "All the time. The river. The stones. People. Everybody's got a song going, all day and all night." He swallowed. "I used to think when you die you just — stop. Like a song does, when it's over. But she said a song doesn't stop. You just stop being able to hear it."

"So they're still singing?"

"Maybe." Who knew. Who knew anything. "Maybe they're still going, somewhere. And we just can't hear it right."

Life, said his mother's voice, in the woods above the clearing, a lifetime ago.

He kept that part.

"I don't know if my dad would be proud," he said instead.

It came out by itself. He hadn't meant it to. It was out before he knew it was there, up in the cold air with the clouds of their breath.

"He gave me his knife," he said. "He said protect them. All of them. And I don't think I've done one thing with it he'd—"

"You cut Boris out of a tree," said Yana.

He laughed. It came out wet.

"Eventually," said Boris.

That was worse. Tomek put his arm over his eyes and laughed until he had to stop, and lay there breathing, and felt Yana's shoulder warm against his.

"Boris," said Yana. "Your turn."

Boris didn't say anything for so long that Tomek thought he'd fallen asleep.

"Dead is dead," he said.

That was all.

Yana waited. Tomek waited. The stars burned.

Then, much later, so quietly Tomek almost didn't hear it over the wind, Boris said something else.

"Somebody told me once the stars are holes," he said. "In the dark. Where the light gets out."

Yana turned her head on the fur.

"Who?" she said.

Boris was looking straight up.

"Somebody," he said.

Yana studied him in the starlight.

"Was she nice?" she said.

Boris didn't answer.

He lay there without moving, looking up at the holes in the dark, and his breath went up from him in a slow white cloud, and came apart, and went up again, and he said nothing else. Yana didn't ask again. She turned back and looked at the sky. After a while her breathing slowed. Her hand found the edge of Tomek's coat in the dark under the furs, and took hold of it, as it had in the hollow.

She was asleep.

* * *

Tomek couldn't sleep. The stars were too bright and his ankle hurt and his head was too full. He listened to Yana breathe. In and out. In and out. A while. Then a while longer.

He wanted to play.

The want came up in him quietly, as thirst comes. Not for her. She was fine. She was asleep with her hand in his coat, breathing slow. Just to play. Something for the stars. Something for his mother, low and steady, a bit to the side. He reached down inside his coat and found the cord and drew the kalyuka out into the starlight. A hand closed over it.

Boris had come up on one elbow on the far side of Yana. His arm was stretched out across her in the dark, and his gray hand was wrapped around the end of the flute, over the carved eye.

"Don't," said Boris.

"I'm not playing it for her," Tomek whispered. "She's fine. I just wanted—"

"I saw it."

His voice came out wrong. Too fast. Boris never talked fast.

"Three nights ago. Her breath. I saw what gave it back to her." His hand was shaking on the flute. Tomek could feel it through the wood. "Dead is dead, Tomek. That's the one thing I know. That's the only thing I ever knew. And then I watched her come back."

He stopped. His breath went up between them in the dark, fast and ragged.

"Things don't give back for free," he said. "Not from there. It's going to want something for her."

Cold crossed the sleeping girl and found him.

"And it didn't just come back with her," said Boris. "I think it came home in you."

Something went cold in Tomek's stomach.

"You think I'm—" he said. The rest of it stuck. "What? You think I'm what?"

"I didn't say that."

"You walked around me all night." His voice was rising. He pushed it down, for Yana. "I saw the tracks. Not around her. Around me."

"I walked around the camp."

"Closest to me."

Boris didn't say anything.

"I'm not—" said Tomek. "I didn't do anything. I brought her back. I brought her back. I counted and I breathed for her and I—"

He stopped. He was remembering the cloud. Coming down out of the roots, slow and careful, like something lowered into a cup.

He hadn't brought her back. He knew that. He'd known it in the hollow. He'd counted to ten and run out of everything he had, and then something else had done it.

Boris was watching his face. He saw it go through. Tomek knew he saw it.

"Every time you play," said Boris, low, "it can hear you."

"What can?"

Boris looked out at the dark past the drift, at the swells, going away into the night. At the ridge where the lights had been. His jaw worked.

"I don't know," he said.

He let go of the flute, then got up, carefully, so as not to wake Yana, and walked out over the top of the drift into the starlight. Tomek watched his shape go down the far side of the swell, and stop, and stand there, with the braid hanging down its back, looking at the dark. He stayed out there.

* * *

Tomek lay with the kalyuka in his fist.

He held it, cold against his palm, and put things away, one at a time, like knives. The hollow went first. The thing that had come up through his chest when he screamed her name. How big it had been. Bigger than him. How cold. How he hadn't cared what it was. He shut it in a box in his head and sat on the lid.

Then the trees, and the weight between his shoulders, and how it had stopped at the edge of the forest. Not because it couldn't follow. Because it didn't need to. Into the box.

The dog thing. Into the box.

He sat on the lid with all his weight, and was very careful. Then, to put himself to sleep, he did what he had always done. Since before he could remember. Since before the hut, and the fire, and the goats, and the gap in the fence. He hummed the three notes.

Low. Under his breath. Going round.

The first one.

The second one.

He went for the third one, the one that turned it over and brought it back to the start.

It wasn't there.

He stopped. He lay very still under the furs. He tried again. Low. Careful. The first one. The second one.

And then nothing. A gap. A place where something should have been, and his voice going out into it and finding no bottom.

He'd had it all his life. Every night of his life. Across the snow, his boots falling into it. In the shelter by the Weald. It was the one thing he'd never had to remember, because it was always there.

He tried a third time.

Two notes. Going round. And a hole where the third had been.

Beside him, Yana breathed in and out, her hand in his coat. Out on the swell, Boris stood against the stars with his back to them, watching the dark.

Tomek lay awake until the sky went gray, with two notes going round and round in his head, and the third one gone.
Chapter 15
Counting
Boris came back at dawn.

First the creak of snow taking weight, slow, from the far side of the drift. Then the shape of him against the gray, coming down off the swell with his arms folded into his coat and frost all through his hair. There was frost on his eyelashes. There was frost on the braid, so the white rope of it had gone stiff and sparkling and hung down his back like something carved.

He kept his eyes off Tomek and crouched by the furs, putting his hand flat on Yana's back, under all the layers, holding it there a moment, feeling her breathe. Then he took it away.

Tomek kept his eyes almost shut and let him do it. Neither of them said anything about the night. Not then, and not while they ate the last of the cold fish from Boris's pack, and not while they shook the snow out of the furs. Tomek was very polite. He said thank you when Boris handed him the water. He said after you at the top of the first swell. He had never said after you to anybody in his life. It sat in his mouth strangely, like a stone.

Boris looked at him when he said it. Then he went first. Yana didn't notice any of it.

"Boris. Fold that one properly. No. No, Boris. Properly! Like a person. Tomek, you've got snow down your back, I can see it. Boris, is it going to snow? It looks like it's going to snow. Tomek, why are you talking like that?"

"Like what?"

"Like Hedda when she wanted the good bread."

"I'm not talking like anything."

"You said after you."

"That's just manners."

Yana looked at him for a long moment, and then at Boris, and then at Tomek again, and narrowed her eyes. Then she shrugged and went back to bossing them, and her voice went on and on through the cold gray morning while they packed, and every so often it ran straight into the quiet between the two boys and caught there, like a sleeve on a nail, and tore free, and went on.

* * *

The raven came down out of nowhere an hour into the walk.

It landed on a dead stump beside the path, a few steps ahead of Yana, with a heavy clap of wings and a scatter of snow. A big one. Black as a hole. It didn't look at them at all. It hopped to the base of the stump, where a clump of something brown and knobbled had frozen into the ice, and stabbed at it with its beak.

Tock. A chip of ice flew. Tock.

"Grumbleshrooms," said Yana.

She'd stopped dead, staring.

They were. Tomek could see them now, the little brown caps all crowded together on the bark, gone hard and shiny with frost. The raven worked one loose and threw its head back and gulped it down, and then it made a sound. Low. Creaky. Deep down in its throat, like an old door, like somebody's grandfather getting up out of a chair. Grrrawk. It stabbed at the next one. Tock. It gulped. Grrrawk.

Every bite, it complained about it. Yana put both mittens over her mouth.

"He's eating Grumbleshrooms," she said through them. "And he's grumbling."

The raven worked another one loose and swallowed it and grumbled.

"He's Grumble," said Yana.

She said it with her whole body, up on her toes, as if she had just been told the most important thing in the world. The raven turned one eye on her. Black and bright and wet. It looked at her and looked at her. Then it went back to the stump.

"You can't name a raven," said Tomek.

"I just did," shooting her arms out toward the bird, palms up to demonstrate her deed.

"It's not yours,” he said under his breath. 

"He's not anybody's," she said, sounding just as annoyed as he did. "Grumble. Hey. Grumble. You can come with us. We're going on an adventure. Boris is very boring and Tomek talks like Hedda, but I'm fun."

Grumble ate the last shroom. He grumbled about it. Then he spread his wings and lifted off the stump in a heavy beat of air and flew away down the path.

Not far. He landed on a branch forty paces ahead and sat there, black against the white.

Facing the way they were going.

"See?" said Yana, enormously satisfied. She stood up and ran to catch up to him.

He was there all day after that. Always a little way ahead. On a stump, a branch, a stone sticking up out of the snow. They'd walk toward him, and just before they got there he'd lift off and go a little farther and land again and wait. Yana talked to him the whole way. She told him about porridge. She told him about Mama. She told him about the scar-browed man's nose.

Grumble didn't say anything back. But whenever they caught up with him, he was looking the way they were going.

* * *

The land turned strange.

It happened slowly, so slowly that Tomek didn't notice it was happening until it had already happened. The swells of the open country flattened. The snow got wetter underfoot, and then crusted. The crust got hollow, so that sometimes it held them and sometimes it broke with a sound like a dropped plate, and they went in up to their shins in black water so cold it burned.

Marsh. Frozen marsh, all the way out to the edge of the sky.

Reeds stood up through the ice in great shaggy clumps, taller than Boris, brown and dry and rattling in the wind, like the hair of something huge that had lain down under the ice and died there. There were trees, a few. Not white trees. Black ones. Low and twisted, with their bark hanging off in long strips, and their branches all leaning the same way, as if a wind had blown through here once that was so strong they'd never stood up straight again.

Tomek had never seen trees like that.

Boris stopped and was crouching over a set of prints in the snow at the edge of a reed clump. Small prints. Three toes, and a long drag mark behind each one. He looked at them and kept looking.

"What made those?" said Tomek.

Boris kept looking.

"Boris. What made them?"

Boris stood up. He brushed the snow off his knee.

"Don't know," he said.

He said it flatly, as he said everything, and walked on. But Tomek had seen his face over the prints. How it had worked, how his eyes had gone back and forth along the drag marks, reading and reading and coming up empty, like a hand reaching for a cup that isn't there. He had no idea.

Something went through Tomek that wasn't quite gladness. It was close to it. He walked a little taller after that.

"I never saw a tree like that," said Yana, pointing at one of the twisted black ones. "Have you?" She looked at Boris, at Tomek. "Nobody has,” said Tomek. “This is a nobody place."

Grumble was sitting in the top of the twisted tree. He grumbled down at her.

"Except Grumble," said Yana.

* * *

By midday, the lake.

They came over a low rise in the marsh and there it was, filling the whole flat ground ahead, white and wide and dead level. Snow lay on it smooth as a sheet. You could only tell it was water underneath by how flat it was. Nothing in the world was that flat except water that had stopped.

They were out of meat. They'd eaten the last of Boris's dried strips at dawn and the last of the fish, and Tomek's stomach had been making noises since the reeds.

Boris looked at the lake. Then at the marsh around it. He took a bundle of cord out of his pack and walked off along the shore toward the nearest clump of reeds, Very slow, he bent over, looking for runs.

He came back with the light already shifting and the cord still in his hand. No words. None needed. There were no runs. There were no packed little paths in the snow where hares went back and forth. Nothing lived here that Boris knew how to catch.

Tomek looked at the lake. At how flat it was. At the reeds standing up out of the edge of it, and the black water he knew was moving under there, somewhere, in the dark.

He took his father's knife out of his belt and walked out onto the ice.

"Tomek," said Boris.

"It's thick," said Tomek. "Listen." He stamped. The ice didn't answer. Not a tick. Not a crack. Just a dull, solid thud, like stamping on the ground. "It's frozen all the way down near the edge. Out here it'll be thinner. But not thin."

He went out a dozen paces. He knelt. He scraped the snow away with his mitten until he found the ice, gray and cloudy, and he began to cut.

It took forever. The ice was thick and the knife was a hunting knife, not an axe. He had to chip, and chip, and chip, and scoop the chips out with his hand, and chip again. His fingers went white. His knees went numb through his leggings. Yana came and sat on the ice beside him and watched, with her chin in her mitten.

"What are you making?"

"A hole."

"I can see that, dummy. What for?"

He chipped. And then the knife went through, all at once, and black water welled up into the bottom of the hole, and he felt a breath of something come up out of it, colder than the air. He made the hole bigger. As big as his two hands spread out. Then he unrolled his sleeve.

What was left of it. 

He'd torn it once already, by the river, a lifetime ago, when there was still a Maari in the world and he knew nothing. He tore it again now, strip by strip, up toward the elbow, and he went to the shore and cut reeds, long dry stiff ones, and came back and sat down on the ice and began to tie.

Yana watched him tie the first two reeds. Her face changed.

"Tomek," she said slowly.

He tied faster.

"Tomek. Is that—"

"Don't."

"It's a basket."

"It's a trap."

"It's the basket," she said, and he heard her start to laugh. "It's the basket from the river! You're making the basket again!"

It was. He knew it was. Lopsided already. One end wider than the other, and the whole thing leaning a little to the left, as if it were tired. Strips of his own sleeve wound round and round the reeds, knotted with fingers that couldn't feel the knots.

He finished it. He held it up.

Yana was on her back on the ice, laughing so hard no sound was coming out of her. Boris had come out onto the ice too. He stood a few paces off with his arms folded and looked at the trap. Tomek waited for him to say something. Nothing came. Somehow that was worse.

Tomek fed the trap down into the hole, wide end first, and wedged it against the edge of the ice with a reed so the current under the ice would run through it, as it had in the river. Then he sat back on his heels and waited.

"It's going to work," he said.

"And if it doesn't?" said Yana, from the ice, still breathless.

"It's going to work."

They waited.

The wind came across the lake and rattled the reeds on the shore. Grumble came and sat on the ice a little way off and looked at the hole. Boris sat down. Yana sat up. The cold came up through the ice into Tomek's knees and his legs and his stomach, and he sat there and looked at the black water in the hole and didn't move.

You always caught something, he'd said, to his father, by the river. How am I supposed to feed a whole tribe if I can't even catch one stupid fish for one little girl?

He kept his eyes on the hole.

The water moved.

A flicker down in the black. A flash, silver, there and gone. Then the reed holding the trap twitched.

Tomek grabbed it. He pulled. The trap came up out of the hole streaming water, and it was heavy, it was so heavy, and inside it, thrashing against the reeds and the strips of his sleeve, silver and fat and furious, were fish.

One. Two. Three.

He knelt there on the ice with the trap in his hands and the water running down his wrists and freezing as it ran, and there were no words in him at all. Yana was on her feet. She was jumping. She was screaming. Grumble flew up off the ice in a fright and circled, croaking.

"It's a basket!" Yana screamed at the sky. "It's a basket and it WORKED!"

She ran to him and threw her arms around his neck so hard she nearly knocked him and the trap and the fish back into the hole.

"It's a good basket," she said into his ear, fiercely. "It's a good basket, Tomek."

He laughed. It came out cracked.

Over her shoulder, he found Boris.

Boris was standing on the ice with his arms still folded. He was looking at the trap. At the three fish flopping in the reeds. At the strips of sleeve. He looked at them for a long, long time, and his face didn't do anything. Then he looked at Tomek.

"Good basket," said Boris.

Tomek felt it go into him like sun.

* * *

Boris took the fish.

He did it without asking. He just bent and lifted the trap out of Tomek's hands and carried it to the shore. He knelt in the snow, drew his knife, and began to clean them. Quick and neat and certain. A slit, a twist, a scoop, a flick, and the insides steaming in the snow and the next fish already in his hand. As if he'd done it a thousand times. As if they were his fish. As if he'd caught them. Tomek stood on the ice with his empty hands.

Nobody had asked Boris to do that. Nobody had said Boris, clean the fish. He'd just taken them, and Yana was squatting next to him, already chattering, watching his hands, asking him how he did it so fast. Not asking Tomek. Asking him.

He'd seen it first. The lake, the ice, the hole, the trap. Boris had walked the shore with his cord and come back with nothing, and Tomek had looked at the lake and seen it. And now Boris had the fish, and Yana had Boris, and good basket was all Tomek was going to get. Two words.

He walked to the shore and sat down a little way from the others. When Boris held out the smallest fish to him on a reed, he took it and said thank you as if it had cost him nothing.

* * *

The root happened while the fish were cooking.

Boris had dug a pit in the frozen shore and built a fire in it, small, and the fish were spitted on reeds over the coals, dripping and hissing. The smell of them was so good Tomek's eyes watered. Yana had been sitting with her nose practically in the fire, and then she wasn't.

She'd got up and was walking along the shore.

Not looking for anything. Not looking at anything. Just walking, as you'd walk across your own hut in the dark to the place where the water bucket always was. She went past a clump of reeds and past a hummock of snow and past another, and stopped at a patch of shore that looked exactly like every other patch of shore. Flat white snow. Nothing sticking up. Nothing at all.

She knelt down and started to dig. She dug with her good hand, scooping the snow aside, and then the frozen mud under it, chipping with a stick she'd picked up, and then she reached down into the hole with her whole arm, and felt around, and pulled.

Something came up.

A root. Knobbly and brown and ugly as a toad, as big as her fist, with little hairy tails coming off it. She knocked the mud off it against her knee and brought it back to the fire and dropped it in the coals at the edge.

"There," she said, then sat back down. "That's sweet if you roast it."

Boris looked at the root. Then at her.

"What is it?"

"It's a root," said Yana. "Dummy."

They waited while it roasted. When she rolled it out of the coals with a stick and broke it open, it steamed, and the inside was pale yellow and soft as porridge, and it was sweet. It was so sweet it made Tomek's teeth ache. Like honey. Like the inside of a summer.

He went and stood over the patch of shore where she'd dug. Flat. White. A hole in it now. Nothing around it. Nothing above the snow to say there'd been anything under it at all.

"How'd you know it was there?" he said.

"It's always there," said Yana, with her mouth full. "By ice."

"Always?"

She opened her mouth to answer.

And nothing came out.

Just for a breath. She sat there with her mouth a little open and the root in her mitten, steaming, and her eyes went past him to the hole in the snow, and something in her face went still. Not scared. Not anything. Just blank, like a page. As if she'd reached for something she always kept in the same place, and her hand had closed on nothing.

Then she shut her mouth and swallowed.

"Everything's always somewhere, dummy," she said. "Boris. Boris, that one's burning. Turn it. Turn it, it's burning, are you blind—"

And she was up, and at the fire, and bossing him, and the fish were turning, and the moment was gone, and Tomek didn't know if there had been a moment at all. He ate his piece of the root. It was the sweetest thing he'd ever tasted.

He let it go. He ate it, and let it go.

* * *

They camped there on the shore that night, behind a wall of reeds.

There were no lights behind them. Boris had climbed the highest hummock at dusk and stood there, looking back the way they'd come. He stayed there until the light went, then cane down and said nothing, then built the fire up a little higher than the night before. If Boris felt it was safe to build a fire out here, Tomek knew there couldn’t be any more on their trail.

They'd eaten every scrap of the fish and three more of Yana's roots, which she'd found the same way, walking straight to places on the shore and digging. Tomek had stopped watching her do it. He'd found that he would rather not.

He was so tired.

The kind of tired that goes all the way into the bones and lies down there. His ankle beat with his heart. His fingers were raw from the ice and the knife. His eyes were heavy, and the fire was warm. He sat in front of it with his knees drawn up and looked into it. He looked and looked and didn't stop looking.

Fire had a sound.

He'd never noticed that before. Not really. He'd heard it, of course, everybody heard it. The crackle and the pop. But under that, if you listened long enough, there was something else. A sort of breathing. Low and soft and even, rising and falling, the coals going bright and dim, bright and dim, as if the fire were asleep and dreaming. He listened to it.

The humming started without his knowing. It came up out of him by itself. Low. The fire's breathing, rising and falling. And his mother's notes, going round, as they always went round when he was tired.

The first one.

The second one.

And then the place where the third one should have been. The gap. And the fire, filling the gap, rising into it—

"Tomek!"

Snow hit him in the face.

He gasped. Cold and wet down his collar, in his eyes, in his open mouth. He fell back off his heels and sat down hard and wiped his face, spluttering, and looked up.

The fire was enormous.

It was up out of its pit. All the way up, higher than Boris's head, a column of yellow and orange roaring straight up into the dark. So bright the reeds all around them stood out gold against the night. Sparks went up from it in a great whirling river, up and up into the stars, hundreds of them. A beacon you could have seen for miles. The heat of it pushed at his face like a hand. He could feel it on his eyelids.

And it was dropping.

As he watched, it sank. Slowly. Down and down, the roaring going quieter, the column shrinking, until it settled back into its pit with a sigh and a scatter of sparks, small and red. Just a fire again. Just their little fire in the snow.

The dark came back around them all at once. Yana was standing over him with another fistful of snow in her mitten. Her face was white in the glow.

"You were doing it," she said.

"Doing what?"

"That." She pointed at the fire with the snow. "You were humming at it, and it went up."

Tomek stared at the fire, then at his own hands. He laughed. It came out high.

"The wood was pitchy," he said. "That's all. Some of those reeds. They've got pitch in them. You could smell it."

Yana didn't put down the snow.

"You did that," she said.

"I didn't do anything. I was sitting here."

"You were humming."

"So? I hum. I always hum. Fire doesn't care if you hum."

Yana looked at him for a long moment. Then she threw the snow, not at him, just down, into the snow at her feet. She went back around the fire to her furs and lay down with her back to him.

"It was warm, though," she said, to the dark. Quietly. Almost to herself.

It was. Tomek could still feel it on his face. In his hands. The best warmth he'd felt since the house with the singing walls.

Across the fire, Boris hadn't moved. He was sitting exactly where he'd been sitting, on the far side of the pit, with his sword across his knees. He was looking at Tomek. Not at the fire. At him.

He held Tomek's eyes until Tomek looked away. Then he got up, took a stick, and pulled half the burning reeds out of the pit, one by one, and laid them in the snow, where they hissed and went out. When he was done, the fire was small. Smaller than it had been at the start. A handful of coals. He sat back down.

He never said a word about it. Not that night. Not ever. But Tomek noticed, after that, that every fire Boris built was a little smaller than the one before.

In the black middle of the night, Boris shook them awake. He gave no reason. He rolled the furs, kicked snow into the pit, and walked them along the shore by starlight, half a mile, to another wall of reeds, and put them down there, and sat up with his sword across his knees. Tomek lay awake behind the new reeds thinking about the fire going up like a beacon, and who could have seen it from the hills, and was sure that was why.

* * *

The road came in the morning.

They'd been walking along the edge of the marsh, where the ground was firmer, and the line was suddenly there in front of them, running across their way. They'd seen it from the hills for three days, far off, always in the corner of an eye. Now it was right here. Straight as a pulled cord. A flat raised path under the snow, wider than a hut, running away both to the right and to the left as far as Tomek could see, perfectly straight both ways. Beside it, a rusted post, taller than a man, with its orange hoop on top. They'd have to cross it.

Boris stopped at the edge. He stood there with Yana's mitten in his hand, looking at the road.

"Come on," said Yana.

"No."

"We have to get over it."

Boris looked left. He looked right. He looked at the road as if it were a river with something swimming in it.

Yana pulled her mitten out of his hand. She walked right past him, and up the little bank of snow at the edge, and jumped. Both feet. Right onto the middle of the road.

"See?" she said, and stamped. "Just a road."

Her boot scraped the snow aside where she stamped. Under it, the road was black.

Not black like dirt. Not black like stone. Black and smooth and hard, with a sort of roughness to it, like the skin of something. Like a frozen pond with sand in it. Tomek came up the bank after her and knelt and pushed more of the snow away with his mitten. It went on. Black and smooth and flat, all the way under, with a thin yellow line painted down it, faded almost to nothing, running away straight in both directions.

He pulled off his mitten and put his bare hand on it. Cold. Colder than the snow. Hard. So hard. Harder than ice. Harder than anything. It didn't give at all. It wasn't stone. Stone had grain. It wasn't wood. It wasn't anything he had ever touched, or seen, or heard about, in any story.

Somebody had made this. Somebody had made this whole road, all the way to the end of the world, out of something that wasn't anything.

"Tomek," said Yana.

She'd crouched down too. She was looking at a crack in the black, a little way off, where it had split in the cold and a line of snow had blown into the split.

There was something in it.

She dug it out with her finger, then held it up.

A stone. Small. Smaller than the end of her thumb. Worn smooth as a river pebble, rounder at one end, cloudy white like the inside of a shell. And around its middle, pressed into it, a band of dull yellow metal, thin as a hair, as if someone had tied it up with a thread of gold. They both looked at it.

"Treasure," breathed Yana.

She turned it over. The yellow band caught the gray light and glowed, very faintly, as Aria had glowed.

Tomek's hand went to the pouch at his belt before he could stop it. Down in the seams along the bottom, since the river, there had been a fleck of gold or two. He'd thought so. He'd never been sure. He tipped the pouch to the light now. Leather. Just leather, gone gray with cold. He let it fall.

"It's from the old people," she whispered. "It's old-people treasure. It's gold, Tomek."

"You don't know that's gold."

Yana looked at him with enormous scorn. Then she put the stone in her mouth and bit down on it, hard, with her side teeth.

"Yana!"

"Mama said you bite gold to see if it's real." She took it out and looked at it. "If it's real, it goes soft." She squinted at the band. There was a tiny dent in it. "It went soft. It's real."

She closed her fist around it and stood up on the black road with the wind blowing her hood back and her face shining.

"We're rich," said Yana.

On the far side of the road, Boris was wading through the drifts. He'd gone around. A long way around, down off the bank and through the snow beside the road, where it was piled up to his thighs. He plowed through it with his arms up and his face set. He'd gone fifty paces out of the way and fifty paces back, to get from one side of the road to the other, rather than put one foot on it.

He came up the bank on the far side, panting, covered in snow to the waist. Yana looked at him from the middle of the road.

"You," she said, "are so slow."

* * *

After that, they found more.

“They’re everywhere!” said Yana, picking up a smaller, pointier one. “Well. Not everywhere. But a lot of wheres.”

Once they knew what to look for, the road was full of them. There were two at the foot of the next rusted post, half buried in the frozen dirt where the post went in. One white, one gray. The gray one had a little red speck in it, deep inside, like a drop of blood in ice.

"That's mine," said Tomek, and grabbed it.

"I saw it first!"

"You saw the white one first. I saw the gray one first. That's one for you and one for me."

"I have two. The gold one and the white one."

"Then I have one. One for me."

Yana considered this.

"Fine," she said. "I'm winning."

She pulled off one of her mittens, the one from her bad hand, and tied a knot in the wrist of it, and dropped the stones in. The gold one. The white one. And she held out her other hand to Tomek, palm up.

"Give it here. I'm keeping them."

"It's mine."

"I'm keeping them. So we don't lose them. You'll lose them, you lost Mama's—" She stopped. For a moment her face was something else. Then it wasn't. "You'll lose them. I'm the keeper."

He gave it to her. She dropped it in.

Three, in the mitten. She shook it. They clicked.

"When we get to a village," she said, "I'm going to buy porridge. A hundred bowls. With honey on every single one."

"You can't eat a hundred bowls of porridge."

"Watch me."

"I'm going to buy a bow," said Tomek. "A real one. A hunting bow. And arrows. Fifty arrows."

"What for?"

"For hunting."

"You can't even hit Boris with a snowball."

"I hit him in the head!"

"By accident."

They found the next one an hour later, at the base of another post. Tomek found it. It was small and white and had a crack down the middle.

"That's two for me."

"That's a pebble," said Yana.

"It is not a pebble."

"It's got a crack. Treasure doesn't have cracks."

"It's got the same shine on it. Look. Look at it."

She looked at it. She held it up next to her gold one.

"Half," she said. "It's half a treasure. You have one and a half."

"That's not how it works."

"I'm the keeper," said Yana. "I say how it works."

Boris walked on ahead of them, a little way off from the road, through the snow at its edge. Not a word. Not a glance at the stones. Every so often he stopped and bent down, then straightened up again and walked on.

* * *

Grumble was sitting on the top of a post, on the rusted hoop, in the middle of the afternoon.

They'd stopped to rest. Yana was counting the stones in the mitten again, laying them out on her knee and putting them back. Boris was sitting in the snow with his eyes half shut. Tomek was standing a little way off.

He wasn't doing anything. Just standing.

"Tomek," said Yana. "You're doing the dog thing."

He came back to himself. He was standing on the edge of the road with his face turned off to the left, toward the hills. The wind was in his hair. How long he'd been there, nobody could have said.

"I'm not doing anything," he said.

"You are. Look. Look at Grumble."

He turned.

The raven was sitting on top of the post with his feathers fluffed up against the cold and his head turned. Looking off to the left. Toward the hills.

The same way exactly.

"He's doing the dog thing too!" said Yana, delighted. "You're both doing it! You're twins! Boris, look! They're twins!"

Tomek laughed. It was funny, the raven on the post with its beak stuck out and its feathers all puffed up, looking so serious. He turned and stuck his own nose out, stiff, like old Petra's dog, and held it, to make her laugh, and she fell over backwards in the snow, shrieking. Boris didn't laugh.

He was looking at the raven. Then at Tomek. Then at the hills, where both of them had been looking. His eyes stayed on the hills.

Grumble grumbled, down deep in his throat, and lifted off the post, and flew away toward them.

* * *

The haze lifted in the late afternoon, and across the land, at the edge of the horizon, a great gray smear across the world ahead. It had been there all day, hidden by the haze. So big that the land ran into it and stopped. There was nothing past it. 

“Sollen’s Spine,” said Tomek.

There it was.

Far, far ahead, above everything, filling half the sky. The long jagged ridge, all teeth, white and gray, going up and up into the clouds, with its head down in them. Like the back of some impossibly enormous animal lying on its belly at the end of the world.

He'd lain in the grass at its foot every summer of his life. He'd seen it from Olver's slope, the back of it, close enough to touch. And now it was there again, in front of them, so far and so huge that for a moment he forgot to breathe.

"It's bigger," he said.

Boris looked at it. "It isn't."

"It is. It's bigger than yesterday. We're closer."

"It's the same."

"It's not the same. Look at it. Yesterday it was just a — it was way back there. Now it's—" He held up his hand in front of his face. "It's bigger than my hand. Yesterday it was smaller than my hand."

"Your hand's closer," said Boris.

"My hand's in the same place!"

"Mountains don't get bigger."

"They do when you walk at them!"

Boris didn't answer. He stood there looking at the Spine with his arms folded and his jaw set.

Tomek glared at it.

That was the truth, neither of them really seemed to know. Was it bigger? Had they been walking toward it all day, or along it, or past it? The marsh had gone round and round, and the road went straight, and they'd crossed the road, and which side of it the Spine was supposed to be on anymore, he had no idea. Where were they? He hadn't known since the stones, but he wasn't going to say that. 

He studied Boris's face. His jaw. How his eyes went along the ridge of the mountain and back, as they'd gone along the drag marks in the snow that morning. He wasn't going to say it either.

Yana looked from one of them to the other.

"So we're lost," she said.

"No," said both of them, at exactly the same time.

They looked at each other. Yana put her hands on her hips.

"Uh huh," she said.

* * *

They saw the hills at dusk.

From the top of a long swell, it was the last thing they saw before the sky started to turn again. The light was going, gold and then gray. The Spine had turned blue against the sky. Under it, at its feet, at the very edge of the world, there was a line.

Low. Dark. Stretched across the horizon from left to right beneath the mountain, like a shadow lying at its foot.

Hills, Tomek thought. A line of hills.

Except they were wrong.

There were too many of them. All in a row. All nearly the same height, rising and falling, rising and falling, but not as hills rose and fell. Hills were round. Hills went up in a curve and came down in a curve. These went straight up. And stopped. And were flat on top. And went straight down. Some taller, some shorter, crowded together, all of them flat on top, all of them with sharp, clean edges against the darkening sky, so many of them that the line of them went on and on under the mountain into the dusk with no end to see.

Grumble was sitting on a stone at the top of the swell. Looking at them.

"Hills," said Boris.

Yana was standing beside Tomek. She'd gone quiet. She was looking at the line under the mountain with her head on one side.

"Hills don't have corners," she said.

Nobody said anything.

The light went. The line under the mountain went dark, then darker, and then you couldn't tell it from the night at all. But Tomek could still see it. He could see it with his eyes shut. All those flat tops and sharp edges, lined up at the foot of the Spine like teeth.

Like something waiting.

* * *

That night, Boris counted.

They'd made camp in the lee of the swell, behind a drift, with a fire so small it was almost nothing. Just a red eye in the snow. Yana had laid the stones out on her knee by the light of it, one by one, and was counting them, out loud, very solemnly, as a chief would count the goats.

"Mine. Mine. Mine. Mine. That's four for me." She pointed at Tomek's. "And one, two, three for you. And a half."

"It's not a half."

"Three and a half. I'm the keeper."

"You're cheating."

"You can't cheat when you're the keeper. That's the whole point of a keeper." She put them back in the mitten one by one. "So I win. Four. Tomek's three and a half. And Boris," she looked across the fire, "Boris has nothing. Boris didn't even look. Boris, you're last. You're the most last there is."

Boris looked at her across the fire. Then he reached into his coat.

He took his hand out, closed, and held it over the snow in front of the fire, and opened it. Stones dropped out of it. One. Two. Three. They clicked as they hit each other. Four. Five. White and gray and one with a speck of green in it, and one with a band of the dull yellow metal, wider than Yana's, around its whole middle. Six.

Seven.

They lay there in the firelight in a little heap. Yana's mouth was open. Tomek's mouth was open.

"You—" said Tomek. "When did you—"

"Walking," said Boris.

"You said you weren't even looking!"

"Didn't say anything."

"You were bending down! All day! I saw you bending down! I thought you were — I thought you had something in your boot!"

Boris picked up the stones, one at a time, and put them back in his coat.

"Roads go places," he said.

Yana made a sound Tomek had never heard come out of a person. A sort of strangled shriek. She threw the mitten at Boris. It hit him in the chest and fell in his lap, clinking. He picked it up and handed it back to her, very politely.

"Seven," said Yana, through her teeth.

"Seven," Boris agreed.

And Tomek was laughing, with no stopping it. He was lying back in the snow with his arm over his face, laughing until it hurt. Laughing in a way he hadn't laughed since before the darkness. Since before the goats got out through the gap in the fence. Since before any of it, and Yana was shouting at Boris, and Boris was sitting there with his seven stones in his coat looking at the fire like a man who has just done nothing at all. And Grumble, somewhere out in the dark beyond the drift, grumbled.

* * *

Later, sleep wouldn't come.

The fire was down to a few red points. Yana was asleep between them, curled in the white coat with the mitten of stones clutched to her chest. Boris was on the far side of her, lying on his back. Tomek didn't know if he was asleep. He never knew with Boris.

Tomek lay on his back and counted Yana's breaths. He'd done it every night since the hollow. There was no helping it. His eyes wouldn't close until he'd heard her breathe, in and out, and then again, and again, a lot of times. Enough times to be sure. So he lay there and listened and counted them. Quietly. Under his breath. It helped him sleep.

One.

In. Out.

Two.

He was so tired. The basket. The ice. The road. His fingers ached. His eyes were heavy.

Three. Four.

In. Out.

Her breath went up from her in a little white puff in the starlight, and came apart, and went up again.

Five. Six.

Her breaths went up. Rising and fading. Rising and fading. Like the fire, breathing. Like the reeds. Like his mother's notes, going round.

Seven. Eight.

Nine. Her breath went up.

Ten. It went up.

He had stopped waiting for her. There was no need to wait anymore. He said the number, and her breath came. He said the next, and it came again. Eleven. Twelve. Each one, exactly on the number, as if she were listening.

He was very far down. It was warm down here. It was quiet. There was nothing but the numbers, going down into the dark one after another, like stones dropped into deep water, and her breath, rising on each one, and the numbers, falling—

"Tomek."

A hand had his collar.

He was being shaken. Hard. His head snapped back and forth. He blinked. Cold air. Stars. A face, very close above him, pale, with white hair hanging down around it.

Boris.

Boris had him by the collar of his coat with both fists and was shaking him, and his face—

Tomek had never seen Boris's face like that. Not at the stone. Not in the hollow. Not even when the cloud came down.

"What?" said Tomek. His voice was thick. "What. I was — I was asleep."

Boris let go of his collar.

He stayed where he was. He knelt there over him in the snow, breathing hard, looking down at him.

"You were counting," he said.

"I always count. I count her breaths. So I can sleep. I just—" Tomek tried to sit up. His head swam. "What's wrong? Is she—"

He twisted to see Yana. She was fine. She was asleep. Her breath went up in little puffs.

"You were counting out loud," said Boris.

Tomek stared at him.

"I wasn't."

"With your eyes open."

"I wasn't. I was just — I was lying here. Counting in my head. I always do it in my head."

Boris didn't say anything.

He was looking at Yana. At her breath, going up. And Tomek saw his eyes go to it and follow it, up and away, and come back, and follow the next one. As if he were checking something. As if he were waiting for her to do something, or not do it.

"Mm," said Yana.

She'd half woken. She rolled her head toward them on the fur, with her eyes shut.

"You were counting stones," she mumbled. "In your sleep. Tomek. You were counting the stones." She sighed. "You only have three and a half."

She was asleep again before she finished.

Tomek laughed. It came out wrong. Small.

"See?" he said. "I was counting stones. In my sleep. That's all."

Boris looked at him.

"Don't count," he said.

That was all. He said it low and flat and final, as he'd said don't with his hand over the flute.

"I can't sleep if I don't," said Tomek.

"Then don't sleep."

Boris got up. He picked up his fur from the far side of Yana. He came around and laid it down in the snow on the near side of her. Between her and Tomek.

He lay down on it. On his side. With his back to Yana, and his face to Tomek.

Tomek glared at him.

Boris looked back. His eyes were open. They stayed open.

Something rose up in Tomek's chest, hot and hurt and furious. He knew what this was. He'd seen the tracks around the camp. Closest to him. And now this. Boris lying between him and Yana like a wall. Like Tomek was the thing out in the dark that she needed protecting from.

He'd caught the fish. He'd built the basket. He'd carried her down a mountain, and through a forest, and breathed into her mouth when she was dead. He had. And Boris lay there between them with his seven stones in his coat, looking at him like a stranger. Tomek turned over.

He turned his back on Boris and Yana and both of them and lay on his side in the snow, facing out, away from the dead fire. His face burned. His throat ached. He pulled the edge of his coat up over his ear and stared out at the night.

The moon had come up.

He hadn't seen it rise. It was low over the snow in front of him, big and white and almost round. So bright it laid a sheen across the whole swell down the slope below them, so bright he could see every ripple the wind had made in the drifts. Far off past the slope, under it, the line of hills with corners was a long black shape at the foot of the mountain. Flat on top. Waiting.

He was so tired.

His eyes kept closing. He kept opening them. The moon was very bright. It was right in front of him, low and white, shining full in his face.

There was a shadow on the snow.

His shadow. He could see it, long and thin, stretched out across the white of the slope in front of him. The shape of his shoulder and his head, lying in the snow, going away down the swell. Long. Very long. Reaching across the bright snow toward the line of black shapes under the mountain. Toward the hills with corners.

Half asleep, he let his eyes rest on it. It was a good shadow. Long and dark and sharp. It lay very still.

The moon was very bright in his eyes.

Something was wrong with that, and he was too tired to know what. He lay there, and watched his shadow reaching away from him across the snow, toward the hills, under the moon that was shining straight into his face. He felt he should stop it, but the feeling lasted half a breath. Half that. And his eyes grew heavy and he forgot about his shadow and the moon and the wrong.

And then he was asleep.
Chapter 16
Drawing Them Off
The first thing Tomek decided that morning was not to look at the snow.

The decision was there before his eyes opened. Before the cold roused his senses and before he noticed the ash smell of the dead fire and the wet-dog smell of the fur under his cheek. Somewhere behind this decision was a feeling of something unfinished. Something he didn't quite get done last night. Something wrong.

Boris was already up. He sat on his fur on the near side of Yana, between them, exactly where he'd lain down, with his knees drawn up and his sword across them. His eyes had the raw pink rims of eyes that had stayed open all night. Frost had grown along the edge of his hood, a little white beard of it, and he hadn't brushed it off.

Yana was a white heap with one mitten sticking out of the top - the knotted one. Every time she breathed, the stones in it clicked.

Tomek got to his feet. He walked around the end of the drift the long way round, keeping the slope behind him, and knelt at the fire pit and dug out the black sticks with his hands. He struck the flint. His fingers were stiff. The spark died. He struck again.

"You sat up all night," he said, to the flint.

Nothing from across the pit.

"You could have slept. On your own side."

"I slept."

"You've got frost on your face."

Boris put up a gray hand and wiped the frost off his hood, slowly, as if Tomek had told him he had something on his chin. He looked at the hand. He put it back on his sword.

A spark caught. Tomek bent and blew on it, and it went up into the dry grass. He fed it, one twig at a time, keeping his eyes on it. He didn't need to look across it to know where Boris's eyes were.

"Move your fur back tonight," he said.

"No."

"She doesn't need you lying there like a wall. She's not scared of me. She's never been scared of me. I'm the one who carried her. I'm the one who—"

"I know," said Boris.

That was all. I know. Not I know you carried her. Not I know she isn't. Just the two words, flat, set down between them like a stone on a hide to keep the wind from taking it. Tomek's face went hot. He opened his mouth to make Boris say which part he knew, and the white heap sat up.

"Who's cooking," said Yana, through her hood. "Is somebody cooking? Tomek. Is that a fire? Why is it so small?"

"Boris likes them small," said Tomek.

"Boris likes everything small. Boris likes talking small." She came out of the furs like a chick out of an egg, all elbows, and crawled to the fire and held her mittens over it. Then she looked from one of them to the other. Then she narrowed her eyes. "Did you two have a fight?"

"No," said Tomek.

"No," said Boris.

"You're doing the thing where you both say no." She stuck her nose almost into the flames. "It's so boring when you fight. You don't even hit each other. You just sit there being moody at each other like two old goats."

Boris looked at the fire. Tomek looked at the fire.

Yana shook her mitten at them. The stones clicked.

"Four," she said. "In case anybody forgot."

* * *

The road was waiting for them at the bottom of the swell.

They'd walked beside it all yesterday afternoon, Boris always off in the snow at its edge, until at dusk he'd led them up off it onto the swells to camp. Now it lay below them again, black under its skin of snow, straight as a spear, with the rusted posts standing up beside it one after another. Only it wasn't running across their way anymore. It was running ahead. Straight toward the hills with corners.

Boris turned left, along the side of the swell, away from it, into the deep snow.

Tomek planted his feet. The road went away from him, flat and quick and straight. Beside it, the snow lay piled up past Boris's knees, where every step was a hole you had to climb out of. His ankle beat. It had beaten all night, and it was going to beat all day.

"We're walking on the road," he said.

Boris kept plowing.

"Boris. It goes straight there. We'd be there tomorrow, maybe. And she wouldn't have to be carried, not once, she could walk the whole way—"

"I could," said Yana.

"—and you could walk in the snow if you want. Walk beside us. Nobody's stopping you."

Boris stopped. He turned around in the drift with the snow up to his thighs.

"Roads go places," he said.

"I know they go places. That's why I want to walk on one. We're going to a place." Tomek pointed down the road with his whole arm. "That place. There's people there, maybe. A village. Somebody who knows about arms. Somebody with food. Nobody builds a road that big to go to nothing."

Boris looked at the road. Then at the line of flat shapes, far ahead, low and dark under the Spine. His jaw worked.

"You don't know what's there," he said.

"Neither do you."

It went into Boris. Not the words. The truth of them. He stood there in the drift, and his eyes did the thing they'd done over the drag marks in the marsh, going along the road and back, along it and back, reaching for something and closing on air.

Tomek held out his hand to Yana. She looked at it. She looked at Boris. Then she took it, and he climbed up the little bank of snow and onto the road with her, and they started walking.

Flat. Hard. Every step went where you put it. After two days of swells and drifts and marsh crust, it felt like flying. His ankle eased. Yana let go of his hand and ran ahead, sliding on her boots, her arms out, and came back, and ran ahead again.

Behind them, in the snow at the edge of the road, Boris walked. He never came up onto it. He kept beside them, a little way off, down in the deep snow, plowing through it with his arms up and his face set, keeping up. Every step was a hole. He climbed out of every one.

Tomek walked on the road with his eyes front. He'd been right. The posts went by, and the flat dark shapes ahead got bigger, and he'd been right.

It felt like eating snow when you were thirsty. It went down cold and made you thirstier.

* * *

Grumble found them halfway through the morning. He came down out of the gray and landed on the next post ahead, on its rusted hoop, with a clap of wings and a cough of snow. He shook himself, then looked at them along his beak.

"Grumble!" Yana ran at the post with both arms up. "Where were you? We were worried. Boris was worried. He didn't say so but he was."

Grumble grumbled. Then he lifted off and flew down the road and landed on the next post, and sat there, facing the hills, waiting.

"He's showing us," said Yana. "He's our guide. Everybody has to have a guide on an adventure, and we've got him." She ran after him. "Grumble! Not so fast!"

* * *

The gate came up out of the snow a little before noon. They saw the stones first. Two of them. Great pale blocks, taller than three men, standing one on each side of the road. Or one was standing. The other had fallen. It lay right across the road with its top end buried in a drift on the far side, as if something enormous had walked through here and kicked it over and kept going.

High up on the standing one, something had been carved. A shape that might have been a bird with its wings out, or a hand, or a tree. The weather had eaten most of it. Snow had packed into what was left, so you could just see that somebody had once stood up there and cut it very carefully.

Yana tipped her head back so far her hood fell off.

"What is it?"

"A gate," said Tomek. He said it as if he knew. Two sides, and the road going through between them, and the fallen one lying across the road like a bar across a door.

"Where's the fence?"

There wasn't one. The snow went away on both sides, flat and empty, as far as he could see. A gate in the middle of nothing. A door with no house.

Boris had stopped a long way back. He stood in the drift at the edge of the road with his hand on the hilt over his shoulder.

Beside the standing stone was a little house. Not a house. Too small. A box. Gray, the same gray as the walls in the tribe's valley, with rust tears running down it. The roof had come in on one side, so it sat crooked, like a hat pushed down over one ear. Where the door should have been, there was a hole.

Yana started toward it. Tomek caught her by the back of her coat.

"Me first," he said.

She turned around in his grip and looked at him, ready to fight about it. Then she looked at his face, and stood still, then decided she'd let him go past her. He drew his father's knife and he went up to the hole in the box.

It smelled of nothing. That was the first thing. Old cold, and rust, and stone, and nothing alive. No droppings. No den smell. Nothing had wintered in here in years. He put his head in.

Gray light, coming down through the broken part of the roof in a long slant, with snow sifting through it. A floor heaped with drifts. A table, or the iron legs of one. And along the back wall, a row of people, standing.

His heart hit the inside of his ribs so hard it hurt.

Six of them. Seven. Standing in a line against the wall, shoulder to shoulder, with their arms hanging down. All the same height. All the same color, a sort of old orange, pale and blotched, like a fox that had died in the sun and lain there all summer. Hoods over their heads. And where their faces should have been, under the hoods, a round window. Glass. Clouded white, like Yana's breath on the ice. Every one of them facing the door.

Facing him.

He stood in the doorway with the knife out in front of him and his feet nailed to the floor.

"What is it?" Yana, behind him, on her toes. "Tomek. What is it? Let me see—"

Nothing moved. The snow came down through the roof. The round windows didn't fog or clear. And they weren't standing, he saw. They were hanging. There was a rail along the wall, high up, and every hood was hooked over it, and under the hoods the shoulders slumped, and the arms hung flat, and the legs folded down into the drift at the bottom like the legs of a coat thrown over a chair.

Empty. All of them. He'd seen this before. In summer, in the rocks below the hunting ridge, where the snakes went to lie in the sun. A snake would come out of its own skin and leave it behind on the stones, all in one piece, the shape of a snake, with nobody in it.

He went in, right up to the nearest one, and put the point of the knife against its chest. It gave. It swung a little on its hook, and the round face turned a little, and turned back. It wasn't cloth. It wasn't hide. It was thick and stiff and slick at the same time, like the inside of a mussel shell, cracked all over in fine lines where it bent. He pressed harder. The whole thing rocked.

Something rattled. Inside it. In the chest. A small hard sound, like seeds in a dry gourd.

"Is it a person?" Yana had got past him. She was standing right next to him with her mouth open and her eyes enormous. "Tomek. Is it a dead person?"

"There's nobody in it."

"Then why's it rattling?"

He found it. A flap on the front of the chest, the size of his hand, with an edge that wouldn't lift. He got his fingers under it and pulled, and it tore open with a sound like a cat dragging its claws down bark, and he jumped, and so did Yana, and so did the empty person on the hook.

Inside the flap was a pocket. And in the pocket were stones.

He tipped them out into his mitten. Four. Five. Small and smooth and worn, white and gray. One had the thread of yellow metal round it. One was bigger than the rest and had a groove across the top, as if it had been cut.

Yana stared at them. Then she stared at the row of hanging people. Seven chests. Seven flaps.

"No," she said.

Tomek was already at the second one.

He found two in that one. None in the third. Three in the fourth, and one of those was dark, nearly black, with a shine on it like oil. Yana went at the flaps with her good hand, but they were stiff and her fingers weren't strong enough, and every one she couldn't open she kicked and called a name Tomek had never heard her say. He opened the rest. He did it fast, before she could get her fingers in, and every stone went into his own mitten.

"That's cheating!"

"It's finding."

"I found the house!"

"I went in first."

"You made me let you go first!"

"So I went in first." He closed his mitten around them. They made a fat cold lump in his palm. He counted them through the leather with his fingers without meaning to, and stopped himself, and counted them again on purpose, out loud, because that was different. "Eleven."

Yana went white, then red.

"Eleven and three and a half," she said slowly, "is—"

"Fourteen and a half."

"Boris has seven!"

"So I'm winning," said Tomek.

He stood in the gray box with the snow coming down through the roof and the empty people hanging along the wall, and he felt it come up in him. Fourteen and a half. More than Boris. More than double.

He made the choice to walk them down the road Boris wouldn't walk on, go in the door Boris wouldn't go in, and now, he was winning.

He turned around to say it to Boris. Boris was in the doorway. He hadn't come in. He stood just outside the hole, with the light behind him, looking at the row of orange shapes on their hooks. Not at the stones. At the shapes. At the round white faces.

"Leave them," said Boris.

"They're empty."

"Leave them. Not yours."

"They're not anybody's," said Tomek, and heard Yana's voice come out of his own mouth, talking about the raven, and didn't care. "There's nobody in them. There's nobody anywhere. Look outside. There's no fence and no village and no people. There's just a gate in the middle of nothing. Nobody's coming back for them."

Boris looked at him. Then he looked at the shapes again. All in a row. All facing the door.

"Somebody hung them up," he said.

He turned and walked away from the box.

Grumble came down and was sitting on the rail at the end of the row, over the last hood, with his feathers puffed up. He looked down at the round glass face below his feet. He tapped it once with his beak. Tock. Then grumbled about it.

* * *

They ate on the fallen stone, the only place out of the snow. Tomek boosted Yana up onto it and climbed up after her, and they sat on top of the great pale block with their legs hanging over the side, high above the road, in the thin sun. Boris didn't climb up. He sat in the lee of the standing stone below them with his back against it and his sword across his knees.

They had three of Yana's roots left from the lake, wrapped in a strip of hide in Boris's pack. One now, Boris said, split three ways; two tonight. They were frozen hard as wood. Tomek warmed his piece inside his coat against his belly until he could get his teeth into it. It was still sweet. In fact, it was sweeter cold.

Yana had her mitten of stones out and was laying them along the top of the fallen block in a row. The gold one. The white one. The one Tomek had said was his and she'd said was half. She was very careful about the spacing.

"Four," she said. She looked at the row. She looked at the fat lump of Tomek's mitten, in his lap. "That's not fair."

"Nobody said fair."

"Mama said fair. Mama said it all the time." She picked up the half one and turned it over. "You can't even hold them all. You'll drop them. You'll drop them in the snow and then you'll cry."

"I won't cry."

"You cry all the time." She put the half one back in its place. Then she grinned, all at once, the gap in her teeth showing. "You cry in your sleep. No, not cry. You count. I said you were counting stones, but you weren't. It was just numbers. I heard you."

Tomek stopped chewing.

"It was creepy," said Yana. She said it plainly, the same as she'd tell him he had snow down his back. "You were going one, and then two, like that. Slow. And every time you said a number, I had to breathe." She drew in a big breath through her nose, to show him, and let it out. "Like I couldn't not. Like you were breathing me."

She threw her head back and laughed at the sky, because it was a funny thing to say, breathing me, and she knew it was funny, and she waited for him.

He didn't laugh.

The root was in his hand, halfway to his mouth. He felt the cold of it through his mitten. He felt the cold of the stone coming up through his trousers. Below them, at the foot of the standing stone, Boris had turned his head.

"Hey," said Yana. She stopped laughing. "Hey. It's a joke."

"I know."

"It's funny. Breathing me. Like I'm a—" She flapped her good hand. "Like I'm a fire. Or a flute."

"I know it's funny."

"Then laugh, dummy."

He made his face do it. It came out as a breath through his nose and the corners of his mouth going up. She looked at it, unimpressed. Then she shrugged and went back to her row.

He put the root inside his coat.

Since the hollow, every night, in and out. He'd counted her breaths so he could sleep. He'd lain in the dark and waited for each one, and said its number, and waited for the next. And somewhere in the last few nights, without his noticing, the waiting had stopped. He'd said the number and the breath had come. Right on it. Every time.

He'd thought that meant he was getting good at guessing. Then he thought about the hollow. Her face gone gray, and his own breath going down into her, and the counting, one to ten, and nothing. And then the cloud. And then the next thing, the question under all of it, the one with no bottom: what if he said a number, some night, and then didn't say the next one.

He picked up a pinch of snow off the top of the stone and put it in his mouth, so he'd have something to do with his face. He let it melt there then swallowed. Below him, Boris had turned his head back to the road. His hand had moved on the hilt of his sword.

* * *

They walked all afternoon. The road went on, straight, and the posts went by. The flat dark shapes under the mountain stopped being a line and started being separate things. Tall ones and short ones. Some with their tops broken off ragged. Some with rows of black squares down their faces, little and regular, all the same size, like the holes in a wasps' nest. In the low sun they looked so much like real hills that Tomek forgot, for whole stretches of the road, that they weren't. Then he'd see a corner, and remember.

He caught himself counting posts at the second one past the gate. Two. He made himself stop. At the fourth he caught himself again. He started saying other things in his head instead, things that weren't numbers. Post. Post. Post. It was worse. It sounded like somebody knocking.

Boris walked in the snow beside the road the whole way and didn't once come up. Yana walked between, on the road, close to the edge, so she could talk down to him. Tomek walked out in the middle by himself.

* * *

The clicking came at dusk.

They'd camped in the lee of the fallen gatestone, where it lay across the road and made a long wall out of the wind. Boris dug the pit. He built the fire small, smaller than last night, and Tomek watched him do it and said nothing. Yana was on her back beside it, telling the sky the names of the stones.

The sky over the hills with corners had gone to the deep blue that comes before the stars, and the cold came down with it, hard, all at once, like a lid. Frost was starting on the fallen stone, a fine fur of it, glittering in the firelight.

And from somewhere out there, past the light, far off, there was a sound.

Tk.

Small. Dry. Like ice ticking on a branch when the cold gets into it.

Tk. Tk-tk.

Then nothing.

Then again, from somewhere else, farther to the left. Tk-tk-tk. And under it, so low he wasn't sure he heard it, a grind.

Boris went still.

He'd been reaching to feed a stick to the fire. His hand stopped over the pit with the stick in it. His whole body stopped, the way a deer stops when it hears you, every part of it at once, and he crouched there by the fire, turned toward the dark, not breathing.

"They're back," he said.

Yana sat up.

Tomek was already on his feet and walking past the fire, out to where the light gave out against the snow, with his father's knife in his hand. Boris's boots crunched up behind him. He kept going, right to the edge of the light and stopped there, at the very end of it, where the firelight reached no more and the snow went from orange to blue.

Looking out, the land ran away in long dim swells toward the hills with corners. Nothing on it. Blue snow, gray sky, the posts along the road going off into the dusk.

Then two red points, low down, at the foot of the nearest swell. Forty paces. Less. Two red points, close together, like coals someone had kicked across a floor.

It was standing in the open. A kerzit. One of the middling ones, hunched, the size of a big dog, with its head down and the twigs standing up along its spine, black against the snow. It didn't move. It didn't come closer. It stood there at the foot of the swell with its eyes on the fire.

The smell reached him a breath later. Sour and sweet. The burning place at the edge of the village, when the wind turned.

Then it turned its head, and the firelight caught its flank, and he saw.

Down the whole of one side, from the shoulder almost to the haunch, there was no fur. Just hide. Black and shiny and puckered in ridges, like the skin of a bird left too close to the coals.

Beside him, Boris let out a breath.

"Same ones," he said.

Tomek looked at the burned side. At the black ridges.

He remembered the branch. The night at the stone. Fire coming over the top of the rock, end over end, and catching one of the hunched ones across the back, and the thing spinning and shrieking in the snow, and the stink of burned hair. Then the apes had come, and he'd forgotten it.

"From the stone," he said.

Boris nodded once. The kerzit lifted its head. It looked at them across the blue snow. It looked at him. He was standing right in front of the fire, right in the middle of the light. It couldn't have been looking at anything else.

Then it turned and went away up the swell, low and quick, and over the top, and was gone.

The clicking went on out there, here and there, soft, never close, and then it stopped.

