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Chapter 1

The crack ran three fingers wide across the cornice and turned under the lip where she could not see it, and that was the part that would come down on someone's head in a season if she let it lie.

Wrenna set her heel against the smooth face and let the rope take her weight and leaned back into the drop. A thousand feet of nothing hung under her boots, grey cloud packed solid over the drowned Reach so the bottom of the world looked soft, and it was not soft, and she did not think about it. She thought about the crack. She thumbed the split, feeling where the stone had shivered loose along the frost-line, and the whole flaw opened itself to her hand the way a wall always did, telling her where the weight sat and where it wanted to go.

Grayspire's west face was good stone, better than anything at home, pale and close-grained and warm where the morning had been on it. That was the thing about a rich hold. Even the rock was fed. At Fennmark the stone was salt-bitten and poor and cracked if you looked at it wrong, and she had learned to mend on that stone, which meant Grayspire's was almost a kindness under her hands, and she hated a little how glad her hands were of it.

She keyed a wedge of packing into the deep of the split and set it with three taps of the mallet, soft, feeling for the give. The stone took it. Good. She reached to her hip where the mortar-crock hung on its cord and worked the paddle in and started laying the fill along the crack from the low end up, thumbing it deep, smoothing it proud so it would shed water, and the work took her as it always did, the whole clamor of her going quiet until there was only the crack and the fill and the next hold up.

Above her, faint, the wires were singing.

Every hold hummed. Grayspire had more wire than any rock in the Haldrange, strung hold to gallery to crown in long spans that caught the wind and gave it a voice, and a person raised inside that sound stopped hearing it, the way you stop hearing your own breath. Wrenna had been three days on this face and she was outer-born, and an outer ear never quite went deaf to a strange hold's wires. She heard them now, high and bright and steady, the note of a clear hard morning, fair weather singing fair.

She laid another arm's length of fill and did not let herself look up at the crown.

She looked up at the crown.

High over her, where the west face rounded up into the broad crowned top of the hold, they were gathering again. She could see them along the rope-galleries and the wind-cut edge, a scatter of figures in the good grey of Stormward cloth and the better colors of the highborn holds, standing about with their faces turned out to the empty sky like you turn your face to a fire.

Waiting. All of them waiting on the skarrow.

It had come at the turn of the season and it had not left. A wild one, big, slate going to iron down the spine, and it flew the high air around Grayspire in long slow circuits day on day with its wings barely working, riding the hold's own thermals, and its eyes when it banked close enough to see were pale. Dull. Half-shut. A skarrow in still weather was a low and dozing thing, and this one had dozed over the richest hold in the range for a whole season, and every soul on the crown knew what that meant. It was choosing. Some morning the weather would turn hard enough to wake it, and it would open its eyes white and stoop, and it would sink a talon into one person out of all of them and make a rider.

They had gathered their hopefuls from four holds to stand under it. She had heard the stewards talk while they weighed her mortar. Trained ones, fledge-schooled since they could walk, highborn get raised on the certainty that the sky owed their blood a skarrow, standing up there in their fine ropes with their chins up, waiting to be chosen.

Wrenna watched a girl in Corvenmark blue laugh at something and toss her head, easy, sure of her welcome, and felt the old thing move in her and named it plainly to herself, because a thing named could not sneak up on you. That was not for her. None of that was for her. She was the rope on the outside of the wall. She patched the crack so the fine people could stand on the edge and be chosen, and when the crack was filled the steward would pay her by the length of it, so much the span, and she would take the coin down the long stair and across on the mail-run to Fennmark, and it would keep Bryone in bread and keep the roof over her another quarter.

Useful. She had been useful her whole life. Never once chosen. There was a difference and she knew it in her teeth.

She was not bitter about it, or she told herself she was not, which she supposed came to the same wanting. It was only that she had learned young where she stood, by where the weight came down. The weight never came down on her. Nobody built anything on a mender. You called her when the thing was already broken and you paid her by the crack and you sent her home, and that was clean and fair and she could live inside it, and she wished, hanging there in the bright cold with her hands full of another hold's stone, that she wanted a little less than she did.

She laid the last stretch of fill and set the crock back on its cord and leaned out to look along the whole run of the mend, checking it end to end. Clean. It would hold through winter and past it. She had a fierce small pride in that, at least, that a thing she mended stayed mended, and nobody could take it off her.

The wire's note dropped.

She felt it before she understood it, a wrongness in the sound of the morning, and her hands had already gone still on the rope. The high bright fair-weather song sagged, went thick, slid down a full step into a low droning note she did not know, and under it a second wire somewhere below her began to buzz flat and ugly, a sound with a burr in it.

Wrenna hung and listened, gone all ears, the mend forgotten.

She did not know Grayspire's wires. That was the trouble. Every hold's song was its own and you learned your own home's weather in the cradle, learned which slide of which wire meant get in and shutter and which meant only rain, so that a Fennmark child could name a coming storm with her eyes shut. She could read Fennmark's wires in her sleep. She could not read these. But she did not have to know the tune to know that a note was falling where a note should hold, and every wire she could hear was leaning the same way now, down and down into that low burr, and no morning that started this clear and hard turned this fast for nothing.

