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Chapter 1: The Warden’s Thaw

The drill in the Anchor wing that morning used no swords. It used a candle, a draft, and three children who had not slept well.

Tam ran it. He had appointed himself to it the way he did everything now, without announcement, on the theory that a job left undone would eventually be done by somebody worse.

“Hands where you can see them,” he said. “Feet under you. Now find the lamp with your eyes and don’t reach for it.”

Kelm found it first. He was ten, cooper’s-widow’s son, and his whole body wanted to lunge at the flame the way a dog wants a thrown stick. He kept his hands in his lap because Tam had told him to and because the wanting was the whole exercise.

The candle stood on the sill with the shutter cracked behind it. The draft came off the thaw-cold morning and pushed the flame flat toward the boy.

Borrowed light sometimes behaved strangely near an ungraded child. But this was an honest kitchen candle, oil logged from pressing to wick by Osric’s own hand, and it only bent with the wind.

“It’s the draft,” Kelm said. “The smoke proves I’m not pulling it.”

“How do you know?”

“The smoke goes the same way.” He was proud of that. “And the wick’s clean.”

“Read it. Don’t reach.”

Kelm’s fingers twitched once in his lap and stayed.

Orla went next. She was nine, and she had come to us in winter with a lantern that spoke names in the dark and kept clawing back out of burial. We had melted the lantern’s leash off it in the yard the first week and she had watched it with the terrible steadiness of a child deciding whether to trust one more adult. She still slept with her door bolted from the inside. The bolt was her idea. So was checking it twice.

She looked at the candle. The candle did not care about her one way or another, which was, for Orla, a novelty worth the whole trip.

“Wind,” she said.

“You’re sure?”

“It’s boring.” She said the word like a diagnosis. “Boring’s how you know it’s honest.”

Tam wrote that down. He wrote everything down. His slate said READ. HOLD. ASK BEFORE YOU REACH across the top in a hand that was getting better, and under it a column of small observations that would mean nothing to anyone but the child who made them.

Jorin stood at the back with his arms crossed. He was fourteen, and too old to be told to sit on a kitchen floor, and doing it anyway because his two little sisters were in the next room and he had decided that whatever this place was, it was better than a hedge between market towns. Borrowed lamps behaved strangely around him, wavering when the air stayed still. He had spent his whole life being blamed for it in crowded inns.

Nobody here blamed him for anything. It was taking him time to believe that was a real rule and not a trap with a slow spring.

“You don’t have to sit,” I told him.

“I know.” He sat anyway, an inch, a compromise with his own pride. “It’s just lamps.”

“It’s just lamps,” I agreed.

The lamps were only the surface, and he knew it; the not-saying was the lesson. A boy who has been driven out of six inns for a thing he can’t help learns fast that the dangerous word is the true one. We were teaching him a slower truth: that the thing he could do might be a door, and that a door is only frightening if you have decided it must open the moment it can. We had not decided that. We were in no hurry. Hurry was the other people’s mistake, the pedlar’s mistake. The Millbrook letter on my table already smelled of someone selling speed to frightened people.

Merta’s law ran under the whole drill like a floor you don’t notice until it isn’t there. Nobody studies your child. We teach, or we leave them be. She had said it to me first about Tam, in a kitchen, with flour to both elbows and a knife she’d have used if I’d argued, and I had not argued, and it had become the founding statute of the wing without anyone voting on it. A certifier studies. A certifier prods and grades and prices. We did none of that. We put a candle on a sill and taught a frightened child to sit still in front of it, which is a smaller thing and a much harder one.

The smallest of them recited the rule at the end. That was tradition already, three weeks old, which in a house of children is ancient. Orla stood up, dusted her knees with great ceremony, and said it flat, the way you say a thing you have decided is true.

“We hold first. Doors later.”

“Doors later,” Tam echoed.

“Even the ones that want opening,” Kelm added, because he liked the part that scared him.

“Especially those,” I said.

The younger children of the wing drifted in at the tail of it, the way they did every morning, drawn by the small fire and the low voices the way children are drawn to any warmth with people around it. Jorin’s two sisters, visiting from their mother’s room in the west guest quarters, came to the doorway in their nightshifts. The elder held the younger’s hand while they watched their brother sit on a kitchen floor in front of a candle he was not allowed to touch. They did not understand it and did not need to. The younger one asked, in the enormous whisper of a child who believes she is being quiet, whether Jorin was in trouble. The elder told her he was learning, in the same tone, and that learning looked like trouble but wasn’t, which was the truest thing anyone said in that kitchen and she was six. Jorin’s ears went red and he did not turn around and he held his hands in his lap, and I saw the back of a fourteen-year-old’s neck decide that he would sit on a hundred kitchen floors before he let those two see him flinch at a candle again.

Merta came through with the morning’s bread while the drill wound down, and she did not stop, and she did not comment, and she left a heel of it on the sill beside the candle where a hungry boy would find it without being told he’d been noticed being hungry. That was the whole art of her. She fed the wing the way the wing needed feeding, which was sideways, without a bill.

“Bolts,” she said, once, to Orla, on her way out.

“Checked twice,” Orla said.

“Good girl.”

I counted them on the way out because counting is what my hands do when they are not carrying anything. Three ungraded residents in the wing: Kelm ten, Orla nine, Jorin fourteen. His sisters were visitors, housed with their mother in the west guest quarters rather than taking wing beds. One march-born reader taught them: Tam, twelve, whose own door we had taught him not to open and who had turned that discipline into a vocation. Nineteen made up the second cohort. Five had morning drill in the yard under Yrsa’s chalk; the other fourteen were split between lamp rounds, kitchen duty, and the south-field count. All learned the count-and-step that ran in a line back through Yrsa to a garrison instructor ninety-five years dead. Six beds Merta had made in autumn, four full now, two waiting with blank chalk cards because Merta made beds before children the way other people set places for guests they intend to keep.

Every one of them was a petition made flesh. A careful-hand letter, folded by an adult who had practiced the wording, please give the child a door that opens from the inside, become a child eating bread off a windowsill in a house that had decided not to be afraid of them. I had spent five years carrying other men’s glory in a pack. This was something I had built that now carried itself.

I counted heartbeats too, out of the other habit. Six including mine. Four near and one deep, the deep one moving at the northern edge of everything like weather that had decided to be patient about me.

The map of my hands had finished last autumn and healed over winter to a dull silver that ran to the fingertips and did not hurt anymore. I could hold a pencil for a full page now, and close a fist hard enough to mean it, and lace a boot without the fine tremor that had haunted the week after Kingslight. I noticed things like that, the way a man notices a debt paid: with a small private relief he does not mention to anyone.

The tracery was permanent. It would not fade and it would not grow, because the map was complete: silver climbed from my forearms past both elbows and shoulders, crossed my collarbone and throat-base to my jawline, then ran over the backs of both hands to the fingertips. Every overdraft I had ever spent was written into me where anyone could read it. Yrsa re-wrapped it out of habit some mornings and left the wrap loose on one finger for no reason she’d admit. Maeva audited it with her eyes over breakfast like a ledger she was fond of. Nahari oiled it. Vyrissa did not touch it at all, only looked, which from a dragon is the most careful thing there is. I had stopped covering it. A man’s hands are his receipts, and I had decided some time in the winter that I was done being ashamed of a bill I would pay again.



The departure council met in the war-loft with the maps down and the accounts open, and its whole purpose was to prove we were not needed.

That was the point of it. A march you cannot leave has become a chain with your name on the far end. We had spent the seasons since the march was granted building a place that ran without the people who built it, and this morning we were going to test the work by walking away from it for ten weeks.

Maeva convened it because Maeva convened everything short of the weather, and only left the weather because Vyrissa had claimed it.

“Who rides,” she said, and did not phrase it as a question.

“The household,” I said. “All five of you. Bram for the taproom and the wager book. Wend to drive. Colm for the rigs, because there is not a lamp-run in the kingdom he can’t make honest. Torvald, Sela, Wat as the teaching proof: a graduate team the court can watch drill so it stops asking me whether we teach or we conscript.”

“Petra,” Maeva said.

“Petra as the school’s ambassador. Her words. She has a title now.”

“She has three titles now,” Suzu said from the rafters, where she was hanging by her knees over the treasury ledger because she read best upside down and would fight you about it. “Ambassador of the Wooden Blade. Boarder-in-Chief. And whatever she made up over breakfast, which was ‘Envoy Extraordinary to the Dragon,’ and which I refused to notarize on the grounds that it is not a real thing.”

“It is now,” said Vyrissa. She stood in the wide doorway she’d had cut to her own dimensions, and she did not so much enter rooms as decide to be in them. “I have an envoy. I find I approve.”

“You are not helping,” Suzu told her.

“I am not trying to.”

“Helvane joins us on the guild road,” I added. “He sent word. Six riders, no ceremony, and a letter that says, and I quote Osric’s copy, ‘I invested in this circus early. I intend to watch it play the capital.’”

“He wants to see his advice pay,” Maeva said. “He told you to be magnificent. He would like to be present when it is cheaper than a war.”

“He can pay for his own supper being present,” said Bram, who had opinions about margraves and their appetites.

Halvard was there too, at the edge of it, in the plain leathers he’d worn all winter instead of the shine the Crown had issued him. He’d come north as a witness last autumn and stayed as a student, and now he was riding back to court as the thing the court would least be able to argue with: living proof, with calluses.

“I’ll go ahead by two days,” he said. “The order will want warning that I’m bringing teachers. Some of them will pretend they don’t.”

“Let them pretend,” Yrsa said. She was cleaning a blade she did not need cleaned, which meant she was thinking. “Pretending’s cheaper than being taught. They’ll spend it and come back broke.”

“Who holds,” I said, and that list was longer and mattered more.

Merta held. Merta had held the whole home front into existence with her two hands and a boarding kitchen, and she would hold it the way a keel holds a boat, invisibly and without thanks and while overruling everyone about onions. The wing was hers. The children were hers to feed and no one’s to study.

Brenna held the census. She was twelve and she defended the lamp-count like scripture, and this winter she had added a column that she guarded harder than the rest of the tally put together.

“Two hundred and sixty-one,” she said, when I asked, because she knew I would ask and she liked being ready. “And forty of those are the KEPT column, which is not the same thing as the lit column, and if Osric lets anyone confuse the two while you’re gone I’ll write to you about it.”

“Write to me about it either way,” I said. “I like the letters.”

“They cost stamps,” she said, but she was pleased. “I’ll send the census monthly and a note if anyone gets clever with the KEPT column. And you’ll write back which lamps the capital keeps, because eleven thousand is a number somebody made up and I want the real one.”

“Eleven thousand,” Suzu said from the rafters, interested. “That’s a robbing number. Nobody counts eleven thousand of anything. They count some and estimate the rest and round up for pride.”

“Then we’ll count them,” Brenna said, as if this settled it, which for her it did.

Osric held the tally, ruling straight lines on everything that would hold ink and hiding from anyone who tried to thank him for it. Wend’s brother would drive the second wagon of the home stores. And Tam held the one thing none of us could hold for him: a door that stayed shut. His skill sat ungraded in every book we owned, a nascent Anchor’s door that we had taught him not to open, because the first rule of the wing was the rule Orla had recited on the kitchen floor.

It was a strange thing, to ride away from a boy carrying a power I’d have given a great deal to spare him, and to trust a twelve-year-old to keep his own door shut for ten weeks. But that was what we’d built: a rule inside the children instead of a wall around them. We hold first. A wall you can climb. A rule a child believes, he carries with him even into a room where no adult is watching, which is the only place it ever matters.

“We hold first,” Tam said, when I told him the wing was his to watch. He said it the way he said arithmetic, as a fact that steadied him. “Doors later. I’ll log everything.”

“I know you will.”

“Even the boring things.”

“Especially those.”



Sidonie’s letter had come by fast courier at the first thaw, and it had been read at the supper table four times, which for a document is a kind of fame.

Maeva read it again now, for the council, because reading it aloud had become a small ritual and rituals are how a household braces itself before a road.

“‘Come in spring,’” she read. “‘Bring the fox, the saint, the oracle, and both empresses. Bring your Measure. Come as yourselves. The court has never once survived that, and I would like to watch it try.’”

“She added that last line since the border stone,” I said.

“She has been practicing,” Maeva said, and there was something in her voice like a teacher who has caught a bright student improving without permission. “Good.”

Beside the letter on the table lay a single page in a ruled, unsigned hand. It had arrived the way Odette’s pages always arrived, under a door, past every eye on the stair, delivered by a courtesy between ghosts that we had stopped trying to catch. A dry wick was pressed into the fold, flattened until the weave showed through the paper.

Two lines.

The palace keeps a lamp older than the palace.

It is not on any count.

“She has been in the capital all winter,” Nahari said. She had her eyes shut, which was how she looked at anything she meant to understand. “Counting. She counts as I refuse to look: to find the one thing the counting can’t hold.”

“Can you price the wick?” Maeva asked.

“Vyrissa priced it in autumn,” I said. “Older than the kingdom. Younger than the mountain. No grave-gold in the smoke. And a living candle bows to it.”

From the doorway, Vyrissa said, without heat, without hurry, as she said the things that had waited a long time to be said:

“I will know it when I am near it.”

Everyone looked at her. She let them. A dragon gives audiences; it does not explain itself on request.

“Old fires know each other,” she said. “That is all. Do not ask me how long I have wondered. It is a rude question and I would answer it and you would wish I hadn’t.”

Nobody asked. I set the not-asking beside Odette’s pressed wick. Her slow heartbeat had not changed its rhythm at all when she said it. Whatever waited under that city, Vyrissa had already decided not to meet it cheaply.



The last petition of the morning came from a village a week south, on the wagon-road we were going to take anyway. After enough petitions, coincidence starts looking like a route.

It was in a woman’s hand, careful, the ink of someone who has practiced the wording on a scrap first so as not to waste good paper on shaking.

Half of Millbrook’s deed-stone had gone grey since winter, she wrote. The grey carried no scar. A scar is what a lie earns; everyone knows that; a man who oversells his kills at the stone wears the mark like a bruise. This was different. This was the light going out of true names, the etch of honest deeds gone dim as a pinched wick, and the men whose names had dimmed were not dead. They were alive, and working, and warm to the touch, and they had sold their names to a smiling pedlar for gold that spent very well.

She wanted the Anchor to un-sell her husband.

She did not know if that was a thing that could be done. She wrote it the way you write a thing you are ashamed to hope for. And then she ended the letter with a line that did the work of a whole winter, and I read it twice and then set it down and did not read it a third time because a man has to save some room in himself for the road.

His side of the bed is warm, she wrote. HE isn’t.

I have read a great many petitions. A petition is a person doing arithmetic on their own suffering to see if it comes to a number worth a stranger’s trouble. Most of them undercount, out of pride or fear, and you learn to read the true weight under the modest figure. This one had put its whole account down in six words and asked for nothing but that.

“Read it again,” Maeva said.

I read her the line. She did not do anything with her face, which is what Maeva does when a thing has landed hard: an empress rations her reactions, she does not fumble them. She had trusted one man with everything, once, in a garden, and he had fed her hemlock among the healing herbs and wept at her funeral for the record. She knew what it was to have someone’s warmth stay where the someone had gone.

“A week south,” I said. “On our road.”

“Millbrook,” Maeva said, already moving it in her head into the shape of a campaign. “We stop. We read it like a dungeon. We do not promise the woman anything we have not priced.”

“We buy her husband back,” Yrsa said, “if the price is a price we can pay.”

“We find out what’s buying,” I said. “Which is the part that matters, because a woman in one village I can help. A pedlar who’s been selling all winter up and down these roads, I have to break at the source or I spend my life buying men back one at a time until I die of it.”

Nahari opened her eyes.

“One of those,” she said, “is a wound. One is a hearth. You will meet both this spring, and the whole trick will be not confusing which is which.” She braided a strand of silver hair and unbraided it, thinking out loud as she did when a thing was still too far off to see clean. “That is my only prophecy today, and it is barely one. Buy me nothing on it.”

“A pedlar who pays gold for names,” Suzu said, and for once there was no game in it. She had come down out of the rafters to look at the letter, and she read it the way a locksmith reads a broken door, professionally, with a small growing anger. “A fence moves what you already lost. This buys the man’s own weight off him while he’s still standing in it, then pays him to smile about it.” She set the page down carefully, as if it might be evidence. “I’ve done a lot of dishonest things. I never did that one. There’s a floor, and that’s under it.”

“There’s a floor,” I agreed. “We’ll find out what’s standing on the other side of it.”

Vyrissa said nothing. But her slow heartbeat, at the northern edge of me, had gone a half-beat slower, the way it did when she was reading something old in the shape of a new thing. I filed the change and said nothing back.



The going-away pile was smaller than the welcome-pile ever was, and quieter, and that quiet was its own kind of load.

A household that leaves does not get a fair. It gets a stack of things by the door: Bram’s tapped keg for the road, Colm’s rig-boxes labeled in his blocky hand, Merta’s hamper that weighed as much as a child and would be gone in three days, six wrapped cheeses that Suzu had already appraised and pronounced “criminally underinsured.”

Petra came to see us off with her wooden blade at her hip, worn exactly the way a real knight wears a real sword, which is to say she had forgotten it was wood.

“Ambassador,” I said.

“Warden.” She saluted with two fingers, gravely. “I’ll represent the yard. I’ll tell the capital the good stories and the frightening ones too, but I’ll tell the frightening ones slow.”

Yrsa gave one short nod. “Useful stories first. Court people need the extra time.”

Petra considered this like a woman receiving state doctrine, which, to her, it was. “Useful stories first,” she agreed. “Understood.”

The insurance negotiation happened in the yard, and it is the reason I will remember that morning even after the rest of it sands smooth. Maeva took apart one of Suzu’s schemes before the wagons had moved.

Suzu lost this particular audit.

She had opened, as she always opened, with a policy. Her copper tower, the stack of shrine coppers returned after sixty years and kept on the hall shelf ever since, now rode in a padded travel case on the third wagon. She declared the keepsake insured for the road “against fire, theft, flood, and the general malice of hills,” at a premium of one polished copper per week payable to the Reeve, meaning her.

“Denied,” Maeva said, without looking up from the manifest she was auditing.

Suzu blinked. “You can’t deny a policy. That’s not how policies work. I write them. You suffer them.”

“I am counter-auditing.” Maeva turned the manifest so the fox could read it. “The tower is your property. The travel case is march property. You are proposing to insure your own copper to yourself, at a premium the house pays you, which makes you both the underwriter and the beneficiary, and which I believe your own vocabulary would call ‘a conflict of interest wearing a hat.’”

There was a silence in the yard of a very particular quality.

“That,” Suzu said slowly, “is the most beautiful thing anyone has ever done to me.”

“It voids the policy.”

“It absolutely voids the policy. I’m going to frame it.” She was already grinning the fox-fire grin, the one that meant she’d found something better than winning. “You audited the insurance scheme. I taught the princess to do this, and now I’m going to have to un-teach her, or you two are going to bankrupt me out of pure professional respect.”

“That policy claim died on merit,” Bram observed from the keg. He had the pleased, wheezing look of a man watching a long-running argument finally break the right way. “Write it down, somebody.”

“I’m writing it down,” said Osric, who was.

Bram, for his part, refused to insure anything at all.

“Not a single item,” he said, when Suzu tried, on principle, to sell him coverage on the taproom keg. “I have looked at this trip, and I will tell you my terms plain. I do not insure against royalty. I do not insure against weather. And I do not, under any circumstance a man could name, insure against dragons.” He nodded at Vyrissa on the roof. “No offense.”

“None taken,” Vyrissa said. “I am uninsurable. It is one of my finer qualities.”

Wend, who would drive the lead wagon and had listened to the whole negotiation with the patience of a man who has driven this family a long way, offered his one contribution from the wagon-seat. “I insure nothing either,” he said. “But I’ll get you there.” And that was Wend’s entire speech for the week, and the quiet certainty of it settled the whole yard, and Suzu wrote him a policy anyway, unasked, insuring the household against “arriving late, arriving cross, or arriving in the wrong century,” premium waived, “because some coverage is a gift.” Wend folded it into his coat without reading it. That was how he accepted a gift.



Suzu stole the pencil before we mounted.

She did it as she always did it, with full eye contact, which is the opposite of how a thief steals and the whole reason it was ours and not a theft. My pencil, the one that lived in the notebook in my left coat pocket, gone between one breath and the next, and her hand already back at her side as if it had never left.

“Early,” I said.

“Pre-luck,” she said. “It compounds. You want it working before we hit the road, not scrambling to catch up at the first bandit. Interest accrues from the moment of theft. Basic principle.”

And then, before I could file it, she put it back. Slid it into my pocket, no ceremony, no invoice, her face gone briefly and entirely serious in the way it only did when the joke had a floor of something under it.

Nobody commented. That was the rule with Suzu, never spoken and never broken: when the fox does the sincere thing in the middle of the game, you let it stand, and you do not point at it, because pointing at it would make her have to be funny about it, and some things she had earned the right to mean.

I mounted. The column formed. Wend took the lead wagon, Colm the rigs, the graduates fell in by the second cohort’s borrowed drill-order because Wat could not stop teaching even while packing. Petra rode beside the graduate wagon with her wooden sword raised over her head, and the children of the wing crowded the gate, and Orla shouted “Doors later!” at us like a battle cry, and Kelm shouted it after her, and Jorin, at the back, lifted one hand in place of a shout, which from Jorin was a parade.

We rode down through a march that was visibly not going to fall apart without us, and I made myself glad of that instead of the other thing, which was the old porter reflex that says a man is only worth what he is presently carrying.

The road took the first miles the way spring roads do, half mud and half memory, the thaw running in the ruts and the ditches loud with it. Colm rode ahead of his own rigs and worried at them from a distance. Wat had the graduates counting fence-posts against a sand-glass for no reason except that Osric had taught him a count is a muscle and a muscle idle is a muscle lost. Bram told the wyvern story to Sela, who had not heard it, and it had grown a second wyvern since autumn, and I did not correct it because a man’s war stories are his own to inflate.

Maeva rode at my shoulder with the Millbrook letter refolded in her glove and the whole capital already laid out in her head like a board she’d been given the pieces to a week early.

“We do not arrive at that city as supplicants,” she said, to the road, to me, to four hundred years of a court built on her own empire’s bones. “The princess said come as yourselves. I intend to. The last time I was south of the Wend, summoner, three duchies did what I told them and a fourth wished it had. I am not going to walk into their grandchildren’s palace with my eyes down.”

“Nobody’s asking you to.”

“The court will ask me to without knowing it’s asking. That is what courts do. They lower a room by half an inch and see who ducks.” Her green eyes had the auditing light in them, pricing a city she hadn’t reached. “I do not duck. I re-tailor the doorway.”

Behind us, on the wind, Vyrissa flew a long slow circle over the column and then went ahead to sun herself on some outcrop where she could watch the road unspool, a bronze rumor against a thin spring sky, an envoy of her own weather. The souvenir stalls of Dun Barrow had two weeks to improve their dragons.



The fox shrine sat where it had always sat, at the fork below the outer wall, weathered fox on a leaning post under a rotted little roof, the seal-stone at its foot cut with spiral script older than anyone’s memory.

I paid it, because I have paid it since before there was a march, since a thing under a road is still a debt and a man settles his small debts on his way out of a place so they don’t follow him.

My copper went into the cup. And there were coins already in it. There were always coins now.

One was fox-polished bright, Suzu’s mark, luck laid on top of luck.

One was scale-glinting bronze-gold, four centuries out of date, a mint older than the province, which was Vyrissa’s, and which I had stopped questioning.

And one I did not know.

It sat on top of the other three like it had been placed there in the night, and it should have been cold, because the morning was cold, because the thaw was barely a thaw and the metal in that cup had spent the night in it.

It was warm.

I picked it up. Uncirculated, the die-marks sharp as the day it was struck, no wear on the rim, no grease of a hundred hands. A coin that had never been spent, from a grave that had been minting for a dynasty that was four dynasties dead. And it lay in my palm warm as a held hand, warm the way a coin is warm when someone has just closed their fist around it, except no one had, except it had been sitting in a stone cup in the cold all night, giving off a heat it had no honest right to.

I knew that mint. I had held its cousins before. The grave-coin that paid Dreven’s snatchers to hunt children on the Coldharbour road. The uncirculated penny in the Gilt Hunt’s grave-money, struck two hundred and ninety years too early to be spending. Warm money out of cold ground, paying for cold work. I had a small collection of it now, in Bram’s lockbox, each piece a receipt for something the Saint’s economy had bought and I had broken.

But those had been evidence, found. This one had been left. Placed on top of my own copper and the fox’s and the dragon’s, in the night, in the one cup in the county where I paid my smallest and oldest debt. Somebody wanted me to know they knew where I paid it.

“Vyrissa,” I said.

She came down off the wall in human form and landed beside my horse without seeming to fall, and she did not touch the coin. She lowered her face toward my open hand and breathed in, slow, the copper shimmer crossing her shoulders that meant the Measure had woken behind her eyes.

Her furnace-gold eyes went narrow and very bright.

“Southern money,” she said. “Grave-minted. The warmth is false.” She straightened, and looked down the road that ran south, the road we were about to take, the road that every road in the letter had bent toward.

“Bought and left here on purpose,” I said.

“Yes.” She did not soften it. Vyrissa set things down where you could see them and let their weight be the mercy. “A creditor’s greeting, left to prove he knows the debtor’s address.” She looked at the coin, and then at my hand, the silver tracery and the warm gold together in the one palm. “Do not carry it against your skin. Wrap it. This is wrong warmth.”

“The wrong warmth,” I said.

She looked down the southern road. “Old graves. New spending.”


Chapter 2: Millbrook

We came into Millbrook on the seventh day, and I read it the way I read a dungeon: from the outside in, counting exits, before I let anyone tell me what I was looking at.

Forty households. A tavern, a mill on a slow brown race, a deed-stone in the common under a lime tree that had not leafed yet. Ordinary. I had walked through a hundred villages like it in five years of carrying. None ever made a song.

The stone was the tell. Six names had gone dark.

I have stood before a great many deed-stones. A working stone is a quiet blaze of small names, a village’s whole memory of who did right by whom, lit in weights you learn to read at a glance: the big steady glow of a life’s work, the bright brief flare of one good winter, the honest dim of a small kindness that still counted. And a lie shows too. Swear a falsehood at a stone and it rebounds grey, a bruise on your name that everyone can see.

Six names on the Millbrook stone had gone out. Their etches carried no scar and none of the grey bruising left by a caught lie. The light had been drained from intact letters, pinched out like wicks between wet fingers, leaving cold stone in the shape of a man’s good deeds.

“Nobody lied here,” Nahari said. She stood well back from it, eyes shut. “Someone subtracted the light.”

“Six,” I said. “Out of maybe two hundred lit.”

“Six that sold,” Maeva said. “So far.”

The wives came out to us before the men did. That was the second tell, and the worse one.

In a village where nothing is wrong, the men come out to a lord’s column. They come to be seen, to take the measure of you, to hear what you want and decide what it’ll cost them. The women stay in the doorways with the children on their hips. That’s the old shape of it, and I’ve watched it a hundred times, and I don’t much like it but I know how to read it.

Here it was inside out. Six women crossed the common to us with their jaws set, and their men stayed in their yards and their doorways, warm-handed, watching, not bothering. A man who has sold his weight has no measure left to take of you. He knows it. He stands in his door and lets his wife do the fighting because the part of him that used to walk out to meet a stranger has been pinched out like a wick, and he can feel the cold place where it stood.



The sold men were alive. I want that set down plain, because it is the horror of the thing and I spent the day fighting the urge to call it something it wasn’t.

Husks walked to heel with dead eyes tracking nothing; I had seen Ilsabet reduced to that violation and felt it in my teeth. Harmon was different. His etch held a line about a bridge-toll he’d forgiven a neighbor for one hard winter, and he stood in his own yard splitting his own wood, warm-handed, breathing, whole.

He just did not weigh anything anymore. And he knew it.

That was the part the leash never had. A husk doesn’t know. This man knew. He set the axe down when I came to the fence and he looked at me with the flat, tired courtesy of someone who has already had this conversation with himself and lost it.

“You’re the Anchor,” he said. “The one my Sanna wrote to.”

“I am.”

“She shouldn’t have.” He wiped his hands on his apron out of habit, a man tidying himself for a guest. “I signed it fair. Nobody held a knife. He counted out the gold and I took it and I signed the little book, and the winter got paid for, and the children ate.” He said it the way you say a thing you have decided must be true so you can live behind it. “I don’t feel any different.”

“Your wife does,” I said.

He looked at the woodpile. His hands were warm. His eyes were his own. And behind them there was no quiet private ballast, only the absence of it. He felt the gap the way you feel a drawn tooth with your tongue: reaching for something that used to be there and finding smooth cold flesh.

“His side of the bed is warm,” I heard, in Sanna’s careful ink, and the sentence landed all the way down. The man was home. The man was gone. Both were true, and he was the one who had to live in the space between them.

“Don’t promise him anything,” Maeva murmured at my shoulder. “Read it first.”



We receipted the pedlar cold, the way we’d learned to receipt the Saint’s work: no rage, just paper.

The trail was at the tavern till. The keeper, an anxious wide woman named Goodwife Herrold, tipped her cash-box onto the bar for me without being asked twice, because word travels and she’d heard what the Warden’s coming meant.

“He paid for a room and three suppers,” she said. “Good coin. Better than good. Look at it, it’s like it come off the die yesterday.” She lowered her voice, though there was no one to hear but us and a cat. “And he was pleasant. That’s the thing I keep turning over. Pleasant past good sense. Laughed at every little thing. Tipped the girl. And I couldn’t have told you the color of his eyes to save my life, and when he laughed there wasn’t any breath under it. You know how a real laugh moves a man’s chest? His didn’t. It was just the sound.”

Suzu went still at that, as she’d gone still over the letter.

“Say that again,” she said. “The part about the laugh.”

“No breath under it,” the keeper repeated, uneasy at being made to. “Like a bellows with the leather gone. Same air, no push.”

“Filed,” I said, and meant it. Suzu wrote it with the pencil she’d stolen back off me somewhere on the road. It made two thieves go quiet in the same afternoon.

It had. Uncirculated, warm to the finger, the same sharp die-marks. I laid one of my own beside it, the one from the shrine, and Suzu bent over the pair with a jeweler’s loupe she had certainly stolen from an observatory.

“Same mint,” she said. “Same reign, four dynasties dead. Same as Dreven’s purse. Same as the Gilt Hunt’s grave-money in Bram’s box.” She straightened. “It’s not a coincidence and it’s not a coincidence twice. Somebody’s been paying for cold work with warm graves for years, and they’ve stopped hunting children with it and started buying grown men who’ll sign.”

“Cheaper,” I said. “A child you have to catch. A man you just have to be patient with until his winter costs more than his name.”

“There’s the floor again,” Suzu said quietly.

The route came out of gossip, which is the most honest ledger a village keeps. Everyone had seen the pedlar. Nobody agreed on his face, which was itself a fact worth writing down. He’d come from the east road but talked about the south. He’d bought at Millbrook and mentioned a place called Fenn’s Cross, and Fenn’s Cross was two days toward the capital, and the place after that was a day nearer still, and when I laid the villages out on my map with a bit of charcoal the line they made was not a wandering pedlar’s line at all.

Forty villages, when the gossip was all pinned down and cross-checked against itself. Millbrook, Fenn’s Cross, and the chain of places named past them: a whole winter’s worth of names bought cheap and walked south. I wrote the number in the corner of my map, and it sat there like a debt.

Every road bent toward Dun Barrow. He was not wandering. He was walking home, and buying names the whole way, and the home he was walking to was the one place the letter and the invitation and Odette’s page all pointed.

“He’s a collector making his rounds,” I said. “The rounds end at the city.”

“The city we’re invited to,” Maeva said. “In spring. As ourselves.”

“As ourselves,” I agreed.

I bought a sample of his stock before we left the tavern, from a hedge-knight who was vain enough to have spent good grave-coin on it and stupid enough to show a stranger.

He called himself Ser Brill and he wore his shine on a cord at his throat like a relic: a small stoppered phial, no bigger than a thumb, and inside it a light. It glowed. In the tavern’s dimness it threw a soft gilt haze on the underside of his stubbled jaw, pretty as a saint’s card.

“Confidence,” he said, when I asked what it was. “By the season. A man walks into a room lit like that, people believe him. I’ve closed three deals since the fair I’d never have closed grey.”

“May I?”

He let me hold it, because a vain man loves to be admired. It glowed in my palm, steady and gold and lovely.

It gave no heat at all.

The tavern hearth warmed my other hand. This warmed nothing. It was light with the life taken out of it, shine scraped off of somebody’s true name and bottled for a man who wanted to seem like more than he’d earned, and it lay cold in my hand while it lied to my eyes, and a child at the next table, a small girl minding a smaller brother, watched me hold it up to the firelight and said the truest thing anyone said in Millbrook.

“The pretty man’s gold is cold.”

“Yes,” I told her. “It is. Good eye.”

She went back to her brother, satisfied, having settled the matter.



Ser Brill sold me the phial for a shameful markup and I let him, because I wanted it in Bram’s box beside the coins, another receipt ripening toward the day it would be spent all at once. Then we fixed one man, to prove it could be done and to learn exactly how hard it was.

I read the sale with Dragon’s Measure. That is Vyrissa’s echo in me now, since her Sworn oath: true weight, true debt, where a leash grounds. I looked at Harmon-the-woodsplitter through it, and the reading came clean and cold.

The leash did not sit in the man. It grounded through one stamped token from the original payment, the coin Harmon’s thumb had pressed when he accepted the sale. He had kept that warm piece under the floorboard with what little remained. The rest of the price had bought food and fuel months ago, but the market’s claim still stood for the full sum. Melting the token before discharging that claim would accomplish nothing; the debt would simply find another coin.

“He has to repay the full sale price and surrender the grounding token,” I said.

“He spent most of it on the winter,” Maeva said, already ahead of me. “So we front it, and we do not front it as charity, because a man who has just learned he sold his own weight does not need to be handed his dignity back in a bucket.” She had the campaign-light in her eyes, the one that turned problems into instruments. “A loan. Against next harvest. Tariff-fair, honest interest, a real note he signs and repays. He does not owe us his gratitude. He owes us four shillings and threepence at Michaelmas, and that is a debt a man can carry upright.”

“That’s cruel,” Suzu said admiringly. “That’s mercy dressed as arithmetic. I’d invoice for the technique if I could figure out how.”

Maeva counted the ordinary coins Harmon still held from the sale, then supplied the spent portion from the march’s purse until the repayment equaled the original price exactly. He accepted that difference as a harvest loan and signed the complete sum back across the original sale. The Measure followed the transfer: the market’s full price claim discharged, leaving the retained stamped token as an empty grounding point with no debt left to seek another coin. Only then did Harmon set that warm token on the smithy’s anvil. Half the village crowded the door to see it, packed shoulder to shoulder around the smithy, and it would be a story before nightfall.

The smith’s own children crowded the door with the rest, and the small girl from the tavern was among them, the one who had named the cold gold, up on her toes to see. I had learned to trust that child’s eyes over most grown men’s in one afternoon, and she watched the anvil, and I thought about what it would mean to a girl that age to see, once, in her own village, that a thing sold could be bought back. Some lessons you cannot teach with a candle on a sill. You have to melt a coin in front of the child and let her keep the memory.

“You’re sure,” I said to Harmon. I meant the question. The Measure would not void a sale the man didn’t freely unmake, any more than a bond will deepen inside a debt. The system honors the choice a person already made. You can only offer them the door back.

“I’m sure.” His voice cracked on it. “I don’t feel different. But she does. And I’d rather feel the difference than watch her feel it for both of us.”

Vyrissa came to the anvil. She had walked into the smithy in human form and the forge’s own fire had leaned toward her when she passed it, which the smith noticed and would spend the rest of his life not talking about. She looked at the warm gold on the cold iron.

“Wrong warmth,” she said, for the second time in a week, and breathed.

Vyrissa breathed a single controlled thread of furnace heat, a long exhalation poured through a keyhole, and the grave-coin on the anvil went first bright, then soft, then ran. It slumped into a bright puddle and cooled to a grey slug of dead metal, and the warmth went out of it as it went, and the phial-glow of it, the stolen shine, guttered and was gone.

The stone in the common lit before Vyrissa had closed her mouth.

I felt it more than saw it through the crowd and the smithy wall, a small clean flare. When we carried Harmon out, his name had come back. The etch re-lit line by line, the bridge-toll he’d forgiven glowing again at its honest weight, and the stone set the result where every villager could read:

[SALE VOIDED. THE NAME CAME HOME.]

Harmon made a sound I will not describe because it belongs to him. He held his wife the way a man holds the ground after a fall, the way a drowning ends, and Sanna held him back, and the village wept the loud unashamed weeping of country people who have been given something they had stopped daring to want.

I let it run. Then I said the hard thing, because if I didn’t say it now, in the warmth of the win, I’d have to say it later in the cold, and later is always worse.

“Six men,” I said, to Maeva, quiet, while the crowd was still crying. “One village. One coin at a time, one anvil, one dragon. And that pedlar sold in Fenn’s Cross and the village past it and the village past that, all the way to the city.” I watched Harmon hold his wife. “We can un-sell a man. We just proved it. We can’t un-sell a kingdom, not like this, not door to door until I die of it. Whatever’s buying, we break it where it’s selling. At the till. One man at a time would never reach the source.”

“At the source,” Maeva said.

“At the source,” I said. “In the city. In the spring. As ourselves.”



Helvane joined us on the guild road that evening, six riders behind him and no ceremony at all, which from Helvane is a form of ceremony.

He rode up the column, took in the freshly-lit stone at Millbrook’s edge as we passed it, took in Harmon standing beside it holding a lit lantern he did not need to hold, and said nothing about any of it until he’d fallen in at my side.

“I invested in this circus early,” he said. His hunting-hawk eyes had already counted the column, the rigs, the graduates, the dragon-shaped absence overhead. “I intend to see it play the capital. I have advice for you, Warden, and it is the same advice I have always given you, and it is free.”

“Be magnificent,” I said.

“Be magnificent,” he agreed. “It is cheaper than a war and it confuses them longer. That city is going to try to make you small. Do not let it. You have an empress in your column and a dragon over your head and the only man in history whose bond returns legends whole, and you still, I can see it from here, want to ride in the back and carry the bags.” He let that sit. “Ride in the front. It’s paid for.”

“Noted,” I said.

“He says noted,” Helvane told his horse, “the way other men say I’ll think about it and never do.”

The graduates drilled an evening gate-line for Millbrook’s militia before we camped, and no one asked them to. It was Wat’s doing. The village had a dozen able men and a rickety palisade and a new reason to be afraid of the dark, and the graduates simply started teaching them the count-and-step in the last of the light, loose grip, the strongest stands last, the inheritance passed down to a militia that would forget half of it and keep the half that mattered. Teaching had become a reflex in them, the way logistics is a reflex in me. You do not decide to do it. You look at a thing that isn’t holding and your hands start showing it how.

Maeva watched them from the wagon step with an expression I had learned to read.

“We export sergeants,” she said. “Helvane is right. The capital is going to try to price us, and it is going to find that we have already been teaching its army for an hour on a village common, for free, because no one told us to stop.”

Bram set up the taproom keg on the wagon-tail and did a brisk evening’s trade in relief, because a village that has just watched a man get his name back drinks like a village at a wedding. He took Millbrook coin and only Millbrook coin, and when a drover tried to pay him in a bright warm piece off the wrong mint, Bram looked at it, and looked at the drover, and pushed it back across the tail-board with one blunt finger.

“No,” he said. “Take that coin out of my book and my till, especially tonight. Where’d you come by it?”

“Sold a story,” the drover admitted. “To the pleasant man. Just a little one. About a bridge I mended.”

“Did you mend a bridge?”

“I did. It’s why the story was worth selling.”

Bram was quiet a moment, one-armed and barrel-chested in the lamplight, a man who kept the receipts and the wager book and had refused, once, to price the Saint at any odds.

“Go home,” he said, not unkindly. “Give the pleasant man his money back if you can find him, and if you can’t, come find us in the spring at Dun Barrow. We’ll be the ones un-selling. First round’s free to any man who wants his bridge back.” He poured the drover an ale on the house and did not enter it in the ledger, because gifts do not belong in a book about debts.

The camp settled the way our camps settle, in concentric habits. Wend put the wagons wheel-to-wheel on the windward side. The graduates drilled knots by feel in the dark because Wat had decided idle hands should at least be tying something. Colm walked his rig-boxes one more time by lantern, the way another man checks a child is breathing. Nahari sat with her small candles and unsaw the whole southern sky. Suzu appraised the six cheeses again, found them still criminally underinsured, and wrote a second policy no one had requested. And I did the round I do, checking lamps, exits, wagon pins, and the one warm coin wrapped in linen in the pocket that did not touch me. The household was intact. The road was quiet. Then Maeva’s decree arrived through the bond like a hand closing warm around a cold one, and I went.



Her pavilion went up on the Millbrook common that night, and she sent for me as she sent for me: not with a request. With a decree, delivered by no one, felt through the bond as a warm imperial pressure that meant attend.

I attended.

The pavilion was lamplit and warm, the traveling silk close overhead, and the regalia chest stood open at the center of it with its lid thrown back, and I noticed before I was through the flap that I had walked into a ceremony she had been planning for four hundred years and had chosen a common in a village of woodsplitters to hold.

Because in another week she would walk into a court built on her own empire’s bones. And tonight, four hundred years after her husband fed her hemlock in her own garden, Maeva Castellan was going to put on the full recreated regalia of the empire she had unified, remade to her order over the winter by her own hands. The Empress of the Three Duchies would reveal herself to a court of one.

She was thirty-eight, standing over the chest in a plain shift, her golden hair still down and loose past her shoulder blades, and she looked at me with the green auditing eyes and did not smile.

I let my gaze travel her, because that is a tribute she has taught me she requires and enjoys. The gold-slippered foot set square on the pavilion rug, expecting the floor to be clean. The long legs the shift did not hide. The imperial hip-sway even in stillness, a procession of one at rest. The cinched abundance of her the plain cloth couldn’t discipline. The hemlock-scarred lips, and the green eyes, already pricing my reaction to her before I’d finished having it.

“You have seen me undress a great many times, summoner,” she said. “Tonight you will see the opposite. Sit.”

I sat.

“For four hundred years,” she said, “a portrait wore my empire and I wore a shroud. Then I wore funeral wrappings, and then a re-cut bodice on a road, and I have been climbing back into myself one garment at a time since you called me out of the dark. Tonight I finish the climb.” She lifted the first layer from the chest. “You will watch me do it. And then you will take it all off me again, and we will both learn which one I actually wanted.”

“Attend the coronation in reverse,” she said. “You may.”

She dressed.

She did it slowly, and she named each piece, and the naming was the consent and the naming was the ceremony both. She lifted the underdress of gold-shot cream and let it fall over the shift and settle, and her long legs vanished into it and the lamplight caught the imperial hip-sway even in that, even in the plain first layer, because she cannot move any other way and would not if she could.

“The vesting robe,” she said, and put it on. “Four hundred years my portrait has worn this and I have not. Tonight I take it back from the portrait.”

The bodice came next, the re-tailored ceremonial bodice she calls, without irony, engineered to lose, and she laced it herself, up the front, and it cinched her waist and lifted the very full heaviness of her breasts until they strained the gold-worked silk to its limit, deep cleavage in candle-gold, the imperial bust the church’s painters had modestly failed to hide and here made no attempt to. She laced it and my mouth went dry and my blood went where blood goes, and she watched me watch and her diction was still perfectly court-formal, which was the point, which was the whole architecture of the thing.

She fastened the deep cuffs next, stiff gold-worked bands at each wrist that buckled over the vesting sleeves, and she named them too. “The cuffs of audience,” she said. “A supplicant kneels and sees these first, at the level of a bowed head. They were built to be looked up at.” She held her wrists out and let the lamplight take the gold, and every piece of this regalia had been engineered, four hundred years ago, to do a specific thing to a specific viewer at a specific angle. She was putting it all on tonight for a viewer of one who was not going to be made to kneel, and that, too, was the point. An empress dresses to be looked up at. Tonight she was dressing to be looked at level, and she knew the difference, and she had chosen it.

“The chain of the duchies,” she said, and lifted it from the chest, three linked medallions of old gold, and set it over her collarbones. “Three provinces did what I told them. This is their weight. I wore it to war twice.”

The crowned braid she built last and highest, coiling the loose gold cascade up and pinning it into the architecture of a crown of her own hair, pin after pin, and I knew what pins were to Maeva, I knew that a pin coming out was a clause of consent, and she put them in one by one and understood she was building the whole edifice tonight only so that I could take it apart.

And last, from a small silk fold at the bottom of the chest, she took a ring. A plain heavy band of imperial gold with a worn flat face. The audit-ring. The one piece, she had told me once, that she had never surrendered in four hundred years, the auditor’s seal she’d kept even in the drowned dark.

She put it on. She did not explain it yet.

Then she stood, and she was the Empress of the Three Duchies as history had painted her and never truly seen her, gold and abundance and the crowned braid and the auditing eyes, and she asked for the review she wanted from me. Her voice was steady but the bond was not; the bond had gone bright and taut with a thing four centuries deep.

“Well, summoner,” she said. “Does the empire’s portrait do the empire justice?”

I stood up. I crossed the pavilion. I did not bow.

“The portrait’s wrong,” I said. “It always was. It painted the crown and missed the woman wearing it. I’ve seen the portrait. I’d rather have the account it left out.”

Her composure cracked at the corner of her hemlock-scarred lips, one degree, an empress rationing even her own undoing.

“Then take it apart,” she said. “Piece by piece. You may.”



I started with the braid.

I drew the pins out one at a time and set them on the map-table beside us like surrendered weapons, and with each one her diction frayed a half-degree, and by the third pin the crowned architecture began to give, and by the fifth the whole gold cascade came down over my hands and past her shoulder blades in the fall she only lets happen in private.

“There,” she said, and it came out lower than court-formal. “The empire may keep the portrait. You keep the woman. Tribute, summoner. Attend.”

The chain of the duchies I lifted off over the loosened braid and set aside, and I put my mouth to the collarbones it had covered, and she made a sound in the back of her throat that had no protocol in it.

I unbuckled the cuffs of audience from her wrists and set them with the pins, and I turned each freed wrist up and put my mouth to the thin skin there, where a pulse ran fast against all her composure. The empress who had built the cuffs to be looked up at let the man who would not kneel hold her wrists at the level of his own mouth and kiss the truth out of her heartbeat. “That was not in the ceremony,” she said, unsteady. “Add it,” I said. “It is added,” she breathed, and her diction dropped another degree, and the court-formal architecture of her began, clause by clause, to come down. The bodice I unlaced as she’d laced it, up the front, slower, and it lost, it was engineered to lose and it lost gloriously, and her breasts came free into the candle-gold heavy and warm and full, and I took their weight in my scarred hands like a tribute received, and she narrated it in court-formal praise that shook.

“Yes. That. You may worship what the church would not paint. It is a decree.” My thumb rolled her nipple, and the decree lost its verb. “Witness it properly, summoner. You are the man I choose now.” The court-formal sentence broke there, and what came out under it was plain and aimed at me. “Dorian. Your mouth. Now.”

I gave her my mouth. I worshiped the heavy fullness of her, cupping and lifting and taking a nipple between my lips while the gold bond-light began to lace under her skin, along her ribs, a warm answering glow that was hers and mine at once. Through the bond her want arrived at the edge of my senses like warm metal and fed straight back into mine. Her hands were in my hair, guiding, then not guiding, then just holding.

I pressed both breasts together and worked my mouth between them, kissing the deep cleavage the restored bodice had displayed to history but never given it. Their soft weight yielded around my face. Maeva watched from above, green eyes fixed on me, and slowly rolled one hard nipple beneath my thumb.

“This court receives its private viewing,” she said. The sentence held until I sucked harder. “This account belongs to you alone. Make the record accurate.”

I lifted her left breast and dragged my tongue from the heavy underside to the nipple. Her thighs closed around my leg, wet silk rubbing my leathers, and the bond carried the sharp pleasure back through my own chest. I felt exactly how much pressure she wanted. I gave her more.

“Accurate?” I asked against her skin.

“Improving,” she managed. “Continue the audit.”

I drew one breast up with both hands and sucked until her nipple stood hard against my tongue. Her fullness filled my palms. Porter calluses dragged over sun-gold skin, rough enough to make her thighs press together beneath the last layer of imperial silk.

“The portrait omitted that,” she said, though the words came unevenly now. “An outrageous failure of record. Correct it.”

I bit gently, then soothed the same place with my tongue. Her hips rolled against my leg. Wet heat soaked through the loosened silk where she rubbed herself on my thigh, and her nails tightened in my hair.

“Corrected,” I said. “The empress likes my mouth on her tits.”

Her green eyes held mine over the full breast I was lifting. “The empress requires it. Maeva likes it. Continue.”

I switched sides and gave the other breast the same slow attention, thumb circling one hard nipple while my mouth worked the other. Every pull of my lips reached me again through the Crowned link from inside her body: the sharp pleasure in her chest, the warm ache gathering between her thighs, the satisfaction of being looked at without a throne anywhere in the account.

She tried to issue another instruction. I sucked harder, and it came out as my name.

I laid her back across the pavilion’s low couch and drew the last of the regalia off her, the underdress up and away, until she was the empress in nothing but the loosened braid and the gold light under her skin and the audit-ring on her finger, and she pulled me down over her and took my cock in her hand and guided me to where she was already soaked and open and waiting.

“Attend me,” she said, and I pushed into her slow, and her court diction died in one long fraying moan. “Oh. Oh, that. Tribute. Received.”

She rode it from beneath at first, imperial even now, setting the pace, narrating over me in a coronation vocabulary that unraveled clause by clause as I moved in her. Then she rolled us, because she cannot help conducting, and she took me astride, her throne posture, her hands flat on my chest and the braid swinging loose and the full heavy breasts moving in the candle-gold, and she rode me slow toward claiming while the gold light blazed brighter along her whole body.

When her riding turned urgent and the last imperial count slipped, I took the tempo from her.

I got a hand in the fallen gold of her hair and one hard on her hip and I set the pace, faster, deeper, mine, and the empress who had conducted three duchies to heel came apart the moment she was led. The old imperial court diction dropped out of her all at once and what was left was plain hunger with my name in it.

“There,” she gasped. “There he is. Yes. Dorian. Harder. The tempo is yours. Take it.”

I planted my feet and drove up into her. Her pussy was hot and slick around my cock, squeezing tighter each time I pulled nearly free and buried myself again. Her breasts swung above me, heavy and gold in the lamplight. I caught one in my free hand and squeezed it while the other hand held her hip on my rhythm.

“Whose pace?” I asked.

“Yours.”

“Whose empress?”

The auditing eyes went wide, then blazed. “Yours because I decreed it. Now prove you can keep her.”

I did. The couch legs scraped across the rug. Skin struck skin beneath the wet sound of my cock working her open, and every hard upward stroke made her court-trained posture fail another inch. She leaned over me, hair spilling around our faces, tits pressed against my chest while I fucked up into her without giving back one measure of control.

“Come on my cock,” I told her. “Let the capital’s empress remember who gets the private account.”

Her hands scrabbled at my chest and gripped. The gold light flooded full-body, blazing under sweat-sheened skin, and I felt her clench around me through the bond and in the flesh both. Her pussy spasmed and milked my cock, her whole imperial body arching rigid before it broke into shaking. She came saying my name, only my name, the empress’s entire vocabulary reduced to one plain word.

I did not ease the pace when the first contractions took her. I held her hips on the count I had claimed and drove up through each clench, making the empress ride every aftershock instead of escaping into it. Her breasts dragged across my chest when she folded over me. Gold hair curtained our faces, and under it her green eyes stayed fixed on mine, stripped of every public calculation.

“Again,” I told her, thumb firm on her swollen clit. “Give me the private account.”

“Yours,” she said, the word breaking around another spasm. “All of it. Dorian, make it last.”

I followed her over. She felt it coming through the link and pulled me deep with both hands, a decree without words, and I lost my rhythm and gripped her hard enough to mark. I came deep inside her, cum pulsing into her with a low sound against her throat while my thumb kept grinding her clit. The finish echoed back through the bond so she felt it from the inside and shuddered again at the second path of it.

I stayed buried while the last pulses spent themselves. Warm cum leaked around the base of my cock and slicked the place where our bodies met. Maeva rolled her hips once, deliberately, taking the final aftershock for herself, then pressed my palm over the gold-lit beat of her heart.

“Witnessed,” she whispered. “The portrait never had this either.”

She kept me there through the aftershocks, her legs locked, her breathing ragged and slowing, the gold light banking down to embers under her skin.

Then, before the sweat had cooled, before the candle-gold had dimmed, she took the audit-ring off her own finger.

She took my right hand, the silver-traced one, and she slid the ring onto my smallest finger, and she looked at me with the green eyes gone soft and shaken and absolutely certain.

“Witness it,” she said. “The empire’s auditor has been counting accounts for four hundred years. She finds one that was never touched. Never spent, never leashed, never sold.” Her thumb pressed the ring to my knuckle. “Keep it. It is yours. It is the only thing I own that no one ever took from me, and I am giving it to the man who taught me the difference between giving and losing.”

I closed my hand. The ring sat warm against the silver. It was the right warmth, and I knew the difference now, and I would know it all spring.

“Kept,” I said.

“Filed,” she answered, and almost laughed, and pulled me down beside her.



Maeva turned the wreck of her composure into a war council. Love and planning had always shared one language for her.

She lay against me in imperial sprawl, the braid half down, one hand tracing the silver on my forearm like a ledger she was fond of, and she assigned the capital from my chest.

“The court’s oldest houses descend from my three duchies,” she said. “I will know their blood before they know I know it. The Duchess of Wend-Hallow’s grandmother’s grandmother swore fealty to me in a tent that smelled of horses. I will be warm to her. Warmth is what they will least expect and least be able to counter; they are braced for an empress’s arrogance, and I will give them an empress’s kindness, and it will undo them faster than any war.” Her voice was going soft, the plan running down into sleep. “You take the honest men. The king, if he is honest. The princess already trusts our receipts. Let her decide what she wants from that. Suzu takes the vaults, the fox will find the room they don’t count… the room Odette wrote about… older than the palace…”

The braid came the rest of the way down against my shoulder. Her hand stilled on my arm.

She fell asleep mid-appointment, the Empress of the Three Duchies, in a pavilion on a woodsplitters’ common, with her regalia in a heap of tribute on the floor and her one untaken account on my smallest finger.

I turned the audit-ring once against the silver tracery. It fit.


Chapter 3: Dun Barrow

The etches beat us to the city by two days, which meant the city had already decided what we were before it laid eyes on us.

That is the way of it now. A deed lit on a stone in the morning is a rumor in the next town by nightfall and a ballad two provinces on by the week’s end, and we had lit a good many stones on the road south, Millbrook loudest among them. So the criers were calling the Marsh banner at the river gate before our wheels touched the cobbles, and children were running the top of the old wall playing a game I knew, one child the porter, one the empress, the smallest made to be the tomb.

They had the game a little wrong. Down here the porter walked out carrying a lamp instead of a door, and the empress was gold from head to foot instead of gold-thread over grave-wrappings, and the tomb had become a whole drowned city. It didn’t matter. Stories fatten as they travel. I’d stopped minding.

The river gate itself was a lesson in the city. It was a modern gate, wide and handsome, gilt on the portcullis chains, built for pageant, and it stood in a wall two rings out from anything that would actually stop an army. I counted its weaknesses as I count everything, out of a reflex older than the Anchor: the sightlines a bowman would want, the choke a wagon would jam, the postern a fox would love. Then I made myself stop, because a man who reads every city as a siege forgets to see it as a home, and a home was what Sidonie had asked us to come to.

Still. Old habits fill the quiet. A porter counts exits because for five years exits were the only thing anyone let him own.

What Suzu minded was the ballad.

A busker at the gate was singing “The Porter’s Door” for coppers, and he’d learned a capital version, cleaned up, the meter filed smooth, the rough country rhymes swapped for city ones that actually landed.

Suzu listened to a verse with the expression of a woman watching someone re-shelve her library wrong.

“It scans,” she said, betrayed. “Listen to it. Every line. It scans.”

“That’s good, isn’t it?”

“It’s terrible. It’s a disaster.” She was genuinely aggrieved. “A verse that scans is a verse somebody polished, and a verse somebody polished is a verse somebody’s selling. Nobody trusts a story that goes down that smooth. The point of our ballad is that it rhymes ‘Cindermaw’ with ‘saw,’ twice, badly, and you can hear the drover who wrote it doing his best. This one’s had its teeth capped.” She dropped the busker a coin anyway, and then, because she is who she is, requested the bad country verse and paid him double to learn it. “For authenticity. Municipal improvement.”

Bram, riding up behind, listened to the capital version and rendered his professional verdict.

“They’ve taken the wyvern out,” he said, wounded. “There’s no wyvern in it at all now. What kind of a song has no wyvern.”

“Yours never had a wyvern until the Veltmark circuits,” Suzu said.

“My wyvern is load-bearing,” Bram said with dignity, and would not be moved.



I read the city the only way I know how to read anything, from the outside in, counting.

Dun Barrow had grown like a tree grows, in rings, and you could stand at the river gate and read its whole age in the stone. At the center and the bottom sat the barrow-core, the original winter fort, squat and thick-walled and older than the kingdom that had grown up over it. Around that, the palace, wrapped over the old fort like armor grown over a scar, wall over wall over wall, each ring newer and prouder and thinner-walled than the last, because a city that feels safe builds for beauty and a fort that doesn’t builds for winter.

And lamps. Everywhere, lamps. The census instinct woke in me the moment we passed the gate and I could not put it back to sleep: poles at the crossings, brackets on the housefronts, lantern-strings over the market rows, the whole city a constellation laid on the ground, thousands of them, more lights than I had ever stood among in my life.

“Eleven thousand,” Suzu said, catching me counting. “Allegedly.”

“Nobody’s counted eleven thousand of anything,” I said. “They counted some and estimated the rest.”

“And rounded up for pride,” she finished. “Told you.”

Beside me Nahari rode with her eyes shut and her jaw tight, and I knew that particular tightness.

“You’re counting them,” I said.

“I am not counting them.” She said it with great dignity. “I am refusing to count eleven thousand lamps with my whole strength, and the city makes that refusal exhausting, and if you make me laugh I will lose the count I am not keeping.” A pause. “It’s eleven thousand four hundred and six that I am not counting. Say nothing.”

The post-VOID texture was on every street once you knew to read it, and reading it was its own quiet grief. The great houses’ stone-boards, the private deed-stones the old families kept in their gate-niches, were curtained. Politely. Little drawn hangings of good cloth, the way you drape a mirror in a house of mourning, and under every one of them, I knew, was a board gone grey the night Kingslight took the royal blessings and the great myths went out together. A whole aristocracy pretending, behind good curtains, that its light was merely resting.

And the veterans. Unblessed men, ex-blessed men, running ferry-trades and cart-lines and doing it honestly and well, because a man who has had his shine called in still has his hands. One of them ran the river ferry we didn’t need. His passengers paid him in copper and conversation. When a fine young lord offered a warm bright coin off the wrong mint, the ferryman looked at it, then at the lord, and said, mild as the river, that he only took money earned somewhere he could point to. He rowed the man across anyway, free, which shamed him worse than refusal would have. I never learned the ferryman’s name. I remembered his rolled sleeves and the coin he would not take.

Dun Barrow mourned a shine it could not admit it missed. A city that misses shine that badly will buy it from the first man who offers and call any price a bargain.

You could hear it in the crowd that lined our way in, under the cheering. They cheered the Marsh banner and the porter-walks-out and the empress-of-gold, and they meant it, and underneath the meaning was a hunger that had nothing to do with us: a city desperate to believe in a light that had been earned, because it had just learned, the hard way, at Kingslight, what it cost to have worn a light that was only borrowed. We were, to Dun Barrow, proof that earned light existed. Tens of thousands of strangers pressed that expectation toward the column. I stayed at the front because Helvane was right, and because I was learning, slowly, at twenty-six, to stand there.

The unblessed ferryman lifted a hand as we passed. He aimed it at me rather than the banner, one working man to another. I returned the signal.



The king met us in a stable yard.

I want to say that plainly because I did not expect it and it told me more about Berengar Ruthelm in one glance than a week of throne rooms would have. We came up through the palace’s outer ward expecting to be received, in the sense that courts receive, with a hall and a dais and a herald reading our deeds off a scroll while everyone measured us. Instead a groom pointed us to a working stable yard, and there was the King of the whole kingdom in his shirtsleeves, holding the bridle of his own gelding while it was being shod.

“Warden Marsh,” he said, and did not let go of the horse. “You’ll forgive the yard. Thrones make liars of visitors. A man will say anything on a marble floor to a crown. Horses don’t care what you are, so people tell the truth around them. I get better information here.” He was younger than I’d thought, thirty-five and going ash at the temples early, a soldier’s frame come back to itself since he’d started carrying his own gear again. His hands, holding the bridle, did not glow. He kept looking at them, I noticed, in the small idle moments, the way a man worries a place where a ring used to be.

He did three things in that yard, and I have kept all three.

The first was Halvard. Berengar left the horse to a groom at last and crossed to Halvard before he crossed to anyone else, and he took the man’s hand in both of his and said, “Months of letters, Ser Halvard. Every seventh day, most weeks. I read all of them. I know what my sister’s progress cost you and what it gave you back, and I know you rode north my Champion and you’re riding home something better than that. Thank you. By name. In front of everyone, so nobody misremembers it.” Halvard, who had faced a Crowned saint and lost well and thanked her mid-bind, went red to his regulation-short hair and could not find a word, and the king let him not find it, which was its own kindness.

The second was me. Berengar turned and looked at me a moment, the tired grey-blue eyes doing an honest man’s arithmetic, and he asked me one question and then he did the rare and difficult thing, which is that he listened to the whole answer.

“What does it cost,” he said. “What you do. Calling them back. I’ve heard it’s free and I’ve heard it’s a horror and I’d like to hear it from the man it costs.”

So I told him. I did not perform it and I did not spare it. I told him about the tracery, and I turned my hands up so he could see the silver run to the fingertips, and I told him what a body pays for calling above its weight, the fever and the grey days and the map that never fades. I told him it was a choice every time and a price every time and that I’d pay it again. And I witnessed him not flinch, not once, not at the part where I described the worst of the burns, a king who kept looking at his own unglowing hands while I talked about what mine had cost, and at the end he was quiet for a moment.

“Free is the lie, then,” he said. “It always is. Someone always pays. The only honest question is whether they knew the price and chose it.” He looked at his hands again. “Thank you for not selling me the free version. Half the kingdom would have.”

The third was Vyrissa.

She had come into the yard in human form and the horses had all gone very still, the way animals do near a thing older than them, and the king looked at her a long moment, and he decided something. He bowed. He bowed as deep as protocol allows a king to bow to a foreign dignitary of the highest rank, and not one degree deeper, and then he straightened and met her furnace-gold eyes as an equal.

I felt Vyrissa file it. Through the bond, at the northern edge, her slow heartbeat did a thing I can only call approval.

“He bowed correctly,” she said to me later, and from a dragon that is nearly a coronation. “Not too low. A man who bows too low to me is afraid, or selling, or both. He bowed as one crown to another and then he looked me in the eye. That was honestly done. I will remember it when the accounts come due.”

He was tempted, though. I could read that even in the yard, the way you read a man carrying a load he won’t set down. Somewhere in this city a shine was for sale, and a king whose kingdom had gone dark had a whole people’s reasons to buy it. Those reasons were good. He knew it. He had delayed the purchase. Delay can still end in a sale.

So I said nothing about markets in the stable yard. Millbrook’s receipt remained in my coat. Berengar kept looking at his unglowing hands. I asked him about his horse’s off hind, which was throwing its shoe crooked, and he told me, and we talked about farriers like two men who had both mended their own gear, and I think that did more than any argument would have. He knew the shoe was set wrong and knew why, a hot fit rushed by a smith with too much work and not enough light, and he talked about it with the specific irritation of a man who used to do a thing himself and now has to watch other men do it worse. That is Berengar in one crooked shoe: a competent man raised too high to keep his own hands busy, missing the busyness, watching the work go wrong under him and forbidden by his own crown to fix it. I have a word for that hunger, because I observed five queens teach me the cure for it. He did not have the word yet. But he had the hunger, and a man with that hunger is a man you can eventually reach, and I kept it beside the bow he’d given Vyrissa and the letters he’d read of Halvard’s, three honest things in one stable yard.



Sidonie greeted the column with a number, which was how I knew she was pleased to see us.

She came out onto the guest-wing steps in her riding slate, the ash-pale braid severe over one shoulder, the ice-grey eyes counting us as we dismounted as she counted everything, and the first thing she said, before hello, before welcome, was arithmetic.

“Two hundred sixty-one at your march,” she said. “The letters say. I checked the arithmetic; it holds, which is more than I can say for my own city. Dun Barrow claims eleven thousand lamps and lies by at least four hundred, and I have not been permitted to prove it, which offends me more than I can dignify with a greeting.” Then, dry, and warm under the dry the way a stone is warm under snow: “Welcome to the capital. It’s smaller than it thinks and darker than it admits. You’ll fit right in.”

“Two hundred sixty-one and a KEPT column of forty,” I said. “My census-captain would want you to know it’s not the same as the lit column.”

Her grip tightened once on the surveyor’s glass. “A KEPT column. She distinguishes lamps kept from lamps merely lit.” She said it the way another woman might say a line of poetry. “She’s twelve, your letters said.”

“Twelve.”

