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PART ONE — The Tide Comes In




I · THE WITNESS



Eochaid Muinremuir (YOH-kheth MUHN-reh-vur) had been cursed to witness, and in the long peace of the home he had let himself half-forget what the witnessing was for — and that, he would think afterward, was the god's cruelest mercy: that he had been allowed, for a few hundred years, to mistake his sentence for a life.

He kept the night watch still, as he had kept it since the founding, the deathless druid sitting the dark hours at the edge of the ring of ancient stones while the home slept. But the watch had gone gentle across the centuries. There had been no enemy worth the name in a long age — the wild kept, the slope-folk sheltered, the wolves ranging the green country and coming home to the antlered seat that held them all to a single point. The home had become, against every expectation of its blood-soaked founding, an ordinary happy place, and Eochaid had become, against every line of his curse, almost content to keep it. He should have known better. He had had more reasons than any creature alive to know better. But contentment is the one lesson the long-lived never quite learn, because the alternative is unbearable, and so they learn it again and again and are surprised by grief again and again, deathless and foolish both.

❖

The home, in this age, was four hundred years deep and more.

Fergus mac Eirc (FUR-gus mak AYRK) still held the rooted seat — the antlered throne of oak and shed antler that the Fair Folk had let him buy with everything, on the founding night none of the home but Eochaid still remembered firsthand. He had not aged a day since a glen ran red in a century the slope-folk could not now name. He had become, across the long keeping, the thing the young king who emptied that glen could never have imagined: patient, gentle-handed, slow to the all-of-it that had once damned him, a lord who said no to himself a hundred times a day and counted it the only penance worth the name. The home loved him the way a valley loves the mountain over it — permanent, sheltering, a little terrible, there before the grandfathers and there after the grandchildren.

The pack had thinned and grown and thinned again, the way a pack does across four centuries — some lost to the hide, the slow gentle leaving Garnait (GAR-natch) had taught them all to dread; some new-come, true-blood children grown into their change and never aging after. Of the old ten that walked west out of the glen, a few remained. Domangart (DOV-an-gart) still told the tales, darker since a green hollow took his daughter, deeper for the darkness. Talorc (TAL-ork) still kept his fluent silence, the most eloquent wolf in the home with the least voice. The surviving cousin still held to the man, steady, alone, missing the half of himself that had gone into the wood so long ago that only Eochaid still remembered there had been two. Brennus (BREN-us) still kept the eastern gate, the first Warden, four hundred years at his post, and still, on certain nights, went and lay at the edge of the hazel hollow and grieved at the true grave of a child the home had buried at the false one — and still no one but Eochaid knew why, and Eochaid still could not say.

And there was Alpín (AL-peen).

❖

Alpín was the heir, though no one had said the word aloud, the way no one had said it aloud of Garnait four hundred years before — the home's blood ran true to its old habit of choosing in silence and announcing nothing. He was true-blood, born in the home generations down from the founding, come into his change at the edge of manhood and not aged past it; he had Fergus's stubbornness gentled by four centuries of the home's slow patience, and something else besides, something that was his own and that Eochaid watched with the wary attention he gave to anything he could not quite read.

“You are doing the thing,” Alpín said, coming up to the seat in the dark — he kept odd hours, the heir, he had taken to sitting the late watch with the old man, which no one else did, which was itself a kind of answer to the unasked question of who would have the seat. “The staring-into-the-dark thing. Grandfather-of-grandfathers, you have the face on. Fergus says when you get the face on, a wise man checks the larder and sharpens the spears.”

“Fergus says a great many things about my face. He has had four hundred years to develop opinions on it.” Eochaid did not turn from the dark. “And he is right, as it happens, which he finds tiresome and so do I. I have the face on because I have felt something, these last nights, that I have not felt in a long age, and I have been sitting here trying to decide whether I am an old man frightened by a change in the weather or an old man who is correctly afraid. They feel the same from the inside. That is the trouble with my gift. It has never once told me which kind of dread I am having until the dread arrives in person.”

“What have you felt.”

Eochaid was quiet a moment. The gift had been stirring for three nights — the old stir, the glen-stir, the one he had not felt since before the founding — and he had learned, across a long life, exactly how much to say to the young and exactly how much to keep. With Alpín he had found himself, lately, keeping less, because the boy was going to have the seat, and a seat is easier held by someone the old man has not spent his youth lying to.