Then the smell reached her.

It came up the face on a lift of air off the drowned Reach, thin at first and then not thin, a flat cold metal tang across the back of her throat, the taste of a spoon held too long on the tongue. She knew that one. That one was the same on every rock in the range. Every outer child knew the quickbite, the storm-smell that rolled up off the Reach ahead of the charge, the reek that meant a front had its foot on the low country and was coming up. She had smelled it a thousand times off Fennmark's face.

She had never once smelled it at the wrong time of day.

The quickbite came before a storm, and storms came off the Reach in their own season and their own hours, in the failing afternoon most often when the day's heat had stacked the air, and it was not the failing afternoon. It was a bright hard forenoon in the wrong month with the sun still climbing, and the tang was thickening in her throat span by span while she hung there, faster than a smell had any business coming, and the wires had gone from a song to a drone to something that set her back teeth aching.

A storm. Now. Early. Too early, out of its season and out of its hour, coming up off the Reach at a time no storm should be, and coming fast.

Wrenna's whole body wanted down. Three days on this face had taught her the fast line to the gallery, the anchors, the swing across to the wind-cut stair, and her hands twitched to it before her head had finished the thought, get in, get roped short, get behind stone. That was the outer-born in her, older than manners. You did not ride out a charged front on the outside of a wall.

She had one boot braced to start the swing when the sound came down from the crown.

It was a change in the voices up there, a lift and a turn, all of it at once. She looked up. The scattered watchers along the edge had all come to the rail together, pressing in, their faces no longer turned soft to the empty sky but sharp and up and following one thing, and their sound had gone thin and high and hungry. She followed where they looked.

The skarrow had broken its long slow circuit.

She had watched it slide those wide dull circuits for three days, wings hardly working, and now the circuit was gone. It had pulled up out of the ride into a hard fast climbing turn, wings biting the air, the whole vast slate length of it wheeling tighter and higher over the crown, and even from here, even at this distance with the wind starting to shove at her, she could see that it was not the dozing thing of an hour ago. It moved awake. Something in the front rolling up under it had reached in and lit it, the same way the metal tang was lighting something in her own blood, and it came round in its turn and banked hard over the massed faces on the crown and its wingspan crackled once, a dry hard snap of held charge she felt in her own fillings, and every soul at the rail flinched back and then leaned in harder.

It was choosing. The thing they had waited a whole season for was happening now, this morning, on the leading edge of a storm that had come up wrong, and the crown was a crush of upturned faces each one certain the talon was theirs.

Wrenna hung on her rope on the outside of the wall, below all of it, forgotten, a mender with her crock and her mallet, and she watched with her heart going hard because you could not not watch, and she thought, clear and small and without any hope in it at all, that whoever it took, it would take one of them. One of the fed and roped and ready. That was how it went. The sky owed its own, and she was the crack in the outside of it, and when this was over and the storm was past she would collect her coin by the length of the mend and go back down to Fennmark.

The skarrow came round again, tighter, lower, its shadow sweeping the crown, and it drew its wings and hung a beat almost still against the fast grey coming up behind it, and its head turned, and turned, sweeping the crush of faces below it, sweeping past them, sweeping down.

And in the pale half-blind eye of it, as it came round and down the face and its shadow fell cold across her rope, a single white spark flicked and caught, like the first bright fleck struck off a flint.


Chapter 2

The wires quit singing.

Wrenna had been listening to Grayspire's weather-song for three days without meaning to, the way she listened to Fennmark's, though the pitch was strange up here, higher and prouder, a rich hold's song. Now it dropped through a note she had no name for and then it stopped, all along the west face at once, the strung wires going dead-slack in the same breath, and the silence that came after was worse than any storm-cry she had ever climbed through.

She hung flat to the stone with her cheek near the fresh mend and her fingers already moving, checking her tie-off, checking her descender, working the fastest way down before her mind had finished being afraid. The quickbite came up off the Reach in a flat sheet, that metal tang that coated the back of the tongue, storm-smell, waking-smell, and it was hours early and a season early and none of that mattered now because it was here.

Above her the skarrow broke its circle.

She felt it before she saw it, the shift in the air, a great weight rolling over the crown of the hold. Then it came down the face, fast and low, its broad pinions cracking blue-white at the tips where the charge caught, and it was bigger close than it had any right to be, big as a warhorse and then more, all slate and iron and near-black along the spine, and its eyes as it swept the rock were pale and half-blind and dull.

The air was not still anymore.

The squall hit the face like a hand. Wind slammed her into the stone and her rope kicked out sideways and she got both hands on it and rode it back, and rain came in that first mean gust, not falling but thrown, needling flat across the rock. Somewhere above her the hopefuls on the crown were shouting, a thin sound under the wind, and she pictured them scrambling for the shelter of the crown-wall in their good cloaks, four holds' worth of highborn children who had waited a whole season for this exact moment.

The skarrow climbed into the squall. It drank. She saw the throat-sac low on its neck swell and pulse as it pulled the charge out of the air, and the whole animal changed. The dullness went out of it all at once. It woke. Its eyes blazed hard clean white, both of them, lit from the inside like struck flint, and where a moment ago there had been a great tired bird riding a warm circle there was now something vast and awake and terrible that belonged to the storm and not to any rock full of people.

