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Chapter One: Someone Else’s Pin

The foreign Waymark woke him before the birds did.

It did not pulse this time. It pulled. A small steady tug behind his breastbone, like a fish taking a line and not letting go. Corin lay on his blankets under the eave of the shelter and felt it, and knew without opening his eyes that it was closer than when he went to sleep.

He opened Path-Sight anyway.

The line ran west out of the dark, very faint, north of the ridge and away. At its end the pin sat bright and hard, as it had last night. Only it was not at the end of the line any more. It was further along. Nearer. As if someone had pulled it out of the ground in the night, walked a long way east with it in their pocket, and pressed it in again.

[Foreign Waymark: relocated.]

[Distance: reduced.]

“Helpful,” Corin said, under his breath.

He sat up. That took longer than it used to. His left leg did not come with him. He had to lift it over the edge of the blankets with both hands and set it on the boards. Then he found the ash stick Kesh had cut for him and stood, breathing harder in the grey light than standing up deserved.

Nobody else was awake. Pell snored at the far end of the shelter with his own stick laid across his chest. Rusk slept sitting up against the wall, her book on her knees. The mules shifted in the pen. Water ran over the lip of the trough into the green stripe in the dirt, the same as when he stood there at the very start of everything, telling Rusk the honest route cost double.

He had no pin. That was the first problem.

His three Waymarks were all behind him, back along the road he had made, and he could feel every one of them holding. A fourth would hold too. Verdict had said so, in its own way. But a Waymark wanted brass, intent and a route he could see, and he had only two of the three.

[Pin: still not acquired.]

The freight wagons stood at the fence with their shafts down. The drivers had gone off to the shelter on the far side of the yard, where they had a fire, a stove and no interest in fifteen filthy people who had walked in off the wrong road. Their harness hung over the fence rail in tidy loops. Leather. Iron rings. Here and there, where a strap met a buckle, a short brass pin with a bent head to stop it working loose.

Corin looked at the harness for a while.

Then he crossed to it, one slow step and one swing of the stick at a time, and worked a brass pin out of the nearest buckle with his thumbnail. It came out easily. The strap would hold without it, probably, for a while. He turned the pin over in his fingers. Old brass, worn smooth. Good enough.

He thought about leaving a coin on the rail.

He put the pin inside his coat instead, against his ribs, with the folded price list.

[Brass acquired.]

[Method: not recorded.]

At the west edge of the staging ground, where the packed earth gave way to grass, he planted the stick and looked along the line.

Through Path-Sight it cut across the country, bright and sharp-edged. It did not follow the road. It did not follow anything. It went over the shoulder of the ridge and away across ground he had never walked, on its north side, and the pin at its end burned. He laid Buried History over it carefully, as Maelin had taught him, one small question at a time.

Who made you?

The line did not answer. That was the strange thing. Every road he had ever seen through Buried History had a memory in it somewhere. People who had walked it, carts that had worn it, a surveyor squinting through a sight. This one had nothing. It was clean. Newer-looking than any road had a right to be.

[Route history: none.]

It was old. He knew it was old. It had run out of the records room at Station Four, under more dust than anyone had cleared in a lifetime, and nobody had ever found its end. But it remembered nothing at all. As if someone had gone along it and wiped it clean behind them, the way a careful thief wipes a door handle.

Corin felt the hair stand up on his arms.

Then the pin at the far end pulled again, harder, and something happened that had never happened to him before.

His own Waymarks answered it.

All three at once. He felt them stir behind him, back along the road, every one of them listening. Nobody had touched them. He had not asked them anything. But something at the end of the line had reached along it, past him, and knocked on each of his pins in turn, politely, testing which would open.

[Waymark query received.]

[Source: foreign.]

[Response: awaiting owner approval.]

“No,” Corin said aloud.

He did not know how he did it. He only knew what he wanted. He closed his hand round the stick until his scarred knuckles went white, thought about his three pins, his road, the fifteen people who had walked it, and said no to the line with everything he had.

The knocking stopped.

The pin at the far end went still. Not dark. Still. Whoever held it had felt him push back.

[Query refused.]

[Verdict notes that the other party now knows you can refuse.]

“That’s not better,” Corin said.

“You’re up early.”

He nearly fell over. He caught himself on the stick and turned too fast, his dead leg swinging out wide.

