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        My sister, my friend…

      

      
        

        Today I’m sending a gift to you. I have no tongue to name him, and no wings to deliver him into your arms. But he is my son, born out of my own selfish need—for something to love, something that was not myself.

        

        Today he’s no longer my child, but a Man—but I have loved him, I think, into something more. In form and temper, he is so much like them, but in his heart, he belongs with us.

        

        He can be a tool in our hands. He can be our rescue.

        

        If you allow it—by your side, he could even become more.

        

        There’s a chance, sister, we may again soar side by side. But it will have to be carefully done. You’ll need to be gentle with him, as he’s never flown these skies before in his life. I’ve taught him as much as I could and loved him as much as I could, but it won’t be enough. I was not enough.

        

      

      
        For good or for ill, you two must navigate this darkness alone.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          
            THE SAME WOLF

          

        

      

    

    
      He saw the wolf from a long way off. The north pasture was wide and sloping, with no trees to break up its loneliness. There was nowhere a predator could conceal itself but inside the gathering darkness. For now, the evening sun still burned the horizon, and the wolf made no effort to hide itself. It circled the herd, its pace languid and its snout uptilted, scenting the cool late air. The flock fled uphill in a rolling white wave.

      Patrick set aside his crook and drew his spyglass.

      It was the same wolf; he was sure of it.

      He’d discovered the first carcass two dawns before. An old, sickly ewe—her throat torn out and her black tongue lolling, wool matted brown and pink. The second misty morning had yielded a lamb, or what was left of a lamb. She was only scraps when Patrick found her, scattered near a ridge of toothy rocks at the pasture’s edge. Only the head was left intact, with one black and bulging eye rolled up toward the climbing sun. All around this, huge pawprints pockmarked the mud.

      The wolf had taken two sheep in two nights. There could not be a third.

      Patrick held his breath. The lens of the spyglass swept across the vast green landscape. The wind was in his ears, and the groaning of the sheep. They bunched together, their black faces pointing out in a ring. In the dark, they would be defenseless—and Patrick, blind in that same dark, would be helpless as well. His hands trembled in anticipation as he watched the wolf lope closer, winding up the slope, its wicked, smiling jaw open and panting. Against the grass, its body was a shadow rippling over the land. It slunk nearer and nearer to the outcrop of stones where Patrick had encountered the lamb’s body.

      It vanished behind them—one second passed, then two. There was a hard snap of metal, a high, quick scream of pain. Black-tufted limbs thrashed. Then, stillness everywhere.

      Patrick leapt up from his crouch, gathering Old Matthew’s cloak around him. Running down the gentle slope was like flying or falling—the wind flapped the heavy wool behind him like one great wing. He’d abandoned the spyglass beside his wicker basket but kept his shepherd’s crook in his fist. As he approached the rocks, he slowed, listening. Just beyond the outcrop, he heard throaty growls and heavy panting breaths, just under the wind’s distant moan.

      He crept closer, tender-footed, circling on tiptoe.

      The wolf lay struggling in the trap. Iron jaws clamped shut on two of its legs, one in front and one in back, pinching the beast into a crooked letter C. Sharp metal teeth bit into the beast’s flesh, sinking down to the bone. Hot dark blood steamed on the dirt and rocks. Despite these wounds, it was still a magnificent sight. Fur the color of bonfire smoke stretched over smooth, muscular flanks—eyes full of cold, intelligent hate, and fear, and desperate hunger. As Patrick edged nearer, it tried to leap up, foaming and snapping. But the trap’s weight jerked it back, and it fell to earth once more, sprawled on one side, quick panicked breaths churning the air.

      “What am I going to do with you?” Patrick murmured.

      The wolf’s black lips pulled back over yellow teeth; its tail lashed the mud.

      He regarded the animal carefully, leaning on his crook. It was smaller than he’d estimated when he laid the trap, a yearling pup, perhaps a season older or younger—though its fangs were no duller for it, or its bite gentler. But now an unpleasant chore lay ahead, and sickness twisted in the pit of Patrick’s belly over it. He went to the outcrop, wrenching loose one large mossy stone, nearly as big around as his own head. He tested its weight in his hands. There was still light on the horizon, dripping down from the high rocky ridges surrounding Blackfrye. But the air was growing dark now, and colder with every passing moment.

      The wolf looked up at him from the mud through one eye, its flank heaving.

      It was a magnificent animal. But it had taken two sheep.

      Patrick lifted the stone high over his head, then brought it down hard.

      By the time he’d finished covering the corpse, night had swept down into the valley. It wasn’t a proper grave—only a few loose stones to hide the wolf’s carcass from scavengers that might damage the valuable pelt. But when he was finished, he stood over the mound, tracing a hasty blessing in the air with two scabby fingers. That’s when he heard Rowan’s low halloo and saw his yellow lantern bouncing up the slope toward him through the twilight.