“When she’s grown, send her to me. I’ll make her a duchess or a treasurer, whichever insults the fewer people.” She turned and assigned the guest wing herself, room by room, from memory, and she’d thought about it: Maeva the state chambers, Vyrissa the wing with the widest doorway and the eastern sightline, the graduates near the training yard, Bram near the kitchens where he’d be happiest and most dangerous. She’d counted us before we came. Of course she had.

She put me in a plain room near the wing’s outer door, and I witnessed the courtesy of it before she said a word: a room with a clear line to an exit, for a man who could not sleep without one. She had read that in me from one visit north, filed it, and acted on it without comment. It is a particular thing, to be counted correctly by someone. Most people never bother. Sidonie bothered about everyone, all the time, the way other people breathe, and got little thanks for it, and had built a whole cold competent life inside a court that treated her as its counter rather than an entry.

I thought about that more than I meant to that first evening. I remembered it beside the room with the clear exit she had chosen for me.

Then she hired Suzu.

She did it on the steps, in front of everyone, with a straight face and a document she’d clearly had drawn up in advance, and it was the funniest and the most dangerous thing that happened that day.

“Keeper Kagehana,” she said, producing a sealed warrant from inside her coat. “During the royal progress you offered to work for me at a rate of eleven thousand three hundred and one silver pieces per week, plus plum expenses, payable in advance. I found the figure insulting. I have adjusted it.” She held out the warrant. “I am retaining you, on the Crown’s seal, to audit the royal vaults. The rate is your figure adjusted for the insult: one silver piece per week, plus one plum, payable in arrears, and a warrant that says you may go anywhere in my palace that has a lock, in daylight, with my authority, and nobody may stop you.” A beat. “I am aware of what I am doing. I am hiring the greatest thief of the age to rob my own house lawfully, because I would rather know what she finds than not know, and because I have concluded that a thief with a warrant is the only honest auditor a palace this old could survive.”

Suzu experienced a visible moral crisis.

It happened across her whole face. The fox-fire freckling flared. The amber eyes went vertical-slitted with sheer conflict. She looked at the warrant like a woman being offered both the thing she has always wanted and the thing she has always mocked, at once, in the same hand, with a royal seal on it.

“This is a knighthood,” she said faintly. “Or an obituary. I genuinely can’t tell which.”

“Both, most likely,” Sidonie said. “Sign anyway.”

“You’ve made stealing legal. You’ve taken the one thing I do that means anything and you’ve stamped it. Do you understand what you’ve done to me? I’ll have to steal from you honestly now. There’s no thrill in a warranted vault. It’s like being paid to eat cake.” She was already taking the pen. “I’m signing. I hate that I’m signing. Clause fourteen: I keep the plum.”

“Clause fourteen is granted.”

Suzu signed. She hung the warrant on a cord at her neck, where it would sit for all Dun Barrow, and she looked at it, and she looked at me, and she said, in the small plain voice she keeps for the true things, “A thief with a warrant. She’s going to make me respectable. I’ll never forgive her and I already love her for it.”



Vyrissa took the palace roof by the simple expedient of flying up onto it.

She did not ask. Dragons do not ask for altitude. She went up in the late light and settled along the ridge of the great hall like municipal weather, bronze against the dusk, and the whole court had a collective opinion about it and the whole court kept that opinion to itself, because there is nothing to be done about a dragon on your roof except get used to it or leave, and nobody wanted to leave the free supper.

By nightfall the souvenir stalls had adjusted. The capital’s carvers were faster than the march’s; the tin dragons appeared on the fair-eve rows within hours, cheap and bright, and Vyrissa descended in human form to inspect the market’s version of herself with the grim curiosity of a woman reading her own obituary.

“The wings are on the wrong bone,” she said, turning a tin dragon in her fingers.

“They always are,” I said. “Marrowford’s were too.”

“I know. I have decided the error is traditional now.” She bought it, deadpan, and the stall-keeper, sensing something he didn’t understand, raised his prices on the spot and re-labeled the row AS INSPECTED. “Correctly priced,” she told him, which he took as a compliment and which was one, and she carried the wrong-boned tin dragon back to the guest wing and set it on her sill facing the mountain she came from.

The tin dragons were only the start of it. By the third day the fair-rows had a porter doll with a tiny tin lamp glued to one hand, a fox in a little painted mask, a gray-painted saint with a sword too big for the mold, and a set of five queens sold as a matched set at a price that made Suzu go quiet with professional respect. She bought the whole set to appraise it and pronounced her own likeness “flattering, which means sales will collapse. Nobody wants a fox that looks trustworthy.” Bram bought the porter doll, examined its glued-on lamp, and declared the souvenir trade “more honest than the bookmakers, which is a sentence I never thought I would say about men who sell dolls.” The capital had memorized us before it met us and was already selling us back to itself. Being handed a small painted version of your own face by a child who does not know you are the original does peculiar things to a man’s sense of scale.

The guest wing became a household by the second evening, because that is what the household does to any four walls it is left in for more than a night. Merta was a hundred leagues north, but the habits she’d built traveled with us: Bram commandeered a corner of the palace kitchens and did battle with the royal cooks over the stew, and lost the first engagement and won the second, and by the third the royal cooks were asking his advice. Bram wins every war by outlasting it.

Suzu cased the whole wing the first night out of pure reflex, because sleep refuses to come in a building she has not mapped, and reported back over breakfast that the guest wing had four ways out she approved of, one she didn’t, and a laundry chute that “a smaller me could love.” The graduates chalked a corner of the training yard the first morning and were drilling by the second, and the palace’s own guardsmen drifted over to watch, then to ask, then, sheepishly, to join, because a loose-grip count-and-step is an infectious thing and Wat teaches anyone who stands still long enough.

And there was the matter of the chairs. The guest wing’s grand dining chamber came furnished for eighteen, and Maeva looked at eighteen chairs the first evening and had two more brought in without a word, so that the table sat twenty for a household of fewer. When a steward asked, delicately, whether the count was wrong, she told him the count was exactly right and that he should learn to leave a margin for the future. The steward wrote it down as an eccentricity of the provincial widow, which it was not.

The state dinner the second night was a lesson in what we’d brought. Maeva and Vyrissa sat down the table’s length from each other and conducted what they call armed neutrality over the kingdom’s blandest cuisine, the two empresses passing the pepper between them with the wary courtesy of two weather systems agreeing to share a sky, and two duchesses across the table took careful notes on all the wrong things, thinking they were watching protocol when they were watching two of the most dangerous women in history decline, for the evening, to be dangerous.

“The court knows Lady Maeva is the Golden Empress and Vyrissa the last dragon empress,” Sidonie murmured to me over the soup, “and it has decided to behave as though those facts are colorful provincial titles. Polite denial makes the implications feel manageable. I have not corrected the performance. I am enjoying it too much.”

“How long before they stop pretending?”

“The clever ones, never. They have too much invested in the pretense. It’ll be a fishwife or a child who says the obvious part out loud first.” She was right. It usually is.

Halvard sat at the dinner in his plain leathers among men in court silk, and I registered the court try to decide what to do with him. He had been their Champion, wholesale-blessed, parade-perfect. He had come home unblessed, in a working man’s leathers, with a practice blade and a teacher, and he sat straighter than any of them and answered the one question a young lord dared to ask him, which was whether he missed the shine, with four honest words.

“I miss the certainty,” Halvard said. “The shine supplied it for me. Now I have to earn it every morning in a cold yard, and it turns out I trust the earned kind and I never trusted the other, I just never had to notice.” He went back to his supper. The young lord looked at his own glowing house-ring for the rest of the evening as if it had said something unkind to him.

That, I thought, was worth more than a hundred of my arguments. A king can refuse a market because a Warden showed him a receipt. But a court changes its mind because one of its own came home poorer and stood taller, and everyone could see it, and no one could sell them a reason it wasn’t true.



The first capital tell found me on the fair-eve streets, and it found Nahari from half a street away with her eyes shut.

I was walking the market rows with Suzu, learning the ground, counting exits out of habit, when I passed a stall with no sign. That was the first wrongness. Every stall in a fair has a sign, a board, a painted promise, because a stall lives or dies on being found twice. This one had nothing, only a table, and a soft-spoken man, and a row of small stoppered phials that glowed, and a hand-lettered card that had no maker’s mark and said only, in a good clerk’s hand, Confidence. By the season.

I knew the phials. Gilt. The same cold shine Ser Brill had worn at his throat in Millbrook, here for sale in a capital market row like candied fruit.

And every lamp on that row was flickering. An honest draft would have made them gutter and waver. These flickered between leaning and upright, back and forth, tilting toward the stall and then standing straight and then tilting again, over and over, like a needle that couldn’t settle, like a price wavering on a scale that never quite balanced.

I felt the wrongness in my teeth before I named it.

“There,” Nahari said.

She was half a street back, eyes shut, having refused to look at the whole city all day and having found the one thing worth finding anyway, as she’d said she would.

“Don’t look at it,” she said, low and even. “It wants looking. That is what it is for. It sells confidence to men who want to be seen, and it wants to be seen back, and the wanting is the hook. I have unseen a whole city today. I will not spend the unseen on that.” She opened her eyes and fixed them deliberately on me instead, on the one geography she permitted herself. “Ring the district on your map by where my not-looking slides off it. That’s how we find its edges: feel for where it hunts us instead of hunting it.”

I penciled the street onto my map, then circled the flickering row. And I did not buy a phial, and I did not stare at the soft man with no maker’s mark, and we walked on, and behind us every lamp on the row went on tilting back and forth between leaning and upright, unable to decide what it was worth, all night.

“How is it different,” I asked Nahari, when we were clear of it, “from the Chandler? He hoarded light too.”

“The Chandler’s lamps never guttered and never burned down. Hoarded. Still. That was his tell: light held so tight it stopped being light.” She walked with her eyes half-shut, feeling the city behind her. “This is the opposite tell. These lamps can’t stop moving. They lean, they stand, they lean again, because a price is a thing that never settles, and whatever runs that market has made the light into a price. The Chandler kept. This one trades. And a thing that trades has a barker somewhere, and a barker wants to be heard, which is a weakness the Chandler never had.” She opened her eyes. “The silent ones are harder. A thing that needs to be seen can be beaten by a census and a refusal to look. I beat the last one that way. I intend to beat this one the same. It will hate that. Good.”

Suzu had drifted three stalls down while we talked, and drifted back, and she had not stolen anything, which from Suzu in a market is a statement.

“I can’t case it,” she said, and she was unsettled. “I’ve cased more kinds of rooms than anyone I know. That stall has no room around it. The man folded the table and erased the place, and tomorrow it’ll open somewhere else, and there’s no back door because there’s no back, and you can’t rob a thing that isn’t anywhere twice.” She frowned. “I don’t like markets I can’t rob. It’s unnatural. A market’s supposed to have a till.”

“It has a till,” I said. “We just haven’t found where.”

“Then that’s the job,” Suzu said. “Find the till. Everything’s got a till. Even this.”



Odette’s page was under Suzu’s warrant-seal by morning.

Nobody saw it delivered. That has been Odette’s method since Veltmark: she knows how eyes work and moves in the gaps. The warrant hung on its cord at Suzu’s neck through the night, and in the morning there was a folded page pressed flat behind the seal, ruled in a hand we all knew, unsigned, a courtesy between ghosts. A professional had reached a royal seal on a sleeping thief’s throat in the night to leave a message and had woken no one.

Three lines.

The market is not selling.

It is SEARCHING.

Count what the palace does not.

Suzu read it and touched the warrant at her neck and did not make a joke. Her silence told me it had landed on her the way it landed on me.

“She got past the seal to tell us the market’s a search,” Suzu said. “Which means she thinks it’s looking for one specific thing, and she thinks it’s in this palace, and she thinks it’s in the part nobody counts.” She looked at the warrant in her hand, the lawful license to go anywhere with a lock. “And I’ve just been hired to count exactly that.”

“Count what the palace does not,” I said.

“The one room they warned the princess off auditing,” Suzu said slowly, remembering the letter that had lain beside the invitation on our own table a hundred leagues north. “The lamp older than the palace. On no count.” She rolled the page up small and tucked it away. “I start the vaults tomorrow. I’ll follow the manifest until it dead-ends, and wherever it dead-ends is where the thing lives, because a manifest that dead-ends is a manifest with a room cut out of it, and that makes it a room worth robbing.”

She hung the warrant back at her throat, the Crown’s seal and Odette’s dead-drop both, and grinned the fox grin at last, a little grim under the grin now.

“A thief with a warrant, counting what the king doesn’t,” she said. “You know, I take it back. There might be a thrill in a warranted vault after all.”



Sidonie found me alone that night, at the guest wing’s outer door, where I’d gone to count the exits of a strange building before I could sleep in it.

She had the surveyor’s glass in her hand, the brass instrument she counted lamps with, and she was doing to her own city what I was doing to her palace, standing in the cold and counting the lights of a place she was responsible for and could not quite trust. We recognized the shape of each other’s habit at once, the way two people who cannot rest until the tally is right will always recognize each other.

“You count exits,” she said, stating the result. She’d watched me do it in the yard.

“You count lamps.”

“I count everything.” She raised the glass and swept a district and lowered it, and the number went into her wherever her numbers went. “Eleven thousand four hundred and six that I can see from this door, and I still can’t get a straight figure out of my own chandlery, which spends coin for three times the lamps this city burns. Somewhere in my house is a light nobody will let me count, and it has been driving me quietly out of my mind for a year.” She turned the glass in her fingers. “You told me the true debt carried by my family’s crown once. To the copper. To my face, knowing what it cost me to hear. Do you remember?”

“I remember.”

“Good. I wanted to know whether you remembered it the same way.” She said it flat, the auditor’s voice, but she was standing closer than the counting required, and the ice-grey eyes were on me and not on the city. I felt the thing between us that had been coming since the royal progress the way you feel a tide reading off the moon instead of the survey. “I have not decided what to do about you yet.” She stepped back, deliberately, and raised the glass again, putting the city between us on purpose. “I’ll tell you when I have. I don’t do anything before I’ve counted it. Goodnight, Warden.”

“Goodnight, Highness.”

She went inside.


Chapter 4: The Second Anchor of the Age

The Founders’ Games opened at the Founding Stone with one sentence from the king, and it was a good sentence, and I took in a market three rows back turn it into a slogan before the day was out.

The Founding Stone stood in the founder’s square, the kingdom’s mother-stone, the one every other stone in the kingdom answered to, garlanded now for spring with the pale first flowers. It was bigger than any deed-stone I’d stood before, a slab the height of two men, and its face was a city’s worth of etched names glowing in their weights, and the oldest of them, at the center, the royal row, was dark. Void. A whole founding blessing gone out at Kingslight and never re-lit, and the whole square arranged around that darkness the way a mouth arranges around a missing tooth.

Berengar stood before it, unblessed, his own unglowing hand flat on the stone, and he swore the season open.

“This spring,” he said, and he did not raise his voice, and the square went quiet to catch it, “the Crown buys nothing it has not weighed. Show us weight.”

A herald read the shape of the season next, and I made myself listen to it as a battlefield, because a festival is a clock and I had already learned that whatever we were fighting this spring intended to fight us inside the ceremony.

There were three games and a night. The Lamp Run, first: a relay through the city by dark, re-lighting the old beacon route from the river gate to the barrow-tower, crews scored by the stones on speed, on spread, and on lamps lost. The Open Lists, next: formal duels before the Founding Stone. The Petitioners’ Fair, third: every banner in the kingdom presenting its year’s true deeds at the Stone in one day of pageantry, the kingdom’s whole annual reckoning conducted as theater. And at the end of all of it, Founders’ Night, when the founding story is sung in the square under the last full moon of spring. Twenty-four days remained. Long enough to teach a city, short enough that every wasted morning would show.

The founding story that nobody, since Kingslight, knew how to sing. That was the piece that snagged in me. The royal row was void. The founding blessing was gone. When the square gathered on Founders’ Night to sing how the kingdom began, it would be singing about a light that had just been proven borrowed, and no one had agreed what would replace it. The missing verse sat at the end of the festival schedule like an empty lamp bracket.

Then the banners were sworn in, one after another, the great houses and the duchies and the guilds, each swearing its year’s true deeds at the Stone to enter the Games. And the Marsh banner was sworn among the duchies, which is a sentence I would not have believed a year ago and did not entirely believe standing under it: a porter’s banner, sworn into the Founders’ Games between two duchies whose grandmothers’ grandmothers had knelt to the woman standing at my shoulder.

Maeva swore it. She stepped to the Founding Stone in her traveling gold, not the full regalia yet, saving that, and she laid her hand on the mother-stone of a kingdom built on her own empire’s bones, and she swore the march’s true year in a voice pitched to carry without seeming to try. Lamps kept, children taught, a road held, a name brought home at Millbrook. The Stone weighed it and lit it, the Marsh banner’s line glowing up among the duchies at an honest weight, and I followed the descendants of her own provinces glance at that unfamiliar warmth on their ancient stone and not know why the newcomer’s light sat so easily beside the oldest names.

I stood under my own banner among the duchies and did the thing I have never quite learned not to do, which is to count how I had gotten there. Five years I had carried other men’s glory into towns like this and stood at the back of the crowd while a Hero swore his year at a stone. I had held the horses. I had watched the light go up on other men’s names and gone hungry to a cold camp after, and never once imagined my faint ember would carry this much weight, because a porter’s year has no deeds in it, only miles. And now a mother-stone the height of two men held my banner’s line up among the oldest houses in the kingdom, and a woman who had ruled three duchies stood at my shoulder having sworn it, and I found I could not entirely feel it as real. Helvane’s voice was in my head, dry as the road. Ride in the front. It’s paid for. I made myself stand where the banner stood. It is a strange discipline, learning to believe your own weight, and I was still learning it, and I suspect I always will be.

Petra, riding as the school’s ambassador, presented herself to the swearing-marshal with her wooden blade and asked, with complete gravity, where the school’s banner should stand. The marshal, a stiff man with a stiffer scroll, looked at the wooden sword and looked at the small determined noblewoman holding it and had no procedure for either. Vyrissa, in human form at the square’s edge, watched his difficulty with the pleasure of a connoisseur.

“The envoy of the wooden blade,” she informed the marshal, “stands wherever she likes. She has diplomatic immunity. I granted it.” The marshal wrote it down because a very tall woman with furnace-colored eyes had told him to, and Petra took her place among the banners glowing with pride, and it was so absurd and so warm that I lost, for a moment, the dark royal row at the center of the Stone.

Osric’s absence was felt at the swearing, in the particular way of a tool you reach for and find gone. There was no one to chalk the odds board the way Osric chalked it, ruled and honest, and so Bram did it himself, and Bram, examining the capital bookmakers’ margins first for form’s sake, was scandalized down to his one arm.

“Look at this,” he said, jabbing the nearest professional’s board with a blunt finger. “Just look at it. Your margin’s a robbery and your line’s boring. A dishonest book I can respect. A boring book I can respect. But dishonest AND boring? Pick one. You can’t have both, it’s greedy.” He set up his own board beside theirs, honest odds and a livelier line, and took a brisk trade within the hour from bettors who could tell the difference, and the capital bookmakers watched a one-armed provincial innkeeper eat their morning and did not understand what had happened to them.

He would not, however, price the founding song.

“Founders’ Night,” a bettor pressed him. “What’ll they sing? Give me a line on it. The old founding, or something new. There’s a purse in it.”

Bram looked at the void in the center of the Founding Stone, the dark royal row, the whole city’s missing tooth.

“No odds on that one,” he said, with the same flat principle he’d shown before the Night of Leaning Lamps, the one moment of his I’d stake my life on. “Some books are prayers, friend. You don’t lay a bet against a prayer. Bad for the soul and worse for the ledger.” And he would not be moved on it, and the bettor went away unsatisfied, and I kept the whole exchange, because Bram’s principles are a better weathervane than any oracle when it comes to which way a kingdom is about to break.



The opening day had a fair around it, because everything in Dun Barrow has a fair around it, and the household worked the fair the way it works everything, sideways and by reflex. Bram took a corner and out-traded the capital bookmakers. Colm found the lamplighters’ guild and talked windlass rigging with three of them until they invited him to supper. Wat drilled a knot of curious children in the relay alphabet on a patch of trampled grass, for nothing, because a child asked. And Petra, ambassador of the wooden blade, conducted a formal state inspection of the souvenir rows and pronounced the porter dolls “accurate but under-armed,” then bought one and gave it a splinter of her own wooden blade to hold, and thereby created, without meaning to, an armed porter doll that sold out by dusk. The march did not advertise. It simply behaved like itself in public, and a city that had been sold shine all winter leaned toward the household the way a cold candle leans toward a warm wall.



Then the market opened its front door, and its front door had my own face on it.

There was a stage at the square’s edge, well-built, well-placed, a summon-circle painted on its boards in gilt that caught the light, and a young man on it in clothes a season above his purse, and he was telling my story.

Not a story about me. My story. The shape of it. He stood in the gilt circle and he told the crowd, in a showman’s warm patter, about a nobody from nowhere, a discarded man the world had used and thrown away, who found he had a door in him, a door that opened onto the great dead, and that returned them whole. Nobody from nowhere. A door that opens. Legends that stay.

It was my life told as a sales pitch, and I felt it go down my spine like cold water.

His name was Rennick Tarn, the crier called it, the Second Anchor of the Age, certified two provinces east the year my circle set. He was twenty-four and hungry-eyed and he had the particular over-bright quality of a man who has decided to believe his own advertisement because the alternative is unbearable. A ferry-town nobody, the patter said, and I believed that part, because I had been one, and I could see it in the way he stood: a man who had learned young that the world would not feed him for what he was, only for what he could sell it, and had decided the difference didn’t matter if the selling worked.

His coat, his hungry stance, and the ferry-town patter showed me a road I might have taken without five years of carrying the bill for other men’s shine. Rennick Tarn sold the crowd what he had once needed to believe himself: that light could be had cheap.

“You know his story better than he does,” Nahari murmured, eyes shut. “You lived the true version. He’s living the song. That’s the difference between you, and it’s the only difference, and it’s everything.”

“He half-believes it,” I said.

“Half. Which means half of him doesn’t, and that half won’t let him sleep comfortably in the patter.” She turned her blind face toward the stage. “Be kind to him when he comes. He’s the bait, and he doesn’t know he’s on the hook.”

“He took the license,” Maeva said beside me, very quiet. “The one they offered you in the second year. The one you walked away from.”

“Somebody was always going to,” I said.

Then Rennick opened his door, and the square stopped breathing, because he returned the Gray Lark.



I knew the name the way everyone knew it. She had been dead forty years, a songstress the whole kingdom had loved, and a generation had measured its youth against her voice. When she came up out of the gilt circle whole and warm and real, in the plain grey of her stage days, and opened her mouth, the square wept.

She sang. Her voice carried none of a trick’s hollow polish or a husk’s dead mimicry; the actual returned legend stood there whole enough to sing, and the sound came out over the founder’s square as forty years of grieving people remembered it, and grown men put their hands over their mouths, and old women who had courted to that voice held on to each other, and the whole starving city drank a mouthful of light it had been dying without.

She sang an old one, a harvest-song, the kind everyone’s mother had sung, and the square sang it back to her in a ragged broken murmur, ten thousand people who had learned the words at a knee that was dust now, and for the length of one verse the whole capital was young again and its dead were not dead. I studied a woman near me, sixty if she was a day, mouth the words with tears standing in the seams of her face, and I caught sight of the trap in my own chest before I read it with any Measure. It did not feel like a swindle. It felt like mercy. It felt merciful, and that was the whole engineering of it, because a lie you can refuse and a mercy you cannot, and the market had learned to wear mercy like a coat.

Beside me, Bram had gone still, and when I looked, the old innkeeper’s one hand was pressed flat to his chest, and his eyes were wet.

“My wife loved that voice,” he said, gruff, not ashamed of the wet. “Danced to it. Forty years gone, the both of them, the singer and my girl.” He wiped his face with the back of his hand and did not look away from the stage. “And I’ll tell you the thing that’s breaking my heart, Warden, and the song isn’t breaking my heart. Wanting to buy it is. Standing here. Knowing what I know about what it costs. I want to walk to that soft man’s stall and pay him whatever he asks to hear her sing one more, and I’m the man who wouldn’t price the Saint at any odds.” He shook his head slowly. “That’s the trap. It’s not built for fools. It’s built for people who miss somebody.”

One grieving old man named the trap cleanly. The gilt wasn’t for the greedy. It was for the bereaved, and there is no city on earth without its dead.

And the square applauded the price tag. That was the horror I stood in the middle of. The city loved the Lark’s song so much that it did not want to hear what the song cost, and I did.

I read her with Dragon’s Measure, quiet, under the applause. The true weight resolved behind my eyes in cold bracketed lines.

[RETURNED UNDER TERMS. HER SONG IS COLLATERAL. THE DOOR STAYS OPEN WHILE THE CONTRACT HOLDS.]

Her bond to Rennick was there. But it read shallow, and it read stopped, capped at the thinnest tier a bond can hold, and the Measure showed me why in the cold arithmetic that never lies: a bond signed under the duress of death cannot deepen. She had not chosen him. She had been dead, and offered life for service, and had signed because the dead will sign anything for one more song, and the system knew the difference between that and a choice, and it had set a ceiling on it that nothing would ever raise.

I did the math the crowd couldn’t do, and it turned my stomach.

Rennick’s circle could never crown. The Lark and every other legend he returned arrived whole and stayed capped, fighting at a fraction, bonded at the floor, unable to rise no matter what he did. Which meant the thing that backed his license had not built him to grow. It had built him to be spent. A door that opens onto the dead and returns them owned, at a ceiling, forever, was a mill wearing a rival Anchor’s face. Rennick smiled at the applause while the cap sat over every bond he held.

“He doesn’t know,” I said.

“Know what?” Maeva asked.

“That he can’t win. That they built him not to.” I tracked the young man bask in the Lark’s applause as if it were his. “He thinks he’s me. He thinks he found a door. He doesn’t know they sold him a ceiling and called it a door.”

“Then belief makes him dangerous,” Maeva said, pricing him with the auditing eyes. “He believes his own story. A leashed knight you can pity and free. A hired man you can out-bid. But a man who thinks he’s the hero of his own life while he does the villain’s work will fight you the hardest, because you’re not just beating him, you’re telling him what he is, and no man forgives that quickly.” She was quiet a moment. “He returned a beloved public voice on demand and made a whole city weep with joy. You have called the dead for truth, dignity, and farewell, but you have never commercialized grief as mass entertainment. That is what makes him poison. The kindness is real. Only the terms are the lie.”

“Then we don’t fight the kindness,” I said. “We fight the terms.”

“On a stone,” Maeva agreed. “In daylight. Where terms have to weigh.”



He came to shake my hand when the song was done, because of course he did. A showman cannot resist the crowd’s other favorite standing in the same square.

He crossed to me through the weeping and the applause, hand out, grinning the grin of a man who wants the two names spoken in the same breath, and the witness-stones the bards carried were already trained on us, because two Anchors meeting is a verse that writes itself.

“Warden Marsh,” he said, loud enough to carry, warm enough to sell. “The first of us. It’s an honor. We’re the same trade, you and I. Door-openers. Legend-callers. Two of a kind in a world that’s got exactly two.” He pumped my hand. “Imagine what we could do if we worked together. Think of the light.”

I let the handshake happen. I did not perform and I did not sneer, because sneering is hot-blooded and this was cold, and cold is the only temperature that wins here.

“You sell doors,” I said. Level. Plain. Loud enough for the stone. “I hold them open. Different trades.”

The grin caught, just slightly, the way a wheel catches on a stone.

A bard three feet away etched the line before I’d finished saying it, and it was in the square’s mouth by the next hour and in the ballad by the next day, and it was the truest six words I said all spring: you sell doors, I hold them open, different trades. And here is the thing that told me exactly what I was fighting. Three rows back, at a stall with no sign, a soft man with a warm laugh sold four phials of gilt on the strength of that quote alone, because a market can sell anything, even the words spoken against it, even the truth, especially the truth if it scans.

Rennick got his grin back and made it wider for the crowd. But his attention moved from the witnesses to the Lark, and the stage grin caught for half a beat before he repaired it.

I filed the crack without enjoying it. When he came looking, I would tell him the truth kindly. Cruel truth only teaches a man to armor against it, and his own patter had already built enough armor.

He went back to his stage and called the Lark back for an encore, and the crowd wept again, and he watched the Lark this time instead of the crowd, and I paid attention to it: the flicker of a young man clocking, for just a heartbeat, that the woman he’d returned did not look at him the way the crowd looked at him. She looked at him the way a leashed thing looks at the hand that holds the leash. And he looked away from it, fast, the way you look away from a thing you have decided not to have seen.

“He knows,” Nahari said softly. “A part of him knows. He just can’t afford the price of knowing yet.” She turned her blind face to me. “That’s the crack. Leave the crack open as a door rather than pulling it like a lever. When the price of not-knowing gets higher than the price of knowing, he’ll walk through it himself. Don’t push him. Just be standing on the other side.”



The five queens watched in five different kinds of silence.

Maeva watched Rennick as she watches a forger, pricing the fake and the market for the fake both. Yrsa watched the Lark with her jaw set, because she knew what it was to have your death filed under someone else’s name. Nahari kept her eyes shut and felt for the ceiling in the air. Suzu watched the coin, always the coin, tracking where the warm gold moved and how. Vyrissa read the contracted light with furnace-gold eyes and said, mountain-flat, “Whole flesh. Purchased ceiling. A poor product sold as a resurrection.”

Sidonie made a sixth reaction, and hers was ice-still.

She was standing at my other shoulder in her court slate, and she watched the crowd weep over a bought song, and she watched the Coiner’s stall sell shine off my own quote, and something in her went cold and rigid in a way I had not seen from her, a woman whose whole discipline was stillness gone suddenly still in a different key.

“My family,” she said. Quiet. Just to me. “Sold a kingdom’s worth of that once.”

I looked at her. Her ice-grey eyes were on the dark royal row of the Founding Stone, the void where her house’s founding light had gone out.

“The First Crown was grave-gold and borrowed sun,” she said. “A whole dynasty’s shine, bought on credit, three hundred years ago, and the whole kingdom clapped for it the way this square is clapping now. I grew up inside that light believing it was ours. It went out at Kingslight in front of me.” She did not look away from the void. “So when a warm man sells my starving people their shine back and they weep with gratitude, I don’t hear a merchant, Warden. I hear the founder of my house. This is the exact shape of the thing that ate my family, wearing a nicer coat. I will not watch my kingdom buy it a second time. I have audited a lie my whole life. I would like, once, to audit a truth.”

She crossed to the Founding Stone and put two fingers against the dark royal row, not swearing and not asking it for anything. The gilt on a nearby lord’s collar flickered toward her hand. Sidonie watched the cold shine reach for the void where her family’s borrowed light had been, then drew her fingers away.

“It recognizes an empty account,” she said. “Good. Then it can recognize one filled honestly.” The dark row stayed cold.

A cold milestone registered behind my eyes.

[THE MARKET: OPEN.]

The panel offered no judgment and promised nothing. It named a state. Named states could be measured, and measurement was enough.

“You felt that,” Sidonie said. She’d seen it cross my face. “What was it?”

“A new ledger entry,” I said. “The Market is open, and now it has a measurable state.”

“Good,” she said. The cold rigid thing in her steadied the way a blade steadies when it finds the line. “I’ve been waiting a long time for a game I could win against this.”



That night I climbed to the roof to find Suzu, because the greatest thief of the age had been handed a warrant and I could feel through the bond that she still didn’t know whether it was a crown or a coffin, and there is one way I know to settle Suzu when the game has gone strange on her, which is to make the game about us instead.

She was twenty-one, on the roof-ridge above the fair-lit city, tails loose in the night wind, the warrant on its cord at her throat catching the lanternlight, all of Dun Barrow spread gold and glittering below her like the biggest score she’d never rob. She heard me and didn’t turn.

“I signed a thing today,” she said. “I don’t sign things. I steal things and then negotiate the return. Signing’s for people who trust the paper.”

“The Crown’s auditor is overdue for an audit,” I said, and I came up the ridge behind her, and I took the warrant-cord in two fingers and read the first clause aloud against the back of her neck. “‘The bearer may enter any locked place in the palace.’” I put my mouth to the warm skin below her ear. “Let’s see about enforcement.”

She laughed, low, the tension going out of her all at once. “You can’t enforce a warrant with your mouth. That’s not in the statute.”

“‘The bearer’s authority may not be obstructed,’” I read, next clause, and kissed the line of her jaw, and she tilted her head to give me more of it. “No obstruction. Noted.”

“That clause is about doors,” she said, breathless, “not about my throat.” I found the pulse under her jaw, and she lost the rest of the sentence, which was the point.

“Say it straight,” I said, because that is our ritual and I hold it in every city. “The game’s the game. But say it once, plain, so I know.”

She turned in my hands, amber eyes gone soft and vertical-slit, and the glamour of her flickered the way it does when she’s being honest, ears just showing, fox-fire freckling bright across her nose.

“Yes,” she said, plain. “You. On my roof, over my city, with a warrant I can’t believe I signed. Yes. Now do clause three, whatever it says, I’ll allow it.”

“Clause three,” I said, and found it on the warrant by the lanternlight, and read it against the corner of her jaw. “‘The bearer may requisition such assistance as the audit requires.’” I set my teeth lightly to the tendon of her throat, and she made a sound that had no appraisal in it at all.

“That clause is about porters and ladders,” she breathed.

“I’m a porter,” I said. “I’ve carried worse than you up worse than this.”

“You did NOT just,” she started, and lost it, laughing, as I read the next clause against her collarbone. The auditor’s coat came open under my hands one button at a time, the way a good manifest comes open, line by line, each one enforced, and by the time I reached the clause about unimpeded access she had stopped correcting my law and started helping me break it.



The roof was hers, the way roofs and rails and shutter-slats are always hers, and she took the highest ridge of the palace and the whole glittering city as her audience of no one, blind and loud and unaware below her.

She shed the auditor’s coat and nothing else at first. She made me unfasten the thief’s silks beneath it while she faced the city, lifting her hips so I could peel the fitted layers down her thighs. She kicked them onto the roof behind us, left the warrant at her throat, and got astride me facing out over the fair-lit capital, over the eleven thousand lamps she’d sworn she wasn’t counting.

The first slide of her bare pussy down my cock pulled a sound out of us both. She was tight, hot, and quick, everything about Suzu compact and more than her size suggested. She took me to the root on the first stroke and held there, shivering, tails fanning wide against the lanternlit dark.

“See, this,” she breathed, rocking, finding the angle, “this is the best seat I’ve found tonight. Kings would pay for this view. I got it for free, on a warrant, with the Warden under me.” She laughed, unsteady, and rolled her hips. “Clause nine.”

My hands worked under the open coat, one splayed over her flat belly and the other cupping a small breast, thumb rolling the nipple while she rode my cock, and she priced the districts as she moved on me, gasping, because Suzu cannot stop appraising even coming apart.

“That district’s overvalued,” she breathed, rolling her hips, taking me deeper. “The one with the gold roofs. Ah. All facade. And that one, the dark one by the river, that’s where the real money sleeps. Oh. There. Do that again.” She braced her hands back on my chest and ground down, tails wrapping my forearms, her breath breaking. “A city-wide view under me, and it doesn’t even know.”

I felt her whole small body working over me, quick and sure, the tails fanned wide for balance against the dark, and I let her ride the city a while because the city was the point, because a woman who audits everything deserves one night astride the biggest ledger she will ever survey. Her breath came in the rhythm of her hips, and the warrant-cord swung at her throat, and below us the fair burned its slow gold toward its close. I reached down instead, found her clit above the wet place where her pussy swallowed me, and circled it until she lost her place in the districts entirely.

“You made me lose the count,” she gasped, delighted, scandalized. “Do it again. I want to lose another one.”

Then I turned her, because I wanted her face, and I stood her against the warm brick of a chimney stack and took her there slow and face to face, her legs around me, the warrant-cord the only thing she was still wearing, the fox-fire bond-light kindling ember-bright between us. She looked at me instead of the city now and let herself be seen entirely. That was hotter than any rooftop dare.

The change of angle wrecked her. Against the chimney I could fuck her deeper and slower, watching her face while her pussy gripped my cock. She wrapped her legs and tails around me and clung. The performance went with the city beneath her, leaving the two of us against warm brick while the fox-fire light kindled brighter with every stroke.

“You feel that?” I said against her mouth, moving in her with deep, measured strokes. “The warrant didn’t make you anything. You were already the sharpest thing in this city before she stamped it.”

“Say it again,” she gasped, clinging, the game gone and just the true thing left.

“You. Sharpest thing in the city. Warrant or no warrant.” My hands locked around her waist, and I drove up into her harder until she keened. “Mine and chosen, beyond any hire. Say it.”

“Yours, chosen,” she managed, “not hired,” and I felt her start to go, her tails tightening on my arms, her small body winding taut. “Oh. Oh, don’t stop, don’t you dare stop, that’s an order, it’s in the warrant, clause.” The number dissolved into a cry as I drove into her again, and she came apart on it.

And at her peak the fair below lit its closing flight, the whole city igniting at once as the fireworkers loosed the night’s last lanterns, ten thousand golden lights rising off the rooftops in a slow tide beneath her, gold on gold, the capital’s closing spectacle breaking over her right as she broke over me. She clenched around me, her whole small body going taut and shaking, the fox-fire light flaring full down the length of her, and she laughed the fox laugh into my mouth even as she came, delighted, wrecked, triumphant.

“I ordered that,” she gasped against my lips, the lanterns rising gold behind her. “The lights. It’s in the warrant. Clause nine.”

There is no clause nine. Nobody will ever check. Her laugh snapped the last of my control. I locked her petite body against the chimney, drove to the root, and spent in her as the golden tide climbed the sky. Hot pulses filled her while her pussy clenched around each one. The finish echoed through the bond, doubling the sensation until she shivered again, and the two of us shook against warm brick over a city that had no idea anything had happened above it.



Suzu wrapped us both in her tails on warm slate while the city cooled gold below.

She lay against me and took my right hand and studied the audit-ring on the smallest finger, turning it to the lanternlight, appraising it as she appraises everything, and then she tapped it twice with one clawed fingertip, satisfied.

“The empress marked her collateral,” she said. “Good instinct. You put your ring on a man’s hand where the whole family can see it, and no other woman has to wonder and no man dares ask.” She tapped it once more. “I’d have advised the same thing. Your empress has excellent instincts.” A yawn, tails settling. “I’ll start the vaults tomorrow. Follow the manifest till it dead-ends. Wherever the count stops is where the thing lives.” She was going, as she goes, warm and sudden. “A thief with a warrant, counting what the king can’t. Told you there’d be a thrill in it.”

She fell asleep tail-wrapped against my side over eleven thousand lamps, the Crown’s seal at her throat and the pencil, I discovered, back in my pocket, stolen at some point in the last hour with a skill I hadn’t felt at all.

Across the palace, Vyrissa’s bronze shape kept watch from the great hall’s ridge.


Chapter 5: Eleven Thousand Lamps

Twenty-three days remained until Founders’ Night when Suzu robbed the royal vaults on the first morning and came back insulted.

“Boring,” she reported, dropping onto a bench in the guest wing with the warrant still on its cord and a look of professional grievance. “Those vaults nearly killed me with boredom, and I have walked through the vaults of gods. Insured, catalogued, double-locked, and boring. Every box tallied. Every tally signed. Every signature matched to a ledger, and the ledger reconciled to the last farthing.” She said the word reconciled the way another person would say cursed. “I have robbed better shrines than this palace keeps its treasury. There’s no romance in it. Where’s the false floor? Where’s the box behind the box? I found one decoy lever and it was so obvious I was embarrassed for the man who installed it.”

“So the vaults are honest,” I said.

“They’re WORSE than honest,” Suzu said, with feeling. “They’re competent. Do you know how rare that is? I have robbed treasuries that thought a big door was a plan. I have robbed a temple that kept its whole fortune behind a curse and no lock, because they believed in the curse, which, to be fair, worked on everyone but me. This one is just quietly, boringly correct, every box where the ledger says, every seal unbroken, and a night-clerk who actually counts twice.” She looked genuinely aggrieved. “I left him a note. Deliberately. I told him his second lock on the muniment room was decorative and he should save his coin. He is going to spend the whole month wondering how I got in to tell him. It’s the only fun I had all day.”

“You broke into a vault to leave a note criticizing its security,” I said.

“I improved him,” Suzu said, wounded. “For free. Municipal work.” Then her ears twitched, the fox-fire freckling coming up across her nose. “Which is the interesting part. Because I followed the manifest. Room by room, box by box, all catalogued, all reconciled, all boring, all the way down, until the manifest just.” She stopped. “Stopped.”

“There was one thing,” she added, before that. “One genuinely interesting thing, and it wasn’t the coin. The chandlery accounts. The lamp-oil, the wicks, the wax. Sidonie flagged it in her letters and she was right: the palace buys light for three times the lamps it burns. Three times. Every year, more oil, more wick, more wax, and more chandlers on the roll, and the surplus just.” She spread her hands. “Vanishes into the old wings. Nobody can say where. I asked a clerk where the extra oil goes and he went the color of the ledger and told me that was a question for Master Pruett, and then he found somewhere else to be so fast I thought he’d learned Shade-Step.”

“Three times the lamps,” I said. “For surplus routed toward a wing on no count.”

“For a wing on no count,” she agreed. “Somebody’s been routing enough surplus into the old wings to hide an uncounted destination inside the palace’s ordinary burn. It could be stores, a whole forgotten round, or boring embezzlement dressed as tradition. I can’t price which one this is. It’s very upsetting.”

“Stopped where?”

“It runs out. Down in the old part, the barrow-core, the winter fort the whole palace grew over. The manifest lists the wine-cellars and the strong-rooms and the muniment store and then there’s a wing that it doesn’t list at all. It’s not on the count. There’s a door, and behind the door is a whole quarter of the oldest part of the building, and the manifest just.” She spread her hands. “Isn’t there. A room cut out of the tally. And I’ve robbed enough tallies to tell you that a room cut out of a tally is never a small room. It’s always the room.”

“The Winter Court,” I said. Odette’s page. The lamp older than the palace. Count what the palace does not.

“That’s what they call the wing. The Winter Court.” Suzu leaned forward. “And here’s the part that made my fur stand up. The door has no lock.”

“No lock.”

“No lock, Dorian.” She was not making a joke. When Suzu stops making jokes about doors, you listen. “I have spent my whole life on locks. A lock is a promise: this matters, and someone expects to lose it. A great lock on a door tells you exactly how frightened the owner is of what’s inside coming out or someone getting in. And this door, on the one room the whole palace pretends isn’t there, has no lock at all.” She sat back. “That’s not carelessness. Carelessness has a lock and forgets to turn it. No lock means the owner isn’t afraid of losing what’s inside, which means either it’s worthless, or.” She stopped again.

“Or it can’t be taken,” I said.

“Or it can’t be taken. Locks are for people who expect to lose things. Whoever keeps what is behind that door does not expect to lose it.” She turned the warrant over in her fingers. “That’s not confidence. Confidence has a lock and doesn’t bother checking it. That’s a keeper. And I went to walk in with my lawful warrant that says I can open any locked door in this palace, and the door isn’t locked, so my warrant doesn’t apply, which is viciously clever, and there was a man standing inside it who’d been waiting for me since before I knew the room existed.”



His name was Master Pruett, and he had grown into the doorway of the Winter Court the way old timber grows into a wall.

I went to see him myself, that afternoon, because a door that a fox can’t open is a door I want to look at with my own eyes. He was in his sixties, heavy and slow, hands stained the deep translucent amber of a lifetime in wax, and he stood in the open doorway of the unlocked wing as if he were part of the frame, and he did not step aside and he did not bar the way. He simply occupied it, the way a keel occupies the middle of a boat.

“Warden Marsh,” he said. “And the Keeper of the Wend vault.” He nodded to Suzu with a grave professional courtesy, one keeper to another. “I’ve been expecting you both since the princess started asking questions about the chandlery accounts. You’ll want to come in. You can’t yet.”

“The warrant,” Suzu began.

“The warrant is for locked doors, Keeper, and you’ve already seen there’s no lock. You know why there’s no lock, because you’re the only person in this city who would.” His amber-stained hands folded over his apron. “The accounts you want are not accounts. That’s the trouble, and it’s why the princess was warned off them, and the man who warned her was me, and I’m not sorry, and I’m not hiding anything. Some things aren’t hidden. They’re kept. There’s a difference the size of the world between those two words, and everyone who can’t tell them apart stops at this door on their own, without my lifting a hand.”

“And when I can tell them apart?” I asked.

“Then you won’t need to ask me to come in. You’ll already be inside, because you’ll have understood that the door was never the obstacle.” He looked at me for a long moment, and there was nothing sinister in it, only the patience of a man who had tested a great many people at this doorway and trusted very few. “Come back when you know what you’re asking. Wait until then. I’d tell you sooner if telling helped. It never does. A man has to walk down to the bottom of this building on his own feet, doing honest work the whole way, before the door means anything to him. You’ll see.” He stepped back, not aside, into the dim. “The dragon on your roof has good posture, by the way. Tell her the light down here says hello.”

The door did not close, because it had no lock and no need. It simply became a dark that we were not yet the right shape to enter.

Suzu stared into it a long time, the licensed thief who could not use her license here.

“He’s not lying,” she said quietly once we were clear. “That’s the thing that’s going to keep me up. Since Veltmark I have learned to smell a liar across a market, and that old man in the wax apron is honest. He’s tending something rather than guarding a secret. And he told us exactly how to get in: prove worthy of being told. That’s a lock I can’t pick from outside, because it doesn’t open from the outside at all.”

We spent the afternoon finishing the lawful part of her audit, because a door that refuses you does not excuse abandoning all the ordinary doors that opened.

The royal vault clerk met us at the coin room with Suzu’s note in his hand. He was a narrow man named Beller, ink on three fingers, offended with professional precision.

“You entered a sealed muniment room,” he said.

“Lawfully,” Suzu replied, tapping the warrant at her throat.

“You left a criticism of the second lock.”

“Also lawfully. The criticism was accurate.”

“It was. We removed the lock this morning.” Beller’s mouth stayed severe, but he had brought the dismantled mechanism on a tray, cleaned and labeled. “The inner pin was decorative, as you wrote. The locksmith charged the Crown for a security feature that impeded only staff. I have recovered the fee.”

Suzu stared at him.

“You took the note seriously.”

“It was a correct note delivered by a licensed auditor. Why would I not?”

She looked at me with open distress. “They’re making lawful theft rewarding. This city is trying to reform me by competence. I object on moral grounds.”

Beller handed her the removed pin. “A receipt.”

She accepted it with both hands.

The rest of the vault deserved her original insult. It was boring in the way a bridge is boring when every joint holds. Coin boxes matched their tallies. Emergency grain silver sat exactly where the manifest said. The night clerk had corrected his own count by three farthings and attached the reason, rather than altering the figure to hide the error. Suzu checked every seal anyway and returned each object to the same angle.

At the chandlery annex the boredom broke. Racks held new wicks by the thousand, waxed against damp, dated and rotated. Oil jars stood in rows three deep. The issue ledger recorded ordinary lamp use accurately until each month’s final page, where a large remainder moved under one line: OLD HOUSEHOLD ROUND.

No destination. No recipient. Only the same phrase, month after month, in different hands going back as far as the surviving books reached.

“Embezzlement changes its handwriting and rounds its numbers,” Suzu said. “This is tradition. Every clerk knows the line is crooked and believes the crookedness is correct.”

I touched the oldest page with Dragon’s Measure. The echo read freely chosen attachment in the worn paper, pride in the careful columns, and no Saint-debt anywhere in the ink.

“The ink carries neither leash nor bought pressure,” I said. “Whatever this line protects, the clerks chose to protect it.”

Beller had followed us. “My predecessor told me the Old Household Round is not to be reconciled against ordinary burn. I asked why. She said if I needed to ask twice, I should transfer to grain.”

“Did you ask twice?” Suzu said.

“I transferred to coin for six years. Then returned when I understood that an honest book can contain one line whose purpose belongs to its keepers. I still dislike it. Disliking a necessary irregularity keeps it from spreading.”

Suzu bowed to him. A real bow, shallow but unmistakable, thief to clerk.

“You are a dangerous man to underestimate in a vault.”

“That is an absurd statement.”

“Exactly what a dangerous vault clerk would say.”

We left with a copied page, Beller’s permission written at the bottom, and one clean limit on what we knew. The visible burn could not reconcile the Old Household Round. Oil, wick, and wax entered the old wings without a named destination, and the surplus was too broad to isolate by subtraction. It might feed an uncounted destination, conceal stores, or preserve some older practice. The books proved only that the keepers were competent and that the discrepancy was deliberate. They did not tell us what the Winter Court kept or whether its unknown light consumed anything.



Nahari mapped the city the same day, by ear and by refusal, and found the market without once looking at it.

She took the graduate team, and Wat carried the tally-board the way Osric would have, ruled and careful, an apostle of the count. And Nahari walked the capital with her eyes shut, letting the graduates be her sight for the ordinary things and keeping her own strange sense for the thing underneath.

“Kept lamps are steady,” she said, as we walked, and Wat marked each street she named. “Feel that whole row? Steady. Honest oil, honest wick, a person keeping each one. That street is safe. Mark it clean.” We turned a corner and she stopped, and her mouth tightened. “This one. Feel it? The lamps here flicker between leaning and upright. A price wavered through them, beyond any draft. Somebody on this street sold a name this winter, and the light on it has never settled since.” Wat marked it flickering. “And there, and there. String them together, Wat. The flickering streets. They make a shape.”

They made a shape. By dusk Wat’s board held the whole city, kept streets and flickering streets, and the flickering ones drew a rough ring around a district in the under-streets, a border built from refusals rather than walls, of everywhere Nahari’s unlooking slid off a thing that wanted looking.

“There’s the market,” she said, eyes still shut, standing at the ring’s edge. “I never looked at it once. I found it by where it tried to catch me.” She turned her blind face toward the district. “Write this much down: honestly kept light is ground the market cannot comfortably read. Sold names give it roads. Kept lamps interrupt those roads.”

“The Winter Court,” I said. “Kept, not hidden.”

“Safe for now,” she said. “Do not promote that into an answer we haven’t earned. We know the market slides off kept ground. We do not know what it wants behind that wall, how it reaches, or whose hands matter.”

Wat marked the distinction on his board. He was Deric’s boy, twenty, and he’d taken a blade through the arm holding a siege hinge during the Night of Leaning Lamps without stepping forward.

“So we keep mapping roads and breaks,” he said.

“Exactly,” Nahari replied. “No guessed faces. No invented keys. We keep the lamps and collect the next receipt.”



The warmth behind the wall reached us at dusk, all three at once, without any of us finding its source.

We were passing the outer wall of the Winter Court on the way back, the barrow-core’s ancient stone, when three things happened in the same breath, and I have set them in order because the order matters.

Above us, on the great hall’s ridge, Vyrissa had been sunning in the last of the light, and she went utterly still. A listening creature had gone still after hearing, at the very edge of its senses, a sound it stopped expecting to hear a very long time ago. Through the bond her slow heartbeat did not speed up. It went slower. Down, and down, toward some floor I’d never felt it reach, listening with her whole ancient body to something on the far side of that wall.

Beside me, Nahari made a small sound. She had her glass in her hand, the seer’s glass she keeps deliberately blind, refusing to look through it near anything the market or the Saint has touched. And the glass, blind by her own choice, went warm in her hand. She held it up, wondering.

“Something old in there is keeping itself,” she said, very quiet. “And it is not afraid. Everything I have felt this whole city has been afraid, or hungry, or sold. This is neither. This is warm, and old, and unafraid, and it is keeping itself the way a hearth keeps a house.” Her eyes were open now, fixed on the ancient wall. “That is not a wound. I told you there’d be one of each. That, on the other side of that stone, is the hearth.”

And the candle in my borrowed lantern bowed.

The wind was coming off the river, steady, at my back, pushing the flame away from the wall. And the flame leaned into the wind, toward the Winter Court, toward the ancient stone, bending against the draft the way a student bends toward a teacher, as I had seen a living candle bow to Odette’s dead wick on my own hall table a hundred leagues north. It did not gutter. It did not flare. It leaned, with respect, toward something on the far side of that wall that it knew and I did not, and then it straightened, and burned on.

Nobody said the word.

I felt it rise in all of us and none of us said it, because it was too large to say in a street, and because saying a thing before you have earned the right to it is the market’s mistake and not ours. Vyrissa came down off the ridge in human form a while later and did not speak of it at all.

But she came to my doorway that night, before Nahari did, and stood there without entering, which is a thing she does when a matter is too large for a room.

“I felt something behind that wall today,” she said. “And I am not going to tell you what I think it is, because I have been wrong about my own dead before. I have arrived late to graves believing the wrong thing. I will not do it again by guessing aloud.” Her furnace eyes were banked low. “But understand my quiet when it comes. There are things a dragon does not hurry toward. If what I felt today is what I am afraid to hope, then I will walk toward it as slowly as I can bear, because if I run and I am wrong, I do not think I will survive being wrong about this particular thing.” She turned to go. “Do not let anyone say the word until I have stood in front of it. It is a keeper’s request.”

“You have it,” I said.

“Then good.” Her heartbeat, at the edge of the bond, was still coming up slowly from the floor it had gone down to. A new note moved inside it. I had no name for it, and she had asked me not to guess.



Thursday supper happened that week whether the palace liked it or not, because the household keeps Thursday the way the tide keeps the moon.

There was a court function first that week, and it gave the household its one clean comedy before the dread closed in.

Maeva and Vyrissa attended a duchesses’ afternoon, where the great ladies of the kingdom took one another’s measure over honey-water, and the two empresses conducted their armed neutrality in plain sight of a court that had no idea what it was watching. Two young duchesses, keen to advance, spent the whole afternoon studying the two visitors to learn how a great lady comports herself, and every note they took was on the wrong thing.

They noted that Lady Maeva passed the pepper before it was asked for, and copied it, thinking it courtesy, when it was four hundred years of an empress reading a room a half-beat ahead of everyone in it. They noted that Lady Vyrissa held very still and spoke seldom, and practiced stillness, thinking it dignity, when it was a predator conserving motion. By the week’s end two duchesses of the kingdom were unconsciously imitating the table manners of an empress dead four centuries and a dragon older than their kingdom, and neither would ever know it.

“I have started a fashion,” Maeva told me, delighted. “By spring the whole court will pass the pepper early and hold very still, and think it elegance. This is how empires actually spread, summoner. Table manners spread empires more reliably than armies.”

Vyrissa’s contribution to the afternoon had been to eat, slowly and completely, a portion of everything on the table, and to pronounce the kingdom’s famously bland cuisine “under-seasoned but honest, which is the correct order of virtues,” a judgment that traveled the court by nightfall and became, within a week, the fashionable thing to say about the palace kitchens. Bram heard it repeated back to him by a steward as capital wisdom and was so offended on behalf of seasoning that he cooked the household a supper of such aggressive flavor that Vyrissa ate three helpings and revised her judgment to “the province seasons; the court apologizes; I know now which table I attend,” which Bram had framed, in his head, forever.

We set the long table in the guest wing on Thursday, and the king came uninvited.

He did it the way he did everything, without pretext or herald. He’d heard, somehow, that the march ate together on Thursdays, and he simply appeared at the door in his shirtsleeves the way he’d appeared in the stable yard, and he stood there a moment as if half-expecting to be turned away, a king who had forgotten what it was to arrive somewhere he hadn’t ordered into being.

“Sit,” Maeva told him, before anyone could make it a ceremony. “There’s a place. There’s always one place too many at this table; nobody knows why; we’ve stopped counting. Bram, another bowl for His Majesty.”

“He’ll take the stew as it comes,” Bram said from the pot, “and he’ll like it, and if he doesn’t he can build his own inn.”

And the King of the kingdom was overruled on stew by a one-armed innkeeper within the hour, which is the oldest gag this household owns, now played at its final altitude. Berengar suggested, mildly, that the stew might want more salt. Bram informed him, without turning around, that the stew wanted exactly what the stew had, that he’d been seasoning stew since before the king was weaned, and that the last person to second-guess his pot had been an empress and she’d been wrong too. Maeva, down the table, said, “I maintain I was right about the pepper,” and Bram said, “You’re always right about pepper and never right about stew, it’s a documented condition,” and the king watched this happen to him and did not know what to do with his face, because few people contradicted him over supper, and it was, I could see, an evening he badly needed.

He stayed three hours too long. He stayed the way a cold man stays by someone else’s fire, past every reasonable point of leaving, because leaving meant going back to a palace that treated him like a crown instead of a man, and here he was just a fellow at a crowded table being overruled about soup, and he could not make himself get up from it. When he finally did, at the door, he paused.

“You never told me your innkeeper argues with kings,” the king said to Maeva at the door, and Maeva said, “He argues with everyone; equality is the comfort of him,” and Bram, from the pot, said, “I argued an empress out of over-salting a soup once and I would do it to a god,” and Berengar laughed, a real one, rusty, the laugh of a man who had nearly forgotten that contradiction over stew can feel like trust.

“My sister was right,” he said. “About coming to see it. I’ve read a hundred reports on the Wend-march and none of them mentioned that you argue about stew.” He looked back at the table, the queens and the graduates and the old innkeeper and the dragon in the corner pretending to study a child’s counting stone she’d carried all the way from home. “That’s the part that isn’t for sale, isn’t it. The arguing. The too-many chairs.” He didn’t wait for an answer. “Goodnight, Warden. Thank you for the stew. It was perfect. Don’t tell your innkeeper I said so.”



Nahari came to me that night, and she named the night plainly, as she does.

Her rooms in the guest wing had eleven lamps lit, her custom since the Crown night, and the shutters stood open to the city’s glow so that the whole gold spread of Dun Barrow lay beyond the sill. She had warmed oil over one of the lamps. She was twenty-nine, dead two centuries and returned whole, in her ember and ash wraps with silver hair loose to her waist. She looked at me with the near-black eyes gone slow and deliberate.

“I have spent this whole day refusing to look,” she said. “Eleven thousand lamps, and I unsaw every one of them, and the city made that refusal exhausting. All day I have been blind on purpose, and I am tired of not-knowing the whole world.” She set the oil where the lamplight could keep it warm. “So tonight I will know one thing completely. You. By hand, by heart, blind. I will be right about every inch, and you may correct me if I am ever wrong. I won’t be. Say yes, Dorian. In your own words. That is the asking, and the asking is the door.”

“Yes,” I said. “In my own words. All night.”

“Good.” The slow blink slowed further. “Then help me out of these. One layer at a time. There is no hurry anywhere in this room, and there will be none, and that is all of it.”



She undressed as she does everything, without a wasted motion and without any speed at all, and I helped her, one wrap at a time, ember, then ash, then bone, each layer set aside like a page turned, until she stood in the eleven-lamp light in nothing but the temple-script circling her ankle and the silver fall of her hair.

She warmed the oil in her own palms first and put my hands in it, and then she turned to the deep sill and set her palms flat on it, and looked back at me over her shoulder with the near-black eyes, the whole gold city beyond her, the capital’s glow laid across the deep brown of her skin and the wide heavy curve of her.

I took a moment before I touched her, because she had given me the whole night and there was no clock in the room. The eleven lamps threw their small honest light along the oiled length of her back, the deep dip of her spine, the wide heavy flare where her waist gave over to her hips, and beyond her the city glowed its dishonest thousands, and I kept my eyes on the geometry of the thing she had built: the false light out the window, the true light in the room, and the one woman between them who had spent a whole day refusing to look at either and had decided to be looked at instead. “You may begin,” she said, handing over the one map she keeps for herself as a gift.

No other woman could have made that sill look like an altar, and I had never once rushed her there. I ran my oiled hands over the wide flare of her hips, the full heavy round of her, worshipful and slow, the lamplight sliding on the oil, and she made a low sound and pressed back into my hands.

I knelt behind her and used my mouth before I used anything else. I kissed the oiled curve of one hip, then the other, taking my time where the soft weight of her ass met her thighs. Her silver hair brushed my cheek when she looked back. I spread her gently and licked through the wet heat between her legs, tongue circling her clit while my hands held all that mural-worthy softness open.

Her fingers tightened on the sill. The city could keep its thousands of false lights. The only thing I wanted to watch was the slow roll of her hips against my mouth and the ember-script kindling around her ankle.

“You remember this geography,” she whispered.

I pushed two fingers inside her and curled them while I sucked her clit. “By heart.”

“Then take the southern road more slowly. The map rewards patience.”

I obeyed until her thighs trembled and oil shone beneath my palms. Only then did I rise behind her, my cock hard against the heavy curve I had worshiped, and let her feel what her patience had earned.

“Two hundred years I have known everything a half-second early,” she said in her low measured cadence as I touched her. “Two hundred years of glass. And your hands are the one text I learned by touch instead of by seeing. In a moment you will move your thumb, there, along the script. Do it slower than I saw.”

I did it slower. She hummed low.

I took her from behind at the sill, sinking into her by degrees while she kept her palms flat on the wood and the city glowed beyond her. She was hot and slick around me, opening by patient degrees, and the ember filigree of her bond-light began to kindle along the temple-script at her ankle and climb, and she narrated it, whispering, mapping me instead of the future.

“There. Now you will grip my hip. Harder than you did at the Cindermaw rim. You have grown.” Her whisper lost its perfect timing as I did exactly that. “In a moment you will change the angle. Deeper. I have already felt it and it has not happened yet and I want it anyway. Now.”

I gave her the angle, deep and slow, and she moaned into the night air over the city, her hair swaying, her hips rolling back to meet me at her own patient pace, the lamplight and the oil and the gold of the city all sliding together on her skin.

My oiled hands moved over the heavy round of her ass, then into the soft crease where thigh met hip. Each stroke ran long from one end to the other. Her pussy gripped my cock with a slow wet pulse whenever I pressed deep, and the ember filigree climbed the temple-script at her ankle one loop at a time.

“You will pull almost free,” she whispered. “Then hold me open with both hands and make me ask for the depth back.”

I stopped with only the head of my cock inside her. Oil shone on her skin. The city beyond the shutters glittered while Nahari pushed back and found me refusing to give her the next inch.

Her slow blink stalled over her shoulder. “Deep again, Dorian. All of you. I want the stroke I saw.”

“Ask better.”

The near-black eyes warmed. “Fill my pussy slowly and keep your hands on my ass while you do it. That is the request.”

I obeyed one inch at a time. Her fingers spread on the sill. Wet sound marked every measured push until my hips rested against the lush curve of her and she gave a low, satisfied hum.

“Better than I saw,” she said.

I kept that rhythm, changing only the angle when her body asked, thumb brushing her clit between strokes. Her prophecy mapped one hand and missed the other. Each small error made her hips roll harder, greedy for another surprise.

“In a moment,” she breathed, “you will slow down. Because you think slower is what I want. And it is. But not yet. In a moment. Not.” Her whisper lost its rhythm as I held the pace instead. “There. You waited. You have learned to wait. At the mill-house you would have slowed the instant I said the word slow. Now you make me wait for my own foresight. You found another way to do it.” A low, wrecked laugh. “That is very good, Dorian. Noted.”

Then I broke her map.

She had told me what I would do next, as she always does, foreseen it in the memory of my body, and I did the other thing instead. One touch she had not called, my hand sliding around and down to her clit while I was still deep in her, a beat before her narration said it should come, and the oracle who cannot be surprised by the future was surprised by her own memory failing her.

She jolted. She laughed, breathless, wrecked, delighted.

“Oh,” she gasped. “Oh. You’ve grown. I did not have that. I did not have that. Noted. Noted.” And the delight of being wrong, of being surprised, her rarest and deepest pleasure, ran through her like fire through oil, and I felt her start to come apart on it.

I turned her then because I wanted her eyes. She turned fully with me, stepped down from the sill, and pressed one oiled hand to my chest.

“Sit,” she said. “The second geography is mine to choose.”

I sat on the broad stone ledge. Nahari climbed astride me face to face, silver hair falling around both of us, her wide hips settling over my thighs. She took my cock in one slick hand, rubbed the head through her wet slit, and lowered herself by degrees. Slow. Always slow with her.

The first inch opened her around me. The next drew a low sound from her, slow but no longer composed. She kept sinking until her heavy ass rested on my thighs and I filled her to the root. Then she stopped and looked into my eyes while the city glowed beyond her shoulders, eleven thousand lamps she had refused all day.

She did not look at one of them. She looked at me.

“This,” she whispered, rolling her hips once, “was the second stage I kept off the map. I wanted to arrive here without seeing it first.”

Her oiled palm settled against my jaw, mapping my face by touch. I caught her wrist and kissed the center of her hand. She began to ride me at her patient pace, lifting until my cock nearly slipped free and lowering herself one measured inch at a time. The astride angle let her control every part of the descent. It also let me watch every response cross her face.

“You missed this part,” I said.

Her slow blink faltered. “I left room for correction. An honest map does.”

I set both hands on her wide hips and held her above me with only the head of my cock inside. Oil shone beneath my fingers. Her pussy tightened around that first inch, trying to pull the rest back.

“Then correct it aloud.”

“Draw me down slowly.” She moved my right hand lower, onto the full curve of her ass. “Keep me open with both hands. Let me feel every inch arrive while I look at you.”

I obeyed. I pulled her down along my cock one patient measure at a time, lifting her lush weight and lowering it again without hurrying. Her silver hair brushed my wrists. Each descent ended with her clit grinding against the base of me, and each rise drew a slow wet pull from her pussy.

“That was absent from the map,” she murmured.

“Bad map.”

“Improving map.” Her mouth opened on a low sound when I seated her deep and held her there. “Again, cartographer. I have decided to permit revisions.”

I gave her three. On the first, I let her choose the descent. On the second, I took her hips and made it deeper. On the third, I held her at the root and rolled my thumb over her clit while her thighs trembled around mine. Through the Crowned bond, her pleasure arrived as ember warmth under my skin and returned to her amplified, a patient loop tightening by degrees.