“There is a king in the south,” he said. “A great one. Greater than any since the legions — and like the legions, he rules lines onto the world and calls the ruling holy. I have felt his reach growing for years and said nothing, because it was far, and the far is not yet the near, and an old man who cries the sky is falling every time a southern king grows fat soon teaches everyone to stop listening. But these last three nights the reach has changed. It has turned. I cannot see toward what — the gift goes dark down the years the way it always has — but I can feel the turning, the way you feel a great beast in the dark shift its weight from one foot to the other and know, without seeing it, that it has decided to move and has only to choose the direction. The beast has decided to move, Alpín. That is what I have felt. And I have a cold notion, which I will not call a seeing because it has not earned the name, that when it chooses its direction, the direction will be us.”

❖

Alpín sat with that a while — he sat with things, the way Garnait had, the way the home's best always did. “We have been safe a long time,” he said finally. “The whole of my life. The whole of everyone's life but yours and Fergus's and the few old ones. I know the founding tales — the glen, the road, the bargain — but they are tales to me, grandfather-of-grandfathers. Stories Domangart tells. I have never seen the home in danger. I do not think I quite believe, in the meat of me, that it can be. It has always simply been here.”

“I know,” Eochaid said, and there was something in his voice that made the young man look at him. “That is the thing I have been sitting here grieving, these three nights, before the danger has even arrived. Not the danger. You. All of you. That you have had four hundred years of safety so complete that you cannot believe in its ending — and that I can, because I remember the founding as a thing that happened to me and not a tale, I remember when this home was a glen full of the dead and a god walking in it, and I have never once in four hundred years stopped knowing that what was made can be unmade.” He looked at the heir, the boy who would hold the seat, with the particular tenderness of a man looking at someone he already grieves. “You asked what I felt. I will tell you the whole of it, since you are going to have the seat and a man should not inherit a throne without knowing what sits under it. I feel that the long peace is ending. I feel that the thing my whole cursed existence was bent toward — for I was not made deathless to keep a happy home, Alpín, whatever I have let myself pretend these gentle centuries; I was made deathless to witness; the god told me so in the glen, that I would watch and remember and never be permitted to die of the watching — I feel that the thing I was made to witness is finally, after four hundred years, coming up the road toward us out of the south. And I feel that I will see it whole, because that is my sentence and my gift has never once failed to make me keep it. Go to sleep, sister-son's son's son's son, down all the greats I have stopped counting. Sleep while the sleeping is good. The beast in the dark has shifted its weight. And an old man who has been wrong eight times in nine is very much afraid that this is the ninth.”




II · THE STONES AT DAWN



To understand what the tide would take, you have to know the home as it woke on an ordinary morning, before any of it — the shape of the place, the rhythm of its hours, the plain good unremarkable life that no one thinks to set down because it seems it will go on forever, which is exactly the thing that never does.

The home sat in the heart of the oldest wood, in a ring of standing stones older than the wolves who kept it — grey weathered megaliths set by a people gone before the legions, runed with marks even Eochaid (YOH-kheth) could only half-read, leaning together at the western end where the hazel grew thick over a hollow no one spoke of. Within the ring stood the great hall the wolves had built across four centuries of failed and re-built roofs, oak-pillared, turf-roofed, grown rather than raised; and at its head the antlered throne, the rooted seat of oak and shed antler that the Fair Folk had let Fergus (FUR-gus) buy with everything. Below the ring, down the gentler slopes, the slope-folk had their steadings — the outer ring of mortal kin, the village under the crag, ordinary short lives lived in the shelter of the deathless.

❖

Dawn came to it the same way it had come ten thousand mornings.

Brennus was already at the eastern gate, of course — had been all night, four hundred years of nights — and the first thing the home woke to was the sight of the great grey shape in the gap, unmoving, the door made flesh, so constant that the slope-children used him to tell direction the way other children used the sun. The wolves who had run the night came in by ones and twos, changing at the tree-line, men and women again, hungry and quiet with the after-quiet of the hunt. Cano (KAN-o) would be awake before most, his hands already on the harp-strings though he played nothing yet, only touched them, the way a man touches a thing he is grateful to still have. Smoke would rise from the slope-steadings. Goats would complain. A child would cry and be hushed.

