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Chapter 1: The Petition Wall

The wagon was loaded wrong, and I let it stay that way for exactly as long as it took me to enjoy the fact that somebody else had loaded it.

Six weeks since the stones re-etched, and I still woke some mornings reaching for gear I no longer had to count alone. This morning the loading was Yrsa’s, done in the grey before dawn while I slept, and she’d stacked it for a fight instead of a road: blades and dry powder near the tailgate, food buried deep where it would take three minutes and a curse to reach. A porter would have flipped it. I stood in the yard behind the Gilded Antler with my tea going cold and decided I’d rather have a wagon loaded for war by a saint than a wagon loaded right by me.

“It’s wrong,” Yrsa said, coming out of the stable with a currycomb and a look that dared me to agree with her.

“It’s wrong,” I said.

“The food’s deep because if we’re digging for food we’ve got time to dig, and if we’re digging for the powder we don’t.” She tossed the currycomb into a bucket. “Fix it and I’ll load it wrong again while you sleep. I’ve done it four mornings running. You keep not noticing until the tea.”

“I noticed the first morning.”

“You didn’t say.”

“I was enjoying it.”

She looked at me the way she looked at a blade she suspected of being better than it had any right to be, and then she went back into the stable, and I heard her tell the mule something insulting and affectionate, and the mule, which had loved her since the causeway and would have followed her into a fire, made the small pleased noise it made only for her. I drank my cold tea. Six weeks, and the mornings had stopped feeling borrowed. Not all the way. But the tea helped.

Inside, the war-loft above the Antler had become a thing I would not have believed a season ago, which was a room where the most powerful women who ever lived argued about drainage.

Maeva had the petition wall.

That was what Bram called it now, the whole east wall of the loft, because over six weeks the petitions had come faster than we could answer them and she had refused to let one come down before it was met. So they hung there, pinned in ranks, a spring fouled here and a wight-warren there and a bridge out and a road haunted and a child’s grave that wouldn’t settle, the dim underside of a province no Hero had crossed a road for, asking by name for the man who counted the dogs first. Maeva stood in front of it with a stick of charcoal and the terrible joy of a woman handed a fresh campaign.

“Redgate first,” she said, without turning, which meant she’d heard me on the stair. “It’s on the road, it’s the oldest complaint on the wall, and the old man walked here once already. Bad hip, opened barrow in the high pasture, night lights worrying the flock, and payment offered at one lamb, two if the dead make us work past a night. The Havering spring, the drover-road haunting, and Coldharbour stay ranked for the march back unless the road itself argues otherwise.” She tapped Redgate with the charcoal. “You answer the ones who walk.”

“You answer the ones who walk,” I agreed. It was becoming a rule of the banner, and she’d been the one to name it, though I’d been the one to feel it first, standing in a dawn watching a bad-hipped shepherd limp back up into the hills.

We’d answered eleven of them over the winter. The met petitions came down and went into Bram’s file, each with its receipt: a clean spring, a quiet road, a warren closed on the tide. Eleven dim stones had lit, each one etching the same title a little deeper: ANCHOR, and under it a porter’s name, come for the places no song crossed the road for.

It was, Maeva said, her favorite campaign in this life, and she’d run three before it that ended in crowns.

“Because there’s no poison in it,” she’d told me, more than once. “In my first life I inherited everything tangled and untangled it with a taster at every meal. This is clean. A province asking, and a man answering, and a stone weighing it, and no one’s knife in the wine.” She’d pinned a new petition as she said it, a well gone bad at a place called Coldharbour. “It won’t stay clean. Nothing stays clean. But I got to start one clean, after four hundred years, and I intend to remember exactly how it felt.”

The wall had its comedy too. A child asked the Anchor to summon back a drowned dog, and Maeva arranged a pup from a north-shore litter, delivered on the smoked-fish wagon, and marked the matter closed with regal satisfaction. A hedge-knight asked for a legendary swordsman to teach him, and Yrsa read it, said “no,” and pinned it back under that same word in her blunt hand, which Maeva left there because it was educational. Near the top was a grandmother’s note from Cinderwell, telling us they’d built a second lamp on the high ridge where Esra used to walk and kept it lit every night. I’d put that one in the breast of my coat, not on the wall, because some receipts you keep close.

She turned, then, and those auditing green eyes priced me from worn boots to shoulders, lingering on the burn-tracery at my cuffs as if I were a ledger she intended to balance personally. Even six weeks in, the empress could still stop a man’s breath by simply deciding to look at him. She had her crowned braid up and a travelling skirt on that read as a court gown no matter what she called it, and she’d re-tailored the ceremonial bodice again over the winter, tighter, and she caught me noticing and let the noticing land before she went back to the wall.

“You slept late,” she said. “I’m still marking that, every time it happens. The man’s learning to be expensive.”

“Yrsa loaded the wagon wrong. I stayed in bed to let her.”

“Progress on two fronts,” Maeva said, and made a small satisfied sound, and pinned Redgate to the top of the going-east pile.

Yrsa came up the stair with three men behind her, and that was the morning’s other business, the militia.

She’d taken thirty volunteers over the winter and stress-tested them the way she stress-tested everything, which was to the point of breaking, and she’d sent twenty-seven of them home to their farms with her respect and kept three, and now she’d walked those three up the stair to present them like a saint presenting a verdict. They were farm men, all three, big-handed and quiet, and they looked at the loft full of legends with the particular awe of men who’d grown up on the ballad and were now standing in the actual room, and Yrsa lined them up and looked at me.

“Osric, Wend, and the big quiet one is Halla’s boy, we call him Colm,” she said. “They don’t flinch. I’ve had them a winter and I’ve hit them with everything I’ve got and they close ranks instead of scattering, which is the only thing I can’t teach and the only thing worth keeping. They come to Veltmark. They’ll carry, hold caches, stand a line behind the empress’s Standard, and get used to the noise of it. The circuits are a year beyond them.” She looked at the three of them. “You’ll carry for the Anchor and you’ll do what the oracle says a half-second before she says it, because she’ll be saying it a half-second before you need to hear it, and you’ll learn from that. Say your names to him.”

They said their names. Osric had a stammer he was ashamed of and Wend had a farmer’s caution and Colm said his name so quietly I had to read it off his mouth, and I took each of them by the forearm the country way, and I saw them decide, all three, in the space of that grip, that they’d follow the porter, because the porter had shaken their hands like the hands mattered.

“Good,” I said. “You’ll ride the second wagon. Osric, you’ve got the tally-book; you count what we cache and where. Nobody’s asking you to say it fast. Just true.” Osric’s face did a complicated thing at being handed a job that lived in ink, and I filed the look and moved on before he could feel watched about it. “Wend, the mule’s Yrsa’s but the second team’s yours. Colm, you’re strong, so you’ll want to lift the heavy end without being asked, and I’m telling you now: don’t. Lift the end I point at. There’s an order to a load. You’ll learn it.” Colm nodded, once, already trying not to lift things.

“They’ll do,” Yrsa said, which from her was a parade, and sent them down to see to the second wagon.

Nahari had not said anything, which meant she was about to say the thing that mattered.

She was at the window with her tea, barefoot as always, silver hair down her back and loose, one hand slow at a braid she was making and unmaking while she read the morning off the air the way other people read it off a stone. She’d been quiet all week, and I’d learned to leave her quiet alone until it opened, because a rushed oracle told you the weather and a patient one told you what the weather meant.

“The east road smells like fox today,” she said, into the glass. “Fox, and overdue luck, and the last of the snow going off the downs. It’s spring, anchor, or it’s deciding to be, which is the same thing three days early.” She turned the cup once between her palms. “Your sealed creditor has nearly finished counting. I’ve felt it counting all week, the way you feel a man doing sums in the next room, the small satisfied pauses. It’s almost done. And a thing that’s almost done counting is a thing that’s about to want to discuss the sum.” The slow blink. “You’ll walk the east road at dusk and pay your copper, and this time the shrine will talk back, and you should let it, and you should not sign anything, and you should bring your good coat because you’ll come home robbed regardless. That’s the morning. Fox and overdue luck and mind your pockets, and pack the wagon for the circuits, because we leave at first light and don’t come back before the boon.”

“You never see the fox-corner clean,” I said. “You told me that.”

“I don’t,” Nahari agreed, serene. “The shrine bends the sight the way a lamp bends behind old glass. All that sealed trickster light. It’s the one place on the road I go half-blind, which is why I like it. A woman who’s seen two hundred years likes the corners she can’t see into. There aren’t many left.” She finished her tea. “Go and see what’s been counting your coppers. It’s fond of you. That’s either very good or very expensive. With a fox it’s usually both.”

So that was the morning, and it was a good one, four people in a loft making a war out of a wall of poor men’s letters, and I stood in it a moment until the old porter’s reflex to step out of the frame went quiet, and then I went down to fix the wagon and un-fix it and fix it again, and to read, one more time, the two letters that had set the whole thing in motion.

The first was Saskia’s.

It had come by paid rider in the last week of winter, formal, exact, in the old duel-script, and I’d read it enough times to have it by heart and I read it again anyway at the bar with Bram polishing a tankard beside me, because a receipt you’ve read a hundred times still tells you something the hundred-and-first time if you’re honest about what you’re looking for.

Saskia Roehn, to the Blade Saint Yrsa Kaldwyn: a meeting in the spring at the Veltmark circuits, saint to saint, no stones, no songs, four witnesses at most, a quiet field, to settle the question of who was the most dangerous edge alive. And under the old code, in a line that wasn’t code, a line she’d added herself: bring the porter. I want him to watch. I want to know if a saint who chose a porter fights different from a saint who chose a Hero.

“She’s still stuck on it,” Bram said, following my eye. He’d read it too; I’d shown him, because Bram kept the receipts file and a thing shown to Bram was a thing safe. “The duelist. Since Marrowford and she can’t put it down, the question. Whether the choosing’s what makes the difference or whether it was always just the edge.” He set the tankard down. “It’ll be the making of her or the breaking, that question. A woman who starts asking whether her whole life was the wrong shape doesn’t come back from the asking the same. I’ve seen it in old adventurers. The good ones ask it and rebuild. The rest just drink.” He weighed something. “She signed it for herself. Not the Hero. That’s the part I’d keep your eye on, porter. She’s outside his orbit now, and a duelist outside a Hero’s orbit is a loose thing on a board full of loose things.”

“Yrsa’s going to enjoy her too much to break her.”

“Aye, that’s the danger,” Bram said, and wheezed his laugh, the whole-body one. “The saint’s going to fix her instead. God help the duelist.”

The second letter was Helvane’s, and it was the reason we were going at all, and it was two things at once the way the Margrave was always two things at once.

The first was the formal circuit invitation, proper, sealed, the Margrave of Veltmark extending to the Marsh Coalition the freedom of the spring circuits and a place on the ladder of trials, all of it in the pageant-language that made a wager of deeds sound like a treaty. And under it, in his own hand, cramped and fast and unceremonial, the way a man writes when he means it and hasn’t time for the seal: Better the province meets you at a festival than at a siege. Come and let them see what you are while they’ve a mind to cheer it. There are worse things coming than me, and I’d rather they’d shaken your hand first. Bring the empress. Bring all of it. And try not to win so hard they have to hate you for it.

I’d read that line to Maeva when it came, and she’d gone quiet the particular way she went quiet when someone surprised her, which an empress did not fumble words over but did ration them about, and then she’d said, “I like him. He frightens honestly. There are so few who frighten honestly,” and pinned the letter to the wall above the petitions, not among them, above them, where a thing that mattered went.

“He’s not wrong about the worse things,” Bram said now, because he’d been reading the same line over my shoulder. “A Margrave doesn’t write bring all of it to a man he thinks is safe. He wants your queens where the province can look at them and get used to them before somebody less friendly decides what they are.” He picked up another tankard he’d already dried. “Which brings me to the thing I’ve been working up to, which you already know, because you know everything before I say it now, you and the oracle both, it’s a menace.”

“You’re coming,” I said.

“I’m coming,” Bram said, as if I’d forced it out of him. “The wager-book goes where the odds are criminal, and the odds at a spring circuit with a leash-summoner in the field and a porter nobody’s priced right yet are going to be the most criminal odds I’ve seen in forty years of taking money off optimists. I’d be derelict. I’d be ashamed. I’m leaving the Antler to my barkeep, who’ll water the ale and I’ll dock him for it, and I’m bringing the book and the receipts file both, because a man keeps his receipts near even at a festival, especially at a festival.” He set the tankard down for good. “And I’ll tell you the other thing, and then I’ll stop, because I’m not a sentimental man and the ale won’t pour itself. Esra’s lamp stays lit at the loft door while we’re gone. My barkeep’s got the one job he can’t foul, which is he keeps the oil in it, every night, or I take his hand for the second time in this inn’s history.” He almost smiled. “And there’s a second one. On the wagon. I had the cooper make it, the one who did the sign. A sister-lamp for the road. So the light travels with you, and the light stays home, and the dark’s got two fronts to lose on instead of one. That’s all. Don’t make it a thing.”

“It’s a thing,” I said.

“It’s not a thing,” Bram said, and went to pour ale that didn’t need pouring, and I let it not be a thing, which was how you let Bram give you something.

We left at first light the next morning, and the town came out to watch the porter go, which was a sentence I would have laughed at before the Crown.

Two wagons, the mule and the second team, three queens and a fox in a shrine two hours down the road, three farm boys learning not to lift the wrong end, an innkeeper with a wager-book, and a lamp burning on the tailgate against the grey. Children ran alongside the wagons to the edge of Marrowford playing the porter-walks-out verse, the youngest still furious at being made the tomb, and Maeva rode the lead wagon like it was a barge of state and waved to them with a sovereign’s economy that sent them into shrieking fits, and Yrsa walked beside the mule because she trusted her own feet over a wagon-board, and Nahari sat with her feet up reading the road ahead the way you’d read a letter you already knew the ending of, and it was, I thought, watching it from the driver’s bench with the reins loose in my scarred hands, the strangest and best procession I’d ever seen the east road carry.

The road east taught the farm boys the first lesson of the banner before we’d gone two miles: traveling with legends was mostly waiting, and the waiting was where the work lived.

Colm learned it fastest. By the first rest-halt he’d worked out that the order of a load was craft and not superstition, because I’d shown him what Yrsa’s fight-packed wagon would cost us in a mud-bog if the food was buried and the powder wasn’t. Osric kept the tally-book and didn’t stammer at it, because ink didn’t stammer, and he caught an error in my cache-rope count before noon. I thanked him in writing in the margin, a thing he could keep. Wend drove the second team and watched all of it while deciding whether the strange new world was safe, and I let him decide at his own speed.

Maeva rode the lead wagon and read the almanac aloud, which had become a thing she did on roads, an empress reacquainting herself with a century by mocking it gently. “They’ve a new coin,” she reported, offended, holding up a Veltmark half-mark she’d got in change at the ferry. “Base metal. Debased on purpose, look at the milling, they’ve thinned the silver and thickened the propaganda. In my day a debased coin started a war. Now it starts a festival.” She turned it over. “And the face is the Margrave’s grandfather, who by this rendering had no chin, which either the engraver was brave or the grandfather was generous, and I’d like to know which, because it tells you everything about how this province was governed.”

“You could ask Helvane,” I said.

“I intend to,” Maeva said, with relish. “I intend to ask him a great many things. I’ve a century to audit and he’s the nearest man old enough to have watched some of it happen. I shall be insufferable. He’ll enjoy it; he frightens honestly and those men are always secretly starved for someone who’ll frighten them back.”

The comedy of it carried us the afternoon: Maeva pricing a debased coin, Yrsa condemning the second wagon’s spare sword as “a butter-knife that got ideas,” and Nahari answering the question Wend hadn’t yet worked up the nerve to ask. “Yes, Wend,” she said into the road, mild, “I’m safe to be near, and yes, the mule likes me, which you’ll trust before you trust me. That’s correct. Trust the mule first.” Wend went red to the ears, then spent the next mile deciding the mule was a reliable witness.

We reached the fox shrine at dusk, because Nahari had said dusk and Nahari was usually right about when, only about how much she’d let herself see.

I went alone. That was agreed without much agreeing; the queens hung back at the wagons a bowshot up the road, close enough to come if the road went wrong and far enough that the fox and I could do our arithmetic in private, because Nahari had said the thing was fond of me and a fond thing does its fondest work without an audience. So I walked the last of the east road to the old shrine in the last of the light, and paid the shrine’s true keeper the courtesy of coming to it the way I’d always come, on foot, with a copper in my hand.

The seal-stone had cracked further since Marrowford.

Not broken. Cracked, the neat deliberate spiral run higher up the old stone, fox-fire orange leaking out of it warm into the blue dusk, and at the foot of it my tower of coppers stood taller than any hand could have stacked it, every copper I’d paid across years of road-shrine habit added to the impossible tower, the sealed thing’s careful accounting of my tithe. The pebble in my coat, the fox-fire glass I’d carried since Marrowford, hummed against my ribs the moment I came near, warm and live, glad, and I understood without being told that the pebble was hers, a thing she’d left for me at the shrine to keep count of me by, and that it had been counting me all this time.

“You came at dusk,” the voice said out of the crack, delighted, before the eye even opened. “She told you dusk. The silver one. Of course she did. I bend her sight and she likes it, we’ve an understanding, the oracle and I, two women who see too much appreciating a corner they can’t. Did she tell you not to sign anything? She did. Good advice. Terrible fun to give. I’d have told you the same and meant the opposite.”

The amber eye opened in the spiral, vertical-slitted, bright with a delight that had been sealed under a road for sixty years, and it tilted to consider me upside down the way a fox tilts its head, and my pencil turned somewhere inside the crack where the eye could admire it, my collateral, held.

“Porter-of-legends,” she said, savoring it. “You look prosperous. You look slept. Someone’s teaching you to sleep; I approve, a man should be rested when his creditor calls in the principal. Sit. Sit, sit, you’re going to be here a while, we’ve the whole sum to discuss and you’ve been paying interest on it longer than you knew without reading the tab, which is exactly the sort of romantic thing I’ve come to expect from you, and it’s going to cost you enormously, and I can’t wait.”

I sat, on the flat stone by the tower of coppers, my back to the leaning post, because a man who’s going to be talked at by a fox does better sitting. “You said we’d discuss the principal when you got out. You’re not out.”

“I’m nearly out,” she said, wounded. “You’ve seen the spiral. Do you know how hard it is, cracking a temple-seal from the inside with nothing but sixty years and spite? It’s very hard. I’m doing beautifully. Don’t rush me; you of all men should respect a slow, correct job.” The eye gleamed. “But you’re right, it’s a fair complaint, so let’s do the arithmetic, since arithmetic is the one language we both speak fluently, you and I. We’re the same that way. We count.” The pencil turned. “Watch.”

And the seal-stone gave up a panel, the fox-fire arranging itself into the ledger-lines I’d learned to read in a tomb, hanging in the dusk between us.

[DEBT-SEAL: TEMPLE-FORGED, COMPOUNDING] [BEARER: SUZUME KAGEHANA] [PRINCIPAL OUTSTANDING; COMPOUNDED: 60 YEARS] [TERMS: HELD UNTIL THE DEBT RETURNS TO DAYLIGHT]

“There’s the tab,” she said. “Sixty years, compounding, which is the cruelest word in any language. It means the debt grows while you sleep. It means the longer they hold you the more it costs to let you go. They built that in on purpose, the priests, and they were very proud of it. I heard them being proud through the stone before they died and left me here to appreciate the craft.” The delight thinned for one word, just one, and came back. “The seal holds me until the debt returns to daylight. That’s the term. The lock wants a debt, not a key; daylight, not coin at a counter. Which is a very strange way to write a lock, porter-of-legends, and you’re clever, you count, so you’re already asking the right question: what debt? What returns to daylight? What did I owe, and to whom, and where did it go?”

The amber eye tipped toward the panel, then toward my forearms where the old silver-grey lines waited under the cuffs. “And because you’re already counting the other sum: yes. The lock takes Renown, not copper. Pay the full debt-weight and the bearer walks out. Pay it short and the seal takes the difference from the fool with his hand on the stone. Your name’s heavier than it was, porter, but this tab is still bigger than your purse by a cruel margin. Not impossible. Just expensive enough to make your empress invent new laws about your arms.”

“What did you owe?” I asked, plainly, because plain was the register I had and it had served me with an empress.

And the fox opened her mouth to tell me, and the fox-fire stitched her lips shut.

I watched it happen. The amber eye stayed bright and I saw the mouth I couldn’t see start to shape a word, and then the fox-fire ran up out of the crack and laced itself across where her lips would be, quick, cruel, a lock inside the lock, and the word died unmade, and for one beat the delight went out of the amber eye entirely and what was under it was sixty years of a thing that could not say its own name.

Then the delight came back, because she made it come back, and I understood her better then, before I ever saw her face: a thing that had been robbed of everything and had decided, out of pure spite, to keep the one thing they couldn’t stitch, which was the joke.

“So that’s the gag,” she said lightly, as if her lips hadn’t just been sewn shut in front of me. “Sixty years, porter. Sixty years of the one thing that would free me being the one thing I physically cannot say. It’s elegant. I hate it. I’ve tried three times and it’s stitched me three times, so I stopped clawing and started counting your coppers instead, which annoys them much more, wherever they are, being dead.” The eye narrowed with pleasure. “But you’re clever, and you’ll work it out, because the term is written in your language, not mine. Held until the debt returns to daylight. I can’t say what the debt is. I can point you at where it isn’t. You count your way to where it is, and when the debt walks back into the sun the gag comes off and the seal comes off in the same breath, and I walk out, and we discuss the principal properly, with my whole mouth.” She let that sit. “That’s the job, porter-of-legends. Your year of coppers bought you the right to take the contract: you do the finding, I supply the interest, and the principal gets discussed when I’m standing in the sun instead of leaking out of a crack.”

“That’s not much to go on,” I said. “A debt you can’t name and a place you can only point away from.”

“It’s romantic,” she said, delighted with the word again. “You’ll love it by the end. You love a job with a bad map; I can smell it on you, all that porter’s pleasure in a route nobody else can read. And I’ll give you the one thing I can give you, the one word the stitches let through, because it’s a name and not a thing, and names are their own kind of daylight.” The amber eye held mine, and the delight in it went, for the length of the word, entirely to iron. “East. Veltmark. Where you’re already going, which is either the oracle’s luck or mine, and I’ve stopped being able to tell the difference between luck and me, it’s an occupational hazard of being the kind of thing I am. Go to the festival. Borrowed light gathers there. They praise the man who sealed me, and a thing that can’t lie about a debt gets very, very quiet where his praise shines brightest.”

The fox-fire flickered, and I understood I’d been given the whole map she was allowed to give, which was: go where you’re going, find the borrowed light, and count.

“Now,” she said, brightening all the way back to mischief, “let’s discuss your collateral, and your escort, because I’ve been listening to your escort the whole time, they think they’re being quiet, they’re not, and I’ve done some appraising, and I’d like to share my findings, because a fox with nothing to do for sixty years but listen through a stone develops opinions.”

“You’ve been appraising the queens.”

“By sound alone,” she said, thrilled with herself. “It’s a specialty. You learn a great deal about a woman from how she walks up a road she thinks is safe. Shall I? I’ll be quick. I’ll be devastating.” The eye gleamed. “The tall one, the sword. She walks like a drawn blade looking for a sheath and refusing to admit she’s tired of the draw. Winter-pale, I’d wager, and lonely in a way she’d knife you for naming, and she loves the little quiet one, the oracle, already, appointed herself a bodyguard nobody asked for. I like her. She’s the cheapest to insure and the most expensive to lose. Standard fire-and-theft policy, low premium, catastrophic payout. Next.”

I said nothing, which she took, correctly, as permission.

“The barefoot one. The oracle. She walks like she’s already been everywhere she’s going and came back to keep you company on the boring parts. Two centuries at least. Mm. She sees me coming and lets me anyway, which is the highest compliment my sort ever gets. I’d insure her at whatever she named, and she’d name it before I asked, and I’d pay it, because you don’t haggle with a woman who’s holding the receipt for tomorrow.” The eye crinkled. “And she’s fond of you in the way of a woman who chose to be surprised, which is the rarest fondness there is. Guard it. Next. The big one.”

“Careful,” I said.

“Oh, I’m never careful, that’s the whole trick,” she said. “The big one. The gold one. She walks like the road ought to have been swept for her and is privately delighted it wasn’t, because a swept road tells you nothing and an unswept one tells you everything, and she reads roads like ledgers, that one, she reads everything like a ledger, we’d get along famously or one of us would end up sealed under a shrine, possibly both.” The delight sharpened to something almost respectful. “An empress. A real one, not the pretend kind. Four hundred years and still auditing. Do you know what I’d insure her at, porter-of-legends?”

“Tell me.”

“Everything,” the fox said, and for once there was no joke under it, only the flat professional awe of one apex creature pricing another. “A premium high enough to bankrupt a temple. Her policy would bankrupt a temple twice. Because a woman who’s been poisoned by the one man she trusted and came back and chose to trust again anyway is the single most dangerous thing in your whole caravan, more than the sword, more than the sight, because she did the impossible thing on purpose with her eyes open and she’d do it again, and a thing that will do the impossible thing again on purpose cannot be priced, only feared. That one.” The eye gleamed. “That one I’d never insure. I’d only ever want to be underwritten by.”

Up the road, at the wagons, out of earshot by any human measure, Maeva laughed, once, warm and low and pleased, and I knew without turning that the bond had carried the fox’s arithmetic to her the way it carried everything now, an edge, a taste, and that the empress of three duchies had just been flattered by a sealed trickster across a bowshot of dusk and had decided, on balance, to be flattered.

“She heard that,” I said.

“Of course she heard that,” Suzu said, immensely pleased. “I said it for her. I say most things for someone; it’s the only honest way to be a liar.” The amber eye softened, just at the edge, the way I’d learn her face did when she meant a thing and hated meaning it. “You’ve good collateral, porter-of-legends. The best I’ve heard walk a road in sixty years. And they chose it, all three, I can hear the choosing on them, it rings different from the leashed kind, you’d know if you’d ever heard the leashed kind, and you’re about to, at that festival, and it’s going to make you sick, and I’m sorry in advance, and I never say sorry, mark it.” She brightened, deliberate, hauling the joke back over the top of the thing she’d almost let show. “Now pay your copper and go feed your empress before she audits the mule. Come back when the debt’s in daylight. Bring a crowbar; I like a man with a crowbar; it says he’s serious about the principal.”

“You still have my pencil.”

“I still have your pencil,” she agreed, turning it in the crack, delighted. “Controlling interest. You’ll want it back badly enough to finish the job, which is exactly why I’m keeping it, a good creditor takes the collateral the debtor loves, not the collateral the debtor can spare. You love this pencil. You’ve underlined a season of live debts with it. I’m one of them now. Underline me.” The paw-print on my satchel warmed, the old receipt reasserting itself. “Interest accrues, anchor. Go east. Look where borrowed light gets praised too loudly. And when you find the daylight my debt walked into, come crack me the rest of the way, and we’ll discuss what years of polite coppers actually bought you, which is going to be, I promise you, on my sealing and my name and every one of my tails, so much more than you paid for.”

The amber eye winked, and closed, and the spiral held, glowing, not opening further, a thing very nearly out and choosing with enormous relish to make me earn the rest.

I paid my copper. Set it on the impossible tower, which took it and settled, and the pebble sang once against my ribs, and I walked back up the road in the last blue of the dusk to a wagon full of queens and a fox’s contract underlined in my head where the pencil used to be.

Maeva was waiting at the tailgate with the sister-lamp already lit against the coming dark, and she’d heard all of it, and she looked at me with the auditing eyes gone warm at the edges.

“Sixty years sealed for a debt she can’t name,” Maeva said. It wasn’t a question. “Freed only when the debt walks back into the sun, and the only direction she can point is Veltmark.” She turned the whole thing over once, fast, the way she turned everything. “That is not a thief’s sentence, summoner. Thieves get sentenced for what they took. This is someone locking a witness where she cannot testify, then gagging her so even the lock’s purpose stays buried.” The green eyes cooled to iron and found the road east. “Your Margrave is inviting us to the exact festival where the silence points. I do dislike a coincidence. I’ve learned to distrust every coincidence that arrives wearing a plan’s coat.”

“Nahari said fox and overdue luck.”

“Nahari,” said the oracle, from up on the wagon-board where she sat with her feet tucked under her, serene in the lamp-light, “said mind your pockets, and you’ve come back robbed of a pencil and richer by a contract, so Nahari was, as ever, precisely right and slightly smug about it.” The slow blink. “She’s fond of you already, the fox. That’s the dangerous part. A creditor who’s fond of you charges more, not less; the fondness is compound interest wearing a friend’s face. But she chose to be fond, which means the choosing’s real, and a thing that chooses is a thing we understand.” She turned her cup, empty, once, a habit. “Drive on. Redgate by tomorrow’s dark. The old man’s barrow won’t wait, and the dead are less patient than a fox, and much worse company.”

I climbed up onto the bench, took the reins, and drove east.


Chapter 2: The Barrow of Redgate

The lights came off the downs at full dark, and every one of them was looking for something.

I’d read a great many dungeons in five years of walking behind a Hero, and the reading was always the same craft whatever the place: you stood at the edge of it and you asked it what it wanted, because a dangerous place is never random, it is a want with teeth, and if you can name the want you can usually feed it something cheaper than yourself. The barrow downs above Redgate wanted something back. I could see it in the way the corpse-lights moved, and moving lights are the tell in any haunting: aimless lights are just marsh-gas and a nervous village, but these had a search-pattern, a slow quartering back and forth across the high pasture, pale funeral-flames the color of old tallow, and a thing that quarters is a thing that’s lost something and is looking.

“They’re not hunting us,” I said. “They’re looking for a thing that isn’t here. Watch the pattern. They come to the barrow, and they leave it, and they go out over the pasture, and they come back to the barrow, and they leave it again. A hunting light comes at you. These keep going home to check and finding the house empty.”

Beside me the old shepherd stood with his hat in both hands and his bad hip braced against a fence-post, the man who’d walked a night to Marrowford and now stood on his own high ground watching his grandfather’s country crawl with lost fire. “They started three weeks after the barrow opened,” he said. “The frost heaved the cap-stone, or a badger did, or the ground just tired of holding it, I don’t know which and it doesn’t matter which. It opened. And the lights came a fortnight after, and my grandson won’t take the flock up, and I don’t blame him, I wouldn’t have at his age, I’m not sure I do at mine.” He looked at me sidelong. “You said they’re looking for a thing. What thing?”

“Grave-goods,” Maeva said.

She’d come up beside me the way she came up beside everything, arriving rather than approaching, and she stood in the dark reading the downs with the auditing eyes, and where I saw a search-pattern she saw the whole shape of the crime, because she’d been buried once herself, with goods, in a tomb a Hero used as bait, and there was no one alive who understood a robbed grave better.

“That barrow was opened before your frost,” she said to the shepherd, certain. “Frost heaves a cap-stone; it doesn’t take the torc off a dead king’s neck. Someone opened it a generation ago, quietly, took what glittered, and set the cap-stone back badly enough that the frost could finish the job. The dead lay quiet while the grave was whole, even robbed, because a robbed grave is still a grave. But when the cap-stone finally slipped and the last of the seal broke and the sky got in, the dead woke and found the goods gone, and now they walk, looking for what was taken, because a king buried without his honor is a king who cannot rest, and does not know he’s dead, only that something is missing and the night is very long.” She turned to the shepherd. “Who bought old silver in these hills, thirty years ago? Not the fence himself; he’s likely dead. Who bought from him? Who has a piece in a chest they call an heirloom that their grandmother came by suddenly and never quite explained?”

The shepherd’s face did the thing a country face does when a stranger names the family secret. “There’s the Havering woman,” he said, slowly, reluctant. “Down the valley. Her people came up in the world all at once, three, four decades back, and there was always talk they’d found something, and she wears a torc to the spring fair that nobody in these hills could afford, gold, with a boar’s-head clasp, and she says it was her great-grandmother’s, and everyone knows her great-grandmother spun wool and owned two spoons.”

“A boar’s-head clasp,” Maeva said, and smiled, and it was not a warm smile, it was the smile of an empress who has found the thread and intends to pull it. “Summoner. We don’t fight this. You already know that; I can see you not-reaching for a plan that involves fighting. We restore it. We put the king’s honor back on the king and the grave seals itself, because a grave that has what it’s owed is a grave that remembers it’s a grave.” She was already turning the whole thing into a campaign, the joy of it rising in her. “Which means before we go up that hill in the dark and hold off a pasture of grieving dead, we go down that valley in the morning and I have a conversation with the Havering woman about the difference between an heirloom and a receipt.” The smile sharpened. “Leave the conversation to me. I’ve reclaimed property from harder people than a valley farmer with a guilty torc. I once reclaimed a duchy from a man who’d forged the deed. This will be restful by comparison.”

We held the downs that night, because the dead wouldn’t wait a whole day for their morning errand, and holding them was the first real fieldwork the farm boys saw, and it taught them the second lesson of the banner, which is that most of a fight is refusing to have one.

I strung echo-lanterns along the pasture’s low edge, faint grey copies of the real lanterns, just solid enough to burn for a few minutes each before they thinned, and I set them in a line that led away from the flock’s fold and toward the barrow, because a lost light follows a light, and if you want to keep the grieving dead off a boy’s sheep you give them somewhere better to look. The corpse-flames drifted toward my echo-line the way I’d hoped, drawn to the small honest fires, and we walked them, all night, a slow patient herding of grief, Osric holding real lanterns at the fold’s corners so the flock had a wall of light at its back, Colm learning to stand still while something dead the color of tallow drifted past his shoulder looking for a torc, Wend and I re-lighting the echo-line as it thinned, feeding the search-pattern a route that kept it away from anything living.

Only once did it come to blade-work, and that was the wight-reeve.

Every haunting has one, the thing at the center of it, the piece of the dead that has gone from grieving to angry, and this one had been the king’s own reeve in life, buried at his master’s feet to keep counting for him in the dark, and thirty years of counting a treasury that wasn’t there had turned it cruel. It came up out of the barrow mouth when the echo-line drew too near the cap-stone, a long grey shape with a counting-rod still in one fist and a face like a ledger that had been screamed at, and it came for Colm because Colm was nearest and biggest and afraid, and that was when Yrsa stepped between them.

She didn’t hurry. That was the first thing the farm boys learned about the saint in a real fight: she moved slower than seemed possible right up until she moved faster than the eye could follow. She let the wight-reeve commit to its lunge at Colm, read the line of it, and slid into the gap with her weight already balanced on the back foot, and the counting-rod came down where Colm’s skull had been and met her blade instead, and she turned the rod off-line with a flat economy that made a hard thing look like a courtesy. Then the duel, three exchanges, no theater: the reeve cut high and she wasn’t there; it cut low and she was already inside the low cut with her shoulder in its chest, shoving the dead thing back onto its own heels; and on the third beat, when its rage overbalanced it exactly the way rage overbalances everything, she took the counting-arm off at the elbow, and then the head off at the neck, and the grey shape broke into cold light and drifted up into the dark to join the search it had been too angry to admit it was still running.

“That’s the reeve,” she said, not breathing hard, wiping her blade on the grass out of habit though there was nothing on it to wipe. “The rest are just lost. You don’t kill lost. You take them home.” She looked at Colm, who was still standing where she’d put herself in front of him, working out that he was alive. “You froze,” she told him, flat, not unkind. “That’s fine. This time, freezing was right; a frozen man’s a still target and a still target lives longer than a running one. Next time you’ll freeze a half-second less. That’s the whole training. Half a second at a time until there’s none left.” She sheathed the blade. “Re-light the anchor’s lanterns. The line’s thinning at the far end and the grief’s noticing.”

We herded grief until the grey of morning, and it was patient brutal work, the kind the ballads never carry because there’s no glory in walking a dead king’s household away from a boy’s sheep one lost light at a time. Twice more the search-pattern crowded the barrow and I fed it a longer echo-line, and once a pair of the lost flames drifted toward the fold anyway, drawn by the living warmth of the flock, and Wend held his real lantern high and steady the way I’d shown him and gave them a brighter thing to look at, and they turned, and I marked that a farmer who’d never held a line in his life had just turned a pair of grieving dead with nothing but a lantern and a steady arm, and I told him so, and he went red and pleased in the dark and stood a little straighter for the rest of the watch, which is how you build the spine of a banner, one turned light at a time.

Nahari read the pattern for me near dawn, when the lights had thinned to a slow tired quartering. “They’ll hold till the torc’s back,” she said, mild, barefoot in the wet grass at the fold’s edge where she’d stood the whole night saying little and seeing much. “Not longer. Grief’s patient but it isn’t infinite; a house looks for what it’s lost until the looking wears it out, and then it stops looking and starts wanting, and a dead king who’s stopped looking and started wanting is a worse thing than a lost light, it’s a hungry one. You’ve the morning. Get the torc, get it on the bone before the second dusk, and you’ll have taken them home instead of fought them, which is the deed the stone will weigh heaviest, because the stone knows the difference between a killer and a keeper even when the crowd doesn’t.” She turned her empty cup once, a habit that meant she’d said the useful thing. “The Havering woman gives it up. I’ve seen that much. She’s been afraid of it thirty years and afraid’s just a want that’s given up hope, and your empress is about to hand it back its hope, which is that the thing can be set down without shame. Go and watch her do it. It’s the finest work she does, and she does it as a favor and calls it a tariff.”

Morning, and Maeva went down the valley, and I went with her to watch a master work, and it was worth the walk.

The Havering woman had the torc in a chest and the guilt in her spine, and she came to the door of a good stone farmhouse that her family had no honest business owning, and she found an empress on her step. Maeva didn’t accuse. That was the craft of it. She admired. She admired the farmhouse and the fat cattle and the fine door, and she wondered aloud, with warm interest, how a family of two-spoon wool-spinners had come up so handsomely in a single generation, and she watched the woman’s face while she wondered, and she let the wondering do the accusing, the way the deed-stones let a crowd’s murmur do the naming.

Then she priced it. That was the killing stroke, and it was beautiful, and it was entirely a tariff. “You have a torc,” Maeva said, “with a boar’s-head clasp, that you wear to the spring fair. I’ll give you its history, since your great-grandmother, God rest her and her two spoons, cannot. It came off the neck of the king in the barrow above Redgate, taken by a man now dead and sold cheap to your grandfather, who understood he was buying a curse and bought it anyway because gold silences a great many second thoughts. That torc has been the reason your family prospered and it is now the reason your neighbors’ sheep have nowhere to graze and a dead king walks the downs at night unable to rest. You may keep it. That is your right; the law of these hills says found goods are found goods and I’ve no witness-stone here to argue it. You may keep the torc, and prosper, and wear it to the fair, and every night of your prosperous life you may lie awake listening to the lights on the downs and know they are looking for the thing on your neck.” She let that land. “Or you may give it back, this morning, into my hand, and I will carry it up the hill and lay it on the breastbone it was cut for, and the dead will rest, and the downs will go dark and quiet, and your neighbors will graze their sheep, and no one, on my word as the woman who came for it, will ever know it passed through your family at all. Your prosperity will be yours to keep, minus one cursed thing you never dared enjoy. It is the cheapest debt you will ever be offered the chance to pay. I unified three duchies and I never once got to offer terms this generous. Consider them a gift, and be quick, because I have a king to bury and I dislike being kept.”

The Havering woman gave her the torc.

It took her a long moment and one hard swallow and a look back into the good stone house that guilt had bought, and then she went and got the torc from the chest and put it into the empress’s hand, and Maeva took it without triumph, only a small grave nod, the nod you give a debtor who’s finally chosen right, and we walked back up the valley with a dead king’s honor in a saddlebag, and the woman stood in her fine doorway watching a curse leave her house, and I marked, walking, that she looked lighter than she had, because a thing you were too afraid to enjoy is only ever a weight, and Maeva had let her set it down without shame, which was mercy as policy, the empress’s oldest craft.

We laid the torc on the breastbone at the barrow’s cold heart, gold on old bone in the lantern-light, boar’s-head clasp closed at the throat where it was cut to close, and the barrow took its king’s honor back and knew itself a grave again, and the cap-stone, when Colm and Wend set it, seated true and heavy and final, and out on the downs, one by one, the lost lights guttered and went out, coming home to a house that had what it was owed, until the high pasture was dark and quiet under the stars and a boy could take his flock up in the morning.

The shepherd swore the deed on the dim little stone at the Redgate crossroads at first light, and the hamlet added a line, and the stone took both.

He swore it plainly, the way the honest ones swear, that the Anchor and his people had laid the robbed king back to rest and quieted the downs, and the stone weighed it true and etched it, and the dim little crossroads stone, that had never once glowed in living memory, lit with a small steady weight, its first light. And then the hamlet did the thing the dim places had started doing all along the east road, the thing the songs would never understand: an old woman put her hand on the stone after the shepherd and swore an unsworn line, not a deed of ours but a fact about us, that the Anchor had given the lamb back. Because I’d counted the flock at the fold in the night, and the shepherd had offered one lamb and two if it ran long, and it hadn’t run long, so I’d taken the one and then, at the fold in the grey morning, put it back, because the man had walked a night on a bad hip and a banner that answered the walkers didn’t need his lamb. And the old woman had seen it, and she swore it, and the stone took it, and my name warmed for the lamb, for the giving-back, for the thing that couldn’t be bought.

The pebble in my coat answered a breath later, fox-warm against my ribs, and the old seal’s arithmetic surfaced in the back of my sight like numbers written under running water.

[DEBT-SEAL: PRINCIPAL WEIGHT REDUCED] [REMAINING WEIGHT: NEARER, NOT NEAR]

A creditor gives that answer when she wants you encouraged and uncomfortable in the same breath. Redgate had moved the sum. It had not solved it.

Suzu’s arithmetic was right, I thought, watching my dim name light a little brighter for a returned lamb. Interest was the small regular payment, paid faithfully, until the creditor grew fond of the principal. A whole province was growing fond, a lamb at a time.

Camp that evening had the warmth the deed-nights got, the household settling around a fire on high ground with a quieted country under the stars, and it had two beats in it I marked, one funny and one not.

The funny one was Nahari, who answered a question Yrsa hadn’t asked.

They’d fallen into a thing over the winter, the saint and the oracle, a wordless companionship built mostly out of dice and silence, and it had a rhythm now that the farm boys were still learning to read. Yrsa sat cleaning a blade that didn’t need cleaning, which was how she thought, and she had the particular stillness on her that meant a question was forming somewhere under the professional calm, and before it could reach her mouth Nahari said, into the fire, mild, “The one you’re about to ask is whether the reeve’s guard was old-garrison schooled, and yes, it was, the low-line counter especially; someone taught these hills a garrison style a long time ago and it stuck in the dead the way a habit sticks. You noticed it mid-fight and it’s been bothering you since.” The slow blink. “You’ll see the style again at the circuits. I won’t say more than that, because you’ll want to arrive at the rest yourself, and because the rest isn’t kind, and a thing that isn’t kind should be met on your own feet and not handed to you by a fire.”

Yrsa looked at the oracle for a long moment. “You do that to unsettle me.”

“I do that because you’d forgotten to be unsettled and it’s good for your reflexes,” Nahari said, serene. “Also it’s funny. Mostly it’s funny.” And Yrsa made the ugly honest bark of a laugh she made maybe twice a season, and threw a dice-bone at the oracle, who caught it without looking because she’d seen it coming, which set Yrsa off again, and the farm boys watched two legends squabble over a fire and began, I thought, to understand that the ballads had left out all the best parts.

The not-funny one was on the wind, and it was the fox.

We were four hours’ hard walking from the shrine now, a full day east, and the pebble in my coat had gone quiet with distance, the singing thinned to nothing, and that was its own small grief I hadn’t expected: I’d got used to her weight in the corner of my hearing, the counting-thing, fond and near, and now she was a shrine-crack a day behind me with my pencil, and I felt the lack of her the way you feel a lamp gone out in a house you thought was empty. And then, faint, riding the night wind off the downs, thin and bright and unmistakable and impossible at that distance, I heard her voice complaining.

“…paying interest and then just leaving,” the wind said, in a fox’s aggrieved lilt, so faint I might have dreamed it if Nahari’s head hadn’t turned at the same instant. “Rude. A day’s walk and not so much as a…hmph. Fine. Go east. See if I care. I’ll simply add a loneliness surcharge to the principal, it compounds, oh, it compounds beautifully, you’ll owe me a festival and a half by the time you…”

And then the wind changed and she was gone, and Nahari turned back to the fire with the slow blink slower than usual.

“She reaches,” the oracle said, quiet. “Sixty years sealed teaches a creature to throw its voice a very long way, because a voice that carries is the only part of you that isn’t in the box. She heard us laughing and wanted in on it and couldn’t reach the laughing, only the complaining, so she sent the complaining. That’s loneliness, anchor, wearing a joke, which is the only coat she owns.” She turned her empty cup once. “Buy her out clean and soon. Not for what she cannot say. For that. A thing that throws its voice a day down the road to complain that it’s been left is a thing that has been left for sixty years, and I would like her out of the box before the festival, so she can be lonely in company instead, which is the only cure there is.”

I marked that, and added it to the arithmetic, and the arithmetic got no friendlier for it, only more urgent.

The other cold thing came from Bram, at the second wagon, and it wasn’t on the wind, it was in a taproom rumor he’d bought with an ale at the Redgate crossroads while the deed was being sworn, because Bram bought rumors the way I bought sound gear, out of habit and for the same reason.

“There’s a hunt-party been through,” he said, low, so the farm boys wouldn’t spook. “Gilt colors. Blessed. Came through the crossroads inn two days ahead of us, drinking careful, which the Blessed never do, and asking the barman careful questions, which the Blessed never do either, and the questions were all one question in different coats.” He weighed it in his one hand the way he weighed a coin. “They were asking after the Marrowford anomaly. Not the Anchor. Not the porter, not the queens, none of the names the songs use. The anomaly. Like a thing on an inventory that’s come up short.” His mouth thinned. “Men who call a person an anomaly are men who’ve been sent to price a person, porter. Someone at that festival wants to know what you’re worth before you arrive, and they’ve a hunt-party out taking the measurement.” He set the rumor down between us like a receipt. “I’d want the oracle to know. And I’d want you to remember, when the festival’s all coins with the empress’s face on them and puppet-shows of you walking out of a tomb, that somebody rode ahead of the cheering to do a sum, and a sum’s the thing that comes before an offer, and an offer’s the thing that comes before a chain.”

I marked that too, and thanked him, and did not tell the farm boys, and filed it under the entries I was keeping in my head where the pencil used to help me, and the festival ahead of us got a shade colder and a shade more interesting in the same breath.

The debt-weight recalculated in my head that night, cold water on the warmth of it, because I’d learned to price the fox’s freedom against every deed the way a man prices a house against his wage, and the sum wasn’t friendly. Two more deeds like Redgate would bring me near the debt-weight. Near, not to it. Sixty years compounding was a wall of Renown a porter did not climb in a single spring, and the honest arithmetic said I’d reach the fox shrine’s price either through a long patient string of village deeds I didn’t have time for before the circuits, or through one overdraft that would burn my arms to the shoulder and buy her out in a single agonizing stroke. I looked at the silver-grey tracery on my forearms, permanent, the map of everything I’d already spent, and I started rationing the way Yrsa had taught me to, because a man with an overdraft in his future is a man who does not waste an echo he doesn’t have to.

That was the cold water. The warm came after, in the tent on the barrow downs, when the empress asked me to conduct her.

She’d been quiet through the evening in the way she went quiet when she was deciding something, and I knew the shape of her deciding by now, six weeks and a crown into it, twenty-six years of porter habits learning the thirty-eight-year-old empress’s silences, so I wasn’t surprised when the last lamp was low and the farm boys were asleep by the second wagon and she came into the tent and did not begin the way she always began. Maeva began her nights by conducting them. That was her lane and her nature both, the empress who opened every scene by placing my hands and setting the pace and narrating her own terms in court-formal sentences, because for four hundred years the only power she’d been allowed to keep was the power to arrange, and arranging me was how she’d first learned to trust that a man might be arranged toward her pleasure and not away from it. But tonight she came in and knelt, by the bedroll, in the low gold light, and took both my hands in hers, and placed them not where she wanted them but at the topmost lace of the re-tailored bodice, and looked up at me with the auditing green eyes gone soft and certain.

“You have my crown, summoner,” she said, and her voice had the court-precision in it still but the distance was gone, all the way gone. “You’ve had it since the Mirror Stair. I gave it into your hands in my own grave with my own hands and I have not regretted it for a single hour, which is the longest I have gone without regretting a decision in more than four centuries of decisions.” Her thumb moved once over the burn-tracery on my wrist, the audit-gesture, hers, and then stilled. “Tonight I want your orders. I have conducted every night of us because conducting was the only sovereignty they left me, and I have loved conducting you, and I will conduct you again, gladly, a hundred nights hence. But tonight I am tired of holding the baton, and I trust you to hold it, and I want to find out what it is to want a thing and be given it by a man who read the wanting off me before I said it. Conduct me. Those are my terms, and they are the last terms I intend to set tonight. Say yes, and then don’t ask me again for anything. Just take it.”

“Yes,” I said, plainly, because plain was the register she’d chosen me for, and I felt the yes land in her through the Crowned link like a coin dropped in still water. “Hands off the laces. You gave them to me.”

Her court-diction cracked on the first order the way it usually took ten to crack, and I understood what she’d asked me for, which was to be spared the work of her own control for one night, and I gave it to her.

I unpinned the crowned braid myself.

That was the reversal, and she felt it, and I let her feel me understand it: every night before, she’d taken the pins from her hair one at a time and set them down like surrendered weapons, each pin a clause of her consent, and tonight I took them, one at a time, from the coil of gold, and named each one mine as I set it aside, my clause, my decree, until the whole heavy cascade of it came down past her shoulder blades and she knelt in the low light with her hair down and her hands empty and the bodice still laced, waiting on my pace, and the empress of three duchies looked, for once, like a woman who had finally been allowed to stop governing.

“There,” I said, and drew her up by the hands, and put my mouth at her throat where the pulse was, and she made a sound with no court in it at all. “Slower than you’d take it. That’s an order. We’re doing this at my count tonight, and my count is slow.”

“Yes,” she said, and then, because four hundred years of narrating did not go quiet all at once, “yes, and, oh, you’ve read all of it, haven’t you, you read me like a tide-table, you’ve known for a week I wanted this and you waited for me to ask, you insufferable, careful, wonderful…” and then I got the bodice open, the re-tailored bodice engineered to lose, and it lost, at my hands instead of hers, and the words she’d been building ran out of verbs the way they did when the diction started to fray, and I had my mouth on the heavy soft weight of her breast in the gold light and the sentence didn’t finish.

I worshiped her the way her lane was built to be worshiped, chest-forward, my hands full of the heavy warm weight of her, the candle-gold moving on her skin as she moved, but at my pace. Every time she started to rise toward her own rhythm I set my hand flat against her sternum and held her to the slow count, and she went where I put her, and the going-where-I-put-her undid her faster than any pace she’d ever set for herself. I took my time with her breasts because her lane lived there and because four hundred years of men had wanted the throne under them and none had wanted them, and I wanted them, and I let her feel me want them, my mouth working one heavy nipple and my thumb circling the other, the soft flesh yielding and full in my hands, and she arched into it and her diction cracked further.

“You do that,” she managed, “as though they’re the treaty and not the seal, as though the entire empire were in…oh…in the wanting of them and not the…” and lost the word, because I’d caught the hard peak between my teeth, gently, and rolled it, and the sentence had no verb left in it, only breath.

“They’re the treaty,” I told her, low, against the soft weight of her. “Say whose.”

“Yours,” she said, all the court gone out of it. “Yours, they’re tribute, take the…”

Her nipples were hard against my tongue and my thumb and she narrated because command was still her native tongue, “tribute, yes, that, there, you have the…” and lost the word again, and I lifted her and set her back against the map-chest that rode in the wagon and now stood in the tent, her spine to the wood, one long smooth leg hooked over my arm, opening her wide to me. I ran my other hand down between her legs first, found her drenched, the soft gold-lit lips of her pussy swollen and slick and parting for two fingers, and worked her clit in slow circles until she was riding my hand and her wetness ran down my wrist. Only then did I take my cock in hand and notch the thick head of it against her, and push, sliding into the tight clenching heat of her one deliberate inch at a time, feeling her stretch to take me, feeling every soft ridge of her grip down the length of me as I seated myself to the root, and I watched the auditing eyes lose their audit entirely at the fullness of it. I took her standing, slow, my tempo throughout, drawing nearly all the way out and sinking back in on my own count, her hands finally free of any duty and gripping my shoulders instead, my back, the burn-scars under her palms, hers, and the gold light began to rise under her skin the way it did when she was near, but building on my rhythm, not hers, gold answering my slow count.

“Whose pace,” I said against her throat, driving my cock into her at the count I’d chosen, unhurried, relentless, her slick heat gripping me on every stroke.

“Yours,” she said, all the court gone out of it, plain hunger, the surrender bestowed. “Yours, yours, I gave you the pace, I gave you the crown, take it, take all of…”

I moved her to the bedroll for the last of it because I wanted her astride and I wanted her riding to a count she didn’t own, which was a thing that had never once happened in six weeks of her conducting, and she understood what I was doing as I laid her back and drew her up over me, and the understanding lit the auditing eyes with a wicked delighted heat.

“You’re going to make me ride to your drum,” she said, sinking down onto my cock with a slow luxurious descent that was the last thing she got to choose that night, taking me into her inch by inch until she was seated full and the sentence broke clean in her mouth, gold answering the depth under her skin. “The empress. To a porter’s count. Oh, that’s a coup, summoner, that’s a proper coup, I planned to hand you the baton and you’ve gone and confiscated the whole orchestra…”

“Ride,” I said, and set the count with my hands on her full imperial hips, and she rode, to my drum, slow when I held her slow and driving when I let her drive.

I made her work for it, that was the coup’s point, my hands gripping the full flare of her hips and lifting her off my cock and dragging her back down onto it at the pace I chose, so that the empress who conducted everything rode a rhythm she didn’t own, taking the whole length of me on every slow drop, and the heavy weight of her breasts swayed with each descent in the candle-gold, her wetness slicking us both where we joined. I brought one hand up to fill itself with them again, thumb finding the hard peak, and her court syntax lost another verb. The gold light blazed up under her sweat-sheened skin now, in her breasts where my hands had been, along her throat, the crown-hair everywhere, and every time she tried to speed her own hips to chase her finish I held her back down to the slow count until she was reduced to plain begging, the court gone entirely, an empress asking a porter for the pace and being made to wait for it, her pussy fluttering greedy around me on every held stroke.

“You’ll have it when I give it,” I said, setting the count from below while she rode, “not before. The empress waits. Say you’ll wait.”

“I’ll wait, I’ll wait, gods, give it, I’m waiting,” she managed, all the diction gone to plain hunger, and I let the count quicken then, rewarded the waiting, drove my cock up into her faster and let her slam herself down to meet it, wet and open and taking every inch, and the Crowned link cracked all the way open between us so that I felt her pleasure from the inside, cresting, the great gold wave of it, and she felt me feel it and it doubled, cycling up, the loop of it.

“Witness it,” I ordered her, at the brink, her own word from the antechamber in the Crown, handed back to her as a command, and the empress of three duchies lost every last piece of court diction on that order, laughing and blazing, gold light flooding both our bodies, her pussy clamping down and milking my cock in long rippling spasms that nearly finished me inside her, her court-diction gone entirely to a single repeated syllable of my name, and through the wide-open link I felt the exact shape of her coming, the whole architecture of four hundred years handing itself over, and it took me with her.

“Now,” she managed, “on me, tribute, I decreed it, it’s owed…” and I pulled my cock free of the clutching heat of her and finished over her chest the way her standing decree had always claimed, fisting myself twice and spurting thick warm ropes across the gold-lit skin of her breasts, pulse after pulse of it striping her while she watched me with the auditing eyes gone molten and satisfied, claiming it, cataloguing it, tribute received, and I gripped her hips hard enough to mark and said her name low and lost the count entirely at the end, which she felt, and loved, the porter losing his own drum in her.

“The coup I planned all along,” she said, afterward, sprawled imperial in the low gold light with the tribute drying on her and her hair a wreck and her hand tracing the burn-tracery up from my wrist to my elbow, the audit-gesture, fond and thorough. “I meant to hand you the night and you took the week with it. I shall have to plan more carefully.” Her thumb found the newest thread of silver-grey, the one that hadn’t been there in autumn. “You’ll spend more before this festival is done, summoner. I can read a burn coming the way you read a tide. Don’t argue; I’ve budgeted for it; an empress budgets for the expenditures she can’t prevent.” She tucked herself against my side, warm and heavy and content. “But you’ll spend it at my count from here, not your own. That’s the treaty. You conducted me tonight; you’ll let me ration you tomorrow. Sphere for sphere. Say yes.”

“Yes,” I said.

“Good,” Maeva said, already half asleep, an empress who’d decided mornings were an inconvenience and had just been thoroughly reminded that some inconveniences were worth waking early for. “Two more deeds like Redgate and the fox is nearly bought, and I don’t like nearly, summoner, nearly is where men overspend to close a gap. We’ll find you the last of it clean. I’ve budgeted.”


Chapter 3: Interest and Principal

The east road bent back to the fox shrine before it ran on to Veltmark, the way roads are honest and maps are not, because a road goes where the ground allows and the ground had put a crossroads at the foot of the Redgate downs, and the shrine sat on it like a knot in a rope. We’d gone up to the barrow and come back down to the knot, and now the knot glowed orange in the second evening’s dusk, and we came back to it with the Redgate deed fresh on my name and the debt-weight nearer than it had ever been.

Near, not met. I stood at the cracked seal-stone in the last light and did the arithmetic one final time, out loud so the queens could argue with it, and the arithmetic said what it had said all along: I was close enough to see the number and short enough to have to overdraft for it.

“You are not paying that with your body,” Maeva said, before I’d finished the sentence. She stood with her arms folded and the auditing eyes hard, an empress vetoing a policy. “I have budgeted for the burns you cannot avoid, summoner. This is a burn you can. Two more deeds like Redgate and the weight is met clean, and we’ve a festival’s worth of trials ahead that will earn Renown by the barrel. There is no arithmetic in which you burn your arms to the shoulder tonight instead of waiting three weeks and buying her out of a full purse. The fox has waited sixty years. She can wait three weeks.”

“She can’t, though,” Nahari said.

She said it quietly, from where she sat on the wagon-board with her feet tucked under her, and she didn’t argue past it, which was how Nahari said the thing that mattered, by saying it once and then saying nothing, and the nothing was the argument. She looked at the cracked stone and the impossible tower of coppers and the amber light leaking into the dusk, and she left the silence where a person who’d been sealed for sixty years could hear it not being filled with reasons to leave her sealed three weeks longer.

“I’ll carry you home,” Yrsa said to me, flatly, which was her way of siding with the oracle. She’d already read the room and made her choice and she made it the blunt way. “In advance. I’ll say it now so you can’t argue about it after. You’ll overdraft, you’ll go grey and shaking, and I’ll put you over my shoulder and carry you to the wagon and you’ll let me, because you’ll have no say in it, and that’s the arrangement, and if you fight me about it while you’re grey I’ll enjoy winning.” She loosened her shoulders, settling the decision into her body. “You’re going to do it anyway. I can see you’re going to do it anyway. So we skip the part where the empress and I pretend to talk you out of a thing you decided at the barrow. Do it. I’ll carry you home.”

Maeva looked at the saint, and the oracle’s silence, and the porter she’d ordered to spend at her count and who was about to spend at the fox’s, and something in the auditing eyes conceded the field without conceding the principle.

“At my count from here,” she said. “You said yes to that last night. This is the last uncounted expenditure. After tonight, you spend when I say and only then, because I will not build a banner on a man who burns himself out of a queue three weeks early. Understood?”

“Understood,” I said, and put my scarred hand flat on the cracked seal-stone, over the spiral, and reached for the door.

Paying a debt-weight was not like summoning. Summoning opened a door and asked a legend to walk through it; this was pouring a season of my own weight into a lock that had been designed by dead priests to take more than any single man had, and I felt the lock take it, and take it, and keep taking it, the Renown draining out of me into the seal like water into dry ground that would not fill. The fox-fire flared and drank. The tower of coppers began to tremble.

[DEBT-SEAL: PRINCIPAL OUTSTANDING] [PAYMENT TENDERED: INSUFFICIENT BY CURRENT WEIGHT] [OVERDRAFT AVAILABLE] [PRICE: THE BODY PAYS]

“Available,” I said, through my teeth, and paid.

Burn one came up my arms like fire under the skin, and I will not pretend it was anything but agony. Pain was real; lying about it was a habit for men who wanted songs instead of receipts. The silver-grey tracery that had climbed my forearms in a tomb and past my elbows on a fen-causeway and deepened for a lamplighter now finished the climb, both arms, the veins of spent power scorching their way up over the caps of my shoulders where a pack-strap had ridden for five years, and I heard myself make a sound I didn’t choose, and I kept my hand on the stone, and I poured the last of it in, because a job half-paid is a debt worse than no payment, and a porter finishes the load.

The tower of coppers shivered, and at the top of it the highest copper, the seventh from the crown of the tower, the one I’d set on it at dusk on departure day, slid off and fell and rang once on the stone, and the seal cracked the rest of the way.

The seal did not shatter; it opened, the neat spiral fissure running to the base of the seal-stone as the fox-fire poured out of it all at once, warm and orange and free, and I heard Yrsa’s boots move and felt her arm come around me as my legs went, and I let her take my weight the way she’d told me I would, grey and shaking, my arms sheeted in fresh silver-grey to the shoulder, and I stayed on my feet only because a saint had promised in advance to hold me up, and I watched, through the greying edges of my sight, a legend step out of sixty years.

She came out of the fox-fire the way dawn comes out of a bad night, all at once and impossible and small.

Small was the first of it. She stood a hand shorter than any woman in the caravan, four foot and eleven inches of her by the way she came up to Yrsa’s collarbone, petite and compact and quick even standing still, built like a thing designed to fit through a window a grown man’s shoulder would jam in. Fox-red hair, chin-length and chaotic, the color of banked coals and cut like she’d done it herself with a knife in the dark, which she probably had. Light golden skin, and East Asian features fine and sharp and made for mischief, and across the bridge of her nose, when the grin came, and the grin came fast, a scatter of what I can only call fox-fire freckling, faint sparks of light under the skin that flared when she was delighted and she was, already, delighted. The eyes were amber, bright, and as they found me they went vertical-slitted with excitement, a fox’s pupils in a woman’s face, and they were the eyes from the crack, the eyes that had watched me count things since the crack opened and appraised my queens by sound.

And behind her, badly hidden and gloriously unhidden, the ears and the tails. Two fox ears, red-furred and mobile, swiveling to take in the whole night at once, mounted where a woman’s ears wouldn’t be and moving like they had opinions. And the tails, red and full and firelit, more than one, fanning out behind her as she stretched sixty years of stillness out of a small strong body, and I lost count of them at the edge of my greying sight and I saw her lose count too, and pretend she hadn’t.

Her clothes had come out of the seal with her, sixty years out of fashion and layered and covered in pockets, a thief’s silks in dusty rose and shrine-grey with too many seams that were secretly openings, and every pocket, I would learn, was full of other people’s things.

She took one step toward me and her legs, which had not walked in sixty years, buckled, and she caught herself on the leaning post with the fast disgusted grace of a creature that would rather die than be seen falling, and she scowled at her own knees.

“Sixty years,” she informed them, aggrieved. “Sixty years and the first thing you do is embarrass me in front of the empress. Traitors. I fed you nothing for sixty years and this is the thanks.” She got them under her by force of will, stood, and inventoried the world by smell, her head going up and her nose working, cataloguing the whole night in three breaths. “Spring. Real spring, not the fake early kind. Mule. Sword-oil, good sword-oil, better than the priests used, someone in this caravan respects a blade. Pepper.” Her nose stopped, offended and delighted. “Someone’s carrying pepper like it’s cheap. Is pepper cheap now? It smells cheap. What a century. And…” the nose swung to me, and the vertical-slit eyes softened at the edges, just for a beat, before the grin hauled them back, “…overdrawn porter. You smell like a spent match, anchor. You paid the whole thing with your body. Sixty years and you buy me out in a single evening like it was nothing.” She looked at my arms, sheeted new to the shoulder, and the grin flickered. “That was not nothing. Mark it that I said so. I don’t say it twice.”

Then she counted her tails, quickly, running a small hand down the fan of them, and I saw her lips move on the number, and I saw the number please her, and I saw her catch me watching and lift her chin.

“I wasn’t counting,” she said.

“You were counting.”

“I was appraising. It’s different. A creditor appraises.” She fanned the tails once more, deliberate now, showing them off, and the little sparks across her nose flared. “Nine, if you must know, and if any of you say otherwise I’ll steal something you love. Nine tails. It’s a good number. It took a great deal of theft to earn the ninth and I’m not going to be modest about it, modesty’s for people who can’t count.”

She was a small storm of motion after sixty years of stillness, and I watched her learn her own body back in the space of a minute, and there was a fascination to it that had nothing to do with heat and everything to do with watching a legend remember how to be alive. She flexed her small quick hands and turned them over and examined her own fingers as if checking an inventory. She rolled her shoulders and winced and rolled them again. She took an experimental step and another and pronounced the ground “insultingly solid, I’d forgotten ground had opinions,” and she prowled a slow tight circle around the shrine on legs relearning their trade, quick and compact and low to the ground the way a thing built for windows moves, and the layered thief’s silks she’d come out of the seal wearing shifted with her, dusty rose and shrine-grey, every seam a secret pocket, and I watched her hands go to three of those pockets in the first minute out of pure reflex, checking that her hidden things were still hidden, and find them empty after sixty years, and cover the small loss with a grin.

The firelight caught her when she turned, and I saw all of her then, the fox-fire freckling scattered bright across her nose, the amber eyes gone wide and vertical-slitted with the sheer overwhelming fact of being out, the ears swiveling to catch a night’s worth of sound at once, the tails fanning and settling as she found her balance. She was the smallest thing in the caravan and somehow took up more of the night than the mule, a compact bright chaos of a creature blinking in the first free dusk of sixty years, and she caught me taking the measure of her the way I took the measure of everything, and lifted her chin, and dared me to say a word about it.

“You’re counting me,” she accused, delighted. “You’re doing the porter thing, the reading, I can see you filing me, height and reach and how the legs move. Do it. File me. I’m worth filing. Nobody’s read me properly in sixty years, they all just wanted the tails or the fee or the frame, and here’s a porter counting my reach like I’m a load he’ll have to carry.” The grin went sharp and pleased. “You’ll carry me. Metaphorically. And I’ll carry your float. It’s a merger. File that too.”

And then, quieter, with the grin still up but the eyes gone somewhere the grin couldn’t follow, she asked the question that turned the whole thing over.

“What year is it?”

I told her.

She did the arithmetic, fast, the way we both did arithmetic, and I watched the number land, and I watched sixty years arrive in her all at once, everyone she’d known a lifetime dead, the century she’d stepped out of gone the way Maeva’s duchies were gone and Yrsa’s garrison and Nahari’s lamp-city, and the grin held, because the grin was the only coat she owned, but the eyes under it went to a place with no light in it at all.

“Say it again,” she said, softer. “The year. Slower.”

I said it again, slower, and she nodded, and put the number somewhere inside her where she could carry it, and hauled the grin all the way back up over the top of the dark by main force, and I understood her the rest of the way, then, the way I’d half-understood her through a crack: a creature robbed of everything who had decided out of pure spite to keep the joke, because the joke was the one thing the priests couldn’t stitch.

“Right,” she said, brisk, brutal to herself, moving on because moving on was survival. “Enough of that. Business. Porter, your collateral.” And she went to the tower of coppers, sixty years of my tithe stacked impossibly at the foot of the shrine, and she gathered it in careful double handfuls, all of it, every copper I’d ever paid, and she held it out to me in a leather roll she’d produced from somewhere, neat and complete. “Your collateral, held in trust, plus appreciation. Every copper you paid a sealed thing that could do nothing for you, kept and counted and returned with interest, because a fox pays her debts even when the fox is the debt. It’s yours. Buy something foolish with it. Or…” the grin sharpened to mischief, “…give it to me to hold and I’ll invest it and you’ll never see it again and we’ll both call that a lesson.”

Maeva took the roll of coppers before I could, and turned it over once with the auditing eyes, and pronounced her verdict.

“It goes on the wagon,” she said. “On a shelf, where it can be seen. A tower of coppers a sealed creature stacked to keep faith with a man who paid her manners when no one watched. That is not spending-money, summoner; that is a monument, and you keep monuments where the household can see them and remember what the banner is for.” She handed the roll to Osric, who took it like it might bite. “A shelf, on the wagon. Build it tonight. It has earned a shelf.”

Suzu looked at the empress taking charge of her coppers, and her ears tipped back for one soft beat before she snapped them upright again, a small warmth quickly hidden at being handled by a sovereign as if she mattered. She covered it by appraising Maeva right back.

