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Prologue — Pine Bark
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The shale is warm through the soles of my feet. Warm shale, black and grey and streaked with a pale mineral I do not have a word for, and the clean pain of a sharp edge under my left heel that I will not tell her about because if I tell her about it we will go back to the cottage and the day will end.

I am six.

My mother is sitting a little behind me, one hand loose on my shoulder, and the lake is doing something it does not do in the winter. It is breathing. Not moving — the reeds by the shore are as still as painted things, and there is a fly on one of them that has not shifted since I noticed it — but the flat black at the centre lifts and settles, lifts and settles, the way a sleeping animal's ribs will lift and settle if you sit long enough in a room with it. In the winter the centre of the lake is a wound. Today it is a chest. I do not know that I know the difference.

The pines at the treeline behind us smell of resin gone soft. Something further off smells of water and iron together. My mother's hand on my shoulder is not heavy. It is present. There is a difference.

She lifts a piece of bark off the shale in front of us and turns it in her fingers. It is red-brown along the outside and pale as a wrist on the inside where a beetle has been. She holds it up between us the way you hold up a coin for a child to name, and she says a word.

Skorja.

I hear it once. I hear the shape of it, the hard sound at the start, the soft turn at the end. My mother's mouth makes it look easy. My mother's mouth makes most things look easy, though I will discover, later, that this is a choice she is making, and that it costs her.

I repeat it back to her. I do not repeat it well. I get the hard start right and I lose the turn, and the word comes out of my mouth flat, the way a stone comes out flat when a child throws it wrong.

My mother laughs.

It is not loud. It is one short breath through the nose and the smallest lift at the corner of her mouth, and I would not call it a laugh at all except that she is not a woman who makes any of those sounds for nothing, and so the fact that she has made this one at all is a thing I will remember. I will remember it twice. This is one of the two times.

She says it again. Slower. She lets me watch the turn happen — the tongue against the back of the teeth, the opening at the end that is not quite an a and not quite an o — and this time I catch it. This time when I say it back to her the shale under my heel is not a bright small pain, it is only shale, and the fly on the reed lifts off in a lazy arc and is gone.

Skorja, I say. Pine bark. Not any bark. This bark. This tree. This kind.

My mother nods once. She sets the piece of bark down on my knee. She does not close my hand around it. She lets it sit there because she has decided, without saying so, that I am old enough to know how to keep a thing on my knee without dropping it, and I sit up straighter under her hand and I keep it there.

"You will need this word," she says.

She says it in the common tongue. She says it quietly, the way people say things they have already thought and are only now speaking aloud to make sure they mean them. I do not ask her why.

There is a heron on the far shore. There is a smell somewhere upwind of pitch and hot pine and something under it that is neither of those, something that has more to do with the black at the centre than with the reeds. There is my mother's hand on my shoulder, and it does not tighten.

She teaches me two more words that afternoon.

I do not remember them.

I remember only that the sun moved a hand's width across the water while she was teaching them to me, and that when she said the last one she was looking at the centre of the lake and not at me, and that the smallest lift at the corner of her mouth was not there anymore.

I am nineteen. I am not on the shore. I am telling this to whoever is willing to listen and I am not sure yet whether that is any of you.

I have spent twelve years remembering my mother's death as the end of the sentence her life was writing. A coward's sentence. A woman who chose the water over her daughter and her husband and the weight of getting up in the morning. That is the version I was given at six, at seven, at ten. That is the version I made myself repeat until it was smooth. I was not gentle with it. I was not gentle with her.

I understand now — I am only beginning to understand — that a woman who teaches her daughter a word in a tongue no one in the pack has spoken since the old shifter-kings buried themselves under the mountain, and who says you will need this word, and who says it in summer on a shore whose centre is not a wound that afternoon but a chest, is not writing a coward's sentence.

She is writing a different one.

I do not yet know the whole of what she was writing. I know only that I have begun to see the shape of the handwriting, and that the shape is not the shape I have carried in me for twelve years, and that the shape is beginning to make my old certainties feel like clothes cut for a different body.