Merren sat on the ridge of the shelter roof, her bad arm strapped across her chest, not looking at him. She was looking west, as he was, out past the shoulder of the hill, with the Far-Watcher’s hard stillness on her.

“So are you,” he said.

“I didn’t go to bed.” Merren still didn’t look round. “Couldn’t. Kept seeing her at that plate.” She was quiet a moment. “What are you looking at?”

There it was. A plain question. He could answer it plainly, the way he had answered Sella last night, every word true and none of it the thing that mattered.

“The road,” he said. “Making sure it’s still there.”

“Is it?”

“It is.”

Merren made a small sound that might have been a laugh. She had heard what he said and, very carefully, had not believed it.

Sella came round the corner of the shelter with her measuring cord over her shoulder and her ledger under her arm, as if a staging ground at dawn held something that needed measuring. Maybe it did. She stopped when she saw him at the edge of the grass. Her eyes went to him, to the stick, then to the direction he was facing.

“The road goes east,” Sella said.

“I know where the road goes.”

“Then why are you looking west?”

Corin opened his mouth. He had an answer ready. A good one, the kind he used to give clients who asked why the honest route cost double: smooth, reasonable, impossible to argue with.

He never got to give it.

Merren had come up onto her knees on the roof ridge, her good hand flat against the slates. Her face had changed, as it did when the Far-Watcher took hold of her and pulled the distance in.

“Someone’s on the ridge,” Merren said.

Sella turned. “Where?”

“West. North of the road. Two miles, a little more.” Merren’s voice had gone flat and careful, the voice she kept for direction, distance, nothing else. “Standing on the skyline. One person. Long coat.”

“Doing what?” Sella asked.

Merren did not answer at once. Corin felt the brass pin in his coat, warm against his ribs. He felt the line, and the foreign Waymark at its end, closer than it had been at midnight. Closer than an hour ago.

“Looking this way,” Merren said. “Looking at you, Corin.”

[Foreign owner: in sight.]

[Verdict recommends placing that pin. Soon.]

Nobody moved. The water ran over the lip of the trough. Somewhere behind them a mule blew and stamped, and in the shelter Pell stopped snoring.

Corin put his hand inside his coat and closed it round the pin.

He had spent the whole of the Wrongways making a road that went home. Somebody else, for longer than anyone had been alive to notice, had been making one that went somewhere else entirely.

And they had just come to find out who he was.




Chapter Two: Paid in Brass

The man on the ridge did not wave.

He stood on the skyline with the first light full on his face and the dark of the west behind him, a narrow shape in a long coat, and looked at the staging ground for as long as it takes to read a sign twice. Then he turned and walked down the far side of the ridge, without hurry, and was gone.

“He’s off the top,” Merren said. Her good hand was still flat on the slates. “North side. There’s nothing on the north side to walk down to. It’s a drop.”

Sella shaded her eyes. “How far a drop?”

“Far enough.” Merren let the Far-Watcher go and sat back on the roof ridge, blinking, as she always did when the distance came back to its proper size. “He didn’t fall. He walked. Like there was a path.”

Corin said nothing. Through Path-Sight the line ran over the shoulder of the ridge and on along its north side, and he could see exactly where the man had stepped off the skyline. The line went that way too.

[Foreign owner: out of sight.]

[Verdict’s recommendation stands.]

“I heard you,” Corin said.

Sella looked at him. “Heard who?”

“Myself.” He lifted the stick and pointed it at the shelter. “Go and wake somebody who can light a fire. I’m going to stand here and think.”

She did not go. Sella never went anywhere because she had been told to. But she took her measuring cord off her shoulder and began winding it, which was how she pretended not to be watching. He turned his back on her and did what Verdict wanted.

He took the harness pin out of his coat.

It looked like nothing. A short stub of brass with a bent head, polished by a strap rubbing it every day of its life. None of his rules had anything to say about harness pins, because he had never needed rules about them. The pins he had set in the Wrongways had been ordinary too, bought by the dozen from a tinker who sold buttons and fish-hooks off the same tray. They had held because he told them to.

He knelt and pushed the pin into the packed earth at the very edge of the grass, where the line west began.

For a moment it worked. He felt the pin catch, and the faint mark began to stand up out of the ground above it.

Then the line pulled.

Not a knock this time. The steady draw he had woken to, the fish taking the line, went straight through the harness pin. The little mark above the brass wavered and thinned. He leaned on it with everything he had. The pin went cold under his thumb, then simply let go. It did not break. It just stopped being anything but a bit of brass in the dirt.