* * *

Boris built the fire up. He did it without a word. He went back to the pit and started feeding it, stick after stick, and then the bigger pieces he'd been saving, until it was up out of the pit and the light went out across the snow in a wide orange ring. Bigger than the night before. Bigger than any fire since the lake.

He looked across it at Tomek while he did it. Just once. Then he sat down on the far side of it with his sword across his knees and his face to the dark.

"Are they coming?" said Yana. "I'm not scared. I would tell you if I was scared."

"No you wouldn't," said Tomek.

"Would too," she said. "You don't even know."

"They don't like fire," said Tomek. "My father said. They hate it."

"I know that. I was there." She pulled the white hood up over her head and held it shut under her chin with her good hand. "I mean are they coming later. When it goes out."

Boris put another stick on.

"It won't go out," he said.

They ate the last two roots. Tomek held his half until nobody was looking, and put it inside his coat with the piece he'd saved from the stone.

* * *

He lay down on the near side of the fire. Boris lay down on the far side of Yana again. Between them. On his side, facing Tomek, with his back to her. He didn't close his eyes.

Tomek lay on his back and looked straight up. He didn't count.

He wanted to. It was there in him, the whole time, like an itch at the back of the throat. One. Her breath going up in the firelight. Two. He didn't let it come. He lay there and held it down, like a breath held under ice. It was the hardest thing he'd done all day.

Out in the dark, far off, the clicking started again. He listened to it. It came and went. Left, and then farther left, and then ahead. Soft. Patient. Never close. Going round.

And he started putting it together, the way his father had put together tracks, one print and then the next, and once you've seen the shape of them you can't stop seeing it.

At the cage, they wouldn't touch her. He'd seen it. All of them, all around her, sniffing at the bars and flinching back, gagging, a whole ring of them, an arm's length out. None of them would go near her. Whatever was in her, they didn't want it.

At the stone, the king had come to him.

Past the kneeling people and the fires and the cage, straight to the stone, straight to him. It had put its snout against his belly, his hip, his pouch, and breathed him in, long and slow, like a man choosing where to cut.

It came home in you, Boris had said. Boris walking a ring around the camp all night, closest to where Tomek slept. Boris lying down between them like a wall. Boris looking at him over the big fire tonight, while he built it up.

Same ones.

They'd followed. All this way. Out of the white trees and across the swells, past the border stones and through the marsh and down the long straight road. The ticking under the stars, the night they came out of the trees, that he'd told himself was ice. Boris at the lake, shaking them awake in the dark and moving them along the shore without a word, and Tomek sure it was because of the fire, because anyone for miles could have seen it go up. For days they'd been out there, following. And Boris had known.

Not her. They'd had her in a cage and they wouldn't touch her.

Him.

Whatever had come up through his chest in the hollow, the thing bigger than he was, the thing that had come down out of the roots and breathed into her, it had come home in him. And they could smell it. They'd smelled it at the stone, and they'd followed it, and now it was here, lying by a fire in the snow, a hand's width from a little girl who breathed when he counted.

He was the bait. He'd been the bait the whole time. And he'd been carrying it, every day, every night, right up against her.

He turned his head on the fur. Yana was asleep. Curled in the white coat with her face in the ruff and her good fist under her chin, holding the mitten. The fire painted her gold down one side. Her breath went up, small and white, and came apart, and went up again. He kept his mouth shut on the number.

If Anton fought them here, Maari had said, on the path below the cave, with Anton's knife in her hand, it's because he was drawing them off her.

He could see her saying it. Her jaw tight. Her eyes going down the long furrow in the snow where something had been dragged into the trees. He wouldn't leave her otherwise.

Anton had known. Anton had seen them coming and stood up and walked out into the snow, away from the cave, away from her, and made a noise, and drawn them all after him. And Yana had sat in the cave alive, and Anton hadn't come back.

That was what you did. That was what you did when it was you they wanted. You went. And you made them follow.

* * *

The thoughts went on. They went easily. In his own words, as if he'd said it to himself. Had he?

You're the only one who sees it.

He saw it, sure. Boris saw half of it and lay there like a wall and didn't know what to do. Tomek knew.

They'll be safer, said the voice. His voice. A voice that sounded like his. It was his. Of course it was his. And they would be safer. They would. With him gone, there'd be nothing out here for the clicking to want.

Boris knew how to keep a fire. Boris knew how to set a snare and find a hare run and walk a ring around a camp all night. Boris had carried her more than he had. He could say that now. It didn't even hurt.

You always knew what had to be done.

He'd always known. Since the graves. Since his father's hand closed his fingers around the knife. Protect them. Not stay with them. Not keep them company. Protect them. His father had walked out to meet whatever came, every time, and never once looked back to see if he was right.

He wasn't cold. He noticed it as the thought went through him. For the first time since the lake, since before the lake, he wasn't cold. The warmth came into his hands and his face and his feet, slow and close, as if somebody had pulled him nearer to a fire. It was like being agreed with by someone who loved him. Someone who'd been watching all this time and had only been waiting for him to see it himself. Only the kalyuka stayed cold, a small hard line of it against his chest.

You'll do that for them. Won't you.

He was already sitting up.

* * *

He did it carefully, as his father had taught him to leave a blind, without a sound, one piece at a time.

He took his mitten of stones out of his coat. Eleven. Every one he'd pulled out of the empty people, the fat cold lump of them. He reached across, very slowly, and found the knotted mitten in Yana's fist, and worked the knot loose with his fingers, and poured his into hers. One at a time, so they wouldn't click. Every single one.

He tied the knot again. They were hers now. She was winning. By a lot.

He took the roots out of his coat and put them in the snow beside her head, where she'd see them when she woke. He thought about it, and moved it closer, so it was touching her hood.

He took off his fur. The cold came through his coat at once, right through, like water. He laid the fur over her, on top of the white coat, and tucked it down along her back, and pulled the white ruff up around her face where it had slipped, so only her nose and her closed eyes showed.

His sack. He left it. There was nothing in it he needed. There was nothing in it at all.

He kept the knife. He kept the kalyuka, under his coat, against his chest. He stood up.

"Tomek."

He froze. Yana had turned her head in the ruff. Her eyes were half open, glassy, the fire in them. Not awake. Not asleep.

"Where you going?"

His mouth opened. Nothing came out of it. Then something did.

"To pee," he said. "Go back to sleep."

She looked at him through her eyelashes.

"Don't fall in it," she mumbled.

Her eyes closed. Her breath went up, and came apart, and went up again.

He stood over her with his mouth still open.

Don't lie to me anymore. Not ever. Not even about glass. Her breath, hot on his neck, on the feast night, in the tribe's warm house. Promise.

He shut his mouth and turned around, and Boris was looking at him.

* * *

Boris was lying exactly where he'd lain down. On his side. On the far side of her. His head on his arm. His eyes open.

They were on Tomek, across Yana and across the fire, gray and steady, the firelight moving in them. Not on Yana. Not on the dark. On him.

Tomek waited for Boris to sit up. To say don't. To get up and walk around the fire and put his gray hand on Tomek's chest, over the flute, as he had in the starlight, and say don't, low and flat and final, and make him lie back down. Some part of him was waiting so hard for it that his whole body leaned toward it.

"They'll follow me," Tomek whispered. "Not her. It's me they want."

Boris looked at him.

Then he turned over. Slowly. Onto his other side. Away from Tomek, toward Yana. He put his arm over her, over the fur and the white coat and the knotted mitten of stones, and drew her in against him, and lay still.

That was all.

Tomek stood by the fire with Boris's back in front of him. Later he'd go over it from every side, turning it like a stone in his fingers. Go, then. Or I know. Or I thought so. Or something he didn't have a name for. But standing there, all he knew was that a back was a back, and it was turned, and nobody had said don't.

He picked up a burning stick from the edge of the fire. Then he put it down again. A light would show them where he was. But they already knew where he was. They could smell where he was. It was the fire that kept them off, and she needed the fire more than he did.

He left it, and walked out of the light.

* * *

The cold took him at the edge of it, as if it had been standing there waiting with its arms open.

He walked. Past the end of the fallen gatestone, past the standing one with its eaten carving, out onto the road. The snow on it was blue under the stars. The yellow line was gone. The posts went away ahead of him, one after another, black and getting smaller, into the dark under the mountain.

The hills with corners were there at the end of the road. He couldn't see them but he knew where they were so he walked toward them.

His ankle started to beat before the third post. He walked through it. Without the fur on his back to warm him, and his hands tucked in his armpits, he shivered as he walked.

Behind him, the clicking started.

He stopped in the middle of the road and turned his head, and listened.

Tk. Tk-tk. Back there. Back where he'd come from. And another, to the side of it. And another. More than before. More than he'd heard all night. A whole patter of it, rising, like rain rising on a roof before the storm comes in. And under it, the grind.

It was back at the gate.

He'd thought it would be. That was where they'd been, all night, out in the dark around the fire. Waiting. And now he'd moved, and they'd smelled him moving. They were getting up to come after him.

Something went loose in his chest. Something that had been clenched there since the gate, since the stone, and since the hollow. It let go.

They were following. It was working.

He looked back once, along the road, to where the fire made a small orange smudge at the foot of the gatestone, so far behind him now, so small. It looked warm. It looked like the only warm thing in the world.

The clicking rose around it.

He turned his back on it and walked faster, out into the dark toward the hills with corners, so they'd have something to follow.
Chapter 17
All of Them
At the fourth post, Tomek stopped to let them catch up.

He stood in the middle of the road with his hands jammed in his armpits and his back to the gate, and waited. The cold had found the place between his shoulders where the fur used to be. It sat there like a flat wet hand. The stars were so thick and so sharp they looked like frost on a black pot, and under them the snow on the road was blue, and the posts went away ahead of him into the dark, one after another, toward the hills with corners.

Behind him, far back, the clicking went on. It came no closer.

He gave it fifty breaths. He gave it fifty more. The ache in his ankle climbed up into his knee and sat down there. The clicking rose and fell, rose and fell, back at the gate, in the same place, like water working at a stone.

They're slow, he told himself. And careful. They're waiting to see which way I go.

So he'd show them. He walked to the post. It stood up out of the snow taller than a man, rusted orange, with its hoop on top, and the cold coming off it was so fierce he could feel it on his face from a step away. He drew his father's knife and held it by the blade, flat, handle out, like a stick for beating a pot.

Anton had made a noise. Maari had said so, in the snow below the cave. He was drawing them off her. You didn't creep away. You stood up and made them hear you.

He swung. The handle hit the post and the post rang. A big, bright, hollow dong that went out across the snow in every direction at once and rolled away under the stars. It was loud. So loud after all that silence that he flinched from his own noise. He swung again. Dong. And again. Dong.

"Here!" he shouted. His voice cracked in the middle. He didn't care. "I'm here! Over here!"

The last ring went out across the land and thinned and was gone. He stood with the knife in his fist, on a dark road, with little monsters watching him at a distance, and he was breathing hard.

Back at the gate, the clicking went on. Rising. Falling. In the same place. Not one of them had turned.

He drew a breath to shout again, and then the echo came back.

It came from ahead. From the hills with corners, far off at the end of the road, a long way after it should have. Dong. Thin and small, as if it had come from the bottom of a well. Dong. Dong. His three. A beat late, every one.

Then a fourth.

He had only made three.

He stood there in the road with his arm still raised and the hair standing up all over his body under his coat. It had come in the same voice as his. The same rusty ring. It had waited exactly as long after the third as the third had waited after the second, as if whatever made it had been listening carefully to how he did it, and wanted to get it right.

And then nothing. The hills stood black at the end of the road, under the stars, flat on top.

You're the only one who sees it, it had said, last night, by the fire. In his own words. So kindly.

They'll be safer.

He'd liked that. He'd liked it so much. He'd lain there warm for the first time in days and let it agree with him, and it had agreed with everything. Every single thing. It hadn't argued once. Nobody he loved had ever agreed with him about everything. Yana never had in her life. Maari would have cuffed him. His father would have looked at him, and kept looking, and said think again.

But the kerzit hadn't followed him. Not one. They were back at the gate, where the fire was. Where she was.

Whatever was in him, it was still there. Maybe Boris was right, and it had come home in him. Maybe he was the worst thing that could walk back into that camp. Not the kerzit. Him.

He thought that, plainly, with the knife in his hand and the cold in his back.

Then he turned around and ran.

* * *

His ankle gave on the second step. He went down on his hands in the snow then got up and ran on it anyway. It continued to scream, and he let it. The road went back under him, flat and hard, post after post. His breath tore in and out. The cold went down his throat like a fistful of needles.

The clicking got louder, and louder, and then there was a smell on the wind, sour and sweet, and then there was a shriek. High. Animal. And under it a voice he knew. A grunt. A hah. The sound Boris made splitting wood.

The fire was down to coals.

He saw that first, coming around the end of the fallen gatestone. No flames. Just a low red glow in the bottom of the pit, smaller than a hand, throwing almost no light at all. Boris had built it up so high. He'd said it won't go out. And it had eaten every stick he had.

And around it, in the dark, the eyes.

Red. Dozens of them. A ring, low to the ground, all the way around the camp, the twigs on their backs black against the blue snow, and more of them coming in out of the dark from the swells, low and quick. The smell was everywhere. He could taste it.

Boris was on his feet in the middle of it. He had his back to the fallen stone and his sword out in both hands. And behind him, between his heels and the stone, the white heap of the coat.

Yana.

The ring wasn't around Boris. Tomek saw that in one flash. It wasn't around the fire, or the stone, or the packs. Every red eye, every snout, every hunched gray back was pointed past Boris, at the white shape behind him.

One of the big ones went in low, under the sword. Boris swung and missed and it got past him, and then the white heap was up on its knees, and a hand came up out of it swinging something on a cord.

The mitten. The knotted mitten, fat with stones.

It whistled through the dark and hit the kerzit full in the snout with a sound like a rock hitting a stump. The thing squealed and went over sideways and rolled. Yana swung it back on the backstroke and missed and nearly fell, and got her feet under her, and swung again.

"Get off!" she was screaming. "Get OFF! Go AWAY! You're DISGUSTING!"

Tomek was running. The choice was made before he knew it. He was already at the pit, on his knees, and his hand was in the coals.

It didn't hurt yet. It would. He found the end of a branch that was still a branch, black on the outside, red all the way through, and he dragged it out of the pit and stood up with it and blew on it, once, hard, and it caught.

A flame. Small. Yellow. Fluttering on the end of the stick like a torn rag. He swung it at the ring.

The kerzit nearest him screamed and threw itself backward. Then the one behind it and the one beside did the same. They hated it. His father had said so. He ran at them with the fire out in front of him, roaring, a sound he'd never made in his life, and they broke and scattered off into the dark, and he turned and swung it at the next, and the next. The flame streamed out behind the stick. Sparks went up off it.

The knife was in his other hand the whole time, forgotten.

He got around to Boris's side of the stone, and a kerzit was on Boris's arm.

It had come in under the sword while Yana was swinging, and it had his left forearm in its mouth and was hanging off it with all four feet off the ground, jerking its head like a dog fighting for a rag. Boris was trying to get the sword around. He couldn't. It was too close. He was beating at its head with the pommel and it wasn't letting go.

Tomek put the fire in its face.

It let go. It fell back screeching into the snow with its fur smoking and ran, and Tomek ran after it three steps, swinging, and then stopped, because there was nothing left to swing at.

They were going. All of them. Back out into the dark in every direction, low, fast, the red eyes going out one by one as they turned away. The clicking went with them. Off over the swells. Fainter. Then gone.

Tomek stood in the snow with the burning stick in his hand. His palm had started to hurt. It was red and shiny where he'd grabbed the branch.

Behind him, somebody sat down hard in the snow.

* * *

Boris was sitting with his back against the fallen stone and his sword lying across his legs. He was holding his left arm up against his chest with his right hand, and his mouth was shut tight.

Yana was kneeling beside him, with the mitten of stones still hanging from her good fist by its cord.

"Fire," said Boris.

Tomek went. He fed the stick back into the pit and knelt over it and blew, and dragged everything he could find into it. The last broken branches from the stack. Dead grass from under the snow at the foot of the stone. The hide strip the roots had been wrapped in. His own sack, emptied. He held it all down and blew until the fire came up, small and real, and threw enough light to see by.

Then he turned to the arm.

Boris had pushed his sleeve back. His arm was shaking. Not trembling. Shaking. Boris had to steady it by grabbing his own wrist, but even that didn't stop it fully.

Halfway between the wrist and the elbow, on the outside of the arm, there were two curved rows of holes. Deep. Close together. Not bleeding like a cut. Welling. And what was welling out of them wasn't red.

It was black. Thick and slow and shining in the firelight, like pitch. It ran out of the holes and down the gray skin of Boris's arm toward his wrist, in little crooked lines, and dripped off into the snow, scattered from his shaking, and where it dripped the snow went dark.

Tomek had seen that before. In his own hut. On his father's leg, the winter the warriors brought him home on a hide between two spears. Two rows of holes, and that black, coming out of them, and his mother's old healing things laid out on the floor, and nothing in any of them that could make it stop. He knew his days were numbered, Maari had told him, when that damned kerzit bit him.

Bitten, then the darkness. Every child knew that before they knew anything.

Boris was looking at it too. At his own arm. Just looking, with his face completely still, the way he'd looked at the drag marks in the marsh.

"It's fine," said Yana.

Nobody answered her.

"It's fine," she said again, louder. "Boris. It's just a bite. You've got your stuff. Your green stuff. Put your stuff on it."

Boris let go of his wrist and reached into his coat with his right hand and took out the little pot of balm. He opened it. There was a smear left in the bottom. He scraped it out with two fingers and put it on the holes, biting his lip and squinting. Holding back a grunt or a scream or something like it. But the black came up through it at once and ran down over it as if it weren't there.

He put the lid back on the pot. He put the pot back in his coat.

"Fine," said Boris, his voice wavering.

* * *

Nobody slept.

Boris sat against the stone with his arm wrapped in a strip of Yana's bandage and his sword on his knees and his eyes on the dark. Tomek fed the fire with whatever he could find, a handful at a time, to keep it alive till light. Twice the clicking came back, far off, and went away again. His burned hand throbbed with his heart. He kept his eyes off Yana.

She was sitting on the other side of the fire with the white coat pulled up around her and his fur over her shoulders and the mitten of stones in her lap.

She hadn't said one word to him since the fight.

It got light as it always did out here, gray first, and then grayer. The cold sharpened instead of easing. The ash at the edge of the pit had frost on it.

Yana stood up.

She came around the fire. She was holding something in her mitten. When she got to him she held it out and opened her hand and let it fall into the snow in front of his knees.

The roots. The two pieces he'd saved. One with the bite marks of his own teeth in it.

"You left me your food," she said.

"And your stones." She held up the mitten. "All of them. I counted. Eleven. You put them in my mitten. And your fur." She pulled it off her shoulders and threw it at him. It hit him in the chest and slid down into his lap. "You put your fur on me."

"Yana—"

"You don't do that. You don't do that for peeing."

He opened his mouth. Nothing was in it.

"I asked you," she said. Her voice went up and cracked straight across the middle. "I woke up and I asked you. Where are you going. And you said. You looked at me and you said."

Her chin was shaking. She pushed it out so hard it stopped.

"You said you wouldn't lie to me," said Yana. "You promised. In the house. Not ever. Not even about glass." She took a breath that went in in pieces. "You LEFT."

The word went off across the snow like the post ringing.

"You left and they came," she said. "And Boris was the only one. Boris was the only one, and I had to hit them, with my treasure, and you were gone, and you lied—"

She swung the mitten.

Not at his face. At his chest. It hit him with a thump right over the kalyuka, hard enough to knock his breath out, and the stones in it clacked together, and she let go of the cord and left it there, lying in his lap on top of his fur.

"Keep them," she said. "I don't want your stupid stones."

She went back around the fire and sat down with her back to him.

Tomek knelt in the snow with the stones and the fur and the roots in his lap. He could have told her. He'd thought it was him they wanted. He'd done it so they'd follow him and leave her alone, as Anton had done it, and it had been for her. All of it. Every step. It was all there in his mouth, ready.

But he choked in the moment. Her back to him. The fur he'd put on her, lying in his lap. Boris, against the stone, with the black coming through the bandage. She'd asked him where he was going, and he'd lied to her face. It all choked him. Made him unable to speak. Because it was true. The important part was true. The fact that he lied when he could have just told her. All the rest was just the reason.

He shut his mouth on it. He put that away with the rest, in the box in his head, and sat on the lid.

He untied the knot in the mitten and took out one stone. The gray one, with the red speck inside it like blood in ice, his from the very first day on the road. He held it a moment, and thought about keeping just that one. Then he put it back with the others, every one of them hers, and tied the knot again. He got up and walked around the fire, then set the mitten down in the snow beside her. Not in her lap. Beside her.

She didn't pick it up. She didn't push it away either.

He took his fur back to Boris and put it around Boris's shoulders.

Boris looked up at him. At the fur. He let it stay.

* * *

The black had moved by full light.

Boris unwound the bandage to look, and Tomek knelt beside him and looked too. The holes were still welling, slower now. But around them the skin had gone a dark gray-blue, like a bruise a week old, and from the edge of the bruise a line ran up the inside of the forearm toward the elbow. Thin. Black. A finger's width past where it had been in the night.

Tomek knew that line. It had climbed his father's leg. Another one, a different one, every morning since the mountain, ran up the inside of a little girl's arm.

He made himself look at Boris's face. It had gone a color he didn't have a name for. Gray under gray. Sweat stood on his forehead in the cold and didn't freeze.

"We need gold," Tomek said.

Boris said nothing.

"We need Aria. Today. Not at the shrine. Today." His voice was going high. He pulled it down. "There has to be somebody. Tia had a whole box. Somebody brought it to her. Somebody carries it down off the mountain, and they have to live somewhere. It doesn't come from nowhere."

He stood up and went to the fallen gatestone and found the place where it had broken and the edge stuck out. He put his good hand there and his burned one, and climbed.

It hurt. He did it anyway. At the top he stood up on the great pale block, higher than anything for miles, in the wind, and turned in a circle.

The swells. The road. The hills with corners, flat and black at the end of it, with the morning behind them. The Spine above everything, blue and white, and enormous. And off to the right of the road, a long way ahead, before the hills began, in a fold of the land where he'd never have seen it from the ground—

Smoke. A thin gray thread of it, going straight up into the still air. And beside it, another. And another. Five. Six.

Hearths. People.

"Smoke!" He was shouting before he knew it. "Boris! There's smoke! There's a village! Right off the road, before the hills, I can see it!"

He came down off the stone so fast he skinned both knees, and didn't care.

Boris was trying to stand. He'd got his good hand on the stone and his feet under him and was pushing, and his legs weren't doing it. Tomek got under his good arm and lifted. Boris was so much heavier than he looked. They came up together.

"Road," said Tomek. "It goes straight there. We'd be there by afternoon."

Boris stood with his weight on Tomek's shoulder, breathing through his teeth, and looked down at the road. Black under its scuffed snow. Straight as a spear. The posts going away along it in their row.

He'd walked fifty paces through the drifts to keep from putting a foot on it. He'd plowed beside it all day yesterday, every step a hole.

He stepped onto the road. Not a word about it. He put his boot down on the black, and then the other one, and stood there, swaying, on the road. Then he started to walk.

Tomek went with him.

Behind them, after a moment, there was a scuff of snow, and the clack of stones in a mitten, and Yana came past them both without looking at either one. She walked a little way ahead, on the road, in the middle, on her own.

Grumble came down out of the gray and landed on the next post, and shook himself, and looked at them along his beak. Then he flew on ahead, to the next one, and waited.

* * *

It was the longest walk of his life. Not the farthest. He'd walked farther in a day across the swells, and farther carrying Yana down the mountain, in the storm. But nothing had ever been this long. Post after post. Boris's weight on his shoulder getting heavier. The crooked braid Yana had made for him gone dark with sweat and bumping against Tomek's cheek. He grew heavier, as if somebody were stacking stones on him one at a time. Boris's breath, in his ear, getting faster and shallower, with a little catch at the top of every one.

He talked, so Boris wouldn't stop. He talked about anything. The fish basket. The deer that stepped in its own feet. The goat that fell over when Yana's mama's friend whistled, which he'd only ever heard about and now couldn't stop thinking about. Boris didn't answer. But every time Tomek stopped talking, Boris's feet stopped too, so Tomek kept talking.

Twice, Boris tried to take his arm off Tomek's shoulder and walk on his own. Twice, his knees went. Tomek got him up both times.

The third time, Boris said something.

"Leave it," he said.

"Leave what?"

Boris's eyes went to Yana, far ahead on the road, small, in the white coat. Then they came back to Tomek, and stayed there, and Tomek understood.

Leave me. Take her. Go.

Something went through Tomek so hot and fast it almost knocked him down.

"No," he said.

Boris looked at him.

"I did that," said Tomek. "Last night. I already did that. I left. I went off in the dark and left you both, and look." He jerked his chin at Boris's arm, at the black coming through the wrapping. "Look what happened. I'm not doing it again. I'm not doing it ever again. You can fall down as many times as you want. I'll pick you up every time. I'll drag you if I have to."

Boris kept looking at him.

Then he put his arm back over Tomek's shoulder. All of his weight on it. And walked.

Halfway through the afternoon, the line on Boris's arm passed the elbow. Tomek saw it when Boris stopped to retch by the side of the road. Nothing came up. He knelt there in the snow, heaving, with his bad arm hanging, and the sleeve had ridden up, and there it was. A black thread, running up past the bend of the arm, into the shadow of the sleeve.

Tomek pulled the sleeve down over it. Yana had come back. She was standing on the road a little way off, looking at Boris. Not at Tomek. At Boris.

"Is he going to die?" she said.

She said it straight out, as she'd said I'd be crying black already in the cave, as if she were talking about rain. But her good hand was holding the mitten so tight the stones creaked.

"No," said Tomek.

She looked at him then. Right at him, for the first time all day.

"Is that a lie?"

He held her eyes.

"I don't know," he said. "That's the truth. I don't know. But we're going to get him there."

She looked at him a moment longer. Then she turned around and walked on, a little slower than before. A little closer.

* * *

The village sat in a fold of land off the right of the road, where a stream had cut down through the swells and the snow lay softer.

They came over the last rise, during golden light of the end of the day, and there it was below them. Houses. Real houses, of stone and wood, with roofs of sod gone white under the snow, and smoke going up from every one. A path between them, trodden down. A well with a stone lip and a wooden bucket. A dog barking somewhere, deep. The smell of woodsmoke and dung and something cooking, onions maybe, so strong and so ordinary that Tomek's eyes filled.

Then people.

A woman was at the well, hauling the bucket up hand over hand. A little boy beside her, holding on to her skirt. A man was splitting wood in a yard. Two old women were talking in a doorway with their arms folded. It looked like home. It looked so much like home he could have sat down in the snow and cried.

"Help!" Yana was already running down the slope. "Help! Our friend got bitten, he got bitten, he needs gold—"

The woman at the well turned around.

She looked at Yana. At the white coat, the hood fallen back, the flushed cheeks. At the arm Yana held against her chest in its wrapping, the red of it showing dark at the wrist where the bandage had slipped.

The woman's face changed. She let go of the rope. The bucket fell back down the well, and they heard it hit the water, far down. She snatched up the little boy, under the arms, all in one movement. She turned and ran into the nearest house. The door banged shut behind her.

Yana stopped running.

The man in the yard had straightened up from his splitting. He looked at Yana. At her arm. Then he picked up his axe and walked backward, three steps, four, without taking his eyes off her, and went in at his own door, then shut it. The bar came down on the other side. Tomek heard it drop.

The two old women in the doorway were already gone.

All down the path, doors were shutting. One after another. Not slammed. Shut. Quickly and quietly and firmly, like shutting out a cold wind. A shutter came across a window. Another. The dog stopped barking, suddenly, as if somebody had put a hand around its muzzle.

Yana stood in the middle of the path, alone, in the gold light, with her bad arm against her chest.

"We just need gold," she said, to the shut doors. Her voice had gone small. "We'll go away. We just need some. For Boris. He's bitten."

Nothing came back.

Tomek came down the slope with Boris hanging on his shoulder. His legs were shaking. Every door on the path was shut and every window was dark, and behind every one, he knew, there were people standing very still. Waiting for them to go.

A shutter opened a crack, halfway down the path, on the left. An old man's face in the gap, bearded, one eye.

"End of the row," said the face. Hoarse. Fast. "The last house. By the stream. Old man there carried the gold. Forty years." The eye went to Yana and away. "Ask him. And then go."

The shutter banged shut.

* * *

The last house sat apart from the others, down by the frozen stream, with its back to the slope. It was smaller than the rest. Older. The stones of its lower wall were black with age, and the wood above them was gray and split. The door was oak and thick, with iron bands across it and an iron ring for a handle.

There was smoke from its chimney and no light at its window.

Tomek lowered Boris onto the doorstep. Boris sat there with his back against the doorframe and his head tipped back against the wood, his eyes half shut. Up close, in the low light, his face was almost the color of the stone.

Tomek knocked. Nothing. He knocked again. Harder. He used his burned hand, because the other one was shaking too badly.

"Please," he said, to the oak. "We need help. Our friend's bitten. A kerzit. Last night. There's black coming out, and the line's past his elbow, and the man up there said you carried gold, and—"

"Stop shouting."

The voice came through the door. Not loud. Old. Very old, and dry, like a page turning, and close. Right on the other side of the wood, as if the speaker had been standing there all along with his ear to the planks.

"Kerzit," said the voice. "How long."

"Last night. Before dawn."

"Where."

"His arm. The left one. Halfway up."

A pause.

"Show me."

Something scraped at the height of Tomek's face. A little square of wood in the door slid back, no bigger than his palm. Behind it was the dark, and in the dark, an eye. Pale. Old. Wet at the rim. It moved, scanning them where they stood, then settled on the arm.

Tomek knelt and took Boris's arm and unwound the wrapping. He held the arm up to the hole. The rows of holes. The black. The gray-blue skin around it, and the line running up and away under the sleeve.

"Hm," said the voice.

The eye moved. Past the arm. Past Boris. Out to the path behind them, where Yana was standing in the snow a few steps back, with her bad arm against her chest and the mitten of stones in her good fist.

It stayed on her.

"The girl," said the voice. Sharper. "Get her back. Away from the door."

"She's not bitten. She's fine. She's—"

"Back."

Yana stood her ground and looked at the little square of dark, and the eye looked at her, and neither one blinked.

Then she took two steps backward in the snow. And stopped. And put her chin up.

"Farther," said the voice.

She stayed where she was.

The eye came back to Boris's arm.

"Fresh," it said. "Good. The gold'll take that. Before morning, if it hasn't reached the heart."

Tomek's breath went out of him all at once.

"Then you have some? You have gold? Please. Please, we'll—"

"I have some. Not a lot." The eye didn't blink. "What have you got?"

* * *

"Got?"

"To pay with, boy. What did you think? It comes down a mountain on a man's back. It doesn't grow by the door." The eye moved over him. His torn coat, his burned hand, his shoulder with no sack on it. "What have you got."

Before Tomek could answer, Yana was there.

She'd come back up to the door, right up to it, right past whatever line the old man wanted her behind, and she crouched and pushed the knotted mitten against the bottom of the oak, where there was a gap between the door and the step. A gap a finger high. She worked the knot loose with her teeth. She tipped the mitten.

The stones went in under the door. All of them. The gold one, and the white one, and the one that was half, and the gray one with the red speck, and every one from the empty people, the dark one that shone like oil among them. She pushed them through with her mitten, a few at a time, until the mitten was flat.

"There," she said. Her voice shook. She put her chin up anyway. "That's treasure. That's old-people treasure, there's gold on some of them. That's all of it. That's a hundred bowls of porridge."

The eye had gone down. Looking at the floor, inside. At the stones.

It was quiet. Longer than Tomek could stand.

Then the stones came back out.

All of them. Pushed out under the door from the other side, slowly, a few at a time, with the edge of something flat. A board, or the side of a hand. They came out into the snow at Yana's knees one after another and lay there in a little scattered heap.

The old man said nothing about them. Not one word. Yana stared at them.

"What else," said the voice.

Tomek's hand had already gone to his belt. He hadn't decided it here. He'd decided it a long way back, on the road, with Boris's weight on his shoulder, and only noticed now. His fingers were on the buckle. The leather was cold. He undid it.

The knife came off his hip into his hand.

It was just a knife. A hunter's knife, with a plain blade, nicked near the point where it had hit a stone once, and a handle wrapped in leather. The leather was worn dark and smooth, and it was worn into a shape. Grooves, where fingers had gone. Bigger fingers than his. His hand had never fit it. Every time he'd held it, all the way from the graves, his fingers had sat in the grooves of somebody else's.

Protect them, his father had said. With the black on his face. Closing Tomek's fingers around the handle, one at a time, with his own. All of them. Promise me.

He'd promised.

The eye in the door saw it. Studied it.

"That's a hunter's knife," said the voice. "Whose?"

"My father's."

"He coming back for it?"

"No."

The eye looked at him. At his face. Then back at the knife, in his two hands.

"Then that's what you've got of him," said the voice. Not unkind. Just old. Just saying it.

"Don't."

It came from behind him. From the doorstep.

Boris had opened his eyes. His head was still back against the doorframe, and his face was gray, and his lips had gone a color lips shouldn't go. But his eyes were open, and they were on the knife, and on Tomek.

"Don't," Boris said again.

He'd said that over the flute, with his hand closed on the carved eye. Don't. Last night, by the fire, Tomek had waited and waited for it, and it hadn't come.

It had come now. For the knife. For him. Boris, with the black past his elbow, sitting on a stranger's doorstep, using what breath he had left to tell Tomek to keep his father.

Tomek kept his face to the door. He knelt there on the step with his face to the oak and the knife across his hands.

"My father said protect them," he said. "All of them."

His voice was doing something strange. He let it.

"I used to think that meant everybody. The whole village. Everybody in it. I thought that's what he was. That's what a warrior is. You stand in front of all of them." He swallowed. "But I don't know who everybody is. I can't even see them from here. I don't know where they are."

Behind him, Boris had gone quiet. Yana was kneeling in the snow by the scattered stones, with her flat mitten in her lap, very still.

"These two," said Tomek, then stopped. He kept his eyes on the oak. They were right there, both of them, close enough that he could hear them breathing. One of them fast and catching. One of them not at all, holding it, waiting.

"They're my all of them. To me, they are. And if there was a fire. If it was the whole world on fire. And on one side. Every village. All the mountains. Everybody in them. And on the other side, it was— my everyone." He lifted the knife a little higher and could feel Yana and Boris behind him.  "I'd let it burn. The whole world. I'd carry the fire to it myself."

The old man's eye held still.

"And I wouldn't even look back to see."

He put the knife down on the step. Flat. He pushed it with his fingertips, and the blade went in under the door first, through the gap where the stones had gone, and then the handle. The grooves of the leather went past his fingers. Then the end of it. Then it was gone.

His hand stayed there a moment, on the cold stone, where it had been. Then he took it back.

On the other side of the door, a bar lifted, with a scrape and a thump. The door opened.

A hand's width. No more. Dark inside. Warm air came out through the gap, smoke and herbs and something else, something sharp and bright that made the inside of his nose tingle. A face hung back in the shadows, too far to see. A long white beard. The pale eye.

"The bitten one," said the old man. "In. Now. Before it reaches the heart."

Tomek got Boris up, somehow. Boris couldn't do anything to help, and Tomek got him up anyway. His whole weight. He turned him sideways to the gap, and the door opened a little more, just enough. Two old hands came out of the dark, spotted and knotted and strong, and took Boris by the coat, pulling him in.

Tomek stepped after him.

The door stopped him. It came back against his shoulder, hard, the old man's weight behind it.

"Not you."

"I have to—he's my—"

"Not you. One of you's all I'll have in here. You've been next to her too." The eye went past him, to Yana in the snow. "Not her. Not near my door. Not near my well, not near my stream. You stay out there. Both of you. You hear me?"

"Please—"

"He'll be in the morning," said the old man. "Or he won't. Get back from the door."

It shut. The bar came down on the other side. Thump.

* * *

Tomek stood with both hands flat on the oak.

It was rough under his palms. The burned one stung against it. He stood there and breathed, and the cold came down out of the dusk all at once, like a lid, and his breath went up white against the gray wood.

His right hand went to his hip.

There was nothing there. Just his coat, and his belt, and the empty place where the leather had hung since the graves. His fingers closed on the empty place, and opened, and fell. He sat down on the step with his back to the oak.

Yana said his name. Not loud.

She was still kneeling by the stones in the snow, looking past him. Up. Back the way they'd come, over the rise, at the long ridge to the north they'd crossed at noon, under the first stars.

Two lights. Tiny. Yellow. Far off. Not moving, and then moving.

He looked down, away from them, and there was light coming out from under the door beside him. In the gap, a finger high, where the stones and the knife had gone. It hadn't been there before. It was gold. Not firelight. Firelight moved. This didn't move. It lay there along the step in a thin bright line, steady, shining, the color of what had been in Maari's vial, a lifetime ago.

It spilled out a little way onto the snow. It lay across the scattered stones.

Yana was looking at it too.

She got up. She came across the snow, slowly, and sat down on the step beside him. Not touching. A hand's width away. She pulled her knees up inside the white coat and held them, looking at the line of gold along the bottom of the door, and didn't say anything.

She hadn't forgiven him. He could feel it all down his side, in the hand's width where she wasn't touching him.

She'd come and sat down anyway. Because it was cold. Because the door was shut. Because there was nobody else.

Then his arm began to hurt.

His left arm. The forearm. Low down and deep, under the skin, between the wrist and the elbow, the same slow hot throb he'd felt in the hollow, as if something had bitten him there once, and the bite had gone bad. It came up into him from nowhere and sat there, beating.

He kept his eyes off it. Off Yana's arm too, held against her chest beside him in its wrapping, in the dark, an arm's length from the gold.

He sat on the cold step with his empty hip and his aching arm, and kept his eyes on the line of light under the door. Behind them, on the ridge, the two lights burned. He could feel them on the back of his neck. He didn't turn around to see if they were coming closer. He didn't want to find out if they were.

Not now.
Chapter 18
Not Once
Near midnight, Tomek went to steal firewood.

He'd sat on the step as long as he could. The cold had come up through the stone into his legs, and then into his belly, and then into his chest. The line of gold under the door had thinned to a thread and gone out. The lights on the ridge had gone out too, one and then the other, an hour apart, and that was almost worse, because now they could be anywhere. And beside him, a hand's width away, Yana had stopped shivering.

That was what got him up. Not the cold. The stopping.

"Yana."

"I'm fine."

Her voice was slow and thick, as if it had come from a long way down. He put the back of his hand against her cheek and she let him, which told him everything. It was cold as the step.

The village woodpile was in the yard of the man with the axe. Tomek had seen it when the man backed away from them, three steps, four. Split logs, stacked higher than his head against the side of the house, under a lip of sod roof.

He went up the path in the dark between the shut doors. The snow squeaked under his boots. Every house was black. Every house was listening. He could feel it, like someone standing behind him in a dark hut. Somewhere a dog growled, low, and went quiet.

The woodpile was where he'd seen it. He pulled off his mittens to get a grip, and the cold bit straight into the burn on his palm. He took a log. Then another. Then a third, and he tucked his chin down over them to hold them against his chest, and turned to go.

The door of the house was open.

A hand's width. Dark inside. A shape stood in it, big, with the axe hanging from one hand, the head of it down by the man's knee.

Tomek froze with the logs against his chest. The man looked at him. At the logs. Down the path, toward the last house by the stream, where the little girl was sitting on the step in the dark.

Tomek held on to them. He stood there in the man's yard with three of the man's logs and looked back at him, and his heart beat so hard the logs shook.

"She's cold," he said. "That's all. She's just cold."

The man didn't say anything.

Then he shut the door. Quietly. Tomek listened for the bar. It never came down.

He went back down the path with the logs, and made two more trips, and nobody opened a door again.

He built the fire in the lee of the old man's woodshed, out of the wind, a long way from the well, a long way from the stream, as far from anything the old man had said as he could get and still be near the door. Boris's way. A pit in the snow, the fire small at the bottom of it. He blew on the first sparks until his head swam. When it caught, he went and got Yana off the step.

She didn't argue. That was how he knew it was bad.

He sat her in front of the fire and put himself on the windward side of her, as close as she'd let him, which was close, tonight. Her shoulder against his arm. Neither of them said a word about it. Then the shivering came back, hard, her teeth going, and he was so glad of it he could have cried.

* * *

Boris screamed once, in the night.

Through the oak. Through the stone. A sound Tomek had never heard come out of him. Not at the stone, not with the kerzit hanging off his arm. Raw and high and all the way open, like something being pulled out by the root.

Tomek was on his feet. He was at the door. He had both fists up to hammer on it.

Then it stopped. Just stopped. And in the quiet after it, through the wood, he heard the old man's voice, low, saying something over and over. Not words he could make out. Just the sound, like a man talking to a horse caught in wire.

He stood there with his fists up. Then he put them down.

He went back to the fire and sat beside Yana, who was awake, and staring at the door, and holding the flat mitten in both hands. He took one of her hands. She let him.

"He's all right," she said. "Isn't he."

"I don't know," said Tomek.

She nodded. She didn't take her hand back.

* * *

The door opened at first light, and Boris walked out on his own feet.

Tomek missed the door opening. He'd fallen asleep sitting up, with his chin on his chest and Yana's weight against his side, and what woke him was her weight going. She was gone from him and running, across the trampled snow, and he looked up and Boris was standing on the step.

Gray. Thin. His braid half undone and his hair stuck to his forehead with old sweat. But standing. Holding the doorframe with one hand, then letting go of it.

Yana hit him around the middle so hard he rocked back against the door.

"You're not dead!"

"No," said Boris.

"You screamed! In the night! We heard you!"

"Mm."

She was already pulling at his sleeve. His left. He let her. She pushed it up past the elbow, and Tomek got there, and looked over her shoulder, and stopped breathing.

The black was gone. Not less. Gone. The line that had run up past the elbow, the bruise around the holes, gray-blue, gone. Just skin. Gray, as Boris's skin was always gray, and goose-bumped with cold. And in the middle of it, the two curved rows of holes. Not welling. Not black. Closed over, every one of them, with new skin as pink and shiny as the inside of a shell, and around them a faint flush of red, the red of something healing.

Yana touched it with one finger. Very gently. Boris let her.

"It's better," she whispered.

"Fine," said Boris.

He'd said it by the fire, with the balm running black off his fingers, the same flat way. Fine. It had been a lie then. Tomek had heard it be a lie. This time it wasn't, and it came out of him exactly the same, and his eyes, over the top of Yana's head, went to Tomek.

And stayed.

Not a word about the knife. Not a word at all. Just Boris's eyes over Yana's head, gray and steady, as they'd been across a hundred fires, measuring. Except it wasn't measuring now. It was something Tomek had never seen on Boris's face, and he had to look at the snow.

Behind Boris, inside the dark of the house, the old man's voice said:

"Off my step. All of you. By noon."

The door shut.

* * *

They sat at the fire and Yana held her arm next to Boris's.

She did it without anybody asking. Tomek had built the fire up again, and they'd sat down around it, Boris slowly, like an old man, and Yana had studied Boris's arm, and studied it, and then she'd started unwinding her own wrapping. One-handed, with her teeth. Tomek reached to help and she shook her head.

Round and round. Tia's strips, gone gray now, and stiff. The last one came away. She laid her arm down on her knee in the firelight, next to Boris's, where he'd stretched it out on his. The two arms side by side.

Two curved rows of holes in each.

Hers was red. Dark and shiny from the wrist to halfway up. The holes in the middle crusted black at the edges. Swollen. Hot. Tomek could feel the heat of it from where he sat. And the line running up the inside of it toward the shoulder, ending exactly where it had ended for days, where it had ended in the hollow. Not a hair farther. Not a hair less.

His was pink and closing.

Nobody said anything.

The two arms. The two sets of holes, the same shape, the same curve. The pink, and the red. Tomek stared until his eyes hurt.

"Why's yours better?" said Yana.

Boris was looking at her arm. And something happened to his face. The steadiness went out of it, all at once, like a fire kicked over, and for a breath there was nothing on it at all.

"Because his got gold," said Tomek. "Last night. Right on it. Right away, while it was fresh."

"I had gold," she protested, unconvinced.

"Not enough." He was working it out as he said it. It came together so fast and so clean that it felt like relief. "Not enough, and not soon enough. Tia gave you a vial, but that was days and days after the bite. It had already gone in. It's like—" He held up his hand. "It's like a splinter. If you get it out straight away, it's nothing. If you leave it, it goes in deep, and then you have to dig. You need more. That's all. A lot more."

Yana looked at her arm. Then at Boris's.

"Then I need more," she said.

"Then you need more."

She looked up at him. Her eyes were very bright.

Across the fire, Boris had put his sleeve down over his arm. Over the pink. He was looking at the flames.

"Ape," he said, very quietly. To nobody.

Tomek kept his eyes on Yana.

* * *

The wrapping Boris had come out in was linen. Clean and pale, the old man's, wound neat around the forearm and tied off.

Tomek asked for it. No reason given. He held out his hand across the fire, and Boris looked at him, and then unwound it and gave it to him without a word. Tomek held it up to the light.

The inside of it shone.

Faintly. Down in the weave, where it had lain against the bite all night. A dust of gold, so fine you had to tilt it to the light to catch it. But there. Moving, a little, by itself, as the gold in Maari's vial had moved in the dark the first night, slow and soft, as if it were breathing.

Tomek knelt by Yana.

"Give me your arm."

She gave it to him. He laid it across his knee, the red side up, and folded the linen so the gold side was out, and pressed it down over the holes. Gently. Then harder. He held it there with both hands.

"What are you doing?"

"There's gold on it. From his. A bit. Not much." He kept his eyes on the linen. "If it's only a bit and your arm's only a bit wrong, maybe a bit's enough to start."

She held still. Very still. He could feel her holding her breath through the arm.

He counted to fifty in his head. Not out loud. He made himself not count out loud. Then he lifted the linen.

The shine was gone from it. Not faded. Gone. The weave was plain. Gray-white. And on her arm, where it had been, there was nothing at all. Not a glimmer, not a speck. The red was the same red. The heat was the same heat. The holes were exactly the same holes.

It hadn't worked and it hadn't failed. It had just gone in. As if he'd poured a cup of water out on dry sand, and the sand had taken it, and stayed dry.

"Did it work?" said Yana.

"It might take a while," said Tomek.

It wasn't a lie. Not yet. Not until he knew. He kept his eyes off Boris.

* * *

He went to wash the linen in the stream, because he had to do something with his hands, and because the old man would want it back.

When he came back around the end of the woodshed, Boris was at the door. Kneeling. On the step. With his sword out of its sheath and laid across his two open hands, flat, the hilt toward the oak. Holding it up to the little square of the spyhole. The spyhole was open. In the dark of it, the pale eye.

Tomek stopped.

Boris was talking low, too low to carry. More words than Tomek had ever heard him say at once, a long stream of them, quiet and fast, and the sword was steady in his hands. Steady as he held it out. His own sword. That he'd carried on his back every step since the river. That he'd slept with across his knees every night.

The eye looked at the sword. Then at Boris. The spyhole shut.

Boris knelt there with the sword held out to a shut door. Then, slowly, he lowered it, and laid it across his knees, and sat back on his heels on the step, and bowed his head.

Tomek backed up. One step, two, around the end of the woodshed, out of sight. He stood there against the cold planks with the wet linen in his hands and his heart going.

When he came around the end of the woodshed again, loudly this time, scuffing his boots, Boris was at the fire with his sword back on his back, his eyes on the flames.

Tomek sat down across from him.

They sat there, and the fire popped, and Yana slept between them in the white coat with her bad arm in her lap, unwrapped, red, in the light.

"It's a good knife," said Boris, to the fire.

That was all.

Tomek looked at him. At the braid, coming undone, that Yana had made with her two hands, the good one and the bad. At the hand that had shoved the knife into his belt at the stone, without a word, and hadn't even looked at it.

"Yeah," said Tomek. "It is."

* * *

At noon, the arm was the same. Tomek had checked it every time she slept, and every time she woke, and every time she wasn't looking, and it was the same. The same red. The same heat. The line ending in the same place. And the linen had come back from the stream as plain as any rag.

Whatever Boris knew, Tomek knew it too. He'd known since the linen. He'd put it in the box in his head with everything else, and sat on the lid, and now the lid wouldn't stay down.

So he got up and went to the door. His hand went to his hip on the way, and found nothing, and he made a fist of it and went on.

He knelt on the step. He knocked. Not hard. Twice.

The spyhole slid back.

"Noon," said the voice. "I said noon."

"I know. We're going. I just—" He swallowed. "She needs gold. For her arm. You saw it. It's a bite too, it's the same as his, it's just older. She had a vial, but it was too late, and too little. She needs more. A lot more."

The eye didn't move.

"I haven't got anything," said Tomek. "You know I haven't. You've got my knife."

He reached into his coat. His fingers found the cord and followed it down, and closed around the kalyuka, and drew it out into the cold gray light. Pale wood. The carved eye. His mother's hands had made it sing. It had come to him from her, through his father, through Maari. It was the last thing he had of her that he could hold.

He held it up to the spyhole. Behind him, Boris got up from the fire, and stopped.

"This was my mother's," said Tomek. "She was a seer. It's a seer's flute. It's—I don't know what it's worth. Probably more than the knife. Probably more than anything you've got in there." His voice held. He had no idea how. "For her. For enough gold for her arm."

The eye stayed on the flute. Long enough for the cold to find his fingers.

Then it went past him. Past his shoulder, out to the fire, where Yana had woken and was sitting up in the white coat, looking at the door, with her red arm in her lap.

"When did the fever start?" said the old man.

"I—what?"

"The fever. Hers. Before the bite, or after?"

"After. A day after. Maybe the same day. She was hot on the mountain, in the storm, but everybody was—"

"Did she drink the gold?"

"Yes!" Yana, from the fire. On her feet. "I drank it! A whole one! Tia gave it to me in the night, a whole full one, and it was warm, and I drank it all!"

The eye stayed on her.

"And the arm got worse," said the voice. Not a question.

Tomek opened his mouth. Nothing came out.

"What bit her?"

"A kerzit," said Tomek. "In the cave. It must have. Everybody knows they—"

"Ape," said Boris.

He said it from behind Tomek. Not loud. Flat. As he'd said it once by a river, with his nose almost touching the wound. Ape.

The eye moved to Boris. Stayed on him a moment. Came back to Tomek.

The old man was quiet. When he spoke again, his voice had changed. It wasn't sharp anymore. It wasn't anything. It was just tired. Old and tired, as if he'd said this before, many times, through many doors, and never once got used to saying it.

"Then it isn't a bite, child," he said. "The gold never touched the sickness. Not once. Not in forty years."

Tomek knelt on the step with the kalyuka held up in the cold.

"Put your whistle away," said the old man.

The spyhole shut.

* * *

He knelt there. The step was cold under his knees. The flute was cold in his hand. The oak in front of him was gray and split and had a knot in it, dark and hard, and he looked at the knot because it was there in front of him.

The gold never touched the sickness.

Somewhere far away, Yana was asking something. It didn't reach him.

Not once.

Every child knew it. Before they knew their letters. There was one cure. Far off, at the top of the Spine, in a shrine older than anyone's grandmother, a font of gold. It was the only thing in the world that could heal the darkness. Everybody knew. The elders knew. His father had known, lying on the hide with the black on his face. Go, everybody's eyes had said, every time they looked at him. Go and bring it back.

He'd gone. He'd carried it. Maari's vial, in the pouch on his hip. He'd put his hand on it every morning, every night, a thousand times, ten thousand, feeling for the hard little shape of it through the leather. It was the only thing that let him sleep. He'd carried it down a mountain and across a river, and when it broke, he'd hidden the pieces under his boot so she wouldn't see, and lied, and lied, and that was the first lie, the one she'd made him promise about. Not even about glass.

And Maari. He saw it before he could stop seeing it. The clearing. The moonlight. Maari's head back against the rock and her hands open in her lap and her black eyes, and his own hands shaking, pulling out the stopper with his teeth, pushing the vial to her mouth. And her arm coming up, from somewhere, from nowhere, with the last of everything she had in it. Holding it off. Holding his hands still, one finger from her lips.

Her, she'd said.

She'd turned her face away from the only cure in the world. For her daughter. With the last breath she had.

And it had never been a cure. Not for her. Not for Yana. Not for anyone with the black in their eyes. Not once. Not in forty years.

She'd died holding it off for nothing.

No. Not for nothing. For Yana. She'd done it for Yana. She'd have done it anyway. She'd have done it a thousand times. That was what the gift had been. Not the gold. Her, turning her face away.

It didn't help at all.

His hands were shaking so hard the kalyuka rattled on its cord. He put it back inside his coat. He did it carefully, like putting a sleeping thing back in its nest. Then he put both hands flat on the step and held on to the stone, because the world had started to tip, slowly, sideways, and he wasn't going with it.

"Tomek."

Yana. Close. Right behind him.

"Tomek. What did he say? I couldn't hear. He said something about forty and then he shut it, and you just—" Her mitten was on his shoulder, pulling. "What did he say?"

* * *

He could lie to her. It was right there. Ready. Easier than anything. He said it's slow. He said older bites take longer. He said there's more gold at the shrine, more than we'll know what to do with, and up there they'll have enough. He could see her face when he said it. Her chin coming up. The bright in her eyes. He'd seen that look at the fire an hour ago, when he'd told her about splinters, and she'd believed him, and it had been the best thing he'd seen in days.

He could give her that. He could give her that all the way to the Spine.

You said you wouldn't lie to me. Her breath hot on his neck, in the warm house. Not ever. Not even about glass.

You LEFT.

He got up off the step. His legs didn't want to. He turned around.

She was right there. Looking up at him with her red arm held against her chest, and her chin already up, and her eyes bright, waiting, so ready to believe him that it hurt to look at.

Boris was behind her. A few steps back. Standing very still.

"He said the gold doesn't fix it," said Tomek.

Yana's face held perfectly still.

"Not what you've got. He said it isn't a bite. Not a kerzit's." His voice came out wrong. He kept going anyway. "He said the gold makes bites better. Like his. But what you've got, the—the sickness. The tired and the fever. The gold doesn't touch it. It never has. Not once. He's been carrying it forty years, and it's never once touched it."

The wind moved across the snow between them.

"So it wasn't too little," said Yana slowly.

"No."

"And it wasn't too late."

"No."

"And if we get to the shrine. And there's a whole—a whole font—"

He made himself say it. He made himself keep looking at her while he said it.

"I don't think it'll fix it, Yana."

She stood there. She looked at her arm. Then up at him. Then down at her arm again, red and hot and shiny, with the line running up the inside of it toward her shoulder and stopping, where it always stopped, waiting.

Her chin went down. Slowly. All the way down.

"Did Mama know?"

It came out so small. Smaller than anything he'd ever heard her say.

He thought about the clearing. Her arm coming up. Her.

"No," said Tomek. "She didn't know. Nobody knew. Everybody thought—" He stopped. "Everybody thought it was the cure. Your mama. My dad. Everybody. She gave it to you because she thought it would save you. That's all she wanted. That's the only thing she wanted."

It was true. It was the truest thing he had. He gave it to her.

Yana's mouth was shaking.

She didn't cry. Not yet. She stood there in the snow in the white coat with her mouth shaking and her eyes enormous and wet, and held it back, as she always held it back, as she'd stood at the top of the path below the cave with her mother's name in her mouth and her chin up. And then her face crumpled, all at once, like a sheet of paper in a fist, and it came anyway.

She cried like a little child. All of her. With her whole body. Standing up in the snow with her arms at her sides and her mouth open and the sound coming out of her in great ragged pieces that went off across the village and the shut doors and the swells and the whole white empty world.

He kept his arms at his sides; he had no right to hold her, and he knew it. He stood in front of her, as close as he could be without touching, and let her cry at him, and kept his eyes on her. Not once did they leave her.

Boris had come up behind her. No touching from him either. He stood at her back, close, a wall. Tomek could see his face over her head. It was wet.

* * *

She cried until there was nothing left in her. It could have been a moment. It could have been all afternoon.

When she was done, she wiped her face with the back of her good mitten. Hard. Both cheeks. She snuffled, enormously. She looked at the mitten, and wiped it on the white coat, and looked up at Tomek with her face blotched red and her eyes swollen.

"You didn't lie," she said.

Her voice was hoarse.

"No," said Tomek.

"You could have. You were going to. I saw you." She snuffled again. "Your face does a thing. When you're going to. It goes all—" She pulled her face long and flat and stupid, and it was so exactly like his that something went through his chest that was almost a laugh. "And then it didn't. You didn't."

"No."

"Even though it was bad."

"Yes."

"Even though you wanted to."

He swallowed.

"Yes."

She studied his face, as if she were reading tracks in it, as she'd read the deer.

Then she held out her hand. Her good one. In its mitten. Not to take his. Just held out, palm up, in the air between them, as she'd held it out to a raven on a stump, in case he wanted to come.

He put his hand in it. The burned one. She closed her fingers on it, careful of the burn, and held on.

"Then what does?" she said.

"What?"

"Fix it. If the gold doesn't." Her chin was coming back up. Not all the way. A little. "Something does. Something has to. Somebody knows."

"I don't know."

"Somebody knows," said Yana. "You don't just get sick with a thing that nothing fixes. That's stupid. That's not how anything is."

Boris shifted behind her. He was looking past them, past the village. Up. At the Spine, standing over everything, blue and white and enormous, with its head in the clouds. And at its feet, so close now you could see the gaps between them, the hills with corners.

"The shrine," said Boris, just as Grumble flew over them and landed on the snow, next to Yana, grumbling and looking - not at Yana or at either of the boys - at the Spine. Like a dog. Like Tomek had all those times.

They all watched him as if he were going to speak. Yana most of all. Then Tomek's eyes turned back to Boris.

"Somebody keeps the font," said Boris, looking back in the direction of the Spine. He said it slowly, as if every word cost something to get out. "Somebody's kept it forever." He looked at Yana. "They'd know what it's for."

"And what it isn't," said Tomek.

Boris looked at him. He nodded once.