Skorja.

I wake with the word in my mouth.

It sits under my tongue the way a coin sits, the way a small warm thing kept there since childhood might sit if you had forgotten you were keeping it and only felt it again when you turned your head in your sleep. The taste is faint. Not pine. Not bark. Something before either — the taste of my mother's mouth making the word, and the taste of my own six-year-old mouth trying to make it back.

I have not said this word in thirteen years.

I have not thought it. I have not, so far as I know, dreamed it. It has been under my tongue the whole time and I have been walking around above it and I did not know.

The light is grey at the shutter. Nils is asleep on the bench along the far wall, one hand curled under his cheek, the bone whistle at his throat rising and falling.

Six months since the pass. Six months since Vaeric stepped down out of the light with a slowness that was not there before and I stepped down beside him with a scar on my palm and a spiral on my sternum and a question in my chest I did not have language for yet.

I have language for it this morning.

I do not use it yet. I sit at the plank table in the burned Ninebark ring at first light with the word for pine bark on my tongue for the first time in thirteen years, and I let it stay there, and I do not swallow.
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Chapter One — Word In The Mouth
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I do not swallow.

The word sits under my tongue and I let it sit. Nils has not moved on the bench. His hand is still curled under his cheek. The bone whistle at his throat is still rising and falling with the small mechanical patience of a child who has learned to sleep exactly six hours whether the room is safe or not.

The room is safe. I lift my head. Slowly. My neck is stiff along the left side from the plank, and I take the stiffness as information — I slept for a few hours.

The doorway of the burned kitchen has no door on it. It has, on the frame at my shoulder, a black scorch mark from a beam that fell inward on the night the pack was taken, and at my collarbone a paler scorch mark from the beam we lifted off in the week after. Between these two marks stands Vaeric. He has been standing there for some time. I know this because his shoulder is against the frame at the paler mark and he has not moved it.

I meet his eyes.

He does not say good morning. He has never said good morning. He does not sleep, and morning is a courtesy of people who do, and he has spent long enough at the edge of my life now not to pretend at the courtesies that mean nothing to him.

"Skorja," I say.

I say it under my breath. It is not for him. It is a small experiment I am running on my own mouth, to find out whether the word will hold its shape outside the shape it held in the dream. It does. The hard start. The soft turn.

He hears me.

I know he has heard me because his shoulder shifts by perhaps a finger's breadth against the frame, and because the spiral on my sternum — which has been flickering at intervals for a month now, dim and bright and dim, so that I have begun to keep a tally on the inside of the plank — steadies. Not brightens. Steadies.

He does not ask what I said.

He does not need to ask. He has known the old-tongue word for pine bark for longer than any of us has been alive. He is only waiting to see what I will do with having remembered it.

I do nothing with it. I let it sit. I look down at the plank and I trace, with the pad of my thumb, the small notch at the edge where the wood was mended six weeks ago with a strip of birch and a resin I do not know the name of. He mended it. He did not tell me he was going to. I came in from the shore and the table was whole again, and he was sitting on the far bench with his hands quiet in his lap, and he did not lift his head.

The plank is one of the few things in this ring that was here before the fire. It was here when I was six. It was here when my mother, at some point during a summer I have spent twelve years refusing to look at, sat me on it and untangled the birch twigs out of my hair with fingers that did not pull.

I have not thought of that until this morning. My mother's fingers, when she untangled twigs out of my hair, did not pull.

I file this. I do not do anything with it. I file it beside the word that is still sitting under my tongue, and I do not swallow either of them.

There is a small architecture in me that I have kept in careful working order for twelve years. It is not a house. It is not even a room. It is a shelf, at my sternum, on which I have placed the hard facts I have used to organise myself. My father was a monster. My mother was a coward. Kindness is expensive. I owe no one anything. I have kept these five items on the shelf with the patience of a woman who has understood, at six years old, that if she did not keep them on the shelf someone would keep them for her, and they would be kept less well. I have dusted them. I have kept them at my sternum. I have not looked at them in a long time because I did not need to. They were where I put them.