      “The whole village is gathered at your father’s house,” his cousin told him, panting from the trek up the rise. “They’re all asking for you—drunk as lords, every one of them.”

      Rowan’s face was a nest of dancing shadows. With his lantern clutched under his chin, his eyes were little more than ragged pools collected in his skull, and his massive shoulders looked like just another distant mountain guarding the valley. He angled his gaze downward, casting his lantern’s orange glow on the stones piled at their feet.

      “No trouble here?” he asked.

      Patrick tucked his trembling hands fast to his sides. It had taken more than one blow with the rock to kill the creature. After the first, it had leapt up snarling— its jaws had missed Patrick’s fingers by a whisper, closing instead on his shirtsleeve. Now it hung in tatters around his slender wrist, and he could still feel hot breath against his skin.

      “No trouble,” Patrick answered, shaking his head. “I left my lantern up the slope with my other things—I’ll go fetch it, then meet the others.”

      “No need.” Rowan thrust his own lantern forward. “Take mine. I’ll stay with the flock tonight and all tomorrow as well. Old Matthew’s arranged everything. You’ll need proper rest tonight,” —his expression changed in the dark— “with such a long climb ahead of you.”

      Patrick’s pulse quickened, the wolf momentarily forgotten.

      “Tomorrow, then?” he asked. “You’re certain?”

      “Am I certain, he asks.” Rowan grinned, then suddenly crushed Patrick in a deep embrace. “I told you, it’s all arranged. My little cousin’s going to be a married man.”

      Patrick returned the hug, then squirmed free and scooped the lantern up. Saying his hurried thanks to Rowan, he started down the grassy slope, picking his way past jutting stones and patches of loose mud. Below him danced Blackfrye’s merry lights—and already, the sound of music and men’s voices in a mighty chorus.

      “A word of advice, cousin!” Rowan called after him.

      Patrick paused. “What’s that now?”

      He could hear the smirk in the older man’s voice. “From a man who knows. Wash your hands before you go to meet your bride. They say they can smell blood from miles away. It drives them to frenzy—and what a honeymoon that might make you both!”

      Patrick blushed. He resumed his hike down toward the lights, Rowan’s bellowing laughter following him every step. It did nothing to dampen his anticipation or cool the flash of his blood. Nothing could, nothing in the whole world.

      Nothing—except the memory of hot angry breath against his knuckles, and the crunch of bone, and the crackle and stretch of dried blood between every finger.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            THE COMPANY OF MEN

          

        

      

    

    
      He washed his hands in a cool basin by the back door of Old Matthew’s house. The blood came off his fingers in flakes, sticking under his nails. Inside, deep voices rose in a tremendous chorus. Somebody had a fiddle playing, and the rest of the men sang along in slipshod harmonies and stomped the floorboards. Old Matthew’s voice boomed above them all, half-singing, half-shouting instructions to the others.

      “Louder!” he thundered. “Come on, I know you can sing louder than that. Look at you all—drinking my wine and eating my wife’s food. This is how you welcome my son?”

      Patrick pushed through the door, ducking his head when a few eyes in the warm greatroom turned his direction. It looked like every living soul in the village was there, packed in tight like apples in a barrel. Thick-armed Blackfrye men and their sons—and their son’s sons, in more than a few instances. Their wives clung close, lips pressed together in mute red lines, following Patrick with their ink-well eyes. With their identical pale faces and lustrous black locks and slender frames, it was like being observed by a shelf of dolls. Only one stood unaccompanied—a taller beauty, whose rippling hair covered one cast-downward eye. She belonged to Rowan, still afield with the flock.

      Patrick said a few hellos, shook a few hands, and ruffled the hair of a few younger boys who ran up to him, grinning with questions or a bite of food. Then he shouldered through the crowd to the great stone fireplace, where Old Matthew held court.

      His father was not so old as his name suggested. Old Matthew’s own father still drew breath—on his second bride at that, and still firm as oak timbers. But his rusted beard and wind-scraped face gave him the look of a seasoned general, or at least a gristly fisherman. It didn’t hurt that calling him Old Matthew distinguished him from Young Matthew, another of Patrick’s many cousins in the village. All Blackfrye men were cousins in some fashion, considering that their wives were all like enough to sisters.

      And whatever military bearing his father might have achieved naturally was only increased by his bad eye. A lambskin patch covered its ruin, and Patrick had never been allowed to glimpse what lay beneath, though long puckering scars could be seen reaching out above and below. The other eye was a sharp and severe blue. As a boy, Patrick had believed he could feel that eye’s stare burning him no matter where he was in the house, though this feeling had lessened somewhat as he grew older.

      Now he approached his father, who rose up from his enormous armchair with hands spread wide. They clasped arms, and Old Matthew’s lips brushed the top of his head.