[Pin: harness brass. Unworked.]

[Hold: insufficient under load.]

Corin knelt there with his thumb on it. The pins in the Wrongways had held because nothing had ever leaned on them. This one had a line leaning on it from the other end, and someone at that end who knew how to lean.

He pulled the pin out. It came up bent.

“What was that?” Sella said behind him.

“Practice.”

“You were kneeling for it.”

“I kneel for all my practice.” He climbed back up the stick, hand over hand, and turned round. Sella had stopped winding her cord. Her eyes went from the bent pin in his fingers to the strip of earth where it had been, and her mouth had gone into the small straight line that meant a number did not add up.

He put the pin in his pocket and limped past her to the shelter before she could find out which one.

* * *

Rusk had gone.

She had left at first light, Pell said, on the Office mule, with her report in a satchel and her green coat buttoned to the throat. She had not woken anyone because she did not see the use. A folded note waited on the trestle table under Corin’s cup.

Vale. Your fee is lodged with the Office and will be paid at the quarter. Do not spend it before then. You will. T. Rusk.

Doss and Iven had gone with her as far as the first town: Doss to a cousin who made wheels, Iven because the cousin was always short of someone who could hear them.

Corin read the note twice. Then he turned out his pockets onto the table.

The bent harness pin. His price list, folded. A stub of pencil. Seven coins, mostly copper, one of them silver and clipped at the edge by somebody who had thought nobody would notice.

Pell eyed the coins from the far end of the bench, his bad leg up on a crate. “That’s not a lot of money for a man who’s owed a lot of money.”

“It’s a cash-flow difficulty.”

“It’s seven coins.”

“Six and a clipped one.” Corin swept them back into his hand. “The Office pays at the quarter. Rusk signed. It’s as good as spent.”

“She says you’ll spend it before then.”

“She’s very perceptive. It’s why she’s so tiring.”

Over by the fence a freight driver was swearing, steadily and without much imagination, at a harness strap. Corin watched him for a while. The man had the strap off the buckle and was turning it over, studying the empty hole where a pin ought to be, then the dirt round his feet, then glared at the buckle again.

Corin got up.

He took his time crossing the yard. He let the driver see him coming, the cripple with the stick, stopped a few paces short and studied the dirt with great interest. Then he bent, slowly and with a good deal of difficulty, and came up with the bent harness pin between his fingers.

“Is this yours?”

The driver stared at it. “Where’d you find that?”

“On the ground.” It was true. It had been on the ground. “Bit bent. I’d say it’s been trodden on.”

“I’ve been looking for that since I got up.” The man took it, squinted at it, tried it in the buckle. It went in, bent head and all. He looked at Corin with the uncomplicated gratitude of a man who would not have to walk to the next town for a pin. “That’s decent of you.”

Corin waited. He was very good at waiting.

The driver fished in his pocket and put a copper in his hand.

“Eight,” Corin said, when he sat down again.

Pell did not look up. “You’re a terrible person.”

“I’m a person with eight coins.”

* * *

The cart came in off the north road a little before midday, the first interesting thing to happen since the bent pin.

It was a two-wheeled carrier’s cart with a mule in the shafts and a second on a lead behind, loaded so high with bundles, rope and a big wooden pack frame that it looked like a haystack that had learned to walk. The driver was the largest person Corin had seen in some time. He did not so much sit on the board as fill it. Beside him, very upright, sat a woman in a plain dark coat with a lacquered box on her knees and both hands flat on its lid.

The cart stopped by the trough. The big man got down and saw to the mules without a word. The woman climbed down with the box held against her chest in both arms, and walked straight across the yard to the hiring board by the shelter door.

It was an old board, grey with weather, bare but for the stubs of old notices and a printed Office warning about loose stock. She took a folded paper out of her coat, smoothed it flat against the wood, and pinned it there with a short brass pin from the box.

Corin felt the pin go in from twenty paces away.

It rang in him. Not loud. Clear and certain, nothing like the harness pin. Through Path-Sight a faint bright mark stood up over its head and did not waver, even when the line west gave its long slow pull.

[Worked brass detected.]

Corin was already on his way.

The notice was short, written in a neat upright hand.