Wrenna forgot the descender. She forgot the mend. She pressed herself to the face and watched it turn on the wind and stoop.

It came down the crown line. She thought, distantly, in the part of her that was already doing the arithmetic of the drop below her boots, that it would take one of them, one of the good cloaks up there who had earned the right to be taken, and she braced for the shape of the thing pulling up and away over the crown with a rider chosen and the season done.

It did not pull up.

It came past the crown, down the west face where the poor children never climbed and the highborn never hung, straight down the wet stone toward the one length of rope with the one soaked stone-mender pinned to the end of it, and its white eyes were fixed and its wings were folded to a killing dive and Wrenna had a half-breath to understand that it was coming for her and no time at all to move.

She flattened. It was the only thing her body knew to do, the climber's flinch, press to the wall and make yourself part of the rock. She got her face against the cold stone and her arms in and she felt the whole storm bend around the beast as it came, felt the pressure of it like a wave before a strike.

The talon went into her shoulder.

It was one talon, a single black hook, and it drove in through cloak and shirt and the meat over her right shoulder and it did not tear, it opened, a clean shallow line the length of a finger, and the pain of it was white and enormous and she heard herself make a sound the wind ate. And in the same instant the lightning found her. It came down the wet stone and it came through the beast and it came into the open wound, and it did not burn, it sealed, it ran along the cut and up and out in a branching fork under her skin, a line of silver drawing itself faster than pain could follow, up her shoulder and along her collarbone in a spread of fine forked light that set as it went, cooling from white to a thin silver scar that would not fade.

She knew, without being told, without ever having seen it up close, what had just been laid into her.

The skymark.

She had watched it happen to strangers on other rocks from a rope's distance, the beast stooping, the lightning, the mark. Everyone had. It was the one thing in the whole broken range that could not be bought or inherited or worked for, the one door coin did not open, and it had just opened on her, on Wrenna Fairwin of Fennmark hold, who patched cracks by the length and had never in her life been chosen for anything.

The beast beat up off her and hung a wing-length out from the face, huge in the rain, and its shoulder where the storm had marked it carried the same forked silver she now carried, laid the same across the slate, and its white eyes were on her, and they were not a beast's eyes only now, there was a whole animal behind them and the mark ran between the two of them like a wire pulled taut.

Then the cost came.

It came without a wall. She had no warning and no guard and nothing in her whole hard useful life had built her a door to shut against it, and it came straight down the fresh mark into her body, and it was not her fear.

It was the skarrow's.

She understood that later, hanging, when she could think again. In the moment there was only the flood of it, a terror so large and so wrong that it whited out the pain in her shoulder and the storm and the rock and her own name. It was the beast's storm-terror, the raw animal dread of the charge it drank and rode and was made to master, and even the skarrow was afraid of it, that was the thing that broke her open, that this vast terrible creature that owned the squall was underneath its mastery still afraid, and the fear came across the mark into her with nothing to soften it, hers now, in her chest and her gut and the backs of her knees, and her body did what a body does with terror that size.

It let go.

Her right hand came off the rope. She felt it happen, felt her own fingers open against her will while the beast's fear poured through her and told every muscle to flee a wind there was no fleeing, and she swung out from the face on the one hand that had not obeyed the terror, out over a thousand feet of nothing and the grey drowned Reach far below, and the rain was in her open mouth and the mark was a live fork of silver under her skin and the fear was not hers and it was killing her anyway.

Her left hand held the rope.

That was all of it, the whole of what there was to do, and it took everything she was. Her left hand had the rope and her left hand did not open. She had climbed since she was smaller than Bryone, she had hung off worse faces in worse weather for less coin, and her hand knew the rope the way it knew her own bones, and while the beast's terror screamed through the new mark and her right hand hung useless and her body begged to fall, her left hand closed and stayed closed. She got her forearm around the line. She got her boot back onto the stone. She pressed her forehead to the wet rock and she breathed the storm's metal breath in and out and she rode the terror the way she rode a gust, not fighting it, letting it pass through and holding the one thing that mattered, and slowly, slowly, it thinned. It did not leave. But it thinned, the beast steadying above her, mastering its own storm, and as it steadied so did the flood through the mark, ebbing back toward something a body could carry.

Her right hand came back to the rope on its own. She made it. She wrapped both hands and locked her arms and hung there shaking, marked, one talon-line in her shoulder set silver and a fork of the storm run up her collarbone, and she did not fall.

The wind dropped a note. The worst of the squall was already sliding off north, quick to come and quick to go, and the wires along the face gave a single thin sound and began, one by one, to sing again.

The skarrow beat up the face and over the crown and out, and she felt it go, felt the pull of it thin as distance grew, and even that was new and enormous, that she could feel where it was, out there, wheeling, hers.

Wrenna hung in the wind and breathed.

She was alive. She counted that first, the way she always counted the holds first after a bad swing, all four limbs, the rope, the tie-off, the anchor, alive. Her shoulder burned. When she turned her head she could see the edge of the mark above her collar, fine silver forked against her cold skin, already set, and she thought with a strange flat calm that she did not know a single thing about what it meant to have this, only that everyone who had it was Stormward and no one who had it had ever been from Fennmark.

