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The wind came over the moor from all four roads at once that evening, the way it only did at the turn of autumn, and by the time the sun went down behind the fingerpost at Gallows Cross, Tobias Wrenfield had already barred three of the four shutters on the Lantern & Key.

He left the last one open a while longer. From that window you could see the whole crossing: the old fingerpost leaning on its stone, its four weathered arms pointing to Thistlemere and the market road, to the King’s Road and the capital, to the salt road and the coast, and to the Drover’s Way that ran north into nothing but heather. Frost was already silvering the heather on every side. There would be no moon tonight. Tobias had known that since spring, the way he knew the price of barley and how many casks were left in the cellar, because it was written on the first page of the inn’s ledger in his grandmother’s square hand: Black moon, the turn of autumn, in the fiftieth year. Keep the hearth. Keep the book. Sign.

He had read that line a hundred times since he was old enough to read. He had never once believed it would fall to him.

The taproom was empty. That was the custom on this night, and Thistlemere kept it whether it remembered why or not. Not a farmer had come up the hill for his pint since noon. The long scarred tables stood bare under the low dark beams, the benches pushed in square, the iron lanterns lit and hanging from their hooks along the beams so that the whole room swam in warm, wavering amber. The hearth was the only thing in the place that was not quiet. Tobias had built it high, the way Maudie always had on the old nights, and it roared up the stone chimney and threw its heat across the flags as far as the bar. Above the mantel, on an iron hook driven into the chimney stones, hung the great iron key that gave the inn half its name, as long as a man’s forearm, black with age, its bow worked into a ring of four crossed roads. Nobody alive knew what door it opened. Maudie had always said that was the point.

He was polishing the last of the cups and not thinking about any of it when someone hammered on the yard door.

It turned out to be a wool-carter called Aldous Penhallow, soaked to the hips from fording the beck at the foot of the hill in the dark, with a wagon and a tall, ill-tempered gray mare who wanted no part of any of it. Tobias went out with a lantern, got the wagon under the cart shed and led the mare toward the stable, and the mare, who had decided somewhere on the moor that she hated the whole world and Tobias in particular, planted her feet beside the stone water trough, swung her great head, and shoved him in.

The water was cold enough to stop his heart. He came up swearing. Tobias stabled the mare anyway, rubbed her down anyway, gave her an armful of hay she did not deserve, and sat Penhallow by the kitchen fire with a bowl of stew and a jug of ale and the advice, kindly meant, that he sleep down in Thistlemere tonight and not come back up the hill before cockcrow, whatever he saw.

“It’s the night, isn’t it,” Penhallow said, very low. “The Accord. My mother used to tell it.”

“It’s only an old story,” Tobias told him, which was a lie, but Penhallow went down the hill with a borrowed lantern all the same, and Tobias went back to the taproom dripping.

He peeled the soaked shirt off over his head and hung it on the iron fender to steam, and stood with his back to the fire to let the heat get into his bones. His dark brown leather trousers had shed the worst of the trough, as good leather did. He did not bother to go up for another shirt. There was no one to see him, and if the old stories were true, there would be no one at all until midnight.

He had turned thirty-eight that summer, and he had been carrying kegs and splitting wood and heaving drunk drovers out of the door of the Lantern & Key since he was fifteen, and it showed in him. He was a big man, broad through the shoulders and the chest, thick in the arms and heavy in the thigh, his belly ridged hard, with the kind of solid, hard bulk that came from work and not from any notion of looking well. His skin was fair, the kind that burned at haymaking and went pink at the cheekbones in a hard wind, and there was a scatter of chestnut hair across his chest. He kept his chestnut-brown hair cut short, because Maudie had cut it short for him every month for years and he had never gotten out of the habit, and his brown beard short and square along his jaw. Travelers said he had an honest face. Women in Thistlemere had told him, now and then, that it was a waste. Men in Thistlemere had told him so too, more quietly, and once or twice he had let them prove it. None of it had ever stayed. The inn was too far up the hill, and the nights were too long, and he was too stubborn to leave it.

The inn’s ledger lay open on the end of the nearest table. It was bound in brown leather gone black at the corners from three generations of hands, and every guest who had slept under the roof of the Lantern & Key in that time was written in it, every cask bought, every debt, every birth and death in the family. Near the front, on a page of heavier vellum that had been sewn in long before the rest, were the Accords.

There were twenty of them, one after another, each in a different hand, each signed at the bottom by three names. Two of the names were always the same. They did not look like ink. One was written in something that looked like black feather-quill and frost, and spelled Ithren. The other was written in something that looked like a burn on the vellum, dark and smooth, and spelled Malrec. The third name changed every time. The last one, fifty years ago almost to the night, was Maude Wrenfield, Innkeeper, in the same firm square hand as the first page.

Maudie had been thirty that year. She had told him about it only once, when she was old and dying in the big room upstairs and he was thirty-two and sitting on the end of the oak bed holding her hand. He had thought, then, that the fever was talking.

“They come at midnight,” she had said. “From two roads. Never the same two. You let them in, and you sit them at the hearth, because the hearth is neutral ground and has been since before there was an inn. You don’t take sides. You don’t bargain. You read the terms and you witness and you sign. That’s all the charter asks.” Then she had laughed, a hoarse, wicked old laugh he had not heard from her in years. “And you’ll find they’re not what you think, either of them. Not what anybody thinks. They’ll ask about me. Tell them I said they were a pair of fools, and I’m glad I lived to see it.”

He had not asked her what she meant. He had thought there would be time.

He looked at the twenty Accords for a long while. Then he drew himself a cup of cider from the barrel under the bar, and set a kettle of it on the hob to warm, because whatever came through his door tonight, Maudie had raised him to offer it something hot.

The fire burned low toward midnight, and he built it back up. The lanterns along the beams swung gently in the draft from under the door. The frost thickened on the windowpanes until the stars beyond were blurred and many-pointed, and he barred the last shutter on them. Out in the stable the gray mare stamped once and went still.

At the stroke of twelve, by the old clock over the bar, the wind stopped.

It stopped all at once, on every road. The silence was so complete that Tobias could hear the sap hissing in the logs. Then, from the yard, came two sets of footsteps on the frozen cobbles, one from the King’s Road side and one from the Drover’s Way, unhurried, meeting at the door.

Someone knocked three times.

Tobias wiped his palms on his trousers, crossed the taproom, lifted the bar, and opened the door of the Lantern & Key to the black moon.

The first of them had to turn sideways to come in, and even then his wings brushed the frame on both sides. They were black, enormous, feathered like a raven’s but on a scale that made no sense, folded high behind his shoulders and trailing nearly to the floor, and they rustled when he moved with a sound like wind going through a whole forest at once. The rest of him was a man, but a man built like a siege tower. He was taller than Tobias by a hand’s breadth, and huge, his shoulders immense, his chest deep and heavy and slabbed with muscle, his arms thick and corded and his belly ridged hard. He wore black trousers belted with black leather and nothing else, not even boots, as though the frost had never been invented. His skin was a deep, warm brown, his hair was cropped close to his skull in tight silver-white curls, and his short beard was silver too, neat along a strong, grave jaw. He looked forty-two, a man in his full weight and prime, and he had the stillest face Tobias had ever seen. His eyes were dark brown and perfectly ordinary, and they looked at Tobias as if they had been looking at him for a long time.

“Innkeeper,” he said. His voice was very deep and quiet. “I am
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