Yana looked from one of them to the other. Then she let go of Tomek's hand, and bent, and picked up the flat mitten from the snow where she'd dropped it, and knelt by the door, by the bottom of the oak, where the stones still lay in their little scattered heap. Every one of them, where the old man had pushed them out.

She picked them up. One at a time. The gold one, and the white one, and the half, and the eleven, and the dark one with the shine of oil. She put them in the mitten, and tied the knot with her teeth, and stood up, and shook it. They clicked.

"Mine," she said. "In case anybody forgot."

* * *

The door opened one more time as they left.

They were halfway up the path, between the shut houses, in the cold noon light, the three of them, and Tomek heard the bar lift behind them. He looked back.

The door of the last house stood open a hand's width. Nothing came out. Nobody spoke. But at the height of a man's hand, something showed in the gap for a moment. Pale. A long white beard. Then a hand, spotted and knotted, holding something up into the light. Turning it. As if to look at it better.

A hunter's knife, with a plain blade, and a handle wrapped in leather worn to the shape of a bigger hand.

Then the door closed. The bar came down.

Tomek stood in the path. His hand went to his hip. He felt it go. He felt it get halfway, the old way, as it had gone since the graves, reaching for the leather and the weight and his father's fingers closing his around it.

It stopped. He let it hang there a moment, in the cold, empty. Then he moved it. Up. To his chest. To the shape under his coat, on its cord, against his heart. Pale wood, and a carved eye. He put his hand flat over it and held it there.

Up ahead, Yana had turned around on the path. She was looking back at him, with the mitten of stones swinging from her good fist, and her face still blotched from crying, and her chin up. Behind her, Boris had stopped too. Waiting. Grumble sat on the roof of the last house in the row, black against the white, facing the hills.

"Come on," said Yana. She held out her hand to him again. "You're so slow."

He went. He took it. And they walked out of the village, the three of them, toward the hills with corners, with the whole of the Spine standing over them, and nothing in his hands but hers.
Chapter 19
Small Stitches
Boris smelled the storm before there was anything to see.

They were a morning out from the village, on the road, with the hills with corners low and dark ahead and the Spine standing over everything, white against a sky so clear it hurt. Then Boris stopped. He lifted his face. He breathed in through his nose, long, like a dog at a door, and his whole body went still.

"Snow," he said.

Tomek tipped his head back. The sky was blue from one edge of the world to the other, without a cloud in it.

"There's nothing."

Boris pointed with his chin. Up. At the Spine.

The top of it was gone.

Not hidden. Gone. Where the great white teeth of it should have stood against the blue, there was a smear. Yellow-gray, the color of an old bruise, and it was moving. It ate a whole shoulder of the mountain while he stood there. Then another. It came down the white slopes like milk poured down a wall, slow, and then not slow at all.

The wind changed. All at once, from nothing to a hand against his chest. It smelled of iron and nothing else.

"How long?" said Tomek.

Boris was already looking around. At the road, straight and flat and open. At the swells on either side, bare as the back of a hand, without a tree or a rock or a fold in them for as far as anybody could see.

"Not long," he said.

* * *

Tomek found the tube.

The road crossed a gully there, a long crooked cut in the land where water ran in summer, and the road went over it on a hump of packed earth. Tomek was looking for anything. A drift deep enough to dig into. A ledge. And there, at the bottom of the gully, under the road, half buried in snow, was a round black mouth.

He slid down the bank on his backside and went to it. It was a hole. Perfectly round, taller than Yana, going straight in under the road and out of sight. The edge of it was gray, and smooth, and hard. Not stone. It had no grain. It had little holes in it, like bread. He put his mitten flat on the inside of it and it went on, round and gray and curving over his head, into the dark.

He went in first. He always went in first now, without stopping to think about it.

It went straight under the road and out the other side, to a white circle at the far end, a long way off, with snow blowing past it. In between, it was dark and dry and still. The wind went over the top of it. Nothing came in.

He came back out into the gully. The light had gone strange. Yellow. The first flakes were coming down out of a sky that was still half blue.

"Here!" he shouted up the bank. "There's a tube! It goes under! It's dry!"

* * *

The snow had drifted halfway up both ends. They knew what to do. They had to dig now.

Tomek took the near end, and Boris dug in beside him, without anybody saying anything, and they dug with their hands and the flat of Boris's sword, and a broken piece of the gray stuff Tomek pried off the edge. Yana carried. She had only one good arm and she used it, hauling dead brush up out of the gully bottom in armfuls bigger than she was and dumping it in the mouth of the tube, and going back for more, with her face set and her breath going up in clouds.

They dug, and the snow came down, but that's how this went. For once, they agreed on something.

At first Tomek and Boris got in each other's way. Tomek threw snow left and it went in Boris's face. Boris dug where Tomek was about to. Then, somewhere, without either of them saying a word, it changed. Tomek dug, and Boris cleared what he dug, and Tomek dug again. Tomek took the high side, Boris the low. When Tomek's arms gave out Boris was already there, and when Boris stopped to breathe Tomek was already digging. Push and throw. Push and throw. Like two men sawing a log, one on each end of the saw.

Halfway through, Tomek noticed. He kept his mouth shut and kept the rhythm.

By the time the wind came down off the mountain for real, the near mouth of the tube was clear to the height of a man's waist. They packed the dug snow into a wall across the outside of it, with a gap left at the top for smoke, and heaped Yana's brush just inside, ready for the fire. Then the three of them crouched in the tube behind the wall, out of the wind, in the gray. The storm hit. It sounded like the whole sky had fallen over. A roar, rising, and under it a high thin howling that went across the open mouth of the tube like breath across the neck of a jug. Snow came over the wall in a fine white smoke. The far end of the tube had gone white and then gone dark.

Boris built the fire. Small. In a pit he scraped in the floor, right by the wall, so the smoke would go up and out the gap. When it caught, the inside of the tube lit up orange, all the way round, curving over their heads. Their shadows went up the walls and met at the top.

Yana looked up at them.

"We're inside a snake," she said.

* * *

The tube talked back.

Yana found that out first. She said snake again, louder, to see, and it came back to her from the dark. Snake. Snake. Nake. Smaller each time. Going away down the tube to the far end and back.

Her eyes went huge. "Hello!" she yelled.

Hello. Hello. Ello.

"Boris is a GOAT!"

Goat. Goat. Oat.

Boris looked at her across the fire.

"Tomek is a—" She stopped. She considered him. "Tomek is a FISH BASKET!"

Basket. Basket. Asket.

Tomek put his face in his hands. Yana laughed so hard she fell over sideways on the brush, and the tube laughed with her, all the way down, a whole row of little Yanas laughing off into the dark.

* * *

That night, she started the game.

They had nothing to eat. The village had given them nothing but shut doors. Tomek's stomach had stopped growling sometime in the afternoon and gone to a dull ache, low down, like a fist. Boris had gone out once in the howling to set snares in the gully, come back white from head to foot, and said nothing about whether he thought anything would be out there in this. Yana had her knees up inside the white coat and her chin on them, and she was looking at Tomek.

"Is that a lie?" she said.

"Is what a lie?"

"Nothing. I'm starting." She sat up. "It's a game. I ask you a thing. You have to tell the truth. If you lie, I'll know, because your face does the thing. And then you lose."

"What do I lose?"

"Everything," said Yana.

"Fine," he said.

"Do you like porridge?"

"Yes."

"Do you like it more than fish?"

"…Yes."

"Have you ever eaten a bug?"

He opened his mouth to say no. Her eyes narrowed. He shut it.

"Once," he said. "When I was little. A green one. Old Petra's grandson said it would taste like honey."

"Did it?"

"No."

Across the fire, something happened to Boris's face. It went on happening. He put his head down on his knees.

"Is Boris handsome?" said Yana.

"No," said Tomek.

"Lie," said Boris, into his knees.

Yana shrieked. Tomek threw a stick at him. It bounced off Boris's shoulder, and Boris didn't lift his head, but his shoulders were shaking, and Tomek realized, with something like terror, that Boris was laughing. Silent. Shaking all over. Into his knees, where nobody could see.

"Boris's turn," said Yana, delighted. "Boris. Is Tomek brave?"

The shaking stopped.

Boris lifted his head. His face was red from laughing and his eyes were wet at the corners and his braid had come half undone again, and he held Tomek's eyes across the fire for a breath, two, three, steady, as if Yana had asked him the depth of a river.

"Stupid," said Boris, raising one hand. Then he raised the other and continued, "Brave… Same thing, mostly."

"That's not an answer."

"It's the answer."

Yana turned to Tomek. Tomek fed the fire a stick. His face was hot, and it wasn't the fire.

"My turn," said Yana. "Ask me one. Anything. I'll tell the truth. I always tell the truth."

"Do you snore?" said Tomek.

"No."

"Lie," said Tomek and Boris, at exactly the same time.

* * *

They slept in a row, the three of them, under every fur they had, with the fire low and the storm roaring over the top of the world.

Yana was in the middle. Tomek lay on her right, against the curving wall. And Boris lay on her left.

Not between. On the far side, where he'd lain all the nights before Tomek had counted out loud with his eyes open. Where he'd lain since the river. Boris put his fur down there, and lay on it, on his back, with his sword beside him and his eyes on the gray curve of the roof. Neither of them said a word about it.

He lay with his face to the wall and let her breathe without him. In. Out. No numbers. None since the gate. It was hard every night, but a little less each night.

* * *

The storm let go of them around midmorning. Not stopped. Just breathing. The wind dropped from a roar to a moan, and the snow thinned to a slow drift of big soft flakes, and through the gap in the wall the light came in gray and soft.

Boris went out first. When he came back in, he had a strip of hide in one hand, and Yana's mitten cord in the other, and he sat down by the fire and began to work.

Boris's hands moved fast and sure, as they did with fish. He cut the hide into a little cradle the size of an egg. He made two holes in it with the point of his knife. He threaded the cord through, doubled it, knotted it, tested it with a yank. He made a loop on one end, the size of a finger.

He held it out to Yana. She looked at it.

"What is it?"

"Sling," said Boris.

Her face changed so fast it was like watching a sunrise.

* * *

They went out into the gully in the lull. The snow was knee-deep and soft, and the air was so still now that the flakes came down straight, and everything was white and gray and very quiet.

Boris showed her once. Finger through the loop. The free end pinched between thumb and finger. A stone in the cradle, one of the gray ones, not one of the treasures. Then a swing, round and round beside his body, fast, a whirr in the air, and a flick, and the stone went off across the gully and hit the far bank with a thock and buried itself in the snow.

"Your good arm," he said. "Round. Let go at the front."

Yana took it. She put her finger through the loop and swung.

The stone went straight up and came straight down and hit Tomek on the head.

"Sorry!" She didn't sound sorry. She was laughing so hard she had to sit down in the snow. "Sorry, sorry—"

"Again," said Boris.

The second stone went sideways into the bank by her own feet.

The third one went straight across the gully, low and fast and true, and hit the rusted post at the top of the far bank with a clang that rang out across the whole silent white world.

Grumble had been sitting on the post. He went up off it in an explosion of black feathers and snow, croaking, and circled twice over their heads, complaining at the top of his voice. Then he came back down and landed on the post again, and turned his back on all three of them, fluffing up as he sat there, grumbling quietly. And just by looking at him you could tell, he would not be consoled.

Yana stood in the snow with the sling hanging from her finger and her mouth open.

"I hit it," she said.

"You did," said Boris.

"I hit it. Did you see? Tomek. Did you see? I hit the—" She whirled around to Boris. "Do it again. Teach me. Teach me how to make it go farther."

Boris looked at her. At her face, alight. At her red arm, held against her chest under the white coat. At the sling in her good hand.

"Again," he said. Gentler.

She did it again, and again, all through the lull, and Tomek stood in the gully with the two of them in front of him, Boris crouched beside her, adjusting her elbow with one finger, and Yana with her tongue between her teeth, swinging. Something sat in his chest that wasn't jealousy anymore. It had no name. It was warm. It hurt a little.

* * *

Boris set the snares again before the storm came back. Three of them, along the gully bottom, where the brush was thickest, where anything that lived out here would go to get out of the wind.

The storm came back that afternoon, worse than before. The roar. The howl over the mouth of the tube. They sat by the fire and fed it the last of the brush a twig at a time, and the light went from gray to dark gray to no light at all, and the hunger in Tomek's belly went from a fist to something worse. Something that made his hands shake. Yana didn't complain. That was how he knew how hungry she was.

Toward dusk, the wind dropped again.

Boris got up to go and check the snares.

"I'll go," said Tomek.

He said it too fast. Boris looked at him.

"You set them all," said Tomek. "You went out in the storm last night. Your arm's still—" He nodded at it. "I'll go. I know your knots. I've been on the wrong end of one."

Boris looked at him a moment longer. Then he drew his own small knife, the one he cleaned fish with, and turned it in his fingers so the handle faced out, and held it up to Tomek. Tomek took it. Boris sat back down by the fire.

* * *

The first snare was empty. The second was empty.

The third had a hare in it.

It had gone up. It was hanging from the bent sapling by its neck, in the loop, as a snare is meant to work, kicking. Not kicking much. Its hind legs were going in little jerks, slower and slower, and its eyes were half shut and filmed over, and its mouth was open. He could see its tongue. He could hear it trying to breathe. A thin little sound, like a door creaking somewhere far off.

It was nearly gone. He should cut its throat. That was what you did. That was what his father had taught him, kneeling in the grass behind the hut: quick, and clean, so it doesn't suffer. And then you carried it back, and you ate, and the little girl who hadn't complained once all day got to eat.

He took Boris's knife out of his belt.

He knelt in the snow in front of the hanging hare.

The gold never touched the sickness.

The old man's voice through the oak. The linen, gone plain. Her arm, the same red, the same heat, the same line stopping where it always stopped, waiting.

And his own breath, going down into her in the hollow. The numbers. One. Two. Her breath, coming up on every one, by the fire, under the stars. Like you were breathing me.

The gold couldn't do it.

Maybe nothing could.

Or maybe something could, and it was the thing Boris was so afraid of. The thing that made fires go up. The thing that could hear.

The hare's legs had stopped. Its sides went in. Out. Too long between.

Every time you play, it can hear you.

He wasn't going to play. Not even hum. He just wanted to know.

He knelt there in the snow with Boris's knife in his hand, and he leaned in close to the hanging hare, close enough to feel the last little warmth coming off it, and he began, under his breath, so quietly the wind would have taken it if there'd been any wind, to count.

"One."

Nothing.

"Two."

The hare's side moved. A twitch. Maybe.

"Three."

It breathed.

In. A real breath. He heard it go in, thin and creaking, and come out again.

"Four."

In. Out. On the number. Exactly on it.

"Five. Six."

In, on five. Out, on six. And the legs kicked. Once. And the half-shut eyes came open. Round and dark and wet, all the way open, and looking at him.

He kept going. Stopping was not in him anymore. He was very far down. It was warm down here, and quiet, and there was nothing in the whole world but the numbers falling out of him one after another, like stones into deep water, and the hare's breath rising on every one. Seven. Eight. Nine. Stronger. Every number, stronger. Its whole body was breathing now, its sides going in and out like a bellows, and its heart, he could see its heart going, under the fur of its chest, quick and hard and alive.

On ten, it screamed.

Hares scream. A high, terrible sound, like a baby. It twisted in the loop, and kicked, and kicked again, alive, so alive it was fighting, and the sapling bent and sprang, and the loop was choking it again.

He cut the cord without thinking. The knife went through the cord in one stroke, and the hare dropped into the snow, and was up, and was gone. A gray streak down the gully into the gray dusk, bounding, leaving a line of holes in the snow behind it. Gone.

Tomek knelt in the snow with the cut cord in one hand and the knife in the other.

He was shaking. All over. His teeth were going. And the cold had gone into him, all of a sudden, as it hadn't all day, not even in the worst of the storm. Deep in. Like he'd been lying in the stream.

He'd done it. It had worked.

He'd counted, and it had breathed. He'd brought something back.

His breath kept coming in short and stopping. He needed something. Anything. Something to hold on to, so he could stand up and go back and sit at the fire and look at them.

He reached for his mother. He always did, when he was scared. Since before he could remember. Her hands. Her singing. Her scarf, the old wool one, wound twice around his neck, that smelled of smoke and pine, that he'd worn down off the mountain and given to Yana in the shelter and left behind in Tia's house in the dark. He reached for the scarf. The feel of it. The weight of it on his neck. The smell.

He had the smell. Smoke and pine.

He reached for the color, and it wasn't there.

He knelt very still in the snow. He tried again. The scarf. Wound twice around his neck. Over his mouth, in the cold, every morning of the climb. On Yana, in the shelter, with her face down in it. He'd seen it ten thousand times. It was—

It was—

Nothing came.

Not wrong. Not blurred. Just nothing. A shape with no inside. He could almost see the scarf, like a word on the tip of the tongue, the edges of it, and in the middle, where the color went, there was a place where his reaching hand went in and found no bottom.

Like the third note. He'd had it all his life.

He knelt there with his mouth open. And somewhere, very far away, past the gully, past the hills with corners, past everything, the dusk went still in a way he couldn't have named. As if something had turned its head.

He got up, or found himself up. He was standing in the gully with the cut cord in his fist. The snow was starting again. Big flakes, falling straight.

He put the cord in his coat, and Boris's knife in his belt, and walked back to the tube.

* * *

Boris looked up when he came in. Then down at Tomek's empty hands.

"Nothing?" said Yana. Her face fell. She tried to hide it. She didn't manage.

"Nothing," said Tomek. It was true. He had nothing. He sat down by the fire on the far side from both of them and held his hands out to it, and they wouldn't stop shaking.

Boris got up and went out.

He was gone a while. When he came back in, he had snow on his shoulders and in his braid, and he had something in his hand. He held it up into the firelight.

The cord. The other half of it. Still tied to the sapling's loop, with a clean cut end.

Boris looked at it, and then at Tomek.

"Got away?" said Boris.

Yana was watching both of them.

The cut cord. Boris. Tomek thought about the promise, and the oak door, and the old man's voice saying child. He thought about her face, on the path in the village, so ready to believe him that it hurt.

"I let it go," he said.

It was true.

Boris kept looking at him. The fire popped. Out past the snow wall, the wind was starting up again, low, rising.

"Why?" said Yana. "We're starving. Why would you let it—"

"It wasn't dead," said Tomek.

That was true too. It was all true. Every word of it.

Yana opened her mouth. Then she looked at his hands, held out to the fire, shaking. She shut it.

Boris said nothing at all.

He stood there with the cut cord in his fist. Then he turned around and went back out into the dark, into the rising wind, and Tomek heard him in the gully below, working, on and on. Setting the snare again. By feel. In the storm. Without a word.

* * *

The seam went that night.

Yana was leaning back against the curve of the tube, close to the fire, half asleep, with her knees up. She'd been leaning that way all evening. Where she leaned, the gray wall had a ridge in it, a sharp little lip where two pieces of the gray stuff had been joined, and every time she shifted, the back of the white coat caught on it.

She shifted. It caught. She pulled.

The seam went with a long soft rip, all the way down the back, from the shoulders to the waist.

"No," said Yana.

She twisted round. She'd ripped it. The long mend down the back, the one that was stitched so small and so tight, the lumpy one, the one she'd said was sewn bad. Open now, the full length of it, the white fur gaping. And in the opening, between the outside and the lining, something.

It fell out into her lap.

A little bundle, no bigger than her palm. Wrapped in a twist of soft leather gone dark with age. Yana picked at it, and it came open in her fingers.

Hair.

A lock of it, braided small. Tight and neat and even, as long as her finger, and tied at both ends with sinew. White. Not gray. White. Like snow. Like Boris's.

And with it, wrapped in the hair, a stone.

Tiny. Smaller than Yana's littlest fingernail. Cloudy white, worn smooth as a river pebble. And scratched into one side of it, very fine, a little mark. Three short lines, joined at the bottom. Like the print of a bird's foot in the snow.

"Treasure," Yana breathed. "Tomek. Boris, look, there's treasure in it, it was in the coat, it's been in there the whole—"

Boris's hand closed over hers. One moment he was across the fire. Then he was kneeling beside her, with his hand over her hand, over the hair and the stone, closing her fingers on them. Gently. Not taking. Just holding her hand shut.

Yana looked up at him.

Boris's back was to Tomek; whatever was in his face, it was for Yana. Her face changed. All the shine went out of it, and something else came in, something old and quiet that he'd seen on her once before, the night her mother died.

She opened her fingers.

Boris took the hair, and the stone, out of her palm. Carefully. Both at once, in one hand, without letting them touch the floor. He closed his fist around them.

Not one word. Not then. Not ever, about that.

He went back to his side of the fire. He reached into his pack and took out a little roll of leather, and in it, a bone needle and a coil of sinew. He held out his other hand to Yana.

She took off the coat and gave it to him. She sat in her shirt and her leggings, in the cold, with Tomek's fur around her shoulders, and watched him.

Boris put the hair and the stone back into the coat. Exactly where they'd been. He folded the lining back over them. And then he sewed it.

Small stitches. So small. One after another, down the whole length of the back, in the firelight, with his head bent and his white braid hanging down over his shoulder. The bone needle going in and coming out. The little pull of the sinew. In. Out. It took him the rest of the night. Tomek fell asleep watching it and woke and he was still sewing. He fell asleep again.

When he woke the last time, the coat was back on Yana, and she was asleep in it, and the seam down the back was closed. You had to look twice to see it.

* * *

In the morning, she counted the stones.

The storm was going. Not gone. But the roar had dropped back to a moan, and the light through the gap in the snow wall was white, not gray. Yana sat up in the coat and took out the mitten and tipped every stone out onto the floor of the tube, on a flat piece of hide, in the light.

Every one of them. The gold one. The white one. The half. The gray one with the red speck. The dark one with the shine like oil. The eleven from the empty people.

She laid them out in a row. She counted them under her breath. Then she held out her hand to Boris, palm up, and waited, and he dug his seven out of his coat and gave them to her. Then she started to divide them.

One for Tomek. One for Boris. One for her. One for Tomek. One for Boris. One for her.

The boys kept quiet. She went all the way down the row, three piles, careful, fair, her tongue between her teeth, moving each stone with one finger.

At the end there were two left over. A plain gray one, and the half.

She looked at them. She looked at the three piles. She picked them both up and put them outside the tube, on top of the snow wall, where Grumble had been sitting that morning.

"Those are Grumble's," she said. "He's owed. I scared him."

She pushed one pile across the hide to Tomek. One pile across to Boris. She kept one.

"There," she said. "We're even. Nobody wins."

Tomek's pile. Boris's. The same. Exactly the same, stone for stone.

Yana hadn't asked for the one in the coat. She hadn't even looked at the seam. She'd counted every stone in the world but that one.

Boris was looking at his pile too. He picked up one of the stones, the green-flecked one that had been his from the start, and turned it in his fingers, and put it in his coat, and the rest after it, one at a time.

"Nobody wins," he said.

It came out of him slowly. As if he were trying the words for size.

* * *

The storm went in the afternoon. All at once, as it had come. One moment the moan over the mouth of the tube, and the next nothing. A silence so big it rang. Through the gap in the wall the sky was blue again, and at the end of the road the hills with corners stood up dark and sharp in the clear air, closer than before, as if they'd walked in the night while everyone was sleeping.

They didn't go out. Not yet. They were too tired, and too hungry, and the light was already going. One more night. Boris went out to the snares and came back with a hare. A thin one. He never said which snare.

They ate it. All three of them, around the fire, burning their fingers, with the grease running down their chins. It was the best thing Tomek had ever eaten. Yana fell asleep with a bone still in her hand.

Later, they lay down together. Not in a row. There wasn't enough fur left for a row, with Tomek's on Yana and Boris's on both of them. So they lay close, the three of them, under everything they had, in a heap, with Yana in the middle and her back against Boris and her face against Tomek's coat. The fire burned low. The tube was dark and dry and quiet, and outside the world was still.

Tomek lay with his eyes open and his hand over the kalyuka.

He could smell the smoke. Pine, from the brush. Wool, from the fur. And under it, if he breathed very carefully, the smell that had always been in the scarf. Smoke and pine. He had that. He held on to it.

He reached for the color one more time.

It wasn't there.

"Tomek."

Yana. Very quiet. Her voice was thick with sleep, and her face was pressed into his coat, so it came out muffled. He'd thought she was asleep.

"Mm."

"Is that a lie?"

"Is what a lie?"

"Nothing. I'm playing." She yawned, enormously, against his chest. "One more. Then I'll sleep. Promise."

"Okay."

She was quiet for so long he thought she'd gone. Her breath went in and out against him, slow. Behind her, Boris lay still. His eyes might have been open. With Boris, there was no telling.

"Tomek," said Yana. "Is there anything you're not telling me?"
Chapter 20
Not Yet
Tomek lay in the dark with her question on his chest.

It sat there. It had weight. It pressed down on him through the fur and the coat and the kalyuka on its cord, right over his heart, as if she'd put a stone there and gone to sleep. Except she hadn't gone to sleep. He could feel her not sleeping. Her face was against his coat, and her breath was going in and out against him, and it was too even. Too careful. The breath of somebody waiting.

Behind her, Boris lay like a log. Outside, the world had stopped. No wind. No snow. Nothing at all past the snow wall but a silence so big it hummed.

Is there anything you're not telling me?

He could say no. It was right there. One word, the easiest word there was. She was half asleep. She'd believe it. She'd sigh against his chest and be asleep before the sigh was done.

The scarf. The hare's eyes coming open. The place where the color had been. Not ever, she'd said, in the tribe's warm house, with her breath hot on his neck. Not even about glass.

"Yes," said Tomek.

Her breath stopped. Just for a moment. Then it started again.

"There's something," he said. He made himself keep going. His voice came out low and rough in the dark of the tube. "I'll tell you. I promise I'll tell you. Not yet."

Silence. Her face stayed pressed against his coat. Her good hand, holding on to the front of it, stayed exactly where it was. Any moment she'd let go. Any moment she'd roll over and put her back to him, as she had on the shore of the lake, and in the snow outside the village, and every time he'd ever done something she couldn't forgive.

She held on.

"Is it bad?" she said at last. Very quietly.

He made himself think about it properly, like reading a print in the snow before you name what made it.

"I don't know," he said.

That was true. He had never said anything truer.

She was quiet again, thinking. With Yana, you could hear it. It was in her breath. It went fast and then slow and then fast.

"Okay," she said.

He let his own breath out.

"Then I've got one too."

Tomek's eyes came open in the dark.

"Got one what?"

"A thing. That I'm not telling." She yawned against him, enormously, so he felt it all down his front. "So we're even. Like the stones."

"Yana—what thing?"

"I'm not telling," said Yana. "That's the point, dummy."

Then she really did go to sleep. All at once, as only she could, as if somebody had blown her out. Her hand stayed knotted in his coat.

Tomek lay awake with her secret on his chest beside his own, and stared at the dark curve of the roof until it went gray.

* * *

Boris found it in the morning.

He unwrapped her arm every morning now. Nobody had asked him to. He'd just started doing it, after the village, after the old man's door, the first thing every day before anybody ate or packed or spoke. He'd kneel beside her and take her arm across his knee and unwind the strips, and look, and breathe in through his nose, and wind it up again. Yana always complained but she always let him.

This morning she didn't complain.

That was the first thing. Tomek was rolling up the furs at the back of the tube, and Boris was unwinding, and from Yana there was nothing at all. No stop pulling. No that's my skin. Tomek turned around. Boris had stopped unwinding.

The last strip was off. Her arm lay across his knee in the gray light from the mouth of the tube. Red, from the wrist to halfway up. The holes. The heat. And the line, running up the inside of her arm toward the elbow, black, thin, the line Tomek had watched every morning since the mountain.

It had moved.

Not much. A finger's width. Past the little crease on the inside of her arm where it had stopped in the hollow, where it had stopped and stayed, not one hair farther, through the cave and the tribe and the stone and the white trees and the lake and the road. Past the crease. A finger's width on.

Boris was looking at it. Not a word. None needed.

Tomek put down the furs and came and knelt on her other side, and turned from the arm to her face.

She was looking at the roof of the tube.

"When," said Tomek.

No answer.

"Yana. When did it start."

Her chin came up. Not at him. At the roof.

"The road," she said. "Going to the village. When we were walking and Boris was all gray." She swallowed.

"You knew—"

"Yes, I knew, it's my arm." Her eyes came down off the roof and onto him, and they were furious and wet at the same time. "It's my arm, and it was hurting more, and I looked when you were asleep, and it was farther. And Boris was dying. And then the man said the gold doesn't work. And then the storm, and the hare, and you were all—" She waved her good hand at his face. "You. So."

"So you didn't tell us."

"So I didn't want to be the reason," said Yana. The words went into him and stayed.

"The reason for what?"

"For stopping." She said it as if he were stupid. As if it were the most obvious thing in the world. "Every time it gets bad, we stop. We stopped in the hollow. We stopped in the snow. And now we're nearly there. To the mountain. To the shrine, where the somebody is who knows. I saw it, Tomek, it's right there now, it's close—" Her voice cracked straight across. She pushed through it. "If I told you, you'd stop. You'd make us wait, and wait, and sit with me, and look at it every five minutes like Boris does. And I don't want to wait. I want to get there."

Tomek knelt there. She'd known since the road to the village. She'd walked on it. She'd sat with her arm against her chest outside the old man's door, and in the tube, and in the snow with the sling, laughing, hitting Grumble's post, and the whole time it had been moving, and she'd known.

The road to the village. Five days ago. And the night before that was the gate.

The gate. He hadn't counted her breaths since the gate.

He'd stopped. Boris had said don't count, and he'd stopped, and he'd been so proud of it. Every night lying there, holding it down, like a breath held under ice. The hardest thing he'd done every day. And every night it had been a little less hard.

And now the line had moved.

He kept it unsaid. He kept it unfinished, even in his head. But his mouth had gone dry, and his lips had made a shape, all by themselves, the shape of one, and he shut them on it before any sound came out.

Across her, Boris was watching his face. Then he wound the strips back on. Slowly. Neat. He tied them off. He laid her arm back against her chest, gently, like a bird put back in its nest. Then he looked at Tomek over her head.

"Go," said Boris.

"Mountain," said Boris. "Today. No stopping."

And Yana, between them, with her chin still up and her eyes still wet, smiled.

* * *

They came out of the tube into a world made new.

The storm had laid a skin of fresh snow over everything, smooth and blue in the early light, without a single mark on it. Not a print. Not a track. The sky was so clear and so pale it looked like ice. The cold had a ring to it, a high thin sound in the ears, the kind of cold that comes after a storm when every bit of warmth has been scrubbed out of the air.

And the hills with corners were right there. Not at the edge of the world. Not low and dark under the mountain. Here. The storm had wiped the haze away, and the low sun was full on them, and they stood up out of the snow ahead of the road, so close and so huge that Tomek stopped walking.

They weren't hills. He'd known that. Yana had said it. Hills don't have corners. But knowing it and seeing it were different.

They were made things. Every one of them. Built. Tall gray shapes standing up out of the snow, straight-sided, flat-topped, so tall the tallest of them went up and up until he had to tip his head back to see the end. Taller than the white trees. Taller than the cliffs in the tribe's valley. Taller than anything people could make, except that people had made them, because there were rows and rows of little black squares going up their faces, all the same size, all the same distance apart, hundreds of them, thousands, like the holes in a wasps' nest. And there were so many. Crowded together. Some leaning on each other. Some broken off halfway up, with the tops gone and the insides showing, gray and ragged, like a tooth snapped in half. Snow on every ledge. Snow in every square.

And the road went straight in among them, and disappeared.

Nothing moved there. No smoke. No birds. No sound at all. Just the towers, standing in the snow and the hard bright cold, so still it was as if they were holding their breath.

"Oh," said Yana.

That was all. Just oh. Small. Tomek had never heard her say so little about anything. Boris said nothing at all.

* * *

It took the whole morning to reach the first wall. The towers kept their distance. That was the strange thing. They walked, and walked, along the road, between the posts, and the towers stayed exactly as big as they'd been, and exactly as far, as if they were walking backward at the same speed. Then all at once they were close, and the first ones were right there, and Tomek understood that they'd been much farther away and much, much bigger than he'd known.

The road ran up to a wall and through it. A long gray wall, taller than two men, of the same stuff as the tube. Not stone. Broken now, fallen in places, so the snow drifted through the gaps in long white tongues. The road went through a gap where the wall had come down in a great heap of gray chunks, with rusted rods sticking up out of them like the ribs of something.

Boris stopped at the edge of the heap. He'd been walking ahead all morning, with Yana on his hip when she let him and beside him when she didn't. Now he stood at the gap in the wall with his boots at the very edge of the fallen chunks, and went no farther. Through the gap lay the street on the other side, where the snow lay smooth and blue between the towers, and his face had gone the color it had gone on the old man's step.

"Not in there," said Boris.

Tomek came up beside him. "What?"

Boris kept his eyes on the gap. His jaw was working.

"Boris. What's in there?"

Nothing. Boris's hand had gone up to the hilt over his shoulder and was holding it. Not drawing. Holding, like a man on a rail.

"Have you been here?" Tomek said. "Before? Is that it? Did they bring you here, your people, did they—"

"No."

"Then how do you know there's anything—"

"I don't," said Boris.

He said it so quietly.

Boris was afraid. Not as he'd been afraid at the stone, or with the kerzit, or on the step with the black past his elbow. Those times, his face had gone still, and flat, and hard. This was different. This was something Tomek had seen on other faces, but never on his. On little children's faces, in the village, when somebody told the story about the thing under the ice. Afraid of a thing you'd only ever heard about. Afraid of a word.

Yana had come up on Boris's other side. She looked at his face. Then through the gap. Then at her own arm, held against her chest. Without a word, she reached out, with her good hand, and took hold of Boris's sleeve.

Boris looked down at her hand on his sleeve. A breath. Two. Then at her arm, the red of it showing at her wrist above the wrapping, where the strips had slipped.

He took his hand off his sword and stepped up onto the heap of broken wall, onto the first gray chunk, then the next, up and over, with the rusted rods catching at his coat, and down the far side, and stood in the street. In the snow. Between the towers. The first of them in. He turned around and held out his hand for Yana.

* * *

The street was wide enough to drive a whole herd of goats down, side by side, and still have room. The towers went up on either side of it like the walls of a gorge. The snow lay smooth between them, unmarked, and the light came down from very high up, thin and pale. The cold was different in here. Still. Shut in. It smelled of rust and wet stone and old ash, and under that, of nothing. No smoke. No dung. No animals. No people. Tomek had never smelled a place with no people in it. 

Yana got down off Boris's hip and walked. She held her arm against her chest, and felt Tomek's eyes on it, and walked faster to show him. Their boots were very loud. 

Then she found the sling.

She'd had it on her wrist all morning. Now she took it off, and picked up a lump of the gray stuff from the edge of the street, and fitted it into the cradle with her teeth, and swung it, round and round, and let go.

It went straight and fast across the street and hit a rusted sign on the side of a tower with a bonk. The sign swung on one bolt and screeched.

They all three jumped. Yana laughed, high and startled, and the street threw the laugh back at her from the towers on both sides, broken up, a dozen little laughs going up and away into the black squares. She stopped laughing.

"Again," said Boris. She looked at him. "Again," he said. "Good arm. Let go at the front."

She swung again. She hit a black square three floors up, and the stone went in, and they heard it fall a long way inside, clattering, down and down and down, and then stop.

She swung again, and again, all down the long street, at signs and squares and the rusted shapes of things half buried in the snow that might once have been carts. Her face was bright. She was laughing. And every time she swung, at the top of the swing, her bad arm, held against her chest, jerked. And she bit her lip. And kept swinging.

Both boys saw it. Neither said a word. Boris walked beside her and said again, every time. Tomek walked on her other side and picked up stones for her, the good ones, round and the right size, and handed them to her without a word, and she took them without looking, and swung.

* * *

Grumble went on ahead. He'd followed them all morning, post to post along the road, and when the road went in through the wall, he went in too. Now he flew ahead of them down the street, landing on a sign, a ledge, the broken top of a post, and waiting, and flying on. A small black shape against all that gray. Every time they caught up, he was facing the way they were going. Tomek stopped watching him. The raven looked too small in here, and he had a feeling. Maybe less of a feeling and more of a paranoia. Boris had it too. His eyes were scanning always. Someone, or... Something was watching. It felt like it came from the windows. From cracks in the wall. From high up in places where things might hide. It was heavy.

* * *

They stopped when the light started to go.

There was no deciding about it. The street had gone on and on, and branched, and branched again, and they'd kept to the widest one, always toward the mountain, which stood up over the tops of the towers at the end of everything, white and enormous and turning gold in the late sun. And then the sun went behind the towers, and the street went blue, and then gray, all at once, and the cold came down into it like water filling a ditch.

Boris found the place. A tower that had fallen. It had come down across the street ages ago and lay there in a long ragged heap, two floors high, and in the lee of it there was a hollow, out of the wind, with a broken overhang above it like the brim of a hat.

They made a fire. Boris's kind. Small, in a pit, with walls of snow around it so the light went up and not out. Tomek gathered what would burn. There was more than he'd expected. Old splintered wood inside the fallen tower, dry as bone. Strange soft stuff that burned with a black smoke and a bad smell, which Boris kicked out of the fire at once.

Yana sat by the fire with her knees up. She'd stopped talking. Tomek knew exactly when it had happened. Somewhere along the last long street, with the light going, she'd stopped saying things to the towers and to Grumble and to the sling. She'd let Boris carry her without arguing. And now she sat by the fire with her knees up inside the white coat, and her teeth were going.

Tk tk tk.

Tomek put the back of his hand on her cheek. It was burning.

He took her arm. She let him. He unwound the strips, there in the firelight, with Boris standing over them.

The line had moved again.

Since the morning. Not a finger. Less. Half a finger. But he could see it. A black thread, past where it had been at dawn, going on up the inside of her arm toward the bend of the elbow. And the whole arm was hot under his hand, hot as a stone left in a fire, and it was throbbing. It throbbed against his palm. Slow. In time with nothing.

One finger, in five days. And half a finger since the morning.

Boris was looking at the arm. His face had gone flat and still, as it went at the worst moments, and that was how Tomek knew.

It was getting faster.

* * *

There was nothing to decide. He'd made the call, silently, in the gully, kneeling in the snow in front of the hare, and had only been carrying it since, waiting for the moment it would have to come out.

He reached into his coat, and found the cord, and drew the kalyuka out into the firelight.

Pale wood. The carved eye. It was cold from his chest. It fit his hands. It always had, as it had never fit anybody else's.

Yana had stopped shivering. She was looking at the flute. Then at his face.

"Is that what you're not telling me?" she said.

He held the flute in both hands.

"Part of it," he said.

It was true. She heard that it was true. She looked at him for a long moment, with her burning face and her eyes too bright, and then she nodded. Once. Small.

"Okay," she said.

Boris was standing on the other side of the fire. Tomek braced for it. Boris's hand closing over the end of the flute, over the carved eye, the gray fingers wrapped around it. Don't. Over the flute in the starlight. On the old man's step. He waited for it now with his whole body, ready to fight it.

Boris looked at the kalyuka. Then at Yana's arm, lying across Tomek's knee, red in the firelight, with the line on it.

Then Boris turned around. He turned his back on them. He drew his sword, slowly, with a long soft scrape, and stood at the edge of the firelight, at the mouth of the hollow, facing out. Facing the dark street, and the towers, and the black squares, and the whole huge silent city. Feet apart. Sword in both hands. Between them and everything. Not a word. He didn't need one.

Tomek's throat closed. Boris's back. The braid, hanging down it, crooked at the top where Yana's good hand had pulled harder than her bad one.

Then he put the kalyuka to his lips.

* * *

Before the first note, he listened.

That was how it had worked in the hollow. He had to hear her first. So he shut his eyes, and he listened, and at first there was only the fire, and the cold, and the towers standing over them in the dark. And then, under it, Yana. Her breath, fast and catching, the little hitch every few breaths, like a foot on a root. The fever in her, loud, everywhere, roaring. And under the fever, very small, very faint, a thread.

Bright. Thin. Stubborn. Hers.

He played it.

One note. He held it. It came out of the kalyuka small and clear and up, and it didn't go down, and it didn't try to put her to sleep. It sounded like somebody stamping their foot in the snow. It had the catch in the middle, where her breath caught. He let it catch.

Then the next note. And the next. Up and over and falling and getting up again. Only three or four of them. The piece of her he could hear. Over and over.

She went still beside him. He opened his eyes, still playing, and looked down at her arm, lying across his knee.

The line was moving. Back.

Slowly. So slowly he thought at first he was dreaming it. But it was. The black thread, going back down the inside of her arm, by the road it had come. Shrinking. Like a root pulled slowly out of the ground. Past where it had been at dawn. Past where it had been yesterday. Back, and back, before his eyes, while he played, all the way down to the little crease on the inside of her arm where it had stopped in the hollow.

And stopped there. He played the notes one more time, all the way through, for the line, for her, so it would stay.

Then he let the last one go.

It went up out of the kalyuka small and stubborn and hung in the cold air of the hollow, and faded, and was gone.

Yana let her breath out. A long one. Her face had gone smooth. Her cheek, when he put his hand to it, was warm. Not burning. Warm. She was looking at her arm. At the line, back at the crease. She touched it with one finger, gently, as she'd touched Boris's healed bite on the doorstep.

"You did that," she whispered.

No answer would come. He was shaking. All over, as he'd shaken in the gully. And the cold had come into him, deep in, all at once, and he needed something to hold on to before it took him.

So he reached for his father. He always did. When he'd done something and didn't know if it was right. He reached for his father's voice, the voice that had always told him, the voice that had closed his fingers around the knife handle at the end with the black on his face and said the thing. The thing he'd carried every step from the graves.

Protect them. He had the words.

All of them. Promise me. He had every word. He knew them like his own name.

He reached for how his father had said them.

The sound of it. His father's voice. Low. It had been low, hadn't it. It had been—rough, from the fever, or—or deep, or—

He reached, and reached, and his hand went into the place where his father's voice had been, and there was nothing there.

Not quiet. Not far away. Nothing. The words were there, every one of them, lying in his head like stones laid out on a hide. But there was no voice under them. No sound. They were just words. Like words cut into a gatestone, by somebody long gone, with the snow packed into them.

He knelt by the fire with the kalyuka in his hands, and the line on Yana's arm back at the crease, and Boris's back between them and the dark, and he tried to hear his father say protect them, and he couldn't. He couldn't. He'd heard it every day of his life since the graves, and it was gone.

He made no sound.

He held on to the flute. He held on so hard the carved eye bit into his palm. He held on, and breathed, in and out, and didn't let any of it reach his face, because Yana was looking at him.

"Tomek?" she said. "Are you—"

Somewhere deep in the city, something rang.

* * *

It came from very far away. From somewhere ahead of them, in the dark, in among the towers, a long way in. A sound none of them had ever heard. Bright. Metal. Not a clang, not a bell. A bell rang once and hummed. This rang and rang. A hard bright rattling ring, over and over, quick, insistent, like something small beating its fists on the inside of a tin.

It rang, and the towers threw it back from every side, so it came from everywhere at once.

Then it stopped. The silence afterward was enormous.

Boris stood at the mouth of the hollow with his sword up, facing the dark, and Tomek could see the back of his neck, and every hair on it was standing up.

Yana had gone still against Tomek's side. Her hand had found his coat and knotted in it.

They waited. The fire popped. Somewhere far up in one of the towers, a little snow slid off a ledge and pattered down. The cold pressed in.

And then it rang again.

The same place. The same bright hard rattle, over and over. It went on longer this time. Louder, or it seemed louder, in the dark. It went on and on, and on, as if whatever was making it knew they were there, and was waiting for one of them to come.

It stopped.

Tomek sat with the kalyuka in his lap and the place where his father's voice had been, and stared into the dark where the sound had come from.

He'd played. In this place. Out loud. Every time you play, Boris had said, it can hear you.

"Tomek," Yana whispered, against his coat. So quietly he barely heard it. "Somebody's there."

    ACT THREE
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  Chapter 21
Not Yours
The ringing never came back.

Tomek sat up all night waiting for it. Boris stood at the mouth of the hollow until the fire was ash, and then sat down there with his back to the broken tower and his sword across his knees, and Tomek sat beside Yana with the kalyuka inside his coat and his whole body turned toward the dark. They waited. For the bright hard rattle. For it to start again, closer.

It didn't start. The silence went on. It went on so long that it changed. At first it was only quiet, the quiet after a noise. Then it was the quiet of a held breath. And then, somewhere in the black middle of the night, it became something worse than any sound. It became the feeling of somebody standing very still on the other side of a door, not knocking and knowing you'd heard. 

And Tomek could hear it smiling, the way you can tell a person smiling when they talk to you without seeing their face. He could hear it in its silence. 

He gave up on sleep before the sky gave up on dark. He sat with his arms around his knees and watched the black squares in the towers go gray, one floor at a time, from the top down.

Then Yana woke up hungry.

* * *

"I'm starving," she announced, to the whole city.

She was sitting up in the white coat with her hair stuck out in every direction and her face pink. Not red. Pink. Morning pink. She pushed the furs off and stretched her good arm straight up over her head and yawned so wide her jaw clicked.

"I'm so hungry I could eat Grumble. I could eat Boris." She squinted across the dead fire. "Boris, you're too skinny. I'll eat Tomek."

Boris didn't answer. He was looking at her. So was Tomek, as you look at a sky after a storm, checking for the next one.

"Give me your arm," said Boris.

She rolled her eyes enormously and held it out. He unwound the strips. The red was there, and the holes, and the heat. And the line was at the crease. Exactly at the crease, where the song had put it last night. Not a hair past.

She took her arm back before he'd finished looking and wound the strips on herself, crooked, one-handed, and Boris reached over without a word and did them again.

"There," said Yana. "See? Fine. I'm fine. I'm the finest person in this whole entire empty place." She stood up. She bounced, twice, on her toes, to show them. "Now where's breakfast?"

There was no breakfast. There hadn't been anything since the thin hare, two nights back in the tube, and Tomek's stomach stopped hurting as it had in the tube and started hurting in a new way, low and hollow and quiet, as if something in there had given up asking. But Yana didn't seem to care. She bossed them through packing. She sang a song about porridge she was making up as she went, terribly. She told Boris his braid looked like a dead weasel and then fixed it for him, and he sat for it, stiff as a post, letting her.

It was the best morning in days, and Tomek knew it. The warm sat in his chest, as it had at the lake with the fish, in the tube with the game. He laughed when she sang. He laughed when she called Boris a weasel.

And under her singing, the whole time, he was listening.

He hadn't meant to. He caught himself at it in the middle of laughing. His ears had gone past her voice, past the bossing and the porridge song and the jokes, down underneath, as he'd listened at the fire, looking for the thread. Bright. Thin. Stubborn. Checking it was there. Checking it hadn't gone thinner. Checking it like a snare line in the morning, one loop after another, to see what had gotten in.

It was there. It was fine. He kept checking.

He made himself stop. He made himself laugh at the porridge song with nothing underneath it. He lasted three breaths, and then his ears went down after the thread again on their own, like a tongue going to a sore tooth.

He hated it. He hated it so much his face went hot. It was her. It was Yana, singing badly in the morning, and just hearing her wasn't possible anymore. He had to hear into her. He had to know.

He picked up his sack, which had nothing in it, and slung it over his shoulder anyway, and walked out of the hollow first.

* * *

He climbed the fallen tower because he needed to see.

The streets went everywhere. They branched and branched again, and the towers stood so close on every side that you could only see straight up or straight ahead, never far. Yesterday they'd kept to the widest street and kept the mountain in front of them over the rooftops. But this morning the street they were on bent, and then bent again, and the mountain was gone behind a wall of gray.

So he went up. The tower had come down across the street in a long ragged slope of broken gray chunks and rusted rods and snow, two floors high at its top. He went up it on his hands and feet. His ankle hurt. His burned palm hurt. Neither mattered. At the top he stood up on the highest chunk, in the wind, and the city opened out around him.

It went on forever. Towers in every direction. Hundreds. More. Gray and white and black-squared, standing up out of the snow as far as he could see, with the streets running between them like cracks in ice. Some broken. Some whole. Some leaning on each other like tired old men. And over them all, ahead, closer than he'd ever seen it, so close it filled half the sky, the Spine. Its great white shoulders. Its teeth. Its head in the clouds.

There. That way. The wide street on the left would take them there, if it kept going.

He turned to call down to the others. Boris had come up behind him.

He was standing a few steps down the slope, on a tilted slab, and he wasn't looking at the mountain. He was looking back. Toward where they'd come from. Over the rooftops, toward the edge of the city, where the broken wall was. Where they'd climbed in.

His face had gone flat. Tomek followed his eyes.

Far off. Past the towers. At the very edge of the gray, where the wall ran. A smudge in the white air. Thin. Gray-brown. Smoke. Not a chimney. Moving. A little column of it, going along the line of the wall, toward the gap.

Torch smoke. And under it, so small at that distance they were no more than specks, things moving in the gap in the wall. Coming through. One. Then another. Then another, and another, dark against the snow, in a line.

People.

Tomek's breath stopped. He knew that line. He knew how it moved. He'd walked in the middle of one, roped, through the white trees, with the torches going ahead and the sled hissing behind.

"Them," said Boris. 

* * *

They kept it from Yana, both of them. They came down off the tower and Boris picked her up, without asking, and set her on his hip, and when she complained, he just walked faster.

"What's the hurry? I can walk. Boris. Boris, put me down, I'm fine, I'm the finest—"

"Mountain," said Boris. He took the wide street on the left. Tomek went with him. They walked fast, faster than they'd walked since the road to the village, and every few steps Boris looked back over his shoulder, and every time he did, Tomek's back went cold.

Yana stopped complaining after a while. She looked at Boris's face, and then at Tomek's. Then she turned around on Boris's hip and looked back too, at the empty street behind them. No questions. She looked at the street, and then turned back around, and held on to Boris's coat, and was quiet.

* * *

They found the door around midday.

The wide street had narrowed and then widened again, into something like a square, where four streets met and the snow lay deep and smooth in a great flat open space with towers on every side. In the middle of it a rusted shape stood up out of the snow, tall and thin, with arms, that might have been a tree once or a person or neither. They went around it, wide.

On the far side of the square, in the face of the biggest tower, there was a door.

It was open. Every other door they'd passed was shut, or gone, or buried, or hanging off its hinges in a black hole of a doorway with the snow drifted in. This one stood open. A big door, of something dark and heavy, standing wide, back against the wall inside. And through it, inside the tower, there was a room.

The room was warm. He could see it. The air coming out of the doorway was moving, shimmering faintly, like air over a fire where it met the cold and turned to a faint mist, and the mist drifted out across the snow and lay there, low and white.

The second thing was the smell. It reached them halfway across the square. Tomek's feet stopped under him, as if he'd walked into a wall.

Food.

Meat. Hot meat, and fat, and smoke. Onions. Something green and sharp. Bread. And under all of it, something that made his mouth fill so fast he had to swallow. Something he knew, that he had known his whole life before the darkness came. No name came for it. He just knew it, all through him, like his own name.

In a city that smelled of nothing. Of rust and stone and old ash and no people. Food.

Yana had gone rigid on Boris's hip. Her nose was up. Her eyes were huge.

"Somebody's cooking."

* * *

"No," said Boris.

He'd stopped too. He stood in the snow in the middle of the square with Yana on his hip and his other hand on the hilt over his shoulder, looking at the open door.

"Somebody's cooking, Boris, we're starving—"

"You don't go toward a voice," said Boris. "In the dark. You never go toward a voice."

He said it as he'd said roads go places. Flat. Final. As if it were a law, carved somewhere, older than he was.

"It's not a voice," said Tomek. "It's a door."

"Same."

"And it's not dark. It's the middle of the day."

Boris kept looking at the door.

"Who told you that?" said Tomek. "About voices."

Boris's jaw worked.

"Somebody," he said.

That was the word. The same word. Somebody told me once the stars are holes. Boris on his back under the stars, looking up. Was she nice? Yana had asked, and he hadn't answered.

Tomek's stomach was a hollow thing. Yana was so thin under the white coat now that when Boris carried her, she rode high and light on his hip like a bundle of sticks. The line on her arm was at the crease, this morning. Last night it had been past it. And the song had cost— It had taken something.

And behind them, at the wall, there were torches.

They couldn't keep walking without eating. Not far. Not fast. Not fast enough.

"I'll look," said Tomek. "That's all. Just look. You stay here."

He walked across the square to the open door.

* * *

The warmth reached him three steps from the doorway. It came out over him like water, soft, all at once, so his face prickled and his eyes watered. He stopped on the threshold.

The room was swept. That was the first thing he saw, and the strangest. Every room in this whole city had been full of snow, and ash, and fallen things. And dark. This one was clean. The floor was bare gray stone, swept so clean he could see the lines of the broom in the fine dust at the edges. The walls were bare. There were no windows. Just the room, square, with the door behind him and a hearth in the far wall.

A hearth. Built of the same gray stone as everything else, with a chimney going up into the dark. And in it, a fire laid. Split wood, stacked neat, the kindling under it, ready.

Not lit. No flame. No coal. No smoke. Cold wood, waiting. And the room was warm.

He stood in the doorway and couldn't make it make sense. He could feel the warmth on his face, his hands, all down the front of him. Warm as a hut with a good fire going. Warmer. And the fire hadn't been lit. There was nothing in the room that could be making it warm. It was just warm. As if the warmth had been put there, like the wood, by somebody who'd swept and stacked and set everything out and then gone.

In front of the hearth there was a flat stone, low, the height of his knees. Long, like a table.

On it were three bowls. Each one full. Each one steaming. A thick stew, dark and glistening, with the fat shining on top of it and the steam going up in three thin white threads into the warm air. And beside each bowl, a piece of bread. And beside each bread, a spoon.

Three. Not two. Not a heap of food, for whoever came. Three. Set out in a row along the stone, an arm's length apart, evenly. Counted.

As if whoever had set them had known exactly how many were coming.

Then he saw the fourth.

At the end of the stone, by the hearth, on its own. A little apart. A bowl, the same as the others. A spoon beside it. And behind it, against the hearth, a seat. A low stool of dark wood, the only wood in the room that wasn't stacked in the fireplace, pulled up close to the cold fire, as you'd pull up a stool to warm your hands.

The bowl in front of it was empty. Nobody was sitting there.

Tomek looked at the empty stool by the cold fire for one breath. Then he made himself look away.

* * *

He did what his mother had taught him. He did it without deciding, as he'd put his hand on the pouch every morning. He stood on the threshold of the warm room with his eyes on the three steaming bowls, and he shut his eyes, and he listened.

Past the room. Past the warm. Past the smell, which was so loud in him it was like a shout.

Behind him, the square. The snow, and the cold, and the towers standing round. And under them, if he listened long enough, there was a sound. Low. Gray. Very far down. The city's song. Old and slow and cold, so slow he could barely tell it was moving, like water under a mile of ice. It was there. It was terrible, and it was there.

Behind him, Yana. Bright. Thin. Stubborn. On Boris's hip in the middle of the square. Her thread, going on. He found it without trying, now.

And Boris. His note was something low, under hers, that he'd never once tried to hear, and yet, he felt a jolt of surprise when he recognized it. Far, far too familiar. Like a word on the tip of his tongue, but he couldn't place it. Now here, now gone. He put it in the box in his head. For later. 

Then he listened to the room. Nothing.

He listened harder. He listened as he had in the hollow, all of himself, every bit of him poured into his ears, down and down past the loud parts.

Nothing.

Not quiet. Quiet was a thing. Snow had a quiet, and stone did, and the inside of the tube, and the fire, even when it was only coals. Everything had something. Everything's singing, his mother had said. The river. The stones. People. All the time. He'd heard it now. He'd heard the fire breathe and the city creak and the hare's heart beating. Everything had a song.

The room had none. The warm had none. The bowls had none. The steam going up from them in three white threads had none. The swept floor and the stacked wood and the empty stool by the cold fire. Nothing. Not a hum. Not a breath. A hole in the world, the shape of a room, with the smell of his whole life coming out of it.

It was the only silent thing he had ever heard.

He opened his eyes.

* * *

Boris was in the doorway beside him. He'd come across the square with Yana and set her down. She was standing between them, staring past Tomek's arm at the bowls, with her mouth open and her eyes enormous and her good hand pressed flat against her stomach.

"Not yours," said Boris. He was looking at the bowls. At the three in a row. At the fourth, at the end, empty, with its stool. His face was gray. Not flat. Gray.

He'd said it over the empty suits in the box by the gate. Leave them. Not yours. Tomek had argued. They're not anybody's. And Boris had said, Somebody hung them up.

Somebody had set this out.

"Not yours," said Boris again, low. To Yana. To both of them.

Yana's eyes went from the bowls to Boris's face and back. She was shaking. Tomek could see it. Her knees. She was so hungry she was shaking with it, and she was holding herself so still not to show it that her whole body was tight as a drawn bowstring.

The torches at the wall. The line on her arm. Her bones, light as sticks on Boris's hip.

The room with no song in it.

What it was, he had no idea. He knew one thing, and he knew it all at once, as he'd known the fourth clang: this was for them. This was for him. It had heard him play last night, out loud, in this place. And this morning there was a table.

He'd done this. He'd called it. If anybody was going to find out what it cost, it was going to be him.

He walked into the room.

"Tomek—" Boris's hand came for his collar and missed.

He walked across the swept floor in the warm. The smell came up around him, so thick he could taste it in his throat. He knelt at the first bowl. The nearest one to the door. The farthest from the empty stool.

He picked it up. It was hot in his hands. Real. Heavy. The steam went up into his face.

And the notes came. The two of them. His mother's two notes, the ones he had left. They rose up in his chest all by themselves, unasked, going round, low, faster than he'd ever felt them. Round and round. Hard. Like a hand tugging at his sleeve. Like somebody saying his name, over and over, from the other side of a wall.

Why, he had no idea. What they wanted, he had no idea.

He pushed them down. He shut them away as he'd shut away the hollow, and the trees, and the dog thing, and Boris' note. Into the box. He sat on the lid. He held the hot bowl in his two hands and pushed the notes down until they went quiet, and then he lifted the bowl to his mouth, and drank.