Then she looked up.

The crown of Grayspire ringed the sky above her, the wind-cut wall and the good stone and the rope-galleries where the highborn hopefuls had waited out the season, and the hopefuls were at the wall now. They had come to the edge when the storm passed, the way people come to look at a wreck, and they were looking down the west face at her.

She knew that kind of face. She had spent her whole working life below people who wore it. It was the face a hold turned on a debt it had not agreed to owe. There were four holds' worth of them up there, in cloaks worth more than she made in a year, sons and daughters raised from the cradle on the certainty that when the wild skarrow finally chose, it would choose one of them, because it always chose one of them, because the mark went to the blood that was bred and groomed and owed it. She could not see their ropes from here but she did not need to, she could read the standing in the set of the shoulders and the good cloth, and every soul on that crown outranked her by a full hold and had just watched a beast fall past all of them to sink a talon into a soaked nobody hanging off a mend.

One of them, a girl with a sharp pale face and a highborn's straight back, stood at the very lip of the wall with her hands white on the stone, and she was not looking at Wrenna with grief or fear. She was looking at her the way you look at a thief. As if Wrenna had climbed a thousand feet up the wrong hold on purpose to reach up and take the one thing that had been promised to a better line since before she was born.

Wrenna looked back up at all of them, the whole crown of faces that had waited a season for this moment and been handed her instead, and she felt the mark set cold and permanent under her collarbone, and she felt the far small pull of the beast still wheeling out past the crown, hers now and choosing to be, and she understood in the pit of her that whatever this was, it had not made her belong anywhere.

It had only given every one of them a reason to want her gone.

She hung there in the thinning rain, one hand aching on the rope, a Fennmark nobody wearing a Stormward's mark, staring up at a crown of faces that hated her already.


Chapter 3

The crossing brief lay open on the reading-stone in front of him, four holds and their weights inked in Marek's cramped hand, and Torven Draywin had almost finished the arithmetic that would tell him it could not be flown clean when the runner came for him.

"Stormmaster wants you," the boy said. Fennmark-born by his rope, the knots outer and hard-used. "Now, warden. Before the front's fully off."

Torven did not look up at once. He finished the line he was reading. Grain for Corvenmark, medicine for the two low holds under the drift, a wreck-crew held on standby for the Reach face that had been shedding stone all season. Six pairs it wanted. He had five to give, and one of those was Veyric's fledge-pair, green as spring rope. He read it a second time in case the second reading gave a better answer. It did not.

He rolled the brief and stood.

The eyrie ran along Grayspire's high shoulder, a long cut gallery open to the weather on its outward side, and the storm was going off it as he walked, the last of the charge rolling north and the wires along the rope-galleries dropping out of their high killing note back toward the low steady hum of clear air. He read the change in the song without thinking about it, the way he read his own pulse. Twenty minutes and the sky would be flyable. The quickbite tang still hung under the stone, that flat metal taste at the back of the throat, thinning now.

Hollowren shifted on the ledge below him as he passed, a great slate weight in the half-dark of the rookery mouth, eyes gone from storm-white back to their still-weather pale. The mark on Torven's forearm cooled as the beast's blood cooled, the last of the front's fear draining out of both of them together, and for a breath he stood in the gallery and let it drain and did not move. He had flown the edge of the front for two hours holding a wreck-line steady, and it had cost him. There was a thinness under his ribs now, the particular emptied cold that came after a hard draw, warmth gone out of the flesh and slow to come back. He did not let it show in his face. It never showed in his face. That was a thing a person could learn, if the reason to learn it was bad enough.

He went in to Marek.

The Stormmaster's cut had a brazier in it and Marek stood over it with his hands spread, an old man being honest about the cold in a way a warden could not afford to be, and he did not turn around.

"You look spent," Marek said.

"I held the Reach face two hours."

"I know what you held." Marek turned then. His face was tired to the bone, the face of a man who had been worn down for four winters and had stopped expecting to stop. "Sit down before you fall down."

"I'll stand."

"You'll stand." A short breath that was almost a laugh, and no humor in it. He nodded at the reading-stone against the wall, where a second brief lay unrolled and weighted at the corners. "You've seen the crossing count."

"Five pairs for a six-pair week. I was writing you the note when your runner came."

"Write it later." Marek came away from the brazier. "A skarrow marked this morning. Off the west face, in the height of the front. The wild one, the slate that's been circling us all season with half the highborn on the crown waiting for it."

"I heard the horns." He had heard them from the Reach face, thin across two miles of charged air, and had thought, good, another pair, the corps needs every one. "Who's it chosen. Which hold gets to crow about it."

"None of them."

Torven waited.

"It went past the whole crown," Marek said. "The Vaunt daughter was up there, first of that hold in a generation to rope for a marking, her blood three wardens deep, and it went past her. It went past all four holds' hopefuls and it stooped a rope-mender. A face-patcher off the scaffold. Fennmark-born, no line, no training, hired by the day to fill a cornice crack." He let that sit. "The mark's laid. Silver, forked, up the collarbone. It won't fade. I've had two people look at it. It's true."