And Eochaid would come down from the night watch at the rooted seat, the old man who did not sleep, and stand at the edge of the waking home and count it — not the number, he knew the number, but the faces, the way he had counted faces since before the founding, taking the morning inventory of everything he loved and would outlive. It was the most ordinary thing he did and the most important, and no one knew he did it, the way no one knows the load-bearing wall is load-bearing until it is gone.

“You count us every morning,” Eithne (ETH-nuh) said to him once — she was up early too, the healer, the early-rising kind — having caught him at it. “I've watched you. Dawn comes and you stand here and your eyes go round the whole home, slow, like you're… taking attendance. Every morning. Why? You know we're here. Where would we go?”

“Nowhere,” Eochaid said. “That is precisely why I count. Because you are all here, every morning, and one morning you will not be — not all of you, never all of you again, that is the one certainty of a long life — and I have learned that the only way to truly have a thing is to notice it while it is here. So I count you. Cano at his strings. Brennus at his gate. The smoke from the steadings. The goats, gods help the goats. You, up too early, asking an old man rude questions. I count it all, every dawn, because the counting is the having, and the having is the only thing the gods let us keep, and they do not even let us keep that — they only let us have it, for a while, and then take it, and leave us the counting, which becomes, after, the remembering, which is the whole of what I am for.”

❖

Eithne thought about that for a while — she thought about things, under the rudeness, the way the home's best always did — and then she said: “Teach me. The counting. I'm a healer; I'm good at noticing what's wrong with a thing; I've never learned to notice what's right with it while it's still right. Teach me to count the dawn.”

And so the old man taught the young mortal woman to take the morning inventory — the two of them at the edge of the waking home, the deathless witness and the short-lived healer, counting the faces, the smoke, the goats, the harper's hands, the gate made flesh — and it became a thing they did, in the season before the tide, the quiet shared practice of noticing the home while the home was still there to be noticed. It was Eochaid's deepest gift and he gave it to her freely, because she was the one soul in the home who could use it best — the mortal, who had the least time, who most needed to learn that the having was in the counting — and because he knew, the gift dark and certain, how soon the counting would become the remembering, and wanted her to have learned, before it did, how to hold a dawn while it lasted.

“You're teaching me this because it's all about to end,” Eithne said, another dawn, the counting done. “The way you do everything lately. One last good thing before the dark.”

“I am teaching you this,” Eochaid said, “because it is the truest thing I know, and you are the truest soul to give it to, and yes, because the dark is coming, and when it comes you will be glad to know how to count a dawn — not the dawns before the dark, those you will not need taught, grief teaches those — but the dawns after. There will be dawns after, Eithne. There always are; that is the cruelest and kindest thing about dawns; they keep coming, after everything. And when they come, after — after the tide, after whatever it takes — you will stand at the edge of a smaller, sadder, still-living home, and you will count it, the faces that are left, the smoke that still rises, and the counting will be the thing that tells you the home is not ended, only diminished, and that the having goes on, smaller, as long as there is one dawn and one face and one soul to count them. That is why I teach you now. Not for the last good dawns. For the first hard ones after. So that you will know, when they come, how to find the home still in them.”




III · THE HEIR'S HOURS



Before the tide and the blade and the longest night, Alpín had ordinary hours, and it is worth setting them down, because a man is only as mourned as he was known, and the home that was about to lose so much had, first, a great deal of plain good living that no one thought to mark at the time, the way no one ever does.

The heir's days were not kingly. Fergus held the seat and would hold it, by every law the home knew, forever; and so Alpín had grown up not as a prince-in-waiting groomed for a throne but as simply a young man of the home with more of the old man's attention than most and no particular idea what it was for. He hunted with the pack. He mended walls with the slope-folk, being strong and not too proud for it. He lost at every game of skill to Talorc, who cheated magnificently and silently and could not be caught at it, and won at every game of chance against Lóegaire's (LWEE-ar-yuh) memory, the bold old wolf having become, across four centuries, a deeply unreliable but wonderfully confident teller of his own past victories.