Nahari leaned close until our foreheads touched. Her hips kept moving, a slow circular grind that made every inch of my cock drag inside her while her near-black eyes stayed open and unguarded.

“Now,” she whispered. It was a request, not a prophecy. “Keep me astride. Keep me looking at you. I am not counting. I am not seeing. I am only feeling. Come with me, Dorian.”

I took her mouth and lifted her hips into my hands. Then I drew her down hard enough to break the patient rhythm once, exactly once, and ground her clit against me at the bottom.

She came around me with a long, rolling contraction. Ember filigree flared from her ankle and traced the deep curves straddling my lap. Her thighs locked at my sides. The next spasm gripped my cock deeper, and I kept my thumb on her clit while her careful pace dissolved into short helpless rolls of her hips.

Her eyes never left mine.

I followed her, hauling her lush hips down and burying myself as far as she had asked. Cum pulsed deep into her in heavy spurts. Her walls milked each one from me, and the finish traveled through the bond both ways until she shuddered again, laughing softly against my mouth at a sensation she had not mapped.

I kept my thumb moving while I came. Her pussy tightened hard enough to draw another pulse from me, then fluttered in slower rings around my cock. She caught my lower lip between hers and held it while her ass settled heavily against my thighs.

“One correction remains,” she murmured, wrecked and delighted. “Do not lift me yet. I want every aftershock astride you at this same pace.”

I kept her seated at the root. Warm cum leaked between us while her contractions slowed one by one, each small squeeze reaching me twice through the Crowned bond. Our foreheads rested together over Dun Barrow until the ember light banked low.



Nahari lay warm against me for a long while before giving me the day’s true finding, drowsy and honest.

“The market’s ring is on Wat’s board,” she murmured, her head on my chest, one finger tracing the silver on my forearm. “I gave you its edges. And the warmth behind the Winter Court wall.” She was going, the slow slide into sleep that she takes on purpose. “One of them is a wound. One is a hearth. Do not confuse which is which, and do not confuse which we came here to open. We open the wound to close it. We open the hearth to.” And the sentence stopped there, mid-thought, because she fell asleep in the middle of it on purpose, as she does, leaving the end of it for morning.

She finished it at breakfast, as she finishes all of them, over tea, without preamble, as if no hours had passed.

“To let it warm the whole kingdom,” she said, setting down her cup. “That is the end of the sentence. We open the hearth to let it warm the whole kingdom, which is the opposite of a market, which sells warmth that gives no heat. That is what we are for this spring. Now. Someone pass me the honest bread. The capital’s is too clever by half.”


Chapter 6: The Lamp Run

Colm rejected the first anchor-bolt before breakfast and made a palace mason fetch another.

The first real score of the season would be settled that night, twenty days before Founders’ Night.

The Lamp Run is run at night, which is the point of it: you cannot see who is winning by looking at the runners. You see it by looking at the city.

The old beacon route climbs from the river gate to the barrow-tower through the whole tangle of Dun Barrow, a chain of two hundred beacon-stations that once carried warning-fire across the city in minutes and now stood cold most of the year. On Lamp Run night each crew starts at the river gate with an unlit torch and races the route, lighting stations as they go, and the mother-stone scores three things when it’s done: speed, spread, and lamps lost. Fastest to the tower matters. But a crew that runs fast and lights only its own path scores low on spread, and a crew that loses a single lamp to wind or haste scores worst of all, because the Run remembers that the beacons existed to save the city, not to win a race.

The great houses fielded runners in house colors, gilt-trimmed, drilled. The guilds fielded their strongest. And the market fielded contracted legends.

I surveyed Rennick’s team assemble at the river gate and felt the cold arithmetic again. He’d put the Gray Lark’s kind on the course, the returned dead, whole and legend-fast, gilt-lit so the crowd could follow their brilliance through the dark streets. They were beautiful. They were built for exactly this: a spectacle, speed made visible, borrowed legs carrying borrowed light up a hill while ten thousand people cheered the shine.

We fielded craft.

That is the difference between us and the market, staged as a footrace, and I knew before the starting torch that the Run was going to argue the spring’s entire case in choreography if only I set it up right. The market had bought speed. We had built a way for tired men to be as good as fresh ones and a code that made light spread instead of merely travel. Speed you can buy. Craft you have to teach, and a thing you teach keeps working after you’ve gone home, which is the one advantage no amount of grave-gold can purchase.

So I did not try to out-run the dead. I set the race up to be won on spread and on nothing lost, on the two things the stone scored that a bought sprint could not touch, and then I gave the whole plan to a hundred strangers for free, because a plan you keep to yourself wins one race and a plan you give away wins a city.



Colm rigged the three worst climbs in the afternoon, and I helped carry cable, because a Warden who won’t carry cable has forgotten what he is.

The beacon route has three cruel pitches where the old stations sit high on tower-walls a runner has to scale, and Colm set his windlass rigs at all three: a counterweighted line that could walk a lamp up three hundred feet of wall in twenty seconds while a runner climbed beside it, so that no time was lost to the climb and no lamp was risked to a tired grip in the dark. He’d built the rigs for the march’s lamp-lines before the Night of Leaning Lamps. He set them up here the way another man sets a table, muttering at the anchor-bolts, testing each pawl twice.

“Good rig lets a tired man be as good as a fresh one,” he said, which is all of Colm’s philosophy. “The market’s got fresh legs that never tire. Fine. I’ve got a rig that makes my tired ones climb like they don’t. Even money on the wall, then, and even money’s all I need, because after the wall comes the code.”

He walked me through the first rig bolt by bolt, because Colm cannot set a thing up in front of a man without teaching it to him, the same disease Wat has and the graduates all caught. The counterweight was a sandbag on a pulley, the line dressed with wax so it ran silent, the pawl set to catch every hand-span so a slipped grip lost nothing. “The clever part isn’t the lift,” he said, tightening an anchor-bolt with the particular tenderness he keeps for anchor-bolts. “Any fool can lift a lamp. The clever part is the pawl. A tired man’s grip slips. It’s not a fault, it’s a fact, and the market’ll tell you the answer is legs that never slip, and charge you a soul for them. My answer’s cheaper. My answer is a rig that catches the slip so the slip costs nothing, and a man who knows the rig’ll catch him climbs braver, and a brave tired man beats a fresh frightened one every time.” He tested the pawl twice more. “Write that to your census-captain. She’ll like the part about the pawl. She’s a pawl sort of girl.”

The code was Brenna’s, and the lesson of it happened on a guild-hall floor. It mattered before the race ever began.



A hundred of the capital’s own lamplighters came to learn the relay alphabet, and we taught them on a chalked floor like first-cohort children.

They came because Wat had gone to the lamplighters’ guild-hall the day before and simply offered, the way the graduates offer everything, without being asked: we have a code that lights a route faster than legs can carry it, and we’ll teach it to you for nothing, tonight, if you want to run your own city’s beacons better than the market’s dead can. And the lamplighters, unblessed men and women who kept the capital’s real light for a living and had watched a market sell shine over their heads all season, came in a hundred strong to a chalked floor to learn it.

We chalked the guild-hall floor the way we chalk the school yard. Wat drew the signals big: one flash and hold, two flash, three flash, long flash. Brenna’s alphabet, the one she had invented at the Gilt Hunt fen drive and refined against a sand-glass ever since, taught now to a hundred grown professionals of the capital who bent over the chalk marks with the exact concentration of children learning their letters.

“One flash, hold,” Wat called, and a hundred lamplighters flashed and held their shuttered lamps. “Two flashes, gate ready. Three, gate dropped. One long flash, breach. Those meanings don’t change because we’re running a race instead of holding a fen line. Tonight you’ll mostly use one flash: my station is lit, and I am steady.” He walked the chalked floor correcting grips the way Yrsa corrects a stance, gently, by pointing. “The trick isn’t speed. The trick is that when I light my beacon, I don’t just light mine. I flash my neighbor, and my neighbor lights his and flashes his neighbor, and the light runs down the whole street faster than any runner, because it isn’t running, it’s spreading. Legs carry one light. A code carries all of them.”

An old lamplighter, the guild’s senior, a woman with sixty years of soot in the seams of her hands, learned one-flash-hold and did it and watched her whole row light up down the hall in answer, and she straightened up slow.

“We’ve kept this city’s lamps for six generations,” she said, “and our signals never carried messages this quickly.” She looked at the chalk on the floor, the child’s alphabet. “A little girl thought of this.”

“A little girl who was cold and tired at a fen-drive and got sick of shouting up the line,” I said. “That’s the invention. She wasn’t trying to build anything. She was trying to stop yelling.” The senior lamplighter laughed at that, a short surprised bark, and she filed it as good keepers file a permission: useful inventions come from people annoyed by a small real problem. Men in fine rooms deciding to be clever rarely manage the same. A lamplighter of sixty with sore hands was exactly the sort of person who invents the thing the kingdom actually needs. She taught the woman beside her one-flash-hold, master to master, and the woman taught the man beyond her, and I saw the code spread across the guild-hall floor by exactly the mechanism it was built to serve, hand to hand, no one carrying it, all of them making more of it, and I thought Brenna would have wept to see it and would have denied weeping and would have logged it.

“A little girl who’s twelve and defends her census like a gate,” I said. “She’ll want to know you learned it. Write and tell her. She likes the letters.”

The senior lamplighter flashed one-flash-hold again, just to watch the row answer. A hundred of the capital’s keepers decided, on a chalked floor, that this code belonged in their hands. They flashed one-hold back at Wat without prompting.

Colm ran them through it twice more, patient, correcting grips, and by the end the guild-hall floor of the capital’s lamplighters looked exactly like the school yard on the march did on a teaching day: grown professionals bent over a child’s alphabet, flashing and holding, watching their rows answer, a hundred serious adults learning to make light talk. Wat logged who learned fastest, the way we log everything, so we’d know who to send for when the city needed a relay master of its own. And an old lamplighter asked, at the end, whether they could keep the code after the Games, use it on ordinary nights, and Wat said the point was that they could, that a code you keep is a code that keeps working, and the man nodded slowly and said, “Then you’ve given us something we own beyond this one night.” I wrote the sentence down because it named the immediate gift cleanly: a thing they owned now, not a trick rented for one night.

Maeva watched the whole lesson from the guild-hall gallery and said nothing until it was over, which from Maeva is a kind of applause.

“You understand what you have just done,” she said, on the way out. “You did not teach a hundred lamplighters a race code. You gave a hundred of this city’s keepers a reason to belong to us instead of to the market, and you did it for free, in an afternoon, on a floor. The market pays men to sell their light. You taught men to make more of it and asked for nothing.” She was pleased in the deep way she is pleased when statecraft happens without her hand in it. “Remember this floor. These keepers chose the code before the race offered them a reason. The stone will do the shouting, but the keepers will have already decided, here, quietly, with chalk.”

“That’s the plan,” I said.

“I know it’s the plan. I am complimenting the plan. Do not make me do it twice.”



The Run started at full dark, and I called it from the barrow-tower with Wat’s board and the city laid out below me in the dark like an unlit map.

Yrsa ran our anchor leg. I’d asked her to take an easier station and she’d looked at me as she looks at a badly-made blade.

“The last hill is a gate,” she said. “The barrow-tower’s the last climb and the last beacon and whoever holds that hill holds the Run. Gates are mine. I don’t hold the easy stations. Put me on the hill and go call your race.”

The first movement was the market’s, and it was loud.

Rennick’s contracted dead went off the river gate line like loosed arrows, gilt-lit, legend-fast, and the crowd roared, because they were a genuine wonder to watch: the returned dead running the beacon route at a speed no living crew could match, their gilt shine streaking through the dark streets in a bright ribbon, station after station catching fire behind them. They took the lower city in a third of the time anyone else managed. Wat’s board showed it, the market’s line racing up the tally. The crowd along the route screamed for them. For the first quarter of the Run it looked like no contest at all.

“They’re fast,” Wat said, marking it, worried. His chalk was moving quick, the market’s line climbing the tally faster than anything the board had ever tracked. “Warden, they’re a third of the way up already. We’re barely at the river district. If it’s speed they win in a walk.”

“It isn’t speed,” I said. “Read the stone’s columns, not the crowd. Speed’s one line of three. Watch the spread column. Watch the middle city.”

Colm, beside me, wasn’t watching the runners at all. He was watching his rigs, three cold dots on the board waiting for the crews to reach the walls, muttering the way he mutters. “Let them run the flat. The flat’s theirs. The walls are mine and the code’s the girl’s, and the walls and the code come after the flat. A man who wins the easy part first has spent his lead before the hard part starts. Amateurs win early. Craftsmen win late.”

He was right, and it steadied Wat, and we waited for the middle city.

The second movement belonged to the middle city.

Because the market’s dead could only carry their own light. That is the thing the crowd couldn’t see and the stone could: gilt shine does not propagate. A contracted legend lights the station he touches and runs on, and the station behind him is one light, bright and alone. But where the march’s crews ran, they ran through streets full of the capital’s own lamplighters, the hundred we’d taught on the chalked floor, and when a march runner lit a beacon he flashed the street, and the street lit itself, one-flash-hold running down the rows faster than any legend could sprint, a hundred kept lamps catching each other’s fire because a code had taught them to talk.

The market’s line climbed as a bright thread. Behind the march crews, whole blocks answered one-flash-hold and filled with gold.

“Spread,” Wat said, grinning as he marked the tally. “They’re still ahead by twelve stations, but we’ve taken the spread column. None lost on either side.”

A west-district runner missed a handoff and doubled back. The market gained two stations. Then Colm’s first wall rig caught a slipping lamp, walked it safely up the pitch, and erased half the gap while the contracted runner beside it had to climb with flame in hand.

“Bought shine travels with its carrier,” Wat said, chalk moving fast. “Taught craft spreads. Eight stations now.”

“Now watch the hill,” I said. “Craft and code get us even, and even is all Yrsa has ever needed.”

The market’s beautiful dead drove their bright thread toward the tower. Behind our crews, the middle city’s lamps kept answering one-flash-hold. Wat erased another two stations from the gap before the anchor hill began.



The third movement was the anchor hill, and it was Yrsa against Maren of the Causeway, saint against saint, and the last flat gave me every stride of it.

The market’s anchor was the Causeway saint, a duelist-legend two hundred years dead, returned whole and contracted and set to run the last hill, and she was a marvel even leashed: whipcord and fast, taking the tower-hill’s cruel pitch at a pace that ate Yrsa’s lead station by station. The two of them came up the last climb almost level, the living saint and the contracted one, the crowd on its feet, the new beacon waiting cold at the top for whichever of them planted the fire first.

Yrsa had Colm’s windlass on the last wall and she used it, the lamp walking up beside her while she climbed, no time lost, no light risked. Maren had legend-legs and needed no rig, and she pulled level at the wall’s top, and for a moment they ran the last flat stretch to the beacon side by side, two saints, and the sight held the whole tower silent.

Then Maren reached for the thing her legend owned.

It happened and so did the whole square. Two hundred years ago the Causeway saint had been famous for a burst, a final impossible acceleration, the closing sprint that had won her every race and every duel of her life, the thing that made her a legend. She reached for it now, on the last flat, to take the beacon from Yrsa by the margin her legend had always won by.

And she hit the cap.

It was awful to watch. She reached for the ceiling her own legend had owned in life, and the contract’s cap closed over it like glass, and she hit it mid-stride the way a bird hits a window it can’t see, her whole body lurching as the burst that had defined her simply was not there, forbidden, capped, sold. She stumbled. She did not fall. But the legend-speed her own life had earned was locked away behind a ceiling somebody had put there without her leave, and she felt it, and her face, for one terrible public instant, was the face of a woman reaching for her own hand and finding it chained.

Yrsa took the last ten strides alone and planted the beacon.

The fire caught at the top of the barrow-tower, the whole route lit gold below it, none lost, and the crowd erupted. And Yrsa did not celebrate. She stood at the beacon with her hand still on the iron and she looked back down the flat at Maren of the Causeway, who had stopped, and stood there in her gilt with her chest heaving, staring at her own legs as if they’d betrayed her, and Yrsa looked at her a long moment with a stillness I knew.

Yrsa had died undefeated and been filed under a coward’s name. She knew, better than anyone alive, what it was to have your own legend taken from you and worn by someone else. She looked at Maren of the Causeway hitting a ceiling somebody had sold her, and she did not gloat, and she did not look away, and I could see her filing it, as I file things, for a day when she could do something about it.

Rennick waited at the foot of the hill when Maren came down.

He went to her the way a proud owner goes to a horse that’s just lost, half solicitude and half accounting, and he said something to her, and she did not answer him. She looked at him as she’d looked at her own legs, and then she looked past him, at nothing, the flat dead courtesy of a contracted thing that has just been reminded exactly what it is. And Rennick stood there with his showman’s face on, in front of a saint he’d returned to the world and then watched hit a wall he didn’t understand. The showman’s face slipped crooked on him.

He turned and went to the man beside him, the soft man, the barker, and he asked a question. I couldn’t hear it. I didn’t need to. It was the question a man asks when his prize instrument has failed in public and he doesn’t know why: what happened to her, why did she stop, why can’t she reach the thing she was famous for. And the soft man answered him with genial patience and handed him something, and the reply came as a paper instead of an answer. Rennick looked down at what looked, even from the tower, like a price list, and his face when he looked up from it was the face of a man who has asked why the woman he raised from the dead is broken and been handed a schedule of fees.

He didn’t pocket the paper right away. That was the tell. All season Rennick pocketed the warm coin the instant it touched his hand, fast, hungry, a ferry-town boy who’d learned money doesn’t wait. This time he held the paper a beat too long, staring at it, before he put it away, and I filed that hesitation too, because a man who pauses over the payment is a man who has started to add up what it’s buying.



The etch lit before the crowd had finished roaring.

[THE LAMP RUN: THE ROUTE LIT. NONE LOST. MARCH BANNER.]

And beneath it, added unsworn, in a hand the mother-stone accepted because it was true, the senior lamplighter of Dun Barrow set down the line that won the spring more quietly than any duel:

THEY TAUGHT US THE CODE FIRST.

Bram grieved professionally over his own board.

“My odds,” he mourned, chalking the payout. “Look what you’ve done to my beautiful odds. I had the march at three-to-one on spread and you went and taught the whole city to shine, and now everyone who bet against you is broke and everyone who bet with you is barely worth paying out. You’ve ruined honest bookmaking. This is why I don’t insure against you.”

“You bet on us yourself,” Suzu pointed out.

“I bet on us BADLY,” Bram said, wounded, “at the wrong odds, out of sentiment, and now I’ve barely made a profit, which is the worst thing that can happen to a man in my trade. A loss you can respect. A tiny profit is just embarrassing.”

The capital bookmakers, meanwhile, were having a worse night than Bram, and he took a professional’s grim satisfaction in it. They had priced the market team to win on speed, because speed is what you can see, and they had not known to price the spread column, because none of them had stood on a chalked guild-hall floor watching a hundred lamplighters learn to make a city light itself. “That’s the lesson,” Bram told me, chalking his modest embarrassing profit, “and it’s the same lesson as always and nobody in this trade ever learns it. You can’t price a thing you haven’t watched with your own eyes. They saw fast legs and bought fast legs. I noticed a little girl’s alphabet taught to a hundred keepers on a floor, and I knew what it meant, and I still bet it wrong out of sentiment, which is my own failing and I own it.” He looked out over the gold city the code had lit. “But at least I bet it wrong on the right side. A man who loses money believing in the correct thing is closer to grace than a man who makes it believing in the wrong one. Don’t put that in a ballad. It’ll scan and Suzu will never let me hear the end of it.”



The market’s counter-tell came at the finish, one small beat, and it put a visible dent in the market’s season.

A stall appeared near the barrow-tower as the crowd streamed down, a stall that had not been there before, selling, in warm little phials, “beacon light, bottled, tonight’s, catch the founder’s fire home.” Gilt off the very beacon Yrsa had just lit, or claiming to be, priced to sell to a crowd high on spectacle.

And nobody bought.

It happened. The crowd came down off the Run warm and gold and singing, having just watched their own city teach itself to shine, and they walked past the stall selling bottled beacon-light, and they did not stop, because you cannot sell a man a phial of light when he has just watched a hundred of his own lamplighters make a whole city glow for free. The stall stood there with its warm phials and the crowd flowed past it like water around a stone.

The soft man behind it watched the un-buying with a genial smile. And the smile did not reach anything. It stayed on his face, warm and market-bright, while nobody bought, and there was nothing behind it, no breath under it, the way the tavern-keeper in Millbrook had said. He watched a crowd refuse him with a laugh that had no lungs in it, and then he folded the stall and it was not there anymore, and I logged the refusal, because a market denied once is a market that has learned it can be refused, and so have we.



Yrsa found me on the beacon platform after the crowds drained, and she barred the trapdoor with a length of beacon-iron before she said a word.

The new beacon burned above us, throwing warmth and storm-light down the platform, and the whole capital lay below the tower in the dark, gold with the route she’d lit, eleven thousand lamps spread out like a drill-field at parade rest. She was twenty-four, dead ninety-four years and returned whole, still flushed from the hill. Sweat shone on her winter-pale skin. The race and the fury of what she’d watched on the flat both needed somewhere to go.

“Won the hill,” she said. Duel-grammar at its briefest; her blood was still up. “Claiming the view. Hands.” A beat, out of discipline, the old rule restated: “You know the word. If I say it, you stop.”

“I know the word,” I said. “Come here.”

She crossed the platform and she was all coiled spring, the race still in her, the fury still in her, and she took my face in both hands first, hard, and kissed me as she does everything, like a contest she intends to win. The beacon threw its heat down over us and the storm-grey light was already silvering the old training scars on her forearms and the newer shear-claw line across her ribs, the one only I’m allowed to look at without losing teeth.

I put my hand flat against that scar, as I always do, a claim and a promise both, and she went still for exactly one breath, as she always does, and then the coil released.



She took what she wanted as she takes a hill, and I met her fierce because fierce was what the night was made of.

I opened her fighting leathers instead of stripping them away. The loosened leather framed her small high breasts and left the rest of her in the gear she’d won the hill wearing. My palm covered the shear-claw scar across her ribs. She tested the pressure once, found it steady, and pushed my hand harder against it.

“Mine,” I said.

“Scar or saint?”

“Both.”

“Good answer. Keep your hand there.”

I kissed her hard, then dragged my mouth down her throat to one firm breast. Her nipple tightened under my tongue. She swore, low and pleased, one hand fisting in my coat while the other opened my belt with a duelist’s impatient efficiency.

“Cock out,” she said. “Now.”

I obeyed that one. Her pale fingers wrapped around me, stroked once, and stopped when I caught her wrist.

“My hands,” I reminded her.

The storm-grey eyes sharpened. “Then use them.”

I put her against the warm stone of the beacon housing, spread one long leg around my hip, and ran my fingers between her thighs. Her pussy was already slick from the race and the climb. I worked her clit with two rough circles, watching the fierce set of her mouth fail, then pushed two fingers into her and curled them until her shoulders struck stone.

“There,” she said. “Again. Harder.”

I gave her three slow thrusts of my fingers and withdrew. She made an angry sound at the loss, which became approval when I lifted her thigh and pressed my cock to her soaked entrance.

“Say it.”

“Fuck me against the beacon, Dorian. Hands. No reverence.”

I pushed into her in one controlled stroke. Her pussy opened tight and hot around my cock, squeezing as I filled her. We both went still for the first contact, her forehead against mine, storm-grey light tracing the scar beneath my palm.

Then I took her standing. One hand stayed braced on the warm stone beside her head, the other under her thigh, driving up into her while she gripped my shoulders hard enough to bruise.

“Harder,” she got out, single syllables already. “There. Yes. Won the hill. Won.”

Skin struck stone-warmed skin. Her wetness slicked my cock and the inside of her thigh. The beacon threw heat down over us while spring cold rose from the boards, and she chose the warmth, arching into the fire and my mouth on her throat. Her nails scored my shoulders. Tactical grammar burned off her voice, leaving fierce broken sounds each time I buried myself to the root.

“You felt her hit the cap,” I said against her ear. “Feel the difference. Nothing over you. Nothing holding you down.”

“You hold me down.”

“Because you asked.”

“Then do it properly.”

I changed the angle and drove into her with short hard strokes that kept her pinned between my body and the beacon stone. Her open leathers rubbed against the warm housing. One breast jumped with every impact, nipple hard in the night air, and I caught it in my mouth while my hand held the scar across her ribs.

She swore against my hair. “That. Keep the scar under your hand. I want to feel exactly who is holding me.”

“The man you chose after he beat you dirty on the tide-flat.”

“Fair and dirty. Get the record right.”

“The man who fixed your heel tell.”

“And got arrogant about it.”

“The man whose cock you’re squeezing right now.”

Her answer lost every tactical edge. “Yes. Him. Harder.”

I gave her harder until her pussy began to flutter around me and the first edge of her peak came through the bond. Then I stopped.

Yrsa made a sound of pure offended violence. “Why.”

“Because I decide when you finish. Kneel.”

The storm-grey eyes widened. Then she slid down the warm stone and knelt on the platform boards, leathers open, small breasts bare, pale skin striped by beacon-light. I pulled my wet cock free and held it in front of her mouth.

“Take me clean enough to put me back inside you.”

“That’s not clean.”

“It’s an order, not a sanitary claim.”

Her ugly honest laugh escaped once. Then she took the head between her lips.

Yrsa approached oral as she approached a difficult bind: direct, no decoration, all concentration. Her mouth was hot and slick. She took me deeper on each pass while her hand worked the base, storm-grey eyes fixed upward on mine. Wet sounds mixed with the beacon’s low crackle.

I threaded my hand into her black hair and set the pace. She tested the grip once, found it real, and opened her throat. The sight almost spent me. I stopped her before it could.

“Enough. Up.”

She released me with a wet pull of her lips and one impressed curse. A line of saliva shone briefly between her mouth and my cock before she wiped it with the back of her hand.

“Floor,” she said. “Now. And if you stop again, I bite.”

“You won’t.”

“No,” she admitted. “I won’t.”

I hauled her upright, kissed the taste of us from her mouth, and lowered her onto the platform boards. She landed on top, astride, and laced her hands through mine before she sank onto my cock again. Her thighs flexed on either side of me. The beacon-fire gilded sweat along the small firm breasts above her opened leathers while the whole city lay below.

She rode fierce, hips lifting and dropping hard enough to make the platform boards complain. I let her choose the first rhythm, then freed one hand and gripped her jaw-blunt black hair.

The change in her was immediate. Her hands loosened, then clutched mine again. Her hips kept moving, but the challenge left them. She gave me the pace entirely.

“Oh,” she said. “There. Take it. Don’t stop.”

I planted my feet and drove up into her, setting a harder rhythm than hers. Her pussy clenched around each upward thrust, hot and dripping, while I held her hair and made her look down at me.

I shifted her knees wider and dragged her down until every upward stroke ground the base of my cock against her clit. The new angle broke a curse out of her. She braced one hand on my chest and used the other to lace our fingers again, holding on instead of testing.

“There,” she said. “Keep the hill.”

“I have it.”

I drove up hard, stopped buried, and made her feel the difference between motion she commanded and pressure she had chosen to endure. Her pussy fluttered around me. Storm-grey light gathered in the old scars along her thighs.

“Again,” she ordered.

I gave her the same deep stroke, then a third, each one ending with her ass striking my hips and her clit dragged firmly against me.

“Free saint,” I said. “Whole ceiling. My hands. Say who chose this.”

“I did.”

“Again.”

“I chose you. Now make me come on your cock.”

I thumbed her clit where her body met mine and fucked up into her faster. Her commentary collapsed to sounds. The storm-grey edging brightened along every scar, and through the Crowned bond I felt the peak gathering in her before her body reached it.

“Witnessed,” she gasped, with eleven thousand lamps below us.

Her pussy seized around my cock. Internal spasms milked me in hard pulses as her whole athletic body went rigid over me, then broke into shaking. I kept driving through the contractions until she made one raw sound and clung with both hands.

“Still free,” I said, holding her hair and making her keep her eyes on mine. “Still whole. Still choosing every stroke.”

“I chose,” she got out. “Now finish what I chose.”

I rolled us across the platform without pulling free, taking her beneath me for the final drive. Her long legs locked around my hips. The beacon’s heat washed one side of us while spring cold bit the other, and her storm-grey light flashed along every scar as I pinned her open with my body and gave her the hard, short strokes she had demanded.

I lost my rhythm at last. I hauled her against me, buried myself deep, and came inside her in forceful pulses. My cum flooded her while her walls kept clenching, each spurt echoing through the bond so she felt my finish from both sides and shuddered again on it. I stayed pressed to the root while the last pulse spent itself. When I eased back, warmth leaked around my cock and down onto the platform boards, bright in the beacon-light before the cold took its shine.



Aftercare was soldier-grade, the way it always is with her: the platform boards, a shared water skin, her bare shoulder against mine and the beacon housing warm at our backs, zero cuddling vocabulary and more tenderness than any of it.

She passed me the water skin and took it back and was quiet a while, and then she said the real thing, low and fierce, the thing the whole night had been aimed at.

“That woman on the hill,” she said. “Maren. She reached for the thing that made her, and it wasn’t there, because somebody sold her ceiling out from under her. She fought her way back from the dead and they capped her at the door.” She stared at the beacon. “Nobody sells mine. You gave me my whole ceiling back for free, the night you called me and let me refuse you. You could’ve leashed me. Every summoner before you leashed. You held the door open and let me choose to hate you and then let me choose not to.” Her jaw was tight. “Don’t think I forgot the difference. I witnessed a saint hit glass tonight. I was glad to be free, and I wanted that contract under my own hands.”

“We’ll make the chance,” I said.

“I know.” Her empty hand closed once around the water skin. When she spoke again, the fierce register had gone out of her voice and left something older underneath. “You want to know the thing I couldn’t say down there, in front of the crowd, when I planted the beacon and looked back at her?” She took the water skin, drank, passed it back. “I registered myself. That’s what it was. I stood at the top of that hill and looked down at a saint reaching for the thing that made her and finding it chained, and I took in the ninety-four years I spent filed under a coward’s name, when my whole legend was that I held a gate and didn’t run. Somebody took my name and hung it on the man who ran, and I was dead and couldn’t fix it, and I followed Maren reach for her own famous stroke tonight and find it gone, and it was the same theft. Different hand. Same theft.” Her jaw worked. “You gave this dead woman her true name back. You told the world I held the gate and the coward ran. I don’t have a way to say thank you for that. This is the closest I’ve got.” And she leaned her head back against the warm stone. “The order’s coming to ask us to teach them. Halvard’s bringing their masters. When they do, I’ve got a price, and it’s not gold.” Her eyes were half-shut now, the adrenaline finally banking, sleep taking her the way it takes her, sitting up, against something she trusts. “There’s a wall in the Champions’ Rest with thirty-nine names on it. All of them held their gates on loans. I’m going to make the order give Ilsabet hers. A fortieth name. A woman who held her gate for free. My instructor. Ninety-five years uncredited. Ilsabet Kron.” A yawn. “The last hill tonight had bad cobbles on the north face. Loose.”


Chapter 7: What the Certifiers Missed

The morning after the Lamp Run, Sidonie brought three children into the palace yard, each flanked by a parent braced for a price.

Founders’ Night stood nineteen days away. These families had already waited too long for a true answer.

“The certifiers failed all three,” she said. She had them lined up in the borrowed drill-yard with their parents, and she’d read the certifiers’ notes herself, because she reads everything. “Failed is the wrong word, and I dislike the wrong word. The certifiers couldn’t settle them on a grade. The stone won’t say. And a stone that won’t say, in this kingdom, this season, means a family gets told the child is unreadable, and an unreadable child is a frightened child, and a frightened family is a family a warm man with a phial can sell something to.” She folded her arms. “I have three families who were about to be sold hope. I would rather you read them true first.”

“Then we read them true,” I said. “We offer teaching, never examination for its own sake. My whole household would divorce me if I forgot the difference.”

I said Merta’s law aloud, because the parents needed to hear it before their children did. “Nobody here studies your child. That’s the certifier’s trade, and it’s an honest trade, but it’s not ours. We help them learn, or we step back. If your child has a door, we teach them to keep it shut until they’re ready. If your child has no door, we teach them the same steadying exercise anyway, because it’s a good thing to know and it costs nothing to learn. And if I can’t read your child at all, I’ll tell you that too, plainly, and I won’t dress it up and I won’t sell you a phial to fix it. Is that acceptable?”

It was. It always is, when you say it first. Half the fear in the world is fear of what a stranger will do to your child that they won’t tell you about.

Petra had come along to help with the children, in her capacity as the school’s ambassador, and she took her duties with the gravity she takes everything. She had the three waiting children charmed within minutes, telling them a carefully edited version of the dragon story, wooden blade across her knees, and when the boy who turned out to have no door asked her, worried, whether you had to have a door to come to the school, Petra drew herself up to her full modest height.

“I have no door at all,” she informed him, with enormous dignity. “I have a wooden sword and a certificate signed by a saint, which is better, because doors open by themselves and a certificate you have to earn. There is no door involved anywhere in my whole career.” The boy was visibly comforted, and I made a note to tell Yrsa that the certificate she’d handed over under protest last autumn was, at that exact moment, doing more good in the world than most swords ever manage.



I read them the way Tam reads lamps: hardware first, no reaching.

The first was a boy of eleven, sturdy, anxious, whose stone-read came back a muddle the certifiers couldn’t grade. I read him with Dragon’s Measure and the Anchor’s own sense both, slow, and there was nothing wrong with him at all.

“He’s late,” I told his father. The ledger wrote it plain, and I read it out so the man could hear the exact words. [UNSETTLED. GIVE IT A WINTER.] “That’s all. Some doors sit half-formed for a year or two before they decide what they are, and a stone can’t grade a thing that hasn’t finished becoming itself. The certifier read him true. The certifier just didn’t have a word for ‘not yet.’ We do. Give it a winter. Bring him back next spring or don’t bring him at all, whichever you like. There’s nothing here to fix and nothing here to fear.”

The father’s shoulders came down from around his ears. “Nothing to fear,” he repeated, testing it, and I studied a man set down a weight he’d carried since a stone confused him.

The second was a girl of nine, and she read [A DOOR, UNOPENED], and her mother cried.

I want to set down how the mother cried, because it told me everything about the season. She did not cry the way you cry over frightening news. She cried the way someone cries who has spent a whole winter braced to be sold something, who has walked past a market of warm phials with a strange child’s hand in hers and dreaded the day she’d have to choose between a certifier’s shrug and a pedlar’s smile, and who has just been told, for free, in a plain yard, that her daughter is whole, beyond price, and simply the second of a new thing in the world, a door that would open when it was ready, and no sooner, and nobody was going to hurry it or price it or take it.

“She’s like the boy in your letters,” the mother said. “The march boy. The one who holds his door shut.”

“She’s like Tam,” I agreed. “The second one I’ve read. Which means she isn’t alone, and neither are you.” I crouched to the girl’s height. “You’ve got a door. You don’t have to open it. In fact the rule is you don’t, not for years, not till you’re grown and sure. The whole first lesson is holding it shut. Can you sit in front of a candle and not touch it?”

The girl considered this with a nine-year-old’s gravity. “How long?”

“As long as it takes to get boring,” I said. “Boring’s how you know you’ve got it.”

“I can be boring,” she said, with total confidence, and her mother laughed through the crying, and I taught her one-flash-hold on the spot with a shuttered lamp, and she was, in fact, immediately and gloriously boring at it, which is to say perfect.

The third was a boy of ten, and I read him, and there was no door there at all.

I read him twice to be sure, because a thing like that you do not get wrong, and there was nothing: no Anchor’s spark, no half-formed door, no late-blooming muddle. Just a boy. The certifiers had failed him because he’d been sent up with the others and the stone had had nothing to say, and a stone with nothing to say reads, to a frightened parent, like a verdict.

I told him the truth, kindly, because kindly is the only way to tell a child a thing like that.

“There’s no door in you,” I said. “That’s not a bad thing and it’s not a sad thing. Most people in the world don’t have one, and they hold plenty of things anyway, and the ones who hold them best are usually the ones who had to want it instead of being born to it.” I crouched down. “You want to learn the candle anyway? It won’t ever open a door, because you haven’t got one. But half of holding a door is just wanting to hold it, and that part you can learn, and it’s the more useful half most days.”

The boy thought about it. “Will it help me hold other things?”

“Everything else,” I said. “It’s just paying attention on purpose. Doors are the least of what that’s good for.”

“Then yes,” he said.

I put three lamps on the chalk line: one honest oil lamp, one empty lantern with no wick, and one of my echoed lanterns, faint enough to last only a minute. The children sat opposite them.

“Do not tell me which lamp has magic,” I said. “Tell me what each one actually does.”

The late-blooming boy watched the honest lamp. “That one smokes because the wick’s too long.”

“Good. Fix?”

“Trim it.”

The girl with the unopened door watched the empty lantern and frowned. “That one wants something from me.”

Her mother tensed behind her. I kept my voice plain.

“Does wanting mean you have to give it?”

“No.”

“What do you do first?”

She put both hands in her lap. “Hold.”

The pressure around the empty lantern eased. Her shoulders followed.

The boy with no door watched my echo-lantern. “That one’s fading.”

“Why?”

“Because you made it and stopped feeding it.”

“Exactly. Does that make it bad?”

He thought. “No. It did the job while it lasted.”

The certifiers’ senior, standing by the rail, wrote that down.

We rotated the lamps. The girl learned that the unopened door inside her answered attention but not obligation. The late-blooming boy learned to call uncertainty by its honest name instead of failure. The child with no door found three faults the others missed because he was not distracted by the pressure of magic.

“He reads hardware,” Petra announced. “That is better than doors. Doors are dramatic and hardware is what keeps them from falling on you.”

The boy sat straighter.

“Can I learn locks?”

Suzu, passing the yard with her warrant around her neck, stopped so abruptly one tail appeared through the glamour.

“Yes,” she said. “From a licensed royal auditor. Your education is about to become extremely respectable and only technically criminal.”

His mother looked alarmed.

“Lawful locks,” Suzu added. “Mostly.”

“Entirely,” Sidonie called from the rail.

“The client has amended the curriculum,” Suzu told the boy. “This happens in municipal work.”

Then I taught him the steadying exercise beside the girl with the door and the boy who was merely late: three children on a chalked yard, none of them a problem, all of them learning to sit still in front of a small flame. It was a good morning in Dun Barrow, the kind that mattered because the lesson would travel. Before the families left, each child taught the next one the same exercise. By the third handoff the instructions were shorter, clearer, and no longer mine. That was how I knew the lesson would travel.

Petra supervised. She had appointed herself, without consultation, to the office of keeping the children still between exercises, and she did it by telling them the story of how a wooden blade came to have a certificate signed by a saint, which she rationed out in installments so that a child who fidgeted lost the next part until he settled. The boy with no door held the shuttered lamp and did his one-flash-hold and looked up at her, worried again, and asked whether the school would still want him if the certifiers had failed him. Petra crouched to his level with the gravity of a chancellor. “They failed me eleven times,” she said, which was a number she had invented on the spot and which was zero, “and I have a title and a blade and diplomatic immunity from a dragon. Failing is the first part of the story. Nobody sings the first part. Wait for the middle.” And the boy, comforted by a lie in the service of a truth, went back to his candle, and I decided not to correct the figure, because Petra’s arithmetic was wrong and her doctrine was perfect and only one of those mattered to a frightened boy.

Sidonie watched from the yard’s edge, and she did not say anything until the parents had gone, and then she said the thing an auditor says.

“You read three children in an hour and graded none of them and sold nothing to anyone,” she said. “The certifiers’ guild takes a day per child and charges for it and sends half of them away frightened. I have watched both now. I know which one I’d want if the child were mine.” She turned her surveyor’s glass over in her hands, a thing she does when she’s counting something that isn’t lamps. “You know what the market’s real advantage is? It isn’t speed and it isn’t the coin. It’s that it never tells anyone their child is unreadable and then shrugs. It has an answer for everyone, even if the answer is a lie. Your model has to have an answer for everyone too, a true one, or the lie wins by default.” She looked at the boy with no door, walking off happy beside his mother. “You gave a boy with nothing a candle and a reason. That’s the answer. It’s just slower than a phial, and it doesn’t glow, and I don’t know yet how to make a frightened city choose it.”

“You make it survivable,” I said. “Same as the fathers. A frightened parent chooses the true slow thing if the true slow thing doesn’t cost them their child’s dignity to reach.”

“I’m beginning to think that sentence is the whole spring,” she said. “Make the true thing survivable. It’s not as pretty as a founding song.”

“Nothing true is,” I said, and she filed that, I could tell, somewhere near the entry she was keeping on me and pretending she wasn’t.

The certifiers’ senior had come to watch, a careful older man with a certifier’s clerical hands, sent, I think, to catch us studying children so the guild could have an opinion about it. He watched me read three children without prodding a single one, watched me tell a boy the truth for free and teach him anyway, and he did not say anything. But somewhere in the middle of it he took out his own notebook, and he started writing, his honest face bent over a learner’s notes, free of any complaint.

At the end of it he came over, and he did the thing I have learned to value most in a man of his trade, which is that he asked a real question instead of defending his craft.

“You have a grade for ‘not yet,’” he said. “We don’t. Our stones say pass or fail or unreadable, and unreadable is the one that frightens the families, and I have handed ‘unreadable’ to a hundred parents this winter and watched them walk straight from my table to that market, because I gave them a locked door and a warm man offered them a key.” He looked at the three children learning their candle. “How do I learn to say ‘give it a winter’?”

“You just did,” I said. “Keep the ones you can’t grade in observation for another winter. Staff follow-up yards. Say ‘not yet’ aloud to the parents instead of sending them away with ‘unreadable.’ It’s slower and takes more hands. But every ‘give it a winter’ you say is one less family walking to that market with a frightened child. You’ll save more names than I will by changing what happens at your own table.”

He wrote that down too, and he did not sell his craft’s dignity to defend it, and I filed him beside the ferryman and the lamplighters, another honest actor the kingdom kept in a corner, waiting to be asked.



The order came to be taught that afternoon, and it cost them more to ask than it will cost them to learn.

Halvard brought them, the masters of the Champions’ Rest, the kingdom’s finest, the hall of champions that had trained the kingdom’s greatest fighters for centuries. They came into the borrowed drill-yard in good plain steel, unblessed since Kingslight like everyone else at the top of this kingdom, and they stood there stiff and proud and unable to say the sentence they’d come to say, because it is the hardest sentence a master ever says.

Their eldest said it. He was a grey man built like a door, scarred, with the particular dignity of someone who has been the best in the room for forty years and has just discovered the room got bigger.

“We held gates for this kingdom for three hundred years,” he said. “Every one of us trained here, in the Champions’ Rest, under masters who trained under masters. And at Kingslight we learned that the strength we were teaching was a loan. The blessing. The shine. We were teaching men to fight on borrowed weight and calling it a tradition.” His jaw worked. “We have forgotten how to hold anything we were not paid to hold. Your saint held a gate for free and died undefeated and the kingdom filed her under a coward. We want our own deeds filed under our own names.” He got the last of it out. “Teach us.”

Yrsa had been leaning on the yard rail through all of it, and she came off it slow, and she named her price, flat, non-negotiable, as she names terms.

“Your wall,” she said. “The Champions’ Rest has a wall. Thirty-nine names on it, the greatest gate-holders of the kingdom. I’ve seen the list. All thirty-nine held their gates on loans, on blessings, on borrowed weight, and got their names cut in the finest hall in the kingdom for it.” She let that sit. “There’s a name that isn’t on your wall. Ilsabet Kron. Garrison instructor. Held the gate at Havrun for nine days with no blessing and no loan and died there undefeated, and got filed under the lord who ran. She taught the guard I’ll teach you. The loose grip. The count-and-step. The strongest stands last. Every good thing I know about holding a gate runs back through her, and her name is on no wall anywhere.” Her storm-grey eyes were level. “Cut her name into your wall. Ilsabet Kron. Havrun. Nine days. Then I’ll teach you. Or find another teacher who’s willing to inherit thirty-nine loans and leave the fortieth name empty. That’s the price. It’s not gold.”

The masters conferred for the length of one breath. It did not take longer. That is how you know they were worth teaching.

“We’ll cut the stone ourselves,” the eldest said. “Before the Petitioners’ Fair. By our own hands. It’s ninety-five years overdue, and I knew that the moment you said her name, and I’m ashamed it took a garrison brat from a province to say it in my own yard.” He inclined his head, master to master. “Teach us, Saint Kaldwyn. We’ll earn the wall we’ve got before we die.”



The first lesson was the kingdom’s best men learning to hold their swords loose, like first-years, and it was worth the whole trip.

Yrsa taught them the loose grip, and they hated it, the way everyone hates it at first, because a master’s whole body has learned to clamp down on a blade and she was telling them the clamp was the flaw. She taught them the count-and-step, and made them recite the rule, the greatest fighters of the kingdom saying it out loud like children on a chalked yard: the strongest stands last. She corrected the eldest master’s footwork by pointing at his back heel and not saying a word, and he looked at his own heel and swore, softly, an old man discovering that the thing he’d been doing wrong for forty years was the thing a garrison instructor had fixed in her students on the fourth day of a nine-day siege.

Saskia entered through the yard gate from the circuit road in the middle of it, dust on her boots and no patron’s colors on her solo duelist’s rig. She took the rail without interrupting the count-and-step. After a while she came off it, fell in among the masters, and corrected one man’s guard by pointing the way Yrsa had. Then she left by the same gate before anyone could thank her, a woman who had learned the lesson years ago the hard way and came only to see the kingdom’s masters learn it too.

Yrsa watched her go and permitted herself the smallest possible nod.

“She’ll enter the Lists,” Yrsa said. “Unpatroned. She’s here for a reason and it isn’t nostalgia. Saskia doesn’t do nostalgia. She’s measuring the ground.” A pause. “She’ll win, too. Watch.”

I caught sight of Saskia go, out across the yard as she came, and I thought about the shape of her resistance to the market. She had a hand that set wrong at fifteen and would never hold a bind, and she had built a whole right-handed craft on top of the ruin of it, on a circuit two provinces wide with no patron, no blessing, no shine, and nobody’s colors. Every part of Saskia Roehn’s strength had been earned with a broken hand and a hard road. The market could buy earned deeds if need ever drove her to sell them. What it could not find in her today was craving: she wanted no borrowed shine, depended on no patron, and would not sell the craft she’d paid for in pain. She walked out of the yard without waiting to be thanked, her plain unborrowed work still visible in every corrected stance behind her.

The masters drilled until the light went, and they did not complain again after the first hour, which is the mark of good ones: they hated the loose grip and they did it anyway, and by dusk the eldest could hold his blade the new way through a full count-and-step without his knuckles whitening, and when he managed it he looked as pleased as any first-cohort child who’d finally kept a candle steady, and just as embarrassed to be pleased.

The younger masters took it worse than the eldest, because they had further to fall. One of them, a broad-shouldered man who had won three provincial tournaments on the strength of a grip like a vise, could not make his hand let go of the blade no matter how Yrsa pointed, and he grew so frustrated that he threw the practice sword down and demanded to know how a loose grip could possibly hold a gate. Yrsa picked the sword up, put it back in his hand, closed his fingers to the correct softness with her own, and told him, flat, that a clamped hand tires in a minute and a loose one holds all day. Ilsabet Kron had held a gate for nine days through smarter use of strength. His choice was the vise or the gate. He held the loose grip for a whole count after that, hating it, and by the third try he did not hate it, and by the fifth he looked at his own soft correct hand as if it belonged to someone wiser than he was.

“Ninety years my order taught the clamp,” the eldest said, flexing his hand. “And a garrison instructor knew better on the fourth day of a siege. We put the wrong things on our wall, Warden. We put the men who won the wars. We should have put the woman who taught the men who won the wars.” He looked at Yrsa across the yard, correcting a younger master’s stance with a pointed finger and no words. “We’ll cut Kron’s name at the top. Put it at the top, where the teaching starts. It’s the only one up there that was ever free.”

The masters did not leave the promise as words in a yard. They took us to the Champions’ Rest before supper and began the work.

The wall stood in the oldest training hall, thirty-nine names cut in three even rows. The top course held the founders of the order, gilt once, all their blessing sockets empty since Kingslight. Between the first and second names lay a span of untouched stone wide enough for one more entry. Nobody remembered why it had been left.

Yrsa did.

“Teaching starts before the first champion,” she said. “That’s where she goes.”

The eldest master brought out chisels, a straightedge, charcoal, and the old Havrun rolls. He did not ask a mason to do it. Every master put a hand to the work because they had promised their own hands, and because a name omitted by an order should be restored by the order rather than hired out.

They verified every letter before cutting. Ilsabet Kron. Garrison instructor. Havrun. Nine days. Her own name stood clear of inherited titles and any lord’s borrowed command.

“Spell the surname,” the eldest said.

Yrsa did. Once. Her clipped voice stayed level. Her whetstone hand closed empty at her side.

The first chisel strike sounded too loud in the hall.

A chip of pale stone jumped from the dark wall. The eldest master caught it before it hit the floor and set it on the instructor’s bench instead of throwing it into the rubble bucket.

“Receipt,” he said.

Yrsa looked at that chip for a long moment. “Keep all of them. The school will want one.”

“The school gets the first. The order keeps the rest until the name is finished.”

They worked by turns. One master held the straightedge, one cut, one swept dust away with a brush worn soft by old inscriptions. No ceremony gathered around them. Practice blades rang in the adjoining hall. A boy hauled water past the open door. The kingdom’s finest fighters began correcting their own wall while ordinary work continued, which was how Ilsabet would have wanted it.

Yrsa refused the offered chisel.

“Your omission,” she said. “Your hands. I already carried her guard here.”

The eldest accepted that without defense. He set the point for the first upright of the I and struck again.

We stayed until the opening letter had depth enough to catch shadow. The full cutting would take days if they did it properly, and they meant to finish before the Petitioners’ Fair. Yrsa touched none of it. At the door she looked back once at the single new pale stroke above thirty-nine names.

“Started,” she said.

The eldest master set the chisel for the next strike.



Berengar walked the wall with me at dusk, and he asked the question his whole kingdom had been avoiding. I did not win the argument.

He’d sent everyone else away, which was itself an answer to a question I hadn’t asked: the king wanted to talk without a court to perform for. We walked the old wall in the last light, his unglowing hands on the parapet, and he looked out over his darkening city and laid it out plain.

“The market offers my kingdom its shine back,” he said. “By autumn. That’s the pitch. Every grey house lit again, every stone-board uncurtained, the whole city bright by harvest, for a price my houses can afford and are desperate to pay. And your model.” He turned his tired grey-blue eyes on me. “Your model offers my kingdom calluses. Lamps. A school. Ten years. Children learning to hold doors and old lamplighters learning a code. I believe you, Warden. I believe your light is real and his is stolen, I tracked the Lamp Run, I understand the difference between a thread and a tide.” He looked back at the city. “But I am not the man you have to convince. Convince the fathers. The men out there with children going hungry and a stone gone grey, who could feed their family’s name back to bright by selling one deed to a warm pedlar, and who look at your ten years of calluses and hear a rich province telling a poor city to be patient. Convince them. Because I can refuse the Listing with my own mouth and it means nothing if the whole city sells behind my back, one warm coin at a time, out of a father’s hunger, watching his children go without, which isn’t the same burden you carried.”

I didn’t have a speech. I’d have distrusted myself if I’d had one.

I took the Millbrook receipt out of my coat instead, the one I carry, the note of Harmon’s re-lit name and the loan Maeva had structured against his harvest, dignity intact, and I gave it to the king to read in the last of the light.

“I can’t promise fast,” I said. “I won’t lie to you and I won’t lie to the fathers. His way is faster. That’s true and I won’t pretend it isn’t. A man sells a deed today, his family’s name is bright tomorrow, and the cold gold buys real bread.” I let him read the receipt. “All I can promise is true, and one thing more. I can promise we’ll hold the door while true takes its time. That’s all I offer. The offer is true, with a hand on the door so the wolves don’t come in while a family’s still poor. A man doesn’t have to sell his name to a pedlar if someone he trusts is standing between him and the winter. That’s what the march is. That’s the only thing it’s ever been. A held door, while true takes as long as true takes.”

The king was quiet a while, reading it, and then he asked the question under the question, the one honest men always come to.

“And if I refuse the Listing,” he said, “and hold the door, and it takes ten years, and some of my people go dark and cold waiting for your slow true light. What do I tell a man whose children are hungry this winter, who could feed them bright by selling a deed he earned honestly, and whom I’ve forbidden to sell it for his own good?”

“You don’t forbid him,” I said. “That’s the market’s mistake and it’d be yours. You don’t forbid a hungry man anything. You stand between him and the winter so he doesn’t have to sell. You feed the name back the way we fed Harmon’s: a loan against a harvest, dignity intact, a real debt he carries upright. You make the true way survivable, and then you let him choose it, because he will, every time, if choosing it doesn’t mean watching his children starve for a principle.” I let that sit. “The market sells him a fast lie because nobody offered him a slow truth he could afford. Offer him the slow truth he can afford, hold the door while it comes true, and he won’t need the pedlar. It’s a soup kitchen, a loan-book, and a held door. It’s boring, and boring is how you know it’s real.”

The king read the receipt a second time, longer than a receipt needs reading, the way a man reads a thing when he is really deciding something else. “Harmon,” he said, finding the name on it. “A bridge-toll he forgave one hard winter. That’s the deed. That’s what he sold.” He was quiet. “I have generals whose deeds wouldn’t light a candle beside a forgiven bridge-toll, and they glow like festival lamps, because their light was issued and his was earned. Kingslight burned the issued kind and left the earned kind standing, and I’ve spent the winter telling myself that was a catastrophe.” He handed the receipt back. “You’re making me wonder if it was a correction. That’s an uncomfortable thing to wonder while your whole court is curtaining its stones and begging you to buy the shine back. If Kingslight was a correction, then the market is selling the disease back to a kingdom that just got cured, and every house buying is re-infecting itself on purpose, and I’m the only man positioned to say no, and saying no means telling hungry families to stay dark and honest.” He almost laughed. “You’ve made my job much worse, Warden. I was comfortable calling it a disaster.”

Then he looked at his own unglowing hands on the parapet for a long time, a man who could have his founding light back by autumn if he only said one word to a warm man, and who had not said it yet, and who was standing on a wall at dusk trying to find out whether he could ask his whole kingdom to be poor and honest a little longer.

“I’m not going to answer you tonight,” he said at last. “I want you to know that’s not weakness. It’s the opposite. A man who can be argued into the right answer in one evening can be argued out of it in the next, and I don’t intend to be either.” He handed the receipt back. “Keep showing me. Keep showing me receipts and Millbrooks instead of speeches. If you’re going to change a king’s mind, change it the way you built that march, slowly, with proof, so it stays changed.” He almost smiled, tired. “Come to think of it, that’s your whole point, isn’t it. Slow and true and it stays. Damn you. You made the argument by making me wait for it.”



Sidonie found me in the lamp-lit yard after, and she asked me for an hour.

The masters were gone, the children were gone, the yard was empty except for the poles Colm had lit against the dark, and she came out of the shadows with her surveyor’s glass in her hand and stood in the lamplight a while before she spoke, which is not like her. Sidonie does not hesitate. Sidonie counts, and decides, and acts. To watch her stand in a lamp-lit yard gathering herself was to watch an auditor auditing something she’d never had the courage to put a number to before.

“I’ve been watching you all day,” she said. “You read three children and told a boy he had no door and taught him anyway. You gave a king a receipt instead of a speech. You let my brother refuse to be convinced and thanked him for it.” Her thumb traced the worn brass rim of the glass. “Every answer you gave left the other person standing straighter. I want to understand how you do that when the true figure hurts.”

“How?”

“Give me an hour after the Lists. I’ll send word when the Counting Room is ready. Come as yourself, without the Crown’s sister or the King’s Trial auditor in the room.” The glass stilled in her hand. “One hour, in a room I’ll choose, where I ask questions I won’t ask in a yard and you answer them true. Today supplied enough evidence to justify the appointment. The rest belongs in private.” She was already turning to go, having spent more of herself in that yard than I’d ever seen her spend anywhere. “One hour. After the Lists. I’ll send word when the Counting Room is ready.”

“You’ll have it,” I said.

“I know I will,” she said, and the dry came back into her voice like a shield sliding home. “You hold doors. It’s practically your whole personality. Goodnight, Warden.”

She left with the surveyor’s glass held against her coat, counting the lamps between us without looking back.


Chapter 8: The Open Lists

Saskia’s first opponent finished his opening flourish and found her point waiting where his guard should have been.

Three nights had passed since the Lamp Run. Founders’ Night stood seventeen days away, and the Open Lists were fought before the Founding Stone in daylight, which meant every stroke was weighed. I spent the morning watching Saskia teach a capital that had not known what to make of her what economy looked like.

She’d entered unpatroned, no colors, a solo duelist’s rig, and she went through the early rounds like a woman doing sums. There was no waste in her. Where the great houses’ champions flourished and postured for the crowd, Saskia measured her opponent for ninety seconds, found the one line that beat him, and used it once. She had a broken left hand that set wrong at fifteen and cannot hold a bind, and she’d built a whole right-handed craft on top of it that no one in the capital knew to look for, and she took bout after bout with the flat efficiency of someone spending only what the job cost and not a copper more.

The capital learned her name the honest way, which is to say slowly, and then all at once. By the third round the crowd had stopped expecting the unpatroned woman to lose. By the fifth they were saying her name, and it was a clean name, unattached to any house or blessing, a name she’d built on a circuit two provinces wide with her own wrong hand, and it belonged to no one but her.

I paid attention to the crowd learn her against the grain of everything the capital had been taught to want. They had come to see house colors and legend-shine, blessed champions in gilt trim doing the beautiful wasteful things a blessing lets a man do, and instead they got a plain woman in a plain rig spending exactly what each bout cost and going home. She won ugly, by the standards of a court that likes its winning pretty. She measured a man, found his one flaw, used it once, and stepped back, and there was no flourish anywhere in it, and the first two rounds the crowd did not know what to make of her. Then, somewhere around the third, they started to understand that the plainness was the point, that they were watching a woman who had nothing to spend but craft and therefore spent no craft foolishly, and the understanding turned into a kind of hunger, because a starving city knows the taste of the real thing when it finally gets one, and Saskia Roehn was the realest thing in the lists.

Bram had a board on her, of course. He’d opened her at long odds because the capital didn’t know her, and he’d been quietly shortening them all morning, and by midday he was watching his own book with the pained expression of a man whose sentiment and whose arithmetic were agreeing, which distressed him.

“I backed her at nine-to-one at the Veltmark circuits,” he told me, chalking. “After she lost to your saint. Everyone thought I was daft. I carried the barrel with her name on it to the march and I’ve carried the bet ever since.” He shortened her again. “And now she’s about to win the Open Lists of the whole kingdom and pay me out, and I find I don’t want the money. I want to have been right about the person more than I want to be right about the odds. That’s a terrible thing to happen to a bookmaker. Don’t tell anyone.”

The market fielded Maren of the Causeway as its champion.

“The greatest duelist of her age,” the patter ran, the soft man’s voice carrying across the square, “returned for YOUR age. Watch a legend fight, friends, whole and returned, and ask yourselves what else the market could bring back for you.” And the crowd cheered, but the cheer had teeth-marks of unease in it now, because this same crowd had watched Maren hit glass on the anchor hill three nights before, had watched a legend reach for her own famous burst and find it chained, and a crowd that has seen the string does not clap for the puppet the same way twice.



Yrsa accepted the match where the whole square expected her to refuse it, and she told the marshal why, for the stones.

Everyone expected refusal. Yrsa’s whole legend is agency; she died undefeated and refused her own summoner on principle; the square assumed the Blade Saint would not lower herself to duel a contracted thing, a legend on a leash, a fight that couldn’t be fair because one fighter was capped and the other wasn’t. It would have been the easy honorable choice, and it would have been wrong, and Yrsa knew it was wrong.

She stepped to the marshal and said it loud enough for the mother-stone to weigh.

“I don’t duel debts,” she said. “I duel HER. Maren of the Causeway. Weigh the woman beneath the paper she’s chained to. She was the greatest duelist of her age and she’s still a causeway saint under all that contract, and she deserves an honest fight from an honest saint, not to be refused like she’s the thing that leashed her. Weigh the woman beneath the debt, marshal. I’ll fight her.” She looked across the ground at Maren, standing there in her gilt with the flat dead courtesy of a contracted thing. “And I’ll fight her at the honest line. Same line I’d fight her at if she were free. She’ll know the difference. That’s the point.”

The honest line. I knew what she meant, and so did Saskia, watching from the marshal’s side, because Yrsa had learned it from her river duel with Saskia: you fight a fighter at the level they can actually meet, and you don’t take the cheap opening their limitation hands you, because a win off someone’s chains isn’t a win, it’s just cruelty with a scoreboard.



The duel was real and glorious. Every exchange held my eyes.

They came together on the marshal’s word, and Maren of the Causeway, fighting at a fraction of what she’d been, was still a marvel. The cap took her top speed and her famous burst, but it could not take two hundred years of craft, and craft is what a duel is mostly made of. She fought with a whipcord economy that matched Saskia’s for waste and beat it for beauty, a saint’s footwork, blade-lines two centuries old and still clean, and twice she did something so fine that the whole square came to its feet.

On one exchange, she caught Yrsa’s advance on a bind and turned it, a slow perfect circle of steel that put Yrsa’s point offline and her own at Yrsa’s throat for half a heartbeat, and the crowd roared, and Yrsa gave ground and reset with an expression I knew, the expression of a fighter who has just been genuinely, gladly surprised.

Saint’s Footwork stirred in me as I watched, the echo Yrsa’s oath left in my own body, and I felt her lines as I feel them now, the weight settling onto the back foot, the coil before the step, and beside me an old master of the Champions’ Rest who had come to watch went very quiet, the way observers who have seen Yrsa fight always go quiet. He’d trained fifty years. He was watching two saints and he had nothing to say, and his silence was the loudest thing in that part of the square.

The second time, Maren read one of Yrsa’s feints unusually cleanly, stepped inside it, and scored a touch on Yrsa’s forearm, first blood, and the square screamed, and Yrsa looked at the line of red on her arm and then at Maren and grinned, a real grin, the fight-joy grin she almost never spends, because a saint who has been undefeated for ninety-four years does not often get to fight someone who can touch her.

There was a third moment, and it was the one the old master beside me never forgot, though it scored nothing. Midway through a long exchange the two of them found a rhythm, blade answering blade at a speed the crowd could barely follow, six strokes, eight, ten, neither giving ground, and it stopped being a fight and became a conversation, two saints speaking a language two centuries apart in the only grammar they both still owned. The square did not cheer that one. The square held its breath, because even a crowd that cannot name craft can feel when it is watching something it will tell its grandchildren about, and this was that, and it ended with both of them stepping back at the same instant, chests heaving, out of pure respect for the thing they had just made together.

And Yrsa fought her honestly the whole way. She did not once take the cheap opening the cap handed her. Where Maren’s contract slowed a recovery a hair, where the ceiling stole a fraction of a step, Yrsa did not pounce on it, because to win off Maren’s chains would have been to become the thing that chained her. She fought Maren at the honest line, saint to saint, the fight Maren would have gotten if she were free, and the square could feel it even if it couldn’t name it: this was a fight between two saints, one of them guarding both women’s honor.



The finish came when the cap closed like weather, and it is the reason people were quiet for a long time afterward.

Late in the bout, with the two of them level and the square breathless, Yrsa deliberately offered a great fighter the line that demanded her greatest answer. And Maren saw it, and reached for the riposte she had been famous for, the counterstroke two hundred years of songs were written about, the thing that had made her the greatest duelist of her age.

And the contract choked it.

It happened and so did everyone. She reached for her own legend’s answer and the cap closed over it like a door, and the riposte that should have been there simply was not, forbidden, capped, sold, and her blade faltered mid-motion, her whole body lurching into the empty space where her own famous craft used to live. She was open. She’d overcommitted to a stroke that wasn’t allowed to exist, and she was wide open, and it was the cheapest, easiest touch in the world for Yrsa to take.

Yrsa stepped back.

She stepped back, and she lowered her point, and she waited, in the middle of the Open Lists before the Founding Stone with the whole kingdom watching, while Maren of the Causeway found her feet and her balance and her guard again, and she did not take the opening the contract had handed her, because the mistake belonged to the leash, and Yrsa Kaldwyn does not win off one.

The square went very quiet. A crowd knows honor when it sees it, even when it can’t say the word.

Then Yrsa beat her. Clean. On a line the cap couldn’t touch, a simple honest exchange of craft against craft where neither speed nor a stolen burst mattered, just two fighters and one of them a hair better on that line on that day, and she took the winning touch fair, at the honest line, and stepped back with her point down.

And she asked the mother-stone for one etch.

“For the stone,” she said, loud, in the quiet. “Maren of the Causeway fought here today as if she were free. Weigh that. Etch that.” And the Founding Stone weighed it and lit it, in the sight of the whole kingdom:

[MAREN OF THE CAUSEWAY FOUGHT HERE AS IF FREE.]

Maren stood with her point down and her chest heaving and looked at the etch, at her own name lit true on the kingdom’s mother-stone for a fight she’d lost, honored as if the chains weren’t on her. And she said the only words she spoke during the Games, the flat dead courtesy of the contracted thing cracking for one instant around something underneath it.

“When I am free,” she said, “I’ll want that back properly.” And she saluted Yrsa, point to brow, saint to saint, and let the marshal lead her off.