For a moment Torven said nothing, because the thing was so plainly wrong that he wanted to be sure he had heard it and not built it wrong in his own tired head.

"A mender," he said.

"A mender."

"On the west face in the front. A day-hire, out on the scaffold, in that." He had flown the edge of that front. He knew to the ounce what it had been doing to the air. "She should be dead. A day-hire out on an open face when the wires went to the killing note, no warning read, no line in. She should have gone off the rock."

"She didn't. She held with one hand, I'm told, when the fear came across the mark and opened the other. She held." Marek watched him. "That's the part you should sit with."

Torven did not sit with it. He set it aside, because it was a story, and a story was warmth, and warmth was the thing a certification could not be made of.

"You want me to certify it," he said.

"I want you to ride out and read the mark and tell me what it is. Certify it or cut it. You're the coldest read I have and the most decorated, and if it goes to a hearing later I want it to have been your hand on it and no one else's."

"Then I'll save us both the flight. Cut it."

Marek's hands went still.

"You haven't seen it," the Stormmaster said.

"I don't need to see it. I need to hear what you've already told me." Torven kept his voice level, no more weight on any word than it could carry. "A wild skarrow is a killing thing. It flies the charged air because a bonded pair reads the murder in the air together, a half-breath early, as one nerve. That reading is the only reason the crossing doesn't kill the rider outright. You put a day-hire on the far end of that nerve, in the killing air off this rock, and you have not made a rider. You've made a way for a mender to die slowly while a wild animal drags her into weather she can't read." He stopped. "The kind thing is to cut it clean now, before she's flown once. The correct thing is the same thing. That's rare enough that we should take it."

Marek looked at him for a long moment, and the brazier ticked and settled between them.

"You've read the whole flight," Marek said quietly, "and you haven't left the ground."

"I've read this before."

"You've read Dellan before."

The name went into the room and Torven did not flinch from it, because flinching was a thing that showed, and he had learned not to show. But it landed. It always landed. Hollowren had carried Dellan before it had ever carried him, and there was a shape of grief in the beast that was not Torven's own and never would be, that came across the mark on the bad nights the way the storm-fear did, without asking. Dellan Draywin, no blood of his but a brother of the wing, who had flown the corps thin in the worst of the early drift and reached too far too often across a mark that gave him no wall, and had greyed out over four winters, gone cold and thin and old a decade before the years should have touched him, and had died spent in a rookery bed with his hands too weak to hold a cup, while a whole corps that owed him everything watched and could not stop it. Warmth was the currency. Dellan had paid it all out of his own flesh, into the wind, for holds that would sooner wall themselves off than thank him.

Torven had kept the rules to the letter since. Every rule. The rules were the wall. A pair flew inside the certified weight or it did not fly. A rider drew inside the marked line or he was grounded before he could grey. He held the corps to it and he held himself hardest of all, and if a thing wanted to call that cold, a thing could call it cold. It had kept people alive.

"That's exactly why," he said. "Dellan did everything right and the mark still took him a piece at a time. Do it wrong, put an untrained body on a wild bond that flouts every weight and rule we have, and you're not risking a slow greying. You're signing a death and dating it inside the season." He met the old man's eyes. "You know this. You taught me this."

"I taught you the weights," Marek said. "I didn't teach you to sentence a girl you haven't looked at." He turned back to the brazier. "Five pairs for a six-pair week, Torven. I lost the Vennrock pair to the Reach front in spring and I have no one to put in that saddle. Every crossing costs more air than it did two years ago, because the Coilwrack's come off its old line and the safe routes aren't safe."

"And Corvenmark holds its pairs back."

"Corvenmark holds its pairs back," Marek agreed, "and Sunder stands up in the low halls and says they're right to, that the drift means every hold should keep its own and let the corps thin. He has ears. More every season." He looked back over his shoulder. "I am short, and I am getting shorter, and the drift is eating me a crossing at a time. And this morning, in the worst of a front, a wild skarrow that no one has ever moved to choose came off its circuit and chose. That has not happened here in nine years. You'll forgive me if I want the mark read before I let my coldest warden cut it off the only new pair the sky's handed me since the drift started."

Torven was quiet.

Nine years. He had been a fledge the last time, and he remembered the whole eyrie loud with it for a week. It did not happen. A skarrow circled dull-eyed and either stooped or flew off into the Coilwrack unchosen, and no one had ever bent one toward a soul. The beast chose or it did not. And this one had gone past a crown of the best-bred, best-trained, best-roped hopefuls four holds had put on the rock, and had spent its choice on a day-hire with a cornice trowel.

It changed nothing. The animal had woken hard into a killing front and stooped whatever was closest and warmest on the face, and warmth was not fitness. He knew that in his own body, the cold under his ribs proof of it, warmth spent and not yet come back. A skarrow could no more be trusted to choose a rider well than a storm could be trusted to break gently. That was the whole reason for the weights and the rules. The wind did not care who it killed. The corps existed to put a wall of rule between the wind and the people, and the rule here was old and plain. A mark laid outside all fitness was a mark to cut before it cost a life.

But Marek had given the order and Marek was short a pair and would not hear a cut from the ground, and there was one honest thing in the whole of it that Torven could not get around. He had not read the mark with his own eyes. And a warden certified nothing, cut nothing, off another man's word.