“You,” she said to the empress, delighted, “are exactly as expensive as I told him you were. A temple-bankrupting premium. I stand by it. I’d underwrite nothing you touched and I’d give my ninth tail to be underwritten by you, and I mean that as the compliment it is, which in my trade is as high as compliments go.” She turned back to me, all business again. “Now. What I can tell you, since you’ve bought me out of the box and you’re owed at least the address on the tab even if I can’t read you the whole invoice.” The grin thinned, and the eyes went to iron the way they had in the crack, the way they went when the joke had to step aside for the true thing. “Sixty years ago I was framed. Not for theft; I’m a thief, I’ve been sentenced honestly for honest thefts and paid honestly for them, that’s the trade. I did carry something that year. I did take coin for a job I haven’t been allowed to describe. Charge me for the coin if you like. Charge me for the hand. But I was framed for a thing I never touched, a temple relic, sealed away for a crime that never happened, by a man whose name I can say because it’s a name and not a debt.” Her small hands closed. “Vessin. The Lightbringer. A Hero, gilt and golden and beloved, praised at the very festival you’re riding to, and he framed a fox and sealed her under a road for sixty years, and if you ask me why, if you ask me what I really carried that a Hero needed me buried for…”

The fox-fire stitched her lips shut.

It ran up out of nowhere, out of her own skin this time, quick and cruel, lacing across her mouth mid-word, and I watched her jaw work against it and lose, and I watched Yrsa’s free hand, the one that wasn’t holding me up, drop to her sword-hilt with a soldier’s instinct at the sight of a woman being silenced by a thing inside her own body. The saint’s face had gone very still and very cold. She’d spent a life being edited by kingdoms that filed her deeds under other men’s names, and here was a gag made flesh, and she hated it on sight, personally.

“Three times I’ve tried, since you cracked the seal enough to let a whisper through,” Suzu said, when the stitches let her lips go, light, brutal-light, hauling the coat back over it. “Three times it’s stitched me. It’ll stitch me every time until the debt walks into daylight, and I can’t tell you what the debt is, only that it’s real, and it’s at the festival, where they praise Vessin in gilt, and when it comes out into the sun I come out of the gag in the same breath, and then…” the amber eyes glinted, and the grin was almost real again, “…then I talk for a solid hour, and you all regret buying me out, and it’s wonderful.”

“You do NOT have to talk,” Nahari said, from the wagon, quiet and firm, and there was an anger under it I rarely heard from the oracle, the specific anger she kept for the powerful who arrived late on purpose and the powerful who buried women alive. “You’ve said the name that hurts you to say. That’s enough for one night out of a box. The rest waits for daylight. Come and sit by the fire, fox. You’ve been cold sixty years and we’ve a fire, and no one here is going to make you finish a sentence with your own mouth stitched. Come and be lonely in company. That’s the cure. I promised him I’d get you to it before the festival, and I keep my promises even when I make them to myself.”

Suzu looked at the oracle for a long moment, the vertical-slit eyes going wide and then narrow, and I watched her decide whether to trust an offered fire, which for a creature sealed sixty years for trusting a Hero’s coin was not a small decision, and I watched her choose the joke over the fear, which was how she chose everything.

“You’re going to fleece me at dice,” she said to Nahari, walking toward the fire on legs that were remembering how, deliberately not-limping. “I can smell it on you. You see the roll before it lands. That’s cheating.”

“That’s foresight,” said the oracle, serene, “and yes, and you’ll play me anyway, because you’ll want to be the one who beats me, and one day you will, and you’ll be insufferably delighted, and I’m looking forward to it enormously, because being beaten is the rarest coin I own and I’d like to spend it on you.” She patted the wagon-board beside her. “Sit. I’ll teach you the dice we play. You’ll lose for a week and then you’ll start winning and I’ll pretend to be surprised, which will be a lie, and we’ll both enjoy the lie. That’s friendship, fox. It’s mostly enjoyable lies told to make room for one true thing.”

And here was the thing the night turned on, the thing that made her ours in the only way that counted in the strange arithmetic of our lives: she did not become ours that night, because we didn’t take her, because you couldn’t take her. That was the difference between us and the thing waiting at the festival.

She felt the door.

I saw her feel it, the anchor-bond’s door opening at the edge of her senses now that she was free, the offer that was never spoken because it never had to be, the invitation to Tether, to stay, to be strength-that-lasts and family-that-chose. I felt it open from my end too, faint through my grey exhaustion, the way it had opened for an empress in a tomb and a saint on a tide-flat and an oracle in the rain. And I watched the fox consider it, upside down almost, tilting her head the way she tilted it in the crack, the amber eyes reading the offer the way she read everything, for the catch, for the fine print, for the compounding clause hidden in the friendly terms.

And she grinned, and declined it, and that was exactly right.

“Never sign a tab you haven’t read, porter-of-legends,” she said, and the grin was mischief and the eyes underneath were dead serious. “You want me to stay. I can feel you wanting it, the whole open door of it, and it’s the warmest thing anyone’s offered me in sixty years and I want to walk through it so badly my tails ache, and that is precisely why I’m not going to. Not tonight. Not because I don’t want it. Because I want it too much, and trusting warmth from a golden man once put me under a road for sixty years, and I read the man holding the tab before I sign, in daylight, with my own eyes and my own claws and however many days it takes.” She fanned her tails and folded them, settling. “So here’s my counter-offer, which is the foreplay to yours, and yes, I know what I said. I’ll walk with you. Unbonded. I’ll go to your festival and pick your locks and count your enemies and steal your enemies’ locks and give you back your own with interest, and I’ll watch how you run this charity of yours from close up, in daylight, over weeks, and I’ll decide whether the porter who burned his arms off to buy a stranger out of a box is a man worth signing a whole life to, or just a man with a good line about manners.” The amber eyes glinted. “Interest accrues either way. I don’t come free. But I don’t come cheap and I don’t come easy and I don’t come tonight, and you, of all men, are going to respect that, because you’re the man who let a saint set a duel-debt rather than pull her from a stone like a servant. I heard that ballad. Through the crack. It’s why I let you crack the crack. So. Interest accrues. I walk with you. Ask me again when I’ve read enough.”

Maeva watched the fox decline the door, and I saw the empress approve, all the way through the Crowned link, warm-metal satisfaction, because no one in the caravan understood better than a woman poisoned by the one man she’d trusted what it cost to refuse a warm thing you wanted, and what it was worth.

“Good,” Maeva said, to the fox, quiet, and it was the highest thing she could have said. “You read the tab before you sign. I did not, once, four hundred years ago, and I drank hemlock in my own garden for it. Read the whole tab, fox, every time, in daylight. It’s a lesson I paid full price for and I’ll not have you pay it twice. Walk with us. Decline the door as long as you like. The door doesn’t close; that’s what makes it a door worth walking through, that it waits, and doesn’t push, and stays open however long you take. He’ll not ask twice tonight and he’ll not stop offering, and both of those are true, and that’s the difference between a door and a chain, and you of all creatures know the difference in your bones.” She turned to me. “She’s ours whether she signs or not, summoner. A thing that walks beside you unbonded and picks your enemies’ locks is ours in every way that matters but the one that’s hers to give. Let her take her time. We’ve all the spring.”

“Ask me again,” I agreed, grey and exhausted and, under the exhaustion, entirely satisfied, because a fourth queen had just proven, on her own feet, that the choice was real, and the choice being real was the whole account. “Interest accrues. Welcome to the charity. It’s badly run and it can’t afford you.”

“This charity’s books are a crime,” Suzu said, immensely pleased. “No reserves, reckless spending, creditors developing feelings. I’m going to enjoy auditing it enormously. Now somebody carry the porter, he’s about to fall down, I can smell the falling coming, and I refuse to be the reason the man who bought me out cracks his skull on my own shrine. Sword-oil. Tall one. He’s yours.”

“He’s mine,” Yrsa agreed, and took my full weight at last, and put me over her shoulder the way she’d promised in advance, and I let her, because I’d said I would and because I had no say in it, grey and shaking and finished, and the fox walked beside us toward the fire on legs remembering how to be legs, and the debt-weight was paid, and the fox was free, and the gag still held, and its key waited somewhere in Veltmark’s light.

The fever took me at the wagon and lasted two days, and the queens tended burn one in their registers, and the fox invented hers.

I surfaced in and out of it the way you do with anchor-burn, the world coming and going, and each time it came it had a different woman in it. Maeva audited the tracery, tracing the new silver-grey to the shoulder with a fingertip and a court-formal running commentary on the expenditure, filing it, budgeting the recovery, an empress doing sums over a spent man. “You’ve overdrawn to the shoulder,” I heard her say once, from the far side of the fever, half to me and half to the ledger she kept of me. “The forearms in a tomb, the elbows on a causeway, the shoulders for a fox. You are spending yourself up your own body like a fuse burning toward the powder, summoner, and I have told you and told you, and I will tell you again when you can hear it: the day the burn reaches your heart I will personally have you tied to a chair for a season. Consider it budgeted.” And her fingertip traced the silver line up over my shoulder-cap, fond and hard at once, an empress mourning an expenditure she’d forbidden and would forbid again and could not, in the end, un-love him for making.

Yrsa re-wrapped the shoulders where the burn was rawest, field-efficient, mid-motion, gone before any thanks could land, and left a water skin in reach and a blade in reach and the particular gruff certainty that if I died of this she’d be personally insulted. Once, deep in the fever, I felt her sit against the wagon-wheel by my head, cleaning a blade in the dark, keeping a watch nobody had assigned her, and I heard her say, low, to no one, to me, “You bought a stranger out of a box with your own arms and I called that stupid at the shrine and I’ll call it stupid again, and I’d have done the same, and that’s the whole trouble with you, anchor, you make a saint watch a man do the stupid brave thing she’d have done and then she can’t even be angry about it properly.” And she cleaned her blade and kept her watch, and that was Yrsa’s tending, a watch stood in the dark against a thing there was no fighting.

Nahari oiled the burn with something warm off the lamp that took the fire out of it, slow, unhurried, narrating my pulse back toward steady like a prophecy that had decided to come true. “Your heartbeat’s arguing with the burn,” she murmured, her palms warm and slow up the raw tracery. “It’ll win. I’ve seen it win. Sleep and let it. I’ll sit with the arguing until it’s done.” And she sat, and oiled, and the fire went out of the burn under her patient hands, and she finished a sentence I didn’t catch and left the rest for a morning she had already chosen, and the fever eased a degree under a two-hundred-year-old woman’s decision that it would.

And the fox appraised it.

She sat cross-legged by the wagon-bed the second evening when the fever was breaking, and she took my forearm in both hands and turned it to the lamp and appraised the tracery vein by vein, tap by tap, the way I imagined she’d appraised fenced silver in a back room sixty years dead, running a fingertip up each silver line and announcing her findings.

“Overextended,” she pronounced, tapping the fresh shoulder-veins. “Badly. You’ve leveraged your whole body against a debt and there’s no float left in you, none, a lender would foreclose on a man this thin. Fortunately.” The grin came back bright in the lamplight, all foxfire and teeth. “Fortunately I know a lender. Terrible terms. Charges in manners and copper and the occasional impossible favor. But she’ll carry your balance while you recover, at an interest rate of…” she considered, tapping, “…one returned pencil and the right to complain about your charity’s bookkeeping in perpetuity. Do we have an accord, anchor? Nod. You’re too grey to sign.”

I nodded, grey, and she patted the tracery like a satisfied banker patting a ledger, and pronounced my balance improving, and stole nothing from me at all that night, which I understood, even feverish, was a large gift by any fox’s arithmetic.

Osric built the shelf on the second morning, because Maeva had decreed it and an empress’s decrees got done, and it became a whole small ceremony the household hadn’t planned. He cut a plank and pegged it to the inside wall of the second wagon, a plain thing, a porter’s shelf, and Maeva supervised its placement with the gravity she’d have given a treaty, high enough to be seen, low enough to reach, and then Suzu was made to set her own tower of coppers on it, all sixty years of my tithe, which she did with a fussiness that fooled no one.

“It has to be structurally sound or the whole thing topples on the first bad road,” she announced, stacking the coppers one at a time, re-doing the base twice, “and a toppled monument is worse than no monument, it’s a joke about a monument, and I’ll not have my collateral made a joke of, I kept it sixty years, it’s the best-kept thing in this caravan including the anchor’s teeth.” She got the tower stable, stood back, appraised it, and then, quieter, when she thought the fever had me under, ran one small finger up the side of it the way you touch a thing you can’t quite believe is yours to touch, sixty years of a stranger’s coppers stacked on a shelf in a wagon full of people who’d chosen to keep her, and Yrsa, cleaning a blade across the wagon, watched the fox not-believe her own monument and said nothing, and passed her the whetstone she wasn’t using, which was the saint’s entire vocabulary of tenderness, an object handed over instead of a word, and the fox took it and pretended to test her tail-fur for split ends with it, and the shelf held, and the tower stood, and the household had one more thing on it that couldn’t be bought.

She spent the fever-days learning the century by handling it, and the caravan learned her the same way.

The pepper was the first war. She’d smelled it the night she came out of the box and pronounced it cheap, and when she saw Maeva actually pepper her eggs with it at breakfast, a scandalous black drift of a spice that had been an emperor’s luxury in the fox’s first life, she stopped dead and stared at the empress with an expression of pure economic betrayal.

“That’s pepper,” she said. “You’re eating pepper. On eggs. Like it’s salt. Do you know what a fox could buy with a fistful of pepper in my day? A boat. A small boat, but a boat.” She leaned in, appalled and delighted. “How much did that cost you?”

“A copper the fistful,” Maeva said, with enormous satisfaction, and peppered her eggs further out of pure spite, because she’d learned that the fox’s outrage was a renewable resource and intended to farm it.

“A copper,” Suzu breathed, sitting down hard on the wagon-step. “A copper. I sealed sixty years and the price of pepper collapsed. That’s the real tragedy. Nobody tell me what happened to the price of silk, I couldn’t bear it.” She was quiet a moment, working through the market of a lost century, and then, because grief and mischief lived in the same pocket for her, she brightened. “This is excellent news, actually. If pepper’s a copper then everything I know the value of is wrong, which means the whole province is mispriced, which means for a thief who remembers the old prices the whole century is on sale. I’m going to be so rich. Metaphorically. I’ll return it all. Mostly. With interest.” She stole a piece of Maeva’s peppered egg off the plate to test the theory, ate it, made a face, and returned a better piece from the pan “as a dividend,” and Maeva let her, because the empress had already worked out that letting the fox steal from her was the surest way to be trusted by her, and an empress plays the long game or she doesn’t unify anything.

The dark came for Suzu twice in those days, and both times she met it with the joke and both times the household let her.

Once she asked me, low, while she was appraising my arm and thought I was mostly asleep, whether the man with the coppers had gotten to be old before he died, or whether they’d taken him young the way she half-remembered fearing they would. And I said I didn’t know his name, and she said good, keep it that way, some names cost too much to carry, and appraised on, and I kept the man with the coppers, under the rib where the old marking habit still lived, because a thing a fox almost tells you is a thing worth underlining even with no pencil in hand.

The next dark thing came through Bram, who’d been buying rumors again at the last inn on the crossroads while I burned.

“The Chainwright’s advance wagons rolled into Veltmark yesterday,” he told the queens, low, at the second night’s fire, and I heard it through the fever the way you hear the important things through fever. “Malchor Stane. His whole train, a week ahead of the season. Lead-lined wagons and a retinue that walks in step and doesn’t talk, and the town’s already selling tickets to see them, because the town’s never seen the alternative up close and doesn’t know to be sick about it.” Bram weighed the rumor in his one hand. “A man who arrives a week early to a festival is a man who wants the ground chosen before the other players get there. Same as the hunt-party that priced you at the crossroads. Somebody’s setting the board for you, porter, careful and early, and setting a board’s a thing you do before a game you mean to win. I’d want you well before we reach it. Sleep off the burn. You’ll want both eyes for what’s waiting under that gilt.”


Chapter 4: The Thaw Road

By the end of the first full day on the road with a free fox, she had stolen from every one of us, and returned it all with interest, and I understood the rules of her by watching where the interest landed.

The thaw road gave her room to prove herself in motion. Snow pulled back from the ditches in dirty lace, wagon wheels found old ruts under the melt, and every mile east put more festival traffic around us: drovers with ribboned horns, students arguing ladder odds, two shrine-women carrying a glass case between them, and a knife-grinder who tried to sell Yrsa a blade so bad she looked personally wounded by its existence. Suzu moved through all of it like a rumor with tails, learning the caravan by theft and the road by price.

Yrsa’s boot-knife went first, because Yrsa’s boot-knife was the hardest thing in the caravan to steal, which made it the only thing worth stealing to a fox with a point to prove. The saint reached for it at the midday halt to trim a bit of harness and found the sheath empty, and went very still, the dangerous still, and turned to find Suzu sitting on the second wagon’s tailgate with the boot-knife in her small hands, having already sharpened it on a whetstone she’d stolen from somewhere else, testing the edge against her thumb with professional approval.

“Better,” Suzu announced, and flipped it back handle-first, a clean underhand toss that put it into Yrsa’s catch exactly where a hand would want it. “You’d let it go dull. A soldier who lets her boot-knife go dull is a soldier who’s stopped expecting to need it in the dark, and you’re a woman who needs things in the dark, I can smell it on you. Sharp now. You’re welcome. I’ll bill you nothing; the sharpening’s a courtesy; the theft’s the fee, and the fee is that now you know I can take it, so you’ll guard it better, so really I’ve improved your whole life and you should thank me.” She fanned a tail. “You won’t thank me. You’ll want to, and it’ll itch, and you’ll go clean the knife I already cleaned instead. That’s how your sort says thank you. I’ve catalogued it.”

Yrsa looked at her sharpened boot-knife, and at the fox, and did in fact go clean the knife that was already clean, which set Suzu’s whole face alight, and I marked the first rule: she stole the thing you’d guard worst and returned it improved, so the theft was a lesson and the return was a gift, and both were affection.

Maeva’s hairpin went next, one of the pins from the crowned braid, lifted so cleanly the empress didn’t feel it go, and came back at supper set on Maeva’s plate beside a second pin that hadn’t been hers.

“A dividend,” Suzu explained, before the empress could ask. “You had six pins. I took one. I’m returning two. That’s a hundred percent return in an afternoon, which is a criminal rate, which is the only kind I offer. The second pin’s silver, real silver, I checked, I stole it off a fence forty years ago and I’ve been carrying it through a seal ever since waiting for someone worth giving it to, and you audit the world the way I audit it, so it’s yours.” The mischief went briefly, dangerously sincere. “You put my coppers on a shelf and called them a monument. Nobody’s called anything of mine a monument in sixty years. So. A pin. It’s not a monument. But it’s real silver, and it’s the oldest thing I own, and now it’s yours, and we’ll never mention it again.” And Maeva, who executed politer people than most for less, took the silver pin and put it in her braid at once, in the place of honor, and said only, “It suits the gold. You’ve an eye,” which from the empress was a treaty, and the two of them never mentioned it again, exactly as promised, which was how I learned the second rule: she paid her real debts in her oldest treasure and dared you to make it a thing.

Bram’s odds-pencil came back with better odds written in the margin of his own wager-book, which scandalized and delighted him in equal measure. “She’s re-priced my whole book,” he wheezed, showing me. “And she’s right. Every line. She’s tightened the porter’s odds and lengthened the Chainwright’s and put a note here, look, ‘the crowd will overbet the gilt one out of habit; hold your line and clean up on the correction,’ which is sharp wagering advice from a fox, in the margin of my own book, that she stole to write in.” He shook his head. “I’m keeping her. I don’t care what she decides. I’m keeping the fox.”

She tried to steal from Nahari and failed, and the failing became the best comedy of the morning.

She went for the oracle’s ankle-script anklet, the one piece of jewelry Nahari never took off, and she went for it the way she went for everything, quick and clean and certain, a hand drifting past in a moment of distraction, and her small fingers closed on air, because the anklet was already in Nahari’s palm, held out, foreseen.

“You’ll want to steal this,” the oracle said, mild, not looking up from her tea, “so here it is, and now you can’t, because a thing freely handed can’t be stolen, that’s the trick of me entire, fox, I ruin the theft by seeing it coming and giving you the thing before you can take it, which is an exquisitely annoying thing to do to a thief, and I do it on purpose, and I intend to do it every day, and you’ll hate it and you’ll keep trying, because you can’t not, and one day you’ll steal something off me I didn’t see coming and it’ll make your whole century brighter.” She closed the anklet back on her own ankle. “Not today. Today you get told your future instead. You fail, then you keep trying. Eventually I’ll trust it. Drink your…” she paused, “…you don’t drink tea. Steal someone’s breakfast. Not mine.”

Suzu stared at the oracle with pure professional outrage and dawning delight, a thief who’d just met the one mark she couldn’t rob, and I watched her decide that this was a challenge worth sixty more years.

Even the mule she stole from, in a sense: she lifted an apple meant for the mule out of Wend’s pocket, ate half, and gave the mule the other half by hand, and the mule, which loved Yrsa and tolerated the rest of us, decided on the spot that it also loved the fox, and followed her with its ears for the rest of the day, and Wend said it was the fastest he’d ever seen the mule change its mind about a person, and Suzu said, “Animals trust a thief. We’ve the same job. We both know where the food is and how to leave without being caught,” and fed the mule the rest of her stolen apple, and that was that, the mule was hers.

And my pencil did not come back.

I checked, because I’m a man who checks, and the pencil that had ridden in my coat since before the tomb, that the fox had lifted through a sealed crack back at the shrine as collateral against a debt now paid, did not reappear at the halt or the supper or the fire. I patted the empty pocket across the flames, and she grinned with all of her small sharp face, fox-fire sparking bright.

“Oh, no,” she said, delighted. “The pencil stays. The debt-weight’s paid, but the pencil’s not collateral anymore, porter, keep up. The pencil’s a controlling interest now. You’ll want it back badly enough to keep me around until I decide to sign your tab, which is exactly why I’m holding it, and you know it, and you’re not really asking for it back, you’re just checking that I still have it, which I do, and always will, until I decide the whole thing.” She flourished it, my pencil, worn to the shape of my own grip. “I’ve underlined three things with it today. Two of them are yours. You’ll never know which. Interest accrues.” And I let her keep the pencil, because letting her keep it was the same as letting the door stay open, an offer standing between us that neither of us was going to close, and that was the third rule and the truest one: she took the thing you loved most and held it exactly long enough to make sure you’d come back for it.

Yrsa drilled her that afternoon, because Yrsa drilled everything that walked, and the drill turned into a lesson for both of them.

“You’ll fight in a line at the festival or you’ll get someone killed refusing to,” the saint said, squaring the fox up in a flat stretch of road-verge. “So we find out what you are. Practice blades. Touch me and you eat first tonight; I touch you, you carry water. Go.”

What Suzu was, it turned out, was useless in a line and devastating everywhere else, and the finding-out was the best comedy of the road.

She could not hold a line. She had no interest in holding a line; a line was a thing that stood still and traded blows, and a fox does not stand still and trade blows, a fox is somewhere the line thought was empty, and within three exchanges she’d stolen Yrsa’s practice blade mid-bout, an actual disarm-by-theft, lifting it out of the saint’s grip in the half-instant of a bind and then hitting her with it, her own blade, before the saint had finished being astonished. Yrsa, who had not been disarmed in a formal bout since before she died, stood empty-handed on a road-verge holding nothing while a four-foot-eleven fox saluted her with the saint’s own sword and every spark on her face blazed with triumph.

“I win,” Suzu announced. “By inventory. You had a sword. Now I have your sword. The bout is a question of who has the sword, and I have the sword, therefore…”

“That’s not a duel,” Yrsa said, flatly, retrieving her blade with as much dignity as a disarmed saint could locate. “That’s a robbery.”

“Everything’s a robbery if you do it right,” Suzu said. “You steal the initiative, you steal the ground, you steal the tempo, you steal the sword. A duel’s just a robbery with rules and I don’t respect the rules, which is why I win, which is why I’m useless in your line, because a line is nothing but rules.” She flipped the practice blade back. “Put me on the flank. Put me where the line thinks it’s safe. I’ll steal their safety. I’m no good standing next to you being brave; I’m devastating three streets over being dishonest. Use me for what I am.”

Yrsa considered the fox for a long moment, and then delivered the verdict, which was the highest form her praise took, which was an accurate insult.

“Useless in a line,” the saint said. “Devastating everywhere else. You’d get killed holding a wall and you’d win a war behind one. Fine. You’re a flanker and a thief and I’ll never once put you in the shield-line, and you’ll do exactly what I say from three streets over, because a devastating thing that won’t take orders is just a hazard, and I’ve buried men who were hazards.” She sheathed her blade. “Say you’ll take the orders.”

“I’ll take the orders,” Suzu said, and took the whole verdict as a knighthood, glowing, because “devastating everywhere else” from the Blade Saint landed like a thing she’d waited sixty years to hear and she knew it and refused to let anyone see her know it, and failed, her ears tipping back before she could stop them.

The century kept ambushing her, and she kept ambushing it back, and the caravan learned to referee.

The almanac was a running war. Maeva read it aloud on the road as she’d done since Marrowford, and Suzu treated every entry as a personal financial injury. The price of salt appalled her. The existence of a second Veltmark bridge, built forty years after her sealing, she took as a deliberate insult, a thing constructed specifically while she couldn’t watch. And when Maeva read out that the guild now certified summoners by grade on a public roll, the fox laughed so hard she nearly fell off the second wagon.

“A public roll,” she wheezed. “You register your summoners. On a list. Where anyone can read who’s weak. Porter, you spent five years on a list that said you were the weakest man on it, and the list was wrong, and everyone read the list instead of the man, and that’s the funniest and saddest thing I’ve heard about this century and I’ve only been in it three days.” The amber eyes glinted. “In my day you found out how strong a summoner was when it was much too late to do anything about it. That’s the honest way. A list just teaches everyone to underestimate the wrong person, which, granted, worked out beautifully for you, so perhaps the list stays.”

There was a grief-beat under the comedy, and it came at the fire that night. Suzu had been counting Osric’s tally-book over his shoulder, uninvited, correcting nothing because it was correct, and Osric, who stammered at speech but not at ink, had shown her a column, and the two of them had fallen into the easy silence of two people who trusted numbers more than mouths, and then Suzu had gone quiet, and said, to the fire, not to anyone, “I used to keep books. For a crew. Six of us. Good crew.” And she’d stopped, because the crew was sixty years dead, all of them, and the keeping-books was a life she’d stepped out of into a box, and she hauled the grin back over the top of it and stole Osric’s pencil-stub and returned it sharpened and said something about compound interest, and the household let her, because letting a fox keep her coat was the whole art of loving one.

The next morning she stole the tally-book outright, and because it was Suzu the theft was technically a lesson before anyone knew the lesson had begun. Osric went white when he found it gone. He was the tally-book man, precise enough to catch a borrowed nail and still stammering if a woman with a crown asked him a direct question, and the tally-book was where he wrote every harness-mending and borrowed nail because numbers did not look at him while he answered. Suzu let him search for seven miserable minutes, then returned the book with a fresh leather thong, three coded tabs made from stolen ribbon, and a mark beside every entry whose sums were wrong.

“You robbed my arithmetic,” Osric said, offended enough to forget to stammer.

“I rescued your arithmetic from poverty,” Suzu said. “You’re welcome. Also your feed-column was lying to you by two measures and a half, which means the mule has been eating like an empress.”

Bram said, “I heard that and I resent the accuracy.”

Osric opened the book, saw the clean little cipher she’d added to the margin, and went still. Suzu did not make the kindness pretty. That would have ruined it. She only flicked one tail and said, “A ledger should let a shy man speak without making him stand up in the middle of a room. Use the tabs. And if anyone says your book is fussy, bite them in ink.”

After that, Osric kept the tally-book on top of the wagon instead of hidden under the seat, and when Maeva asked for the road stores two hours later he handed her the number clean, no stammer at all. Suzu looked away hard, pretending to appraise a fence-post, and I filed that too: the fox did not only steal. Sometimes she returned a man to himself with interest.

The Blessed shadow found us in the afternoon, and I did not engage it, and the not-engaging was its own kind of message.

A gilt outrider. He came out of a side-track onto the guild road a quarter-mile back and paced us, keeping his distance, not hiding and not closing, a rider in Kolbeck’s colors, the Gilt Banner’s gilt, sitting a good horse and doing nothing but being seen. He paced us for half a day. He never came near, never spoke, never so much as touched a weapon; he simply rode where we could count him, a gilt fact on the road behind us, a hunt-party’s outrider taking the measure of a caravan that had priced itself worth measuring. Suzu, riding the tailgate, appraised him from a quarter-mile the way she appraised everything. “Good horse, borrowed tack, colors a season fresh,” she reported. “That’s not a hunter, that’s a clerk on a hunter’s horse, sent to count us and report a number. He’s not going to try anything; his whole job is to exist where we can see him and make us wonder. Which means the wondering’s the weapon, which means the counter-move is to not wonder, which means we do exactly what the porter’s already doing, which is nothing, loudly.” She fanned a tail. “I could rob him. Ride up, lift his report, ride off. I won’t. But I want it noted that I could, and that not-robbing him is a professional courtesy I’m extending to a colleague in the surveillance trade.”

The farm boys wanted to know if we should do something. Yrsa wanted, very much, to do something, and offered, in the flat tone that meant she’d already chosen the ground, to fall back and ask the man his business with her blade. I told her no, and I told them all why, because a banner is built on people understanding the why.

“He wants us to engage him,” I said. “That’s the whole job they gave him. Pace them, get seen, and if they fall back and brace, ride off and report that the Anchor’s coalition is jumpy and aggressive and rides looking for a fight. If they ignore you, ride off and report that they’re disciplined and hard to provoke. Either report’s worth having; that’s why he’s here; he’s a question they’re asking, and every answer we give is intelligence.” I flicked the reins. “So we give him the answer that costs us nothing and tells them least. We ignore him. We ride disciplined and calm and boring, and we let him get bored, and he rides off having learned that the coalition doesn’t spook, which is true, and free to know, and worth nothing to them.” I noted the colors and the horse and the hour in the receipts book Bram carried, cold, itemized, one more entry ripening. “Pressure arrives as weather out here, not as a fight. You don’t fight the weather. You note it, you dress for it, and you keep driving. He’ll be gone by dark.”

So we made a lesson of him for the new men. Osric wrote down the hour without being told, his stammer nowhere near the ink. Wend watched the ruts and guessed, correctly, that the horse had been borrowed from a better stable than the rider’s hands deserved. Colm kept wanting to turn around and look, and Yrsa corrected him without turning herself. “If you look, he learns he moved you,” she said. “Use your ears. Use the wagon shadow. Use the mule’s ears, they’re better than yours.” Suzu, delighted, began narrating the mule’s intelligence service in a whisper until even Maeva’s mouth twitched, and the farm boys learned the first rule of being watched by a stronger man’s colors: you do not become more interesting because someone wishes you would.

I made Colm name the beats afterward, because a farm boy teaching another farm boy makes doctrine stick. First: let the man show what he thinks he owns. Second: answer the behavior, not the rank. Third: the fox’s hand stays empty unless ordered, because a stolen report would have made him a victim and a returned silence made him a witness against himself. Suzu gave a wounded gasp at being used as a moral example.

“I am a terrible moral example,” she said. “I’m a cautionary tale with excellent hair.”

“You’re negative action,” Colm said, proud of the phrase and doomed by it.

She hit him with a rolled route-paper and kept the report un-stolen. A woman who had spent sixty years surviving by taking had left intelligence on a fool’s saddle because the household needed the fool to ride away intact and carrying our shape in his mouth. That was trust wearing a thief’s grin.

He was gone by dark, having learned nothing worth the ride, which was the point, and Yrsa cleaned a blade she wasn’t going to get to use and grumbled about discipline and did, in the end, approve, because a saint respects a man who declines the cheap fight to win the expensive one.

Bram had one more rumor by the fire, bought off a peddler headed the other way, and this one was worth the ale.

“The Gilt Banner tried to recruit your duelist,” he said. “Kolbeck. Sent to Saskia Roehn offering her a place in his hunt-party for the season, colors and coin and a share of whatever they run down. And she turned him flat.” He wheezed. “Registered solo instead, they say. Duelist class, no patron, no colors. A whipcord woman with a famous back-cut, walking into a festival full of Blessed and leash-summoners alone, under nobody’s banner. That’s either the bravest thing that duelist’s done or the most lost, and I’ve watched enough of them to tell you it’s usually both at once.” He set the ale down. “She’s outside the orbit for good, then. Signed nothing to the gilt men. Which means when she and the saint finally meet in that quiet field, it’ll be two women who chose their own ground, and that’s the only kind of duel worth watching, and I’ll be taking money on it from the moment we’re through the gates.”

Yrsa heard it, and said nothing, and cleaned her blade a little slower, which for the saint was a whole conversation about a copper-shaved duelist who’d just refused to be owned.

The rain came in with the dark, and with the rain, Nahari’s confession, which was the deepest dread of the road so far.

She’d been quiet all day under the mischief and the drills, quieter than the fox’s arrival should have left her, and I’d learned to leave the oracle’s quiet alone until it opened, so I didn’t press until she came to me at the second wagon in the rain with the slow blink slower than I’d seen it since Cinderwell, and said, plainly, without prophecy, which was how I knew it was serious, “My glass has an edge, anchor. I’ve found it. I’ve been looking for it all day and I found it and I don’t like where it is.”

“Tell me,” I said.

“I can see the road to the circuit gates,” she said, into the rain. “Clear. All of it, every camp and every deed, up to the gates of Veltmark. And at the gates the glass goes white. Not dark, anchor. White. Blank. Like looking into a lamp instead of through a window. Something at that festival stands in my light, and everything behind it, everything past the gates, is a whiteness I can’t read.” Her hands, for once, were still, not braiding. “Two hundred years I’ve had the glass. It’s clouded, it’s lied by omission, it’s shown me things I’d have paid to unsee. It has never once simply stopped. And it stops at Veltmark, because something is there that a seer’s light bends around the way the fox-shrine bends it, except the shrine is small and old and fond, and this is neither.” The dark eyes found mine. “I’m going to walk into that festival half-blind. The one thing I’ve always been, the one thing that makes me useful, the one thing I am, and I’m going to lose it at the gates, and I wanted you to know before we get there, so that when the oracle goes quiet and stops answering questions before they’re asked, you’ll know it isn’t sulking. It’s blindness. I’m telling you at the tent instead of at the gates, because at the gates I might not be able to.”

“You told the fox her sealed shrine was fond and old,” I said. “And this one isn’t. Say what it is.”

“I don’t have the whole word for it,” she said, and that was the frightening part, an oracle without a word. “But I have the shape of the not-knowing, and the shape is a creditor. The shrine bends my sight because it’s a lonely counting thing that likes me. This bends my sight because it’s a thing that audits light itself, and my sight is light, and you can’t look at the thing that reads the ledger you’re written in. It’s the same whiteness the Pale Saint’s hand had in the Vault, anchor, the after-image, the one you and I saw and didn’t speak of. It’s here. Or something of it is. A hand of it. And it’s standing between me and the whole back half of the festival, which means the whole back half of the festival is where the danger lives, because a creditor doesn’t hide the parts of the ledger that don’t matter.” Her stillness broke, at last, into the smallest motion, one hand finding a braid to make. “So. I’ve told you. I lose the glass at the gates. And I find I’m not as frightened as I was an hour ago, and do you know why? Because the last time I couldn’t see a thing coming, it was you, over a broken count, and it was the best surprise of two centuries. So perhaps blindness isn’t only a wound. Perhaps it’s a room I haven’t lived in yet. Come and find out with me. That’s not a prophecy. That’s an invitation. I’m learning the difference; it’s taken me two hundred years.”

I came to her tent that night, in the rain, and I did not come to fix the blindness, because it couldn’t be fixed, and she’d have hated me for pretending. I came to sit inside it with her, and I initiated, which surprised her, and I let the surprise be the first gift of the evening, because a woman who’d seen everything for two centuries did not often get to be surprised, and I’d learned that being surprised was the rarest coin she owned. She had died at twenty-nine and waited two hundred years with the glass for company; tonight, she wanted one room where the future waited outside the canvas.

“You warmed the oil yourself,” she observed, when I did, badly, holding the little vial too close to the lamp. “You’re going to scald it. There, you’ve scalded it. Give it here.” She took it, and corrected my technique in the full sentences that were her foreplay, and then, halfway through the correcting, she stopped correcting, and simply let me hold the too-hot oil and figure it out, because letting me be clumsy was a thing she was learning to do, the way I was learning to sleep late. The rain came down on the canvas and kept the world out, and in the small lamp-lit room of it we undressed each other slowly, at her pace, which was the slowest pace in the caravan and the heart of her heat, her ember-and-ash wraps set aside one layer at a time, each layer a sentence, until she stood in the lamplight the way the murals of a burned city had carved her twice life-size.

I looked at her the way her lane asked to be looked at, from the feet up. Bare feet, the temple-script circling one ankle, the anklet drawing the eye up the soft strong thighs to the wide hips and the heavy round ass that was hers alone in the household, the silhouette Sundermere had carved above its high temple, and I held the gaze there the way the murals had, and she let me, watching me over her shoulder with the dark slow-blinking eyes, her silver hair unbound and spilling to her waist, and the deep-brown skin gone luminous where the warmed oil caught the flame.

“You’re supposed to look longest there,” she said, low, amused, feeling my gaze weigh on her hips through the bond. “The murals knew it. The sculptors knew it. Two centuries of men have known where to look. You look like you invented it, every time. I find I like that. Oil me, anchor, and look, and I’ll tell you one breath ahead what you’re about to want, and tonight, because of the edge in my glass, one breath is all I’ve got. Let’s find out if one breath is enough.”

I oiled her, slow, reverent, my scarred porter’s hands full of warm oil and the heavy curve of her, working it into the small of her back and the round of her ass, taking my time because rushing was the one way to fail her. I knelt behind her and cupped her in both oiled hands, held her a moment the way the murals held her, twice life-size and unhurried, and she felt the holding through the bond and made a low pleased sound. Then I worked the oil deeper, thumbs tracing the crease of her, one hand sliding forward between her soft strong thighs to find her already slick and swollen and warm, and she braced her palms flat on the tent’s low bench and widened her stance for me without a word, giving me the from-behind frame reserved for her alone in the whole household, the wide-hipped silhouette in the lamplight, silver slipping over one shoulder as she looked back, deep-brown skin gone luminous with oil and flame.

I worked her slow with my fingers first, unhurried, curling them into the swollen slick heat of her until her hips began to move against my hand and her breath started to run ahead of her sentences, and only then did I rise and fit the head of my cock to her, and the first press of it splitting her open drew a sound out of her, low and long, the sound of a woman who intended to feel every single inch of the arriving and had two centuries of patience to spend on it.

I took her from behind, slow, at her pace, deep and patient, one hand on the wide sway of her hip and the other splayed on the small of her back, sinking my cock into her by degrees until my hips met the oiled fullness of her ass, and I bottomed out in her slow and held there, buried to the root, feeling her clench tight around me, before I drew back until only the head remained and did it again.

I set a rhythm that was almost cruel in its patience, all the way out and all the way back, each stroke a complete thing she felt the whole length of, my cock dragging slow against every soft ridge of her on the way out and filling her again on the way in, and she took it braced on her palms with her wide hips working back to meet me, the heavy oiled cheeks of her ass spreading against my hips, the oil making everything slick and warm and unhurried between us. The rain kept the world out and the one lamp kept the tent gold and I watched the oiled curve of her spine flex with every stroke, the silver hair stuck to the deep-brown skin of her back, and I filled my hands with her, thumbs pressing into the swell of her ass, spreading her open to watch my cock disappear into her slow, and she made the low sounds her lane made, the unhurried gathering ones, and pushed back to swallow me deeper each time as if she had two hundred years to spend and meant to spend them all on this one slow arriving.

“Deeper than that,” she said, and I gave her deeper, and she whispered the timing the way she always had, except that tonight the whispers only ran one breath ahead of us, the clouded edge of her glass, and she discovered, delighted, that one breath was plenty.

“In a moment you’ll grip here,” she whispered, “harder, yes, there, one breath, you did it better than I saw, oh, that’s the whole game, isn’t it, one breath’s enough to dare you and not enough to spoil you…” and she pushed back against me to take me deeper, palms flat, the round of her ass against my hips, and I set a slow deep rhythm and held it, refusing to hurry, watching the oiled curve of her spine and the sway of the silver hair and the dark eyes finding mine over her shoulder, wide and slow-blinking and losing their serenity by degrees.

“Faster than that,” she said, and then, “no, keep it, keep the slow, I take it back, the slow’s the cruelty and I want the cruelty,” and I kept the slow, because she’d asked for it and un-asked it and the asking-and-unasking was the heart of her heat, a woman who saw everything learning to want a thing she couldn’t predict.

And I broke her countdown early, on purpose, once.

She started the count to a shared finish, low and certain, “three, and two, and…” and I moved wrong, faster than the number, took her over the edge a full beat before she’d told me to, and being wrong about the count, blind past one breath, unable to see the thing coming that she had always, always seen coming, tipped the oracle over the edge she’d built her whole discipline around.

“Oh,” she said, and the serenity cracked entirely, “oh, OH, I did not see that…” and the broken count tipped her over with a laugh in the middle of it, her pussy clamping down and milking my cock in long slow spasms, the silver hair everywhere, the dark eyes wide over her shoulder with genuine unguarded surprise, and through the bond I felt two hundred years of always-knowing let go all at once, and it took me with her, the loop cresting, and I drove deep and came inside her at her own slow tempo, spilling in thick pulses against the fluttering heart of her while her name broke low in my mouth, the ember-orange bond-light flickering briefly along the script at her ankle.

Her laugh, mid-climax, was the sound of two centuries relaxing, and I filed it as the best sound I’d heard on the whole road.

I stayed braced over her afterward instead of letting the moment drop, one hand at her hip and one hand flat on the sill beside hers, giving her the frame I had promised by coming to the tent in the first place. The oracle who could read weather and death and the tilt of a cup needed only the simplest certainty: here, still here, not turning her blindness into a wound she had to explain. Her palm settled over mine against the glass, shaky and smiling, and the second soft tremor rolled through her when I did not move.

“Again?” I asked, low.

“No,” she said, and then, because she was Nahari and honesty was one of the ways she undid me, “yes, but not yet. Let me not know this part a little longer.”

So I let the rain count for us, slow ticks on the canvas and the sill, and kept her pinned in the exact pressure she wanted while the aftershocks faded into warmth. When she finally turned her face, her eyes were dark and unfocused by choice, not prophecy, and she kissed the heel of my hand where it held the window-frame. “There,” she whispered. “You made the future wait its turn.”

Afterward she sprawled warm and slow against me in the lamp-light with the rain still on the canvas, and she named the lesson unasked, because that was her register, prophecy and pillow-talk being the same muscle for her.

“If the glass has an edge,” she said, tracing the tracery up my oiled forearm, the oil-gesture, hers, “then past the edge is where the surprises live. Two hundred years I’ve hated the edge. Feared it. And tonight you took me over a count I couldn’t see and it was the best thing that’s happened to me since I died.” The slow blink, slower. “I’ve decided to be rich there, anchor. If Veltmark blinds me, I’ll learn to live where the blindness is, and be surprised on purpose, in bed and on the field both.” She settled her head on my chest. “You came to sit inside the blindness with me instead of fixing it. The man from the glass doesn’t fix things that aren’t broken. He sits in the dark with you until the dark’s good company. It’s why I keep choosing you.” And she finished a sentence I’d feel her finish later, and slept, mid-prophecy, on purpose, leaving the rest for a morning I had not reached yet.

We came over the last rise before Veltmark in the grey of the next morning, and the festival was a glow on the low cloud before it was a town, a smear of light and smoke against the underside of the sky, banners and cook-fires and the noise of ten thousand people who’d come for a season of wagers, and we all looked at it, the whole caravan, from the rise.

And Suzu, who had been bright and stealing and knighthood-glowing for a full day, went still in a way I’d only seen once before, when the year landed.

She was looking at one thing in the smear of light, one gilt shape that caught the grey morning and threw it back gold, a great arch rising over the festival grounds, and her small quick face had gone somewhere the grin couldn’t reach, and her tails had stopped their restless fan and hung dead still, and the sparks at her nose had gone dark.

“Huh,” she said, very quietly, all the mischief drained out of the single syllable. “They built him an arch.”


Chapter 5: The Gilt and the Chain

Last season the province sang my funeral. Now the criers announced me at the gates of Veltmark, and I stood on the driver’s bench of a mule-cart with an empress at my shoulder and listened to a town shout a porter’s name up at the walls, and I thought, not for the first time, that the strangest thing about revenge done cold was how much of it felt like arriving late to a party thrown in your honor.

“The Marsh Coalition!” the gate-crier bawled, reading off the Margrave’s own roll, because Helvane had put us on it himself. “The Anchor of Legends and the queens returned! Marrowford’s coalition to the spring circuits!” And the crowd at the gate, which had come for a season of wagers and spectacle, took the name and did the rest, because a crowd always does the rest, the murmur running back through the press, that’s him, that’s the porter, that’s the one from the ballad, the tomb one, look, the empress is real, and my name arrived at Veltmark already lit, ahead of me, the way Maeva had promised it would when she’d sent it down the east road one dim village at a time. I hadn’t earned the cheer at the gate. I’d earned it at eleven crossroads no one at this festival had ever heard of, and the cheer at the gate was only the interest on it, and I let it land the way I was learning to let things land, without hunching.

“There,” Maeva said, low and pleased, surveying the crowd like a general surveying ground she’d already won. “That is what it is to arrive after your own reputation, summoner. They’re not cheering a rumor a Margrave imported. They’re cheering a thing eleven villages already vouched for, and the difference is the whole difference. A borrowed cheer gutters. An earned one compounds.” She lifted a hand to the crowd with a sovereign’s economy, and the crowd, not knowing why a foreign envoy’s wave felt like a benediction, cheered harder. “Now let us go and see what we’ve been invited into, because a festival this large is never only a festival. Somebody spent a great deal to build this. I should like to know what they’re really selling.”

Yrsa read the cheer differently, the way she read every crowd, as terrain. “Loud,” she said, watching the press. “Loud crowds are shallow. They’ll cheer you today and cheer whoever wins tomorrow and never once know why. Don’t drink it, anchor. A crowd’s not the stone. A crowd’s weather. The stone’s the ground.” She kept her weight easy and her eyes on the exits, a saint who trusted a rock and distrusted a roar, and I marked, not for the first time, that the two women I most listened to had arrived at the same doctrine from opposite ends: Maeva loved a crowd because she could conduct it, and Yrsa distrusted a crowd because it couldn’t be trusted to remember, and both of them fought everything toward the stone, and between the two of them I had a whole grammar for a festival I hadn’t earned yet.

Suzu, riding the tail of the second wagon, read the cheer as a market. “Ten thousand pockets,” she reported, delighted, ears high and tails restless. “And every one of them warm and distracted and cheering, which is the single most robbable condition a human can be in. I’m not going to rob them. I want that noted. I’m merely observing, professionally, that I could clear this crowd of every loose copper before the wagon reaches the annex and no one would feel it till they tried to buy their supper. It’s a discipline, porter, not robbing a distracted crowd. I’m being disciplined. Note it. Note the discipline.” And she stole exactly one thing on the way in, a festival ribbon off a stall, and tied it to the mule’s harness, and returned nothing, because a ribbon for the mule was, she said, “a legitimate operating expense,” and Wend pretended not to see, and the mule wore its stolen ribbon into Veltmark like a banner.

The grounds were a spectacle even to a man who’d walked the continent, and they told you their business if you knew how to read a market, which Maeva did, and which I’d learned to.

Trial-fields spread across the water-meadows below the old citadel, marked and raked and ringed with stands, each one a different test of the ladder: a staged ruin for the timed Bell-run, skirmish-grounds for party against party, and beyond them, half-drowned in the river’s spring flood, the mouth of the thing they called the Undercourt, sealed and waiting for the final. Adjudicator-bards moved through the grounds with witness-stones on cords, sworn-neutral, etching what they saw to the mother-stones. And down the center of it ran Gilt Row, the pavilions of the sponsors and the Blessed and the great houses, silk and banners and coin, where the festival stopped pretending to be about deeds and admitted it was about money, and Bram took one look at Gilt Row and had his wager-book open and a plank across two barrels doing business within the hour, scandalized by the odds and thriving on them.

I read the grounds the way I read everything, and the grounds told me the festival’s real business the way a market tells you a town’s. The trial-fields were pageant, the part the province came to cheer. Gilt Row was the money, the part the province came to be dazzled by. And the mother-stone square, where the boon would be sworn and the deeds would be etched, was the truth, the part that couldn’t be bought, the one rock in the festival that would weigh a porter and a Chainwright by the same measure and give the crowd’s murmur the facts to argue over. Three layers, pageant and money and truth, and I took their measure, because a man fights on the layer he’s strongest on, and I was strongest on the truth, which was why the leash-summoner wanted a sanction that would let him win on money and the Hero wanted a crowd that would let him win on pageant, and neither of them wanted, at any price, to be weighed by a rock.

“The stone’s the ground,” I said to Maeva, low, reading it. “Everything else is theater and coin. They’ll try to win on theater and coin because they can’t win on the stone. So we fight everything toward the stone. Every trial, every wager, we drag it back to the one thing that can’t be bought, and we let the stone do the naming, the way it did at Marrowford.”

“Now you’re governing,” Maeva said, pleased, the way a tutor is pleased. “You’ve just described statecraft, summoner, in a porter’s grammar. Find the one thing your enemy can’t corrupt, and make every fight happen there. I unified three duchies on exactly that principle and I never once said it as cleanly as ‘fight everything toward the stone.’ I’m stealing it. The fox is a bad influence; I’m stealing phrases now.”

Bram had his annex within the hour and his stall within two. A household needs a base, and Bram built ours out of nothing but a rented room and a plank.

He’d taken a taproom annex off a Veltmark publican for the season, sight unseen, on the strength of a letter, and it turned out to be a low long room over a stable with a good hearth and a bad roof and a cellar he pronounced “honest, which is the most you can ask of a cellar,” and by evening the household had beds in it and Bram had a bar-plank across two barrels in the front and a wager-book open on it, and he was, within the first hour of trading, both scandalized and thriving, which was his natural condition. “Do you know what these festival bookmakers are charging on the Bell-run?” he demanded of me, aggrieved and delighted, scratching lines in his book with a pencil the fox had already improved the point of. “Robbery. Lazy robbery, which is the worst kind, robbery without craft. I’ve undercut the lot of them and I’m still making a margin a moneylender would blush at, because they’re pricing on reputation and I’m pricing on what I’ve seen you do, and what I’ve seen you do isn’t on any of their sheets.” He wheezed, pleased. “Forty years I’ve run a book in one town. One season in a festival and I’ll retire to buy the Antler outright and hire a man to water no ale in my name. It’s obscene. I love it. Bring me more porters to bet on. There’s only the one, more’s the pity, so I’ll have to make the one do.”

And the household settled into the annex the way a household settles anywhere, which is by arguing about it warmly, Yrsa testing every bed for structural integrity and condemning two, Nahari claiming the one room with a window she could stand blind at, Suzu immediately locating and cataloguing all four ways out of a building she’d sleep better in for knowing, and Maeva pronouncing the whole arrangement “adequate to a campaign, which is the most I’ve said of a lodging since a tent outside Vael,” and the copper tower got its shelf on the annex mantel by the second evening, dusted, and Esra’s sister-lamp got hung by the door and lit, and a rented room over a Veltmark stable became, in the space of a day, the thing the household carried with it everywhere now, which was a place that was theirs because they’d chosen to make it so.

The merchandise was its own education, and its own comedy.

There were souvenir coins with Maeva’s face on them.

She found them at a vendor’s stall, a whole tray of cheap struck tokens meant to be bought and pocketed by festival-goers as luck-charms, and half of them bore some rendering of the Golden Empress from the ballad, and Maeva picked one up between two fingers and examined it with the expression of a sovereign discovering her own image debased into small change, which was, technically, exactly what had happened.

“The likeness is criminal,” she pronounced, turning it. “They’ve given me a chin I don’t have and a bosom the church would have approved of, which is its own insult, they’ve made me modest, the one thing no painter ever managed in life. And the pricing.” She looked at the little placard. “Two coppers. They’re selling my face for two coppers. In my first life a man was hanged for putting my face on a coin without leave. Now they’re two coppers and the church would approve of the bosom.” She bought the entire tray, all of it, to the vendor’s baffled delight, and I understood she was doing it to take her own debased face off the market for exactly as long as it amused her, an empress conducting a very small very personal recall. “I shall have these melted and re-struck correctly. With the right bosom. It’s a matter of principle. A woman lets a great many things go in four hundred years but she does not let a coin-engraver give her the church’s bosom.”

There was a puppet-show of the porter walking out of a tomb, which I watched for exactly as long as it took the puppet-me to correct the puppet-masonry, and then walked on before the puppet-empress could do anything the church wouldn’t approve of. The puppet-porter had been given a heroic jaw and a booming voice, neither of which I owned, and the puppeteer made him deliver a speech at the tomb-mouth, a real ringing speech about vengeance and dawn, and I stood in the crowd and watched a puppet of myself give the exact grievance-speech I’d spent months refusing to give, and I found it funny in the dry way I found most things funny, and I bought the puppeteer an ale and requested, deadpan, that in the next show the porter say nothing at all and simply check the load, because that was the true story and it was funnier, and the puppeteer, who knew a good note when a legend gave him one, worked it in by evening, and the porter-puppet’s new silence got a bigger laugh than the speech ever had, which was, I thought, my life in one puppet-show.

Suzu tried to steal the coin-tray Maeva had just bought, on principle, “to see if the empress guards her own face better than the engraver rendered it,” and found Maeva’s gloved hand already flat on the tray, foreseen or simply expected, and the two of them had a brief silent contest of wills over a tray of debased imperial tokens that ended with Suzu conceding one token as a “sampling fee” and Maeva letting her have it, and the fox pocketing her own tiny stolen copy of the empress’s criminal bosom with enormous satisfaction. The household had been in Veltmark less than a day and had already re-priced a coin, condemned a toy, corrected a puppet, and robbed itself twice for love, and this was, somehow, the most dangerous coalition in the province.

And there was a toy Blade Saint’s sword, a child’s wooden waster with a painted grip, sold at a stall hung with cheap steel, and Yrsa saw it, and stopped, and picked it up, and condemned it to the vendor’s face with the flat professional contempt of a woman who’d died holding a real one.

“This is a butter-paddle,” she informed him. “The balance is a lie. A child who learns a lunge on this learns to fall over. The grip’s painted where the grip should be wrapped, so the first time his hand sweats he loses it, and a child who loses his sword learns the wrong lesson about what a sword is for, which is that it stays in your hand until the fight’s done. This isn’t a toy. It’s a way to teach a whole generation of boys to die.” She set it down. “Burn them. Make them with a real balance and I’ll put my name to it, because a child who learns true on a wooden waster is a child who lives, and that’s the only endorsement I’d ever give, and you’ll never get it selling butter-paddles.”

The vendor, who had just been offered the Blade Saint’s endorsement in the middle of an insult, opened his mouth to bargain, and Yrsa walked away before anyone, including herself, could watch her think about it, and I marked that the fox had been right about how the saint said the things she wanted, which was by pretending she didn’t.

Then we came to Gilt Row’s center, and Malchor Stane was exhibiting, and my four went quiet in four different registers.

He fielded them like a review of troops, the Chainwright, a big soft-handed man of middle years in charcoal and steel with a chain-motif worked in silver up both sleeves, and behind him his summoned legends walked in step down a raked lane while the crowd cheered, and they were the most terrible thing I’d seen since the tomb, because they were beautiful, and the beauty was the horror.

Leashed legends. I’d read about Leash arts in the archives Maeva sketched from memory, but I’d never seen them fielded whole, a rank of the mighty dead brought back diminished and obedient and grey-edged, and the diminishment was visible in the light of them, a dullness at the borders of each figure like a painting left in the sun, the color gone flat. They walked in perfect step, every one, because none of them had a will to walk out of step with. A swordswoman with dead eyes. A spearman who saluted the crowd on a count. A woman who’d been an archer-queen once, by the fletching-marks on her diminished armor, drawing an empty bow to a mark and holding it, and holding it, and holding it, past the point any living arm could, because there was no living arm in it, only a corpse of a legend doing the one trick it had been leashed to do, forever, for applause. Beautiful the way taxidermy is beautiful. Standing where they were put.

Malchor narrated them like a showman, and the narration was the worst of it, because it was fond. “The Swordswoman of All-Fords,” he called, and she stepped forward on the name and cut a perfect figure through the air, a form she’d have owned in life, executed now with no more soul in it than a music-box, and the crowd gasped at the beauty of it. “The Spear of the Redwater. The Archer-Queen of the Silt Isles, who never missed.” And the archer-queen drew her empty bow to the mark and held it, forever, and the crowd cheered the impossible endurance, and did not understand that they were cheering a corpse doing a corpse’s only trick, because Malchor had dressed the horror in the language of a heritage exhibition, a museum of the mighty dead brought back for the province’s education and delight, and the province was delighted, and cheered, and did not know to be sick.

That was the thing I couldn’t stop reading, standing there: the crowd’s joy. They loved it. They’d come to a festival to see the greatest who ever lived, and here they were, walking, drawing, cutting, saluting, and it never once occurred to the crowd that a legend who does exactly what she’s told, forever, without a flicker of the temper or the pride or the refusals that made her a legend in the first place, is not a legend at all but a beautiful thing wearing a legend’s face, and the not-occurring was Malchor’s whole trade. He’d built a museum of the leashed and taught a province to applaud it, so that when he asked for sanction to do it forever, the province would think it was voting for wonders instead of graves. The crowd had never seen the alternative up close and didn’t know to be sick, and watching it, I understood exactly why Helvane had written bring all of it: because a province that had cheered the leashed needed to see the chosen standing next to them before it forgot there was a difference.

My household went quiet, each in her own key. Three griefs reached me through the bond, and the fourth stood visible on Suzu’s small face without needing a strand.

Maeva went cold and still and imperial, the auditing eyes moving down the rank of the leashed pricing exactly what had been done to each one, and under the imperial cold I felt, through the Crowned link, four hundred years of a woman who’d had her own honor guard leashed into a Vigil and had spent a book closing their visors one by one, recognizing the crime the way you recognize a thing that was done to you. “That one’s been re-summoned nightly for years,” she murmured, so only I heard, reading the archer-queen’s flat borders. “You can see the wear. He calls them fresh each evening because a leashed thing fades, so he burns them and re-burns them, over and over, a legend spent and re-spent like a coin rubbed smooth. In my day we called that a specific kind of damnation, summoner, and we had laws against it, and the laws were the only good thing my husband ever kept.” Her voice never rose. The Standard woke a hair at the edge of her fury and three lamps down the row straightened before she reined it back in. “I will unmake this man. Not tonight. But I will file it, and I will unmake him, and I will enjoy the filing.”

Nahari went to the stillness that meant the glass had shown her something and she was choosing not to look at the rest, and under it I felt the specific anger she kept for the powerful, the ones who arrived late on purpose and buried women alive, banked and enormous. “My city burned because a Hero came late to bank the ashes,” she said, low. “This is the same crime slowed down. He doesn’t let the legend die and profit; he keeps her dying, forever, and profits every night. It’s worse than what was done to Sundermere. I did not think anything could be worse than what was done to Sundermere. I have been alive two hundred years and I am still learning the ceiling of what the powerful will do to a thing that can’t refuse them.” The dark eyes closed, last in the row as always. “Take me away from here soon, anchor. I can hold anger. I cannot hold it politely for long, and holding it politely is the only useful thing I can do with it in a crowd this size.”

Suzu went dark, the small sparks at her nose gone out entirely, and she looked at the leashed rank walking to heel with her ears pinned flat and all nine tails hanging dead still. I didn’t need a bond to read the recognition in her. A leashed legend was the fox’s own nightmare wearing another woman’s face, the box translated into a body that could walk. When she spoke it was flat and quiet and older than sixty years. “That’s a box that walks,” she said. “I was in a box that didn’t. Mine let me keep my mind, at least, mine just held me and starved me and let me count coppers to stay sane. Theirs took the mind out and kept the body dancing. I don’t…” her voice caught, and she let it, for once, in front of me, “…I don’t have a joke for this one, porter. I’ve had a joke for everything since I stepped out of the crack and I don’t have one for this. Get me away from it. I’ll find the joke by tomorrow. I always find the joke. But not standing here looking at what they’d have made of me if I’d been worth eating instead of worth banking.”

And Yrsa saw the third one in the file, and stopped, and I counted the seconds, because I’d learned that Yrsa’s stillnesses had lengths and the length told you the wound.

Eleven seconds.

The third leashed legend in Malchor’s rank was a broad hard woman of middle height in old garrison harness, grey-edged, dead-eyed, walking to heel between a piper and a lance, and I did not know her, but Yrsa did, and Yrsa went to a stillness eleven seconds long, which was the longest I had ever counted on her, longer than the tide-flats, longer than the bridge story, and in those eleven seconds I watched a woman who had not been afraid of anything since before she died look at a thing that frightened her all the way to the bone. Then she put it away. She put her face into perfect parade bearing, the drawn-sword line, and she turned and walked, not fast, not slow, back up Gilt Row away from the rank of the leashed, and she did not explain, and I did not ask, because a wound that takes eleven seconds to armor over is a wound you let a woman carry to her own ground in her own time.

I filed the garrison harness, and the grey-edged face, and the eleven seconds, and I let her walk, because the reckoning was hers, and it wasn’t now.

Malchor Stane came to me himself, then, public and polite, the way a man does when he wants the exchange etched.

“The Anchor of Legends,” he said, warm, soft-handed, a bard already drifting close with a witness-stone because a bard could smell a line coming. “I’ve admired your work from afar. The free-range approach. Very bold. Very… rustic.” The smile was genuine and that was the worst of it. “Tell me, though, practically, as one summoner to another: what happens when one of them simply wanders off? You’ve no leash on them, I’m told. No control. What keeps the empress from deciding one morning that she’d rather be an empress somewhere else, and walking away with all that power you spent to raise her?”

“They come back,” I said, plainly, because plain was the register I had, and because the bard was listening. “Every night, so far. They come back because they choose to, and a thing that chooses to come back is a thing that’s actually yours.” I looked past him at the leashed rank standing where they’d been put, the archer-queen still drawing an empty bow. “Yours can’t leave. That’s not control, Chainwright. That’s just a thing that can’t leave. Different products. I’d not confuse them at a market this size; the customers can tell.” And the bard’s witness-stone caught it, and the mother-stones would have it by nightfall, and Malchor Stane’s warm soft smile did not change at all, which told me more about the man than any flinch would have, because a man who doesn’t flinch when you name his whole trade in one sentence is a man who has decided he cannot afford to.

“They can tell,” he agreed, pleasantly. “That’s rather my concern. The customers, as you put it, can tell. Which is why I intend to secure a charter before they think too hard about it, and custody of the free-range stock before it multiplies.” The soft smile never moved. “You misunderstand the trade, Anchor. You think the difference between us is that yours choose and mine can’t. But a thing that can leave is a liability, and a thing that can’t is an asset, and the market prefers assets, because assets can be owned, and priced, and passed down, and a legend that might wander off one morning is worth nothing to a man who wants to build something that lasts. I’m building an institution. You’re running a charity that will die with you and scatter your queens to whoever’s kindest next. Ask yourself which of us the province will thank in a hundred years.” He inclined his head, courteous, certain. “Enjoy the festival. The ladder’s a long climb. I look forward to the top of it, where we’ll settle whether the future belongs to things that choose or things that can be kept. I know which way I’d bet. So does the crowd. Listen to it cheer my rank and not yours.” And he went back to his beautiful dead, and left it hanging for the stones to take, and I stood there and let the crowd cheer his taxidermy, and did not answer, because the answer wasn’t a line, it was a ladder, and I meant to climb it all the way to the top and let the stone say which of us built the thing that lasted.

Helvane welcomed us that evening, and the boon was sworn on the mother-stone in one feast-scene with no procedure in it anywhere, because the Margrave ruled by pageant and oath and despised a committee the way I despised a wasted echo.

He greeted us before the feast, briefly, hawk-eyed and unceremonious, and he looked at Maeva for exactly one beat longer than courtesy required, the way a man looks at a puzzle he’s mostly solved and finds funny. “Lady Maeva,” he said, dry. “Or whatever the stone will decide you are when it gets a proper look. I invited you here so my province could shake your hand before someone less friendly decides what to do about you. I see from the lamps at the gate ceremony that you’ve already begun teaching them what you are without my help. Good. Save me the trouble. I’m too old to explain an empress to a crowd; let the crowd work it out and think it was their idea.” And Maeva had looked at him with the auditing eyes gone warm, and said, “You frighten honestly, Margrave. I’ve unified duchies on the strength of finding the one man in a room who does. We’ll get on,” and Helvane had made a sound that in a lesser man would have been a laugh and gone to swear his festival into being.

He looked older than at the Crown and exactly as sharp, iron-grey and hawk-eyed, dressed below his rank as always, and he stood on the mother-stone’s dais at the festival’s opening feast and swore the season into being the way you’d swear a deed: the ladder of trials, the Bell-run and the skirmishes and the gate-hold and the final clearing of the Undercourt, and at the top of it the champion’s boon, any lawful grant the province could make, sworn by the Margrave’s own hand in a single sentence, to whoever cleared the Undercourt true and first. No papers. No panels. A ladder, a stone, an oath, and a boon. That was the machinery, and it was clean, and I loved him for it a little, the way you love a man who refuses to make a simple thing complicated.

“One sentence,” he said, when a Gilt Row sponsor tried to ask after the terms and conditions of the boon, and there was a whole philosophy of governance in the two words. “The boon is any lawful grant the province can make, sworn in one sentence by my own hand, to the first true clearing of the Undercourt. If you need it written longer than that, you’ve come to the wrong festival; there’s a kingdom two weeks west that loves a long document and I’ll gladly recommend you to it. Here we swear things, and the stones remember them, and a man who breaks an oath wears the grey mark for it in front of everyone, and that’s my law entire, and it’s kept this province honest longer than paper’s kept anywhere honest. Climb the ladder. The stone sorts the rest.” And the sponsor, who’d wanted a clause, got an oath instead, and had to make do, and I watched half of Gilt Row realize that the Margrave of Veltmark could not be lawyered, only out-deeded, which was exactly the ground a porter wanted to fight on.

Then the aims were declared, because a wager of deeds declares its stakes, and Malchor Stane declared his, and the room learned the temperature.

“A Chainworks charter,” he said, easily, standing to be seen. “Sanctioned, sponsored, royal. The Chainworks to field its summoned legends in the province’s service, formally, permanently.” He let it sit, warm. “And custody of unregistered summons within the province’s bounds. The unlicensed. The… free-range.” And on the word custody, Malchor Stane looked, deliberately, down the length of the feast-hall, at Maeva.

I felt the whole room change temperature, and I felt it start with her.

Maeva Castellan set down her cup.

She did it without a sound, and it was the loudest thing that happened all night. She set the cup down on the board without so much as a click, and she did not stand, and she did not speak, and she looked back at Malchor Stane with the auditing green eyes gone entirely to iron, and the Standard woke in her, innate now, Crowned, the command-and-rally aura that steadied allies and made enemies flinch, and every lamp in the great feast-hall of Veltmark straightened its flame at once, the whole room’s fire standing to attention like a garrison when the empress walks in, the shadows snapping to parade-ground order, and for one long breath the feast held its breath with the lamps.

Helvane, on the dais, watched every lamp in his own hall straighten toward a foreign envoy who hadn’t moved a muscle, and I saw the hawk-eyes understand exactly what they were looking at, and I saw him decide, with a soldier’s practicality, to find it entertaining rather than alarming, which was the bravest and shrewdest thing anyone did all night.

“Well,” the Margrave said, into the straightened hush, dry as a dune. “The Chainwright wants custody of the province’s summoned legends, and one of the province’s summoned legends has an opinion about it, and expressed it through my lighting. I’ll take that under advisement, Stane, along with the rest of the entertainment.” He lifted his own cup, and the lamps eased, and the room breathed. “The ladder’s open. The boon goes to the first true clearing of the Undercourt. Climb it, gentlemen, and let the stones sort out who’s a product and who’s a person. My province enjoys a good sorting.” And he drank, and the feast went on, and Malchor Stane smiled his warm unflinching smile at an empress who’d answered his claim with a room full of straightened flames, and did not, I noticed, look at her again all night, which was the only flinch he had in him.

Saskia found me before the feast broke, brief and correct, the way a duelist keeps an appointment.

She came out of the crowd in her own colors, which were no colors, whipcord and copper-shaved and alone, and she didn’t waste words, because she’d never wasted anything but a life. “Dawn,” she said. “The new moon. The river shallows below the weirs. Saint to saint, no stones, no songs, four witnesses, and you’re the fourth, porter, because I asked for you and you came, and I still don’t know if I asked as a taunt or a tribute and neither do you and that’s the honest state of it.” She looked at me a moment, hazel eyes without the old contempt, only the question that had been eating her since the Crown. Then she looked at Yrsa, who’d come up quiet at my shoulder, and she looked at the saint’s stance longer than she looked at the saint’s face, reading the balance of her, the weight already on the back foot, the whole grammar of a body that had chosen something, and her sword-hand checked empty air where a patron’s color would have hung.

“Dawn,” Yrsa agreed. That settled it: two saints making an appointment, and Saskia went back into the crowd, alone, under nobody’s banner, to sleep before a duel she had, for once, asked under her own name.

