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The ground under the Marrow is not ground. It is a lid.

My father taught me that before he taught me my letters. He put an iron rod in my hand when I was five years old and walked me out onto the Ninefold Pasture at first light, and he said, Odile, everything you are standing on is a roof over a room you have never seen.

Then he showed me how to listen.

You set the rod point down. You strike the head of it once with the flat of your palm, not hard. Solid stone answers bright, a thin ring that goes up your wrist and dies fast. Hollow answers dull. It sags. It swallows the sound the way a well swallows a coin.

I heard the difference the first morning. I was proud of it for six days. On the seventh he took me to the edge of Grennel’s swallet, where a whole field had gone down in a night forty years before and taken a barn and eleven goats and a boy named Hale with it, and he made me sound the grass at the lip.

Bright.

Solid stone, ringing clean, three steps from a hole a hundred feet deep.

That was the lesson. The rod does not tell you what is safe. The rod tells you what is under the rod. Everything else is guessing dressed in confidence.

I was five. I did not understand it. I understood it later, the way you understand most things, which is to say too late and all at once and standing somewhere you cannot leave.

Our country is called the Marrow because the rock beneath it is eaten through. Rain comes down white through limestone for ten thousand years and goes on eating, and what it leaves is a plateau like a honeycomb, all thin pasture and grey scree and dry valleys that were rivers before the rivers went underground. Nothing on the Marrow stays where you put it. The water does not run in the valleys. It runs below them, in the Undern, which is a river no one has ever seen the whole of, and which you can hear on a still night if you lie flat in the right places and put your ear to the stone.

Two packs hold the Marrow. Ferrow keeps the high pasture and the Ridge Road and the western swallets. Thrane keeps the eastern shelf, the cave mouths, the quarries, the low farms where the soil is deeper. Between us runs the Line, which is not a wall or a fence but a series of thirty-one standing stones set two hundred years ago after a war neither side won, and beside the eleventh stone stands the Line Court, where three Wardens of Ferrow and three Wardens of Thrane sit under one roof and pretend it is enough.

The treaty holds by a short list of laws. No hunting past the stones. No taking of another pack’s stock. No blooding at the crossings. And one more, the shortest and the oldest, six words long.

No mate bond crosses the Line.

You do not need to be clever to see why. The Marrow packs have a thing in our blood that no other pack I have ever heard of carries, and we do not have a grand name for it because we do not think of it as a wonder. We call it the Carry. When two wolves are bonded here, they do not simply feel each other. They take each other’s weight. Not metaphor. If my mate breaks a rib in the eastern quarry, I will feel that rib go in my own chest, and I will bruise there, and the pain of it divides between us, and neither of us has the full of it and neither of us has none. Grief carries. Sickness carries. Exhaustion carries.

Death carries longest. If one of a bonded pair dies, the other holds the dying for a full turn of the moon. Twenty-nine nights of a weight that has nothing on the other end of it. Some survive it. Most do not, and the ones who do are not the people they were.

So the law is not superstition. A bonded pair across the Line means each pack’s enemy holds a hand on its own blood. It means a Thrane wolf can be made to feel what a Ferrow wolf suffers, and a Ferrow wolf can be broken by hurting a Thrane. It is a lever, and two hundred years ago both packs agreed that no one should be allowed to hold that lever, and the punishment for holding it is the Long Walk.

I will not describe the Long Walk here. You will see it soon enough.

I want to tell you about the crossing instead.

The Undern crossing lies four miles east of the eleventh stone, where the ground narrows between two dry valleys and both packs must use the same neck of pasture to move stock. It is the busiest thing on the Marrow. Every autumn the Thrane drovers bring their yearlings west across it to the Ferrow markets, and every autumn the Ferrow sounders go out ahead of them and walk that neck with iron rods and mark the safe road with chalk stakes.