❖

“I beat the king at this once,” Lóegaire announced, losing again, the carved pieces scattered. “The old king. The first one. Fergus himself. Beat him three games running, the night before we took the high glen — he never forgave me, it's why he's kept me at this gate-end of the home four hundred years, the sore loser.”

“You have told me this,” Alpín said, “and each time the number of games grows. Last winter it was two. The winter before, you merely played him close.”

“Time clarifies a man's memory.”

“Time does the opposite of that, in your case, and we both know it, and I love you for it.” Alpín swept up the pieces. “Again. And this time when you lose, lose with dignity, like a wolf of Annwn, and not like a slope-child who's had his honey-cake taken.”

“I will lose,” said Lóegaire with enormous gravity, “with such dignity that the bards will sing of it,” and lost, undignified, gloriously, and the gate-end of the home was warm with it — and this was the heir's hours, the plain good unmarked living, the thing the tide would take and no one would think to grieve because no one grieves the ordinary until it is gone.

❖

He met Eithne properly — he had known her his whole life, the home being small, but met her, the way you meet someone you have always seen the moment you actually see them — over a wolf with a wound that would not close.

It was before the holy water, before any wound in the home meant anything but an ordinary hurt; a young wolf had taken a boar's tusk badly in a hunt and the gash had gone wrong, hot and angry, the way even a god's wolf can sicken if a wound sours. And Eithne, slope-born, healer-trained under Mór (MORE) the green-warden, came to tend it — a mortal woman, ordinary as bread, with stained competent hands and a way of speaking to a frightened wolf the size of a pony as though it were a sulky child, which, Alpín observed, it largely was.

“Hold his head,” she told the heir, not knowing or not caring that she was giving an order to the man who would one day hold the seat — she gave orders to anyone whose hands she needed, it was the healer in her, rank meant nothing against a wound. “Not like that. You're holding him like he's a weapon. He's not a weapon, he's a great frightened baby who let a pig outwit him, and he'll thrash if you hold him like he's dangerous because you'll make him feel dangerous. Hold him like he's safe. There. Now he believes you. Now I can work.”

Alpín held the wolf like it was safe, and the wolf believed him, and Eithne worked — cleaned the soured gash, packed it with something green and sharp-smelling from her satchel, talked the whole time, low, to the wolf, to herself, to the wound, a running mutter that was half craft and half company — and Alpín found himself watching her hands and her face and forgetting, for a while, that he was the heir, forgetting the old man's dread and the southern king and the beast shifting its weight in the dark, forgetting everything but a mortal woman with stained hands talking a soured wound back toward closing.

“You're staring,” Eithne said, not looking up.

“I'm holding the wolf like he's safe.”

“You're doing both. The wolf is fine; you can let go; you've been able to let go for a while now and you haven't, which means you're staring and using the wolf as your excuse, which is the oldest excuse in the home and I've seen it from better men than you, heir.” She tied off the dressing and finally looked up, and there was nothing soft in it, only a healer's flat amusement and something underneath the amusement that was not flat at all. “There. He'll close clean now. You can tell the old man, when he asks — and he'll ask, he asks everything — that the wound was soured and is mending and that the healer was rude to the heir and the heir let her be, which is the most hopeful thing I've heard about you, if you want the truth. A king who can't be told the truth empties glens. We have a tale about that. You might have heard it.”

❖

He had heard it. Everyone had heard it; Domangart told it; it was the founding sin of the whole line, the king who would not be told. And here was a mortal slope-woman with stained hands using it to tease the heir, and Alpín laughed — the real laugh, the one even the home rarely got from him, the gathering man being more often grave than glad — and Eithne marked the laugh the way Eochaid marked everything, filed it away, and did not let him see her file it.

“What,” she said.

“Nothing. Only — no one talks to me like that. They've started being careful with me. The home's decided I'm the heir, no one's said it but everyone's decided it, and they've started… rounding off their edges when they talk to me. Fergus gets the plain truth because he's the king and beyond flattering. I get the careful version. Except the old man, and now you. You didn't round anything off. You called me a starer and a glen-emptier-in-waiting and you did it with a boar-wolf's blood up to your elbows.”