The word for pine bark, this morning, has moved one of them.

I do not know which one yet.

I sit at the plank in the burned kitchen with the shelf faintly shifted and I do not touch it, and I do not swallow the word, and I do not lift my head.

Vaeric moves.

He moves the way he moves now, since the pass — slower than he did in the burned ring last summer, slower than he did on the ice a year ago, slower than a man his height ought to. It is not the slowness of pain. It is not the slowness of an old man. It is the slowness of a body being carried by less than a body used to be carried by. He crosses the ash-floor at a pace I have learned to read, and I do not have to look up to know when he stops at the plank, because the spiral warms one notch as he does. It has begun to do this in his presence. Not brightening. Warming. It is a small thing, and I have not decided yet whether to trust it.

He sets a bowl of water in front of me.

He does this the way he does everything now — as if the setting-down were the last motion in a sentence he had begun a long time before I noticed him beginning it. His hand at the rim of the bowl is not hurried. His hand at the rim of the bowl is not hesitant either. It is the hand of a man who has decided the small motion and is executing it, and I have begun, in the last three weeks, to be able to tell the difference between the setting-down of a bowl he has decided to set down and the setting-down of a bowl he has been prompted to set down, and this one is the former, and I do not know at what hour of the morning he decided.

The bowl is the fired clay one with the hairline crack across the base. It is not the salt-bowl with the chipped rim; that one lives at the centre of the plank, and no one has moved it since Mira put it there.

I want water.

I did not know I wanted water until he set it in front of me.

I lift the bowl. The water is cold. It tastes of iron and pine bark, faintly, and of the resin he mended the plank with, which has begun to seep into everything in this room and which I have stopped trying to keep out of my mouth. I drink half of it. I set it down.

"Fjadr," I say.

Thank you. In the old tongue. One syllable. My mother's mouth, on warm shale, teaching me only one word that day but the rhythm of the word she was not teaching me — the way fjadr sounds in a mouth that means it, the way it moves the muscles at the back of the jaw. I have never said this word to anyone. I have never said it to Mira, who has fed me. I have never said it to Nils, who sits at my elbow. I did not say it to Caelen when he came out of the pass carrying my coat.

I say it now, to a god, in the language he named me in.

Vaeric inclines his head.

He does not speak. He does not say you are welcome in the old tongue or the common one. He inclines his head — the smallest angle, no more than the width of the palest scorch mark on the frame — and the spiral on my sternum flickers once and steadies.

The steadying is the part I notice.

The flickering has been my constant for a month. It has been the distraction I have carried through every meal and every conversation with Mira and every silence with Nils and every night at this plank writing tallies on the underside. It has flickered when I have been most present in the room I am in, and it has flickered when I have been most absent from it, and I have not yet decoded which is which.

This morning it steadies.

I do not have a word for what that costs him.

I have begun to see, in the last month, the costs he pays for the courtesies he offers. When he mends the plank. When he sets the water in front of me. When he inclines his head at a word my mother taught me before he named me. Each of these is not free. Each of these is a coin from a purse he does not show me. The purse is finite. I know it is finite because I saw him at the pass, six months ago, with the purse open, and I saw what was inside, and what was inside was less than either of us admitted at the time.

I do not thank him for this, because that would be a courtesy of a different kind, and I do not yet know if I can afford it.

I set the bowl down and I close my hand around it. The clay is cool under my palm. The hairline crack is a small ridge under my thumb. I sit with the bowl in my hand for a long time, and Vaeric stands opposite me with his hands loose at his sides, and neither of us has anywhere to be.

Nils stirs on the bench.

He does not wake fully. He does not do that. He has been sleeping on that bench for six months, and he still sleeps in the same posture he arrived in, which is the posture of a child who has decided at some cellular level not to take up space in the world. I have not asked him to take up more. He has not offered.

He opens one eye.

He sees me. He sees the bowl. He sees Vaeric across the plank. He processes all three of these things, and he sits up in one deliberate motion, and he swings his legs down to the ash-floor, and he pads across barefoot to my elbow.