My father was chief sounder of Ferrow Pack for nineteen years. He sounded the Undern crossing every autumn of those nineteen years. In the last of them he set his stakes on a Tuesday, and on the Thursday a Thrane drove of forty came through it, and in the middle of the neck, in the middle of the chalked road, in the middle of the morning, one hundred and twenty feet of the Marrow opened like a mouth.

Eleven Thrane wolves went down. Four came up. The eleventh was a boy of nineteen named Bo Thrane, who was the Alpha’s second son, and who did not come up, and whose body was never recovered because the water below the crossing runs fast and goes somewhere no rope has ever reached.

I was seventeen. I was not there. I was on the Ninefold, sounding pasture with a light heart, and I remember the exact moment the noise reached me because I thought it was thunder and looked up at a sky with nothing in it.

The Line Court convened eleven days later. It had to. Eleven dead is not a thing two packs can walk away from with a shrug and a bill of goods. Thrane came in with their grief still wet on them. Ferrow came in with their heads down. And the question the Court had to answer was simple and unforgiving.

Was the ground sounded, and was it sounded honestly?

My father’s ledger was the evidence. Every sounder keeps one. Date, field, line walked, the note of every strike, bright or dull or doubtful, in his own hand. Nineteen years of it. The Court sent for it.

They sent me to fetch it, because I was his daughter and because I knew where he kept it and because no one thought a seventeen-year-old girl carrying a book four miles was a thing worth thinking about.

I carried it. I stood in the Line Court with the whole of both packs pressed in around the walls and the smell of wet wool and tallow so thick I could taste it, and the Warden asked me to confirm that this was my father’s ledger and this was my father’s hand.

I said yes.

Then she asked me whether anything in it looked strange to me.

I want you to understand that I did not have to answer that. I could have said no. I could have said I was a girl who sounded pasture and did not read her father’s book. Half the room would have believed me, and the other half would not have cared.

But I had opened it on the road, because I was seventeen and afraid and it was in my hands, and I had seen the page for the Undern crossing, and I had seen that the ink of one line was blacker than the ink above and below it, and that the line read bright throughout, and that my father did not write throughout. He wrote the count. Fourteen strikes, bright. Nine strikes, bright, two doubtful. He always wrote the count. Nineteen years of counts, and one line without one.

I said: that line was written later. That is not his hand.

I thought I was saving him.

I have gone over it ten thousand times since. I have taken that afternoon apart the way you take apart a rifle, piece by piece on a cloth, and I cannot find the place where I chose wrong, and it does not matter, because what the Court heard was not what I said.

What the Court heard was that the ledger had been tampered with. And a tampered ledger is not an innocent man’s ledger. A tampered ledger is a man covering a thing he did. They did not ask who had held the book between the crossing and the Court. They did not ask why a guilty man would forge a line into his own evidence and leave the ink wet enough for a child to see. They had eleven bodies and one book and a room full of people who needed the thing to be finished, and my sentence was the last stone in a wall they had already built.

Halloran Vesk was found to have marked hollow ground as sound, and to have altered his record after, and the Line Court gave him to the Long Walk on the fourth of Ravel, and he went down into the eastern caves at dusk with no light and no rope and did not come back, because that is the whole of what the Long Walk is.

The man who read the sentence out was not a Warden. Wardens rule. Someone else speaks. That autumn the speaking fell to the Thrane Beta, a man of twenty-five with his brother eleven days in the water, and he stood up in front of both packs and read my father’s death off a paper in a voice that did not shake once.

His name was Ansel Thrane.

I stood at the back with my brother’s hand crushing mine and I looked at him and I made a decision about him that I did not revisit for six years.

Here is what I learned on the fourth of Ravel, and what I believed for every day after it, and what took a hollow under my own feet to unteach me:

The truth is not a light. The truth is a loaded thing you are holding by the wrong end. Say it and it goes off, and it does not go off where you aimed. It goes off in your own hands, and in the hands of everyone standing near you, and afterward you can be as right as you like about it and your father is still down in the dark.

So I stopped.