* * *

It was the hunters coming home. He knew it on the first mouthful. It went into him and it was the night the hunters came down off the ridge in the snow, with the kill across their shoulders and the torches bobbing, and the whole village running out to meet them, shouting. His father at the front. And afterward, the big pot over the fire in the middle of the village, and everybody crowded round it, and his father ladling it out, the first bowl always to the smallest child. This. This. The fat and the smoke and the green sharp thing his father always put in, that nobody else ever did. He'd forgotten it. He hadn't known he'd forgotten it. He'd have said, if anybody asked, that he remembered everything about that night.

But he hadn't remembered this until it was in his mouth. And now there was no stopping.

He ate it all. He tore the bread and wiped the bowl with it and ate that too. He sat there on the warm swept floor with the empty bowl in his lap, and his face was wet. He had no idea since when.

Yesterday he'd lost his father's voice.

Today something had given him back his father's table.

Nothing happened. He sat and waited for it. For the pain. For the cold. For something to come into him, or out of him, or for the warm to turn, or the door to slam. He sat there with his heart going and the taste of home in his mouth and waited.

Nothing. The steam went up from the other two bowls. The empty stool sat by the cold fire. The room was warm and swept and silent.

Yana was standing in the door, holding on to the frame with her good hand, staring at him.

"It's all right," said Tomek. His voice came out thick. "It's just food. It's good. It's—" He wiped his face with his sleeve. "Eat. Yana. Come and eat."

* * *

She ate like a fox. She was across the room and on her knees at the second bowl before he'd finished saying it. Both hands, the good one and the bad one, the bowl up at her face, and the sounds she was making were not sounds a person makes. She ate the bread in four bites. She licked the spoon. She licked her fingers. She held the empty bowl up and looked into it as if more might come. She tried to tell them that she knew these flavors. These smells. But her need ot eat was greater and she just… forgot.  

Boris stood in the doorway. He stayed out, just outside the line of the warm, in the cold, with his hand on his sword, and looked at the third bowl. Steaming on the stone. Waiting. Then at the fourth, at the end. At the stool.

"Boris," said Tomek. "Please. I ate it. I'm fine. Look at me. Nothing happened."

Boris looked at him.

"Not mine," said Boris.

"It's food."

"Not mine."

"You haven't eaten in two days. You carried her all morning. You can't—"

Boris shook his head. Once. Slow. And stayed where he was, in the doorway, in the cold, with his back straight and his face gray and his eyes on the steaming bowl that had been set out for him, by somebody, and his whole starving body held so still it looked like it hurt.

Yana put down her empty bowl and looked at Boris. At his face. Then she reached over to the third bowl. His bowl. She didn't pick it up. She tore the bread beside it in half and put half back. Then she picked up the spoon from beside her own empty bowl, and took the third bowl, and she divided it. Carefully. With her tongue between her teeth. A third of it into her own empty bowl. A third into Tomek's. She left the last third in the bowl it had come in.

Then she got up, with Boris's third in both hands, and walked across the swept floor to the doorway, out of the warm, into the cold where he stood, and held it up to him.

"Here," said Yana. "This one's mine. I'm giving it to you."

Boris looked down at the bowl in her hands. She said nothing else. She just held it there, up, with her arms shaking a little from the weight, and her chin up, and the steam going up between them into the cold.

Boris took it. He sat down on the threshold, right there, on the line between the warm and the cold, with his back against the doorframe. And he ate. Slowly. Every bite. Then the half of bread she put in his hand. Then he sat there with the empty bowl in his lap and his eyes shut. 

And the memory of eating with someone.

Yana came back and sat down next to Tomek and ate her third, and slid his across to him, and he ate that too, and nobody said anything about any of it.

Nobody needed to.

* * *

When they were done, Yana got up to stack the bowls. She did it like a person in a house, neatly, putting them back where they'd been on the stone, in a row. Three.

She left the fourth alone. She kept her eyes off it, carefully, and Tomek saw how carefully.

And then, as she set the last bowl down, she picked up the spoon beside it. Tomek saw. It was the best of the spoons, not wood, some kind of metal, pale and smooth and polished so bright it held the gray light from the door like a little pool of water. She turned it over once. Then she slid it into her mitten. The knotted one. In with the stones. He heard it clink against them.

She went to the door without a glance at Tomek. He could have said something. Not yours. He opened his mouth to say it.

Tomek thought about the hare. The empty snare. I let it go. His own two notes, pushed down into the box with the lid shut on them.

He shut his mouth, and let her keep it.

* * *

They left the room as they'd found it. Swept. Warm. The fire laid and not lit. Three bowls, empty, in a row on the stone. And the fourth at the end, empty too, by its stool.

They went across the square and took the widest street toward the mountain, and walked. Fed. Warm, still, all the way through, the warm lasting in them for hours. Yana walked on her own and talked the whole time. Boris walked beside her and said nothing and looked back over his shoulder every hundred steps, and there was nothing behind them in the street, so he looked anyway.

Tomek walked a little ahead. He'd done it. He'd called it. He'd played, and the city had heard, and it had set them a table, and he had walked into the warm and eaten first, and made the others eat. Whatever it had cost, whatever it was going to cost, it was his.

He kept it from them. He'd tell them everything, one day. Not yet. He put that in with the rest. Into his heavy box. 

The light went in the late afternoon. The street they were on ran straight toward the Spine, and the Spine went gold, and then pink, and then gray, above the towers. They needed shelter. Boris had his eye on a tower a little way ahead, with a dark doorway low down that might be out of the wind.

At the corner, before they turned, Tomek looked back. No reason. Down the long straight street, back the length of it to the square, small and far off and gray in the dusk. To the biggest tower. To the door in its face that had stood open all day.

But now, it was shut. 

Above the tower, out of the top of it, out of a chimney he hadn't seen from the square, a thin line of smoke was going straight up into the still evening air. Gray. Steady. The smoke of a fire, laid neat and lit at last, in a warm swept room with a stool pulled up to the hearth.

Somebody was sitting by the fire now.

Tomek stood at the corner, watching it rise. Ahead of him, Yana was laughing at something Boris hadn't said. Her thread was under it, bright and thin and stubborn. He made himself leave it alone.

He said nothing.

He turned the corner, and kept walking.
Chapter 22
Theil
The arrow hit the wall a hand's width from Yana's head and stayed there, humming.

Tomek heard it before he saw it. A hiss, and a hard flat tock, and then the shaft was there in the gray stone beside her ear, quivering, with frost already starting on the feathers. Yana froze with the sling halfway up and her mouth open.

Nobody had shouted. Nobody had moved. The street was empty in both directions, wide and white and silent between the towers, as it had been all morning.

Then Boris was across it in three strides, and had Yana off her feet and against his chest, and was backing toward the nearest doorway with his eyes on the rooftops.

"Down," he said.

Tomek went down, behind the rusted shape of a cart, half buried, and looked up.

High on the face of the tower across the street, four floors up, in one of the black squares, somebody was standing. Tall. A woman, in furs, with the hood back. She had a bow in her hands. Not a bow like anyone's in his village. It was one bent strip of gray metal, with the string drawn back to her cheek and another arrow on it, and she was looking straight down at them along the shaft.

He knew her. The gap-toothed woman. She'd sat on the bench by Tia's fire with a bowl in her lap and laughed at Olver's jokes. She'd taught Yana a clapping game.

She stood there, still, with the arrow drawn tight. Ready. Then she lowered the bow, slowly, and lifted one arm, and waved it, wide, once, over her head.

To someone behind her. Somewhere else in the city. Here.

Tomek looked at the arrow in the wall. It was perfectly placed. Not in Yana. Not near enough to touch her. A hand's width. Exactly a hand's width, flat to the wall beside her head, where it would make her freeze and do nothing else. The woman in the window could have put it through her eye. She'd put it where it would say something instead.

We see you. We want her whole.

"She doesn't miss," said Boris, in the doorway, very low.

Somewhere off to the right, behind the towers, a horn blew. One long note. Then another, farther off, answering it. Then a third.

Boris looked at Tomek over Yana's head.

"Run," he said.

* * *

They ran. Boris went first, with Yana on his hip and her legs bouncing, down the street and left into a narrower one, and right again, between two towers so close their walls nearly touched overhead. Tomek ran behind. His ankle screamed on the first turn and his step wobbled. He let it. The snow in the narrow street was deep and soft and he went in to the knee with every step, and pulled out, and went in again.

Behind them, the horns. Three of them now, moving, calling to each other.

They came out of the narrow street into a wider one. There were torches at the far end of it. Four. Five. Moving fast. Somebody saw them and shouted, a big hoarse shout that went up off the towers and came back from everywhere.

Boris turned without slowing and went straight at the nearest tower.

Its whole front had come down. It lay in the street in a long slope of gray chunks and rusted rods, and behind the slope the tower's insides stood open to the air, floor above floor, like the shelves of a cupboard with the door torn off. Boris went up the slope with Yana. Tomek scrambled after. At the top Boris ducked under a broken edge and into the dark.

Inside, everything was gray and dim and ruined. Walls. Half-walls. Rooms opening into rooms. Floors tilted, so you ran uphill and then downhill without climbing anything. The snow had blown in through every gap and lay in drifts across the floor, and there were old things buried in it, rusted, angular, shapes like chairs and shapes like nothing. Boris went through it all without stopping, left and left and right, ducking, as if he could see where he was going. Tomek kept his eyes on Boris's back and Yana's white hood bobbing over his shoulder, and ran.

Beneath it all, for just a flicker, Tomek heard a note. Old. Very old and knowing. It was watching from the shadows.

Behind them, a crash. Voices. Somebody had come up the slope.

"Through," said Boris.

A gap in the far wall. A long drop on the other side, into a courtyard. Snow, deep, unmarked. Boris didn't hesitate. He sat on the edge with Yana in his arms and pushed off, and dropped, and landed in the drift up to his waist with a grunt, and was wading out before Tomek had even reached the edge.

Tomek jumped. The fall went on too long. He hit the drift and it went up over his head, white and freezing, into his mouth, his ears, down his collar. His ankle went sideways under him, pumping pain through his leg, angrily and loud and demanding. 

For a moment he lay there in the white, blind, with the cold all through him, and couldn't find which way was up.

A hand closed on his collar. He came up out of the snow spitting. Boris had him. He hauled him out of the drift with one arm, the other still around Yana, and set him on his feet, and let go.

"Ankle?"

"Fine."

Boris looked at him, shook his head, turned, and ran. Tomek ran after him. No. He limped very fast, each step a stab - across the courtyard. Then he felt it again. That old note. Deep in the shadows. Not… the kind of note he'd heard in people. It flickered for only a moment before it was gone.

The courtyard was frozen. Under the snow there was ice. Smooth. A pool or a pond, long dead. Boris was across it in a skid. Tomek hit the ice and his feet went out from under him and he slid the last stretch on his side and fetched up against the far wall with a thump that knocked the wind out of him.

Behind them, up on the edge of the gap they'd dropped from, a face appeared. A man's. Then another. Torches.

"There!"

* * *

They came out of the courtyard through an arch and into a street, and the scar-browed man was standing in it.

Alone, in the middle of the snow, a little way off, with a spear in his hands and his breath going up in clouds. He'd come around some other way. He'd known where they'd come out. His face was red and wet from running, and the scar through his eyebrow stood out white. He looked at Boris, and at Yana in Boris's arms, and grinned.

"Little bear," he said. Breathing hard. "Your mama's crying. All night. Every night. You should be ashamed."

Boris stopped dead, in the snow, with Yana in his arms. And something went across his face that Tomek had never seen. As if the words had gone in somewhere under his ribs and found the place they'd always been aimed at.

The scar-browed man took a step toward them. Easy. Smiling. Holding the spear out to the side, the point down, like a man walking up to a deer that's already lying in the snow.

"Come on," he said. "Come home. Give me the little one. Nobody's angry. She'll be warm. You'll be warm. Come on."

Another step.

Yana put her finger through the loop of the sling.

Tomek saw her do it. She did it with Boris's arm around her and her bad arm crushed against his chest and her face set like a little stone, and nobody else saw, because she was in Boris's arms and nobody looks at what a child is doing in somebody's arms. She fished a lump of the gray stuff out of her mitten, one-handed, with her teeth. She fitted it into the cradle. She swung, once, round, short, from right up against Boris's shoulder.

Good arm. Let go at the front.

The stone hit the scar-browed man square in the middle of his face.

There was a crack. A real one. He went over backward into the snow like a tree going down, spear and all, both hands clapped over his nose, and the sound that came out of him was a bellow so loud and so outraged that it went up off the towers and came back from three sides at once.

Yana stared at him. "I said I'd get you on the nose," she said. Her voice had gone very high. "I said. In the woods. I said I'd bite you there, and I didn't have to, because I've got a sling now, and you're bleeding—"

"Yana," said Tomek.

"—and I'm sorry, I'm not sorry, I'm not, he was going to take—"

Boris ran. He went straight past the scar-browed man in the snow, close enough to step on his hand, and didn't. Tomek went after him. Behind them the bellowing turned into shouting, and the shouting turned into names, and the names went off down the streets, and the horns took it up, and came.

* * *

The street ended. They came round a corner at a run, all three of them, and there was nowhere to go. Walls. On the left, the right, ahead. Three towers, standing shoulder to shoulder, with no gap between them, no door, no broken place, nothing. Their faces went straight up, gray and blank, with the black squares starting too high to reach. The snow lay in the corner where the walls met, drifted deep and smooth, and nothing in it, not a track.

A dead end. Boris stopped. Tomek ran into his back.

Behind them, at the mouth of the street, the torches came round the corner.

Five. Six. More behind. The hunters came into the end of the street and spread out across it, walking, not running now, because there was no need to run. Spears. A bow. Faces Tomek knew from the warm house and the fire. The hide-scraping sisters. The young one with the boot that flapped. They stopped in a line across the mouth of the street, and stood there with the torches smoking in the still air, and looked at the three of them in the corner.

Nobody said anything. Then Boris put Yana down.

He did it carefully, setting her on her feet in the snow, behind him, against the wall, and straightened her hood, and pushed a piece of her hair back in under it with one gray finger. Then he turned around. He took the sword off his back, and laid it down in the snow at Yana's feet.

He held his hands out from his sides. Open. Empty. And began to walk toward the line of torches.

Tomek understood. All of it, at once.

Little bear. Come home.

They didn't want Tomek. Tomek was nothing to them. They wanted Yana, to grow up and make their children, and they wanted Boris, because he was theirs. And if Boris walked out to them with his hands open, and went home, and knelt in front of Tia and said he was sorry, they'd take him. They'd be so glad to take him. They'd be so busy taking him that a boy and a little girl might slip along the wall, in the snow, behind the torches, and get away.

Boris was buying their escape. Paying with himself. Again.

Leave me. Take her. Go. On the road, with the black past his elbow.

I'll pick you up every time. Tomek's own voice. I'll drag you if I have to.

He grabbed Boris by the coat with both hands, from behind, and hauled. Boris was so much bigger, and he didn't expect it, and he came back two steps before he got his feet set, and turned, and looked down at Tomek with something wild in his face.

"No," said Tomek.

"Let go."

"I said I'd drag you. I said." He didn't let go. He held on to the coat with his fists shaking. "Nobody's getting left. Not you. Not anybody. Not ever again."

Boris looked at him.

The torches were moving. Somebody in the line had laughed, and somebody else was walking forward now, slow, with a spear.

"There's nowhere," said Boris. Very low. "Look. There's nowhere."

* * *

Tomek shut his eyes.

It wasn't a decision. He stood there in the dead end with his fists in Boris's coat and the torches coming and shut his eyes, and the whole street went away, and he listened.

He did what his mother had taught him in the river. Past the loud parts.

The loud parts were very loud. The hunters' feet in the snow. The torches spitting. His own heart, slamming. Yana's breath behind him, fast. And under all of it, songs. The hunters had songs, every one of them, and they were hot, and bright, and close, and getting closer, like sparks blowing in on a wind. They were coming. All of them were coming straight down the street.

Past them. Down.

The city. Slow and cold and gray, so slow it hardly moved, under everything, as it had been under everything since the wall. He went down into it. Into the cold. He let it carry him.

And for a breath, down there, he had the old feeling.

The hollow, under the roots. The dark going still around him. Not a place. Just the feeling. Of a great dark space, somewhere, going quiet. As if something, somewhere, had noticed a boy listening, and leaned an ear his way.

He almost opened his eyes. Instead he went on past it, down, out, sideways through the cold slow song of the city, feeling for anything. Anything. And there—

Off to the left. Past the wall. Not far. The old note. Not human. More. A song like nothing he had ever heard.

It was huge. That was the first thing. It wasn't a thread, like Yana's, or a spark, like the hunters'. It was a whole sky of sound. Low, so low he felt it in his teeth more than his ears. And it wasn't one voice. It was many. Hundreds. Thousands. Every one of them singing a different note, and all of them together, like the whole village singing at the long-night fire, if the village had been every village in the world, and every one of them had been singing for longer than anyone's grandmother's grandmother.

And around it, the hunters' songs bent.

He could feel them do it. Every bright hot spark of them, on that side of the street, curving away from it, like water around a stone. Not one of them went near it. Not one.

He opened his eyes. "There," he said.

Boris stared at him.

"There's a way. Left. Through the wall. There has to be. There's a—" He had no words for it. "There's somewhere they won't go."

Boris looked at the wall on the left. Blank. Gray. Solid.

Then down at the foot of it, where the snow had drifted in the corner.

Tomek was already there. He threw himself down on his knees in the drift and dug, with both hands, like a dog, snow flying. And there, at the bottom of the wall, behind the drift, where the gray stuff met the ground, there was a dark place. A gap. Low. Where something had broken, ages ago, and the snow had hidden it. Big enough to crawl.

"Yana!"

She was already there, on her knees beside him, with her bad arm against her chest. He pushed her in first. She went in on her belly like a weasel and was gone. Boris snatched up his sword out of the snow. A spear hit the wall above Tomek's head and fell back into the drift. Somebody was running now. Shouting.

Tomek went in after her. On his belly. Into the dark. The gray stuff scraped his back and his ankle hit something and his burned hand came down on ice, and he crawled. Behind him, he heard Boris's breath, and the scrape of the sword, and a grunt as Boris's shoulders jammed and came free.

Then light.

* * *

They came out into an open square. An outside different than the other outside. More alone.

It opened up around them, wide and white and empty, bigger than any square they'd crossed, with towers standing all around it at a distance, as if they'd stepped back from something. The snow lay over it unmarked. Smooth as a sheet. Not a track on it anywhere. Not a bird's. Not the wind's.

And at the far side of it, a building. Not a tower. Lower than the towers, and older, and wider, made not of the gray stuff but of stone. Dark stone, real stone, in great blocks, gone black with age. It had a roof that went up steep and came to a point. It had windows, tall and narrow, with nothing in them. And in the middle of the front of it, at the top of a flight of wide stone steps drifted over with snow, there were doors.

Two of them. Huge. Taller than four men. Dark wood, bound in black iron. Standing shut.

Over the doors, carved into the stone, there was a face.

Not a person's. An animal's. Something with horns, great curling horns that went back and round, and a long face, and eyes. The eyes were deep and they were looking straight out across the square, and the carving was so old that the weather had worn it smooth, all the edges soft. But it was still looking.

The song was coming from there. Tomek could feel it in his teeth. In the bones of his face. That whole sky of sound, low and enormous, coming out of the black stone, out of the doors, out of the ground under the snow. So loud, this close, that he wondered how the others couldn't hear it. Yana was looking at the doors with her mouth open. She could feel something. He saw her feel it.

He started across the square.

"No."

Boris had stopped at the edge of it. Right at the edge, where the snow of the alley met the smooth unmarked snow of the square. He was standing there with his sword in his hand and his face gone the color of the stone, looking at the doors. At the carved face over them.

"Not there," said Boris.

"They're coming—"

"Not there." His voice cracked. Tomek had never heard Boris's voice crack. "Not in there. Tomek. Not in there. Anywhere. Not there."

Behind them, in the gap at the bottom of the wall, somebody was crawling. Tomek could hear them. Grunting. The scrape of a spear.

He went back. He took Boris's arm. The bitten one. The one the gold had closed.

"Boris," he said. "Look at me."

Boris looked at him. His eyes were wide and gray and terrified.

"I don't know what's in there," said Tomek. "I don't. I promise. But I know what's behind us." He tightened his grip on Boris's arm. "I'm not leaving you. You're not leaving us. That's all. That's all I know. So we're going in there. All three of us. Together."

Boris stood there. Then Yana came back across the snow, and took Boris's other hand, the empty one, in her mitten.

Boris looked down at her. He came.

They went across the square, the three of them, side by side, leaving three lines of tracks behind them in the smooth white snow, the only tracks in it. Toward the steps. Toward the doors.

Halfway across, Tomek looked back. The hunters had come out of the gap in the wall. Four of them. Then five. Then more, coming round from the alley, with the torches. They came to the edge of the square. And stopped.

Every one of them. Right at the edge, where the trampled snow met the smooth. As if there were a wall there, or a cliff, or a line drawn in the snow that only they could see. The young one with the flapping boot had been running so hard he nearly went over it, and the man beside him grabbed him by the back of his coat and hauled him back, hard, and held on to him.

“The church,” said one of the hunters, one of the older ones. His voice, almost muffled and hard to hear. 

"Church?" said Tomek. Boris swallowed and frowned. They stood there in a line along the edge of the square, with their torches smoking, and their spears down, and looked across at the three children walking toward the black stone church.

Not one of them set a foot on the snow. And then one of them, an old man at the end of the line, put his fist to his chest. Over his heart, and moved it, slowly, in a shape. Down and across. As if he were drawing horns on himself, to keep something off.

* * *

The steps were deep in snow. They waded up them. As they grew closer to the church, they noticed an infinite multitude of runes carved into the stones at the edges. Sharp and old and dangerous. And pretty. Not one stone was without. At the top, the doors stood over them, enormous, dark, with the black iron straps across them as thick as Tomek's arm.

The left-hand door was open. Only a crack. Only enough to slip through sideways.

Tomek slipped through.

* * *

Dark. That was the first thing. After the white glare of the square, the dark inside was so thick he stopped, blind, with his hand on the edge of the door. Then shapes, slowly. Height. A huge space, going up and up into darkness, with gray light coming down in long slanting bars from the tall narrow windows, so high up they were like slits in the side of the sky. Pillars, in rows, going away into the dark like the trunks of the white trees. A floor of stone, worn into hollows.

The smell came next. Old wood. Old wax, gone hard. Cold stone. Dust. And under all of it, warm and close and strong. So ordinary he almost laughed. The smell of animal. Of a pen. Of straw and dung and hide and breath.

And the song. The old note. 

In here, it was everywhere. It wasn't coming out of the stone anymore. It was the stone. It was the pillars and the floor and the dark up in the roof and the bars of light. Thousands of voices, low, enormous, all of them at once, all of them different, going on and on in the dark, so deep and so huge that he could feel it moving the air in his chest. He stood in it like you'd stand in a river.

Yana came through the crack behind him. Then Boris. Boris pushed the door, doing his best to shut it behind them. He pushed as far as it would go, and stood with his back against it, breathing hard.

Outside, the shouting had stopped. Nobody was coming. Nobody would.

They stood there, the three of them, inside the doors, in the dark, in the song, getting their breath.

Something moved.

Far down the long middle of the floor, between the rows of pillars, in the dark beyond the last bar of gray light. A sound. Slow. Hard. Clk. And again. Clk. Coming closer. Something hard, on stone, one step and then another, unhurried.

Hooves. Boris's sword came up, then, just as quickly, it slammed down fast and hard against the stone floor, pulled by a force too strong to fight, and it left his hand entirely and stuck to the stone. The blade rang a little, then it stopped. Cold. 

Boris's eyes went wider than they'd ever been. Yana saw it out of the corner of her eye and slowly turned to look. But neither of them heard it, beneath everything.

A voice with no sound. Louder than anything. Words. A phrase. Nothing Tomek had ever heard before.

"Hàl lo ta!"

It wasn't spoken. It was sung, in complete silence. Loud enough to break anything. Each part a note. First high, then lower, then it stayed there. Beautiful and still. And terrible.

The sword had obeyed.

The figure walked into the bar of light. 

It was a-

"Goat!" 

Yana. She said it quietly, out of the side of her mouth, in a whisper so small it barely reached Tomek beside her:

"It's a goat."

A white goat. Not white like snow. White like old bone, like the inside of a shell, a white gone soft and yellow at the edges with age. It was old. It was so old. Its back was bowed and its knees were knobbed and its horns went back and round and round again. Great heavy curling horns, ridged and dark, so long they nearly touched its shoulders. Its beard hung down to the floor. Its eyes were yellow, with the long flat slot across the middle, and they were looking at them.

It didn't blink.

It stood in the bar of gray light in the middle of the church, in the middle of that huge low song of a thousand voices, and looked at the three of them by the door. And chewed. Slowly. Side to side. The beard swinging.

Nobody moved. 

The goat chewed.

Yana opened her mouth to speak, but nothing came out.

The goat looked at her.

Behind them, against the door, Boris made a sound. Tomek turned his head.

Boris had gone white. All the gray gone out of his face. White as the goat. White as the coat on Yana's back. He had his back flat to the door and his sword down in front of him, and he was staring at the goat in the bar of light, breathing. Heaving. His chest rising and falling. Sweat on his cheeks. And his lips moved.

One word. The word he'd been afraid of, at the wall, on the first day. The word that had been sitting in him all along, under everything, like a stone at the bottom of a well.

"Theil."
Chapter 23
What It Shows
Morning came into the church from very high up, and slowly.

He'd slept sitting against a pillar with Yana's head in his lap and Boris's back against his shoulder, and he'd woken in the dark with the song still going on all round him, in the stone, in the floor, in his teeth, as if it had never stopped and never would. And then, too slowly to catch, the tall narrow windows up near the roof turned from black to gray. And the gray came down. In long slanting bars, as it had the day before, one window at a time, laying itself across the dark like planks across a stream.

The goat was there. It had been there all night. Every time he woke, it was walking. Clk. Clk. Walking slowly up and down the long middle of the floor in the dark, between the rows of pillars, as if it were going round a field it owned. Now it stood in the first bar of light, chewing, and looked at him.

"Rin àri thùr, thurnos ela."

It rang, singsong, some notes higher, some lower, and some low. Like it was intentional. Like the notes mattered.

He had no idea what it meant, but he could feel the tone. The familiarity and something like warmth, but also like disdain, at the same time. Never making a sound. Always louder than anything.

"Tel avàl ela." This one felt lighter. Like a musing. A noticing. A smile even.

"Hahallen rin," the goat sang. "Hahallen rin thùr."

This one. This phrase, Tomek recognized. Not all of it. Not even most. Just a single idea in it. Like it matter that he know it.

"Friends," he said aloud. The goat blinked and turned, and then they came. The words he had just heard. All of them. As if the goat were repeating them. But this time, more ideas in them. More understanding. They came out of the stone, where the song had been all night.

"Rin àri thùr, thurnos ela." The unnamed. Age.

"Tel avàl ela." Time. Far.

"Hahallen rin thùr." Friends. Eternal. But, it wasn't the goat. It wasn't Tomek. When he said friends, he meant them. Tomek glanced at Boris. At Yana.
Then he stared back. And the goat stared back.

He'd never stared down a goat before.

He lost.

* * *

In daylight the church was bigger than he'd thought, and stranger.

The pillars went up and up, gray and smooth, into a dark roof too high to see the top of. Between them, the floor ran away in a long aisle toward the far end of the church, where there was a great raised place of stone. There were steps going up to it, and something on top that might have been a table or a block or a bed. The walls were lined with smaller places, little rooms with no doors, opening off the aisle on both sides, each one dark. And along the walls between them, from the floor up to higher than Boris could reach, there were shelves.

On the shelves were jars. Hundreds of them. More. Thousands. Glass jars, clouded and dusty, every one the same size, standing shoulder to shoulder in rows along the shelves. Rows above rows, all down both sides of the church and away into the dark at the far end.

Every one of them was full of stones. Small. White. Some gray, some yellow. Smooth. Packed in so tight you could see the shapes of them pressed against the glass.

Yana had woken up. She sat up in his lap and saw the shelves.

She didn't say treasure. That was the thing Tomek would remember. Her whole face lit, and her mouth opened, ready to shriek it at the roof. And she stayed quiet. She got up, slowly, and walked to the nearest shelf, and stood in front of it, small, in the white coat, with her good hand at her side, looking up at the jars going up and up above her head.

"Whose are they all?" she whispered.

Nobody answered. She walked along the shelf. Slowly. Looking. Tomek went after her. She touched not a single jar. She walked past a hundred of them with her hand at her side and her face tipped up, and the goat came behind them, clk, clk, a few steps back, as if it were seeing them out. Yana glanced back at him more than once.

"I'm gonna pet him."

"No, Yana," said Boris.

"Yes," she said, determined. "He's a goat. It's what he wants. It's why he's following us."

Boris grabbed her and pulled her in front of him. Tomek let out a small chuckle. Yana pulled loose and jumped behind them both, then faced the goat.

Everyone stopped.

Yana stared at the goat. At his big yellow goat eyes. At the thick sideways slot in his eyes. Her lips, half parted. The goat stared back, blankly.

"You…" she said. "You're…"

"Yana, get back here," said Boris, never looking back.

"You're slow, Goat." She stepped toward him and raised a hand at his head. The Goat didn't move.

She breathed carefully and moved her hand up more carefully.

"Real slow," she said, possibly to him. Possibly to herself.

As her hand neared his eyes, his face changed. His lips receded, baring his teeth. They were old animal teeth. Big and crooked and flat. Two inches away from her fingers.

Boris lifted her off her feet and yanked her back to him.

"What!" she said. "He was just smiling! It's not his fault he has old goat teeth. You're just scared, Boris. It's because you don't have goats. I have goats. I know."

Tomek covered his mouth and his shoulders shook a bit.  Hahallen rin thùr. Friends. Eternal.

They walked on by the shelves. There were marks on them. Tomek found them a little way down the aisle. On the shelf under each row, cut into the dark wood, there were marks. Little ones. Scratched. A different one under each row. A circle with a line through it. A shape like a fish. Two dots. A wave.

He was studying the wave when he heard Boris stop.

Boris had come down the aisle behind them, slowly, with his sword on his back and his face still white from the night. He was standing at a shelf on the other side of the aisle, looking at the wood under one of the rows.

Tomek went over and saw it too. There, cut into the shelf, small and neat and very old, was a mark. Three short lines, joined at the bottom.

A bird's foot. In the snow.

Tomek looked at it. Then at Boris's face. Then, without meaning to, over his shoulder, at Yana's back. At the white coat. At the long seam down the middle of it, stitched so small you had to look twice to see it.

Boris put out his hand.

Not the jars. The mark. Just the mark, with one gray finger, in the wood, like touching a word cut on a stone over somebody you'd known. He held his finger there.

Then he took it away, and walked on, without a word.

Tomek stood in front of the shelf. The jar above the mark was full of small white stones, like all the others. He left it alone, and went after Boris.

* * *

There was a voice. It started while they were in the aisle. Out of the song. Out of the thousand low voices that had been going on all night, in the stone, so huge and so steady that Tomek had stopped hearing it, like a river you've slept beside. One voice came up out of it.

A woman's. High. Clear. Singing.

It came from everywhere. From the roof. From the pillars. From the shelves of jars and the dark little rooms and the great stone steps at the end of the aisle. It didn't come from anywhere. There was nobody. Just the voice, high and clear and sad and so beautiful it made the back of Tomek's neck go cold, singing words he had never heard. Not one of them. A whole song, with a turn in it and a fall and a rise, in words that had no meaning in them at all, for him, except the meaning in the sound, which was so plain it hurt.

Somebody's gone. Somebody's gone and I'm still singing.

Yana stopped dead in the aisle. Her good hand had come up to her chest.

The goat stood in the bar of light, chewing, with its yellow slot eyes half shut. As if it had heard this every morning for a thousand years and still liked it.

Tomek turned around. Boris was standing very still in the middle of the aisle with his face turned up to the roof. Toward the voice. His mouth was a little open. His eyes were wet, and wide, and looking at nothing, at the dark up in the high roof where the voice was coming from, and he wasn't breathing.

Then the voice went down. Back into the others. Back into the thousand low notes in the stone, until it was one of them again, and gone.

Boris breathed. He put his head down, and walked on down the aisle, fast, without looking at either of them.

* * *

The glass was in the little rooms. Yana found it. She'd gone into one of the dark places off the aisle, as she went into everything, and Tomek heard her go quiet inside it. Not a scream. Not a word. Just a stop, like a breath held. He went in after her.

It was a small room. Bare stone. Cold. No window. And on the far wall, standing up from the floor to higher than his head, was glass. Only it wasn't glass. But it was a panel. Taller than a door and wider. And black. So smooth and glossy. Like the surface of the river at night, when there's no moon. Like still black water, standing up on its end in a frame, and not spilling.

Yana was standing in front of it, perfectly still. She was looking into it, with her good hand at her side and her bad arm against her chest, and her face was turned up a little, as it had been to the jars.

Tomek came up beside her.

The black was only black, deep and smooth and so dark it seemed to go back and back into the wall forever. No Tomek in it. No Yana. It wasn't like water after all. Water showed you.

Yana's face had gone very still. Her eyes were on something in the black, something only she could see, and she was looking at it as she'd looked at the stars. Then her face changed. Slowly. The stillness went out of it. Something came into it, soft, as her face went soft in her sleep when she was very small. Her mouth opened a little.

"Oh," said Yana. Very quietly.

That was all.

She stood there a moment longer. Then she turned away from the black. She turned her back on it, and came across the little room to him, and took his hand. Just took it, in her good mitten, without looking at him, and held it.

She never said what she'd seen. He never asked.

* * *

Then it was his turn. He knew it as surely as he knew the cold coming down at dusk. Yana had gone out of the little room still holding his hand, and he'd let go of her, and turned around in the doorway, and there it was. The black. Standing in its frame. Waiting.

He went and stood in front of it. He told himself he was only going to look. That it was just a wall. That Yana had looked, and she'd come out soft-faced and holding his hand, and nothing bad had happened to her.

He looked into the black. Deep. Going back forever. And the song of the church was all around him, low and enormous, a thousand voices, and he was standing in it, and the black was in front of him, and it began, very slowly, to move.

Not much. A stir. Deep down, like something moving far under still water. Something coming up. Something taking shape. It was coming. As surely as a hand an inch from your face in the dark. In another breath he would see it. Whatever it was. Whatever was true.

The scarf. The place where the color had been.

His father's words lying in his head with no voice under them.

There's something. I'll tell you. Not yet.

The hare's eyes coming open.

He turned around.

He did it so fast he hit his shoulder on the edge of the doorway. He turned his back on the black, and stood in the doorway of the little room with his heart going like a rabbit's and his face hot, and he stayed turned.

Behind him, the black went still. He could feel it go still. As if it had been about to tell him something, and he'd walked away in the middle of the sentence.

He knew what he'd done. He'd been afraid. Not of the black. Of what it was going to show him. He'd stood in the one place in the world that would tell him the truth about himself, and he'd turned his back on it, and he knew it, and he walked out into the aisle anyway.

Yana was waiting. She looked at his face. She never asked either.

* * *

Boris went into the last one. At the far end of the aisle, on the left, near the great stone steps. They'd been walking slowly back toward the doors, the three of them, without deciding to, and Boris had stopped. He was looking at the dark doorway of the last little room. Just looking.

Then he went in.

Tomek went to the doorway and no farther. He stood in it, and Yana stood beside him, and they watched.

Boris stood in front of the black.

He stood with his feet apart and his back straight, as he did on watch. Then, slowly, he let his hands come down from where they'd been, at his belt, at his sword. He let them hang. Open. At his sides. Empty. As he'd held them out walking toward the torches in the dead end.

He looked into the black for a long breath. Two. Three.

His face didn't move. Nothing on it moved. Tomek had it from the side, gray and white in the dim, with the frost-burn on his cheekbone, and the braid hanging crooked down his back. Nothing moved on it at all.

And then something did. Not in his face. Lower. In his throat. Tomek saw it move, once, as if he'd swallowed something that wouldn't go down.

"Dina," said Boris.

Just that. Quietly. To the black. A name. A girl's name. Tomek had never heard it. He'd never heard Boris say any name but theirs. It went out into the little stone room and stayed there, and didn't come back off the walls.

Boris stood there. Then he turned his head. Not his body. Just his head, slowly, as if it hurt. And he looked past Tomek, in the doorway. At Yana.

At Yana in the white coat.

He looked at her, and kept looking. At the white fur. At the hood. At the seam down the back, which was hidden from him there, and which he was looking at anyway.

Then he walked out. Past them, in the doorway. Not fast. Not slow. Down the aisle, past the jars, past the goat in its bar of light, which turned its head to watch him go. To the doors. Through the crack between them, sideways. Out.

Tomek ran after him.

* * *

The square was white and blinding after the dark.

Boris was already halfway across it. Walking. Straight out from the steps of the church, across the smooth snow, leaving one line of tracks behind him, toward the middle of the square. And around the edge of it, all the way round, the hunters.

They were still there. They'd been there all night. The black rings of their fires lay all along the edge of the square, at the mouths of the streets. Men and women sitting, standing, wrapped in furs, with their spears. Somebody had built a little shelter of hides against a wall. They'd been waiting.

And they saw Boris.

They saw him. A ripple, all round the edge of the square. People standing up. A shout, going off along the line. Somebody pointing.

Boris walked out into the very middle of the square. Into the middle of the smooth white snow, as far from every edge as he could get. And there, he stopped. And sat down. Right down in the snow, with his legs crossed and his hands in his lap. Facing nothing. Facing the white.

And sat there.

Not one of the hunters came.

They stood at the edge of the square, all the way round, and looked at him. Their faces were plain from here. The scar-browed man, with his nose swollen up and black. The gap-toothed woman with the gray bow. An old man making the sign against his chest, over and over. And not one of them took one step onto the white.

Boris sat in the middle of the square, in the middle of all of them, alone.

* * *

He sat there all day. Tomek went out to him once, in the morning, across the snow. He stood beside him. He said his name. Boris didn't look up. His eyes were open, and dry now, and looking at the snow in front of him, and his hands were in his lap, and no answer came.

Tomek went back to the steps. He sat on them. Yana sat beside him. They watched Boris sitting in the snow. The hunters watched Boris sitting in the snow. The goat came out on to the top step behind them, slow, clk, clk, and stood there in the doorway, chewing, and watched too.

The day went over. The light went from white to gray. The cold came down.

When it got dark the hunters built their fires again, all along the edge of the square, and the light of them came out across the snow, orange, and stopped a little way in, as if it, too, wouldn't cross. And in the middle of the square, in the dark, a dark shape sat in the snow, not moving.

"He's going to freeze," said Yana.

Her voice was small. She had her knees up inside the white coat.

"He's going to freeze, Tomek. He's just sitting. He hasn't moved all day. He hasn't eaten. He's going to freeze, and he'll just sit there and let it."

Tomek stood up.

* * *

He wasn't alone. He'd known he wouldn't be. Yana stood up when he did, with the fur off the top step bundled in her good arm, and walked beside him down the steps without asking. He let her come. Nobody gets left. Not ever again.

They went out across the dark square together. Toward the shape in the middle.

The hunters' fires burned all round them at the edge. Tomek could feel the eyes. He kept his own on Boris.

Boris was sitting exactly as he'd sat in the morning. There was snow on his shoulders, on his hood, on his braid, drifted, as if he were a stone that had been out in a storm. His face was gray. His lips were blue. He was shaking. Not from cold. Tomek could see it wasn't from cold. It was the shaking of somebody holding something down with everything they had, so hard their whole body had gone tight around it.

Yana put the fur round his shoulders. He let her, without a glance.

She sat down against his side.

Tomek sat down on his other side, in the snow.

They sat there, the three of them, in the middle of the square, under the stars, with the fires all round them at the edge and the black church behind them and the thousand voices going on in its stone. Boris shook. Yana held on to his arm. And Tomek sat there, with nothing to do.

There was nothing to do. He'd known that, coming out. There was no word for this. There was no fixing it. Whatever Boris had seen in the black was in him now, and he was holding on to it in the snow so it wouldn't tear him apart, and there was nothing anybody could say.

Except—

Tomek shut his eyes.

He'd never tried. Not once. In the room with no song in it, he'd heard Yana's thread, and the city, and the hunters, and under Yana, something low that was Boris. And he'd let it go. He'd never once gone after it.

He went after it now.

Past the loud parts. Past the fires crackling. Past the thousand voices of the church behind him, so huge, so close, that he had to go round them like going round a hill. Past Yana's thread, bright and stubborn, right there at his side.

And there.

Low. Very low. Lower than Yana's, by a long way, and slower. A song like the river under the ice in the white trees: steady, and cold, and patient, and strong, going on and on under everything. That was Boris. That was what Boris was, under the gray face and the braid and the sword. A river under ice, going on.

And in the middle of it, a break.

A place where the song stopped. Where it had been going, and then wasn't, as if something had been torn out of it, and then, after the tear, it picked up again and went on, lower, colder, but going. He could hear the edges of the tear. Raw. Never healed. The song went round it, every time, like water round a stone, and never closed over.

He opened his eyes. His hand was already inside his coat. He drew out the kalyuka.

Boris didn't look at it. He was past looking at anything.

Tomek put it to his lips, and played him.

* * *

He played it low. Very low. The river under the ice, slow and steady. He let it go on. He let it be cold, and patient, and strong. No warmth added. Nothing added at all. He played it back to Boris as it was.

And when he came to the break, he played that too.

He played the place where it stopped. The tear. He let the note go, in the middle, and let the silence be there, the raw edges of it, exactly as he'd heard it. And then, after the silence, he picked the song up again, lower, colder, and went on.

Boris stopped shaking. Not all at once. Slowly. The shaking went down out of his shoulders, and out of his hands, and out of his jaw. His breath went long. His hands opened in his lap.

He turned his head. For the first time since the little room, he looked at something. He looked at Tomek. At the kalyuka at Tomek's lips. His gray eyes were wet again, and very wide, and there was something in them Tomek had never seen. Not fear. Not anger. Something much older. Something that had been a very small boy once, in a warm place, years and years gone.

Tomek played the song through one more time, all of it, the river and the tear and the going on. Then he let the last note go.

It hung in the cold air over the square. Out at the edge, in the firelight, the hunters had gone quiet. Every one of them. Tomek could feel them listening. Somebody's torch moved, fast, away down a street. Then the note faded, and was gone.

In the silence after it, Boris spoke.

"She used to do that."

His voice was hoarse. It cracked. He let it.

"When I was little," said Boris. "In the dark. When I couldn't sleep." He swallowed. "She used to do that."

Then he put his face down in Yana's hair, and Yana put both arms round his neck, the good one and the bad one, and held on, and nobody said anything else.

* * *

They sat there. Tomek lost track of how long. The stars wheeled. The hunters' fires burned down to coals along the edge of the square. Boris slept, after a while, sitting up, with his head on Yana's shoulder and the fur round both of them. Yana slept against him. The church sang on behind them in the dark.

Tomek stayed awake. He'd played. He knew what that meant. He'd played in the open, in the middle of the city, in the middle of the night, ringed by fires, for anyone and anything to hear. He sat in the snow with the kalyuka cold against his chest and waited for the price.

Nothing came. Nothing he could feel.

So he went looking, like a tongue feeling for a tooth after a blow, to see if it was still there.

His mother's scarf. Smoke and pine. No color. That was old.

His father's words. Protect them. All of them. No voice. That was old too.

The third note. Gone. Old.

The two he had left. He found them. Low, in his chest. Going round. Still there. He let his breath out.

And then, because he was tired, and cold, and frightened, and they were a long way from anywhere, he did what he'd done every night since the first cave, lying awake. He reached for the road.

Say it back.

Maari's voice. Maari's knife scratching in the dirt by the fire. The circle that was the mountain. The long wavering line that was the river. You follow it upstream. Always upstream. The winter way. The road they'd come by. The road he'd said back to her, twice, with her eyes shut, listening. The road that ran both directions. Up to the Spine, and down. Home.

He reached for the river.

Maari's knife was there. The firelight on the blade. Her face, her eyes shut, listening. He could hear his own voice, saying it back. What it said was gone.

He reached for the river. Which side of the mountain. Which way it ran. How many days. What came after. Where it went up. He reached for the first stone of it, the first turning, anything.

It wasn't there. Not blurred. Not far away. Not there. He could see the scratch of the knife in the dirt, and the shape of a circle, and a line going off from it, and nothing in the line. A line that went nowhere. A road with no road in it.

The way home.

He sat in the snow in the middle of the square, in the middle of the dead city, with Yana and Boris asleep against each other beside him, and the hunters' fires dying all round, and the black church singing at his back.

He no longer knew the way home.

Nobody did. He'd been the one. Maari had made him say it back. Nobody else.

He sat there, very still, with his hands flat on the snow, and looked at the stars, and couldn't remember which way he'd come.
Chapter 24
Say It Back
Yana woke first, and caught him at it.

The sky over the towers had gone the color of a bruise, gray going yellow at the edges. The hunters' fires along the rim of the square were black and cold. Boris was asleep sitting up, with his head on his chest and the fur round his shoulders and snow on his braid. And Tomek was sitting in the snow with his eyes shut and his lips moving.

"What are you doing?"

He opened his eyes. Yana had lifted her head off Boris's arm and was squinting at him, her face creased down one side from the fur.

"Nothing."

"You were talking. With no noise." She sat up. "You were doing your face. The going-to-lie face. Except you weren't saying anything, so you can't be lying, so what were you doing?"

He'd been at it half the night. Going over it. The firelight on Maari's blade. The circle in the dirt. The line going off from it. Going over and over the line, as you'd go over and over a frozen latch, trying to make it give. It never gave. There was nothing in it. A road with no road in it.

"I can't remember the way," he said.

"What way?"

"Home. The winter way. The one your mama made me say back." He swallowed. "It's gone. I've been trying all night. It's just gone."

Yana stared at him. "How do you lose a road?"

He opened his mouth. He could say I don't know. It was right there. It would be so easy. She'd believe it. People forgot things. People got hit on the head and forgot whole days.

Not even about glass.

"It's part of the thing," he said. "The not-yet thing."

She went very still, and looked at him for a long breath. At his face, reading it, as she'd read the deer's prints. He let her. He held her eyes and kept his face plain.

"Okay," she said quietly.

Then she pulled her knees up inside the white coat, and put her chin on them, and shut her eyes. And began, in a small flat careful voice, not her own voice at all, to say it.

"Here's this mountain."

Tomek's breath stopped.

"A circle," said Yana, with her eyes shut. "Here's the river, below it. West side. You follow it upstream. Always upstream. Two days. Three, in snow. Then the land goes up, and up, and that's the Spine. You can't miss it. It's the only thing in the world that tall."

She opened her eyes. "Mama made me say it too," she said. "Every night. Before the cave. In case." She swallowed. "In case she got lost and it was just me. She made me say it back."

Tomek couldn't speak.

"So you say it back," said Yana. "Go on. Say it back to me."

He said it back. Here's this mountain. Here's the river, below it. West side. Upstream. Always upstream. He said every word of it, in order, exactly as she'd said it, and the words were right, and he knew they were right, because she was nodding along with her chin on her knees.

And they were only words. He could hear himself saying them. He could hear that they were true. But they didn't go anywhere in him. They didn't open onto anything. No river came. No ridge. No feel of the cold coming off the water on the left side, on the way up. They were like the words cut into the old gatestone, by somebody long gone, with the snow packed into them. He could read them. That was all.

He'd never remember it again. He knew that, saying it. He'd only ever be told.

"Again," said Yana.

He said it again. And again, until she nodded, and was satisfied, and lay back down against Boris's arm.

"There," she said. "Now we've both got it. So it doesn't matter."

It mattered. But it was hers, now, and she'd given it to him, and that was a different thing from having it, and better, in a way he had no words for.

"Thank you," he said.

"Shut up," said Yana, into the fur.

* * *

Boris woke when the sun came over the towers. He came awake all at once, as he always did, from asleep to watching with nothing in between, and his hand was on his sword before his eyes were properly open. Then he saw the square.

The hunters were gone. All the way round the edge of the square, where they'd stood and sat and slept for two nights, there was nothing. The rings of their fires, black. Trampled snow. A hide shelter against a wall, half pulled down, as if someone had started to pack it and then stopped. A spear, lying in the snow by itself, with nobody near it.

Nobody had taken it.

Boris got up. He stood in the middle of the square with the fur falling off his shoulders and turned in a slow circle, looking. At every street mouth. At every black doorway in every tower. Then he walked to the edge of the square, to the line where the hunters had stood, and stopped there, and looked down at the spear.

He left it lying.

"They ran," he said.

Tomek had come up beside him. "When?"

Boris looked at the spear. At the fire rings. At the hide shelter, half down. His jaw worked.

"Night," he said. Then, after a moment, without looking at Tomek: "After."

After you played. The cold went into Tomek.

He'd heard the torch go. In the night, in the square, with the last note still hanging. He'd felt them all go quiet along the edge, listening. And one torch, moving away, fast, down a street. He'd thought that was all.

It hadn't been all. Something had made a whole hunting party drop its spears and run. Something they were more afraid of than Theil's square.

Some thing that had heard him play.

* * *

"I'll go and look," said Tomek.

He said it before he'd decided it, and once it was out he knew it was right. Somebody had to know where they'd gone. If the tribe was waiting in the streets, in a ring, as they'd waited round the square, then walking out into them blind would be worse than staying. And he was the one who could find out. He could listen. Past the city, past the cold, for the hot bright sparks of their songs. He'd done it in the dead end with them coming at him. He could do it better alone, and quiet, with nobody talking.

"I'll be right back," he said. "Just to the end of the street. I'll listen, and come right back."

Boris looked at him. Tomek knew what the look meant. He'd said it himself. Nobody's getting left. Not ever again. He'd hauled Boris back by the coat in the dead end for trying to do exactly this.

"It's not the same," he said. "I'm not going away. I'm just going to look. You stay with her. Right here, on the steps. I'll be right back."

Boris looked at him a moment longer. "Go," said Boris.

Yana was standing on the church steps with the white coat pulled round her and the goat on the step above her, chewing.

"Don't fall in anything," she said.

* * *

He went out of the square by the street the hunters had used most. The snow in it was trampled flat by their feet, coming and going. At the far end of it he stopped, in the shadow of a tower, and stood very still, and shut his eyes.

He listened. Past his own breath. Past the drip of the sun on the snow somewhere, the first warmth of the morning finding a ledge. Past the church behind him, the thousand voices, so huge he had to go round them. Down into the city. Slow and cold. And out, through it, feeling.

There.

Far off. East. Sparks, the hot bright scattered sparks of people, a lot of them, and moving. Away. Fast. Not in a ring. Not waiting. Going away from the square as fast as they could go, back toward the broken wall where they'd come in.

Running. He let his breath out. He listened a little longer, to be sure. North, toward the Spine, nothing. No sparks. Just the city, cold, going on. The way was clear. The way was clear, for the first time since the arrow.

He opened his eyes and turned and went back down the trampled street, fast, almost running, with his ankle hurting and his face stretching into a grin that wouldn't stop.

* * *

Boris hit him at the bottom of the steps.

It came out of nowhere. He came out of the street into the square, into the white, shouting already. "They're gone, they've gone, they're running back to the wall, we can—" and Boris was coming across the snow at him, fast, not running, walking, with his face set like stone. And Tomek thought something's wrong with Yana, and opened his mouth to ask.

Boris's fist hit him in the side of the head. The square went white and spun. He was on his back in the snow. There was snow in his ear and blood in his mouth and the sky was very blue and very far up, wheeling.

He got up on one elbow. Boris was standing over him. Gray. Shaking. His fists were up and his eyes were wet and his face was doing something Tomek had never seen it do, twisting, as if it were coming apart from the inside.

"Get up," said Boris.

"What—"

"Get up."

Tomek got up. Why, he had no idea. He got up because he'd been told to, and because he was on his back in the snow with blood in his mouth, and because something in him had gone hot and wild and wanted to be on its feet.

Boris hit him again. This time Tomek saw it, and got his arm up, and it hit his arm instead of his face and still knocked him a step sideways. And the hot wild thing in him came all the way up, all at once, everything, every day since the tree and the rope and the bear's gut, every night Boris had lain between him and Yana like a wall, every time Boris had looked at him across a fire as if he were measuring a grave, and he put his head down and went in under Boris's arms and hit him in the stomach with his whole body.

They went down together. It wasn't like fighting the boys at home. It wasn't like anything. It was snow and fists and elbows and knees, and Boris's weight on him, and then his on Boris, and then rolling. Boris hit like a falling tree. Tomek hit like a thing in a trap. His fist hit something that cracked. Boris's knee hit his ribs. He had a handful of Boris's braid and was pulling it. Boris had his collar and was shoving his face down into the snow, and he couldn't breathe, and he got a knee up into something soft and Boris grunted and let go, and he came up spitting snow and blood and swinging—

"STOP IT!"

Something hit them both. Small. Hard. White. It came in between them low and fast and furious, and it was all elbows, and it was screaming. Yana. She'd thrown herself in, right into the middle, with her bad arm clamped to her chest and her good arm swinging, and she hit Boris in the chest with her shoulder and shoved Tomek in the face with her mitten, and stood there between them in the trampled snow, with her chest heaving and her face blotched red and wet.

"STOP IT! STOP IT, STOP IT, BOTH OF YOU, YOU STUPID, STUPID—"

Boris had stopped. He was on his knees in the snow, with blood coming out of his nose, staring at her.

Tomek had stopped. He was on his knees too. His ear was ringing. His lip was split. His left hand had gone numb.

"He said—" Boris's voice cracked to pieces. He pointed at Tomek with a shaking hand. "He said—"

"I didn't say anything!" Tomek was shouting. He hadn't known he was going to. "I've been gone! I went to look! I came back and you hit me, I don't even know what I—"

Yana had turned around. She was standing between them, and she'd turned to face Tomek. And she was looking at him. Not at his face. Down. At his legs. At his feet in the snow, where he'd knelt. And then she looked back, across the square, at the trampled snow he'd come running across from the street. At the tracks.

Her face went white. All the red in it went out at once.

"You limp," said Yana.

"You limp." Her voice had gone very high and very thin. "Since the mountain. Since the rocks, when you twisted it. You always limp. You limp when you think nobody's looking and you limp worse when you're tired, and you just came back limping, I can see it, I can see it in your tracks—"

She turned to Boris.

"Tomek limps, you Dummy!" she said, then pointed back at the square. "But He didn't."

* * *

It came out of Yana in pieces, sitting on the church steps, with the white coat pulled round her and her good hand clenched in her lap so hard the knuckles stood out. Her voice going up and cracking and coming down again.

He'd come back. Tomek had. She saw him. With her own eyes. That was what she'd thought. A little while after he went, he'd come back across the square from the street, walking, not limping, and come up the steps and sat down beside her. Right beside her. And he'd been smiling.

"You don't smile like that," said Yana. "You smile all crooked. On one side. He was smiling straight. With all his teeth. And I thought, he's happy, he found the way, and I was so glad. I didn't realize it then."

He'd said the way was clear. He'd said they could go. And he'd talked to her. In Tomek's voice. Exactly Tomek's voice. He'd talked about the river and the mountain and the shrine.

And she'd reached for his hand.

"And he stood up," said Yana. "Right when I reached. Like that. Up, and away, and walked a little bit along the step. And I thought, he's being moody. You get moody. So I got up too and went after him, and I said, what's wrong with you, and he turned round."

She stopped. Her chin was shaking. She pushed it out hard, and it kept shaking.

"He said—"

She stopped again.

"You don't have to," said Tomek.

"He said, your mama didn't love you." It came out of her all in one breath, flat, fast, as if she were spitting out something bitter. "He said, your mama didn't love you, or she'd have kept the gold herself, and she'd still be here. In your voice. In your voice, Tomek. And he was smiling."

Tomek sat on the step. He felt nothing. Not his lip. Not his ear. Not the cold in the stone under him. Nothing at all, except a long way down, very small, something that wanted to scream and couldn't find its way up.

"And then he looked at Boris," said Yana, very small. "And he said something about the coat."

Boris was sitting at the bottom of the steps with his back to them. He had his elbows on his knees and his head in his hands. Blood had dripped from his nose onto the snow between his boots, in round red spots, and he was looking at them.

"About the girl who wore it first," said Yana. "I didn't hear it all. I didn't—" She looked at Boris's back. "Boris heard it. And then he walked away. He did. The other you. Round the corner of the church. And Boris went after him, but he wasn't there."

She looked at Tomek. "And then you came back," said Yana. "From the street. Shouting. And Boris—"

She didn't finish. She didn't need to.

* * *

Boris stayed turned away.

When at last he turned round, it wasn't to Tomek's face. He looked at Tomek's hand. The left one, that Tomek still couldn't feel, lying on the step. Swollen across the knuckles. And then at his own right hand, the one that had hit Tomek. He held it up in front of him and looked at it, turning it over, as if it belonged to somebody else. As if he had no idea whose it was.

"I'm sorry," said Boris.

Tomek had never heard him say it. Not once. Not to anybody. Not when he'd hung Tomek upside down from a tree, or tied his hands, or hit him in the stomach under the stars. He'd never said it.

He said it now. To his own hand. Then he lifted his eyes, slowly, and said it to Tomek.

"I'm sorry."

Tomek looked at him. At the blood on his lip. At the bruise coming up already along his jaw where Tomek's fist had cracked into it. At the braid, pulled half out by the roots.

"It wasn't you," said Tomek. His voice came out strange. "It was me. It was in my—" He stopped. "It wasn't you either. Neither of us. It wasn't anybody."

Boris looked at him. Then Yana came down the steps, between them, and sat down on the bottom one, in the middle, and took Boris's hand in her good mitten, the one that had hit Tomek, and pulled it across, and put it on Tomek's knee. And held it there. And took Tomek's swollen hand, the one that had cracked Boris's jaw, and put it on Boris's knee. And held that there too. And sat between them holding both, with her chin up and her face wet, and wouldn't let go.

"There," she said. Her voice wobbled. "There. Now stop it."

Nobody moved. Then Boris laughed. A little. Once. A wet broken sound, through his split lip. And put his other arm round Yana and pulled her in, and Tomek put his arm round her from the other side, and his hand ended up on Boris's shoulder, and stayed there.

They sat like that on the bottom step of Theil's church, in the morning sun, bleeding into the snow.

"You punch like a girl," said Boris.

"Still kicked your ass," said Tomek.