LINE-READER WANTED. WEST, PAST THE RIDGE. PAID IN BRASS. ENQUIRE AT THE BOARD.

Joren Pike read it over his shoulder. Corin had not heard him come up. Joren had a way of arriving wherever money was about to be discussed, red scarf wound round his neck, the split in his lip from Lysa’s fist still healing.

“Line-Reader,” Joren said. “Well. That narrows the field.”

“It does.”

“West.” Joren tapped the word with one finger. “Past the ridge. That’s unmapped country, that is. That’s claims.” He gave Corin a sideways look and his salesman’s smile. “Paid in brass. What do you suppose that means?”

“It means it’s not your notice.”

“Everything’s my notice until somebody tells me otherwise.” But Joren took his finger off the paper and stood back, because the woman in the dark coat had turned from the board and was looking at them both.

She was younger than Corin had thought from across the yard, and harder. Not in the face. In the way she stood, square, the box held against her, as if somebody had once tried to take it and she had made sure they never tried again. Her hands were a worker’s hands. A small white scar crossed the back of the right one, and brass dust lingered in the creases of her knuckles.

“Which of you is the Line-Reader?” she asked.

Joren jerked a thumb sideways. “Him.” It was hardly a secret. She was already looking at the stick.

“You brought the Office wagons out of the Wrongways.” She did not make it a question. “The carter at the north crossing told me. He said a man with a Line-Reader’s Class walked fifteen people out of country nobody comes out of, on a road nobody built.”

“I built it,” Corin said.

“Then you’re the one I want.” She glanced at Joren, once. “Not here.”




Chapter Three: The Odd Pin

Her name was Ilse Wendt, and she did business at the trestle table under the eave with the box between her elbows and her hands folded on its lid.

The big man sat at the other end of the bench with a heel of bread and an onion, and ate them both, slowly, watching nothing. Ilse did not introduce him. When Corin looked at him, she said, “Oskar brought me from the crossing. He’s paid to the staging ground.” The big man nodded once without stopping chewing. That was all.

“West,” Corin said. “Past the ridge. Where, exactly?”

Ilse watched him for a moment before she answered. “I’ll tell you where when we’re past the ridge.”

“That’s not how I work.”

“It’s how I hire.” She said it without heat. “I need someone who can see a road that isn’t on any map, follow it, and bring me back along it. I’m told that’s your Class.”

“It’s my Class. It’s not my price.”

Ilse laid both hands flat on the lid of the box. “Then name your price.”

He had been waiting for that. He leaned back on the bench, as far as the dead leg would let him, and looked at the box.

“What does paid in brass mean?”

Ilse held his gaze a moment longer. Then she unhooked the little brass catch and opened the lid.

Inside, on dark green cloth gone pale at the folds, lay pins. Four rows of five, each in its own groove, each as long as his finger, square in the shank and drawn to a fine point. The heads were flat, every one cut with the same small, deep mark: a hook through a ring. They were not polished. They had the soft dull shine of brass worked by hand and then handled for years.

Through Path-Sight they were something else entirely.

Each sat in its groove with a faint steady mark standing over it, and the marks were not empty. They had weight. Somebody’s hands were still in them. Corin had never seen anything like them. He had never known there was anything like them to see.

[Worked Waymark pins: 20.]

He stopped staring.

“My mother made these,” Ilse said. “She was a pinwright. It’s an old trade.” She closed her hand round the edge of the lid. “Those are what I’m offering. Some now. Some when we’re home.”

“And money,” Corin said.

“And money.”

He thought about it properly. The eight coins in his pocket. The Office paying at the quarter. The line west pulling at his breastbone, and the pin at its far end that would not let a harness pin stand. Rusk telling him he would spend his fee before he had it.

Then he named a price that would have made Rusk put her pen down.

“Six pins now,” Corin said. “Six at the end. And two hundred silver when we’re back. Food and kit on top. Carrying on top of that, if I need carrying, which I will.”

At the far end of the bench Oskar stopped chewing.

His eyes went to Corin, to the stick, to the dead leg stretched along the bench. Then he laughed. A big slow laugh, like a cart going over a bridge. It went on for some time, and he did not seem to find it necessary to explain it.

Ilse did not laugh.

She reached into the box, lifted six pins out of their grooves one at a time, and laid them in a neat row in front of him. Then she took a pencil from her coat, wrote on the back of her own notice, and turned it round so he could read it.