I did not stop sounding. I was too good at it and we were too poor. I took my father’s rods and I walked the fields and I marked what I found, and I became the best sounder Ferrow had, better than he was, and I did it with my mouth shut. I wrote down what was certain. I said bright and I said dull and I never once in six years wrote the word doubtful, because doubtful is an opinion, and opinions are what they hang you for.

Safe ground and a quiet tongue. That was the whole of my life. That was all I wanted from it.

The moon does not consult you about what you want.

Six years after the fourth of Ravel, a field went down on the Ferrow side at Lammas Head and took two yearlings and a fence, and the Line Court called both packs to the eleventh stone to argue about the crossings again, and I was sent to give the sounder’s report because I was chief sounder now, which is a joke I have never found the end of.

I walked in through the low door with my rods on my shoulder and my report in my hand.

He was standing on the Thrane side with six years on him and his father’s ring on his hand, because the old Alpha had died in the spring and the second son was in the water and so the first son wore the ring now.

Ansel Thrane looked up.

And something in my chest that had been closed my whole life came open like a door in a wall I did not know had a door in it, and every scent in that room went out at once except one, and I knew, the way you know the ring of solid rock, with no argument and no delay and no possibility of being wrong.

Mine.

The man who killed my father was mine, and the law that would kill us both was two hundred years old and six words long, and there were forty people in that room and every single one of them was watching me.

I put my rods down.

I gave my report.

My voice did not shake either.
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The Line Court is one room with two doors.

That is the whole of its cleverness. Two hundred years ago someone understood that the shape of a building is an argument, and they built a long hall of grey block with a door in the west wall for Ferrow and a door in the east wall for Thrane, and a single roof over both, and no door at either end. You come in from your own side. You leave from your own side. Nobody crosses the room.

Six chairs at the middle, three facing three, a long table between them like a river. Above the table, hanging from the beam on a chain, the Line Keeper’s lamp. Below it, on the flagstones, the eleventh stone itself, because they built the hall around the stone rather than move it. It comes up through the floor to the height of my hip, grey and pitted, with two hundred years of hands on it.

I stood on the Ferrow side of that stone with my report in my hand and my whole body ringing like a struck rod.

Nobody looked at me strangely. That was the first mercy of the day. Whatever had happened in me had not happened where anyone could see it. My hands were steady. My face, I assume, was the face I have always had in that room, which is closed.

But I had put my rods down on the flags, and the sound they made going down was wrong, too loud, and Warden Sisel Rale glanced at them and then at me with her eyebrows up.

“Sounder Vesk.”

“Warden.”

“You may give your report.” She had a low voice with sand in it. Sixty-one years old, First Warden of Ferrow for eleven of them, hair the colour of wet ash cut close to her skull because she said long hair was a thing for people with time. She wore the grey coat with the double row of horn buttons and she kept her hands flat on the table when she spoke, always, like a woman holding something down.

I opened the report and did not read it.

I had walked Lammas Head twice, first on the Monday and again on the Thursday after it went down, and I had sounded a hundred and sixty strikes across the fallen ground and the pasture around it, and the report in my hand had every one of those strikes in a column with the date and the weather, because that is how my father did it and I have never found a better way.

“Lammas Head fell on the night of the second,” I said. “The hole is thirty-one feet across at the lip and widening on the northeast side. Depth I could not sound with rope; I put down a hundred and eighty feet and found water. Two yearlings went in and eighty feet of stone wall. The stock was mine to count and I counted it.”

Movement along the walls. The hall was full. It is always full for a fall. Ferrow along the west wall, four deep in places, farmers and drovers and the market women with their sleeves rolled; Thrane along the east in their darker wool, more of them standing than sitting, the way Thrane always stands.

“The ground,” said Sisel Rale.

“I sounded the field on the fourteenth of last month. Ninety-one strikes. Eighty-eight bright, three dull along the west hedge, which I staked and which did not fall.” I turned the page. “The ground that fell rang bright on the fourteenth. It rang bright on the Monday. It rang bright on the Thursday, eleven feet from the lip, where I stood to sound it.”