"I'm going to pretend I didn't hear that," said Yana. "Or I'll kick both your butts."

* * *

Later, when the others were packing, Tomek went back up the steps alone.

To where Yana had been sitting. Where the other one had sat down beside her, close, smiling straight, with all its teeth.

He stood there, and shut his eyes, and listened.

The church, behind him. The thousand voices, huge, low. Yana's thread, bright, down at the bottom of the steps. Boris's river under the ice, beside hers, with the tear in it. The city. The cold.

And there, on the step. Where it had sat. Nothing. Not quiet. Not the hush of stone, or snow, or the cold. Nothing. A hole in the morning, the size and shape of a boy sitting down. The same nothing he'd heard in the warm swept room with the bowls on the stone. The only silent thing in the world. It had sat right here, next to her, in his face, talking in his voice. And it had no song at all.

He opened his eyes. The goat was standing on the top step, above him. It wasn't chewing. It was looking past him. Past the steps. Off along the front of the church, toward the corner.

In the fresh snow along the side of the church, where none of them had walked, there was a line of footprints. Going away from the steps. Going round the corner, out of sight.

His size. His boots. He knew those boots. He'd worn the heel of the left one down on the rocks of the Weald.

Every print was the same. Even. Clean. Each one exactly as deep as the one before it, and exactly as far. Step. And step. And step. Not one of them dragged. Not one of them was deeper on the right.

No limp. Not anywhere. Not once. All the way round the corner, and gone.
Chapter 25
Hold the Line
Boris broke the hunters' spear across his knee and made Tomek a hand out of it.

He did it on the bottom step of the church in the first gray light, with the goat watching from the top. He walked out to where the spear lay in the snow at the edge of the square, by itself, where nobody had taken it, and picked it up. He looked at it. Then he put it across his knee and broke the shaft in two with one hard downward shove, and came back with the pieces, and knelt in front of Tomek, and held out his hand.

Tomek gave him his left hand. It had swollen in the night to twice its size. The knuckles were gone, under a puffy shine of skin gone purple and yellow and green - the colors of a bad sunset. Two of the fingers wouldn't straighten. When he tried, something in the back of his hand grated, like a stone grinding in a stream bed, and the whole world went white at the edges.

Boris looked at it, and said nothing. He took a strip of hide from his pack and laid the two pieces of spear shaft along the back of Tomek's hand and the inside of his wrist, one on each side, and began to wind. Slowly. Carefully. Round and round. Pulling the two crooked fingers straight against the wood, so gently that it only hurt as much as it had to, and holding them there, and winding.

His hands. Gray. Big. Sure. The hand that had cracked into Tomek's jaw yesterday. Splinting the hand that had cracked into Boris's.

Boris tied it off. He tested it. He turned Tomek's hand over in both of his, looking at it, as he'd looked at his own hand on the step, as if it belonged to somebody else.

"Sorry," said Boris, to the hand. Very low.

It was the second time. Tomek thought maybe it would be the last time, ever, in his whole life. He thought maybe that was all right.

"It's a good splint," said Tomek.

Boris nodded once. Then he got up and went to pack.

* * *

Tomek sat on the step with his hand in its splint across his knee, and after a while, without thinking, he reached into his coat with his right hand and drew out the kalyuka.

He put it to his lips and lifted his left hand to the holes. The splint stopped it. The wood ran straight along his fingers, stiff, all the way to the tips. His fingers couldn't bend. They couldn't cover the holes. They couldn't move at all. He tried anyway, and the hand grated, and the white came in at the edges of everything, and he sat on the step breathing through his teeth until it went.

He lowered the flute and sat there with it. Pale wood. The carved eye. His mother's hands had made it sing. Six holes, and his left hand had covered the top three for as long as he could remember.

He couldn't play.

* * *

Yana unwrapped her own arm that morning, without waiting for Boris.

She sat in the snow at the foot of the steps and unwound the strips with her teeth and her good hand, and when the last one came off she held the arm up in front of her face, in the light, and looked at it. Tomek came down and looked too.

The line had moved. Not far. A finger. Past the crease on the inside of her arm, where the song had put it back four nights ago, on the night of the ringing. A finger's width on, black and thin, toward the bend of the elbow.

Four nights. That's all the song had held it. Four nights. The first time, in the hollow, it had held for days and days, all the way through the white trees and the marsh and the road. Now only four nights. And the next time—

His hand, in its splint. The next time, he wouldn't be able to play.

Yana was watching his face. She'd gotten very good at watching his face.

"Is it bad?" she said.

He thought about saying no.

"It's moving again," he said. "It moved a finger since the song."

She looked at it. "So you'll do it again," she said. "The song. Tonight or tomorrow or whenever. And it'll go back."

He looked at the kalyuka in his right hand. At the splint on his left.

"I'll do it again," he said.

How, he had no idea. But he said it, and it was true, because he would. Somehow. If he had to hum it with his mouth shut, or count it, or sing it with no voice, he'd do it again.

She nodded. She wound the strips back on herself, crooked, and Boris came over and did them again, and she let him.

* * *

They left the square by the street Tomek had scouted, where the hunters' feet had trodden the snow flat. The goat came down to the bottom step and stood there, and watched them go, chewing, and didn't follow. When Tomek looked back from the mouth of the street, it was still standing there, white against the black stone of the church, with its yellow eyes on them. Them. Boris and Yana.

Tomek lifted his good hand, for no reason he could name. The goat looked at it. Then it turned round, slowly, and a single phrase sung out above the space between them and landed on Tomek's chest, and he could feel it in his bones.

Hahallen rin thùr. Friends — the Unnamed's — Eternal.

It was silent. Unheard by anyone. Louder than anything.

The goat climbed back up the steps, clk, clk, and went in through the crack between the doors, and was gone.

* * *

The city in daylight was a different city. Not kinder. But it was easier to see what it was. Gray and white and enormous and empty, with the sun coming down into the streets in long gold slices between the towers and the snow throwing it back so bright it made your eyes water. Icicles hung from the black squares, some of them as long as Boris was tall, dripping in the sun. Somewhere a long way up, something creaked in the cold, and a slab of snow slid off a ledge and fell and fell and hit the street behind them with a sound like a door slamming.

They walked north. Toward the Spine. It stood up over the end of every street now, so close and so huge that it didn't look like a mountain at all anymore. It looked like the sky had a wall in it.

Boris had a black eye. It had come up purple overnight and closed half shut, and his lip was split in two places, and the side of his jaw where Tomek's fist had hit it was swollen out like he had something in his cheek. Yana walked between the two of them and looked from one face to the other.

"You look like a squashed plum," she told Boris.

Boris looked down at her with his one good eye.

"A purple squashed plum. That somebody stepped on." She turned to Tomek. "And you look like a—"

She studied him. His split lip. His ear, swollen and hot. His hand in its splint.

"Like a frog," she decided. "That a plum fell on. Got squished."

Boris made a sound. It might have been a laugh. It hurt his lip, and he put his hand up to it, and made the sound again anyway.

Tomek laughed too. It hurt his ear. Worth it.

* * *

The ringing came at midday. They'd stopped in the lee of a tower to rest, out of the sun, and Boris had found a place where the snow had melted off a ledge and left a little pool of water, clear and cold, and they were taking turns drinking from their hands. Tomek was bent over the pool with his good hand cupped.

And somewhere close, it rang.

He jerked upright so fast the water went down his front. Yana had frozen with her hand halfway to her mouth. Boris had his sword half drawn.

The same sound. The bright hard rattle from the night in the hollow of the fallen tower, with the city answering his song. Fast. Over and over. Like something small beating its fists on the inside of a tin. But not far away, now. Not deep in the city. Here. Close. Round the next corner.

It stopped. Then it rang again. Louder. Angrier. At them.

Yana was already moving. Toward the corner. Not running, but not walking either, with her face lit and her eyes enormous, as she'd gone toward the gate box with the empty people in it, toward the shelves of jars. She'd heard it in the dark, three nights ago, and been afraid. She wasn't afraid now. It was daytime, and it was close, and it was ringing, and she was Yana.

"Yana—"

She went round the corner. Tomek went after her. Boris went after him.

* * *

It was on a post. At the corner where the street they were on met a narrower one, standing up out of the snow by itself. A post, like the posts along the road, but shorter. And on top of it, a box. A green box.

It was the only color in the street. In the whole city, maybe. Everything else was gray and white and black and the orange of old rust, and this was green. Bright green. Green like new leaves in spring, like the river weed under ice, so bright it hurt. It had a shape on the front of it like a little hook, and hanging from the hook, on a twisted cord, a piece of the same green. A curved thing, with a bulge at each end.

And it was ringing. The whole box was shaking with it. It rattled on its post. The curved thing jumped on its hook. The sound came out of it so loud and so fast and so bright that it hurt Tomek's teeth, and it went up off the towers on both sides and came back from everywhere.

Yana had stopped in front of it. A few steps off. Looking up at it, with her mouth open.

It got louder. Tomek saw it happen. As he came up behind her, closer, it got louder. Faster. As if it had been ringing for her, and now it was ringing for something else, and had found it. The box shook on its post so hard snow fell off the top of it. The ringing went higher. Faster. Wild. A thing gone frantic. A dog at a door when its master's coming up the path.

He took a step back. It dropped. Not stopped. Dropped, a little, slower, as if it were listening.

He took a step forward. It went wild again.

* * *

He shut his eyes before he could think about it. In the middle of the noise, with Yana in front of him and Boris behind and the box going mad on its post. He listened. Past the ringing. Past it, down, as he'd gone past the hunters in the dead end. Into the box itself.

It had a song. He hadn't expected that. After the room. After the step where the other one had sat. He'd half expected nothing, the same hole in the world. But there was something. Small. Tiny. Bright and quick and thin, like a cricket in a wall. A little tune going round and round on itself, the same few notes, over and over, never changing. Not alive. Not like Yana's thread or Boris's river. But going. Still going.

It was doing a job. That was what it sounded like. A small thing made to do one small thing, and still doing it, after everyone it was for was gone. Like a dog still waiting at the door of a hut that had burned down. Still sitting there, years later, ears up, every time somebody came along the path.

He opened his eyes. Yana was reaching for it.

She'd gone right up to the post and put her good hand up toward the curved green thing on its hook, and her fingers were almost touching it.

And everything in him went cold. Yesterday. The step. Your mama didn't love you. In his voice. Sitting beside her, smiling with all its teeth.

He was across the snow before he knew he'd moved, and his good hand closed on the curved green thing a breath before hers did, and he pulled it off its hook.

* * *

The ringing stopped. All at once. Dead. In the middle of a ring. The silence after it was so sudden and so huge that his ears rang with it instead.

He stood there with the green thing in his hand. It was cold. Heavier than it looked. It had holes in one end, in a little round pattern, like the holes in a flute but tiny. And from the holes, very faintly, something was coming out.

A sound. Small. A hiss, like wind far away.

Yana was staring at him. Boris had come up behind her and put his hand on her shoulder.

Then, slowly, because he had seen people do it with a shell from the river, to hear the water in it, he lifted the green thing to his ear.

The hiss. Far off. Wind in a long tube. Then a voice.

"Good morning."

A woman. Young. Calm. Polite. Pleasant, as old Hedda had been pleasant at the door of the tribe's house, welcoming them in out of the snow. Not anybody he knew. Not his mother, or Maari, or Yana, or his own. A stranger. A stranger's voice coming out of a green box on a post in a dead city, as if there were somebody very small sitting inside it in a warm room, with all the time in the world.

"Thank you for holding," said the voice. "A change has been recorded to your balance."

Not one word of it made sense. Balance. Like a stone on a log. Recorded. That word was new altogether.

"Your balance now stands at—" said the voice, and then the hiss came up over it, loud, for just a moment, like a wave coming over a rock, and swallowed whatever came next. And went down again. "—minutes," said the voice. "Please note that minutes are sealed and finite."

He stood there with the green thing against his ear and his heart going.

"For your security," said the voice, very pleasantly, "may I have the name on the account?"

* * *

He knew what it was asking.

Not the words. The words were nothing to him. But he knew. It wanted a name. It wanted to know who it was talking to. Who had picked it up. Who it had been ringing for, so loud, so wild, when he came near.

Behind him, Boris said, very low:

"Don't."

Tomek kept his back to him. He thought about the step. The thing with his face. The voice coming out of it, his own voice, saying the worst thing it could find to say to the person he loved most in the world. He thought about the room with the three bowls, and the empty place by the cold fire. The ringing in the dark the night he played. The hunters dropping their spears and running.

It was looking for someone. It had been looking all along. Since the door. Since before he was born. And it had found him, and come and sat down beside Yana, because she was the nearest thing to him, the thing he loved, the thing it could use to reach him.

Well. Here he was. If it wanted him, it could have him. It could have his name. It could know exactly who it was talking to, and who it should be looking for, and stop looking anywhere else. Not her. Not on the steps beside her. Not in his voice. Him.

"Tomek," he said.

His voice came out steady. He hadn't known it would.

"Thank you, Tomek," said the voice.

It said his name the way Hedda had said come in, come in, out of the cold. Warm. Glad. As if it had been waiting for just that word, and now it had it, and everything was in order.

"Your balance has been noted," said the voice. "Please hold."

The hiss came up, and went. Silence. Not a hiss. Not wind. Nothing coming out of the little holes at all. He pressed it hard to his ear, and there was nothing.

He lowered it. The green thing in his hand had gone gray.

Not dark green. Gray. All the color gone out of it, all at once, as if the green had been water and someone had pulled a plug. Dull gray, the gray of the towers, the gray of everything else in this city. He looked up at the box on its post. Gray. The whole thing. As gray and dead and cold as if it had stood there unpainted for a thousand years and never once been green.

He hung the gray thing back on its hook. His hand was shaking.

* * *

Yana was looking at him. Not at the box. Not at the gray. At him. With her face very still, and her eyes very dark.

"You told it," she said.

"Yes."

"Your name."

"Yes."

"Why?"

He looked at her. At the white coat. At the place on the steps, yesterday, where something had sat down beside her with his face.

"So it'd know who it's looking for," said Tomek. "So it'd stop looking at you."

Yana opened her mouth, and shut it again. Her chin did the thing it did, the shaking thing, and she pushed it out until it stopped. Then she reached out with her good mitten and took hold of the front of his coat and held on to it. Hard. Not pulling. Just holding.

Boris stood behind her with his hand on her shoulder. He was looking at Tomek over her head, with his one good eye, and his face was gray and still.

He'd said don't. Tomek hadn't listened. Three times now, Tomek thought. Over the flute. On the old man's step. Here. And every time, Tomek had done it anyway.

Boris said nothing else. He just looked at Tomek a long moment. Then he nodded. Once. Not good. Not yes. Something else. As if he'd seen a man do a thing he'd have done himself, and wished neither of them had to.

* * *

They stood there in the silence at the corner, the three of them, beside the gray box on its post.

Then, far off, it rang. Not here. The box beside them was dead and gray and silent. Somewhere else. Ahead. Up the long straight street toward the Spine, a long way off, small and bright and clear in the cold air. A ringing. Fast. Over and over.

They all turned to look. Down at the end of the street, at the next corner, so far it was only a fleck, there was a fleck of green.

It rang. And rang. And then, beyond it, farther, at the corner after that, another one began.

Smaller. Fainter. Bright and hard and fast. And then, beyond that one, so far off it was hardly a sound at all, just a shiver in the air at the very end of hearing, another.

And another. One after another, up the long straight street, from corner to corner, going away north into the heart of the dead city toward the mountain, the green boxes rang. One. Then the next. Then the next. As if each one, hearing the one before, were passing the word along.

Or as if somebody were lighting the way.

Tomek stood with his splinted hand against his chest and Yana's fist in his coat and listened to them go. Until the last of them, at the very end, was so far off that hearing it and feeling it in his teeth were the same.

Then it stopped, and the whole long street lay in the sun, white and silent, going north.

Waiting for him.
Chapter 26
The Tenth Chair
They followed the green.

There was nothing else to follow. The long street ran north between the towers, straight as a spear shaft, and at every corner there was a post, and on every post a box, and every box they came to had already rung for them. Tomek could hear the next one going, far up ahead, small and bright and frantic in the cold. Then the one past it. The street was a string of them. A string of little bright voices, calling him on.

Behind them, it was different.

He looked back the first time without meaning to, at the corner where the gray box stood. Then he looked back again at the next corner, and the next, and after that he stopped looking, because it was always the same. Every box they had passed was gray. Not green anymore. Gray as the towers, gray as old ash, as if the color had been a candle and he had walked by and pinched it out. A long line of dead gray boxes on their posts, all the way back down the street to the square and the church and the goat.

And ahead, green. Waiting. Ringing.

"Is it just me," said Yana, her eyes looking all around at the buildings and the streets and all the other strange things in the city, "Or have you guys wondered it too?"

"Wondered what?" said Tomek.

"This place," she said. "This dead city. What was it for? Who lived here? And-"

"What happened to them?" said Tomek.

"Yeah," she said. "What happened to them?"

"Maybe the goat ate them," said Boris, his eyes big and wide and serious, looking down at Yana. She met his gaze, just as serious. Then they both laughed out loud. Tomek smiled. It hurt his face.

They walked some more, following the green.

"Boris," said Tomek. "You said a word. In the Church. When you saw the goat."

"Yes," said Boris.

"What was it?"

"It was nothing."

"It was Thule," said Yana.

"Theil," corrected Boris.

"Yes, that!" said Tomek. "Theil. What is Theil? Is that the goat's name?"

Boris didn't answer. He just moved his tongue around the front of his teeth and stayed quiet. Eyes forward. Tomek and Yana shot each other a look, then decided not to push it.

A few blocks down, after several more green boxes, Boris finally broke his silence.

"I don't like this road."

He was walking on Tomek's right, a half step ahead, as he always walked, with his good eye on the street and his bad eye swollen shut. He said it flat. As if he were telling them it was cold.

"It's going north," said Tomek.

"Everything's north," said Boris, jerking his chin at a gap between two towers on the left, where a narrower street ran off into blue shadow. "That way goes north too."

"That way's dark."

"Dark's fine. Dark doesn't ring."

Tomek looked at the side street. Snow drifted up against the walls on both sides, deep and blue and unbroken. No posts. No boxes. Nothing calling him anywhere. It would be quieter in there. It would be slower. And somewhere behind his ribs, the thing he'd felt at the corner, holding the green thing to his ear, saying his own name into it, was still sitting there like a swallowed stone.

He looked down at Yana. She had her arm tucked into her coat, the bad one, and she was walking with her chin up. Her cheeks gone red with the cold. The line had moved. A finger past the crease. Four nights.

"It's the fast way," said Tomek. "And it's the way it knows I'm coming. So it isn't looking anywhere else."

Boris looked at him with his one good eye.

"He's right," said Yana. "You can't sneak up on something that's ringing at you, Boris. It already knows."

Boris looked at her. Then back up the street, at the green fleck at the next corner, going and going.

He kept walking. On the right. A half step ahead. With his hand on his sword.

* * *

The sun went down the sky. The shadows of the towers came across the street and lay over it in long blue bars, and the cold came out of the stone to meet them. Tomek's splinted hand ached in time with his steps. He kept it against his chest, inside his coat, next to the kalyuka on its cord, and every so often his right hand went to the flute without his asking it to, and closed on the carved eye, and let go.

He smelled the place before he saw it.

Iron. Cold iron, the smell of his father's knife when he'd oiled it on the step in winter. The smell of the blade dipped in snow. And under it, faint and sweet and so out of place that he stopped in the street and breathed in twice to be sure, something like apples. Old apples. Apples left in a loft over the winter and gone soft and brown and sweet, almost sour.

"What is that," said Yana.

Then the street opened, and there it was.

It wasn't a tower. The towers were gray, and sheer, and squared like ice cut out of a pond. This went up in steps. Great black steps of stone. One on top of another, each one smaller than the one below, climbing toward the sky in tiers. And the black was flaking. All over it, on every tier, there had been something bright laid over the stone, thin as a leaf, and the cold had been lifting it off for longer than anyone could count. It hung from the edges in curls. It lay on the snow at the foot of the building in drifts. Gold. Little curls and flakes of gold, fallen, like the leaves of some tree that had dropped everything it had, all at once, and left the branches bare.

Yana bent down and picked one up. It was so thin the light came through it.

The last post stood at the bottom of the steps. The last box on it. Green. And as Tomek came out of the street into the open, it was ringing, bright and wild, the loudest of them all.

He took a step toward it. Another.

It stopped.

Not as the first one had stopped, when he'd lifted the green thing off its hook. He hadn't touched it. He was ten steps away. It just stopped, in the middle of a ring, and was quiet, and stayed quiet, standing on its post in the snow at the foot of the black steps.

As if he'd been brought somewhere. And had arrived.

He kept his eyes off the street behind them.

* * *

The steps were worn.

Not in the middle, where boots would go. Worn in grooves. Two by two, all the way up, side by side, deep round dents cut into the edge of every step, worn smooth, so old that the snow had filled them and frozen and made each one a little white cup.

Yana crouched over the first and put her mitten in it. It was bigger than her hand. Rounder. Split at the front, very slightly, into two.

"Something with feet," she said.

"Everything has feet," said Tomek.

"Something with round feet. Hooves. Big ones. That went to the top of the stairs." She looked up. All the way up, to the doors. "Lots of times."

"The goat," said Boris.

"Too small," said Yana.

"A horse," said Tomek.

Boris made a sound in his nose. "No horse climbs stairs."

"A big horse," said Yana, touching the shape of the grooves. "With manners."

She looked so serious when she said it, crouched there in the snow with her mitten in a hoofprint and the gold flake still in her other fist, that Tomek laughed out loud. It went up off the black steps and came back to him, once, and he stopped.

They climbed.

* * *

The doors at the top were open. They had been made for something bigger than a person, and they had been open so many winters that the snow ran in through them across the floor in a long white tongue, and stopped, and the floor beyond it was bare.

Inside, the smell of iron and apples was so strong it was almost warm.

It was a hall. Round. Tomek stood in the doorway with Yana's mitten in his good hand and turned his head slowly from one side to the other, and the hall went all the way round him, a great ring of black stone, with the light coming down into it from somewhere high up, gray and soft, through some opening in the roof he couldn't see. The floor sloped down from the doors in rings, like the inside of a bowl, toward a flat place in the middle. And around the flat place, set into the bottom ring, facing in, there were seats.

Nine of them weren't chairs.

They were stalls. Wide and low and deep, built of the black stone and lined with something that had been red, once, and was now the brown of old blood, in tatters. No backs. No arms. Each one long enough for Boris to lie down in, and deep enough to keep the wind off. Each one had a dent worn in its floor, a long smooth hollow, where something heavy had lain, and lain, and lain.

Boris stood at the top of the bowl and looked at them for a long moment.

"Not for people," he said.

The tenth one was.

It stood at the end of the ring, a little apart from the stalls, where the ring met the wall by the doors. A chair. Just a chair. High-backed, dark wood, with arms, the size a grown man would sit in, the only made thing in the whole hall the size of a person. Plain. No red cloth. No gold. A chair you might find in any house, by any hearth, for the oldest man in the village.

It wasn't facing the middle, like the stalls. It was turned. Only a little. A hand's width. Turned away from the flat place in the middle of the ring and toward the open doors, as a chair is turned when the person sitting in it has just got up to greet somebody coming in.

Yana took a step down toward it.

"Yana." Boris didn't shout. He didn't need to.

She stopped. She looked at the chair. Then back at him.

"I'm tired," she said. "And it's the only one my size."

"It's not your size," said Boris. "Sit on the floor."

She opened her mouth to argue. Then she shut it again, and looked at the chair once more, and for a moment Tomek saw her chin start to go and her face hold it. She went down the rings the other way. Away from it. And Tomek, watching her go, knew she'd felt it too, whatever it was about the chair, and wasn't going to say so.

* * *

She was the one who found it.

She'd gone right down to the bottom ring, to the stall nearest the middle, the ninth one, and stopped there. Not moving. Tomek was halfway down the slope behind her when he saw her stop, and his whole body went cold and fast.

"Tomek," she said. Very quietly. Not frightened. The other thing. "Come here. Come slow."

He came slow.

There was a statue in the stall. That was what he thought. White, or nearly white. The white of old bone, lying in the long hollow in the stone with its legs folded under it and its head down on its forelegs. Like the face carved over the church doors. A thing made of stone by somebody long gone, and left lying here.

"A horse," said Yana.

"No," said Tomek. "Not like any horse I've ever seen. Look at its legs. They're too long. The face, too narrow."

"It's prettier than a horse," she said. "Well. It used to be."

"That's about as much a horse as a deer is a cow," said Tomek, getting closer to it. Its coat was white and thin and so short it was nearly skin, and he could see every rib, every one, standing out along its side like the frame of a boat. Its mane lay over its neck in a long tangle, white too, but whiter, the white of new snow, the only bright thing on it. Its feet, folded under it, were round and split at the front, very slightly, into two.

And in the middle of its forehead, between its eyes, there was a stump. Pale. Ridged, like a twisted shell. Broken off a hand's length up, and worn smooth since, by more winters than he could guess. Something had grown there once. Something long.

Iron, and apples. It was coming off the white thing in the stall.

"It's stone," he whispered.

Yana shook her head without taking her eyes off it.

"Watch," she said.

Nothing. The white side, the ribs, the folded legs, the long tangled mane on the black stone. Nothing at all, for so long that he was sure. And then, out of its nose, out of the soft wide nostrils resting on its forelegs, a breath came. Slow. Gray in the cold. A long thin cloud of it, rising, curling, going up into the light from the roof. And gone.

His own breath had stopped in his chest. He let it go.

Behind him he heard Boris come down the last ring and stop.

"Somebody," said Boris, very low, and nothing else. Tomek didn't know if it was a name, or a prayer, or a word with nothing after it.

* * *

They didn't touch it. Not at first.

They sat on the floor of the bottom ring, the three of them, a little way off from the stall, and watched it breathe. Every time, it was so slow that Tomek was certain it had stopped. Every time, the gray cloud came. It didn't open its eyes. It didn't lift its head. It lay with its broken horn toward the middle of the hall and its long white face on its folded legs, and breathed, and that was all.

Yana went closer an inch at a time, on her knees. Tomek let her. So did Boris.

When she was close enough to touch it, she took off her good mitten, and laid her bare hand flat on its white shoulder.

Nothing happened. It breathed.

"It's warm," said Yana.

She turned round to look at them with her hand still on it, and her face was lit up from inside, as it had been in front of the jars. "It's warm, Tomek. It's the only warm thing in the whole city."

He went and knelt beside her. He put his good hand next to hers. She was right. Under the thin white coat, against his palm, the warmth came up slow and steady, like the warmth of a stone at the edge of a fire long after the fire has gone out. And under the warmth, very far down, a heart. Not beating. Nothing, and nothing. And there it was. One beat. Huge. Slow. Then nothing, again, for so many of his own heartbeats he lost count.

He shut his eyes.

* * *

He had not meant to listen. His ears went after it on their own.

At first there was only the hall. The cold. The slow drip of melt somewhere up in the roof. Boris breathing behind him, careful, through his split lip. Yana beside him, her thread, bright and thin, and the fever under it, hot.

And his own heart. Loud. So loud. He'd never heard it like this. Going and going in his ears, in his teeth, in the splinted hand against his chest. It was the loudest thing in the room. It drowned everything.

So he went past it. Down. As he'd gone past the hunters in the dead end, past the ringing at the corner. Past himself.

There.

A note. One. Low, so low it was hardly a sound, more like something pressing on the bottom of his chest. It went on. And on. And faded. And then nothing, for a long, long silence, and he thought it had gone. And then the next one came. Different. A little higher. Rising. Fading.

It was a song. It was the slowest song he had ever heard. Slower than the city, slower than the thousand voices in the church. A song with one note every few breaths, like a bell rung under the ice of a deep lake, so that by the time you heard the next note you had almost forgotten the last.

And it was old. He couldn't have said how he knew. Older than the church. Older than the city around it. It had been going, one note and then a long silence and then one note, since before there were towers, since before there was snow.

He listened harder. He felt it in his face, his teeth, his chest. And he felt where it was going.

It wasn't going up, like Yana's thread, or along, like Boris's river. It was going across. Across the hall. Every slow note went out from the white thing in the stall and across the flat place in the middle of the ring, and on, to the end of the ring, to the wall by the doors.

To the chair.

Every note. One after another. Out across the floor, and against the tenth chair, and holding there. As you'd lean your back against a door with something on the other side. Not pushing. Just leaning. Just staying there. Keeping it shut.

It was doing a job. Like the green box on its post. But the box had been small and tinny and going round and round on itself with nothing inside it. This was alive. This was the oldest living thing he'd ever heard, lying on its folded legs in the dark, with its ribs showing.

He opened his eyes.

The chair stood at the end of the ring, by the doors, turned a hand's width toward them. Empty.

There were no words for it to tell the others. He took his hand off the white shoulder very gently, as if it might hurt, and sat back on his heels.

* * *

Yana was unwinding her arm.

She'd done it while his eyes were shut. She sat with her back against the warm white flank, as close as she could get to it without being in the stall, and pulled the strips off with her teeth and her good hand, and held the arm out into the gray light from the roof.

Tomek saw her face first. Then the arm.

The line had moved. Since the morning. Since she'd shown it to him on the bottom step of the church with the goat watching. Not a finger. Not quite. But past where it had been. A black thread going on up the inside of her arm toward the bend of her elbow, past the crease, past where the song had put it, past where it had been at dawn.

"It's faster," said Yana. Not a question.

"Yes," he said.

She looked at the splint. At the kalyuka hanging on his chest. At him.

"So do it," she said.

* * *

He'd known it was coming. He'd known since the step, since he'd lifted the flute to his lips that morning and the splint had stopped his fingers dead. He had known all day, walking up the lit street with his hand against his chest. And still, now that it was here, he sat on the cold stone with his mouth dry and his heart going.

When you play, someone listens. He had never put words to it before. But he knew it in his bones. Every time. The hollow, and the ringing in the dark. The tube, and the table. Every time he played, something listened, and came closer.

And here he was. In the oldest room in the city, at the end of a road that had rung for him the whole way, across the floor from a chair turned toward the door.

He thought about the side street. The dark one, with no boxes. Boris had wanted it. They could go back down the black steps right now, and find it, and go into the blue dark and hide, and he could do it there. Tomorrow. In the morning. Somewhere small and quiet, a long way from here.

He looked at the line on Yana's arm. Nearly two fingers past the crease now. By tomorrow, three.

No.

It already had his name. He'd given it his name on purpose, so it would look at him and stop looking at her. If it was going to hear him, let it hear him here. Let it come here. To him. With her right beside him, where he could see her, and Boris at his back.

He shifted round on his knees until he was facing her. He took her bad arm in his good hand, gently, under the wrist, and laid it across his knee. The heat came off it into his leg through the leather.

"Hum," said Yana. "You said you would. If you had to."

"I said I'd try."

"You said you'd do it. I was there." Her chin went up. "Do it, Tomek."

He shut his eyes.

* * *

He found her thread. That was easy now. He'd found it so many times. Bright and thin and running through the roar of the fever like a vein of gold through dark rock. Her song. Yana's. He knew it better than he knew any song but his mother's.

He shut his mouth and hummed.

It came out strange. Not like the flute. Low and buzzing and stuck behind his teeth, the sound a bee makes in a closed jar. He felt it in his nose and in the bones of his face and in the splinted hand against his chest. He went up after her thread with it. Up, and up, and the hum went up with him, thin, catching—

And he lost her.

The moment he hummed, his own hum was everywhere. In his head. In his skull. Louder than his heart had been, louder than anything, right there behind his eyes. It drowned her. Her bright little thread went under it like a fish under dark water, and he couldn't hear it anymore, and he was humming nothing. Humming a song for nobody. He stopped. He found her again, in the silence. Bright. There. He hummed, and lost her.

He tried again. And again. He hummed softer, so soft it was hardly a sound, and still it filled his whole head and drowned her. He hummed louder, to follow her up, and it was worse. With the flute, the song had been out there, in the air, and he could listen to her and play at the same time, with his fingers. Now the song was in him. In his own skull. And he could not hear past it. He could not hear past himself.

He opened his eyes. His face was wet.

"I can't," he said. "I can't hear her and do it. It's too loud. It's in my head. I can't hear her over me."

Yana looked at him. Her face was very white against the white flank behind her.

And behind him, very low, Boris said:

"Count."

* * *

Tomek turned around on his knees.

Boris was sitting on the bottom ring, two steps up, with his elbows on his knees and his sword across them. His good eye was on Tomek. His bad one was a purple slit. His face didn't move.

Don't count, he'd said. In the white trees, with the cold coming. Low and flat and final, his hand over the flute in his voice. And Tomek had stopped. Every night since the gate he'd lain there with his mouth shut on the numbers.

"You said don't," said Tomek.

"I know what I said." Boris looked past him, at Yana. At her arm on Tomek's knee. Then back. "Count her. Hum on top."

Tomek stared at him.

The count. Her breaths. One, and two, and three. No need to hear that. No need to listen past himself to find it. He could feel it. Her arm rising and falling on his knee. Her ribs. The little hitch every few breaths. He could count it with his hand on her. With his eyes shut. With his own hum going in his head as loud as it liked.

The count would hold her place. And the hum could ride on the count.

He looked at Boris a moment longer. Boris looked back, then nodded, once, and looked away at the doors, at the dark coming down outside them, with his hand on his sword.

Tomek turned back to Yana.

He put his good hand flat on her chest, over her coat, where he could feel her breathing. She let him. He shut his eyes.

One.

Her breath in. Out.

Two.

The hitch. There. Like a foot on a root.

Three.

And on four, he hummed.

* * *

It went into her.

He felt it go. Not out into the air and down, as with the flute. In. Straight in, from his chest into his hand into her, along the count, like water finding the cracks in a stone. He couldn't hear her thread over his hum, and it didn't matter. He didn't need to hear it. He had the count. He knew where she was. Every breath. Every hitch. He hummed her song along the count. The count carried it, and he held it there, and held it, with his own skull ringing and his face wet and the cold stone under his knees.

Twelve.

Thirteen.

Somewhere, far off, something rang.

He heard it through the hum. Faint. Out past the doors, out past the black steps, out in the city. A ringing. Bright and hard and fast. Then another, farther. Then another. Then everywhere. Every green box in the dead city, ringing at once, so many and so far that they ran together into one long high thin shiver at the edge of the sky. Answering. Coming.

He didn't stop.

Nineteen.

Twenty.

He heard Boris get up. Heard the scrape of the sword. He kept his hand on Yana and his eyes shut and the hum going, and the ringing came closer, and closer, the whole city of it, a thousand little frantic voices, getting louder, getting nearer, pouring up the long street toward the black steps—

Then.

Beside, in the stall.

The white thing lifted its head.

* * *

He felt it more than heard it. The great slow heart, beating once, hard, against the stone under his knees. A breath, a long one, longer than any yet. And then its song.

Not one note. Not one, and a long silence. All of them. All at once. Every slow note it had, the whole old enormous song, coming up out of it together, rising, and turning, and spreading out over the hall.

Over him.

It came down on him like snow. Like a blanket thrown over a sleeping child. Soft and heavy and complete, from the top of his head to his knees on the stone. It covered his hum. It covered Yana. It covered the count, and his hand on her chest, and the both of them, so that his own hum, going and going in his skull, seemed to go into it and stop there, wrapped up, muffled, held.

The ringing stopped.

All of it. Every box in the city. Not dying away. Stopped, all at once, in the middle of a ring, as if a door had been shut on it.

Silence.

He kept humming. Inside the white song. Inside the blanket. He hummed Yana's song along the count with something huge and old and warm wrapped all around the two of them, and nothing outside could hear it. Nothing at all.

Thirty.

Thirty-one.

He opened his eyes.

* * *

Yana's arm lay on his knee. The black line was going back.

Slowly. So slowly. A root being pulled from the ground. Back down the inside of her arm, by the road it had come. Past where it had been at dawn. Back. Back.

And it stopped.

Half a finger from the crease. Short of it. Still past. Not back to where it had been in the hollow, or the night of the ringing. Half a finger, and no farther, however long he hummed, however he counted, and he hummed and counted until his voice was gone to a scrape, and it didn't move.

He stopped.

Yana breathed out. She looked down at her arm. At the line, half a finger from the crease. Then up at him. Her eyes were wet.

"It worked," she said.

"Half," he said.

"Worked," said Yana.

Beside them, the white thing laid its head down in her lap.

* * *

It did it slowly. It lowered its long white face, with the broken horn, and turned it a little. It laid it down across Yana's legs, as gently as a dog lays its head on the knees of somebody it loves. Its eyes were open. Tomek saw them for the first time. Dark. Not black. The deep brown-black of river water under trees, with something in them a long way down, like light on the bottom of a well.

It looked at Yana.

Then it looked past her. Past Tomek. Across the hall, at the end of the ring, at the wall by the doors.

The song was still over them. Tomek could feel it, the whole slow weight of it, soft on his head and shoulders. But it was thinner now. Going thin. Like the warmth going out of a coat when somebody's taken it off and handed it to you, and walked away into the cold without it.

He knew before it happened. He had known it with Maari, too. He reached out with his good hand and put it on the white neck, beside Yana's.

And through his palm, in the last of the song, there were pictures that weren't his.

A girl in a field in the sun, older than anything, talking with her hands, drawing towers in the air for somebody who wasn't there yet.

A lamp on the back of a cart, lit. Lit. Still lit, through more winters than he had words for.

Two people walking into dark trees, close together, and a crying in the trees that went quiet when they came. And then the trees, and only one coming out.

They meant nothing. They went through him like weather and were gone, and he would never be able to say afterward what they had been, only that they were the oldest thing he had ever touched, and that the white thing had carried them a very long way, and was setting them down.

The heart beat once more, under his palm. Huge. Slow.

It breathed out. The gray cloud rose from its nose, curling, up into the last light from the roof.

The song ended.

Not faded. Not gone thin, and thinner, into silence. Ended. One last low note going out across the hall, against the chair, and holding there. And then nothing behind it. No next note. No silence waiting for the next note. The hush of a thing that is not going to sing again.

Yana didn't make a sound. She put both her hands on the long white face in her lap. The good one and the bad one. And bent over it, and laid her cheek on it, between the eyes, against the broken horn.

* * *

And across the hall, at the end of the ring, by the doors, the tenth chair creaked.

Once.

A long, low, wooden sound. The sound an old chair makes in a house at night, when somebody heavy lowers himself into it, and sits back, and settles in.

Tomek's head came round.

The chair stood at the end of the ring in the last gray light. Empty. He could see right through the space where somebody would be. The high dark back. The arms. The seat, the bare wood. Nothing in it. Nobody.

But it had been turned toward the doors. A hand's width. He'd seen it. He'd seen it, when they came in.

It was facing the middle now. Toward the flat place at the heart of the hall. Toward the ring of stalls.

Toward them.

Boris was on his feet with his sword out, between the three of them and the chair. He stood there in the near dark with the blade up and his whole body gone still, and didn't move, and nothing came.

Nothing came at all. The chair sat at the end of the ring, facing in, as the stalls faced in. One of them. In its place. And the hall was quiet, and cold, and smelled of iron, and the sweetness of apples was already going out of it.

* * *

They didn't leave.

They should have. Tomek knew it. Boris knew it, and stood all night by the bottom ring with his back to them and his sword across his knees and his good eye on the chair. But Yana wouldn't go. She sat with the white head in her lap and her hands on it, and when Tomek said her name she shook her head without looking up. And when Boris said it, she said "No," in a voice so small and so certain that Boris shut his mouth and went and sat down.

So they stayed. All three. Down at the bottom of the bowl, by the ninth stall, with the dark coming down through the roof.

Some time in the night, Yana spoke.

Tomek was half asleep, sitting with his back against the stone and his splinted hand in his lap. He'd thought she was asleep too. She hadn't moved in so long. But she was awake, sitting up in the dark with the white face still across her knees, and her fingers in the long mane, combing it. Slowly. Over and over. Picking the knots out of it, one by one, with her good hand.

"Mama had hair like this," she said. "Long. She'd sit me down and do mine, every night, and it took ages, and I hated it."

He listened to her fingers in the mane.

"Tomek," she said. "Do I look like her?"

He opened his mouth to say yes.

And he reached for Maari. To see her. To check. Maari by the fire in the cave, with her knife scratching the road in the dirt. Maari on her knees in the snow with Yana in her arms. Maari leaning over him on the path, with her hands on her knees, the first time he'd ever seen her, her face coming down out of the gray sky—

Her face.

He reached for it, and his hand went into the place where her face had been, and there was nothing there.

Her back. The great strong shape of it, curled around Yana in the snow. Her hands round his, holding on so tight it hurt. Her voice. Not yet. All there. All of it. But where her face should be, at the top of all of it, there was only the gray sky. Only the snow coming down. A shape with nothing in it, like the line on Maari's map that went nowhere. Like his father's words, with no voice under them.

He kept very still in the dark.

You look like her. That was what he'd been going to say. It was right there in his mouth. It would be easy. It would make her happy. She'd never know.

Don't lie to me anymore. Not even about glass.

"You look like you," he said.

Yana's fingers stopped in the mane.

"That's not an answer," she said.

"I know."

Her head turned. Her eyes were on him in the dark. He could feel them.

"I can't see her," he said. His voice came out thin and scraped from the humming. "I tried. Just now. I can remember everything she did. I can't see her face."

For a long moment Yana said nothing. Her hand lay still in the white mane.

Then she lifted the white head off her knees, gently, as gently as it had come down, and laid it on the stone. She got up on her knees. She came across the floor to him in the dark, and knelt in front of him, and took his face in both her hands, the good one and the bad one, and turned it toward hers.

"She had a mark," said Yana. "Here." She took his good hand and put his fingers on her own eyebrow, the left one, at the outside end. "A split. Like somebody cut it with a knife, only nobody did, she was just born with it. Her nose was like mine. Look. Look at my nose." She pushed her face at him, close, till he could see it even in the dark. "Like that. Only bigger. And her eyes were the same as mine, exactly, she said, only hers were wiser, and I said that's not a color, and she laughed at me."

He looked. He looked at Yana's face in the dark. At her nose. At her eyebrow, under his fingers. At her eyes, shining, and wet, and fierce.

"Her mouth went down at one side when she was cross," said Yana. "Like this." She did it. "And up at the same side when she was trying not to laugh. Like this."

She did that too. And it was so exactly Yana, and so like somebody else at the same time, somebody just out of reach behind it, that Tomek made a sound in his throat that was half a laugh and half the other thing.

"Look," said Yana. Fierce. Holding his face. "Look. I'll tell you again tomorrow. And the day after. As many times as you want."

He looked. And he made himself a promise. He would never forget Yana's face.

Never.
Chapter 27
Smoke and Pine
He was on Maari's path again.

He knew it by the cold. The cold coming down off the mountain in the gray, and the snow under his boots, and the trees black on both sides with their arms full of white. He was walking up. He had always been walking up. His legs were tired from the inside out, as legs only tire in snow, and he couldn't remember starting.

The path ended at a door.

Just a door. Wooden. Ordinary. Standing in the snow at the top of the path with nothing on either side of it and nothing behind it but more snow, more trees, more gray. A door you'd find in any house. The grain of the wood. The latch, black iron, worn bright where hands had lifted it.

Someone stood beside it.

A woman. Big through the shoulders, in a long coat, with her hands on her knees, leaning down toward him, as she had leaned down the very first time, on this path, coming out of the snow. Maari. He'd have known the shape of her anywhere. Her back. Her arms. Her coat with the snow on the shoulders.

Where her face should be, there was gray sky.

Not a mask. Not a shadow. Sky. The same gray sky that was over the trees, the same snow coming down out of it, falling through the place where her face should have been, and landing on her collar, and not melting.

She didn't speak. She only leaned there, waiting, kind.

Then someone knocked on the door.

From the inside.

Three knocks. Polite. Unhurried. And a voice came through the wood, a voice he almost knew, warm and a little tired, a voice he'd heard a thousand times and could not put a name to if his life depended on it.

"Will you let me in?" it said. "It's cold out here."

He looked at the door. At the snow piled against it. Piled on his side. Drifted up against the bottom of the wood in a long smooth bank, the way snow drifts against the outside of a house.

His side was the inside.

He was the one in the house. He'd always been in the house. And the voice was out there, in the snow, in the cold, where he had been standing a moment ago, and it was asking so nicely, and the latch was right there, worn bright, and his hand was already lifting—

He woke with his hand up.

* * *

His hand was in the air in front of him, the good one, open, reaching. He pulled it down so fast he hit himself in the chest.

The hall. The black stone. The gray light coming down from somewhere high in the roof. The smell of iron, and under it, fading, the last of the apples. He was sitting against the wall of the bottom ring with his splinted hand in his lap, and he was shaking so hard his teeth clicked.

"You were making noises," said Yana.

She was where he'd left her, by the ninth stall, with the white head across her knees. She was combing the mane again. Slowly. With her fingers. She'd done half of it in the night, and the half she'd done lay smooth and long and shining over her lap, and the other half was still knotted and gray.

"What kind of noises."

"Like Boris when he's eaten too much." She did one. A low, wet groan. Across the bowl, at the foot of the slope, Boris turned his head and looked at her with his one good eye and turned it back again.

Tomek wiped his face with his sleeve. It came away wet. Sweat, maybe.

"Bad dream?" said Yana.

"No."

"Liar."

He looked at her. She looked back at him, steady, her fingers still working at a knot.

"Yes," he said. "Bad dream."

She nodded, as if he'd finally told her the right answer to a sum. "Mama said bad dreams come from the Plucker."

"From the what?"

"The Plucker." She said it like the baker. As if he lived in the next house over and everybody knew him. "He goes round in the night and plucks them out of the dark, the bad dreams, and drops them in your ear when you're sleeping. That's why you have to sleep with your ears covered. Mama always made me sleep with my ears covered." She frowned. "I thought it was so they wouldn't get cold. But it was the Plucker."

"That's stupid," said Tomek.

"You're stupid. You had your ears out all night. Of course you got one."

She laid the white head down on the stone, gently, and got up, and came across the floor to him, and pulled off her mittens. She put one over each of his ears. Pressed them there. Held them. Her face was very close and very serious.

"There," she said, from far away, through the wool. "Now he can't."

He laughed. He couldn't help it. It came up out of him all at once, out of the place where the shaking had been, and Yana grinned, and kept the mittens pressed to his ears, and he sat there in the cold hall with his head in two little wool mittens and laughed until his eyes ran again, for a different reason.

At the foot of the bowl, the tenth chair sat in its place at the end of the ring, facing in. Facing them. As it had all night.

He stopped laughing.

* * *

They left the beast where it lay. There was nothing else to do. It was too big to move and the floor was stone and there was no earth anywhere to put it in. Yana knelt by its head a last time. She took the curl of gold out of her mitten, the one she'd picked up off the snow at the bottom of the steps, so thin the light came through it, and laid it on the white brow, under the broken horn, and smoothed it flat with her thumb.

"There," she said. As she'd said it to Tomek. As if that settled it.

Then she stood up and pushed back her white sleeve without being asked, and held her arm out to him.

He took it in his good hand. He turned it to the light coming down from the roof.

The crease of her elbow. And the black line under the skin, running down from the bite toward it. Yesterday evening, after the hum, the line had stood half a finger past the crease. He'd measured it against the side of his little finger in the dark, twice, to be sure.

It was nearly a whole finger now.

Everything the humming had won, it had taken back in a night. All of it. He laid his finger along her arm and it was all there again, the whole width of it, black, past the crease.

Each time holds for less.

He let her sleeve down. He tucked it round her wrist, careful, as if tucking it could keep the line in.

"Well?" said Yana.

"Same as before."

"That's not what your face says."

"A finger," he said. "Nearly."

She looked at him a moment, then she nodded, short. "Then we'd better go fast," she said, and went up the rings toward the doors, without looking back at the chair, and without looking back at the beast, and Tomek understood that she was not looking at either of them on purpose and that it was costing her more than it looked.

Boris came last. He stood at the top of the bowl with his sword out and looked down at the tenth chair one more time. Then he turned his back on it, which Tomek had never once seen him do with anything he was afraid of, and walked out.

At the foot of the black steps, the last green box on its post was gray.

* * *

They smelled the tribe before they saw them. They were three streets north, in the gray morning, with the Spine standing up over the end of the street like a wall in the sky and nothing ringing anywhere. Tomek was in front. The cold had settled into his broken hand and was beating there, slow, in time with his feet. And the wind turned. It came round a corner from the east, from a side street, and brought something with it.

Smoke. Wood smoke, old and caught in cloth. And pine.

He stopped so fast that Yana walked into his back. Smoke and pine.

He knew it better than his own name. He'd had it wound twice around his neck every morning on the mountain, over his mouth in the cold, wet with his breath. He'd buried his face in it the night his father died. He'd wound it round Yana's neck in the shelter and she'd put her face down in it and slept.

His mother's scarf. Here. In the wind.

He couldn't see its color. He reached for the color out of habit, the way his tongue went to a missing tooth, and his hand went into the place where it had been and found no bottom. But the smell. The smell he had. And the smell was coming down the side street toward them, on the wind, with feet behind it.

Running feet.

"Back," said Boris. "Back."

They came out of the side street all at once, twenty or more, the tribe, in their furs and their hoods, and Tomek had his good hand on Yana's coat and was pulling her behind him before he'd decided anything. Boris's sword came out. The spears. He waited for the spears to come down. For the horns. For the ring.

There were no horns.

They were running, but not at them. They were running from something, with their heads turned back over their shoulders, with their spears held anyhow, the points wagging. The gap-toothed woman, who'd taught Yana the clapping game. Two of the young hunters, with their faces gray. The scar-browed man, with his nose still swollen from Yana's stone. They saw the three children in the street and they stopped, all of them, in a ragged bunch, breathing hard. And they looked at them. And they looked back over their shoulders, east, the way they'd come. And they didn't seem to know which was worse.

One of them came forward. Alone. Out of the front of the bunch, into the open snow between. With her hands empty and down at her sides. A round woman, in a round hood. She walked toward them slowly, as you walk toward a dog you don't know, and Tomek felt Boris go still beside him in a way he'd only seen once before. In the dead end. Walking toward the torches with his hands open.

Tia.

The smell came with her. Smoke and pine. It was round her neck, under the hood. A band of wool, wound twice, the ends tucked into her coat. He could see the shape of it. He could not see what color it was.

She stopped ten steps off. Her face. He remembered her face. Round and kind and close, by the fire, with her eyes wet. Good boy. It was the same face. Someone had taken it and pressed it in from all sides. The kindness was still in it. It had just gone somewhere far back, behind something that had happened to her, and was looking out from there.

"Boris," she said.

Boris said nothing.

"That's Tomek's," said Yana.

Tomek's hand was empty. Yana had stepped out from behind him, and she was standing in the snow in her white furs with her bad arm tucked in and her good arm pointing, straight, at Tia's neck.

"That's his mama's," said Yana. "You took it off me. In your house. You folded it. Give it back."

Tia's hand went up to the scarf. She touched it. Not as if she were going to take it off. As if she were checking it was still there.

"It smelled of you," she said.

Yana's mouth opened. Then shut.

"In the house. After." Tia's voice was low and even and scraped. "I kept it on the stool. It smelled of you. Of your hair. So I wore it." She looked at Yana, and her eyes were wet again, as they'd been wet in the rain, and for a moment Tomek thought she would come the last ten steps and kneel and put her arms round the white coat, and he didn't know what he would do.

She didn't come.

"Olver's gone," she said.

* * *

She told it standing there in the snow, with her hands at her sides and the tribe bunched behind her looking east. The night the music came. The square, and the church, and the goat on the steps, and the hunters round their fires in the streets, waiting for morning. And then music. Out of the church. A flute, high and thin, going on and on, and nobody could sleep, and nobody would say why.

"Then it stopped," said Tia. "And the voices started."

Out of the dark. Out of the doors of the towers, and the holes in the walls, and the black places under the stairs. Voices. People they knew. A man heard his brother. The gap-toothed woman heard her mother, who had been dead nine winters, calling her in for supper. They'd sat round the fires with their hands over their ears, and the old ones had said the old rule, over and over, you don't answer, you don't answer, you don't go, and they hadn't. All night. They hadn't.

"Olver heard his father," said Tia. "He said it was his father. He stood up. I had his coat. I had hold of his coat." Her hand closed in the air in front of her on nothing. "He said, It's all right, love. It's only Da. I'll be right back."

The tribe behind her were very quiet.

"We found his tracks in the morning," said Tia. "Down the street. Into the middle of it. Where it was open. Snow all round. Nobody else's tracks. Just his." She looked at Tomek. "And then they stopped."

"Stopped," said Boris.

"In the middle of the street." Her voice went thin. "As if the snow had stopped taking him. One foot, and then the other foot, and then nothing. No more. Just snow. Clean. All the way to the walls."

Tomek's broken hand had begun to beat harder. He held it against his chest.

"We ran," said Tia. "We ran for the wall. We were nearly out." She looked back over her shoulder, east, at the tribe, at the street they'd come out of. "Then I came back."

"Why," said Boris. It was the first thing he'd said to her.

She looked at him for so long that Yana shifted her feet.

"Because you're all I've got," said Tia. "Now. You're all I've got left." She took a step. Only one. "Come home, Boris. Come home with me. Nobody'll touch you. Nobody'll say a word. I swear it on Olver."

Boris's sword point had sunk. It hung by his knee, almost touching the snow. His face had gone like the face of the stone men on the old buildings, worn smooth, with nothing on it at all. But his hand on the hilt was white.

"And him," said Tia.

She was looking at Tomek.

"You play," she said. "We heard you. Out of the church. You played, and they came. Every one of them. You called them." She said it without anger. That was the worst of it. She said it as calmly as telling someone where they'd left their boots. "So call him back."

* * *

"I can't play," said Tomek. He lifted the splinted hand, the two broken fingers strapped to the spear shaft. "Look."

"Then do whatever it is you do."

"I don't—"

"Do it."

It wasn't a shout. It came out of her low and cracked, like ice, and something behind it was so big and so tired that Tomek felt it in his own chest, where the hum lived. He looked at her. At the round face pressed in on itself. At the scarf round her neck, his mother's, wound twice, smelling of smoke and pine and Yana's hair.

He could listen.

That was the thing. He couldn't play. But listening was free. Listening had never cost him anything. It was only when he played that something went. Listening, you just opened up and let it in. He'd listened all across this city. He'd found the hunters' sparks running away from the square. He'd found the song in the green box, small as a cricket. If Olver was anywhere in the city at all, anywhere, alive, cold, lost in some tower with his big laugh gone quiet, Tomek could find him.

Free. And never safe. He knew that now too. He'd listened, and been heard.

He looked at Yana. Her line. A finger, nearly.

He looked at Boris. At the white hand on the sword.

If he found Olver, Tia might go. Might take the tribe and go after him and leave Boris where he was. If he didn't, nothing changed.

"I'll listen," he said. "Only listen. That's all I can do."

Tia's eyes closed. Just for a moment. Then opened.

"Tomek," said Boris. Low.

"I know."

He shut his eyes.

He listened past his own breath, first. That was always first, the loud close roar of it. Then past Yana's thread, right beside him, thin and bright and frayed at one end, going on. Past Boris's river, the slow cold river under the ice with the tear in it. Past the tribe, all of them, a little knot of sparks, hot and scared and scattered, every one of them pulled east. And out. Out into the city.

It was so big. It was always so big. The cold of it. The long slow gray hum of stone that had stood so many winters it had forgotten it was ever anything but cold. The towers, each one its own low note. The wind in the empty streets. Far behind them, the church, the thousand voices, so huge he went round it as you'd go round a lake.

He went looking for Olver. He remembered how Olver sounded. Not his song. He'd never listened for his song. But his voice, by the fire, telling about the ape in the smoke pipe. Big and warm and easy, with a laugh always waiting at the bottom of it. Worst kind. Never get between an ape and his apples. Tomek held on to that, the shape of that warmth, and went out through the streets with it, looking for anything that sounded like it. A big warm spark. Anywhere. Lost.

North. Nothing. Cold.

West. Stone, and stone, and stone.

East, past the tribe. The street they'd run from. Nothing.

Nothing. Nowhere. Not a spark that was big enough. Not a warmth that laughed. He went out as far as he could go, until the edges of himself began to feel thin, as they had in the dead end before the hunters, and there was nothing. Olver wasn't cold somewhere. Olver wasn't lost somewhere. Olver wasn't anywhere at all.

He began to come back. Slowly. Past the towers. Past the street.

And on the way back, he went past a door.

Across the street from them. On the left. A tall black doorway in the side of a tower, with no door in it anymore, only the dark. He'd passed it on the way out without noticing. He noticed it now. Because coming back, he was open, all the way open, wider than he'd ever been, with Olver's warmth held out in front of him like a lantern.

And something in the dark of the doorway looked at the lantern.

"Tia," said Olver.

* * *

Tomek's eyes came open.

The voice had come out of the doorway. Across the street. Big and warm and easy, with the laugh waiting at the bottom of it.

"Tia. Tia, love. There you are."

Nobody moved. Not the tribe, not Boris, not Yana. Tia stood in the snow with her hands at her sides, and every bit of color went out of her face at once.

"I got turned round," said Olver, out of the dark. Rueful. A man laughing at himself. "Worst kind of dark, this is. Couldn't find my own feet." A pause, and a sound like a man rubbing his cold hands together. "Will you let me in? It's cold out here."

The dream came up through Tomek like ice water.

The door in the snow. The knock from the inside. Will you let me in? It's cold out here. The snow drifted on his side. His hand on the latch.

The same words. The same words, in a different voice.

Tia ran.

She went past the three of them without seeing them, across the open snow, toward the black doorway, with her arms already out. And the tribe broke behind her. Some of them after her, calling her name. Some of them back, away, east. The scar-browed man went one way and then the other and dropped his spear. The bunch of them came apart in the street like a knot pulled the wrong way.

And the street north stood open.

Nobody in it. No spears, no ring. The whole tribe turned toward the doorway, every face, every back. The Spine at the end of it. The way they'd been going. Boris already had Yana by her good arm.

"Now," said Boris.

Tomek ran the other way.

* * *

He ran after Tia. He heard Boris behind him say his name once, like something breaking. He kept running. He ran with his broken hand clamped to his chest and his bad ankle jarring every step and his eyes open, and he listened while he ran. Past Tia, a hot bright spark going straight as an arrow. Past the hunters. Past the voice.