Maren went out under escort, and the ropes stayed silent. The people nearest them lowered their hands instead of reaching for market phials. One old man who had cheered the Gray Lark took the gilt cord from his throat, looked at it, and closed his fist around the stopper without opening it.

At the south rope, a girl with a wooden practice sword copied Yrsa’s lowered point. Her father corrected the angle, then stopped, reconsidered, and lowered his own hand instead. Neither spoke. Around them, the square made room for Maren to leave without anyone reaching to touch the returned legend or buy a piece of what they had witnessed.

“She loaded something,” Nahari murmured beside me, eyes shut. “Do you feel it? Maren of the Causeway just asked, in front of the whole kingdom, to have that fight finished properly when she’s free. That is a good debt now. Leave it open.”



Saskia took the Lists outright by the day’s end, and the Crown offered her the post on the spot, and she asked one question.

She fought her way through the rest of the field as she’d started, economical, unpatroned, spending exactly what each bout cost, and by dusk she stood alone as the victor of the Open Lists, a solo duelist with no house and no blessing and no colors, the plain best fighter in the field. And Berengar himself came down to the ground, because a king who receives visitors in stable yards is a king who hands out honors in person, and he offered her the vacant first post of the reformed Champions of the kingdom, there, in front of the Founding Stone.

Saskia looked at the offer as she looks at everything, measuring it for the trap.

“Does it come with a loan?” she asked. Flat. Bone-dry. Her history in five words: she had watched blessings and their prices her entire life, and she wanted to know if the Crown was offering her a post or a leash with a nicer name.

“Not anymore,” Berengar said. “The old Champions came with a blessing and a debt. This one doesn’t. Kingslight burned the loans out of it. It comes with a wall you’ll have to earn your name onto, and a teacher, if you’ll take her.” He glanced at Yrsa, standing witness at the stone. “It comes with calluses and no shine and a hard road. That’s all I’ve got left to offer anyone. Earned, or nothing.”

Saskia considered it only long enough to be sure, which was not long, because she’d been measuring this choice since she rode through the yard gate.

“Then I’ll take it,” she said. And she was sworn, there, beside the Founding Stone, the kingdom’s first unblessed Champion of the new order, a woman who’d built her whole self on a wrong hand and a hard circuit and no patron at all, and Yrsa stood witness to the swearing and corrected not one single thing, which from Yrsa is the highest honor she owns.

Her yes looked simple from the ropes. Then she stripped the last scrap of house-colored ribbon from the offered baldric, dropped it at Berengar’s feet, and buckled on the plain steel. The crowd cheered louder for the absence of shine than it had for any gilt champion that spring.

The eldest master of the Champions’ Rest stepped down from the order’s rope and offered her a polished shoulder-clasp from the old uniform. Saskia turned it over once, found the tiny socket where a blessing-stone used to sit, and handed it back.

“Empty socket,” she said. “Cut it off. I won’t wear the memory of a loan either.”

The master drew a utility knife and cut the whole fitting from the baldric in front of the Stone. He gave her back plain leather with two fresh stitch-holes and no place left for shine.

Saskia buckled that on.

A woman in the crowd lifted her own gilt cord, considered it, and tucked it under her coat. Three unblessed veterans at the north rope saluted with working hands instead of house signs. The court’s young pages copied them before their instructors could object, palms bare at the brow.

Saskia saw all of it and gave the crowd nothing theatrical in return. She checked the baldric’s draw-clearance, shifted the buckle half an inch so it would not catch her sword hand, and asked Berengar when the first duty began.

“Now,” the king said.

“Good. Where do I stand?”

He pointed to Sidonie at the Stone. Saskia took the place at the princess’s back without asking what it paid.

The stone took the swearing and lit it, and the crowd, which three days ago had not known what to make of her, cheered a woman with no house and no blessing and no colors as the first Champion of the kingdom’s new order. It was, I thought, the exact opposite of the market’s morning. The market returned a famous dead saint and chained her. The Crown swore a living unknown and freed her. The kingdom watched both in the same square on the same day, and the stones weighed the difference, and a crowd that can feel a difference in its chest is a crowd that is halfway to choosing.

Afterward, Saskia found Yrsa, and the two of them stood a while in the emptying square, two lifetimes of craft with nothing left to prove to each other, and Saskia said, “Your causeway saint. The stepping-back. You didn’t have to do that.”

“Neither did you,” Yrsa said. “The rematch. On the stones. You fought me the whole nine minutes as if nobody was there. I remember. This was that. Paid forward to a stranger.” A pause. “If we cut her free, she’ll want the duel finished properly. I intend to be ready.”

“I’ll hold your coat,” Saskia said. From Saskia, it was the fullest declaration of comradeship she owned. Yrsa nodded once, and neither woman reduced it by explaining.



Rennick’s crack widened backstage, and I heard about it from Nahari, who had felt it happen from across the square with her eyes shut.

He’d gone to the soft man after the duel, she said, and demanded the cap be explained. Why did Maren stop. Why did she reach for her own famous stroke and find it gone. Why had he watched, twice now, the legends he’d returned hit a wall in public that he didn’t understand and couldn’t fix. And the soft man had done the thing he does, which is that he’d paid Rennick a compliment and a bonus in the same breath and explained absolutely nothing.

“He told the boy he was the finest young Anchor of the age,” Nahari said, “and handed him a purse of warm coin, and did not answer one word of the question. And the boy stood there with the purse in his hand.” She opened her eyes. “And this time, he didn’t pocket it. He held it. He looked at the warm gold in his hand and he did not put it away, because a part of him has finally understood that every time that purse touches his palm it’s buying something, and he’s started, just started, to wonder what.”

“He’ll come to me,” I said.

“He’ll come to you,” she agreed. “Not yet. When the price of not knowing gets higher than the price of knowing. Be standing on the other side of the door when he does.”



They convened me that night, both of them, and that is a sentence I did not expect ever to write.

Two summonses reached me at once, delivered by no one, felt through the bond as two imperial pressures arriving in the same breath: Maeva’s warm gold decree, attend me, and Vyrissa’s deeper, slower appraisal-grammar, an audience is granted. Identical in intent, mutually plagiarized, each empress having decided to summon me in the exact manner of the other, and neither willing to admit she’d copied. I went, because when two empresses summon you to the same room you have already lost the only argument worth having.

Maeva’s chambers were arranged for receiving. She’d set two chairs of state, one lamp, the window open to the night sky, and the diplomacy of the thing wrote itself before either of them spoke: the sky was Vyrissa’s, the room was Maeva’s, and each of them had graciously agreed to be a guest in a space neither would admit was shared. Maeva was hosting a state visit. Vyrissa was granting an audience. They were, I understood, going to spend the whole evening being empresses at each other until I put a stop to it, and putting a stop to it was, I also understood, the entire reason I’d been summoned.

“Warden,” Maeva said, from her chair of state, gold and full and amused. “I am receiving a foreign head of state. You may attend the reception.”

“The reception attends ME,” Vyrissa said, from the other chair, vast and bronze and unbothered, the forge-warmth of her already filling the room. “I have granted an audience. The empress hosts it as a courtesy I permit.”

“The pepper diplomacy of it,” Maeva began, “requires that precedence be established before anything else can proceed, and I am willing to concede the window if she concedes the.”

“There are no empires in this room,” I said.

They both looked at me.

“You summoned me to settle precedence,” I said. “So I’ll settle it. Tonight there are no empires in this room. There’s mine. Both of you. Attend.”

And I surveyed two of the most powerful women who ever lived decide, in the same instant, that being commanded was exactly what they’d summoned me to do, and the state visit and the audience both dissolved at once.

But the consents came first, in their two registers, each said once straight at my insistence, because I do not move without it.

“You may,” Maeva said, and then, plainer, at my look: “Yes. I want this. Both of them. Say it and I’ll deny I said it in the morning.”

“A dragon states her terms and invites objection,” Vyrissa said. “My term is that I want it, small anchor. There is my objection to my own restraint. Overruled.” And then, straight, because I waited: “Yes. Command me. Set my pace and I will keep it. Plainly said.”



I took Maeva first and set Vyrissa in her chair of state to watch. In human form she read as a woman in her mid-thirties, adult beyond question, bronze-gold and built on an Amazon’s scale. Watching undid her slower and better than any touch.

Maeva came into my lap as she comes, hitching her reception skirts above her hips before she settled over me, chest-forward, the engineered bodice losing gloriously in the candle-gold, and I worshiped her heavy fullness while her court-formal praise frayed on schedule, and the whole time Vyrissa sat in her chair exactly where I’d placed her, providing mountain-flat appraisal of the empress’s undoing.

“The treasury is losing its verbs,” Vyrissa observed, as Maeva’s diction cracked under my mouth. “Noted. Her sentences had subjects a moment ago. Now they have only.” She tilted her head. “Sounds.”

“You are not,” Maeva got out, gold light lacing her ribs, “helping.”

“I am appraising. It is what I do.” She said it flat, from her chair of state, mountain-still, hands folded, the perfect picture of a bored empress granting an audience. But I had Maeva chest-forward in my lap in the candle-gold and I could feel, through the braided bond, the exact moment the appraisal started costing the appraiser. The forge-warmth in the room climbed a degree, and another. The banked light under Vyrissa’s bronze skin began to glow despite her, a low kindling at the collarbones, at the wrists, and her flat commentary developed a hitch in it, a half-beat where the mountain-diction caught on something.

“The empress makes,” Vyrissa observed, and had to start again, because Maeva had made a particular sound under my mouth. “The empress makes a persuasive case for surrender. I find myself. Reviewing my position.”

“Your position is a chair,” Maeva got out, gold and wrecked and triumphant even now. “Sit in it. Suffer. It is only fair. You watched me lose my verbs.”

“I am watching,” Vyrissa agreed, and the glow under her skin betrayed her further, and I filed it and knew her turn had come.

I lifted Maeva off my lap and set her aside, and I gave Vyrissa a command, and it was the command both empresses had been waiting for.

“Carry her to the bed,” I said. “The empress. Take her there.”

Vyrissa rose. The Amazon lifted the hourglass empress off her feet like a procession of one, Maeva outraged and delighted in the same breath.

“Put me down,” Maeva announced, borne across the room in a dragon’s arms. “Slower. Vyrissa, I command you to do this slower, it is undignified and I require more of it.”

Vyrissa set her on the bed like a treasure being shelved, slow, at my order, taking twice as long as she needed to because Maeva had commanded her to make it undignified and more of it. Maeva pulled the gathered skirts off entirely and cast them over the chair of state, leaving the loosened bodice open around her heavy breasts. The two empresses conducted an entire wordless negotiation about the pace of the carry while I watched, and the size contrast made the whole absurd procession gloriously funny. The Amazon and the hourglass. Nine centuries and four. One carried like a procession and one carried like a treasure, both of them furious and delighted in equal measure, and me directing the whole absurd magnificence from across the room with four words.

I turned to Vyrissa and drew the ember-black gown down from her shoulders. She stepped free of it, bronze-gold and forge-warm, then set both hands on the bedpost at my order. I took the dragon standing there because I wanted her strength framing her surrender.

She was forge-warm and tireless, and the first stroke into her pulled a sound out of her that was more weather than voice, low and rolling. I put her hands flat against the bedpost and told her to hold it, and she held it, all that strength framing her own stillness, and I set my pace slow and made her keep to it. She could break the bedpost, the room, or me. Instead she held the post because I told her to and let me ration the furnace of her to my tempo. The permission was the gift.

“Slower is cruelty,” she said, forge-gold light kindling under her bronze skin. “You know it is cruelty. You do it because I let you. Small anchor, you make the furnace wait for you.” Her voice broke. “Do it again.”

I did it again. My hands left pale prints on her bronze skin that bloomed and faded like breath on hot glass, and she held the bedpost and shook and let me set the pace of a mountain.

And Maeva, sprawled imperial across the bed where she’d been carried, narrated tribute for them both, her diction come back enough to decree.

“Witness the dragon rationed,” she said, gold and satisfied and watching. “Witness the treasury’s verbs return only to praise. Tribute received, both accounts, the empire notes it in the record and the.” And then the two lights met, and she forgot the rest.



The two bond-lights met in the room’s center. Both empresses stopped.

Maeva’s candle-gold, laced along her ribs. Vyrissa’s forge-gold, banked deep in her bronze. They reached toward each other through me, through the braided bond, and where they crossed they laced into a single shade that neither of them owned, a gold that was warmer than the empress’s and softer than the dragon’s, a color made of both and belonging to neither, and both women stopped and looked at it, and I felt them file it in the same instant.

“Note for the treaty,” Maeva said, breathless, staring at the mingled light. “Our colors are compatible. Clause one. Clause ONLY. Oh.” And the sentence went, because I took the tempo, both tempos, candle-gold and forge-gold in one split, and drove them both toward the finish I was conducting.

Conducting two empresses meant holding opposite tempos while both were used to setting their own. Maeva wanted to be led once she chose it. Vyrissa wanted her furnace rationed below the pace her body craved.

I drew Vyrissa back from the bedpost and seated myself at the edge of the mattress. “Bring her to me again.”

The dragon lifted Maeva under the thighs this time. Maeva’s heavy breasts pressed against Vyrissa’s deep chest, gold abundance against bronze power, and both women looked at me over the other’s shoulder.

“Set her on my cock,” I ordered.

Vyrissa’s furnace eyes brightened. She lowered the empress astride me with impossible care while Maeva reached between us, wrapped her hand around my cock, and guided the head through her wet slit.

“Attend the treasury,” Maeva said, court diction already fraying. “Slowly. Our visiting sovereign is handling state assets.”

“The asset is over-described,” Vyrissa said, though her voice had roughened. “Its true value appears higher.”

Maeva sank down. Her pussy took me inch by inch until her ass settled on my thighs and her full breasts crowded my face. I sucked one nipple while I set her hips moving with both hands.

Vyrissa stood behind her, one forge-warm palm spread over Maeva’s belly, the other lifting a heavy breast into my mouth. The heat of the dragon’s hand carried through the empress’s body. Maeva clenched around my cock at the contact.

“Compatible colors,” I said. “Compatible hands too.”

“The treaty expands,” Maeva gasped.

I made the empress wait at the top of each stroke while Vyrissa held her suspended for one cruel second. My thumb circled Maeva’s clit before the dragon lowered her onto my cock again. Maeva’s wetness coated my cock and thighs. Each descent drove a shorter decree from her until only my name remained.

Then I put Vyrissa back against the post and took her while Maeva watched from the bed, one tempo quickened, the other deliberately slow, both under my hand. Through the braided bond I felt the exact instant each woman stopped reaching for control and gave it to me.

“Together,” I told them, because I could feel they were close and I wanted them close at once, the two most powerful women who ever lived brought to the same edge by one calm voice. “Both of you. Now.”

I took Vyrissa over the edge against the bedpost, rationed to the last and then unleashed. Her pussy clamped around my cock, forge-light flooding full as a seismic laugh cracked out of her and rolled through the room.

I pulled free before I spent myself, turned to Maeva sprawled across the bed, and pushed into her slick heat again. She wrapped both legs around me. Vyrissa came up behind me, forge-warm hands on my shoulders, while I took the empress at the hard tempo she had surrendered.

Maeva’s candle-gold blazed. Her court vocabulary collapsed to my name as her pussy spasmed around me. The next drive took me to the root and broke my restraint. I held her gold thigh open and poured my finish into her, each contraction drawing another pulse while my other hand gripped Vyrissa’s bronze hip. The braided bond carried the release in both directions. Vyrissa shuddered against my back, Maeva tightened around me again, and their mingled light flared through the room, gold that was neither woman’s and both.



Two empresses lay on either side of me and resumed their summit, deciding everything and drafting nothing.

Gold and bronze, they divided the capital between them the way two governments divide a border, amicably, over my chest.

“I take the east wing,” Maeva said. “The old duchies’ descendants. They’re mine by blood and they don’t know it yet. Charm offensive. I’ll have them dipping their banners before they understand why.”

“I take the sky over the founder’s square,” Vyrissa said. “On Founders’ Night I want the high air. If the market’s night goes as I think it will go, someone will need to be above it, and I am the only one of us who is.” A pause. “Also I will frighten the pigeons. It is a public service.”

And then Vyrissa passed Maeva the water skin unasked, reached across me and handed it to her without being prompted, and Maeva took it, and I observed that the oldest joke in the household had quietly retired. The pepper diplomacy and armed neutrality had ended in a dragon passing an empress a drink across a shared bed without a word, because the treaty was signed now, and it ran through me, and it was on the record.

“Our colors are compatible,” Maeva murmured, half asleep, satisfied. “I meant it. Clause one.” A pause. “Do not tell the court we agreed on anything. It would ruin us both.”

“The court will never believe two empresses share a bed and a border and a summoner,” Vyrissa said, banked warm and lazy on my other side. “It is too simple for them. They will invent a rivalry, because a rivalry is a thing they know how to price. Let them. An alliance no one believes is the strongest kind. Nobody thinks to break it.”

“You planned the carry,” Maeva said accusingly, into the warm dark, some while into the afterglow, having apparently been turning it over. “The lifting. You commanded it, but she was ready for it. The two of you arranged to have me carried across a room like a parcel.”

“I improvised the carry,” I said.

“He improvised the carry,” Vyrissa confirmed, banked warm and lazy. “I merely hoped. You object beautifully, treasury. Ten out of ten. I would carry you again.”

“You will NOT,” Maeva said, and then, after a pause, with enormous dignity, “without warning me first, so that I may object properly and at greater length.” And Vyrissa laughed the seismic laugh, quiet now, banked, and the two empresses negotiated the terms of future carrying across my chest until they drifted, and I kept the absurd treaty, because the treaty had turned unexpectedly soft and it had happened in my bed.

“That,” Maeva said, much later, half asleep, “is genuinely good statecraft. I am appalled. I thought you only understood weather and mountains.”

“I understood empires while your grandmother’s grandmother was a rumor,” Vyrissa said, without heat. “I simply stopped bothering to explain them. Go to sleep, treasury. We have a court to out-host in the morning, and you cannot be magnificent on no rest, and I intend to watch you do it, because it is the only entertainment this city has produced that is worth my altitude.”

And the two of them slept, gold and bronze, to either side of me, the shared water skin between their hands.


Chapter 9: The Market of Names

The market had no bones.

Fifteen days before Founders’ Night, the three of us entered it on a moonless night because darkness was when it opened and where it liked to be seen.

Suzu picked the night. Nahari picked the three of us. She would not let anyone else come, because the market’s attention is a Saint-adjacent attention, and Nahari walks blind by choice through exactly that kind of notice, invisible to it as she’d been invisible to the Saint’s instruments before. Suzu could move unseen by craft. I could be read by the Measure without the market feeling me read it. But a whole household would light the district up like a fair, so it was the three of us, quiet, into the ring Nahari’s unlooking had drawn on Wat’s board.

The bazaar was wrong in a way that took me a while to name.

It was a night market like any other at first: lamplit stalls, a low crowd, the smell of frying and tallow. But the stalls were never in the same place twice. I marked one by a broken shutter and a blue awning, and we walked a circuit, and when we came back the stall was gone and a different one stood where it had been, and the blue awning was two rows over, selling something else. Suzu had cased more kinds of rooms than anyone I knew, yet she walked that district with her jaw tight. Architecture had finally rattled her.

“A building has bones,” she said, low. “Even a crooked house has a spine and a back door. This place moves when I stop counting it. Every stall is a face with nothing behind it, and my head can’t hold a map because there is no map to hold.” All nine tails had gone rigid beneath her glamour, a fox’s body refusing architecture her mouth could not joke about. “I can rob any room in this city. This wants to be found once and never exist in the same place again.”

The phials were priced by craving. That was the second wrongness. The gilt in them was the same cold shine everywhere, but the prices made no sense against the content, more here and less there for identical light, until the pricing exposed my mistake: the price measured the wanting rather than the light. A phial cost whatever the buyer’s hunger was worth, and the soft-voiced sellers priced each customer by the look on his face, and a man who needed it badly paid more for the same cold gold than a man who merely wanted it, because the market didn’t sell light at all. It sold the answer to a craving, and it charged the craving’s own price.

And there was a scale.

It stood at the center of the district, on the stage, and it weighed nothing I could see and it was always in balance. Its empty pans held level in the lamplight, and every time I looked at it the hair went up on my arms, because a scale at rest with nothing on it is a scale waiting to be given something. Whatever it waited for, I wanted no part of the answer.

Nahari walked between us the whole time with her eyes shut, and she was our safety and our compass both. Where I felt the market’s attention as a prickle, she was simply outside it, a blind spot the district could not focus on, and she steered us by the feel of the wrongness the way another person steers by landmarks.

“Left here,” she murmured. “That stall wants us. Don’t look. Now right. There’s a man ahead selling and I don’t want to walk through his grief, it clings.” She threaded us through the moving bazaar by refusing to see it, and it could not see her back, which proved why she’d insisted on the three of us and no more. “It is exactly the shape I feared,” she said, low. “It buys the wanting. Everything here is priced on how badly you need it, which means the more it hurts you the more it costs you, which means it is designed to take the most from the people who can least afford it. The cruelty is deliberate design. Remember that when you feel sorry for the man who runs it. There is nothing to feel sorry for. There is nothing here at all. That is the horror. It is a market with no one in it, running on other people’s hunger.”

The sellers queued for the stage with the faces of men at a physician’s door. That was the worst of it, worse than the moving stalls and the craving-prices and the empty scale. A line of ordinary men, a ruined knight, a shopkeeper, a father, waiting their turn to climb up and sell their names, and every one of them wore the face of someone who has decided on a thing he is afraid of because the alternative is worse, the face of a man in a physician’s waiting room who has already been told the diagnosis and has come back for the cutting.

No one in the queue spoke to anyone else. That was a thing I noticed and could not stop noticing. A queue is a social animal; men in a line make small talk, complain about the wait, find a stranger to be human at. This one stood silent, each man alone inside his own arithmetic, staring at the stage or at nothing, because there is no small talk for what they had come to do and they all knew it. A father near the front held a folded rubbing of his own deeds in both hands the way a man holds a thing he is about to give away and cannot look at, and he did not look at it, and he did not look at anyone, and the line shuffled forward one silent man at a time toward the scale that always balanced.



We watched an auction, and I made myself watch all of it, because a thing you are going to break you had better understand.

A knight climbed the stage. His house had gone grey at Kingslight, the crier said, his children were hungry, and he had come to sell. And the mechanics of it were laid out cold, in the open, because the market displayed every step. Hiding had been the last instrument’s trade. The Coiner’s trade was performance.

A clerk held up the rubbing from the knight’s house-stone and read each deed once: a bridge held; a fair kept honest through a bad autumn; a rival house’s daughter pulled from a flood twenty years ago. The list held the ordinary decencies that make up most of a life rather than dragons or sieges.

The bidding started before the clerk lowered the rubbing. Voices climbed. The brass scale remained level. At the final call, the Coiner opened a purse and counted exact change into the knight’s cupped hands, one warm grave-coin at a time, with the ordinary care of a shopkeeper making change for bread. There was no ceremony. There was no rite. No snuffed wick, no hoarded flame this time; a signature and exact change, which made the violence look ordinary. Hunger had done the work a knife would have done, then stood outside the ink pretending innocence. The market’s machinery accepted the man’s outward assent and moved the light. Whether need had coerced the hand was a question no alley or clerk could settle. Truth-ground would have to weigh it.

And the moment the coin touched the man’s palms, the etch-light lifted off the rubbing.

It went. The rubbing had glowed faintly with the borrowed glow of his name, and as the warm coin settled into his hands the glow lifted off the paper like breath off glass, like mist burning off a window, and drifted up and was gathered into the market’s stock, into the gilt, and the paper went grey and cold and blank, and somewhere across the city the knight’s own house-stone would be going dark line by line at that exact moment.

And the man walked down off the stage smiling.

That was the thing I could not un-see. He walked down with warm gold in his hands and a smile on his face, because he was going to feed his children, and because the etch-light that had lifted off his name had taken with it the part of him that would have grieved it. He was lighter. He was happy. He had sold the ballast of his own soul and been paid, and the payment had bought away the weight that would have let him mourn the sale, and he walked down smiling into a crowd of men waiting to do the same thing.

Suzu went rigid beside me and gave the only judgment her profession allowed.

“I know theft,” she said. “The owner stays standing after theft, poorer and angrier and still himself. This is butchery. Butchery with a receipt. He signed for it. He walked down smiling. There’s no owner left to rob.” Her hands were shaking, the greatest thief of the age looking at the one thing she’d never done and never would. “There’s the floor, Dorian. And that man just went through it, smiling, for money, and thanked the butcher.”

I had watched a great many terrible things in five years of carrying and one strange year of calling. I had watched Ilsabet leashed and walking to heel, the worst thing I knew, a great woman made a puppet. This was worse. Ilsabet had not consented, and this man had. A leash you can cut. A husk you can free, and the freeing is a mercy and a triumph both. But you cannot free a man from a sale he made and wanted. The Measure showed me the leash grounding in the warm coin in his hands, same as Millbrook, and it showed me the thing Millbrook had spared me: the smile. In Millbrook the sold men knew, and grieved, and were absent behind the eyes in a way that hurt. Here the market had learned to buy away the grief along with the weight, so the seller walked down happy, and I do not have a word for how much worse that is, and I hope I never need one.



The Coiner I saw at last, and I will describe him the only way he can be described, which is by what he did to the light.

He was a genial man, market-warm, moving through his own bazaar with the ease of a fair-day barker, and I could not have told you the color of his eyes or the shape of his face an hour later, and that was itself the tell. What I could tell you is that wherever he walked, the lamps flickered between leaning and upright, tilting toward him and standing straight and tilting again, a price wavering, following him down the rows like needles that couldn’t settle. And his patter carried across the whole district, all prices, never anything else.

“Names by weight!” he called, warm and bright. “Shine by the season! Confidence sold, courage rented, a good reputation bought outright, no waiting! The Crown buys nothing it hasn’t weighed, friends, and neither do we. WE weigh nothing we don’t buy!” And he laughed, and the laugh carried, and there was no breath under it. The tavern-keeper in Millbrook had said it and the Lamp Run finish had shown it and now I heard it myself, a laugh that was all sound and no lungs, the noise of laughing produced by something that did not need to breathe and had never learned that laughing is made of breath.

He clocked me across the square. Of course he did. An Anchor, a Crowned thief, and an oracle in his district, one of them reading his whole market with a dragon’s sight; he’d have felt us as I felt him. And he did not hurry. He turned with a merchant’s leisurely ease and raised a phial of gilt to me across the crowd, a toast, one merchant to another, and he smiled the breathless smile.

And every lamp on the row between us began to waver, tilting toward him and standing and tilting, back and forth, and it wanted looking, Nahari had said, it wants looking, and I felt the pull of it, the tilt, the wavering, and I made myself hold his gaze anyway for a three-count out of pure porter’s stubbornness, and then I looked away first, because there was nothing to be won by staring and everything to be lost, and I had a whole family to spend my looking on that mattered more.

He did not follow or speak to me. He went back to his patter. I marked the toast as our first meeting and filed the way every lamp on his row kept wavering after he turned away.

Nahari steered me away from the row before I could look back, her hand on my sleeve, eyes shut.

“He wanted you to know he sees you,” she said. “That toast was his entire message and he’ll spend no more words on you until the night it counts. He is disciplined, this one. The Factor talked in terms. This one talks only to sell, and it will make him much harder to catch, because there is no lever in a man who never explains himself.” She drew me on. “We don’t beat him with words. We beat him with a scale he can’t avoid and a truth he can’t outbid. Come away now. You’ve seen enough. The rest is just more of the same, and grief you watch too long starts to feel like weather, and I won’t have you go numb to it. Numb is how the city got here.”



The market’s one rule revealed itself by accident.

A young lordling came to a stall while we watched, flush and vain and entirely un-desperate, a rich boy with a full purse who had heard you could get pocket-money selling a deed and thought it a lark. He offered to sell a minor deed, a small true thing he’d done, for coin to spend at the gaming tables.

And the Coiner, passing, declined him.

“No craving, no price, young sir,” he said, genial, absolute, and he did not haggle, because he never haggles twice. “We buy the vintage, not the bottle. Come back only when you want something.” And he moved on, and the lordling stood there confused, a rich boy refused by a market that would take anything, and I stood very still, because I had just been handed a rule the market could not deny.

I took out my notebook while his refusal was still warm in the row behind us. The market’s own barker had stated its rule, and rules belonged in the receipts.

Nothing in that market was sold free. Need signed every line.



Suzu lifted the ledger while the Coiner was toasting me, which is the only reason she got it, and she was principled about it in the way only Suzu is.

“I steal from thieves,” she murmured, the page already vanished into her silks. “This is practically municipal work. Public sanitation. You’re welcome, city.” It was a page off the market’s own purchase-ledger, and we read it later by a low lamp, and it was two things at once.

It was the season’s volume, in names. A winter’s worth of butchery, itemized, the ruined knight one line among hundreds, a whole city’s worth of sold weight tallied in a clerk’s neat hand. That was the horror of it and it was expected.

The unexpected thing was the column at the side. A standing column, ruled, waiting, with no entries in it at all, headed by a single letter.

	


Nahari held her hand over the page with her eyes shut and went still.

“That letter is the wound and the hunt both,” she said. “Everything else in this book is the market feeding itself so it can afford one thing. I can feel the shape of the wanting off that empty column and it is older than the market, older than the buying, older than the city. This whole season of butchery has been a man saving up his whole winter’s take to buy one item, and it isn’t a name.” She took her hand away. “Don’t make me look closer. If I look at what that letter wants, it will look back, and I am the only one of us it can’t see, and I intend to keep it that way until the night it stops mattering.”

Nothing under it. Just the letter, and the empty ruled lines beneath, a column the market kept ready for something it had not yet bought. Suzu stared at it and I stared at it and neither of us could read it, because we did not have the piece that made it mean anything. I felt the empty column like a held breath. The whole season of butchery was the market’s business. That empty column was the market’s purpose. Everything it had bought all winter was working capital. The one thing it actually wanted had a letter and an empty line and no price yet, and it was waiting.



We bought one man back that night. The queue behind him did not shorten.

We took the ruined knight, the one who’d walked down smiling. Maeva’s loan-terms again, structured against nothing he had, fronted by the march, a real debt he’d carry upright when the smile wore off and the grief came back, as it would, as it had to, because a man has to be able to mourn what he sold before he can be whole again. We found him in an alley off the market, counting his warm gold, and we made him the offer, and the Measure would only void it if he chose to unmake it, and it took him a long time to choose, because the market had bought away the part of him that wanted to.

But his children’s faces did the choosing in the end. I did not argue him into it, because you cannot argue a man out of a thing the market bought his grief along with. I only told him, plainly, what he’d sold and what it would cost to have it back and what the loan would ask of him, the same true numbers I’d give anyone, and I let him count it himself. It took a long time. The part of him that would have wanted his name back had been sold with the name, and he had to reason his way to wanting it, coldly, from the outside, the way you decide to do a hard right thing you don’t feel yet.

I have talked a great many people into hard things, and this one offered none of the usual handholds. I could not appeal to his grief, because his grief had been sold. I could not appeal to his pride, because the market had lifted the pride off with the weight. I could only lay the numbers down flat, as I would for anyone, and let him do the arithmetic that a whole man does with his heart, coldly, with only his head, because his heart was the thing in the phial now. He asked me, at one point, why he should want a thing back that he could not feel the lack of, and the honesty of the question made it terrible, and I told him the truth, which was that his wife could feel the lack of it, and his children could, and that being whole is also a burden carried for the people who love you, sparing them from carrying the hole where you used to be. He thought about that for a long time in the dark. And then he chose it, from the outside, without feeling it. That took a distinct, difficult courage.

He gave the warm coin back. Suzu melted it in a thief’s brazier in the alley, a little coal-pot she carries, and his name flooded home across the city, and the grief came back with it, all of it at once, the weight and the mourning both, and he sobbed into my shoulder in a dark alley like a man waking from a warm dream into a cold true morning, and it was better, and it was terrible, and it was one man. He would carry the loan upright and he would carry the grief upright and both were the price of being whole, and he chose them, in the end, over the smiling, though the market had made that choice nearly impossible.

The queue behind him did not shorten. Forty men a night, the district ran, forty a night all season, and we had bought back one, in an alley, at the cost of an evening and a dragon’s melting and a loan-book entry, and behind him the line of men with physician’s-door faces had not shortened at all.

Maeva had structured the loan from a hundred leagues away, her terms carried in Suzu’s memory, and I thought of her as I watched the knight sob himself back into a whole man: the empress who had turned a rescue into a debt a man could carry upright, who understood better than anyone alive that dignity has to remain in a person’s own hands. His name flooded home and his grief came home with it, and both were mercies, and neither was fast.

“One,” Suzu said, watching the queue. “We got one. And there’s forty tonight and forty tomorrow.” Her next joke stalled before it reached her mouth. When she tried again, gallows humor carried what she could not carry straight: “You know what the worst part is? Professionally? He undercharged. That knight’s name was worth ten times what the soft man paid. The market’s also a BAD DEAL. If you’re going to sell your soul, at least haggle.” It wasn’t a real joke and we both knew it, and I let her have it anyway, because a fox who can still reach for a joke over a horror is a fox who hasn’t gone through the floor herself, which was what she’d needed to prove to herself that night.

“One at a time we lose,” I said. “I said it in Millbrook and it’s truer here. We can’t un-sell a kingdom in alleys. We break it at the till or we don’t break it at all.” I looked at the empty W column in my hand. “And the till isn’t the phials. The till is whatever that letter is. That’s what it wants. Break that, and it defaults.”



Suzu came to me that night and said it straight at the door, with no game tonight.

“Tonight I need you without an invoice,” she said at my door, and she was not smiling. The warrant was off her neck. The glamour was already down, fully and deliberately: the fox ears, the fox-fire freckling, all nine tails loose and unperformed, nothing arranged for anyone. “Leave the game outside. I noticed my craft’s evil twin tonight. I observed what I’d be if I’d ever gone through the floor. And I need the difference proved on me, slowly, by the one person who knows I never did. That’s the request. Say yes.”

“Yes,” I said. “Come here.”



She had locked her door and left the key in the lock, her old custom, the door she could always open. She put the lifted ledger-page face-down under the low lamp before anything else.

“Evidence sleeps,” she said, quiet. “I don’t want it watching this.”

Then she came to me, glamour fully down, and I took her apart slowly, following her request. There was no audience, game, or race to the next sensation. Only the two of us and a locked door with the key in it.

I counted her tails in order. The Crown-night count had been a vow with every performance stripped away. This count returned to that same inventory of the priceless, one kiss at each root, no numbers spoken as prices.

The first lay smooth against the mattress until my lips touched the sensitive place where it joined her spine. It curled around my shoulder at once, then loosened when she made herself remain still.

The second shivered under my thumb. Its fur ran finer near the root, and the slow drag of my mouth there made her knees draw up.

At the third I spread my hand over the base of her back and held her down while I kissed along the warm line beneath the fur. She whispered my name. No joke followed it.

The fourth was the one that always flared first when she performed for a crowd. Tonight it stayed low and steady. I combed it from root to tip, came back, and kissed the root twice until her quick body forgot how to be quick.

I returned to the first four before moving on, learning the differences my earlier counts had rushed past. The first liked the flat pressure of my palm at its base. The second made her hips tilt when I used my teeth lightly through the fur. The third responded to a slow pull from root to midpoint, drawing a wet pulse around the fingers still inside her. The fourth wanted my mouth, no performance at all, only my lips held warm against the place where tail became spine.

“Full inventory means full,” I said.

Her face pressed into the pillow. “I am beginning to regret teaching you contract language.”

“False.”

“Completely false. Keep auditing.”

Her running commentary came in fragments and stopped. Suzu narrates and prices everything. Silence, chosen, meant she had quit performing long enough to let herself be loved.

I laid her back and worshiped her one slow touch at a time. I kissed the flat of her belly, the inside of her wrist, the pulse in her throat, then the soft inside of her thigh. Her legs opened wider. I kissed higher until my lips met the slick heat of her pussy.

She made a small sound and covered her mouth. I moved her hand away.

“You don’t have to hide the sound.”

“I’m not hiding.” Her amber eyes held mine. “I’m deciding which sounds are mine when nobody’s buying them. Keep going.”

I spread her with my thumbs and licked her clit slowly. Her ass lifted off the bed. The first four tails drew closer around us, a loose red-gold shelter.

“Hold me,” she whispered. “Leave prices out of it. Hold my hips down and make me take it.”

I pinned her petite hips to the mattress and worked her with my tongue, slow enough that every tremor traveled visibly through her tails. I pushed two fingers into her pussy and curled them while my mouth stayed on her clit. She soaked my hand, hips straining against my grip, commentary gone except for my name and a broken plea for more.

At the fifth tail I changed the pressure. That one was warmer at the base, its fur darker and softer under my thumb. Kissing it made her toes curl and her pussy clench around my fingers.

The sixth twitched whenever I pressed deeper, betraying the rhythm her mouth no longer narrated. I followed its movement, one kiss for every pulse, until it wrapped my forearm and held me to her.

At the seventh I added a third finger, stretching her gently while she clenched around me. She gave me a thin, honest sound and turned her face toward the lamp rather than away from me.

I took my time with the eighth. I combed the fur from root to tip while my mouth stayed on her clit. Each pass made the tail coil tighter around my arm.

“You’re counting differently,” she whispered.

“Every tail is different. You asked for full inventory.”

“Good auditor. Dangerous habit. Continue.”

The ninth waited between us, the last line in the account. I kissed its root, held my mouth there, and worked my fingers in her until all nine tails tightened at once.

“Still here?”

“Entirely.” Her voice shook. “Every part remains mine. Count complete.”

I brought her close enough that her thighs began to shake. Then I stopped, pulled her upright, and settled her astride me face to face.

She took my cock in both hands and rubbed the head through her wet slit. “This is mine to ask for,” she said. “I want you inside me. Slow. Facing me. No escaping into the view.”

“Straight enough,” I said.

She sank down inch by inch. Her pussy stretched tight around me, wet and hot, until her small ass rested on my thighs. The first full contact held us still. Her forehead touched mine. All nine tails spread around us across the bed like a living red-gold fan.

I moved her slowly with my hands on her back. Fox-fire stayed low and steady because nothing was being performed. She looked at me with amber eyes gone wet and unguarded, the greatest thief of the age with nothing hidden and nothing sold.

“Tell me what you feel,” I said.

“Full. Seen. Frightened enough to know it matters.” She rolled her hips once. “And safe enough to stay.”

I took the pace, lifting her and drawing her down along my cock with long measured strokes. Her pussy gripped me harder each time. At the ninth tail I reached between us and circled her clit while she rode my rhythm, and the last of her silence became a low honest moan against my mouth.

“You saw a man sell himself tonight and walk down smiling,” I said, low, moving in her. “That’s not you. It was never you. You steal and you give it back with interest and you’ve never once sold a piece of yourself to anyone.”

“Prove it,” she whispered, no game in it, just the ask. “Prove I’m not for sale. That’s it. That’s the only thing I wanted tonight.”

At the last count, I said the only appraisal of the night.

“Beyond price,” I said against her mouth, moving in her. “Always was. Witnessed.”

Suzu, who laughs through everything, came apart in complete silence. She gripped me like a ledger-line she could finally stop holding. Her pussy clenched around my cock in quick, hard pulses, her small body shaking while fox-fire stayed steady and bright.

I kept the measured pace through the first contractions. Her tails closed around my back one after another until we sat inside a warm red-gold cocoon. She could have escaped upward, rolled away, turned the finish into play. Instead she held my eyes and took every stroke face to face.

“Stay with me,” I said.

She nodded once, unable or unwilling to spend a word.

I slowed further and made her feel the full drag of my cock while her pussy still clenched from her peak. Each tail tightened at a different point in the stroke, one across my shoulders, two around my waist, the rest layering warmth down my back. Her clit rubbed against me every time I drew her down.

“Stay with me,” I said. “Take what you asked for, free of any price.”

“All of it,” she whispered at last. “Inside. Keep looking at me.”

I drove deep and lost my rhythm. Cum pulsed into her in heavy spurts as the finish echoed through the bond. Her walls milked each one from me, and the doubled sensation tightened all nine tails at once. I held at the root while she rocked through the spurts, her small body taking each one without turning away.

The last pulse left me with a low groan against her mouth. Warmth leaked between us onto my thighs. I circled her clit once more and pulled a final quick series of contractions from her, each one squeezing my softening cock and sending another fox-fire tremor through the tails around us. I held her down on me until the last aftershock passed, tears on her face with none of the usual armor over them.

The laugh came after. Shaky, real, small, into my neck, the fox coming back to herself the safe way. It was true and small and entirely hers.



Suzu wrapped us in her tails beneath the steady low lamp, then turned the ledger-page face-up herself.

She reached out from the crook of my arm and flipped it over, the market’s page, the empty W column facing up now under the lamp.

“Okay,” she said, quiet, steady. “Now it can watch. I’m done being scared of paper.” She looked at the empty column a while, the fox back in her eyes and her hands steady again. “That column records a purpose rather than a purchase. Everything else in that book is what it spends. That’s what it’s saving for. And I’m going to carry it to the war-table tomorrow and we’re going to figure out what letter starts the one thing it actually wants, and then we’re going to make sure it never buys it.”

She took the pencil out of my coat, the one she’d stolen and returned a hundred times, and this time she put it back in a different way, tucked it into my pocket and pressed it there, deliberate.

“Collateral goes where it’s safest,” she said. “Keep it. I know where to find it.”

She left the unexplained W page face-up, wrapped her tails around us both, and slept.


Chapter 10: The Counting Room

The room Sidonie chose had a glass roof and one untouched second chair.

Fourteen days before Founders’ Night, she sent word to meet her at the top of the palace, in a chamber I had not known existed. The room made no attempt to hide the shape of one woman’s mind.

The Counting Room, she called it. It sat above everything, under a roof of glass, and the whole city lay gridded beneath it through the panes, eleven thousand lamps laid out like a ledger you could walk on. Instruments stood in ranks: surveyor’s glasses, sighting-frames, a great brass astrolabe of the city’s own beacon-lines, tally-boards, census-rolls in their cases going back generations. Every object in the room was for counting, placed exactly where her hand would want it. The arrangement exposed Sidonie Ruthelm’s mind more plainly than speech could, and the untouched second chair made the room’s solitude visible.

“My grandfather started the lamp-census,” she said, without greeting, running a hand along a case of old rolls. “His hand, then my father’s, then mine. Forty years of counting this city’s light. Every lamp, every keeper, every year.” She pulled a roll and let me see the columns, three generations of the same careful arithmetic. “They gave me a surveyor’s glass when I was nine. Other girls got dolls. I got a glass and a tally-book, and I was so proud of them I slept with the glass under my pillow, and for twenty-one years it has rarely left my reach.” She said it flatly, without self-pity, but I heard the whole shape of a childhood in it: a girl handed a tool instead of a toy and loved for her usefulness, which is a thing I know something about.

I walked the room while she talked, because she let me, and because a room a person has built entirely to their own mind is the truest thing they will ever show you and I wanted to read it right. The instruments followed the reach and sequence of her hand, so that a woman rising from the central chair could reach the survey-glass, the tally-board, the astrolabe of beacon-lines, each in the order a count would want them, without once looking away from the city through the glass roof. Everything sat within one woman’s reach. The efficiency made its loneliness impossible to miss. There was a cup on the central table with a cold skin of tea on it, one cup, and I understood that she took her meals here, alone, over the count, and had for years. The court knew this room as her workplace and rarely thought to bring a second cup; Sidonie rarely invited anyone up.

“And these.” She touched another case, and her voice cooled. “The chandlery accounts. The ones I was warned off. The palace buys light for three times the lamps it burns, and I have known that since I was nineteen, and I have never been allowed to find out where the surplus goes, and it has been a splinter in my mind for eleven years. Master Pruett told me, to my face, that some accounts must not be audited, and he is the most honest man in this palace, and I have spent two years unable to decide whether that sentence was a warning or a confession.”

“It was a warning,” I said. “He’s keeping something. Keeping it rather than hiding it. There’s a difference the size of the world.”

“So he says.” She looked at me sharply. “You’ve spoken to him.”

“He wouldn’t let us in. He said come back when we know what we’re asking.” I looked at the covered instruments, the gridded city. “I’m beginning to think the whole spring is us learning what we’re asking.”

“And the one you can’t count,” I said, because I’d been reading the room, and there was one instrument turned to face the wall.

She looked at me sharply. Then she turned the instrument around. It was a mirror, small, plain, in a surveyor’s frame among all the sighting-glasses, and it was the only thing in the room that pointed at the person in it instead of the city outside.

“That one,” she said. “Myself. I audit a kingdom, Warden. I count everything and everyone. The court treats me as its counter rather than an entry, and I have decided, at thirty, that this is a deficiency in my accounts, and that deficiencies compound, and that I am tired of being the only unbalanced entry in a life I have spent balancing everyone else’s.” She set the mirror face-down again, deliberately. “That’s why you’re here. Now I’ll tell you the rest, and you’ll listen, because I do not say this aloud and I intend to say it exactly once.”



She told me her reason first, before anything else could be true, and she told it plainly, in her own cold precise register, which cost her more than heat would have cost another woman.

“You looked at my family’s crown,” she said, “and you told me its true weight. To the copper. To my face. You knew what it would cost me to hear that the founding light of my house was borrowed, that my whole childhood glowed on a debt, and you told me anyway, because I asked for a number and you don’t lie about numbers.” She stood very straight, ice-grey and still, the willowy line of her against the gridded city. “And then you stayed. That’s the part. Men have told me true things before, to seem honest, as a move. You told me the truth about my own house that cost me the most to hear, and then you didn’t leave, and you didn’t ask me for anything, and you didn’t use it. You just held the door while I stood in the wreckage of what I’d believed my whole life, and you let me count it myself.”

I did not answer right away, because a thing said that plainly deserves to be heard all the way to the bottom before a man opens his mouth. And what I heard, under the auditor’s level voice, was the oldest wound I know, because it is my own: a person valued chiefly for their use, loved for what they could do and rarely met beneath the work, who had built a whole competent armored life on being useful precisely because usefulness was the only currency anyone would take from them. I had been that. I had spent five years being that, carrying other men’s glory in a pack. The queens had spent years teaching me I was worth more than my load. And here was a princess who had never once been counted, asking to be, and I knew the exact shape of the hunger because I had starved on it myself.

She took a breath, and I witnessed a woman spend a decade of composure in one sentence.

“I have counted every court suitor who came near me,” she said. “What they wanted. The princess, the signet, the access, the alliance. Their prices were always there, under the courtesy. And I cannot price you. You wanted me to know a number. That’s all. None of my court suitors ever wanted that; they wanted me persuaded, impressed, or indebted.” Her voice did not shake. Holding it level showed exactly what the sentence cost her. “I want to be counted by the one man in the world whose count I trust. That is the entire asset on the table. It stands clear of alliances, politics, and crown business. I checked. I audited my own motives for months after the royal progress before I let myself say this, because I do not act before I’ve counted, and the count came back clean, and I am tired of being the only entry in my life that doesn’t balance.” She met my eyes. “Decide.”



“Then I’ll tell you the number I’ve got,” I said, because she’d asked for a figure and she deserved a true one. “I counted you the first day, as I count everyone. Exits, loads, tells. I put you down as the auditor: cold, precise, priced everyone, trusted no one. And I was wrong on one line, and I’ve been wrong on it since the royal progress, and I only just settled it.” I looked at her, ice-grey and still and waiting for the figure like a woman braced for a bad one. “You’re not cold. You’re the warmest person in this palace and you’ve spent your whole life keeping the count for people who treated you as the clerk instead of an entry, and you built the armor because usefulness was the only thing anyone would take from you. I know that armor. I wore it five years. Somebody finally counted me. I’d like to be the one who counts you.” I held her eyes. “That’s my number. It doesn’t have politics in it either. I checked too.”

She stood very still. And through no bond yet, just her face, I registered a woman hear the thing no court suitor had ever told her plainly and decide to believe it.

I did not have to decide, because the deciding was hers, and the system knew it before either of us did.

I had thought about this for a long time, as I think about everything, turning it over. Standing in that glass room, I found nothing for me to open. She stood before me alive and whole, beyond any tomb or door I could burn Renown to reach, having audited her own heart for months and come to me with the number.

There was no summoning. There was nothing to summon. There was only a woman choosing, in a room made of her own mind, having reasoned her way to it as she reasoned everything.

The neutral ledger registered an answer to a question no Anchor had asked before.

[A LEGEND RHYMES WITH YOUR NEED: THE PRINCESS WHO CHOSE TO EARN. LIVING.]

[SHE WAS NEVER CALLED. SHE CAME.]

[BOND OFFERED – TETHERED]

[HER CHOICE, FREELY MADE.]

[ACCEPTED.]

The Tether settled between my ribs without an arrival or a door opening. Sidonie had already been whole and present. The bond simply joined the edges of our senses, confirming the intent and desire neither of us could counterfeit while leaving words, memories, and private thought our own.

The first living bond in Anchor history. Summoning had only ever opened a meeting. Choice made the bond.

Sidonie felt the shared edge arrive and began, very quietly, to laugh.

“Oh,” she said, pressing a hand to her sternum. “It’s balanced. I can feel that you meant the count and the staying, and you can feel that I did. Desire, fear, intent: those figures can’t be cooked at the edge.” Her low laugh shook once. “Nobody told me it balances. I might have come sooner.”

She kept her hand over the new sense and laughed again, relief escaping a woman who had spent her life mistrusting every hidden motive.

“You’re nervous,” she said, wondering, reading me back. “I can feel it. You, nervous. The man who out-deeded a Hero and broke a king’s oldest debt, and you’re nervous, of me, right now.” The laugh again. “That reassures me more than any promise could. With every court suitor, I had to guess whether he meant it. With you, I know. You’re nervous. I know exactly how much. It’s a balanced ledger.” She wiped her eyes, composed herself a fraction. “I’m going to be insufferable about this. I’ve found the honest account between us and I’m never going to shut up about how it balances.”

The bond did not expose facts or prepared thoughts. It caught the body beneath the practiced face: attention turning, fear tightening, desire aiming true. Sidonie composed herself, felt me notice the effort, and laughed once more instead.



We spent the next half hour proving the living Tether was real, because Sidonie trusted a result only after she had tried to break it three different ways.

“Sit,” she said, pointing to the central chair. “This is calibration. Do not romanticize calibration.”

I sat. She moved behind me where I could not see her and picked up three objects from the instrument table. I heard brass, wood, and glass touch the cloth one by one.

“Which am I holding?”

“The bond doesn’t read objects.”

“That was not my question.”

I closed my eyes. At the edge of my senses sat Sidonie’s presence, sharper now than it had been before the Tether. I could not see through her eyes. Bonds had never worked that way at this tier. What reached me was the pressure of attention, the cool certainty of her grip, and a faint satisfaction that tasted like winter air over clean stone.

“The brass sighting-frame,” I said.

She came around the chair holding the wooden tally-rule.

“Wrong,” she said, pleased.

“You wanted me to be wrong.”

“Correct. I wanted to know whether desire contaminated the reading. It does not. Again.”

She went behind me and changed the objects. I felt concentration tighten at the edge of the Tether. Beneath it, amusement she would have hidden from anyone else.

“You’re smiling,” I said.

“You cannot see me.”

“I can feel you enjoying this.”

“That is inconvenient.” A pause. “Also correct. Object?”

“Glass lens.”

She came around with the glass lens. Her face had returned to perfect auditor’s calm, but the bond carried the delight beneath it, impossible to cook.

“One correct of two. Insufficient sample.”

“How many were you planning?”

“A hundred.”

“We’d miss supper.”

“The kingdom has survived missed suppers.”

“Bram would dispute that.”

A small pulse of humor crossed the Tether before her mouth admitted anything. “Bram believes kingdoms are stew with borders. His results are annoyingly strong. Fine. Ten trials.”

We did ten. I scored six. She recorded all of them, including the one where I identified the astrolabe because it weighed enough to make her wrist complain through the bond, which she ruled inadmissible, and the one where she tried to think deliberately about the wrong object, which failed because the Tether carried attention rather than prepared thought.

“It does not read language,” she said, writing the result. “Good. A bond that carried every thought would make privacy impossible. It reads bodily truth and directed attention at the edges. Desire, fear, pain, amusement. The things a person can mislabel but cannot fully counterfeit.”

“That’s how the others work.”

“You never audited them.”

“I was busy being grateful they stayed.”

Her pen stopped. The Tether gave me the small clean hurt before she hid it.

“I am staying,” she said. “Not here every season. The Crown has work, and I have spent my life making sure it does not become an excuse for neglect. But the bond is a door, according to your oldest rule, and a door permits travel both ways. It is not a chain.”

“I know.”

“I needed to say it before the court says it badly for us.” She capped the ink. “I will spend spring and summer here until the kingdom is settled. Autumn at court. Winter, perhaps, at your march if the books permit. I am not asking permission for the calendar.”

“Good. I don’t want you asking permission to live your life.”

“I am informing you because the account affects you.”

“Also good.”

Her shoulders eased. I felt that too.

She took the chair opposite mine and put the tally-rule between us. “Pain next. Hold out your hand.”

“No.”

Sidonie blinked. “No?”

“You want to test whether pain crosses the Tether. We already know it does. You felt the old ache in my fingertips the instant the bond settled, and I felt your left knee complain when you knelt beside that child yesterday. We don’t need to hurt either of us to prove arithmetic we’ve already observed.”

The ice-grey eyes stayed on mine. Then the flush began at her throat, faint and unmistakable, because being refused for her own protection was not something the Crown’s auditor encountered often.

“Correct,” she said. “The proposed test was wasteful. I withdraw it.”

“Filed.”

“Do not use my own words against me.”

“They’re our words now. Balanced ledger.”

Her composure held for three seconds. Then the low laugh escaped again.

We tested distance instead. She went down one flight while I stayed in the Counting Room. The Tether thinned but did not vanish. At two flights I could still feel the direction of her, a cool line through stone. At the third, the edges softened to the simple certainty that she existed and was well. She returned irritated by the imprecision and secretly relieved that a wall could not erase the line. Before writing, she crossed the room twice more at different speeds, proving that motion changed none of it. Then she made me stand behind the glass roof while she descended, to test whether stone or sight caused the thinning. Stone did. Sight did not. She wrote the distinction in the margin, then underlined certainty twice: distance blurred detail, never the fact that the other person remained.

“Shared senses at the edges,” she said, writing. “Distance degrades detail before certainty. Useful.”

“You keep calling it useful.”

“It is.”

“It can be useful and matter for reasons that don’t serve the Crown.”

Her pen paused again.

“I know,” she said. “I am practicing saying both.”

Then it was my turn to be read. She made me stand at the glass roof while she sat with her eyes closed and told me, item by item, what the Tether gave her.

“You count the eastern stair every time someone passes it,” she said. “Your right hand aches less than your left. You are hungry and pretending not to be because this hour matters more to you than supper. You are looking at my braid.”

“That last one wasn’t the bond.”

“No. Your reflection in the glass roof is not subtle.” The flush deepened another shade. “You want it down.”

“Yes.”

“You want my collar open.”

“Yes.”

She opened her eyes. “And you are waiting for me to ask rather than taking either, although the bond makes the answer obvious.”

“Obvious isn’t spoken. You set the terms.”

Sidonie set the tally-rule aside. Her precise fingers touched the top fastening of her riding blacks and stopped.

“Calibration complete,” she said. The level voice had roughened by half a degree. “The account balances. Now we test what it feels like when the auditor asks for something that is not useful to anyone.”

A knock came at the outer door before she could move. Supper on a covered tray, sent by Bram with a note in his blocky hand: AUDITORS FORGET TO EAT. PORTERS HELP THEM. BOTH ARE FOOLS. STEW IS CORRECTIVE.

Sidonie read it twice.

“He knew we were here.”

“Bram knows where hungry people are. It’s the closest thing he has to prophecy.”

We ate standing over the instrument table, sharing one bowl because the tray held one. Sidonie objected to the serving count, then took the larger half of the bread and called it compensation for the error. The Tether carried how badly she needed the ordinary interruption: stew, one spoon passed back and forth, no crown in it.

“This is not useful to anyone,” she said after the last bite.

“Eating is useful.”

“Sharing a bowl is inefficient.”

“Did you dislike it?”

She considered the question with insulting care. “No. I am documenting that inefficiency and pleasure can coexist. The finding may have wider implications.”

“Dangerous research.”

“Nobody studies your princess,” she said, borrowing Merta’s law with perfect dryness. “We teach, or we leave her be.”

“And which is this?”

She set the empty bowl aside, lowered the surveyor’s glass onto the table, and reached for the door key.

“Teaching,” she said. “Thoroughly.”

She locked the doors herself, covered the instruments, and stated her terms like a survey brief. Their honesty lay in how precisely they fit her.

“Doors locked,” she said, turning the key. “Instruments covered.” She drew cloths over the sighting-glasses, one by one, a woman making a private space out of the most public arithmetic in the kingdom. “One condition governed everything, and I will tell you now because I do not do anything without stating the terms first.” She turned to face me, ice-grey and composed and, underneath, not composed at all. “You will require me to ask. For everything. In exact words. Nothing given until it’s asked for, plainly. Because I am unpracticed at plainly asking for private pleasure, because I usually count what I am owed and collect it, and I am told.” A dry breath, aimed at herself. “I am told the deficiency compounds. So tonight I am going to learn to ask, out loud, in words, and you are going to make me, and that is the term, and I have thought about it for months and I want it. That’s my yes. Now make me earn the rest of it.”

“Yes,” I said. And I gave her the first command, which was the grammar we had just agreed to, and I gave it quietly. “Then nothing happens until you ask for it. In words. Whatever you want. You’ll ask, and I’ll give it, and not before. Start when you’re ready.”

She aligned the edge of a covering cloth with the instrument table, found it a hair off, and squared it again. Then she squared herself the same way and asked.

I understood the terms. Sidonie had built her adult life around keeping every visible thing under control. Control was the armor of a woman who counted everyone, trusted no one, and had been counted by nobody. To ask plainly for what she wanted, then receive only what she had named, meant setting that armor down one buckle at a time in front of a witness.



We built the grammar one asked-for fastening at a time.

“Undo the collar,” she said. And then, because I waited, because the term was exact words and I held her to it: “I want. The collar undone. By you. Slowly.” Her voice was level and her ice-grey eyes were steady and I took in the first faint warmth begin at her throat as she said it, a visible trail no court portrait had ever shown, a spreading heat down the winter-cool skin that betrayed exactly what the composed voice would not.

I undid the collar of her riding blacks, slow, and no more.

“The next,” she said, and had to make herself. “The fastenings down the front. I want them undone. I want.” The flush deepened, spreading, and her composure dropped one audible stage, full sentences fraying toward clipped phrases. “I want to be undone. By you. Say I have to ask for each one.”

“You have to ask for each one,” I said, and undid the next, and the next only when she asked, and each asking cost her a little less and undid her a little more, and every granted request made the next one easier to speak.

Her formal blacks came open and I did not take them off her, because she wanted the wreckage left on, the wreckage worn, the audit trail visible. I loosened them until they hung, until the small high elegant line of her chest showed flushed above them, the winter-fair skin gone warm in stages down her throat and across her sternum, the flush-trail I would learn to follow, and she watched me watch it and her diction dropped another stage.

“There,” she said, and it was barely a full sentence now. “That’s the. You can see it. The warmth. I can’t stop it. I’m inviting you to see this. See me unable to stop something.”

“I see it,” I said. “Keep asking.”

I withheld the next touch on purpose. I did not touch her where she wanted until she said where. I made her name it, the exact place, in words, and she stood there flushed to her chest with her composure coming apart and had to say it, plainly, an auditor forced to itemize her own want, and the saying of it undid her worse than the touch did.

“There,” she said, when I finally gave it, and her level voice cracked clean in half on the single word. “There. I asked. I said it plainly. Oh.” The flush ran down past her collarbones, unchecked, and she looked at me with something like wonder and something like terror, a woman feeling her own control leave her hand and choosing, by asking, to let it.

The asking exposed the mechanism under all her composure, and I did not read it fully until it happened. Every request cost her at the top and paid her at the bottom. The first ones came out stiff, itemized, an auditor reading a line she resented having to read, and her voice held level and her jaw held set and only the flush betrayed the price. But each thing she asked for, I gave, exactly and only, and nothing bad happened. The world did not end because Sidonie Ruthelm had said the words I want out loud. And she learned that, in real time, as she learns everything, by counting the result and finding it safe. The fourth request came out easier than the third. The fifth easier than the fourth. She wanted no less; she had audited the transaction four times now and the ledger had balanced four times, and an auditor trusts a thing that balances.

At her asking, I bent her over the great survey table with her hands flat on her own city-map. I slid one hand beneath the disordered blacks and cupped her small high breast, thumb circling the nipple until it hardened. The other traveled under her skirts.

“Tell me where.”

She opened her mouth, closed it, and made herself try again. “My pussy. Touch it. I want your fingers on my clit. Slowly.”

I obeyed. She was wet enough to slick my fingertips at once. I traced her clit in measured circles while my other hand squeezed her breast through the opened riding blacks, and her precise voice degraded from full sentences to clipped directions.

“More pressure. Yes. Inside me now. Two fingers.”

I pushed them into her. Her pussy tightened around my hand, and the flush spread from her throat down the elegant line of her chest.

“Cock,” she said, then forced the rest out. “I want your cock inside me. Here, over my city. Slowly at first.”

I freed myself, pressed the head through her slick slit, and paused there until she looked back over her shoulder.

“Ask for the stroke.”

“Fill me, Dorian.”

I pushed into her slowly. Her pussy opened tight around every inch until my hips met her skirts. The first full contact made her fingers curl against the map and the glass-blue bond-light begin to trace up her spine.

“Deeper,” she managed. “I want you deeper. I’m asking.”

I drew almost out and drove back into her with more force. The table gave a small creak. Through the new Tether I felt the vertigo of a woman who steered everything letting herself be steered, and the relief that followed each request when I granted it exactly.

Then I laid her back across the table, across her own dark city, and took her face to face at my pace. Her riding blacks stayed open and disordered, one breast bare while the other remained half-covered. I lifted her long legs around my hips and pushed my cock into her again, watching the ice-grey eyes widen at the deeper angle.

“Touch my clit while you fuck me,” she said. The words were shaky but complete. “I want both.”

I put my thumb between us and gave her both.

The city lay dark and gridded beneath her shoulders, the eleven thousand lamps she had counted her whole life, and she gripped the edges of her own survey-table and asked me for things across the map of everything she had ever measured. Through the new Tether, her deliberate asking came through with unusual clarity. I knew her tells well enough now to feel both sides of it at once: I felt her ask, and I felt what the asking cost, and I felt the relief arrive a half-beat behind the cost when the world did not punish her for it, the whole cycle running through her again and again, terror to relief to a fraction more courage, an auditor watching her own most guarded account balance one entry at a time. And the glass-blue light traced brighter up her spine with each granted request, frost mapping a windowpane in reverse, spreading instead of fading, and she watched me watch it, unable to stop the glow and unwilling to hide it.

The flush had spread everywhere by then, throat to chest to the fair skin of her shoulders, the audit trail I’d learn to follow, and I named it, because naming it undid her.

“I can feel what you want,” I said, watching the warmth climb her. “Ask anyway. I want the words.”

“That’s not fair,” she managed, breaking, the level voice in ruins, “you can feel it, you don’t need me to. Say.”

“I need you to say it,” I said. “That’s the account. Say it.”

And she said it, plainly, fought out of years spent pricing want instead of voicing it, and the saying cracked the last of her composure clean through, the glass-blue frost-light racing up her spine, her hands gripping the edges of her own city-map, her hips rising to meet me. Through the Tether I felt her control leave her hand entirely and the terror of it turn, in the same breath, to the deepest relief she’d ever felt, because letting go had not cost her anything, because the ledger balanced, because letting go here had not meant losing anything.



At the brink she hit the last held word and could not finish the sentence. Her precision finally broke tonight.

She had asked for everything else, one word at a time, fought each one out of herself, and at the very edge, with the glass-blue light frosting up her spine and her whole composed self coming apart in stages, she reached for the last thing, the plainest thing, the thing she wanted most, and her level precise voice failed. It stopped mid-word, the auditor’s language breaking on the one account she had never balanced.

I finished it for her, quietly and exactly right. The bond gave me the plain want under the broken word.

“Come on my cock,” I said. “That’s what you were asking.”

The ice queen came apart in stages that ended all at once. Her pussy clenched around me in rapid spasms, milking each stroke while she arched off her own city-map. Glass-blue light flared up her spine like frost crossing a window in one breath. I kept my thumb on her clit and drove through the contractions until her legs locked around me and the last controlled sound broke into a raw cry.

Her raw cry stripped the count from me. I drove home once and held there while my finish pulsed into her, warmth filling the tight grip of her body as the new Tether doubled every contraction between us. She felt it in the flesh and again through the bond, and the second path pulled another hard clench from her.



She rebuilt her composure afterward one item at a time, deliberately, watched, and she left exactly one button wrong, and I did not mention it, and neither did she.

She did it. She sat up on the survey table, over her own city, and she reassembled the Princess Sidonie Ruthelm the kingdom knew, fastening by fastening, the flush fading from her throat by degrees, the level voice coming back into her like a shield sliding home. It was its own kind of intimacy, watching her put the armor back on and knowing I’d seen what was under it, knowing the bond meant she couldn’t pretend I hadn’t.

She did the collar back up wrong. One button, offset by one, the front of her riding blacks sitting a fraction crooked, and she felt it, I know she felt it, the auditor who notices everything, and she left it. She did not fix it. It was the one flaw in the reassembled account, deliberate, hers, and the deliberate error was hers to leave for me, a wrong button in an otherwise perfect ledger, her tell and my keeping, and I said nothing, because saying it would have made it a thing to fix, and the deliberate error was a thing to keep.