“I round nothing off for anyone,” Eithne said. “It's a failing. My mother despaired of it. But I'll tell you a thing for free, heir, since you noticed and most don't: the careful version is how a home starts to lose a king before it's even got him. They round off your edges and you start believing the rounded shape is you, and one day you're sitting a seat surrounded by people who've spent years telling you the careful version, and you can't tell anymore what's true, and that—” she gathered her satchel — “that is how you empty a glen. Not from cruelty. From being told the careful version so long you forget there's another kind. So. I'll be rude to you. Consider it healer's work. I keep wounds from souring; I'll keep you from souring too, it's the same craft, you'd be amazed. Now let go of the wolf. He's been fine for some while. You're still holding him like he's safe.”

And Alpín let go of the wolf, and watched the rude mortal healer go off across the home with her satchel and her stained hands, and felt the thing a deathless man should be most careful of feeling and was, of course, entirely careless about — and the gift, had he had it, might have warned him; but he was not the witness, he was only the heir, in his ordinary hours, before the tide, falling without knowing it for a woman who would be dust in fifty years while he stood unaged at a seat she had warned him not to sour. Eochaid saw it, from the edge of the home, the way he saw everything. And kept it. And said nothing. And added, to the cold list of dreads he carried, a new one shaped exactly like a mortal woman with stained competent hands, who had just appointed herself the keeper of the heir's edges, and did not know, and could not know, how little time the gods were going to give her for the keeping.




IV · LÓEGAIRE'S TALLY



“I killed forty men at the ford below Dunadd (DOO-nat),” Loegaire announced, one evening, to the younger wolves, who had heard it before — though not, several of them privately noted, at this number.

“It was four,” said the surviving cousin, mildly, who had been there.

“Forty.”

“Four. I was beside you. I killed three of them myself while you were occupied being heroic at the fourth — who was, if memory serves, a boy of perhaps fifteen who dropped his spear and ran, and whom you pursued with great valor for some distance before tripping in the ford and going fully under.”

“That,” said Loegaire, with enormous dignity, “is a slander, and a poor one, and I will tell you what truly happened, which is that I slew forty men at the ford, and the going-under was a tactical immersion, to surprise the enemy from below.”

“There was no enemy below. There were fish. You surprised the fish.”

“The fish,” said Loegaire, “have never forgotten it,” and the whole hall went down laughing — the younger wolves and the slope-folk and even, from his gate, the suggestion of a settling in Brennus that might, on a creature said to feel nothing, have been the ghost of amusement.

❖

This was the great running joke of the home, and it had been running, in one shape or another, for the better part of four hundred years. He was one of the last of the founding ten — the bold one, the shameless one, the one who had said the low true earthy things out loud on the long road so the others did not have to carry their grief in silence. Four centuries had not improved his modesty and had spectacularly degraded his memory, and the two together had bred a creature of magnificent and wholly unreliable self-regard. The tally was the heart of it. He claimed victories — in battle, in the hunt, in games, in love, in arguments with the dead king — and the claimed victories grew, year on year, decade on decade, until they had reached a scale that would have required several additional lifetimes and a considerably larger world to accommodate.

He was not finished with the ford.

“In any case,” he went on, over the laughter, warming to it, “the forty was before the bear.”

“There was no bear,” said the cousin.

“There was a very great bear, in the high passes, the winter of the deep snow, and I took it with my hands, thus —” and he showed them, with his hands, a grip of heroic ambition, “and the pelt of it kept three slope-children warm for a generation, and you may go and ask the slope-children.”

“The slope-children are four hundred years dead.”

“Their gratitude,” said Loegaire, “is eternal,” and the hall went down a second time, and one of the youngest wolves laughed so hard she had to put her head between her paws, and Loegaire regarded her with the deep satisfaction of an artist whose work has reached its proper audience.

❖

Alpin loved him, the way the whole home loved him, and watched him hold court over the fictional ford and the eternal bear with the particular attention he gave to anything that worked on people and he did not yet fully understand why.

“You know he knows,” Alpin said to Eochaid, low, at the edge of the firelight. “That it was four, not forty. He's not mad, and he's not truly forgotten — the cousin corrects him every time and he never once argues the true number, he just raises his own. He knows the difference between four and forty. So why does he do it? Every night. The same fish. Four hundred years.”