He listened under the voice.

Olver's voice was so good. It was perfect. It was the laugh at the bottom of it, and the roughness, and the way Olver said love, a little bit lazy, the o gone soft. It had everything. Every single thing that a voice could have.

Under it there was nothing.

No song. No spark. Not cold, not warm. The voice was standing in front of a hole in the world and the hole had no sound in it at all, and Tomek had heard that once before, in a room on their street, by a cold hearth, with a fourth place set. He had heard it on the step, under his own face.

Tia was nearly at the doorway.

He caught her.

He got his good hand into the back of her coat, a fistful of fur, and dug his heels into the snow, and she dragged him. She didn't even slow. She was a grown woman twice his weight and she pulled him through the snow behind her like a sledge, with her arms out to the dark.

"It isn't him," Tomek said. "Tia. It isn't him—"

She didn't hear him. Or she heard him, and it didn't matter.

He got the other hand on her. The splinted one. He grabbed with it before he could think, the strapped fingers and the spear shaft and all, and closed it on her coat, and pulled.

The strap snapped.

He felt it go. He felt the two broken fingers come off the wood and bend back, the wrong way, and the pain went up his arm into his head so white and so loud that for a moment there was no street, no doorway, no cold. Just white. His knees hit the snow. His hands came off her coat.

Tia went on.

Two steps from the doorway. One. The dark in it was so close now that he could smell it, and it smelled of nothing. Not stone. Not snow. Not anything at all, as if the world had been wiped clean in that one place and left blank.

"That's my girl," said Olver, softly. "Come on in."

Tomek was on his knees in the snow, with his broken hand against his chest and the white still roaring in his head, and he had Olver's voice.

He'd had it all along. He knew that now. He had it as he had Yana's thread, and Boris's river. He'd heard it by the fire. He'd held it out in front of him across the whole city, like a lantern. He'd just heard it come out of the dark, every soft o, every laugh waiting at the bottom. It was there in him. Whole. Ready. All he had to do was open his mouth and let it come out the other way.

It would be so easy.

That was what frightened him. How easy. There was no price in it anywhere. No note going, no color, no road. When he played, he felt the cost coming before he paid it, a pull at his chest, like a hand on a string. Here there was nothing pulling. It would cost him nothing at all.

It would cost Tia.

He opened his mouth.

"Tia," he said, in Olver's voice. "Come away from there, love."

It came out of him perfect. Big and warm and easy, with the laugh waiting at the bottom. It came out of a twelve-year-old boy on his knees in the snow, and it was Olver's to the last breath. It went out across the street, and the voice in the doorway stopped.

Tia stopped.

One step from the dark. She stood with her arms still out, and her head came round, slowly, toward the sound behind her. Toward Tomek. Her face. He would remember her face for the rest of his life. She looked at him, and her eyes went to his mouth, and she was waiting, waiting for it to say something else.

"Come away," said Tomek. To Tia, it was Olver. "Come on, Tia. Away from there."

Her arms came down.

She took a step back from the doorway. Then another. Then her legs went out from under her and she sat down in the snow, hard, and stayed there.

And out of the doorway, warm and pleased, in Olver's voice, as a man thanks a neighbor who's lent him a spade, something said:

"Thank you, Tomek."

The words went into him like the cold.

Thank you, Tomek. The green box at the corner. The woman's voice. Your balance has been noted. It had said his name then like a receipt. It said it now like a friend. Like someone who'd been waiting for him to learn something, and was proud.

Thank you for doing it my way.

"No," said Tomek.

It came out in his own voice. Thin, and scraped, and twelve.

The doorway said nothing more.

The dark in it was only dark. The wind came round the corner from the east and went in through it, and came back out, and smelled of stone. And of snow. And, faint, of smoke and pine, off the scarf round the neck of the woman sitting in the street.

* * *

His hand.

He looked down at it. The two fingers were wrong. They stuck out from the others at an angle that made his stomach turn over, and the spear shaft hung off his wrist by the one strap left. He held it against his chest. He breathed. Past it. He listened past the pain the way he listened past his own breath, and it was still there, beating, but further off.

Something hit the snow beside him.

Yana. On her knees. She'd come back. Boris had let go of her, or she'd made him, and she'd come back across the street, and she was kneeling in front of him with her face white and her eyes enormous.

"That was Olver," she said. "That was Olver's voice. Out of you."

"I know."

"You did his voice."

"I had to. She was—"

"You had his voice. In your mouth." She was shaking but not from the cold. "How long have you been able to do that?"

He opened his mouth to answer, and nothing came. Since the fire. Since always. Since the first time he'd ever really listened to anybody.

"You said no lying," said Yana. "You said. Not even about glass." Her voice cracked. "That was a lie. That was the biggest lie I ever heard. You did it with your mouth, Tomek. With somebody's dad's voice."

"It saved her."

"I know it saved her!" She was crying now, furious, her face screwed up. "That's not it."

He knew it wasn't. He knelt there in the snow and knew it, and could not have told her what it was. Only that it had cost nothing. Only that everything he'd ever done with the song had taken something out of him, the note, the color, his father's voice, the road, Maari's face. And this had taken nothing. Not a single thing. He felt full. He felt exactly as whole as he had a moment before.

And that was it. That was the thing. It was the most frightening thing he'd ever felt in his life, and he'd felt a room with no song in it.

"Don't ever," said Yana. "Not to me. Not ever. Promise."

"I promise."

She gave him her deciding look. Then she nodded. Once. And wiped her nose on her white sleeve.

"Boris," she said, and stood up.

* * *

Boris had come too. He was standing in the street behind them with his sword in his hand. Around him, the tribe had come back together. Not running now. Standing. In a loose ring. Spears up. The scar-browed man had found his spear again. Nobody had come close yet. They were all looking at Tomek.

The way north stood behind them. Still open. Still empty, all the way to the Spine.

Too far now. Twenty spears too far.

Boris looked at the ring. He looked at Tomek on his knees in the snow with his hand against his chest. He looked at Yana. Then he did the thing Tomek would think about for days afterward. He turned the sword in his hand and drove it point-down into the snow, and let go of the hilt, and came and stood beside Tomek, with his empty hands at his sides.

No words. None needed.

Tia got up. She did it slowly, as old Hedda got up from a bench. Somebody came to help her and she shook them off. She stood in the street in her round hood with the scarf at her throat and looked at the doorway, which was only a doorway now. Then she looked at Tomek.

Her face had changed again. The kindness had gone further back, so far back he couldn't see it anymore.

"You had him," she said. "You had him in your mouth."

Tomek said nothing.

"You had him," said Tia, "and you gave him to me, and you took him away again."

She stood there a moment longer. The tribe waited.

"Bring them," she said.

* * *

They bound Yana's hands in front of her, loosely, with a strip of hide, and Boris's hands behind his back, tight. The scar-browed man did Boris's himself, and Boris let him. They didn't bind Tomek's hands. They looked at the broken one and the scar-browed man made a face, and the gap-toothed woman cut the last strap off the spear shaft and set the two fingers straight again with a quick hard twist that made Tomek scream, and bound them to a fresh stick, and then put a cord round his neck instead. Like a dog's. She didn't meet his eyes while she did it.

Then they walked. South. Back the way they'd come. Away from the Spine. Down the long street past the black steps and the flaking gold and the gray box on its post at the bottom, and Tomek turned his head as they passed and saw, up the steps, in the dark of the open doors, nothing.

Yana walked ahead of him, between two hunters. Every few steps her bound hands went to the crook of her elbow, and held it, and let go. A finger. Nearly. And every step south was a step they'd have to walk again.

Tomek walked with the cord round his neck and his broken hand against his chest, and listened.

He knew better now. He knew it wasn't free. He'd listened and been heard, and something had stood in a doorway and used what he'd held out.

But now, he listened anyway. Carefully. Not out across the whole city. Only along the street. Ahead of them. South, the way the tribe was taking them. Toward the broken wall, and the way the three of them had first come into the city, days ago, with the snow falling on their tracks.

And there. Out there, beyond the fallen stone and the long road. Far off. So far he nearly lost it in the gray. A spark. One single spark. Bright and hot and alone. It was nothing like the knot of the tribe. Nothing like the hole in the doorway. It was something else. Moving fast. Along the old way in. Along the trail they'd left coming into the city. It moved the way a hound runs a trail with its nose down.

Following them.

Coming this way.
Chapter 28
Olver's Place
Nobody had sat in Olver's place since the night he walked into the dark, and by the time the fires were lit at the broken wall, Tia had decided that Tomek would.

He smelled the camp first, down the last of the long street with the cord pulling at his neck: smoke, and meat, and wet hide, and the sour smell of too many furs drying too close to the flames. After days of nothing but stone and cold and their own three smells, it came at him like a wall of its own. Then the gap itself, where they'd all climbed in over the tumbled blocks, days ago. Fires along it now, in the lee of the stone. Spears stacked. Hides on poles against the wind. And beyond, past the wall, the land falling away white and empty to the edge of the world.

South. Every step of the afternoon had been south.

At the first fire, the hunter holding Yana's cord stopped to warm his hands, and Yana turned and held her bound wrists up to Tomek with her white sleeve shoved back as far as the hide would let it.

He came as close as his own cord allowed, then bent over her arm and laid the side of his little finger along the black line, from the crease down.

"A finger," said Yana, before he could. Very low. Not moving her lips much. "And a bit. I know. Now listen. I don’t want them to hear."

He kept his head down over her arm. "On the march, the woman in the red hood. She walked behind me. She was holding a coat. A little one, fur, with the sleeves sewn up in rabbit. When she thought I wasn't looking, she snuck up behind me and held it up against my back. Twice. Like she was measuring it against me."

Tomek frowned, then began to turn his eyes to see the woman.

"Don't look at her," said Yana.

He stopped, then moved his eyes on her arm. Over her shoulder, at the edge of the light, a red hood went past toward the fires with something small and pale folded over its arm.

"Well?" said the hunter. "The number."

"A finger," he said out loud, for the hunter. "Same as before."

She pulled her sleeve down with her teeth.

* * *

The biggest fire was Tia's. She sat down by it heavily, without taking off her hood, and the tribe settled round it on packs and stones and folded hides. The hunters tied the three cords off to a spear driven into the ground near the heat and sat down on either side. The scar-browed man leaned Boris's sword against the stone behind him, where Boris could see it, and left his hand on the hilt.

Across the fire from Tia there was a place. A pack stood on its end with furs folded over it. Big furs, old, bear maybe, gone dark and shiny at the edges where hands had worn them. A cup sat on the stone beside it, full, steaming a little, that nobody drank from. The ring of people went all the way round the fire and stopped on one side of that seat and started again on the other, and nobody's knee came within a hand of it.

Those furs. He'd seen them across another fire, in a warm house with high square windows, with a big bearded man inside them showing them the scar on his arm.

The gap-toothed woman brought the meat round on a flat stone. She crouched and fed Yana with her fingers, because Yana's hands were tied.

"More fat," said Yana, with her mouth full. "He doesn't like fat. Give me his."

The gap-toothed woman looked at her. Something moved at the corner of her mouth, and went away, and she gave Yana Tomek's fat. Then she went round behind Boris to feed him, and while she held the meat to his mouth with one hand, her other hand went down to the hide at his wrists and worked a little slack into it. Quick. Without looking. Boris didn't look at her either. They did it as if they had done it a hundred times before, all his life, and would never once speak of it.

Tia watched them eat, and then looked across the fire, at the furs. "He used to tell it every winter," she said. "The ape. You remember. The ape that came down the chimney of the smokehouse—"

"Storehouse," said the gap-toothed woman. Quietly. Not looking up.

Tia stopped. "Storehouse," she said. "Yes. The storehouse. Down the smoke pipe." She shook her head, slowly, as if there were something in her ear. "The storehouse."

She sat a while. The fire popped.

"He liked guests," she said. "Guests bring luck, he'd say. Every time. Fill the house, Tia, guests bring luck." She looked at Boris. "Didn't he."

Behind Tomek, Boris's breath went in, short. And Boris, who had looked straight at the tenth chair, and at the thing on the step wearing Tomek's face, and never once looked away, turned his face from the empty furs. Turned it right away, to the dark, and held it there.

"Didn't he," said Tia again.

"Yes," said Boris, to the dark.

Tia nodded. Then she looked at Tomek.

"Sit there," she said.

* * *

"You've got him," said Tia. "I heard it in the street. You've got him in you, every bit." Her voice was low and even and very tired. "So sit in his place. Every night. And be him. Talk to me when it's dark. Say my name the way he said it. That's all. By my fire, for as long as you live." She looked at Yana, and at Boris. "And in the morning, those two walk out of this camp. North. With food in their packs and his sword back on his belt, and nobody follows. I swear it on—" Her mouth worked. "On him."

"No."

The scar-browed man was on his feet across the ring. He wasn't looking at Tomek. He was looking at Yana. "Keep the boy that talks. The other one can go to the kerzit. The girl stays."

A sound went round the ring. Low, not words. Heads nodding. The red hood, at the edge of the light, very still.

"The girl goes," said Tia.

"Tia—"

"I said the girl goes."

The scar-browed man sat down slowly, with his jaw set. The sound round the ring died away. It didn't go. It sat under the crackle of the fire like a river under ice: all of them, looking at Yana, wanting something nobody would name.

Yana stood up.

She did it all at once, hands tied in front of her, the cord pulling taut to the spear. Her chin was up. Her face was white under the freckles.

"Then keep me," said Yana.

Every head in the ring turned.

"Keep me," she said. Her voice shook and she drove it straight on through the shake, the way she drove through everything. "That's what you want. I'm not stupid. I've seen you looking. So keep me, and let them go. Both of them. Tonight. And you can have your old man's voice off someone else." She swallowed. "I don't care what you want me for. I'll do it. I'm good at things."

The sound came back round the ring. Different now. Softer. Pleased. The scar-browed man was leaning forward. The red hood had taken one step into the light.

And Tomek was already on his feet.

He didn't wait for anyone to answer her. He dragged the knot of his cord up off the spear, and walked round the fire with the end trailing in the snow. Past the hunters. Past the cup. To the pack with the old furs over it.

He sat down in Olver's place. The whole ring went still.

The furs were warm from the fire. They smelled of smoke and sweat and old pipe ash and something sweet and dried, apples kept too long in a cellar. They were too big for him. They went round him like a cave.

"Yes," said Tomek. "Me. Not her."

Tia looked at him across the fire for a long moment. Then she nodded, once. "Done," she said.

"Tia—" said the scar-browed man.

"I said done."

* * *

"You promised!"

Yana came at the fire so hard the spear rocked in the ground. The hunter caught her cord and she hung on the end of it, straining, her bound hands out toward him.

"You promised! In the street, you said—"

"Not to you," said Tomek. "I promised not to you. Not ever to you. I won't. I never will."

She stared at him across the flames. Her face had gone so white the freckles stood out like flecks of ash.

"That's cheating," she said. "That's a cheat. You know that's a cheat."

"It's true, though."

"I don't care if it's true!"

The hunter pulled her back down onto the hide by her collar, and she sat there with her chest going in and out, and would not look at him again.

"No," said Boris.

Just the one word, quietly, with his face still turned to the dark. As he'd said don't on the old man's step, and over the flute. As if it settled things.

"Yes," said Tomek.

Boris breathed out through his nose. Then nothing.

* * *

When it was full dark, Tia leaned forward.

He had it. He'd had it since the street. He'd had it since the warm house with the high windows. He opened his mouth and let it come out the other way.

"Tia," he said. "Tia, love."

The fire went still. Every face. Someone on the far side of the ring put a hand over her mouth.

"There you are," said Olver, out of Tomek. Easy. Warm. A little rueful. "Thought I'd lost you in all this smoke."

Tia's breath went out of her all at once.

He told them about the ape. It came out of the voice wherever the voice wanted to go, and he let it. The storehouse, and the smoke pipe, and the ape stuck halfway down with its legs kicking out the bottom like a beetle on its back, eating a whole winter of dried apples upside down. He told it with the laugh waiting at the bottom of every line. When he got to the end he said, "Worst kind," and somebody round the fire laughed, a short wet startled bark, and then put their face in their hands.

"Never get between an ape and his apples," said Olver.

Tia was smiling and crying at once. Her hood had slipped back. She turned to the woman beside her, laughing, wet, and said, "Do you remember, the first time he told it? With its legs going like a beetle on its back—"

The gap-toothed woman's head came up.

She looked at Tia. Then she looked across the fire at Tomek. Beetle. Olver had never said beetle. The word was Tomek's, thought sitting in the furs without his knowing he'd thought it. A boy's word. And it had gone into the story, and into her, and come back out as if it had always been there.

"Say my name again," said Tia, turning back to him.

"Tia," said Olver.

"Again."

"Tia, love."

"Again—"

And then her eyes opened, and something had gone out of them. She was looking at his mouth and frowning. Hard. As you frown when you've walked into a room and can't remember what you came for.

"I can't remember it," said Tia.

Nobody moved.

"How he sounded." Her voice had gone small. "How he really sounded. I had it this morning. I had it. In the street, before, I could hear him." She put her hands up over her ears, both of them, as if she could hold it in. "And now there's only you. When I try to hear him, it's only you."

Tomek's mouth was open on the next word. Olver's next word. It sat on his tongue, warm and ready.

He shut his mouth on it.

Out beyond the firelight, the night was waiting.

The quiet had come without a sound, and now it was everywhere. No wind in the broken stone. No tick of settling snow. Not cold, the quiet. Warm. The quiet of an audience between one line and the next, leaning forward in their seats, pleased with what they'd had so far, waiting for the rest.

It wasn't free. It was just that somebody else was paying.

He pushed the furs off his shoulders. They fell down round him onto the pack. He sat there in his own coat, small, with his broken hand against his chest.

"He isn't anywhere," he said.

In his own voice. Thin, and scraped, and twelve.

* * *

Tia's hands came down from her ears.

"I listened for him," said Tomek. "In the street. You saw me. I went out across the whole city looking. North and west and east, past the towers, as far as I could go." His voice cracked. He let it. "He isn't cold somewhere. He isn't lost. He isn't trying to find his way back to you. I'd have heard him. If he was anywhere at all, I'd have heard."

Her face.

"He's gone, Tia," said Tomek. "I'm sorry. He's gone."

For a moment she only looked at him. Then she leaned across the fire, close, so close the heat must have hurt her face, and she said, low and fast:

"One more night."

He stared at her.

"Just tonight. Put them back on." Her eyes went to the furs fallen round him. "Say it once more. Just my name, once more, the way he said it, and they walk at dawn, all three of you, I swear it. All three. One more night. Then you can stop. Then you can go."

All three. North. At dawn. With the line on Yana's arm a finger and a bit, and the shrine out there, and nothing standing in the way but one word.

The furs lay round his feet. "He's gone," said Tomek.

Tia came round the fire. She came fast. He stayed sitting. She stood over him and her hand came up, and she hit him across the face, open-handed, hard enough that the firelight jumped and came back.

He kept his hands down.

She stood over him with her hand still raised, breathing. And then her face broke. All of it at once: everything that had been pressed in on itself for two days, the kindness and the grief and the long tired weight behind them. A sound came up out of the bottom of her, long and low and terrible, and her knees went, and she sat down hard on the stones in front of him and put her face in her hands and howled.

The women came. Two of them, then the gap-toothed woman, then more. They got round her and held her, and she howled into their furs, and the hunters sat with their heads down, and nobody looked at Tomek at all.

* * *

They retied his cord to the spear, beside Yana's. The camp went down into the ordinary quiet of sleep. Tia was a heap of furs by the biggest fire with women round her on both sides. Olver's furs lay in a pile on the stones where Tomek had pushed them.

He lay on his side on the hide with his face hot where she'd hit him and his broken fingers beating. Behind him he could feel Yana lying awake, her breath too careful.

"You broke it," she said at last. Very low. "The deal."

"Yes."

"Twice."

"Yes."

"She'll make us stay now. All of us. And them looking at me."

"I know."

She was quiet. Then she shuffled backwards on the hide, bound hands and all, until her back was against his back, the whole length of it, warm through two coats.

"Good," said Yana.

* * *

He woke in the dark to someone touching his hair.

He lay still. The fire had burned down to a red ring of coals. Somebody was sitting on the stones behind his head, close, and a comb was going through his hair. A long-toothed comb, bone, he could feel the teeth of it on his scalp. From the top of his head, all the way down. Lifting. Letting fall. Starting again.

And humming. Low. No words. A tune that went round and round on itself and never seemed to end.

Tia.

The tune. He'd lain under furs in a warm house with high square windows and heard it going round in the dark, while she combed Yana's hair. He'd thought then, nobody's done that for her since Maari. He'd let it go through him and been glad.

She was crying while she did it. He could hear it in the hum: the catch every few turns, where the breath went wrong and came back. The comb didn't stop. Top of his head, all the way down. Lifting. Letting fall.

He didn't speak, in any voice. He lay still on the hide with his eyes open on the coals and let her, and he listened. Not out into the dark. Only to her. To the song under the hum, bruised and thin and nearly drowned, still going round. He listened to it all the way through, every time it came round, so that somebody was. So that it wasn't going round on its own.

Out past the gap, the wind came back. He heard it start in the broken stone, low, then louder, and then the small dry tick of snow, settling, all down the wall.

Tia combed until the coals were nearly black. Then the comb stopped, and her weight went off the stones, and he heard her walk away.

* * *

In the gray before dawn, he looked at Olver's place.

Somebody had folded the furs again in the night. Put them back over the pack, neat, square, as they had been. And in the middle of the top fur, the big dark bear fur, there was a hollow. Pressed down. The size of a man. As if someone heavy had sat there all night by the dead fire, and had only just stood up.

Every sleeper round the fire was where they'd lain down. The hollow was still in the fur when the camp woke. Nobody sat on it. Nobody touched it. Two of the hunters saw it and looked away, and after that the whole camp moved round that side of the fire as round a hole in ice.

Tia came across the camp to them as the light came up. She looked old. Older than Hedda. Her eyes had gone small and red and swollen, and her face was gray, and she walked as if each step had to be decided. The comb was in her belt. She stopped in front of Tomek and stood looking down at him.

Then she put her hands up to her throat and began to unwind the scarf.

Once round. Twice. She held it out to him in both hands, folded over her palms, as she'd held it out to Yana's neck that first night in her house.

"Your mother's," said Tia.

He took it. It was cold from the morning air, and soft, and heavier than he remembered, the wool gone thick and felted in places from years of being wound and wet and dried. Smoke and pine came up out of it. Under them, faint, Yana's hair. Under that, fainter still, something sour and round that was Tia.

He held it up to the gray light coming over the wall.

Green.

A deep, clear, cold green, darker in the folds and paler where the wool had worn thin. He had no memory of it. None. Not one morning of it wound round his neck, not one look down at it on the mountain. He looked at it as if he had never seen it before in his life, because he hadn't.

But he knew that green.

He'd known it since before he could talk. He'd tried, once, to touch it with his finger, when he was small, because he'd thought it was a stone. A polished river stone, wet and green and shining. And his mother had laughed.

Her eyes. She'd made it the color of her eyes.

He stood there in the snow with the scarf in his hands, and for a moment he couldn't see it at all.

"Go," said Tia.

His head came up.

"All three," she said. "Now. Before I change my mind." Her eyes went across the camp to the scar-browed man, up out of his furs, standing by the fire with his jaw set; to the red hood beside him, with the little coat. "Before anybody does."

She took a knife from her belt and cut Yana's bonds herself. Then Boris's. Then the cord from Tomek's neck. She picked up Boris's sword from where it leaned against the stone and held it out to him, hilt first, and he took it, and she turned away and walked back to her fire and sat down with her back to all three of them, and the comb in her belt.

Tomek wound the scarf round Yana's neck. Twice. The ends tucked in. Up over her mouth, against the cold.

She let him. Above the green, her eyes were wet. Then she reached up with her good hand and pulled one end of it free, and wound it once round his neck too, so that it went round both of them, and they stood there tied together by it in the gray light, like two people sharing a coat.

"Half," said Yana. "It's half mine now. She gave it to me first."

"She did not."

"She folded it for me." She tugged the end, hard. "Half."

He let her keep the knot.
Chapter 29
The Rest When You Come Back
The red hood watched them from the fires the whole way to the end of the wall, and the gap-toothed woman walked between them and it, with their pack on her back, and never once turned round.

Dawn smelled of old smoke and new snow. North was the only word in Tomek's head: north, out of this camp, back up through the city to the Spine, before anyone changed their mind. The camp fell away behind them into the gray, the fires and the hides and the stacked spears, and the hollow in Olver's furs that nobody would touch. Tomek walked with the scarf still knotted round his neck at one end and round Yana's at the other, so that they had to keep in step or choke each other. Neither of them untied it. Boris walked ahead with his sword on his belt again, beside the gap-toothed woman, close enough that their shoulders nearly touched.

They didn't speak, those two. They walked as if they'd walked together all his life.

At the last of the broken blocks, where the wall gave out and the white began, she stopped and swung the pack down and gave it to Boris. He took it. Their hands were on the strap at the same time, for a moment. Then she let go and crouched in the snow in front of Yana, and held up her hands, palms out.

Yana knew this part. She held up hers, the good one and the bad one, as far as the bad one would go, and the gap-toothed woman clapped their palms together, once, soft.

Then she crossed her wrists. Yana stared at them.

The gap-toothed woman waited. Then she took Yana's hands in hers, and crossed them too, and clapped them again, right to left, left to right, slowly, so Yana could see. Then back. Then the first clap again.

"Oh," said Yana. "Oh. That's the next bit."

She tried it on her own. She got the cross wrong, both hands going the same way, and her palms hit the woman's thumbs instead, and Yana snorted. The gap-toothed woman's mouth opened, and a laugh came out through the gap in her teeth, a little whistling laugh like wind in a crack, and Tomek had never heard it before and knew, the moment he did, that Boris had heard it a thousand times.

They did it again. Yana got it.

The gap-toothed woman stood up. She put her hand on top of Yana's head, on the green of the scarf, and left it there a moment.

"The rest when you come back," she said.

* * *

He came out of the snow at a run.

There was nothing on the white slope beyond the wall but the gray light, and then there was a man in it, close, closing, a big shape in a rimed hood with snow flying off his boots and something in his right hand. He made no sound. He ran straight at the woman with her hand on Yana's head.

She was turning toward him when he reached her.

The knife went in under her neck. In the center of her chest. Tomek saw the grip in the man's fist, dark leather wound round and round itself in an X. Saw her mouth open on something she'd been going to say. Then she was down in the snow on her side, and red was going out from under her into the white, fast, too fast, and the man was already past her, already turning, the knife coming up again toward the gap and the hunters pouring out of it with their spears.

"Runa," said Boris.

He was on his knees beside her. Tomek never saw him move. The pack was lying in the snow where he'd dropped it, and his sword, and Boris had both hands on her, on her side, pressing, and his face was not shut. For the first time Tomek had ever seen, Boris's face was wide open, and what was in it was so young that Tomek had to look away.

"ANTON!"

Yana. With her whole body, as if she'd been saving it since the mountain, every day of the long way here, for someone who hadn't come.

The man stopped. He stood in the snow with the knife up and the gap full of spears in front of him, and his head came round.

* * *

Tomek knelt on Runa's other side. He had no knife and no gold and two broken fingers. There was nothing in him to give her. So he did the only thing left: he listened.

Her song was there. Small and plain and steady, like the clap game. Like a woman walking fast with a pack on her back and never turning round. It was getting quieter.

He waited for it to go wrong. For the hole. For the nothing he'd heard under Olver's voice in the doorway, the place where a song should be and wasn't. He braced for it with his whole body.

It didn't come.

Her song went quiet as a sound goes quiet when someone carries it away from you. Not stopping. Going. Further off, and further, like someone singing who walks on over a hill, and you hear the tune still, faint, from the far side, after you can't see them anymore. Going on. Somewhere he couldn't follow.

He listened until there was nothing left to hear, and he knew it was still going, past where he could reach.

And beside him, something else was listening too.

At his shoulder. So close it could have been his own shoulder. Not cold, not warm. Interested. Leaning in, the way you lean toward someone humming a tune you love and don't know yet, to catch it before it's gone. Following her song up and over the hill, every note. Learning it.

Then the wind came down the wall, and there was nothing at his shoulder but the wind.

Under his hands, Runa had stopped breathing. Boris was still pressing on her side.

Tomek reached across and put his good hand on top of Boris's hands.

Boris stopped.

He looked down at her. Then he took one hand away from her side, red to the wrist, and put two fingers on her eyelids, one and then the other, and drew them down. Gently. As if he'd done it before. As if he had learned, a long time ago, how it was done.

* * *

Yana was in the man's arms. He'd gone down on his knees in the snow and she'd run into him so hard they nearly went over, and now he had her, all of her, his arms round her and his face down in the green of the scarf, and his whole back was shaking. Not a word. He just held on.

"You smell," said Yana, into his coat, "like a dead goat."

And then she was crying. Not quietly. As she'd never cried in front of Tomek, not once, not on the mountain, not by Maari. Great hoarse heaving sobs into Anton's coat, with her good hand and her bad hand both wound into the fur of it, holding on.

Anton held her and didn't say a word.

When he lifted his head at last, he looked at the knife still in his hand. He wiped it on the snow, once, each side, and slid it into his belt.

"She had her hand on you," he said.

Yana pulled back from him. Her face was wet all over.

"She was giving me bread," said Yana.

Anton looked at her, and gave her no answer.

Tomek's right hand closed. On nothing. On the place at his hip where his father's knife used to hang, before he pushed it under the courier's door. It closed so hard that his broken fingers screamed in their splint, and he kept it shut.

That was what he'd wanted to be. Every winter at the fence. Next winter. A man who came out of the snow with a knife and didn't make a sound. And there it stood, the thing he'd wanted, with Runa's blood on its boots.

* * *

The spears came up all along the gap. Twenty of them, and the scar-browed man in front. He had his spear back over his shoulder, ready to throw, and his face had gone white round the scar.

Tia stepped out in front of them.

She came through the line of hunters with her arms out at her sides, and stopped in the open snow between the spears and the man with the knife, and stood there. She didn't look at Anton. She looked at Runa, on the snow. For a long breath she only looked.

Then she looked at Boris.

"Boris," she said. "Come home."

Boris got up.

He stood over Runa with his hands red and his face shut again, as shut as it had ever been, and looked at Tia across the snow. He looked at her for so long that the scar-browed man shifted his grip on his spear.

Then Boris bent and picked up his sword, and the pack. And walked across the snow, past Runa, past Anton, to Tomek.

He stopped beside him. Shoulder to shoulder. And turned round to face the gap.

Tia's arms came down slowly to her sides. Her face did nothing at all. She turned and walked back through the line of spears, and the hunters let her through, and she didn't look back.

"We'll follow," said the scar-browed man.

He said it to Anton. Quietly. He let the spear come down off his shoulder, but he didn't let go of it.

"However far. However long. We'll follow."

Two of the hunters came out with a hide and laid Runa on it, and lifted her, and carried her back through the gap. The red hood went in last of all. At the broken blocks it stopped, and turned, and looked at Yana. Then it was gone.

* * *

Anton turned. He looked at Boris. At the red to his wrists. At the shut face.

"That one's theirs," said Anton.

He said it flat, as a fact about weather. His hand had gone back to the hilt at his belt. "I watched him. He knelt by her. He said her name." His eyes didn't move off Boris. "They take children. The north-side people. Everybody knows it." The knife came out. "He's one of them."

Boris didn't move. He stood with his sword in its sheath and his hands at his sides, red to the wrist, and looked back at Anton. He didn't reach for the hilt. He didn't say a word.

He was going to let it happen.

Tomek could see it. The stillness in Boris wasn't the stillness of waiting. It was the stillness of a man who'd decided something.

Tomek stepped in front of him.

One step, before there was time to think, as you'd step in front of a falling tree with someone you loved under it. Into the space between Boris and the knife.

The point came up under his jaw. Cold. He felt it there, a little pressure, right where his pulse was going.

Anton looked down at him. For the first time. A long look: the splinted hand, the scarf, the flute on its cord, the strange boy who'd been with Yana when Maari wasn't.

"He's ours," said Tomek.

The knife stayed where it was.

"Anton," said Yana.

Nothing else. Just his name. She was standing in the snow with her fists closed and her face blotched and wet, and she was looking at Anton with something in her eyes Tomek had never seen her point at anyone. Not anger. Worse. A girl deciding.

Anton looked at her. At Tomek. At Boris behind him.

The knife came away from Tomek's throat. Anton slid it back into his belt, slowly, and didn't take his hand off the hilt.

"Then you walk in front," he said. "Both of you. Where I can see you."

* * *

They walked north. Back through the gap, past the tribe's fires, with every face in the camp turned toward them and nobody moving. Back up the long street they'd been marched down the day before. Past the black steps and the flaking gold, past the gray box on its post. The Spine stood over the end of the street like a wall in the sky.

Tomek and Boris walked in front. Yana walked beside Anton, holding his hand. Every time Tomek looked back, Anton's eyes were already on him.

Boris walked with the pack on his back and his red hands open at his sides, as if he'd forgotten them. He said nothing for a long street. Then another.

"She always tied mine loose," said Boris.

Tomek turned his head.

Boris was looking straight ahead, at the Spine. His face was shut. His voice was flat as a stone set on a wall.

"Every time. Since I was small. Whoever tied me up, she'd come after, and feed me, and loosen it. Never said anything." He walked on. "Never once."

That was all. He didn't say anything else for the rest of the morning, and Tomek didn't ask him to.

They had gone a long way into the city before Anton spoke.

"Maari," he said.

Tomek kept walking.

"She was carrying gold. A vial. She showed me, before—" He stopped. Started again. "Before I went after them. For Yana. In case." His boots creaked in the snow. "I found her. In the clearing. Under the branches. With my knife." A breath. "No vial."

"It broke," said Tomek. "In the river. I'm sorry."

It was true. Every word.

Anton said nothing for a dozen steps. Then:

"She had it." His voice had gone very low. "She was sick. She knew she was sick. And she had it, right there, in her hand." The snow creaked. "Why didn't she drink it?"

Tomek saw it before he could stop seeing it.

The clearing. The moonlight. Maari's head back against the rock and her black eyes, and his own hands shaking, pulling out the stopper with his teeth, pushing the vial to her mouth. And her arm coming up from somewhere, from nowhere, with the last of everything she had in it, and holding his hands still. One finger from her lips.

And if Anton shows up, you don't tell him what I gave you.

Yana was walking beside Anton with her hand in his. She was looking at Tomek.

He could tell it. It was his. He'd been there. And it would go into Anton like a knife and stay there all his life: that she'd had it at her lips, and pushed it away, for Yana, and died with it in her pocket, on purpose.

He could lie. She didn't know how bad it was. She was saving it. She thought there'd be time. Easy. Kind, even. And Yana would hear it, and know.

Not even about glass.

"Ask me anything else," said Tomek.

The snow creaked. Anton didn't answer. Tomek felt the look land between his shoulders and stay there.

Yana was still watching him. Her face had gone still. Not angry. Not hurt. She gave him the look she gave a knot she meant to pick open later, when there was light enough to see it by. She knew he wasn't lying.

She knew he was keeping something.

* * *

They made a fire that night in a ground-floor room with three walls and half a roof. Anton built it. He did it fast and well, without being asked, with wood he'd broken off a fallen door, and he fed them out of his own pack, strips of dried meat and a hard dark cheese, and he gave Yana twice as much as anyone. Then he sat down with his back to the one good wall, and pulled her into his lap, and wrapped his coat round her.

Before she slept, he took her arm.

He did it carefully, the way you'd lift a bird that had hit a window. He pushed the white sleeve up. And Tomek, across the fire, watched the man's face as he saw it: the old bite, gone gray at the edges, and the black line running down from it under the skin, past the crease of her elbow, a finger and a bit.

Anton's thumb stopped just above it. It didn't touch.

"When," he said.

"It's a bite," said Yana. Sleepy. Sure. "It's only a bite, from the ape. It's going slow. We're going to the shrine. There's a somebody there who knows." She yawned against his coat. "Tomek counts it. Every night. He tells me the real number."

A bite. She'd known it wasn't since the old man's door, since not once in forty years. She said it to Anton as you'd pull a blanket up over someone sleeping. And over Anton's arm, her eyes found Tomek's across the fire, and held.

Not to you. His cheat. Hers now.

Tomek let it stand.

Anton looked up from her arm. Across the fire. At Tomek.

Not angry, this time. Something under the anger, that the anger was there to stand on. A man who had been carrying one dead person across a mountain and had just felt the weight of a second.

He pulled her sleeve down, and tucked it round her wrist, careful, and held her.

She fell asleep almost at once. Her head on his chest. The green of the scarf under her chin.

Boris sat by the door with his sword across his knees and his eyes on the street. His hands were still red in the creases. He'd washed them in snow until the skin cracked, and the red had stayed in the cracks.

Tomek lay down on the other side of the fire. Across the coals, Anton sat with his back to the wall and the girl asleep on his chest and the knife across his knee, the crossed leather of the grip under his hand.

His eyes were open.

They were on Tomek.
Chapter 30
Did You Eat Well?
"No," said Yana. "Cross. Cross your wrists. You're doing it like a duck."

"Ducks don't have wrists."

"That's why you're doing it like one."

The room with three walls and half a roof was gray with dawn, and cold, and smelled of last night's fire and of Anton, who had gone out at first light to look at the slope and left the smell of wet fur and old smoke behind him like a coat on a peg. Boris sat in the doorway with his sword across his knees and his back to them. Snow came down past the broken roof in a slow gray curtain.

And Yana was teaching Tomek the clap game. She sat cross-legged on the hide in front of him with her palms up and the green scarf wound twice round her neck, and her eyes were very bright, and she was being merciless.

"Again," she said. "First clap. Then cross. Right to left. Then left to right. Then back."

He tried it. His splinted hand made it worse. The two strapped fingers stuck out like a stick in a fence, and on the cross his good hand went the wrong way. Their wrists knocked together and Yana closed her eyes with the patience of a very old woman.

"You're so slow," she said.

It went through him. The cave under the lightning, with her head fallen on his shoulder and her lips cracked, and her tears running clear. He'd looked three times to be sure. Clear. And her mouth moving, mushy and thick: you're slow. She said it now exactly as she'd said it then. Nothing had changed about how she said it. Everything had changed about how it sounded.

"Show me again," he said.

She showed him again. Right to left, left to right, back. Slowly. With her bad hand going as far as it would go and no further, and her tongue between her teeth.

He got it. Nearly. Their palms met, and crossed, and met.

"There," said Yana. "Now the first one again. Then—" She stopped. "That's all I know. That's all she showed me."

"Then that's the game."

"That's not the game. That's the start of the game." She frowned at their hands. "There's a rest. She said. When we come back."

They sat there a moment with their palms up and nothing to clap. Then Yana's chin came up.

"I'm making one," she said.

"You can't make one."

"I can make anything." She clapped her own hands together, once, sharp, and then slapped both palms flat on her knees, and then held them up to him. "That's the third bit. Clap, knees, hands. Now we do the whole thing."

"That's not the real third bit."

"It's our third bit." She wiggled her fingers at him. "Until we learn the real one. Then we'll have both. Then we'll have more than everybody. Swear you'll learn it."

"Learn what?"

"The real one. When we come back. With me. Swear."

"I swear."

"On the scarf."

He put his good hand on the green wool at her neck. "On the scarf."

"Half of it," she said. "My half. Your half's got no say."

He laughed. It came up out of him all at once and it would not stop. And they did the whole game, the first clap and the cross and the back and Yana's clap-knees-hands, faster and faster, Tomek getting it wrong and Yana shrieking at him, until his broken fingers sang and her bad arm had to stop and they sat there gasping with their palms red and stinging. In the doorway, Boris turned his head, once, and looked at them over his shoulder. Then he turned it back. But Tomek had seen the corner of his mouth.

"Again," said Yana. Breathless. "Last one. Properly. For the rest."

She held her palms up.

And her eye ran.

Just the left one. A tear, the plain kind, the kind laughing too hard squeezes out. It ran down the side of her nose and hung there at the corner of her mouth. She didn't notice. She was waiting for his hands.

He reached up and wiped it with his thumb.

It was the most ordinary thing in the world. His thumb across her cheek, as you'd wipe a smudge off a little sister, and back down to clap.

His thumb was black.

Once, in a cave, he had looked three times to be sure. He didn't need to look again.

* * *

He looked at it. On the pad of his thumb, where it had touched her face: a smear. Black. Not dirt. Not soot. Wet, and thin, and black as the line under her skin. Black as his father's face on the hide in the last days, with the tears running down into his beard.

Yana was looking at his thumb. She was very still. Her palms were still up, waiting for the clap. Her eyes went from his thumb to his face, and back to his thumb.

I'd be crying black already. She'd said it herself, a long way back, chin up out of the scarf, sure as anything: if it was them, I'd be crying black already, wouldn't I? And I'm not. Every child knew it. Every child in every village. When the tears come black, there's nothing left. You sit with them. You hold their hand. You wait.

Neither of them said anything. Then Yana lifted her chin, and held her palms a little higher, for the clap.

Tomek clapped them. First clap. Cross. Back. Clap, knees, hands. Their palms met, and his left a gray print on hers, and they did it to the end, and neither of them stopped, and neither of them looked at her face.

When it was done, she put her hands down in her lap. She wiped her eye with the back of her wrist, quick, and looked at the wrist.

"Well," she said. Very small. "That's not good."

* * *

Anton came back through the snow with his hood white and his breath smoking, and stopped in the gap of the fourth wall, and saw her face. The black had run again. Both eyes, now. Two thin dark tracks from the corners, down to her jaw.

Anton made no sound at all. He crossed the room in three strides and went down on his knees in front of her and took her face in his hands, and turned it to the gray light, and his thumbs went across her cheeks, gentle, as Tomek's had, and came away black. He looked at his thumbs. And then he looked over her head at Tomek.

"You knew," he said.

"Anton—" said Yana.

"You counted it." His voice stayed low. That was what made it so bad. "Every night. She told me. He tells me the real number. Every night you counted, and every night it went up, and you knew where it went. You knew what came after." His hands were still on her face. "And you said nothing. You walked her through a dead city with a broken hand and a flute, and you said nothing to anybody."

"There wasn't anybody to—"

"There was me."

"You weren't here," said Yana.

Anton looked at her.

"You weren't here," she said again. Her voice shook and she drove it straight on through. "We waited for you. Mama waited. I screamed for you. You weren't anywhere. And he was. Every single day. So don't you—" She pulled his hands off her face and held them. "Don't you."

Anton knelt there with his black thumbs in her hands. Then he stood up.

"We climb," he said. "Now. Today. Tonight. We don't stop."

"In the dark she'll die," said Boris, from the door.

It was the most he had said to Anton since the gap. Anton turned and looked at him. Boris looked back. Neither of them moved.

"She'll die here," said Anton.

He picked Yana up, furs and scarf and all, and walked out into the snow with her, and did not look back to see if they were coming.

* * *

The Spine went up out of the north end of the city like the side of the world. They climbed it all afternoon. First the last streets, steep and narrow and empty. Stairs cut into the stone between houses with their roofs fallen in. Then no more streets: rock, and snow over the rock, and a path that might once have been a road. They switched back and forth up the slope, with the city falling away below them, gray and huge and silent.

Anton carried her. He never once set her down. Tomek and Boris climbed behind, and every time Tomek looked up, Yana's face was over Anton's shoulder, gray, with the two black lines on it, and her eyes on him.

At dusk, horns. Far below. In the city. Two long notes, and then an answer from somewhere further off, and then a third. The tribe's horns. The blood debt, coming up the streets behind them.

Boris stopped and listened. Then he climbed faster.

By full dark they could go no further. A hollow in the rock, under an overhang, out of the worst of the wind. Boris made the fire. He made it small and walled it with stones and then sat down on the windward side of it with his back to the wind and his body between the flame and the dark, so the fire would live. Anton sat against the rock with Yana in his lap.

She had stopped talking an hour ago. Her eyes were open. She was breathing. But the breath was going in short and coming out long, with a catch at the bottom of it, a little click, and her eyes didn't follow anything anymore. They just stayed open, on the fire, or on nothing.

Tomek knelt in front of her. He put his good hand on her bad arm, over the sleeve, and he shut his eyes, and he found her thread.

So thin. It was so thin now. Not a thread anymore, hardly. A hair. Going on, and fraying, and going on. And all round it, pressing in, the cold, the great slow cold, so close it was nearly touching.

He hummed it. Her song, back to her, as he'd hummed it in the black hall with Boris counting. He let it come up out of his chest and go out through his throat, low, so low, and he laid it down along the hair of her thread like a hand along a cat's back.

The cold drew back.

For one breath. One. Her breath went in, and came out, without the click.

Then it slipped. Her song went out from under his like a foot on ice, and the click came back, and the cold came back, closer.

He hummed it again. Harder. Everything he had.

It held for half a breath.

And the price came. He felt it go: a burn up the inside of his forearm, his own arm, from the wrist to the elbow, as if a hot wire had been drawn up under the skin, and then a sound in his left ear like a bell, high and thin, and after the bell, nothing. A dullness. The fire went quieter on that side. Boris's breathing went quieter. Half the world, stuffed with wool.

He hummed it a third time. It didn't hold at all.

He opened his eyes. Anton was looking at him over the top of Yana's head. Anton had heard him hum. Anton had seen her breath come easy, and go, and come, and go. His face in the firelight was doing something Tomek had never seen a grown man's face do: begging, without moving.

"Again," said Anton.

"It doesn't hold."

"Again."

Tomek put his hand back on her arm.

* * *

Boris fell asleep first. He was sitting up. On guard, on the windward side of the fire, with his sword across his knees and his back to the wind. Boris's head went forward. Just a little. And came up. And went forward again, and stayed there.

Boris didn't sleep on guard. Not ever. Not once, in all the nights since the river. Tomek had woken a hundred times to see him there in the dark, eyes open.

His chin was on his chest.

"Boris," said Tomek.

Nothing.

"Anton," said Tomek. "Boris is—"

"Keep humming," said Anton. "Keep—she's—"

He stopped in the middle of it.

His mouth was still open on the next word. His eyes were open. And then they weren't. His head went back against the rock, slowly, and his arms stayed round Yana, and his breath went long and deep and even, a sleeper's breath, the breath of a man in his own bed in summer.

Tomek was the only one awake. He knelt on the cold stone by the little fire with his hand on Yana's arm and one ear full of wool, and the wind stopped.

* * *

He smelled it first, because there was nothing to smell. The smoke went. The wet rock. The snow. Yana's hair in the scarf. Anton's furs. All of it, at once, as if a hand had wiped the air clean. He breathed in and there was nothing in it at all.

Then the songs went. The wind, which had been singing in the rock all night, low and long. Gone. Boris's river, slow under its ice. Gone. Anton's, which Tomek had never listened for and only now heard by its going. Gone. Even the fire, which had been crackling on his good side, went on burning, and leaping, and throwing light, without a sound.

Only Yana's was left. That one hair of a thread. And his own heart.

Across the fire, in the place by the rock where nobody was sitting, somebody was sitting.

A man.

Big. In furs. With his elbows on his knees and his hands hanging loose between them, leaning a little toward the fire, the way a man leans who has walked a long way in the cold and is glad of it. Broad through the shoulders. Bearded, maybe. The face wouldn't come. Every time he looked at it, it was just about to be clear, like a word on the tip of your tongue, and then it wasn't. A shape. The right shape. The shape of a man he'd stood beside at the fence every winter of his life, looking up.

It sat very still. Perfectly still. Not a breath moved its furs.

Then it looked at him, kindly, across the fire.

"Did you eat well?" it said.

A man's voice. Warm. Easy. A voice he should have known, and didn't, because it was the one voice in the world he'd been robbed of.

The table. The room on their street, with the fire lit for them, and the bowls set out, and the stew, and the fourth place. He had eaten. He'd been so hungry. He'd lifted the bowl in both hands, and something had risen in his chest to stop him, and he'd pushed it down, and eaten. They'd all eaten. And here it was, at last. Asking, politely, after its hospitality.

"Yes," said Tomek. His voice came out thin. "We ate."

"Good," it said. "Good."

It looked at Yana, in Anton's sleeping arms. At the black on her face. It looked at her gently, with its head a little on one side, and went on looking.

"Not long now," it said.

Tomek's hand closed on her arm.

"You've done well," it said. "Better than anyone could have asked. All this way. All those nights." The voice was so warm. "And you've paid for it. Haven't you."

Tomek held still.

"Would you like the green back?" it said.

His heart stopped.

"Your mother's scarf. You saw it the other morning, didn't you, in the gray light. And it was a stranger to you." The voice was gentle. Sorry for him. "You could have it again. The real one. Every morning you ever wore it."

Tomek said nothing.

"And the road home," it said. "Every bend of it. You'd never need to be told it again." A pause. "And her mother's face. You'd see it whenever you liked. You wouldn't need to be taught it in the dark."

Across the fire, in Anton's arms, Yana's eyes had moved. They were on him. Open and black-tracked and fixed on his face, the first thing they'd fixed on for an hour. She was awake. She was listening. She had heard every word.

"And mine," it said, in the voice he couldn't remember. "My voice. You lost it on the road, for her. You've still got the words. Next winter. Protect them. But you hear them in nobody's voice, don't you. Like reading a letter from a stranger." It leaned in. The fire made no sound. "You could hear me say them again. You could still be my warrior."

Next winter. Every winter at the fence. The hunters coming down the ridge with the village shouting, and his father at the front, and that voice over his head. It was gone from him. He reached for it, and there was nothing, and there had been nothing for days, and here it was. Here it was, across the fire, offering itself back.

"And her," it said. Softly. "Breathing. Right now. Tonight. All of it. And you'd never have to pay again." It spread its hands. "You've been paying all alone. For so long. You don't have to keep paying."

"What do you want," said Tomek.

It looked almost hurt. "Nothing you'd miss," it said. "A place by your fire. That's all. It's cold out here." The kind face that wouldn't come. "Ask me in."

* * *

Something rose in his chest.

Low. Three notes. Two, now. Two notes and the shape where a third had been. They came up from somewhere under his heart, unasked, as they had in the room with the table, and wrapped round him, round the inside of him, like a blanket pulled up round a child in a cold room. Warm. Old. Older than anything he knew. Holding him in. Hiding him.

Don't.

Not a word. Not a voice. Only the notes, folding round him, as arms fold.

Yana's breath went in. Clicked. Came out long.

He pushed them down.

They went. They folded back down under his heart, slowly, like a hand made to let go. It was the hardest thing he'd ever done, and it took no time at all.

"Keep the voice," said Tomek.

The thing across the fire tilted its head.

"Keep it. Keep the green, and the road, and her face. Keep all of it." His own voice was shaking so hard the words came out in pieces. "I don't want them back from you. I want her. Just her. Breathing."

"Just her," it said. It sounded pleased. It sounded proud of him.

"Yes."

"Then ask me in."

Yana. Her eyes on him. Black lines down her face. Her lips moving. On his dull side, the words were lost. It might have been his name. It might have been don't.

"Come in," said Tomek.

* * *

It didn't move. It was already in. That was the thing. It had been sitting at their fire the whole time, in its place. But something changed when he said it. Something settled. As a house settles at night, when the last person is home and the door is shut.

"Hum," it said. "Go on."

He put his hand on her arm, and hummed.

And it came.

It came up out of him like water out of a broken dam. Not his. Bigger than anything he'd ever had. Her song, but enormous, rich, deep, every note of it full and sure and sounding in places in his chest he hadn't known were there. He didn't have to reach for it. He didn't have to hold it. It poured. It went down her thread and her thread took it and swelled and brightened, a hair, a thread, a cord, a rope, and the cold that had been leaning in on her drew back, and back, and back.

Her breath went in. Long. Smooth. No click.

Out. In.

The black on her cheeks stopped. The tracks were still there, two dark lines from her eyes to her jaw, but nothing new was running down them. Her eyes closed, and opened, and saw him, and closed again in plain ordinary sleep.

It felt warm.

That was the thing he would remember after. How warm it was. Like stepping out of the snow into a house with the fire built high. Easy. His arm didn't burn. His ear didn't ring. Nothing went out of him at all. He was humming the biggest song of his life and it cost him nothing, and it felt warm, and good, and his.

He stopped. Under his hand, under her sleeve, he could feel it. The line was still there. Not gone. Pushed back, a long way back, back up past the crease of her elbow. But there. He could feel it the way you feel ice under snow when you step on it: the cold of it, holding still, holding its place. Waiting. Not cured. Held.

Across the fire, the place was empty. He hadn't seen it go. The fire was crackling again, on his good side. The wind was back in the rock. The smoke smelled of smoke. And in the snow by the rock where it had sat, the snow was melted. Melted to the stone. In the shape of a man sitting with his elbows on his knees, leaning in toward the warmth.

He sat back on his heels and looked at Yana breathing.

And waited to feel ashamed.

He felt for it, as you feel for a step in the dark. It wasn't there.

* * *

Boris woke with a sound like a man coming up out of water. He was on his feet with the sword out before his eyes were open. Anton jerked at the same moment, and his arms tightened round Yana so hard she woke too, and the three of them were staring, Boris with his sword and Anton with his hand going to his belt and Yana in his arms with her eyes wide and clear and black-tracked, and all of them staring at the melted place in the snow.

The knife came out. "Who was here," said Anton.

His voice was hoarse with sleep and something under the sleep. He looked at the melted snow. At Yana, breathing. At her arm. He pushed her sleeve up with one hand and looked at the line, back past the crease, where it hadn't been in days. He looked at Tomek.

"Who was here."

Yana was looking at Tomek too. Not at the melted snow. Not at her arm. At him. Her eyes were very clear.

"The green," she said.

Her voice was a thread. But it was there.

"It said the green. The road. Mama's face." Her breath went in. Out. Smooth. "I thought you just—I thought you forgot. I thought you forgot Mama because—" She stopped. "It was the song? Every time? Every time you played for me, it took something?"

No answer would come.

"Since the scarf?" said Yana. "All this time? And you didn't—you counted my arm, every night, the real number, and you never once told me yours?"

Anton's knife came up. Boris's sword came round. All three of them looking at him, and the melted shape in the snow between them, and the fire, and the dark beyond it, where they’d heard the tribe’s horns.

He wanted to say something to all of them at once. Something to stop it. Something that would make Yana's face stop looking like that.

"It's all right," said Tomek.

It came out deep. Rough at the edges. A grown man's voice, warm and sure, a voice that had said next winter over his head every year of his life.

He had no memory of it at all.

He knew whose it was.
Chapter 31
Ours
"All of it," said Yana. "Out loud. In order. Go."

They were an hour above the hollow, on a path the width of a boot, with the wind coming across the face of the Spine like a hand trying to brush them off it. Anton went first with his knife on his belt and his eyes on the rock. Boris went last. Tomek and Yana climbed in the middle, close, because the path gave them no choice, and because she had taken hold of his sleeve at first light and not let go.

Her face was gray, and the two black tracks were still on her cheeks where the tears had dried. But her voice was hers. It had come back in the night, and it had come back angry.

"Yana—"

"Out loud," she said. "You count mine. Every night, the real number. Now I'm counting yours. Go."

He climbed three steps. Four.

"The note," he said. "The first one. In the trees, by the river. When I played for you the first time."

She held up a finger. Her bad hand, the glove off, so he could see.

"The green," he said. "The scarf."

Two fingers.

"My father's voice. On the road, before the city." His own voice went strange on it and he made it go on. "I've got the words. Not the voice."

Three.

"The road home. In the church."

Four.

"Your mother's face," he said. "In the hall. With the horse."

Five fingers, up in the cold. She looked at them a long moment.

"Five," said Yana. "You're five down." She turned her hand round, and held up one finger on the other side, against the black line under her sleeve. "I'm one."

There was nothing to say to that. He climbed.

"I'd have stopped you," she said, behind him. Low and fast. "That's why. Isn't it. That's why you never told."

"Yes."

"Because I'd have made you stop, and then I'd be dead."

"Yes."

"Good," she said. "I would have. I'd have bitten you." Her hand tightened on his sleeve. "I'm still going to. Later. When I'm not holding on to a mountain."

They climbed. The wind took the breath out of their mouths.

Then, without turning, quietly, so that he had to stop and lean back to hear it: "Down off the ridge, past the split rock. Keep the stream on your left till the alder flats. The burned tree. Then the long meadow, and you can see the smoke."

The road home. Every bend of it. He had no memory of any of it, and she gave it to him on the side of the Spine without being asked, as if she were handing him back his mitten.

"I'll tell you every day," said Yana. "Until you're sick of it."

Far below, in the gray, the horns.

* * *

The shrine came out of the cloud at dusk, all at once, as a face comes out of the dark when someone carries a lamp in. He smelled it first. Old smoke, cold a hundred years. Wet stone. Snow. And under all of it, impossibly, tea. Green and hot and sweet, as if someone had poured a cup a moment ago and stepped out of the room.

Steps. Wide, worn, going up into the cloud. Pillars at the top of them, black with age, and between the pillars a doorway with no door in it, and inside the doorway, warm yellow light.

Anton stopped at the bottom of the steps with his hand on his knife. Yana let go of Tomek's sleeve.

"That's it," she said. "That's it. Where the somebody is. Who knows." She was already climbing. "Tomek. Come on."

Inside, the hall went back further than the light could reach. And on the floor, in rows, from the door to the dark, there were cups.

Little clay cups. Dozens of them. Hundreds. Set out on the stone in long straight lines, as if for guests who were coming any moment. And every one was full to the brim. And from every one, steam was rising. Curling. Gold-green in the lamplight. A hundred thin threads of it going up into the cold and vanishing.

Yana crouched by the nearest one and held her hand over it. "It's hot," she said. Her voice had gone small. "Tomek. It's still hot."

Nobody had lit a fire. There was no fire anywhere.

Boris came in last, and stopped in the doorway, and looked at the rows of cups going back into the dark. Then he looked at Anton.

"Nobody drinks," said Boris.

"I wasn't going to," said Anton.

"You were thinking about it," said Boris.

Anton looked at him. Then at the cup by Yana's hand. He took his hand off his knife and put it on Yana's shoulder instead, and drew her up, and back, away from the steam.