"I'll fly out," he said. "I'll read it."

"You'll read it fair."

"I'll read it true." Which was not the same promise and both of them knew it. "If it's a true mark I'll say so on the parchment. And then I'll write under it that the pair is unflyable and should be released before it kills her, and you can carry that to whatever hearing you like."

Marek studied him. Something moved behind the old face, tired and shrewd and not beaten yet, and whatever it was he did not spend it here.

"Read it first," he said. "Write it after. Go on. You've twenty minutes of clean air before the next cell comes up off the Reach and I don't want you meeting it on the outbound leg."

Torven rolled the second brief, set it on the reading-stone, and went out.

⁂

Hollowren was already up and turned to the weather when he came down to the ledge, the great head swung outward to the north where the front had gone, eyes paling as the air steadied. Torven put his hand flat to the slate shoulder, over the mark the beast carried that matched his own, and felt the last of the storm draining out of the two of them along the one shared nerve, the fear thinning, the wind settling to something a body could stand in. The cold under his ribs had not lifted. It would take the day. He did not draw on the beast to warm himself, though the pair could have shared the little that was left. He never spent what he did not have to. That was a rule too, one he had made himself, after Dellan.

He roped in and Hollowren took the drop off the ledge without being asked, folding into the fall as it always did, and the eyrie fell away above and the drowned Reach opened grey and endless below, standing water and salt-stripped ruin under the cloud, the drop beneath everything. The west face swung into view as they came around the shoulder of the rock, the scaffold small against the stone, the crown above it still crowded with figures, four holds' worth of hopefuls who had not been chosen and had not gone home, gathered to look down at the one who had.

He read the air as he flew. Clean for now. Twenty minutes, less if the next cell turned early off the Reach. Time enough to land, read a mark, and say the hard true thing.

Nine years, he thought, and it chose a mender. He waited for the fact to move him and it did not. A wild bond was a death waiting for a body to fall into, and the sky handing him one in a short season did not change what it was, only how badly Marek wanted him to lie. He had watched such a death take four winters. He would not certify another and call it hope.

Hollowren banked toward the face, and the small figure on the scaffold turned, and lifted its head, and watched them come.


Chapter 4

They brought her in off the face on the freight sling, the way they hauled up a broken cornice stone, and Wrenna held the rope with both hands and did not let herself think about the shoulder because thinking about it made the whole arm go loose. The wound had stopped its worst bleeding an hour back. What it left behind was a stiffness that ran from her collarbone down to the elbow, and a silver line under her torn shirt that she could feel, not with her eyes but with the weight of what it meant.

Two galleryhands worked the winch. Neither looked at her. They looked at the rope, at the cleat, at the drum, at the middle distance over her head, and she understood that not looking was a skill they were all practicing at once and getting good at fast.

The low rope-galleries of Grayspire ran out under the crown like the underside of a great table, timber walks pinned into the rock and roofed against the wet, and every one of them was full of people who had somewhere to be and got there without crossing her path. She came off the sling onto the planks and stood a moment finding her feet. Her legs had climbed all day and then done nothing but hang, and they told her about both.

A woman with a healer's grey cuff came and cut the shirt back from the shoulder and cleaned the mark and said nothing that was not about the wound. Wrenna watched her own skin while the woman worked, the forked silver line branching up over the collarbone, already sealed, already old-looking, as if it had been there her whole life and only just now decided to be seen.

"It won't take a stitch," the healer said. "It's closed. They always are."

"Does it always sit this deep."

"I wouldn't know. I've cleaned four in eleven years and three of them were highborn and none of them asked me a single thing." She packed her roll. She was not unkind. She was careful, near a thing that might be catching. "Keep it dry. Someone will come for you."

Then Wrenna was alone on a bench against the cistern wall with a corps cloak somebody had left folded at the far end of it, close enough to see, too far to be handed. She looked at the cloak for a while. She was cold in the way that came up through the planks and settled in the bones, and the cloak was thick wool with a warm nap on it, and nobody had said it was hers. She left it where it was. She had learned young that the fastest way to be put out of a place was to take the thing that had not been offered.

Above the galleries, past the rookery mouths, the weather-wires sang.

She knew wires. Fennmark strung its own, poorer ones, thinner gauge, and she had gone up as a girl to true the anchors when the frost worked them loose, so she knew the song a home makes. Grayspire's wires were heavier and there were more of them and they should have carried a settled evening note, the low steady drone of clear cold air holding. That was not the note they carried. Under the drone ran a second pitch, a thin bright wrongness that slid and would not sit, the sound of a wind that could not decide its quarter. She sat and listened to it the way she would have listened to a wall ticking after a load came off it, waiting to hear whether it was settling or coming down.

An older rider crossed the gallery below with another, both grey at the temple, both walking slow.

"Hear that," the first one said. Not to her. To his own boots. "Off the north again. In this month."

"Third time since the turn."

"It's not keeping to its road anymore." He said it low, and the other one did not answer, and they went on, and the wires kept sliding under the drone, and Wrenna sat with her marked shoulder and understood that the storm which had chosen her had come off its season the same as the wind was coming off its road, and that nobody up here thought that was nothing.