“Entry one,” she said, composed again except for the button, dry and shaken. “Filed.”

“Witnessed,” I answered.

Her fingers touched the wrong button and left it wrong.


Chapter 11: The Mountain Opens

The pigeons abandoned the guest-wing eaves at dawn one breath before Vyrissa settled into the court below.

Founders’ Night stood thirteen days away. The whole palace pretended not to notice her arrival, which is the only courtesy a court knows how to pay a dragon.

I came out to the balustrade with the tea still in my hand and watched her great bronze body fold out of the grey morning and settle onto the flagstones like a cathedral deciding to sit. She took human form between one breath and the next, as she does, six foot three of bronze-gold and ember-lit standing where the dragon had been, and she looked up at me on the balcony and she said the sentence she had carried since the dragon war.

“Nobody returns to my mountain until I say,” she said. “I have said it to kings. I have said it to the last of my own kind, dying, who asked to be laid with the others. I said no. I have kept that door shut for nine centuries and I will keep it shut for nine more.” Her furnace-gold eyes came up to me and did not move. “I say. You. Today. One passenger, my terms, my sky, and you will be back before the moon, and you will tell no one what you see up there unless I tell it first.”

The court behind me had gone very quiet. Below her, a footman with a coal-scuttle had stopped moving entirely, in the manner of a man who believes stillness discourages dragons, a reasonable enough theory for a footman despite its technical flaws.

“When,” I said.

“Now,” she said. “Bring nothing. You will not need your maps. I am the map today.”



The queens saw us off the way a family sees someone off to visit a grave, which is what it was, and they did it with the particular quiet that means more than any fuss.

Maeva came down in a morning robe with her braid half-built and did not make a speech, which for Maeva is a gift the size of a duchy. She looked at Vyrissa a long moment, one empress to another, and said only, “You have kept that door shut longer than my whole first life. I know what it costs to open one.” Then, drier, to me: “Come back. The court is only bearable when you’re in it to be scandalized on my behalf.”

Yrsa checked the sky as she checks everything, once, flat, and appointed herself nothing out loud because Nahari’s bodyguarding is silent and Yrsa’s is louder only in emergencies. She said, “It’s a long fall,” which from Yrsa is an entire prayer, and went back to her drills.

Nahari came barefoot across the cold flags and put her hand on my sleeve with her eyes already shut. “One of these is a wound and one is a hearth,” she said, low, only for me. “You are going up to look at the wound. Hold the distinction. If grief blurs it, give it back to her clean. That’s your whole job today.” Then, ordinary again, warm: “And count when you’re afraid. She likes it when you count. It steadies her more than you.”

Suzu tried to insure the flight.

“Passenger indemnity,” she said, producing a slip of paper from somewhere that had certainly been someone else’s paper a moment ago. “Standard rate for aerial transport is one plum, payable on safe return, void in the event of weather, dragons, or acts of mountain. I’ll waive the plum if you bring me back one black rim-stone. I collect them. Don’t ask why.”

“You do not collect them,” Vyrissa said, from the flagstones. “You have never collected them. You are trying to acquire a sample of Saint-blind ground for reasons I decline to inquire into, and the answer is no, thief, that mountain is mine and its stones stay on it.”

“See,” Suzu told me, delighted, “this is why I love working for royalty. They deny you before you’ve even finished the swindle. Saves everyone time.” And she stole the pencil out of my coat, showed it to me so I’d know she had it, and pressed it back. “For luck. Aerial rate. No plum. Go on.”

Sidonie was there too, at the edge of the court in her riding blacks with one button still done up wrong, and I felt her before I saw her: six bonded heartbeats around mine, her new ice-clear beat precise and, underneath, not precise at all. She did not touch me. She counted the guest-wing lamps instead, out loud, softly, as she steadies herself, and when she got to the end she looked at me and said, “Two hundred and forty in this wing. I’ll count them again while you’re gone. If any go out I’ll know which.” Which was, from Sidonie, a way of saying come back that had no want in it she’d have to admit to, and I heard it, because the ledger balances now, and I couldn’t not.

“Enough,” Vyrissa said, not unkindly. “The family has said its goodbyes to a man visiting a grave, and it was well done, and now the grave-keeper would like to go before the light gets high. Anchor. Down here. I’ll show you how to sit a dragon so you don’t insult the dragon.”



I have ridden mules and I have ridden the ferry and I have walked every road in three provinces, and none of it prepared me for the sky.

She took me up off the palace roof in a single beat that pressed the breath flat in my chest, and Dun Barrow fell away underneath us, the whole winter fort grown into a city, the barrow-core lowest and oldest and the palace grown over it like armor over a scar, as I’d read it from the ground, except now I could see that I’d read it right, the rings of it like a tree, and I felt the strange porter’s satisfaction of a map confirmed from above.

Then the city was behind us and there was only the country, and the country was my own maps come alive.

I had walked two weeks of that road south. She covered it northward in roughly three hours by wing, and I studied the roads I’d surveyed unspool below like ribbon, the south road and the guild road and the ferry-scar of some river I’d forded on foot years ago in another life. The whole shape of what I had only ever known one league at a time spread beneath me. A survey is a lie you agree to, a flat drawing of a round world. This was the world itself, and it was not flat, and it was not small, and I had spent my whole life crawling across the top of something enormous and calling it a map.

“You count when you are afraid,” she said, and her voice came to me through the wind, not shouted, mountain-flat, pitched somehow under the roar so it arrived clean. “You are afraid now. I can feel your heart doing arithmetic. Count, then. Out loud, if it helps. I will not mind.”

“Five near, one deep. Seven including mine,” I said, and realized as I said it that the deep one was carrying me. “You’re one of the ones I count. You’re carrying the count.”

“I am,” she said. “Count anyway. It is why I brought you and no one else. The others would have marveled, and marveling I cannot use. You will count. You will read my dead the way you read a road, honest and without flinching, and I need to be read by someone who does not flinch, because I have flinched at this across nine centuries and I am done flinching alone.” A long beat of wing. “Count, Dorian. And know this, so the fear has somewhere to go: I will not drop what I carry. I have carried eggs out of a fire that ate the sky. I have carried the last of nine dragons to a grave I dug with my own claws. I have never once dropped what I carry. You are the lightest thing I have held in a century and I will not start with you.”

I counted. Seven, and the seventh carrying me, and the ground very far below, and I found that she was right, that the counting put the fear somewhere it could sit quietly, and after a while I stopped being afraid and only watched the world go by underneath us, which is a thing almost no one who has ever lived has done, and I did it because a grieving dragon needed a witness who wouldn’t gasp.

The mountains came up on the horizon like a decision, and one of them was hers.



The Cindermaw is a caldera with a mountain for a lid, Suzu called it once, a die-robbing mark, and she was right while entirely wrong about the scale, because you cannot rob what this was.

She set down on the rim at midmorning, in the four-foot hem of black wet ground where the summer snow gives out, and I stood on ground that had been under my old survey pen years ago marked NO CAUSE FOUND. The cause stood beneath my boots at last. Halden’s cairns stood around the rim where his appendix placed them, twelve line-of-sight three-stone markers with arithmetic under each capstone, and the off-line thirteenth with its twice-worked call price, the price he priced honestly and could not afford and died still saving toward.

And on the lip of the vault-gallery, where the dark stain marks the only visitor in nine centuries who pressed a price on her and stayed, there was a copper.

I knew it before I reached it. Suzu’s copper, left on the earlier rim expedition, the one she’d left here on the rim as tribute to the last auditor, patina’d now, green-brown, weathered into the stone, and beside it the worn place where Halden’s own coin had sat before the wind took it. I crouched and looked at it and did not touch it, because a thing under a road is still a debt, and a thing on a rim is a paid one, and you leave paid debts where they lie.

“Down,” Vyrissa said, behind me, and her voice had changed. The mountain-flat was still there but there was something under it now, banked, careful, the voice of a keeper at the door of the kept thing. “The gallery is below. You will read my dead by my leave, which no living thing has ever had. Read them true. If you soften one number to spare me I will know, and I will never forgive it, and I do not have many people left to not-forgive.”

We went down into the mountain.



The vault-gallery swallowed sound despite its enormous scale, and I won’t make it loud by describing it too much, because she would not want that.

It is a gallery cut into the caldera’s heart, ordered rows in the dark, and in each place a shape under glass, slag-glass poured over what the fire left, two hundred and thirty-one of them, an entire flight’s unborn future set in rows like a library of light that never got to be read. She had done it herself. She had held the killing heat for a day and a night while the Glutton followed the light of eleven live nests, and when the heat gave out she had poured glass over what remained rather than let it be eaten, and she had lain down on it and kept it across nine centuries, and everyone who has ever seen the caldera from outside has called it a hoard.

The supposed hoard was a nursery that a mother had turned into a grave with her own fire so that a creditor could not eat her children, and she has slept on the grave ever since so no one could read the ledger of her worst day.

“Read,” she said.

I raised the Measure. It is her own sight, the echo she gave me, appraisal that reads true weight and true debt and where a leash grounds, and I had used it on coins and blades and a king’s stolen crown, and I had never once turned it on the dead by their keeper’s leave. Turning that sight upon her eggs and dead placed their true count in my hands. I would read it truly or die having failed the dragon who granted it.

I read the first place in the nearest row. At rest. Complete. Held. The Measure read it true and there was no debt in it, no leash, no grief-gold, only a small finished thing kept safe, and I said so, out loud, in a flat voice, because she had asked for flat.

“At rest,” I said. “Complete. Held. No debt on it. Kept clean.”

I read the next. The same. And the next.

I read them one at a time, all the way down the ordered rows, and I did not soften one number, and each time I said the same three true words, at rest, complete, held, and behind me the dragon stood very still and let me count the eggs and dead by Dragon’s Measure, a reading she had granted no one else, and I felt through the bond that each true word was landing on her like a stone laid on a grave, the good weight, the weight that says someone else knows now, someone else has seen, you are not the only one who counted.

Two hundred and thirty eggs across the ordered rows. At rest, complete, held. Two hundred and thirty times.

And the two hundred and thirty-first read wrong.



I stopped. I read it again, because you do not report a strange number until you are sure of the strange number, and the second read said the same as the first, and I made myself say it plainly because plain was the only mercy I had.

“This one’s different,” I said. “Come and read it with me, because I want you to hear it in the ledger’s own words, not mine.”

She came. She stood beside me at the two hundred and thirty-first place, the last place in the ordered rows, the slag-glass over what should have been the same small finished thing as all the others, and I turned the Measure on it and let the ledger of the world say it in its own bracketed voice, and I felt her read it with me through the bond, the two of us looking at the same true figure at once.

[ITS FIRE IS NOT HERE.]

[NOT GONE. NOT EATEN. ELSEWHERE. KEPT.]

Vyrissa did not move.

I have seen her land like a cathedral. I have seen her lift an empress off her feet like a procession of one. I have seen her breathe and warm a whole room and laugh a laugh that rolls off her like weather. Her stillness held nine centuries of disciplined grief, and I did the only thing I knew to do, which was to stand beside her and hold the difference the way Nahari told me to, and say nothing, and let the number be true in the dark for as long as she needed it to be.

When she spoke, her voice went mountain-flat, and I had learned by then that flat is her loudest.

“Across nine centuries, I counted my dead every day. Every one, in these rows, under this glass, kept safe from the thing that ate the rest of us. I have known this grave the way you know your own hand.” A long beat. “And one of them was not dead. One of them was only sleeping somewhere else, and I laid glass over an empty place and mourned it more than three hundred thousand nights, and it was alive the whole time, warm, kept, somewhere I could not see because I would not look up from the grave.”

“The fire survived and remains uneaten,” I said. “The ledger doesn’t hedge. The read is plain. Its fire is elsewhere, and it’s kept, and kept is a strong word. Something has kept it, on purpose, well, for a long time.”

“Kept,” she said, and the word came out of her like something being handed over. “Something kept my child’s fire while I kept my child’s grave. And I did not know. And I will need to know who, and where, and whether they knew what they held, and I will need to be very careful, small anchor, because the last time I carried an error across nine centuries I burned a war down over it, and I am too old to make that mistake at this distance from my last friends.”



We climbed back to the rim, and there, in the failing afternoon, she assembled the truth out of pieces I already carried, and I watched a dragon do arithmetic the size of a kingdom.

“Your mage’s pressed wick,” she said. “The one from the palace’s uncounted lamp. I read it in your hall last autumn. Clean of debt. Older than the kingdom, younger than the mountain. No grave-gold in it, which puzzled me, because everything the founding touched has grave-gold in it, my flight’s gold, worn as a crown. But not that lamp.” She looked north and south across the visible country, the light going amber behind her. “And the candles that bow to it. And the warmth behind the old wall in the barrow-core, the one your oracle’s glass warms toward instead of whiting out. And the old chandler who told the princess some accounts fall outside audit because generations of hands keep them.”

“You’re saying the lamp is the fire,” I said.

“I am saying I have a grave with an empty place in it, and a city with a warmth in its heart that is older than itself and owes no one anything, and I am too much a keeper to say the last sentence out loud before I stand in front of it.” She said it hard, disciplined, a mother refusing to let herself hope until hope is safe. “I will not name it mine from a mountaintop on a chain of clues, however clean. I have named things mine from a distance before and been wrong, and the error cost more than I had. I will go down into that barrow-core, and I will stand in front of whatever keeps itself there, and if it is what the number says it is, it will know me, and I will know it, and I will say the sentence then, in front of it, where it can hear me be right. Only then.”

Her slow heartbeat dropped another measure while she stared across the darkening kingdom. Then she said the thing that gave the whole spring its true shape.

“The fort that would not freeze,” she said. “The winter that should have killed the founding and did not. I have heard the founding story in three cities now, always the same, always the borrowed sun, the loan, the crown of gold nobody could place. And the founding stories omit the plain question: how the fort survived the winter before the loan. Because it did survive it. Ruthelm held Dun Barrow through a killing winter and then, in the spring, went and traded up for a sun.” Her furnace eyes came around to me. “The kingdom did not begin with a loan, Dorian. It began with a theft. Someone took a fire off my dead war and kept it, and it kept a fort alive through a winter, and I find I do not want to burn them for it.” A beat. “I will forgive the theft. I will forgive it entirely, if the theft kept what it took alive. That is a sentence I did not know I had in me until this afternoon. Remember I said it, in case I forget at the worst moment, which your oracle has already warned me I will.”

“She warned me too,” I said. “She said you’d confuse the wound and the hearth, once, at the worst moment, and I’d have to hold the difference.”

“Then hold it,” Vyrissa said. “That is the job. I have carried the grief alone since the dragon war and I am not, it turns out, very good at putting it down without help. Help me put it down. Tonight. Up here, where my dead can hear that I have finally found a reason to stop only grieving them.” And she paid a coin.

She did it with deliberate care. She took a piece of dull metal from somewhere in the ember-shimmer she wears like a gown, four centuries out of date the way all her coin is, and she crouched at the vault-gallery lip and set it down beside Suzu’s green-worn copper, deliberately, the way you lay a thing on a grave.

“Tribute to the last auditor,” she said, to Halden’s worn place in the stone. “You priced my call honestly and you died of the asking, on schedule, like the sixty before you, and no one paid you a copper for the honesty. We are fixing that custom this spring, the anchor and I. Honest counters get paid now. It is a new policy. You would have approved of it. You seem, from your handwriting, to have been a man who approved of policies.” She stood. “There. Now there are two coins on my rim, and this one is my tribute. I have laid it here myself, and now I know the door is open and I am not going to be able to close it again, and I find, small anchor, that I do not want to.”



She asked me to make her human-sized that night, and she asked it in the plainest words she owned.

We made camp on the rim above the gallery, on hot stone that never fully cools this near the caldera’s heart, and she was her own lamp, so there were no lamps, only her banked ember-light laid low across the black ground and the whole cold field of stars above us, more stars than a city ever lets you see. She lay on her back on the bedrolls with her hands behind her head and looked at them for a while, the being of mountains laid out under the sky she rules, and then she turned her head and looked at me instead.

“I have been a mountain since the dragon war,” she said. Appraisal-grammar, but stripped of all its armor, the voice she uses for the truest things. “I have been vast on purpose, because vast does not have to feel the size of what it lost. You cannot break a mountain’s heart. There is too much mountain. I made myself into something too large to grieve at human scale and I have been that thing for nine centuries and it worked, small anchor. It worked so well I forgot there was a woman under the mountain at all.”

“And tonight,” I said.

“Tonight the mountain is below us, full of my dead, and one of my dead is alive somewhere warm and kept, and I find I cannot be vast about it.” Her furnace eyes held mine, and they were streaming light at the edges, faint, the way they do when she has decided to let something out. “Make me human-sized, anchor. Reach the woman beneath the mountain, slowly, because I have not been this size on the inside in a very long time and I have forgotten how much a person can hold, and I am afraid I will find it is as much as I lost.” A breath. “I will fit in your arms, if I decide to. I have decided to. That is my yes, and my terms, and my whole surrender, which for me is not strength set down. It is scale set down. I will be exactly as small as one woman, in your arms, on the grave of my flight, and let it be enough to be held by one man instead of vast enough to never feel it. Say yes.”

“Yes,” I said. And I reached for her, and she let me, and the reaching answered her.

Because there was no lifting tonight, and no strength framing anything, and no display, none of the kinetic weather she usually brought. Every display of strength stayed outside the bedroll. She was setting down scale rather than strength, and I met that deliberate banking with stillness.

Her skin was scale-shimmer gone soft under my hands, the iridescence at her shoulders and her spine banked low, and the furnace of her, the tireless heat that I usually have to ration to a tempo, she banked it herself, down and down, to embers, to something a human body could lie against and simply be warmed by, and that banking was the gift, a being who could set a room steaming making herself the temperature of a person for one night so she could be held like a person.

“There,” she said, low, when I gathered her in and she let herself be gathered, all that scale and strength folded down into the compass of two arms. “That is the size. Hold that size. I have not been that size since before the sky burned.” Her voice cracked, human-sized, in the middle. “It is exactly as much as I lost. I told you it would be. Hold it anyway.”

I held it.



I took her slowly and face to face, human-scaled the whole way.

She had banked the furnace and I kept it banked, my hands moving slow on soft-shimmered skin, and where she is usually a thing I have to hold to a pace her body outruns, tonight she held herself to me, her strength present and voluntarily idle, an ocean deciding to be a still pool for one night, and the deciding was the gift at its deepest setting. I moved into her slow and she took me slow, her furnace-gold eyes open and streaming light at the edges, her breathing turning ragged, human and unguarded, without the seismic weather she usually makes.

“Slower,” she said. The word came as a request, stripped of a mountain’s authority. “I want to feel every part of it at this size. I have spent nine hundred years feeling nothing at full scale on purpose. Let me feel one thing all the way through, small, and slow, and mine.”

I gave her slow. My mouth moved over the soft shimmer of her throat and down to the deep bronze fullness of her breasts. I cupped one and drew the nipple between my lips. Her hands tightened on my shoulders with exactly human strength.

“Say what you want at this size,” I told her.

Her furnace eyes streamed at the edges. “Your mouth on my tits. Your hands on me without measuring what I could lift. And then your cock inside me, slowly enough that I feel the woman before the mountain answers.”

I gave her the first two until her nipples stood hard and her thighs opened around me. Heat gathered between them, banked rather than blazing. I ran my hand down the strong line of her belly and found her pussy slick and furnace-warm.

She watched my fingers disappear between us. “That hand has appraised wars. Tonight it does simpler work.”

“Better work,” I said, circling her clit.

Her mouth opened on a low human sound. I pressed two fingers into her and worked them slowly, feeling her tighten around me, until her hips began to rise despite the deliberate stillness.

“Enough preparation,” she whispered. “Attend the beginning.”

I settled between her thighs, took my cock in hand, and pressed the head into her. Her heat closed around me at once. I stopped after the first inch and held her gaze.

“More,” she asked. “All of you. Keep it human.”

I pushed deeper by degrees until our bodies met. Her pussy gripped my cock in slow pulses, hotter than any mortal body, but not burning. She had banked the furnace for me and I felt the precision of it in every inch.

Then I moved in slow, even strokes. She wrapped her arms around me with exactly human strength, which cost her more control than any lift. She could have folded me in half without noticing. Instead she held me the way one person holds another, carefully, and the care was the gift.

“The fire still starts,” she whispered, and it was the dynasty-grammar but it came out different than it ever had, not appetite, not the last of her line reaching for the future, just hope, plain and cracked. “I thought it might have gone out in me, the wanting, after so long only keeping the dead. And it still starts. And now I know it never stopped, not in me and not in.” Her breath went. “One of them. Somewhere. Warm. Kept.”

“It never stopped,” I said, low, moving in her slow. “The ledger said kept, not cold. Kept is a warm word. Somebody kept it warm.”

“Somebody kept it warm,” she repeated, like a vow, like a thing she was going to hold onto through whatever came next. “Somebody kept my child’s fire warm through every age I lay on its grave. I will find them and forgive them. First I will let one man hold me at the size of one woman on the rim of my grief, because your oracle is right, I cannot put this down alone.” Her hips rose to me, slow, human. “Do not stop. Do not go vast. Stay this size with me. That is the ask.”

I stayed that size. I gave her slow and human all the way to the edge, and I felt through the bond the moment the mountain and the woman stopped arguing inside her and she was, for one held stretch of time, only the woman, only human-sized, only held, and the trust she handed me outweighed all her scale.



Her peak did not flood. It settled. The low glow across the rim said more than any blaze could have, and I will set it down exactly.

When she came, the banked ember-light did not blaze up the way her forge-gold usually floods a room. It settled, warm and low, out across the whole black rim like a hearth banked down for the night, a glow that spread instead of flaring, that warmed instead of blinding. Even her light had come human-sized tonight. She had banked all of herself, and the settling moved me more than any blaze she had ever given me.

Her pussy clenched around my cock and she held me with exactly human strength, shaking, furnace eyes wide and pouring light at the edges. I kept the slow strokes through her spasms until she asked, “Inside. Stay this size and fill me.”

I buried myself and came inside her. Each pulse of cum drew another deep contraction from her body while the finish echoed through the bond. She made a quiet sound, cracked at the center, far from the seismic laugh. The laugh came after, human-sized and broken in the middle.

“There,” she said, into my shoulder, holding on. “Lit. Small.” A shaking breath. “Both. I told you I do not do small, and I lied, I can do small, I had forgotten why I might choose it. Witness it, anchor. Lit. Small. Both.”

“Witnessed,” I said, and held her at the size she’d chosen, the two of us on the hot black stone above her dead, under more stars than a city knows about.



We lay on the rim rationing ourselves for each other, and the argument became the night’s whole lullaby.

She stayed banked. I noticed it, after, that she was holding her warmth down for my comfort, keeping herself at the temperature of a person when her body wanted to climb back to the furnace it prefers, and I told her to stop, that I could take her heat, that she didn’t have to make herself small for me anymore now that the thing was done.

“No,” she said, comfortably, banked warm around me like coals a careful hand has dampened. “You are rationing your own tiredness for my sake, I can feel you doing it, you want to sleep and you are staying awake because you think I need the company on the grave tonight. So. We will each ration ourselves for the other, and neither of us will stop, and that is a good argument to fall asleep inside.” A pause, ember-low. “This is what I meant. In the yard last autumn, when I told the family I wanted to keep something that grows. I did not mean the war. I meant this. Two people being foolish about each other’s comfort on a cold rim under the stars. I kept a grave nine hundred years. Now I have this on it, and I will want it every night for the rest of my very long life, and I want you to know that now, so it does not surprise either of us later.”

“Noted,” I said, in my ledger-word, and she laughed the small laugh again.

She shifted one degree warmer, testing whether I would complain. I pulled her closer. The argument had no winner and needed none; for once, a dragon’s control could be spent on comfort instead of survival, and a porter’s wakefulness could be given without becoming another unpaid load. Above us, the stars held their cold places. Below, two hundred and thirty complete graves and one empty place waited without asking either of us to solve them before sleep.

“Filed, your oracle would say. Paid, you would say.” She settled. “I have one more truth for you. I already keep the living. Your march, your children, the boy who counts my heart. Tonight I may sleep knowing one old duty is not only a grave.” Her voice went to the edge of sleep, banked and warm. “My reason is already mine, small anchor. The crown-reason. I will speak it when I am ready, and not one hour sooner. Do not ask me for it yet. A dragon does not hurry the only appointments that matter.” A last warm breath against my throat. “Sleep. I have you. I do not drop what I carry.”


Chapter 12: The Petitioners’ Fair

We came back off the mountain before the moon, exactly as she’d promised, and I had one night in a bed that did not move under me before the whole kingdom put its year on a scale.

Vyrissa said almost nothing about what we’d found, and the almost-nothing was itself a discipline. She held it like a woman carrying a full cup down a stair. At breakfast the morning after, the family gathered, hungry for the mountain’s news, and she gave them the true shape of it and not one word past it: one of the eggs’ fires was not in the grave; it remained elsewhere, warm and kept, and she would not name it hers until she stood in front of it, because she had named things hers from a distance before and been wrong at ruinous cost. Nahari nodded once, approving, a keeper recognizing a keeper’s discipline. Maeva, who understands better than anyone alive what it costs to hold a thing down in public, simply passed the dragon the pepper, unasked, confirming the settled alliance between them and starting a new kind of quiet.

“Ask me nothing,” Vyrissa told the table, mountain-flat. “I will say the sentence when I can say it to the flame’s face. Until then I am a keeper who has learned her grave has an empty place in it, and I will spend the day being magnificent at a festival, because your oracle tells me the singing is the whole war, and I intend to be at full strength for it, and grief does not leave a dragon at full strength.” She ate an enormous amount of everything, in the manner of both empresses this household keeps, and did not mention the mountain again.

The Petitioners’ Fair gave me a reason to forgive Dun Barrow a great deal. At the third event of the Founders’ Games, every banner in the kingdom brings its true deeds to the Founding Stone and shows them. Each banner shows its deeds in person rather than swearing from a distance. The whole square becomes a working audit of the kingdom conducted as pageant, and there is not one ledger in sight, and I stood in the middle of it that first hour with something moving in my chest that I did not have a word for, because it was the thing I had spent my life doing in villages nobody watched, done here in daylight before tens of thousands of people, and called a festival.

A bridge crew carried a beam through the square, an actual beam, the one they’d cut and set that year, four men shouldering it down the processional way to the Stone so the kingdom could see the wood their deed was made of. A fen-drive company rigged a barrel-stave gate right there on the flags and dropped it and raised it, the same gate they’d held a channel with, and the crowd cheered a piece of working timber the way another crowd might cheer a champion. A well-crew brought the actual windlass. A midwife brought nothing but a list of names in her own hand and read them, and the Stone weighed the reading and lit, and the square went quiet for a woman who had caught four hundred children in thirty years.

The stones weighed as the day ran, deed after deed, true weight taken in the open. A kingdom’s arithmetic, dragged out of private rooms, looked like theater. It looked like a fair. It looked like the opposite of everything the market was, and the market’s stall was somewhere in that same square, and I could feel it there, patient, waiting for dusk.

Helvane found me at the barrier rope an hour in, iron-grey and campaign-postured, dressed as always a full rank below what he was, watching a fen-drive crew drop their barrel-stave gate to a roar.

“You’ll notice,” he said, without preamble, “that I told you to be magnificent, and that you appear to be doing it, and that it appears to be working, and that I intend to remind you of both facts at regular intervals for the rest of my life.” He watched the crew raise the gate again. “Be magnificent. It is cheaper than war and it confuses them longer, and I have now watched a march of two hundred and sixty-one lamps make the great houses of the kingdom feel poor by owning a piece of working timber. My father ignored advice like mine and died in a ditch. I gave it to you and I am about to watch it pay in front of twenty thousand people. Do not thank me. Simply continue being right in public. It is the only entertainment I permit myself.”

“Noted,” I said.

“Filed, your oracle would say,” Helvane said, and went off to find a vantage, because a man who invests early likes to watch the return come in from a good seat.

The capital, meanwhile, had discovered the march the way a city discovers anything, which is by selling it. Souvenir stalls along the processional way had run up tin porters walking out of tin tombs, and painted lamp-line poles no taller than a finger, and, inevitably, tin dragons, wings on the wrong bone the way tin dragons always have them, priced adequate and labeled AS INSPECTED because the maker two provinces south had started that fashion and the fashion had traveled. Suzu bought one of everything, on principle, and appraised each as she went.

“The porter’s too tall,” she reported, holding up a tin figure. “You’re not that tall. And they’ve made your shoulders heroic. You have porter’s shoulders, which is worse than heroic and they’ll never get it in tin.” She pocketed it anyway. “I’m keeping this. Depreciation study. A thief needs a hobby the empress can’t invoice.”



Maeva staged the march’s presentation, and she did not build a boast. She built an invitation, statecraft performed while standing still.

She had refused, from the first, to let us present the way the great houses presented, with flourish and colors and a champion out front. “We are not going to tell them we are impressive,” she’d said, over the plans. “We are going to show them something small and true and let them decide, in their own chests, that they want it. A crowd you convince will argue with you tomorrow. A crowd that decides for itself will die for the idea by winter. We are not selling. We are opening a door and stepping back, which is the only thing this whole family knows how to do, so we may as well be magnificent at it.”

Sidonie stood at the barrier throughout, not on the stage, ice-grey and precise in her court whites, counting the crowd as she counts everything, and I felt her through the new Tether the entire time, six bonded heartbeats around mine, her ice-clear beat running the numbers of twenty thousand souls out of pure habit. Once, quietly, without looking at me, she said, “Your empress has arranged for the kingdom to fall in love with a lamp-count. I have spent my life trying to make people care about a lamp-count. She has done it in one afternoon by refusing to explain why it matters.” A beat. “I am going to learn how she does that if it takes me the rest of my reign.”

Wat read the lamp-census.

He stood at the Stone in his plain clothes, Deric’s boy, twenty and steady, the tally in his hands the way Osric would have held it if Osric ever came south, and he carried it up there with a gravity that would have made Osric weep into his ruled lines, a boy who had taken a blade through the arm holding a siege hinge during the Night of Leaning Lamps now standing before the kingdom holding a tally-book like it was the true weapon, which, in this family, it is. He read the march’s year the way you read a psalm, small number after small number, and it should have been dull and it stopped the square cold. Two hundred and sixty-one lamps in all, forty in the KEPT column. Wat named that smaller set and why each belonged there. Birthday, one taper, rain, read out flat and unexplained, and a ripple went through the crowd, because a kingdom that has spent a winter watching its great houses’ stones go grey under polite curtains was not braced to hear a march-boy stand up and simply account for two hundred and sixty-one lights by name, honest, complete, nothing missing, nothing sold.

Then the relay code, and this was the part Maeva had built to do the real work.

The march did not demonstrate it alone. The city’s own lamplighters demonstrated it, the hundred capital men Colm and Brenna’s alphabet had taught in an afternoon before the Lamp Run, and they stood up out of the crowd unasked, in their own guild aprons, and ran the code across the square, one flash hold, two gate ready, three gate dropped, long flash breach, a message crossing the whole founder’s square in under nine seconds carried by capital hands. It was the city arguing for us. It was a hundred of Dun Barrow’s own lamplighters standing up in front of the kingdom to say we learned this and it is ours now and it was given, not sold, and no barker in the world can un-teach a thing a man has learned with his hands.

The city’s lamplighters did not stop there. Their route-master, a broad old man with wax-stained hands and forty years on the beacon rounds, stepped to the Stone after the code ran and added a line to the day. The guild’s senior, the soot-handed woman who had learned one-flash-hold on the chalk floor, stood beside him and nodded her authority for him to speak.

“They taught us the code first,” he said, loud, plain. “Before the race. Before there was a prize in it. A march came to our city and taught our guild a thing worth having and asked us for nothing, and then beat us fair in the running of it with the same code they’d handed us that morning. I’ve walked this city’s beacon routes forty years. No other house taught me a thing it could have sold me this season.” He looked at the crowd. “That’s all. I wanted it said at the Stone, where it weighs.” And the Stone weighed it, and lit, and a hundred capital lamplighters who had learned one-flash-hold on a chalked guild-hall floor stood a little straighter, and I thought that Brenna, a country away, commanding a march’s census by letter, would have logged the whole moment under WHO TO THANK WHEN IT WORKS, which is her own invention and the truest column any ledger in this family keeps.

And then the Millbrook farmer.

He had come south on his own coin, the man whose name we’d un-sold at an anvil on the road south, and he stood at the Founding Stone with his wife’s hand on his shoulder and swore his name’s homecoming, plainly, in a farmer’s plain words, that he had sold it in the winter for warm gold and been made whole again at a march’s forge and would carry the loan upright until it was paid. The Stone weighed it. The square listened to a man say out loud the thing half the great houses in it had done and could not admit, and his wife’s hand did not leave his shoulder the whole time, and there was not a dry eye in a quarter of the crowd.

And at the end, Maeva asked for nothing.

That completed her design, and it landed like a blow. The banners had come to the Stone to be weighed and, under the weighing, to ask for standing, favor, or the Crown’s regard. The march showed its year and asked for not one thing, and stepped back, and let the Stone speak.

[THE MARCH SHOWED ITS YEAR. THE YEAR WEIGHED TRUE.]

And the old duchies’ banners dipped.

I did not understand it at first. Three of the great houses along the colonnade, the oldest, lowered their banners as Maeva passed, a slow dip, deliberate, and it rippled out from them, and I kept my eyes on Helvane across the square notice it and go very still and pleased. They were her duchies. The grandchildren of the three duchies she had unified four hundred years ago knew the plain golden woman in the re-tailored bodice was the empress their lines descended from. Their courts had spent a year treating the etches and royal-progress stories as history made inconveniently flesh, but some inherited protocol older than any polite denial made them dip their banners as she walked past, and she knew exactly why.

Through the bond I felt the tear arrive.

The forbidden tear banked behind her auditing green eyes, and I felt it come up in her at the sight of her own duchies’ descendants bowing to her without being ordered, four hundred years too late, answered by a protocol no one had demanded. And I felt her stand it down. On discipline. In public. The empress does not cry where the court can price it, so she banked the tear and saved it, and I felt her save it, filed for later, for a private hour, and I did not mention it, then or ever, and I kept walking beside her at the exact pace a Warden keeps beside a lady, and only the two of us knew that a woman had just been bowed to by her own dead empire and had had to swallow it whole in front of the world.

“Later,” she said, very low, court-level, for me alone.

“Later,” I agreed. And we walked on, and the banners stayed dipped until she’d passed, and not one of the houses could have said who they were bowing to, a magnificent answer made entirely by asking for nothing.



At dusk the Coiner took the Fair’s own stage, and he answered a whole day of true weight with an impossibly fast offer, and I have to set his patter down carefully, because a barker’s rhythm is a thing that gets into your own voice if you let it, and I will not let it.

He climbed up with genial ease into the amber end of the day, one merchant among a kingdom of them, and he did not sneer at the Fair and he did not argue with it, which is what made him dangerous. He praised it.

“Weight!” he called, warm, delighted. “What a lovely thing weight is. What honest work I have watched today. Beams and gates and babies caught. Marvelous, friends. Marvelous, and slow.” He let the word sit. “So slow. Ten years to earn a house’s shine back, the Warden will tell you, and he’s an honest man, so believe him. Ten years of calluses. Ten winters of grey stone while your children ask why the house doesn’t glow anymore.” A pause, kind as a physician. “Or.”

The square leaned. I felt it lean.

“Or, on Founders’ Night, one evening, I list the fastest offer this kingdom has heard since its founding,” he said. “Every grey name in the kingdom re-gilt at once. Every house bright by dawn. Every curtained stone-board thrown open glowing. The whole kingdom lit in a single night, no calluses, no waiting, no winters.” He smiled the breathless smile. “For one item. Of the Crown’s. Sight unseen. From the Winter Court. The Crown need only say yes, at its own Stone, at the weighing-place, where we all deal honest. One item, friends, for the whole kingdom’s shine. Founders’ Night. Bring your grey houses. Bring your hunger. The Coiner weighs nothing he does not buy.”

And the square’s hunger was audible. That is the only way I can put it. Tens of thousands who had spent a winter in the dark heard a man offer them all the light in the world by dawn for one thing they had never heard of and did not own, and the wanting came off them in a wave, and I understood exactly how much trouble we were in, because he had not lied once. He never does. The Stone weighs truth, and everything he’d said was true. His unseen trap appeared to be scale: our working hypothesis was that no one had forced the Stone to weigh his whole book at once.

Berengar’s face did the granite thing that kings learn. Sidonie’s did the arithmetic thing that auditors cannot unlearn, her ice-grey eyes running the offer for the flaw. And Nahari, beside me, eyes shut the whole time, spoke very low.

“He said the wing’s name,” she said. “The Winter Court. He named the room.” A breath. “He knows the room, Dorian. He has bought his way close enough to name the room. But listen to what he did not say. He did not name the shelf. He knows there is a lamp in the Winter Court that is worth a kingdom’s shine, and he does not know which lamp, or where on the shelf, or what it is, because the room is kept and kept ground is blind to him. He has to buy the room open. That is why the offer is sight unseen. He is not confident. He is guessing, expensively, in public, and hoping the Crown’s hunger fills in what his sight can’t.” Her eyes stayed shut. “Which means we have something he does not, which is a keeper who knows exactly which lamp, and we had better get to that keeper before the market buys the door.”

[THE MARKET: READ.]

The bracketed read settled plain behind my eyes. I marked it beside the empty W column and the warmth behind the wall, and felt the whole shape of the season close by another degree.

“He has told us his one weakness by making his one boast,” Maeva said, low, as the crowd churned and murmured and the amber light died. “He must buy the Winter Court open, because he cannot see into it. He has named the room in public to force the Crown’s hand, thinking hunger will do his seeing for him. Which means it turns on one door and one keeper, and a market that must be sold what it cannot take is a market with a lever in it after all. Nahari has found the lever. Now we find the hand on it before he does.” She watched the Coiner step down off the stage, genial and measured, into a crowd already reaching for his phials. “He is very good. I want that said plainly and once. He praised our Fair, he did not lie, and he offered a starving kingdom the sun by dawn, and he asked for a thing so vague no one can picture themselves losing it. That is not a fool’s work. We are not going to beat him by being cleverer than him. We are going to beat him the way this family beats everything, which is by being warmer than him where it can be measured, and by making him weigh, once, in front of everyone.”

“And the wager,” Sidonie said, from beside her, and the two of them looked at each other, the empress and the princess, the apprenticeship neither of them names, and something passed between them that I did not have all the pieces of yet.

“And the wager,” Maeva agreed. “But that is the war-table’s business, not the square’s. Tonight we have learned what he must buy. Let us go home and set a table around it.”



Afterward, in the last light, we walked the Gallery of the Founders, and we did not fire our shot, because you do not drop a truth, you aim it, and we were still aiming.

The Gallery runs along the founder’s square, a colonnade of the kingdom’s enshrined dead, statues and friezes garlanded for the spring festival, and two of them carried lies only our household had recognized.

Galliard the Swift stood garlanded near the center, the Hero of Sundermere, two hundred years enshrined for avenging the lamp-city he had let burn, sword up, marble face noble, spring flowers at his feet. And Nahari stood in front of him with two hundred years of receipts behind her eyes and did not say one word. She just looked at him, the man who arrived a day late on purpose because avenged ashes pay better than saved cities, the Hero her own warning could have made unnecessary if he’d ridden when she sent it, and she was perfectly still, and her stillness had a weight to it that made a passing family go quiet and hurry their children on without knowing why.

I had learned enough of her over the past months to read the shape of the stillness, and the shape of it was arithmetic, two hundred years of it, every name she carries that the songs dropped, every warning she sent that arrived in time and was ignored on purpose because a saved city pays a Hero nothing and an avenged one pays him a statue. Sundermere was a lamp-city. It burned with its lamps lit because the man now standing in marble above her had held his relief a day’s ride out until the ashes were cold enough to be profitable, and she had died knowing exactly what his blessing cost and who paid it, and she had waited two hundred years in the dark and then years at my side for the chance to say it on a stone that would weigh it.

“Not tonight,” she said at last, low. “Tonight he keeps his flowers. On Founders’ Night I will stand here again, and I will swear what my city actually was and how it actually died and who actually let it, and this marble will hear the truth in front of the whole kingdom, and we will see whether a Hero’s shine can survive being weighed against the woman he let burn.” She turned away from him at a deliberate pace, and it cost her something to turn her back on him and I felt it. “I have waited two hundred years to say it. Twelve more days will not spoil the wine. Let him keep his flowers one more festival. It is the last one he gets.”

Further along, above the colonnade, the frieze of Aldous the Unifier ran the length of the wall, Maeva’s husband-king, the man who took the title for the unifying his wife had done and fed her hemlock in her own garden and wept at her funeral so prettily that the weeping is what history minted. His carved epithet ran under the frieze in letters a foot high: ALDOUS, WHO MADE ONE KINGDOM OF THREE.

Maeva read it as she reads a false invoice.

“He made nothing of three,” she said, court-level, precise, not loud. “I made one kingdom of three, with two short wars and a great deal of correspondence and a pepper fleet, and he married the doing of it and carved his name on the result and poisoned the woman who could have corrected the record, which she is about to do.” She looked up at the frieze a while, the auditing green eyes running the lie the way they ran everything. “Twelve days,” she said. “And then I correct the epithet. Four sentences and my own sworn word on the Founding Stone would do it more cleanly than an army, and the frieze will grey the way a lie greys when the person who knows better finally speaks. He has had four hundred years of the credit. He can have twelve more days of it. And then I take it back, in daylight, in front of the descendants of the duchies I actually unified, and I will not raise my voice once.”

The plan set itself between them in two lines, walking away from the garlanded dead in the last of the light.

“Founders’ Night sings the founding,” Nahari said.

“Then we’ll sing it true,” said Maeva. That settled the plan. Neither of them said another word about it, because the swearings belonged to the night and not to the Gallery, and a truth you aim is a truth you do not spend early.



Yrsa came for me that night beneath a name that had not been on the wall a day before, and it was the fullest her cup has been since last autumn’s graduation on a march a country away.

The Champions’ Rest is the kingdom’s highest martial hall, the wall of forty champions, and I had thought it would be a cold and pompous place, and it was not, because the order had spent the last week being taught by Yrsa Kaldwyn to loosen their grip and count and let the strongest stand last, and a hall full of the kingdom’s best being humbled by a garrison saint is a warm place, whatever the marble says. She met me at the door after the crowds had drained and barred it behind us with a beam-iron, her eternal custom, and she took me by the wrist and drew me down the hall to the wall, and she stopped in front of the newest-cut name.

ILSABET KRON.

Finished that morning. The order had cut it themselves, as their eldest swore they would when Yrsa named her price, a garrison instructor dead ninety-five years at a gate nobody sang about, her name now standing in the kingdom’s holiest martial hall because her student’s student’s students had demanded it, and the cut was clean and new and pale in the old dark stone, the fortieth name where the fortieth name had been vacant.

“There,” Yrsa said. That was all. She stood in front of it a while, and I stood beside her, and I let the wall do what it was doing to her, which was a great deal.

Then she bolted the last of her guard down with the beam-iron and turned to me, and there was no adrenaline in it tonight, none of the beacon-platform fire. This was the other register, slow-burning and fierce at once, the fullest and quietest her cup gets.

“One bout,” she said. “No stakes. She always said the strongest stands last, and she meant it about walls and it turns out she meant it about everything. Tonight I don’t want to be the strongest thing anywhere. I want to set it down, here, under her name, where she can see me do it. Bar’s down. Terms are hands and the floor. You know the word. Say it if I need it and not before. Those are the terms. Say yes.”

“Yes,” I said, and she was already pulling me down onto the instructor’s bench beneath the wall.



She came to me with a fighter’s terms and none of a fighter’s need to win.

She came astride me on the bench, upright, and framed my face with her hands open-palmed, the gesture she’d grown into over the months since the graduation, and there was none of the fast fury of the beacon in it, only a fierce deliberate slowness, storm-grey light banked steady along her scars instead of flaring. She set the pace, and it was a saint’s pace, controlled, unwasteful, every motion of her hips economical and exact the way every motion of her blade is exact, and I let her set it because she had asked for the pace.

“Look at it,” she said, low, meaning the name on the wall above us. “I want to be doing this while I look at it. She held her gate ninety-five years dead and undefeated and nobody knew her name. Now the kingdom does. She taught me the guard I taught Brenna, and the cohorts taught the Crown’s own order.” Her winter-pale skin flushed down her throat. “I did that. She’d have hated the ceremony and loved the wall.”

She opened my belt without looking away from the cut name. I drew her fighting leathers down enough to bare the small high breasts she kept wrapped in public. She took the wrap off herself and laid it across Ilsabet’s bench.

“My choice,” she said. “Every piece. Remember.”

“Always.”

I bent and took one firm nipple into my mouth while my hands moved over her athletic hips. She pressed my face harder to her chest, then reached between us and gripped my cock.

“Inside me on the bench,” she said. “I want to look at her name while I ride you.”

She straddled me and rubbed the head through her wet slit. The first slow descent took my breath. Her pussy opened tight around my cock until she sat fully astride, pale thighs braced on either side of me.

“Take the tempo when you want it,” she said. “I’ll know.”

I let her ride her own pace. Her hips rose and fell with a saint’s economy while storm-grey light edged the scars on her arms. I kept one hand on her breast and the other on her ass, feeling every controlled movement begin in the muscle under my palm.

“Faster?” I asked.

“Not yet. Make me hold it.”

So I held her at the slow count she had chosen. I made her rise until only the head of my cock remained inside, then drew her down one controlled inch at a time. Her pussy tightened around every returning inch. The bench creaked beneath us, a small practical sound in the kingdom’s holiest martial hall.

Her open palms stayed on my face, holding rather than gripping or testing. She looked up at the pale new letters on the wall each time she settled to the root, then back down at me.

“She taught me to waste nothing,” Yrsa said. “Breath. Rations. Pain.”

“You’re spending this well.”

“Flattery. Poor discipline.”

I rolled her nipple between my fingers and felt her clench around me. “Accurate report.”

That drew the ugly bark of laughter she almost never spends. It broke into a low sound when I lifted her again and held her hovering, thighs shaking around my hips.

“Down,” she said.

“Ask properly.”

“Put me down on your cock and keep me there.”

I did, deep enough to take the next word from her.

She rode slowly through the pressure building in both of us, looking at Ilsabet’s name every time she came down on my cock. When her control began to fray, I put my hand in her jaw-length black hair and took the tempo.

The change was immediate. Her hips stopped setting the rhythm and answered mine. The clipped commentary dropped to a raw sound.

I held her hair and drove up into her, making the bench rock beneath us. Her small breasts moved with each stroke, pale and flushed above me, and I caught one nipple between my fingers.

“Look at the wall,” I told her. “Let her name watch you set strongest down.”

Yrsa looked up at Ilsabet’s cut letters. Her pussy tightened around my cock.

“She’d call this poor drill discipline.”

“She’d be right.”

“She usually was. Harder.”

I took her harder until she was close, then lifted her bodily off my cock. She cursed at the loss. I turned her on the bench, bent her forward beneath the wall, and pushed back into her from behind.

The long athletic line of her arched under my hand. Her ass struck my hips with each deep stroke. I held her shoulder down, not as hardware or contest, simply because she had asked to set the strength aside and trusted me to keep it somewhere safe.

I drew nearly free and drove back into her slowly enough that the wet friction had time to pull a broken syllable from her. Her pale fingers curled over the bench edge. I kept one palm spread between her shoulder blades, holding her under the name she had fought to raise, while the other slid beneath her and worked her clit in time with the strokes.

“Leave the strength with me,” I said.

“Holding it?”

“All of it.”

Her head dropped between her arms. The next deep push made her pussy flutter around me and storm-grey light run thin along her thighs.

“Good,” she said. “Don’t give it back yet.”

“Still no stakes?” I asked.

“One stake. Make me forget I’m in the kingdom’s holiest hall.”

I gripped her hips and did my best.

“There,” she breathed, and the tactical evenness went out of her voice all in one beat. “There. Yes. Take it.” She let me set the pace now, slower still, fierce and controlled, and I laid her back along the instructor’s bench and then down onto the drill-mat where a thousand fighters had learned to fall, and took her face to face, heels locked, and in the wordless middle of it she whispered the count-and-step once, low, like a private psalm, one two step, the guard become a love language, Ilsabet’s guard, the thing that ran all the way up the wall above us, spoken into my shoulder while I moved in her slow.

I lowered her onto the drill-mat and knelt between her spread legs. Her chest rose beneath me, nipples still wet from my mouth. I ran my cock through her soaked pussy twice before pressing back inside.

“Face to face,” she said. “Hands free. I want to hold you, not test you.”

I gave her that. Her heels locked behind my back and her palms framed my face, open instead of gripping. I drove into her in slow, deep strokes, my pelvis grinding her clit at the end of each one.

“There,” she got out. “Yes. Slower. Deep.”

Her pussy tightened around me. I felt every contraction through the Crowned bond a fraction before it reached my cock, fierce want folding into my steadiness and back again.

“Tell me whose pace you’re taking.”

“Yours.”

“Tell me why.”

“Because I chose the man setting it. Stop making me talk and fuck me.”

I caught both her hands and pressed them into the mat beside her head, bare hands, no rope, no belt, the retired hardware present only as memory. Her eyes widened once and her whole long body opened under the believed hold.

I gave her one deep stroke and stopped at the root. Storm-grey light edged the scars on her forearms where her hands pressed into mine. Her wrap lay across Ilsabet’s bench above us, put there by her own hand, and every blade in the hall stayed racked and untouched.

“Bare hands. Your choice. What holds you?”

Her legs tightened around me. “You do. Because I chose where to set the strength down.”

“Then leave it there.”

I withdrew slowly enough for her to feel the whole length and drove back in. Wet sound filled the training hall. Her tactical vocabulary collapsed to single syllables as her pussy squeezed harder around each measured stroke.

“Deep,” she said. “Hold. Again.”

I held, then gave her another. My pelvis ground her clit at the end of it. Her eyes stayed open, storm-grey and fierce, but the old testing was gone. She did not check my grip or measure a route free. Her hands pushed back into mine because she wanted contact, not escape.

“You fixed the heel tell,” she said between strokes. “Then the bridge. Then the gate.”

“You fixed yourself. I surveyed and kept notes.”

“Filthy support-class answer.” Her mouth twisted, almost a laugh, before the next stroke took it. “Keep taking notes.”

I lowered my mouth to her small firm breast, sucked the nipple hard, and changed the angle at the same time. Her back lifted from the mat. The storm-grey line flashed along the shear-claw scar beneath my palm.

“This one,” I said, pressing the scar. “Chosen wound. Chosen man. Chosen pace.”

“Yes.” The word came raw. “All three. Harder now.”

I gave her harder without making it hurried, the slow-burning fierceness she’d brought under Ilsabet’s name. My cock dragged through the tight wet grip of her pussy; each return struck deep and stayed a fraction, making her take the pressure before I drew away. Her legs climbed higher around my waist. One heel dug into my back on the count-and-step rhythm she’d whispered earlier.

“One,” she said.

I drove deep.

“Two.”

I held.

“Step.”

I changed the angle and took her with the next stroke. The private psalm broke into a curse and my name.

Her hands crushed mine and she looked past my shoulder at the name in the wall. She held there on the edge, wanting the word, and I gave it to her, the one that was only ever mine to say.

“Yield,” I said, low.

“Witnessed,” she answered at the brink. She looked up at the letters cut into the wall and said it to both of us, to me and to the dead woman above. “Witnessed. Both of you. The wall knows both gates now.”

Yrsa’s walls seized around me in fierce, even contractions, each one carrying storm-grey light through the bond. She came quiet except for my name and “witnessed” ground together, her hands still locked in mine while every scar silvered and spilled thin light over the mat.

I held her through the first wave, then freed one hand and rubbed her clit through the aftershocks. Her hips jerked. Another contraction seized my cock, stronger than the last.

“Again,” she said, single-syllable and wrecked.

I kept her on the edge instead of rushing through it. My thumb stayed firm on her swollen clit while I gave her one deep stroke, then held at the root through the clench it drew. Her heels tightened against my back. The second stroke came slower and landed harder, my pelvis grinding into her while her mouth opened on a sound too raw for duel-grammar.

“Whose word?” I asked.

“Yours.”

“Whose choice?”

“Mine. Always mine. Now spend it.”

I gave her the third hard stroke. It broke the last of my control. I buried myself to the root and came inside her, cum pulsing deep while the finish rolled through the Crowned bond both ways. She felt every spurt inside her and again through me. Her walls tightened around each one, drawing it deeper.

I stayed pressed against her through the final pulses. Warmth slipped around my cock and wet the mat beneath her. Her pussy kept fluttering after the stronger contractions ended, small aftershocks she accepted with her eyes still lifted to Ilsabet’s name. I kissed the scar under her ribs and rubbed her clit once more until her whole long body softened under me.

“Witnessed,” she said again, quieter.

She kept looking at Ilsabet’s name until the last aftershock eased.

“She held her gate,” Yrsa said after, quiet and fierce, flat on the mat, still looking up. “I held mine. The wall knows both now. That’s the war won, somewhere, in a hall in a city she never saw.” A breath. “Ninety-five years. And it took a porter to get her name cut. She’d have found that funny. She had a terrible sense of humor. Where do you think I got mine.”



Aftercare was soldier-grade, floor and water skin under the fortieth name, and then she did the thing with my forearms that the whole household has turned into a joke.

We sat with our backs against the instructor’s bench and shared the water skin, shoulder to shoulder, no cuddling vocabulary, which is not her register and never will be. And she took my forearms out of pure habit, the burn-traced forearms, and re-wrapped them as she always does, the way each of the queens tends the tracery in her own way, Maeva audits it and Nahari oils it and Yrsa re-wraps it. She used to leave before thanks landed. Now she stayed, even while pretending the wrap was only logistics, and tonight she left it loose over one finger.

“Leaving that one loose,” she said, tying off. “The audit-ring finger. So the empress’s collateral can breathe.” She meant Maeva’s audit-ring, on my smallest finger since the premiere, and it was a joke, the running family joke about the queens’ tokens migrating to my hands, the ring and the pencil and, soon, a surveyor’s glass, all of them ending up on the porter, and she made it flat and dry as she makes everything, and I laughed, and she pretended she hadn’t been funny.

“Founders’ Night,” she said, settling back against the bench, the water skin between us. “I’ve picked my station. I’ll hold the gate.”

“There’s no gate at the founder’s square,” I said.

“There’s always a gate,” she said. “The gate is wherever the singing is. Whatever comes for us that night, it comes for the singing, because the singing is the thing that beats him. So I’ll hold the arch where the singing happens, with Saskia on one side and Halvard on the other and the order I just rebuilt behind me, the Warden’s guard finally carried in Champion’s steel. And nothing gets to the song through us.” She took a pull of water. “That’s my station. The gate is where the singing is. Ilsabet would understand. Now stop asking me tactical questions in the afterglow, it’s undignified, and hand me the other water skin, I’m still thirsty, I always am.” And she fell asleep against the bench mid-sentence about the drill-mat’s cobbles, upright, her shoulder against mine, under the name she’d spent a season getting cut into the highest wall in the kingdom.


Chapter 13: The Winter Court

Master Pruett did not ask us for credentials, and he did not ask us for oaths, and he did not ask us who we were. He asked us to trim lamps.

He came to the guest wing himself, heavy and slow, hands like wax-stained oak, a man in his sixties who moved as though he had all the time there had ever been, and he stood in the doorway and looked at the household, at the empress and the saint and the oracle and the thief and the dragon in her human form, a formidable household sitting around a supper table, and he was not impressed and he was not afraid, and I liked him at once.

“You want to see the account that is not an account,” he said. “The Warden’s oracle has been walking my city with her eyes shut, and the Warden’s thief has a warrant that dead-ends at my door, and the Warden himself reads lamps that bow. You want the Winter Court.” He folded his oak hands. “I am not going to argue with you about whether you may. I am going to ask you to spend an evening on the chandlery’s ordinary rounds. Trimming. Filling. Carrying light to the parts of this palace that need it. And at the end of the evening I will keep walking, and you will either follow me or you will not, and which you do will decide it, and you will decide it yourselves without my help.”

“That’s a demonstration dressed as a test,” Sidonie said. She had come to the supper because the chandlery accounts were the splinter of her whole life, the accounts she’d been warned off since she was nineteen, and she’d invited herself to the rounds with a directness that would have offended a lesser chandler. “You’re not testing us. You’re showing us the door and betting we won’t recognize it.”

“That is exactly what a test is, Highness,” Pruett said, mild as milk. “The account has always been kept in plain sight. There is a difference the size of the world between a thing hidden and a thing kept, and everyone who cannot tell the difference stops at the door on their own, because a kept thing does not admit people who would call it a secret. Come and trim lamps. Or don’t. The wicks want trimming either way, and I am too old to trim the whole palace alone tonight, and it would be a courtesy.”

So we trimmed lamps.



I have carried other men’s glory in a pack for five years, and I have learned that you can tell everything about a person by how they do work that no one will ever sing about, and that evening I saw my family be exactly who they are over a hundred small flames, and the evening mattered because the work was ordinary and unwitnessed.

Pruett gave us the palace’s ordinary round, the working lights beneath the throne room’s great chandeliers: corridor lamps, stair lamps, kitchen lamps, and sick-room lamps, and we went through the palace by lamplight doing the work the keepers do every night, and no one was watching, and it did not matter, because the work is the work whether anyone watches or not, which is the whole doctrine of this household said in wicks.

I trimmed and filled as I re-cut a switchback, because a porter’s competence does not know the difference between a mule-track and a palace corridor. Wat carried the tally and logged which lamps drank more oil than they should, which is a leak, which is a fault, which is a thing to fix, and Pruett watched him log it and said nothing and filed the boy’s honesty behind his slow oak face. Nahari filled lamps with her eyes half-shut, and where she passed, the light steadied, and once she reached out and straightened a wick a keeper would have missed, a bad wick that made a good lamp burn low, and she did it without looking, and Pruett watched that too.

“You have kept lamps before,” he said to her, not a question.

“I kept a whole city’s lamps, once,” Nahari said in her low measured cadence, filling. “In my ledger, and then in my grief, for two hundred years. Sundermere was a lamp-city. It burned with every one of them lit. I have thought a great deal, since, about the difference between a lamp that is kept and a lamp that is only counted, and I have decided the difference is whether anyone would grieve it going out. You would grieve every one of these. I can feel it. That is why your palace is warm and the market’s district is not.”

Pruett looked at her a long moment, and his wax-stained fingers stopped on the lamp. His shoulders eased by an inch.

“Yes,” he said simply. “That is it exactly. You said it plainly. Keep filling. The east stair is next and its lamps are always thirsty.”

Suzu handled the palace’s lamps as she handles everything precious, which turns out, when the game is off, to be the way a physician handles the sick. She carried them level, she set them right, she noticed the cracked font in the north corridor that would gutter by winter and marked it for Colm’s kind of care, and she did not steal one single thing, in the treasure-house of a palace, all evening, which for Suzu is a devotion most people would need a temple for.

“I keep waiting for the joke,” Pruett observed, watching her seat a lamp perfectly in its bracket.

“There’s no joke tonight,” Suzu said, and she meant it, and she did not perform the meaning it, which carried all the distance from the sealed shrine to this ordinary round. “I’ve seen what happens to light in this city when nobody keeps it. I watched a man sell his own in an alley and walk down smiling. I’m not going to be flippant about a warm lamp in a cold palace ever again. Point me at the thirsty ones. I’ll carry.”

And Maeva, who has kept the lamp-lines of a march and the accounts of an empire, moved through the palace correcting nothing and appreciating everything, an empress carrying an oil-jug like it was a decree, and the keepers in their plain grey who trailed us all evening watched the Golden Empress of nowhere-they-knew fill their lamps with her own hands and did not understand why the plain gold woman made the work feel like a coronation, and she did not tell them, and her own hands on an oil-jug made the palace’s magnificence look cheap, an empress choosing to be a lamp-keeper for one night to earn a door.

Vyrissa did the rounds last and slowest and said almost nothing.

She held her discipline the whole evening, the keeper who had learned three days ago on a mountain that her grave had an empty place in it, moving through the palace filling lamps with hands that could set the whole city alight, saying nothing, hoping nothing out loud, because she had promised herself she would not name the thing hers until she stood in front of it, and the standing was very close now, and I could feel the effort of the not-hoping coming off her like the heat she was banking down out of courtesy for the keepers’ ordinary flames.



At the end of the rounds, Pruett kept walking, and we followed him, and he led us down into the oldest part of the kingdom.

He did not unlock a door, because there was no lock. He simply came to the end of the ordinary round, at a plain arch in the barrow-core wall, the winter fort’s original shell grown over three hundred years by the palace like armor over a scar, and he kept walking through it, down a worn stair into the fort’s heart, and we followed, because we had finished the rounds first, and a kept thing admits the people who finish the rounds.

“There was never a lock,” Pruett said, as we went down. “People ask me how it stays safe with no lock, and I tell them the truth, which is that a lock is a thing you put on treasure you expect to lose. This has never expected to be lost, because the people who would steal it cannot find the door, and the people who can find the door would never steal it, and the keeping arithmetic has held for nine centuries. This doorway has held for the three centuries the flame has lived beneath Dun Barrow. You found it because you spent an evening keeping lamps you had no reason to keep. That is the only key there has ever been.”

The stair gave onto a low round room, and the room was warm.

That was the first thing, before I noticed anything, before my eyes adjusted from the corridor’s lamplight to the deeper dark of the barrow-core: the room was warm, warm as a kitchen, warm as a held hand, in the cold heart of a stone fort in early spring, and the warmth had no fire I could see making it, and every candle we carried leaned.

Every flame leaned past the others and against the draft, toward the far shelf, all of them, our whole handful of carried flames bowing in the same direction at once, and I had felt the barest edge of this at the Winter Court’s outer wall nearly two weeks ago and I had not understood it, and standing inside it made the difference plain: the flames bowed in reverence. Every Saint-tell in this whole strange year has been a leaning of flames toward something that wants to eat them, a wavering, a price. Here, the angle belonged to a student facing a teacher, to a small flame honoring the elder that all small flames come from, and the room was full of it, and the room’s warmth eased shoulders before anyone noticed themselves relaxing.

Sidonie made a sound beside me, very small, and I looked and saw the auditor of the kingdom standing in the one room she had been forbidden her whole adult life, and something in her face had come undone that I had never seen come undone, not even in the Counting Room.

“Eleven years,” she said, barely above the warmth. “I have known since I was nineteen that this palace buys three times the light it burns, and I have been told to my face by the most honest man in it that some accounts must not be audited, and I have lain awake over it, Warden. I have hated it. I thought it was rot. I thought there was a theft in the heart of my house and I was being kept from finding it because finding it would shame the Crown.” She looked at the still dawn-colored flame, and the flush that is her tell was not there, only a winter-cool wonder. “And it was this. The surplus is oil no one burns, kept ready, for a lamp that does not drink, so that no census could ever land on it. The whole crooked account was a family hiding a gift. I spent eleven years suspecting a crime, and the crooked account was honest.”

“I told you,” Pruett said, not unkindly, “that some accounts are not accounts. I could not tell you which without telling you all, and telling you all was not mine to do until you had earned the door. You have earned the door tonight, Highness, filling lamps you had no reason to fill. Look at what your house has really been keeping. It is better than the crime you feared. It is much older, and much warmer, and it owes no one anything.”

On the far shelf, plain, on plain clay, a lamp burned.



It was a small thing. Plainness suited it. Tibba’s whole line deserved the same and got songs.

The lamp was cheap common clay, the color of a riverbank, fit for a shepherd’s family and beneath a palace’s notice, and it sat on a plain shelf in the fort’s heart, and it burned with a flame the color of dawn. Its color belonged to no ordinary lamp I had trimmed: the pale rose-gold sky of morning’s first minute, that pale clean rose-gold that has no heat in it to look at and warms the whole world anyway.

It did not flicker. In a room where our carried candles bowed and wavered toward it, the dawn-colored flame stood perfectly still, unmoving and unafraid. And the clay lamp beneath it was not blackened, and the oil in it, if there was oil, did not seem to lower, because it did not consume. It burned without eating. It gave warmth without spending itself. It had been burning like that, I understood, for longer than the kingdom above it had existed, keeping itself, warming a fort’s heart through winters no one remembered, and no one had ever counted it, because you do not count a thing you keep.

We stood in the warm dark and looked at it, all of us, and no one spoke, because there was nothing in any of us that wanted to make noise in that room.

And then Vyrissa came down the stair.

She came last, as she had done the whole evening, and she stopped at the foot of the stair when she saw it, and the dawn-colored flame, which had not moved since the dragon war, which had stood perfectly still while a dozen carried candles bowed to it, leaned.

It leaned toward her.

This lean meant recognition, kinship, and love, and I knew it the instant I observed it, and so did everyone in that room, and the dragon who had held her grief the size of a war for nine centuries stood at the foot of the stair and watched the last of her flight lean toward her across a shelf, and she did not speak for a very long time.

I will not fill the time she took. She would not want it filled. She stood there, and the dawn-colored angle held toward her, and the whole room was warm, and none of us moved, and I held the difference the way Nahari told me to, though there was nothing to hold now, because the wound and the hearth had turned out to be one thing, and it was warm, and it was alive, and it had kept itself.

When she finally spoke, she spoke to the flame, and her voice went mountain-flat and quiet, which I had learned by then is her loudest.

“Hello, small one,” she said.

The dawn-colored tip angled another finger-width in her direction.