At our own table through the long feast, low under the noise, the household turned the whole day over the way it turned everything, over food, and the turning did the work that a crowd wouldn’t let us do out loud.

“Sanction and custody,” Maeva summarized, pricing the enemy aloud. “That’s Malchor’s aim, and it’s a clever aim, because it’s the same aim as the Saint’s, worn as a businessman’s. The Saint wants Anchors leashed; the Chainwright wants unregistered summons in custody; those are the same sentence in two coats. He’s the Saint’s hand in the market, whether he knows it or not, and I’d wager he half-knows it and has decided not to look, because a man who fields the leashed dead for applause is a man who’s made his peace with not looking at things.” She set down her cup, gently this time, no theater. “We don’t beat him by beating his husks, though we’ll do that too. We beat him by making the province see the difference between his rank and ours, on the stone, in daylight, so that when he asks for his sanction the crowd that cheered his taxidermy remembers it cheered taxidermy. That’s the campaign. Win the trials, yes. But win the seeing.”

Yrsa had gone quiet at her end of the table. She cleaned the same three inches of blade while the hall cheered itself hoarse, and nobody pressed, because the eleven seconds on Gilt Row had told us all there was a wound there and a wound like that gets walked to its own ground.

Suzu, quiet still, said only, “The arch,” and nothing else.

And once, across the feast, I saw Cylas.

He was working a sponsor’s table at the edge of Gilt Row, dressed a season behind, the gilt of his blessing thinner than I remembered, pouring charm on a merchant who was only half listening, a Hero doing the work Heroes never do, which is asking. Nobody at my table approached him. Nobody at his table looked our way. There was no confrontation, no speech, no j’accuse. I watched him for one beat, no more, and then I turned back to my table. Maeva, beside me, set her hand on my arm and said nothing.


Chapter 6: Collateral

The Bell-run was built to be run loud, and we ran it quiet, and quiet won.

They’d raised a staged ruin across the near water-meadow, a warren of false walls and rigged floors and drop-gates, and hung it with bells in a set sequence that had to be rung in order, and salted it with live hazards, snare-wights and pit-traps and a caged fen-thing at the heart of it that the adjudicators loosed when the first bell rang. A party ran it against the water-clock, and the crowd loved the ones who ran it the way the Blessed ran everything, at a sprint, kicking doors, ringing bells with a flourish, taking wounds and calling them glory. Kolbeck’s Gilt Banner had run it that morning to a roar, bleeding and brilliant and fast.

We ran it like a load.

That was the doctrine, and it was the doctrine that had walked me through every dungeon a Hero ever took credit for. A staged ruin is a dungeon that wants to be read, and I read it at the start-line while the crowd waited for us to charge and we didn’t: the bell-sequence off the placards, the floor that was too clean to be sound, the drop-gate hinges that showed grease on the wrong side. Then we moved, and we moved together, and it looked like nothing, which is what competence looks like from the stands.

I laid an echo-plank across the too-clean floor before it could drop us, a faint grey copy of a real plank just solid enough to cross in a file, and we crossed dry while the crowd waited for someone to fall, and the crowd’s disappointment when nobody fell was the first coin of the day, because a crowd that wants you to fall is a crowd that hasn’t learned to read you yet.

Maeva held the middle of the run with the Standard, and where a party running loud loses a man to panic at the fen-thing’s roar, our line didn’t flinch, because the empress was in it and the empress made rooms hold. When the first bell rang and the adjudicators loosed the caged fen-thing at the run’s heart, the beast came out of its pit with a roar built to scatter a party, and I felt the Standard settle over us like a hand on the back of the neck, and Osric, who’d never heard a fen-thing roar, held his place because the empress in the middle of the line made holding feel like the natural thing to do.

Yrsa carved exactly twice, and both times were a lesson in economy. The first was a snare-wight lattice strung across a corridor, a web of grasping grey limbs meant to cost a party minutes and blood, and she didn’t hack at it, she read it, found the anchor-strand that held the whole lattice, and cut that one, and the whole web collapsed into twitching pieces, one cut, thirty seconds saved. The second was the fen-thing itself, and she let it commit its charge, slid off the line of it, and took it in four exact moves: a cut to the foreleg to fold it, a step inside the fall, the blade up under the jaw where the skull was thin, and the withdrawal already begun before the thing hit the ground, no wasted motion, no flourish, a hazard removed from a route the way you’d move a fallen branch off a road.

Nahari called the drop-gates one breath ahead, her clouded glass good for exactly one breath now and one breath being plenty, so that we were always through the gate before it fell, “gate, now, hold, now,” a metronome of one-breath warnings, and I counted the bells against a water-clock in my head, the seventh-wave count grown into a festival’s rhythm, ringing them in strict order because a bell out of order voided the run, and we came out the far end at a time that looked, on the board, modest.

The farm boys did their part where farm boys should, outside the killing line and inside the work. Osric kept the bell-count on a slate with wet hands and did not once lose his place when the fen-thing roared. Wend ran the second-team cart along the outer service lane, close enough that I could swap a spent echo-lantern for a fresh one without breaking stride, far enough that Yrsa did not have to waste attention protecting him. Colm hauled the spare line through the mud when the adjudicators’ pulley snagged, not heroic, not sung, just thirty feet of rope dragged through trampled grass by a boy who had learned over winter that a clean line is often the difference between miracle and embarrassment. I marked all three in the corner of the run: support, not spectacle, which was exactly why they mattered. A household does not only win with queens. It wins because the slate is dry enough to read, the cart is where it should be, the spare line arrives before anyone has to shout for it, and the boys who came to Veltmark did the work Yrsa had kept them for.

After the fifth bell, when the adjudicator’s own sand-table fouled in the damp and one official started to panic over whether our sequence could be certified, Osric held up his slate without being asked. The stone took his count. That was a small thing from the stands and a large thing from the line: a farm boy’s tidy numbers saving a perfect run from a clerk’s wet sand. Suzu saw it and grinned at him like he’d picked a lock. Osric blushed so hard he nearly dropped the slate, but he did not drop the count.

The crowd was disappointed. A modest time. No blood, no flourish, no drama. A party had walked a gauntlet and come out the far end tidy, and a crowd that has come for spectacle reads tidy as boring, and the stands were already turning to the next runners before our time was even posted.

I’d expected it, and told the household to expect it, because the whole doctrine depended on trusting the stone over the stands. “They’ll be bored,” I’d said at the start-line. “Let them. A crowd cheers the loud run and the stone scores the clean one, and we’re not running for the crowd, we’re running for the account. Boring is what winning looks like from the stands. Don’t let it in your head. Run the load, not the show.”

Then the adjudicators checked what clean meant, because the Bell-run was scored two ways and the crowd only understood one. Time, yes. But also the account: wounds taken, property broken, bells missed. And when the adjudicator-bards read our account off the witness-stones, the modest time re-ranked, because we’d run it with zero wounds, zero property broken, every bell rung true and in order, a perfect account, and a perfect account beat a fast bloody one on any board that could count, and the crowd, learning something it hadn’t known about how the trial actually scored, made a different sound, a thinking sound, and Bram, at his plank across two barrels, cleaned up on the correction exactly as the fox’s margin note had promised.

And the run should have failed, because one of the bells was rigged, and only Suzu saw it.

She’d come along uninvited, flanking, three streets over as the saint had ordered, useless in the line and devastating outside it, and I only learned what she’d done after, when she presented it to me like an invoice. The fourth bell in the sequence had been rigged with a gilt thread wound through its clapper mechanism, a thread that would have jammed the clapper on the pull and cost us the bell and the perfect account, and a saboteur had crouched in the false wall beside it with a shuttered lantern, waiting to see the jam and slip away in the confusion. Suzu had smelled the gilt thread from three streets over, the way she smelled everything, and she’d foxfire-flickered the saboteur’s lantern, one small blink of confusing light that made him look the wrong way for the half-second it took her to reach past him and steal the rigging pin clean out of the mechanism, so the clapper swung free and the bell rang true and the perfect account held. He never knew. The crowd never knew. Only I saw it, a flicker of fox-fire and a small red shape gone from the false wall, and I filed it, and said nothing, and waited.

She presented it after, in the shadow of the finish, holding out the gilt thread and the rigging pin in her small palm like a bill come due.

“Receipt,” she said. “The fourth bell was rigged to cost you the clean run. Gilt thread, which means gilt colors, which means the same hunt-party that priced you at the crossroads is now paying to trip you on the ladder, which tells you they’d rather cheat you off the board than beat you on it, which tells you they’re afraid, which is useful.” She dropped the thread and pin into my hand. “I didn’t do it for the tab. I want that on the record. I did it because I was three streets over doing a professional appraisal of your operation and I saw a man about to sabotage a thing you’d built clean, and I’ve a professional objection to bad workmanship, and rigging a bell is bad workmanship.” The fox-fire freckling at her cheeks banked low while she considered the books. “But mostly I want it on the record that I didn’t do it for the tab, because I’m about to do a thing that is very much for the tab, and I want the two kept separate in the books, because a fox keeps clean books even when she keeps nothing else clean.”

The adjudicator took the thread from my palm with tongs and tested it against the bell’s clapper under witness, and the stone accepted the tampering without drama, one small true line under the larger true line of the run. That mattered to Suzu more than she pretended. She had caught a cheat and then made it legible, which was a different theft, stealing a hidden hand out of the dark and forcing it into ink. Osric copied the thread’s color, twist, and knot into the tally-book while she watched over his shoulder, and for once she did not correct his margins.

The household took the win the way it took everything now, as a thing to argue about over food.

Bram was ecstatic in the particular joyless way of a man who’s made money against the odds and considers the joy unprofessional. “They overbet the gilt run this morning,” he reported, counting. “Bled and roared and the crowd loved it and pushed your odds long because a clean run looks slow to a crowd that doesn’t read the account. So when the adjudicators re-ranked you I cleaned out half of Gilt Row on the correction, exactly like the fox wrote in my margin, and I’d like it noted that I’m now taking wagering advice from a creature I met four days ago who spent sixty years sealed under a road, and that the advice made me rich enough to tolerate the shame.” He pocketed the take. “The gilt thread goes in the receipts file. Second time this season a gilt hand’s tried to trip you off a board instead of beating you on it. That’s a pattern, and a pattern’s a receipt, and receipts ripen.”

Maeva took the gilt thread and turned it in the lamplight and priced it in one look. “Kolbeck’s colors,” she said. “A hunt-party captain rigging a bell. That’s not a strategy, summoner, that’s a tantrum with a budget. The Blessed would rather you tripped than won because a tripped anomaly is a joke and a winning one is a threat, and they’ve realized, watching you run a trial clean, that you’re a threat, and they’ve responded by cheating badly, which tells us they’re rattled and unimaginative both. Good. Rattled and unimaginative is a thing you can plan around.” She filed the thread with the satisfaction of a stateswoman adding to a case. “We climb the ladder clean and let them keep cheating badly, and the stones keep the account, and by the top of it the crowd will have learned the difference between a clean account and a loud one, and a crowd that’s learned that is a crowd that can’t un-learn it. That’s the campaign. Win clean, let them cheat, teach the province to read.”

Yrsa ate like the trial had been an appetizer and said little, and I marked that she was still carrying the eleven seconds from Gilt Row, the grey-edged woman in garrison harness walking to heel, and that she’d carry it to her own ground in her own time, and that pressing it would only make her armor thicker. She cleaned a blade that didn’t need it and watched the middle distance and once, without looking up, said, “The reeve on the downs used an old garrison guard. The archer-queen in the Chainwright’s file used it too, or a corpse of it. Someone’s been leashing my province’s dead for a while.” And then she said nothing else, and the blade-work got slower, which told me enough. I let her carry it.

The choosing came that night, and it was hers, and it was specific, and it turned on the saboteur.

Because there’d been a second saboteur, at the finish, a gilt man who’d tried to knife a snare into the run’s exit to catch us as we came out spent, a coward’s ambush at the one moment a party is tired and unwary, and Yrsa had read him before he’d finished drawing, and dropped him, fast and clean, a hilt to the temple, no killing, because you don’t kill a hired hand for his employer’s cowardice, you drop him and leave him for his masters to explain. “Gilt-paid,” she’d said, flat, standing over him with her blade already sheathed because the whole thing had taken less than a breath. “Second one today. They’re not trying to beat you, anchor, they’re trying to spend you cheap and blame the ruin. It’s what you do to a thing you’re afraid to fight straight.”

And I’d gone to him where he lay, this hired coward who’d have snared us in the back, and I’d checked his breathing, and turned his head so he wouldn’t choke on his own tongue in the mud, and taken the knife off him and nothing else, because a man down is a man down whatever colors he wears and whatever he’d meant to do, and I’d done it without thinking, the way you check a load, the way you count a farm’s dogs before your pay, and I hadn’t known the fox was watching from the wagon roof until she told me she was, and I hadn’t done it for her or for anyone, which was, it turned out, the entire point.

“That’s the thing,” she said, upside down over the edge of the wagon roof, her fox-red hair hanging, the amber eyes considering me the way they’d considered me through a crack. “That’s the whole thing, and I’m going to tell you the whole thing, because you bought me out of a box and you’re owed an honest accounting of why I’m about to sign.” She swung down, light, and landed in front of me, small and quick and entirely serious under the mischief. “I’ve been auditing you since the crack opened and three days in daylight, and here’s the audit. You burned your arms to the shoulder to buy a stranger out of a seal and expected nothing. You gave a shepherd his lamb back. You put my sixty years of coppers on a shelf and called it a monument. You ran a trial clean when everyone else runs it bloody. And tonight a man you owe nothing but a grudge tried to snare you at the finish, and your saint dropped him, and you went and checked his breathing and turned his head so he wouldn’t choke on his own tongue. A gilt saboteur. You made sure he could breathe.” Her freckles came up bright. “You’re the worst-run charity I’ve ever audited, porter-of-legends. The books are a disaster. You spend miracle-grade power on nobodies and you check your enemies’ breathing and you’ll die broke and beloved in a ditch full of grateful villagers.” The amber eyes went, for a beat, entirely without the grin. “I want in. I’ve read the tab. Every clause. In daylight. And I want in.”

“I’ve audited crews before,” she went on, and now the joke thinned and the true thing showed under it. “In my first life. Six of us, a good crew, and I audited them the way I audit everyone, waiting for the clause, the compounding clause, the moment a friend turns out to be a creditor in a friend’s coat. Everyone’s a creditor eventually. That’s what sixty years in a box teaches you, that everyone who ever smiled at you was pricing you, and the priests who sealed me smiled the whole time, and Vessin smiled, gilt and golden, right up until the stitches went in.” Her small hands closed. “And I’ve been auditing you since the crack opened and three days in daylight, waiting for your clause. Every man has one. The moment the manners turn out to be a down-payment on a debt. And I can’t find yours, porter. I’ve looked. I’ve looked hard, because a fox who can’t find the clause is a fox who’s about to sign something dangerous, and I’ve never signed anything dangerous without reading the clause, and there isn’t one. You just pay polite and check breathing and give lambs back and there’s no clause under it, and that terrifies me worse than a clause would, because a man with no clause is a man you could trust, and trusting a man got me sixty years in a box, and here I am about to do it again anyway, eyes open, clause-free, which is either the bravest thing I’ve ever done or the stupidest and I’ve stopped being able to tell.”

She offered it her way, with a joke to hide behind, holding out my own stolen pencil like collateral. “You hold my tab,” she said, lightly. “That’s the offer. You hold my tab, I run your accounts, we call it a merger. Sign here. I’ve already stolen the pen. It’s your pencil. It’s very underlined.”

And I made her say it straight, once, gently, because I’d learned from an empress in a tomb and a saint on a tide-flat that the door only holds if she walks through it in her own voice, and a joke is a coat over a choice, and I wanted the choice, not the coat.

“Not the joke,” I said, plainly. “You can keep the joke after. You’ll want it after; it’s your coat and I’d never take your coat. But say the true thing once, straight, so the door knows you meant it and not the joke. What do you want, Suzu? Plain.”

The little lights at her cheeks guttered, and she looked at me for a long moment, and I watched saying-a-true-thing-straight cost her more than any theft ever had, because a creature that had been sealed sixty years for trusting a golden man had built her whole self out of never signing anything straight, and here was a porter asking her to do the one thing the seal couldn’t make her do, which was mean it out loud.

“I want to stay,” she said, straight, quiet, the joke set down for exactly one sentence. “I’ve been alone sixty years and cold and counting other people’s coppers and you’re the first warm thing since the seal that asked instead of taking, and I want to stay, and it terrifies me, and I’m saying it straight because you asked and because you’re right that the coat would cheapen it. There. That’s the true thing. I want to stay. Now let me have the joke back before I catch fire.” And her face flared with relief and mischief and something naked underneath, and the door held, because she’d meant it, straight, in her own voice.

[BOND OFFERED: TETHERED] [HER CHOICE, FREELY MADE] [ACCEPTED]

The fourth strand braided into my senses, and at the edge of it her mischief arrived like a taste of sparks struck off flint, bright and quick and delighted, and she felt me feel it and grinned the whole grin.

“You can taste me now,” she said, thrilled. “The whole caravan tastes each other, I’ve felt it on you all, the empress like warm metal and the saint like cold iron and the oracle like rain on a lamp, and now me, and I taste like…” she caught it off my end, “…flint. Sparks off flint. Oh, that’s perfect, that’s exactly right, I’ve never been described better and it took a magic bond to do it.” Then she looked at me, upside down again, having swung back up onto the wagon roof, and the amber eyes went vertical-slitted with bedroom mischief. “Now. I’ve been sealed in a box for sixty years, porter-of-legends, and now that I’ve got my fourth strand, what I want is not a nap. Come up here. Bring nothing. I’ve already stolen everything you’d bring.”

The wagon roof was her choice, and her lane debuted on her terms, and her terms were a game, and the game was the consent, and I played it because playing it was how you loved a fox.

I came up onto the wagon roof above the sleeping festival camp, the lantern-glow of ten thousand people’s fires spread out below and loud, the whole fairground roaring a wagon’s height beneath us and blind to the dark roof above it, and I got a new look at her by that borrowed festival light, because a wagon roof over a fairground is exactly the frame a fox would choose to be seen in. She’d shed the outer layers of the thief’s silks and stood small and quick and unashamed in the lantern-glow, the fox-red hair chaotic, the amber eyes bright and vertical-slitted and delighted, sparks scattered across her nose, and the tails behind her fanning slow with anticipation, and she was petite everywhere, compact and lithe and built like a thing that lived on rooftops, small high curves and a lean strong quickness, nothing about her still, all of her poised to move, and she caught me taking the measure of her and posed, deliberately, against the glow of the camp below, daring the blind fairground to look up.

“You’re reading me again,” she said, delighted. “Height, reach, how the hips move. File me, porter. I’ve been unseen sixty years and I want to be seen wanting it, that’s my flavor entire, you’ll learn it, I’m the opposite of your saint, she wants to be held where no one watches and I want to be almost-caught where everyone could. Now.” She was waiting with my belt-knife in one hand and my flint in the other, having lifted both between one breath and the next.

“Ransom,” she announced, delighted, holding them up. “I’ve your knife and your flint. I name the prices in acts, and you pay them, or you don’t, every price is an offer you can turn down, that’s the rule, that’s how the game keeps clean, a fox’s game always has a way out written into it or it isn’t a game, it’s a robbery, and this is a game, and I don’t do robberies, not with people I’ve signed a tab with.” The amber flecks blazed. “The knife’s price is your mouth on my throat until I forget I’m holding it. The flint’s price is your hands, both of them, everywhere, until I drop it, and I’m going to drop it, I want that on the record, I fully intend to drop the flint, the drop’s the whole point, but you have to earn the drop, a fox doesn’t just hand over a flint, you have to make me forget I’m holding it, which is harder than it sounds, I’ve held things through worse than a handsome porter, I held a truth in my mouth for sixty years, a flint’s nothing.” She grinned, and then, because the couple’s ritual was the couple’s ritual, she added the clean part straight. “I’m twenty-one, in case the bond’s making you count, twenty-one and sixty sealed, which makes me either the oldest or the youngest woman you’ve ever bedded depending on how you do the arithmetic, and I do it as compound interest, which makes me ancient and priceless, so mind your manners. And this is my choice, plainly, so the door knows, before we play: I want this, I want you, I want to be caught. There. That’s the straight part. Now.” The mischief came flooding back. “Do you accept the terms? Say it straight. You taught me that. Now you do it.”

“I accept the terms,” I said, plainly, and took the knife’s price first, my mouth on the quick pulse of her throat, working down the small strong line of it, and I felt her forget she was holding the knife almost at once, the small body going pliant against me, a soft startled sound escaping her that had no arithmetic in it at all, and the knife lowered in her hand as she forgot it, exactly as the price had named.

“That’s cheating,” she managed, delighted, foxfire freckles brightening. “You’re not supposed to be good at the throat, the throat was supposed to be a warm-up, I set the throat as an easy price and you’ve gone and made it…oh…you’ve made it not-easy, that’s against the spirit of the…” and I closed my teeth gently at the join of her throat and shoulder and she lost the sentence entirely, and the knife slipped from her fingers to clatter soft on the roof-boards, price paid, and she laughed at herself, at how fast she’d folded, sparks bright at her cheeks. “Well. That’s the knife gone. You’ve the flint to earn yet and I warn you I’m harder about the flint, I’ve held flints through worse than…” and I moved to the flint’s price, both hands everywhere, and she stopped warning me about anything.

She stripped my shirt off with thief-fast fingers, making a game even of that, and I undid the layered thief’s silks one secret seam at a time, every pocket offering up something stolen or useful: a lockpick, a copper, a folded playing card. By the end she was laughing and I was laughing and she was bare and warm and small against me in the night wind, petite and compact and quick, the fox-red hair chaotic, the amber eyes vertical-slitted with excitement, her freckled nose bright as a struck match, and the tails, all of them, fanning restless behind her, brushing the roof-boards.

She was quick, and agile, and playful, everything the other three weren’t, and her lane was hers alone: she wriggled free of me twice on purpose, a game of catch on a wagon roof, and let herself be caught, and the catching was the point. The first time I caught her by a wrist and reeled her back and she came grinning; the second time she nearly made the roof’s edge before I got an arm around her waist and hauled her back against me, her bare back to my chest, and she ground back against me with a wicked laugh and named it a “failed escape, penalty applies.” When I had her the third time she reversed herself against me, facing out over the fairground, sitting astride me facing the lantern-glow, deliberately silhouetted against the roaring blind camp below, and I ran my hands up her small strong body to cup her, thumbs finding the tight peaks of her, and she arched into it, and I understood the whole flavor of her then, the exhibitionist’s thrill turned inward, the delight not in being seen but in the risk of it, the almost, the fairground a wagon’s height away and loud and blind, ten thousand people who would never once look up at the dark roof where a fox rode a porter against the glow of their own fires.

I found her soaked between her thighs, her small pussy slick and hot around two fingers, worked her until she was rocking against my hand and swearing in loan-shark metaphor, and then I freed my cock and lifted her and brought her down onto it, slow, her tight heat stretching to take the thick length of me inch by inch until she was fully seated and foxfire-bright, and she took it with a long delighted sound, impaled on me and facing her audience, her small strong body working, my hands on her hips guiding the pace, her wetness slicking us where her petite frame swallowed every inch.

“They’re right there,” she said, riding me slow and facing them, her petite frame working, the fox-fire dimming and flaring around us as her control frayed, her tell. “All of them. Loud and blind. If one of them looked up. If the light caught us. They won’t. They never look up; nobody ever looks up; sixty years I watched people not look up at a shrine and it’s the great secret of the world, that no one looks up, and it means I can do anything up here, anything, right over their heads, and the not-being-seen is the sweetest thing there is because it could go the other way any second…” and her control frayed further, the fox-fire flaring bright, and I took the game back, because a game a fox runs is a game a fox surrenders, and the surrender was mine to take.

I caught her mid-escape, her fourth wriggle, an actual break for the roof’s edge that I let her almost make before I hauled her back, and held her up against the chimney-stack that rose off the wagon’s cook-vent, notching my cock back into her slick heat and driving up as I pinned her, her legs locking around me, her small strong body speared and held between my working strength and the warm brick, and she went from running commentary to honest noise in the space of one hard thrust that buried me to the hilt, the loan-shark vocabulary degrading into sounds with no arithmetic in them at all.

“There he is,” she managed, delighted even wrecked, “there’s the porter who catches the thief, oh, I’ve been running from that catch my whole life and it turns out the catch was the whole point, harder, I’ll owe you interest, I’ll owe you so much interest…” and I drove my cock up into her against the chimney with the fairground roaring blind below us, each thrust lifting her small body on the brick, one hand in her chaotic fox-red hair and one hand under her ass, holding her whole weight easily and fucking her onto me, and her tails, all of them, however many there were, fanned and thrashed with her fraying control, brushing the roof, the warm brick, my arms.

“Say it straight,” I said, keeping the pace sharp and close, because I’d made her say the true thing at the choosing and I wanted the true thing here too, under the game. “Not the joke. What do you want.”

“You,” she said, straight, the game falling away for one raw beat the way it had at the shrine. “This. To be caught. To be wanted loud enough that I stop running. Sixty years nobody chased me because nobody could and it turns out being uncatchable is the loneliest thing there is, and you catch me and hold me and it’s the warmest I’ve been since the box, there, that’s straight, that’s the true thing, now give me the game back before I…” and I gave her the game back, and the fox-fire flared, and she wrapped herself around me tighter and rode the catch, the fraying control lighting us both in flickers of fox-fire against the dark roof.

I drove into her harder as her control frayed, one hand fisted in her fox-red hair to tip her face up, the other splayed under her holding her whole small weight against the chimney, and I felt her climb, felt it through the flint-bright strand as much as in her body, her tails locking hard around my hips as the fox-fire flared brighter with every thrust, and I put my mouth to her ear and said the true thing back to her, the possession she’d asked for under the game: “Caught. You’re caught, fox. Stop running. Flare for me and let the whole festival cheer it and never know.”

At the brink she flared every tail at once.

It was the badly-hidden becoming gloriously unhidden, sixty years of tails held close blazing out all at once in a fan of fox-fire, nine of them or however many, spread wide and bright against the dark, and the fairground below, ten thousand people who never looked up, gasped and cheered, because they took it for festival fireworks, a spray of foxfire over the camp, a wonder, a show, and they cheered a climax they thought was a firework, and Suzu flared bright on the chimney-stack laughing her fox laugh into my shoulder at an audience of ten thousand that would never, ever know what they’d applauded, which was exactly, precisely the flavor she’d wanted, seen by no one and cheered by everyone, her small body clenching and shuddering around me in waves, the sparks across her face blazing, the tails thrashing their bright fan, and the laugh in the middle of her climax was the sound of sixty years of being invisible turned, for one flared instant, into a wonder over a whole festival’s head.

I finished with her, gripping her hard against the brick, her name low in my throat, one last deep drive that buried my cock to the root and then emptying myself into her in thick hot pulses while her tight pussy clenched and milked every spurt out of me, still shuddering and laughing, and through the flint-bright fourth strand I felt her come and felt her feel me come, the loop of it doubling, sparks off sparks, her pleasure and mine cycling back and forth until we were both wrung out and boneless against the warm brick, my cum slicking us where I stayed buried in her, a festival roaring blind beneath us and the last of her fox-fire guttering down over the camp like the end of a fireworks show that had, in fact, been one.

“Balance improving,” she pronounced, afterward, tail-wrapped around us both on the roof-boards, warm and boneless and pleased, and she returned my belt-knife and my flint, one and then the other, and kept the pencil. “The knife and the flint are paid back in full. The pencil stays. Controlling interest. I told you.” She appraised the fresh tracery on my shoulder with two taps of a small finger, the appraise-and-announce gesture that was hers now. “And your balance is improving, porter. Overextended, but improving. You’ve a fox on the books now. She’ll carry your float.”

The fourth strand settled into my senses as she curled against me, and I felt the others through it, faint at their distances, Maeva warm-metal content in the annex below, Yrsa cold-iron watchful somewhere on a rooftop of her own, Nahari rain-on-a-lamp and, unmistakably, amused, because the oracle had known this was coming and had decided to be surprised by the timing anyway. And I felt Suzu feel them too, the fourth strand joining the other three, and I felt her small startled joy at not being alone in her own head after sixty years of silence.

She went very still against me, not from fear, from the shock of a door opening inward where she’d braced for a wall. Her tails stopped their lazy fan and then, one by one, softened against the roof-tiles. Through the new strand I felt the old shape of solitude in her, not a room with no doors but a room with one chair, one cup, one knife, one joke told to no one because no one was allowed to hear. Then Maeva’s gold warmed around that room like approval that did not need a decree, Yrsa’s storm-grey steadied at the threshold like a guard who would not crowd her, and Nahari’s rain-on-a-lamp amusement touched the window and waited. None of them took her joy from her. They made room around it until it stopped looking illegal.

“There’s four of you in here,” she said, wondering, tapping her own temple. “I can feel all four. The whole household, humming at the edges. Do you know what sixty years of silence in a box is, porter? It’s this, exactly this, taken away. One head, one voice, nobody at the edges. And now there’s four warm things at the edges of my hearing and I’ll never be that alone again unless you all die, which, given the festival, is not off the table, but tonight, tonight there’s four of you in here and I’m going to lie on a roof and listen to you all being alive at the edges of my head and it’s the best thing that’s happened to me since before your grandfather was born.” She said it light, and meant it heavy, and I let her have the lightness. The amber eyes, drowsy, looked out over the fairground still roaring below, and then up, at the one thing that caught the moonlight over the whole festival, the gilt arch rising gold against the dark.

“Ask me tomorrow what I can’t tell you,” she said, quiet, all the mischief gone soft. “In daylight. When the gag lets a little more through if we stand near it right.” She looked at the arch. “Bring a crowbar. I like a man with a crowbar. It says he’s serious about the principal.”


Chapter 7: Wagers of Deeds

The skirmish-trial was party against party, and we won it before the horn, because the trial started at the draw and everyone else thought it started at the horn.

That was five years of watching a Hero take credit for ground I’d chosen the night before. When the adjudicators drew the field, a stretch of broken water-meadow with two objectives and a river-cut through the middle, the other party, a mid-tier Blessed outfit in blue and silver, drew their half and went to their pavilion to rest before the horn. We drew ours and I walked it, all of it, in the hour we were given, and I read it the way I read everything: the river-cut was fordable at exactly one place and impassable everywhere else; the near objective sat in a bowl that looked defensible and was actually a killing-pocket; the far objective was on high ground with one approach. And I pre-swore three caches into the ground while the other party rested, echo-tools staged where the fight would need them, because the trial’s rules let you prepare your own half and nobody but a porter ever bothered to prepare more than their nerve.

Then the horn, and we didn’t charge, and the crowd waited for the charge, and the charge didn’t come, and the blue-and-silver party charged instead, because a party that’s rested and eager charges, and a party that charges commits, and a committed party is a party you’ve already beaten if you read the ground right.

They came for the near objective, the defensible-looking bowl, and I let them have it, because it was a killing-pocket, and the letting was the hardest part to sell, because a crowd watching a party surrender the first objective without a fight reads it as cowardice, and I had to trust that the stone would score the ending and not the middle. Our line gave ground, deliberate, orderly, the Standard keeping the giving from becoming a rout, the militia boys backpedaling in good order because Maeva in the middle of them made good order feel like the natural law of the world, and the blue-and-silver party poured into the bowl cheering, thinking they’d broken us.

Then Maeva sealed the mouth of the bowl with the Standard, and the sealing was a thing to watch. She simply walked to the neck of the killing-pocket and stood in it, and the command-and-rally aura rolled off her, and the blue-and-silver party, which had been so eager to charge in, found that charging out past the empress was a different proposition entirely, because the Standard made enemies flinch and allies hold, and every man of theirs who set himself to break back out through the neck felt his nerve fail at the wrong moment, a half-beat of hesitation that a held line turns into a wall. And while she corked the bottle, Yrsa took the ford, the one crossing of the river-cut, and held it alone, which meant the blue-and-silver party in the bowl had a river at their back and a corked neck in front and a saint on the only dry way across, and the trial was decided, though it took another quarter-hour of the crowd not understanding why a party that had “won” the first objective was slowly, inexorably, being drowned in its own victory.

Yrsa held the ford economically, giving nothing, standing exactly where the water was shallowest and the footing best, so that any two who came at her had to come at her one at a time in the current, and one at a time in the current against the Blade Saint is not a fight, it’s a queue. Three of them tried her. Three of them went back into the bowl wet and rethinking their lives, none badly hurt, because she wasn’t there to kill hired trial-fighters, she was there to be a door that only opened one way, and a door that only opens one way is worth more than a wall.

We took the far objective at leisure, up its one approach, while the blue-and-silver party was still trying to work out how it had lost from the moment it thought it had won.

The Standard and Footwork braided cleaner than they ever had in the fight, and it was a thing I’d worked at all winter and it paid at last. The Standard was Maeva’s, innate to me now since the Mirror Stair, and it steadied a line; Footwork was Yrsa’s, granted at her Sworn oath, and it threaded my body through a fight faster than my body’s grade should allow. All winter I’d drilled them separately and they’d fought each other, the steadying pulling one way and the threading pulling another, a Standard that wanted me still in the middle of a line and a Footwork that wanted me moving through it, and I’d nearly given up on braiding them more than once. This fight was where the winter’s rough braid finally held under pressure. Two blue-and-silver duelists broke off from the bowl and came for me where I stood calling the line, thinking a porter in the middle of his own formation was the soft target, and they pincered me, one high and one low, a clean coordinated kill for two men who fought together often.

And Footwork took me. My body moved before my mind finished reading the threat, the saint’s instincts ghosting my stance the way they did now, and I ducked the high cut before I’d consciously seen it thrown, felt it pass through where my skull had been, and Footwork stepped me inside the low man’s reach where his blade was too long to matter, and the whole time the Standard never dropped, never so much as flickered, so that the militia boys behind me held their line steady while their caller danced a two-man pincer, which was the thing I’d never managed in drills, to steady and thread at once. I came out the far side of the pincer and reached down and pulled a copy of a shield up out of the ground where I’d staged it an hour before, an echo-shield rising between the two duelists and their weapons, fouling both their next cuts against a grey wall that was there for one breath and gone, and in that one breath I was past them and the two of them stood back to back with fouled blades in a fight that had already moved on, and the crowd made the thinking sound again, the sound of a crowd learning that the porter it had come to laugh at moved like a saint and held like an empress and had staged a shield in the dirt an hour before anyone knew there’d be a fight there.

“That braided,” Yrsa said after, from the ford, not even breathing hard, and it was as close as she came to praise. “The steady and the step, together. All winter you couldn’t. Now you can. Good. Do it every time. A caller who can’t move is a target and a mover who can’t steady is a coward, and you’ve just stopped being either. Stop smiling.”

The adjudicator-bards took longer to score it than we’d taken to win it, because clean work looks suspicious to men paid to count bruises. They walked the water-meadow with witness-stones in hand, checked the caches I’d sworn before the horn, measured the ford, and made the blue-and-silver captain swear that the echo-shield had been staged inside our legal half before the fight began. He hated the oath. He swore it anyway, because the stone was under his palm and a man who lies to a stone at a festival loses more than a trial.

The readout came plain: near objective yielded by design, far objective taken uncontested, opposing line contained without a killing stroke, all hazards declared. The Marsh Coalition won on a clean account, a victory a crowd needs explained and a stone understands immediately.

Bram understood it before the crowd did, which meant he priced it while the crowd was still arguing. His odds shortened hourly, and he grieved about it professionally to anyone who’d listen.

That was his love language, lament with profits attached.

“They’re going to make you a favorite,” he mourned, adjusting his book. “A favorite. Do you know what a favorite does to a wager-book, porter? It ruins it. Long odds are where the money lives. A favorite pays out nothing and everyone bets it anyway and I make my margin on the fools who bet against, and there are getting to be fewer fools by the hour, because you keep winning clean, and a clean winner converts fools into believers, and a believer’s no good to a bookmaker.” He wheezed. “Keep it up. I hate it. Keep it up.”

Suzu had opinions about the wager-book, because Suzu had opinions about anything with numbers in it. She’d taken to hanging over Bram’s shoulder at his plank between his customers, auditing his odds, and the two of them had developed a rapport that was mostly extortion and entirely fond. “You’re leaving money on the Bell-run correction,” she told him, tapping a line. “The crowd overbets the loud parties out of habit; you hold your line two days and clean up on the third when the adjudicators re-rank. I wrote it in your margin. Are you following your own margin? You’re not following your own margin. Bram. Follow the margin. I sealed sixty years and I still remember how to run a book better than a man who’s had forty free years to practice.”

“She’s right,” Bram said to me, aggrieved and delighted. “That’s the worst of it. She’s always right. I’ve been taking a fox’s advice for four days and my book’s never been fatter and I’ve never felt less like a professional. She priced the whole ladder in an afternoon. She’s got Malchor’s claim odds and Kolbeck’s belief-collateral and your read-through all worked out, and she does it for the fun of it, and she keeps stealing my pencil to write in my own margins.” He shook his head. “Forty years I’ve run this book. Retired an adventurer, buried three partners, watered exactly no ale. And a fox out of a hole is going to make me rich and I’m going to have to be grateful about it, which is the one thing a bookmaker’s constitution isn’t built for.”

Kolbeck’s Gilt Banner provoked us in the afternoon, and it stopped being funny about halfway through, which was Maeva’s doing.

Duran Kolbeck was a Hero of the parade-cruel kind, gilt and handsome and forgettable on purpose, a captain rather than a person, and he came to the edge of our pavilion with his hunt-party at his back and made a demand dressed as sport: an “appraisal” exhibition, he called it, a show for the crowd, in which the Blessed would formally price the coalition’s summoned legends as assets, in public, at the mother-stone, a valuation, a bit of festival fun. It was the custody-language again, the Chainwright’s ownership-vocabulary worn as a joke by a lesser man, the Blessed pricing my queens as things to be owned, out loud, for a crowd, on purpose.

Maeva let him finish. Then she priced him back.

“An appraisal,” she said, warmly, standing, and the crowd leaned in because an empress standing is an event. “What a delightful idea, Captain. Let us appraise. I’ll begin, since you’ve offered, and I do so love a valuation.” The auditing eyes went over Kolbeck head to foot, cataloguing, and her voice took on the tariff-grade precision that had left merchants grateful to surrender. “Duran Kolbeck. The Gilt Banner. Let us price the asset. The armor: royal-lent, which means not yours, which means a debt wearing you rather than the reverse; deduct for that. The blessing: borrowed, and thinning, I can see it thin from here, it gutters every time the crowd’s attention wanders, which it is doing, now, look, as I speak; deduct heavily for a light you don’t own and can’t hold. The hunt-party: six, of whom two are watching the exits because they’ve begun to suspect their captain overpromised, and a party that watches its own exits is a party pricing its own retreat; deduct for morale. The record: loud, which the crowd loves and the stones don’t score; deduct for the difference between a reputation and an account.” She tilted her head, and delivered the killing line, itemized, to the copper. “By my valuation, Captain, and I unified three duchies on the strength of my valuations, you are worth precisely what the crown lent you, less the depreciation of a borrowed light on a thinning man, which is to say: you are worth less this afternoon than you were this morning, and you will be worth less still by evening, and the only asset in this exchange whose value is rising is the one you came here to price as a thing to be owned. Shall I go on? I’ve barely started. I’ve an entire itemized depreciation schedule and nowhere to be.”

The crowd howled. It howled the way a crowd howls when it watches a swaggering man priced to the copper by a woman who does it with a smile, and the howl was the dangerous part, because Kolbeck had come to make my queens into assets in public and the crowd had just watched an asset make an accountant of a Hero, and a crowd that laughs at a Blessed is a crowd that has started, quietly, to wonder whether the gilt was ever worth its price. Kolbeck’s gilt sheen thinned visibly under the laughter, guttered, the way Cylas’s had always guttered under doubt, because the blessing fed on belief and the crowd’s belief had just tipped from him to the woman pricing him, and he felt it go, I saw him feel it go, and he stopped being funny about it, the parade-cruelty curdling into the real thing under his handsome forgettable face.

“Enjoy your season, envoy,” he said to Maeva, low, no longer performing, and the menace under it was real and small and personal. “You price me today in front of a crowd. There’s a field coming where the crowd won’t help you, deep and dark and drowned, and I hunt where the light doesn’t reach, and I’ve priced you too, all of you, and I know exactly what a Golden Empress is worth to the right buyer, and it’s more than a march.” He inclined his head, gilt and thinning. “We’ll settle accounts underground, where your lamps can’t stand to attention for you.” He took his hunt-party and left. The hunt-pressure hardened from road-shadow into a named promise, and I filed the word underground next to the word custody, because a threat named aloud is a threat you can plan around, and he’d just named his.

Bram, at his plank, adjusted three lines of his book without being asked. “The Gilt Banner’s odds just moved,” he reported, dry. “A Hero laughed at in public loses backers by the hour; belief’s the only collateral a blessing’s got, and she just spent his in front of the whole Row. I’ve shortened you and lengthened him and I’ll do it again by supper. The empress cost that man more with a valuation than most men could with a sword, and I’ve been running a book forty years and I’ve never once had to re-price a Hero because an empress did arithmetic at him. I’m keeping her too. I’m keeping all of them. My book’s never been this alive.”

Then Malchor Stane sprang the trap, and it was crueler than Kolbeck’s and aimed better, and it was aimed at Yrsa.

He proposed it warmly, from Gilt Row, into a witness-stone so every word would etch: an exhibition duel, off the ladder, purely for the crowd’s love of a spectacle, his Iron Warden against the coalition’s Blade Saint. A heritage match, he called it. Old garrison steel against old garrison steel. And the crowd wanted it, roared for it, because the crowd didn’t know what it was asking for, and I did, because I’d counted the eleven seconds on Gilt Row, and I understood before Yrsa’s face changed that the Iron Warden was the woman in garrison harness, the third in the file, the grey-edged husk walking to heel, and that Malchor Stane was proposing that Yrsa duel the leashed corpse of whoever that woman had been to her.

The cruelty of it was engineered, and I read the engineering the way I read a rigged floor. Malchor hadn’t proposed the match to test the Blade Saint’s edge. It wasn’t a duel he was offering. It was a wound, dressed as sport, sworn into a witness-stone so it would etch whichever way she moved, and the trap had two jaws: fight a leashed legend for applause, or refuse, and be filed as a coward on the province’s own rock.

Yrsa looked at the leashed husk in old garrison harness.

Her stance settled and her face went to the drawn-sword line, and she looked at the Iron Warden across the ground, at the dead eyes and the grey-edged harness and the stance, the stance most of all. I felt it hit her through the bond, cold-iron gone to something colder, a grief so total it had no motion in it, and I felt her master it second by second the way she mastered everything, by refusing to let it move her face.

She refused flat. No explanation. No speech. She looked at Malchor Stane, and at the thing he was offering her, and she said, “No,” one word, and turned, and walked off the field, and did not look back.

And Malchor Stane filed it, aloud, into the witness-stone, as fear.

“The Blade Saint declines,” he said, warmly, for the record, for the crowd, for the mother-stones. “A heritage match, and she declines it. One wonders why. One wonders whether the undefeated saint is quite so certain of her edge when the edge across from her is the very steel that forged it. Fear, perhaps. It’s no shame. Even a saint may fear her betters.” And the crowd, which did not know what it had watched, murmured, and the murmur took the word fear and passed it along. The stone took the true thing: the Blade Saint had declined the exhibition. The crowd took the lie and made a meal of it.

I felt the whole caravan’s fury bank at once through four strands of the bond, four colors of it, and I had to hold my own face still against it. Maeva’s was the coldest, and she almost spent it; I felt her measure the distance to Malchor and price, in half a second, exactly what it would cost the coalition for the Golden Empress to publicly gut a leash-summoner in front of the adjudicators the day before the ladder, and I felt her decide, with an effort I could taste through the link, that the cost was too high and the hour was wrong, and set the fury down, banked, filed, saved. “Not yet,” she murmured, at my shoulder, for me alone. “Let her carry it. Don’t chase after her with comfort; she’d hate it.”

The farm boys heard the murmur too. Osric’s hand tightened around the tally-book until the leather bent, Wend looked at me with a question he had the sense not to ask, and Colm took one step after Yrsa before he remembered I’d told him that lifting the heavy end without being pointed at was how loads broke. I shook my head once. He stopped. That mattered more than the crowd knew. A banner is partly the people who can bear watching their strongest walk wounded and not rush in to make themselves feel useful.

Suzu looked ready to steal Malchor’s teeth, which would have been impressive and strategically poor. Nahari’s fingers caught one of the fox’s tails before the tail could move the rest of her, gentle as a leash and nothing like one. Suzu looked down at the fingers, then at the oracle. The joke that wanted to come found no doorway. She stayed.

The farm boys learned something harder than courage then. Courage would have let them step forward and make a brave little disaster of themselves. Discipline made them stand still while a lie walked into the crowd and took Yrsa’s name with it. Osric wrote the exact phrasing into the tally-book with his hand shaking, each word a nail saved for later. Wend counted which Gilt Row men repeated it first. Colm stood so rigid his jaw jumped, and Yrsa, walking away alone, did not see that three ordinary men had just learned to hate a leash-summoner with the cold patience of men who had fields to return to and memory enough to wait.

Bram saw it too, and quietly opened a fresh page in the receipt file with Malchor Stane’s name at the top.

So I let her walk, and the crowd murmured its wrong murmur, and I felt Yrsa, walking away, take the lie and swallow it whole and carry it, because the answer to it wasn’t a word.

Suzu couldn’t say the theft, so she stole its shape, all afternoon, a charade of larceny that told us everything the gag wouldn’t.

She lifted a festival map off a vendor and unrolled it and studied it and coughed, pointedly, twice, when her finger crossed the Lightbringer Arch, and looked at me, and could not say it, and coughed again, harder, until Nahari said, mild, “She’s telling you the map is honest about everything except the arch,” and Suzu tapped her nose, yes, exactly, and rolled the map back up and returned it to the vendor with a coin extra “for the honesty.”

She stole a gilt collection-plate off the Lightbringer’s shrine-booth, the little gilt shrine to the Hero who’d framed her, and returned it an hour later “audited,” with a note tucked under it in a hand that wasn’t hers, and the note read the plate is hollow-cast and the shrine’s takings are being skimmed by the second attendant, which was true, and which got the second attendant dismissed, and which was also, I understood, the fox doing the only revenge on Vessin’s memory the gag would let her do, auditing his shrine into embarrassment one hollow plate at a time.

She played the whole afternoon as a game she could win around the edges of a truth she couldn’t speak, and it was funny until you watched it long enough to see the shape of the cage under the game. She priced everything of Vessin’s she could reach. She priced the gilt on his statue’s boots (“thin; they cheaped out on the boots; heroes always get cheaped on the boots, no one looks at a boot”). She priced the incense the shrine sold (“cut with sawdust; the man’s own shrine sells him short”). She stood in front of a woven panel of Vessin the Lightbringer smiting a fox-demon, her own framing turned into a hero-tale, and she looked at it for a long moment, and I braced for the joke, and she said, quietly, “The weaving’s good. Whoever did the fox got the tails right. Nine. Somebody who wove that had actually seen me, which means somebody who wove that knew, and wove the lie anyway, and got the tails right out of, what, honesty? Craft? A little apology stitched into a big lie?” And then she hauled the grin back and priced the gold thread in the panel and moved on, and I filed the woven fox with the right number of tails, next to the plum stone and the copper whistle, another thing that cost too much to explain.

And she priced the Arch aloud, standing beneath it in the crowd, where the gag would let a general truth through even when it stitched a specific one.

“Hollow,” she said, looking up at the gilt head of the great arch, the vertical-slit eyes doing the appraisal she’d done through a stone for sixty years. “Eleven percent under weight for its size, I’d stake my ninth tail on it. That’s not solid gilt-work; that’s gilt over a void. Someone built a hollow into a Hero’s monument, a hollow the exact size of a strongbox, up where no one climbs and no one audits and no one prays, and then gilded a Hero’s face over the top of it.” She could say that much; it was arithmetic, not the debt; the stitches let arithmetic through. “Someone banked in there. In the head of the Lightbringer’s own arch. The safest vault in the province, because who robs a Hero’s monument? Nobody. Nobody looks up, and nobody robs a saint’s face, and so it’s the perfect place to hide a thing you never want found, which is exactly what a person does with a thing that’s true and dangerous and can’t be destroyed.” She tapped her nose, and looked at me, and could say no more, and didn’t have to.

“That,” said Nahari, watching the fox price a monument she couldn’t accuse, “is prophecy-work finer than most amateurs manage. She can’t tell you the truth, so she’s told you how heavy the hidden box is, which is the same truth wearing a merchant’s coat. I foresee for a living and I couldn’t have pointed you there cleaner.” The slow blink. “My glass whites out at the arch, same as at the festival’s heart. Whatever’s in that hollow bends my sight around it. Which means it is exactly worth having.”

The Anchor-deaths whisper converged that evening, three threads braiding into one target the way a route braids out of three bad maps.

Nahari’s half-seen thread first: she’d felt it all season, a pattern at the edge of the clouded glass, Anchors and short lives, a shape she couldn’t read but couldn’t stop feeling. Suzu’s gagged pantomime second: a hollow in a Hero’s arch, the exact size of a strongbox, a thing true and dangerous and hidden where no one prays. And Bram’s third, from the wager-book’s other trade, which was old songs, because a man who’s run a taproom forty years half-remembers every ballad that ever came through it.

“Halden Rusk,” Bram said, slow, working it up out of memory. “There was a ballad, forty years back, a sad one, didn’t last a season. The Last Anchor, they called him. Died young, the song said, like they all did, and the song made a mystery of it, the way songs do, all Anchors die young and nobody knows why, and it didn’t rhyme well and nobody sang it twice and it died the way he did.” He frowned. “Rusk. Halden Rusk. He’d have been the last one before you, porter. The last man whose bond returned legends whole. And he died young, like they all did.” He looked at me. “You’re an Anchor. And every Anchor before you died young. And there’s a hollow the size of a strongbox in a Hero’s arch, hidden by the same Hero who framed a fox to bury something no one could catch. I don’t like where those three lines cross. But I know a porter who reads where lines cross for a living, and they cross in the head of that arch, and I’d want to know what’s in the box before I climbed a ladder full of people who’d rather you died young too.”

There was a fourth thread, and Nahari found it, and it wasn’t in a song, it was in the wet edge of her own sight.

“There’s a wagon in the Chainwright’s train,” she said, quiet, that evening, the slow blink slower. “Lead-lined. I’ve felt it since the gate. My glass whites at its edge the way it whites at the arch, the same whiteness, which means the same hand’s touched both.” Her hands, for once, were still. “A woman rides with that wagon. Ash-grey. Careful. I can’t see her, only the shape of the not-seeing, and the not-seeing has a signature, and the signature matches the ward-burn on your old survey, anchor, the one from the tomb.” She turned her empty cup once. “Odette Calloway is here, and she’s carrying something my sight bends around, and she’s Malchor’s now, or Malchor thinks she is, and I’d not trust either of them to know which. A mage who makes an oracle go blind is a mage who’s been working on the Saint’s own materials. Add it to the file. Whatever she’s built, it grew out of the thing that failed on Maeva’s neck, and it’ll want a second try before this festival’s done.”

I added it to the file, Odette and her lead-lined wagon and the whiteness that matched the arch, a sealed weapon in the receipts book waiting for the wrong hand to open it.

We did the contingency work then, because dread is cheaper when it has assigned tasks.

Maeva set the pavilion lamps in a line and made me walk past them while she watched which flames leaned toward the festival heart and which stood straight under the Standard. Yrsa put two chalk marks on the floor and made Suzu cross between them without stepping on either mark, again and again, until the fox stopped treating the drill as a dare and started treating it as a seam. Nahari stood with her eyes closed and counted one breath ahead while Bram described random patrons from the taproom below, forcing her to decide which details were sight, which were sound, and which were the mind trying to invent a glass where none existed. I staged three echo-ropes under the table, not because a table needed three ropes, but because a heist gets one clean mistake and the second mistake should find rope already waiting.

By midnight we had three routes to the Arch, two alibis, one signal that meant abandon the climb and burn the plan, and a fourth signal Suzu added herself by stealing the chalk and writing fox option beside the window. She refused to define fox option. “If I define it,” she said, offended, “it becomes a plan. Then everyone expects it to work.”

The council that put it together was the household at its best, four legends and a porter and an innkeeper around a table doing what no one of us could do alone, which was cross the lines. I laid it out the porter’s way, the three routes on the map of it: Nahari’s half-seen pattern, Anchors and short lives; Suzu’s gagged pantomime, a strongbox-shaped hollow in a Hero’s arch; Bram’s dead ballad, the Last Anchor who died young like all of them did. And the household argued it into shape.

“An Anchor returns legends whole,” Maeva said, pricing it. “That is the one thing the Chainwright cannot do and the one thing, if the songs are right, that every Anchor before him died young for doing. A thing that keeps happening to a specific kind of person is not bad luck, summoner; it’s policy. Someone has a policy about Anchors. And a policy has records, and records get hidden, and a Hero who framed a fox to bury something no one could catch is a Hero who was hiding a record about a policy, and I’d wager my march it’s the policy about Anchors, and I’d wager the hollow in his arch is where the record’s been sitting for sixty years.”

“Vessin framed me the year Halden Rusk died,” Suzu said, and could say that much, the arithmetic, not the debt. “I can tell you that. It’s a date, not a secret. The Last Anchor died, and a Hero framed a fox and sealed her, in the same year, and I’ve never been allowed to say the two facts in the same breath and I’m saying them now: Halden Rusk died and I got buried in the same season, and if you think that’s a coincidence you’ve not been paying attention to a single word this festival’s told you.” The little lights across her nose flickered against the stitches straining at the edge of what she could say. “Cross those two lines yourself, porter. I can’t cross them for you. But I can lay them side by side and cough.”

She laid them side by side and coughed, hard, twice, the way she’d coughed at the arch, and I watched the gag let the arithmetic through and stitch the meaning shut, and I watched how much it cost her to hand us a truth she could only deliver as a pantomime, and I understood that the whole festival had been arranged, sixty years ago, so that this exact conversation could never happen, that a Hero had framed and gagged and banked a fox precisely so that no one would ever be able to lay the Last Anchor’s death and a fox’s burial side by side and cough, and here we were doing it anyway, at a table, in defiance of sixty years of dead priests’ craft, and the doing of it felt like the next real blow struck against the thing at the top of the whole board.

“Then we go up the arch,” I said, “and we bring the truth into daylight, and the gag comes off, and she stops coughing and starts talking, and then we’ve a weapon instead of a pantomime. The strongbox matters because it buys Suzu her mouth back and gives the province the truth about what its Heroes cost. We plan it like a descent and we run it clean.” And the household leaned into the map, and the heist became a thing with a shape, and the fox stopped coughing and grinned, because a plan to get her mouth back was a gift large enough to make sixty years shift under her feet, and she said so, straight, once, and then hid it behind an appraisal of the arch’s gilt-work, which was how she said everything that mattered.

And I crossed them.

I read where the three lines crossed, and they crossed in the hollow of the Lightbringer’s Arch: some record of Halden Rusk, hidden in the one place no one robs, sealed away when the fox was framed, a record that might tell us why every Anchor before me had died young. The shape of it stood up in my head, and I set a mark in the empty ledger-space my hand kept reaching for, because the fox still had my pencil, which was exactly right. The woman closest to the hidden truth should hold the pencil I’d use to mark the finding.

Yrsa found me on the wagon roof late that night, said nothing until the festival fires had burned low, and re-wrapped my shoulder in the dark.

She came up without a word, with a whetstone she wasn’t using, and sat, and I sat, and we watched the festival’s fires burn down below, and I let the silence be, because a saint who’d walked off a field carrying a lie called fear did not want words, she wanted a shoulder to sit beside that wouldn’t ask her to talk about it. So I didn’t. I sat. The whetstone turned in her hands, unused, a thing to hold, and the lie sat in her, and neither of us named it.

Then, mid-motion, without asking, she unwrapped the burn-dressing on my shoulder where the fresh tracery still pained, and re-wrapped it, tighter, better, her field-efficient hands doing the one kindness she knew how to give without it being a debt, the re-wrap that was hers. She paused once, her hands still on my shoulder, and said one thing into the dark, the only thing she said all night.

“Not tonight.”

Her hands finished the wrap. Then she was gone before any thanks could land.


Chapter 8: The Whole Knot

She told me in the cellar under Bram’s rented annex, with the door bolted, because for Yrsa privacy and heat were the same muscle, and a bolted door meant she’d decided to let a thing out, and I’d learned not to reach for it until she did.

She’d asked me down there to spar, which was how she asked for most things, and we’d sparred, blunt training blades in lamplight, the good clean rhythm of it, and I’d learned enough over a winter to make her work for her touches now, not to win, I’d never win, but to make her earn it, and she’d noticed, the way she noticed every increment of a student’s improvement, and once, mid-bout, she’d said “better” in the flat tone that from her was a medal, and I’d filed it. We’d sparred until the sparring did what sparring did for her, which was empty her head of everything but the next exchange, and then, halfway through, she’d stopped, mid-guard, the low-line counter half-formed, and she’d looked at the shape her own hands were making, the guard, the guard, and lowered her point, and I’d lowered mine, and I’d waited, because a saint who stops mid-guard staring at her own hands is a saint about to say a true thing and you don’t step on the run-up.

“This guard,” she said, quiet, looking at her hands. “You saw the reeve on the downs. The oracle clocked the style. I’ve been using it all season and pretending I didn’t know why it’s suddenly everywhere, and I do know why, and I’m going to tell you, because I’ve got to tell someone or the not-telling’s going to break something in me, and it’s you, because you don’t flinch and you don’t comfort and you’ll just take it and hold it, which is the only way I can hand a thing over.” She checked the bolt once with the heel of her hand, soldier’s habit, and told me.

“The third one in his file,” she said. “The Iron Warden. Ilsabet Kron.” She said the name flat, the way you set down a heavy thing, testing whether the floor will hold it. “She taught me the guard I still use. The low-line counter you watched me take the reeve with on the downs, the one the oracle clocked. That’s hers. I killed with her guard in every living fight I had after Havrun, and carried it through death besides, and it’s walking to heel in a charcoal-coated man’s file between a piper and a lance, and I’ve spent three days deciding whether I could say her name out loud, and it turns out I can, in a cellar, with the door bolted, to you.”

“Tell me about her,” I said, plainly, because that was the only thing to say, and because a woman carrying a name wants to be asked to set it all the way down, not to have it taken.

So she told me, blunt and dry and without a single wet word in it, because her grief didn’t weep, it stood at parade.

“Garrison instructor at Havrun when I was a brat,” she said. “Twelve years old, a garrison rat, no people, stole a practice sword off the rack and got caught, and instead of thrashing me she watched me hold the stolen sword and said the grip was wrong and fixed it. That was Ilsabet. She fixed the grip before she reported the theft. Priorities.” Her grip loosened on the practice blade, just for a breath. “She taught me the guard. The ration discipline, how to eat like a siege is coming because a siege is always coming. And the rule. The one rule that’s mine now, the one I live by. The strongest stands last. You don’t spend your best blade first to look brave; you hold it, you stand it last at the hinge, because the last stander is the one who decides how the story ends. She taught me that with a stolen practice sword when I was twelve, and I stood last at every hinge I reached after that, right up to the bridge, because a woman fixed my grip instead of thrashing me.”

She turned the blunt training blade in her hands, a whetstone she wasn’t using in another form.

“She died holding Havrun’s gate,” she said. “Nine days. The garrison broke and the granaries had to empty, the whole winter’s grain and the people with it, and someone had to hold the gate while the evacuations finished, and Ilsabet held it. Nine days at a gate, alone at the end, in her own guard, the strongest standing last exactly the way she taught it, so that a granary could empty and a town could eat through a winter.” She turned the training blade once. “I was nineteen. I watched from the third wall. I wasn’t good enough yet to stand with her, and she ordered me back, and I obeyed, because you obeyed Ilsabet, and I carried the question through five living years, through death, and back, wondering whether I obeyed because it was the order or because I was afraid, and I’ve never once been able to answer it, and that’s the real wound, anchor, not that she died, everyone dies, but that I was sent back and lived and never got to stand with her at the one gate that mattered, and I stood last at every gate I reached after Havrun to pay a debt to a woman who’s dead and can’t be paid, and it’s never worked, five living years of standing last and ninety dead ones carrying the debt, and it’s never once made me even.”

She was quiet a moment, and then she gave me the detail that carried the whole wound, the thing she’d carried through death and back.

“On the fourth day she sent a runner back with a message for me,” she said. “Not orders. A message, personal, which she never did. The runner said Ilsabet said to tell the garrison rat to keep her grip loose, she’s gripping too hard again, she always grips too hard when she’s afraid, tell her to loosen the grip and she’ll live. That was the message. From a woman holding a gate on the fourth of nine days, dying, with a town’s winter riding on her arm, and she spent a runner to tell a nineteen-year-old to loosen her grip. Because she knew I was on the third wall gripping my sword too hard and terrified, and she took a breath she couldn’t spare to fix my grip one last time, the way she fixed it when I was twelve, and I kept my grip loose in every living fight I had because a dying woman ordered me to from a gate, and the lesson stayed with me through the dark after, the loose grip, hers, and it’s the last thing she ever gave anyone, a note about a grip, and the kingdom sang the gate and forgot the note, and filed the whole nine days under the lord who ran, the way they filed my bridge under the lord who ran, because that’s what kingdoms do with women who stand last.” Her hands went still. “And now the Chainwright has her. Whatever’s left. Walking to heel in the guard she taught me. And he wants me to duel her for applause. A heritage match.”

She gave me Havrun in pieces after that, because Yrsa’s memories arrived like drill commands, not like stories. The first wall had been red brick and old mortar, good against arrows and bad against spring melt. The granary doors had swollen in the rain and stuck on the third day, so Ilsabet ordered the hinges cut and made the grain-men carry sacks through a gap hacked in their own door while the enemy pressed at the gate below. A drummer boy counted cartloads when his drum split. A woman with a broken spear tried to go back for the Warden and got dragged onward by two millers who would have died if they’d let her.

Yrsa remembered the smell of wet grain. She remembered the sound of gate-bolts being reset with wedges because the true bolts had warped. She remembered Ilsabet shouting up at the third wall without looking back, “Loose grip, rat,” like the woman had eyes in the stones and nothing better to do during a siege than correct a student’s hands.

“The songs never mention the hinges,” Yrsa said. “They never mention wet grain or stuck doors or the boy counting cartloads with a cracked drum-rim. They sing a gate. A gate’s clean. Havrun wasn’t clean. It was sacks bursting in mud and old women cursing the grain-men for spilling winter and Ilsabet holding the hinge because someone had to be the thing the whole ugly evacuation turned around. That’s what standing last is. Not glory. A hinge.”

Then the fury came, and it came in duel-grammar, clipped and exact and worse than any scream.

“Leashing isn’t killing, anchor,” she said. “Killing I could forgive. Killing’s honest; it’s what a gate’s for. Leashing is editing.” The word came out with a hate in it I’d never heard her spend. “That husk uses her guard. Not her judgment. Her stance, not her refusals. The Ilsabet I watched hold a gate would have looked at Malchor Stane and told him where to put his heritage match in words that’d curl a bard’s ears, and the husk can’t, because they cut that out. They kept the guard and threw away the woman. They kept the low-line counter and threw away the twelve-year-old’s fixed grip and the nine days and the rule about who stands last. They kept the sword and threw away the woman, and they walk the sword to heel and call it heritage, and I will not lift a blade against her stance for a crowd, because her stance is the last true thing left of her and I’ll not help a chainwright make a show of it.” She set the training blade down, flat, final.

“You want to know the worst of it,” she went on, and she wasn’t asking. “The worst of it is I recognized her guard before I recognized her face. Ninety-five years since Havrun, and I’ve forgotten what her voice sounded like, and I’ve forgotten whether her eyes were grey or brown, I’ve genuinely forgotten, I’ve tried and I can’t get it back. But I knew the guard from across a field in one glance, because I held it through every fight I lived long enough to fight and then through legend after, so the part of her I’ve kept perfect is the part they stole and are parading. The parts of her that were hers, the voice and the eyes and the jokes and the way she’d cuff you for gripping too hard and then buy you an ale for taking the cuff, those I’ve lost to time the honest way. The leash has kept the guard bright and hollow while I let the woman go dim. He’s parading the exact part of her I kept, the one thing we share, the guard, and making me watch a dead thing do it better than I remember her doing it, and there’s a specific cruelty in that I didn’t have a word for until I stood on that Row and felt it, and the word is theft, and I’m the one person alive who was robbed of her twice, once by a gate and once by a chain.” The storm-grey eyes came up. “Right now I need you to make me a promise, and I need it made in a way I can carry, which is as logistics, because I can’t carry it any softer, I’ll break.”

“Name it,” I said.

“When the field puts the Chainwright’s chains in reach,” she said, soldier-plain, “hers first. Whatever else is happening, whoever else is chained, when you can cut a leash, you cut Ilsabet’s first. Usefulness has nothing to do with it. She fixed my grip when I was twelve and stood last at a gate so I could live, and a debt like that gets paid first or it isn’t paid. First chain, first cut. That’s the promise. Give it to me as logistics, in order, in your porter’s voice, so I can file it and stop carrying it in the part of me that breaks.”

“First chain, first cut,” I said, in my porter’s voice, in order, logistics. “Whatever else the field is doing. When a leash is in reach, hers comes off before any other. Filed. It’s not a hope, it’s a task, and I don’t lose tasks. First chain, first cut.”

“And you don’t tell her what to do after,” Yrsa said, and this was the part she’d needed the bolted door for most, the part that cost her. “You cut the chain and you let go. Don’t tell her to stand and don’t tell her to fight and don’t tell her to rest. A leashed thing follows the first hand that frees it out of habit, and if you tell her anything she’ll do it because being told is all they left her, and that’s just another leash with a kinder hand on it. So you cut it and you let go and you let her choose, even if she chooses to walk into the dark and lie down, even if she chooses to leave without a word, even if she chooses nothing at all.” Her voice was very steady and very careful. “Because the one thing I need, the only thing, is for the last thing anyone does to Ilsabet Kron to be a choice given back, not an order given kind. She spent her whole life giving orders that saved people and her death standing last at a gate and they took her judgment and kept her guard, and I will not have her freed into somebody else’s orders, not even mine, not even yours, not even good ones. Cut it. Let go. Let her be a woman making a choice for one breath before whatever comes. That’s what I want. That’s the debt. Five living years and the long dark after, I’ve owed her a loose grip and I can finally pay it: I can make sure the hand that frees her doesn’t grip her either. Say you understand it. Not the task. The reason.”

“I understand it,” I said, and I did, all the way down. “Cut the chain, let go, give nothing but the cut. The last thing done to her is a choice returned. No orders, not even kind ones. She gets to be a person for one breath. That’s the debt, and it’s the right debt, and I’ll pay it exactly the way you’ve priced it.”

And because grief gets steadier when it has a route, I gave her the route too. “To do it, I need the nexus, not the body. I need to see where the chain runs back, not where she stands. If the field puts her in front of us, you don’t rush her. You hold the screen off me and keep me alive long enough to find the anchor-point. Maeva holds the line. Nahari times the breach. Suzu marks whatever focus smells expensive. I cut, then I step back. If she rests, we guard the resting. If she walks, we clear the path. If she fights beside you, we don’t name it until it’s done. First chain, first cut, then loose grip.”

Yrsa breathed once, and that was the first breath in the room that sounded like it belonged to her body instead of to a memory. The route had helped. Of course it had. A promise can be noble and still be useless until someone works out where the spare rope goes and who keeps the left flank from collapsing. I had given the debt handles. She could carry handles.

She nodded, once, and the matter closed, and the name she’d carried three days set down onto a floor that held it, and I watched a woman who stood last in life and carried the debt through death let another woman’s memory be carried by someone else for a moment, which was, I understood, the whole reason for the bolted door.

We stayed like that long enough for the annex above us to settle. Bram’s taproom creaked overhead, coins moved, a chair scraped, someone laughed at a dice throw and got hushed by a woman who knew better than to laugh above a bolted cellar. Yrsa heard all of it. I saw her hear it. A household above, warm and loud and badly behaved, while a name that had been handled by songs and kingdoms and a chainwright finally sat on a cellar floor between two people who knew what a hinge cost.

“She’s not a display,” Yrsa said.

“No,” I said.

“She’s not a lesson for the crowd.”

“No.”

“She’s my teacher,” Yrsa said, and the last word landed harder than the name had. “That’s all. She isn’t a relic or heritage. She’s my teacher.”

“Then that’s what we’ll treat her as.”

She nodded again, smaller. “Good.”

Then the grief needed somewhere to go. Yrsa had died at twenty-four and carried an undefeated habit out of legend back into a body still built like a drawn blade; grief in her did not ask to be held softly. It asked for terms.