Six pins received. Six at return. Two hundred silver at return. Food, kit and carrying at patron’s cost. I. Wendt.

“Sign it,” she said.

Corin looked at the six pins, then the paper. He knew, with the complete certainty of a man who had been pricing things since he could count, that he should have asked for more.

He signed it.

Oskar wiped his eyes on the back of his wrist and went back to his onion.

* * *

“Now tell me why,” Corin said.

He had the six pins inside his coat, against his ribs, with the price list. They were warm. He could feel each one separately, as he could feel his three Waymarks out along his road. It was a good feeling. The best he had felt since the narrows.

Ilse had closed the box. She sat with both hands flat on the lid, very still.

“My mother walked west,” she said. “Past the ridge, north of it, on a line she said she could feel. She wasn’t a Line-Reader. She couldn’t see it. But she said she could feel it in her pins the way you feel a draught under a door. She went to find where it started.” Ilse paused. “She didn’t come back.”

“How long ago?”

“Long enough that people stopped asking me if I’d heard anything.”

He waited. That was not everything. He could see it was not.

Ilse turned the box a little on the table, opened the lid again, and lifted one end of the green cloth. Underneath, in a fold of the lining where nobody would think to look, lay one more pin.

It was not like the others. Longer, darker, its shank not square but twisted, wrung while the brass was still soft. The mark on the head was not a hook through a ring. It was three short cuts, side by side, with a line struck through all three.

“She left this with hers,” Ilse said. “It isn’t hers. It isn’t her mark. I don’t know where she got it.” She held his eye as she said it, steady and exact. “I’d like to know.”

Corin did not touch it.

He did not need to. The moment the cloth came off, the line west pulled at him so hard that he put his hand flat on the table to keep from leaning. Through Path-Sight the dark pin had a mark standing over it like every other worked pin, but this one was not still. It leaned west, along the line. And he knew that feel. He had felt it at dawn, knocking politely on each of his Waymarks in turn. He had felt it last night at the edge of the lamplight, bright and hard at the end of a line that was never supposed to end.

The same hand. The same brass. The same maker.

[Foreign mark: matched.]

[Source: the far end of your line.]

He took his hand off the table.

“Never seen it before,” Corin said.

Ilse looked at him for a long moment. Then she laid the green cloth back over the dark pin, closed the lid, and hooked the little catch shut.

“Then you’ll find it interesting,” she said, “when we get there.”

Oskar finished his onion and wiped his knife on his knee. Up on the shelter roof Merren had come back to sit on the ridge, facing west. Behind Corin’s breastbone the line went on pulling, slow and patient, as if whoever was at its far end had all the time in the world.

[Verdict notes the Line-Reader has said nothing at all.]




Chapter Four: The Surveyor

The surveyor came along the east road in the middle of the afternoon, on a grey mule, as if he had been sent for.

Corin saw him first because he was the only one looking that way. Everybody else was watching Oskar, who had unloaded the carrier’s cart onto the packed earth and was taking the big wooden pack frame apart and rebuilding it with a seat. A plain board seat with a strap across, slung low on the frame, so that a grown man could sit in it with his legs hanging and be carried.

Nobody had said what it was for. Nobody needed to.

So Corin looked east instead. The grey mule came along the road with a boy walking at its head and a second mule behind, loaded with long poles in a canvas sleeve and a measuring wheel lashed on top. Its rider wore a long grey travelling coat, brushed clean, with a flat brass disc on the breast that caught the light.

Sella saw the disc too. She straightened from the trough with her water bottle dripping in her hand and said, “Office.”

“Lovely,” said Corin.

The surveyor got down at the edge of the yard, neatly, without fuss. He handed his reins to the boy, drew off his gloves one finger at a time, folded them together and put them in his pocket. He was a slight man, older than Corin, younger than Rusk, with a narrow clever face and grey eyes that went once round the whole staging ground and seemed to put everything in it in order. Then he walked straight over to the trestle table where Corin sat with his leg up on a crate.

“Mr Vale,” he said. “Corin Vale. The Line-Reader.”

“That’s three things you know about me.”

“I try to arrive prepared.” The surveyor held out his hand. “Ansel Marrick. Surveyor to the Office, North March district. I’m told there’s a new road.”

Corin shook the hand. Dry, cool, quite ordinary. “Who told you?”