“You kept yourself,” she said. “Nine centuries. I laid glass over your grave and I mourned you and you were here the whole time, small, kept, warm, keeping yourself.” Her voice did not break, and the not-breaking was the whole of what it cost her. “You kept yourself. I am so sorry I did not look up. I am so sorry I only ever looked down at the graves. You were up here, keeping yourself, waiting, and I only ever looked down.” She crossed the room, slow, and did not touch it, because you do not touch a thing that is keeping itself, you only stand near enough for it to know you came. “I am here now. I came. I know it is late. I have arrived late to my dead before and it is the thing I fear most in the world, and I have done it again, nine hundred years late, except.” The dawn-colored tip held its angle toward her, steady and warm. “Except you are not dead. You waited. You KEPT yourself. Thank you. Thank you for keeping yourself until somebody came.”

And the dawn-colored tongue bent closer to the last dragon empress and warmed the whole cold heart of a stone fort, and did not flicker, and did not speak, because it had never needed to, and the true founding stood before me: a clay lamp, a mother, and a shepherd’s family keeping a warmth that was never theirs across nine centuries. It was sacred in a way that asked for quiet rather than comparison.



I called the keeper then, because it was time. The door opened for a legend of no grade at all, and the bracketed read honored that plain fact.

Pruett told me, quietly, that the Warm’s first keeper still rhymed with the Warm’s need. I read the cost before I reached. It came to less than one twentieth of the weight still burning under my name, cleanly inside what I could pay, with no overdraft and no claim on the body. I named the price aloud so every keeper in the room heard it, felt that same fraction leave my etched weight, and opened the door.

[CALL: TIBBA, KEEPER OF THE WARM]

[A LEGEND RHYMES WITH YOUR NEED: A FLAME, FAITHFULLY KEPT]

[LEGEND GRADE: NONE. AND THE DOOR OPENS ANYWAY]

She came the way Esra came, the way the unfamous always come, without thunder, a small wind-burned woman in a shepherd’s plain wool with hands cupped by lifelong habit around a warmth she used to carry, ancient in the telling and utterly plain in the person, and she looked at the flame first, and at Vyrissa second, and she was not afraid of either.

“Oh, it’s you,” she said to the flame, comfortable, the way you greet a thing you’ve kept. “Still burning. Course you are.” And then to Vyrissa, and she did not bow, because a shepherd girl at the edge of a dragon war learned long ago that the great ones do not want bowing, they want the truth, plainly. “And it’s you. The one it came from. I always wondered if you’d come. I told my daughter that someday you might, and here you are, great one, an age late, and it kept itself the whole time so you wouldn’t be too late.”

“Tell them,” Vyrissa said, mountain-quiet. “Tell them all of it. Plainly. In your own words, not the songs’ words. I want them to hear the founding the way it happened, from the woman it happened to.”

Tibba told it in her own plain vocabulary. A shepherd rewriting a kingdom’s founding in shepherd’s words deserved no court polish, and it had no lecture in it and no poetry, only a girl describing a fire.



“I was minding sheep at the war’s edge,” Tibba said, “the year the sky burned. I was maybe fourteen. And after the burning stopped I went up where it had been, because a shepherd goes where the grass is, and there was glass everywhere, black glass, slag, where the fire had been so hot the ground turned to glass. And in the glass there was a little heart of light.”

She cupped her hands, the old habit, the shape of a thing carried.

“A little glass heart, in the slag, with a fire inside it, and the fire didn’t burn me. I put my hand right on it and it was warm as a lamb and it didn’t burn. So I picked it out of the slag, because you don’t leave a warm thing to go cold in the cold, that’s just manners, and I carried it home in my hands, and it burned in our hearth all that winter and never ate a stick of wood, and it kept us. Six of us in a shepherd’s hut in a killing winter, and a little fire that didn’t need feeding, that just kept us. So we kept it back. That’s fair. It kept us, we kept it. That’s all there was to it.”

“Nine centuries,” Vyrissa said, so I would understand, “of my child’s heart-fire keeping a shepherd’s family, and them keeping it, because it was warm and they had manners.”

Tibba’s own memory ended with the flame banked in her family’s hearth and her daughter taught how to tend it. When she reached that boundary, Pruett took up the Keepers’ preserved account, the custody recorded hand to hand long after Tibba’s death.

“Her line kept it six hundred years,” Pruett said. “Hearth-luck, they called it. The lucky fire. They married it into the chandler’s trade because chandlers keep flames and no one asks a chandler why he has a warm lamp. Then, three hundred years ago, a daughter of Tibba’s line married into Dun Barrow and brought the fire to the old fort during the killing winter. It kept the whole fort alive.”

He rested one wax-stained hand over the other.

“That keeper recorded the pretty captain kneeling to it once, when he thought no one saw. Ruthelm knew the little fire was why his men lived to see spring. Then the cold-ledgered man came and offered him a sun, gold, shine, and a crown to wear it in. Ruthelm took the sun and never knelt to the Warm again. The kingdom forgot the fire that carried it through the winter before the loan. Tibba’s descendants did not. Their accounts carried the truth into this room, keeper to keeper, while their hands kept the flame.”

Tibba looked from the flame to the old fort’s stone, letting the account stand without ornament.

“That’s my part,” she said simply. “A little fire that didn’t want to die, and a family with manners. The people after me kept it true when I was gone, and Master Pruett has given you the rest of their account. You can put it on your stone if you like. It’s true.” She looked at Vyrissa, and her plain eyes were kind. “It’s yours, great one. It was always yours. We never thought it was ours. We only kept it warm until somebody came. And somebody’s come. So my keeping’s done.” A breath. “Could I have the evening I missed, though, before I go? I kept that flame all my life. Could I walk the palace lamps with the master here, on his arm, an ordinary round, an old woman and an old man and no great burden, before I clock out?”



Pruett gave her his arm, and they walked the round, and she went gentle at the barrow-door, a keeper clocking out, and the ledger honored her the way it honors the ones the songs forget.

I did not follow them. That walk was hers and Pruett’s, an old woman whose line had kept the kingdom’s true fire across nine centuries and who now asked to keep the ordinary lamps like a person, and an old man who had kept the same fire the last sixty of those years, walking the palace’s thirsty lamps arm in arm in the dark, trimming wicks, filling fonts, an ordinary round, the thing she’d missed. Her line had kept the great flame every night for nine centuries, and the one thing she wanted before she rested was to keep the small flames for one evening with a friend, no great burden on it, and she got it.

They came back to the barrow-door at the round’s end, and she thanked Pruett by name, and she looked once more at the dawn-colored flame that had kept itself, and she said, “Good. You’ve got your family back. I can go,” and she went, gentle, the way the unfamous go, a keeper reaching the end of her shift and setting the light down neat and stepping out.

[A FLAME, FAITHFULLY KEPT. SHE KEPT THE NIGHTS TOO.]



Then Pruett said the last piece, the edge of it, the thing that turned the founding into a war, and he said it like an old man discussing frost.

“So now you know what the market is buying,” he said. “Or trying to. It has known for a while that this palace’s books do not balance, that there is a warmth in the accounts it cannot see and cannot price. And it wants it. It has wanted it since it first noticed the numbers refuse to add up, and its whole map of this city was a search, and the market has been the search’s purse.” He folded his oak hands. “But it cannot take what is kept. That is the doctrine and it is absolute. Kept ground is barred to it. It cannot walk in here and lift this flame the way it lifts a name in an alley, because this is kept, and kept is a wall it cannot climb. It can only be sold it. By someone with the right to sell. So it has spent a whole season buying this palace, one name at a time, saving up to buy the one thing it actually wants, which names a door rather than a person. It needs to buy a keeper who will open this door, because the door is the only way in, and a bought keeper is the only key it can make.”

The blank W column on the stolen page had its answer at last. Warm. The market had ruled space for the one light it could neither see nor seize.

Suzu took the stolen page from her silks and held it near the clay lamp without letting paper cross the shelf’s edge. The empty column stayed empty. The ink stayed fixed, and Measure found no hidden price. A season’s careful ledger had managed to name its target with one letter and still knew nothing about the small dawn-colored thing burning three steps away.

“It has searched since the unexplained imbalance entered these books, and the capital map proves the search sharpened after Kingslight,” Suzu said. “Whether it noticed the missing fire before that is still an open account. The best it has bought here is an initial. That’s why it’s rushing now.”

“It has been patient,” Pruett said, mild. “Patient enough to follow the imbalance through generations of books. It can wait ten more days, and it thinks it does not have to, because it thinks it has finally bought the key. That is the trap it has walked into, if we are careful. A thing patient across nine centuries does not know how to hurry, and it has, at last, decided to hurry before the Founding Stone, with the packed square watching, because it thinks the door is bought and the winning is done. Let it think so.”

Pruett folded his oak hands. “The market cannot counterfeit a keeper. It must purchase one. A good man with a sick child can sell; a careful woman in a bad winter can sell. So when the bought hand moves, it will move like every sold man you have seen.”

Suzu’s tails went still beneath the glamour. “I’ll know the walk when it comes. I won’t hunt a name or turn twenty-seven keepers into suspects. I’ll meet the person at the hinge, learn what was taken, and ask whether they want it back.”

She tapped the salary purse hidden in her silks once. A thief’s answer, kept private until the door moved.



Vyrissa made her vow at the shelf, mountain-flat.

She stood before the dawn-colored flame that had leaned to her, the last of her flight, kept alive across nine centuries by a shepherd’s family with manners, and she made the vow that turns her grief forward, and she made it plainly, in front of all of us so witnesses would carry it.

“Since I laid them under glass, I do not move my dead,” she said. “Moving the dead is how you lose them twice. But this one waited alive. And I will not leave a thing that waited through an age for me in a city with a market in it, saving up to buy the door it’s kept behind.” Her furnace eyes held the dawn-colored flame. “So. On Founders’ Night, this kingdom chooses what it is. If it chooses the market, I take my small one and go, and let the kingdom keep its bought sun and its cold shine, and it will never be warm again and it will have earned that. But if it chooses well.” The lamp’s warmth pressed toward her side of the shelf. “If it chooses well, I carry my small one home myself, to the mountain, to the family, where it belongs. And I will leave this palace one ember of it, freely given, no terms, no interest, no collector, so that every king who ever stands in the door of this place stands in a warmth that nobody owes anything for, and learns the difference between a gift and a loan by standing in it. That is my vow. The dead I keep. The living I share. And the difference between a gift and a loan will outlive every one of us, because I will build it into the door of a kingdom with my own breath.”

The dawn-colored tip held toward her, warm, steady, and unafraid.

Vyrissa was the last to leave the room, as she had been the last to enter it, and I waited for her at the foot of the stair. She stood a while longer with the dawn-colored flame, not touching it, only near, and I heard her say one thing more to it, very low, meant for it and not for me.

“I will be back for you eleven days from now,” she told it. “One way or the other. If they choose well, I carry you home to your family, and you will meet the two hundred and thirty who rested while you kept yourself, and I will lie down beside you all at last as something that comes back instead of something that only grieves. And if they choose badly, I take you home anyway, and let the cold kingdom keep its cold sun. Either way you are not spending one more winter as an account nobody’s allowed to count. Eleven days. Keep yourself eleven more days. You are very good at it.” The small flame maintained its impossible angle until Vyrissa climbed the stair.


Chapter 14: Slow Fires

The second page came the way the first one had, by no courier anyone saw, wedged where the right eyes would find it at the right hour, and Odette Calloway has always known exactly how eyes work.

It was under the war-table’s lamp when we sat down to plan, ledger-hand, unsigned, and it was the Listing’s whole choreography mapped cold. She had watched the market through the winter from the inside and she had drawn its climax like a schematic: the stage the Coiner had built facing the Founding Stone; the Crown’s item to be fetched “sight unseen” from the Winter Court during the founding song, after the deal began, while the square was busy singing and the Crown was busy being tempted; the sale to close on the Stone itself because the Coiner deals only at the weighing-place, which he thinks is his strength.

And at the bottom, boxed, in the flat hand of a woman who had sent us true things from the shadows since Veltmark:

He cannot buy what is kept. He can only be sold it. Watch the seller, and watch the STONE. A market that touches truth-ground must weigh. Make it touch.

Nine days to the last full moon of spring, and a woman I once counted an enemy had just handed me the missing tactical opening.

“She’s still counting,” I said. “A winter inside that city, and she’s still sending us the pages that matter, and still won’t put her name on one.”

“She may,” Nahari said, eyes half-shut over the page she would not fully look at. “When she decides the daylight is safer than the shadows, she’ll sign her own count. She’s earned the caution until then. Let her keep it until she doesn’t need it.” She tapped the boxed line without reading it. “This is the whole plan, though. She’s handed us the whole plan. Make the market touch the Stone. Everything else is just making sure it can’t avoid touching it.”



We built the plan at the war-table that night the way this family builds everything, which is out loud, in argument, until the shape of it was solid enough to stand on. The market would die on a stone in front of a kingdom.

Maeva ran the table, because the shape of it was a pageant and pageants are hers.

“Four pieces,” she said, “and they have to fire in order, on the night, inside the festival’s own program, because the festival is the clock and the singing is the battlefield. Piece one: the counter-pageant. When the founding song is sung on Founders’ Night, we do not argue with it. We answer it with the true founding. Tibba’s story, in the keepers’ own oath-cadence. The Warm carried out into the square, once, and shown to the whole kingdom.” She looked at Vyrissa. “Its warmth is the argument. Gilt casts no heat. Ten thousand people standing in the founder’s square will feel, at once, in their own shoulders, the difference between a light that warms and a shine that doesn’t. You cannot bottle that and you cannot outbid it. That is piece one, and it is the largest, and it is yours to permit, dragon, because it is your child’s fire and no one carries it out into a crowd without your word.”

“You have my word,” Vyrissa said. “Once. Shown once, to the whole kingdom, and then it comes home with me whatever they choose. Pruett carries it. His line bore it from shepherd hut to palace. It is his honor and not mine to walk it into the light. I will be in the sky above it the whole time, and if one hand reaches for it that should not, that hand will learn what the last of a flight does about people who reach for her young.”

“Piece two,” Maeva went on. “The swearings. Between the verses of the founding song, two truths land at the Stone. Nahari swears Sundermere, and the marble Hero who let her city burn greys in front of the kingdom. And I correct the Unifier, in four sentences, and my husband’s frieze greys the same way. The pantheon of borrowed light dies of arithmetic while the true founding is being sung. No speeches. We aimed these at the Gallery two days ago. On the night we fire them.”

“Piece three is mine,” Sidonie said, and the table turned to her, and she was very composed, and under the composure I could feel through the Tether the cold pleasure of an auditor who has found the exact lever. “The trap’s hinge. The Coiner deals only at the Stone, at the weighing-place, because he thinks the Stone is his ground. Truth-ground, where his contracts are all technically true. What he has not reckoned is that a market which touches truth-ground must weigh, and that no one has ever staked enough to make the Stone weigh his whole book at once. So I will force him onto it by his own terms. At the last court feast before Founders’ Night, I revive an old Ruthelm custom in one sentence: that the Crown buys and sells only at the Founding Stone. House Ruthelm weighs what it trades. Margins will hide nothing from us again.”

“And Berengar seconds it,” Maeva said. “He must, or the restored custom is just your opinion.”

“He seconds it in four words,” Sidonie said. “I’ve already had him. He said, and I quote my brother exactly, ‘My sister counts true, and I am tired of being lied to at my own table.’ He’ll say the shorter version at the feast. House Ruthelm weighed every royal trade at the old winter fort before the founding, when a bad bargain could empty the stores before thaw. The rule fell out of use once the Crown began treating its own shine as proof. I am restoring it in the room where the lapse is most expensive.”

“You’re reviving an ancient custom to trap a market,” Suzu said, delighted, looking up from the corner where she’d been shuffling a deck no one had agreed to play with. “Sidonie. I have taught you nothing and you have learned everything. I’m offensively proud of a client. Do you want a job? I’m hiring. The rate is one plum and the theft of a small pencil.”

“I have a job,” Sidonie said, dry as chalk. “I am reforming a kingdom. But I will note the offer in the account where I keep the things that flatter me. The account has acquired several unexpected entries this spring, and it is upsetting how much I enjoy them.”

“He’ll understand exactly what you’ve done,” I said.

“He will,” she agreed, ice-grey and calm. “He will understand that I have forced his Listing onto the one ground where his whole book can be weighed at once, and he will smile wider, because he believes the Stone weighs truth and his contracts are true. He does not know they are true the way a knife is honest. He does not know that need signed every line, and that need is not free, and that the Stone knows the difference. I am handing him the weighing-place and he will thank me for it. That is piece three. My brother seconds it in four words and the trap is set by the Crown’s own custom in a toast.”

“And piece four,” Maeva said, and here the table went quiet, “is the wager, because a market that touches truth-ground must weigh, but it will not weigh itself. Someone with weight has to stake against its whole book to force the Stone to weigh both ledgers at once.”

“Me,” I said. “All of it. Every etch under my name since Marrowford. Against every contract in his book. That’s the only stake heavy enough to make the Stone weigh it.”

The room did not like it, and I had known it would not, and I let it not like it, because they had earned the right to argue and I had learned since the Sunken Crown not to spend myself like the cheapest thing I own without letting them price it first.

“Say the cost plainly,” Yrsa said. Her whetstone moved in long even strokes. “The real one. Victory included.”

“Forcing a whole-book weighing consumes the counterweight,” I said. “Nearly every etched deed under my name will be spent whether I win or lose. A true account wins and still leaves me at an ember, kingdom-wide. If one of my lines proves false, the rebound adds a grey scar and may take even that ember. The march and bonds hold either way, but my standing goes quiet and has to be earned again.”

“And his book?” Maeva asked.

“My spent true weight forces every need-signed contract onto the same scale. If our read is right, each false line scars in the same breath and the market defaults. That’s the trade: my whole name consumed as counterweight against his whole book, on ground he cannot leave.”

“I hate it,” Yrsa said, flatly, and set the whetstone down. “And it’s right. Those are different things and I’m holding both. Go on.”

Bram was at the end of the table, because Bram is at the end of every table where the family decides things, one-armed and solemn over a mug, and he had a look I knew.

“You’ll want to know the odds,” he said. “You always want to know the odds. I’ve priced your death and your rise and your saint’s duels and a dragon’s appetite. And I’ll tell you now, so nobody asks me twice: I’m not making a book on this one. Some books are prayers, and you don’t take a man’s coin on a prayer, and I don’t want the province betting against the Warden’s name the night he stakes it on strangers. So there’s no line. Another worthwhile bet I’m refusing.” He drank. “Don’t make it a thing. I’ll deny I said it.”

“That’s another thing you’ve refused to price,” Maeva observed. “I may have to make you a reeve after all, Bram. Reeves are permitted to be right about important things. It’s their only compensation.”

“You threaten me with that every campaign,” Bram said, comfortable, “and I keep not being a reeve, and the stew keeps needing my opinion, and the world turns. Set your stations. I’ll keep the receipts, same as always. Somebody has to write down what a family did so the songs get it wrong from a true starting place.”



They rewrote the policy at the table, in ink, and it is the lesson the queens had spent years teaching me, written in six signatures.

“The policy,” Maeva said, and she said it flat, the empress and not the lover, “was written for your body. Before the Night of Kingslight, we made you countersign the flesh you might overdraw, in ink, four Crowned hands, because you do not get to spend yourself unpriced anymore, not since we found out how cheap you’d sell. That was the amendment. It covered the tracery, the fever, the days of weakness. It did not cover this, because we did not know, when we wrote it, that there was a currency past the body.”

“There isn’t a body-cost this time,” I said. “The map’s finished. The tracery runs to my fingertips and it’s not going to grow, because I’m not overdrawing my flesh. Every call this spring had been paid clean. This is different. This is my name. My Renown. The whole etched account from Marrowford onward, staked on a stone, and the weighing spends it nearly to an ember even when every line proves true. A false line would scar grey and cost what little remained. It won’t burn my body. It’ll burn my standing. Marrowford’s glow, Cinderwell’s, the march’s, every deed I ever swore, guttered back to almost nothing in one night, kingdom-wide.”

“Then we amend the amendment,” Sidonie said, and she took the paper, and she wrote in her precise auditor’s hand, and she read it as she wrote it. “The countersign policy is extended. It was written for his body. We rewrite it for his name. No stake of his etched weight without our hands on it first, in ink.” She signed, and slid it to Maeva. “And a line beneath, which is mine, because I keep books: co-signed. The count survives even if the counter dims. I will keep the books while your name grows back. You will not lose the family by losing the weight. The family is not etched on any stone. We are the account that does not gutter.”

Maeva signed. Yrsa signed and wrote HOLD YOURS beside her name, the phrase she gives to gates. Nahari signed, and did not read the page, and wrote I DID NOT LOOK. DO IT ANYWAY. Suzu signed, and drew a tiny fox, and wrote LUCK’S IN YOUR POCKET. Vyrissa made her mark, a scale-scratch that scorched the paper faintly at the edges, and said only, “The sky signs. Spend the name. We are all of us your receipts, and receipts do not gutter.”

Six hands. Four crowned, a dragon’s mark, and a princess’s precise line beneath. I looked at the paper. The man who had spent his life selling himself cheaply would spend everything once, on a stone before a kingdom. This time the price had been counted, co-signed, and witnessed. That difference was the lesson these women had spent years teaching me.

“Stations,” I said, because a plan you don’t station is a wish. And we set them, out loud, each to the ground they’d hold.

Yrsa took the gate, which is to say the arch where the singing happens, with Saskia on one flank and Halvard on the other and the order she’d spent a season rebuilding behind her, the Warden’s guard in Champion’s steel. “Whatever comes for the song comes through the arch,” she said. “And nothing comes through the arch. Say the word if you need me elsewhere and I won’t come, because the gate is the gate and you don’t leave a gate for a better fight, and Ilsabet taught me that dead.”

Maeva took the crowd. Her Standard through every kept lamp in the square, the trick she’d learned from East Ford and the Night of Leaning Lamps, turning a panicking festival into a city that files out singing instead of trampling. “Ten thousand frightened people is the market’s real weapon,” she said. “A crush kills more than a hired blade ever will. I will make them a procession instead of a stampede. That is my whole station and it is the largest one and no one will ever know I held it. That anonymity will prove it worked.”

Wat took the relay web, adult graduates over the rooftops, Brenna’s alphabet carrying counts across the square faster than any runner, and I said the thing flat, for the record, so no one could ever say otherwise: no children on the field, not one, the relay is grown men and women, Wat at the anchor of it, and the little ones are a country away holding the home front where they belong.

Suzu took the postern. “The market’s buying a door,” she said, “which means it’s buying a keeper, which means on the night there’s a sold man walking to the Winter Court’s back way to open it while everyone’s watching the square. I’ll be there first. I’ve known how a sold man walks since the alley. I won’t hunt him and I won’t name him. I’ll just be at the door before he is, and I’ll handle it my way, and you’ll all see what my way is on the night and not before, because I’ve been planning it since the chandlery and I want it to land.”

Vyrissa took the sky. “Above all of it,” she said. “The flame goes out into the square in Pruett’s hands and I am above it the whole time, and nothing that flies or climbs or reaches gets near my child’s fire, and if the market spends its bought muscle at the gate, I am the thing that makes ten thousand people believe the sky is on the right side. I do not fight in the crowd. I fight the fear in the crowd. That is a dragon’s proper work at a festival and I have wanted it since the dragon war.”

And I took the Stone, and the wager, and the weighing, with Sidonie’s glass in my pocket and the queens’ ink in my coat and the Stand, when I had it, under my feet.

“No one overdraws their body that night,” I said, last, flat, so it would be on the record. “The map is finished. The tracery doesn’t grow, because nobody’s burning their flesh. We spend the other currency, once, priced, co-signed, and we bring every single person home. That’s the plan.”



Rennick came at dusk the next day, uninvited, alone, and the crack in him had widened into a question he could not ask the man who paid him, so he brought it to me.

I had told Nahari he would come, and she had told me to be standing on the other side of the door when he did, and I was. He came to the guest wing with no patter left in him at all, the stage-tousled hair flat, the season-above-his-purse clothes looking suddenly like what they were, a poor boy’s costume, and he stood in the doorway and asked the thing that had been eating him since the anchor hill.

“Why won’t they deepen,” he said. “My circle. I hold the door open. I pay every price the contract names, every one, on time. I do everything you do. And they arrive whole and then they just.” He made a flat gesture, a ceiling. “They stop. Maren fought your saint and reached for her own best stroke and hit glass, in front of the whole kingdom, and then she looked at me. She looked at me, Warden, like it was my fault, and I don’t understand what I did, because I did everything right, I did everything the license said.”

I could have been cruel to him. He is the dark mirror, the boy who took the shortcut I refused, and there is a version of me that would have enjoyed watching him learn. But Nahari’s compass is the household’s compass now, and the mirror is not to be smashed, and he was Dorian minus five years of carrying, which is a tragedy and not a crime, so I told him the truth, cold and kind at once, the way you tell a man a thing that is going to change his life.

“Read it yourself,” I said, and I let the Measure fall on the nearest of his contracts, the license’s true burden, and I let him feel the ledger say the thing his backer would never say.

[A BOND HELD INSIDE DEBT CANNOT DEEPEN. THE SYSTEM REFUSES.]

“They signed for their own resurrections,” I said, watching it land on him. “Under the duress of death. A dead legend, offered life for service, signs. Of course she signs. But a bond that starts inside coercion, inside debt, inside fear, cannot advance. The system refuses it. It’s the oldest rule there is. Your circle arrived whole and capped at the shallowest tier, and nothing you own will ever crown, and it was true the day you took the license. You didn’t buy a circle, Rennick. You bought a ceiling. And the thing that sold you the license knew it. They built you to be spent.” I said the last part plainly, because he deserved plain. “That’s what you cost. The shortcut was never what you thought. You gave them a door that returns the dead in chains, and they gave you a career that can’t ever become the thing you actually wanted, which is what I have, which is women who chose you and grow because of it. You can’t buy that. It only comes free. They knew that when they sold you the license. That’s the trade, and you’re the one who’s paying it, and Maren looked at you like that because she knows too.”

He was quiet, and then he asked the other question, the one under the first, and his voice was younger when he asked it.

“How did you not take it,” he said. “The license. They came to you first, everyone knows that. Then they came to me, two provinces east, the year the circle set, and offered me the same door. And you said no. How. I was a ferry-town nobody. Nothing. I pulled two kids out of a flood once and nobody sang about it and I was going to die nobody, and a man with warm coin offered me the whole world for a signature, and I signed before he finished the sentence. How did you not?”

“I was a ferry-town nobody too,” I said. “I carried other men’s glory in a pack for five years and got left to die in a tomb for it. So don’t think I didn’t want the world when it was offered. I wanted it the way you want water.” I looked at him. “I said no because I’d spent five years watching what borrowed shine costs the people around a man who wears it. I’d carried the packs of men who glowed on other people’s deeds, and I knew, in my hands, that a door which returns the dead in chains isn’t a door I could stand at. That is the plain account. Prior experience, rather than virtue, saved me: I’d already carried the bill for that kind of shine, up close, for five years, and I knew what the bill did to the hands carrying it, and you’d never carried anything, so you couldn’t feel how heavy the offer was. That’s the difference between us. It isn’t spine. It’s that I’d already been the porter, and you never got the chance.”

Something went across his face, the boy under the showman, and he did not answer it.

And then he left, without a word, the showman gone entirely out of him, and I let him go, because a man walking away from his own patter is a man who has started to default, and you do not rush a default, you leave the door open and let him find it himself.

“He has a genuine choice now,” Nahari said, from behind me, where she’d been listening. “Your truth reached him where kindness alone could not. Leave the door open. Now come away. The plan’s built, the trap’s set, and I have a request that has nothing to do with any of it, and it’s been eleven days coming.”



Nahari convened it, and she convened it in full sentences. She wanted the two oldest patiences in the household in one room and me deciding which slow was which.

“We are the two slowest patiences you love,” she said, in the deep balcony room at midnight, one lamp lit and Vyrissa’s banked ember-light for the rest, the shutters open to a warm rain coming off the river. “The oracle and the dragon. Two hundred years and nine centuries. Tonight I want the two kinds of slow in one room, and you deciding which is which, and holding both, because holding both kinds of slow will demand your whole attention and you are ready for it. That is what I want, plainly, and I am asking for your yes.”

“You have it,” I said. “Vyrissa?”

“A dragon states her terms and invites objection,” she said, from the room’s center where she sat vast and patient, the forge-warmth of her already climbing the air. And then, straight, because I waited, the ritual said once clean like a seal: “Yes. I want this. The oracle’s slow and my slow are not the same slow, and I have wanted, for a long time, to be in a room where a man knows the difference. Command it, small anchor. Split my pace from hers. Try.”

“Then here are the spheres,” I said, because that is my part. “Time is hers. Temperature is yours. Both are mine. Nahari sets the pace and I hold it. Vyrissa sets the heat and I ration it. And I braid them. Nobody’s slow becomes anyone else’s. Begin when I say.”



Nahari set her wraps aside one layer at a time, warmed oil between her palms, and went to the sill bare except for the silver fall of her hair and the script around her ankle. Vyrissa remained dressed at the room’s center, ember-black gown gathering forge-light while the rain-light lay on Nahari the way lamplight always did. The dragon warmed the room by degrees until rain on the balcony steamed.

I took Nahari from behind at the deep sill, her exclusive frame, her palms flat on the wet stone and the warm rain coming past the open shutters, oiled and moving at her ritual pace, her wide hips and heavy round ass in the low light as the murals of her dead city carved her, and I moved in her slow, at the pace her own whispers set, because she owned time and the whisper, and I did not rush either.

“Half a breath before you grip there,” she murmured, palms flat, voice low and measured, “you will want to grip harder. Do it better than I saw.” And I did, and she made the low sound that is her whole surrender, and behind us, at the room’s center, the dragon provided the temperature.

Vyrissa did not touch us. She sat, vast and patient, and warmed the room with her attention until damp heat clung to my skin and the rain steamed where it struck the balcony stone, and her banked forge-light climbed the walls, and I felt her wanting through the bond, rationed by her own will, watching the oracle be worshiped slow and warming the whole room for it, and the wanting made her light climb, and the light warmed the rain, and the engine ran on two patiences: one woman set the pace while another set the heat.

Then I turned to the dragon, and this was the turn, and holding both tempos demanded my full attention. I drew the ember-black gown from Vyrissa’s broad shoulders, loosened its bronze fastenings, and let the heavy cloth fall around her feet. She stepped onto the balcony bare and forge-lit, scale-shimmer brightening as the warm rain struck her.

I took Vyrissa standing at the balcony’s edge, under the warm rain, her strength framing me against the dark and the steaming river, her strength at its most elemental, and I rationed her tireless furnace to Nahari’s spoken tempo instead of mine, and Nahari lent me her instrument across the room to do it.

“Borrowed, great one,” Nahari said from the sill, oiled and slow and generous, “with interest,” and she began to count, low, the countdown she hands me at every finale, except tonight she handed it across a room to time a dragon’s breath, her whisper reaching Vyrissa’s tempo where my hands could not, so that I moved in the dragon at the oracle’s pace, mountain-slow braided into tide-slow, two ancient patiences timed by one voice and held by one man, and the wide split stretched me to the edge of what I could hold.

“You are rationing me to her counting,” Vyrissa breathed, forge-gold light kindling under her bronze skin, her strength framing me and voluntarily idle. “Two of you, timing me. I have been mountain-patient since the sky burned, and you have made the oracle’s tide-slow the clock I run on. Small anchor. I did not know there was a slow past mine. There is. It is being held between the two of them by you. Do it again.”

I did it again, at Nahari’s count, and the dragon held the balcony’s edge and shook and let a whisper from across the room set the pace of her furnace, and I held both, the sill and the edge, the tide-slow and the mountain-slow, braided, and neither slow became the other, and it was exactly what she’d asked me to do.

And I moved between them, keeping both women active and each tempo distinct. When I turned back to the sill, Nahari was there, palms flat, patient, and I gave her the slow worship she had asked for while the dragon banked the room’s heat behind me, and when I turned to the edge again Vyrissa framed me against the steaming dark with strength she held voluntarily idle, and Nahari’s count reached across to time us both. Two patiences, one tempo, my hands on both and my voice holding both, and the warm rain came in past the shutters and steamed on the stone, and the two oldest women I love ran on a clock made of one oracle’s whisper and one anchor’s calm.

“You are enjoying this,” Nahari observed from the sill, oiled, patient, and entirely undone underneath it. “Splitting us. I can hear it in your hands. The porter who carried other men’s loads for five years, holding two ancient patiences at once and finding out he can. Good. Enjoy it. You earned both of us. Now grip there, half a breath early. I have already seen you do it, and it was very good.”



Their approach synchronized without either woman calling it.

Nahari, who sees a half-second farther than everyone, chose not to look. Vyrissa, who had been the largest certainty in the world across nine centuries, had no prophecy to consult. Their pleasure climbed within the same long rhythm, close enough that the ember filigree along Nahari’s ankle answered each brightening pulse of forge-gold under Vyrissa’s skin. Neither crossed the edge. I kept both there, one patient breath below it, until the two lights reached across the room and met like slow rivers finding the same channel.

“Do not announce it,” Nahari whispered. “Not even to yourself.”

Vyrissa’s furnace eyes fixed on mine. “Small anchor, let the mountain discover when it breaks instead of measuring the moment.”

I drew Vyrissa back from the balcony and made her kneel in the room’s center. Forge-light shone along her bronze shoulders while Nahari waited at the sill, ass oiled and presented, silver hair darkened by rain.

“Take him in your mouth,” I told the dragon. “Oracle, keep your hands where I put them.”

Vyrissa wrapped one forge-warm hand around my cock and took me between her lips, furnace eyes fixed on mine. Her tongue worked slowly, held to Nahari’s whispered count from across the room. The sight of a dragon empress kneeling by choice while an oracle timed every stroke almost undid me before I was ready.

“Not yet,” I said.

Vyrissa released me with a wet sound and a mountain-flat complaint. “The oracle’s pace is criminal. I approve it.”

I returned to Nahari and slid my cock into her pussy at the sill. Oil shone over the heavy curve of her ass. I fucked her in slow deep strokes while Vyrissa rose behind me, her hot breasts pressed against my back, one great hand reaching around to cup Nahari’s breast and the other gripping my hip to feel the tempo she had been denied.

“Two kinds of slow,” Nahari whispered. “Hold both.”

I did. I worked Nahari’s clit with two fingers while driving into her at the long tide-pulse she wanted. Oil and her wetness coated my cock, and each withdrawal left it shining before I pressed deep again. Vyrissa’s heat climbed behind me without speeding the rhythm.

“Tell her what you feel,” I ordered.

Nahari looked back over one shoulder. “Every slow inch. His hand on my clit. Your heat at my back. And the pleasure of knowing neither of you gets to hurry me.”

Vyrissa’s palm flattened over the lush curve of Nahari’s ass. “The oracle appraises accurately. Continue.” Through the bond I felt both women nearing the edge by opposite roads.

Then I changed places again. Vyrissa braced at the balcony, bronze thighs spread, and I pushed my cock into her furnace-hot pussy while Nahari stood beside us and counted in a low voice. Vyrissa’s inner muscles gripped me with immense controlled strength.

“Ration me,” she said. “Make the mountain wait.”

I held her hips still between thrusts, making her ask for each one. Nahari reached between Vyrissa’s thighs and circled the dragon’s clit at the same slow count she had used on herself.

The finish arrived without announcement. Vyrissa’s furnace-hot inner grip locked around me with immense control, then broke into deep helpless pulses as forge-light flooded her bronze skin. Nahari, still pressed against her flank, slipped her own fingers between her thighs and broke within the same long breath, ember filigree climbing her ankle-script in the rain-light.

I buried myself in Vyrissa and came deep inside her. Cum pulsed into the dragon while her contractions milked me and the bond carried the finish through all three of us. Nahari shook against Vyrissa’s side, Vyrissa held us both upright, and ember and forge crossed through my chest while warm rain steamed on the balcony stone. I stayed at the root through the last spurts, feeling the dragon’s controlled strength fail into smaller helpless clenches while Nahari’s fingers kept moving through her own long aftershocks.

Neither of the two oldest women I love had known the exact moment it would happen. Nahari had chosen not to see it and Vyrissa could not have, and the not-knowing detonated both of them into laughter, the oracle’s low and delighted and the dragon’s cracked open with wonder, the two of them laughing at their own surprise in the warm dark, and I had drawn the same surprised laughter out of both at once.



Nahari settled on one side and Vyrissa on the other, leaving me the coolest place in the room and the most claimed. The two ancients traded one sentence over my head.

Nahari lay at the sill-side, oiled and warm and slow, and Vyrissa banked at the center, forge-warm and enormous and gentle, and I was between them, and they spoke past me to each other with the patience of very old things.

“I have seen the night the kingdom chooses,” Nahari said, low. “I looked at its edge once, deliberately. Then I stopped. I did not look past it. I have left the morning after unseen on purpose, all of it, the whole future past that one night, because a thing worth building should be built and not foreseen.”

“Good,” Vyrissa said, banked and warm and certain. “Past that night is mine to build. You keep the timing and I will keep the future. You have seen us live. I will make the living worth the seeing. That is a fair division of a very long labor, oracle, and I accept it.” A pause, ember-low. “I have been the last of something since the dragon war, and tonight I was, for one long breath, timed by a woman two centuries younger than me and held by a man who is a heartbeat old by my count, and I did not know when I would finish, and I laughed. I laughed at not-knowing. Past that night is worth building for that laugh alone.”

Ember and forge braided between them while warm rain came off the river through the open shutters.

Nahari closed her eyes against Vyrissa’s shoulder. “I did not look past it.”

The dragon banked her warmth around us both.


Chapter 15: The Muster

The day before the eve of Founders’ Night was the last ordinary day, and this family has learned to spend its last ordinary days well, because we have had a great many nights that were not ordinary at all and we know what the quiet is worth.

Letters had come up from the march that morning, carried the two weeks by ordinary post, and I read them at breakfast as I read everything, once, carefully. Brenna’s census stood at two hundred and sixty-six now, five lights added since we’d left, and she defended the KEPT column in her twelve-year-old hand like a gate, listing each new lamp and why it was lit, because she writes down the why, or next season somebody guesses. Osric’s tally ran under it, straight-ruled, and a postscript in his hand noted that he had, by post, ended two illegal wager books in villages that had copied Bram’s fox sub-wager, which is a tradition now, Osric ending books by mail, and Bram was visibly proud of it. Merta’s line was three words, nothing opened, everything held, and I read those three words twice, because they meant the home front was safe and my attention could ride south into the fight clean, which was why the family had built the march to run without us.

And Tam had drawn a lamp. Just a lamp, careful, a child’s steady hand, with WE HOLD FIRST written under it and DOORS LATER under that, the one rule, recited in crayon, and I put it in my coat next to the pencil Suzu keeps stealing, because a man about to stake his whole name on a stone should carry the reason with him, and the reason is a soot-haired boy a country away drawing a lamp he has been taught to keep before he opens the door only he can open.

The graduates ran the city’s lamplighters through a final relay drill at dawn, on the guild-hall floor, chalked like the school yard a country away. Torvald ran the near end and Sela the far and Wat anchored the count, three first-cohort graduates a country from home teaching a capital guild, and the hundred capital men who had learned one-flash-hold in an afternoon before the Lamp Run ran it now like veterans, clean and fast, one flash hold, two gate ready, three gate dropped, long flash breach, a message crossing the guild-hall floor in under nine seconds carried by hands that had been strangers to the code a fortnight ago.

“You’re teaching it wrong,” Sela told the senior lamplighter, cheerfully, correcting his grip on the shutter as she corrects everyone, without heat. “Loose. Never grip a shutter like you’re angry at it. The light’s the message, not the arm. Brenna would have you cutting laps for that wrist.” And the old man, who kept a whole capital’s lamps and had forty years on the girl, loosened his grip and thanked her, because craft knows craft and does not care about the ages of the hands.

At the end of it the senior lamplighter, the broad old man who’d added his line at the Fair, told Wat that the guild would keep the code forever and teach it to its apprentices, and would put Brenna’s name on it, LAMP-CAPTAIN, MARCH, so the apprentices fifty years on would know a child a country away had invented the thing their hands did every night. Wat wrote all of it in the tally under a column Brenna would recognize, WHO TO THANK WHEN IT WORKS, and I thought she would frame the page, the way this family frames the small true honors, and be twelve and unbearable about it, and deserve to be.

Helvane watched it from the barrier, invested and smug.

“The march exports sergeants now,” he observed, to no one, pleased with the world. “More than a year ago you were a porter with a broken skill. Now the capital’s lamp guild is going to be teaching your lamp-captain’s code to apprentices in fifty years and calling it their own tradition, and that, Warden, is how you actually take a kingdom. You take a kingdom with a curriculum nobody can give back more surely than with an army. I told you to be magnificent. I did not know you would be magnificent at teaching people to be slightly better at their jobs, which is magnificence built from chalk, grip, and repetition. I am delighted. I will invest in whatever you do next before you tell me what it is.”



Petra presented her wooden blade at court, and the court did not know what to do, and Petra did, and the king did the second-best thing he did all spring.

Dame Petra of Harlow, thirty-one, ambassador of the school and mascot of the cohort, walked into the palace’s receiving hall in her good dress with her wooden practice blade held across both palms, the one Vyrissa fitted a thumb-sized bronze scale to as a guard, the one Yrsa signed a real certificate for over her own dead body, and she presented it to King Berengar Ruthelm with the complete gravity of a woman presenting a relic, because to her it was one.

The court froze. A wooden sword, offered to a king, by a noblewoman who had spent the winter at a garrison school learning to hold a lamp-line and had a certificate to prove it. The dukes did not have a protocol for it. The chamberlains did not have a face for it.

Berengar received it with full honors.

He came down off the dais, unblessed and tired and decent, and he took the wooden blade off Petra’s palms with both hands, and he held it up so the court could see it, and he said, “The Crown has been offered a great many swords. Real ones, expensive ones, sworn by houses that glowed. This one came with a curriculum. Dame Petra of Harlow learned to hold a light at a school that teaches people to hold things they were not paid to hold, and she has ridden here to lend the Crown a wooden blade and the lesson that goes with it, and I am going to hang it in this hall, where the real swords are, because it is worth more than most of them and cost more to earn.” He looked at his scandalized court. “You may all be as horrified as you like. I have decided to learn things this spring. This is the first exhibit.”

Petra glowed with the plain light of a person taken seriously about the thing she loved. It was worth more than gilt, cast honest warmth, and loosened half the court’s shoulders before anyone knew why.

“I wanted to meet a dragon,” she confided to me after, at the edge of the hall, still holding the empty air where her blade had been. “That was all I wanted last autumn. I was a marriage candidate who mostly wanted the story. And instead I learned to hold a lamp-line, and a saint gave me a certificate over her own objections, and a dragon fitted a scale to my wooden sword, and I just gave that sword to a king who hung it with the real ones.” She shook her head, wondering. “I came for a story to tell. I ended up in one. It’s much better than the story would have been, and it cost months of drills and a great deal of chalk, and nobody warned me, and I’m glad they didn’t.”

“There’s always room,” I said, because I knew where she was going. “Merta always makes another bed. She made yours before you asked.”

“I know,” Petra said, and glowed a little brighter. “That’s the thing about this family nobody believes until they’re in it. The chair is already set. You only have to sit down.”



The dice tradition expanded catastrophically, and it ended, as all this family’s traditions end, in a formal banning.

Nahari had been fleecing Yrsa at dice since the early days of the household, while Suzu’s contests with Yrsa were the ones the fox sometimes lost on purpose, and on the last ordinary day the game acquired a third player, because Sidonie Ruthelm sat down at it with the face of a woman auditing a ledger, and proceeded to win three straight.

“She’s calculating the throws,” Suzu said, betrayed, after the third loss, her tails bristling. “Look at her face. That’s an auditor’s face. She has every pip and probability in her head like a lamp-census. Nahari, she’s doing the thing you do, except she’s not cheating with foresight, she’s cheating with arithmetic, which is worse because arithmetic is legal.”

“I did not foresee this,” Nahari admitted, watching her own boot-knife slide across the table to the princess. “I chose not to look ahead because looking spoils dice. She has beaten me with plain sums. I am enchanted. Throw again. I want to lose honestly at least once more.”

“It is just counting,” Sidonie agreed, ice-grey and dry, gathering the dice into the cup. “I have counted everything my whole life. Six-sided bones are a very small kingdom. This is an unusually relaxed evening.”

She was banned by unanimous joint decree, the second such banning in the history of the household, and she accepted the decree with an auditor’s composure and then, to everyone’s delight, asked for it in writing, and had it framed, and hung it in the guest wing where she could see it, because a woman newly framed inside the family’s dice joke will hang the proof like a knighthood.

“Entry,” she said, filing it in the private ledger only I could feel her keep. “Banned from the family dice game by joint decree. The account nobody kept has a very good year this spring.”



Maeva wrote to her duchies, and this time she did not burn the letters, and I witnessed the campaign end where campaigns actually end, which is at a courier’s saddlebag.

I had watched her correspondence change with her: first letters burned for the dead, then one folded into a campaign map, then a letter sealed into the march-hall cornerstone for whoever came after. On the last ordinary day she wrote to the living ones. To the three sitting families descended from the three duchies she had unified four hundred years ago, plain spring letters, greetings from a neighbor, and she signed them, “a neighbor who knew your grandmothers’ grandmothers, and thinks of them kindly, and wishes your spring well.” The empress and Maeva Castellan both yielded the page to the neighbor.

She wrote them, at the guest-wing table, the imperial shorthand she uses for maps softened into a plain hand for neighbors, and it took her a long time, longer than a decree, because a decree is easy and a friendly letter to the grandchildren of the duchies you unified and then died over is the hardest thing an empress can compose. She wrote three. She asked after their springs. She told one that her grandmother’s grandmother had kept a good pepper fleet and hoped the family still knew a fine peppercorn when they tasted one. She told another about a mill and its tailrace, because she cannot help herself. She sealed them plain.

And she handed them to an ordinary courier, by ordinary post, sealed with plain wax, like a person.

She handed three plain letters to a courier without an army behind them. The magnificence, the Fair, and the dipped banners had opened space for this private victory beneath the public campaign. The empress did not need her duchies back. She wanted to be a neighbor to them, once, on her own terms, in daylight, by post, and now the letters rode while the larger account remained open at the Founding Stone.

“For four hundred years I could not write to them at all,” she said, watching the courier ride off with the letters. “After you called me, I wrote to the dead. Then I wrote forward. And now I have simply written to my neighbors, like a person, and asked after their spring, and handing those letters to an ordinary courier carried more power than any decree I issued. It may change nothing. I find I am content with that.” She turned back to me. “Do not tell the court I sent friendly letters by ordinary post. It would ruin the whole mystique. Let them think it was strategy. It was. It was also just wanting to say hello to my grandmothers’ grandchildren before I correct a frieze in front of them. Both things are true. Statecraft usually is.”



Thursday supper filled the table, and the chair’s story was finally told.

Berengar came without pretext now and took the place Bram had begun setting for him beside the graduates. Wat made him hold the tally while Sela argued that palace bread should count as structural reinforcement; by dessert the king was checking their arithmetic and losing the argument honestly.

Sidonie sat where the empty chair used to be.

The household has always set one place too many, a chair on standing reserve, and no one had ever explained it to her, and on the last ordinary day she asked, and Maeva told her, mild as milk.

“We set places for guests we intend to keep,” Maeva said. “Before they arrive. Sometimes long before. Ask the dragon how long her chair stood empty at our table before she filled it. Ask how long a certain fox’s did.” She buttered bread. “The chair you are sitting in has been set for you since we left the march this spring. We did not know your name would be the one to fill it. We knew the shape of the person, and we set the chair, and here you are, filling it, having audited your own heart since the royal progress to be sure. The chair was patient. This family is very good at patient chairs.”

Sidonie did the arithmetic. I felt her do it through the Tether, the count of how long they had been expecting her, how long a place had been set for a woman before she’d decided to come, and the number undid her, and she rose from the table with perfect composure and left the room briefly to be composed about it somewhere private, which fooled absolutely no one, which was the entire point, and when she came back her eyes were dry and one button was done up wrong and no one mentioned either. Bram moved the bread basket within her reach without looking up. Berengar surrendered the last heel to her as if it were an ordinary exchange, which was the point.

And the pencil got stolen.

Suzu lifted it out of my coat with full eye contact across the supper table, one of Suzu’s fixed rituals with me, repeated now at the capital, and held it up so I’d see, and said, “For luck. Founders’ rates. Compounding nightly. You’ll get it back after, with a receipt,” and put it in her own pocket, and the household went on eating, and a king who did not understand the ritual watched a thief steal from the Warden in plain sight and no one react, and decided, correctly, that he was among people who loved each other in a grammar he was still learning.



Sidonie did not come to the muster, and she was not meant to, and her absence stayed with me through the Tether all evening. Her bond was nearly two weeks old and private, hers alone with me, and this five-queen muster was an established household intimacy that a woman nearly two weeks in did not walk into, and she knew it, and she did not ask, and she spent the evening in her Counting Room over her gridded city instead, and once, late, I felt her count the guest-wing lamps and reach the end and find them all lit. She was content to hold the quiet edge a while longer, because an auditor knows the difference between a thing withheld and a thing not yet earned, and she had decided this one was worth earning slowly.

They convened the muster that night, in a palace, and made it home by the doing of it, and it was the eve-of-eve tradition transplanted whole into the enemy of every tradition and unafraid.

Maeva convened, because she always convenes. Nahari kept the time, because she always keeps the time. Yrsa bolted the door of the guest wing’s great room with a fire-iron, her eternal custom, at altitude now, in a palace, and did not care whose palace. Suzu confiscated pockets at the door, and confiscated the pencil, and announced it was staying confiscated because it was lucky and luck was collateral and collateral does not leave the premises. And Vyrissa took the perimeter of the room like banked weather, her forge-light low and courteous, the dragon who begins beginnings walling the family in.

“Security,” Suzu announced, patting me down at the door with professional thoroughness and confiscating three things I did not know I was carrying, one of which was my own notebook and one of which was, somehow, a spoon. “The pencil stays impounded, it’s lucky, luck is collateral, collateral does not leave the premises. The spoon I’m keeping on general principle. The notebook you can have back, it’s evidence and evidence has to be present.” She flourished the pencil at me, full eye contact, the ritual complete. “For luck. Founders’ rates. You’ll get it back two nights from now, after, with a receipt, when you’ve spent your whole name and I’ve bought my one thing and everyone’s alive to argue about the ballad.”

“There’s no clause nine,” I said, because there is a script.

“There’s always a clause nine,” Suzu said, delighted, and bolted the last of the door behind Yrsa’s fire-iron, and the muster was convened.

The maps were cleared off the great table by decree, and it was the same great table where we’d built the Founders’ Night plan seven nights before, the war-table become the muster-table. This family has always trusted the same wood to hold the plan and the family both. The capital’s kept lamps glowed through the shutters, thousands of lights in a city we’d half-converted, and five queens closed ranks around the man whose name went on a scale in two days, and I stood in the middle of them. The muster was never really about the bed. It is about the closing of ranks. It is five women, on the eve of eve, making sure the man they are about to send to a stone with his whole name on it knows exactly how thoroughly he is held, so that when he stakes everything tomorrow’s tomorrow he does it from the center of something that cannot be staked, cannot be sold, and does not gutter. The bed is how this family says it. The saying is the point.

The toast-round came in five registers, and no two of them sounded alike, because these are five women and not one woman in five costumes.

“Attend me,” Maeva said, decree-warm, the empress. “Tonight the family musters, and I convene it, and I want you, summoner, and I will deny the wanting in the morning and mean neither the denial nor the morning. Witnessed.”

“Door’s bolted,” Yrsa said, clipped, duel-grammar. “Terms are the usual. Bare hands. I want this. Say the word if I need it. Witnessed.”

“I have seen this night and I chose not to see past it,” Nahari said in full sentences at her patient cadence. “So I am here in it, entirely, wanting you, with no foresight spent on what comes after, because tonight is worth being surprised inside. Witnessed.”

“Pockets confiscated, pencil impounded, luck accruing at Founders’ rates,” Suzu said, bright, the invoice. “The fee for tonight is everything and I’m paying it gladly and there’s no receipt because some things you don’t file. I want you. Witnessed.”

“A dragon states her terms and invites objection,” Vyrissa said, appraisal-grammar, and then, straight: “I want this, small anchor, and my objection to my own restraint is overruled. Witnessed.”

And I gave them my answering vow, plain, and then I did the thing that made the toast briefly unmanageable, which is that I thanked them, each of them, by name and by register, for the six hands on the paper that priced my name, and the room came apart into something too warm to conduct for a moment, five queens and one anchor undone by gratitude before a single garment moved, and I had to wait for it to settle before I could command anything, and I did not mind waiting.



The rotation carried years of practice, each woman’s own wants kept distinct, no woman passive, and I conducted them through a calm I did not entirely feel and entirely trusted.

They crossed from vows to bodies in their own familiar ways. Yrsa stripped off her fighting leathers and removed her chest-wrap with her own hands before leaning over the table. Suzu loosened the layered thief’s silks and stepped free of them before taking the shutters. Nahari set her wraps aside one by one and warmed oil between her palms before she went to the sill. Vyrissa retired the ember-black gown and stood in her own banked light. Maeva shed her skirts and loosened the engineered bodice but left the crowned braid pinned for its fall later.

Yrsa went first, across the great table, because Yrsa always goes first and fierce, and tonight fierce and slow-burning both, the register she’d found under Ilsabet’s name held here in a palace. I bent her over the cleared table and she braced on her forearms, the long athletic line of her taut, winter-pale skin flushing up from her spine, storm-grey light kindling along the old scars and the new rib-scar she pretends not to own. I took her from behind, rough as she had asked, my hand at the small of her back and then fisted in the jaw-length black hair, and she pushed back into me hard and bit down on her own forearm to keep quiet in a room full of family, which she did not need to do and did anyway, out of some soldier’s discipline that undid me more than any sound would have.

“Harder,” she got out, single-syllable already, the tactical vocabulary gone. “Don’t. Slow. Both. You know.” And I knew, and gave her fierce and slow braided, and took the tempo, and the switch-flip came total and instant, the strongest thing in the room melting into being led. I spread her legs wider with my knee and drove my cock into her pussy until my hips struck the taut curve of her ass. Wet sound marked the fierce rhythm. Her fingers clawed at the map-table while my hand in her hair kept her where I wanted.

“Yield,” I told her, low.

“Witnessed,” she answered into her own arm. Her pussy spasmed around my cock and storm-grey light silvered her scars. I held her through the shudders, then pulled free before spending myself, leaving her wet and open across the table while Maeva passed her the water skin.

Suzu took the shutters, one slat cracked toward the city she had audited, the author of a capital-wide view she had chosen herself. She rode me facing out over the capital’s kept lamps, tails wrapped loose to my forearms, exhibition matured into authorship, and she narrated the view between gasps the way only Suzu does, pricing districts she now half-owned by warrant, until the pricing thinned and stopped and there was only the fox-fire light bright and low and her breath gone ragged. She took my cock facing the view, petite body lifting and falling between my hands. Her tails tightened around my forearms every time I reached between her thighs and rubbed her clit.

“Clause nine,” she managed, an old joke half-started. “I ordered this view.”

The joke failed when I thrust up hard. Her pussy clenched around me, fox-fire flashing low and bright, and she came facing the lamps she had audited, laughing only after the shaking began. I drew her off carefully and kissed the inside of one tail before Nahari took my hand.

Nahari took the deep sill, at the deep sill she always chose, and I worshiped her slow there in the kept-lamp glow, oiled and moving at her ritual pace, her wide hips and heavy round ass under my hands as her dead city carved her, palms flat on the sill, the ember filigree climbing her ankle. She conducted the room while blind to it, whispering timing to no one and everyone, and I gave her the slow reverent worship she had asked for, from behind at the sill, her oiled ass filled my hands while I pushed into her pussy one slow inch at a time. She whispered each grip before I made it, each deep stroke before it landed, until I slid one hand around and circled her clit a half-beat before she named it.

“Wrong,” she whispered, delighted.

“Surprised,” I corrected.

I kept the slow rhythm and broke her count early. Her inner walls clenched in long rolling spasms, ember filigree climbing her ankle while she laughed softly into the warm dark. I stayed inside her through the aftershocks, then withdrew with both of us slick.

Vyrissa stood at the room’s center, rationed. I took her standing, her strength framing me, her forge-light banked courteous so as not to blind the room, the tireless furnace held to my tempo and no faster, and she let me ration her, all that power voluntarily idle, and the permitting was the gift, as it always is with her. Vyrissa lifted me at my nod, carried me three deliberate steps to the room’s center, and set me down without jarring a board. Strength displayed because I directed it, then banked because I asked.

I stroked my wet cock between the strong curves of her ass before lowering one hand to her pussy. She was hot enough to make the moisture on my fingers steam.

“Ask for the next part.”

“Put your cock inside me, anchor. Ration what I could take until I beg for what you choose to give.”

I pressed into her furnace-hot pussy. Her great bronze thighs framed me. I made her hold still with only the head inside until forge-light climbed her shoulders.

“Slower is cruelty,” she said. “I could break the wall and I hold it because you told me to.”

“Then hold.”

She held. I filled her on the next long stroke, then denied her the next for a full breath while one forge-warm hand gripped my shoulder without crushing it. When I finally moved, her inner muscles tightened with controlled power around every inch, and the seismic sound she made vibrated through the table.

And Maeva last, astride, in nothing but a gold ring that is the twin of the audit-ring on my finger, the one she has taken to wearing since the premiere. Her crowned braid came down mid-act, the cascade past her shoulder blades that is always an event, and her very full breasts were candle-gold in the kept-lamp light, chest-forward, her court-formal praise narrated over me and fraying on schedule as I took the tempo from her. “Tribute received,” she decreed, breathless, gold light lacing her ribs, “the empire notes it in the, the record, the,” and the sentence went, the diction dropping to plain hunger with my name in it, both her registers married and then both abandoned, directing the family from inside it until she gloriously could not direct anything at all, which was the private gift she kept giving me, and she rode me toward the finish with gold blazing under sweat-sheened skin. Her heavy breasts filled my hands. I lifted them, squeezed, and took one nipple into my mouth while she ground her clit against me.

“Tribute goes where tonight?” I asked.

“Inside,” she said, plain hunger replacing court diction. “Fill your empress and let every woman here feel it.”

I closed both hands around her waist and set the final pace. Her pussy squeezed my cock hard enough to pull the edge close, but I held it until Nahari began the shared count.

I braided five tempos under one hand. At the shared finish, the established four-color ring flared while Vyrissa’s forge-gold warmed and guarded its perimeter.

Before I let the edge break, I held every strand there for one shared breath. Yrsa clenched across the table. Suzu’s tails pulled tight around two women at once. Nahari whispered the missing number against Vyrissa’s shoulder, and Maeva ground down on my cock with her green eyes stripped of decree. Five separate wants met in my body without becoming the same want. I gave each one back in her own rhythm, then closed my hand on Maeva’s hips.

Five strands, five colors. Gold, storm-grey, ember, and fox-fire closed into the permanent ring through me. Vyrissa’s forge-gold stood outside it, surrounding the four colors like a warm wall without changing the circle’s shape. I gave Nahari’s count its last number and took Yrsa’s word, Maeva’s tempo, and the dragon’s rationed edge all at once. We went over together. Maeva ground down to the root as imperial-hard spasms took her. My load surged into her on the first contraction, then again on the next, each pulse caught deep while I held her hips locked to mine and gold light raced beneath her skin.

“All of it,” she said, court diction gone. “Let them feel what I chose.”

The squad-link opened wide. Yrsa shook across the table under Suzu’s quick hand. Nahari worked her clit at the sill while Vyrissa held her upright with one arm and rubbed her with the other. Suzu cried out against Yrsa’s shoulder, tails flaring through the pile. The finish echoed five ways through the braided bond and back, every woman’s spasms and sounds crossing through me while the four-color ring blazed and forge-gold held bright around it.

And through the shutters, for one held breath, the city’s kept lamps leaned home.

Thousands of lamps across the capital, including the long streets a march had taught the city to keep, leaned toward the room, toward the ring of light, the way small flames lean toward the elder in the barrow-core, the way a taught thing leans toward the hand that taught it, and Suzu saw it through her cracked slat and came apart laughing and wrecked at the same time.

“We taught the city the cuddle,” she got out, fox-fire bright, undone. “The whole city. It’s compounding. Oh, it’s compounding, we’re going to be responsible for every warm lamp in the kingdom, the interest on this is going to bankrupt me and I don’t even care.”



The whole family tangled together while a dragon banked around all of it, and each woman named her want for the far side of the night, sleepy and plain, and I stayed awake last, counting.

The pile settled with a dragon banked around all of it like coals a careful hand has dampened, and I was in the middle of it, claimed beyond any reasonable doubt, and the aftercare ran in five registers at once, because each of them comes down her own way and always has. Maeva sprawled imperial and audited the damage fondly. Yrsa found the floor and a water skin and my shoulder and was asleep sitting up mid-insult before the sweat cooled. Nahari finished a sentence she’d started an hour before, on purpose, and slept mid-prophecy. Suzu wrapped her tails around whoever was nearest and turned the impounded pencil over in her fingers, lucky. And Vyrissa held her warmth down for our comfort, and I told her to stop, and she didn’t, and the not-stopping was the lullaby.

Maeva assigned a watch rotation from inside the pile, out of pure imperial habit, and was countermanded by all five at once, the tradition matured into liturgy, and she accepted the mutiny with an empress’s grace and stayed exactly where she was.

“The record, corrected,” she murmured, when I asked what she wanted from the far side, half asleep, gold ring warm on her hand. “The frieze grey and the true founding sung. And then a very long summer with no campaign in it. I intend to be bored, magnificently, for an entire season. I have earned boredom. It is the rarest luxury an empress can buy.”

“The gate where the singing is,” Yrsa said, flat, against my shoulder, already half gone. “Held. Everyone home. That’s the want. Simple wants are the only ones worth having.”

“To be right about the night I didn’t look past,” Nahari said, ember-warm, each word slow and clear. “I have seen that we live. I want to have been right, and then I want to not-know everything after it, for a good long while. Not-knowing is the last luxury I have left. I intend to hoard it.”

“To buy one thing on Founders’ Night,” Suzu said, and there was a fox’s private glee in it. “You’ll see. It’s already priced. It’s the purchase I most want to make and it’s the opposite of a heist and I’ve been planning it since a chandlery and I’m not telling you what it is because the surprise is half the interest.”

“My small one, home,” Vyrissa said, banked and enormous and gentle around the whole pile. “The flame carried north to its family. And then.” A pause, warm. “Beginnings. I have kept endings for nine centuries. I would like to keep a beginning. That is the want, and it is the largest one in this room, and I am the most patient thing here, so I can wait for it. But not forever. Earned, or nothing.”

“And you,” Maeva murmured, half asleep, gold ring warm against my chest. “You have run this whole family’s wants like a treasury for two days and still haven’t named yours for the far side. Say it. To the dark, if not to us. The account nobody keeps is not only the princess’s.”

So I said it, to the dark, because she was right and I do not get to hide behind everyone else’s ledger forever.

“I want the new doors safe,” I said. “The children whose skills haven’t opened yet. The second capital one, and Tam, and whoever comes next. I want them to grow up in a world where nobody offers them a warm coin for their future. That’s the want.” And then, because the bond is transparent and I could not have hidden the rest if I’d tried: “And I’m afraid of becoming the thing I’m fighting. An institution. A name so big it stops being a man and starts being a wall people hide behind or climb over. I’d rather stay a porter who happens to be heavy. I don’t know how to want to be a monument. I hope I never learn.”

“If you start becoming a wall, I’ll tell you,” Nahari said from the edge of sleep, her words spaced like lamp-counts, not opening her eyes. “All of us will. We’ll keep counting the man instead of the monument. Tonight you’re still the porter who counts lamps, and I chose that man.”

Beyond the barrow wall, the dawn-colored flame kept its own warm vigil while the household settled around me.

Suzu turned the impounded pencil once between her fingers. “Two days,” she murmured. “Luck is still compounding.”


Chapter 16: Counted

The trap was sprung at a feast, in one sentence, by a woman in court whites who did not raise her voice, and its timing was precise enough to close the trap around a room full of bought shine.

The last court feast before Founders’ Night filled the great hall with every house in the capital, the grey ones and the greyer ones, and half of them wearing gilt futures the Coiner had pre-sold, shine they’d bought on credit against a Listing that hadn’t happened yet. The room glittered with bought light and hunger, and Berengar sat his high seat unblessed and tired and honest at the center of it, and Sidonie sat at his right hand in whites so severe they looked like a decision, and I stood where a Warden stands, at the edge, counting exits, waiting.

I had watched Maeva prepare her for it, over the last days, the apprenticeship neither of them will name matured into open co-conspiracy. The empress had taught the princess the one thing statecraft cannot be taught from a book, which is timing, when to speak and how long to let a silence do the work, and the princess had taught the empress what her three duchies had actually become in four hundred years, and the two of them had drilled the feast the way Yrsa drills a gate. I sat at the edge and watched a four-hundred-year-old empress and a thirty-year-old princess build a trap out of manners, and I saw that Maeva had been raising an heir to her own methods without either of them admitting the word.

The Coiner was not in the hall. He does not come to feasts. But his gilt was, worn on a dozen collars, bought on credit against tomorrow night’s Listing, and his patter was in the room even when he wasn’t, because half the houses were repeating his slogans to each other as reassurance, the Crown buys nothing it hasn’t weighed, we weigh nothing we don’t buy, a barker’s grammar dressed up as prudence. The room was full of him. That is what made what she did so cold: she used his own room against him without his being in it.