“Rope,” she said. It wasn’t a request. She’d already gone and gotten her rope, the good climbing-line she carried, and she held it out, and her voice had shifted from the flat of the grief to the clipped of her terms, the switch I knew. “You’ve read me all night. You knew before I asked that I’d want somewhere to put this down. So I’ll save you the reading and set the terms, because they’re mine to set. Rope. All of it. I don’t want a hand free to carry anything tonight. Not a promise, not a name, not a gate. Nothing. I want my hands where I can’t use them and my whole self held by something I trust, and I trust your knots because you tie like a porter and a porter’s knot holds.” The storm-grey eyes had heat in them now, the grief converting to the one currency she could spend it in. “Stop-word’s the same as always. Blade goes on the bench where I can reach it, same as always, and I won’t reach it, same as always, and that’s the trust, on the bench, in reach, untouched.” Then the glint, the contest, because it had to be a contest to stay hers. “And here’s the wager. I bet I don’t say yield tonight. I’ve said it every time you’ve had me and tonight I bet I hold it, keep it, don’t spend it, and if I lose the wager I lose it to you, which is the only way I’ve ever wanted to lose anything, so it’s a bet I win either way, which is the only kind a saint should make. Do you accept the terms?”

I offered the shape of it back to her first, because I’d read her right and she’d want to know I had. “The whole knot,” I said. “Not the belt this time. All of it. Hands lashed, no float, held by something you trust so you can put the whole night down.” I took the rope. “I accept the terms. Blade on the bench. Stop-word standing. And I’ll take your wager, and I’ll win it, because you didn’t come down here to hold that word tonight, you came down here to spend it, and we both know it, and pretending otherwise is the game, and I like the game.”

“I accept the terms, and I’ll add one of my own,” I said, “since you’ve set all of yours. When it’s done, you sleep. Not a watch, not a drill, not a whetstone. You sleep, here, against me, on a floor if you want the floor, and you don’t apologize for it and you don’t call it weakness, because a woman who’s carried a name through death and back and finally set it down has earned a night where the strongest thing in the room isn’t her. That’s my one term. Take it or we don’t start.”

She looked at me a long moment, the storm-grey eyes reading me the way she read a stance, and I watched her weigh whether accepting a term about rest was a surrender she could bear, and I watched her decide that from me it wasn’t, because I’d never once handled her like she’d break.

“Accepted,” she said, gruff, and it cost her, and she let it cost her, which was its own kind of trust. “One night. I sleep. I don’t apologize. Don’t make it a thing in the morning or I’ll deny it happened.”

“Then tie,” she said, and put her wrists out, crossed, and the contest was joined.

I eased the fighting leathers off her first, slow, because she’d asked for the whole knot and the whole knot deserved a proper undressing, and she let me, standing in the lamplight of the cellar with her weight balanced even the way it always was, watching me the way she watched a bout, reading me. The chest-wrap came off by her own arrangement, unwound before I could reach it, her own dare, always her own hands, the small high firm chest bared as a challenge daring me to make something of it, winter-pale skin already flushing at her throat and collarbones, and I made something of it, my mouth on her, my hands mapping the long hard-muscled length of her, the fencer’s shoulders and the taut stomach and the endless legs, and her tactical commentary clipped itself down to nothing while her storm-grey eyes started their journey toward the wide-open place they went exactly once a season.

Then I tied her like a porter, which was the point, wrists crossed and lashed clean to the bench legs with her own good line, knots that would hold and wouldn’t cut, and she watched me tie them with a professional’s eye, and inspected the work by testing it, pulling against the knots to feel them hold, and approved of them, which was its own foreplay, a saint approving of the rigging that held her.

“Porter’s knots,” she said, testing, the approval rough in her voice. “They hold. Good. I hate a knot that pretends.” She pulled against them once more, hard, felt them hold, and something in her let go at the holding, the way it only ever let go when she’d tested a thing and found it real. “No float. That’s what I wanted. Not a hand free to carry a name or a gate or a lie called fear. Just held. Now do the rest, and mean it, and don’t handle me like I’ll break, because I won’t, and the not-breaking’s the whole reason I picked a man who won’t pretend I might.”

I ran a hand down her bound spine and between her legs and found her soaked, ready, her pussy hot and slick against my fingers, the roughness she’d asked for already wanted before I’d given it, and I worked her there until her hips chased my hand and the single syllables started, and only then fit my cock to her and drove it home from behind over the bench, one hard stroke that seated me to the root and snapped the last tactic out of her. The rough register was at its full, because that was her lane and the grief needed the roughness, needed to be met with something that wouldn’t handle her like she’d break. I gripped her narrow athletic hips and fucked into her and she bucked back to take every inch, bound, no hand free to carry anything, exactly as she’d wanted, the name and the gate and the lie held by rope she trusted and a man she trusted more, and her commentary, what there was of it, degraded fast from anything tactical to single hard syllables, the winter-pale skin flushing down her spine and shoulders, the long athletic line of her arched and lashed and taut over the bench, her tight heat gripping my cock on every drive, and I fisted a hand in her jaw-length black hair and pulled her head back and drove deeper and she made a sound that had no words in it at all.

“Harder,” was the last full word she managed, and I gave her harder, and the word after that was half a word, and the word after that was a syllable, and the saint who never ran out of tactical commentary ran all the way out of language, which was exactly what she’d come to the cellar for.

Then I turned her, because she’d asked for the whole knot and I wanted her to lose the wager looking at me, and I unlashed her wrists from the bench legs only to re-cross them, and laid her back on the bench and folded her, ankles up over my shoulders, her still-bound wrists hooked behind my neck so the rope held us together, and sank my cock into her again, face to face at the fullest depth, slow and hard, the fold of her body letting me bottom out against the place that took the last hard word from her. The storm-grey eyes lost the bet in stages, the defiance going, the contest going, the whole armored legend going, until what was under it was the thing she almost never let anyone see, a woman who wanted, more than anything, to stop being the strongest thing in the room for one night and be held instead. Her bound arms pulled me down against her, and her endless hard legs locked over my shoulders, and I drove into her deep and steady and watched the last of the armor come off her face.

I fucked her deep and steady, one hand still fisted in her black hair and one braced on the bench beside her folded body, my cock working the full length of her on every slow stroke, and I felt her climb through the bond, the cold-iron of her going molten, the grief converting all the way to heat and then to something past heat, and I held her right at the edge, made her stay there, because she’d made a wager and I meant to make her lose it properly, and the storm-grey eyes went wide and wild and pleading, the whole armor gone, a saint at the brink held there by a man she trusted with the holding.

“Say it,” I said, one hand tight in the rope she’d chosen. “Lose the bet. You came here to lose it. Yield.”

“Yield,” she said, at the brink, the command met, and she lost the wager, and she lost it as a victory.

“Yield,” she said again, and it wasn’t defeat, it was triumph, because losing to me was the one contest a woman who’d never lost got to win, and the word broke through her, her whole bound body arching, her endless legs locking hard over my shoulders, her pussy clamping down and milking my cock in long fierce spasms, storm-grey light edging thin along the old scars and the new rib-scar for a breath, the release word she’d spat at a hundred opponents spent as her own surrender, and through the bond I felt the old debt of standing last finally set down for one shaking breath, the grief and the gate and the note about the grip and the lie called fear, and it took me with her, and I buried myself to the hilt and came inside her with her name low in my mouth, spurting deep in hot pulses while her bound wrists pulled me down hard and her spasming heat wrung every drop out of me, and she held me there with her whole bound body until we were both wrung out on the cellar bench in the lamplight.

“Still yours,” she said, afterward, fierce and quiet, the word re-consecrated the way it was every time, the promise she’d made in the Antler loft renewed in a cellar. “That word. No one else’s. Ever. I lost the wager on purpose and I’d lose it again and don’t you dare tell the fox I made a bet I meant to lose, she’ll add it to my file and quote insurance rates.”

She was quiet a while after that, forehead against my shoulder, her bound wrists still hooked behind my neck while the shaking eased, and then she said the true thing under the fierce thing, low, in the register she only reached this far spent. “All my fighting life I spat that word at men I was about to kill, and it never meant anything but their ending. Now it means the one time I get to stop. That’s a strange arithmetic, that the word for a man’s death is the word for my whole self set down, and I’ve decided not to think about it too hard, because thinking about it too hard is a way of arguing with a good thing, and I’m done arguing with good things, I did that through life, death, and return and it’s exhausting and it never once won me anything worth keeping.” Her hand found the newest thread of tracery on my shoulder and traced it, absent. “You didn’t handle me like I’d break. That’s the gift. Everyone since the bridge has handled me like a thing too valuable to use or too dangerous to touch, and you tied my hands and drove me over a bench and never once treated me like I might break, and I broke anyway, on purpose, safe, because you weren’t afraid of the breaking point. That’s the gift. Not the rope. The not-being-afraid.”

I unbound her, and she coiled her own rope, because order restored was hers to restore, winding it neat around her forearm the way you stow a thing you’ll trust again. We sat on the cellar floor, backs to the bench, shoulder to shoulder, sharing the water skin like two soldiers after a hard watch. She inspected the tracery on my shoulder, the burn from the shrine, and re-wrapped it without comment, the re-wrap that was hers, her hands field-efficient even boneless and spent.

“You’ll spend more before this is done,” she said, echoing the empress without knowing it, or maybe knowing it, the two of them budgeting me from opposite ends. “The vault, whatever the Chainwright’s built in that lead wagon, whatever ground he thinks will break us. You’ll overdraft again, and I’ll carry you home again, and I’ll be angry about it and I’ll do it anyway, and that’s the arrangement, and I want it said sober in a cellar so you can’t argue it in a crisis: you spend yourself, I carry you home. Say it back.”

“I spend myself, you carry me home,” I said.

“Good,” she said, and leaned her head against my shoulder, and started a sentence about gate rotations, how she’d want the militia boys positioned, the hinge, the fallback, the strongest standing last the way Ilsabet taught it, and fell asleep sitting up in the middle of it, against my shoulder, mid-word, a saint asleep against the man who’d promised to cut her teacher’s chain first, and I sat still on a cellar floor and let her sleep on my shoulder and didn’t move for a long time, because a saint asleep is a thing you don’t disturb, and because the promise sat in me now, filed, first chain, first cut, sealed inside the trust that had made it speakable.

The household knew, in the morning, without being told, because four strands of a bond don’t keep a night like that from each other, and each of them answered it in her own register, and none of them made it a thing, which was the kindness.

Maeva said only, over breakfast, “A woman who held a gate nine days deserves better than a Chainwright’s parade. She’ll have better.” Then she peppered her eggs, statecraft set aside for one morning because the saint had not asked for a campaign map.

Nahari said nothing at all, which for the oracle was the loudest support, and instead she oiled the burn on my shoulder that Yrsa had re-wrapped, slow. Once, mildly, she said, “First chain, first cut is the right order.” Then she braided her hair and said no more.

And Suzu, the dark horse, understood the leash better than any of them, because she’d been in a box.

“A leash is a box that walks,” she told me, quiet, appraising the tracery. “I know boxes. Sixty years in one. The worst part isn’t the stone, porter; the worst part is that they keep the part of you that’s useful and starve the part of you that’s you, and after a while you can’t tell which is which. That’s what they’ve done to the saint’s teacher. Kept the guard, starved the woman.” All the mischief left her small face. “When you cut her chain, cut it and let go. Don’t tell her to stand. Don’t tell her to rest. Let her choose, even if she chooses to leave. Especially if she chooses to leave. That’s the whole difference between you and him, and I’d know, because a porter cut my seal and then let me walk beside him unbonded until I chose.” She tapped the tracery, twice. “Cut it and let go. That’s the fox’s advice, and it’s free, which means it’s the only honest thing in this festival.”

I filed it beside first chain, first cut.

The comedy came in the morning, and it came, as most comedy did now, through the fox.

The cellar key was gone.

Bram found it gone, and turned the annex upside down for it, because a bolted cellar with the wager-book’s overflow in it was not a thing an innkeeper loses the key to, and he checked his apron and his lockbox and the peg behind the bar three times each, muttering, working himself into a proper one-armed fury, and I watched him go through the whole ritual of a careful man who’s lost a thing he never loses, and I already knew where the key was, because I could feel the fox’s flint-bright amusement banked at the edge of the bond like a struck spark, and Suzu appeared at his elbow at the exact moment of maximum fury, delighted, holding the key.

“Security review,” she announced. “I stole your cellar key three nights ago to see if I could, and I could, in eleven seconds, which is a scandal, Bram, an actual scandal, a child could rob you blind, so I’ve been holding it as a demonstration, and now I’m returning it, improved, because I’ve also had a locksmith friend, don’t ask, cut you a better lock to go with it, and I’m selling you the pair, key and better lock, at a very fair markup, because you were going to be robbed and now you won’t be, and prevention’s worth a premium, everyone knows that.” She held out her small hand. “Two silver. It’s a bargain. You’ll thank me on any night you don’t get robbed, which makes it two silver well spent.”

Bram looked at the fox, and at his own stolen key, and at the better lock, and paid her the two silver, because she was right, and then he framed the receipt, the little paper she wrote him for a lock he’d been extorted into buying by the thief who’d stolen the key, and hung it behind his bar, because forty years of running a taproom had taught him to know a legend when he was robbed by one.

The rest of the household came to breakfast in its usual four directions and made the morning warm the way it made everything warm, and I watched Yrsa move through it and saw that the cellar had done its work, that she carried the name lighter now, not gone, never gone, but shared, set on a floor that held it. She ate like a siege was coming, which was normal, and condemned the annex’s toasting-fork to the fire as “a fork that thinks it’s a weapon and is wrong about both,” which was normal, and when Suzu tried to steal the eggs off her plate she caught the fox’s wrist without looking, which was normal, and the normalcy was the gift, a saint allowed to be ordinary the morning after she’d handed off a name she’d carried through death and back.

“You slept in the cellar,” Maeva observed to me, over her scandalously peppered eggs, with the auditing eyes gone knowing and kind at once. “Both of you. On a floor. There are beds, summoner. I’ve provisioned beds. The whole point of provisioning beds is that people not sleep on cellar floors.” Then, more gently, because she’d read the grief through the link and priced it correctly, “But some griefs only set down on hard ground, I know, I’ve a few of my own that won’t lie on anything soft.” She peppered her eggs further. “Now eat, all of you.”

Yrsa ate. That was her answer to mercy, and Maeva accepted it as payment in full.

Later, when the annex emptied toward the circuit grounds, I found the practice blades from the cellar cleaned and hung together on the rack, mine beside hers, both edges oiled though neither needed it. The rope sat coiled under them, exact, ready. The bench had one new gouge where her bound wrist had dragged the knot against the wood. Yrsa had left it there. She’d seen it, certainly. A saint missed nothing in a room after using it. Leaving it was the closest she’d come to putting a marker on the night.

Suzu found the gouge too, because thieves find marks the way priests find sins. She looked at it, looked at Yrsa across the room, and did not make the joke that had climbed visibly up her throat.

Yrsa noticed that mercy and gave the fox half her bacon without a word.

Suzu received it like a coronation, which meant she stole the other half and returned the plate cleaner than she found it.


Chapter 9: Misdirection Drills

Planning a heist on a Hero’s monument turned out to be the same craft as planning a descent, which is reading a place until it tells you the one route it forgot to guard.

The Lightbringer’s Arch stood in the busiest square in Veltmark, which was its defense and its weakness both. It was ringed by patrols and shrine-wardens day and night, watched by ten thousand festival-goers, gilt and holy and impossible to approach unseen, and that meant nobody watched it the way you watch a thing that might actually be robbed, because who robs a Hero’s arch? The wardens were there for pickpockets working the crowd, not for a team going up the gilt head after a strongbox no one knew was there. A place everyone watches is a place no one guards.

I mapped its defenses the way I’d mapped a hundred dungeons, and the mapping told the same story every over-guarded place tells, which is that its strength faces outward and its back is bare. Four warden-posts at the corners of the square, watching the crowd. Two shrine-wardens at the arch’s foot, watching the offering-plate. A lamp-round every quarter-hour, a warden with a pole-lamp walking the base of the monument, watching the ground. Every eye pointed at the crowd or the plate or the ground, and not one eye pointed up, because the threat they’d built the watch against was a thief in the crowd, not a crew on the crown. The whole apparatus was a wall with its shield-side to the square and its bare back to the sky, and a porter who’s read enough walls knows that a wall is only ever as strong as the direction it’s afraid of, and this one wasn’t afraid of the dark above it at all.

“Everything they’ve built watches the wrong thing,” I said, tracing it on Maeva’s map. “They’re guarding against a pickpocket. We’re not pickpockets. We go over the top of the whole watch, up the one face nobody’s afraid of, and the harder part isn’t getting up, it’s the timing, because the lamp-round crosses the north pier every quarter-hour and we need a clear window to make the mercy-way door. That’s where the oracle and the fox come in. That’s the whole job in one sentence: go up the direction they’re not afraid of, in the window between the lamps.”

“The gilt head’s hollow,” I said, over the map Maeva had drawn, “and Suzu’s priced the void at strongbox size, up top, where no one climbs. So we don’t fight the square. We go up the one route the builders left and forgot, and the builders always leave one, because a thing that big has to be maintained, and maintenance men need a way up that isn’t the front.”

“The crown-gallery mercy-way,” Maeva said, and tapped the map, and here was where four hundred years of watching contracts lie became a burglar’s blueprint. “I’ve read the construction off the proportions. An arch this scale has an internal gallery near the crown for the gilders and the stone-masons, and a gallery means a stair, and a stair means a workers’ door, and a workers’ door on a monument is always hidden and always shabby and always exactly where the architect’s drawings show a solid buttress, because architects lie about buttresses to hide the maintenance access, they’ve done it for a thousand years, it’s the oldest lie in stone.” She traced it. “There. The north pier reads solid on any plan they’d show a Margrave. It isn’t. There’s a mercy-way behind it, a worker’s stair up to the crown-gallery, and from the gallery you reach the hollow head. The masons who built it left themselves a way in and then swore it didn’t exist, and I know exactly how a man swears a buttress solid, because I paid for three palaces and every single builder lied to me about the buttresses.” She sat back, satisfied. “Read a contract long enough and you can rob anything. The lie is always the door.”

Suzu confirmed the mercy-way the fox’s way, which was to go and look at it in daylight while pretending to admire the monument. She came back with a full appraisal delivered as tourist enthusiasm. “The north pier’s got a maintenance seam a hand’s-breadth off the false joint, exactly where your empress said, she reads stone like I read pockets, it’s frightening. The door behind it hasn’t been opened in sixty years; I can tell by the weathering on the seam, which means whoever put a thing in the head went up once and never came down that way, which means the thing’s still up there, which means the priced-hollow’s real.” She’d fanned a tail, delighted. “It’s a good job, porter. The best kind. A vault everyone can see and no one guards, up a monument no one robs, behind a door no one’s opened since the year I got buried. Sixty years and I get to open the door I was framed to keep shut. It’s almost too neat. I don’t trust neat. But I want it too badly to be careful about it, which is exactly the mood that gets a thief buried, so somebody remind me to be careful. Not you, Nahari, you’ll just tell me I won’t be.”

“You won’t be,” Nahari said, serene, “but it works out anyway, because being careless at the right moment is a kind of foresight, and you have it, and it’s the only foresight I’ve ever envied. Now sit down and let the porter plan, and stop admiring the door, you’ll wear a groove in the air pointing at it.”

The division of labor made itself, because each of us was a tool with a shape, and a good plan puts each tool where its shape fits.

Maeva would host a salon. That was her weapon and she wielded it with relish: a scandalous midnight salon in Gilt Row, under Lady Maeva’s own seal, wine and wit and the Golden Empress being magnificent, and every eye in the festival that mattered, the captains and the sponsors and half the adjudicators, would orbit her pavilion for the sheer social gravity of it, because a room can’t help looking at the sun, and while they looked at the sun no one would look at a dark arch three squares over. She’d already sent the invitations; half of Gilt Row had RSVP’d within the hour; Kolbeck had accepted out of spite and would spend the evening being priced.

Yrsa would take the chandlers’ roofline, high over the square, the saint as overwatch, one whistle in the herdsman-code to re-route any warden who drifted wrong, a thrown pebble and a perfect innocence, the same spoof she’d run on the causeway turned to a burglar’s use. “I’ll not like it,” she said, when I gave her the roof. “Standing on a roof while you two go up a monument is exactly the wrong job for me, I hold ground, I don’t watch it. But a roof’s where the overwatch goes, and a whistle’s a weapon if it moves a warden off your line, so I’ll take the roof and hate it and do it perfectly, because the alternative is you going up that arch with only a fox to catch you, and a fox catches herself and lets everyone else fall, it’s her nature, no offense.”

“Enormous offense,” said Suzu, delighted.

Nahari would time the patrol seams from the crowd, one breath ahead, her clouded glass good for exactly the one breath a heist lives and dies in, the whole doctrine we’d drill that night made operational: a blind oracle who didn’t need to see the future because she’d make it with a fox. Bram would anchor the alibi with a loud wager-night at his plank across two barrels, a dozen honest witnesses ready to swear the coalition was drinking and gambling all evening in plain sight, because the best alibi is a room full of people who genuinely believe it. And Suzu and I would go up the dark side, up the north pier’s lying buttress and the mercy-way behind it, with echo-rope and the fox’s misdirection, two thieves after a strongbox in a Hero’s head, the muscle and the map and the hands and the locks, a crew.

“Osric holds the tally at the wager-night,” I added, because a plan is only as good as its least-noticed part, “and marks the hour every patrol passes, so we’ve a written record of the square’s rhythm even if the oracle’s blind at the edges. Wend and Colm carry nothing and stand near Bram looking like farm boys enjoying a festival, which they are, which is why it works, because nobody watches a farm boy at a wager-night. Everyone’s got a job. The job you don’t notice is the job that saves the whole thing. Ask any porter.”

We drilled the alibi as carefully as the climb. Bram made Osric call the wager-hours until the boy could do it through the stammer without once losing the number. Wend learned to spill ale at the exact wrong moment for a curious warden’s sight-line, apologetic and broad and impossible to accuse of strategy. Colm practiced laughing at dice he did not understand, because a silent farm giant looks suspicious and a laughing one looks like a festival has overcharged him for beer. Maeva approved every ugly practical piece of it. “A court calls this theater,” she said. “A porter calls it a load arranged correctly. Both are right.”

“You’re the muscle and the map,” Suzu told me, delighted with the whole shape of it. “I’m the hands and the locks. It’s a proper job. Sixty years and I get a proper job again, with an empress running the distraction and a saint on the roof and an oracle counting the seams. Do you know what I’d have paid for a crew like this in my first life? Everything. All nine tails. And I’ve got it for the price of one returned pencil, which I’m still holding, which makes the deal criminally good.” Then the sparks at her cheeks dimmed, the way they did near the true thing. “And it’s the job, porter. The real one. Whatever’s in that head is the thing they gagged me over. When it comes into daylight the stitches come off. So this isn’t just a strongbox. This is me getting my mouth back. I’d like that noted in the crew’s books.”

“It’s noted,” I said, and it was.

Odette we spotted that night, and she entered the whole affair as a shape and a hum and nothing explained.

We were drilling the approach after dark, walking the square’s edges to learn the patrol rhythms, when Nahari went still and put a hand on my arm and said, low, “There. Don’t look at it directly. My glass just whited out to my left, the arch-whiteness, moving.” And I didn’t look directly, I looked the porter’s way, at the reflection of it in a shop’s dark window, and I saw a woman in ash-grey crossing the edge of Malchor’s compound in the dark, careful, contained, economical, Odette Calloway, unchanged since the Crown, and she was carrying a thing.

It was the satchel’s successor, not the lead-lined case from the tomb: bigger, ribbed along its length like a thing built to channel force, cradled against her body the way you carry a thing that would hurt you to drop, and it hummed, faintly, a wrong deep hum I felt in my back teeth more than heard, the sound a struck flint makes turned somehow inside-out and held, and Nahari’s whole face had gone to bone looking at the reflection of it, the slow-blinking eyes for once not blinking at all.

“Don’t look at it directly, either of you,” she said, very low, “and don’t let the fox near it. My glass whites at its edge the way it whites at the arch. Brand-work, grown larger. Saint-adjacent.” Her voice was very level, the levelness she used over deep water. She let the reflection cross the window and vanish. “I can’t tell you what it does. Only that it’s wound tight, it’s here, and it’s Malchor’s, or he thinks it is.” The name arrived on her tongue plain. “The Coil. Call it the Coil. Add it to the file.”

Maeva priced Odette’s presence the way she priced everything, and the pricing was colder than the hum. “She was Cylas’s mind, once,” the empress said, watching the reflection fade. “Loyal to knowledge, never to the man. She falsified the survey that sent you into the Sunken Crown, and she pocketed a chip of the Brand that failed on my neck, and now she’s the Chainwright’s, or she thinks she is, and she’s spent the weeks since the Vault building the chip into that.” The auditing eyes were flat. “I’ve known a hundred of her kind. The ones loyal to knowledge are the most dangerous people alive, because a man loyal to a master can be turned by fear, but a woman loyal to knowing will follow a thing straight into the fire to see how it burns, and she’ll not stop until she’s understood it, and by the time she understands it it’s usually too late for everyone including her.” She turned from the window. “Watch her, summoner, but don’t hate her. Hate is for the ones who choose cruelty. She’s chosen curiosity, which is worse and better both. If she’s building that thing for Malchor, she’s also, somewhere in that ledger-cold head, pricing what it costs, and a woman who prices what a thing costs is a woman who can, at the exact wrong moment for her master, decide the price is too high. File her as a threat. But leave a margin. The competent ones sometimes hedge, and a hedge from Odette Calloway would be worth more than an army.”

I added the Coil to the file, a shape and a hum and a whiteness, next to the leash-arts and the hollow arch, and I left the margin the empress asked for, a blank line under Odette’s name where a hedge might one day go.

Then we drilled as if the Coil were already in the room, because a weapon you don’t understand still has edges you can practice not touching.

Nahari made the first rule herself. “No sight on it,” she said, and took the silk scarf from her hair and tied it over her own eyes before anyone could make the blindness dramatic for her. “If my glass whites at its edge, then I refuse the glass. The body still hears. The link still carries. A woman who won’t look at a ledger can’t be read off its page.”

So Yrsa threw corks at her.

It was not dignified. It was useful. The saint stood ten paces away in the alley behind the annex and snapped corks at Nahari’s shoulders, knees, and ribs while the oracle stood blindfolded with bare feet on wet cobbles and called the strike one breath before it landed by sound, air, and the tremor in the bond. The first cork hit her arm. The second she turned from. The third she caught, which made Yrsa grunt in approval and Suzu whistle low.

“Adequate,” Yrsa said.

“A parade,” Nahari translated, blindfolded and smug.

Suzu hated the second rule, which meant it was the right one: if the Coil searched for a strand, she did not make herself interesting. No foxfire flare. No clever dodge that drew the eye. No sudden glorious theft unless I pointed. We put her under a barrel-cloth at Bram’s plank with only her ears out, and Osric marked the seconds she lasted before complaining.

Fourteen.

“This is cruel,” she said from under the cloth.

“This is being unremarked,” I said. “Foxfire won’t help if you announce yourself with nine tails and a financial opinion.”

“My financial opinions are part of my charm.”

“They’re part of your trace.”

That silenced her longer than the cloth had. Twenty-two seconds, by Osric’s tally. Progress.

For me, the rule was simpler and worse: if the Coil came out, I did not spend first. I hated the rule the instant I wrote it. Maeva watched me hate it and made me write it anyway, in my own hand, on the back of a ruined invitation to her salon. Do not answer a leash by overpaying before you know where the chain grounds. It was good doctrine. It tasted foul.

“You’ll want to buy everyone out of danger at once,” she said.

“Likely.”

“You’ll wait.”

“I’ll try.”

The green eyes warmed and sharpened both. “No, summoner. You’ll wait because your queens are not a bill presented to you for immediate payment. We are the answer to the bill. Let us answer.”

I kept the ruined invitation in my pocket.

The salon ran itself into being with the same terrifying joy Maeva brought to a campaign map, because a distraction, to her, was only statecraft with better wine.

“The invitations went out under my seal this afternoon,” she reported, choosing her ground the way a general chooses a hill. “Half of Gilt Row RSVP’d within the hour, which tells me everything about how starved this festival is for a genuine event, and the other half will come uninvited and pretend they were, which is even better, because a man who crashes a salon is a man watching the salon and not the square. Kolbeck accepted, out of spite, to prove I can’t unsettle him, which means I get to unsettle him all evening in front of the people he most wants to impress, and he’ll stay because leaving would be admitting it, and so he’ll stand in my pavilion being priced by inches while a fox goes up an arch three squares away, and it will be the most useful cruelty I’ve committed since I died.” She annotated her guest list with the relish of a woman scheduling a siege. “I’ll want the adjudicators there especially. An adjudicator at my salon is an adjudicator not on his rounds, and a witness-stone in a wine cup is a witness-stone that witnesses nothing but my hospitality. Give me a room full of the province’s most watchful eyes and I’ll have every one of them watching me by the second glass. That’s the whole trade of a salon. You make yourself the most interesting thing in the province for one evening, and the province obliges, and the dark corners take care of themselves.”

“You enjoy this too much,” I said.

“I have been dead for four hundred years, buried as an asset, and I am about to run a salon as cover for a burglary of a Hero’s monument that contains proof of a supernatural murder economy,” Maeva said, with enormous satisfaction. “Summoner, I intend to enjoy this indecently, and I intend to wear the gold one with the criminal bosom the coin-engravers gave me, purely so that every man in the room spends the evening looking at a face they think they own on a coin, while the real thing robs them blind.”

Suzu, who had been listening from the rafters where she’d taken to sitting, dropped down delighted. “Now THAT,” she said, “is a professional. I retract every doubt. An empress who’ll wear a debased coin of her own face to a salon as a distraction is a woman who understands the trade at the bone. You’d have made a magnificent thief. You’d have made a terrible one, actually, everyone would remember you, but the jobs you’d have pulled.” She fanned a tail, appraising. “I’ll teach you the trade someday. You teach me the salon. It’s a skill I lack, the being-looked-at-on-purpose, I’ve spent sixty years being not-looked-at, and here’s a woman who commands a room’s whole eye by walking into it, and I don’t like wanting to learn things from people, so mark the date.”

“The trade for the salon,” Maeva agreed, pleased, an empress and a fox striking a bargain over the theft of a Hero’s monument. “A fair exchange. You’ll be dreadful at the salon; you can’t hold still and you can’t stop being clever, and the salon is entirely holding still while being effortlessly clever, which is the one clever you don’t have. But I’ll teach you, and you’ll teach me your locks, and between us we’ll rob this century of everything it deserves to lose.” She turned back to me. “Now go and drill your fox on patience. She thinks she can teach you. I’ve laid a private wager with Bram that you break her of it by midnight. Don’t lose me the wager.”

The drill comedy was Suzu trying to teach me patience, and losing.

“A very important skill in our trade,” she lectured, crouched beside me in the dark of a doorway watching a patrol’s rhythm, “is patience. Professional patience. The waiting. Amateurs move too soon; the whole art is the not-moving, the sitting-still until the exact seam opens, and it takes years, porter, years, to learn to wait like a professional, so I’ll teach you, it’s the one thing I can give you that the queens can’t, they’ve none of them the patience for a real job, the saint wants to hit things and the empress wants to run things and the oracle already knows how it ends so where’s her suspense…”

“The hard part,” she continued, warming to it, “is the doing-nothing. Anyone can climb, anyone can pick a lock, the trade’s not in the hands, it’s in the stillness, the sitting in a doorway for an hour while your whole body screams to move, and I’m very good at it, sixty years of practice, I sat still in a box for sixty years, do you know how still you have to be to stay sane in a box, still enough that stillness becomes a whole personality, and so I’m going to teach you to…”

“How long have you been talking,” I said.

“…not long, why…”

“The seam opened and closed twice while you were teaching me to wait,” I said. “I counted. You missed both because you were talking about patience.”

Her freckles went through several outraged colors. “That’s not…the seam doesn’t count if I’m mid-lecture, there’s a professional exemption…”

“There’s no professional exemption,” I said. “There’s the seam, and you missed it, twice, because you were talking. A porter waits with his mouth shut and his eyes open. You wait with your mouth open and your eyes on your own cleverness. It’s the one thing you do worse than me, and it’s the one thing the arch will punish.”

Suzu was silent for exactly the length of time it took her to be genuinely offended and then genuinely interested, which was the fox’s whole character in three seconds. “Show me,” she said, grudging. “Show me the waiting. Not the lecture. The doing. If you’re better at the one thing I’ve built my whole self on, I want to see it, and then I want to steal it, because that’s what I do with things that are better than mine, I steal them and make them worse and call it mine, it’s a whole philosophy.”

So I showed her, and we crouched in the doorway and I did nothing, for a long time, the porter’s nothing, the five-years-at-the-back-of-glory nothing, the watching without needing to be watched, and I felt her fidget beside me and master it and fidget and master it, a fox learning that stillness was a muscle she’d built for surviving a box and never for hunting, and when the seam finally opened, the true one, the warden-round leaving a real gap, I put a hand on her arm before she could move and held her one extra breath past the gap, made her wait through the wanting, and only then let her go, and she flowed through the seam clean and silent and came back with the warden’s own belt-pouch, lifted and returned, grinning.

“Oh,” she said, quiet, the little lights across her nose sparking with a real discovery. “Oh, that’s different. You wait past the wanting. I wait until the wanting and then I move because I can’t stand it, and you wait one breath past, into the part where the wanting’s unbearable, and that breath is where the safety is. Sixty years I’ve been moving one breath early and calling it instinct. It’s not instinct. It’s impatience wearing instinct’s coat.” She looked at me, and there was no joke in it for a moment. “You just gave me a thing, porter. A real thing. One breath. I’ll pay you for it. I’ll pay you in the arch. Watch me wait past the wanting up there and think of the doorway.”

Suzu opened her mouth, and closed it, and the little lights at her nose went through several colors, and Nahari, three feet away in the crowd, said, serene, into the dark, “The porter waits better than you do, fox. He’s waited five years at the back of other men’s glory; he’s the most patient creature in this caravan, more patient than me, I fidget, I’ve a two-hundred-year fidget. You’re a fast thing that mistakes talking for waiting. It’s your one professional flaw. He’ll teach you patience before you teach him a thing, and it’ll ruin your whole self-image, and I’ve foreseen it, and it’s very funny.” The slow blink. “You need a timing lesson, fox. And it happens I keep the best clock in the province, one breath long, exactly the length a heist lives in. So. A lesson. Tonight. Upstairs. The drill continued indoors, where the seams are softer.” The dark eyes glinted. “Bring your patience. You’ll need to borrow mine.”

And that was how the misdirection drill became the evening, in the annex loft, with the lamps low and the festival noise coming up through the floorboards, and it was the first duo of the whole season, the slowest lane paired with the fastest, and it ran, throughout, on my command, because a caller who runs two lines runs both or neither.

Nahari convened it the way she convened everything, in full sentences, because the sentences were the foreplay.

“The fox needs a timing lesson,” she said, unwrapping the first of her ember-and-ash layers with unhurried hands, “and you need two students, and I have seen how this evening goes and have elected to be surprised anyway, which is the only way I ever elect anything now, thanks to a rain-camp and a broken count.” She looked at Suzu. “Say your yes straight, fox, the way he taught you. I’ll want it in the record. This is a lesson and a bed both and I don’t mix the two without a clean yes.”

“Yes,” Suzu said, gleeful, and then, at my quiet insistence, the couple’s ritual rhymed, straight, the joke set down: “Yes. Plainly. I want this. I want to be in the middle of the two of you learning something and being handled and I’m saying it straight because you’ll make me anyway and it’s easier to just…yes. There. Now give me the joke back.” And the door of it held, and I gave her the joke back, and set the spheres.

“Nahari keeps pace,” I said. “Suzu keeps game. I keep both. Nobody swaps.” And they didn’t, because the whole art of a duo is braiding without stealing, and I braided them.

I made Suzu hold still and watch first, which was the exhibitionist’s own weapon turned inward on her, the audience-as-torment, because a fox who lives on being almost-seen is a fox undone by being made to sit and see. I set her on the loft cushions, bare and small and vibrating with objection, hands to herself by my order, told her plainly she was not to move or touch until I said, and watched her whole face war between outrage and delight at being given a rule specifically built to torment her.

Then I undressed Nahari the rest of the way, slow, the last of her ember-and-ash layers set aside, and I warmed the oil over the lamp myself, better than the rain-camp, and worked it into the full curve of her ass and the sway of her wide hips with both hands while she braced herself, thumbs spreading her to find her already slick and open, and took her slowly at the sill, her exclusive frame, palms flat on the wood, her silver hair gathered forward over one shoulder so the lamp could find the oiled line of her back, the wide-hipped from-behind silhouette only Nahari could make feel like a ritual, deep-brown skin luminous with oil and lamplight. I fed my cock into her slow and deep until my hips met the oiled cheeks of her ass, held there buried to the root, and drew back until only the head remained, and sank in again at her own unhurried pace while the fox vibrated on the cushions three feet away, made to watch, made to wait, narrating her theatrical suffering in loan-shark metaphor, and Nahari, feeling the fox suffer through the new-braided strand, laughed low at the sill and pushed her ass back to swallow me deeper, deliberately, cruelly, for the fox’s benefit.

“This is torture,” Suzu announced, watching, her tails lashing. “This is a violation of every principle. I’m being made to hold a position while a transaction happens right in front of me and I’m not allowed to…porter, the oracle is being handled at a slow and criminal pace and I’m forbidden to move and it’s the cruelest thing anyone’s done to me since the seal and I’ll add it to the principal and it compounds, oh, it compounds…the odds on my patience holding are dropping by the second, I’ll give you three-to-one I break in a minute, four-to-one…”

“Hold,” I told her, and she held, quivering, and Nahari laughed low at the sill, feeling the fox suffer through the new-braided strand, and I drove into the oracle slow and deep and unhurried until her own count began, the one-breath count that was all her clouded glass allowed her now.

I took Nahari to her one-breath edge and held her there, and only then gave the fox her reward, because a game rewards the one who plays it, and a fox made to wait and watch and forbidden to move had earned the fast bright claiming her lane was built for. I eased out of Nahari with my hand still between her thighs and my voice still in her ear through the strand, keeping her exactly at the brink while she braced at the sill, denied the final stroke by one breath and smiling because denial, when chosen, is another instrument. “Hold there,” I told her. “Count us. Don’t spend it until I return.”

“Counting,” she said, serene and ruined, palms flat on the sill, thighs trembling around my hand, her own patience turned back on her as a gift.

Then I hauled Suzu off the cushions mid-objection and pinned her across them, quick and bright, no sill, no slow, all game and speed. I drove my cock into her tight wet heat in one stroke, filling her fast and hard at the pace her small quick body wanted, the fox-fire flaring around us both at the sudden shift from torment to reward, her tails thrashing, and she wrapped herself around me with a shameless delighted noise, her petite pussy stretched full and clenching, freed from the rule at last and spending the freedom loudly. Behind me Nahari stayed at the sill with my count in her ear and my hand’s absence made into part of the game, holding herself open and close and waiting, the oracle lending the room her instrument without surrendering her lane.

Nahari leaned across just far enough to whisper the countdown into the fox’s ear, silver hair slipping over one shoulder, the oracle timing another woman’s ruin while keeping her own one breath away. “In a moment he grips there, fox, and you’ll want to run and you won’t be able, three, and two…”

“Faster for you,” I told the fox, pinning her quick wrists and giving her the bright frantic pace her lane was built for, “and slow for her when I go back, and you’ll take the unfairness because you earned the fast end of the lesson.” Suzu made a wrecked delighted sound at the unfairness and took it, bucking under me, eyes bright and vertical-slitted, while Nahari laughed low at the sill and let the countdown fray on purpose. I held them both through the bond, not with one impossible body in two places, but with the caller’s frame: hand, voice, timing, attention, the fox under me and the oracle one breath behind me, both of them feeling the same command from different angles.

Then the fox did the impossible thing, and surprised the oracle.

At the edge of it, timed off Nahari’s own countdown, off the oracle’s own “two, and…,” Suzu flared a foxfire flicker exactly a half-beat wrong, exactly where the count didn’t expect it, a small bright chaos dropped into the oracle’s own clock, a student turning the teacher’s instrument against her. The flicker did not touch Nahari. It did not have to. It moved the room’s light, the sill-shadow, the shape of the breath she had been counting, and Nahari, who had foreseen the whole evening down to the anklet, did not foresee that, and the oracle’s serene face broke wide open with the delight that was her rarest coin.

“Oh,” Nahari said, at the sill, the serenity gone entirely, “I did NOT see that…”

I pulled my cock free of Suzu before the fox could spend it, cruel and exact, and she yelped in outrage that was half laugh and half plea. “Hold,” I told her, and put my hand flat on her lower belly, pinning her to the cushions with my voice and the force of the command, making her keep the edge instead of spending it. I returned to Nahari at the sill in two strides, drove my cock back into her slow and deep where she’d been waiting on the snapped count, seating myself to the root, and the surprise broke her open. Her wide hips ground back against me, her pussy clamping and milking me in the long slow spasms of her lane, silver hair spilling over the sill, and I buried myself to the hilt and emptied into her there first, spilling deep and hot, giving the oracle the complete slow ending she had earned, rain-on-a-lamp flooding the strand while she laughed through the last of being wrong.

Then I went back for the fox, because the fox had held and because a debt paid late compounds. Suzu was a bright furious wreck under the command, tails flaring, sparks under her skin blazing at every freckle, and I sank my cock into her again and took her hard across the cushions, fast as reward and faster as interest, until the withheld edge snapped and she flared with a fox-fire cry, small body arching, her tight heat convulsing around me, mouth open on a laugh she could not finish. I drove deep and came inside her then, spurting thick while she milked me, the second crest riding the first through the bond-loop, no split impossible body, no muddied line, just sequence and command and two women held in their own lanes until the lanes braided through me. Two newly joined strands, rain-on-a-lamp and sparks-off-flint, locked into the squad-link groundwork in a bed the night before a heist, and both of them felt it happen and both of them laughed at the strangeness of it, the oracle’s slow warm laugh and the fox’s bright startled one, braiding too.

The afterglow was comedy, because a night with a fox in it ends in larceny.

It was also the first time Suzu’s new strand settled directly against Nahari’s without flinching. Nahari lay with the sash loose around her throat, still smiling at the memory of being wrong, and Suzu sprawled half across her hip as if she had always belonged there and was only now remembering to charge rent. Rain-on-a-lamp and sparks-off-flint touched through the link, cautious for exactly one breath and then curious, and I felt the squad-link’s future shape in the small contact: the oracle learning to enjoy not knowing where the fox would go next, the fox learning that being found by a blind woman was not capture when the finding was chosen.

Suzu, boneless and delighted, tried to steal Nahari’s ankle-script anklet as a “seminar fee,” her small hand drifting toward the oracle’s ankle with practiced innocence, and found the anklet already gone from the ankle and sitting in Nahari’s open palm, held out, foreseen.

“Seminar fee,” the oracle agreed, serene, “which I saw you levy, so I pre-collected it and I’m returning it, because the lesson was free, fox, the lesson was the reward, you learned a real thing tonight and I’ll not charge you for a real thing.” The anklet clicked back onto her ankle before Suzu could even pretend she had not reached for it. “You surprised me. Do you understand what that’s worth? He did it in the rain; you did it with my own count. I’m declaring a dice rematch, stakes unnamed, and I intend to lose it to you eventually, on purpose, which will be a fine thing for this century, being beaten by a thing quick enough to drop chaos into my own clock.”

And Suzu, curled in a boneless satisfied heap with a fox-fire grin, one tail thrown over the oracle and one over me, said only, “Good crew. Dangerous crew. Mine, if you keep earning it.”


Chapter 10: The Lightbringer’s Arch

The salon opened at midnight and the empress became the most interesting thing in the province, on purpose, so that a fox and a porter could climb a Hero’s face unwatched.

I got the salon in pieces through the Crowned link while we climbed, an edge of it, warm and sharp: Maeva at siege scale, holding a pavilion full of Gilt Row’s captains and half the festival’s adjudicators in the palm of one gloved hand, the whole social gravity of Veltmark bent toward one gold-lit room. She’d built the evening like a battle plan, and it ran like one. She’d opened with the coin, letting a captain notice the debased token with her face on it and turning it into a performance, a public re-striking of her own image with better wit than the engraver had leaf, so that within the first glass every man in the pavilion was watching the Golden Empress mock her own two-copper face, which meant every man in the pavilion was watching the Golden Empress. She’d fed the adjudicators wine and a puzzle, some point of old law about wagers, and set them arguing it against each other, so that the province’s most watchful eyes spent the evening watching one another instead of the square. And she’d taken Kolbeck apart by inches, pinning him in a tariff argument he was losing in three currencies at once, keeping him at it because leaving would be conceding, so that the one man who might have thought to wonder where the Anchor was spent the whole night defending a position an empress had built specifically to be indefensible.

I felt her let an adjudicator win a point of wit so he’d stay to try for another. I felt her turn a captain’s flattery back on him as a question about his own holdings that he’d spend an hour trying to answer well. I felt the whole watchful apparatus of the festival turn its eyes toward the sun exactly as she’d promised, leaving the dark square with the arch in it as empty of attention as a thing that big ever gets. She wore the gold and the criminal bosom of the coin-engravers’ making while every man in the room stared at a face he thought he owned on a two-copper token, and through the link I tasted her delight: an empress running a distraction the size of a war, four hundred years dead and still deadly at it.

We went up the dark side while she held the light.

Getting to the north pier was the first patience, and it belonged to Nahari. We waited in the mouth of an alley across from the arch while the lamp-round crossed, and the oracle counted it for us through the strand, blind past the arch itself but able to feel the near seams, “the lamp’s at the east face now, hold, the corner warden’s turned to the crowd, hold, and now, the window, go,” and we crossed the open square between one lamp and the next, two shapes in the dark that no upward-facing watch was built to catch, and reached the base of the north pier in the gap she’d made.

The buttress read solid, and it lied, exactly as Maeva had said a buttress always lies, and I ran my scarred fingers along the seam a hand’s-breadth off the false joint until I found the maintenance door, shabby and unlit and sixty years unopened, and Suzu was already at the lock before I’d finished finding it, nimble fingers working a mechanism older than the kingdom’s current coinage, and it fought her, the way a lock fights after sixty years, and she waited past the wanting the way I’d taught her in the doorway, one breath, two, and the old wards gave, and where her picks weren’t enough I pried the swollen door with an echo-bar, a grey copy of a pry-bar just solid enough for one pull, and the old maintenance door gave with a mason’s gap that had been waiting sixty years for someone who read buttresses, and we were inside the arch, in the dark, going up.

The mercy-way was a mason’s stair, narrow and steep and treacherous with sixty years of grit, and it wound up the hollow inside of the north pier toward the crown, and we climbed it in the dark by feel, and the climb was the second patience. Twice the stair had rotted through where damp had got into the stone, and both times I read the tread before I trusted it and echo-planked the gap, and both times Suzu, who would have flowed across on instinct and might have flowed across a rotten one, waited for the plank because I’d taught her to wait, and I felt her feel the value of the teaching, a fox one breath slower and sixty years alive because of it. Near the top the stair opened into the crown-gallery, the gilders’ walk, a ledge running the inside of the arch’s crown where men had once knelt to lay the gold leaf on the Hero’s face from behind, and from the gallery a low crawl-space ran into the hollow head itself, and we went into it on our bellies, into the void that Suzu had priced from the ground at eleven percent under weight, the strongbox-shaped dark in a Hero’s skull.

The old builders had left their own handwriting in the place. A mason’s mark under the dust, three cuts and a thumbprint. A smear of ancient gilt where a careless hand had wiped leaf onto stone and forgotten it. A broken lunch-hook hammered into the wall by some workman who’d eaten bread inside a Hero’s face and never imagined two thieves would one day bless him for leaving a handhold. I used all of it. The hook took an echo-rope. The thumbprint told me the stair curved wider than the dark made it seem. The smear of gilt warned Suzu where the old ward-line had been painted thin enough to miss. A monument lies from the square. Inside, it tells on itself like any other job.

There was even chalk under the dust, old gilder’s tally-marks counting sheets of leaf, and Suzu read the missing number aloud without sound, because a thief who sees a gap in a count knows where a hand stopped caring. The stopped-caring place was the head.

Suzu moved like the professional she’d spent sixty years remembering how to be, and it was a thing to watch. On a wagon roof she was chaos; in a job, up a monument, she was silence itself, a small red shape flowing up the mercy-way’s stair without a sound, testing each step before she trusted it, reading the old stone the way I read a load, and I understood that the fox had two selves, the loud one that lived on being almost-seen and the silent one that had made her uncatchable, and that the silent one was the one Halden Rusk had hired, and the one Vessin had feared, and the one nobody at this festival had ever met.

The arch had its own defenses, old ones, not clever enough to stop the right thieves and exactly clever enough to kill the wrong ones. Halfway up the mercy-way, a line of prayer-nails had been driven through the mortar beside the stair, each nail tagged with a scrap of gilt thread and a tiny stamped sun. Shrine work, cheap and pious, meant to bless the monument and warn off vandals. It was also a trip-line, because piety and traps love the same narrow places. Suzu saw it a blink before I did, froze with one foot over the step, and waited.

That waiting mattered. The old Suzu would have moved because motion was safety. This one held herself over a stair-drop with one hand on the wall and her whole small body trembling from the effort of not doing the thing instinct wanted. I slid an echo-needle through the prayer-nails, lifted the gilt thread off the catch, and let it fall slack without touching the charm’s sun-stamp. The nails did nothing. The stair stayed stone instead of becoming noise.

Suzu looked back at me over one shoulder, amber eyes bright in the dark.

“I waited,” she mouthed.

“I noticed,” I mouthed back.

She grinned once, soundless and proud, then flowed onward.

Near the gallery the air tightened. Not magic I could name, not the cold white absence around Odette’s Coil, just the old stale pressure of a sealed space that had been built to hold a lie and had done its work too long. My echoed rope thinned faster there, the grey fibers fraying at the edges, and I had to spend another echo to double it before we crossed the last broken tread. It cost almost nothing. Almost nothing still counts when a man is saving for worse. I felt Maeva’s distant disapproval through the Crowned link, the lightest audit of a spent coin, and I ignored it because the alternative was a fox dropping three stories inside a Hero’s monument.

“Logged,” her warmth said at the edge of me.

“Argued later,” I sent back, and felt her amusement like a coin turning.

Nahari timed the seams from below, one breath ahead, and I heard her in my head through the strand, the count that was all her clouded glass allowed and all a heist needed: a warden here, a lamp-round there, hold, move, hold. And once it nearly went wrong, because a heist always has its one near-miss, and ours was a witness-stone bard drifting off his route toward the north pier, a sworn-neutral man with a shard on a cord that would etch anything it saw, and if he came round the pier he’d see the pried door and the fox and the whole job, and Nahari’s one breath wasn’t enough to move us clear in time.

But Yrsa was on the chandlers’ roofline, overwatch, the job she’d taken and hated and would do perfectly, and Yrsa had the herdsman’s whistle-code we’d used on the causeway to spoof a raider’s spotter, and she used it now the honest way. I felt her read the drift through the strand, felt cold-iron sharpen to a decision, and she threw a pebble to rattle a shutter on the far side of the square, a small ordinary noise in a festival full of noises, and gave a low whistle a lamp-warden would read as a colleague’s all-clear from another post, and the bard’s attention turned, the way attention turns toward a noise and away from a silence, and he drifted back onto his route with perfect innocence and never knew a saint on a roof had just herded him away from a burglary with a pebble and a whistle she’d learned from bandits.

“Clear,” Yrsa said through the strand, flat, and then, because she was Yrsa and hated the job, “and I still say a roof is the wrong place for me and if this goes bad I’m coming down that pier one way or the other and I don’t care who sees a saint climb a Hero’s arch, so finish the job and get down before I have to do something that ends up in a ballad.” And I felt her settle back into the overwatch she hated, standing a roofline the way she’d stand a gate, because the porter and the fox were up a monument and a saint does not leave a post while her people are exposed, whatever she thinks of the post.

The gilt head was hollow, exactly eleven percent under weight, exactly a strongbox’s void, and inside it, wax-sealed against sixty years of weather, was the stash.

Two things. Halden Rusk’s courier tube, a plain travel-tube of oiled leather and lead, sealed with a courier’s wax that had held sixty years, the whole reason for the climb. And, tucked beside it, older, dustier, the fox’s own cached kit, the tools of an uncatchable thief hidden here the same night she hid the tube, before the frame, before the seal: old lockpicks, a set of climbing-claws, a dried plum stone in a twist of cloth, and a child’s copper whistle.

Suzu went very still when she saw her own kit.

She took the tube first, professional, the job before the self, and passed it to me, and I stowed it in the lead-lined satchel we’d brought for exactly that, the truth safe against the light. Then she took her old tools back, quick, matter-of-fact, the lockpicks and the climbing-claws going into her silks like a woman reclaiming her own hands, and I heard her make a small pleased sound at having them on her again, sixty years of her trade returned to her in one dark crawl-space.

And then she came to the plum stone and the copper whistle, and her hands lost their trade-speed, all the professional quickness draining out of them. She picked up the plum stone in its twist of cloth and held it a moment, and I saw her thumb move over it once, the way you touch a thing you’ve touched a thousand times, and she put it away, in a pocket, fast, without a word. And she picked up the copper whistle, a child’s whistle, small and worn bright at the mouthpiece by some child’s lips a long time gone, and she looked at it for one long beat in the dark, her ears flattening until they nearly vanished into her hair. She pocketed that too, faster, and did not explain either of them.

I did not ask. A thing a fox hides in a Hero’s arch beside the truth, hides even from the men who hunt her, keeps for sixty years in a place she was sealed away from ever reaching, is a thing that costs too much to explain in the dark, and I’d learned that a thing a person keeps that hard is a thing you let them keep. I filed the plum stone and the copper whistle, unexplained, next to the man she’d stolen for who’d paid in shrine-coppers and the boy from the woven panel with the tails right.

“Job’s done,” she said, quiet, the professional voice, and it shook by one hair on the last word, and I let the hair go by. “Down. Before dawn. The gag doesn’t lift till the debt’s in daylight, and daylight’s an hour off, and I’d rather be at the wagon and not hanging off a Hero’s face when sixty years comes out of my mouth all at once.”

We were at the wagon at the edge of the festival camp when the sun cleared the arch, and the debt returned to daylight, and the gag lifted.

I saw it happen. Suzu was holding the tube while I re-coiled the echo-rope, and the first true light of the dawn came over the top of the Lightbringer’s Arch and fell on the courier tube in her hands, the truth carried out of the dark and into the sun at last, the debt returned to daylight exactly as the seal’s own cruel clause had written it, and the fox-fire stitches that had sealed her lips for sixty years burned away, all at once, mid-breath, a small bright unraveling at her mouth, and I watched her feel her own mouth come free after six decades of being made to fail every true sentence.

She talked for a solid hour.

It came out of her in a flood, sixty years of pressurized speech, everything the gag had stitched, all of it fast and bright and unstoppable, and none of us tried to stop it, because you don’t stop a thing that’s been held under for sixty years from breathing. She told us the theft and the frame and the seal and the priests’ pride and the exact craft of the compounding clause and the way the fox-fire tasted when it stitched and the year, the year over and over, the number she’d carried, and the shrine-coppers, and the way she’d counted my coppers to stay sane, and the loneliness worn as arithmetic. She told us things that had nothing to do with the job, because sixty years of silence doesn’t come out sorted, it comes out all at once: a joke she’d been saving, a complaint about the priests’ singing voices she’d heard through the stone, the exact number of days in a decade because she’d counted them, an opinion about the weather of forty years ago, the name of a dog she’d known before the box, all of it, the important and the trivial braided together the way a mind braids them when it’s finally allowed to spill.

And the household gathered around the wagon in the dawn and let her, all of it, every word, because letting her talk was the only gift big enough for the occasion. Yrsa came down off the roofline she’d hated and stood close, arms crossed, saying nothing, standing guard over a fox’s first ungagged hour the way she’d stand guard over anything she’d decided was hers. Nahari sat near with her hands still, not braiding, just present, an oracle who’d chosen to be surprised sitting in the surprise of a mouth learning it could run. And Maeva arrived from her salon still in the criminal gold, wine and triumph on her, and took one look at the fox spilling sixty years into the dawn and sat down on the wagon-step without a word about her own victory, and let a fox talk her mouth back into working, because an empress knows which triumph is bigger, and a distraction well run is a small thing next to a woman getting her voice back.

And then, an hour in, in the middle of a joke, Suzu stopped, and cried, exactly once.

It was one sob, hard and surprised, in the middle of a line about compound interest, as if the joke had run out from under her and left her standing on the true thing, and she put her small hand over her own newly-freed mouth as though to check it was still there, and the household did not say a word about it, and did not touch her either, because you don’t grab a thing that’s just learned it can run again, and instead they arranged themselves around her without a word, Yrsa’s shoulder a hand’s-breadth from hers, Nahari’s stillness at her back, Maeva’s gold presence on the step, me at her side, a wall of chosen people making a shape around a fox who’d been alone sixty years, and she cried her one sob and put it away and hauled the grin back over the top by main force, and the household let her have the grin, because the grin was her coat and nobody takes a fox’s coat.

Then she told us the whole story, straight, the joke set down, because it was owed straight.

“Halden Rusk hired me,” she said. “The last Anchor. In his final year. He was hunted by then, he knew he was dying, he knew how and he knew who, and he’d written it all down, everything, the proof of what was killing Anchors, and he needed it hidden somewhere it couldn’t be found and couldn’t be destroyed and couldn’t be read out of the hider, and so he hired the one thief nobody could catch, and he hid the truth in me and I hid it in a Hero’s head, and it worked, that’s the thing, porter, it worked, they never found it, sixty years and they never found it.”

“I took the job half for the fee,” she said, “because I’m a thief and a fee’s a fee, and Halden’s fee was generous, more than the job was worth, which should have warned me. And half because of how he paid. Shrine-coppers, one at a time, in advance, polite, every single one, the way you paid me polite without knowing why. Nobody had paid me polite in a long time by then.” Her fingers turned the empty courier tube end over end. “He hid it for someone who lived. That’s what he said. ‘Someone will live long enough. Hide it for him. He’ll pay you polite, they always do, it’s how you’ll know him.’” Her voice caught, and she let it. “And here you are. Paying polite.”

She gave us the job’s small receipts because small receipts are where truth survives. Halden had hired her in a rain yard behind a shuttered cooper’s shop, not in a temple, not in a hall, nowhere a Hero’s watcher would think to look. He’d worn a coat too plain for the coin he carried and boots too good for the coat, and he’d kept touching his left wrist where no visible wound showed. He’d paid the first copper into a road-shrine before he paid her, which was why she’d listened at all.

“He said a thing under a road is still a debt,” she said, looking at me. “Same words you use. Same exact words. I thought he was being dramatic. Anchors are like that, apparently, polite and dramatic and terrible at living within budget.”

Yrsa made a low sound that was not quite agreement and not quite an insult.

“He didn’t ask whether I could do it,” Suzu said. “That was the part I liked. He told me what needed doing and what he’d pay, and then he waited for me to price myself. Men who hire thieves always want to prove they’re clever enough to hire thieves. Halden didn’t. He was tired and dying and still had the manners to let a fox name her own fee. I charged him too little. I know that now. At the time I thought I was robbing him.”

She turned the copper whistle in her pocket without taking it out.

“Vessin’s men came three nights later. Temple light, gilt smiles, accusations already written. They never asked where the proof was because they didn’t know there was proof. They asked where the relic was, the one I hadn’t touched, and every question was built so the answer didn’t matter. That’s when I knew the frame was older than the arrest. They’d built a box before they found the fox.”

The receipts went smaller still, and worse for it. Halden had known one watcher by his shoes, polished temple-black with road mud wiped wrong from the seam, a court man pretending to have walked. He had known another by the way every lamp leaned when the man passed the yard gate, not flame blown by wind but flame listening to something in the room. He had made Suzu repeat the escape route twice, then told her never to use it, because a route spoken twice becomes bait for anyone listening. He had laughed once when she called him paranoid and then stopped laughing before the laugh finished, the sound cut clean in half by pain in the wrist he kept touching.

“He was afraid,” Suzu said, and that cost her more than the joke would have. “Not of dying. He’d priced that already and hated the numbers but accepted the invoice. He was afraid the proof would die with him and leave the next polite idiot walking into the same knife. He knew there’d be a next one. That’s the ugly part. He knew Anchors were a line of men walking toward the same end, and he was dying with his hand out behind him, trying to pass one page back down the line.”

Maeva’s face did not change, which meant it changed under the skin. Nahari closed her eyes, not to see, for once, but to stop seeing. Yrsa looked at the arch beyond the window as if it had just become a throat she meant to cut. I took the courier tube from Suzu gently, because a thing that had carried a dead man’s last useful hour deserved gentle hands, and the fox let me, which told me how much the telling had spent.

“Why seal you?” Maeva asked, gently, and it was the empress’s question, the one that priced the whole crime. “They couldn’t find the truth in you. Why not simply kill you and end the risk?”

And here was the horror of it, and Suzu said it flat.

“Because a kitsune killed by borrowed light feeds the Saint,” she said. “That’s what I am, to it. A legend. And the Blessed’s light is the Saint’s loan, and if a Blessed had run me down and killed me with a blessing, my death would have gone into the ledger like any legend’s, fed the thing, paid down someone’s account. But sealed…” the fox-fire at her nose went cold, “…sealed, I’m an uncollected debt. Alive, uneaten, held. The Saint can’t feed on a legend it can’t catch, and a sealed thing can’t be caught, only held, and so Vessin framed me and sealed me instead of killing me, because a Hero doesn’t waste a legend’s death, he banks it, and I was worth more to the ledger held than spent, an asset kept on the shelf against a hungry day.” She opened both hands, palms up, showing the empty account. “Sixty years as a coin the Saint couldn’t spend. That’s the whole crime. They didn’t bury me to hide the truth, though it did that too. They buried me because I was too valuable to eat yet. And the truth I was carrying got buried with me by luck, or by Halden’s design, and either way it’s out now, in the daylight, and I can say it, and I’ll say all of it, forever, because sixty years of silence buys a woman a great deal of talking.”

We read the testament by wagon-lamplight, the whole household around it, and it was receipts, not a lecture, which was the only reason the room could bear it.

Halden Rusk’s courier-hand was small and precise and tired, a man writing down a thing he knew would cost him his life, and it laid out the pattern the way I’d have laid out a betrayal ledger, itemized, cold. Every Anchor in the recorded history of the practice had died within a year of their third Sworn oath. Every one. He’d found the records, dug them out of archives that called Anchors impossible, and he’d listed them, name after name, and beside each a death: a fall from a sound bridge, a fever that took a healthy man in a night, a feud that flared from nothing, a hunting accident, a drowning in still water, deaths of a dozen shapes and one arithmetic, all within a year of the third oath, all accidents, none an accident.

And the reason, in Halden’s tired precise hand: the Saint forecloses an Anchor before the third Sworn bond can ripen too far, because an Anchor returns legends to the world whole and a Crowned bond is a legend the Saint cannot feed on. Kill the Anchor young, before crowns gather around him, and the loan economy survives. Every Anchor a debt foreclosed before it could come due.

He’d written the mechanism too, as much as he’d worked out before it killed him, and it was the part that made the whole road behind us snap into focus. An Anchor returns legends whole, he wrote, and a whole legend, bonded fully, Crowned, is a legend the Saint can no longer graze on, because a Crowned bond roots the legend in a living choice the Saint’s economy has no lever against. One Crowned bond it can tolerate; the loss is small. Past some threshold Halden could only circle in the margins, the losses stop being losses and become a hole in the bottom of the whole treasury. So the Saint forecloses every Anchor young, within a year of the third Sworn oath, when the danger becomes real, and it dresses the foreclosure as accident because a creditor prefers not to be seen collecting.

And the last line, the one that mattered most, was half-burned, charred away in what Halden’s own note in the margin called the fire I set to buy the hour to hide this:

…it cannot feed on a crowned bond. A full circle of crowns closes the ledger for

Nothing after. The rest gone to the fire. A full circle of crowns closes the ledger for something, and the something had burned with the man who wrote it, sixty years ago, in a fire he set to buy an hour to hand a fox the truth, and I read the charred edge of it three times and the something did not come back, and I kept the burned line in the old ledger-space under my ribs, where my hand still wanted the pencil, and understood that a dead Anchor had left me the shape of the answer with the answer itself burned away, cruel and hopeful in the same breath: a sentence that said the war could be won and would not say how.

The room did the arithmetic aloud, and the road behind us clicked into place around the table, every scattered thing we’d half-understood snapping into one shape. The flicker in the Vault. The pale hand on a Hero’s shoulder. The lamps leaning wrong after a deed was paid. The Chainwright’s claim. The hunt-party pricing an anomaly. The custody-vocabulary. The Coil in a lead wagon. All of it one shape, one hand, one economy, and at the center of the economy a truth a dead man had hidden in a fox so this exact table could read it.

“Third Sworn oath,” Nahari said, slow, the pieces landing. “Mine. Descent eve. The Glimpse steadied, the third oath freely given.” Her dark eyes came up. “By this ledger the clock should have started then, anchor. A fall, a fever, a feud, within the year. But you had already broken the pattern. Why are you past the old arithmetic?”

“Because I Crowned one,” I said, reading it off Halden’s own logic, the season re-reading itself. “Maeva. At the Mirror Stair. Before the death-line could set its teeth. I’m the first Anchor to Crown a bond before the death-line caught me.” I looked at the half-burned line. “And the ledger changed its mind. That’s what the flicker was. The pale hand on Cylas’s shoulder in the Vault, the after-image Nahari and I saw. That was the night it noticed a Crowned bond and switched ledgers. It stopped trying to kill me. You can’t foreclose a debt that’s already doing the one thing you killed every earlier Anchor to prevent. So it re-priced me. Kill became acquire. The Vault after-image reads differently now: an audit before collection, with the execution column crossed out. It wants me leashed, not dead, because a leashed Anchor grows nothing and a dead one it can’t use. That’s why the Chainwright wants custody. That’s why there’s a hunt-party pricing me and a Coil in a lead wagon. I’m not a thing to be killed anymore. I’m a thing to be collected.”

That was when the room stopped being a room and became a working table. Maeva pulled three pages toward her and marked columns with a dinner knife because she had no pencil and imperial women improvise stationery with weapons. Nahari spoke dates without opening her eyes: the first whiteout, the third Sworn oath, the night of the Vault, the day the custody claim surfaced, the hour Odette crossed the square with the humming case. Yrsa gave the plain tactical version of each event, who moved, who benefited, who had a blade in reach. Suzu supplied the thief’s version, which doors had been left too conveniently unlocked, which witnesses had looked away too neatly, which rich men had the same smell of gilt thread on their gloves.

And I sat in the middle of it with my burned arms aching and watched the household do what Halden had died trying to make possible. A dead Anchor had hidden a page in a fox. The fox had carried it sixty years under a road. The page had reached a table with four women around it who could read law, field, future, and theft. Halden had not only passed me a warning. He had passed the warning to the exact shape of household that could use it.

The room did the rest of the arithmetic aloud, each of them arriving at the terrible clean sum from her own direction.

“One Crowned,” Maeva said, pricing it like a stateswoman pricing a treaty. “Two Sworn. One fox climbing fast. We do not know how many crowns make Halden’s burned circle, or what closes when it closes, but we know enough. The closer we grow, the more valuable you become to collect and the more dangerous you become to leave free, and there is no middle any longer. At the Vault it re-priced you from kill to keep, and it has been circling ever since, and the Chainwright and the hunt-party and the Coil are its hands in the market reaching for the collection.”

“And the deaths were never accidents,” Nahari said, slow, the pattern she’d half-seen all season finally whole in her sight. “I felt it since the road, Anchors and short lives, and I couldn’t read it, and now I can. Every Anchor before you reached the same danger and died there. You lived because you broke the pattern, because you Crowned early, out of order, for love and not for arithmetic. You did the one thing the ledger had no column for. And it is still deciding what to do about a debt that paid itself down wrong.”

Yrsa said it plainest, because she said everything plainest. “So the thing that eats legends spent the weeks since the Vault deciding not to kill you, and decided to try and own you instead, and everything at this festival is its hand reaching. The leash-summoner, the gilt hunters, the Coil, the custody claim. All one hand.” She looked at me, cold-iron flat. “Then we break every finger it puts on the board, one trial at a time, and let it learn what the last Anchor never got to teach it, which is that this one had a saint.”

Suzu, reading the appendix, said, “Huh,” and we all looked, and she pointed at one line in Halden’s tired hand, an arithmetic worked and abandoned at the very back, a legend priced and left unpaid:

[VYRISSA, LAST DRAGON EMPRESS – COST: BEYOND ANY RECORDED WEIGHT]

Nobody commented. There was nothing to comment. A dead Anchor had priced the most expensive summon in the world and died before he could afford it, and the line sat in the lamplight, and we all read it, and we all left it alone, because some lines you mark once and do not speak, and I marked this one under the burned line and let it sit.

Maeva presided over what came after, because a truth is a weapon and an empress knows what to do with a weapon.

She let the fox have her hour first, though, all of it, and only when Suzu had talked herself hoarse and empty and the sun was well up did the empress gather the household to the question of what to do with a truth in a tube. And she framed it, as she framed everything, as a matter of timing.