He does not greet me. He does not greet Vaeric. He climbs up onto the bench beside me and takes a strand of my hair between his fingers.

My hair is long enough for this now.

I have not cut it since the pass. I did not decide, at any point, that I was letting it grow. It reaches now to just above the collar of the shirt Mira sewed for me at midwinter. Nils began braiding it a month ago. He does it every morning. He does not ask.

I let him.

His fingers are careful. He works in silence, three strands over three strands, and I feel his knuckle against the back of my neck at intervals, and I do not tell him he does not need to do this. He would not stop. He has decided this is one of the things he does, and I have decided this is one of the things I permit, and the plank table at first light in a burned ring is now the room in which these two decisions live.

Vaeric watches him braid.

I watch Vaeric watching him.

There is a moment — small, unaccounted for by any of the words I have for it — in which I see, in the tilt of Vaeric's head as he watches a twelve-year-old boy braid a nineteen-year-old girl's hair at first light in the ash of a burned kitchen, something I did not know a thousand-year-old god was capable of. It is not tenderness. It is not sorrow. Sorrow would be too heavy. It is a stillness that is more particular than either, and it lasts two breaths, and when I lift my chin to look at it directly it is already gone.

He turns.

He crosses the ash-floor to the chair with the broken leg.

The chair has been broken since the fire. It has been sitting against the far wall of the burned kitchen, on its three good legs, propped against the stones. Nils has, over the six months, sat in it exactly once — a week after his arrival, when Mira put him in it and gave him a bowl of soup and he ate the soup and then climbed out of the chair and never sat in it again. I have not sat in it. Mira does not sit in it. Aske would not sit in it.

Vaeric kneels beside it.

He takes the broken leg in one hand and the seat in the other, and he begins to mend it. The joint is old. The splinter is long. He takes a strip of birch bark from a small pile Mira has been keeping by the doorway for kindling, and he does something with it that I do not entirely understand, and the joint begins to hold.

The spiral flickers, once.

Steadies.

I watch him work.

He has taken up the scraper again and he is peeling a second thin curl off the mended joint, checking his own repair. The curl falls beside the first on the ash-floor. He runs his thumb along the joint. He runs it back. He does not adjust. The joint is what he asked it to be. He presses down. The chair holds. He presses harder, testing. The chair holds.

He does not look pleased. He does not look anything. He only lifts his hand off the chair and returns to the birch strip in his lap, and there is a moment there — no more than a breath — in which his head is bowed a fraction lower than the work required. It is not a bow to the chair. It is a small tax on his body, the specific pause of a man who has spent slightly more of the coin than he had planned to, and who is doing the private arithmetic of what remains.

I have seen him make this arithmetic three times in the last month. Once at the plank when he mended it. Once at the doorway when he cleared a fallen beam. Now at the chair. I have counted. I do not know what he is counting toward.

He lifts the birch strip.

He resumes work on the joint.

Nils finishes the top of the braid and begins on the second layer. I feel the tug at the back of my neck as he pulls the strand tight. I feel the plank warm under my forearms where the light has finally reached it. I feel the word for pine bark, still under my tongue, unswallowed, unused.

I do not know why it has come back.

I do not know why Vaeric has begun mending a chair no one has ever asked him to mend.

I only know that the light has moved a hand's width across the plank while I have been sitting here, and that Nils is halfway through the braid, and that across the ash-floor a god is kneeling beside a chair with a broken leg, and that the room is quiet in a way it has not been quiet in twelve years.

I sit at the plank in the burned Ninebark ring at midmorning with the word for pine bark still under my tongue, and Nils braiding my hair without asking, and Vaeric across the ash-floor mending a chair leg, and I do not, for once, tally anything on the underside of the plank.

I only watch him work.
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Chapter Two — Refused Food
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He works with a scraper.

I did not know he had a scraper. I have been in this ring for six months and I have not seen him carry a tool of any kind, and this morning he has produced from somewhere at his belt a short curved iron scraper with a bone handle, and he is using it to peel a thin curl off the inside of the broken joint. It falls to the ash-floor and lies there like a wood shaving from any carpenter's shop in any longhouse in the north.