      “It’s dead, then?” he murmured, so only they two could hear.

      Patrick nodded. His hands, now clean, no longer shook.

      Old Matthew pulled back and smiled.

      “That’s well handled. A man does what he must—and you are a man today.”

      Then he stepped forward, tipped his head back, and bellowed over the crowd. “My son,” he repeated, “is a man today!”

      The Blackfrye men’s voices died away. Whoever had the fiddle laid it aside, and excepting the sounds of a few smaller boys nudging each other, Old Matthew’s greatroom took on the somber atmosphere of a church. It was then that Patrick noticed movement from the back of the room. His mother had emerged from the kitchen, carrying a wooden platter piled with more food. Two white ribbons pulled back her dark hair, and she wore a white apron with flowers embroidered all across the stomach. She turned toward him. Their eyes met, and he waited for her to smile. Instead, she only stared. One hand lifted off the platter and lay over her bosom, then a finger pressed against her red lips.

      The gesture left him puzzled. For just as long as he’d lived, Patrick had never heard his mother’s voice. No wife in Blackfrye had ever spoken a word.

      His mother slipped in among the crowd. Patrick’s senses returned, and he realized nearly too late that his father had been addressing the throng. He perked up his head, trying to appear as though he’d been listening the whole time.

      “...a joyful marriage,” Old Matthew was saying—preaching, rather, as he so enjoyed when he had an audience of captives and a few drinks tucked away in his taut, round belly. “It means a joyful family. And the family is the strong stone brick by which we build our lives in this valley. Am I wrong?”

      The room called back in one voice: “NO.”

      “Are we Wicke men,” Old Matthew asked, “who hunt their wives in the forests?”

      The house repeated its rebuttal.

      “Are we Burning Coast fishmongers, who haul them up from the sea?”

      Again, the gathered menfolk denied it. Old Matthew smiled. He threw a heavy arm across his son’s shoulders, pulling him close and pressing the other hand to his boy’s chest.

      “We Blackfrye men, we choose our brides carefully,” he boomed. “So our families stay strong, so our village keeps growing. Tomorrow, before dawn, my son will forge another link in that iron chain. Scale the mountain, call down a bride of his own, bring her here, to live among us. With a wife by his side, he’ll join the ranks of men at last.”

      Old Matthew leaned close, so close Patrick smelled the wine on his breath.

      “Now, tell us,” his father said. “What gift will you bring your future bride?”

      All those eyes on him made Patrick sweat. When he gave his father his answer, he whispered without meaning to. Old Matthew grimaced and rolled his eyes.

      “You’re a man today, for heaven’s sake. Talk like it.”

      Nodding apologetically, Patrick cleared his throat. “A...a pot of honey.”

      “A pot of honey!” Old Matthew repeated, as though the other men hadn’t heard. “And tell us this as well. Why have you chosen this offering for yourself?”

      Patrick hesitated again. For months, he’d nibbled at the edges of this piece of the puzzle—what sort of wife should he want? But nobody he’d spoken to had seemed able or willing to answer him straight on. So instead, he simply shrugged.

      “I...I want a sweet wife.”

      “A sweet wife!” Old Matthew bellowed. “Do you hear this?” He guffawed, leaning forward and smacking his palm against his thigh, and the other men laughed with him. A few pulled their brides close, nuzzling bearded faces against their cheeks or into the hollows of paper-colored necks. Their laughter had a coarse texture, like running one’s hand over sawdust.

      “Now, men of Blackfrye,” Patrick’s father continued his address to the crowd. “Answer me this. Has my son chosen rightly?”

      “HE HAS,” the house thundered.

      “Is my son a man today?” roared Old Matthew.

      The answer was not words, but a witless roar that swelled up from every corner of the room. Hands clapped; heavy boots stomped the floorboards. The house’s very timbers shook with the strength and fury of men. Patrick looked across the sea of faces, feeling like they all had surged forward and swept him up onto their shoulders. Heat blossomed in the middle of his chest, and he finally let himself smile.

      “Somebody get him a drink!” his father commanded.

      Instantly, a half-dozen fists thrust a half-dozen cups of wine under Patrick’s nose. He took the fullest of the offerings and thanked the man offering it. Old Matthew put heavy hands on his shoulders and forced him forward into the crowd, where more than a few other hands slapped his back, nearly making him spill his drink down his own shirtfront.

      Patrick didn’t mind it. Today, he was a man. And the more of his father’s cold wine he drank, the more of a man he felt like. But as he found himself shunted between group after small group of grinning, flushed faces, his gaze kept straying to the corners of the room, for any empty space not filled by a bearded Blackfrye man. The wives all stared back at him with those same dark searching eyes, those same expressionless mouths.

      But his mother wasn’t among them. She was nowhere.
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