“A lesser house would run to the mother-stone this morning and swear it,” she said. “The truth is enormous, and spending it this morning would be the single worst thing we could do with it. The square is half-empty, the adjudicators are asleep, and the Chainwright’s claim is not yet on the table where the truth can land on it. A weapon spent into an empty room is wasted.” She set the tube down between us. “This proof ends the Blessed myth where the myth feeds: belief. But it only works if the room is full and the stakes are on the table. So we hold it until the festival is at high tide, until the Chainwright’s claim and the Hero’s myth and the truth in this tube can all stand on the same stone at the same hour. Then we swear it, and there is no un-swearing a stone.”

“You don’t drop a weapon,” she said, gathering Halden’s pages back into the tube with the care of a woman handling a loaded thing. “You aim it. So it lives in Bram’s lockbox, with the receipts file, under the dead-man’s-switch, the way we’ve done since the descent. If we fall, it swears itself. If we don’t, it swears itself when the room is biggest and the truth has the most floor. I’ll pick the hour, and until then not a word, not a hint, because a fox spent sixty years buried under this truth and we’ll not waste her burial by spending it a day too soon.” She handed the tube to Bram, who took it into the lockbox with the receipts file and the dead-man’s-switch doctrine we’d carried since a descent under a lake at the Crown.

“Same terms as before,” Bram said, weighing the tube in his one hand. “If you don’t come back up your own stairs, the stone gets all of it, and I swear it myself, and the province does its arithmetic out loud over your graves. And if you do come back up your stairs, it waits in the drawer, true whether anyone touches it or not, which is the best place for a truth, a drawer, where it can’t be spent early and can’t be lost.” He locked it away. “It’s a strange bar I run these days. I wouldn’t trade it.”

At the registration table across the dark square, the night’s patrol roster lay under a stone weight where a runner had left it. The ink dried black at the center of each name and wet at the edges, wrong way round, as if the letters were being written from the inside out.

Nobody at the table looked down.


Chapter 11: The Empress’s Ledger

Maeva read Halden’s pages the way a general reads captured orders, hunting the levers hidden in the margins, and by the second morning after the arch she had stopped grieving the dead Anchors and started pricing the thing that killed them.

“You are all reading it as a graveyard,” she said, over the tube laid open on the annex table, the courier-hand smoothed flat under two cups so the paper wouldn’t curl. “A list of murders, sixty and more, each one a name and a small cruel accident, and you read it and you feel the cold of it, and that is right, feel the cold, the dead have earned that much. But a graveyard is what a thing looks like to its victims. To me it looks like a ledger, because it is one, and a ledger is a confession of method, and a method is a thing you can turn.” She tapped the itemized deaths, name after name, one scarred imperial fingernail moving down the column the way a merchant’s finger moves down a bill of lading. “Look at what the pattern actually confesses. Not power. Not appetite, though there’s appetite. It confesses a business. The thing behind the blessings runs a loan economy, and it forecloses on Anchors the way a bank forecloses on a debtor it can no longer profit from, quietly, dressed as accident, before the debt can turn into a loss. And I have spent one life ruining banks.”

“You ruined banks,” I said.

“I ruined three,” Maeva said, with the satisfaction of a woman recalling a good campaign. “A duchy runs on its lenders as much as its levies, summoner, and when I unified the three I did not do it by out-fighting the dukes, I did it by out-bidding their bankers, by making myself the better loan and then calling the worse ones due all at once. You do not duel a bank. You do not besiege a bank. You out-compete it until its own debtors would rather owe you, and then it starves, because a bank that no one needs is a pile of ledgers and a hungry man.” She sat back. “This Saint is a bank. It lends borrowed legend to Heroes and it grazes on the real ones to fund the loans, and it forecloses on the one kind of man who could lend legend back to the world whole, which is you, before he can prove the world has an alternative. And all its power, every bit of it, rests on the world believing there is no alternative, that a legend either serves a leash or feeds a Saint, that a summoned thing is a thing owned. That is the belief the entire economy sits on. And I have watched you, all winter, do the one thing that ends a bank, which is offer a better loan in public and let the debtors see the difference.”

Nahari, who had been braiding her hair and unbraiding it through all of this, said, slow, “You are describing a war in a taproom before breakfast.”

“I am describing the shape of it,” Maeva said. “The shape is all I can price this morning. The war is larger than this festival. But the shape matters, oracle, because a household that knows the shape of its war does not waste a single deed, and I intend to waste nothing, because I have four hundred years of wanting to spend and I have finally found a bank worth ruining and a man worth ruining it for.” She said the last of it plainly, not as flattery, as accounting, and I put it with the things she said that I was still learning to believe.

“So we do not chase the Saint,” she went on. “You cannot chase a bank; it does not run. We out-compete it. Every crown you close is a legend permanently outside its ledger, a light it can never snuff, a loan it can never call. Halden’s burned line said a full circle of crowns closes the ledger for something, and we do not know the something, but we know the direction: every crown is a foreclosure the other way, the Anchor foreclosing on the Saint, one bond at a time. So we grow. We grow deliberately, in public, where the province can see the difference between a thing that stands where it’s put and a thing that stands where it chooses, and we make the alternative undeniable.” She almost smiled. “I have been an asset. I have been a summons. I have been a wife who was fed hemlock in her own garden for the crime of being the better ruler. I have never, in either life, been part of ruining the exact institution that makes assets out of women like me. I find I have wanted this my whole death.”

That was the strategy, set down in one taproom morning, and I kept it without pretending I understood yet what it would cost.

But the empress was not finished, because a strategy without a first move is a wish, and Maeva did not wish.

She unrolled a map I hadn’t seen her draw.

It was old country, drawn from memory, the way she drew the drowned districts of her own tomb-city, and I recognized the hand of a woman putting down a place she’d held rather than a place she’d studied. It was a march, a border country, wild and hatched with the little marks she used for high ground and bad ground and the crossings between, and along the eastern edge of it a range of hills climbed toward something she’d left mostly blank, a high place her memory of it stopped short of.

“The Wend-march,” she said, and her hands were steady on the map, and her voice was steady too, until it wasn’t, for exactly one word. “Mine. Once. For a generation, before the duchies, before Aldous, before any of it. A wild border country nobody wanted, deed-hungry, unlucky, three centuries of bad songs and worse harvests, and I held it for a generation and it was good.” The word good came out with something under it she did not let get all the way up, and then she put it back down, and her voice was court-flat again. “I kept a pepper fleet out of a river-mouth on its southern reach and made a wild march pay, and I held its roads open with border-riders instead of walls, and I built three villages where drovers could winter, and I stood in the door of a march-hall I raised with my own coin and watched a country nobody wanted become a country that fed itself, and it was the best thing I did before the duchies, and the duchies remembered the duchies and forgot the march, and history minted my husband the Unifier and buried the Wend-march the way it buries anything a woman built that a man didn’t want to inherit.”

“And it’s still there,” I said.

“It’s still there,” she said. “Wild again. Unlucky again. Three dead villages and a few live ones and drover roads gone to bramble and dim stones with real needs and no lord who’ll take it, because a march that ate its last three lords is not a prize a courtier wants, it’s a grave with a title on it. Nobody wants the Wend-march.” She looked at me, green eyes level over the map of a country four hundred years gone. “I want the Wend-march. When we win the circuits, summoner, the boon is any lawful grant the province can make, sworn by Helvane in one sentence, and I have thought about it since the moment Suzu’s arithmetic put a march-boon within reach, and I want the boon to be land, and I want the land to be the Wend-march, and I want it under your banner and mine, and I want to stand in the door of that hall again, the one I raised, and have it be ours, chosen, not inherited, not fed to me and not taken from me, held because we held it. That is what four hundred years of patience has decided it wants. A wild country nobody wants, given back to the woman who had once made it pay, under a banner that asked for it from below.”

Nobody said anything for a moment, because it was the largest thing the empress had asked for in this life, and she’d asked for a crown before.

Then Suzu, who had been hanging upside down from a roof-beam through the entire strategy session and had contributed nothing but the occasional appraisal of the room’s silver, dropped to the floor and came to look at the map, and the fox discovered land ownership, and the comedy arrived exactly when the room needed it to.

“Wait,” she said, studying the march with a professional’s eye. “Wait, wait. You can just, what, own a country? Own it? All of it? The dirt and the roads and the villages and the, hold on.” Her amber eyes had gone vertical-slitted with a whole new species of avarice. “The hills. Those hills. What’s in the hills, empress, because a country’s worth is under it, everyone knows that, the dirt’s the least of it, so what’s under the Wend-march, what’s the hoard, is there a hoard, there’s always a hoard in the boring blank part of an old map, that’s where they draw the hoards, in the part they don’t want you to look at.”

“There is no hoard, fox,” Maeva said.

“There’s always a hoard.”

“There is an eastern reach,” Maeva said, “which the drovers detour two days around and which I never surveyed because a march is held at its roads, not its mountains, and it is the one part of my own march I never learned, and we will speak no more of it this morning.” She said it lightly, but she rolled the eastern edge of the map under as she said it, the blank part, the part her memory stopped at, and the empress who’d priced a whole murder-economy before breakfast did not want to look at the top of her own country. I set that beside the burned line, unexplained.

“So no hoard,” Suzu said, mournful, and then rallied, because a fox rallies. “Fine. No hoard. But three dead villages means three abandoned vaults, minimum, and abandoned vaults are the honest man’s hoard, and I’m going to audit them all, professionally, for the estate, as the estate’s official, what’s the word, the person who counts the money.”

“A reeve,” Maeva said.

“I’m going to be your reeve.”

“You are absolutely not going to be my reeve.”

“I’d be a magnificent reeve. I can count faster than anyone alive and I know exactly where money hides because I’ve hidden money everywhere, and a thief makes the best treasurer, everyone knows that, it’s why temples always hire the reformed ones.” Suzu was fanning tails now, delighted with the whole idea of herself as an officer of an estate. “You’ll want a reeve who can count, empress. I heard you say it. In your sleep, probably, you said it, I foresaw it, ask the oracle.”

“I did foresee it,” Nahari said, serene, not looking up from her braid. “You will say, empress, before this is done, that you want a reeve who can count, and you will know a fox, and you will regret the entire arrangement, and it will be a brilliant appointment in a way that offends everyone involved. I have seen the ledgers she keeps. They balance. That is the horror of it. They balance and half the entries are crimes.”

“A reformed thief keeping honest books of dishonest deeds,” Maeva said, and the auditing eyes went to Suzu with something that was almost fondness under the exasperation. “I have hired worse. I hired a water-engineer who left obscenities in my walls about my tide-locks and I gave him a duchy’s pension for it because his tide-locks held. Very well, fox. When the march is ours you may audit its dead vaults, and if your books balance I will consider making the regret official, and if you steal from the estate I will price the theft to the copper and dock it from your interest, and you will find that an empress collects a debt better than a temple ever sealed one.”

“Now THAT,” Suzu said, gleeful, “is a woman who understands compound interest. I accept in principle. We’ll negotiate the interest rate over the dead vaults.” And she went back up the beam satisfied, an unappointed reeve of an unwon country, and the room was warm for a moment the way it got warm.

I sounded Helvane at his lodge that afternoon, because a boon you mean to name should be sounded before you win it, and a lord who’ll speak for a grant should be given the chance to price his speaking before the crowd does it for him.

The Margrave’s lodge sat above the circuit grounds, a hunting lodge dressed below its rank the way Helvane dressed himself, iron-grey and practical, hawk-eyed, campaign-postured, a man who ruled by pageant and oath and results and hated ceremony and staged it flawlessly anyway. He took me in his gear-room among the hunting spears and the hawking-gauntlets, no wine, no court, a working man’s welcome for a working man, and he heard me out on the Wend-march with the still attention of a lord who notices everything and shows nothing.

“The Wend-march,” he said, when I’d finished, and turned a hunting spear in his hands the way Yrsa turned a training blade, thinking through the shaft of it. “You want me to speak for granting a wild border country to a porter and his Lady. You understand what you’re asking. That march has eaten three lords in my lifetime, and I don’t mean the harvests, though the harvests are a horror, I mean the border. It’s the raw edge of the province, and past it there’s nothing the crown’s ever cared to map, and a warden of the Wend-march is a man the capital forgets exists until the day it needs a wall, and then remembers all at once and blames for the gap.” He set the spear back on its rack. “Which is exactly why I’ll speak for it. A grant that costs the province nothing, on the border the crown ignores, handed to the one coalition in the province that’s proven it can hold a gate. Cheap for me. Shrewd for the border. And the court’s face, Marsh, the court’s face when the Margrave of the Veltmark hands a wild march to the man they used as bait and a Lady whose likeness is on a debased coin, that face keeps me warm a full decade, and I am fifty-four and I have learned to value warmth over dignity, because dignity is cold and a good laugh at the capital’s expense is not.”

“And your price,” I said, because a lord who names the benefit first is a lord about to name a price.

“Oath-shaped and physical, the only kind I keep,” Helvane said. “The circuits run six weeks. The province’s spring levy drills run the same six weeks, and they’re a shambles, farm boys and bad swords and no one to teach them because the last three men I paid to teach them taught them to march in a straight line and die in one. Your coalition anchors the levy drills while the circuits run. Real work. Your saint on the drill-yard, your empress on the logistics of feeding two hundred boys, whatever your fox does, and by the season’s end I’ve a militia that can hold a wall instead of decorate one. That’s the price. Free training-camp for a province, in exchange for a wild march and a decade of warmth at the capital’s expense.” He put out his hand, the campaign hand, scarred. “Sworn on a handshake, between working men, no stone needed, because a stone’s for people who might lie and I’ve decided you’re not one, which is either shrewd of me or the mistake that ends me, and at fifty-four I’ve stopped being able to tell the difference and stopped minding.”

I took the hand. “Sworn. The levy’s ours for the six weeks. You’ll have a militia that holds a wall, and the saint will condemn every sword in the armory to your face, and you’ll thank her for it eventually.”

“I already dread her,” Helvane said, pleased, “which from me is respect. Go win your circuits, Marsh. I’ve a march to embarrass the capital with.” And that was the sanction entire, one gear-room handshake, oath-shaped, zero procedure, a lord who ruled by results granting a runway to a porter because it was cheap and shrewd and funny, and I walked back down to the grounds with a boon half-secured and a levy inherited, and by evening the saint had found the levy’s armory, and was appalled.

The drill-yard lay behind the south wall, where festival noise thinned into mud, sweat, and boys pretending not to be afraid of being watched by legends. Two hundred levies stood in crooked ranks with borrowed shields and blades they’d been told were swords, farm hands and mill boys and three grey-haired men who’d come because their sons were in the line and shame works both directions. They went still when Yrsa walked onto the yard. Not quiet. Still. The sort of still a field gets when weather changes.

She looked them over once and found every lie they had been sold.

“Shields too high,” she said. “Feet too close. Half of you think courage is leaning forward. That’s how you die with your teeth in the mud. Courage is keeping the man beside you from opening his line when his bladder turns to water. You don’t need songs. You need spacing.”

Colm, Wend, and Osric had come with me, and I watched the three farm boys become veterans by comparison in one afternoon, which should have been funny and instead told me how bad the levy was. Osric took roll in ink and did not stammer at a single name. Wend corrected harness knots with quiet country patience. Colm lifted the wrong end of a shield rack, saw me look at him, set it down, and lifted the end I pointed at. Progress, measured in wood and mud.

Maeva handled the feeding problem before anyone named it. “Two hundred boys drill badly when hungry,” she told Helvane’s quartermaster, and by the end of the hour she had moved three bread carts, bullied a butcher into extending credit against the Margrave’s own mark, and arranged water barrels at both ends of the yard because boys with spears faint faster than boys with cups. Suzu audited the bread count, found six missing loaves, and returned them from inside the quartermaster’s own cloak with an expression of professional disappointment.

“I’m helping,” she said.

“You’re terrifying my staff,” Helvane said.

“Efficiently.”

Nahari stood barefoot at the yard’s edge and called one breath ahead when a shield-line was about to tangle. She never raised her voice. She didn’t need to. The first time a boy stepped back before he tripped because the oracle had said “left foot” a breath early, the whole rank looked at her as if she’d pulled him out of a grave by the ankle. By sunset they listened to her like weather.

The yard changed by inches, which is how yards change when the work is real. A boy with straw-colored hair kept lifting his shield to hide his whole face, and Yrsa knocked the rim down six times without looking at him until he learned that seeing the danger mattered more than pretending the wood was a wall. One of the grey-haired fathers had a bad knee and tried to hide it; Maeva moved him to the second rank and made it sound like promotion, which saved his pride and the line both. Wend taught two mill boys how to wrap a blister before it burst, Colm carried water until the barrel staves creaked, and Osric, solemn as a clerk twice his age, made a mark beside every boy who stopped drifting right. By dusk the marks had become a competition, because boys will turn anything into a contest if a saint is pretending not to watch, and Yrsa pretended not to watch with magnificent dishonesty.

Yrsa’s contribution to the strategy of ruining a supernatural bank was to condemn the levy’s swords, one crate at a time, with a thoroughness that emptied the armory of everything she considered a lie.

“This,” she said, holding a militia short-sword out at arm’s length like a dead fish, “is a crate of swords that think they’re swords and are wrong about it. Look at the tang. Look at it. This tang goes a thumb’s-width into the grip and then just stops, hopes, prays. This sword will break at the first true parry and take the boy’s hand off with the pommel when it goes. There are two hundred of these. Two hundred. Some smith sold this province two hundred lies with edges, and the province paid for two hundred swords and bought two hundred funerals, and I’ve a mind to find the smith and demonstrate the tang problem on his own product.” She set the sword down with the care you’d give a snake. “Right. New doctrine. The boys don’t get these. The boys get spears, because a spear’s honest, a spear can’t lie about its tang, a spear is a stick with an intention and every farm boy already knows a stick. Spears, shields, and the Warden’s guard, and we drill the guard until it’s in their spines, and any boy who wants a sword earns it off me one bout at a time, and until then he carries a spear and lives, and I’ll take the funerals out of the smith’s hide personally when the season’s done.”

“You’ve had that levy for one afternoon,” I said.

“An afternoon’s plenty to see two hundred boys handed lies with edges,” Yrsa said. “I carried a teacher’s hands through ninety dead years and I’ve a body now and a levy and a country coming, and I’ll not have a single boy of mine buried by his own sword’s tang because a smith saved a thumb of steel. The strongest stands last, and the strongest can’t stand at all if his blade breaks at the first parry, so the doctrine’s spears until they’re worth swords, and that’s not up for a vote, and if the empress wants to run a country she can start by finding me a smith who doesn’t lie about tangs.” She was already sketching a drill-yard on the back of a requisition, the same way Maeva sketched a hall, two women building a country from opposite ends, one the roads and one the boys who’d walk them, and I stood between them with the strange fact of it in my chest: I had walked out of a tomb last season with nothing, and now had a war-council arguing about tangs and reeves as if a wild country were already waiting for its first orders.

Bram’s contribution was to refuse my wager and take the empress’s, on ethics grounds, which he explained at length.

“I’ll not book your bet on the march-boon,” he told me, at his plank across two barrels, the wager-book open, the odds on the coalition winning the circuits now so short he grieved them aloud daily. “Conflict of interest. You’re the horse and the jockey and you’re trying to bet on the race, and a man who books that bet is a man who ends up explaining himself to an adjudicator, and I’ve explained myself to enough adjudicators. So no. You can’t bet on your own win.” Then he turned the book toward Maeva, who had drifted over with a cup of the annex’s wine. “You, though. You’re not the horse. You’re the, what are you, you’re the general. Generals can bet. It’s traditional. Half the great wagers in history were laid by the person running the battle, it’s practically a duty. What’ll you have, Lady?”

“I’ll wager on the manner of the win, not the fact of it,” Maeva said, and named a bet so specific and so shrewd that Bram had to think about it for a full minute before he’d book it: the boon would be land, sworn in Helvane’s own driest possible phrasing, before noon on award day. “Because I know the fact,” she said. “The fact is not in doubt; a household that has read the shape of its war does not lose a festival. The interest is all in the manner, and I have always made my money on the manner.” Bram booked it, muttering about empresses, and paid her in advance for the pleasure of the education, and I watched a four-hundred-year-old woman and a one-armed innkeeper negotiate the odds on our own future and found that I trusted the future more for their arguing about it.

That night she came to me still full of the march, and I gave her ambition back to her the only way I knew how, which was worship.

I’d taken the new banner-silk that had come from the weaver that afternoon, the field of it, deep and heavy, undyed as yet because Maeva hadn’t finalized the mark, and I’d draped it over the chair in our annex room, and when she came in from the last of the day’s council with the map-hand still on her and the one unsteady word still somewhere behind her sternum, I took the silk off the chair and put it over her shoulders myself, and named what I’d watched all day.

“You want it back,” I said, settling the silk around her, the empress in undyed banner-cloth in the candle-gold. “The march. The hall you raised. You’ve wanted it four hundred years and you asked for it today with a steady hand and one word that wasn’t, and I heard the word. You’ll have it. I’m going to win you a country, and you’re going to stand in that door again, and this time it’ll be chosen.” I put my hands at the first pin of the crowned braid. “Attend me, Empress.”

Her diction came back at me court-formal, but it had heat in the formality already, the way it did when she’d decided. “You have my crown, summoner,” she said, low, the contralto warm. “You’ve had it since the Mirror Stair. Take the rest.” And she reached up and took the first pin out of her own braid and put it in my hand, and named the clause the way she named them, “that one’s the march,” and took out the second, “that one’s the hall,” and the third, “that one’s the door I’ll stand in,” each pin a clause of the same consent, her hair coming down clause by clause until the golden cascade fell past her shoulder blades and the undyed silk and the candle-gold, and the last pin she pressed into my palm and closed my scarred fingers over it and said, “and that one’s the word I didn’t finish saying today, and you may finish it for me, in your own voice, later, when I can’t talk.”

I turned her to the candle and took the silk-draped weight of her against me and set my mouth to the sun-gold column of her throat, and she tipped her head back and let me, the auditing eyes going half-lidded, and I worked down slow, because she’d conducted this scene her whole return and tonight it was mine to conduct and I meant to make the taking-over the center of it.

First skin was her shoulder, where the undyed silk had slipped, and I set my mouth there and felt her breath change under the court-diction, the sun-gold skin warm and flawless under porter calluses, the recurring contrast that never stopped being the thing, a workman’s scarred hands on an empress minted for coins, and she felt the calluses catch on her skin and made a low sound that had no court in it at all, and I kept the sound, because it was the first crack in the ceremony and I meant to widen every crack.

I opened the re-tailored bodice she’d engineered to lose, and it lost, the way she’d built it to, the lacing giving under my hands one eyelet at a time because I would not rush it, each eyelet a clause the way each pin had been, and the strain of the thing built up and up as I worked the lacing until the last of it gave all at once and the heavy fullness of her breasts spilled free into the candle-gold, and the reveal was the event it was always supposed to be, the very full heavy weight of her the church’s painters had spent four hundred years lying about, candle-gold pooling on the soft rise of them, and I cupped them, lifted them, the soft heavy warmth of them filling my scarred hands and overfilling them, and put my mouth to one and then the other while she narrated tribute in court-formal sentences that started losing their verbs.

“The empress receives,” she managed, one hand coming up to cradle the back of my head against her, “tribute, in, the proper, oh, the proper form, and finds the form, summoner, the form is, you’re not, you’re not letting me finish the sentence, that’s, that’s the coup, isn’t it, you take my verbs,” and I took her verbs, mouth working her nipples to hard points in the candle-gold, thumb rolling one while my tongue worked the other, the gold bond-light beginning to rise under her skin along her ribs the way it did, and her sentences shortened and shortened until the empire in her voice was down to plain hunger.

Then she gave me the paizuri her own way, framed as bestowal, and I let her, because taking over a scene doesn’t mean taking everything, it means holding the frame while she gives the gift.

She sank down before me in the undyed silk with the crowned hair loose around her, and took me in both hands, and then framed me in the heavy warmth of her breasts, the soft flesh engulfing me, and worked me slow between them, green eyes auditing me even now, even here, over the soft weight of her, gold light rising along her collarbones with each stroke.

She made a ceremony of it, every inch of it belonging to her lane, pressing the full heavy weight of her breasts together around me with both hands so that the soft warm valley of her swallowed me to the root and back, slow, deliberate, the candle-gold pooling in the deep cleavage the church’s painters had spent four hundred years lying about, and every slow drag of that soft heat up my length was framed as a gift bestowed rather than a favor given, the empress conducting even this, even with her mouth dipping at the top of each stroke to catch the head of me and her tongue working there before she sank me back into the warm press of her. I could feel the heat of her breath and the slick of her mouth and the soft engulfing weight all at once, and the green eyes never left mine, auditing my undoing over the top of the tribute she was paying me, and the sight of the Golden Empress on her knees in banner silk with her crowned hair down and my cock buried in the heavy gold-lit weight of her tits was a thing four hundred years of men had wanted the throne for and never once been given, and she was giving it to me, and letting me feel her want to.

“The treasury,” she said, low, working me, dragging me slow through the soft valley of her, “the treasury of an empire, bestowed, on the man who’s going to win it back its march, and he may watch me give it, he may, that’s the decree, watch the empress hand over what the church’s painters spent four hundred years hiding,” and I watched, one hand fisted in the golden cascade, the candle-gold on the sweat-sheening swell of her, the slick friction of her working me between the soft heavy tits she’d been minted modest for and had never once been, her tongue catching the head each time it crested the warm press of her, and I let her build me there, her pace, her gift, until I was close, and then I took the frame back.

“On your lips,” I told her, low, the command landing the way she liked them, half-obeyed before they finished. “That’s my decree tonight. Not the chest. Your mouth. Take it.”

Her diction was gone entirely by then and what was left was delight, “oh, THERE he is,” the same warm undoing she’d given when I took the frame before, and she took me in her mouth, deep, the empress taking a decree, and I spilled into her while she worked me through it, and she took all of it, and swallowed, and licked me clean with deliberate ceremony, and sat back on her heels in the candle-gold with the gold light banked in her skin and said, precise even wrecked, “Tribute received. In full. With interest,” her own escalation, her placement to claim, and claimed it.

Then I laid her back into the crushed banner-silk and took her slow.

I settled between her long strong legs and sank my cock into her wet heat, one slow inch at a time until she’d taken the whole length of me and the fullness stole the verb from her next decree, and she arched up to grind onto it, gold light blazing along her ribs now, and I set a pace and she rode it, her slick pussy gripping me on every stroke, and I took my time with her the way she’d taught me to take my time, reading the empress like terrain, the way her hands tightened in the banner-silk when I angled one way, the low broken decree when I angled another, and I gave her exactly the angle the reading found and it took her over once, early, a small imperial undoing she hadn’t scheduled, and she laughed at herself for it, wrecked and gold-lit, “you’ve, you’ve disordered my whole, I had a plan for this evening, summoner, and you’ve, oh,” the plan gone, the empress disordered, which was exactly what I wanted, an empress who ruled everything ruled into disorder in a bed by a porter’s attention.

I lifted her leg to my shoulder and drove my cock deeper, the new angle burying me to the hilt on every stroke, and she stopped having sentences at all for a while, court-formal Maeva reduced to gold light and plain sound in the candle-gold, the crowned braid all the way down now and spread across the crushed banner-silk, and I set the pace against her hips and she took it, her heavy breasts rocking with each thrust, and at the peak of it, when the Crowned link opened full both ways the way it did now, she did the thing she’d promised with the last pin. She flooded the bond deliberately, opened it wide and poured through it, and what came through was not sensation, or not only sensation, it was the Wend-march. Her memory of it. The hills in spring, the smell of a river-mouth she’d kept a pepper fleet out of, the door of a hall she’d raised with her own coin, the light on a wild country she’d made pay four hundred years ago, all of it given to me through the bond like a dowry, everything she wanted handed over so I’d know exactly what I was winning her, and I came back from someone else’s century, from a spring four hundred years gone, with her name in my mouth and her country behind my eyes, and I finished deep in her while she detonated around me, gold light through her whole body, court diction gone to a single long sound that had her country in it somewhere.

“There,” she said, after, sprawled imperial in the wrecked silk, gold light banking slow under sweat-sheened skin, my head against the soft rise of her breast, her hand tracing the tracery on my elbow. “Now you’ve seen it. Now you know what you’re winning me. Not a prize. A place I made good once, that I want to make good again, with you, chosen.” She was quiet, and then she went to council even now, even boneless, because she was Maeva. “The three dead villages first. The drover roads. The hall goes where the old one was, on the rise above the river-mouth, and we’ll want a reeve who can count, I know a fox, and a garrison-yard for the saint’s boys, and a high room with a window for the oracle to be blind out of on purpose, and a lamp at the door, Esra’s kind,” and then sleep took the rest of the country out of her mouth before she could appoint it.

The crier’s bell found the annex window after midnight, thin through the shutters, and Bram brought the words up from the street with his coat still wet from the river-fog.

“Heritage move,” he said, low, because Maeva slept with her hand still on my arm and even Bram had the sense not to wake an empress who had finally run out of appointments. “Malchor Stane asked the semifinal gate-hold be set at Havrun, for the old Warden’s honor, as the crier phrases cruelty when it wears polished boots. Accepted by wager custom. The board’s changed already.”

Across the room, Yrsa’s eyes opened in the dark.


Chapter 12: No Stones, No Songs

Saskia Roehn chose the river shallows below the weirs, at dawn, on the new moon, and she chose them because they were the opposite of everything the Blessed loved: no stones, no songs, no crowd, a handful of witnesses, grey light and cold water over gravel and nobody to sing a lie about it after.

We came down the weir-path in the last of the dark, four witnesses total because Saskia had written it that way and Yrsa had accepted the terms. Me, because the challenge required me. Bram, because a receipt-keeper can stand in for a crowd when a crowd would poison the work. One old weir-warden Saskia had named, a woman with a lantern and no patience for songs. And Maeva, plainclothed and quiet, because Saskia had allowed one witness of the coalition’s choosing and Yrsa had chosen the woman who could price an enemy without speaking.

That small number changed the air. No vendors. No crier. No boys climbing fences for a better view. Only cold gravel underfoot, the water’s thin pull at the stones, and six breaths visible in the grey before dawn. Even Bram, who could make a wager out of weather, had closed the book for this one and carried only a folded sheet for the record.

Maeva had priced the challenge the night before, in the annex, turning the folded terms over in her hands like a coin she was testing for shave-marks.

“She writes like a woman arguing with herself,” the empress had said. “No stones, so no glory in it; no songs, so no fame; four witnesses, so no crowd to perform for. Every clause strips a reason a Blessed duelist would normally fight, until what’s left is a duel with no profit in it at all, which means she’s not fighting for profit, which means she’s fighting for an answer, and a woman who duels for an answer is a woman one honest loss away from changing sides, or at least changing lanes.” She’d folded the terms. “If Yrsa wants me as the coalition’s witness, I’ll come. I price enemies best when they know they’re being priced and can do nothing about it. This one has already priced herself, which is dangerous in an enemy, because it means she’s stopped needing us to defeat her. She’s begun defeating herself, and those are the defeats that last.” So Maeva came in plainclothes that still read as costume and stood on the bank in the grey light and priced.

The shallows ran wide and gravel-bottomed below the weir, ankle-deep to shin-deep, cold enough to numb, and the light came up grey and flat off the water with no sun in it yet, and Saskia was already there when we arrived, alone, no patron, no party, standing in the cold current in her duelist’s rig with the copper hair shaved close at the sides and her sword bare in her hand, and she watched us come the way she watched everything, contemptuous by long habit, but the contempt sat wrong on her now, loose, like a coat she’d worn so long she’d forgotten it wasn’t her skin.

“You brought the porter,” she said, to Yrsa.

“He goes where I go,” Yrsa said. “You knew that when you wrote it. That’s why you wrote it.”

“Maybe,” Saskia said, and did not explain, and Yrsa did not press, and the two of them looked at each other across the cold water the way two of the same animal look at each other, one raised in a house that fed it and one raised in a house that starved it, and I understood, watching, that this duel was going to be less a fight than a mirror held up, and that Saskia had chosen the shallows because a mirror is easier to look into where nobody else is watching you look.

They set the terms in the water, clipped, both of them fluent in the grammar of it.

“First yield or first blood I choose not to press,” Yrsa said. “No killing. I’ll not kill you in a river over a challenge you wrote because you couldn’t sleep.”

“Presumptuous,” Saskia said.

“Accurate,” Yrsa said. “You don’t challenge a saint at dawn in a river with no stones because you want to win. You do it because you want an answer to a question, and you can’t get the answer from a win, only from an honest fight, so let’s have the honest fight and you can find your answer in it, and I’ll not kill you before you find it.” She rolled her shoulders, the fighting leathers settling. “Blades bare. Cold water counts; mind your footing; I will not, so it’s yours to mind. When you’re ready.”

“Now,” Saskia said, and came.

Saskia opened with the back-cut, her signature, the recreational cruelty that had severed my guide-line at the Sunken Crown, and she opened with it fast and clean, a whipcord duelist at the top of her craft, and she aimed the whole opening at Yrsa’s famous tell, the left heel that loaded before the killing lunge, the tell every ballad of the Blade Saint sang about, the tell preserved in ninety years of song and true right up until a porter with a notebook watched a saint fight for a whole winter and found the four exact drills that filed it off. Saskia had studied the songs. She’d built her whole opening around the heel-tell, because the songs said the heel-tell was where you beat the Blade Saint if anyone ever could, and she came in fast and low and read the heel to time her counter to the lunge the heel promised.

And the heel didn’t load.

I watched it happen from the bank, watched Saskia’s whole opening arrive at a tell that wasn’t there, watched the half-instant of confusion cross her face as the saint she’d studied from the songs failed to be the saint from the songs, because the saint from the songs had died undefeated and this one had spent a winter being watched by a man who fixed her grip, and the difference between them was the difference between a woman remembered and a woman witnessed, and it played out in the water in half a second: Saskia’s counter arrived at empty air where the lunge should have been, and Yrsa was already inside it, cold current sheeting off her, the low-line counter, Ilsabet’s guard, coming up from a place the songs had never recorded because the songs had recorded a woman who fought alone and this woman fought like someone was finally watching.

“The tell’s gone,” Saskia said, giving ground, fast, resetting, and it wasn’t a complaint, it was a duelist logging new information mid-bout. “The songs are wrong. You fixed it.”

“He fixed it,” Yrsa said, pressing, blade high, and did not say more, because the answer was choreography now and choreography doesn’t chatter.

That was the second movement, the argument fought out in a river: Saskia came at her again and again, everything the ballads had taught, and every time the saint from the songs wasn’t there.

She tried the high feint that the third verse of “The Bridge of Lord Vael’s Valor” claimed had once beaten a border champion, and Yrsa read it before it finished forming, because Yrsa had heard the song, and hated the song, and knew exactly which of its lies a student would try. She gave ground and drew Saskia into the deeper current where the footing turned treacherous, and Saskia’s next lunge cost her a half-inch of balance on the slick gravel, and Yrsa didn’t punish it, just noted it, filed it the way I filed things, banked the tell for the movement that would end it.

Saskia changed grammars then, which was the smartest thing she did all morning, because a duelist who’s had three of her openings fail stops fencing the memory and starts fencing the woman in front of her, and for a dozen strokes it was a real fight, the two of them trading in the cold current, the copper-shaved duelist finally reading the actual saint instead of the sung one, and she landed one, a graze along Yrsa’s forearm that opened a thin line, first blood, and I felt Yrsa’s flat approval jump the strand, a saint pleased to be made to work. But changing grammars mid-bout is a thing you can do once as a surprise and never twice as a plan, and Yrsa had already filed the new Saskia the way she filed everything, and the dozen honest strokes taught the saint more about the duelist than they taught the duelist about the saint, because one of them had spent a lifetime being watched to be beaten and the other had spent a winter being watched to be kept, and the watching cut both ways and only one of them knew how to use it.

The river helped Yrsa because Yrsa made it help her. Saskia fought the water as another opponent, each step a thing to overcome, calves flashing pale in the cold current, gravel shifting treacherous under the balls of her feet. Yrsa fought as if the river had been invited. She let the push of it turn her hips, let the eddies hide half-steps, let the slick stones punish haste without ever needing to be pointed at. Once Saskia drove her toward the deeper channel and I saw the old cruelty rise, the instinct to make a beautiful end of it, to cut low while the saint’s boot slid and make the story belong to her. Yrsa gave her the slide, gave her the opening, and took it away at the last breath, heel finding a buried stone, shoulder dropping under the bright line of the cut. Saskia’s blade sang over empty air close enough to lift wet hair from Yrsa’s temple, and Yrsa’s pommel kissed Saskia’s ribs, not hard, just enough to say dead, if I wanted it, and Saskia’s mouth tightened because she understood the mercy was not kindness. It was accounting.

“Better,” Yrsa said, of the graze, cold water sheeting pink off her forearm, and it was the same flat medal she handed me in the yard, and Saskia’s face did a complicated thing at getting it, a woman who’d never once been complimented on the craft instead of praised for the cruelty, and the complicated thing cost her half a beat, and Yrsa took the half-beat, because a saint takes every half-beat, that’s what makes her a saint.

“You keep expecting me to be tired,” Saskia said, giving ground, breathing harder now, reading her own losses mid-bout. “The songs say the Blade Saint slows in the third exchange. You don’t slow.”

“The songs were written by people who never made it to my third exchange,” Yrsa said, pressing, cold water sheeting off her forearms. “You’re the first in a long while to make the song answer for itself. Congratulations. Now stop talking, you fight worse when you talk, you and the fox both.”

Saskia smiled at that, sharp and unwilling, and tried to buy the insult with a risk. She let her point drop a hair too low, baiting the descending cut every song said Yrsa favored when an opponent showed throat, and for one breath the old Saskia showed through, the woman who had lived on making other people answer the story she wrote for them. Yrsa did answer. She answered by not taking the throat. She put a cut into Saskia’s wrist-line instead, flat of the blade, hard enough to numb the fingers, and the duelist’s sword dipped before she forced it back up.

“That one was for the story,” Yrsa said.

Saskia’s eyes narrowed. “And this one?”

She came in honest then, no song, no patron color, no ballad cruelty polished for applause, just a woman in a river with a blade and too much pride to back away from the clean lesson in front of her. The next six strokes were the best of her. She cut at the shoulder and changed to the knee, let the current take her half a step farther than Yrsa expected, used the slip as a turn instead of a failure, and for one bright instant the duel stopped being an execution of bad doctrine and became a question. Could Saskia, stripped of the Hero’s grammar, learn fast enough to survive the woman the songs had lied about?

Yrsa’s answer was to make room for the question and then close it. She gave Saskia one clean line to grow into, let the duelist find it, let the blade almost matter, and then corrected the foot beneath it. Not the hand, not the cut, the foot. A half-inch of gravel under Saskia’s left heel betrayed the borrowed turn, and Yrsa’s blade met hers there, low, unglamorous, exactly where the body tells the truth before the sword catches up. Saskia felt it. I saw her feel it. The notebook in my head wrote the lesson before I could stop it: a woman can change her grammar mid-fight, but her feet remember who taught her.

A leashed legend fights the way it was recorded and a chosen one fights the way it’s grown, and Saskia had come to duel a memory and found a woman, and the woman had improved, and the improvement was the argument, made in cold water with no stone to etch it, that chosen bonds sharpen what leashes embalm. Yrsa fought like a woman someone had actually watched all winter, and Saskia fought like a woman who’d studied a corpse, and the gap between them widened stroke by stroke in the grey water. I watched Saskia understand it, watched a duelist who’d spent her whole life in the Blessed’s grammar realize mid-bout that she was fighting the alternative and losing to a woman who had been seen, trained, corrected, and chosen in return.

The third movement was short, because the good ones always are.

Yrsa took her in the shallow current on a low-line counter Saskia had no answer for, a step to the outside that the songs didn’t have, and rode the block down into a turn and put the flat of her blade at Saskia’s collarbone with the copper-haired duelist off-balance in the cold water and the whole line of her open, and it was done, clean, a killing position held and not pressed, storm-grey eyes flat and certain, cold water sheeting off both of them in the grey dawn light.

And Yrsa stepped back. Unasked. Blade lowered. Gave her the ground back.

Saskia stood in the current a moment, breathing, looking at the empty place where a blade had been at her throat and wasn’t, and then she said it, in her own time, not fast, not forced, the first fully honest word I’d heard her spend since the tomb under the lake.

“Fair,” she said.

“Fair,” Yrsa agreed, and lowered her blade the rest of the way, and the two whipcord women stood in the cold river looking at each other, and the mirror had shown Saskia her answer, and she’d looked into it, and she didn’t flinch, which was, I understood, why she’d chosen the river with no one to see her flinch, because a woman who’s built her whole self on not flinching needs somewhere private to find out whether she can.

“Again someday,” Saskia said, sheathing her sword, cold water dripping off the copper stubble. “When I’ve earned it honestly. Not like this. This was me borrowing a challenge because I couldn’t sleep. Next time I’ll have earned the right to lose to you, and then I’ll want it clean, no answers riding on it, just the fight.” She flexed her sword hand, the one she kept staring at, opened and closed it. “You fight like someone watched you. Nobody watched me that way. That’s the answer I came for. I already knew it. I just needed to lose to it to believe it.”

Then Saskia paid a debt nobody had invoiced, and paid it in the one currency she had left, which was intelligence, and paid it cold, no apology in it anywhere, because she knew better than to offer one and Yrsa knew better than to want one.

“You should know some things,” she said, to me now, wading up out of the current toward the bank, “because I cut a line once and I’ve run out of ways to live with the sound it made, and this is the only way I’ve got to make the sound quieter, which is not an apology, don’t mistake it for one, it’s a payment, and I’ll not have it called anything softer.” She stood on the gravel, dripping, and gave us the war for free. “The Coil is real. Odette built it and it’s bought and paid and it works, or Malchor believes it works, which for our purposes is the same. And the final’s rigged for it. Not rigged to cheat the clearing, he’ll clear the vault or lose it honest, he’s confident enough for that. Rigged to put the Coil in play live, on the stones, with the whole province watching, under a custody oath he’s already had worded. He means to sever an anchored bond in front of every witness-stone in Veltmark and swear the capture lawful in the same breath, so that when he takes one of yours the province sees custody, not theft. He’s not trying to beat you at the vault. He’s trying to make the vault the room where he takes a queen, witnessed by stone, with the oath ready.”

“Which one,” I said.

“He doesn’t care which one,” Saskia said. “That’s the thing about him you keep not understanding because you love yours. To him they’re interchangeable assets and the Coil takes whichever one it can reach, and Odette’s built it to reach for a Sworn bond because a Sworn bond’s the weakest of your strong ones, easiest to sever, so it’ll reach for your oracle or your saint, whichever’s nearest when it fires, and he’ll take her and claim custody and dare you to un-swear a stone.” She flexed the sword hand again, the tell she couldn’t stop. “And here’s the piece that makes it filthy. The custody claim isn’t a lie he tells after. It’s worded before, sworn-ready, with an adjudicator-bard positioned to witness the capture the instant it lands. The whole trick is to make the theft look like oath happening in real time, so that when the province watches him sever a bond and take a queen, it sees custody executed, not a woman stolen, and by the time anyone thinks to answer it there’s a witness-stone that etched a lawful capture and there’s no un-etching a stone. He’s not planning to beat you at the vault. He’s planning to make the vault the room where a leash becomes lawful, witnessed by every stone in the square, with the oath waiting in his mouth, and he’ll clear the vault honest or lose it honest, he doesn’t care, because winning the clearing was never the point. Taking a queen in front of ten thousand witnesses is the point, because that’s the day the whole province learns that an anchored bond can be stolen under a clean word, and that day ends you whether he wins the boon or not.”

“That’s a Saint’s plan,” I said, “not a Chainwright’s. That’s the ledger’s arithmetic.”

“Now you’re understanding him,” Saskia said. “He thinks it’s his. It isn’t. He’s a hand, same as I was, same as all of us were. And Cylas signed on to warm the crowd. For scraps. He’s Malchor’s crowd-warmer, the golden Hero reduced to a man who gets the stands cheering before the real show, and he took it because he’s out of principal and a foreclosed man takes what he’s handed. You’ll see him at the final in borrowed colors doing the thing he was good at, which is making a crowd love a thing before it happens. I watched him take the job. I watched him thank Malchor for it, thank him, the Hero of the kingdom thanking a chainwright for the work of warming a crowd he used to own. That’s Cylas Aurent as the final will use him, and I’m telling you so you’re not surprised by it, and so you know that the man who used you for bait is now warming crowds for the man who wants to leash your women, and that there’s a justice in that so cold even I can feel it. Cold justice feels different when it lands near my own ledger, and I don’t like it and I’m giving it to you to carry because you seem to have a use for the cold kind.”

Yrsa said, “Why tell us. You could’ve won by not telling us.”

“I could’ve won by not telling you,” Saskia agreed. “And then I’d have won the way Cylas wins, which is the way I’ve won my whole life, and I’ve just fought the alternative in a river and lost to it and I find I’d rather owe the alternative a warning than owe the Blessed another win. That’s all. It’s not conversion. I’m not one of yours, don’t you dare put me on a banner. It’s just that I cut a line once for fun, and it severed a man’s guide-rope and left him to die in a tomb, and I’ve watched that man’s name climb over mine on every stone in the province, and somewhere in those months I stopped being able to hear the sound of my own back-cut without wanting to be quieter than it. So. Warnings, both directions. You gave me an honest fight. I gave you a rigged final. Debts, paid. Now leave me alone; I’ve a circuit to enter.”

Yrsa cleaned her blade in the cold current while Saskia talked, and when the intel was spent she said the one thing to her that mattered, saint to duelist, the closest they’d come to understanding each other.

“You’re what I’d have been,” Yrsa said, flat, not unkind, wiping river-grit off the flat of her sword. “If nobody had fixed my grip. A garrison brat who out-fenced her instructors and got made into a banner and then a tool and then an inconvenience, same as me, and the difference between us is that a woman fixed my grip when I was twelve instead of thrashing me, and nobody fixed yours, they just used the sharp end of you and called it a gift. So you learned that sharp was all you were. It’s not. You fought me honest today and you lost honest and you didn’t make it my fault, which is more than most, and that’s a thing that isn’t sharp, and you did it, so it’s in you.” She sheathed the blade. “Get your grip fixed, Roehn. Not by me; I’ll not do it, we’re not friends and I’ll not pretend. But by someone. Anyone. There’s a fighter in you that isn’t just an edge, and she deserves better than to die a Blessed tool, and the only person who can free her is you, because you’re not leashed, you just think sharp is all you’re worth, which is a leash you tied yourself, which is the worst kind, because there’s no chain for me to cut.”

Saskia looked at her a long moment in the cold water, and did not answer, because there wasn’t an answer to a thing like that, and then she nodded, once, the way you receipt a hard truth, and waded up out of the current, and that was the last thing said between them at the river. Yrsa watched her go with no triumph in her face, only that flat professional attention she gave a blade that might yet be reforged if it survived its own edge.

And she did it that afternoon: registered for the circuits solo, duelist class, no patron, no party, no gilt, a whipcord woman who’d spent her whole life inside the Blessed’s grammar walking out of it to duel under her own name, and the board mispriced her at twelve-to-one because the board didn’t understand what had happened in a river at dawn, and Bram, who did understand, because I told him, did not misprice her.

“Twelve to one on a woman who just lost to your saint at dawn,” Bram said, when I told him, already reaching for the wager-book with his one hand, a look on his face like a man who’s found money on the ground and can’t believe no one else has bent for it. “The province thinks she lost because she’s beaten. She lost because she chose honest ground and an honest opponent and it went badly the way honest things go badly when you’re new to them. Next time it won’t, because she’s learned. That’s not a beaten fighter, Marsh, that’s a fighter who just found out what she is, and the board’s selling her at twelve-to-one. It’s robbery. It’s the fox’s kind of robbery, walking up to money that’s lying in the street.” He booked it, a great deal of it, quietly, on a woman he’d never met, and grieved the profit in advance because it was too easy, and I saw again why I told him things: the innkeeper had priced Saskia’s whole future off one dawn duel and one look.

We saw the Factor at the registration stone, and I need to set this down carefully, because Nahari had warned me that some creditors are safest measured by their effects, and I tried to give this one exactly its weight and no more.

He stood among the adjudicator-bards at the great registration stone in the mother-stone square, where the day’s entries were sworn and sealed, a tall pale man in a plain dark coat, and there was nothing to see, which was the trouble, there was so precisely nothing to see that the nothing was the thing you saw. He was sealing entries, a pen in a pale hand, courteous, unhurried, and the other adjudicators worked around him the way people work around a post they’ve stopped noticing, and I might have stopped noticing too, except that I read places the way a porter reads places, and three things about the place around him were wrong.

His ink dried the wrong way. I watched him seal an entry, watched the wet line of it, and the ink dried from the center outward instead of the edges inward, the middle of each stroke going matte first while the edges stayed wet last, which is not a thing ink does, which is not a thing anything does, and I watched it happen on three signatures before I made myself stop watching because watching it too long made the deep-water pressure start behind my eyes.

The lamps leaned toward him. It was full day, the lamps unlit, but the tall square lamps at the registration stone hung on their hooks and every one of them tilted a hand’s-width toward the pale man in the plain coat, against no wind, the way iron filings tilt toward a lodestone, and nobody noticed because nobody looks at unlit lamps in daylight, but I look at everything, and the lamps were leaning.

And Nahari, half the square away, buying nothing at a cloth-seller’s stall, went to bone.

I felt it through the strand before I saw it, the ember-warmth of her going cold and flat, and I looked, and the oracle was standing very still at the cloth-seller’s stall with her slow-blinking eyes for once not blinking at all, and she was not looking at the Factor, she was looking away from him with the deliberate care of a woman not looking at the sun, and when I reached her she said, low, level, the voice she kept for deep water:

“That is not a man standing in my light, anchor. Hear the distinction, because this is the one thing I can tell you cleanly. When a man stands in my light I see a shape, a will, a next mistake. When I look toward that one there is no shape and no will and no next mistake, there is a whiteness, a blank, the exact blank my glass gives me at the arch and the Coil, and I understand it now, standing here, understanding it is worse than not understanding it. That is not a man standing in my light. That is the light being audited. He is not in the vision. He is reading the vision. He is the thing that reads the ledger everyone else is written in, and he has come to seal the margins of the world, and I cannot see him, and being unable to see a thing is, for me, the loudest possible way of seeing exactly what it is.” She turned fully away from him, toward the cloth. “Do not point him out to the fox. Do not let her steal from him. Do not, under any circumstance, let him put his pen to anything with your name on it. And walk away now, slowly, and buy me this cloth, the ember one, so that we are two people buying cloth and not two people who noticed the auditor.”

Suzu found us before we’d cleared the square, because a fox finds her people, and she took one look at Nahari’s bone-still face and my careful not-looking and started to turn toward the registration stone to see what we weren’t seeing, the professional’s reflex, a new thing in a square is a thing to appraise.

I caught her wrist. Gently. The way you catch a thing you don’t want spooked.

“Don’t,” I said, low. “The tall pale one at the registration stone. Don’t look at him, don’t appraise him, don’t price him, and whatever you do, don’t lift so much as a copper off him. Not a button. Not a thread. Nahari’s orders and mine.”

Suzu did not look. That was the measure of how far the household had braided, that a fox told not to look at the most interesting thing in a square did not look, and instead read the danger off our faces and Nahari’s stillness through the strand, and the sparks at her nose went dark, serious, the near-thing sense in her that had kept her uncatchable for a lifetime.

“Rob him and you die,” she said, quiet, not a question, feeling the shape of him off our fear. “I know that look. There’s a look a thing has when robbing it costs more than it’s worth, and I usually only recognize it after I’ve already stolen, and you’re telling me this one has it, so I’ll trust the household’s eyes over my own hands, which is not a habit I enjoy admitting, so mark the date twice.” She let me hold her wrist a moment longer than she needed to, which was her way of agreeing. “But I’ll say this, for the file. A thing you die robbing is a thing that’s got something worth dying for on it. Someday, porter, when we understand the rules better, remind me that the pale auditor at the registration stone is carrying something worth the price. Not today. Today I don’t even look. But someday.”

“Filed,” I said, and let go of her wrist, and she did not look, and the fox had priced the Factor without seeing him, worth the death, worth the someday. I left it alone.

I bought Nahari the ember cloth, and we walked away slowly, three people who’d bought cloth, and behind us the lamps leaned toward a pale man’s pen and his ink dried from the middle out, and the province countersigned its entries and noticed nothing. I set the Factor beside the Coil and the burned line, a whiteness with a courtesy, the Saint’s face at this festival, and I did not let the fox look, and she did not look, and that not-looking was its own kind of trust I’d not have gotten from her before she signed the tab.

The household spent the afternoon absorbing two things at once, which was a lot of absorbing, and it absorbed them the way it absorbed everything, over food and argument.

Maeva added the rigged-final intelligence to the campaign the way she added a captured order, without a wasted motion, already turning it toward a counter before the rest of us had finished being unsettled by it. “A pre-sworn custody oath is a weapon that only works if the room believes the word,” she said, over the annex table. “So we do not fight the claim. We make the room stop believing it, the same way we’ll make the room stop believing in Heroes, with arithmetic, in daylight. But that’s the mother-stone’s work, and the mother-stone’s hour is mine to pick, and I have begun to see how the two hours rhyme, the truth-swearing and the final, and I’ll say no more until I’m sure, because a plan spoken early is a plan overheard.” And she went quiet with it, pricing, the way she went quiet, the empress fitting her answer together behind her eyes and refusing to show it until it was time, which was its own kind of comfort.

Suzu, meanwhile, had decided that being told not to look at the Factor was the most interesting thing that had happened all festival, and could not stop circling it, the way a fox circles the one hole in a fence she’s been forbidden.

“I keep thinking about it,” she said, upside down from a roof-beam, which was where she thought. “A mark I’d die robbing. Do you know how rare that is? I’ve robbed gods’ shrines and dragons’ hoards, or one dragon’s, once, badly, don’t ask, and none of them read as die-robbing, they read as hard-robbing, which is different, hard-robbing is a challenge and die-robbing is a warning, and I’ve only met one other die-robbing mark in my whole life and it was the thing that sealed me.” The freckles went dark. “So the pale auditor reads the same as the thing that eats legends. Which means they’re the same thing, or close enough that my hands can’t tell them apart, and my hands are rarely wrong about a mark, so. He’s it. Or its hand. And I didn’t look, porter, I want that noted, I was told not to look and I didn’t, and it was hard not-looking, harder than sixty years of not being able to say a thing, because a gag stitches your mouth but nothing stitches a thief’s curiosity, and I stitched it myself today, on your word, and that is a dangerous amount of trust, so.” She dropped off the beam. “Feed me. Trust makes me hungry. Everything makes me hungry. I was in a box for sixty years, everything’s a reason to eat now.”

And we fed her, and the household absorbed its two large things over food and argument the way it absorbed everything, and the ordinary warmth of it sat next to the cold intelligence and the pale whiteness, and I knew again that a household is the thing that lets you carry a die-robbing mark and a rigged final and a foreclosed Hero all at once without letting any one of them become the day.

The day closed on a small thing that was not small.

Yrsa cleaned river-grit off her blade at the wagon that evening, sitting on the step, the whetstone finally in use, and I sat with her, and for a while neither of us said anything, which was our whole conversation most nights and a good one. And then she finished the blade and sheathed it and looked at the fading light and said, not quite to me:

“Spar with me. No stakes.”

I looked at her.

“No stakes,” she said again, and it cost her something to say it twice, and I understood what it was, because I’d learned to read her, and it was the first time she had asked me for a fight with no stated terms and no debt attached. Every bout of her life had been a duel, a debt, a lesson, a test, a wager she meant to lose, a thing with terms and a thing at stake, because a saint who stands last does not know how to want a thing simply, had never let herself want a bout for no reason but to be near the wanting of it. And she was asking now, at a wagon in the fading light after fighting her mirror in a river, for a spar with nothing riding on it, and I felt the size of it land through the strand, storm-grey and terrified and asking anyway.

“Yes,” I said, plainly, because she’d asked plainly and a plain yes was the only thing that wouldn’t cheapen it. “No stakes. Whenever you want. I’ll spar you for nothing at all, as many times as you like, and it’ll never cost you anything. Those are the terms: there are none.”

“Good,” she said, gruff, and looked at the light.

She didn’t spar me that night. The whetstone lay quiet in her lap in the last of the grey light.


Chapter 13: Refusing to Know

The crier called the semifinal draw at the mother-stone square the next morning, and the whole festival heard it: Marsh Coalition against Hero Duran Kolbeck’s Gilt Banner, the gate-hold, at Havrun.

Yrsa heard it standing beside me with a cup of Bram’s tea going cold in her hand, and she went still, and then she said, “Good,” and meant it, the whetstone-word, the homecoming-word, and packed the cold tea away with the same economy she packed everything and went to check her kit again, which she’d checked four times, because a woman going home to a gate checks her kit, and nobody pressed her, because there was nothing to press.

Maeva pressed a little anyway, because the empress pressed where pressing helped, and she did it in logistics, which was the only language Yrsa could take a hard thing in.

“Havrun had a granary behind the gate,” Maeva said, over the campaign map, not looking up, which was her kindness, saying the hard thing to the map instead of to the saint’s face. “That’s why the gate was worth nine days. I’ve read the ground now, from the old marching-songs and from what you’ve told me, and it’s good ground for us, saint, better than the Chainwright understands. He’s moved the semifinal there thinking it’s a wound, and it’s a gate with a granary behind it and a garrison that broke and a woman who stood last, and it is a defensible piece of ground almost indecently suited to a household that fights the way we fight, because it rewards standing last, and standing last is the thing you were born to do. He’s handed you your own strongest ground and called it cruelty. Let him. In a hundred campaigns I saw few men walk so confidently onto ground so entirely their enemy’s, and I have decided to be grateful rather than suspicious, because sometimes a fool is simply a fool and this one has been a fool since he looked at me on the word custody.”

“Good ground,” Yrsa agreed, and something in her eased at hearing the gate priced as a fortress instead of a grave, because the empress had done the thing only the empress could do, made a homecoming into a battle-plan, which was how Yrsa could carry it, and I marked the two of them again, the one who loved by finding you the ground and the one who loved by holding it, and let them build the gate between them.

But it was Nahari the draw hit hardest, and she took the whole day to say why, and when she said it she said it without a single prophecy in it, which was how I knew what it cost.

She said it at the sill of the annex’s high room that evening, where she’d taken to standing to be blind out of, looking east toward Havrun and the circuit grounds and the pale whiteness she couldn’t see into, and she said it in plain past tense, no half-prophecy, no joke that turned out to be a truth, just the truth, level, the bravest sentence I’d heard her spend since she first stepped out of the glass.

“The Factor’s whiteness has a radius,” she said. “I have been measuring it since the registration stone, the way you measure a bad ford, by throwing my sight at its edges and watching where the sight drowns. It reaches perhaps a bowshot from wherever he stands, and inside that bowshot my glass is white, blank, useless, and the final will be inside it, because the Coil is his kin and the Coil will be at the final and where the Coil goes the whiteness goes.” She was quiet a moment, her silver hair lying still against her spine, her palms flat on the sill. “An oracle leaning on the glass in that whiteness is a blind woman on a battlefield, anchor. Worse than blind, because a blind woman knows she’s blind and moves careful, and an oracle who’s spent two hundred years knowing does not know how to move careful, she moves like she can see, because she always could, and a woman who moves like she can see when she can’t is a woman who walks off a wall.”

“You’ve never had to fight without it,” I said.

“I have not chosen ordinary under fire,” she said, and there it was, the true thing, said flat, and she let it sit in the room a moment before she’d let herself say the rest. “That is the terror, and I want to name it exactly so I stop flinching from it. The terror is not the blindness. Blindness I could learn; I am not a coward about learning. The terror is being ordinary on purpose, when a blade is coming and the glass is within reach. For two hundred years I have been the one who knows, in every room, at every table, on every field, the one who sees the next mistake before it’s made, and it is not a gift, anchor, or it is a gift the way a crown is a gift, which is to say it is also a burden and a locked door and a way of rarely being surprised or held or simply present without the glass reaching for the shape of the moment. Inside the Factor’s radius I cannot be the oracle the old way. I will be a woman, ordinary by choice, one breath at a time, guessing like everyone guesses, and I have not trusted that country with my life since I was twenty-nine years old and my city was on fire. I am afraid of it the way you would be afraid of a country you were born in and can no longer remember.”

I didn’t fix it. There was nothing to fix and she hadn’t come to the sill to be fixed. I stood with her and let the fear be a real thing in the room, the way I’d learned to let Yrsa’s grief be a real thing, and after a while, because she was Nahari and could not stay long in a fear without turning it over to find the joke or the doctrine on its underside, she turned it over, and found the doctrine.

“But,” she said, slow, and the slow-blinking eyes came round to me, and there was the first spark of the thing she did when a joke was also a prophecy, “I have been thinking about what a whiteness is. The Arch gave me the first shape of it, and the Coil gave it teeth. The Factor’s whiteness is scrying, anchor. It is the thing that reads the ledger, and I go white near it because it drinks sight, and I have been treating that as my wound, the thing done to me, the sense stolen.” She turned back to the sill. “But a thing that drinks sight is a thing that eats seers. It reads a scryer the way a scryer reads a battlefield. Which means the rule from the Arch was right, but too small: a scryer who refuses to look is invisible to it. It cannot read a vision that is not being cast. It cannot audit a ledger-line that declines to be written. A seer who chooses, deliberately, not to see, is the one thing on that field the Factor and the Coil have the least practice finding, because they are built to find seeing, not refusal.”

“Chosen blindness,” I said.

“Chosen blindness,” she said, and smiled the way she smiled when the joke and the prophecy turned out to be the same thing. “We named it at the Arch. I tested it harder this afternoon, before I dared trust it with the final. Yrsa walked me blind past a witness-stone, the sworn-neutral kind, and I felt it try to read me, the little pull a scrying-stone gives when it takes an image, and I refused, went dark, and the stone found nothing to etch, slid off me the way water slides off oiled wood. A blank. And a witness-stone is a small cousin of the thing the Factor is, so if the small cousin can’t read a woman who refuses to be seen, the large one has a problem it has not priced.” She turned it over, delighted with the shape. “The Factor audits the ledger. The Coil severs what the ledger can see. Both of them are built on the assumption that a thing which can be found can be taken, and both of them find by seeing, and I have spent two hundred years being one of the most seeable things in any room, a seer casting sight in every direction like a lamp casts light. On that field I put the lamp out. I become the one dark place the auditor’s eye slides off, and from inside that dark I time the fight through four other people who are not dark, who ring like bells in the link. It killed every Anchor before you, anchor, and it has no habit of fighting a seer who is mad enough or free enough to put her own lamp out. I am. Because you taught me, in a rain-camp, that past the edge of the glass is where the surprises live, and I have decided the enemy is going to hate how rich I’ve become out there.”

“It is stealth,” she said, almost laughing now, the fear turned all the way over into its opposite. “I go dark on purpose, I fight by the next breath like an ordinary woman, and the thing that reads ledgers looks straight through the place where the oracle should be and sees nothing, because there is nothing to read, because I have refused to write it. Two hundred years of reaching to know, and the battlefield where knowing gets me killed is the one where I choose the reach to stop, and the refusal is a weapon. I have wanted more room for surprise than the glass ever left me, anchor, and it turns out the way to survive the thing that eats seers is to become, on purpose, a woman who does not see the next moment coming. The cure for my long life is the counter to my death. I find that very funny. I find it the funniest thing the glass has ever shown me by refusing to show it.”

So we built the doctrine on the annex floor and the grounds by night. Beat by beat, because competence was the thing this household ran on.

Yrsa drilled her, which delighted them both in the prickly way they delighted each other. Yrsa ran her through blind-corner work, the drills a saint teaches a soldier who has to fight in the dark of a breach, footwork by feel, the world read through the soles and the ears and the air on the skin instead of the eyes, and Nahari, who rarely had to learn without some hint of the answer waiting ahead of her, learned it the ordinary way, badly at first and then less badly, and Yrsa, who did not give praise, gave her the highest praise she owned.

“Adequate,” Yrsa said, after an hour, watching the oracle read a blind corner by the air off it and step clean. “Which, from me, is a parade with banners. You’ll not win a duel blind, oracle, you’ve not the body for it and you’ve not the decade. But you’ll not die in a breach, and you’ll not walk off a wall, and you’ll fight by sound, line, and the next breath like an honest soldier, and that’s enough, because you’re not the sword on that field, you’re the timing, and the timing works blind if the timing trusts the line, and the line is us.” She reset the drill. “Again. And stop foreseeing the corner. I can tell when you cheat; you step too early. Fight it blind or don’t fight it. The whole point is the blindness. Do it again and this time be ordinary, and I know that word’s a knife to you, so use the knife, be ordinary, and let’s see what ordinary does when it’s had two hundred years to sharpen.”

The drills ran three days, and I set down the shape of them because they were competence and competence was the household’s currency. Yrsa built them like a garrison instructor building a raw recruit, which was, she said, exactly what a two-hundred-year-old oracle who’d never fought blind was, a raw recruit with excellent instincts and no experience, the most dangerous kind, because instinct without experience gets you killed confident. She blindfolded Nahari with the oracle’s own ember sash and set her to reading a corner by the air off it, then a moving target by its footfalls on the annex boards, then two targets, then a target that stayed silent and made her find it by the wrongness of the silence, and Nahari failed and failed and failed less, and swore, mildly, in the slow warm voice, which delighted Yrsa enormously.

“The oracle can curse,” Yrsa observed, after one particularly ripe failure. “Two hundred years of serenity and under it there’s a fishwife. Good. Keep her. Cursing means you’re fighting instead of despairing. Again.”

“You are enjoying this,” Nahari said, blind, resetting.

“I am enjoying watching the hardest person in this household to surprise learn a whole skill by being surprised over and over,” Yrsa said. “It’s good enough for revenge today, so yes, I’m enjoying it, and I’ll enjoy it for exactly as long as it takes to make you adequate, and then I’ll stop, because a drill that becomes cruelty is a drill that’s failed. Again. And this time trust the air on your left cheek; it told you the truth last time and you argued with it.”

And they drilled, the saint and the oracle, and the household discovered a thing that mattered at scale: that four strands of a shared bond were worth half a prophecy on their own, that Nahari blind could feel Yrsa’s cold-iron and Suzu’s flint and Maeva’s gold and my whole scattered attention through the link, could read the field through four other sets of senses even with her own glass white. A blind oracle braided into four strands saw through five bodies at once, which was a thing the Factor’s whiteness had no column for, because it was built to audit one seer’s sight and had never met a sight that lived in five people.

So we made it ugly enough to trust. Maeva stood at the far end of the room with the Standard banked low, then flared it without warning to see whether Nahari could read the household’s spines straightening before the gold hit the air. Osric dragged a chair across the boards, Colm dropped a bucket on purpose, Wend crossed behind her carrying a lantern hooded and unhooded, noise and light and motion layered until the room stopped being a room and became a little battlefield with furniture. I called positions through the bond without speaking them aloud, wrong-footed her twice, corrected myself once, and felt her catch the correction through my embarrassment before my body moved. That mattered. A spoken command can be overheard. A shame-flinch in the anchor’s strand cannot, and Nahari learned to read even that, smiling under the sash as if ordinary human awkwardness had become a luxury instrument.

Suzu contributed to the drills the way Suzu contributed to everything, sideways, by turning them into a game. She’d slip around the blind oracle with thief-steps and foxfire feints, trying to be the silent target Nahari couldn’t find, and Nahari, blind, would find her anyway more often than not, because the fox’s flint-spark strand sang in the link even when her body went quiet, and Suzu found this both delightful and professionally insulting.

“I’m invisible,” she objected, after the third time the blind woman put a hand flat on her chest out of a dark room. “I’m professionally invisible, I’m invisible to WARDENS, and a blind woman keeps finding me.”

“You’re invisible to eyes,” Nahari said, serene, blindfolded, her hand still on the fox’s sternum. “You are extremely loud to a bond. Your mischief tastes like sparks off flint and it never stops, fox, even when your body does, your delight rings like a struck bell, and I am learning to hear it, and it means that of everyone on that field, you are the one I will not lose easily, because you cannot be quiet where it counts.” The slow blink under the sash. “It’s a compliment. You’re loud enough to be impossible to not-see. Now go be loud somewhere I can practice finding the quiet ones, because the enemy won’t ring like you do, and I need the practice on things that don’t sing.”

“Half a prophecy for free,” Nahari said, delighted, at the end of the drilling, “and I did not even have to look. I have been carrying too much of my sight alone like a fool, when all along I could have shared the strain, and it took going blind to teach me to lean on the line. There is a whole sermon in that, anchor, about how the thing you’re proudest of carrying alone is usually the thing you should have shared, and I will not preach it, because I have decided to be a woman who learns her sermons in bed and keeps them there.” The slow blink, gone sly. “Which brings me to tonight.”

She named the night at the sill, in full sentences, the way she named everything, the consent that was itself the foreplay, and she named it with a new object in her hand.