Except it is not any carpenter's shop.

It is the burned kitchen of a pack that no longer exists, and the man peeling wood off a broken chair is a god who has begun to move as if he is being asked to carry his own weight up a hill that is not visible to me, and I am watching him work with a plait growing under my collar and a word for pine bark under my tongue, and I am not tallying.

Nils tugs.

He has begun the second layer of the braid, and he tugs at the strand at the back of my neck to bring it into the right position over the third. I lower my head half a finger's width to make it easier. He does not thank me for it. He would not.

I look at Vaeric.

He has set the scraper aside. He has taken a length of birch bark from the pile at the doorway — one strip, the length of his forearm, still faintly reddish at the outer edge — and he is turning it in his hands, considering. The angle of his head is the same angle it was in the doorway an hour ago. His hair is not dry. His hair has not been dry in the year I have known him. It hangs to just below his jaw and it is the same black it has always been, and there is a small drop of water at the tip of the lowest strand that is not falling. It has not fallen for a long time. Whatever water he is made of does not, in the end, obey the rules of water that everything else in this room obeys.

I hum.

I do not decide to. The hum begins somewhere under my sternum, at the place where the spiral is warmer than the skin around it, and it moves up through my throat without asking me. It is not a song. It is not a tune I know. It is three notes, low and unhurried, and it comes out of my mouth as an exhale that carries pitch.

Vaeric stops.

He stops working for a full second. His hands, mid-motion above the joint of the chair, do not fall to his lap and do not lift to his face. They hover. The birch bark is still between his fingers. His shoulders do not move. I watch his shoulders because I have learned that the shoulders are the part of him that most reliably gives him away, and this morning they do not move, and the not-moving is more information than a movement would have been.

I have never hummed in his hearing.

He has known this. He has known this since the first week he stood in the burned kitchen with me — the kitchen was not yet burned, we were still on the ice, the timing does not matter — he has known since he first sat opposite me that Wren Ash-Vale does not hum. That she does not sing. That her mouth does not carry unbidden pitch. He has organised his understanding of me around a set of small facts about me that includes this one, and this morning I have broken one of them, and he has heard the break, and he has stopped his hand mid-motion above a chair joint to acknowledge it without acknowledging it. The hover of his hands is his hearing me. The stillness of his shoulders is his refusal to make the hearing a scene. He has spent a full second being a man who has heard a woman he did not expect to hear, and he has spent a full second not turning his head, and I have watched the second happen from across the room.

Then he begins to work again.

I keep humming.

Nils does not stop braiding.

The three notes go around again, low and unhurried, and I let them. I have not hummed in twelve years. I know this because I know exactly when I stopped. I stopped the night my father was carried across the ice to be executed at the centre of the lake, and I stopped because a woman in the kitchen — I do not remember her face, I only remember her hand on the back of my neck — told me that a girl whose father was a poisoner did not deserve to sing. I have not sung since. I have not, until this morning, hummed. And the three notes I am humming now are not a song, and I have not agreed to sing, and so the hand on the back of my neck is not entitled to my throat.

The three notes are my mother's.

I do not know how I know this.

I know it the way I knew, this morning, that my mother's fingers did not pull. It is a thing I have been carrying without looking at, and it has surfaced without warning, and I am not going to stop it now that it is on the surface. The tune is short. Two low notes and a lower one. I have not heard it hummed in a room in thirteen years, and I have not permitted my own mouth to hum it in thirteen years, and I am humming it now above the plank table in the ash of the kitchen where the woman it belonged to once sat me on this same board and untangled twigs from my hair.

I do not weep.

I have never wept for my mother. I have wept for other things — for my father, twice, in Book One's winter and then again on the ice; for Nils's mother once, an hour after Mira told me she had not made it out of the longhouse; for Enna the first time I read her hand and understood that she was going to die before I saw her again. I have not wept for my mother. My mother has been, in the country of my grief, a woman who chose the water over her daughter, and I have not permitted my body to give her any of the offerings of water that a daughter's body will give a mother it has permitted itself to miss.