* * *

Someone sat at the far end of the hall. There was a dais at the end of the rows of cups, and a great chair on it, carved, black, and in the chair there was an old man. Or the shape of one. He sat so still that at first Tomek took him for part of the chair. A carving. A statue someone had set there and forgotten.

Then they came closer, through the rows, and the lamplight reached his face. He was smiling.

Too wide. The corners of his mouth went up and up, past where any smile stops, and stayed there, fixed, with the lips pulled back off long yellow teeth. The skin of his face was gray and dry and tight as a drum. His eyes were open. They weren't looking at anything. They were looking a little to one side of everything, at a place in the air beside Tomek's head where there was nothing at all.

And he was humming.

No. Not humming. Talking, but the talking went up and down as if it were a tune. Low. Soft. On and on, never stopping, the words going round in a rhythm like a lullaby someone was singing to themselves in another room.

"...first, a summer breeze, and then the stone, first the breeze, first, before the stone..."

Yana had gone very close to Tomek. "Is that him?" she whispered. "The somebody who knows?"

"...she was set down in the wrong year," said the old man, smiling at nothing. "Set down. Wrong year. Set down. Set down..."

"Sir," said Yana. Out loud. Her chin up. "Are you the guru? We came from Mount Amana. I've got the sickness. We need the gold. We need somebody who knows."

The smile didn't change. The eyes didn't move.

"...he is still walking," said the old man, in his tune. "Still walking. Still. Walking..."

Yana stood there in front of the dais with her chin up, waiting. He went on smiling, and walking his words round and round, and didn't look at her. He never would. Tomek knew it the way you know a well is dry by the sound a stone makes going down.

"He's not it," said Tomek.

"He might be."

"Yana."

"He might be later," said Yana. "When he wakes up." Her voice cracked straight across. She stood there a moment longer. Then she said, very bright, very loud: "Well. He's got lovely teeth."

Nobody laughed. She hadn't expected them to. She turned round and walked back down the rows of steaming cups with her shoulders up round her ears, and Anton followed her, and after a moment, so did Tomek.

Behind them, the tune went on.

"...first, a summer breeze..."

* * *

They slept in a side hall off the great one. A small square room with no cups in it, and one lamp burning in a niche in the wall that nobody had lit. Anton put Yana against the far wall and sat down in front of her with his knife across his knees. Boris sat by the door. Nobody built a fire. Nobody wanted to know what would happen if they did.

Tomek lay down near the doorway that led deeper in. A low arch, black, going back into the mountain. Cold came out of it. Cold, and the faint smell of tea.

He didn't sleep. He lay with his deaf ear down on his arm and his good ear to the dark, and in his chest, under his heart, he could feel it.

The warm thing.

Coiled there since last night. Since he’d invite the other to Come in. Quiet. Patient. Like a banked fire, waiting for him to lay a stick on it. He could feel how easy it would be. He had only to reach for it, and it would come up, warm, and pour, and cost him nothing.

He did not reach for it. He lay still and felt it waiting.

"Tomek."

He knew the voice.

He didn't remember it. He'd never remember it again. But he knew it, because last night it had come out of his own mouth.

It came from the arch. From the dark beyond it. Deep, and a little rough at the edges, and warm. A grown man's voice. The voice that had said Next winter over his head at the fence, every year of his life.

"Ask him who met us," said his father. "On the north road."

Tomek's whole body went cold, from the inside, out.

"Two springs ago," said his father, gently. "We climbed. You remember. You were left home. Next winter. And we came back early, with nothing, carrying Petra's boy on a hide." A pause. "Ask him who met us on the road."

Tomek didn't move. Behind him, Anton's breathing was slow. Yana's. Boris, by the door, very still.

"Ask him whose table we sat at," said his father. "Ask him who said guests bring luck."

The lamp in the niche burned without flickering. "Ask him why the pot was dry," said his father.

Then nothing. Not a step. Not a breath. Only the cold coming out of the arch, and the faint, sweet smell of tea.

He lay there until the lamp had burned a finger lower. He went over it. The north road. The tribe's road, the one the tribe carried the gold down. The table. Tia's warm house, and the furs, and Olver laughing, and the cups. Guests bring luck. And Boris turning his face away from Olver's seat, right away, to the dark, as if it hurt to look at. The first thing Tomek had ever seen him unable to look at.

Ask him.

He could carry it. He could lie here with it, and get up in the morning with it, and climb with it, and never say a word. He was good at that. Five fingers' worth good.

I'd have stopped you, Yana had said. That's why you never told.

He sat up.

* * *

"Boris," said Tomek.

Not loud. But Boris's head came round. Anton's eyes opened. Yana sat up against the far wall with her blanket round her shoulders.

Tomek got up and stood in the middle of the little room, in the lamplight, between the arch and the door. "Two springs ago," he said. "My father climbed. To the shrine. With my mother, and the elders, and the warriors. They went by the north road, like always. But that year, they came back early. Far too early. And with nothing. Nothing but Petra’s boy on a hide. One of our elders dead." 

His voice was shaking and he let it. "And then, after that, there was no Aria for our people. For a long time, no gold." He glanced back at Yana, then closed his eyes, took a breath, and kept speaking. "And last spring nobody went. Something scared them, I guess? I never really knew. They wouldn’t say, but then this winter. This last winter, my father came back. Bitten by kerzit. And again. Because of whatever happened on the north road two springs ago, the pot was dry. There was no gold for him. And he died."

Boris had gone so still he might have been one of the cups.

"Who met them on the north road, Boris?"

The lamp burned. Somewhere far off in the great hall, very faint, the old man's tune went round and round.

Boris looked at him, and went on looking. His face was shut, as it had been shut the whole time Tomek had known him, every night, every fire. And then Tomek watched it come open. Not all at once. The way ice goes on a river in spring: a crack, and then another, and then the whole thing moving.

"I brought them in," said Boris. "Me. I took them to the table. I knew what would happen."

Nobody breathed.

Boris got up. He did it slowly. He reached to his belt, and drew his small knife, and turned it round in his hand. And came across the room, and knelt on the stone in front of Tomek, and held it up. Handle first.

"Your mother had a flute," said Boris. "With an eye on it. I saw it on the road. And then I saw it again." His eyes went to the cord at Tomek's chest. "On you. In the snow. The first day."

The knife didn't shake.

"I knew," said Boris. "The whole way. I knew."

* * *

Anton was on his feet. "Do it," said Anton.

He stood behind Boris with his own knife out, the crossed leather in his fist. His voice was flat and quiet and sure.

"He leads people in. That's what he's for. That's what they made him for. He's been leading you in this whole way." His eyes didn't leave Boris's back. "He'd have led her in. He'd have led Yana in." The point of his knife came up. "Do it, boy. Or I will."

"Anton," said Yana.

"Stay back," said Anton, his jaw clenched.

"Anton, no—"

"Stay back."

Tomek looked down at the knife in Boris's hand. It would be so easy to take it. He could feel how his hand would close on the handle. He'd wanted it all his life, a knife in his hand and someone in front of him who deserved it. Every winter at the fence. Next winter. A warrior. His father's warrior. You could still be my warrior, the shape at the fire had said.

And under his heart, the warm thing stirred.

It knew. It came up toward him, easy, eager, like a dog that hears its name. He could feel what it would let him do. Not with the knife. With the song. He could take Boris's song with it, warm and enormous and free, and do anything he liked to it. Hold it. Bend it. Make it hurt. It wouldn't cost him a thing.

He pushed it down.

It was the second time in two nights he'd pushed something down under his heart. The first time it had been his mother. Now it was the thing he'd let in. He felt it go back, slowly, sulking, coiling up again to wait.

He knelt down on the stone in front of Boris. He meant to say it's all right. He had it ready, he opened his mouth on it, and he felt it coming: deep, rough, warm, a grown man's voice. His father's. The voice of the man Boris had walked to the table.

He shut his mouth.

He put his good arm round Boris's neck instead, and pulled him in, knife and all, until Boris's forehead was on his shoulder. And he listened.

The river. Slow and cold under its ice. Going on, under everything, as it always had. And the tear in it. Down near the bottom. Old. A rip in the song where something had been torn out long ago and never mended. He'd heard it at the fire in the city, the first time he'd played it. She used to do that, Boris had said. In the dark. When I couldn't sleep.

Tomek hummed it.

His own way. The old way. Out of his own chest, with nothing warm helping it. The river, and the tear, all the way through, and not around it. Into it. As someone once had, in the dark, for a little boy who couldn't sleep.

And the price came.

He felt it go. He'd known it would. The fence. The hunters coming down the ridge with the whole village shouting, and his father at the front of them. Tall. Laughing. Looking down at him over the top rail.

His father's face.

He reached for it, and it was going. The beard. The eyes. The line of the mouth when it said next winter. Going gray. Going as Maari's had gone. Sky, where the face should be. Snow coming down through it.

He kept humming.

Boris made a sound.

Tomek had heard him grunt. Had heard him say ape and don't and count. Had heard him say Runa as if it had been torn out of him. He had never heard this. Nobody had. It came up out of the bottom of Boris's chest, out of the bottom of the river, a sound like a very small boy in the dark. His shoulders shook. His hand opened. The little knife slid out of it and rang once on the stone.

Tomek held on and hummed.

* * *

When it was done, he looked up over Boris's shoulder. Anton was standing there with his knife still in his hand. His face had gone strange. He was looking at the two of them on the floor as if he were looking at something he didn't have a name for, in a language he'd never learned.

"He's ours," said Tomek.

His own voice. Thin, and scraped, and twelve.

The last time he'd said it, he hadn't known. Anton knew that. He'd been there for both. He stood very still in the lamplight and looked at the boy who knew now, and was saying it anyway.

Then Anton's hand came off the knife. He slid it back into his belt. He stayed standing a while longer. Then he went back to the far wall, and sat down in front of Yana, and didn't say anything at all.

Yana was looking at Tomek. Her face was wet. She hadn't wiped it. She was looking at him as she'd looked at him in the hall with the horse, when he'd told her he couldn't see her mother's face and she'd come across the floor and taken his face in her hands.

"What did it take?" she said. "Just now. What did it take?"

He opened his mouth.

"Don't," said Yana. "Don't you dare say nothing."

"My father's face," said Tomek.

Yana held up her hand. Six fingers, the five on one hand and her thumb on the other. She held them up in the lamplight so he could see.

"Six," she said.

Then she put her hands down, and pulled the blanket up round her shoulders, and lay down with her face to the wall, and he heard her crying, very quietly, so as not to wake anyone who was already awake.

* * *

They left at first light. Down the side hall, and out into the great one. The cups were still steaming in their rows. The lamp-yellow light lay over them just as it had at dusk, as if no time had passed at all.

At the far end, on the dais, the old man sat in his black chair with his wide fixed smile, looking a little to one side of everything, his tune going round and round.

"...first, a summer breeze..."

They went past him in a line. Anton with Yana's hand in his. Boris, red-eyed, with his sword on his belt. Tomek last.

As Tomek came level with the dais, the tune stopped.

The smile didn't move. The face didn't move. The hands on the arms of the black chair didn't move.

The eyes did.

They came round. Slowly. Out of the empty air beside Tomek's head, where they'd been looking at nothing for who knew how long, across, and down, and onto him.

And held.

They were bright. Bright and wet and perfectly sane. They were the eyes of someone who had been sitting very still inside that smile for a long, long time, and had just seen something he had been waiting for.

Nothing else happened. The old man didn't speak. He didn't lift a hand.

He looked at Tomek. That was all. He looked at him all the way down the rows of cups, all the way to the door, and Tomek could feel it on the back of his neck the whole way, and didn't look back.

At the top of the steps, the cold hit them. And below, in the cloud, at the bottom of the shrine's own steps, so close now that Tomek felt it in his teeth, a horn.

Then another, answering. Right beneath them.

The tribe had found the shrine.
Chapter 32
A Day
Anton had his back to the doorway and his knife out before the second horn finished.

"Here," he said. "This is the place. They come through that one at a time, and I hold it till dark."

The wind came up the steps in one long gray breath and took the words off his mouth. Below, the cloud had torn open. Tomek could see them now. Not all of them. Enough. Dark shapes on the bottom steps, where the villages used to leave the bread and the furs and the carved things every spring. Spears. Hoods. And one man standing a step higher than the rest, with a horn at his hip and his face turned up the mountain, and a white scar through his eyebrow that Tomek could not possibly see from here and saw anyway.

He blew the horn a third time, long and low, and then he sat down on the step. One by one, behind him, so did the rest of them.

"They're not coming," said Yana.

"They're coming," said Anton.

"Not up these," said Boris. He stood at Anton's shoulder, looking down past him, red-eyed, his face shut tight again over whatever had come open in the night. "Nobody climbs these. Not the guru's steps. Not ever."

"Then what are they doing?"

Boris watched the shapes on the bottom step. His lips moved once, counting.

"Waiting," he said.

However far, the scar-browed man had said, over Runa, in the snow. However long.

Yana's hand found Tomek's sleeve. The good one. She didn't hold it tight. She only took a fold of it between her fingers, as she'd take a fold of her mother's coat in a crowd, to know where it was.

"Well," she said. "I'm not sitting on a step with him all day."

They went back in.

* * *

The tea smell met them in the doorway, green and sweet. The cups were still steaming. The light was the same lamp-yellow it had been at dusk and at dawn, lying over the rows as if it had been poured there and left to set.

Something was wrong with the hall, and it took Tomek six steps to know what. It was quiet.

The old man sat in his black chair at the end of the rows with his smile stretched up past where smiles stop, and his eyes back on the empty air beside everything. His mouth was a little open. His lips weren't moving. The tune that had gone round and round all night, first, a summer breeze, first, that Tomek had fallen asleep to and woken to and stopped hearing, the way you stop hearing a river—

Gone. Stopped in the middle, as a song stops when the singer is called away from the fire and doesn't come back.

The steam rose off the cups without a sound. Their own boots on the stone were the loudest thing in the mountain.

"He stopped," Yana whispered. "Is that good?"

Nobody answered her.

Anton put himself between Yana and the dais without seeming to decide to. Boris drifted to the wall, where he could see the doorway and the side hall and the old man all at once. Tomek stood in the middle of the rows of cups with his good ear turned toward the chair and listened to a man not singing. The hair stood up along his arms under his sleeves, and he made himself breathe through his nose.

And smelled it.

Under the tea. Faint. So faint he lost it on the next breath and had to stand still for it to come round again. Summer.

A field in summer, with the sun on it. Cut grass. Warm earth. It was the smell that had come up out of the glass when he pulled the stopper with his teeth in the clearing, on his knees, with Maari's black eyes looking at him over it. He hadn't smelled it since the river. He had forgotten a smell could do that, get into a person under the ribs and take hold.

He turned his head. Turned it again. Took three steps toward the dais and breathed, and it was stronger.

"Tomek," said Anton.

He went up the rows. Past the cups. Up onto the low step of the dais, so close to the black chair that he could have touched the old man's knee. The old man didn't look round. His eyes stayed on nothing. His mouth stayed open on the last word of a tune he wasn't singing.

Behind the chair, in the back wall, there was a gap in the stone no wider than a door. Steps went down into it, worn hollow in the middle by a great many feet. And up out of the gap, against Tomek's face, came air.

Warm air, the first since Tia's house. It came up the steps as heat comes out of a bread oven when the door swings, and it smelled of summer and goat and lamp oil and, of all things, porridge.

"Where are you going," said Anton.

"Down," said Tomek.

He went before anyone could tell him not to.

* * *

The steps turned twice in the dark, and then there was light: gold, and moving, thrown up over the rock in slow soft shapes, as sun is thrown up off water onto the underside of a bridge. The heat got into his face and his frozen ears, and his deaf ear rang with it. The splinted fingers began to ache in a new, warm, almost-good way. Then the steps ended, and there was a room.

Low. Round. Cut out of the mountain. A pot hanging over a little fire in the corner, and a stool beside the pot, and on the stool, an old woman.

She was small, bent over so far her chin nearly met her knees and she was hardly taller sitting than Yana was standing. She was wrapped in a man's coat three sizes too big for her, with the sleeves turned back four times. She had a horn spoon in one hand and a little glass vial in the other, and a basket of empty vials by her feet, and a basket of full ones, gold light leaking out between the slats. Her knuckles were thick and red and cracked with cold, and down in the cracks, where the dirt should have been, there was gold. A dust of it. Shining.

"You're not Tia's," she said, without looking up.

Her voice was cracked too, high and thin, a voice used mostly for talking to itself.

"Tia's come to the north door," said the old woman. "And not till the dark of the moon." She tipped the spoon carefully over the vial. "And they don't come stamping down my steps like goats."

Anton came stamping down her steps like a goat. He had to bend almost double under the roof, and his knife came out ahead of him.

"Put that away," said the old woman, still not looking. "You'll cut the ceiling."

Then Yana came round Anton's leg, and the old woman did look up.

Her eyes were pale and wet and quick. They went to Yana's face, to the two black tracks running down from the corners of her eyes to her jaw, and stopped there. And her whole face changed. It didn't soften, exactly. It settled, as the face of a woman settles who has seen a thing a great many times and has never once got used to it.

"Ah," she said. Quite gently. "Come here, child."

"Gold," said Anton. "She needs gold. Now."

"I know what she needs, big man." The old woman put down her spoon. "Better than you do."

She didn't get up. She reached sideways without looking, to a shelf in the rock, and took down a cup. Not clay. Wood, dark with handling, with a crack in the rim mended with pitch. She dipped the horn spoon behind her.

And Tomek saw where she was dipping it.

The floor of the room went down in the middle, in a shallow round, no wider than a cartwheel. A basin, cut out of the living stone. And it was full. Full to the lip of gold, turning, slow, slow, round and round on itself as the stuff in Maari's vial had turned in the dark the first night, neither water nor smoke nor anything he had a word for. The light of the room came up out of it. That was all the light there was. The walls were moving with it.

The font.

Every child knew it. Before they knew their letters. Far off, at the top of the Spine, in a shrine older than anyone's grandmother. He had walked across a whole world for this, and here it was, under a stool, beside a porridge pot.

The old woman poured a spoonful of it into the wooden cup and held it out to Yana.

Yana looked at Tomek.

He nodded. She took the cup in both hands and drank.

* * *

He knelt down by the edge of the basin. His knees did it before he'd decided anything. The heat came up off the gold into his face, and the summer smell with it, so thick now he could taste it, and the light ran over his hands and up his arms.

Under Tomek’s heart, the warm thing moved.

It had been quiet all morning. Coiled. Sulking, since he'd pushed it down in the night with Boris's knife on the stone. Now it uncoiled. He felt it come up through him toward the basin, the whole length of it, leaning, hungry, as if there were something in the gold it had been wanting since before he was born. It pulled at the inside of his chest. It pulled toward the font as a starving thing pulls toward the smell of meat.

It frightened him more than the horns had. He leaned back. Away from the edge. He put his splinted hand flat on his chest, over the kalyuka, over the place, and pushed it down. Third time. It went down slowly, unwilling, and lay there, and he could feel it lying there, watching the gold through him.

Then he turned his good ear to the basin and listened.

He had to go past the fire first. The fire was loud, a small hot crackling song. Past the old woman's breathing. Past Yana swallowing, and Anton's boots, and the deep slow river under everything that was Boris, standing on the bottom step. Past his own heart, going too fast.

There. A voice.

One. Singing. So low and so slow that a single note of it lasted longer than a breath, longer than the walk down the steps, as long as a morning. Man or woman, there was no telling. Old wasn't the word. It was older than old. It was so old it had gone gold, as a leaf goes gold, by going on and on until the color of the going came out in it. And it was kind. That was the thing he would remember after. It was singing something he had never heard, to someone out of sight, and it was kind all the way through.

"It's singing," said Tomek.

The old woman's spoon stopped.

He looked up. She was looking at him, over the cup in Yana's hands, and her quick wet eyes had gone still.

"You hear it," she said.

"Don't you?"

"I was told it." Her voice had gone quieter. "My keeper told me. Hers told her. A voice, keeping. That's what they said." She looked down at the gold. "Seventy years, I never heard a thing."

Then her eyes went to his chest. To the cord there, and what hung on it, that had swung out of his coat when he knelt. Pale wood. A carved eye.

The old woman set her spoon down. "There was a woman," she said, "used to play one of those. On the bottom step. Every spring." She wasn't looking at him. She was looking at the eye. "You could hear it all the way up. Clear. Like it was in the room." She turned the spoon over in her fingers. "Best thing all year."

Tomek's throat had closed. He opened it.

"My mother," he said.

The old woman nodded slowly, as if he'd told her something she already knew and had only been waiting to hear said.

"Two springs it didn't come," she said.

"She's dead."

"Yes." The old woman looked at the flute a moment longer. "I listened for it."

Then she turned back to her pot, and gave it a stir, and that was all she said about it.

* * *

"Tomek."

Yana was holding the empty cup in her lap. She was looking at him with her mouth open.

"I'm warm," she said. "Tomek. I'm warm all the way to my feet."

There was color in her face. Not much. A pink high up on each cheek, above the black tracks, like a child come in from sledding. Her eyes were bright. She laughed, all of a sudden, a short surprised laugh, as if it had come out of her by itself and she wanted to see what it was.

"It tastes like summer," said Yana. She turned round on the floor to the old woman. "Is there porridge?"

"There's porridge."

Yana stared at her.

"With honey?"

"There's honey."

Yana turned round again, all the way, to the bottom of the steps. "Boris," she said. "Honey."

The corner of Boris's mouth went. Not much. Enough.

The old woman spooned porridge into the wooden cup, gold-stained, and dropped a lump of something dark and sticky on top of it out of a jar, and Yana took it in both hands and ate it as if she'd been starving since the river, which she had. She ate with her eyes closed. She made small sounds into the cup. She ate the last of it with her fingers and licked them, every one, and held out the cup, and the old woman filled it again without a word.

Tomek looked at Anton. The big man was crouched under the low roof with his knife forgotten in his hand, watching her eat. His face had changed. Something in it had let go, all at once, as a rope lets go when the thing on the end of it is set down. He looked younger. He looked like a man in a doorway at the end of a long road who sees the lamp is lit.

He looked like hope. Tomek knew it, because he'd felt it on his own face a dozen times since the river, and had learned to feel it go.

He went over to Yana and knelt, and while she was busy with the cup, he took hold of her bad arm and pushed up the sleeve. She let him. She didn't stop eating. She knew what he was doing. She'd known every night.

The old bite, gray at the edges. And the black line running down from it, under the skin, stopping short of the crease of her elbow. A finger short. A finger and a little.

Exactly where it had been at dawn. Not a hair less. He put his hand over it, lightly, and shut his eyes, and found her thread. Her song. Small and fierce and going on, with the cold under it and the dark down at the bottom of it, where it had always been. And over it, warm, the gold. Lying on top of her song as a blanket lies over a stone. Making it warm. Making it quiet. Not touching it at all.

He pulled her sleeve down and tucked it round her wrist. When he looked up, the old woman was watching him. She said nothing. She had no need to.

* * *

"Did it fix me?"

Yana had finished the second cup. She set it down on the floor in front of her, very straight, and wiped her mouth on the back of her wrist, and looked up at the old woman, and asked it as she asked everything. Straight out. Chin up.

The old woman was quiet a moment.

"No, child," she said.

Nobody moved. Above them, far off up the steps, the steam rose off the cups in the hall without a sound.

"Then why am I warm?"

"Because it's warm," said the old woman. "It's a kind thing. It goes in and it's kind to what it finds. You'll feel well today. Maybe tomorrow." She looked at Yana. "And then you won't."

"A day," said Yana.

"A day. Two."

"What is it, then?" Yana pointed at the basin. "If it doesn't fix it. What's it even for?"

"Bites," said the old woman.

She said it so plainly, so much as you'd say bread or rain, that for a moment none of them understood it.

"A bite's a little wrong thing," said the old woman. "In the blood. Small. That—" a nod at the gold, "—finishes it. Closes it up, quick, and it's gone. That's what it's for. That's what it's always been for." She stirred the porridge.

"And the sickness," said Yana. "The black. What does it do to that?"

"Nothing."

"Nothing?"

"It's warm on it," said the old woman. "That's all. The sickness isn't a little wrong thing. It's not a wrong thing at all." She tapped the spoon on the rim of the pot, once, twice. "It's the end of things. It's what finishes. You can't finish what's already finishing."

Yana looked at the basin. Then at her arm. Then at the old woman.

"Then why does everybody say—"

"Because it's warm," said the old woman again. "Because they drink it and they feel better, and they tell everybody they feel better, and then they die anyway, and the ones who sat with them say it came too late. Every time. Too late. Not enough." She shrugged in her enormous coat. "Seventy years. People believe what lets them sleep."

Not enough, and not soon enough, Tomek had said, by a fire, once, so fast and so clean it had felt like relief. You need more. That's all.

"And the kerzit," said Yana. Slower now. "Everybody says it's the kerzit. Bitten, then the black. Everybody knows."

"They come to the dying," said the old woman. "They like the dark. The dying have a lot of it. So they come, and they sit close, and sometimes somebody puts a hand out and gets bitten for it." She shrugged again. "They've always come. So they're always there at the end. And people see what they see."

Yana said nothing for a long breath.

"So they were just," she said. "Sitting with them."

"If you like."

"Like when you sit with somebody." Yana's voice had gone strange. "When they're sick. And everybody hits them with sticks." She looked down at her own arm, at the sleeve over it. "Nobody bit me. No kerzit. Not ever." She said it as if she were trying the words for size, though she'd known it since the old man's door. Then, quietly, to nobody: "We threw rocks at one."

"It was biting me," said Boris, from the steps.

"It was sitting with you," said Yana. "You were sick. It was being nice." She wiped her nose hard on her wrist. "I'm going to say sorry to one. When we go down. I'm going to find one and say sorry."

Nobody laughed. Tomek didn't think she meant anyone to.

Yana sat on the floor in front of the font with her hands in her lap and the pink fading slowly out of her cheeks, and Tomek watched her chin come up, a little at a time, as he'd watched it come up outside the old man's door in the cold noon light, the stones in the snow around her.

"Then what does?" said Yana.

The old woman looked at her.

"Fix it," said Yana. "If the gold doesn't. Something does. Something has to. You don't just get sick with a thing that nothing fixes. That's stupid."

The old woman put down the spoon. She leaned forward on her stool, over her own knees, until her face was close to Yana's, and looked at her for a long moment with those pale quick eyes.

"It isn't a sickness, child," she said. "It's looking for something."

The fire cracked. The gold turned in its basin. "For what?" said Yana.

"If I knew that," said the old woman, "I'd give it to it."

* * *

"My father," said Tomek.

He hadn't known he was going to say it until it was out. They all looked at him. He was still kneeling, with his hand flat on his chest where the warm thing lay, and his voice came out rough, and he let it.

"He had the sickness. Last winter. And then the kerzit bit him. Near the village. And the pot was dry." His mouth had gone dry too. "If the pot hadn't been dry. If he'd had the gold."

The old woman looked at him.

"The bite would have closed," she said. "And he'd have had a good day. Maybe he'd have sat up and eaten something." She said it plainly. Not unkind. Not kind either. "And then the black."

Tomek nodded. He'd known. He'd known, somewhere under knowing, since the old man's door. But there was a voice that had come out of a black arch in the night, in a deep warm voice that had once said next winter over his head, and it had said ask him why the pot was dry, and every word of it had been true. And it had laid the true words one after another, carefully, as you'd lay stones across a stream, so that his own feet would walk across them to the place it wanted.

The pot had been dry. Boris had led the climb to the table. Men had died. And none of it had killed his father.

He turned round on his knees, to the steps. Boris was standing on the bottom one with his hand on the rock and his face gone gray. He was looking at the font. He had been looking at the font, Tomek thought, the whole time the old woman talked, and hadn't once looked away.

"Boris," said Tomek. "It wasn't the pot. It wouldn't have mattered. Not for him. Not for her."

Boris's eyes came off the gold, slowly, and onto him.

"Men still died," said Boris. "At our table."

"I know."

Boris looked at him a moment longer. Then down, at his own hands, at the red that had stayed in the cracks after he'd scrubbed them with snow. He closed them, and said nothing more. But he came down off the bottom step, and sat on the floor by the wall of the warm room, and stayed.

* * *

"A day," said Anton.

He had been crouched under the roof the whole time, his knife loose in his hand, saying nothing. Now he said it so quietly that it was almost to himself. He wasn't looking at any of them. He was looking at the basin, at the gold going round and round in it.

"You said a day," said Anton. "If someone with the sickness drank it. A whole one."

"A day," said the old woman. "Maybe two."

"Feeling well."

"Feeling well."

Anton nodded slowly.

"She'd have had a day," he said.

He didn't say who. He didn't have to. He was looking at the gold, and his face was doing a thing Tomek had never seen a grown man's face do, the face of someone working out a sum he doesn't want the answer to and can't stop working.

"She'd have been on her feet," said Anton. "A day. Two. Walking. Carrying the girl." His thumb moved on the crossed leather of his knife. "I was a day behind. Two at most. In the snow. I'd have—"

He stopped. Tomek knelt by the font with the heat on one side of his face and the cold from the stairs on the other, and felt it coming.

Why didn't she drink it?

That was what Anton was going to ask next. He'd asked it before, in the city, in the snow, and Tomek had said ask me anything else, and Anton had let it lie, because there'd been nothing in it then but a woman who'd been careless with her own life, or unlucky, or thought there'd be time. A hole in the story that hurt. That was all.

It wasn't a hole now. The old woman had filled it. A day. Walking. On her feet when he came. And Anton would carry that for the rest of his life: that she'd had a day in her pocket and never spent it, and he'd been one day behind, and if only—if only—

And he'd think it was nothing. A mistake. A woman who didn't know how bad it was.

He'd never know she'd chosen.

And if Anton shows up, Maari had said, close to his ear, the first night, you don't tell him what I gave you.

Tomek had it ready. Ask me anything else. It was right there, as it had been in the city. It would cost nothing.

Yana was looking at him. She'd been looking at him since a day. Not at Anton. At him. She gave him the look she'd given him in the city, the knot she meant to pick open later. Only it wasn't later anymore, and they both knew it.

I'd have stopped you, she'd said, on the side of the mountain. That's why you never told.

Not telling wasn't keeping a thing safe. He knew that now. It was taking it. It was deciding, for someone else, what they got to carry.

"She knew," said Tomek.

Anton's head came round. Tomek's voice was shaking, and he made it go on.

"She knew how bad it was. She was crying black. She knew." He swallowed. "In the clearing. At the end. Yana was asleep on her chest. I had the vial out. I pulled the stopper with my teeth. I put it right on her mouth." He held up his good hand, and showed the gap between his finger and thumb, nearly nothing. "That close. And she held my wrist. And she turned her face away."

The fire cracked in the corner. Nobody else made a sound.

"She said her," said Tomek. "That was all she had left, and that's what she said. Her." He kept his eyes off Yana, or he would have stopped. "She saved it. On the path before, she told me. I saved it for her. She knew Yana would get sick, she said not yet, she knew. And she didn't drink it. On purpose. So Yana would have it."

He took a breath that hurt all the way down. "She told me not to tell you. The first night. Before any of it." His voice cracked. "And I didn't. In the city, when you asked. I didn't. I'm telling you now because it's yours. It was her choice and it's yours. You should know she chose."

* * *

Nothing in the room moved but the gold.

Round and round, slow, in its basin. The light of it went over Anton's face and back and over it again, and his face didn't change under it at all. It had gone past changing. It was a face like a frozen pond, so still you couldn't tell how deep it went.

Yana was the one who spoke.

"She gave me a day," said Yana.

She said it to the empty cup in front of her. Not loud. Just as if she were reading it off the bottom of the cup.

"That's all it was," she said. "A day. And she gave it to me." Her chin was shaking. She held it up anyway. "And I didn't even need it then. I wasn't even sick."

Nobody answered her. There wasn't anything to answer with.

Anton put his knife away.

He did it slowly, and it went into his belt with a small sound, leather on leather. He looked at Tomek. Really looked at him, for the first time since the black tears. Tomek made himself look back.

"She told you not to," said Anton.

"Yes."

"The first night."

"Yes."

"And you carried it." Anton's voice was flat and quiet. "Over the river. Through that city. With the girl's arm going black, and the tribe at your back, and your hand broke. You carried that, too."

"Yes."

Anton was quiet a moment.

"She shouldn't have given you that to carry," he said.

"There wasn't anybody else."

"There was me."

He'd said it before. In the snow, at the black tears, with Yana's face in his hands, he'd said it as a man throws a punch. Not now. He said it as if it had been knocked out of him, as if someone had hit him in the stomach and that was the sound that came out. And Tomek understood it wasn't to him. It wasn't to anyone in the room.

Then Anton got up, as far as the roof would let him, and turned his back on Tomek, and went down on one knee in front of Yana.

"What's the number," said Anton.

Yana looked at him.

"Your arm. Every night, he told you the number." Anton's voice didn't change. "What is it."

Yana held his eyes. Then she pushed her own sleeve up, and showed him, and put her finger on the place.

"Short of the crease," she said. "A finger and a little. Same as this morning." Her voice was steady. "Same as last night."

"Every night," said Anton. "You tell me. Me."

"I'll tell you both," said Yana.

Anton said nothing.

"I'll tell you both," said Yana, louder. "Every night. Out loud. And if you get different numbers, I'll bite you. Both of you. On the nose." Her voice broke straight across the middle, and she drove it on through the other side. "It's my arm. I say who counts it. I'm the one who says."

Anton looked at her a long moment.

Then he pulled her sleeve down, and tucked it round her wrist, careful, exactly as Tomek did it. Exactly. As if he'd been watching every night, across every fire, to learn how.

He went and sat at the bottom of the steps with his back to the rock and his knife across his knees, facing up, toward the hall and the horns and the cold. Between the room and everything that might come down into it.

His eyes stayed on the stairs. Not once did they come to Tomek.

* * *

The old woman fed them all. She didn't ask. She ladled porridge into her one wooden cup and handed it to whoever was nearest, and when it came back she filled it and handed it to the next one, round and round, as if they were her own. Boris ate his in three swallows and gave the cup back without a word, and she gave it back to him full, and he held it in both hands without drinking, and then ate it slowly.

When the fire burned down, she banked it. She pulled a heap of old furs out of a crack in the rock and threw them at them, one by one, without aiming, and they landed where they landed. Then she climbed into a nest of her own beside the pot, coat and all, and pulled a blanket over her head.

"Keeper," said Yana, into the dark.

The blanket didn't move.

"What's down the other way?" said Yana. "Upstairs. Off the side room. Where it's cold, and it smells like tea."

The fire ticked. The gold turned. Yana had begun to think nobody would answer when the blanket spoke.

"I don't go that way," said the old woman.

"Why not?"

But the blanket turned over, toward the wall, and stayed turned, and after a while a small cracked snore came out from under it.

* * *

He lay awake on his back on the warm rock with the gold moving on the ceiling over him, and Yana's breathing on one side, and the font's slow kind voice so low under everything he could feel it in his teeth. And he went over it.

The voice from the arch. Ask him why the pot was dry. Every word of it true, and every word of it walking him somewhere.

The old woman. It's looking for something. And under his heart, the warm thing turned over.

It had been lying still all evening, since he'd pushed it down at the font. Now, at the word, it stirred, slow and pleased, like a sleeper in another room hearing someone say his name. It didn't come up. It didn't pull. It only moved, once, and settled again, and he felt it settle, and every hair on his body stood up under the furs.

He lay very still.

Back past the crease. In one night.

A hand.

Looking.

"You're thinking a thing," said Yana.

He turned his head. She was lying on her side in her furs, facing him, with the gold light moving over her face and the black tracks and her eyes open.

"It's dark," he whispered. "You can't see my face."

"I can hear it." She didn't move. "Out loud. In order. Go."

So he told her. All of it. Lying on his back on the warm stone, in a whisper, with Anton's shape at the foot of the stairs and Boris breathing slow against the wall. The voice in the arch, and the true things it said, and how they'd been laid out to walk him to Boris's throat. The line going back when he said come in. The hand on it. The thing under his heart, leaning toward the gold. Looking for something. And where it lived. The cold way. The way nobody went.

She listened to the end without once interrupting him, which she had never done in her life.

"So we shut it in," said Tomek. "Wherever it lives. We find the door, and we shut it, and it can't put its hand on you anymore."

Yana was quiet a long moment.

"And you play it shut," she said.

"Yes."

"And there's a price."

He let that one go unanswered. She had no need of the answer.

She put her hand out from under her furs, across the warm rock between them, palm up. Not to take his. Just held out, in the air, in case.

He put his hand in it. The splinted one. She closed her fingers round it, careful of the sticks.

"Then we shut it," said Yana. "Tomorrow. All of us. And after that you don't pay anything else. Not one more thing. Not ever."

She held on. "I'm the keeper," said Yana. "I say how it works."
Chapter 33
Go Out
"Short of the crease," said Yana. "A finger and a little. Same as last night."

She said it sitting up in her furs with her sleeve pushed back, to both of them, turning her arm first toward Tomek and then toward the foot of the stairs, where Anton sat with his knife across his knees. She said it exactly the same both times. She had been practicing.

Anton looked at the arm from where he sat and nodded once. Tomek nodded too. Anton didn't look to see it.

The keeper's room smelled of porridge and goat and summer, and of the fire she was poking back to life in the corner with her horn spoon, because the spoon was nearest. The gold turned in its basin. The voice in it went on singing its one slow note, so low Tomek felt it in the splints on his fingers. He had slept with his good ear to the floor, and for a moment, waking, he'd thought he was home.

"We're going up," said Yana.

The keeper didn't turn round. "I know."

"To the cold way."

"I know." The spoon went into the fire, and came out, and went in again. "I don't go that way."

"You said."

"I'm saying it again." The old woman's back was a heap of coat. "So you'll have heard it twice."

Anton stood up, as far as the roof allowed. "What's up there," he said. Not to Tomek. To Yana.

"A door," said Yana. "There's a door. And the thing that's been following us is behind it. And we're going to shut it in."

Anton looked at her a long breath. Then at the steps going up, black, into the cold. Then at the far wall of the room, where a low wooden door was set into the rock, barred, with frost on the inside of the bar.

"The north door," said the keeper, without being asked. "Dark of the moon. They'll come tonight. Or this afternoon, if they're tired of sitting." She stirred. "They're always tired of sitting."

Anton stood between the two doors, the one going up and the one going out, with his knife in his hand, and Tomek watched him understand that he could only stand at one.

He sat back down at the foot of the north door. He put his back against it.

"Boris," said Anton.

Boris was already on his feet with the sword on his belt.

"Bring her back," said Anton.

"Yes," said Boris.

That was all. Anton said nothing to Tomek. The name he'd said instead was answer enough.

* * *

The great hall was colder than it had been. The cups steamed in their rows. The old man sat in his black chair, smiling at nothing, silent. They went past him in a line, Boris first, then Yana, then Tomek, and his eyes didn't move, and his mouth didn't move, and nothing happened, and somehow that was worse than if something had.

The side hall. The lamp in its niche. The blankets where they'd slept two nights ago, still lying where they'd been thrown.

And the arch.

Cold came out of it. Not the mountain's cold, clean and biting, that came at you from everywhere. This cold came from one place. It had a direction, as wind has, and it was blowing out of the dark toward them, steady, and smelling of tea.

Tomek's whole skin crawled. His feet wanted to take him backward. He let them want it, and stepped forward instead.

The passage beyond the arch went down a little, and turned, and ran straight. All of it, old stone. There were runes and glyphs carved into it, like with the church, but here they were scattered and few and cracked. Then a doorway, with no door in it, and beyond the doorway, a corridor.

Long. Straight. Dark. Far down it, the roof had come in, and out of the gaps in the broken stone came a light that was no color at all. Thin and pale and cold, coming from nothing.

And along both walls, the whole way down, there were cups.

Hundreds. Little clay cups, in rows, set out as if for guests. Every one full to the brim. Every one steaming, curling, gold-green in that colorless light. All the way down. All the way to the end, to the very last one, at the very end of the row, nearest the dark.

"More cups," said Yana, under her breath. "Who's drinking all these?"

Nobody answered. Her hand had found Tomek's sleeve again. Her fingers were shaking through the cloth. She let them shake, and held on.

They went down between the rows, and halfway along, the smells went.

They went as a step goes that isn't there. The tea first. Then the wet stone. Then the old smoke and the snow, and the sour wool of his own coat, and Yana's hair at his shoulder. Gone, all of it, all at once, as if the air had been wiped. He breathed in and there was nothing. Not rot. Not anything. A clean, flat, perfect nothing, cleaner than any smell in the world.

Boris stopped. His hand had gone to his sword. He didn't draw it. He stood very still, and Tomek saw the hair standing up on the back of his neck, under the furs.

The corridor turned. They came round the corner.

There was the door.

* * *

It was wood.

That was all. Dark with age. A plain latch, a bar of wood on a peg, the kind you lift with one finger. The kind of door that hung on every house in Tomek's village. The kind that had hung on his own. That he'd banged through a thousand times with snow on his boots and his mother saying shut it, shut it, you're letting the warm out.

It stood open.

A hand's width. No more. And in the gap, between the edge of the wood and the stone, the dark was thick. Not empty. Full. As full as a mouth.

And, something darker than the dark moved inside.

Tomek's heart went into his throat and stayed there.

He had done that. By the fire when they all slept and he sat with it. With his father. Come in.

Under his heart, the warm thing stirred, and turned, and turned toward the gap, slow, as a plant turns to a window. And in the dark, the darker thing mirrored the movement.

He made himself listen. His good ear toward the wood. Past his heart, past Yana's breathing, past the silence, which was loud, which pressed on his deaf ear until it rang. And there it was: the door's song. Old wood. A tree once, on some slope, in some wind. Then boards. Then a door, hung on a house, hung and swung and shut against the weather ten thousand times, and wanting, as all doors want, under everything, to be shut. To keep the warm in.

He could play that. He could play that home.

And behind it, past the gap, past the wood, in the thing that moved—

Nothing.

No song. No note. Not silence, which is a kind of song - the song of a room with nobody in it. Not this. This was a hole. A place in the world where music stopped, as a road stops at a cliff. Tomek's stomach dropped as it drops at the top of a fall. His jaw locked, and his teeth wanted to clench, and he opened his mouth anyway, and hummed.

The first note of the door's song. Low. Even. Out of his own chest.

The door moved. A hair. A breath.

And from the gap, something hummed back.

Not at him.

* * *

His blood went cold. It was humming past him. Over his shoulder. At Boris.

A song. Small and plain and steady. Like the clap game. Like a woman walking fast with a pack on her back and never turning round.

It had gone quieter under his own hands, in the snow at the gap, going up and over the hill. Something had leaned in at his shoulder, that day, interested, to catch it before it was gone.

It had caught it.

Boris went still. Tomek turned his head, and his hum faltered, and he saw Boris's face.

It came open. All of it, as it had come open in the side hall with the knife held handle first, only worse. His mouth went soft. His eyes were wet. He was standing in the corridor with his hand on his sword, listening to a song he had never once heard, and yet knew. He knew it as you'd know a hand on your hair in the dark. He'd been fed by that hand. He'd had his bonds loosened by it, every time, all his life, without a word.

It wasn't free, Tomek had been reminded at Tia's fire, with Tia frowning at nothing. It was just that somebody else was paying.

"Boris," said Tomek. "Don't. Don't listen. It's not hers. It takes. It takes from whoever—"

"I know," said Boris.

He didn't take his eyes off the gap.

"I saw," said Boris. "At the fire. Tia." His voice was very low. "Somebody else pays."

"Then come away—"

Tomek reached for him. Got his sleeve. Pulled.

Boris didn't move. He was a rock in a river. He looked down at Tomek's splinted hand on his sleeve, and then up, and his face was wet and open and perfectly sure.

"It's listening to me," said Boris. "Not you."

Tomek's hand went still on his sleeve.

He understood. All at once. The hum for Tomek had stopped when the song for Boris started. The door had stopped. It had turned. It was giving Boris. Giving him back what he'd lost, and while it played, it wasn't listening to the boy at the door. For as long as Boris stood there and let it, every bit of it would be on him.

He leads people in, Anton had said. That's what he's for.

Boris was leading the thing inside the door.

To himself.

"Play, ape," said Boris.

He shook Tomek's hand off his sleeve, gently, and took one step forward. Into the middle of the corridor. Between the door and Tomek. And stood there, with his arms at his sides, like he had so many times before when he made himself the offering, and his face turned to the gap, and listened. On purpose.

Tomek could drag him back. He could get both arms round him and haul him back round the corner, out of reach of the song, and Boris would keep Runa, every bit of her, the bread and the loose knots and the face. 

But. The door would stay open. 

A hand's width. 

Forever. 

And whatever was in the gap would go on listening to Tomek, and leaning, and holding Yana's line in its hand.

He let go.

He turned back to the door, and opened his mouth, and hummed.

* * *

The door's song. Low and steady.

The wood answered, down in the grain: the old tree hearing its own song come home. So it moved. A finger. It moved slowly, heavily, as a door moves in a wind that has been blowing against it for a hundred years.

Behind him, against his back was Yana's palm. Flat, between his shoulders. She had knelt down behind him, he understood. She was keeping time.

Clap. Her palm on his back.

Cross. Right hand, then left, on his shoulder blades.

Back.

Clap, knees, hands. Her palm, her knees on the stone, her palm.

Again. The first clap. Sure as a heart. She didn't say anything. She just kept the beat, over and over, the whole game, on his back, so he would know where he was.

And under his heart, the warm thing rose. It came up all at once, eager, enormous, pressing at the inside of his ribs. Let me. Not words. It didn't need words. It knew what he was doing and it wanted to help. It would shut the door in a breath. It would shut it so easily. It would cost him nothing, nothing at all. It filled his chest so full he could barely hum around it, warm and wanting and free.

Let me. It doesn’t know I’m here. It won’t see me.

“No,” said Tomek, in his heart. “It is you. It always has been.” It stirred inside him, like a dance with the melody of Tomek’s words. Like a game with Yana’s clapping. 

Let me.

He pushed it down.

For the fourth time. It was harder than all the others. It pushed back. It didn't fight. It only leaned, with its whole weight, the way a big dog leans on your legs, so warm and so heavy and so certain you'll give in. He held it down with everything he had and went on humming with what was left.

The door moved. Another finger.

And the price came.

He'd known it would. He'd known it would be big. He'd thought, in the dark of the keeper's room, that he'd be ready.

A gap-toothed woman's hands, crossing a little girl's hands, slow, so she could see. Right to left. Left to right.

A hide in a room with three walls. Yana cross-legged on it with her palms up and her eyes bright and merciless. Again. First clap. Then cross. His wrists knocking hers. The patience of a very sweet, very old woman.

I can make anything. Her palms flat on her knees, then up to him. That's the third bit.

A scarf, wound round two necks. A promise, sworn on it.

Their palms, red and stinging. A gray print on hers where his thumb had been.

Going.

He felt it go. The hands first, and then the order of them, and then what they'd meant. Going gray, as Maari's face had gone gray. As his father's had. Sky, where it had been. Snow coming down through it.

He kept humming.

Behind him, steady, on his back, the beat went on. Clap. Cross. Back. He felt each one land. He knew it was a beat. He no longer knew what it was the beat of.

The door moved. And over his shoulder, in the corridor, the other song went on. Small and steady. Walking fast, never turning round. And it was going, too. Not from the gap. From Boris. Tomek could hear it going out of him, as clearly as he'd ever heard anything: a woman, a fire, a hand at his wrists working the hide loose. Thinner. Thinner. Something torn out by the root, quietly, with a kind hand, and nothing left in the hole.

Boris didn't make a sound. He stood in the middle of the corridor with his arms at his sides and let it go.

The door was a finger from shut.

Through the last finger of dark, Tomek felt it. The thing behind the door. Not listening to Boris anymore. Turning, slowly, back. Toward him. Toward the warm thing under his heart that said Let me. That had its place. Its place by the fire, that Tomek had given it, out loud.

Come in, he had said.

"Go out," said Tomek.

* * *

It went. It went out through him.

Not through his mouth. Through the middle of him, through his chest, from the place under his heart where it had lain coiled since the fire, outward, toward the door. And as it went, it touched him.

Cold. Not winter. The cold of something finished. It started at his center and spread out from there, along his arms, into his hands, the splinted fingers, the burn, and it didn't stop at the skin. It went on past. As if he were the thing that was cold now, all through.

And pulling. Everything in him drawn tight in one direction, toward the gap, and tearing at the seams to follow, as a hide tears when it's stretched past the frame. He tore. Every fiber of him pulled toward the door and parted, slowly, one by one.

And in his head, behind his eyes, a beat. A pulse of pain. Then another, tighter. Then another. Each one tighter than the last. It took the corridor away. It took the cups. It took Yana's hand on his back, and the thought of Yana's hand, and the thought of thinking. It beat, and beat, and tightened, and he knew, somewhere far down under it, that it could go on tightening until something snapped.

He hummed through it. Badly. A thread of a note, cracked and shaking. The door's song, still. He would not stop.

And the warm thing went out of him. Politely. Without hurrying. As a guest goes when he's asked to, with a nod at the door and no hard feelings, as if he'd been meaning to go anyway.

Through the last finger of the gap. And gone.

Tomek put out his splinted hand, and found the latch. He lifted it, and let it fall.

The door shut.

* * *

The beat in his head stopped.

Just stopped. As a drum stops. And the cold began, very slowly, to go back out of him the way it had come. The pulling let him go, and he was on his knees on the stone with his hands flat on the floor. His skin was whole. Not a mark on it. He turned his hands over. There was nothing to see.

All along the corridor, the cups stopped steaming. Every one. At once. Hundreds of thin gold-green threads, curling up into the cold, and then not. As if someone had blown out a row of candles with one breath. The tea sat in the cups, still, dark, and gave off nothing.

The cold stopped coming from anywhere. It was only cold again. The mountain's cold, clean and everywhere.

And the smells came back. Wet stone. Old smoke. Snow. The sour wool of his coat. And Yana's hair, right behind him, so close and so ordinary that his eyes filled.

He laughed. It came up out of him with no warning. Out of his cold chest, a cracked, shaking sound, and he couldn't stop it. Then Yana was laughing too. She'd come round in front of him on her knees, and she had his face in her hands, both hands, squashing his cheeks, and she was laughing and crying at once.

"You did it," said Yana. "You did it, you big dummy, you did it—"

"We did."

"You did. I clapped."

She pressed her forehead to his. Her breath was warm on his face. She smelled like porridge and the keeper's furs and herself.

Behind her, Boris had sat down against the corridor wall. Slowly, as an old man sits. His sword was across his knees. He was looking down at his own wrists. Rubbing them. One, and then the other. His thumb going round and round on the skin, where a hide had been tied, as if something were there that should be there. He was frowning at them. As you frown when you've walked into a room and can't remember what you came for.

Tomek looked at him over Yana's shoulder. Boris looked up, and their eyes met. Boris's face was quiet. Not open. Not shut. Only tired, and a little puzzled. But it was his own. He looked at Tomek a moment. Then he nodded once, as he'd nodded on the path outside the old man's door.

Then he went back to rubbing his wrists.

* * *

"Tomek," said Yana.

She'd sat back on her heels in front of him. Her eyes were bright. The black tracks on her cheeks had gone gray in that light, and her face was all lit up, and she held up her hands between them.

Palms up. Waiting.

He looked at them.

Two small hands. The good one, and the bad one, as high as the bad one would go. Held up in front of him in the cold, close, as if she were offering him something. Smiling her silly smile. As if there were something he was meant to do. She shook them, prompting him again to do it. Whatever it was. 

He didn't know what it was.

He looked at her hands, and then at her face, and back at her hands, and waited for it to come to him. It didn't come. There was nothing there. Not a gap where something had been, even. Just her hands, held up, and his own, on his knees, and nothing between them.

"What?" said Tomek.

Yana's face changed.

It didn't fall. It went still, all at once, as water goes still when the wind stops. She looked at him over her palms, and he watched her understand what it meant that he didn't know. And he watched her not cry.

"The game," said Yana. Very small.

"What game?"

She looked at him a moment longer.

Then her chin came up.

She reached out and took his hands. Both of them, the good one and the splinted one, carefully, careful of the sticks. She turned them over, palms out. She held them up in the air between them, facing hers, and put her own palms flat against his.

"First clap," said Yana.

Her hands were cold.

Her hands were very cold. Colder than a moment before.

"Yana."

Her fingers slid off his. Her arms came down. She was still looking at him, her chin still up, her mouth still open on the next word, the next part, cross—and her breath went in short. And came out long. With a catch at the bottom of it. A little click.

He'd heard that click. In a hollow under an overhang, with the horns from the tribe, before he’d said come in.

He grabbed her bad arm. Shoved the sleeve up.

The black line was moving.

Not creeping. Not a finger a night. Moving. He watched it come up out of the gray of the old bite, under her skin, past the place where it had stopped short of the crease, past the crease, up, toward the shoulder, as ink runs up a wet cloth. While he watched. While he held her arm.

She folded forward against his chest.

"Yana—"

He put his hand over her arm. He found her thread. Small, fierce, going on, and the cold coming up under it, the dark at the bottom rising like water in a well. He hummed it to her. Her own song. The right way. Out of his own chest. Every bit he had left.

It held for a breath. Less than a breath. Then the dark came up through it, and over it, as if he'd hummed into the wind.

He reached for the warm thing. He did it without thinking, as you reach for a wall in the dark. Down, under his heart, where it had lain coiled since the fire, warm and enormous and free, holding—

There was nothing there.

He'd sent it out. 

He'd stood at the door and said go out, and it had gone, politely. 

And then it hit him. All this time, every night since the fire, since he turned down all it offered him and asked for nothing else but her. Every finger of the line had been held back— It had been holding them back. It had been holding her - for him.

Yana's head fell on his chest. Her breath went in short and came out long, and clicked.

Boris was on his feet. His sword was out. He was standing over them in the colorless light with his face gone white, looking at Yana, at the line, at Tomek, and Tomek looked up at him, and had nothing to say. Nothing to give. Nothing left anywhere in him to try.

All along the corridor, the cups sat dark and still.

And from the other side of the door, someone knocked.

Once.

Politely.
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The knock was still in the wood. Tomek could hear it there. Not the sound, which was gone. The shape of it, going down through the grain of the door, slowly, as a stone goes down through deep water.

Yana's breath went in. Short. Came out. Long. And at the bottom of it, the little click. One.

Boris had his sword out. He stood over them in the middle of the corridor with the blade held up between the door and Yana, and the blade was shaking, and Boris's face was white, and none of it mattered because there was nothing on this side of the door for a sword to touch, and they all knew it.

Tomek reached for the warm thing. His hand did it. His chest did it. Down, under his heart, where it had lain since the fire, enormous and free. Nothing. He reached again, harder, as you'd grope for a stair in the dark that you know is there, that has always been there. Nothing. A cold, clean place, like a room after the furniture is carried out.

In. Out. Click. Two.

Far below, under their feet, under the hall and the cups and the old man in his chair, a horn. Then a sound that came up through the stone more than through the air: a crack, and a long tearing groan, and then shouting. Many voices. Wood giving way. The north door.

Anton was down there. Alone, at the bottom of the keeper's stair, with his back to the room and his knife in his hand. Tomek heard the shouting go on, and on, and he could do nothing about that either.

In. Out. Click. Three.

* * *

Then the smells went. All of them. The stone, the cold tea in the dead cups, Yana's hair under his chin. Wiped. The air in the corridor went flat and clean and perfect, and the hair stood up on Tomek's arms, and his jaw locked, and from the other side of the door, close, just the other side of the wood, at the height of a man's head, his father spoke.

"Tomek." Deep. A little rough at the edges. Warm.

"Would you open the door?"

Gentle. Patient. A man asking his son to fetch something from the next room. As if it were the smallest favor in the world. As if it were nothing at all.

Tomek didn't answer.

If anyone you love ever calls you from the dark, somebody's grandmother had said, by somebody's fire, a long way back, you don't answer, child.

He held Yana and said nothing, and it was the hardest nothing he had ever said, and the voice didn't ask again. It didn't need to. It had asked. It could wait. It was very good at waiting.

The smells came back. Slowly. Stone, and tea, and Yana. And Boris made a sound in his throat, and Tomek looked up, and saw what Boris was looking at.

The cups. All along the corridor, both walls, the whole way down. They had moved. Not fallen. Not spilled. Every one of them had shifted, a finger's width, two, toward the door, so that the long straight rows were straight no longer. They bent. Hundreds of little clay cups, leaning in their lines toward the door, as the heads of a crowd lean all one way toward a voice.

Nobody had touched them. Nobody had heard them move.

In. Out. Click. Four.

* * *

He put his hand flat on her bad arm and found her thread.

It was so thin. Small and fierce, still, but so thin. A thread of a thread, and the cold coming up under it. The dark at the bottom rising like water in a well when the snow melts. He hummed it to her. Her own song. The right way, out of his own chest, with nothing warm helping it.

It held. For a breath. Then the dark came up through it, as water comes up through a hand.

He hummed again. Harder. He put everything into it, the whole of his chest, until his throat tore and he tasted blood at the back of it and his deaf ear rang and rang. Her song. Her song. Her song.

It held for nothing. Not a breath. Not half. The dark took no notice of it at all. He stopped.

He knelt there with blood in his mouth and her head on his chest and the cold on his hand, and understood that he could hum her song until the mountain fell down, and it would do exactly as much as the gold did. It would be kind. And she would die.

He'd held her line back before. Never past where it had been. Never once.

So he stopped trying to hold her.

He did the other thing. The thing he'd never once let himself do, in all the nights of counting, because it frightened him more than the kerzit, more than the tribe, more than the shape at the fire. He let go of her thread. And he went past it. Down. Into the dark itself.

Not her song. It. It was like putting your arm into a well up to the shoulder. Cold. So cold his hand ached on her arm and his teeth began to chatter. Black, and deep, and full, and moving, slowly, round and round, and searching. He could feel it searching. Going through her as hands go through a coat for a lost key. Every pocket. Every seam. Patient. Endless. Not angry. Only looking. Looking. Looking.

And under the cold, under the searching. So deep down that he almost missed it. Something was going round.

Three notes. Low. No words. Going round and round, as a hum goes round in a mother's chest when she lies down behind her child in the dark and pulls him back against her and the sound goes right through the bone.

He knew them. Two of them were his. He carried them still. They'd risen to wrap him every time he was in danger, and he'd pushed them down. They were here, too. In her.