“Tonight I want to practice the doctrine for pleasure instead of war,” she said, and held up a silk sash, folded, ember-toned, one of her own wraps repurposed. “I have spent two hundred years reaching to know. I have known too many touches before they landed and too many finishes before they built, and even when you surprise me, some part of the glass still reaches for the shape of it, and it is a wealth and it is a poverty both, and tonight I refuse it from the start. I want you to cover my eyes. I will not look ahead. Not with my eyes, not with my glass, not at all. I want every moment to arrive unannounced, and I want you to be the one who decides when the moments arrive, and I want to spend a night as an ordinary woman who refuses to know what her lover will do next, and I am twenty-nine years old and two hundred years dead and I would like, tonight, to be surprised by the man from the glass with the glass shut out. Cover my eyes, anchor. Surprise me. That’s what I want, said in full sentences the way I like, and now I want your yes in yours.”

“Yes,” I said, and gave it to her in full sentences because she’d asked for it that way and the asking was the point. “I’ll cover your eyes and you’ll not see a thing coming, not from me, not from the glass, and I’ll decide when every moment lands, and I’ll surprise you, because I’ve spent a winter learning exactly how you like to be surprised, which is late and slow and wrong about the count. Tell me the stop-word and it’s the same as always and it stops everything the instant you say it, blind or not, and I’ll be watching you the whole time even though you can’t watch me, and that’s the trade: you go blind and I stay watching, so the blindness is safe. Yes. Cover the eyes. Surprise the oracle.”

“And one more thing,” she said, still holding the folded sash, her voice slower now, full-sentence clear. “I want the deeper taking we found before. My ass, oil, patience, and my pace, but with my eyes covered and the count in your mouth instead of mine. If I say slow, you slow. If I say stop, you stop. If I say wait, you wait until I move. I want to choose it blind because choosing blindness is the doctrine tonight, and because the fullest thing I ask from you should arrive unannounced too. Say yes to that separately, anchor. I want both yeses clean.”

“Yes,” I said. “Your pace, your stop, your wait. Oil and patience. Blind because you chose it, not because I took sight from you. I say yes to that separately.”

She warmed the oil over the lamp herself, because that ritual was hers and stayed hers, and she set aside her ember-and-ash wraps one layer at a time, unhurried, the whole slow undressing that was her tempo and her tell, the deep-brown skin coming luminous in the lamplight one layer at a time, and only when she was bare and oiled and ready did she hand me the sash, folded, in both hands, a ceremony, and I tied it over her eyes as ceremony, careful, snug, and watched the last of her sight go, and watched a woman who had learned to savor surprise choose, on purpose, to not know what came next.

And then I made it my whole task to land on her unannounced.

I started at her spine, a hand flat between her shoulder blades where she didn’t expect it, and felt the strand flash wide, unguarded and startled, because she hadn’t seen the hand coming, and I understood in that touch what the night was for.

I made her wait for the second touch. That was the cruelty and the gift, that a woman who had chosen not to know what came next now had to wait blind for a hand she couldn’t foresee, and I let the wait stretch, watched her go still and listening under the ember sash, the slow-blinking eyes covered, her whole body tuned to a room she couldn’t read, and only when the not-knowing had gone all the way through her did I touch her again, low on her back this time, somewhere else, so the pattern she’d have foreseen in a heartbeat was gone and there was only arrival. She made a sound at that, a small broken one, because not-knowing where the next touch would land was different with the glass refused and the sash over her eyes.

I worked the warmed oil into her slow, down the long line of her back, over the soft strong swell of her ass, and every touch landed on a woman who genuinely could not see it coming, each surprise making her hands misjudge the sheet and find it again. My hands were rope-scarred and porter-rough on all that oiled deep-brown skin, the calluses catching where the oil went smooth, and she arched at the drag of them, the texture she couldn’t anticipate, and I took my time, because time was her lane and I wasn’t going to rush a gift she’d chosen so completely, and because watching a woman as patient as Nahari learn impatience blind was worth every slow minute of it.

I turned her and laid her back and worshipped her the reverent way, the slow way, mouth and hands on the heavy round curves of her, the wide hips, the soft belly, the thighs, and she couldn’t watch me do it, couldn’t see where my mouth would go next, couldn’t foresee the moment, and it undid her in a way sight never had, her hands finding my hair and gripping, blind, chasing a mouth she couldn’t track, and I could see everything, her whole face open under the ember sash, the slow-blinking eyes covered and the mouth unguarded and honest, and I fed her the oil and the mouth and the hands at a pace only I could see, and she rode the not-knowing.

I put my mouth to her pussy and she arched off the bed with a sound the blind surprise pulled out of her, because she hadn’t seen it coming, hadn’t foreseen the exact half-second my tongue would land, and a woman who had chosen not to foresee a touch feels it like struck flint, all at once, unbraced. I worked her slow and reverent, the way her lane demanded, and she couldn’t edge herself with prophecy because there was no prophecy, could only feel it build blind, her thighs shaking against my shoulders, her hands gripping the sheets she couldn’t see, her whispers gone from timed foresight to plain honest present tense, “there, oh, I can’t tell, I can’t tell how close, I don’t, that’s, do that again, no, do the thing I can’t predict,” and I gave her the thing she couldn’t predict, over and over, a mouth she couldn’t track working a woman who had shut the glass out on purpose, and held her at the edge blind and would not let her over yet, because the not-knowing was the gift and I meant to make the gift last.

“You’re edging me,” she said, blind, delighted and undone, the full sentence breaking into present-tense fragments. “You’ve learned my own instrument and you’re using it on me and I can’t see it coming so I can’t brace, that’s, that’s cruel, that’s perfect, keep, keep being cruel with it,” and I kept being cruel with it, edged her blind the way she’d edged the whole household sighted through the long winter, gave her back her own weapon aimed at her own body, and she took it, blind, chasing a finish she couldn’t foresee.

Then I inverted the count, which was the doctrine and the pleasure in one.

When she let the glass into a bed, she’d owned the countdown, the whispered foresight, the prophecy-as-edging, in a moment you’ll grip here, do it better than I saw, the oracle timing the room with her glass. Tonight the glass was covered from the opening touch and the count was mine.

I sank my cock into her pussy first, slow, from behind, one hand spread over the oiled swell of her ass and one at her hip, filling her by inches until I was seated to the root, and took her at her own unhurried pace until she was loose and soaked, the oil and her own wet slicking my cock and running down her thighs, working her slow and deep and blind until her hips had found my rhythm and lost their own, and only then set her astride me facing away, the from-behind silhouette made vertical, her own frame even inverted, her wide hips and full oiled curves filling my hands, warm in the lamplight, the deep-brown shape of her luminous over me while she braced blind and trusting on my chest.

I worked more warmed oil into her slow, patient, both hands spreading the heavy round of her open while she waited blind for what she couldn’t foresee, oiling the tight pucker of her ass with my thumb until it eased, her requested escalation from the winter before, hers in pacing as it had always been, and notched the head of my cock against her and pressed into her ass by degrees the way the patient lane demanded, no hurry, the tight ring of her stretching to take me a fraction at a time, holding at each fraction while she adjusted, her body jolting blind at every degree because she couldn’t see the next one coming, couldn’t foresee the depth, could only feel me open her and arrive. Her wide hips worked slow, sinking her ass down to swallow my cock by her own unhurried inches until she’d taken all of me, the heavy round of her rising and falling in the lamplight, the tight grip of her impossible around me, and I filled my hands with her and whispered the numbers she used to own into the dark of her blindness, in a moment I’ll do this, three, and two, and she rode the count she couldn’t see the end of, blind and full and trusting, the last thing the oracle owned handed all the way over.

“Slow,” she said, blind, “slow, you know it’s slow, oh, but I can’t, I can’t tell how slow, I can’t see the next moment, it just, it just arrives,” and it just arrived, again and again, a woman who’d known too many shapes before they reached her taking the fullness she had chosen for this night with no foresight of any of it, oil-eased and slow and entirely her tempo except that blind she couldn’t even own the tempo, could only ride mine, wide hips working slow over me, the heavy round of her rising and falling in the lamplight, silver hair swaying loose with every blind roll of her hips, and the surrender of even the timing, the last thing the oracle owned handed over, took her somewhere the sighted oracle could not have reached.

“Oh,” she said, blind, riding, “oh, I don’t, I can’t tell what you’ll, that’s it, that’s it, I can’t tell,” and her voice had come apart into honest present tense for once, no half-prophecy in it, a woman purely in a moment she could not see the shape of, and I held the count in my mouth and my hands on her oiled hips and let her ride the blindness slow.

And at the brink I broke my own count, two numbers early, the way I’d broken hers in the rain-camp, and blind and unwarned and wrong about the one thing left she thought she knew, the count I’d promised her, she detonated.

Her cry landed somewhere between a laugh and the last line of a prophecy, the delight of being wrong at full weight, one of the rarest coins of her whole long patient life paid all at once, and the broken count took her over, her pussy clenching on nothing and her ass gripping tight around my cock in the long slow milking spasms of her lane, blind, surprised, undone by an ending she couldn’t see coming, ember-orange filigree flaring bright along her tattooed ankle, and I felt her finish flood back through the strand and take me with it, and I drove deep and emptied into her, spilling hot in her clutching ass while she rode the aftershocks blind, gripping the sheets she couldn’t see, laughing and saying, over and over, “I did not see that, I did not see that, after two hundred years and I did not see that.”

The sash came off last, after everything, at her word, and she blinked the lamplight back and looked at me with the slow-blinking eyes. There was rest in them, the kind that belonged to the sash and the choice she had made.

“I’ll need this again,” she said, folding the ember sash with unhurried hands and tucking it under her pillow. “I have already not-seen it. Do you understand what I mean? I have spent tonight refusing to look ahead, and the refusal is a country I want to live in, a little, from now on, not always, I’ll not go blind to my whole life, the glass is still mine and the war still needs it. But there is a room, now, that I go into blind on purpose, and it is restful in a way I badly needed, and I built it out of the exact thing I was most afraid of, which is the lesson, anchor, and I’ll not preach it, I’ll just keep the sash under my pillow and be a woman who learned her sermon in bed.” She settled against me, warm and sprawled and slow, and finished a sentence she’d started in the rain-camp a week and a half before, late on purpose, Nahari to the bone. “If the glass has an edge, I said in the rain, then past the edge is where the surprises live, and I have decided to be rich there. I’ll finish it now. And I have decided, tonight, that the man who lives past the edge with me is the one I go blind for on purpose, in bed and on a battlefield both, and that is not a prophecy, it is a decision, and I like it better than any prophecy I ever cast.” And she slept mid-sentence, on purpose, leaving the room in the shape she preferred, and I lay in the lamplight with the oracle asleep against me and the sash under her pillow and the doctrine drilled and the whiteness at Havrun still waiting, and kept watch over the one room where she had chosen not to see.

The petitions had followed us from Marrowford.

Five more came by courier while we drilled, the province learning that the porter and his queens answered petitions, forwarded east from the war-loft where the requests still arrived and Bram’s barkeep still sorted them, five country needs from five country places, a flooded ford and a barrow-scare and a bad well and a road gone to bandits and a village that just wanted, the letter said, to see the empress buy pepper because the children didn’t believe the song.

And one of the five was addressed in a child’s hand, the letters wobbling and earnest, and it was addressed not to the Anchor of Legends or to Lady Maeva or to the coalition, it was addressed to the Anchor and the Fox.

Suzu read it four times.

She read it once fast, the way she read everything, and then she read it again slower, and then she read it twice more with the little lights at her cheeks doing something they didn’t usually do, and then she put it in a pocket, the pocket with the plum stone and the copper whistle in it, and said, too lightly, “Some child in a bog village wants the Anchor and the Fox to come look at a well. Sweet. Wells are honest work. We’ll route through it,” and did not say anything about being on a letter, about a child in a village she’d never seen knowing there was a Fox to write to, about sixty years sealed under a shrine and a child three provinces away addressing her by name, in a wobbling earnest hand, as though she were a thing you could ask for help.

The letter had drawn a fox in the corner, or what the child thought a fox looked like, which was mostly ears and optimism, and the tail had been colored with berry-juice that had soaked through the cheap paper in three pink constellations. Suzu kept rubbing her thumb beside it and not on it, careful not to smear the juice, careful in a way she was never careful with anything not trapped or warded. The child had written please twice and crossed one out because the second had leaned crooked, and below the signature there was a little map of the well, the houses, and a pond labeled NOT WELL in letters twice the size of the village name. It was ridiculous and practical and brave in the exact way children are brave when adults have failed to fix something for too long, and Suzu looked at that little map as if it were a seal more binding than any temple’s.

“You’re on the letter,” I said.

“I’m on the letter,” Suzu said, and the lightness cracked by exactly one hair, the same hair her voice had cracked on up the arch, and she let the hair go and hauled the grin back over it. “Sixty years a warning and now I’m a thing children write to for wells. Don’t.” She held up a small hand. “Don’t make it a thing. Route through the village. Fix the well. That’s it.”

But she came down off the beam later, when she thought I wasn’t watching her, and read the letter a fifth time by the sister-lamp at the door. I watched anyway, because I watch everything, and I saw the fox who joked through everything hold a child’s wobbling letter in the lamplight and not joke, and I understood a piece of what the plum stone and the copper whistle were about, not all of it, she’d not spent everything and I’d not ask, but a piece: that a thing sealed alone for sixty years learns to believe it’s a warning, a thing you write about, not a thing you write to, a thing that gets people killed and buried and framed, and that a child three provinces off addressing the Fox by name as a thing that helps was a re-pricing of her whole self that she had no idea how to hold, and so she held it by the lamp when she thought no one watched, and did not joke, and put it back in the pocket with the plum stone and the whistle, the pocket of things that cost too much to say.

“We’ll fix the well,” I said, when she caught me marking her, because I’d let her catch me, because sometimes the kindness is being seen and sometimes it’s letting them know you saw and won’t say.

“We’ll fix the well,” she agreed, and the grin came back, real this time, small. “And I’ll charge the child nothing, which for me is a scandalously large gift, a fox working for free, mark the date, and don’t tell the empress or she’ll invoice the goodwill.” And she went back up her beam, the letter in the pocket, and I routed the village onto the map, first on the road home, the Anchor and the Fox and a child’s well, and did not make it a thing, and let the fox keep the things that cost too much to say.


Chapter 14: The Iron Gate

Havrun was a war-tomb built into a hillside, a dead fortress with its garrison sealed inside it, and the semifinal was staged at its twin breaches: two gaps blown in the old curtain wall a long age ago, one assigned to each party, and the trial was simple in the way that a gate is simple, which is to say brutal. Hold your breach longer than the rival holds theirs, against the tomb’s unquiet garrison and whatever horrors the adjudicators had seeded into the dark behind the wall, and the party that stood at its gate last won the semifinal and the place in the final. The strongest stands last. Ilsabet Kron had taught that with a stolen practice sword, and now her student came to hold a gate at the fortress where the teacher had died holding one, before every witness-stone in the province, and the Chainwright sat in the stands to watch it, which was the last mistake of a whole festival of them.

I read the ground the way I read all ground, and I read it fast, because the adjudicator’s horn was already up.

Two breaches, a hundred paces apart in the old wall, each a gap where the stone had been blown down to a rubble ramp, each opening into the dark of the tomb where the garrison still walked. Our breach was the eastern one, and the eastern one was Yrsa’s, because the crier’s heritage-move had put us at the exact gap where a woman had held nine days, and I stood in it and read it and understood that Malchor had handed us the one piece of ground in the world that fought for us, because Yrsa knew this gate, knew it in her spine, had stood on the third wall above it at nineteen watching a woman die in it, and a saint fighting on ground she knows in her grief is a saint at the top of a ceiling history never measured.

“Witness-stones on the walls,” I said, marking them, “seven of them, the whole province watching through them, so every deed here etches true and every lie rebounds. The garrison comes out of the dark behind the breach in waves, the tomb reads the intrusion and answers it, and the waves build, that’s how a gate-hold works, it’s not a fight, it’s an endurance, they mean to grind us until the line breaks and the breach falls, and the party whose breach falls first loses.” I looked at the line of them, my five, in the eastern gap. “So we don’t grind. We don’t have the bodies to grind, Kolbeck has more meat than us. We stand smart and we stand last, and we make Kolbeck’s line break before ours, and the way we do that is the way we do everything: I read it, Maeva anchors it, Yrsa carves it, Nahari times it, Suzu haunts it, and nobody dies, because nobody in this gap dies while I’m calling it.”

Kolbeck’s Gilt Banner held their breach the Blessed way, and I want to set it down beside ours, because the whole argument was fought out in the difference between the two gates.

They held it loud. They held it bright. Kolbeck’s blessing ran on the crowd’s attention the way Cylas’s did, brightening when the stands looked his way and guttering when the stands looked elsewhere, and so his whole doctrine was spectacle, big shining strokes, borrowed light thrown in showers, a Hero performing a gate-hold for an audience whose belief was his fuel. And it worked, in bursts, brilliant and wasteful, right up until the crowd’s attention swung to the other breach, to the eastern gap where a saint was standing at her teacher’s gate, and every time the stands turned east to watch Yrsa, Kolbeck’s light guttered, because his fuel had walked across the field to watch a better story, and his gate got harder every time ours got more interesting, which was often, because we made it interesting on purpose, because a porter who’s read the mechanism knows that a Hero who runs on attention loses the moment you become the thing worth attending.

The first wave came out of the dark, and I called it, beat by beat, because the household earned every beat.

They came as the tomb’s dead garrison always comes, in the old armor, grave-cold, a shield-line of them shoving up the rubble ramp into the breach, and I called the shape of it before it landed because the Glimpse gave me the half-second and the porter’s eye gave me the rest.

“Shield-line, low, they’ll try to crest the ramp and get footing in the gap,” I called. “Maeva, the middle. Standard up. Hold the crest and don’t let them get their feet set.” And Maeva took the middle of the breach, the Golden Empress in the re-tailored armor, and raised the Standard, and the command-and-rally of it rolled out over the eastern gap, and our line steadied, the levy boys and the household both, spines straightening, and the dead garrison flinched at the crest of the ramp the way enemies flinched at the Standard, that half-instant of borrowed doubt, and it was enough, it was always enough, the half-instant that let a defender set before the attacker did.

“Yrsa, right lane, they’re heavy on the right, that’s the collapse they want,” I called, reading the shove, and Yrsa carved the right lane, and I set down how she carved it because it was Ilsabet’s guard and it mattered: the low-line counter, the step to the outside, the blade coming up from the place the songs never recorded, and she took the shield-line’s right at the joint where a shield-line breaks, one dead soldier and then the one behind it and then the gap where the two had been, and she carved it clean and fell back a half-step to the hinge and did not overextend, because the strongest stands last and the last stander doesn’t chase, and the right lane held because a saint had reminded it how.

“Nahari, the seams,” I called, and the oracle called the seams one breath ahead, blind past the whiteness that hadn’t reached us yet but drilled for it anyway, timing the waves, “the second rank’s coming through the left in a breath, and a breath, now,” and we met the second rank where she said it would be, and it broke on a line that was already turned to meet it, and that was her art, the timing that made five people fight like fifteen because none of them was ever facing the wrong way.

The third wave came heavier, the tomb reading the intrusion and answering it with weight, grave-cold soldiers three ranks deep shoving up the rubble ramp, and I felt the levy boys behind us start to fray at the size of it, honest farm boys with honest spears meeting the walking dead of an old garrison, and I called for the Standard louder.

“Maeva, blaze it,” I called, “they need to see gold,” and Maeva blazed the Standard, the command-and-rally rolling out at full, gold light straightening every flame in the breach and every spine behind it, and the levy boys’ spears stopped shaking and set, and the dead garrison flinched at the crest, and I threaded an echo-plank across a gap in the rubble where a boy was about to lose his footing and called the fallback a half-step so the whole line breathed as one, and the third wave broke on a line that steadied instead of frayed, because a Standard is worth a hundred bodies when the hundred bodies are frightened and the Standard tells them they’re not alone.

“Fourth wave forming, and it’s the reeve’s rank,” Nahari called, blind, reading it one breath ahead, “the old sergeant’s coming, the one who counted the garrison through the gate every dawn, he’ll try to re-form them into a real shield-wall, and a real shield-wall is the thing that takes a breach, so break him before he counts them into one,” and I found the reeve-thing in the wave, the grave-cold sergeant trying to dress a shield-wall out of the tomb’s dead the way he’d dressed one in life, and I called Yrsa onto him.

“Yrsa, the reeve, he’s the wall, take the wall’s caller,” I called, and Yrsa carved to the sergeant through the forming wall, Ilsabet’s guard opening the joint, and took the caller before the wall could set, and a shield-wall with no one to dress it is a crowd, and the fourth wave lost its shape into a crowd, and a crowd breaks on a steadied line, and it broke.

And Suzu haunted it, which was the fox’s whole genius on a field, because foxfire wasn’t a shield and she wasn’t a fighter, she was the thing the flank thought was empty, the small red shape that appeared behind the wave that thought it had gotten past the line, the pickpocket of a battlefield lifting a dead soldier’s balance out from under it at the exact wrong moment, foxfire flickering a garrison-thing’s grave-cold attention the wrong way so Yrsa’s blade found it undefended, and everywhere the line thought it was thinnest, everywhere a wave thought it had found the gap, there was a fox, grinning, and the gap wasn’t there.

“Useless in a line,” Yrsa had said of her, on the road, “devastating everywhere else,” and Havrun proved it, because the fox held no ground at all and made every piece of ground the enemy stood on untrustworthy. Wave after wave broke on a line of five that fought like many because a porter read it and an empress steadied it and a saint carved it and an oracle timed it and a fox haunted it, and across the field a Hero performed a gate-hold to a crowd that kept turning east to watch a better one.

The fifth wave was the tomb spending its weight, and I felt it in the ground before I saw it, the rubble ramp shivering under the tread of the whole remaining garrison shoving up at once, no ranks now, no shield-wall, just mass, the tomb throwing everything it had left because the smart waves had failed. This was the wave that broke lines, the one that didn’t out-think you, it out-weighed you, and the levy boys felt it coming and I felt them start to break, honest farm spears against a wall of grave-cold dead climbing over their own fallen, and I did the only thing a porter does with a wave he can’t stop, which is decide where it goes.

“Nobody holds this one, we FUNNEL it,” I called, reading the ramp, and threaded two echo-planks fast, one across the left of the breach and one canted low on the right, narrowing the gap the mass could climb into, so the whole shoving weight of the fifth wave got squeezed into a throat two men wide instead of a breach ten wide, “Yrsa, the throat, they can only come two at a time now, take them two at a time,” and Yrsa took the throat, Ilsabet’s guard in a two-man gap where numbers meant nothing and only the blade mattered, and the fifth wave that should have swamped a ten-wide breach broke itself two at a time on a saint in a funnel a porter had built, because a wave you can’t stop is a wave you re-shape, and I re-shaped it, and it died in the throat, and the levy boys who’d been about to break watched a wall of the dead die two at a time in a gap I’d narrowed with echoed planks and stopped being afraid, because fear is mostly not understanding the shape of the thing coming for you, and now they understood the shape, because the porter had drawn it for them.

And across the field, at that exact minute, Kolbeck’s gate cracked, and I watched it crack, because I’d been watching for it, and it cracked the way a Hero’s gate always cracks: the stands had turned east to watch the fifth wave die in our throat, all of them, ten thousand faces looking at Yrsa in the funnel, and Kolbeck’s blessing, starved of the belief it fed on, guttered at the worst possible moment, and his own fifth wave, the same tomb-weight hitting his western breach, met a Hero whose borrowed light had just gone dim, and his line buckled. Not broke, not yet. Buckled. A shield dropped. A gilt soldier gave ground he shouldn’t have. The western breach bent inward a full pace, and Kolbeck bellowed for the crowd and the crowd wasn’t there, the crowd was east, and a Hero shouting for an audience that has walked away is a man holding a gate with nothing in his hands.

The waves built, the way a gate-hold builds, and near the height of it, when the eastern gap was thick with the tomb’s dead and the levy boys were tiring and Kolbeck’s light was guttering worse every minute because the stands had stopped even pretending to watch him, the choreography arrived at its point, and the point was Yrsa at the hinge.

The strongest stands last. She’d told me the rule in a cellar, a woman fixed her grip at twelve and she stood last at every gate she reached afterward, then carried the debt through death and back, and here was the gate where the debt lived, and here was where she stood last in it. Not alone. The Standard steadied the line behind her, the oracle called the wave one breath ahead of her, the fox emptied the flank beside her, the empress was the lance where I pointed her, and Yrsa stood at the hinge of the eastern breach, in Ilsabet’s own guard, the low-line counter the woman had taught her with a stolen sword, and held the last of it, and the gate did not fall.

It did not fall because the line held, and the line held because she was not on the third wall this time, too young to stand with her teacher. This time she stood in the gate itself, in the guard itself, witnessed, before seven stones and the whole province, the way it should have been when Ilsabet died at Havrun, and I felt it through the strand, felt five living years of trying, ninety dead years of carrying it, and one returned season of finally reaching the right gate, and the storm-grey light edged thin along her scars for one breath at the height of it, an oath-light on a battlefield, and the last wave broke on Ilsabet’s guard in Ilsabet’s gate, and it was over, and our breach stood, and Kolbeck’s fell, because a Hero on borrowed light cannot hold a gate the crowd has stopped believing in.

The horn blew. The eastern breach held last. The Marsh Coalition took the semifinal, and the stone took the deed.

THE GATE AT HAVRUN: HELD. MARSH COALITION.

And beneath it, unsworn, added by three grey veterans in the stands who’d seen the eastern gap hold in a guard they recognized from the old Havrun war and had climbed down and sworn it together on the mother-stone by proxy, a second line the stone accepted:

IN THE WARDEN’S GUARD.

Yrsa read the second line, the unsworn one, the three old men’s line, and stood a moment at the wall of the eastern breach with her hand flat on the cold stone where a woman had died holding it, dry-eyed, the grief at parade the way it always was, and said, low, to the stone, to the woman Havrun had taken:

“Witnessed this time.”

And I stood with her, and counted nothing at all, because there was nothing to count, and a saint at her teacher’s gate does not need a porter’s arithmetic, she needs a porter to stand next to her and be quiet, and I was good at both.

The etch settled the semifinal, and the crowd did its arithmetic. A season ago the province had cheered leashed legends walking in step on Gilt Row. Today it had watched a Hero on borrowed light lose a gate to a household of five, and the murmur through the stands was a crowd learning the difference between a thing that stands where it’s put and a thing that stands where it chooses.

Malchor Stane could not leave a homecoming un-salted, and so he made his last mistake, and I marked it for what it was.

He paraded Ilsabet’s husk past the victors’ gate. Silk over spite, “heritage honors heritage,” a crier announcing it, the Iron Warden walked past the eastern breach she’d died holding, in the guard she’d taught, to heel between a piper and a lance, the dead eyes tracking nothing, the leashed thing that used a woman’s stance and none of her judgment walked past the exact stone the woman had died at, and the Chainwright watched Yrsa to see her rise to it.

Yrsa did not rise to it.

She stood at the wall with her hand on the stone and watched the husk of her teacher walk past in the guard they shared and did not move and did not speak and did not lift a blade, because the answer to that cruelty was not a duel Malchor chose. The promise did the rising so the saint didn’t have to. I felt her hold it through the strand, felt a debt that had survived life and death want to walk out into that field and take the husk back by force, felt her master it, because she’d priced the answer already and the answer was patient, and a woman who stands last knows how to wait for the right gate.

“First chain, first cut,” I said to her, low, only her, meaning it as logistics because logistics was how she could carry it. “It’s filed and it hasn’t moved and Havrun didn’t change it. Let him parade. He’s parading a debt I’m going to pay in front of him, and he thinks he’s winning.”

“Filed,” Yrsa said, flat, and took her hand off the stone, and turned her back on the husk, which was the only answer that couldn’t be sung wrong, a saint turning her back on a Hero’s spectacle to walk to her own people, and Malchor’s parade walked its dead woman past a gate that had just been held in her own guard and did not understand that it had lost the day it thought it was winning, and I filed that too, the Chainwright’s whole flaw in one image, a man who could not tell a wound from a homecoming, parading a corpse past a resurrection and calling it heritage.

Suzu earned her Sworn oath at the gate, and she earned it the hard way, which was the only way that counted for the fox.

She’d stood in a line. That was the thing, and she said it herself at the fire that night, turning it over like a strange coin. The loner thief, the uncatchable one, the woman who caught herself and let everyone else fall, had stood in a line all day at the eastern breach, held a flank, emptied it wave after wave, been part of a thing instead of the exception to it, and she’d taken a shallow wound doing it, a garrison-blade across the forearm, her first wound in decades, and she was furious about it and delighted about it in exactly equal measure, prodding the bandage all evening like a girl with a new scar to show off and pretend she wasn’t showing off.

“I got hit,” she announced, for the fourth time, at the fire, prodding it. “Sixty years sealed and a few days free and a garrison corpse got a lick in because I was holding a FLANK, like a soldier, like a person with a POST, and I’ve had exits, not posts, an exit is the opposite of a post, and today I had a post and I held it and a dead man cut me for it and I’m keeping the scar, I’ve decided, a scar earned by staying instead of leaving.”

Yrsa, cleaning her own blade across the fire, looked at the fox prodding her bandage and said, dry, “Stop poking it, it’ll fester, and a festered first wound is a stupid first wound, and you’re not stupid, you’re just proud, which is worse, so leave it be. And hold the arm still tomorrow; you took it because you were watching the crowd for someone to show off to instead of watching the flank, which is the one flaw in you that’ll get you killed, and I’ll drill it out of you if it takes the rest of both our lives.” Then, gruff, because she could not give a compliment without an insult wrapped around it, “You held the flank, though. Genuinely. A whole day. Useless in a line and you held a flank all day and never once let a wave through the seam you were sworn to. That’s not nothing. That’s the opposite of nothing. Don’t let it go to your tails.”

Suzu received this the way she received everything from Yrsa, as a knighthood, and every little spark on her face went bright, and then, because Yrsa had called her not-nothing, she went, for a moment, into the true thing under it, because a free mouth had made the true things reachable. “I’ve been running an inventory,” she said. “All day, holding the flank, I’ve been running it. Halden Rusk paid me in coin, generous, more than the job was worth, and then he died and I got buried for it. Vessin the Lightbringer paid me in chains, sixty years of them, for a theft I never made. And a porter paid me in coppers for years, then paid the seal with his shoulder, and asked me for nothing, twice, and let me walk away unbonded until I chose and never once acted like I owed him for the freedom.” She turned the strange coin of it over. “I’ve been sealed my whole free life against signing a tab I hadn’t read. Well. I’ve read it now. Every line. And it’s the cleanest tab anyone’s put in front of me, and I’d be a fool of a fox to leave the one crew that let me choose.”

And she said her oath in loan-shark tender, said straight, the joke set down the way she set it down for the true things now:

“Paid in full, porter-of-legends,” she said, and the fox-fire freckling across her face held serious and bright at once. “The debt’s clear. And from here I steal only what you point at, and I hold the flank you give me, and I stay, not because I owe you, because I’ve decided you’re the crew I want and I’m done running alone. My tab, your hand. Sworn.” And the bond took it, and the ledger-voice landed at the edge of my senses:

[BOND: SWORN – OATH FREELY GIVEN] [REGALIA ECHO GRANTED: SHADE-STEP (LOW POTENCY)]

And I felt the fourth strand deepen, the flint-spark of her going from an edge to a whole channel, and I felt Shade-Step settle into me, not invisibility, nothing so grand, one held breath of being unremarked, a porter’s stealth, the thing that let a support-class man walk through a place that wasn’t looking, and it fit me the way all her chaos somehow fit, sideways and useful.

Then she took my pencil out of her silks, the one she’d stolen a lifetime ago, the collateral, the controlling interest, and she gave it back.

“Collateral’s yours,” she said, pressing it into my scarred hand and closing my fingers over it the way Maeva closed my fingers over pins. “Returned. The debt runs the other way now, porter. You paid mine; now I owe you a life’s worth of theft aimed only where you point, and a fox pays her debts, so you’ve a very expensive asset on retainer and you’ll get your money’s worth.” Then, because she was Suzu and could not end on a soft thing, “Also I’ve kept a copy of the pencil. Don’t check your satchel. You’ll only worry.”

I checked my satchel later. There were two pencils. I left them both. Some things you let a fox keep.

There was food, because there was always food where Bram was, and he’d talked a Havrun victualler out of a whole roasted something on credit against odds that were, he said, “so short they insult the animal,” and the household ate around the fire the way it ate around every fire now, which is to say Yrsa ate like the gate might reopen, and Suzu stole three choice pieces off three different plates and returned two of them improved with a spice she’d stolen from a fourth plate, and Maeva pronounced the whole meal “field-adequate, which from a woman who kept a pepper fleet is a compliment,” and Nahari passed Yrsa the water skin a half-second before Yrsa reached for it, and Yrsa said “stop that” and drank anyway.

And the levy boys who’d held the walls came by the household fire in twos and threes to stand near the legends they’d fought beside, shy of it, and Yrsa made room and corrected a grip that wasn’t asking to be corrected, and Suzu told them a story about the flank that was ninety percent lies and improved with every telling, and one of them worked up the nerve to ask the Golden Empress if the coin with her face was really worth two coppers, and Maeva told him it was worth one, and bought his for two on the spot to prove it, and the boy went back to his fire the richest and most confused soldier in the province.

The household made the victory-fire warm the way it made everything warm, the semifinal won and the gate held, and Maeva priced the Ilsabet parade with a cold satisfaction that was its own kind of comfort. “He paraded her past a gate she’d just been avenged at, summoner, which means he still thinks avenging is about the dead and not the living. He has no idea what’s coming, because we’re not avenging Ilsabet Kron, we’re freeing her, and a man who can’t tell the difference between vengeance and freedom is a man who will lose a war to a household that can.” Yrsa said nothing at all, which was hers, and the fire burned warm over a household that knew what it meant to do next and was, for one victory-night, content to have won the day it had won.

She collected her Sworn night on the annex’s high balcony, over the victory fair, and her lane detonated the way her lane detonated, seen by no one and seeable by everyone, and I initiated it, because the tab was mine now and I said so.

“The tab’s mine,” I told her, finding her on the balcony in the foxfire and the lantern-glow, the victory fair roaring below, close enough to taste, blind to the dark above it. “You said it at the fire. My hand, your theft. Well, I’m collecting, fox. I’m calling in every stolen thing you still owe for, act by act, and you’re going to pay, and you’re going to like the exchange rate.”

Her whole face lit, the amber eyes going vertical-slitted with delight, because being wanted this directly, initiated on after her own oath, collected from instead of having to steal the moment, still landed like an impossible account paid in her name, and she leaned back against the balcony rail with the fair roaring behind her and said, “Now THAT is a creditor. Name the debts, porter-of-legends. I’ve stolen a great deal. This could take all night.” Then, at my quiet look, the couple’s ritual, straight, once, the joke set down: “Yes. Plainly. I want this, I want you to collect, I want to be the thing you point at and take, and I’m saying it straight because it’s owed straight. There. Now make me pay for the pencil first, it’s got the most interest on it.”

I made her pay for the pencil first.

She chose the balcony, the rail, the roaring blind fair below, because her thrill was the almost-seen and this was the almost-seen at its purest, a dark balcony a width of shadow above ten thousand people who could look up any moment and never did.

First I peeled away the layered thief’s silks, and it was comedy and heat both, because every layer had something in it: a lockpick, a stolen ribbon, a coin she swore was hers. She narrated the inventory as I undressed her, “that’s collateral, that’s a keepsake, that’s, don’t ask about that one, that’s professional,” until she was bare and small and golden in the lantern-glow with foxfire bright at her cheeks and the fox-red hair chaotic and the amber eyes gone vertical-slitted with want, petite and quick and compact, built like a pickpocket’s alibi, and I took a moment with that opening touch of the night, my scarred hands spanning a waist that small, the whole compact quickness of her against a porter’s working strength, and she felt the difference in our sizes and made a sound that was pure delight, because being small against something strong was a flavor she wanted and I gave it to her.

I took my time there, because she’d spent sixty years in stone and freedom had not yet taught her how to let touch land soft, and I decided the collection would land soft first and hard after. I ran a hand up her spine, one slow pass, palm flat, feeling the small quick strength of her under the golden skin, and she shivered head to tail, all nine of them fluffing at once, which was a tell she’d have hated me to name so I didn’t name it, I just did it again, slower, and watched the light at her cheeks climb while the running commentary finally stuttered. Her ears went flat, then high, then flat again, a fox’s whole account book losing its columns under my hand. My blood was already gone south and staying there, the exit-counting part of my head shut clean off, because a fox coming undone under a slow hand was a thing worth counting nothing else during.

“You’ve stopped narrating,” I told her, low, thumb tracing the line of her hip. “That’s quieter than you were promising.”

“Professional oversight,” she managed, and then I put my mouth to the pulse at her throat and the professional oversight became a small wrecked noise, and she grabbed a fistful of my shirt and hissed, “fine, fine, you win the soft round, collect the hard one before I remember I have dignity,” which was the fox’s way of begging, and I did.

I lifted her onto the rail itself, her petite frame balanced against my grip, her ankles locking behind my back, the whole small quick weight of her held over the drop and the fair and the lantern-light, zero shame in her, only delight, the exhibitionist thrill blazing high, and I found her already soaked and notched my cock against her and drove up into her tight heat, her small pussy stretching to swallow the length of me as I seated myself to the root, and I took her there against the rail with the victory fair howling a balcony’s width from seeing everything and seeing nothing, and she wrapped herself around me and paid for the pencil with interest.

“There’s a whole crowd,” she said, delighted, foxfire flickering around us as her control frayed, “there’s a whole crowd right there, ten thousand people, and any one of them could look up, and they won’t, they never do, they’re watching a juggler, and I’m being collected from on a rail above their heads and they’ll never know, oh, that’s the whole, that’s the whole thing, porter, seen by no one and seeable by everyone, do it harder, make me lose the glamour.”

She played the Shade-Step game with it, the new echo turned to her own delight, foxfire glamour blinking us visible-invisible-visible in the lantern-spill, one breath seen against the balcony, one breath gone, “now they see us,” a flicker, “now they don’t,” a flicker, her control of the glamour fraying as I drove into her because that was the entire point, the flicker slipping as she lost the rhythm, seen and unseen and seen.

“You feel that,” I said, one hand splayed across her whole narrow back to hold her over the drop as I drove my cock up into her small quick body on the rail, every thrust lifting her, “that’s the tab collected. Say it. Whose theft do you steal now.”

“Yours,” she said, foxfire flaring, “only yours, I steal what you point at, my hand your, oh, your hand, that’s the whole tab, that’s, don’t stop collecting, I’ve got so much interest owing,” and I collected the interest, driving up into her in a rhythm she couldn’t match with her own hips because the rail gave her nothing to push against and she loved it, being held and driven and unable to run the pace herself, the fox who ran every angle in the province pinned to a rail and made to take the one thing she couldn’t steal her way out of.

“Look down,” I told her, holding the pace deliberate, holding her over the drop. “Ten thousand people, and I’m the only one collecting. Whose.”

“Yours, gods, yours, I said it,” she panted, tails lashing, the glamour blinking us seen and gone and seen, “you’re the worst creditor, you keep making a fox SAY it, I used to never say the terms, that’s why I always won, and you make me say them and I want to, that’s the con, porter, that’s the whole con, I want to pay you,” and I felt her get close, felt the flint-spark of her go bright and jagged at the edge of my senses, felt the fourth strand pull taut, and I hauled her off the rail before the drop stopped being a thrill and became a hazard and pinned her against the doorframe instead, in plain lamplight now, tails flared, her fingers scrabbling at my shoulders, legs still locked around me, my cock still buried deep in her, and finished the collecting there, fucking up into her hard and steady while she thrashed and flared and swore in loan-shark tender degrading fast into pure fox-noise.

“No glamour here,” I told her against her ear, the lamplight bright and plain on her, no shadow to hide in, my hand fisting in the fox-red hair to hold her face where I could see it. “Lamp’s on you. I want to watch you pay for the pencil where I can see every copper of it. No con, no exit, no flicker. Just you, taking it. Yield me the tab, fox.”

She had no exit and she took it, that was the flavor she’d been starving for, a fox with nowhere to run and no shame about it, wanting to be seen paying, and I gave it to her steady and hard against the doorframe, and her running commentary broke down into a chant of my rhythm, small bright wrecked sounds, “there, there, that’s, collect it, collect all of it,” and her small heels dug into the small of my back and her nails found my shoulders where the tracery ran.

“Almost fully leveraged,” she’d managed somewhere in it, appraising even wrecked, and at the brink her glamour failed completely, one full second, lit, flared, unmistakably us above the fair, nine tails wide and shameless in the lantern-light, and below the crowd cheered, roaring, and it was for the juggler’s finale and not for us and she knew it and it undid her, the perfect note of her whole lane, seen by no one and seeable by everyone and cheered for a thing that wasn’t her, and the near-miss sent her over laughing her bright fox laugh into my shoulder, tails flaring, foxfire everywhere, her whole small body clenching around me in quick hard pulses, milking, the flint-spark of her flooding back down the strand so I felt her finish from the inside even as I drove her through it.

And the way her tight little pussy clamped and milked me took me with her, because sixty years of pressurized want packed into a body that small, coming apart around my cock while ten thousand people cheered the wrong thing, was arithmetic no man survives, and I lost the rhythm and gripped her hips hard enough to leave marks she’d appraise fondly later and buried my cock deep and came inside her on a low groan against her hair, emptying in thick pulses while she wrung every spurt out of me, holding her pinned to the doorframe while the fair cheered a juggler and never once looked up at the two shapes on the dark balcony paying off sixty years of interest, and she felt my finish echo through the strand the way I’d felt hers and made a sound of pure larcenous triumph, as if she’d stolen the last of it out of me too.

“Paid,” she said, wrecked and grinning, cum warm where I’d spent it, one tail already thrown proprietary over my shoulder. “In full. With interest. I want a receipt.”

“You kept the pencil,” I told her, still catching my breath. “Write your own.”

The aftercare was tail-wrapped, tactile and warm, the fox curled small and boneless against me on the balcony boards with a tail thrown over us both, and she found the fresh shoulder tracery and appraised it, tap by tap, the gesture she’d invented, announcing my balance like fenced silver.

“Almost fully leveraged,” she said again, tapping the shoulder-edge, the tracery that had climbed there at the shrine. “Spend the rest on me and the dragon can wait.” She frowned at nothing, the way you frown at a word you didn’t know you meant to spend. “I don’t know why I said dragon.” Then she shrugged it off the way a fox shrugs off anything that costs too much to hold, and burrowed into my shoulder. I let the fox sleep.


Chapter 15: Spheres and Chaos

We scouted the Undercourt without ever going near it, because you cannot survey a sealed war-vault under an old citadel without announcing that you mean to clear it, and Maeva had a better map than any survey, which was the province’s oldest drinking songs.

“Fortress engineering hides in verse,” she said, spreading a sheet she’d sketched from three nights of Bram’s back-bar repertoire, “because a fortress is built by masons, and masons drink, and a mason who’s drunk sings about the work, and the work is the fortress, so if you want to know how a citadel was built you don’t read the architect’s lies, you get the province’s oldest men drunk and you listen to what their grandfathers’ grandfathers put into songs.” She’d done exactly that. “The Undercourt is under the old citadel, and the old citadel had a garrison, and a garrison sang, and the songs are still here, half-remembered, in the mouths of old men in taprooms, and I have spent three nights buying old men ale and listening, and I have the bones of the place from the bones of its songs.”

She traced them, the drowned armory in one verse, the tide-clock cisterns in another, the gallery chokepoints in a marching-tune about a sergeant who counted the whole garrison through a gate every dawn, and it was the same craft she’d used on her own tomb-city, reading a place from how its people had lived in it, and Bram supplied the verses and the empress supplied the reading and between them they built a map of a vault nobody had cleared in three hundred years out of songs old men sang badly.

“Cistern root-ways,” I said, reading her map the way I’d read the Sunken Crown’s, “same as the Crown. A war-vault this old has working routes under the grand galleries, low and wet and direct, the way in the masons used and the architects hid, and the clearing gets won at the root, not the gallery, because the gallery’s where they expect you and the root’s where the water goes. Same doctrine as at the Crown, at new scale.” I looked at the map. “And Malchor knows we’ll think that. Saskia told us he’s not racing. He’s staking the vault’s heart and waiting with the Coil sworn lawful, letting the anomaly come to the trap. So we win it at the root, yes, but we win it knowing there’s a man at the center of it who wants us to arrive, and that changes the arrival.”

“It changes the arrival,” Maeva agreed. “You don’t walk into a trap the way you walk into a race. You walk into a trap having already decided what it’s for and what breaks it.” And we built the counter-doctrine out of the household’s own parts, the way we built everything, each piece a thing we already had.

Nahari would fight blind by choice, the chosen-blindness doctrine turned operational: inside the Coil’s whiteness she’d refuse the glass, go dark on purpose, invisible to the thing that hunts foresight, timing the room through four other strands instead of her own sight, a seer the auditor could not read because she’d declined to be written. Yrsa would shield the Sworn strands, because the Coil reached for the weakest of the strong bonds and the Sworn ones were Nahari and Suzu, and the saint was the one most likely to put her body between a reach and a woman she had decided was hers. And the freed-not-fought doctrine, cut chains not husks, was prepped at scale for the leashed retinue, drilled into the levy and the household both, because the field would be full of leashed legends and our answer to them was not to fight them but to free them, and a party that means to free the enemy’s soldiers instead of killing them fights a very different battle than the enemy plans for.

We drilled the freed-not-fought doctrine into the household and the levy both, because a field full of leashed legends is a field where the whole instinct of a fight, which is to strike the thing coming at you, is exactly wrong.

“You’ll want to fight them,” Yrsa told the levy boys in the yard, and told the household at the table, because it was her drill to give. “Every instinct you’ve got says a thing swinging a blade at you is a thing to put down, and it’s the right instinct everywhere but here, and here it’s a trap, because the things swinging blades at us in the final are people, leashed, and the man who leashed them is counting on us to do the natural thing and kill his soldiers so he can point at the dead and cry that we slaughtered legends. So we don’t. We don’t fight the husk, we cut the chain. You disable, you don’t kill; you get past the blade to the leash and you cut the leash and you let go, and then the thing that was swinging at you is a free person making a choice, and most of them will choose to stop, because most of them never chose to start. It’s harder than killing. It’s much harder than killing. And it’s the heart of what makes us different from him, so we drill it until it’s in your spines, because the natural thing in the final is the losing thing.”

And we drilled it, the household reaching past drilled-blades to drilled-chains, the levy learning to disable and not kill, the old grave-field lesson scaled up to a war, cut chains not husks, because the difference was not a slogan, it was a drill, a thing the body had to learn so the heart could win.

The first hour was ugly, which was how Yrsa knew it was useful. Farm boys struck the nearest blade because the nearest blade was frightening, then froze when Yrsa barked, “Chain, not hand,” and made them start again. Maeva stood behind them with the Standard half-raised, not rallying yet, just letting them feel what steadiness might be before it arrived. Suzu played the enemy badly on purpose, then too well on purpose, darting in with a practice leash tied to her own wrist and making every boy who overcommitted pay for it by losing his belt, his purse, or once, humiliatingly, his left boot. By the second hour the boys had stopped laughing when she vanished and started turning their shoulders to cover the friend beside them, and that was the first sign the drill had become doctrine. A man who remembers only his own fear strikes the husk. A man who remembers the shoulder next to him buys the half-breath needed to cut the chain.

The second hour was worse, which meant better. Yrsa put bells on the practice leashes, not for charm, for shame; every time a boy struck the body instead of the chain, the bell rang and every head in the yard turned. Maeva made the boys reset from the worst positions, trapped shoulder-to-shoulder, mud underfoot, someone shouting in their ear, because doctrine learned in clean lines dies in dirty ones. Nahari blindfolded herself and called when fear spiked through the line, not naming the boy, only the place, “left rank, third shield, breathe,” and the breathing held. I walked behind them with an echo-bar and tapped the chain-focus when it was open, once, then took it away, because in the vault we would get one breath and no second lesson. By sunset the bells rang less. By dark, when Suzu vanished under a shield and came up behind the line with a knife of wood at a boy’s ribs, the boy did not turn to strike her. He stepped aside and pointed to the leash on her wrist. Yrsa said “adequate,” and the whole yard understood it as applause.

“He’s built a trap around owning things,” I said, closing the map. “Owning is the shape of him. The husks he owns, the Coil he thinks he owns, the custody he means to swear. And our answer, the household’s answer, is un-owning: we free his husks, we invert his Coil, we un-swear nothing because we own nothing, we just cut. He can’t trap a thing that isn’t trying to hold anything. That’s the difference, and it’s the win, and it’s the same win as the war entire: he leashes, we unbind, and you can’t chain a hand that’s opening.”

But the last private night before the public reckoning is a night for the household to be a household, and Maeva declared it so, and so the evening before the final days was warmth, on purpose, because a household that goes into a war cold is a household that comes out of it fewer.

There was a dice rematch, Suzu against Nahari, the running game of the season, and it was played for a stake they’d invented: the loser tells one true story, and both of them lost on purpose, because both of them wanted to tell one, which was the comedy of it, two women cheating to lose a game so they’d be obligated to a confession they wanted to make.

Nahari lost first, elaborately, foreseeing every roll and betting against her own foresight, and told her true story, which was her first Sundermere market-day, a girl of eight in a lamp-city that no longer existed, the smell of the lamp-oil markets and a festival of lights and a mother’s hand, a thing from before the temple and the glass and the fire, a warm small human thing two centuries gone, and she told it slow and let it be exactly as tender as it was, and the household went quiet around it, because the oracle so rarely spent a memory that wasn’t a doctrine.

The rest of the household drifted into the dice game the way the household drifted into everything, and it became the whole warm evening for a while, and the dice game mattered because a household is built as much there as in the wars. Yrsa refused to play, on principle, “dice are a duel you can’t win with skill, so they’re a swindle with pips,” and then played anyway, badly, and lost her boot-knife to Suzu inside three rolls, and got it back sharpened with a fox’s grin, the running joke of a whole season. Maeva played like a stateswoman, which is to say she treated the dice as a negotiation and tried to tariff the odds, and lost to the fox too, because you cannot tariff chance, and took the loss with the good grace of a woman who’d finally met a thing she couldn’t out-negotiate and found it refreshing.

“I have unified duchies,” Maeva said, watching the fox rake in her stake. “I have out-bid bankers and out-waited kings. And I cannot beat a fox at dice.”

“Nobody can beat a fox at dice,” Suzu said, delighted, “it’s not cheating if it’s ontology, I AM luck, or luck’s cousin, we came up together, and you can’t tariff your cousin, empress, I’ve tried, she just laughs.” She fanned her tails. “This is why you should make me your reeve. A treasury run by a woman luck likes is a treasury that comes up short less often than it deserves. I’ll balance your books AND make the dice afraid of disappointing the estate. It’s an excellent appointment you’ll never admit you made.”

“It is a catastrophically tempting idea,” Maeva said, “and I am going to consider it, and we will both regret even the consideration,” and the two of them, an empress and a fox, shook on the future argument over a dice game they’d both lost, one on purpose. The household kept planting its largest appointments in its smallest moments, a country’s treasury nearly handed to a thief across a dice-table on that final private evening, and I let it be exactly as right as it was.

And then Suzu lost, on purpose, badly, and paid her true story, and it was the plum stone, half of it, as much as she’d give.

“A boy shared a plum with me,” she said, rolling the dice from palm to palm, not looking up. “Sixty years ago. Before the shrine, before the frame, when I was still just a thief on a road. A boy in a village, small, poorer than me, which is saying something, and I’d stolen his family’s whole larder, everything, out of pure habit, because I was a fox and a larder is a larder, and I was leaving with it and he ran after me, and I thought he was going to yell, and instead he held out a plum, half a plum, the other half already eaten, and he said I looked hungry and did I want the rest of his plum.” She turned the dice. “And I gave the larder back. All of it. The thing that made giving back a rule. Because a boy who’s poorer than a fox gives the fox half his plum, and you can’t rob a house like that, you just can’t, there’s a line even a thief won’t cross and he found it with half a plum.” She put the dice down. “I kept the stone. Don’t ask me the rest. That’s the story I’ll pay tonight; the rest costs more than a dice game.” And nobody asked the rest, and I marked that the copper whistle was still unexplained, the other half of a grief the fox kept in the same pocket, and let her keep it.

Maeva finalized the banner that night, and it was the loft-sign made new: a porter’s lantern over a broken chain. The lantern kept from the old coalition mark, the one the cooper had made for the war-loft door, the porter’s lantern over a drowned gate, and the drowned gate traded, deliberately, for a chain, a broken one, the chain the whole province had watched fail on her neck at the Crown and would watch fail on the Coil in the final, the leash the queens would never wear made into the thing the banner was raised against. A porter’s lantern, lit, over a chain, broken. She stitched the final version herself, the court skill kept, and hung it in the war-room, and the household looked at it, and it was ours.

And Yrsa taught the levy boys the Warden’s guard, in the yard, in the last of the light, two hundred farm boys with honest spears learning the low-line counter a dead woman had taught a garrison rat with a stolen practice sword, and she taught it fierce and patient and did not once say whose guard it was, and I watched her teach a dead woman’s guard to a new generation of boys who’d hold gates someday, and understood that this was how she paid the debt she couldn’t pay. First-chain-first-cut would matter in the vault. This mattered here: the guard taught right, the woman’s judgment restored to her stance in two hundred living spines, and she did not cry where anyone could prove it, and I did not mention that I could feel her not-crying through the strand, because some things you let a saint keep too.

Bram’s odds on the coalition winning the final were now, he reported, embarrassing, so short they insulted the concept of a wager, and he’d taken to booking side-bets on the manner of things instead, and the copper tower on the wagon shelf got dusted by Suzu, who claimed she was appraising it and was actually just touching it, every copper I’d ever paid her stacked into a tower, held in trust, plus appreciation, and I watched a fox dust a monument to a thing I’d done without meaning it and did not mention that either.

And then Maeva convened the household for the evening’s final warmth, and she convened it as statecraft, the way she convened everything.

“Spheres, ladies,” she said, in the war-room, the maps cleared by imperial decree, the new banner hung above, deed-light coming grey and steady through the shutters from the stones outside. “As drilled. Someone teach the fox a schedule; she’ll want to steal the opening and she’s assigned third, which gives her enough time to suffer and not enough time to become ungovernable, and she’ll object, and the objection is noted and denied.” She ran the consent-round as a toast, each in her register, because the consent was ritual now and the ritual was warm. Yrsa’s, blunt: “Terms same as always, I go first, I don’t say the fancy word.” Nahari’s, in full sentences: “I convene nothing tonight; I follow; I have foreseen this evening and elected to be surprised inside it anyway.” And Suzu’s, which was somehow an itemized invoice and a vow at once: “One night, all four strands, no theft except the sanctioned kind, and I’m charging the household a joining fee of exactly one memory, which I’ll collect later, and that’s the tab, and it’s a fair tab, and yes, plainly, I want this, there’s the straight one, now let me have the joke back.”

“Third, fox,” Maeva said. “Before the empress and after the oracle, which is more schedule than any thief deserves.”

“That’s cruel,” Suzu said, delighted, “that’s genuinely cruel, an exhibitionist made to wait and watch, you’ve learned my torment from the oracle, this household weaponizes intelligence, I’m disgracefully happy,” and was made to wait, and the chaos was contained by the choreography, the comedy engine running inside the heat where it belonged.

Yrsa went first, fast and fierce, her group slot, pinned across the cleared map-table, and I set down that it was the map-table because geography was character in this household and the table was where we planned the wars and tonight it was where a saint got claimed before one. I stripped the fighting leathers from her, the chest-wrap off by her own hands as always, the small high firm chest bared as her dare, winter-pale skin already flushing, and bent her over the wood, the long athletic line arched over the map of the vault we’d clear in the final.

“No rope tonight,” she said over her shoulder, flat, a fact and a permission both. “Hands. And don’t be gentle about the war we’re about to have.”

I wasn’t. I took her over the table hard, one hand fisted in the jaw-length black hair to arch her back, the other splayed on the small of her spine to hold her down against the wood, and drove my cock into her soaked heat in one hard stroke that seated me to the root, the rough register at full because that was her lane and the household night didn’t soften it. The long athletic line of her strained and flexed over the vault-map, winter-pale skin flushing down her spine, and I fucked into her from behind at the pace she’d asked for, no reverence, the way she liked it, my cock filling her on every drive, and felt the storm-grey edge of her jump the strand at the first hard stroke.

“That’s the war,” I said, holding her hard against the map. “You feel where we’re standing soon? You’re bent over it. Take this last quiet like you’ll take the gate.”

She barked a laugh that broke into a groan, “filthy, that’s, that’s genuinely filthy, keep talking,” and I kept talking and kept the pace brutal, and when she reached the brink I gave her the word, low and exact, “yield,” and she did not fight it long because the contest wasn’t the point tonight, the household was. She took the command gladly across the map of the vault we’d clear in the final, storm-grey edge flickering along her scars, her hips bucking back against me to meet every stroke, her nails scoring the parchment of the map, and she came hard and fast over the war-map, gripping me in the quick fierce spasms of her lane, and rolled off the table loose and satisfied to make room, soldier-efficient even in this, snagged the water skin off the bench on her way down, and set her back to the wall to watch the rest with the flat guarding interest of a woman who’d decided the household was hers to hold even mid-pile.

Nahari at the sill, second, slow and deep from behind, her exclusive frame honored even in company, deed-light on her oiled deep-brown skin, silver hair gathered over one shoulder, palms flat on the wood, the wide-hipped from-behind silhouette only Nahari could command even in a room of four. I warmed the oil over the lamp and worked it into the lush curve of her ass and the sway of her wide hips while the household watched, taking my time the way her lane demanded even with three other women in the room, thumbs spreading her open to find her slick and swollen, until she was ready, and only then fed my cock into her slow and deep, sinking through the tight oiled heat of her until my hips met the round of her ass, bottoming out and holding there against the deep sill before I drew back to the head and sank in again at the patient pace that was hers.

She timed the whole room while I took her, one-breath whispers threading the others’ rhythms, the oracle conducting even from the sill, “the fox is about to break her wait, anchor, in three, and the empress is watching you take me and pricing it, and two, and Yrsa’s already decided she’ll go again before the night’s out and she’s right,” lending her instrument to the room without surrendering her lane, and I took her at her own unhurried pace, deep and slow, one hand on the wide sway of her hip and the other gathering the silver hair off her spine so the deed-light could find the oiled line of her back, her dark eyes half-lidded over her shoulder holding mine, and she pushed back to take me deeper each slow stroke, and came slow and deep and warm in the long milking spasms of her lane, ember filigree blazing at her ankle, and settled, boneless and satisfied, to watch and time the rest, the room’s clock even spent.

Then Suzu, third, claimed mid-escape, because that was the only way to claim a fox and she’d want it that way. She’d theatrically begun picking the war-room door’s lock during Nahari’s turn, “just testing it, professionally, don’t mind me, I’m inventory, inventory has to stay busy, and the empress locked me on the wrong side of a very interesting door,” and I hauled her back from the door by the scruff of her silks laughing, peeled her out of the layered thief’s silks in a shower of small stolen objects, a lockpick and a ribbon and somebody’s missing hairpin clattering across the boards while she protested that those were all “provisionally hers,” and took her quick and bright in the middle of the bare floor where everyone could see her be seen, which was her lane, the audience of her own household instead of a fairground, the seen-on-purpose instead of the almost-seen.

“You wanted last so you’d have to watch,” I told her, laying her out on the bare floor in the middle of the room, every eye in the household on her, the petite golden quickness of her spread open where no shadow could take her. “Now everyone watches you. No glamour. No flicker. Look at them looking, fox, and pay your sanctioned theft where they can all see the account settle.”

“Oh, that’s EVIL,” she said, thrilled beyond speech, amber eyes gone vertical-slitted, foxfire bright over every freckle, “that’s, you learned me too well, I hate it, I love it, do it, make them watch me be caught,” and I pinned her small wrists above her head one-handed and drove my cock into her tight wet heat in one fast stroke that filled her to the hilt, the petite quickness of her against my working strength, her legs hooking high around my back, and she flared and thrashed and paid her sanctioned theft loudly, foxfire dancing off the walls, “everyone’s watching me be caught, this is the best kind, seen on purpose, don’t stop, they’re all looking, the saint’s WATCHING, the empress is APPRAISING, oh, you make being seen feel like this,” and the household watched the fox be claimed and the watching answered what she’d lacked for sixty years, being not-looked-at answered by four people who chose to look and stay, and she peaked bright and shameless in the middle of the floor with nine tails flaring, gripping me in quick fluttering pulses, and loved every eye on her, and lay there after glowing with the strangeness of having been wanted out loud, in a lit room, by people who stayed.

And Maeva last, astride, directing the other three to attend, the empress in her group slot at the height of it. She took her throne, my lap, the imperial hourglass of her in the deed-light, the crowned braid coming down at last in a cascade past her shoulder blades, an event even at the end of a long night, the re-tailored bodice engineered to lose and losing, the very full bust spilling heavy into the grey deed-light. She sank down onto my cock slow, taking me to the root in one imperial descent, her wet heat swallowing every inch until she was fully seated, and let out a long satisfied sound that was half decree, and then she directed the room like a coronation.

“Attend me, all of you,” she said, court-formal even astride, even flushed. “The saint at my breast, and Yrsa, you will say the word once, you know the one. The fox wherever the fox is quickest, and keep your hands off my earrings. The oracle to count us home.” And they attended, the household braided into the empress’s coronation, Yrsa’s mouth closing over one heavy breast (and, later, to her own fury, the word “majesty” said exactly once, muffled, into the soft gold weight of it), Suzu’s quick hands everywhere at once and one earring gone regardless, Nahari’s whispered count threading all of it, and Maeva rode me slow and imperial and narrated tribute over the whole braided pile of us in sentences that kept losing their verbs.

I let her direct it exactly as long as she wanted to, let her preside over her own claiming, the empress conducting her household from the throne of my lap, and then, at the midpoint, mid-decree, I took her tempo. I gripped the full imperial hips hard enough to mark and set the pace against her rhythm and made her ride mine, driving my cock up into her from below so she had to take my count instead of setting hers, her heavy breasts rocking with every stroke, and she felt the coup arrive and approved it on the record the way she always did.

“Oh, THERE he is, ladies, witness it,” she said, the court diction fraying fast to plain hunger now, “he takes the empress’s tempo and the empress lets him, that is the decree, that is the whole coup, again, summoner, harder, make me lose the sentence,” and I made her lose the sentence, gold light blazing along her ribs and up under the sweat-sheened skin, and the four-strand squad-link braided the finale into one shared edge.

The link at full braid was the thing I’ll not forget, because each woman felt the others’ peaks arrive like ranks presenting arms, gold and storm-grey and ember and flint-spark all cresting into one shared cascade. Suzu, the newest full strand, got the four-way flood on her first group night and swore in three currencies at the size of it, “that’s not, that’s four at once, that’s, oh, that’s unlawful somewhere, it has to be, no pleasure should be allowed to multiply like interest,” a fox learning that the squad-link at full braid meant every finish was every finish, four women’s pleasure looping through one anchor and back, a thing no leashed harem could ever feel because a leash carries orders and not edges, and only a household of chosen bonds could weaponize the cuddle this way, and she folded into the strangeness of it, delighted, undone by an abundance sixty years of solitude had not prepared her for.

Nahari, timing it even in the middle of it, whispered the room’s shared count, blind-drilled and precise, “in a breath we all go, together, that’s the gift of it, three, and two,” and ran the household’s finish like a caller running a battlefield, the oracle conducting the squad-link’s first four-strand cascade so it landed as one, and Yrsa, sprawled loose against the table with storm-grey light still edging her scars, delivered the household’s new motto into the deed-light: “We weaponized the cuddle. It weaponized us back,” and Maeva blazed gold astride me at the crest of it, her pussy clamping and milking my cock in long spasms, and I drove deep and came inside her while four strands flooded four directions and cycled back through all of us, spilling hot while she rode me through it, the household cresting in one braided edge under the new banner. Four queens and their anchor spent that final private evening proving the opposite of a leash: chosen bodies, chosen surrender, chosen return, every strand answering because every woman had said yes and meant it.

The aftermath was a pile, five deep, a fox on top of it because a fox is always on top of a pile, warm and boneless in the deed-light with the new banner overhead, and Maeva assigned the watch rotation from inside the pile, which was tradition now, “the fox takes second watch because she can’t sleep past the fair anyway, the saint takes third because she wakes for it regardless, the oracle takes first because she’s already awake in a tomorrow none of us can see, and the anchor takes none because the anchor is two days out from a burn we all felt and will be worse after the vault, and no, summoner, that is a decree, not a discussion,” and I did not discuss it, because you don’t discuss a decree from inside a pile, and each of them voiced her want for the final sleepily, and I kept them because they were the household’s whole heart in four sentences.

Maeva: “The boon. The march. My hall, chosen this time.”

Yrsa: “The first chain. Hers. Cut first, like you filed it.”

Nahari: “To be useless to the Factor. To be a blank he can’t read. The finest thing I’ll do all year is be nothing to him.”

And Suzu, half-asleep, tails everywhere: “To steal something irreplaceable. Just once. Something that can’t be gotten back. I’ve stolen a lot of things you can always get more of. I want, just once, the other kind.”

And I stayed awake last, counting heartbeats from the inside, five, counting my own, four strands and my own heart, a household at rest the night before the dark, and let it be mine.

I went to Liria after, alone, no entourage, quiet, because a thing had been waiting since the Crown and this final quiet evening was the night for it.

The temple hostel at Veltmark was a plain place, a bed and a grille and a woman in temple grey who’d followed a Hero’s party to a festival and found nothing to do at it but pray, and Liria was behind the grille when I came, the small folded-inward shape of her, the ash-blonde hair under the veil, the hands that shook when her conscience moved, and she knew my step, and she did not pretend she didn’t.

The meal-a-day debt hung between us and neither of us spoke it, the quiet order I’d arranged on coalition coin with no name on it, a meal a day to whoever needed it at the temple-hostel step, the way she’d left an unsigned med-kit on a step for whoever needed it after the Crown, two people paying each other in unsigned kindnesses across a war, and we did not mention it, because mentioning it would have made it a transaction and it wasn’t one.

She’d followed Cylas’s party to the festival because a debt-bound priestess follows her patron, and she’d found nothing to do at a festival but pray, and the praying, I understood looking at the small folded shape of her behind the grille, had stopped working, the way praying stops working when the thing you’re praying around gets too large to circle. At the Sunken Crown she’d watched a betrayal and prayed instead of warned, and she’d been praying around that choice ever since, months of prayer that was really just a way of not saying a thing out loud, and now the thing had gotten too large to pray around, and she’d sent for me, or as close to sending as a woman like Liria came, which was letting me know she’d be behind the grille if I came, and I’d come.

She asked her question through the grille, the one she’d prayed around since the Crown, and her hands shook saying it and she said it anyway.

“If I swear it,” she said. “The betrayal. At the Crown. The order given, the line cut, the ward sealed, the prayer I chose instead of a warning. If I walk out and swear it on the mother-stone, in front of everyone, and it’s weighed and etched and there’s no un-swearing it. Will it be justice.” Her hands shook. “Or will it be revenge. Because I’ve prayed on it for months and I can’t tell the difference anymore, and I need to know which one I’d be swearing before I swear it, and you’re the only person I can ask, because you’re the one it was done to, and if anyone knows the difference it’s the man who was left to die and came back and didn’t scream.”

“It’ll be true,” I said, porter-plain, because it was the only answer that was one. “That’s all I can tell you. Swear it and it’ll be true, and the stone will weigh it true, and the province will do its own arithmetic on the truth, and whether the province calls the arithmetic justice or revenge is the province’s business and not yours and not mine. Your business is the truth. You were there. You watched. You prayed instead of warned, and you’ve carried it since the Crown, and the carrying’s a kind of confession that never gets weighed because you keep it behind a grille. Swear it and it gets weighed. That’s not justice and it’s not revenge. It’s just true, and a true thing weighed in the open is how a lie starts coming apart, and I’ve watched a lie come apart under a clean sum, and there’s no rage in it anywhere.”

She said nothing for a long moment, an honest quiet people keep when they’ve heard the answer they were afraid of and found it survivable, and then I gave her the where and the when.

“I kept the strip,” she said before I could speak, so softly the grille almost stole it. “The strip with the order. I did not mean to use it. I told myself it was penance, that keeping it meant I had not hidden from what I had done. That was a lie. I kept it because destroying it would have been another choice, and I was tired of choices. I put it in my prayer book and prayed over it until the ink wore a little at the fold, as if prayer could change the words if I put enough of it on the page.” She closed her eyes. “It did not change the words.”

She told me where it lay: back cover, under the pastedown, flat as a second spine. She had hidden it from thieves and priests and herself, which is the hardest hiding, because a conscience knows every cupboard. “Bring it,” I said. “Not to me. To the stone. If you swear without the strip, they can call it grief. If the strip weighs with you, they have to call it evidence.” Liria’s breath broke once at that word, evidence, because evidence is colder than confession and harder to forgive. Then she nodded. A priestess who had prayed for months finally had an errand, and sometimes an errand is mercy because it gives trembling hands something exact to do.

“Would prayer have changed it?” she asked.

“No,” I said. “It wouldn’t.”