She rose between courses, and she did not ask for the room, she simply had it, because an auditor who never speaks is worth listening to when she does.

“House Ruthelm weighs what it trades,” she said. Level, precise, and quiet. “That is an old custom of this house, older than the founding, and I am reviving it tonight because we have let it lapse and the lapse has cost us. The Crown buys and sells at the Founding Stone, at the weighing-place, in the sight of the mother-stone, or it does not buy and sell at all. Anything offered to the Crown is weighed on the Stone before the Crown answers. Anything.” She let it sit. “We are done being lied to by margins. We are done buying shine we cannot weigh. If a thing is worth selling to the Crown, it is worth weighing first. That is the custom. My brother keeps it, or I am not his auditor.”

The temperature of the room dropped, and she did not.

Because every house in that hall understood, at once, what she had just done. The Coiner’s Grand Listing was for Founders’ Night, an offer to the Crown, and she had just restored, in a toast, the old custom that made the Crown weigh what it traded at the Stone. She had forced the Listing onto the mother-stone. She had taken a night-market barker’s careful staged sale, the thing built to happen fast and warm and unweighed, and she had bound it to the one ground where a market must weigh, and she had done it wearing whites in a room full of people holding his gilt, and she had smiled at none of them.

Berengar seconded it in four words.

“My sister counts true,” he said, and put his unglowing hand flat on the table. The king backed his auditor’s restored custom, and the trap closed around the market with a sound like a coin dropping into a slot.

The houses in their gilt understood, and did not like understanding, and could say nothing, because who argues against weighing what the Crown trades? To object was to admit you wanted your shine unweighed, which is to admit it would not weigh, and so the whole gilt-wearing hall had to sit in its bought light and nod at a custom that had just condemned the light they were wearing, and the nodding was the sound of a trap’s jaws meeting. I took in a dozen houses realize they had bought futures against a Listing that now had to survive the mother-stone, and they kept their faces, because a house that panics in public is a house that has already lost, and I kept the whole silent room as a receipt.

And the stones took the feast’s witnessed truth, because a truth sworn in a hall full of witnesses weighs, and out in the founder’s square the mother-stone lit with a thing that had never been etched before, a legend completing in real time, a woman becoming what she had always been in the sight of her own kingdom.

[THE PRINCESS WHO WEIGHS.]

She sat back down. She had just set Founders’ Night’s ground with a single sentence and restored a custom the court had forgotten, and she picked up her spoon and finished her course, and only I, through the Tether, could feel the cold pleasure of an auditor who has found the exact lever and pulled it in front of everyone and made it look like manners.

Maeva, down the table, did not look at her. That was the tell of how proud she was. An empress who looks at her apprentice’s triumph claims a share of it; an empress who keeps her eyes on her wine grants the triumph entirely. Maeva kept her eyes on her wine, and let the princess own the room entirely, and later, walking out, she said to me, low, the only thing she would say about it: “I taught her timing. She restored the right custom at the one hour it could bite, and made a kingdom remember why it existed. She chose the hour perfectly. Do not tell her I said so. Tell her in ten years, when it will land as legacy instead of flattery.” A pause. “She will keep a kingdom honest for forty years, never get a statue, and be worth every statue in the Gallery. I am glad I lived my second life long enough to watch it start.”

“You’ll tell her yourself,” I said. “In ten years. You’ve got the time now.”

“I do,” Maeva said, and there was wonder in it, the wonder of a woman poisoned at thirty-eight who now has all the years she was cheated of. “I do have the time. Four hundred years I had none, and now I have all of it, and I intend to spend a great deal of it watching that girl keep a kingdom honest. Statecraft as a spectator sport. I did not know it could be a joy instead of a labor. She has taught me that. My apprentice has taught the empress something. Note it. File it. It mattered more to me than anything the feast’s stone would etch.”



She came to me after, in the Counting Room, with her surveyor’s glass, and she swore herself before we knew if we’d win, which made the oath hers rather than the war’s.

The glass-roofed room over the gridded city, the instruments in their ranks, the one room in the kingdom arranged entirely to her mind. She was still in the feast whites. And she carried the surveyor’s glass, the instrument they gave her instead of a doll when she was nine, the thing that had rarely left her reach since childhood, and she set it down.

On the table between us. Deliberately. The instrument of her whole life, laid down, and the meaning landed clean: that setting the glass down was a deliberate symbol tonight, before a fight she did not know we’d win.

I had learned enough of her since last autumn to know what the glass was. The glass was the thing they gave her instead of loving her plainly, when she was nine, a surveyor’s glass in place of a doll, and she had loved it back with everything she had because a child loves what she is given, and she had built a whole armored competent life around the fact that her use was the only currency anyone would take from her. To set the glass down was to say she did not need to be useful to be kept. It was the instrument of her whole useful life, laid on a table before the man who had wanted her to know that terrible number and then simply stayed.

“I have counted for the Crown since I was nine,” she said, and her voice was level, the auditor’s grammar, but the armor was off it, and I could feel through the Tether exactly what the levelness cost. “Tomorrow I stand between my kingdom and a market with your name on the scale. Your whole name. I helped rig the ground it happens on. And I want it on the record, the real record, the one that balances, that I chose this, and I chose you, before I knew if we’d win. I choose before the outcome, tonight, while safety is unknown, the way you swear a thing you actually mean.” She set the surveyor’s glass exactly square to the table, but her fingers stayed on it after the alignment was perfect. “Sworn. Witnessed. Filed. That is my oath and I have audited it for months and it comes back clean. Take it, or tell me the figure’s wrong.”

“The figure’s right,” I said, because it was, and because a woman who has audited her own heart for months and deliberately set down her defining instrument deserves to be answered in her own grammar. “Sworn. And for the record, since you like the record: I checked mine too, when we first met and again tonight, and it comes back the same. My figure stands clear of politics and crown business. I want to be the one who counts you. My figure balances against yours to the copper.”

“Then it’s filed,” she said, and I felt the thing she would never say out loud arrive through the bond instead, the relief of a woman who has counted every man’s want her whole life and finally found one that reads clean.

The Sworn oath settled through the bond, followed in the same breath by the shape of her echo.

[BOND: SWORN – OATH FREELY GIVEN]

[REGALIA ECHO GRANTED: THE STAND (LOW POTENCY)]

I felt it arrive in me, and it was unlike every echo before it. The Standard is an aura, Footwork is evasion, the Glimpse is sight, Shade-Step is stealth, Dragon’s Measure is appraisal. The Stand was none of those. It was refusal, embodied. It was the princess’s Kingslight “between,” the place she’d held at the rite when a kingdom was foreclosing, made a facet of me: while I held ground between a threat and someone I protected, I could not be moved from it, for the space of one held breath.

“It’s the between,” she said, feeling it settle in me through the bond, wondering. “The thing I did at Kingslight. When I stood between the creditor and my house and would not move. You’ve made it yours now. Ours.” She pressed a hand to her own sternum where the Sworn oath had taken, and the glass-blue light traced her spine faint under the whites. “I gave you a place to stand. It fits the work I chose for it, and I have given it to you, and tomorrow you will stand on a stone with your whole name draining and somebody will try to move you off it, and you will not move, because I swore you a place to stand. That is my whole contribution to the war and I am prouder of it than of anything I have counted.”

“It’s the truest echo any of them’s given me,” I said, and meant it. “Maeva gave me a rally. Yrsa gave me footwork. Nahari gave me a half-second of sight, and Vyrissa gave me a scale that reads debt, and Suzu gave me a way to slip a room. And you gave me the one thing a porter actually needs, which is the ability to not be moved off the ground I’ve decided to hold. That’s a doorman’s power, built for holding rather than taking. It fits the porter in me exactly. Of course it came from you. You saw that identity and made it physical.”



We drilled it once, in the yard, because a progression you don’t test is a hope, and Yrsa was delighted by it in the specific way she is delighted by useful things.

“Run at me,” I told her, in the borrowed drill-yard by lamplight, and I set my feet between her and a training dummy, and Yrsa, who does not need telling twice about a thing worth testing, ran at me full-tilt, the Blade Saint at speed, which is a genuinely frightening thing to have coming at you.

And the world declined to move me.

For one held breath I was a fixed point, a thing the physics of the yard simply would not shift, Yrsa’s whole weight and speed arriving against a man who could not be moved off the ground he held, and she hit the wall of it and rebounded, and the dummy behind me stood untouched, protected by a porter who had become, for one breath, immovable.

Then the breath ended, and the Stand expired, and Yrsa put me flat on my back in the dirt with an almost affectionate ease, because the echo buys breaths, not battles.

She stood over me, storm-grey eyes bright, and grinned.

“A wall that expires,” she said, delighted. “An echo whose limit dumps you on your back the instant you overrun it. The Standard is showy and the Glimpse makes you sick and the Measure is just knowing things, which is barely a power. This one holds a line for exactly one breath, which means you cannot get greedy with it, which makes it an honest wall.” She hauled me up. “The Stand buys breaths, not battles. So here is the doctrine, Warden, and I am the person who gets to give it because I just knocked you down: tomorrow, breaths are the whole currency. You hold the line one breath at a time, and someone else buys you the next breath, and someone the next, and the wall holds exactly as long as the people around you keep buying breaths for it to hold. That limit is the point. It is a wall made of the family. Drill it again. I want to see how it fails when I come from the side.”

We drilled it from the side, where it fails, and Yrsa showed me the shape of the failure: the Stand holds the ground you face, and a threat that comes from a direction you are not facing goes around it, because a wall that faces one way is only a wall one way. “So you face the threat that matters,” she said, “and someone holds your flanks, and that someone is me, or Saskia, or Halvard, and the breath the Stand buys you is the breath we use to kill whatever’s coming from the side. It’s a partnership. It was always going to be a partnership. Ilsabet taught that a gate is never held alone.” She knocked me down one more time, from the side, to make the lesson land in the dirt where lessons stick. “There. Now you know how it dies. Knowing how a thing dies is how you keep it alive. Get up. We drill the recovery.”

We drilled it until we knew its shape, the breath and the expiry and the falling and the getting up, and by the end I understood tomorrow’s whole shape: I would stand on the Stone with my name draining, and I would hold, one breath at a time, and the women I love would carve the line around me and buy me each next breath, and the wall would hold exactly long enough because it was made of all of us.



Berengar found me after the drill, on the wall in the dark, the way he finds people, without ceremony, holding two cups he’d poured himself.

He had been tempted all season, and I had watched it, the tired honest king weighing a market’s offer to give his starving people their light back by dawn against my model of calluses and lamps and ten years, and after presenting Millbrook’s receipts I had refused to pressure him, because a refusal you win for a man is not his refusal. He handed me a cup and looked out over his city’s grey houses and their few kept lights.

“He offered me the whole kingdom bright by morning,” Berengar said. “You know that. Everyone knows that. And I have a kingdom full of fathers who cannot feed their names to their children, and a market that says it can, by autumn, for one item I’ve never seen. And I have you, telling me true and slow, and I believe you and not him.” He drank. “But the fathers make belief hard. I could refuse the market for myself in a heartbeat. Refusing it for a hungry man’s children is a different weight, and I have carried it all spring, and I wanted you to know I carried it, because tomorrow I am going to refuse it on the Founders’ Night stage before every one of those fathers, and I do not want you to think it was easy, or that I did it because it was easy. I did it because you showed me a receipt from a village called Millbrook, and a farmer got his name back, and it was slow and true, and I decided a king who gives his people fast lies is worse than a king who gives them slow truth. That’s my answer. I’ll say it shorter tomorrow.”

“It’s not easy,” I said. “It shouldn’t be. A refusal that’s easy isn’t worth anything. You’ve carried it right.”

“I asked Colm to teach me a lamp-windlass at dawn,” the king said, and there was something almost shy in it. “After the drill. I want to learn to do one small true thing with my own hands before I stand up and tell a kingdom to choose the slow way. It seems dishonest to ask them to earn light without earning one small true thing myself after the blessing’s loss.” He finished his cup. “Don’t put that in a song. Or do. I’ve stopped being able to tell which of the things I do will end up in your family’s terrible ballad. The fox tells me it doesn’t scan. I’ve decided not to care whether my life scans. It’s very freeing. Goodnight, Warden. Bring yourself home tomorrow with your name an ember. The kingdom will need a heavy man again by summer, and I’d like it to be you.”



She asked for everything that night, in order, like a woman going down a list she’d kept for years, and I gave it to her one asked-for thing at a time, and it was the hardest-won surrender of my strange life.

We were in the Counting Room, the city gridded dark below the glass roof, one lamp among the covered instruments, and she was still in the feast whites, and she stated her terms as she states everything, a survey brief, except tonight the brief was the opposite of composure.

“I wore the Crown’s face all evening,” she said. “I sprang a trap before the whole feast and did not let one muscle move. Tonight I want to spend it. All of it. The composure. I want to know it comes back, before tomorrow, when I’ll need it most. So.” Her ice-grey eyes held mine, and the flush-trail had not started yet, and she decided to make it start. “Un-wear the Crown’s face. Slowly. Do not take the whites off me. Disorder them. Leave the wreckage on. I want to see the audit trail on myself, every stage of it. And I will ask for each thing in exact words, the way you taught me. Tonight I’ll ask for everything, in order, down the whole list. I said some of them at the Tether. Tonight I’ll ask for the whole list and go further. That is the term. Make me earn it and make me say it.”

“Then nothing until you ask,” I said, using the rule we’d established together. “In words. Start when you’re ready.”

She started.

The braid first, because the braid is the last piece and the state secret, and she made herself ask for it. “Take my hair down,” she said, and then, because I waited: “I want. My braid down. By your hands. It is a state secret and I am telling it to you. Slowly.” And I unwound the severe court braid, the moonlight-ash-pale length of it coming loose past her shoulders, a sight absent from every court portrait, and she watched me do it in a covered mirror and her composure dropped its first stage.

The whites next, opened and not removed, and she asked for each fastening, and the flush-trail climbed. It started at her throat, the warmth spreading down the winter-cool skin in stages, throat to the small high elegant line of her chest, the audit trail, her tell that no one else in the cast owns, and as it climbed her diction shredded, full sentences to clipped phrases to held words she had to fight out of herself.

“There,” she managed, the whites hanging open and crushed and worn, the wreckage on, exactly as she’d asked. “You can see it. The warmth. I can’t stop it and I don’t want to. Tonight I’m letting it run further.” The flush ran past her collarbones. “Name it. I want you to name it. That’s the next thing I’m asking for. Name what you see.”

“There’s the audit trail,” I said, watching the warmth climb her throat and chest, and she lost a whole sentence to hearing it named, her level voice cracking clean in half on nothing.

I withheld the next touch on purpose, because the asking had stages and I had learned in a week exactly where her stairs were. I did not touch her where she wanted until she named it, the exact place, in exact words, and she stood there with her whites hanging open and her pale hair loose and the flush climbing her chest and had to itemize her own want out loud, an auditor forced to read her own hidden ledger aloud, and the itemizing undid her worse than any touch could have.

“There,” she said when I finally gave her the touch she’d named. Her level voice cracked on the single word. “I asked. I said where. Oh.”

I opened the court whites further without removing them. One small high breast came free while the other stayed framed by crushed cloth. I took the bare nipple between my fingers.

“Ask for my mouth.”

Her ice-grey eyes held mine. The flush spread across her chest. “Put your mouth on my breast. Suck it while your hand stays between my thighs.”

I bent and obeyed. My tongue circled the nipple while two fingers worked her clit beneath the disordered skirts. She had asked for the audit trail left visible, and it was: court whites wrinkled and open, pale hair loose, skin warming in stages, wetness slicking my hand.

“Inside,” she said. “Two fingers first. I want the count exact.”

I pushed two fingers into her pussy. She tightened around them and made herself keep looking at me while I curled them against the place that broke her next sentence.

“Good,” she managed. “Now stop.”

I stopped at once.

The abrupt stillness steadied her. Permission ran both directions. She could ask for every advance and every halt, and both were obeyed without question.

“Continue,” she said after one breath. “Harder. Make me ask for your cock before you give it.”

I worked her until her legs trembled against the table edge. Then I withdrew my fingers and waited.

She stared at my wet hand, composure hanging by a thread. “Put me over the map and take me from behind. Keep the court’s whites on me while you ruin their perfect lines.”

I bent her over the great survey table, her palms flat on the dark grid of her city. I freed myself and rubbed the head through her slick slit, coating my cock in her wetness without entering.

“The rest,” I said.

“Fill my pussy, Dorian. Slowly. Then harder when I ask.”

I pushed into her one inch at a time. Her body opened tight around me until my hips pressed the disordered skirts against her ass. The first full contact made her fingers spread across the map and glass-blue light begin to frost her spine.

I moved slowly at first. Each long stroke pulled a complete request from her.

“Grip my hips.”

I gripped.

“Deeper.”

I angled deeper.

“Harder now. I want the table to move.”

I drove into her hard enough to shift the survey table a fraction across the floor. Her pussy clenched around every thrust. Through the Sworn bond I felt her control leave her hand and the relief that followed when nothing was lost.

Then I laid her back across the survey table, her loose hair a pale fall over the gridded lamps. I lifted her long legs around my hips and pushed my cock back into her face to face. The changed angle drove deeper and left her open court whites spread beneath her.

“What next?” I asked.

“Your thumb on my clit. Your other hand on my breast. Keep fucking me while I say the rest.”

I gave her all three, my pace steady while the flush spread from throat to chest and the glass-blue light brightened.

“There you are,” I said, following the warmth down her throat. “Your body has filed the request. I still want your voice to authorize it.”

“You already have the figure,” she managed, the level voice in ruins, her hips rising to meet me. “The bond has filed every detail.”

“Then authorize it,” I said. “Out loud. No clerk may sign this line for you.”

She said each thing more plainly. I rolled her nipple between my fingers, circled her clit, and drove my cock through the wet grip of her pussy while glass-blue light raced her spine. The composed voice broke further with every direct word, but the Sworn bond carried relief behind each fracture.

“One more position,” I said. “Ask for it.”

She swallowed, then pushed herself upright and put both palms on my chest. “Sit in the survey chair. I want to ride you facing you. I want the pace taken from me after I set it, and I want to ask you to take it.”

I sat. She climbed astride without removing the ruined whites and lowered herself onto my cock, pale thighs spreading around my hips. For ten strokes she chose the rhythm, slow and exact, her loose hair brushing my hands.

Then she said, “Take over. I am asking you to move me.”

My hands closed beneath the sharp lines of her waist, lifting her along my cock and setting a harder pace. Her wet pussy squeezed every downward stroke. The flush reached the top of her breasts and stayed there, visible and unhidden.

“Words,” I reminded her.

“Fuck me harder. Make me lose the last sentence and wait until I win it back.”

I obeyed.



At the brink she hit the last item on her list, and she could not say it, and this time I did not say it for her, and that difference belonged to the woman she had become.

Because in the Counting Room nearly two weeks ago, at her Tether, when the last held word failed her mid-sentence, I had finished it for her, the bond’s transparency doing what no courtier could, and she had come apart on being read.

Tonight was different. Tonight she reached the last thing, the plainest thing, the thing she wanted most, and her level precise voice failed mid-word again, the auditor’s syntax breaking on the one account she’d never balanced.

And I waited.

I did not finish it. This was the difference between the woman she’d been nearly two weeks ago and the woman she was becoming, and I would not steal it from her by being kind at the wrong moment. I held there, moving in her slow, the bond transparent between us so she knew I knew, and I waited, because she had asked to spend her composure all the way down and I was not going to spare her the last stair. I could feel her want the mercy of my finishing it for her, as I had at the Tether, and I could feel her know that she did not actually want the mercy, that she wanted the harder thing, the saying, because a thing you say yourself is a thing you own and a thing said for you is a thing you borrowed, and she was done borrowing wants.

She fought it. I felt her fight her own control down through the Sworn bond, the terror of saying a plain wanting thing out loud with nothing to hide behind and no one to say it for her, and I gave her nothing to hide behind, and I waited, and she fought it down, and she said it.

Plain. Out loud. In words. The plainest want, fought out by a woman learning to ask, and the saying of it was the detonation. The ice queen’s full surrender arrived whole and deliberate, an auditor’s clean plain figure said at last for the record.

“For the record,” she got out. The held word fought her once more. She forced it clean. “I want to come on your cock. Keep fucking me while I lose every last piece of composure, and fill me when I do. That is my request. Mine. Plainly said.”

The completed sentence detonated her. Glass-blue light raced up her spine like frost crossing a window in one breath. Her pussy clenched around my cock in hard internal spasms. She arched over her own dark city while I kept my thumb on her clit and fucked her through the contractions.

“For the record,” she said again, and the last syllable broke into a raw cry.

Her completed request became my last command. “Take it,” I told her. She rode down to the root and held me there as my finish pulsed into her. The Sworn bond carried each hot surge and each clench through both of us. She tightened again at the doubled sensation and kept me inside until the last aftershock eased.



The composure came back item by item, slower than before, and I observed it with open admiration. She left the same button wrong deliberately again, no longer a private test but an acknowledged ritual that belonged to us.

She sat up over her gridded city and reassembled Princess Sidonie Ruthelm one fastening at a time, the flush fading from her throat by degrees, the level voice sliding back into her like a shield seating home, and it took a long time, longer than the Tether’s rebuild, because she had spent more, all of it, down to the floor, and the coming-back was slower and she wanted it slow, to prove to herself it came back at all.

“It comes back,” she said, when she was nearly composed, dry and shaken. “I spent all of it and it comes back. Good. I needed to know that before tomorrow. A thing you can spend all the way down and still have return is a thing you can rely on. I have proven it on myself. I am reliable.” She worked the fastenings of the whites one at a time, the flush gone from her throat now, the level voice fully seated again, and it was its own kind of intimacy, watching her put the armor back on and knowing I’d seen every stair down and every stair up. “Tomorrow I stand between a market and your name and I do not let one muscle move, all night, before the Founding Stone and the packed square. And I can do that now with no fear, because I know exactly where the composure goes when I spend it and exactly that it comes home. You gave me that. You let me spend my control all the way down and watch it return. You let me go further than before, and it was safe. Filed.”

She did up the collar, and did one button wrong, offset by one, deliberate now, hers, and left it, and I said nothing, because the deliberate error was hers to leave and mine to keep, her tell and my keeping, the one flaw in the reassembled account, and it was ours now.

Then she picked up the surveyor’s glass.

She turned it over in her hands, the instrument of her whole life, and considered it, and handed it to me.

“Hold this tomorrow,” she said. “If I stand between, if the Stand holds you on that stone, I want my count in your pocket while it does. My instruments belong with the person I trust to count, and that is you, and I am done being the only one who holds them.” She pressed it into my hand, closed my fingers over it, the surveyor’s glass beside the audit-ring on my smallest finger. The pencil remained impounded with Suzu until after Founders’ Night. “The empress’s ring and now my glass. Your pockets are becoming the whole family’s regimental colors. Carry them tomorrow. Carry all of us. And bring yourself home with your name an ember and let us re-feed it, because I have signed to keep the books while it grows back, and I intend to be insufferably good at it.”

“Regimental colors,” I said, turning the surveyor’s glass over in my hand, the audit-ring warm on my finger. “The empress’s ring and the princess’s glass tonight; the fox still holds the pencil for luck. You’re all putting your instruments in a porter’s pockets and calling it trust.”

“It is trust,” Sidonie said. “Arithmetic supports it. The instruments belong with the person likeliest to bring them home. That is you. Inventory management explains the placement better than sentiment does.” A dry beat, and then the plain thing under it, the thing she can say now that she is Sworn and the ledger balances: “And it is sentiment. Both are true. Statecraft usually is. Maeva taught me that, and I am beginning to suspect she taught it to me by watching you.”

The Stand lived in me, her glass rested in my pocket, her hair remained loose, and one button stayed wrong.

I found Suzu on the guest-wing roof before I slept. She was counting her own vault-salary into precise stacks by lamplight.

“Tomorrow’s purchase,” she said, when I asked. “I told you it was already priced. It is. I’ve counted it three times. I have exactly enough, plus a tip, because the tip is the point.” She would not say more, and I did not press, because a fox with a plan she is proud of should be allowed her surprise, and I trusted whatever it was as I trust the tide. “You should sleep,” she said. “You’re staking your whole name tomorrow and you can’t stake an ember well on no rest. Go. Your princess is up in her glass room with her hair still down, I can smell it from here, and she’d sleep better with a heartbeat in the room even if she’d never say so, because she’s Sworn now and the bond makes the not-saying loud. Go be a heartbeat in her room. That’s tonight’s real job. Leave the wager to tomorrow.”

She was right. I went upstairs and stayed as a heartbeat in a glass room over a gridded city.


Chapter 17: The Open Sky

She said it over bread, in the grey before dawn, with the whole family at the table, because a dragon who has decided to belong to something says so where the something can hear her.

We were up before light on Founders’ Day, all of us, because you do not sleep late on the day you stake everything, and the household had gathered in the guest wing’s court for the plain breakfast that is this family’s real liturgy, and Vyrissa came down out of the last dark in human form and stood at the head of the table where Maeva usually sits, and Maeva, reading the moment, moved without being asked, and gave the dragon the head of the table, and sat at her left.

“I have a thing to say,” Vyrissa said, “and I will say it here, over bread, with all of you as witnesses, because it carries the full measure of what I choose now. It should be decided in the open, at a table, with a family, and not in a bed in the dark where the important things usually get said in this house.” She looked at me. “Nine hundred years I was the last of something. The last dragon empress, the last of a flight, the keeper of a grave. I built my whole self around being the last, because the last does not have to fear losing anything more, having already lost it all. And I am done.”

The court was very quiet. Even the pigeons.

“I have finished being the last,” she said. “What comes next begins with me. This family is what comes next, and the children in the wing at the march are what comes next, and a flame in a barrow that waited nine centuries to be found is what comes next, and a keeper should belong to what she keeps. I have kept the dead for nine centuries. I keep the living now. So.” She did the thing she does, appraisal-grammar stripped to the bone, and she asked me, in front of everyone, over bread. “Crown me, anchor. Crown me for the mornings after tonight’s war. We will win the war without it. All of them. Every ordinary morning for the rest of a very long life. That is what I am asking for, in daylight, at a table, so no one can ever say it was strategy. State your terms, or refuse me. Either is honorable. Only the pretending is not.”

I did not have to think about it, because I had thought about it since the mountain rim nearly two weeks ago when she held me at the size of one woman and told me her reason was already made. She had asked at the table, with witnesses, over bread, because the bond cannot be taken, only given, and she wanted the giving to be seen, so that the court, the market, and the years would all have to call it a choice made in the open.

“My terms are four words,” I said. “Stay. Grow. Be first.”

“Those are good terms,” Vyrissa said. Her slow heartbeat changed rhythm, and forge-light climbed beneath the bronze of her throat. “I accept them.”

And the family marked it with the deep, quiet sentiment of their own registers. Maeva raised her cup from the dragon’s left, one empress to another, and said, “The circle was set at four. It stays set at four. And now it has a keeper standing beside it, and it has become a wall around the ring, and I approve, on the record, for the treaty.” Yrsa said nothing, which is her deepest approval, and cut the dragon an extra portion of the breakfast roast, which is her deepest affection, and Vyrissa understood both. Nahari, eyes half-shut, murmured, “I witnessed this morning coming and I chose not to look past it, and I am glad, because a foreseen crown is a lesser thing than a witnessed one, and this one deserved to be witnessed and not spoiled.” Suzu blinked hard and said, “Nobody tell her I’m moved, I have a reputation,” and everybody told her, and she threw a bread roll at Yrsa and missed on purpose. Sidonie, nearly two weeks bonded and one night Sworn, still learning the family’s grammar, simply counted the household aloud, ending on the dragon, which is her way of saying you are counted, and Vyrissa inclined her head to the princess like one head of state to another.

“Now finish your bread, all of you,” Vyrissa said, and there was wet light at the edges of the furnace eyes, joy and not grief, “and then, small anchor, come up to my sky, because a dragon does not crown in a guest wing. I crown at altitude, at first light, where the whole city can witness the light while the terrace screen keeps our bodies private, because I did tell you.” The seismic humor, banked warm. “I do not do small.”



She flew me up to the crown-terrace herself. The carry was the ceremony, the lift at its absolute meaning, and its vow became clear as she climbed.

The barrow-tower’s open crown-terrace is the highest point in Dun Barrow, an old beacon-platform above the founder’s square, and she took me up to it by wing instead of stair, human-formed one moment and vast the next, gathering me up off the guest-wing roof and carrying me into the climbing light, and the carry made the vow physical. Nine hundred years, and what she carries she does not drop, and she carried me up into her own sky to crown me there, and the lift meant exactly what it has always meant with her, which is everything.

I had ridden her sky once before, to the mountain and back, and I had learned then that counting gives fear somewhere to go. I counted now, on the way up, seven including mine: five near, one deep, and my own. The eighth warmth waited in the barrow below, and she felt me counting through the bond and it steadied her more than it steadied me, which is the whole strange arithmetic of us. The city dropped away gold and grey beneath, the streets already filling for the festival, the founder’s square a pale space at the heart of it, and she carried me up above all of it to the one point higher than any other, and did not drop what she carried, because she never once has.

She set me down on the crown-terrace and took her human form and stood with the whole waking city below us and the mountain a rumor on the northern horizon, and there were no lamps, because she is her own light, and the first grey was going gold at the edge of the world. She was every inch the empress of a flight at that moment, six foot three of bronze-gold and ember-lit against the climbing sky, molten copper hair heavy on her shoulders, scale-shimmer taking the first light, and she was also, underneath, only a woman who had decided to stop being the last of anything, and I could see both at once now, the vast and the plain, because the Measure was about to become mine innate. I was already reading her true weight: joy.

“I have given audiences an age of the world,” she said, and it was appraisal-grammar at full formality and it was intimate as a whisper. “Kings have knelt to me. Flights have deferred to me. I have granted and withheld and presided for nine hundred years, and none of it, not one audience, was this. This audience is the treaty of my life, anchor. I sign it with my whole self. State your terms again, here, under my sky, where it counts.”

“Stay,” I said. “Grow. Be first.”

“And mine,” she said, “are these, spoken now to the living: the fire never stopped. I thought it had. Nine hundred years of keeping graves, I thought the fire in me had gone to ash with the rest. And it did not. It starts. It still starts. And now I know it never stopped, not in me and not in the small one in the barrow, and I will spend the rest of a very long life proving the fire starts, with you, in the open, unashamed.” A breath, and the vast furnace eyes on me, streaming light. “I saw this family from the Cindermaw and then the march roof before I let myself be part of it, counting a porter’s heartbeat and wondering if a thing that only keeps the dead is allowed to want the living. And you never once asked me to hurry, and you never once asked me for my hoard or my sky or my reasons, and you woke me before the creditor’s knife and paid past any recorded weight and asked nothing, and I decided, slowly, the way mountains decide, that yes, a keeper of the dead is allowed to want the living, if she is brave enough to stop being only the last. I am brave enough. It took nine hundred years and a porter to make me brave enough, and here I am, and I am asking.” She reached for me. “Take the terms. Both our terms. Crown me under my own sky at first light, and let the whole city watch the forge-light announce what remains private. I have decided. And this time I choose the whole furnace, fully lit by decision, because the mornings after are worth it.”



She came to me with the furnace unbanked by choice, and I met her in the open air with the sun coming up.

There were no embers rationed tonight, no scale set down, no human-sizing. This was the opposite of the mountain rim. On the rim she had made herself small to be held; on the tower she made herself full to be crowned, and the difference measured how far she had traveled, from a keeper who could only grieve at human scale to an empress who could be her whole vast self and choose the living anyway.

She framed me against the sunrise at the parapet, her strength around me, kinetic and enormous, the beam-work of the whole horizon behind her, and she yielded the tempo the instant I took it, the rationing become a love language both of us speak now, and I set the pace and she held to it with all that power voluntarily given over. Her skin was scale-shimmer at full forge-heat, and my hands left pale prints on the bronze that bloomed and faded like breath on hot glass, and the dragon-heat of her was unbanked and full and I could take it now, all of it, which was its own point of pride between us.

“You can take my heat,” she said, forge-gold light climbing under her skin, her furnace eyes wide and lit from within. “For nine centuries, I banked myself for everyone. Court dress over the fire. Human size in your arms. And the deepening bond lets you take more of the furnace now, unbanked, and you don’t flinch. That is why it’s you.” She held the parapet, strength framing me, tempo mine, and shook with holding it. “Slower is still cruelty and I still let you and now I let you unbanked, which is worse, which is better, do it again.”

The first touch of her at full heat made me slow down. She had always banked herself for my mortal skin. Now she gave me the furnace by decision, my hands on scale-shimmer gone molten-warm, the heat sinking into me without burning because the deepening bond held what we chose to share.

I unwrapped the heat-shimmer she wore like a court gown. Her powerful body came bare in the sunrise, very full breasts over a deep strong chest, bronze-gold skin bright enough to rival the horizon. I took one heavy breast in both hands and lowered my mouth to the nipple.

Her low sound rolled through the terrace stone. “Attend the beginning properly.”

I sucked, squeezed, and watched my pale handprints bloom and vanish across her heated skin. Her fingers combed through my hair with enough restraint to remind me what those hands could do.

“Tell me what the Crown changes,” I said.

“Nothing about the want. Everything about the honesty.” She guided my other hand down between her thighs. “Read it.”

Her pussy was furnace-hot and soaked. I spread her with two fingers and circled her clit until one great thigh trembled.

“The empress is wet,” I said.

“The empress has waited nine centuries. Do not sound surprised.”

I pushed two fingers into her, working slowly until her inner muscles tightened with controlled strength around them. She could have set the pace by closing one hand. Instead she opened herself wider and waited for mine.

“Cock,” she said. “Inside me. Full heat. Your pace. There is the whole treaty in four terms.”

I freed myself. She took my cock in a forge-warm hand, stroked once from root to head, and pressed me to her wet entrance.

The first inch felt like entering living fire. I stopped, held her eyes, and pushed deeper by degrees. Her pussy stretched around me, unbearably hot but never harmful, until our bodies met and forge-gold light traced the contact.

“You can take it,” she said, wonder breaking her appraisal-flat voice. “All of me.”

“I said stay, grow, be first. I meant whole.”

I moved slowly at my pace, her vast strength voluntarily still, the high stone screen sheltering us from every eye below. Her inner muscles gripped my cock on each withdrawal and released for the next deep stroke. Through the bond I felt what she had promised at the table: no banking down to safe, only the whole dragon held to a mortal tempo by love rather than fear.

I did it again, and again, the sun climbing. Between strokes I made her lift me clear of the terrace, hold me against the strength of her chest, and wait. The city fell another impossible distance beneath my boots. Her arms could have crushed stone. They held me with measured care while I took one heavy breast in my hand and felt the furnace pulse behind it.

“Carry is ceremony,” I said. “This time you carry what chooses the pace.”

“Then choose,” she answered, delight roughening the mountain-flat voice.

“Set me down. Turn. Hands on the parapet. Keep all that strength idle until I tell you otherwise.”

She obeyed at once, and the obedience of something that could have carried the tower away hit harder than any display. Her feet met stone. She turned under my hands and braced, bronze shoulders broad against dawn, forge-light climbing while every muscle in her back waited on my word.

Then I turned her at the parapet because I wanted the whole vast line of her taking the sunrise. I took her from behind with the risen sun on bronze-gold skin and the scale-shimmer at her spine catching light like struck metal.

Her ass met my hips on every stroke. My fingers spread over the powerful bronze curve of her waist, leaving pale prints as I pulled her back along my cock, then held her still while I pressed deep. Her pussy clenched at the denial of speed.

“Rationed even now,” she said. “Crowned and still made to wait.”

“Especially now.”

“Good. Prove the Crown did not make you timid.”

I drove into her harder. Skin struck skin behind the terrace’s high stone screen. From below, the city could see only forge-light rising above the parapet, never our bodies. She braced her forearms on stone while I reached around, found her clit, and worked it in rhythm with the deep thrusts. The forge-heat climbed into the cold morning until frost steamed from the terrace.

Then she turned under my hands, lifted me without warning but with perfect care, and set me on the broad parapet ledge inside the screen. The carry lasted one breath. It put her standing between my knees, vast against the open sky, furnace eyes level with mine.

“You carried me up,” I said.

“I carry what I keep. You direct what I want. The treaty balances.”

I pulled her astride. Her strong thighs bracketed my hips, and she lowered herself onto my cock with her full weight controlled to the smallest measure, taking me deep while sunrise caught in her bronze hair. At my command she held at the root, motionless despite the furnace in her.

“Wait,” I said.

Her inner muscles tightened around me. “Cruelty remains one of your better small crafts.”

“Wait.”

She waited until forge-light poured from the scale-shimmer at her shoulders and her hands left shallow prints in the parapet stone. Then I gripped her hips and made her ride on my count, slow at first, harder on each number, a dragon’s tireless strength spent only where I directed it.

“This is the open sky,” I told her. “The grave lies behind you, and your whole ceiling is yours. Take the morning.”

She rolled her hips and drove me deeper into her. “I take the morning. I give it back witnessed.”

I stood with her still around me, strength meeting strength at human scale, and turned her to the parapet again without breaking the joined heat of us. She laughed low at being moved, delighted that I could direct even the creature who had carried me into the sky.

“The whole city can see the light,” she said, joy in it. “None of them can see what makes it. Let them witness the last of a flight choose the living at dawn without taking what is private. I have hidden in a mountain since the dragon war. I am done hiding. Witness me, all of you, the whole waking kingdom, witness the empress of the last flight become the first mother of the next thing.”

And she spoke the dynasty-grammar once, complete, facing north toward her mountain, and it was not appetite and not even hope now but certainty.

“The fire never stopped,” she said, forge-light flooding. “Now it never will. Witness the line, anchor. All of it. The two hundred and thirty who rest, and the one that kept itself, and the ones that are only mornings-after away, and this family, and the children, and whatever comes. The whole line, behind me and ahead. The last dragon empress has become the first of what comes next. Witness it.”



The bond crowned at her peak as the sun cleared the hills, and the city below reported, forever after, that Founders’ Day began with two sunrises.

I felt the Crown come and took her over the edge at the parapet with the whole furnace flooding. Her pussy locked around my cock in deep, powerful spasms. She threw her head back, bronze hair streaming in the dawn, while my fingers stayed on her clit and the contractions rolled through both of us.

“Inside,” she ordered, then corrected herself in the language of choice. “I want your seed inside me when the Crown sets. Give me that beginning.”

I buried myself to the root. Her first contraction locked around my cock with immense controlled force; the second broke the control and made her whole body shake. I kept my fingers on her clit, rubbing through each pulse while her forge-heat rolled through the bond and doubled back into her.

“Stay open,” I told her. “Take every drop.”

“Gladly. Fill the first morning.”

I made her hold there through one more contraction while I stayed balanced on the brink. The pressure of her pussy around my cock had the strength of a creature built to fly through storms, yet every clench answered my pace. Forge-light poured along her spine and over my silver hands.

Vyrissa’s peak rolled through her in deep, powerful waves. Her inner grip tightened and released around me, demanding my finish without taking it yet, while warmth ran down the bronze inside of her thigh. I held her hips tight to mine and kept grinding her clit through the first aftershocks. One tremor rolled through her wings’ shadow on the terrace screen. The next bent her over the parapet with a seismic laugh breaking under it. She held me at the edge, neither of us banked or restrained, as the Crown took shape around us.

Forge-gold light came up through both of us as the sun cleared the northern hills. Her light and dawn answered so precisely that the city saw two sunrises while the high screen hid everything but the blaze.

[BOND: CROWNED – FULL AND MUTUAL]

[THE ANCHOR GAINS A FACET: DRAGON’S MEASURE, INNATE]

[FIVE CROWNS. THE CIRCLE HOLDS. THE RING HAS A KEEPER.]

The Measure settled into me innate, no longer an echo I reached for but a sight I simply had, the reading of true weight and true debt become as much mine as my own eyes, and the fifth crown stood beside the ring of four, not inside it, the keeper of the ring, as the ledger said, and Vyrissa came apart under the doubled sunrise with the forge-gold light pouring off her and off me and off the tower, and she laughed.

The full seismic laugh, unguarded, rolling off the crown-terrace like weather over the waking city, and she gripped the parapet and me and the sunrise all at once and laughed the laugh of a being that has been the last of something since the dragon war and has just chosen to be the first of something instead, in the open, at altitude, witnessed by a whole city.

I followed her over, holding the parapet and her vast bronze body. I came deep inside her, cum pulsing into her through each hard contraction while the crowned bond flooded through us both, the forge-gold light pouring off us and answering the risen sun, and through the new full-and-mutual link I felt her whole self at once, unhidden, the centuries of grief and the long age of chosen mornings ahead, the last-of and the first-of braided into one enormous certainty, and I felt her feel mine back, the porter who undervalues himself and the man these women had spent years re-pricing, and neither of us could hide one figure from the other, and neither of us wanted to.

“There,” she said, when the laugh let her speak. “Lit. Witnessed by a whole city, at dawn, on my own tower, with the sun for a lamp. I did tell you.” The furnace eyes streamed light, joy and not grief. “I did say I don’t do small. The others chose candle-dark, a bare room, eleven lamps, and a vault. Mine is the sky. The door was never anything but open. Crown me in the open, I said, and here we are, and the whole kingdom saw the sun rise twice. Let them put it in the ballad. Let it scan terribly. I have earned a badly-scanning verse.”



We lay above the world with her warmth unbanked and mine to bear. For the first morning since the dragon war, she did not count her dead first.

We lay on the crown-terrace with the sun full up now and the city loud below, and she held me with her heat unmoderated, and I bore it, and the bearing of it was a point of mutual pride between us, each of us proud of the other, she that she could be fully herself and I that I could take it.

“Every morning since the dragon war,” she said, “I woke and counted my dead. Two hundred and thirty-one, before I did anything else, every single morning, because a keeper counts what she keeps first. This morning, for once in nine centuries, I counted something else before my dead.” She turned her furnace eyes on me. “This morning I counted the living. Do you want to hear it? I have been practicing.” And she counted them, aloud, above the waking city, the whole family by name, the empress and the saint and the oracle and the fox and the princess, the children at the march, the keepers, and she ended, deliberately, at my heartbeat, one beat in four, hers counting mine as mine counts hers, and she stopped there, on my heart, and did not go on to the dead.

“The dead are still mine,” she said. “I still keep them. I will carry my small one home tonight or take it home in grief, and I will lie down beside the grave again someday, gladly, because keeping the dead is honorable work. But I do not count them first anymore. I count the living first now. You did that. This family did that. The count starts with heartbeats now, and ends at yours, and the dead come after, kept but not first. That is what your four words bought me. Stay, grow, be first. I am first. The count starts with the living. I did not know a morning could feel like that. Nine centuries of them and I did not know.”

I held her, and bore her heat, and thought about the count I keep, and told her, because a Crowned bond hides nothing and I did not want to hide this.

“I count heartbeats too,” I said. “You know I do. I’ve counted yours since the heartbeat first reached me through the march, the slow one, one beat in four, on a roof, in a mountain, through a wall. And every season the count grows and I’m afraid of it, a little, because a man who counts what he’d lose has more to lose every season. This morning I counted six bonded heartbeats around mine, seven including me, and I decided to be brave enough to count the Warm as an eighth light. So we’re both learning to count the living first. You after nine hundred years and me after twenty-six. We’re learning it together. That’s the mornings-after, I think. Two people who were only ever counted for their use, learning to count the living first, and each other most.”

“Yes,” Vyrissa said, and the furnace eyes streamed light. “That. Exactly that. Nine hundred years and twenty-six, learning the same small sum. Witness it. There. Lit. Both.”

And then, because the day was the day, she acknowledged its weight, plainly.

“Tonight your name goes on a scale,” she said. “Your whole etched self since Marrowford, against a season of warm coin, on the Founding Stone before the packed square. And I have watched this family out-weigh a kingdom’s worth of lies for years, and I am not afraid for you, because you are not spending your name alone. Spend it, anchor. Every deed you ever swore. Burn it down to an ember if you must. We are all of us your receipts, and receipts do not gutter, and when your name is an ember we will re-feed it deed by deed at whatever pace you let us, and I have all the time in the world now to help, because I chose the mornings after, and this is the first of them, and there will be nine hundred years of them, and I intend to spend every one making sure your name never goes cheap again.”



She flew me back down to the guest wing as the sun cleared full, the carry gentle now, a now-familiar carry, steady as ever, and the household was waiting in the court, and they had all seen the two sunrises from below, and no one made a fuss, because this family marks the largest things quietly. Maeva simply said, “Five crowns. The circle holds. The ring has a keeper,” the ledger’s own words, and inclined her head. Yrsa checked the sky once, flat, and said, “Good posture,” and both of them knew the compliment landed. And the day began, Founders’ Day, the last day, the day the kingdom would choose.

The day staged itself in rising light around the vow, and the family walked its ground once, and Bram did a thing with a book that he made me swear not to describe as odds.

The two sunrises were in the ballad by noon. This is the truth and I could not stop it. A bard who had a cousin on a roof near the barrow-tower had the verse composed before the sun was fully up: two suns rose on Founders’ Day, one gold and one forge. It scanned terribly and named no dragon because the terrace screen had hidden everything but forge-light, so it simply said the sky lit twice for the Warden’s love and left the kingdom to wonder. It was wrong, it would stay wrong, and it would be sung for a hundred years. Suzu, when she heard it, was torn between professional despair at the meter and helpless delight at being in it, and settled the argument by paying the bard to keep it terrible without changing a syllable.

The chandlery rehearsed the counter-pageant like a hymn, the keepers in their plain grey practicing the oath-cadence that would carry Tibba’s true founding, Pruett assigning lamp-stations like the sergeant he’d have made in another life, this old man to the north arch and that young keeper to the Stone’s east face, the whole choreography of the true founding drilled quiet and sure, because a truth you sing on a stage had better be rehearsed as hard as any battle, and this one would be. And in the warm heart of it, on its plain shelf, the dawn-colored flame burned steady, and Pruett trimmed a wick that needed no trimming and told it, conversationally, that tonight it would leave the barrow-dark after three hundred years, and that it should not be afraid, because the last of the flight it came from would be in the sky above it the whole time, with good posture, and would not let one hand reach for it that should not. The flame leaned toward the old man’s voice, and did not flicker, Vyrissa went quiet near it again, her crowned joy banked to the voice she used only near the Warm, because near the flame she is never anything but a keeper, and I said nothing, and let the quiet be enormous.

The queens walked their stations once each. Yrsa paced the processional arch where the singing would happen and found the two places a rush could come from. Halvard would hold one; the eldest master of the Rest would hold the other. Maeva walked the square counting its kept lamps for the Standard she’d throw through them. Nahari walked it with her eyes shut, mapping by refusal, finding the market’s ground by where her not-looking slid off. Suzu vanished toward the Winter Court’s back ways to learn the postern by heart, and came back and said only, “It’s ready. I’m ready. Don’t ask,” and I didn’t. Vyrissa took the sky and priced it from her altitude and reported the air was hers.

And Bram, who had refused to make a book on the wager at the war-table nine nights ago because some things are prayers and not bets, sat at the guest-wing table with a fresh page and wrote a single line on it and folded it and put it in his breast pocket over his heart, and would not show it to anyone.

“It’s a prayer,” he said, when I looked at the folded page in his breast pocket. “A book has odds, takes coin, and pays out. This takes no coin and pays out nothing anyone can spend. It’s what a one-armed old man does when he’s watched a porter become a family and can’t lay a bet on the family because he loves it too much to price it. I wrote down what I hope happens. That’s all. It’s in my pocket. If it comes true I’ll show you. If it doesn’t, you’ll never know it existed, and that’s the difference between a prayer and a bet, and I find I had a prayer in me after all, and I’ve spent it on you. Now stop looking at my pocket. It’s undignified.”

Sidonie walked the Stone itself, her station, the place she’d sworn to stand, between her brother and the Coiner’s built stage, and she paced out the exact distance a rush would have to cross to reach the swearer, and she and Saskia counted the paving stones aloud together, the auditor and the champion, and agreed on the number, and did not need to say what the number was for. Colm rigged the relay’s high anchor and taught two of the city lamplighters his windlass on the way, because Colm cannot pass a mechanism without improving it or a person without teaching them one. Wat laid the relay web over the roofs, adult graduates every station, no child anywhere near the square, stated once more for the record so that no one could ever say otherwise.

And the wager paper made its rounds one last time, the six signatures on it, four crowned hands and a dragon’s mark and a princess’s precise line, the amendment that priced my name. Each of them touched it once, the way you touch a thing you have sworn to, and Sidonie folded it and put it in the breast of my coat over the audit-ring pocket, and said, “The count survives even if the counter dims. I’ve said it and I’ve signed it and now I’ll say it again so it’s the last thing you hear before the singing: spend the name. All of it. I keep the books. You will not lose us by losing the weight. Our account survives every guttering. Go be an ember. I’ll re-feed you personally, and I’ll enjoy it, and I’ll be insufferable.”

The pencil was confirmed stolen, luck confirmed compounding, and the day burned down toward dusk.



At dusk the square filled. The Founding Stone stood garlanded, and the Coiner’s stage faced it. A market unable to avoid the weighing had built to win it.

They came from the whole kingdom, the grey houses and the kept ones, and the founder’s square filled with more people than I had ever seen in one place, lamps as far as the eye could carry, the founder’s square and the streets feeding it and the roofs above them, a whole kingdom come to hear its founding sung and to see whether it would buy a market’s sun or keep an earned dark.

I read the square as I read everything, a porter’s inventory of exits and loads and tells. The founder’s square held perhaps ten thousand where it could see the Stone, and twice that in the streets that fed it, and the roofs were dark with people who’d climbed for a view. The lamps were the tell that mattered. Two kinds of light burned in that square. There was the kept light, the honest lamps, steady, the ones a march had taught the city to keep, and they stood upright and unwavering. And there was the gilt, the bought shine, worn on collars and carried in phials by the houses who’d bought futures against the Listing, and the gilt did the thing I had learned to watch for over a whole spring: it flickered between leaning and upright, wavering, a price that had not settled, casting no heat. Ten thousand lamps, and half of them warm and half of them cold, in one square, on one night, and the whole war was the difference between them, and the kingdom was about to feel it in its own shoulders.

The air over the square had the pressure of a held breath. I have stood in siege-towns the hour before a wall breaks, and this was that, except the weapon was a song and the wall was a market and the ammunition on both sides was the truth about a fire.

The Founding Stone stood garlanded at the square’s heart, the kingdom’s mother-stone, and facing it, built and waiting, stood the Coiner’s stage. He had built it himself, facing the Stone, genial to the last, and its placement exposed his plan: he had not built a stage to avoid the weighing. He had built it to win. He believed the Stone weighs truth and his contracts are all technically true; he appeared certain no challenger would force his whole book onto the scale at once, and he had built his stage to face the mother-stone because he intended to make the weighing-place his own, in front of everyone, and walk off it with a kingdom’s shine.

He did not know about the wager. He did not know that need signs a line as surely as a pen does. He did not know that the man he’d have to weigh against had six hands on a paper pricing his name, and a wall that expires under his feet, and a surveyor’s glass and an audit-ring in his pockets, while a stolen pencil accrued luck with Suzu, and a whole family carving the line around him.

I followed the Coiner once, before the singing, and he saw me. He stood on his built stage in the last light, genial, checking his gilt futures without haste the way a merchant checks his stock, and near him the lamps did the wavering, leaning and upright and leaning, a price that would not settle, and he clocked me across the filling square and did not hurry, because he never hurries, and he raised a phial of gilt to me in a toast, one weigher to another, and smiled the breathless smile of a thing that intends to win the weighing it has been maneuvered into. I did not look away first this time. I held his gaze, and I let him see that I was not afraid of the weighing-place, because I had six hands on a paper and a whole family carving a line and a name built true deed by deed since Marrowford, and after a moment it was the Coiner who turned back to his stock, genial, measured, wrong.

The queens took their stations. Yrsa at the arch in Champion’s steel with Halvard and the order she’d rebuilt, the Warden’s guard now carried in a Champion’s colors. Maeva in the crowd with the Standard banked in her, ready to turn ten thousand frightened people into a procession. Nahari near the Stone with her eyes shut, blind by choice, invisible to the market’s Saint-adjacent notice. Suzu gone to the postern, her own coin counted three times, her plan hers. Vyrissa a bronze weight against the darkening sky, above it all, the sky hers. Sidonie at the Stone itself, between her brother and the Coiner’s stage, exactly where she’d swear to stand, with Saskia at her back in Champion’s plain steel, unasked, unpaid, unexplained. And me with the queens’ ink in my coat and the surveyor’s glass in my pocket, with the stolen pencil still in Suzu’s keeping and my whole etched name waiting to go on a scale, the Stand live in my feet, and a family all around me in the dark.

Somewhere at the edge of my senses, through five crowned bonds and one sworn one, I felt the whole family brace at once, six women at six stations bracing for the same night, and I felt them feel me brace back, and the bracing was a kind of comfort, because a wall made of the family knows when it is about to be tested and does not flinch from the knowing.

High above, Vyrissa’s slow heart beat once, one in four, her great bronze shape banked against the dark, and I counted it, and I counted the near ones, and I counted the eighth warmth waiting in the barrow-core for its one walk into the light in three hundred years. Seven and a flame. Everything I could lose and everything I was fighting for, counted in the dark, the hour before a market died or a family did.

[Distance to moonrise: one hour.]

The last full moon of spring waited below the northern hills, on time, and ten thousand lamps showed the whole war in warm light and cold.

A herald lifted his hand for the founding song. The square drew one breath together, ten thousand people and six bonded women, one of them a dragon, and a porter with his whole name in his coat.

The first note landed.


Chapter 18: Founders’ Night

The founding song has three verses, and the whole battle was fought inside them, because the festival program was the clock and the singing was the ground, and this family has always fought inside ceremonies, so we fought inside this one.

The first verse rose over the square, the old myth, the borrowed sun and the loan and the crown of gold no one could place, ten thousand voices carrying a lie they had sung all their lives, and it was beautiful, and it was false, and every word of it landed differently now on the people who had spent a spring watching their stones go grey. Sidonie stood at the Founding Stone between her brother and the Coiner’s built stage, exactly where she had sworn to stand, ice-grey and immaculate, and Saskia stood at her back in a Champion’s plain steel, unasked and unpaid and unexplained, which is Saskia’s own tradition now.

I stood at the edge with my whole name in my coat and counted exits and waited for the verse to end, because the Coiner would take the pause between verses, and he did.



The Grand Listing was a masterpiece, and I am going to set down what it was without letting his rhythm into mine, because a barker’s patter is a thing that gets in your voice if you let it, and I will not let it.

He came forward on his built stage in the pause after the first verse, genial and leisurely, and he held up a phial of gilt to the moonlight like a man holding dawn in a bottle, and he did not shout. He was warm.

“No shame in the dark, friends,” he said, and his voice carried without effort across ten thousand people. “The dark is only a market position. Every grey house here bought its shine honestly once and lost it honestly, and I am not here to scold you. I am here to sell it back.” And he read the grey houses’ names, one by one, gently, kindly, each name a small devastation, this house dark since Kingslight, that house curtained since autumn, and each family flinching to hear its shame read warm and public and then offered a cure. “One evening. One item. Sight unseen, from the Winter Court, a thing the Crown holds and does not miss. And every name I just read glows again by dawn. The whole kingdom bright by morning.” The breathless smile. “The Crown need only say yes. Here. At its own Stone. We deal honest, we of the market. We deal at the weighing-place, in the sight of the mother-stone, where nothing false can stand. Say yes, Majesty, and give your people back their light.”

The square’s hunger came off ten thousand people like heat off a wall. His confidence rested on clean arithmetic: the Stone weighs truth, his contracts were technically true, life offered for service rendered, and he believed no challenger would force his entire book onto the mother-stone at once. He had built his stage facing the Stone because he intended to win the weighing. He did not know the weighing was already lost.



Berengar refused it in four sentences, with his unglowing hand flat on the Stone, and it was the spine of the whole night and he did not raise his voice once.

He stepped to the Founding Stone, the tired honest unblessed king, and he put his hand flat on the mother-stone of his own house, the hand that did not glow and that he had stopped trying to make glow, and he spoke to the kingdom.

“My house was founded on a fire we were given, not a sun we were sold,” he said. “I learned that this spring, and I will show you before the night is out. The Crown declines the Listing.” He let it land. “The Crown will glow with what it earns, or it will stand dark with its people and earn.”

The stones took it, weighed it, held it, and the square went silent, and the silence had a grain-of-wheat quality to it, a whole kingdom of hunger deciding which way to fall, because the king had just refused them the sun and offered them only the long earning, and a hungry man does not love the long earning, and for one held breath the night could have gone either way.

I have stood in that silence before, in a smaller square, in Marrowford, when a crowd had to decide whether to believe a porter over a Hero. A crowd deciding has a terrible emptiness to it, and there is nothing you can do to hurry it, and the only thing that ever tips it is a true thing shown at the right moment, which is why we had spent a whole spring rehearsing the true thing and timing the moment. The Coiner felt the silence too, and he smiled into it, because a market lives on exactly that hunger, and he opened his mouth to answer the king’s refusal with one more warm reasonable offer, one more phial of dawn, and if he had gotten the words out first the night might have tipped his way.

He did not get the words out first. The keepers stepped out of the crowd, and it went our way, because warmth is an argument that shine cannot answer, and we had timed the warmth to the exact width of that silence.



The true founding was sung, and the Warm was carried out into the square, and ten thousand people learned the difference between light and shine in their own shoulders, all at once, and it was the thing the whole spring turned on.

The keepers came out of the crowd in their plain chandler grey, a dozen of them, and at their head walked Master Pruett, heavy and slow, bearing the Warm on its plain clay lamp in his two oak hands, the dawn-colored flame that does not flicker and does not consume, brought from three centuries of barrow-dark into the founder’s square. And its warmth walked out with it.

I have no better word for what happened than that the warmth walked. It moved out over the square like the opposite of weather, a front of warmth crossing ten thousand people, and where it passed, shoulders came down. People who had been cold all spring, cold in their grey houses and their curtained stones, felt warmth reach them from a single small clay lamp a quarter-square away, and their shoulders dropped, and they turned toward it the way the carried candles had bowed in the barrow-core, and ten thousand people understood at once, in their own bodies, without a word of argument, the difference between a light that warms and a shine that does not. The gilt on their collars cast no heat. The little clay lamp warmed the whole square. You could not bottle that comparison or explain it away. Whether the crowd would defend what its shoulders had learned remained unsettled.

And the keepers sang the true founding in their oath-cadence, Tibba’s story in plain shepherd’s words set to the founding’s own tune, the fire found in the slag the year the sky burned, the family with manners, the fort that survived its winter on a kept flame before the captain ever took the loan, the captain who knelt to it once and then stood up and traded up for a sun. The true verse, sung over the false one’s ashes.

And the Gray Lark sang it with them.

She was contracted, capped, the market’s own returned songstress, forty years dead and brought back to sing, and she stood on the Coiner’s own stage, and she defied nothing, because singing was technically service and her contract could not forbid her the words, and so she used the one freedom the cage left her: she sang the true founding instead of the myth. Her returned voice, whole and warm and real, the market’s best advertisement, spent on the market’s own destruction, four hundred feet from the man who owned her, and the square wept in a new direction, and there was nothing in her contract that could stop a caged songstress from choosing which true thing to sing.

Between the verses, the swearings landed, and the pantheon of borrowed light died of arithmetic in ten minutes with no speeches at all.

Nahari stepped to the Stone. Two hundred years of receipts stood behind her eyes, and when she laid her palm to the mother-stone, her voice carried at the measured pace she had saved for this account.

“I warned Sundermere in time,” she swore. “Galliard received that warning one day’s ride from our lamps. He waited until the city burned because vengeance on ashes would weigh more than saving people who could thank no Hero for surviving. Sundermere died with its lamps lit while its promised rescuer chose the value of our graves. I was there. Weigh the living witness against his song.”

The Stone took every word. Across the square the garlanded statue of Galliard the Swift went grey with a sound like frost, cold cracking traveling up the marble until the flowers at his feet looked cheap. The crowd near the statue drew back from it as from a thing that had died.

Maeva stepped to the Stone next. She gave Aldous exactly four sentences.

“I unified the three duchies with two short wars, correspondence enough to fill this colonnade, and a pepper fleet that kept soldiers fed when Aldous’s treasury failed. Aldous married the work, took the title Unifier, and carved his name over mine. When I remained alive to correct him, he fed me hemlock from my own physic garden and wept at the funeral he arranged. I am Maeva Castellan, the woman he buried, and I swear before his heirs that the kingdom he claimed was my deed.”

The Stone weighed the four sentences. Above the colonnade, the foot-high epithet WHO MADE ONE KINGDOM OF THREE went ashen, and the three old duchies’ banners dipped again, deliberately this time, before the whole kingdom, and did not come back up.

I studied Maeva swear it, and I felt the tear try to arrive through the bond, the tear she had banked since the Petitioners’ Fair, the one she forbids me to mention. She had corrected the man who poisoned her, in four sentences, in front of the descendants of the duchies she actually unified, four hundred years late, and the tear came up in her and she stood it down again, on discipline, in public, because the founder’s square in the middle of a battle is not where an empress spends her one tear, and she banked it once more, for a truer moment she could already feel coming, and I felt her bank it, and I saved it for later, as she’d asked me to at the Fair, and said nothing.

Ten minutes. Two swearings. A pantheon of borrowed heroes greying across a square while a clay lamp warmed it, with every word spent on sworn fact, because the stones do the arguing and the crowd draws its own conclusions. That is this family’s way of fighting.



The Coiner, cornered, called his debts, and the night got teeth, and the horror of it was the gentleness.

A market cornered is a market calling in everything at once, and he called it. Across the square, all through the crowd, the sold men’s eyes went distant. They were emptier than the grey walking husks of old: men whose taken light was being gathered back to feed the failing market, and they turned and walked toward the stage with gentle, measured steps, drawn by what they no longer owned, and the horror of it was exactly the gentleness, ordinary men walking calmly toward the thing that had bought them because the thing was calling its purchase home.

And he turned to Rennick, on the stage, and gave the order flat. “The door is bought, boy. Collect. Fetch the item from the Winter Court. Now, during the singing, as arranged.”

And the contracted legends balked at the Winter Court’s threshold.

I felt it from across the square through the Measure, the doctrine made visible: Maren and Brandt and the returned dead, sent to fetch the Warm, reaching the barrow-core’s kept ground and being unable to cross it, because kept ground is barred to the market and everything it owns, and they stood at the threshold of a thing they could not enter, capped and chained and unable to take one step onto ground that owed no one anything.

So the Coiner spent them at the square instead, since he could not spend them at the door, and he loosed his bought muscle, gilt-shod hirelings and emptied men, at the gate-line, and the night got its teeth.



Every station fired. This family wins by preparation, and the first bought wedge met every piece of it.

Yrsa held the arch. The processional arch where the singing happened, the gate where the singing was, and she held it as she holds everything, without theater and without waste. The bought muscle came at it in a wedge, gilt-shod hirelings with real steel, and she met the point of the wedge herself because the strongest stands last, which means the strongest stands where the pressure is worst, and she took the lead man’s swing on a turn that cost her nothing and put her point through the gap in his guard before his blade finished its arc, and stepped back into the line before he fell, because a saint does not chase a kill out of formation.

“Fold four feet,” she called, the breach doctrine, flat, and the order she had rebuilt folded four feet and reformed on the person behind and advanced on her spoken number, as she’d drilled the kingdom’s finest for a season, loose grip, count and step, the strongest standing last. Halvard held her right, the Crown’s own Champion unblessed and standing better for it. The eldest master held her left until Wat’s relay flashed the second wave massing at the north corner. Sidonie heard the same signal at the Stone and sent Saskia with one clipped word: “Arch.” Saskia crossed the open lane at a run, entered Yrsa’s left on the next count, landed one snap-cut, and stepped back to let the line breathe. Nothing reached the singing. When the second wave broke, the eldest master reclaimed the left and Saskia ran the processional lane back to Sidonie before the Stone came under attack.

Maeva held the crowd. The real weapon in a square of ten thousand frightened people is the crush, and she turned it, the Standard thrown through every kept lamp in the square, her aura running the honest lights like a boundary, and ten thousand people who should have stampeded into a killing crush instead began to file, orderly, out along the lamp-lines, singing, a city turned from a mob into a procession by a dead empress’s will, and no one who lived through it will ever know she held it. The anonymity of the feat proved she had held it perfectly.

Wat held the count. The relay web over the roofs, adult graduates every station, Brenna’s alphabet carrying numbers across the square faster than any runner, one flash hold, two gate ready, three gate dropped, so that Yrsa knew where the muscle massed before it arrived and Maeva knew where the crush built before it broke, and not one child stood anywhere near the square, which I say again for the record because it is the record.

At the same time, Suzu’s strand tightened through the Crowned link from the Winter Court. Distance blurred sight and language, but purpose came clean: a sold keeper walking toward a latch, fear held under discipline, and Suzu planted between a man and the worst thing he had agreed to do.

Odette Calloway had reached the postern route from the old chandlery lane before Dail arrived. Suzu recognized the ash-grey robes and relayed her name through Wat’s nearest relay station as Odette braced an iron rod across the hinge to hold the market’s forced current out.

The runner’s voice came through in clipped counts.

“Seller at hinge. Keeper Kagehana speaking. Odette Calloway holding iron. Door closed.”

The next flashes slowed. Suzu had ordered the runner to carry every piece of the buy-back instead of collapsing it into a result.

“Offer stated,” the runner relayed. “Name, household access, healer’s price. Eleven silver. Twenty-three coppers. One silver added as tip.”