“Because four is a fact,” Eochaid said, “and forty is a gift.” He did not look away from the old wolf at his work. “He gives the home a thing to laugh at, and he makes himself the butt of it, on purpose, every time — the great warrior who surprised the fish. You are the gathering man, Alpin; you will want to understand this one, because it is kin to your own gift and older. Four hundred years of the same wolves in the same wood, grieving the same dead, keeping the same dwindling wild. Do you know what holds a home together across four centuries of that? Not the keeping. Not the seat. Cano's harp. Domangart's tales. And Loegaire's ford, that grows by a man a year. The laughing holds it.”

“That's all? Laughing?”

“That's all, and it is not small, and you will know it is not small the first time you try to do without it. A home that can still laugh at itself has not yet been beaten, however much it has lost. Your great-grandsire learned that on the long road — lying in the mud under a roof that had fallen on the whole pack, every one of them pinned and helpless and certain they were finished, and it was Loegaire, pinned with them, who said the first unspeakable thing about the situation, and the pack laughed where it lay, and got up, because a pack that laughs under a fallen roof is a pack that has not yet agreed to die under it.” He watched the old wolf take a bow for an audience of children and immortals. “He took up the laughing on that road and he has held it four hundred years. It is an office, Alpin, as real as the gate Brennus keeps or the seat Fergus holds. And he will hold it, the gods willing, through whatever is coming — because a home that goes into the dark still able to laugh at an old fool and his fish goes into the dark as a home. And a home that has lost the laughing goes in as only a garrison. And garrisons break, sister-son's-son, exactly where homes hold.”

❖

It would matter, the laughing, in the dark that was coming — not as a weapon; you cannot fight a tide with a joke — but as the thing the home was, the thing finally worth the keeping. When the tale of the fall came to be told, Domangart told the laughing too, on the old man's own instruction: told Loegaire's ford that grew by a man a year, and the eternal gratitude of the four-hundred-years-dead, so that the home would be remembered not only by how it died but by how it had lived, which was — against the curse and the tide and the long dark all three — often, and helplessly, and well.




V · OFFA'S DYKE



The word came up the secret veins of the old country the way all word came to the home — carried by the hunted, washing up at the one shore the kings could not reach — and it came, that season, faster and darker than it had come in living memory, because the thing it carried was the largest thing the island had seen since Rome.

His name was Offa (OFF-a), and he was king of Mercia, which had been one kingdom among the many that quarreled across the south, and was now, by the patient application of war and marriage and murder, very nearly all of them. He had made himself the overlord of everything below the old kingdoms of the north, and he was not content, the way the truly large are never content, and he had begun to do a thing no king of the island had ever done at such a scale: he had begun to draw a line.

❖

“A wall,” Alpín said, when the first of the new refugees described it. “He is building a wall. Like the legions' walls in the far north, the old stone ones.”

“Not a wall, lord.” The refugee was a Briton of the western hills, driven east-of-his-own-westward by the thing he described, and he had the particular exhausted clarity of a man who has watched his whole horizon change shape. “Bigger than a wall. An earthwork — a ditch and a bank, taller than three men, running… they say it will run the whole length of the land, sea to sea, between his Mercia and us of the western hills. Not to keep an army out; an army can cross a ditch. To mark. To say: this side is mine, the ordered side, the tithed side, the Christ-king's side — and that side, your side, the old side, is outside, is other, is the wild that has not yet been brought in. He is drawing a line across the whole island, lord, to say where the world he means to make ends and the world he means to unmake begins. And we of the western hills woke one morning to find ourselves on the wrong side of a line a southern king had decided to draw, and the drawing of it was the end of us, though not one soldier had yet come. The line came first. The soldiers come after. That is the new way. They mark you as outside, and then the unmaking is only tidying.”

Eochaid listened to this from the edge of the seat-room, and the cold that had been growing in him for nights settled into something with edges. He had told Alpín the beast in the dark had shifted its weight. Here was the beast's first footprint: a line drawn across the whole world, dividing the ordered from the wild, the owned from the free, with the full weight of a crown and a cross behind the drawing.

“You have seen this earthwork,” he said
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