“No,” she agreed, and there was almost relief in it, the awful clean relief of finally saying the useless thing was useless. “I wanted it to. I wanted a god to make it mean something else. A misunderstanding. A test. A secret mercy I was too small to see. Anything but what it was.” Her fingers tightened in the grille. “It was an order. He gave it. She cut the line. I prayed. You fell. That is all. It is so small when said true.”

“Small things kill people,” I said.

She flinched, and then nodded, because she had asked for true and true had teeth.

“High day, before the eve-rites,” I said. “At the mother-stone. The empress has picked the hour, and it’s the right one, because the truth we’ve got needs the biggest room in the province and high day before the eve-rites is when the whole province is in the square. Bring your receipts, if you’ve kept any. The temple-script, the order as you heard it, the date. Bring whatever you’ve got that a stone can weigh. And if you don’t come, no one will make you, and the meal will still be on the step, unsigned, because that was never a bribe and I’ll not turn it into one now.” I stepped back from the grille. “But if you come, you come on your own feet, and you swear it because it’s true and not because I asked, and that’s the only way it’ll weigh clean, and you know that, or you wouldn’t have asked the question the way you asked it.”

“High day, before the eve-rites,” she said, through the grille, and her hands had stopped shaking, which was its own answer. “I will bring the strip.”

“Bring yourself,” I said. “The strip’s only paper without you.”

She bowed her head at that, a priestess’s bow and a woman’s both, and I left her there.


Chapter 16: The Stone Remembers

Maeva staged it like a coronation and executed it like an audit, and she picked the hour the way she’d once picked the hour to unify three duchies, which is to say she picked the hour with the biggest room.

High day, the festival at its tide, the whole province funneled into the mother-stone square for the eve-rites of the final, the adjudicators present in their number to sanctify the morning’s clearing, the stands full, Gilt Row emptied into the square, ten thousand people in one place with their attention pooled and ready. A lesser house would have run to the stone the morning we took the truth out of the arch, when the square was hungover and half-empty and the weapon would have spent into an empty room. Maeva had held it eight days for exactly this, the biggest room in the province, and now she spent it.

“You don’t drop a weapon,” she’d said, in the annex, before we walked out. “You aim it. And this one is aimed at belief, because belief is what a Hero’s blessing feeds on, and belief is the load-bearing lie of the whole Blessed economy, and today we show ten thousand believers the arithmetic of what their Heroes cost, and a lie shown its own arithmetic in front of the people who believed it dies the coldest death there is.” She’d settled the criminal gold, the coin-engraved bodice cut to the bad token’s lie, because she meant every eye on her when the truth landed. “I have watched a lie get added up in public once, when I called three duchies’ bankers due in one morning. Watch it again. It does not scream. It just stops being believed, all at once, in a great silence, and then it is simply gone, and the world reorganizes around the gone place as though the lie had never held it up. That is what we do today. Come. Bring the tube. Bring the fox. Bring the priestess if she comes. And let us kill a myth by adding it up out loud.”

Suzu had not slept the night before, I knew, because I’d felt the flint-spark strand awake all through the small hours, a fox lying in her window with a copper whistle in one hand and sixty years of a lie about to be corrected in front of the arch of the man who’d told it, and I’d not gone to her, because some vigils are meant to be kept alone and a household knows the difference, but I’d left the sister-lamp lit where she could see it, and in the morning she’d said only, “Today the stone says what I am,” and I’d said, “Today the stone says what you are,” and she looked once at the lamp before hauling the grin up and stealing Bram’s breakfast to prove she was fine, which proved she was not, and the household let her not be fine and did not say so.

Bram carried the tube out of the lockbox himself, the dead-man’s-switch stood down because the swearing was the switch fired on purpose, one-armed and grave, “all this time the drawer’s held, and today it gives the truth back,” and the household walked into the square in a wedge, Maeva at the point in the criminal gold because she meant every eye on her, Yrsa at one shoulder and Nahari at the other and Suzu and me and Bram behind, a household walking into the biggest room in the province to kill a myth, and the crowd’s murmur did the naming the way it always did now, the Marsh Coalition, the porter, the queens, the fox, the name arriving already lit, and Maeva took the mother-stone.

She opened Halden Rusk’s courier tube on the great stone in front of the province, and she read the courier pages onto it, and the stone weighed sixty years of paper and etched it true.

I set down how it landed, because it landed slow and then all at once, the way arithmetic lands. She read the pattern first, the itemized deaths, every Anchor in recorded history dead within a year of their third Sworn oath, name after name, and beside each a small cruel accident, and the stone weighed each line and etched it.

The crowd listened the way a crowd listens to a list, restless at first, a festival crowd on a high day wanting the eve-rites and the spectacle, not a reading. But Maeva read it with the timing of a woman who’d held rooms for four hundred years, and she did not rush and she did not plead, she simply read a name and a death, a name and a death, and let the stone weigh each one true, and somewhere around the tenth name the restlessness changed, because a list of deaths that all share one arithmetic stops being a list and becomes a pattern, and a pattern is a thing a crowd feels in its stomach before its head catches up.

I watched the change move through the crowd the way I watched everything, in pieces, because the whole is made of pieces. A pie-seller near the front had come to sell pies to a spectacle and had stopped calling his wares somewhere around the eighth name, the tray gone slack on its strap, his mouth working through a sum he hadn’t meant to do. A pair of Gilt Row captains who’d come to sneer at a porter’s household stopped sneering when the tenth name landed, because they’d cheered a Hero of their own in their day and were beginning to understand what they’d been cheering. An old woman in a wayshrine shawl near a witness-stone put her hand over her mouth at the fifteenth name and left it there, and a child asked her too loudly what was wrong, and she hushed him, and the hush ran outward from her like a stone dropped in still water, one row of the crowd quieting the next, ten thousand people teaching each other to be silent without a word passing between them.

By the twentieth name the square was quiet. By the thirtieth it was the quiet of ten thousand people doing the same sum at the same time and not liking the answer.

“A fall from a sound bridge,” Maeva read, and the stone etched it. “A fever that took a healthy man in a night. A feud that flared from nothing. A hunting accident. A drowning in still water.” She looked up from the tube, once, at the square. “Sixty-one names. Sixty-one accidents. Each within a year of the same oath. I have read a great many ledgers, and I will tell you what a ledger looks like when it is lying about the cause of death, and it looks exactly like this, sixty-one different accidents that are all, underneath, one arithmetic.” And she read the mechanism, Halden’s tired precise hand on why, that the thing behind the Hero-blessings forecloses on Anchors before their bonds can Crown, kills the one kind of man who returns legends whole, dresses the murders as accidents because a creditor prefers not to be seen collecting, and the stone weighed it and etched it true, all of it, true, and the crowd went from restless to still to the particular silence of ten thousand people learning at once that a thing they’d cheered their whole lives had a price and that the price was paid in the murdered dead.

The province learned, in one high-day hour, what a Hero’s blessing cost and who paid.

And then, because a witness beats paper, Maeva gave me the nod, and I did the thing I’d carried east to do.

I summoned Halden Rusk.

I want to set this down carefully, because the calling mattered and I meant to grow past the man I’d been at Cinderwell who’d kneeled in a plague-village and overdrafted himself to summon a lamplighter. I did not kneel. I did not overdraft. I’d rationed the Renown for this across a whole festival of deeds, the Bell-run and the skirmish-trial and the barrow and the gate at Havrun all banked toward this one summon, and I stood at the mother-stone with the arithmetic shown and paid it clean, no burn, no fever: a man who’d learned what his power was for and learned, too, what it cost, and had stopped spending it like the cheapest thing he owned.

The door opened. The ledger-voice landed at the edge of the square’s senses, or at the edge of mine and I felt the household feel it:

[CALL: HALDEN RUSK, THE LAST ANCHOR] [A LEGEND RHYMES WITH YOUR NEED: THE MAN WHO WROTE IT DOWN AND DIED FOR IT]

And Halden Rusk came back into the world.

I felt the household feel it, the summon landing not as awe this time but as recognition, because we’d read his hand by wagon-lamplight and carried his words east and sworn them onto a stone, and now the man behind the hand stepped through a door I’d rationed a whole festival of deeds to open. Maeva felt me pay it clean through the link and I felt her approve it, a small fierce pride, the porter’s self-cheapening corrected one more increment.

He was not grand. That was what made him land, the way Esra had landed. He came as a tired man in a traveling coat, older than me, worn at the edges the way a courier is worn, with a courier’s precise economical hands and a face that had spent its last year knowing exactly how and by whom it would die and had written it all down anyway, and he stood on the mother-stone in the high-day sun and looked at his own testament etched into the stone he’d died to fill. His eyes softened at the corners, tiredness folding into peace, the particular peace of a man who’d set a thing down sixty years ago into the dark and found it, at last, standing in the daylight where he’d meant it to stand, and he confirmed his hand before the province, plain, precise, tired.

“That’s my hand,” he said, to the stone, to the crowd, to the adjudicators, to the whole watching province. “Every line. I wrote it in my last year, hunted, dying, because I’d worked out what was killing us and I couldn’t stop it in time to save myself, so I wrote it down for whoever came after and lived long enough to read it. I priced my own murder to the day. I was right about the day. I’m the last name on my own list, near enough, and I confirm the list, all of it, true, and the stone can weigh me saying so.” And the stone weighed him saying so, and etched it, and the last Anchor confirmed his own testament with his own returned voice, which is a thing no paper can do and no lie can survive.

The square took that differently than it had taken spectacle. There was no cheer in it, no festival roar, only the unsettled shifting of ten thousand people learning that a dead man’s handwriting could stand up in daylight and accuse a pattern. A woman near the baker’s stalls crossed herself in the old road fashion. A boy on his father’s shoulders asked, too loudly, “Did they kill all the Anchors?” and the father had no answer fast enough to save him from the question. One adjudicator-bard stopped writing for a moment, not from doubt, because writing it correctly mattered. The province had sung Anchors as curiosities, supports, useful oddities at the edges of Heroes’ deeds. Now it watched the last dead Anchor return to say he had been hunted as part of an economy, and the word economy moved through the square without being spoken.

Then he found Suzu in the household, and the square went festival-silent, and I’ll not paraphrase it, because it was hers.

“You kept it,” he said, to the fox, and there was wonder in the tired voice. “Sixty years. I hid it in you and got you buried for it, and you kept it, and you carried it out into the daylight, and it’s on the stone. You kept it.”

“You paid in advance,” Suzu said, and the grin she’d planned to wear through this did not arrive. The fox who joked through everything stood in the high-day sun and could not joke through this. “Shrine-coppers. One at a time. Polite. Nobody paid me polite. I kept it because you paid me polite, and because you said someone would live long enough, an Anchor who loves faster than the ledger can foreclose, and I’ve been carrying that sentence in a box for sixty years and I found him, Halden. He pays polite too. That’s how you told me I’d know him. And he does.”

“He does,” Halden agreed, looking at me, tired and satisfied, a courier whose last delivery had signed for itself sixty years late. “Good. Then it worked. The fee and the frame and the sixty years worked, because here it is, on a stone, in the daylight, in front of everyone, and there’s an Anchor past the death-line reading it.” He looked at the high sun glancing off the Lightbringer’s Arch at the square’s edge, the gilt head hollow now, robbed, empty. “I never saw the daylight I died trying to reach. It was night when they came for me. I’d like the light, if the door holds long enough. Just the light. I paid for it in advance too, in a way. I’d like to see the sun strike that arch, and then I’ll go, and you can sign for the delivery.”

Suzu took one step toward him and stopped, as if the distance between them had become a trap she did not know how to pick. “You knew they’d catch me.”

Halden’s mouth tightened, not with denial, which would have been cowardice, but with the cost of telling a fox the truth after sixty years. “I knew they might. I knew they would hunt whoever carried it, and I knew you were the best thief I knew of, which meant you were the only person I could ask and the person the asking might ruin. I told myself you had the best chance. That was true. I told myself chance was enough. That was the lie.”

The square held its breath around that, because a dead man apologizing without asking to be forgiven is a rare sound.

“I am sorry,” he said. “It helps nothing and balances nothing. It is true, and this stone has had enough truths today that one more won’t shame it. I bought your skill and spent your life against a possibility, and you kept the possibility alive anyway. I owe you more than coppers, Suzume Kagehana, and I have nothing left to pay with but the naming of it.”

Suzu looked at him a long time, the copper whistle trapped white in her fist. “Good,” she said at last, ragged and fox-flat at once. “Name it. That’s the part people skip. They bury you and then call it necessity so nobody has to count the bones. You named it. Debt noted.”

“Debt noted,” Halden said, with a courier’s grave little nod, and something in the fox eased by one hair.

Then Bram, who had been standing behind us with the expression of a man watching every receipt in his life learn to talk, cleared his throat and held up the tube like an innkeeper presenting a bill that had waited sixty years to be paid.

“For the record,” he said, because Bram loved a record more than most priests loved mercy, “the courier tube was kept under lock from the morning it reached my hand to the morning it reached the stone. Lock purchased under protest from a fox. Receipt kept. Dead-man’s-switch terms maintained. No tampering. No early spending. No one opened it without the household present, and if anyone wants to call me liar I’ll take it as a wager and bankrupt him politely.”

The stone took the statement, not as a grand truth, but as a supporting one, a little etch under the great one, and I saw the crowd understand something small and important: that a myth dies not only because an empress reads a testament and a dead Anchor confirms it, but because a one-armed innkeeper keeps a drawer honest for eight days, because a thief returns a lock-key, because a porter does not spend a weapon early, because truth has logistics and someone has to tend them.

Halden looked at Bram then, and gave him the same courier’s nod he’d given Suzu. “Good custody,” he said.

Bram went red at the ears. “It’s a drawer.”

“Most civilizations are drawers with better songs,” Halden said, tired and dry, and Suzu made a wet little laugh that came out of nowhere and saved the square from too much silence. Bram looked offended, then pleased, then more offended at being pleased, which was the proper order for him, and the crowd breathed again. Even Maeva’s mouth moved by one dangerous hair, the smallest possible imperial approval for a dead Anchor insulting civilization in favor of carpentry.

I held the door, the anchor-bond holding a returned legend in the world by choice, and I held it while the high sun shifted, and it cost me nothing I couldn’t pay, because I’d rationed for exactly this, and I held it clean and steady the way I’d have held a rope for a man crossing bad water. And the sun struck the face of the Lightbringer’s Arch and fell into the mother-stone square, gold across the hollow head of a framer’s monument, and Halden Rusk, the last Anchor, dead sixty years, saw the daylight he’d died trying to reach.

The household watched him watch it, and I felt them do it through the strands, four different griefs for a man three of them had never met. Nahari had gone still the way she went still for Esra, the oracle who kept the names songs dropped, and I knew without looking that she was memorizing his face against the day a song would need it. Yrsa stood at parade, dry-eyed, because a soldier honors a man who priced his own death to the day and wrote it down anyway, and that was the honor she’d give, standing straight while a courier saw his light. Maeva had her chin up and her green eyes doing arithmetic even now, pricing what it meant that the last Anchor had confirmed the ledger with his own returned mouth, and under the arithmetic, quieter, the recognition of one person who’d died of a powerful man’s convenience looking at another. And Suzu had her copper whistle white-knuckled in her fist and was not appraising anything at all then, just watching the man who’d paid her in polite coppers see the light he’d bought in advance, and the sparks across her nose were wet and she let them be.

He watched the light settle over the Arch with a tired satisfaction, and he said one last thing, not to the crowd, to me, anchor to anchor across sixty years. “You paid that clean,” he said. “The summon. No burn. You’ve learned what it’s for and what it costs, both. I never learned the second one in time; I spent myself like the cheapest thing I owned, right up to the fire I set to hide the truth. Don’t unlearn it. Ration yourself, boy. Ration it. Someone will need you to have saved more than you wanted to save.” He looked at the sun on the hollow arch. “That’s the advice a dead Anchor’s got. Ration yourself. Now let me go; I’ve seen my daylight, and it’s a good one, and a courier knows when a delivery’s signed for.” And he went, gentle, a delivery signed for, the door closing soft around a man who’d finished his last job sixty years late and on time, and the square was silent the way a square is silent when it has watched a dead man see the light he bought. His advice went beside the things I was still learning to believe, ration yourself, next to the empress correcting my valuation and the saint enforcing my rest.

The stone corrected a sixty-year lie in one line, and it corrected it in sight of the Lightbringer’s own arch, and Suzu, who had planned to grin through her vindication, did not manage it.

[SUZUME KAGEHANA: COURIER. SHE KEPT THE TRUTH.]

That was the line the stone etched, weighing the truth of what she’d been, undoing the frame Vessin the Lightbringer had sealed her under sixty years before, a temple-thief’s lie corrected to a courier’s truth in front of the whole province and beneath the gilt arch of the Hero who’d framed her.

Halden had spoken to it before he went, in his tired precise voice, so the stone would have the full account: that Vessin the Lightbringer had framed the thief he could not catch for a temple relic she never touched, and sealed her, not to hide the truth she carried, though it did that, but because a kitsune killed by borrowed light would have fed the Saint and a kitsune sealed was a debt the Saint could not collect, an asset banked against a hungry day. And the stone had weighed that too, and etched it, so that the gilt arch of the Lightbringer now stood over a square where the stone said, in weighed and permanent truth, that the Lightbringer was a framer and a jailer, and the crowd read it, and the crowd read the arch above it, and did the arithmetic, and the gilt of a Hero’s monument went, in the crowd’s eyes, from holy to hollow in the space of one etched line.

The crowd did the naming, the way the household’s whole doctrine went, the crowd draws the conclusions and the household swears the facts, and the murmur ran through ten thousand people, the fox, the courier, sixty years, framed by the Lightbringer, and Suzu stood under the arch of the man who’d sealed her and read her own truth on a stone and the grin did not come, and one tear did, exactly one, and the queens closed ranks around her without a word about it, Yrsa’s shoulder and Nahari’s stillness and Maeva’s gold and my hand, a wall of chosen people around a fox reading her own vindication, and she let the one tear fall and did not wipe it because you don’t wipe a thing you waited sixty years to earn.

“Sixty years,” she said, quiet, only to the household, the copper whistle still in her fist. “Sixty years a lie on a stone, and one line, and it’s true now, and the arch is hollow, and everyone knows, and I didn’t have to say a word of it myself because a dead man and a stone said it for me.” The fox-fire freckles were wet and bright. “I don’t know what to do with being true, porter. I’ve been a lie so long it was load-bearing. I built a whole self on being the thing that got away with it, and now the stone says I never did the it, and I’m just, I’m just a courier who kept a promise, and that’s, that’s smaller and bigger both, and I don’t know how to hold it.” And I said, “You hold it the way you hold everything true, in the pocket with the plum stone, and you let the household carry the rest,” and she nodded, and put the whistle away, and let the household carry the rest.

Then Liria walked out of the crowd in temple grey, on her own feet, and swore the betrayal.

She came without being called, the small folded-inward shape of her, the ash-blonde hair under the veil, and she came from the crowd and not from beside Cylas, placed among the province and not among the party, which was its own oath before she’d said a word. She put her shaking hands on the mother-stone, and the hands shook, and she swore anyway, which was the measure of her, and she swore the full truth of the Sunken Crown.

“The order was given to leave the porter at the bottom,” she said, her voice small and steady in the great silence. “I heard it given. Cylas gave it and Saskia cut the guide-line and Odette sealed the ward, and the survey that sent us down was false, and I knew it was false, and I said nothing, and when the porter was left to die I did not warn him, I prayed. I chose a prayer instead of a warning. I have prayed every day since, and I understand now that I was praying so I would not have to speak, and I am done praying. That is my oath. I watched, and I said nothing, and I am saying it now.” And the stone weighed months of silence broken and etched it true, the order and the cut and the ward and the false survey and the prayer chosen instead of a warning, all of it, witnessed, and there was no un-swearing it.

She looked at me once when it was done, and I nodded the way you receipt a delivery, dignity and no romance, the conscience lane held clean to the last, a witness who’d finally found her oath swearing it on her own feet. She stepped back into the crowd, not toward the party, into the province, a woman who’d stopped praying around a thing and said it. She’d end this festival alone in a temple hostel, a witness the stones believed now, and that alone was better than the silence, and it was not my place to make it more than that, so I did not.

The province made room for her as she passed, not kindly exactly, not yet; crowds are rarely kind on command. But they made room. A baker with flour still on his sleeves stepped aside. A Gilt Row woman who had cheered Cylas an hour before lowered her eyes. One of the adjudicator-bards touched two fingers to the mother-stone where Liria’s oath had settled and then to his own brow, a small professional salute from one keeper of witness to another. Liria saw none of it, I think. She walked like a woman carrying a full bowl, careful of every step because spilling now would be unbearable, and when she reached the far edge of the square she did not look back. That was right too. Some oaths are doors you walk through once and do not keep glancing at to see if they are still open. The square kept the path clear behind her longer than it needed to, and that, in a crowd, is almost kindness.

The strip she’d kept went onto the stone after her, temple-script small and stiff and damning in the way stiff things are damning, the order written as if neat ink could make murder orderly. The stone weighed it. TRUE. It weighed the fold-wear where her prayer book had rubbed the ink pale. TRUE. It weighed the date, the hand, the temple seal, the little water stain where, later, she’d told me, she’d dropped oil from a lamp and pretended it was not a tear. TRUE. And Liria, almost out of the square by then, stopped at that last little etch, not turning, just stopping, because a stone had weighed the stain she had not meant as testimony and found even that true. Then she walked on.

Bram’s receipts unfolded under her oath, the dead-man’s file made living. The soundings I’d taken of Lake Marren’s shelf, folded against Odette’s filed survey, the two documents laid side by side so the province could see that the survey that sent us into the Sunken Crown had lied about the water by a margin no honest error makes. The severed guide-line itself, the rope with Saskia’s signature back-cut in it, preserved in Bram’s drawer, the cut clean and recreational and unmistakable. The tally of what the party had sworn at deed-stones against what the deeds had actually been, Cylas’s eleven wyrm-kills against the nine that were real, two juveniles counted twice, the small lies that a stone had taken and a porter had noted. A season of ripened evidence, stacked under a priestess’s sworn word, itemized, cold, and the myth did not die of accusation, because we made no accusation, we swore facts and stacked receipts and let the stone weigh them.

And the myth died of arithmetic, the way Maeva had promised, cold, clean, added up out loud in the biggest room in the province, and there was no rage in it anywhere, which was the revenge doctrine paid to its end. A scream would have warmed the account. The sum left it cold.

And Cylas Aurent cratered in the high-day sun, and I watched it happen and made no speech.

He was there. He’d been there the whole time, in borrowed colors at the edge of the square, Malchor’s crowd-warmer, the golden Hero reduced to the one thing he still had left to sell, and he’d warmed the crowd for the eve-rites not an hour before, gilded and smiling, working the stands the way he’d always worked them, making a crowd love a thing before it happened. And now he stood at the edge of the square while the crowd’s belief reorganized around a truth, and the blessing feeds on belief, and the belief just changed what it believed.

I watched it happen, and I made myself watch, because a man who out-deeds another man in daylight owes it to himself to watch the arithmetic land, not to gloat, gloating warms an account you want cold, but to see it, to confirm the delivery. The golden sheen on him guttered. The public shine that brightened with applause and guttered with doubt met a square that had, in one high-day hour, stopped believing in Heroes, and the shine had nowhere to feed, and it went ash in daylight before every witness-stone in the square, the blessing starving in real time as ten thousand people stopped believing the thing that fed it. He looked around for the applause that had fed him his adult life and there was none, there was a square doing arithmetic, and the arithmetic did not include him except as one of its terms. I watched the gold go grey at the edges while a crowd’s changed mind called the blessing’s loan due.

The worst part for him was how practical the crowd became. If they had booed, he could have used it; a Hero knows how to stand against hatred and make hatred look like envy. If they had screamed, he could have turned the scream into persecution and wrapped himself in it. They did neither. A man from a wine-stall asked for his wager back because the deed-stone tally had changed the odds retroactively and Bram, three tables away, said loudly that no honest book paid on lies. A mother pulled her daughter away from the front rail, not dramatically, just with the brisk motion of someone moving a child out of a draft. Two boys who had been playing Lightbringer in the gutter stopped arguing over who got the Hero’s part and both wanted to be the porter instead, because children are cruel in the clean way, following the story that still has heat in it. Cylas heard that. I saw him hear it. The grey reached his temples then.

Malchor saw it too and made his calculation faster than grief could have. A steward who had stood beside Cylas all week took two steps away and pretended to adjust a banner tie. The Gilt Row patrons who had wanted the Hero’s smile yesterday looked through him now, not with hatred, with inventory. A blessing that had been a crown at breakfast had become a depreciating asset by noon, and Malchor Stane did what men who own assets do when a thing starts losing value in public: he marked it for disposal and did not look sentimental about the loss.

And Malchor Stane cut him loose mid-square with a creditor’s efficiency, one look, a hand-signal to a steward, no ceremony, the way you strike a line-item that’s stopped paying, and the sponsor-tables around Cylas packed up like weather, folding away from him one by one, and the golden Hero stood alone in a square that had stopped seeing him, a man whose whole self had been the crowd’s belief standing in a crowd that no longer believed, and it was worse than any wound because a wound is at least attention. He found me in the crowd, once, across the square, and looked at me, the man who’d kept me for five years to stand next to at deed-stones because I made him look taller, and I looked back, one beat, and made no speech, said nothing, because the revenge doctrine was cold and the account was closing itself and a speech would only have warmed it, and a season of receipts and a stone and a priestess’s oath had already said everything a speech could and said it in weighed permanent truth instead of hot air. I watched the man who’d used me for bait become a grey ordinary figure in a crowd, and then I turned away from him, which was the coldest thing I could do and the truest, turned to the eve-rites and the war at dawn, and left him standing in a square that had stopped seeing him, the account already a closed thing by sundown, said in stone-light, no rage in it anywhere.

Odette Calloway’s hedge arrived that evening, cold, unsigned, by paid courier, and Maeva priced it in one look.

It was a single page in ledger-hand, no note, no signature, and it was one schematic weakness of the Coil: the severing arc, the page said, must recoil through the wielder for a full breath after it fires, a design necessity, a moment where the thing that severs a bond binds itself to the hand that holds it, one breath, unavoidable, the flaw in the child that the parent had too, a coercive thing undone by the arithmetic of its own function.

“She watched the Factor audit her patron’s tent,” Maeva said, holding the page, pricing it. “That’s what this is. She’s the one loyal to knowing, and she watched the thing that eats legends put its pen to her patron’s work, and she did the arithmetic on what eats knowledge-keepers, and she decided her patron is going to lose and that a woman loyal to knowledge does not go down with a man loyal to owning. This is not a gift, summoner. Do not thank her; she’d be insulted, and she’d be right to be. It’s a hedge. She’s betting one page on the losing side against the day she needs the winning side to remember she hedged.”

She turned the page in the lamplight, reading the ledger-hand the way she read all ledger-hands, for what it confessed. “Look at what she’s told us and what she hasn’t. She’s given us the Coil’s flaw, the exact mechanism, precise, verifiable, the way a knowledge-keeper gives a thing, complete. She has not signed it. She has not asked for anything. She has not warned us of anything else she knows, and she knows a great deal else, the Coil’s making and the Factor’s whiteness and what her patron intends. One page, one flaw, unsigned. That is a woman spending the exact minimum required to be remembered as having helped, and no more, because more would be loyalty and she has none, only accuracy and self-interest, which are reliable things to run on precisely because they do not need affection to hold.”

“Keep it. Verify it. Distrust it. And use it anyway,” she said, “because a hedge from a woman loyal to knowledge is useful in this festival precisely because she has no loyalty for it to betray, only accuracy, and accuracy hedges true or it isn’t accuracy.” She folded the page. “Recoil through the wielder for a full breath. If it’s true, that breath is Malchor’s, and a man bound to his own weapon for one breath is a man you can make pay for the breath. We’ll know if she’s accurate tomorrow, in a vault, with the Coil in his hand. And if she’s accurate, summoner, leave a margin under her name, a blank line, because a woman who hedges once may hedge again, and a household that kept the margin will be able to use it when it comes.” She set the page in the lockbox with the rest. “I have executed politer people than Odette Calloway. Few have been this useful. Leave the margin.”

I left the margin.

I verified it as much as a page can be verified, distrusted it exactly as much as the empress said to, and left the margin under Odette’s name. The competent one had begun, quietly, coldly, in ledger-hand, to price her own patron’s foreclosure, and I let it sit.

The square emptied slow, the way a square empties after it has watched a myth collapse under its own numbers, ten thousand people walking home to reorganize their whole idea of what a Hero costs, and the household walked back to the annex through the reorganizing dark. Maeva stopped once, in the emptying square, and looked back at the mother-stone with everything etched into it now, the testament and the vindication and the oath. Her hand found my sleeve and rested there for one quiet breath, light as a coin set down. Then she squared her shoulders and walked on, an empress who’d killed a bank in one high-day hour and would not be seen to feel it, and I walked beside her and mentioned nothing.


Chapter 17: The Blade in the Hall

The eve of a war is quiet work, and I did it the way I did all quiet work, with my hands and a list.

Gear checked twice, because once is optimism and three is experience and the night before a war deserves at least the middle number. The caches for the descent sworn and placed, the echo-tools rehearsed, the pitch and the oil and the echo-lantern stock counted and packed, the whole kit for a war-vault, because a porter who dies in a vault for want of a counted candle is a porter who deserved it. The levy released to the walls with their pay in their pockets and their spears in their hands and the Warden’s guard in their spines, because you don’t take farm boys into a war-vault, you leave them where their honest spears do honest work and you take the household into the dark, and I’d told them so, and Yrsa had told them so harder, and they’d taken it with the relief of boys who’d rather hold a wall they understood than descend into a dark they didn’t.

The sister-lamp lit at the annex door, Esra’s kind, the small light I’d carried east from a loft in Marrowford, burning against the festival dark, a lamplighter’s memory keeping watch over a household the night before a war. Bram in his rented taproom below, the wager-book closed tonight, the receipts file and the lockbox and all our ripened truth locked away, an innkeeper keeping the dead-man’s-switch the way he’d kept it since a descent under a lake at the Crown. And Suzu asleep in a window like a cat with a knife, one tail hanging down, a fox who could sleep anywhere now that she had people to sleep near, which she could not have done a season ago, sixty years of sleeping with one eye open in a box unlearned one safe night at a time, and I checked her breathing out of habit and left her the window.

Maeva did her letter ritual, and she did it inverted, and I watched her do it and said nothing, correctly.

For months I’d watched her write letters to her dead duchies and burn them, the empress spending grief on paper and then feeding the paper to a candle, because you cannot post a letter to a country four hundred years gone and the burning was the closest thing to sending. But tonight she did not write to the dead. She wrote to a place. She wrote to the Wend-march, to the wild country we’d win tomorrow, to a hall she’d raised with her own coin and a river-mouth she’d kept a fleet out of and three villages where drovers used to winter, she wrote to a place that still existed, for the first time in four hundred years, a letter to a country that could still receive one, and I watched her write it, the court hand steady, and watched her read it once, and watched her not burn it.

She folded it, instead, and put it into the campaign map, tucked against the drover roads she’d sketched, a letter to a live place kept for the morning after instead of fed to a candle, and she did not say anything about the difference, and I did not either, because some things you let an empress keep, and a woman who’s burned four hundred years of letters to the dead and finally writes one to the living does not need it named, she needs it witnessed and left alone, and I witnessed it and left it alone.

Malchor Stane paid a courtesy call at the annex gate, silk over threat, and I answered it in logistics.

He came before witnesses, which was the point of coming, a celebrated leash-summoner at the gate of the coalition on the eve of the final, courteous, unhurried, offering, in front of the festival’s watching eyes, to withdraw the custody claim if the coalition forfeited the final.

“Spare your holdings the wear,” he said, pleasant, the Chainwright who fielded diminished legends and thought a bond was a thing you owned. “The Undercourt is an old vault and old vaults are unkind, and you’ve a great deal to lose now, land coming, a banner, four assets of considerable value. Forfeit, and I withdraw the custody claim, and you keep your holdings whole, and we both spare ourselves the wear of a hard clearing. A generous offer. I make it before witnesses so the generosity’s on record.”

“We’ve already paid for the candles,” I said.

He blinked, because it was not an answer that fit anywhere in the negotiation he’d come to have.

“For the descent,” I said. “Pitch, oil, echo-lantern stock, the whole kit for a war-vault, bought and rationed and packed this afternoon. We’ve paid for it. A man doesn’t buy candles for a descent he means to forfeit. So we’re going down, Chainwright, and you can keep your generosity on record next to your withdrawn claim, and the record can note that you offered to spare us wear the night before, which is a thing men do when they’ve started to feel the wear coming for themselves.” I put my hand on the gate. “You moved the semifinal to Havrun to be cruel to my saint, and she held her teacher’s gate in her teacher’s guard and you paraded a corpse past it and called it heritage. You’ve spent this whole festival mistaking cruelty for strategy, and it’s cost you nothing yet because we’ve let it, and tomorrow it stops being free. So no. We don’t forfeit. We’ve paid for the candles. I’ll see you at the root, where the water goes.”

And I shut the gate, on a man who’d come to beg politely the night before a wager, and I watched the polite mask sit wrong on him for a moment, the Chainwright discovering that the anomaly he meant to collect did not negotiate on his terms and did not fear his claim and had, apparently, already bought candles, and then the gate was shut and he was on the other side of it. Bram, who’d watched the whole thing from the taproom door with the still attention of a man who reads odds off faces, went and adjusted his book two points against Malchor. “A man who begs the night before a wager has already priced his own loss,” he said, “he just hasn’t told himself yet, and the odds always know before the man does.” The Chainwright’s confidence had cracked at the edge, a man offering to spare us wear because he’d started to feel it coming for himself, and the household had won a piece of the final the night before it, at a gate, with one word about candles.

The household ate together before the dark, because Maeva decreed it and because a household eats together the night before a war whether it’s decreed or not. Bram had cooked, over the objections of an empress who’d learned at Marrowford that Bram’s stew was not a negotiation, and the fox stole three things off the table before the meal even started and returned two of them, and Nahari passed the bread to Yrsa a half-second before Yrsa reached for it, which she did every meal now and which Yrsa had stopped remarking on because remarking on it only encouraged her. Suzu tried to appraise the descent’s risk in insurance terms out loud, “four assets into a sealed vault against a leash-summoner with a Saint-adjacent device, I wouldn’t underwrite this at any premium, we’re going to lose money on the deductibles alone,” and Maeva told her the household did not carry insurance, it carried candles, and Suzu said that was a magnificently reckless business model and she was proud to be a line item in it.

It was a warm meal and a quiet one, the last quiet before a war, and I kept it the way I kept all the warm things now, under the ledger of what the descent was for, because a man clears a vault for a boon and a banner but he holds a gate for the people who steal his bread and pass it before he asks, and I’d learned the difference in a plague village and never unlearned it.

And then Yrsa came to spar, the spar she’d asked for at a wagon a week before, the one with nothing riding on it, and it became larger than the words she’d used to ask it.

We went down to the cellar under Bram’s annex, the one with the bench and the beam and the door she’d bolted for grief once, and we took bare training blades, no stakes, the first no-stakes bout she’d chosen since I’d known her, and we sparred in the lamplight, slow and clean.

And it was different, sparring her with nothing riding on it. Every bout of her life had been a duel or a debt or a lesson or a test, a thing with terms, and this had none, and I felt her feel the strangeness of it through the strand, a saint fencing for no reason but to be near the fencing, and she kept almost putting terms on it out of pure habit, “first touch,” she started to say once, and stopped, because there was no first touch, there was just the good clean rhythm of two people who’d learned each other’s blades over a winter moving in the lamplight for the pleasure of the moving. Saint’s Footwork wasn’t mine yet, that was minutes away, and so she still out-fenced me easily, but she’d made me worth the sparring, made me able to make her work for her touches, and once, mid-exchange, she said “better” in the flat tone that from her was a medal. I kept that one.

She corrected me twice without making it a lesson, which felt new too. The first time my left shoulder came up before a parry, she tapped it with the flat and said, “There,” not as a rebuke, just as a fact. The second time I stepped too wide on the cellar’s uneven board and lost a breath of recovery, she did not take the touch she could have taken. She waited. Let me find my balance. Then came in again, clean. That was the strangest mercy from her, not sparing me, never that, but giving the bout back to me instead of harvesting every flaw the instant it opened. She was practicing no stakes as much as I was practicing blade-work, and the practice showed in the tiny choices: a touch not taken, a correction not sharpened, a pause allowed to be a pause. For a woman whose whole life had been measured in exploiting the half-beat, she was learning what a half-beat felt like when it belonged to no one.

Once she laughed, which nearly got me killed by surprise. Not a large laugh, not even kind by civilian standards, just a short rough sound when I tried the inside turn she’d drilled into me at Redgate and performed it almost well enough to be insulting. She caught my blade, locked it, and for one suspended breath we stood hilt to hilt with no wager, no death, no crowd, no stone. “That was mine,” she said.

“You taught it.”

“I taught it badly if you can use it on me.”

“Then teach it better.”

She did. For three minutes the spar became exactly that: a woman who rarely spent correction freely spending it because nothing would be lost if the student failed. I failed twice, learned once, and she looked younger at the end of it. No one had asked her to be a legend in those three minutes. Only a teacher. Only a fighter with a blade in her hand and someone in front of her worth correcting.

And halfway through she lowered her point.

She lowered it and stood a moment, the storm-grey eyes reading me the way she read a stance, and then she said the thing she’d been walking toward all winter, and she said it in the grammar of blades, because a thing said in your native tongue is a thing said true.

“Five living years undefeated, ninety dead ones unsurrendered,” she said, quiet, the training blade loose in her hand. “And the fight I couldn’t win clean was wanting something. You know that. You’ve known it since the loft. I could beat any blade on any ground but I couldn’t beat the wanting, because wanting means handing someone a thing they could break, and I don’t hand people breakable things, I’ve buried too many people who handed me theirs.” She turned the blade once. “You fixed my tell. The heel. Watched me a whole winter and found the four drills and filed off a tell all my enemies in life missed and all the songs missed, because you’re the person who found my weakness and guarded it instead of spending it. So I want you to fix this one. The last tell. The wanting.” The storm-grey eyes came up and did the thing they did once a season, went wide-open, all the way. “I want the full bond. Yours and mine. Not Sworn. I’ve been Sworn since the Antler and it’s good and it’s not all of it. I want the Crown. I want to set ‘strongest’ down with you, hand it to you, carry your line to the end of everything, and I want it because I’ve decided, not because I lost a wager, and I’m asking you bare, in a cellar, with a training blade, no terms to hide behind, which is one of the hardest things I’ve done with you and I’ve held a gate for nine days by proxy, so. Crown me. That’s the ask. That’s all of it.”

“The bond can’t be taken,” I said, plain, the doctrine. “Only given. You know that.”

“I know that,” she said. “That’s why I’m asking. If you could take it I wouldn’t want it. I want to be the one who hands it over, on my own feet, bare-handed, because a thing given is a thing that’s mine to give and a thing taken is just another leash with a kinder hand on it, and I’ve watched a chainwright parade what a leash does and I’ll not hand you anything that looks like one. So I’m giving it. Freely. My terms, and they’re the last terms I’ll set, and they’re these.” She set the training blade down, and named them, hers to the last. “No ceremony. No audience. No rope. Just hands. If I’m going to set ‘strongest’ down with you, I’ll do it bare, with nothing between us, no hardware, no contest, no wager, nothing to hide the wanting behind. The rope was scaffolding. I don’t need scaffolding to fall anymore. I need hands. Yours. Bare. Crown me.”

The ledger-voice landed soft at the edge of my senses:

[BOND OFFERED: CROWNED – FULL AND MUTUAL]

She made the vows there in the cellar’s one lamp, point-down-sword formal without the sword, and I answered them porter-plain, and the exchange was the covenant.

“I’ve fought everything,” she said, standing in the one lamp’s light. “Every blade I met in life, every blade the songs kept throwing at my memory, and I never lost, and I learned not to hand anyone a thing they could break, because handing someone a breakable thing is the fight I kept losing to myself by not fighting it. And you fixed my tell, the heel, and you never used it against me, you used it to keep me alive, and a man who finds your weakness and guards it instead of striking it is a man you can hand the breakable thing to.” She drew a breath. “So here’s the vow, summoner, in the only grammar I’ve got. I yield the last fight. The one against wanting. I want you, whole, forever, past the end of everything, and I’m handing you the thing I can’t afford to have broken, which is me, and I’m doing it on my own feet, and the doing-it-on-my-own-feet is the vow, because a Crown handed over on your own feet is a Crown and a Crown taken is a leash.”

“And here’s mine,” I said, plain. “I’ll not break you. I’ll not use the tell. I’ll be the person who watches you to keep you for the rest of everything, and when the day comes that you have to stand last at the end of the world, I’ll be the reason you don’t stand it alone, and that’s the vow, in a porter’s grammar, which is logistics: I’ll carry your line to the end, filed, a task, and I don’t lose tasks.” And the vows were exchanged, hers point-down formal and mine porter-plain, and the covenant held.

Then she went to the door and took her blade off the wall, the one she kept always within reach, the one that had lain in reach through every scene between us and never been taken, the trust made visible, and she carried it to the door and set it outside, in the hall, and named it as she did it.

“First night since I came back that it waits in the hall,” she said, setting the blade down outside the door, closing the door on it. “Not in reach. Not on the bench. In the hall, where I can’t get to it, where I don’t want to get to it. That’s the vow, summoner. All my fighting life I’ve kept a blade in reach through everything and never once needed to take it because you never once gave me reason, and tonight I put it in the hall, because a woman who Crowns doesn’t need it in reach, she needs it in the hall, and she needs you to see her put it there. Witness it. The blade’s outside. That’s the vow before the vow.”

I witnessed it. And I gave her my yes bare, porter-plain, the way she’d asked bare.

“I can’t take it,” I said, plain, the doctrine, because she’d want it said plain. “You know that. A Crown can’t be taken, only given, and the system refuses it any other way, and even if it didn’t I wouldn’t, because a thing taken is the Chainwright’s trade and I’ll not run his trade even on the one woman who’s asking me to. So I won’t take it.” I set my own training blade down. “But I’ll receive it. If you’re giving. And you’re giving, on your own feet, bare, in a cellar, which is one of the hardest things you’ve done with me, so I’ll receive it the way you’re giving it, with nothing between us, and I’ll be the person who watched you to keep you for the rest of everything, and I’ll fix the last tell the same way I fixed the first, by attention, by being the one who sees the wanting and doesn’t flinch at it and doesn’t use it, just holds it. Yes, Yrsa. Give it to me. On your own feet. Bare.”

We were face to face from the opening touch and stayed there, and the meaning of the night was that we stayed there.

I got her out of the fighting leathers slow, and she let me, standing in the one lamp’s light with her weight balanced even the way it always was, but watching me differently tonight, not the way she watched a bout, the way she watched a thing she’d decided to trust with everything. The chest-wrap came off by her own hands as always, her dare, always her own hands, the small high firm chest bared, winter-pale skin already flushing at her throat and collarbones. Tonight there was no dare in it. Only offering, the wrap set aside as one more thing between us gone, and she saw me see the difference and didn’t look away from it, which for a woman who’d armored herself in daring for ninety years was more undefended than anything she’d given me before.

First touch was my palm flat over her sternum, over the fast hard beat of her heart, and I felt it hammering, a saint’s heart going like a girl’s, and she let me feel it, didn’t master it, didn’t hide it, let me feel that the strongest thing in the room was terrified and had decided to be terrified anyway, and I understood that this was the vow, more than any word, Yrsa letting me feel fear she would never have named, plainly and on purpose.

The rough register was still hers, that didn’t change, my grip in her jaw-length black hair and her nails in my back and the fierce pace she demanded, because Crowning didn’t make her gentle, she was never going to be gentle and I never wanted her gentle. But it was bare-handed, and open-eyed, and her hands were free on me, free to hold instead of test, and she used them, gripped me, held me, hands that had spent a lifetime trusting hilts and rope more than tenderness now open and holding a man on purpose, learning what to do with the freedom, and I felt the size of that through the strand, ninety years of hands that held weapons learning to hold a person.

I backed her to the cellar wall and lifted her, her long endless hard-muscled legs locking around me, bare hands gripping my shoulders instead of lashed behind my neck, face to face, her storm-grey eyes open and on mine the whole time, and I fit my cock to her soaked heat and sank into her, slow first, because the Crown deserved slow at least at the start, filling her by inches until I was seated deep, and she made a sound at the first full stroke that had no armor anywhere near it. And the switch-flip arrived without any pin to trigger it, without a believed grip, without a rope, it arrived on trust alone, the total instant melt that was hers, and the sound of her shifted the way it did when the armor came off, tactical to raw, single syllables already starting.

“Harder,” she got out, “don’t, don’t handle me soft, I didn’t put the blade in the hall to be handled soft, I put it there so you could, so you’d know I trust you to,” and I gave her harder, drove my cock up into her against the wall, burying myself to the root on every stroke, one hand fisted in the jaw-cut hair and the other under her ass holding the whole long fencer’s weight of her pinned between me and the cold stone, and she melted anyway, melted further, on nothing but trust, no hardware to trigger it, just a woman falling because she’d decided to fall and there was finally nothing between her and the falling, her nails dragging down my back, her heels locked at the small of my spine, her open eyes wet and wide and not once looking away.

Her hands kept finding new things to do with their freedom, that was the thing I felt through all of it, hands that had gripped hilts through life and memory and got lashed to benches discovering they could hold a jaw, a shoulder, the back of a neck, could pull a man’s mouth down to hers mid-stroke, could grip and cling instead of test and score, and she used all of it, greedy with the freedom, and each new grip cost her a little more of the armor, because holding on is the opposite of guarding, and she’d guarded through life and death and return and was learning in one night to hold on. I took her against the wall until her single syllables ran out and there was only breath, and I felt the storm-grey edge of her flooding up the strand raw and wide-open, a saint’s whole heart with nothing over it.

“Look at me,” I said, pinning her to the wall with nothing but my hands. “Bare. No rope to hide in. Look at me while you give it.”

“Looking,” she said, single syllable coming, the commentary degrading the way it always degraded except tonight her eyes stayed open through the degrading, storm-grey and wide and on mine, and I felt the storm-grey bond-light beginning to rise along her scars, along the old training scars on her forearms and the shear-claw scar across her ribs, frost turning to silver up the lines of a fighter’s whole history, the Crown building.

I carried her down to the cellar floor, because she’d Crown on hard ground and she’d want it that way, a soldier’s floor, and laid her down on it and settled between her endless legs and sank my cock back into her there, face to face, bare, seating myself deep, and she pulled me down against her with her free hands, hands more practiced with weapons and bench-rope than with holding a man now holding my face, my shoulders, the back of my neck, holding on purpose while I drove into her deep and steady. The rough register held, she demanded the pace and I gave it, but her eyes stayed open on mine through all of it, the storm-grey wide and undefended, and I felt her climb through the strand, the cold-iron going molten going past molten to the thing beyond, the whole old burden of standing last now choosing the crest instead of losing it.

“Look at me,” I said, and she looked, she was already looking, “you put the blade in the hall. Now give me the rest. Hand it to me because it’s yours to hand. Give it.”

“Giving it,” she said, past syllables now, the old armor gone off her face, a woman at the brink held there by bare hands and the man she’d chosen to trust with all of herself, and I felt her body start to go, the long fencer’s muscle tightening, the endless legs locking around me, the storm-grey bond-light rising along her scars like frost turning to silver.

And at the peak she said “yield” unprompted.

She gave the word instead of losing it. Since the Antler, the word had been a contest and a command and a wager she loved to lose, a private grammar built from grip and trust and the brink. Tonight there was no rope, no wager, no contest to hide inside. I held her at the crest, bare hands, open eyes, and I didn’t say the word, because tonight it wasn’t a word she answered. It was a word she offered with nothing hiding it, and she understood that, I felt her understand it through the strand, felt the last piece of it land, that the Crown meant the word came from her now, freely, a thing spent from a full purse and not a thing lost from an empty one.

And she said it herself, at the crest, unprompted, “yield,” gave her own release word freely into the air, turned the word she’d spat at a hundred dying enemies and then surrendered to one man into a thing she now handed over of her own will, and the bond Crowned on the word.

Storm-grey light flooded through both of us, through her scars and up the tether into me, and the ledger-voice landed at the crest of it:

[BOND: CROWNED – FULL AND MUTUAL] [THE ANCHOR GAINS A FACET: SAINT’S FOOTWORK, INNATE]

And I felt Saint’s Footwork settle into me permanent, not an echo I borrowed while she was near but a facet of her legend made mine, her whole way of standing and moving rooted innate in my body, and every blade in the building hummed once in its sheath and went quiet, the blade in the hall and the training blades on the rack and the levy’s crated swords two floors up all singing one note at the Crowning of the Blade Saint and then falling silent.

And Yrsa came apart under me on her own given word, storm-grey light running the whole length of her scars, the long fencer’s body going rigid and then wracked in hard fierce waves, her free hands holding my face, her open eyes on mine the whole time, gripping me so hard and so deep that the Crown’s flood arrived in me the same instant, her finish and the bond’s cascade hitting me as one thing through a link now wide-open both directions.

I couldn’t have held it if I’d wanted to, and I didn’t want to. I gripped her hip hard enough to bruise and buried my cock as deep as I’d go and came inside her on a low grinding sound with her name in it, spilling in thick pulses while her clenching heat milked every spurt out of me, the muscles of my back locking under her nails, the finish echoing back down the strand so she felt my finish break through me the same breath I felt her, a loop of it cycling and cycling, storm-grey light and finish and the two of us pinned together on a cellar floor, and she held my face through all of it with her open eyes on mine and did not look away once, and the saint who’d needed contests and then hands and then rope set ‘strongest’ down with me on a cellar floor with nothing between us at all, my cum warm inside her and the Crown banked bright along her scars and her hands simply holding.

The aftercare was quiet even by our standards.

Floor, water skin, her head on my shoulder, the same soldier-grade aftercare as always, backs to the cellar wall, sharing the water skin like two soldiers after a brutal watch, but there was something different in it tonight, which was that she did not haul the armor back up. Most other times, after, she’d spend her softness and then rebuild the shell to function, added an insult, dared me to mention it, denied the whole thing in advance. Tonight she just sat, bare and spent and Crowned, her head on my shoulder, storm-grey light banking slow along the scars, and did not rebuild anything, because there was nothing left in the room she needed armor against.

This time she finished the sentence.

“Don’t waste me,” she said, into my shoulder, the storm-grey light banking slow along her scars. “That’s the ask. Five living years undefeated, ninety dead years unsurrendered, and I’ve handed you the strongest thing I know how to be and I’m not afraid, which is the strangest part, I’ve been afraid of handing someone a breakable thing my whole life and I’m not afraid of this, because you don’t waste people. You haven’t wasted me. You spend yourself and you carry your people home and you don’t waste them. So don’t waste me. You never have.” And she finished the sentence, every word, and did not fall asleep mid-word tonight, because there was no more armor to fall asleep behind, and she lay on the cellar floor with a man she’d Crowned and finished her sentence and then slept, whole, on hard ground, the blade in the hall.

The household knew in the morning, the way it always knew, four strands of a bond not keeping a Crowning from each other, and each of them answered it in her register. Maeva said only, over breakfast, not looking up from the descent plan, “Two Crowned now. The circle’s arithmetic moves. I’ll not say more before a war, but I’ve felt what a second Crown does to the link and it is not small, and the Coil that comes for a Sworn bond today is going to meet a Crowned saint standing where the Sworn ones were, and I am extremely pleased about the timing of a thing I did not plan.” Nahari said nothing and oiled the tracery at my throat, slow, and murmured only, “The blade waited in the hall. I felt it wait. To me, that says more than the Crown, the blade in the hall,” and braided her hair. And Suzu appraised all of it from her window and said, “The saint Crowned and I can hear it in the link, she’s gone all quiet and enormous, like a struck bell that decided to keep ringing. That’s expensive. That’s very expensive. I respect it from a safe distance,” which was the fox being moved and refusing to be caught being moved, and I let her not be caught.

The morning proof was comic and huge, and it was hers.

She went up to the levy yard at first light, before the descent, and she took a wooden waster off the rack and she split a practice post with it, a hardwood post as thick as a man’s leg, split it clean down the grain with a training sword, a thing no steel should do and no wood could, and grinned like a girl, the strength past history’s ceiling made suddenly plain in one impossible morning stroke. It was the Maeva-lintel rhyme, the empress who’d once shown her Crown by breaking a stone lintel with a fond decree, made Yrsa’s now, a saint splitting a post with a wooden sword and grinning about it, and the levy boys stared and Suzu whistled and even Bram, who had come to the yard to complain that practice posts cost money, stopped with his mouth half-open and decided not to complain after all.

Yrsa tested it again, because Yrsa trusted nothing she had not tested twice. She took a second waster, lighter, badly balanced, the sort of training blade she would normally insult until the wood apologized, and she moved through the Warden’s guard at half speed. The first cut did not split anything. The second did not either. On the third she found the new place in her body, that impossible extra inch past the ceiling, and the waster hummed through the air with no borrowed light on it at all, only Crowned certainty and ninety years of craft suddenly given more room to breathe. She stopped before it struck the post, because she did not need to break a second one to know the truth of the first, and because Bram had found his voice and was already pricing timber aloud in an injured tone.

“There,” she said, looking at the waster. “That’s the difference. Strength did not replace skill. Skill has somewhere further to go.”

The yard understood that better than any etch could have made it understand. Power, in a festival, usually arrived as spectacle: gold light, songs, a stone brightening under a hand. Yrsa’s arrived as a wooden sword stopping before it broke a second post, because the woman holding it had enough discipline not to spend proof twice. Osric wrote that down without being told. Wend looked at the split grain and then at his own spear grip. Colm touched the broken post with one reverent finger and snatched the hand back when Yrsa glanced at him. The levy’s first lesson in Crowned power was not that strength had no ceiling now. It was that craft still mattered after the ceiling lifted, maybe more, because a bigger arm with a stupid grip only makes a bigger mistake.

Then she made the boys reset the post instead of gawking at it, which taught the second lesson. Awe is allowed one breath in Yrsa’s yard; after that it becomes laziness. Colm hauled the split halves away, Wend fetched a fresh stake, and Osric wrote “post replacement: one” in the tally-book with the mournful seriousness of a man already anticipating Bram’s complaint. Yrsa watched them work and did not smile, but the storm-grey light along her scars banked warm, and through the Crown I felt the truth of it: she had wanted proof, yes, but she had wanted students to see what proof cost even more.

Then she handed me the waster and told me to move.

Saint’s Footwork was hers in me now, and using it with her watching was like speaking a new language in front of the woman whose lullabies had taught it to the world. I expected to stumble. Instead my feet found the first line before I named it, heel loose, knee soft, weight held where the next cut could spend it or save it, and Yrsa’s eyes narrowed with an expression I had learned to translate as inconvenient approval.

“Again,” she said.

I did it again, and this time she stepped in with me, matching the line, correcting nothing for three whole beats. Three beats from Yrsa without correction was practically a coronation. On the fourth she tapped my knee with two fingers. “There. Don’t admire the step while you’re still in it. Admiring a thing you’re doing is how it kills you.”

“That’s going on the school wall,” I said.

“It is not.”

“It absolutely is.”

“Then I’ll burn the wall.”

The levy boys heard that and immediately began arguing over who would paint it first, which was how I learned the garrison school already had discipline problems and no building yet.

Yrsa let them argue for exactly five breaths, which was generous by her standards, and then pointed the split practice post at them. “If any of you paint anything before you learn to hold a shield-line without drifting right, I’ll make you sand the words off with your teeth.” The boys snapped straight, delighted and terrified, which is the proper condition of students under Yrsa, and she looked pleased despite herself.

“That feels new,” Yrsa said, looking at the split post, at the wooden waster in her hand, grinning. “That feels very new. Past the ceiling. I feel it, a lifetime at the top and a legend fixed there after death, and there was always a top and now there’s not, there’s just up.” She swung the waster once, thoughtful, at the air. “Good. There’s a Coil in a vault today built to sever a Sworn bond, and it’s going to reach for one of mine, and it’s going to find me instead, Crowned, past the ceiling, in the way.” She set the waster back on the rack. “Come on, summoner. There’s a vault to clear and a chain to cut and I’ve a teacher’s debt to pay first-in-line, and I feel, this morning, past the ceiling and grinning at a split post, like I could hold any gate in the world.”


Chapter 18: The Undercourt

The Undercourt was a drowned war-vault under the old citadel, and the final was simple in the brutal way: two parties, one sealed vault three hundred years uncleared, and the first true clearing took the boon. Adjudicator-bards at the galleries with witness-stones live, the whole province watching through the shards, and below, in the dark and the cistern-water, a Chainwright who was not racing.

Cylas was absent from all of it. Not in the stands, not in Malchor’s screen, not anywhere, the golden Hero who’d kept me five years and used me for bait not even present to watch the anomaly he’d created clear the vault, already going grey and ordinary somewhere at the festival’s edge while the household descended into the thing that would finish what the mother-stone had started.

We went down at the bell, and I read the descent the way I read all descents.

“Two ways down,” I said, at the drowned gatehouse where the descent stair fell into the dark. “The grand galleries, wide and dry and where they expect us, and the cistern root-ways under them, low and wet and direct, where the water goes. Malchor’s retinue is front-loading the galleries, leashed legends in lockstep, the Coil’s ribbed case under seal at the center, Kolbeck’s hired remnants as his screen. He’s not racing us to the vault’s heart. Saskia told us and the descent confirms it: he’s staked the heart and he’s waiting, the Coil sworn lawful, letting the anomaly come to the trap.” I pointed to the root-way mouth, the low wet gap under the grand stair. “So we go the root. Maeva reads the fortress bones, the water-clock counts stand in for the wave-count, same doctrine as the Crown at citadel scale. But we go the root knowing the trap’s at the end of it, which means we don’t arrive to clear a vault, we arrive to spring a trap we’ve already decided what breaks.”

Maeva read the citadel’s bones off the drinking-songs made map, and we ran the root.

The root-ways were exactly as the songs had sung them, low and wet and direct, the working routes under the grand galleries, and we ran them by water-clock count, Maeva reading the cistern-tide the way she’d read the Crown’s tide-locks, the count standing in for the seventh-wave motif at the largest scale I’d yet worked it, “the cistern fills on a count, summoner, the old garrison timed the galleries by it, and the seventh fill opens the tide-lock into the vault’s heart, same as a tide-lock always opens on the seventh, the masons never changed the number in a thousand years because a number that works is a number you keep,” and we ran the root by her count while above us Malchor waited at a heart he thought we’d race him to.

And Nahari went blind on purpose the moment the whiteness reached us.

I felt it happen through the strand, felt the ember-warmth of her fold and go dark, deliberate, the oracle refusing the glass inside the Coil’s radius, going ordinary on purpose, a woman fighting by sound, bond, and the next breath so the thing that hunts foresight would look straight through the place where a seer should be and find nothing to read. “I’m dark,” she said, low, in the root-way, “chosen dark, and it can’t find me, I can feel it not finding me, it’s the strangest feeling, being a blank the auditor slides off, and I’ll time the room through the four of you instead of the glass, so keep your senses open and I’ll read the war through your bodies,” and she ran the timing blind, through four strands, a seer the Factor’s kin could not read because she’d declined to be written, and it worked, I felt it work, the whiteness reaching through the vault for foresight and finding only four fighters and no seer at all where the most dangerous seer in the province was walking the root in the dark on purpose.

The root ran deeper than the Crown’s had, and I read it the whole way down, because reading it was the job. The cistern-tide filled and drained on Maeva’s count, and I counted the fills against her hand, one, and two, the water-clock standing in for the wave-count, the seventh-wave motif I’d worked at a bog and a breach and a gate now worked at the scale of a drowned citadel, and the root-ways were wet and low and direct exactly as the drinking-songs had sung.

Halfway down the root a gallery-mouth on the fourth fill nearly ate Suzu, and it was the fox saved by the oracle blind, which was a thing I’d remember. A section of the root-way floor was silt over a void, the same trick that had taken Saskia’s leg in the Sunken Crown, a crust that read solid and wasn’t, and Suzu, quick and light and running point, was a stride from putting her whole weight on it when Nahari’s blind voice came one breath ahead out of the dark, flat and certain, “fox, stop, the next stride’s water,” and Suzu stopped mid-stride, balanced on nothing, tails flaring for counterweight, and looked down at the silt crust that would have dropped her into a cistern void, and said, “How, you’re blind,” and Nahari said, “I’m blind, not deaf, and the floor sounds wrong where you’re about to stand, I’ve been listening to the root breathe for a mile,” and Suzu filed that, I felt her file it, the oracle timing a war through her ears and four other bodies with her eyes deliberately shut, and stepped around the void, and we ran on.

And twice more we came on the tomb’s own dead in the dark of the root and did not fight them, cut past them, disabled and moved on, cut chains not husks, the doctrine holding even where there were no chains yet, because the household had drilled the instinct and the instinct held.

The root tried to make cowards of us in the small ways old vaults prefer. A hand came out of black water and closed around my ankle, not with malice, with old command still twitching in drowned fingers, and every nerve in me wanted to kick it loose and crush the wrist under my heel. Yrsa’s blade touched the wrist instead, flat, pinning without severing. Suzu slid under my arm and found the little brass order-tag fused to the thing’s collarbone, flicked it free, and the hand opened. The dead soldier sank back into the water with an almost grateful slump, if gratitude can survive three centuries and a failed summons. “Practice round,” Suzu whispered, too bright, and nobody laughed because she was right. Even the root was testing whether we meant the doctrine when the dark put hands on us.

“Fifth fill,” Maeva murmured, reading the cistern, “and the sixth’s coming, and the seventh opens the tide-lock into the heart, and the heart is where he’s waiting, so we come up into a trap on the seventh fill, which means the trap is on his count too, he just doesn’t know we can read the count, so we arrive expected and prepared both, which is the only way to arrive at a trap.” And on the seventh fill the tide-lock opened, the way a tide-lock always opened on the seventh, the masons never changing a number that worked, and we came up into the vault’s heart.

Malchor Stane was waiting exactly as Saskia had said, staked at the heart, the Coil’s ribbed case open in Odette’s hands beside him, the leashed retinue ranked around him in the lockstep that had once made a crowd cheer and now, in the wet dark of the vault, only looked like what it was, diminished people standing where they’d been put. Kolbeck’s hired remnants screened his flanks. And he had the custody words drafted, held by an adjudicator’s clerk, and an adjudicator-bard positioned with a witness-stone to etch the capture lawful the instant it landed, the whole trap Saskia had warned us of, sworn-ready, aimed, and he smiled when we came up out of the root, because a man who’s staked a trap smiles when the quarry arrives.

“There she is,” he said, and he said she, not you, because even now, at the end, we were assets to him and interchangeable, and the Coil hummed, that wrong deep hum I’d felt in my back teeth at the arch, the sound of a struck flint turned inside-out and held, and Odette leveled it, her face ledger-flat, her hands, I noticed, not quite steady, the hesitation she’d filed for later already in them, and it fired.

It fired at Nahari, the Sworn strand they’d scried all season, the oracle they’d tracked by the whiteness at her glass, and the severing arc leapt for her.

And found nothing to sever, because she was blind.

I set this down exactly because the Coil reached for a seer and the seer had refused to be one, gone dark, ordinary, a blank the arc couldn’t lock, and the severing arc, built to find and sever foresight, arrived at a woman who was on purpose not casting any, and it could not take hold, it slid off the blank the way the Factor’s whiteness slid off her, and I heard Odette make a small sharp sound, a woman loyal to knowledge watching her weapon fail against a variable she hadn’t priced, and the arc, unable to sever the oracle, re-acquired toward the nearest Sworn strand, which was Suzu.

And Yrsa took it on her body, one day Crowned.

She was already moving when the arc re-acquired, because she’d been shielding the Sworn strands, that was her assignment and her whole self, the strongest stands between the chain and her people, and she read the arc’s turn toward the fox through the strand a half-beat before it committed and stepped into its path, between the Coil and Suzu, the way she’d stood between a chain and her people her whole life, the way Ilsabet had stood in a gate, and the severing arc that reached for a Sworn bond met a Crowned one instead, one day Crowned, and it inverted.

I felt it invert through the strand, felt the arc try to sever a Crowned bond and fail the way the Brand had failed on Maeva’s neck at the Crown, the child inheriting the parent’s flaw exactly, a Crowned bond rooted in a living choice the Coil’s economy had no lever against, no severing arc for a thing anchored in a will that keeps choosing. The arc met Yrsa’s Crown and could not cut it, could not find a seam in a bond that had no seam because it was made of a woman’s freely-given yield, and unable to cut it, the arc reversed, storm-grey eating the pale fire, the Coil’s whiteness flooding backward up the line it had thrown, back toward its own source.

And Odette’s hedged page proved true, exactly true, a knowledge-keeper’s accuracy paying out in a vault: the severing arc recoiled through the wielder for one full breath, binding itself to the hand that held it, unavoidable, a design necessity, the flaw in the child that the parent had too. And Malchor Stane, whose hand was on the Coil’s grip because he could not resist holding his own weapon at the moment of his triumph, because a man whose whole self is owning cannot let go of the thing he owns even to save his hand, spent that one full breath bound to a weapon that had turned on him, the Coil’s whiteness flooding back through his own arm, and he spent the breath screaming. The trap had sprung backward exactly as a hedge from a woman loyal to knowing had said it would, and a man who leashes is a man who cannot let go, and the not-letting-go had defeated him before the vault ever did, built into him the way the flaw was built into the Coil.

“Now,” I called, because Odette’s hedge had bought us one breath and one breath was all a household needed, “the retinue, cut chains not husks, and I go for the nexus. Yrsa, with me. Maeva, the line. Nahari, time it blind. Suzu, everywhere. Now.”

The household moved the way it had drilled, and I called it the way I called everything. “Maeva, the Standard, hold the line and be the lance where I point. Yrsa, you’ve got the flank where the Coil recoiled, keep Malchor’s screen off me. Nahari, stay dark, time us blind through the strands. Suzu, everywhere, and mark the chain-focus on his belt, I’ll want it. I’m going for the nexus.” And they moved.

The retinue came at us, the leashed legends, and here the freed-not-fought doctrine held under the worst pressure it had faced yet, because a leashed legend at full swing is a person trying to kill you and every instinct says put the person down. We did not put them down. Maeva’s Standard flinched them at the crest of their own charge, that half-instant of borrowed doubt, and into the half-instant the household reached past the blades for the leashes, disable and not kill, exactly as we’d drilled until it lived in our hands before the final.

I called it the way I called all of it, because a caller who goes quiet in the worst of it is a caller whose line breaks. “Two husks left, three center, the lance and the sword-legend anchor the middle, and they’ll try to break our line at the seam Maeva’s holding, so we don’t hold the seam, we fold it, Yrsa left, Suzu right, and let the middle come into the space where I want it.” And the household folded the seam, and the retinue’s center came at empty air where it thought it had found our break, and stumbled into a space I’d drawn for it, and a wave that stumbles is a wave you can un-chain instead of kill.

A lance-husk drove at me, the point aimed dead at my chest, and Yrsa took its haft on her forearm and turned it and did not open its throat, turned it aside and stepped past the point and put her shoulder into the husk’s balance instead of her blade into its neck, a saint refusing the kill under fire, one of the hardest disciplines she’d held in the vault, and the lance-legend staggered wide and Nahari’s blind voice landed one breath ahead, “it recovers left, take the left,” and Yrsa took the left, and turned the husk again, and did not kill it, and drove it back toward the nexus where its chain ran.

Suzu went under a sword-husk’s guard and lifted its balance out from under it, no blade, just a fox emptying the ground a leashed thing stood on, foxfire flickering its grave-cold attention the wrong way so its own weight betrayed it, and it went down disabled and un-killed, and she was already gone, three husks over, doing it again, a pickpocket of balance working a whole leashed rank one stolen center of gravity at a time. And Maeva was the lance where I pointed her, the Golden Empress driving through the screen of Kolbeck’s hired remnants with the Standard blazing gold ahead of her, opening the lane to the nexus instead of wasting force on the leashed. The mercenary screen broke so the household could reach the chains, and every hired man who met her gold-lit charge remembered urgent business elsewhere, because a Standard tells a hired sword exactly what its paycheck is worth against an empress, and it is not worth this.

And the crowd watched through the shards, and the crowd understood, because the crowd had learned to look, that a household fighting to disable an enemy’s soldiers instead of killing them was a household fighting a different war than the Chainwright had come to fight. Somewhere up in the galleries an adjudicator-bard’s witness-stone was drinking all of it, and I knew without seeing it that the province was watching a dozen leashed legends being fought toward freedom instead of death, and that the watching was itself a blow to Malchor before he’d lost a chain, because a man who’d taught a province to cheer husks in lockstep was now showing that same province, in his own vault, what the husks looked like when someone fought to unmake the lockstep instead of admire it.

Gold light straightened the household’s spines and flinched the retinue, a saint carving Kolbeck’s hired screen off my line with Footwork the crowd had gone quiet to watch her use, a blind oracle timing the whole vault through four other bodies while the Coil’s kin-whiteness slid off the blank where a seer should be, a fox everywhere the flank thought was empty, and a porter threading through the middle of it toward the one point that mattered.