“The staging hands send word to the Office post on the evening mail cart. Every arrival, every departure.” Marrick smiled. It was a pleasant smile, and it went exactly as far as it meant to. “Fifteen people came in off the west road, on foot and in three wagons, from a direction the west road does not go. I happened to be two valleys over, measuring a boundary nobody agrees on. I was nearer than anyone else.”

[Office surveyor: present.]

[Route lines carried: none.]

Corin looked at that readout a moment longer than he meant to. Everybody carried lines. It was the first thing he had ever learned to see. People trailed them from where they had been and pushed them ahead to where they meant to go, thin, bright and untidy. The staging ground was criss-crossed with them: the drivers’ lines to the next town, Sella’s to the trough and back, Oskar’s in a great slow loop round his mules. Even Joren, standing quite still, had six lines going off in six directions, all of them towards money.

The surveyor had none. Not behind him on the east road, where his mule’s hoofprints were still fresh in the dust. Not ahead. He stood among all those lines like a man standing in the rain and not getting wet.

[Verdict cannot account for it.]

“Roads don’t usually arrive new,” Marrick said. “I’d like to measure it, if you’ll allow me. The Office will want it on the map.”

“And if I don’t allow you?”

Marrick looked faintly surprised. “Then I’ll measure it anyway, Mr Vale. It’s a road. Roads belong on maps. I’d simply prefer to do it with the man who made it.”

* * *

He measured it with Sella instead, because Corin could not walk that far, and because Sella would not let him go alone.

Corin watched from the bottom of the slope. Marrick rolled the measuring wheel along the gravel one-handed and called the turns, while Sella checked him with her ledger open and her own knotted cord in her fist. The cord had been cut at the Orison gate post and tied together again. She had re-marked every knot since, so it was a little shorter than before and she knew to the inch how much. Every so often she stopped him. Every so often he waited for her, politely, hand on the wheel, while she counted aloud.

“Forty-one,” Sella said, halfway up. “You said forty.”

“You’re quite right. I overstepped the stone.” Marrick wrote it down. “You’ve measured before, Miss Marr.”

“I’m a Measure-Keeper.”

“Of course you are.” He seemed to find that it explained a great deal, and Sella, who did not like anybody, very nearly smiled.

Corin did not care for that at all.

They went up to the white edge stone with the chip out of its corner, where his road met the living one, and stood there a long time. Marrick crouched beside the stone and laid his bare hand flat on the gravel just past it, on the first yard of Corin’s road, and kept it there. Then he took it away and studied his palm for a long moment.

When they came back down, he sat on the end of the bench across from Corin and folded his hands on the table.

“It holds,” Marrick said.

“I know it holds.”

“Without you on it, I mean. That’s unusual. Most roads people make, when they make them at all, are like a plank laid over a ditch. Take the man away and the plank goes into the water.” He tilted his head. “Yours stays.”

“I’m a careful builder.”

“You are.” Marrick’s grey eyes rested on him, and Corin had the strong feeling of being measured, not with a wheel, but with something finer. “Who taught you to set a pin, Mr Vale?”

“Nobody.”

“Do you make your own?”

“I buy them.”

Marrick took his gloves out of his pocket and laid them on the table side by side, finger matched to finger. “From whom?”

“A tinker. Sells buttons and fish-hooks off the same tray.”

“Hm.” Marrick smiled again, very slightly. “Most people with your Class never set a pin at all. They don’t know they can. The Office has files on four Line-Readers, you know. Going back a long way. Not one of them ever made a road that stayed.”

“Maybe they bought the wrong pins.”

“Maybe,” Marrick said. “Where does it go, after here?”

“Nowhere. It ends here. That’s what a road does.”

“Your road does. I meant you.” He glanced west, past the trough and the edge of the grass, along the line Corin could see and he presumably could not. A short glance. But he looked at the right place. “There’s nothing west of the ridge, Mr Vale. Not on any map I’ve drawn. I’d hate to see a man with your gifts walk off the edge of one.”

Corin smiled at him with every tooth he had.

“I’ll be careful where I put my feet,” he said. “I’ve only got the one.”




Chapter Five: Her Mother’s Hands

Corin still had one of Ilse’s pins in his coat.

He set it while Marrick was busy with the boy and the mules at the far end of the yard.