"You're the mender," someone said.

She turned too fast and the shoulder told her about it. A young man had come along the walk and stopped square in front of her, no angle to him, no working-out of where to stand. He was outer-born, she could read it off him in a breath, off the cheap true knot at his hip and the heavy hands and a face that had spent its winters in real weather and not behind glass. He had a bruise going yellow on his jaw and he looked at her straight on, which after two hours felt like being handed something.

"I'm the mender," she said.

"Veyric Halvren. Fledge, second season, which means I fetch and carry and get shouted at, so we're near enough the same rung tonight." He sat down on the bench without asking, on the near end, not the cloak end, close enough that the plank took his weight and she felt it. "They've got you parked out here like a spilled thing they'll mop when they get to it."

"I noticed."

"They'll do that till someone senior looks at the mark. Nobody wants to be the one who was nice to you if it turns out to be false, and nobody wants to be the one who cut you if it turns out true, so they've all decided the safest thing is to pretend the bench is empty." He said it plainly, not cruelly. "It's a coward's arithmetic. I thought you should hear it from somebody instead of working it out alone in the cold."

She had already worked it out alone in the cold. Hearing it out loud from a person sitting on her own bench was another thing entirely, and she had to look at the wires for a moment so her face would hold.

"That your cloak," she said, to have something to say, nodding at the folded grey wool.

"It's a corps cloak. It's nobody's. There's a stack of them at the winch head." He reached past her, picked it up, and dropped it across her knees without ceremony, as if it weighed nothing, as if the whole two hours she had spent not touching it had not happened. "There. Now it's yours. Nobody's going to fight you for a cloak, Fairwin. They can't even look at you."

She pulled it round her shoulders. The warmth of it went in slow and then all at once, and she was angrier at how much she wanted it than she was grateful, and she kept both off her face.

"You knew my name before I said it."

"Whole rock knows your name. Wild skarrow broke a full season's circuit, passed the entire Vaunt crop and every gilded fledge on the crown, and stooped on a mender they'd hired to patch a crack." He grinned, and the bruise pulled, and he did not care. "Best thing I've heard since I came up. Half of them are up there right now telling each other it's a mistake the corps will correct."

"Is it a mistake."

"Skarrow don't make them. That's the one thing everybody up here knows and nobody wants to say out loud, because if it's not a mistake then it means the storm looked at all of them and their blood and their ropes and their names, and chose you." He shrugged. "I'd have been out here on this bench with you either way. But it helps that it's true."

Down the gallery a bell struck the change of watch, and Veyric stood, and the ease went out of him a little, the way it goes out of a man who hears his own name coming.

"They're sending someone to read your mark tonight," he said. "I'd have left you to warm up first, but you should be ready instead of surprised."

"Who."

"Draywin." He watched her not know the name and told her the rest gently, which she noted, because a man who softens a hard thing is a man worth keeping. "Warden Torven Draywin. He's the best flyer in the corps and the coldest, and Ostrel sent for him because if anybody can look at a mark and call it honestly it's him, and because if it needs cutting he's the one who won't flinch doing it." He met her eyes. "I'm not telling you that to frighten you. I'm telling you so you stand up straight when he comes. He reads people the way you read a wall. Don't let him find you already fallen."

Then he was gone down the walk, and she was alone with the cloak and the wrong-singing wires, and she did the one useful thing she knew how to do, which was to get on her feet and find the wall at her back and stand up straight before the load arrived.

⁂

He came out of the dark at the gallery mouth without a sound, which was the first thing wrong with him.

Everyone up here moved on the planks and the planks announced them, and this man crossed twenty feet of timber walk and she heard the change of watch bell die and the wires slide and her own blood in her ears before she heard him, and then he was simply there at the edge of the lamplight, tall and still, a warden's ropes at his hip worn to a shine that said more crossings than she could count. He was not looking at the mark yet. He was looking at all of her, the set of her feet, the hand she was keeping still by will, the cloak, and she felt herself weighed and totaled, and she came out about the size of a rivet.

"You're standing," he said. His voice was low and level and gave away nothing. "Most of them are sitting when I get to them."

"I was told to be ready instead of surprised."

Something moved behind his eyes and did not reach his face. "Halvren."

"He didn't say his name would be a mark against him."

"It isn't." He came into the lamp. Up close he was younger than the cold on him made him seem, and there was a stillness to him that was not calm, she knew calm, she had it in her own hands on a bad face. This was a man holding something down with both arms and not letting it show that he was holding anything. "Show me the shoulder."

She drew the cloak back and turned to the lamp. He did not touch her. He bent and read the mark with his eyes only, the forked silver line up her collarbone, and he read it a long time, longer than the healer had, and his face did the whole of nothing while he did it, and that nothing was worse than a flinch would have been.

"How deep did the talon go," he said.

"To the bone. I felt it hit."

"You climbed after."

"I got myself off the scaffold and onto the ledge, if that's climbing."

"It's more than most manage." He straightened. Whatever the reading had told him, he set it down somewhere she could not see it. "I'll tell you what I tell every wild-marked I'm sent to. This mark is real. I can see that it's real. And a real wild mark on an untrained rider from an outer hold is the surest slow death I know how to name, so you'll forgive me if I don't congratulate you."