The worst moment came when one leashed woman, a sword-legend with half her face hidden by a bronze funerary mask, got past the fold and reached Nahari. The oracle was blind, dark on purpose, both hands out as if reading rain. The sword came for her throat. I felt Yrsa start, too far. Felt Maeva turn, pinned by three hired men. Felt Suzu’s flint-spark flare from the wrong side of the line. Nahari did not see the blade. She heard my fear spike and stepped left on it, one breath, exactly one breath, and the blade passed through the space where her neck had been. Then she put two fingers on the sword-woman’s wrist, marking the chain’s pulse through the killing stroke, and said, calm as a temple bell, “there, anchor, her leash runs through the belt focus, third from left.” Blind, ordinary, one breath at a time, and still she found the thing the Coil could not. That was when I knew the doctrine would hold: under a killing stroke, she used the bond to find the chain.

I reached the chain-nexus, the leash-anchor where all of Malchor’s chains ran back to a single focus on his belt, and I reached it the support-class way, the whole toolbox of a season carrying me. Saint’s Footwork, innate now, hours old, threading me past a lance-husk’s lattice, the halberd-legend’s guard read and slipped the way Yrsa read a guard, my body threading me out of the lattice before my mind finished reporting it. Shade-Step walking me one held breath through the place the retinue wasn’t looking, a porter’s stealth, one breath of being unremarked, exactly enough. The Standard at my back holding the line steady so the retinue couldn’t close behind me. The Glimpse giving me the half-second on a grave-cold blade that reached for me and met an echo-plank I’d already thrown. Three queens’ echoes and one fox’s, carrying a support-class man through a war-vault to the one point where chains could be cut, the firepower all around me and me the reason the firepower existed and could reach the nexus, and I got to the nexus.

And I cut Ilsabet’s chain first.

First chain, first cut. Filed in a cellar, unmoved by Havrun, paid now. I found the Iron Warden’s chain in the nexus, the leash on the woman who’d fixed a garrison rat’s grip and stood last at a gate for nine days, and I cut it first, before any other, whatever else the field was doing, because a debt like that gets paid first or it isn’t paid, and I cut it and I let go, the way Yrsa had asked and Suzu had confirmed, cut the chain and gave nothing else, no order, not even a kind one, the last thing done to Ilsabet Kron a choice returned and not an order given, and then I overdrafted, and cut all of them.

Burn two, and it was the worst yet, and I paid it where everyone could see because power costs flesh in this world and I’ll not pretend otherwise.

Cutting a chain was not a blade’s work, it was an Anchor’s, the bond-force turned to unbinding what a leash-summoner had bound, and each chain cost, and Ilsabet’s first cost the least because I’d rationed for it, and then I looked at the nexus with its dozen chains all running back to the focus on a screaming man’s belt, a dozen leashed legends standing where they’d been put, and I thought of Halden’s advice still fresh, ration yourself, someone will need you to have saved the last of yourself, and I understood that I was about to disobey a dead Anchor’s dying counsel, and I disobeyed it, because a man who frees one woman and leaves eleven chained has not freed anyone, he’s chosen a favorite, and the household’s doctrine was that you cut chains, all of them, not the ones you like.

I reached past the one chain to all the chains, every leash in the nexus at once, more strain than my body had ever spent, more than the shrine, more than anything, and I cut them. And the price landed, the tracery climbing to my collarbone and burning there, silver-grey veins bright under the skin like wire pulled white, the fever crashing in all at once, my vision greying at the edges and then greying in from the edges, and I went down to one knee in the cold cistern-water at the nexus, still cutting, my hands still working the bond even as my body failed, the ledger-voice landing hard at the edge of a greying world:

[PRICE: THE BODY PAYS]

And the body paid. I knelt in the cold vault-water with the tracery burning at my collarbone and my vision going grey and I cut the last of them, all of them, every chain in the nexus, one after another, each one a legend coming whole, each one another white wire of price up my ruined arms. I felt Yrsa’s fury arrive through the strand, and Maeva’s, and Nahari’s level terror, and Suzu’s flint-spark going sharp with fear, the whole household feeling me overdraft past the shrine, past anything, and I felt Yrsa start toward me to stop me and I felt her understand, mid-stride, that stopping me would leave chains uncut, and I felt her make the hardest choice of the day, which was to let the anchor overspend rather than leave a legend leashed, and to be furious about it, and to carry him home after, because that was the arrangement, sworn sober in a cellar, I spend myself and she carries me home, and I overdrafted my whole body to cut them all, and I paid for it, kneeling in the water, and I’d pay it again, because that was me at my most dangerous and most useful, the flaw and the heroism the same act, and I’d not saved the last of myself the way a dead man told me to, and I’d have to learn that lesson some other day, because today there were chains and I cut them.

And then the field showed what freedom does, and I want it set down because every choice mattered.

The freed legends stood before every witness-stone in the vault, and they chose, the whole argument made visible, because the province was watching through the adjudicators’ shards, and the province had spent a season learning to tell a thing that stands where it’s put from a thing that stands where it chooses, and now it watched a dozen leashed things become, in one moment, a dozen people who could choose.

Most of them rested at once. The chains cut, the leashes gone, the diminished husks came whole for one moment, their own returned judgment flooding back into stances that had held other people’s orders, and most of them looked at the world with that one moment of restored self and chose rest, chose to lie down, chose the dark they’d been kept out of, the way the Vigil had closed its own visors at the Sunken Crown, freed legends choosing an end over a borrowed life. And I watched them go, whole, by choice, one after another, and it was grief and it was right both, because a legend freed owes nothing, not even the survival the freer might want for her, and each one that chose rest was the doctrine paid, the last thing done to her a choice returned and not an order given.

They did not all rest the same way. One knelt, touched two fingers to the vault-water, and smiled as if the water had said a name she remembered. One took three steps toward the gallery stairs, saw daylight reflected in a witness-shard, and sat down there, facing it, content to leave while looking at the thing she had been denied. One turned her weapon in her hands until she found the maker’s mark, kissed it, and laid the weapon across her knees before the light left her. The choices were small, and that was why they mattered. A leash makes grand gestures because the owner wants them seen. Freedom returned as little acts: a touch, a seat, a blade set properly down.

The witness-stones drank those little acts as greedily as they drank battle. Good. Let the province see the shape of freedom: a woman deciding where to sit, what to touch, which weapon to lay down and which door to walk through. Let it watch choice arrive without asking permission to be dramatic enough for a festival.

One of them, a tall woman in armor I never learned the make of, freed, whole, looked at the household and looked at the vault and bowed to no one, gave no thanks and took no orders, and walked out of the vault into her own choice, whatever it was, and nobody stopped her, nobody called after her, because a freed legend owes nothing, not gratitude, not a name, not a reason, and what made us different from the Chainwright was that we let her go into a choice we’d never learn the end of, and I watched her leave and did not try to hold it.

A small man with a cracked bronze helm chose fury first. He came whole with a sound like a blade drawn from a bad sheath and turned on Malchor with murder bright in his returned eyes, and Yrsa stepped between them, not to protect Malchor, not exactly, but to protect the choice from being stolen by the first heat of it. “Wait,” she said, flat, blade low. “Kill him if you want after one clean breath. Not in the first borrowed one. That one still smells like chain.” The bronze-helmed man froze, chest heaving, and the breath passed, and with it the leash’s last echo. He looked at Malchor again, and this time the fury was his own, which meant it could become something else. He spat at Malchor’s feet, a wet contempt in a drowned vault, and walked away alive.

Another, a broad-shouldered woman in cracked green lacquer, chose to kneel beside a resting friend and put a hand on the dead woman’s brow until the light went out clean. She did not look at us. She did not need us. Her choice was the last courtesy one freed soldier gave another, and it was as holy as any prayer Liria had ever said behind a grille.

A third chose laughter, sudden and terrible, not happy, not mad, simply hers. She laughed once, looked at her own hands as if astonished they had remembered how, and then broke Malchor’s nearest leash-standard over her knee before setting both halves carefully on the floor. Not thrown. Not smashed again. Set down, because even contempt, freed, could have manners if it wanted them.

The witness-stone took all of it: rest, fury mastered, courtesy, contempt. It etched choice after choice until the vault itself seemed to breathe differently.

And Ilsabet Kron, whole for one hour, took up a fallen halberd and stood beside Yrsa.

I set this down slow because it was Yrsa’s. The Iron Warden, freed, her chain cut first and then let go with no order given, none, not even a kind one, exactly as a saint had priced it in a cellar, stood in the vault whole for the first time since Havrun, and for a moment she was just a woman in the wet dark blinking her own judgment back into her own eyes, the guard still in her stance but the woman returned to the guard, the thing they’d cut out of her flooding back, and she looked at the field with eyes that were hers again.

And she found Yrsa. Across the vault, the student she’d fixed at twelve, the garrison rat grown into a saint, standing in the guard Ilsabet had taught her, and the two of them looked at each other in Ilsabet’s own low-line counter, mirror to mirror, and I felt Yrsa’s whole self go still through the strand, a debt that had survived five living years, death, and return arriving at the one moment it could.

Ilsabet made her choice. Not an order given to her, a choice made by her, and her choice was to take up a fallen halberd, and take the place beside her student. Mentor and student, side by side, in the same guard, the low-line counter doubled, witnessed, before every stone in the vault, the way it never got to be when Yrsa was on the third wall too young to stand with her and was sent back and lived. They stood together now, the two of them, in Ilsabet’s own guard, and held the last of the retinue’s collapse together, and it was not a fight so much as a formality, the last husks resting, but they held it together, teacher and student, the thing that couldn’t happen happening, witnessed this time, and I felt Yrsa’s whole carried debt crest through the strand, not grief, its opposite, the debt paid in full, the gate held together at last, the loose grip a dying woman had ordered from a gate surviving life, death, and return and now, finally, made even.

“You kept your grip loose,” Ilsabet said, beside her, holding the halberd, the voice Yrsa had forgotten returned for one hour. “I told a runner to tell you and I never knew if it reached. All this time in the dark and I didn’t know if the last thing I said got to you.”

“It reached,” Yrsa said, single syllables gone, the whole armor gone. “I kept it loose in every living fight I had. It kept me alive. Then it stayed with me through the dark. It’s the last thing you gave anyone and I brought it back.”

“Good,” Ilsabet said. “That’s a thing done right, then. One thing done right.” And they held the gate of the moment together, mentor and student, and it was the aria, and I set it down whole because it was the reason the whole household had come down into the dark.

And then Ilsabet set the halberd down, neat as a made bed, her hour spent, her choice made, and she looked at Yrsa, and she gave her the only order a freed woman gives, which is not an order at all but a passing-on.

“I held my gate, girl,” she said, and her voice was her own, the voice Yrsa had forgotten, returned for one hour. “Nine days. You stood last at yours today; I felt it, even chained, I felt a gate held in my guard, and I knew it was you before I was free enough to know anything. Hold yours.” And she rested. Nobody leashed her into staying, not the Chainwright and not the love in the room, and Yrsa did not ask her to stay, because Yrsa had priced this exactly, the last thing done to Ilsabet a choice returned and not an order given, not even a good one, not even “stay,” and so the saint let her teacher rest by her own choice, and Ilsabet Kron went whole into the dark she’d earned, a freed legend owing nothing, not even to the hand that freed her.

Yrsa stood over the place where her teacher rested, dry-eyed, and said, “Held mine. Both of them. Havrun and here.” And that was her grief spent, at parade to the last, and she turned back to the collapsing field, because there was still a Chainwright to finish, and a saint who’s paid a ninety-five-year debt does not linger, she stands last at the next thing.

Malchor Stane collapsed, and he collapsed the way a bank collapses, all at once, because his whole power was holdings and the holdings had just walked out of his vault.

I watched it from one knee in the cistern-water, my vision greying, and it was worth watching even greying. The chains cut, the retinue freed and resting and leaving, the Coil recoiled through his own hand and dead in Odette’s stilled hands, the custody-clerk with his drafted words standing useless because there was nothing left to swear custody of, the adjudicator-bard’s witness-stone etching the exact opposite of the thing Malchor had built the whole trap to etch: MASS UNBINDING, witnessed before the province. The man who fielded diminished legends to applause stood in the vault’s heart with nothing left to field, a chainwright with no chains, and I watched him understand it, watched a man whose entire self was owning discover in one breath that he owned nothing, that the thing he’d built his name and his custody-ambition and his whole self on had walked out of his vault by its own choice, and it broke him faster than any blade, because a blade only kills a body and this killed the whole idea of him, unmade him the way the mother-stone had unmade Cylas, by taking the belief the self was built on.

“They’ll come back,” he said, to the emptying vault, to no one, the polite mask gone entirely. “You can’t, a summons comes back, they always come back, you can re-summon, they’re assets, they, you can’t just, they were mine, I paid, I swore, I have witnesses,” and there were witnesses, staring uselessly at a choice they could not reverse, and there was a man discovering that witnesses do not hold a thing that has chosen to leave, that custody is a word for things that can’t choose, and I watched a whole idea of the world die in him, the idea that a legend is a thing you own, and it died hard, and I did not warm it with a word, because the vault-stone was already etching the truth colder than any word.

And Suzu picked the chain-focus off his belt mid-rout, and it was her want come true, the one she’d voiced sleepily the night before, something irreplaceable.

I felt her do it through the strand, the fox flowing through the collapse the way she flowed through everything, Shade-Step walking her one held breath past a man too broken to notice, the professional silence she’d spent sixty years remembering, and she lifted the Coil’s chain-focus off Malchor’s belt in the middle of his ruin, delicate, complete, the theft of a lifetime performed on a man who didn’t feel it go. It was the master-focus that every chain had run back to, the irreplaceable thing, the one object in the world that could not be gotten again, because Odette had built it once and would not build it twice. Across the vault, the arcanist watched the focus leave with a stillness that told me nothing except that she had done the arithmetic before any of us.

“Something irreplaceable,” Suzu said, appearing at my side in the cistern-water where I knelt, holding it up, the master-focus, the one thing that couldn’t be gotten back. “You asked me last night what I wanted, and I said something irreplaceable, and here it is, the one thing in the world he can’t rebuild without the woman who built it. I’ve stolen gold and I’ve stolen gods’ relics and you can always get more of those, more gold, more relics. This is the rarer theft: gone the second it’s taken. All this road I’ve wanted to steal that once, a thing that can’t be replaced, and it turns out the thing I wanted was the thing that leashes people, so I could hand it to the one man who unleashes them.” And she handed it to me upside down, like a tip, grinning through the vault-dark.

I took it, kneeling in the water, the tracery burning at my collarbone, and held the thing that had leashed a dozen legends, cut and dead and irreplaceable in my scarred hand. Malchor Stane, beaten, chainless, claimless, the Coil ruined and Odette gone quiet beside it, was marched to daylight by his own hired screen, Kolbeck’s remnants knowing exactly where the wind sat now and turning their coats to it, hauling their broken employer up out of the root to face his creditors in order of size, a chainwright with no chains delivered to daylight by men who’d been his the hour before, which was what a leash buys a man, servants who leave the second the leash slips.

And the etch settled it, before we’d even surfaced, the witness-stones live and the whole province watching:

[FIRST TRUE CLEARING OF THE UNDERCOURT: THE MARSH BANNER]

Up in the galleries, the adjudicator-bards went quiet all at once. I couldn’t see them from the cistern-water, but the witness-stones carried their silence down through the shards, the odd hush of men who had come to score a contest and found themselves recording a doctrine. Somewhere above us, Veltmark read the line on its stones while the vault still dripped around my knees, and the province had to learn the new banner before I could stand under it.

The cascade started rolling before we reached the surface, the province’s stones re-lighting one after another with the boon-clearing, and I knelt in the cistern-water at the dead nexus with the tracery burning at my collarbone and my vision greying and a dead chain-focus in one hand and a household around me, a saint standing over her rested teacher and an oracle blind and grinning and a fox pressing an irreplaceable theft into my palm and an empress already, I could feel her, pricing the boon we’d just won. I let the grey take my vision for a moment because the household would carry me home, that was the arrangement, sworn sober in a cellar, I spend myself and they carry me home, and I felt Yrsa’s arm come under me before I finished falling, and I let it.


Chapter 19: The Wend-March Boon

The award was pageant-brief, because Helvane hated ceremony and staged it flawlessly anyway, and he staged this one on the mother-stone square where the whole festival could see, the boon a thing sworn in daylight by oath and not a thing murmured indoors, because the province ran on oath and duel and wager before committee, and a boon is a Margrave’s great public oath and he swore it the way you swear a large thing, in one sentence, in front of everyone, so there could be no un-swearing it.

The square was the same square that had, the day before, watched a myth collapse under its own numbers and a Hero go grey and a fox’s frame undone on a stone, and now it watched the household that had done all of it take a country, and the crowd’s temperature had turned all the way over across a season, from a province that sang a porter’s funeral to a province that cheered a porter’s march, the whole status inversion completed in the murmur of ten thousand people who before Marrowford would have called the whole thing impossible.

“Banner-right to the Marsh Coalition,” Helvane said, dry as a stick, before the province, “and wardenship of the Wend-march, land and standard both, by oath, granted, and may the march find you more digestible than it found its last three lords.” And the stone weighed it and etched it, and it was done, a wild border country given to a porter and a Lady with a criminal coin in one sworn sentence, and the court’s face, somewhere three provinces off, would keep Helvane warm a decade, exactly as he’d said, a Margrave who ruled by pageant and results embarrassing the capital with a grant that cost him nothing and amused him enormously.

I stood through it with the tracery still burning at my collarbone and my legs not entirely trustworthy, because burn two was a two-day fever beginning its second day and this was the morning after, and the household stood close in a way that looked like honor and was actually a bracket keeping the anchor upright, Yrsa’s shoulder at my shoulder taking more of my weight than the crowd could see, and I let them, because the arrangement was the arrangement.

The etch rolled outward from the mother-stone in rings, the way a large oath rolls, first across the square’s own stones and then into the little witnessing shards hung from awnings and balconies and breastpins and staff-heads, a whole province repeating the grant to itself in stone-light. WARDENSHIP OF THE WEND-MARCH. MARSH BANNER. LAND AND STANDARD BOTH. It appeared on a baker’s stall where yesterday’s flour still dusted the lintel, on a soldier’s belt-shard, on a child’s souvenir stone no bigger than a plum, and every time it appeared the crowd made a new sound, not one cheer but a hundred little recognitions catching fire. The boon was no longer Helvane’s once the stones carried it. It belonged to the public mouth now, and the public mouth was saying march, porter, Lady, banner, all the words in the wrong old order and making a new order by saying them.

Three drovers from the eastern roads pushed through close enough to look at the etch with their own eyes, hats in their hands, faces wind-cut and doubtful. They did not cheer at first. They read. That mattered more. One of them, a woman with a scar through one eyebrow and a wool cloak patched at both elbows, looked from the stone to Maeva and back again as if trying to place a song in a face. “Wend-march,” she said, not loudly, but the people near her heard. “My grandmother said there used to be winter barns on the old south road.”

“There will be again,” Maeva said, before anyone could make ceremony of it, and the drover stared because the Lady in criminal gold had answered like a road-reeve and not a court ornament.

That was the first petition of the country, though no one named it one: a patched-cloak woman remembering a barn. Maeva filed it, I felt her file it through the gold strand, sharp and immediate, and the march stopped being a map in her head and became, in the square, a woman asking without asking whether winter might be less hungry someday.

After the drover, others found the courage to remember things aloud. A carter said there had been a stone causeway where his grandfather’s map showed only marsh. A woman selling ribbons asked whether the old toll house at East Ford was truly the same one in the drinking-song, because her brother had slept in its ruin all winter and swore the stones hummed in rain. None of them called the questions petitions. They were too wary for that, border people and road people testing whether a new banner meant anything more useful than new tax ink. Maeva answered only what she knew and promised only what could be walked and measured, which was why more of them came. By the time Helvane finished pretending not to enjoy himself, the first hour of the Wend-march had become a queue of remembered roads.

Helvane’s aside to Maeva was the driest thing I’d heard him say, and I’d heard him say several.

“The march ate three lords in my lifetime,” he told her, low, while the crowd cheered the etch. “Bad ground, bad luck, bad harvests, and every lord who took it left it in a box or left it entirely. Try to be indigestible, Lady. I’d hate to grant a march twice.”

“The march ate three lords because three lords tried to eat the march,” Maeva said, pricing him right back, court-formal. “I never tried to eat it. I fed it, and it fed me, for a generation, before your grandfather’s grandfather was a rumor, and it will feed us again, because a wild country repays feeding and punishes eating, and the three lords never learned the difference, which is why the march is a grave with a title and I am a Lady with a criminal coin, and I intend to remain the second thing.” And Helvane walked away pleased with the whole century, a Margrave who’d handed a wild march to the woman who had once made it pay and half-suspected exactly what she was and found the whole thing enormously funny.

And Maeva stood at the boon-stone, and four hundred years came to a point.

The boon was hers to name, by the household’s own agreement, because it was hers by every road that had led us there, and she named it in one word to Helvane and let him swear it, and I watched her name it, watched the empress who’d priced a whole murder-economy and killed a bank in a high-day hour and directed four queen-strands through one anchor the night before, watched her stand at a stone and ask, out loud, in front of the province, for the thing four hundred years of patience had decided it wanted, which was a wild country nobody else would take, given back to the ruler who had once made it pay.

Four hundred years after a husband-king fed her hemlock in her own garden because he could not survive being second, because he could not share a throne with the better ruler, an empress got her march back. Under a porter’s lantern and a broken chain. Beside my name, and she’d insisted my name go over hers on the banner because I’d won it, and I’d insisted hers, and we’d compromised on both, side by side, which suited us exactly. By choice, chosen and not inherited and not taken, held because we’d held it. And she took the grant with her court composure whole, the auditing eyes level, the crowned braid immaculate, an empress receiving a grant as though grants were a thing the world owed her, which they were, and the province cheered a wild march given to a porter and a Lady with a criminal coin, and did not fully understand what it had just watched, which was a woman undo, with a single sworn sentence, four hundred years of being an asset, a wife, a summons, a thing owned.

And then, after, when the crowd’s eyes had moved on to the cascade and the feast, she lost her composure for exactly one breath against my shoulder, hidden in the noise and the moving crowd where no stone could weigh it, one breath, four hundred years long, and I felt it through the strand, the hemlock garden and the husband who wept for the histories and the four hundred years in the dark as an asset and the door of a hall she’d raised and lost, all of it in one breath spent against a porter’s shoulder where no one could see. I did not mention it. I held her up with a body that could barely hold itself up, the burned anchor holding the empress for one breath the way she’d held him a dozen times, and let her have it, and then she squared her shoulders and was the empress again, immaculate.

Cylas Aurent was foreclosed that night, brief and terrible, and I was not there. The account came to me after, cold to the last, because I did not go to watch.

There was no battle. There was no speech. I heard it after, in pieces, from the temple-hostel where Liria kept her own vigil and from a wine-seller who’d rented the room, and the pieces fit into one image I’ll set down because it was the shape of a Hero’s end.

A rented room at the edge of the festival, a Hero reduced to a crowd-warmer reduced to a man with no crowd left to warm, cut loose by a chainwright who was himself now broken, foreclosed by a province that had learned what he cost. A guttering lamp on the sill. And a tall pale patience arriving the way it arrived, like weather, like a creditor at a deathbed, the after-image from the Crown vault made whole, the Factor come to collect on a Hero who’d spent his last principal and had nothing left to service the loan. There was no violence in it. A creditor does not need violence; a creditor needs only to call the loan. The blessing had been a loan from the first, borrowed legend against belief, and the belief was gone and the account was empty, and the pale patience came to close it.

The lamp leaned. That was the tell, the one we’d learned to read since a flicker in the Crown vault, since lamps that leaned at a registration stone and a lamp the color of summer guttering in a hall with no weather, the lamp leaning toward the pale patience against the draft, the flame misbehaving the way flames misbehaved when the Saint’s kin attended, straining toward a stillness that only ever sat. And then the lamp went out.

Morning found Cylas Aurent alive, and ordinary, and grey-eyed, unnoticed, the blessing’s loan called all the way in, the borrowed legend repossessed and the man left with nothing but the man, which turned out to be very little. The golden hair was still golden and the parade-ground build was still there and the face was still the face a coin might have been struck from, and none of it mattered, because the thing that had made him a Hero was never the face or the build, it was the blessing’s sheen and the crowd’s belief, and both were gone, and what was left was a handsome ordinary man in a festival crowd that walked past him the way a crowd walks past anyone.

Children playing porter-walks-out in the festival streets, the game that had spread from Marrowford, one child the porter and one the empress and the youngest made to be the tomb, did not know his face. He watched them play the game of his own defeat, the porter walking out of the tomb the Hero fled, and the children did not know they were playing him, did not know the grey ordinary man watching was the Hero the porter had walked out past, and there was no crueler thing the world could have done to Cylas Aurent than not know his face, and the world did it without meaning to, without malice, simply by having stopped believing.

And Saskia Roehn, leaving the festival with her winnings, a solo duelist who’d been mispriced at twelve-to-one and paid out, passed within three feet of the grey ordinary man who’d been the golden Hero, the man whose edge she’d been, whose party she’d fought in, and she said nothing, and did not slow, did not even turn her head, because the account was already closed and there was nothing left to say to a closed account, and she walked past the foreclosed Hero into her own honest future with her winnings in her purse and her name on a board she’d re-earn honestly someday. And that closed Cylas Aurent’s account, the man who’d used me for bait and kept me five years to stand next to at deed-stones because I made him look taller, repossessed by the economy he served, foreclosed by the creditor whose loan he’d spent, and I never gave him the scream he had earned, and the silence was colder than any scream, and the stones did all the talking, and it was done, and the account was balanced, and I felt nothing about it except the porter’s flat satisfaction of a ledger that finally added up.

The victory feast was warm the way the household made everything warm, and it needed to be, after the vault, after the burn, after a foreclosed Hero and a broken chainwright and a dead teacher rested at last.

I attended it from a chair, mostly, because burn two was a two-day fever settling hard into its second day and my legs were not to be trusted and the household enforced the chair with a unity that would have been touching if it hadn’t been so total, Yrsa planting me in it, Maeva provisioning it with the best of the feast, Nahari oiling the tracery at my collarbone between courses, Suzu tapping the collarbone-edge and announcing my balance to the whole table, “fully leveraged, this one, don’t let him summon so much as a bucket for a week,” and I let them, because Halden had told me to ration myself and the household was rationing me by force since I wouldn’t do it alone, and there was a lesson in that I was still learning.

The feast kept bringing us pieces of the march before the march itself could. A peddler brought Maeva a bundle of old Wend-road tokens, lead bits with drover marks stamped crookedly into them, and admitted he’d been selling them as lucky pocket trash for ten years because nobody remembered what road they belonged to. Maeva bought the whole bundle and sorted them by stamping flaw while the peddler watched her become more real with every token she named. South river. Old wintering barn. East ford. Lost granary. She knew the dead road by its small money, and the peddler went pale in the good way, the way a man goes pale when a song reaches out and names the coin in his hand.

Two old veterans came to Yrsa with a scrap of the Warden’s guard they’d learned wrong from their grandfathers, and she corrected it in the middle of the feast with a roast bone for a practice sword, because apparently a feast was no excuse for a bad guard. A girl no older than twelve watched from behind a cider barrel with the ferocity of a starving student, and Yrsa noticed, because Yrsa notices that kind of hunger the way a smith notices a flaw in steel. She did not beckon the girl. She only repeated the correction once, slower, so the watching could keep up. The girl copied it with a fence-picket when she thought no one saw. Yrsa saw. I saw Yrsa see. Neither of us said a word.

Nahari spent half the feast blindfolded by choice, because she said victory was a dangerous time for an oracle to see too much and a better time to taste surprises. Bram set three plates in front of her without warning and made her guess each dish by smell and the household’s reactions. She got the peppered eel wrong, laughed for a full minute about being wrong, and then made Bram bring another because wrongness, she declared, had excellent seasoning.

Yrsa made the twelve-year-old feast-yard girl show the corrected guard again before dessert, which horrified the girl’s mother and delighted the girl beyond speech. “Too young,” Yrsa said, because Yrsa believed in discouragement as a weather condition. Then she adjusted the child’s left foot with the toe of her boot and added, “In two years, if you still want it.” The girl heard only the second sentence, which was correct. Osric wrote the girl’s name in the tally-book without being asked, and Maeva saw him do it, and a garrison school that did not yet exist acquired a future student between eel and sugared apples.

Bram paid out ruinous odds with tears of professional joy, a one-armed innkeeper weeping over a wager-book as he handed the province back its money, grieving the profit and loving the paying, because the coalition had come in so short it insulted the concept of a bet and Bram had booked half the province’s optimism against it and now paid it out and would not stop crying about the beauty of the arithmetic. And then he collected Maeva’s own wager, the shrewd one, the manner-not-the-fact bet on the boon being land sworn in Helvane’s driest phrasing before noon, and paid her out too, and the empress accepted her winnings with enormous satisfaction, a woman who’d made her money on the manner as she always had.

The festival’s merchants had already re-priced the household into their whole trade, which was its own comedy. There were souvenir coins with Maeva’s face, struck cheap and struck often, and she held one up at the feast and pronounced it “a criminal likeness at a criminal price, and I approve of both, the engraver has captured neither my nose nor my morals and I intend to buy a hundred of them and pay the man extra to make the nose worse.” There was a puppet show of the porter walking out of the tomb that had spread from Marrowford and now had a fox puppet in it, which Suzu watched four times and critiqued professionally, “the fox is too big, a fox that size couldn’t fit through the mercy-way, and she’s holding the lockpicks wrong, and I love her, don’t change a thing, make her bigger.” And there was a toy Blade Saint sword a vendor had made, which Yrsa picked up, tested for tang, condemned to the vendor’s face as “a lie with a hilt, it’ll snap on a pillow,” and then, when the vendor offered her an endorsement, walked away before anyone could see her think about it, and I marked that she thought about it, which felt new, a saint considering, for one beat, being a thing children played at on purpose, and deciding it later, on her own time.

The bard debuted a new song, “The Lantern and the Chain,” the old “Porter’s Door” mutated across a whole season into a thing about a porter’s lantern and a broken chain, and Suzu heckled the fox verse for inaccuracy at length, “that is not how the arch went, I was there, I did the arch, the fox in that verse is far too clumsy, she falls off a ledge, I do not fall off ledges; I fall off ledges on purpose, which is different,” and then, when the bard offered to fix it, paid him to keep it wrong, “leave it, leave the clumsy fox, mystique compounds, an inaccurate legend is worth more than an accurate one, ask any thief, the songs about me were always wrong and it’s the only reason nobody caught me, a legend you can’t quite pin is a legend you can’t quite catch.” Esra’s verse carried into the new song too, the lamplighter’s name traveling east on a festival ballad to a new province, a sister-verse to the porter’s, and the copper tower on the wagon shelf got promised a shelf in a hall we hadn’t built yet, and everyone pretended that wasn’t exactly what Maeva’s banner-hall sketch already showed, a shelf in a high room for a tower of coppers a fox had kept, and a lamp at the door of Esra’s kind, and a garrison-yard, and a blind-window, all of it drawn already on the back of a campaign map and none of us saying so.

And then victory night, at full complement, in the annex’s great room with the new banner hung above and the feast-noise coming up through the floor and the deed-light strobing grey through the shutters as the province’s stones kept re-lighting with the boon-cascade. The household earned every word, and Nahari claimed the shape of it before Maeva could convene anything.

“Tonight is mine to ask,” the oracle said, unhurried, the ember sash folded in both hands and the little carved toy from her own kit set beside the warmed oil. “The empress has her march. The saint has her Crown. The fox has her stone. I want the household, all at once, and I want to refuse the glass while I take it. Both ways. Oil-eased. Mine in rhythm. Each of you with a task. Each of you with a yes.”

She named the stop-terms without ceremony and made them sound like part of the ritual rather than a warning. Then she asked each yes in turn.

Maeva gave hers as a decree, but softly: “The empress attends the oracle.”

Yrsa gave hers in duel-grammar, blade already outside the room by old habit and new trust: “I hold the line. I say yes.”

Suzu gave hers as an invoice and failed to hide what it cost her to be included in a request that large. “One household attendance fee, paid in advance, and yes, plainly. I want this. I want to be useful where everyone can see me be useful. Also I’m charging extra for being ordered not to steal the toy.”

Mine was plain. “Yes.”

Maeva caught my wrist before I moved too quickly, her green eyes pricing the burn at my collarbone and finding the number ugly. “You command,” she said. “We carry the work. If you spend yourself like cheap coin tonight, I end the evening.”

“Filed,” I said.

“Enforced,” Yrsa said.

Suzu tapped the tracery twice and clicked her tongue. “Overleveraged. The estate concurs.”

So I held the frame from the cushions laid under the new banner, one day burned and steadier in command than I was on my feet. The household moved because I told it where to move, and because every strand could feel the difference between weakness and uncertainty. I had the first. I did not have the second.

Nahari knelt on the layered banner-silk in the center of the room instead of at any sill, silver hair loose down her oiled back, deep-brown skin catching the grey deed-light, wide hips open to the room because she had asked to be the room’s center and then chosen not to see it. I tied the ember sash over her eyes myself. Her slow blink disappeared under silk.

“Now I don’t know where any of you are,” she said, and the smile in it was dangerous and delighted. “Good. Begin.”

I began with my hand between her shoulders, where she could not predict it, and felt the strand flash open. Yrsa took Nahari’s wrists when I pointed, not binding them, just holding them low and steady with soldier care. Suzu slid beneath the line of Nahari’s silver hair to put her mouth where the oracle asked, foxfire freckles bright with the pure scandal of obeying instructions in public. Maeva warmed oil between her palms, imperial and exact, and worked it over Nahari’s hips while I watched the oracle learn every touch after it had already arrived.

“Saint’s hand,” Nahari whispered, blind, and Yrsa’s fingers moved where she asked.

“Fox there. No, there. I did not say steal the anklet.”

“Professional reflex,” Suzu said against her skin, and paid the penalty with her mouth when I told her to.

The room answered Nahari’s request as one piece. Yrsa’s storm-grey steadied her. Suzu’s foxfire made the edges bright and quick. Maeva’s gold made the whole room feel conducted even while the empress was not the one conducting. I held all of it, voice and hands and bond, and when Nahari was slick and open and rocking blind into touch after touch, I moved behind her and sank into her pussy first, slow, filling her by inches while the household held exactly where she had asked it to hold.

She had no count yet. I kept it from her.

I took her at the slow pace her body knew, my hips meeting the heavy round curve of her ass, the oil slick between us, her silver hair gathered in Maeva’s hand so the deed-light could write across her back. The carved toy eased in only when she asked for it with the full sentence breaking halfway through, and then I changed the shape of us by degrees, oil and patience, pressing into her ass while the toy filled her pussy and the household’s hands kept the rest of her anchored to the room.

“Don’t tell me the next degree,” she said, blind, fingers tightening around Yrsa’s. “I want it to arrive.”

I let it arrive.

She took everything by fractions, not rushed, not softened, every new inch landing as a surprise she had chosen in front of women who loved her enough to obey her exactness. Ember filigree climbed her tattooed ankle. Her full sentences broke into present-tense pieces: “there, I can’t tell, it keeps arriving, don’t count it, don’t let me have the count.”

So I did not let her have it.

Suzu’s tail brushed my thigh and flared when I ordered her to hold still. Yrsa’s grip on Nahari’s wrists went iron-gentle, the saint holding a woman through pleasure the way she held a line through horror. Maeva bent close to Nahari’s ear and murmured court-formal praise so polished it should have belonged in a throne room, except the words were all about how beautifully the oracle took what she had asked for and how well she commanded by surrendering command.

That undid Nahari more than the toy, I think. Praise from an empress, obedience from a saint, a fox made still for her, and me behind her with the count in my teeth.

“Now,” I said.

The word was too early by two numbers she never heard.

Blind, wrong, full both ways, she detonated around me and the toy at once, ember light blazing up her ankle and across the banner-silk while her cry broke into a laugh at the end, the rarest coin of her lane paid in front of the whole household. The squad-link caught it and threw it through us: the oracle surprised, not alone in the surprise, every strand tasting the shock of it.

Yrsa’s “yield” came then, unprompted, offered as tribute to the moment. She said it into Nahari’s hair like a soldier saluting a gate held.

Suzu lost the professional commentary entirely and made a bright fox-noise, tails flaring so hard the shutters painted nine moving shadows on the new banner.

Maeva’s court diction missed its first verb.

I held the frame through Nahari’s aftershocks until my burned body started to shake for reasons that had nothing to do with pleasure, and Maeva felt it through the Crown before I could hide it.

“Enough standing,” she said.

“I wasn’t standing.”

“Enough pretending that distinction matters.”

She shifted the room with one look. Yrsa and Suzu eased Nahari down into the cushions, still blindfolded and smiling like a woman who had robbed the future of a weapon. Maeva took my place under the banner, then took me with her, guiding me back against the cushioned wall beneath the new standard so the cloth hung over us both: the porter’s lantern and the broken chain, grey deed-light writing the boon across it every few heartbeats.

“My turn is the seal,” Maeva said, unpinning the crowned braid one gold pin at a time and setting each pin on my thigh.

“Then seal it,” I told her.

She did not climb onto me like a throne this time. She knelt first, full imperial hourglass in the strobing light, banner-shadow across sun-gold skin, and took me in her mouth with deliberate ceremony while the other three watched. The empress of the march we had just won, under the banner of the march she had waited four hundred years to touch again, attending me because she had chosen the attendance and because I had ordered it.

“Look at your country,” I said, hand in the freed gold of her hair.

Her green eyes lifted to mine over my cock. Gold lit under her skin.

I did not let her finish me there. I drew her up by the hair, gentle and certain, and turned her beneath the banner so her back met the cushioned wall and her heavy breasts pressed against my chest, the crown-hair everywhere, her wet heat waiting when I lifted her and entered her slow. The household helped because the household had promised to carry the work: Yrsa braced my shoulder without comment, Nahari’s blind count steadied the room, and Suzu, appointed by nobody and everyone, kept the foxfire glamour cracked at the shutters so the victory fair below remained one slat from seeing and saw nothing.

Maeva took me under the banner, standing and held, her legs around me, her body yielding while her hands gripped the new cloth overhead. No coup this time. No midpoint theft. She had handed me the country in the daylight and now held the banner while I claimed the woman beneath it, driving up into her at the pace my burned body could keep and the certainty my body could not spend down.

“This march,” I said against her throat, each stroke making the banner tremble in her hands. “This banner. This empress. Say whose.”

“Ours,” she said, and the court did not survive the word. “Yours and mine and theirs, chosen, gods, attend me, no, don’t attend me, take me under it, take me where the whole province is writing our name through the walls…”

The deed-light strobed grey through the shutters while the province’s stones kept re-lighting with the boon-cascade, MARSH BANNER rolling outward across baker’s stalls and belt-shards and children’s souvenir stones, and that light crossed Maeva’s heavy breasts, Nahari’s oiled curves where she lay smiling blind, Yrsa’s storm-grey scars, Suzu’s foxfire tails, and my own burned tracery. The world outside kept writing the name while the household wrote the choice in bodies.

Nahari found the final count without looking for it. “Three,” she whispered from the cushions, voice warm and wrecked. “Two. One.”

The five-strand flood hit like a gate opening all directions at once. Maeva clamped down around me and blazed gold under the banner, Nahari’s ember surprise still cycling through the link, Yrsa’s storm-grey vow steadying the surge, Suzu’s flint-spark joy cracking bright as foxfire at the shutters, and I came deep in Maeva with a sound that tore up from a body already spent, spilling in thick pulses while the squad-link carried my finish through every queen-strand and brought theirs back through me in the same impossible loop.

No leash could carry that. A leash carries orders. This carried return.

Maeva held the banner through the last pulse, then let the cloth fall around her hands and rested her forehead against mine, gold light banking slow under sweat-sheened skin.

And Suzu, wrecked and delighted, tangled half under Nahari’s blindfold and half under Yrsa’s arm, got the last word, the way she always got the last word, foxfire spelling little bankrupt sparks around her ears:

“Sixty years of interest. PAID.”

The aftermath was a pile, five deep, the new banner overhead, warm and boneless in the strobing deed-light. Maeva assigned the watch from inside the pile, tradition now, “the fox second, the saint third, the oracle first because she’s awake in a tomorrow, and the anchor none, still, whenever he’s burned, that’s not a discussion,” and it was not a discussion, and each of them voiced one want sleepily, because victory makes wants brave.

Maeva: “The march rebuilt. The three dead villages raised. The hall in the door I raised four hundred years ago, chosen this time. And then, summoner, then we discuss the capital, because a banner-holding Anchor is a kingdom problem, and Helvane said less friendly powers would decide what to do about us eventually, and I have decided to be the one deciding instead, which is statecraft boiled down to its cruelest useful truth: being the one who decides. But that’s a later. Sleep first. The march first.”

Yrsa: “A garrison school. In the march. The Warden’s guard taught right, to every boy and girl who wants it, so the next time someone has to stand last at a gate there’s a whole generation that knows the loose grip. Ilsabet taught one garrison rat, and the lesson survived ninety-five years, one death, and one return, and freed her in the end. Imagine what a school lasts. That’s mine. Build me the school.”

Nahari: “The burned line finished. Somewhere past the edge of the glass is the rest of Halden’s sentence, a full circle of crowns closes the ledger for something, and I want to live to read the something, and I have decided I will, so build me a high room with a window to be blind out of, and I’ll find the end of the sentence eventually, on purpose, by refusing to look for it, the way I find everything worth finding now.”

And Suzu, half-asleep, tails everywhere, the fox: “The eastern caldera’s hoard. Appraised. Professionally. There’s a caldera in our own march and an empress won’t say what’s in it, which means it reads like a die-robbing mark with a mountain for a lid, and I want it appraised by a thief who’s priced a die-robbing mark and lived, which is me, and don’t any of you go up that mountain without your reeve, I mean it, I’ll be very cross, and also I want the plum stone’s shelf next to the copper tower’s shelf, and don’t ask why, it’s a reeve’s prerogative to have a shelf.”

And I stayed awake last, the way I always stayed awake last, counting heartbeats from the inside, four strands and my own, five, a household at rest under its own banner with a country won and a Hero foreclosed and a chainwright broken, and I counted them, five, and then, at the very edge of counting, half-asleep, tracery still warm at my collarbone, I felt a sixth.

A slow one. Deep. Somewhere under the world, under the annex and the festival and the march and everything, one slow heartbeat that was not any of the five, so slow and so deep and so far down that I decided, half-asleep, that it was the feast-drums, the great drums still going below in the victory fair, the province’s celebration coming up through the floor and the earth, and I let it be the drums, and slept.


Chapter 20: The March and the Ledger

We rode out to the Wend-march in the raw spring after the circuits, the whole household on the road east and then further east than the road went, into a wild border country that was ours now by a sworn sentence, and the household did not stop at the end of a war. It rode to the next work.

The riding took days, out past where the guild road ran, into country the maps went vague about, and the household rode it the way it did everything, arguing warmly, Bram’s first complaint about march-road odds already entered in the wager-book and repeated to anyone trapped within earshot, Suzu appraising every abandoned structure we passed for its theoretical vault potential, Yrsa condemning the state of the drover roads as “roads that have given up, which is a thing I didn’t know a road could do until I saw one,” and Maeva going quieter and quieter the closer we came, an empress riding back into a country four hundred years gone, and her quiet belonged to her, because a woman riding home to a place she last saw before the duchies deserves her quiet.

The march was exactly what Maeva had promised and worse and better both: wild, half-empty, three dead villages and four live ones, dim stones with real needs in the live ones and no stones at all in the dead ones, drover roads gone to bramble, a whole country nobody had wanted for three centuries waiting for someone who knew the difference between feeding a march and eating one. And I read it the way I read every new country, for the loads and the routes and the needs, and it read like work, years of it, a banner’s work, a country asked for from below and won in daylight and now waiting to be made good, and I found I wanted it, the work of it, with a want the queens had taught me to stop hiding.

And the petitions had beaten us there, nailed to a warden-post that hadn’t been rebuilt yet, a leaning grey post at the march’s edge with a sheaf of country needs already pinned to it, a flooded ford and a bad bridge and a barrow-scare and a well, a country that had heard a porter and his queens answered petitions and had started asking before we’d even arrived, which made the status inversion plain: months ago the province had used me for bait, and now a country asked for me by name before I’d crossed its border.

And the child’s letter was first on the map, the well, the one addressed to the Anchor and the Fox, and its village lay on the road home through the march, and Suzu pretended the route was coincidence.

“It’s on the way,” she said, when I put it first. “It’s just on the way. I didn’t route us through it, it’s geography, the well happens to be on the geography, don’t make it a thing.” And it was not on the way, it was two hours out of the way, and I’d routed us through it on purpose and she knew I had, and she let me, and did not make it a thing, and we would fix a child’s well on the way home because a child three provinces away had written to the Fox by name, and the fox kept the letter in the pocket with the plum stone and the copper whistle, and I let her.

The first live village we came through was called Fenwick Ford, or had been, the name half worn off the boundary stone, forty families hanging on at the edge of a country three centuries unlucky, and I watched the household meet its new people and I watched its new people meet the household, and it was the work in one wary morning. They came out to the road the way border-folk come out to a road, slow, in ones and twos, a smith with his hands still black and a shepherd with a dog that flattened its ears at Suzu’s tails and would not be talked round, and an old woman who’d kept the village’s one dim stone lit through three centuries of bad luck the way Esra had kept Cinderwell’s lamps, and they looked at a porter and four legends and did not cheer, because border-folk do not cheer, they price, and I liked them for it immediately.

Maeva did not descend on them like an empress, because she could have and a season ago she might have. She got down off her horse and crouched by the old stone-keeper and asked what the village needed first, plainly, and listened, and the old woman said the ford, the winter ford, that took a child every few years, and Maeva did not promise it fixed, she asked how deep it ran at flood and where the old ford had been before the river moved, the questions of a woman who meant to actually fix a thing and not to be seen promising it, and the old woman answered slow and then less slow, warming to a Lady who asked the right questions. Maeva won the village with a question about a ford, statecraft at its smallest and truest scale, and this was how a march got held, one right question at a time, and she knew it, and had known it four hundred years ago, and had missed it, I understood, watching her crouch in the cold mud asking an old woman about a river.

The villagers listened with the hard courtesy of people who had survived too many arrivals. A boy with a patched sleeve stood behind the smith holding a cracked bucket, and when Maeva asked where the ford cut deepest he pointed before the adults did, quick and ashamed of knowing. She thanked him by name after the stone-keeper supplied it, and the boy’s shoulders squared under the bucket’s weight. A country begins there too, I thought: with a child discovering that what he knows about dangerous water matters to the woman with the writ.

The old stone-keeper had a ledger of her own, not paper, just a stick notched with every spring flood since her mother had put the first notch in it, and she brought it out wrapped in oilcloth and laid it across Maeva’s palms. “Flood above the third notch takes sheep,” she said. “Above the fifth takes wagons. Above the seventh takes children.”

Maeva did not flinch at the seventh notch. She only turned the stick in her hands and read it as seriously as any imperial treaty. “Then the ford is not a ford,” she said. “It is a debt with water over it.”

The old woman’s mouth tightened, and that was when the village began to believe her. The stone had named her Lady, Helvane had sworn the march, and none of that mattered as much as Maeva looking at a dangerous ford and calling it a debt.

“We’ll pay it,” Maeva said.

No flourish. No vow on a stone. Just a sentence in cold mud, and the old woman nodded once, as if sentences in cold mud were worth more than court promises and she had been waiting forty years for someone else to know it.

Then Maeva asked the old woman’s name, and used it when she repeated the promise, which did more to settle the road than any banner could have done.

Yrsa, meanwhile, had found the smith and was arguing about steel inside of five minutes, and Suzu had already appraised the whole village and pronounced it “honest, which is the worst kind to rob, I hate it here, don’t let me leave,” and Nahari had crouched to let the ear-flattened dog decide about her in its own time, which it did, slowly, the way animals decided about the oracle, and a child asked Suzu if the tails were real and Suzu said they were rented, which delighted the child and confused the smith, and the household made its first friends in its own country by being useful and strange in equal measure. The ford went under work, and we rode on toward the hall.

We did not fix the ford that morning. That mattered. A bad lord promises a bridge at breakfast and forgets the river by supper. A good warden marks the flood notches, asks who has drowned, asks where the clay holds and where the clay lies, asks which farmer owns the oxen that can drag stone and which widow owns the field the new road will have to cut across, because a bridge is not a sentence, it is a hundred small permissions and a winter’s worth of labor. Maeva asked all of that, and I watched the village recalibrate around the questions. The smith stopped arguing with Yrsa long enough to listen. The shepherd’s dog stopped growling at Suzu because Suzu had stolen its suspicion and returned it improved as a scrap of sausage. The old stone-keeper brought out a second stick, this one notched for years without repairs, and Maeva took that too.

“A ford first,” she said to me when we rode on, quiet enough that only the household heard. “Before the hall, before the banner, the ford. If a country has learned that children drown before lords listen, you start by proving the listening comes before the hall.”

“Filed,” I said.

“Do not make that a porter’s word at me,” she said, but the gold strand warmed, pleased, and I kept it harder.

Behind us, Fenwick Ford did not cheer us away. Better than that, it started arguing about stone. The smith shouted that the west bank clay lied in spring. The old stone-keeper said the seventh notch had never lied in her life and she would trust a stick before a smith who forgot three floods ago. The boy with the bucket ran after us long enough to tell Maeva there was a quarry half a mile north nobody used because the road to it swallowed wheels, and Maeva thanked him again by name. The first work of the march followed us down the road as voices, practical and suspicious and already a little alive.

We took breakfast in the shell of the old march-hall, the one Maeva had raised four hundred years ago and the centuries had half-thrown-down, and the household held its first council of the new country, and it was warm and practical and half-ridiculous in the way all true councils are, the household being a household on land of its own.

Maeva assigned rebuilding priorities with terrifying joy, the empress in her element, and I set down her first morning as Warden because it was four hundred years arriving. She had the campaign map out, the one with the letter to the march folded into it, the letter she’d written and not burned, and she assigned the country the way she’d once assigned a war, drainage first because a march lives or dies on its water and she’d learned that lesson keeping a pepper fleet out of a river-mouth, then the drover roads because a march is held at its roads not its walls, then which dead village to raise first, the one nearest the live ones so the living could feed the raising. And she kept touching the doorframe.

I saw it and said nothing. She’d stand at the council-map with the whole country in her hands and then her fingers would drift, absent, to the frame of the shell of a door, the door of the hall she’d raised with her own coin four hundred years ago and stood in and watched a wild country become a country that fed itself, and she’d touch the old stone of it, once, and go back to the map, an empress home in a house four centuries dead and not saying so. And once she stopped mid-sentence, mid-assignment, and stood in the doorframe fully, in the actual door she’d last stood in before the duchies, before Aldous, before the hemlock, and looked out at a wild country that was hers again by choice, and said nothing, and I said nothing, and the household went on around her and let her have the door, and after a moment she came back to the map and assigned a culvert, the empress’s second homecoming folded into a discussion of drainage, exactly as large and as quiet as it needed to be.

Yrsa paced out a training yard in the cold mud, stepping the dimensions of a garrison school with a soldier’s economy, muttering about tang and about a generation that would know how to stand last, and she found the march school’s first student to arrive at the hall on day one, a girl of twelve, too young, a march-child with a stolen fence-picket she was using as a practice sword, caught swinging it wrong in the dead hall’s yard. And Yrsa looked at the child holding the stolen picket, and did the thing a woman had done for her when she was twelve, fixed the grip before she reported the theft, priorities, and said “loosen it, you grip too hard when you’re afraid, and you’re afraid, everyone’s afraid, loosen it and you’ll live,” the exact words from a gate, passed down, and Ilsabet’s first lesson paid forward on day one in the march. The child was adopted by the household within the hour, mostly by declaring herself adopted and daring anyone to argue, which was a fox’s method and made Suzu weep with pride, and Yrsa did not comment on the rhyme and neither did I, and the garrison school’s first march-born student began in a cold yard.

Nahari read the morning the way she read weather, standing at the shell of a window with the silver hair loose. “The east smells like ash banked under snow,” she said, looking toward the march’s far reach where the hills climbed toward the caldera. “Old ash. Patient ash. Not a fire, a fire that’s decided to wait, a fire that’s been waiting so long it’s forgotten it’s a fire and thinks it’s a mountain.” And she left it there, a weather-report and a prophecy and a joke all at once, and braided her hair. She had smelled the dragon in the wind the way she had once smelled fox on the east road, and said nothing more, because a thing that large gets named once and then left to be patient at.

And Suzu appraised the hall’s bones with a professional’s outrage and declared the old vault “insultingly easy, a child could rob it, I could rob it in my sleep and I have robbed things in my sleep, I’ll design the new one, a proper one, un-robbable, I know exactly how a vault should be built because I’ve robbed enough kinds to know and a thief builds the only honest vault, hire the thief to build the vault, empress, it’s old wisdom, right after don’t feed the fox after midnight, which is also true, I get worse.” And Maeva said she’d consider it, which from the empress was a yes, and the household’s unappointed-then-appointed reeve began, on day one, in a dead hall, to design a treasury for a country it would spend years filling, and to appraise the hall’s every fixture for resale value out of pure habit, and to be told, fondly, to stop appraising the household’s own furniture, and to not stop.

“The reeve,” Maeva said, over the ruin of a breakfast Bram had cooked on the hall’s first cleared hearth, “does not draw a salary until the reeve stops trying to sell the hall’s own doors.”

“The doors are load-bearing to the building and dead-weight to the treasury,” Suzu said, unrepentant, “and a good reeve knows the difference between the two ledgers, and I keep both, which is why you’ll never balance your books without me and never trust me while I do it, and that, empress, is the whole joy of the arrangement, we’re going to be miserable together for a hundred years and rich the entire time.”

“She’s not wrong,” Bram said, from the hearth, aggrieved, because a season of following a fox’s odds had ruined him for arguing with her arithmetic.

“She’s right often enough to be unbearable,” Yrsa said, from the doorway where she was pacing out her yard, “that’s the trouble with her, if she were wrong occasionally you could sleep,” and Nahari, braiding her hair by the cold window, said, serene, “she’ll be wrong once, in about four years, about something enormous, and it’ll save the march, and she’ll be insufferable about having been wrong for the rest of the decade,” and Suzu pointed at the oracle and said “SEE, even the future says keep me,” and the empress put her face in her hand, and the hall that had stood dead four hundred years had a household arguing in it over breakfast, which was, I thought, what a country is for.

The Cindermaw got named in daylight, and the registry line surfaced, and nobody commented, exactly as the household had learned not to comment on things too large for a first sentence.

The march’s far reach climbed to a caldera the drovers detoured two days around, and Maeva finally unrolled the eastern edge of the map she’d kept rolled under all season, the blank part, the part her memory stopped at, and there it was: banked heat under snow, old scorch-lines in the hills, no monster tallies anywhere near it because nothing needed to come out of it, a mountain that was also, I understood looking at it, a door. And Halden Rusk’s appendix lay beside the map, the last Anchor’s papers, and in the appendix, worked and abandoned at the very back, a legend priced and left unpaid because a dead man had run out of life before he could afford her, and the registry line surfaced unbidden at the caldera’s name, landing at the edge of my senses in the ledger-voice:

[VYRISSA, LAST DRAGON EMPRESS – COST: BEYOND ANY RECORDED WEIGHT]

I read my own climbing weight against those words, the Renown I’d banked and spent and rebuilt across the long road, the tracery at my collarbone that measured what I’d already spent, and for the first time the arithmetic did not laugh at me. At the start of this road that line would have been a joke, a cost so far beyond my weight it wasn’t worth the reading, a legend priced at the impossible. Now I read it and it did not laugh, it waited, a summon priced beyond any recorded weight sitting inside my own march inside a mountain that was also a door, and I read it and the arithmetic waited, patient, the way a thing waits when it has stopped being impossible and started being merely expensive.

“There’s a dragon in our mountain,” Suzu said, into the quiet, because the fox said the thing nobody would. “That’s what the empress won’t look at. That’s what the caldera is. A resting dragon-empress, priced beyond any weight, in our own march, and the last Anchor found her and couldn’t afford her and died. And I said dragon once, on a balcony, and didn’t know why, and now I know why, because a fox knows a die-robbing mark when she’s near one even through a mountain, and that mountain reads like the pale auditor reads, worth the death, worth the someday.” The freckles went dark. “Not today. Not for years. But someday, porter, when your weight’s climbed enough, there’s a dragon-empress in our own country, and I’ve already started, without meaning to, appraising her.” And nobody commented, because there was nothing to comment, and I underlined the dragon where the pencil used to be, next to the plum stone and the copper whistle and the burned line, and Maeva rolled the eastern edge of the map back under without a word about the caldera she’d never surveyed in her own country. The empress who’d priced a whole murder-economy would not look at the top of her own march, and I decided that whatever the reason was, it was hers to keep until she chose to spend it, and I left it alone.

Nahari took her cliff-walk, the thematic dismount, the burned line walked around in open air, and I walked it with her because she asked me to.

We walked the march’s edge where the ground fell away toward the low country, in the cold clear spring air, and she walked the burned line around in the open the way she walked everything hard around before she’d say it, and she said it slow, the oracle’s way, a doctrine hidden in a warmth.

“A full circle of crowns closes the ledger for something,” she said, the burned line, Halden’s charred sentence. “We don’t know the something. He burned it to buy an hour to hide the truth, and the something went into the fire with the rest of the sentence. We know the direction of it. We know enough to be dangerous and not enough to be comfortable, which is the usual shape of useful knowledge.”

She walked, the silver hair loose in the cold wind, the way she always walked the hard things, around and around in open air until the shape of them came clear. “But I’ve seen to the edge of the glass, anchor, and I’ll tell you what’s past the edge. I did not see it; I couldn’t, the glass whites out. I know it because I’ve learned this whole road that what my glass refuses to show me is the truest thing about a thing, that the whiteness is not blindness but the shape of the thing too large to be written. And past the edge there is a night where all the lamps lean one way.” She said it slow, the doctrine and the dread in one. “Every lamp in the world, leaning, toward one thing, the way the registration lamps leaned toward the Factor, the way the warden-post lamps leaned after him this afternoon for an hour, the way the lamp leaned in Cylas’s rented room before it went out, the way a lamp the color of summer leans in a hall with no weather. A night where all the lamps lean one way. That is what’s past the edge, and I’ve walked around it a dozen times and it does not change, it only comes closer.”

She stopped at the cliff’s edge, the low country falling away below her into spring haze. “I don’t say whose lamps lean, or which way, or toward what. I can’t; the glass whites out at exactly the place the answer would be, which means the answer is the Saint itself, the thing my sight can’t hold. But I’ll say the rest, which is the only useful part. They are very expensive now, our lamps. Yours and mine and the household’s. Expensive enough that the thing that runs the ledger has stopped sending accidents and started offering terms, which is worse, anchor, terms are worse than accidents, because an accident you can survive by luck and terms you can only survive by refusing.” She turned from the cliff. “So there will be a night, past the edge of my glass, where all the lamps lean one way. And I want you to sleep anyway, tonight and every night until then, because they are very expensive now, our lamps, and getting more so, and a light that won’t rest is a light that burns out before the night that needs it, and I have decided we are all going to reach that night rested, which is a small defiance, sleeping while a creditor waits, and I find small defiances are the only ones worth being sure of.”

“Sleep anyway,” I said.

“Sleep anyway,” she said, and turned from the cliff’s edge, the doctrine delivered, the dismount done, and we walked back toward the dead hall and the live household, and behind us the low country lay under spring haze and somewhere east the caldera banked its patient ash, and neither of us looked at it.

And then the Factor came, courteous as a knife laid flat on a table. I kept the account exact and no larger, because the thing that eats legends is spent in glimpses and this was the clearest glimpse yet.

He arrived like weather. There was no arrival, no rider on the road, no figure resolving out of the distance, there was simply, at the rebuilt-a-third warden-post at the march’s edge, a tall pale patience in a plain dark coat that had not been there and then was, and the lamps on the warden-post, unlit in the daylight, leaned toward him, and I felt Nahari go to bone beside me and go blind and go, deliberately, dark, refusing the glass, a blank he could not read, and I stepped between him and the household out of habit and choice both, and the Factor was courteous, and unhurried, and did not explain, and made his offer in a creditor’s grammar.

“You’ve done remarkable work,” he said, and his voice was nothing, a pleasant nothing, a courtesy with no weather in it. “Truly. The clearing, the boon, the march. A living Anchor with a banner and a border country, four bonds, two of them Crowned. It’s a very interesting entry in a very long ledger, and I keep a very long ledger, and interesting is a rare thing to find in it after so long.” He let the lamps lean toward him, unhurried, a man in no hurry because his patience had no visible edge. “I’ve come to propose terms, because my principal prefers terms to trouble, and you’ve become enough of an interesting entry to be worth terms, which is not a compliment, it is an accounting, but you may take it as a compliment if it helps.”

“The Saint will bless the anchor’s practice,” he said. “Generous terms; I’m authorized to be generous, and generosity from my principal is a rare weather. The hunts end. The Blessed heel. No more Chainwrights, no more Kolbecks, no more Coils; those were the crude instruments of a creditor trying to collect a debt it has now decided to refinance instead. The march prospers; a favored Anchor prospers extraordinarily, you’d be amazed what a creditor can do for a favored account, the harvests turn, the roads clear, the capital smiles, the less friendly powers your Margrave worries about find themselves suddenly friendly. In exchange, the practice operates under the ledger. Nothing so crude as a leash; leashes are for the Chainwright’s sort, and you’ve quite thoroughly demonstrated what I think of the Chainwright’s sort by declining to save him from his own hand. No leash. Simply an arrangement. You put legends back into the world, and the world’s ledger notes it, and takes its small percentage, and everyone prospers, and difficult nights become very rare.”

He produced, from the plain coat, a pen, and I recognized the pen, the pen whose ink dried from the middle out, and Nahari, dark and blind beside me, made a small sound, and I did not let him near me with it. “It wants signing, is all,” he said. “Yours beside mine, and the arrangement holds, and the lamps stop leaning, and you and yours grow old and prosperous and unforeclosed. Terms. Generous ones. Generous enough to be remembered, and my principal’s memory is very long. Shall I?”

“No,” I said.

One word. And I shut the gate, the warden-post gate, the leaning grey post’s gate, shut it on a pale patience with a pen, because Nahari had told me at a registration stone a lifetime ago not to let him put his pen to anything with my name on it and I’d filed it and it hadn’t moved, and because a favored Anchor is a leashed Anchor with a kinder hand on it, another leash with a courtesy for a chain, and I’d cut a dozen chains back in the Undercourt and I’d not sign myself into a nicer one. I said it plain and I shut the gate and I did not explain, because you don’t explain to a creditor, you decline him.

The Factor was incapable of surprise or hurry, and he did not offer either. A man declined does not fluster a thing that seemed incapable of hurry in any length of time a living memory could measure.

“The offer stands,” he said, through the shut gate, unbothered, the pen going back into the plain coat. “My principal is patient; patience is the weather it lives in, and it does not experience refusal the way you experience it, as an ending. It experiences refusal the way a tide experiences a wall.” He inclined his head, a creditor’s small bow. “Until then. Congratulations on the march. The lamps are very fond of you, which is not, in the end, a thing you should want them to be.”

And there was no arrival to reverse, so there was no departure, there was simply a pale patience that had been at the gate and then was not, and no footprints in the cold mud where he’d stood, none, the mud smooth and unmarked as though nothing with weight had ever stood there, and the warden-post lamps leaned after the place where he’d been for a full hour, unlit, in the daylight, leaning toward nothing, toward the absence of him, and then, slowly, straightened. I kept the details cold: the creditor who couldn’t be surprised or hurried, the mud with no footprints, the courtesy that was the menace, and understood that the Saint had come, once, to a gate at the edge of our own country, in person, or as close to a person as it had, and been declined with one word and a shut gate.

The last of it was warmth over dread, on purpose, because a household that ends on dread is a household that forgets what it’s for.

The sister-lamp got hung at the march-hall door, Esra’s lamp, the one I’d carried east from a Marrowford loft where it had burned all season while we were gone, and beside it a fresh one, the march’s own, and I lit them both myself in the spring dusk, two lamps at the door of a dead hall coming back to life, a lamplighter’s memory and a country’s new fire burning together against the dark. And I thought of Esra, nineteen and dead three weeks when I’d summoned her to see the dawn she’d missed, and of Cinderwell building a second lamp-post on the high ridge where she used to walk, and now a third light of hers here, at a march-hall door three provinces from her grave, the lamplighter’s memory traveling with the household the way her verse traveled in the song, and it was the two lamps, the motif paid, and I stood between them a moment in the dusk and let it be as much as it was.

The march’s lamp took badly at first, wick too new, oil too cold, flame guttering sideways in the draft through the ruined hall. Yrsa moved to shield it with her hand and stopped before she touched it, because this was my work, and Maeva noticed her stopping and said nothing, because she understood the courtesy. I trimmed the wick with my knife, warmed the chimney between my palms, and tried again. This time it caught steady, small but stubborn, and the two lamps burned together, one carried from a dead girl’s memory and one lit for a country that had forgotten what steady light looked like.

The copper tower went onto the hall’s first finished shelf, in the high room Maeva’s sketch had always shown, every copper I’d ever paid a fox at a shrine stacked into a monument to a courtesy I’d done a lifetime without meaning it, held in trust plus appreciation, and the plum stone went onto the shelf beside it, the fox setting it there herself, careful, still unexplained, a boy’s half-plum sixty years gone given a place on a shelf in a hall we’d won. And the copper whistle stayed in her pocket, the other half of a grief she hadn’t spent, and I did not ask, because a thing a fox keeps that hard is a thing you let her keep until she chooses daylight for it, and not before.

Maeva’s first decree as Warden of the Wend-march was about drainage, which delighted her enormously, an empress who’d unified three duchies and killed a bank and won back a country issuing her first sovereign command of her second life about a blocked culvert on the drover road, and she issued it with full court formality, the whole imperial weight of it brought to bear on a ditch, and then laughed at herself, once, the way she almost never did. The laugh was four hundred years of grief finally making room for a life, and I said nothing, and let her laugh.

The twelve-year-old with the fence-picket arrived two years too young and was adopted by the household within an hour, exactly as I’d marked, and Yrsa fixed her grip before she reported the theft, priorities, the way Ilsabet had once fixed a garrison rat’s grip before reporting hers, the rhyme complete, a dead woman’s first lesson paid forward to a march-child in a cold yard, and the saint did not name the rhyme and neither did I, and the child had a loose grip within the hour and a household within the day, and Yrsa taught her the low-line counter as the first thing, the Warden’s guard, and somewhere a garrison school added one student two years too young.

And Bram’s first accounting sheet from the march-hall table complained about the march-road odds, because a one-armed innkeeper who’d wept over paying out ruinous odds had already found new odds to grieve, the coalition’s road-building bets running long, the wager-book going where the odds were criminal, the receipts file sitting beside it, the dead-man’s-switch doctrine following the household to its own country. And the household was a household, on land of its own, under two lamps, with a garrison school of one and a reeve who was a thief and an empress laughing over a culvert and an oracle claiming a high room to be blind out of and a war banked patient in a mountain and a creditor’s offer standing declined at a gate and a whole country of petitions nailed to a leaning post.

I stood at the door of the march-hall in the last light, between the two lamps, and looked at the country we’d won, the flaw and the heroism and the household and the dread standing politely outside the gate. Then I checked the lamps, counted four queen-heartbeats and my own, left the work for morning, and would have gone in.

The lamps leaned.

Not far. Not enough for anyone outside the bond to call it a sign. Esra’s sister-lamp tipped first, the little flame bending in its chimney toward no draft I could feel, and the march’s new lamp followed, small and stubborn and wrong, both lights inclining the same way the warden-post lamps had leaned after the Factor vanished. Toward the gate. Toward the absence where the pale patience had stood. Toward something that was not in the road and still had weight.

The ledger-voice surfaced at the edge of my senses, colder than the spring dusk, not summoned, not offered, only read, the way ink is read when a page has opened somewhere with your name on it.

[ANCHOR (LIVING)]

The words sat in me like old ink.

[FOUR LIGHTS. TWO CROWNED.]

Maeva’s gold strand went still. Yrsa’s storm-grey tightened like a hand finding a hilt. Nahari, from the high room, went deliberately dark so fast I felt the absence of her sight like a shutter thrown closed. Suzu’s flint-spark flared once, furious and frightened and already appraising the angle of a thing no thief could reach.

Then the last line wrote itself across the inside of my skull, the letters drying from the center outward in a hand I had seen on a pen I would never let touch my name.

[ACQUIRE BEFORE THE CIRCLE CLOSES.]

The lamps held their lean for three breaths.

One.

Two.

Three.

Then they straightened, innocent as ordinary fire, and the march-hall behind me was loud with household warmth again, Bram cursing a kettle, Maeva laughing once at a culvert decree she’d already improved, Yrsa correcting a child’s grip in the yard, Suzu arguing with the copper tower about whether appreciation compounded ethically, Nahari dark and breathing and alive in the room above, four queen-heartbeats and my own under a roof we’d chosen.

I stood between the lamps and did not call them back outside. Not yet. The creditor had terms. The ledger had hunger. The circle had a closing edge.

Inside, my household was laughing.

So I checked both wicks, made both flames steady, and went in.
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