He had meant to wait until the man was gone. But the line had been pulling at him since dawn, Verdict had been recommending it since dawn, and every time Marrick’s grey eyes went west Corin felt the pull a little harder. Something at the far end had noticed there was company. A Waymark at the start of the line was a door he could shut. He wanted a door he could shut.

Ilse sat on the edge of the trough with the box on her knees. She watched him take one of her mother’s pins out of his coat and limp to the west edge of the grass, to the strip of earth where the harness pin had failed, and kept quiet. But she put the box down on the stone beside her and stood up.

He knelt again. It was getting easier, which was a depressing thing to notice.

The pin was warm in his fingers. He set the point against the earth and pushed.

It went in like a key into a lock it had been cut for.

He felt it catch and hold, and keep holding. The faint mark stood up out of the ground above its head and steadied, bright and still. When the line west gave its long slow pull, the mark did not even waver. It leaned back. Not hard. Just enough to hold.

[WAYMARK PLACED.]

[Waymarks held: 4 of 4.]

[Query resistance: present. Maker’s mark carries it.]

Then something else happened.

His thumb was still on the head of the pin, on the little cut hook through the ring. Buried History was open, as it always was now, just under everything. He had not asked it anything. But the brass under his thumb was not new. It was worked brass, handled brass. It had been somewhere, and the moment it went into the ground it began to tell him so.

He saw hands.

A woman’s hands, at a bench, in a low room with a lamp hanging from a beam. Strong hands, square, with brass dust in the knuckles and a shiny pink burn scar across the ball of the left thumb. They held a short length of brass rod in a vice. A small fine file worked it round and round, square and square, never hurrying. On the bench beside the vice lay a little steel punch with the hook-and-ring cut into its end, and a hammer worn bright at the face.

The hands stopped. They picked up the finished pin and turned it to the lamp.

Then they were not at the bench any more. They were walking. He felt it more than saw it: the stride of whoever had made this pin, carried in the brass. A long stride, unhurried, careful on loose ground and quick on firm. A habit of stepping over every threshold right foot first. A habit of humming under her breath, three notes, over and over, when the ground got bad.

The pin knew how she walked. It had been made to walk with her.

[Class combination recognised: Waymark + Buried History.]

[Result: Pin-Reading. Worked pins remember their maker.]

[Maker: identified by mark. Name: not recorded.]

[Historical accessibility: 42%.]

[Cause: maker’s memory read through brass.]

Corin took his thumb off the pin.

The low room went. The bench went. He was kneeling on the packed earth at the edge of the grass, the trough running over behind him, his dead leg folded under him at an angle that was going to hurt later. His eyes were wet, which was absurd. It was not his mother, not his bench, not his anything.

Ilse was standing over him.

“What did you see?” she said.

He thought about not telling her. He thought about the price list, the six pins at the end, and the fact that a patron who knew less was a patron who paid more.

“A woman at a bench,” he said. “Filing. Burn scar on the left thumb, here.” He touched the ball of his own thumb. “She hums when the ground gets bad. Three notes.”

Ilse did not move. She did not do anything at all. Then she sat down on the grass beside him, quite suddenly, as if her knees had made the decision for her.

“That’s her,” she said. “That’s my mother.”

“It’s the pin’s memory,” Corin said. “Not hers. Not now. It doesn’t tell me where she is.”

“I know what it is.” Ilse’s voice was very level. Her hands were clasped hard in her lap to keep them still. “She burnt that thumb on a crucible when I was small. She used to say a pinwright who’s never burnt herself hasn’t been paying attention.” She was quiet a moment. “The three notes are the start of a walking song. I never learnt the rest.”

He did not know what to say to that, so he said nothing, which for once seemed to be the right price.

Then a shadow fell across the grass between them, and Corin looked up into a pair of grey eyes.

“Worked brass,” Marrick said pleasantly. “You don’t see much of that any more.”

* * *

He had come over very quietly for a man in boots. He stood a little way back from the pin, hands behind him, gazing down at its head in the grass. Corin had no idea how much he could see. Nobody else at the staging ground could see a Waymark.

Marrick was not looking at the place where the pin was. He was looking at the place where the mark stood over it.

“From your tinker?” Marrick asked.

“From my tinker.”

“He has an unusual tray.” Marrick turned his head towards Ilse, sitting on the grass with her hands clasped. “I don’t think we’ve been introduced.”

“Wendt,” said Ilse.

“Miss Wendt.” He said it once, filing it. “You’re travelling with Mr Vale?”