Through the bond I felt Suzu count them one by one. Eleven silver pieces went into a shaking palm with a pause after each so Dail could see the face and weight. Then the coppers, all twenty-three, slower still while the hinge burned under Odette’s hands. Last came the extra silver, the one coin the market had not priced.

“Seller verifying,” the runner said.

The whole square fought around me while a fox waited at a closed door and refused to hurry a frightened man’s arithmetic.

“Sum verified. Keeper Kagehana asks: Do you take the buy-back freely?”

A pause wide enough to hold the whole night.

“Seller answers: I take it.”

Suzu’s relief hit the Crowned strand hard enough to loosen my knees. Only then came the hot flare of the grave-coin torn from its cord and dropped into her thief’s brazier.

“Warm coin melting. Name returning. Door still shut. Seller home. Three alive.”

Across the founder’s square, the market’s pull toward the Winter Court vanished. The door never moved.



I crossed the square through the rout to the Stone, and I staked my whole name, and I felt the family sign through the bond, and Sidonie spoke hers aloud, and the weighing began.

I went through the fighting I did not have time to have, because the wager had to reach the Stone and I was the only one who could carry it there, and the square between me and the mother-stone was a rout. Footwork threaded me past a hireling’s swing before my mind reported the swing, my body turning me out of the line of it on a saint’s instinct that was not mine and was mine now. Shade-Step slid me through a gap between two emptied men walking gently toward the stage, a thief’s trick, there and gone before either could turn. The Glimpse flickered a half-second of a falling banner-pole and I was past where it fell before it fell. The Measure read the whole moving field for me, true weight and true threat, showing me which shapes in the chaos were bought muscle and which were only frightened people, so I spent no motion on the frightened and lost no breath on the wrong fight. Six facets and a porter’s legs carried one wager across a broken square. None was the strongest thing on that field. Together they were exactly enough. That is what I am.

I reached the Founding Stone and laid my hand flat beside the print the king had left, and I staked it all, out loud, for the mother-stone to weigh.

“Every deed etched under my name,” I said, loud, in the roar, “against every contract in his book. All of it. Every deed from Marrowford to tonight, my whole name, against his whole season. And I swear this, for the stone to weigh: every sale in that book carried duress. Need signed every line. He buys only need, he told a lordling so himself, no craving no price, and a free hand cannot be bought through hunger, and a market of need-signed contracts is a market of duress dressed as trade. Weigh us. Weigh both books at once. I’ll stake my whole name that his weighs false.”

And the family signed through the bond, register by register, each confirmation landing in me like a hand on my shoulder.

[APPROVED, WITH INTEREST.] Maeva, from the crowd she was shepherding.

[SIGNED. HOLD YOURS.] Yrsa, from the arch she was holding.

[I DID NOT LOOK. DO IT ANYWAY.] Nahari, blind by choice at the Stone’s edge.

[CO-SIGNED. LUCK’S IN MY POCKET. GO.] Suzu, from the postern, over a melting coin.

[WITNESSED. THE SKY STANDS BEHIND YOU.] Vyrissa, a bronze weight in the dark above.

And Sidonie spoke hers aloud, at my shoulder, for the stones to hear, because her hand was the one that keeps the books. “Co-signed. I keep the books. Weigh him, and weigh the market, and I will hold the count while his name grows back.”

[THE MARKET: WEIGHED.]

The Stone took both ledgers, and the weighing came as an ordeal paid stone by stone.

My name began to drain. I felt it go, out across the whole kingdom at once, every deed I had ever etched called to the scale, and the etch-light guttered as it was weighed, and I felt each one dim in turn. They were paid one at a time, and each deserves to be counted as it was spent.

SURVIVED THE SUNKEN CROWN went first, the first glowing line the stone had ever set beneath my own name, guttering toward grey. Then the edge-farm wight deed and the villagers’ line about six dogs. The tide-flats duel where a saint chose me. Cinderwell, the high spring re-cut with grade-cords and lamplight, Esra’s village, and I felt Esra’s sister-lamp somewhere flicker as the deed under it dimmed, steadying me even as I drained because a lamp keeps burning when the deed beneath it greys. Mirefen. The circuits. Veltmark. Havrun’s gate. East Ford, where a province turned. The siege wall through the Night of Leaning Lamps. The King’s Trial won thrice. The oldest note voided. Every deed from Marrowford to tonight called to the scale and dimmed, one point of light at a time going out across the whole kingdom, the constellation of my life guttering down toward the single ember it had been the day I walked out of a tomb, and it was a physical thing, a hollowing under my ribs, the weight going out of me deed by deed, and I held my hand flat on the stone and let it go, because I had signed to let it go, and six women had co-signed, and a name spent on this was a name spent right.

And the market’s book, weighed against a name built true, began to scar.

Grey lightning across the Coiner’s beautiful pages. Contract by contract, the scale finding what I had sworn it would find, that need signed every line, that hunger and death had coerced each signing hand, and where the scale touched a contract it scarred it grey, duress, duress, duress, a whole season’s book failing line by line as my true name drained against it.



The bought muscle rushed the Stone to break my contact and kill the wager unfinished, and I could not be moved, because a princess had sworn me a place to stand and a family bought me every breath of it.

They came at me mid-weighing, the emptied men and the gilt-shod hirelings, because if they broke my hand off the Stone the weighing would die unfinished and the market would live, and they rushed the Founding Stone in a wave, and I kept my hand flat on the stone and did not move.

The first man reached me and I felt the Stand take. Between the market and every name it had ever taken, I could not be moved, for the space of one held breath, a fixed point the physics of the square would not shift. He hit me with his whole weight to tear my hand off the stone and I did not move, and his own force rebounded him off the wall of the echo, and the weighing ran on. Then the breath ended, and the Stand expired, and the next man’s shove should have torn me loose, and Saskia, back from the arch and planted once more at Sidonie’s shoulder, took him in the shoulder and bought me the next breath before the echo could fail.

“A wall that expires,” Yrsa had called it, and it was, and here is how it was paid, beat by beat, because it was paid beat by beat. The Stand held one breath; a hireling broke on it. It expired; Saskia’s blade bought the next while I re-set my feet. It held; an emptied man walked into it and rebounded gentle, drawn by his own taken light and stopped by my refusal. It expired; Sidonie stepped between me and the wave with her brother’s guard at her back and her surveyor’s calm and did not flinch, and bought me the breath after, an auditor holding a line by simply refusing to be afraid in public, which is the bravery she is made of. It held; it expired; the muscle massed too thick at once, and Yrsa came off the arch like weather, buying one whole breath with a gate’s worth of violence, four men down in the time it takes to say it, and was back at the arch before it could fall behind her.

Breath by breath. The Stand bought the breath, and one of the women I loved bought the next.

On the sixty-third breath, a gilt hireling came low beneath Saskia’s guard. Sidonie saw him before I did. She caught the back of my coat and turned my shoulders two inches. The Stone and the Stand fixed my feet. Her adjustment sent the blow into the fixed line instead of my floating ribs. The club broke against the refusal. Sidonie released my coat and said, “Count intact.”

On the seventy-first, Nahari called “left” with her eyes closed. Halvard put his shield there before the threat arrived. The bought blade rang off honest steel.

On the eighty-eighth, my feet slipped in blood. The Stand held the ground even while my boots failed to grip it. Yrsa’s hand caught my belt from behind, reset both heels without pulling my palm from the Stone, and left again for the arch.

The wall of me held a hand on stone through a hundred expiring breaths, each purchased again by the family, as Yrsa had said. It held long enough and not one breath longer, because it did not need one more. The Stone kept weighing beneath my palm.

The weighing finished. My name reached its ember, drained, dim, kingdom-wide. And the scale came down.

[THE MARKET’S BOOK: FALSE. IN EVERY LINE.]



The mass default propagated like the old etch-cascades, inverted, and every sold name in the kingdom flooded home at once, and the freed legends chose what the freed always choose.

It ran out from the Stone the way the great cascades run, but backward, a verdict of falseness propagating through the whole market at once, and every contract voided, and every sold name flooded home. Across the square the emptied men stopped mid-step and woke, their light flooding back into them all at once, warm, and they staggered and wept, men waking from a warm dream into a cold true morning by the thousand, their grief and their weight returning together because both are the price of being whole. Among them, an unnamed seller who had remained under contract woke whole under the verdict and wept the way the Millbrook man had wept, the good terrible weeping of a man given himself back. The ruined knight we had already bought back in the alley stood nearby with his own grief intact, watching strangers receive in one dawn what he had received one man at a time.

And across the whole kingdom, on every stone from Marrowford to here, the grey names of the winter came home. Every man who had sold his name to the pedlar in forty villages, every house whose earned names the market had drained since Kingslight, floods of true light coming back to stones that had gone dark, a whole winter of butchery undone in one dawn because a porter had staked his name to force a weighing. Sellers by the dozen each night had passed through the market, while its pedlars reached forty villages over the winter, and I had said in Millbrook that we could not un-sell a kingdom in alleys, that we had to break it at the till, and here was the till broken, and the kingdom un-selling all at once, and it was the thing the whole spring had been for.

And the contracted legends stood suddenly uncapped and free, the chains gone off them in the same breath, and they chose, before every witness-stone in the square, what freed legends choose, which is the thesis of my whole strange life.

Maren of the Causeway looked across the wreckage at Yrsa, at the arch, and the flat dead courtesy of the contracted thing was gone, and under it was a saint, free, and she said the words she’d promised at the Open Lists. “Now it’s properly mine to give.” And she crossed to Yrsa through the settling chaos, free, uncapped, the greatest duelist of her age at her whole true weight, and she gave Yrsa the promised return exchange, one honest touch, the riposte the contract had choked now flowing clean and free, laid down glad, saint to saint, the thing honored as if free now given freely, and then she lowered her point and rested, a freed legend owing nothing to anyone.

Brandt the Wall, the shield-legend, mountain-broad, bowed to no one, because a freed legend owes no bows, and walked, out through the arch and into the dark and kept walking, unclaimed, a loose thread by his own choice, still walking somewhere for all I know.

And the Gray Lark, freed, sang four bars she made her own on the spot, for free, a song owed to nobody, and went gentle mid-note, a songstress clocking out, her last note a thing she chose, and the square held its breath for the end of it and the end did not come because she was already at rest, the note hanging, unfinished and complete.

A freed legend owes nothing. The thesis, paid at the scale of a kingdom, in front of every witness-stone there was.



Rennick defaulted himself, alone on the emptied stage, and made an honest choice, and I gave him eight words and no absolution.

He stood alone on the Coiner’s stage, holding a license that had just weighed false, his whole circle freed and gone, and he walked down off the stage to me at the Stone, through the wreckage, and he knelt to no one and begged nothing and said only, “Cut it. I’d rather be nobody honest than somebody sold.”

I read his license by the Measure, innate in me now, and it grounded where I knew it would, in the first coin he was ever paid, the warm grave-coin he’d kept in his pocket all these months like a splinter, the thing he could never quite throw away because it was the moment he’d stopped being nobody, and it was the moment he’d sold himself, both, the same coin.

“Vyrissa,” I said, and she came down out of the dark, and she breathed on the coin in his open palm, one breath, and the grave-gold went to slag and ran off his hand, and the license died with it. And Rennick’s own small true name re-lit, faint and real, the ferry-runs and the flood and the two children pulled out of the water that nobody ever sang about, a nobody’s true deeds glowing faint on the nearest stone, real, his, unbought.

“Hold a door for someone,” I told him. Eight words, no absolution, because absolution was not mine to give and he had not asked for it. “It pays badly.” He looked at his own faint true name glowing on the stone, poor and alive and free, then disappeared into the crowd.



The Coiner was unmade quickly because a market is only its confidence, and the square had stopped buying.

His book weighed false. His stock defaulted, every sold name flooded home. His coin refused, no one would take warm gold in a square gone warm with a true flame. A market consists entirely of the buyers’ confidence, and that confidence was gone. He stood in the ruin of his stage and presented his last bill to the night itself, genial to the very end, and nothing answered him, because there was nothing left to buy and no one left to sell. And Vyrissa landed between him and the dark, and she did not burn him, because you do not burn a debt, you free what it holds. She breathed. And the season’s hoarded light, all of it, every stolen name he’d banked into gilt, went free at once over the rooftops, rising and settling gentle over the city like the freed flames of old, finished, going home, and the Coiner, emptied of his whole inventory in one breath, thinned to a scatter of grey coins on the wet cobbles that no one in the whole hungry city stooped to pick up, and the rain that had started came down and took them toward the gutters.

[THE MARKET: CLOSED.]

Suzu reached me before the rain had carried the last coin away, one arm around a narrow chandler in keeper’s grey. Odette walked on his other side, ash-grey robes dark at both cuffs where the hinge had burned her.

“Under-chandler Dail,” Suzu said. “His daughter was sick. He sold his name and household access to pay the healer. The relay carried the price, the count, and his answer. Full account, live, with the seller able to correct it.”

Dail opened his fist. Honest silver lay across his palm, with one grey slag button among it.

“I took the buy-back,” he said. His grief had come home with his name; the words shook under it. “The tip matters. It was the one coin the market had not decided I was worth.”

Odette raised one burned hand. “His authority would have admitted the sale. I held the forced current in the hinge. Choice was the counter only he could supply, and she gave it back to him.”

Suzu pressed the pencil into my hand. “After. Luck delivered. Door never moved.”

Dail closed his hand over the slag. “Lysa is home. Alive. Herself. I left three lamps untrimmed when I went to open the door. They’re still mine to keep.”

Pruett met him at the edge of the crowd and handed him an oil jug without a question. Dail took it and walked beside the old master toward the palace, his first steps still uncertain but his keeper’s glance returning to every flame he passed.

At the edge of the square, in the grey coming light, the ash-grey mage watched the scatter of coins wash toward the gutter, and it was Odette Calloway, in person, unhooded, present, the first time since Veltmark she had let herself be seen in the open. She had spent the winter inside that city counting, carrying the fear of this market in her lead-lined satchel, sending unsigned pages by unseen courier, refusing every threshold because the weather had noticed her. And now the thing she had feared for years was a scatter of grey coins nobody would pick up, dying in front of her, and she stood in the daylight and watched it die, and she did not flinch, and she looked less like a ledger than a person who had finally set down a satchel carried too long. She caught my eye across the square, once, and gave me a single dry nod in the daylight.



Dawn’s first bell rang over a square that had chosen, and my name was an ember, and the Warm was still warm, and the etch began before the bell had finished.


Chapter 19: The Kingdom That Chose

The dawn wrote itself onto the mother-stone while the bell was still ringing, and the kingdom read its own choice off the Founding Stone the way a family reads a ledger that finally balances.

[THE NIGHT THE MARKET CLOSED: THE CROWN CHOSE. THE BOOK WEIGHED FALSE. THE NAMES CAME HOME.]

And beneath it, unsworn, added by the city’s own lamplighters in their collective hand, the way the country adds the truest lines, one more entry the stone took and lit:

[HE BET EVERYTHING HE WAS. IT COUNTED.]

I read that one and had to look away from it, because a man whose name is an ember has no business weeping at the Founding Stone while the linked stones watched, and the lamplighters had chalked it anyway, the guild that had learned a march’s code and stood with us at the Fair, and they had wanted it on the stone where it weighs, and the stone had weighed it and found it true.

The losses were real and small. Two names carried the whole cost. Two of the order fell holding the arch, two of the kingdom’s newly-taught Champions, and Yrsa knew both their names and had drilled both their grips, and I will set them down: Ser Dunstan of the Fen and a young Champion named Wick who had learned the loose grip nineteen days before and held it to the end, which is all of what the school teaches, how to hold a thing you were not born holding. They were buried that morning with the keepers’ rite, lamps and no songs, because a lamp is a truer memorial than a song and everyone in that family knows it now, and Pruett himself lit the two grave-lamps off an ordinary flame and not off the Warm, because the Warm is for the founding and a soldier’s grave-lamp is for the soldier, and he knows the distinction intimately.

Berengar spoke their true weight himself, plainly, the court’s second honest funeral since Kingslight and this one the court organized without being shown how, and he did not once reach for a hero’s language. He said what each man had actually done, held a line, held it well, held it until it did not need holding, and he named the people who would miss them, and that was all, and the two guardsmen were the better honored for it, and the court that had buried its kings under borrowed glory for three hundred years learned, at two ordinary graves, how to bury a man true.

All across the square, meanwhile, the freed men found their families. That was the sound of the morning under the bell, reunions all across the square, the sold names come home and the men who’d sold them being found by wives and children in the grey light, and the loud wet sound of a whole winter of butchery being undone at once rolled beneath the bell, and I stood in the middle of it with my own name an ember and thought that a name is a cheap thing to spend on a morning like that, and that I would spend it again, and that I had told the queens exactly that, which is why they made me sign it in ink first.



The alliance was sworn at the Founding Stone in the full morning, one sentence each. A king and a banner needed only the Stone, witnesses, and the nerve to say it aloud.

Berengar came to the Stone in the morning light with his unglowing hand and I came to it with my name an ember, and we stood on either side of the kingdom’s mother-stone, the Crown and the banner, and we swore.

“The Crown of this kingdom and the banner of the Wend-march stand equal,” Berengar said, “sworn, forever, on this stone, and no one revisits it, because I am tired of a world where a king outranks the man who out-weighed a market to save his people’s names. Equal. Say yours.”

“The banner of the Wend-march stands with the Crown,” I said, “sworn, forever, and I’ll hold that gate the same as any other, which is to say I’ll hold it whether it pays or not.”

The stone took both and lit them. A king and a porter stood sworn equals in one morning, and the kingdom watched and understood that the shape of the world had changed and that it had changed by two men saying a true thing out loud.

And then Berengar turned to Maeva, because he is a decent man and a decent man pays his debts in the coin they’re owed, and he paid the empress’s whole campaign in one word, in her hearing, in front of the court.

“Lady Maeva,” he said, and then, deliberately, “no. That was never the right title, and I have known exactly who you are since the royal progress last autumn and been too polite to say so plainly, which is a failing in a king. You came to my kingdom as a petitioner. My sister used the word in the invitation. Petitioner.” He shook his head. “It was the wrong word. It was always the wrong word for whatever you actually are, and I have decided I do not need to know exactly what you are to know the right word. The right word is neighbor. You came as a neighbor, and you leave as one, and the Crown’s door is a neighbor’s door to you and yours forever, and I will not be told by protocol to call it anything smaller.”

And the tear came.

The tear she had banked since the Fair, stood down twice on discipline, the one she forbids me ever to mention, and it arrived at last, at the word neighbor, said by a king in front of a court to a woman who had unified three duchies four hundred years ago and been poisoned for it and buried under a lie and spent a whole second life earning back, by magnificence and by three plain letters and by a Fair where she asked for nothing, the right to be called a neighbor by the kingdom built on her bones. It came up in her and this time she let it, one tear, in the morning light.

I did not name it. I stepped to her and I kissed it off her cheek before it could fall all the way, the way you take a thing off someone that they’ve decided to allow but would not survive having remarked upon, and I said nothing, and she said nothing, and the rule held, and only the two of us and a bond that hides nothing knew that the Golden Empress had just been paid, in full, by a single true word, four hundred years late.



The restitution answered every lesson the household had learned about gifts and loans, and Vyrissa answered a returned theft with the difference between a gift and a loan made into hardware a kingdom would stand in forever.

Berengar and Sidonie ceded the Warm to Vyrissa before witnesses, at the barrow-core’s mouth, plainly. “Stolen goods,” Sidonie said, in her auditor’s grammar, “returned to the estate of the flight it was taken from. The flame was kept for nine centuries, but this kingdom has been warmed by it for three, and never once acknowledged the debt. We acknowledge it. It is yours. It was always yours. Take it home.”

And Vyrissa took the clay lamp from Pruett’s oak hands, the last of her flight, the dawn-colored flame that had kept a shepherd’s family, then a fort, then a kingdom, and she did not simply carry it away.

Her voice dropped to the quiet register she used only near the Warm, the way it always does near the flame, no appraisal-grammar, no scale, no comedy of stillness, only a keeper and the kept, and the whole court felt the change and went silent for it without knowing why. She held the clay lamp in her two hands, the last of her flight, and she was, for that moment, only a mother holding a child she had mourned since the dragon war and found alive and kept.

She breathed on it, once, gently, and drew off it a single ember, a spark of the dawn-colored fire, and she carried that ember to the palace’s great entry-lantern, the empty lantern over the door every king of Dun Barrow passes under, and she set the ember in it with her own hand, and it caught, and it burned dawn-colored and warm and did not consume, and the living candles the court held all bowed toward it at once, the bow of love and not of hunger, and even the people who did not know what they were seeing felt their shoulders come down. And she named it in front of the whole court.

“A gift,” she said. “It carries no terms, interest, or collector, and it never will, because I am the estate of the flight and I say so. Let every king who passes through this door stand for one moment in a warmth that nobody owes anything for, and learn, by standing in it, the whole difference between a gift and a loan, which is the difference this kingdom nearly forgot and nearly died of forgetting. The palace kept my child’s fire in the dark for three hundred years and called it a debt it could not audit. Now it keeps an ember of it in the light, freely given, and calls it what it is. That is my restitution. I take my dead home, and I leave the living a gift, and the difference between them is now built into the door of a kingdom, and it will outlast every one of us. That is worth building.”

The palace’s new eternal flame. Freely given, dragon-warm, the first eternal flame installed over the palace door with its freedom declared before witnesses. And Pruett and the keepers took its tending as their open and honored office, out of the barrow-dark and into the light at last, the chandlers who had kept the true thing secret for three centuries now keeping a piece of it in the sight of everyone.

And Odette Calloway was appointed to the count on the spot, in daylight, unhooded, and it was Sidonie who did it, inventing the post in one sentence as she does everything.

“Keeper of the honest ledger,” Sidonie said, to the ash-grey woman who had spent the winter inside the city counting and months sending unsigned pages. “There is now a Gift Flame and an honest count to keep of it, and you have been keeping this kingdom’s honest count unpaid through years of my life, sending me the true numbers no one else would, and I am done letting you do it for free from the shadows. The post is yours. Keeper of the palace’s honest lamp-count. Submit an invoice. Backdate it. I insist.”

Odette Calloway looked at the princess, and looked at the Gift Flame burning warm over the door, and looked, once, at me, and she gave a single dry nod, took Sidonie’s offered ledger, and signed the new ledger’s first page openly in a precise slate hand. The count could be kept by a person in daylight instead of a ghost in the dark.

“I said, once,” she told me, quietly, as the court dispersed, “that knowledge-keepers are a delicacy and I intended to be indigestible. I have been indigestible since the march siege. It is a cold way to keep oneself safe.” She looked at the Gift Flame. “The market that hunted this count is dead in a gutter this morning. So I find I no longer have to be indigestible. I can simply be a person who counts, in a warm building, in daylight, and submit an invoice. I had forgotten that was an option. Your princess reminded me. Tell her I said the post is accepted, and that I will be very good at it, and that I do not do gratitude, so she should not wait for any.” And she went to find the honest count, unhooded, in the light, a woman who had spent years in the dark walking into a warm building to keep books she would finally sign.

Before the feast, Suzu handed me Dail’s melted coin and Odette’s slate-marked hinge pin as receipts.

“Seller home, daughter safe, door shut,” she said, tapping the returned pencil against my audit-ring. “The tip was accepted. Filed.”



The feast was earned, and Bram paid out a book he’d sworn wasn’t a book, and the ballad grew a verse that was wrong in two new ways and got paid to stay that way.

The household ate together, the way it always does, except the table was a palace table now and the guest at the head was a king who no longer needed a pretext and a princess in the chair that had learned her name. The palace cook served Bram the first bowl without tasting it, then handed him the salt cellar and waited. Bram tasted once, returned the salt unopened, and the cook smiled like a student whose work had finally held. Helvane raised a cup to me from down the table, dry as ever, and said only, “Magnificent. I told you. I shall dine out on having invested early for the rest of my life,” and did not need to say more, because being right in public is the only payment Helvane has ever wanted and he had just been paid in full before the court and the realm’s linked stones.

Bram took the folded paper out of his breast pocket, the one he’d made me swear not to call odds, and he unfolded it and showed it to me, and on it, in his one-handed scrawl, was written: THE KING PLAYS FAIR. And under it, a date, last night’s date.

“It wasn’t a book,” he said, gruff, wet-eyed, “because I took no coin and gave no odds and paid out nothing anyone could spend. It was the other thing. And the other thing came true, so I get to show you, which is the rule I made up for it. I had one prayer in me, after sixty years of bets, and I spent it on a tired honest king playing fair, and he played fair, and my prayer paid.” He folded it back up. “Now I’m opening a book on crowns. Because a king who plays fair is a thing worth taking bets on again, and Bram Tideman is back in business, and the first line is on whether His Majesty manages three clean lifts before reopening the blister at tomorrow’s second windlass lesson. I’ve got him at even money. He asked to keep learning. Learners reopen blisters. It’s practically arithmetic.”

The ballad gained its eleventh verse before the feast was half over, and it was wrong in two new ways at once, which may be a record. It had the two sunrises in it, scanning terribly, and called the second one forge-light because that was all the city had actually seen above the terrace screen. And it had the thief who paid a door shut instead of stealing it open, which the bard rendered as the fox who bought the moon, which is not what happened and is somehow truer than what happened. Suzu was so torn between despair and delight that she paid the bard to keep it exactly wrong. Then Nahari, without any coordination whatsoever, also paid the bard to keep it exactly wrong, and the bard, twice-paid to preserve the same error, declared it canon. It will be sung wrong in two cities now, which Suzu has decided is a personal triumph.

Rennick was glimpsed once, at the square’s edge, holding a door for a grain-porter, badly, the door swinging too fast so the porter had to duck, and Rennick apologizing and holding it better the next time, learning, poor and alive and free and pointed at the one trade that pays badly and is worth doing, and I did not go to him, because there was nothing left to say, and eight words is enough of a door to leave a man.

And Berengar’s own etch circulated and outsold the court’s entire year of proclamations. He had gone to Colm at dawn, after the battle, and learned a lamp-windlass with his own unglowing hands, a king learning to walk one light three hundred feet in twenty seconds, and he had burned his hand doing it, which was why Bram’s new line on tomorrow’s second lesson was smart, and the stone took the deed and lit it in one plain line, and the province copied it onto ten thousand souvenir shards by noon:

[HE ASKED TO LEARN. IT COUNTED.]



My name stayed an ember through the feast. I signed Pell’s invoice with a shaking hand and let six women initial the shake.

My stone-glow read like a candle in daylight, drained to almost nothing.

The re-feeding started slow and then, the way this family’s things do, it started everywhere at once. Millbrook swore my wager as its own witnessed deed, the un-sold farmer standing at the village stone he’d been made whole at, saying the Warden spent his name to close the market that took mine, etch that, and the stone etched it, and my ember climbed a hair. Then East Ford, where Hanne Voll added one of her famous unetchable lines that four bards will fail to rhyme. Then Cinderwell, where they light Esra’s sister-lamp. Then villages I had never walked, gathered around witness-stone relays and swearing what the linked shards had shown them with their own eyes, and a dozen villages by noon and a hundred by dusk, each one feeding the ember deed by deed at exactly the pace they chose, which is the whole doctrine of the new currency, a name re-grown at the speed of other people’s honest gratitude and not one beat faster, and I let it happen at that speed, and I let it happen at their pace.

Pell had sent a standing invoice south with our own wagons, itemized in advance for every predictable capital expense and leaving one blank line labeled UNFORESEEN ROYAL DEPRECIATION. Suzu filled that line after the victory, locally, with a figure large enough to honor the joke. I signed the carried invoice with a hand that shook slightly because a man whose name is an ember is a tired man. Six women initialed beneath my signature, Maeva and Yrsa and Nahari and Suzu and Vyrissa and Sidonie, as, in Suzu’s hand, witnesses to diminished but solvent penmanship. Pell would receive it on the northbound road and frame it in Marrowford.



They convened it that night, above the feast, with all six bonds gathered, and the banner was already hanging on the wall, and nobody would admit who hung it, and it was Yrsa.

The guest wing’s great room, dawn-cascade light still writing itself through the shutters, the kingdom’s stones still etching the night, and on the wall, over the cleared table, the Marsh banner, hung by someone during the battle, and when I asked, everyone denied it, and it was Yrsa, because it is always Yrsa who does the wordless certain things and denies them. I know it was Yrsa because the banner hung from a quick fighting-knot, ready to cut if they had to run, and because when I looked at her she looked at the ceiling with the specific innocence of a person who has just been caught doing something kind, and because I had learned that the person who hangs the banner over the family and swears she didn’t is always the one who spent the whole night holding the gate so there would be a family left to hang it over.

Maeva convened. Nahari kept the time. Yrsa bolted the door with a fire-iron. Suzu confiscated pockets, found the pencil already where she’d returned it, and tapped it once through the cloth. “After. Luck delivered. See the invoice. It’s already filed. You may keep it until the next danger, at which point I reserve the right to steal it back for luck, in perpetuity, compounding.” And Vyrissa took the perimeter like banked coals.

And Sidonie stood at the inside of the door in her feast whites, composure immaculate, nearly two weeks bonded, one night Sworn, and one battle proven, and did not come forward, because the family’s center is a thing you are given and not a thing you take, and she knew it, and she waited to be given it.

Maeva gave it to her without ceremony, which is one of the family’s quiet ceremonies. She simply indicated the place at the room’s quiet edge, the place that had been set for her before anyone knew her name.

“The chair learned your name before you did,” Maeva said. “It has been waiting all spring. Sit, or be seated. Those are the only two options and I am prepared to enforce the second.”

And Sidonie sat.

The toast-round came in six registers now, and no two of them shared a single note, because these are six women and one of them was new and the newness had its own sound.

“Attend me,” Maeva said, decree-warm. “The record’s corrected and the neighbor’s named and I want you, summoner, and I will deny it in the morning. Witnessed.”

“Door’s bolted,” Yrsa said, clipped. “Held the arch. Lost two good ones. Want to be somewhere warm that I held. Here. Witnessed.”

“I watched this night and chose not to see past it,” Nahari said, full and slow, “and we lived, and I am in it, wanting you, blind to the morning on purpose. Witnessed.”

“Pencil returned, luck delivered, invoice filed, and the fee for tonight is everything, paid gladly, no receipt,” Suzu said, bright. “I bought a door shut today. Now I want you. Witnessed.”

“A dragon states her terms and invites objection,” Vyrissa said, appraisal-grammar, and then, straight, “my objection is overruled, I want this, and I am crowned and I begin beginnings and this is one. Witnessed.”

And Sidonie, last, in her own register, audit-grammar with the armor off, dry and shaking both. “I counted it,” she said. “It. The wager, the weighing, the breaths I bought you on that stone. I counted it and I chose it and I chose you, and I am asking, in exact words, to be counted back, tonight, at this edge, as far in as nearly two weeks earn. Counted, chosen, and.” The held word, the flush already climbing. “Witnessed.”

And I gave them my answering vow, through a voice worn to gravel with a whole battle and a whole name spent, plain as it has ever been, and it was enough, because a family that has just won a kingdom does not need speeches from the man whose name they carried.



The family moved through six distinct wants, no woman passive, Sidonie’s new glass-blue register joined the braid.

They undressed with the same continuity as their vows. Yrsa opened her fighting leathers, shoved them down from her hips, and removed her wrap by her own hand. Suzu slipped free of the layered silks while keeping the playful theft in motion. Nahari laid aside each wrap, warmed oil, and chose the cushions instead of her usual sill. Vyrissa stepped out of her ember-black gown and stood forge-lit at the room’s center. Sidonie kept her feast whites on to be disordered by permission. Maeva shed her skirts but kept the engineered bodice and every pin in place for the family’s later unfastening.

Yrsa took the bolted door she’d guarded by habit, back against the oak, face to face with me instead of folded across the table. She’d held an arch all night and lost two good ones off it. Tonight she wanted to see the room she had kept warm.

“Hands,” she said, and framed my face with her open palms.

I lifted one of her long legs around my hip and pushed into her standing. The fierce pace stayed hers for six strokes. Then my hand closed in her jaw-length hair and the switch-flip took her, total and instant. Her hands stopped directing and held. I kept my palm over the rib-scar only I could touch and drove deep while storm-grey light silvered every old training line.

“Look at them,” I told her. “Your gate held. The family is here.”

Her gaze crossed the room, counting every woman once before returning to me. “Witnessed.”

Her pussy clenched around my cock. I held her against the door through the shudders, then drew free before my own finish. She stayed upright under her own legs, forehead against mine, while Suzu pressed the water skin into her hand.

Suzu tried to steal the transition. She darted from Yrsa’s shoulder toward the banner cord with my audit-ring halfway off my finger, a performance everyone saw coming and no one stopped.

I caught her at the waist before she reached the wall, turned the theft into a lift, and carried her back to the room’s center while her tails flared around us.

“Recovered stolen property,” I said.

“Entrapment. Clause nine.”

“There is no clause nine.”

I lowered her onto my cock facing me, not the view, and made her hold my eyes while the whole family watched the thief get caught on purpose. Her quick body tried to set a fox pace. I slowed her by the hips until performance gave way to presence, tails wrapping my arms and then Maeva’s waist beside us.

“Seen,” I told her.

“Entirely,” she answered straight.

I worked her clit while she rode my count. Fox-fire held low and steady until her pussy tightened in quick pulses and the laugh came after, warm against my mouth.

Nahari had moved the cushions into a low crescent while Suzu held me. She settled across them on her side, silver hair over one shoulder, her oiled hips and heavy ass presented to the whole warm room without giving the sill a second performance.

“Tonight the city may look after itself,” she said. “Attend the room.”

I knelt behind her and worshiped the mural-heavy curve with my mouth and hands before sliding into her from behind at floor level, one of her thighs lifted over mine. Vyrissa supported that thigh in one forge-warm palm while Nahari conducted the family with slow full sentences.

Her pussy gripped each patient stroke. I worked her clit at the pace she named, then stopped one touch before the count she expected.

“You broke it by omission,” she whispered, delighted.

“Still wrong?”

“Perfectly.”

The missing touch made the next one land harder. Long contractions rolled through her, ember filigree climbing her ankle-script while she laughed against Vyrissa’s arm.

Vyrissa rose from Nahari’s cushions and took the room’s center, but she did not take me. At my direction she crossed to Sidonie’s chair and lifted the willowy princess bodily, one arm behind her back and one beneath her knees.

Sidonie’s composure cracked by one visible degree. “I did not request transport.”

“Ask to be set down,” I said.

The flush began at her throat. “Set me down beside him. Slowly. I want the whole room to watch me arrive.”

Vyrissa carried her the three steps as if conveying a royal standard, then placed her on her feet between us. Only after Sidonie stood steady did I turn to the dragon.

I took Vyrissa standing behind the princess’s vacated chair, her hands braced on its high back, crowned strength framing the room rather than pinning me. Her furnace-hot pussy gripped my cock with controlled force. I denied her motion for one full breath between strokes.

“Slower remains cruelty,” she said.

“And you remain able to hold it.”

“Gladly.”

Forge-gold brightened under bronze. I drove one long stroke into her and kept my thumb circling her clit until control failed completely. Her furnace-hot pussy locked around my cock, then contracted in deep involuntary pulses that shook the chair beneath her hands. Forge-light crested across her bronze skin as her strength went beautifully loose for one breath, and her seismic laugh rolled through the room. She still kept the chair steady for Sidonie to reclaim.

Sidonie reclaimed the chair through permission rather than performance, but the dragon’s carry had made the quiet edge the room’s focus. She sat in her disordering feast whites while five women arranged themselves around her without crowding, each leaving the exact margin she had asked to earn.

“I want to be counted in,” she said. The composed voice frayed under six attentive faces. “At the edge. As far as nearly two weeks earn. I want all of you to hear me ask, and I want him to answer.”

“Ask the first thing,” I said.

“Open the collar. Leave the whites on. Name the trail.”

I opened only the fastening she named. Warmth spread down her winter-cool throat.

“There’s the audit trail.”

She lost a sentence, found it again, and asked for my hand beneath the formal layers. Maeva held her loosened braid clear. Suzu kept both of Sidonie’s hands in view, a thief making a ceremony of hiding nothing. Yrsa stood guard at the back of the chair as if permission itself had a flank. Nahari supplied no countdown. Vyrissa banked the room to a temperature Sidonie chose in exact words.

“Two fingers,” Sidonie said. “Then your mouth on my breast. I want the family to see me ask and see you answer.”

I knelt and gave her both. Her pussy pulsed around my fingers while I sucked one small hard nipple. Glass-blue light joined the room’s colors last and steadiest, a frost-line thread that did not imitate any crown. She came quietly, one hand gripping Suzu’s and the other open in Maeva’s palm, with the wrong button already waiting for the composure she would rebuild later.

Maeva came last and claimed the lap-throne beneath the banner, her established place, while her green eyes rested warmly on Sidonie at the room’s quiet center.

“The room has acquired a new center,” she said. “A throne can face it without stealing it. Sit beneath our banner, summoner. Attend me, and let the family hold the court.”

I sat beneath the banner. Her crowned braid came down under six hands, pin by pin, each woman removing one piece of ceremony before placing it in my palm. I worshiped her very full breasts in cascade-light while she stood between my knees, court praise fraying over my mouth. Then she descended astride me, slow and imperial, and took my cock to the root with her hands on my shoulders.

Vyrissa steadied her back without carrying. Yrsa braced the chair beneath us. Suzu wrapped one tail around Maeva’s waist and another around Sidonie’s wrist. Nahari put the count away and listened. Sidonie, flushed and composed enough to speak, said, “The account is assembled.”

“Tribute received,” Maeva answered, breathless. “The empire notes it in the record, in the. Dorian.”

I took the riding tempo from her and drove up deep. Her pussy clenched around me while gold light laced her ribs.

“Inside,” she said, plain hunger replacing decree. “Where the whole family feels what I chose.”

“All of you,” I said. “Hold her.”

Six hands and nine tails made a living court around the empress astride me. I set the final pace with my hands locked on her hips and her green eyes fixed on mine.

I braided them, six strands under one gravel-worn voice. At the shared finish, gold, storm-grey, ember, and fox-fire closed into the permanent ring. Vyrissa’s forge-gold guarded its perimeter, and Sidonie’s glass-blue joined last and steadiest as a separate thread through the link.

And the dawn-cascade through the shutters flared with it.

The kingdom’s stones were still writing the night, out across the whole waking kingdom, the etch-cascade running village to village, my ember climbing on a hundred stones at once. For one held breath the four-color ring in the room and the light of the kingdom writing itself through the shutters were the same light, forge-gold sheltering it and glass-blue threading through without entering it. The whole bond-link flared through me while the dawn-cascade poured over all of us, room-light and world-light joined for one held breath. I gave the room one quiet order, and all six answered in their own rhythm. Maeva’s body drew tight around me, gold-lit contractions pulling hard as she rode down to the root. My finish surged into her while each spasm drew another pulse from me. Yrsa shook against the bolted door with Suzu’s hand between her thighs. Nahari worked her clit among the low cushions while Vyrissa’s forge-warm palm held her lifted leg. The shared surge caught Vyrissa again: her thighs locked, her inner muscles clenched on the remembered shape of me, and forge-gold flooded her skin as a second seismic laugh broke loose. Suzu cried out against Yrsa’s shoulder, tails flaring around the living court. Sidonie arched in the quiet chair with my fingers still inside her. The four-color ring blazed through me while forge-gold held its perimeter and glass-blue crossed the wider link; the kingdom flared gold through the shutters, and for one breath there was no telling room from kingdom.

Yrsa slid down the bolted door onto the floor and updated the scoreline into the warm room.

“Outranked a market,” she said, to the ceiling, worn and satisfied. “Out-weighed a kingdom. Still took a porter.” A beat. “The scoreline’s getting ridiculous. I’m keeping it anyway. Somebody has to.”



The six-strand pile settled around me inside a dragon’s perimeter. Sidonie fell asleep before completing the rebuild with the full family around her.

I felt her go, Sidonie, the auditor who had safely spent her composure with me twice, now falling asleep at the family’s warm edge with one button wrong and her whites disordered and her glass-blue light banked low, mid-composure, the rebuild half-finished and abandoned as she fell asleep unguarded and safe among the family, and she will deny it with her whole chest, and the denying will fool no one, and that is the proof that she was safe there, a woman who armored herself against ever being caught unguarded, caught unguarded and safe, at an edge, in a warm room, over a won kingdom.

Maeva assigned a watch rotation from inside the pile out of pure habit and was countermanded by six now, the tradition matured one register larger. “The Warden’s name is an ember,” Nahari said without opening her eyes, each word spaced at her patient cadence, “and the Warden sleeps, and the family keeps the watch, all of it, none of it his. Witnessed.” And it was carried, six to nothing, and I was overruled about my own vigilance by my whole family, and I let their keeping stand.

Each of them named her want for the far side, sleepy and plain, the wants that are future wants spoken in a warm dark.

“A summer with no campaign in it,” Maeva murmured, gold ring warm on her hand. “I intend to be bored, magnificently, for an entire season, and I have earned it, and I will be insufferable about the boredom, which is the only way an empress knows how to rest.”

“The order’s first graduation,” Yrsa said, half gone. “There will be certificates. I’ve ordered the wood. Petra’s getting the second one, over my dead body, handed over by my own hand, same as always. Don’t tell her. Let her earn it not-knowing.”

“To watch the ember grow and not-know how big,” Nahari said. “I have hoarded my not-knowing all spring. I intend to spend the whole next year being surprised by how large a small thing gets. It is the last luxury I have and the best one.”

“The fox verse is wrong in two kingdoms now,” Suzu said, with fierce sleepy pride. “I want three. I want it wrong in three kingdoms. I want a fox who bought the moon sung wrong from here to the sea. That’s the ambition. It’s very achievable. I’ve already started bribing bards.”

“North,” Vyrissa said, banked warm around the whole pile. “Home. Both words, one place, at last. I carry my small one home tomorrow, and I lie down beside the grave as a thing that comes back, and then.” A pause, warm as a hearth. “Beginnings. I’ve said it before. I keep saying it because it keeps being true, which is the best kind of saying.”

“One winter at your march,” Sidonie said, from the edge, half asleep and denying it, “that counts me nothing at all. The books can balance without me for a season. Probably. They can’t, actually, but I’ll pretend, and I’ll check them weekly by fast courier, and I’ll call that a holiday, and it will be a real holiday, and I refuse to be embarrassed about how much I am looking forward to a season of being counted instead of counting.” A beat, softer. “The Crown’s my duty. The march is where I get to be an entry instead of the clerk. I’ll come every winter. That’s the want. Spring is the Crown’s. Winters are yours. Renegotiable, but not by much.”

Sidonie fell asleep midway through fastening her collar. The wrong button stayed wrong.


Chapter 20: The Flame Goes Home

We rode north through a kingdom re-lighting itself, and the road home was slower than the road south had been, because a column that stops at every village to teach takes longer than a column running to a fight, and I would not have hurried it for anything.

Millbrook’s stone was fully bright when we passed it, every line of it lit, and the six un-sold men were running the village’s first lamp-line, poles at nine-yard intervals down the one street, a windlass rig Colm had left them the plans for, lamps hung four feet high to look like a person carrying one, and the farmer whose name we’d melted a coin to save stood at the head of the line and would not let us pass without feeding the whole column, which is the country’s way of saying a thank-you too big for words. His wife’s hand was on his shoulder at the feast the way it had been at the Fair, and their children ran the lamp-line, and I caught sight of a village that had been six names darker in the winter run its own light down its own street in the summer, and this, rather than the capital’s square, was what the spring had been for, one village at a time deciding to keep its own light, and that the capital had only been the till where we broke the thing that was stopping them.

The pedlar’s forty villages had re-lit when the mass default sent every sold name home. Now the dead warm coins came out of floorboards and cash-boxes to be discarded or melted as cleanup, no longer keys to anyone’s weight. Everywhere the rest of the story was the same: a restored name on the stone, a lamp-line rigged, a request for a graduate. Riding through it made the result plain: we had unblocked the villages, and they had lit themselves.

Petra rode with us the whole way home, because the capital had been a story to tell and she had ended up in a better one, and she had decided the march was where she lived now, ambassador of the wooden blade returned from court where a king had hung her sword with the real ones. She spent the ride teaching the demonstration team the court dances she’d learned, on the theory that a march that exports sergeants might as well export sergeants who can behave at a state dinner, and Yrsa watched a drill-yard turn briefly into a dance floor and said only, “If any of them lose their footwork to this I’m blaming you personally,” and Petra said, “Good footwork is good footwork, Dame Yrsa, whether it’s a lunge or a galliard,” and Yrsa, who cannot argue with that because it is true, glowered at being out-logicked by a woman with a wooden sword and went to sharpen something.

And the petitions had changed. That was the thing I noticed first and kept noticing all the way north. All spring the road had flagged our wagons down for rescue, un-sell my husband, my house is grey, the pedlar took my brother. Now they flagged us down for curriculum. Send us a graduate. We’ll feed them and house them and they can teach the whole valley the code and the loose grip and the census. We’ll build the school ourselves if you send us someone who knows how. They asked for teaching instead of rescue. A kingdom that had spent a winter being butchered was spending a summer asking to be taught, and Helvane, who rode with us as far as his own lands, watched it happen and said, dry, “You’ve done the thing I told you to do and I still don’t quite believe it worked. You’ve made competence fashionable. In my experience competence rarely becomes fashionable. You should bottle it, except that bottling it is exactly the thing you spent the spring killing a man for doing.” And he turned off for home, invested and vindicated and, I think, genuinely happy, which on Helvane looks like a man who has stopped expecting to be disappointed.

The ballad had run ahead of us the whole way, of course, mutated and wrong and scanning terribly, the two sunrises and the fox who bought the moon and the porter who bet his whole name and won, and at every village a different verse was wrong in a different way, and Suzu kept a tally of the errors with the delight of a collector. “Four provinces now,” she reported, somewhere north of the greyed country. “The fox verse is wrong in four provinces. I asked for three last night in bed and I have already exceeded my own ambition by morning. I find success unsettling and intend to correct it by wanting five.”

My name re-fed itself village by village as we went, and I let it, at exactly the pace the villages chose. My ember climbed a hair at Millbrook and a hair at the next village and a hair at the next, deed by deed, other people’s honest gratitude re-growing a name I’d spent to save theirs, and I did not hurry it, and Sidonie, who had ridden with us the first three days before the Crown’s duties called her back to the capital, watched me not-hurry it and said, “You know you could re-feed it faster. You could stop and read stones and prompt them. You’re letting it grow at their pace on purpose.” And I said yes, and she said, “Good. That’s it, isn’t it. A name grown at your own pace is a name you can lose again cheaply. A name grown at other people’s pace is a name they’ll never let go dark. You’re not being humble. You’re being smart.” And she was right, and she was also being kind about a flaw she’d married into, and both were true, the way they always are.

When she turned back for the capital on the third day, she did it without ceremony, because ceremony is not her register, and she gave me only a lamp-count of the household as a goodbye: six bonded heartbeats around mine, seven including me, and the Warm as an eighth light on its way to the mountain. She said, “I’ve counted you all. I’ll count you again at midwinter, in person, at your march, where the books will have to balance without me for a season, which they can’t, and I’ll pretend they can, and it will pass for a real holiday.” And she rode south, an auditor going back to keep a kingdom honest, already counting the days until she got to be counted instead.



Home was the march in early summer, and it had run without us as we’d built it to. A porter learns early that the measure of a job is whether it holds when you’re not there to hold it. I had spent more than a year building a march that would hold without me, ridden away for ten weeks to fight a market in a capital, and come back to find the lamps lit, the census true, the school teaching, the children fed, and the doors that should be shut still shut. My pride came from how well it held without us.

Wend brought the wagons in the last mile with the particular satisfaction of a man who has driven a household to a capital and a war and back without losing a wheel, and argued with me about the state of the road for practice, and was right about it, as he usually is, and I told him so, as I usually do, because a road rule honestly disputed is how Wend and I had said good afternoon since the march was granted.

Brenna met the column at the warden-post with her census, and it stood at two hundred and sixty-six, and she defended each of the five new lights like scripture, this one lit at South River because a widow moved back, this one at Coldharbour because the smith’s boy came of age and wanted his own lamp, and she had written down the why of every one, because you write down the why or next season somebody guesses and acts on the guess. She had commanded the march’s whole census in our absence, a girl of twelve, and it had not missed a beat, and when I told her so she said, gravely, “Of course it didn’t. You built it not to need you. That was the point. If it fell apart when you left, you’d have built it wrong,” which is a thing she learned from Maeva and delivers better than Maeva, and I did not tell her that, because a child does not need to know she has out-empressed an empress at twelve.

Yrsa went straight to the drill-yard, of course, before she’d unpacked, and found that Brenna’s cohort had kept the drills running all spring, loose grip, count and step, the strongest stands last, and she watched a yard full of march children run the guard she’d inherited from a dead woman and passed down, and she said nothing, and re-wrapped a child’s grip that was a hair too tight and left before the thanks landed, and she stood a moment at the yard’s edge afterward with the specific stillness she gets, and I knew she was thinking about a name on a wall in a capital, Ilsabet Kron, cut into the kingdom’s highest hall, the top of a ladder that ran all the way down to this yard, and I left her to it, because a saint’s grief and a saint’s pride wear the same face and both want to be alone with the yard for a while.

Maeva walked her hall, the march-hall she reclaimed four hundred years late, and read the cornerstone letter she’d folded into the wall during the first march spring, and answered, at last, the first reply from one of her living duchies, which had beaten us home by post: a plain letter from the sitting family of one of her three duchies, a neighbor writing back to a neighbor, asking after her spring and mentioning, drily, that they did indeed still know a fine peppercorn when they tasted one. She read it twice, and then a third time, and then she put it on the shelf where this family keeps the letters that matter, next to a blank list of undone things, and she did not say anything, and I did not either, because some campaigns are won so completely that the winning is a private thing, a neighbor answered by a neighbor, four hundred years and one poisoning and a whole second life later.

The Anchor wing stood at five children now. One new careful-hand arrival had come while we were south, another family who’d heard there was a place that teaches instead of studies, and Merta had already made the bed, of course, because Merta makes beds before children arrive, it is the whole engine of the place, a flint-plain widow preparing for children before anyone asks her to. Five children in the wing, and Tam’s door remained unopened by his own patience. A second confirmed door waited somewhere south, in a capital, inside the girl the certifiers had failed and I had read true. The new generation was spreading: a handful of children learning to hold first and open doors later. The capital fight had bought them another season in a world that taught instead of purchased them.

The wing had changed while we were gone in ways no report captured. Merta had moved the breakfast table six inches west so morning light reached the smallest child’s slate. Tam had added a shelf labeled THINGS WE DO NOT OPEN YET, and the shelf held a sealed seed-pod, a broken music box, three letters from parents who had not decided to send their children, and one jar Suzu had contributed with nothing inside it and a label reading PROFESSIONAL SECRET.

Orla’s door bolt had acquired a ribbon pull so her younger roommate could reach it. Jorin had built it, then denied caring whether anyone could reach anything. Kelm had started trimming the practice candle before drills and kept the wick scraps in a tin because he wanted to compare how different oils burned. None of these things would light a deed-stone. Together they told me the wing had become a home while its founders were a country away.

The five children showed me their morning drill. Tam no longer stood at the front. He sat among them while each child led one part: Kelm read smoke, Orla checked the bolt, Jorin called the hold, and the newest girl recited Merta’s law with solemn errors until everyone corrected her kindly.

“Nobody studies your child,” she said. “We teach, or we feed them.”

Merta, listening from the kitchen, did not correct that version.

“Both,” she called. “We do both.”

The children amended the rule by unanimous appetite and broke for bread.

After breakfast, the girl with the sealed music box brought it to me. “Door later?”

“Door later,” I agreed.

“How much later?”

“Until you know what opening it costs and can pay without borrowing from anyone.”

She considered that, then returned the box to the shelf herself. No adult touched it. Tam logged the choice instead of the object: CHOSE TO WAIT. It was the first entry in his new column, and by supper two other children had added their own.

A school for Anchors could have started with doors, ranks, and expensive calls. Ours started with a shelf of unopened things, bread in the kitchen, and children learning that waiting was a skill rather than a failure.

I did not tell them the capital fight had been about them. To the children I said, “Who can recite the rule,” and the smallest one, a new arrival barely up to my belt, recited it, careful and proud: “We hold first. Doors later.” And I said that was exactly right, and Merta, in the doorway, went back to making a bed for a child who had not arrived yet.

And Tam gave his report with lamp-captain gravity, standing straight, the way he was taught.

“Nothing opened,” he said. “Everything held. The lamp-lines ran every night and the census stayed true and the school kept teaching and nobody’s door opened that shouldn’t, including mine, which stayed shut, because we hold first and doors later.” A breath, the report continuing in order. “And your shrine cup kept filling itself while you were gone, coppers we didn’t put there, which we logged, because we log the things we can’t explain instead of guessing at them.” And then, last, steadily, the way he’d been taught to save the heaviest item for last and deliver it flat: “And a courier came in the spring. Smiling. With a warm gold offer, for the boy’s future, he said. For my future. And Merta took the letter and she didn’t open it and she put it in the kitchen fire while I watched, and she said we don’t sell futures in this house, and it burned.” He looked at me, soot-haired and serious and twelve. “We hold first. Doors later. Even that one. Especially that one.”

I looked at Merta, in the kitchen doorway, flint-plain, and she looked back at me and did not say anything, because there was nothing to say, a smiling courier had come to her door with a warm gold offer for her son’s future and she had burned it unopened in front of the boy so he would know, forever, exactly what this house does with people who try to buy children. The war I thought I’d ended in the capital had already reached toward my home while I was away. It met a widow with a kitchen fire and lost.

“You did right,” I told Tam. “You held first. That’s the rule. You held first even about that one, and that’s the hardest thing to hold first about, and you held it. I’m proud of you.” And Merta, in the doorway, allowed herself, for exactly one second, to look like a woman who had been afraid, and then put it away, and went back to making beds.



The third lamp-bracket got its lamp at last, and now there are three lights at the warden-post door, and they make this family’s doctrine into hardware.

Brenna’s cohort had built a third bracket at the warden-post last autumn, an empty bracket for whoever needs the light next, and it had stood empty since then waiting for its lamp. And the keepers of Dun Barrow had sent one home with us, Tibba’s own plain clay spare, a chandler’s gift from the Winter Court to the march, wrapped in undyed wool by Pruett’s own oak hands with a note in a chandler’s careful script: A spare from a keeper’s line to a keeper’s line. It has kept a family warm before. It will again. Do not sell it, which nobody in this house needs telling and Pruett knew nobody in this house needs telling, which is why he wrote it, one keeper to another, a joke that is also a blessing.

We hung it in the third bracket, and the whole household came out to watch it lit, the queens and the children and Bram and Colm and Wend and the graduates, because this family stops to witness small things that carry enormous accounts, and Tam lit it, because a lamp given to a keeper’s line should be lit by the youngest keeper who could reach the bracket, and he did it careful and proud, and now there are three lights at the door.

Esra’s flame, the kept one, the lamplighter’s memorial that started the whole custom. The march’s own light, the earned one, the census made visible. And now Tibba’s clay spare, the given one, a gift from a family that kept a true fire from the dragon war onward to a family that teaches people to keep their own.

The kept, the earned, and the given. Three lights at the door of a warden-post on a march at the edge of a kingdom, and every person who passes under them stands for a moment in what we are, which is people who keep light, and earn light, and give light, and never, ever sell it.

Brenna’s cohort had already begun eyeing the wall for a fourth bracket, for whoever needs the light next, and had not built it yet, because you do not build a bracket until you know the shape of the lamp that goes in it, and they did not yet know the shape of the fourth light. I did not know it either. But I have learned that this family builds a place before it knows the lamp, and the empty bracket is a promise, a place kept ready for a light that has not been earned or given or kept yet, and that a household which keeps an empty bracket ready is a household that has decided, on purpose, to keep needing new light, which is the opposite of a household that has decided it has enough. We will never have enough light. There is always a fourth bracket coming, and we will always fill it, and that gives us a reason to get up in the morning, which is a thing a porter who was left to die in a tomb did not expect ever to have and now had in greater abundance than the porter in the tomb could have imagined, at a door with three lamps and room for a fourth.



Vyrissa flew the flame home to the mountain, one guest, her terms, and in the vault-gallery a debt first counted beneath the Cindermaw finally came due.

She had asked the family’s leave to take me and the flame both, and the family had given it the way they give the largest things, quietly, Maeva with a nod and Yrsa with a check of the sky and Nahari with her hand on my sleeve, and only Suzu had tried, on principle, to insure the flame against acts of mountain, and had been refused, on principle, and had accepted the refusal, on principle, and given me the coin to leave on the rim for luck anyway.

She carried the Warm the last leg in my lap, on her back, the clay lamp cupped in my two hands against the wind exactly the way Tibba’s line had carried it, and she flew slow and careful, because you do not jostle a flame kept since the dragon war. I counted on the way up, as I do, and she felt me counting and it steadied her, and the kingdom laid out below us was visibly warmer than it had been three weeks before, more lit, more kept, a country that had chosen earned light spread out under a dragon’s wings, and I thought that we had done that, all of us, and that it was worth a name spent to an ember. She set us down on the rim in the last light, at the vault-gallery mouth, where two coins and a worn place marked the lip now: Suzu’s green-worn copper, the shallow mark where Halden’s coin had rested before the wind took it, and Vyrissa’s rim-tribute coin.

We went down into the gallery, into the enormous gallery where sound died between the ordered rows, the ordered rows in the dark, two hundred and thirty at rest and one place whose fire had been absent since the dragon war, and she carried the flame to the two hundred and thirty-first place in the ordered rows and set the clay lamp down against the slag-glass, flame to glass, the escaped heart-fire home at last against the shell it had escaped.

And the egg answered.

Beneath the slag, faint and unmistakable, a glow rose from within. After a long while, it answered again. The flame leaned toward it, the way it had leaned to Vyrissa in the barrow-core, the lean of love and not of hunger.

Vyrissa did not curl around it as a keeper curls around a grave. She lay down beside it, alongside, the way someone waits with family.

“Not yet,” she said, mountain-quiet. “But not never. Witnessed.”

I did not say anything, because there was nothing to say and she would not have wanted anything said, and I have learned that the largest moments in this family are the quietest ones, an empress not-crying in a square, a saint hanging a banner and denying it, a dragon lying down beside a waking egg. I only stood with her a while in the dark, the two keepers of the household’s oldest grief, and watched a glow learn to pulse, and let the quiet be as enormous as it needed to be.

I paid a copper onto the gallery lip beside the other two, making three coins beside Halden’s worn place, a porter’s habit at the edge of a nursery, and I looked at the glow building toward a pulse under centuries of slag, and the mountain, for the first time since I first stood on its rim with a survey pen and wrote NO CAUSE FOUND, did not feel like a grave. It felt like a nursery with the lamp left on.

“We go back to the family tonight,” Vyrissa told me from beside the waking glow. “I will carry you and the empty lamp-case home, eat the supper they saved, and return here before dawn. Then I stay a few days. I have been without this part of my family for nine centuries; a few nights beside this are not a large request.” The furnace eyes found me in the dark. “Keep the count while I am north. Feed your name at the villages’ pace. When I am ready, I will land on the hall roof and complain about the pigeons and eat two beeves and be what I have always been, except that I will no longer be the last of anything.”

She kept her place beside the glow until evening. Then she carried me back to the march on her wings, the empty lamp-case strapped close against my chest.

The hall saw her shadow cross the yard and came outside before we landed. Suzu counted my limbs aloud, found the expected number, and invoiced Vyrissa for one passenger returned without depreciation. Yrsa checked the sky and my boots, in that order. Nahari touched the empty case and smiled at the warmth still lingering in its clay lining. Maeva looked north past the dragon’s shoulder and asked no question whose answer belonged to the mountain.

They had held supper warm. Vyrissa ate at the south end with the appetite of weather, while the children made her recount the flight in units they understood: three rivers, one city of sheep, seven clouds entered and six left intact. She refused to explain the missing cloud. Kelm decided she had eaten it. Vyrissa called that appraisal unsupported but possible, which settled the matter for everyone under fourteen.

When the long table quieted, she told the family one sentence. “The glow answered twice while we watched.”

Nobody cheered. This household has learned not to shout near beginnings. Maeva reached across the table and put a hand over Vyrissa’s. Yrsa cut her another portion of roast. Suzu stole the dragon’s cup, filled it, and returned it with interest. Nahari closed her eyes and deliberately did not look north.

Vyrissa finished the cup, rose, and went to the yard. She flew back before midnight, a dark wing crossing the three lamps above the warden-post, and settled beside the egg before dawn.



The first evening home after a very long spring ended at the march supper table.

The petition board at the warden-post was full, a whole summer of it, and none of the petitions said rescue anymore, they all said teach us, and Osric had ruled them into straight columns and Brenna had begun assigning graduates to valleys like a general assigning companies, and the school had exported so many sergeants that Helvane’s joke about it had stopped being a joke and started being a description.

Sidonie’s first letter had already arrived by fast courier, ahead of us somehow, because an auditor’s letters travel faster than the people they’re about. It was brief. My winter is booked, it said. I have arranged the Crown’s affairs so that I may spend one season being counted instead of counting. Enclosed is an itemized list of the things I will not be doing while I am at your march. And the enclosed list was blank, a whole page ruled into columns and left empty, a woman who has itemized everything her whole life deliberately itemizing nothing, and it was signed, simply, S., and I laughed out loud at the warden-post reading it, because the joke landed hard enough to move me, a blank list of undone things from the busiest woman in a kingdom, and I put it on the shelf where this family keeps the letters that matter, next to a duchy’s plain answer to an empress and a wager-book that is also a prayer.

A second letter had come under it, in Berengar’s plain hand, addressed to the banner and not to the Warden, one honest line: The Crown will visit before the winter, if the Warden will have a king who wants to learn a census and burns his hands doing it. And I wrote back one line, because one line deserves one line: We’ll set another chair. It won’t take long. And I meant a second standing-reserve chair, because he had sat at our table three hours too long more than once, warming, and knew exactly what an empty chair means in this house.

The three lamps burned at the door. The household gathered at the long table, two chairs on standing reserve now, because we set places for guests we intend to keep. And before I went in to supper I paid my copper into the road-shrine cup, the porter’s habit, a thing under a road is still a debt, and I found the cup already primed.

There was a fox-polished copper in it, bright, and I did not ask how it got there ahead of a fox who was sitting inside at the table stealing bread. There was a coin four centuries out of date with a scale-glint to the metal, which a dragon had no way of having placed, being on a mountain less than an hour’s flight north, and had placed anyway, because a dragon who can put a coin on a shrine from a mountain is not a thing you question, you simply leave the coin. And there was a plain warm copper I did not recognize at all, warm as a held hand, and my stomach did the thing it has learned to do all spring at the feel of warm coin, and then I turned it over and it was only a copper, an honest one, warm the way an honest thing is warm and not the way a bought thing is warm, no grave-mint to it, no wrongness, just an ordinary coin left warm by an ordinary hand, and I looked up and the fox statue on the little leaning shrine appeared, somehow, extremely smug about it, and I decided the story of the fourth coin was one I did not need to solve tonight, because a mystery in a shrine cup is a gift and not a threat, and I have learned the difference this spring at some cost.

Inside, the table was full and loud in the way this family is loud, which is warmly and over food. Bram had claimed the taproom annex and was already running the crown book he’d opened in Dun Barrow, and had a line up on whether Berengar would visit the march before winter, at odds Osric would end by post the moment he found out about it, which is a tradition now, Osric ending Bram’s illegal books by mail, and both of them enjoy it more than either will admit. Nahari was at the fire braiding and unbraiding her hair and answering questions a beat before the children asked them, but only when it was funny, which delighted the Anchor wing beyond reason. Suzu had already stolen and returned three things and was appraising the chain-focus trophy in her vault for depreciation, on schedule, monthly, an argument with Vyrissa she is determined never to settle. And Maeva sat at the head of the table where she has always sat, gold and amused, correcting nothing and appreciating everything, an empress home in a hall she reclaimed four hundred years late, and she caught my eye down the length of it and raised her cup, one small private gesture, tribute received, and I raised mine back.

One chair on standing reserve sat empty at the table’s edge, and it was Sidonie’s now. It would stay set for her all autumn until she came at midwinter to be counted instead of counting, and no one would sit in it. The other was Berengar’s, newly placed and waiting for the king who wanted to learn a census. That is all of how this family says a person is expected: it sets the chair and keeps it empty until they come.

I laughed, and I left all four coins in the cup, because you leave paid debts where they lie.

Maeva caught my eye from the head of the table and lifted her cup.

I went in to supper under the three lamps.



Far away, in a hall where nothing needs to breathe, a pale hand closed a map and opened something worse, and it did it slowly, having learned what haste cost at the march.

The map of the capital lay closed on the long table of lamps, struck through in a hand that never presses too hard: MARKET CLOSED. VENUE RETAINS VALUE. Below it, the royal rows of the ledger hung dark and settled, three words each, accounts squared and put away: VOID. PAID. CHOSE.

The pale hand turned past all of it, past the closed markets and the squared accounts and the guttered instruments, to a fresh page, and the fresh page was a list. Ruled, patient, headed in fresh ink in the hand that has written every ledger of every Hero since the world was young: FUTURES.

The first column held no names. It held ages beside blank lines.

Seven.

Nine.

Five.

Six.

Four.

The pale hand ruled one more line beneath the last small number with perfect patience, then set the pen beside the little knife, already sharp.


Thanks for reading.

Leo Thornvale here. A couple of ways to get more:

	Visit my website. Character galleries, sample chapters, and bonus content.

	Follow me on Amazon. The simplest way to keep up with new releases.



On Kindle Unlimited, every page you read is what keeps me writing them.

Hope you enjoyed the story.

Leo Thornvale
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