I am not weeping this morning either.

But I am humming.

And the three notes go around once more, and Vaeric does not stop working again, and Nils does not stop braiding, and somewhere in the second-and-a-half between the second low note and the resolving low one, the memory arrives.

I am six.

I am in the Alpha's hall at the Solstice feast. The hall is packed. The long tables are packed. There is a haunch of roast on a wooden platter three seats from my mother's elbow, and the Alpha's wife has served her the first slice, and my mother is not eating it.

She is not looking at it.

She is not looking at the roast. She is not looking at me. She is looking at the top of the Alpha's table, at the place where the Alpha's mate is sitting with her back straight and her hand on the goblet of hot wine, and my mother's own back is straight in the same way — not rigid, not tense, but straight in the posture of a woman who has decided something and is waiting for the room to catch up.

Her plate is untouched.

The slice of roast is untouched. The bread beside it is untouched. The small dish of soft cheese she has been given is untouched. There is a wooden spoon beside the plate. She has not lifted it.

I have always remembered this as grief.

I have remembered it as a woman too sad to eat. I have carried this image for twelve years as the image of my mother's descent — the woman who could not lift the spoon, who could not put the food in her mouth, who was so cracked open by whatever crack she was carrying that she could not perform even the smallest domestic function of the body eating what has been set in front of it. I have been ashamed of her for this. I have tallied it, in the private ledger of things I would not become, at the top of the list.

I remember it differently this morning.

I remember it accurately.

Her back is straight. Her eyes are not wet. Her hand is on the table, not in her lap, and it is not trembling. She is not too sad to lift the spoon. She has not lifted the spoon because she is not going to lift the spoon. She has decided not to eat the roast. She has decided not to eat the bread. She has decided not to touch the cheese. She has decided this before she sat down. She sat down knowing she would not touch the food, and she is sitting through the feast with her plate full because that is the shape her not-eating has to take in front of the pack, and she is not looking at me because she cannot afford to look at me, and she is not looking at the plate because she is calm.

There is a muscular quality to a woman who has decided not to eat what has been set in front of her. It is not the slackness of a woman who cannot eat. It is not the withdrawal of a woman who is being polite about a small appetite. It is a small stillness at the corners of the mouth and a small firmness along the jaw, and I know these two things now because I have seen them in my own face, in the polished side of a copper pot Mira set at the plank last week when she thought I was not looking, and I have seen them because I have been not-eating one meal a week for a month without deciding to, and my mother's face on the last Solstice she attended has exactly this stillness at the corners of the mouth and this firmness along the jaw, and I am the child of the woman who taught my face how to do this.

She is calm.

She is not enduring the feast. She is not surviving it. She is doing it. She is doing the specific thing of sitting in front of a plate of food and not eating it, and doing it deliberately, and doing it for a reason.

I do not know the reason.

I am nineteen. I am in a burned kitchen at a plank table with the word for pine bark under my tongue and Nils's fingers in my hair, and I do not know the reason my mother refused to eat at the Solstice feast the summer before she walked into the lake.

I know that she was doing something.

The distinction — between enduring and doing — is a small distinction. It is one word. It is the difference between a woman being acted upon and a woman acting. My mother, at that feast, was acting. My mother was, in her own quiet way, refusing.

I do not know what she was refusing.

I know only that a woman who is refusing something is not the same woman as a woman who is being taken from something. The first is standing. The second has fallen. The first is doing. The second is enduring. I have kept my mother, for twelve years, in the category of women who have fallen and been taken from, and I have kept her there so carefully that I have organised my own life around not being one of them.

The category was wrong.

I do not know yet what the right category is. I know only that the shelf at my sternum has shifted by another half a finger's width, and that the fact I had labelled my mother was a coward has, since this morning, been sitting slightly off its original mark, and that I do not know what to do with a shelf whose facts are not where I left them.

I store the question.

Nils reaches the end of the second layer of the braid. He begins the third. His fingers are careful at my nape. I feel the warm point of his knuckle at the base of my skull, and I feel the three notes going around under my sternum, and I feel — for the first time in twelve years — that the woman I have been ashamed of might not have been the woman she was.