It landed exactly as he meant it to, flat and cold and certain, and it woke something in her that the whole day of not-being-looked-at had put to sleep.

"You've decided," she said.

"I've read a mark. That's what I was sent to do."

"No." She took a step off the wall, into the lamp, close enough now to see that his eyes were the pale grey of clear-weather ice and gave nothing back. "You came out here already knowing what you wanted to find. You wanted it false so you could cut it clean and be off before the weather turns, and it isn't false, and now you're going to name it a slow death instead, because if it's going to kill me anyway then cutting it is a mercy and you get to do the thing you came to do and keep your hands clean while you do it. I've had men look at me like that my whole life. Like I'm a wall that's coming down and the only question is where I'll fall."

For a moment he said nothing, and the wires sang wrong overhead, and she thought she had thrown it too hard.

"You read that off my face," he said. It was not quite a question.

"I read it off how long you looked at the mark and didn't say the thing you were thinking. Menders learn to read what a man won't say. It's usually the load-bearing part."

Something crossed him then, quick and involuntary, and it was gone before she could name it, but she had seen it, and it was not contempt. It was closer to recognition, and it seemed to unsettle him more than anything she had said.

"Whatever the skarrow saw in you," he said, and stopped, and started again lower, "it doesn't save you from what the mark costs. I've watched it spend a good rider down to nothing over four winters. I'll not pretend the beast chose kindly just because it chose brave."

He knew the four winters from the inside. She heard it in the change of his voice on the number, the way a man's voice changes on a name he has buried, and for the length of a breath she stopped seeing the enforcer come to throw her back and saw the man under him, the one holding the something down with both arms, and she did not push into it, because you did not lean on a crack that was already grieving.

Then, at the same instant, both of them flinched.

It came from above, from the eyries cut high in the crown where the rookery mouths opened black on the dark. It was not a sound. It was a pull that had no direction, a sudden hard tug low behind the breastbone, and Wrenna felt her own new mark answer it, the silver line running warm and then cold up her collarbone, and up in the dark she felt the wild slate weight of Vessgrave lift her head and go still and fix on something, and she knew, without a wall between her and the beast to stop the knowing, that her skarrow had felt another skarrow near and was reading it.

Torven had gone rigid across from her, one hand half to his own chest before he caught it and stopped it. His jaw was tight. Up in the eyrie a second great weight had shifted, slate answering slate, his bonded beast and hers taking each other's measure over the heads of two riders who wanted no part of it, and the two of them stood a foot apart in the lamplight with the same startled thing on both their faces before either could get a wall up.

She saw it on him. He saw that she saw it. Neither of them had chosen to show the other a single thing, and the beasts had gone and done it for them, dragged the honesty out through the marks with no asking, and for one raw moment there was no cold on him at all, only a man caught undefended by his own bond, looking at a woman caught the same way, both of them furious at the trick of it.

"That's Hollowren," he said, and his voice was not level now, and he hated that it was not. "Reading yours. It'll pass."

"It doesn't feel like it's passing."

"It will." He got the wall back up. She watched him do it, brick by brick, and it was a harder climb for him than it should have been, and she filed that away too. "The mark makes fools of us until we learn to hold it. That's the first thing they don't tell you. It'll show every soul on this rock exactly what you're feeling until you learn to build the wall, and you don't have the wall yet."

"Neither, it looks like, do you."

He looked at her a long moment, and the wires slid overhead, off the north, off their road, and somewhere above the two skarrow held each other's weight in the dark.

"No," he said at last, and it cost him. "Not against a mark this loud." He turned to go, and stopped at the edge of the lamp, and did not look back at her when he said the rest. "I'll give Ostrel my reading in the morning. It's real. I won't call it false to spare anyone, and I won't call it survivable to spare you. Get warm. You'll need it more than you know."

Then the dark took him as quietly as it had given him up, and Wrenna stood against the cistern wall with the borrowed cloak around her and the wrong song coming down off the wires, and up in the crown her skarrow settled slowly and let the other weight go, and she pressed one hand flat over the warm cold line on her collarbone and did not sit. A load was coming. She meant to be on her feet.


Chapter 5

The certifying gallery at Grayspire was cut into the east shoulder of the rock, open on one side to a thousand feet of clear morning and closed on the other by a wall of pale worked stone, and Torven stood at its center with the ledger under his arm and did not want to be there.

He had not slept. That was allowed. A warden slept when the wing let him and not before, and the wing had not let him, because he had spent the night doing arithmetic he did not like the answer to. A wild mark on an untrained mender from an outer hold. Four winters, if she was strong. Fewer if she reached too far too soon, the way they always did, greying out one careful crossing at a time while nobody who loved him could say the word aloud.

He had come to Ostrel at first light and said he would run the tests. All of them. The full certifying, the way the old book set it down, the tests built to catch a false mark and shame a liar off the rock. If the mark broke under them, he could cut it clean and honest, and the corps would lose nothing but a scaffold-mender's bad morning, and he would not have to watch another slow death.

He had told himself that on the stair. He did not believe it now, standing here, but he kept the rules whether he believed them or not. The
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