“I’m hiring him.”

“Then you’ve hired well. He’s very good.” Marrick’s gaze went to the pin one more time, then west along the line, then back to Corin, and his pleasant expression did not change at all. “I’ve measured the road. It goes on the map. I’ll have it drawn properly at the Office, with the stones in, and the crossing, and the gate at the far end. Then everybody will know where it is.”

“That’s kind of you.”

“It’s my job, Mr Vale. Roads ought to be written down.” He took his gloves out of his pocket and began to put them on, one finger at a time. “A road that isn’t written down is a road anyone could do anything with. Good luck with the west.”

He went back to his grey mule. The boy brought it round and Marrick mounted, neatly, touched his hat to Sella at the trough with her ledger against her chest, and rode out of the staging ground the way he had come, east, by the east road.

[Office surveyor: departing.]

[Route lines carried: still none.]

Corin got himself up off the grass, stick first, and stood beside his fourth Waymark with his heart going hard. Ilse had already gone back to her box. Sella had not moved. She was watching him, not the road where Marrick had gone, her mouth in that small straight line again.

“He knew where to look,” Sella said.

“He’s a surveyor. They always know where to look.”

“He looked at the ground beside the trough.” Sella came closer, her cord in her fist. “Not at the pin. Six inches to the left of the pin. That’s where you look, Corin. When you look at one of your marks. I’ve watched you do it for long enough to know.”

He did not answer that.

Merren called down from the ridge of the shelter roof. She had been up there since the cart came in, facing east this time, watching the road.

“He’s stopped,” Merren said. “At the bend. Half a mile. He’s got off the mule.”

“Doing what?” Sella asked.

Merren was quiet a moment. When she spoke again, she gave it to them the way she gave a range: plain, with nothing added.

“Looking back,” Merren said. “Not at us. Over us. West, at the ridge. Where the other one stood this morning.” She paused. “He’s just standing there, looking at it. Like he knows what was on it.”




Chapter Six: A Bearing for Sale

Corin needed money, and the only thing he had to sell was the truth.

He worked that out at the fence in the morning, while Oskar Brunn explained his rates. Oskar had a rate for loads, by the pound; a rate for distance, by the stage; and a rate for bad ground, which was the other two added together and then a bit. He explained them slowly, greasing the pack frame’s straps with a rag, and did not seem to care whether Corin wrote any of it down.

“And me?” Corin asked.

Oskar’s eyes went to the stick and the dead leg. Then to the pack frame with the seat in it, propped against the fence, empty.

“You’re a load.”

“I’m a client’s guide.”

“You’re a load that argues,” Oskar said. “Sacks don’t argue. Sacks don’t tell me where to put my feet.” He folded the rag and put it in his pocket. “That’s extra.”

“How much?”

Oskar told him.

Corin turned to Ilse, on the edge of the trough with the box on her knees. Carrying at patron’s cost, she had written.

“Base rate’s mine,” Ilse said, before he could open his mouth. “The arguing’s yours. I didn’t hire the arguing.”

Corin lifted his left foot so she could see the boot split along the welt. “Kit at patron’s cost. That’s kit.”

Ilse did not look up from the box. “Rope and food and the mule are kit. I’m not paying for a man’s boots. I’ve seen what men do with boots.”

He counted his coins again. Still eight. They had not bred.

[Kit required: more than funds.]

“Fine,” Corin said. “I’ll argue less.”

Oskar laughed and went back to the straps. He did not say he believed it. He did not need to.

* * *

He found Joren down by the freight wagons in the afternoon, sitting on a crate in the sun with his red scarf loosened and his boots off, doing sums in the dirt with a stick.

His crew lay about with nowhere to be. Lysa sat on the wagon tongue sharpening a knife. Red Hollow was south and a long way off, and none of them looked in a hurry to start walking to it.

“Vale.” Joren rubbed out his sum with his foot. “Come to gloat? You’ve got a patron and a packer and a box of pins, I hear. I’ve got a crew that wants feeding and a road home I can’t charge anyone for.”

“I’ve come to sell you something.”

Joren’s whole face lit up.

“Sit down,” Joren said. “What are you selling?”

Corin sat, stick first, and laid the stick across his knees. He took out his old price list, folded small, and held it without opening it.

“West,” he said. “Past the ridge. There’s old ground out there that isn’t on any map. Not a
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