I feel this like a plate being set down beside me on the plank.

Not eaten. Not accepted. Only set down.

Vaeric works.

He does not look at me while I hum. He does not look at me while I remember. He does not offer me any of the courtesies I have watched him offer during other quiet mornings at this table — a bowl of water, a mended chair, a strip of birch. He does not offer them because I do not need them. He does not offer them because if he offered them this morning I would notice that he had offered them, and the noticing would break the humming, and he does not want the humming to break.

I understand this without being told.

I am beginning to understand many things without being told.

The chair leg holds. He tests it with the flat of his hand — a small firm press on the seat, checking the joint against his own weight. It does not give. He nods once, to himself, and sets down the scraper, and stands.

He crosses back to the plank.

He does not sit. He does not stand over me. He stands at the corner of the plank at a distance that does not close the room. The bowl of water is between us. The spiral under my sternum warms one notch and steadies.

Nils finishes the braid.

He ties it off with a strip of leather he has been keeping in his pocket for this purpose. He pats the finished plait against the back of my neck — the competent pat of a child confirming a piece of work — and then he climbs down off the bench and pads across the ash-floor to the doorway.

He stands in the doorway.

He looks at the pile of birch bark by the frame.

He picks up a strip. Not the strip Vaeric used. A different one. He takes it back to the bench and sits down and holds it in his hands and does not do anything with it.

He is imitating.

He has watched Vaeric mend the chair and he has decided that mending is a thing that is done in this room, and he is preparing to do it. He does not know what to mend. He has not chosen the mending yet. He is only holding the strip.

I hum through the resolution once more.

I do not do it a fourth time.

Vaeric does not sit. He looks at Nils, at the birch bark in Nils's hands, at the chair that is now standing on four legs against the far wall. It is not tenderness.

I do not know what it is.

I do not name it. Naming would be a small violence I am not willing to commit against him this morning, and I have begun, in the last month, to notice the things I am not willing to commit against him. The list is not long. It is not short either. It is exactly as long as it needs to be, and I have not yet checked to see whose list it resembles.

I do not name it.

The three notes are done. They sit under my sternum where they came from, warm and unresolved and unrepeated. My mother's plate at the Solstice feast, untouched, sits beside them on the plank of the private table where I have been keeping the images she left me. It is a different image now than it was when I sat down.

The plank is warm halfway across. The salt-bowl at the centre has a small pale rim of light along the chipped side that it did not have an hour ago. Aske will come in soon. He will bring the water bucket from the well. Nils will go with him.

I do not think this morning has ended.

I think this morning is only beginning to end, and that it will end when Vaeric returns to the chair to test the joint one more time, and it will end when the three notes fade under my sternum, and it will end when Nils sets the birch strip down without having mended anything.

I sit at the plank in the burned kitchen at midday with Vaeric returned to the chair, and I am still humming.
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Chapter Three — Argument In The Kitchen
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I am writing on the underside of the plank.

The stick is a piece of birch I charred at the hearth this morning. Aske brought it in with the kindling and I took it from the pile without asking, and I have sharpened one end against the stone of the doorway, and it is now a passable pencil. It leaves a soft grey line on the pale wood of the underside. The line goes where I ask it to go.

I am writing yesterday's memory.

Not the whole of it. Not the plate, the roast, the untouched cheese. The two words I have for it in the old tongue: her food. Two syllables in a row I did not know, six weeks ago, that I owned. I have owned them all along, apparently. I have owned them since I was six.

Nils is not here.

Aske took him to the well after midday. Aske carries the bucket. Nils carries a smaller one — a wooden pail Mira made him from an old fire-bucket in the third week of winter, with a rope handle looped short. Nils will not use the whistle at his throat. He will not need to.

Aske is a Ninebark wolf.

He is one of the few who made it out of the moonrise hunt. He is a year older than Caelen and half a hand shorter, and he stayed with what was left of the pack because there was nowhere else to go, and he has not
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