And the third.

The third was a stranger. It had to be. He'd lost it in the trees by the river, the first time he ever played for her, and he'd had a hole where it was ever since. But it went into the hole as a key goes into its lock. It fit. It was the shape of the missing thing exactly. And it finished the other two, as the last line of a song finishes the song, so that you hear it end and know it could never have ended any other way.

His mother's song. In Yana. Inside the thing that was killing her.

* * *

Nobody told him. There was nobody to tell him. Boris stood over them with his sword shaking. The door was silent. The cups leaned. And Tomek knelt on the stone with his hand on Yana's arm, and listened, and knew.

He knew the song. He'd fallen asleep to it every night of his life. He knew where she'd played it. In the hut, to him. And everywhere else. Every winter she went away with the kalyuka on its cord, to the villages, to the sickbeds, and came home thin. How many sickbeds? Not a number. All of them. Every fever she'd ever sat beside. Every child. Every old woman dying slow. She would have played this, to every one of them. It was the best thing she had.

And under the three notes, so deep it was almost only a feeling, there was something else. A grain. The song of old wood. A tree once, on some slope. Then boards. Then a door, wanting to be shut.

The same song he'd played an hour ago with his own mouth.

She had made these notes here. She had stood in this corridor, between these cups, in front of this door. Before he was born. She had stood where he was kneeling, and played them, around him, and carried them home inside her, and something had come home with them, and slept in every bed she sang over, and waited, and woke.

It isn't a sickness, child. It's looking for something.

He thought of the bargain. Of the shape at the fire, holding everything out to him across the flames, gently, sorry for him. The green. The road home. Maari's face. His father's voice. Every single thing he'd paid.

All but one.

It had never offered him the third note.

It hadn't had it.

The third note had gone here. Into the searching cold, to the thing she had been hiding him from.

It's looking for something.

It was looking for him.

* * *

His body wanted to break. He felt it start: the shaking in his arms, the tightness behind his eyes, the sound that was going to come out of him, the sound Boris had made in the side hall with his forehead on Tomek's shoulder. All of it, coming. Every bed. Every winter. His mother, first, in the village, almost a year ago. His father, on the hide. Maari, in the clearing. Yana. All of it, his. Because she'd loved him. Because she'd stood in front of a door and wrapped him up and hidden him, and that act - the hiding itself had taken life gone out into the world and killed everyone she'd ever tried to save.

He held it down. Not because it wasn't true. Because Yana's breath had gone in short, and out long, and clicked.

Five.

There was no time to break. Breaking was something you did after.

He took his hand off her arm, and put it on her face instead, on her cheek, over the black track. Her eyes were open. Barely. They moved, and found him.

"Yana," he said. "Listen. I'm going to tell you. All of it. Out loud."

And he did. He told her. Fast, and low, and in order, because that was how she liked it. About his mother's three notes. Where they were. Where they'd been made. The beds. It's looking for something. What it was looking for. And what he was going to do: open the door, the one they'd just paid everything to shut. Not to bargain. Not to ask it for anything. To give it back. The notes. All three. Where they'd been made. And whatever else it took.

"Everything," said Tomek. "I think it's everything. Everything that's left."

No it's all right. No nothing. He said the true thing and stopped.

Yana looked at him. For a moment it seemed she couldn't answer. Her lips were gray. Her breath was going in so short there was hardly any of it. But her eyes were hers. Clear, and furious, and seven years old, and entirely there.

"Go on, then," said Yana.

A thread. Less than a thread. But hers.

In. Out. Click.

"I'll bite you," she said. "After."

He laughed. It came out of him cracked and wet and bloody. One breath of it, in the dead corridor, and her mouth moved at the corner, very slightly, as Boris's did.

Then Boris was kneeling beside them. He laid the sword down on the stone. He put his arms out.

"I've got her," said Boris. "Go, ape."

Tomek looked at him. At the face that had come open in the side hall and closed and come open again. At the boy who had stood in this corridor an hour ago and let a song be torn out of him on purpose, and was rubbing his wrists now and didn't know why.

He gave Yana to him. Boris took her as you'd take a bird that had hit a window. He held her against his chest with his chin on her hair, and looked up at Tomek over her head, and nodded once.

Tomek stood up.

* * *

The door. Wood. Dark with age. A plain latch, a bar on a peg, the kind you lift with one finger. The kind that hung on every house in his village. On his own. Shut it, shut it, you're letting the warm out.

The cups leaned toward it, all down the corridor, in their bent rows.

He walked between them. Her steps. He knew they were her steps now, as he knew the three notes. She had walked down here, between these cups, carrying him, and stood here, and played, and turned round, and walked back out, and gone home, and lain down by her man in the dark, and kept the door shut for twelve years with everything she had.

He put out his splinted hand. He found the latch.

He wanted to. That was the thing. He stood there with his fingers on the wood and found that he wanted to open it more than he had ever wanted anything. Not because something was making him. Nothing was. Because there was something on the other side of it that needed what he had, and he had it, and he was going to give it.

He lifted the latch, and the door swung in.

* * *

Dark. Not empty. Full. As full as a mouth. And something inside. Darker than the dark. Moving.

The cold came out of it and lay against his face like wet cloth, older than the mountain's cold, older than anything.

As his eyes entered, he saw that inside the dark, things were moving. Not one thing. Many. A great many small sounds, shifting, settling. Like birds on a roof at night. Like a crowd of people breathing in their sleep.

Tomek stood in the open door and his whole skin crawled. His stomach dropped and his feet wanted to take him backward, all the way down the corridor and down the mountain and home. He let them want it.

He listened. Past the whispering. The whispering was the loud part: a hiss, like snow sliding off a branch, everywhere, polite, patient. He went past it as he'd gone past the river's roar once, a lifetime ago, knee-deep in summer water with his mother's hand on his head. Listen longer she'd taught him. Past the cold. Past his own heart.

And the small sounds came apart, and he heard what they were.

His father's voice. Right there. In the dark. Not speaking. Just kept. Next winter, deep and rough and warm, over his head at the fence, every year of his life. Not a borrowed thing. Not a shape making the voice. But the voice itself. The real one. The one he'd paid on a road before the city. Tomek's whole chest went toward it. There you are.

And next to it, the green. It wasn't a color in here. It was a sound. Low and warm and woolly and soft, a note you could wrap round your neck, and it smelled, somehow, of smoke and pine and Yana's hair.

Maari's face. Not a face. A laugh, at a fire. A tired woman's laugh, short, surprised.

The road home. Footsteps. A stream on the left. Alder trees in the wind. Wood smoke coming over a long meadow.

His father's face, which was the sound of a man laughing down at a boy over the top rail of a fence.

The clap game. Clap. Cross. Back. A rhythm, two pairs of hands, one pair merciless.

And Runa. Small and plain and steady, walking fast, never turning round.

And more. Not his. So many more. A beetle on its back with its legs going. Tia's story, the one she couldn't remember. And hundreds of others, thousands, strangers' things, kept: someone's mother's lullaby, someone's dog's name, the color of somebody's door, a joke somebody told once at a wedding, the smell of somebody's bread. Everything that had ever been paid. Everything anyone had ever given up. All of it, here.

And among it, here and there, holes. Small silences, each one the exact shape of a person. One of them was the shape of a boy who liked guests, who laughed at the fire, whose tracks had stopped in the middle of a street.

Tomek's eyes burned. He listened harder. Past all of it. To the middle.

And at the middle of it all, where all those kept things were heaped and stacked and hoarded, not one touching another, not one in any order, there was nothing.

No song. The thing that had kept everything had nothing of its own. Not one note. All this, all of it, piled up in the dark around a hole, and none of it belonged to it. It had taken and kept and taken and kept, for so long, and never played. Any of it. It didn't know how. It had nothing to play it with. It had sat in the middle of everything everyone had ever loved, and it was empty, and it had always been empty, and somewhere in the whispering, under the courtesy and the patience and the favors, so deep it was almost only a feeling—

It was so lonely.

Tomek stood in the door and felt something happen in his chest that had nothing to do with fear.

I'd give it to it, the keeper had said. So he did.

* * *

He began with the thing nearest. His fingers were splinted, and the kalyuka hung on its cord against his heart, silent. So he hummed. Out of his own chest, the old way, the way you sing to a little one in the dark. And he did what a seer does. He listened to a thing until he heard what it was, and then he sang it back to itself.

Only this time, the thing was a heap of everyone's lost things, and its song was every one of them, in order.

He gave them an order. That was all he did. That was the whole of it. He took the kept things out of the heap, one at a time, and set them next to each other, so they touched. So they sounded together. So that one led into the next, as one step leads into the next on a road. A beetle on its back, into a mother's lullaby. A dog's name, into a wedding joke. Runa walking, into the green. The green, into the road home. A song. Not his. Not anyone's. Made of everyone's, for the thing that had none.

And it was costing him. He'd known it would. Let it. It went out of him in a long steady pull, like water out of a cup with a crack in the bottom, and he let it go, and kept humming.

He reached his father's voice. Next winter.

It was right there. In his mouth. He was humming it. And he understood, with his whole body, that he could stop. Right now. He could close his mouth on it, and swallow, and keep it. It was his. Nobody in the world could say it wasn't. His father's voice, for the rest of his life, every time he closed his eyes. Next winter. He'd have it back.

He hummed it into the song. He put it right next to Maari's laugh, and let them touch, and let them go.

The song grew. It filled the dark beyond the door. It went round and round, and the many small sounds stopped shifting, and stopped settling, one by one, all through the dark. They went still. All of them. Listening.

The whispering stopped. It had never once stopped for anything.

And something in the middle of the dark, in the hole where a song should be, did a thing he'd never felt it do. Not in his head. Not in the hills. Not at the fire. Not in his father's voice. It didn't reach. It didn't lean. It didn't ask.

It held still, and let itself be given something.

The tears ran down Tomek's face. He left them and kept going.

Because the song needed a spine. Everything it was made of was loose. Lovely, and in order, and loose, like beads without a string. It needed something to run through the middle of it all, to hold it, the way a hum holds a lullaby together. Something warm. Something that had wrapped a thing once, and could again.

Under his heart, unasked, the two notes rose.

His mother's. They came up as they always had, every time he'd been in danger, to wrap round him. Warm and old. A blanket pulled up round a child in a cold room. They came up to hide him, now, here, in this door, from the thing in the dark.

This time he let them come all the way up.

And then he gave them away.

He hummed them into the middle of the song. To be the string that held the beads together.

The first. The second. Going round. And he felt them go. Felt them leave him, one, and then the other, the only things he'd ever had of her that weren't memories. The hum that had come up through the bone of his chest on the mountain when he was alone and dying in the snow. Going. Out of him, into the song, into the dark, given.

She went with them. Not a memory of her. Her. The hum in his chest that had always been there, under everything, so long he had stopped knowing it was there, as you stop hearing your own breathing. The warmth that had been his since before he was born. It went out of him, and it didn't come back, and the place where it had been was quiet in a way he'd never heard anything be quiet.

Go on, then, Yana had said. He went on.

The song was two notes and a hole. It wasn't finished. It couldn't be. It went round and round, and at the bottom of every turn, it reached for a place that wasn't there.

And behind him, down the corridor, in Boris's arms, in the cold searching dark inside a little girl, something answered.

He heard it come. Up out of her. Out of the searching, which wasn't searching anymore, which had stopped, all at once, as hands stop going through a coat when they close on the lost key. Up out of the dark in her, the third note. It came down the corridor between the bent rows of cups, low and warm and his mother's, and it came past him, through him, into the door.

And it went in at the bottom of the song, where it had always gone.

Three notes. Going round. Given back, in the door where they were made.

The song finished, as the last line of a song finishes the song, so that you hear it end and know it could never have ended any other way. Resolution.

* * *

He'd thought there would be nothing left after that. But. There was something.

Under his heart. Where the warm thing had been, and before that his mother's notes, and before that her hand on the outside of her belly, pressing down. Something he had never once heard, because it had been wrapped up since before he had ears. Because you can't hear your own song from inside it.

Even now it made no sound to him. It was a feeling.

It came up out of him with nothing wrapped round it anymore, and it was not small. It was his. Not borrowed, not warm, not easy. His own.

It went out of him in every direction at once, and as it went, he heard everything.

The mountain. Its song went down and down, slow and immense, into the roots of the world. The snow on it, each flake a tiny bright note, millions of them, falling. The font, far below, its one gold voice so old and so kind, singing its long note, and for the first time he could hear what it was singing to: to everyone. The keeper, curled in her nest, snoring her cracked little song. Grumble, somewhere, on some roof. The goat in the church with his yellow slot eyes. The old man in his black chair, smiling. A song held so still for so long it had almost stopped, and under it, very faint, something alive, and waiting.

And under the mountain, at the bottom of the keeper's stair: shouting. Spears. And Anton's song, ragged and hoarse and bleeding and still going. And another, close to his. A woman's. Tired and sour and round and very angry. Tia.

And Boris's river, cold under its ice, with the old tear in it, and a new silence beside the tear, in the shape of a woman walking fast. And going on anyway. Going on.

And Yana's. Small and fierce. Coming back up out of the dark, as a swimmer comes up out of deep water, kicking, and breaking the surface, and breathing.

He heard all of it at once, with one ear, and it was the most beautiful thing he had ever heard.

And the door broke. It didn't creak. It didn't fall. It went. All at once, outward, the wood and the latch and the frame and the stone it was set in, in a roar of splinters and grit and white dust, as if something too big had come up through it and it could not hold. The corridor shook. Violently. So violently the stones under their feet shifted and it was all Tomek could do not to fall over. Cups went over all down the bent rows, and broke, and rolled. Stone came down from above. Boris jumped to the side to avoid getting crushed, with Yana in his arms, like a ragdoll safe in his arms.

Light came down: white, plain, ordinary daylight, through the fallen roof, and snow with it. Falling slow.

When the dust settled, there was no door.

There was a heap of broken wood and stone in the end of the corridor. And behind it, through the gap where the door had been, a room. Empty. A small stone room with half its roof gone, and the sky in it, and snow coming down onto a bare floor.

No dark. No cold that came from anywhere. No small sounds.

Nothing at all. Tomek stood in the falling snow and looked at it, and his knees went, and he sat down hard on the stone.

Then the cup. One. In the middle of the broken wood, right where the threshold had been. A little clay cup, upright, whole, without a crack in it, as if it had been set down there carefully, after, by someone who meant to come back for it.

It was full. It wasn't steaming.

Tomek looked at it, and something in the back of his neck went cold, and then the snow came down between him and it, and he heard a sound behind him, and turned round.

* * *

Boris was on his knees in the middle of the corridor, among the fallen cups, with Yana in his arms. He had pushed her sleeve up. He was holding her arm out into the white light from the broken roof.

The black line was going. Not fast. Not all at once. But going: drawing back down her arm, under the skin, past her elbow, past the crease, back and back toward the old gray bite it had come out of, as the tide draws back off a beach.

They watched it go. Neither of them breathed.

It stopped at the bite. A little gray mark, and the skin around it pink. Nothing else. Nothing running anywhere.

On her cheeks, the two black tracks were still there. Dry. Fixed. As if they'd been drawn. They would be there, Tomek understood, for the rest of her life.

Her breath went in, and came out. Smooth. All the way to the bottom. No click.

In. Out. Nothing. Nothing at all.

Boris made a sound, and put his face down in her hair, and his shoulders shook, and he didn't let go of her arm.

Tomek crawled to them across the broken cups, because standing was beyond him, and got there, and put his hand on her face.

Her eyes opened. She looked at him. At his face. At the blood at the corner of his mouth. At the tears and the dust. At Boris, crying into her hair. At the snow, coming down through the roof. Then back at him.

"How many?" said Yana.

Her voice was a thread. But it was a thread that went all the way through.

He opened his mouth.

"Don't you dare," said Yana, "say nothing."

"All of it," said Tomek.

Yana looked at him for a long moment. Then she lifted her hands, slowly, the good one and the bad one, and began to count. One finger. Two. Five. She ran out of the first hand. She went on to the second. Six. Seven. She stopped there, with seven fingers up in the snowy light, and looked at them, and looked at him. There was no finger for all of it.

So she took his hand, the splinted one, carefully, careful of the sticks, and pulled it to her mouth, and bit him.
Chapter 35
Green
He smelled the blood before they reached the bottom of the keeper's stair.

Iron and cold and wet fur, coming up the steps on the draft from a door that wasn't there anymore. Under it, faint, porridge, and the summer smell of the gold. Under that, the keeper's lamp oil. All of it so sharp that Tomek had to stop on the stair with his hand on the rock and breathe through his mouth.

Everything was sharp now. Everything was loud. He could hear the stair. Not his feet on it. It. The stone humming its own long slow note, deep and patient and older than the shrine, and the snow sliding on the roof above, each flake a tiny bright tick, and Boris's heart going behind him like a fist on a door, and Yana in Boris's arms, breathing, in and out, smooth, no click. All of it at once, in his one good ear, as if someone had taken the lid off the world.

"Tomek," said Yana. "Go down. You're blocking."

He went down.

* * *

The north door lay in the room in two pieces. The bar was snapped. Snow had blown in across the floor and lay in a long white tongue almost to the basin, and the gold went round in its basin with the white light of the doorway on it, turning, singing, as if none of this were any of its business.

Anton stood in front of it, between the broken door and the room with his back to the gold, and his coat was ripped open down one side, and his left sleeve was dark to the elbow and dripping off his fingers onto the stone. His knife was up. He hadn't moved, Tomek understood, since the door broke. He'd been standing there the whole time.

In the doorway, in the snow, stood the tribe. Not all of them. Enough. The scar-browed man in front, with his spear in both hands and blood on its point, and his face gone white round the scar. Hunters behind him, crowding the doorway and the path beyond it. And among them, a red hood.

And Tia. Nobody was fighting. Every one of them was standing very still, as people stand after a sound so big they're still waiting to hear if it's over. Two of the hunters had their hands flat on the rock wall beside the door. One was looking at the ceiling.

The keeper sat on her stool by her pot, stirring.

"Mountain shook," she said, to nobody. "Took the fight out of them." She tapped the spoon on the rim. "Seventy years. Never shook before."

Then Anton saw Yana. Over Tomek's shoulder, in Boris's arms: her face, gray and tired, with the two black tracks on it. Her eyes open. Her chest going up and down. And her bad arm, which Boris had left bare, held against his coat: the old gray bite, and the pink skin round it, and nothing else. Nothing running anywhere.

It went into the big man all at once, from the face down. Anton's knife hand dropped an inch. Then another. His mouth opened and nothing came out of it.

"It's at the bite," said Yana. Her voice was thin, but it went all the way through. "It went all the way back. Tomek did it." Then she furled her eyebrows and looked at him with Maari's intensity. "He paid for it. Don't you dare be cross with him!"

Anton looked at Tomek.

It was the first time since the keeper's room. His eyes came across the room and onto Tomek's face and stayed there, and Tomek made himself stand in them.

Then the scar-browed man moved. One step. Into the room. The spear came up.

"Runa," he said.

That was all. The one word, flat, as Boris said things. However far. However long.

Anton turned back to him. And the deciding showed: in the big man's shoulders, in his hand on the crossed leather, in the breath he took. The hand wanted what it had always wanted, what it had been made for, from the first winter Anton ever held a knife. The fence. The ridge. The warrior coming down out of the snow with the village shouting.

You could still be my warrior, the shape at the fire had said.

Anton knelt down on the wet stone in front of the scar-browed man. He turned the knife round in his hand. And he laid it on the floor between them. Handle first.

He took his hand off it.

"Mine," said Anton. "The debt's mine. She had her hand on the girl, and I put her down. I'd do it again." His voice was hoarse, and flat, and certain. "But it's mine. Not theirs. Not the boy's." He didn't look round. "Take it out of me."

The scar-browed man stared down at the knife on the floor. Nobody moved.

* * *

"Wait," said Tomek.

He hadn't known he was going to say it. His voice came out scraped and raw from the corridor, but it was his own, and every head in the room turned.

He went past Anton. Past the knife. He walked right up to the doorway, into the cold coming through it, to the woman who stood among the hunters with her hood back and her gray hair blowing and the comb in her belt.

"Tia," said Tomek.

She looked at him. Her eyes were red and dry and very tired.

"Up there," he said. "An hour ago. There was something singing. It sang Runa's song. It learned it at her side, when she was dying, I felt it learn. And it sang it at Boris. To keep him listening, so I could do what I had to." He swallowed. His throat was ruined. He went on through it. "He knew what it would take. He saw it happen to you. At your fire. With Olver's story." Tia's face moved. "He stood there anyway. On purpose. So Yana could live."

He turned back to the room.

Boris was standing at the bottom of the stair with Yana in his arms. He was looking at the tribe in the doorway as he always looked at them, wary and shut. And with his free hand, he was rubbing his wrist. Round and round. Where the hide had been tied, on the long march, every day of his life with them. As if something should be there that wasn't.

"Boris," said Tia.

He looked at her.

"Runa," said Tia, softly.

Boris frowned. He looked at her, and at the scar-browed man, and back at her, politely, as you'd look at someone who had said a name you were plainly meant to know. He waited for the rest.

There wasn't any rest. Tia looked at him for a long breath. Then her face did something Tomek had seen it do once before, by her own fire, when she'd reached for a story she'd told every winter of her life and found nothing there.

She looked down at Anton on his knees, and at the knife on the stone.

"She's gone out of him," said Tia. "Same as Olver's gone out of me." Her voice cracked and she let it. "That's enough. That's enough of us gone." She turned to the scar-browed man. "It's paid."

"Tia—"

"It's paid," said Tia. "He paid her. All of her. More than your spear would get you." She reached over, and put two fingers on the shaft of his spear, and pushed it down, gently, until the point touched the floor. "Leave the knife. We're going home."

The scar-browed man stood there with his jaw working. Then he turned, without a word, and pushed out through the hunters into the snow.

One by one, they went. The red hood went last. At the broken door it stopped. It bent, and laid something on the doorstep, carefully, on the snow: a small fur coat, folded, with the sleeves sewn up in rabbit. It straightened. For a moment its face was turned toward Yana, in Boris's arms, and nobody could see what was in it.

Then it was gone. Nobody touched the coat. Snow blew in over it.

Tia was still in the doorway. She looked at Tomek a moment longer. Then she reached out and pushed his hair back off his forehead, as her comb had in the night, and turned his face to the light, and looked at it.

"You're not him," said Tia.

"No," said Tomek.

"Good." She let go. "Comb your hair."

And she went out after them, into the snow.

* * *

Anton was still on his knees.

He knelt there by the knife and didn't pick it up. Then Yana said, "Put me down, Boris," and he did. She walked across the room on her own two feet, wobbling, in her furs, with the scarf trailing, and stood in front of the big man.

He put his arms round her. He didn't say anything. He put his face in her hair and held on, and his big shoulders shook, and the blood from his sleeve ran onto the stone, and the keeper said, "Somebody bind that, before he drips in my gold," Nobody laughed. Boris went and did it.

The knife stayed on the floor. Tomek left it where it was.

* * *

The world was too loud for sleep. He lay on the warm rock by the font with his good ear up, and everything came in: the mountain, the snow, the gold, the four people breathing round him, and outside, far down, the tribe's fires in the snow, and a woman's tired sour song among them, going home. A fox, miles off. The wind, finding every crack in the shrine above. The old man in his black chair in the great hall, a song held so still and so long it had almost stopped, smiling at nothing over the rows of cold cups.

Now he could tell what that was.

A seer, or what was left of one. Someone who'd listened to everything, once, as Tomek was listening now. And had let it in, and in, and in, until there was no room left for anything of his own, and he'd gone still, and set, and smiling, like a string tuned so tight and so perfect it would never play another note.

Tomek lay very still with his own song loose inside him, enormous and unwrapped, and felt how easily that could happen. How it was already pulling at him. Everything wanted in.

"You hear him," said the keeper.

She was sitting up in her nest, in the dark, with her blanket round her. Of everything in the mountain, her waking was the one thing that had slipped past him.

"Yes," said Tomek.

"So did my keeper. At the end. She said he was the last one who could hear the gold." She was quiet a moment. "Seventy years, I've been waiting for the next."

The gold turned in its basin. Its one slow voice went on, kind all the way through. And now that his power was loose, he could hear what it was singing to. Not to anyone. To everyone. To every bite on every arm in every village it had ever gone down the mountain to, singing each one home.

"I'm old," said the keeper. "Somebody's got to keep it."

No answer came to him. He lay on the rock between the gold and the old man and his own song, too big for him, pulling. And far up in the shrine, in the end of a broken corridor, under the snow, a little clay cup sat upright in the rubble, full, and didn't steam.

He could hear it not making a sound.

* * *

He told Yana in the morning.

At the top of the shrine steps, with the sun just up and the whole world below them white and gold and blue. With the city a gray stain at the foot of the Spine, and beyond it, so far it was almost nothing. They sat on the top step with their shoulders touching. Boris and Anton were inside, packing. The wind had dropped. It was the first still morning since the river.

He told her all of it. Out loud. In order. The old man, and what he was. The keeper's offer. His song, loose, and how loud the world was now, and how it pulled. And the cup. The one in the rubble, full, upright, not steaming. Nobody had seen it but him. He told her anyway.

"I'm staying," said Tomek. "Here. I have to learn it. How to hear everything and not—" He hunted for the word. "Not go still. Like him." He swallowed. "And somebody has to watch that cup."

Yana pulled her knees up and put her chin on them.

"Then I'm staying," she said.

He'd known she would say it. He'd known since the corridor. He'd been carrying the answer up the steps with him, and it was heavier than the vial.

He could tell her she had to go. He could make up a reason. Anton. Her arm. The cold. He could make it so she had no choice, and she'd go, and hate him for it a little, and it would be done. It would be so easy. It would be keeping her. Keeping her safe, as his mother had kept him: wrapped up, and hidden, and decided for.

He opened his hands in his lap instead.

"You can," said Tomek. "If you want. It's yours. You choose."

Yana looked at him sideways.

"You're supposed to tell me I can't."

"I know."

"You're supposed to say it's dangerous and I'm only seven and Anton will be sad."

"It is. You are. He will."

"Tomek."

"It's still yours," he said.

She studied him, as she'd studied the deer once, reading tracks. Then she looked down the mountain. At the gray city, and the white beyond it, and the far dark line of the trees.

"Nobody knows," she said slowly. "Down there. About the gold. They all think it fixes the black. They'll all keep going up and down the north path, and paying for it, and dying anyway, and saying it came too late." Her chin was coming up. "And they hit the kerzit with sticks."

"Yes."

"Somebody has to tell them."

"Yes."

"And you can't. You're stuck up here with a cup." She was quiet. "And you don't know the way."

He didn't. He never would. She'd told it to him every day since the side of the Spine, and every day it went straight through him and out the other side, as if he were a sieve held up to water.

"I know the way," said Yana. "I'm the only one who does." She looked at her hands. "I'm the map."

Then she turned round on the step to face him, and held up her palms.

Two small hands, the good one and the bad one, held up between them in the cold sun. She'd done this before. That much was there, like a word on the tip of the tongue. Nothing else came.

"Give me your hands," said Yana.

He gave them to her. She turned them round, carefully, careful of the sticks, palms out. She put hers flat against his.

"First clap," said Yana.

She clapped them. Once. Soft.

"You won't remember that," she said. "I know. I know you won't." Her voice wobbled and she drove it straight on through. "That's all right. You don't have to remember. I've got it. All of it. The first part and the cross and the back and mine, and the road, and the green, and Mama's face. I've got every single thing." She held his hands against hers, hard. "I'll keep it till you can."

His throat had shut. He nodded.

"Say it," said Yana.

"Till I can," said Tomek.

* * *

Boris came out with the packs. Anton came behind him with his arm bound and his face gray, and without the knife. The belt where it had hung was empty. He'd left it on the floor of the keeper's room, where the snow had blown in over it, and he hadn't gone back.

"Scarf," said Yana.

She unwound it from her neck. All of it. The green, deep and clear and cold, darker in the folds, the color of a river stone, the color of his mother's eyes. She held it out across both her hands.

"Boris. Knife."

Boris looked at her. Then he reached to his belt and drew his small knife and held it out to her, handle first. She shook her head.

"No. You do it. I'll get it wrong."

So Boris did it. He took the scarf by the middle and laid it across his knee and cut it in two, straight across, in one long careful stroke, and gave one half to Yana and one to Tomek.

"Half," said Yana. "Now it's really half."

She wound her half twice round her own neck. Then she took Tomek's from him and wound it round his. Twice. The ends tucked in. Up over his mouth, against the cold.

"It's green," said Yana. "In case you forget. It's green."

"I know."

"You don't know. You forgot. That's the whole point." She tucked the last end in, fierce. "So I'm telling you. It's green."

"It's green," said Tomek.

Boris held out the small knife again. To Tomek, this time. Handle first.

"Keep it," said Boris. "Not for fighting."

"For what, then?"

Boris thought about it. "Bread," he said.

Tomek took it.

Then Boris did something Tomek had never seen him do. He put his hand out, his big red hand with the creases scrubbed raw, and laid it on the top of Tomek's head, and left it there a moment, heavy and warm. As someone might once have done, in the dark, for a little boy who couldn't sleep.

He felt it coming, unbidden, unannounced, unprecedented.

He lunged forward and wrapped his arms around Boris. He dug his face into Boris' shoulder and squeezed with his good hand and his hurt hand. And he held on. And Boris stood still. Yana watched and breathed. And the corners of Boris' mouth did something.

"Ape," he said, his voice warm and a little wobbly.

A moment later, he picked up both packs, and went down three steps, and stood there waiting, with his back to them.

Anton was the last. He stood at the top of the steps and looked at Tomek, and Tomek looked back, and neither of them had anything that would fit. The big man's eyes were red. His face was the face of a man who had knelt in a clearing once, under the branches, and found her. Then something else was in it. Something tired and heavy and a long way from forgiveness, that had stopped, all the same, being anger.

He nodded once, and went down after Boris.

* * *

Yana stood on the step above Tomek, so for once their faces were level.

"Sleep with your ears covered," she said.

He looked at her.

"Mama always said. You have to cover your ears when you sleep. Because of the Plucker." She said it plainly, as if he'd forgotten to put his boots by the fire, as if it were the most ordinary thing in the world. "You're up here by yourself with a big old shrine and nobody. So you cover them. Promise."

"I promise."

"Both ears."

"One of them doesn't work."

"Then cover the one that does," said Yana, and her face crumpled, all at once, and she threw her arms round his neck and held on so hard the cut ends of their scarves tangled together, green into green.

He held her. He held on. Then he made his arms open.

It was the hardest thing he'd ever done with them. Harder than the latch. Harder than the vial at Maari's mouth, with her hand on his wrist. Every part of him wanted to close round her and keep her, here, safe, his, and he opened his arms anyway, on purpose, and let her go.

She stepped back, then wiped her face on her half of the scarf. Her chin came up.

"Down off the ridge," said Yana. "Past the split rock. Keep the stream on your left till the alder flats. The burned tree. Then the long meadow, and you can see the smoke."

She turned round, and went down the steps.

* * *

He stood at the top and watched them go.

Down the great worn steps, into the white. Anton first. Boris with the packs. And Yana last, small in her furs, with the end of the scarf blowing out behind her, and her bad arm held in against her chest, and her head up. She didn't look back. He'd known she wouldn't. She was the map, and the map looks forward.

Far below, at the very bottom, where the villages used to leave the bread and the furs and the carved things, where his mother had stood every spring and played until the whole crowd went quiet, they reached the last step, and turned onto the road.

And he heard them go. All of it. Every step, on and on. The creak of Boris's packs. Anton's breath, ragged, and his bound arm throbbing. And Yana's song, small and fierce and going on, down the road home, the road he couldn't keep.

He went past them. Out, and down. The gray city at the Spine's foot, all its towers. And in it, faint, a sound he knew: clk, clk, on stone, an old goat climbing the steps of a church, and going in through the crack between the doors. Then the other sound. The ringing. The thing that had wanted his name, and been given it. There was nothing. The city was quiet. Whatever had been listening for him there wasn't listening anymore.

He stood alone at the top of the Spine with the shrine behind him and the font singing under his feet and the old man smiling in the dark, and the whole loud world below.

He opened his arms. On purpose. All the way. To the wind and the snow and the road and the girl on it, getting smaller. Not to hold anything. Not to keep. Just open, as you'd open a door in the morning to let the cold air in, and the light.

The wind came up the steps and went through him, and he let it.

Far down the road, one small figure was still just visible against the snow, with something trailing from her neck. Too far now to see the color.

It was green. She'd told him so.
Epilogue
The Rest
He heard her at the bottom of the Spine.

It was the fifth winter. He was sitting on the old woman's stool by the font, with the gold turning at his feet and the porridge pot ticking over the fire, and the whole mountain going on round him as it always did: the long slow song of the stone, the snow on the roof, the font's one kind voice singing to every bite in every village it had ever gone down to. He sat in the middle of all of it and let it in, and kept a little of himself back, as you keep a hand on the doorframe in a high wind. It had taken him four winters to learn that. The old man in the black chair upstairs had never learned it. Tomek went up most mornings and sat with him a while, so somebody would.

And far below all of it, so far down that the sound was hardly a sound at all, a thread came up the mountain.

Small. Fierce. Going on.

He stood up so fast he knocked the stool over.

He didn't know the road. He never would. He had been told it a hundred times, and it went through him every time, and there was nothing left of it but the shape of the telling. But he knew that song. He'd have known it at the bottom of the sea.

He went up the keeper's stair two at a time, and through the great hall, past the cold cups and the old man smiling at nothing, and out between the black pillars to the top of the steps, and stood there in the wind.

It took her all morning. He stood at the top and listened to her come. Every step. The creak of a pack. A breath going short on the steep parts and a voice under it, muttering, cross with the mountain. Once she stopped, and he heard her drink from her hands at a stream, and then go on. Somewhere in the long middle of the morning, he realized his face hurt, and found out it was because he was smiling.

Then the cloud tore open below, and there she was. Taller. That was the first thing. Taller by a whole head, all legs, in a coat too short in the sleeves. Her hair was in a braid down her back, crooked, as if she'd done it herself without a glass and hadn't cared. Her face had gone long and fierce at the jaw. The two black tracks ran down her cheeks from the corners of her eyes, dry and fixed, as if somebody had drawn them there with a burnt stick. And round her neck, wound twice, the ends tucked in, half a scarf.

She stopped three steps below him and looked up. Behind her, far down the mountain, at the dark edge of the trees, something small and black sat in the snow. Watching her go. It didn't follow. It just sat there, at the edge of the light, as if it meant to wait.

"Well," said Yana. "You got old."

"You got tall."

"I'm supposed to get tall. You're not supposed to get old. You've got a beard." She narrowed her eyes. "Almost."

"Is that one of them?" said Tomek. "Down there. At the trees."

Yana kept her eyes on him.

"I told it I was sorry," she said. "Like I said I would." She shrugged her pack higher. "It comes sometimes. It doesn't do anything. It just sits." Her chin came up. "Somebody should."

"And him?" he said, pointing his nose at a black bird, scruffy feathers, grumbling to himself.

"He follows," she said. "Always grumbling."

Tomek came down the three steps, and she hit him in the chest with both fists, hard, and then grabbed his coat in both of them and put her face against it, and he put his arms round her, and they stood there on the top of the world in the wind, rocking, while the snow blew round them and the font sang under their feet.

"Anton's got a beard," she said into his coat. "A real one. Boris says eat something."

He laughed so hard he nearly fell over.

* * *

They sat on the top step with their shoulders touching, as they had five winters ago, with the whole white world below.

She talked. She talked as she had always talked, all at once and certain about everything. The villages. The north path. How she'd stood up at a fire in front of a whole tribe and told them the gold only fixed bites, and how an old man had thrown his bowl at her, and how she'd bitten his hand. How some of them believed her now. Not many. Some. How Boris walked behind her everywhere and pretended he wasn't. How Anton made a fire better than anyone alive and wouldn't let her say so.

Then she stopped, and turned round on the step to face him, and held up her palms.

He looked at them. Two hands, bigger now, scarred across the knuckles, the bad one held a little lower than the good one, as it always would be. Held up between them in the cold sun.

Nothing came. Not even the edge of something. Only her hands, and the knowledge, which he'd carried for five winters and never once got used to, that this was a thing he used to know.

"Give me your hands," said Yana.

He gave them to her. She turned them round, palms out, and put hers flat against his.

"First clap," said Yana.

She clapped them. Soft.

"Then cross. Right to left." She crossed his wrists for him, and clapped. "Then left to right. No. Left. Your other left. Then back." She pushed his hands back to where they'd started. "Then mine. Clap, knees, hands." She clapped her own hands, slapped her knees, held her palms up. He copied her. Late. Wrong. "Again."

"Yana—"

"Again."

They did it again. And again. Her face fierce, his clumsy, the wind taking the claps off their hands. He kept getting the cross wrong. She kept saying again with the patience of a very old woman. The tenth time, he got it right all the way through, and she shrieked so loud something slid off the roof of the shrine behind them.

Then she stopped, with her palms up. And he understood that they'd come to the end of everything anyone had ever taught her.

The first clap and the cross and the back were a gap-toothed woman's, in a camp in the snow, five winters gone. The rest when you come back. Clap, knees, hands was a seven-year-old's, sitting on a hide, making it up out of nothing because nobody was left to tell her. And after that, there wasn't any more. There never had been. Nobody alive knew how the game ended.

Yana looked at him over their hands. "Well," she said. "I came back."

He looked at her. Then he did something he hadn't planned. He pressed his palms flat against hers, and held them there, and hummed. One note. Low. His own. Out of his chest and down his arms and into her hands, so she'd feel it in the bones.

Her eyes went wide. "That's a bit," said Yana. "That can be a bit. Press. Hum." She thought about it, frowning, deadly serious. Then she leaned forward and knocked her forehead against his. Not hard. Clonk. "Heads," she said. "Press, hum, heads. That's the end."

"That's the end?"

"I can make anything," said Yana. "That's the rest. Now we do the whole thing."

So they did. On the top step of the shrine at the top of the Spine, with the wind in their faces and the font singing under their feet and a small black shape sitting at the edge of the trees far below, and Grumble perched on the shrine's roof, they did the whole game, from the first clap to the last, faster and faster. Clap. Cross. Back. Clap, knees, hands. Press. Hum. Heads. Over and over, until their palms were red and stinging, and Tomek got the cross wrong, and Yana fell over sideways on the step laughing, holding her bad arm up out of the snow like a prize.

He remembered none of it but the part they'd just made. That was enough. She had the rest.

* * *

That night they slept in the keeper's room, by the font, in the warm, with the gold turning on the ceiling.

Yana lay on her side in the furs with her braid over her shoulder and her eyes half shut. Just before she went, she opened them again.

"Ears," she said.

"Yana."

"You promised."

So he lay down on his deaf side, and put his hand flat over the good ear, the one that worked, as she'd made him promise on the steps five winters ago. Because of the Plucker. And the whole loud world went soft and far away, as if someone had pulled a blanket up over it.

The last thing he felt before he slept was her hand finding his sleeve, and taking a fold of it between her fingers, to know where it was.

Far up the mountain, at the end of the west wing, the corridor was dark. The roof was still down. Snow had come in through the gap for five winters and lay in a long white drift over the broken stone, and over the cups that had fallen and rolled and frozen where they lay.

At the end of it, where nothing had stood for five winters but one small cup, there was a door. Wood. Dark with age. A plain latch, a bar on a peg, the kind you lift with one finger. Every board of it whole. Every splinter back in its place.

It stood open a hand's width. The little room behind it was empty. Not quiet. Empty. Nothing shifting in the dark, nothing settling, nothing breathing like a crowd asleep. All of it gone out.

On the threshold, the cup stood upright in the snow. Steaming. As if someone had poured it and set it down and gone to see to something, and meant to come back while it was hot.

And all down the corridor, the cups that still stood had turned. Every one. Away from the door. Toward the passage. Toward the great hall, and the keeper's stair, and the warm room at the bottom of it, and the world.

* * *

In the keeper's room, her hand let go of his sleeve.

It didn't need it now. It knew where he was.

She sat up in the furs. The fire had burned low, and she fed it, one stick and then another, setting them down so they wouldn't crack. The gold went round on the ceiling. The room smelled of nothing at all.

Tomek slept on his deaf side. In his sleep his hand had slipped off his ear. She took it by the wrist, gently, and put it back. Flat. Over the good one.

"Ears," she whispered. "You promised."

His fingers settled where she'd put them.

She drew the fur up over his shoulder and tucked it in at his back, as a blanket is pulled up round a child in a cold room. Then she took his other hand, and turned it, and put her palm to his.

Clap. So soft it made no sound. Cross, right to left. Left to right. Back. She moved his hand for him through every part, and never once got it wrong. Clap, knees, hands. Her bad arm came up level with the good one and did it all, and didn't ache.

Press.

She pressed her palms to his, and hummed. Something dark moved in her eyes. Darker than dark.

The hum was low. Warm. He recognized it in his sleep. It had been five winters since he felt it stirring inside of him, but he knew it.

Low. Warm. Made of a great many kept things, set side by side so that they touched. A beetle on its back. A tired woman's laugh, short and surprised. A man's voice, deep, a little rough at the edges, saying next winter over the top rail of a fence. 
She looked at him and smiled. He was 12 again. Younger even. Unborn. As he had been the first time.

The hum went into his hands and up his arms and down into the bone, where he'd feel it, and never know what he felt.

He smiled in his sleep. The darkness moved from her eyes. Down. Down the lines on her face. Down her neck beneath the green scarf. Down her arms, the good one and the bad one. Down to her fingertips, where she touched his face.

Then she leaned down to him for the last part.

Not a clonk.

Nothing that would wake him. She laid her forehead against his, and held it there in the dark, warm, while the gold turned over them both.

"I'm in now," she said, hushed.

A lonely teacup stood by the fire. Still. Full. Steaming.

Perfectly.
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THE KERZIT KEPT UNKEPT NOTEBOOK SHEET IV

WHAT EVERYONE GETS WRONG

The bite is real. Venomous. Aria cures it: a bite is a small wrong note, and the gold finishes it.

The deathbed They’re drawn to the darkness and come to sit close to the dying. So they’re always there at the end, and
people see what they see.

The cure The gold soothes the darkness for a day. So everybody believes it cures it. One mistake, seen from two sides.
Yana was never bitten.

They were never the villain. The reader blames them with everyone else. That’s the job I gave them.

CHARCOAL
Drawn, and left on the page.

CARVED

In the book. Doesn’t smudge.

Eyes set wide. Not looking anywhere. Looking at everything.
HEAD, FROM THE FRONT

The king, as I first drew him. In my first cave, the dark opened two eyes bigger
than Tomek, seven feet apart, rising to the ceiling. “That’s the king,” he said.
Their Alpha. Then lightning, and he was gone. I moved him to the tribe’s stone.

Light hurts them. They flee Aria.

kerzit is the animal, lowercase. The word means Children of Death. That is the name
the old people don’t say twice.

Gennady was bitten. The bite didn’t kill him. He would have died with a full pot.
Tenderness toward the strange. Even these. Especially these.

The Oracles. Witches in Lenka’s Weald, Tomek was sure, who opened kerzit from
throat to belly and laid the insides out in circles in the snow. Half a dozen of them, in
one lightning flash. I never decided who did it. So nobody did.

The chained one: six feet of shiny dark-brown fur, branches out of its back, asleep on a chain outside a cabin with a rocking
chair by the fire. “You think that chain would even hold it?” said Yana. We never found out.

In my first pages they hated fire. In the book, it’s light. Fire is only the light you can carry. And they were brown before they
were gray.

NEVER MADE THE PAGE

— Five winters on, one sits at the edge of the trees when Yana passes. It doesn’t follow. It just sits, at the edge of the light. She
told them she was sorry, like she said she would.
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THE BLACK INDEX - NOTEBOOK EXTRACT - FORM NB 8





EPUB/nav.xhtml

    
      The Songs Beneath


      
        		
          Title Page
        


        		
          Copyright
        


        		
          Su lenam am:
        


        		
          Su se len am:
        


        		
          Su neselenma am:
        


        		
          Contents
        


        		
          Prologue — The Whispering Door
        


        		
          Chapter 1 — Son of Gennady
        


        		
          Chapter 2 — Yana
        


        		
          Chapter 3 — Maari
        


        		
          Chapter 4 — Orphans
        


        		
          Chapter 5 — Children of Death
        


        		
          Chapter 6 — Deeper
        


        		
          Chapter 7 — Boris
        


        		
          Chapter 8 — Nightfall
        


        		
          Chapter 9 — Family Come Home
        


        		
          Chapter 10 — Guests of Honor
        


        		
          Chapter 11 — The Stone
        


        		
          Chapter 12 — Not Her
        


        		
          Chapter 13 — Her Song
        


        		
          Chapter 14 — The Edge of the Trees
        


        		
          Chapter 15 — Counting
        


        		
          Chapter 16 — Drawing Them Off
        


        		
          Chapter 17 — All of Them
        


        		
          Chapter 18 — Not Once
        


        		
          Chapter 19 — Small Stitches
        


        		
          Chapter 20 — Not Yet
        


        		
          Chapter 21 — Not Yours
        


        		
          Chapter 22 — Theil
        


        		
          Chapter 23 — What It Shows
        


        		
          Chapter 24 — Say It Back
        


        		
          Chapter 25 — Hold the Line
        


        		
          Chapter 26 — The Tenth Chair
        


        		
          Chapter 27 — Smoke and Pine
        


        		
          Chapter 28 — Olver's Place
        


        		
          Chapter 29 — The Rest When You Come Back
        


        		
          Chapter 30 — Did You Eat Well?
        


        		
          Chapter 31 — Ours
        


        		
          Chapter 32 — A Day
        


        		
          Chapter 33 — Go Out
        


        		
          Chapter 34 — Given
        


        		
          Chapter 35 — Green
        


        		
          Epilogue — The Rest
        


        		
          From the Notebooks — Character Sheets
          
            		
              Character Sheet 1
            


            		
              Character Sheet 2
            


            		
              Character Sheet 3
            


            		
              Character Sheet 4
            


            		
              Character Sheet 5
            


            		
              Character Sheet 6
            


            		
              Character Sheet 7
            


            		
              Character Sheet 8
            


          


        


        		
          The Complete Journey
        


        		
          Tomek's Letter
        


      


    
  

EPUB/images/map2.jpg
v m1 3““ AL
g- \ 3 huts — camp

we did not take it.
[disputed]

NoT
THE MARSH MOVES

< the city? o
A ' is it bigger J
today7 1
j

TH!S WA_Y





EPUB/images/sheet3.jpg
NOTEBOOK SHEET 11

KEPT UNKEPT

THE SONGS BENEATH

YANA

Maari’s girl. Seven. Never a damsel. Not once.

PLATE II. IN THE WHITE COAT, AFTER THE WOODS. FRONT, FULL GEAR.

Hair a disaster. Dark. Maari

works the knots out at the fire

(Ch. 3). Later, Tia combs it,

top to ends, over and over (Ch.

11).

The bad arm. Ape bite, two
curved rows. Not a kerzit.
Never a kerzit. Watch the line
under the skin, and the crease
it has to stay behind.

Sling (Ch. 19). Ch. 22: square

on the scar-browed man’s nose.

She’d been planning the nose.

4 HEADS. COMES UP TO TOMEK'S RIBS.

Talks like she’s twice bis size.

“Don’t lie to me anymore. Not even about glass.”

YANA

THE BLACK INDEX - NOTEBOOK EXTRACT - FORM NB

Cheeks red as berries. Even
when the rest of her goes pale.

The white furs. Too big; sleeves
turned back. The seam has a
history. Boris sewed it himself.
Sealed.

Right mitten: her stones, and a
polished spoon. Don’t ask her
for it.

Kicks. Bites. Through a coat, if
she has to (Ch. 4).
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THE SONGS BENEATH
FROM THE NOTEBOOKS

Sketch sheets for Tomek, Yana, Boris, and the kerzit. Design notes, kept and unkept.

Carved is what made it into the book. It holds. Charcoal is what I drew and left on the page. Charcoal still smudges.

Read these after the last page. They know how it ends.

Sebastian

UNSUNG BOOK ONE

NOTEBOOK SHEET 1 KEPT UNKEPT THE SONGS BENEATH

TOMEK

Son of Gennady. Twelve winters. The boy who was never allowed to hunt.

PLATE I. ON THE ROAD, BEFORE THE CITY. FRONT, FULL GEAR.

Hood up. The book never once describes his face. You live
behind it, looking out, so I never hand you a mirror.

Frost on the lashes before frost anywhere else.

Her kalyuka, on its cord. He wears it under the coat, against
the breastbone. Drawn outside so you can see it. Cold.
Colder than the air.

Father’s hunting knife. Leather grip. Gone after Ch. 17,
pushed under the courier’s door for Boris’s cure. The hand
keeps reaching for the empty hip. Ch. 18: it goes to the flute
instead.

Left hand. Swollen across the knuckles (Ch. 24), and he
couldn’t feel it.

Forearm throbs where Yana’s does. No mark. Never a mark.

Coat torn across the back by spikes in the cave (Ch. 5). Keep
the tear in every drawing after.

Bad ankle. He limps. The thing that wore his face didn’t. He
never paid his limp.

6% HEADS. SMALL FOR TWELVE, AND HE WOULD FIGHT YOU FOR SAYING SO.

“There’s something... I'll tell you. I promise I'll tell you. Not yet.”

CHAPTER

THE BLACK INDEX - NOTEBOOK EXTRACT - FORM NB
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TOMEK KEPT UNKEPT NOTEBOOK SHEET 1

WHAT THE SONG TOOK

i. The third note Ch. 19, 23

ii. His mother’s scarf; its color. It comes back green. Ch. 19, 28
iii. His father’s voice. The words stay: Protect them. All of them. Ch. 23
iv. The winter road home. Yana tells it to him now. Ch. 23

v. His name, to a green box. Please hold. Ch. 25
vi. The hearing in his left ear Ch. 30
vii. Maari’s face. Only a laugh is left. the road
viii. Her three notes, given back Ch. 34

It takes things, never traits. Stubbornness, loyalty, the jokes that don’t land: the song can’t
touch those. That rule keeps him Tomek.

PLATE I - STUDY

CHARCOAL
Drawn, and left on the page.

CARVED

In the book. Doesn’t smudge.

Left ear goes quiet on the Spine (Ch. 30). Half the world, stufted with wool. After that, he turns his good side to whoever’s talking.

Jaw set. He is always about to argue.

The clapping game was never taken. The Epilogue plays it in full: a gap-toothed woman’s part, and the rest made up by a seven-year-
old.

PROFILE
The kalyuka. A seer’s flute with a

i
carved eye. The eye looks up at him from |
the wood. It isn’t the magic. The player l
is. She hummed the same three notes '
without it. 1

|

Gennady’s knife. The warrior he thinks
he has to be. Traded for Boris’s life. The
courier keeps it. That trade had to weigh
more than any fight in the book. \

Maari’s vial. Gold, turning. Neither
water nor smoke. Carried all the way for
Yana. It could never have saved her. Maari knew, and turned her face away from it.

Every chapter, he makes a choice that costs him and changes the road. Nobody saves him before he has acted.

His mouth is defensive. His head is honest. The gap between them is where he lives.

He loves fiercely and judges wrong, and the book makes him pay for both.

His arc is one sentence: the warrior lets go, and the seer stays.

He can do anyone’s voice. In Ch. 27 he does Olver’s, at a door, and it costs him nothing. That’s the frightening part.
In my first pages he told himself his warrior nature would show itself soon. It never did. That’s the book.

Anton once threw him a torch at the mouth of the cave and walked off into the storm. I took Anton out of that cave. Tomek has
to get himself out.

For a while the kalyuka was missing a piece. I let that go. She comes to him whole.
NEVER MADE THE PAGE

— Boris looks like his mother: white hair, gray skin. Tomek noticed before he decided not to.

— Five winters on, he keeps the font. Most mornings he climbs up and sits with the old man in the black chair, so somebody
does.

— He sleeps with his hand over his good ear. He promised.

THE BLACK INDEX - NOTEBOOK EXTRACT - FORM NB 2
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NOTEBOOK SHEET 111

KEPT UNKEPT

THE SONGS BENEATH

BORIS

Of the white woods. Five words where anybody else would use twenty.

PLATE I1I. BORIS, FIRST MORNING AND AFTER. FRONT, FULL GEAR.

White hair, messy, down over
the eyes. You don’t get his eyes
the first time. When you do:
gray, steady, measuring, like he
was asked the depth of a river.

Gray skin. Not dirt. Not cold.
Gray like bark, like ash. Like
Lady Tiana in the fire stories.
Like Tomek’s mother.

The sword. Long and broad,
nearly as long as Yana is tall. He
holds it the way Gennady held
an axe at the woodpile. Like it
weighs nothing.

A statue in the snow. Not so
much as a blink.

THE BLACK INDEX - NOTEBO

B & o
|

TOMEK'S SIZE. MAYBE A LITTLE TALLER.

It matters to Tomek which.

“She used to do that.”
CHAPTER 23

OK EXTRACT - FORM NB

Frost-burn on the cheekbone.

The braid. Frost turns it to a
white rope, stiff and sparkling,
like something carved.

White furs. Nearly gone
against the snow. That’s what
they’re for.

Small knife on the belt. He
lends it. Snare cord on the
other hip. His snares are always
already set.
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HER LINES

“You’re slow.” the first one, and the one that keeps changing

“You big dummy.” love, said rude
“Moody.” diagnosis
“Oh.” at the black glass. She never says what she saw. Not even to me.

Say a signature line once a chapter, at most. Every time it comes back, it has to mean something new.

CHARCOAL
Drawn, and left on the page.

CARVED

In the book. Doesn’t smudge.

PROFILE

Five winters on: a head taller, all legs, braid done crooked. Two black tracks dried down the
cheeks, fixed, as if drawn with a burnt stick. Half a scarf.

Chin up. Always up. The chin is the whole character.

The sling. Boris names it. One word: “Sling.” Her aim, though, is all her.

The spoon and the stones. Treasure. She’s sure the stones are treasure. They were. Just not
the way she means. The spoon came off the stone in the empty room (Ch. 21).

The seam. A lock of white hair and a tooth-stone with a bird’s-foot mark, sewn in (Ch. 19).
Boris sewed them back himself. He won’t explain, and neither will L.

She says everything out loud, and she is always sure.

Funny on purpose. Brave in the same breath she’s scared.

She bosses Boris. He lets her. She is the only one who can.

She knows Maari’s winter road by heart, and she tells it to Tomek, because he can’t keep it.

She caught the thing wearing his face by its missing limp.

In my earliest notes she was kerzit-bitten. She never was. Everybody believed it, and so did you. That was the point.

In an early draft of the Weald she held the kalyuka and asked if she’d get magic powers if she played it. Tomek said no. Maybe. I
don’t know.

Same draft, same dark: “Witches aren’t real,” and a punch in the arm to prove it.
NEVER MADE THE PAGE
— She made up the end of the clapping game. Nobody alive knew how it went, so she did.

— She told Boris his braid looked like a dead weasel, then fixed it.

— Five winters on, she stands up at other tribes’ fires and tells them the gold only cures bites. One old man threw his bowl at her.
She bit his hand.
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THE KERZIT

Children of Death. The old people never say it loudly, and they never say it twice.

PLATE IV. ONE OF THE MIDDLING ONES, SIDE ON.

Twigs. No: branches. A whole dead forest growing out of Teeth grinding side to side, rows behind rows. Clicking,
their backs. On the big ones, thick as a boy’s wrist. They faster when close, like counting. Black spit.
catch on coats.

Gray hide, slick, cracked like old mud, hanging in folds.

Black eyes, red pupils. They go on glowing after the . . ;
Prickly fi 1 h :

lightning’s gone, like coals kicked across a floor. ekly fuestnding upalong the spine
. Th illness. .

Smell first: rot. Meat frozen and thawed and frozen again. One step. Then sellness. One step

The small ones: milk gone bad in the pail.

Sizes. Tomek for scale, far left. Rabbit-sized, goat-sized, and then the big ones. Far right, too big for the frame: the king at the
tribe’s stone (Ch. 12), a red pupil the size of his fist, a belly that drags a furrow in the snow.

L7

“They come to the dying.”
THE KEEPER OF THE FONT, CHAPTER 32
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THE COUNT

Two times he has said sorry in his life. After the fight (Ch. 24): to his own hand, then to Tomek. And once more in Ch. 25, to the
hand. It was the second time.

Twice he said don’t: the flute, the courier’s step. Tomek overruled him every time.
One word, at the black glass. His sister’s name.
One sword, offered for a knife he couldn’t buy back (Ch. 18). He doesn’t know Tomek saw.

Tomek played his song once: a river under ice, with a tear in it.

CHARCOAL
Drawn, and left on the page.

CARVED

In the book. Doesn’t smucge.

PROFILE

Laughs with his shoulders first. No sound. It takes a second to land.
Every silence means something.

The sword. Point down in the snow, the first time. Across his knees at every fire after.

The black stone. Egg-sized. Drawn down the blade, it throws sparks. That’s how the shelter
burned the first morning. Nobody ever explains it. I like it better that way.

The small knife. Ch. 31: drawn, turned round, held out handle first, on his knees on the stone.

Every silence means something. On a reread, most of them mean the same
thing.

Physically competent. Proud. Withholding. Never the one who explains.
Rivals who become brothers and never once say so. Real fistfights allowed.

He fears the dead city the way you fear a word. He takes his laws from
Somebody.

Bitten on the road and cured by the courier’s gold (Ch. 17-18). He is the
proof: the gold cures bites. Only bites.
His first words haven’t changed since the first time I wrote him: “My name’s

Boris. You’re on my land. Without my permission.” And then the part about
killing you.

His people started as a picture: people of the tundra, in a Russia after the end of everything.

In a fragment from years ago, a girl no taller than Tomek knocks Boris flat from three feet away. He has never forgiven her. She isn’t
anywhere yet.

NEVER MADE THE PAGE
- He burned their shelter the first morning. A few nights later they were eating his fish.
- He satall day in the forbidden square, by himself, after the glass.
— Five winters on, he walks behind Yana everywhere and pretends he doesn’t.

- His message to Tomek, five winters on, carried up the mountain by Yana: eat something.
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