That got a sound out of the room. Not a loud one.

“You are telling this Court that the ground rang bright and fell anyway.”

“I am telling the Court what the rod told me.”

A Thrane Warden leaned forward. Kessel, an old man with a white beard cut square, who had sat at that table for thirty years and whose knees I had heard about at length from his wife when she came to me for liniment. “Sounder. Plain speech. Did you miss it?”

Six years of practice held my voice where I wanted it.

“The rod tells you what is under the rod, Warden. Nothing else. If the roof of a room is nine feet of good stone and the room is a hundred feet wide, the rod rings bright everywhere on it, and one wet spring will bring the whole nine feet down at once.” I let that sit. “Lammas Head did not fall because the stone was thin. It fell because the stone was whole and the room under it got bigger.”

“Then your trade is useless,” said Kessel, not unkindly.

“My trade tells you where the roof is thin. There is a great deal of thin roof on the Marrow and I have staked most of it.” My thumb was on the edge of the page hard enough to whiten. “It does not tell you where the rooms are growing. Nothing tells you that. You would need to have gone down and looked.”

Nobody said anything to that, because everybody in the hall knew what going down and looking meant, and everybody in the hall knew who had gone down last, and in what circumstances, and it had been six years and eleven days, and Ferrow does not say my father’s name out loud in that building.

I did not look at the east wall. I had not looked at the east wall since I came in. That took a specific and continuous act of will, like holding a door shut against wind, and I could feel it costing me.

Because he was over there.

Not looking was not the same as not knowing. I knew where he was standing the way you know where the fire is in a dark room. Three paces back from the Thrane chairs, on the left, near the second window. I knew when he shifted his weight. I knew the exact moment he crossed his arms and then uncrossed them again. There was a thread run through the middle of me and out through the wall of my chest and across that room, and it was not a metaphor, and it had not been there an hour ago.

The Carry does not start with pain. It starts with position. Before anything else, a bonded wolf always knows exactly where the other one is. It is the first thing to arrive and the last thing to go.

Sisel Rale turned a page of her own. “The Court’s business today is not Lammas Head. Lammas Head is Ferrow ground and Ferrow stock and Ferrow’s loss. The Court’s business is the crossings.”

Along the east wall, thirty people went very still.

“The autumn drove is in six weeks,” she said. “Thrane brings four hundred yearlings west through the Undern neck. Ferrow sounds the neck and stakes the road, as Ferrow has sounded it every autumn for two hundred years, excepting one.” She did not look at me when she said it. She did not have to. “Thrane has asked this Court whether that arrangement stands.”

Then, at last, a voice from the east side.

“Thrane has asked whether it should.”

I had heard him speak once. Six years ago, forty words off a paper. I had spent a long time afterward convincing myself I remembered the voice as worse than it was, and then longer convincing myself I remembered it correctly, and it turned out both were wrong.

It was a low voice and an unhurried one. It did not push. It arrived.

I looked at him.

I could not not, by then. It was like being asked to stand in a river and not get wet.

Ansel Thrane had come up out of the standing crowd to the rail behind the Thrane chairs and put one hand on it. Thirty-one years old. Taller than his father had been and built narrower, a long-boned man with black hair he had not cut recently and a jaw shaved badly, as though he had done it himself in poor light, which he probably had. There was a scar through his left eyebrow that put a white gap in the hair of it. His eyes were a pale brown, the colour of the water that comes up out of the Marrow after rain, which is to say the colour of stone dissolved.

He was looking at me the way a man looks at a fire he has just noticed is inside his own house.

So it had happened to him too. Of course it had. It is not a thing that happens by halves.

“Alpha,” said Sisel Rale, and inclined her head a precise inch. “Speak, then.”

“Two hundred years the neck has been sounded by Ferrow and walked by
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